
chicago manual of style guide for
fiction

chicago manual of style guide for fiction is an indispensable resource for
authors seeking to polish their prose and adhere to established publishing
standards. Navigating the intricacies of punctuation, grammar, and manuscript
preparation can be a daunting task, but a thorough understanding of the
Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) specifically for fictional works empowers
writers to present their stories with clarity and professionalism. This guide
delves into key aspects of CMOS as they apply to fiction, covering everything
from dialogue and narrative voice to formatting and citation practices. By
mastering these elements, writers can ensure their manuscripts are not only
compelling but also technically sound, meeting the expectations of agents,
editors, and publishers alike. This comprehensive article will explore the
essential components of the Chicago Manual of Style for fiction writers,
offering practical advice and detailed explanations.
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Understanding Core Principles for Fiction

The Chicago Manual of Style, often abbreviated as CMOS, provides a
foundational framework for writers, editors, and publishers. While many of
its principles apply broadly to all forms of writing, its application within
the realm of fiction demands a nuanced approach. The overarching goal of CMOS
in fiction is to facilitate clear, consistent, and engaging storytelling. It
encourages writers to develop a voice and style that serves the narrative
while adhering to conventions that readers and industry professionals expect.
This involves making deliberate choices regarding grammar, punctuation, and
stylistic consistency that enhance the reading experience rather than detract
from it.



At its heart, CMOS emphasizes clarity and readability. For fiction, this
translates to ensuring that the narrative flows smoothly, characters' voices
are distinct, and the reader can immerse themselves in the world of the story
without being pulled out by mechanical errors or stylistic inconsistencies.
It’s not about stifling creativity, but rather about providing a robust set
of guidelines that, when understood and applied thoughtfully, elevate the
quality of the final work. Writers who embrace CMOS principles are better
equipped to produce polished manuscripts that are ready for professional
review and publication.

Punctuation and Grammar in Fiction

Punctuation and grammar form the bedrock of any well-written text, and CMOS
offers detailed guidance on their correct application in fictional
narratives. Mastering these elements is crucial for conveying meaning
precisely and avoiding ambiguity. For fiction writers, specific attention
should be paid to comma usage, the proper employment of semicolons and
colons, and the effective use of em dashes and hyphens. These small but
significant marks can dramatically alter the pacing, tone, and clarity of a
sentence, and thus, the entire narrative.

Comma Usage in Fiction

The comma is perhaps the most frequently used and often misused punctuation
mark. CMOS provides clear rules for its use in separating elements in a
series, setting off introductory clauses and phrases, and delineating
independent clauses joined by a conjunction. In fiction, writers often face
choices regarding the serial comma (also known as the Oxford comma). CMOS
style prefers the use of the serial comma for clarity, especially when it
helps to avoid ambiguity. For instance, “I love my parents, Lady Gaga, and
the Pope” is clearer with the serial comma than without it.

Beyond standard rules, CMOS also addresses the subtler aspects of comma usage
that impact narrative flow. Overuse of commas can lead to choppy prose, while
underuse can create run-on sentences that confuse the reader. Writers must
learn to balance grammatical correctness with stylistic impact, ensuring
commas guide the reader’s eye and breath effectively through the sentences.
This is particularly important when dealing with complex sentence structures
that are common in descriptive passages or internal monologues.

The Role of Semicolons and Colons

Semicolons and colons serve distinct but often complementary functions in
fiction. A semicolon is primarily used to connect two closely related
independent clauses that could stand alone as sentences. This allows for a
smoother transition between related ideas, creating a more sophisticated
sentence structure than simply using a period. For example, “The sun dipped
below the horizon; the city lights began to twinkle.”

Colons, on the other hand, introduce lists, explanations, or quotations. They
signal that what follows is directly related to, and often elaborates upon,
what precedes it. In fiction, colons can be used to introduce descriptive
passages that expand on a character’s emotion or a setting’s atmosphere, or



to set up a crucial piece of dialogue. For instance, “His mind raced with
possibilities: escape, confrontation, or surrender.” CMOS provides strict
guidelines for their usage to ensure precision and avoid their
misapplication.

Dialogue and Quotation Marks

Dialogue is a vital component of fiction, bringing characters to life and
advancing the plot. The Chicago Manual of Style offers detailed instructions
on how to punctuate and format dialogue correctly, ensuring it is clear,
readable, and professional. Proper handling of quotation marks, dialogue
tags, and the punctuation surrounding them is essential for maintaining an
immersive reading experience.

Punctuating Dialogue

According to CMOS, direct quotations should be enclosed in quotation marks.
Periods and commas that precede a closing quotation mark are typically placed
inside the mark. Question marks and exclamation points, however, are placed
inside the quotation marks only if they are part of the quoted material
itself. For example, she asked, "Are you coming?" but he shouted, "No!"

The manual also provides guidance on handling longer quotations, quotations
within quotations, and partial quotations. Consistency in the application of
these rules is paramount. For instance, when quoting dialogue, the use of
single quotation marks for quotes within quotes is standard in CMOS. This
meticulous approach to punctuation ensures that the reader can easily
distinguish between a character's spoken words and the narrative voice.

Dialogue Tags and Attribution

Dialogue tags, such as "he said" or "she whispered," attribute spoken words
to specific characters. CMOS generally recommends using simple, unobtrusive
dialogue tags to keep the focus on the dialogue itself. While adverbs can add
nuance, overuse of them (e.g., "he whispered conspiratorially") can become
distracting. It is often more effective to let the dialogue and context
convey the character's tone.

CMOS also outlines best practices for placing dialogue tags in relation to
the quoted speech. A tag that follows a complete sentence of dialogue is
typically preceded by a comma, and the first word of the tag is lowercase
unless it is a proper noun. If the dialogue tag interrupts a sentence, it is
also set off by commas. For example, "I don't know," she replied, "if that's
a good idea." These conventions help to maintain a smooth flow and clear
attribution of speech.

Narration and Point of View

The way a story is narrated significantly impacts how readers experience it.
CMOS offers guidance that helps authors maintain consistency in their
narrative voice and point of view, ensuring a cohesive and believable
fictional world. Whether writing in the first person, third person limited,



or third person omniscient, adherence to stylistic principles is key.

Maintaining Consistency in Point of View

One of the most critical aspects of narration in fiction is maintaining a
consistent point of view (POV). CMOS advises against switching POVs within a
scene or chapter without clear structural justification. Such switches can
disorient the reader and undermine the narrative’s immersion. Writers must
decide on a primary POV early in the drafting process and stick to it, or
employ techniques like close third person to maintain a specific character’s
perspective.

When a writer chooses, for example, a third-person limited POV, CMOS
emphasizes that the narration should only reveal what that specific character
knows, sees, hears, and feels. Any information revealed that the character
would not have access to constitutes a POV error. This principle extends to
thoughts and emotions; only the focal character's internal experiences should
be directly accessible to the reader through the narration. This meticulous
consistency is a hallmark of professional fiction writing.

Voice and Tone in Narration

The author’s voice and the narrative’s tone are intangible but vital elements
that CMOS helps to define and maintain. Voice refers to the unique
personality of the writing, while tone describes the attitude of the narrator
toward the subject matter and the audience. CMOS doesn't dictate voice or
tone but provides the grammatical and stylistic tools to express them
effectively and consistently.

Writers must make conscious choices about their narrative voice. Is it formal
or informal? Humorous or serious? Objective or subjective? The chosen voice
should align with the story’s genre and themes. Similarly, the tone needs to
be appropriate for the narrative. A historical romance might employ a more
formal and romantic tone, while a contemporary thriller might utilize a
starker, more urgent tone. CMOS principles, particularly concerning sentence
structure, word choice, and punctuation, support the writer in establishing
and sustaining these elements throughout the manuscript.

Formatting and Manuscript Preparation

The physical presentation of a fictional manuscript is as important as its
content, especially when submitting to agents and publishers. The Chicago
Manual of Style provides detailed guidelines for manuscript formatting that
ensure professionalism and ease of reading. Adhering to these standards
demonstrates attention to detail and a serious approach to one’s craft.

Standard Manuscript Formatting

CMOS outlines a standard format for submitting fiction manuscripts. This
typically includes double-spacing, a legible 12-point font (such as Times New
Roman or Courier), and specific margins. Each page should have a header
containing the author’s last name and a page number. The first page of the



manuscript usually includes the title of the work, the author’s name, and
contact information, centered on the page.

Chapter beginnings are also formatted according to specific conventions.
Chapters typically begin on a new page, with the chapter number and title (if
any) placed a certain distance from the top of the page. The first paragraph
of a chapter is usually not indented, while subsequent paragraphs are
indented. These formatting rules are not arbitrary; they are designed to make
the manuscript easy for editors and agents to read and mark up. Understanding
and implementing these standards is a crucial step for any fiction writer
aiming for professional publication.

Handling Special Characters and Symbols

Fiction often requires the use of special characters, symbols, or foreign
words. CMOS offers guidance on how to incorporate these elements
appropriately. This includes rules for using italics for emphasis, foreign
words, or titles of works. It also covers the proper use of symbols, such as
currency symbols or trademark symbols, if they are relevant to the narrative.

For instance, when a character uses a foreign phrase, CMOS recommends
italicizing it unless it has become fully integrated into English usage. The
manual also provides advice on how to handle accented characters and
diacritics to ensure accuracy. For authors working with specialized
terminology or concepts, consulting CMOS on the correct representation of
these elements is essential for maintaining credibility and clarity.

Titles, Subtitles, and Headings

The titling of a work and the use of headings within a manuscript are
important for organization and reader engagement. CMOS provides specific
guidance on how to style these elements effectively in fictional works.

Styling Book Titles and Chapter Titles

CMOS dictates that the main title of a book should be presented in title case
and often italicized. Subtitles, if present, are also presented in title case
and follow the main title, typically separated by a colon. For chapter
titles, the approach can vary. While some authors may choose to forgo chapter
titles altogether, if used, they are generally presented in title case and
placed in a standardized position at the beginning of each chapter. The
consistency in styling these titles is crucial for the overall professional
appearance of the manuscript.

The choice between title case (capitalizing major words) and sentence case
(capitalizing only the first word and proper nouns) for titles and headings
is also addressed by CMOS. For fictional works, title case is the prevailing
standard for book titles and chapter titles. This stylistic choice
contributes to the formal presentation expected in published fiction.



Internal Headings and Section Breaks

While less common in novels than in non-fiction, internal headings might be
used in some fictional works to delineate distinct sections, shifts in time,
or changes in perspective. CMOS provides guidelines for styling these
headings, often suggesting they be distinct from chapter titles but still
clearly identifiable. Section breaks, commonly indicated by a series of
asterisks or a decorative symbol, are also an accepted method for signaling a
pause or transition within a chapter, and CMOS offers guidance on their
appropriate use.

The purpose of these elements in fiction is primarily to enhance readability
and guide the reader through the narrative structure. Whether it's a subtle
shift in focus or a significant temporal jump, the appropriate use of
headings and section breaks, as outlined by CMOS, can significantly improve
the reader's experience by providing visual cues about the story’s
progression.

Numbers and Dates

The presentation of numbers and dates in fiction can affect the story’s
credibility and readability. CMOS offers a consistent approach to handling
these elements, aiming for clarity and avoiding unnecessary complexity.

When to Spell Out Numbers

A fundamental rule in CMOS is to spell out numbers from one through one
hundred. Numbers larger than one hundred are typically written in figures.
However, there are exceptions. For instance, cardinal numbers that are part
of a date (e.g., “July 4”) or measurement (e.g., “5 feet”) are generally
written in figures. Ordinal numbers also follow specific rules, with the
first through one hundredth typically spelled out.

In fiction, writers often need to decide how to represent numbers used
colloquially or for stylistic effect. CMOS advises that consistency is key.
If a writer chooses to deviate from the standard rules for stylistic reasons,
it should be done deliberately and applied consistently throughout the work.
For example, if a character is enumerating items, spelling them out might be
preferred for stylistic impact, but this choice needs to be maintained.

Formatting Dates and Times

CMOS provides clear guidelines for formatting dates and times. Dates are
generally written in the month-day-year format (e.g., “July 4, 1776”). When
the day is omitted, no comma is needed (e.g., “July 1776”). The manual also
specifies how to handle date ranges and periods of time.

Times can be presented in a few ways, depending on the context. For formal or
precise times, the standard format (e.g., “10:30 a.m.”) is used. For less
precise times or more literary descriptions, writers may opt for phrases like
"early morning" or "around midnight." CMOS emphasizes clarity and consistency
in the representation of time, ensuring that the reader can easily orient
themselves within the narrative’s chronology.



Citations and Endnotes in Fiction

While extensive formal citations are less common in fiction than in academic
works, CMOS provides guidance for situations where they might be necessary,
such as historical fiction, or when specific sources are referenced within
the narrative. The manual’s approach prioritizes clarity and unobtrusiveness
within the fictional context.

When to Use Notes in Fiction

Notes in fiction are typically used sparingly. They might appear if the
author wants to provide supplemental historical context, explain a particular
term or concept that is integral to the plot but might be unfamiliar to the
reader, or acknowledge sources that have been heavily relied upon for
historical accuracy. CMOS recommends that such notes should not disrupt the
reading experience and should be kept brief and to the point.

The choice between endnotes and footnotes is also addressed. Endnotes, which
are compiled at the end of the book, are generally preferred in fiction as
they are less intrusive during the reading of the text. Footnotes, appearing
at the bottom of the page, can be more distracting within a narrative flow.
The decision to use notes at all should be carefully considered, ensuring
they add value without detracting from the story.

Formatting Notes According to CMOS

When notes are used, CMOS provides a consistent style for their formatting.
Each note begins with a number that corresponds to a note-reference mark in
the text. The first citation of a source in a note typically includes full
bibliographic information, while subsequent citations can be shortened. The
formatting of the bibliographic details (author, title, publication
information) follows the standard CMOS conventions for books, articles, and
other sources.

The goal is to provide enough information for interested readers to locate
the source if they wish, without overwhelming them with academic apparatus.
For historical fiction, for example, a note might cite a specific diary or
historical account that inspired a scene, offering a subtle nod to the
research that underpins the narrative. This careful integration of citation
practices allows authors to enhance their work’s depth and authenticity.

Special Considerations for Genre Fiction

While CMOS provides a universal set of guidelines, certain aspects may
require specific attention or slight adaptation when working within
particular genres of fiction. Understanding these nuances can help authors
maintain both stylistic integrity and genre conventions.

Science Fiction and Fantasy Elements

Genres like science fiction and fantasy often involve invented terms,
concepts, and technologies. CMOS offers guidance on how to present these



consistently. For invented words or names, consistency is paramount. Authors
must maintain a fixed spelling and usage throughout the manuscript. When
introducing new terms, clear contextualization is crucial for reader
comprehension. CMOS principles of clarity and precision indirectly support
the development of believable fictional worlds by emphasizing the importance
of clear communication, even when dealing with the fantastical.

The manual also touches upon the presentation of technical details or
scientific explanations that might be integral to science fiction. While
there are no specific rules for made-up science, the principles of clear
exposition and logical presentation, as advocated by CMOS, are invaluable.
This ensures that even complex fictional concepts are conveyed effectively to
the reader.

Mystery and Thriller Conventions

In mystery and thriller genres, pacing and suspense are critical. While CMOS
doesn't dictate plot devices, its guidance on sentence structure and
paragraphing can be leveraged to control pacing. Short, punchy sentences can
create a sense of urgency, while longer, more descriptive sentences can build
atmosphere or draw out tension. The consistent application of punctuation
rules also ensures that the reader can follow the often intricate plots
without mechanical distractions.

Furthermore, the accurate and consistent presentation of clues, timelines,
and character interactions, guided by CMOS principles, is essential for
maintaining the integrity of a mystery. Any ambiguity introduced by poor
formatting or grammatical errors can inadvertently spoil the carefully
constructed suspense. Therefore, a firm grasp of CMOS is beneficial even in
genres where convention might seem to supersede strict adherence to grammar.

Leveraging CMOS for a Polished Manuscript

Ultimately, the Chicago Manual of Style serves as a powerful tool for fiction
writers aiming to produce a professional, polished manuscript. By
understanding and applying its principles, authors can elevate their
storytelling, ensuring that their work is not only creative and engaging but
also technically sound and ready for the scrutiny of the publishing world.
The manual’s comprehensive nature covers a vast array of stylistic and
mechanical concerns, from the most minute punctuation mark to the broader
architectural elements of a manuscript.

Embracing CMOS is an investment in the quality and marketability of one's
writing. It fosters a discipline of precision and consistency that benefits
the author and, more importantly, the reader. As writers continually refine
their craft, the Chicago Manual of Style remains a steadfast guide, offering
the clarity and authority needed to transform compelling ideas into masterful
works of fiction.

FAQ



Q: What is the primary purpose of the Chicago Manual
of Style for fiction writers?
A: The primary purpose of the Chicago Manual of Style for fiction writers is
to provide a comprehensive set of guidelines for grammar, punctuation,
formatting, and stylistic consistency, ensuring clarity, readability, and
professionalism in their manuscripts, thereby meeting industry standards.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style dictate narrative
voice or plot in fiction?
A: No, the Chicago Manual of Style does not dictate narrative voice or plot.
Instead, it provides the grammatical and stylistic framework that authors can
use to effectively convey their chosen voice, tone, and narrative structure,
ensuring consistency and clarity.

Q: How does CMOS handle quotation marks for dialogue
in fiction?
A: CMOS requires direct quotations to be enclosed in quotation marks. Periods
and commas preceding a closing quotation mark are placed inside, while
question marks and exclamation points are placed inside only if they are part
of the quoted material itself. Single quotation marks are used for quotes
within quotes.

Q: Is the serial comma (Oxford comma) used in the
Chicago Manual of Style for fiction?
A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style prefers the use of the serial comma (or
Oxford comma) in a series of three or more items to enhance clarity and avoid
ambiguity, which is particularly beneficial in fiction for precise narration.

Q: How should an author format chapter titles
according to CMOS?
A: According to CMOS, chapter titles are generally presented in title case
and placed at a standardized distance from the top of the page, beginning on
a new page for each chapter. Consistency in this formatting is crucial for
manuscript presentation.

Q: What are the general formatting requirements for a
fiction manuscript under CMOS?
A: General CMOS formatting for fiction manuscripts includes double-spacing, a
12-point readable font, specific margins, and a header with the author's last
name and page number on each page. The first page includes title, author
name, and contact information.



Q: When might a fiction writer need to use endnotes
or footnotes according to CMOS?
A: A fiction writer might use endnotes or footnotes according to CMOS to
provide supplementary historical context, explain unfamiliar terms integral
to the plot, or acknowledge sources for research accuracy, especially in
historical fiction. Endnotes are generally preferred for being less
intrusive.

Q: Does CMOS offer specific advice for presenting
invented words or concepts in science fiction and
fantasy?
A: While CMOS doesn't have explicit rules for invented terms, it emphasizes
consistency in spelling and usage and the importance of clear
contextualization. The general principles of clarity and precision support
the effective presentation of such elements in genre fiction.
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