
chicago manual of style spelling of
proper nouns
chicago manual of style spelling of proper nouns is a cornerstone of clear
and consistent academic and professional writing, especially for those
adhering to the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS). Mastering this aspect ensures
that titles, names, and places are presented accurately and uniformly
throughout a document, enhancing credibility and readability. This
comprehensive guide will delve into the intricacies of Chicago Manual of
Style spelling of proper nouns, covering everything from general principles
to specific case scenarios. We will explore how CMOS approaches common proper
nouns, brand names, geographical entities, and personal names, providing
actionable insights for writers. Furthermore, we will discuss the importance
of context, consistency, and the role of dictionaries in navigating these
often-nuanced rules.
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Understanding the Basics of Chicago Manual of
Style Spelling of Proper Nouns

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a detailed framework for writers
seeking to achieve clarity and consistency in their work. When it comes to
the spelling of proper nouns, CMOS emphasizes accuracy, uniformity, and
adherence to established conventions. Proper nouns, which denote specific
individuals, places, organizations, or things, must be spelled precisely as
they are commonly known or officially designated. This precise spelling is
crucial for avoiding ambiguity and ensuring that readers can easily identify
the subjects being discussed.

The overarching goal of CMOS concerning proper nouns is to maintain a
professional and scholarly tone. This means avoiding colloquialisms or
variations that might undermine the seriousness of the text. Whether you are
writing a historical analysis, a scientific paper, or a literary critique,
the consistent and correct spelling of proper nouns contributes significantly
to the perceived authority and trustworthiness of your writing.



General Principles for Chicago Manual of Style
Spelling of Proper Nouns

At its core, CMOS advocates for a common-sense approach to proper noun
spelling. The primary rule is to use the most widely accepted and current
spelling of a proper noun. This often means consulting authoritative sources
to verify the correct form, especially when dealing with names or terms that
might have historical variations or modern adaptations. CMOS generally favors
the spelling used by the entity itself or the most prevalent usage in
reputable sources.

Another key principle is consistency. Once a proper noun is introduced and
its spelling established, it should be maintained throughout the entire
document. Inconsistent spelling can be distracting to the reader and can
suggest a lack of attention to detail on the part of the writer. This applies
equally to simple names like "John Smith" and complex terms like "The
Massachusetts Institute of Technology."

Capitalization of Proper Nouns

While this article focuses on spelling, it's important to briefly touch upon
capitalization, as it's intrinsically linked. CMOS mandates that proper nouns
be capitalized. This serves as a visual cue to the reader, distinguishing
them from common nouns. For example, "river" is a common noun, but
"Mississippi River" is a proper noun and thus capitalized. Errors in
capitalization can sometimes lead to misinterpretations or suggest a lack of
understanding of grammatical rules.

Variations and Preferred Forms

CMOS acknowledges that some proper nouns have accepted variations in spelling
or pronunciation. In such cases, the manual generally advises writers to
choose one form and stick with it. For instance, if a historical figure is
known by two spellings, the writer should select the more commonly used or
the spelling preferred by historians in that field and use it consistently.
The goal is to avoid confusion and maintain a smooth reading experience.

Spelling of Geographical Proper Nouns

The spelling of geographical proper nouns, such as continents, countries,
states, cities, rivers, mountains, and oceans, generally follows established
conventions. CMOS relies on current and widely recognized spellings as used



by official bodies and reputable cartographers. When in doubt, consulting an
atlas or a gazetteer is often the best course of action.

For example, the spelling of country names like "United States of America" or
"People's Republic of China" should be precise. Similarly, the spelling of
major cities such as "São Paulo" or "Kuala Lumpur" requires careful attention
to diacritical marks and correct letter combinations. CMOS encourages writers
to use the official names of places whenever possible, especially in formal
contexts.

Nations and Political Entities

The names of nations and political entities should be spelled according to
their official designations. This includes formal names, like "The United
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland," as well as common names, such
as "United Kingdom." Writers should be aware of any official name changes or
modifications and update their usage accordingly. For regions with disputed
territories, CMOS advises writers to consult specific guidelines or to use
neutral and descriptive language.

Bodies of Water and Landforms

Bodies of water like oceans, seas, and lakes, and landforms such as
mountains, deserts, and valleys, also have specific spellings. For instance,
the correct spelling is "Pacific Ocean," not "pacific ocean." Similarly,
"Mount Everest" is the standard spelling for the world's tallest mountain. If
a geographical feature has a common name and a more formal or indigenous
name, CMOS suggests using the one most relevant to the context or the one
most commonly understood by the target audience.

Spelling of Personal Proper Nouns

When dealing with personal proper nouns, the utmost accuracy is paramount.
The spelling of an individual's name should be consistent with how they spell
it themselves or how it is officially recorded. This is particularly
important when referring to historical figures, celebrities, or any
individuals whose names might be subject to variation or misinterpretation.

CMOS emphasizes checking the spelling of names of people mentioned in the
text. If citing individuals from scholarly works, it is advisable to use the
spelling as it appears in those authoritative sources. For contemporary
figures, their own websites or official biographies are reliable places to
verify spelling.



Variations in Names

Some names may have common variations in spelling due to transliteration from
other alphabets or historical evolution. For instance, names originating from
Eastern European languages might have multiple accepted spellings in English.
In such instances, CMOS suggests choosing the most common or the spelling
used by the individual and maintaining that choice throughout the work. If
accuracy is critical, especially in academic or legal contexts, consulting
the individual or their representatives for the correct spelling might be
necessary.

Diacritical Marks and Special Characters

The correct use of diacritical marks (e.g., accents, umlauts) is an important
aspect of spelling proper nouns, especially for names of foreign origin. CMOS
generally recommends including these marks when they are part of the standard
spelling of a name, provided that the font used supports them and the
intended audience is likely to understand them. However, if there's a risk of
the marks not rendering correctly or causing confusion, a simplified spelling
may be considered, but this decision should be made with care and
consistency.

Spelling of Organization and Brand Names

The spelling of organization and brand names requires adherence to the
official way these entities present themselves. Companies, institutions, and
brands often have specific branding guidelines that dictate the exact
spelling, capitalization, and even typography of their names. CMOS advises
writers to follow these official spellings meticulously.

For instance, "Coca-Cola" is spelled with a hyphen and specific
capitalization. "Google" is a single word. "The Walt Disney Company" includes
"The" and "Company" in its official name. Deviating from these established
spellings can lead to inaccuracies and can sometimes even be perceived as
disrespectful to the brand or organization.

Corporate and Institutional Names

When referring to corporations, universities, government agencies, or non-
profit organizations, use their full, official names as they are registered
or commonly known. If an organization has an abbreviation or acronym, it
should be introduced correctly. For example, "the National Aeronautics and



Space Administration (NASA)." Subsequent references can then use the acronym.

Product and Brand Names

Product and brand names are proprietary and should be spelled exactly as the
manufacturer or owner intends. This includes logos, taglines, and specific
product names. For example, "iPhone" or "Microsoft Word." CMOS stresses that
even slight misspellings of well-known brands can be problematic,
particularly in marketing or journalistic contexts.

Dealing with Compound Proper Nouns

Compound proper nouns are formed by two or more words that together function
as a single proper noun. Examples include "San Francisco," "New York City,"
and "Statue of Liberty." The spelling of these entities often involves
specific conventions regarding spacing, hyphens, and capitalization.

CMOS generally follows established usage for compound proper nouns. If a
compound name is commonly written as one word (e.g., "Everglades"), it should
be spelled that way. If it's two words (e.g., "Yellowstone National Park"),
it should be written as two. Hyphenation can also be a factor; for instance,
"well-being" as a common noun is hyphenated, but this is distinct from
compound proper nouns.

Hyphenated Proper Nouns

Some proper nouns are hyphenated, such as "E-mail" (though "email" is
increasingly accepted as a common noun, the brand name might retain a
specific form) or specific names of historical events or organizations. The
Chicago Manual of Style often defers to established practice. If a hyphenated
spelling is standard for a particular proper noun, it should be maintained.
When in doubt, checking a reliable dictionary or style guide is recommended.

Two-Word Proper Nouns

Many proper nouns consist of two words that are not hyphenated but function
as a single unit. Examples include "Central Park," "Golden Gate Bridge," or
"Smithsonian Institution." The critical aspect here is to ensure both words
are spelled correctly and that they are presented together as the proper
name. The separation of these words is part of their correct orthography.



Consistency in Proper Noun Spelling

Consistency is arguably the most vital principle when it comes to the Chicago
Manual of Style spelling of proper nouns. Regardless of the specific rules
for individual proper nouns, the chosen spelling must be applied uniformly
throughout a text. Inconsistency can create an impression of carelessness and
can confuse the reader, making them question the accuracy of the entire
piece.

This means if you refer to "the United Nations" at the beginning of your
paper, you should refer to it as "the United Nations" every time thereafter.
Similarly, if you choose a particular transliteration for a name from another
language, stick with it. Establishing a style sheet or making notes as you
write can be invaluable for maintaining this consistency, especially in
longer or collaborative projects.

Internal Consistency

Internal consistency refers to maintaining the same spelling of a proper noun
within a single document. This is the most basic level of consistency and is
essential for professional writing. It builds trust with the reader, assuring
them that the information presented is reliable.

External Consistency

External consistency, while not always applicable, can be relevant in certain
publishing contexts. It refers to aligning with the spelling conventions of a
particular field, publication, or established body of work. For instance, if
you are contributing to a journal that has specific rules for the spelling of
certain historical terms or geographical names, you would adhere to those
external standards in addition to CMOS principles.

The Role of Dictionaries and Style Guides

When navigating the complexities of Chicago Manual of Style spelling of
proper nouns, authoritative dictionaries and style guides are indispensable
tools. The Chicago Manual of Style itself is the primary reference, but it
often directs writers to consult other resources for specific types of proper
nouns.

General-purpose dictionaries, such as Merriam-Webster or Oxford English
Dictionary, are excellent for verifying the spelling of common proper nouns.



For more specialized fields, such as history, science, or geography, subject-
specific dictionaries or encyclopedias may be necessary. These resources
provide the accepted spellings and often offer context or alternative forms.

Using CMOS Itself

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS), in its latest edition, offers guidance on
a vast array of stylistic issues, including proper noun treatment. It
addresses everything from the spelling of place names and personal names to
brand names and scientific terms. Writers should familiarize themselves with
the relevant sections of CMOS to ensure they are applying the correct
principles.

Consulting Specialized Dictionaries and Glossaries

For proper nouns specific to a particular discipline, specialized
dictionaries or glossaries are invaluable. For example, when writing about
historical figures from ancient Greece, one might need to consult a lexicon
of Greek names. Similarly, scientific papers often require precise spelling
of genus and species names. Using these specialized resources ensures
accuracy in niche subjects.

Leveraging Online Resources

In the digital age, online resources can also be helpful, but caution is
advised. Official websites of organizations, government databases, and
reputable academic institutions are generally reliable sources for verifying
proper noun spellings. However, unverified sources or personal blogs should
be avoided. Always cross-reference information from multiple authoritative
sources when possible.

The meticulous attention to the Chicago Manual of Style spelling of proper
nouns is not merely an academic exercise; it is fundamental to clear,
credible, and professional communication. By understanding and applying the
principles of accuracy, consistency, and referencing authoritative sources,
writers can ensure their work is polished and effective, respecting the
integrity of the names and terms they employ.

FAQ



Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style handle
variations in spelling for well-known proper nouns,
such as "theater" versus "theatre"?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally advises writers to choose the
spelling that is most common in American English for general use, which is
typically "theater." However, for specific entities or publications that have
historically used or prefer "theatre" (often associated with British English
or specific artistic contexts), consistency with that preference is
paramount. The key is to select one form and maintain it throughout the
document.

Q: What is the CMOS approach to spelling names of
individuals with multiple accepted transliterations
from non-Latin scripts?
A: For individuals whose names have multiple accepted transliterations from
non-Latin scripts, the Chicago Manual of Style recommends using the spelling
that the individual uses for themselves. If this is unknown and the context
is academic, the spelling most commonly used in scholarly literature within
that field is generally preferred. Consistency is crucial; once a
transliteration is chosen, it should be used throughout.

Q: How should I spell brand names that sometimes
change their official spelling or logo?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style dictates that brand names should be spelled
exactly as the company or manufacturer presents them. This means staying
updated with their current branding. If a brand has a distinctive
capitalization or uses special characters (e.g., "iPhone," "eHarmony"), that
exact form should be replicated. Consulting the brand's official website is
the most reliable way to determine the current, correct spelling.

Q: What is the CMOS guideline for spelling names of
geographical features in regions with disputed
sovereignty?
A: When dealing with geographical features in regions with disputed
sovereignty, the Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends using the name
that is most neutral and widely understood. It also suggests that if there is
a controversy, it may be appropriate to acknowledge the dispute or use
descriptive language rather than a single, potentially contentious proper
noun. Consulting specific style guides for international relations or
regional studies may also provide further direction.



Q: Does CMOS have specific rules for spelling
historical place names that have changed over time,
like "St. Petersburg" versus "Petrograd" versus
"Leningrad"?
A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes using the name that was
current at the time the historical event or period being discussed occurred.
For instance, when discussing events in Russia during the Soviet era, using
"Leningrad" would be appropriate. If discussing events before the Soviet era,
"St. Petersburg" would be correct. Consistency with the historical period is
the guiding principle.

Q: How does CMOS address the spelling of titles of
works (books, articles, movies) when they contain
proper nouns?
A: When titling works, the Chicago Manual of Style requires that all proper
nouns within the title be spelled correctly and capitalized according to
their standard forms. This includes names of people, places, organizations,
and established brand names that appear in the title. The title itself acts
as a proper noun, and its internal components should adhere to proper noun
conventions.
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