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Chicago Manual of Style Quoting Prose: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style quoting prose is a foundational skill for anyone engaging in academic, literary, or
journalistic writing. Properly integrating quotations not only lends credibility to your arguments but also
allows you to engage directly with source material. This comprehensive guide will delve into the
intricacies of quoting prose according to the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), covering everything from
short inline citations to block quotations, and the nuances of punctuation and attribution. We will explore
best practices for selecting, introducing, and integrating source material seamlessly into your own text,
ensuring clarity, accuracy, and adherence to CMOS guidelines. Understanding these principles is crucial for
avoiding plagiarism and enhancing the persuasive power of your writing.
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Understanding the Importance of Quoting Prose

Quoting prose effectively is more than just copying and pasting text; it's an art form that enhances the
depth and authority of your writing. When you quote, you are bringing the voice of an expert or a
primary source directly into your own discourse, providing evidence, illustration, or counterpoint. The
Chicago Manual of Style offers a robust framework for handling these citations, ensuring consistency and
clarity for your readers. Proper quotation acknowledges the origin of ideas and strengthens your own
arguments by demonstrating that they are grounded in established scholarship or primary evidence.
Neglecting these guidelines can lead to misinterpretations, a lack of credibility, and even accusations of
academic dishonesty.

The careful selection of quotations is paramount. Not every sentence or paragraph from a source will serve
your purpose. You must identify passages that are particularly insightful, representative of an author's
argument, or crucial for substantiating your claims. Once selected, the manner in which you present these
words is equally significant. CMOS provides specific rules to ensure that quotations are presented accurately
and are easily distinguishable from your own prose. This distinction is vital for maintaining the integrity of
your work and respecting the intellectual property of others. This guide will equip you with the



knowledge to navigate these requirements with confidence.

Short Quotations and Inline Integration

Short quotations, generally fewer than five lines of prose or three to four lines of poetry, are typically
integrated directly into the body of your text. The key here is to make the quotation flow as naturally as
possible within your sentence structure. CMOS emphasizes that these inline quotes should be enclosed in
double quotation marks. You will often introduce a short quotation with a signal phrase that identifies the
source or provides context, such as "According to Smith," or "As the author argues,". The punctuation
following the signal phrase and the quote itself will depend on the grammatical structure of your sentence.

When incorporating a short quotation, ensure that its meaning is clear and that it directly supports the
point you are making. Avoid "dropped quotes," where a quotation is inserted into your text without proper
grammatical integration or an introductory phrase. For example, instead of writing "The study found the
results were inconclusive," you would write: "The study found that 'the results were inconclusive.'" The
integrated quotation should feel like an organic part of your sentence. If a word or phrase needs to be added
to the quotation for clarity or grammatical correctness within your sentence, it should be enclosed in square
brackets. Similarly, if you need to omit a portion of the original text, it should be indicated by an ellipsis,
typically three periods with spaces between them (. . .).

Integrating Quotes Seamlessly

The art of seamless integration involves careful sentence construction. Think about how the quoted
material will fit grammatically and logically into your own writing. Often, a colon or a comma can be used
to introduce a quotation, depending on the preceding independent clause. For instance, a sentence ending
with an independent clause can be followed by a colon to introduce the quote: "The research highlighted a
critical issue: 'The data showed a significant deviation from expected norms.'" If the introductory phrase is
not an independent clause, a comma is more appropriate: "The author noted that, 'the results were
inconclusive.'"

Using Ellipses and Brackets

Ellipses are essential for indicating omissions within a quotation. According to CMOS, when omitting words
from the beginning or end of a quotation, and it falls within your sentence, you do not need to use ellipses.
However, if you are omitting words within the quotation, use an ellipsis. For instance, "The experiment
yielded surprising results . . . but further investigation is required." Brackets are used to clarify or modify a
quoted passage without altering the original meaning. This might involve adding a clarifying pronoun,



changing capitalization, or correcting a grammatical error to make the quote fit your sentence. For
example, "[t]he study concluded that the hypothesis was unsupported."

Long Quotations and Block Formatting

When a quotation exceeds four or more lines of prose (or three or more lines of poetry), it should be
formatted as a block quotation. This means it is set apart from the main text, typically by indenting it from
the left margin. CMOS dictates that block quotations do not use quotation marks around them; the
indentation itself signifies that the text is a quotation. The entire block quotation should be indented from
the left margin, usually by half an inch, and it should maintain the same line spacing as the rest of your
text. The first line of a block quotation is not further indented unless it is a new paragraph within the
quoted material itself.

Introducing a block quotation requires careful consideration. Often, a signal phrase followed by a colon is
used to introduce the block, clearly indicating that a longer passage is about to be presented. For example:
"In her seminal work, Dr. Anya Sharma articulates the central challenge of her research:". The quotation
should then begin on a new line, indented. When citing a block quotation, the parenthetical citation or
footnote marker typically follows the final punctuation of the quotation, but preceding any final period of
your own sentence if the quotation is the end of your sentence.

Formatting Block Quotations

The visual distinction of block quotations is crucial for readability and adherence to CMOS standards. The
indentation is key. Ensure consistency in your indentation throughout the document. This visual cue
immediately signals to the reader that they are encountering material directly from a source, rather than
your own analysis. Do not add extra spacing above or below the block quotation unless it is to separate it
from surrounding paragraphs, much like any other paragraph in your text. The focus is on clear
presentation and proper attribution.

When to Use Block Quotations

Block quotations are reserved for passages that are particularly significant, lengthy, or that require detailed
analysis. Using block quotes sparingly is generally advisable, as they can interrupt the flow of your own
prose if overused. They are most effective when the original wording and structure of the quoted material
are essential to your argument. Consider whether a shorter, inline quotation might suffice or if
paraphrasing would be a better option. Block quotes are best employed when the length of the passage is
necessary to convey its full impact or nuance.



Punctuation and Quotation Marks

The placement of punctuation with quotation marks is a frequently debated and often confusing aspect of
quoting. Chicago Manual of Style has specific rules regarding periods, commas, question marks, and
exclamation points. In American English, periods and commas are almost always placed inside the closing
quotation mark. For example: "The author concluded his argument with a strong statement." or "She asked,
'Are you sure about this?'". This convention is followed regardless of whether the punctuation is part of the
original quoted material or part of your own sentence.

Question marks and exclamation points follow a slightly different rule. They are placed inside the closing
quotation mark if they are part of the quoted material itself. If they are part of your own sentence but not
the quote, they remain outside. For example, if quoting someone asking a question: "He responded with a
bewildered 'What do you mean?'". If your sentence is asking a question about a statement: "Did the critic
truly describe the play as 'a triumph of modern theatre'?" Semicolons and colons, however, are always
placed outside the closing quotation mark, as they are typically used to connect independent clauses or
introduce lists, and are part of the larger grammatical structure of your sentence.

Periods and Commas Inside

The "inside" rule for periods and commas is a hallmark of American style. This means that even if the
original quote does not end with a period, you will add one inside the quotation marks if your sentence
requires it. Similarly, a comma introducing or following a quotation will be placed within the quotation
marks. This convention is designed for aesthetic balance and to clearly demarcate the quoted material.
While it may seem counterintuitive at first, mastering this rule is essential for correct CMOS formatting.

Question Marks and Exclamation Points

The logic for question marks and exclamation points is based on ownership. If the emotion or query belongs
to the quoted text, the punctuation mark stays within the quotation marks. If the emotion or query is your
own, as expressed in your surrounding sentence, the punctuation mark remains outside. This distinction
helps to avoid ambiguity and to accurately reflect the source of the tone or interrogative. Pay close
attention to the grammatical structure of your entire sentence, including the quote, to determine correct
placement.



Attribution and Citation in CMOS

Proper attribution is the cornerstone of ethical quotation and academic integrity. Chicago Manual of Style
offers two primary systems for citation: notes and bibliography, and author-date. The choice between these
systems often depends on the discipline and the specific publication's requirements. Regardless of the
system chosen, the goal is to provide clear and consistent information that allows your readers to locate the
original source of the quoted material.

In the notes and bibliography system, short, numbered notes (footnotes or endnotes) are used to cite sources.
Each note corresponds to a number placed in the text, usually at the end of the sentence or clause
containing the quotation. The first note for a given source is typically a full citation, while subsequent notes
for the same source can be shortened. A bibliography, listing all sources cited, appears at the end of the
work. The author-date system uses parenthetical citations within the text, typically including the author's
last name and the year of publication, followed by page numbers for direct quotations. This is often
accompanied by a reference list at the end of the document.

Notes and Bibliography System

The notes and bibliography system provides a more detailed citation trail within the text through
numbered notes. This system is common in humanities fields like literature and history. When quoting
prose, the note will include the author's name, the title of the work, publication details, and crucially, the
page number where the quotation can be found. For example, a footnote might read: "1. John Doe, The
History of Ideas (New York: Publisher, 2020), 45." The bibliography entry for this source would be a more
complete bibliographic record.

Author-Date System

The author-date system offers a more concise in-text citation. A direct quotation would be cited
parenthetically, such as (Doe 2020, 45). This method is prevalent in the social sciences and natural sciences.
The parenthetical citation directs the reader to a corresponding entry in the reference list, which provides
full bibliographic information for each source. This system is efficient for lengthy documents or those with
numerous sources, as it minimizes disruption to the prose.

Handling Dialogue and Special Cases

Quoting dialogue, whether from fictional works or transcripts, requires attention to the specific formatting



conventions for spoken words. CMOS generally treats dialogue as prose, meaning it is enclosed in quotation
marks and integrated into the text. However, when quoting extended dialogue from a narrative, where
speakers are clearly identified, you might encounter specific formatting requirements. For instance, if a
play or novel features distinct speakers, you might preserve that structure within your quote.

Certain texts, like poetry or drama, have their own conventions. Poetry quotations, especially those with
specific line breaks and stanza structures, often require careful handling to preserve their original form.
Short quotations of poetry are typically enclosed in quotation marks and run into the text, with line breaks
indicated by forward slashes (/). Longer quotations of poetry are set as block quotations, mimicking their
original layout. For drama, quotations often include speaker names, which are typically preserved.

Quoting from Plays and Novels

When quoting dialogue from novels or plays, maintain the integrity of the conversational flow. If a passage
contains multiple exchanges between characters, consider how best to present it. If the dialogue is brief and
fits within your sentence structure, it can be incorporated inline. For longer or more complex dialogues
that are central to your analysis, a block quotation might be appropriate, preserving the speaker attributions
as they appear in the original text. The key is to ensure that the dialogue serves your purpose without
overwhelming your own narrative.

Quoting Poetry

Quoting poetry demands a particular sensitivity to form. Short poetic excerpts are run into the text and
enclosed in double quotation marks, with a forward slash (/) followed by a space to indicate line breaks. For
example: "The woods are lovely, dark and deep, / But I have promises to keep, / And miles to go before I
sleep." Longer poetic quotations are presented as block quotations, indented, and preserving the original
line breaks and stanza divisions without quotation marks.

Ethical Considerations and Best Practices

Beyond the technical rules, ethical considerations are paramount when quoting prose. Always strive for
accuracy and fidelity to the original text. Misrepresenting an author's words, even unintentionally, can lead
to misinterpretations and undermine your credibility. Ensure that your quotations accurately reflect the
author's meaning and are not taken out of context in a way that distorts their message.

Paraphrasing and summarizing are often valuable alternatives to direct quotation. Sometimes, an author's



idea can be conveyed more effectively in your own words, or when integrated more concisely into your
argument. When paraphrasing or summarizing, you still must cite your source meticulously, attributing
the ideas to the original author. The decision to quote directly versus paraphrase depends on the specific
needs of your argument and the nature of the source material. When in doubt, err on the side of providing
attribution.

Accuracy and Context

Maintaining accuracy means reproducing the quoted text exactly as it appears in the original source, with
the exception of necessary corrections or additions made using brackets and the indication of omissions using
ellipses. Never alter the meaning of a quotation to fit your argument. If a quotation contains a grammatical
error or an archaic spelling, CMOS allows you to leave it as is, or to make a minor correction, often followed
by "[sic]" to indicate that the error is in the original. Context is crucial; a quotation's meaning can be
significantly altered when removed from its original surrounding text. Ensure your readers understand
the original context of the passage you are quoting.

Paraphrasing vs. Quoting

Direct quotations are powerful when the exact wording is important, perhaps due to its eloquence, its
specific terminology, or its legal or historical significance. However, overusing direct quotes can make your
writing sound like a patchwork of other people's ideas rather than your own. Paraphrasing allows you to
integrate an author's ideas into your own sentence structure and voice, making your writing more
cohesive. Summarizing condenses a longer passage or an entire work into a brief overview. Both
paraphrases and summaries require clear citation of the original source. Consider which method best serves
your analytical purpose and contributes to the flow and clarity of your own writing.

---

Q: What is the primary difference between a short quotation and a block
quotation in CMOS?
A: The primary difference lies in length and formatting. Short quotations (fewer than five lines of prose)
are integrated directly into the text and enclosed in double quotation marks. Block quotations (five or more
lines of prose) are set apart as a distinct paragraph, indented from the left margin, and do not use quotation
marks.



Q: How should I use ellipses when quoting prose according to the Chicago
Manual of Style?
A: Ellipses (. . .) are used to indicate omitted words, phrases, or sentences from the original source. If the
omission falls within your sentence, you use ellipses. Omissions at the very beginning or end of a quotation,
when integrated into your sentence, generally do not require ellipses unless they create ambiguity.

Q: Where do punctuation marks like periods and commas go in relation to
quotation marks in CMOS?
A: In American English, as prescribed by CMOS, periods and commas are typically placed inside the closing
quotation mark, regardless of whether they are part of the original quotation or your own sentence.

Q: How do I cite a long quotation in the notes and bibliography system?
A: A long quotation formatted as a block quote is followed by a superscript note number, usually after the
final punctuation of the quotation itself. The corresponding footnote or endnote will contain the full
bibliographic information and the specific page number(s) from which the quotation was taken.

Q: Can I change capitalization in a quotation when using Chicago Manual
of Style?
A: Yes, you can change the capitalization of a word within a quotation to fit your sentence grammatically,
but you must enclose the changed letter in square brackets. For example, "[T]he experiment was
successful."

Q: What is the rule for incorporating a quotation into a sentence that
already ends with a question mark or exclamation point?
A: If the question mark or exclamation point is part of the quoted material, it remains inside the quotation
marks. If it is part of your own sentence, and the quotation itself does not end with such punctuation, then
it is placed outside the quotation marks.

Q: When should I consider paraphrasing instead of directly quoting prose
in my writing?
A: You should consider paraphrasing when the specific wording of the original text is not essential to your
argument, when you want to integrate an idea more smoothly into your own prose, or when the original



phrasing is cumbersome or unclear. However, you must always cite paraphrased material.

Q: How does CMOS handle quotations that contain errors?
A: If a quotation contains an error (e.g., a spelling mistake, grammatical error, or factual inaccuracy), you
should generally reproduce it as it appears in the original. You can indicate that the error is not yours by
inserting "[sic]" in brackets immediately after the error.

Q: Are there specific guidelines for quoting dialogue from plays or
screenplays?
A: Yes, when quoting dialogue from plays or screenplays, it is customary to preserve the speaker
attributions as they appear in the original script. If the dialogue is brief, it can be integrated into your text.
Longer exchanges might be presented as block quotations, maintaining the original formatting with
speaker labels.
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