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Today, grieving is a collective 

occurrence rather than a solo 

ritual. In a sense everyone can 

attend the funeral since it is 

public to the world. 

Comparing this idea with the early century 

where one was left with only a single photo, 

grave site or nothing at all to remember their 

loved one’s by. The question rises in how 

death is seen today in our digital world. Is 

it good or bad? It brings up the idea that a 

platform like, Instagram is more important 

than a physical grave site. In a way digital 

memorials are more meaningful than the 

physical site and objects compared to what 

was recorded in the past. Social medias and 

especially Instagram, can be categorized 

as a memorial site, thus calling it a “digital 

tombstone.” Is how death is seen today and 

what we must come to terms with in our 

growing digital world. This book series with 

explore the topic around, how is death seen 

today and how is death remembered or 

celebrated? Looking at social media as a 

way to preserve someone’s life and memory 

after death, shows how far we have 

advanced with technology. 

INTRODUCTION 



HISTORY
8

SOCIAL DEATH
9

Newberry Library

 I visited The Newberry Library located 60 W 

Walton St, Chicago, IL twice looking at 

evidence of death and memories 

recorded. On my first visit, I looked at 

general documentations of birth, marriage, 

death records, and eulogies. The second 

time I visited I went further in my research 

and moved from the 2nd floor to the 4th 

floor special collections. There I explored 

more documentation, but looked at 

family albums printed as tintypes or 

memento mori. 

Memento mori’s were photograph cards 

given to friends and relatives to either 

commemorate the dead or living. It was 

interesting to see what was deemed to be 

important enough to be recorded and look 

back at who that person was in their 

lifetime. I looked at these artifacts as small 

fractions of someone’s life, only to be 

remembered by their name, where they 

were born, who they married, and how they 

died. They might have only had one or two 

pictures ever taken of them. Comparing to 

I became interested in this topic after the 

Kobe Bryant incident, exploring the star’s 

Instagram platform to learn more about who 

he was. I first discovered a huge fan base 

commenting and sharing pictures of his 

daughter and him, knowing that he would 

never see these himself. It opened up the 

thought to me about the idea of how one’s 

social media platform can become a place 

for someone today to 

celebrate those that 

have passed and find 

closure in it. This 

furthers the idea of a 

social platform 

becoming a digital 

tombstone, in that it 

is something that is 

permanent and 

visible to everyone. 

We can think of 

social media as a 

global network easily 

accessible to anyone 

more so than a 

physical grave site. 

We can all attend the 

funeral now and celebrate one’s death on 

social media as a modern memorial site.

I am left with the question of how 

social media is becoming a way to preserve 

someone’s life and memory after death. Can 

we call our social medias a memorial site? 

HOW I GOT STARTED  RESEARCH 
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today’s social media platform, there are now 

vast amounts of information about a 

person just by their pictures, videos, and 

comments. This is how death is 

remembered so easily today. It is accessible 

more than ever. We are all able to grieve in 

this collective ritual on our own 

“digital tombstone.”

Graceland Cemetery

I visited Graceland 

Cemetery at 4001 N 

Clark St, Chicago, IL 

with no goal in mind. 

I wanted to be simply 

inspired by what I saw 

when I arrived. What I 

took away from my visit 

is the different usages of 

typography, 

imageries, shapes and 

sizes of each tombstone. 

I found it interesting 

how the cemetery was 

laid out. Husbands and 

wives or siblings 

buried together. Or 

whole families taking up 
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a row. I was really drawn to the use of a grid 

layout and the organized form it created. It 

also reminded me of the documentations 

found in the Newberry Library. The 

typewritten documents of a town’s deaths 

or marriages followed a strict column layout. 

It simply stated a person’s name, when they 

were born, their marriage and then death. 

It followed this exact rule for each person. 

After a while I felt quite overwhelmed by 

how much the text overtook the paper and 

how it lacked personality. I wanted to know 

more about these people than just what was 

deemed ‘important’ at the time to record. I 

look at our social medias today and think of 

how much information is packed into one’s 

own profile. It is laid out similarly to the 

cemetery, following a strict grid system. 

There is no room for creativity. In 

comparing the physical grave site to 

Instagram, I found they have a lot in 

common. Instagram in a sense has digitized 

the physical form. A tombstone is the hard 

information; the core, while Instagram is the 

experience. It is alive and exciting. But are 

they both eternal? How long will Instagram 

be around? How long can a tombstone still 

display a person’s name? 

Memento Mori 

Memento mori literally means “remember 

you must die.” These cards took several 

forms that existed long before Victorian 

times as a way of commemorating the dead. 

During the Victorian era, it was rare a child 

would make it past 5 years old. Fatal 

epidemics such as diphtheria, typhus, 

measles and cholera took over the country. 

Families that lost a child would put family 

portraits together to remember that child 

before being buried. The long exposure was 

able to make the deceased more in focus 

than the rest of the family members due to 

the lack of movement. The photographer 

also added blush to the cheeks or painted 

the eyes of deceased to make them feel 

more alive. The memento mori cards were 

printed on either glass or paper and then 

handed out to friends and family to 

remember their loved one. Death portraiture 

became increasingly popular and was often 

the last chance a family could have as a 

permanent reminder of their beloved child. 

Memento mori lives up to the title of literally 

meaning you must die by capturing 

someone’s last memory.  
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APPENDIX 

Sketches of cover and inside layout of book 

series. Screenshots of images taken from 

Newberry Library and Graceland Cemetery 

during research period.  
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IMAGE CREDIT 

All images taken from the Chicago Newberry 

Library and manipulated in Photoshop. 

“Death and Marriage Records, Memento 

Mori, Tintypes .” Newberry Library , 1800, 

www.newberry.org/. 
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Social media platforms 

enable new ways of 

living in the world while also 

creating new ways of 

encountering death. It 

memorializes the deceased and allows for 

people to still experience the 

individuals who have died. There is now the 

new emergence of online memorials or 

digital tombstones in the commemoration 

and memorialization of an individual after 

they have passed. Thinking about Instagram 

in a nutshell, it is just a snapshot of 

someone’s life. In one account calls it, 

“Then it’s just- suddenly seeing that life stop 

and going back [through their account] to 

see all of what you lived through with them 

only for it to indefinitely end”(vice.com).

You are able to see this account a digitalized 

memory of that person’s life. Scrolling 

through one’s social media, you come across 

hundreds of pictures or video’s that that 

individual posted or were tagged in. Their 

life becomes unfolded. 

One person explains this relationship they 

have with a friend who has passed away 

SOCIAL MEDIA AND MEMORIALIZED PROFILES

with their social medias still remaining. 

“I couldn’t bring myself to unfollow his 

[social media] pages,” Mack said of Alec. 

“But I also couldn’t bring myself to go on 

them for at least six months after his death. 

Even after, I felt like I was being hit by a 

truck.” When birthday tributes come up, or 

when she reads old exchanges, “it makes 

the emotions raw again,” Mack said.

But not all is lost when it comes to how 

death and grieving is handled on social 

media. “There is a sense of  solidarity that 

death magnifies,” Mack said. A lot of her 

friends have “For Alec” in their Instagram 

bios. A lot of my friends put yellow 

ribbons in their bios to represent the 

sarcoma cancer Maya had. “It’s very easy 

for people to feel alone,” she said, “but 

social media is also a source of ‘We’re not 

forgetting. We won’t forget.” 

Digital systems have influenced 

aspects of how people engage in these 

practices of celebrating one’s death. The 

biggest change is allowing more people 

to take part in the mourning of a person’s 

death. By creating an online memorial for 
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 It is highly unlikely a family would go 

through these steps in preserving a 

deceased member’s Instagram. When 

grieving the death of a family member, the 

last thing that would cross their mind is 

sending their death certificate to Instagram. 

This results in now more than ever, the 

ghost of people’s online lives left behind. 

These accounts do not post Instagram 

stories or photos or read direct messages 

anymore, but they are there to look back 

and see what these individuals were doing 

and posting before their death. The 

unsettling thought is that people’s 

Instagram accounts look the same in life as 

they do in death, without the movement. 

An individual can find themselves in a 

confusing position. What is the difference 

between? It could be hard to differentiate 

an account belonging to someone who has 

passed versus one that just hasn’t posted in 

a while. 

A relationship with someone’s Instagram 

after their death can possibly feel more 

personal and interactive. There is the 

chance of being able to revisit a site over 

and over again. The spirit of who that 

individual was before their death is captured 

someone, it makes it possible for more 

people to learn about that person and to 

participate in the process of grieving and 

remembrance.  

  

Instagram’s current policy allows for 

immediate family members to decide what 

happens to their loved one’s account after 

they have passed. This is not the simplest 

process as it is a tough decision for the 

family to make. If a family decides they 

want to remove the account completely they 

have to fill out an online form, before 

providing a death certificate or “proof of 

authority under local law that they are the 

lawful representative of the deceased 

person, or his/her estate” 

(miamistudent.net).  

If the family wishes to memorialize their 

loved one’s account, then they must 

provide a link to an obituary or news article. 

A memorialized account remains the same, 

no content is altered, and no one can log in. 

The profile picture and privacy settings will 

remain the same.

THE DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION
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in their Instagram and other social medias. 

How we deal this idea of death on social 

media is not something new; it is how 

humans are now. The digital memories 

remaining were crafted by the person who 

has left the world and are all unintentional. 

Visiting a gravestone to talk to a loved one is 

just the same as scrolling through their 

Instagram to revisit old pictures and videos.  

What happens when someone interacts 

with an account of a dead person who does 

not know them personally. We can see this 

in the Bianca Devins account. She was a 

17-year-old influencer from New York who 

was found dead in July of 2019. She had 

70,000 followers and then doubled that 

after her death. Her comment section 

flooded with people writing to her and 

saying, ‘rest in peace.’ Some people even 

wrote poems, and many interacted with 

each other on her page.   

“I guess because the circumstances 

surrounding her death were so horrific, I 

found myself going on her account, looking 

at her photos and thinking ‘how can 

someone be posting one moment, then 

they’re gone the next?’’ She followed 

Bianca Devins after reading an article about 

what had happened, and sometimes scrolls 

through the comments to see what 

others are saying. “I wouldn’t call it 

‘morbid curiosity’ exactly. But there is an 

existential element to it, which Instagram 

has kind of amplified – more so than 

Facebook even, because it’s just photos. 

Death is the most normal thing in the world, 

but it’s also really strange, and social media 

means you experience that strangeness in 

real time” (theguardian.com). 

Instagram makes grief play out in an 

unusual way. Since being a personal and 

photo-based platform, it also has a 

public-facing attribute. This means that 

posts will remain there until an individual 

deletes them. This could be a positive or 

a negative. Those painful memories will 

remain or give peace to someone who is 

grieving. It all reflects on someone’s healing 

process. In saying this, the individual’s life 

online after death does not remain static. It 

will evolve through the participatory 

construction of memories, bereavement and 

remembrance of a collective memorial. 

  

Grieving in the internet age is 

uncomfortable. People’s social medias are 

becoming a place where everyone 

unleashes everything. Nothing is too 

overshared and once it goes online it stays 

there forever. Can you use this power and 

make a performative act out of it? 

A powerful short film and series of 

Instagram posts captures the remarkable 

wisdom of a fashion photographer’s last 

moments as he underwent treatment for 

terminal cancer. Jonathan Waiter’s 

Instagram transformed into a place where 

he publicized his own death and showcased 

the painful imagery up until his death. 

Images included his hospital bedside, phials 

of blood on counter tops, needles and IV 

drips. Waiter had spent two years battling 

with Non-Hodgkin lymphoma and 

underwent intense chemotherapy and two 

bone marrow transplants. He documented 

all of these treatments on his Instagram 

until his disease took him in 2015. 

Photographer, Lina Scheynius and David 

Sauvage saw this and decided to make a 

short film. They interviewed Waiter about 

PERFORMATIVE ACT
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In other accounts, someone may post on 

social media when their loved one has 

passed as a way to remember them and give 

them notice. It is just like getting a tattoo of 

dead sibling’s initials or leaving flowers by 

a roadside. Social media posts are the futile 

gestures people turn to when they do not 

know where to express their pain. It would 

not do anything but serve as a reminder 

of a memory they shared with that loved 

one. This performative act is just simply as 

part of the grieving process. Social media 

is a good platform in doing this. It is able to 

make death a collective phenomenon that 

everyone can participate in and see around 

the world. Social media is how we document 

our lives and the people around us as well. 

The collective photographs that we see on 

Instagram and other social medias are now 

the social currency to record and share 

important elements with friends and family.  

his illness and philosophical outlook on life 

and death, incorporating his own voice as 

part of the film. 

This performative act of Waiter’s showcases 

how one might go about experiencing death 

in our digital age and creating a memeto of 

a remarkable person who has left the world 

behind. Dying did not make Waiter less 

cynical. It made him more. He wanted to 

create pictures that were true to himself. 

This digital tombstone is new in the sense 

that it just happened. Death became a part 

of our digital age because it is everywhere. 

People’s social medias that were left behind 

after their death are visited more than the 

actual grave itself. All social media has done 

is make dying more public and accessible. 

Now everyone can come and celebrate 

Waiter’s life by visiting his Instagram. 

Waiter has turned death into a performance. 

He imbued death with beauty and irony but 

still kept it true to himself. Underneath that 

beauty and death there is just the sense of 

death itself. You cannot escape this fact. 

There are no limits to entertainment. Death 

is the ultimate reality show. 
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continue to post and share links of what 

that person typically posted before their 

death. This creates a parallel of postmortem 

existence based on the user’s behavior. The 

artificial intelligence will also be able to 

schedule posts and tweets, including video 

and audio messages of a person who has 

film or recorded before their death. The only 

step needed is a user needs to assign an 

executor to set the process in motion once 

the death has occurred. The executor will 

be in charge of all the deceased’s account 

URLs, usernames, passwords and what 

steps they want to see in place. SNS are 

special kinds of memorials that stand for 

social networking sites. They are different 

than other online memorials in that they 

introduce a phenomenon of continuing 

temporality as it attracts not only the 

family and friends of the loved one who has 

passed, but other grieving ‘tourists.’ SNS 

have four distinctive qualities: replicability, 

scalability, persistence, and searchability. 

They are the social actors through one’s 

social media. These grieving tourists are 

strangers who want to participate in the 

dialog and emotional loss of a loved one. It 

may also attract trolls who post 

inappropriate images or comments to 

protest what they consider not 

sentimental and intentionally hurt 

one’s feelings. There are sites like 

Legacy.com that spend one-third of its 

budget deleting mean or inappropriate 

content before it is published. Most of 

these trolls will attack pages that are 

set up by grieving tourists who 

created a page from hearing or seeing 

a person’s death through social media. 

You can see this a lot in celebrities 

who have passed, and dedicated fans 

create memorial pages for them by 

repurposing old photos and videos. 

Most real or official RIP pages created 

by family members or friends will most 

likely be left alone from these trolls. 

In another case, people who used the 

hashtag #funeral on Instagram when 

posting an image joined a whole network of 

photo sharing people going through similar 

events. People with the same hashtag had 

the chance to reposition their funeral 

experience amongst a wider network of 

acquaintances, friends, and family. 

Hashtags such as #sadday, #nothappy, 

#notsmiling and #sad were accompanied 

by the hashtag #funeral. This acknowledges 

Social media RIP pages and sites appear to 

represent a safe common ground for people 

to come and mourn together. These sites 

can become populat ed with comments from 

those who had no real-life contact with the 

person who has passed and post 

inappropriate content that can cause 

mischief and emotional harm. 

Digital memorials provide a way to 

remember and fill that emptiness a 

person has left this world. Sites like Virtual 

Eternity and Lifenaut allow family and 

friends to still maintain a connection to their 

past loved one’s accounts. Mourners are 

able to act with their loved one’s account by 

posting new content and replying to 

messages from their loved one. This raises 

the question of editorial control and 

authorship on who’s really controlling a 

deceased person’s account. It is also an 

ethical question.

The artificial intelligence of the sites like 

Virtual Eternity and Lifenaut are able to 

analyze someone’s account who has passed 

and generate similar content. They will 

GRIEVING TOURIST

the solemnty of the occasion that reflected 

how that individual engaged with the 

funeral. A platform like Instagram allows a 

shift in the com memorative and 

memorialization of death.   
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APPENDIX 

Sketches for each death cards illustrations, 

brainstorming ideas for each card based on 

personality and iPhone screenshot of 

celebrities Instagram platforms during data 

collection. 



PRESENT
18

SOCIAL DEATH
19

IMAGE CREDIT 

“Instagram.” Instagram, www.instagram.com/.

Waiter, Jonathan. “First Attempts to Walk Again. The Nerve Damage Is 

Bad Enough to Say That I May Never Walk Normal Again.” Sevenheads, 

Instagram, 4 Dec. 2014, https://www.instagram.com/p/wMVhYxP-nS/

Waiter, Jonathan. “They Come at Night in Chariots of Fire. You Are 

Helpless. They Are the Right Hand of God.” Sevenheads, Instagram, 25 

Sept. 2014, www.instagram.com/p/tY7hwjP-os/.

Waiter, Jonathan. “I Love the Feeling of Sedation. You Don’t Dream. 

Its like Time Traveling.” Sevenheads, Instagram, 29 Sept. 2014, www.

instagram.com/p/tjCIKVv-oM/.

Bryant , Kobe. “On to #2 @Kingjames! Keep Growing the Game and 

Charting the Path for the next.” Kobebryant, Instagram , 25 Jan. 2020, 

www.instagram.com/p/B7xOgFjnuiO/.

Miller, Mac. “Verified New York Mag. Link in Bio. Words by @craig_sj 

and Photos by @Christaanfelber.” Macmiller, Instagram , 6 Sept. 2018, 

www.instagram.com/p/BnZW8nWhtd5/.

Boyce, Cameron. “@i_d.” Thecameronboyce, Instagram , 5 July 2019, 

www.instagram.com/p/BzjZinJn86C/.

Bourdain, Anthony. “Light Lunch. #Alsace.” Anthonybourdain, Insta-

gram , 4 June 2018, www.instagram.com/p/BjmZZuwHr2I/.

Flack, Caroline. “❤️.” Carolineflack, Instagram , 13 Feb. 2020, www.

instagram.com/p/B8hf2xDFi8l/.

Hartridge, Emily. “‘EMILY, ARE YOU A MAN?’ ❤️❤️❤️.” Emilyhartridge, Ins-

tagram , 12 July 2019, www.instagram.com/p/BzzrCiLnNRx/.



PRESENT
20

SOCIAL DEATH
21

BIBLIOGRAPHY  

Allwood, Emma Hope. “Why This Photog-

rapher Documented His Own Death on 

Instagram.” Dazed, 11 Nov. 2015, www.

dazeddigital.com/fashion/article/28367/1/

why-this-photographer-document-

ed-his-own-death-on-instagram.

Bey, Sara. “How Social Media Has Changed 

the Way We View Death.” The Miami Stu-

dent , 11 Feb. 2020, www.miamistudent.

net/article/2020/02/how-social-media-has-

changed-the-way-we-view-death.

Cunningham, Katie. “Grieving in the Inter-

net Age: Would Posting Photos of My Dead 

Friend Look Performative?” The Guard-

ian, Guardian News and Media, 26 July 

2019, www.theguardian.com/commentis-

free/2019/jul/27/grieving-in-the-internet-

age-would-posting-photos-of-my-dead-

friend-look-performative.

Gibbs, Martin, et al. “#Funeral and Insta-

gram: Death, Social Media, and Platform 

Vernacular.” Information, Communication & 

Society, vol. 18, no. 3, 2014, pp. 255–268., 

doi:10.1080/1369118x.2014.987152.

Gulotta, Rebecca, et al. “Engaging 

with Death Online.” Proceedings of the 

2016 ACM Conference on Designing 

Interactive Systems - DIS ‘16, 2016, 

doi:10.1145/2901790.2901802.

Jones, Daisy. “When a Young Influencer 

Dies, Their Instagram Transforms Forever.” 

Edited by Alex Jenkins, Vice, 24 Oct. 2019, 

www.vice.com/en_uk/article/d3a57m/ins-

tagram-social-media-death-grief-2019.



PRESENT
22





SOCIAL DEATH 
FUTURE

PART 3 OF 3

Copyright @Alyssa Evanowsky
For private circulation only. 
DePaul University 
Senior Capstone 
June 2020
Chicago, IL 

Author and Designer: Alyssa Evanowsky 

All rights reserved under international copyright @Alyssa Evanowsky. 

No part of this book may be produced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or 
mechanical, including photoshop, recording or any other information storage and retrieval system, 
without prior permission. 



   

7    What Happens Now 

8    New Means of Celebration 

11    Final Take Away

14    Appendix 

       Graphs

16    Image Credit 

16    Bibliography 

 

CONTENT



FUTURE
6

SOCIAL DEATH
7

Social media platforms 

govern access to a network of 

personal information creating 

a digital collection and 

personal archive of an 

individual’s life. How are these personal 

archives collected and stored? These 

collections can contain any individual who 

has an impulse to document his or her life 

on digital platform. A person’s Instagram 

feed to email correspondence are all digital 

footprints left behind from a deceased 

person. Since they are all digital, the records 

will remain in data stored and collected on 

sites and drives.  

Social media allows for an individual’s 

personal documentation to transform into 

transactions between the users and others 

to add their own layers of content. These 

transactions may range from close ties like 

family and friends to unattached network 

ties such as sport teams or public 

organizations. Memory practices depend on 

the ability to create and preserve one’s 

content after that person has passed and 

save those events in their lives. There are 

WHAT HAPPENS NOW 
also such things as community memory that 

is built upon the connection an individual 

had with their community. This creates a 

collective memory of society. 

Social media allows for an individual to craft 

an identity through the content they post. 

They are able to acquire new layers of 

context as other users in the network 

interact with this content and contribute 

content of their own. These platforms allow 

for user-generated content in the creation 

and access of the digital culture. They are 

new ways of sharing and collecting new 

memories and possibilities for a digital 

heritage. We now capture events as they 

unfold in real time from multiple 

individualized and multi-platformed angles. 

A platform perspective encourages one to 

consider how networks like social media 

provide new possibilities to memorialize 

and document events, people and places. 

By taking a platform perspective, it explicitly 

considers the role in which social media 

services, playing in the construction of 

personal archives. This perspective is paving 

forth future systems of functionality and 

access to privileges. This will continue for 

the long term in allowing for future access to 
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personal archives and the documentation of 

individuals.  

In response to the growing numbers of 

deaths and inactive users in online 

environments, platforms like Instagram, 

Facebook, and Google have responded with 

policies for how to handle accounts of the 

deceased. It is important that the account 

is managed by someone they trust and how 

they would like their online presence to look 

after they have passed. 
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name today you will not find at least two 

or three images of that person. It could be 

from an article, but most likely from their 

profile picture of their social media or an 

image they were tagged in. Moreover, digital 

technologies make it even easier for 

personal records to be shared and stored 

through digital backups and cloud storage. 

It has become easier to collect data on 

someone today compared to pre-internet 

records that were handwritten or typed on 

typewriters. This brings up the 

concern about someone’s privacy and 

personal information being publicized. 

There is no privacy when it comes to social 

media. When you create an account and 

post images or videos, you are letting 

individuals into your life. They experience 

and share in your memories as well. More 

and more social media platforms are being 

created capturing an individual memory 

and information. In the last decade more 

social media platforms have been created 

where people can come and express their 

daily life to family and friends. This could 

be reposting content, creating silly videos 

or sharing images of their daily activities. It 

is how we stay connected with each other 

without physical being together with family 

and friends. This is the same with when 

someone passes. We are still able to stay 

connected with them by revising their social 

media for occasions that individuals 

participated in together. 

There may be a point in time when these 

platforms do not exist anymore. What will 

happen to the vast amounts of images and 

videos? Will they be recorded in the cloud 

or some other form of digital storage? There 

is no set prediction of what will happen, but 

mostly likely the way we celebrate death 

will change. People are drawn to things that 

are accessible and easy to use. Being able to 

celebrate one’s death virtually may be more 

convenient than having to plan an entire 

funeral. Digital memorials or social media 

pages turned into memorials may become 

the norm in the future. Why would someone 

not want to be remembered digitally? It 

adds more life to that individual and makes 

their energy still alive and present in the 

world. It may also be the case in which the 

death was unexpected. Putting in place the 

chance for people to customize their own 

digital memorial and social medias after 

death is important. The conditional 

wishes of the deceased are important in 

which how someone wants to be 

remembered. Social platforms should 

encourage users to customize their account 

after they pass and provide their login 

information to a friend or relative. 

The relationship of media platforms 

versus the physical environments, such as 

cemeteries, crematorium or funerals and 

the traditional mourning practices allows 

for a new modern way of celebrating one’s 

death. There is the chance for further 

research to investigate how digital platforms 

mediate a variety of cultural practices 

associated with death, mourning and 

Online memorials, virtual 

cemeteries, blog remembrances, and 

even live-tweeting funerals are all 

examples of the new modern digital 

world. Unlike in earlier generations of 

digital records, today’s photographs, 

videos, and correspondence collections 

are rapidly produced and shared on 

social media. How these will progress in 

the future is up in the air. Our 

digital world is always adapting with 

our modern technology. There could be a 

point where funerals are all digital and no 

one needs to be present. It could allow for 

families and friends around the world to 

participate. By creating a digital 

memorial of someone who has passed 

allows for everyone to share in the memory 

of who that individual was. These digital 

collections and social media profiles will 

always remain in some sort of form to allow 

individuals to reflect on. They are the 

modernized versions of a gravesite. 

Since these personal digital records are 

public, everyone can view images and 

photographs of someone who has passed. It 

is highly unlikely that searching someone’s 

NEW MEANS OF CELEBRATION
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When creating this book series, I found 

myself starting with the question of the 

relationship between social media and 

death. How are those things the same? How 

are they different? We are never taught in 

school about how to deal with someone 

who has passed and what we do with their 

social media. Is it heathy to go back on that 

individual’s page and remember all the 

memories you shared with them? Or even if 

it is a celebrity who has passed; 

remembering all their accomplishments. It 

may even be someone you never knew. You 

are able to discover so much about who that 

person was by simple scrolling down 

their socials. 

I remember I had a friend in high school that 

committed suicide when I was a 

sophomore. I really forgot about it until I 

got a notification on Instagram recently 

suggesting a friend I may know because 

they were friends with the individual who 

passed. I found myself going through her 

Instagram and recalling all those 

memories of who she was before she 

passed. It felt uncomfortable seeing these 

happy pictures of her smiling with her 

friends. It just felt unreal that Instagram 

captured all these memories. I also found 

it interesting to see the section of where 

people tagged her in photos. I believe her 

family and close friends posted pictures of 

her, commenting on how much they missed 

her. Her Instagram to me felt like a place to 

celebrate and remember her. It is strange 

that you are able to revisit someone’s life 

over again and soon becoming the norm in 

our digital world. But it is nice knowing 

people can come revisit her page whenever 

they like to feel comfort and remember her.  

I decided to focus my attention to Instagram 

when it came to discuss a particular social 

media and how it related to death. 

Instagram differs from any other digital 

platform in that it is oriented around photo 

and video sharing. Rather than a textural 

based platform like Facebook, it allows for 

some text for tagging and commenting on 

photos or videos. I believe that Instagram is 

a perfect place to memorialize someone 

after their death. It can be a shared space 

for mourning and commemorating a loved 

one since it is, so image and video based. 

There is an interesting relationship between 

death and photography as well. No longer 

do we simply remember our loved one in 

death or in our life, but we visually 

communicate the presence of them through 

who that individual was digitally.  

You can also look at Instagram as more of a 

selfless platform than self-centered. 

Images taken on the platform are on the 

behalf of others in order to be distributed to 

others. A normal photograph is not 

necessarily distributed but exists for the 

photographer by the photographer. So, in 

saying this we are in a sense creating our 

own portfolios in how we would like to be 

remembered by selecting images to be 

shown to other for others.   

Our digital lives will continue to run 

alongside our real lives up until our death. 

This will not be a parallel line, because our 

lives are spontaneous. Death can come at 

any moment. It is a huge personal process 

to understand. It makes sense that all of 

this would transform into our digital world 

as well as becoming what we now know as a 

digital tombstone.   

commemoration. Death and digital media 

have a blended connection. Digital 

memorialization allows for psychology and 

sociology of grief and community of support. 

There is the chance for mourners to come 

together in an informal setting and express 

and share their grief across geographic 

distances.  

Social media has gotten so big that you have 

more access to more information than ever 

before. All of the information left behind 

leaves an imprint. It is all very morbid.

Visiting one’s Instagram showcases their 

entire life. Going to a funeral or visiting a 

cemetery for that loved one that has passed 

is a one-time act. The likelihood of someone 

revisiting that tombstone again is not 

common as it is more accessible to 

remember them digitally. There is nothing 

tangible to look back at a cemetery, when 

social media stores all those memories of 

that individual. Can we move past the idea 

of what constitutes a traditional memorial? 

FINAL TAKE AWAY 
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APPENDIX 

Graph layout and write up of articles used for research
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Card Rules
Each death card showcases a 
celebrity who has passed but is 
still present digitally. These are 
the last pictures posted on their 
Instagram before their death. 
Overlaying the images reads their 
final caption and how many likes and 
comments that photo received. On the 
flipside, the graphics showcase who 
that person represented and what 
they were known for in their 
community. These death cards are 
based off of the 1800’s memento 
mori. Memento mori means “remember 
you must die.” These cards were 
handed out to family and friends to 
remember their loved ones. These 
modern-day memento mori’s can pose 
the same function as remembrance of 
those who have passed.     
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