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Dorothy Trigg 
Film Critique 
 
There is no better reminder of how to live a meaningful life than watching “How to Die in 
Oregon.” 
 
The documentary “How to Die in Oregon,” directed by Peter Richardson, tells the story of 
several Oregonians who decided to use the Death with Dignity Act.  The law allows them to take 
a lethal dose of medication prescribed by a doctor to end their own lives. 
 
The film is a reminder of the beauty and importance of human life.  Viewers should go in with an 
open mind and a brave heart.  Though difficult to watch, this film highlights a controversial issue 
in a dignified and touching manner. 
 
The Death with Dignity Act was passed in Oregon in 1994, according to the film.  Over 500 
people have used the law since it took effect.  The act requires that the patient be the one to 
administer the medication.  A physician or assistant may not help the patient, and the law 
prohibits lethal-injection or active euthanasia. 
 
In order for a patient to qualify for a lethal prescription under the law, he or she must be a 
mentally capable adult resident of Oregon.  Two physicians must have diagnosed the patient with 
fewer than six months to live, according to the state’s website. 
 
Cody Curtis is the main subject of the documentary.  A 54-year-old wife and mother of two 
young-adult children, Curtis was diagnosed with severe liver cancer.  She underwent 
chemotherapy and a nine-hour surgery that put her into remission for a short time.  When the 
cancer returned, she decided that she did not want to suffer through grueling treatment a second 
time. 
 
Curtis received the lethal prescription from her doctor when she was given six months to live 
with the understanding that she would use it when she was ready.  “I’ll know when my life isn’t 
worth living anymore,” she says.  “In which case, that choice will seem easy and obvious, and 
I’ll be grateful.” 
 
Curtis is not the only subject of the film, though.  Filmmaker Peter Richardson looks at several 
people in varying stages of life.  The film opens with Roger, a man dying from cancer, in the 
final moments of his life as he takes the medication.  “It was easy folks, it was easy,” he says as 
he slips into a coma. 
 
Richardson’s view on the issue is clear from the start of the movie, but his story is not entirely 
one-sided.  He features interviews with doctors who are morally opposed to the law and shows 
people protesting the passage of a similar law in Washington. 
 
He also interviews Randy Stroup, a blue-collar Oregon man dying of cancer.  His insurance 
denies him chemotherapy coverage, but he is outraged when the company offers to cover doctor-



Writing Sample: Trigg 2 

assisted “end-of-life.”  “The guy who wrote this letter should be sent to prison for life,” Stroup 
says. 
 
“How to Die in Oregon” puts a human face on a law that to some seems inherently inhumane.  
The personal stories helps the audience understand why someone would decide to take this 
course of action, even if they don’t agree with it. 
 
Richardson says his goal for the film was to “make it as real, and credible, and intimate portrait 
of these people’s lives at the end as I possibly could.”  He succeeded. 
 
The final scene of the movie epitomizes the title “Death with Dignity.”  When Curtis decides she 
is ready to take the medication, Richardson and his camera leave her home and show the scene 
through silhouettes in the window.  The audience can hear what is being said inside, but Curtis’s 
privacy is maintained. 
 
Cody Curtis ended her life with grace and dignity that is caught exquisitely on film.  There could 
not be a more beautiful or more appropriate ending to the documentary. 


