chicago manual of style for literary
devices

chicago manual of style for literary devices is a crucial resource for
writers and editors seeking clarity and consistency in their prose. While
often associated with academic and scholarly works, its guidance extends to
the nuanced application of literary devices, ensuring they serve the
narrative without becoming distracting or overly academic. This article
delves into how the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) addresses the use and
punctuation of various literary techniques, from metaphors and similes to
more complex figures of speech. We will explore its recommendations for
integrating these elements seamlessly into text, maintaining a professional
and polished presentation that adheres to established editorial standards.
Understanding these principles is vital for anyone aiming to elevate their
writing with sophisticated stylistic choices.
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Understanding Literary Devices in Writing

Literary devices are the tools writers use to enhance their prose, adding
depth, color, and impact to their narratives. They are not merely ornamental;
when used effectively, they can evoke emotions, clarify complex ideas, and
create memorable imagery for the reader. From the foundational metaphors and
similes that draw comparisons to the more intricate mechanisms of irony and
satire, these techniques are fundamental to compelling storytelling and
persuasive writing. The Chicago Manual of Style, a widely respected authority
on style and usage, provides guidance that helps writers navigate the correct
application and presentation of these stylistic elements.

The primary goal when employing literary devices is to serve the text'’s
overall purpose. Whether the aim is to inform, persuade, or entertain, each
device should contribute meaningfully to the reader's experience. This
involves a careful consideration of context, audience, and the desired tone.
CMOS, in its extensive treatment of grammar, punctuation, and style,
indirectly, and sometimes directly, informs how these devices should be
handled to maintain clarity and professionalism. Writers are encouraged to



use these tools with precision, ensuring they enhance, rather than obscure,
the message.

Metaphors and Similes: Clarity and Punctuation

Metaphors and similes are among the most common and powerful literary
devices. A simile makes a comparison using "like" or "as," while a metaphor
makes a direct comparison without these connecting words. The Chicago Manual
of Style offers guidance primarily through its principles of clear
punctuation and sentence construction, which implicitly govern how these
figures of speech are integrated.

When constructing sentences with similes, ensure that the comparison is clear
and that the punctuation does not disrupt the flow. For instance, a simile
usually fits seamlessly into the sentence structure. Metaphors, being more
direct, also need to be integrated smoothly. CMOS’s general rules about comma
usage, especially in compound sentences or clauses, are paramount here. While
CMOS doesn't have specific punctuation rules solely for metaphors and
similes, its comprehensive guidelines on clarity and sentence unity ensure
these devices are presented in a way that is easy for the reader to
understand.

Punctuation with Similes

Similes, typically introduced by "like" or "as," are usually part of the main
clause or a subordinate clause. Commas are generally not needed before "like"
or "as" when they introduce a simple comparison that is part of the
sentence's main structure. However, if "like" or "as" introduces a full
clause that could stand alone as a sentence, a comma might be appropriate to
separate it. The key is to maintain grammatical correctness and avoid
ambiguity. For example, "Her smile was as bright as the sun" requires no
comma. In contrast, "He ran as if he were being chased by ghosts" uses "as
if" to introduce a clause, and depending on emphasis, a comma might be
considered, though often unnecessary for clarity.

Punctuation with Metaphors

Metaphors, by their very nature, often create a more concise and impactful
image. They do not require specific punctuation beyond what standard grammar
dictates. The challenge with metaphors lies not in punctuation but in their
clarity and aptness. A well-chosen metaphor enhances understanding; a poorly
chosen one can confuse. CMOS emphasizes clarity above all, so any metaphor
that risks obscuring meaning due to its placement or formulation would be a



candidate for revision, irrespective of punctuation.

Personification and Apostrophe: Attribution and
Tone

Personification, the attribution of human qualities to inanimate objects or
abstract ideas, and apostrophe, the direct address to an absent person, an
inanimate object, or an abstract entity, are powerful tools for engaging the
reader and conveying emotion. The Chicago Manual of Style's recommendations
for clear attribution and consistent tone are highly relevant here.

When using personification, the writer must ensure that the human qualities
attributed are consistent with the overall tone of the work. Overly
anthropomorphic descriptions can sometimes detract from realism or a serious
mood. Similarly, apostrophe, while effective for dramatic effect or
expressing deep emotion, needs to be deployed judiciously. CMOS's emphasis on
maintaining a coherent narrative voice and appropriate tone guides the writer
in deciding when and how to use these devices.

Attributing Human Qualities

The effective use of personification relies on the subtlety and
appropriateness of the human attributes assigned. For instance, describing a
“grumpy cloud" might fit a whimsical story, but might be out of place in a
scientific report. CMOS indirectly encourages writers to consider the
context. The "attribution" is essentially the writer's decision to imbue non-
human entities with human characteristics. Clarity is maintained when this
attribution serves a clear purpose, such as creating a vivid image or
conveying a specific feeling, rather than being a random stylistic flourish.

Direct Address and Tone in Apostrophe

Apostrophe is inherently dramatic and can be highly effective for conveying
pathos or intense feeling. Consider Patrick Henry's famous "Give me liberty,
or give me death!" In CMOS, the guidance on maintaining appropriate tone and
voice is critical. Using apostrophe in a piece that otherwise maintains a
detached, objective tone would be jarring. The direct address signals a shift
in the narrative persona, and the writer must ensure this shift is
intentional and serves the overall artistic or rhetorical goal.



Hyperbole and Understatement: Impact and
Restraint

Hyperbole, the use of exaggeration for emphasis or effect, and
understatement, the presentation of something as smaller or less important
than it is, are stylistic devices that rely heavily on context and audience
understanding. The Chicago Manual of Style’s principles of precision and
clarity are key to their effective deployment.

Hyperbole can be a source of humor or dramatic emphasis. However, excessive
or poorly judged hyperbole can quickly alienate a reader or make the writing
seem insincere. Conversely, understatement can be ironic, witty, or serve to
highlight a profound reality by its sheer omission of emphasis. CMOS's
adherence to clear and precise language means that when these devices are
used, they should enhance, not detract from, the communication of ideas. The
impact of hyperbole and the subtlety of understatement are amplified when
they are used with intentional restraint and for a specific rhetorical
purpose.

Exaggeration for Effect

When employing hyperbole, writers must gauge the reader's tolerance for
exaggeration. The context is crucial. What might be an amusing exaggeration
in fiction could be misleading in a factual account. CMOS’s emphasis on
factual accuracy in non-fiction, and on clarity of intent in fiction, guides
writers to ensure their hyperbole is recognized as such and serves its
intended purpose of creating emphasis or humor without causing confusion.

Minimizing for Impact

Understatement can be a sophisticated tool, often employed for ironic or
humorous effect. Its power lies in what is not said, or in the downplaying of
significant events or emotions. The challenge for the writer is to ensure
that the understatement is perceived correctly by the reader. CMOS’s focus on
clarity suggests that while understatement relies on inference, the
underlying reality should be discernible enough to make the understatement
effective, rather than simply opaque.

Irony and Satire: Nuance and Interpretation

Irony, in its various forms (verbal, situational, dramatic), and satire, the
use of humor, irony, exaggeration, or ridicule to expose and criticize



people's vices or follies, are among the most nuanced literary devices. The
Chicago Manual of Style, while not a handbook on literary criticism, provides
principles of language and punctuation that support the clear presentation of
these complex techniques.

The effectiveness of irony and satire hinges on the reader's ability to grasp
the underlying meaning, which often contrasts with the literal
interpretation. This requires a careful calibration of tone, word choice, and
context. CMOS’s emphasis on avoiding ambiguity and ensuring that meaning is
readily accessible to the intended audience is paramount. When irony or
satire is employed, the writer must be confident that the cues within the
text are sufficient for the reader to detect the intended subtext without
misinterpreting the surface meaning.

Types of Irony

Understanding the distinctions between verbal irony (saying one thing but
meaning another), situational irony (when the outcome of a situation is
contrary to what was expected), and dramatic irony (when the audience knows
something a character does not) is fundamental. CMOS'’s general advice on
clarity means that while subtlety is often a hallmark of irony, the
foundational elements that signal irony should be present. This often
involves careful word choice and the establishment of a context where the
ironic intent can be inferred.

The Art of Satire

Satire often employs irony as one of its primary tools, but it also involves
a critical or mocking stance. CMOS’'s guidance on maintaining a consistent
tone is especially relevant here. A satirical piece needs to establish its
critical perspective clearly. While humor can be a vehicle, the underlying
critique should be discernible. Over-reliance on obscure references or overly
aggressive ridicule can undermine the satirical intent, making the piece
inaccessible or simply offensive, rather than effectively critical.

Alliteration and Assonance: Sound Devices and
Flow

Alliteration (the repetition of initial consonant sounds) and assonance (the
repetition of vowel sounds within words) are literary devices that contribute
to the musicality and rhythm of prose. While often associated with poetry,
they can be used effectively in prose to create emphasis, enhance
memorability, and contribute to the overall flow of the text. The Chicago



Manual of Style’s attention to sentence structure and clarity indirectly
supports the use of these sound devices.

The primary consideration when using alliteration and assonance in prose is
that they should enhance the reading experience, not impede it. Overuse can
lead to a sing-song effect that feels artificial or distracting. CMOS’s
emphasis on readability means that these devices should be woven in subtly.
Their presence should be felt rather than overtly noticed, contributing to a
smooth, pleasing rhythm that draws the reader along without calling undue
attention to the linguistic technique itself.

Repetition of Consonant Sounds

Strategic use of alliteration can create a pleasing sonic effect and draw
attention to specific phrases. For example, "Peter Piper picked a peck of
pickled peppers." In prose, such as "The slick, slithering snake..." the
repetition of 's' sounds can create a sense of stealth or danger. CMOS
implicitly supports such techniques when they serve to enhance the text’s
aesthetic and communicative goals. The key is judicious application; too much
alliteration can sound forced.

Repetition of Vowel Sounds

Assonance, the repetition of vowel sounds, can create internal rhymes or a
more subtle musicality. For instance, the phrase "the light of the fire is a
sight" uses the long 'i' sound. This can create a sense of harmony or
emphasize certain words. As with alliteration, CMOS’'s principles of clarity
and flow mean that assonance should be employed organically. It should feel
like a natural part of the sentence's rhythm, contributing to its sonic
texture rather than disrupting it.

The Role of CMOS in Editing Literary Devices

The Chicago Manual of Style is not a stylistic guide in the sense of
dictating which literary devices a writer should use. Instead, its strength
lies in providing a comprehensive framework for clarity, consistency, and
correctness in written communication. When it comes to literary devices,
CMOS's role is primarily to ensure that these techniques are presented in a
way that is grammatically sound, logically integrated, and easily understood
by the intended audience.

Editors and writers turn to CMOS for its authoritative advice on punctuation,
grammar, capitalization, and general usage. These foundational elements are



critical for the successful deployment of any literary device. For example,
the correct placement of commas, the proper use of quotation marks, and the
construction of clear sentences are all essential for a metaphor or simile to
land effectively, or for irony to be recognized. CMOS provides the bedrock of
good writing upon which stylistic flourishes can be built.

Ensuring Grammatical Correctness

At its core, CMOS is about grammatical correctness. When a writer employs a
literary device, the sentence containing it must still adhere to all rules of
grammar. This includes subject-verb agreement, correct tense usage, and
proper sentence structure. If a metaphor, for instance, creates an awkward
grammatical construction, CMOS would guide the editor to identify this as an
error needing correction, not as a stylistic choice that overrides
grammatical rules. The aim is to ensure that the literary device serves the
sentence, not the other way around.

Maintaining Punctuation Standards

Punctuation is a significant part of CMOS, and it directly impacts how
literary devices are perceived. For example, the subtle difference a comma
can make in the interpretation of a sentence containing a simile is governed
by CMOS'’s detailed punctuation rules. Similarly, the use of em dashes or
colons, which can be employed to set off parenthetical remarks or introduce
explanations, can be crucial in clarifying the intent behind a complex
literary device like an extended metaphor or a particularly nuanced piece of
satire. CMOS provides the standards that ensure these punctuation choices are
used effectively and consistently.

Specific CMOS Guidelines for Common Literary
Devices

While CMOS does not dedicate chapters to each individual literary device, its
comprehensive rules on language and style offer implicit guidance. For
instance, in its sections on diction, clarity, and sentence construction,
writers can find principles applicable to all forms of literary expression.

The manual’s approach is to provide a consistent style that supports clarity
and professionalism. Therefore, any literary device, no matter how creative,
must ultimately conform to these overarching principles. This means that the
writer's creativity in employing devices is bounded by the need for
intelligibility and adherence to grammatical and punctuation standards.



Handling Quotations and Dialogue

When literary devices appear within dialogue or quotations, CMOS’s guidelines
on handling quoted material are paramount. This includes how to punctuate
dialogue tags, how to integrate partial quotes, and how to represent direct
speech accurately. If a character uses a metaphor or a simile, it should be
presented as it would be spoken, with appropriate punctuation around the
dialogue itself. This ensures that the device, whether intentional or
characteristic of the speaker, is reproduced faithfully within the
established editorial standards.

Clarity in Figurative Language

CMOS prioritizes clarity. When figurative language is employed, the editor's
and writer's goal should be to ensure that the intended meaning is not
obscured. This means evaluating whether a metaphor is too obscure, whether
hyperbole is likely to be misunderstood, or whether irony is too subtle for
the intended audience. The manual implicitly encourages a judicious use of
devices, favoring those that enhance understanding rather than those that
create confusion. If a figurative phrase is particularly novel or requires
explanation, CMOS would suggest contextualization or rephrasing for clarity.

Ensuring Effective Use of Literary Devices

Ultimately, the effective use of literary devices, guided by the principles
of clarity and correctness championed by the Chicago Manual of Style, leads
to more compelling and impactful writing. Devices should never be employed
for their own sake but should serve the narrative, the argument, or the
emotional tone of the piece. A deep understanding of how to integrate these
techniques seamlessly within the framework of standard English prose is key.

Writers who meticulously apply CMOS standards to their work, ensuring
grammatical accuracy, appropriate punctuation, and logical sentence
construction, create a solid foundation. Upon this foundation, literary
devices can be layered with confidence, knowing they will enhance, rather
than detract from, the reader’s experience. The pursuit of stylistic
excellence, therefore, is intrinsically linked to the commitment to clear and
correct writing practices, as outlined by authorities like the Chicago Manual
of Style.

Practice and Revision



Mastering the use of literary devices, especially within the constraints and
guidance of a style manual like CMOS, is an ongoing process. Writers are
encouraged to practice incorporating various figures of speech into their
work and to engage in rigorous revision. This often involves reading passages
aloud to assess rhythm and flow, and critically evaluating whether each
device serves its intended purpose without compromising clarity or
correctness.

Seeking Clarity Above All

The overriding principle derived from CMOS for employing literary devices is
the pursuit of clarity. While creativity and stylistic flair are important,
they must not come at the expense of comprehensibility. A device that is too
obscure, too cliché, or too poorly integrated risks undermining the author's
message. Therefore, writers and editors should always ask: does this literary
device help the reader understand or feel the intended meaning more
effectively? If the answer is no, revision is likely necessary.

FAQ

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style provide specific
examples of literary devices being used in different
contexts?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) primarily focuses on the mechanics of
writing, including grammar, punctuation, and citation. While it may offer
examples to illustrate its rules, it does not typically provide extensive
examples of specific literary devices used in varied contexts. Its guidance
is more about the correct presentation and integration of language, which
indirectly applies to literary devices by ensuring they are grammatically
sound and clearly expressed.

Q: How does CMOS advise on the punctuation of
metaphors and similes?

A: CMOS does not offer unique punctuation rules solely for metaphors and
similes. Instead, it advises writers to follow standard grammatical and
punctuation conventions. The punctuation used will depend on the overall
sentence structure and the role the metaphor or simile plays within that
structure. Clarity and grammatical correctness are the guiding principles.



Q: Should literary devices be italicized according
to CMOS?

A: Generally, literary devices themselves are not italicized by CMOS unless
they are part of a title of a work or a foreign term used in an English text.
If a writer wishes to draw attention to a specific word or phrase used as a
literary device, italicization might be considered, but this is a stylistic
choice not explicitly mandated by CMOS for the device itself.

Q: How does CMOS approach the use of potentially
ambiguous literary devices like irony or satire?

A: CMOS emphasizes clarity and precision in language. For ambiguous devices
like irony or satire, CMOS would implicitly guide writers to ensure that
sufficient contextual clues are provided for the reader to understand the
intended meaning. The manual's focus on clear sentence construction and
consistent tone helps in signaling the author's intent, even with nuanced
techniques.

Q: Are there any specific recommendations in CMOS
for avoiding clichés when using common literary
devices?

A: CMOS does not have a dedicated section on avoiding clichés for literary
devices. However, its general emphasis on fresh expression and precise
diction encourages writers to use language effectively. The manual would
support the revision of worn-out phrases or overused comparisons to ensure
originality and impact.

Q: How does CMOS handle the inclusion of literary
devices in academic prose versus creative writing?

A: CMOS is a comprehensive style guide applicable to a wide range of
disciplines, including academic and creative writing. For academic prose, the
emphasis would be on clarity, precision, and the accurate definition or
analysis of any literary device being discussed. In creative writing, while
the core principles of clarity and grammar remain, there is more scope for
stylistic flourish, but these flourishes must still be presented in a way
that CMOS’s rules would support for readability and correctness.

Q: What is the general philosophy of CMOS regarding
stylistic choices like literary devices?

A: The overarching philosophy of CMOS is to provide standards that promote
clarity, consistency, and correctness in written communication. It aims to



equip writers and editors with the tools to produce polished, professional
prose. Therefore, any stylistic choice, including the use of literary
devices, should align with these principles to enhance, rather than hinder,
effective communication.
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