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Foreword 

I t is over fifty years since Mikhail Bulgakov's novel The Master and Margarita 
burst upon the literary scene in Soviet Russia and in the West in the late 1960s, 

its impact only heightened by the fact that its manuscript had been kept secret, 

carefully hidden out of sight from the Communist authorities, for over a quar­

ter of a century since Bulgakov's death in 1940. But the novel's success was due 

not only to the sensational surprise of its rediscovery, so many decades after 

its author had hoped that it might reach its intended audience. The Master and 
Margarita's unique blend of exuberant satirical humour, demonic pranks, and a 

poignant love story, together with a solemn investigation into the nature of good 

and evil through a revisiting of the encounter between Jesus Christ and Pontius 

Pilate, constituted a startlingly original contribution to the twentieth-century 

Russian literary canon. Since then, it has become a literary classic, and for many 

Russian readers a cult text. It has been translated from Russian into dozens of 

languages, and has generated an extraordinarily wide range ofliterary and cul­

tural responses in Russia, and across the entire world.1 

Occasionally a writer appears whose works, while being inevitably shaped 

by the cultural legacies of previous eras, are nevertheless characterized by a 

unique degree of inventiveness and bold imagination. Mikhail Bulgakov is 

one such writer, as was the nineteenth-century Russian writer whom he most 

admired, Nikolay Gogol', of whom it i said that he succeeded in inaugurating 

European Modernism several decades before its time. To take just the exam­

ple of Gogol 's most famous short tory The Nose ( 1836): its author contrives 

a bizarre plot out of a fractured, almost absurd narrative structure, launches 

the theme of the "unreal city" with hi urreal depiction of St. Petersburg, and 

offers the reader a tale which lend it If most fruitfully to a Freudian reading. 

All these things would become k y fi,alur s ofliterature of the Modernist era. 

Nothing in the books that Gogol ' h d r ad, nor in his literary environment, 

could have prepared contemporary r ad ' r for the shock that The Nose offered 

them. Bulgakov described Gogol' as his fovorite writer and his teacher, and 

observed that "no one can compar ' wil h him."2 And just like Gogol', Bulgakov 
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created in The Mnsl ·r "'"' M111w 11·1/11 • nov •I quit unlike anything that had 
come before it in th Russ i:1111 r.Hlltl >n r ,lily th •r tradition, a text all the more 

startling for its utter indi~·r •n · • l( th ' I r •vai lin di our e of its time of writ­

ing in Soviet Russia, the dis ur ' f · i. Ii ·t R • Ii m. 

Bulgakov's greatest novel has r v rb rat d in literary culture not just since 

its belated publication, but maybe even before that moment finally arrived in 

the 1960s. A text that has not yet been published might be considered incapa­

ble of inspiring other works; but as fuller archival documentation has begun 

to emerge it has become increasingly apparent, for example, that the poet and 

noveli t Boris Pasternak, who admired Bulgakov and got to know him well in 

the final months of his life, would have discussed The Master and Margarita with 

hi dying friend, and probably read the entire text in 1939 or 1940. We can 

therefore start to look at his own Dr Zhivago ( completed in 1956) with different 

eyes. Both novels have as a central protagonist a writer living in the Soviet era 

whose creative gifts insulate him in some respects from the turmoil around him, 

but who as an individual is flawed and weak. Pastemak's device of attaching to 

his own novel a complete cycle of poems written by Yury Zhivago, and reflect­

ing on the yearly unfolding of Christian celebrations, is a structural innovation 

comparable in its originality-but also in its central preoccupations-to Bulg­

akov's "novel within a novel" in The Master and Margarita. Lesley Milne quotes 

a passage from Dr Zhivago which reveals just how much the two authors' views 

on the role of religion in the modem world overlapped: "One can be an atheist, 

can doubt the existence and purpose of God, and yet know at the same time 

that man lives not in nature but in history, and that history as we understand it 

today is founded by Christ, that the Gospel is its foundation." She rightly con­

cludes that: "In their novels the two writers stand firmly together, expressing 

shared cultural assumptions: the significance in European art and literature of 

the Christian idea and the validity of the ethical paradigm therein enshrined, 

in the face of an epoch which systematically negated these paradigms in word 

and in deed:'3 Pasternak died twenty years after Bulgakov, in 1960, and his great 

novel similarly had to wait another quarter of a century before first being pub­

lished in the Soviet Union in 1988. 

Once The Master and Margarita had appeared in print in the late 1960s, it 

began to play a quite different role in sparking innovative creativity. Since then, 

the range of its impacts within Russia has been immense, whether in inspiring 

the novelist Chingiz Aitmatov to interpolate a vision of the encounter between 

Christ and Pilate in hi ground-breaking glasnost' novel The Executioner's Block 
(1987), or in prompting the opening lines of the first volume in Boris Akunin's 
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immensely u ·s~f'ul N ·r ·s f detective novels, th till f whi ·h in Ru ian 

isAzazel' (Aza ello, I 8 . I where, and in an entirely diff r nl ulture, tl1e 

British Indian aulh r • Iman Rushdie acknowledged th w rk. an in piration 

for his controver ial novel The Satanic Verses (1988). Ru hdie has spoken of 

two very disparate texts inspiring the concept and tl1e content of The Satanic 
Verses: William Blake's The Marriage of Heaven and Hell and Bulgakov's The 
Master and Margarita. In an interview with the English scholar Colin Mac Cabe, 

Rushdie described how he had combined three disparate story-lines into one 

novel and added: "It was also helpful to have as a model Bulgakov's The Master 
and Margarita, which does something sinlilar:'4 There have been many scholarly 

accounts of what shaped Rushdie's seminal contribution to the genre of magical 

realism, with its uninhibited blending of the everyday with the fantastic, but 

Bulgakov is now often referred to as an early practitioner of the genre-albeit 

long before the term was first invented. 

The Master and Margarita has also had various impacts in the sphere of 

popular culture. The singer Marianne Faithful! gave a copy of the English ver­

sion to Mick Jagger of the Rolling Stones almost as soon as it was published, 

and in 1968 he released his successful samba rock number "Sympathy for 

the Devil:' The song's opening lines echo the arrival of the Devil, Woland, in 

Moscow: "Please allow me to introduce myself ... ," while its chorus reflects 

one of the key enigmas of the text: "Pleased to meet you, hope you guess my 

name, / But what's puzzling you is the nature of my game ... :' Mick Jagger's 
later girlfriend Jerry Hall, when she heard of a plan to make a film version o( 

The Master and Margarita, was convinced that Jagger would be the ideal per­
son to play Professor Woland in his "favourite" book.5 Other celebrities have 

mentioned it as one of their favourite novels too. The Harry Potter actor Daniel 

Radcliffe has described it as" .. . just the greatest explosion of imagination, crazi­

ness, satire, humour, and heart. [ .. . ] .. .it's the greatest exploration of the human 

imagination, and it's about forgiveness and life and history, and it's just the most 

incredible book that I've ever read; I read it once and then I read it almost imme­

diately again:'6 The American writer Annie Proulx has commented that: "The 

ambiguity of good and evil is hotly debated and amusingly dramatized in this 

complex satirical novel about the threats to art in an inimical material world and 

its paradoxical survival (symbolized by the climactic assertion that 'manuscripts 

don't burn')."7 David Mitchell, the British author whose novels have twice been 

shortlisted for the Booker Prize, frequently selects it as a book he likes to offer as 

a gift: "If someone hasn't read Mikhail Bulgakov's The Master and Margarita I try 

to foist a copy on them. They either I v it, or bail when they meet the talking 
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cat with a ma hin · •u11 :·~ ' I Ii • ,·o I· ,nw.l ,111 P, lli mith describe it a "very 

simply[ ... ] one of lh mast •rpl · · 1< )f t h · ' I 'w ' nli th entury," and in 2012 she 

released an album Banga, in whl ·h th • till • I r .1 I· r 'Ii rs to Pilate' dog Banga as a 

quintessential symbol oflov and I y.11Ly.'1 ' I his small ample of strong responses 

to Bulgakov's novel comes from a v ry di par, l range of voices, and they each 

pick up on very different aspects of the texl: but they all speak of a powerful, 

original piece of writing, which rarely leave any reader indifferent. 

One of the most characteristic features of the Russian cultural tradition, 

haped as it has been since the early nineteenth century by both censorship and 

oppression, is its disconcerting blending of ingenious wit with chilling bleak­

n s. Many works ofRussian literature engage with utmost seriousness with the 

political and social challenges confronting the nation, while at the same time 

drawing upon fantastical humor. Bulgakov is a true heir to this unusual tradi­

tion, which begins with Pushkin and Gogol' and extends via Dostoevsky into 

the modern age, towards the ambiguities of the musical landscape of a com­

poser like Dmitry Shostakovich. In works of breathtaking compositional bold­

ness and narrative invention, Bulgakov and these other artists tread a fine line 

between comedy and tragedy, grotesque humor and horror. 

In writing this Companion for readers wishing to find out more about 

Dulgakov's Master and Margarita, I am conscious that there already exists an 

n rmous body of distinguished scholarly writing on the subject, in Rus­

ian and English as well as in many other languages.10 In this volume I have 

altempted to outline some of the principal lines of debate and disagreement 

about tl1e text, while offering some thoughts of my own about key issues. My 

aim has been to provide a general introduction to Bulgakov's life and to the 

novel for the first-time reader of the book, as well as offering additional chap­

ters which may be of interest to a somewhat more academic readership. I begin 

with two chapters providing an overview ofBulgakov's life, highlighting events 

and circumstances which proved particularly relevant to the composition of 

The Master and Margarita. The tribulations of a life lived in Russia during the 

early decades of the twentieth century did much to shape his intense concern 

for the role of the writer in society, and enhanced his preoccupation with the 

autobiographical. The first chapter covers the years from Bulgakov's birth in 

1891 in Kyiv (Ukraine) up until 1928, the year when the very first sketches 

for The Master and Margarita were drafted. The second chapter takes up the 

story from 1929 until Bulgakov's death in 1940, a decade full of professional 

chaJlenges, political diffi ultie and even personal dangers for the writer, during 
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which time h o ntl11u ·d I draft and redraft the nov I in lh ' s · r y f hi 

Moscow apartm nl. 

The next two hapters describe the complex, and t some extent dis­

puted, history of the writing of the novel, and then trace it publication history. 

Chapters 6 to 10 offer an interpretative reading of the text, considering in turn: 

the structure of the text; the enigmatic figure ofWoland, the Devil; the novel 

within the novel, set in the ancient world, and its Biblical themes; political sat­

ire; and the figure of the writer, together with the theme of literature. I have 

assumed that the reader does not know Russian, but for the benefit of those 

who do I have included some extracts from the novel in Russian alongside their 

translations into English in chapters 11 and 12, where I consider narrative and 

stylistic features of Bulgakov's writing, and then move on to discuss the com­

peting claims of the various available translations of The Master and Margarita. 

The Afterword includes a personal reflection on my own experience of having 

studied Bulgakov and his works over several decades, from the Cold War era 

to the Putin regime, and considers the present-day reconfiguration of attitudes 

towards a text which has continued to provoke impassioned debates and con­

troversy even into the twenty-first century. 



CHAPTER 1 

Bulgakov's Life: 
Formative Years and First 
Successes-1891-1928 

T he world described in Mikhail Bulgakov's novel The Master and Margarita­

Soviet Moscow in the late 1920s and 1930s- was very far removed from 

the city ofKyiv in which he had grown up as a child and lived as a student, just as 

far removed geographically as it was culturally, socially, and politically. But at the 

same time, certain preoccupations which derived from his upbringing and early 

experiences would prove crucial in shaping the concept of the work, and many 

of its central themes. 

Bulgakov was born in May 1891 in Kyiv, capital of the present-day nation 

of Ukraine, the first child of a couple who both came from families of priests. 1 

His father Afanasy had broken somewhat with family tradition by becoming 

an academic lecturer and researcher at the Kyiv Theological Academy, rather 

than a full-time priest. In another slightly unconventional step, Afanasy Bulg­

akov focused his academic investigations beyond and outside the precepts of 

Russian Orthodoxy, and was the author of studies of aspects of Methodism, 

and of developments in Catholic thought and Freemasonry, all work under­

taken within the Theological Academy's Department for the Study of Western 

Christianity. This openness to alternative ways of approaching the Christian 

faith may have helped to shape his son Mikhail's religious sensibilities as well. 

Bulgakov's mother Varvara would go on to have six more children after 

Mikhail-four girls and two boys- and presided over her lively brood with 

intelligence and good humor. The family was not particularly wealthy, but they 
were highly educated: the children were all widely read in the classics of Russian 

and European literature, they studi d ancient and modern foreign languages, 
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they took an impassion •d 11t •r ·sl In th · N 11l ifi and political debat of their 

day, and they all I v 'd •oln, lo th · th ·.1t r • ,In I l n rt . The young Mikhail 

picked up the piano with ,r •al •as' s::rn , 11 . pi ' :isa nt baritone, and was a great 

fan of the opera. In parti uL r, his sisl r n ' l tt d up the tickets he had pinned 

to his wall, and establi h d that h h, d b ' n v r forty times to see Gounod's 

1859 opera Faust, based on th original vers text (1828- 9) by Goethe.2 On 
some of those occasions it would have been the great Russian bass Fedor Chalia­

pin who performed the role of the charismatic devil Mephistopheles. In his later 

writings, and most notably in The Master and Margarita, themes and images 

from the Goethe original as well as from its musical setting by Gounod would 

acquire a kind of talismanic significance for Bulgakov, and were often associated 

with evocations of home, and of the civilised culture of the past. 

The Bulgakov family led lives that were typical of the educated Russian 

middle class in Kyiv, which at the time was one of the great cities of the Russian 

Empire. Kyiv had a very significant Russian population, but issues of Ukrain­

ian independence and the use of the Ukrainian language were not for the time 

being as controversial as they have become in modern times. Young Mikhail's 

hildhood appears to have been very happy and carefree up to the age of fifteen. 

A succession of traumatic events, however, soon supervened to sweep away his 

fa miliar world. 

First amongst these distressing experiences was the sudden illness which 

afflicted his father Afanasy, who in 1906 developed malignant nephrosclerosis, 

a di ease affecting his kidneys and his eyesight. Afanasy Bulgakov died in March 

1907, when he was still only in his late forties. There appears to have been a 

hereditary susceptibility to the disease, since in 1940 the same affiiction would 

carry off Bulgakov himself, also before he had reached the age of fifty. 

There is nothing surprising in the fact that an adolescent boy, the eldest of 

a large group of siblings, would find this painful loss a traumatic experience. It 

coincided with a rebellious phase in his youth, which manifested itself over the 

next few years not only in difficult behaviour, especially towards his mother, but 

also in his turning away from the Russian Orthodox faith in which he had been 

brought up. His sister Nadezhda (Nadya), who was particularly close to him, 

observed that he became fascinated with Darwin's theories, and that he had 

resolved the question of religion for himself "with non-belief' Family tensions 

were compounded when it became apparent that his mother's warm friendship 

with the family doctor who had tended Afanasy during his illness had gradually 

grown into something m re; and although they did not marry for some years, 

Dr Ivan Voskresen ky ff lively became the young Mikhail's stepfather.3 

Bulg, kv ' lf •: t8 I 192 13 

In 1909, d spill' h,1v 11 , told Nadya at an earlier point that h xpe ted one 

day to become a writer, Mlkhnil applied to the University in Kyiv to tudy med­

icine: in this he wa ~ II wing in the footsteps not only of two of his maternal 

uncles, but also of his new tepfather. His studies did not run entirely smoothly, 

however, and he had to retake some of his exams, doubtless because of his all­

absorbing love affair with an attractive young girl called Tat'yana (Tasya) Lappa 
from the town of Saratov, whom he met while she was visiting Kyiv. The two 

became inseparable, and despite the considerable reservations of both families, 

the pair married in April 1913. Mikhail was not quite twenty-two years old. He 

buckled down to his medical studies more seriously after that and finally man­

aged to qualify in 1916-with quite respectable scores in the end-as a doctor. 

By that time, the First World War had been devastating Europe for two 

years. As soon as he qualified in the summer of 1916, Bulgakov was sent to 

serve in a front-line field hospital, where Tasya, who had volunteered as a nurse, 

assisted him in numerous operations on wounded soldiers of the Russian Impe­

rial Army, many of them involving amputations. She accompanied him again 

when he was assigned that same autumn to take over the running of a small 

rural hospital back in Russia, while more experienced medical officers took 

over at the front. This daunting experience of responsibility from the age of 
twenty-five for the full range of medical general practice, which lasted for eight­

een months from the autumn of 1916 until early in 1918, formed the backdrop 

to Bulgakov's first set of short stories, written up in the mid-1920s as Notes of 

a Young Doctor. It was during this same period, spent by him and his young 

wife mostly in remote solitude, that the Russian nation, still fighting enemies 

abroad, experienced the cataclysmic internal changes brought about by the 

two revolutions of 1917. In February that year Tsar Nicholas II was forced to 

abdicate, and a Provisional Government of moderate socialist hue took over in 

order to oversee a transition towards constitutional democracy. But in October 

1917 this too was swept away in the revolutionary coupled by Lenin and Trot­

sky, which brought the Bolsheviks to power in Moscow. 

The young adults of the Bulgakov family had been brought up as loyal cit­

izens of the Tsarist empire, and their natural inclination was to support mon­

archism. They therefore regarded the Bolsheviks with wary suspicion, rightly 

assuming that people of their class could expect no favours from the new 

regime. But political events in Kyiv wer in any case becoming exceptionally 

complicated and confusing. In Mar h 1918 the new Bolshevik government 

pulled Russia out of the war and sign d the peace treaty of Brest-Litovsk with 

the Central Powers ( Germany, Au tria-H ungary, Bulgaria, and the Ottoman 
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Empire). This was ss 'nll.,ll y a npi1ub1lon ,, rd r to obtain respite as they 

struggled to consolidat • pow ' r n t ,,. th · I b r R volution. The price for 

peace exacted by the enlral P w r was · tr ' m ly high: great swathes of terri­

tory on the western border of Lh J u i, n Empir - and the populations who 

lived there-passed over into erm n ont.r I. The e included the whole of 

Ukraine, which was to be ruled by a puppet government, the Ukrainian Het­

manate, now subordinated to those same Germans who had been the Empire's 

wartime enemy for four years. And at the same time, a fervent new Ukrainian 

n, tionalist movement had emerged, fighting partisan battles under the leader­

ship of Symon Petlyura. Between 1918 and 1921, which became a period of 

ivil War in the aftermath of the October Revolution, the city ofKyiv was tus-

led over by Russian monarchist forces, by the Germans and their represent­

ativ s tl1e Hetmanate, by Petlyura and his Ukrainian nationalists, and by the 

Bolshevik Red Army advancing from Moscow to seize back the territory they 

had ceded in 1918. People disagree about how many times the city changed 

hands during this period, but Bulgakov affirmed that there had been fourteen 

changes of power, "and what's more I personally lived through ten of them:'4 

In the early months of 1918, Bulgakov and Tasya returned together from 

the rural medical practice in Russia to start living again in the family home 

in Kyiv. For ten years or more, this home had been a comfortable apartment 

occupying the top floor of a house on Andreevsky Hill, a broad, cobbled and 

exceptionally steep street snaking its way up from the lower city towards the 

gloriously gilded eighteenth-century onion-domed church of St Andrew. 

When the Bulgakov siblings and their spouses began to gather back in their 

home as the First World War ended, Varvara and her youngest daughter moved 

up the hill to live with Dr Voskresensky, and it was at this point, evidently, that 

the middle-aged couple were formally married. Between early 1918 and the 

later part of 1919 the household onAndreevsky Hill consisted therefore exclu-

ively of a group of young adults, all of them aware that their political fortunes 

hung in the balance. The White monarchist movement was in retreat, and their 

a use was dealt a further bitter blow with the assassination by the Bolsheviks of 

Tsar Nicholas II and his entire family in July 1918. The Bulgakovs despised the 

Germans and the Ukrainian Hetmanate alike; were fearful-as Russians-of 

the populist violence unleashed by the Ukrainian nationalists; and as bourgeois 

monarchists could expect no sympathy from the Red Army. This is the situa­

tion described in Bulgakov's profoundly autobiographical first novel, The White 
Guard, in which a family of young adults who share the values of the Bulgakov 

family, living in an apartment exactly like the one on Andreevsky Hill, set in a 

Bui , k v\ I h•: 18< I I ?8 I S 

city which i unm st.d ,1hly I y v, w. it witl1 alarm to how ' V ·nl ' will turn 

out. This nov I, wl'iltl'n Nh rtl y after Bulgakov had r eiv d th sh king news 

ofhis mother' udd ' II d 'ath in 1922, was a paean oflov to the values ofhome 

and family, inspir d by her memory. 

By the time Bulgakov completed The White Guard in the early 1920s, his 

life had undergone a whole series of fundamental transformations. In circum­

stances which are still not entirely clear, he seems to have left Kyiv in mid- to 

late-1919 as a military doctor, mobilised by the pro-monarchist White Army as 

they retreated east and south towards the Black Sea. His two younger brothers 

Nikolay and Ivan left Kyiv at about the same time: the family lost contact with 

them for over two years as they travelled on into emigration, and neither of the 

two younger boys ever saw the rest of their family again. During 1919, Bulgakov 

suffered at least two deeply shocking experiences which he revisited later in his 

fiction and his drama. Briefly and forcibly mobilised in February by Petlyura's 

army, notorious for their anti-Semitism, he witnessed the beating and murder 

of a Jewish man one snowy night in the city, and felt powerless to intervene. 

After he had left the city with the monarchists, he was also present at the prepa­

rations for the hanging of a workman by a White general on suspicion of being a 

Bolshevik sympathiser: he could not bear to watch the death itsel£ These expe­

riences not only reflected his growing disillusionment with the disintegrating 

cause of the Whites, but also engendered in him a lifelong preoccupation with 

issues of guilt and of cowardice. These would become central themes in many 

of his works, including The Master and Margarita. 
Bulgakov's journey away from Kyivwith the White forces took him south­

east as far as Vladikavkaz, a small town in the northern Caucasus, where Tasya 

was soon able to join him. It was here that he made a firm decision to turn his 

back on his career in medicine, and started to pursue instead his youthful ambi­

tion to become a writer. To begin with, he wrote short articles for the local press. 

These included an indictment of Bolshevism dating from November 1919 and 

entitled "Prospects for the Future," in which he contrasted the post-war pro­

grammes of reconstruction in the West with the plight of Civil-War Russia, 

still ravaged by fighting and threatened by the mob violence instigated by the 

Bolsheviks. Early in 1920 he wrote some pieces for a short-lived journal called 

The Caucasus. But his fate took another unexpected turn at this point, when he 

succumbed to a serious bout of typhu fever, which confined him to his bed for 

several weeks. During this time the Red Army advanced into the Caucasus, the 

Whites retreated, and by the time Bulgakov recovered and was back on his feet 

he found himself perforce living in ovi t Russia. 
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His recently ad pi •d pro 'S. ion:11 idr nl ll y. a writer enabled him to up­

press the evidence of his p. SI , s . d I r whi h ou ld have exposed him to 

risky questions from tl1 n wly install ' d S vi ' l authoritie about just which 

military forces he had allied him If with luring tl1 previous montl1s. At this 

time Bulgakov did consider seriou ly th option of fleeing into emigration, like 

o many of his contemporaries, and in the summer of 1921 he went so far as 

to travel to the Black Sea port of Batum, in Georgia, to see whether he could 

ecure a passage for himself on a boat. His relations with Tasya had worsened 

by this stage, and he initially thought about travelling alone, although later on 

h summoned her to join him. However, he was unsuccessful in his attempts. 

And at this point he took a momentous decision about his future, and decided 

to travel north to Moscow to try and establish himself in a literary career. 

Several considerations probably helped to shape this step he took, once 

he had contemplated the apparent impossibility-for financial and practical 

reasons- of escaping from Soviet Russia. First amongst these was the fact that 

tl1e Civil War had finally petered out earlier that year, bringing to an end seven 

years of chaos and destruction inaugurated in 1914 by the outbreak of war, and 

extending through the revolutions of 1917 and the subsequent turmoil which 

had ravaged the country. The new Soviet regime offered an unknowable future, 

but there were some indications that the extremes of violence and class hostility 

which had characterised the Civil War period were soon to be moderated. In 

Moscow, earlier in 1921, Lenin had proclaimed a New Economic Policy (NEP), 

which was perceived as something of a concession to the economic norms 

which had prevailed in Tsarist times. The country was in such a desperate state 

after the years of upheaval that Lenin concluded that it was necessary to permit 

ome private trade and commerce once again, to give the nationalised economy 

a kick-start as it began to rebuild. Infrastructure, transport, and heavy industry 

remained under the control of the state, but small-scale enterprises to provide 

food and other services began to flourish once again. These included privately 

owned journals, newspapers, and publishing houses. The signs were that the 

fe rocious era of class warfare had given way to a certain reinstatement of bour­

geois values in everyday life and culture. As Bulgakov weighed up his future, he 

calculated that the opportunities for him to make a living as a writer would be 

considerably greater ifhe stayed in Russia than ifhe were to try to find a Russian 

readership in emigration. But if he was to fulfil his considerable ambitions as 

a literary figure, he needed to be at the centre of things. He therefore left the 

Caucasus, visited Kyiv briefly to see his mother and sisters in September 1921, 

and then travelled on to Mo cow, a city he barely knew, to seek his fortune there. 

Bulgak v and ' J',1, .,, ~I II Just about holding th ir 111. rri a • t geth r, 

endured som dilli ull y ·.ir:- .1 s th ·y tarted life in tl1 vi l Ru ian capital. 

They occupied a in ,1' r 111 with hared kitchen and bathroom facilities in a 

communal apartm nt on J3ol' haya Sadovaya Street, which Bulgakov cordially 

detested. He took on a succession of small writing and editorial jobs to scrape 

together an income during a period of raging inflation in the early 1920s, and 

the couple suffered extremes of cold and even hunger. By the time things had 

settled a little and he began to write his first novel, The White Guard, essen­

tially completed between 1922 and 1924, his childhood must have seemed to 

belong to a different universe. As he entered his thirties, he could reflect that in 

the space of less than a decade he had lost almost everything that had shaped 

his earlier life: first of all his father, and more recently his mother; but also his 

brothers, his childhood homes, his native city, his religion, his profession as a 

doctor, the political regime, and even the nation he had grown up in. The White 
Guard was written essentially as a tribute to that past life, to the cultured values 

of his original social class and milieu, and, above all, to honour and celebrate the 

memory of his mother. 

By the mid-1920s, Bulgakov had secured a reputation in Moscow as a 

writer of humorous sketches (feuilletons) and topical, anecdotal short sto­

ries. 5 In the space of just a few years he adopted the guise of a well-informed 

Muscovite citizen, with an intimate knowledge of the city's topography and a 

close understanding of the way life had evolved for the city's inhabitants under 

Soviet rule during the 1920s. He also started to move in literary circles, where 

his talent was increasingly recognised. Early in 1924 he went to a party for the 
Russian writer Aleksey Tolstoy, who had recently returned from emigration. 

Tolstoy and a number of others were seduced back by the Bolsheviks' apparent 

willingness to be reconciled with those who had left, by the energetic rebuilding 

of the country, and by the relatively tolerant attitudes of the authorities towards 

literature during the NEP years ( 1921 - 28/29 ). On this occasion Bulgakov got 

to know another recently returned emigree, a lively and sophisticated young 

woman called Lyubov' (Lyuba) Belozerskaya. They soon began an affair, and 

by the end of the year he had left Tasya and moved in with Lyuba; they were 

married in April 1925. 

The first few months of 1925 appeared to be full of promise. Bulgakov 

wrote a novella which decades !at r would become one of his most admired 

satirical works, the highly entertainin Heart of a Dog. A research scientist 

performs an experiment on a harml ss dog, in which his sexual glands are 

replaced with those from the corp ' of a drunk; inadvertently the professor 
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succeeds in crealing • 11 ' W, th r u •hl y unpl a ant humanoid who oon 

acquires the vulgar and bstr ' I · r us trnl ts fa low-grade Soviet official. It 

was not difficult to di cov r th 111 kin r an, I gy Bulgakov seems to be draw­

ing here with the great social exp rim nl lh ' B I heviks had practised upon 

the common people of Ru sia. Reading of his new story to a literary circle 

were promptly reported to the OGPU (the secret police), with the recom­

mendation that this subversive work should not be published under any cir-

umstances. Meanwhile, a courageous journal publisher had begun to publish 

hi novel The White Guard in serialized form, despite the obvious provocation 

offered by the very title of the work, not to mention its affectionate depic­

tion of a middle-class intelligentsia which had long ago been branded the class 

nemy in Bolshevik ideology. But before the third and final part could appear, 

the Soviet authorities closed the journal down, and the publisher was arrested 

and forced to leave the country. Clearly, Bulgakov was not just acquiring a 

literary reputation, but he was also beginning to come to the attention of the 

police authorities. Nevertheless, the partial publication of The White Guard 
was to lead to one of the few genuine professional successes that Bulgakov 

would enjoy as a writer in his lifetime. 

The Moscow Art Theatre had been renowned since the turn of the cen­

tury as the theatre of the great director Konstantin Stanislavsky and of the play­

wright Anton Chekhov. The Theatre was keen to establish itself in the Soviet 

era with some contemporary drama, in order to demonstrate that it was not 

just a reactionary institution narrowly attached to the past. One of their literary 

consultants had read what had been published of The White Guard, and even 

on the basis of an incomplete text recognised that it had the potential to be 

transformed into a play. As it happened, Bulgakov, who had been writing plays, 

most of them not staged, for some years, had already begun considering this 

po ibility, and he had even begun to sketch out a dramatic adaptation of the 

novel. The invitation that arrived in the spring of 1925 for him to call upon the 

literary consultant at the Moscow Art Theatre to discuss a possible dramatiza­

tion represented the fulfilment of a long-cherished dream: the most prestigious 

theatre in the country had spotted his potential as a dramatist. 

Bulgakov would go on to describe his experiences of working with the 

Moscow Art Theatre on the adaptation of his novel during 1925 and 1926 in 

a wickedly amusing autobiographical text, A Theatrical Novel (1936), which 

he wrote long after the events were over, and which was left unfinished. As 

a relative novice in the theatre, he did have a certain amount to learn about 

how to shape his plot into a stage piece of manageable proportions. He also 

Bui 

had everythin > to I •, 111 1 11lto ul th hi lrionic temp ram nt f th s' h had to 

deal with, fro m th · Mo1, ow Art ~, heatre's warring arti ti dir l r Konstantin 

Stanislavsky and V I. lini lr N •mi rovich-Danchenko, down to the bossy secre­

taries and the pr d. l ry fi nan e and administrative manager . Nevertheless, 

there is a strong element of sincerity in the contented sigh given by Bulgakov's 

alter ego in A Theatrical Novel, the writer Maksudov, when he finds himself for 

the first time in the theatre's auditorium: "This world is my world . . :· [I, 455]. 

There were many difficulties to overcome as the play based on The White 
Guard took shape and rehearsals began, with vocal objections being raised by 

Communist critics who protested against the play's blatantly sympathetic por­

trayal of the middle-class Kyiv family who represented the now defeated White 

movement. The issue was taken to the highest level of the government, inaugu­

rating a not infrequent set of discussions over the next fifteen years- right up to 

Politburo level- about Bulgakov's creative writing, and about the fate that was 

to be meted out to him. It was decreed that the play's title could not possibly 

repeat the provocative title of the novel, and this was therefore replaced with 

the anodyne title The Days of the Turbins (the fictional family 's surname). The 

premiere of The Days of the Turbins in October 1926 was the theatrical sensation 

of the decade, with crowds flocking to watch it, a hysterical atmosphere in the 

auditorium as the actors portrayed the travails so many of the audience had 

themselves recently endured, and an ambulance stationed outside the theatre 

to care for those who were too overcome. 

Bulgakov proved himself to be a remarkably quick learner, and his utter 

self-confidence about how he wanted this play to be staged, and how he wanted 

the actors to convey his intentions, rapidly earned him the reputation of a 

consummate man of the theatre. The Moscow Art Theatre promptly started 

negotiations with him about a stage adaptation of the still unpublished Heart 
of a Dog; and during 1925 he was approached by another leading Moscow 

theatre, the Vakhtangov, to write for them a comedy of modern life. His play 

Zoyka 's Apartment describes a group of people blatantly unsympathetic to the 

Soviet system, who set up a dressmaker's salon in Moscow as a front for ris­

que entertainments, drug dealing, and, ultimately, murder as a means to raise 

money for their planned escape from the country. The setting, subject-matter, 

and tone of this play was utterly unlike its predecessor. Zoyka's Apartment was 

already in rehearsal well before the premiere of The Days of the Turbins took 

place, and it too premiered in Octob r 1926. Bulgakov's sudden celebrity status 

had earned him yet another contra l in the meantime, and he was soon begin­

ning work during 1926 on a third n w play, a skit on the events of the Russian 
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revolution- framed by a s:H n: on th •:1 11'1 ·:11 "'n r hip- called The rimson 
Island, scheduled to b st:1 , ' I by M s < w 's I :i m rny Theatre. 

This astonishing and r. pid · ·qu ' n • or u e e was not being cele­

brated in all quarters, however, :ind th I wa watching him with increas­

ing attentiveness. In all his plays h had b en taking full advantage of the 

comparatively lax ideological atmo phere in the mid-1920s, during the NEP 

years, in order to offer sharply satirical observations about life in Communist 

Russia. But in May 1926 the OGPU turned up at his apartment, conducted a 

s arch, and confiscated some of his papers. In particular- and to his especial 

horror- they took away some private diaries he had written between 1921 

and 1925. They also confiscated two typed copies of The Heart of a Dog, 
unequivocally putting a stop to any hopes that the Moscow Art Theatre had 

nurtured of staging the work. In September 1926, on the eve of a final run­

through of The Days of the Turbins at the Moscow Art Theatre in the presence 

of Party officials, Bulgakov was summoned by the OGPU to an interview. He 

was questioned at some length about his personal history and his political 

convictions, questions he responded to with considerable courage and frank­

ness. We need to bear in mind, naturally, that the Stalinist regime was in its 

early, relatively tame years, and that Bulgakov could not have anticipated just 

how brutal the repressions would be that would characterise the era of the 

Terror just a few years later. In answer to a suggestion that he might do better 

to write about Soviet-approved themes such as the lives of the workers or the 

peasants, he replied as follows: 

I am absorbed and keenly interested in the everyday life of the Russian 

intelligentsia, and I cherish it: I consider it to be a very important element 

in our country, even ifit is weak. Its fate is close to my heart, and its experi­

ences are precious to me. [ .. . J But I have a satirical mindset. [ . . . ] I always 

write with a clear conscience, and I write things as I see them. The negative 

aspects of life in the Soviet state attract my constant attention, because I 

instinctively find a great deal of material there for myself. I am a satirist.6 

This frank declaration of his beliefs constituted a credo which he would fol­

low faithfully for the rest of his writing career. The OGPU, apparently satisfied 

that they had gained a good understanding of this potentially subversive figure, 

let matters rest there for the moment, and allowed him to go home without fur­

ther obstruction. The staging of The Days of the Turbins went ahead. And a few 

years later Bulgakov wa even allowed to have his drafts and diaries back, after 

Bui < k v\ 1 lk: 181 I I , 

frequent prot 'l~ ,1bout tl l\' 0 11l i1, ·:-iU ns and request fo r in flu •111 i:1 1, quaint­

ances to interv n •. 
0 ·, t h •r ·~ r , 13u1gakovwas at the pinna le of Moscow's the­

atrical establi hm nt, Ii ni d by theatre directors, adulated by his audiences, 

and- to his own con iderable satisfaction-one of the most controversial fig­

ures in Soviet-era culture. He was making rather a good living and had moved 

with Lyuba into a spacious flat where he established a candle-lit study for him­

self, with a large old-fashioned carved wooden writing desk. He had three plays 

in production, and soon started making plans for a fourth. Most of the writing 

of this new play was completed during 192 7, and into 1928. 

This time he planned a play for the Moscow Art Theatre which would 

serve as a kind of sequel to the 1918-19 events described in The Days of the 
Turbins. Flight depicts the aftermath in 1919-20, as the pro-monarchist Whites 

are finally defeated by the Red Army and flee through the Crimea into emigra­

tion in Constantinople and Paris. While the intelligentsia are portrayed with 

some sympathy, as being noble-hearted if weak, the Archbishop of the Ortho­

dox Church behaves with pusillanimous hypocrisy, and the military leaders of 

the White Army are portrayed as vain and cowardly (in the case of its supreme 

commander) , or cruelly deranged (in the central character of General Khlu­

dov). The political message of this play confirms the disenchantment Bulgakov 

and others of his social milieu experienced in the last years of Tsarism, while 

not offering any kind of defence of Bolshevism. Its central preoccupation, as in 

so many of his works including The Master and Margarita, is with the individu­

al's personal code of honour, and the way that shapes his actions. As Bulgakov 

was to reaffirm in his letter to the Soviet Government on March 28, 1930: "In 

my plays The Days of the Turbins and Flight, and in my novel The White Guard, 
I stubbornly depict the Russian intelligentsia as the very best stratum of our 

nation:'7 Ultimately the intelligentsia in Flight choose to return to Soviet Russia, 

unable to leave its culture-and the snow- behind. Khludov, now tormented 

by guilt over his inhumane deeds, commits suicide in acknowledgement of the 
barbarous cruelty he has shown towards the Russian people (or in a different 

version of the ending, returns to the USSR to face his accusers). 

At this moment of the peak of his success, Bulgakov seems in Flight to have 

been revisiting the dilemma he faced in 1921, when he had contemplated emi­

grating via the Black Sea to Con tantinople, as his protagonists do in the play. 

On balance, he apparently concludes that emigration would have been a mis­

take: that it held misery and degradation for those who embarked on aimless 

flight, whereas the true values of Russian ulture lay back in the homeland. With 
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the advantage of hindsight , :rnd our kn wl •d , • f what lay ahead in oviet his­

tory, we may question lh, l jud 1 •m ' nl. And h • him lfwould very shortly have 

to confront the despairing r •ali s:lll n 1h ::i l h ' wou ld never in fact be allowed to 

leave the USSR, even for hort-t rm lnw I abroad. But in the mid-1920s Bulg­

akov had achieved the most he co uld ever have dreamt of, despite living under 

a regime whose ideology he found inten ely unsympathetic. His plays were 

being put on despite opposition from establishment critics; his novel The White 
Guard had not been published in full, but its stage adaptation was doing very 

well; The Heart of a Dog had been confiscated, but he had been interrogated by 

the OGPU and still permitted to continue most ofhis activities, so he had some 

hope of getting the typescript back; and he had no real reason to suppose that 

he would not continue to thrive in Soviet culture, his reputation only enhanced 

by tl1e succes de scandale that surrounded his name. 

However, the question of whether the play Flight should be licensed for 

the stage became a matter for fierce public debate through the rest of 1928 and 

on into early 1929, when the matter was finally referred for consideration at full 

meetings of the Politburo of the Communist Party of the USSR. If anything, 

Stalin himself proved less fiercely opposed to the work during the discussions 

tl1an some of his colleagues: he had, after all, rather unexpectedly proved to be 

one of the most devoted fans of Bulgakov's play The Days of the Turbins, which 

he had chosen to see at the Moscow Art Theatre on something like a dozen 

separate occasions. But in February 1929 Stalin wrote a letter replying to a 

critic who had denounced Flight, in which he in turn described the play as "anti.­

Soviet:' As soon as the contents of the letter became known the Moscow Art 

Theatre, with what Bulgakov would forever regard as unforgivable haste, aban­

doned the plan to stage Flight. By the summer of 1929 all three of his other 

plays, The Days of the Turbins, Zoyka's Apartment, and The Crimson Island, had 

also hurriedly been removed from the repertoire by apprehensive theatre 

administrators. His brilliant career suddenly lay in tatters. 

While the arguments raged over Flight, an entirely new project had never­

theless been beginning to take shape in Bulgakov's mind during the second half 

of 1928: this was a plan for his second novel, which would ultimately become 

The Master and Margarita. As he confirmed to his close friend Pavel Popov early 

in 1929, the stimulus for The White Guard had been the image of his mother. 

But this time it was his father, the theologian Afanasy, who was to prove the 

inspiration-a full two decades after his death-for Bulgakov's masterpiece.8 

Bulgakov may have lost his Christian faith as a teenager, but he was steeped 

in Christian culture, and his father's intellectual curiosity about the Western 

Bui < k v\ 1 lfi•: 181 I I 8 I 13 

hurch as w II n:- hi. lo ,il ty to th · l!a l rn Orthodox tr::idili n had provided a 

model of op n-mind t dn •i,s .ihout th practice of religion, a w ll a about its 

metaphysical sign iii ·a, 1 · •. Al I this hnd been brought into sharp r lief in Bulgak­

ov's mind as he ob rv d lh n • vi t state's philistine assaults on religion, scorned 

by Karl Marx in the 1840s a "the opiate of the people:' He had recorded in his 

diary for early 1925 his horror at discovering that a new "Godless" publishing 

house had recently been established in Moscow, designed to support the state 

policy of militant atheism with publications that would denounce the figure of 

Jesus Christ as a swindler and scoundrel [VIII, 106]. The starting point for The 
Master and Margarita was thus a meditation upon the precarious status of the 

Christian religion in the Soviet state. 



CHAPTER 2 

Bulgakov's Life: Battling 
the Censor, and 

Writing The Master and 
Margarita-1929-40 

Bulgakov's ~eflections d~ring 1928 about_ the plight of the Christian religion 
under Soviet Commumsm represented JUSt the beginning of a project in his 

mind, early jottings which would take several years to develop into the full novel 

as we know it. The following year, 1929, was a period which Bulgakov would 

describe as a "year of catastrophe" in his life, by which he obviously meant the 

di astrous and simultaneous collapse during that spring of all his theatrical un­

dertakings.1 However, it was also the year in which one new and transformative 

element would enter his life. Bulgakov's relationship with Lyuba had lost its in­

tensity, and for some time they had been drifting apart. In February 1929 he 

went to a dinner party where he met Elena Sergeevna Shilovskaya, an extreme­

ly attractive married woman with two small sons; and they fell for one another 

immediately and irrevocably. As he put it in a clearly autobiographical passage 

in his novel, "Love leaped out in front of us, like an assassin jumping out in an 

alleyway, and struck both of us at once! It was like a lightning strike, like a blow 

from a dagger" (The Master and Margarita, chapter 13).2 Elena's husband, who 

was a Lieutenant-General in the Soviet military establishment, happened to be 

away on a trip, and so they immediately started to spend all their time together. 

Elena recalled one night in May 1929 when Bulgakov came and woke her up 

at 3 am, took her to the nearby square known as Patriarchs' Ponds, pointed to 
a bench, and made a cryptic remark: "This is where they first saw him:' From 

there they went on to a my terious apartment, where two men she had never 

met before w I m •d t h 1•11 1 w 1 h w n ' . nd aviar by an op n li r . ' I h · lder man, 

charmed by h ·r, d •d.1r d h ·1· LO b , witch.3 Reader fa milia r wi Lh The Master 
and Margarita will f · urs' r ognise elements of the love story b tween the 

novel's eponymou pr t, r ni t in this beginning of the relationship between 

Bulgakov and Elena, th great love of his life. 

This hugely positive new departure in his life may have been what embold­

ened him to put up a something of a fight in defence of his four abandoned 

plays. In July 1929 he wrote the first of several letters to Stalin and to other 

members of the Soviet government, as well as to the writer Maksim Gor'ky, 

the most highly respected and influential figure on the Soviet literary scene.4 

In this letter he described his situation after ten years of life as a writer. He 

recounted the dismal tale of his banned plays and of his censored prose works, 

the monstrously aggressive and hostile critical reception he had received in the 

Communist press, the confiscation of his papers by the OGPU in 1926, and 

the response he had received when he applied to travel abroad for 2 months in 

February 1928: the application was simply turned down, and no explanation 

had been provided. As he put it: ''.At the end of ten years my strength is bro­

ken:' Seeing no prospect now of being either staged or published in the USSR, 

he therefore implored the Soviet government to send him into exile abroad, 

together with his wife Lyuba (he evidently did not feel he could involve Elena 

in this sort of application at this stage in their relationship) .5 On July 30, 1929 
he added: "The entire press has been determined to ensure that my work as 

a writer should cease, and its efforts after ten years have been crowned with 

complete success: with a suffocating clarity, based on these documents, I can 
tell you that I no longer have the strength to survive as a writer in the USSR:'6 

While this letter and others he wrote around this time apparently received 

some sympathetic consideration in government circles, he never received any 

formal response-possibly because Stalin himself was actually away from Mos­

cow that summer. Towards the end of August he wrote to his younger brother 

Nikolay, now living in Paris: "If my request is turned down, then I can consider 

that the game is over, it's time to put away the cards and blow out the candles. 

[ ... ]Without any faintheartedne I am telling you, brother of mine, that the 

question of my destruction is just a matter of time, unless of course a miracle 

takes place. But miracles occur rarcly."7 

However, his new-found personal happiness also seems to have renewed 

his creative energies, and despite having fo ur plays under a ban, he sat down in 

October 1929 to embark on an entir ly new drama project. Calculating per­

haps that he might have a better chan f getting staged ifhe turned away from 
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contemporary- and thcr ·f( r p tcnti .1lly 111r v rial- ubje t , he de ided 

this time to write a pi, y s ' l for nw.1y in tlm ' , nd pla e from hi own world. 

This was to be a biographi . I play al ul lh 's ·v ·nt enth-century French play­

wright Moliere. Once again pre nlin lh M w Art Theatre with some 

rich challenges in terms of the omplcxity and tb ingenuity of its structure, 

the play focused not so much on the genius of Moliere as on the difficulties of 

hi per onal plight-not just his complicated and possibly scandalous love life, 

but above all his relations with the Sun King, Louis XIV, and with the deeply 

r , tionary Catholic Church authorities, who regarded Moliere's writings as 

ubv r ive and offensive. This play about the relations between the intellectual 

:i nd r pre entatives of a repressive ideology inaugurates the theme of the writer 

in Bulgakov's works. In January 1930 he read his new work to the Moscow 

Art Theatre, who were thrilled with it; but in March the implacable Repertory 

ommittee ( the organ of Soviet censorship) placed yet another ban on his writ­

ings by refusing to license the play for performance. On January 16, 1930 Bulg­

akov wrote to his brother again: "I have neither protection nor help. I am telling 

you quite soberly: my ship is sinking, the water is rising towards the bridge. It 

is important to drown with courage. [ ... J If you have any means of sending me 

my royalties [for works published or staged in France] I'd ask you to send them: 
l don' t have a single kopek:'8 

This new blow prompted Bulgakov to draft one further letter to Stalin dated 

28 March 1930, an even lengthier diatribe than before, listing all his grievances, 

which he submitted to the authorities on April 2. By now things had begun to 

turn a great deal nastier on the cultural scene. Over the previous year an organ­
isation of "proletarian" writers (RAPP) had seized the ascendant, and their 

in1luence had led to the persecution or banning of many writers who had been 

able to work in relative freedom during the previous few years. The NEP period 

inaugurated by Lenin in 1921, and marked by tolerant attitudes in the sphere of 

culture, had been replaced during 1928-9 by a reassertion of centralised govern­

ment control in politics and economic life: this was the moment when Stalin, 

having essentially neutralised potential rivals such as Trotsky, began to establish 

supreme personal control over the Communist Party and over the nation as a 

whole. Bulgakov, evidently, still believed that it was possible and appropriate to 

submit a direct appeal to Stalin, in the hope that an intervention from him might 

reverse his fortunes. He was also still courageous enough to be quite outspoken: 

To struggle against censorship, of whatever kind, and whatever the gov­

ernment in power, is my duty as a writer, as are calls for freedom of the 

Bulgak v\ I fl': I 

pres . I ~111 ., p,1 11 11. 11 • up1 orl ·r of that freedom, and I ·onsld ,. th at 

if any writ ·r should I h nl of Lry ing to persuade me th, t h di d not n ed 

it, then h would h Ilk , 1sh declaring in publi c that it d id not need 

water. [ . .. J M likh, il j Bulgakov BECAME A SATIRIST at precisely the 

moment when true satire (the kind that penetrates into fo rbidden areas) 

has become absolutely unthinkable in the USSR. 

It I 11 

He reported that the ban on the Moliere play had caused him such despair that 

he had even destroyed drafts of some of his other projects: ''.And personally, 

with my own hands, I threw into the stove the draft of a novel about the devil [ my 

italics] , the draft of a comedy, and the beginning of a second novel, about the 

theatre:'9 This, then, was the fate of the very first draft of The Master and Mar­
garita, which he had been working on intermittently since 1928. Once again 
he asked to be allowed to leave the country, or else that he should be given the 

opportunity of some sort of employment in the world of theatre, since all 

these bans had left him in such a straitened financial position. 

An entirely external event was almost certainly the reason why on this 

occasion his letter to Stalin did receive a response. Vladimir Mayakovsky, the 

outstanding Futurist poet who had placed his art at the service of the Bolshe­

vik Revolution, shocked the nation by committing suicide on April 14, 1930. 

This took place less than a fortnight after Bulgakov had submitted his desper­

ate-sounding letter. Mayakovsky's funeral took place on April 17, and Bulgakov 

was present at the ceremony when the coffin was removed from the Writers' 

Club. The Government was very anxious to avoid any further embarrassing scan­

dals taking place in the world of Soviet culture. On the very next day, April 18, 

1930, Bulgakov received a personal telephone call at home, from Stalin himsel£ 10 

During their conversation ( and once he had recovered from his overwhelm­

ing astonishment at this unheard-of manifestation of the head of state's interest 

in his affairs), Stalin asked him whether he really wanted to leave the country. 

Bulgakov was obliged to make a split-second decision, which involved him 

swiftly weighing up the risky consequences of giving an unacceptable answer. 

He decided to respond by observing that it was extremely difficult for a Russian 

writer to thrive outside his native land. He went on to tell Stalin that he had been 

unable to obtain a job at the Moscow Art Theatre, to which Stalin replied that 

he should apply again: he felt sure he would be successful this time. Stalin also 

told Bulgakov that they should meet and peak again, on some future occasion. 

This 1930 intervention by talin in Bulgakov's fate was one of the most 

significant events in his life. Fir tly, b had declined the opportunity to leave 
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the country when il w.is :i pp.u 'nll y b ·i n , ff •r ·d: thi wa a hoi c he would 

f his lo c tfriend , the writerEvg­

eny Zamyatin, leaving for P. ris •i •ht • 11 m nth later. econdly, thi did indeed 

lead to him being appointed to a p l a an a i tant director in the Moscow Art 

Theatre, which together with other po t f th kind provided him with a basic 

income during the 1930s. And thirdly, it opened up the prospect of further con­

v r ations with Stalin. To the end of his life, Bulgakov would be frustrated by 

Lh fa ilure of that hope to materialise. For some years to come he would con­

linu to write occasional letters, continue to believe that Stalin could and might 

d omething to help him and other writers, perhaps even that Stalin did not 

really know about all the iniquities that were being perpetrated in his name. 

That hope would of course collapse as the Terror took hold. 

The la t decade of Bulgakov's life was shaped by further artistic projects 

uch as the writing of further plays, including a biographical drama about the 

Russian national poet Aleksandr Pushkin, and of various prose works. And late 

at night, once his other tasks had been completed, he continued to work in 

secret throughout the 1930s on successive drafts of The Master and Margarita. 
But time and time again, his hopes would be frustrated, after periods when he 

briefly allowed himself to believe that one of his submitted works might actu­

aJly reach the stage, or be accepted for publication. Furthermore, the exhilara­

tion of his new liaison with Elena was abruptly interrupted when her husband 

Evgeny Shilovsky demanded that their relationship should cease- and from 

late February 1931 until the autumn of 1932 they didn't see each other at all. In 

April 1932 Bulgakov confessed his utter misery to his close friend Pavel Popov: 

Every night these days I look not ahead, but back, because I cannot see 

anything for myself in the future. In the past I made five fateful mistakes. 

H ad it not been for them [ . . . ], I would be composing works, not by mov­

ing my lips soundlessly in my bed at dawn, but as one should do it, sitting 

at a writing desk. But there is nothing to be done now, you cannot retrieve 

anything. 11 

Amongst these five undefined "mistakes" that he felt he had made in his life 

were surely his choice not to emigrate across the Black Sea in 1921, nor again 

when he was offered the opportunity to do so by Stalin in 1930; and doubtless 

also his reluctant acceptance of Elena's decision that they should cease their 

relationship. However, the two of them did finally see each other again on Sep­

tember 1, 1932, and promptly agreed that they simply could not bear to live 

Bui ;ik v\ 1 f1•: I 

apart. Shilov ky how • I Lil i I 11·.1 'iou ' ly to the inevitabl , and Bui • k v and 

Elena were marri •d 0 11 l 1h •r I, I 2, the day after her div r ame tluough. 

Their lives togclh ' r w •r· · ·hara l rized by great happines and d votion. Elena's 

younger son Serg y 111 v d in with them, and Bulgakov proved to be a loving 

and attentive stepfa ther. By 1934 they had moved into a larger and more com­

fortable apartment. From September 1933 Bulgakov insisted that Elena should 

keep a diary of their lives, a document which has proved an invaluable source of 

information about the most important phases of the writing of The Master and 
Margarita. "He himself, after his diaries were seized during the search in 1926, 

swore to himself never again to keep a diary. He finds the thought that a writer's 

diary could be confiscated appalling, unthinkable:' 12 

Elena's diary also provides a discreet chronicle of Stalin's Terror as it 

unfurled around them, with arrests, trials and executions cutting great swathes 

through the circle of their acquaintances in the world of literature and the the­

atre. It was no longer just a question of not being published: a writer who fell 

into disfavour now risked his liberty, his physical safety, and even his life. On 

November 17, 1934, for example, a laconic entry in Elena's diary records a 

visit to them by the poet Anna Akhmatova: "She told us about the bitter fate of 

Mandel'shtam. We talked about Pasternak:' 13 The poet Osip Mandel'shtam's 

arrest in May 1934- from the same building the Bulgakovs were now living 

in-and his initial sentence to forced labour on the White Sea Canal had trau­

matised the world of writers: his "crime" had merely been to write an epigram 

mocking Stalin. The poet Boris Pasternak had subsequently received a telephone 

call about Mandel'shtam out of the blue from Stalin, rather as Bulgakov had in 

1930. During their conversation Pasternak learned that the sentence had been 

commuted to internal exile, which meant that Mandel'shtam could be joined by 

his wife Nadezhda (Mandel'shtam would nevertheless attempt suicide in the 

bleak town of Cherdyn' in the Urals, to which he was sent) . Stalin asked Pas­

ternak about Mandel 'shtam's standing as a writer, and Pasternak would forever 

afterwards feel that he had somehow failed to defend his fellow-poet eloquently 

enough. Mandel'shtam's wife Nadezhda knew of Akhmatova's visit to the Bul­

gakovs that November: "Akhmatova went to the Bulgakovs and returned very 

touched by the reaction of Elena ergeevna, Bulgakov's wife, who burst into 

tears when she heard about our exile and gave us everything she had:'14 A year 

later, in October 1935, Akhmatova would visit them again, in great distress, to 

seek advice on her own behalf about writing a letter to Stalin after the simulta­

neous arrests of her son Lev ( who f, lh r, the poet Nikolay Gumilev, had been 

shot by the Bolsheviks in 1921 ), and f h r then husband, Nikolay Punin. 15 In 

19 
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the months after Mandcl 'i.. ht.1111 's :1rr ·ii t Bui akov grew fearful, and began to suf­

fer from nervous disord 'rS: f'c r I n p riod he felt unable to go out into the 

street unaccompanied. om s 'S ·i n f hypnoti m eased his distress, and on 

November 22, 1934Elena not din h r diary that he had gone out in the evening 

to visit a friend on his own, having not b en out ide alone for half a year. 16 

By May 1937, during one of the wor t years of mass arrests, he was again 

in a terrible state and his fearfulness about being out on the streets alone had 

r turned. In the bewildering roulette wheel of the Terror, even some of his 

~ rm r enemies were now being arrested or sacked. These included one of his 

m. t vocal opponents in the official literary press, the critic Osaf Litovsky: in 

Tlw Master and Margarita he figures as the critic Latunsky, whose apartment is 

v ng fully destroyed by Margarita. Litovsky lost his post running the censor-

hip in June 1937, and was apparently arrested in early September. "That would 

really be too good," gloated Elena. 17 People had begun telling Bulgakov that his 

own prospects might be about to improve, and that he should ask for the bans 

on his plays to be reviewed, but he was not convinced: '"I won't go to see any­

body. I'm not going to ask for anything."' 18 In June he described to a friend how 

he and Elena would constantly talk "about one and the same subject-the anni­

hilation of my literary life. We ran through all the options, and there is no means 

of rescuing it."19 On October S, 1937 Bulgakov summed up his recent literary 

career: "Over the last seven years I have created sixteen works, and every single 

one of them has perished except one, and that was an adaptation of Gogol'! It 

would be naive to imagine that a seventeenth or nineteenth will get staged or 

published. I am working hard, but without any meaning or sense. Which leaves 

me in a state of apathY:'20 In these circumstances, his persistence in continuing 

to work away on his defiantly subversive Master and Margarita, unbeknownst to 

the outside world, seems like a considerable act of courage. 

From time to time he would submit applications for himself and Elena to 

travel abroad, all of which were turned down: 

I have sent in an application for permission to travel abroad during August 

and September [ 1934]. I even began to have dreams about the waves on 

the Mediterranean, and the Paris museums, and a quiet "hotel," and no 

acquaintances, and Moliere's fountain, and the cafes, and, in brief, the 

opportunity to see all these things. For ages I've been talking to Lyusya 

[Bulgakov's pet-name for Elena] about the travelogue I could write. [ . . . ] 

Ah, if only it would come to pass! Then get ready for a new chapter-the 

most interesting one."2 1 
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The rejection of h s ,1ppl l1 ,11 >n on thi occasion was parli ul arl y di tre sing, 

since the coupl r1 t 11 .1ll y :;.1w Lh ir two passports for for ign Lravel lying pre­

pared for them n ad •k; but Lhcn the collection date wa continually deferred, 

until they were told that p rmi sion had not been granted after all. By February 

1937 Bulgakovwould omplain that he had become a prisoner in his own coun­

try: "This is a sore point for M[ ikhail] A[fanas'evich]: 'I am a prisoner . .. they 

will never let me out of here ... I will never see the world:"22 

There had been a further "year of catastrophe" for Bulgakov in 1936, when 

his Moliere play, which had eventually been granted a licence for performance, 

reached the stage after painfully long years of rehearsal by the Moscow Art 

Theatre. Soon after it received its premiere-to great acclaim from the audi­

ences who attended the first performances-an editorial on March 9, 1936 in 

the Communist Party newspaper Pravda offered a devastating condemnation 

of the work. It was described as a bourgeois play, which focused too much on 

Moliere as a fallible individual rather than as a champion of social justice, and 

which deviated from the precepts of Soviet Socialist Realist drama. This was 

part of a new and widespread clamp-down in the arts, initiated with similarly 

destructive attacks on the composer Dmitry Shostakovich in Pravda during the 

preceding two months. Again, as with Flight, Bulgakov felt that the Moscow 

Art Theatre acted with unforgivable haste in immediately cancelling all further 

performances of his Moliere play. Viktor Losev cites an example of a lengthy 

report to the OGPU on Bulgakov's state of mind after the publication of the 

Pravda article, which was evidently compiled by somebody amongst his circle 

of acquaintances: 

Quite apart from his bitter disappointment that his play, which had 

been rehearsed for four and a half years, was taken off after seven per­

formances, he is also alarmed about his future prospects as a writer 

(another of his plays, Ivan Vasil'evich, which was due to be staged any 

day now by the Satire Theatre, has also been cancelled). He is afraid 

that theatres will no longer risk staging his plays, and in particular his 

Aleksandr Pushkin, which has already been accepted by the Vakhtangov 

Theatre. And not least he is preoccupied by the anxiety that he will jeop­

ardise his financial security. [ ... ]When my wife said to him that it was 

fortunate that the reviewers had kept il ent about the political impli­

cations of his play, he asked with assumed naivety (deliberately): "Are 

there political implications in th Moli ere play?;' and would say nothing 

further about it.23 
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And meanwhile their frh1d s w •r · still b ing arre ted around th m: Nikolay 

Lyamin, who had heard m · of Bui ,.,k v's private readings of portions of The 
Master and Margarita, wa arr ' l •d n Apri I 2, 1936 and initially entenced to 

twenty-three years in a labor camp. J L w, allowed to come back in 1939, but 

till not allowed to live in Moscow, although he ourageously visited Bulgakov 

there in secret during his final illness. Lyamin wa arrested again at the begin­
ning of the war and disappeared without trace.24 

The Days of the Turbins had started to be staged again from the early 1930s, 

r put dJy after Stalin had asked one day in the Theatre- perhaps disingenu-

u ly- why it was not currently on. In October 1936 the play marked its tenth 

:inn.iv r ary, but the Moscow Art Theatre did nothing whatsoever either to cele­

brat the occasion or to congratulate the author. By then Bulgakov had in any case 

re igned from the assistant director post he had been awarded there after Stalin's 

1930 phone call, and the final years of his life were spent instead working for the 

Bol'shoi Theatre. Here he made many new friends amongst the theatre's artistic 

directors, conductors and composers. His work editing and redrafting opera libretti 

was sometimes tedious, but he found it something of a relief to turn towards the 

world of music. And after all, works of art with few or no words could offer a less 

risky genre to work with than text-based drama in these dangerous years. 

Bulgakov's friends and colleagues at the Moscow Art Theatre, however, 

still knew that he was uniquely gifted amongst contemporary playwrights, 

and in the late summer of 1938 their literary adviser Pavel Markov and others 

sought him out, frankly acknowledging the justice of his reproaches to them for 

his previous treatment at their hands. Even so, when it came to the Art Theatre's 

own fortieth anniversary celebrations that autumn, Markov would have an arti­

cle published in Pravda in which he failed even to mention Bulgakov or his play 

The Days of the Turbins when listing Soviet-era authors, despite the fact that the 

play had been running for twelve years and been performed over 800 times, far 

more than any other Soviet drama they had staged.25 Bulgakov's situation was 

becoming painfully surreal, as cultural circles seemed to be blanking out his 
very existence, whereas more pliable writers received medals, awards and finan­

cial bonuses. However, in December 1939 Stalin was due to celebrate his sixti­

eth birthday, and cultural institutions would be expected to devise new works 
to celebrate Stalin's achievements. Bulgakov's erstwhile colleagues from the Art 

Theatre had therefore come to him in the summer of 1938 to implore him to 

write the play they needed, a play about Stalin himself. After considerable initial 

reluctance, he agreed to take on the project: it offered him an opportunity to 

Oul .1k v\ I I ·: i<) ,O I 23 

reflect on th pollt l ,ii Ii } 111 • who h. d I layed uch an imp rt:inl r I• in hi own 

destiny as well , , in th t• 1i.1l l n's hi tory. Perhaps too it would b ome, at last, 

a play that would r •n h l11 • ' l, ge. In his play Batum Bulgakov cho e to write 

about the very b ginnin s f talin's revolutionary career, the years when he 

embarked on underground subversive activity after he had been thrown out of 

his school. This was a shrewd decision, as it meant Bulgakov could avoid talking 

about the ideologically tricky subject of Stalin's later role as a mature political 

leader alongside Lenin. The play manages not to be too obsequious, but paints 

a portrait in a fairly realistic style of Stalin's youthful charisma, as he outwits the 

Tsarist authorities and rallies the working people to the socialist cause. After 

Bulgakov's draft had received an enthusiastic response on a first reading, he and 

Elena were commissioned by the Moscow Art Theatre to take a trip south to 

the Caucasus in August 1939, to visit the town of Batum with the production 
team. This was a town he of course knew from his previous visit there in 1921, 

when he was thinking of emigrating. Shortly after they had set off, however, 

they received a telegram on the train summoning them back to Moscow: word 

had been received from the Kremlin that Stalin had after all decided against the 

play being staged. 
As they drove back to Moscow, deeply apprehensive about what awaited 

them there, Bulgakov began to feel physically ill, and found it difficult to bear 

any bright light. Later in 1939, while they were visiting Leningrad to try and 

distract themselves from their now apparently hopeless plight, he realised that 

he was losing his sight. A conversation with a doctor confirmed his fears that 

he was succumbing to the same disease, malignant nephrosclerosis, which had 

carried his father off at such a young age. During his final months, and despite 

great physical suffering, Bulgakov continued to dictate to Elena alterations to 

The Master and Margarita. In his final days, and as he sank into delirium, Elena, 

believing that she could understand what he was trying to ask of her, made him 

a solemn promise that she would devote herself to the task of preserving his 

work and ensuring that the novel eventually got published. Mikhail Bulgakov 

died on March 1 O, 1940. Elena fulfilled her promise, assembling and maintain­

ing Bulgakov's archive until over a quarter of a century later when, after she had 

survived the traumas of the Second World War as well as the later phases of Sta­

lin's Terror, she eventually got it publi h d. Its first, truncated publication came 

about a full twenty-six years after the author's death, when the journal Moskva 
published significant portions of The Ma ter and Margarita late in 1966 and at 

the beginning of 1967. 



CHAPTER 3 

Drafts of The Master 
and Margarita 

Given the difficulties ofBulgakov's personal life, and the frustrations of his 

public career as a writer in Stalin's Russia from the late 1920s onwards, it is 

scarcely surprising that the writing of his greatest novel-completed in condi­

tions of deep secrecy, and over the course of more than a decade-became a far 

from straightforward task. Between 1928 and 1940, the writing was interrupted, 

and even abandoned at times, due to his personal crises, fearfulness about the 

danger of arrest, the demands on his time of other commissions and work, and 

eventually, grave illness. As Lesley Milne observes: "It is little short of miracu­

lous that such a great comic novel should have been conceived and brought to 

completion in the Soviet Union in the 1930s. [ .. . J Bulgakov alone remained 

merrily, anarchically, wickedly, seriously funny on paper throughout a decade 

when a verbal joke could cost physical freedom and life itself:'1 

In this chapter we will examine the evidence reflecting the development of 

the plot and structure of The Master and Margarita over a period of twelve years: 

this evidence is constituted by successive drafts, the precise categorisation of 

which has itself been a matter for scholarly disagreement as the archives in 

Russia have gradually opened up. These various drafts (or fragments of drafts) 

have been preserved in the archives thanks to the persistence and dedication of 

Bulgakov's widow Elena, as well as that of a number of his friends. As we have 

already seen, the publication of the novel in Soviet Russia after the author's 

death in 1940 was exceptionally delayed: substantial excerpts first appeared in 

the journal Moskva only in 1966 and 1967, and the full text appeared for the 

first time in the author's native country only in 1973. This is one factor signifi­

cantly complicating the task of establishing a definitive text of the work. Elena's 

role in this story is absolutely crucial, both because of the personal testimony 

she could provide about the different stages of the novel's composition, and 
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becau eofh rown •dltoild1 11 k· l11lin.li ingthetext- nott m nti nh r ou­

rageous efforts v ' f mor • I h,111 :1 gu, rter century, both to pr s rv the mate­

rial and to camp. i •n for h ' r hu band' literary achievement not to be forgot­

ten. Very few h lar M. ri tta Chudakova of the Moscow Lenin Library's 

Manuscript Department being foremost amongst them- were able to inter­

view Elena and record her account of the novel's evolution before the widow's 

own death in 1970. We are fortunate, therefore, that some written evidence 

contemporaneous with the composition of the novel has also survived: a few 

comments in Bulgakov's letters to friends, and Elena's diary entries from 1933 

onwards, as well as the brief notes she kept during his final illness in 1939-40. 

We should also bear in mind the fact that even after the novel had been 

published in a complete version in 1973 the Soviet authorities maintained a 

very cautious attitude towards full disclosure of materials relating to Bulga­

kov, clearly nervous of revealing the range and biting sharpness of his satirical 

responses to the Communist regime. For some fifteen years after the full publi­

cation of The Master and Margarita, and even as occasional further publications 

of his works continued to foster a cult following of him amongst Russian read­

ers, access to his archives remained very strictly controlled, and actually became 

something to be struggled over. The rivalry and hostilities between Soviet-era 

scholars such as Marietta Chudakova, Lidiya Yanovskaya, and Viktor Losev 

persisted during the 1970s and 1980s, and beyond. But the late Soviet cultural 

policy of glasnost', inaugurated by Mikhail Gorbachev from 1985 onwards, saw 

the long-awaited publication of certain other controversial texts by Bulgakov 

which had continued to be banned in Russia even though they had been avail­

able abroad for years in emigre publications, such as Heart of a Dog (first pub­

lished in the USSR in 1987) and the play Batum (first published in the USSR 

in 1988). Archival access began to be freer, and to be regulated in a more open 

fashion: and some foreign scholars were also at last granted permission to work 

on the main Bulgakov archive in the Lenin Library's Manuscript Department. 

This problematic context for the fir t decades of textual scholarship after 

the publication ofBulgakov's Master and Margarita led to a situation where dif­

ferent specialists began to affirm different schemes for understanding the his­

tory of the work's composition, and it r mained very difficult to evaluate their 

competing claims. Certainly the pub Ii ation of fairly full "complete editions" of 

Bulgakov's works has been very helpful. Th e include: the five-volume edition 

ofBulgakov's works published in J 98 0 (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaya Lit­

eratura), with the text of The Ma ster w1d Margarita prepared by Lidiya Yano­

vskaya; and Viktor Losev's "full edition f lh e drafts and variants of the novel" 
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(Moscow: Vagrius, 200 l n·pl'lnl •d in hi ight-volume complete edition of 

Bulgakov's works (St. P l rsl ur : A·1,buk., 2011 - 13). Unlike the original pub­

lications of the novel, the ' •dili ns h. v additionally offered the possibility 

of reading some of the earlier drafts ( th t t. However, 2014 then saw the 

publication of a weighty two-volume "full ollection of the drafts of the novel" 

.in an excellent and measured scholarly edition by Elena Kolysheva, based on 

over ten years' careful examination of all the available archival sources. This 

large-format edition, running to more than 1,600 pages, was published in Mos-

w by the Russian State Library (formerly Lenin Library) 's imprint Pashkov 

om, and immediately became a much sought-after bibliographical rarity, 

pc ially since the initial print run was of only 300 copies. Fortunately, there 

has been at least one reprint since that time. The Kolysheva edition, and her 

analysis of the competing accounts of the evolution of The Master and Mar­
garita, can be regarded as definitive, and I will draw extensively upon it in my 

description below. 

The publishers' introduction to the Kolysheva volumes reminds us that 

there are essentially two different versions of the novel in Russian which are 

still widely in circulation: the original one established by Anna Saakyants for 

the first full publication by Khudozhestvennaya Literatura in 1973, and a sec­

ond version, originally published by Lidiya Yanovskaya in 1989.2 Kolysheva's 

2014 investigation seeks to analyse the drafts in such a way as to establish a 

version which-as far as possible-corresponds to the author's intentions, 

and it is this "definitive" version which she offers the reader in the second vol­

ume of her publication. She attempts to clarify several issues, ranging from the 

precise number of drafts of the text, to the "myth"-as she calls it-of the sup­

posed disappearance or theft from the archive of a notebook containing one 

draft; or indeed the more prosaic question as to whether the protagonist Ivan's 

surname should be pronounced P6nyryev or Ponyryev (she finds evidence 

to support the latter pronunciation).3 There have been different schemes pro­

posed by Chudakova and by Yanovskaya respectively for understanding the 

number of actual drafts for the novel-in Chudakova's case, in two studies 

dating to 1976, concluding that the novel had eight drafts;4while Yanovskaya, 

in a more recent 1991 study, considers that the text had six drafts. 5 Kolysheva's 

own conclusion is closer to that of Yanovskaya's, since she too suggests that 

there were six drafts, although she differs in her evaluation of certain supple­

mentary notebooks and their significance in this scheme.6 The factual basis for 

the following account of the evolution of the text is thus the scheme proposed 

by Kolysheva. 7 
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IR I OIMJ- 0 THE NOVEL (1928-30) 

The start date£ r th ' fi rst I raft f the novel (1928- 30) wa nfirmed in ret­

rospect by Bulgak v, wh n he recorded the dates of its composition on later 

drafts of the text in 19 7 and in 1937- 8. We know that in the second half of the 

1920s he had begun to plan a novel which would be inspired by the memory of 

his theologian father, rather than the image of his mother which had suffused 

and nuanced The White Guard. And we have already seen that in his well-known 

letter to the Soviet Government of March 28, 1930, in which he requested per­

mission to leave the country, he explicitly described the work he had begun to 

write over the previous two years-and had recently burnt-as "a novel about 

the devil."8 This distressing action apparently took place on March 18, 1930, 

the date when the shattering letter arrived from the Repertory Committee to 

inform him that his Moliere play had not been licensed for performance at the 

Moscow Art Theatre.9 The act of artistic self-harm is subsequently echoed in 

the novel itself, when the Master recounts to Ivan how he similarly tore up the 

notebooks containing his own much criticised novel and stuffed them into the 

stove, discovering as he did it that notebooks burn less easily than you might 

expect (chapter 13). Readers of Russian literature would immediately recog­

nise that Bulgakov was consciously aligning himself here with the notorious 

action of Nikolay Gogol', who threw drafts of the projected second and third 

volumes of his novel Dead Souls into the fire at a moment of great personal dis­

tress in 1852, just days before his death. 10 

Two notebooks have in fact survived the flames to offer us a glimpse of 

this first draft of Bulgakov's novel, although they have been very significantly 

damaged as well as having a large number of pages torn out. In 1977 Marietta 

Chudakova made an ambitious and fairly convincing attempt to recreate parts 

of the text using her scholarly intuition, and based upon a close knowledge of 

the later drafts. However, this undertaking has been scathingly criticised by her 

rival Lidiya Yanovskaya.11 

In 1928-30 the novel apparently carried the title The Engineer's Hoof, and 

it opens with some extraordinary event taking place in Moscow, which a first­

person narrator attempts to report to the police authorities. At an early stage the 

draft carried the subtitle "A Fantasti al Novel:' 12 In the opening scene involving 

a conversation between two writer , Berlioz has different first names, Ivan a dif­

ferent surname from the later versi ns; but they do meet a wizard of the dark 

arts at Patriarchs' Ponds, and he tell th m the story ofleshua and Pilate, and of 

the crucifixion as well. This narrativ wa d scribed with the chapter title "The 
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Go pel according to th · I l'V I.'' I low ·v r, :it thi stage the language and idi­

oms used for the ancient w rid ' I Is d ' b I ng to the discourse of modern-day, 

post-Revolutionary Mo ow.' ' 1 h ' d~. th [ B rlioz, after which Ivan pursues 

the wizard and ends up in th analorium, i foUowed by a scene in a writers' 

club. A fourth chapter, dropped from ub equ nt versions, describes Berlioz's 

funeral. The scenes which follow involve prototypes of the hapless housing 

ommittee chairman Bosoy, and then of Likhodeev, Rimsky, and Varenukha, 

:i ll members of the administration of what will become the Variety Theatre. 

1 her is also a significant character called Fesya, a man who is a learned scholar, 

bu t who shares few of the Master's eventual traits.14 Chapter drafts which have 

urvived in full include the interrogation of the Bosoy character, the misadven­

tures of the manager of the theatre buffet, and the difficulties faced by Rimsky 

and Varenukha after the performance at the Variety Theatre. The second of the 

two surviving notebooks representing the novel's first draft contains variants 

of the previously drafted chapters. The first chapter, for example, unfolds with 

many of the details which survived into later versions. Towards the end of it, the 

stranger is asked whether he personally has seen Jesus, to which he responds by 

making a gesture representing a swallow flying; and at the start of his narrative 

he exclaims "This did happen!"15 

One chapter which was worked up in some detail and given the heading 

"Mania furibunda" ["Raging madness"] was the chapter containing the satire 

of the writers' club, and describing Ivan being taken to the sanatorium. It also 

carried a proverbial epigraph in Latin: "Quos vult perdere Jupiter, dementat . 

. :' ["Those whom Jupiter wishes to destroy, he [first] drives mad .. :']. Yano­

vskaya notes that the date of the action here is indicated as taking place some 

time after 1933 (a monument to a poet from the writers' club recalls his having 

died in 1933 from eating contaminated sturgeon); in other words, the novel 

at this stage involves a projection by Bulgakov into the near future, an attempt 

to anticipate how trends in contemporary Soviet society will develop. 16 Bulg­

akov actually offered this chapter for publication in an anthology at this time, 

submitting it under the pseudonym K. Tugay to the Nedra publishing house 

which had previously printed his stories Diaboliad and The Fateful Eggs, but he 

received no response.17 This was the only attempt he made in his own lifetime 

to show the novel to anyone outside his immediate circle of family and friends, 

a few of whom did hear extracts from the text even at this early stage. 

As Kolysheva concludes, this first draft is notable for being incomplete: it 

is primarily a satire on contemporary reality, and in this respect derives stylis­

tically from his Moscow ketches and short stories of the very early 1920s; but 
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it also contain som · 11 hi ,l'I I ti n about od and th d vii. 1 hi v rsion 

carries much m r • 111 th · w.iy f rrections and alteration th. n ubsequent 

versions do. 
One rather r m:ir b bl document which has emerged from the archives 

in the post-Soviet era confirms that the authorities were aware of the novel's 

existence even from the very beginning. This was a report by an unnamed man 

in Bulgakov's circle of acquaintances, submitted to the OGPU in 1928, which 

stated: 

I saw Nekrasova, and she told me that M [ikhail] Bulgakov had written a 

novel which he had read aloud to a certain group of people, who had told 

him that it would not be allowed to be published in its present form, since 

he was being very outspoken in his attacks; and so he had rewritten it and 

was thinking of publishing it, but at the same time he was going to circu­

late the original version to people in manuscript, and this would be at the 

same time as publishing it in a version which had been hacked about by 

the censors. 18 

In other words, it was already being suggested to the authorities not just that he 

had written something controversial, but also that he was contemplating dis­

seminating it in an unauthorised manner. The OGPU must surely have kept an 

eye on subsequent developments. 

NOTEBOOKS DATING FROM 1929-31 AND 1931 

After the burning of the first draft in March 1930, Bulgakov returned to the pro­

ject and worked on it intermittently, which is reflected in two further notebooks 

dating from 1929-31 and 1931 respectively. In Kolysheva's view, these do not 

in fact amount to a second draft. In the fir t notebook the chapter set at the writ­

ers' club (here called "Griboedov's Hut") and in the sanatorium is written out in 

full. In this notebook, and then in the econd one, containing another tidied-up 

variant of the same chapter, the action i projected forward even further into the 

future than in the first draft, firstly to June 1943, and then to June 1945. In con­

sidering the specific date of June 14, 194 for the concluding, quasi-apocalyptic 

events of the novel, Bulgakov may hav been consciously mapping them on to 

the date predicted for the end of the w rid by the sixteenth-century astrologer 

Nostradamus. 19 The second noteb k . I contains sketches for a new chapter, 

"Woland's Flight;' in which forth first lim e the figures of Margarita and of the 
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Master appear as fully d •v ·lop •d hnr:i t r : indeed, the ancient-world story 

has become a first-per on n. rrJli v in th Mn ter' voice. Thi version suggests 

that the story does end in a kind f , t:i ly mi collapse of the modern era in 

Moscow, with scenes of fire, death and d tru tion, people wearing gas masks, 

and air battles involving dirigibles.20 Viktor Losev suggests that the entire plot 

of the novel was clear to Bulgakov at this point, and that only his physical and 

p ychological weariness during his period of enforced separation from Elena in 

19 1- 2 prevented him from completing it. This manuscript bears Bulgakov's 
handwritten words "Lord, help me to finish the novel. 1931:'21 

SECOND DRAFT OF THE NOVEL (1932-6) 

Between 1932 and 1936 Bulgakov wrote a second, now complete draft of The 
Master and Margarita in seven notebooks. This was clearly associated with his 

great happiness after his marriage to Elena in October 1932, and especially dur­

ing and after a trip he took with her to Leningrad in July 1933. On August 2, 
1933 he described his renewed sense of inspiration to his friend Vikenty Vere­

saev: ''A demon has taken me over. Starting in Leningrad, and now, stifling in 

my cramped rooms, I have begun to scrawl afresh page after page of that novel 

I destroyed three years ago:'22 Here and there, certain portions of the draft text 

have been removed with scissors. At this point he was considering a number of 

possible titles for the work, including "The Great Chancellor," "Satan," "The Hat 

with the Feather," "The Black Theologian," "He Has Appeared," "The Foreign­

er's Horseshoe," and "Fantastical Novel," as well as "Here I Am!" ("Me voici!" is 
the phrase Mephistopheles uses when he is first conjured to appear by Faust in 

Gounod's opera. This is normally translated into Russian using the same word­

ing as here: « BoT H R! » ) The characters of Margarita and of a poet-named 

Faust at this stage-figure in this version.23 

Bulgakov was also refining the structure of the text, and wrote out the 

sequence of chapters more than once: one of these outlines was dated October 6, 

1933, and still had the events taking place in the month of June (rather than 

in May, as subsequently). One notable feature of this version is that Woland's 

narrative of the encounter between Pilate and Ieshua does not figure near the 

beginning of the novel, but is held back until chapter 10, when he appears to 

Ivan in the sanatorium. Another feature of this version is that Margarita's lover 

is retrieved by Woland's associates from a location which is unambiguously a 

Soviet labour camp, situated somewhere in a cold region, and he appears before 

Woland wearing rough clothes and in an unkempt physical state.24 Between 
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mid-Septemb r a11d 111 I () I oh ·r I Bulgakov read m p rli n of the 

novel which h had 1 • l'1ll ly h • ·n w rking on to hal f-a d z n r m re differ­

ent friends, in ludin th • I ' l Aklunatova, the writer Vikent)' Veresaev, his 

close friend Pav I P p v , nd his wife (Tolstoy's grand-daughter), and Elena's 

sister Ol'ga Bokshanskaya and her husband, who were both attached to the 

Moscow Art Theatre.2 On October 12, 1933, however, Elena recorded in her 

diary the news that their friends, the playwrights Nikolay Erdman and Vladimir 

Mass, had been arrested for some satirical pieces they had written. Bulgakov 

"frowned," and that night he again burned part of his manuscript, presumably 

apprehensive that word of what he had been writing might get out.26 In Decem­

ber 1933 an acquaintance invited Bulgakov to work with him on a rather differ­

ent project, "a 'beautiful' theme- about the re-education of thugs in the labour 

colonies run by the OGPU:' Bulgakov "suavely" refused.27 

He had found that he worked well on the novel on his visits to Leningrad 

in 1932 and 1933, and he did so again in the summer of 1934, when he was 

there with the Moscow Art Theatre: "Oh, I have a lot of work to do. But in my 

head my Margarita is wandering about, and the cat, and flying .. :'28 He wrote 

particularly intensively for 5 days, from July 12-16, as attested by the dates on 

the manuscripts. In a new notebook he wrote on the first page: "Novel. Ending. 

(Leningrad, July 1934):'29 During the last week of September 1934 he was 

working on the penultimate and final chapters of the novel, entitled at this point 

"Night" and "Final JourneY:'30 That autumn Bulgakov also wrote the chapter 

called ''A Golden Spear:'31 This manuscript bears the handwritten words along­

side the date "30.X.34": "To be finished before I die!"32 There were further 

reviews of the numbering and titles of the chapters, one no later than October 

30, 1934, and another no later than July 1, 1935, and possibly again by July 22, 
1935, as indicated by the dates which he starts to enter now into the notebooks.33 

Bulgakov redrafts earlier sections or writes new ones, whilst also listing scenes 

that are still to come in the briefest of outlines. Likhodeev is transported in this 

version not to Yalta in the Crimea as in the published text, but to Vladikavkaz 

in the Caucasus, where Bulgakov had spent time during the Civil War. For the 

first time the narrative about Ershalaim is shifted away from Woland as being 

the sole and exclusive source for it: a fragment of the story about the crucifixion 

is presented as corning from a novel written by the Master. In July 1936 Bulga­

kov writes chapter 32, now called "Th Final Flight:' Kolysheva argues that this 

draft is the one that will shape all th that follow. 

It should be noted that Yanov kay:i differs here from Kolysheva's account. 

She believes there to have been a s · nd, distinct draft of 1932-4 (and a 
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eparate third draft, orrt 1> 1H nd in ;ly I in whi h the Er halaim chapters were 

intended to be pre ent, bul wh ' r I h 'Y d d n t , s y t appear. She i very crit­

ical ofViktor Losev for publi hin r this in I , a foll draft by adding in the 

"Golden Spear" chapter from th fi II wing draft (the third draft according to 

Yanovskaya's system), and for elevating the phra e "The Great Chancellor" to 

the status of a possible title for the work.3'1 

THIRD DRAFT OF THE NOVEL (1936) 

The third draft of the novel ( 1936) was started no earlier than July 6, 1936 ( a 

date which appears in a notebook from the previous draft), and was completed 

no later than 1937. The opening three chapters of The Master and Margarita 

appear here in a version which is very close to the final text. Other chapter 

titles are followed by blank pages, or by incomplete texts. Kolysheva suggests 

that the fact that the notebook's pages have been numbered indicates that Bul­

gakov originally intended to write this draft straight through from beginning 

to end. 

FOURTH DRAFT OF THE NOVEL (1937) 

That plan is partially achieved in the fourth draft of the novel (1937), to which 

Bulgakov provisionally gives the title "Prince of Darkness," and which also 

records the fact that the novel has been being drafted from 1928 up until 1937. 

Two notebooks with continuously numbered pages contain the first thirteen 

chapters of the novel, structured as in the final text, but still with some varia­

tions in chapter titles and in other details (Likhodeev still ends up in Vladika­

vkaz rather than Yalta). The narrative breaks off during the Master's story to 

Ivan aboutMargarita.35 Bulgakov began reading this draft to some ofhis friends 

during May 1937, especially the stage designers Vladimir Dmitriev, and Petr 

Vil'yams and his wife, who described it as "a work of enormous power, interest­

ing in its philosophy, as well as being entertaining in its plot and brilliant from 

a literary point of view:'36 

During 1937, that most terrible year of the Terror, Bulgakov and Elena 

received a number of visitors whose good intentions they somewhat doubted, 

such as Emmanuil Zhukhovitsky. They observed his behaviour and pestering 

with dismay:" ... the full range: questioning, lying, and provocations. M[ikhail] 

A[fanas'evich] kept going off into his room to observe the moon through his 

binoculars, for the novel. There's a full moon at present:'37 There was also a 
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young actor fr m I h • Mo. ow /\rl 'J h atre, Grisha Kon ky, wh k pl pressing 

Bulgakovto read him "N (_)ll1 ' fthc novel aboutWoland": 

Konsky rang and , id he was missing us, and could he come round? He 

came, but behaved strangely. When M[ikhail] A[fanas'evich] went to the 

telephone Grisha went into the study, walked over to the desk, took a scrap­

book out of it and started looking through it, examined the desk in detail, 

and even tried to look inside an envelope full of cards that was lying on the 

desk. A right Bitkov [ the police spy in Bulgakov's play about Pushkin ].38 

The autumn of 1937 was a period when Bulgakov was feeling rather des­

perate, toying with the idea ofleaving the Bol'shoi Theatre, and unable to decide 

what would be the best course of action: "Tormenting attempts to think of a way 

out: a letter to the authorities [ that is, Stalin J? Abandoning the theatre? Finish 

revising the novel and send it in? There is nothing to be done. It's a hopeless 

situation. During the day we went out on a river steamer-it settles the nerves. 

The weather was lovelY:'39 In December 1937 Bulgakov started reading parts 

of the novel to his great friend the playwright Nikolay Erdman ( who sneaked 

into Moscow to stay with them even though he had been officially sentenced to 

internal exile), and to Erdman's brother Boris, another stage designer. 

FIFTH DRAFT OF THE NOVEL ( 1937-8) 

The fifth draft of the novel (1937-8)-the revision mentioned above-is a 

complete draft contained in six notebooks with continuous page numbering, 

and with a concluding date of May 22-3, 1938. There is one additional note­

book with materials for the text and the most up-to-date outline of the sequence 

of chapters. For the first time the novel is divided into two parts. In October 

1937 Elena first refers to the novel in her diary as The Master and Margarita, 

and she confirms on 1 March 1938 that Bulgakov has now settled upon that 

title: "There is no hope of it being printed. And all the same M[ikhail] A[fa­

nas'evich] is revising it, pressing ahead, and he wants to finish during March. 

He's working at night:'40 The section about Ieshua's crucifixion is now presented 

as Ivan's dream, whereas Pilate's conv r ation with Afranius and the murder of 

Judas now figure as part of the Ma t r' novel. Particular attention is paid to 

the transitions into and out of the hist ri al narrative, so that the final sentence 

of the preceding chapter also becom th first sentence of each section of the 

Ershalairn story, and vice versa. 
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One new chapter is i11trod11 • ·d th · st ryof atan' ball. Yanov kaya points 

out that amongst the gu ·sts al t h • ball . l thi point were both Goethe and 

Gounod, the original sour f I ul , I v 's Pau tian intertexts. They are fol­

lowed up the staircase by a chara ter who is much more obviously recognisable 

in his facial features than he will be in later ver ions, as the disgraced head of the 

s cret police (NKVD), Genrikh Yagoda, whose show trial began early in March 

81 and who is described here as "a great friend" of Woland's Abadonna, the 

terminating angel.41 The episode where Woland contemplates the city from 

th terrace of a beautiful building (the well-known Pashkov House, which 

overlooks the Kremlin) does not as yet include the arrival of the emissary from 

Ieshua, Matthew the Levite, to plead for the Master and Margarita's fate. During 

the spring of 1938 Bulgakovcontinued to read parts of the novel to Erdman and 

Vil'yams, but also to some medical acquaintances, one of the artistic directors 

of the Bol'shoi, another of his writer friends, and a journal editor. By now Bul­

gakov may have had little hope of the work being published, but he was deter­

mined that it should receive a hearing, at least amongst people whose opinion 

he valued. And it becomes impossible to believe that the existence of the novel 

remained a complete secret from the authorities in these circumstances. 

SIXTH DRAFT OF THE NOVEL (1938-40) 

The final handwritten draft of the novel-the fifth draft-had been completed, 

as we have seen, on May 22-3, 1938. The sixth draft of the novel ( 1938-40) 
is essentially represented by the typed version of the text dictated to Ol'ga 

Bokshanskaya, Elena's sister, during the summer of 1938: as a very skilled 

typist, who held a senior position in the Moscow Art Theatre administration, 

she completed the task within a month, on 24 June 1938. Bulgakov found her 

complete lack of interest in the actual novel somewhat irksome. The progress 

of this whole undertaking is entertainingly reflected in the letters he wrote to 

Elena, who-in a rare period of separation from her husband-was away with 

her son Sergey taking a holiday in the small town of Lebedyan', some distance 

to the south of Moscow. He made some changes and occasionally added new 

material as he went along. On June 2, 1938 he wrote to Elena: "The novel must 

be finished. Now! Now!"42 But even as he was dictating, he was conscious that 

further revision would be required. By June 15 the work had been going well: 

327 typed pages are lying in front of me (about 22 chapters). IfI can keep 

healthy, the typing will be finished soon. And then the most important 
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thing tlll 1·r 111 ,1 11 1h, ,111thorb l diting, which will be xt n iv , 0111 -

plex, and . tl nllv,•, ,ind 111,1y Inv lve the retyping of erta in pag s. 'And 

what will om o ll?' y u, k? l don't know. Probably you will put it away 

in a desk or a cupb ard, where my murdered plays already lie, and occa­

sionally you will remember about it. Although we don't know our own 

future. I have already formed my own judgment of this piece, and if I suc­

ceed in raising the ending a little more, I will consider that the thing is 

worth correcting, and worth putting away into the darkness of a drawer. 

At present I am interested in your judgment of it, and as to whether I will 

ever know the judgment of readers, nobody knows. My admired typist has 

greatly assisted me in ensuring that my judgment of the thing should be 

as stern as possible. In the course of 327 pages she smiled just once, at 

page 245 ("Glorious Sea''. .. ) [the scene where Woland's assistant mag­

ically compels a group of people to sing in unison]. Why precisely that 

should have amused her, I don't know. And I'm not sure whether she will 

succeed in tracking down some sort of main theme in the novel, but on the 

other hand I am confident that full disapproval of this thing on ~er part 

is guaranteed. This found expression in the following enigmatic phrase: 

"This novel is your own private business:' (? ! ) By that she probably meant 

that she was not to blame!43 

This is, incidentally, the same letter to Elena in which Bulgakov prophetically 

characterises The Master and Margarita rather poignantly as his "final, sunset 

novel:'44 

This, the first actual typescript of the work, was then further annotated at 

various points between 1938 and 1940. Bulgakov had a notebook in which he 

himself wrote variants of the beginning oftl1e first chapter, and of the Epilogue; 

there is also another notebook in which Elena wrote down variants of different 

parts of the novel under Bulgakov's dictation; and in 1939-40 Elena typed the 

novel out again, to create a revised type cript of the text. 

According to Elena's diary, Bulgakov at down to begin his revision of the 

sixth draft on 19 September 1938. Shortly afterwards he received the visit from 

his friends at the Moscow Art 1heatr who wanted him to write the play about 

Stalin (Batum) for them, which may have distracted his attention away from 

The Master and Margarita for a while. uring their visit Bulgakov read them the 

first three chapters of the novel. ubs qu nt references to this process of revi­

sion reappear in her diary only on P bru. ry 28, 1939, and throughout March of 

that year. The actor Grisha Konsky was still pestering to hear the novel: 
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Misha said h would r '.HI hl ,n .is ' l' l1 ' r 111 Don uixote [B ulg, kov' J 9 8 

stage adaptation] inslc.1d . Il l• r \1d, ,111d Konsky Ii tened, and praised it. 

But it was clear that il wa n'l I 0 11 uixote he was interested in . And as 

he left he again began to ask if h ou ld h. ve the novel, if only for a single 
night. Misha didn't give it to him."'15 

Gu t he did continue a series of readings for a group of his friends, who were 

normously enthusiastic: "Over supper Misha was saying: so I'll submit it, so 
it an be published. Everyone giggled shamefacedlY:'46 A few days later he read 

th m the ending of the novel: "For some reason they froze as they listened 

to the final chapters. Everything frightened them. Pasha [Pavel Markov from 

the Moscow Art Theatre J was fearful, and out in the corridor he was trying to 

persuade me that under no circumstances should he submit it: there could be 
dreadful consequences:'47 

During May 1939 Bulgakov created new versions of the fates of both the 

Master and Margarita (in fact the published versions of the text still retain 

two different and conflicting accounts of their deaths), and of the finale of the 

very last chapter (32). At this point he also added the Epilogue recounting the 

confusion in Moscow after the Master and Margarita have departed, which, as 

Lesley Milne has pointed out, "instead of 'raising' the end of the novel, as Bul­

gakov had intended in June 1938, brings it back from visionary flight down to 

the muddles and incompleteness oflife:'48 He dictated the alterations to Elena, 

who inserted additional sheets into the annotated typescript. This phase of 

work was completed on May 14, 1939. However, he was constantly struggling 

to find time to revise the novel further, as his obligations working at the Bol'shoi 

Theatre, correcting and redrafting opera libretti, consumed so much of his time 

and energy. And according to his friend Sergey Ermolinsky Bulgakov remained 

dissatisfied with the final sections, which continued to trouble him to the very 

end: "'There are places where it drags, some things which are unnecessary, and 

one or two important things which have been left out,' he would say, turning 

over the pages from time to time. But he was weary, very weary. And not just 

weary: he was already ill :' Ermolinsky also tells us that this was when the enig­

matic phrase which determines the Master's destiny was added to the text: "He 

has not deserved the light, he has deserved peace:'49 

In August 1939 came the catastrophe of the banning of his play about Sta­

lin, Batum; and during a visit to Leningrad that September Bulgakov realised 

that he had fallen seriou ly ill. They hastily returned to Moscow. On Septem­

ber 26 Elena noted: "His gaze, turned deeply inwards. Thoughts about death, 
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about the novel,. houl IIH· pl.1 y, .1h )ul a revolver."5° For everal day he lacked 

the energy to work on th • 1H v •l, a Ith ugh he a ked her to tak it out and to read 

extracts to him. J3ul fr m 4 t b r 1939 he began to dictate new variants of 

certain phrases and ep i de , which Elena took down in a new notebook. On 

October 17, 1939 she took delivery of a new American typewriter, but unfortu­

nately, it was not easy to use at first. 5 1 He managed to keep working on the text 

up until November 9. His sister Nadya visited him at this time and found him 

"wearing his black Master's cap on his head:'52 Bulgakov persisted with the task 

of revision through until the end of the year, and on into 1940: "Misha, to the 

extent that his strength will permit him, is making corrections to the novel, and 

I am copying them down:'53 Visitors such as Ermolinsky and Bulgakov's young­

est sister Elena came to read sections from time to time. The final mention of 

work on the novel comes on February 13, less than a month before his death on 

March 10, 1940.54 

Kolysheva has undertaken an analysis of the various alterations which were 

made to the Bokshanskaya typescript between 1938 and 1940, which some­

times involve the correction of dictation or typing errors, or elsewhere certain 

alterations changing or reinstating moments from earlier versions. Sometimes, 

purple ink is used, elsewhere red or blue pencil. All of these tend to reflect inter­

mittent rather than systematic revision, and it is particularly difficult to draw 

definitive conclusions about them. However, Kolysheva's careful tabulation of 

the variants in the second volume of her publication provide the reader with the 

clearest possible information about potential alternative readings. 

Kolysheva argues that publications of the draft up until her own new 

version in 2014 have suffered from a number of errors in transcription; have 

not shown the dynamic transformation of the text through authorial amend­

ments; and that preceding editors have failed to take into account the copy of 

the 1938 typescript which bears annotations made between 1938 and 1940. 

Viktor Losev, for example, in his 2006 publication of the drafts of the novel, 

is reproached for having occasionaJly ombined together text from successive 

drafts to create what amounts to hi own ompilation. Kolysheva lists a number 

of his blatant misreadings, or omi sion of words; and she points out that he 

has failed to understand, evidently, that a number of apparent errors of Russian 

grammar in the strange visitor's pc h in hapter 1 in the second draft of the 

novel were put there deliberately, to r •pr ', nt linguistic mistakes he was mak­

ing as a foreigner.55 In her own diti n ly heva has used a range of annota­

tions to indicate insertions and r ssing1> ul of various types: whether Elena or 

Bulgakov made the amendment , and what olour of pen or pencil they used; 
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page and paragraph br •.,k~i ,iml pi, ·s where Bulgakov u ed pelling of cer­

tain common word lh::il w ·r ' ·urr •nL in hi own time but have now become 

obsolete (galstukh for ga l tuk; /,ort ~ r hert t .). She notes that Bulgakov most 

typically made correction a h w nl , 1 ng, during the process of writing, so 

that crossings out are immediately u ceded by a different word, rather than 

ub equent corrections being inserted above or alongside a crossing out. All 

f these factors, she argues, have needed to be reviewed before a conclusive 

v r ion of the text can be proposed on the basis of the various materials which 
n titute the sixth draft of the text. 

In offering us her own "final" version of the text, Kolysheva argues that 

the two published versions currently in circulation ( Saakyants, 1973 and Yano­

v kaya, 1989) are both seriously in need of review. She proposes Bulgakov's 

sixth draft as the most suitable basis for a definitive version, that is, the Bok­

shanskaya typescript modified by the various corrections, amendments and 

supplementary materials which she feels constitute part of the same basic draft. 

In particular she feels that the retyped version of the text created by Elena in 

1939- 40 has not been sufficiently taken into account by scholars, perhaps 

because the three extant copies of it found their way not into the state literary 

archives, but into the family archives of two of Bulgakov's sisters (Nadya and 

Elena), and into the archive of his close friend Pavel Popov. Each of these three 

owners made his or her own separate corrections (spellings, punctuation, gram­

mar) to the typescript.56 This later typescript (in its three variants) was there­

fore not readily available for earlier editors of the novel to consult alongside 

the various drafts in the main Bulgakov archive in the Lenin Library. His sister 

Nadya then created a further typescript on the basis of the one she possessed, 

which found its way into the archive of the literary editor and critic Evdoksiya 

Nikitina.57 In all these versions the final chapter (chapter 32) concludes with 

Margarita's promise to safeguard the sleep of the Master, and it is only the Epi­

logue which concludes with the words about "the fifth Procurator ofJudaea, the 
horseman Pontius Pilate."58 

Kolysheva notes that a remark made by Elena to Marietta Chudakova, 

to the effect that Bulgakov broke off the corrections to the text at the point 

where Berlioz's funeral procession is being described (chapter 19), is accurate 

in respect of the handwritten amendments Bulgakov's wife was making to the 

1938 Bokshanskaya type cript. But Kolysheva's evaluation of the typescript 

created by Elena in 1939- 40 leads her to conclude that that part of her work on 

that version which was undertaken while Bulgakov was still alive extends just a 

little bit further, right up to the very end of that same chapter. She also argues 
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that the disr g::ird ·d r ·t y1 Iii, of th · n vcl in 1939- 40 explain lhc di crepan­

cies between th 19 8 v •rsl n ::i nd th later ( 1963) version El na prepared for 

publication, and th, t Lh ' p ul, tion offered by Chudakova and Yanovskaya to 

the effect that one ur e of the text had been purloined from the archives or 

mislaid is therefore without foundation.59 She surmises that Elena made a start 

on the retyping of the novel after Bulgakov had returned from a period spent 

having treatment in a sanatorium at Barvikhi, in the second half of December 

1939: the first explicit reference to this retyping in Elena's "Notes on his illness" 

is dated December 25, 1939. Apparently, the last date when Bulgakov worked 

on the text was in February 1940.60 

In the grief-stricken weeks which followed Bulgakov's death in March 

1940, Elena could not bring herself to continue the retyping. However, with 

time she found the strength to start again, and the typing of this version was 

certainly completed well before June 1941, by the time of Hitler's invasion 

of the USSR and the beginning of Soviet military involvement in the Second 

World War. Bulgakov's niece Elena Zemskaya, later to become a distinguished 

Professor of Linguistics as well as the chronicler of Bulgakov's family history, 

recalled being given the typescript to read by her mother Nadya before they 

were evacuated at the end of 1941. Elena was herself evacuated to Tashkent, 

and during 1941-3 she gave the novel to a number of people to read. Amongst 

those who read or were made aware of the novel at this time were the film direc­

tors Sergey Eisenstein and Vsevolod Pudovkin, Nadezhda, widow of the poet 

Osip Mandel'shtam, and several writers, including Margarita Aliger, and Anna 

Akhmatova, who proclaimed Bulgakov to be a genius.61 

However, Kolysheva warns us that although Elena was so devoted to her 

husband's memory and to his great novel, she nevertheless made a number of 

misjudgements or errors in editing his text on the basis of the 1938 typescript 

and the subsequent amendments. It ha to be said that the examples Kolysheva 

identifies do little to change our reading of the text substantively, relating as they 

do to paragraph or sentence breaks, light insensitivity to rhythmical patterns, 

her use of punctuation, particles and pr positions, her fondness for exclama­

tion marks, minor changes in word ord rand so on. There are very occasional 

examples of minor changes in gramm::ili al onstruction or choice oflexicon as 

well. It is nevertheless gratifying t h, v th tidied up once and for all in the 

version Kolysheva herself has prep::ir •d in h r own edition. 

In 1963 Elena once again r typ ·d Lh · novel, creating a typescript which 

came to be owned by Aleksandr M li k P,1 ·h::i v, a conductor and good friend of 

the couple's from the Bol'shoi 1h ::i lr '. IL w::i ompleted by April 1, 1963. Here 
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there are new dis r ' pan ·i 'N hr t w • •n whal h typed in 1939- 40 and the later 

ver ion, although many of lh •111 ,11· • f. simi lar rder of significance to the ones 

noted above. Kolysheva tabul :i l s all th 'S • dis r pancies across more than fifty 

pages of her analysis. One delail whi h ha attra ted some comment is a switch 

(in chapter 13) in the exact adjectival term ( the equivalent of "Pontius") used 

to de cribe Pilate in the anticipated final words of the Master's novel. In the cor­

r ted 1938 Bokshanskaya typescript, and again in Elena's 1939- 40 retyping, 

h is described as "Pontiiskiy Pilat"; in the 1963 version this is altered to the less 

unu ual "Pontiy Pilat:'62 

Although the finale to chapter 32 in the amended 1938 typescript had been 

ro ed out in May 1939, when Bulgakov added the Epilogue, and was there­

fore omitted in the 1939-40 typescript, Elena reinstated in 1963 the paragraph 

which in 1938 had concluded chapter 32 of The Master and Margarita, the one 

with the reference to Pilate as the fifth Procurator of Judaea. This paragraph 

also highlights the role of Margarita in soothing the Master as she leads him to 

his final, charming home in the afterworld and promises him that his memories 

will vanish: Elena was evidently very fond of this passage. 63 The Epilogue which 

follows also ends with a reference to Pilate's name, but in a somewhat different 

formulation. For this and the other reasons cited above, Kolysheva argues that 

it is not acceptable to use the 1963 typescript as the definitive version of the 

text, as both Saakyants and Yanovskaya were inclined to do. Instead, Kolysheva 

offers us her own definitive text, created on the basis of the 1938 Bokshanskaya 

typescript, taking into account the author's subsequent amendments, and rem­

edying the deficiencies ofElena's retypings of the text in 1939- 40 and in 1963.64 

All in all, the variations between the later manuscript and typescript ver­

sions of the text are not of fundamental significance, although Kolysheva's 

review of the successive drafts of the work seems to offer a reliable analysis of 

the issues involved. They do, however, allow us to trace in detail the evolution 

of Bulgakov's concept over tl1e entire period of writing, away from the original 

satirical depiction of Soviet life at some point in the near future, and increas­

ingly towards a focus on eternal spiritual values, love, and art. Nor is it really 

the case, as some have argued, that the text is "unfinished": Bulgakov had a clear 

sense of what he wanted to achieve in his magnum opus for some years before 

his death, and any inconsistencies that remain in the text are not sufficiently 

important to impede our understanding of his artistic purpose. On the other 

hand, it is probably true to say that there will never be an entirely "authorized" 

text of The Master and Margarita. 

CHAPTER 4 

Publication History of 
The Master and Margarita 

in Russian 

"'{ Tiktor Losev, editor of the eight-volume Azbuka edition of Bulgakov's 

V works, has stated as recently as 2013 that "The history of the publication of 

the novel The Master and Margarita is not yet sufficiently well known, although 

it presents considerable interest. Unfortunately there are not that many docu­

ments preserved in the author's archive concerning this history, but even these 

have not been studied or published:' 1 He nevertheless offers an outline of that 

history, drawing upon some hitherto unpublished documents, including diaries 

and letters of Bulgakov's widow Elena dating from the 1960s, and documents 

relating to the Soviet writer Konstantin Simonov, who played a key role at that 

period. This chapter offers a brief survey of the events which led up to the earliest 

publications of The Master and Margarita in the original Russian. 

Elena had made a deathbed vow to Bulgakov that she would ensure that 

the novel would see the light of day. On March 6, 1940, when he was already in 

a semi-delirious state just four days before his death: 

I said to him on a hunch (I got the impression that he was thinking about 

it) , I give you my solemn word that I will type up the novel, that I'll submit 

it, and you will be published! And he was listening, fairly alert and atten­

tive, and then he said: "So that people should know ... that people should 

kn "2 ow. 

But in December 1940, after a few months had elapsed since his death, one of 

Bulgakov's closest friends and confid. nt , Pavel Popov, wrote to Elena advising 

caution: "The less people know aboul th n vel the better. The masterfulness of 
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a geniu will alway r ·111 .1 111111 ,1, t ·l'fuln ' S. , but at th moment the novel would 

be unacceptable. 50- 10 y ' .HS wi ll h. v · L pa s:'3 

Popov's choice of Lh l •rm "un. ptable" is striking here: with Sta-

lin's Terror still ravaging intcllc Lu . I ir I , th very existence of this satirical 

novel, especially with its religiou preo upations, might have proved extremely 

dangerous for those who knew about it. But perhaps Popov was in fact being 

[ ragmatic: he would have been aware that the police informers (Zhukhovitsky, 

p ibly Konsky and others) who had swarmed around Bulgakov throughout 

Lh 1930s surely knew something about-or even of-the novel in any case. 

And Bulgakov had not hesitated over the long years of the novel's composition 

to give fairly frequent readings of portions of the text to those who were close to 

him, usually at home but occasionally even at friends' homes. Varlamov lists the 

following individuals who heard him read parts of The Master and Margarita dur­

ing his lifetime: the Erdman brothers; the Vil'yamses; the composer Vissarion 

Shebalin; the Moscow Art Theatre actors Vasily Kachalov and Grigory ( Grisha) 

Konsky; the writer Sergey Ermolinsky; Bulgakov's close friend Pavel Popov; the 

psychiatrist Samuil Tseitlin and the doctor Andrey Arendt (a direct descendant 

of the doctor who had treated Pushkin on his deathbed); the deputy director of 

the Bol'shoi Theatre Yakov Leont'ev; Vitaly Vilenkin from the Moscow Art The­

atre literary department; the Bulgakovs' neighbour, the dramatist Aleksey Faiko; 

the publisher Nikolay Angarsky; the writing duo Il'f and Petrov; and of course 

the rather unimpressed Ol'ga Bokshanskaya, together with her husband.4 To this 

list we could add Elena's older son Evgeny, still living with his father, Shilovsky, 

who occupied a very high rank in the Soviet military establishment; the wives of 
several of the men mentioned above; the poet Anna Akhmatova; Pavel Markov 

from the Moscow Art Theatre; and doubtless several others, including writers 

he warmly respected such as Boris Pasternak, who certainly got to know about 

the novel at the end ofBulgakov's life. With such a wide range of people know­

ing something of the novel, living in a repressive society where informants and 

denunciations thrived, it seems quite impossible that the authorities were not 

at least passively aware that Bulgakov had been working on a rather subversive 

text over a long period of time. On the other hand, Varlamov notes that there are 

apparently no official reports about Bulgakov to the NKVD (successor organ­

ization to the OGPU) preserved in the archives, dating from any point after 

1936. In other words, we simply don't know (yet) what information was in fact 

reported to the authorities about Bulgakov thereafter, or whether even some 

decision had been made on high to lift the surveillance on him, while continuing 

to ensure that his works did not succeed in reaching a wider audience.5 

There i n ' fur tlH·1· s1- 11 l' th:1L ha b n raised about Lh Bui akov ' rela­

tionship with th r ,.ms , f' th • s' r t police. D. G. B. Pip r, n f the novel's 

earliest critics in Lh w 'SL, h. ventured the controversial hypoth esis that the 

"mysterious sense of kinship which exists between the Master, Margarita and 

Woland" represents an "aesthetic interpretation of the relationship between 

Bulgakov, his third wife and Stalin:'6 One of Bulgakov's most distinguished 

Soviet biographers, Marietta Chudakova, has even gone so far as to speculate 

that Elena played a role in Bulgakov's life that was shaped to some extent for 

her by instructions from the NKVD.7 In other words, there have been sugges­

tions that Elena was either deliberately placed by the authorities in a position 

where she could get to know Bulgakov more intimately, or was suborned by 

them to report on him during the course of their marriage. The rumours that 

tend to swirl around anybody who survived the repressions of the Stalinist era 

have tended to focus on Elena's somewhat surprising achievement in living a 

relatively luxurious and apparently fairly unconstrained life in Soviet Russia 

during its darkest years. Bulgakov's post-Soviet biographer Aleksey Varlamov, 

however, after scrupulously reviewing all the available evidence, has concluded 

that there is no basis whatsoever for believing in this theory.8 

One notable development towards the end of Bulgakov's life was that he 

began to be visited by the writer Aleksandr Fadeev, an extremely complex fig­

ure who had joined the Bolsheviks as early as 1918 and now sat on the Central 

Committee of the Communist Party; he also occupied one of the top posts in 

the Union of Soviet Writers and would become a shameless apologist of Stalin 

in his later years. On August 3, 1929 in the Party newspaper Komsomol'skaya 
Pravda Fadeev had referred to Bulgakov and his friend Evgeny Zamyatin in 

unequivocally hostile terms, as "enemies of the working class:'9 Nevertheless, 

it would seem that he was genuinely struck and moved by his belated acquaint­

ance in person with Bulgakov, who apparently asked him as he was dying to 

consult with Elena about any possible publications of his works. 10 He too cer­

tainly knew about the existence of The Master and Margarita, as is reflected in a 

diary entry by Elena on February 15, 1940: "Yesterday Fadeev rang and asked 

to see Misha, and he came today. He spoke on two topics: the novel, and a trip 

for Misha to the south ofltaly, to recuperate:' 11 Fadeev wrote to her five days 

after his death, describing Bulgakov a "a man of astonishing talent, who in his 

inner being was honourable and prin ipl d, and very clever ... :·12 Yanovskaya 

has alluded to persistent rumours that Elena had an affair with Fadeev not long 

afterwards, and argues that it wa xlr m ly likely that he read the manuscript 

of The Master and Margarita at that Lim '. Fadeev ensured that in April and May 
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1940 she and h r y un , s ) 11 S •r, ·y w r nabled to go away to r over from 

the shock of Bulgakov' d •at h in a Wril r ' Union sanatorium in Yalta, in the 

Crimea. Fadeev was al o th p rs n wh made ure that she wa evacuated, 

together with her literary archiv , from Mo ow in October 1941, after Hitler's 

bocking and unexpected invasion thatJune.13 So perhaps what Pavel Popovwas 

alluding to in his December 1940 warning to Elena was that the novel was cer­

ta inly known about, by figures like Fadeev and therefore even in Writers' Union 

and government circles, before the Second World War- but that nevertheless 

nobody would be prepared to back its publication for the foreseeable future. 

This state of affairs may help to explain Elena's bold decision after the end 

of the war to address a letter directly to Stalin, dated July 7, 1946, in which she 

requested that a collection of Bulgakov's works should be published. Rather 

astonishingly, her letter achieved a fairly favourable response, and an instruction 

was apparently issued to the Iskusstvo publishing house to explore the idea.14 

However, within a few months there was a renewed clamp-down on literary 

culture, and writers such as Anna Akhmatova and Mikhail Zoshchenko were 

savagely attacked in print; things became more repressive again, and nothing 

was in fact done to publish Bulgakov until well after Stalin's death in 1953. 

As Nikita Khrushchev inaugurated what has come to be known as the 

Thaw period in 1956, marking a shift towards greater tolerance in cultural pol­

icy, an official commission on Bulgakov's literary heritage was set up, chaired 

by the relatively liberal writer Konstantin Simonov. Elena sent him a sample of 

works to read, holding back for the moment the more controversial texts such 

as Heart of a Dog, The Master and Margarita, and the play Batum. Simonov was 

enormously impressed to discover, albeit belatedly, that Bulgakov had been a 

writer of such quality. In consequence, a few of his plays, as well as his prose 

biography The Life of Monsieur de Moliere and his Notes of a Young Doctor at last 

appeared in print between 1962 and 1965.15 Elena wrote to explain these new 

developments to Bulgakov's brother Nikolay, who was still living in Paris: 

All those (some very important, and many different sorts of people), all 

those who have had the opportunity to get to know his creative work in 

full (I don't give that opportunity to everybody)-all of them precisely 

use the same expression: "a writer of genius:' [ ... ] And yet they are una­

ware ( they've only heard about it) of what his prose is like. I know, I am 

absolutely sure, that oon the entire world will know his name . . . [ . . . ] I 

am doing all that is in my power to ensure that not a single line written by 

him should get lo t, that his exceptional personality should not remain 
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unknown. l .. . J ' I hi th • pu ri ns , nd th meaning of my Ii ~ . B ~ r he 

died 1 promis •d hli11 nhrny Lh n s, , nd l beli eve that I will be able to fulfil 

it all. ... 16 

It did not take fifty years, as Popov had feared, but it was well over twenty 

years before the very first allusion to the existence of the novel appeared in print 

in the Soviet Union. In 1962 the writer Veniamin Kaverin managed to include 

a passing reference to the existence of the manuscript of a "fantastical novel" 

called The Master and Margarita, as well as a 6-line account of its content, in 

his commentaries to the first publication of Bulgakov's prose biography, The 
Life of Monsieur de Moliere. 17 1962 was also notably the year when Aleksandr 

Solzhenitsyn's short novel One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich was published 

in a Moscow journal, sensationally breaking the taboo on acknowledging the 

existence of Stalinist labour camps, and reflecting a new Thaw-era attitude of 

tolerance towards controversial literary texts. 
And so, as a full quarter of a century elapsed since Bulgakov's death, Simo­

nov at last began to work with Elena on a plan to get The Master and Margarita 
published. Their initial idea was that the "historical" Ershalaim chapters should 

be published first of all as a separate "short novel" in one journal, with the main 

novel to follow in the journal Moskva. The two of them therefore started by 

preparing those chapters separately for publication. Simonov drafted a preface 

to the proposed publication: 

In essence this is not even one novel, but so to speak two novels, gath­

ered together under a single cover. [ . .. ] The two novels combine and live 

alongside one another in an extraordinary way, but one could imagine 
them without difficulty-and to my eye, without artistic loss-separated, 

each of them existing on its own.18 

He also proclaimed-somewhat unconvincingly, but perhaps bearing in 
mind the difficulties the project might till encounter in this period with the 

Soviet censors- that "Bulgakov's nov I is entirely atheistic:' 19 Their endeavour 

foundered, however. Neverthele , as th other members of the literary com­

mission began to discover The Ma ter a11d Margarita for themselves, rumours 

about its existence became more wid pread. As described in the previous 

chapter, Elena prepared and typed ut , n w version of the text in 1963, which 

she allowed several people to read, allh u h very few materials have survived to 

shed light on the process of her edilin r of lh text at this stage.20 
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And th en at la t thc jolll 11., I Mosk11a l k the courageou d i ion in 1966 

to publish the novel fi r th ' first Li m ·, with :i Pr face by Simonov and an After­

word by Abram Vuli . 1h fir ' l p:i rt f 77,e Master and Margarita appeared in 

the Novembernumber (Mo /we, 11 , 19 ),with a printrunofl50,000copies; 

the second did not appear until mid-Febru ary 1967 (Moskva 1, 1967). Even so, 

the text had only been authorised for publication with very considerable cuts, 

many of them made with political and ideological considerations in mind: they 

n erned references to the secret police and their investigations and arrests, 

attacks on the Soviet literary establishment, Margarita's nakedness, and so 

0 11.
2 1 Belobrovtseva has calculated that these cuts constituted 12% of the total 

text, and involved 159 excisions, 138 of which related to Part II of the novel.22 

These two combined publications nevertheless caused a sensation. As Laura 

Weeks puts it, even though Bulgakov had begun to be known by a modern Rus­

sian audience in recent years as a satirical dramatist, and his novel The White 
Guard had also been published in 1966, "nothing could have prepared readers 

for the revelation that was The Master and Margarita."23 One early enthusiastic 

response to the truncated Moskva publication came from Aleksandr Solzhen­

itsyn, who asked to visit Elena in April 1967 to express his excitement, and his 
determination to help see the work properly published.24 

The critical debate immediately provoked within the Soviet Union by the 

two Moskva publications, pitting liberals keen to advance the de-Stalinisation 

ethos of the Thaw against the resistance of hardline Communists, has been 

thoroughly explored by Andrew Barratt.25 But it should certainly be noted that 

several of Bulgakov's other works, such as Heart of a Dog and Batum, would still 

have to wait a further twenty years- until the glasnost' era of the late l 980s-to 

be published. In other words, the publication of The Master and Margarita was 

just about as far as even the new liberalism in the USSR in the mid-1960s was 

prepared to go. Nevertheless, the very fact of its having appeared had an enor­

mous impact. As Stephen Lovell puts it: "Bulgakov's 'sunset novel' occupies a 

unique, and uniquely revealing, niche in Soviet culture, because it existed pre­

dominantly in three cultural domains: it was part of the official literary process, 

hence it was subjected to literary criticism, and attempts were belatedly made 

to institutionalise Bulgakov as a Soviet classic; it struck a powerful chord in the 

intelligentsia subculture; and it was eventually taken up by popular culture:'26 

The first full publication of the text of the novel in the USSR was strictly 

speaking achieved by the publisher Eesti Raamat in Estonia in 1967, but this was 

in an Estonian translation, rather than in Russian.27 The first publication of the 

novel in the Russian language not to appear in a mangled and truncated form 
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was in fact in It:i ly (E 11.HI Ii, I• 17 . KY~ nov kaya re ount how El na ontrived 

to get official permi I n dul'in l 7 for the book to be publi hed abroad in 

full, using an ingeni u , r rum nt to the effect that the cuts in the Moskva edi­

tion (amounting to thir ty-Ji ve ingle-spaced pages of typescript) had not in fact 

been imposed by the censors, but simply reflected editorial choices instead. In 

October 1967 a letter was therefore sent to the Central Committee of the Com­

munist Party from the Union of Writers, asking for permission to sidestep the 

usual rule that texts could only be published abroad in the exact form in which 

they had appeared in the USSR. This permission was granted in November, 

which was how the full text came to be sent to the Italian publishers Einaudi.29 

In 1967 Elena was also at last allowed out of the country to visit Bulgak­

ov's surviving relatives in France (his brother Nikolay had died in 1966), with 

the result that another full publication of the novel in Russian by YMCA Press 

followed: this included a preface by the Russian Orthodox Archbishop of San 

Francisco. In 1969 Possev-Verlag in Frankfurt am Main published another full 

edition of the Russian text, in which the cuts made for the Moskva publication 

were reinserted in italics. As was typical of the period, this version came out in a 

"pocket edition," a 3" x 4" volume printed in tiny print on very fine paper, ideal 

for slipping into a back pocket as a means of smuggling it back into the country 

through Soviet customs. However, these several publications abroad are not in 

fact precisely identical with one another, so that some questions about the exact 

sources they were each using still remain. 30 

In 1970 Elena died and was buried alongside Bulgakov in the grave she had 

selected for him in Moscow's Novodevichy cemetery. This meant that she never 

actually saw the first publication of the full text of the novel in the USSR in 

Russian, in an 812-page volume ofBulgakov's works simply called Novels (also 

containing The White Guard and the unfinished Theatrical Novel), published 

in Moscow in 1973 by Khudozhestvennaya Literatura. This 1973 edition was 

printed in 30,000 copies. Reprints in 1975 and 1978 amounted only to 10,000 

and 50,000 copies respectively, followed by somewhat more generous ones in 

1980 and 1984, of 100,000 copies each time. 31 That was scarcely likely to satisfy 

demand in such a highly literate country; with a population of well over 200 

million people, especially since a high proportion of the first print-run was sent 

for sale abroad, to earn foreign currency, rather than being made available to 

the domestic market. Given the ex itement about the text, it rapidly became 

one of the most sought-after literary v lumes of the decade. As Hedrick Smith, 

the New York Times correspond nt in Mo cow, reported at the time: "The 

book's official price was 1.53 rouble , but the black market prices ran from 60 to 
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200 roubles."32 Rum urs ·v ·n ·lr ·ulal d in London alleging that opi s of the 

Novels volume available th r ' thr u ,h th PI gon Press may have been pirated 

facsimiles (readers noted a pri · ' di s r pan y, unheard of for a Soviet publi-

ation, between what wa embos d n the back cover and what was printed 

amongst the other publication detail on the back pages). The version of the text 

in the 1973 Novels edition was prepared by the literary editor Anna Saakyants 

who, with Bulgakov's widow no longer alive, allowed herself to make numer-

us small alterations and amendments to the version that Elena had typed up 

in 1963. Nevertheless, this became established as the canonical version of The 

Master and Margarita for the first, very numerous and avid generation of Soviet 

readers: people passed well-thumbed copies of the book from hand to hand 

and even copied the entire text out on their typewriters, with carbon copies, in 

order to share it around as widely as possible in the heyday of samizdat activity. 

Nothing could have been more unlike the literature of Socialist Realism, which 

even in the post-Stalin era still remained the prevailing official ethos of Soviet 

literary production. 

Only in 1989 were the real debates over the integrity of the text inaugu­

rated with Lidiya Yanovskaya's publication in Soviet Ukraine of a new edition 

of the novel with Dnipro, a publisher based in Kyiv. Her approach involved 

reinstating some of Elena's 1963 decisions, and amalgamating these with the 

1973 Saakyants version. This version was also reproduced in the five-volume 

Khudozhestvennaya Literatura collection of Bulgakov's works which came out 

in Moscow in 1989-90, in the dying years of the Soviet state. And it has taken 

until the twenty-first century for scholarly attention to become specifically 

focused on the problems of establishing an authoritative text, by reviewing the 

Saakyants and Yanovskaya versions in the light of archival holdings of all the 

textual variants- as examined in the previous section of this book. Belobrovt­

seva rightly agrees with Viktor Losev that "the difficulties of the textology of 

this novel are extremely significant, and it is scarcely likely that they will ever 

find unambiguous resolution:'33 Irrespective of these scholarly debates, how­

ever, the novel has achieved enormous print-runs during the fifty years since 

it first appeared in Russian, with millions and millions of copies now printed 

and sold in Russia, as well as translations into dozens of languages. In their 

wildest dreams Bulgakov and Elena could scarcely have imagined the eventual 

reach of The Master and Margarita, as it established itself unequivocally as a 

twentieth-century clas ic of both Russian and world literature. 

CHAPTER 5 

A Tale of Two Cities: 
The Structure of The Master 

and Margarita 1 

I t is a real challenge for those of us who have read The Master and Margarita 

more than once to reconstruct now our original impressions of the novel, as 

its plot unfolded for us for the first time. No subsequent reading can quite recap­

ture that "innocence," as this extraordinarily complex work tantalizes and con­

fuses us through its elaborate structure. A particularly striking effect is achieved 

at the very start, specifically in the breathtaking transition between chapters 1 

and 2 where a comic encounter in Soviet-era Moscow between two ideologi-, 
cally conformist writers and an enigmatic stranger is abruptly succeeded by a 

realistic and moving account of the occasion when leshua Ga-Notsri, clearly rec­

ognisable as a Christ figure, is brought before Pontius Pilate for interrogation in 

the city of Ershalaim (Bulgakov's unexpected name for Jerusalem) . This is fol­

lowed by a bathetic return to the everyday setting in Moscow, achieved through 

the transition between chapters 2 and 3. The insertion of the Pilate story into the 

Moscow narrative is justified in straightforward terms- for the moment-by 

the fact that Woland, the stranger, offers to recount these events to his listeners, 

who have proclaimed their scepticism about all aspects of religion. But this con­

ventional device of"story-telling" scar ly uffices to account for the astonishing 

divergence in narrative tone and power between chapters 1 and 2. Nothing in the 

character ofWoland in chapter 1, n ilh r in his language nor in the nature ofhis 

teasing and provocative conver ation with Berlioz and Ivan, has prepared us for 

what comes next. 
The narrative setinErshalaim r surfa again in Ivan's dream (chapter 16), 

neatly and precisely picking up from the point where Woland's story ends, in 
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order to de cribc cv nti; i.H l , 0 ,1 I h,H s:i m day when Pilat - poke with le hua, 

and then moving on lo th · s · •11 • f I h ru ifixion. At thi point the reader is 

forced to recognise that th un ·li n fthi narrative within the frame story set 

in Moscow must indeed be mu h m r mplcx than the simple "story-telling" 

device in chapters 1- 2 had seem d to uggcst. For how can a single, continuous 

narrative derive from two wholly different sources (Woland's words and Ivan's 

dream)? And indeed, the manuscript of the Master's novel, read by Margarita 

in hapters 25 and 26, then goes on to complete the story of Pi.late and Ieshua, 

th reby confirming the internal unity and coherence of all four of the Ershalaim 

hapters. But it also adds a new, third component to the mystery of the sto­

ry's sources. The version of events drafted by Margarita's lover, correlating as 

it does in every way with Woland's story and Ivan's dream, suggests conversely 

that these four chapters of The Master and Margarita equate exactly with the 

whole of the Master's "novel:' The reader will wait in vain for any explanation 

within the text to this puzzle: the conclusion of the novel does not offer any 

elucidation or comment on its own structure. Bulgakov seems almost to expect 

his readers to revisit the text after their first reading, in order to unpick the sig­

nificance of its intricacies with the benefit of hindsight. So one of the earliest 

problems raised in the novel is one of structure; and yet the author apparently 
leaves the issue unresolved. 

But clearly our understanding of the novel's themes can only be complete 

once we have worked out the purposes of the interplay between its two settings 

separated by 2,000 years in time, early Soviet Moscow and historic Ershalaim. 

Most of the action takes place in one or other of these two distinct locations, 

although at the very end of the novel ( chapter 32) characters from each city are 

brought together for the first time, thanks to supernatural powers. Erykalova 

has argued that the best way to read the novel is precisely as part of a single 

whole: ''All three strata of the novel-Muscovite reality, the world of the Gos­

pel chapters, and the world ofWoland, Prince of Darkness [ ... J when all taken 

together, create a picture of the real world ofBulgakov's own time:'2 During our 
first reading of the text, however, we remain fascinated and puzzled by the way 

the plot shifts back and forth so unexpectedly between the raucous comedy of 

life in modern-day Moscow and the poised, subtle account of events in ancient 
Ershalaim. 

A powerful additional element of suspense for the first-time reader is that 

the two protagonists who provide the book with its title are not so much as 

mentioned in the first dozen or so chapters, and only make their first appear­

ance about half way through the text. But when we do finally meet the Master 
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and learn that h ' Is :1 w , l l' I' who, lik Ivan, i preo upi d with th tory of 

Pilate, we begin to s •11 1, • lh :11 th ' lution to the structural pr bi m posed by 

the existence of the ;r h. l:i im h:ipters will be found through thi character. 

Acknowledging the ompl xity of the narrative's origins (in Woland's words, 

Ivan's dream, and the Master' text) - while accepting that it simultaneously 

constitutes the entirety of the Master's novel- will further help us to evaluate 

the ways in which the Ershalaim story and the Moscow narrative complement 

one another within the overall construct of Bulgakov's novel The Master and 
Margarita. 

Although the Moscow and Ershalaim stories follow distinct trajectories, 

there are several ways in which the reader is actively invited to juxtapose them, 

through parallels and echoes in the chronology of events in both narratives, as 

well as in their imagery, and in the characterisations of the protagonists. But 
should one part of the novel, set in Ershalaim, therefore be read as a story which 

specifically anticipates what occurs in later history, in Moscow? On the whole, 

one should beware of exaggerating the links and similarities between Moscow 

and Ershalaim, as certain critics have been tempted to do.3 The function of the 

internal echoes in The Master and Margarita is to bind the text together in sug­

gestive and aesthetically satisfying ways, rather than to provide the basis for 

what can turn out to be rather limited and unproductive analogies. Reductive 

readings have been the bane of Bulgakov studies, in Russia as in the West, failing 

as they do to come to terms with the bold freedom of his use ofleitmotifs in the 

novel. As Andrew Barratt puts it: "Devoid of symbolic meaning [the majority 

of the motifs J are perhaps best described as allusive refrains which draw upon a 

wide range ofliterary, mythical and religious texts to create an intricate network 

of interconnections, an aesthetic pattern which teases and delights the imagina­

tion by its associative fecundity."4 

The chronological structure of the novel is certainly complex, but not 

excessively so.5 There are moments from time to time when the chronology 

seems to become confused, sometimes intentionally and sometimes not. Inten­

tional confusions arise from Woland's supernatural powers. His annual ball­

"It is called the spring ball of the full moon, or the ball of the hundred kings" 

(chapter 22)-seems to last for several hours, although it both begins and ends 

at midnight on the Friday night. Another magical distortion takes place at the 

triumphant moment when the two lover are at last accorded their final reward: 

"The Master and Margarita saw the dawn they had been promised. It began 

instantly, directly after the midnight moon" (chapter 32). Elsewhere there are 

unintentional inconsistencies, whi h pre umably derive from the fact that the 
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work was not compl ·t ·ly pol 11h ·d .ind fin . Ii d b fore Bulgakov' d ath. Pilate 

tells Caiaphas that it i almost midd::iy wh 11 he ets out to announce the ver­

dicts on Ieshua and th oth •rs hapl ' r , h d twice in the opening pages of 

hapter 16), after which the narrat r p rplex us by declaring that it is still only 

ten o'clock in the morning of the same day (last line of chapter 2 and opening 

line of chapter 3). In Moscow the full moon which provides an atmospheric 

ba kdrop to the supernatural events is allowed to stretch over several days, and is 

d ribed as appearing on Wednesday (chapter 3), Friday (chapters 20 and 22), 

and aturday (chapter 32). Bulgakov may well have been deliberately choosing 

to be imprecise here, given that he had in fact made careful observations of the 

full moon for the novel in late June 1937, using his binoculars.6 A full moon 

which does not begin to wane as it normally would helps to suggest the magical 

forces which have taken command of Moscow during Woland's visit. 

One fundamental parallel between the two settings is established in the 

fact that the principal events which occur in Moscow and Ershalaim all take 

place over the latter half of a week, from Wednesday to Saturday in Moscow and 

largely from Friday to Saturday in Ershalaim. The full moon shines over both 

cities. We may in fact infer that events in Moscow are set during the Orthodox 

Holy Week, which can very occasionally fall as late as the month of May accord­

ing to the modern, Gregorian calendar if Easter is very late in the Julian calen­

dar (which is still adhered to in the Russian Orthodox Church). This would 

imply that Woland's spring ball takes place on the anniversary of the Cruci­

fixion. However, as we shall see when we come to analyse the significance of 

Satan's ball in the novel, we should be wary of interpreting this occasion just as 

an aggressively blasphemous rite. As so often, Bulgakov ultimately subverts the 

expectations he has apparently set up in establishing this chronological echo 
between the two sets of events. 

Another example of chronological echoing is used very effectively as a 

bridging device at the beginning of chapter 27, when Margarita finishes read­

ing about how Pilate meets the dawn in Ershalaim on the fifteenth of Nisan 

(Saturday) just as she herself meets the dawn on Saturday in Moscow. 7 A more 

powerful image used to interweave the two narratives together in this manner is 

that of the impending storm, usually following upon a burning sun and stifling 

heat. There are actually three torms in the novel: the first is in Moscow on the 

Thursday evening as Ivan sits in the asylum trying to make sense of his encoun­

ter with Woland ( opening of chapter 11); the second takes place in Ershalaim 

on the Friday evening, and hastens the end of Ieshua's sufferings (end of 

chapter 16); and the final one breaks over Moscow as the Master and Margarita 
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bid farewell to Iv. n 0 11 i lw , '111 u r lay v ning, pa ing over b for th 'Y et off on 

their final journ y ( •nd of ·lrnpl •r 0). Much of the action oftl1 novel in both 

cities, therefore, aJ1 b , id l un fo ld in a pre-apocalyptic atmo phere. 

Echoing is us d, h w v r, not just in the chronological structuring of 

plot, but also in the selection of imagery. The contrast between the measured, 

intense and emotionally nuanced writing of the Ershalaim chapters and the 

more varied style of the Moscow chapters, which draws upon more prosaic 

rhythms and a more colloquial range of vocabulary, seems to establish a wide 

gulf between the two parts. Nevertheless, Bulgakov does occasionally use ech­

oes or leitmotifs from the Ershalaim setting in the Moscow chapters, in order 

to lend the novel a greater cohesiveness. In a brilliant analysis David Bethea, 

for example, has shown how the imagery of horses and riders is threaded into 

the Moscow chapters, when we would normally expect them-for obvious his­

torical reasons- to be largely confined to the Ershalaim chapters. He demon­

strates that this device serves to infuse the Moscow setting with images which 

identify the modern world with the materialism of the fallen Whore of Baby­

lon, and its temples-Berlioz's apartment, Griboedov House, and the Torgsin 

store-are burned down accordingly. Bethea also notes Boris Gasparov's point 

that Moscow becomes, at least in this respect, a splintered, reduced version of 

Ershalaim. 8 Gasparov in general sees the use of leitmotifs as the novel's most 

distinctive stylistic characteristic: "The fundamental device which determines 

the whole structure of meaning in The Master and Margarita, and which has 

at the same time a broader general significance, appears to us to be the prin­

ciple of leitmotif construction in the narrative [ ... but ... ] all links turn out to 

be only partial."9 Although this is a shrewd observation, Gasparov regrettably 

pursues this investigation to an exaggerated level. For instance, he attempts to 

find some sort of significance in the fact that J. S. Bach's initials in Russian would 

be I. S. B., which Bulgakov supposedly uses as an anagram in the address of 

Likhodeev's flat (302 bis), as well as in his selection of composers' names for 

his protagonists- (Igor') Stravinsky and Berlioz. All this forms part of a not 

very persuasive attempt to argue that Bulgakov was basing himself in his con­

cept of the Ershalaim sections on the t Matthew and St John Passions by J. S. 

Bach. There is neither any logical nor any textual basis, however, for this kind of 

overinterpretation. Instead, we should accept Lesley Milne's finely argued case 

for comparing Bulgakov's technique for handling leitmotif with the concept 

of the figura, as used in religious cy le of mystery plays and rites. In this con­

text she quotes Erich Auerbach's 1946 study, Mimesis: "A connection is estab­

lished between two events which ar link d neither temporally nor causally-a 
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connection that it i imfWi,1- lhl • to ·:-labli h by r ason in the horizontal [tem­

poral] dimension." Miln · 'l ·~ on l su r , t that: "If this concept of figura is 

employed in a structural an. lysis f 'J l,c Master and Margarita, an elusive order 

and unity that the reader p r iv , but . broken threads, can be revealed as 

woven into an extensive, ordered and fin ly-wrought canvas." 10 

There have been other rather far-fetched attempts, like Gasparov's, to read 

The Master and Margarita as a novel which has to be "decoded" before it will 

r I a its secrets. One of Bulgakov's earliest Western critics, Elena Mahlow, 

kit for granted that the work was written entirely in what is known in Rus-

i.an tu dies as ''.Aesopian language," that is, an allegorical account of contempo­

rary events disguised as something else. Mahlow accordingly reads the novel as 

a ciphered account of the Stalin era in Soviet history: leshua's old chiton (tunic) 

and sandals reflect the economic hardships endured by the Soviet proletariat 

in the 1930s; Matvey's dirty breadknife becomes a symbol for the unresolved 

problem of freedom versus necessity; and the fourteenth ofNisan is transposed 

through arcane arithmetical calculations to become February 27, 1917 (a key 

date in the first 1917 Revolution) according to this bizarre reading. 11 Similarly, 

D. G. B. Piper agrees with L. Rzhevsky that The Master and Margarita is basically 

a cryptographical novel, containing not-so-transparent references to political 

personalities and events from the early Soviet period. Piper sees echoes of the 

Bolsheviks Vyacheslav Molotov and Klim Voroshilov in Korov'ev and Begemot 

respectively, and of Stalin himself in Woland. 12 Such responses were very much 

of their time, following soon after the partial 1966-7 publication of the novel 

in Moskva, as readers, critics and censors alike during the early dissident era 

in Soviet literature sought subversive messages between the lines of what was 

actually written down on the page. Unfortunately these sorts of approaches dis­

regard the novel's subtle messages and structural intricacy, not least in order to 

promote readings which assume that the two settings ofErshalaim and Moscow 
are virtually interchangeable. 

Other echoes certainly do reach out from the Ershalaim sections into the 

Moscow ones. Sometimes these arise fairly straightforwardly. When, for exam­

ple, Ivan compares the sanatorium chief Dr Stravinsky to Pi.late (chapter 8), 

or when Margarita equates her failure to return in time to save the Master 

from arrest to Matvey's failure to spare leshua the torments of the crucifixion 

(chapter 19), these parallel can naturally be explained by their knowledge 

of the original story (Ivan through listening to Woland's narrative, Margarita 

through her reading). A different effect is achieved, however, when the narrator 

compares the shop-assi tant's knife in the Moscow Torgsin store to Matvey's 
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(chapter 28): this, w • I l ' ,11 M', l ,111 nly r fle t the more di tan · I v rview of 

the author of The M11 /er 11111/ Mar 11rita . Andrew Barratt i ur ly right to cele­

brate in Bulgakov' wrilin this kind of " heer playfulnes , whi h enables the 

creation of unsuspe ted nn tion between seemingly discrete themes and 

episodes:' 13 What such witty moments also do is to reassert the presence of the 

author in shaping our responses to his narrative, and to reaffirm the deeply per­

sonal and subjective vision which has created the novel in the first place. Other 

such "breachings" of the boundaries between the different levels of the narra­

tive occur when the Master, newly restored to Margarita at the end of Satan's 

ball, addresses her as "Margot": this is not only an affectionate variant of her 

real name, but also conjures up an association with La Reine Margot, a popular 

novel of 1845 about Marguerite de Valois (1553-1615) by Alexandre Dumas, 

who was very widely read in Russia. In other words, long before the Devil's 

visit to Moscow the Master somehow seems to have sensed the "royal" lineage 

that Woland and his retinue, with their supernatural powers, have managed to 

discover in Margarita's antecedents (chapter 24 ). Equally, there are clear and 

deliberate resonances between the conversations Woland has in Moscow with 

Berlioz, and the one leshua has with Pi.late in Ershalaim, about who ultimately 

controls men's lives, which essentially hang on a thread ( chapters 1-3). 

Many of the interpretations which lay most stress on the analogies between 

the two settings have based themselves on the pronounced similarities between 

the description of Ershalaim associated with Margarita's reading of the Mas­

ter's novel and one of the descriptions of Moscow itself. Ellendea Proffer has, 

incidentally, drawn attention to further similarities between the two cities in 

Bulgakov's descriptions and his own birthplace, Kyiv, which also has a "Bald 

Mountain" ( Golgotha) and is also divided, like Ershalaim, into an upper and 

lower part. 14 The passage in question is the one which Margarita reads over to 

herself after the Master's mysterious disappearance, and which is the only sur­

viving fragment she possesses of the novel which he had thrust into the flames 

in the depths of his despair: 

She sat for almost an hour, holding on her knees the notebook damaged in 

the fire, leafing through it and reading over a section which, after the fire, 

had no beginning and no end: " .. . The darkness which had spread from the 

Mediterranean sea came down over the city the Procurator so detested. 

The hanging bridges linking the tempi to the fearsome Antonia Fortress 

disappeared, a mass ofblackne ~ II from the sky and streamed over the 

winged gods above the hippodrom , and the Hasmonaean palace with its 
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embrasures, b, iaars ,11 ,1v.111 s 1•r.1 , , :i ll yway and ponds . . . Ers halaim, the 

great city, vani h d .1~ thou h t l1.1d n v r xisted ... " (chapter 19) 

Azazello then recites part of th i , m pa age back to her as proof that he has 

knowledge of the Master ( chapter 19), and certain parts of it are repeated like 

a refrain as Margarita settles down to re-read the full text of the chapter while 

the Master, restored to her at last, sleeps (end of chapter 24) . After this, it is 

th novel's overall narrator who seems to draw upon the Master's description 

f r halaim in his own description of Moscow, as Woland and his retinue are 

pr paring to leave the city before the storm breaks: "This darkness which had 

pread from the West came down over the gigantic city. The bridges and palaces 

di appeared. Everything vanished, as though none of it had ever existed" ( end 

of chapter 29). It would be tempting to read this as an emphatic identification 

of the two cities with one another, suggesting that what occurs in Ershalaim 

should be seen as directly prefiguring what happens in Moscow. But we should 

once again be wary of assuming that the extension and elaboration of a set of 

images in this fashion amounts to a somewhat crude "key" to the complexities 

of the novel. Bulgakov's highly poetic use of reminiscence in his prose more 

often than not celebrates aesthetically the visual or aural reverberations of a 

word or phrase, but he leaves the semantic connection unfulfilled and unre­
solved. 

It should be added that the device of carrying a sentence over from the end 

of one chapter to the beginning of the next is used by Bulgakov to cover all the 

transitions from Moscow to Ershalaim, the first transition from Ershalaim back 

to Moscow, and to bridge several other chapters as well. In other words, Bulga­
kov's decision to reuse the sentence about the darkness coming down over the 

city is part of a broader pattern of emphatic repetition, which is used to under­

score the trance-like state in which the visions ofErshalaim are perceived. This 

is most notable at the end of the first Ershalaim chapter, where Ivan's impres­

sion of Woland's narration is so vivid that he feels that he has been dreaming, 

rather than simply listening to a story (beginning of chapter 3 ). As Justin Weir 

observes: "The tale of Pilate and Yeshua is presented within the larger text of the 

novel as primarily an experience and only secondarily a text," because it is heard, 

dreamt and preserved in a much re-read fragment, rather than actually existing 
as a physical book. 15 

One further example of the verbal echoing of phrases across the different 

sections of the novel rai cs a subtle question about the relationship between 

the Master's novel (the Ershalaim chapters) and the outer novel represented 
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not ju t by the M s ·ow 11 .il'r,1tlv , but by Bulgakov's The Ma /er u11d Margarita 
in its entirety. It ari ·s from , r mark made by the Ma t r l Lvan a h relates 

to him the story of hi p, t: "Pi late was flying, flying to a lo , and I already 

knew that the last word of my novel would be: 'the fifth Procurator of Judaea, 

the horseman Pontius Pilate' ['pyatyi prokurator Iudei, vsadnik Pontiy Pilat']" 

(chapter 13). Chapter 26, the last of the Ershalaim chapters which make up 

the Master's novel, does indeed end with these words, except that the word 

"horseman" ("vsadnik") is omitted. But some confusion then arises when we 

reach the end of chapter 32, as well as the Epilogue which immediately follows 

it, which in the versions published until recently in Russia both conclude in 

exactly the same way, but introduce a new variant, since they both end with 

the words 'Pontiiskiy Pilat: We have already seen in our analysis of the drafts 

of the book that Bulgakov's own intention appears to have been to end chapter 

32 with Margarita promising the Master eternal sleep, while only the Epilogue 

was to finish with the reference to Pilate; and that it was Elena who reinstated 

in 1963-and for the ensuing Russian publications-the paragraph which con­

cludes chapter 32 with Pilate. 

A number of hypotheses have been advanced about this device. Ellendea 

Proffer, presumably working with the partial Moskva journal edition of the 

1960s, which has the Master's phrase appear exactly as he predicted at the end 

of chapter 32, proposes that the reader should therefore equate the Master's 

novel with the whole of The Master and Margarita. 16 Meanwhile, Laura Weeks 

concludes that it is Ivan who should be considered to be the author of the entire 

novel The Master and Margarita, on the grounds that he is witness to most of 

the important events in the text, and is therefore in a position to gather and dis­

seminate the narrative once the events have reached their conclusion.17 Lesley 

Milne similarly sees the novel about Pontius Pilate as a figura for The Master 
and Margarita itself, on the basis that Bulgakov is essentially evoking his own 

experiences in the literary world in his description of the Master's tribulations. 

She argues, somewhat controversially, that since chapter 32 (in the editions 

she was using) ends with the correct formulation, then: "The 'novel within the 

novel' is suddenly revealed as occupying the same space as the 'outer novel' 

minus Epilogue; the Epilogue re-establishes the separate identity of Bulgak­

ov's The Master and Margarita from the Master's 'novel about Pontius Pilate:"18 

The whole issue is beset with uncertainties, both about the author's final inten­

tions, and about the importance- or otherwise-of the slight variations in the 

phrasing of the controversial sentcn c. It ometimes goes unnoticed that a first 

variation of the phrase in fact occurs vcn before the Master has identified it 
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to Ivan as having a p ' · i:il s II fi · .111 • ', fo rth very first senten of the Mas­

ter's novel ( that i , in W land 's 11.1rr.1lion in hapter 2) also ends with the words 

"the ProcuratorofJudaea, P nliu Pilnl " ["prokuratorludei Pontiy Pilat"]. The 

emphatic positioning of thi phra e at the end of the hypnotically melodious 

opening sentence of the story of Pi late thu set the Master's full narrative in a 

solemn and neatly symmetrical frame. However, to equate the Master's novel 
with the whole of The Master and Margarita, whether one includes the Epilogue 

r not, is surely to introduce a misleading blurring of distinctions. The Master's 

n e of alienation from the world of contemporary Moscow surely guarantees 

that he carmot even fictionally be supposed to have chosen to write about them; 

we have only to recall his adamant refusal when Woland suggests that he should 

have a go at writing about Aloizy Mogarych. ( chapter 24) The sheer craftsman­

ship of the writing of the Ershalaim chapters is not in the least compatible with 

the relaxed and ironical style of the Moscow narrative. Perhaps Bulgakov, who 

invests the Master with a number of autobiographical traits without reducing 

him to a self-portrait, chooses to pay tribute to his writer-hero and affirms sol­

idarity with him by echoing the Master's ending in the closing passages of his 

own novel. The Master cannot be regarded as the 'author' of The Master and 
Margarita: his concern is only with Pontius Pilate. 

A further set of parallels has been drawn between the Ershalaim and 

Moscow sections of the novel in terms of the presentation of character. In par­

ticular, some critics have found points of identification between the Master and 

Pilate, while others have preferred to see the Master as a modern-day Ieshua. 

The case for equating the Master with Pilate is the less convincing, despite the 
evident sympathy with which Pilate is portrayed. Much has been made of the 

fact that both are guilty of the sin of cowardice, but the extent and nature of 

their cowardice is surely very different. Pilate will forever regret a moment of 

political fearfulness, a retreat into his role as a Roman Imperial official which 

leads him into a deep betrayal of spiritual and human values. In these respects 

Pilate has more in common with General Khludov, who is so burdened with 

guilt in Bulgakov's play Flight, than he does with the Master: like Pilate, Khlu­

dov too has ordered the execution of a man who spoke the truth to him, an 

execution carried out in the name of an Imperial cause which it has become 

increasingly difficult to defend and justify. The Master's cowardly weaknesses 

are less specific, and their consequences carry a less universal significance. 

When persecuted by the mall-minded philistines of the Soviet literary estab­

lishment, and sensing the threat of arrest, he burns his novel rather than stand­

ing up for his art, hi lov and himsel£ But the Master's sacrifice of individual 
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artistic and em lion.ii 111 w· l y Is s · t1r ly omparablc in al wilh I il ate's des­

picable betrayal f 1, hu .1 hl1, n ' W philosophical and piriluaJ m ntor, in the 

face of the mena ing auth rit y f Emperor Tiberius. 

The parallels drawn b lw n the Master and Ieshua are more compelling, 

although it is difficult to accep t korino's view (based on the 1966-7 Moskva 

publication), when he claims that the two characters are virtually interchange­

able: "In the novel The Master and Margarita there is one image which emphat­

ically doubles and coincides with the image of Ieshua Ga-Notsri. That is the 

image of the Master:'19 Nevertheless, some links between the two men can be 

acknowledged, primarily in their shared experience of persecution for their 

ideas, their awareness of a higher reality, and their everyday human naivety. 

Ieshua is presented in the novel as the prophet of a new religion which will 

challenge the entrenched interests of all that both Pilate and Caiaphas repre­

sent, in favour of a faith based on simplicity, sincerity, and truth. He does little 

to save himself from pain and suffering, which he fears as any mortal would. 

The Master is confronted with personal challenges which cannot be considered 

equivalent to any degree, although he does suffer for his intellectual and cre­

ative activities. Nevertheless, the sense of an echoing pattern is reinforced by 

the fact that around Ieshua and the Master stand sets of parallel figures, in the 

persons firstly of Judas and Aloizy Mogarych, both betrayers of trust; and also 

in Matvey and Ivan, their imperfect disciples. 

Not only is Ieshua the bearer of the Word, but as a man of words he brings 

about his own downfall as a direct consequence of his use of imagery: 

Hegemon, never in my life have I planned to destroy the building of the 

temple, nor have I incited anyone to such a senseless action. [ . . . ] I was 

telling them, Hegemon, that the temple of the old faith will collapse and 

a new temple of truth will be created. I said it like that so as to be more 

clearly understood. ( chapter 2) 

It is the literalism of his listeners, who take his words at their face value, which 

prompts his arrest. But rather than eeking to understand leshua as an artist fig­

ure, it is more fruitful to invert the comparison and to see the artist as possess­

ing many qualities in common with the vi ionary and prophet. It is the Master, 

the author of the novel within tlie novel in The Master and Margarita, who gains 

in moral stature through the impli il parallel with Ieshua. 

Overall, the direct parallel belw en the Moscow and Ershalaim por­

tions ofBulgakov's novel are relatively limit d. At the same time, the linguistic, 
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psychological and iluatl ( 11 .11 ·rho ·s b lw n event in the two iti e contrib­

ute to the intricate ri bn 'SS and ·ompl ily of the central themes of The Master 
and Margarita. It is also lri kin r that 11ulg:i kov eems to have been fascinated in 

his writing with all the great and sa red iti s of the Christian faith: The White 

Guard is set in his home city ofKyiv, the radle of the Russian Orthodox church; 

his play Flight includes scenes set in Constantinople, the centre of Christianity 

in the East for nearly a thousand years; and The Master and Margarita encom­

passes the holy cities ofErshalaim as well as Moscow, home of Russian Ortho­

doxy since the fourteenth century, which Azazello compares unfavourably to 

Rome, the cradle of Christianity in the West (chapter 29). What many of these 

holy cities have in common, however, is that they were also governed by author­

itarian or oppressive political ideologies. The Master's literary re-creation of the 

defining moment of Christian culture, and his persecution when he seeks to 

offer that narrative to his Soviet contemporaries in the beleaguered home of 

Russian Orthodox Christianity, is what confirms the significance ofhis achieve­
ments as a writer. 

CHAPTER 6 

Woland: Good and Evil in 
The Master and Margarita 

I n the Ershalaim chapters Bulgakov-or in the terms of the fiction, the 

Master- portrays central figures from the Gospel story in a way which, if it is 

not strictly speaking a "religious" depiction, nevertheless affirms the historical ba­

sis for the founding narratives of the Christian faith. He achieves this through the 

absorbing sense he communicates of the physical reality of the city, with its sounds 

and smells and heat and light, reinforced by the way the narrative is grounded in 

carefully researched historical realia-from architecture to sandals, dress, food 

and wine. All of this is rendered in an occasionally archaic vocabulary, which 

also helps to conjure up a vivid sense of period. Furthermore, the relation~ be­

tween the principal characters in Ershalaim-Pilate, Ieshua, Caiaphas, Matthew 

the Levite, Afranius, Niza, and Judas-are conveyed with rich psychological nu­

ance: the power play between them, their motives, their manipulations or self­

deceptions are all minutely observed. This further serves to reinforce our sense 

of the historical reality of what is being depicted: these are fully-rounded human 

individuals, emotionally convincing to us even across two millennia of time. 

All of this makes the depiction of Woland all the more original and star­

tling by contrast. Woland is clearly identified as a Satan figure: but at the same 

time he is not created with direct reference to a canonical religious tradition, 

as the Ershalaim characters are. He appears as a unique, sui generis figure, with 

no truly significant existence out ide the confines of Bulgakov's fictional world. 

And indeed, Bulgakov consciou ly in tended him to enter the novel as an enig­

matic figure. This is reflected in a diary ntry of Elena's dating from April 27, 

1939, in which she describes how Bui ,, kov enjoyed challenging his close 

friends to guess Woland's identity: 

Yesterday we had both the Faikos round, with Markov and Vilenkin. Misha 

[Bulgakov] read The Master m11/ Mr11~~nrita- from the beginning. A huge 
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impres ion. 1 h y lmnwd ,ll •ly .rnd in ist ntly began to a k for a day to be 

agreed upon forth ' ·onllr1u.1tion. After the reading Misha a ked- so who 

is Woland? Vi Jenkin • id that h had gues ed, but that he wouldn't say it for 

anything. I suggested to him that he hould write it down, I would write as 

well, and we would swap notes. owe did that. He wrote "Satan" and I wrote 

"the devil:' After that Faiko also wanted to play. But he wrote on his bit of 

paper-"! don't know." And I fell into the trap, and wrote for him-"Satan:'1 

However, the extent to which Woland should be understood as the Devil of 

mainstream Christianity-or of any other kind of variant of the Christian 

faith-remains a highly contentious issue for readers right down to the pres­

ent day. IfWoland is the Biblical Satan, operating in relation to individuals by 

tempting them to undertake sinful actions, should he be regarded as unequivo­

cally a force for evil in the novel? This is one of the most complex questions in 
The Master and Margarita. 

Some critics, such as Andrew Barratt, have made an articulate case for con­

sidering the characterisation ofWoland to reflect a specific position in theolog­

ical debates, in this case as a representative of the Gnostic tradition: 

Woland's twin roles of unorthodox evangelist and agent of deliverance 

cannot be accounted for by reference to any conventional notion of the 

diabolical, yet they can be accommodated within another tradition: that 

of the Gnostic religion. Woland's activities in The Master and Margarita 

fit him perfectly for the title of "gnostic messenger:' The Messenger - also 

known as the Alien - is, according to Gnostic teaching, the supernatural 

being who comes to earth periodically bearing a message which, if prop­

erly deciphered, promises the possibility of divine illumination. Perhaps 

the most important feature of the Messenger, however, is that he will be 

recognized only be a very small number of people (or "pneumatics"), in 

whom the divine spark has not been totally extinguished by the condi­
tions of earthly existence.2 

This interpretation is convincing to the extent that it encompasses the roles 

of Margarita, the Master and, to some extent, Ivan-all of them members of 

the literary or literate intelligentsia-in uniquely recognising the significance 

of their encounters with Woland. We could point out, however, that the Mas­

ter receives his "message" (the story ofleshua and Pilate) quite independently 

of Woland, even if the message is the same one that Woland brings, and that 

W land I 63 

Woland'srolci I :1dyn1ud111HH ' :l ulh ritativetl1anthat fam r m senger. 

13arratt's reading i . Is I 'M• p .,. lHl iv if it i trying to sugge t that Bulgakovwas 

pecifically comm •nd in , :i ; n ti vi ion of tl1e world to hi readers. Indeed, it 

i very hard to read The Master and Margarita as a text designed to promote any 

single approach to Christianity: quite the contrary. 

More recent readings by a number of Russian critics, particularly those 

who write from the perspective of the modern-day Russian Orthodox Church, 

have been even more problematic. M. M. Dunaev, for example, suggests that 

the Master has "known" Woland for some time, and that he writes his "blasphe­

mous" novel about Pilate directly under Woland's dictation, as an "anti-Gospel:' 

This interpretation, which seems to take no account of the redemption themes 

in the novel-affecting Pilate as much as the Master-has been energetically 

promoted in a book and in television broadcasts by a charismatic deacon of the 

Orthodox Church, A. V. Kuraev.3 Bulgakov's otherwise reliable and judicious 
t 

biographer Aleksey Varlamov similarly slips into highly coloured interpretative 

territory when he argues that ''.All-powerful Woland is repellent, loathsome. 

In the final version of the text he shakes off some of this surface loathsome­

ness, but what about his inner being?"4 Modern Western readers will recognise 

here a range of responses to Bulgakov's work which find the presence of black 

magic themes in the novel just as unpalatable as those which have caused]. K. 

Rowling's Harry Potter books to be denounced in certain circles. However, it is 

virtually impossible to construct any sort of coherent interpretation of The Mas­
ter and Margarita-certainly when considered as a whole-from any of these 

highly partisan perspectives. 

By contrast, one of the textual sources which Bulgakov annotated exten­

sively in creating the character ofWoland suggests that he need not be regarded 

either as the bearer of a very specific version of the Christian message, nor as the 

source of evil and of scurrilous blasphemy. This source was M. A. Orlov's His­
tory of Man's Relations with the Devil ( 1904), the introduction to which makes 

some observations about pagan view of good and evil deities which may shed 

some light on what Bulgakovwa trying to achieve: 

The pagan not only believed in th xi tence of the malevolent spirit, but 

also served him. The evil d ity was ju t as much a deity for him as the 

good spirit. What's more, th r was no need for him to concern himself 

and make such special efforts with th g od deity. Evil gods were another 

matter. They have to be per uadcd l b w II disposed towards you, other­

wise all you can expect from th •m Is mali e and harm. For this reason the 
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cult ofth vii spirit In p, ,1dt v • ,o ' i ' ly wa laborat d far more deepl y, in 

much more d tail, .rnd 111 0 1 l' I homu 1hl y th n th cult of benevolent gods. 

[ . . . ] Christianity, on th · o lh ·r h.111 I, took up an entirely different position 

with regard to the vii SJ irit. Wh ll l fi rm ally recognising its existence, 

and without thinking of denyin ll, hristi anity turned this position into 

a dogma and declared the evil spirit to be "Satan" (that is, "opponent"), 

the enemy of the good deity, a sort of opposite to deity. God must be wor­

shipped, while Satan is worthy only ofhorror.5 

13u1gakov seems to incline towards this "pagan" approach in The Master and 

Margarita, with the virtuous Ieshua playing a relatively passive and muted role 

for much of the text (and any "God" remaining completely invisible), while the 

"prince of evil" turns out ultimately to be pursuing moral purposes: indeed, he 

needs to be propitiated ifhe is not to mete out stem punishment for misdeeds. 

For the society which Woland meets with in post-Revolutionary Moscow has 

proved perfectly capable of creating evil by its very own efforts. As Erykalova 

suggests: "Even the lowest representatives of the Christian universe, Woland 

and his companions, become righteous judges in the world of Moscow philis­
tines who have destroyed the Master':6 

Quite apart from his moral standing, his role in The Master and Margarita is 
to provide the structural linchpin which binds the different fictional worlds of the 

novel together. He does not seem to appear in the Ershalaim chapters, but there is 

no reason to question his claim to have been a witness in some sense to the events 

that took place there. We may recall that in the first draft of the novel ( 1928-30) 
there is a hint that he identifies himself with the swallow who flies in and out 

of Pilate's balcony at Herod's palace, and like a witness he insists in any case to 

Berlioz and to Ivan that "This did happen!"7 He thus, quite uniquely, provides a 

direct link between Ershalaim and modem Moscow. He also takes the Master and 

Margarita with him at the end of the novel to the realm of the beyond, where their 

eternal destinies will be resolved. Woland is the one figure who travels between all 

the worlds of The Master and Margarita, and his authority is beyond doubt. 

However, the most important thing to bear in mind is that Bulgakov's 

Woland is primarily a literary creation, inspired by poetry and opera rather 

than by conformity to religious doctrine. Bulgakov derived his essential inspira­

tion for the character of Woland from Goethe's Faust. 8 However, it would only 

be an exceptionally knowledgeable reader who would spot straight away that 

Woland's name is in fact one of the variant names for the devil Mephistopheles 

in Faust, albeit a name that i only ever used in passing, and in just one single line 
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f oethe' vcr dr.1111 .1 M ·plil,, toph ,J r 6 rs to him lf, "Junk r Vi land" 

["Noble Woland 'Jin th · W.,lpur Is Night cene of Part I, a he ommands the 

witches to make way~ r him). It i th rcfore a mark of the Master 's profound 

rudition that he unhc ilalingly id ntifies the enigmatic Woland, simply on the 

basis oflvan's description of their encounter. So Bulgakov has opted for a delib-

rately obscure correlation between his own Woland and Goethe's Mephis­

topheles, perhaps precisely in order to obstruct facile equations between one 

character and the other. Some of the standard Russian translations of Goethe's 

Walpurgis Night scene do not even trouble to include the detail of"Junker Vol­

and" at all, and instead have Mephistopheles simply refer to himself in the line 

in question as "the devil:'9 

A further complication arises in the way that Woland's name is first intro­

duced in the novel. When Ivan catches sight of the mysterious stranger's vis­

iting card, he sees that he has a name beginning with a "W" (chapter 1). But 

Goethe himself spelled the name Voland in the German original, and it is still 

not quite clear what importance we should attach to Bulgakov's reworking of 

the spelling ( in one of the earliest drafts he did in fact give the name on the vis­

iting card as "Dr Theodor Vo land"). Apparently, Bulgakov had been using A. L. 

Sokolovsky's notes to his 1902 translation of Goethe's Faust into Russian prose, 

in which it is explained that the name "Voland" in Goethe was a usage itself 

derived from the German noun Faland, a word broadly used in earlier times to 

denote a deceiver or demon. 10 Some interpreters have suggested that the letter 

"W" appealed to Bulgakov more than "V" because of the rich associations of its 

inverted form "M" with the names of Mephistopheles as well as the Master and 

Margarita, not to mention his own Christian name Mikhail. 11 It is also possible 

to speculate that Bulgakov, using only Russian sources, simply got confused in 

the end by the Cyrillic transliteration of the Latin letter ( « B» in Cyrillic), and 

back-rendered it inaccurately, assuming in error that the name Goethe used 

must start with a "W," just as the word "Walpurgis" does. 

Yet another clue to his identity is provided in chapter 1, when Woland 

unexpectedly offers the agitated Ivan a cigarette, and astonishes him and Berlioz 

not only by being able to offer Ivan his favourite brand, but also because these 

are proffered in an ostentatiou gold igar tte-case marked on its lid with a 

triangle of diamonds. Yanovskaya ha mockingly described the attempts by 

critics to "decode" the significanc fthi s detail, from those who argue that it is 

a Christian symbol of God, or of th 11 ly Trinity, to those who have debated 

whether it is a clue to Bulgakov's supp cd involvement (through his father) 

in Freemasonry. In notebook datin , t I 8- 9 Yanovskaya came across some 
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jottings by Bulgak v :1ho11I I h1• d II •r ' Ill nc m of the devil, including a refer­

ence to the word Dia110/ 111 o ,w o l l s I uss i:1 11 pellings), with the capital letter 

underlinedi she note Lh at t 11 lh • s.1m • p. , Bulgakov had sketched a roughly 

equilateral triangle. H er wn c n ·lu i n i therefo re that the triangle is a Greek 

letter "delta;' which is quite simply lh initial f the Devil himself (a roughly tri­

angular «A» in Cyrillic). Yanov kaya al o point out that Bulgakov had in fact 

hes itated over this question: in another draft of the novel a few months earlier 

the cigarette-case had carried the monogram "F" (for Faland?) in diamonds. 12 

From time to time further echoes of Goethe's Faust surface in The Master 
and Margarita. The image of a poodle head serves as the handle ofWoland's 

cane (chapter 1), figures as a black outline on a pendant presented to Margarita 

during the ball, and reappears later in the same scene embroidered in gold on 

her cushion ( chapter 23). This all recalls the fact that when Goethe's Mephis­

topheles first appears to Faust, it is in the form of a black poodle. The name 

Margarita also carries an association with Faust, since it is the usual rendering 

in Russian of the name of Gretchen ( the diminutive form of the German name 

Margarete), Faust's beloved. However, Gretchen's seduction and her murdering 

of her illegitimate baby in Faust is not a story which is attached to Margarita: in 

Bulgakov's novel it is the unfortunate Frieda who shares Gretchen's fate. There 

is a further echo of Gretchen carousing on Walpurgis night in the detail of the 

car which encircles the neck of Gella, the only female member of Woland's 

retinue. Woland even explicitly invokes Goethe's text when he suggests to the 

Master in chapter 32 that in his future life he might want to sit, like Faust, over 

a retort, fashioning a homunculus (in actual fact in Goethe's original it is not 

Faust but his assistant Wagner who manufactures the homunculus). 

However, all these echoes precisely do not add up to a fully-developed sys­

tem of references on Bulgakov's part to the content of Faust. Unlike Mephistoph­

eles, Woland does not seek to tempt mortals towards sin in order to capture their 

souls: quite to the contrary, Woland exposes people's petty failings only in order 

to exact appropriate retribution and urge them towards more honest and virtu­

ous behaviour. Most of their punishments (except those inflicted upon Berlioz 

and Baron Maigel') are in fact rescinded once the appropriate message has been 

conveyed. Margarita is a bold and self-assured modem woman, not a wronged 

maiden like Gretcheni and the Master, unlike Faust, does not thirst for knowl­

edge and power. He is, however, the victim of the political and cultural ideologies 

which have spawned the likes of Berlioz and Maigel'. Bulgakov, who behaved with 

commendable restraint when those who had persecuted him in his life fell into 

disfavour, relishes the opportunity in his fiction to fantasise the retribution he 
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would like his oppon ·nl~ to 1-uff r. lJltimately, the im:i , •s fro m :t ·th -'s / !au t 
gain a new, indep nd ' 111 li fi • in 13ulgakov, and the read r n ,t1 n t s · •k fully devel­

oped analogies or p:irc II Is in order to appreciate their int rmill nl presence in 

the novel. As so often with intertextual references in Bulgakov' writing, the full 
significance of many connections remains allusive, even elusive, rather than direct. 

We still need to consider the most explicit identification ofWoland with 

Goethe's text, which is provided by the overall epigraph to The Master and 

Margarita : 

" ... And so, who are you then?" 

"I am a part of that power which seeks forever evil, and does forever good:' 

Goethe, Faust 

Viktor Losev has pointed out that Bulgakov extensively annotated the 1902 

translation of Faust into Russian prose by A. L. Sokolovsky, which he owned. 

Nevertheless, the specific rendering from German into Russian of this passage 

which opens The Master and Margarita does not exactly match Sokolovsky's 

translation, nor any of the other commonly available published translations, 

and Losev concludes that Bulgakov must have redrafted it for himself.13 The 

epigraph was actually a relatively late addition, and it only appears for the first 

time in a notebook which Bulgakov began writing in on May 29, 1938, that is, 

when he was about to embark on dictating the entire text to Elena's sister Ol'ga 

during that summer. 14 "This epigraph was thus not the novel's starting point 

but its summation," concludes Lesley Milne. 15 But the epigraph's account of 

the role of the devil Mephistopheles in Faust does fulfil the crucial function of 

inaugurating and providing a frame of reference for the discussion of the par­

adoxical relationship between good and evil which is so central to The Master 
and Margarita. It is also echoed and expanded quite explicitly by Bulgakov in 

the dialogue between Woland and Ieshua's emissary Matvey, sent to request 

that the Master and Margarita should be granted happiness in the afterlife. 

Woland mocks Matvey for his hostility towards himself: 

You pronounce your words as though you did not recognise shadows, nor 

evil either. Will you not be so kind as to consider the problem of what 

would become of your good if evil did not exist? And how the world 

would look if shadows were to disappear from its surface? ( chapter 29) 

In this vision of the world, as in oethe's epigraph-and in certain pagan 

cults-the devil apparently exists to complement the forces of goodness, 
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tormenting and pr vo l In~ 11 1.1 ,d 11 d IQwn rd the path of virtue. Woland's ini­

tial role is to pay a visit to mod •1·11 d. y M ow, where people have been cut 

off from their spiritual h rita 1 ' hy th ' B I hevik Revolution. Soviet man has 

ceased to see that upon his a ti n will hang consequences which may not 

even become apparent until the next li fe, that he is responsible for determining 

his own destiny through the choice that he makes. In this quasi-existentialist 

vision of the dilemmas of choice confronting the individual, Woland can only 

hope to give modern man salutary reminders of his spiritual responsibilities 
under a materialist political regime.16 

Bulgakov's appreciation of Goethe's Faust was also significantly shaped 

by his familiarity, not so much with the original literary text as with its 1859 

adaptation by Charles Gounod for the opera. He had got to know the opera, 

mostly in its Russian translation from the French, extremely well as a school­

boy growing up in Kyiv. In those works such as The White Guard in which he 

evoked his comfortable and cultured youth in Kyiv, the image of the score of 

Faust propped up on the piano expressed his nostalgia for a pre-revolutionary 

past that was irrevocably lost. In particular, he favoured Valentin's aria ''Avant de 

quitter ces lieux .. :' ("Before leaving these parts .. :')-a baritone piece that he 

liked to sing himself- in which Gretchen's brother prays for her safety before 

he sets off to war. The aria celebrates the values of family, piety, loyalty, and 

honour. However, in his satirical play about Moscow under NEP, Zoyka's Apart­
ment (1926), Bulgakov had conjured up the resurgent bourgeois materialism of 

the mid-l 920s with a very contrasting musical accompaniment from Gounod's 

Faust. This quite different piece was Mephistopheles's frenzied celebration of 

human cupidity in a song called "The Golden Calf:' As we have seen, one of the 

early titles Bulgakov considered for The Master and Margarita was the phrase 

"Vot i ya!" ("Here I am!"), the first words uttered by Mephistopheles to Faust 

in the Russian-language version of the opera. 17 In the finished novel, Woland 

uses this specific phrase to comic effect, to introduce himself to the very hung­

over Styopa Likhodeev (chapter 7). Bulgakov quotes the phrase again in his 

unfinished Theatrical Novel, where the "Mephistophelean" publisher Rudol'fi 

interrupts the writer-hero Maksudov as he prepares to commit suicide. It was 

thus in many ways Gounod's Mephistopheles, rather than Goethe's original, 

who provided the primary source of inspiration for the figure ofWoland. 

Perhaps. unexpectedly, Woland is one of the characters in the novel who 

changes the most as the action unfolds. He initially appears at Patriarchs' Ponds 

in the comical guise of an eccentric foreigner, wearing an elegant grey suit 

with matching shoes and a dashing grey beret, and with somewhat troubling 
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different-coloured yell n ' bla k, one green (chap ter 1). ' I h ' h;w be ome 

a black suit and b r t wilh a gold and diamond po ket-wat h by the time 

Likhodeev comes round from his hangover to find Woland in his apartment 

(chapter 7). In that fir t meeting at Patriarchs' Ponds, he briefly assumes in his 

appearance and mannerisms the prankster mode which will characterise sev­

eral of his associates during their stay in Moscow, especially the enormous black 

cat Begemot and the mischievous Korov'ev. This association of the demonic 

with exuberant humour is well captured in the piece of music with which Bul­

gakov chooses to mark the hour of midnight in the restaurant at Griboedov 

House, the jazz foxtrot "Hallelujah" by the American composer Vincent You­

mans (1927). It opens with the lines: "Satan, lies awaitin', and creatin', clouds 

of grey ... but hallelujah, hallelujah helps to shoo those clouds away ... :' This 

was a hugely popular piece which Bulgakov loved to play on the piano, at a time 

when the Soviet authorities had precisely singled out the foxtrot as the epitome 

of damaging and decadent western influences on Soviet society. 18 

However, by the time Woland makes an appearance during the magic 

show at the Variety Theatre, his physical appearance is no longer described: and 

although his retinue get up to all sorts of comical and scandalous tricks there, he 

plays little part in them and indeed vanishes before the end of the show. He him­

self is now referred to as "the wizard;' a step towards solemn authority, which is 

reinforced by the respectful way in which Korov'ev now addresses him as "Mes­

sire" (chapter 12). When Margarita is presented to him as they prepare for the 

ball, he seems to have aged from the man of about forty we saw in chapter 1: he 

is now balding and deeply wrinkled, still with an apparently twisted face, and 

wearing a grubby black nightshirt while his painful knee is being massaged. But 

there is no doubting his awesome powers over life and death. And at the cul­

mination of the ball, as he passes judgement on Berlioz and on Baron Maigel', 

his shabby garments are transformed into a classical black tunic with steel 

sword (chapter 23). This is the guise in which he will bid farewell to Moscow 

in chapter 29. When they quit the city- and the present-day world-on their 

black horses, Woland and his retinue all revert to their true forms. His minions 

acquire the human forms of a courtly prince or a demonic pageboy; but Mar­

garita observes that she would b in apable of describing even what the reins 

of Woland's horse were made of: " .. . and she thought that perhaps they were 

chains made of moonlight, and that the horse itself was just a mass of darkness, 

the mane of the horse a stormcloud, and its rider's spurs the white sparkles of the 

stars:' As he reassumes his sup rem p w r and prepares to plunge back into the 

dark abyss with his retinue, Woland hn become increasingly incorporeal, less 
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and less human in hi~ ph ,1l p11• ,• n · '. In t ad, he has become once more a 

metaphysical entity, who~• I I u · , •,ilm 11< lh rw rldly (chapter 32). 

The deeper s riousn •ss 11' Wol.111d 's purp s also soon becomes appar­

ent: his interest lies in w i Yhi11 • I h • mor:i l standing of those he comes across in 

the modem age. He serve ullim. t ' ly a . • ~ r for justice, reassuring Margarita 

at the end of the book that "Everything will b as it should be, that is how the 

world is made" ( chapter 32 ). Le ley Milne has rightly observed "the frequently 

retributive nature ofWoland's justice." 19 Berlioz suffers a swift and very drastic 

penalty for his obstinate scepticism about Jesus and the Devil, and for his role 

in promoting atheism: he is decapitated by a tram, and ultimately consigned to 

oblivion.20 Many other Soviet citizens will be judged-largely for more petty 

misdemeanours-and found wanting, and will be punished accordingly. In the 

entertainment he lays on at the Variety Theatre, Woland is really pursuing one 
of his underlying aims for visiting Moscow in the first place, which is to observe 

how the people of Moscow have changed under Soviet-imposed atheism. After 

the shocking episode where Begemot rips off the head of the compere Ben­

gal'sky, Woland allows himself to be swayed by the woman in the audience 

who pleads "for God's sake" for him not to be tormented any further. All in all, 

Woland concludes of the inhabitants of Moscow that: 

They're just like other people. They're fond of money, but then that was 

always the case ... [ ... J They're unthinking, but what of that . . . and com­

passion does occasionally knock at their hearts ... they're just ordinary 

people . .. and on the whole they remind me of the people before . .. it's 

just that the housing problem has affected them .. . . (chapter 12) 

This seemingly unremarkable conclusion was the kind of remark that could in 

fact prove ideologically controversial. Much of the satirical writing of the 1920s 

( and many of Bulgakov's works, most notably Heart of a Dog) had highlighted 

this fact that human nature doesn't essentially change under a new political 

regime. Such a view was entirely contrary, however, to the Marxist theories 

promulgated by the Communist authorities, who justified their revolutionary 

upheavals of society by arguing that if you changed the material conditions and 

class relations in which people lived, you would transform human nature and 

bring into existence a new, collectivist society in which noble impulses would 

prevail. Satirists such as Bulgakov focused instead on the virtual impossibility of 

changing people's behaviour, and thereby tended to suggest a degree of backslid­

ing in the bright future of the Soviet society that was supposedly being created. 
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It i notabl • 1h :1 t th ' all ntion of Woland and hi r linu ' i primari ly 

focused on the w rid ultur during his visit to Mos ow : m l [his victims 

belong to the world oflit r:iture (the writers' organi ation MA OLIT), or to 

associated realms su h a the world of theatre. It is not hard to imagine why 

Bulgakov was especially preoccupied with these, given the frustrations of his 

own literary and theatrical aspirations in the late 1920s and 1930s. But Woland 

does not initially seem even to have any knowledge of, or interest in, the Master. 

He declares that he has come to Moscow merely to observe its inhabitants, and 

also to celebrate his annual spring ball, and it is only because of his arrangement 

with Margarita for her to host this ball with him that his attention is drawn to 

the Master, especially when he learns-to his apparent astonishment-that the 

Master's novel is about Pontius Pilate: 

"About what, about what? About whom?", Woland expostulated, ceasing 

to laugh. "At this time? That is astounding! And could you not find any 

other subject?" ( chapter 24) 

But as we shall see, this crossing of the paths between Woland, Margarita, and 

the Master will initiate a series of events which none of them have as yet antic­

ipated, culminating in a deed of cosmic significance, the pardoning of Pontius 

Pilate. The encounter between the forces of mischief and the genius of the artist 

will be resolved into an event entirely spiritual in character, fully bearing out 

that paradoxical message in the epigraph from Goethe's Faust, which affirms the 

eventual triumph of good over evil. 



CHAPTER 7 

Pilate and leshua: Biblical 
Themes in The Master and 

Margarita 

Pilate's que~tion_"Wh~t is truth?," which he addresses to leshua in chapter 2, 

naturally identifies hrm for the reader with the Pontius Pilate of the Gos­

pels, where these words are attributed to him (John 18:37). The major protag­

onists of The Master and Margarita reveal their moral standing in the extent to 

which they rise to the challenge of Pilate's problematic question, and in how 

they demonstrate their faith in the truth. Bulgakov enables this to happen by 
presenting his characters not just with a nebulous notion of"truth;' but with "the 

truth," apparently, a completely authentic account of what actually happened 

when Pontius Pilate was confronted with the necessity of passing judgement on 

Jesus Christ, who appears in the novel as the somewhat altered but nevertheless 

unmistakable figure of leshua Ga-Notsri. Bulgakov's version of the story is at 

once immediately recognisable, and yet also disconcertingly different from the 

Gospel versions in other respects too. He names the city in which the Master's 

novel is set "Ershalaim," a rendering which closely resembles the Hebrew form, 

"Erushalaim:' This represents one of the instances in which he deliberately de­

parts from the conventional Russian rendering of a name-which here would 

normally be "lerusalim''-in order to emphasise that he is blatantly engaged in 

the creation of a fresh account of events. At the same time, the city undoubtedly 

remains the Jerusalem we associate with the birth of the Passion story. Bulgak­

ov's interpretations of the figures of Pilate and leshua are, similarly, presented 

in an unfamiliar mode. This has the effect both of suggesting new insights into 

traditional images and myth , and of creating an entirely new "myth," with reper­
cussions for the larger world of his novel. 
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TI1e author r ·4uir 'S th ' r ad r to accept that the fi ur Ersh:1l:-1im hapter 

in The Master and M11r aril.a purport to represent the abs lul lrutl1 of those 

events. This is why 13ul rak v onstructs the text in uch a omplex way: if three 

different sources are capable of telling, dreaming or writing uccessive parts of 

a single, integrated narrative, then the only logical explanation the reader can 

derive from such a conundrum is that this is an ultimate truth, something which 

exists on a higher plane, accessible to the artist ( the Master) only through the 

power of his inspiration. As Donald Fanger put it in an early response to the 

publication of the work, commenting on the nature of the Master's novel: "By 

merging it with Woland's account and Ivan's dream, Bulgakov seems to be sug­

gesting that truth subsists, timeless and intact, available to men with sufficient 

intuition and freedom from conventional perception:'1 The two writers, the 

Master and Ivan, are both 'rewarded' with glimpses of that higher truth, firstly 

because they are disposed to be receptive towards it, and secondly because they 

have a role to play in some supranatural destiny ordained by leshua, who ulti­

mately does belong to the metaphysical realm. 

Bulgakov's "true" account of these events is offered in the first instance as 

a counter-weight to the traditional versions embodied in the Gospels. In his 

conversation with Berlioz and Ivan, Woland dismisses these entirely: '"Nothing 

whatsoever of what is written in the Gospels ever actually took place, and if 

we were to start referring back to the Gospels as though they were a historical 

source . . : he smiled again, derisively" ( chapter 3). And Bulgakov does much 

to convince us that Woland is right about the Gospels being untrustworthy. He 

not only provides us with an alternative narrative of the events, but also displays 

the stages at which, even from the very start, distortions entered the Gospel 

stories. Specifically he shows how this affects the writing of Matvey's account. 

His Levy Matvey corresponds to the tax-collector referred to as Matthew in the 

Gospel according to Matthew (9:9), and as Levi in Mark (2:13-14) and Luke 

(5:27-8), and he is the only Evangelist to figure in Bulgakov's portrayal. This 

may have been precisely because the story of the writing ofMatthew's Gospel is 

especially confused, which would erve Bulgakov's intentions here. There exists 

one school of thought, according to which the text now accepted as canonical 

is in fact a Greek version which is only based on-and adds to-an original 

Aramaic text by Matthew.2 Bulgakov pa ses no comment on this specific issue, 

but it is worth bearing in mind that Matvey's account in The Master and Marga­
rita ( which corresponds neither lo Matthew Aramaic, nor to Matthew Greek) 

should not really be expected to mal h t.h canonical text. 
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In Bulgakov 's v1: r1, l,1 11 , 1•v,•11 lh ' Ml 'ina l. note jotted down by Matvey are 

discredited by le hu a wlH1 o,np l 1 11s ~b ul this to Pilate: 

They haven't learnt , nyth ng, .1nd tlry'v muddled everything that I have 

said.Altogether I'm b ginn ing lo · ar that this confusion is going to persist 

for a very long tim e. And all b :i us of the fac t that he takes inaccurate 

notes of what I say. [ . .. ] I once took a glance at his parchment, and I was 

horrified. I hadn't said a single one of the things that were written there. I 

begged him: for God's sake, burn your parchment! But he tore it out of my 

hands and ran away. (chapter 2) 

It is never made clear what Matvey's motives might be for this misrepresenta­

tion, unless it is simply his limited grasp in understanding Ieshua's words. He 

seems to have had every opportunity to get things right otherwise, since he is 

close to Ieshua before his arrest, witnesses his death, and even learns the truth 

about the death of Judas from Pilate. In suggesting that this eyewitness mate­

rial then gets lost from sight, Bulgakov underlines his view of all the Gospels 

being inherently untrustworthy. The reader, however, is privileged-through 

the Master's narrative-to have the "true" account of what happened. When 

Pilate foils Matvey's bitter anger by confessing to the murder of Judas, Matvey is 

ufficiently mollified to accept from him the gift of a clean piece of parchment. 

Only then, apparently, will Matvey's notes begin to be written up as a coher­

ent text, which will perhaps become what we know as Matthew Aramaic, and 

which will thus represent just one step towards the canonical Gospel narrative 

that bears his name. The "true" story of the death of Judas is not included in 

these later drafts, however. 

In offering the reader a kind of fifth Gospel-Max Hayward has described 

it as Bulgakov's "own splendid neo-apocryphal version" of the Passion3- the 

author adopts an entirely unorthodox approach to the sacred story. But he is 

ultimately less concerned with the precise details of the Master's heterodoxy, 

although this is naturally of some significance, than he is with the artist's duty 

to follow his own inspiration. Bulgakov undertakes the extraordinary project 

of rewriting the Gospels not because he wishes to contribute to some sort of 

arcane theological debate, but because this action fulfils an essential function in 

his portrayal of the artist. 

One of the works which we know Bulgakov read during the composition 

of The Master and Margarita may have contributed to his ideas about the jus­

tification for such an undertaking. This volume, which Bulgakov apparently 
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annotated in gr al d ·L,11 1, was Fa ther Pavel Florensky's M11 /111u II v geometrii 

(Con cepts of the lnwgl 11ary / 11 eometry, Moscow, 1922) .'1 1.l i n t impossible 

that he was introdu d to th book by his close friend Evg ny Zamyatin, who 

had read it during the ummer of 1923 and been struck by the work's preoc­

cupation with interlinked concepts of geometry and literary aesthetics which 

had helped to shape his own 1920 anti-utopian novel, We. 5 Inspired by the 

recent controversies over the theory of relativity, Florensky's study took the 

600th anniversary ofDante's death as an occasion to investigate the innovative 

geometrical features and non-Euclidean perspectives employed by Dante in his 

vision of the structure of Hell in The Divine Comedy.6 In the first part of his 

study Florensky uses an analogy from literature to illuminate his thesis about 

geometry, which may conversely shed some light on Bulgakov's attitude to the 

canonical texts of the Bible: 

We know[ .. . ] that, just as several translations of a single poetic work into 

another language or languages do not obstruct one another, but actually 

complement one another, even though no single one of them wholly sub­

stitutes for the original - so scientific diagrams of any given reality can and 

should be multiplied; and truth will not thereby suffer in the least.7 

Not only should a single reality be capable of being represented in several 

aspects or interpretations but, as Florensky goes on to argue, any single inter­

pretation ceases to be valid as soon as it starts to claim for itself a monopoly 

on authenticity. This view underpins the argument implicit in Bulgakov's han­

dling of the Biblical story: that the absolute authenticity of the Gospels can be 

questioned without this obliging us to reject them, while the artist is neverthe­

less fully justified in offering an entirely new, personal narration of the story. 

And after all, even the four Gospels themselves offer competing accounts of 

a single story. Indeed, Bulgakov's "fifth gospel" perfectly illustrates the device 

of ostranenie ("defamiliarizing;' or "making strange"), identified by literary 

scholars of the early twentieth-century Russian Formalist school as one of the 

techniques which writers deploy in order to avoid cliche. The Master offers a 

fresh reading of the Gospel story- and Bulgakov offers this same text as one 

portion of the novel he longed to make available to readers in 1930s Stalinist 

Moscow-in order, ultimately, to remind people of the Biblical sources. As we 

read the account in The Master and Margarita, we are startled by its unexpected 

blending of familiar and unfamiliar details into renewing our interest in the 

story, and in the eternal issues it rai c . 



76 I mpc ni n t ll1e Mt1 •, /1•1 1111 ,I M111 11 itn 

The Master and M,11 / 111 1/,1 w,h wrill ·n ver many years, during which 

time Bulgakov wa al wdt 11 h , h il ,raphi al plays and other studies about 

remarkable writers u h as M oli r · :rnd I u hkin, both of them free spirits who 

similarly suffered much und ·r lh n lrainl of authoritarianism. In these 

works too, Bulgakov sought to r al , pi ture of the past in which he would 

ombine historical verisimilitude with rea tive licence. In Soviet Socialist Real­

i t culture during the 1930s, such issues concerning the truth and realism of 

fi tion had gained acute political and moral importance. 

!early, Bulgakov was thoroughly versed in the scriptures and in the 

apocryphal writings which form the essential backdrop to his writing of the 

Ershalaim chapters. As the son of a Professor of Comparative Religion, he had 

not only been brought up as a committed member of the Russian Orthodox 

Church community, but was doubtless also familiar with at least some of the 

doctrinal issues and divergences which characterised various branches ofWest­

ern Christianity, the topics Afanasy Bulgakov investigated for his scholarly pub­

lications. Bulgakov was wholly at ease with the imagery and narratives of the 

Bible, and extremely confident about deploying and elaborating them in his 

novel. In some moments his evocation of Biblical themes borders on parody.8 

One uch instance is brilliantly explored by David Bethea in his book on The 

hape of the Apocalypse in Modern Russian Fiction, where he considers the 

lightly puzzling (and perhaps not fully revised) ending of The Master and Mar­
garita, with its storms, catastrophic darkness, voices like trumpets, and four 

horsemen. These details echoing moments from the Book of Revelation create 

a pre-apocalyptic mood, even though it is an apocalypse which never ultimately 

comes to pass, and which is resolved with a happy ending for the Master and 

his lover in the afterworld, and in comic confusion back in Moscow. Bethea has 

called chapters 31 and 32 "not only the most 'elaborate' but the most explicit 
parody of the Book of Revelation in Russian literature:'9 

As Yanovskaya has made clear, Bulgakov was equally well read in the 

debates which had swept the theological world during the later part of the nine­

teenth century, as a more rationalistic society attempted to confront the his­

torical and logical problems raised by the Biblical texts. Bulgakov had, after all, 

lost his Christian faith in his teens, under the impact of these new, "scientific" 

ways of thinking. 10 When Berlioz gives Ivan his little lecture on the challenges 

which academic scholarship has offered to the Biblical stories in the past, he 

provides a fairly wide-ranging survey of the key arguments put forward by these 

nineteenth-century scholars. Zerkalov has pointed out that Bulgakov seems 

in actual fact to have extracted all the points he needed for Berlioz's atheist 
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harangue from , onv •nl ' 11l ' vi t anthology, the fourth <lili n f A ntireli­

gioznaya khrestomatiy" A 11 A 11tireligious Anthology, Mo w, L9 0), edited by 

A. Gurev and publi h d by the Bezbozhnik ("Godless") publishing house. 11 

As for his own religious views as an adult, Belobrovtseva reminds us of 

the fact that Bulgakov refused on his deathbed to have a funeral service held 

for him in church, suggesting that he did not want it. 12 Varlamov offers a differ­

ent interpretation of this episode, quoting Elena's memoirs in which she says 

that when he was ill Bulgakov whispered to their friend Yakov Leont'ev that 

Elena would want to give him a religious burial, but that this risked causing her 

harm politically, and so it should be a civic ceremony. ''.And then many people 

reproached me for the way I had buried a believer. But this had been his wish:' 13 

And perhaps Bulgakov genuinely did have some residual religious feeling. In 

a 1923 diary entry he had commented on his recent purchase of Fenimore 

Cooper's Last of the Mohicans: 

What charm there is in that sentimental old Fenimore Cooper! His David, 

who is constantly singing snatches of the Psalms, was the one who turned 

my thoughts towards God. Maybe He's not needed by the bold and the 

brave of this world, but for such as myself it is easier to live with the 

thought ofHim.14 

Belobrovtseva also recalls a conversation she had with Elena in 1968, in which 

she asked her a direct question about Bulgakov's religious beliefs. His widow 

told her that Bulgakov was not religious in the traditional sense of the word and 

rarely went to church, although he did believe in God, and that the notion of a 

God amounted to the same thing for him as the idea of a supreme justice. Accord­

ing to her, Bulgakov envisaged posthumous existence as the ongoing experience 

of the spiritual state in which a man found himself, either at the time of his most 

terrible sin, or of his noblest undertaking. He expected to meet in the afterlife 

with those who had been close to him, irrespective of whether their epochs on 

earth had coincided or not. 15 These testimonials seem to concur in suggesting 

the emotional, aesthetic and spiritual importance that religion retained for Bul­

gakov, even if he no longer profes ed or practised the faith of his youth. 

Apart from any conceptual ideas he may have gleaned from Florensky, Bul­

gakov also read more widely as h a tively gathered material for the Ershalaim 

chapters. As well as referring for ertain details to his much-loved companion, 

the classic Russian-language Bro kfuius and Efron Encyclopaedic Dictionary 
(originally published in 1890- 1907), h drew particularly extensively on four 
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major works ntr.,l 10 !li t< ,1 l11 1•t l·1•,1th • ·nlury rationalist debate . The first of 

the e volume was L). 11. St, ,111 \\ l ,/f, •11/Jc 11s ( 18 5- 6), aworkarguingthatthe 

Gospels should be vi 'wed ,1, 111 I h, l' V •11 ifs m credence could be given to the 

idea of the historical exist ·n ·· · of' 1, 111:111 • II d Je us. Bulgakov also made notes 

on A. Drews's book The Myth A/Ju11/ '/1rist (1909), where even the existence 

of Christ was called into qu lion . '6 13 th of these texts are somewhat dry, and 

Bulgakov seems not to have drawn upon them very much for specific realia in 

the way that he certainly used F. W Farrar's The Life of Christ (1874), which he 

read, like these other books, in Russian translation. This fascinating work was 

intended to present the Church's case in the debate, which it does by amassing 

an enormous amount of archaeological, historical, geographical and textual evi­

dence to buttress the traditional religious view. Almost every page of the text is 

embellished with footnotes on points of fact and with illustrations, including 

views of Jerusalem and of the surrounding area. There are also pictures of coins, 

clothing, vegetation, the five-pointed "Colossal lamp," architectural plans of 

important buildings, furniture, architectural features, maps, and works of art. It 

is this work above all which contributed to the astonishingly tangible, realistic 

texture of Bulgakov's writing in the Ershalaim chapters, even though he is not 

necessarily concerned to reflect Farrar's principal aim, which was to demon-

trate and confirm the historical plausibility of the Gospel narrations. This kind 

of extensive research into the most recent scholarly literature about Jerusalem 

at the time of Christ is one of the factors which lends Bulgakov's rewriting of 

the Passion story its exceptional aesthetic power. 

It emerges from Yanovskaya's account of Bulgakov's sources that he drew 

on a fourth text in particular as the starting point for his analysis of the signif­

icance of Christ. This was Ernest Renan's Life of Jesus (1863), as well as, to 

a lesser extent, the same author's Antichrist (1873) . When, for example, he 

drew up columns in which to jot down details about Christ from a number of 

sources, the first was headed "According to Ernest Renan," the second ''Accord­

ing to F. W Farrar," while the third was headed ''According to other sources" 

and remained empty.17 Renan's work, which by its very title emphasised that 

the author viewed Jesus as a human rather than a divine figure, also sought to 

investigate the Gospels as a historical document. This was not done, as he has­

tened to make clear in his prefatory words, out of a spirit of irreverence, but 

in order to cleanse religion of what he believed to be its abhorrent accretions 

of dogma and superstition. Renan's ultimate purpose was to support religion 

through his investigations. Certain points made by Renan, especially in his con­

cluding chapter, seem to have found distant reflection in the whole concept of 
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The Master and Margarl/11 . Pundamental among the c is I 'n. n's vi w that the 

very narrative of th · P. ss i n is in itself seditious: that by pr siding over this 

tragedy the State tru k ,l t rrible blow against itself, sine all the subsequent 

renderings of the story would stress the appalling role played by the Roman 

authorities, and would be understood and used to undermine the standing of 

the Roman Empire.18 Bulgakov, in offering his own version of the Passion to the 

modern era, was of course similarly implying a challenge to the notion of State 

power. Renan's view that the sublime figure of Christ symbolises the pinnacle of 

man's striving towards the noble and the good is also important to the portrayal 

ofleshua in The Master and Margarita. Yanovskaya argues that in general Bulga­

kov developed the personality of his Ieshua on the basis ofRenan, but drew the 

historical detail and the depiction of Pilate from Farrar.19 

A further source that Bulgakov drew upon was an 1891 article by N. K. 

Makkaveisky "On the Archaeology of the Story of the Passion of Our Lord 

Jesus Christ," which he came across in a set of Publications of the Kyiv Theologi­
cal Academy, where his father Afanasy would publish many of his own research 

articles. In earlier versions of the Ershalairn chapter describing the crucifixion 

Bulgakov, following Farrar, had depicted Ieshua being nailed to the cross. But 

Makkaveisky had investigated the question and shown that victims in that 

period were often in fact tied to the crosses with ropes. Bulgakov made careful 

copies of Makkaveisky's drawings of the different types and forms of crosses 

used, and in his drafts of the novel from about 1936-7 onwards he opted to 

describe Ieshua being lashed, rather than nailed, to the cross.20 

The stylistic ploys adopted by Bulgakov for the Ershalaim chapters under­

pin this technique of blending historically authentic details with features which 

"defarniliarize" the well-known story. El'baum's study shows convincingly how 

he selected his language in order to keep the reader poised between the famil­

iarity of realistic detail and the strangeness which appertains principally to 

the Greek or Hebrew vocabulary used where a Russian reader would expect 

to find the Russianized terms s/he knows from the Bible (hence "Hegemon," 

"Ershalaim," "Ieshua Ga-Notsri," "tetradrakhma" and so on).21 Milne notes that 

Christ's name, defamiliarized into "Ieshua;' is in fact a phonetic rendering of the 

original Aramaic.22 Over and abov thi device of "making strange" people or 

objects who possess more familiar and traditional Biblical appellations, Bulga­

kov also goes to considerable lengths to avoid such words as raspyatie ("crucifix­

ion'') or krest ("cross"), whose emoliv ymbolic power could distract from the 

individuality of his rendering.23 All th ' strategies have the effect of drawing 

attention to the uniqueness and idiosy n ra y of the Master's vision. 
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Th m t tri k 11 p l 1111 0 ,,1 111 , 11 th ' M, t r's text i the central role played 

by Pilate inthe t ry1 r.1lh1·11li ,111 (h • t1'.1diti nalfocu onChrist.The textfore­

goes the relatively distn n •d I \' I sp · · t iv' f the Gospels in order to create a 

tautly constructed psy holo i ·.ii HI u ly of P i late, and it is Ieshua who recedes 

into the background. Ju tin W •i r not that: "For a novel that delves so deeply 

into the reflective, creativ id of JO, d, The Master and Margarita contains 

few passages that depict the inner rn ntal world of its characters. They occur 

much more frequently in the Pilate story and indicate the close ties of tl,at story 

wit!, ilie Russian realist novels of the nineteenth century:'24 One of tl,e many 

paradoxes in tl,e conceptual framework of The Master and Margarita is that 

the fantastical is largely confined to ilie modern world of Moscow, while tl,e 

imagined past of distant Ershalaim, where the miraculous events of Christian 

mytl,ology first arise, seems more rooted in concrete reality. 

Stylistically, this effect is achieved through the concentrated use of atmos­

pheric imagery (light, colour, sounds, heat, the sun, the moon, the gailiering 

torm) to evoke Pilate's heightened emotional sensitivity, his physical unease, 

his sense of foreboding, and his premonition of personal and universal tragedy. 

Bulgakov appears to have leant particularly heavily on Farrar's Life of Jesus Christ 
fo r tl,e portrait of Pilate in chapter 25 : 

Such was Pontius Pilate, whom the pomps and perils of the great yearly 

festival had summoned from his usual residence at Caesarea Philippi to 

the capital of the nation which he detested and the headquarters of a 

fanaticism which he despised. At Jerusalem he occupied one of the two 

gorgeous palaces which had been erected there by the lavish architectural 

extravagance of the first Herod. It was situated in the Upper City to the 

south-west of the Temple Hill. [ . .. ] It was one of those luxurious abodes 

"surpassing all description:' [ ... ] Between its colossal wings of white 

marble [ ... ] was an open space commanding a noble view of Jerusalem, 

adorned with sculptured porticoes and columns of many-coloured marble, 

paved with rich mosaics, varied with fountains and reservoirs, and green 

promenades which furnished a delightful asylum to flocks of doves. [ ... ] 

A magnificent abode for a mere Roman knight! And yet the furious fanat­

icism of the populace at Jerusalem made it a house so little desirable, that 

neither Pilate nor his predecessors seem to have cared to enjoy its luxuries 

for more than a few weeks in the whole year. They were forced to be pres­

ent in the Jewish capital during those crowded festivals which were always 

liable to be disturbed by some outburst of inflammable patriotism.25 
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Altl,ough the ettin •s shift (lway to Golgotl,a and down int th ity, away 

from Pilate in hi ma •ni I nt and oppre sive pala e, n thing i de cribed 

in the Ershalaim chapter which has not been at least ordained by Pilate, or 

which does not reflect hi frame of mind. Even the swallow which flies in and 

out of tl,e balcony, considering whether to build a nest there ( chapter 2), must 

be interpreted as a reflection of Pilate's fleeting and joyous hope of securing 

spiritual fulfilment, a hope dashed by the secretary's inappropriately regretful 

announcement that tl,ere are still serious charges of political subversion out­

standing against Ieshua. As we have seen, Woland appears to have identified 

himself as this swallow in an earlier draft of the novel. Bulgakov presents Pilate's 

story as a tragedy of irresolution in a man sensitive enough to recognise a higher 

truth, yet who fails to safeguard it. 
It is difficult to agree with the well-known modern-day Russian religious 

publicist Andrey Kuraev, when he describes the Pilate chapters as being quite 

simply blasphemous. Nor is it possible to accept the view of the highly-placed 

monastic priest Job (Gumerov), who has declared that the "demonism" ofBul­

gakov's novel is entirely self-evident, because the Gospel is narrated by Satan, 

and who has warned readers against simply enjoying the novel as a piece of fic­

tion, on tl,e grounds tl,at : "We cannot avoid making a choice simply by invok­

ing cultural values, artistic mastery and other such things. And people have to 

make a choice, between Jesus Christ and Woland:'26 What is really important 

about tl,e Ershalaim chapters in Bulgakov's version is iliat essentially they lay 

tl,e foundation for tl,e tl,eme in tl,e finale of The Master and Margarita of Pilate's 

repentance and desperate longing for absolution. Lesley Milne has noted that 

once again one of Farrar's observations may have contributed to Bulgakov's 

characterisation of him: "Pilate was guilty, and guilt is cowardice, and cowardice 

is weakness:'27 She also argues persuasively iliat tl,is theme represents tl,e cul­

mination of a series of studies of guilt and repentance in his works, beginning 

wit!, The White Guard and some of his short stories, which appear to recount 

various personal experiences of witne sing and failing to prevent violence dur­

ing the Civil War years: 

Only in Flight and Th e Master and Margarita did Bulgakov find the psy­

chologically, aesthetically and thi ally sati sfying framework for his need 

to find a pattern that would 'undo' , violent crime. And in The Master and 

Margarita the victim is, again, :i J · w. [ .. . ] In The Master and Margarita , 

the first drafts of which date from 19 8, the year of Flight's completion, the 

pattern of a dialogue interru pt d by ·ow, rdice on one side is repeated; the 
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haunting of x ' utl o 11 1•1 Ii v I l11 ll n holh pl ay and novel represents the 

stirrings of cons len1 1,."IN 

In other words, Bulgakov g 'S wd I b 'Y nd the traditionally more sympathetic 

view of Pilate held in the Ea l ·rn ' hur h and in the Apocrypha. His Pilate 

bears the burden of suffering we would n rmally associate with a tragic hero. 

By contrast, Bulgakov's portrayaJ of Ieshua has- not surprisingly-also 

arou ed some controversy on the grounds that it diminishes the miracle­

working divine figure and emphasises instead his most human traits. Certain 

relatively insignificant details familiar to us from the Gospels are presented as 

being simply untrue or inaccurate, thus compelling us to reappraise what we 

think we know about Ieshua, and allowing us to see him in a slightly different, 

fresh light. For example, all four Evangelists state in the Gospels that Jesus rode 

into Jerusalem on a donkey or colt; but in The Master and Margarita leshua 

firmly denies this to Pilate, explaining that he doesn't possess a donkey and that 

he simply entered the city on foot (chapter 2). More significantly, Bulgakov's 

Ieshua fears pain, hopes to evade death, and emerges in his own account of the 

events leading up to his arrest as a naive rather than a wise victim. While the 

Gospels allow Christ certain human weaknesses, notably in the Gethsemane 

narratives, Bulgakov renders these far more conspicuous by stripping all the 

mystical powers away from his portrayal. In particular, there is no anticipation 

of a resurrection, and the Messianic aspect is entirely absent. However, ifleshua 

is only discreetly invested with an aura of the supernatural, his healing of Pilate's 

migraine is perceived-by the latter at least-as a miracle. Nevertheless, what 

Pilate most yearns for is the opportunity to continue his fascinating conversa­

tions with leshua, not further miracles. Ultimately, however, leshua's interven­

tion on behalf of the Master and of Margarita towards the end of Bulgakov's 

novel, asking that Woland should take care of them, confirms for the modem 

reader both that he does indeed have a continuing existence in the realm of the 

transcendent, and that he commands supreme powers over life and death. 

One consequence of the presentation of Ieshua as a particularly human 

Christ-figure is that the political significance of his actions is brought out more 

emphatically. leshua's views on the transience of earthly power finally seal his 
fate when he expounds them to Pilate: 

Amongst other things 1 said[ ... ] that all power amounts to the coercion 

of the people, and that there will come a time when the power of the 

Caesars will no longer exist, nor any other power. Man will pass into the 
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kingdom of lrulh .ind Jusli · , wh r no power of any kin I will xl l , tall. 

(chapter 2) 

In Bulgakov's works about Moliere and Pushkin a similar theme had emerged 

in relation to the supreme value of art, with literary culture presented as being 

far more durable than the short-lived regimes of political rulers, however pow­

erful and oppressive. The political sphere is a contingent one: it will be outlived 

by the eternal truths of morality, as well as by the literary artefacts which can 

embody them. The challenge to secular power which Ieshua articulates carries 

telling overtones for the twentieth century, where the rule of Stalin can be com­

pared to the reign of Tiberius. But leshua should not be reduced solely to a sym­

bol of democratic freedom struggling against tyranny and repression. Above all 

he is the bearer of a spiritual truth, a visionary. 

This "truth," which it is the Master's destiny to transcribe is both a highly 

individual interpretation of the Passion on Bulgakov's part, and presented as 

an absolutely authentic account of what happened. The confrontation between 

a higher truth and oppressive ideologies is played out in two respects in 

Ershalaim, where leshua has to contend with the prejudices of the old religion 

led by Caiaphas, as well as with the political power of the Roman regime. This 

conflict is renewed in modem Moscow as the Master confronts the new phil­

istinism of the literary establishment, and also of the political ideology which 

shapes it. 

Although, as we have seen, Bulgakov certainly undertook extensive 

research in order to write the Ershalaim chapters, it would be a mistake to 

assume on his behalf an erudition which might suggest that he pursued the 

more abstruse niceties of Christology in order to argue a highly specialised case 

about the "real" story of the Pas ion. A number of studies of The Master and 

Margarita, such as those by H . El 'baum and A. Zerkalov, have, with scant regard 

for the available archival information about Bulgakov's sources, made minute 

analyses of his interpretations in rder to present him at the very least in the 

role of a shrewd Talmudic scholar, and rtainly in the guise of a profound reli­

gious philosopher. Varlamov ha uggc ted that one major contrast between 

The White Guard and The Master and Margarita is that his earlier novel culmi­

nates in a Christmas which i a tu. lly clcbrated, despite the political turmoil 

in civil-war Kyiv, whereas in this l 'X l W, land and his retinue leave Moscow 

together with the Master and Margarit, ju t before the celebration of Easter; 

and he even suggests that the anli ipalion f the Resurrection is precisely what 

actually drives them away. It i difli ·ult l find much textual support for this 
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reading, howcv •r. In tlil •, 1•11 1• ,11 I 1m )v r '. d The Master and Margarita, for all 

its fa ntastical and en •a I 11 q 111 11 I ·,~, ,l ll ::i w rk devoid of hope, one of the most 

tragic novels in Russi::in Ill .,.,,t u1· • ,111d 11 ' whi h suggests that its author's turn­

ing away from his Chri ti ;i n upl r 11 d11 Y h:id brought him pain: "This was not 

Bulgakov's fault, for it reflc l d Lh ' per n;i l tragedy of his life and faith:'29 This 

not only disregards the issue f Lh r I ;i nd function of the Ershalaim chap­

ters within The Master and Margarita as a whole. It also fails to match anything 

else that we know about Bulgakov's intellectual preoccupations. And Varlamov 

himself ultimately modifies his conclusions: "However heretical this novel is, it 

is nevertheless illuminated by the glow of truth:' He admits that the "ancient" 

chapters are not so much blasphemous as beautiful, and that Bulgakov did not 

ultimately encourage people to deny the true Christ and reject the Gospels, as 

sometimes people reproach him. In the end, Varlamov feels, Bulgakov's project 

amounts to a reflection on the intelligentsia's loss of God and their quest to 
rediscover him.30 

Bulgakov drew upon his sources- and Farrar in particular- for the strik­

ing images and the precise details which would lend his text an air of historical 

verisimilitude. But this does not commit the reader-or himself- to accept­

ing his particular account of events as a substitute for other versions, includ­

ing the Gospels themselves. In the Master's novel Bulgakov offers us a version 

of the Passion story which in terms of the fiction of The Master and Margarita 
is demonstrably an absolutely accurate, genuinely "authorized" version of the 

events. But at the same time he does not seem to argue any right of suprem­

acy or exclusivity for this version: its significance reflects the moral standing 
of its creator(s), rather than being measured by the effect it has on its audi­

ence. While the Master's novel, like the Biblical texts themselves, springs from 

and perhaps seeks to inspire what we might loosely term spirituality, it must be 

remembered that there is never the slightest suggestion that the Master is in a 

conventional sense a devout Christian, any more than Bulgakov was himself in 

his adult life. The Master's novel is not primarily a polemic with the Canon; first 

and foremost it is an act of justification for the Master as an artist. 

Bulgakov had lost his religious faith as a teenager, at the time when he 

was applying to enter University as a medical student and planning a scientific 

career.31 As Ellendea Proffer has observed, his fictional works contain a series of 

portrayals of religious leaders which without exception reveal his contempt for 

the cynicism and hypocrisy of representatives of the Church as an institution, 

ranging from Archbishop Afrikan in Flight and the Catholic Cardinal Charron 

in his Moliere play, right up to Caiaphas in The Master and Margarita.32 This 
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was a scepticaJ t:l 11 · • t1 w.1rd $ st:i bli hed religion that h w uld maintain for 

some years. But Lh ' n lsh ·vik cizure of power in 1917 wa :i ompanied by 

a shockingly fero i u ;i tta k on religion, in line with Mar:xi t ideology which 

condemned religion as "the opiate of the people:' Churches were closed and 

the buildings used as warehouses or destroyed, priests were arrested or even 

executed, and religious instruction all but banned. Bulgakov was appalled by 

this crass and violent assault on the value and belief system which had done 

so much to shape his upbringing and the lives of his own family and milieu in 

Russian society. As Erykalova observes, "Even in the first draft of The White 

Guard two characteristic features of Bulgakov's fiction had been established: 

the evaluation of social processes through Biblical imagery and in terms of the 

categories of Christian morality, and the appearance of the unclean powers as 

a means of opening up a chink between historical boundaries, and penetrat­

ing into the world of the eternal''.33 After his horrified visit with a Jewish friend 

in January 1925 to the newly established Bezbozhnik ("Godless") publishing 

house, he had written in his diary: "This crime is beyond price:'34 A reflection 

on the shifting of attitudes towards Christianity in the new state, also coloured 

by his fond recollections ofhis pious but tolerant father, was therefore an essen­

tial stimulus to this project. He clearly wished for people not to be cut off by the 

atheist philistinism of the modern age from one of the paradigmatic narratives 

of European civilisation. Erykalova reminds us that Bulgakov affirmed in his 

March 28, 1930 letter to the Soviet government that he was "a mystical writer," 

and she concludes that he was one of the last writers of his age to draw upon 

Christian morality and upon a philosophy of the immortality of the soul.35 In 

this regard, Bulgakov's determination to resurrect for his readers the Passion 

story formed part of his general feeling of revulsion about the Bolsheviks' cul­

tural iconoclasm, whether directed against literature or religion. 



CHAPTER 8 

Political Satire in The Master 
and Margarita 

T he interpretation of Biblical themes in The Master and Margarita is ulti­

mately so ambiguous that the reader is left wondering whether Bulgakov's 

novel really is a fictional treatment of religious issues at all. Broader questions 

about good and evil are certainly raised, largely in relation to Moscow's cultural 

in titutions, represented, on the one hand, by Berlioz, Ivan, and Massolit, and 

on the other, by the luckless administrators of the Variety Theatre. However, 

Woland and his retinue wreak havoc not only amongst the literary and theatri-

al elite of the Soviet capital, mocking their shallow, philistine values; they also 

seize the opportunity during their visit to expose and upbraid ordinary citizens 

for succumbing to all sorts of common human failings and foibles such as greed, 

lying, hypocrisy, and lust. These episodes provide some of the most entertaining 

and comical pages of the novel. But beyond these satirical attacks on cultural 

values, policies and organisations, and depictions of petty universal weaknesses, 

The Master and Margarita also contains a further, rather more discreet level of 

satire-that of political satire-which conjures up the trauma and strains ofliv­
ing under Stalinist repression. 

Andrew Barratt is perhaps mistaken when he asserts that "very little of 

the satire has a specifically 'Stalinist' target:' 1 He is nevertheless surely right to 

express considerable reservations about certain interpretations of the novel 

which have tried to argue that the entire work is essentially a political satire. 

He is thus not persuaded by D. G. B. Piper's "brilliantly inventive" reading 

"identifying" members of Woland's retinue with leading Bolsheviks of the day, 

such as Molotov, Voroshilov, and Kaganovich. Piper interprets Sempleyarov 

and Bengal'sky's fates as alluding to that of other notable political figures such 

as Zinov'ev and Enukidze; and he sees Likhodeev's disappearance to Yalta as 

being comparable to Trotsky's forcible removal to Alma-Ata in Kazakhstan in 
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Januaryl928,am.rk of'St.1lln' lriumphinthcpow r lru ,1 , whi hfi II wed 

upon Lenin' death in I ' 4.2 Be rratt also refer with c n id r. bi pti i m to 

a similar sort of ' rypt graphi ' deciphering of the nov I's p liti al allusions in 

Elena Mahlow's work, whi h "has been generally acknowledged a an example 

of careful textual scrutiny being harnessed to a thoroughly misguided purpose:' 

He rightly concludes that "If cryptography really was Bulgakov's purpose, the 

critical reception of his novel would suggest that he was singularly incompetent 

at the task:' In other words, if the text was ever intended to be read as an alle­

gory of the political infighting amongst the Communist Party elite of the day, 

it ultimately fails to convey any kind of coherent message to its readers about 

what has been taking place.3 Nevertheless, if the novel does not in fact provide 

an allegory of Party rivalries, it has to be acknowledged that allusions to life 

under the repressive Communist regime do pervade the text, sometimes in a 

cautiously disguised fashion, but more explicitly in other instances. Varlamov 

goes so far as to argue that, although the novel was being written from 1928 

onwards, and much of it appears to be set in the 1920s rather than the 1930s, 

ultimately the work is dominated by the worst phases of the Terror: "The Master 
and Margarita is a novel about the year 1937 in Russia."4 

The text is certainly full of passing references to the police state. In 

Chapter 1, for example, Ivan is bemused by the erudite discussion between 

Woland and Berlioz about the German philosopher Immanuel Kant's proofs 

for the existence of God, and he boorishly interrupts the two men to exclaim 

that this Kant fellow deserves to be sent off to Solovki (a notoriously harsh 

Soviet-era labour camp situated on islands in the White Sea, close to the Arctic 

Circle) . In chapter 7, Likhodeev and Berlioz are described as living in a com­

munal apartment-no. SO, Sadovaya Street-from which people have been 

"inexplicably" disappearing over the previous two years, invariably after being 

summoned by police officers. Contemporary readers would have recognised 

the allusion here to the wave of arrests which took place during the years of the 

Terror. Likhodeev, suffering from a terrible hangover during his early morning 

encounter with Woland, glances at Berlioz's door in the apartment that they 

share, and sees that it has been locked with an official seal-a sure indication 

that an investigation has been instigated by the secret police. He feels certain 

that his friend Berlioz cannot have done anything wrong, although the presence 

of the seal immediately prompts a slight doubt to enter his mind: as for so many 

Soviet citizens, it was difficult not to become suspicious of anyone who had 

been arrested by the authorities. And at the same time Likhodeev nervously 

recalls a "foolish" article he him elf had written for Berlioz, and a "dubious" 
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conversation he had lud 11 Ii 111111 11 11 an "unn cessary" topic: politically rash 

actions which he rea li1-t·~ Ii ' 11 1,1 om ' l r gret. A the story continues, others 

will be arrested from 0, S. do ,1y.1 SI r • 1, in luding most of the housing com­

mittee. The committee' 'hairnrn n Nik. n r 13osoy has a nightmarish dream, in 

which he becomes the subj l r a th , lri ally-staged shaming session where 

those who speculate in foreign urr n y ar encouraged to confess. This epi­

sode seems to be depicting a somewhat softened version of a political show 

trial (chapter 15). In chapter 18 there is an aggressive discussion between the 

cat Begemot and Berlioz's terrified relative from Kyiv about the latter's pass­

port. These passports had been introduced by a decree in December 1932, and 

obliged people to apply for one by filling in a form with a whole lot of poten­

tially awkward questions about their social origins and any foreign relatives.5 

When Azazello approaches Margarita in the gardens outside the walls of the 

Kremlin, she immediately assumes that he is from the secret police, provoking 

his offended indignation: "What is all this? You only have to open your mouth 

here for people to assume they're being arrested!" (chapter 19). 
The pervasive presence of the OGPU (later NKVD) in Soviet society is 

frequently alluded to through all sorts of cautious circumlocutions. As Lik­

hodeev's story of his magical teleportation to Yalta becomes more and more 

incomprehensible, Rimsky tells Varenukha to take away the confusing tele­

grams from Likhodeev, for the authorities to deal with: "Let them sort it out 

over there" (chapter 10). Varenukha needs no further explanation as to where 

he should go; and then, when he fails to return, Rimsky simply wonders to 

himself "But what on earth for?" (that is, "why have they arrested him too?") 

( chapter 12). The NKVD headquarters are frequently referred to with elliptical 

phrases such as "there" or "another place" (evoking for Russian speakers the 

familiar euphemism « TyAa, KyAa HaAo» , that is, "to the place where this needs 

to go"). There is also one much more explicit reference to "the entire floor of a 

certain Moscow organisation, with windows overlooking a large square" ( that 

is, Lubyanka Square, where the headquarters of the secret police were situated). 

By the Saturday morning in Moscow nobody has been asleep in that building, 

as the police attempt in vain to make sense of the bafiling events of the previous 

few days. 

The atmosphere of the police state also occasionally penetrates the other­

wise relatively neutral, omniscient voice which narrates the Moscow chapters: 

from time to time this storytelling voice is overlaid with the officialese of the 

police report which is apparently being compiled: "It is impossible to say . . . 

and nobody knows either . . . we are also unable to say, although we do know 
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that .. :· (chapt r 8 . 111 tl :,: lipp. g haracteristic of th n v ·I' • und rly ing and 

unifying poetic , u h phra axe also echoed in the Er h. !aim hapter : "No 

one knows . .. although w do know .. :· (chapter 26) . For in th ancient world 

there is also an authoritarian police regime, with officials such as Afranius con­

stantly monitoring and reporting on the thoughts and actions of the inhabitants 

of Ershalaim. Indeed, as Proffer notes: 

One favorite device ofBulgakov's is displacement. There is an important 

interrogation scene in the Pilate novel, but none in the Moscow strand, 

where one would expect it; the tyrant of Rome makes his power felt in 

every decision. All of what we have come to think of as typical of Soviet 

life in the 1930s under Stalin is shown most clearly in the Pilate chapters.6 

Nevertheless, it would be difficult to agree with Varlamov, when he argues that 

Bulgakov disguised Stalin not as Woland, as some have argued, but as Pontius 

Pilate in his novel.7 Both Woland and Pilate have far more complex and autono­

mous roles to play in the text than this reading would suggest. 
The Master's fate is alluded to in equally circumspect terms. Even though 

his novel is rejected for publication, rumours about it circulate, and he begins 

to be attacked in the press by literary critics, who whip up accusations against 

him to suggest that he is politically suspect for promoting "Pilatism" ( an impre­

cise neologism typical of the language of Soviet anti-religious propaganda) . His 

sly neighbour Aloizy Mogarych seizes upon this opportunity in order to send 

the authorities a denunciation of the Master, accusing him of keeping banned 

literature in his home: but he does this simply because he wishes to take over 

his apartment. The Master suffers from terrifying presentiments, which are ful­

filled by a tapping on the window one October evening. As he is telling Ivan in 

the psychiatric hospital what happened next, they hear people moving about 

outside the room, and the reader is excluded from the actual story of what tran­

spired because the Master discreetly whispers the continuation in Ivan's ear. 

We are left to infer the truth about his having been arrested from the detail he 

reveals when it becomes safe to speak out loud again: that he was released three 

months later, in mid-January, with no buttons left on his coat. When the Master 

is magically restored to Margarita, the traumatic nature of his experiences under 

arrest is confirmed in Woland's ob ervation that "They did a thorough job on 

him" and in the Master's own comm nt "1h ey have broken me" (both chapter 

24 ), as well as Margarita's weeping mplaint that "they" have laid waste to his 

soul and crippled him (chapter 0) . 
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·without opcrnt 111 , ~, il1 1 I ,, 111 • ry, the Ershalaim chapters do echo 

the Moscow chapt rs in th •I,· p1 •o upali n with tyranny, with the moral and 

physical courage requir d to wl thNland th for e of repression, and with the 

destruction of innocenc . 'Lh 'S' ll lbl l ·• I paradigms of ethical dilemmas have 

belonged to the whole of Europe. n ullur since the time of Christ. But Pilate's 

shuddering vision of the suppurating ul rs on the face of Emperor Tiberius, 

his fearfulness about the professional and personal consequences for himself 

of allowing Ieshua's words about the transience of earthly power to go unpun­

ished, and his own remorse about his moment of cowardice: these are all 

moments which speak to us in their own right, as well as carrying resonances 
for modern totalitarianism. 

The repressions of the Stalin era thus form a backdrop to the main action 

of the novel, colouring the atmosphere of Moscow without becoming explicitly 

the principal focus of the novel. There is one episode, however, which is more 

directly rooted in a specific, historically real event than any of the rest of the 

tory. Somewhat unexpectedly, the section with the greatest number of unam­

biguous links to a real event-and to real people-is constituted by the chap­

t r describing what appears to be an utterly fantastical occasion, Satan's spring 

b, IJ. The inspiration for this, one of the most colourful episodes in the fictional 

world of The Master and Margarita, was actually a real-and spectacular-party 

held at the American Embassy in Moscow on April 23, 1935. 

Relations between the USA and the new Soviet state had remained tense 

and hostile ever since the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917. No formal diplo­

matic channels were established until the early 1930s, when Franklin Roo­

sevelt decided to review the situation because of the need to build alliances 

in the face of the growing Nazi threat in Germany and the apparently impe­

rialist aspirations of Japan. Towards the end of 1933 dialogue was resumed, 

and arrangements were at last made to open an American Embassy in Mos­

cow. A very grand building on Spaso-Peskovskaya Square, known by the 

Americans as Spaso House, was allocated to the ambassador as his official 

residence: it had an imposing staircase, and an enormous two-storey-high 

domed ballroom with marble pillars and chandeliers. 8 William Bullitt, the 

first US Ambassador to the USSR, attended a performance of Bulgakov's play 

The Days of the Turbins at the Moscow Art Theatre in December 1933, shortly 

after his arrival, and was very impressed: ''A wonderful play, wonderfully per­

formed:'9 In March 1934 he requested that Bulgakov should send him a copy 

of the text, and the Bulgakovs were introduced to him in person at a reception 

in September that year, by which time, as Bullitt told them, he had been to see 

P lici al cir in /he Mm l1•1 ,w / Mm 11 /ta I 91 

the play fiv tim 'S :rnd 1,llll ,r •:itly admired it (his rca lions Wl'I' • n t unlike 

Stalin's, in fact) . 
The Bulgakov al rot t know some of the other: Emba y talf, includ-

ing Bullitt's interpret r and assistant, the flamboyant young diplomat Charles 

Thayer. During 1934 and 1935, in their role as representatives of Moscow's 

intellectual elite, the couple were driven to and from the US Embassy in Ameri­

can cars to attend elegant receptions, cocktail parties and film screenings. There 

was an agreeable day in October 1934 spent discussing theatre out at Thayer's 
country dacha. Arid the Americans came on several occasions to visit the Bul­

gakovs at home in their apartment, bringing flowers and whiskey. Elena would 

treat them to pies, caviar, sturgeon, salmon or veal, fried mushrooms, radishes, 

cucumbers, and sweetmeats. They conversed in a mixture of Russian, English, 

French, and German. 10 Always present on these occasions were official Soviet 

"interpreters;' who were patently there in order to file reports on everything 

that was said. 11 George Kennan, himself a future ambassador, dropped by one 

day in 1936 to talk about the biography of Chekhov he planned to write; and 

Chip Bohlen-at that point, like Kennan, a Third Secretary-discussed his 

plan for translating Bulgakov's play Zoyka's Apartment into English. In Septem­

ber 1934 they spent an evening entertaining the youthful American cast who 

had staged The Days of the Turbins at Yale University the previous spring. The 

Americans showed Bulgakov a programme for their Yale production, which 

had been inscribed in English by the Soviet Ambassador to the United States 

with the comment that "Your production of Mikhail Bulgakov's 'Days of the 

Tur bins' will be, I am sure, a landmark in the cultural and artistic approach [pre­

sumably he meant 'rapprochement'] of our two countries:'12 

It is difficult to overestimate what all this must have meant to Bulgakov 

in the mid-1930s. As Stalin's Terror was unleashed in Moscow he remained 

trapped in a country where his every artistic endeavour had been denigrated 

and frustrated: there was a very real prospect that his voice would be com­

pletely silenced, and indeed that his physical survival could come under threat. 
Arid yet here was a delegation of foreigners appearing in Moscow from glam­

orously distant parts, which quite frankly might just as well have formed part 

of another world. Led by a charismatic and authoritative figure, these foreign­

ers singled him out for their praise and celebrated his writing, welcoming him 

into a realm of international cultural and intellectual exchanges. The parallels 

between Bulgakov's own relationship with these powerful Americans and 

the Master's relationship with Woland and his retinue must have seemed like 

a remarkable coincidence. He was probably quite aware at the same time, of 
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cour e, that th frirndl 11•111 1) 11 h • w,lS njoying with th Americans could 

serve a useful ovi ·l propog,111 I I pu, p >S · :lS w ll. As Varlamov puts it: 

His role was to dem nstr,11 ' t h.it wr l rs , nd dramatists like himself could 

be found in the U R, that I I, ys li k · 7/, , Days of the Turbins were being 

staged [ ... ] and that a talented , uth r had the opportunity to mix freely 

with foreigners. This was the role of our hero in a performance which was 

being staged by the Lubyanka, and he could not fail to guess what his role 

was and who had in fact commissioned it. 13 

It was Charles Thayer whom Ambassador Bullitt entrusted with the task of 

organising the party at Spaso House in April 1935, the explicit purpose of which 

was to make a spectacular impression on the Soviet establishment through its 
ostentatious luxury and liveliness: it was intended to be the social event of the 

decade. Thayer arranged for there to be a Czech jazz band, a Gypsy orchestra, 

and Georgian sword dancing. There was lavish food and drink, served on tables 

which were carpeted with fresh chicory; the rooms were decorated with birch 

aplings which had been brought into leaf unseasonably early after being kept 

~ r a week or so in the Embassy bathrooms. Images of roses and camellias 

w r projected on to the walls of the ballroom. Thayer organised a miniature 

farmyard in one room, with baby goats, roosters, and a baby bear, as well as 

golden pheasants, parakeets, and a hundred zebra finches in a gilded net ( which 

escaped at the end of the party, much to Ambassador Bullitt's irritation). 

The invitation to this midnight ball caused a great stir in the Bulgakov 
household: for one thing, Bulgakov didn't own a suitable evening suit, and so 

they had to visit the Torgsin store ( which would later figure so entertainingly in 

The Master and Margarita) to buy some good English cloth for it, together with 

black shoes and black silk socks. 14 Elena left an ecstatic account of the event 
itself in her diary: 

My evening dress was a rippling dark blue with pale pink flowers; it came 

out very well. Misha [Mikhail] was in a very smart dark suit. At 11.30 pm 

we set off.[ .. . ] Never in my life have I seen such a ball. The ambassador 

stood at the top of the stairs to greet his guests. [ ... ] Bohlen and another 

American, who turned out to be the military attache, [ .. . ] came down the 

stairs to meet us and received us very cordially. There were people dancing 

in a ballroom with columns, floodlights shining down from the gallery, 

and behind a net that separated the orchestra from the dancers there were 
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live phea , nls .111 I oth ·,· bi rd . l ... ] There were mass ftullps . n I r s. 

Of course th r · w.1s an ·x eptional abundance of food and h, mpagne. 

[ . . . ]And we left, t . 0 am in one of the Embassy cars, having fir t invited 

some of the Ameri an from the Embassy to call upon us. 15 

Six days after the party Thayer and Bohlen and some other Americans 

came round to spend the evening with the Bulgakovs, and doubtless there 

was much hilarity as they recounted the fraught preparations for the elaborate 

festivities, and the occasional mishaps during the party itsel£ Later on there 

were further visits and film shows and parties, where the Bulgakovs were intro­

duced to the French, Turkish, and Romanian ambassadors, and to the French 

writer and pilot Antoine de St Exupery. They also experienced American-style 

hospitality-an "a la fourchette buffet supper"-where they were served sau­

sages with beans, spaghetti, and fruit. Some of the Americans suggested to the 

Bulgakovs that they should join them on a vacation trip to Turkey. 16 

It is quite obvious from Thayer's own very entertaining memoirs, in which 

he describes his time in Moscow (Bears in the Caviar, 1952), as well as from 

Elena's account in her diary, that the ambassador's ball contributed many of 

the realia which characterise Satan's midnight ball in The Master and Marga­
rita, including the improbably spacious venue, the elegant clothes worn, the 

jazz band, the flora and fauna, and the escaping birds. Perhaps there is indeed 

something of the buccaneer Charles Thayer in the cat Begemot, at least for the 

duration of this episode? In earlier versions of the novel the occasion of Satan's 

ball had been envisaged somewhat less as a stylish society occasion, but rather 
as a full-blown witches' Sabbath, with scandalous erotic scenes. Chudakova 

describes as "Rabelaisian'' a moment in the 1933 version of the novel, when a 

vase in the form of a golden phallus grows erect, to Margarita's laughter, at the 

touch ofher hand. 17 

If Charles Thayer has some features in common with the irrepressible and 

impudent cat Begemot, then the figure of Ambassador Bullitt lends something 

of his charisma to Woland during thi episode, not least in the respectful atten­

tions he pays to the Master, the writer who shares so many autobiographical 

traits with Bulgakov himself. Early in 1936, Elena recorded proudly in her diary 

that "Bullitt spoke extremely favourably about the [Moliere] play and about 

Mikhail Afanas'evich in general, and ailed him a master:'18 This was shortly 
before the catastrophe which saw th production of Bulgakov's play about 

Moliere cancelled by the Mo ow Art Theatre, after the excoriating attack 

on the pages of Pravda. The fri ndly nla ts between the Bulgakovs and the 
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Americans had conlin111•d l,111• th · A1 ril 1935 ball, but they became more 

intermittent after this dl~.1 11' 11 II N th · Bui nkovs felt awkward about the expres­

sions of sympathy they ml •hi , • •Iv• ", s always, the Americans are astonish­

ingly kind to us," remarked El •11.1 0 11 April I , 1936) .19 After Bullitt left his post 

in Moscow at the end of 19 , . nd ;i s I 7 ( the worst year of the Terror) began, 

the Bulgakovs' connections with th ' Am ri an soon ceased. 

And what of the guests at Satan's bnll ? Korov'ev explains to Margarita that: 

We shall see people who commanded enormous authority in their time. 

But really, when you reflect on how infinitesimal their powers were by 

contrast with the powers of the one in whose retinue I have the honour to 

serve [ that is, Woland, the devil], then they come to seem laughable, even 
pathetic. ( chapter 22) 

Margarita endures the exhausting task of receiving and welcoming Woland's 

guests, until "she felt as little interest in the Emperor Caligula and Messalina 

as she did in any of the rest of the kings, dukes, knights, suicides, poisoners, 

gallows-birds, procuresses, gaolers, card-sharps, hangmen, informers, trai­

tors, madmen, detectives and seducers''. (chapter 23) This parade of mon­

strous individuals-by analogy-is the equivalent to the gathering of five 

hundred guests who graced Bullitt's Embassy ball, including many members 

of the Communist Party leadership such as Litvinov, Voroshilov, Kaganovich, 

Bukharin, Egorov, Tukhachevsky, and Radek-in other words, almost all the 

Soviet elite of the day, with the exception of Stalin himself. But Korov'ev is 

notably "unable" to name the two very last guests who bring up the rear of the 

fictional procession, a pair of men who have evidently died recently and are 

attending the ball for the first time. As Piper and Lamperini have shown, their 

story, which involves one of them compelling the other to spray the walls of 

his successor's office with poison, is an anecdote that would immediately have 

been recognised by a contemporary audience. That same charge had been lev­

elled against Genrikh Yagoda, the head of the NKVD, after his arrest in March 

1937, when he was accused of instructing his subordinate to spray mercury 

around the office of his successor Nikolay Ezhov. His trial, widely reported 

in the press, took place in the first half of March 1938, just around the time 

when Bulgakov was starting to write the chapters about the ball.20 This is a rare 

moment in The Master and Margarita, where Bulgakov risks going so far as to 

allude satirically to a topical scandal involving some of the most sinister and 
dangerous men in the land. 
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A final gu st, who 1111· v ·s . L ' :ltan' ball as it rea he its ·lim.i , i the ill­

fated BaronMai r •I', :rn ofl i ·la l " J- uid forforeignvisitor ," n toriou a an eaves­

dropper and spy. 1 Li d . lh by hooting forms part of the ceremony conducted 

by Woland to crown th occa ion (chapter 23). Maigel"s character, too, can 

easily find a specific real-life prototype in a man well known to Charles Thayer, 

a certain Baron Steiger, who was extremely well connected in the Soviet estab­

lishment. Every week Thayer used to deliver to him a tin of Edgeworth tobacco, 

which was then passed on to Stalin himsel£ Thayer recalls in his memoirs hav­

ing a conversation with Steiger shortly before he too was arrested and shot in 

December 193 7. 21 That he would have been associated in the Bulgakovs' minds 

with the American ball is indicated by Elena's first draft of her account of their 

drive home afterwards, in an Embassy car: "We were joined in the car by a man 

we hadn't met, but who is known throughout Moscow, and who is always to be 

found where foreigners are - I think he's called Steiger. He sat in the front with 

the driver, and we sat in the back:'22 

All in all, Bulgakov's experience ofbeing recognised for his talent and lion­

ised by the Americans during a span of about eighteen months between 1934 

and 1936 represented an astonishing contrast with the fears and oppression 

of his everyday life in Moscow. The ball at the US Embassy figured as the high 

point of a glittering and surreal phase in Bulgakov's otherwise increasingly grim 

life. The Americans brought with them an incredible, almost magical glimpse of 

intellectual freedom, of luxury, and of a power that was not in the least cowed 

by the Soviet authorities. Bulgakov cherished this recognition, afforded him at a 

time when he could expect nothing but vilification from his fellow-countrymen. 

However, it would not be appropriate to extend the interpretation ofWoland as 

having elements ofBullitt-and Begemot as having some of the traits of Charles 

Thayer-beyond the confines of the 2- 3 chapters depicting Satan's springtime 

ball. Woland has other, more significant roles to play in the rest of the novel than 

that of the American plenipotentiary. Bulgakov's narrative of the ball scene also 

remains consistent with the wider themes of The Master and Margarita, espe­

cially where it is a question of the passing of judgement on the non-believer 

Berlioz, and the restoring of the Master to his lover Margarita. The discreetly 

concealed topical references to tl1 American event thus have something of 

the private joke about them, a a ubtext which would be picked up only by a 

few perspicacious readers. For his wn amu ement, and that of his family and 

closest friends, Bulgakov here r alls th plendid party thrown by Bullitt and 

Thayer for Stalin's henchmen by in, ' rling into the text elements of a satirical 

political allegory which he dares not ri:.k cl ewhere in The Master and Margarita. 
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There are obviou, 11•,1 1111 wh 11 lwc m unthinkable to attempt to pub­

lish an explicit polili ·al 1 .. 11111• 111 1d •r .1 hru t. I to talitarian regime which doesn't 

even admit the po ibilily ol ,1 I • ,,11 pp ition. To the extent that Bulgakov 

does address political i sues in his w Hks, it l nds to be in the context of the rela­

tionship between the free- pirit I individu , I, often a writer, and the ruler. One 

pattern which does seem to emerge, ro Bu lgakov's works involves a fascina­

tion with the man of power, who i often presented in a relatively sympathetic 

light. In his play about Moliere the playwright is, at least for a time, favoured and 

protected by Louis XN in recognition of his talent. It is the sinister Cabale des 

Devots, a Catholic secret society implacable in its hostility to Moliere, which 

is determined to bring about his downfall after his satirical expose of religious 

hypocrisy in Tartuffe. In Bulgakov's play about Pushkin it is his fellow-writers 

and the secret police who together contrive his ruin, rather more than the Tsar 

Nicholas I himsel£ In the Ershalaim chapters of The Master and Margarita the 

Roman Hegemon Pontius Pilate is sympathetic to the radical philosopher 

le Ima Ga-Notsri, and it is the local religious authorities led by Caiaphas who 

insist upon his death. In the Moscow setting, the Master is destroyed by the 

ideologically-driven members of MASSO LIT, the literary establishment. As in 

13ulgakov's own life, the head of state seems to be occasionally capable of benign 

in terventions, such as when Stalin telephoned him at home in 1930, or casually 

br ught about the return of The Days of the Turbins to the Moscow Art Theatre 

tage in 1932. If there is a consistent force for evil in society, Bulgakov seems to 

find it above all in the Establishment, in the collective actions of any grouping 

of people who combine to impose and regulate ideology and religion. While 

the head of state may prove fickle to the artist, or fail to attend to what is really 

going on, or may be swayed by the arguments of ideologues, the individual is 

left to fight his own battles with the authorities, drawing upon whatever moral 

or spiritual courage he can muster. Bulgakov's preoccupation throughout his 

works with the dilemmas of action and of conscience is in itself a political con­

cern, especially in the Soviet state under Stalin, which was committed to an 

unprecedented degree to suppressing freedom of conscience, of thought, and 

of speech. 

CHAPTER 9 

Literature and the Writer in 
The Master and Margarita 

The idea of writing as a calling, as a vocation, is one which has been 

deeply embedded in Russian culture since the age of the national poet 

Aleksandr Pushkin, who established the perception early in the nineteenth cen­

tury of the writer as a man set apart from the common herd. The writer was 

seen-or saw himself- as the figure whose privilege and duty was to speak out 

about social or political issues, ethics, and personal morality. But the role also 

acquired a spiritual aura, with the writer becoming identified in some instances 

with the voice of the nation's conscience. 
This concept of the central significance ofliterature, along with the cult of 

the individual and of genius, was one which continued to be strongly promoted 

during the era of European and Russian Romanticism in the first half of the 

nineteenth century. In Russia, the Realist movement which held sway in the 

later part of the nineteenth century then began to focus more on the content 

and the message of the work than on the role of the writer. But subsequently the 

emphasis switched back again, and a particular view of authorship and inspi­

ration as having quasi-divine properties formed part of the aesthetic vision 

of Symbolist poets in Russia at the turn of the century. Bulgakov grew up in a 

cultural sphere shaped by these various traditions, and he would have imbibed 

their values just as he absorbed the values of the Russian Orthodox Church, 

in which so many of his family members had found their spiritual vocation. 

Everything in his upbringing and o ial circle would have served to validate the 

Russian cult ofliterature and the wri t r. 

The advent of the Soviet regim aw the beginnings of a vigorous drive, 

especially from the later 1920s, toe tabli h monopolistic state control over ide­

ology and culture. The state came t ' li t rary culture as a convenient popular 

substitute for religious worship in . n ath i tic society, with writers, their texts, 



98 mpanion r //,(' Mml1•1 r11 11 / M II v11ita 

and even their hom •s ,111 d th11 li h o 1':l phi s commandeered for ideological 

purposes, encou rag I ;rnd 1ll•l,1 ,1t •d s I ng a they could be identified with 

socialist ideals. All thi C r · •d w,· ters lik. ' 13ulgakov into an embattled position. 

After having established hims ·If. s nn ul poken satirist of the Soviet regime 

in the mid-1920s, especially wi th w rks u h a his unpublished novella Heart 

of a Dog and his play The Crimson Island, he then saw all his plays banned early 

in 1929 as cultural politics became more repressive. As we have seen, in his 

notorious letter to the Soviet Government of March 28, 1930 Bulgakov had 

described how he had become a satirist "precisely at that moment when any 

true satire ( of the kind that penetrates into forbidden territory) had become 

utterly unthinkable in the USSR:' He went on to cite the views of a Commu­

nist literary critic who was one of his own most ardent opponents, Vladimir 

Blyum, who had recently argued that all satirical writing simply represented an 

attack on the USSR itself; and he ended this section of his letter with a grand 

rhetorical flourish-''Am I even thinkable in the USSR?"1 After the banning of 

his plays Bulgakov had already made one futile attempt to present his thoughts 

and ideas in what he hoped would prove a less controversial framework) with 

his historical play of 1929 about Moliere, which explored the various personal, 

ideological and political pressures which tainted the French playwright's final 

years. At the same time, nevertheless) he had embarked in secret upon the writ­

ing of the subversive novel that was to become The Master and Margarita . And 

as the constraints upon literary freedoms became increasingly oppressive dur­

ing the 1930s, so the theme ofliterature and the writer came to occupy a more 

and more central significance in this novel. 

The opening chapters of The Master and Margarita are focused around the 

topical issue of ideological conformism in literature. The discussion between 

the two writers at Patriarchs' Ponds involves the younger, relatively na'ive and 

uneducated Ivan being taught a lesson in literary politics by the experienced 

Berlioz. As Chairman of the sardonically-named MASSOLIT organization, 

he represents Soviet Socialist Realism in action. This doctrine, promulgated in 

1934 at the First Congress of the Union of Soviet Writers) encapsulated tenden­

cies which had been taking shape for several years, as rival factions had com­

peted during the later 1920s to seize the ascendant in literature. Exasperated 

by this in-fighting, Stalin had concluded in discussions with the father figure 

of Soviet literature, Maksim Gor 'kyJ together with other leading figures of the 

literary establishment, that the only solution was to set up a monolithic writers' 

organisation which would control literary production across the USSR. Access 

to publishing outlets, writing bursaries, and even supplies of typing paper 

I 11 ·1,,1u1 ' , nd eh Writ r in 7he M t1111•, 111(/ M ,r arita I 99 

would be dcp ' ml •111 1111 111 1.' lll b •r hip of the newly rea l d Wl'i l ' f Union. In 
November 19 8, ft I' • ., mpl ', 131 na was told that Bulgakov had ex ceded his 

quota of four kil gr, mm ' [ paper per year, and that he was not allowed to 

buy any more. "What i he going to write on now?" she wondered.2 Henceforth 

there was to be no alternative way of thriving as a writer in Soviet society, and it 

was these very practical and pragmatic reasons which prompted Bulgakov to fill 

out the forms and apply to join the Union as soon as applications first opened 

in the spring of 1934. This came at a time when he was already feeling very low 

and weary, anxious about his professional isolation) and fearful of death. He was 

in such a bad way that he was spending as much time lying down as possible.3 

Nevertheless, according to the poet Anna Akhmatova, Bulgakov had little gen­

uine enthusiasm for the new organization, mockingly calling it the "Union of 

Professional Assassins:'4 

Socialist Realism was proclaimed at the inaugural 1934 Congress of the 

Writers' Union to be the official method of Soviet literature and of literary 

criticism) with the stated goal of reflecting contemporary reality while simul­

taneously highlighting those features of society which would lead to the crea­

tion of a Communist paradise. In order to belong to the literary establishment 

and gain the privileges associated with membership of the Union) you had to 

subscribe in your literary work and practices to the tenets of Socialist Realism. 

While we often think of Socialist Realism as a category ofliteratureJ typified by 

texts such as the new genre of "production novels" which described the heroic 

achievements of Soviet factory workers in building the new state) it can also be 

regarded as a set of processes) or as a mechanism. Socialist Realism was essen­

tially created not so much by writers themselves, as by the literary bureaucracy, 

journal editors, and censors. Berlioz exemplifies this regulatory role when he 

patronizingly explains to Ivan that his new poem cannot be published because 

it "erroneously" presents Jesus Christ as someone who, however flawed, did 

actually exist. In order to feed into the Soviet state's militant atheism and its 

campaign to eradicate religious belief from the popular mind, everything that is 

described in the Bible had instead to be presented as a made-up story) as being 

no better than a fairytale. 

This first episode of th novel concludes with Berlioz suffering an 

unexpectedly brutal death, whi h is surely to be read as a punishment for his 

unbelief and for his corrupting influen e on Ivan. This event will provide the 

starting-point for one of the nov I' gradually unfolding plotlinesJ which charts 

the ways in which Ivan becomes awa r f the hollowness of his previously heldJ 

officially approved literary values, • nd tart to pursue his path towards a truer 
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knowledge and und rst.111d 11 g . ' I Iii' huddin working-class writerlvan has been 

writing under the pseud1111 111 I 111 II •zd mny ("Ivan Homeless"), a pseudo­

nym Bulgakov himself had nd lpll'd r r s m. of the early comic sketches which 

he wrote for a newspaper publ i1, h ·d hy lh railway workers' union, shortly after 

his arrival in Moscow to embark n :i Iii r:i ry areer in September 1921.5 In his 

horror and panic at the death ofBerli z, lvan' first instinct is to pursue the mys­

terious stranger Woland, who appear to be complicit in the death, and have 

him arrested. After a confused and frustrating chase across Moscow, he turns 

up that evening at Griboedov House, the luxurious writers' club and restaurant 

which houses the MASSOLIT administration. Bulgakov gloatingly mocks the 

back.biting of the MASSO LIT committee members, and the greed and vanity 

of the diners enjoying their sumptuous meals on the verandah. This is not in 

fact a temple of art, but a monument to materialism. 

Much later in the novel, the cat Begemot will visit Griboedov House 

with Korov'ev and exchange sardonic comments about the astonishing talents 

which must be developing under this roof, "like pineapples in a glasshouse," as 

Begemot puts it. They decide to enter and enjoy a meal at the writers' club them­

selves, but are stopped by a young woman who asks to see their membership 

ards. Korov'ev responds in mock astonishment: "In order to be convinced that 

D stoevsky is a writer, would you need to ask him for his membership card?" 

'J h hapless young woman retorts-but not entirely confidently-that Dosto­

evsky is dead, to which Begemot protests that Dostoevsky is "immortal:'6 The 

visit of the mischievous pair ends, with a certain inevitability, in a conflagration: 

Griboedov House goes up in smoke. As they prepare to leave Moscow Woland 

and his retinue discuss the fire, and venture to hope that when it is rebuilt, Gri­

boedov House will become an improvement on the previous place-and the 

reader is left with the tentative hope that this will therefore prove to have been 

a cleansing fire for Soviet literature (chapter 28). And indeed, as Lesley Milne 

observes, the very existence of Bulgakov's own project epitomized an act of 

protest against all that MASSO LIT- and official Soviet literature- stood for: 

''.Against this background The Master and Margarita begins to look like a defiant 

peacock display of all the old, discredited, discarded, outmoded literary styles, 

themes and genres:'7 Varlamov agrees that Bulgakov's novel, while being won­

derfully free and powerful and completely unlike anything else, is nevertheless 

at the same time linked to the inspirational pre-Soviet traditions of the likes of 

Dante, Goethe, Hoffmann, Pushkin, Gogol', and Dostoevsky, rather than hav­

ing derived any of its qualities from the model of Socialist Realism which was 

being forced upon him and his contemporaries in the 1930s. 8 
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After his visit l o :,·lho 'd v House Ivan, who h:i b • m · di l r ed 

and obstrepcrou I h. s h · •n r moved to the sanatorium run by the enigmatic 

Dr Stravinsky. r h · w ill undergo a splitting of his pers nality- e sentially 

an epiphany- partly a a result of Stravinsky's calming treatment, and partly 

as a result of his encounter with the Master. On the one hand, he realizes that, 

rather than arresting Woland, what he actually wants most of all is simply to 

hear the continuation of that story Woland was telling him and Berlioz at Patri­

archs' Ponds, about the encounter between Ieshua and Pilate. This is a token 

of the captivating storytelling skill of Woland; but it also demonstrates that 

Ivan has become immune to Berlioz's atheistic scepticism, that he has allowed 

himself to become spontaneously open towards the spiritual realm. And it only 

takes the Master to express some doubt about Ivan's literary talents-without 

ever having read anything he has ever written-for Ivan to acknowledge that 

his state-endorsed poetry is actually dreadful, and for him to undertake never 

to write poetry again. As an apparent reward, he dreams the continuation of 

the story of Ieshua-his crucifixion- when he next falls asleep. At the end of 

the novel we meet Ivan again some years later, when he has indeed abandoned 

his poetry and become instead a lecturer at an Institute of History and Philos­

ophy. But he becomes troubled at every spring full moon, revisits Patriarchs' 

Ponds, and in his dreams not only sees again the end of the crucifixion, but is 

also granted a new vision, this time about the final outcome of Pilate's story, the 

true ending of the narrative, when Pilate is released to continue his conversa­

tion with Ieshua as they walk away up the moonbeam. He also glimpses again 

the figure of the Master, who pronounces him to be his disciple, and is soothed 

by a kiss from the beautiful Margarita. The ill-educated young man, whose 

instinctive spirituality prompted him in the first place to write a poem depicting 

a Jesus Christ who really existed, has followed a path which is quite at odds with 

the rest of Soviet society, and he is subsequently permitted to find occasional 

solace and peace only in the realm of dreams. A step into madness has liberated 

him, just as it does the main protagonist ofEvgeny Zamyatin's dystopian novel 

We ( 1920), into venturing outside the safe world of regulated culture and into a 

bewildering but entrancing realm of freedom. 

Nor is Ivan the only young writer who comes to reject the prevailing polit­

ical ideology that has shaped his work. The poet Ryukhin helps to escort Ivan 

from Griboedov House to the sanatorium, and is rewarded for his pains by 

being accused by Ivan of complete hypocrisy, and of writing bombastic verses 

celebrating the proletariat when in fa t his origins, like his attitudes, are those 

of the lower middle-class. As he rctu rn to Moscow, Ryukhin is forced to admit 
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that Ivan was tell in, tl it: 11111 I 1• " I do 11 't b •Ii ' V in any of the thing that I write!.:' 

TI1ey drive pa ta m num •111 lo Pu, hl n,, n I Ryukhin shakes his fist resentfully 

at Russia's greatest wril •i LOm pl.1 111 11, lh, l hi poetry never had any especial 

merit and that his inlmorlal ily w .1i; :1 hi •v d nly because he was shot in a duel. 

As day dawns, merciless and irr ·v , bi ', Ryukhin drowns his sorrows in drink 
(chapter 6).9 

The writer who is of central importance to The Master and Margarita is, 

of course, the Master. In the first drafts of the novel he figured as the learned 

scholar "Fesya," although subsequently he loses any name and simply becomes 

an anonymous-and therefore more universal-figure. Inspiration for his 

character may have derived in part from Bulgakov's father, the theologian 

Afanasy, whom Bulgakov referred to as having provided the original inspira­

tion for this novel, and also from one of his most devoted friends and closest 

confidants, the philosopher and literary historian Pavel Popov. Both of these 

men had a command of several ancient and modern languages, a detail which 

survives into the characterization of the Master. In February 1930 the devout 

hristian Pavel Popov was arrested on a charge of espionage, and although he 

wa released after two months of detention and interrogation, he was given 

< cntence of internal exile, meaning that he was not permitted to live in the 

ap ital cities (Moscow and Leningrad), although these penalties were soon 

ommuted. It is possible that his connections with the distinguished Tolstoy 

fa mily- his wife was Lev Tolstoy's grand-daughter-afforded him some pro-

tection. Popov was interrogated again in March 19 31, and suffered an episode 

when his wife tried to get him admitted to a psychiatric hospital because of 

his increasing paranoia. He and his wife certainly claimed to recognize their 

Moscow home in the basement apartment where the two lovers meet in The 
Master and Margarita. 10 Like Popov, the Master, in recounting his story to Ivan, 

makes it clear that he was not a professional writer originally; in fact, the Mas­

ter's career has been that of a museum specialist. It is only accidental wealth 

(a lottery win) that prompts him to give up his job at the museum and start to 
write instead. 

In the encounter with Ivan at the sanatorium, the Master establishes him­

self as an uncompromising figure with some intellectual authority as well as 

erudition-he immediately grasps who Woland is, for example, by spotting the 

connections between the character's name and appearance and Goethe's Faust. 
But his claim of the title of"Master" rather than mere "writer" is simultaneously 

impressive and also faintly comical (perhaps an autobiographical moment of 

self-ironization on Bulgakov's part?): 
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"Are you a w, ll'• t lh · po •t .1~k d with intere t. 

His gue l's r., ·r d,1, kr n ·d, .rn d he shook his fist at Ivan, b 

am a Ma l ·r ''. 11 , l >ol on a t rn look, and drew out of the po ket of his 

dressing-gown a ompl t ly greasy black cap, with the letter "M" sewn on 

to it in yellow sil k. He placed this cap on his head and showed himself 

to Ivan in profile and face forward, to demonstrate that he was a Master. 

( chapter 13) u 

And indeed, he reveals himself in his personal life, and particularly in his con­

tacts with the literary establishment, to have been a somewhat weak figure. As 

his narrative of his previous life is unfolded to Ivan, it becomes apparent that 

he has become increasingly dependent on Margarita's courage and strength of 

character. She it was who urged him to try to get the novel he had written about 

Pilate published, but when it is rejected and attacked in the press he becomes 

increasingly fearful and intimidated, and she has to start taking care of his men­

tal and physical health. Margarita undertakes a bold, not to say reckless com­

mitment when she enters into a pact with Woland in the hope of bringing the 

Master back from wherever he has vanished to, and it is she, not the Master, 

who negotiates with the devil. Even when the Master is magically restored to 

Margarita after his arrest and the time he has spent taking refuge in the psy­

chiatric hospital, he still leaves it to her to make decisions about their future 

and clings to her for his sanity. It is not difficult to read a grateful tribute to his 

fiercely protective wife Elena into Bulgakov's depiction of the Master's feisty 

companion. 
It is notable that we never learn anything about what prompts the Master 

to write his novel, why he chose to write about Pilate, nor about how the writ­

ing process actually proceeded. One of the reasons for this is of course related 

to the discreet aligning of portions of the Master's actual text ( chapters 25 and 

26 in The Master and Margarita) with Woland's narrative and Ivan's dream, for 

purposes that we have explored elsewhere. It is also consistent, to some extent, 

with the way that Bulgakov writes about writers in other contexts. In his bio­

graphical plays about Moliere and Pushkin, for example, he was determined to 

do everything in his powers to avoid showing "the genius at work;' this despite 

the director Konstantin Stanislavsky's insistence- to Bulgakov's intense 

irritation- that Moliere should appear on stage in Bulgakov's play at the 

Moscow Art Theatre, quill in hand, omposing immortal works of art. In what 

we might recognise as an explicit nod in these works in the direction of Roman­

ticism, writing of integrity in Bulgak v' world is created as the direct product 
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of inspiration and of t•11 ll 1 1111d . hould n t b ubjected to either explanation 

or analysis. Wear I ·It with ,, dl·~ ,. • ·of un ertainty about the Master's writing 

of the Ershalaim narraliv , how •v •r: h;is It in fact involved any creative inven­

tiveness on his part, and is h · . truly ori inal artist, or has he merely served as a 

vehicle for transmitting a vi ion thal b ha received from on high? 

The Master's sole literary work nevertheless has a significance which ele­

vates it beyond that of a mere novel. As Chudakova puts it: "The Master's novel 

takes on the status of some sort of'fore-text,' which has existed since primordial 

times and has only been drawn from the darkness of oblivion into the 'bright 

field' of modern consciousness by the genius of the artist:' 12 In her view, the 

Master has had a transcendental vision, apparently in some sort of neo-Platonic 

Romantic fashion, an adumbration of the world beyond, and he has more or 

less "transcribed" this eternal narrative in order to offer it to a contemporary 

readership. Furthermore, as we have seen, this narrative is presented as being 

the absolute truth of the events which took place in Ershalaim. In the sixth 

draft of the novel there was an exchange that Bulgakov eventually crossed out, 

where Woland confirms this directly to the Master: "Listen to me, Master, [ ... J 
in your novel you guessed I wrote the truth. Everything happened precisely 

a you described it:'13 And indeed, when Ivan's retelling in the sanatorium of 

Woland's narrative about Pontius Pilate draws to a close, the Master clasps his 

hands together "reverently" and whispers: "Oh, how I guessed it! Oh, how I 

guessed it all!" (chapter 13). 

Both Woland and Ieshua evidently appreciate the true importance of the 

Master's achievement: Woland understands the significance of the Master's 

novel the moment the manuscript appears in his hands, and Ieshua subse­

quently requests that the Master should be granted peace as his reward. And 

the ultimate reason for this benevolence towards the Master, fallible as he is, 

becomes apparent in the final chapter of The Master and Margarita, chapter 32. 

The Master and Margarita are brought to a place where they discover the figure 

of Pilate, still tormented after two thousand years by remorse for his actions. 

Woland explains to the Master that his novel is not, as he had imagined, com­

pletely finished. The Master immediately grasps that it is up to him to step for­

ward to complete the story, by freeing Pilate to stride up the moonbeam with 

his faithful dog Banga, to rejoin Ieshua and continue their absorbing conver­

sation. He cries out: "Free! You are free! He is waiting for you!" (chapter 32). 

In other words, having served the cause of good by writing the novel in the 

first place, the Master is now empowered to become an active agent within 

the story itself, bringing Pilate's torments to a close. Thus the widest temporal 
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parameters of '//1c Mc, 1/cr 11111/ Mar arita turn out to b d fin d by lhe period 

which stretch s fr m th • loy I ii. te commits an appalling d d .in Er halaim by 

failing to sav le hu n, until th moment two thousand year later when his act 

of cowardice is at last forgiv n. 
The Master remains an elusive figure throughout the text, however, as do 

most of the writer protagonists in Bulgakov's works. He only appears fleetingly 

for the first time in chapter 11, and the two eponymous characters who give 

Bulgakov's novel its title only begin to be delineated for the first time in the 

course of chapter 13, nearly halfway through the book. The Master announces 

to Ivan that he has renounced his name, his lover and his entire past, as indeed 

he has renounced his novel by burning it in a moment of fearfulness. He figures 

relatively infrequently in the rest of the narrative, and does little to move the 

action forward. The one thing he clings to is his status as a Master, bestowed 

upon him by Margarita and represented by her gift of love, the cap with the 

letter "M" embroidered upon it which serves as his poet's crown of laurel 

leaves. Margarita is not only devoted to him as a man, but she also passionately 

supports his writing. However, she is not by any means his muse, for his has 

been an entirely solitary engagement with his own inspiration, and the novel is 

something he has already nearly completed by the time he meets her. And given 

the hostile reception his novel then receives at the hands of the Soviet critical 

establishment, it becomes apparent that what lends his creation worth cannot 

be its popular reception, but the qualities of the original inspiration which 

gave birth to it. This too is a neo-Romantic conception of art; it had previously 

been well encapsulated in the Symbolist poet Aleksandr Blok's poem entitled 

"The Artist" (1913), in which the poet is described as a figure set apart from 

the crowd, who exists for the exquisite experience of inspiration, and scorns the 

actual poem which he writes, comparing that to a captive bird in a steel cage, 

whose song merely pleases the common man. 
The press attacks on the Master's work-even though it had remained 

unpublished-are all too reminiscent of the abusive and denunciatory language 

which Bulgakov himself had had hurled at him by Vladimir Blyum and other 

Soviet establishment critics, and which he detailed at length in his letter to Sta­

lin and the Soviet government of Mar h 28, 1930. Bulgakov told Stalin and his 

colleagues that he had assembl d a rapbook of 301 comments made about 

him in the press, of which only had been favourable. In the others, which he 

quotes in part, his "stinking" piny 1 h ' Days of the Turbins is described as the 

creation of someone who has pi k ·d I flovers out of a heap of vomit; and his 

hero Aleksey Turbin is described mor than once as a "son of a bitch:' Bulgakov 
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himself is described :1/l th • I 1111 of th • h urg oisie, whose "satire" amounts to 

mere slander. The d Slru t l11 11 of' hls w 1'1-s is therefore something only to be 

celebrated, as a great a hi ·v ·m •111. 11 ' I h ' ri ti Latunsky, whose flat Margarita 

wrecks in the novel, wa bas ·d n . rl, in af Litovsky, another of Bulgak­

ov's most persistent and out pok n pp n nt in this vein. Elena referred to 

Litovsky as a "scoundrel" on February 6, 19 6, noting that a review he had writ­
ten of the production of the Moliere play "exuded malice:' 15 

The Master begins to suffer from depression after these attacks, which 

builds into a paranoiac fear of a sinister octopus, clearly representing the threat 

of persecution by the authorities. He burns his manuscript in a gesture of fear 

and despair shortly before he is indeed arrested. The fact of his arrest is indi­

cated by a detail which contemporary readers would instantly have understood, 

merely because of the image of his being released a few months later on to the 

street with all his buttons missing ( these were always removed from prisoners' 

clothes). In his living existence, he will never again be reconciled to his art, even 

when Woland restores the work to him with that great affirmation of the power 

of art to outlive the contingencies of political persecution, enunciated in one of 

the most celebrated phrases in The Master and Margarita: "Manuscripts don't 

burn" ( chapter 24). Only after the Master's death, achieved at Woland's behest 

with poetic aptness by poisoning with "the same Falernian wine" which Pilate 

had drunk with Afranius two millennia earlier, does the Master regain his faith 

in his novel. 16 Margarita frets that they should carry the text of the work away 

with them to their immortal destiny, but the Master insists that he will never 
forget any of it now. 

There is perhaps a degree of criticism implied in Ieshua's final judgement 

on the Master, as conveyed to Woland by Matvey: "He has not earned the 

light, he has earned peace" (chapter 29) . As Bulgakov contemplated the ruin 

of his own literary ambitions during the 1930s, and reflected upon moments of 

doubt, hesitation and regret which had coloured his own life, he too had come 

to long for nothing more grandiose than to be left in peace. Woland had stated 

that ''.All theories are equally valid. There is amongst them one, according to 

which each shall be rewarded according to his faith. So be it!" (chapter 23). The 

Master's destiny is shaped by the limitations of his character: he has doubted 

Margarita's love and he abandoned his artistic creation as well. He has never 

sought the supreme reward of "light" ( which perhaps stands here for religious 

faith, as well as the achievement of glory), lacking as he does both perseverance 

and courage. When he speaks the words which release Pilate, he is acting specif­

ically in his capacity as an artist. Margarita, upon seeing Pilate's distress, had at 

I 11 •1.i1u1 • and th Wri t r in lh M r,\ /(•1 111d M m mila I 107 

first sought to rel •,l Nt' h1111 l1 ' l'N ·I r m his torment, prompt d by mpa ion, 

as she had ab Iv •d Pr •d .. l •. l, n's ball. But here it i the ar ti st who must act, 

crowninghi lab ur wi thlh ncludingwordstohis novel.The e turnoutto 

be not at all the on whi h he and Margarita had so long anticipated, about the 

fifth Procurator of Judaea. The Master's novel had offered an unusually sympa­

thetic portrayal of the figure of Pilate, normally a detested figure in Christian 

culture. As so often in his writing, Bulgakov commends the forgiveness of sins, 

of cowardice, and of moral weakness. He also offers a promise that the mem­

ory of wrongdoing and failure-whether by Pilate or by the Master-will be 

allowed to fade and be erased. 

The ultimate destiny granted to the "thrice Romantic Master;' as 

Woland describes him (chapter 32), is indeed invested with the trappings of 

nineteenth-century Romanticism: a domestic idyll alongside his beloved, 

reached by walking across a moss-covered stone bridge, in a quiet house 

adorned with a curling vine and surrounded by cherry trees, where the music 

of Schubert will be played and sung in a candlelit room, and where he can carry 

on his writing with a goose quill. 17 And he too will be freed from his distressing 

recollections: "The Master's memory [ ... ] began to fade. Someone had released 

the Master into freedom, just as he himself, a moment earlier, had released the 

hero he had created" (chapter 32) . 

The Master may have achieved personal fulfilment, but it remains far from 

certain whether the atheistic materialism of Soviet society has been affected in 

any way by what he has written. The manuscript of the novel has in fact now 

been destroyed for a second time, in a further conflagration as the Master's 

semi-basement apartment catches fire at their deaths. Although the story it told 

turned out, as Woland prophesied, to have some surprises still in store for the 

Master, nothing of it remains behind in the real, physical world of Moscow. The 

Master's narrative of the supreme story of the Gospels has been rejected and 

ignored in the atheist USSR, where people have remained indifferent and deaf 

to the messages he has offered them. Overall, then, The Master and Margarita 
ends on a note of subdued pes imi m. The writer may be identified with the 

highest ideals of the human spirit, but he has been defeated and silenced in the 

secular world. Bulgakov open the final chapter of his novel (chapter 32) with 

the following lyrical reflection: 

My gods, my gods! How ad th ar th i at evening! And how mysterious 

the mists are over the marsh s. An yone who has lost his way in such mists, 

anyone who has suffered a gr . l dc.11 h ~ r death, anyone who has winged 
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his way over thi s l'.l1 th , 111'. 11 ''H .i n rnpo iblc burden on his back - that 

man knows this. ' J h ' w -.1, y 111 ,111 .d~o hi ws it. And he will quit without 

regret the earth's mists, it~ 111,11 s h l'S ,ind it riv rs, and he will deliver him­

self with an easy heart into th ' , rm f I ath, knowing that death alone 

[ can soothe him] .18 

Perhaps we can detect the author's own longing here for oblivion in the final 

months of his life, as the terrors of the Stalinist age gave way to the sufferings he 

endured in his painful illness. But nothing would shake his belief in the integrity 

of great art and the vocation of the writer, as was confirmed in one of the final 

letters written to him in loving tribute in December 1939 by his close friend 

Pavel Popov: 

Reading the lines that you have written, I know that a genuine literary cul­

ture still exists: transported by fantasy to the places you describe, I under­

stand that the creative imagination has not run dry, that the lamp lit by the 

Romantics, by [E. T. A. J Hoffmann and others, burns and gleams, and that 

altogether the art of words has not forsaken mankind .. .. 19 

As Popov shrewdly observed, Bulgakov, in positioning himself in the line­

age of the nineteenth-century European Romantics, was asserting the durabil­

ity of eternal literary values and the supreme role of authorship. Prime amongst 

these values were those of subjectivity, and of creative freedom. Another char­

acteristic device of Romantic writing which Bulgakov frequently adopted was 

the practice of blurring the boundaries between author and fictional hero, so 

that The Master and Margarita becomes yet another example of a Bulgakovwork 

where a quasi-autobiographical hero (often sketchily delineated) shares the 

dilemmas and torments that Bulgakov himself endured in real life. The genius 

may simultaneously reveal himself to be a weak man or a persecuted victim, in 

the tradition of Romantic heroes as "noble failures:' Bulgakov's highly origi­

nal plots and ingenious dramatic structures showed no concern whatsoever for 

prevailing trends or for extrinsic criteria such as morality, utility or conform­

ity to predetermined aesthetic standards. If Romanticism had originally in the 

nineteenth century represented the rejection of a neo-Classical past, for Bulg­

akov the assumption of Romantic attitudes in the twentieth century indicated 

the rejection of the "bright future" promised to him and his contemporaries by 

the Communist Party, and above all a rejection of what was envisaged by the 
doctrine of Soviet Socialist Realism. 

CHAPTER 10 

"So who are you, then?" 
Narrative Voices in 

The Master and Margarita, 
Followed by a Stylistic 

Analysis of Extracts from 
the Text 

T his question, which is ra'ised in ~e epigrap~ to the n~vel in the form of the 
quotation from Goethe s Faust, 1s one which has wide resonances for the 

novel as a whole. It does of course refer primarily to the issue of how the reader­

and the characters within the novel-should evaluate the identity and actions 

of the mysterious Woland, and in particular the question of whether he serves 

the forces of good or evil. But it is a question which we as readers will find our­

selves asking of the text in other respects as well. Who is Ieshua Ga-Notsri? He 

is at once Christ and not-Christ. Pontius Pilate is recognisably the Biblical Pilate, 

and at the same time he is portrayed a a character with far more psychological 

complexity-and is Levy Matvey imply tl1e evangelist Matthew? As the chap­

ters of the novel succeed one anoth r during our first reading of it, we will also 

find ourselves wondering about th v ry title of the novel we picked up to read: 

who is the Master, and who i M. r,arita? Neither of them even figures in the 

first third of the text, and the p nymous hero will forever remain anonymous, 

referred to only by his honorifi Lill 'of "Ma tcr:' His beloved is described- but 

not named- in that same chapl r I ,1nd it i only in chapter 19 that the narrator 

will provide us with her actual naml' .rnd patronymic: Margarita Nikolaevna. 
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What's more, Lh • 0111pl ,· It y of' th ' n v I' plot, as it shifts back and forth 

between Moscow and Er~h.11 ,1 111 1 lhr w up vital questions about the identity 

of the narrator-or narral rs i:1 /l W'll. 1 Wh n Woland first tells Berlioz and 

Ivan the story of Pilate and 1, 'hu ll in h, ptcr 2, he claims to do so, however 

improbably, in his capacity a , witn 'S : he wa there, he saw these events 

unfold. But his Ershalaim narration i ofli-red as a self-contained text, and it is 

articulated in a voice entirely different from that which he has hitherto used in 

chapter 1. Up until now his voice has been insecure, puzzling: his appearance 

causes Berlioz and Ivan to assume that he is a foreigner, possibly a German or 

an Englishman-or perhaps a Frenchman, or Pole? In any case he speaks to 

them with a heavy foreign accent, although his conversational Russian is oth­

erwise correct: so perhaps he is a Russian emigre, come to Moscow as a spy? 

But as soon as he starts to tell them about Ershalaim his accent entirely dis­

appears. The descriptive language he uses in Russian becomes nuanced and 

sonorous, relatively formal in register and full of historically specific detail. But 

subsequently, after the shocking death of Berlioz, Woland starts to pretend in 

chapter 4 that he barely speaks or understands Russian any more. Ivan is left 

absolutely bemused about his true identity. 

One characteristic feature of Bulgakov's devices for individualising the 

protagonists of his works is his acute attention to their voices: in this novel 

Woland speaks in a bass register, while his assistant (and supposed former 

choral conductor) Korov 'ev speaks in a comical, cracked tenor; meanwhile the 

traitor Judas has a strikingly thin and high voice. To some extent this reflects 

Bulgakov's heightened sensitivity to music, and his great familiarity with oper­

atic libretti in particular, where different roles tend to be identified with differ­

ent voices ( the rich basso profundo for men who command power, for example). 

His extensive experience as a playwright further enriches the ways in which 

spoken dialogue comes to occupy a central significance in his prose, where it is 

never casual or merely instrumental. We should bear in mind as well the num­

ber of occasions when he transformed his own prose works into plays: there 

is always a piece of theatre poised to burst out of Bulgakov's short stories and 

novels, and The Master and Margarita is no exception. Several of Bulgakov's 

friends and relations have testified to the fact that one of his gifts was that he 

could always "act out" his prose works, just as well as he could his dramas. As 

the writer Konstantin Paustovsky put it: "He was capable of representing any 

character from his stories and novels with unusual expressiveness. He had seen 

them, he had heard them [my italics], he knew them through and through:'2 

The literary consultant of the Moscow Art Theatre, Pavel Markov, with his 
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enormou ly wid l' ·x i ·r t' 11 t • f Lh th atre, also recogni din him an unusual 

dramatic gift: 

In actual fa t Bulgakov was himself a wonderful actor. [ . .. ] But there was 

one paradoxical thing: his appetite as an actor and author could not be 

satisfied by any single role in a play: what he needed was not just one char­

acter, but many characters, not one image, but many images. If you had 

asked him to perform any play he had written, he would have performed it 

in its entirety, role after role, and he would have done it with perfect skill. 

And so it was with The Days of the Turbins: he demonstrated almost all the 

parts during rehearsals, helping the actors very willingly and generously.3 

The boundaries between real life and the dramatic were far from rigid for him: 

not only did he pour his lived experiences into theatre, but he also theatrical­

ised all his prose writings, as well as his past and present lives. 

As we have already suggested, the "identity" of the voice in which Woland 

tells Berlioz and Ivan the Pilate story becomes far more problematic when 

we realise that the continuation of the story (chapter 16, dreamt by Ivan; and 

chapters 25 and 26, read by Margarita) exactly follows on from and matches 

Woland's account in chapter 1, as much in narrative style as in content. The 

"voices" of Woland, of Ivan's dream, and of the Master's fiction are apparently 

identical: but how can any rational explanation be found for this being the case? 

This tension between identification and discrepancy amongst the narrators of 

the Ershalaim chapters is very blatant and has implications, as we have seen, for 

the structure and the metaphysics ofBulgakov's novel as a whole. 

What is less often observed, however, is the way in which the rest of The 
Master and Margarita-in other words the Moscow chapters-is also narrated 

to the reader in a variety of different voices. In 1926 Bulgakov had told his 

friend Pavel Popov that "My favourite writer is Gogol': in my opinion nobody 

can compare with him. I read Dead Souls at the age of nine:'4 Bulgakov might 

in any case have felt a natural cns of identity with Nikolay Gogol', who like 

himself was a Russian writer brought up in Ukraine, and then moved to Russia 

to achieve success as a writer. It i with ogol', too, that we associate the par­

adigmatic act of burning hi manu ript , omething Gogol' performed more 

than once as he struggled with hi writing, and which colours our sense of what 

this same traumatic act meant bolh l Lh Ma ter in the novel, and to Bulgakov 

in his own life. Gogol' wa als a passionat enthusiast of the theatre, and in 

his works, whether prose works or dr.una, dialogue always has an enhanced 
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significance. The ran• • ol 11.111 ,11 1 r v , i ·s whi h appear and disappear during 

the course of The Masi ·1· 11,ul M11r ,,11·/1 11 Is rtainly comparable to those which 

figure in Gogol "s great bul unfinish 'd · mi novel, Dead Souls, the first vol­

ume of which was publi h d in 184 . Bui . kov had occasion to reflect specifi­

cally upon the voices and the narr. lion f ogol"s Dead Souls during his own 

writing of The Master and Margarita, in e he made a stage adaptation of the 

work for the Moscow Art Theatre in 1932, which did (for once) get staged, even 

though Bulgakov's most inventive ideas- precisely concerning the role of the 
narrator-were, as so often, rejected by the theatre's directors.5 

Chapter 1 of The Master and Margarita is recounted by an omniscient nar­

rator who shares certain characteristics with some of Gogol"s narrators, whom 

the Russian Formalist critics have categorised as skaz narrators. 6 What is meant 

by this is that they are chatty, sometimes excessively casual and colloquial story­

tellers, who seem to belong in the same time and place as the protagonists by 

virtue of their apparent familiarity and intimacy with all aspects of their world, 

and in the way that they use a similar style of language to that of the protag­

onists. Their story-telling is exclamatory and sometimes rather disconnected, 

occasionally verging on the irksomely intrusive. Thus we are told by the nar­

rator of chapter 1 of The Master and Margarita that the first man to visit Patri­

archs' Ponds that evening was "none other than" Mikhail Aleksandrovich Ber­

lioz- a phrase which implies the narrator's pre-existing awareness that Berlioz 

is a significant figure on the Moscow literary scene. The phrase also seems to 

presume-again in the style of a skaz narration- that the reader similarly 

belongs within this same fictional world, and will be equally impressed to 

encounter this literary bigwig. The skaz narrator is intensely self-aware, recount­

ing his tale like an oral anecdote, in such a way as to orchestrate and interact with 

the listener/ reader's reactions: "Yes;' the narrator continues, "it is important to 

note the first strange aspect of that terrifying evening in MaY:' If we look through 

the rest of this first chapter, similarly colloquial, chatty tones shape the narrative: 

''I'll ask you please to note .. :· 

"But, alas, it was so .. :• 

"Their conversation, as was subsequently established, was about Jesus 

Christ:' 

"It should be noted that . . :· 

"Subsequently, when to be frank it was already too late, various organisa­

tions submitted short reports describing this man ... :· 

"It has to be admitted that not one of these short reports was of any use at aU:' 
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Not only is th r ·,Hl l•r 0 11 ~1t11lll y l ing a ked to make an cvalu aliv a e ment 

of what is being J '8 ·r b ·d, but lh narrator also introduces another perspective, 

which will reapp ar int ' rmitlcntly throughout the Moscow chapters: that of 

the authorities, and in parti ular that of the police forces attempting to draw up 

reports of the event after they occur, and to make sense of them. This humor­

ous reflection of their ongoing bewilderment will find its fullest development 

in the Epilogue, in which their absurd and helpless attempts to explain away 

all that has happened-essentially by reference to a purported criminal abuse 

of mass hypnotism- clearly founder. Bulgakov invokes this further narrative 

perspective largely to entertain, although it also serves to remind the reader of 

the sinister nature of the secret police who discreetly manage the city, arresting 

people and making them vanish when this is deemed necessary, thus providing 

another understated hint in the novel of the nervous atmosphere which pre­

vailed in Moscow during Stalin's Terror in the 1930s. 

The omniscient narration very occasionally anticipates the action, to cre­

ate an intriguing effect of suspense, as in the description of the evening light 

cast on to the windows by "a sun that was departing from Mikhail Aleksan­

drovich forever"-this comes in chapter 1, well before it has even been sug­

gested that Berlioz is going to die. The omniscient narrator here thrusts himself 

forward, becomes conspicuous, as though to emphasise that omniscience too 

can have subjective dimensions. This chapter is otherwise dominated, as is so 

much of the novel, by direct speech in the form of dialogue, a feature again 

reflecting the "dramatic" nature of so much of Bulgakov's prose writing. By 

the time he embarked upon The Master and Margarita he had indeed become 

a thoroughly confident playwright, and his awareness of the power of well­

written dialogue to carry the action-and indeed on occasions to reveal far 

more than what is actually being said- was a dramatic talent matched only by 

his illustrious predecessor at the Moscow Art Theatre, Anton Chekhov. As in 

his first novel The White Guard, characters are essentially defined through their 

words, and also through their action : very rarely is comment or psychological 

analysis provided by the narrator. Direct speech in the novel is occasionally 

varied with unspoken thoughts, al o rendered as speech: "Berlioz was speak­

ing, yet at the same time he wa thinking to himself: 'But all the same, who on 

earth is he? And why does he p ak Ru ian so well?"' (chapter 1). Elsewhere, 

the narrator occasionally pret nd i norance, as in chapter 4, where a dis­

traught Ivan is trying to pursue W I nd and unexpectedly finds himself inside 
an apartment where he bursts in n a naked woman taking her bath. Before 

leaving the apartment again thr u rh I h ' b. k entrance, he steals a candle and a 
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small paper icon: "N bod I 11 ow wh.ll t h ught had suddenly eized Ivan .. :' 

Here supposed ignoran · 11, d ·ploy •d r ir ni purposes: in other words, the 

narrator doesn't like t a know l •d, • • ·pli itly that Ivan is superstitious-or 

even religious-enough to b ·Ii ' V ' th:1L ' hri tian symbols might protect him 

from Satan. 

A further reinforcement of tl,e notion tl,at the narrator belongs to the 

same world as Berlioz and Ivan come in chapter 5, set in the MASSOLIT 

writers' club, Griboedov House. Here "the author of these most truthful lines" 

reports a conversation which he himself once supposedly overheard by the rail­

ings outside the club's tempting restaurant. He goes on to describe all the deli­

cious dishes served there before exclainting: "But enough of this, reader, you 

are getting distracted! Follow me!.." This introduces a new dimension of the 

story-telling voice, in which the author/ narrator proclaims not only his author­

ity, but also his intention to pursue some pre-conceived plan, along a narrative 

route which the reader is going to be obliged to follow as well. Here is an echo 

of one of the other narrative voices deployed in Gogol"s Dead Souls, in which 

the author addresses the reader directly in order to defend and justify his choice 

of plot and hero, and to assure the reader who is dissatisfied with the lowly sub­

ject-matter apparently chosen by Gogel' that the novel (in its later, never-to-be­

completed second and third volumes) will rise to greater heights and nobility 

in due course-in other words, that here, too, there is a plan, and a path which 

the reader must follow. 

In The Master and Margarita this "authorial" authority is reinforced for us 

in a curious detail, where the repellent vulgarity of the gluttonous diners at Gri­

boedov House is emphasised, followed by the exclamation: "O gods, my gods, 

bring me poison, poison! .. " This phrase is another example of the breaching of 

boundaries between the different worlds of the novel, for it is directly drawn 

from Pilate's unspoken thoughts in chapter 2, the first portion of the Ershalaim 

narrative. It can therefore only be known to Mikhail Bulgakov, the author of 

the entire novel The Master and Margarita ( or conceivably to the Master, whose 

novel is identical with Woland's narrative) rather than to the mostly comical 

narrator of the events which have preceded this moment. It affirms, in other 

words, the existence of an overarching authorial project which will bind the 

seemingly distinct Moscow and Ershalaim chapters together. 

The different narrative voices established in the opening chapters-several 

varieties of omniscience for a Gogolian skaz-style narrator, a consistent, sober 

voice for the Ershalaim chapters, and much of the narrative actually carried 

through the direct speech of the enormous number of protagonists crowding 
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tl,e text - all ontl 11u t lo 11111 • lh •ms Iv heard for many p. ' l m .Anew 

voice appear , h w ·v •,·, ,ll I h · •nd f hapter 18, whi h mark the transition 

from Part I ofth nov ,1 to P. rl LL. A o often, the transition involve repetition 

across the chapter-br • k: but a hitl,erto unheard intonation also emerges for 

the first time: 

( end of Part I. Chapter 18: "Some Unfortunate Visitors"): 

What further extraordinary events occurred in Moscow that night we do 

not know, and nor, of course, will we seek to discover them-especially 

since it is now time for us to pass on to the second part of this truthful 

narrative. Follow me, reader! 

(Part II. Chapter 19: "Margarita"): 

Follow me, reader! Who told you that there is no such thing in the world 

as true, faithful, eternal love! May they cut out the filthy tongue of that liar! 

Follow me, my reader, follow me alone, and I will show you such a love! 

No! the Master was mistaken when he said with bitterness to Ivanushka 

in the hospital, at the hour when night was tipping past midnight, that 

she had forgotten him. This could not be. Of course she had not forgotten 

him. First of all, let us reveal the secret which the Master did not choose to 

reveal to Ivanushka. His beloved was called Margarita Nikolaevna. 

This passage contains many of the chatty and playful skaz narrative charac­

teristics we have encountered hitherto, as well as a reiteration of the speaker's 

claims about the veracity of his story. However, the voice which we first heard 

outside Griboedov House, teasingly summoning the reader to follow him, has 

here acquired a new colouring. The writing has become more poetic, and its 

rhythmical qualities in the Russian original are quite emphatically marked. A 

striking and fresh lyrical perspective is introduced for the first time, to cele­

brate with earnest passion a loving devotion between the Master and Margarita 

which surely also reflects the de p love felt by Bulgakov for Elena. Once again, 

we can recognize something of Gogol"s more melancholy and self-reflective 

intonations from Dead Souls. This lyri al, authorial-sounding voice reemerges 

more poignantly towards the very nd of the novel, in those opening lines of 

chapter 32 which we have quot d pr vi u ly: 

My gods, my gods! How sad th • 'Jrth i • t evening! And how mysterious 

the mists are over the marsh s. Anyc n who has lost his way in such mists, 

anyone who has suffered a gr al d '.11 b •for death, anyone who has winged 
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his way v r thl~ l ', 11 t Ii , 111 ·,1, 111-1 ,111 ,npos ible burden on his back- that 

man knows this. ' I h ' w,•.1 , y ,1 11111 ,il so I n w it. And he will quit without 

regret the earth's mists, ts ,11,1rshes, n I its rivers, and he will deliver him­

self with an easy heart into th ' . rn of lcath, knowing that death alone 

[can soothe him].7 

It seems plausible to assume that these lines were inserted into the text by Bulg­

akov at a late point in the writing, when he had become aware that to complete 

the novel was going to be a race against time, as he succumbed to severe illness. 

There is a new, tragic appropriateness therefore, in the way that the opening 

words once again seem to echo Pilate's unspoken thoughts invoking the Roman 

gods as he contemplates suicide in chapter 2. 

This insistent presence of the subjective in Bulgakov's novel is equally one 

of the most striking features of his dramatic writing, where he was always seek­

ing ways to include subjective perspectives, whether through extensive, "nov­

elistic" stage directions or through the presence on stage of a "narrator" figure, 

even though drama is a genre in which the subjective authorial voice is usually 

presumed to be absent. In addition, Erykalova has commented on Bulgakov's 

frequent use of dreams as a device both in his drama and his prose works, to 

create "free zones" in the texts in which subjectivity can manifest itself This is 

used to most original effect in his play Flight, the entirety of which is couched 

not in the usual "scenes" but in a sequence of eight "dreams," suggesting the per­

spective of some dreamer's overarching consciousness. In The Master and Mar­

garita, dreams offer oblivion and an escape from the everyday into the eternal, 

just as much for Pilate as for the Master and Margarita themselves: "The protag­

onists' dreams in Bulgakov's works offer not only a temporary liberation from 

the shackles of everyday reality, but also the continuation, and occasionally even 

the completion of the action:'8 One example of this would be Ivan's recurrent 

annual dreaming of the true culmination of the Pilate story, at the very end of 

the Epilogue. 

Yet another device commonly used by Bulgakov to complicate our per­

ception of his works and assert the subjective consciousness which has created 

them is through his frequent insertion of texts within texts. The "novel within 

the novel" in The Master and Margarita echoes as a device the inclusion of plays 

within plays in works such as The Crimson Island or his Moliere play. Justin Weir 

has observed that: "Through the mise en abyme of the Master's novel, The Master 
and Margarita smuggles a literary historical past into the present:'9 We could 

add, however, that for Bulgakov the use of this device of inserting texts within 
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texts also b rn •s ,1 111 •.111 ~ IM him l reclaim hi own, ubj Live voi e as an 

artist, a voi whl ·h th Sovl •l , ulhorities were doing their be t to silence. 

Many atl mpls h:w , b n made to identify a genre category to which Bul­

gakov's Master a11d Margarita can be assigned. One such category, which for 

a certain period proved rather popular amongst Bulgakov scholars, was that 

of "Menippean satire;' a term derived from the influence of the Greek satirist 

Menippus (third century BC). Erykalova quotes Mikhail Bakhtin's account 

of the genre in his book Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics, which became enor­

mously influential in the years after its publication in 1972 (more or less con­

temporaneously with that of the full text of The Master and Margarita): 

It is in Menippean satire that depictions first appear of various types of 

madnesses, the splitting of the personality, unbounded dreaminess, and 

unusual dreams ... Visions, dreams and madness break down man's epic 

and tragic essence, as well as his fate: the possibilities of another being and 

another life are revealed in him, he loses his completeness and unique sig­

nificance, and he ceases to coincide with the outlines of his own se!fhood.10 

This aspect of Menippean satire certainly helps us to reconcile the paradox of 

the Master's human weakness and vulnerability with the visionary nature of his 

literary undertakings, a paradox which characterizes the role oflvan in the novel 

as well. Abram Vulis was one of the first to identify Menippean satire as a helpful 

way of understanding the novel in his ''.Afterword" to the very first partial publi­

cation of the novel in Moskva in 1966. Ellendea Proffer in her 1971 PhD at Indi­

ana State University also explored the question of the extent to which The Mas­

ter and Margarita could be matched to the full fourteen-point definition of the 

genre offered by Bakhtin. 11 A whole raft of other commentators, however, have 

since argued that the attempt fail to cover all the complexities and originality of 

the novel. In more recent years, the work has more commonly been assigned­

retrospectively and therefore anachrot'li tically- to the somewhat nebulous cat­

egory of "magic[ al] realism," to whi h the works of Jorge Luis Borges, Gabriel 

Garcia Marquez, and Salman Ru hdi , hav also been attributed. Most of the 

discussions of the novel's genre hllv pr v d largely inconclusive, however, and 

scarcely illuminating. Ultimat ly, Bulg. k v emerges as a writer who is as unique 

and original as his beloved Nik Illy , I', who succeeded in inventing Euro­

pean Modernism (with its fra tur ·d narraliv constructs, portrayals of the unreal 

city, and explorations of alienati n l roubl ·cl by sexual anxieties) a full sixty years 

before its time. Bulgakov's Masi •r 11111' Mm· arita matches Gogol"s inventiveness, 
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inasmuch as both aulho, 1- w,ol • wml ~ whi h were quite unlike anything that 

had come before them, :rnd whl \ h h,1 ' inspir d few imitators to match them. 

STYLISTIC ANALYSIS OF BULGAKOV'S THE MASTER AND MARGARITA 

If, following the example of Roman Jakob on and the Formalist School of crit­

icism, we are to draw a distinction between ordinary and poetic language, then 

there is no doubt that Bulgakov's use of language is distinctly "poetic:'12 The 

words he chooses to use fulfil a function which goes beyond the merely com­

municative, calling attention to the medium itself and adding layers of further 

meaning, thereby achieving complex aesthetic purposes as well as straightfor­

ward communication. His text repays close analysis, in order for us to be able 

to appreciate the subtlety and variety of devices he employs in the writing of 

prose. Two passages from the novel have therefore been selected for close anal­

ysis in this section, the first from one of the episodes set in Moscow, the other 

from one of the Ershalaim chapters. These passages are provided in Russian 

for those familiar with the original, followed by a translation into English with 

numbered lines for ease of reference. 

In order fully to appreciate what Bulgakov is seeking to achieve, we need 

to imagine ourselves back into the position of a first-time reader of the text, 

someone who is as yet unaware of how the plot will develop subsequently. By 

the time the reader reaches the passage from chapter 13 of Part I selected below 

as a first example, s/he will be fully aware of the presence of a Satan figure in 

Moscow and of the havoc being wrought upon the worlds of literature and of 

theatre, which together have brought the young poet Ivan Bezdomny to Doctor 

Stravinsky's sanatorium. In this chapter, however, Ivan gets to know an entirely 

new protagonist, the mysterious man who slips into his room at night from the 

sanatorium balcony at the very end of chapter 11, and immediately implores 

him not to make any noise. This is promptly succeeded by the very entertaining 

and amusing chapter 12, describing Woland's "black magic" show in the Variety 

Theatre, but which tells us nothing further about Ivan's visitor, thus creating a 

tremendous effect of suspense. So far in chapter 13 we have learnt that his visitor 

is a fellow-patient of nervous disposition, who is somewhat dismayed to learn 

that Ivan is a poet and promptly urges him to stop writing. Upon discovering 

that the diabolical Woland's story about Pontius Pilate is what has brought Ivan 

to the sanatorium, the intriguing visitor exclaims in apparent astonishment that 

this is a great coincidence, and Ivan at last finds a thoroughly attentive listener 

to hear the extraordinary tale he has to tell of his day's adventures. This includes 

a retelling of Woland's account of the encounter between Pilate and Ieshua 
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Ga-Notsri. At thl 1< po ,it w · ,lr ' ' nlircly unable to und rstand th • true ignifi­

cance of th visit r'1, • ·lam, Li n " h, how I guessed it! h, how I guessed it 

all!" The visitor, vid nlly, gr, p immediately who Woland i , and explains to 

Ivan that he too find him elf in the sanatorium because of Pontius Pilate, about 

whom he has written a novel. He denies, however, that he is a writer, claiming 

instead the title of "Master," and refusing to reveal his actual name. The visitor 

tells Ivan how he used to work in a Moscow museum, but moved into a cozy 

basement apartment and started writing his novel after winning a lottery ticket. 

But one day he goes out and encounters a woman in the street carrying yellow 

flowers. 13 He admits to her that he dislikes her flowers (he loves roses instead), 

but nevertheless realizes that he has loved her "all his life": 

Extract from Part I, Chapter 13 

TaK BOT, OHa fOBOpHAa, 'ITO c )KeATblMl1 11BeTaMl1 B pyKax OHa BblUIAa B TOT 

AeHb, 'IT06bl jl HaKOHel.\ ee HaIDeA, 11 'ITO, eCAH 6br 3T0[0 He rrp01130UIAO, 

OHa OTpaBHAaCb 6b1, IIOTOMY 'ITO )1(113Hb ee rrycTa. 

Aa, A1060Bb rropa3HAa Hae MrHoBeHHO • .5I 3TO 3HaA B TOT )Ke AeHb y)Ke 

qepe3 'lac, KOrAa Mbl OKa3aAHCb, He 3aMe'IM ropoAa, y KpeMAeBCKOH CTeHbl 

Ha Ha6epe)l(HOH. [ • • . ] 

- A KTO OHa TaKM? - crrpocHA l-lBaH, B BbICIIleH CTeneHl1 

3a11HTepecoBaHHbill AI060BHOH l1CTOp11e11. 

focTb CAeAaA )l(eCT, 03Ha'laB1Ill1H, 'ITO OH Hl1KOrAa 11 H11KOMY 3T0f0 He 

CKa)l(eT, 11 npOAOA)l(aA CBOH paccKa3. 

lliatty CTaAO 113BeCTHbIM, 'ITO MaCTep 11 He3HaKOMKa noAI0611Al1 Apyr 

Apyra TaK KperrKo, 'ITO CTaAH COBepweHHO Hepa3AY'!HbI. fuaH rrpeACTaBAAA 

ce6e ACHO y)l(e 11 ABe KOMHaTbl B IlOABaAe oco6Hjl'{Ka, B KOTOpbrx 6blAH 

scerAa cyMepKH 113-3a c11peH11 11 3a6opa. KpaCHyro rroTepTyro Me6eAb, 

6ropo, Ha HeM 'laCbI, 3BeHeBWMe Ka)l(AbTe IIOA'laca, 11 KHl1r11, KHl1rl1 OT 

KparueHoro IIOAa AO 3aKOil'leHHOf0 noTOAKa, 11 rre'IKy. 

fuatt Y3HaA, 'ITO rOCTb ero H Ta i1HM )l(eHa ~e B rrepBbie AHl1 csoe11 

CBA311 rrp11111Al1 K 3aKAIO'leHHt , ,,T TOAKHYAa HX Ha yrAy TsepcK011 11 

nepeyAKa caMa CYAb6a 11 '11'0 0 3t,:lll bl OHM Apyr AAA Apyra HaBeK. 

lliaH Y3HaA 113 pacc Ka3a r ·rn , KJK n pO BOAl1Al1 AeHb B03Al06AeHHbie. 

0Ha rrp11XOAHAa, 11 nepBblM i\OArOM tt :li\ oa.Aa <j>apTyK1 11 B y3KOH rrepeAHeii, 

rAe HaXOAHAaCb Ta caMail pa KO l\1111 :l, KOTOPOH ropAHACA IIO'leMf-TO 

6eAHblH 60AbHOH, Ha Aepesm11t ()M l'l'OJ\ IDKHraAa Kepocl1HKY, 11 rOTOBHAa 

3aBTpaK, 11 HaKpb!BaAa ero O 11 c p110 11 I ()MttaTe Ha OBa.AbHOM CTOAe. KorAa 

lllAl1 MaHCKHe rp03bl M MHM() 11 01\ 0 1\ ' II U:J'J'b[X OKOH wyMHO KaTHAaCb B 
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rIOABOpOTlllO 1101\,1, yq 111,1 ,111 1,1 11 '1'1) 11 0 A AH1111 npn!OT, 8AI06AeHHble 

pacTarI.Afl8a.Al1 II 'II y II 11 ' I All 11 11 ' II I cliYl'O <p Ab. OT KapToq_>eAf! BaAI1A nap, 

qepttaJI KapTOq_>eAb11:1;1 111 ('AY .11; ,1•11 ,1Aa 11 .lA bl\bL. B rIOABaAbl!11Ke CAbillla.ACJI 

CMex, AepeBbJI B CaAy pn ' hlll, All · .11 n CAe AO:>KAJ! o6AoMattttb!e 

BeTO'IKl1, 6eAb!e Kl1CTl1. Ko1w1 K011 '11-IAH b rpo bi 11 np11ll!AO AyurHoe AeTo, 

B Ba3e rIOJIBl1.Af!Cb AOAI'O)l(AaHHble 11 6 ~LM 11 AI06t1Mb[e po3bl. 

ToT, KTO tta3b!BaA ce6JI MaCTepoM, pa6oTa.A Al1XOpaAO'Itt0 ttaA CB011M 

poMaHOM, 11 3TOT poMatt rrorAOTHA 11 He3ttaKOMKy. 

- ITpaBo, BpeMettaMH. JI Hal!H.HaA peBttOBaTb ee K HeMY, - ll!eIITaA 

rrpHllleAll!HH c AyttHoro 6aAKotta ttO'Ittoii rocTb Msatty. 

3arrycTH.B s BOAOCbl TOttKl1.e c OCTpo OTTO'IettHb!Ml1 ttOfTJIMH. rraAbl\bI, 

Otta 6e3 KOHI.\a rrepel!l1Tb!Ba.Aa ttarrH.CaHHOe, a rrepel!H.TaB, ll!HAa BOT 3TY 

caMyro ll!aIIO'IKy. MttorAa OHa Cl1AeAa Ha KOpTO'I.Kax y HH.)l(ttH.X IIOAOK 

11.Afl CTOJ!Aa Ha cTyAe y BepXHH.X H. TPJIIIKOH Bb!T11pa.Aa COTHH. Ilb!Abttb!X 

Kopell!KOB. Otta cyA11Aa CAaBy, Otta IlOAfOHJ!Aa ero 11 BOT TYT-TO CTa.Aa 

tta3b!BaTb MaCTepoM. Otta HeTeprreAMBO A0)1(11AaAaCb 06eI.1.1attHb!X y)l(e 

IlOCAeAttH.X CAOB O IlJITOM rrpoKypaTope l1yAeH., HapacrreB H. rpoMKO 

IlOBTOpJIAa OTAeAbHb!e q_>pa3bI, KOTOpbre eii ttpaBl1.Af!Cb, H. rOBOpHAa, 'ITO B 

3TOM poMaHe - ee )1(113ttb. 

Literal translation of the same passage by JAEC 

And so she told me that she had gone out that day with the yellow flowers in her 

hands so that I should at last find her, and that if this had not occurred, she would 

have poisoned herself, because her life was empty. 

Yes, love struck us instantaneously. I already knew this on that same day, 

5 within an hour, when we found ourselves, oblivious to the city, on the 

embankment by the wall of the Kremlin. [ . .. ] 

"But who is she then?" asked Ivan, fascinated to the highest degree by the 

love story. 

His guest made a gesture which signified that he would never tell that to 

10 anyone, and continued his tale. 

Ivan came to learn that the Master and the unknown woman fell in love 

with each other so strongly that they became utterly inseparable. Ivan 

could even already clearly imagine to himself the two rooms in the 

basement of the little house, in which there was always a half-light 

15 because of the lilac and the fence. The worn red furniture, the desk, on it a 

clock which chimed every half hour, and books, books from the painted 
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floor up lo th • soo t I ov,•1 •d · •llin , and the stove. 

Ivan di v r •d tl 111 t hi~ ll \ l and hi s secret wife, already in th first days 

of their liai s n, had ·0 111 ' lo lh onclusion that fate itself had brought 

20 them up against on anoth r on the corner ofTverskaya Street and the 

alleyway, and that they had been created for one another for eternity. 

Ivan discovered from his guest's tale how the enamoured pair spent their 

day. She would arrive, and her first task would be to put on an apron, and 

in the narrow hallway where that same sink was, which the poor invalid 

25 was for some reason proud of, she would light the kerosene stove on the 

wooden table and make lunch, and she would lay it out on the oval table 

in the first room. When the thunderstorms occurred in May, and water 

noisily streamed past the half-blind windows, threatening to flood their final 

refuge, the lovers would stoke the stove and bake potatoes in it. Steam poured 

30 from the potatoes and the blackened potato skins stained their fingers. 

Laughter could be heard in the little basement, and the trees in the garden 

stripped themselves of their snapped-off twigs and white flower clusters after the rain. 

When the thunderstorms ceased and stifling summer came, there 

35 appeared in the vase the long-awaited roses loved by them both. The man 

who called himself the Master worked feverishly on his novel, and this 

novel consumed the unknown woman as well. 

"Truly, at times I began to be jealous of her and of it," whispered the 

nocturnal guest who had come from the moonlit balcony to Ivan. 

40 Plunging into her hair her slender fingers with their sharply filed nails, 

she would endlessly read over what had been written, and when she had 

read it again, she sewed this same cap here. Sometimes she would sit on 

her heels by the lower shelves or stand on a chair next to the upper ones, 

and she would wipe the hundreds of dusty spines with a cloth. She 

45 anticipated fame, she drove him on, and it was then that she began to call 

him Master. She was waiting with impati ence for the final words which had 

already been promised, about the fifth Procurator ofJudaea, she would 

repeat in a chant, out loud, cert" in phrases which she liked, and she 

would say that in this novel w:.i h r Ii~ . 

One of the many notabl t :llur l observe about this passage is the sub­

tle way the narrative perspectiv is h. ndlcd. The section is introduced as the 

Master's direct speech, and certain • ll oquialisms serve as markers to confirm 

that "oral" perspective (''And so ... " I line I l; "Yes . . :' [ 4]). Ivan responds with 

a direct question "But who is h ' th ·n ?" I 7 J, a question which of course echoes 
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the epigraph from , ·t h •' / 1111 11 / w th I Ls pr bing of the true nature of Mephis­

topheles, and extend till furt h •r· t Ii ' 'X l I ration of the issue of uncertain per­

sonal identity which p rv, d 's Bui ,.11 v' ntire novel. Ivan's question receives 

no adequate answer as yet. ll w •v •r, Lh phras in line 10 observing that the 

visitor "continued his tale" mark a tran ition to a more distanced, third-person 

perspective. 

The following three paragraphs are introduced with a highly charged echo­

ing pattern: "Ivan came to learn . . :'; "Ivan discovered . . :'; "Ivan discovered .. :' 

[11, 18, 22]. This is further reinforced by the second and third sentences of 

the first paragraph, shaped by the semantically similar construction "Ivan could 

[ .. . ]clearly imagine to himself" [12-13], which is followed by a list of direct 

objects which extend all the way from that sentence to the following one: the 

third sentence does not in fact contain a main verb and functions in apposition 

to the previous one, a grammatical construction made much more apparent in 

the original Russian through its string of accusative noun and adjectival end­

ings [ 13-17]. This slightly incantatory pattern, to which intensity is added by 

the switch from semantically similar phrases ("came to learn"/ "could clearly 

imagine" / "discovered") to exact repetition ("discovered"/ "discovered"), 

is one of the many features which marks this passage out as being highly 

structured and aesthetically complex, even though the subject matter being 

described ( their daily domestic routine) appears somewhat banal. And indeed, 

if we read the text in Russian another highly poetic feature ofBulgakov's prose 

style becomes apparent, namely his musicality, his awareness of the harmonies 

of vowel and consonant, and rhythmical patterning as a means of delivering a 

compelling narrative. 

The Master's description to Ivan of the earlyweeks of their love affair could 

scarcely be more mundane. Margarita comes regularly to see him, puts on an 

apron, makes lunch using a kerosene stove; occasionally they bake potatoes; 

she dusts his books. The very banality of what the Master chooses to recount to 

Ivan serves to give us a glimpse of his true personality: what he essentially val­

ues is intimacy, domesticity, tranquility. This jars for us already with the infor­

mation that Margarita "anticipated fame, she drove him on" [ 45], and prefigures 

the crisis that will befall them when he leaves his haven of creativity and love, 

to submit his novel for publication and confront the external world of Soviet 

culture represented by MASSOLIT. The Master is a man who has hitherto 

appeared to Ivan as an authority figure: he has the run of the sanatorium, he 

knows Berlioz and other literary critics, he judges Ivan's poetry to be worthless 
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without even r • 1dli1t t ,111 I insist he should abandon literature, he i fully 

confident of hi i; ow 11 lit •r.1,·y w rlh, and he has the erudition to recognize who 

Woland is from th ' ultur, I our es (Goethe, Gounod) that have shaped the 

enigmatic vi itor' phy i aJ appearance and role. And yet as a private individ­

ual he values very modest joys, and domestic harmony. We should note, too, 

the nuance offered by the third-person narrator's reference to him as a "poor 

invalid" [ 24 ], suggesting a better-informed estimation of the Master's character 

than the one Ivan has gained so far. Although the relationship is presented as a 

great passion, there is no explicit physicality, and little emphasis is placed upon 

the woman's beauty. There is just a delicate hint of transferred eroticism in lines 

31-3, with the couple's shared laughter juxtaposed with the trees stripping off 

their twigs and scented lilac clusters after the storm, like lovers undressing. 

In other words, this passage, for a first-time reader at least, seems largely to 

fill in background, providing merely contextual information. It does not seem 

to invite a reading requiring heightened attentiveness. If you return to this pas­

sage on a subsequent reading, however, when you are familiar with the rest of 

Bulgakov's novel, you will start to notice a remarkable number of images and 

phrases here which correlate-often unexpectedly-to other moments in the 

text. We can enumerate these as follows: 

- "at last" [ 2 ], "already knew" [ 4 ], "fate itself" [ 19]: these phrases under­

pin the theme of predestination which runs through much of the text, 

confirming Woland's dictum that "All will be as it should be. That is how 

the world is made:' (chapter 32) 
- "she would have poisoned h r elf, because her life was empty" [3]. In 

another breaching of the boundaries between the two worlds of the 

novel, Margarita's intentions ho Pilate's repeated longing for poison in 

order to commit suicide, whi hi first introduced as early as chapter 2. 

The perspicacious I hua a-N t ri makes it clear that he is aware of 

what Pilate wants, and h mm nts with a smile that Pilate's life is an 

impoverished one. Mar arit.'s liC i 

has intimations of oth r p ss ibilili 

ent life intolerable. 

not a miserable existence, but she 

and hopes, which make her pres-

- "oblivious to the city" [S I, "the I r mlin" [6]: the settings of The Master 
and Margarita are hap ·d hy two rr at cities, both central to the histo­

ry of Christianity: Ershalaim j l' ru alem) and Moscow. In both parts 

of the novel, the scat. of pow •r .rnd oppression-Herod's palace and 
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the Kremlin do11ll11,11 • th · ·lti •s. Becoming "oblivious" to the city 

is an indicati n th .1t t lH· lov ' I'S h:w aped the constraints of their 

circumstances- and y •t th •ir w., lk take them alongside the Kremlin 

itself, a reminder that th ' r •. I w rid will oon press in on them again. 

- "But who is she then?" l7]: w · hav already seen that Ivan's question 

echoes the lines from Goethe' Faust which serve as the epigraph to The 
Master and Margarita. She continue to be referred to as "the unknown 

woman" [11] and his "secret wife" [18], and will not be identified by 
name and given a biography until chapter 19. 

- "they had been created for one another for eternity" [ 21 J: at this point 

in the novel this seems like a somewhat insignificant, cliched phrase, 

which is simply being used to support the theme of predestination. The 

first-time reader at this stage cannot yet imagine that the plot of The 
Master and Margarita will indeed conclude with the lovers being grant­
ed eternal life together in the afterworld. 

- "May thunderstorms" [ 2 7 ]; "stifling summer" [ 34 J: the issue of how the 

Hebrew date of 14 Nisan ( the date of Christ's crucifixion) in chapter 2, 

describing events in Ershalaim, correlates exactly to the calendar in 

modern Moscow is considered elsewhere in this study. 14 Nevertheless, 

it is striking that the beginning of their love affair takes place in the 

springtime, like everything else that happens later in the novel, and that 

the climatic conditions are dominated in that year by the imminence 

of- or experience of-thunderstorms, together with stifling heat, just 

as events will be in Ershalaim and in the present day of the narrative in 
Moscow. 

- "final refuge" [28-9]: it is absolutely not clear why the lovers' cosy 

home should be referred to in these terms at this juncture. This fore­

shadows the plot development which will see them parted in due 

course, with the Master being swindled out of his apartment. Howev­

er, it also anticipates the heading of the final full chapter of The Master 
and Margarita, chapter 32: "Forgiveness and Eternal Refuge," where a 

shared home they could never have imagined will indeed be provided 
for them in the afterlife. 

- "the long-awaited roses loved by them both" [35]: in chapter 2, by con­

trast, we have learned that Pi.late detests roses and the scent of roses. 

- "nocturnal guest ... moonlit balcony" [39]: these images describe the 

present situation of the Master and Ivan, but they also prefigure the 

events in Ershalaim described (in an extract from the Master's novel 
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read by M,11~ ,11 1,1 ,,t th ·n I of hapter26, when Afranius approache 

Pilat ' fni 1111 li l· 1n oo 11l it bal ny to report on the d ath of Judas. 

- " harply Ii i •d nai ls" I 40]: thi seemingly unimportant little detail in 

fact prefigur M rgarita' later transformation into a witch, something 

which the Ma ter cannot possibly have anticipated at this juncture. 

- "the final words . . . about the fifth Procurator ofJudaea" [ 46, 47]: both 

the Master and Margarita believe that they know exactly how his novel 

about Pi.late will end. In the event, they will discover that his text has 

yet to be completed, and that the liberating of Pi.late from his two thou­

sand years of torment will constitute the true ending of the Master's 

novel-and also of Bulgakov's The Master and Margarita. 
- "she would say that in this novel was her life" [ 48- 9]: this phrase recalls 

an entry in Elena's diary for December 20-1, 1938: "For me, when he is 

not working, not writing his own things, life loses all meaning:'15 

What is so unusual about this set of phrases, so many of which set up echoes 

and reverberations across the entire novel, is the way in which they bridge dif­

ferent sections of the text. This narrative of a love affair in modern-day Moscow 

reveals itself to be verbally, not to say poetically, interwoven with the narrative 

of events in Biblical Ershalaim, irrespective of whether those events purport to 

have been narrated by Woland, dreamt by Ivan or written by the Master. This 

linguistic cohesiveness across different sections of The Master and Margarita 
also extends further, to encompass plot events of which neither we nor the pro­

tagonists can have any awareness as yet. Neither the Master, whose words are 

supposedly being reported to us indirectly by a narrator, nor Ivan the listener, 

nor we as readers, have any means whatsoever at this stage of anticipating the 

significance of Margarita's sharpened nails: this device can only therefore be 

an authorial choice. Bulgakov, in other words, scatters his text with allusions 

well before their meaning become fully apparent: when Margarita is subse­

quently transformed into a witch we may not even as first-time readers recall 

this earlier mention of her nail . But we will be more powerfully convinced of 

this development because we have b en subconsciously prepared for it: the lin­

guistic fabric of the text has serv d to a hieve a poetic cohesiveness across the 

novel, which overrides even rational planations. Margarita's suicidal thoughts 

are couched in the same term a Pil . t ' ar in the Master's novel, even before 

she has come to know about th ·xist ·n of the Master's text. Roses carry a 

marked, if diametrically oppo it , si nifi an e for the protagonists in Ershalaim 

and Moscow, but the very hoi ng of th image establishes a poetically 
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associative- but ma11t i ,d I 11111 ·v.1n1 bridge between the two worlds of 

The Master and Margar/111 . ' J lilN wo n I ·rfully ri h poetic tapestry ofBulgakov's 

prose writing, incorporatin, vivid thr •ads [ olour, ome of which are used 

only very sparingly, create a y ·t •m r I 'i tmotif: and constitutes one of his 

unique contributions to Russian lit ralur '. 

The second passage selected for analysis omes from one of the Ershalaim 

chapters, read by Margarita once the Master and his manuscript have been 

restored to her after Satan's ball (chapter 25). The very title of the chapter 

is ironic: "How the Procurator attempted to save Judas of Karioth:' In actual 

fact, what is described in the chapter is the encounter between Pilate and his 

chief of secret police Afranius, in which Pilate, devastated by the events which 

have led to leshua's death, and tormented by a dream in which he has yearned 

to continue his conversation with the fascinating "philosopher," essentially 

instructs Afranius to kill Judas as retribution for his betrayal of leshua. David 

Bethea has described this dialogue as "a bravura performance of Aesopian 

language:' 16 

Afranius has been summoned to this meeting, and arrives soaking wet 

after the ominous thunderstorm which breaks over Ershalaim as the crucifixion 

reaches its end. He is described as a man with a pleasant face and a benevo­

lent expression, with hooded eyes which suggest a sly sense of humour. But 

occasionally he gives his interlocutor a brief, piercing, and direct glance, which 

suggests a different character to their relations. Pilate courteously treats his 

visitor to food and wine, and the first part of their conversation concerns the 

mood in the city; then Pilate asks for a report on the execution ofleshua, Dis­

mas, and Barabbas. We get a first sense of the power dynamic between the two 

men when Afranius describes how the three victims were offered a drink before 

they were crucified: "'But he~ and here Pilate's guest closed his eyes, 'refused to 

drink: 'Which one of them precisely?' asked Pilate. 'Forgive me, Hegemon!' 

exclaimed his guest. 'Did I not say? Ga-Notsri:" 

This exchange is fascinating in two respects. Firstly, it is apparent that Afra­

nius is perfectly aware of the fact that Pilate is extremely interested-indeed, 

perhaps culpably interested-in leshua. His pretence not to have thought to 

name him here is, in fact, a mark of his superior knowledge, and of the hold 

this knowledge has afforded him over Pilate's emotions. Secondly, we sim­

ply haven't been told whether leshua turned down an opportunity to drink 

before he was tied to the cross, but the account of the crucifixion in chapter 16 

(Ivan's dream) describes in full how in fact leshua greedily drinks from the 

sponge raised to his lips by the executioner just before his torments are ended. 
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Not only th. 1
1 

hut t 111• i ' ul I n ' I' m. kc it clear that thi g tur of mercy is 

accorded to I shu.1 111 P I.it •'s p;irti ular in tructions, and le hua actually dies 

whispering (gr:11 •fully ? th ' word "Hegemon:' Afranius must know that Pilate 

would be de p rat ly pi •, scd and relieved to know about this- but he deliber­

ately decides not to t II Pi late about it, instead leaving him with the impression 

that leshua spurned his kindness. Afranius, in other words, is the man who is 

entirely in control of this conversation, and of this situation. 

In the section which follows after this exchange, Pilate claims to Afranius 

that he has received information from an unknown source about a threat to the 

life of Judas from Karioth, who lured leshua into the compromising conversa­

tion which led to his arrest: 

Extract from Part II, Chapter 25 

- [ .. . ] CBeAeHllil )Ke 3aKAJO'laJOTCR B TOM, 'ITO KTO-TO 113 TaHHb!X Apy3eH 

fa-HOJ.\p11, B03~eHHblH '!YA0Bl1ll.\HblM npeAaTeAbCTBOM 3Toro MeHRAbI, 

croaap11aaeTcR co CB011Ml1 coo6lJ.\Hl1KaM11 y611Tb ero ceroAHR HO'lbJO, a 

AeHbr11, TIOAY,-IeHHble 3a npeAaTeAbCTBO, TIOA6pocl1Tb nepB0CB~eHHl1KY C 

3aTil1CKOH: « B03Bpall.\al0 npOKARTbie AeHbrl1» . 

DOAbIIIe CBOHX HeO)KHAaHHb!X B3r,\RAOB Ha'IaAbHl1K TaHHOH CAy)K6bI 

Ha 11reMOHa He 6pocu 11 npOAOA)KaA CAyruaTb ero, np11lJ.\YPl1BIIIHCb, a 

Ili1AaT npOAOA)KaA: 

- Boo6pa3HTe, np11RTHO i\11 6yAeT nepB0CBRll.\eHH11KY B 

npa3AHH'ltty!O HO'lb TI0AY'!l1Tb TIOA06HbIH TIOAapoK? 

- He TOAbKO He np11RTHO, - YAbI6ttyBIIIHCb, OTBeTHA rOCTb, - HO R 

TIOAaraJO, npoKYpaTop, 'ITO 3TO BbI30BeT O'leHb 60AbIIIOH CKaHAaA, 

- 11 R caM Toro )Ke MHeHl1R. BoT no3TOMY R npoIIIY aac 3aHRTbCR 

3THM AeAOM, TO eCTb np11HRTb ace Mepbl K oxpatte 11yAbl 113 K.i1p11a4>a. 

- I1p11Ka3aH11e 11reMOHa 6yAeT HCCTOAHeHo, - 3ar0B0p11A Aq>paHHH, 

HO R AOA)KeH ycnOKOHTb 11reMOHa: 3aMbICeA 3AOAeeB qpe3Bbl'lal1.HO 

TPYAHO BbITIOAHl1M. BeAb noAyMaTb TOAbKO, - rocTb, roaopR, o6epttyArn 

11 npOAOA)KaA: - BbICAeAHTb 4eAOOeKa, 3ape3aTb, Aa e~e Y3HaTb, CKOAbKO 

n0Ayq11A, Aa yxwTpHTbOI sep11yTb i\CHbrH Ka114>e, 11 ace 3TO B OAtty HO'lb? 

CeroAHR? 

- 11 TeM He Mettee ero :ip )l(YT cerOAHR, - ynpRMO l10BTOp11A 

Ili1AaT, - y MCHR npeAqyB TOH I r ooop10 .R BaM! He 6bLAO CAyqM, 'lT06bI 

OHO MeHR o6MattyAo, - TYT ·yN>P 1·a npoWAa no Al1J.\Y npoKypaTopa, 11 

OH KopoTKO noTep PYKH. 

127 
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- Ay111a10, 11 01 t1 p11 t10'1'0 111,l/\ "JI ro Tb, OOAHJIACJI, BbmpAM11ACJI 11 

BApyr cnpo HA ypo1J ): ·1:11 .1.1p '>1 yT, 11reM H? 

- Aa, - OTB TIii\ 1111 11,1'1', 

11JyMM£101.1.\y10 acex 11 cnoA1111T ' llb ll O "T1>. 

foCTb rro11paB11A TIDKC/\blfl IIOJ\ 110,\ rlMI.I.\OM H CKa3aA: 

-11Me10 'ICCTb, )KCAalO 3Apaa TBOBaTb H paAOBaTbCJI. 

- Ax Aa, - HerpOMKO BCKpwrnA Il11AaT, - JI BCAb COBCCM 11 3a6bIA! 

BeAb JI BaM AOA)l(CH ! ... 

fOCTb 113YM11ACJI. 

- Ilpaao, rrpoKypaTop, Bbl MHe HH'Iero He AOA)l(HbI. 

- Hy KaK )KC HeT! Ilp11 B'bC3AC MOCM B EpwaAaHM, I10MHl1Te, TOAITa 

Hl11.1.\11X ... JI CI.I.\C XOTCA lllBblpHyTb 11M ACHbr11, a y MCHJI He 6bIAO, 11 JI B3JIA 

yaac. 

- 0 rrpoKypaTOp, 3TO KaKaJ1·H116yAb 6e3ACAHl.~a! 

- l1 0 6e3ACAHQe HaAAC)Kl1T I10MHl1Tb. 

TyT I111AaT o6epttyACJI, ITOAHJIA ITAa.In, AC)Kal.l.\11H Ha KpecAe C3aA11 

Hero, BbIHYA 113· ITOA Hero KO)KaHbrn MemoK 11 rrpoTJIHYA ero rocT10. ToT 

ITOK/\OHHACJI, rrp11HHMaJI ero, 11 crrpJITa/\ ITOA ITAal.l.\, 

Literal translation by JAEC 

5 

"The information amounts to the fact that one of the secret friends of 

Ga-Notsri, outraged by the monstrous treachery of the money changer, has 

conspired with his fellows to murder him tonight; and the money that he 

received for his treachery will be tossed back over the wall to the High 

Priest with a note saying 'I am returning the accursed money."' 

The head of the secret service did not cast any more of his unexpected 

glances at the Hegemon, but continued to listen to him with narrowed 

eyes, while Pilate went on: 

"You can imagine whether it will be pleasant for the High Priest to receive 

10 a gift like that on a festive night .. :' 

"Not only will it not be pleasant;' answered the guest, smiling, "but I 

reckon, Procurator, that it will provoke a huge scandal." 

''And I am of the same opinion myself. And it is for this reason that I am 

asking you to take charge of this business, that is to take all the steps 

15 necessary for the protection of Judas from Karioth:' 

"The Hegemon's instructions will be carried out," Afranius spoke, "but I 

can reassure the Hegemon that the evildoers' plan will be extremely hard 
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to carry< 111. 11 t t 11 1111 , ,if •1· t1 II,'' and here the guest turn d . w, y as he 

spoke, and ·ont 1H1 •d: "lo tra · , man down, stab him to death, and then 

20 also find oul how mu ·h h re eived, and contrive to return the money to 

Caiapha , and all lhi in ne night? Tonight?" 

''And nevertheles he will be stabbed tonight," repeated Pilate stubbornly, 

"I have a premonition, I tell you! There has never been an instance when 

my premonitions have deceived me." A shudder passed across the 

25 Procurator's face at that moment, and he briefly wrung his hands. 

"I hear you and obey," responded the guest meekly, and he stood, drew 

himself up, and suddenly asked in a stern voice: ''And so he will be 

stabbed to death, Hegemon?" 

"Yes, replied Pilate," and all my hopes rest on your remarkable 

30 competence:' 

His guest adjusted his heavy belt under his cloak and said: 

"My respects, and I wish you health and joY:' 

"Ah, yes;' exclaimed Pi late softly, "I had almost forgotten! I owe you 

money, of course! .. " 

35 His guest looked astonished. 

40 

"Truly, Procurator, you don't owe me anything:' 

"What do you mean, not anything! When I was entering Ershalaim, don't 

you recall, there was a crowd of poor people . .. I wanted to fling some 

coins to them, but I didn' t have any, and I borrowed some from you:' 

"Oh, Procurator, that was just a trifle!" 

"One shouldn't forget trifles:' 

Here Pilate turned, picked up the cloak that was lying on the seat behind 

him, took a leather pouch out from beneath it and handed it to his guest. The 

latter bowed as he took it, and concealed it beneath his cloak. 

This passage demonstrates Bulgakov's skill at portraying the subtleties 

of a complex psychological interaction, the true nature of which is not repre­

sented at all accurately or fully by the actual words uttered by the two speak­

ers. The "information" Pilate ha uppo edly received is in fact laying out for 

Afranius the detailed script of what Pilatc wi hes to happen to Judas. Afranius 

in lines 6 and 7 weighs up the veil d in tructions he is being given: this is not 

the occasion for one of his penetrating glances, but instead for a moment of 

evaluation, conveyed to us simply by th · narrowing of his eyes. Pilate shares 

with him the plan not only to punish Juda , but also to embarrass Caiaphas, 

in retaliation for the latter's rcfus. I I< sav le hua when Pilate asked for him to 
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be pardoned. In Jin ' S I ) I Afr,111ius purp rts to be reassuring Pilate that the 

sequence of event he supp 1-1 •di f' ·.Hs is unlikely to come to pass, not least 

because it will be so co mpl i al •d for a 11 this to occur in the space of one single 

night. In reality what Afraniu i doin.,. is p in ting out to Pilate that the cost of 

this rather complex set of tasks with whi h he is being entrusted will be very 

high. In line 18 Afranius is even described (somewhat unexpectedly) turning 

his face away from Pilate as he lists all the things that will need to be done: 

in other words, Afranius conceals his expression from Pilate, to leave him on 

tenterhooks as to whether he will agree to take the mission on. Pilate's "stub­

born" response (line 22) indicates that he will accept whatever terms Afranius 

demands from him. 

In lines 23-4 Pilate speaks of having confidence in his own premoni­

tions-superficially to reinforce the idea that his information is reliable, but 

also almost as a way of convincing Afranius that Judas's death is predestined. 

We, however, will eventually come to understand that Pilate's premonitions 

truly do never deceive him-at least as far as his premonition of a universal 

catastrophe associated with the death of Ieshua is concerned, and also possi­

bly his hopeful premonition of ultimate forgiveness for himsel£ Nevertheless, 

Pilate cannot stop himself from shuddering, and even wringing his hands, 

thereby exposing fully to Afranius his raw emotional state, which of course is an 

indication of vulnerability which places him even more firmly in his interlocu­

tor's power. The "wringing" of his hands is an image which indirectly recalls the 

image of him "washing" his hands in the Gospels (Matthew 27:24), and in all 

subsequent representations of him in European culture, as a gesture denying his 

guilt for what has happened. It also foreshadows the gesture which will charac­

terise him for the remainder of The Master and Margarita, as remorse torments 

him in his long period of purgatory. 

In lines 26 and 27 Afranius responds firstly with apparent meekness ("I 

hear you and obey"), but he also allows a flash of 'sternness' to come into his 

voice (and he adopts a more challenging physical stance at the same time): he 

is confirming that he has understood his instructions correctly, and that what 

has been required of him is now irrevocable. He makes to leave, and Pilate, 

who knows what is expected ofhim in this dangerously compromising bargain, 

suddenly "remembers" that he owes Afranius some money (lines 33-4). He 

hands over a full pouch of money, which is clearly far more than the few coins 

he supposedly borrowed, and which in fact has been prepared in advance for 

this anticipated transaction. Pilate had, however, discreetly placed the pouch on 

the seat, hidden under his cloak and out of the sight of prying eyes, until it was 
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needed: and Afr,\11111 1 • p ,11 Is with qua l di cretion, wiftly lu ki ng the pouch 

away under hi wn I 1,11 I .f r ' h l aves. 
A do c r • din,. f th ·s' tw passages has revealed Bulgakov to be a true 

craftsman of th Ru ian l. nguage, and helps us to understand why the writing 

and rewriting of the novel became such a protracted business over twelve years 

when he often could only find time to work on The Master and Margarita very 

late at night, and into the small hours. This was not just because of all the unre­

mitting constraints in his life, obliging him to devote his time to other tasks and 

projects in his professional life as a writer. With this novel he became a perfec­

tionist, "polishing it until it gleamed;' as he said of his Don Quixote play in the 

summer of 1938.17 



CHAPTER 11 

English Translations of 
The Master and Margarita 

T he 1966/ 1967 publication in Moscow of large portions of Bulgakov's 

novel in the journal Moskva was one of the literary sensations of the decade, 

comparable in its impact in Russia and abroad only with the 1962 appearance of 

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn's One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich. The Solzhenitsyn 

book had opened up for the first time the taboo subject of Stalin's labour camps, 

marking a true Thaw in the repressive totalitarian culture which had dominated 

the previous forty years. The publication of The Master and Margarita offered 

a less bleak, more exuberant look at the earlier decades of Soviet power, and 

of the Stalin era. Its combination of inventiveness, beauty and comedy won it 

an instant success. The striking story of its composition in secret and the sur­

vival of the novel's typescript through nearly three decades of turbulent events 

in the USSR only aroused even more curiosity. Not surprisingly, there was an 

immediate rush to translate the work into English, so that Anglo-Saxon readers 

could discover for themselves this hitherto unknown treasure of early twentieth­
century Russian literature. 

One of the first to publish a translation was the publisher Collins and 

Harvill Press, based in London. Two impressions of that first edition came out 

in the same month, November 1967, less than a year after the Moskva publi­

cation was completed. The translator, Michael Glenny, was one of the most 

respected British translators of Russian literature, with an exceptionally long 

and distinguished list of publications of canonical twentieth-century Russian 

texts in English. His version has tremendous verve. But the haste with which 

the task had to be completed does unfortunately show, and although it remains 

one of the most readable versions available in English, it would be good if a few 

really unfortunate slips and omissions could be remedied. Glenny's publishers 

had evidently negotiated and paid for the right to work from the 'uncensored' 
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version of th · Ru :-. l. 111 il' I wh ·h El na ergeevna had man:ig d to d -liver to 

the Italian publi1- h •ri; 1!111 .wd , s th at the Collins and Harvill Pre edition is 

essentially a pub Ii ·;Hi 11 f I h ' omplete text. 

The Ameri an r v P[ al o published a translation before the end 

of 1967, by Mirra insburg, but despite its undoubted stylistic merits it was 

based solely on the truncated 1966- 7 Moskva publications, so as an incom­

plete text with significant omissions it really cannot be recommended to the 

reader. Andrew Barratt has pointed out that there are, unexpectedly, quite a 

few significant discrepancies between Glenny's version and the Possev edition 

in Russian published in Germany in 1969, which also purported to be made 

up of the combined Moskva publications, plus the omitted passages. It would 

appear that Glenny and Possev were supplied with slightly different typescripts 

of the novel, and since both original typescripts have now apparently been lost 
it has become impossible to reconstruct the exact nature of their source texts. 1 

I myself once asked Michael Glenny what had happened to the Russian type­

script of The Master and Margarita which he had been working from, and he 

claimed to have passed it on to Sir Isaiah Berlin in Oxford. However, enquiries 

to Sir Isaiah, and a check through his archives after the latter's death, have not 

revealed any such typescript to have remained in his hands. 

As we have seen, the first full publication of the novel in Russian in the 

Soviet Union, edited by Anna Saakyants in 1973, became for a long time the 

definitive version for Russian readers. Later scholarship has established, how­

ever, that Saakyants made some controversial editorial decisions, which have 

been challenged in the Yanovskaya and Kolysheva editions of 1989 and 2014 

respectively. In the West, readers of Bulgakov in English simply had to choose 

between the influential versions by Glenny and Ginsburg, which dominated the 

scene for many years. But the American publisher fudis, co-founded by the first 

major American Bulgakov scholar, Ellendea Proffer, then commissioned a new 

translation of the novel in 1995. Ellendea Proffer selected as the basis for this 

translation the Russian edition publi hed by Yanovskaya in 1989, with some 

"cross-checking" against the 197 aakyants version. As she puts it, "Where line 

readings differ in meaningful ways between these two texts, I have chosen the 

one most consistent with Bulgakov 's •n ral usage:'2 In other words, the Ndis 

translation is based on a new s hot. rly int [pretation of the available Russian 

sources, which established a new, , lightly different version again of the Rus­

sian text. Ellendea Proffer al o :ippcndcd ome very helpful commentaries on 

cultural references that a non-Russ ian sp ' aker might struggle to catch, as well 

as a biographical note and an :iftcrwt)rd briefly discussing the novel's history, 
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meaning and signifi , n l'. ' lhL~ tr.111slnti n into English was completed not by 

Proffer herself, but by lwo lr,111slM r, w rlci ng as a team, Diana Burgin and 
Katherine O 'Connor. 

As Burgin and O' onnor announ ed in the introductory pages to the 

book, "all aspects of the work on thi tran lation were done equally by the two 
of us." They explained their approach as follows: 

In realizing this translation, we strove, first of all, to produce what has 

been lacking so far: a translation of the complete text of Bulgakov's mas­

terpiece into contemporary standard American English. At the same time, 

our translation aims to be as literal a rendering of the original Russian as 

possible. [ ... ] We have made every effort to retain the rhythm, syntactic 

structure, and verbal texture ofBulgakov's prose. We have often eschewed 

synonyms in favour of repeating the words that Bulgakov repeats, and we 

have tried, as far as possible without sacrificing clarity, not to break up Bul­

gakov's long sentences and to adhere to his word order. In sum, we strove 

for an accurate, readable American English translation of Th e Master and 

Margarita that would convey the specifically Bulgakovian flavour of the 

original Russian text. 3 

This ambition to prioritise the literal over the literary, and to retain such ele­

ments as syntactic structure, sentence length and word order is certainly an 

unusual one amongst translators from Russian, given the very different ways 

sentences are constructed in the two languages, and the far greater number of 

words usually needed in English to translate a typical Russian sentence. But 

their aspiration to combine accuracy with readability reassures us that this was 
not a project undertaken mechanically. 

In 1997, another pair of translators, Richard Pevear and Larissa Volokhon­

sky, produced a new translation for Penguin Books / Random House. As Rich­

ard Pevear puts it in his introduction, commenting on the immediate popularity 

of the work when it first appeared, "Certain sentences from the novel immedi­

ately became proverbial. The very language of the novel was a contradiction of 

everything wooden, official, imposed. It was a joy to speak:'4 This edition also 

comes with an introduction to the text and notes to explain obscure points in 

the text. The account of the choice of source text used here acknowledges the 

Bulgakov scholar Marietta Chudakova's advice on the different options, and is 

described as follows: "The present translation has been made from the text of 

the original magazine publication, based on Elena Sergeevna's 1963 typescript, 
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with all cut r ·~to , •d 11 11 1 Ii · I' )SS ' V and YM A-Pre edili ns. ll i omplete 

and unabrid rr ·d.''1 RI Ii 1rd P ·v nr i not a fluent Russian peak Li and relies on 

his native- p , k •r wl~· l • 1 Ii ate the original for him before they produce 

their final ver i n. 1h ir lra n lations of a number of classics of Russian litera­

ture have provoked heated discussions as to their merits and failings. 

More recently the well-known translator Hugh Aplin produced a new trans­

lation for Oneworld Classics in Britain, which was published in 2008. It also 

offers notes, a biographical introduction to Bulgakov, and relevant diary extracts, 

as well as a brief account of adaptations of the work. Aplin explains that the text 

he has based his version on is one approved by the Bulgakov estate, and was 

published in a three-volume edition of his works in Moscow in 1996, as well as 

being reproduced in a two-volume edition published by RIPOL Klassik in 2004. 

In order to compare and contrast these different versions in English, I have 

selected a sample passage from the opening chapter of the novel, as the enig­

matic stranger insists on involving himself in the conversation between Ber­

lioz and Ivan, declaring himself to be fascinated by their bold affirmations of 

atheism. He asks them what they think of the arguments that have been put 

forward for the existence of God, and when Berlioz declares that there can be 

no rational proof of his existence, Woland congratulates him on his echoing 

of "the thinking of that restless old man Immanuel:' This is a reference to the 

work of Immanuel Kant, who had offered a systematic critique of a number 

of rational ways of justifying the existence of God. Woland goes on to point 

out that Kant, nevertheless, almost seems to contradict himself, and ultimately 

appears to endorse the existence of God in his later writings. This is a reference 

to Kant's investigation of moral faith, involving the moral efforts we can make as 

individuals to achieve the Highest Good and the Ethical Community. Individ­

ual actions, in other words, can and should have a moral value. 6 There has been 

much scholarly discussion about the numbering of the various proofs offered 

by Kant for the existence of God; but Bulgakov makes clear where he stands on 

the question by giving the title "The eve nth Proof" to chapter 3 of The Master 
and Margarita, in which the death of Berlioz, foretold by Woland, comes to pass 

exactly as predicted. The existence of od, eemingly, is confirmed by evidence 

of the existence of the Devil. 

In this selected extract Berlioz respond to Woland's remarks and ele­

gantly dismisses Kant's apparent ion to the truth of the Christian faith, 

after which an irritated Ivan inlerrupl lh ir erudite exchange with some blunt 

remarks, much to Woland's a mus ·m •nl. ne of the challenges for translators, 

therefore, is to capture the very diff •r ·nl intonations of all of the three speakers. 
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The Russian i provided fi, 111 1f .111 h ·r ', oil w d by the versions offered by dif­

ferent translators. Lin' r •f ·r •11 •i, I rovid d in the commentaries refer to each 

individual translation, r::ith ' f th .rn tc lh' R.us ian original. 

EXTRACT FROM PART I, CHAPTER 1 

Russian original ( the trickiest phrases to translate are highlighted in bold): 

- AoKaJaTeAbCTBO KaHTa, - TOHKO yAb16HyBnrncb, Bo3pa3HA o6pa30BaHHbifr 

peAaKTop, - TaJOKe Hey6eAHTeAbHO. H He,i,apoM I.ilHAAep rOBOpHA, '-ITO KaHTOBCKHe 

paccy)l{AemUI no 3TOM}' Bonpocy MoryT YAOBAeTBOPHTb TOAbKO pa6oB, a lllTpayc 

npocTO CMeHAOI HaA 3THM AOKa3aTeAbCTBOM. 

EepAHo3 roBopHA, a caM B 3TO BpeMJI AYMaA: « Ho, BCe-TaKH, KTO )Ke OH TaK011? H 

no'-leM}' TaK xoporno roBopnT no-pyccKH? » 

- B3HTb 6b13Toro KaHTa, Aa Ja TaKHe AOKa3aTeAbcTBa roAa Ha TPH B CoAOBKH! -

COBeprneHHO HeO)KHAaHHO 6yxnyA HBaH HHKOAaeBH'-1. 

- HBaH! - CKOHq>Y3HBlIIHCb, rnenttyABepAHo3. 

Ho rrpeAAO)l(eHHe OTnpaBHTb KaHTa B CoAOBKH He TOAbKO He rropa3HAO 

HHOCTpaHI.1a, HO A=e npHBeAO B BOCTopr. 

- liMeHHo, HMeHHO, - 3aKpH'-1aA OH, H AeBbIH 3eAeHblll rAa3 ero, o6pam;eHHbIH 

K EepAHoJy, 3acBepKu, - eMy TaM CaMoe MeCTo! BeAb roBopHA H eMy TOrAa Ja 

3aBTpaKOM: « Bb1, rrpo<j>eccop, BOA.JI Bawa, '-ITO-TO ttecKAaAHOe rrpHAYMaAH! Otto, 

MO)l(eT, n YMHO, HO 6oAbHO HeDOHJITHO. HaA BaMH ITOTeIIIaTbCH 6yAyT». 

EepAH03 Bhlll}"IHA rAa3a. « 3a 3aBTpaKOM ... KattTy? .. l.fro 3TO OH DAeTeT?» -

ITOAJMaAOH. 

- Ho, - rrpoAOA)l(aA HH03eMeq, He CMYID;aJICh H3yMAeHHeM EepAH03a H 

o6pam;aJICJ, K II03Ty, - OTrrpaBHTb ero B CoAOBKH HeB03M0)1(H0 ITO TOH npH'-IHHe, '-ITO 

OH y)l(e C AHIIIKOM CTO AeT npe61>1BaeT B MeCTax 3Ha'-IHTeAbHO 6oAee OTAaAeHHbIX, '-leM 

CoAOBKH, H D3BAe'lh ero oTTyAa HHKOHM o6pa30M HeAb3H, YBepH10 Bae! 

- A:lKaAb! - OT03BaACH 3~upa-IT03T. 

Glenny 

"Kant's proof," objected the learned editor with a thin smile, 'is also 

unconvincing. Not for nothing did Schiller say that Kant's reasoning on 

this question would only satisfy slaves, and Strauss simply laughed at his 

proof.'' 

5 As Berlioz spoke he thought to himself: "But who on earth is he? And how 

does he speak such good Russian?" 
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"Kant ough t to I ,• ,111 • ll' I ,ind 1ivc11 three years in olovki a ylum or 

that 'proof ' ol' h I" l v,111 N k layi h burst out completely uncxp tcd ly. 

"Ivan!" whis1 •red I\ •rll oz, mbarrassed. 

10 But the sugg sti 11 Lop. k Kant off to an asylum not only did not surprise 

the stranger but a tually delighted him. "Exactly, exactly!" he cried and his 

green left eye, turned on Berlioz, glittered. "That's exactly the place for 

him! I said to him myself that morning at breakfast: 'If you'll forgive me, 

professor, your theory is no good. It may be clever, but it's horribly 

15 incomprehensible. People will think you're mad:" 

Berlioz's eyes bulged. "At breakfast . . . to Kant? What is he rambling about?" 

he thought. 

"But," went on the foreigner, unperturbed by Berlioz's amazement and 

turning to the poet, "sending him to Solovki is out of the question, because 

20 for over a hundred years now he has been somewhere far away from 

Solovki and I assure you that it is totally impossible to bring him back:' 

"What a pity!" said the impetuous poet. 

Glenny's version has many merits. These include the natural-sounding flu­

ency of certain phrases: "who on earth is he?" [S]; "Kant ought to be arrested 

and given three years in Solovki" [7]; the colloquial abbreviation of the pat­

ronymic Nikolayevich to "Nikolayich" [8]; "his green left eye, turned on Ber­

lioz, glittered" [11-12]; "that morning at breakfast" [13]; "unperturbed" [18]. 
In other words, a highly experienced translator such as Glenny is not afraid to 

insert additional details necessary to clarify the meaning in English. But unfor­

tunately, his haste shows elsewhere. In line 1 Berlioz's smile is surely not "thin;' 

which would suggest surly contempt; it is subtle, knowing, a smile that indi­

cates his readiness to engage with his learned interlocutor on equal terms. There 

is a really regrettable howler in line 7. Since Glenny's skilful insertion of the 

phrase about an arrest makes it clear that h e does in fact know what the notori­

ous Solovki prison camp on the White ea denoted, it is probably an aberration 

that he goes on to describe it as an "asylum" [7, 10] (perhaps he was subcon­

sciously conflating this moment with the Ma ter's experience of arrest followed 

by a period in an asylum?). In lin lJ and 12 it is also perhaps unfortunate 

that he uses the word "exactly" thr tim , when the Russian uses an entirely 

different phrase on the first o ::isi n. ,l nny has also perhaps not been very 

enterprising with some of the m r ' lloquial turns of phrase which, rather 

unexpectedly, characterize Woland's I uss ian at this stage. "No good" [14] is 

adequate, but doesn't quite conv ·y th~ ri !mess of the original, which would 
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be more like "do sn'L 111.11 , . , 1· 11 ~1·" /" lo •n'l add up"; "will think you're mad" 

[15] is similarly a little thin f'o1 · ., phr,1s' whi h ugge t "mock you"/ "pull your 

leg:' His choice of the w rd "imp •tu ous" ~ r [van in line 22 doesn't quite hit the 

mark, either: the original w rd ·u , , ·sl" mething more of a hot-tempered, 

irascible man who is not afraid lo pi k quarrels. 

Burgin and O'Connor 

5 

"Kant's proof;' retorted the educated editor with a faint smile, "is also 

unconvincing. No wonder Schiller said that only slaves could be satisfied 

with Kant's arguments on this subject, while Strauss simply laughed at 

his proof:' 

As Berlioz was speaking, he thought, "But, who is he anyway? And how 

come his Russian is so good?" 

"This guy Kant ought to get three years in Solovki for proofs like that;' 

blurted out Ivan Nikolayevich, completely unexpectedly. 

"Ivan!" whispered Berlioz in consternation. 

10 But the suggestion that Kant be sent to Solovki not only failed to shock the 

foreigner, it positively delighted him. 

"Precisely so, precisely so," he cried, and his green left eye, which was 

focused on Berlioz, sparkled. "That's the very place for him! As I told him 

that time at breakfast, 'As you please, professor, but you've contrived 

15 something totally absurd! True, it may be clever, but it's totally 

incomprehensible. People will laugh at you:" 

Berlioz's eyes popped. ''At breakfast ... with Kant? What kind of nonsense 

is this?" he thought. 

"However," continued the foreigner, unflustered by Berlioz's 

20 astonishment and turning to the poet, "he can't be sent to Solovki for the 

simple reason that for more than a hundred years now he's been 

somewhere far more remote than Solovki, and there's no way of getting 

him out of there, I assure you!" 

"Too bad!" responded the poet-bully. 

Burgin and O'Connor do rather a good job with the hidden intricacies of 

this passage, and come up with several very pleasing solutions: "faint" smile [ 1]; 

''As Berlioz was speaking" [5]; "blurted out" [8]; "in consternation" [9]; "not 

only failed to shock" [10]; "Precisely so[ ... ] the very place" [12, 13]; "far more 

remote" [22]. But possibly, a reader in English would welcome an elucidation 
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of the fir t r ~ ' I' •111 1• 111 ". 'olov l " \ 7 1, p rhaps a "the prison amp al olovki:' 

There are ju la oupl • mor · 1.!i rhl , wkwardnesses, for example with ''As you 

please" [14], and "r ·spond · I Lh poet-bully" [24] which fails to conjure the 

hot-headed so ial lum in s flvan' intervention. Despite the aspirations that 

Burgin and O'Connor pro laim in their introduction, the syntactic structure 

and word order of the Russian text have had to be adjusted fairly frequently, but 

their version remains faithful to the nuances and style of the original and is also 

very readable. 

Pevear and Volokhonsky 

"Kant's proof," the learned editor objected with a subtle smile, "is equally 

unconvincing. Not for nothing did Schiller say that the Kantian reasoning on 

this question can satisfy only slaves, and Strauss simply laughed at this proof' 

Berlioz spoke, thinking all the while: "But, anyhow, who is he? And why 

5 does he speak Russian so well?" 

"They ought to take this Kant and give him a three-year stretch in Solovki for 

such proofs!" Ivan plumped quite unexpectedly. 

"Ivan!" Berlioz whispered, embarrassed. 

But the suggestion of sending Kant to Solovki not only did not shock the 

10 foreigner, but even sent him into raptures. 

"Precisely, precisely;' he cried, and his green eye, turned to Berlioz, 

flashed. "Just the place for him! Didn't I tell him that time at breakfast: 'As 

you will, Professor, but what you've thought up doesn't hang together. It's 

clever, maybe, but mighty unclear. You'll be laughed at:" 

15 Berlioz goggled his eyes. ''At breakfast . . . to Kant? ... What is this drivel?" he 

thought. 

"But;' the outlander went on, unembarrassed by Berlioz's amazement and 

addressing the poet, "sending him to Solovki is unfeasible, for the simple 

reason that he has been abiding for over a hundred years now in places 

20 considerably more remote than olovki, and to extract him from there is 

in no way possible, I assure you ." 

'Too bad! ' the feisty poet responded. 

Pevear and Volokhonsky also com up with a couple of good ideas for render­

ing certain phrases, such as "equall y un onvincing" [1-2]; "three-year stretch" 

[ 6]; "Too bad!," and "feisty po t" I 21. 11 wever, what jars so much in their 

translation of Bulgakov, as it d s in s many of their other translations of the 
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classics of Russian lil •r.11 url'1 N Lh •ir h i of a lexicon which seems com­

pletely inappropriate ~ r lh ' p •ri d . nd ntext of the original phrase. Else­

where they introduce obs urili r h aviness to an expression which in the 

original was relatively neutral; and ometimes their translations even offer locu­

tions in English which are never normally used, and which grate horribly on 

the ear. The result is that an elegant, rhythmically subtle, and verbally poised 

piece of writing by Bulgakov is sometimes rendered overliterally, occasionally 

becoming awkward and even-as several commentators have observed­

simplyweird. In this passage this is exemplified in peculiar phrases, such as "Ivan 

plumped" [7]; Berlioz, who "goggled his eyes" [15]; the inappropriately dis­

missive reference to "drivel" [ 15 ]; the completely bizarre choice of "outlander" 

[17] to render a word which, while admittedly a little less common in Russian 

than the standard term used in line 10, simply means "foreigner" or "stranger"; 

and syntactical or stylistic clumsinesses such as "unembarrassed by Berlioz's 

amazement" [17]; "unfeasible" [18] to render a simple word meaning "impos­

sible"; the unnatural-sounding phrase "he has been abiding for over a hundred 

years" [ 19 ]; and the literalistic plural of "places" [ 19] for an idiomatic phrase 

meaning "place:' All the musicality and poetry ofBulgakov's writing is lost, and 

he is presented instead in this translation as a writer with a very peculiar and 

inconsistent style, where the fluency of our reading is constantly interrupted 

by discordant notes. Pevear claimed that the language of the novel was "a joy to 

speak," but their English version of it is by no means a joy to read. 

Aplin 

"Kant's proof," objected the educated editor with a thin smile, "is also 

unconvincing. And not for nothing did Schiller say that the Kantian arguments 

on the question could satisfy only slaves, while Strauss simply laughed at that 

proof' 

5 Berlioz spoke, yet at the same time he was thinking: "But all the same, 

who on earth is he? And why does he speak Russian so well?" 

"This Kant should be taken and sent to Solovki for two or three years for such 

proofs!" Ivan Nikolayevich blurted out quite unexpectedly. 

"Ivan!" whispered Berlioz, embarrassed. 

10 But not only did the proposal to send Kant to Solovki not shock the 

foreigner, it even sent him into raptures. 

"Precisely, precisely," he shouted, and a twinkle appeared in his green left 
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ey , whlr h w,1 i111111 ·d lnwMd N 11 •rll oz, "that's the very pla e ~ r him! L 

said to him t h •11 o 1·1 h1 l'.11 .,st, you know: 'As you please, Professo r, but 

15 you'v om • up wit h so111 thing in oherent! It may indeed be clever, but 

it's drea !fully uni nl ll lgib l . 'lhey're going to make fun of you:" 

Berlioz opened hi ey s wide. "Over breakfast .. . to Kant? . . . What nonsense 

is this he's talking?" he thought. 

"But," the foreigner continued, with no embarrassment at Berlioz's 

20 astonishment and turning to the poet, "sending him to Solovki is 

impossible for the reason that he's already been in parts considerably 

more distant than Solovki for over a hundred years, and there's no 

possible way of extracting him from there, I can assure you!" 

'That's a pity!" responded the quarrelsome poet. 

Aplin's version offers a straightforward and accurate rendering of the Russian. 

He is prepared to insert conjunctions or adapt word order so as to make the 
English read more naturally, as with "yet at the same time" [5]; "who on earth" 

[6]; "a twinkle appeared in his green left eye, which was turned" [12-13]; and 

"What nonsense is this he's talking?" [17-18]. Elsewhere there are slight awk­

wardnesses or less fluent turns of phrase, as with "should be taken and sent" [7]; 

"he shouted" [12] ; "As you please" [14], which everyone struggles with, and 

might perhaps be rendered more naturally as "Forgive me"; and like the other 

translators, he also doesn't come up with a very natural phrase in "dreadfully 

unintelligible" [16], which would sound more authentically colloquial simply 

as "impossibly hard to understand:' In the penultimate paragraph, "parts" [21] 
is a pleasing equivalent, although it appears as part of a rather heavy-footed ver­

sion ofWoland's witty final remark. 
To conclude: the Burgin and O 'Connor version and Hugh Aplin's transla-

tion both offer very readable versions of the text, though neither has quite the 

paciness of Glenny's interpretation. If tl1e actual inaccuracies of that version 

could just be tidied up in a revised r publication, the Glenny would offer the 

most enjoyable read and is truest in pirit to the exuberant original. The Pevear 

and Volokhonsky translation hould b av ided at all costs. 



Afterword-A Personal 
Reflection 

I t was simply a matter of fortunate timing for me that Bulgakov's novel The 
Master and Margarita was published for the first time while I had already em­

barked upon the study of the Russian language at school. I was lucky enough 

to have five full years of Russian teaching at that point, so that before I started 

my undergraduate studies in Russian I had already progressed to reading texts 

like Lermontov's novel A Hero of Our Time, Pushkin's poem The Bronze Horse­
man, and Chekhov's The Cherry Orchard in the original Russian. The Master 

and Margarita I had read only in English, so tackling this novel in Russian as an 

undergraduate at university was a prospect I looked forward to with eagerness. 

And when it came to selecting a subject for doctoral research towards the end of 

the 1970s, Bulgakov became the obvious choice. The full text of The Master and 
Margarita had appeared in the Soviet Union in 1973, but because Bulgakov's 

name had been neglected and suppressed during the later decades of Stalin's 

rule, little scholarly investigation into his life and works had as yet been under­
taken.1 

At the time the USSR was still under the leadership of Leonid Brezhnev, 

who from 1964 onwards came to preside over what is now known as the "era of 

stagnation": Soviet Communism became more and more bureaucratic at home, 

while its foreign policy came to be defined by the suspicious and aggressive 

attitudes of the Cold War. In 1962 the publication of Solzhenitsyn's One Day 
in the Life of Ivan Denisovich under Nikita Khrushchev had for the first time 

lifted the veil of silence which had, up until that moment, concealed the history 

of the Gulag from public view. But thi brief glimpse of life in Siberian labour 

camps did not mark the opening of the floodgates, and was not followed by a 

rush of other such publications. On the contrary, literary censorship seemed 
to regroup and reassert itself, and furth er controversial works by Solzhenitsyn 

and others failed to be granted pcrmis ion to be published. And as often as a 
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relatively outspoken r lib ·r.,I wo rk fli t rature did get past the censors, so 

equally often were intcllc tu . I h. ra d r put on trial for spurious offences: 

and so the dissident movem nt wa born, with liberally-inclined intellectuals 

banding loosely together to outwit the authorities where possible, often with 

the connivance-or at least the tacit encouragement-of westerners interested 

in Soviet culture. 

There were many courageous Soviet literary scholars such as Marietta 

Chudakova, who did their best to circumvent the restrictions the authorities 

placed upon the free circulation of information. As an archivist at the Manu­

script Department of the Lenin Library in Moscow, it was she who was charged 

with cataloguing Bulgakov's archive, which they acquired from his widow Elena 

in the late 1960s. She has written very entertainingly about how long it took 

her to get her first major article describing Bulgakov's life and works past the 

censors in 1976. For example, she was determined to allude to the presence in 

the archive of the manuscript of Bulgakov's satirical tale The Heart of a Dog, but 

that text had not yet been licensed for publication in the USSR (it had appeared 

in the West in 1968), and so she was not allowed to mention its title. In the 

kind of discreet game-playing so characteristic of the enterprising scholarship 

of Soviet academics at that time, she simply decided to smuggle a description 

of this archival item into her article by inconspicuously starting to talk about it 

as "Bulgakov's third tale," without ever mentioning it by name-and although 

on this occasion the censor did notice what she had been up to, he eventually 

conceded that this reference could stay in. The same paranoid official attitudes 

were apparent when it came to providing specific references to catalogue num­

bers of the archive: Chudakova and others went to enormous lengths in a series 

of publications during those difficult years, to smuggle in the occasional specific 

mention to a catalogue reference, so that other scholars could have some hope 

of tracking down the relevant item. 

It was my privilege to benefit from this kind of generosity on the part of 

Chudakova and other Bulgakov scholars when I made two 4-month visits to the 

USSR in 1979 and 1980, as a very green postgraduate student, to do research 

on Mikhail Bulgakov for my Oxford University D.Phil. dissertation. My visit, 

like those of other British postgraduates in those years, was arranged under the 

terms of a cultural exchange agreement between the British and Soviet govern­

ments. British students, who like most westerners had a tendency to want to 

pry into controversial subjects, were not entirely welcome, but had to be toler­

ated if the Soviet side were to be able to send its own students abroad. And so 

we were allowed to go there, and even to go to archives in some cases ( though 
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it took a full tw1•I ,. '.II lwfo, • I wa fin ally allowed to use the main Bulga­

kov archiv , in th · l,1•11 11 Llhr.Hy . If you did get inside an archive building, it 

turned out th. l I h ·r · w •r • va l'i u unwritten rules. First and foremost amongst 

these was that forci n r uld not be granted permission to view any of the 

catalogues. This meant that if you were to have any hope of doing any useful 

work, you had to be very thoroughly prepared: you needed to have read every 

available publication on your subject, and thanks to the generosity of scholars 

like Chudakova, you could assemble a few crumbs of information from these, 

on which to base your archival requests. Other kindnesses, from a number of 

scholars, included allowing me to copy out notes they themselves had previ­

ously taken in archives from which I myself was banned; and even on one occa­

sion being lent some documents as I left Moscow to take a train to Leningrad, 

with the strict instruction that I must post the documents back to Moscow even 

before I reached my Leningrad hotel, where there might be hidden cameras. 

Another hindrance placed in our way by the Soviet authorities could 

emerge as you were leaving the country: there were several instances of western 

postgraduates having all their research materials simply confiscated at the bor­

der. This threat was alleviated by the staff of the Cultural Section at the British 

Embassy, who looked after us during our stay: they allowed us very kindly ( and 

quite illegally) to use the diplomatic bag, and towards the end of our stay we 

were allowed to go along there and stuff up to 2 kg of papers and microfilms into 

a plastic bag. After our return we then had to go along to King Charles Street 

in London, to the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, to collect our research 

materials and take them back to our universities. 
Many Soviet scholars went out of their way to talk to us, entertained us in 

the evenings to delicious meals and much vodka, educated us so that we should 

have a reasonable understanding of the world we were trying to describe, and 

sometimes even copied out portions of the archive catalogues for us, to try and 

fill the gaps we were struggling with thanks to the Soviet authorities' obstruc­

tiveness. When I did finally complete my doctorate on Bulgakov in 1982, a sig­

nificant proportion of the footnotes purporting to contain archival references 

simply had to be faked; and my examiners, who included Lesley Milne, agreed 

that this was of course the only honorable option. Spelling out just where I 

had got my information from could have compromised colleagues back in the 

Soviet Union, and caused them mu h unpleasantness. 
During the 1970s and the 19 Os the main priority for most western schol­

ars was therefore to unearth and dis, minate nuggets of information that the 

Soviet authorities were sedulously n aling or withholding. Early studies 
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of Bulgakov squeezed ' V ·ry l:lsl dr p f information out of their sources, and 

scholars such as Lesley Miln ·, A. . Wright, and Ellendea Proffer in the West, 

or Chudakova and Grigory Faiman within Soviet Russia, pieced together a 
remarkable amount of information against considerable odds. Chudakova and 

Faiman undertook an extraordinary piece of detective work, for example, on 

the basis of one small scrap of paper in Bulgakov's archive which contained just 

part of one word from the title of a newspaper. After years of searching through 

ephemeral newspaper publications, they managed to identify it as coming 

from a newspaper published in Grozny in the North Caucasus, and eventu­

ally to track down the relevant copy. There they found an entirely unknown 

and inflammatory early publication by Bulgakov, his anti-Bolshevik diatribe of 

late 1919 published as "Prospects for the Future:' Bulgakov had deliberately 

assembled his papers in such a way as to leave tiny clues for posterity such as 
this one, about publications he certainly did not want the Soviet authorities to 

know about. 

After Mikhail Gorbachev came to power in 1985, he inaugurated a new 

cultural policy of glasnost', a term which suggests bringing hidden information 

into the light, and of giving a voice to that which has been silenced. This opened 

the way to a flood of publications by authors from the entire Soviet era whose 

works had been banned, and which had only become available in some cases in 

emigre publications: this is when Akhmatova and Zamyatin, Solzhenitsyn and 

Pasternak and many other authors had their most controversial works published 

at last in their native land. For Bulgakov this meant the publication of A Heart 
of a Dog and of his play about Stalin, Batum. The culmination of this process 

was the startling moment in 1990 when the KGB's archivists revealed that they 

still held a typed copy they had made of a diary Bulgakov had had confiscated 

in 1926. When he finally had these diaries restored to him some years later, he 

promptly burned them, appalled at the thought that anything so intimate and 

private could fall into the hands of others. He of course never knew that a copy 

had been made while they were in KGB hands, so that their reemergence in the 

final year of the Soviet Union's existence became yet another testimonial to the 

truth of his dictum that "manuscripts don't burn:' 

1991 saw the proclamation of the end of Soviet power and the emergence 

of a new world order. It also happened to be the year of the centenary of Bul­

gakov's birth, and so a wave of literary events and academic conferences ush­

ered in a new, freer post-Soviet approach to the study of his life and works. By 

that time, it has been calculated, about forty separate editions of The Master and 
Margarita had been published over a period of twenty years-and during the 
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centenary y ' arn l jl)i) I lt 1·11 t w .1, , .. I n d that every tenth bo k published in 

Russia wa wrl ll t·11 hy M I h,1 11\ul '" v. For a while at least archives opened up 
(although th I ; B 11 'll ·I s ·d d wn again before long); publications which 
could command mm r i. I u ce became entirely unrestricted, and readers 

could at last freely pur ha e opie of his works, while schools and universities 

increasingly placed him at the center of twentieth-century Russian literature 

curricula. 
The course which Bulgakov scholarship has taken in the post-Soviet era 

closely reflects developments in the political culture of the country over the 

same period.2 It was notable that when the early 1920s diaries from the KGB 

archives were first published in 1990, the well-meaning editors simply decided 

to excise a number of comments Bulgakov made about Jewish people, without 

even indicating that they had made any cuts. Given Bulgakov's upbringing as a 

Russian Orthodox Christian in Kyiv, there was nothing particularly remarka­

ble or untypical in his constant awareness of Jewishness amongst his acquaint­

ances, and a couple of his remarks are indeed uncomfortably disparaging. On 

the other hand, we could mention the repeated expressions of outrage in his 

fiction about violence perpetrated against the Jewish population ofKyiv by Pet­

lyura's Ukrainian nationalists, and we could point to the Jewish people in his 
circle of friends. In any case, the diary editors' misguided discretion on Bul­

gakov's behalf spectacularly backfired, and figures such as Viktor Losev used 

the ensuing scandal enthusiastically to claim Bulgakov for the emerging trend 

towards Russian nationalistic triumphalism, which dismissed the entire Bol­

shevik phase of Russia's history as a Jewish-led aberration. This was an early 

glimpse of the new social trends emerging in post-Soviet society. At the same 

time, none of this prevented Bulgakov's works gathering a larger and larger fol­

lowing, with ever-growing numbers of adaptations being made for the stage, 

TV, and the cinema, not to mention a massive online presence for his fans. 

Alongside this surge of popularity, museums have opened up and tourist attrac­

tions have been developed, including city tours to show people around Bulgak­

ov's Moscow, and a thriving trade in trinkets and souvenirs. 3 All of this emerged 

in parallel with other transformations of the Russian cultural scene during the 

1990s, due to rapid commercialisation. 
In more recent times, as Vladimir Putin has steered the country back 

towards Russian Orthodoxy, Bulgakov has come under attack from certain 

quarters for the supposedly "demonic" aspects of his writing in The Master and 
Margarita, and in particular for hi quasi-blasphemous presumption in writing 

a fifth Gospel, as well as for the uppo edly evil actions undertaken by Satan 
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and his minions in th •uis · c f Woland and hi retinue. The huge popularity 

of Bulgakov's novel amongst young people ha raised just the same kinds of 

concerns amongst conservativ rlh dox hristians in Russia as J. K. Rowl­

ing's equally successful Harry Potter books have done in certain quarters in the 

West, provoking very similar debates about the role of demons and black magic 

in fiction, and their possible harmful consequences for the morality of the 

na"ive and the young. In 2005 there was an extremely popular TV adaptation in 

Russia of The Master and Margarita by Vladimir Bortko, who had already had 

a great success in 1988 with his film adaptation of Bulgakov's Heart of a Dog. 
Jeffrey Brassard has argued that the adaptation skilfully soft-pedalled the sinis­

ter role of the NKVD in the Soviet Union, while placing far more emphasis on 

the economic hardships people suffered under Soviet rule, in order to "mute 

the critiques of Soviet authoritarianism that might also be applied to Putin and 

his regime while supporting his state-led economic policy by highlighting how 

far Russia has progressed economically since 1999 :•4 Since 2014, Bulgakov has 

equally come under strong attack in his home town, where Ukrainian patri­

ots have reproached him for his sarcastic and negative portrayals of Ukrainian 

nationalism in The White Guard. After the Russian occupation of the Crimea 

in that year, these critics have not hesitated to identify him with attitudes of 

Russian nationalist hostility towards Ukraine. Things became so tense that in 

Kyiv the museum staff based in the building on Andreevsky Hill, where the 

family used to live, felt obliged to put up a defensive notice stating that any 

visitors who supported the Russian actions in Crimea in 2014 were simply not 

welcome in the museum. 

In other words Mikhail Bulgakov's biography, and his most famous writ­

ings, have become during the twenty-first century an arena for hotly contended 

debates. These closely mirror the directions in which post-Soviet society in the 

age of Vladimir Putin has moved, especially towards new redefinitions of Rus­

sian national identity, both in relation to its Slav neighbors and in relation to its 

spiritual role as a Christian nation, as well as in comparison to its Soviet past. In 

some Russian intellectual circles it has become fashionable to profess unenthu­

siastic and blase attitudes towards a novel such as The Master and Margarita. But 

its ongoing wide popularity amongst Russian readers and foreign audiences has 

incontestably secured the work the status of a Russian classic. Living through 

the years of Stalin's Terror, Bulgakov could scarcely have hoped that his "sunset 

novel" would ever attain such a status. 
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1997), vii. 

5 Ibid., xix. 
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The writer derived some of his information about Kant and Schiller from the arti­

cles about Kant and about God in the Russian Brockhaus-Efron encyclopaedia, 

which was one ofBulgakov's most frequently used reference works. Commentar­
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AFTERWORD- A PERSONAL REFLECTION 
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arises when we try to understand what a work's intended audience might have 

been, and how that differs from subsequent "first readers." Maria Kise) suggests 
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Burn: Bulgakov's The Master and Margarita and the Imagined 'Soviet Reader,"' 

Slavic Review 68, no. 3 (2009): 582-600 (587) . 
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the "accurs d , parlm nt" . t O adovaya Street in The Master and Margarita, see 

John Bushnell, ''A Popular Reading of Bulgakov: Explication des Graffiti;' Slavic 

Review 47, no. 3 (1988): 502- 11. 
4 Jeffrey Brassard, "Bortko's The Master and Margarita: Adaptation in the Service of 
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