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Moth were Co_Organisers of Death x 
Design x Culture: Radical Re-imaginings 
For The End Of Life:  Conference 
September 2024. I As part of that 
conference Moth exhibited an archive 
of projects from2014 to 2025 [Moth 
Monograph], alongside an exhibition for 
Symbols of Death: [The Emotionalisation 
of Graphic Symbols]. and a range of 
designed products and discursive 
atrefacts.

Subject Area: Communication Design

Description: This practice-led research 
project investigates the role of graphic 
design at the intersections of death 
studies (thanatology) and graphic design. 

Partnerships and Funding: The project 
was conducted in collaboration with Dr 
Robyn Cook SL at Falmouth University, 
in partnership with the Stamps School 
of Art & Design, University of Michigan 
(USA), the Glasgow End of Life Studies 
Group, University of Glasgow (UK), and 
Death and Culture Network, University of 
York (UK).

Research Outputs: 
1. Symbols of Death.
2. Moth Monograph: Projects 2014/24
3. An Extra Place at the table: Artifact /        
Product
4. The Keeps Sake | Lets Lift them Up | Forget-
Me-Not 
5. Tactile Memory Objects

Project overview
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How can Graphic Design help us to navigate 
how we approach, death, dying and grief. 
To communicate empathy and loss in our so-
cial relationships. Giving us courage to see 
death as being something we can learn from 
rather than fear. To not only change the way we 
die but can also help us to think about how we 
want to live.

The body of work covers a range of projects 
over 13 years: [pedagogic, discursive, specula-
tive, collaborative].... 

The conference aim was to provide a 
discursive space for ‘traditional’ as well as 
practice-based and practice-led research 
to critically reflect on the role of design 
as it relates to death, dying, and disposal 
at individual, community, and broader 

cultural levels, and to suggest radical 
alternatives for the future. With a focus on 
interdisciplinarity, the conference aimed 
to support knowledge exchange between 
researchers within the social sciences, the 
humanities, and design. Design is positioned 
as an expanded field inviting contributions 
from subject areas including, but not limited 
to: graphic design; multidisciplinary design; 
architecture; digital design; fashion design; 
and product design. A multi-modal approach 
to expand the conventions of a conference 
format, incorporating experience design; 
exhibitions and pedagogic interventions; 
university-industry knowledge transfer; and 
opportunities for traditional academic papers.
[See Appendix A. for press and media 
coverage / impact]

Question
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Research aims: 
1. To Examine contemporary attitudes and 
anxieties to death, dying and belief systems, 
through the lens of design communication.  

2. To focus n the importance of ideas as 
triggers of creativity, as devices for narrative 
and as loci for opportunities of chance and 
transition in the context of loss, bereavement 
and death symbolism. 

3. Examine ormal conventions as well as 
future-thinking how mourning, in (a largely 
secular) society can be made more visual (grief 
aesthetics).

Research objectives:
1. To catalogue and create an archive of 
research projects. That have challenged 
traditional/conventions associated with 
the visual landscape of death dying and 
bereavement. 

3. To disseminate and share practice-based 
research with colleagues to build networks. 

4. To create discursive designed artifacts and 
products to provoke discourse and discussion 
Death during and afterlife.  

5. To create systems of evolved graphic visual 
language to help navigate grief and sadness 
and to communicate empathy and loss in our 
social relationships. 

Aims and objectives
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Research methodology: 
Moth employs a multi-method research 
approach, incorporating visual and material 
culture, phenomenology, semiotics, and 
applied research.

Research method[s]: 
Semiotic analysis, Iterative testing, interviews, 
ethnographic research and audience feedback. 

 

Research design
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Output 1: Symbols of Death: [The Emotionalisation of Graphic Symbols]

An Industry and International student Project. This project 
aimed to create a collective digital vocabulary of pictorial 
signs to articulate and communicate the nuances of death, 
dying and grief. Utilising the emotionalisation of graphic 
symbols to express our inner world of feelings to the outside 
world. To re-imagine how we talk about death, dying and grief 
in the digital realm. The project produced a diverse range 
of submissions which communicated both personal grief as 
well as collective solidarity and empathy in our social-cultural 
relationships.

The work consisted of 100 symbols submitted by design 
students and designers/industry from all over the world. To 
create a repository of both analogue and digital emoticons.

Lexicons and systems of pictorial signs represent 
democratisation of knowledge through [cultural] participation. 
Overcoming linguistic barriers and reflecting divergent socio-
cultural influences which are constantly being re-negotiated. 
Helping us to navigate space and each other. Functioning 
or engaging as universal forms of communication [rejecting 
or reinforcing stereotypes?]. Or as personal expressions and 
poetic forms of visual language. 

To re-imagine how we talk about death, dying and grief in the 
digital realm
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Image above Exhibition photographs from MOTH exhibition: Symbols of 
Death @ Death x Design x Culture: Radical Re-imaginings For The End Of Life:  
Conference September 2024. 

Image above Exhibition photographs from MOTH exhibition: Symbols of 
Death @ Death x Design x Culture: Radical Re-imaginings For The End Of Life:  
Conference September 2024. 
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Output 2: Moth Design for Life & Death:  Monograph: 

Over the past 12 years Moth has grown a 
multidisciplinary practice engaging in both 
speculative academic research projects, as 
well as applied design solutions. It examines 
both formal conventions as well as future-
thinking how death, dying and grief, in (a 
largely secular) society can be made more 
visual (grief aesthetics). Investigating how we 
can confidently express ‘negative’ emotions 
in both the digital and analogue realm, 
creating evolved graphic visual language 
to help navigate grief and sadness and to 
communicate empathy and loss in our social 
relationships.
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CONVERSATIONS 
Creating Choice in End of  Life Care - Hope is 
Not a Plan: DNACPR. 
Dr Mark Taubert Clinical Director/Consultant 
in Palliative Medicine Velindre NHS Trust, 
Cardiff.

A brief to explore design solutions which 
create conversations about choice in end of 
life care. Allowing a natural more dignified 
and anticipated death in patients affected by 
life-limiting conditions. 

• Dispel myths, regarding CPR and reassure 
patients that all other interventions of 
active, resuscitative measures, will 
still be used

• Create awareness and encourage discussion 
about CPR and DNACPR advance decisions 

• Empower patients, friends and family to 
be clear about treatments, which they would 
consider, and those, which they would not. 
Avoiding the risk of forceful physical 
intervention in our dying moment.

Project_02

4.

The Plan
James Cook, Joe Arnold,
Hannah Hosegood, Sam Baker

5.

#talkdeath
Theo Penrice, Martha 
Holmes, Lucy Scholes

11_Meteoric

Impact • Trails Of 
Light • Shooting 
Star • Falling 
Star • Spectacle • 
Momentary  

13_Abandonment 

Memory • Possession 
• Comfort •  
Treasured •  Loved •  
Transitional  

15_Acorn

Fertility • Legacy • 
Prosperity • Renewal 
• Longevity • Truth 
& Wisdom • Power

17_Worm 

Earth • Graves • 
Decay • Compost 
• Renewal • 
Regeneration • 
Transformation  

19_Soul 

Consciousness • 
Spiritual • Agency • 
Salvation • Essence 
• Wisdom

12_The Death Cap

Poison • Potency • 
Devils Fruit • Decay 
• Fantasy • Folklore 
• Death of Ego  

14_Crown Of Thorns

Suffering • Shame • 
Sacrifice •  Barb 
•  Humility •  Relic 
• Pilgrim •  Martyr 
• King 

16_Time

Measure • Passage 
• Mortality • 
Inevitability • 
Urgency  

18_Ghosts

Spirit • Restless • 
Apparition • Breath 
• Haunt • Exorcism  

20_War

Annihilation 
• Atomic • 
Obliteration • Fall 
Out • Shock Wave • 
Chaos  

Moth | Design
for Life & Death

Graphic design is about 
communication; making sense 
of complex information, using 
systems and hierarchy to 
create meaningful solutions 
to problems and questions. 
Established design process 
underpins and documents that 
journey. How might visual 
communication designers 
and medics benefit from 
sharing knowledge and skills 
to impact on policy and 
practice, with regard to end 
of life matters?

What are the skills 
and contributions that 
communication designers have 
which can equip them to make 
positive contributions to 
death issues?

Q_

00

Q_

Sections

Introduction to Moth
The Cabinet of Curiosity 
In The Face of Death 
Moth at ANTI 
Symbols of Death: [The Emotionalisation of 
Graphic Symbols].

Legacy - Introduction
Memento Mori
Stuff
Good Grief 
Collections, Classification & Curation
A Still Life in 100 Objects
Ars Moriendi: The Art of Dying & Magical 
Thinking

An Extra Place at The Table 
The Goodbye Box and Saying Goodbye to Mr Jim
Extra

00
01
02
03
04

05
06
07
08
09
10
11

12
13
14

Design for Life & Death

Archive

Image above Moth Website. Please visit for archive of all projects.
moth.org.uk

Image right Moth Archive pubication. Sample speads. Image above Exhibition photographs from Moth 
Monograph: Moth Design for Life & Death: archive 
of work highlighting selected projects over a 12 year 
period.xhibition: @ Death x Design x Culture: Radical 
Re-imaginings For The End Of Life:  Conference 
September 2024. 
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Output 3: An Extra Place At The Table: Place settting. Discursive Designed Aid to support the grieving process and navigate loss. 

When those we love dearly can no longer be 
with us, either through separation or loss, it 
leaves a huge hole in our lives and an empty 
space at our table. Setting an extra place at the 
table can bring comfort to those who wait for 
the safe return of family and friends. It can also 
bring solace to those, whose loved ones can no 
longer return to them - keeping memory alive 
in hearts and minds and allowing loss to be 
absorbed and navigated over time.
Food and feasting are important at every
event and milestone in our lives.
The simple act of preparing and sharing
food demonstrates our love for each
other, bringing emotional and ritualistic
daily comfort.
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When those we love dearly can no longer 
be with us, either through separation or 

loss, it leaves a huge hole in our lives and 
an empty space at our table. 

Setting an extra place at the table can 
bring comfort to those who wait for 
the safe return of family and friends.

It can also bring solace to those, whose 
loved ones can no longer return to them. 

Keeping their memory alive in hearts 
and minds, allowing loss to be absorbed 

and navigated over time.

Food and feasting are important at every 
event and milestone in our lives. 

The simple act of preparing and sharing 
food demonstrates our love for each 

other, bringing emotional and ritualistic 
daily comfort.

Image above An Extra Place at The Table. Tabe seeting / product. 
Print, paper
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Output 4: For Keeps Sake | Lets raise them up | Forget me not 

1. FOR KEEPS SAKE: THE LOVE BOX • THE 
TREASURE BOX • THE SAFE BOX • THE STUFF 
BOX • THE SECRETS BOX • THE HEIRLOOM 
BOX • THE RELIQUARY BOX • THE MUSEUM 
BOX • THE STORY BOX • THE LETTER BOX • 
THE DEATH BOX • THE TIME MACHINE BOX • 
THE MEMORY BOX. Product
2. LETS RAISE THEM UP. MOTH Plinth. 
Material memory project. Artefact.
3. FORGET ME NOT. Paper Wreath. Memento 
Mori Artefact: Rembemberence.Hellebore, 
chrysanthemum, blossom: Artefact.

Tharp, Bruce M., and Stephanie M. Tharp. Discursive Design: Critical, Speculative, and 
Alternative Things. Design Thinking, Design Theory. Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 
2018
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u  THE THING OF BEAUTY u
THE  LIGHT GIVER u THE ICON 
u THE MUTE POINT u THE 
GUILTY PLEASURE u THE JOY 
OF IT u THE TALKING POINT 
u THE SOUVENIR u THE LOVE 
TOKEN u THE LEGACY u THE 
OBJECT OF THE DAY u THE 
FREAKY THING u THE GREEN 
FINGERED u THE SCHOOL 
PROJECT u THE THING THAT 
MUST NOT BE NAMED u THE 
STORY TELLER u THE ONE 
OFF u THE EPHEMERAL u THE 
FRAGRANT u THE WABI-SABI 
u THE PEACE OFFERING u THE 
ANNIVERSARY u THE GRIEF 
u THE KITSCH u THE LOST u 

THE FOUND u THE TROPHY u 
THE FRAGMENT u THE I TOLD 
YOU SO u THE OLD FAITHFUL 
u THE FORTH PLINTH u THE 
MESSAGE u THE SUPER FAN u 

THE PIÈCE DE RÉSISTANCE
u THE TIME TRAVELLER u

Objects have histories and each one shapes us 
in particular ways. They may compel us to ask 
questions and seek explanation. Our objects 
can tell stories, and pass on traditions, they 
act as ambassadors and messengers from 
other places, other lives, other loves and 
other times. Through them we remember.  

When an object is placed on a plinth it is 
elevated above the realm of everyday life, 
transformed from the ordinary and familiar 
into something unexpected and extraordinary. 

u  LET’S RAISE THEM UP u
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Image above FOR KEEPS SAKE: THE MEMORY BOX. Product design 
label.

Image above LETS RAISE THEM UP. MOTH Plinth. 
Material memory project. Artefact.. Design label.

Image above FORGET ME NOT. Paper wreath. 
Memento mori. Artefact..
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Output 4: Tactile Memory Objects.  

Death + Craft & Material Practices. Tactile 
Memory Objects.
An experimental sculptural series that 
investigates the intersections between the 
human form, the natural landscape and the 
everyday objects that shape our lives.
 Develop grief-support tools/objects which aim 
to honour presence, connection, and memory, 
making mourning an interactive, tangible, and 
deeply personal experience.
 Investigate how objects, materials, and making 
practices influence human experiences of 
loss, remembrance, and emotional connection. 
Analyse the symbolic, emotional, and cultural 
significance of crafted artefacts in rituals 
surrounding death. Interpret grief as an 
ongoing dialogue between the living and the 
deceased, facilitated through objects, materials, 
and crafted experiences.
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Image above Death + Craft & Material Practices. Tactile Memory 
Objects
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The work is practice-based and practice-led 
research to critically reflect on the role of design 
as it relates to death, dying and mourning [on 
both the individual, community, and broader 
cultural levels]. With a focus on semiotics, 
object ontology and material culture Design is 
positioned as both discursive and speculative. A 
multi-modal approach to expand knowledge and 
understanding in an interdisciplinary way with: 
medics, philosophers, curators, artists writers, 
designers, historians, industry partners, vets and 
charities...

Thanatology, the scientific study of death, and its 
intersection with discursive design theory, grief 
aesthetics, and semiotics, to explore how cultural 
narratives and symbolic representations influence 
our understanding of mortality and the grieving 

process. Thanatology focuses on the psychological, 
social, and cultural implications of death, studying 
its impact on individuals and societies. 

Death studies, investigates how death is 
conceptualized across different cultures, 
emphasizing rituals, taboos, and the representation 
of death in media and literature.

Discursive design proposes a socially minded 
practice which provokes self-reflection 
engendering reflection and transforming thought 
and action and influence public discourse about 
grief and mortality. [Tharp].
Communication shapes meaning through visual, 
linguistic, and material artifacts. It explores how 
design mediates human experiences, offering a 
lens to analyse death narratives and Introducing 

opportunities to discuss grief [the emotional 
response to loss], and mourning [the way in which 
loss is expressed].

Grief aesthetics refers to the study of the sensory 
and emotional expressions of grief, exploring how 
visual and auditory cues elicit emotional responses 
and create spaces for mourning for examining how 
people navigate the complex emotions associated 
with loss.

Semiotics, the study of signs and symbols, as 
cultural codes embedded in death-related 
discourse to help decode how societies attribute 
meaning to mortality and loss. Both in material 
culture and social practices.

Research context

Nicola Salkeld & Ashley Rudolph. MOTH Design For Life & Death, Schoolof Communication, Graphic Design, Falmouth University
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Research context

1. Symbols
Graphic design, words, imagery and communication

2. Artifacts
Material Culture. Designed/discursive objects, 
artifacts, product prototypes, 

3. Experience 
Design, events, audience interaction & participation.

4. Critical design practice.

Design of symbolic and visual communications.

Design of material objects.

Design of activities and organised events. 
[Pedagogic | External audience]

Cultural systems/values/environments for living, 
working, playing and learning.

Adapted from, Buchanan’s four orders of design (Buchanan, 2001), and re-appropriating: 
• Tibbles, A., and Nickpour, F. (2022) Design meets death: A first systematic mapping review of design contributions to end of life field, in Lockton, D., Lenzi, S., Hekkert, P., 
Oak, A., Sádaba, J., Lloyd, P. (eds.), DRS2022: Bilbao, 25 June - 3 July, Bilbao, Spain. https://doi.org/10.21606/drs.2022.617
• Buchanan, R. (2001). Design Research and the New Learning. Design Issues, 17(4), 3-23.
doi:10.1162/07479360152681056

Nicola Salkeld & Ashley Rudolph. MOTH Design For Life & Death, Schoolof Communication, Graphic Design, Falmouth University



Page________________14

References [selected]:
ADÎR, George, Nicoleta-Elisabeta PASCU, Victor ADÎR and Elena Janina 
VÎLCEA. 2022. ‘SIGNS, SYMBOLS, PICTOGRAMS - GRAPHICS BEYOND THE 
BOUNDARIES OF SPOKEN LANGUAGES’. Journal of Industrial Design and 
Engineering Graphics 17(1), 25–8.

BAUDRILLARD, Jean. 1996. The System of Objects. London ; New York: Verso.

BERGERHAUSEN, Johannes and Siri POARANGAN. 2011. Decodeunicode–die 
Schriftzeichen der Welt. Mainz: Verlag Hermann Schmidt.
 
CANN, Candi K. (ed.). 2019. Dying to Eat: Cross-Cultural Perspectives on Food, 
Death, and the Afterlife. Paperback edition. Lexington: The University Press of 
Kentucky.

Casabona, Cecilia, Petrozzi Ginevra. 2024 DEATH-DESIGN-DATA Onomatopee 
25

CHICAGO, Judy. 1979. The Dinner Party: A Symbol of Our Heritage. Hardcover 
ed. Garden City, New York: Anchor Pr. [u.a.].

COMPER, Frances M. M and George CONGREVE. 1917. The Book of the Craft 
of Dying, and Other Early English Tracts Concerning Death : Taken from 
Manuscripts and Printed Books in the British Museum and Bodleian Libraries. 
London ; Longmans, Green, and co.

CONNOR, Steven. 2001 Paraphernalia, The Curious Lives of Magical Things: 
Profile Books.

CROW, David. 2010. Visible Signs: An Introduction to Semiotics in the Visual Arts. 
2nd ed. Lausanne ; Worthing: AVA Academia.

‘Death Over Dinner -’. 2025. Death Over Dinner [online]. Available at: https://
deathoverdinner.org/ [accessed 5 Feb 2025].

DORN, Anja et al. (eds.). 2021. Die Gesellschaft der Zeichen: Piktogramme, 
Lebenszeichen, Emojis = The society of signs: pictograms, signs of life, emojis. 
Köln: Verlag der Buchhandlung Walther und Franz König.

FRUTIGER, Adrian. 1989. Signs and Symbols: Their Design and Meaning. New 
York: Van Nostrand Reinhold.

GOGGIN, Maureen Daly and Beth Fowkes TOBIN (eds.). 2013. Women and the 
Material Culture of Death. Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate.

GRAINGER, Roger. 1986. ‘Funerals and the Shape of Human Existence’. 
The Modern Churchman 28(3), [online], 30–4. Available at: http://www.
liverpooluniversitypress.co.uk/doi/10.3828/MC.28.3.30 [accessed 26 Feb 2025].

HALLAM, Elizabeth and Jennifer Lorna HOCKEY. 2001. Death, Memory and 
Material Culture. Oxford: Berg.

HEBB, Michael. 2018. Let’s Talk about Death over Dinner: An Invitation and 
Guide to Life’s Most Important Conversation. First edition. New York, NY: Da 
Capo Press.

HUNTER, Clare. 2019. Threads of Life: A History of the World through the Eye of a 
Needle. London: Sceptre.

JUPP, Peter and Clare GITTINGS. 1999. Death in England : An Illustrated History. 
Manchester: Manchester University Press.

KIGHTLY, Charles. 1986. The Customs and Ceremonies of Britain: An 
Encyclopaedia of Living Traditions with a Calendar of Customs and Regional 
Gazetteer. London: Thames and Hudson.

KÜCHLER, Susanne and Daniel MILLER (eds.). 2020. Clothing as Material 
Culture. London, England: Berg.

MAURIES, Patrick. 2002. Cabinets of Curiosities. London: Thames & Hudson.

MILLER, Daniel. 2008. The Comfort of Things. Cambridge: Polity.

MORAN, Anna and Sorcha O’BRIEN (eds.). 2014. Love Objects : Emotion, Design, 
and Material Culture. London: Bloomsbury Academic, an imprint of Bloomsbury 
Publishing.

MURATOVSKI, Gjoko. 2016. Research for Designers: A Guide to Methods and 
Practice. First published. Los Angeles London New Delhi Singapore Washington 
DC: SAGE.
PETRY Michael, 2003. Nature Morte: Contemporary Artists Reinvigorate The 
Still-Life Tradition. Thames and Husdon

ROGAK, Lisa. 2004. Death Warmed over: Funeral Food, Rituals, and Customs 
from around the World. Berkeley: Ten Speed Press.

RONNBERG, Ami and Kathleen Rock MARTÍN (eds.). 2010. The Book of Symbols: 
Archetypal Reflections in Word and Image. Köln: Taschen.

Tibbles, A., and Nickpour, F. (2022) Design meets death: A first systematic 
mapping review of design contributions to end of life field, in Lockton, D., Lenzi, 
S., Hekkert, P., Oak, A., Sádaba, J., Lloyd, P. (eds.), DRS2022: Bilbao, 25 June - 3 
July, Bilbao, Spain. https://doi.org/10.21606/drs.2022.617

SURI, Jane Fulton and IDEO (eds.). 2015. The Little Book of Design Research 
Ethics. Place of publication not identified: IDEO.

THARP, Bruce M. and Stephanie M. THARP. 2018. Discursive Design: Critical, 
Speculative, and Alternative Things. Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press.

VIS, Dirk. n.d. Research for People Who Think They Would Rather Create: 
Version 1.1.2.

Walter, T 2011, ‘Angels not souls: Popular religion in the online mourning for 
British celebrity Jade Goody’, Religion, vol. 41, no. 1, pp. 29-51. https://doi.org/10.1
080/0048721X.2011.553138

Walter, T. (1996) ‘A new model of grief: Bereavement and biography’, Mortality, 
1(1), pp. 7–25. doi: 10.1080/713685822.

Nicola Salkeld & Ashley Rudolph. MOTH Design For Life & Death, Schoolof Communication, Graphic Design, Falmouth University



Page________________15

Links and articles
Falmouth University
https://www.falmouth.ac.uk/research/centre-heritage-culture 
society/moth

Its Nice That: Article 
https://www.itsnicethat.com/features/death-and-design-
creative-industry-301024

The Death Studies Podcast Interview
https://thedeathstudiespodcast.com/deathxdesignxculture-
conference-episode/

moth.org.uk
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