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The Death of Ivan Ilyitch by Leo Tolstoy
Introduction
The works of authors are often inspired by what is happening in the society at that time. In the death of Ivan Ilyitch, Tolstoy leaves the readers wondering just from the title. What is very important about this Ivan Ilyitch and why is his death worth writing and reading about? Literary criticism provides an in depth analysis on the works of authors and creates new ways of understanding a text and the author; revealing the relationship between the two. Written at a time when Tolstoy had just converted to Christianity, the text makes us question why death would be the first inspiration for a convert. Tolstoy creates a clear image of death and the agony, regrets and thoughts that come with it. He also touches on the satisfaction; and freedom from pain, fear and animosity that is achieved as a result of death. The death of Ivan Ilyitch reminds the reader of the inevitability of death as a part of human life and also portrays death as predestined by God for all human beings.  This is well summed by the words of Gerasim, “We shall all die” (Tolstoy 51). This paper offers a criticism of Leo Tolstoy and his book the death of Ivan Ilyitch. It looks at the depiction of death by the author and the various attitudes towards death as visualized in the text. It also analyses the various criticisms by different authors on the text with the view of creating a clearer understanding of the text.
The Death of Ivan Ilyitch offers a description of death as a new beginning rather than an end. The new beginning is evident not only in Ivan’s final moments but also the lives of those he leaves behind. Tolstoy starts the text with the announcement of Ivan’s death then proceeds to provide Ivan’s life story and how his death came about. This is quite a deviation from the normal life to death stories as it becomes a death to life story. This symbolizes a lot in the story. First is that Ivan’s death was the beginning of his life. Though Ivan had lived what he considered a good life, it is at his time of death that he realizes he had not lived at all; “It is as if all the time I were going down the mountain, while thinking that I was climbing it. So according to public opinion, I was climbing the mountain; and all the time my life was gliding away from under my feet. .... And here it is already…death!” (Tolstoy 62). Though Ivan’s life had been filled with hatred for his wife and friends for not pitying him, it is only at his time of death that he finds inner peace. The hatred disappears and he even attempts to ask his wife for forgiveness but he can only mouth out the words “propusti” meaning ‘let it pass’ (Tolstoy 71). The light seen by Ivan as at the end of the sack is symbolic to redemption. It is at this time that Ivan is freed of all his worries and pain, when he sees his wife crying beside him, his hatred is turned into pity for her. Halperin describes the beginning found in death after life as a metamorphosis route from despair, to love and finally to redemption (334). Instead of death, Ivan sees light and to him, it is all over and death ceases to exist.
Ivan’s death is a new beginning to his colleagues. Though they loved him and played bridge with him while he lived, his Ivan’s death signifies more of an opportunity than a loss for them. Instead of mourning the death of their friend and colleague, they started thinking of how Alekseyef would occupy Ivan’s vacant position and how Schtabel would take Alekseyef’s place. “Over and above the considerations caused by the death of this man, in regard to the mutations and possible changes in the court that might result from it, the very fact of the death of an intimate friend aroused as usual in all who heard about it a feeling of pleasure that ‘it was he, and not I, who was dead’ ” (Tolstoy, 3). Tolstoy uses this to explain what happens after death. When one person dies, an opportunity is opened for others. This means that there is celebration in death especially for those meant to benefit or replace the dead. Another beneficiary of Ivan’s death is his wife Praskovya. She is mainly focused on spending as little as possible on Ivan’s burial. She argues with Gerasim over the price of the burial plot and is focused on asking peter ho her late husband’s pension can be maximized. This shows that even as someone finds peace and new beginning in death, only his possessions and power retain great meaning for those he leaves behind. Ivan at his deathbed, recognizes that it would be really helpful to his family if he just died as then their lives would be better. However, Praskovya thinks that it would have been much better if Ivan had died but left his salary streaming in.
Basing on the period when the book was written, the death of Ivan Ilyitch may be a reflection of the author’s own life. His conversion to Christianity man be seen as a death from seen and the birth of a new beginning as a Christian. As a Christian, Tolstoy may have looked back at his life and realized that he had not lived as he should. According to Kante, this sudden urge to write about morality and the meaning of life drives him to emphasize Ivan’s facial expression after his death (150). Here, the author describes death as a good thing. Ivan’s face looked more beautiful at death than it had been while he was alive, he also looked more peaceful and free unlike the living (Tolstoy, 5). The expression of a warning on Ivan’s face creates an impression that all have to take the same path of death to be truly free. Though Peter thinks that this does not apply to him, the expression keeps taunting him and he cannot get his mind off it. Pachmuss argues against focusing on how Peter interprets the facial expression of the dead man but rather focus on Ivan. Pachmuss claims that “the constructive principle of The Death of Ivan Ilyitch requires focus on the dying man and not on those who are around him” (Pachmuss 74). However, it is by the eyes of the character Peter that the author gets a way of driving in his main point. Tolstoy uses the warning expression as a way of informing those who live worthless lives that death is the ultimate end and that they should make peace with their present in order to embrace the future (death). It is until Ivan accepted his impending death and stopped struggling to live that he saw the light.
Tolstoy greatly touches on the issue of deception and falsity. The whole story is filled with people who pretend and do things for their own good. Ivan’s life itself is full of lies and deception. His marriage for instance, was done only for formality because Praskovya was beautiful and had some property. This may be the cause of all the troubles that Ivan goes through. If Ivan had stayed true to himself and remained unmarried as he wished, the course taken by his life would have been different. This shows how making wrong decisions due to public opinion can cause a person a lifetime. Praskovya pretends that she cares about her husband but deep within she wishes that he would just die but retain his salary. This shows that money, wealth and power wielded by Ivan were the only reason why his wife stayed with him until his death.  Peter pretends to be sorry for Ivan’s death. He even crosses and bows before his corpse several times. However, Peter is glad that it is Ivan and not him that is dead. Kant argues that Ivan was not killed by his terminal illness but rather the pain and dissatisfaction caused by the false life he was living and the people who made the false life feel real (7). Tolstoy uses these pretentious moments and characters to show how people live false lives without noticing. He also shows how one wrong decision in life can cause tremendous harm. The author introduces Gerasim as a sign of purity and truth among all the lies. Through Gerasim, Ivan analyzes his life and concludes that he had lived a meaningless life. It is in truth that humans find comfort just like Ivan finds comfort in Gerasim. Though Pachmuss argues that Gerasim acted out of his moral duty to his master, the story reveals that Gerasim acted out of pity for a dying man (Pachmuss 79). Gerasim emphasizes that he would not have gone through the same trouble had his master not been sick, “If thou wert not sick ....but since thou art, why not serve thee” (Tolstoy 51). Generally, by introducing Gerasim, the author shows that even in places full of lies and deception, a little truth provides a lot of comfort for those who embrace it. Gerasim is the first light that Ivan sees, the light that leads him to see that which had been hidden from him due to his desire to see only what he thought was true (Hibbs et al. 9) Hibbs et al. argue that it is important for caregivers of the sick to give them a Gerasim moment as a way of sparking hope and a feeling of life even at the time of death (10). 
Alves views the Death of Ivan Ilyitch as an explanation of the various steps taken by a terminal illness before it eventually kills the host (381). The life of Ivan starts and ends in four steps; the first is Ivan’s initial situation. He lives a life which is boring to many but calm and satisfying for him. At this step, all that matters to Ivan is his work and getting enough money to give his family a good life (Alves 383). The second step is the trigger. This is where Ivan has achieved his life dreams and is in the process of furnishing the new house he bought for his family. The trigger occurs when Ivan falls while hanging a drape while standing on a stepladder. Though the pain comes and goes, assuming such pain leads Ivan towards serious sickness. The third step is the action and evaluation stage. This is where Ivan the pain starts as a temporary nuisance and then gets worse with time. The worsening state is greatly fueled by his failure to seek medical attention at the initial stages of the illness. At this point, Ivan seeks medical attention when the pain has become so intense that it feels unbearable. This is also the time when he gets the first diagnosis that gives him hope of getting better. The diagnosis later proves to be wrong (Alves 383). The final step is the outcome. Here, Ivan has realized that his illness is not getting any better. Though he is still hopeful that his condition could improve positively, it does not. At this point, Ivan looks over his life and what he sees is a man who had lived a good life. However, later in this step, Ivan realizes that his entire life was a lie; he accepts his fate and succumbs to his illness (Alves 383). Alves argues that this is not merely a story but rather a tool that every medical professional should embrace while dealing with those in pain. He is successful in explaining how the text applies to real world pain and long-term illness in patients. This argument however portrays the text as relevant to only the medical field. Alves also focuses on Ivan as a single character without touching on how other characters influence his life.
Conclusion
The criticisms and interpretations made by different authors on Tolstoy’s “The Death of Ivan Ilyitch” all provide the readers and critics with a broader understanding of the text. Though critics like Halperin, Kante, Hibbs, Pachmuss and Alves have contrasting opinions, they all contribute to the uniformity of the text and provide more perspectives to understanding the story. By incorporating the works of this criticism, my own argument that the book is a portrayal of death as a new beginning is well supported and criticized in equal measure. 
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