
I've spent this past year working on an art project called "Dying and Living Together." 

It's an attempt at what I'm calling Collective Storytelling — I am interested in what happens to 

people and art when storytelling is prioritized, and when the ego-based artist is replaced by 

someone who spends more time thinking about other people than themselves. I say this because, 

inspired as I am by way the classes I've taken for my Spanish major have taught me about Latin 

American treatments of death — collective mourning and celebration, a readiness to talk about 

and process loss, and a greater general visibility of death as a constant and important part of life 

— I decided to ask people I knew if they wanted me to help them tell their stories about death. 

Using art. And somewhat to my surprise, the response has been an absolutely resounding yes. 

This podcast is about "death," and more than anything what I've learned over the past 

year is that it's pretty hard to find something that isn't about death, that isn't touched by death — 

but it's also rare to ever see or hear this explicitly recognized. 

Halfway through the project I hosted an open studio, and left on a table the following 

instructions: On a sheet of paper, please write a narrative or thought about death. Then 

take one of these flowers. What you write will be used to make more art about death. The 

flowers were fake flowers, glued into tiny bottles filled with sand. They were cute at best and 

cheap at worst — and certainly weren't cool enough to make anyone think "I will go to great 

lengths for one of those flowers!!" And yet, out of the 100 or so people who must have come 

through in the 2 hour open studio, 60 of them wrote something down about death. Only a handful 

were broad and unspecific — the vast majority of them were detailed, long, and blisteringly 

honest. There was anger, which was surprising and has been the hardest kind of story for me to 

tell. There was sadness, deeper and vaster than expected. There was joy and hope and fear — I 

could list hundreds of adjectives. But what was most striking is how willing everyone is, when 

you ask, to tell you that death has affected them, even if they've never lost someone close. 

It makes sense! Death is in a strange way what we live every day. No matter how you 

spin it, every individual life gets absolutely no do-overs. Death is why life matters — when you 

ask somebody what their goals are, even if they believe in afterlife, you can add "before I die" to 

the end of every single listed goal. 

I could go on and on about how much this project has changed the way I understand 

things. We absolutely don't talk about death enough, considering how important and omnipresent 

it is. But that'd be against my artistic philosophy: I'm a storyteller, not a monologist. And so, I'd 

like to simply share some of the more striking metaphors that were left for me during my open 

studio, some from total strangers and others from close friends. I hope these affect you as much 

as they do me. 

 

           Every time I've lost someone it's been upsetting in very spatial, geographical way. I don't 

know if that makes sense. Imagine if every morning you walked to school, and part of [the] 

journey took you along a short path through the woods. One day, you wake up and walk to 

school, same as any other morning, and there are no woods. They haven't been cut down or 

developed, they just aren't there — on your way to school — anymore. 

 



           When I was six or seven I looked at myself in the mirror for too long once. It was in the 

elementary school bathroom, and the mirror was surrounded by pink tile. When I looked at 

myself I started to wonder who it was that was looking back at me and what would happen when 

the body eventually died. Then I forgot about it for a while. Now I am still wondering. 

 

           It seems like my emotions only hit me when I'm hugging someone goodbye. The last time I 

saw Ms. Kirk I started uncontrollably crying in her arms. She died in November. 

 

          Hearing that question again: Has he ever killed someone. This is the question no one in 

my family ever asks, but when the evening news comes on, shows its wartime pictures, we can 

hear that question. I feel uncomfortable writing this, but there is this possibility that I can't move 

past. My father may have caused the death of another. 

 

          Writing and thinking about death is something very personal, but I (and perhaps others) 

take no greater solace than when we can all remember something together. I have thought how 

strange, unfair and amazing it is that people become paper doll chains in the way we remember 

them. My favorite thought on death is that the difference between life and death is not mortality: 

it is oblivion. 


