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Introduction to the Chicago Manual of Style for Literary
Ellipsis
chicago manual of style for literary ellipsis provides a nuanced framework for writers and editors
navigating the delicate art of omission in prose. This authoritative guide offers clear, consistent
standards for employing ellipsis points to signal the omission of words, phrases, or entire sentences
within a quotation, or to indicate a pause or trailing thought within original narrative. Understanding
these guidelines is crucial for maintaining textual integrity, enhancing readability, and conveying
subtle narrative effects. This article will delve into the core principles of using ellipses according to the
Chicago Manual, covering their application in quotations, original writing, and specific stylistic
considerations that enhance clarity and impact. We will explore the different types of ellipses, their
grammatical placement, and common pitfalls to avoid, ensuring writers can confidently integrate
these powerful punctuation marks into their literary endeavors.
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Understanding the Ellipsis: Purpose and Usage

The ellipsis, represented by three evenly spaced periods (…), is a versatile punctuation mark with
distinct applications in both academic and creative writing. Its primary function is to indicate the
omission of text. In quotations, it signals that material has been intentionally left out to shorten the
passage or to remove irrelevant information without altering the original meaning. In original writing,
the ellipsis serves to represent a pause, hesitation, or a thought that trails off, adding a layer of
nuance and emotional depth to the narrative.

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides detailed instructions on how to use ellipses correctly,
emphasizing clarity and consistency. Whether employed to streamline a lengthy quote or to capture



the rhythm of spoken thought, the ellipsis is a powerful tool in a writer's arsenal. Its proper application
ensures that the reader understands the intended meaning and flow of the text, distinguishing
between deliberate omissions and incomplete sentences.

The Three-Period Ellipsis

The standard ellipsis consists of three periods. Chicago style dictates specific spacing around these
periods. Typically, a space precedes and follows the ellipsis itself, unless the ellipsis begins or ends a
sentence. For instance, if omitting words from the middle of a sentence, the structure would be: "The
quick brown fox…jumps over the lazy dog." If omitting words at the end of a sentence, the sentence's
terminal punctuation precedes the ellipsis, with a space before the ellipsis: "The quick brown fox
jumps over the lazy dog…".

This consistent spacing is essential for readability and adherence to stylistic conventions. Deviations
can create visual clutter and misinterpret the intended pauses or omissions. The Manual offers clear
examples for these scenarios, ensuring that writers can apply the rule uniformly across their work.

Ellipsis with Four Periods (Period Plus Ellipsis)

A less common but important variation addressed by the Chicago Manual involves an ellipsis that
signifies the omission of one or more sentences from a quotation, or when the omission occurs at the
end of a quoted sentence and the subsequent text is a new sentence. In this case, the original
sentence's terminal punctuation (usually a period) is retained, followed by a space, and then the
ellipsis. This results in four periods (....).

For example, if a quote ends with "The dog barked loudly." and you wish to omit the next sentence,
"The cat ran away," you would present it as: "The dog barked loudly.... The birds took flight." This
method clearly indicates that an entire sentence or more has been removed between the quoted
segments.

Ellipsis in Quotations: Omission and Integrity

One of the most common and critical uses of the ellipsis is in quoting source material. The Chicago
Manual of Style offers precise guidance to ensure that the omission of text from quotations is done
ethically and accurately, preserving the original author's intent while adapting the material for a new
context. The goal is to avoid misrepresentation and to clearly signal to the reader where text has
been removed.

Omitting Words Within a Sentence

When omitting words from the middle of a single quoted sentence, the ellipsis is used to mark the



omission. As previously mentioned, the ellipsis itself is typically surrounded by spaces. The Manual
recommends this approach for clarity and aesthetic balance. For example, if the original sentence is
"She walked to the store, bought some milk, and then returned home," and you wish to omit "bought
some milk and then," you would write: "She walked to the store…returned home."

This practice ensures that the quoted material, even with omissions, reads smoothly and does not
disrupt the flow of your own prose. It’s vital to ensure that the shortened quotation still makes
grammatical sense and conveys the intended meaning of the original.

Omitting Material at the Beginning or End of a Quotation

The Chicago Manual clarifies how to handle omissions at the beginning or end of a quotation. If you
omit material from the beginning of a quoted sentence, you generally do not use an ellipsis. The
assumption is that the reader understands that the quotation may not begin with the first word of the
original sentence. However, if omitting material from the end of a quoted sentence, an ellipsis is used,
followed by a space, before the closing quotation mark.

For instance, if the original sentence is "He quickly gathered his belongings and left the building
without a word," and you quote only "He quickly gathered his belongings…," you would format it with
the ellipsis before the closing quotation mark: "He quickly gathered his belongings…". This clearly
indicates that the sentence was not complete in the original source.

Omitting Entire Sentences

When omitting one or more full sentences between quoted passages, the four-period construction
(period followed by an ellipsis) is employed. This signifies a more substantial gap in the original text.
For example, if the original passage contains three sentences and you wish to quote the first and
third, omitting the second, you would use the four-period mark: "The experiment yielded remarkable
results. The team celebrated their success. Further analysis is pending." becomes: "The experiment
yielded remarkable results.... Further analysis is pending."

This distinction is crucial for maintaining fidelity to the source material, informing the reader about
the extent of the omission. It prevents the reader from assuming that the quoted sentences were
immediately consecutive in the original document.

Ellipsis in Original Writing: Pauses, Hesitations, and
Unfinished Thoughts

Beyond its role in quotations, the ellipsis is a powerful tool for injecting realism, conveying emotion,
and shaping the rhythm of original prose. In creative writing, it can represent a character's hesitation,
a trailing thought, an unspoken implication, or a deliberate pause in dialogue or narration. The
Chicago Manual of Style provides guidance on using ellipses in these instances to ensure clarity and



stylistic effectiveness.

Indicating Pauses and Hesitations

In dialogue or internal monologue, an ellipsis can effectively convey a character's uncertainty,
nervousness, or a moment of contemplation before speaking. For example, a character might say,
"I'm not sure… I think we should wait." This usage adds a layer of psychological realism, allowing the
reader to perceive the character's inner state. The pause created by the ellipsis can be just as
significant as the words spoken.

Similarly, in narration, an ellipsis can signal a deliberate pause for dramatic effect or to build
suspense. The writer uses this punctuation to control the pacing of the narrative, drawing the reader’s
attention to what follows or what is left unsaid.

Representing Trailing Thoughts or Incomplete Statements

An ellipsis can also indicate that a thought or statement is incomplete, either intentionally left
unfinished by the speaker or narrator, or trailing off due to interruption or fading consciousness. For
instance, a character might muse, "If only I had known…" or a narrative might describe a fading
memory: "The days blurred into weeks… and then…" This usage invites the reader to fill in the
unspoken, creating a more interactive reading experience.

The effectiveness of this technique relies on the context. The reader should be able to infer the likely
continuation or the reason for the trailing thought. Overuse can dilute its impact, so judicious
application is key.

Creating Ambiguity or Implication

In literary contexts, ellipses can be used to suggest meanings that are not explicitly stated, fostering
ambiguity or hinting at underlying tensions. A character’s remark followed by an ellipsis might imply
unspoken criticism, unexpressed affection, or a veiled threat. For example, "He looked at the empty
chair… and smiled." The ellipsis here invites speculation about the nature of that smile and what it
signifies in relation to the empty chair.

This subtle technique allows writers to convey complex emotions and subtext, encouraging the reader
to engage more deeply with the narrative and its characters. It is a sophisticated tool that, when used
artfully, can significantly enhance the richness of the prose.

Stylistic Considerations and Best Practices



While the Chicago Manual of Style provides the foundational rules for using ellipses, writers and
editors also consider stylistic nuances to maximize their impact and maintain a professional
presentation. The goal is to ensure that the ellipsis serves the prose effectively without becoming a
crutch or a distraction.

Consistency is Key

The most important stylistic consideration is maintaining consistency. Whether you are using ellipses
in quotations or in your own writing, apply the rules uniformly throughout your manuscript.
Inconsistent use of spacing or the four-period mark can confuse readers and undermine the
professionalism of your work.

This consistency extends to the placement and number of periods. Always adhere to the standard of
three periods for omissions within a sentence or pauses, and the four-period mark for omitted
sentences in quotations. This predictability helps readers focus on the content rather than being
distracted by punctuation variations.

When Not to Use Ellipses

It is also important to recognize when an ellipsis is not necessary or appropriate. For instance, if a
sentence naturally concludes and no omission or trailing thought is intended, do not insert an ellipsis.
Overusing ellipses, even for legitimate purposes, can lead to a choppy or tentative reading
experience. The power of the ellipsis lies in its selective and intentional application.

Similarly, if the omission of words from a quotation does not affect the grammar or meaning of the
sentence in its new context, an ellipsis may not be required. The Manual encourages judgment based
on the overall clarity and integrity of the quoted material within the surrounding text.

Balancing Omission with Clarity

The ultimate goal of using an ellipsis is to enhance clarity and convey meaning effectively. When
omitting text from quotations, ensure that the shortened version accurately reflects the original
sentiment and is grammatically sound. In original writing, use ellipses to create pauses or imply
thoughts judiciously, so that their effect is deliberate and understandable to the reader.

Writers should always reread their work with the ellipsis in mind, asking whether its use contributes
positively to the narrative flow, character development, or the accurate representation of source
material. If an ellipsis creates confusion or detracts from the overall message, it may be best to revise
the passage.



Common Errors to Avoid When Using Ellipses

Despite the clear guidelines provided by the Chicago Manual of Style, certain common errors can
undermine the effectiveness and accuracy of ellipsis usage. Awareness of these pitfalls can help
writers produce polished and professional work.

Incorrect Spacing

One of the most frequent errors is incorrect spacing around the ellipsis. As established, the standard
is a space before and after the ellipsis (…), unless it begins or ends a sentence. Failing to maintain
this spacing can make the text appear cluttered or grammatically incorrect. For example, writing "The
quick brown fox…jumps" is generally preferred over "The quick brown fox…jumps" or "The quick
brown fox… jumps."

Similarly, omitting the space after the final period in a sentence before the four-period ellipsis (e.g.,
"The dog barked loudly....The cat ran away") is a common mistake that disrupts the visual flow and
misrepresents the intended separation.

Overuse of Ellipses

A pervasive error, particularly in creative writing, is the overuse of ellipses. While effective for
indicating pauses or trailing thoughts, their frequent appearance can create a sense of indecision,
hesitation, or vagueness that may not be intended, or it can simply make the prose feel choppy and
amateurish. Each ellipsis should serve a distinct narrative or grammatical purpose.

Writers should critically assess whether each ellipsis is truly necessary. Often, a comma, a dash, or a
simple sentence structure can convey the intended meaning more effectively and with greater
impact.

Misrepresenting Source Material

Perhaps the most serious error is using ellipses in quotations in a way that distorts the original
meaning or intent of the author. Omitting words or sentences without careful consideration can
inadvertently change the tone, emphasis, or factual accuracy of the quoted material. It is the writer's
responsibility to ensure that any abridged quotation remains faithful to the source.

This requires a thorough understanding of the original text and a commitment to ethical quotation
practices. Always verify that the shortened quotation, when read in its new context, still accurately
conveys what the original author intended to communicate.



Using Ellipses Instead of Other Punctuation

Another common mistake is using an ellipsis where another punctuation mark would be more
appropriate. For example, a dash (—) is often better suited for indicating a sharp break in thought, an
interruption, or a parenthetical remark. Using an ellipsis for these purposes can dilute the intended
effect and create a less precise expression.

For instance, if a character is interrupted mid-sentence, a dash is generally the more appropriate
mark: "I was going to say—" rather than "I was going to say…". Similarly, if a sentence simply trails off
without a specific pause or hesitation, it might be better left as a fragmented sentence or a statement
implying incompleteness through context, rather than an explicit ellipsis.

The FAQ Section

Q: What is the primary purpose of using ellipses in literary
writing according to the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, the primary purpose of using ellipses in literary writing is
to indicate the omission of words, phrases, or sentences from quotations, and to represent pauses,
hesitations, or trailing thoughts in original narrative prose.

Q: How many periods constitute an ellipsis in Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, a standard ellipsis consists of three periods (…). A variation used to indicate the
omission of one or more full sentences in a quotation involves four periods: the original sentence's
terminal punctuation followed by an ellipsis (....).

Q: Should there be spaces around an ellipsis in Chicago style
when omitting words from the middle of a sentence?
A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style generally dictates that there should be a space before and after
the ellipsis when omitting words from the middle of a sentence. For example: "The cat sat on the
mat…and then fell asleep."

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style handle omissions at
the end of a quoted sentence?
A: When omitting material from the end of a quoted sentence, Chicago style requires an ellipsis
followed by a space and then the closing quotation mark. For instance: "She was happy to see him…"



Q: Can ellipses be used to indicate uncertainty or hesitation in
dialogue?
A: Absolutely. The Chicago Manual of Style sanctions the use of ellipses in original writing to represent
pauses, hesitations, or trailing thoughts in dialogue and narration, adding nuance and realism to
character portrayal and narrative flow.

Q: Is it acceptable to use an ellipsis to shorten a quotation
significantly, even if it alters the original emphasis?
A: No, it is not acceptable. The Chicago Manual of Style strongly advises against using ellipses in a
way that distorts the original meaning, emphasis, or intent of the source material. Accuracy and
integrity are paramount.

Q: When omitting entire sentences between quoted passages,
what is the correct punctuation?
A: When omitting one or more entire sentences between quoted passages, the Chicago Manual of
Style requires a four-period construction: the original sentence's terminal punctuation followed by a
space and then the ellipsis. This is often referred to as a period plus an ellipsis.

Q: Can I use ellipses in my own writing to create dramatic
pauses?
A: Yes, in original writing, ellipses can be used judiciously to create dramatic pauses, build suspense,
or indicate unspoken implications, provided they enhance the narrative and do not disrupt the flow or
clarity of the prose.

Q: What is a common error regarding ellipses in quotations?
A: A common error is misrepresenting the original source material by using ellipses in a way that
changes the author's meaning or emphasis. Writers must ensure their abridged quotations remain
faithful to the original intent.
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