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Mikhail Bulgakov’s The
Master and
Margarita is one of
the most celebrated
novels of the 20th
century—a dazzling
blend of satire,
fantasy, philosophy,
and romance. For
many readers, its
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layered narrative and
surreal episodes can
be both exhilarating
and bewildering. This

Master And
Margarita
Sparknotes style

guide is designed to
help you navigate the
novel's complex
structure, grasp its
central themes, and
appreciate why it
remains a literary
treasure. Whether you
are a student
preparing for an exam,
a book club member,
or a curious reader,
this comprehensive
breakdown will
illuminate the novel’s
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brilliance.

Written in the 1930s
but not published in full
until 1966 (and in an
uncensored version in
1973), the novel
weaves together three
distinct storylines: the
Devil’'s visit to Soviet
Moscow, the tragic love
story of the Master and
Margarita, and a
retelling of Pontius
Pilate’'s encounter with
Yeshua Ha-Nozri
(Jesus). Below, we
explore each of these
strands, their
characters, and their
deeper meanings, all
while keeping the spirit
of a detailed Master
And Margarita
Sparknotes resource.

Story 1:
The Deuvil
I
Moscow

The novel opens with a
mysterious
stranger—Ilater
revealed to be Woland,
the Devil—arriving in
1930s Moscow. He is
accompanied by a
motley retinue: the
sharp-fanged,
oversized cat
Behemoth; the sinister
and cynical Koroviev
(also known as Fagott);
the dark-eyed,
frightening Azazello;

PLOT OVERVIEW: and the naked witch

THE THREE Hella. Together, they

INTERWOVEN cause chaos,

STORIES unmasking the greed,
hypocrisy, and
cowardice of Moscow’s
literary elite.
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Through a series of
magical pranks and
punishments, Woland
exposes the corruption
of state-sponsored
writers. He stages a
notorious “black
magic” show at the
Variety Theatre, where
money rains from the
ceiling and luxury
clothes appear—only to
vanish later. Victims
include the greedy
director of Massolit
(the Writers’ Union),
Styopa Likhodeev, who
is teleported to Yalta;
the boastful poet Ivan
Homeless, who ends
up in a mental asylum;
and the bribe-taking
housing manager
Nikanor Bosoy.
Woland’s ultimate goal
is to reveal that human
nature, stripped of
ideology, remains as
flawed as ever.

Story 2:
The
Master
and
Margarita

Interwoven with the
Moscow mayhem is the
poignant love story of
the Master—an
unnamed author who
has written a novel
about Pontius
Pilate—and his devoted
lover, Margarita. The
Master’'s novel was
rejected by the literary
establishment, leading
to a nervous
breakdown and his
confinement in a
mental asylum.
Margarita, though
married to a wealthy
man, remains faithful
and desperate to find



him.

After Woland’s retinue
takes notice of her,
Margarita is offered a
chance to become a
witch and serve as the
hostess of Woland’s
grand ball (the Satan’s
Ball). In exchange, her
wish is granted: she is
reunited with the
Master, and together
they receive
peace—though not
light—from Woland.
Their story explores
themes of artistic
freedom, sacrifice, and
the power of love
against a tyrannical
state.

Story 3:
The Pilate
and

Yeshua
Narrative

Embedded within the
main narrative is the
Master’s novel, which
recounts the final days
of Pontius Pilate, the
Roman procurator of
Judea. Pilate
interrogates Yeshua
Ha-Nozri, a wandering
philosopher who
preaches kindness and
truth. Pilate is torn
between his duty to
execute a potential
troublemaker and his
respect for Yeshua’s
integrity. Ultimately,
he yields to political
pressure, condemns
Yeshua to crucifixion,
and sentences the
informer Judas to
death. The Pilate story
becomes a meditation
on cowardice,
responsibility, and the
eternal struggle
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between power and
truth.

KEY CHARACTERS
AND THEIR
SYMBOLISM

Woland
(The
Devil)

Woland is not a
conventional devil. He
is elegant, intelligent,
and often just. He
punishes the wicked
but shows kindness to
the deserving. Through
Woland, Bulgakov
explores the idea that
evil can serve a moral
purpose—exposing
hypocrisy and restoring
a cosmic balance. His
famous line, “What
would your good do if
evil didn't exist, and
what would the earth
look like if shadows

disappeared?”

encapsulates the
novel’s nuanced
morality.

The
Master

The Master is a tragic
artist whose creative
independence s
crushed by the Soviet
state. He represents
the voiceless
intellectual, persecuted
for telling the truth. His
inability to fight for his
work—and his retreat
into madness—reflects
the despair of many
artists under Stalin’s
regime.

Margarita

Margarita is the novel’s
heroine of agency and
love. She willingly
becomes a witch,
endures the terrifying
Satan’'s Ball, and



bargains with the
Devil—all for the
chance to be with her
beloved Master. Her
transformation from a
frustrated housewife to
a powerful, defiant
figure symbolizes the
redemptive power of
devotion and the
lengths one will go for
love.

Pontius
Pilate

Pilate's story is a
timeless exploration of
guilt and moral
paralysis. He has the
power to save Yeshua
but lacks the courage.
His punishment is not

showing that mercy
and forgiveness
transcend time.

Behemot
h the Cat

Behemoth, the
enormous black cat
who walks on two legs
and speaks in riddles,
is arguably the novel’s
most beloved
character. He s
mischievous,

gluttonous, and
ferocious—but also
loyal and witty. He
embodies the novel’s
playful, anarchic spirit,
often puncturing Soviet
pomposity with humor.

death but eternal MAJOR THEMES
torment—a recurring EXPLORED IN THE
question: “What is MASTER AND
truth?” Pilate’'s MARGARITA
eventual release, after

2,000 years, is one of

the novel’'s most

moving moments,
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Good vs.

Evil: A
Moral

Spectrum

Bulgakov rejects a
simplistic dualism.
Woland is not pure evil;
he is a necessary force
that exposes the
greater evils of
cowardice, greed, and
hypocrisy. The Soviet
bureaucrats are far
more sinister than the
Devil himself. The
novel suggests that
true evil lies not in
supernatural beings
but in the betrayal of
conscience.

Art and

Truth
Under
Oppressio
N

The Master’s novel
about Pilate s
suppressed because it
contradicts
state-approved
historical narratives.
His persecution mirrors
that of Bulgakov
himself, who wrote The
Master and Margarita
in secret, knowing it
would not be published
in his lifetime. The
novel argues that truth
in art will survive—but
often at a great
personal cost.

Love and



Sacrifice

Margarita’s journey is a
radical act of love. She
sacrifices her comfort,
her reputation, and
even her soul
(temporarily) to save
the Master. Their final
reward—not a
heavenly “light” but a
serene
“peace”—reflects a
humanist view of
afterlife: lasting peace
earned through
devotion rather than
divine grace.

Cowardic
e as the
Ultimate
Sin

Pilate's cowardice is

the central moral
failing in the novel. He

knows Yeshua is
innocent but lacks the
spine to defy Caesar.
Bulgakov emphasizes
that fear of
consequences leads
people to betray their
principles—a theme
deeply resonant in
Stalin’s purges, where
many collaborated out
of fear.

STRUCTURE,
STYLE, AND
LITERARY
SIGNIFICANCE

Bulgakov employs a
complex, non-linear
structure that weaves
satire, fantasy, and
historical fiction. The
Moscow chapters are
often farcical, filled
with absurdities like
flying cats and talking
suits, while the Pilate
chapters are stark,
philosophical, and
nearly biblical. This
jarring juxtaposition
forces readers to see

8 Master And Margarita

2023-06-26

Sparknotes



Master And Margarita Sparknotes 9

the absurdity of Soviet
life alongside the
eternal questions of
morality.

Key stylistic
elements:

e Satire: Critics of
Soviet society
are
lampooned—the
literary
bureaucracy, the
housing
shortage, the
atheistic
propaganda.

e Magic realism:
Woland’s
interventions
blur the line
between reality
and fantasy,
much like the
works of Gogol or
later Latin
American
authors.

* Intertextuality:
The novel
directly
references

Goethe’s Faust,
the Bible, and
Russian classics,
creating a rich
dialogue with
literary tradition.
e Narrative
frames: The
Master’s novel is
read by Woland,
then by Ivan
Homeless,
creating a “story
within a story”

effect that
deepens the
mystery.
The Master and
Margarita has
influenced  countless

writers, musicians, and
filmmakers. It is often
ranked among the
greatest novels of the
20th century for its
fearless critique of
totalitarianism
wrapped in an
imaginative,
heartbreaking tale.
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KEY SCENES AND
THEIR MEANI-EBe

(SPARKNOTES-

LE ANALYSIS)

The
Variety
Theatre
Performa
nce

Woland’s magic show
exposes the greed of
ordinary Muscovites.
People grasp at free
money and clothes,
only to have them
vanish. This scene
satirizes the emptiness
of material desire and
the gullibility of the
public under a regime
that promises utopia
but delivers illusion.

sTY
atan’s
Grand
Ball

Margarita’'s role as
hostess at Woland’s
ball is a nightmarish
parade of historical
villains—murderers,
tyrants, traitors. The
ball represents the
grotesque underbelly
of human history.
Margarita’s endurance
and compassion (she
asks for mercy for a
condemned woman)
prove her character’s
strength. The ball is
also a metaphor for the
Soviet elite’s
corruption masked by
glamour.
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Pilate’s

Release

At the novel’s end, the
Master and Margarita
are granted the power
to release Pilate from
his two-millennia-long

torment. Pilate finally
walks along a
moonbeam,

accompanied by
Yeshua. This scene
offers a  profound

message: forgiveness
is possible, and truth
can ultimately redeem
even the most
cowardly.

COMMON
QUESTIONS AND
INTERPRETATIONS

e Is Woland
actually the
Devil? Yes, but a
very humanized,

11

philosophical
devil who often
seems more
moral than the
humans he
punishes.
What does
“peace” vs.
“light” mean?
Light traditionally
implies heaven,
but Bulgakov’s
characters are
not given that.
Peace is a more

earthly,
contemplative
existence—a

fitting reward for
those who lived
by their own
truth.

Why does the
Master refuse
to fight for his
novel? The
Master is broken
by persecution.
He represents
the artist who
has been
silenced. His



passivity
contrasts with
Margarita’s
active love.
What
connection
exists between
the Moscow
and Jerusalem
stories? Both
explore power,
justice, and
truth. Pilate’s
cowardice
parallels the
Soviet writers’
cowardice;
Yeshua’s
message of
kindness
contrasts with
state cruelty.
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CONCLUSION

The Master and
Margarita is a novel
that defies easy
categorization—part
satire, part love story,
part metaphysical

meditation. This
Master And
Margarita

Sparknotes guide has
aimed to give you a
clear map of its many
layers, from the riotous
adventures of
Behemoth the cat to
the quiet tragedy of
Pontius Pilate. By
understanding the
interplay of these
stories, readers can
appreciate Bulgakov’'s
genius: his ability to
laugh at tyranny while
honoring the enduring
power of truth,
creativity, and love.
Whether you are
reading the novel for
the first time or
returning to it, may
you find in its pages
the same haunting,
unforgettable magic
that has captivated
millions around the
world.
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