“The Death of Ivan Illych,”

by Leo Tolstoy, trans. By Robin Lamb

Ivan Illych recognized that his death was approaching and he felt nothing but despair, day and night.  

In the deepest part of hi8mself, in his heart’s core, he knew that he was dying.  He refused, however, to give admittance to the thought.  He would not----could not, in fact---entertain such a simple but somehow absurd concept.  Death, that unwelcome guest, was simply unacceptable in the parlor of his consciousness.  

In his schooldays he had read in Kiesewetter’s Outline of Logic this straightforward argument:

Caius Is A Man

All Men Are Mortal

Therefore, Caius Is Mortal

The argument certainly made sense when applied to Caius, but Ivan Illych could not believe it true, as well, of himself.  Caius was an abstraction, and people in the abstract were, of course, mortal.  Death came to them all, no doubt about it.  It was a matter of logic, as any schoolboy could tell you.  But Ival Illych was not some logical abstraction.  He was flesh-and-blood.  He was unique, different.  He has been a child, delighting in his toys.  He had been called Vanya.  He had had a mamma and a papa and a nurse.  He had had joys and delights, griefs, and sorrows.  It was not abstract Vanya who had played with a ball, kissed his mother, complained about the food at school.  It was no abstract young man who had fallen in love, who had risen to become a respectable man, a public prosecutor.  Abstract men like Caius could die, but surely not Ivan Illych, that universe of thoughts and emotions and experiences.  How could all those thoughts and emotions and experiences, all that he was, all that he had been or would be, simply disappear?  Impossible! It could not be the case.  The very thought filled Ivan Illych with horror and disgust.


“Surely,” he said to himself, “If I were going to die, I would have know about it.  I would have felt death creeping upon me like a highwayman or a thief in the dark alleyway.  I am told that I am going to die, but this cannot be so!  It makes no sense.  No sense at at all.”


Ivan Illych tried not to think of it, but the effort, and his illness, tired him.  It was like trying not to think of a toothache when one has, in fact, a toothache.  As soon as he slammed the door in the face of the unwelcome guest, he heart again the ghastly knocking at the door of his consciousness, as if some terrible person, a bill collector----or worse, a murderer----were outside and demanding entrance.
