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The Chicago Manual of Style for Literary Dialogue: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago manual of style for literary dialogue is an essential topic for any author aiming for clarity,
professionalism, and adherence to established publishing standards. This guide delves into the nuances of
formatting spoken words, ensuring that your characters' conversations are presented with precision and
readability. We will explore the fundamental rules for quotation marks, paragraphing new speakers, and
the proper use of punctuation within dialogue. Understanding these conventions is crucial for creating a
polished manuscript that resonates with readers and publishers alike. Furthermore, we will address
common challenges and exceptions, providing practical advice for navigating the complexities of
representing spoken language in written form.
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Understanding Basic Dialogue Punctuation

Proper punctuation is the bedrock of clear and effective literary dialogue. The Chicago Manual of Style
(CMOS) provides a definitive framework for handling spoken words, ensuring consistency and readability.
At its core, dialogue represents direct speech, and its punctuation should reflect that directness. Misplaced
commas, incorrect quotation marks, or improper paragraphing can disrupt the reader's immersion and
undermine the author's intent.

The primary goal of dialogue punctuation is to delineate spoken text from narrative text. This distinction is
paramount for the reader to easily identify who is speaking and what they are saying. CMOS offers specific
guidelines to achieve this, which, when followed diligently, contribute significantly to the overall polish
and professionalism of a manuscript. Ignoring these rules can lead to confusion, making the reading
experience jarring and unprofessional.



Quotation Marks in Literary Dialogue

The use of quotation marks is fundamental to indicating direct speech in literary dialogue. CMOS generally
advocates for using double quotation marks (") to enclose spoken words. Single quotation marks (') are
typically reserved for quotations within quotations.

Here are the core principles for using quotation marks:

Enclose the exact words spoken by a character within double quotation marks. For example: "I can't
believe you said that," she exclaimed.

If a quotation is interrupted by an attribution (like "he said" or "she asked"), the first part of the
quotation takes a closing double quotation mark, followed by the attribution, and then a new opening
double quotation mark for the remainder of the spoken words. For example: "I think," he paused,
"that we should reconsider."

When a quotation spans multiple paragraphs, each new paragraph of the quotation begins with an
opening double quotation mark, and only the final paragraph of the quoted speech ends with a
closing double quotation mark.

A quotation that forms a complete sentence and is followed by a narrative tag that is also a complete
sentence requires a period inside the closing quotation mark. For example: "The weather is beautiful
today." He smiled.

A quotation that is not a complete sentence, or is followed by a narrative tag that is not a complete
sentence, generally uses a comma inside the closing quotation mark. For example: "The weather is
beautiful," he said, "don't you think?"

Paragraphing New Speakers

A crucial element of dialogue formatting, as dictated by the Chicago Manual of Style, is the convention of
beginning a new paragraph each time a different speaker is introduced. This practice is essential for clarity
and helps the reader easily follow the back-and-forth of a conversation.

This rule applies regardless of the length of the dialogue. Even a single word spoken by a new character
warrants its own paragraph. This visual separation prevents the conversation from becoming a dense block
of text and allows the reader to mentally track each participant in the exchange.



Consider the following example to illustrate the principle:

"Where are you going?" she asked.

"To the store," he replied.

"Can you pick up some milk?"

"Of course."

Notice how each line of dialogue, spoken by a different person, begins on a new line. This strict adherence
to paragraphing new speakers is a hallmark of professional manuscript presentation.

Handling Dialogue Tags

Dialogue tags are phrases such as "he said," "she asked," or "they whispered," which attribute spoken words
to a specific character. The Chicago Manual of Style offers clear guidance on their placement and
punctuation, emphasizing how they interact with quotation marks.

When a dialogue tag follows a quotation that ends with a question mark or an exclamation point, the tag is
typically preceded by the closing quotation mark and is followed by a comma if the sentence continues.
However, if the tag interrupts a quotation, the punctuation rules become more specific.

Tag after a complete sentence quotation: "I'm not sure about this," she admitted. The comma goes
inside the closing quotation mark.

Tag interrupting a quotation: "I'm not sure," she admitted, "about this plan." Both parts of the
quotation are enclosed in quotation marks, and the tag is preceded by a comma and followed by a
comma.

Tag before a quotation: He said, "I'm not sure about this." The tag is followed by a comma, and the
quotation begins with a capital letter.

Tag at the end of a quotation that is a complete sentence: "I'm not sure about this." He sighed. No
comma follows the closing quotation mark if the narrative following is a new, complete sentence.

The aim is to ensure that the dialogue flows smoothly and the attribution is clear without disrupting the
rhythm of the speech.



Internal Dialogue and Thoughts

Representing a character's internal thoughts requires a slightly different approach than direct speech,
though the Chicago Manual of Style provides guidance to maintain consistency within a work. While
quotation marks are typically reserved for spoken words, internal thoughts can be presented in several
ways, often at the author's discretion, but with an eye toward clarity.

One common method is to use italics for internal monologue. This visually distinguishes private thoughts
from spoken dialogue. For instance, Is this really happening? she wondered. Alternatively, some authors
choose to embed thoughts within narrative paragraphs, using phrasing that indicates inner reflection. For
example, She wondered if this was really happening.

When internal thoughts are presented as direct, first-person exclamations or questions, they may
sometimes be enclosed in quotation marks, much like spoken dialogue. The key is to establish a consistent
method within your manuscript. If using quotation marks for internal thoughts, ensure they are clearly
differentiated from spoken dialogue through context or narrative framing.

Handling Interruptions and Incomplete Sentences

Real conversations are rarely perfectly grammatical or complete. The Chicago Manual of Style
acknowledges this reality and offers ways to represent interruptions, hesitations, and unfinished thoughts
accurately within literary dialogue.

An ellipsis (three periods) is the primary tool for indicating a pause, a trailing off of speech, or an omission
within a quotation. For example: "I was going to say..." he trailed off.

When a speaker is interrupted mid-sentence, an em dash (—) is often used to signify the abrupt stop. For
example: "I thought you were—"

"You were wrong!" she cut in.

Incomplete sentences that are part of natural speech patterns, rather than explicit interruptions, are often
presented as they would be spoken, without necessarily using ellipses or em dashes unless a distinct pause
or cut-off is intended. For example: "Maybe later."

The careful use of these punctuation marks allows authors to capture the authentic rhythm and flow of
spoken language, making dialogue more dynamic and realistic.



Dialect and Nonstandard English in Dialogue

Representing dialect and nonstandard English in dialogue can be a delicate balance. The Chicago Manual of
Style advises authors to approach this with caution, prioritizing readability and avoiding gratuitous or
offensive misspellings.

The general recommendation is to represent dialect through vocabulary, grammar, and sentence structure
rather than through phonetic spellings, which can often be difficult for readers to decipher and may come
across as patronizing. For instance, rather than writing "Ah ain't goin'," it is often more effective to convey
the character's regional or social speech pattern through word choice and syntax, such as "I'm not going"
spoken with a particular cadence implied by the surrounding narrative.

However, there are instances where a minor, recognizable phonetic spelling might be used sparingly to
establish a specific character voice or regional flavor, but this should be done with extreme care and
consistency. The primary concern should always be clarity and respect for the characters and their speech
patterns.

When in doubt, focus on capturing the essence of the character's speech through their word choices and
grammatical constructions rather than relying heavily on unconventional spelling.

The Role of Formatting in Dialogue Flow

Beyond the individual punctuation marks and paragraphing rules, the overall formatting of dialogue plays
a significant role in its readability and impact. The Chicago Manual of Style's guidelines are designed to
create a smooth, unobtrusive reading experience, allowing the dialogue to carry its intended weight.

Consistent application of these rules—proper quotation marks, distinct paragraphs for speakers, and judicious
use of dialogue tags and interruption punctuation—contributes to a polished manuscript. This formatting
helps the reader immerse themselves in the conversation without being pulled out by confusing
presentation. The visual cues provided by correct formatting guide the reader's eye and ear, making the
exchange between characters feel natural and engaging.

Ultimately, the mastery of the Chicago Manual of Style for literary dialogue is not just about following
rules; it's about using those rules to serve the story, enhance characterization, and create a compelling
narrative experience for the reader.



FAQ

Q: What is the primary punctuation mark used for direct speech in
literary dialogue according to the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style primarily uses double quotation marks (") to enclose direct speech in
literary dialogue.

Q: When should single quotation marks be used in literary dialogue
according to CMOS?
A: Single quotation marks (') are typically reserved for quotations that appear within another quotation.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style recommend handling a
conversation that spans multiple paragraphs with different speakers?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style dictates that a new paragraph should begin every time a new speaker
starts talking, regardless of how long or short their speech is. Each paragraph of quoted speech begins with
an opening double quotation mark, and only the final paragraph of that speech ends with a closing double
quotation mark.

Q: What is the rule for placing commas and periods in relation to
quotation marks when using dialogue tags?
A: Generally, commas and periods are placed inside the closing quotation mark. For example: "I agree," he
said.

Q: How should interruptions in dialogue be indicated according to the
Chicago Manual of Style?
A: An em dash (—) is the preferred punctuation mark to indicate an abrupt interruption or break in a
speaker's sentence. An ellipsis (...) can be used to show a trailing off or pause.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style offer specific guidance on



representing dialect or nonstandard English in dialogue?
A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style advises caution, recommending that authors prioritize clarity and avoid
excessive phonetic spellings. It suggests using vocabulary, grammar, and sentence structure to convey
dialect rather than relying on potentially confusing spellings.

Q: What is the purpose of paragraphing new speakers in dialogue?
A: Paragraphing new speakers helps to visually separate different characters' lines, making it easier for the
reader to follow the conversation and identify who is speaking.

Q: Can internal thoughts be formatted differently from spoken dialogue in
a manuscript following CMOS?
A: While CMOS doesn't rigidly dictate this, authors often use italics for internal thoughts to distinguish
them from spoken dialogue, or they may embed thoughts within narrative paragraphs. Consistency is key.

Q: What punctuation should be used if a dialogue tag interrupts a
quotation?
A: If a dialogue tag interrupts a quotation, the first part of the quotation is closed with quotation marks and
followed by a comma, the dialogue tag is introduced, and then the rest of the quotation begins with an
opening quotation mark and is followed by a comma if the sentence continues. For example: "I believe," he
stated, "that we should proceed."
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