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About the Book

A rich, successful Moscow professor befriends a stray dog and attempts a scientific first by transplanting into it the testicles and pituitary gland of a recently deceased man. A distinctly worryingly human animal is now on the loose, and the professor’s hitherto respectable life becomes a nightmare beyond endurance. An absurd and superbly comic story, this classic novel can also be read as a fierce parable of the Russian Revolution.


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 In 1925 he completed the satirical novel The Heart of a Dog, which remained unpublished in the Soviet Union until 1987.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.
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Introduction

Bulgakov only got lucky as a writer after his death. His was an unstable life, full of tightly shut doors. His attempts to avoid fighting in the civil war of 1918 to 1920 failed. The war always caught up with him. He was conscripted as a doctor for the army of the temporarily independent Ukrainian Republic. When he ran away to the Caucasus he was mobilized as a doctor for the White Guard and by the end of the civil war he was in the Red Army. Eventually he decided that his only choice was to somehow muddle through in the new Soviet reality. His resolve was weak and his attempt to assimilate unsuccessful. While in the Caucasus, Bulgakov had planned to emigrate from the war-torn country. His failure to carry out that plan must have cast a dark shadow over his vision of the future.

In 1921 Bulgakov was living in Moscow and writing reports, satirical articles and reviews for several publications including the proletarian newspapers Gudok and Rabotchiy (The Worker). Through his articles he learned to laugh at the young Soviet country without arousing anyone’s ire. Censorship was in its infancy and barely active and in one newspaper alone, over the course of a few years, he was able to publish around 120 satirical pieces and commentaries. But this genre was too restricting for Bulgakov. He wanted to go deeper, broader. He had seen so much during the years of revolution and civil war, experienced so much, understood so much! From 1923 to 1924 he wrote The White Guard, a collection of stories, Diaboliad, and the novella The Fatal Eggs. His first book was published and noted by both readers and critics.

Then in 1925 he wrote The Heart of a Dog naively imagining that he would be able to publish this work too. But by 1925 censorship was maturing and so was the NKVD. Writers were now being watched, their conversations noted down. Writers with bourgeois backgrounds were, of course, the NKVD’s first concern and Bulgakov certainly fell into that category. His father had been a lecturer at the Kiev Theological Academy and his mother a teacher at the aristocratic preparatory school. The long arms of the secret police would reach proletarian writers only later.

The manuscript of The Heart of a Dog had not reached the publisher when Bulgakov’s flat was searched and the manuscript confiscated. It would not be published until 1968, 28 years after the writer’s death. From the moment of that first search, Bulgakov’s life changed radically. He was trashed in the Soviet press. During his lifetime, not one more of his books would be published. He tried to earn a living by writing stage plays. Some were produced, but many were not. Bulgakov and his wife often went hungry, with no means to buy food. Bulgakov wrote to Maxim Gorky and members of the Politburo, asking them to arrange some employment for him or let him go and live abroad.

Eventually Bulgakov wrote to Stalin himself asking for any kind of work at all, even as an assistant to a theatre director. And here the mystical quality of Bulgakov’s work seems to transfer into the writer’s own reality. A few days later, he received a phone call from Joseph Stalin himself. Stalin enquired as to how things were going for the writer. Bulgakov listed all his complaints and asked for help to find work. Stalin himself arranged to get Bulgakov a job as an assistant director at the Maly Teatr.

The strange relationship between Stalin and Bulgakov has always fascinated me. Stalin read and publicly criticised Bulgakov’s prose and plays and yet he never sought his physical destruction. Bulgakov was never denounced as an ‘enemy of the people’. He was never arrested and sent to a concentration camp. One of Bulgakov’s last plays, Batum, was about Stalin’s revolutionary activities as a young man. Stalin personally banned the play, declaring that Bulgakov was trying to win him over. If rumour is to be believed then Stalin had actually taken offence at Bulgakov’s portrayal of him as too gentle and kind.

From 1928 until the very end of his life, Bulgakov wrote and rewrote his most famous novel, The Master and Margarita. He never did finish rewriting it. The Heart of a Dog, on the other hand, has reached us as a finished work and, in this wonderfully angry novel, we see the Soviet Union of the 1920s, led by illiterate cooks and caretakers. We also glimpse the remains of pre-revolutionary Russia, for which the writer clearly felt a great sense of loss. Here too we see Bulgakov himself: the doctor-writer examining the country as he might examine a very sick and dangerous patient. The physician’s gaze is stern, yet a little misty, as the one-time morphine addict adorns reality with his vivid imagination.

Andrey Kurkov, 2009 


Epilogue

One night, exactly ten days to the day after the struggle in Professor Preobrazhensky’s consulting-room in his flat on Obukhov Street, there was a sharp ring of the doorbell.

‘Criminal police. Open up, please.’

Footsteps approached, people knocked and entered until a considerable crowd filled the brightly-lit waiting-room with its newly-glazed cabinet. There were two in police uniform, one in a black overcoat and carrying a brief-case; there was chairman Shvonder, pale and gloating, and the youth who had turned out to be a woman; there was Fyodor the porter, Zina, Darya Petrovna and Bormenthal, half dressed and embarrassed as he tried to cover up his tieless neck.

The door from the study opened to admit Philip Philipovich. He appeared in his familiar blue dressing gown and everybody could tell at once that over the past week Philip Philipovich had begun to look very much better. The old Philip Philipovich, masterful, energetic and dignified, now faced his nocturnal visitors and apologised for appearing in his dressing gown.

‘It doesn’t matter, professor,’ said the man in civilian clothes, in great embarrassment. He faltered and then said: ‘I’m sorry to say we have a warrant to search your flat and’ – the men stared uneasily at Philip Philipovich’s moustaches and ended: ‘to arrest you, depending on the results of our search.’

Philip Philipovich frowned and asked:

‘What, may I ask, is the charge, and who is being charged?’

The man scratched his cheek and began reading from a piece of paper from his briefcase.

‘Preobrazhensky, Bormenthal, Zinaida Bunina and Darya Ivanova are charged with the murder of Poligraph Poligraphovich Sharikov, sub-department controller, City of Moscow Cleansing Department.’

The end of his speech was drowned by Zina’s sobs. There was general movement.

‘I don’t understand,’ replied Philip Philipovich with a regal shrug. ‘Who is this Sharikov? Oh, of course, you mean my dog . . . the one I operated on?’

‘I’m sorry, professor, not a dog. This happened when he was a man. That’s the trouble.’

‘Because he talked?’ asked Philip Philipovich. ‘That doesn’t mean he was a man. Anyhow, it’s irrelevant. Sharik is alive at this moment and no one has killed him.’

‘Really, professor?’ said the man in black, deeply astonished, and raised his eyebrows. ‘In that case you must produce him. It’s ten days now since he disappeared and the evidence, if you’ll forgive my saying so, is most disquieting.’

‘Doctor Bormenthal, will you please produce Sharik for the detective,’ ordered Philip Philipovich, pocketing the charge-sheet. Bormenthal went out, smiling enigmatically.

As he returned he gave a whistle and from the door into the study appeared a dog of the most extraordinary appearance. In patches he was bald, while in other patches his coat had grown. He entered like a trained circus dog walking on his hind legs, then dropped on to all fours and looked round. The waiting-room froze into a sepulchral silence as tangible as jelly. The nightmarish-looking dog with the crimson scar on the forehead stood up again on his hind legs, grinned and sat down in an armchair.

The second policeman suddenly crossed himself with a sweeping gesture and in stepping back knocked Zina’s legs from under her.

The man in black, his mouth still wide open, said:

‘What’s been going on? . . . He worked in the City Cleansing Department . . .’

‘I didn’t send him there,’ answered Philip Philipovich. ‘He was recommended for the job by Mr Shvonder, if I’m not mistaken.’

‘I don’t get it,’ said the man in black, obviously confused, and turned to the first policeman. ‘Is that him?’

‘Yes,’ whispered the policeman, ‘it’s him all right.’

‘That’s him,’ came Fyodor’s voice, ‘except the little devil’s got a bit fatter.’

‘But he talked . . .’ the man in black giggled nervously.

‘And he still talks, though less and less, so if you want to hear him talk now’s the time, before he stops altogether.’

‘But why?’ asked the man in black quietly.

Philip Philipovich shrugged his shoulders.

‘Science has not yet found the means of turning animals into people. I tried, but unsuccessfully, as you can see. He talked and then he began to revert back to his primitive state. Atavism.’

‘Don’t swear at me,’ the dog suddenly barked from his chair and stood up.

The man in black turned instantly pale, dropped his briefcase and began to fall sideways. A policeman caught him on one side and Fyodor supported him from behind. There was a sudden turmoil, clearly pierced by three sentences:

Philip Philipovich: ‘Give him valerian. He’s fainted.’

Doctor Bormenthal: ‘I shall personally throw Shvonder downstairs if he ever appears in Professor Preobrazhensky’s flat again.’

And Shvonder said: ‘Please enter that remark in the report.’

The grey accordion-shaped radiators hissed gently. The blinds shut out the thick Prechistenka Street night sky with its lone star. The great, the powerful benefactor of dogs sat in his chair while Sharik lay stretched out on the carpet beside the leather couch. In the mornings the March fog made the dog’s head ache, especially around the circular scar on his skull, but by evening the warmth banished the pain. Now it was easing all the time and warm, comfortable thoughts flowed through the dog’s mind.

I’ve been very, very lucky, he thought sleepily. Incredibly lucky. I’m really settled in this flat. Though I’m not so sure now about my pedigree. Not a drop of labrador blood. She was just a tart, my old grandmother, God rest her soul. Certainly they cut my head around a bit, but who cares. None of my business, really.

From the distance came a tinkle of glass. Bormenthal was tidying the shelves of the cabinet in the consulting-room.

The grey-haired magician sat and hummed: ‘“ . . . to the banks of the sacred Nile . . .”’

That evening the dog saw terrible things. He saw the great man plunge his slippery, rubber-gloved hands into a jar to fish out a brain; then relentlessly, persistently the great man pursued his search. Slicing, examining, he frowned and sang:

‘“To the banks of the sacred Nile . . .”’


THE HISTORY OF VINTAGE

The famous American publisher Alfred A. Knopf (1892–1984) founded Vintage Books in the United States in 1954 as a paperback home for the authors published by his company. Vintage was launched in the United Kingdom in 1990 and works independently from the American imprint although both are part of the international publishing group, Random House.

 

Vintage in the United Kingdom was initially created to publish paperback editions of books acquired by the prestigious hardback imprints in the Random House Group such as Jonathan Cape, Chatto & Windus, Hutchinson and later William Heinemann, Secker & Warburg and The Harvill Press. There are many Booker and Nobel Prize-winning authors on the Vintage list and the imprint publishes a huge variety of fiction and non-fiction. Over the years Vintage has expanded and the list now includes great authors of the past – who are published under the Vintage Classics imprint – as well as many of the most influential authors of the present.

 

For a full list of the books Vintage publishes, please visit our website www.vintage-books.co.uk

 

For book details and other information about the classic authors we publish, please visit the Vintage Classics website www.vintage-classics.info
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