Peaceful Closure – Body Care for the Dead
Family members or close friends may choose to take part in washing and dressing the body after death. This act can be deeply meaningful but also emotionally challenging. While many entrust this care to professionals, others see it as a final act of kindness and love. This guide outlines the essentials of safe, respectful body care.
In Advance of Death
Discuss with the healthcare team ahead of time if family or friends wish to assist with after-death care.
Ask about supplies, support, and what may be needed. Advance preparation helps ease the process.
Washing, Dressing, and Positioning the Body
Washing and dressing is a sign of respect. Ideally, it is done soon after death and before rigor mortis sets in (within two to seven hours). Four to six people may be needed to gently move and reposition the body. Use gloves and protective materials and always work with gentleness and dignity.
1 Close the eyes by gently pressing with fingertips. If they do not stay shut, use a cloth and light weight until they remain closed.
2 Close the mouth by supporting the chin with a towel or cloth. If needed, use a soft scarf tied over the head and under the chin. Remove once set.
3 Wash the hair and face. Shave if this was part of the person’s normal routine.
4 Clean the teeth and mouth. Keep dentures in place if possible.
5 Wash the body with a warm cloth and mild soap, always ensuring modesty. Dry as you go.
6 Apply lotion, oil, or fragrance if desired according to family or cultural custom.
7 Dress or cover the body. Clothing can be cut up the back for ease of dressing.
8 Position the body flat, with arms at the side and legs straightened.
Next Steps
If a funeral home is involved, contact them for transport. In hospitals or care facilities, staff coordinate transfer. For home funerals, keep the body cool with light clothing, fans, dry ice, or open windows.
Cover respectfully until burial, cremation, or other disposition occurs.
Buddy care for the dead is a profound way of honoring a life. With preparation, patience, and support, families can engage in this intimate ritual with safety and respect.
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