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			MIKHAIL BULGAKOV

			RUSSIAN WRITER AND DOCTOR

			
					Born in Kiev (Russian Empire, present-day Ukraine) in 1891.

					Died in Moscow (USSR, present-day Russian Federation) in 1940.

					Notable works:	The White Guard (originally serialised in 1925), novel

	A Country Doctor’s Notebook (stories first published individually in the 1920s), short story collection

	Ivan Vasilievich (1965), play

	The Heart of a Dog (English translation first published in 1968 following the widespread illicit circulation of censored Russian copies; officially published in Russian in 1987), novel




			

			Mikhail Bulgakov was one of seven children of a professor and a former teacher, both of whom were descended from prominent members of the Russian Orthodox clergy. This family environment instilled a love for reading and studying in him from a young age, and at school he read the works of Nikolai Gogol (Ukrainian-born writer, 1809-1852), Aleksandr Sergeyevich Pushkin (Russian author, 1799-1837), Fyodor Dostoyevsky (Russian novelist and short story writer, 1821-1881) and Charles Dickens (English author, 1812-1870), which gave him a marked taste for world literature. He studied medicine at university and then worked at the Kiev Military Hospital. In his capacity as a doctor, he was sent to the front during the First World War (1914-1918), and narrowly escaped death on multiple occasions.

			In 1919, after the Communist Red Army invaded the newly-formed Ukrainian People’s Republic, Bulgakov was sent to the Caucasus, where he began working as a journalist. During this period, he saw his family for the last time, as they then moved to Paris to escape the ravages of the Russian Revolution, while he was forced to stay behind because he had contracted typhus during the war. He then decided to settle in Moscow and abandon medicine to dedicate himself to his true passion of writing. He found work in the literary department of the Central Committee of the Republic for Political Education, and alongside this wrote plays which were initially enjoyed by Stalin (Soviet leader, 1879-1953), who defended him against his critics. However, his luck soon changed and the regime began to disagree with his work, which was seen as insufficiently politically engaged as it did not venerate Soviet heroes and their feats. This meant that his writing was censored from 1929 onwards.

			Bulgakov became desperate and wrote to Stalin asking for permission to emigrate, but this was denied, although the Soviet leader did promise to protect him from prison and death. Consequently, Bulgakov faced serious financial difficulties in his later years: although his life was not in danger, he could not find anybody willing to publish his work. Indeed, many of his works, which often criticised or parodied the Soviet system, were only published posthumously.

			When Bulgakov died of kidney disease in 1940, he was poor, depressed and virtually unknown. In 1967, his wife Yelena Bulgakova decided to publish The Master and Margarita, which he had spent years working on and on which his reputation largely rests. Prior to the publication of this novel, he was not particularly famous in Russia and virtually unknown elsewhere in the world, but he is now recognised as one of the most significant Russian authors of the 20th century.

		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			THE MASTER AND MARGARITA

			A WIDE-RANGING AND DAZZLINGLY INVENTIVE SATIRICAL NOVEL

			
					Genre: novel

					Reference edition: Bulgakov, M. (2010) The Master and Margarita. London: Vintage.

					1st edition: 1966-1967

					Themes: the interplay between good and evil, human flaws, truth, spiritual freedom

			

			It seems almost miraculous that The Master and Margarita was ever published: its author burnt the manuscript and rewrote it on multiple occasions; it was still unfinished when Bulgakov died; and it was not accepted by a publisher until over 27years after his death. It is a highly unusual novel which tells three interconnected stories: that of Pontius Pilate, who meets and persecutes Jesus in Nazareth, the love story of a man and a woman, and the story of the Devil’s visit to Moscow.

			As the novel progresses, the reader gradually begins to see how the three stories are related, and is drawn into an absurdist, humorous narrative that is packed with adventures and philosophical and theological reflections that reveal humanity’s darkest secrets.


			The novel’s setting

			It is believed that Bulgakov’s old apartment is the setting for numerous episodes of the novel. For this reason, during the 1980s and 1990s the building attracted groups of Satanists from Moscow and Bulgakov fans who wanted to follow in the footsteps of their idol. Today, the apartment houses a museum devoted to the writer.



		

		
			





		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			SUMMARY

			The three stories in the novel are interwoven throughout the narrative; however, for the sake of clarity, in this section we have summarised the key events of each story separately.

			PONTIUS PILATE’S VERSION OF EVENTS

			One Friday morning, Pontius Pilate wakes up with a sense of unease that is exacerbated by the stifling heat and the irritating smell of rose oil. He wants nothing more than to be left alone, but this will not be possible because he has to interrogate a man named Yeshua Ha-Notsri, who has been condemned by the Sanhedrin (the supreme Jewish legislative and judicial court in Jerusalem), and decide his fate.

			Yeshua stands accused of inciting the people to destroy the temple of Jerusalem, but he claims that this is not the case and that he has been misunderstood. This misunderstanding is mainly due to one of his followers, Matthew the Levite, who has recorded all of Yeshua’s actions on a piece of parchment; unfortunately, most of what he has written is incorrect. For example, although Matthew claims that Yeshua called for the destruction of the temple, what he had actually said was that the temple of the old faith would fall and give way to the truth.

			Pilate wants to get to the bottom of the situation, but ends up having a lengthy conversation with the man, whom he finds interesting. He comes to the conclusion that he is nothing more than a wandering philosopher who had been preaching in the area, but that he did have something to do with the recent disorder in Jerusalem. Just as he is about to set him free and exile him from the city, his secretary gives him a second document with new accusations. Specifically, the document claims that a few days earlier Yeshua met with a man called Judas of Karioth and insulted Caesar. Yeshua tries to explain that what he really said was that a day would come when nobody would have power over anyone else. This enrages Pilate, who sentences him to crucifixion because, given his role as Procurator of Judea, he cannot allow anybody to speak ill of Caesar. Afterwards, he feels guilty, since there was something about Yeshua that he was drawn to, even though he seemed dangerous. 

			THE DEVIL COMES TO MOSCOW

			This strand of the narrative is set in Russia in 1930. Berlioz, the president of the literary club MASSOLIT, is in a park with a young poet called Ivan Nikolayich Poniryov, who writes under the pseudonym Bezdomny, to discuss his new book about Jesus. At that moment, a foreign man joins their conversation. When the conversation turns to God and the Devil, Berlioz assures the foreign man that these things can be talked about in Moscow, because its inhabitants are all atheists and do not believe in these concepts.

			However, the stranger disagrees: he claims that God and the Devil do exist and that he has seen them. Berlioz thinks that the man must be mad, but decides to humour him and asks him to predict his death. The foreign man obliges, and his prediction turns out to be correct: a few moments later, when Berlioz is on his way to report the stranger to the authorities, he is hit by a tram and decapitated, just as he had predicted.

			Ivan is left despairing and frightened by this turn of events, and tries to pursue the foreigner so that he can hand him over to the police, but he cannot catch him and sees him fleeing with three other figures, one of which seems to be an enormous cat. He is seized by a single-minded determination to find them and searches all over the city, but ends up being committed to an asylum because nobody believes him when he tells them what he has seen. 

			Meanwhile, the mysterious foreigner, who is known as Woland, arrives at Berlioz’s apartment and decides to move in with his retinue, which includes the strange cat man, whose name is Behemoth, a tall, thin man called Faggot, and a red-haired man with protruding fangs called Azazello.

			Faggot, who seems to be Woland’s assistant, speaks to Stepa Likhodeyev, Berlioz’s roommate and the manager of the Variety Theatre, and forces him to sign a contract with Woland for a black magic show to take place at the theatre the following day. Stepa is then immediately and inexplicably sent to Yalta.

			Woland’s show is fascinating, terrifying, chaotic and calculated in equal measure, and is widely deemed to be the strangest event ever seen in Moscow. Money rains from the sky for the audience to pick up, and the women can exchange their old clothes for new dresses. When Bengalsky, the presenter, claims that the trick is based on hypnosis, Faggot and Behemoth cut off his head and put it back on again.

			“‘This man,’ Faggot pointed at Bengalsky, ‘is starting to bore me. He sticks his nose in everywhere without being asked and ruins the whole act. What shall we do with him?’
‘Cut off his head!’ said a stern voice.
‘What did you say, eh?’ was Faggot’s instant response to this savage proposal. ‘Cut off his head? That’s an idea! Behemoth!’ he shouted to the cat. ‘Do your stuff!’” (p.146).

			The public are both fascinated and terrified by what they are seeing. Stepa’s fellow theatre officials, Rimsky and Varenultha, do not know what has become of him, and when they try to get hold of him, neither he nor the contract he signed with Woland are anywhere to be found. When the audience leaves the theatre, the women’s dresses fall apart and the money turns into worthless paper, which plunges Moscow into chaos and disorder.

			The situation is no clearer in the city’s other cultural institutions. Government officials suddenly burst into song and cannot stop themselves, directors and managers disappear and are replaced by headless suits that move by themselves, and more and more people find themselves sucked into the chaos.

			Meanwhile, Ivan is still recovering in the clinic, and is trying to write down an account of the events he witnessed so that he can report them to the police. However, his attempts to tell this story become increasingly convoluted and confused. One night, he receives a visit from another inmate at the asylum, who tells him that he was sent there for writing a novel about Pontius Pilate a year ago and that his life has never been the same since. This mysterious man’s real name is not revealed; he is simply referred to by everyone as “the Master”.

			THE STORY OF THE MASTER AND HIS LOVER

			The Master is a former historian who has also worked as a translator, as he knows five foreign languages. After winning a sizeable sum of money on the lottery, he decided to fulfil his long-held dream of writing a novel about Pontius Pilate.

			One day, the Master sees a woman walking down the street carrying yellow flowers, which clash with her black coat. She is very beautiful, but her eyes seem to indicate great loneliness. The Master starts talking to her, and the two of them quickly come to feel as though they have known each other all their lives and are meant to be together. The only problem is that the woman, whose name is Margarita, is married.

			When the Master finishes his novel, he takes it to a publisher, who rejects it, and from this point onwards his life becomes increasingly confusing: although his novel has been rejected, critics write about it in the newspapers and accuse him of being a naïve religious believer. He starts to go mad and feels as though he is being squeezed by an octopus’s tentacles. One day, he is seized by panic and burns the novel.

			When Margarita sees the state he is in, she decides to leave her husband and tells the Master that after the following day she will be with him forever. This is the Master’s last memory before he is committed to the psychiatric clinic.

			The following day, Margarita goes to look for him but cannot find him. She cannot understand what has happened, and the next few months are the worst of her life. She spends the entire winter crying, as she cannot get him out of her mind and does not even know if he is alive or dead.

			She wakes up one day while the chaos instigated by Woland is rippling through Moscow with the feeling that something is going to happen. She gets on the bus, catching a glimpse of Berlioz’s funeral in the distance, and a man with red hair and fangs sits down next to her. It is none other than Azazello. Although she initially ignores him, Azazello hints that he has some information about the Master, recites part of his novel and invites her to a dinner that evening. Margarita accepts because the stranger has mentioned the Master, and he gives her a cream that she must apply before the dinner and tells her how to get there.

			Margarita is optimistic about the night ahead of her. After taking a bath and applying the cream, she immediately becomes convinced that she is a witch. She is happy about this, and about the discovery that she can fly on a broomstick, invisible to everyone else. She flies to the dinner, but not before destroying the building that is home to all the writers who ruined the Master’s life.

			She finally arrives at the designated apartment in Moscow and finds Faggot waiting for her. He tells her that there is a very important dance that he and his loved ones always attend, and that his master needs a queen. Furthermore, this queen must be called Margarita, and she was the only suitable candidate they could find. Margarita agrees to this proposition, and is introduced to Faggot’s master, who turns out to be Woland. Even though she is not told as much, she immediately knows that he is the Devil.

			The dance is an opulent, luxurious, extravagant affair, and there are many well-known figures among the guests. These include sinners and criminals such as Julius Caesar (Roman ruler, c.100-44BCE), Caligula (Roman emperor,12-41) and Messalina (the third wife of the Roman emperor Claudius, c.20-48), as well as a host of kings, dukes, gentlemen, murderers, thieves, persecutors, traitors and suicides. They arrive by coming down the chimney in coffins, and initially take the form of corpses or skulls before transforming into
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