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The Art of Citation: Chicago Style Formatting for Photographers

chicago style formatting for photographers is a crucial aspect of academic writing,
research papers, and even professional portfolios where citing visual sources is paramount.
For visual artists, understanding how to properly attribute inspiration, reference techniques,
and acknowledge the origins of imagery is not just a matter of academic rigor but also of
ethical practice. This guide delves deep into the intricacies of Chicago Manual of Style
(CMOS) when applied to photographic works, covering everything from basic citation
principles to specific examples for various types of photographic sources. Mastering these
guidelines ensures your work is credible, your research is transparent, and your
appreciation for photographic history and practice is clearly communicated. We will explore
author-date and notes-bibliography systems, the nuances of citing digital versus print
photographs, and the essential elements required for a comprehensive bibliography or
works cited page.
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Understanding Chicago Style Citation for
Photography

Chicago style, often referred to as the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), is a widely adopted
citation style in many academic disciplines, including art history, visual culture, and
photography studies. When it comes to photographers and their work, Chicago style
provides a robust framework for acknowledging the source of images, whether they are
historical prints, contemporary digital captures, or works found in various publications. The
primary goal is to give credit where credit is due, allowing readers to locate the original
source material, and to demonstrate thorough research and ethical sourcing. For
photographers, this means understanding not only how to cite their own work when
necessary but also how to properly reference the vast visual landscape that informs their
practice.

The flexibility of Chicago style allows for adaptation to different types of sources. While
many photographers might be familiar with citing books and articles, the specific
requirements for citing a single photograph, a series, or an image from a museum
collection can be less intuitive. This guide aims to demystify these aspects, providing clear
instructions and examples tailored to the needs of visual creators and researchers in the



photographic field. Attention to detail in citations builds credibility and fosters a deeper
engagement with the history and theory of photography.

Why Proper Citation Matters for Photographers

For photographers, proper citation transcends academic requirements; it is a fundamental
aspect of professional integrity and ethical practice. When referencing the work of other
photographers, historical archives, or even foundational texts that have influenced your
vision, clear attribution is essential. This not only prevents accusations of plagiarism but
also demonstrates a deep respect for the photographic community and its history.
Furthermore, well-cited research in a portfolio or artist statement can significantly enhance
the perceived authority and thoroughness of your work, particularly in academic or
curatorial contexts.

In a field as collaborative and interconnected as photography, where visual language is
constantly evolving through influence and homage, understanding citation norms is vital. It
allows for productive dialogue about inspiration, technique, and thematic development
without infringing on intellectual property rights. Accurate Chicago style formatting ensures
that your own contributions are also clearly understood in relation to the broader
photographic discourse.

The Two Systems: Notes-Bibliography vs. Author-
Date

Chicago style offers two distinct citation systems: the notes-bibliography system and the
author-date system. Both are acceptable, and the choice often depends on the specific
requirements of the publisher, institution, or field of study. For photographers, especially
those involved in art history or critical writing, the notes-bibliography system is often
preferred as it allows for more detailed commentary within the notes themselves, which
can be beneficial when discussing visual elements or historical context.

The author-date system, more common in the sciences and social sciences, uses
parenthetical in-text citations keyed to a reference list at the end of the work. While less
common for purely photographic studies, it can be useful for interdisciplinary projects or
when photographic evidence supports a broader argument. Understanding the nuances of
both systems is key to selecting the most appropriate method for your specific project.

Notes-Bibliography System for Photographic Sources

The notes-bibliography system uses footnotes or endnotes to cite sources within the text,
followed by a comprehensive bibliography at the end. For photographers, this means that
when an image is discussed or referenced, a corresponding note will provide detailed
information about its origin. The bibliography then lists all cited sources alphabetically. This
system is highly effective for academic papers, exhibition catalogs, and books where
extensive discussion of visual material is required.

The advantage of this system for photographic content lies in its ability to accommodate
detailed descriptions and contextual information within the notes. For instance, a note



might not only identify the photographer and title of an image but also its date, medium,
dimensions, current location, and even a brief discussion of its significance or how it relates
to other works. The bibliography then provides a concise reference for each source.

Author-Date System for Photographic Sources

The author-date system uses in-text parenthetical citations that include the author's last
name and the year of publication (e.g., [Smith 2020]). This is followed by a reference list at
the end of the document, which includes full bibliographic details for all sources cited. While
this system is generally more streamlined for in-text referencing, it might offer less space
for extensive commentary directly linked to specific visual elements compared to the notes-
bibliography system.

For photographers utilizing the author-date system, the focus will be on ensuring that the
in-text citation clearly links to the corresponding entry in the reference list. When citing
photographs, the author's name (or the institution if no individual author is credited) and
the date will be the primary identifiers in the parenthetical citation. The reference list will
then expand on these details to provide full discoverability of the photographic source.

Core Elements of a Photographic Citation

Regardless of which Chicago style system is employed, certain core elements are
consistently required for accurate photographic citations. These elements ensure that the
reader can precisely identify and locate the source material. Missing even one crucial piece
of information can render a citation incomplete and, therefore, less useful.

The fundamental components of a photographic citation typically include the creator's
name, the title of the work, the date of creation, and the source or location where the
photograph can be found or viewed. The specific format and order of these elements will
vary between the notes-bibliography and author-date systems, as well as depending on the
nature of the source (e.g., a standalone print, a book illustration, a website).

Identifying the Creator

The creator of a photograph is typically the photographer. However, there might be
instances where the creator is an agency, a studio, or an individual who commissioned the
work. It is essential to identify the primary individual or entity responsible for the
photographic act. If the photographer is well-known, their name is usually listed first. In
cases where a photograph is from a historical archive or a collection where the individual
photographer is not credited, the name of the institution or collection may serve as the
"author."

For example, if citing a photograph by Ansel Adams, his name would be the primary
identifier. If citing a historical image from the Library of Congress, the Library of Congress
might be treated as the authoring entity. Clarity in identifying the creator is the first step in
a reliable citation.



Titling the Photographic Work

The title of a photographic work should be presented accurately as it is known. For
standalone artworks, the title is usually italicized. If the photograph is part of a larger work,
such as a book or an exhibition catalog, the title of the photograph itself might be
presented in quotation marks, with the title of the larger work italicized.

Consider the difference between citing Ansel Adams's "Moonrise, Hernandez, New Mexico"
(italicized as an artwork) versus citing a photograph of a historical event reproduced in a
book; the latter might have the photograph’s caption as its title in quotation marks.
Precision in titling is vital for accurate referencing.

Dating the Photograph

The date of creation is a critical piece of information for any photographic citation. This
refers to when the photograph was taken, not when it was published or accessed. If the
exact date is unknown, approximations such as "ca. 1930" (circa 1930) or a specific decade
can be used. For contemporary works, the full date of creation (year, month, day) is often
available and should be included if possible.

For historical photographs, determining the precise date can sometimes be challenging.
Rely on the most reliable information available from the source, be it an archive record,
exhibition information, or scholarly publication. When citing digital reproductions, it is the
date of the original photograph that matters, not the date of the digital file's creation or
upload.

Specifying the Source and Location

The source and location information tell the reader where to find the photograph. This can
be a physical location (e.g., a museum, archive, library), a publication (e.g., a book, journal,
magazine), or an online resource (e.g., a website, digital archive). Specific details about the
publication, such as the publisher, year of publication, and page numbers, are crucial when
citing images reproduced in print.

For online sources, including the URL and the date of access is essential, as web content
can change or disappear. The goal is to provide enough information for someone else to
reliably locate the image you are referencing.

Citing Photographs in Print Publications

Citing photographs that appear in books, magazines, or exhibition catalogs requires specific
formatting to accurately attribute both the photograph itself and its publication context.
Whether using the notes-bibliography or author-date system, the key is to provide enough
detail for the reader to find the original image within the printed material.

The level of detail needed will also depend on whether the photograph is the primary
subject of discussion or a secondary illustration. For art historical research or critical
analysis of a specific photographic artwork, more detailed citation is typically expected.



Photographs in Books

When citing a photograph reproduced in a book, you will need to provide details about the
book itself. In the notes-bibliography system, a footnote or endnote would include the
photographer's name, the title of the photograph (often in quotation marks if it's an
illustration), the book's title (italicized), publication details (city, publisher, year), and the
specific page number(s) where the photograph appears.

For example, a note might read: "Ansel Adams, 'Grand Teton National Park,' in Ansel
Adams: 400 Photographs (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1987), 156." The corresponding
bibliography entry would be more concise. If citing a photograph where the book author is
different from the photographer, clarity is paramount.

Photographs in Periodicals (Magazines/Journals)

Citing photographs in periodicals follows similar principles but includes specific details for
journal or magazine articles. For the notes-bibliography system, a note would typically
include the photographer's name (if credited), the title of the photograph (if applicable and
distinct from the article title), the article title (in quotation marks), the periodical title
(italicized), volume and issue numbers, date of publication, and page numbers.

For instance: "Henri Cartier-Bresson, 'Behind the Gare Saint-Lazare,' in 'The Decisive
Moment,' Life, March 19, 1951, 86." The bibliography entry would consolidate this
information. When photographers themselves contribute to periodicals with their own
images and text, their name will appear as the author of the article.

Citing Digital Photographs and Online Archives

The digital age has vastly expanded access to photographic works, but it also presents
unique challenges for citation. Citing online photographs requires careful attention to URLs,
access dates, and the source of the digital image. Whether the image is from a museum's
online collection, a personal website, or a digital archive, the goal remains the same: to
provide a clear path for retrieval.

It is crucial to distinguish between citing a digital reproduction of a physical artwork and
citing a photograph that exists primarily in digital form. The latter is becoming increasingly
common as digital-native photography proliferates.

Photographs from Museum and Archive Websites

When citing a photograph accessed online from a museum or archive, you need to include
the name of the institution, the title of the artwork, the creator, the date of creation, and
the URL. For the notes-bibliography system, the note would look something like this:
"Dorothea Lange, 'Migrant Mother, Nipomo, California,' 1936, Gelatin silver print, The
Museum of Modern Art, New York. https://www.moma.org/collection/works/45230 (accessed
October 26, 2023)."

The bibliography entry would consolidate these details. Always try to find the most direct
link to the specific artwork or photograph. If the website provides an accession number or a



specific collection identifier, include it for greater precision.

Photographs from Online Photo Galleries and Personal
Websites

Citing photographs from online galleries, portfolios, or individual photographers' websites
requires a similar approach. You'll need the photographer's name, the title of the
photograph, the date of creation (if available), the website name, and the URL, along with
the access date. For example: "Sally Mann, 'Deep South,' 1992, from the series Immediate
Family, https://www.sallymann.com/portfolio/immediate-family/deep-south/ (accessed
October 26, 2023)."

It's important to note that website content can be ephemeral. Including the access date is
therefore critical. If the website is a professional portfolio, the photographer's name should
be clearly identified as the creator.

Specific Scenarios in Chicago Style for
Photographers

Beyond the general guidelines, photographers may encounter more specific citation needs.
These can include citing entire photographic series, individual prints in a collection, or
works where authorship is not straightforward. Addressing these nuances ensures
comprehensive and accurate academic or professional presentation.

Understanding how to handle these unique situations is part of becoming proficient in
Chicago style for visual arts contexts. Each scenario requires careful consideration of the
available information and the most logical way to present it for clarity and discoverability.

Citing a Series of Photographs

When referencing an entire body of work or a series of photographs by a particular artist,
the citation will focus on the series as a whole, rather than individual images within it,
unless specific images are being discussed. In the notes-bibliography system, a note might
refer to the series by its title and the artist, along with a source where information about
the series can be found.

For example: "Cindy Sherman, Untitled Film Stills (1977-1980), exhibited at the Museum of
Modern Art, New York, 2012. See also the exhibition catalog Cindy Sherman: Untitled Film
Stills (New York: Rizzoli, 1997)." The bibliography entry would then list the relevant sources
for the series.

Citing an Individual Print in a Collection

If you are referencing a specific physical print of a photograph held in a museum or gallery
collection, and you have had direct access to it or are citing its catalog record, the citation
will reflect the specific print. This is especially relevant for art historical research or when



discussing provenance and the physical object itself.

A note might detail: "Man Ray, Le Violon d'Ingres, 1924, gelatin silver print, 39.3 x 29.8 cm,
Philadelphia Museum of Art, The Louise and Walter Arensberg Collection, 1950-11-118." The
bibliography would then list the museum's collection database or relevant publication.

Works with Unclear or Multiple Authors

In some photographic contexts, authorship can be complex. This might involve historical
photographs where the photographer is unknown, or collaborative projects. Chicago style
provides guidance for these situations. If the photographer is unknown, the title of the work
often becomes the primary identifier, followed by "photographer unknown." If multiple
individuals or a team is credited, list them as provided by the source.

For example, citing a historical photograph from a specific expedition where the
photographer is not named might look like: "Untitled (View of the Expedition Camp), ca.
1905, gelatin silver print, National Archives and Records Administration, RG 75-G-12345."

The Importance of Consistency in Photographic
Citations

Consistency is perhaps the most critical element of any citation style, including Chicago
style for photographers. Once you choose between the notes-bibliography and author-date
system, adhere to it strictly throughout your entire work. Inconsistencies can confuse
readers and undermine the credibility of your research or presentation.

This means using the same formatting for titles, dates, punctuation, and source information
for every citation. Even minor deviations can create a perception of carelessness. For
photographers, who deal with visual elements where precision is key, this principle extends
to their textual documentation.

Maintaining Uniformity Across Citations

Ensuring uniformity involves paying close attention to details like italicization, quotation
marks, capitalization, and the order of elements. For instance, if you italicize artwork titles
in one citation, do so for all artwork titles. If you use "ca." for approximate dates, use it
consistently rather than sometimes using "about" or just the decade.

This level of detail is what distinguishes professional academic and visual work. It
demonstrates that you have taken the time to understand and apply the chosen style guide
thoroughly, making your work more accessible and professional.

Using Style Guides and Resources

When in doubt about specific formatting rules for photographic citations, consult the official
Chicago Manual of Style or reputable online resources that provide Chicago style guidance.
Many university libraries and academic departments offer style guides tailored to their



disciplines, which can be invaluable. These resources can clarify complex situations and
provide examples for a wide range of source types.

For photographers, seeking out guides specific to art history or visual culture can be
particularly helpful, as they often address the unique challenges of citing visual materials.
Proactive consultation of these resources will prevent errors and ensure accurate
application of Chicago style principles.

Final Considerations for Chicago Style Formatting

The application of Chicago style formatting for photographers is a skill that develops with
practice and attention to detail. By understanding the core principles, the distinctions
between the two systems, and the specific requirements for various photographic sources,
photographers can confidently and accurately cite their visual references. This not only
upholds academic integrity but also enriches the understanding and appreciation of
photographic works.

Ultimately, the goal of any citation practice is to facilitate the reader's understanding and to
give due credit to the creators of the content being referenced. For photographers,
mastering Chicago style ensures their research is sound, their arguments are well-
supported, and their engagement with the vast world of photography is both respectful and
informed.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between citing a
photograph in a book versus citing a standalone
photographic artwork using Chicago style?

A: When citing a photograph in a book, you include details about the book (title, publisher,
year, page numbers) as the primary source. For a standalone photographic artwork, the
citation focuses on the artwork itself (photographer, title, date, medium, current location),
treating it as a primary source object, often italicizing the artwork's title.

Q: When citing a digital photograph, why is the "date of
access" important in Chicago style?

A: The "date of access" is crucial for digital sources because online content can be updated,
moved, or removed without notice. Including the date you accessed the photograph helps
readers locate the version you viewed, ensuring the reliability and verifiability of your
citation, especially if the URL becomes defunct later.

Q: How should I cite a photograph if the photographer's



name is unknown in Chicago style?

A: If the photographer's name is unknown, Chicago style typically treats the title of the
photograph as the primary entry in the bibliography. You would then add "photographer
unknown" after the title or in the relevant author field. The note would also reflect this
absence of a credited photographer.

Q: Can | use Chicago style to cite photographs | took
myself for a research project?

A: Yes, you can cite your own photographs if they are a source of data or evidence for your
research project, especially in fields like visual ethnography or social sciences. You would
cite them similarly to other photographic sources, providing details like the title you assign,
the date you took the photograph, and its location (e.qg., personal archive, digital file).

Q: What is the best practice for citing a photograph
from a famous artist that appears on multiple websites,
like Wikipedia and the artist's official site?

A: It's best to cite the most authoritative and stable source available. If the artist has an
official website with a high-quality reproduction and detailed information, that is usually
preferred. If the artwork is part of a museum collection, cite the museum's online collection
entry if it's well-documented. Wikipedia is generally considered a secondary source and
should be avoided if a primary or more stable source is accessible.

Q: How do | cite a series of photographs by a single
artist in Chicago style?

A: When citing a series of photographs as a whole, you would typically provide the artist's
name, the title of the series (italicized), and the dates of the series. You would then cite the
source where information about the series can be found, such as an exhibition catalog,
book, or dedicated website. If discussing individual works within the series, you would cite
them specifically as well.

Q: What is the difference between a note and a
bibliography entry for a photograph in the notes-
bibliography system?

A: A note provides detailed information specific to the point of reference in the text and
may include additional commentary. A bibliography entry is a more concise, standardized
list of all cited sources at the end of the work, organized alphabetically by author's last
name or title. The bibliography entry for a photograph would typically consolidate the
essential identifying details.



Q: When citing a photograph in a Chicago style paper,
should | use quotation marks or italics for the title?

A: For standalone photographic artworks, the title should generally be italicized (e.qg.,
Moonrise, Hernandez, New Mexico). If the photograph is reproduced within a larger
publication and is referred to by its caption or a descriptive title, that title might be placed
in quotation marks (e.g., "View from the Train"). Always consult the Chicago Manual of Style
for the most precise guidance on specific contexts.
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