
chicago style formatting for actors
The Actor's Guide to Chicago Style Formatting

chicago style formatting for actors might sound daunting, but mastering it is crucial for
presenting your work professionally in academic, theatrical, and sometimes even submission
contexts. This comprehensive guide will demystify the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) as it applies
specifically to the needs of actors, covering everything from crafting scene descriptions to formatting
bibliographies and citing performance studies. Understanding these nuances ensures your research,
playwriting, or critical analyses are taken seriously and presented with clarity and academic rigor. We
will delve into the intricacies of in-text citations, the construction of reference lists, and the specific
elements actors often need to document, such as stage directions and directorial notes. By the end of
this article, you will possess the knowledge to confidently apply Chicago style to your theatrical
endeavors.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected style guide that provides comprehensive
recommendations for manuscript preparation and publishing. While often associated with academic
writing in the humanities, its principles are adaptable and valuable for any field requiring clear,
consistent, and professional documentation. For actors, understanding CMOS means gaining a
standardized method for referencing plays, critical essays, historical documents, and research related
to performance. It promotes credibility and ensures that information is presented in a way that is
easily verifiable for readers, whether they are directors, academics, or fellow actors.

CMOS offers two primary citation systems: the notes-bibliography system and the author-date
system. For actors, particularly those involved in academic study or writing scholarly papers about
theatre, the notes-bibliography system is generally more common. This system uses footnotes or
endnotes for citations, along with a comprehensive bibliography at the end of the work. This method
allows for more detailed commentary and source attribution within the text itself, which can be
beneficial for explaining nuanced performance choices or historical context.

The Notes-Bibliography System Explained



The notes-bibliography system is characterized by two main components: notes (footnotes or
endnotes) and a bibliography. Notes are used to cite sources directly within the text and can also
include supplementary information or commentary that might interrupt the flow of the main body of
the text. The bibliography, on the other hand, provides a complete alphabetical list of all sources
consulted and cited in the work. This dual approach offers flexibility, allowing for detailed annotations
while still providing a clean overview of the research undertaken.

When using this system, each source cited in the text will have a corresponding note. The first time a
particular source is cited, the note will contain full bibliographic information. Subsequent citations of
the same source use a shortened form. This ensures that readers can quickly identify the origin of any
piece of information, fostering transparency and academic integrity. For actors working with play
scripts or performance theory, accurate note-taking and bibliography construction are paramount.

Core Principles of Chicago Style for Actors

The foundational principles of Chicago style are clarity, consistency, and precision. When applied to
the unique needs of actors, these principles translate into properly formatted play excerpts, correctly
attributed directorial concepts, and well-documented research into character or historical context.
Adhering to these core tenets elevates the professionalism of any written material produced by an
actor, whether it's for a class assignment, a personal research project, or a submission to a literary
journal.

Consistency is key. Once you choose a particular method for formatting (e.g., footnotes versus
endnotes), you must apply it uniformly throughout your entire document. Similarly, if you opt for a
specific way to abbreviate play titles or describe stage directions, maintain that format without
deviation. This predictable structure allows readers to focus on the content rather than being
distracted by inconsistencies in presentation.

Capitalization and Punctuation in Dialogue

When quoting dialogue from plays, it is essential to follow CMOS guidelines for capitalization and
punctuation precisely. Generally, each new line of dialogue begins with a capital letter, regardless of
whether it follows a period or another punctuation mark. This convention helps to visually distinguish
individual speeches within a scene. Punctuation within the dialogue should mirror the original source
material as closely as possible, including ellipses that indicate omitted text or pauses.

For instance, if a character's line in the play is presented as: "And so, we must go," it should be
quoted similarly in your work. If you are omitting a portion of the line, you would use an ellipsis: "And
so, we..." This meticulous attention to detail ensures accurate representation of the dramatic text and
demonstrates a deep understanding of the source material. Incorrectly formatted dialogue can lead to
misinterpretations of character intent or dramatic structure.



Formatting Scene and Play Text

Formatting play text within your own writing requires careful attention to detail to accurately
represent the original script. This includes how dialogue is presented, how stage directions are
integrated, and how entire scenes are introduced. For actors, being able to quote extensively and
correctly from play scripts is a fundamental skill, whether for analytical essays, research papers on
acting techniques, or even to support character development notes.

When presenting dialogue, each character's speech should be clearly delineated. CMOS typically
suggests using quotation marks for direct dialogue and ensuring that line breaks in the original script
are maintained if you are quoting dialogue extensively. For shorter excerpts, standard quotation
practices apply. The critical aspect is to ensure that the spoken words are clearly attributed to the
correct character and that any accompanying stage directions are handled in a distinct manner.

Quoting Dialogue and Stage Directions

When quoting dialogue, each line of speech should typically begin with a capital letter. If you are
quoting a passage that includes stage directions within the dialogue itself, these directions are usually
enclosed in parentheses and italicized. For example:

ANNA: (Smiling sadly) I understand.
MARK: But do you truly?

The stage direction "(Smiling sadly)" provides crucial information about Anna's emotional state and
delivery, and it's important to retain it accurately. If the stage direction appears on its own line, it is
generally not enclosed in quotation marks and is typically italicized or indented differently depending
on the context of your own document's formatting. The key is to make these directions visually
distinct from the spoken words.

For longer passages of dialogue that extend beyond a few lines, CMOS often recommends using a
block quote format. This involves indenting the entire passage from the left margin and omitting the
surrounding quotation marks. Within the block quote, stage directions should still be handled as
described above, usually in parentheses and italics. This formatting visually separates extended
dialogue from the main body of your text, enhancing readability and emphasizing the dramatic
content.

Citing Dramatic Works

Accurate citation of dramatic works is a cornerstone of academic and professional writing for actors.
Whether you are referencing Shakespeare, contemporary playwrights, or even your own scene work,
proper citation ensures that you give credit to the original authors and allow your readers to locate
the source material. This is particularly important when discussing directorial choices, interpretative
decisions, or historical performance practices related to specific plays.



The Chicago Manual of Style offers specific guidelines for citing plays, which differ slightly from citing
novels or non-fiction books. The primary goal is to provide enough information for the reader to
identify the specific play, the author, and crucially, the act, scene, and line numbers, which are
standard for dramatic texts. This level of detail is vital for theatrical analysis.

In-Text Citations for Plays

When citing a play within the text using the notes-bibliography system, you will typically refer to the
author and the location within the play. For example, a footnote might look like this:

1. William Shakespeare, Hamlet, act 3, scene 1, lines 56–58.

In your main text, when you first mention the play and author, you might write: "In William
Shakespeare's Hamlet, the famous 'To be or not to be' soliloquy (3.1.56–58) delves into profound
existential questions." Notice the shorthand (act.scene.lines) used within the text after the initial full
citation, a common practice for clarity and brevity, especially for well-known works. Ensure your
primary citation in the note provides all necessary details.

If you are quoting dialogue directly from a play, the citation in your footnote or endnote should also
include the act, scene, and line numbers. For example:

2. Christopher Marlowe, Doctor Faustus, act 1, scene 1, lines 1–5.

This allows anyone reading your work to find that exact passage in the specific edition of the play you
consulted. For plays that do not have standard act, scene, and line numbers (e.g., some
contemporary experimental works), you would cite by page number, clearly indicating the edition
used. Always refer to the specific edition of the play you are referencing in your bibliography.

Incorporating Stage Directions and Performance Notes

For actors, stage directions and directorial notes are not just ancillary text; they are often crucial to
understanding character motivation, emotional subtext, and the overall intention of the playwright or
director. When incorporating these elements into your writing, Chicago style provides guidelines to
ensure they are presented clearly and accurately, without disrupting the flow of your own narrative or
analysis. Properly integrating these details demonstrates a sophisticated engagement with the
dramatic text.

Stage directions, typically found in italics within play scripts, offer insights into character actions, tone
of voice, setting, and movement. When quoting dialogue that includes stage directions, you should
typically retain them and format them as they appear in the source, usually within parentheses and
italicized. This preserves the author's or director's intended nuances.



Formatting Stage Directions Within Dialogue

When a stage direction is embedded within a character's dialogue, it is generally enclosed in
parentheses and italicized. For instance, if a script reads:

ROMEO: (Aside) Oh, she doth teach the torches to burn bright!

When quoting this in your document, you would present it similarly: "ROMEO: (Aside) Oh, she doth
teach the torches to burn bright!" The stage direction clearly modifies the delivery of Romeo's line,
providing critical context for an actor. It's important to maintain this formatting to convey the precise
way the line is intended to be spoken or understood.

If a stage direction is on its own line, describing an action or setting, it is usually italicized but not
enclosed in parentheses. For example:

Romeo ascends the balcony.

This type of direction is typically treated as descriptive text within your own writing, or it might be
presented as a separate element if you are analyzing the blocking or physical staging of a scene.
When integrating such directions into your analysis, you might introduce them with a phrase like:
"The text indicates Romeo's movement with the stage direction: Romeo ascends the balcony." The
consistent use of italics for all stage directions, whether within dialogue or on their own, is a hallmark
of clear formatting.

Bibliographies and Works Cited for Actors

A bibliography or "Works Cited" page is an essential component of any Chicago-style document,
serving as a comprehensive list of all the sources you have consulted and referenced. For actors, this
could include play scripts, critical analyses of plays, biographies of playwrights or actors, historical
accounts of theatrical periods, and articles on acting theory. A well-constructed bibliography
demonstrates the thoroughness of your research and provides a valuable resource for your readers.

The bibliography in Chicago style is typically arranged alphabetically by the author's last name. Each
entry should contain all the necessary bibliographic information to allow a reader to locate the source
independently. The specific format of each entry will vary depending on the type of source (book,
journal article, website, etc.), but the underlying principle of providing complete and accurate details
remains constant.

Formatting Book Entries

Book entries in a Chicago-style bibliography are generally formatted as follows for the notes-
bibliography system: Author’s Last Name, First Name. Title of Book. City of Publication: Publisher, Year
of Publication.



For example, an entry for a book on acting might appear as:
Stanislavski, Konstantin. An Actor Prepares. Translated by Elizabeth Reynolds Hapgood. New York:
Theatre Arts Books, 1936.

If the book is a play script, you would list the playwright as the author. For instance:
Williams, Tennessee. A Streetcar Named Desire. New York: New Directions Books, 1947.

It is crucial to be precise with publication details, including the publisher and year. If you are using a
specific edition, such as a collected works or a critical edition, make sure to note that information as
well. The goal is to give the reader the exact source you used.

Formatting Journal Articles and Online Sources

Citing journal articles and online sources requires a different format. For a journal article, the typical
entry includes the author, article title, journal title, volume and issue number, and publication date,
along with page numbers. For example:

Smith, John. "The Evolution of Method Acting." Theatre Journal 45, no. 2 (2010): 187–205.

For online sources, you will need to include the author (if available), the title of the specific page or
article, the name of the website, the publication or last updated date, and a URL. Most importantly,
you should also include a retrieval date. For instance:

Doe, Jane. "Analyzing Character Arc in Modern Drama." Performing Arts Review. Last modified
October 15, 2022. http://www.performingartsreview.com/analysis/charactertrajectory.

When citing online sources, it is imperative to ensure that the links are still active at the time of
submission, or to provide a clear indication of when you accessed the material. CMOS emphasizes the
importance of providing stable references, so if an online source is likely to change or disappear, it's
best to cite a more stable version if possible, or to be very precise with your retrieval date.

Beyond the Text: Formatting for Performance Analysis

For actors, written analysis often extends beyond simply discussing plot or character dialogue. It can
involve examining directorial interpretations, historical performance contexts, or the impact of
specific staging choices. Chicago style provides a framework for presenting these analytical insights
clearly and credibly, ensuring that your arguments are well-supported and your observations are
precisely articulated. This involves not only citing sources but also structuring your writing in a logical
and persuasive manner.

When analyzing a performance, you might refer to reviews, interviews with directors or actors, or
historical documents. Each of these requires specific citation practices. The goal is to guide your
reader through your analysis, connecting your interpretations to concrete evidence from your
research and the source material.



Analyzing Directorial Concepts

When discussing a director's concept for a particular production, you will likely be referencing
interviews, reviews, or production notes. If you are quoting directly from an interview, you will cite it
as you would any other source, providing details about the interviewer, interviewee, publication, date,
and location of the interview. For example, in a footnote:

3. Interview with Maria Garcia by David Lee, Theatrical Times, October 20, 2021.

If you are referencing a review of the production, your citation would include the reviewer's name, the
article title, the publication, and the date. For example:

4. Sarah Chen, "A Bold New Vision for Macbeth," Stage and Screen Quarterly, November 5, 2021.

When integrating these into your text, you might write: "Director Maria Garcia articulated her vision
for the production in a recent interview, stating that she aimed to 'emphasize the psychological
torment of the characters' (Garcia interview, Oct. 20, 2021)." This allows readers to trace your claims
back to their source, substantiating your analysis.

Integrating Historical Context

Understanding the historical and social context in which a play was written and performed is crucial
for actors. When researching and writing about this context, you will cite historical texts, scholarly
articles, and reputable websites. For instance, if you are examining the influence of Elizabethan
society on Shakespeare's Othello, you might cite a scholarly work on the period.

A footnote for a historical book might look like this:
5. Greenblatt, Stephen. Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare. Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1980.

In your text, you could then write: "The societal attitudes towards race and gender in the Elizabethan
era, as detailed by Stephen Greenblatt, offer critical insights into the tragic trajectory of Othello
(Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning, 220–25)." This contextualization enriches your
understanding of the play and its characters, and proper citation ensures academic integrity.

Common Pitfalls in Chicago Style for Actors

Even with diligent effort, several common pitfalls can trip up writers, including actors, when applying
Chicago style. Awareness of these frequent errors can help you avoid them and ensure your work is
polished and professional. Misinterpreting the nuances of quoting dialogue, inconsistent citation
formats, and a lack of clarity in differentiating between your own analysis and source material are
particularly prevalent issues for those working with dramatic texts.



One of the most common mistakes is the inconsistent application of rules for dialogue. This includes
incorrectly capitalizing the start of a new line of dialogue or failing to properly punctuate ellipses that
indicate omitted words. Another frequent error is the improper integration of stage directions, either
omitting them entirely when they are crucial for understanding a character's action or presenting
them in a way that is visually confusing.

Inconsistent Citation Formats

Perhaps the most significant pitfall is inconsistency in citation formats. This can manifest in several
ways. For instance, some writers might use footnotes for one source and endnotes for another, or
they might use different levels of detail for subsequent citations of the same source. Similarly, the
formatting of the bibliography itself can be inconsistent, with variations in capitalization, punctuation,
or the inclusion of specific details like italics for book titles.

To avoid this, it is highly recommended to create a template or a style sheet at the beginning of your
project. This document outlines exactly how you will format different types of sources. Regularly
reviewing your work against this template, or against the official Chicago Manual of Style guidelines,
can help catch inconsistencies before they become ingrained. For actors, ensuring that play titles are
consistently italicized and that act, scene, and line numbers are presented uniformly is particularly
important.

Misrepresenting Dialogue and Stage Directions

Another common error involves misrepresenting or misinterpreting dialogue and stage directions. This
can happen when actors, in an effort to make dialogue fit a specific narrative or analytical point, alter
punctuation or omit crucial stage directions without proper indication. For example, altering a stage
direction to imply a different emotional state than what is written in the script can lead to
misinterpretations of character or scene intent. Remember that the goal of citation is accurate
representation.

When quoting dialogue, always strive to reproduce it exactly as it appears in the source text. If you
need to omit a portion of the dialogue for brevity, use an ellipsis and indicate the omission clearly. If
you need to add a clarifying word or phrase, enclose it in brackets. For stage directions, always
maintain their original formatting (italics, parentheses) to distinguish them from the spoken words.
This precision is vital for maintaining the integrity of the dramatic work you are analyzing or
presenting.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary citation system recommended for
actors using Chicago style?
A: For actors, particularly those engaged in academic study or writing scholarly papers about theatre,
the notes-bibliography system is generally the most common and recommended. This system utilizes
footnotes or endnotes for citations and concludes with a comprehensive bibliography, allowing for



detailed commentary and source attribution within the text.

Q: How should stage directions be formatted when quoting
dialogue in Chicago style?
A: When quoting dialogue that includes stage directions, these directions are typically enclosed in
parentheses and italicized, mirroring their presentation in the original play script. For example:
"HAMLET: (Distraught) To be, or not to be..."

Q: What is the correct way to cite a play in Chicago style?
A: In the notes-bibliography system, a play is cited by the author's name, the play title (italicized), and
then the act, scene, and line numbers. For example, in a footnote: William Shakespeare, Hamlet, act
3, scene 1, lines 56–58.

Q: Can actors use the author-date system in Chicago style?
A: While the notes-bibliography system is more common for theatrical and literary studies, actors can
use the author-date system if required by their institution or for a specific project. This system uses
parenthetical citations within the text (Author Year, Page) and a corresponding reference list at the
end.

Q: How do I format a bibliography entry for a play script in
Chicago style?
A: A book entry for a play script in the bibliography typically follows this format: Playwright’s Last
Name, First Name. Title of Play. City of Publication: Publisher, Year of Publication. For example:
Williams, Tennessee. A Streetcar Named Desire. New York: New Directions Books, 1947.

Q: What are some common errors actors make when using
Chicago style for play texts?
A: Common errors include inconsistent capitalization and punctuation of dialogue, improper
formatting of stage directions, inaccuracies in citing act, scene, and line numbers, and a lack of
consistency in the overall citation and bibliography formatting.

Q: How should I cite a specific performance or production in
Chicago style?
A: Citing a specific performance usually involves referencing reviews, interviews with cast or crew, or
production notes. These are cited as you would any other published or unpublished material,
providing details about the source of your information (e.g., reviewer, publication, date, interview
details).



Q: Is it permissible to abbreviate play titles in Chicago style?
A: While extensive abbreviations are generally discouraged to maintain clarity, common and widely
recognized plays (like Hamlet or Macbeth) may be referred to by title and act/scene/line numbers in
subsequent mentions within the text after the full citation. However, always ensure the first mention
is complete and clear.

Q: What is the difference between a footnote and an endnote
in Chicago style?
A: Both footnotes and endnotes serve the same purpose: to provide citations and supplementary
information. Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where the reference is made, while endnotes
are collected at the end of the document. The choice between them is often a matter of preference or
institutional requirement.
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