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Introduction

What scares you about death? How might we work 
together to be less afraid of our inevitable mortality? 
These are two questions out of nearly ninety that 
are posed in this anthology. This can seem like an 
inherently anxious path of inquiry. Death is the ultimate 
fear, the thing we spend nearly our whole lives 
trying to either prevent or ignore. To cause death 
is the ultimate act of violence. Whether tragic or 
expected, death is inseparable from loss, from 
pain, and from grief. 
 
And yet, the act of dying is the most unifying process 
we as living beings share. The transition from life 
into what follows is what feeds us, nourishes us, and 
keeps our planet and all its natural systems going. 
Experiencing death is deeply personal, communal, 
and mysterious. When we allow ourselves to truly 
deal with death, whether through rituals, tough 
conversations, or meditations on life, we connect 
with one another and reorient ourselves towards 
what we find most important about being alive. 
 
It’s time, therefore, to queer death — to engage 
with, deconstruct, and reimagine death practices 
and end-of-life care through acts of queering: the 

transformation of cultures, structures, and institutions 
of dominance beyond the norms of hetero-cis-
gendered-ness and White supremacist capitalist 
patriarchy. How, then, might we learn from and 
contribute to queer reclamations and reimaginations 
of death?

For three months in Spring 2020, fifteen people 
from across the Los Angeles region came together 
to contemplate this. Together we shared our own 
histories and notions around death, interrogated 
the intersections of death and privilege, researched 
ways to make death rituals more meaningful, 
equitable, and ecologically sustainable, uplifted the 
unique relationship that LGBTQIA+ communities 
have with death and memorializing, and held space 
for our own grief. 
 
It is wildly synchronous that our convening began 
three days into California’s quarantine from the 
COVID-19 pandemic. When I pitched the idea for this 
project as part of NAVEL’s Assemblies program one 
month prior, I could have never guessed how quickly 
our world would transform and how topical death 
and dying would become. And yet, even pre-March 
2020, our group felt called towards this topic and 
desired a mutually supportive practice around it. The 
pandemic, and the uprisings for racial justice that 
followed, shifted our collaboration towards one that 
prioritized collective care as we grappled with how 
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grief can metabolize into loving action and justice.

Through this workbook of questions, we invite you 
to participate in, and expand upon, our collective 
process. We have taken many of the questions we 
asked ourselves during our three-month learning 
group and organized them into sections. 

We encourage you to ask yourself, your loved ones, 
your colleagues, your elected officials, and others 
these questions. We will continue asking them of 
ourselves too. We hope they spur good conversa-
tions and allow more openness and queering around 
death. May death be taken out of the hands of  
archaic, dominance-driven institutions and instead 
placed back into our own, so we can better work 
together and support each other through life’s  
inevitable next step.

– Ari Simon-ofsky 
& the Queering Death cohort of Spring 2020

Use this anthology of questions as 
prompts for journaling, in conversations 
with loved ones, as an edgy ice-breaker, as 
demands to elected officials, in affinity 
groups, or however you see fit. 

HOW TO USE
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What we carry with us 

• What do you know about your community’s 
experience with death?

• What’s a meaningful way you’ve seen your 
community grieve?

• How can preparing for death in community help 
you feel more connected to others and less alone 
at the end of life?

• Who maintains stewardship and authority over 
memorial and grieving rituals? How can that 
authority be extended (for example, beyond a 
person’s family of origin or religious doctrine) to 
ensure they are remembered by all the communities 
they touched?

• What are some traditions or customs around 
death that your family (of origin or chosen) practiced 
or taught you?

• What do you know about your ancestors’  
experiences with and/or practices around death?

• Are there people in your family whose deaths 
were not as honored as others because they lived 
their life outside of a set of norms? If so, who?  
If you’re not sure, how could you find out?

• Who is someone in your family (of origin or 
chosen) whose life you would like to honor more?

• If you could bring back one deceased family 
member for an hour, who would it be and why? 
What would you want to ask/tell them?

• In what ways does death feel unresolved in your 
family lineage? What disparities might exist 
between death in your ancestry versus other 
people’s ancestry that you are aware of?

Living knowing 
we’ll die

• What does the word “death” mean to you? What 
do you think happens when people die? 

• Who are a few people who’ve informed your 
understanding of death?

• What are a few media sources (movies, books, 
tv shows, etc.) that have shaped your thinking or 
influenced your ideas about death?

• Have you ever felt close to death, or had a near-death 
experience? What, if anything, did you take from it?  
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• What scares you about death? How might we 
work together to be less afraid of death?

• What skills and practices do you use to find more 
ease or calmness around the uncertainty of 
death?

• How do you find ways to have meaningful and 
life-affirming discussions about death with those 
around you? 

• If you had one day to say anything to anyone you 
wanted before you passed, who would be first on 
your list? What would you say?

• How might you want to share your story and your 
experiences with the people you love who you’ll 
someday leave behind?

• How can we demystify the practice of writing 
legal and spiritual wills? How might we make 
this practice more accessible and supported?

• How might the dispersal of material objects 
left behind be transformed into a ceremony 
for people to practice community, generosity, 
conflict resolution, and communication after 
a death, rather than be a source of tension 
and division? What rituals can be developed 
around digital objects?

• Do you know what an advance directive is? If you 
have one, when was the last time you updated it?

• What are some of the essential truths you’ve 
learned in this life, and how do you hope that they 
will be manifested by current or future generations?

• What are your beliefs around assisted dying and 
right-to-die practices / policies?

At the end of our lives

• If you were to create a committee of people you’d 
want consulted on any decisions about whether 
to continue life-prolonging treatments, such as 
mechanical ventilation, who would you want to 
chair that committee? When and how will you 
inform them?

• Where and how might you like to spend the final 
days of your life? Who would be there with you?

• What kinds of resources / objects might comfort 
you as you grow nearer to death?

• What strengths would you draw on in the final 
days of your life to recalibrate and live whatever 
time you have remaining with peace and purpose, 
acceptance and fulfillment?

• How would you want someone to act and 
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communicate with you if they were sitting by 
your side as you prepared to die? How would you 
prefer to be touched?

• How might places, services, and resources that 
cater to aging people and end-of-life care be 
more centering of and accessible to queer and 
other marginalized communities?

• How can elder and death care spaces transform 
to welcome and support queerness?

• What kinds of ways have queer people found for 
end-of-life caretaking in the absence of children 
or other family of origin?

• Has being in or in proximity to queer community 
changed your understanding of who can be 
responsible for end-of-life care and death rituals? 

Memorializing life

• Growing up, what was your understanding of what a 
funeral is? Where and from whom did you learn this?

• If you could design your funeral, wake, or memorial, 
what would it be like? If you could have it held 
anywhere, where would you want it to be held?

• How can we expand our imaginations about 
funerals beyond the ways we were taught 
about them?

• In what ways are funeral homes serving our needs 
for memorializing? In what ways are they not?

• Who, if anyone in your life, might you want to 
facilitate your death ritual?

• Have you recently discussed the death rituals 
and/or funeral wishes you desire with your family 
and/or friends? If so, how did it go? If not, what 
stops you?

• Do you know why death is so expensive? What 
steps could be taken to make death practices 
more affordable and accessible for everyone?

• What, if any, objects, technology or digital tools 
might you want used to memorialize yourself?

• Who is someone who you would trust to manage 
that memorialization?

• How might you want your intersectional identity 
to be incorporated into how you’re memorialized?

• What’s one of the most special experiences 
you’ve had memorializing someone?

• How do queer communities adapt traditional 
rituals to more inclusive and imaginative ends?
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Burial & decomposition

• How would you like your body to be handled after 
death? (e.g.. Do you want to be embalmed for 
viewing? Buried? Cremated? Would you like to 
be bathed?) Would anything that might happen to 
your body make you feel uncomfortable?

• In what ways have peoples’ bodies been handled 
differently after death based on their race, class, 
sexuality, and other markers of difference?

• How has your positionality and/or privilege  
informed the way you were taught that bodies 
are supposed to be handled after death? 

• How does thinking about the body after death 
make you feel?

• What are other kinds of body decomposition 
practices, besides burial and cremation, that you 
wish were legalized and/or more widely accepted?

• How can we better reimagine and institutionalize 
that “burial” can happen outside of cemetery 
plots and crematoriums?

• How can the burial process be more sustainable? 
How can we continue to imagine and champion 
more environmentally-informed methods of burial?

Grief as necessity

• What is your understanding of grief?

• Where did you first learn about grief? How has 
coming into identity / personhood changed the 
ways in which you grieve, or changed what you 
have grieved?

• How have global events such as COVID-19 
affected how you experience grief/grieving?

• Where in your life have you felt like grief is not 
welcome? 

• What does grief feel like in your body?

• Have you learned any aspects of grief rituals 
from queer communities that you might like to 
incorporate into your own rituals?

• How can grieving rituals also serve as  
expressions of resistance?

• Can death be both private and personal, and 
visible and political at the same time? 

• Who can speak for the dead?  

• Who is someone(s) whose death inspired you to 
take political action?
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Changing 
the systems

• What’s an action you’re taking (or one you’re will-
ing to take) to end the disproportionate amounts of 
unjust death some communities face over others?

• Whose beliefs and practices around death are we 
inadvertently prioritizing in our systems of power?

• How might we restructure health care, patients’ 
rights, and public support systems to create 
models of care we’d like to see? What demands 
might we make of our policy makers to make this 
possible and accessible to everyone?

• What systems are in place that prevent all people 
from experiencing death with dignity? How might 
we find agreement around a universal right to 
death with dignity?

• How do our systems define suffering in death, 
and how does this definition change across 
humans, pets, and other beings?

• What do you feel is lacking in modern medicine to 
address the needs of patients in pain? How can 
we take into account the emotional, cognitive, 

and spiritual components of a patient’s expe-
rience (i.e. palliative care specialists vs. pain 
management specialists)?

• What are steps that medical practitioners could 
take to put more choice in patients’ hands around 
aging and end-of-life health decision-making? 

• How might an increased awareness that certain 
communities and individuals are forced to live 
in ecological and social proximities to death 
(e.g. continued colonial violence, unjust deaths, 
genocide, police brutality, environmental toxicity, 
detention camps, etc.) compel us to building more 
humane worlds?



1817

Suggested resources

Watch

Find Death Before Death Finds You.

Friends honor artist’s last wishes with water ballet.

Living While Dying: An Intimate Personal Documentary

Jae Rhim Lee: My mushroom burial suit

The Science of Grief

BJ Miller: What really matters at the end of life

Read

Pema Chodron. Comfortable with Uncertainty: 108 Teaching 
on Cultivating Fearlessness and Compassion. 

“Death Work: A conversation with doulas Roxanne Bake and 
Saralee Gallien.” Mask Magazine.

“The Growing Movement to Memorialize Queerness After 
Death.” Vice. July 5, 2017.

“How Can You Grieve Without a Funeral: As coronavirus 
Restrictions Grow, Families Make Heartbreaking Choices.” 
Los Angeles Times. March 20, 2020

“In Thailand, Funeral Cookbooks Preserve Recipes and 
Memories.” Atlas Obscura. April 24, 2020

Japanese Death Poems: Written by Zen Monks and Haiku 

Poets on the Verge of Death. Compiled by Yoel Hoffman. 

“My Dad Created An ‘Ethical Will.’ Here’s What Means and 
Why You May Want One Too.” Huffington Post. June 20, 2020.

Elisabeth Kubler-Ross. On Death and Dying.

“Rest Me in a Pine Box and Let the Fiddle Play.” New York 
Times. July 26, 2019.

Still Here: Embracing Aging, Changing, and Dying. Ram Dass. 

The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying. Sogyal Rinpoche.

The Year of Magical Thinking. Joan Didion.

“What Being Queer Taught Me About Death.” Xtrra. 
February 25, 2020.

“What It Was Like to Finally Write My Will.” New York 
Times. April 3, 2018 

“Wisdom of Generations: A Pilot Study of the Values Transmit-
ted in Ethical Wills of Nursing Home Residents and Student 
Volunteers” The Gerontologist, Volume 49, Issue 4, August 
2009, Pages 525–535.

Explore

ComfortDying.com

Death Over Dinner

The Order of the Good Death

Portraits of Grief

Steady Waves End-Of-Life Services
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CONTRIBUTORS

Sya Warfield is an interdisciplinary creative on a journey to 
discover the importance of ritual and its relationship to purpose.

Amanda Vincelli is an artist, organizer, and cultural 
programmer invested in personal and collective empowerment 
through socially-engaged creative practices grounded in social 
justice and actively queering our present and futures.

Mounir-Aicha Soussan is a multidisciplinary artist and 
filmmaker who constructs mental landscapes as dwelling 
spaces depicting their own somatic and hauntological 
convergence between Morocco and California, life and death.

Ari Simon sees queerness – both as identity and as a state of 
reimagining – as a critical lens for exploring how we can better 
accept the inevitability of death, hold more space for grief, and 
be more in tune with and generous with our own aliveness.

Jonathan Simcosky explores and re-imagines the rituals 
that mark our lives and bring us together (or keep us apart).

M Rasmussen is a multidisciplinary artist whose work probes 
into desire, social phenomenon, and identity, and finds interest 
in new systems of care, collective expressions of grief, and 
building sustainable models as a means to think about liberation.

Maya Livio is a researcher, creative producer, educator, and 
organizer whose work interrogates the overlaps of biological 
and technological systems—often centering the mediation of 
death, and always committed to multispecies social justice.

Celine Kuklowsky is a researcher and educator who,  
particularly amidst COVID-19, questions how we collectively 
grieve when physically distant or isolated from each other.

R. Kauff is a visual artist interested in how landscape positions 
her body, and how that position can be queered, unsettled and 
decolonized. As a resident of an autoimmune body +  planet, 
she seeks braver, queer-er grieving as a survival strategy.

Huntrezz Janos makes work across mediums and collaborating 
in the 3D virtual realm, and was drawn to this work because of 
the recent passing of her close friend, and fellow Artist Orly Perl.

Peter Hoffman is a therapist exploring more meaningful and 
sustainable visions of death and dying that can transcend vul-
nerability and bring camaraderie and hope into uncertain times.

Barbara Ferris is a life-long learner who came into 
Queering Death with a desire to engage in conversation and 
thought with new people outside of her regular group.

Lindsay Farrington is a LA-based mortician who constantly 
searches for ways to bring death awareness to people in the 
community with compassion, understanding, and care.

Dorit Cypis is an artist, mediator, and social activator who 
recognizes an alignment between the need for all people to 
transform grief into acceptance with her initiative Peo-
plesLab, transforming conflict into possibility.

Gretchen Booth came into Queering Death after a  
realization of wanting to become a death doula and jumped at 
the opportunity for community.

Emily Baker seeks to explore the mysteries of dying from a 
deeper, queer perspective to open new paths for helping others.
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Queering Death Cohort. 2020. 

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution- 
NonCommercial 4.0 International License. 
Use as you please, just don’t profit off it.



QUEERING DEATH is an intergenerational learning group. Its 
Spring 2020 cohort was organized through NAVEL, a nonprofit 
cultural organization and multipurpose community space in 
Los Angeles, California, USA.

QUEERING DEATH was selected as one of NAVEL’s 
Assemblies programs—an open call for community-led col-
laborative research, discussion and creation around a central 
theme, practice, project over a three month period.  
Led by facilitator, engagement practitioner, and artist Ari Simon, 
the QUEERING DEATH Assembly explored new visions for 
end-of-life practices, our own desires around aging and 
dying, and the unique relationships LGBTQIA+ peoples 
have to death, end-of-life care, and memorializing.

For more information about the QUEERING DEATH Assembly 
and NAVEL’s Assemblies program, visit NAVEL’s website.  
For info on future QUEERING DEATH projects, visit ari.fyi.

Workbook designed by Maya Livio

Workbook edited by: Maya Livio, M Rasmussen,  
Jonathan Simcosky, Ari Simon, Amanda Vincelli 


