Scott Editorial

Chekhov’s Gun: Why Every Detail Should Matter

in Your Story

Anton Chekhov once said that if you hang a pistol on the wall in the first act, it absolutely must
go off in the next. Otherwise, don’t put it there. This idea, now famously known as Chekhov’s
Gun, has become one of the most enduring principles in writing. It’s all about narrative

economy: making sure every detail earns its place and keeps your reader’s trust.
But let’s be honest, it’s easy to get caught between wanting a tight, purposeful story and wanting
to paint a rich, atmospheric world. Writers and literary theorists have debated this balance for
more than a century. Some insist Chekhov’s Gun makes stories stronger, while others argue that

too much focus on it can leave narratives feeling stripped of their charm and texture.

So how do you know when to fire the gun and when to leave it hanging?
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Why Writers Keep Coming Back to This Principle

Chekhov’s Gun works because it reassures your reader that they are in safe hands. When you take time
to describe an object, a line of dialogue, or even a small quirk, readers subconsciously assume it’s

important. If it never comes up again, they can feel disappointed or even cheated.

At the same time, not every detail needs to explode later. Some theorists argue that little touches of
realism, like a mismatched chair in a kitchen or a character’s offhand memory, help bring a world to
life without requiring narrative payoff. The secret lies in finding the right balance between tight

storytelling and rich scene-building.

Modern Fiction That Fires the Gun

In today’s novels, Chekhov’s Gun shows up in ways that are subtle but deeply satisfying:

The Hunger Games (Suzanne Collins)
Early in Catching Fire, Finnick’s habit of counting bread rolls feels like a quirky personality trait. Only

later do we realise the bread rolls are being used as a secret code to organise rescue missions.

Harry Potter Series (J.K. Rowling)
The bezoar, mentioned in passing in Philosopher’s Stone, later saves Ron’s life in Half-Blood Prince.
Even Dumbledore’s love of lemon drops, first introduced as a light moment, becomes practical when it

is used as a password in later books.

Atonement (Ian McEwan)
A broken typewriter key feels like a minor frustration for Briony early on, but it becomes crucial in
shaping her misunderstanding of events. This shows how even small, mechanical details can carry

enormous weight.
Normal People (Sally Rooney)

Connell’s chain, a tiny accessory that pops up again and again, grows into a symbol of his bond with

Marianne. Its eventual loss is quietly devastating and resonates deeply with the central relationship.
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How You Can Use Chekhov’s Gun in Your Own Writing

Make Every Detail Earn Its Place
Before you describe something, ask yourself if it serves a purpose. Does it move the plot forward,

reveal character, or reinforce theme?

Foreshadow Without Shouting About It

The best examples are so subtle that readers only recognise their importance later.

Tie Objects to Emotional Stakes
A gun on the wall doesn’t have to fire; sometimes it is enough for it to remind a character of what

they have lost.

Use Misdirection Wisely
Red herrings can keep readers on their toes, but make sure they still feel like part of the story’s

fabric.

When It’s Okay to Break the Rule

Chekhov’s Gun is an excellent guide, but it isn’t a law. As an editor, I often remind writers that a well-
placed detail can create atmosphere, even if it doesn’t return later. Readers love little glimpses into your

world, those touches that make scenes feel lived-in and real.
If you are building a scene and describing a room, there are ways to include details that are not directly
tied to plot or story but still feel essential. These details can draw readers in and deepen their connection

to your world. For guidance on this, see our blog on scene setting.

If you’re unsure how to weave Chekhov’s Gun into your story, or wondering whether you have gone

too far in the other direction, we can help. Send a sample in and we’ll help you perfect this technique.
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