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I 
 

I N THE BIG BUILDING of the law courts, 

during a break in hearing the case of the Melvinskys, 

the members and the prosecutor met in Ivan 

Yegorovich Shebek’s office, and the conversation 

turned to the famous Krasovsky case. Fyodor 

Vassilievich became heated demonstrating 

non-jurisdiction, Ivan Yegorovich stood his ground; as 

for Pyotr Ivanovich, not having entered into the 

argument in the beginning, he took no part in it and was 

looking through the just-delivered Gazette . 

“Gentlemen,” he said, “Ivan Ilyich is dead!” 

“Can it be?” 

“Here, read it,” he said to Fyodor Vassilievich, 

handing him the paper still smelling of fresh ink. 

Inside a black border was printed: “It is with 

profound grief that Praskovya Fyodorovna Golovin 

informs relations and acquaintances of the passing 

away of her beloved husband, Ivan Ilyich Golovin, 

member of the Court of Law, which took place on the 

4th of February of this year 1882. The funeral will take 

place on Friday at 1 p.m.” 

Ivan Ilyich had been a colleague of the assembled 



gentlemen, and they had all liked him. He had been ill 

for several weeks; it had been said that his illness was 

incurable. His post had been kept open for him, but 

there was an understanding that, in case of his death, 

Alexeev might be named to his post, and to Alexeev’s 

post either Vinnikov or Shtabel. So that, on hearing of 

Ivan Ilyich’s death, the first thought of each of the 

gentlemen assembled in the office was of what this 

death might mean in terms of transfers or promotions of 

the members themselves or of their acquaintances. 

“Now I’ll probably get Shtabel’s or Vinnikov’s 

post,” thought Fyodor Vassilievich. “It was promised to 

me long ago, and the promotion means a raise of eight 

hundred roubles, plus office expenses.” 

“I must now request my brother-in-law’s transfer 

from Kaluga,” thought Pyotr Ivanovich. “My wife will 

be very glad. Now she won’t be able to say I’ve never 

done anything for her family.” 

“I thought he would never get on his feet,” Pyotr 

Ivanovich said aloud. “What a pity.” 

“But what exactly did he have?” 

“The doctors couldn’t determine. That is, they 

did, but differently. When I saw him the last time, it 

seemed to me he’d recover.” 

“And I haven’t visited him since the holidays. I 

kept meaning to.” 

“Did he have money?” 

“It seems his wife has a little something. But 



quite insignificant.” 

“Yes, we’ll have to go. They live terribly far 

away.” 

“From you, that is. Everything’s far from you.” 

“See, he can’t forgive me for living across the 

river,” Pyotr Ivanovich said, smiling at Shebek. And 

they started talking about the long distances in town 

and went back to the session. 

Apart from the reflections this death called up in 

each of them about the transfers and possible changes 

at work that might result from it, the very fact of 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. 

“You see, he’s dead, and I’m not,” each of them 

thought or felt. Close acquaintances, Ivan Ilyich’s 

so-called friends, involuntarily thought as well that it 

would now be necessary for them to fulfill the very 

boring obligations of decency and go to the funeral 

service and to the widow on a visit of condolence. 

Closest of all were Fyodor Vassilievich and Pyotr 

Ivanovich. 

Pyotr Ivanovich had been Ivan Ilyich’s comrade 

in law school and considered himself as under 

obligation to him. 

Having told his wife over dinner the news of Ivan 

Ilyich’s death and his reflections on the possible 

transfer of his brother-in-law to their district, Pyotr 



Ivanovich, without lying down to rest, put on his 

tailcoat and drove to Ivan Ilyich’s. 

At the entrance to Ivan Ilyich’s apartments stood 

a carriage and two cabs. Downstairs, in the front hall by 

the coatrack, leaning against the wall, was a 

silk-brocaded coffin lid with tassels and freshly 

polished gold braid. Two ladies in black were taking off 

their fur coats. One, Ivan Ilyich’s sister, he knew; the 

other was an unknown lady. Pyotr Ivanovich’s 

colleague, Schwartz, was about to come downstairs 

and, from the topmost step, seeing him enter, stopped 

and winked at him, as if to say: “Ivan Ilyich made a 

botch of it; we’ll do better, you and I.” 

Schwartz’s face with its English side-whiskers 

and his whole slim figure in its tailcoat had, as usual, an 

elegant solemnity, and this solemnity, always in 

contrast to Schwartz’s playful character, had a special 

piquancy here. So thought Pyotr Ivanovich. 

Pyotr Ivanovich let the ladies go ahead of him 

and slowly followed them up the stairs. Schwartz did 

not start down, but remained upstairs. Pyotr Ivanovich 

understood why: he obviously wanted to arrange where 

to play vint1 that evening. The ladies went on upstairs 

to the widow, and Schwartz, with seriously 

compressed, firm lips and a playful glance, moved his 

eyebrows to show Pyotr Ivanovich to the right, to the 

dead man’s room. 

Pyotr Ivanovich went in, as always happens, with 



some perplexity about what he was to do there. One 

thing he did know, that crossing oneself on such 

occasions never did any harm. Concerning the need to 

bow at the same time, he was not quite sure, and 

therefore he chose something in between: going into the 

room, he began to cross himself and to bow slightly, as 

it were. At the same time, insofar as his moving hand 

and head allowed him, he looked around the room. Two 

young men, one a schoolboy, nephews apparently, were 

crossing themselves as they left the room. A little old 

lady stood motionless. And a lady with strangely raised 

eyebrows was saying something to her in a whisper. A 

reader in a frock coat, brisk, resolute, was loudly 

reading something with an expression that precluded all 

contradiction; the butler’s helper, Gerasim, passing in 

front of Pyotr Ivanovich with light steps, sprinkled 

something on the floor. Seeing this, Pyotr Ivanovich at 

once sensed a slight smell of decaying corpse. During 

his last visit with Ivan Ilyich, Pyotr Ivanovich had seen 

this muzhik in the study; he had performed the duties of 

a nurse, and Ivan Ilyich had especially liked him. Pyotr 

Ivanovich kept crossing himself and bowing slightly in 

an intermediary direction between the coffin, the 

reader, and the icons on a table in the corner. Then, 

when this movement of crossing himself with his hand 

seemed to have gone on too long, he stopped and began 

to examine the dead man. 

The dead man lay, as dead men always lie, with a 



peculiar heaviness, dead-man fashion, his stiffened 

limbs sunk into the lining of the coffin, his forever bent 

head on the pillow, displaying, as dead men always do, 

his yellow, waxen forehead with the hair brushed 

forward on his sunken temples, and his thrust-out nose, 

as if pressing down on his upper lip. He had changed 

very much, had grown still thinner, since Pyotr 

Ivanovich last saw him, but, as with all dead people, his 

face was more handsome, and above all more 

significant, than it had been in the living man. There 

was on his face the expression that what needed to be 

done had been done, and done rightly. Besides that, 

there was also in that expression a reproach or a 

reminder to the living. This reminder seemed out of 

place to Pyotr Ivanovich, or at least of no concern to 

him. Something felt unpleasant to him, and therefore 

Pyotr Ivanovich crossed himself again hastily, too 

hastily, as it seemed to him, to conform to decency, 

turned and went to the door. Schwartz was waiting for 

him in the passage, his legs straddled, his hands playing 

with his top hat behind his back. One glance at 

Schwartz’s playful, clean, and elegant figure refreshed 

Pyotr Ivanovich. Pyotr Ivanovich understood that he, 

Schwartz, was above it all and would not succumb to 

depressing impressions. His look alone said: the 

incident of the funeral service for Ivan Ilyich could in 

no way serve as a sufficient motive for considering the 

order of the session disrupted, that is, that nothing 



could prevent them from cracking a newly unsealed 

deck of cards that same evening, while a valet set up 

four as yet unlit candles; in general, there were no 

grounds for supposing that this incident could prevent 

us from spending that evening pleasantly. He even said 

so in a whisper to the passing Pyotr Ivanovich, 

suggesting that they get together for a game at Fyodor 

Vassilievich’s. But Pyotr Ivanovich was evidently not 

fated to play vint that evening. Praskovya Fyodorovna, 

a short, fat woman, who, despite all her efforts to 

achieve the contrary, still broadened from the shoulders 

down, dressed all in black, her head covered with lace, 

and with the same strangely raised eyebrows as the lady 

who had stood facing the coffin, came out of her rooms 

with other ladies and, accompanying them to the dead 

man’s door, said: 

“The service will begin at once; please go in.” 

Schwartz, bowing indefinitely, stood there, 

apparently neither accepting nor declining this 

suggestion. Praskovya Fyodorovna, recognizing Pyotr 

Ivanovich, sighed, went up close to him, took him by 

the hand, and said: 

“I know you were a true friend of Ivan Ilyich…” 

and looked at him, expecting some action from him that 

would correspond to those words. 

Pyotr Ivanovich knew that, as there he had had to 

cross himself, so here he had to press her hand, sigh, 

and say: “Believe me!” And so he did. And, having 



done that, he felt that the result achieved was the 

desired one: that he was moved and she was moved. 

“Come while it hasn’t started yet; I must talk with 

you,” said the widow. “Give me your arm.” 

Pyotr Ivanovich offered her his arm, and they 

went to the inner rooms, past Schwartz, who winked 

mournfully at Pyotr Ivanovich: “There goes our vint! 

Don’t complain if we take another partner. Unless you 

join us as a fifth when you get free,” said his playful 

glance. 

Pyotr Ivanovich sighed still more deeply and 

mournfully, and Praskovya Fyodorovna gratefully 

pressed his arm. Having gone into her drawing room, 

upholstered in pink cretonne and with a sullen lamp, 

they sat by the table, she on the sofa, Pyotr Ivanovich 

on a low pouf with bad springs that gave way 

erratically under his weight. Praskovya Fyodorovna 

wanted to warn him that he should sit on another chair, 

but she found such a warning inconsistent with her 

position and changed her mind. As he sat down on this 

pouf, Pyotr Ivanovich recalled how Ivan Ilyich had 

decorated this drawing room and had consulted him 

about this same cretonne, pink with green leaves. 

Passing by the table and sitting down on the sofa 

(generally the whole drawing room was filled with 

knickknacks and furniture), the widow caught the black 

lace of her black mantilla on the carving of the table. 

Pyotr Ivanovich got up to release it, and the pouf, freed 



from under him, roused itself and gave him a shove. 

The widow began to release the lace herself, and Pyotr 

Ivanovich sat down again, crushing the rebellious pouf 

under him. But the widow did not release it completely, 

and Pyotr Ivanovich got up again, and again the pouf 

rebelled and even gave a snap. When all this was over, 

she took out a clean cambric handkerchief and began to 

cry. The episode with the lace and the struggle with the 

pouf cooled Pyotr Ivanovich down, and he sat 

scowling. This awkward situation was interrupted by 

Sokolov, Ivan Ilyich’s butler, with the report that the 

plot in the cemetery chosen by Praskovya Fyodorovna 

would cost two hundred roubles. She stopped crying 

and, glancing at Pyotr Ivanovich with the air of a 

victim, said in French that it was very hard for her. 

Pyotr Ivanovich made a silent gesture expressing the 

unquestionable conviction that it could not be 

otherwise. 

“Smoke, please,” she said in a magnanimous and 

at the same time brokenhearted voice, and she began to 

discuss the question of the price of the plot with 

Sokolov. Pyotr Ivanovich, lighting up, heard her asking 

in great detail about the prices of various plots and 

determining which should be taken. Besides that, 

having finished about the plot, she also gave orders 

about the choir. Sokolov left. 

“I do everything myself,” she said to Pyotr 

Ivanovich, pushing aside the albums that lay on the 



table; and, noticing that the table was threatened with 

ashes, she promptly moved an ashtray for Pyotr 

Ivanovich and said: “I find it false to claim that grief 

prevents me from concerning myself with practical 

matters. On the contrary, if anything can, not comfort… 

but distract me, it is my troubles over him.” She took 

out her handkerchief again as if she was about to cry, 

but suddenly, as if overcoming herself, gave a shake 

and began to speak calmly: 

“However, I have business with you.” 

Pyotr Ivanovich bowed, not allowing the springs 

of the pouf, which at once began stirring under him, to 

act up. 

“During the last days he suffered terribly.” 

“He suffered very much?” asked Pyotr Ivanovich. 

“Ah, terribly! The last, not minutes, but hours, he 

didn’t stop screaming. For three days in a row he 

screamed incessantly. It was unbearable. I can’t 

understand how I endured it. It could be heard through 

three doors. Ah! what I’ve endured!” 

“And can it be that he was conscious?” asked 

Pyotr Ivanovich. 

“Yes,” she whispered, “till the last moment. He 

said farewell to us a quarter of an hour before he died, 

and also asked that Volodya be taken away.” 

The thought of the suffering of a man he had 

known so closely, first as a merry boy, a schoolmate, 

then as an adult colleague, despite the unpleasant 



awareness of his own and this woman’s falsity, 

suddenly terrified Pyotr Ivanovich. He again saw that 

forehead, the nose pressing on the upper lip, and he felt 

afraid for himself. 

“Three days of terrible suffering and then death. 

Why, that could come for me, too, right now, any 

minute,” he thought, and he was momentarily afraid. 

But at once, he did not know how himself, the usual 

thought came to his aid, that this had happened to Ivan 

Ilyich and not to him, and that it should and could not 

happen to him, that in thinking so he had succumbed to 

a gloomy mood, which ought not to be done, as was 

obvious from Schwartz’s face. And having reasoned 

thus, Pyotr Ivanovich calmed down and began asking 

with interest about the details of Ivan Ilyich’s end, as if 

death was an occurrence proper only to Ivan Ilyich, but 

not at all to him. 

After various discussions of the details of the 

truly terrible physical sufferings endured by Ivan Ilyich 

(these details Pyotr Ivanovich learned only by the effect 

of Ivan Ilyich’s sufferings on Praskovya Fyodorovna’s 

nerves), the widow evidently found it necessary to 

proceed to business. 

“Ah, Pyotr Ivanovich, it’s so hard, so terribly 

hard, so terribly hard,” and she began to cry again. 

Pyotr Ivanovich sighed and waited while she 

blew her nose. When she finished blowing her nose, he 

said: 



“Believe me…” and again she fell to talking and 

told him what was evidently her main business with 

him; this business consisted in the question of how to 

obtain money from the treasury on the occasion of her 

husband’s death. She made it seem that she was asking 

Pyotr Ivanovich’s advice about a pension; but he saw 

that she already knew in the minutest detail things that 

he did not know, such as all that could be squeezed out 

of the treasury on the occasion of this death; but that 

she would like to find out whether it was not possible 

somehow to squeeze out more. Pyotr Ivanovich tried to 

think up some way, but, having thought a little and, for 

decency’s sake, having scolded our government for its 

stinginess, he said it seemed that more was impossible. 

Then she sighed and obviously began thinking up some 

way to get rid of her visitor. He understood that, put out 

his cigarette, got up, pressed her hand, and went to the 

front hall. 

In the dining room with the clock that Ivan Ilyich 

was so happy to have bought in an antiques shop, Pyotr 

Ivanovich met a priest and several more acquaintances 

who had come for the service, and noticed a beautiful 

young lady of his acquaintance, Ivan Ilyich’s daughter. 

She was all in black. Her waist, which was very 

slender, seemed more slender still. She had a gloomy, 

resolute, almost wrathful look. She bowed to Pyotr 

Ivanovich as if he were to blame for something. Behind 

the daughter, with the same offended look, stood a rich 



young man of Pyotr Ivanovich’s acquaintance, an 

examining magistrate, her fiancé as he had heard. He 

bowed to them dolefully and was about to go into the 

dead man’s room, when from under the stairs appeared 

the little figure of Ivan Ilyich’s schoolboy son, who 

looked terribly like him. He was a little Ivan Ilyich, as 

Pyotr Ivanovich remembered him from law school. His 

eyes were tearful and such as are found in impure boys 

of thirteen or fourteen. The boy, noticing Pyotr 

Ivanovich, began to scowl sternly and bashfully. Pyotr 

Ivanovich nodded to him and went into the dead man’s 

room. The service began-candles, moans, incense, 

tears, sobs. Pyotr Ivanovich stood frowning, looking at 

the feet in front of him. He did not glance once at the 

dead man and throughout did not succumb to 

weakening influences and was one of the first to leave. 

There was no one in the front hall. Gerasim, the butler’s 

helper, sprang out of the dead man’s room, rummaged 

with his strong hands through all the fur coats to find 

Pyotr Ivanovich’s coat, and held it for him. 

“Well, brother Gerasim?” said Pyotr Ivanovich, 

just to say something. “A pity, isn’t it?” 

“It’s God’s will. We’ll all come to it some day,” 

said Gerasim, baring his white, even row of muzhik’s 

teeth, and, like a man in the heat of hard work, briskly 

opened the door, hailed the coachman, helped Pyotr 

Ivanovich in, and sprang back to the porch, as if 

thinking about what else he might do. 



Pyotr Ivanovich found it especially pleasant to 

breathe fresh air after the smell of incense, corpse, and 

carbolic acid. 

“Where to?” asked the coachman. 

“It’s not late. I can still go to Fyodor 

Vassilievich’s.” 

And Pyotr Ivanovich went. And indeed he found 

them at the end of the first rubber, so that it was timely 

for him to step in as a fifth. 

 

II 
 

THE PAST HISTORY of Ivan Ilyich’s life was 

most simple and ordinary and most terrible. 

Ivan Ilyich died at the age of forty-five, a member 

of the Court of Law. He was the son of an official who 

had made a career in Petersburg in various ministries 

and departments, of the sort that brings people to a 

position in which, though it becomes clear that they are 

unfit to perform any sort of substantial duties, still, 

because of their long past service and rank, they cannot 

be dismissed, and therefore they receive invented, 

fictitious posts and non-fictitious thousands, from six to 

ten, on which they live to a ripe old age. 

Such was the privy councillor, the unnecessary 

member of various unnecessary institutions, Ilya 

Yefimovich Golovin. 

He had three sons. Ivan Ilyich was the second 



son. The eldest had made the same sort of career as his 

father, only in a different ministry, and was already 

drawing near that age in the service at which this 

salaried inertia is attained. The third son was a failure. 

He had spoiled things for himself in various places and 

was now serving with the railways; his father and 

brothers, and especially their wives, not only did not 

like meeting him, but, unless from the utmost necessity, 

did not even remember his existence. The sister was 

married to Baron Greff, the same sort of Petersburg 

official as his father-in-law. Ivan Ilyich was le phénix 

de la famille ,* as they said. He was not as cold and 

meticulous as the elder and not as desperate as the 

younger. He was between the two-an intelligent, lively, 

pleasant, and decent man. He was educated together 

with his younger brother in law school. The younger 

brother did not finish and was expelled from the fifth 

class. Ivan Ilyich finished his studies successfully. In 

law school he was already what he would be 

throughout his later life: a capable man, cheerfully 

good-natured and gregarious, but strict in fulfilling 

what he considered his duty; and he considered his duty 

all that was so considered by highly placed people. He 

was not ingratiating, either as a boy or later as an adult, 

but, from the earliest age he had had this quality of 

being drawn, as a fly is to light, to the most highly 

placed people in society, of adopting their manners, 

their views of life, and of establishing friendly relations 
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