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Abstracts

The article presents an analysis of Leo Tolstoy’s novella The Death of Ivan Ilyich, with a
view to transforming experiences in literature and psychotherapy. It focuses on three cen-
tral points: the question of personal authenticity, the autobiographic narration of self as
source of our identity, and the importance of physical contact as a bridge between individ-
uals. A short clinical note highlights some critical issues that could be important for the
reader, personally as well as professionally.

Keywords: authenticity, literature, identity

Transformando Experiências na Literatura e na Psicoterapia (Portuguese)
Considerações sobre a Novela de Tolstoy Amorte de Ivan Ilich
O artigo apresenta uma análise da novela de Leon Tolstoy A morte de Ivan Ilich com uma
perspectiva de transformar experiências em literatura e psicoterapia. Focaliza três pontos
centrais: a questão da autenticidade pessoal, a narração auto-biográfica do self como fonte
de nossa identidade e a importância do contato físico como ponte entre os indivíduos. Um
pequeno caso clínico aponta algumas questões críticas que poderiam ser importantes para
o leitor – tanto a nível pessoal como profissional.

Transformando experiencias en la literatura y en la psicoterapia (Spanish)
Consideraciones sobre la novela de Tolstoi Lamuerte de Iván Ilich
Este articulo presenta un análisis de la novela de Leo Tolstoy (León Tolstói) La muerte de
Iván Ilich, con el objetivo de transformar las experiencias en literatura y psicoterapia. Se
centra en tres aspectos centrales: la cuestión de la autenticidad personal, la narración auto-
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biográfica del yo comoorigen de nuestra identidad y la importancia del contacto físico como
puente entre los seres humanos. Una breve nota clínica hace hincapié en algunas cuestiones
fundamentales para el lector, tanto desde el punto de vista personal como profesional.

Trasformare le esperienze in letteratura e psicoterapia (Italian)
Considerazioni sulla novella di Tolstoj Lamorte di Ivan Il’ic
L’articolo presenta un’analisi del racconto La morte di Ivan Il’ic di Lev Tolstoj, con l’ottica
di trasformare le esperienze in letteratura e psicoterapia. Si concentra su tre punti centrali:
la questione dell’autenticità personale, la narrazione autobiografica di sé come fonte della
nostra identità e l’importanza del contatto fisico come ponte tra gli individui. Una breve
nota clinica evidenzia alcune criticità che potrebbero essere importanti per il lettore, sia a
livello personale che professionale.

Expériences de transformation dans la littérature et la psychothérapie (French)
Considérations sur le roman de Tolstoï Lamort d’Ivan Ilych
L’article présente une analyse du roman de Léon Tolstoï, La mort d’Ivan Ilitch, en vue de
transformer les expériences en littérature et en psychothérapie. Il se concentre sur trois
points centraux: la question de l’authenticité personnelle, la narration autobiographique
du soi comme source de notre identité, et l’importance du contact physique comme pont
entre les individus. Une brève note clinique met en lumière certaines points cruciaux qui
pourraient être importantes pour le lecteur, tant sur le plan personnel que professionnel.

Transformationserfahrungen in Literatur und Psychotherapie (German)
Überlegungen zu Tolstois Novelle Der Tod des Iwan Iljitsch
Der Artikel präsentiert eine Analyse von Leo Tolstois Novelle Der Tod des Iwan Iljitsch
im Hinblick auf transformierende Erfahrungen in Literatur und Psychotherapie. Er kon-
zentriert sich auf drei zentrale Punkte: die Frage der persönlichen Authentizität, die
autobiographische Erzählung des Selbst als Quelle unserer Identität und die Bedeutung
des körperlichen Kontakts als Brücke zwischen Individuen. Eine kurze klinische Anmer-
kung hebt einige kritische Punkte hervor, die für den Leser sowohl persönlich als auch
beruflich wichtig sein könnten

Трансформирующий опыт в литературе и психотерапии (Russian)
размышления о повести Л. Толстого Смерть Ивана Ильича
В статье предложен анализ повести Льва Толстого Смерть Ивана Ильича с
точки зрения трансформации опыта в литературе и психотерапии. В центре
внимания три момента: вопрос об аутентичности личности, автобиографи-
ческий нарратив о себе как источник идентичности и значение физического
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контакта между людьми как связующего звена. В краткой клинической замет-
ке освещаются некоторые ключевые вопросы, которые могут быть важны для
читателя и в личном, и в профессиональном отношении.

文学与心理治疗中的转化体验 (Chinese)
对托尔斯泰长篇小说The Death of Ivan Ilych的思考
本文从文学和心理治疗中转化体验的视角对列夫-托尔斯泰的长篇小说《伊凡-伊里奇之死》进行了分

析。文章聚焦于三个中心点：个人真实性问题、作为身份来源的自体自传叙述以及身体接触作为个人

之间桥梁的重要性。简短的临床注释强调了一些对读者个人和专业都很重要的关键问题。

Introduction

By chance, I re-read, after a long time, Tolstoy’s novella The Death of Ivan Ilyich
(1886) and was again struck by the intensity and depth of this tale, rightly ac-
knowledged as one of the most famous texts in modern literature. The story is
about Ivan Ilyich, a high-ranking judge of the PetersburgCourt, who in the prime
of life, at the age of 45, is struck down by a mysterious illness that leads quickly
to his death. The description of this event inevitably touches the reader on an ex-
istential level. Moreover, like perhaps every truly outstanding piece of literature,
it evokes a clinical dimension and also raises many questions about our role and
intervention as psychotherapists. It would therefore be useful to go into an exten-
sive and in-depth analysis, but let us dwell here on three focal points with which
the story confronts us: the question of authenticity, the narration of self as the
source of our identity, and finally, the importance of physical contact as a salvific
bridge between people.

Authenticity

“In law school he was already what he would be during his entire life: a capable,
cheerful, good-natured, and sociable man, but one who strictly did what he con-
sidered to be his duty, and he considered his duty to be everything that it was
considered to be his duty by his superiors” (p. 17).

From this description of the young university student, there emerges immediately
as a distinctive trait the naive conformismof this character andhis lifestyle. Indeed,
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the narrator does not tire of emphasising the conformity of his behaviour with so-
cial norms and the expectations of his surroundings. Ivan behaves perfectly comme
il faut, i. e. entirely “well-behaved”, leading an “easy, pleasant, decent life” (p. 19).
This applies to his professional activity as a judge, a role he manages skilfully and
with due separation between work and personal relationships. The same holds for
his private life, primarily his marriage, which despite numerous difficulties with
his wife he manages to carry on, creating ample space for distance and freedom.

Ultimately, Ivan Ilyich’s life unfolds in that mode that Martin Heidegger in
Sein und Zeit (1927) would describe with the concept of Uneigentlichkeit, of
inauthenticity. “Inauthenticity” indicates a general behaviour resting on social
conventions and thus relieved of the responsibility that every real personal choice
entails: “the others” have already thought about it. Gaining awareness of death,
on the other hand, is for Heidegger the key event that forces each individual to
take responsibility for his or her own life and the choices made and not made.
Becoming aware of death is the privileged event for opening up the space of au-
thenticity (Eigentlichkeit).

And this is exactly what happens in the novella. The approach of one’s own
death increasingly reveals the unbearable collective lie about illness, “that lie, for
some recognized as true by everyone, that he was only ill but not dying, and that
he only needed rest and there would be some very good outcome” (p. 36). But
at the same time, the protagonist realizes that he, too, has behaved in this way in
his professional life. “In them he saw himself ”: just like the distinguished doctors
who treated him without taking an interest in him as a person, he too as a judge
played his role in a satisfied manner, with indifference and without participation.

Faced with this collective lie, in his condition of extreme loneliness, the last
two weeks of his life bring the protagonist not only physical suffering, but also
increasing “mental suffering” (p. 46). A disquieting question begins to arise in
him: “‘Maybe I have not lived as I should have,’ it suddenly occurred to him”
(p. 43). This question, brought to him by the ‘voice of the soul’ and at first “in-
admissible”, becomes more andmore pressing, leading him to the conviction that
“‘Yes, everything was wrong’, he told himself, ‘but it doesn't matter. I can, I can do
what is right. But what is right?’ he asked himself, and at once fell silent” (p. 48).

Interestingly, the narrative does not provide an explicit answer as to how Ivan
Ilyich's life should have been, i. e. what the features might be of what the philo-
sophical tradition calls a good life (Helferich, 2004). But it is precisely in this way
that the search for the answer is left to the reader. The reader, empathizing with
the protagonist and seeing himself in him, is suddenly confronted with the un-
settling question of whether his life is authentic or not. There, in the skill with
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which Tolstoy manages to bring the reader to exactly this point, lies the reason
for the story’s great existential impact that was referred to above.

Narrating Ourselves

Well intertwined in the search for the meaning of life we find the second topic
we want to address, the narrative structure of our identity. All theories of narra-
tion, from Paul Ricoeur onwards, agree that man is “an animal that tells stories”
(A. MacIntire). Indeed, our identity is largely made up of all the collective and
personal stories that we are constantly told and that we constantly tell ourselves.
Narrating is an active, creative act (poiesis), a process of continuous re-figuration
of events and their meaning. This is particularly true if we create a narrative
synthesis of episodes of longer duration, “larger-scale actions” (D. Carr), such as
certain periods or events in life considered significant, or if we look at life in its
entirety. And this is exactly what happens to Ivan Ilyich:

“‘To live? To live how?’ asked the voice of his soul.
‘Yes, to live, as I lived before: well and pleasantly?’
‘As you lived before, well, pleasantly’ asked the voice. And he began to go over

in his imagination the best moments of his pleasant life. But – strange to relate – all
these best moments of a pleasant life now seemed quite different from what they
had seemed then. All of them – except for his first memories of childhood. There in
childhood was something so truly pleasant with which he could live, if it returned.
But the person who had experienced those pleasant things no longer existed: it was
like a memory of something else.

As soon as the process began which had resulted in Ivan Ilyich, the man of
today, all the things which had seemed joys melted away before his eyes and were
changed into something worthless and often vile” (pp. 42–43).

We are usually accustomed in pondering and revisiting the events of our lives to
tinting them with a teleological aura, to see them as an essentially meaningful
and directed process culminating in the person we are today. To narrate is usually
to “transform contingencies into events endowed with meaning” (Meuter, 1995,
p. 255). In this sense, “a significant part of a person’s self-experience and self-
understanding is based on self-narratives – an ongoing process of establishing co-
herent formulations about who I am, who I was, and where I am going” (Rosfort
& Stanghellini, 2009, p. 261).
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We see in the passage quoted above that Ivan Ilyich is also engaged in this
self-narrative process, in an investigation into his own past. But the results of this
investigation, surprisingly for the protagonist himself, are entirely negative. Ivan’s
entire belief system, his firm convictions about his pleasant and decent life, crum-
ble. In the process of gaining his existential awareness, even the usual narrative of
himself is overturned, turning “into something worthless and often vile”.

We see that also in the case of autobiographical narration, Tolstoy’s mastery
brings the reader before a rather disturbing question. As we have seen, “we tend
to constitute our experience and our identity through self-narratives” (Rosfort &
Stanghellini, 2009, p. 262). But, as the philosopher Charles Taylor (1985) rightly
observes, these formulations can be right or wrong: there is no guarantee that the
image I have of myself or that I am accustomed to showing to the world actually
corresponds to the truth! This “complex dialectic between to be and appear to be”,
as it has been called, the possibility of a truth hidden from the subject himself,
represents the greatest difficulty in our search for truth and authenticity. Indeed,
it exposes “the fragile nature of personhood”, the fragility inherent in being a per-
son (Rosfort & Stanghellini, 2009, p. 262).

Contact

How is it possible that Tolstoy manages to weave a “happy ending” to his tale, to
make up for the dramatic imminence of the end, in such a way that the protago-
nist can reconcile with his existence and exclaim at the end that “Instead of death
there was light” (p. 49)? Synthesizing considerably, it can perhaps be said that it is
through empathic contact that the protagonist eventually achieves this reconcili-
ation with himself and the world. The figure of Gerassim, a young servant of the
family who is “always cheerful and sunny” (p. 35), combines the two moments of
empathy and contact. He is the only person who feels compassion for Ivan Ilyich,
who does not hide the truth of his illness and speaks openly with him; he is an
authentic person. AndGerassim is the only one to establish physical contact with
the dying man, often lifting his master’s legs for hours on end, even at night, to
relieve him of his pain:

“Gerassim brought the chair, placed it without making any noise, lowering it in
one movement to the floor, and lifted Ivan Ilyich’s legs onto the chair; Ivan Ilyich
thought he felt better the moment Gerassim raised his up legs.

‘I feel better when my legs are higher,’ Ivan Ilyich said. […]
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Ivan Ilyich toldGerassim to sit down and hold up his legs, and he talked to him.
And – strange to say – he thought he felt better while Gerassim held up his legs.

From that day Ivan Ilyich started sometimes to call Gerassim in to him and
made him hold up his legs on his shoulders, and he liked to talk to him. Gerassim
did this easily, willingly, simply, and with a goodness of heart that touched Ivan
Ilyich” (pp. 35–36).

This meets Ivan’s hidden desire – “however much he felt ashamed to admit it”
(p. 37) – to be pitied, caressed, “for someone to have pity on him like a sick child”
(p. 37). Indeed, as we have seen in the quotation concerning the autobiographical
narration, for the protagonist, “the first memories of childhood” (p. 42) remain
intact, witnesses of authentic affections, experiences and relationships: And “the
further back he went, the more life there was” (p. 44).

Besides Gerassim, it is Vasja, the young son, who feels pity and compassion
for his father. In the relationship with Vasja, in the very last scene of the story, we
see the meaning of contact still exalted:

“It was at the end of the third day, an hour before his death. At that very moment
the gymnasium schoolboy quietly slipped into his father’s room and approached
his bed. The dying man was still crying out despairingly and waving his arms about.
One of his hands hit the schoolboy’s head. The schoolboy took it to his lips, and
wept.

At that verymoment Ivan Ilyich fell through and saw a light, and it was revealed
to him that his life had been wrong but that it was still possible to mend things”
(p. 48).

Clinical Note

Authenticity, narration, contact – it is evident howmuch each of these aspects or
howmuch Tolstoy’s entire narrative must involve, on a personal level no less than
on a professional level, those of us who work as psychotherapists. One element
that comes across very well in the story is the patient’s eternal suspicion that the
therapist remains overly protected by his professional function, and therefore,
like the illustrious doctors during their visits, merely plays a role instead of truly
and personally participating in his experience.

We are especially reminded of certain patients who often complain about
their loneliness. However sterile and repetitive such patients may appear, they
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should be received with the utmost openness and willingness, since behind the
complaints about loneliness easily lurks these people’s anguish of death, the an-
guish of having to die and having to die alone. The therapist should in such cases
proceed with confidence and courage; he must not, like the others, re-propose
the collective lie of removal, of the taboo of death.

Something similar applies to the patient’s narratives. Roy Schafer has de-
scribed the psychoanalyst as a person “who listens to patients’ narratives, helping
them to transform them into different narratives that are more complete, co-
herent, convincing, and adaptively useful than those they are accustomed to
constructing” (quoted in Meuter, 1995, p. 249). Also with regard to the patient’s
narratives, we are first and foremost required to be open andwilling to participate
in their experiences.

In the process ofworkingwith these narratives, the therapist easily succumbs to
the temptation of prematurely offering “positive” or too easy solutions, solutions
that the patient cannot or is not ready to accept. We are thinking here especially
of patients with a narcissistic disorder who construct self-satisfied, overly “consis-
tent” self-narratives in Schafer’s words. But just like the protagonist of the novella,
these types of patients need to feel authentically taken seriously in their difficul-
ties. And, as is well known, the very feeling of being genuinely listened to with
one’s defences and difficulties often paves the way to overcoming them.

Body contact as used in Bioenergetic analysis is certainly a powerful medium
in these healing processes, not least because of the regressive qualities it possesses.
Our first experiences in the world were experiences of contact, and in the story
it is clear how contact can meet the buried needs of the inner child, needs that
the adult patient would be ashamed to admit. In this broad sense, it is generally
recognized that “touch is an inherent need for survival of the infant” (Guest &
Parker, 2022, p. 129). Naturally, there exist various types of touch in social life
(see Guest and Parker, 2022, pp. 127–129), and in psychotherapy, too, touch is
used in many different ways and meanings.

In Tolstoy’s novella, we see that the servant Gerassim often lifts up his mas-
ter’s legs for many hours. In some way he employs what in our clinical work is
called “nurturing contact”. As I have pointed out in a previous essay, nurturing
contact, as applied in Organismic psychotherapy, is “usually a soft, non-directive,
long-term contact that provides the possibility for the patient to feel deeply”
(Helferich, 2015, p. 34). And this is exactly what happens in the final hours of
Ivan Ilyich’s existence.Having perceived this connection between physical human
contact as the way out of the anguish of death is one of the great merits of this
extraordinary story by Tolstoy.
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