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Figure 1: A scene from the Design Fiction film “Sorewa katsute attakara,” that we created: The funeral venue of the Suda family.

Abstract

This paper explores the design and future potential of virtual funer-
als, enabling both in-person and remote participation, with options
to digitally revisit and update the memorial site. While virtual fu-
nerals gained prominence during the COVID-19 pandemic and are
often seen as temporary, the authors argue that they hold long-
term value across different contexts. To investigate future funeral
practices, we created a Design Fiction film depicting our concept of
virtual funerals in Japan using Diegetic Prototypes—hypothetical
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technologies that envision a future in which these practices are
normalized. Key themes include hybrid attendance, virtual memo-
rial spaces, and technologies that bridge in-person, remote, and
revisiting participants. The authors and a professional crew cre-
ated the film collaboratively to illustrate these speculative elements.
This paper details the film’s production, its design rationale, and
the broader implications for how HCI design and technology could
shape future mourning and memorialization practices.
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1 Introduction

Makoto, a bridal photographer, decided to photograph the funeral
of his friend’s father. At the funeral venue, a round portrait of the
deceased is placed at the center, surrounded by square flower displays,
with digital screens positioned along the edges (Figure 1). In-person
mourners sit on chairs, while remote mourners appear on the digital
displays. As Makoto focuses on the deceased, he is reminded of his own
father’s funeral two years ago. Given his own complicated feelings
toward his father, he was unable to fully respect his father’s death at
the time. However, he now revisits the virtual memorial site, where he
discovers an old, living memory of his father.

This is the synopsis of a Design Fiction [83] film we created.!
In the film, we aimed to illustrate virtual funerals, which refer to
funeral ceremonies that people attend meaningfully using online or
digital tools [53]. During the COVID-19 pandemic, various restric-
tions led to the widespread adoption of virtual funerals worldwide.
While academic reports on the subject are limited, some funer-
als were conducted entirely virtually on platforms such as Zoom,
YouTube Live, and Facebook Live. Others adopted a hybrid model,
allowing both in-person and online mourners to participate. In
the early stages of the pandemic, there were successful reports of
entirely virtual funerals (e.g., [7, 52]); however, most hybrid funer-
als were negatively reported, often associated with the sadness of
COVID-19-related deaths (e.g.,[2, 49, 72, 76]).

Currently, as virtual funerals are increasingly viewed as a tempo-
rary, traumatic response to the pandemic, the design and technolog-
ical insights behind them risk being forgotten. However, we believe
there are further design opportunities in this area. This study aims
to calmly analyze the significance of virtual funerals, now that the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has subsided, and to explore the
future of funeral practices from the perspective of HCI design.

Uriu and colleagues previously reported, in their study conducted
in Japan [97], that organizing a (hybrid) virtual funeral presents
numerous challenges. Funerals often occur unexpectedly, making it
nearly impossible to prepare thoroughly in many regions. Managing
the specific procedures for each region or religious denomination is
challenging enough, and overseeing the systems for a virtual funeral
adds a level of difficulty. Additionally, no two deaths or funerals
are alike; while design patterns exist, every funeral is inherently
unique. To address the challenge of creating new design patterns
for virtual funerals as Research through Design (RtD) [105], we
have chosen to employ cinematography to generate specific scenes,
narratives, and prototypes that are depicted in a film.

Our film introduces the concept of virtual funerals we created,
and this paper outlines the design, process, and rationale behind
the film, including specific prototypes for the virtual funerals fea-
tured in the narrative. The film can be considered a form of “Design

!The information about this film, including details about screenings and related events,
can be found on the website: https://interfuit.info.
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Fiction,” which speculates on a plausible future rather than pre-
senting entirely imaginary science fiction [82, 83]. It incorporates
“Diegetic Prototypes”—fictional designs and technologies depicted
as fully functional within the film [8, 45]. Drawing on the role of
Design Fiction in HCI design research [9-11], this paper offers new
perspectives and implications for designing near-future funeral
practices.

As mentioned before, funeral design for a specific individual is
a unique and non-repeatable process, which complicates the re-
finement of methodologies tailored for this purpose. Aside from
proposing a new design concept for virtual funerals as an RtD contri-
bution, this paper identifies a key finding: a design methodology for
addressing critical real-world issues where failure is not an option,
as demonstrated by our approach to funeral design via a Design
Fiction film. The paper details the design process and rationale be-
hind the film’s creation includes a literature review and analysis of
existing virtual funeral case studies, and provides summaries of the
film and its scripts. It also highlights the Diegetic Prototypes used
in the film and shares lessons learned from production. Through a
detailed case study, we explore the implications of this approach for
designing future virtual funerals, offering a methodology applicable
to other high-stakes, real-world challenges, such as funeral design.
Both the film and this paper encourage reflection on how society
might maintain bonds with deceased individuals in the near future.

2 Literature Review
2.1 Virtual Funerals

2.1.1  Worldwide Discussions. As mentioned, Uriu et al. [97] shared
their experience with funeral webcasting in Japan at the CHI "21
conference, where they faced technical difficulties and resorted to
using Zoom on smartphones instead of their planned 360-degree
telepresence system. They highlighted the need for “remote funeral
conductors,” specialists who not only use the technology but also
understand funeral procedures and participate as mourners. Despite
the availability of technologies for funeral webcasting, the authors
noted that there are still design opportunities to enhance the virtual
funeral experience, particularly in the facilitation of collaboration
among participants using online/virtual technologies.

Although research about virtual funerals within the HCI com-
munity is limited, there have been several discussions on this topic
in other fields since the COVID-19 pandemic. Multiple researchers
interpreted that virtual funerals during the pandemic were adopted
reluctantly as an “alternative” to in-person funerals, rather than
being considered a desirable method (e.g., [18, 21, 77, 78, 101]).
Even more serious, “virtual farewells,” the experience of losing a
loved one without saying goodbye in person, were reported as a
traumatic phenomenon worldwide. Riley et al. [77, 78] reported
various negative opinions about these funerals from funeral direc-
tors, religious practitioners, and attendees (mourners and bereaved
family members) on such online/virtual/hybrid funerals held in the
UK during 2020-2022. On the other hand, Chen [18] surveyed 519
American adults who lost loved ones between January 2020 and
June 2021. The study found that individuals who used virtual com-
munication methods for farewells experienced higher levels of grief
and psychological distress compared to those who had in-person
farewells. Academic articles, in Spain [39] and the UK [38], showed
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that the absence of a final farewell in person can cause deep grief
for the bereaved. News articles also report on the sadness of virtual
farewells and funerals worldwide (e.g., [2, 49, 72, 76]).

In contrast, there are positive opinions on virtual funerals from
researchers who have discovered their unique and irreplaceable fea-
tures. MacNeil et al. [53] comprehensively reviewed articles about
virtual funerals published by 2021 and reported how virtual funer-
als accommodated more people than in-person ceremonies. This is
because there are no limitations on the number of attendees, phys-
ical distance, travel costs, schedules, diseases, and even religious
rules (e.g., females being prohibited from joining funerals in some
religious cultures) on online virtual platforms. From the perspective
of grief care, Burrell and Selman [16] revealed that virtual/online
funeral opportunities may support the mental conditions of be-
reaved family members, compared to being completely deprived
of the opportunity to have a funeral, by screening articles about
COVID-related funerals.

Particularly highlighted by its success were the virtual funerals,
in which all congregants participated online. Mackenzie [52] re-
ported on his friend who lost her mother in November 2020 and,
with other family members, held a “completely DIY virtual funeral”
via Zoom. This funeral allowed participation from the deceased’s
85-year-old and 100-year-old siblings, as well as over ten grand-
children, including those abroad, who otherwise could not have
attended in person. One of the organizing sisters, a clergy member,
created a program as fulfilling as a traditional funeral. After the
ceremony, there was time for everyone to chat, and those who
missed it could watch the recording. Bitusikova [7] reported on a
fully virtual Jewish funeral held in London, UK, in 2020, highlight-
ing its outcomes and significance. Jewish traditions require burial
within 24 hours and a seven-day mourning period called Shiva,
both of which pose challenges in modern life. Virtual technology
allowed for a more intimate and heartfelt execution of the funeral,
burial, and Shiva. The report noted that friends and relatives who
would have otherwise been unable to attend could participate, with
everyone metaphorically seated in the “front row.” While, Frydman
et al. [29] proposed a structured procedure for virtual funerals via
video conferencing: 1. Preparation, 2. Setting the stage, 3. Saying
Goodbye, 4. Conclusion & Supporting Family. They emphasized
that virtual funerals should maximize immersion and include key
elements expected in traditional funerals for each culture.

However, hybrid funerals, where both virtual and in-person at-
tendees are present, pose numerous challenges. As noted, Uriu et
al. [97] shared their experiences conducting a hybrid funeral in
Japan, encountering several difficulties. Pitsillides and Wallace [75]
reviewed the impacts of communication technologies during the
pandemic and emphasized the need for more user-friendly technolo-
gies in actual funeral settings. Similarly, Riley et al. [78] illustrated
how funeral conductors and directors in the UK struggled to man-
age attendees with varying levels of digital literacy. Despite these
challenges, they also reported that some took initiatives to enhance
the experience, such as a Christian minister who encouraged online
mourners to light a candle at home, mirroring the in-person ritual.
In another case, at a family’s virtual funeral, both in-person and
online attendees participated by drinking a shot of the deceased’s
favorite whiskey simultaneously. Additionally, one funeral director
organized a ceremony where the bereaved family placed potted
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plants on the coffin, which were then passed to those watching
online who could not attend in person. While these unique endeav-
ors bring inspiration to our designs, a concrete design direction for
hybrid funerals has not yet been established, and further research
is needed.

2.1.2  Local Contexts in Japan. Similar to other countries men-
tioned above, Japan also had virtual funeral services during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Some leading funeral companies launched
online webcasting services on their websites (e.g., [40]). However,
some of these virtual funeral pages have already been deleted with-
out any announcements to customers. One of the authors person-
ally interviewed a company’s president who worked with many
funeral companies across Japan; he mentioned that most companies
stopped offering virtual funeral services after the pandemic period.

As far as we know, the funeral company “Oono-sousai” in Oita
Prefecture was the most proactive in conducting virtual funerals.
During the pandemic, the company handled over 50 virtual funerals
using tablet computers [70] and developed a service using avatar
robots for remotely attending funerals [71]. Believing that virtual
funerals would become standard infrastructure, all of their services
were offered free of charge. However, since mid-2023, there have
been no more requests for virtual funeral services from their cus-
tomers, and the research and development using avatar robots have
currently been halted.

Our film tells the story of Japanese funerals in the future. How-
ever, there is no strong demand for virtual funerals in today’s Japan.
Rather, the existence of virtual/remote funerals is gradually being
forgotten by people after the pandemic. Globally, virtual funerals
have been recognized as having universal value that should be uti-
lized even after the pandemic. On the other hand, hybrid virtual
funerals place a significant burden on funeral staff, and their de-
sign patterns have not been optimized. This study, based on these
contexts and the authors’ belief that “virtual funerals will be a
necessary method in the next decade and can contribute to the
mourning experiences of many people with the emergence of more
desirable designs,” is an attempt to express a design exemplar [105]
through creating the film.

2.2 Mourning and Memorialization in HCI

Since Massimi and Charise [57] introduced the concept of “thanato-
sensitive design,” which focuses on design issues related to mor-
tality, dying, and death in 2009, research on mourning and memo-
rialization has expanded in multiple directions within the HCI
community. One of the most common topics in this area is how to
manage digital possessions belonging to the deceased and transfer
them to the bereaved [15, 32, 33, 41, 57, 58, 60, 62, 64]. Massimi
and Baecker [56] began exploring design directions to support the
grief of the bereaved, and since then other researchers have con-
sistently been exploring design frameworks and opportunities in
thanatosensitive design [1, 19, 26, 58, 74]. Recently, discussions on
online memorials have gained attention across various research
fields beyond HCI (e.g., [3, 17, 81]). Furthermore, emerging top-
ics include the use of generative Al technologies to support the
grief of the bereaved [104] and the implementation of funeral and
interment rituals in the metaverse [48]. Focusing specifically on
funerals, Moncur et al. [58] reported how funeral directors and
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chief mourners used HCI-related technologies in the UK in 2012.
However, it seems that Japan’s funeral industry is lagging even
further behind, compared to where the UK was ten years ago. Most
funeral staff in Japan still lack digital literacy and adaptation to
modern technologies, although no empirical research results can
support this observation.

Despite the emergence of technology-enabled funerals since the
COVID-19 pandemic, there remains a lack of support for funerals
in HCI design research, as well as in the design of future funerals
with HCI technologies. However, we can refer to several studies on
the design of research products [67], especially those focusing on
domestic memorialization and after-funeral rituals published in the
last decade [44, 59, 62, 66, 92, 96, 99]. Uriu and other researchers
have been investigating ways to integrate physical rituals, using
objects commonly associated with spiritual practices, such as can-
dles [92, 96], incense smoke [94], and flowers [91]—with viewing
photos of or related to the deceased [92, 94, 96] and a virtual memo-
rial [91]. Photos of the deceased are a key element in mourning and
memorialization. Moncur et al. [59] created StoryShell, a tangible
object that allows a bereaved parent to curate digital photos of a de-
ceased child. Similarly, Wallace et al. [99] designed ReFind, a small,
rounded photo viewer that curates the deceased’s old photographs
for everyday contexts. More recently, Kim et al. [44] explored the
possibility of using different modalities such as odor and haptics
(e.g., heartbeats [28]), and Jergensen et al. [41] developed Anekdota,
a handheld system that allows users to sense a deceased person’s
recorded location metadata.

Meanwhile, graves and columbaria, which primarily serve to
bury bodies, are increasingly integrating HCI technology, partic-
ularly in response to land shortages in urban areas. Japan, while
slower to adopt HCI technology for funerals, is known for its high-
tech columbaria, which features machine-operated systems and
digital memorial displays [93]. HCI design researchers have also
been exploring concepts for future graves [34, 35] to enhance the
experience of visiting cemeteries [34]. Notably, Hakkil4 et al. [36]
developed VR content that allows users to visit graveyards virtually,
providing access to sites that would otherwise be unreachable. This
approach shares a philosophy closely aligned with our concept of
virtual funerals. Overall, while the scope of thanatosensitive design
has expanded to include practices such as domestic memorialization
and visiting columbaria or graveyards, the rise of virtual funerals
in response to COVID-19 has further elevated public awareness of
these approaches. However, the exploration of how HCI technology
can be applied to funeral design remains limited.

2.3 Research through Creating a Design Fiction
with Diegetic Prototypes

2.3.1 Design Fiction and Diegetic Prototype. The term “Design Fic-
tion” can be traced back to American science fiction writer Bruce
Sterling’s book Shaping Things [82], where he claimed that Design
Thinking [43] significantly influenced his science fiction writing.
Sterling asserted that he had been writing Design Fiction for many
years, explaining that while science fiction draws upon the grandeur
and credibility of science, Design Fiction is more grounded in real-
ism and practicality.
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The concept of Design Fiction became linked to the field of HCI
when Sterling contributed a cover story titled “Design Fiction” to
Interactions in 2009. In this article, he noted that while science
fiction and design both originated in the 20th century, they evolved
in different directions and rarely influenced one another. With the
rise of the Internet, however, the boundaries between the two began
to blur as consumers and audiences merged into the role of “users”
Sterling concluded that a deeper integration of science fiction and
design is necessary and that Design Fiction is essential for pushing
the boundaries of imagination in real-world design projects.

Furthermore, Julian Bleecker [8] defined Design Fiction as a
blend of scientific facts, design, and science fiction, describing it as
a unique form of authorship that combines storytelling with the
material creation of objects. This approach creates socially contex-
tualized objects that tell their own stories. Bleecker emphasized that
Design Fiction supports both creative action and reflection, aiming
to offer insights that encourage fresh ways of thinking about how
ideas come to life through a blend of fact and fiction. Rather than
limiting design or production, Design Fiction serves as a tool to
imagine more livable near-future worlds.

Bleecker, citing Kirby [45], also used the term “Diegetic Proto-
types” to describe fictional technologies in Design Fiction that are
portrayed as fully functional within a film, making them seem real-
istic, necessary, and beneficial to viewers. This rhetorical advantage
often surpasses that of real prototypes, encouraging funding and
development of new technologies. Kirby argued that by embedding
these fictional technologies into everyday life in films, they gain
social context, aiding in their diffusion and acceptance.

In a 2012 interview [12], Sterling emphasized the importance of
Diegetic Prototypes in Design Fiction, stating: “It’s the deliberate
use of Diegetic Prototypes to suspend disbelief about change. That’s
the best definition we’ve come up with. The important word there
is diegetic. It means you’re thinking very seriously about potential
objects and services and trying to get people to concentrate on those
rather than entire worlds or political trends or geopolitical strategies.
It’s not a kind of fiction. It’s a kind of design. It tells worlds rather
than stories.” This approach allows designers to focus on potential
technologies and their impact on society, encouraging critical re-
flection on how change can be visualized and understood through
fictional prototypes.

2.3.2  Applying Design Fiction in HCI Design Research. Building
on the concepts of Design Fiction and Diegetic Prototypes from
the late 2000s, HCI researchers have explored various media be-
yond film [31, 100], including interactive theater [98], websites [79],
design probes [61], storyboards [73, 88], memos [103], and even
fictional research papers [51]. Markussen and Knutz [55] have also
redefined Design Fiction from a “poetics” perspective, proposing
new prototyping methods. These studies highlight the value of
Design Fiction, demonstrating its potential for innovation and its
ability to offer critical insights into the future of design.
Emphasizing the importance of Design Fiction in RtD projects,
Mark Blythe [9] argued that Design Fiction enables the exploration
of future possibilities and provides a critical perspective on proto-
types, going beyond the constraints of actual prototype creation.
This approach serves as a valuable tool for predicting outcomes,
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assessing the impact of technology on people, and shaping the di-
rection of research. Blythe also classified common narratives used
in Design Fiction into three categories—Overcoming the Monster,
Voyage and Return, and Quest—demonstrating how these plots
help portray technology as an integral part of society rather than
merely a solution [10]. Blythe and Encinas [11] further highlighted
that Design Fiction explores the future in diverse ways, incorpo-
rating not only scientific predictions and critical perspectives but
also imaginative elements such as ambiguity and magic. However,
challenges including reviewers potentially failing to recognize the
work as fiction, the ambiguity of evaluation criteria, and ethical
concerns regarding the intentionally misleading nature of Design
Fiction have been raised [50, 51].

The creation of Design Fiction alongside the design of Diegetic
Prototypes has generally been positively received within the HCI
community. However, the approach of creating films as Design
Fiction remains relatively rare [31, 100], and there is a need to
further develop practical insights regarding their effectiveness and
the themes they address.

2.3.3 Design Futuring and Evaluating Near-Future Concepts. The
approach of illustrating near-future design concepts, known as
“Design Futuring,” encompasses techniques like Design Fiction and
Critical/Speculative Design (CSD) and has generated ongoing dis-
cussions on how best to evaluate its outcomes. Baumer et al. [6]
argued that Design Fiction does not adhere to a single fixed eval-
uation criterion, but instead incorporates various methodologies
that produce diverse academic and design contributions. They em-
phasize the importance of selecting an evaluation framework that
aligns with the specific type of knowledge the Design Fiction aims
to generate. Kozubaev et al. [47] proposed five reflective modes
within Design Futuring, aiming at envisioning future scenarios,
critiquing current conditions, and exploring alternatives—thereby
enhancing the quality of Design Futuring. This framework supports
continuous researcher reflection on their stance, the influence of
their future visions, and their relationship to reality throughout the
design process. In this paper, we apply their methodology to clarify
the implications of the authors’ reflections, linking them to future
design endeavors.

CSD has been criticized as a closed discourse, primarily con-
fined to cultural elites [87, 102]. Dunne and Raby’s designs [27],
in particular, have faced critique for emphasizing concerns and
anxieties, with calls for clearer visions of preferable futures that
empower society to make positive choices [87]. Furthermore, as
CSD is integrated into market frameworks and commercial use,
there is concern that its original critical intent will be lost [102].
Unlike CSD, aimed at provocation, this study does not seek to create
entirely new funeral or mourning practices. Instead, it combines
existing elements to depict near-future scenarios within a Design
Fiction film, providing researchers, funeral professionals, and the
public with a shared platform to reflect on the future of funerals.
This approach introduces a new design methodology that expands
public and stakeholder engagement, moving beyond traditional
speculative design frameworks.

Overall, this paper offers a concrete example of designing virtual
funerals for the near future, making a methodological contribu-
tion through the creation of Design Fiction. It directly advances
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thanatosensitive design by illustrating the value of integrating the
RtD approach with Design Fiction filmmaking and the development
of essential Diegetic Prototypes. Our methodological insights also
shed light on addressing sensitive and private design issues within
the HCI community. While outside the primary scope of this paper,
we additionally outline a research framework that suggests how
Design Fiction creation can contribute to and inform future design
practices with the involvement of film audiences.

3 Methodology
3.1 Motivation and Background

The primary motivation of this research is to explore the future of
funerals and present a concrete design example. During the COVID-
19 pandemic, funerals around the world were thrown into disarray.
While the inability to be present at the final moments of a loved one
was tragically interpreted by several articles, the concept of virtual
funeral attendance through technology also appeared (e.g., [18, 21,
77,78,101]). In Japan, the setting of our research, funerals have been
on a declining trend even before the pandemic. There were cases
during the pandemic where only a few people attended funerals in
person, and even today, as the pandemic has subsided, the trend
of ‘smaller funerals’ continues [46]. Will this trend persist, or will
some new form of funeral emerge in the future? We focused on the
virtual funeral, which emerged during the pandemic, and began
this research with the thought that a world where virtual funerals
are commonplace might represent one of the preferred states [105]
for funeral practices and related memorial rituals.

With this motivation, the authors collaborated on a film about
virtual funerals, marking the start of this project. The reason for
choosing film production as a methodology was to address the
highly sensitive and distinct nature of funerals as a design subject.
A funeral is an event composed of various actions, rituals, and rites,
intricately interwoven and performed by multiple stakeholders.
Therefore, it is highly challenging to adopt the typical design ap-
proach of creating a working prototype, having users interact with
it, and conducting a proof of concept. Furthermore, it is practically
impossible to conduct trial and error in the real-world context of
funerals, where failure is not an option. Thus, we believed that the
most appropriate method was to develop a Design Fiction through
a collaborative design process, allowing design researchers to en-
gage in discussions while creating the work. We intentionally chose
film as a medium accessible to the general public, aiming to fos-
ter concrete and constructive discussions on near-future funeral
design among researchers, funeral industry professionals, and the
public following the film’s completion. In planning this project, we
drew inspiration from recent studies [63, 68], sharing their vision
of opening up HCI research to broader audiences through full-scale
film production. With this in mind, we, both well-versed in design
research, particularly RtD, with one specializing in designing for
mourning and memorialization (the first author) and the other in
film production (the second author), adopted the methodology of
conducting this research through a first-person narrative recording
approach, referring to previous work [22, 23, 97, 99].

To prepare for the filming, we communicated about the film’s
elements over about a month and a half. Early in the planning
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stage, the first author shared abstract images and broad concepts,
including:

— Collaboration between in-person and remote atten-
dees: Seamless cooperation, with in-person participants rep-
resenting remote attendees in tasks such as offering flowers
on their behalf.

- A system supporting flexible participation: Usable by
funeral staff and families, adaptable to large and small groups,
allowing engagement before, during, and after the ceremony,
including memorial services.

- Sharing memories of the deceased: Facilitating the ex-
change of personal memories and experiences among family,
friends, colleagues, and online attendees.

— Freedom from traditional schedules: Enabling participa-
tion without being bound by specific dates of the wake or
funeral.

- Reference to existing works: Citing Tanseisha’s VR Cer-
emony system [85] as an example, though noting its limi-
tation of a one-year viewing period due to lack of update
functionality. We also shared other related works listed in
the Literature Review.

As we exchanged questions and ideas, the second author, in
his role as director, initially drafted the screenplay, incorporating
speculative technologies such as remote transmission of scents
and widespread Al use, reflecting his background in science fic-
tion, where imagination often takes precedence over technological
feasibility. However, the first author did not intend for the film to
speculate or advocate for futuristic ideas. Instead, his goal was to
carefully analyze existing works, designs, and technologies and
integrate these insights into the film, creating a bridge between
contemporary funerals and the envisioned future depicted in the
film. As discussions progressed, the focus gradually shifted.

While the Diegetic Prototypes featured in the film were techni-
cally feasible with existing technologies, the true innovation lay
in how they were seamlessly integrated into the context of funer-
als, remembrance, and mourning practices. The team ultimately
decided to center the film on the natural integration of technology
into everyday life, particularly in funeral and memorial rituals. This
shift became the guiding principle of the project. Ultimately, five
core themes were established during the collaborative process:

(1) No boundary between virtual and physical: Creating a
funeral/memorial space that seamlessly connects physical
and virtual environments. In the film, both venues coexist,
and these blended settings are fully accepted by all partici-
pants.

(2) Recognition and Interaction: Enhancing how virtual and
in-person mourners recognize and interact with each other.
Given the challenges of conducting hybrid funerals in pre-
vious works (e.g., [53, 77]), the film intentionally highlights
this aspect in the script.

(3) Continuity of Rites: Ensuring a smooth and connected flow
of funeral and memorial practices before, during, and after
the ceremony. While virtual funerals and online memorial
services have been separated until now, this film proposes a
service that is seamlessly connected and continuous.
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(4) Dual Features of Remembrance and Memorialization:
Integrating the sharing of memories with the deceased along-
side rituals of mourning and honoring. Existing funerals,
such as those displaying photo collages, already feature this
aspect, and the film explores how these features will coexist
in virtual funerals.

(5) Embodied Rituals: Incorporating actions that enhance em-
bodied, ritualized experiences in virtual funerals. Regarding
previous works [20, 65, 69, 80, 86, 89], we believe that re-
mote and virtual mourners require embodied rituals beyond
simply watching a video stream. Thus, the film illustrates
specific embodied rituals for remote mourners.

The final plot of the film reflects the integration and combination of
these themes, while also designing and showcasing several Diegetic
Prototypes, which will be described in the next section.

3.2 The Authors’ Positions and Film Production
Staff

This study is an RtD project centered on creating a Design Fiction
film, led by the first and second authors in a designer-researcher
role [68, 105]. The first author initiated the project, drawing on his
expertise in HCI design, particularly in mourning and memorial-
ization practices, including funerals. The second author joined to
contribute his film production expertise and HCI research back-
ground, using the project to explore a reflective design methodology
through Design Fiction. The Funeral Supervisor and Installer were
recruited through the first author’s network, while the Film Pro-
duction Team and Cast were assembled via the second author’s
network and open calls.

Both authors plan to screen the completed film for the produc-
tion staff, other researchers, funeral professionals, and the public.
The first author aims to use feedback from these screenings to
design a practical new form of virtual funeral. The second author
intends to apply the insights to refine design methodologies and
enhance future Design Fiction projects. Below is an overview of
the production staff involved in the film.

— Director: The second author has extensive knowledge and
experience in video production, along with a foundational
understanding of HCI design research. He served as the
director and also partially funded the film production.

— Producer: The first author has conducted RtD on mourning
and memorialization for many years. He initially planned
this film production project and primarily secured the fund-
ing? to assemble the team, thereby enrolling as the producer
for this film.

— Funeral Supervisor: She has worked at a funeral company
in Tokyo for about eight years, where she has conducted
meetings with bereaved families and Buddhist priests, as
well as managed and hosted funeral ceremonies. In addition
to traditional Buddhist funerals, she has extensive experi-
ence with non-religious funerals, equipping her with a deep
knowledge of funeral practices.

2As mentioned in the Acknowledgments, the first author received a research grant
focused on remote and virtual funerals in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.
This filmmaking project was conducted as part of the funded research. However, both
authors also contributed personally to cover some of the production costs.
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— Installer: He works as an installer, managing the setup
of large-scale installations for exhibitions and other events.
Additionally, having previously created films and installation
works focused on the theme of death, he was responsible for
constructing the Diegetic Prototypes of the funeral venues
in this film.

- Film Production Team: The filming team, led by the di-
rector, was responsible for roles such as camera operation,
location scouting, casting, designing Diegetic Prototypes,
and other managerial tasks. The team consists of 18 mem-
bers, with additional support from a few part-time members.

— Cast: Some roles were cast through staff recommendations,
while others were filled via an open call on a casting website.
The project’s purpose was explained during casting, and only
those who agreed with the goals of the project participated
in the film.

3.3 Film Production Process

3.3.1  Writing the Script. The screenplay for this film was entirely
written by the director. Throughout the process, the producer, the
funeral supervisor, and other staff members provided feedback on
draft versions of the script. The producer offered comments on the
scenes and Diegetic Prototypes, collaborating with the director to
solidify the concept of the virtual funeral. The funeral supervisor
provided the director with insights into the rituals and rites of
contemporary Japanese funerals and suggested improvements for
the funeral-related elements in the screenplay. The director then
integrated the feedback, refining the screenplay into a polished
film.

3.3.2 ltalian-style Script Reading. The acting approach-how we di-
rected actors to perform-for this film was based on the “Italian-style
script reading [13, 42] This style has been adopted by directors
such as Jean Renoir and Ryusuke Hamaguchi [4, 37]. A key feature
of this approach is that actors are prohibited from expressing emo-
tion when delivering their lines during rehearsals before filming.
Actors are only allowed to convey emotion during the actual shoot,
requiring them to repeatedly read lines in a neutral tone during
rehearsals.

There are several reasons for employing this approach. First, it
prevents actors from resorting to stereotypical performances. When
emotions are added in rehearsals, the acting and character portray-
als often become conventional. By delaying emotional expression
until filming, Renoir and Hamaguchi believed more authentic and
natural performances to emerge [4, 13, 37]. Another reason is to
emphasize embodied reactions during filming. Repeated practice
of emotionless dialogue during preparation allows actors to speak
lines without preconceived intent. This enables them to focus on
the immediate context, surroundings, and the actions and words
of fellow actors. This aligns with Robert Bresson’s concept of “au-
tomatism [14],” which aims to capture unconscious and natural
embodied reactions rather than intentional expressions.

This Italian-style acting approach results in restrained, natural
performances and allows directors to incorporate the physical re-
actions of actors on location (e.g., at a funeral venue) into the film.
We found this approach appropriate for our serious Design Fiction

CHI ’25, April 26-May 01, 2025, Yokohama, Japan

film about virtual funerals, as Design Fiction should present tech-
nologies and concepts as naturally integrated into life. Additionally,
given the solemnity of funerals, we adopted this acting method to
present the scenes as though they might genuinely exist shortly.

3.3.3 Crafting Diegetic Prototypes. A special small team was orga-
nized by the director and producer to craft the Diegetic Prototypes
necessary for expressing a world where virtual funerals have be-
come widespread. The details of them will be described in the
next section. The director managed how the prototypes functioned
within the overall story and in each scene, while the producer fo-
cused on directing the aspects related to the concept of virtual
funerals. The team included the funeral supervisor, who also served
as a graphic designer, and the installer with extensive experience
in large-scale exhibition set design.

3.3.4 Shooting. The main filming took place over four days. Dur-
ing the shoot, we first reviewed the actors’ movements and lines
for each scene, after which the director of photography and the
director collaborated to determine camera angles and shot compo-
sition. While it is common for directors to create storyboards or
previsualizations in advance, for this shoot, we chose not to pre-
determine the angles to prioritize the actors’ natural performances
on set. Rehearsals and script reading sessions were conducted over
six days in total. As mentioned in 3.3.2, the actors rehearsed their
lines repeatedly without expressing emotion until the actual film-
ing, holding back their emotions until just before the final take.
Following the main shoot, we spent an additional three days cap-
turing supplementary footage that could not be filmed during the
main shooting days.

3.3.5 Editing. The director also handled the editing, which took
about three weeks alongside the filming. Some scenes required
VFX (Visual Effects) work, such as the monitors in the funeral hall
displaying remote attendees, so the VFX processing was carried
out in parallel with the editing. Since there were no major changes
to the film’s structure or storyline, the editing process generally
followed the script.

3.4 Data Collection

The primary data referenced in this paper comes from our collabo-
rative Slack channel, shared Google Drive documents, as well as
photos and videos captured throughout the design process, includ-
ing Zoom recordings of our discussion meetings and footage from
the shooting days. All of our meetings were video recorded, tran-
scribed, and documented in shared Google documents. The total
length of these video recordings is approximately 15 hours. The
footage from the filming amounts to about 1 hour and 52 minutes,
which is securely shared on Vimeo with the authors and film pro-
duction staff. Although some conversations were not recorded, we
made efforts to document as much as possible on our Slack channel.
We repeatedly reviewed our discussion records but did not use any
formal qualitative analysis method to analyze the documents, as
these records served both the purpose of paper writing and film cre-
ation. We felt that conventional qualitative coding methods might
overlook important ideas and elements that emerged through our
discussions. Therefore, we relied on our creative intuition to pro-
duce the film and describe this paper without relying on formal
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Figure 2: Left: Makoto is preparing to go to work, with the monitor showing the second anniversary of his father’s death. Right:

He is talking to his mother remotely, after the ceremony.

data analysis. The film script, written by the director (the second
author), was composed and edited in Japanese using a LaTeX en-
vironment and shared with other film production members as a
PDF. The script was revised seven times, reflecting feedback and
requests from other members. All versions have been archived, and
we referred to them during the paper-writing process. The final
script contains about 12,000 words in Japanese. Whenever we quote
or introduce content from the script, we translate it into English as
needed.

The total runtime of the film is approximately 38 minutes after
editing and finalization. We organize multiple screening events
over time. The information is available at https://interfuit.info.

4 The Film

4.1 Title and Concept

We titled this film “Sorewa katsute attakara (in Japanese): Interfuit
(in Latin, ‘that-has-been’ in English).” The title draws inspiration
from Roland Barthes’ book Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photog-
raphy [5], which played a significant role in shaping the film’s
creation. In that book, Barthes stated that Interfuit is the essence of
photography, explaining that Interfuit means “what I see has been
here, in this place which extends between infinity and the subject
(operator or spector)” [5, p.77].

Camera Lucida is a dialectical exploration of the nature of pho-
tography, where Barthes reflects on photographs of his deceased
mother. We believe that Barthes’ narrative structure and themes
share much in common with our interpretation of virtual funerals
portrayed in this film. Consequently, the central concept of the film
is to depict a series of time lapses in how we remember and reflect
on a deceased person through technology, and how the characters’
thoughts and emotions evolve throughout the film.

4.2 Synopsis of the Script

The film opens with the main character Makoto Aira, a bridal
photographer, remotely attending the second anniversary of his
father’s death® at his home. At the beginning of the film, Makoto

3In Japan, this memorial service is called sankaiki, which means the third anniversary.
This expression includes the day of death as the first year, so the sankaiki is held after

does not take the ceremony seriously, reflecting his lack of respect
and appreciation for his deceased father (Figure 2).

In the next scene, Makoto receives a phone call from his friend,
Tomonari Suda, asking him to photograph his father’s funeral cer-
emony, even though Tomonari’s father is still alive. This request
reminds Makoto of his own father’s passing. As Makoto searches
for his mofuku* and touches it, memories of his past resurface (Left
in Figure 4). Makoto’s father’s funeral (Figure 3) was very small,
with only a few in-person attendees, while his father’s business as-
sociates and distant relatives attended remotely (Right in Figure 4).
Although Makoto’s mother assured him it was acceptable to attend
remotely, he chose to attend the funeral in person. While preparing
for the funeral, Makoto searched for a suitable photo for the iei
portrait® but could not find one in the limited time available. Reluc-
tantly, the Aira family accepted the funeral company’s suggestion
to create an Al-generated portrait of his father using suboptimal
photos (shown on the left in Figure 6, Figure 3). Ultimately, despite
being a professional photographer, Makoto was unable to take any
photos during the funeral, and he struggled to resolve his complex
emotions toward his father in the real-time setting.

In the middle of the film, Makoto hears from his mother that
his father’s virtual funeral venue is still accessible and that he can
revisit the website. When Makoto accesses the venue, he discovers
a recently posted message that was not there two years ago (Right
in Figure 8). Quietly moved, Makoto learns stories of his father in
his younger years that he had never known. The message includes
words of gratitude from the wife of a couple whom his father had
photographed around the time they got married, along with at-
tached photos. These photos showed that, although his father was
not in the pictures, “he was there” as the photographer. Gradually,
Makoto begins to respect his father’s life, after two years since his
death.

Makoto returns to his parents’ home to search for old photos
once more. Finally, he finds his old digital camera, surprisingly
containing data from that time, including the first photo Makoto

two full years have passed. However, for simplicity in this paper, we will refer to it as
the second anniversary of his death.

“In Japan, when attending funerals, mourners are required to wear completely black
suits and neckties (for men), called mofuku.

5The portrait of the deceased prepared for the funeral altar in Japan [90]
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Figure 3: At Makoto’s father’s funeral, all mourners are filling the casket with flowers to prepare for the departure.

had ever taken of his father. At this moment, Makoto receives a
phone call from Tomonari informing him that Tomonari’s father has
died. Makoto agrees to photograph the upcoming funeral ceremony
to resolve his complex feelings towards his father.

At the Suda family’s funeral, Makoto directs his camera toward
Tomonari’s father lying in the casket. As he looks through the lens,
Makoto feels as if his father is standing before the camera (Figure 5).

In the final scene of the film, Makoto sits quietly in his room,
facing his computer screen. An archival video of his father’s funeral
plays, but this time, his late father’s iei portrait has been replaced
by a photograph Makoto took during his childhood. The film ends
with Makoto silently watching the screen (Figure 10).

4.3 Rationale behind the Scripts

In the story of this film, we decided to depict a two-year passage
of time to portray the changing emotions, particularly for the pro-
tagonist, Makoto, toward a deceased loved one. The film begins
with the scene of Makoto’s father’s second death anniversary, and
a flashback to the father’s funeral from two years earlier is included
in the middle. Additionally, this passage of time emphasizes the
benefit of the virtual funeral feature, which allows Makoto not only
to attend in real time but also to revisit the funeral at a later date.
The theme of this film is deeply connected to photography, vir-
tual technology, and other media technologies. Therefore, Makoto’s
profession was made that of a professional photographer, and his
late father also had photography as a hobby. In Japan, weddings
and funerals are generally seen as opposite events, as reflected in

the Japanese phrase “kankon-sosai” (ceremonial occasions). Hence,
Makoto’s profession as a bridal photographer aligns with this dual-
ity.

Additionally, to convey that the integration of virtual and remote
streaming technologies into funerals is not something special but
rather a normal part of the world in the film, and to illustrate a
variety of designs, we included the funerals of two different fami-
lies in the movie. By featuring a scene where elderly individuals
and others attend the funeral remotely (e.g., Figure 6), the film
demonstrates that these technologies are accepted by people of all
generations.

The virtual funerals we propose in this research offer not only
the advantages of remote attendance and the ability to revisit the
ceremony later, but also the benefit of gathering memories of the
deceased over time in a single cyberspace. It is not always possible
for everyone connected to the deceased to bring memory items to
the funeral at the same time (i.e., during the ceremony itself). How-
ever, if there is a “space” where they can post memories whenever
they find or recall something about the deceased, it increases the
likelihood of discovering “unknown memories” about the person.
For this reason, the film includes a scene where Makoto discovers
that an episode about his father was posted in the virtual venue
two years after his father’s funeral. The film does not explicitly
reveal why Makoto initially struggled to respect his father. How-
ever, it portrays that without the presence of the virtual funeral site,
which allows for re-experiencing the funeral, Makoto’s feelings
toward his father would not have changed. While new designs and
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Figure 4: Left: Makoto is touching the mofuku (mourning clothes), which reminds him of his father’s funeral day. Right: One

of the deceased’s colleagues is giving a speech remotely.

Figure 5: Left: Makoto is focusing on Tomonari’s father in the casket. Center: The view from Makoto’s perspective, as in-person
mourners say farewell to the deceased. Right: Makoto’s father is standing, holding a camera.

technologies are not absolute solutions, the film illustrates their
potential to bring about changes in people’s inner lives.

Although this film speculates about the future, we did not intend
to depict virtual technology or digital data as all-powerful; instead,
we aimed to portray their limitations as well. By combining newer
technological elements with familiar, everyday aspects, including
people’s emotions and communication, in realistic yet fictional sce-
narios, we sought to create an opportunity for audiences to reflect
on the future experience of funerals. For instance, Makoto is re-
minded of his father by touching the mourning cloth mofuku, a
tangible object with cultural meanings. Additionally, when search-
ing for a photo of his father, it takes longer to find the digital version
compared to the tangible printed photos. These elements align with
findings highlighted in previous research within the HCI commu-
nity, which emphasize the connection between tangible or embod-
ied experiences and the evocation of memories [20, 65, 69, 80, 86, 89].
Alongside showing the convenience of Al-generated iei portrait, the
film also portrays Makoto’s somewhat negative reaction, underscor-
ing the duality of this speculative technology. Al-generated imaging
will evolve shortly, and we aim to provide an opportunity to con-
sider its pros and cons within a contextual scenario—specifically, a
funeral.

4.4 Diegetic Prototypes in the Film

The Diegetic Prototypes [82, 83] play a particularly important role
in expressing the virtual funerals depicted in this film, and we intro-
duce these prototypes while articulating the intentions behind their

design. Most of these prototypes have physical forms and appear-
ances, embodying aspects of product design, but their significance is
only realized within the script of the film and the scenarios depicted
in each scene. Additionally, by coexisting with other props featured
in the film, they come together to form a near-future experience
that feels real.

4.4.1 In-person Venues. As shown on the left in Figure 6, the fu-
neral and second-anniversary memorial service® for the Aira family
were conducted according to the traditional rituals of the Jodo Shin-
shu Hongwanji sect, though the family is not particularly devout.
They opted for a relatively simple venue, reflecting the recent trend
in Japan toward private or family-only funerals [46]. However, a
48-inch monitor was set up during the casketing ceremony, as well
as during the funeral and farewell ceremonies, to display the re-
mote attendees. Additionally, a camera was installed at the back
of the venue to broadcast the event, with video recorded by tablet
computers simultaneously streamed and archived.

In contrast to the Aira family, the Suda family’s funeral was
conducted in a non-religious style that has gained popularity in
Japan in recent years. As shown in Figure 1, an altar was set up in
the corner of a glass-walled room with views of high-rise buildings
and apartments. A circular monitor with a diameter of 750 mm
at the center of the altar displayed an iei portrait of the deceased,
with floral square displays measuring 750 mm in height and 1310
mm in width arranged on the inner sides, and digital displays of

®The sankaiki Buddhist memorial service, held two years after the funeral in Japan
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Figure 6: Left: The Aira family’s ceremony venue. Right: Makoto’s grandmother is remotely attending the funeral ceremony.

_

Figure 7: Left: During the casketing, Makoto’s mother is speaking to her mother-in-law (the deceased’s mother) through a
tablet. Right: The grandmother is calling out to the deceased from her home.

the same size suspended on the outer sides. This combination of
a circle and square is inspired by a previous work designed by
the first author, where the circle represents the afterlife and the
square represents the living world in Japanese Buddhism [92]. These
digital displays showed various content during different stages of
the ceremony, including the presence of remote attendees, messages
sent to the virtual venue, and photos and videos reflecting the life
and memories of the deceased. Similar to the Aira family’s venue,
a camera was installed at the back, with the footage captured by
multiple tablet computers simultaneously streamed and archived.

The equipment installed in both physical venues is not unique,
but the integrated system—synthesizing all cameras, microphones,
displays, and apps on the tablet computers—is essential. This system
is supposed to be operated by funeral hall staff and in-person mourn-
ers (Figure 7). This design model is partly inspired by systems used
in music clubs and Christian churches for real-time and archival
webcasting services. The working model, in which funeral staff
and in-person mourners collaboratively video-shoot using tablet
computers, is derived from Oono-sousai [70], which successfully
conducted hybrid funerals during the COVID-19 period.

Digital displays are installed to indicate the presence of remote
attendees, but in both venues, they are placed beside the altar. This
arrangement allows in-person attendees to focus on the iei portrait

during the memorial rituals. Special care is taken to ensure that the
digital displays do not enter the line of sight during rituals, such as
incense offerings at the Aira family’s funeral or flower dedication
at the Suda family’s ceremony.

4.4.2  Virtual Venues. The virtual funeral venues (Figure 8) include
the following features:

(1) Remote Attendance: Mourners can participate remotely
in real-time ceremonies (e.g., casketing ceremonies, funerals,
farewell ceremonies, memorial services, etc.), with usability
comparable to remote conferencing systems like Zoom.

(2) Message Posting and Sharing: Mourners can post and
share messages for the deceased.

(3) Content Posting and Sharing: Mourners can post and
share photos or videos featuring the deceased or memories
with the deceased, along with annotations.

(4) Revisiting after the Funeral: All mourners can access the
virtual venue even after the physical venue has been disman-
tled. They can browse video recordings of the ceremonies
and continue using the message and content posting features
(2 and 3).

Functions 2 and 3 can be used before, during, and after the fu-
neral, making the virtual funeral venue a hub for remembering and
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Figure 8: Left: A staff member from the funeral company is showcasing the virtual funeral venue. Center: Makoto is scanning a
QR code to access the virtual venue. Right: Two years later, Makoto is revisiting the site and comes across an unknown message.

Figure 9: Left: A remote mourner is opening a Package Kit for the remote ritual items. Right: Two remote mourners are praying
for the deceased while offering flowers and incense.

honoring the deceased, extending beyond the ceremonies them-
selves. Existing online memorial sites, such as Facebook Memori-
alized Accounts, typically do not integrate with funeral services,
leading to a disconnect between special events like funerals and
memorial services, and the daily practice of remembering and hon-
oring the deceased.

As noted, a VR ceremony service has recently been launched
in Japan [85], offering a metaverse memorial site. However, this
platform operates independently of in-person funeral or memorial
venues and other online memorial services. It also limits access to
one year, lacking features for ongoing maintenance or updates.

In contrast, this study proposes a design that integrates remote
attendance at ceremonies (Function 1), access to archived events
(Function 4), and the capabilities of an online memorial (Functions
2 and 3). The design’s value is demonstrated through the story of
Makoto, the protagonist, who revisits his late father’s virtual venue
two years after his death, rekindling a psychological connection
and bond with him (Figure 1).

The platform also incorporates user-controlled privacy settings
for posts and shared content related to Functions 2 and 3. Users
can specify whether the content is visible to family members and
other attendees or remains private. This feature reflects findings
from prior research [91], which emphasized the need to distinguish
between personal remembrance activities and community-oriented
interactions centered around the deceased.

While the virtual venue employs account systems and security
measures commonly found in modern web services, it is designed

to allow access without requiring an account. However, achieving
greater persistence and implementing stronger privacy protections
are challenges that remain outside the scope of this research.

4.4.3 Packaged Kits for Ritual Items. As shown in Figure 9, a pack-
age containing ritual items, such as flowers, a vase, incense sticks
with a holder, and instructions for joining the virtual funeral venue
is delivered to remote mourners. This design model is inspired by
previous works [91, 94]. Although these ritual items lack interactive
functionality, they help synchronize the funeral rituals between
the in-person and remote venues. For instance, the same scented
incense sticks are burned, and both sets of mourners perform iden-
tical floral ceremonies. We believe that remote mourners can still
benefit from embodied rituals as a substitute for in-person atten-
dance, aligning with the insights of Sas et al. [80], and supported
by other research [20, 24, 25, 54, 65, 69, 86, 89].

4.4.4 Portrait of the Deceased. For the Aira family’s funeral, an iei
portrait was created using generative Al, as the family members
were unable to provide suitable photos. This element speculates
on experiences that could arise soon. However, the main character,
Makoto, a professional photographer, was dissatisfied with this
outcome, feeling as though his role was being supplanted by AL
In the final scene of the film, we (highly fictionally) depict Makoto’s

father’s portrait being replaced with a different photo—one taken
by him when he was young—that was discovered after the funeral
ceremony (Figure 10). Typically, the iei portrait in Japan is prepared
before the funeral and remains in use permanently afterward. While
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Figure 10: Left: Makoto is watching the archived funeral video, accessing the virtual memorial site of his late father. Right:
Makoto’s father’s portrait is replaced with a photo of his father taken by him when he was young.

this is rather a “Fantasy Prototype” intended for Critical/Speculative
Design [9, 84], it also envisions a future where virtual funerals are
widely accepted, and the portrait of the deceased could change
depending on who is viewing it.

4.5 Findings through the film Creation

4.5.1 How to Design Diegetic Prototypes. All the Diegetic Proto-
types were created during the filming process, rather than before-
hand. Additionally, none of the prototypes were created by a sin-
gle individual; rather, they were completed through collaboration
among members with different expertise, experiences, and roles.

The physical funeral venues for the Aira and Suda families were
collaboratively designed by the director, producer, installer, and
funeral supervisor. The installer consulted the director about the
characters, family views on funerals, and the deceased’s personality.
Using this input, the installer created rough sketches, which the
director and producer reviewed to refine the overall design direction.
The funeral supervisor thoroughly evaluated the plans, finalized
product details, and dimensions, and advised on final adjustments,
including prop selection.

The Packaged Kits were mainly designed by the funeral supervi-
sor, who constantly consulted with the director about the scenes
and locations where they would be used. Appropriate items, such
as incense sticks and holders, fresh flowers, vases, and packaging
boxes, were selected. For the Aira family, which aimed for a mod-
est funeral, simpler items were chosen, while for the Suda family,
slightly more expensive flowers and vases were selected, reflecting
the subtle differences in the setting.

The Diegetic Prototypes were not standalone futuristic products
but were carefully designed to align with Japan’s existing funeral
practices, blending naturally into the cultural context to form cohe-
sive virtual funeral designs. While some props were “ready-made,”
prepared based on the director’s instructions, creating Diegetic Pro-
totypes required significant collaboration and effort to seamlessly
integrate with these elements, enhancing narrative realism.

4.5.2  Unpredictable Imagery: Methodological Insights into Aesthet-
ics and Reality. Interestingly, the director and producer had contrast-
ing reactions to the filming of the funeral scenes. The director found
himself both surprised and in awe when reviewing the footage of

the funeral scenes, despite having meticulously planned and filmed
them himself. Shortly after filming the funeral scenes, he shared his
thoughts with the cast and crew, saying, “While part of it was made
possible thanks to the abilities of the cast and production team, I feel
that the special time and space captured on camera were created by
the rigorous rites, physical actions, and rituals inherent in funeral cer-
emonies.” While, the producer, who had been preoccupied with the
creation of the Diegetic Prototypes right up until filming began, felt
a sense of relief that the shooting had finished successfully, along
with a rather bland thought that everything they had prepared had
been properly captured on camera. This contrasted sharply with
the director, who was focused on the overall narrative flow of the
film and the creation of each scene.

These contrasting and unpredictable reactions to the filming
can be attributed to the unique methodology we employed. As
mentioned in 3.2, our film production team was composed of in-
dividuals with diverse areas of expertise. The director, along with
the production team and cast, brought a filmmaking background,
while the producer, funeral supervisor, and installer contributed
their deep knowledge of mourning and memorialization practices.
This combination of film production and specialized expertise had
a significant influence on the creation process.

As noted, the director adopted the Italian-style acting approach,
focusing on each cast member’s cultural understanding of funerals
and their personal experiences with mourning and confronting
the deceased. With this approach, the actors interacted with the
Diegetic Prototypes and other props on camera, conveying genuine
emotions rather than delivering contrived performances. To ensure
the accuracy of funeral-related actions, rituals, and etiquette, the
funeral supervisor provided detailed guidance during the produc-
tion. These integrated performances were entirely unpredictable
during rehearsals and only emerged for the first time in front of
the production team during the actual filming.

Although the film cannot be fully “evaluated” until it is seen
by an external audience—one who can react, empathize, or resist
certain scenes—it is important to note that no one involved in the
production believes that the final product is free from unpredictable
elements. However, this evaluation falls outside the scope of this
paper, which is an obvious limitation.
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Ultimately, the film’s creation process demonstrated how funeral
rituals, Diegetic Prototypes, and design-driven collaborative dynam-
ics intertwined to produce meaningful outcomes. By integrating
aesthetic imagery with realistic speculation, the project not only
deepens our understanding of the creative process but also sheds
light on the evolving nature of funeral and memorial practices.
Framed through the lens of HCI design and emerging technologies,
it explores how digital mediation continues to reshape the ways
we commemorate, memorialize, and remember the deceased.

5 Discussion

5.1 Designing Virtual Funerals

The concept of virtual funerals depicted in the film encompasses
several elements, creating a unified experience for the mourners.
Broadly, they include: 1) remote participation in hybrid funerals
(or memorial services), where both remote and in-person attendees
coexist, 2) viewing archived videos of the funeral or memorial
services, and 3) an online memorial that can be used continuously
before, during, and after the funeral. The film envisions a near-
future experience in which these three components are seamlessly
integrated into everyday life and widely accepted by society.

We have also highlighted the preferred ways of conducting hy-
brid funerals in the film. The “completely virtual funeral,” where
all attendees participate online—a model that was successfully re-
ported in several prior studies [7, 52]—was not addressed in this
research due to its reduced demand following the pandemic. In con-
trast, hybrid funerals, which have faced significant challenges in
many regions, continue to maintain relevance (e.g., [53, 78]). There
remains much room for discussion on how hybrid funerals can be
implemented in a more desirable form [75, 97]. We believe that
the concrete scenes of hybrid funerals in the film serve as Design
Fiction, demonstrating how they can be arranged and applied to
future real-world funerals.

In addition to creating this film with a team of various specialists,
we incorporated the findings from related works into our scenarios.
In the scene of “the final farewell before the departure to the crema-
torium” reported by Uriu et al. [97], the voices of remote attendees
were streamed into the physical venue via a smartphone running
Zoom, allowing their presence to be felt alongside in-person at-
tendees. We have also designed Diegetic Prototypes that not only
integrate remote streaming and recording equipment into the venue
but also display the presence of remote attendees, allowing them
to be felt within the funeral space. Additionally, we adopted tablet
computers for funeral staff and attendees to ensure accessibility for
everyone. While this approach is not groundbreaking in terms of
technology or design, it is a method employed by Oono-sousai [70],
a local funeral company with experience in conducting more than
50 remote-attended funerals. Particularly in Japan, where the prepa-
ration period for funerals is short, it is crucial that all stakeholders
involved in the funeral process use familiar devices [97].

Concerning these aspects, our film shows that there is a potential
for new design interventions in funeral venues to bring the depicted
vision to life. However, the design models presented are limited
examples, and it is anticipated that diverse variations will emerge
as the demand for such designs grows in the future.
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5.2 Methodological Implications for
Thanatosensitive Design

As mentioned in the literature review, most thanatosensitive de-
sign [57] research in the HCI community focuses on domestic
and personal memorialization and remembrance after funeral cer-
emonies [35, 44, 59, 66, 92, 94, 95, 99], leaving room for further
exploration on how to design future funerals. Since or after COVID-
19, discussions about virtual funerals have been more prominent in
other research areas (e.g., [16, 18, 53, 77, 78]) than in HCI (design)
research, with the notable exceptions of [75, 97]. One of the main
challenges of this research was how to design technology-supported
funerals that align with the contemporary needs of people in dif-
ferent regions. In our case, the location is Japan.

To address this issue as an RtD project, we adopted a methodol-
ogy that synthesizes multiple approaches: creating a Design Fiction
film while designing Diegetic Prototypes through the film pro-
duction process, and incorporating an autobiographical research
approach. This was necessary because actual funerals are highly
sensitive and private, where failure is unacceptable, making it diffi-
cult to apply iterative design through trial and error, as is common
in typical design methodologies.

While fragmented visions of virtual funerals exist, as discussed
in 3.1, it is not feasible to prototype or conduct iterative experimen-
tation with actual funeral practices. As Blythe [9] observed, “The
use of Design Fiction helped identify weak ideas without discarding
them and also helped identify whether particular prototypes would be
likely to answer research questions.” In this research, the process of
creating a Design Fiction allowed us to refine vague ideas into con-
cepts that were both concrete and compelling, ultimately driving
the project to completion.

This achievement came from collaboration between the authors
and the film production team, who worked together to design
Diegetic Prototypes during the film’s production. While the techni-
cal elements in the film were not groundbreaking, the scenes and
story were strikingly vivid. For the team, the process resulted in
virtual funeral depictions that, though fictional, felt surprisingly
realistic and emotionally powerful.

The autobiographical approach is well known for being suitable
for addressing long-term, intimate, private, and other challenging
issues [22], as demonstrated by Wallace et al. [99], who autobio-
graphically explored highly private and sensitive domestic memo-
rialization rituals. In our case, as a Design Fiction, we aimed to
depict how the main character, Makoto, gradually comes to terms
with his late father through the virtual funeral and memorial site.
This scenario demonstrated how the Diegetic Prototype supported
his emotional and spiritual journey. Furthermore, this paper also
provides an autobiographical account of how we created our film,
offering insights and implications for future design research. Our
integrated methodology can be used to design for mourning, memo-
rialization, and remembrance, as well as other sensitive and private
design issues that are difficult to test in real-world settings.

This study presents a research methodology for thanatosensitive
design through the creation of Design Fiction. Despite the recogni-
tion of the necessity for thanatosensitive design, the highly sensitive
and private nature of this theme has slowed progress and posed
challenges in establishing a standardized methodology. Researchers
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have adopted various approaches, such as developing bespoke prod-
ucts in close collaboration with the bereaved [44, 60], or employing
autobiographical methods [99]. The authors, along with invited
members including professionals in mourning and memorialization
and film production experts, collaborated to conduct design-driven
experimentation, developing necessary Diegetic Prototypes during
the filmmaking process. Documented as an RtD outcome, this paper
captures their collaborative experiences and findings. While the
study specifically addresses the complex theme of funeral design,
its insights are equally applicable to the design of post-funeral
mourning practices.

5.3 Design Fiction and Diegetic Prototypes

This study also provides a concrete example that underscores the
value of Design Fiction in HCI design research. While previous
studies have shown the usefulness of Design Fiction in HCI Design
and RtD projects [9-11], this project stands out for tackling the
challenging topic of virtual funerals. The resulting film depicted a
world that neither the authors nor the production team could have
fully anticipated, showcasing a “chemical fusion” that emerged
from the integration of diverse expertise and perspectives.

Although our firsthand experience alone cannot empirically ex-
plain the emergence of these results, we propose several key im-
plications. First, the authors, both deeply experienced in design
research and RtD, shared a strong commitment to generating novel
concepts through design thinking. This aligns with the philosophy
of RtD, in which researchers take an active role in the design pro-
cess [105]. What distinguishes this study is its holistic embrace of
Design Fiction, culminating in the production of a full-fledged film
directed by an experienced filmmaker.

Moreover, we argue that the involvement of an RtD expert on
mourning and memorialization (the producer) and the funeral su-
pervisor with in-depth knowledge of Japanese funeral practices
significantly enhanced the film’s ability to present a credible vision
of the future. The collaborative process of screenplay creation, com-
bined with the precise design of Diegetic Prototypes, highlights
the potential of this methodology to provide meaningful insights
into envisioning the future of everyday living. This is especially
relevant for sensitive contexts where failure is unacceptable, such
as funeral design.

6 Limitation and Future Work

This research through film production was made possible precisely
because it was an independent production, free from the constraints
of commercial interests, unlike other commercial films, including
those featuring Critical/Speculative Designs [102]. Of course, mak-
ing a film requires a certain amount of money, but at the same time,
significant insights can be gained from a film of a scale that two
researchers can manage and focus on creating their work.
However, this aspect inevitably represents a limitation for other
researchers referencing this study. For example, the director typi-
cally works as a professional filmmaker, producing content commis-
sioned by clients for remuneration. In this study, we compensated
the filming crew and cast with standard-level payments. The in-
staller also received remuneration based on the number of days
worked. However, no payment was made to the funeral supervisor,
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who is a relative of the producer and voluntarily contributed to this
project.

It is reasonable for researchers not to receive extra payment
for their production activities. However, when other researchers
reference this paper and attempt to conduct research through the
production of Design Fiction films, their expenses will likely exceed
those incurred in our work. Skilled film production teams exist
worldwide, and if financial constraints are not a concern, excel-
lent outcomes can be achieved through careful collaboration with
them. However, as exemplified by the funeral supervisor in our
case, securing personnel who enhance the film’s realism and pro-
vide expertise in design-related issues is more crucial than having
abundant financial resources. Furthermore, researchers engaged
in RtD projects must possess a deep understanding of the theme,
insightful perspectives, and strong project execution capabilities.

In our case, we utilized the director’s skills and experience to
their fullest extent, sparing no financial resources for the filming
process. This aspect is critical to the final quality of the film and
significantly influences the impression it leaves on the general au-
dience, who may not distinguish whether it is a research prototype
or a professional work meant for theatrical release. However, on
the other hand, the high-quality images achievable with the latest
smartphones demonstrate that, with proper ingenuity, students or
individuals with foundational training in design and art education
can produce sufficiently adequate video and audio recordings for
their purposes.

The most important implication of this research is assembling a
team with the necessary expertise to address design challenges and
rigorously reviewing their work while creating Diegetic Prototypes
and scenarios where these prototypes come into play. This process
cannot be achieved solely with financial resources; it requires the
abilities expected of researchers involved in RtD projects [30, 105].

Another limitation of this research is that the production of the
film we undertook must be emphasized as merely an intermediate
step in our RtD research process. This is not only because this
paper does not provide an objective evaluation of the film itself,
but also because we have yet to undertake the work of translating
the feedback on the film into the actual design of new funeral
practices. Our aim is not to question the “validity” of the Diegetic
Prototypes or the concept of virtual funerals depicted in the film. For
future work, we plan to conduct research through film screenings,
targeting three main audiences:

(1) All individuals involved in this film’s production, as
well as other researchers, film directors, and creators:
Feedback from this group will be documented as findings
related to HCI design research derived from the Design Fic-
tion production process, forming the foundation for our next
research project involving the creation of a Design Fiction
film. It also helps improve how filmmakers contribute to HCI
design research.

(2) Funeral service providers: If they resonate with our design
concepts, we will seek partners to collaboratively deliver
these services to their clients and work toward realizing
near-future funerals. If they point out challenges or areas
for improvement, we aim to co-create more practical design
concepts through dialogue.
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(3) The general public interested in the film as a work of
art: While their evaluation of the film as a cinematic work
will be reflected in the director’s future projects, reactions of
empathy or rejection toward funerals as cultural, spiritual,
emotional, and personal experiences will depend on each
viewer’s background. As researchers with an academic per-
spective, we aim to go beyond simple metrics of support or
popularity and conduct surveys to deeply understand the
relationship between individual viewers and the film.

7 Conclusion

This research proposes a vision for the future of virtual funerals
by integrating HCI design and technology with contemporary fu-
neral rituals in Japan. Through the creation of a Design Fiction
film, we illustrate how virtual funerals can offer meaningful expe-
riences for both in-person and remote mourners while enabling
continuous memorialization through digital archives. As virtual
funerals, initially adopted during the COVID-19 pandemic, risk
fading from memory, this study emphasizes their potential as more
than a temporary solution. By blending Research through Design
(RtD) with Design Fiction and the creation of Diegetic Prototypes,
we demonstrate how the sensitive, emotional, and ritualistic aspects
of mourning, memorialization, and remembrance can be thought-
fully addressed. This paper is accompanied by the film, and we
hope readers will watch it and reflect on how future funerals and
memorial practices might evolve in their own cultures, regions, and
personal experiences.
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