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JOHN BUSHNELL

A Popular Reading of Bulgakov: Explication des Graffiti

Since its publication in 19661967, Mikhail Bulgakov's Masrer § Margarita has besn
enormously popular with literary critics. Bulgakoy generated creative tension and at
the same time provided the critics with irresistible puzzles by suggesting parallels be-
tween his tale and biblical and Fawstian myths, The allusions 1o mythic prototypes are
especially alluring because the parallels are in no case exact; Bulgakov's characters
resist wentification with any of the suggested literary antecedents, and his meanings
are a5 elusive as the parallels to which he misdirects us. Critics can only rise to the
challenge, Furthermore, Bulgakov brought characters with mythic overtones o earth in
early Stalinist Moscow, and that has set the critics off on a hunt for the historical proto-
types of the Muscovites, The novels refusal to be pinned down, in its alluzions o Sta-
linist reality no less than in its demonclogy and Christelogy, accounts for much of its
literary appeal. With s0 many interpretive ambiguities and s0 many contrasting che-
ments, Master | Morgarita does indeed merit the critical attention it has received.

The novel is also immensely popular with the Soviet reading public, as anvone
who has talked with Soviet readers about their literary preferences can attest. This
popular appeal has been taken for granted, but it ought not to be: Literature fascinating
o both crites and ordinary readers 13 the exception not (he rule, We ought not to as-
sume that Masrer § Margarita pitracts the common reader and the critic for the same
reasons, Many readers, as one might guess, do not catch the Faustian allusions ai all.
Readers understand the references o the Bible story, but they wre apt (o think the paral-
lels meore exact than is the case. The common reader cannot place Master | Margarita
in it el literary comtext, and there i3m0 a prion reason ooadently any one, or com-
bination, of its elements as the source of its mass appeal. Une might suspect that the
novel s affirmation of religion sccounts for itz popularty, Allernatively, s popularity
might stem trom the supernatural and demonological elements; Stephen King has a
very large Soviet following, o0, The purely comic element— Behemoth and Koroviey
raising havoc in Moscow—is another possibility, Readers may be drawn 1o the novel
Because of the obvious parallels between the fate of the Master and his novel, and Bul-
pakov and his; Bulgakov's life and work can easily assume mythic gualities in their
own right, Ok perhaps the novel is popular because it can be read and misread as a
parable of ite in the Soviet Union. In brief, the novel can sustamn a broad range of
readings. In the absence of information supplied by Soviet readers, we can only guess
at the sources of the novel’s appeal

A it happens, there is an unusual source that does reveal one popular reading of
the novel: a very large sccumulation of graffiti devoted to Bulgakov in stairwell 6,
Bolshaia Sadovaia 10, in Moscow. That is the present address of the building in which
Bulgakov lived briefly—in apartment 50, stairwell 6—in the early 1920s, The critic
Berlioz inhabited the same apartment in Masrer § Margarifa, and after Bero:"s de-
capitation by a strectcar, Woland and his companions moved in, In the novel, Bulgakoy
disguises the street address shghtly as Sadovina 3002-bas, but the numbers he gives to
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Berlioe's apartment and stairwell—30 and &—are transparently autcbiographical refer-
ences.' In 1984, a graffito in front of the building explicitly renumbered it 302-bis.

According o the reswdents, graffin Grst appeared mn the starrwel] around the middle
of 1983 and then multiplicd rapidly. By June 1984 between 800 and 1,000 different
inscriphions covered the walls, ceilings, doors, and even stairs between the second wnd
fifth floors. They inclwded large and small drawings of characters and scenes from the
novel; tributes to Bulgakov from anonymous admirers, from individuals and groups
stvling themselves pacifists, as well as from the members of a Soviet punk rock band;
poems dedicated to Bulgakov, quotations from the novel, and a very large number of
imdecipherable, overlapping, amd visually unappealing scrawls, The upbeaval al the
Taganka Theater in early 1984—the dismissal of lurii Liubimov and his replacement as
director by Anatolin Efros, amd the simultanecus cancellation of the Taganka's long-
running production of “Master | Margarita” —generated a subset of graffiti. Some
simply proclaimed Livbimov a genivs and Efros not: BRAVO LIDBIMOV, DOLOI
EFROSA: FANATIKI TEATEA NA TAGANKE. Other graffiti urged people: NE
KEHODITE MA TAGAMNKL. The only explicitly political graffite in stairwell & as of
June 1984 was also an offshoot of these events: DOLOI DEMICHEVA, DA ZDRAY -
STVUET SVOBODA TVORCHESTYVA (Demichey was then minister of culture).

Ak the collection grew, people came o admire as well as 1o contribute, and it be-
came the focus for public celebrations of Bulgakov. Some of the graffiti revealed an
effort to lend organization to the spontuneous congregation. The earliest of these read:
PREDLAGAIU VSEM LIUBITELIAM, POKLONIKAM, | FOCHTITELIAM TVOR-
CHESTVA M, A. BULGARKOVA SOBIRAT SIA ZDES' KHOTIA BY 2 RAZ ZA
GOD (1A GOVORIU SERELNO). Na PERVOL RAY MOZHNO V PERVUIL SURB-
BOTU GODA (T/1-84). TAVLIAT S1A TREZVYMI MO VESELYMI (1A NE SHU-
CHU) v 18 CHASOV, Other dates were appended later (4 February, | April, and
14 May were legible as of June 1984), and that summaons attracted large approving
comments: BUDEM!!, and ETO AKTUAL'MO! Another invitation read, EL, VY,
TE, KT LIUBIT M. BULGAKOWVA! WV MOCH' NA | MAIA—SHABASH VSEKH
VED'M! PRIKHODITE SIUDA! UMOLIAIL! ZDES" BUDET VESELO. Angry
residents whe repeatedly summoned police to clear their stairs of adolescents and
young adults reported that Bulgakov's fans gathered on appointed and unappointed eve-
nings alike. When the police failed to deter the gatherings, the building manager began
in 198% whitewashing the walls to cover up and thus discourage graffiti; he had also
installed a combination lock at the entrance to keep out intruders. Bulgakov's admirers
learned the combination, then learngd each new combination, and wrote all of them
arpund the doorway for the convenience of visitors. They also recreated the graffiu
colbection after each sermannual whitewashing, Whitewashing merely provided a fresh
canvas a5 the old was used up.”

1. See V. Lesshin, “Sadowaia 302-bis,”™ Teatr. no 1119710, pp. 110- 120, Levshin deduces From the
pattern of sunkight that falls m apariment 50 in the novel that the fictbonal apanrtiment wes nof e real apari-
meznt 301, bt an apastment (Levshin's & & boy) acrass tee courtyard, 1 tnee, that is & subtlery lost en resders,
wils prefier e identily Bierlioe's apaniment with Bulpakoy's and = vet one moee instance of Bulpakoy’s use of
the inexact referent.

2, The sory of the collecton from 1983 towph June 1984 wis provided by nesidents of the agart-
menis in the staireell. Aleksandr Tan, “Maskva v romane M. Bulgakowa,” Deborativnoe ixkacsrae S558,
no. 2{I9ETY, po 28, claims to have found the stairwell chock full of grafficl ia carly 1953, That date is sither
misprinied or misrememisered, bocause different residents questioned separately said they noticed no graffiti
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