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Chicago Manual of Style Guide for Scriptwriting: A Comprehensive Overview

chicago manual of style guide for scriptwriting might not be the first resource that springs to mind for
many when discussing film and television scripts, yet its principles offer a robust framework for clarity,
precision, and professionalism in narrative presentation. While dedicated script formatting guides are more
common, understanding the Chicago Manual's emphasis on consistent citation, clear prose, and meticulous
editing can significantly elevate the quality of a screenplay. This article delves into how the Chicago
Manual of Style (CMOS) can be applied to scriptwriting, exploring its relevance to character introductions,
scene headings, dialogue formatting, parentheticals, and even the often-overlooked aspects of script
organization and citation. By integrating CMOS principles, writers can enhance the readability and
interpretability of their scripts, ensuring their vision is conveyed effectively to producers, directors, and
actors.
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The Chicago Manual of Style's Relevance to Scriptwriting
While the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is traditionally associated with academic papers, books, and
journalistic articles, its underlying principles of clarity, consistency, and accuracy are invaluable for any
form of written communication, including scriptwriting. The core tenets of CMOS – precision in language,
logical structure, and adherence to established conventions – translate directly to the demands of crafting a
professional screenplay. A script is not merely a story; it's a blueprint for a visual and auditory medium, and
its effectiveness hinges on unambiguous presentation.

The challenge for many scriptwriters is bridging the gap between creative storytelling and the technical
demands of industry-standard formatting. While dedicated screenwriting software often automates many
formatting aspects, a deep understanding of the underlying principles, informed by a style guide like
CMOS, allows for more deliberate and nuanced control. This is particularly true when it comes to ensuring
that every element of the script serves its purpose in communicating the narrative intent clearly and
efficiently to collaborators.



Formatting Scene Headings and Action Lines
Scene headings, often referred to as sluglines, are fundamental to script structure, providing essential
information about location and time. CMOS, with its emphasis on clear categorization and distinct
information, can inform the consistent application of these elements. A standard slugline format includes
INT. (interior) or EXT. (exterior), followed by the LOCATION, and then the TIME OF DAY (e.g., INT.
COFFEE SHOP - DAY). Consistency in capitalization and punctuation within these headings is crucial, a
principle that CMOS strongly advocates for in all forms of writing.

Action lines, or scene description, require a different approach. CMOS stresses conciseness and precision in
prose, urging writers to avoid jargon and ambiguity. In scriptwriting, this translates to writing action lines
that are descriptive yet economical, painting a vivid picture for the reader without being overly flowery
or including details that are purely internal thoughts. The focus should be on what can be seen and heard,
aligning with CMOS’s commitment to objective reporting and factual representation.

Describing Characters in Action Lines
When introducing characters within action lines, CMOS principles of clear identification and distinct
presentation come into play. Character introductions should be concise, providing essential identifying
characteristics without overwhelming the reader. For instance, instead of a lengthy physical description, a
brief, impactful detail might suffice. CMOS encourages writers to present information in a structured
manner, and in a script, this means presenting character introductions in a way that is easily digestible for a
director or casting director.

The first mention of a character’s name in the script is typically capitalized in the action lines. This
convention, while specific to screenwriting, echoes CMOS's broader guidance on using capitalization for
emphasis and to distinguish specific entities. The goal is to ensure that key pieces of information, like
character introductions, are immediately apparent and consistently handled throughout the document.

Crafting Dialogue and Character Cues
Dialogue is the lifeblood of many scripts, and its presentation requires careful attention to detail. While
CMOS doesn't offer direct guidance on dialogue formatting for screenplays, its principles of clear attribution
and grammatical correctness are paramount. Each line of dialogue must be clearly attributed to a specific
character, and the dialogue itself should be grammatically sound and contextually appropriate, reflecting
the character's voice and personality.

Character cues, the capitalized names appearing above each dialogue block, are a key element of script
formatting. CMOS emphasizes consistency in typography and presentation to avoid confusion. In
screenwriting, this means ensuring that character cues are consistently formatted, typically in all caps,



allowing for immediate recognition of who is speaking. The visual consistency aligns with CMOS's broader
goal of a clean and easily navigable text.

Punctuation and Grammar in Dialogue
CMOS provides exhaustive guidance on punctuation and grammar, which is directly applicable to script
dialogue. While characters may speak in informal or fragmented sentences, the underlying grammatical
structure and punctuation, when not intentionally broken for effect, should adhere to standard rules. This
includes the correct use of commas, periods, question marks, and exclamation points to convey tone and
intent.

The manual’s emphasis on avoiding ambiguity is particularly relevant. Dialogue should be phrased in a
way that is readily understood by actors and can be delivered with clear intent. Misplaced punctuation or
awkward phrasing can lead to misinterpretations of a character's emotions or motivations, a problem that
meticulous adherence to grammatical principles, as championed by CMOS, can help prevent.

Utilizing Parentheticals Effectively
Parentheticals, brief notes within dialogue, are a contentious area in scriptwriting, often overused. CMOS,
when discussing the use of parenthetical explanations or asides in prose, stresses that such devices should be
employed sparingly and only when absolutely necessary for clarity. This mirrors the best practice for
parentheticals in scripts.

In scriptwriting, parentheticals are typically used for brief actions or emotional inflections that are essential
to the delivery of a line of dialogue. They should not be used to convey backstory or internal thoughts,
which are the domain of action lines or subtext. The principle of economy of language, a hallmark of
CMOS, is crucial here. If a piece of information can be conveyed through action or subtext, the parenthetical
should be omitted.

When to Use and When to Avoid Parentheticals
Parentheticals are best reserved for moments where a subtle nuance in delivery is critical and cannot be
otherwise conveyed. For example, a parenthetical like "(sarcastically)" or "(whispering)" can provide
essential direction for an actor. However, CMOS-style clarity suggests that if the dialogue itself, or the
preceding/following action, can imply sarcasm or whispering, the parenthetical is redundant. Writers
should aim for dialogue and action that are inherently expressive.

Overuse of parentheticals can make a script appear amateurish and can stifle an actor’s interpretive
freedom. A well-written script, much like a well-edited piece of prose according to CMOS, should strive



for clarity through its core elements rather than relying on extraneous annotations. The guide's principles
encourage writers to trust their prose and structure to convey meaning.

Handling Transitions and Special Elements
Transitions, such as CUT TO:, DISSOLVE TO:, or FADE OUT., are a part of script formatting that, while
visually dictated, benefit from a consistent approach. CMOS emphasizes uniformity in stylistic choices, and
this applies to how transitions are presented in a screenplay. While specific industry standards dictate the
use of these terms, the principle of clear and consistent application is paramount.

Special elements, like voice-overs (V.O.) or off-screen (O.S.) dialogue, also require clear and consistent
notation. CMOS’s focus on clear labeling and distinct categorization informs how these elements should be
presented to avoid confusion. The aim is to ensure that every reader, regardless of their familiarity with
the script, can easily distinguish between different types of dialogue and their sources.

Formatting Scene Numbers and Page Breaks
While not directly addressed by CMOS in a scriptwriting context, the manual's principles of organization
and structure are highly relevant. Scene numbering provides a clear, sequential way to track narrative
progression, much like chapter or section numbering in a book. Consistent application ensures that any
reference to a specific scene is unambiguous.

Similarly, the handling of page breaks is a matter of professional presentation that aligns with CMOS’s
emphasis on readability and order. A well-formatted script ensures that scenes begin on new pages where
appropriate, maintaining a clean visual flow. This deliberate organization enhances the overall professional
appearance of the manuscript, reflecting the meticulousness that CMOS advocates for.

Organizing and Polishing Your Screenplay
The overarching principles of organization and polish that CMOS champions are directly applicable to
scriptwriting. A screenplay, like any long-form written work, benefits immensely from a logical structure,
consistent formatting, and careful proofreading. CMOS provides a comprehensive framework for achieving
these goals, ensuring that the final product is not only a compelling story but also a professional document.

This involves not just the correct formatting of individual elements but also the cohesive flow of the
narrative. CMOS’s guidance on clear topic sentences, logical paragraphing, and smooth transitions between
ideas can be adapted to the structural elements of a script, such as scene transitions and the pacing of the
story. The goal is to create a reading experience that is as engaging and understandable as the eventual film
or show itself.



The Importance of Proofreading and Editing
CMOS places a significant emphasis on the final stages of editing and proofreading. This meticulous
approach is crucial for scriptwriting. Typos, grammatical errors, and formatting inconsistencies can detract
from the professionalism of a script and, more importantly, can create confusion for readers. A script is a
final product that is intended to be produced, and errors can lead to costly mistakes during production.

By applying the same rigor that CMOS advocates for in academic and publishing contexts, scriptwriters can
ensure their work is polished and error-free. This attention to detail demonstrates respect for the
collaborators who will be reading and working with the script, fostering trust and confidence in the
writer's work.

Citation and Source Material Considerations
While scriptwriting rarely involves formal citations in the academic sense, there are instances where
acknowledging source material or inspiration is important. CMOS offers extensive guidance on citation
methods, which can be adapted to scenarios involving adaptations, historical dramas, or documentaries. The
core principle is providing clear and consistent attribution.

For adaptations of novels, plays, or other existing works, the screenwriting process inherently involves a
form of transformation. While a formal bibliography might not be included in the script itself, an awareness
of the original source and how it is being reinterpreted is crucial. CMOS’s emphasis on accurately
representing source material can serve as a guiding principle for faithfulness and integrity in the adaptation
process.

Handling of Historical and Factual Accuracy
For scripts dealing with historical events or real-life individuals, CMOS’s commitment to factual accuracy is
paramount. While creative license is inherent in filmmaking, the grounding in historical reality requires
careful research and a commitment to representing events and characters truthfully, or at least with a clear
understanding of where creative liberties are taken. CMOS's standards for research and citation provide a
valuable model for ensuring the integrity of factual elements within a narrative.

The manual's emphasis on distinguishing between fact and interpretation is a crucial lesson for
screenwriters working in non-fiction or historically-based genres. By understanding the importance of
verifiable information, writers can build a more robust and credible foundation for their stories, even when
fictionalizing certain aspects. This principled approach enhances the overall quality and impact of the
screenplay.



FAQ

Q: Is the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) a primary guide for Hollywood
script formatting?
A: No, the Chicago Manual of Style is not a primary guide for Hollywood script formatting. Dedicated
screenwriting format guides (like those from the Writers Guild of America) and industry-standard
software are typically used for direct formatting. However, CMOS's principles of clarity, consistency, and
precise language are highly beneficial for improving the quality and readability of a script.

Q: How can CMOS's emphasis on clear prose be applied to script action
lines?
A: CMOS's emphasis on clear prose translates to writing action lines that are concise, descriptive, and avoid
ambiguity. Writers should focus on what can be seen and heard, using economical language to paint a vivid
picture for the reader without unnecessary embellishment or internal monologue.

Q: Does CMOS offer specific rules for formatting character names in
screenplays?
A: CMOS does not offer specific rules for formatting character names as they appear in screenplays (e.g.,
capitalization for first mention). However, its overarching principle of consistent typographic treatment to
distinguish elements can inform a writer's decision to consistently capitalize character names upon their
first introduction in action lines, a common industry practice.

Q: Can CMOS principles help in crafting better dialogue?
A: Yes, CMOS principles can help in crafting better dialogue by reinforcing the importance of grammatical
correctness, logical flow within sentences, and clear attribution. While characters might speak informally,
the underlying structure and punctuation should be sound to avoid misinterpretation, a core concern
addressed by CMOS.

Q: How should a screenwriter approach parentheticals if they are familiar
with CMOS?
A: A screenwriter familiar with CMOS should approach parentheticals with the same caution and emphasis
on economy of language that the manual advises for parenthetical explanations in prose. Parentheticals in
scripts should be used sparingly, only for essential directional nuances that cannot be conveyed through



dialogue or action, thus avoiding redundancy and supporting clarity.

Q: What is the most important takeaway from CMOS for a scriptwriter
regarding organization?
A: The most important takeaway from CMOS for a scriptwriter regarding organization is the adherence to
meticulous structure and consistency. This applies to scene numbering, page breaks, and the overall logical
progression of the narrative, ensuring the script is a polished and professional document.

Q: Does CMOS provide guidance on handling citations for adapted
screenplays?
A: While CMOS doesn't directly address screenplay citation, its comprehensive guidance on acknowledging
source material and maintaining accuracy can inform how a screenwriter approaches adaptations. The
principle is to be mindful of the original source and represent it faithfully or with clear intent where
liberties are taken, akin to proper attribution in academic work.
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