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	Titles: Italics or Quotation Marks? 

Titles are often in italics. You might read about how the novel The Outsiders was written when the author, S.E. Hinton, was only 16 years old. Or maybe you read the New York Times every day after school. Titles of novels should always be in italics. That goes for titles of newspapers (but not usually the leading "the"), movies, music albums, television shows and anything in book form. 

Not all titles go in italics, though; some should be in quotation marks. Quotation marks are used for things like short story titles, so you might read the story "The Pit and the Pendulum" in a book of stories by Edgar Allan Poe (but the title of the book would go in italics). Poems have titles in quotes, so "I Sing the Body Electric" by Walt Whitman (a poem) can be found in Leaves of Grass (a book of poetry). The title of the TV show Buffy the Vampire Slayer would be in italics, but the episode "Welcome to the Hellmouth" would be in quotation marks. 

Foreign Words 

Another common use for italics in writing is for setting off foreign words or phrases. The italics alert the reader to the fact that the words are in another language. You might read that somebody has much joie de vivre or that a fairy tale is called a Märchen in German. Some phrases and words from other languages have become so common in English, though, that we no longer need to bother with italics. For example, you're unlikely to use italics when you say you felt a sense of déjà vu or that your poem was an homage to T.S. Eliot. 

Emphasis 

One of the most useful ways to use italics, and also one of the most overused ways, is for emphasis. Consider the following three examples: 

I don't have to eat the hotdog. 

I don't have to eat the hotdog. 

I don't have to eat the hotdog. 

In the first example, the added emphasis suggests that other options exist than eating the hotdog. The second example seems to indicate that there are other things that can be done with the hotdog besides eating it. And the third example suggests that there are other things to eat besides the hotdog. 

Now have a look at this passage from The California Book of the Dead, a novel by Tim Farrington: 

"You mean it hasn't helped?" Sheba said, a little aghast. 

"Far be it from me to say that. But . . . " 

But Sheba had already relaxed. "I feel like I've been asleep my whole life, until tonight. I swear, I feel like I've been a zombie, just walkin' around in a daze.” She turned suddenly to face Marlowe directly and took her arm in a fierce grip. "I want to love! I want my life to be filled with love, nothing but love! I don't want to waste any more time, Marlowe -- I want love. All the time!" 

"You mean it hasn't helped?" Sheba said, a little aghast. 

"Far be it from me to say that. But . . . " 

But Sheba had already relaxed. "I feel like I've been asleep my whole life, until tonight. I swear, I feel like I've been a zombie, just walkin' around in a daze." She turned suddenly to face Marlowe directly and took her arm in a fierce grip. "I want to love! I want my life to be filled with love, nothing but love! I don't want to waste any more time, Marlowe -- I want love. All the time!"

The key is to use italics, but sparingly. If the meaning is clear or implied without italics, don't use them. 

Quoted Thoughts 

Some new writers wonder what to do about the direct thoughts of a character. They are quotes, so shouldn't they go in quotation marks? Well, they can go in quotes, but then they get mixed up with actual dialogue. Some writers are tempted to use double quotes for dialogue and single quotes for thoughts (or the other way around), but that is a misuse of quotation marks. The easiest and clearest thing to do is to put directly quoted thoughts in italics. That way you can have a passage like this one: 

"I don't know why you're so angry," he said. He rubbed the side of his nose. What a spaz.

Prologues, Interludes and More 

Sometimes prologues of novels are written in italics, usually because they are outside the frame of the rest of the story. The italics let the reader know that the prologue is a sort of preamble to the main work. Interludes or other small sections that occur between chapters may also be in italics if they are also outside the main thread of the work. The same goes for epilogues at the end of the piece. In cases like this, any words that would have been in italics in regular text are not in italics. So you might find a passage in a prologue, interlude or epilogue that looks something like this: 

The tall man stood with his back to the light so he appeared to be a black shape, a shadow puppet or a dark hole cut into the brightness. He was a menacing figure and not someone likely to have much joie de vivre. A sound came from him, a kind of mumbling chant like that you might imagine would come from a man trying to sing hymns who'd had his tongue cut out.


