Notes on ‘The Death of Ivan Ilyich’
By Leo Tolstoy (1886)
Notes and questions for discussion

Episodes in the story:

	Chapter 1
	The reaction of Ivan’s colleagues to the news of his death. The funeral.

	Chapter 2-3
	The story of Ivan’s life (‘the simplest, most ordinary and therefore most terrible’). 

	Chapter 4
	Ivan starts to have symptoms. ‘Is this complaint dangerous?’ Consultations with doctors.  Searching for a cure. Behaviour of wife and colleagues. Living with  illness. 

	Chapters 5-6
	Ivan’s brother in law is shocked by his appearance.  He broods on his illness.  Terror of death. Can’t confide in wife.  Tries vainly to carry on as normal.

	Chapter 7-8
	Going downhill. Comforted only by his servant Gerasim.  A visit from the consultant. 

	Chapter 9 -12
	Left alone, Ivan examines his life; he wonders why it gets progressively  worse. ‘What if, in reality, my whole life has been wrong?’ He struggles – and is finally released.


Questions we asked and discussed…  

· How do Ivan’s friends react to his death?  Are we shocked?

· Was Ivan’s life really so terrible?  
Tolstoy had recently written My Confession. He was tormented by what seemed to him his own sinful and wasted life and had determined to model his life on the teaching of Jesus (but not the Church).

· What has gone wrong with Ivan’s relationship with his wife?

· What do we think of the doctor’s performance in chapter 4? How do we rate this consultation?

· What do we think of the description of Ivan’s thoughts about his illness and his search for a cure? 

· Do dying patients still have nobody to whom they can express their thoughts and feelings about life and death?

· Should we tell patients they are soon going to die and invite them to examine their lives?

· Is Tolstoy suggesting that there is an afterlife for Ivan?

· What makes this story so compelling despite its depressing subject?
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