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About the Book

Bulgakov is a wild, mobile, crafty devotee of ideas’ Guardian

The five, irreverant, satirical and imaginative stories contained in Diaboliad caused an uproar in Moscow upon the book’s first publication in 1925. Full of invention, they display Bulgakov’s breathtaking stylistic range, moving at dizzying speed from grotesque satire to science fiction, from the plainest realism to the most madcap fantasy. Diaboliad is a wonderful introduction to literature’s most uncategorisable and subversive genius.


About the Author

Mikhail Afanasievich Bulgakov was born in Kiev on 15 May 1891. He graduated as a doctor from Kiev University in 1916, but gave up the practice of medicine in 1920 to devote himself to literature. In 1925 he completed the satirical novel The Heart of a Dog which remained unpublished in the Soviet Union until 1987. This was one of the many defeats he was to suffer at the hands of the censors. By 1930 Bulgakov had become so frustrated by the political atmosphere and the suppression of his works that he wrote to Stalin begging to be allowed to emigrate if he was not to be given the opportunity to make his living as a writer in the USSR. Stalin telephoned him personally and offered to arrange a job for him at the Moscow Arts Theatre instead.

In 1938, a year before contracting a fatal illness, he completed his prose masterpiece, The Master and Margarita. He died in 1940. In 1966–7, thanks to the persistence of his widow, the novel made a first, incomplete appearance in Moskva, and in 1973 appeared in full.


ALSO BY MIKHAIL BULGAKOV

Fiction

The Heart of a Dog

The White Guard

The Country Doctor’s Notebook

Black Snow

The Master and Margarita

Drama

The Days of the Turbins

Zoya’s Apartment

The Crimson Island

Flight

The Cabal of Hypocrites

Adam and Eve

Bliss

Ivan Vasilievich

Last Days

Batum

About Mikhail Bulgakov

Manuscripts Don’t Burn: A Life in Letters and Diaries

Compiled and translated by J.A.E. Curtis


MIKHAIL BULGAKOV

Diaboliad

TRANSLATED FROM THE RUSSIAN BY
Carl Proffer

WITH AN INTRODUCTION BY
Julie Curtis

[image: logo]


Introduction

J. A. E. Curtis


MIKHAIL BULGAKOV is best known to Western and Soviet readers today for three very distinctive and dissimilar novels. The Master and Margarita, his satirical fantasy on the Moscow literary establishment in the 1930s, incorporates a visit by the Devil to Moscow, accompanied by a suite of prankster demons, as well as a moving renarration of the encounter between Christ and Pilate. In The White Guard, Bulgakov’s first novel, his own experiences provide the basis for a narrative defending the values of a family brought up before 1917 and struggling to survive the tremendous upheavals in the Ukraine during the First World War, Revolution and Civil War periods. And Bulgakov uses his last, uncompleted satirical novel, Black Snow (A Theatrical Novel), to take gleeful revenge on Stanislavsky and Nemirovich-Danchenko, the two Directors of the Moscow Arts Theatre, where Bulgakov’s plays were so often accepted for production, but rarely reached the stage. For Bulgakov’s reputation in his own lifetime was largely as a playwright, whose works ranged from his adaptation of The White Guard – The Days of the Turbins – through biographical plays about Pushkin and Molière, to his burlesque satire about the 1917 Revolution, The Crimson Island. The reasons for this discrepancy between his renown in the 1920s and 1930s as a playwright, and his reputation today primarily as a novelist, lie in the particular political circumstances in which he was writing – in the constraints of censorship, which grew fiercer and fiercer in the course of the 1920s as Soviet literature moved towards the prescriptive tenets of Socialist Realism, officially proclaimed the sole method of Soviet literature in 1934. Censorship prevented his novels being published and most of his plays from being staged during his lifetime, while his posthumous publications have taken up to fifty years to emerge in the Soviet Union.

The early stories collected together in this volume were initially published in Moscow in the summer of 1925. They represent Bulgakov’s first major publication, but have acquired a peculiar significance because of the fact that they represent at the same time the last substantial publication of any works by Bulgakov in his lifetime. Bulgakov had decided to pursue a career as a writer relatively late in life. Having trained and practised as a doctor during the First World War, he then took the opportunity afforded him by the turmoil of the Revolutionary years to slough off his old career and disguise his past, associated with the cause of the Whites. In 1919 Bulgakov had left his family home in Kiev and ended up in Vladikavkaz, a small town in the Northern Caucasus. An article he published in a newspaper in November 1919, which was unearthed by Soviet scholars in 1988, gives an unambiguous impression of his feelings about the Bolshevik régime as the Civil War raged about him:


In the West the Great War between great peoples is at an end. And they are now healing their wounds. […] It is unthinkable for us to build at present. Before us still stands the painful task of conquering and regaining our own land. The time of reckoning has begun. Inch by inch, the heroic volunteers [of the White Army] will tear the Russian land from Trotsky’s hands. […] The insanity of the last two years has sent us down a dreadful road, and we will have no pause nor respite. We have begun to drink from the cup of retribution, and we will drain it to the bottom. […] The scoundrels and the madmen will be driven out, scattered and destroyed. And the war will end. And then the country, bloodied and ravaged, will begin to climb to its feet, slowly and heavily. […] The past will have to be paid for with unbelievably hard work, and with a life of harsh poverty – paid for in the figurative and the literal sense of that word. […] And only when it is already much too late will we begin to create anything. […] And who will see those bright days? Us? Oh, no! Our children, perhaps, or perhaps our grandchildren, for the sweep of history is broad, and history “reads” decades as easily as it does individual years. And we, the representatives of an unlucky generation, will die like pitiful bankrupts, forced to tell our children, “You pay, pay it off honourably, and never forget the social revolution!”1



Reverberations of this hostile attitude towards the young Soviet state are to be found in Bulgakov’s later writings, and particularly in the stories in this collection, although they become increasingly muted – no doubt partly as a matter of caution. By 1921, Bulgakov was seriously considering following his two brothers into emigration; but when this option proved difficult to accomplish, he came to a decision to throw in his lot with the new State and attempt to achieve a career as a writer in the country of his mother tongue. Leaving the Black Sea, where he had been trying to get a passage to the West, Bulgakov set off for the north – not to Kiev, where his family was still based, but instead to Moscow, where he arrived in September 1921 determined to make a name for himself in the capital.

During his years in Vladikavkaz Bulgakov had written a number of journalistic pieces, but his main efforts had been concentrated in the local theatre, for which he wrote five plays, only one of which has survived. When he arrived in Moscow in 1921, the country was in a state of devastation after years of fighting, which had induced Lenin to propose a New Economic Policy (NEP), a temporary return to free enterprise designed to speed the process of reconstruction. NEP was introduced shortly after Bulgakov’s arrival, and his first couple of years in Moscow were spent dashing around the city in pursuit of any available employment to enable him and his first wife Tatyana to survive the spiralling inflation and desperate living conditions. Amongst the jobs Bulgakov took on were commissions to write short humorous pieces for two newspapers, On the Eve (1923–25), an émigré publication based in Berlin which had some sympathy for the Soviet régime, and The Hooter (1923–26), the newspaper of the Railway Workers’ Union. The years from 1921 to 1925, which produced the stories in this collection, are above all a period of prose writing for Bulgakov, who would turn back almost entirely to drama again between 1925 and 1929; and this 1921–25 period is also characterized by a topicality in Bulgakov’s themes, which was clearly inspired in part by the reportage techniques he had been developing in writing for the press. Although he had come from what Russians considered the provinces, Kiev, Bulgakov in this period becomes a chronicler of Moscow, and particularly of the absurdities of NEP, with its return to some bourgeois practices bringing about a great burgeoning of economic activity, with prostitutes, cabarets, opportunities for rapid profits and crime all flourishing, even as the Bolsheviks attempted to consolidate their rather puritanical ideological grip.

By 1923 it seemed Bulgakov was beginning to fulfil the ambition which had driven him ever since his arrival in Moscow, born from the conviction that he was capable of outshining most of his contemporaries in literature. In his diary entries for 2 September and 6 November 1923, he records:


I sometimes experience, as at this moment, bursts of confidence and strength. And I become aware of the thought darting up in me that it is true that I am immeasurably more powerful a writer than any of those I know. […] Literature has become my life. I am never going to go back to any form of medicine now. […] I am going to study from now on. I can’t believe that the voice that keeps troubling me at the moment is anything but prophetic. It must be. There is nothing else for me to be. I can be only one thing – a writer.”2



In November 1923 Bulgakov signed a contract with the “Nedra” publishing house for a collection of short stories, the five stories presented here, which came out in July 1925 under the same title as the first story, Diaboliad. However, the political atmosphere by mid-1925 was such that Bulgakov’s fantastical and satirical depictions of Moscow life were met with stony-faced disapprobation by the Communist Establishment. The critic Leopold Averbakh, for example, writing in Izvestiya in September 1925, objected that: “Bulgakov’s stories are wholly consistent, he has one mood and one theme. The theme is the depressing senselessness, confusion and uselessness of the Soviet way of life, the chaos arising from the Communist attempts to create a new society.”3 This was, after all, the period when an extraordinary campaign, which had been waged since 1921 by another critic, V. Blyum, was coming to a head; this campaign, which outraged Bulgakov, claimed that satire had no further role to play in Soviet literature. Blyum argued that satire in the nineteenth century had fulfilled a vital function in furthering progressive, anti-authoritarian thinking, but that Soviet culture no longer had any need for satire, because the interests of the workers were now identical to those of the State, and satire had become effectively redundant because there were simply no longer any problems requiring satirical treatment. This astonishingly influential campaign bore fruit in the discussions of satire at the First Congress of the Writers’ Union in 1934, which agreed that satire had withered away, and that life-affirming comedy was the only legitimate humorous genre for Socialist Realism – a policy which did indeed characterize what humour, if such it can be called, did emerge from Soviet Socialist Realism.

As a result of this prevalent hostility to satire, the entire edition of Bulgakov’s Diaboliad was confiscated a couple of months after publication, in the early autumn of 1925. But in October Bulgakov defiantly sent a copy of the book in as a contribution to an officially sponsored exhibition of the works of modern writers. And in fact the publishers’ protestations eventually resulted in permission being granted for a new edition of the collection the following March, and the second edition of Diaboliad came out at the end of April 1926. This, however, together with the publication of two very slim and much less substantial collections of sketches the same year, was both the culmination and the end of Bulgakov’s success in getting published in book form. In a letter addressed to Stalin and other members of the Government in July 1929, one of Bulgakov’s complaints was that permission had been refused for any further reprints of the Diaboliad collection after the 1926 edition; indeed, after 1927 nothing at all of his was published in the Soviet Union. None of his three novels came out in the Soviet Union in his lifetime, for the serial publication of The White Guard in Rossiya in 1925 was interrupted when the journal was closed down by the authorities; and neither his novella The Heart of a Dog, nor his prose biography of Molière, nor any of his fourteen or so plays achieved publication. It was only with the Thaw under Khrushchev, and later with glasnost under Gorbachev, that Bulgakov’s works gradually became known to Soviet audiences and a Soviet readership, a very long time after the author’s death in 1940.

The most obvious influences on Bulgakov’s subject-matter in this collection of stories are the writings of Nikolay Gogol (1809–52) and of Fyodor Dostoyevsky (1821–81). It is a distinctive characteristic of the Russian and the Soviet literary tradition alike that successive generations of writers consciously and explicitly refer to the works of their predecessors or rework their themes and images. This produces a canon of literature which is identifiably “national” in character, more unified than some Western literary traditions; specifically, this literature also tends to dwell on the identity and prospects for the Russian nation as its central theme. It counts on the reader’s foreknowledge of the earlier texts for part of its effects, which is why certain, particularly modern, texts in Russian can appear somewhat opaque to a Western reader. Bulgakov’s stories are in fact accessible to a wide readership, but they are perhaps enhanced if the reader has some awareness of the earlier texts Bulgakov is invoking.

The collection opens and closes with clearly Dostoyevskian and Gogolian themes. “Diaboliad”, which Lesley Milne has called “a deliberate essay in stylization”,4 explicitly reworks themes from Dostoyevsky’s novella The Double (1846), which itself is written in an evident awareness of short stories by Gogol such as The Diary of a Madman (1835), The Nose (1836) and The Overcoat (1841). Both the Dostoyevsky and the Gogol works explore nightmarish confusions of identity, clearly of a paranoid schizophrenic nature, where the personality of the protagonist divides into two or more alter egos, and where the motivation appears to derive from some sort of sexual inadequacy. In the Bulgakov story, as in the Dostoyevsky and many Gogol stories, the main protagonist is a menial office clerk in a hierarchical system which requires utter servility; some incident occurs which triggers off the appearance of some sort of double figure, and the hero is destroyed by an imagined conspiracy to humiliate him as the double begins to compromise him by behaving in an outrageous manner. In Bulgakov’s story “Diaboliad”, the hero Korotkov commits a childish error in misreading an official document, and ends up believing that the women typists are to be issued with soldiers’ underwear, not realizing that the document is simply signed with his new boss’s name – Underwarr. Korotkov is then persecuted by Underwarr and later, in a nightmarish development, by a mysterious twin of Underwarr’s; and he himself then acquires a double of his own. This is Gogol and Dostoyevsky transposed from the city of St Petersburg, the unreal city which provides the classic locus in Russian literature for nightmare visions, to the city of Moscow; and this, along with the transposition from the nineteenth century to the present day, serves to underline Bulgakov’s message that the great literature of alienation can be engendered by the modern, Soviet era as well as by the social and political injustices of the past. In the early 1920s this re-use of motifs from Gogol and Dostoyevsky became a common practice amongst satirical writers seeking to deny that 1917 represented a truly irrevocable break with the ills of the past.

The story “Diaboliad” was written in 1923, but is set in 1921, at the time of Bulgakov’s first arrival in Moscow and his attempts to grapple with the Soviet bureaucracy. Huge, nightmarish buildings containing official organizations which have taken over the floorspace of former restaurants or homes, endless scurrying up and down staircases, desperate attempts to find the right office or the right official, the financial crises which lead to the hero being paid in matches rather than in money – these were all the substance of Bulgakov’s waking reality in Moscow in the early 1920s as well as, no doubt, being the stuff of his nightmares at night. Bulgakov’s narrative in “Diaboliad” relies heavily on the use of leitmotifs: lots of grating and squeaking and crashing sounds, different kinds of voices, a great deal of glass in the form of mirrors and windows, eyes, lights, colours, lifts and clocks. These all contribute to one’s sense in this story of distortions of time and space, and this in turn underpins the idea that physical reality might at any moment shiver or split. The plot proceeds as in a nightmare, driven by illogical developments which involve the hero in a futile and incomprehensible quest. The demonic was frequently to reappear in Bulgakov’s works, although sometimes in a benevolent guise as in The Master and Margarita, where a mysterious black cat endowed with supernatural powers also makes an appearance. Here the demonic, hinted at in the blasphemous payment in kind, which consists of sulphurous matches and communion wine, reflects the evil power of the Soviet bureaucracy. As Bulgakov was to put it in his diary in December 1924: “Everything has been swallowed up by Soviet officialdom, it’s like the jaws of hell. A Soviet citizen’s every step and movement becomes a torture, which consumes hours, days, and sometimes whole months at a time.”5

The story was immediately noticed by the distinguished essayist and prose-writer Yevgeny Zamyatin (1884–1937), who commented in a review that “… its fantasy, rooted in reality, and its rapid succession of scenes, as in the cinema – these represent almost the only framework into which it is possible to fit our recent years – 1919 and 1920. […] The absolute value of this piece by Bulgakov, which is after all rather unconsidered, is not great, but it is evident that we can expect good work from this author.”6 Bulgakov himself described “Diaboliad” as “an idiotic story”, and was pleased about its first publication in February 1924 as a separate item, before it came out in the 1925 volume, largely because it represented his first step into the world of almanachs rather than the transient world of newspapers and the periodical press. He was also delighted that it was accepted for publication in October 1923 in time for him to purchase a silk-covered suite of boudoir furniture for his apartment with the proceeds, a purchase which made him feel that he was taking a step towards rebuilding a civilized life-style after the privations and discomfort of his life since 1916. The story marks, then, the thirty-two-year-old Bulgakov’s first real success as a writer on the Moscow scene, and its skilful pastiche was noted by more than one of his literary colleagues as a clear indication of promise for the future.

The story entitled “The Fatal Eggs” is the most accomplished of the pieces in this collection, as well as being the last to be written. The genre of science fiction had had a considerable impact on writers in Russia, particularly through the writing of H. G. Wells, whose works had been introduced to Russian readers in editions prepared by Yevgeny Zamyatin. “The Fatal Eggs” bears a number of superficial resemblances to Wells’s The Food of the Gods, as is recognized in Bulgakov’s reference to the work in Chapter 3 of the story. Written in some haste in 1924 – Bulgakov later admitted that the ending was not quite satisfactory – “The Fatal Eggs” was published in 1925, after a number of alterations had been made to it to please the censors. Unlike “Diaboliad”, the story is set not in the past, but in the future, in 1928. A distinguished Professor experiments with his discovery, a new ray of life; but his discovery is taken over by the irresponsible party authorities. The ray is taken away to a sovkhoz (State farm) – which Bulgakov in a private joke situates at Nikolskoye in the Smolensk region, the remote village in which he himself had a number of harrowing experiences as a young doctor during the First World War – and the result is a catastrophe in which giant reptiles are hatched out and devastate the country. Both the Professor and the man who takes over the ray, Feyt (his name in Russian – Rokk – is similarly a pun on the word for “fate”), perish in the disaster, which is only brought to an end by nature’s own intervention with a freak frost in the middle of August. Bulgakov’s political allegory here is clear. The (red) ray is to be understood as the instrument of scientific Marxism which claims to be able to transform mankind in a short space of time, and whose misapplication leads to monstrous consequences. The Moscow in which the Professor lives is becoming swamped by the new technology epitomized in its garish electric advertising signs, and the Professor is only able to think properly when he retreats behind the cream-coloured walls of his Institute – reminiscent of the family home with its cream-coloured blinds in The White Guard, which in the same way afforded a haven against the world outside. Against the scientific modernity of technology and Marxism Bulgakov sets a natural order of things, an evolutionary model which he had cherished since his teens, when the reading of Darwin had brought him to abandon the religious outlook of his early years and family background. As in his brilliant novella The Heart of a Dog, written early in 1925, immediately after “The Fatal Eggs”, but not published in the USSR until 1987, an anxiety about the consequences of early attempts at genetic engineering has come to seem increasingly prophetic. As in all Bulgakov’s works, however, the creative figure, whether artist or scientist, must be left in peace by the State to explore his subject, using his own judgement.

The third story in this collection is one of the earliest ones, written in 1922. “No. 13, the Elpit-Workers’ Commune” graphically conveys Bulgakov’s distaste in his first few years in Moscow for the communal apartment in which he found himself living, apartment 50, No. 10 Bolshaya Sadovaya Street. Any Muscovite would have recognized the Elpit building as the block constructed in 1906 by the millionaire Pigit, which was one of the first buildings to be taken over by the workers after the Revolution and turned into a Workers’ Commune, or Rabkommuna.7 The room he and his wife Tatyana occupied had originally been allocated to Bulgakov’s brother-in-law, Andrey Zemsky, who then settled in Kiev with his wife Nadezhda, and after lengthy disputes with the housing committee in the building, Bulgakov eventually managed to get it transferred to his own name. He lived in it until the summer of 1924, when he and Tatyana, although already divorced, moved to a quieter apartment, No. 34, in the same building. Shortly afterwards Bulgakov moved out altogether to live with Lyubov Belozerskaya, who was soon to become his second wife. Given the housing crisis in Moscow at the beginning of the 1920s, the room was a godsend; but at the same time Bulgakov detested the other people he had to live with and communal living in general, and the story about the Workers’ Commune building going up in flames is typical of the kind of wishful-thinking revenge which motivates the plot of many of Bulgakov’s most entertaining works. In this building, Bulgakov was confronted with the same brutality, ignorance and stupidity which had so horrified him when he had begun work as a young doctor in the peasant community of Nikolskoye in 1916 and discovered the extent to which prejudice and indifference hindered his work. Many of Bulgakov’s sketches and short stories of the early 1920s, describing alcoholism, arguments, illegal distilling, wife-beating and so on, derive from his experiences living in the flat on Bolshaya Sadovaya Street. As his wife Tatyana later recalled:


[The room next door] was occupied by a baker with his pretty wife Natalya. There were fights in there all the time. She used to shriek so! And Mikhail could not bear to hear it when someone was being beaten… Once he called out the police, because Natalya was shouting: “Help!” The police came but those two locked the door and wouldn’t let them in. Mikhail just escaped being fined for calling them out for nothing… Altogether it was a notorious building … […] On the side where the windows looked out over the courtyard there was the baker, then us, then the prostitute Dusya. More than once we got knocks on the door in the middle of the night: “Dusya, open up!” And I would shout out: “Next door!” […] On the other side of the corridor there was a kitchen in the middle, and on one side lived the widow Goryacheva with her son Mishka, whom she used to thrash like nobody’s business, while on the other side lived some printworkers, terrible drunks, who used to drink hooch.8



This flat on Bolshaya Sadovaya Street was later to become the locus of much of the action of The Master and Margarita, providing the Devil and his retinue with a Moscow residence; and the moronic Annushka who causes the tragedy in this story reappears in the later novel too, to spill the sunflower oil which causes the unfortunate Berlioz to slip and be decapitated by the tram. Clearly there must have been a real-life prototype for the figure of Annushka, since a diary entry of Bulgakov’s in October 1923, a year after the writing of the “Elpit-Workers’ Commune” story, describes how:


The heating went on for the first time today. I spent the entire evening sealing the windows. The first day of heating was marked by the fact that the notorious Annushka left the kitchen window wide open all night. I positively don’t know what to do with the swine who inhabit this communal apartment!9



“A Chinese Tale” (published in 1923) represents a different kind of literary dialogue between Bulgakov and earlier writers from that of “Diaboliad”; this is no longer a respectful parody of great works of the past, but instead a sardonic response to a very recent, and very pro-Soviet, piece of writing. Vsevolod Ivanov’s novella Armoured Train No. 14–69 had been published early in 1922 and acclaimed as a great work of new Communist literature; Voronsky, the editor of the journal which published the story, described it delightedly as “a bomb exploding amongst all those Zaytsevs and Zamyatins”.10 The narrative concerns an attack by partisans on a White armoured train. The action takes place in the Far East of the USSR, where a number of Chinese joined the pro-Bolshevik Russians to fight against the Whites, the Japanese and other interventionists during the Civil War. The success of the partisans’ attack is only guaranteed when a Chinese volunteer lies across the railway tracks and commits suicide in order to force the train to stop. Bulgakov takes up the theme and ridicules it: whereas Ivanov’s Chinese volunteer Sin Bin-Yu speaks limited Russian, but has at least joined the Revolutionary cause in order to avenge the destruction of his family by the Japanese, Bulgakov’s hero Sen Zin-Po has ended up in Moscow quite by chance, takes refuge in an opium den, and is taken on as a volunteer by the Reds largely because the troops are so delighted that the only Russian he knows is a gross obscenity. The Chinaman then turns out to be a crack shot, and dies in a battle with the White forces, a dubious hero and martyr, still with only the remotest understanding of what he is fighting for, and still dreaming nostalgically of his childhood in China. The implication is that the Bolsheviks succeeded in rallying to their side many simple and uncomprehending souls, and that Vsevolod Ivanov’s brand of myth-making represents a pernicious distortion of reality.

The final story in the collection Diaboliad, “The Adventures of Chichikov” was actually the first to be written – it was published in September 1922. It is also the most explicitly Gogolian of them all. Chichikov, the endearing rascal from Gogol’s 1842 novel Dead Souls who hits upon an ingenious scheme for raising money on serfs he has purportedly purchased, but who have in fact died since the previous census, is transported to Soviet Russia. Here he flourishes in the entrepreneurial atmosphere of the New Economic Policy, largely by circumventing the cumbersome procedures of the new bureaucracy and outwitting the officials through sheer effrontery at every turn. His greatest coup is to raise large sums by pretending to own a concession on an enterprise called “Pushmon”, which eventually turns out to be an abbreviation for the Pushkin Monument, a popular meeting-place in the centre of Moscow, equivalent perhaps to the statue of Eros in Piccadilly. The story, one of Bulgakov’s own favourites for public readings during 1926, although these were later banned, is a skilful adaptation of Gogol’s masterpiece to the present day, and is saturated with well-known phrases and characters from a number of Gogol’s works. The story concludes with a framing narrative which indicates the real significance of the whole thing. It emerges that the whole of Bulgakov’s “Adventures of Chichikov” is merely a dream of the narrator’s, and that he fantasizes Chichikov’s misdoings in a corrupt society largely in order to imagine himself as the knight on a white charger who will sweep in and sort out the lot of them, something which Bulgakov was clearly itching to do himself by 1922. And the reward he aspires to? Simply to have returned to him the edition of Gogol’s works he has recently been forced to sell in the flea-market in order to keep body and soul together – one of Bulgakov’s great regrets was the loss of his precious library during this time. The subject of the story, then
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