
chicago style publishing best
practices for fiction writers
chicago style publishing best practices for fiction writers often involves a
deep dive into the nuances of manuscript preparation, stylistic consistency,
and the often-overlooked details that elevate a narrative from amateur to
professional. For fiction writers aiming for publication, understanding these
best practices is paramount to presenting their work in a polished and
acceptable format. This comprehensive guide will explore the essential
elements of Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) application for fiction, covering
everything from punctuation and capitalization to formatting and common
stylistic choices that fiction authors frequently encounter. By adhering to
these guidelines, writers can ensure their manuscripts are reader-friendly,
industry-standard, and more likely to impress editors and publishers alike,
ultimately streamlining the path to publication.

Table of Contents
Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style
Manuscript Formatting Essentials
Punctuation and Grammar in Fiction
Capitalization and Italics
Dialogue Formatting
Numbers and Titles
Common Pitfalls for Fiction Writers
Resources for Fiction Writers

Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected and comprehensive
style guide that provides guidelines for writing, editing, and publishing.
While often associated with academic and scholarly works, its principles are
equally applicable and highly beneficial for fiction writers preparing their
manuscripts for professional consideration. Understanding the core tenets of
CMOS ensures consistency, clarity, and a professional presentation that
editors and agents expect.

For fiction writers, applying Chicago style is not about adhering to rigid
academic rules but about establishing a clear, readable, and consistent voice
throughout the narrative. It provides a framework for making stylistic
decisions, from the minutiae of punctuation to broader considerations of
narrative presentation. This consistency is crucial for readers, allowing
them to immerse themselves in the story without being distracted by
formatting or stylistic irregularities. Many publishers, even those with
their own in-house style guides, look favorably upon manuscripts that
demonstrate a strong understanding and application of fundamental style
principles.



Manuscript Formatting Essentials
Proper manuscript formatting is the first impression a fiction writer makes
on an agent or editor. Adhering to standard formatting conventions signals
professionalism and respect for the reader and the submission process. While
specific publisher guidelines may vary, the Chicago Manual of Style offers a
solid foundation for creating a clean, readable, and professional manuscript.

General Manuscript Layout
A standard manuscript format involves specific spacing, margins, and font
choices that promote readability. This uniformity is essential for editors
who may be reviewing numerous submissions. It allows them to focus on the
content of your story rather than struggling with an unconventional
presentation.

Use a standard, readable font such as 12-point Times New Roman or
Courier New.

Double-space the entire manuscript, including block quotes and dialogue.

Maintain 1-inch margins on all sides of the page.

Indent the first line of each paragraph (typically 0.5 inches).

Include a title page with your name, contact information, and the
manuscript title.

Page numbers should appear in the header, usually in the upper right-
hand corner, starting from the second page.

Chapter Breaks and Section Dividers
Clearly defined chapter breaks are vital for pacing and readability in
fiction. CMOS offers guidance on how to present these breaks effectively,
ensuring they are visually distinct without being overly distracting.
Similarly, when using section breaks within a chapter, a consistent method of
demarcation is important.

Chapter titles should be centered and followed by a double space before the
first paragraph of the chapter. If a chapter begins mid-page, ensure there is
ample space above the title. Section breaks within a chapter can be indicated
by a centered asterisk () or by an extra line of space, though the asterisk
is generally preferred for its clarity.



Punctuation and Grammar in Fiction
Accurate and consistent application of punctuation and grammar is fundamental
to effective storytelling. The Chicago Manual of Style provides detailed
guidance on these elements, aiming to enhance clarity and avoid ambiguity.
For fiction writers, mastering these rules ensures the narrative flows
smoothly and the intended meaning is conveyed precisely.

The Power of the Oxford Comma
One of the most well-known stylistic preferences in Chicago style is the use
of the serial or Oxford comma. This comma is placed before the final
conjunction in a list of three or more items. While some style guides omit
it, CMOS strongly recommends its use to prevent potential misinterpretations.

For example, in the sentence "The characters included the hero, the villain,
and the sidekick," the Oxford comma after "villain" clarifies that "the
hero," "the villain," and "the sidekick" are three distinct entities. Without
it, "the villain and the sidekick" could potentially be interpreted as a
single unit, which might not be the author's intent.

Apostrophes and Possessives
Correct use of apostrophes is crucial for indicating possession and
contractions. CMOS provides clear rules for handling possessives of singular
and plural nouns, including irregular forms. For fiction, correctly denoting
who owns what or what actions are happening is paramount to clear
storytelling.

When forming the possessive of singular nouns, add an apostrophe and an 's'
(e.g., the dog's bone, James's car). For plural nouns ending in 's', add only
an apostrophe (e.g., the dogs' bones, the Smiths' house). For irregular
plural nouns not ending in 's', add an apostrophe and an 's' (e.g., the
children's toys, the men's room).

Capitalization and Italics
Decisions regarding capitalization and the use of italics can significantly
impact the tone and emphasis within a fictional work. Chicago style offers
specific guidelines to ensure these stylistic choices are applied
consistently and effectively, enhancing the reader's experience.

Capitalization of Titles and Proper Nouns
CMOS adheres to a "downstyle" for most titles, meaning only the first word
and proper nouns are capitalized. This applies to book titles, article
titles, and headings within the manuscript. Proper nouns, such as character



names, place names, and specific organizations, are always capitalized.

However, there are exceptions. For example, titles of major works (like books
and films) are typically capitalized as "title case." When referring to
specific concepts or terms within your fictional world, consistent
capitalization is key. If a fictional term is consistently capitalized by the
characters or in the narration, it should remain so throughout the
manuscript.

When to Use Italics
Italics are used in Chicago style for several purposes, including emphasizing
words, indicating foreign words, and sometimes for titles of shorter works
within a larger work. In fiction, italics can be a powerful tool for drawing
attention to specific words or phrases, conveying internal thought, or
distinguishing certain types of content.

Common uses of italics in fiction include:

Emphasis: To highlight a particular word or phrase.

Foreign words: Words or phrases from other languages that have not been
Anglicized.

Titles of minor works: Such as the titles of songs, poems, or short
stories mentioned within the narrative.

Internal monologue or thoughts: Sometimes used to distinguish a
character's inner thoughts from narration, though consistency is key.

Dialogue Formatting
The way dialogue is presented in a manuscript is critical to its readability
and impact. Chicago style provides clear rules for formatting dialogue,
ensuring it is easily distinguishable from narration and flows naturally
within the text. Correct formatting helps readers follow conversations
seamlessly and understand who is speaking.

Starting New Paragraphs for New Speakers
The fundamental rule for dialogue formatting is to begin a new paragraph
every time the speaker changes. This simple convention makes it immediately
clear who is speaking, even without explicit tags like "he said" or "she
asked." This rule is essential for maintaining clarity in conversations with
multiple characters.

Consider a conversation between two characters. Each time Character A



finishes speaking and Character B begins, a new paragraph is initiated. This
visual break guides the reader and prevents confusion about the turn-taking
in the dialogue. If a character has multiple paragraphs of speech, the
subsequent paragraphs of their dialogue remain in the same paragraph block as
the first, with no extra space between them, until another character begins
speaking.

Quotation Marks and Punctuation
Chicago style dictates specific rules for the placement of punctuation marks
relative to quotation marks. Generally, commas and periods are placed inside
the closing quotation mark, regardless of whether they are part of the quoted
material or not. This rule is a hallmark of American style, which CMOS
follows.

For example: "I'm not sure about that," she replied. The comma follows the
word "that" and is placed inside the closing quotation mark. Similarly, if a
sentence ends with a quotation: He whispered, "Be careful." The period
follows the quotation mark.

Numbers and Titles
The way numbers and titles are presented in a manuscript can affect clarity
and professionalism. Chicago style offers guidelines for spelling out numbers
or using numerals, as well as for formatting various types of titles within
the text.

When to Spell Out Numbers
In general, Chicago style favors spelling out numbers from zero to one
hundred. Numbers above one hundred are typically rendered as numerals, though
there are exceptions for specific contexts and for consistency. For fiction,
this rule helps maintain a consistent tone and visual appearance.

For instance, "She had three apples" is preferred over "She had 3 apples."
However, if the context involves precise measurements or statistics, numerals
might be used. It is crucial to establish a consistent approach to numbers
throughout your manuscript.

Formatting Titles Within the Text
When referring to titles of works within your fiction—such as books, movies,
or songs that characters might mention—Chicago style has specific rules. As
mentioned earlier, major works are typically capitalized in title case, while
shorter works might be italicized or placed in quotation marks depending on
their nature.



For example, if a character is discussing a novel, the title would be
capitalized: "She was reading Pride and Prejudice." If they are discussing a
song, it would likely be in quotation marks: "He hummed 'Bohemian Rhapsody'."
Consistency in applying these rules is key to a polished manuscript.

Common Pitfalls for Fiction Writers
Even experienced fiction writers can fall into common traps when preparing
their manuscripts. Understanding these pitfalls and how to avoid them,
particularly in relation to style and formatting, can significantly improve
the chances of a manuscript being well-received by agents and publishers.

Inconsistent Styling and Punctuation
One of the most frequent issues is a lack of consistency in stylistic
choices. This can manifest in the varied use of the Oxford comma,
inconsistent capitalization of fictional terms, or differing methods for
indicating emphasis. Editors often find inconsistency distracting and
unprofessional, as it suggests a lack of meticulousness in the manuscript's
preparation.

To combat this, create a style sheet for your manuscript. This document
should record all the specific stylistic decisions you've made, such as how
you handle particular punctuation marks, capitalization of unique terms, and
any specific formatting rules you've chosen to adopt. Refer to this sheet
regularly to ensure uniformity.

Overuse of Editorials and Passive Voice
While not strictly a formatting issue, the tendency for fiction writers to
overuse explanatory phrases (editorials) or to fall into passive voice can
detract from the narrative's immediacy and impact. Chicago style, while
focused on mechanics, indirectly encourages active and direct prose through
its emphasis on clarity and conciseness.

Actively review your manuscript for sentences that tell the reader what to
think or feel instead of showing them. Likewise, identify instances of
passive voice and rephrase them into active constructions. This not only
adheres to good writing principles but also makes your manuscript more
engaging and professional.

Resources for Fiction Writers
Navigating the intricacies of Chicago style can be challenging, and having
reliable resources at your disposal is invaluable. The Chicago Manual of
Style itself is the definitive guide, but there are also many secondary



resources that can help fiction writers apply its principles effectively.

Beyond the official manual, numerous online resources and writing guides
offer explanations and examples tailored to fiction writers. Familiarizing
yourself with these tools will empower you to make informed decisions about
your manuscript's presentation, ensuring it meets professional standards and
showcases your narrative to its best advantage.

The Chicago Manual of Style Online
The most authoritative resource is the official Chicago Manual of Style
Online. While it is a subscription-based service, it offers searchable access
to the entire manual, along with an extensive Q&A section that addresses
common style queries. For serious fiction writers aiming for publication,
this is an indispensable tool.

Writing Guides and Workshops
Many reputable writing organizations and university writing centers offer
workshops and published guides that break down Chicago style principles for
creative writers. These resources can provide practical advice and examples
specifically relevant to fiction, making the application of CMOS more
accessible and less daunting.

---

Q: What is the primary purpose of using Chicago
style for fiction writing?
A: The primary purpose of using Chicago style for fiction writing is to
ensure consistency, clarity, and professionalism in manuscript presentation.
This adherence to a recognized style guide makes the manuscript more readable
for editors and agents, demonstrating that the author has taken care in
preparing their work for submission.

Q: How does Chicago style handle the Oxford comma in
fiction?
A: Chicago style strongly recommends the use of the Oxford comma (the serial
comma) in lists of three or more items. This is to prevent potential
ambiguity and ensure clarity in sentence structure, which is crucial for
maintaining the flow of a narrative.



Q: Should I indent dialogue in my fiction manuscript
according to Chicago style?
A: Yes, Chicago style dictates that each time a new character begins
speaking, a new paragraph should be started for that dialogue. This is a
standard convention for fiction manuscripts to clearly delineate speakers and
enhance readability.

Q: What font and spacing does Chicago style
recommend for fiction manuscripts?
A: Chicago style recommends a standard, readable font such as 12-point Times
New Roman or Courier New, with the entire manuscript double-spaced. Margins
should be set at 1 inch on all sides, and the first line of each paragraph
should be indented.

Q: How do I format titles of books or songs
mentioned within my fiction according to Chicago
style?
A: For major works like books and films, Chicago style generally uses title
case capitalization. For shorter works like songs, poems, or short stories
mentioned within the narrative, italics or quotation marks are often used,
with italics generally preferred for standalone works and quotation marks for
parts of larger works. Consistency is key.

Q: Are there specific rules for formatting internal
thoughts or monologues in fiction using Chicago
style?
A: While Chicago style doesn't have a single prescriptive rule for internal
thoughts, many fiction writers choose to use italics to distinguish them from
narration. However, the most important aspect is to be consistent in whatever
method you choose and apply it uniformly throughout the manuscript.

Q: What is the difference between Chicago style and
AP style for fiction writers?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style is generally more comprehensive and offers a
wider range of stylistic choices, often favoring a "downstyle" for titles.
The Associated Press (AP) Stylebook is primarily used by journalists and
tends to be more concise, with different rules for numbers and
capitalization. For fiction, CMOS is typically the preferred style guide.



Q: How can I find out if a specific publisher has
its own style guide that overrides Chicago style?
A: Most publishers will clearly state their submission guidelines on their
website, including any specific style preferences or requirements. It is
essential to consult these guidelines for each publisher you intend to submit
to, as they may have their own in-house style that takes precedence over CMOS
for certain elements.
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