
citing historical documents chicago
citing historical documents chicago presents a critical aspect of academic integrity and historical
research, particularly for those working with primary sources related to the Windy City. Whether you
are a student, historian, or genealogist, understanding the correct methods for referencing these
invaluable materials ensures your work is both credible and traceable. This comprehensive guide
delves into the nuances of citing various historical documents, from official records and personal
correspondence to photographic archives and newspaper clippings, with a specific focus on Chicago’s
rich archival landscape. We will explore common citation styles, the importance of detailed
provenance, and practical strategies for accurately documenting your sources, ensuring your research
on Chicago’s past stands on solid evidentiary ground.
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Understanding Different Types of Historical Documents
Historical documents are the bedrock of research, offering direct windows into past events,
perspectives, and societal structures. In the context of Chicago’s history, these can range from official
government pronouncements and municipal records to the personal diaries of early settlers, business
ledgers from prominent Chicago industries, and the evolving media landscape that chronicled the
city’s dramatic growth and transformation. Recognizing the distinct nature of each document type is
the first step toward accurate citation. For instance, a city ordinance will have different citation
requirements than a personal letter penned during the Great Chicago Fire, or a photograph captured
during the World's Columbian Exposition.

The breadth of available historical materials necessitates a structured approach to their identification
and classification. This includes understanding the repository where the document is housed, its
physical format, and the information it conveys. For researchers focusing on Chicago, this could
involve delving into the collections of institutions like the Chicago History Museum, the Newberry
Library, the University of Illinois Chicago Special Collections, or various city and county archives. Each
type of document, be it a manuscript, a map, a broadside, or a sound recording, carries its own set of
descriptive elements that must be captured for a complete citation.

Key Citation Styles for Historical Documents
While no single citation style universally governs the citation of all historical documents, several
academic and archival standards provide frameworks. The most commonly encountered in historical
research include the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), Modern Language Association (MLA) style, and
American Psychological Association (APA) style. For historians, particularly those engaging with



primary sources like those found in Chicago's archives, CMOS is often favored due to its detailed
guidance on archival materials and historical research methods. MLA and APA styles also offer
methods for citing primary sources, though their emphasis may differ.

Each style has specific conventions for presenting information such as author, title, date, and
publication details. When citing historical documents, especially those housed in archives, CMOS
provides a robust system with notes and bibliographies, which is particularly useful for detailing the
precise location of a source within a larger collection. Understanding the preferred style of your
institution, publisher, or academic discipline is paramount. For instance, if you are writing a historical
paper on Chicago's architecture for a history journal, consulting their specific style guidelines would
be the initial step before applying CMOS principles.

Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) for Archival Materials
The Chicago Manual of Style is a comprehensive guide widely adopted in the humanities, including
history. Its strength lies in its detailed treatment of notes and bibliographies, which is crucial for citing
archival materials where identifying the specific item within a vast collection can be complex. CMOS
recommends using footnotes or endnotes for direct citation of specific documents, followed by a
bibliography that lists all consulted sources. For archival holdings, this means meticulously noting the
author of the document, its title or a descriptive phrase, the date it was created, and most
importantly, its exact location within the archive.

When employing CMOS for Chicago historical documents, the note typically includes the name of the
archive, the collection name and number, the box number, and the folder or item number. For
example, a researcher citing a letter from Jane Addams might include details about the specific
Addams Collection at the Chicago History Museum, along with the precise archival box and folder
where the letter resides. This level of detail ensures that another researcher can locate the exact
same document with ease, upholding scholarly reproducibility and verification. The bibliography entry
would then summarize this information in a slightly more condensed format.

MLA and APA Styles for Primary Source Citation
While CMOS is often the go-to for historical research, MLA and APA styles also provide frameworks for
citing primary sources, including historical documents. MLA, commonly used in literature and
language studies, emphasizes author, title, and publication information. When applied to historical
documents, it requires careful adaptation. For unpublished manuscripts or archival materials, MLA
typically calls for noting the author, title, date, and a description of the source, followed by the name
of the archive and its location.

APA style, primarily used in social sciences, also accommodates primary source citation. Its approach
often focuses on making the source accessible and verifiable. For unpublished materials, APA might
prioritize the author, date of creation, and a description of the source, including the archive where it is
housed. While both MLA and APA can be adapted, the specific requirements for archival materials
might necessitate consulting their respective style guides for the most precise guidance on citing
historical documents, especially those found within Chicago's extensive historical collections.



Essential Components of a Historical Document
Citation
Regardless of the specific citation style employed, several core pieces of information are essential for
accurately citing historical documents. These components ensure that the reader can identify the
source and, if necessary, locate it for further examination. The fundamental elements include the
author or creator of the document, the title of the document (if it has one) or a descriptive label, the
date of creation, and information about its physical location or publication. For archival materials, the
repository where the document is held is a critical piece of information.

Beyond these basics, the context and nature of the document heavily influence what additional
details are necessary. For instance, if the document is part of a larger collection, specifying the
collection name, box number, and folder number is vital. If it's a published document, such as an old
Chicago newspaper article or a government report, details like the publication title, volume, issue
number, and page number become crucial. The goal is always to provide enough information for
unambiguous identification and retrieval.

Author/Creator and Date of Creation
The author or creator of a historical document is typically the first element of any citation. This could
be an individual, a government agency, a committee, or an organization. For personal
correspondence, diaries, or memoirs, the author’s full name is usually provided. For official
documents, the name of the issuing body, such as the "City Council of Chicago" or the "Illinois State
Legislature," is used. The date of creation is equally important, providing temporal context to the
document's content. This can be a specific date (e.g., "October 21, 1871"), a year, or a range of years
if the exact date is unknown but can be approximated.

When the author or precise date is unknown, it is standard practice to indicate this within the citation,
often using abbreviations like "n.d." (no date) or "n.p." (no publisher/place). For Chicago historical
documents, where records might be incomplete, this notation is frequently encountered. However,
thorough research should always aim to uncover these details, as they significantly enhance the
document's historical value and the credibility of its citation.

Title and Descriptive Information
The title of a document, if it has one, is a key identifier. For official reports, published works, or
manuscripts with formal titles, this element is straightforward. However, for informal documents like
letters or unpublished notes, a descriptive phrase is often used to represent the content or nature of
the item. For example, a citation might refer to "Letter from Jane Addams to Ellen Gates Starr" or
"Minutes of the First Meeting of the Chicago Board of Trade." This descriptive title helps the reader
understand what the document is about before consulting it.

In addition to the title or description, further identifying information might be needed. This can include
the type of document (e.g., "diary entry," "photograph," "map," "meeting minutes"). For materials
found within larger collections, referencing the specific sub-collection or series within the archive is
also a form of descriptive information that narrows down the source. This granular level of detail is



especially important when citing Chicago historical documents from extensive archival holdings.

Location of the Document: Repository and Accession Details
The location of a historical document is arguably the most critical component for archival materials.
This involves specifying the name of the archive or library where the document is housed, followed by
details that pinpoint its exact location within that institution's holdings. For collections in Chicago, this
would typically involve names like the Chicago History Museum, the Newberry Library, or the
University Archives. The accession number, collection name, box number, and folder number are
standard pieces of information that enable others to retrieve the same source.

For example, citing a photograph of early Chicago might look something like: "Photograph of Michigan
Avenue, ca. 1900, Chicago History Museum, [Collection Name], Box [Number], Folder [Number]." This
meticulous detailing of provenance is not just an academic requirement; it is a cornerstone of
historical research, allowing for verification, replication, and further investigation by other scholars
interested in Chicago’s past.

Citing Specific Types of Chicago Historical Documents
Chicago's history is documented in a vast array of formats, each requiring a tailored approach to
citation. From the official records of its rapid industrialization to the personal accounts of its diverse
immigrant populations, citing these sources correctly is essential. This section will provide practical
guidance on citing common types of historical documents encountered when researching the city,
from official city records and newspapers to personal papers and visual materials.

The unique challenges of citing Chicago's historical materials stem from its long and dynamic history,
its status as a major urban center, and the breadth of institutions that preserve its past.
Understanding the specific conventions for each document type ensures that the integrity of your
research is maintained, allowing readers to trace your evidence back to its original source.

Official City Records and Government Documents
Official records are fundamental to understanding the administrative, legal, and civic development of
Chicago. This includes city ordinances, council meeting minutes, census data, court records, and
reports from municipal departments. When citing these, it’s crucial to identify the issuing body, the
title of the document, the date, and the specific archive or repository where it is held. For instance,
citing a Chicago City Council ordinance from the late 19th century would require identifying the
specific council and meeting date, and then providing the archival location.

Many of these documents are available in digitized formats through the City of Chicago's archives or
online repositories. If citing a digitized version, include the URL and access date. However, for critical
research, consulting the original or microfilm copies in an archive like the City of Chicago's
Department of Planning and Development Records at the Chicago History Museum often provides a
more comprehensive and accurate understanding. The citation should reflect whether you are
referencing the physical document or its digital surrogate.



Chicago Newspapers and Periodicals
Newspapers and periodicals are invaluable for tracking public opinion, daily life, and significant events
in Chicago's history. Titles like the Chicago Tribune, Chicago Daily News, and The Chicago Defender
offer rich source material. When citing a newspaper article, the standard components include the
author (if bylined), the title of the article, the name of the newspaper, the date of publication, and the
page number. For archival or digitized versions, you would also include the repository and specific
collection information.

For example, a citation for a Chicago Tribune article might appear as: Author, "Article Title," Chicago
Tribune, Month Day, Year, Page Number. If the newspaper is part of a microfilm collection, that detail
should also be included. Modern digital archives often provide stable links for easy access, which can
be included in the citation. It’s important to note that older newspapers may have inconsistent
pagination or publication schedules, requiring careful verification.

Personal Papers, Diaries, and Correspondence
Personal documents offer intimate glimpses into the lives of Chicagoans. Diaries, letters, and memoirs
provide unique perspectives that official records often lack. Citing these materials requires a focus on
the creator, the date, the nature of the document, and its location within an archival collection. For a
personal letter, the citation would typically include the letter writer's name, the recipient's name, the
date of the letter, and its archival location (collection, box, folder).

For example, a letter from a Chicago resident during the 1919 race riots might be cited as: Letter
from [Sender's Name] to [Recipient's Name], Month Day, Year, [Sender's Name] Papers, Box
[Number], Folder [Number], [Name of Archive], [City, State]. It’s crucial to be as specific as possible to
ensure the document can be located, especially within large collections of personal papers held by
institutions like the Newberry Library or the University of Illinois Chicago.

Photographs, Maps, and Visual Materials
Visual materials, such as photographs, maps, and architectural drawings, are crucial for
understanding Chicago’s physical development, urban landscapes, and social history. When citing
photographs, include a description of the image, the photographer (if known), the date, and the
collection details. For maps, note the cartographer, the title, the date of creation, and the repository.

For instance, a photograph of the Chicago skyline in the early 20th century might be cited as:
Photograph of Chicago Skyline, ca. 1910, photographer unknown, [Collection Name], Box [Number],
Item [Number], Chicago History Museum, Chicago, IL. Similarly, a historic map of the city would
require details about its maker and publication date. Many Chicago institutions have extensive digital
collections of these visual resources, making them more accessible and discoverable for researchers.

Practical Tips for Citing Archival Materials
Working with archival materials presents unique citation challenges due to their often unPUBLISHED
nature and the complexity of their organization. Effective citation practice not only ensures academic



honesty but also contributes to the scholarly conversation by making your research transparent and
verifiable. This section offers practical advice for navigating the intricacies of citing Chicago's
historical documents found in various archives.

The key to successful archival citation lies in meticulous record-keeping from the very beginning of
your research. Developing good habits early on will save significant time and prevent potential errors
later in the writing process. Understanding the archival context of each document is also paramount.

Keep detailed notes from the outset: As soon as you identify a relevant document in an
archive, record all essential citation information. This includes the name of the institution, the
collection title and number, the box number, the folder or item number, the creator, the title of
the document, and its date.

Consult finding aids: Archival finding aids are invaluable tools that describe the contents of a
collection. They often provide the precise hierarchical structure needed for your citation,
helping you pinpoint the exact location of a document within a larger body of materials.

Note format and condition: For some research, the physical format or condition of the
document might be relevant to your analysis. If so, include this information in your notes or
citation as appropriate. For example, noting that a document is a brittle manuscript or a faded
photograph can add context.

Distinguish between primary and secondary sources: Ensure you are accurately
identifying whether the document you are citing is a primary source (a direct record of an event
or time) or a secondary source (an interpretation or analysis of primary sources). This
distinction is crucial for historical research and citation.

Use consistent citation style: Adhere strictly to the citation style required by your institution
or publication. Whether it's CMOS, MLA, or APA, consistency is key for clarity and
professionalism.

Verify digital access: If you are citing a digitized archival document, ensure the link is stable
and accessible. Note the date you accessed the digital version.

Be specific with descriptions: When a document lacks a formal title, create a concise and
accurate descriptive phrase that reflects its content, such as "Receipt for goods purchased on
State Street" or "Sketch of potential fairgrounds layout."

By following these tips, researchers can confidently and accurately cite the vast array of historical
documents available in Chicago’s archives, strengthening the credibility and impact of their scholarly
work.

Conclusion
Accurately citing historical documents related to Chicago is not merely an academic formality; it is the
backbone of credible historical inquiry. Whether engaging with the official records of a booming



metropolis, the personal narratives of its residents, or the visual tapestry of its evolution, precise
citation practices ensure that your research is transparent, verifiable, and builds upon the work of
those who came before. By understanding the various types of documents, adhering to established
citation styles, and meticulously detailing the provenance of each source, you honor the integrity of
the historical record and empower future researchers to explore Chicago’s rich past with confidence.

FAQ

Q: What is the most common citation style for historical
documents in Chicago?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is widely considered the most common and appropriate
citation style for historical documents, especially those found in archives. Its detailed guidelines for
notes and bibliographies are particularly well-suited for the complexities of citing primary source
materials.

Q: How do I cite a document from the Chicago History
Museum?
A: To cite a document from the Chicago History Museum, you will typically need to identify the
author/creator, the title or a descriptive phrase, the date, the name of the collection, the box number,
and the folder number within that collection. For example: Author, "Title," Collection Name, Box ,
Folder , Chicago History Museum, Chicago, IL.

Q: What information is crucial when citing an unpublished
letter from Chicago's past?
A: When citing an unpublished letter, essential information includes the writer's full name, the
recipient's full name, the date the letter was written, and its precise location within an archive (e.g.,
name of the archive, collection name, box and folder numbers).

Q: How should I cite a photograph from the archives related
to Chicago's history?
A: For a photograph, your citation should include a description of the image, the photographer's name
(if known), the date the photograph was taken, and the archival details: collection name, box number,
item number (if applicable), and the name of the repository.

Q: What is the difference between citing a digitized historical
document and a physical one?
A: When citing a digitized historical document, you should include the URL and the date you accessed
it in addition to the standard citation information. For physical documents, you focus on the details of
the archive and the specific item within it.



Q: How do I cite a Chicago newspaper article from the 19th
century?
A: To cite a 19th-century Chicago newspaper article, you typically need the author's name (if bylined),
the article title, the newspaper's name, the date of publication, and the page number. If it's from a
microfilm collection, you should note that as well.

Q: What if the date of a historical document is unknown?
A: If the date of a historical document is unknown, you should indicate this in your citation. The
standard abbreviation for "no date" is "n.d." For example, Author, "Title," n.d., [Archival Location].

Q: Are there specific rules for citing maps of Chicago?
A: Yes, when citing a historical map of Chicago, you should include the cartographer's name, the title
of the map, the date of its creation or publication, and its archival location. If it's a published map,
include publisher information as well.
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