
chicago manual spelling of place names
The Chicago Manual of Style offers comprehensive guidance on a wide array of editorial concerns,
including the often-complex realm of place name spelling. Navigating the correct orthography for
cities, states, countries, and even smaller geographical features can be crucial for clarity, accuracy,
and maintaining a consistent editorial voice. This article delves into the specific recommendations and
principles outlined by the Chicago Manual of Style concerning the spelling of place names, addressing
common challenges and providing practical advice for writers and editors. Understanding these
guidelines ensures that your written work adheres to a high standard of professional correctness. We
will explore the nuances of differentiating between common and proper place names, the role of
official designations, and the importance of consulting authoritative sources.
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General Principles for Place Name Spelling

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) emphasizes consistency and accuracy above all else when it
comes to spelling place names. The primary goal is to ensure that readers can easily identify the
geographical locations being referenced without ambiguity. This principle extends to a wide range of
entities, from major continents to individual cities and smaller districts within them. The manual
advocates for adhering to standard English orthography whenever possible, but acknowledges that
many place names have unique origins and spellings that require careful attention.

A fundamental tenet of Chicago’s approach is to prioritize the most common and widely accepted
spelling. This often means deferring to dictionaries and reputable gazetteers. However, it’s not always
a straightforward decision, as spellings can evolve over time or vary between different authoritative
sources. Therefore, the manual encourages a diligent approach, involving cross-referencing and a
critical evaluation of the sources used. The emphasis on clarity means that if a particular spelling is
prone to confusion, an editor or writer should consider providing additional context or using an
alternative, more recognizable form if appropriate and accurate.

Handling Different Types of Place Names

The Chicago Manual of Style recognizes that "place names" is a broad category encompassing various
types of geographical designations. Each type may have its own set of conventions and



considerations. These can range from the familiar names of countries and continents to more specific
entities like counties, provinces, states, and even neighborhoods or districts within a city. The manual
provides guidance to ensure uniformity across these diverse references.

Countries and Continents

For the names of countries and continents, Chicago generally follows the standard English spellings as
found in authoritative dictionaries and atlases. This means using spellings like "North America,"
"Europe," "China," and "Brazil." The manual stresses the importance of using current and official
names. For instance, when referencing a nation that has undergone a name change, it is advisable to
use the contemporary designation unless the historical context specifically requires the former name.

States, Provinces, and Regions

Similar to countries, states, provinces, and regions are typically rendered with their standard English
spellings. This includes names like "California," "Ontario," and "Bavaria." When abbreviations are
used, such as state abbreviations in addresses, Chicago prefers the two-letter postal abbreviations
(e.g., CA for California) when appropriate for the context, but generally advises against abbreviating
place names in prose unless space is severely limited and context is very clear.

Cities and Municipalities

The spelling of city names often presents more challenges due to the vast number of such places
worldwide and potential variations in transliteration from non-Latin scripts. Chicago directs users to
consult reputable atlases and geographical dictionaries. For well-known cities, the standard English
spelling is usually adopted. However, for less common cities or those with significant linguistic or
cultural nuances, careful research is paramount. The goal is to use the spelling that is most
recognized by English-speaking readers while remaining faithful to the official designation.

Official vs. Common Spellings

A recurring theme in Chicago’s guidance on place name spelling is the interplay between official
designations and common usage. While official names are important, the manual acknowledges that
common spellings can sometimes diverge and become the standard in everyday discourse and
writing. The challenge lies in determining when to adhere strictly to the official name and when the
common spelling is more appropriate for clarity and readability.

The general rule of thumb is to prioritize the spelling that is most widely recognized and used in
reputable English-language publications. This often means following dictionary entries or major atlas
spellings. However, if an official name change has occurred and is recognized internationally, it is
crucial to update references accordingly. For instance, when referring to a city that has officially



changed its name, such as St. Petersburg (formerly Leningrad) or Mumbai (formerly Bombay), using
the current official name is essential unless the historical context necessitates the older spelling.

In cases where official names might be cumbersome or unfamiliar to the intended audience, Chicago
offers some flexibility, provided the choice enhances clarity. However, this flexibility should not lead
to an arbitrary alteration of names. The decision should always be based on a reasoned assessment
of audience comprehension and the importance of accuracy.

Geographical Features and Their Spelling

Beyond political entities, place names also encompass natural geographical features such as rivers,
mountains, lakes, and deserts. The Chicago Manual of Style offers guidance on spelling these as well,
emphasizing the importance of consistent and accurate representation.

Mountains and Mountain Ranges

For mountain ranges and individual peaks, Chicago recommends following established geographical
conventions and consulting authoritative sources. This means using spellings like "Rocky Mountains,"
"Mount Everest," and "Alps." As with other place names, accuracy and consistency are key. If there
are alternative spellings or transliterations, the manual suggests opting for the most commonly
accepted form in English-language cartography and literature.

Rivers, Lakes, and Oceans

Similarly, the spelling of rivers, lakes, and oceans should adhere to standard English usage and
reputable geographical references. Examples include "Mississippi River," "Lake Superior," and "Pacific
Ocean." When dealing with features that have names in multiple languages, the manual advises using
the English rendering if one is well-established and widely understood. If not, a decision based on the
most authoritative and commonly used transliteration should be made.

Deserts and Other Landforms

The same principles apply to other landforms like deserts, valleys, and plateaus. Consistency in
spelling is paramount, and consulting reliable atlases and geographical databases is the best
approach. For example, the "Sahara Desert" or "Grand Canyon" are standard spellings that should be
consistently applied.



Consistency and Authority in Place Name Referencing

One of the most critical aspects of the Chicago Manual of Style's approach to place name spelling is
its unwavering emphasis on consistency and the utilization of authoritative sources. In any piece of
writing, especially academic or professional work, readers expect a reliable and uniform presentation
of information. This extends to how geographical locations are named and spelled throughout the
text.

The manual strongly recommends establishing a hierarchy of authoritative sources for place name
verification. This typically begins with major, reputable dictionaries, followed by well-regarded atlases
and gazetteers. For international place names, government geographical naming authorities or
established international organizations can also serve as crucial references. The goal is to avoid
making arbitrary decisions or relying on informal or potentially outdated information.

When inconsistencies are found between different authoritative sources, a reasoned judgment call
must be made. This often involves considering which source is considered most current or
authoritative for the specific type of place name in question. For instance, a governmental
geographical agency might be the definitive source for a country's official administrative divisions,
while a widely used international atlas might be the standard for common geographical features. The
key is to document the decision-making process to ensure that the chosen spelling is applied
consistently thereafter.

The principle of consistency means that once a particular spelling for a place name is decided upon
and applied, it should be used uniformly throughout the entire work. Frequent changes in spelling for
the same location within a single document would be highly disruptive and undermine the credibility
of the text. This meticulous attention to detail is a hallmark of professional editorial practice
advocated by Chicago.

Special Cases and Considerations

While general principles provide a solid framework, the Chicago Manual of Style also addresses
certain special cases and nuances that can arise when dealing with place name spelling. These
situations often require a deeper understanding of historical context, linguistic origins, or specific
editorial needs.

Transliteration of Non-Latin Scripts

One of the most complex areas involves place names that originate from languages using non-Latin
alphabets. The transliteration of these names into English can vary significantly depending on the
system used and the historical period. Chicago advises adhering to the most widely accepted and
consistent system of transliteration. For major languages and well-known places, there are often
established conventions, such as the Pinyin system for Mandarin Chinese. When in doubt, consulting
scholarly works or official government guidelines for transliteration is recommended.



Historical Place Names

When writing about historical events or periods, it may be necessary to use historical place names
that differ from current official designations. The Chicago Manual of Style suggests that in such
instances, clarity is paramount. It may be beneficial to use the historical name and, if the name is
unfamiliar or could cause confusion, to provide the modern equivalent in parentheses or a footnote.
For example, when discussing ancient Rome, "Constantinople" might be used, with a potential
clarification that it is the historical name for modern-day Istanbul.

The following are examples of potential special cases to consider:

Place names with apostrophes or hyphens.

Compound place names that may be written as one word or two.

Disputed territories or regions with multiple recognized names.

Colonial-era place names that may have been altered or replaced.

In all such special cases, the guiding principle remains the same: ensure clarity, accuracy, and
consistency for the reader, while grounding decisions in authoritative sources and established
editorial practices.

Conclusion

Adhering to the Chicago Manual of Style's guidelines for place name spelling is an essential
component of producing accurate, professional, and credible written content. By understanding the
general principles, the nuances of different types of geographical entities, and the importance of
official versus common spellings, writers and editors can navigate this aspect of style with confidence.
The emphasis on authoritative sources, consistency, and clarity ensures that geographical references
are both precise and accessible to readers. While challenges can arise, particularly with
transliterations and historical names, the manual provides a robust framework for making informed
decisions. Ultimately, mastering the chicago manual spelling of place names contributes significantly
to the overall quality and authority of any published work.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary principle the Chicago Manual of Style
advocates for when spelling place names?
A: The primary principle advocated by the Chicago Manual of Style for spelling place names is
accuracy and consistency, ensuring clarity for the reader.



Q: Should I use the official name of a place or the commonly
used name if they differ, according to Chicago style?
A: Chicago style generally favors the most widely recognized and accepted spelling in reputable
English-language publications. If an official name change has occurred and is internationally
recognized, use the current official name, but always prioritize clarity and common usage when
appropriate.

Q: Where can I find authoritative sources for verifying the
spelling of place names according to Chicago style?
A: Authoritative sources recommended by Chicago style include reputable dictionaries, well-regarded
atlases, gazetteers, and official geographical naming authorities or international organizations for
international place names.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style handle
transliteration of place names from non-Latin scripts?
A: For place names from non-Latin scripts, Chicago advises adhering to the most widely accepted and
consistent system of transliteration, consulting scholarly works or official government guidelines when
necessary.

Q: What is the recommendation for using historical place
names in Chicago style?
A: When using historical place names, Chicago style emphasizes clarity. It is often recommended to
use the historical name and, if it might be unfamiliar, to provide the modern equivalent in
parentheses or a footnote.

Q: Does the Chicago Manual of Style offer specific rules for
every single place name in the world?
A: No, the Chicago Manual of Style does not offer specific rules for every single place name. Instead, it
provides general principles and guidance on how to approach place name spelling, emphasizing
research and consistency using authoritative sources.

Q: How important is consistency in place name spelling
throughout a document, according to Chicago style?
A: Consistency in place name spelling throughout a document is extremely important according to
Chicago style. Once a spelling is chosen and applied, it should be used uniformly to avoid confusion
and maintain credibility.
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