Bulgakov’s “Master and Margarita” tour worksheet

Name_______________________________________

Questions for the reading: 

1) In the novel, there are many passages in different parts of the book related to Moscow and the Muscovites (remember Voland talking about the Muscovites as being no different from inhabitants of other cities, with the exception of the “kvartirnyj vopros” – apartment issue, or Voland’s praise of Moscow’s beauty with Azazello’s comment that he prefers Rome, many descriptions of particular places in Moscow, the scenes of arson and some others). 

How, in your opinion, are Bulgakov’s own feelings about Moscow reflected in all these episodes in the book in general? What are these feelings?

2) In what way do you think Bulgakov overcomes the problems posed by living under communist regime in his book/by his book? What is his way out? Do you think he succeeded? (i.e., did he maybe managed to attain some kind of spiritual freedom if he was denied the actual physical freedom; did he manage to attain some kind of a spiritual victory over the regime and his enemies?) 

3) Which characters in the book represent which political, intellectual and spiritual forces (e.g., Master is, obviously, the epitome of an artist repressed by the totalitarian regime)? Describe 3 characters in this way. 

4)  In what way, in your opinion, does the “evangelical” part of the plot (Jeshua and Pilate’s story) complement the “historical” part (literary Moscow of the 30-s)?


5) What was your impression of the book? Did you find it interesting, comical, touching, tragic, etc.? Do you feel you can somehow find its reflection in contemporary Russia? 

6) Did you find the biblical characters in the book close to the usual representations that you might expect? If not, in what ways are they different? 

7)  Why, in your opinion, does Bulgakov say in his novel that “the most terrible sin is cowardice”? Can you explain this taking into account political and ideological conditions in which the novel was written?  


Questions for the tour:  

1) What sites in Moscow are associated with Bulgakov’s novel “Master and Margarita” (identify the sites and the episodes). 

2) Reconstruct the political conditions in which the Muscovites were living in the 30-s from their reflection in the book. 

3) “Master and Margarita”, from the moment it was published till the fall of the Soviet regime had been one of the most favorite books of the Russian intelligentsia. In fact, many quotes from this book were used by Russian intellectuals as some kind of a code language, a way to recognize and find each other, a way to acknowledge belonging to the same spiritual and intellectual group. People would read at around the age of 12-15 and then reread many times during their lives. On the contrary, contemporary young people virtually don’t know the book. 

Can you see why this book was so beloved and important back in the Soviet times and lost a lot of its significance now? Does it mean the book’s main strengths are political (as a way of describing a totalitarian regime in Aesopian language) rather than literary?  

4)  “Master and Margarita” contains a motive that has become archetypical in the history of Russian culture. It concerns the complex relations existing between “Artist” and “Tyrant”. The complicated, ambivalent relationship that existed between Pushkin and  Russian tsar Nicolas I created a prototype that was later imitated by Stalin in his relations with many artists of his time, including famous composer Dmitry Shostakovich, poet Boris Pasternak and writer Mikhail Bulgakov. Certain literary critics have argued that Bulgakov’s book represents a kind of a response to the cat-and-mouse treatment that Stalin showed Bulgakov. To triumph over the enemy he could not otherwise vanquish, Bulgakov, critics argue, had created an image of evil with more powers than a human might have and at the same time benevolent towards him – the Artist – the Master. 

Why, in your opinion, Bulgakov resorted to “evil” rather than “good” in creating this image of a powerful creature who delivers the protagonist from all his enemies and gives him eternal peace? 

 5) Did the tour help you feel the atmosphere of the Moscow of the 30-s – tense, oppressive, sharply contrastive – gay and luxurious for some, deadly and torturous for others?

6) On the tour, ask the guide to pay attention to the architectural style of the 30-s, the “Stalin style”. Describe one building that you encountered on the tour, built in this style and identify several distinguishing features of it.
7) In your opinion, what are the most important characteristics of life under communism in the 30-s as portrayed in “Master and Margarita”? 

