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Chicago Manual Style for Literary Agents: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual style for literary agents is an essential, yet often overlooked, aspect of professional
manuscript submission. For aspiring authors, understanding and meticulously applying the Chicago Manual
of Style (CMOS) not only demonstrates respect for an agent's time and expertise but also signals a polished
and serious approach to the craft of writing. This guide delves into the critical elements of CMOS relevant
to literary agents, covering everything from formatting preferences to citation nuances, and its impact on
your query letter and manuscript presentation. We will explore how adhering to these guidelines can
significantly enhance your chances of making a positive first impression and moving your manuscript

closer to publication. Mastering these conventions is key to navigating the competitive world of publishing.
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Understanding the Importance of Chicago Manual Style

The Chicago Manual of Style is a widely respected and comprehensive guide for writers, editors, and
publishers. Its influence in the literary world is profound, and literary agents, who are often the
gatekeepers to the publishing industry, hold it in high regard. For authors, adopting Chicago style for their
submissions is not merely about following rules; it’s about demonstrating professionalism, attention to detail,
and a commitment to presenting their work in the best possible light. An agent receiving a manuscript that
is impeccably formatted according to CMOS is more likely to perceive the author as one who understands
the industry's expectations and takes their career seriously. This initial impression can be a significant factor

in whether an agent decides to invest their time and resources in your project.

Literary agents are inundated with submissions, and anything that can make a manuscript stand out for the
right reasons is invaluable. Adherence to established style guides like CMOS streamlines the agent's review
process. They can quickly assess the quality of the writing and the professionalism of the author without
being distracted by formatting inconsistencies or stylistic errors. Conversely, a poorly formatted manuscript
can signal carelessness or a lack of experience, potentially leading an agent to pass on a submission before

even delving into its narrative merits. Therefore, a thorough understanding and application of Chicago



Manual style are foundational for any author seeking representation.

Manuscript Formatting Essentials

When preparing a manuscript for submission to literary agents, consistent and professional formatting is
paramount. The Chicago Manual of Style provides a robust framework for achieving this, ensuring clarity
and readability. While agents may have specific submission guidelines that supersede or supplement
CMOS, understanding the core principles of Chicago style is a strong starting point. This section will cover

the fundamental formatting elements that agents expect to see in a polished manuscript.

Page Layout and Margins

The physical presentation of your manuscript matters. According to CMOS, standard margins are typically
one inch on all sides of the page. This ensures that text is neither too close to the edge nor excessively
spread out, providing a comfortable reading experience. The justification of text should generally be left-
aligned, avoiding full justification which can create uneven spacing. This clean, uncluttered look allows the
agent to focus on the content of your story without visual distractions. Consistent margins throughout the

entire manuscript are a non-negotiable aspect of professional presentation.

Font and Spacing

The choice of font and line spacing significantly impacts readability. CMOS recommends using a standard,
legible font such as Times New Roman or Courier New in a 12-point size. These fonts have a long history
of use in manuscript preparation and are familiar to industry professionals. Double-spacing is the industry
standard for literary manuscripts to allow space for editorial notes and revisions. Ensuring consistent double-
spacing between all lines of text, including dialogue and block quotes, is crucial. Triple-spacing is generally
not used in manuscript submissions, and single-spacing should be reserved for specific elements like chapter

titles or author names, as dictated by submission guidelines.

Page Numbering

Proper page numbering is a fundamental aspect of manuscript organization. CMOS suggests placing page
numbers in the upper right-hand corner of each page, starting with the second page of the manuscript. The
first page, typically the title page, is not numbered, but it counts as page one. Subsequent pages are

numbered sequentially. This consistent numbering helps agents keep track of the manuscript's progress



and allows for easy reference. Some agents may request numbering in the footer, so always check their

specific submission requirements.

Chapter Breaks and Titles

The way you present your chapters is another indicator of your professionalism. Each new chapter should
begin on a new page. The chapter title, if used, should be centered and capitalized according to your chosen
style (e.g., title case). Leave at least two blank lines between the chapter title and the beginning of the
chapter's text. This visual separation makes the manuscript easy to navigate and signals a clear transition

between sections. The consistent application of this formatting throughout the manuscript is expected.

Character and Place Names

Consistency in naming characters and places is vital for maintaining reader immersion. While CMOS
doesn't dictate specific naming conventions for fictional works, it emphasizes the importance of internal
consistency. Authors should ensure that character names, spellings, and even nicknames are used
uniformly throughout the manuscript. This applies equally to place names, whether they are real-world
locations or invented settings. Inconsistencies in names can break the reader's suspension of disbelief and

force them to question the author's attention to detail.

For fictional names, aim for clarity and pronounceability unless a specific phonetic challenge is integral to
the narrative. If using similar-sounding names for multiple characters, consider whether this is intentional
and serves a purpose, or if it could lead to confusion. If an agent has specific preferences regarding naming
conventions, these will typically be outlined in their submission guidelines. However, adhering to the
general principle of unwavering consistency, as supported by CMOS principles of clarity and precision, is

always advisable.

Dialogue and Quotations

The presentation of dialogue and quotations is a critical element of manuscript formatting that falls under
the purview of style guides. Chicago Manual of Style offers detailed guidance on punctuation, quotation
marks, and the formatting of spoken words to ensure clarity and a natural flow. Proper handling of

dialogue is essential for bringing characters to life and advancing the plot effectively.



Quotation Mark Usage

CMOS generally favors American-style punctuation, where periods and commas are placed inside closing
quotation marks, regardless of whether they are part of the quoted material. Other punctuation marks, such
as question marks and exclamation points, are placed inside or outside the quotation marks depending on
whether they are part of the quoted sentence or the larger sentence. For instance, if a character asks a
question, the question mark goes inside the quotes: He asked, "Are you coming?". If the entire sentence

containing the quote is a question, the question mark might go outside: Did he really say, "I'm leaving"?

Handling Dialogue Tags

Dialogue tags, such as "he said" or "she whispered," are crucial for attributing speech and conveying tone.
CMOS recommends using simple, unobtrusive tags. The verb "said" is often the most effective because it is
transparent and doesn't distract from the dialogue itself. When a dialogue tag follows a quote, it is typically
preceded by a comma, unless the quote ends with a question mark or exclamation point: "I'm not sure," she
replied. "What do you think?" he asked. When the dialogue tag introduces the quote, a comma is also
generally used: She said, "It's a beautiful day."

Block Quotations

Longer quotations, typically exceeding four lines of prose or three lines of poetry, should be formatted as
block quotations. This means they are set off from the main text by starting on a new line, indented from
the left margin, and without quotation marks. The indentation should be consistent, usually 0.5 inches or a
tab stop. The first line of a block quotation does not need to be indented unless it’s introducing a new
paragraph within the quoted material. This distinction in formatting clearly signals extended excerpts to

the reader.

Citations and Bibliographies

While many fiction manuscripts do not require extensive citations, non-fiction works, or even fiction that
incorporates historical or technical information, will necessitate adherence to citation standards. The Chicago
Manual of Style offers two primary systems: the Notes-Bibliography system and the Author-Date system.
For literary agents, especially those handling non-fiction or historically-researched fiction, understanding

which system you intend to use, and applying it consistently, is important.



The Notes-Bibliography System

This system uses superscript numbers within the text to refer to endnotes or footnotes. These notes provide
the source information. A bibliography, listing all cited sources, appears at the end of the work. This system
is common in literary scholarship and history. Even if your submission doesn't require full notes,
demonstrating an understanding of how to attribute sources is a sign of academic rigor. If your manuscript
requires citations, it’s crucial to consult CMOS for the precise formatting of book, journal article, website,

and other source types.

The Author-Date System

The Author-Date system places parenthetical citations directly in the text, including the author's last name
and the year of publication (e.g., (Smith 2020)). A reference list, arranged alphabetically by author's last
name, appears at the end of the manuscript. This system is prevalent in the sciences and social sciences.
Authors should choose one system and apply it meticulously throughout their manuscript. Clarity and

consistency in sourcing are key, regardless of the system chosen.

Style Choices and Agent Preferences

Beyond the fundamental formatting rules, the Chicago Manual of Style also addresses a myriad of stylistic
choices that can impact the overall polish of a manuscript. While agents primarily focus on story, plot, and
character, a manuscript that exhibits consistent and thoughtful stylistic choices signals a mature writer. It's

important to be aware of common stylistic debates and how CMOS approaches them.

Serial Comma Usage

One of the most debated stylistic points is the use of the serial comma (also known as the Oxford comma).
CMOS advocates for the use of the serial comma in a series of three or more items. For example, "apples,
oranges, and bananas.” This rule helps to prevent ambiguity. While some publications omit the serial
commia, its inclusion, as per CMOS, often leads to clearer sentences and is generally preferred in academic

and formal writing. Consistency is key; choose one approach and adhere to it strictly.

Numbers and Dates



CMOS provides guidance on when to spell out numbers and when to use numerals. Generally, numbers
one through ten are spelled out, while numerals are used for 11 and above. However, this rule has
exceptions, such as when dealing with large numbers, measurements, or when numbers appear in a series
where some are above ten. Similarly, CMOS offers specific formats for dates and times, emphasizing clarity

and consistency. For example, dates are typically written as "month day, year" (e.g., July 4, 1776).

Agent-Specific Guidelines

It is imperative to reiterate that literary agents often provide their own submission guidelines that may
differ from or elaborate on standard CMOS practices. These guidelines are provided to streamline their
review process and ensure they receive submissions in a format they are accustomed to. Always check an
agent's website or submission portal for specific instructions regarding font, spacing, file format, query letter
requirements, and any additional stylistic preferences they may have. Disregarding an agent's specific

instructions, even if you are meticulously following CMOS, can be detrimental to your submission.

Beyond the Basics: Polishing Your Submission

A polished manuscript demonstrates respect for the agent's time and signals your readiness for the
professional publishing world. While the core elements of Chicago Manual style provide a strong
foundation, paying attention to the finer details can elevate your submission from good to exceptional. This
involves not only adhering to the rules but also understanding the underlying principles of clarity,

conciseness, and precision that CMOS champions.

Ensure that your manuscript is free of typos, grammatical errors, and punctuation mistakes. Even minor
slips can detract from your work and suggest a lack of careful editing. Proofreading multiple times, ideally
with fresh eyes or professional editing assistance, is crucial. Furthermore, consider the overall tone and
voice of your writing. While CMOS focuses on mechanics, the underlying goal is effective communication.
Your manuscript should not only be technically correct but also engaging and compelling, drawing the
agent into your story from the very first page. A perfectly formatted manuscript that contains a weak story

will not succeed, but a strong story presented in a sloppy format is unlikely to be considered.

Finally, remember that your query letter and synopsis are often the first points of contact with an agent.
‘While these documents may not require the full depth of CMOS formatting as a manuscript, they should
still adhere to principles of professionalism, clarity, and conciseness. Ensure your query letter is free of
errors, well-structured, and effectively pitches your book. A strong query, backed by a well-formatted

manuscript, presents a compelling case for your work.



FAQ

Q Why is Chicago Manual Style important for literary agents?

A: Chicago Manual Style is important for literary agents because it signifies professionalism, attention to
detail, and a serious approach to writing. Agents receive numerous submissions, and a manuscript formatted

according to established standards is easier to read and evaluate, making a positive first impression.

Q: Do I need to use the Chicago Manual of Style for my query letter?

A: While the full depth of Chicago Manual Style formatting is typically reserved for the manuscript itself,
your query letter should be professional, clear, and error-free. Adhere to general principles of good writing
and standard business letter format. Agents may have specific query letter guidelines that supersede

general style advice.

Q Are there specific font recommendations from Chicago Manual Style
for manuscripts submitted to agents?

A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends a standard, legible font such as Times New
Roman or Courier New in a 12-point size for manuscripts. This ensures readability and familiarity for

editors and agents.

Q: Should I use the serial comma (Oxford comma) when submitting to a
literary agent following Chicago Manual Style?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style advocates for the use of the serial comma in a series of three or more items
to prevent ambiguity. Therefore, consistent use of the serial comma is generally recommended when

adhering to Chicago style for literary agents.

Q What are the key formatting differences for dialogue in Chicago
Manual Style?

A: Chicago Manual Style specifies how to handle quotation marks (typically American style with
punctuation inside), dialogue tags (favoring simple tags like "said"), and block quotations for longer passages,

which are indented and set off without quotation marks.



Q How should I handle citations if my manuscript requires them and I'm
using Chicago Manual Style?

A: Chicago Manual Style offers two main citation systems: Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date. You must
choose one and apply it consistently. Consult the CMOS for specific formatting of footnotes, endnotes,

bibliographies, and reference lists for various source types.

Q What if an agent's submission guidelines conflict with Chicago Manual
Style?

A: Agent-specific submission guidelines always take precedence over general style guides like Chicago
Manual Style. Always meticulously follow the agent's instructions regarding formatting, file type, and

submission method.
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