chicago manual of style quoting letters

The Chicago Manual of Style's guidance on quoting letters is essential for anyone engaging with
primary source material, whether in academic research, historical analysis, or biographical writing.
Properly citing and presenting excerpts from correspondence ensures accuracy, maintains the integrity
of your work, and allows readers to understand the context and significance of the quoted text. This
guide will delve into the nuances of quoting letters according to the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS),
covering everything from general principles to specific formatting conventions for different citation
styles. Understanding these guidelines is crucial for avoiding common errors and producing polished,

credible scholarly content.
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General Principles for Quoting Letters



When you quote from letters, the primary goal is to represent the original text faithfully while making it
accessible and understandable to your reader. The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes accuracy and
clarity in all forms of quotation, and this extends to personal correspondence. Whether the letters are
personal, professional, or archival, adhering to CMOS guidelines ensures your research is both
credible and ethically sound. This involves careful attention to the wording, punctuation, and even

spelling of the original document, as well as how you integrate these excerpts into your own writing.

It's important to remember that letters are often informal and may contain grammatical errors or
colloquialisms not typical of published works. CMOS provides direction on how to handle these
elements to avoid misrepresenting the author's intent or voice. The principle of fidelity to the source is
paramount, but so is the reader's ability to comprehend the material. Therefore, a balance must be
struck between verbatim quotation and necessary editorial intervention, always clearly indicated to the

reader.

When to Quote Letters

Quoting letters is particularly valuable when they offer direct evidence of an individual's thoughts,
feelings, intentions, or experiences that are not available elsewhere. These personal documents can
provide unique insights into historical events, social dynamics, or the development of ideas. For
instance, a letter might reveal a politician's private opinions on a policy, an artist's creative process, or
a family's daily life during a specific era. The decision to quote a letter should be driven by its capacity

to illuminate your argument or provide essential context that other sources cannot.

Consider using letter excerpts when they:

o Offer a unique perspective on a topic.

¢ Provide direct testimony or evidence for a claim.



¢ Reveal character or personal relationships.
¢ lllustrate a particular historical moment or cultural practice.

¢ Add an emotional or personal dimension to your narrative.

The strength of a quotation from a letter lies in its authenticity. It allows your readers to engage directly
with the voice of the past, adding a layer of immediacy and personal connection to your analysis.
However, avoid quoting simply for the sake of filling space; each excerpt should serve a clear purpose

in advancing your discourse.

Choosing What to Quote

The art of selecting the right quotation from a letter involves discernment and strategic thinking. You
want to choose passages that are concise, impactful, and directly relevant to your point. Overly long
quotations can sometimes disrupt the flow of your own writing, so aim for the most salient phrases or
sentences that capture the essence of what you wish to convey. If a letter is lengthy, identify the

specific paragraphs or sections that bear most directly on your thesis or argument.

When evaluating a potential quotation, ask yourself:

Does this excerpt directly support my claim?

Is it the most compelling way to illustrate my point?

Does it reveal something significant about the author or the context?

Can | integrate this smoothly into my own prose?



Sometimes, a single powerful sentence or even a phrase can be more effective than a lengthy
passage. Conversely, if the nuances of a longer passage are critical, then a block quotation might be
necessary. Always prioritize the excerpt's evidentiary value and its contribution to your overall

narrative.

Formatting Quoted Letters

The Chicago Manual of Style prescribes specific formatting rules for incorporating quotations into your
text, ensuring consistency and clarity. These rules apply whether you are quoting from published
letters or unpublished archival materials. The distinction between inline and block quotations is

fundamental, as is the appropriate use of punctuation and editorial marks.

The primary objective is to make it immediately clear to the reader where your own words end and the
quoted material begins. This aids in preventing plagiarism and allows readers to attribute ideas and
language accurately. Furthermore, consistent formatting enhances the professionalism and readability
of your scholarly work. Understanding these distinctions will ensure your citations are both correct and

adhere to academic standards.

Inline Quotations of Letters

For shorter excerpts from letters, generally fewer than five lines of prose or three lines of poetry,
CMOS recommends integrating them directly into your own paragraph. These inline quotations are
enclosed in quotation marks. The punctuation that follows the quotation mark depends on the
grammatical structure of your sentence. If the quotation concludes your sentence, the period or comma
typically goes inside the closing quotation mark. If the quotation is followed by a parenthetical citation,

the punctuation may come after the citation.



For example, a sentence incorporating an inline quote might read: The correspondent expressed her
"profound disappointment with the committee's decision." This allows the excerpt to flow seamlessly
with your own narrative, maintaining the reader's momentum. The key is to ensure the quoted material

forms a natural part of your sentence structure.

Block Quotations of Letters

When quoting longer passages from letters, typically more than four to five lines of prose, CMOS
dictates that these should be set off from the main text as block quotations. This means the quoted
material is presented as a separate, indented paragraph, without quotation marks. The quotation
begins on a new line, and the entire block is usually indented a standard amount from the left margin
of your text. The first line of a block quotation is not further indented unless it is introducing a new

paragraph from the original letter.

Block quotations are used to give greater emphasis to extensive passages and to improve readability
when a quotation is substantial. For instance, if a letter contains a detailed account of an event or a
complex argument, presenting it as a block quote allows the reader to focus on the original text without
the interruption of quotation marks and sentence integration. The citation for a block quotation typically

follows the final punctuation mark of the quoted passage.

Handling Omissions and Additions in Letter Quotations

When quoting from letters, it is often necessary to omit certain words or phrases, or to add clarifying
remarks. CMOS provides clear guidelines for indicating these editorial changes to maintain fidelity to
the original text while ensuring clarity for the reader. The ellipsis is the primary tool for indicating

omissions, while brackets are used for additions or explanations.

An ellipsis, represented by three dots (. . .), is used to show that words have been omitted from the



original text. If the omission occurs within a sentence, the ellipsis is placed between the words. If the
omission occurs at the end of a sentence, some styles use four dots (one for the period, three for the
ellipsis), though CMOS generally prefers three dots followed by the concluding punctuation of the
original sentence if it is retained, or just three dots if the sentence itself is truncated. For instance, "The

situation was dire . . . and required immediate action."

Brackets ([ ]) are used to insert explanatory material or to indicate changes made for grammatical
sense or clarity. This might include identifying a pronoun, clarifying a colloquialism, or correcting a
minor typographical error if absolutely necessary for comprehension. For example, if a letter says "He
was there," and the identity of "He" is unclear from context, you could quote it as "[John] was there."
These editorial additions are crucial for bridging gaps in understanding without altering the original

author's words.

Citing Letters: Notes and Bibliography

Proper citation is a cornerstone of academic integrity, and CMOS offers detailed instructions for citing
letters, whether they are published or unpublished. The system involves both footnotes or endnotes
and a bibliography. The specific details required in the citation will vary depending on the nature of the

letter and its availability.

The goal of these citations is to provide your readers with enough information to locate the source
material themselves. This includes information such as the author of the letter, the recipient, the date it
was written, and where it is housed or published. A thorough understanding of these citation

requirements is essential for any researcher working with primary source correspondence.

Footnote/Endnote Citation for Letters

In the notes-bibliography system, footnotes or endnotes are used to provide citations for specific



quotations or references. For an unpublished letter, a typical footnote citation would include the
author's name, the recipient's name, the date of the letter, and the archive or collection where it is
held, along with the specific box, folder, or item number. For example: John Adams to Abigail Adams,

14 May 1776, Adams Family Papers, Massachusetts Historical Society, Boston, Box 3, Folder 5.

If the letter is published, the note would cite the published source, including the author, recipient, date,
title of the publication (if any), editor (if applicable), publication details (city, publisher, year), and page
number(s). For example: Jane Austen to Cassandra Austen, 20 December 1816, in Jane Austen's

Letters, ed. Deirdre Le Faye (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 422.

The first full citation in your notes will be comprehensive, while subsequent citations for the same
source can be shortened. This system allows readers to quickly find the source of information without

cluttering the main text.

Bibliography Citation for Letters

The bibliography, which appears at the end of your work, provides a complete alphabetical list of all
sources consulted and cited. For unpublished letters, the bibliography entry typically follows the same
structure as the footnote but is organized for alphabetical listing. The author's last name comes first,
followed by their first name, then the recipient, the date, and the location of the manuscript. For
example: Adams, John, to Abigail Adams. 14 May 1776. Adams Family Papers, Massachusetts

Historical Society, Boston.

For published letters, the bibliography entry will include the author, the title of the collection (often
italicized), the editor's name (if applicable), publication details, and the page numbers. For example:
Austen, Jane, to Cassandra Austen. In Jane Austen's Letters, edited by Deirdre Le Faye, 422. Oxford:

Oxford University Press, 2002.

Ensuring that your bibliography is meticulously compiled according to CMOS standards is crucial for



demonstrating the thoroughness of your research and providing a valuable resource for your readers.

Each entry should be clear, accurate, and consistent in its formatting.

Self-Citation and Unpublished Letters

When citing your own unpublished letters or correspondence, the principles remain the same, but the
context of the source might be more personal. You would still need to provide the author, recipient,
date, and location if it's housed in an archive. If the letters are in your personal possession and not yet
archived, you would state this clearly. For instance: Author to Recipient, 15 January 2023, author's

personal collection.

The key is to provide enough identifying information for anyone wishing to verify the source. For
unpublished materials, especially personal correspondence, there might be considerations of privacy or
permissions that you need to address separately from the citation itself. However, for the purpose of

academic citation, the information about the letter's existence, author, date, and location is paramount.

Quoting Published Letters

Quoting from published collections of letters is common in academic writing. These collections have
undergone editing, and the publisher has likely secured necessary rights. When quoting from such

sources, your primary task is to accurately attribute the material to its original author and then to the
specific publication where you found it. The citation format in both notes and bibliography will direct

readers to this published volume.

The advantage of published letters is their accessibility. However, it's always a good practice, if
possible, to consult the original manuscript to ensure the published version hasn't inadvertently altered
the text or omitted crucial elements. If significant discrepancies are found, this should be noted in your

research and potentially in your citations. Ultimately, quoting published letters requires careful attention



to the details of the specific edition you are using.

FAQ

Q: How do | handle spelling and grammatical errors in a letter when
quoting it?

A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, you should generally reproduce spelling and grammatical
errors exactly as they appear in the original letter. However, if an error is particularly confusing or
could lead to misinterpretation, you can add a bracketed "[sic]" immediately after the erroneous word

or phrase to indicate that it is quoted verbatim. Use this sparingly and only when necessary for clarity.

Q: When should | use inline quotations versus block quotations for

letters?

A: Inline quotations are for short excerpts (fewer than five lines of prose) that can be smoothly
integrated into your own sentences and are enclosed in quotation marks. Block quotations are for
longer passages (five or more lines of prose) that are set off from the main text as an indented

paragraph, without quotation marks, to give them prominence and improve readability.

Q: Do | need to cite letters if they are unpublished and in my personal

possession?

A: Yes, even unpublished letters in your personal possession must be cited if you quote from them.
The citation should identify the author, recipient, date, and indicate that the letter is from your personal

collection. For example: Author to Recipient, 10 March 1995, author's personal collection.



Q: What is the role of ellipses when quoting letters?

A: Ellipses (. . .) are used to indicate that words, phrases, or sentences have been omitted from the
original letter. CMOS specifies how to use ellipses to show omissions within sentences, at the end of
sentences, or when multiple sentences are omitted. It's crucial to use them accurately to represent the

original text faithfully.

Q: How do | cite a letter that has been published in a collection?

A: When citing a published letter, your footnote/endnote and bibliography entry should include the
author and recipient of the letter, the date it was written, the title of the published collection (italicized),
the editor's name (if applicable), the publication details (city, publisher, year), and the specific page

number(s) where the quotation appears.

Q: Should | use quotation marks around block quotations of letters?

A: No, according to the Chicago Manual of Style, block quotations of letters are not enclosed in
quotation marks. They are set off from the main text by indenting the entire passage from the left

margin. This formatting itself signals that the material is a direct quotation.

Q: How detailed does my citation need to be for an archival letter?

A: For unpublished letters held in an archive, your citation should include the author's full name, the
recipient's full name, the date the letter was written, the name of the archive or collection, the city
where the archive is located, and the specific call number, box, or folder information that allows the

reader to locate the item.
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