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Introduction


‘“And what is your particular field of work?” asked Berlioz.
 “I specialise in black magic.”’



If many Russian classics are dark and deep and full of the horrors of the blackness of the human soul (or, indeed, are about the Gulag), then this is the one book to buck the trend. Of all the Russian classics, The Master and Margarita is undoubtedly the most cheering. It’s funny, it’s profound and it has to be read to be believed. In some ways, the book has an odd reputation. It is widely acknowledged as one of the greatest novels of the twentieth century and as a masterpiece of magical realism, but it’s very common even for people who are very well read not to have heard of it, although among Russians you have only to mention a cat the size of a pig and apricot juice that makes you hiccup and everyone will know what you are talking about. Most of all, it is the book that saved me when I felt like I had wasted my life. It’s a novel that encourages you not to take yourself too seriously, no matter how bad things have got. The Master and Margarita is a reminder that, ultimately, everything is better if you can inject a note of silliness and of the absurd. Not only is this a possibility at any time; occasionally, it’s an absolute necessity: ‘You’ve got to laugh. Otherwise you’d cry.’

For those who already know and love The Master and Margarita, there is something of a cult-like ‘circle of trust’ thing going on. I’ve formed friendships with people purely on the strength of the knowledge that they have read and enjoyed this novel. I have a friend who married her husband almost exclusively because he told her he had read it. I would normally say that it’s not a great idea to found a lifelong relationship on the basis of liking one particular book. But, in this case, it’s a very special book. So, if you are unmarried, and you love it and you meet someone else who loves it, you should definitely marry them. It’s the most entertaining and comforting novel. When I was feeling low about not being able to pretend to be Russian any more, I would read bits of it to cheer myself up and remind myself that, whatever the truth about where I come from, I had succeeded in understanding some important things about another culture. It is a book that takes your breath away and makes you laugh out loud, sometimes at its cleverness, sometimes because it’s just so funny and ridiculous. I might have kidded myself that you need to be a bit Russian to understand Tolstoy. But with Bulgakov, all you need to understand him is a sense of humour. His comedy is universal.

Written in the 1930s but not published until the 1960s, The Master and Margarita is the most breathtakingly original piece of work. Few books can match it for weirdness. The devil, Woland, comes to Moscow with a retinue of terrifying henchmen, including, of course, the giant talking cat (literally ‘the size of a pig’), a witch and a wall-eyed assassin with one yellow fang. They appear to be targeting Moscow’s literary elite. Woland meets Berlioz, influential magazine editor and chairman of the biggest Soviet writers’ club. (Berlioz has been drinking the hiccup-inducing apricot juice.) Berlioz believes Woland to be some kind of German professor. Woland predicts Berlioz’s death, which almost instantly comes to pass when the editor is decapitated in a freak accident involving a tram and a spillage of sunflower oil. All this happens within the first few pages.

A young poet, Ivan Bezdomny (his surname means ‘Homeless’), has witnessed this incident and heard Woland telling a bizarre story about Pontius Pilate. (This ‘Procurator of Judaea’ narrative is interspersed between the ‘Moscow’ chapters.) Bezdomny attempts to chase Woland and his gang but ends up in a lunatic asylum, ranting about an evil professor who is obsessed with Pontius Pilate. In the asylum, he meets the Master, a writer who has been locked away for writing a novel about Jesus Christ and, yes, Pontius Pilate. The story of the relationship between Christ and Pilate, witnessed by Woland and recounted by the Master, returns at intervals throughout the novel and, eventually, both stories tie in together. (Stick with me here. Honestly, it’s big fun.)

Meanwhile, outside the asylum, Woland has taken over Berlioz’s flat and is hosting magic shows for Moscow’s elite. He summons the Master’s mistress, Margarita, who has remained loyal to the writer and his work. At a midnight ball hosted by Satan, Woland offers Margarita the chance to become a witch with magical powers. This happens on Good Friday, the day Christ is crucified. (Seriously, all this makes perfect sense when you are reading the book. And it is not remotely confusing. I promise.) At the ball, there is a lot of naked dancing and cavorting (oh, suddenly you’re interested and want to read this book?) and then Margarita starts flying around naked, first across Moscow and then the USSR. Again, I repeat: this all makes sense within the context of the book.

Woland grants Margarita one wish. She chooses the most altruistic thing possible, liberating a woman she meets at the ball from eternal suffering. The devil decides not to count this wish and gives her another one. This time, Margarita chooses to free the Master. Woland is not happy about this and gets her and the Master to drink poisoned wine. They come together again in the afterlife, granted ‘peace’ but not ‘light’, a limbo situation that has caused academics to wrap themselves up in knots for years. Why doesn’t Bulgakov absolve them? Why do both Jesus and the Devil seem to agree on their punishment? Bulgakov seems to suggest that you should always choose freedom – but expect it to come at a price.

One of the great strengths of The Master and Margarita is its lightness of tone. It’s full of cheap (but good) jokes at the expense of the literati, who get their comeuppance for rejecting the Master’s work. (This is a parallel of Bulgakov’s experience; he was held at arm’s length by the Soviet literary establishment and ‘allowed’ to work only in the theatre, and even then with some difficulty.) In dealing so frivolously and surreally with the nightmare society in which Woland wreaks havoc, Bulgakov’s satire becomes vicious without even needing to draw blood. His characters are in a sort of living hell, but they never quite lose sight of the fact that entertaining and amusing things are happening around them. However darkly comedic these things might sometimes be.

While The Master and Margarita is a hugely complex novel, with its quasi-religious themes and its biting critique of the Soviet system, above all it’s a big fat lesson in optimism through laughs. If you can’t see the funny side of your predicament, then what is the point of anything? Bulgakov loves to make fun of everyone and everything. ‘There’s only one way a man can walk round Moscow in his underwear – when he’s being escorted by the police on the way to a police station!’ (This is when Ivan Bezdomny appears, half naked, at the writers’ restaurant to tell them a strange character has come to Moscow and murdered their colleague.) ‘I’d rather be a tram conductor and there’s no job worse than that.’ (The giant cat talking rubbish at Satan’s ball.) ‘The only thing that can save a mortally wounded cat is a drink of paraffin.’ (More cat gibberish.)

The final joke of the book is that maybe Satan is not the bad guy after all. While I was trying to recover my sense of humour about being Polish and Jewish instead of being Russian, this was all a great comfort. Life is, in Bulgakov’s eyes, a great cosmic joke. Of course, there’s a political message here, too. But Bulgakov delivers it with such gusto and playfulness that you never feel preached at. You have got to be a seriously good satirist in order to write a novel where the Devil is supposed to represent Stalin and/or Soviet power without making the reader feel you are bludgeoning them over the head with the idea. Bulgakov’s novel is tragic and poignant in many ways, but this feeling sneaks up on you only afterwards. Most of all, Bulgakov is about conjuring up a feeling of fun. Perhaps because of this he’s the cleverest and most subversive of all the writers who were working at this time. It’s almost impossible to believe that he and Pasternak were contemporaries, so different are their novels in style and tone. (Pasternak was born in 1890, Bulgakov in 1891.) The Master and Margarita and Doctor Zhivago feel as if they were written in two different centuries.

Unlike Pasternak, though, Bulgakov never experienced any reaction to his novel during his lifetime, as it wasn’t published until after he had died. One of the things that makes The Master and Margarita so compelling is the circumstances in which it was written. Bulgakov wrote it perhaps not only ‘for the drawer’ (i.e. not to be published within his lifetime) but never to be read by anyone at all. He was writing it at a time of Black Marias (the KGB’s fleet of cars), knocks on the door and disappearances in the middle of the night. Ordinary life had been turned on its head for most Muscovites, and yet they had to find a way to keep on living and pretending that things were normal. Bulgakov draws on this and creates a twilight world where nothing is as it seems and the fantastical, paranormal and downright evil are treated as everyday occurrences.

It’s hard to imagine how Bulgakov would have survived if the novel had been released. Bulgakov must have known this when he was writing it. And he also must have known that it could never be published – which means that he did not hold back and wrote exactly what he wanted, without fear of retribution. (Although there was always the fear that the novel would be discovered. Just to write it would have been a crime, let alone to attempt to have it published.) This doesn’t mean that he in any way lived a carefree life. He worried about being attacked by the authorities. He worried about being prevented from doing any work that would earn him money. He worried about being unable to finish this novel. And he worried incessantly – and justifiably – about his health.

During his lifetime Bulgakov was known for his dystopian stories ‘The Fatal Eggs’ (1924) and ‘The Heart of a Dog’ (1925) and his play The Days of the Turbins (1926), about the civil war. Despite his early success, from his late twenties onwards, Bulgakov seemed to live with an awareness that he was probably going to be cut down in mid-life. He wrote a note to himself on the manuscript of The Master and Margarita: ‘Finish it before you die.’ J. A. E. Curtis’s compelling biography Manuscripts Don’t Burn: Mikhail Bulgakov, A Life in Letters and Diaries gives a near-cinematic insight into the traumatic double life Bulgakov was leading as he wrote the novel in secrecy. I love this book with the same intensity that I love The Master and Margarita. Curtis’s quotes from the letters and the diaries bring Bulgakov to life and are packed full of black comedy and everyday detail, from Bulgakov begging his brother not to send coffee and socks from Paris because ‘the duty has gone up considerably’ to his wife’s diary entry from New Year’s Day 1937 which tells of Bulgakov’s joy at smashing cups with 1936 written on them.

As well as being terrified that he would never finish The Master and Margarita, Bulgakov was becoming increasingly ill. In 1934, he wrote to a friend that he had been suffering from insomnia, weakness and ‘finally, which was the filthiest thing I have ever experienced in my life, a fear of solitude, or to be more precise, a fear of being left on my own. It’s so repellent that I would prefer to have a leg cut off.’ He was often in physical pain with a kidney disease but was just as tortured psychologically. There was the continual business of seeming to be offered the chance to travel abroad, only for it to be withdrawn. Of course, the authorities had no interest in letting him go, in case he never came back. (Because it would make them look bad if talented writers didn’t want to live in the USSR. And because it was much more fun to keep them in their own country, attempt to get them to write things praising Soviet power and torture them, in most cases literally.)

It is extraordinary that Bulgakov managed to write a novel that is so full of humour and wit and lightness of tone when he was living through this period. He grew accustomed to being in a world where sometimes the phone would ring, he would pick it up and on the other end of the line an anonymous official would say something like: ‘Go to the Foreign Section of the Executive Committee and fill in a form for yourself and your wife.’ He would do this and grow cautiously hopeful. And then, instead of an international passport, he would receive a slip of paper that read: ‘M. A. Bulgakov is refused permission.’ In all the years that Bulgakov continued, secretly, to write The Master and Margarita – as well as making a living (of sorts) as a playwright – what is ultimately surprising is that he did not go completely insane from all the cat-and-mouse games that Stalin and his acolytes played with him. Stalin took a personal interest in him, in the same way he did with Akhmatova. There’s some suggestion that his relationship with Stalin prevented Bulgakov’s arrest and execution. But it also prevented him from being able to work on anything publicly he wanted to work on.

How galling, too, to have no recognition in your own lifetime for your greatest work. When the book did come out in 1966–7, its significance was immense, perhaps greater than any other book published in the twentieth century. As the novelist Viktor Pelevin once said, it’s almost impossible to explain to anyone who has not lived through Soviet life exactly what this novel meant to people. ‘The Master and Margarita didn’t even bother to be anti-Soviet, yet reading this book would make you free instantly. It didn’t liberate you from some particular old ideas, but rather from the hypnotism of the entire order of things.’

The Master and Margarita symbolizes dissidence; it’s a wry acknowledgement that bad things happened that can never, ever be forgiven. But it is also representative of an interesting kind of passivity or non-aggression. It is not a novel that encourages revolution. It is a novel that throws its hands up in horror but does not necessarily know what to do next. Literature can be a catalyst for change. But it can also be a safety valve for a release of tension and one that results in paralysis. I sometimes wonder if The Master and Margarita – the novel I have heard Russians speak the most passionately about – explains many Russians’ indifference to politics and current affairs. They are deeply cynical, for reasons explored fully in this novel. Bulgakov describes a society where nothing is as it seems. People lie routinely. People who do not deserve them receive rewards. You can be declared insane simply for wanting to write fiction. The Master and Margarita is, ultimately, a huge study in cognitive dissonance. It’s about a state of mind where nothing adds up and yet you must act as if it does. Often, the only way to survive in that state is to tune out. And, ideally, make a lot of jokes about how terrible everything is.

Overtly, Bulgakov also wants us to think about good and evil, light and darkness. So as not to be preachy about things, he does this by mixing in absurd humour. Do you choose to be the sort of person who joins Woland’s retinue of weirdos? (Wall-eyed goons, step forward!) Or do you choose to be the sort of person who is prepared to go to an insane asylum for writing poetry? (I didn’t say these were straightforward choices.) On a deeper level, he is asking whether we are OK with standing up for what we believe in, even if the consequences are terrifying. And he is challenging us to live a life where we can look ourselves in the eye and be happy with who we are. There is always a light in the dark. But first, you have to be the right kind of person to be able to see it.

The Master and Margarita is so fantastical that many aspects of it cannot possibly be autobiographical, however much I would like to have discovered that Bulgakov owned a really fat, massive cat. But some scenes are drawn from real life. There is a suggestion that Bulgakov must have based some of the ball scenes in the novel on a legendary party he and his wife, Yelena Sergeyevna, were invited to at the American embassy in 1935. She writes in her diary that they went to a special imported-goods shop and bought ‘English’ fabric which cost twenty-five gold roubles a length to have tails made for Bulgakov. She wears an evening dress of ‘rippling dark blue with pale pink flowers’ and has two people round to dress her, the seamstress and a friend. The party itself sounds amazing. Next to the orchestra is a section cordoned off with a net which houses ‘live pheasants and other birds’. In the dining room there are ‘live bear-cubs in one corner, kid goats, and cockerels in cages’. On the top floor, where Kazakh dancers are performing, they have set up a kebab stand. According to one account, the bear was not house-trained and befouled a general’s uniform.

At the time, Bulgakov had tried to befriend various American embassy types in his attempts to travel abroad. One of my favourite diary entries in Manuscripts Don’t Burn comes from the occasion when one of them invites Bulgakov for lunch. ‘Before the meal we were served cocktails,’ he writes. Then he adds: ‘The meal was without soup.’ Both the diaries and the letters of Bulgakov and his wife are full of good-humoured anecdotes about their attempts to maintain a decent, middle-class life in the face of the system’s attempts to hobble Bulgakov as a writer. Yelena writes: ‘Yesterday, quite by chance – an American was moving out of our block – I bought Misha a very elegant and original-looking fur-coat for a thousand roubles. The fur is grey – American grizzly bear.’

The figure of Margarita was also, to some extent, drawn from life: she is based on Yelena Sergeyevna. The story of how Bulgakov and his ‘real-life Margarita’ met is like something out of a fantastical novel itself. When they first came across each other in 1929, she was married to a lieutenant general and had two young sons. (He had already been married twice.) At this first encounter, however, she knew, Russian-style, that this was her fate. She initially avoided the relationship, refusing to leave the house or answer any phone calls or letters from him. Supposedly, a year and a half later, having not set foot out of the house in all that time (I find this bit hard to believe), she ran into Bulgakov in the street and he told her, ‘I can’t live without you.’

They married in 1932 and had eight years together before Bulgakov died from a kidney disorder inherited from his father. Their time together was difficult because Bulgakov was under intense scrutiny. They tried to put a brave face on things and sometimes seemed to fake a ‘let them eat cake’ mentality in the face of despair. Another diary entry from Yelena Sergeyevna: ‘For supper we had caviar, smoked salmon, home-made pâté, radishes, fresh cucumbers, fried mushrooms, vodka and white wine.’ They invite friends out to ‘the club’ for pelmeni (dumplings – think soggy ravioli) and go to performances of Prokofiev and Shostakovich (‘without noticing it we drank three bottles of champagne’). When Bulgakov was told that if he didn’t write a propaganda play when it was demanded of him, his most successful play would be withdrawn from the theatre, he replied: ‘Oh well, I shall have to sell the chandelier.’ Later,Yelena Sergeyevna writes: ‘We are 17 thousand [roubles] in debt and don’t have a kopek of current income.’

Bulgakov could have a real Noël Coward quality about him. On the tenth-anniversary performance of his play The Days of the Turbins, there is no celebration. ‘Needless to say, it didn’t even occur to the theatre to mark it in any way,’ Yelena Sergeyevna writes. Bulgakov pens a letter imagining an anniversary present from the theatre producers: ‘The valuable gift will take the form of a large saucepan made of some precious metal (copper, for example), filled with all the blood they have sucked from me over the ten years.’ In 1937, he notes in a letter to a friend that ‘well-wishers’ have started to say to him, ‘Never mind, it will all get printed after your death.’ ‘I am very grateful to them, of course!’ he jokes.

He celebrated the success of his plays but hated taking a bow on stage. He was endlessly tormented by the director Stanislavsky rehearsing his plays but never staging them, and he found it exceedingly irritating that, whenever he went to the rehearsal, the actors were not going over the scenes but were being lectured by Stanislavsky about some completely random and unrelated thing. When at last his play Molière premiered (this was one that Stanislavsky rehearsed for four years), it received twenty-two curtain calls. But it also had four significant negative reviews and within six weeks had been cancelled, after a final, unsigned article in Pravda finished it off. The headline? ‘Superficial Glitter and False Content’. Can you imagine having your play rehearsed for four years, it getting twenty-two curtain calls and then having to close within six weeks? Bulgakov’s state of mind doesn’t bear thinking about.

But Bulgakov likened the idea of a writer not writing to expecting someone to give up sex. ‘Supposing a man has been told, “You can’t have children.” Then he says to himself, “So what’s the point of having sexual relations. To hell with it!” And then a monstrous thing happens: his health goes to pieces, he is consumed with exasperation and frustration, he sees naked girls in his sleep and can’t think of anything else. Is an artist’s desire to write any weaker than sexual desire?’ He struggled to resign himself to his fate and suffered bitterly. He wrote in his diary in 1922: ‘My wife and I are starving. The other day I had to ask my uncle to help us with some flour, oil and potatoes.’ He complained to writer friends that he couldn’t write to them in ink because he couldn’t afford it: only in scratchy pencil. In 1929, he wrote to his brother: ‘All my plays have been banned and not a single line of my fiction has been published. Bulgakov, the writer, is dead.’ And in 1930: ‘I am doomed to remain silent and possibly starve.’

The interactions with Stalin became progressively worse. Bulgakov first came to Stalin’s attention as a result of his play The Days of the Turbins, a theatrical adaptation of his novel The White Guard. The play was savaged by the Soviet critics, who were horrified that it sympathized with White officers. But Stalin saw this ultimately as a compliment (or at least he pretended to – possibly, he was already toying with Bulgakov), claiming that to show the White officers as decent people and still depict them as defeated losers was in fact a great tribute to Soviet power. It was ‘a demonstration of the crushing power of Bolshevism’. (Hmm. Sounds like a play you’d really like to go and see, right?) Stalin was very weird about the things that he liked (surprise!) and the things that he liked to pronounce on. He went to see this play fifteen times.

This did not help Bulgakov; if anything, the opposite. By 1929, his work had been banned. And by 1930, he was writing a letter to Stalin asking for his permission to emigrate. Stalin telephoned Bulgakov and, again, not really supporting him, more likely playing with him, gave him a job at the Moscow Art Theatre. On 18 April 1930, Bulgakov had a phone call from Stalin, having written to him to explain that he needed work or permission to leave the country. Stalin: ‘Is it true that you want to leave the country? Are we really so disgusting to you?’ It is thought that this phone call was motivated by the suicide of the poet Mayakovsky. To some extent, the state needed Bulgakov – or, at least, they needed to be able to pretend that he wasn’t unhappy with the idea of Soviet power.

There is so much to like about Bulgakov. As Ellendea Proffer relates in her biography, his colleagues on a literary magazine noted that he was so old-school that it antagonized people. He wore his fur coat (which was seen as bourgeois). He kissed women’s hands. He bowed. The crease in his trousers was always pressed just so. When trying to recover from illness on holiday in Sukhumi on the Black Sea, he wrote that he was eating only rice pudding and bilberry jelly because the hotel food was ‘complete rubbish’ like beef stroganoff. He used to send his wife letters that said things like ‘Musya! [one of his many pet diminutives for her] I’ve never eaten anything so delightful. Thank you for a marvellous supper.’ In another letter when they are apart, he writes about some insect bites on his foot that are annoying him: ‘I’ve just realized that I’m writing nonsense! It must be very interesting to read about the sole of my foot! I’m sorry.’

As recounted in the diaries in Manuscripts Don’t Burn, at one point Yelena’s sister takes over the typing up of The Master and Margarita, and she absolutely hates the book. Her experience of being one of the first readers of the greatest novel of the twentieth century is not a happy one. She tells Bulgakov she has told her husband she ‘can’t see the main direction in the novel’. This, Bulgakov notes, is twenty-two chapters in. If she doesn’t get it now, she’s never going to get it. ‘In the course of 327 pages she smiled once, on page 245 (“Glorious sea . . .”). Why that precisely should amuse her I do not know. I am not confident that she will ever succeed in discovering any sort of main direction in the novel, but on the other hand I am certain that utter disapproval of the work on her part has been guaranteed.’ She told him, damningly: ‘This novel is your own private affair.’ (This is a very Russian thing to say. A bit like saying in English: ‘Well, it’s up to you . . .’ when clearly what you mean to say is: ‘This is mad and a very bad idea.’)

In his final year alive, there was a terrible brush with Stalin. Bulgakov wrote what was to be his last letter to him, to intercede on behalf of his friend the playwright Nikolai Erdman. (This particular intervention didn’t get Erdman what he wanted, but he later won the Stalin Prize and lived until 1970.) Bulgakov was then working on Batumi, a play that had been commissioned for Stalin’s sixtieth birthday, which fell at the end of 1939. (Batumi is a resort in Georgia where Stalin had spent some of his youth.) It later transpired that there was some confusion over Stalin’s birthdate, which he changed at least once. It now seems more likely that he turned sixty in 1938. Which makes it even more annoying that Bulgakov was being forced to work on a play he didn’t want to work on to celebrate a birthday on the wrong day and in the wrong year. (Welcome to Soviet power.)

It’s hard to understand why Bulgakov would take on such a play. You have to wonder what he thought the best-case scenario was. Possibly, he felt threatened and unable to say no. Possibly, he was intrigued and wanted to challenge himself. Going by his letters and diaries, it was probably a bit of both. Or perhaps he would have done anything to get a bit of extra time and money so that he could work on the secret manuscript of The Master and Margarita.

As the play was being prepared, a team from the Moscow Art Theatre was sent to Batumi in August 1939. On the way there, they received news that Stalin did not want the play to be performed. Bulgakov would have been notified shortly after the killing of Zinaida Reich, the wife of the playwright Vsevolod Meyerhold. She was an exceptionally beautiful actress who was killed in her apartment, aged forty-five, stabbed seventeen times (including directly in her eyes) by two attackers believed to be from the NKVD (later the KGB). First, this was someone known to Bulgakov and his wife. Second, this was a sign that no one was safe. Three years before, Meyerhold had written an attack on Bulgakov’s work in a theatre magazine. If anything, Meyerhold was less subversive than Bulgakov and should have been better protected from the regime.

Some of the saddest bits in the Bulgakov letters and diaries are where his wife writes in a tragic Disgusted-of-Tunbridge-Wells sort of way: ‘Misha is considering writing a letter to the authorities.’ A strongly worded letter, surely! This is after seventeen of his works have been suppressed over a ten-year period, he is drowning in debt and self-loathing, he has burned loads of his manuscripts and he is suffering from a terminal illness. It’s the Englishness of the Bulgakovs’ life that I love and which also breaks my heart. They don’t want to complain too much. They occasionally buy some nice clothes to cheer themselves up. They make a special note in their diaries when they eat something rather delicious. They consider writing somewhat brusque letters to Stalin (but don’t actually write or send all of them, at least not in the latter years). They have quietly and politely given up, without quite admitting it to themselves. And yet, somehow, they keep going, Bulgakov continues writing and his wife’s sister carries on, sceptically and resentfully, typing up the novel that she thinks is so rubbish it’s embarrassing. They try hard – so hard! – to keep their sense of humour.

Even in the final months of his life, Bulgakov manages a wry smile when the sanatorium staff put him on a ‘blended’ diet. ‘Mostly vegetables in all forms, and fruits. The one and the other are fearfully dull . . . And anyway it’s so important for me to be able to read and write that I am even prepared to chew such rubbish as carrots.’ By this point, his eyesight is failing and he knows that his kidneys are packing up. Still, he jokes: ‘As you know, there is only one decent way of dying, and that is with the help of a firearm, but unfortunately I do not possess such a thing.’ Laughing, always, even when life is at its blackest. Perhaps especially when it is at its blackest.

Bulgakov may not quite have realized it himself, but it was his sense of humour that kept him alive. He has a take on things that feels modern and fresh. (Think Woody Allen: ‘I’m not afraid of death; I just don’t want to be there when it happens.’) Here was a brilliant satirist who, because of censorship, was unable to find an audience for his jokes during his lifetime. And he was living through a moment in history which was so close to a joke that it was almost beyond parody. And yet he secretly found a way to bring it to life, in the pages of a book dominated by Satan. Bulgakov had something of the jester about him until the last, as Akhmatova suggests in the poem she wrote for him after his death:


I offer this to you in place of graveside roses,

Instead of smoking incense;

You lived so severely, and to the end you carried

Your magnificent disdain.

You drank wine, you were an incomparable jester,

And gasped for breath between stifling walls,

And you yourself let in your awesome guest,

And with her you remained alone.

Viv Groskop






CONTENTS

[image: image]
   
TRANSLATORS’ NOTE

PART I

I   NEVER TALK TO STRANGERS

II   PONTIUS PILATE

III   THE SEVENTH PROOF

IV   THE CHASE

V   THE INCIDENT AT GRIBOYEDOV

VI   SCHIZOPHRENIA, AS PREDICTED

VII   THE EVIL APARTMENT

VIII   THE DUEL BETWEEN THE PROFESSOR AND THE POET

IX   KOROVYOV’S TRICKS

X   NEWS FROM YALTA

XI   IVAN IS SPLIT IN TWO

XII   BLACK MAGIC AND ITS EXPOSÉ

XIII   ENTER THE HERO

XIV   PRAISE BE TO THE ROOSTER

XV   NIKANOR IVANOVICH’S DREAM

XVI   THE EXECUTION

XVII   AN UPSETTING DAY

XVIII   UNLUCKY VISITORS

PART II

XIX   MARGARITA

XX   AZAZELLO’S CREAM 

XXI   FLIGHT

XXII   BY CANDLELIGHT

XXIII   SATAN’S GRAND BALL

XXIV   THE LIBERATION OF THE MASTER

XXV   HOW THE PROCURATOR TRIED TO SAVE JUDAS OF KERIOTH

XXVI   THE BURIAL

XXVII   THE END OF APARTMENT NO. 50

XXVIII   THE FINAL ADVENTURES OF KOROVYOV AND BEHEMOTH

XXIX   THE FATE OF THE MASTER AND MARGARITA IS DECIDED

XXX   TIME TO GO! TIME TO GO!

XXXI   ON SPARROW HILLS

XXXII   ABSOLUTION AND ETERNAL REFUGE

EPILOGUE

COMMENTARY

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

AFTERWORD




[image: image]
   
Translators’ Note

All aspects of the work on this translation were done equally by the two of us, and the order of our names is purely alphabetical. We would like to thank Marina Khazanov of Boston University for the assistance she provided as a first speaker of Russian in clarifying certain difficult and obscure words and phrases.

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 masterpiece into contemporary standard American English. At the same time, our translation aims to be as literal a rendering of the original Russian as possible. Challenged by the third of Goethe’s well-known ideas on translation (as articulated in his notes to the West-Ostlicher Divan), we have “associated ourselves closely with our original.” We have made every effort to retain the rhythm, syntactic structure, and verbal texture of Bulgakov’s prose. We have often eschewed synonyms in favor of repeating the words that Bulgakov repeats, and we have tried, as far as possible without sacrificing clarity, not to break up Bulgakov’s long sentences and to adhere to his word order. In sum, we strove for an accurate, readable American English translation of The Master and Margarita that would convey the specifically Bulgakovian flavor of the original Russian text.

Diana Burgin and Katherine O’Connor



   
. . . and so, who are  

 you, after all?          

          —I am part of the power

         which forever wills evil

          and forever works good.

                                         Goethe’s Faust

Part One



   
I
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Never Talk to Strangers

ONE hot spring evening, just as the sun was going down, two men appeared at Patriarch’s Ponds. One of them—fortyish, wearing a gray summer suit—was short, dark-haired, bald on top, paunchy, and held his proper fedora in his hand; black horn-rimmed glasses of supernatural proportions adorned his well-shaven face. The other one—a broad-shouldered, reddish-haired, shaggy young man with a checked cap cocked on the back of his head—was wearing a cowboy shirt, crumpled white trousers, and black sneakers.

The first man was none other than Mikhail Alexandrovich Berlioz, editor of a literary magazine and chairman of the board of one of Moscow’s largest literary associations, known by its acronym, MASSOLIT, and his young companion was the poet Ivan Nikolayevich Ponyryov, who wrote under the pen name Bezdomny.

After reaching the shade of the newly budding linden trees, the writers made a beeline for the colorfully painted refreshment stand bearing the sign: BEER AND COLD DRINKS.

And here it is worth noting the first strange thing about that terrible May evening. Absolutely no one was to be seen, not only by the refreshment stand, but all along the tree-lined path that ran parallel to Malaya Bronnaya Street. At a time when no one, it seemed, had the strength to breathe, when the sun had left Moscow scorched to a crisp and was collapsing in a dry haze somewhere behind the Sadovoye Ring, no one came out to walk under the lindens, or to sit down on a bench, and the path was deserted.

“Give me some Narzan water,” said Berlioz.

“There isn’t any,” replied the woman at the refreshment stand, taking umbrage for some reason.

“Got any beer?” inquired Bezdomny in a hoarse voice.

“The beer will be delivered later,” the woman answered.

“So what have you got?” asked Berlioz.

“Apricot juice, only it’s warm,” said the woman.

“Well, give us that then! . . .”

The apricot juice generated an abundance of yellow foam, and the air started smelling like a barbershop. The writers drank it down and immediately began hiccuping, paid their money, and went over and sat down on a bench facing the pond, with their backs to Bronnaya Street.

Here the second strange thing happened, which affected Berlioz alone. He suddenly stopped hiccuping, his heart pounded and stopped beating for a second, then started up again, but with a blunt needle lodged inside it. Besides that, Berlioz was seized with a groundless fear so intense that he wanted to run away from Patriarch’s Ponds that very minute without looking back.

Berlioz looked around miserably, not knowing what had frightened him. He turned pale, wiped his forehead with a handkerchief, and thought, “What’s wrong with me? This has never happened before . . . my heart’s playing tricks on me . . . I’m overtired. Maybe it’s time to throw everything to the devil and go off to Kislovodsk . . .”

And then the hot air congealed in front of him, and out of it materialized a transparent man of most bizarre appearance. A small head with a jockey cap, a skimpy little checked jacket that was made out of air . . . The man was seven feet tall, but very narrow in the shoulders, incredibly thin, and his face, please note, had a jeering look about it.

Berlioz’s life was so arranged that he was unaccustomed to unusual happenings. He turned even paler, opened his eyes wide, and in a state of confusion thought, “This can’t be! . . .”

But, alas, it was, and the tall transparent man swayed from left to right in front of him, without touching the ground.

At this point Berlioz was so overcome with terror that he shut his eyes. And when he opened them, he saw that it was all over, the mirage had evaporated, the man in checks had vanished, and the blunt needle had dislodged itself from his heart.

“What the devil!” exclaimed the editor. “You know, Ivan, I think I almost had a sunstroke just then! Maybe even something like a hallucination.” He tried to smile, but alarm still flickered in his eyes and his hands were shaking. Gradually, however, he calmed down, fanned himself with his handkerchief, managed a fairly cheerful “Well then . . .,” and resumed the conversation that had been interrupted by the apricot juice.

This conversation, as was learned subsequently, was about Jesus Christ. The fact is that the editor had commissioned the poet to write a long antireligious poem for the next issue of his journal. Ivan Nikolayevich had composed the poem, and in a very short period of time at that, but unfortunately it had not met with the editor’s approval. Bezdomny had painted the central character of his poem, that is, Jesus, in very dark colors, and yet, in the editor’s opinion, the whole poem had to be rewritten. And so now the editor was giving the poet a kind of lecture on Jesus in order to point out to him his basic error.

It is hard to say what had ultimately led Ivan Nikolayevich astray—the descriptive power of his pen, or his complete ignorance of his subject matter, but the Jesus whom he portrayed emerged as a, well, totally life-like figure, a Jesus who had once existed, although, admittedly, a Jesus provided with all sorts of negative traits.

Thus Berlioz wanted to prove to the poet that the important thing was not what kind of man Jesus was, good or bad, but, rather, that Jesus, as an individual, had never existed on earth at all and that all the stories about him were mere fabrications, myths of the most standard kind.

It should be noted that the editor was a well-read man and in his speech he made very clever allusions to ancient historians such as the famous Philo of Alexandria, and the brilliantly educated Flavius Josephus, neither of whom had said a word about the existence of Jesus. With a display of solid erudition, Mikhail Alexandrovich also informed the poet, in passing, that the passage in Book 15, Chapter 44 of Tacitus’s famous Annals, where mention is made of Jesus’s execution, is nothing but a later, fraudulent interpolation.

The poet, for whom everything the editor said was a novelty, stared at Mikhail Alexandrovich with his sharp green eyes and listened to him attentively, hiccuping only occasionally and cursing the apricot juice under his breath.

“There is not a single Eastern religion,” Berlioz was saying, “where an immaculate virgin does not, as a matter of course, bring forth a god into the world. And the Christians, displaying no originality whatsoever, followed the same pattern when they created their Jesus, who, in fact, never existed at all. That’s where you have to put your main emphasis . . .”

Berlioz’s high tenor resounded along the deserted path, and as Mikhail Alexandrovich ventured into that maze, which only a highly educated man can explore without risking his neck, the poet learned more and more interesting and useful things about the Egyptian Osiris, the kind god and son of Heaven and Earth, and about the Phoenician god Tammuz, and about Marduk, and even about the lesser known terrible god Uitzilopochtli who had once been venerated by the Aztecs in Mexico.

And just as Mikhail Alexandrovich was telling the poet how the Aztecs had modeled figures of Uitzilopochtli out of dough, the first man appeared on the pathway.

Afterward, when, frankly speaking, it was already too late, various agencies filed reports describing this man. If one compares them, one cannot help but be astonished. For example, one says that he was short, had gold teeth, and was lame in his right foot. Another says that he was hugely tall, had platinum crowns and was lame in his left foot. Yet a third notes laconically that he had no distinguishing characteristics whatsoever.

We should add that all of the reports were worthless.

To begin with, the subject was lame in neither foot, and he was neither short, nor hugely tall, but simply tall. As for his teeth, the left ones had platinum crowns, the right—gold. He was dressed in an expensive gray suit and wore foreign-made shoes of the same color. A gray beret was cocked rakishly over his ear, and under his arm he carried a walking stick with a black knob shaped like a poodle’s head. He looked to be a little over forty. Slightly crooked mouth. Smooth-shaven. Dark brown hair. Right eye black, left—for some reason, green. Black eyebrows, but one was higher than the other. In a word—a foreigner.

As he passed the bench where the editor and poet were sitting, the foreigner looked at them out of the corner of his eye, stopped, and suddenly sat down on a neighboring bench two feet away.

“A German,” thought Berlioz.

“An Englishman,” thought Bezdomny, “I bet he’s hot with those gloves on.”

The foreigner looked around at the tall buildings that formed a square border around the pond, thus making it obvious that he was seeing the place for the first time and that it interested him.

He rested his gaze on the upper stories of the buildings and on the windowpanes’ blinding reflection of the broken sun that was departing from Mikhail Alexandrovich forever. Then he lowered his gaze, to where the windowpanes were turning dark in the dusk, gave a condescending smile, narrowed his eyes, placed his hands on the knob of his walking stick, and rested his chin on his hands.

“Some things, Ivan, you described very well and satirically,” Berlioz was saying, “for example, the birth of Jesus, the son of God, but the fact is that a whole host of sons of God were born even before Jesus, like, say, the Phoenician Adonis, the Phrygian Attis, the Persian Mithras. But, in short, none of them, including Jesus, were ever born or existed, and so, instead of describing his birth or, say, the coming of the Magi, you should describe the nonsense that was said about all this. Otherwise your account seems to suggest that he really was born! . . .”

Bezdomny held his breath in an effort to stop the hiccups that were tormenting him, which only made them louder and more excruciating, at which point Berlioz stopped talking, because the foreigner suddenly got up and came over to them.

They looked up at him in amazement.

“Please, excuse me,” he said, speaking correctly, but with a foreign accent, “for presuming to speak to you without an introduction . . . but the subject of your learned discussion is so interesting that . . .”

Here he politely removed his beret, and the friends had no choice but to raise themselves slightly and bow in response.

“No, more likely he’s French,” thought Berlioz.

“A Pole?” thought Bezdomny.

It should be added that the poet found the foreigner loathsome from the moment he opened his mouth, whereas Berlioz rather liked him, or, if not liked him, then . . . how shall we say it . . . at least took an interest in him.

“May I join you?” asked the foreigner politely, and the friends moved apart involuntarily; the foreigner deftly seated himself between them and immediately joined their conversation.

“Was I mistaken when I heard you say that Jesus never existed on earth?” asked the foreigner, focusing his left green eye on Berlioz.

“No, you were not mistaken,” Berlioz replied courteously. “That’s exactly what I said.”

“Ah, how interesting!” exclaimed the foreigner.

“What the devil is he after?” thought Bezdomny with a scowl.

“And do you agree with your friend?” queried the stranger, turning to Bezdomny on his right.

“A hundred percent!” confirmed Bezdomny who loved pretentious, figurative expressions.

“Astonishing!” exclaimed the uninvited discussant, and then, looking around furtively for some reason, and muffling his already low voice, he said, “Excuse my persistence, but did I understand you to say that you don’t believe in God either?” He made his eyes pop in mock fright and added, “I swear I won’t tell anyone.”

“That’s right, we don’t believe in God,” answered Berlioz with a faint smile at the tourist’s fear, “but we can talk about it freely and openly.”

The foreigner leaned back on the bench and practically squealed with curiosity as he asked, “You mean you’re atheists?!”

“Yes, we are,” answered Berlioz with a smile, while Bezdomny thought in irritation, “He’s sticking to us like glue, the foreign pest!”

“Oh, how delightful!” cried the amazed foreigner, turning to look first at one writer and then the other.

“In our country atheism comes as no surprise to anyone,” said Berlioz in a polite and diplomatic way. “The majority of our population made a conscious decision long ago not to believe the fairy tales about God.”

Here the foreigner made the following move: he got up, pressed the astonished editor’s hand, and uttered these words, “Allow me to thank you with all my heart!”

“What are you thanking him for?” queried Bezdomny, blinking.

“For very important information that I, as a traveller, find extraordinarily interesting,” explained the eccentric from abroad, raising his finger in a meaningful way.

The important information had apparently made a really strong impression on the traveller, since he anxiously scanned the surrounding buildings, as if in fear of spotting an atheist in every window.

“No, he’s not English . . .” thought Berlioz, while Bezdomny wondered, “Where in hell did he learn to speak Russian like that, that’s what I’d like to know!”—and he scowled again.

“But, may I ask,” resumed the guest from abroad after a moment’s troubled reflection, “what do you make of the proofs of God’s existence, of which, as you know, there are five?”

“Alas!” answered Berlioz regretfully, “all of those proofs are worthless, and mankind has long since consigned them to oblivion. Surely you would agree that reason dictates that there can be no proof of God’s existence.”

“Bravo!” exclaimed the foreigner, “Bravo! You’ve said just what that restless old sage Immanuel said about this very same subject. But here’s the rub: he completely demolished all five proofs, and then, in a seeming display of self-mockery, he constructed a sixth proof all his own!”

“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.

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 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 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.

“I couldn’t agree more!” concurred the stranger, his eye agleam, and he continued, “But this is what disturbs me: if there is no God, then, the question is, who is in control of man’s life and the whole order of things on earth?”

“Man himself is in control,” was Bezdomny’s quick and angry reply to what was, admittedly, a not very clear question.

“I’m sorry,” replied the stranger in a soft voice, “but in order to be in control, you have to have a definite plan for at least a reasonable period of time. So how, may I ask, can man be in control if he can’t even draw up a plan for a ridiculously short period of time, say, a thousand years, and is, moreover, unable to ensure his own safety for even the next day? And, indeed,” here the stranger turned to Berlioz, “suppose you were to start controlling others and yourself, and just as you developed a taste for it, so to speak, you suddenly went and . . . well . . . got lung cancer . . .”—at which point the foreigner chuckled merrily, as if the thought of lung cancer brought him pleasure. “Yes, cancer,” he repeated, narrowing his eyes like a cat as he savored the sonorous word, “and there goes your control! No one’s fate is of any interest to you except your own. Your relatives start lying to you. You, sensing that something is wrong, run to learned physicians, then to quacks, and maybe even to fortune-tellers in the end. And going to any of them is pointless, as you well know. And it all ends tragically: that same fellow who not so long ago supposed that he was in control of something ends up lying stiff in a wooden box, and those present, realizing that he is no longer good for anything, cremate him in an oven. Why, even worse things can happen: a fellow will have just decided to make a trip to Kislovodsk,”—here the foreigner narrowed his eyes at Berlioz, “a trivial matter, it would seem, but he can’t even accomplish that because for some unknown reason he goes and slips and falls under a streetcar! Would you really say that that’s an example of his control over himself? Wouldn’t it be more correct to say that someone other than himself is in control?”—and at this point the stranger laughed a strange sort of laugh.

Berlioz listened with rapt attention to the unpleasant story about cancer and the streetcar, and uneasy thoughts began to trouble him. “He’s no foreigner . . . he’s no foreigner . . .” he thought, “He’s a real oddball . . . but who exactly is he?”

“You’d like a smoke, wouldn’t you?” said the stranger unexpectedly turning to Bezdomny. “Which brand do you prefer?”

“You have assorted brands, is that it?” glumly inquired the poet, who had run out of cigarettes.

“Which do you prefer?” repeated the stranger.

“Well, how about ‘Our Brand,’” was Bezdomny’s sneering reply.

The stranger immediately pulled a cigarette case out of his pocket and offered it to Bezdomny: “‘Our Brand.’”

Both the editor and the poet were astonished not so much by the fact that the case did contain “Our Brand,” but, rather, by the cigarette case itself. It was enormous, made of pure gold, and as it was being opened, the blue and white fire of a diamond triangle sparkled on its cover.

The writers had different thoughts at this point. Berlioz thought, “No, he’s definitely a foreigner!” and Bezdomny thought, “Oh, to hell with him!”

Both the poet and the owner of the cigarette case lit up, but Berlioz, a non-smoker, declined.

“That’s how I’ll refute his argument,” decided Berlioz, “Yes, of course man is mortal, no one would deny that. But the point is that . . .”

But before he could utter these words, the foreigner went on to say, “Yes, man is mortal, but that isn’t so bad. What’s bad is that sometimes he’s unexpectedly mortal, that’s the rub! And, in general, he can’t even say in the morning what he’ll be doing that very same night.”

“What an absurd way of posing the question . . .” thought Berlioz and retorted, “Well, that’s a bit of an exaggeration. I know more or less precisely what I’ll be doing this evening. It goes without saying, of course, that if a brick were to fall on my head on Bronnaya Street . . .”

“The brick is neither here nor there,” interrupted the stranger in an imposing fashion, “it never merely falls on someone’s head from out of nowhere. In your case, I can assure you that a brick poses no threat whatsoever. You will die another kind of death.”

“And you know just what that will be?” queried Berlioz with perfectly understandable irony, letting himself be drawn into a truly absurd conversation. “And you’ll tell me what that is?”

“Gladly,” replied the stranger. He took Berlioz’s measure as if intending to make him a suit and muttered something through his teeth that sounded like, “One, two . . . Mercury in the Second House . . . the moon has set . . . six—misfortune . . . evening—seven . . .” Then he announced loudly and joyously, “Your head will be cut off!”

Bezdomny glared fiercely and malevolently at the impertinent stranger, and Berlioz asked, with a crooked smile on his face, “By whom, namely? Enemies? Interventionists?”

“No,” replied his interlocutor, “by a Russian woman, a member of the Komsomol.”

“Hmmm . . .” grunted Berlioz, irritated by the stranger’s little joke, “Well, excuse me, but that’s highly unlikely.”

“No, please excuse me,” replied the foreigner, “but that’s how it is. By the way, I wanted to ask you, what will you be doing this evening, if it’s not a secret?”

“It’s not. First I’m going home to my place on Sadovaya and then at ten there’s a meeting at MASSOLIT which I’ll be chairing.”

“No, that can’t be,” firmly protested the foreigner.

“And why is that?”

“Because,” replied the foreigner, narrowing his eyes and looking up at the sky where the blackbirds were circling noiselessly in anticipation of the evening coolness, “Annushka has already bought the sunflower oil and not just bought it, but spilled it as well. So the meeting won’t take place.”

At this point, as one might expect, silence fell under the lindens.

“Excuse me,” resumed Berlioz after a pause, looking at the nonsense-spouting foreigner, “but what’s sunflower oil got to do with it . . . and who is this Annushka?”

“Here’s what the sunflower oil has to do with it,” interjected Bezdomny suddenly, evidently deciding to declare war on their uninvited interlocutor. “You haven’t by any chance spent some time in a mental hospital, have you?”

“Ivan!” softly exclaimed Mikhail Alexandrovich.

But the foreigner was not the least bit insulted and he burst out with a hearty laugh.

“I have indeed, I have indeed, and more than once!” he exclaimed, laughing, his unsmiling eye still focused on the poet. “And where haven’t I been! I’m only sorry I never managed to ask the professor what schizophrenia is. So you’ll have to ask him yourself, Ivan Nikolayevich!”

“How do you know my name?”

“Goodness, Ivan Nikolayevich, who doesn’t know you?” At which point the foreigner pulled the previous day’s Literary Gazette out of his pocket, and Ivan Nikolayevich saw a picture of himself on the front page and underneath it some of his poems. But the evidence of his fame and popularity which had so delighted the poet the day before now gave him no pleasure whatsoever.

“Excuse me,” he said and his face darkened, “but could you wait a minute? I’d like to have a word with my colleague.”

“Oh, by all means!” exclaimed the stranger. “It’s so pleasant here under the lindens, and besides I’m in no hurry to go anywhere.”

“Look here, Misha,” whispered the poet after taking Berlioz aside, “he isn’t a tourist at all, but a spy. He’s a Russian emigré who’s managed to get back here. Ask to see his papers or he’ll get away.”

“You really think so?” whispered Berlioz anxiously, thinking to himself, “He’s probably right . . .”

“Mark my words,” hissed the poet in his ear, “he’s playing the fool in order to pump us for information. You heard how well he speaks Russian,” said the poet, looking at the stranger out of the corner of his eye to make sure he did not run off. “C’mon, let’s grab him or he’ll get away.”

The poet took Berlioz by the arm and led him over to the bench.

The stranger was no longer seated on the bench, but was standing near it, holding a small booklet bound in dark gray, a thick envelope made of good quality paper, and a visiting card.

“Excuse me,” he said with importance, looking intently at the two men of letters, “but in the heat of our discussion I neglected to introduce myself. Here is my card, my passport, and my invitation to come to Moscow as a consultant.”

They became embarrassed. “Damn, he’s heard everything,” thought Berlioz, and he made a polite gesture to show that a presentation of papers was not necessary. When the foreigner thrust them at the editor, the poet managed to make out the word “Professor” written on the card in foreign letters and also the first letter of his surname—the double V, a “W.”

Meanwhile the editor mumbled an embarrassed “I’m very pleased to meet you,” and the foreigner shoved the documents into his pocket.

Thus relations between them were restored, and all three again sat down on the bench.

“So, you’ve been invited here as a consultant, Professor?” asked Berlioz.

“Yes, that’s right.”

“Are you a German?” queried Bezdomny.

“Who, me?” replied the professor and suddenly grew pensive. “Yes, I suppose I’m a German,” he said.

“Your Russian is first-rate,” observed Bezdomny.

“Oh, in general I’m a polyglot and know a great many languages,” answered the professor.

“And what is your field?” inquired Berlioz.

“I’m a specialist in black magic.”

“Well I’ll be . . .” flashed through Mikhail Alexandrovich’s head.

“And . . . and is it in that capacity that you’ve been invited here?” stammered Berlioz.

“Yes, it is,” affirmed the professor, and he went on to explain, “Some authentic manuscripts of the tenth century master of black magic, Gerbert of Aurillac, have been discovered here in your State Library. And I’ve been asked to examine them. I’m the only person in the whole world who’s qualified to do so.”

“Ah! So you’re a historian then?” asked Berlioz with great respect and relief.

“Yes, I’m a historian,” confirmed the scholar and added, apropos of nothing, “This evening some interesting history will take place at Patriarch’s Ponds.”

And again both the editor and the poet were completely dumbfounded. The professor motioned to both of them to come closer, and when they had, he whispered, “Keep in mind that Jesus did exist.”

“You know, Professor,” answered Berlioz with a forced smile, “we respect your great knowledge, but we happen to have a different point of view regarding that issue.”

“No points of view are necessary,” replied the strange professor. “He simply existed, and that’s all there is to it.”

“But surely some proof is required” began Berlioz.

“No, no proof is required,” answered the professor. He began to speak softly and as he did, his accent somehow disappeared. “It’s all very simple: Early in the morning on the fourteenth day of the spring month of Nisan, wearing a white cloak with a blood-red lining, and shuffling with his cavalryman’s gait . . .”



   
II
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Pontius Pilate

EARLY in the morning on the fourteenth day of the spring month of Nisan, wearing a white cloak with a blood-red lining, and shuffling with his cavalryman’s gait into the roofed colonnade that connected the two wings of the palace of Herod the Great, walked the procurator of Judea, Pontius Pilate.

More than anything in the world the procurator loathed the smell of rose oil, and everything now pointed to a bad day, since that smell had been pursuing him since dawn. It seemed to the procurator that the palms and cypresses in the garden were emitting a rose scent and that even the smell of leather gear and sweat coming from the escort contained a hellish trace of roses. From the outbuildings at the rear of the palace, the quarters of the first cohort of the Twelfth Lightning Legion, which had accompanied the procurator to Yershalaim, smoke was drifting across the upper terrace of the garden into the colonnade, and this acrid smoke, which signaled that the centuries’ cooks had begun to prepare dinner, contained an admixture of that same oily rose scent.

“O gods, gods, why are you punishing me?. . . Yes, there’s no doubt about it, it’s back again, that horrible, relentless affliction . . . the hemicrania that shoots pain through half my head . . . there’s no remedy for it, no relief . . . I’ll try not to move my head . . .”

An armchair had been set out for him on the mosaic floor near the fountain, and the procurator sat down in it and without looking at anyone, put his hand out sideways. His secretary respectfully handed him a piece of parchment. Unable to hold back a grimace of pain, the procurator gave a fleeting sidelong glance at what was written on the parchment, handed it back to the secretary, and said with difficulty, “The accused is from Galilee? Was the case sent to the tetrarch?”

“Yes, Procurator,” replied the secretary.

“And what did he do?”

“He refused to give a judgment in the case and sent the death sentence pronounced by the Sinedrion to you for confirmation,” explained the secretary.

The procurator’s cheek twitched, and he said quietly, “Bring in the accused.”

Two legionaries immediately left the garden terrace, proceeded through the colonnade and came out onto the balcony, escorting a man of about twenty-seven whom they stood before the procurator’s chair. The man was dressed in a light-blue chiton that was old and torn. He had a white bandage on his head that was held in place by a leather thong tied around his forehead, and his hands were tied behind his back. There was a large bruise under the man’s left eye, and a cut with dried blood on it in the corner of his mouth. The prisoner looked with anxious curiosity at the procurator.

The procurator was silent for a moment, then he said quietly in Aramaic, “So it was you who incited the people to destroy the temple of Yershalaim?”

The procurator sat stonelike, moving his lips only slightly as he spoke. The procurator was stonelike because he was afraid to move his head, which was seared by hellish pain.

The man whose hands were bound took a few steps forward and began to speak, “My good man! Believe me . . .”

But the procurator, perfectly still as before and without raising his voice, interrupted him on the spot, “Is it me you are calling a good man? You are mistaken. Word has it in Yershalaim that I am a savage monster, and that is absolutely true.” In the same monotone, he added, “Bring centurion Ratkiller to me.”

It seemed to everyone that it became dark on the balcony when Mark the centurion, nicknamed Ratkiller, who commanded the first century, came and stood before the procurator. Ratkiller was a head taller than the tallest soldier in the legion and so broad in the shoulders that he blocked out the sun which was still low in the sky.

The procurator addressed the centurion in Latin, “The criminal calls me ‘good man.’ Take him away for a moment and explain to him how he should address me. But don’t maim him.”

Everyone except the motionless procurator stared at Mark Ratkiller as he gestured to the prisoner to follow him.

Because of his height, Ratkiller was usually stared at by everyone wherever he went, and those seeing him for the first time also stared because of his disfigured face: his nose had once been smashed by a German club.

Mark’s heavy boots stamped on the mosaic, the bound man followed him out noiselessly, complete silence ensued in the colonnade, and one could hear the doves cooing on the garden terrace by the balcony and the water in the fountain singing a pleasant and intricate tune.

The procurator felt the urge to get up, put his temple under the water, and freeze in that position. But he knew that even that would not help him.

After leading the prisoner through the colonnade and out into the garden, Ratkiller took a whip from the hands of a legionary standing at the foot of a bronze statue and struck the prisoner a mild blow across the shoulders. The centurion’s stroke was casual and light, but the bound man sank to the ground instantly as if his legs had been knocked out from under him. He gasped for breath, the color left his face, and his eyes glazed over.

With just his left hand Mark lifted the fallen man into the air lightly as if he were an empty sack, stood him on his feet, and began speaking in a nasal voice, mispronouncing the Aramaic words, “Address the Roman procurator as Hegemon. Do not use other words. Stand at attention. Have you understood me or do I have to hit you again?”

The prisoner swayed on his feet but got control of himself. His color returned, he caught his breath and answered hoarsely, “I understand you
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