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Introduction
chicago style in-text citations for ancient sources presents a unique set of challenges and best practices for
scholars working with historical materials. Unlike modern texts, ancient sources often lack standardized
publication details, authors, and page numbers, necessitating a specialized approach to attribution. This
article provides a comprehensive guide to navigating these complexities, ensuring academic rigor and
clarity in your research. We will delve into the fundamental principles of Chicago style for ancient works,
exploring how to cite classical texts, religious scriptures, epigraphic evidence, and papyri. Understanding
these conventions is crucial for accurately representing your engagement with the past and enabling your
readers to locate and verify the sources you employ. This guide will cover the nuances of authorial
attribution, work titles, and the indispensable role of standard editions and scholarly commentaries.
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The Foundation of Chicago Style for Ancient Sources

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers a robust framework for academic writing, and its guidelines for
citing ancient sources are designed to accommodate the distinctive nature of these materials. The core
principle remains consistent: provide enough information for your readers to find and consult the exact
passage you are referencing. For ancient works, this often translates to citing by author, title, and then
specific divisions within the text, such as books, chapters, sections, or verses, rather than page numbers
found in modern editions.

The emphasis on standard, widely accepted divisions is paramount. This ensures that scholars using
different translations or editions can still locate the relevant material. It’s important to remember that while
consistency within your own work is key, adhering to the established conventions of your field,
particularly in Classics, Religious Studies, and Ancient History, will also guide your citation choices.

Citing Classical Texts: Authors, Works, and Divisions

When citing classical authors like Homer, Plato, or Virgil, the process begins with identifying the author
and the specific work. For well-known authors and their major works, abbreviations are frequently used
and are often understood within specific academic disciplines. However, it is good practice to provide the
full title at least once, perhaps in a note or the bibliography, before relying on abbreviations.

The most critical element is the division. Ancient texts are typically divided into books, sections, or other
units that have remained consistent over centuries. For instance, Homer’s Iliad is divided into books (I-
XXIV), and within those books, lines are numbered. Plato’s dialogues are often cited by the Stephanus
pagination, a system devised by Henri Estienne in the 16th century, which is a standardized way to
reference specific passages across different editions of Plato’s works. For example, Plato’s Republic might be
cited as Republic 5:473c, referring to Book 5, page 473, and letter c within that page.

Author and Work Identification
Properly identifying the author and the specific work is the first step. For example, citing Sophocles
requires specifying which play—Oedipus the King, Antigone, etc. The title of the work should be
italicized. If an abbreviation is commonly used in your field, you may introduce it in a note or the
bibliography and then use it in subsequent in-text citations for brevity.



Standard Divisions and Locating Passages
The key to citing ancient texts effectively lies in using their established divisions. This could include:

Books (e.g., Virgil’s Aeneid, Book 1)

Chapters (e.g., Tacitus’ Annals, Chapter 10)

Sections or Paragraphs (e.g., Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, 1103a)

Lines (e.g., Homer’s Odyssey, 1.15)

Stephanus Pagination (for Plato)

Bekker Numbers (for Aristotle)

When you reference a specific passage, include these divisions immediately after the work's title. For
instance, a citation for a passage in Aristotle’s Politics might look like Politics 3.4.1277a. This format ensures
that a reader with a different edition can still pinpoint the exact material.

Handling Religious and Sacred Texts

Religious texts, such as the Bible, the Quran, or the Talmud, also require specific citation methods within
Chicago style. These texts have long-established divisions into books, chapters, and verses, which serve as
the primary locators.

Biblical Citations
When citing the Bible, the format generally includes the book name, followed by the chapter number, a
colon, and then the verse number(s). For example, John 3:16 refers to the Gospel of John, chapter 3, verse
16. If you are citing a specific translation, you should indicate it. In-text citations in CMOS typically use
notes, and the bibliography will list the specific edition and translation used. For a passage like Genesis
1:1-5, you would cite the book, chapter, and the range of verses.

Other Religious Texts
Similar principles apply to other religious texts. For the Quran, citations are by surah (chapter) and ayah
(verse), for instance, Quran 2:153. For the Hebrew Bible (Old Testament), books and chapters are standard,



and sometimes specific verse numbering conventions are followed. Consistency in applying these
established divisions is crucial for academic integrity.

Citing Archaeological and Epigraphic Evidence

Evidence from archaeology and epigraphy—the study of inscriptions—poses unique challenges due to the
material nature of the sources and the specialized cataloging systems used.

Inscriptions
Inscriptions found on stone, metal, or other durable materials are typically published in scholarly corpora or
collections. When citing an inscription, you should refer to its standard catalog number. For example, an
inscription might be cited as Inscriptiones Graecae (IG) II² 43 or Corpus Inscriptionum Latinarum (CIL) VI
32456. The abbreviation refers to the corpus, followed by the volume or section number and the specific
inscription's number. A brief description of the inscription and its find spot may also be necessary.

Material Culture and Artifacts
Citing artifacts or other material culture often involves referencing the publication where the object is
described, analyzed, or illustrated. This could be an excavation report, a museum catalog, or an
archaeological journal article. The in-text citation would then refer to this publication, citing by author and
page number or figure number. If the artifact itself has a unique accession number within a museum or
excavation, that number can also be useful to include for clarity.

Citing Papyri and Manuscripts

Papyri and ancient manuscripts represent a distinct category of primary sources, often fragmentary and
requiring specialized citation practices.

Papyrological References
Papyri are cataloged with reference numbers assigned by their editors. Standard abbreviations like P.Oxy.
for the Oxyrhynchus Papyri or P.Mich. for the University of Michigan collection are common. For
example, a citation might appear as P.Oxy. XII 1408, referring to the twelfth volume of the Oxyrhynchus
Papyri, number 1408. The note or bibliography should then provide details about the specific edition or
publication where this papyrus is found and translated.



Manuscripts
Manuscripts, particularly those of religious or literary works, are cited by their library or collection name,
followed by a manuscript designation (e.g., MS Vat. gr. 1292). If a specific critical edition exists, it is
preferable to cite that edition, using its established divisions. However, for unique or unpublished
manuscripts, the manuscript designation itself becomes the primary identifier in addition to the work being
cited.

When Standard Editions Are Not Available

While standard editions with accepted divisions are the ideal, sometimes you may encounter ancient
sources that are not readily available in such formats, or you might be working with a manuscript tradition
directly.

Personal Examination and Workarounds
In such cases, you must provide the most precise information possible. This might involve referencing a
specific folio or page number of a manuscript you have personally examined, or a section within a less
common or preliminary publication. Clearly state the nature of your source and the system of division you
are employing. If you are referencing a digital archive, provide the URL and any accession or item
numbers.

It is also important to cross-reference with any known scholarly work on the source, even if it uses
different citation methods, to help your readers place your material in context. The goal is always clarity
and verifiability, even when dealing with less conventional sources.

The Role of the Bibliography in Ancient Source Citation

The bibliography is a crucial companion to your in-text citations, especially when dealing with ancient
sources. It provides the complete details of every source you have referenced, allowing your readers to
locate and consult them.

Essential Information for Ancient Sources
For ancient texts, the bibliography entry should include the author, the full title of the work (italicized),
and importantly, the edition you have used. If you are citing a translated work, include the translator’s



name and the publication details of the translation. For inscriptions, papyri, or manuscripts, provide the full
title of the corpus or collection, the catalog number, and the publication details. If you are citing a specific
modern scholarly commentary or critical edition, list that as well.

For example, a bibliography entry for Plato might look like: Plato. Republic. Translated by G.M.A. Grube,
revised by C.D.C. Reeve. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1992. A citation for an inscription
might be: Inscriptiones Graecae. Vol. II and III, 2nd ed. Edited by Johannes Kirchner. Berlin: Walter de
Gruyter, 1913-1940.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Navigating Chicago style for ancient sources can be intricate, and certain common errors can detract from
the clarity and credibility of your work.

Inconsistency in Divisions
One of the most frequent mistakes is inconsistency in using the established divisions of ancient texts. For
example, sometimes using line numbers and other times using page numbers from a modern commentary
for the same work can confuse readers. Always adhere to the standard division system for each type of
ancient source.

Lack of Specificity
Another pitfall is insufficient specificity. Simply citing "Aristotle, Ethics" is not enough. You must include
the divisions that lead to the precise passage you are discussing. Similarly, for inscriptions or papyri, the
catalog number must be accurate and complete.

Omission of Editions and Translations
Failing to clearly indicate which edition or translation of an ancient text you have used is a significant
omission. Readers need this information to verify your citations and to consult the same version of the text.
Ensure your bibliography and notes provide these essential details.

Over-reliance on Uncited Abbreviations
While discipline-specific abbreviations are common, using them without explanation can be problematic for
a broader audience. It is always best practice to provide the full title or a clear reference to the abbreviation



in your notes or bibliography upon its first use.

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: What is the primary challenge when citing ancient sources in Chicago
style?
A: The primary challenge is the lack of standardized page numbers, publication dates, and authorial
consistency found in modern texts. Ancient sources often rely on established divisions like books, chapters,
sections, or verses for precise referencing.

Q: How should I cite Plato’s Republic in Chicago style?
A: Plato’s Republic is typically cited using the Stephanus pagination system. An in-text citation would look
something like Republic 5:473c, referring to Book 5, page 473, letter c. The full details of the edition used
should be in your bibliography.

Q: What is the correct way to cite the Bible in Chicago style?
A: The Bible is cited by book, chapter, and verse. For example, John 3:16. If you are using a specific
translation, it should be noted, and the full reference should appear in your bibliography.

Q: How do I cite an inscription from an ancient site?
A: You cite inscriptions by referring to the standard scholarly corpus in which they are published, followed
by the corpus’s catalog number. For example, Inscriptiones Graecae (IG) II² 43.

Q: What if I am using a very old or obscure edition of an ancient text?
A: If a standard edition with commonly accepted divisions is not available, you must clearly state the
system of division you are using (e.g., folio numbers, specific paragraphing) and provide as much
identifying information as possible to help readers locate the passage.

Q: Should I use footnotes or endnotes for ancient source citations in



Chicago style?
A: Chicago style primarily uses footnotes for citing sources, including ancient ones. Endnotes are also
acceptable, but footnotes are generally preferred for their immediacy in connecting citation to text.

Q: How do I handle multiple translations of the same ancient work?
A: If you consult multiple translations, cite the specific translation you are quoting or most heavily relying
on in your in-text citation and bibliography. You can mention other translations in your notes if necessary
for comparison.

Q: What is the role of abbreviations for ancient texts?
A: Standard abbreviations for classical authors and works are common in academic fields. It is best practice to
introduce the full title and its abbreviation upon the first use, either in a footnote or the bibliography, and
then use the abbreviation consistently thereafter.
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