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Abstract 

The WheViV, ³ManXVcUipWV Don¶W BXUn: SoYieW NoYeliVWV, WeVWeUn ReadeUV, and Whe SWUXggle 

for BXlgakoY¶V The MaVWeU and MaUgaUiWa,´ aUgXeV WhaW Mikhail BXlgakoY¶V final noYel, The 

Master and Margarita, depicts the moral failures and abuses by Joseph Stalin and the Soviet 

government in the early 20th century in greater detail than initially believed. The thesis also argues 

that The Master and Margarita can be read not only as a period piece commentary but 

autobiographical to a significant degree, recapitulating myriad events both witnessed by and 

inflicted on Mikhail Bulgakov.  

To understand why a book shrouded in mysticism and the fantastic would be withheld for 

the public for multiple decades, observers must look back to the Soviet system of censorship and 

BXlgakoY¶V e[peUience ZiWh iW. BXlgakoY, WhUoXgh XnXVXal ZoUking UelaWionVhipV ZiWh officialV, 

including Stalin, and an inability to succumb to pressures by the government to cease writing, 

injecWed hiV final noYel ZiWh WhemeV miUUoUing Vome of Whe moVW difficXlW momenWV in Whe aXWhoU¶V 

life.  

The thesis also takes a look at a selected number of BXlgakoY¶V eaUlieU ZoUkV Wo 

demonstrate how his dealings with the Soviet government and artistic censorship committees 

alternated between positive and negative²and how he provoked the powers that be when relations 

soured.  

Finally, this thesis, using The Master and Margarita as the case study, analyzes the 

acceVVibiliW\, UecepWion, and hiVWoUical legac\ of BXlgakoY¶V ZoUk Wo e[plain ZhaW leVVonV ZeUe 

learned in the Western world about Soviet literature and society and how these processes evolved 

through dramatic changes²and an eventual collapse of the system of government. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

³If liWeUaWXUe can be conVideUed an acW of Whe moUal imaginaWion and an agenW of Vocial and 

poliWical healWh, if Whe Ueal WUXWh aboXW an eUa can be foXnd in iWV aUW,´ one obVeUYeU noWeV, ³When 

BXlgakoY¶V [The Master and Margarita] gives us a dark view of hiV Wime and place´ (PUoffeU 530). 

BXlgakoY¶V pièce de résistance, filled with humor, irony, and the bizarre, is nowadays an especially 

comforting book to pick up and read. When life, to paraphrase from the Talking Heads, stops 

making sense, there is solace in delving into a work that portrays a world invariably more obscure. 

The Master and Margarita exemplifies this sentiment. But to Mikhail Bulgakov, the Moscow of 

his time looked more analogous to the Moscow of the book than a 21st century Western reader 

could fully understand. There are a multitude of different reasons why, and it is my aim in this 

report to give but just a few examples. 

My first encounter with The Master and Margarita was through a popular YouTube video 

explaining why the book was worth reading. The channel laXded Whe noYel aV ³a genUe-defying 

blend of poliWical VaWiUe and occXlW m\VWiciVm aboXW a YiViW fUom Whe DeYil.´1 Instantly, I was 

hooked. From there, I entered the deep wormhole of reading about the life of Mikhail Bulgakov; 

it was a series of twists-and-turns, dodging persecution by both the government and society while 

fighting to see to it that his works be published and performed. Bulgakov, much like the two writers 

in this novel, was persistent and unwavering in his fights for artistic freedom.  

In The Master and Margarita, the two writers²one of whom, years prior, worked on a 

book about the persecution of Pontius Pilate²come into contact with the Devil and his band of 

whimsical henchmen; two lost-lovers reunite; Moscow erupts into chaos; and people inexplicably 

 
1 TED-Ed. ³Wh\ VhoXld \oX Uead µThe MaVWeU and MaUgaUiWa¶? - Ale[ GendleU.´ Online Yideo clip. YouTube. 30 May 
2019. 
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vanish. In the end, the Devil leaves a trail of irreparable destruction behind; it is up to the survivors 

to forge a new path. In a word, hell breaks loose. This is to say, the book is unlike any other²

especially one from the same era in Russia or the Soviet Union that the author was born in. The 

novel blends deep theological research with political satire, encyclopedic fiction, and magical 

realism in a way parallel to none.  

Famed²notorious? infamous?²magic realist novelist Salman Rushdie once declared: 

³AUW iV noW enWeUWainmenW. AW iWV YeU\ beVW, iW¶V a UeYolXWion.´ In hiV 1989 noYel The Satanic Verses, 

Rushdie borrowed from various themes in Master and even went as far as to liken his disposition²

the recipient of a fatwa decUeed b\ IUan¶V A\aWollah RXhollah Khomeini²to that of Bulgakov. 

RXVdhie Vaid, ³The Master and Margarita and its author were persecuted by Soviet totalitarianism. 

It is extraordinary to find [The SaWaQic VeUVeV¶] life echoing WhaW of one of iWV gUeaWeVW modelV.´2 

Authors, among them some of the most notable in the 20th and 21st centuries, have molded an 

image of Bulgakov as a unique literary dissident, and he has served as inspiration for later writers 

to dare to speak out and not mince their words.  

A look into the eventful life of the author is an analysis of a figure all too familiar with the 

costs of defying one of the most powerful leaders in world history but, applying certain literary 

tools and exceptionally calculated verbiage, was able to make a life for more close to two decades 

as an openly controversial author and playwright. The Master and Margarita, the most openly 

hostile work against the Soviet government Bulgakov wrote, was, for decades, a work too risky 

for the state to allow the masses to consume. Even as censorship practices in the USSR differed 

throughout the decades and various leaders²and as Stalin in particular²came and went, 

publication was prohibited for years upon years.  

 
2 RXVhdie, Salman. ³In Good FaiWh.´  Newsweek. Feb. 12, 1990. p. 56. 
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By pure chance, it would seem, the manuscript Bulgakov wrote for this novel, the one that 

did not burn, was stumbled upon by an interested researcher, Abram Vulis. Because they were 

aware of the toll the artistic constraints had on the artiVW, iW Wook a long Wime foU BXlgakoY¶V loYed 

ones to allow its release to the public. But the years-long persistence of Vulis surmounted, and in 

1962, made the estate oblige. From there, the real challenge began: getting the book into the 

UeadeU¶V hand. That arduous process is explored in subsequent chapters.  

Finally, Mikhail Bulgakov and The Master and Margarita are interesting case studies in 

Soviet studies for two main reasons: firstly, the novel was not polemical in the sense that a book 

like The Gulag Archipelago was, detailing the horrors of the Stalinist regime in direct reference. 

Rather, in Master the characters and their misdeeds are at least veiled by the supernatural themes 

or hiding between the use of innuendo throughout the novel. Secondly, Mikhail Bulgakov, though 

denied emmigration status, never defied the orders and left the Soviet Union. He did not get 

approval to leave like Yevgeny Zamyatin and live out his days in Paris nor did he deceive a visa 

officer like Ayn Rand. Rather, Bulgakov was openly critical within the confines of the USSR²

and easily accessible, too. 

The inWended conVWUXcWion of WhiV WheViV iV Wo fiUVW deVcUibe BXlgakoY¶V eaUl\ life and lead-

up to his early theatrical works. From there, the look into Soviet censorship practices elucidates 

the system he was to work around if a career as a writer was what he was to pursue. Then, the look 

into the decade-or-Vo aV a pla\ZUighW eVWabliVheV BXlgakoY¶V defiance, peUViVWence, and pUacWice of 

writing about the happenings of him and his ciUcle. LaVWl\, a look inWo Whe eYolXWion of Whe noYel¶V 

perception and significance in the West seeks to explain how a very particular view of the USSR 

was framed through literature.   
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Chapter 2: A Portrait of the Young Artist 

Mikhail Afanasyevich Bulgakov was born May 3rd, 1891, in Kyiv (Kiev), then part of the 

Russian Empire.3 His mother Varvara Mikhailovna Bulgakova was a teacher in the town of 

Karachev, near the Ukrainian border. His father Afanasiy Bulgakov was a prominent writer and 

thinker in the Russian Orthodox Church as well as a state councilor, professor of divinity at the 

Kyiv Theological Academy, and translator of religious texts.4 The religious ties in the Bulgakov 

bloodline Uan deep, Woo: boWh of Mikhail¶V gUandpaUenWV ZeUe pUieVWV in Whe Russian Orthodox 

ChXUch. IW comeV aV liWWle VXUpUiVe, bXW Ueligion ZoXld go Wo pla\ VignificanW UoleV in BXlgakoY¶V 

work, and especially in The Master and Margarita. However, Bulgakov personally rejected belief 

in God VomeWime afWeU hiV faWheU¶V deaWh in 1907. 

OWheU aVpecWV, Woo, of hiV faWheU¶V life VWXck Wo BXlgakoY WhUoXghoXW hiV life, namel\ WhaW of 

pursuing a career as a writer. Bulgakov was long interested in the arts, though he would 

consistently find trouble within the various theatrical and literary circles following the completion 

of nearly each of his works. His passion for theater, in particular, is said to have stemmed from his 

childhood days when he wrote comedies for his siblings²of which there were six, and all 

younger²to perform around the house. Around age 11, in 1900, literature seeped into the young 

bo\¶V life: he joined Whe FiUVW KieY High School, geWWing inWUodXced Wo RXVVian and ZeVWeUn 

European literature and theater.5 For example, he became exceptionally familiar with the works of 

Nikolai Gogol, Fyodor Dostoevsky, and Charles Dickens. Gogol, in particular, would become a 

faYoUiWe of BXlgakoY, laWeU Wo be channeled in man\ of Whe aUWiVW¶V ZUiWingV²and elements of The 

 
3 AdjXVWed foU Whe SoYieW calendaU change in 1918, BXlgakoY¶V biUWhdaWe is now considered 15 May. 
4 His connection to religion served as the impetus for the creation of The Master and Margarita. Similarly, Varvara 
was cited as the inspiration for another important work of Bulgakov, The White Guard. 
5 The Gymnasium is the setting for various scenes in The White Guard and Days of the Turbins. 
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Master and Margarita replicated real-life actions of the novelist. Also at First Kiev, Bulgakov and 

his siblings acquired some language ability in French and German.6  

BXlgakoY¶V biogUapheUV aUe laUgel\ in agUeemenW WhaW Whe aXWhoU ZaV Vociall\ obVeUYanW 

fUom a \oXng age. One noWeV, ³BXlgakoY mXVW haYe been aZaUe WhaW Whe kind of life he was living 

through represented the end of an era in Russia, and that the kind of life he knew in his family was 

likel\ Voon Wo diVappeaU. He had been boUn inWo an age of WUanViWion´ (WUighW 7). In 1905, an 

ultimately abortive revolution altered the political landscape in Russia, though the rebels²many 

of whom were peasants²were ultimately squashed by the tsarist government. That said, some 

demands of the former were met, and it was clear change was coming for Russians. For instance, 

a new constitution was drafted in 1906 and a new chamber of government, the State Duma, was 

created and composed largely of Socialist revolutionaries. Still, little power was given to them and 

growing discontent with the Tsarist government of Nicholas II and the Romanov family became 

even more prominent in the country in the following years. 

In 1909, Bulgakov graduated from the Gymnasium and enrolled in a medical program at 

the Taras Shevchenko National University of Kyiv, receiving a medical degree in 1916. Soon 

thereafter he became a physician at the Kyiv Military Hospital, marking the beginning of his 

WXmXlWXoXV UelaWionVhip ZiWh Whe aUmed VeUYiceV. OWheU deWailV aboXW Whe aXWhoU¶V life in Whe \eaUV 

after enrolling in university are scarce, but it is known that Mikhail Bulgakov married Tatiana 

Nikolaevna Lappa on April 25th, 1913. To mark the celebration, Bulgakov wrote a play for his 

wife²in it, the family members of both individuals send their well-wishes and joke why the two 

should wed. Of the three marriages Bulgakov had throughout his life, the one with Lappa was the 

longest, spanning eleven years. 

 
6 Having learned German, it seems possible this is where Bulgakov was first introduced to the tale of Faust. 
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Lack of information on this marriage is, in part, due to the state global affairs at the time 

the two wedded. Just over a year after the two tied the knot Archduke Franz Ferdinand was 

assassinated in Sarajevo and the Great War in Europe erupted. In the later part of World War I, in 

1916, Bulgakov enlisted in the Imperial Russian Army as a soldier of the reserve of the second 

category, serving the roles of a military doctor. In battle, he sustained two injuries and was 

prescribed morphine, soon becoming addicted. In 1925, Bulgakov penned a semi-autobiographical 

VWoU\, ³MoUphine,´ Zhich deWailed a UXUal docWoU¶V VWUXggle ZiWh Whe medicaWion.  

BXlgakoY¶V Wime behind Whe fUonWV ZaV WoXched on in Whe noYella Notes of a Young Doctor, 

also completed in 1925. In addiWion Wo ³MoUphine,´ BXlgakoY, beWZeen 1925±1927, had completed 

a number of additional works, and they were published in the medical journal Meditsinskiy 

rabotnik: ³FiUVW BUeech´; ³SnoZVWoUm´; ³Eg\pWian DaUkneVV´; ³SWaUU\ RaVh´; ³ToZel ZiWh a 

RooVWeU´; ³The MiVVing E\e´; and ³I Killed.´7 These short stories shared numerous common 

WhemeV, moVW noWabl\ ³a naUUaWoU Zho iV all Woo hXman´ (WUighW 10), WhaW Ue-appeared in later 

works. Additionally, many of these works dealt with a doctor feeling constrained²similar to the 

writers suffering for their crafts in The Master and Margarita. 

The RXVVian geneUalV¶ pooU VWUaWeg\ dXUing Whe laWeU paUWV of WoUld WaU One onl\ fXUWheU 

fueled the flames of a Russia in disarray. A definitive moment in Russia was on the cusps of 

fruition: 1917. In February, Tsar Nicholas II was ousted and a Provincial Government was 

established in his place. However, several months later, in October, the Bolsheviks, spearheaded 

by Vladimir Lenin, ousted the Provincial Government in Petrograd, reshifting power and forming 

Whe SocialiVW SoYieW RepXblicV (USSR), Zhich encompaVVed RXVVia and moVW of BXlgakoY¶V naWiYe 

Ukraine. In addition to widespread social upheaval in the USSR, the generally tumultuous 

 
7 There was an additional short story that Bulgakov had written that was not published, but the title does not seem to 
be known. 
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experience Bulgakov had in Russia left him disheartened. Correspondence by Bulgakov from this 

period exemplifies the disillusionment felt by the author. For instance, in December 1917, he wrote 

a letter to his sister, Nadezhda. It read:  

Recently, on my trip to Moscow and Saratov, I was compelled to see with my own eyes 

what I would not like to see again. I saw gray crowds, whooping and swearing vilely, smashing the 

glass in trains, I saw them smashing people, I saw ruined and scorched houses in Moscow... obtuse 

and bestial faces. 

I saw crowds besieging the entrances of seized and shut banks, hungry lines by shops, I 

saw hunted and pitiful officers, I saw the pages of newspapers, where they write about just one 

thing: about blood that is flowing in the south and in the west and in the east. I saw everything with 

my own eyes and understood once and for all what had happened.8 

 

Despite the 1918 Treaty of Versailles that ended the war, Bulgakov went on to see more 

battle: in 1919, the Ukrainian War of Independence was in full swing and he became a physician 

foU Whe UkUainian People¶V AUm\ (UPA), a foUce compoVed pUedominanWl\ of YolXnWeeUV. DXUing 

this time, Mikahil was stationed in the Northern Caucasus, essentially the dividing line between 

Russia and Europe/Eurasia. At some point during his time there Bulgakov contracted typhus and 

had genuine fears of an early death. He soon regained his strength and was promptly offered 

positions working in medical posts in both France and Germany to help aVViVW Whe naWionV¶ ciWi]enV. 

Bulgakov was keen on accepting these roles, but his still weakened state ultimately prohibited him 

from making the move, or so the Soviet government said in their refusal to grant him emigration 

 
8 Haber, Edythe C. Mikhail Bulgakov: The Early Years. Harvard Univ. Press, 1998. pp. 22-3. 
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status. This appears to have been Whe fiUVW Wime BXlgakoY VoXghW peUmiVVion Wo leaYe Whe USSR¶V 

borders, but it was certainly not the last. His stint in the UPA was short-lived: Bulgakov stepped 

down from his position at some later point in 1919 to begin a more serious commitment to the 

written word. Decommissioned, one of his first post-military positions was as a writer for the 

satirical publication Gudok, which²as seems to be a trend with Bulgakov and his lived 

experiences²was later recounted in a short story.9  

At some point in 1921, Bulgakov made the move to Moscow with Lappa after struggling 

to find work in either Batum, Pyatigorsk, Tiflis, or Vladikavkaz. He was determined to reside in 

the big city for the long haul. His time in Moscow was made easier by his appointment to 

Glavpolitprosvet as a secretary to the literary committee. In addition, he was still making ends 

meet with his position at Gudok and as a fiction writer for Krasnaia Panorama, among others. 

Works were being rapidly pumped out by Bulgakov as he honed his writing skills. Comfortably 

settled in Moscow, things appeared smooth sailing for the artist, but his romantic life suffered, 

ending in a divorce from Lappa in 1924. He soon thereafter wedded Liubov Belozerskaya.10 

It is around this time that Bulgakov first came in contact with the censors that would pester 

and interfere with him and his writings for the rest of his life²and they would become central 

components of the works themselves. His defining texts dealt with the new realities he found 

himself in with the heavy-handed repressors constantly on his trail. To get a clearer picture of how 

The Master and Margarita came Wo be, Ze need Wo XndeUVWand aVpecWV of BXlgakoY¶V UelaWionV ZiWh 

government officials around this time and see how texts were handled prior to their publications. 

I shift my attention to the basic parameters of censorship in the Soviet Union.  

 
9 Bulgakov, Mikhail. Remembering Gudok, http://www.sovlit.net/gudok/. 
10 The second marriage seems to have taken place the same year, 1924. 
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Chapter 3: Soviet Censorship 

It is a trying task to explain to modern, Western readers the exceptionally robust process 

of Soviet censorship in the first half of the 20th century; it was an arduous process for a work to 

ultimately be published, and much was done to works before printing even began. Under the reign 

of Joseph Stalin especially, beginning in 1924, censorship played an active role in the reflection 

of SoYieW policieV and Vocial condiWionV. MoUeoYeU, folloZing SWalin¶V deaWh in 1953, Whe V\VWem I 

describe did not categorically disappear. Nor was that even the case in 1991, when the Soviet 

Union collapsed. Limiting the publishing of art, opinions, and information is, to some extent, a 

pUominenW aVpecW of VladimiU PXWin¶V RXVVia in Whe 21VW cenWXU\. 

Mikhail BXlgakoY¶V magnum opus, The Master and Margarita, was banned in the Soviet 

Union for more than four decades following its completion before uncensored editions of his work 

posthumously began to fill the bookshelves and streets, from Moscow to Odessa and Minsk, 

around 1966±1967. The wholly unabridged text was not fully available to Soviet readers on a wide 

scale until 1973. Soon after, it was so popular that public readings were swiftly performed across 

the USSR. But even as the early installments began to appear in periodicals in the late 1960s and 

early 1970s, the reaction among Soviets was less than jubilant: many did not know what to make 

of WhiV piece of magic UealiVm and iWV obVcXUe UefeUenceV Wo Whe VWoUieV of NeZ TeVWamenW¶V PonWiXV 

Pilate in Jerusalem and its channeling of GoeWhe¶V Faust.11 ³IW ZaV a YeU\ XniTXe VW\le, fanWaV\,´ 

m\ langXage WXWoU UecallV Zhen aVked aboXW Whe book, adding, ³YeU\ aW\pical foU VoYieW ZUiWeUV.´ 

Bulgakov borrowed from these different tales, as well as others, including preceding Russian plays 

and novellas, to comment on the world around him. The Master and Margarita is imbued with 

 
11 This is not to say the Soviet audience as a whole was oblivious to the references Bulgakov penned. In fact, the 
Soviet Union was once home to the largest diaspora of Jews²many of whom were educated and likely aware of the 
story of Pontius Pilate.  
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especially niche allusions and historical references²and eYen VWill iW ZaV hidden fUom Whe UeadeU¶V 

eye for decades.  

It is not an overstatement to suggest that, had it not been for a seemingly accidental 

posthumous discovery by Vulis of the completed draft, the story would not have been released for 

many additional years²and perhaps not at all. And without that joyous accident we would be all 

the worse off, left oblivious to the mesmerizing story that Master is. The Master and Margarita 

can make the reader amused, confused, sad, or laugh hysterically, and it has much to teach us about 

what life can sometimes feel like when nothing seems to be in order. Most importantly, Master 

uniquely situates itself in literary history, and especially among Russian and Soviet texts, an oddity 

unlike any of its predecessors and essentially all of its successors. 

 

The Russian Works 

One UeaVon BXlgakoY¶V noYel iV Vo XniTXe iV WhaW iW ³contrasted with human pettiness as 

foXnd Vpecificall\ in Whe RXVVian VocieW\ of BXlgakoY¶V oZn da\´ (WUighW 273). ThaW iV, BXlgakoY 

wrote about a citizenry that, bar the ruling elite, looked very little like his real-life  neighbors in 

Moscow. The Master and Margarita distances itself from the moralistic traditions of Chekhov or 

Turgenev, its pages filled to the brim with fantastical characters who wield mythical black magic 

powers. It is, in short, a zany story. Additionally, the story portrays the demise of society as 

opposed solely to the possible betterment of the self that was a prominent theme in many earlier 

Russian works. Master iV moUe of a ZaUning on bad goYeUnmenW, mXch like OUZell¶V 1984, than a 

look into the depth of mankind. However, one thing the novel does share with some of the 

predominant Russian tales, especially found in works by Gogol and Dostoevsky, is a satirical 

tradition. In a word, it is a trying task to attach The Master and Margarita too closely to earlier 
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Russian²and subsequent²classics. But needless to say, Master is now widely considered to be 

among the greats, situated alongside some of the other more well-known works from the region. 

As different as some of the 20th century themes Bulgakov wrote about compared to Gogol 

and Dostovesky, there are similar attributes that resonate throughout The Master and Margarita. 

Gogol, in paUWicXlaU, eYoked Whe obVcXUe in a nXmbeU of hiV ZoUkV, moVW noWabl\ ³The NoVe,´ in 

which the Collegiate Assessor Kovalev arises one morning to discover his nose has been 

dislocated. Magically, the body part soon reappears, and Kovalev goes on with his life as if nothing 

out of the ordinary had occurred. The supernatural interacts with the mundane, gradually coming 

and going, and everyone seems at least somewhat willing to go along with it. Thoroughly satirical, 

³The NoVe´ endV on an oddl\ UeaVVXUing noWe: 

And yet, in spite of it all, though, of course, we may assume this and that and the 

oWheU, peUhapV eYen « And afWeU all, ZheUe aUen¶W WheUe incongUXiWieV?²But all the same, 

when you think about it, there really is something in all this. Whatever anyone says, such 

things happen in this word; rarely, but they do. 

  

Dostoevsky, too, was of profound influence on Bulgakov, spanning back to his early days 

aW Whe FiUVW KieY High School. In DoVWoeYVk\¶V gUeaWeVW ZoUkV, Whe angXiVh and deVpaiU of Whe 

human condition aUe emphaVi]ed. FoU e[ample, Whe ³GUand InTXiViWoU´ chapWeU in The Brothers 

Karamazov iV IYan KaUama]oY¶V VoliloTX\ Zeighing Whe e[iVWence of God, and he doeV e[iVW, 

whether he wields benevolent power. Much like The Master and Margarita, humanity and the 

longing foU fUeedom aUe diVcXVVed in ³The GUand InTXiViWoU,´ and eYen moUe VimilaUl\, iW iV alVo 

written with a great deal of ambiguity. As a New York Times aUWicle VXggeVWV, WhiV iV becaXVe ³Whe 

GUand InTXiViWoU´ ³offeUV no aXWhoUiWaWiYe anVZeU. IW VXggeVts that truth lies only in the dialogue, 
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open-ended, anguishing. It might be recommended reading for writers of party platforms, which 

tend toward self-UighWeoXV aXWhoUiWaWiYe pUonoXncemenWV on angXiVhing iVVXeV.´12  

Other writers whom Bulgakov was very likely influenced by include the fabulist Ivan 

Krylov, known for his keen sense of satire to touch on the social ailments in 19th century Russia, 

and hiV 20Wh cenWXU\ conWempoUaUieV like Daniil KhaUmV. FoU e[ample, in KU\loY¶V ³The CaW and 

Whe NighWingale,´ censorship is addressed, through satire, when the bird, lauded for its singing, is 

captured by a cat but is too afraid to perform. As for Kharms, like Bulgakov, some of his work 

was not published in his lifetime. Kharms was removed from society and placed in a psychiatric 

ward by the Stalinist government (an inspiration for the Master?) for his mental handicap. Often, 

Kharms delved into the brutality rampant in the USSR in his time and, like Bulgakov, used literary 

vagueness and sheer absurdity to address thingV he coXld noW foUWhUighWl\ Va\. In KhaUmV¶ ³The 

MeeWing,´ folloZing a bUief encoXnWeU ZiWh anoWheU pedeVWUian, Whe naUUaWoU noWeV, ³And WhaW¶V iW, 

moUe oU leVV.´ 

Moreover, the Russian literary critic Viktor Shklovskii wrote extensively on literary 

themes, some of which appear in The Master and Margarita, and most notably the idea of 

ostranenie (³eVWUangemenW´ oU ³defamiliaUi]aWion´). ThiV WheoU\ Vignified Whe impoUWance of 

viewing the world around us not based on our lived experience but in new²strange²ways. 

ShkloYVkii ZUoWe, ³Man haV been giYen Whe Wool of aUW. The pXUpoVe of aUW, When, iV Wo lead XV Wo a 

knoZledge of a Whing WhUoXgh Whe oUgan of VighW inVWead of UecogniWion. B\ µeVWUanging¶ objecWV 

and complicating form, the device of art makes percepWion long and µlaboUioXV.¶´13 In The Master 

and Margarita, estrangement is employed by Bulgakov in various situations to shake up the 

unfolding of events, essentially making the plot come to a standstill as an obscure idea or 

 
12 BUookV, PeWeU. ³The PoliWicV of Whe InTXiViWoU,´ New York Times, Aug. 4, 2000. 
13 Shklovsky, Viktor, Theory of Prose. Translated by Benjamin Sher. Dalkey Archive Press, 1990, p. 6. 
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reconsideration is presented. FoU e[ample, in ChapWeU 18 Whe baUWendeU WellV Woland, ³The\ VenW 

XV VWXUgeon WhaW¶V Vecond-gUade fUeVh.´ The DeYil UeVpondV, ³Second-grade fresh²WhaW¶V abVXUd!´ 

adding, ³FUeVhneVV comeV in onl\ one gUade²fiUVW gUade, and WhaW¶V iW. And if Whe VWXUgeon¶V 

second-gUade fUeVh, WhaW meanV iW¶V UoWWen!´ (173). 

 Historically, many writers, playwrights, and other artists from Russia and the Soviet Union 

were critical of the state in their works, but nearly all had to do so covertly. The issue these figures 

grappled with was determining where the line was drawn before punitive action was taken against 

them by the government and ensuring they did not cross it. When the lines seemed blurred, these 

fantastic and satirical elements were often employed. In addition to satire, the condemnatory 

themes were sometimes masked with plain humor²as is certainly the case in The Master and 

Margarita²but not always to avail. An example of a traditional Soviet anekdot that touched on 

the political themes would be: ³HoZ come SWalin always wears jackboots when Lenin always wore 

VhoeV? BecaXVe Lenin aYoided obVWacleV, Zhile SWalin ZalkV UighW inWo Whem.´14 One of the most 

VeYeUe chaUgeV bUoXghW againVW WhoVe ZiWh jokeV SWalin did noW appUoYe of ZaV ³anWi-Soviet 

agiWaWion,´ Zhich ZaV pXnishable under their criminal code. The jackboots joke is such an example. 

One way to get around the socio-political consequences of being caught with disapproving 

material was to recite jokes and stories orally. However, this too had its problems, namely the 

prospects of being caught up in a circle containing known government agitators. This was the case 

for Osip Mandelstam, who was sentenced to work camps and remained captive to them until his 

death in 1938. (Additionally, this meant that, over time, the recountings of the story would likely 

hardly match the original plot.) Other storytellers, though, as was the case for Bulgakov for a 

period, were able to work around the system and still produce some critical commentary without 

 
14 WaWeUloZ, JonaWhan. ³The ConVpiUac\ on PXVhkin SWUeeW: The CoVWV of HXmoU in Whe USSR,´ Los Angeles Review 
of Books. Aug. 25, 2020.  
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permanent repercussion. This is to say those boundaries were fluid and some artists were luckier 

to maneuver around them than others. The fact that Mikahil Bugakov survived through it all makes 

an analysis into his life all the more interesting.  

 

The Life of a Manuscript 

 Censorship is hard to define because most often it begins before the first words are penned. 

It is not solely at the hands of a censorship committee or editor at a publication to decide what to 

cXW oU aYoid menWioning; VomeWimeV iW happenV b\ Whe cUeaWoU¶V own hands²occasionally to be 

cognizant of avoiding work the masses will view as inflammatory or too controversial, for 

e[ample. BXlgakoY ZaV aZaUe of all of WhiV. TheUe iV a paUWicXlaUl\ memoUable line in BXlgakoY¶V 

Bagrovyi ostrov WhaW VpeakV Wo WhiV: ³And Zho aUe Whe jXdgeV?´ In Bagrovyi, central censor bureaus 

become the judges, and a decade later, in his final work that was performed, Teatralnyi roman 

(1936), Bulgakov took it a step further: not only was the bureau the judge, but so, too, were the 

artists and directors themselves. And in large part, this was an accurate depiction of the Soviet 

artistic circles from the 1930s to 1991. Such a detailed process was not exclusive to the arts either: 

other professions, from scientists to museum curators, were put through similar examinations (e.g., 

a bureaucratic²equally exhaustive²system of censors to determine if work complied with the 

Uegime¶V naUUaWiYe). 

However, it would be remiss of me to make the categorical claim that every Russian or 

Soviet artist was oppoVed Wo Whe goYeUnmenW¶V inWeUeVW in cenVoUVhip. ThoXgh Veen b\ moVW aV a 

bXUdenVome and oppUeVViYe meaVXUe, Vome YieZed iW aV a neceVVaU\ gaWekeepeU Wo pUeYenW ³bad,´ 

oU aW leaVW ³VXbpaU,´ ZoUk fUom Veeping inWo Whe Zell-established tradition of Russian literature 

According to some, the stringent system helped protect and solidify the best of Russian/Soviet 
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literature. That is to say, for some, the Soviet process ensured works by authors like Kharms would 

not be as easily accessible as those of Tolstoy or Dostoevsky. 

 

The Editor 

³The dicWaWoUVhip oYeU liWeUaWXUe ZaV acWXall\ implemenWed WhUoXgh Whe SoYieW ediWoU,´ one 

novelist said.15 In 1983, a Soviet émigré and journalist, Ilya Suslov, detailed the robust process of 

censorship in the USSR through which theatrical works, publications, and novels were put through 

³befoUe Whe\ eYen goW Wo Whe acWXal cenVoU´ (Richmond 106). The folloZing oXWline of pUe-

ciUcXlaWion UegXlaWion can be WUaced back aV faU aV JXl\ 1923, ³Zhen cenVoUV began ZoUk aW Whe 

editing offices of the Russian²and Finnish²langXage ediWionV of Whe « dail\ neZVpapeU, 

Krasnaia Karelia´ (PlampeU 528). IW inclXdeV:  

(1) [Literary editor]: This first staff member cleans up the material in accordance with 

hiV oZn cenVoUVhip inVWincWV « He knoZV WhaW Where is something in this sentence 

« So he doeV geW Uid of iW, and of anoWheU VenWence, and of a WhiUd. 

(2) The department supervisor takes a look: is a second interpretation possible here? 

Is there a hidden meaning at the base of this article? Are there criticisms between 

the lines? If it seems that way to him, he crosses out those lines. 

(3) Then Whe [ZoUk] « moYeV on Wo Whe deVk of Whe assistant managing editor « ThiV 

person takes a look: is there an allusion here to generational conflict? Is there an 

allusion to current ethnic problems? Is there a hidden allusion to economic 

shortcomings?  

 
15 Nadezhda Mandelshtam, Hope Abandoned, trans. Max Hayward (New York: Antheum, 1974), p. 413.  
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(4) Then WhiV pXUified maWeUial « makeV iWV Za\ Wo « the managing editor, who looks 

aW iW « fUom Whe folloZing angle « IV WheUe a pUedominance heUe of negaWiYe 

attitudes toward Soviet reality? Where is the optimistic view of things? Are there 

XndeViUable geneUali]aWionV heUe? « [FoU inVWance] The [menWion] of ³alcoholiVm,´ 

aV a Vocial phenomenon, iV WabX « One ma\ noW [menWion] WhoXVandV of pUoblemV, 

many thousands. 

(5) Next the material ends up with the deputy editor-in-chief « AUe WheUe an\ 

allusions here to vacillation of the general Party line? Is there some criticism of a 

Party bureaucrat of the higher echelon? Is there hidden support for dissident 

thought? Does the critical part of the article echo the criticism one hears expressed 

over Western radio stations broadcasting to the Soviet Union?  

(6) Next the article is read by the first deputy editor-in-chief. « He checkV Wo Vee 

that the previous editors have not missed anything. If it seems to him that something 

was overlooked, he places a check mark on the spot and sends it to the next [editor], 

Zho iV called a ³ZoUking membeU of Whe ediWoUial boaUd´ « Zho « cUoVVeV oXW Whe 

sentence 

(7) Then the article is directed to the member of the editorial staff known as “the fresh 

point of view” (svezhaya golova), who reads through it attentively on the chance 

WhaW Vome VediWion haV Uemained; onl\ When doeV Whe XnfoUWXnaWe aUWicle aUUiYe aW « 

the actual censor.16 

 

 
16 SXVloY, Il\a. ³CenVoUing Whe JoXUnaliVW,´ in The Red Pencil: Artists, Scholars, and Censors in the USSR, trans. 
Marianna Tax Choldin and Maurice Friedberg (Boston: Unwin Hyman, 1989), pp. 150-51. 
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The 1920s  

In November 1921, Bulgakov found work at Torgovo-promyshlennyi vestnik, a weekly 

where he served as its manager and was responsible for securing advertisements. This was a short-

lived position, though, and in February 1922 began writing for the daily Rabochii. (His tenure at 

Rabochii, too, was short-lived.) In these roles Bulgakov was responsible for some degree of 

editing, a duty he particularly loathed. It would appear these were his first introductions to the 

authoritarian nature of the editor-turned-cenVoU. RegaUding WhiV ZoUk, ³one Whing I can Va\, in all 

my life I never did more disgusting work. Even now I dream of it. It was a flow of hopeless grey 

boUedom, XnbUoken and ine[oUable´ BXlgakoY laWeU UecoXnWed.17 

The Soviet Union in the 1920s had a generally straightforward approach to censoring the 

arts: almost everything seeking to be published was subject to intense scrutiny. Specifically, this 

was processed through a centralized bureau known as the Chief Committee for the Control of 

Repertoire, or Glavrepertkom, which was formed in February 1923. However, the history of the 

Soviet governmenW¶V inWeUeVW in mainWaining conWUol of Whe ZUiWWen ZoUd goeV back Wo Whe fiUVW da\V 

of Vladimir Lenin and the Bolsheviks taking power, in 1917, with a decree of the press, notice of 

continuation of the Revolution-era prohibitions, and formation of Glavlit (General Directorate for 

the Protection of State Secrets in the Press under the Council of Ministers of the USSR) five years 

later. 

Karlit, a local branch of Glavlit, set up a headquarters in the border Karelian capital, 

Petrozavodsk, which contained only one full-time employee, the chairman; everyone else was 

composed of ten other administrators and Party members. As the Bolsheviks were settling into 

their new positions of power, their functions of censorship became more organized and gradually, 

 
17 Sovetskie pisateli. Avtobiografii, III. Ed. B.Ia. BUainina and A.N. DmiWUieYa. BXlgakoY, µAYWobiogUafiia¶ (1926 and 
1937), p. 94. 
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Karlit workeUV, ³Zho had once been all-round censors, were assigned to the sectors of military, 

ciYilian, Wechnical, Uadio, oU liWeUaU\ cenVoUVhip´ (PlampeU 529). 

Glavrepertkom, SWeYen Richmond noWeV, ³ZaV VXboUdinaWe Wo Whe People¶V CommiVVaUiaW 

of Enlightenment (Narkompros), but in fact, Glavrepertkom operated quite independently and 

ofWen aW oddV ZiWh iWV oYeUVeeU´ (Richmond 84). The WZo bXUeaXV VignificanWl\ diffeUed poliWicall\, 

and their respective approaches to censoring the arts exemplified their differences. The ³aUWiVWic 

LefW,´ aV Richmond deVcUibeV Whem²Proletkult and other offshoots of the Russian Association of 

Proletarian Writers (RAPP)²found refuge in Glavrepertkom and shared a number of common 

goalV. InclXded in VXch VhaUed objecWiYeV ZeUe Whe ideaV Wo ³pUomoWe a compleWel\ neZ 

µpUoleWaUian¶ aUW´ and ³deVWUo\ aUW WhaW ZaV µboXUgeoiV¶²the institutions of the pre-revolutionary 

intelligentsia and its traditions (themes, forms, methods, and leaders), which were referred to as 

Whe µaUWiVWic RighW¶´ (Richmond 84).  

ConYeUVel\, Whe ³aUWiVWic RighW´ aligned WhemVelYeV ZiWh Narkompros and its chairman, 

Anatoly Lunacharsky, who harbored the ideals of the pre-revolutionary intelligentsia post-1917. 

With Narkompros having oversight of Glavrepertkom, there was a clear power struggle. Between 

1921±1923, Lunacharsky, while the Russian Communist Party formulated their approach to 

censoring the arts, created a civilian institution as opposed to one under the reigns of the military 

or secret police. As a result, Narkompros basked in clearer oversight and was prone to greater 

oXWVide inflXence. AddiWionall\, LXnachaUVk\, aV Whe People¶V CommiVVaU foU EdXcaWion, XVed hiV 

good standing within the Bolshevik Party to install Narkompros under his own commissariat, 

granting him near-complete authority. As Richmond suggests, this was a common tactic used by 

Lunacharsky throughout the 1920s. 
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Although the Left had an agenda of its own with regards to these new artistic traditions, 

WheUe ZaV leVV oUgani]aWion Zhen iW came Wo ZhaW, e[acWl\, ³pUoleWaUian aUW´ ZaV; iW ZaV moUe of a 

theoretical concept than a specific style of artistic expression, especially when considering that the 

concepW of ³pUoleWaUian aUW´ ZaV almoVW aV neZ aV Whe 1917 ReYolXWion iWVelf. BoXUgeoiV aUW, on Whe 

other hand, was much more a conceivable notion: the pre-revolutionary traditions from the tsarist 

reigns. All things considered, Leftist artists were better able to define what they opposed as 

opposed to what they supported.  

Nonetheless, Glavrepertkom turned its attention toward the theatres of the former tsarist 

regime, which were soon described as hubs for the artistic Right. From 1923 to 1926, these centers 

were targets of heavy censorship by the Left, most notably the Bolshoi Theater in central Moscow. 

The performances there, according to the leftist artists, were about as far as theater could get from 

proletarian art. (It is worth noting that the Bolshoi Theater underwent a failed attempt to be shut 

down by these adversaries on December 12th, 1919.) The Left took aim at the elaborate and 

expensive props at the Bolshoi and its world-wide notoriety²eVpeciall\ in ³boXUgeoiV´ naWionV.  

The Bolshoi was not the only theater targeted by the Left. Perhaps even more controversial 

among that circle was the Moscow Arts Theater (MKhAT), a wildly popular venue prior to the 

Bolshevik Revolution. Its two most notable directors, Konstantin Stanislavsky and Vladimir 

Nimirovich-Danchenko, reveUed figXUeV among Whe RighW, oYeUVaZ Whe MKhAT¶V moUe Vociall\ 

observant acts as opposed to the grander, more illustrious performances at the Bolshoi. 

 

Dni Turbinykh 

In 1925, when staging began for the drama Dni Turbinykh by a relatively unknown Mikhail 

Bulgakov²an adaptation of his novel Belaya gvardiya (The White Guard), completed the same 
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year²Glavrepertkom turned its full attention on their efforts to halt the play. Glavrepertkom 

successfully thwarted the production, too. Described later in further detail, the reaction of 

BXlgakoY¶V conWempoUaUieV Wo him and hiV ZoUk ZaV leVV Whan faYoUable fUom Whe VWaUW, bXW WhaW 

never stopped him. Though occasionally shot down, Mikhail Bulgakov always got back up²no 

matter the consequence.   
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Chapter 4: Bulgakov Takes the Stage 

EYen befoUe BXlgakoY ³officiall\´ finished Master and Margarita in 1940, his experience 

with the Soviet censorship machine was extensive. To understand the decades-long blowback 

against Master, iW iV impeUaWiYe Wo look aW BXlgakoY¶V ZoUk aV a playwright from the mid-1920s 

and throughout the 1930s. Through these works and the efforts to produce them, it is evident the 

author became aware of what his writings would need to address²but more importantly, what 

they needed to avoid addressing²before they were to see the stage lights. Bulgakov soon became 

aware that he had made a boogeyman of himself, that he had become a target for sweeping 

censorship. By his final theatrical works his frustration with his treatment from Narkompros and 

Glavrepertkom and Stalin was evident, and themes addressed in Master were thinly-veiled 

allusions at best to his time in Moscow theatrical community. Each of the aforementioned plays 

helps to explain the anguish Bulgakov felt and how that seeped into his work, becoming more of 

a dissident along the way. 

The White Guard is the tale of the Turbin family and their hardships as they fight for the 

WhiWeV in UkUaine dXUing Whe ciYil ZaU. PUioU Wo Whe noYel¶V UeleaVe, conWUoYeUV\ had alUead\ 

mounted. While the story, initial critics believed, vividly²and largely accurately²depicted the 

hoUUoUV of conflicW, Whe LefW Wook aim aW BXlgakoY¶V poUWUa\al of Whe WhiWe AUm\, VoldieUV of Whe 

civil war who fought against the Bolsheviks/Red Army.18 Not a particular supporter of Lenin and 

his revolutionary ideology, Bulagkov framed the Whites as principled, courageous fighters²a 

depiction antithetical to how the Bolsheviks in control of the USSR viewed them. The Left called 

foU Whe pla\ Wo be banned, WhoXgh WheVe effoUWV failed: ³In OcWobeU 1926 the Politburo passed a 

decree [although secret] that instructed Narkompros to pass the play for staging in MKhAT for 

 
18 https://alphahistory.com/russianrevolution/white-armies/ 
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one \eaU.´ HoZeYeU, Whe coaVW ZaV noW cleaU: LXnachaUVk\, VWill CommiVVaU foU EdXcaWion, ZiWhheld 

the source of DQi WXUbiQ\kh¶V approval, aware that such information becoming public would cause 

an uproar. 

Dni turbinykh¶V UXn went as planned for the 1926±1927 season, but as it came to a close, 

Glavrepertkom conWinXed iWV pXVh foU BXlgakoY¶V debXW ZoUk Wo be cXW eaUl\. Narkompros obliged. 

Then, an unexpected turn of events presented itself: Stalin contacted Lunacharsky with the orders 

to pass the play for its original run-time. Lunacharsky, in a letter to the Soviet leader, recounted 

the decision:  

You, Joseph Vissarionovich [Stalin], personally telephoned me, recommended that 

this forbidding [of Dni Turbinykh] be overturned, and even reapproached me 

(albeit, in a soft form), saying that Narkompros should have checked this 

beforehand with the Politburo.19 

 

As time progressed, this would not be the sole occasion in which Joseph Stalin would 

inWeUcepW on BXlgakoY¶V behalf. A feZ \eaUV laWeU, aV Zill be e[plained, Whe WZo ZoXld be in moUe 

frequent communication. With regards to Dni turbinykh, not only would Bulgakov be able to have 

his highly unpopular play staged at the MKhAT, but it would be at the direct command of the man 

at the helm of Soviet power. Soon thereafter Bulgakov began the production of his next, and²up 

to this point²most controversial work: Bagrovyi ostrov. 

 

Bagrovyi Ostrov 

 
19AnaWol\ LXnachaUVk\¶V leWWeU Wo SWalin, FebU. 12, 1929 
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A looVe adapWaWion of Gogol¶V Revizor, Bagrovyi ostrov dealt with the process of a play 

getting through the process of censorship. With this play, a devotion to his persistence and 

ZillingneVV Wo pUoYoke, BXlgakoY Wook ³Whe gUeaW bXUden of Whe cenVoUVhip¶V aWWack againVW him 

and [XVed] iW aV foddeU foU hiV ne[W ZoUk´ (Richmond 87). In iW, Whe pUoWagoniVW, D\mogaWVk\ Whe 

pla\ZUighW, callV a cenVoU and inTXiUeV aboXW a conWempoUaU\ of hiV: ³IV he Ueall\ Vo VcaU\?´ 

Additionally, there is a revolution going on within the same time of the play getting approved. 

Bagrovyi inclXded ³WUadiWional´ SoYieW WhemeV VXch aV an inYaViYe foUeign capiWaliVW, eVpionage, 

and criminals of the state. After one of the censors in the play, Savva Lukich, arrives at the theater 

Wo ZaWch Whe dUeVV UeheaUVal he UeVpondV ZiWh, ³Whe pla\ iV foUbidden,´ ciWing Whe lack of pUoleWaUianV 

in Whe caVW and ³UeYolXWionaU\ VpiUiW.´ Then, an e[pUeVViYe UefeUence Wo Whe hoVWile UelaWionV beWZeen 

aUWiVW and cenVoU, ³a classic Gogolian collapse immediately ensues as the theater explodes into an 

XpUoaU´ (Richmond 89-90). After numerous revisions are made to appease the censors, the play is 

finally approved, but the damage has been done: Dymogatsky suffers constant mental breakdowns, 

eventually even refusing to admit he wrote the play.  

Bagrovyi ostrov was sent to Glavrepertkom for approval in November 1926. Tensions still 

flared and the debate over Dni turbinykh was as lively as ever. Oddly, Bagrovyi play was neither 

approved nor rejected for over two years, until²to the surprise of Bulgakov²it passed the board 

aUoXnd SepWembeU of 1928. (A da\ laWeU, BXlagkoY ZUoWe Wo a fUiend, ³YoX congUaWXlaWed me WZo 

ZeekV befoUe Whe paVVing « ThiV meanV WhaW \oX aUe a pUopheW.´)20 Two months later, on December 

11, it began showing at the Kamerny Theater in Moscow. Perhaps even more shocked with this 

decision were the leftist critics, who denounced Bagrovyi ostrov as an obvious embarrassment and 

political blow to their authorities. To this day, questions arise as to why such a restrictive bureau 

 
20 Bulgakov letter to E. I. Zamiatin, Sept. 27, 1928, published in Mikhail Bulgakov, Pisma Zhizneopisanie v 
dokumentakh, eds V. I. Losev and V. V. Petelin (Moscow: Sovremennik, 1989), p 136. 
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would approve such an openly polemical play, but a researcher of Bulgakov has attempted to find 

an anVZeU, VXggeVWing, ³DiVaUmed « in a VenVe Whe\ [Glavrepertkom] could not allow themselves 

to recogni]e WhemVelYeV.´21 Richmond takes issue with this conclusion, though, and believes it had 

moUe Wo do ZiWh oUdeUV fUom Whe chain of command: ³IW VeemV moUe likel\ WhaW Glavrepertkom did 

not pass the play of its own volition but instead on orders from Lunacharsky via the collegium of 

Narkompros´ (Richmond 94). SWill, aWWempWV ZeUe made b\ GlaYUepeUWkom, bXW Wo liWWle aYail: 

Narkompros saw no point in its forbidding, even going so far aV Wo VXggeVW, ³Whe UemoYal of WhiV 

pla\ ZoXld cUeaWe an XnhealWh\ conWUoYeUV\ aUoXnd iW and « iV conVideUed Wo be XndeViUable aW Whe 

pUeVenW momenW.´22 

Given the clear hierarchy between Glavrepertkom and Narkompros, it would be dubious 

to suggest the veto by the latter had nothing to do with some degree of antagonism, and thus 

appUoYing Whe ZoUk¶V pUodXcWion made Whe aWWack on Whe LefW VWick. IW ZaV noZ an eYen cleaUeU 

power struggle between the two bureaus. Two weeks later, Narkompros sought to lift²yet 

another²pUohibiWion on a piece b\ BXlgakoY. Richmond goeV Vo faU aV Wo coin WheVe effoUWV ³a 

geneUal RighW offenViYe,´ Zhile noWing WhaW Whe paVVing ³VeemV likel\ Wo haYe been made « aV a 

last, futile attempt to assert itself, and a last gasp of artistic freedom in SoYieW WheaWeU´ (Richmond 

95). 

 

Beg 

Narkompros and Bulgakov, victors in battle over BagURY\i¶V censorship, began to feel less 

infallible b\ Whe Wime 1929 Uolled aUoXnd. The aXWhoU¶V ne[W pla\ ZaV Beg, a work about the Whites 

 
21 Proffer, Elena. Bulgakov: Life and Work, p. 292. 
22 State Archive of the Russian Federation, branch at Berezhkovskaya Naberezhnaya, GARF-A f. 2306, op. 1, d. 
1876,1. . (Protokol zakrytogo zasedaniia kollegii Narkompros, 3. Jan. 3m 1929).  
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exiled in Western Europe following the Civil War. (It was also a continuation of Dni Turbinykh.) 

At this point, Bulgakov had made a name for himself, and Stalin and the party leadership discussed 

the artist a number of times due to his infamy within the Moscow artistic circle.23 However, 

Glavrepertkom, still exercising considerable power, would have none of it and²unsurprisingly²

banned Beg from being performed. This time, the prohibition stuck, and Bulgakov would not live 

to see Beg on stage. 

February 1929, as suggested by Sheila FiW]paWUick, maUked Whe ³collapVe´ of Whe aUWiVWic 

RighW, coinciding ZiWh LXnachaUVk\¶V UeVignaWion aV commiVVaU alongVide AlekVei SYideUVk\, 

chairman of Glaviskusstvo.24 SYideUVk\¶V VXcceVVoU ZaV a man named L.L. ObolenVk\, Zho, aW a 

press conference, annoXnced a caWegoUical UemoYal of BXlgakoY¶V ZoUkV fUom an\ and all 

pUodXcWion. ³In leVV Whan Vi[ monWhV (fUom laWe SepWembeU 1928 Wo eaUl\ MaUch 1929), BXlgakoY 

had gone from the delightful bewilderment of seeing his satire on the censorship, Bagrovyi ostriv, 

being passed by the censorship, to his total despair at having all his works forbidden and being 

VhXW oXW of Whe WheaWeU´ (Richmond 97). DoZnWUodden, BXlgakoY ZoXld again Veek peUmiVVion Wo 

emigrate from the parameters of the Soviet Union. He penned to felloZ aXWhoU MakVim GoUk\, ³I 

wanted to describe to you in a letter what is happening to me, but my fatigue and hopelessness are 

immenVe.´25 Unsurprisingly, his request was denied; Bulgakov was, again, stuck in a place he felt 

increasingly alienated and constrained in. 

Also in February 1929, Stalin approved a cultural parade in the streets of Moscow, serving 

as a keynote speaker to an audience of Ukrainian writers. The distaste for Bulgakov and his work 

had spread outside the Moscow theaters, and the audience facing Stalin was full of those 

 
23 The Politburo secretly discussed Beg in January 1929. 
24 Sheila FiW]paWUick, ³The EmeUgence of GlaYiVkXVVWYo,´ 252. 
25 Mikhail BXlgakoY¶V leWWeU Wo GoUk\, Sept. 3, 1929, published in Bulgakov, Pisma. 154. 
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categorically opposed to anything the author had written; it came as a massive surprise to them 

Zhen SWalin Wook came Whe aXWhoU¶V defenVe (Zhile alVo Waking aim aW cenVoUVhip in geneUal and Whe 

artistic Left in particulaU): ³I do noW conVideU GlaYUepeUWkom Whe cenWeU of aUWiVWic cUeaWiYiW\. IW ofWen 

makeV miVWakeV.´26 It is difficult to say with certainty why Stalin did not overturn the ban on Beg, 

especially considering the beneficial relationship he had with Bulgakov, but it seems plausible to 

suggest that doing so would have made him look soft on the legacy of the Whites, clear adversaries 

in the Revolution a little more than a decade prior. 

 

The 1930s 

If the 1920s was a difficult era for Mikhail Bulgakov, then the 1930s were even worse; a 

violation of censorship likely to have resulted in a fine would now easily turn into a jail sentence. 

FoU Whe aUWiVWV in geneUal, Whe pUoceVV of cenVoUing ZaV ³no longeU baVed on a cenWUal inVWiWXWion´ 

(Richmond 104). Instead, the responsibility to combat dissidence and unfavorable content was 

shifted from a central committee to the theaters themselves.27 Around this time, in 1931, Bulgakov 

again faced marital issues and filed for divroce from Belozerskaya; he soon found love for the 

third time and married Elena Sergeevna Shilovskaia, considered to be the muse for The Master 

and Margarita. 

Additionally, by the mid-1930s Bulgakov had all but lost his connections and money was 

in VhoUW VXppl\. ³IW Veemed,´ a conWempoUaU\ of hiV noWed, ³aV WhoXgh he had ceaVed Wo e[iVW. IW felW, 

in facW, aV WhoXgh he neYeU had e[iVWed. He ZaV foUgoWWen, Ua]ed fUom one¶V memoU\.´28 Strapped 

foU caVh, ³BXlgakoY VWaUWed Velling hiV hoXVehold possessions. He became nervous, irritable, more 

 
26 RGASPI f. 558, op. 1, d. 4490, 11. 33-4 (Beseda tov. Stalina c Ukrainskimi pisateliami, Feb. 12, 1929). 
27 The same process was applied to newspaper publishers and the like.  
28 Sergei Ermolinskii. O Mikhaile Bulgakove. Vospominaniya. Teatr, 1966, N. 9, p. 84. 
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ZiWhdUaZn´ (Sahni 176). He ZaV in a bad menWal and ph\Vical VWaWe, ill foU moVW of Whe decade 

leading Xp Wo hiV deaWh. In a leWWeU BXlgakoY declaUed, ³I haYe been ill Vince Whe end of 1930 ZiWh 

a serious form of neurasthenia along with fits of fear and depression. I have projects but no physical 

VWUengWh. The condiWionV UeTXiUed foU caUU\ing oXW m\ ZoUk aUe WoWall\ abVenW « m\ ideaV aUe 

VhUoXded in black. I am poiVoned b\ melanchol\ and m\ habiWXal iUon\.´29 Money problems were 

eventually resolved, and things began to look up for the author in the 1930s when he was given 

employment at the Bolshoi Theater, but society around him looked grimmer as the years loomed 

on and his health never fully recovered. 

The censorship Bulgakov underwent was an objectively unique procedure. His relationship 

with Stalin²as nebulous it may have been²certainly granted him some protection, but certainly 

not immunity. When it came to his next play, though, Bulgakov again found himself in the same 

predicament: Molière (or Kabala sviatosh), completed on March 18, 1930, was swiftly rejected by 

Glavrepertkom. Ten days later, on March 28, the author wrote another lengthy letter, this time 

directed toward the Soviet government itself, and it is believed that Stalin personally read it. It 

read, in part: 

AfWeU all of m\ ZoUkV ZeUe foUbidden, man\ ciWi]enV « began Wo giYe me Whe one and Vame 

piece of advice: 

Write a Communist play, and also appeal to the Government of the USSR with a repentant 

leWWeU conViVWing of a UenXnciaWion of m\ pUeYioXV YieZV « and conViVWing of a pUomiVe WhaW fUom 

now on I will work as a writer-felloZ WUaYeleU deYoWed Wo Whe idea of CommXniVm « 

I did noW Wake WhiV adYice « I didn¶W eYen aWWempW Wo XndeUWake Wo ZUiWe a Communist play, 

knoZing fXll\ WhaW VXch a pla\ ZoXld neYeU come oXW of me « 

 
29 M.O. Chudakova, Arkhiv M.A. Bulgakova. Materialy dlya tvorcheskoi biografi pisatelya. Zapiski otdela rukopisei, 
vypusk 37, Kniga. Moscow, 1976. p. 98. 
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Glavrepertkom « iV foVWeUing heloWV, paneg\UiVWV and fUighWened ³VlaYeV´. IW iV killing 

cUeaWiYe WhoXghW. IW iV deVWUo\ing SoYieW dUamaWXUg\ and Zill compleWel\ deVWUo\ iW « 

The SovieW pUeVV « ZUoWe WhaW iW iV a lampoon on Whe UeYolXWion « iW iV IMPOSSIBLE Wo 

ZUiWe a lampoon on Whe UeYolXWion dXe Wo iWV e[WUaoUdinaU\ gUandioViW\ « GlaYUepeUWkom iV noW Whe 

UeYolXWion. « 

It is my duty as a writer to combat censorship, no matter its form and in what power it 

e[iVWV, jXVW aV iW iV m\ dXW\ Wo call foU fUeedom of Whe pUeVV. «. 

I REQUEST THAT THE GOVERNMENT OF THE USSR ORDER ME TO QUIT THE 

BORDERS OF THE SOVIET UNION IMMEDIATELY ALONG WITH MY WIFE LIUBOV 

EVGENEVNA BULGAKOVA « 

I « UeTXeVW WhaW I, a writer who cannot be useful to himself in solitude, be magnanimously 

released to freedom. 

If that which I write is not convincing and I am damned to a life-long silence in the USSR, 

I request of the Soviet government that it give me work that satisfies my qualifications and order 

me to work in theater as an established director.30 

 

Not only did Bulgakov receive a response, but it would come in the form of a direct phone 

call from Stalin himself. Transcriptions by Liubov suggest that Stalin told the man that he will 

³haYe a faYoUable anVZeU´ Wo hiV plea and Wo appl\ foU a poViWion aW MKhAT.31 As a result, 

throughout the decade, and though always under pressure and forms of censorship, Bulgakov 

found work at the Moscow Arts Theater. This was not an act of chaUiW\ on SWalin¶V paUW, WhoXgh; 

UaWheU, a UepoUW ZoXld label BXlgakoY an infoUmeU, ³cloVe Wo liWeUaU\ and WheaWeU ciUcleV.´32 With 

 
30 M. A. BXlgakoY leWWeU, ³To Whe GoYeUnmenW of Whe USSR,´ MaUch 28, 1930, pXbliVhed in BXlgakoY, Pisma, 170-
171. Translation by Steven Richmond. 
31 S. LiandeUV, ³RXVkii piVaWel¶ ne mo]heW ]hiW¶ be] Rodin\ «¶ (MaWeUial\ k WYoUcheVkoi biogUapfii M. BXlgakoYa),´ 
Voprosy literatury, no. 9 (Sept. 1966), 139. 
32 Steven Richmond suggests this report was accurately described. 
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Whe VXpUeme SoYieW leadeU behind him, BXlgakoY alVo helped mold SWalin¶V image aV ³a good gX\ 

who was surrounded by bad gX\V´ (Richmond 100). SXUel\, SWalin¶V geneUoViW\ had iWV obYioXV 

limits²and iWV hegemonic XpVhoWV. ³SWalin VXppoUWed BXlgakoY aV a pXUel\ poliWical and Velf-

VeUYing calcXlaWion WhaW ZoUked onl\ Woo Zell « Ze ma\ obVeUYe aW ZoUk hiV WoWall\ ViniVWeU « 

political and Vociological bUilliance´ (Richmond 100-101). 

By the time Stalin addressed the Ukrainian writers, Glavrepertkom had an identity 

problem. It was widely seen as repressive²so much so that Stalin himself thought they were a bit 

much. Moreover, around this time Stalin began to disassociate himself from the artistic Left at 

laUge. The SecUeWaU\¶V adYocac\ of Whe ZUiWeU alVo helped ³keep a poliWical bUidge open Wo Whe 

artistic Right and to maintain a card to play against the artistic Left later when Stalin would wish 

Wo jeWWiVon Whem´ (Richmond 101), VomeWhing he conWinXed Zell inWo Whe laWe-1930s; by 1936, the 

latter were essentially all expelled from any positions of leadership in the bureaus.  

Bulgakov rarely²if ever²worked exclusively on one work at a time, and this was the case 

even toward the end of the decade. In 1936, considered to be among the peak years of the Stalinist 

terror, Bulgakov, while making revisions to The Master and Margarita, penned another piece 

about control over the arts, this time aimed, and not particularly veiled, at the Soviet government: 

Teatralny Roman (³TheaWUical NRYel´). The story was an amalgamation of distinct moments in 

Whe aXWhoU¶V life, and moVW noWabl\ Whe pUoceVV of VWaging Dni Turbinykh and the debacle over 

Molière. In it, no censor appears as a character, but the profession is mentioned²albeit once, and 

in passing²³aV a peUVon WhaW needs to be briefly and silently visited on a long path of seeing a 

ZoUk paVW a VeUieV of aXWhoUiWieV, inclXding ediWoUV, diUecWoUV, liWeUaU\ e[peUWV and « oWheU ZUiWeUV´ 

(Richmond 102). 
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If noWhing elVe, iW coXld haYe been BXlgakoY¶V bUaYeU\ Zhen faced against the censors that 

earned his respect amongst the intelligentsia²and yes, Stalin²as an incorruptible and 

unstoppable symbol of the new Soviet artist. The Master and Margarita was, once again, proof of 

this. In February 1938, Bulgakov again tested his luck by reaching out to Stalin on behalf of fellow 

pla\ZUighW Nikolai EUdman, aUUeVWed dXUing one of Whe ChaiUman¶V pXUgeV, Wo aVk foU hiV UeleaVe; 

ZheWheU oU noW iW ZaV on Whe accoXnW of BXlgakoY¶V noWe iV XncleaU, bXW b\ 1941 EUdman ZaV Waken 

out of custody and back at the Bolshoi.  

One of BXlgakoY¶V final dealingV ZiWh SWalin ZaV aW Whe MKhAT, ZheUe he ZaV pXVhed Wo 

ZUiWe a pla\ Wo maUk Whe leadeU¶V Vi[WieWh biUWhda\. The WheaWeU emplo\eeV appeaUed Wo XndeUVWand 

that Bulgakov, if he accepted the offer, would not write the almost-cliché work that many of the 

other artists would be comfortable doing. Surprisingly, they were content with that: 

The fact that such a subject was suggested precisely to Bulgakov determined its 

tone ahead of time; no whitewash, no speculation, no singing of praises; dramatic pathos 

would be born of the truth of the genuine material only if a dramatist of the scale of 

Bulgakov would undertake it.33 

 

AW fiUVW BXlgakoY declined, pUoclaiming, ³No. ThiV iV UiVk\ foU me. IW Zill end badl\.´34 But he 

eventually obliged and began writing the plot in January 1939. Bulgakov understood the dangers 

of writing something Stalin did not approve of, but it might have the effect of elevating his work 

and personal notoriety. Moreover, his previous dealings with the leader must have given him some 

semblance of assurance. When it was scheduled to be performed on 21 December, Bulgakov was 

Xnable Wo aWWend, WhoXgh, ZiWh SeUgeeYna ciWing Whe pla\ZUighW¶V Uapidl\ incUeaVing e\e pain. 

 
33 Vilenkin, Vospominaniia s kommentarii ami (Moscow, 1982), p. 396. 
34 Ibid. 
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Details are scarce about what exactly became of the play, but archives suggest it was scrapped a 

day or two prior to the 21st. Perhaps as damage control for the failure of the production, Stalin 

UepoUWedl\ pUoclaimed, ³TheUe iV no need Wo pXW on a pla\ aboXW Whe \oXng SWalin.´35 

B\ Whe end of Whe 1930V iW ZaV cleaU Mikhail BXlgakoY¶V healWh had iUUeYocabl\ declined, 

and in September 1939 he was diagnosed with nephrosclerosis, the same kidney disease that ended 

hiV faWheU¶V life. The end ZaV neaU. RecoXnWV fUom WhoVe neaU Whe man suggest, by the time some 

of the final revisions were made to The Master and Margarita in late 1939, his eyesight had started 

to fail him, and he had to have people near him to review the manuscripts. That October, Bulgakov 

drafted his will, crowning Sergeevena the sole beneficiary. He died March 10th, 1940. In a flash, 

all the efforts Bulgakov labored over for years²certain the novel he was not quite done with could 

and would be monumental²came to an abrupt end. What is more, Bulgakov faced the potential 

of dying out as a footnote in history, a pesky playwright at best. And for a period, that seems to 

haYe been e[acWl\ Whe caVe. ³When BXlgakoY died WheUe ZaV no maUkeU, jXVW a liWWle ploW of gUaVV´ 

(Proffer 505). 

Unrelased at the time of his death and the plot not where Bulgakov would have permanently 

left it, The Master and Margarita Veemed likel\ Wo e[piUe alongVide him. HiV ³VXnVeW noYel,´ iW 

seemed to him, would never see the light of day. Fortunately, that is not how events ultimately 

unfolded, and as time progressed, scores of researchers have been able to extrapolate from The 

Master and Margarita and analyze its immense artistry and sharp social and historical 

commenWaU\. MoUeoYeU, BXlgakoY¶V da\V aV a \oXng man in Whe miliWaU\ and eYenWXal pla\ZUighW 

have since come to be better understood, providing insight into the thought process and world view 

Bulgakov had while writing the novel. His experiences help explain how personal art was for him 

 
35 V. PeWelin, ³M.A. BXlgakoY i µDni TXUbin\kh¶,´ Ogonek, No. 11 (March 1969), p. 28. 
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and what kind of impact he knew it could have on society, as was especially demonstrated through 

his theatrical works. What makes The Master and Margarita XniTXe among BXlgakoY¶V pUeYioXV 

works includes the extensive scholarship it has generated, the particularly heavy-handed response 

of the state against it, and the prodigious legacy that has been built around it²as both an important 

book in (Russian) literary history and reproving commentary in a time and place where doing so 

ZaV a ceUWain deaWh noWe foU VcoUeV of BXlgakoY¶V conWempoUaUieV.   
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Chapter 5: The Master and Margarita 

The Final Touches 

The Master and Margarita ZaV, b\ Whe fiUVW paUW of 1938, BXlgakoY¶V pUedominanW conceUn. 

But still, he was responsible for duties at the MKhAT, helping produce works that were approved 

for live performances, and he did not want to unnecessarily anger the powerful man who helped 

him land that position. In the available free time he had, though, Bulgakov gave it all to his defining 

noYel. SeUgeeYna noWed, ³NoZ MiVha coUUecWV iW aW nighW, he¶V dUiYing on, he ZanWV Wo finiVh iW in 

MaUch.´36 Bulgakov appeared to look for inspiration in naWXUe aUoXnd WhiV Wime, Woo. He ³began 

systematically to observe the moon from his apartment, seeming transfixed. He recorded his 

obVeUYaWionV, ZUiWing a deWailed deVcUipWion of each VXnVeW XnWil Whe ne[W MaUch [1939]´ (PUoffeU 

474-5). When March 1939 arrived, the book was substantially completed. 

Penning Whe We[W, a naUUaWiYe WhaW Wook fUom Whe WaleV of FaXVW and Whe NeZ TeVWamenW¶V 

PonWiXV PilaWe, ZaV a laUge XndeUWaking and VignificanWl\ diffeUenW fUom an\ of BXlgakoY¶V pUeYioXV 

endeavors²either his novels or theatrical productions, from Bagrovyi ostrov to Heart of a Dog, 

the latter being a satirical observation on the Bolsheviks and "the revolution's misguided attempt 

to radically transform mankind."37 In fact, Master was so dissimilar from these earlier releases, it 

seems likely that no contemporary of Bulgakov would have seen this final piece coming from the 

author. Even for a man known for going against the grain, the sheer absurdity of the book and its 

overt social commentary seemed more hostile to the Stalinist regime than most thought 

imaginable, especially considering he was spared punishment over criticism in the past. This is 

likely why the writing process was as long and arduous as it was, taking over a decade to complete. 

 
36 ChXdakoYa, ³AUkhiY M. A. BXlgakoYa,´ p. 128. AlVo, iW iV ZoUWh noWing Mikhail and Elena VepaUaWed on 25 Ma\, 
and the latter left for Lebedyan, around 300 kilometers south of Moscow. 
37 Haber, Edythe. Mikhail Bulgakov: The Early Years. Harvard University Press, 1998. pp. 216±17. 
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However, the criticism in Vome VecWionV aUe Vo VhaUp WhaW ³Vome cUiWicV ZondeU ZheWheU BXlgakoY 

inWended WhiV highl\ conWUoYeUVial noYel foU pXblicaWion oU Vimpl\ ZUoWe µfoU Whe dUaZeU,¶ aV man\ 

of hiV conWempoUaUieV did in Whe Wime of high SWaliniVm´ (ElbaXm 64). The deYil ZaV in the details, 

so to speak. 

KonVWanWin SimonoY, head of BXlgakoY¶V eVWaWe and commiVVioneU foU Whe YeUVion of The 

Master and Margarita that appeared in Moskva decades later, noted that the author had completed 

versions of the story prior to his death but made numerous re-writes.38 And in her memoir My Life 

with Mikhail Bulgakov, his widow, Marina Belozerskaya, even recalled reading significantly 

condensed versions of the story at different periods. By mid-1929, Bulgakov had sent over later 

chapters to the publisher Nedra, denoting the time in which had determined to create an expanded 

version of the story. Frustration set it, however, and sometime in 1930 Bulgakov burned the work 

out of a sense of hopelessness. Fortunately, a section of the draft was preserved, allowing the 

author to later return to it. And in 1931, returning to the novel he did. The line bears true: 

manuscripts do not burn. But they can come close to doing so.  

1931 was around the time that Margarita was first introduced as a character in the narrative, 

and her husband was unnamed in this draft as well. Soon thereafter, in late 1932 or early 1933, yet 

another new version of what would become Master was completed; in that draft, the character of 

Whe MaVWeU ZaV UefeUUed Wo Vimpl\ aV ³FaXVW.´39 The name ³MaVWeU´ did noW appeaU in dUafWV XnWil 

1934, when Bulgakov began serious work on the conclusion. Records also indicate that The Master 

and Margarita became the official title in 1937, the sixth revision. Shortly after, most of the early 

caveats and plot points were figured out and the story was ready to be typed up. It was completed 

 
38 µFoUeZoUd,´ book 1, Master i Margarita, in Moskva, Nov. 1966, pp. 6-7. 
39 Working titles at this point included The Great Chancellor, Hat with a Feather, The Black Theologian, He¶V 
Appeared, The FRUeigQeU¶V HRUVeVhRe, and Satan, Here I Am. 
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on June 24th, 1938. Still, though, Bulgakov was never completely satisfied with the end result and 

would make occasional edits up to the time of his death. Based on this trend, it is reasonable to 

presume Bulgakov would have made more changes if his health situation had been better²and 

perhaps ones to reflect the ever-changing VocieW\ in Whe SoYieW Union and Whe goYeUnmenW¶V 

response to this work. 

 

Thematics 

Now considered a staple of 20th-century literature, the question of why The Master and 

Margarita ZaV cenVoUed mXch moUe heaYil\ Whan an\ of BXlgakoY¶V oWheU ZoUkV haV no definiWe 

answer, though scholarship has suggested some rationale. But one thing is cerWain: BXlgakoY¶V 

time in Moscow helps explain the frustrations he felt against the Soviet government, which the 

noYel¶V epilogXe moVW diUecWl\ addUeVVeV. In Master and Margarita, Mikhail Bulgakov paints a 

picture of a Moscow in disarray and its citizenry gone mad. MXch of Whe book¶V WhemeV aUe, WhoXgh 

distorted, reminiscences of a society Bulgakov had long grown weary of, and his displeasures are 

encapVXlaWed in Whe We[W¶V chaUacWeUV, VeWWingV, and conflicWV. 

The book is first and foremost a work of fiction, and the whimsical plot is exorbitantly 

imaginative, but it does contain a trove of real references, both minute and substantive. To give an 

idea of hoZ VXbWle Vome of WheVe coUUelaWionV aUe, conVideU Whe name giYen Wo PonWiXV PilaWe¶V dog, 

Banga; that waV Whe nickname giYen Wo BXlgalkoY¶V Vecond Zife, Belo]eUVka\a. EYen Whe 

chaUacWeUiVWicV of BehemoWh Wake fUom WhingV in Whe aXWhoU¶V life, in WhiV caVe Whe abVXUd, comical 

naWXUe of hiV caW Fl\XVhka. ThiV VXggeVWV mXch of BXlgakoY¶V Wime in MoVcoZ iV Ueflected in the 

text, and those with personal connections to the author understood better than anyone else how 
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polemical and rooted in his reality the novel truly was. They, too, knew how much it went against 

what literature Stalin would approve of during his reign. 

The Master and Margarita, covering the span of four days, can be broken up into three 

diVWincW ³inneU-VWoUieV´: Woland and hiV Uende]YoXV aUoXnd MoVcoZ, Zhich accoXnW foU moUe Whan 

half of Whe noYel¶V conWenW and almoVW all of Whe fiUVW VecWion; Pontius Pilate and the trial of Ha-

Notsri weave in and out in the first section and develop as the plot progresses; and the reconnection 

between the anguished Master and Margarita, his once-lover. The subplots, one researcher argues, 

³Ueali]e oU allXde Wo Whe paradigms through which the symbolic cognition of reality as experienced 

WUXWh iV achieYed and implemenWed in oUdeU Wo aWWain a higheU VWaWe of e[iVWenWial aZaUeneVV´ 

(Krugovoy 6). That is, by mythologizing certain realistic aspects of the world around him, 

BXlgakoY ³eleYaWeV aUWiVWic pUoVe Wo a higheU VWage of UealiVm´ (KUXgoYo\ 6).  

In the novel, profound philosophical ideas are placed between comedic dialogue, both of 

which also make up significant portions of the text. These evocations are crafted by using stories 

VWUeWching back hXndUedV and eYen WhoXVandV of \eaUV. A cUiWic noWeV, ³One of Whe moVW inWeUeVWing 

features of The Master and Margarita is that the myths and legends incorporated into the fabric of 

the novel have been transformed in such a way as to fit into contemporary reality. They have been 

XVed « aV a meanV of WUanVfoUming UealiW\´ (Sahni 187). 

B\ Whe beginning of SWalin¶V GUeaW PXUgeV in Whe mid 1930V, one of Whe aUgXabl\ moVW 

influential Soviet dissident authors, Yevgeny Zamyatin, had long escaped to Paris. That seemed 

to be the only way to poignantly critique the homeland. With Bulgakov stuck in the USSR 

throughout his career, he had to be cautious and not provoke a dire response by Stalin. In other 

words, he had to get creative. In Master, that is where the supernatural comes into play, most 

notably exemplified in his allusions to the secret police. 
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The Secret Police 

In traditional Bulgakovian form (i.e., avoiding direct reference to people or places, usually 

done by indefinite pronouns or pronominal adjectives), the author addresses disappearance, death, 

and other disaster in an especially sly way. Almost invariably, when something suddenly happens 

Wo a chaUacWeU, WheUe iV a good chance Whe\ haYe come inWo conWacW ZiWh MoVcoZ¶V VecUeW police. 

³The Wheme of Whe abXVe of police poZeU in a deVpoWic VWaWe, and WhaW of Whe ideological conWUol and 

political abuse of art by the same state, can be effectively linked in the narrative and projected into 

Whe Wheme of Whe MaVWeU¶V WUibXlaWionV'' (KUugovy 67). The masking of references to these real-life 

officers are enshrined not just within the text but even how the characters interact with each other. 

³IW iV obYioXVl\ encoded in Whe langXage of Whe chaUacWeUV, Zho Uecogni]e Whe Waboo againVW Walking 

about the secret police and its actions'' (Moss 124). 

Of course, Bulgakov could not explicitly describe this prominent unit of terror, so he had 

to use niche and loose allusions to the realities faced by troves of citizens across the Soviet Union. 

In doing so, Bulgakov portrayed how frequent and unsuspecting these arrests and vanishings truly 

were.40 What is more, most of the instances where police presence occurs, there is no real 

jXVWificaWion foU Whem being WheUe. ³The effecW of Whe appeaUance and acWions of the secret police is 

deVcUibed, Zhile Whe caXVe iV lefW foU Whe UeadeU Wo infeU´ (MoVV 122). One UeaVon Zh\ BXlgakoY 

was able to really get into the subject was that he also had the tools of the Russian language at his 

disposal. One scholar notes: 

BXlgakoY « deVcUib[eV] Whe acWionV of Whe VecUeW police in AeVopian langXage WhaW maVkV 

Whe idenWiW\ of Whe agenWV « inYolYed. BXlgakoY aYailV himVelf of Whe man\ gUammaWical, V\nWacWic, 

 
40An e[ample iV Whe chaUacWeU BaUon Majgel, baVed on BaUon BoUiV SeUgeeYich, WhoXgh he fXncWioned ³pUimaUil\ aV a 
pateins or logical object rather than as agens oU logical VXbjecW´ (MoVV 117). 
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and lexical devices available in the Russian language to achieve such masking, the narrative goal 

of which is to cause the reader to hesitate between a supernatural and a natural explanation for the 

events described (Moss 115). 

 

The 1930s show trials also appear within the pages of The Master and Margarita, surely a 

point of ardent contention for the government and their censors. Specifically, there are references 

to those of March 1938, when a group of Trotskyists were sentenced and ultimately executed. In 

Whe noYel, Ze Vee WhiV UefeUenced in chapWeU 23, ³SaWan¶V GUand Ball.´ When ³Whe laVW WZo gXeVWV 

came Xp Whe VWaiUV,´ MaUgaUiWa WUieV Wo geW WheiU nameV fUom KoUoY\oY, bXW he pUoWeVWV; inVWead, he 

giYeV a backVWoU\ on one of Whem: ³I Veem Wo Uecall WhaW A]a]ello once paid him a YiViW and gaYe 

some advice over brandy as to how he could get rid of a man whose threats of exposure scared 

him to death. So, he ordered an acquaintance, who was his subordinate, to spray the walls of the 

man¶V office ZiWh poiVon´ (230). In UealiW\, GenUikh Yagoda, foUmeU People¶V CommiVVaU of 

Internal AffaiUV, did VomeWhing VimilaU: he ZaV ³accXVed « of giYing oUdeUV Wo hiV VecUeWaU\ [PaYel] 

Bulanov to spray the office of another prominent leader of the Soviet political police, Nikolai 

Ye]hoY, ZiWh poiVon´ (KUXgoYo\ 67). 

Again, Bulgakov often avoids attaching a name to his mysterious characters. This tactic is 

deplo\ed moVW of all in Whe chapWeU ³KoUoY\oY¶V TUickV´:  

Nikanor Ivanovich simply fled from his apartment and went to the office at the 

main entrance, but when he saw people were on the lookout for him there as well, he took 

off again (79). 

At that moment two men walked into the dining room, accompanied by a very pale 

Pelageya Antonovna (84). 
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An hour later an unknown man appeaUed in apaUWmenW No. 11« The stranger 

beckoned with his finger for Timofei Kondratyevich to come out of the kitchen and into 

the hall. He said something to him, and then they both vanished (85).41 

 

Broadly speaking, there are persistent mergings of the real and supernatural within The 

Master and Margarita. While these different themes interact with each other, it is not the case that 

Whe VXpeUnaWXUal iV Whe inheUenW eYil, WhoXgh, WhaW comeV Wo defeaW Whe beneYolenW ³Ueal''; UaWheU, Whe 

characters fail to fully understand the dynamics of each. This is how Bulgakov successfully and 

VWUaWegicall\ poUWUa\ed Whe ³XnVpeakable UealiW\ of [1930V] SoYieW life´ (MoVV 115). The MoVcoZ 

in The Master and Margarita in many aspects parallels the city in which Bulgakov resided. In the 

former, malevolence is wideVpUead and ³Whe agenWV of meWaph\Vical eYil aVVXme hXman « Vhape 

and Whe inYiVible meWaph\Vical good mXVW be deWecWed WhUoXgh a decoding pUoceVV´ (KUXgoYo\ 61). 

In the latter, the author and their work must endure the authoritative censor and their process to 

squash criticism²even to a degree²on behalf of Stalin.  

 

Berlioz  

³TU\ing Wo gUab hold of VomeWhing, BeUlio] fell flaW on hiV back and hiW Whe back of hiV neck 

lighWl\ againVW Whe cobbleVWoneV´ (36). The beheading of BeUlio], MASSOLIT¶V diUecWoU, b\ a 

streetcar at Patriarch's Pond is based in historical fact, sort of. The beheading alluded to that of 

John Whe BapWiVW, JeVXV¶ pUecXUVoU Zho ZaV Wo ³pUepaUe Whe Za\ of Whe LoUd´ b\ pUeaching 

³penance.´42 ³BeUlio] VeUYeV Whe pXUpoVe of SaWan. Seen in WhiV light, his decapitation manifests 

 
41 Italics mine. 
42 Matt. 3:1-3; Mark 1:1-4. 
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multiple levels of meaning. He is punished from the viewpoint of divine justice and receives his 

UeZaUd fUom Woland « µeWeUnal bliVV in Whe kingdom of heaYen¶´ (KUXgoYo\ 79). The eYil Whe 

editor signified could not last; evil fell prey to its self-destructiveness. Evil in 1920s Russia, 

whether it be Stalin, his social policies, or his squashing of dissent, when he rose to power in 1924, 

erupted just as quickly. 

BeUlio]¶V eYil iV Wied Xp ZiWh hiV poViWion aW MASSOLIT, ³one of MoVcoZ¶V laUgeVW liWeUaU\ 

aVVociaWionV´ (3). KUXgoYo\ deVcUibed Whe ficWiWioXV agenc\ and iWV e[clXViYe UeVWaXUanW aV ³hell on 

eaUWh noW onl\ in a figXUaWiYe bXW in a VpiUiWXal VenVe´ (85). ThiV iV becaXVe, of coXUVe, MASSOLIT 

was a reference to the Moscow bureaus Bulgakov had deep experience with. The elite gathering 

in the text symbolized Glavrepertkom and the new wave of censor-heavy dictators. Berlioz, in his 

short time alive in the story, represents the superiority complex and power trip Bulgakvov saw 

among the Glavrepertkom bosses. His to-the-point nature and insistence on reason²for example, 

Zhen ³BeUlio] ZanWed Wo pUoYe Wo Whe poeW WhaW Whe impoUWanW Whing ZaV noW ZhaW kind of man JeVXV 

ZaV « bXW, UaWheU, WhaW JeVXV, aV an indiYidXal, had neYeU e[isted on earth at all and that all the 

stories about him were mere fabrications, myths of the most standard kind (5)²was as much 

deWUimenWal aV iW ZaV adYanWageoXV. AV PUoffeU e[plainV WhiV pUedicamenW, Whe ³naWXUe of Whe 

philosophical-political system he lives under makes him quite unprepared to deal with even 

Be]domn\¶V degUee of imaginaWion´ (366). ThiV WUadiWional SoYieW Vchool of WhoXghW dieV haUd 

within the first several chapters as the irrational and unconscious take control of the situation.  

The adamant non-believer is at loggerheads with the otherworldly (i.e., Woland and his 

cUeZ). In WhaW VenVe, BeUlio]¶V Wo-the-poinW naWXUe echoV Whe MaU[iVW YieZ of Ueligion aV ³Whe Vigh 

of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soXlleVV condiWionV.´43 But 

 
43 MaU[, KaUl. A ConWUibXWion Wo Whe CUiWiTXe of Hegel¶V PhiloVoph\ of RighW. 1843±1844. 
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the non-belieYeUV aUe noW Whe oneV holding poZeU in Whe book. ³When BeUlio] « aVVXUeV [Woland] 

that nobody believes in god or the devil any more, the devil sets out to prove that he does exist, 

and that man²the lord of creation²haV in facW no conWUol oYeU hiV deVWin\´ (Kejna-Sharratt 3). 

 

Bezdomny 

Ivan Nikolayevich Ponyryov, the young poet who writes under the alias Bezdomny (which 

WUanVlaWeV Wo ³homeleVV´), eYenWXall\ faceV Whe Vame UealiW\ man\ aXWhoUV and oWheU aUWiVWV VaZ in 

SWalin¶V RXVVia: cUoVV Whe line and \oXU cUeaWiYe fUeedomV aUe VWUipped, if noW VomeWhing moUe 

VeYeUe. In Whe epilogXe iW iV annoXnced WhaW ³Whe foUmeU poeW´ endV Xp a ³felloZ of Whe InVWiWXWe of 

HiVWoU\ and PhiloVoph\´ (332).44 Bulgakov avoided making the connection especially clear, but 

Be]domn\¶V WUanViWion Wo academia VXggeVWed WhaW ZUiWeUV noW in accoUd ZiWh Whe YiVionV of Whe 

state had to find employment in another sector.  

Bulgakov wrote his lived experience into the character of Nikolayevich to a substantial 

degree. Much like the poet, Bulgakov had to begin work in a vastly different field than he was 

accXVWomed Wo: ³afWeU Whe adYeUVe UeYieZV of hiV pla\ Molière in 1936, its removal from the 

repertory and the consequent cessation of rehearsals on his play Pushkin, Bulgakov began to write 

a µHiVWoU\ of Whe SoYieW Union,¶ inWended foU VecondaU\ VchoolV´ (Milne 18).45 

In the psychiatric hospital Bezdomny insists that he is indeed sane; despite the lucid way 

he recounts the unfolding of events at GriboyedoY and PaWUiaUch¶V Pond, he aWWeVWV Wo eYeU\Whing 

he claims to have witnessed being true. With the doctor having reservations about what he is 

 
44 CoincidenWall\, a pUofeVVoU of hiVWoU\ ZaV Whe foUmeU pUofeVVion of Whe MaVWeU, aV eYidenW on page 114: ³A hiVWoUian 
by training, [the Master] had worked until two yearV ago aW one of Whe MoVcoZ mXVeXmV.´ 
45 During the writing of The Master and Margarita Bulgakov also worked on his play Pushkin, also known as The 
Last Days. In it, Bulgakov further explored the relationship between artist and state/censor. Interestingly, though, the 
character of Pushkin does not appear in the play; rather, it explores the lives of those around him (e.g., the Tsar's 
police). 
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hearing, Bezdomny gets flustered and pleads with the police to stop the consultant before more 

damage iV done: ³Comrade dispatcher, see to it that five armed motorcycles are sent on the double 

Wo caWch Whe foUeign conVXlWanW´ (58). UnleVV Uapid mobili]aWion occXUV, Be]dom\¶V ceUWain, 

Woland Zill VWUike again. Of coXUVe, Whe poeW¶V diUe pUedicWion becomeV UealiW\²again and again. 

Later in the story, in the psychiatric ward, the most significant thing happens to Bezdomy: 

he is introduced to the Master. Much like him, the Master is an artist who has felt the repercussions 

b\ WhoVe in poZeU, in hiV caVe Whe blocking of hiV life¶V ZoUk: depicting the life and times of Pontius 

Pilate. 

 

The Master 

The Master, an individual persecuted despite (because of?) his artistic genius, first appears 

in ChapWeU 13, ³EnWeU Whe HeUo.´ PXW anoWheU Za\, he iV a ³diVappoinWed aXWhoU, embiWWeUed b\ Whe 

treatment that his honest creation has received from editors, fellow artists, critics²in a word, the 

whole corrupt artistic-poliWical ZoUld´ (Delane\ 94). BXW he iV noW a pXUel\ ficWiWioXV cUeaWion b\ 

an\ VWUeWch. InVWead, ³Whe MaVWeU¶V liWeUaU\ chaUacWeU aVsimilates the biographical data of two 

RXVVian ZUiWeUV. The fiUVW iV BXlgakoY himVelf´ (KUXgoYo\ 109). The MaVWeU¶V pUoficienc\ in 

language suggests a resemblance to Bulgakov.46 The oWheU ZaV Nikolai Gogol: ³ThiV can be VhoZn 

through the motif of the burnt novel, which refers us to Dead Souls´ (KUXgoYo\ 110). The bXUning 

of the manuscript by the Master himself channels the actions of Gogol, where, nearing his death, 

he torched some of his works, believing the devil was besieging him. 

When he first appears, the Master details his past work and his struggle to write about 

Pontius Pilate, ultimately not being able to finish his book on Pilate and Ha-Notsri. As the Master 

 
46 Mikhail Bulgakov translated the works of Shakespeare, among others, for Moscow theaters and the publishing 
hoXVe ³Academia.´  
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pXW iW, AloiV\ MogaU\ch, Whe pUeVeUYeU of Whe MaVWeU¶V apaUWmenW, ³E[plained Wo me, and I Vuspect 

faXlWleVVl\, Zh\ m\ noYel coXldn¶W be pXbliVhed. He didn¶W mince ZoUdV eiWheU: VXch and VXch a 

chapWeU Zill noW do«´ (121). DoZnWUodden, he pUoclaimV, ³IW ZaV m\ fiUVW YenWXUe inWo Whe liWeUaU\ 

ZoUld, bXW noZ WhaW iW¶V all oYeU and m\ UXin iV aW hand, I Whink back on iW ZiWh hoUUoU!´ (118). 

When aVked b\ Be]dom\ Zho pUeYenWed Whe book¶V pXblicaWion Whe MaVWeU declaUeV: 

The ediWoU, I Well \oX, Whe ediWoU. YeV, Zell, he Uead iW « He Zhee]ed and cUXmpled 

the manuscript unnecessarily. The questions he asked me seemed insane. He said nothing 

aboXW Whe noYel iWVelf bXW aVked me Zho I ZaV, ZheUe I came fUom, ZheWheU I¶d been ZUiting 

for a long time, and why nothing had been heard of me before. And then he asked what I 

thought was a totally idiotic question: who had given me the idea of writing a novel on 

such a strange subject? (119). 

 

The Moscow of the book, much like the actual Soviet Union of the early 20th century, 

prohibits writing too much about a religious figure like Pilate. To ensure the pages would not be 

diVcoYeUed, Whe MaVWeU ³Wook Whe heaY\ W\pe-scripts and notebooks drafts of the novel out of the 

desk drawer and staUWed Wo bXUn Whem´ (122). ThiV comeV afWeU Whe MaVWeU UeadV a VWoU\ aboXW 

himVelf in Whe neZVpapeU WiWled ³A MiliWanW Old BelieYeU´ in Zhich he iV accXVed of ³PilaWiVm´ 

(120). The MaVWeU laXghV bXW iV Voon ama]ed: ³TheUe ZaV VomeWhing Xncommonl\ fake and 

uncertain in every line of these articles, despite their threatening and self-aVVXUed Wone´ (121). 

MoUeoYeU, feaU Voon UeaUV iWV Xgl\ head, ³feaU of WhingV WoWall\ XnUelaWed Wo eiWheU Whe aUWicleV oU 

noYel´ (121).  

In the hospital with Bezdomny, the Master goes into detail about his despair. The banning 

of hiV ZoUk affecWV him on a pUofoXnd leYel, VWUipping Whe aUWiVW of hiV idenWiW\. He cUieV, ³I no 
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longeU haYe a name « I gaYe iW Xp, jXVW aV I¶Ye giYen Xp eYeU\Whing elVe in life´ (114). MoUeoYeU, 

much like Bulgakov, the Master explains that he has been barred from emigrating, but in 

e[cepWionall\ YagXe WeUmV: ³One Ueall\ VhoXldn¶W make big planV foU oneVelf, deaU neighboU. Take 

me, for example, I wanted to travel around the globe. Well, it turned out that waVn¶W meanW Wo be. 

I can Vee onl\ an inVignificanW liWWle piece of iW´ (125). Again, Ze Vee Whe peUVonal life of BXlgakoY 

seeping into the text. 

Lastly, the Master, an artist unable to leave his nation, typifies the fate of many artists 

living in the Stalinist-era Soviet Union. In the process of expressing himself and his true passions, 

the Master is unable to pursue his most defining project: completing the book. In the end, as was 

the case for countless authors in the USSR, the Master was not able to see his work enjoyed by the 

masses²like Kharms, like Mandelstam, and like Bulgakov, to name just a few. In Chapter 30, the 

Master and his reunited lover, Margarita, are given poisoned wine by Azaello; the woman survives, 

bXW foU Whe MaVWeU, ³Whe pUe-storm light began Wo fade « hiV heaUW Vkipped a beaW, and he felW Whe 

end appUoaching´ (313).  

 

Margarita  

Margarita Nikolayevna, the woman the Master has had a series of affairs with²their first 

encoXnWeU Zhile he ZaV Zedded Wo ³WhaW VaUenka« Manechka« no, VaUenka´ (117)²knew from 

the first moment she laid eyes on him that they would ultimately be together until the end. As is 

e[plained in ChapWeU 13, ³Whe MaVWeU and [MaUgaUiWa] fell in loYe Vo inWenVel\ WhaW Whe\ became 

abVolXWel\ inVepaUable´ (117). The MaVWeU inVWanWaneoXVl\ felW Whe Vame, Woo: ³I VXddenl\ and 

compleWel\ Xne[pecWedl\ Ueali]ed WhaW WhiV ZaV Whe Zoman I had loYed m\ Zhole life!´ (116). The 

MaVWeU¶V ZoUk, WhoXgh Whe aXWhoU himVelf gUeZ WiUed of iW, becomeV Whe moVW impoUWanW Whing in Whe 
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Zoman¶V life, eYen ending Xp meaning moUe Wo heU Whan Wo him. The MaVWeU UecallV, ³Reall\, aW 

WimeV heU faVcinaWion ZiWh iW ZoXld make me jealoXV´ (118).  

In part two of the novel the differences between the Master and Margarita gradually vanish; 

the two essentially become one, each becoming Whe oWheU¶V miVVing piece. The MaVWeU e[emplifieV 

discontent and a sense of hopelessness²similar to how Bulgakov felt in the lead-up to writing of 

the story²Zhile MaUgaUiWa ³haV Whe TXaliWieV WhaW he haV loVW[:] loYe, coXUage and enWeUpUiVe´ 

(Milne 22). Post-chapter 19, Margarita takes control of the narrative, as opposed to the first part 

where Bezdomny appears to be the central figure, and her interactions with Woland and his gang 

best typify this shift in tone and perception. This shift in part two also marks the prospects of the 

MaVWeU¶V ZoUk on PonWiXV PilaWe being UeleaVed. The MaVWeU gUeZ diVenchanWed ZiWh Whe 

manuscript and assumed it would die hard²he was fine burning it!²but Margarita would have 

none of that. With the woman in the picture, she will stop at nothing to have his magnum opus in 

Whe handV of oWheUV. WhaW ZoXld haYe been loVW in hiVWoU\ folloZing Whe MaVWeU¶V eYenWXal deaWh 

noZ, WhankV Wo MaUgaUiWa¶V peUViVWence, haV Whe poVVibiliW\ of a fXWXUe Vhe Vo feUYenWl\ believes it 

deserves.  

As the tone changes so, too, does the attitude toward the reader²ZhaW beginV aV ³VaWiUical 

colloTXial Vpeech´ in Whe eaUlieU paUW of Whe noYel Voon WXUnV Wo ³Volemn and aW WimeV VenWimenWal 

e[pUeVVion´ (KiVel 596). ThiV iV appaUenW fUom Whe VWaUW, ZiWh Whe ³MaUgaUiWa´ chapWeU beginning 

ZiWh: ³FolloZ me, UeadeU! Who eYeU Wold \oX WheUe iV no VXch Whing in Whe ZoUld aV Ueal, WUXe, 

everlasting love? May the liar have his despicable tongue cut out! Follow me, my reader, and only 

me, and I¶ll VhoZ \oX WhaW kind of loYe!´ (185).  

Nikolayevna enters the novel as an exceptionally influential woman, a wife to the 

politically-connecWed. She haV ³plenW\ of mone\ « coXld bXW an\Whing WhaW Wook heU fanc\ « heU 
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hXVband¶V ciUcle of fUiendV inclXded Vome inWeUeVWing people.´ She iV ³ignoUanW of Whe hoUUoUV of 

life in a commXnal apaUWmenW´ (185). The noYel depicWV MaUgaUiWa¶V eaUlieU hXVband aV ³an 

oXWVWanding VpecialiVW Zho had made an e[WUemel\ impoUWanW diVcoYeU\ of naWional Vignificance,´ 

and understanding how Bulgakov incorporated aspects of his personal life helps explain how he 

wrote himself into that character. If Elena Seergevna was the inspiration, at least in part, for 

Margarita, then it is to be presumed that the specialist was partly Mikhail Bulgakov. The 

³diVcoYeU\´ MaUgaUiWa VpeakV of coXld deal eiWheU ZiWh hiV miliWaU\ VeUYice oU liWeUaU\/WheaWUical 

works.   

 

Woland & Co. 

The Moscow in Master is the Moscow according to the Devil, and to successfully 

oUcheVWUaWe WhiV ³UeTXiUed WhaW BXlgakoY immerse himself in scholarly research on religious and 

hiVWoUical VXbjecWV, jXVW aV hiV faWheU, Whe pUofeVVoU of Wheolog\ had´ (PUoffeU 525). The deYil aV a 

chaUacWeU alVo appeaUV in a nXmbeU of BXlgakoY¶V eaUlieU noYellaV, leading Vome Wo belieYe Master 

was intended to be a shorter work like the others.47 Here, the devil is joined by his confidants: 

Azazello, Korovyov (Fagot), Behemoth the cat, and Hella the vampire maid. They invade the 

streets, apartments, and theaters of Moscow whether they are invited or not. Evil rapidly becomes 

omnipUeVenW. ³An eYil VocieW\ cUeaWeV Whe condiWionV foU Whe demoni]aWion of iWV e[iVWenWial Vpace. 

IW liWeUall\ inYiWed eYil Wo aUUiYe, eYen if iW doeV noW belieYe in Whe deYil¶V e[iVWence. IW iV WhiV WhaW 

Woland comes to Moscow´ (KUXgoYo\ 75). 

On numerous occasions Woland uses his magical abilities to manipulate or obtain power 

over others. In Chapter One, the skeptic Berlioz first meets him, who suggests to the editor, 

 
47 The devil is written into Heart of a Dog, The Fatal Eggs, and ³Diaboliad.´  
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³SXppoVe \oX ZeUe Wo VWaUW conWUolling oWheUV and \oXUVelf, and just as you developed a taste for 

iW, Vo Wo Vpeak, \oX VXddenl\ ZenW and« Zell« goW lXng canceU´ (8±9). Woland explains:  

And WheUe goeV \oXU conWUol! No one¶V faWe iV of an\ inWeUeVW Wo \oX e[cepW \oXU 

oZn « And iW all endV WUagicall\: WhaW Vame 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 

WhaW he iV no longeU good foU an\Whing, cUemaWe him in an oYen « WoXld \oX Ueall\ Va\ 

WhaW¶V an e[ample of hiV conWUol oYeU himVelf? WoXldn¶W iW be moUe coUUecW Wo Va\ WhaW 

someone other than himself is in control? (9). 

ThiV ominoXV monologXe VeWV Whe VWage foU Woland¶V incalcXlable poZeUV. He iV Whe one Zho 

invariably takes command of a situation²and he knows how they will play out from the start. 

Woland ³can do WhingV WhaW ZoXld make \oXU fleVh cUaZl,´ Be]domn\ e[plainV Wo Whe docWoU, 

adding, ³He kneZ in adYance WhaW BeUlio] ZoXld fall XndeU a VWUeeWcaU!´ (57). 

 One of the most memorable lines from the book, and the phrase which I take as the title of 

WhiV WheViV, iV XWWeUed b\ Woland: ³ManXVcUipWV don¶W bXUn´ (255). IW iV Wold Wo MaUgaUiWa Zhen Vhe 

thinks that the Master has burned the draft of his story about Pontius Pilate in his stove. But the 

manXVcUipW alVo UemainV ³because the Master knows every word of his book by heart; it was 

inYXlneUable and indeVWUXcWible all Whe Wime´ (PaUWhp 15). In Whe 1930V SoYieW Union, Ueal 

manXVcUipWV, noW jXVW oneV in a VWoU\, Uemained, Woo: ³SecUeW police fileV UeYeal WhaW Zhile a nXmbeU 

of confiscated manuscripts may have been destroyed or mislaid, they were for the most part 

VWamped ZiWh Whe ZoUdV µWo be pUeVeUYed foUeYeU¶ (khranit vechno); virtually everything was 

YieZed aV eYidence foU a poVVible fXWXUe aUUeVW´ (PaUWhp 15). SXUel\, Vome writers persecuted by an 

inquisitive Soviet government would have torched their works, but some writings of this era were 

successfully hidden by the authors or their friends and family. For instance, this was the case for 
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mXch of Daniil KhaUmV¶ manXVcUipWs, not released to the public until the 1960s. The main objective 

foU man\ of WheVe ZoUkV appeaUV Wo haYe been ³jXVW ZaiW foU Whe aUW Wo oXWliYe SWalin,´ if \oX Zill.  

 Woland is not entirely the embodiment of evil in the story; there are other figures who 

Vhock eYen him, moVW noWabl\ Whe gUeed\, l\ing, and VelfiVh Zho aUe VXbjecWV of Whe deYil¶V black 

magic aW Whe VaUieW\ TheaWeU. JXbilanW oYeU Whe fUee mone\ and Zomen¶V clothing, they try to 

capiWali]e on XneaUned gain and XlWimaWel\ fall pUe\ Wo Whe DeYil¶V WUickeU\. WhaW appeaUV on Vome 

leYel Wo be a haUmleVV VWXnW caUUieV ZiWh iW a commenW on moUaliW\: ³IW poinWV Xp Whe eYaneVcence 

of material goods and values²another inVWance of WhiV µfigXUe¶ UecXUUenW WhUoXghoXW Whe noYel´ 

(Milne 19). 

 AddiWionall\, mXch of Whe noYel¶V comedic effecW iV ZUiWWen WhUoXgh Woland: ³Woland and 

his demons are the principal agents through whom the parody of the sacred symbols and verities 

of faiWh iV inWUodXced in Whe noYel¶V naUUaWiYe´ (KUXgoYo\ 11). MoUeoYeU, Woland iV noW Whe 

embodiment of a far-distant past; he could well be a contemporary of Berlioz, the Master, et al. 

One VcholaU eYen deVcUibed Woland, Whe Vl\ pol\gloW, aV ³bUinging ZiWh him a coVmopoliWan aiU´ 

(Kisel 592). 

All of the black magic by the group is credited to Azazello, Behemoth, Korovyov, or others. 

That is to say Woland is not the perpetrator. Even at the Variety Theater, where some of the worst 

acts in the novel are committed, he appears innocent. For example, Fagot shoots the gun and makes 

the money flow from the ceiling and makes the clothing and material goods appear and Behemoth 

WeaUV off BengalVk\¶V head. Woland iV onl\ pUeVenW aW Whe WheaWeU foU Whe fiUVW feZ minXWes. 

BengalVk\ WUieV Wo haYe Woland e[plain ³hoZ Whe e[peUimenW ZaV done´ (103), bXW Zhen Whe man 

calls on Woland, the leader does not appear. It seems Woland employs plausible deniability for 

the malevolent stunts he arranges. In real life, this mirrored SWalin¶V XVe of UighW-hand men to carry 
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out missions on his behalf (i.e., having the secret police capture critics and later claiming to be 

unaware of what happened to the detained).  

 

Pontius Pilate 

In addition to the Devil playing tricks on the townspeople in Moscow, The Master and 

Margarita also takes place in Jerusalem. These chapters delve into Yeshua Ha-NoWVUi¶V WUial and 

the moral compass of Pontius Pilate in Yershalaim (Jerusalem). Unsurprisingly, Bulgakov loaded 

these sections with insinuations about his contemporary Soviet Union, too. The two long-separated 

VeWWingV and eUaV of Wime aUe conWUaVWed, in paUW, Wo e[plain BXlgakoY¶V VenVe of Vocial pUogUeVV. 

The lack of freedom in each place is strikingly similar despite the vast time that is supposed to 

have occurred between the two eras. Put together, these two strands of the novel help exemplify 

hoZ ³W\Uann\ iV mainWained WhUoXgh VpieV, denXnciaWionV and Vimple feaU´ (PUoffeU 532).  

³All of ZhaW Ze haYe come Wo Whink of aV W\pical of SoYieW life in Whe 1930s under Stalin is 

shown most clearly in the Pilate chapters. Indeed, when examined closely, life in Yershalaim has 

man\ of Whe Vame elemenWV aV life in Whe Ueal, aV oppoVed Wo Whe ficWion, MoVcoZ of WhiV peUiod´ 

(Proffer 539±40). ³PilaWe haV Whe fUeedom to chart the course of his life. He thus becomes the co-

aXWhoU of hiV oZn deVWin\´ (KUXgoYo\ 70). ThiV iV in oppoViWion ZiWh a nXmbeU of chaUacWeUV fUom 

the Moscow chapters, for example Berlioz, whose death is forecasted by Woland and happens 

soon thereafWeU. AlVo, WhiV iV highlighWed Zhen PilaWe WakeV Whe plaWfoUm, ³clXWching Whe VXpeUflXoXV 

claVp mechanicall\ in hiV fiVW and VTXinWing´ (29). In Vo doing, ³Whe naUUaWoU aWWUibXWeV moUal 

responsibility to Pilate as an autonomous subject, ultimately in conWUol of hiV oZn acWionV´ (MeUUill 

306). 
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Epilogue 

The epilogue features one of the starkest jabs at Stalin and his regime. Once Woland, the 

Master, Margarita and the others leave Moscow, Bulgakov paints a picture of an utterly destroyed 

Moscow. Characters never involved in any wrongdoing are captured out of official paranoia²this 

iV eVpeciall\ WUXe foU Whe VWUa\ black caWV XnfoUWXnaWe enoXgh Wo UeVemble BehemoWh: ³A hXndUed 

or so of these peaceful animals, useful and devoted to man, were shot or otherwise destroyed in 

YaUioXV paUWV of Whe coXnWU\´ (327). 

The cleaning and restoration of light to Master¶V MoVcoZ iV noW an oYeUnighW pUoceVV, bXW 

it eventually happens. A reintroduction to a pre-Woland MoVcoZ Zill occXU in dXe Wime. ³SeYeUal 

\eaUV paVVed, and Whe ciWi]enV began Wo foUgeW aboXW Woland, KoUoY\oY, and Whe oWheUV´ (330). 

Even with all the evil aspects shrouded in the book, there is undeniable optimism in a post-Woland 

MoVcoZ. ThaW iV, Whe book¶V MoVcoZ iV able Wo moYe on fUom Whe WeUUoU caXVed b\ Whe YiViWoUV. 

³The man Zho called himVelf Woland YaniVhed along ZiWh hiV henchmen and neYeU again Ueturned 

Wo MoVcoZ noU did he eYeU VhoZ himVelf oU make an appeaUance an\ZheUe elVe´ (326). BXlgakoY, 

however, did not live to see the same peace: Stalin reigned for 14 more years after the author died. 

To Whe aXWhoU¶V deWUimenW, JoVeph SWalin pUeVided aV head of the USSR during nearly the entire 

ZoUking caUeeU of Mikhail BXlgakoY. The aXWhoU¶V noWoUieW\ and UepXWaWion Zhile aliYe ZaV 

significantly curtailed by the power of a single leader.  
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Chapter 6: Arriving in the West 

Western readers learned from The Master and Margarita noW jXVW aboXW Whe noYel¶V 

thematics but also the Soviet people, its literary traditions, and the government most antithetical 

to the American experiment for many decades. Surely, it is impossible to make categorical claims 

about the West¶V UecepWion Wo Whe noYel and WheiU VXbVeTXenW eYolXWion of SoYieW VenWimenW, bXW a 

look aW geneUal cUiWical UecepWion, ValeV, and Whe book¶V popXlaUiW\ in higheU edXcaWion giYeV Vome 

inVighW inWo Whe impacW BXlgakoY¶V moVW impoUWanW ZoUk caUUied (and caUUies). 

Mikhail Bulgakov began the process of reappearing in the collective consciousness 

folloZing VcholaU AbUam VXliV¶ Ue-diVcoYeU\ of Whe aXWhoU¶V ZoUk in pUepaUaWion foU hiV 1962 

study, Sovietski Satiricheskii Roman (³SoYieW SaWiUical NoYel´). VXliV ZaV placed in contact with 

Elena Sergeevena, and, having gained her trust, was given access to The MaVWeU aQd MaUgaUiWa¶V 

manuscript.48 Impressed, Vulis implored Sergeevena to allow the work to be published in journals 

like Ogonek (³FiUe´) and Novyi Mir (³NeZ World''), but that was to no avail. It took years of 

additional imploring and permission was finally granted in late-1966 for the text to appear in 

Moskva. 

FolloZing Whe We[W¶V eaUl\ appeaUanceV VeYeUal \eaUV laWeU, BXlgakoY¶V pUominence gUeZ, 

and especially since the 1970s, he has become a household name comparable to the other major 

Russian writers. Surely, though, in 1967, when Master was finally released, the author was not 

known to the West as the defiant, persistent playwright that the artistic circles in Russia were 

familiaU ZiWh, Vo WhiV lack of aZaUeneVV inhibiWed WheiU iniWial peUcepWionV of Whe VWoU\¶V poliWical 

connoWaWionV and allXVionV. ³The UeYieZV [of Whe UeadeUV] fell UoXghl\ inWo WZo claVVeV[:] WhoVe WhaW 

 
48 The only other known copy of The Master and Margarita ZaV giYen Wo BXlgakoY¶V fUiend, F. MikhalVk\, diUecWoU 
of the Art Theatre Museum.  
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were confined to a brief description of conWenW ZiWh Vome backgUoXnd commenW on BXlgakoY¶V 

literary-political significance, and those that ventured also into interpretation and literary 

jXdgmenW´ (Delane\ 89-90). The crossover between reality and fiction fell on deaf ears until more 

comprehensive works about Bulgakov the man were released, such as Lyubov Belpzerskaya-

BXlgakoYa¶V My Life With Mikhail Bulgakov in 1983. 

As has been robustly expounded on throughout this report, the relationship between Master 

and the Soviet Union was complicated, to say the least.49 When the novel was first translated in 

the West by Michael Glenny, in 1967, people had uninhibited access to it at once That is, if nothing 

else, Western readers were not teased with gradual fragments; the manuscript, when began to 

appear in stands and bookstores, was by-and-large the unabridged text from the start. 

Publisher Grove Press first distributed in the United States the version of the novel that 

appeared in Moskva, but Collins-HaUYill and HaUpeU and RoZ, ³Zho had eaUlieU VecXUed WUanVlaWion 

UighWV, ZeUe offeUed a cop\ of Whe XncenVoUed We[W « appaUenWl\ obWained through the efforts of 

Yelena SeUgeeYna¶V nepheZ in HambXUg´ (WUighW 260). The UeleaVe of Whe noYel in Whe WeVW, a 

VcholaU noWeV, ZaV a ³liWeUaU\ eYenW of bUoad implicaWionV´ (Delane\ 89). BXW WhaW iV noW Wo Va\ iW 

was an overnight sensation outside of the Soviet Union either. Why would, say, Texans care about 

the housing crisis in Moscow and what would they get from a cat beheading people in a theater? 

Could the West even learn anything new about the Soviet Union from a singular, obscure²

especially considering many of the references would fall on deaf ears? 

Making the average American or other Western reader believe a book about life in the 

Soviet Union circa 1930s was worth investing time in²let alone discovering the allusions²would 

have been a trying task for most any novelist, but with such an outlandish, otherworldly plot, that 

 
49 A republished, mostly-complete version of the novel was first printed in the Soviet Union in 1973 as part of a 
series called Novels, apparently even including certain portions not seen in any prior edition anywhere in the world. 
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was particularly difficult for Bulgakov, even if he was alive to see the work enter the borders of 

other nations. The fact that language is so stragtecially utilized in the text made things even more 

onerous. An observer explains:  

One the one hand, he was searching for a system of imagery to convey effectively his 

ideologically unorthodox views of the human condition and his apocalyptic sense of history to the 

reader. On the other hand, in order to protect himself against the censorship and abuse of official 

literary critics, he was forced to encode the imagery in an intricate system of ingenuous 

cryptography (Krugovoy 3). 

 

The Critic 

In Whe SoYieW Union, ³Vome commXniVW cUiWiciVmV haYe Wended Wo Wone doZn Whe UeligioXV 

aspects and accentuate the social ones, while a number of Western articles have taken a more 

religious, sometimes anti-SoYieW line´ (WUighW 261). ThiV iV in line ZiWh Whe general outlook the 

West²particularly the United States²had with the Soviet Union. Following this line of logic, 

some Westen critics made it a point of their review to pull from Master the religious themes and 

make the case that he was only able to shape the whimsical aspects by pulling from other Western 

theological and philosophical works (e.g., Faust and the New Testament). 

In the late 20th century, Western publishers and critics faced another dilemma: either to 

keep in accordance with the adverse narrative that the American government had with their Soviet 

counterparts or risk being viewed as straying from that path by praising literature by Soviet 

communists. For those that went with the latter, they were confronted with the possibility of being 

labeled a Soviet²if not outright communist²sympathizer. This sentiment was at its height in the 

1950s, coinciding with the power Senator Joseph McCarthy wielded in the House Un-American 

Activities Committee. Had The Master and Margarita been published and available to American 
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markets around the time of its completion in 1940, the book likely would have undergone scrutiny 

in the West as well, if not by making connections between Bulgakov and the Bolsheviks then 

simply by the unfortunate happenstance of where it was written. 

 

The Reader 

Being as the Western market had large-scale access to the novel, its reaction by readers 

was unsurprisingly mixed. Such a strange book was sure to leave readers confused, but as a 

biographer suggests, that was not necessarily a bad Whing: ³The pUedominanW iniWial UeVponVe « 

does seem to be the awareness of an enigma, a feeling that the novel does not quite cohere 

inWellecWXall\, and \eW ZoUk aeVWheWicall\ in a moVW compleWe and VaWiVf\ing Za\´ (Milne 1). The 

first path for a consumer to enjoy the read, though, was to determine what the novel was even 

aboXW. PXW blXnWl\, ³The Master and Margarita is not a tidy work, nor does it present a logically 

VWUXcWXUed aUgXmenW « XlWimaWel\, iWV gUeaWneVV lieV in iWV poZeU Wo eYoke UeVponVeV inWuitively 

fUom Whe UeadeU´ (WUighW 261). HoZeYeU, Wo WUXl\ find WhaW gUeaWneVV, ceUWain pUioU knoZledge²

whether about Mikhail Bulgakov, repression under Stalin, or familiarity with Faust or Pontius 

Pilate²has always been undeniably important. 

As is often the case with authors and their defining works, Bulgakov appeared to be mindful 

that Master would be his biggest success and was determined to have a finished draft completed 

in his lifetime.50 He laXded Whe pUojecW aV hiV ³laVW VXnVeW noYel.´ ThaW iV pUeciVely why Bulgakov 

labored over the book for many years, beginning in 1928 and ultimately ending with his death in 

1940.51 Simonov noted that the author had completed versions of the story prior to his death but 

 
50 I Whink back Wo JameV Jo\ce¶V famoXV depicWion of Ulysses: ³IW Zill keep Whe pUofeVVoUV bXV\ foU cenWXUieV.´ 
51 Marina Belozerskaya noted that a version had been completed in 1928, but with the title The Consultant with a 
Hoof. Others suggest that the final version that is available today could have been completed as early as 1938. 
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had made numerous re-writes.52 Bulgakov was aware of the magnitude of such a story and faced 

the issue of being coherent with his interweaving of such distinct inner-stories, set eons apart from 

each other, within the story. The sheer scope of the narrative also turned some readers and 

reviewers alike off; though an interesting plot, some saw the aspects of Faust and the canonical 

references out of place. For example, a review in The Nation VXggeVWed Whe chaUacWeUV ZeUe ³oXW 

of diffeUenW opeUaV.´53 Readers were confused, and for many, more questions arose about what the 

story meant than may have been resolved by reading it. Unfortunately, none of these questions will 

eYeU come Wo fXll cloVXUe, in no Vmall paUW Wo BXlgakoY¶V deaWh and Whe inabiliW\ foU a ZoUk b\ him 

to explain the phenomena of The Master and Margarita. 

With the issues of thematics and wide-encompassing range set aside, the audience could 

When WXUn iWV focXV Wo Whe Vocial and philoVophical impoUWance of Whe book. If Whe WeVWeUn UeadeU¶V 

view of the Soviet Union was impacted²positively or negatively²b\ BXlgakoY¶V Master, then 

their perceptions would be even more altered several years later, when Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn 

released his monumental Gulag Archipelago, detailing his gruesome imprisonment in the Gulag 

workcamp. However, considering that The Gulag Archipelago is the firsthand account of 

Sol]heniWV\n, iW haV hiVWoUicall\ been eaVieU foU UeadeUV¶ YieZV on Whe USSR and SWalin Wo be moUe 

heaYil\ molded b\ Whe poliWical pUiVoneU Whan BXlgakoY¶V ZoUk of fanWaV\-heavy literature. 

Solzhenitsyn was much easier to perceive as the Soviet freedom fighter as opposed to a fiction 

writer like Bulgakov where anything can, theoretically, be invented to stress a point. This is to say 

that around the late 1960s and onwards, books from the USSR became²and especially written 

around that period²important aspects to a society on the other side of the world with regards to 

perception. Reading stories from authors that lived through certain moments in Russian or Soviet 

 
52 µFoUeZoUd,´ book 1, Master i Margarita, in Moskva, Nov. 1966, pp. 6-7. 
53 The Nation, Jan. 22, 1968. 
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history had an undeniably larger impact than the news reports and articles that were being penned 

by Americans and other Westerners. Regardless, and as hopefully been demonstrated, The Master 

and Margarita is far from simply a work of fiction and its importance far suprasses that of most 

other books²not just from Russia or the Soviet Union but in the universal history of the written 

word.  

Lessons on the horrors of totalitarianism are packed in the dialogue. This is, in part, why a 

SoYieW cUiWic deVcUibed BXlgakoY aV a man ZhoVe ³gUandeXU [lied] in WheiU eloTXenW and coXUageoXV 

sWaWemenWV on Whe baVic WhemeV of life, eVpeciall\ [SoYieW] VhaWWeUed moUal YalXeV´ (MlikoWin 197). 

Or perhaps this is why another argued that the semi-VXbWleneVV of Whe book pUoYideV ³a ke\ Wo 

understanding the genesis of the novel in the Soviet Union undeU SWalin,´ adding WhaW iW VhoZcaVeV 

³Whe fXndamenWal diffeUenceV beWZeen Whe SoYieW V\VWem and WhaW of Whe WeVW´ (MoVV 115-116).  

Another challenge in understanding the historical significance of The Master and 

Margarita, and particularly its importance in Whe WeVW, iV Wo ³coXnWeU Whe abhoUUence of hiVWoU\ b\ 

offering lost cultural ideas and values as worthwhile rewards for allowing the historical 

VXpeUnaWXUal inWo Whe pUeVenW´ (KiVel 592). AnoWheU UeaVon Zh\ Whe WeVW coXld haYe felW connecWed 

to The Master and Margarita appears at the outset of the novel in which the epigraph quotes from 

GoeWhe¶V Faust: 

 

³... and so who are 

you, after all? 

 

²I am part of the power  

which forever wills evil 

aQd fRUeYeU ZRUkV gRRd.´ 
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While the character Mephistopheles and the idea of a devil coming to earth and interacting 

with mortals is the basis for Woland and many of the conflicts in Master, Bulgakov, by citing 

GoeWhe in Whe fiUVW feZ pageV VhoZV ³an oUienWaWion WoZaUd Whe ZeVW in hiV e[ploUaWion of 

philosophical and theological questions. Thought this way, The Master and Margarita resurrects 

BXlgakoY¶V paUWicXlaU pUeUeYolXWionaU\ cXlWXUal UealiW\´ (KiVel 592). The cenWXUieV-old German 

folktale of Faust (or Faustus) and its influence in The Master and Margarita heightens BulgakoY¶V 

seminal text as partly Western-driven, not only in literary thematics but also theological schools 

of WhoXghW and WUadiWionV. The name ³FaXVW'' iV inVeUWed diUecWl\ inWo Whe ploW aV Zell. FoU inVWance, 

in ³EnWeU Whe HeUo'' Woland aVked Be]domn\, ³B\ Whe Za\, foUgiYe me, bXW \oX pUobabl\ haYen¶W 

even heard the opera Faust, haYe \oX?´ (113).54  

But did Bulgakov want Woland to be the incarnation of Mephistopheles? Proffer, in the 

afWeUZoUd of Whe noYel, aUgXeV, ³AV Whe noYel conWinXeV, Ze Vee WhaW hiV Uole iV TXiWe diVVimilaU´ 

(364). In GoeWhe¶V pla\, MephiVWopheleV conYinceV FaXVW Wo pXW hiV WUXVW in Whe DeYil foU boXndleVV 

knowledge; conversely, Woland shows Master the light²of publishing his story of Pilate, 

perhaps²after seeing Moscow in flames. Similarities and differences aside, for the Western reader 

to have seen the inclusion of Faust in a work from a culture supposedly inconsistent with their 

basic values, a bridging of gaps was sure to have been made.  

Since the novel arrived in the West its popularity, for quite a while, soared. The Master 

and Margarita cXUaWed a cXlW folloZing. The VWXd\ ³TZenWieWh-Century Russian Literature and the 

NoUWh AmeUican Pedagogical Canon´ e[plained Whe gUoZing Wide of pUaiVe foU boWh Whe aXWhoU and 

novel. In a 1982 observation of higher education institutions in Canada and the United States, out 

of the 114 Russian and Soviet literary works included in the sample, The Master and Margarita 

 
54 Bulgakov was reported to have seen the Faust opera more than 40 times. 
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ZaV XVed in 77 peUcenW of Whe claVVUoomV, W\ing ZiWh BoUiV PaVWeUnak¶V Doctor Zhivago (Loewen 

175). One decade later, in 1992, the trend was even more generous toward Master: 78% of 

surveyed institutions taught the novel, significantly surpassing the next most frequently taught 

noYel, Sol]heniWV\n¶V One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, which sat at 69% (Loewen 177). 

Even in the 21st century, The Master and Margarita in the West was especially relevant, ranking, 

again, aW Whe Wop of Whe liVW ZiWh 74%, ZiWh IVaac Babel¶V Red Cavalry in second at 64% (Loewen 

178). The same favorability among professors of Mikahil Bulgakov as an author was shown in the 

three studies, ranking 3rd, 2nd, and 1st in a survey of most frequent author appearances each 

decade between 1982±2002, respectively (Loewen 184-4). Clearly, The Master and Margarita 

resonated in the classroom.  

In Whe afWeUZoUd of VinWage¶V ediWion of Master, Elena PUoffeU VXggeVWed, ³The RXVVian 

literary world was stunned by the unexpected transformation of a dramatist of the 1920s into a 

majoU noYeliVW and an XnneUYing inflXence on Whe cXlWXUe aV a Zhole´ (361). SoYieW UeadeUV ³felW 

great curiosity about the ZoUld oXWVide official SoYieW cXlWXUe,´ LoYell noWeV, and The Master and 

Margarita helped e[emplif\ Whe cXlWXUal ³oWheU´ ZiWh iWV incoUpoUaWion of SoYieW WhemeV and 

Western literary influence. It is easy to see why.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

Daring to make a political and literary statement against Stalin and the social and artistic 

UepUeVVionV of Whe 1920V and 1930V, BXlgakoY ZaV ³fUeed fUom all UeVWUicWionV, Ueali]ing to the full 

hiV VaWiUical poWenWial´ (Milne 21). Mikhail BXlgakoY ZaV, aV he himVelf pXW iW, ³Whe VaWiUiVW of oXU 

epoch at precisely the time when any genuine satire (satire that penetrates into forbidden zones) 

[became] XnWhinkable in Whe SoYieW Union.´55 Had Bulgakov been given the gift of a longer life 

and lived to see The Master and Margarita in the post-Stalinist days, the playing out of the text 

could have been significantly different. Forever tenacious, he very likely would have penned even 

more work in his later days, and almost certainly some about the reaction to The Master and 

Margarita²not just in the USSR, but all around the world. 

FolloZing Whe GeneUal SecUeWaU\¶V deaWh on MaUch 5Wh, 1953, Whe aUWiVWic commXniW\ in Whe 

Soviet Union was curious to see how the succeeding leader would allow works critical of the 

goYeUnmenW Wo be aYailable foU pXblic conVXmpWion. EYen ZiWh NikiWa KhUXVhcheY¶V ZillingneVV 

Wo denoXnce Whe legac\ of hiV pUedeceVVoU in hiV ³On Whe CXlW of PeUVonaliW\ and IWV ConVeTXenceV´ 

Vpeech, WhoVe Vame fUeedomV ZeUe noW fXll\ affoUded Wo Whe aUWiVW. ³AfWeU SWalin died,´ a VcholaU 

obVeUYed, ³Whe UeVWiYe facWionV and inWeUeVW gUoXpV ZiWhin Whe monoliWh UeYealed WhemVelYeV, 

however, and a few things became possible, particularly if you were adept at playing one against 

Whe oWheU´ (Wallach 78). Some UeVWUicWionV ZeUe eaVed XndeU KUXVhcheY¶V ³WhaZ,´ Zhen ³ZUiWeUV 

VXch aV BXlgakoY « coXld be menWioned and Whe pXblicaWion of WheiU ZoUld coXld be VeUioXVl\ 

conWemplaWed´ (LoYell 29). HoZeYeU, ³iW ZaV conWinXall\ plagXed b\ ineffecWiYe UefoUmV Wo 

fXndamenWal pUoblemV and Whe conWUadicWionV WhaW incUeaVingl\ emeUged beWZeen KhUXVhcheY¶V 

 
55 BXlgakoY¶V leWWeU Wo Whe SoYieW goYeUnmenW, MaU. 28, 1930. 
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VWaWed inWenWionV and hiV UeVponVeV,´ one obVeUYeU noWeV.56 Regardless, what progress that was 

made under Krushchev was then largely stripped away during the succeeding reign of Leonid 

Brezhnev from 1964±1982. An XninWended effecW of BUe]hneY¶V haUdline appUoach Wo cUiWical 

literature, though, was that the banned²samizdat²works became even more popular. This 

coincided with the discovery of The Master and Margarita by Vulis. The moment was just right 

foU Whe libeUaWion of BXlgakoY¶V monXmenWal ZoUk. One UeVeaUcheU VXggeVWV ³Whe noYel had an 

iniWial UeadeUVhip of VeYeUal hXndUed WhoXVandV´ (LoYell 34). 

By the time General Secretary Gorbachev implemented his glasnost and perestroika 

policies, in 1986, it was clear the Soviet Union was drastically changing course in most directions, 

Whe foUmeU appUoach Wo Whe USSR¶V heaY\ cenVoUVhip pUacWiceV inclXded. ³B\ Whe beginning of 

GoUbacheY¶V Perestroika « Whe Uange of Whe foUbidden liWeUaWXUe gUadXall\ gUeZ ZideU and ZaV 

eventually all-embUacing´ (SWelmakh 144). WiWh Whe eaVing of pUeVV fUeedomV and e[panVion of 

free speech protections, it was clear it was no longer the Soviet Union of Joseph Stalin. Not only 

were relations between the Russian Federation and United States going to differ, but so, too, was 

the general make-up of Russian society. This included structural reforms to the educational system, 

for example the introduction of works formerly taboo into the classroom, including The Master 

and Margarita. From an interview with my Soviet-born Russian language tutor, she recalls the 

introduction of the book to her in the 11th grade as a phenomenon all across the Soviet Union: 

³People ZanWed Wo Uead iW nonVWop,´ adding, ³libUaUieV had lineV of people Zho ZanWed Wo pXW WheiU 

nameV on Whe ZaiWing liVW Wo geW Whe book.´  

Mikhail¶V UelaWionVhip ZiWh Elena SeUgeeYna ZoXld Uemain poViWiYe eYeU Vince WheiU 

maUUiage. SeUgeeYna ³foXghW a long haUd baWWle foU BXlgakoY¶V place in liWeUaWXUe, and in Whe end, 

 
56 L\nch, Sean. ³The KhUXVhcheY ThaZ and iWV effecW on SoYieW domeVWic and foUeign polic\ dXUing Whe 1950V and 
1960V.´ 
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Vhe Zon moUe Whan an\one coXld haYe pUedicWed´ (PUoffeU 504). ThiV ZaV alVo Whe caVe ZiWh hiV 

second wife, Lyubov Evgenievna Belozerskaya, who wrote, lectured, and provided access to those 

interested to promote the literary genius of Mikhail Bulgakov. However, Elena is most to thank 

for the reintroduction of Bulgakov to the world; in fact, by visiting the Western world on his behalf 

and spreading the word of her ex-hXVband¶V ZoUk, Vhe ³WUied Wo Vee Whe ZoUld WhUoXgh hiV e\eV´ 

(Proffer 505). The long-lasting commitment Sergeevna had with Bulgakov and The Master and 

Margarita iV beVW deVcUibed XVing one of Whe moVW beaXWifXl lineV of Whe noYel: ³She pUedicWed fame, 

urged him on, and started calling him MaVWeU. She ZaiWed eageUl\ foU Whe pUomiVed final ZoUdV « 

recited the parts she especially liked in a loud sing-Vong Yoice, and Vaid WhaW Whe noYel ZaV heU life´ 

(118). Bulgakov might have written the work, but we are indebted to Sergeevna for its lasting 

legacy. 

Not only is the novel an exceptionally calculated work of fiction²audaciously attention-

grabbing and painstakingly patience-requiring²but also a conduit for broader discussion about 

literary history with its invokings of Pilate and Faust as well as the Russian tradition and the role 

of literature in the Soviet Union. In a word, the work was and will forever be shocking. It is no 

surprise the book and its larger connotations have been studied extensively over the last half 

century, and with a gradual rise in popularity. If this thesis, written by an undergraduate in 2021, 

is any indication, interest in The Master and Margarita has not evaporated. The book and its 

impoUWance endXUeV aV a manifeVWaWion of RXVhide¶V aVVeUWion: aUW YeU\ Zell can be a revolution.  

The VXnVeW noYel ZaV BXlgakoY¶V faUeZell Wo a ZoUld WhaW, in hiV e\eV, looked aV gUim aV 

eYeU. ³HoZ mXch longeU ZoXld Whe heaY\-handed oppUeVVion of Whe aUWV laVW?´ he pUobabl\ 

ZondeUed. He lefW XV ³a dUamaWic mimeViV of UedempWion and a WUiXmphanW aVVeYeUaWion of faiWh,´ 

Milne pUoclaimed, adding, ³papeU can be deVWUo\ed bXW manXVcUipWV do noW bXUn; men can be killed 
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bXW WheiU ideaV and VpiUiW aUe immoUWal´ (33). The Master and Margarita, one notes, has the power 

Wo ³VpXU UeadeUV Wo aVk VeaUching TXeVWionV and Wo VenVe Whe limiWaWionV of WheiU oZn peUVpecWiYe´ 

(Lovell 41). In uncertain times, The Master and Margarita helps remind us that, while it might 

always appear to be the case, things will get better if we have anything to do with it²and usually 

even when we do not. And most importantly to note, The Master and Margarita has long surpassed 

the oppressive regimes that spent decades holding it back. The skill and towering moral courage 

of BXlgakoY haV ³pUoYided jXVW ZhaW Whe VXbVWUaWXm of maVV popXlaU conVcioXVneVV demanded.´57 

³EYeU\Whing Zill WXUn oXW UighW,´ Mikhail BXlgakoY UemindV XV, ³Whe ZoUld iV bXilW on WhaW.´ 

THE END  

 
57 Vulis, A.VakaQVii Y mReQ al¶bRme, p. 280. 
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