
chicago manual of style publishing for
literary agents

The Chicago Manual of Style publishing for literary agents is a cornerstone
of professional manuscript preparation and submission. Understanding its
nuances is crucial for authors aiming to make a positive impression on agents
and, subsequently, editors. This comprehensive guide delves into the
essential aspects of The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) as it pertains to
literary agents, covering everything from manuscript formatting standards to
citation practices and stylistic conventions. By adhering to CMOS, authors
demonstrate professionalism, attention to detail, and a serious commitment to
their craft, significantly enhancing their chances of securing
representation. This article will explore why CMOS is so important, its key
elements relevant to agent submissions, and how to effectively apply its
guidelines.
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The Significance of The Chicago Manual of Style
for Literary Agents

The Chicago Manual of Style publishing for literary agents is not merely a
set of arbitrary rules; it is a deeply ingrained standard within the
publishing industry. Literary agents, who sift through hundreds, if not
thousands, of submissions annually, rely on consistent formatting and clear
presentation to quickly assess a manuscript's potential and an author's
professionalism. A manuscript that adheres to CMOS signals that the author is
serious about their work, has taken the time to understand industry
expectations, and is prepared for the rigors of the publishing process. In
essence, proper adherence to CMOS can differentiate a polished, professional
submission from one that appears amateurish or careless. This attention to
detail can create a favorable first impression, making an agent more inclined
to invest their time and energy into reading further.



Literary agents are gatekeepers to the publishing world. Their primary
responsibility is to identify promising manuscripts and authors who will
resonate with readers and achieve commercial success. When an agent receives
a submission, they are looking for both strong storytelling and a
professional presentation. A manuscript formatted according to established
industry standards, such as those outlined in CMOS, demonstrates an author's
understanding of how books are conventionally produced. This understanding
suggests that the author is coachable and ready to collaborate with editors
and publishers, who will also expect adherence to similar stylistic
guidelines. Therefore, mastering CMOS is an early and critical step in the
journey towards publication.

Core Formatting Guidelines for Agent
Submissions

When preparing a manuscript for submission to literary agents, adhering to
specific formatting guidelines is paramount. These guidelines, largely
dictated by the principles found in The Chicago Manual of Style, ensure a
standardized and easily readable document. Agents often have specific
submission requirements that may slightly vary, but a foundation in CMOS
formatting will align with the general expectations of the industry.
Consistency and clarity are the guiding principles. Deviations from these
standards can be distracting and may lead an agent to question the author's
seriousness and attention to detail, even before they engage with the
narrative.

Manuscript Presentation

The physical presentation of a manuscript is the first point of contact an
agent has with your work beyond your query letter. A clean, organized, and
professionally formatted manuscript suggests that the author respects the
agent's time and the publishing process. This includes ensuring that all
elements of the manuscript are presented in a uniform and logical manner,
making it easy for the agent to navigate and absorb the content. The goal is
to remove any barriers to their engagement with the story itself.

Font and Spacing

For most literary agent submissions, the standard practice derived from CMOS
principles involves using a clean, easily readable font and appropriate
spacing. This typically means a 12-point font size, such as Times New Roman,
Courier New, or Arial. These fonts are widely recognized and are easy on the
eyes during extended reading sessions. Double-spacing is almost universally
required for the main body of the manuscript. This provides ample white
space, allowing for ease of reading and space for editorial comments if the
manuscript were to progress to that stage. Single-spacing can make a
manuscript appear dense and difficult to read, which is a significant
deterrent.



Margins and Page Numbering

Standard margins, as recommended by CMOS and industry practice, are typically
one inch on all sides of the page. This ensures that text is not too close to
the edge, which can be problematic when pages are bound or copied. Consistent
margins create a visually balanced page. Page numbering is also essential.
Numbers should generally appear in the upper right-hand corner of each page,
starting from the first page of the manuscript itself (not the title page).
This helps agents keep track of the manuscript's length and organization, and
it is a fundamental element of professional document preparation.

Title Page Requirements

A clear and concise title page is crucial for initial identification.
According to CMOS principles, the title page should include the manuscript's
title prominently centered, followed by the author's full name, also
centered. Below the author's name, the contact information should be
provided, which typically includes the author's email address and phone
number. Some agents may also request a word count on the title page. The
title page should not include the author's address or any extraneous
information that is not directly relevant to the manuscript's identification
and the author's contact details. It sets a professional tone for the
submission package.

Stylistic Conventions and Language

Beyond basic formatting, The Chicago Manual of Style provides extensive
guidance on stylistic conventions that govern the use of language in written
works. Literary agents expect authors to demonstrate a strong command of
grammar, punctuation, and overall clarity. While agents are not typically
proofreaders in the initial submission stage, egregious errors in style and
grammar can signal a lack of polish and dedication to the craft, potentially
leading to rejection.

Punctuation and Grammar

CMOS offers definitive guidance on punctuation and grammar, from the proper
use of commas and semicolons to the nuances of apostrophes and hyphens.
Consistent and correct application of these rules is a hallmark of
professional writing. For instance, understanding the serial comma (also
known as the Oxford comma) and applying it consistently is a common
expectation. Similarly, correct verb tense, subject-verb agreement, and
pronoun usage are fundamental. Agents will notice frequent grammatical
errors, which can detract from the reading experience and suggest that the
manuscript has not undergone thorough revision and editing.

Capitalization and Spelling

The rules surrounding capitalization and spelling can be intricate. CMOS
provides clear guidelines on when to capitalize words, such as proper nouns,
the first word of a sentence, and specific titles, as well as when to use
lowercase. Proper spelling is, of course, non-negotiable. Authors are



expected to meticulously proofread their work to eliminate typos and
misspellings. While dictionaries and spell-checkers are valuable tools, they
are not foolproof. A keen eye for detail and a thorough understanding of
standard English spelling conventions, as outlined in CMOS, are essential for
a professional manuscript.

Numbers and Abbreviations

CMOS offers detailed instructions on how to handle numbers and abbreviations.
Generally, numbers below ten are spelled out, while higher numbers are
written as digits, with exceptions for specific contexts (e.g., percentages,
measurements). Abbreviations should be used judiciously and defined upon
their first use if they are not universally understood. Consistency in how
numbers and abbreviations are presented is key. For example, if you choose to
spell out numbers one through nine, you should continue to do so throughout
the manuscript unless a specific rule dictates otherwise.

Handling Quotations and Dialogue

The way dialogue and quotations are presented significantly impacts the
reader's experience and the overall professionalism of a manuscript. The
Chicago Manual of Style provides comprehensive guidelines for these elements,
ensuring clarity and adherence to established literary conventions. Literary
agents pay close attention to how dialogue is formatted, as it can reveal an
author's skill in conveying voice and character interaction.

Direct Quotations

When incorporating direct quotations, whether from existing texts or within
your narrative, CMOS offers specific formatting rules. This includes the use
of quotation marks, the placement of punctuation relative to the quotation
marks, and the style for longer quotations (block quotes). Proper attribution
is also essential. Failing to correctly format quotations and attribute
sources can lead to issues with plagiarism and demonstrates a lack of
understanding of academic and publishing integrity. For literary submissions,
the focus is often on integrating shorter quotations seamlessly into the
prose.

Dialogue Formatting

Dialogue formatting is a critical component of novel writing. CMOS generally
aligns with common American English conventions for dialogue. Each new
speaker's dialogue should begin on a new paragraph. Quotation marks are used
to enclose the spoken words. Dialogue tags (e.g., "he said," "she asked")
should be used sparingly and strategically, often following the dialogue,
with punctuation placed correctly inside the closing quotation mark. The goal
is to make dialogue flow naturally and to convey character voice effectively.
Incorrect or inconsistent dialogue formatting can disrupt the reading flow
and appear unprofessional.



Citations and Endnotes: A Professional Approach

While most fiction submissions do not require extensive citations, non-
fiction works, and even some fiction works that incorporate historical
elements or research, may necessitate the use of citations. The Chicago
Manual of Style offers two primary systems for citation: the notes-
bibliography system and the author-date system. Understanding which system to
use and applying it correctly is a sign of meticulous scholarship and respect
for sources.

When to Cite

In the context of manuscript submissions to literary agents, citations are
most relevant for non-fiction works. For fiction, citations might be
necessary if the author is drawing heavily on specific historical documents,
personal accounts, or academic research that forms the basis of the
narrative. The core principle is to provide credit to the original source of
ideas, facts, or direct quotations that are not common knowledge. Agents
expect authors to demonstrate intellectual honesty and to avoid plagiarism.

CMOS Citation Styles for Literary Works

The notes-bibliography system, which uses footnotes or endnotes, is generally
preferred in the humanities and is often favored for book-length works of
history and literary scholarship. The author-date system, which uses
parenthetical citations in the text referring to a reference list, is more
common in the sciences and social sciences. For most literary agent
submissions that require citations, the notes-bibliography system using
endnotes is likely to be the most appropriate, as it is less intrusive to the
reading flow of a narrative. Authors should consult CMOS for the precise
formatting of notes and bibliographical entries, ensuring consistency and
accuracy.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

When submitting a manuscript, several common pitfalls related to The Chicago
Manual of Style can detract from an otherwise promising submission. Awareness
of these issues is the first step toward avoiding them. Literary agents are
often looking for reasons to set a manuscript aside if it appears
unprofessional or unpolished, and formatting and stylistic errors can
unfortunately provide those reasons.

One of the most frequent errors is inconsistent formatting. This can manifest
as varying font styles or sizes within the manuscript, inconsistent spacing,
or irregular margins. Another significant pitfall is the incorrect use of
punctuation, especially commas, apostrophes, and quotation marks. These small
errors, when numerous, can create a cumulative negative impression. Overuse
of abbreviations or inconsistent handling of numbers also falls into this
category. For dialogue, incorrect paragraph breaks or misplaced punctuation
are common mistakes. Finally, a lack of thorough proofreading leading to
typos and grammatical errors is perhaps the most pervasive issue. To avoid
these pitfalls, authors should:



Thoroughly read and understand the relevant sections of The Chicago
Manual of Style.

Create a style sheet for their manuscript to ensure consistency in all
stylistic choices.

Utilize grammar and spell-checking tools, but also proofread manually
and have others read the manuscript for errors.

Pay particular attention to dialogue and quotation formatting.

Review the specific submission guidelines provided by each literary
agent, as they may have particular preferences.

The Literary Agent's Perspective on CMOS
Adherence

From a literary agent's viewpoint, a manuscript submitted in accordance with
The Chicago Manual of Style publishing for literary agents signifies
professionalism and readiness for the publishing market. Agents receive a
high volume of submissions, and a well-formatted manuscript allows them to
focus on the story, writing quality, and marketability rather than being
distracted by formatting inconsistencies or errors. A manuscript that adheres
to CMOS demonstrates that the author has taken the time to understand
industry standards and has put in the effort to present their work in the
best possible light. This attention to detail can indicate a serious
commitment to the writing career and a willingness to work collaboratively
with editors and publishers, who will also expect adherence to established
style guides.

Agents are looking for authors who understand the business of publishing.
While creative talent is essential, an author who can also manage the
practical aspects of manuscript preparation is often seen as a more viable
long-term prospect. A manuscript that is free of distracting errors and
presented in a standard, readable format makes the agent's job easier. This
ease of review can translate into a more positive overall impression.
Conversely, a poorly formatted or error-ridden manuscript can create an
immediate negative bias, making it difficult for the agent to see past the
presentation to the potential of the story itself. Therefore, mastering CMOS
is not just about following rules; it's about presenting yourself and your
work in a manner that invites professional consideration.

Conclusion: Mastering CMOS for Submission
Success

Mastering The Chicago Manual of Style publishing for literary agents is an
indispensable step for any author aspiring to get their work published. It
represents a foundational understanding of professional manuscript
presentation, signaling to agents that an author is serious, detail-oriented,
and ready for the publishing process. By meticulously adhering to CMOS



guidelines for formatting, punctuation, grammar, and citation, authors can
create a polished and professional submission that allows their narrative to
shine without distraction. The investment in learning and applying these
standards is an investment in your authorial career, significantly enhancing
your chances of securing representation and ultimately bringing your book to
readers.

FAQ

Q: Why is adherence to The Chicago Manual of Style
important for a manuscript submitted to a literary
agent?
A: Adherence to The Chicago Manual of Style is crucial because it
demonstrates professionalism, attention to detail, and an understanding of
industry standards. Literary agents receive many submissions, and a well-
formatted manuscript allows them to focus on the content of the story rather
than being distracted by formatting issues or errors. It signals that the
author is serious about their craft and ready for the publishing process.

Q: What are the most critical formatting elements an
author should focus on for agent submissions based on
CMOS?
A: The most critical formatting elements include consistent font type and
size (e.g., 12-point Times New Roman), double-spacing for the main body of
the text, one-inch margins on all sides, and clear, accurate page numbering.
A correctly formatted title page with essential contact information is also
vital.

Q: How should dialogue be formatted in a manuscript
for a literary agent, according to CMOS principles?
A: According to CMOS principles, each new speaker's dialogue should begin on
a new paragraph. Quotation marks enclose the spoken words, and dialogue tags
(like "he said" or "she asked") should be used judiciously, often following
the dialogue. Punctuation should be placed correctly inside the closing
quotation mark. Consistency is key to readability.

Q: Does The Chicago Manual of Style apply to both
fiction and non-fiction manuscripts submitted to
literary agents?
A: Yes, The Chicago Manual of Style applies to both fiction and non-fiction,
though the emphasis might differ. For non-fiction, its citation and
formatting rules are particularly important. For fiction, the general
formatting, punctuation, and stylistic guidelines are paramount to ensure
clarity and professionalism in storytelling.



Q: What are common stylistic pitfalls related to CMOS
that authors should avoid when submitting to agents?
A: Common pitfalls include inconsistent punctuation usage (especially commas
and apostrophes), incorrect capitalization, improper handling of numbers and
abbreviations, typos, and grammatical errors. Inconsistent formatting
throughout the manuscript is also a significant issue. Thorough proofreading
is essential to avoid these.

Q: When is it necessary to include citations or
endnotes in a manuscript for a literary agent, and
which CMOS style should be used?
A: Citations and endnotes are generally necessary for non-fiction manuscripts
or fiction that heavily relies on research or historical documentation. For
literary submissions, the notes-bibliography system, often using endnotes, is
usually preferred as it is less disruptive to the reading flow than the
author-date system.

Q: How can an author ensure they are consistently
applying CMOS guidelines throughout their manuscript?
A: Authors can ensure consistency by thoroughly reading the relevant sections
of The Chicago Manual of Style, creating a personal style sheet for their
manuscript to track specific choices, and by meticulously proofreading their
work. Having beta readers or critique partners review the manuscript for
stylistic consistency can also be beneficial.

Q: Will a literary agent reject a manuscript solely
based on minor CMOS formatting errors?
A: While a single minor error is unlikely to cause rejection, a pattern of
numerous formatting and stylistic errors can create a negative impression and
lead an agent to question the author's professionalism and readiness for
publication. Agents are looking for polish and attention to detail, and
significant deviations from standard practices can be a deterrent.
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