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over the apartment. Allegorically, he must be Trotsky, both because Trotsky is the only
historical figure as prominent in the 1917 revolutions as Lenin and Kerensky, and
because he survives Lenin only to lose a political struggle with Stalin (Woland).
Certainly, the Likhodeev/Trotsky link fits with the novel’s allegorical elements that
correspond to events prior to 1925; we will see that it also fits with the allegory as it
parallels specific historical events of the late 1920s and the 1930s.

Let us pause to recount what we have constructed. Apartment 302 bis is symbolic
of pre-Soviet Russia; the family that used to live there symbolizes the Romanov family;
Belomut suggests the real historical figure of Lenin; the nameless tenant similarly
suggests Kerensky, and Likhodeev functions in this scheme as Leon Trotsky. These
identifications are in perfect harmony with Woland’s takeover of apartment 302 bis at the
end of chapter seven. Certainly, Woland actually is the devil in many important ways
(and all of the characters discussed above have a life in the novel separate from their
place in Buigakov’s elaborate allegory), but it is impossible to avoid Woland’s
association with Josef Stalin. Stalin, temporarily allied with Zinoviev and Kameneyv,
deposed Trotsky in 1925. The Stalin/Woland link, which is the most obvious in the
novel, will be developed in more detail below. For the moment I will proceed to the
second allegorical group, the Variety Theater set of characters.

After taking over the apartment, Woland moves against various employees of the
Moscow Variety Theater. The theater has no historical counterpart (as far as actual
theaters are concerned) and seems to function as a metaphor for the Communist Party.
Much of what I have already established supports such an interpretation. Apartment 302

bis symbolizes Russia, and its current resident at the start of the novel - Styopa









Woland constantly does the impossible — much to the dismay of the Variety Theater
characters.

The five characters who work for the Variety Theater all become victims of
Woland’s black magic. Nikanor Ivanovich Bosoy, the ‘“chairman of the tenant’s
association of number 302 bis” is also dispatched by Woland’s crew. Bosoy’s title
connects him with Likhodeev and also makes him an obstacle to Woland/Stalin’s
takeover. As mentioned previously, the number of Woland’s victims, six, is probably not
an accident, since Stalin’s consolidation of power involved the political defeat of the six
remaining members of Lenin’s original politburo: Trotsky, Zinoviev, Kamenev,
Bukharin, Tomsky, and Rykov. In the novel, Rimsky and Varenukha are the two
characters who occupy positions in the Theater administration directly below Likhodeev.
The way they are conspicuously paired is suggestive of Kamenev and Zinoviev, who
almost always acted together and who other party members often saw as a single entity
(Kamenev and Zinoviev jointly opposed the October revolution because they felt the time
was not yet right for the Bolsheviks to seize power; this provoked Lenin’s fury, mired
both men in temporary disgrace following the revolution’s success, and gave them
permanent notoriety as a pair that always acted in unison). The physical descriptions of
each character suffice to identify Rimsky as the allegorical Kamenev and Varenukha as
the allegorical Zinoviev. Kamenev was known as an accomplished orator; he was
pragmatic, solid, stout (his adopted name means “stone-like”). Zinoviev was a lanky
weasel of a man; he was particularly untrustworthy but he had a sense of timing and
opportunity, and established himself early as Lenin’s chief lackey. Zinoviev and

Kamenev, briefly Stalin’s allies against Trotsky, were the next to fall into his web once
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without falling back on the much-too-easy stance that “it must be there, even if I cannot
see it.” It seems clear to me that Bengalsky, Bosoy, and Laschotkin have an allegorical

life as Old Bolsheviks, if not specific historical figures.

The third group of characters in Bulgakov’s allegory is Woland and his retinue. I
have already mentioned that Woland is allegorically linked with Stalin, and now I will
establish this connection in detail. Stalin was the one-man terror of the entire Soviet
Union when Bulgakov was writing The Master and Margarita; in 1928 he was clearly in
control of the country; by the mid-1930’s he was as absolutely powerful as only a few
men have been throughout the course of history. Stalin was also a paranoid maniac
whose determination to exterminate any potential threats to his unfettered and total
control of the USSR multiplied the number of his victims to mind-numbingly huge sums.
He was a man who in a single, colossal stroke, purposively starved ten million Ukrainians
to death in a single year (1932).

Bulgakov cannot have been aware of the full extent of Stalin’s wrath; but many of
his diary entries make it clear that he saw Russia in ruins as a direct result of Bolshevik,
and subsequently Stalinist, control. The following entry from December 20-21, 1924,
reprinted here in it’s entirety, captures the vehemence of Bulgakov’s observations:

“Moscow is filthy and yet there are more and more lights. Two
phenomena, strangely, live side by side: life is getting back to normal and, at the
same time, is rotting alive, it’s gangrenous. In the centre of Moscow, starting
from Lubyanka Square, the Water and Canal company has begun test drilling for
an underground train network. That is life. The Underground will not be built,
however, because there is no money for it. That is the gangrene.

A scheme for road transport is being devised. That is life. There is no
public transport, however, because there are not enough trams. It’s ludicrous:
there are only 8 motorized buses for the whole of Moscow.

Flats, families, scholars, work, comfort and practical conveniences are all
in a state of living decay. Nothing is moving at all. All has been devoured by the
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Stalin would not have been singled out on “Bulgakov’s mental map” until 1930 — two
years after Bulgakov started writing The Master and Margarita — when Stalin personally
responded to Bulgakov’s ‘letter to the Soviet Government.” This is about as silly as
saying that Marlowe was not aware of Queen Elizabeth until he went to work for her as a
British spy. Bulgakov did not accept the fairy-tale ideology of the ‘dictatorship of the
proletariat;’ he knew the names of Lenin’s politburo (they all published articles in the
Soviet press), and he could see them fall from power one by one, even if he was not privy
to the details. 1928, in addition to being the year in which Bulgakov began writing, is the
year that Stalin defeated the last of his old Bolshevik rivals; this seems to me to support
the Stalin-Woland identification, not to refute it. Milne also argues that Bulgakov would
not have noticed Stalin’s political power in 1928 because Stalin’s “political control was
not absolute until after the murder of Kirov in 1934” (Milne, 245). This is not, strictly
speaking, false, but it conceals the pertinent information that Kirov was the only
significant rival who was able to emerge while Stalin was steadily consolidating political
power in the years following his defeat of the Old Bolsheviks. While Stalin was
tightening the reigns in Moscow, Kirov was gathering his own strength in St. Petersburg.
But, whereas Stalin controlled the entire country and was solidifying that control, Kirov
rose to power in a single city. Kirov was the last Soviet figure who could have
challenged Stalin, but he could not have done so in 1928. After 1934, there was not even
the possibility of a rival gathering power, as Kirov had done. It is absurd to suppose that
Bulgakov could not have perceived Stalin’s political preeminence until this time.

Milne’s argument changes from flimsy to repugnant when she invokes

Bulgakov’s own words, spoken to the few individuals who knew about the manuscript:
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him — his dairies and letters, for example — had not yet been published. Milne’s book,
which certainly accomplishes a lot, also masquerades as the kind of unclouded,

authoritative work that has yet to be done on Mikhail Bulgakov.

If the Woland-Stalin connection is the most obvious single piece in Bulgakov’s
allegory, then, on balance, Woland’s retinue are among the more difficult characters to
place. Somewhat amusingly, whereas I have argued against an accidental association
between Woland and Stalin, my study of the novel has shown other initial associations to
be accidental in exactly the sense Milne proposes, incorrectly, for Woland/Stalin. On my
first reading of the novel, before I was better acquainted with the Soviet period coincident
with the writing of the novel, Behemoth seemed to me suggestive of Lavrendy Beria, and
Azazello seemed to me suggested of Zhdanov. To my chagrin, a pretty strong case could
be made for these associations if Bulgakov had written the novel between 1938-1950, and
not 1928-1940. Beria was a trickster and a joker, but ultimately a monster (he was the
first among potential successors to be killed in the struggle after Stalin’s death — his
fellows in the politburo were not eager to see one monster replaced by another). Zhdanov
had red hair, was very short, stout, and gleefully murderous — he was known as the
“bloody dwarf.” By sheer coincidence, Azazello has a similar physical description, and
even a similar attitude: “ ‘you must also put yourself in my position. To give some
administrator a pasting, or chuck an uncle out of my house, or gun somebody down, or
any other trifle of that sort — that’s right in my line. But talking with a woman in love, no

thanks!...” (228). Nevertheless, Behemoth cannot suggest Beria and Azazello cannot
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as narrated in the chapter of that title. Again, the physical description of the character
also suggests the historical model — Koroviev’s pince-nez is a feature akin to Molotov’s

monocle, and Molotov was tall and thin just as Koroviev is.

Mikhail Bulgakov first trained his considerable powers of satire on the Soviet
system with his 1925 novel Heart of a Dog. Confiscated by the Secret Police shortly
after its completion, Heart of a Dog was not published in the Soviet Union until 1987
(after the advent of glasnost) when it turned up in the KGB archives. The reason for such
a delay is obvious; Heart of a Dog anticipates the force of the satire in Bulgakov’s later
novel, but that force is not ingeniously distributed and carefully veiled. It is a blunt
instrument, though well crafted and quite effective. By the time Bulgakov began writing
The Master and Margarita, he had no illusions that another such book would be
tolerated. He also knew he was incredibly lucky to have been spared supreme
punishment for his first literary offense (like Pilnyak, he owed the reprieve to his early
timing — Stalin was not yet in full control).

In 1928, Bulgakov saw that, for the foreseeable future, the Soviet regime was
there to stay; the outlook was much the same when he completed the novel twelve years
later. He had confidence, however, that it might be published one day, and he also knew
that it might be prematurely “discovered” and perhaps destroyed after his death. The
novel is deliberately constructed with both this hope and this fear in mind: Bulgakov set
out to write a satire that would be an important corrective and affirmation to later
generations, but also one that would be difficult to penetrate without a literary zest and

spirit of learning that were all but dead during the period in which he wrote. Judging by
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