The death of Chika Kapadia — a friend’s perspective

by Shonali Bose, India November 2024

When my friend of 25 years Chika Kapadia broke the news to me that he had just been told he
had only four months to live, and would I come for his going away party to Zurich — I was
devastated and gobsmacked.

He had just found out 48 hours prior that he was terminal and on hearing that his end would be
painful he asked his doctor if there was any way out. The doctor whispered “Zurich” before
hanging up the phone. He refused to explain about a dignified way to die as he claimed it went
against his Hippocratic oath. But he gave a hint. Chika immediately googled “Zurich” and
“Dying” and came across “DIGNITAS — To live with dignity — To die with dignity”. And he made
his mind up to pursue this dignified and peaceful way to go instantaneously.

Neither he nor I had ever heard about this choice and avenue — open to any citizen of the world.
We were blown away.

Four months later — in August 2022 — we arrived for his “going away party” as he called it.
Two days before I was to leave for Zurich Chika called me in Bombay and made a dying wish
— would I film his death? I said yes of course. I would do anything he wanted. He asked me
because I am a filmmaker, and he also knew I am not queasy about death. In fact, I am very at
peace with it after losing my teenage son.

Although several films had been made earlier, none had been made with an Indian. Chika
wanted his death to open a discourse on the right to die with dignity. The first response of
DIGNITAS was to deny us permission. Chika and I didn’t give up. When I arrived, we met with
their team and passionately pitched our film again. They took a few days to discuss internally
and came back to us with a YES! We were thrilled. You wouldn’t think Chika was about to die
— the way we were so happy.

There were two of us directing this film — Nilesh Maniyar, my creative partner and also a friend
of Chika’s, and myself. Since the idea came up last minute Nilesh couldn’t get a visa to
Switzerland. 1 would send him footage and he would direct long distance. This gave him
perspective and objectivity whereas I was caught up in the emotional hailstorm of the clock
ticking to Chika’s chosen date and time. That felt heavy and oppressive — the sense of time
running out. Nilesh made a decision that the film would work better as a story of friendship
and asked me to turn the camera onto myself and also document what I was going through. The
film — “A Fly on the Wall”* — just had its World Premiere at the Busan Film Festival in Korea
and is a story about friendship as much as about the right to die with dignity.

The crucial scene of the film is indeed the last scene, the dying scene. And this is what Chika
fought hard for in his final two weeks. It was his ardent belief that watching this scene would
make people understand the beauty and simplicity and dignity and peace of physician-
supported assisted and accompanied death. We walked into the house provided by DIGNITAS
for the assisted death to take place. We laughed, we joked, we listened to music. Chika stood
by the fishpond and had some moments alone. When he was ready, he took the drink with the
lethal medication. We knew and we were told that till this moment he could walk out. We knew
that sometimes people did change their mind at the last minute. My belief is that making the
film as a legacy helped Chika go through with his decision. It was almost as though he was
performing his death. In the last 2 minutes before closing his eyes he turned to the camera and
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https://www.imdb.com/title/tt33492260/

recited Robert Frost’s “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening”, the last two lines being “the
woods are lovely dark and deep; but I have promises to keep and miles to go before I sleep.”
After that he rested his head on the couch where he was sitting in a very dignified way and just
gently closed his eyes. And that was it.

The response of audiences to this film has been overwhelming and heartwarming. Exactly what
Chika wanted and so much more. What none of us — Nilesh, Chika or me — expected was how
many young people would turn out to watch the film and that it would make them feel light
and peaceful about death and loss. The President of the Korea Association of Right to Die
(KARD) in Seoul travelled four hours by train to see the film and couldn’t get a ticket as it was
sold out. We gave her our seats and were so anxious about how she, being an activist, would
respond. She loved the film and said she hoped it would get a release as it would help their
upcoming fight in Parliament for an assisted dying law.

I am so deeply grateful to DIGNITAS for giving my friend his dying wish and the opportunity to
create a legacy with his own death about a subject so important for every single person on
earth.

*“A Fly on the Wall” is now travelling across various film festivals in the world and after that
will be available on an online platform.
Contact: shonalibose@hotmail.com
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