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How Tolstoy Explores the Subject of Death in Three Deaths
Death is understood by many people despite that it is an inevitable event or experience that every human being must go through in life. In Tolstoy’s fiction Three Deaths, the concept of denial of death and misunderstanding of what dying and living comes out clearly through the character, Ivan Ilyich. The main question in this text is how different social classes respond to the concept of death and life. This essay will explore how Tolstoy’s character, Ilyich’s death, and life portray the social class’s conception and understanding of death. Tolstoy was like many writers of the Romantic era in the 19th century, who wrote extensively about the theme of death. His characters, who represent the modern middle-class, struggle to understand what it means to die and the meaning of life. Therefore, this essay argues that through the lifestyle, attitude, and death of Ivan Ilyich, Tolstoy depicts the forceful confrontation of the middle-class with death as they struggle to understand the problem of death and the meaning of life. 
Tolstoy’s Three Deaths explores the theme of death, but in one of the deaths, The Death of Ivan Ilyich paints a picture of the unpleasant fact that most people would rather not think about, that everyone must eventually die. Like many writers of the romantic period, Tolstoy’s obsession was death (Beard 4). According to Beard, Tolstoy’s personal life can paint a picture of his fiction, especially regarding his obsession with death. Beard explains that Tolstoy had a first experience of death that was unusual for a person of his era (4). In his active duty as a soldier, Tolstoy witnessed the death of friends and family including the agonizing death of Dmitry, his brother, in 1856 (Beard 4). Therefore, Tolstoy’s life has been characterized by death, which informed his fiction that depicted horrors of death as well as reflected on the key question about the inevitability of death and how it informs understanding of life (Beard 4).
Tolstoy’s depiction of death points out the internal struggle within Ivan Ilyich at the time of his death. Ivan is a successful middle-class man and a judge. Despite the success and wealth that he had, death is inevitable as his ailment begins as small pain, but later his life degenerates resulting in his death. Tolstoy points out the moral question of how the middle-class viewed wealth and lived an extravagant life just because they could afford it. However, the dilemma and irony are that despite that much fame (being a well-renowned judge) and a successful middle-class, Ivan finds that his sickness cannot be treated as every doctor seems not to understand it. As Pyotr Ivanovich, a close and childhood friend of Ivan says, “the doctors couldn’t determine” what was ailing Ivan (Tolstoy 40). As Alves further explains, the death of Ivan gives an insight into the meaning of illness (382). In Tolstoy’s story, Ivan’s illness is presented in a dramatic dimension, which creates tension in the story. The story begins with Ivan already dead, but, the author takes the readers back to the time that Ivan’s illness begun to show the meaning of illness.
Tolstoy presents illness as the ultimate tool that can destroy people, even the affluent and powerful like Ivan Ilyich. Ivan’s lifestyle further paints a picture of the dramatic dimension that reflects on the meaning of life. According to Alves, Ivan’s “day-to-day life with the family members, friends and work colleagues” shows this dramatic dimension (383). Tolstoy’s dramatic dimension helps readers understand how the middle-class understood illness. According to Alves, Tolstoy makes his readers understand that the middle-class perceived and understood illness in the context of the coordinates of their day-to-day life as well as through practical knowledge of dealing with such social problems (383). Ivan’s illness cannot be defined and the only biological explanations that explain his condition are vague. For example, Ivan could not feel his sense of taste and disagreeable sensations. As the author writes “it could not be called ill health that Ivan Ilyich sometimes said he had a strange taste in his mouth and some discomfort on the left side of his stomach” (Tolstoy 60). As such, Tolstoy has not only presented illness as a natural entity that propels one to his or her death but has presented illness as an entity that is capable of destroying humans.
Ivan’s death, for his family and friends, is an embarrassment and inconvenience, and yet they are relieved that they are not the ones that died. According to Beard, Ivan’s family is aggrieved not by the fact that Ivan is dead, but that his death reminded them about their mortality (5). Even though Tolstoy has depicted death as the main theme in the story, he has also explored the meaning of life through death. As the narrator narrates, “the death of a close acquaintance called up in all those who heard of it, as always, a feeling of joy that it was he who was dead and not I” (40). Ivan’s death gave his friends and family something to think about beyond just grieving. Even though they were grieving for the death of Ivan, they were also grieving about their own mortality that they would eventually suffer the same fate as Ivan. Ivan’s friend Pyotr Ivanovich shows his concerns after learning that Ivan suffered terribly before he eventually passed on. In his reminisce of what he was told, he keeps wondering why Ivan suffered for “three days of terrible suffering and then death” and whether “that could come” for him too anytime (Tolstoy 45).
Ivan’s attitude towards death is characterized by denial, despair, and blame, which like many patients helped him discover spirituality and the meaning of life. According to Pachmuss, critical illness results in despair in real life, and this is not new even to Tolstoy as he depicts the despair that Ivan finds himself after falling ill (81). According to Pachmuss, with despair, there comes denial and blame for the predicaments that one is undergoing as seen in the life of Ivan (81). The author writes that Ivan “became angry at the misfortune or at the people who had caused him the unpleasantness and were killing him” (Tolstoy 63). Even though Ivan blamed those around him for his lack of understanding of death and the meaning of life, Tolstoy further depicts how his despair and blaming others for his predicament drove him to a serious soul-searching process. Tolstoy shows that Ivan realized that blaming people around him for the unpleasantness that he felt as a result of illness was not appropriate and he “ought to have been clear to himself that this anger at circumstances and at the people was aggravating his illness” (Tolstoy 64). As Pachmuss explains, this despair, denial, and blame are common to all patients in their sickbeds, especially when there is no other explanation for their illnesses as seen in the case of Ivan.
Through the death of Ivan, Tolstoy depicts the pragmatic, educational, and moral intention in death, which informs the meaning of life. As Alves explains, Ivan’s illness acts as the guiding thread that informs the characters’ understanding and conception of life (387). Despite that Ivan suffered, especially in the last hours before his death, Tolstoy portrays his death as the beginning of another life after suffering. The agonizing experience that Ivan went through in the last two weeks as the narrator shows depict his appreciation of life as he finally finds solitude that he had been craving for in death. Tolstoy writes that “in the recent time of that solitude in which he found himself….solitude than which there could be none more total anywhere” (Tolstoy 86). The process of illness, as Alves explains, was a trajectory that moved Ivan in different interactive processes with the environment, life, and those around him (387). But, this trajectory was also significant because it further helped him to discover himself and the meaning of life. However, Tolstoy portrays, through this trajectory, that a lack of meaning of death is what manifests itself as pain, fatigue, and agony that results from the anxiety when one imagines that he or she will die.
In conclusion, life can only be complete when one eventually dies. Even though many people do not want to understand that death is an inevitable process and experience that everyone must eventually go through, as depicted in the life of Ivan Ilyich, Tolstoy helps people to come to terms with the idea that death is an eventual stage in life. Ivan suffers and goes through an agonizing experience during the time that he did not understand death and its importance to understand the value of life. However, upon understanding that his condition was degenerating and there was nothing that the doctors could do for him, he finally found peace and comfort that relieves him from the agony of despair, pain, and anxiety he felt before. This may seem incomprehensible, but the life of Ivan, especially during the last days before his death paints a picture of how misconception and misunderstanding of what life means, may contribute to the unpleasantness associated with illness.
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