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A. P. Chekhov's "The Shooting Party":
The Problem of Perception

The Shooting Party represents one of the most interesting texts in Chekhov's
early oeuvre in terms of structure and genre. On the one hand, this work is con-
structed in accordance with the formula of the criminal novel genre popular
in 19" -century Russia, but on the other hand, the peculiarities of its narrative
(the framework composition, the unity of the narrator and the criminal hero,
which is revealed at the end, the absence of punishment for the guilty) make
it impossible to give an unequivocal assessment of the status of this work.
Despite the fact that Russian criminal prose of the late 19" century included
a wide variety of works in terms of plot and construction and was generally
open to authorial experimentation, its belonging to the field of popular litera-
ture created the need to leave the reader with a sense of calm and satisfaction
after reading it. In the case of The Shooting Party, however, the reader, inevita-
bly identified with the primary narrator, is likely to experience a difficult expe-
rience. This article offers an attempt to answer the question of what structural
features of Chekhov's text account for such an effect.
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he Shooting Party may be called one of the most obscure

Chekhov’s stories. Some critics say that it travesties ba-
sic principles of the Russian 19 century detective stories [4; 6];
the others suggest it to be one of the serious Chekhov’s master-
pieces (for example: [1, p. 53; 2, p. 217]). If we consider the fact
that Chekhov didn't include this story in his published collect-
ed works and didn’t ever mention it, so that we don’'t know what
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his own opinion about The Shooting Party was, it will increase
the challenge to define adequately this text. Nevertheless, the va-
riety of interpretations proves that although this text uses many
literary formulas, it has a structure, which is more complicated
than that of the stories and novels, which formed popular fiction
back in the 19% century.

The Shooting Party is a frame narrative, representing the situ-
ation of reading when the narrator (the character named “the ed-
itor”) reads a book written by another character - Kamyshev, who
claims that his novel is based on a true story. In the embedded
text Kamyshev describes his relationship with the woman he fell
in love with (her name is Olga Skvortsova, later - Olga Urbenina,
and the name of Kamyshev’s autobiographic character is Zino-
viev) and about her tragic death at the shooting party. As Zinoviev
is a local investigator, he has to find the murderer, and he accus-
es Olga’s husband Urbenin of committing this crime. The editor,
reading the manuscript, understands that Kamyshev (or Zinoviev)
is the real criminal, who killed Olga?, so the editor blames him
for it and Kamyshev doesn't even try to deny the charge, but says
that he wrote the novel intending to tell everybody about his se-
cret, as he wants everybody to know that he isn't an ordinary per-
son, but man of a strong will.

It is obvious, that Chekhov’s story imitates the structure
of the Russian popular crime story of the 19* century?, but
it manages to break reader’s expectations, which were earli-
er formed by this genre, and this is why we face the problem
of perception and interpretation.

As Svetlana Bakhanek states: «UexoB BeICTpanBaeT CTpaTe-
'O NCTUHBI, 3 UMEHHO €€ HE3aJaHHOCTbD. OH [purjaamaeT Yn-
TaTesisl B 1a60PaTOPUIO IIOCTPOEHUST CMBICTIA, TOCTPOEHUS TeK-
CTa, MPUYEM TEKCTA HOBOI'O TUIIA, IPUMEHHUTEILHO K KOHLY XIX
BeKa. <...> Tako# nogxop Yexosa yCIOXKHSIET [JIsl YUTATEIS IPO-
HeENypy TOJIKOBAHUA U BMECTE C TEM, NOITYyCKasd OPUTrHaJIbHOE
IIpOYTEeHNeE, TIOBBIILAET CTAaTyC TeKcTay [1, c. 53].

! We should mention that Chekov knew these formulas very well, as he used it in his detective parody short story The Swedish
Match. See: [3].

2 So we can say that the narrative structure of the Chekov's The Shooting Party prefigures one of the most significant criminal
novels ever written - The Murder of Roger Ackroyd by Agatha Christie.

3 One of the main characters Kamyshev says: “Kozda s nucax, 2 6pan 8 coobpascenue yposers cpeduezo wumamens” /“When I
was writing, it I took the average reader’s level of intelligence into consideration” [10, p. 414]; in this article we use the translation
made by Ronald Wilks [12].
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Materials and methods

The very first thing that forms reader’s expectations is the ti-
tle of the book. The title The Shooting Party, which was typi-
cal for the Russian 19% century popular fiction, appears twice in
the text: it is not only the title of the whole Chekhov’s story, but
also the title of the novel, written by Kamyshev, as if Chekhov
wanted to stress the fact that his own intention was to write an
ordinary crime story.

Inhisarticle Crime fiction and the Russian Reader Abram Reit-
blatclaimsthatinthe19® century detective fiction was considered
to be a scorned genre. Therefore the authors, who wrote detec-
tive stories, tried to represent them as non-fiction [5, pp. 294~
306]. So, we face an unusual situation: trying to retrieve the sta-
tus of their works, writers intentionally create the “non-fiction/
fiction” opposition, where non-fiction is thought to be more
valuable. However, every story or novel, which they try to repre-
sent as “non-fiction” is based on the popular fiction’s principles
thus forming a watertight strategy of reading and perception.
Consequently, the created opposition breaks up, because in this
context “fiction” and “non-fiction” become unequal and incom-
mensurable things. “Fiction” in this case means the whole liter-
ature, and “non-fiction” turns out to be a kind of literary device.
So, the opposition appears to be a literary convention, which
doesn't help to distinguish between popular and classic litera-
ture, but combine them in one concept.

Nevertheless, this fact doesn’'t contravene our assertion about
the conflict between the Chekhov’s text and reader’s expecta-
tion. Chekhov’s subtitles (“A True Event” and “From the Memoirs
of an Investigating Magistrate”) confirm that The Shooting Par-
ty is an ordinary crime story, but many of the popular fiction’s
principles are broken in this text (for example, it is almost im-
possible for a detective story to come up with a situation where
a narrator turns out to be the murderer). This fact suggests why
The Shooting Party is often considered to be a travestying text.

One of the main features that distinguishes the Russian 19%
century crime fiction from the western one, is a type of the main
character. In the European and American novels the attention
is concentrated on the investigator or detective and everything
that happens to him. As for the Russian 19% century crime fic-
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tion, the main character is a criminal, and most attention is paid
to his story and his repentance. As Jeffrey Brooks mentions in his
book When Russia Learned to Read. Literacy and Popular Liter-
ature, 1861-1917, criminals in Russian fiction symbolized freedom
and rebellion, but they had to return to the community to survive,
so the redemption was the only way for them. Brooks writes:

All popular fiction is the stuff of daydreams, but Russian daydreams are held in check
by rules that do not govern French, English, or American popular literature. The con-
straints on individual rebellion and initiative, as expressed in the literature of banditry
and crime in the late imperial period, were great. Individuals were restrained in the im-
agination of popular writers of both lubok fiction and newspaper serials by certainty
that they were weaker than the political authority and the social order of their com-
munities. Freedom lay outside that order, but it was a doomed freedom. The strong
individual was inspired to sample that freedom, but in order to survive he had to return

to the community [10, p. 207].

Results

Russian literary tradition of redemption originates from hagi-
ography and forms one of the main themes in popular fiction as
well as in the Russian classic literature and in such a way it be-
comes yet another intersection of these two literary trends. But
as opposed to the popular fiction classic literature authors doubt
that the society (and all the more the authority) has the right
to shape destiny of a person. According to Brooks, «the paths
of acceptable behavior were much narrower in popular literature
than in belles letters» [10, p. 212].

Criminals in the Russian fiction of the 19* century bore little
resemblance to the ones described in the European and Ameri-
can prose. Russian bandits were very far removed from the im-
age of generous criminals like Robin Hood and innocent people
often became their victims. It is very likely to think that read-
ers’ affection for such kind of character may appear because
they were almost equal socially and it was easy for the read-
er to identify with the criminal character. What is more, ban-
dits were very often represented as brave people with forceful
personalities. And it is clear that one of the primary intentions
of the popular fiction is to create an image of the ideal character
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and let the reader identify with him. This is what provides read-
er’s satisfaction from this kind of stories, and that’s why popular
fiction’s characters are as a rule stronger and luckier than we
are (John Cawelti wrights about this function of popular fiction
in his book Adventure, Mystery and Romance: Formula Stories
as Art and Popular Culture [11]).

At the end of the Russian detective stories the criminal char-
acter is always punished, and his redemption is thought to be
a positive moment and represents the bandit coming back from
chaos to order. We also should take into account, that “chaos”
and “order” don't form an opposition, because both of them have
negative and positive traits. Affection for the criminal doesn’t
reflect reader’s wish to rebel, but more likely his wish to find an
opportunity to break the vicious circle, created by any of these
concepts. We also should remember that this wish combines
with the sympathy for contrite sinner, originated from hagiog-
raphic tradition.

Usually popular fiction characters commit their crimes be-
ing led by circumstances or in the heat of passion'. It's more
difficult to analyze texts, where characters do it intentionally.
These kinds of plots are often represented in classic literature,
for example in Dostoyevsky’s novels. Speaking about perception
of these texts, we should admit, that such characters mustn't
create a feeling of sympathy, because unlike the ordinary ban-
dits, who try to break up the hierarchy, the conscious villain
establishes his own hierarchy, where he occupies the top po-
sition. Nevertheless, readers feel affection for such criminals,
because at the end of Dostoyevsky’s novel they admit their
guilt one way or another and show repentance for what they've
done, although in classic literature this problem is more diffi-
cult to solve, than in popular fiction. So, these two types of lit-
erature become closer when they address the tradition of pen-
itent’s story. Chekhov’s The Shooting Party follows this literary
tradition: Kamyshev tells the editor about his motives for com-
mitting the crime, but we can hardly consider his words as
repentance, because he doesn’t feel any regret for what he’s

1 Although we should admit that sometimes there were characters, who were proud of themselves for what they'd done. For
example, in a short story by Alexander Shklyarevsky (his detective stories were extremely popular among Russian readers
of the 19" century) Omuezo o youn ux? (Why did he killed them?) a murderer can be described as very vauntful person, and his
self-exaltation disgusts an investigator [9, p. 135].

22



TNutepatyposeaeHie 1 uctopus nuteparypei. Mepconanmm
LITERARY STUDIES AND HISTORY OF LITERATURE. PERSONALITIES

done. Even more, talking to the editor, Kamyshev mocks him
as if his interlocutor was an incompetent detective, who tried
to interrogate a wise villain. But at the same time Kamyshev
is afraid of somebody’s hearing his confession (he makes sure,
that editor’s study door is closed tight).

Speaking of Kamyshev’s novel, there is no room for sugges-
tion that it can be read as a kind of confession, because in his
story he accuses an innocent person of the murder. Another
point that supports our theory is that this character is proud
of what he’s done, and his novel can be seen as his attempt
to show everybody his superiority.

Looking at Olga at one moment, he almost can’t keep his an-

ger:

['HeB oBJIafes1 BCeM MOMM CYIECTBOM. /1 3TOT THeB GbLII TaK JKe CHJIEH, KaK Ta JII0GOBb,
KOTOpAasi HAYMHajIa KOIJa-TO 3apOXKAAThCSI BO MHE K JIeBYIIKe B KDACHOM... []a 1 KTO GBI,
KaKkoll KaMeHb OCTaJICs Gbl paBHOZAYIIEH? S BUZEJ 1epel co60I0 KPacoTy, GPOLIEHHYIO
HEMUJIOCEPIHOM CynbGOIo B rpsi3b. He 6GbliM MOMAKeHb HU MOJIOLOCTb, HU KPacoTa,
HU rpauus... Ternepb, KOrja 3Ta XKeHIMHA Ka3ajach MHe MPeKpacHeu, YeM KOoraa-ju-
60, 1 4YyBCTBOBAJI, KAKyIO MIOTEPIO B JIMLIE €e [OHeCsa IPUPOJia, U My4YUTesIbHAsI 3710CTh

Ha HeCIpaBeJINBOCTb CYZIbObI, HA MOPSIOK Bellleil HAIlOJIHsIIA MOIO Aymy... [7, ¢. 359]

(Anger gripped my whole being - and this anger was as strong as the love that had once
begun to stir within me for the girl in red. After all, what person, what stone would have
remained indifferent? Before me I saw beauty that had been cast by merciless fate into
the mire. Neither youth, beauty nor grace had been spared. And now, when that woman
struck me as more beautiful than ever, I felt what a great loss Nature had sustained in
her - and an agonizing feeling of rage at the injustice of fate and the order of things
filled my heart).

He gets furious when finds out than Olga has her own wish-
es and will and doesn't want to play his game. His ego is hurt,
and we can see it, although he tries to conceal it appealing
to nature and morality.

When the narrator blames him of committing the crime, he
speaks in the tone that is appropriate to that of Dostoyevsky
characters:

In another work By Alexander Shklyarevsky Pacckas c credosamens (Investigating Magistrate’s Story) one of the her-
oines (Alexandra) kills her sister (Nastasya) claiming that Nastasya sank into vice and hit the bottom, so murdering her was
the only way to save her [8].
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MY‘H/I]IO JK€ MEHA [pyroe: BCé BpEMS MHE KasajlOCh CTPaHHBIM, YTO JIIOOU TJIAOAT
Ha MEH{, KaK Ha 0OBIKHOBEHHOTO 4€JIOBEKA; HU OJHa KMUBasd Aylla HU pa3dy 3a BCE BO-
CEMb JIET IILITJIMBO HE B3IJIAHYJIa HA MEH; MHE Ka3ajloCb CTPAHHBIM, YTO MHE HE HY’)KHO
NpATaThCA; BO MHE CUIUT CTpalllHasd TaI;IHa, 1 BOPYT 5 XOXKY I10 YUl aM, 6bIBaIO HAa 06e-
nax, JII06E3HUYAI0 C )KCHIILI/IHHMI/I! HJIH YEJIOBEKA IPECTYITHOI'O TAKOE I10JIOCKEHNE HE-
€CTECTBEHHO 1 MYYHUTEJIbHO. S ne My4uics 6])[, ecyu 6bl MHE TIPUXOAUIOCH NPATATHCA
" CKPBITHUYATh. HCI/IXOS, 6aTeHbka! B KOHII€ KOHIIOB Ha ME€H{ Harajl KaKou-TO 3a40p...
Mmne BIPYT 3aXOTEJIOCh U3JIUTHCA ‘{eM—HHﬁyﬂbi Ha4YXaTb BCEM Ha TI'OJIOBBI, BBIIIAJIUTH

BO BCEX CBOEH TalHO... CLIeJIaTh YTO-HUOY b 3TAKOE... OCOOEHHOE... [7, €. 413-414]

(However, something else was tormenting me: all that time I thought it strange that
people should look upon me as an ordinary individual. Throughout those entire eight
years not once has a single soul ever given me a questioning look. I thought it strange
that I didn’t need to hide away. There was a terrible secret lurking within me - and sud-
denly there I was, walking down the street, attending dinners, parties, flirting with
women! For one guilty of a crime such a situation is unnatural and distressing. I wouldn't
have suffered so much if I'd simply had to hide and dissemble. Mine is a psychosis, old
man! Finally, I was gripped by a kind of passion... I suddenly wanted to unburden myself
somehow - to sneeze on everyone’s head, to blurt out my secret to everyone, to do

something of that sort, something special).

Consequently, Chekhov’s story does not contain the tradi-
tional situation of villain’s repentance. It's worthy of note that
leaving it out from the plot, Chekhov excludes the element,
which connects popular and classic literature, and this action
leads to relieving the process of perception, which in its own
turn determines the only possible reading strategy and ei-
ther qualifies this text as popular fiction or high art, or pre-
determine negative reader response to this text. But neither
of the situations or possible perceptive strategies found their
way into the story, so The Shooting Party still remains a very
disputable Chekhov’s work.

The absence of a criminal’s confession not only contradicts
the conventional Russian detective plot, but also prevents this
text from performing one of the main popular fiction functions.
As Cawelti notes, formula stories illustrate the process of con-
flicts harmonization. In Russian crime fiction this harmoniza-
tion takes place when bandit comes back from chaos to order,
and his redemption plays an integral role in it. The tragedy
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must be lived through the text and eliminated at the end of it.
The similar effect of literature was described by Sigmund Freud
in his article Creative Writers and Daydreaming, where he
claimed that a poet, who turns his fantasy into a story or a nov-
el, gives us, meaning his readers, not only aesthetic enjoyment
but also an opportunity to enjoy our own fantasies without
feeling ashamed. In The Shooting Party the reverse situation
is represented. The embedded story and the frame are writ-
ten in the same genre, so the final scene of the former should
harmonize the described conflict as well as the reader’s emo-
tional state. However, when the editor uncovers Kamyshev’s
secret, the embedded story becomes non-fiction and this idea
is traumatic for the narrator, not only because of the Kamys-
hev’s cruelty, but because the editor finds himself involved in
the situation where fiction becomes reality:

KambieB KUBHYJI roJIOBOM U 6bICTp0 BbIILIEJI. 51 ceJl 3a CTOM U Ipenascs ropbKUM JyMam.

Msae 6b1710 aymHo [7, c. 416].

(Kamyshev nodded and hurried out of the room. I sat at the table and gave myself up
to bitter thoughts. I felt suffocated).

Discussion and Conclusion

As a result, the real readers (especially those, trying to read
this Chekhov’s work as a detective story) may be depressed or
shocked, and experience a feeling close to one that the reading
narrator feels at the end of The Shooting Party. Reader’s empa-
thy is intensified by the fact that Chekhov gives the editor his
own initials (“A. C). This action creates an illusion that literature
encroaches real life, as it happens in The Shooting Party. It turns
the reader into the main character of the story, because the main
event — appearance of the shocking feeling — happens to him, as
if he was the narrator’s alter ego (as the editor is up to a certain
point Chekhov’s alter ego). So, the only conclusion must be that
the Chekhov’s work is not only a story about a crime; neither
itis a story merely about literature. Primarily The Shooting Par-
ty is a story about reading.
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K. C. OepuHa

«Apama Ha oxote» A. [1. Yexoea:
npobnema BoCNpUATUS

«Jlpama Ha OXOTe» IIPEJCTaBISIET COO0M OJJMH U3 CAMBIX MHTEPECHBIX C TOYKU
3pEHMs CTPYKTYPBI U JKaHPa TEKCTOB B paHHeM TBopuecTse Yexosa. C ofHOM
CTOPOHBI, 3TO NIPOU3BETEHUE ITOCTPOEHO B COOTBETCTBUU C (HPOPMYJION TOITy-
nspHoro B Poccum XIX BeKa jKaHpa YrojIOBHOrO pOMaHa, HO, C JIpyro CTO-
POHBI, OCOGEHHOCTH €TO TMOBECTBOBAaHMS (PaMOYHAsi KOMIIO3ULMS, €MHCTBO
paccKasyuKa M repos-TPeCTyIHUKa, BCKPhIBAOIeecss B KOHIE, OTCYTCTBUE
HaKa3aHMsl BUHOBHOTO) NPUBOJAT K TOMY, YTO HEBO3MOXKHO JIaTh OJJHO3HAY~
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HYIO OLIEHKY CTaTyCy 9TOTO NPOU3BENEHNsL. HECMOTPS Ha TO, YTO pycCKast yro-
JI0BHAs TIpo3a KoH1a XIX Beka BKJIOYasa B Ce0sl caMble Pa3Hble MO CIOXKETY
Y IIOCTPOEHUIO ITPOU3BEIEHYS U B LIeJIOM 6bljIa OTKPhITA 17151 aBTOPCKOTO DKC-
NIEPUMEHTA, €€ TPUHAJIJIEXXHOCTD K MOJIIO MOMYJIIPHOM IMTEPATYPbI CO3/IaBasia
HCOGXOLLI/IMOCTb OCTaBUTb Yy YMTATEJIA IYyBCTBO CIIOKOVCTBUSI U YIOOBIETBO-
peHus 11ocjie NpoYTeHus. OnHako B ciyvyae ¢ <<ILpaM0171 Ha OXOTe» YUTaresib,
HEU36€XHO OTOXECTBIAIOMUIACS C MEPBUYHBIM HAPPAaTOPOM, CKOpPEe BCETO,
HCIBITAET TSKEIO€ MEPEXKUBAHUE. B ,D,aHHOl;I CTaTbe MPENJIara€TCs IOIIbITKA
OTBETUTH Ha BOINPOC, KAaKUe CTPYKTypHble OCOGEHHOCTH YEXOBCKOTO TEKCTa
006YCJIOBNIUBAIOT TaKo} 2 dexT.

KmoueBsie coBa: A. [1. YexoB, 10BECTBOBaHUE, PELIEILMSI, yTOJIOBHAs IIPO-
3a, [OIyJISIPHAs! IMTEPaTypa.

Ona purupopanus: Oepuna K. C. A. P. Chekhov's "The Shooting Party":
the Problem of Perception // Art Logos (uckyccTBo cyoBa). - 2023. - N° 1. -
C.18-27. DOI10.35231/25419803_2023_1_18 (In English).
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