
Lena Ivanovic lived with her wid-
owed mother in a semi-
detached home on Euclid Av-

enue. Thursday midnight, the mother
phoned Dr. Rubens, frantic. “Lena
spits out food. Your pills poison her.
Why did you stop seeing her?”

“Mrs. Ivanovic, I left her phone mes-
sages.” Rubens paused. “No one an-
swers.”

“I answer,” Mrs. Ivanovic inter-
jected. “Why didn’t you speak to me?”

There was some commotion and a
torrent of Russian. Mrs. Ivanovic’s son,
Viktor, took the phone. “Doctor, all day
they argue. I came for March break yes-
terday to study at the library — Lena
yanked out the phones — she smashed
her cellphone. She won’t eat. She stays
in her room. I have a final law exam.
She yells. What do I do?” 

Not again, Rubens thought to him-
self. “Bring Lena to emergency tomor-
row. Do you have relatives or friends to
help you?” Rubens asked.

“I have cousins, Alexei and Boris. I’ll
ask them to help. They came last time.”

Rubens recalled her admission two
years earlier. “Has she threatened any-
one?”

“Not this time. Two months ago she
was fine.” 

Rubens scrawled a note, his spirits
sinking. He called the ward; they knew
her, but had no beds. He tiptoed to the
kitchen for a glass of milk. He recom-
mended milk to insomniacs — a natu-
ral sedative. He crept upstairs, watch-
ing the falling March snow, past his
sleeping children. “It’s snowing,

Nora,” he grumbled, reaching for her
cozy warmth. 

“Sssh — you’re cold,” Nora pushed
him away. “Who was on the phone?”

“Mrs. Ivanovic. Her daughter is psy-
chotic. She blames me. A month ago
Lena stopped coming. Lena told me
she was fine.”

“You wanted her to be fine,” Nora, a
social worker, hinted in the dark. “But
now she needs readmission. Why did-
n’t you do a home visit?”

“That’s what I did before,” Rubens
said, ruefully. “This time I left mes-
sages.”

“I’m sorry.” Nora hugged him and
turned away.

On Friday at 6 am Rubens kissed his
sleeping children goodbye before dig-
ging his car out of the drift of snow that
had accumulated overnight. One phone
message awaited him at the hospital.

“Lena refuses to go to emergency,”
Viktor said. “My mother agrees. She
says they’ll wait too long. Mother won’t
listen, she’s a martyr.” Rubens forgot
he was dealing with two people,
mother and daughter. Mrs. Ivanovic
was chary of doctors and hospitals.
This was a problem. Angrily, Rubens
pressed call-back. 

“Viktor, please listen. At noon I’ll

make a home visit. Have Boris and
Alexei there.”

By noon Rubens arrived at their
home. He exited a taxi, climbed the
snowy stairs and knocked. The son of
Russian-Jewish immigrants, he had
grown up two blocks away. When his
family first came to Toronto their name

was Rubenovitch, too long and diffi-
cult. His father changed the name to
Rubens, working seven days a week in a
drugstore on College Street. Looking
along Euclid Avenue’s snowy length, he
mentally surveyed the old neighbour-
hood — where the bakery, kosher
butcher store, fish-market and old men-
tal hospital had been. One group of im-
migrants came, another left. The streets
were different, yet familiar. He shared a
room with his bubba; other relatives
had a second room; his parents were in
the attic. South on Queen and Shaw was
the brick wall of the mental hospital.
His zaide had stayed there.

After two knocks, Viktor opened the
door. He ushered Rubens past a
gloomy hallway to a kitchen table
where Mrs. Ivanovic sat, pale, her legs
crossed, flanked by a weary Boris and
Alexei towering above her. Dr. Rubens
began, “We must answer these ques-
tions clearly.” He recited events, check-
ing dates. Afterward he inspected the
kitchen, the broken phones, the rear
door nailed shut, the crosses placed
over windows. The TV was unplugged,
sideways, Viktor said, to quiet her
voices. “Did she store pills? Does she
have weapons?” Rubens took notes.
Nothing, Viktor said. Tears filled his
grey sombre eyes. She was the
smartest. Rubens recalled meeting
Lena ten years earlier, a bright third-
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“Lena told me she was fine.”
“You wanted her to be fine,” Nora
hinted in the dark. “Why didn’t
you do a home visit?”



year law student with hazel eyes in a
cherubic face. 

He mounted the stairs to Lena’s
room and knocked. Alexei and Boris
advanced as a shield. “Lena?” Rubens
opened the door and entered. The
room reeked of urine and feces. Lena
turned, lifting the sheets. He saw her
skeletal thinness. “Lena — I’ve come to
help.” She made a fist and cursed.
“Please, Lena.”

“Devils!” She thrashed on the bed.
The stench of her unwashed body rose.
“Out!” Rubens descended the stairs,
filled the necessary forms, called the
police and ambulance. At last the po-
lice arrived, and Lena was subdued. She
lay spent, breathless. 

“See?” her eyes fixed Rubens with
icy rage. “See what you did?”

“Lena, I called many times. I came
to help. I will go with you in the ambu-
lance.”

“No.” She turned her head. “Don’t
look. Go. I never want to see you
again.” In her eyes was shame. Rubens
decided to forgo the ambulance ride
and walked south. Snow fell in a haze
and lay on his lashes. With treatment
her voices would leave. Lena had
wanted to be a lawyer. Rubens’ zaide
had wanted a shoe store. Rubens
wanted to cure patients. But life was a
burden of hope and despair. Absently,
he looked up. He was at Queen and
Shaw Street, close to the worn brick
wall. The old domes were gone. A tiny
park remained with snowy benches.
One man sat still and alone. Rubens
flagged a taxi, eyed his schedule and
called the ward. 

Good, they had a bed. In a week or
two he would call and visit her.

Ronald Ruskin
Staff Psychiatrist
Mount Sinai Hospital
Toronto, Ont.
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The morbidly inclined Otto Dix (1891–1969), when preparing to create a series of etch-
ings depicting the horrors on the German front during World War I, “spent hours in
the pathological department of a local hospital, pouring over and drawing the muti-
lated remains of corpses, human organs and entrails.”1 With a penchant for grotes-
querie reminiscent of Hieronymus Bosch, he was viewed by some as “a pornographer
of violence.” For his part, Dix described art as a form of “exorcism.” One wonders
whether demons would be conjured up rather than cast out by the subject of this
painting, a specialist in “nervous diseases” who offered hypnosis therapy in his sana-
torium in Dresden and was a patron of avant-garde artists. Getting the full effect of
this painting requires confronting the original, now housed at the Art Galley of On-
tario. The piercing, bloodshot eyes bulge with heavy, gleaming impasto, achieving a
most disconcerting effect. Note the anxiety of the clenched fist; the tense, oblique
stance; the rigid collar, like a restraining device; and the oddly naive quality of the flat
application of paint. Except for those eyes. — Anne Marie Todkill, CMAJ
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Otto Dix, Portrait of Dr. Heinrich Stadelmann, 1922. Oil on canvas, 90.8 cm x 61.0 cm. AGO,
Toronto. Anonymous gift, 1969, donated by the Ontario Heritage Foundation, 1988. 


