
chicago style numbers creative writing

The Art of Number Representation: Chicago Style in Creative Writing

chicago style numbers creative writing demands a nuanced approach to how numerals and figures are

presented within narrative and descriptive text. Far from being a mere stylistic choice, the Chicago

Manual of Style (CMOS) offers specific guidelines that significantly impact the readability,

professionalism, and overall aesthetic of creative works. Understanding these conventions ensures

consistency and clarity, allowing the reader to focus on the story rather than being distracted by

inconsistent numerical formatting. This article delves into the intricacies of applying Chicago style to

numbers in creative writing, exploring its core principles, common scenarios, and the creative liberties

that can be taken within its framework. We will cover everything from basic number spelling rules to

more complex treatments of dates, times, and measurements, providing a comprehensive guide for

authors navigating this essential aspect of manuscript preparation.
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The Foundational Principles of Chicago Style Numbers



At its core, Chicago style numbers in creative writing prioritizes clarity and readability. The general

principle is to spell out numbers that can be expressed in one or two words and to use numerals for

numbers that require more words to spell out or for specific technical or statistical contexts. This rule of

thumb serves as the bedrock for most decisions regarding number presentation, aiming to avoid visual

clutter and cognitive load on the reader. The goal is to make the numerical information easily digestible

within the flow of prose, allowing the narrative to take center stage.

The Chicago Manual of Style provides a detailed framework, but it's essential for creative writers to

understand the underlying rationale. This rationale often boils down to how a number appears on the

page and how readily the reader can process it. For instance, spelling out "twenty-five" is generally

smoother than seeing "25" when it's part of a sentence that isn't fundamentally about statistical data.

Conversely, a number like "1,783" is more concisely represented by digits than by spelling out "one

thousand, seven hundred eighty-three." This balance between conciseness and legibility is paramount

in effective writing.

Spelling Out Numbers: When and Why

In Chicago style, the primary guideline for spelling out numbers is simple: if a number can be

expressed in one or two words, it should generally be spelled out. This applies to cardinal numbers

from "one" through "one hundred." For example, a sentence might read, "She owned thirteen antique

dolls," or "The old house had been standing for ninety years." This approach lends a more literary feel

to the prose, integrating numbers seamlessly into the sentence structure without drawing undue

attention to them.

The rationale behind this rule is largely aesthetic and psychological. Shorter, spelled-out numbers are

often perceived as more harmonious within narrative text. They don't create the visual disruption that a

string of digits can sometimes introduce. Consider the difference in flow between "The baker made fifty

loaves of bread" and "The baker made 50 loaves of bread." While both are correct in different

contexts, the former often feels more natural in a descriptive literary passage. This principle extends to



situations where numbers are used figuratively or to convey a general quantity rather than a precise

measurement.

Numbers Below Ten

A common and enduring rule within Chicago style, and many other style guides, is to spell out

numbers less than ten. This applies to "one," "two," "three," "four," "five," "six," "seven," "eight," and

"nine." This convention is widely adopted to ensure consistency and maintain a smooth reading

experience, particularly in prose that isn't heavily reliant on statistical data. Thus, a sentence like "The

cat had four kittens" is preferred over "The cat had 4 kittens."

Numbers from Ten to One Hundred

Following the established pattern, numbers from ten to one hundred are also typically spelled out if

they can be expressed in two words or fewer. This includes numbers like "ten," "twenty-one," "fifty-

five," and "ninety-nine." For instance, "He waited for twenty minutes," or "The library housed a

collection of eighty-seven rare books." This extends the principle of readability and narrative integration

to a broader range of commonly used numbers.

When to Use Numerals: The Exceptions and General Rules

While spelling out numbers is the general rule for smaller quantities, Chicago style mandates the use

of numerals for larger numbers and in specific contexts where clarity and precision are paramount.

These exceptions are crucial for avoiding ambiguity and ensuring that the reader can quickly grasp

numerical information, especially when dealing with data, technical details, or statistical figures.

Understanding these instances is key to applying Chicago style effectively in creative writing.



The core principle guiding the use of numerals is often based on the number of words required to spell

them out. If a number requires three or more words to be spelled out, it's generally more efficient and

clearer to use digits. This distinction helps maintain a consistent visual rhythm within the text, ensuring

that numbers don't become overly cumbersome to read or process.

Large Numbers

Numbers that require three or more words to spell out are typically represented by numerals. This

includes numbers like "100" (one hundred), "1,000" (one thousand), and beyond. For example, instead

of writing "The population of the city exceeded one hundred thousand people," the Chicago style

preference would be "The population of the city exceeded 100,000 people." This rule applies to

millions, billions, and any number that would result in a lengthy spelling. This practice enhances

conciseness and aids in quick comprehension, especially in passages that might otherwise become

visually dense.

Numbers in Technical and Scientific Contexts

When creative writing ventures into technical, scientific, or statistical descriptions, the use of numerals

becomes even more critical for precision. This includes measurements, scientific notations, equations,

and any data where exact figures are important for the narrative's credibility or plot development. For

instance, a character might be a physicist discussing "a wavelength of 650 nanometers" or an

engineer detailing "a load of 5,000 psi." In these scenarios, numerals ensure accuracy and

professionalism.

Consistency with Surrounding Numbers

A subtle but important rule for using numerals involves maintaining consistency when a series of



numbers appears together, and some fall into the "spell out" category while others require numerals. In

such cases, it is often preferable to use numerals for all the numbers in the series to maintain a

consistent visual presentation. For example, if a passage mentions both "five years" and "15 years,"

the Chicago style might suggest writing "five years" and "15 years" if "five" is crucial contextually, or if

a more significant number in a set requires numerals, the smaller ones might also be converted to

digits for uniformity. However, if the distinction between spelled-out and numerical representations is

critical for meaning, that takes precedence.

Handling Large Numbers and Ordinals

Chicago style offers specific guidance on how to handle both large cardinal numbers and ordinal

numbers to ensure clarity and consistency in creative writing. While cardinal numbers refer to quantity,

ordinal numbers indicate position or order. Both require careful consideration to maintain the flow and

readability of the text.

Large Ordinal Numbers

Similar to large cardinal numbers, large ordinal numbers are generally best represented using

numerals. This includes numbers such as "1st," "2nd," "3rd," and so on, when they reach a higher

magnitude. For example, instead of writing "the one hundred and first attempt," Chicago style would

recommend "the 101st attempt." This convention applies to "100th," "1,000th," and any ordinal number

that would be cumbersome to spell out. The use of numerals in these instances streamlines the text

and prevents it from becoming overly wordy.

Consistency in Ordinal Usage



When ordinal numbers are used, consistency is key, especially within a single work. While the general

rule is to spell out ordinals below tenth (first, second, third, etc.), exceptions apply when they are part

of a series that includes larger numbers, or when they denote specific, factual positions. For instance,

in a story about a race, "the fifth runner" might be spelled out, but if there are subsequent runners

whose positions are "12th" and "25th," the writer might opt to use numerals for all to maintain

uniformity. However, it is also acceptable to stick to the core rule if the distinction between spelled-out

and numerical ordinals serves a narrative purpose.

Numbers in Dialogue and Dialogue Tags

The presentation of numbers within dialogue and dialogue tags follows slightly different, yet related,

principles in Chicago style creative writing. The goal is to reflect how people actually speak and to

ensure that dialogue remains natural and believable, while dialogue tags remain clear and unobtrusive.

Dialogue Considerations

Within spoken dialogue, characters are more likely to use contractions and less formal numerical

expressions. Therefore, the Chicago Manual of Style suggests mirroring natural speech patterns. If a

character says, "I'll be there in twenty minutes," it is perfectly acceptable to write it as "I'll be there in

twenty minutes." If they say, "I need about a thousand dollars," writing "I need about a thousand

dollars" is also appropriate. However, if the dialogue is conveying precise, factual information, such as

a specific address or a crucial data point, numerals might be used to reflect that precision. The key is

to let the context of the dialogue dictate the formatting.

Dialogue Tag Formatting



Dialogue tags, such as "he said," "she whispered," or "they asked," generally follow the same rules as

regular prose for any numbers they might contain. If a dialogue tag mentions a number, such as "he

said, 'See you at four'," it would be formatted according to the rules for times. If it were something like,

"'We have twenty-five copies,' she informed him," then "twenty-five" would be spelled out. The purpose

here is to maintain clarity and avoid distracting the reader from the content of the dialogue and the

attribution.

Dates, Times, and Ages

Chicago style provides specific and often mandatory rules for presenting dates, times, and ages in

creative writing to ensure accuracy and a professional appearance. These elements are frequently

encountered in narrative and require adherence to established conventions.

Dates

When writing dates, Chicago style generally follows a numerical format for the year and often uses

numerals for months when they are part of a specific date. For example, "June 15, 2023," or

"December 25, 1999." When referring to a specific century, it is common to spell it out, such as "the

eighteenth century," but specific year numbers are almost always rendered as numerals. For less

specific temporal references, such as seasons, those are spelled out: "the summer of '69."

Times

Times are typically presented using numerals, often with colons to separate hours and minutes. For

example, "3:15 p.m." or "10:00 a.m." When referring to approximate times, especially in casual

narrative, it might be acceptable to spell them out, such as "around noon" or "shortly after midnight."



However, for precise indications within the plot, numerals are preferred. The use of a.m. and p.m. is

also standard.

Ages

Ages of characters are usually spelled out if they are below ten, following the general rule for numbers.

For example, "The little girl was seven years old." For ages ten and above, especially if they are

significant plot points or require precision, numerals are often used, such as "He had just turned

twenty-one," or "She was 45 years old when the incident occurred." The choice can also depend on

the overall tone and the importance of the specific age in the narrative.

Measurements and Distances

In creative writing, numbers representing measurements and distances, whether concrete or figurative,

need to be handled with care. Chicago style generally favors numerals for these applications to ensure

precision and readability, especially when they contribute to the factual grounding or descriptive detail

of the narrative.

Units of Measurement

When dealing with standard units of measurement, such as inches, feet, miles, kilograms, or liters,

Chicago style strongly recommends using numerals. This is because these figures often represent

precise quantities crucial for the setting or action. For instance, a description might include "a drop of

10 feet," "a distance of 3.5 miles," or "a weight of 50 kilograms." The use of numerals makes these

figures easily quantifiable and digestible for the reader.



Distances and Spatial Descriptions

Similarly, for distances and spatial descriptions that involve quantifiable amounts, numerals are the

preferred method. This could range from "the house was 200 yards away" to "the canyon stretched for

over a mile." Even when distances are less exact, but still intended to be perceived as significant

figures, numerals can lend a sense of scale. However, for very general estimations where precision is

not intended, such as "a stone's throw away," numbers are not used.

Creative Applications and Exceptions

While Chicago style provides a robust set of guidelines for numbers, creative writing often allows for

thoughtful deviations when they serve a specific artistic purpose. These exceptions should be

deliberate and contribute to the overall impact of the prose, rather than being arbitrary choices.

Emphasis and Figurative Language

In certain instances, a writer might choose to spell out a number that would typically be a numeral, or

vice versa, to create a specific effect. For example, spelling out "a million stars" might evoke a more

poetic or awe-inspiring image than "1,000,000 stars," depending on the context and desired tone.

Conversely, using a numeral for a smaller number might convey a sense of harshness or clinical

detachment. The key is to ensure that such choices enhance the narrative voice and reader

experience.

Character Voice and Dialect

The way characters speak can also influence number formatting. A character from a particular



background or with a distinct voice might habitually use numbers differently. A highly educated

scientist might use numerals exclusively, while a rustic character might spell out more numbers, even

those that would typically be numerals in standard prose. This can be a powerful tool for

characterization, but it must be applied consistently for that character.

Symbolic or Thematic Use

Numbers can also carry symbolic weight within a narrative. If a specific number, say "seven" or "three,"

holds thematic importance, a writer might choose to consistently spell it out to draw attention to its

recurring presence and symbolic meaning, even if it contradicts the standard Chicago style rules for

magnitude. This requires a conscious decision to elevate the numerical element to a more literary

device.

Consistency Within Creative Choices

Even when making exceptions for creative purposes, maintaining internal consistency is paramount. If

a writer decides to spell out all numbers under one hundred for a particular effect, they should adhere

to this decision throughout the work. Inconsistent application of creative choices can lead to reader

confusion and undermine the intended impact. The goal is to use deviations from the norm as

deliberate artistic choices that strengthen the narrative.

Consistency is Key

Regardless of whether one adheres strictly to the Chicago Manual of Style or employs creative

exceptions, the single most important principle for Chicago style numbers in creative writing is

unwavering consistency. Readers expect a certain level of uniformity in presentation, and deviations



from established style, while sometimes justified for artistic reasons, must be handled with precision

and a clear understanding of their impact. Inconsistent application of number formatting can

inadvertently distract the reader, breaking immersion and diminishing the professional polish of the

manuscript.

Whether dealing with simple quantities, complex dates, or abstract measurements, the writer must

establish a clear internal style and apply it meticulously. This means making deliberate choices about

when to spell out numbers and when to use numerals, and then sticking to those choices throughout

the entire work. A style guide like CMOS provides a valuable foundation, offering a widely recognized

and understood system. For creative writers, the art lies in understanding these rules well enough to

know when and how to thoughtfully deviate, always with the ultimate goal of enhancing the clarity and

impact of their storytelling.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary rule for spelling out numbers in Chicago style

for creative writing?

A: The primary rule in Chicago style for creative writing is to spell out numbers that can be expressed

in one or two words, generally ranging from "one" to "one hundred." This aims to enhance readability

and integrate numbers smoothly into the narrative flow.

Q: When should I use numerals instead of spelling out numbers in

Chicago style creative writing?

A: You should use numerals for numbers that require three or more words to spell out (e.g., 101,

1,000), for dates, times, addresses, percentages, and in technical or scientific contexts where precision

is crucial.



Q: Are there any exceptions to the "spell out below 100" rule in

Chicago style creative writing?

A: Yes, exceptions exist for consistency. If a series of numbers includes one that requires numerals,

you may use numerals for all numbers in the series for visual uniformity. Also, for thematic or stylistic

reasons, writers may choose to deviate, but this must be done consistently.

Q: How does Chicago style handle numbers in dialogue for creative

writing?

A: In dialogue, Chicago style generally recommends mirroring natural speech patterns. If a character

would casually say "twenty minutes," write it as spelled out. However, if the dialogue conveys precise

factual information, numerals might be used to reflect that precision.

Q: What is the Chicago style approach to dates and times in creative

writing?

A: Chicago style typically uses numerals for years in dates (e.g., 2023) and often for months when part

of a specific date (e.g., June 15). Times are also usually presented with numerals and colons (e.g.,

3:15 p.m.). Approximate times may be spelled out.

Q: Should I spell out ordinal numbers in Chicago style creative writing?

A: Ordinal numbers below tenth (first, second, third, etc.) are typically spelled out. Larger ordinal

numbers, like "101st," are generally written as numerals for clarity and conciseness, following the

same logic as cardinal numbers.



Q: Can I deliberately break Chicago style rules for numbers in my

creative writing for effect?

A: Yes, creative writers can deliberately deviate from Chicago style rules for numbers if it serves a

clear artistic purpose, such as emphasizing a concept, developing character voice, or creating a

specific tone. However, these exceptions must be applied consistently throughout the work to avoid

confusing the reader.

Q: What is the most important rule to remember when applying

Chicago style numbers in creative writing?

A: The most important rule is consistency. Whatever approach you take, whether strictly following

CMOS or making deliberate creative choices, maintain that style consistently throughout your entire

work to ensure a professional and immersive reading experience.
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