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Thanatologist Cole Imperi, photographed at her home in Covington, Ky., on Thursday, Dec. 13, 

2018, is researching the way people use plants to deal with death, dying and mourning. "When 

people are better at coping with loss, they are better at coping with life," Imperi said. (Photo: 

Albert Cesare / The Enquirer)Buy Photo 
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On Sept. 11, 2018, Cole Imperi cleared her schedule and drove from her home in 

Covington, Kentucky, to Huntington, West Virginia.  

Her friend, Elizabeth Hiner, had delivered a stillborn son, Benjamin. She was 23 weeks along 

and devastated. She and her husband also had two young daughters. The family needed help with 

ways to cope. After all, who is prepared to lose a child, suddenly? Imperi, a dual-certified 

thanatologist, and death doula was their sherpa. 

"My role was to support the parents. You'll never get answers as to why, but you can get an 

answer from 'what can I learn from this?' “Imperi said. 

Imperi is not a funeral director. She does not wear a dark suit, nor does she drive a hearse. 
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Far from it. 

She is 33 years old. The hair on the sides of her head is trimmed down to velvety fuzz. A shock 

of thick hair, usually in variations of purple and blue, sails over the top. Sometimes it's coiffed 

and moussed. Sometimes not.  

Thanatology is the scientific practice of studying attitudes toward death and the meaning and 

behaviors toward bereavement. 

Imperi cannot remember a time when she wasn't interested in understanding death. She suffered 

a life-threatening illness when she was 14. She has been the victim of a violent criminal assault. 

She was diagnosed with infertility within the first year of her marriage. 

Those experiences have given her deep empathy for others. 

"I think for anyone that has had trauma or loss, it is possible to become very proud of that thing 

that you have and carry it around like a jewel in your crown instead of something that you are 

trying to hide," she said. "That is the key to death companioning, loss companioning." 

Back in West Virginia, it was decided that Benjamin would be cremated.  

Imperi explained the process to Elizabeth's young daughters, both under 6 years old. Benjamin 

died. She was going to take him away. In a few days, she would bring him home. They would 

celebrate. It was a different outcome than the family expected, but it was the ritual that mattered.  

 



Thanatologist Cole Imperi holds a Pothos houseplant at her home in Covington, Ky. Imperi is 

researching the way people use plants to deal with death, dying and mourning. (Photo: Albert 

Cesare / The Enquirer) 

Imperi cremated Benjamin. She returned with his ashes in an urn. The family met her at the car. 

Benjamin was home. 

“She was experienced in and specialized in death and we had not experienced anything this 

traumatic. We had never really dealt with loss. She set up everything, literally every step of the 

way. Honestly, it was such a wonderful experience,” Hiner said. 

Imperi, who holds a journalism degree from the University of Cincinnati, is a talented writer. 

Her blog ( http://americanthanatologist.com/blog/ )is a living example of that. However, 

journalism was never her passion. Understanding death and helping others to understand it 

always has been, even when she was a child. So, she sought to merge her passion with her 

profession.  

Today, she is certified in thanatology. She teaches online courses on the subject through the 

Dallas Institute of Funeral Service, and lectures on how to handle death and loss throughout the 

United States.  

She is also a death companion or death midwife, which brings us back to West Virginia and the 

days she spent with the Hiner family. Hiner said her family is not affiliated with a particular 

religious tradition but felt a spiritual connection to Imperi and the process. 

"I feel like I found light in it because of her support. Without her knowledge and wisdom, I don't 

know how I would have made it through," Hiner said. "She set up everything, literally every step 

of the way. Honestly, it was just such a joyous experience. I feel like, spiritually, it was 

something that was necessary for growth." 

Bill Gupton, president and founder of the Heritage Acres Memorial Sanctuary, calls Imperi 

“a force of nature.” 

“She is passionate, committed, resilient, unwavering in her mission to change the way we think 

about, and deal with, the reality of our own mortality,” he said. 

Imperi sits on the board of the sanctuary, set to begin operation next year. It will be Cincinnati’s 

first natural (“green”) burial sanctuary. Bodies will be cloaked in biodegradable material and 

buried. 

"She brings an energy and a determination to our project that is unrivaled,' Gupton said.”Starting 

any new business, much less starting a burial ground unlike any other in the Tristate area, is no 

small task. But Cole has shown us that we are up to the task." 
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Last November, Imperi was a guest on the popular Ologies podcast with Alie Ward. Many of the 

listeners wrote that they were inspired to explore the field or began to shed their anxiety about 

death and dying. 

Imperi sees a broader purpose and hopes to develop a death education curriculum for school-age 

children. Many students come to school traumatized by death and loss encountered at home and 

on TV, she said, and that can negatively affect learning and the development of healthy coping 

skills.  

 

Cole Imperi teaches online thanatology courses at the Mid-America College of Funeral 

Service and gives lectures on handling death and loss. (Photo: Albert Cesare / The Enquirer) 

"I hope to develop a curriculum for death education for 1-4 graders, 5-8 and 9-12," she said. 

"They have different developmental needs and their understanding of death and dying differs as 

they grow up. It’s important to develop curriculum that meets kids where they are, encourages 

resiliency and develops empathy. 

"We know how the brains of children develop to understand death and dying, but we are not 

bringing healthy conversations into the classroom – like pre-emptive ones. What happens then is 

it becomes a traumatic experience and then nobody wants to touch it. That's a big-picture goal." 
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