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The Chicago Style for Film Thesis: A Comprehensive Guide to Chicago Manual Style

chicago style for film thesis chicago manual style demands meticulous adherence to a set of
guidelines that ensure clarity, consistency, and academic rigor. For film scholars and students,
navigating the intricacies of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) when presenting their research can
be a daunting task. This comprehensive guide delves deep into the essential components of applying
CMOS to film thesis writing, covering everything from in-text citations and bibliographical entries to
formatting requirements and common pitfalls. Understanding these principles is crucial for crafting a
polished and authoritative academic work that respects scholarly conventions and effectively
communicates your cinematic analysis. We will explore the nuances of the author-date system versus
the notes-bibliography system, specific considerations for citing various film sources, and the
overarching stylistic elements that define a well-structured film thesis.

Table of Contents

Understanding Chicago Manual of Style for Film Studies
Choosing Your Citation System: Notes-Bibliography vs. Author-Date
Core Elements of Chicago Style for Film Theses
In-Text Citations in Notes-Bibliography System
In-Text Citations in Author-Date System
Crafting Your Bibliography or References List
Specific Source Types in Film Thesis Writing
Citing Feature Films
Citing Documentaries and Short Films
Citing Television Series and Episodes
Citing Screenplays and Scripts
Citing Film Criticism and Scholarly Articles
Citing Books on Film
Citing Interviews and Archival Materials
Formatting and Style Guidelines
Title Page and Preliminary Pages
Chapter and Section Headings
Tables and Figures
General Prose and Punctuation
Common Challenges and Best Practices
The Role of Style Guides and Resources

Understanding Chicago Manual of Style for Film
Studies

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) serves as a foundational text for academic writing across
numerous disciplines, and film studies is no exception. Its comprehensive nature allows for adaptation



to the unique demands of analyzing visual media. Applying Chicago style to a film thesis means more
than just following a citation format; it encompasses the entire presentation of your research, from
the initial structuring of your argument to the final polished prose. For film scholars, understanding
how CMOS handles the citation of films themselves, alongside secondary sources like scholarly
articles and books, is paramount. The manual provides clear directives on how to present unique
media objects, ensuring that your audience can easily locate and verify the sources you reference.

Film theses often involve a blend of textual analysis, theoretical frameworks, and historical context.
The Chicago style provides a robust framework that accommodates this multifaceted approach. By
establishing clear rules for referencing visual evidence, critical commentary, and theoretical
underpinnings, CMOS facilitates a cohesive and credible academic argument. This guide aims to
demystify the process of applying Chicago style to film thesis writing, ensuring that your work meets
the highest academic standards.

Choosing Your Citation System: Notes-Bibliography vs.
Author-Date

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary citation systems: the Notes-Bibliography system and
the Author-Date system. For film theses, the choice between these systems often depends on
departmental or advisor preferences, as well as the nature of the research. Both systems are
designed to provide readers with the necessary information to locate sources, but they differ in their
execution and presentation.

The Notes-Bibliography system uses footnotes or endnotes to cite sources within the text, followed by
a comprehensive bibliography at the end of the work. This system is often favored in humanities
disciplines, including film studies, as it allows for more extensive explanatory notes or tangential
discussions without disrupting the flow of the main text. The Author-Date system, conversely, uses
parenthetical in-text citations that include the author's last name and the publication year, with a
corresponding reference list at the end. This system is more common in social sciences and can be
more efficient for works with a large number of citations where extensive annotation is not required.

Regardless of the chosen system, consistency is key. Whichever method you select, apply it uniformly
throughout your thesis. Familiarize yourself with the specific nuances of each system as they apply to
film sources. Understanding these fundamental differences is the first step in correctly implementing
Chicago style for your film thesis.

Core Elements of Chicago Style for Film Theses

The core of applying Chicago style to a film thesis lies in its citation methods and the organization of
your references. Mastering these elements ensures that your research is both academically sound
and easily navigable for your readers.



In-Text Citations in Notes-Bibliography System
In the Notes-Bibliography system, all source information is provided in footnotes or endnotes. When
you refer to a film, a scholarly article, or a book, you will insert a superscript number in your text that
corresponds to a note. The first time a source is cited, the note will contain full bibliographical
information. Subsequent citations of the same source will use a shortened form, typically the author's
last name, a shortened title, and the page number or time code.

For film citations within notes, the format typically includes the film's title (italicized), director,
production company, and year of release, followed by the specific time code if referencing a particular
scene or shot. For example, a footnote might look like this:

1. Casablanca, directed by Michael Curtiz, Warner Bros., 1942, 00:35:10.

When citing secondary sources like articles or books, the note structure will follow standard Chicago
style for those materials, including author, title, publication details, and page numbers.

In-Text Citations in Author-Date System
The Author-Date system requires brief parenthetical citations within the text. These typically include
the author's last name and the year of publication. For example, if citing a book, it might appear as
(Bordwell and Thompson 2017). When citing a film, the convention is to use the film's title and the
year, often accompanied by a director's name for clarity, and potentially a time code.

(e.g., Citizen Kane (Welles 1941, 01:10:00)).

If multiple works by the same author are cited from the same year, they are distinguished with letters
(e.g., Smith 2020a). The goal is to provide just enough information in the parentheses to direct the
reader to the full citation in the reference list.

Crafting Your Bibliography or References List
Both citation systems culminate in a comprehensive list of all sources consulted. In the Notes-
Bibliography system, this is typically titled "Bibliography." In the Author-Date system, it is usually
called "References." The entries in this list must be formatted precisely according to Chicago style
guidelines, providing complete publication details for each source. The order of entries is alphabetical
by author's last name (or by title if no author is listed).

The crucial aspect here is that every source cited in your notes or in-text should appear in your
bibliography/references list, and vice versa. This list acts as a roadmap for your reader, allowing them
to trace your research and consult your sources independently.



Specific Source Types in Film Thesis Writing

Film theses engage with a diverse array of source materials, from the films themselves to critical
analyses and theoretical texts. Chicago style offers specific guidance for citing each of these.

Citing Feature Films
When citing feature films, the primary information required includes the film's title (italicized),
director, production company, and year of release. For the Notes-Bibliography system, the full citation
in the bibliography or a note typically follows this structure:

Last Name, First Name, director. Film Title. Production Company, Year.

For the Author-Date system, the in-text citation would be (Director's Last Name Year), and the
reference list entry would be similar to the bibliography entry above but may omit some details
depending on the specific guidelines followed. If referencing a specific scene or moment, include the
time code.

Citing Documentaries and Short Films
The citation format for documentaries and short films is largely the same as for feature films. The key
is to accurately identify the director, production details, and release year.

Director's Last Name, First Name, dir. Documentary Title. Production Company, Year.

For short films, you might also include the running time if it is particularly relevant to your analysis.
Consistency in identifying the primary creator (director) is essential.

Citing Television Series and Episodes
Citing television requires distinguishing between the series as a whole and individual episodes. For an
episode, you would cite the episode title, the series title, the creator, the network, and the original air
date.

Episode Title. Directed by First Name Last Name. Series Title. Network, Air Date.

In the bibliography/references list, the full citation would be provided. For in-text citations in the
Author-Date system, you might use (Series Creator Last Name Year) or a more specific episode
identifier if necessary.



Citing Screenplays and Scripts
When referencing screenplays or scripts that are published or exist in manuscript form, you should
cite them as you would any other written work. This includes the author (screenwriter), the title of the
screenplay, and publication details or manuscript information.

Screenwriter's Last Name, First Name. Screenplay Title. Year.

If citing from a specific version or draft, include those details. Page numbers are crucial for
referencing specific passages or dialogue within the script.

Citing Film Criticism and Scholarly Articles
Citing scholarly articles from journals is a standard practice in film theses. The format in the
bibliography/references list includes the author's name, article title, journal title, volume and issue
numbers, publication date, and page range.

Author's Last Name, First Name. "Article Title." Journal Title Volume, no. Issue (Year): Page
Range.

For in-text citations (Author-Date), it would be (Author's Last Name Year, page number). Notes-
Bibliography system uses endnotes or footnotes with similar information.

Citing Books on Film
Books are a fundamental source for film theory, history, and criticism. The citation for books in the
bibliography/references list is standard:

Author's Last Name, First Name. Book Title. City of Publication: Publisher, Year.

In-text citations will follow the chosen system (e.g., (Author's Last Name Year) or a corresponding
note). Always include page numbers when referencing specific ideas or passages.

Citing Interviews and Archival Materials
Interviews, whether conducted by the student or previously recorded, and archival materials require
careful citation. For personal interviews, include the interviewee's name, the interviewer's name, the
date, and the location or format (e.g., conducted via Zoom, personal archive).

Interviewee's Last Name, First Name. Interview by Your Name. Date.

Archival materials should be cited with as much specificity as possible, including the archive name,
collection name, folder or box number, and any identifying accession numbers. The goal is to enable



precise retrieval of the material.

Formatting and Style Guidelines

Beyond citations, the overall formatting and stylistic choices in your film thesis are governed by
Chicago style, contributing significantly to its professional presentation and academic credibility.

Title Page and Preliminary Pages
The title page should include the thesis title, your name, the department, the university, and the date
of submission. Chicago style is generally flexible on minor title page elements, but clarity and
completeness are paramount. The table of contents, list of figures, and abstract (if required) should
also be formatted consistently.

Chapter and Section Headings
Consistent use of headings and subheadings enhances the organization and readability of your thesis.
Chicago style suggests a hierarchy for headings, typically using different levels of capitalization, font
styles (e.g., bold, italics), and placement (centered, left-aligned) to distinguish between major
sections, subsections, and sub-subsections. Always check your department's specific formatting
requirements for headings.

Tables and Figures
If your film thesis includes tables, charts, or images (stills from films, diagrams), they must be clearly
labeled and referenced in the text. Each table and figure should have a number and a descriptive
title. Notes can be added below tables or figures to explain abbreviations or provide additional
context.

Figure 1: Iconic Shot from Citizen Kane

Table 1: Box Office Performance by Year

The placement of these elements within the document should also follow established conventions,
often appearing as close as possible to their first mention in the text.

General Prose and Punctuation
Chicago style provides detailed guidance on grammar, punctuation, spelling, and capitalization. Pay
close attention to the use of serial commas, em dashes, quotation marks (especially for dialogue
within film analysis), and the treatment of foreign words. Maintaining a formal, objective tone
throughout the prose is essential for academic writing. Proofreading meticulously for grammatical



errors and stylistic inconsistencies is a final, critical step.

Common Challenges and Best Practices

One of the most common challenges in applying Chicago style to film theses is the citation of film
itself, particularly when dealing with different versions, cuts, or historical prints. Another frequent
hurdle is ensuring consistency across a large document with numerous source types.

Best practices include:

Starting early: Familiarize yourself with CMOS well in advance of writing deadlines.

Utilizing resources: Keep a copy of The Chicago Manual of Style handy, and consult its online
resources or companion guides.

Advisor consultation: Regularly discuss citation and formatting questions with your thesis
advisor.

Creating templates: Develop templates for frequently cited source types to ensure consistency.

Dedicated proofreading: Allocate specific time for proofreading focused on citation accuracy
and formatting adherence.

Software assistance: While helpful, citation management software should be used with caution,
always cross-referencing with manual checks and CMOS guidelines.

Adopting a systematic approach to referencing and formatting will prevent last-minute errors and
ensure that your film thesis is a polished and authoritative piece of scholarship.

---

Q: What is the primary difference between the Notes-
Bibliography and Author-Date systems in Chicago style for
film theses?
A: The primary difference lies in how sources are cited within the text. The Notes-Bibliography system
uses footnotes or endnotes, allowing for more explanatory text, while the Author-Date system uses
brief parenthetical citations (Author Year) directly in the text, requiring a corresponding reference list.

Q: How do I cite a specific scene from a film in my Chicago-



style thesis?
A: In either citation system, when referring to a specific scene, you should include the film's title,
director, production company, year, and crucially, the time code (e.g., 00:45:20) of that scene, in
addition to any required in-text citation or note.

Q: Should I italicize film titles in my Chicago-style film thesis?
A: Yes, according to The Chicago Manual of Style, film titles should always be italicized, whether in the
text, notes, bibliography, or reference list.

Q: What is the correct way to cite a screenplay in a Chicago-
style film thesis?
A: In the bibliography or reference list, cite a screenplay by the screenwriter's name, followed by the
screenplay title (italicized), and the year of its completion or primary draft. In the text or notes,
reference it similarly, and always provide page numbers if quoting or paraphrasing specific dialogue
or stage directions.

Q: How do I handle citing multiple works by the same author
in my Chicago-style film thesis?
A: If using the Author-Date system, you would differentiate works by the same author in the same
year by adding lowercase letters to the year (e.g., Smith 2020a, Smith 2020b). In the Notes-
Bibliography system, you'd differentiate them in the notes by page number or a specific identifier
within the shortened citation.

Q: Can I use citation management software for my Chicago-
style film thesis?
A: Yes, citation management software can be helpful, but it is crucial to use it with caution. Always
double-check the generated citations against the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style to
ensure accuracy and adherence to specific film citation conventions.

Q: What are the key elements to include when citing a
television episode in Chicago style?
A: When citing a television episode, you should include the episode title, the series title, the director
of the episode, the network that aired it, and its original air date. This information should be
consistently formatted in your notes, bibliography, or reference list.

Q: Is there a specific format for citing archival film footage in



Chicago style?
A: Yes, citing archival film footage requires meticulous detail. You should include the name of the
archive, the specific collection or series the footage belongs to, box or folder numbers, any accession
or item numbers, and a description of the footage itself. The goal is to provide all necessary
information for retrieval.
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