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Introduction to The Master and
Margarita

Mikhail Bulgakov’s The Master and Margarita is one of
the most celebrated novels of the 20th century, a satirical,
fantastical,  and  deeply  philosophical  work  that  blends
political  allegory  with  religious  themes.  Written  in  the
Soviet Union during the repressive 1930s and published
only decades later, the novel has captivated readers with its
complex  structure,  dark  humor,  and  unforgettable
characters.  For  students,  casual  readers,  and  literature
enthusiasts  alike,  a  The  Master  and  Margarita
Sparknotes-style  breakdown  can  illuminate  the  dense
narrative,  clarify  key  themes,  and  highlight  the  novel’s
lasting  significance.  This  article  provides  an  in-depth,
accessible examination of the plot, characters, symbolism,
and  critical  interpretations,  all  while  naturally
incorporating the  keyword The Master and Margarita
Sparknotes in a way that enriches understanding rather
than overshadows it.

Overview of the Plot: Two Worlds,
One Story

Bulgakov’s novel masterfully interweaves two distinct but
parallel narratives. The first is set in 1930s Moscow, where
the  devil,  disguised  as  a  mysterious  foreign  professor
named Woland, arrives with his bizarre retinue to wreak
havoc  on  the  city’s  literary  and  bureaucratic  elite.  The
second is a historical reimagining of Pontius Pilate’s trial
and execution of Yeshua Ha-Notsri (a stand-in for Jesus),
written  by  the  Master,  a  tormented  author.  These  two
storylines  merge  in  a  haunting  exploration  of  power,
cowardice, love, and redemption.

The Moscow Narrative: Satan’s Visit

The  Moscow  plot  begins  with  a  strange  encounter  at
Patriarch’s  Ponds  between  two  atheistic  literary
figures—Mikhail Berlioz, editor of a prominent magazine,
and the poet Ivan Homeless—and a foreigner who claims to
be  a  specialist  in  black  magic.  Woland,  as  the  devil  is
called,  predicts  Berlioz’s  death,  which  occurs  almost
immediately when Berlioz slips on oil and is decapitated by



a tram. This event throws Ivan into a state of panic and
eventually a mental institution, where he meets the Master.

Woland’s subsequent antics include a scandalous variety
show  at  the  theater,  where  his  retinue  (including  the
enormous talking cat Behemoth, the sinister Koroviev, and
the seductive Hella) perform “black magic” that exposes
the  greed  and  hypocrisy  of  the  audience.  Women  are
showered with free dresses that vanish; money rains from
the ceiling, only to turn into worthless paper. The city is
thrown into chaos, and the secret police are baffled. Yet
Woland’s purpose is not merely mischief—it is a judgment
on a  society  that  has  denied  the  existence  of  evil  and,
paradoxically, forgotten the meaning of good.

The Master’s Story: Love, Persecution, and
the Pilate Chapters

Inside the asylum, the Master recounts his own tragic story.
He was a historian who wrote a novel about Pontius Pilate
and Yeshua Ha-Notsri. The novel was rejected by the state
literary  machine,  and  the  Master  was  harassed  and
eventually imprisoned. His lover, Margarita, a beautiful and
desperate  woman,  remained  loyal  even  after  his
disappearance.  The  Master  burned  his  manuscript  in  a
moment of despair, but Woland later restores it, declaring
that “manuscripts don’t burn.”

Margarita, heartbroken and willing to do anything to find
the Master, accepts an invitation to become a witch and
host Woland’s annual Satanic Ball. She passes through a

surreal,  disturbing  ritual,  enduring  humiliation  and
exhaustion, but earns her reward: reunion with the Master
and the chance to resurrect his novel. Together, they are
granted a final,  eternal peace, though not the “light” of
traditional paradise, because the Master did not deserve
light—only rest.

Key Characters in The Master and
Margarita

Woland

Woland is not the devil of Christian tradition alone. He is a
figure of cosmic justice, testing humanity’s moral fiber. He
is sophisticated, philosophical, and often ironic. His arrival
in  Moscow serves  as  a  catalyst  for  exposing  the  moral
decay of a society that has replaced faith with ideology. In a
classic The Master and Margarita Sparknotes analysis,
Woland  is  neither  purely  evil  nor  purely  good;  he  is  a
necessary force that rebalances the world.

The Master

The Master is an autobiographical reflection of Bulgakov
himself—an  artist  crushed  by  state  censorship.  He  is  a
character marked by fear and resignation. His novel within
the novel, the Pilate chapters, is his true masterpiece, yet
he lacks the courage to defend it. His eventual salvation is
not triumph but quiet refuge.
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Margarita

Margarita is one of literature’s great heroines: passionate,
courageous, and self-sacrificing. She becomes a witch not
out of malice but out of love. Her decision to suffer for the
Master and to show mercy to a tormented child at the ball
demonstrates her moral strength. In many ways, she is the
only character who truly earns redemption.

Behemoth, Koroviev, Azazello, and Hella

Woland’s retinue provides comic relief and symbolic depth.
Behemoth, the giant cat who walks on two legs and speaks,
represents  absurdity  and defiance.  Koroviev  (also  called
Fagot) is a trickster figure; Azazello is an assassin; Hella is
a vampire-like temptress. Together they embody different
aspects  of  the devil’s  power—chaos,  violence,  seduction,
and mockery.

The Pilate Chapters: A Novel Within
a Novel

The historical chapters of The Master and Margarita  are
arguably  its  most  profound.  Set  in  ancient  Yershalaim
(Jerusalem),  they  follow  Pontius  Pilate,  the  Roman
procurator, as he reluctantly condemns Yeshua Ha-Notsri
to death. Yeshua is a kind, wise, and gentle philosopher
who preaches that all people are good—a dangerous idea in
a world of domination and fear.

Pilate is tormented by his own cowardice. He knows Yeshua
is innocent and admires his purity, but he fears losing his
position and his life. After the execution, Pilate suffers from
a migraine and nightmares, haunted by the realization that
he failed to act with moral courage. He ends up in a state of
eternal loneliness, sitting on a stone chair for two thousand
years until the Master releases him at the conclusion of the
novel. This act of mercy completes the Master’s book and
allows both the Master and Pilate to find peace.

Major Themes and Symbolism

Good vs. Evil

Bulgakov rejects a simple dichotomy. Woland’s statement,
“What would your good do if evil didn’t exist?” encapsulates
the  theme  that  light  and  dark  are  interdependent.  The
novel suggests that true morality requires facing evil, not
denying it. The atheistic Soviet society, by pretending evil
does not exist, becomes ripe for its own corruption.

Cowardice as the Greatest Sin

Pontius Pilate’s tragedy is not that he is evil but that he is
weak. Fear of power drives him to betray his conscience.
This is a direct criticism of the Soviet intelligentsia, who
similarly  acquiesced to Stalin’s  terror.  The novel  argues
that cowardice is perhaps the most damning moral failure
because it enables all other evils.



Art and Censorship

The Master’s burned manuscript and his confinement to an
asylum are clear allegories for the persecution of artists
under totalitarianism. Yet the novel also suggests that true
art cannot be destroyed—manuscripts don’t burn. The idea
lives on, even if the author suffers.

Love and Sacrifice

Margarita’s love is the driving force of the Moscow plot.
Her  willingness  to  sell  her  soul  for  love  subverts  the
traditional Faustian bargain: she uses the devil’s power not
for  self-gain but  for  union with her  beloved.  Their  final
peace, though not in heaven, is a kind of paradise built on
loyalty.

Structure and Narrative Style

Bulgakov’s novel  is  dizzying in its  shifts  between satire,
fantasy, romance, and historical drama. He uses a third-
person  omniscient  narrator  who  is  sometimes  ironic,
sometimes lyrical. The pace is fast, with abrupt jumps from
a comedy of manners to a brutal interrogation scene. This
structure mirrors the chaos of Moscow’s society and the
eternal  conflict  between  the  sacred  and  profane.  A
thorough The Master and Margarita Sparknotes guide
would  emphasize  that  the  novel  must  be  read  as  a
polyphonic  work,  where  each  voice—the  devil’s,  the
Master’s,  Pilate’s—contributes  to  a  single  symphony  of

moral questioning.

Historical and Political Context

Bulgakov  wrote  the  novel  during  the  height  of  Stalin’s
purges, but the text was not published in full until 1966–67,
decades after his death. The Moscow sections are a savage
satire of Soviet bureaucracy, censorship, and the cult of
atheism.  Characters  like  the  literary  bureaucrats  at
MASSOLIT and the inept secret police are direct targets.
Yet the novel avoids being merely a political pamphlet; its
cosmic  framework  lifts  it  into  universal  meditation  on
human nature.

Popular Interpretations and Critical
Reception

Since its publication, The Master and Margarita has been
interpreted  in  numerous  ways.  Some read it  as  a  post-
Christian gospel, where Yeshua is a mortal but enlightened
teacher.  Others  see  i t  as  a  surreal  cr i t ique  of
totalitarianism. Many Russian readers view it as a symbol of
artistic  freedom.  The  novel’s  ambiguity  invites  endless
analysis,  which is  why it  remains  a  staple  of  university
curricula  and  why  The  Master  and  Margarita
Sparknotes  resources  are  in  high  demand.
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Religious and Philosophical Readings

The presence of the devil, a crucifixion, and a narrative of
mercy and forgiveness suggest a Christian framework, but
Bulgakov’s treatment is unorthodox. Yeshua is not divine;
Pilate is  not  saved by grace but  by the loving act  of  a
storyteller.  The  novel  explores  themes  of  judgment  and
forgiveness without endorsing any specific doctrine. It is a
deeply humanist work.

Feminist and Psychological Readings

Margarita’s  character  has  been  analyzed  as  a  feminist
figure  who  reclaims  agency  through  her  demonic
transformation. Psychologically, the novel can be seen as a
descent  into  the  unconscious,  with  Woland representing
repressed desires and fears that Soviet society denied.

Study Tips for Students Using
Sparknotes

For  anyone  turning  to  a  The  Master  and  Margarita
Sparknotes guide as a study aid, it is helpful to approach
the novel with an open mind to its structural complexity.
Here are a few practical suggestions:

Read the Pilate chapters in chronological order as
they appear (chapters 2, 16, 25, 26, and later
epilogue-like sections) to understand the parallel
development.

Note the recurring motifs: moonlight, thunder, the
number three, and the phrase “manuscripts don’t
burn.”
Keep a character chart, especially for Woland’s
retinue, as their names and appearances can be
confusing.
Consider the political allegory while also appreciating
the humor—the novel is very funny, especially the
scenes with Behemoth.
Write down questions about Pilate’s redemption: Is he
saved? Does he deserve peace? The novel’s ending is
intentionally ambiguous.

Conclusion: Why The Master and
Margarita Still Matters

Nearly a century after it was written, Bulgakov’s magnum
opus remains a profoundly relevant work. It speaks to the
corrupting influence of power, the resilience of love and
art, and the eternal human struggle between courage and
cowardice.  A  well-crafted  The  Master  and  Margarita
Sparknotes guide can unlock these treasures for modern
readers,  providing  a  map through a  labyrinth  of  satire,
fantasy, and philosophy. But ultimately, the novel invites its
readers  to  face  the  same questions  its  characters  face:
What is truth? What price are we willing to pay for it? And
can we ever truly be forgiven?

Whether approached as a historical artifact, a piece of anti-
Soviet protest, or a timeless moral fable, The Master and



Margarita rewards patient reading. And for those who feel
overwhelmed, remember Woland’s own words: “Everything

will be right, the world is built on that.” The novel’s final
message is one of hope—that even in the darkest times,
beauty, mercy, and art endure.


