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On the ‘art’ of dying:  
If you want to die well, then first live well

Implicit in the ideas of ‘a good death’ and ‘dying as an art’ is the veiled assumption that death 
is some sort of final performance. In one sense only is this true. By Sean O’Connor

Just as Covid-19 has revealed some of the 
uglier sides of human nature, with pre-
dictable fear and distrust, plus a swirl of 

conspiracy and corruption, so, too, in many 
places has it highlighted our resilience and 
compassion, and our status as social animals 
who need each other not just for survival but 
for our mental and spiritual wellbeing. 

It has taught us to value those we love, for 
death can take them at any time, just as it 
always could, just as it has taken so many. 
(Multiply the number of global dead by five or 
six to get an index of active grief visited on the 
world right now. That is a true index of suffer-
ing, not the bald statistics of lives lost.) 

For many millions grieving, their grief has 
been attenuated, disrupted, titrated into what 
is permissible and what is not, under lock-
down regulations. For millions, this experi-
ence of loss has caused us to look at death 
more closely and invited us to consider how 
we may wish to die one day. For the privi-
leged, Covid-19 may have slowed things down 
and has invited people to ask what they want 
from life, beyond the task of mere survival. 

The lens provided by Covid-19 has also 
brought into focus this nascent idea of having 
“a good death”, whatever that means. It is this 
idea, which is both necessary and deeply 
flawed, that holds the possibility of heralding 
an interrogation of mortality and what it 
means to cherish life; and what it means to 
fear death, too. 

But it also romanticises death and encour-
ages us to feel that we can expire on our 
terms, which is mostly not the case. It’s not 
about the elegant fluttering of a white hand-
kerchief and aptly chosen final words. I sus-
pect that death is usually a bit of a messy 
struggle and, like birth, more associated with 
bodily fluids and the end of pain.

Still, “What is a good death, and how could 
you increase your chances of having one?” 
was a popular discussion at the Death Cafés I 
gained so much from attending. I like to say 
my father had one – quick, and in a place he 
loved, after saying he was ready to go and had 
enjoyed a wonderful life. He was 67. Some 
people pulled in their breath when they heard 
that. Certainly, I’ve heard of painful deaths, 
drawn-out deaths and others – sad deaths, 
horrible deaths and deaths that are extremely 
difficult for the living, or the dying, to accept. 

How are we to die? Do we have any choice 
in the matter? This question is animating leg-
islators and activists locally and abroad as 
they revisit laws to compass or deny the quite 
reasonable perspectives of the “right to die 
with dignity” movement. Many governments 
around the world, ours included, simply do 
not trust their subjects to make the informed 
choices that are in their best interests. For 
now, I will skirt this rather vexed issue and 
instead indulge in a quick survey of available 
resources on this idea of a “good death” and, 
for this, invite you back quite some way. 

Ars moriendi (The Art of Dying) was origi-
nally published in Latin as two related texts, 
a longer and a shorter, in around 1415 and 
1450, and gave advice on how to “die well” 

according to Medieval Christian precepts. It 
appeared in more than 100 editions in most 
Western European languages. It’s an early 
example of “death lit”, a genre that’s having a 
bit of a moment with personal accounts of 
loss and reflections on mortality high on the 
bestseller lists – Atul Gawande’s Being Mor-
tal being the most obvious example. 

Originally written by an unknown Domin-
ican friar in after the Black Death (which 
halved Europe’s population), and within the 
profound social, religious and political 
upheaval of the Middle Ages, the Ars morien-
di can be seen as evidence of a shift in the way 
people experienced and understood death.

The Ars moriendi were recently updated, 
signalling another shift. The Catholic church 
has done so to “assist terminally ill people 
and their loved ones deal with death”, accord-
ing to an article in The Guardian. 

The Art of Dying Well website includes ani-
mations with a voiceover by Vanessa Red-
grave. A slew of other books and articles titled 
The Art of Dying clog the digital ether. Is 
dying really an art then? 

I guess it depends on what you think art is. 
Perhaps the simplest definition involves the 
idea of “skill” in grasping the world and that 
whatever art is, it’s quintessentially human. 
As a reflection of human experience, it is sub-

ject to notions of value, as good or bad, worth-
while or not. So, can dying be an art? Can it 
be skilful, if it is so utterly happenstance and 
beyond our control, and also so banal – so 
normal – that every single one of us does it? 

The idea of a “good death” has gained in 
popularity and become widely aspired to. It 
was a feature article in a recent issue of Fair 
Lady magazine. This is a backlash to a pre-
vailing culture of death denial, of avoiding 
death at any costs; a shifting as people 
everywhere tire of the false and dehumanis-
ing promises of consumer capitalism and 
recoil from the scientific tendency to 
over-medicate at the end of life. Still, in our 

own peri-Western culture, suffused as it is 
with a plurality of African and other belief 
structures, death remains a taboo.

In The Five Invitations: What Death Can 
Teach us about Living Fully, Frank Ostaseski 
writes: “We treasure the romantic hope that 
when people pass away, everything will be 
tied up neatly. All problems will have been 
resolved, and they will be utterly at peace. 
But this happens rarely. Very few people walk 
toward the immense challenge of dying and 
find peace and beauty there… who are we to 
say how another should die?”

I think this is the risk inherent in ideas of a 
“good death” – that it’s up to the dying person 

to do it well, or not, imposing some kind of 
value judgement on it. Think of all those peo-
ple who bleat “Oh, I’m not creative at all!” now 
being informed that their dying is meant to 
be done with artful skill, done well. Wasn’t 
school hard enough, relationships, and all the 
rest? Now we must excel at death too? 

In her online essay The Dangerous Myth of 
a Good Death, blogger and nurse Kathleen 
Clohessy  writes: “Placing expectations on the 
dying is an easy mistake to make. But when 
we do so, we limit our ability to open our 
hearts to what is happening and be truly 
present with the person who is making the 
journey in the here and now… When we 
impose our beliefs about what death ‘should’ 
look like on someone who is dying, we deny 
them unconditional love and acceptance they 
need and deserve.”

So, calling death an art may well make 
things more difficult. This is not to say one 
should not prepare for death – by all means, 
prepare for the inevitable by talking about it 
and doing what you can to make it easier for 
you and your loved ones. Complete your 
advanced-care directive and fill in your organ 
donor card, update your will and try to find 
peace. Speculate about your death with the 
people you love, no matter how hard that may 
be, and let them know how you wish to be dis-
posed of and how to be remembered.

Perhaps it’s simply about doing death bet-
ter. The “death positive” movement, with 
Caitlin Doughty as its high priestess, is a 
growing community. The Order of The Good 
Death, which she co-founded, has a mission 
to “make death a part of your life”. 

Implicit in these and other more conven-
tional understandings of death, however, as 
well as this idea of a “good death” and dying 
as an “art”, is the veiled assumption that 
death is some sort of final performance. In 
one sense only is this true. But death is not 
just an occurrence, I think. 

Instead of seeing it as “the end”, my discov-
ery, which is hardly unique, is that conscious-
ness of it provides the means to live a full life. 
Without wishing to intrude on the province 
of the suffering, I understand that I am 
already dying and that every day death is 
with me. It is in every cell of skin that falls 
from me, in each expiring blood cell that per-
ishes within. I’m slowly dying, inside and out. 
Death surrounds me and I am in it and with 
it, as much as I am alive and in life. It is in the 
grief of my friends, in my own grief, too. In 
my own dying, I find my vitality. Death 
sharpens my appreciation of life. 

Consideration of death immediately brings 
life into focus. But a good death? An artful 
expiration? If you really must have one, then, 
to paraphrase Dr Kathryn Mannix, a pallia-
tive care doctor and author, if you want to die 
well, then first live well. 

That’s about as much as one can do, I think. 
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Sean O’Connor is an end-of-life soul com-
panion and the host of the How To Die pod-
cast. Find it on Spotify or Apple podcasts.
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