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The Chicago Manual of Style for Literary Agents: Navigating Manuscript Submission and
Beyond

chicago manual of style for literary agents literature plays a crucial role in the
professional presentation of manuscripts submitted to literary agents, ensuring clarity,
consistency, and adherence to industry standards. For aspiring authors, understanding
these guidelines is not merely a matter of formatting; it's about demonstrating
professionalism and respect for the agent's time and expertise. This comprehensive guide
delves into the essential aspects of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) as it applies to
literary submissions, covering everything from manuscript formatting to citation practices
and the critical details that make a manuscript stand out. We will explore why agents
emphasize adherence to these standards, how specific CMOS rules impact the reader's
experience, and practical advice for implementing these guidelines effectively. Mastering
the Chicago Manual of Style is a foundational step in the journey to securing representation
and, ultimately, publication.
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Why Literary Agents Emphasize the Chicago
Manual of Style

Literary agents are inundated with manuscript submissions, and the ability to quickly
assess the professionalism and potential of a project is paramount. The Chicago Manual of
Style provides a standardized framework that allows agents to focus on the content and
narrative of a manuscript without being distracted by formatting inconsistencies or errors.
Adherence to CMOS demonstrates an author's attention to detail, their understanding of
professional publishing practices, and their seriousness about their craft.

Agents often have their own submission guidelines, but these frequently reference or align



with CMOS principles. They understand that authors who take the time to learn and apply
these standards are likely to be more organized and easier to work with throughout the
publishing process. This initial impression can significantly influence an agent's decision to
request a full manuscript or to move forward with representation. Therefore, treating the
submission as a professional document, formatted according to established conventions, is
a critical first step.

Core Manuscript Formatting According to CMOS

The foundation of a professional manuscript submission lies in its correct formatting. The
Chicago Manual of Style offers specific recommendations that ensure readability and
consistency. For literary agents, a clean, well-organized manuscript signals that the author
has done their homework and respects the agent's time.

Font and Spacing

Standard practice, heavily influenced by CMOS recommendations, dictates that
manuscripts should be typed in a readable, 12-point font. Commonly accepted fonts include
Times New Roman, Courier New, or Arial. These fonts offer clarity and are familiar to
industry professionals. Double-spacing throughout the manuscript is essential, with one-
inch margins on all sides of the page. This generous spacing allows for easy annotation by
agents and editors and prevents the manuscript from appearing dense and overwhelming.

Page Numbering and Headers

Each page of the manuscript, including the title page, should be numbered. Typically, page
numbers are placed in the header, aligned to the right, starting from the second page of
the manuscript. The title page itself should not be numbered, but it is considered page one
of the document. In the header, it is also common practice to include a shortened version of
the manuscript's title, followed by the author's last name, to ensure easy identification of
pages if they become separated.

Indentation and Paragraphing

Paragraphs should be indented to signal a new thought or section, with the exception of the
first paragraph following a chapter or section break, which is typically not indented. The
standard indentation for subsequent paragraphs is usually half an inch. CMOS also advises
against using extra line breaks between paragraphs; the indentation clearly demarcates
new paragraphs. This consistent approach enhances the visual flow of the text.

Title Page and Chapter Beginnings

The title page should be simple and informative, including the manuscript's title, the
author's full name, and contact information (address, phone number, email). The title



should be centered and prominently displayed. Each new chapter should begin on a new
page, with the chapter number and title centered a few lines down from the top of the
page. This clear separation of chapters contributes to the manuscript's professional
appearance.

Handling Dialogue and Quotations

The accurate and consistent formatting of dialogue and quotations is a hallmark of a
polished manuscript. Literary agents pay close attention to how dialogue is presented, as it
is a crucial element of storytelling and character development. CMOS provides clear
guidelines for these elements.

Formatting Dialogue

Dialogue should be enclosed in quotation marks. Each new speaker's dialogue should begin
on a new line. Punctuation associated with dialogue, such as commas and periods, should
be placed inside the closing quotation marks. Attribution tags, like "he said" or "she
whispered," are typically placed after the dialogue, followed by a comma if the sentence
continues, or a period if the dialogue ends the sentence. CMOS recommends using
consistent attribution tags and avoiding overly creative or distracting ones.

Incorporating Quotations

Short quotations (typically fewer than five lines of prose or three lines of verse) are
generally incorporated into the main text, enclosed in quotation marks. Longer quotations
are usually set off as block quotations. This means they are indented from the left margin,
single-spaced, and do not use quotation marks. The transition into a block quotation should
be preceded by a colon or a period, and the attribution should follow the quoted material.

Citation and Reference Styles

While not as common in fiction submissions as in nonfiction, authors who incorporate
factual research, historical events, or extensive quotes from other works may need to
consider citation. CMOS offers two primary systems for notes and bibliographies: the notes-
bibliography system and the author-date system. For literary submissions, the notes-
bibliography system is more commonly encountered.

The Notes-Bibliography System

This system uses numbered notes (either footnotes or endnotes) to cite sources. Each note
corresponds to a superscript number within the text. The bibliography, compiled at the end
of the manuscript, lists all cited sources in alphabetical order. This system is particularly
useful for authors who need to provide source information without disrupting the narrative
flow. Agents appreciate when sources are properly acknowledged to avoid issues of



plagiarism and to demonstrate the depth of research.

When to Cite in Literary Works

Citation is typically required when directly quoting or paraphrasing from another work,
referencing specific facts or statistics that are not common knowledge, or acknowledging
inspiration from other sources. For fiction, this might involve citing historical documents,
scholarly articles about a specific period, or even song lyrics. The key is to be transparent
and consistent with the chosen citation style.

Special Considerations for Literary Agents

Beyond the general formatting rules, there are specific expectations literary agents have
regarding manuscript presentation that align with CMOS principles. These are designed to
make the agent's job easier and to highlight the author's readiness for publication.

Query Letter and Synopsis Formatting

While not part of the manuscript itself, the query letter and synopsis are crucial
components of a submission package. They should also adhere to professional standards,
often mirroring the clarity and conciseness promoted by CMOS. The query letter should be
a professional business letter, and the synopsis should be clearly written, adhering to any
length requirements specified by the agent. These documents, like the manuscript, benefit
from meticulous proofreading and formatting.

Digital Submission Etiquette

Most agents today prefer digital submissions, typically via email or through an online portal.
Even in a digital format, the principles of CMOS formatting remain relevant. Manuscripts
should be submitted as Word documents (.doc or .docx) or PDFs, unless otherwise
specified. Consistent formatting, clear file naming conventions, and an organized
attachment structure are essential. Avoid sending multiple files or unusual file types that
might be problematic to open.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Even with the best intentions, authors can fall into common traps when preparing their
manuscripts for submission. Understanding these pitfalls, often related to a
misunderstanding or misapplication of CMOS guidelines, can help prevent them.



Inconsistent Formatting

One of the most frequent errors is inconsistent application of formatting rules. This can
include variations in font size, margin widths, indentation, or punctuation within dialogue.
Agents notice these inconsistencies immediately and can interpret them as a lack of
attention to detail. The solution is to establish the formatting at the beginning of the project
and adhere to it rigorously, or to use styles in word processing software to ensure
uniformity.

Over-Formatting or Under-Formatting

Conversely, some authors may overdo the formatting, adding unnecessary styles, colors, or
complex layouts. This can be distracting and unprofessional. On the other hand, under-
formatting, such as submitting a manuscript without proper paragraph indents or in a font
that is difficult to read, is equally detrimental. The goal is clear, readable presentation, not
elaborate design.

Ignoring Agent Submission Guidelines

While CMOS provides a robust framework, each literary agent will have their own specific
submission requirements. It is imperative to read and follow these guidelines precisely.
Deviating from an agent's stated preferences, even if they seem minor, can lead to an
immediate rejection. Always check the agent's website for their most up-to-date submission

policy.

By understanding and applying the principles of the Chicago Manual of Style, authors can
present their literary work in the most professional and appealing manner possible. This
attention to detail not only respects the agent's time but also underscores the author's
commitment to their craft, paving the way for a smoother and more successful publishing
journey. The objective is always to let the story shine, unhindered by formatting
distractions.

FAQ

Q: Why is the Chicago Manual of Style specifically
important for literary agents?

A: Literary agents receive a high volume of submissions. The Chicago Manual of Style
provides a standardized, professional format that allows agents to quickly assess
manuscripts without being distracted by inconsistent or unprofessional presentation. It
demonstrates the author's attention to detail and seriousness about their work.



Q: Should I use different formatting for fiction and
nonfiction when following CMOS for literary agents?

A: The core formatting principles of CMOS, such as font, spacing, and margins, remain
largely consistent across genres for manuscript submissions. However, specific citation
styles or the inclusion of specialized elements might differ between fiction and nonfiction.
Agents generally expect a clean, readable manuscript regardless of genre.

Q: How do | know which version of the Chicago Manual
of Style to use?

A: For manuscript submissions, the general principles and widely accepted practices
outlined in recent editions of CMOS are most relevant. Agents typically expect adherence to
the foundational rules for manuscript presentation, rather than deep dives into obscure
stylistic points unless specifically required.

Q: What are the most critical formatting elements
literary agents look for based on CMOS?

A: Literary agents prioritize clear, consistent formatting. This includes standard 12-point
font, double-spacing, one-inch margins, proper paragraph indentation, and correct handling
of dialogue and quotations. A clean, easy-to-read layout is paramount.

Q: If an agent’s submission guidelines differ from
CMOS, which should | follow?

A: Always follow the specific submission guidelines provided by the literary agent. These
supersede general CMOS recommendations for the purpose of that particular submission.
Agents may have unique preferences based on their workflow or the publisher's
requirements.

Q: Is it acceptable to use fancy fonts or unique
formatting in my manuscript for agents?

A: No, it is generally not recommended. Literary agents prefer standard, readable fonts like
Times New Roman or Arial in 12-point size. Fancy fonts or unique formatting can be
distracting and are often perceived as unprofessional. Stick to the widely accepted
conventions outlined by CMOS.

Q: How should | format my chapter beginnings
according to CMOS for agents?

A: Each new chapter should begin on a new page. The chapter number and title, if
applicable, should be centered a few lines down from the top of the page. This clear



separation of chapters enhances readability and professional presentation.

Q: What is the best way to format dialogue using CMOS
principles for literary agents?

A: Dialogue should be enclosed in quotation marks, with each new speaker starting on a
new line. Punctuation related to the dialogue should be placed inside the closing quotation
marks. Attribution tags like "he said" should be used consistently and unobtrusively.
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