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Abstract: 

This study focuses on the meanings fans ascribe to the death of fictional characters. 

Previous research on this topic has been predominantly quantitative in nature, concerned 

with correlations between the consumption of fictional narratives and people’s coping 

mechanisms and attitudes. In contrast this paper provides a contextualized account of how 

the mourning of fictional characters works in practice by revealing the underlying meaning 

making process of this kind of grief and exploring how this is related to people’s everyday 

lives. By analysing 15 in-depth interviews, this article concludes that these respondents 

actively utilise fictional narratives of death for reflecting on personal loss; contemplating 

unexperienced situations and feelings, and more generally, coping with the prospect of 

death.  

 

Key words: Fiction, mourning, death, parasocial relationship, everyday life 

 

 

Introduction 

Anna Karenina leaps in front of a train to escape her torment in Tolstoy’s famous novel; 

Severus Snape sacrifices his own life to save Harry Potter; George O’Malley jumps in front of 

a car to save a stranger’s life in Grey’s Anatomy. These are prime examples of fictional 

characters from novels, TV series or movies that die in unexpected or heroic ways. Such 
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fictional deaths often incite strong reactions from people who consume these stories, 

prompting various studies to explore how fans create memorials, shrines and chat rooms 

devoted to these characters (e.g. Gibson, 2015; 2009; Andrus, 2014). Illustrative of this 

research focus on online fictional character bereavement is DeGroot & Leith's (2015) 

analysis of a Facebook memorial group dedicated to Lawrence Kutner, a character on the 

television show House, M.D. who committed suicide. To date, most of the research on 

fictional character bereavement has been quantitative and socio-psychological, 

predominantly concerned with examining correlations between variables such as people’s 

sense of empathy or how fiction helps people manage their emotions (e.g. Koopman, 2013; 

Bernstein & Rudman, 1989). Although this work suggests how important and pervasive 

fictional narratives can be in people’s lives, the underlying meaning making processes that 

are at work are often overlooked. Moreover, this type of research generally consists of 

isolated case studies of particular media (products), such as DeGroot & Leith's (2015) study 

mentioned previously, or Andrus' (2014) work on a fan shrine for Battlestar Galactica's 

character Laura Roslin. These medium- and story specific studies pay little attention to the 

wider implications of this practice for people’s daily lives. 

 By way of contrast, this article will explore how and why people who consider 

themselves to be fans of particular media texts mourn over fictional characters' deaths. We 

aim to provide insights into the kinds of meanings that people ascribe to the death of 

characters from a variety of fictional media narratives that they consume, and the 

significance that these meanings may or may not have within their everyday lives. This 

research aims to shed light on how western audiences for popular culture, as in the 

Netherlands, may find a possible space within fictional narratives for reflecting on the 

inevitable prospect of human finitude.  

A significant characteristic of contemporary western societies is the secularisation 

and privatisation of death (Stone, 2009). This entails the relocation of experiences and 

meanings relating to death from the public sphere to the privatised realm of individual lives. 

Consequently, mortality and the inevitability of death have become sensitive topics that are 

not discussed openly and that have become somewhat taboo (Stone, 2009). In a society 

where death is often ‘swept under the carpet’, media products may therefore play an 

important role in bringing people (indirectly) into contact with death. Increasingly, it is 

through news items, films, television series and novels that audiences encounter and 

process the experience of death and suffering. In light of these developments, this article 

reveals how people contemplate their own mortality through the consumption and 

utilisation of media narratives.  

  

The role of fiction in people’s everyday lives 

Previous studies have shown that fictional narratives fulfil a prominent place in our lives 

(Felski, 2011; Saler, 2012): they offer us the chance to immerse ourselves in different worlds 

and to experience new encounters. These narrative worlds provide a simulated reality which 

‘make[s] available nuances of appearance and gesture to which ordinary social perception is 
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attentive and to which interaction is cued’ (Horton & Wohl, 2006, para. 1 [Horton & Wohl, 

1956]). Anticipating responses though the ‘simulacrum of conversations’, audiences of for 

example television shows engage with such ‘staged’ interactions in ways that make them 

both observer of, and participants in the show. This type of ‘conversational give and take’, 

which is apparent in a wide variety of media productions offering audiences narrative 

worlds, is traditionally conceptualised as parasocial relationships, indicating the ‘seeming 

face-to-face relationship between spectator and performer’ (Horton & Wohl, 2006, para. 1 

[Horton & Wohl, 1956]). Parasocial relationships encourage audiences to identify 

emotionally with the central characters within media productions (Oatley, 1994; Novitz, 

1980). 

  Prior research has treated these relationships mainly from a ‘uses and gratification 

perspective’ (Conway & Rubin, 1991), thereby suggesting that consumers who engage in 

such relationships are active, rather than passive consumers. Here, parasocial relationships 

are treated as complementary to real life social relationships and as part of a viewer’s or a 

reader’s social life (Ballantine & Martin, 2005; Cohen, 2014).  

  Parasocial relations are based on vicarious interactions: we live through fictitious 

character’s lives and experience their interactions and emotions that offer deeply- felt 

simulations of real-life social experiences (Oatley, 1994; Mar et al., 2009). It is through such 

interactions that viewers and readers of fictional narratives feel like they ‘know and 

understand the personae in the same intimate way that they know and understand their 

flesh-and-blood friends’ (Ballantine & Martin, 2005, p. 199).  

  The extent and intensity of these parasocial relationships may differ according to 

socio-demographical and/or cultural characteristics, such as gender, age and attachment 

lifestyles (e.g. Cohen, 2004; Oliver, 1993; Mares, Oliver, & Cantor, 2008). Nevertheless, such 

relationships may hold real consequences both for a person’s social world and inner life 

(Mar, Oatley & Djikic, 2008, Koopman, 2015). Parasocial relationships may foster not only 

identification (Mar et al., 2011), but can also eventually lead to processes of ‘self-formation’ 

(Gibson, 2007): that is, people may pick up and incorporate aspects of the personality and 

the mannerisms of a fictional character in their own life. In this way, fiction is incorporated 

into the self in ways that may contribute to the formation of an indvidual’s own persona or 

personality (Gibson, 2007; Mar et al., 2011). 

  It is also believed that fictional narratives can maintain and improve empathy and 

social understanding in real life (Mar et al., 2006; 2011). Prior research has shown how the 

frequency of engaging in narrative worlds is positively related to maintaining and improving 

social skills and social understanding (Mar et al., 2006).  For example, Mar et al. (2009) 

examine the association between exposure to narrative fiction and empathy, finding that 

there is a positive association with sociability. That is, respondents who were highly 

absorbed in fictional products performed better on tests of empathy and social ability. 

  Likewise, fiction can be utilised by people for managing emotions and feelings 

(Koopman, 2015; Zillmann, 2000; Oliver, 1993).  As Aristotle suggested watching a dramatic 

play may have a cathartic effect. In other words, having a particularly intense emotional 
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response to a mimetic text can make people feel cleansed and lead them to personal and 

reflective insights that may be relevant to their everyday lives (Koopman, 2015; Novitz, 

1980).  This is especially true when we come to the death of a fictional character. However, 

aside from a handful of studies on the loss of fictional characters (e.g. Gibson, 2007; Andrus, 

2014; DeGroot & Leith, 2015), most research on bereavement with an apparent ‘parasocial’ 

component has been devoted to exploring how people grieve over the death of non-

fictional media figures such as celebrities or victims (Pantti & Sumiala, 2009; Courbet & 

Fourquet-Courbet, 2015).    

A common focus of many of these prior studies of both fictional and non-fictional 

mediated deaths is the ritualistic aspect of this type of grief within today’s online realm 

(Courbet & Fourquet-Courbet, 2014; Gibson, 2015).  Such research generally consists of an 

examination of online manifestations of bereavement over a deceased celebrity or fictional 

character (e.g. web shrines). Mainly concerned with the role of the Internet and social 

media in contemporary bereavement over (non-) fictional personae, this research 

demonstrates the ‘transmedia’ nature of people’s contemporary engagement with media 

texts. In this context, the Internet is postulated as a realm in which media narratives from 

television shows or films are prolonged, thereby offering people ‘an extended, immersive 

experience’ (Brooker, 2001, p. 456).  

 Examples of such bereavement practices include research on how youth use social 

media to construct memorials for strangers (celebrities or victims), and an analysis of the 

condolence messages that are posted there (Marwick & Ellison, 2012; Gibson, 2015). Also 

illustrative is Andrus’ (2014) research in which she examines a memorial website devoted to 

the deceased character, Laura Roslin, from the show Battlestar Galactica and the ways in 

which this character is commemorated within the online fan community. Similarly, DeGroot 

& Leith (2015) conducted a thematic analysis of fan postings on a Facebook memorial group 

site displaying elements of parasocial grief created in memory of the fictional character 

Lawrence Kutner from the television series House, M.D. These case specific studies are 

predominantly concerned with the manifestations and the ‘products’ of grieving in an online 

setting.  As such, they do not reveal a lot about the process and experiences of grieving 

itself, or how people attach meaning to fictional deaths.  

 

Method 

In order to investigate this inherently personal, individual and subjective process, and to 

encourage respondents to speak freely about sensitive topics such as death and mourning, a 

certain level of trust between the interviewer and the respondents is required. For this 

reason, an approach similar to the one deployed by Reijnders (2015) has been used in this 

article. That is, acquaintances, friends, and family members (n=15) were interviewed, 

selected on the criteria that they considered themselves to be a fan of the deceased 

character of one or more fictional novels, television series, games and/or films. The 

recruitment of participants started with two family members and three friends of the 

interviewer, after which snowball sampling was used in order to recruit the other 10 
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participants (non-family members and friends). The recruitment of participants stopped 

with data saturation. 

   The sample thus consists of self-identified fans who engage with fictional media in 

different ways and to different extents (Gray, 2003). It includes avid fans that undertake 

typical fan activities such as substantially spending time on fan fora, but also more casual 

fans, who are limited in their participation in fandoms. These varying degrees or intensities 

of ‘fandom’ did not pose a problem to the research, as more casual or ‘light’ fans can also be 

impacted by certain elements of shows or movies through casual watching, viewing only 

short sequences, or in a distracted manner (Gray, 2003, p. 65). Moreover, to move from 

medium- or product specific accounts of fictional mourning towards more general patterns, 

respondents were encouraged to bring up any fictional character death(s) that had 

impacted them significantly.  

As a result of the recruitment process, the respondent group has a distinct profile: 

most participants are Dutch and from urban areas in the Netherlands (e.g. Rotterdam, 

Amsterdam). All respondents (of whom 10 out of 15 are white, 2 are Dutch/Indonesian, 1 is 

Chinese/Indonesian, 1 is Chinese and 1 is Turkish/Dutch) were born and raised in the 

Netherlands and have predominantly western European cultural backgrounds. Moreover, 

the majority of the respondent group consisted of highly educated, female (12 out of 15) 

young adults.  These factors should be taken into account in interpreting the analysis.1 The 

interviews were semi-structured; they followed a number of pre-established topics which 

were determined from previous studies (Koopman, 2015; Mar et al., 2011; DeGroot & Leith, 

2015; Andrus, 2014; Gibson, 2007). These included: the type of fiction the participants 

generally consume, including the medium (e.g. television or literature) and genre (e.g. 

thriller or comedy), the meaning of the death of fictional characters to respondents, the 

place of the fictional character’s bereavement in the respondents’ everyday lives and how 

they expressed the mourning process. However, the interviews were still open and flexible 

in the sense that respondents were free to come up with their own topics if these bore a 

relation to the pre-determined topics of the research inquiry within the current study 

(Galletta, 2013). 

Interviews were transcribed verbatim (Reijnders, 2015). In order to analyse these, 

qualitative content analysis (using Atlas.ti) was conducted.  This is a method ‘for the 

subjective interpretation of the content of texts data through a systematic classification 

process of coding and identifying themes or patterns’ (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005), or 

conversely, the discrepancies therein. This means that the pre-determined topics served as 

the initial framework to identify ‘key concepts or variables as initial coding categories’ 

(Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p. 1281). In the process of coding, all instances (i.e. sentences, 

words) in the interview transcripts relating to these predetermined topics were highlighted. 

The next step in analysis entailed the coding of all highlighted passages using the 

predetermined codes. During the coding process, there was room for discrepancies and new 

themes or foci to emerge; any passage, word or sentence that did not fit within the initial 
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coding scheme would be given a new code and subsequently categorized (Hsieh & Shannon, 

2005, p. 1281).  

All respondents were given the option of anonymity and 4 out of 15 respondents 

asked for this. Their names have been changed and their place of residence has been 

omitted in quotes, while their age has remained unanonymised.  

 

Analysis 

From the stories that were shared during the interviews, it became clear that each 

respondent holds a small number of fictional deaths close to their hearts. These stemmed 

from all kinds of media and genres, from television shows such as Once Upon a Time (2011-

2018) and Breaking Bad (2008-2013) to books like Discworld (1983–2015) and The Kite 

Runner (2003). Respondents easily conjured up the memory of those fictional deaths that 

had continued to stay with them. It would appear that most deaths would linger in 

respondents’ minds initially because of the ‘powerfulness’ of the death scene; the perceived 

unexpectedness, unfairness and/or spectacle were often cited as elements that made these 

scenes memorable.  

  The interview setting was often the first time that the participants actively recalled 

the experience of fictional deaths (cf. Reijnders, 2015). Nevertheless, the interview 

prompted respondents to disclose discernible ways in which they would reminisce and 

‘relive’ the death of fictional characters in an everyday setting. As such, respondents would 

occasionally recall the death of a fictional character whenever triggered by ‘external stimuli’ 

in real life (Reijnders, 2015) that had some sort of relation to a particular story or character. 

For example, Tonia (22) stated how at random moments in her life she would be casually 

reminded of her beloved character from the novel The World According to Garp:  

 

You see someone doing something really specific, something odd… For 

example, I’ll see you doing really typical things, saying random things … and I 

think, ‘Oh well, that’s just The World According to Rosa’ or whomever. Then I 

am reminded that you are like Garp, you also have your own ways, your own 

life … those kind of things, they remind me of him again. (Tonia, 22, Rotterdam) 

 

This comment is indicative of the unstructured and unpredictable ways in which the death 

of fictional characters generally has an impact on the respondents' everyday lives as was 

revealed during the interviews. Other respondents described how they would recall the 

death of fictional characters in the form of random, passing thoughts while undertaking 

everyday tasks, such as running errands, doing the dishes or relaxing. What these comments 

reveal is how respondents think back to beloved deceased fictional characters at 

unexpected and random times, and how as a result, the stories and consequently the deaths 

of these characters ‘come to life’ again for the respondents at particular, seemingly arbitrary 

occasions. 
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  Despite the apparently ‘fleeting’ nature of mourning for a character, it became 

apparent that there are several ways in which respondents give meaning to the deaths of 

their beloved characters such that these impact on their everyday life as will be discussed 

below.  

 

Intra-textual mourning: imagining a sense of grief 

A common thread through respondents’ accounts of how and why they mourn the death of 

fictional characters has to do with how respondents experience feelings of loss and grief 

within the structures of the stories themselves. Here, feelings of loss and grief seem to be 

instigated by what media narratives offer to the respondents: new worlds in which people 

can fully immerse themselves, complicated relationships into which people can delve and 

multi-dimensional characters to whom people can grow attached.  

 One specific aspect that made almost all respondents mourn the death of these 

fictional characters is the emergence of the sense of attachment to the character over time. 

When talking about why the deaths of Dragonball Z’s Vegeta and Harry Potter’s Sirius Black 

moved her, Nergiz (25) explained: 

 

You see how someone develops […] When you get to know someone’s layers, in 

different situations, you get attached to these people. You form a connection, 

you know? The longer you follow someone, know someone […] It just becomes 

real. (Nergiz, 25, Rotterdam) 

 

Nergiz mentioned development and longevity as factors that made her attached to these 

characters. It is important to note the relationship between the temporal dimension and the 

type of media here given that these sentiments were mainly shared by respondents who 

were involved in a narrative world for a longer period of time.  This included media forms 

such as television series, books (series) or videogames, while the above sense of 

identification was absent in the case of single films.  

  Respondent Nergiz also touched upon another element that adds to the 

respondents’ attachment to a fictional character: multi-layeredness. About half of the 

respondents discussed characters that were multi-layered, flawed underdogs or anti-heroes. 

Quinten (28) explained why the main protagonist of the game version of Apocalypse Now 

appealed to him: 

 

Characters that were unmistakeably good never appealed to me. The beautiful 

thing about the characters I mention is that they are neutral, in that sense. They 

are neither good nor bad. They are anti-heroes, I relate to that more. Because 

when someone is distinctly good or distinctly bad … that is too perfect. It’s just 

so unrealistic, because … well, because I am not distinctly good or bad either. 

(Quinten, 28, Capelle a/d Ijssel) 
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Here, Quinten used himself as a measure of the realism of a character, stating that he 

himself is neither good nor bad, and that an exaggeration of either quality makes characters 

inauthentic2. As a consequence, characters that are flawed and that show different sides of 

themselves were perceived as more relatable.  

   The element of relatability as an explanation for character mourning also recurs in 

instances when the deceased character has functioned as a role model for the respondent. 

For example, Nienke (22) explained why the deaths of Iza and Creb from the book series 

Earth Children moved her: 

 

It translates back to the idea of looking up to someone. They own up to who 

they are, and they are unapologetic, even if it leads to their death. They are 

mentors for Ayla but […] In a way, they are mentors for me as well […] When 

you read about them you get the feeling you want to be like them as well. I 

guess they are like meta-mentors, if that makes sense. (Nienke, 22, Amsterdam) 

 

Calling them ‘meta-mentors’, Nienke expressed here a sentiment that echoes the concept of 

‘emotions of identification’ (Mar et al., 2011), described as the way in which a person 

relates to a character and wanting to be like that character (Mar et al., 2011) as a sort of 

projection of the self. The death of that character, then, signifies the loss of this figure which 

embodies desired or admired qualities.  

  Interestingly enough, the deaths of these characters seemed to strengthen their 

function as a role model. Respondents indicated how, in some cases, characters' deaths 

were a consequence of the characters' ‘admirable’ personality, enforcing their function as a 

role model. Take for example Nienke, who indicated how these deaths epitomised the 

expression of ‘owning up to who you are’, or Quinten, who saw Breaking Bad’s Walter 

White’s death as a worthy and fair sacrifice in the interests of family life and morality.  

 For respondents who themselves have not experienced real life loss, encountering 

the loss of fictive characters also offered the chance to experiment with novel situations and 

emotions, deploying the narratives as imaginary ‘playgrounds’. As Jasmijn (22) illustrated 

when she talked about the Winx television-series, in which one of the protagonists’ 

boyfriend (Nabu) dies:  

 

Luckily I am not in that situation myself […] but I can imagine, someone you get 

along with greatly and with whom you have future plans…and then suddenly he 

is gone. It makes you think, if this person passes away … what the hell would I 

do? My life would be over. I have a boyfriend myself, so it makes you think. 

(Jasmijn, 22, Rotterdam).   

 

For Jasmijn viewing a situation in which a girl loses her boyfriend made her imagine what it 

would be like if she were to lose her own boyfriend. Robin (23) expressed her feelings about 

Derek`s death in Greys’ Anatomy in a similar way: 
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I kind of feel for the people who are left behind, because you can imagine what 

it would be like. I mean, Meredith’s husband is dead and she stays behind with 

her two children. It makes you think, what if that were me? What would I do? I 

don’t have children myself, but I can imagine how horrible that would be. 

(Robin, 23, Hoogvliet) 

 

In this way, these media narratives offer simulated realities within which respondents can 

imagine situations and the accompanying emotions that they themselves have not yet 

experienced. In this sense, respondents mourn the death of fictional characters in an ‘intra-

textual’ way, in which media narratives can be viewed as a space for contemplating 

projected experiences. 

 

Spaces for reflection of one's personal experiences and life 

The most pervasive theme in respondents’ accounts entails personal association with the 

death of fictional characters. About three quarters of the interviewees recollected personal 

experiences and memories when discussing instances of fictional death. This is illustrated by 

the way in which Renate discussed the death of Baba, father of protagonist Amir in The Kite 

Runner: 

 

It hurt reading that part […] Because I know what it’s like. And he went the 

same way. So like, that slow decaying part that cancer does to you … I didn’t 

want him [Baba] to go. (Renate, 20) 

 

In this quote, we see how Renate draws a parallel between the death of Baba and her own 

experience of losing her grandfather. This parallel is twofold. One the one hand, she places 

herself in the protagonist’s shoes, Amir. In this way, she actively identifies with the 

protagonist`s presumed feelings of loss. On the other hand, Renate draws a parallel 

between her grandfather and Baba, based on the similarities in their roles and cause of 

death. Renate also denotes that she did not want Baba to pass away. Thus, as Baba’s death 

presumably reminds Renate of emotions and feelings felt when her grandfather passed 

away, she identifies with Baba’s loss.  

 Nonetheless, one should not view this type of mourning as one-directional or static. 

Rather, respondents’ personal life experiences of loss and fictional death seem to be in 

interplay with one another. For example, Melissa spoke about deaths of parental figures in 

Disney films such as Mufasa in The Lion King and Bambi’s mother as having impacted her at 

a young age: 

 

I lost my grandparents when I was a kid […] You don’t really understand what 

happens with your grandparents when it happens. But then you see something 

similar, so then you can place it better […] it makes you think, like, that person 
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handles it in this way, and this person handles it this way, and how you can deal 

with it yourself. I think you, maybe unconsciously, take something from that for 

yourself. (Melissa, 24, Amersfoort) 

 

Similarly to Renate, Melissa commented upon the parallels between fictional deaths and her 

own experiences of loss. Taking these parallels as a starting point, Melissa described how 

she actively negotiated her own experiences of loss through engaging with relatable 

fictional deaths, and more particularly, through realising and learning from how those left 

behind in the fiction deal with death. These accounts illustrate how some respondents 

utilise fictional narratives for contemplating real life emotions and feelings.  

Another recurrent theme in the interviews is the recollection of encountering 

fictional death at a young age. As Robin remarked when discussing why the death of 

Dumbledore in Harry Potter still stuck with her: 

 

[The Harry Potter universe] was just a very big, very important part of our lives, 

that whole world and the people in it. […] Harry Potter is part of our youth, if 

that makes any sense. We were 13 years old or something, and it was all fun 

and safe back then. And then, Dumbledore was one of the first ones to die. 

Then he just died. (Robin, 23, Hoogvliet) 

 

Robin perceives the Harry Potter universe and Dumbledore as an essential part of her youth, 

which she ties to a time in her life that she considers ‘fun and safe’. The loss of that 

character is then connected by Robin to her perceived carefree and innocent youth. 

Moreover, the death of Dumbledore made Robin recollect some fond childhood memories: 

 

We talked so much about it as well. We discussed every detail, we were so 

upset together, I don’t do that anymore nowadays with other series …  But 

then, it just really stuck with me because it was just such a big deal to us. We 

were so young back then and it was so important to us. It really was our thing. 

(Robin, 23, Hoogvliet) 

 

In this excerpt, Robin reflected on Dumbledore’s death as a memory shared between her 

childhood friends and herself. This also reveals how respondents often desire to outwardly 

express the mourning of fictional characters. As respondent Bobbie expressed, when talking 

about the death of the character Tish in the Divergent book and film series: 

 

I noticed my friends all had the same reaction. It creates a bond I guess, like, 

yeah I know exactly what you’re going through. It just helps to share it with 

other people, even though it’s just a movie or a game … it still feels like a loss, 

you know? You still lose someone and you want to share that. (Bobbie, 22, 

Hoogvliet) 
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Here, like Robin, Bobbie mentioned how she wanted to share her feelings of loss with her 

friends who she knew to be going through the same experience. Yet it is debatable whether 

this kind of outward expression of mourning has a long-term impact on respondents’ daily 

lives, as most respondents mentioned how they would talk about these fictional deaths for 

a couple of days, but generally no more than that. Alternately, other kinds of introspective 

contemplation generated from fictional deaths might prove to be more long term and 

pertinent to the respondents’ everyday lives as will be discussed in the following section. 

 

‘Memento Mori’: further contemplations on death and life 

The final recurrent theme underlying the ‘functions’ of fictional bereavement has to do with 

the broader ramifications of fictional death in general. In this sense, almost all respondents 

tend to reminisce about the way in which fictional death confront them with the prospect of 

real death. These fictional deaths stay with respondents and continue to linger because they 

impact the respondents’ outlook on death and by virtue, on life. One manifestation of this is 

the way in which the death of a fictional character confronts some respondents with the 

prospect of death as something unavoidable. According to Tonia, who discussed why the 

deaths of the characters Leo and Garp from the novels History of Love and The World 

According to Garp continued to linger in her mind: 

 

It may sound corny but … it makes you aware that everyone grows up 

eventually, everyone has some sort of youth, everyone’s getting a different job. 

Some people get married, some people do this, and some do that. But then, 

eventually, you die. We will all die. (Tonia, 22, Rotterdam) 

 

Tonia revealed that the confrontation with death in these novels made her aware of her 

own and everyone else’s mortality. Although respondents often mentioned this, it is rarely 

framed as a novel revelation. The narratives and fictional deaths worked rather as a 

reinforcement and powerful illustration of the knowledge that death is unavoidable. This 

reminder was often accompanied by an acceptance of this prospect, as Margaret suggested 

in her comments about the movie Melancholia:  

 

She knew the world was going to end [and] I could see acceptance, and that 

moved me. You cannot run away from it, I understand […] But Kirsten Dunst’s 

character took her niece to a calm place and they sat there very serene and 

they just waited very calmly for the world to end – for them to end. And that’s 

when I thought, yes. Alright, then. (Margaret, 58, Rotterdam) 

 

Here, the character`s peaceful acceptance of death was met with approval by Margaret, 

even becoming a source of inspiration.  

 Another way in which fictional deaths impacted the respondents’ outlook on death 

and life is that it seemed to reinforce what is important in life. For example, one particular 
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‘lesson’ that repeatedly emerged when respondents talked about the death of marginalized 

characters (e.g. underdogs or anti-heroes) pertained to an overall outlook on how to treat 

people. Nergiz' discussion of what she took from Harry Potter’s anti-hero Sirius Black’s death 

exemplified this position:  

 

… he remained unaccepted in society, even after his death. It bothers me that 

people still don’t know that he was a good man, because people don’t look 

beyond the surface of people. I always try to be friendly to everyone, to include 

everyone. […] I think people don’t make enough effort to get to know each 

other, they just base their opinion on what they see. (Nergiz, 25, Rotterdam) 

 

Here, Nergiz underlined her outlook on life, which is to be open-minded towards people and 

to give everyone a chance, which is reinforced by the perceived similarities between how 

people treated the character, Sirius, in the series and how people treat each other in real 

life. 

 Encountering fictional deaths also reminded respondents how precious life is. As 

Whinney (23) reflected when pondering the meaning of August Water’s death in the book 

and movie The Fault in Our Stars:  

 

It is not really a lesson, I think everyone knows that life is short. But it’s more of 

a memory … or reminder like, oh yeah not everything is about school or work 

[…] I realised again that life can be over very quickly and that you should not 

forget to enjoy it, as it is, whatever it is. (Whinney, 23, Tilburg) 

 

August’s death lingered with Whinney because it served as a reminder that one must not 

take life for granted and enjoy everything that comes one’s way. This illustrates how 

generally respondents negotiate the meaning of fictional deaths so that they make sense in 

terms of their everyday life, and in a broader sense, for their time spent alive.  

  These interviews also demonstrate how, in a way, fictional characters become 

‘immortalised’ in the respondents themselves. Beloved characters pass away and their 

deaths, whatever meanings they may bear for the respondents, become internalised, 

whether in the form of imagining how to deal with the death of a loved one, or in the form 

of valuable reminders about life and how to live it. As such, fictional deaths are incorporated 

into the respondents’ beings, to become ‘reincarnated’. In this respect, fictional character 

bereavement can perhaps be viewed as a circular process: people ‘migrate’ into fictional 

characters when consuming and processing their stories and fictional characters are 

incorporated into people through the kind of meanings they hold.  

 

Conclusion 

The current research has been concerned with the meaning making processes underlying 

fictional character bereavement. The goal of this inquiry was to contribute to existing 
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research on fictional mourning which is currently dominated by two strands of research: 

first, quantitative research focusing on the relation between cultural consumption and 

mood management; and second, fan studies of fictional mourning that are mostly based on 

textual analyses of isolated, individual case studies. Instead, this paper has taken a more 

holistic approach, interviewing respondents on their different and varying experiences with 

fictional character bereavement from a variety of media forms and genres, while trying to 

grasp the role and significance place and role of these cultural practices within the context 

of everyday life. The core finding of this article is that fictional character bereavement 

involves a meaning making process, which, while not always linear, develops at different 

stages through the interplay of the imagination with media narratives, personal memories, 

associations and the personal contemplation of death.  

  Generally, the certain fictional deaths linger with the respondents in the first place 

because of their impressive, shocking, heroic, tragic and/or unexpected nature. People tend 

to think back to these fictional deaths in an unstructured and occasional manner; either 

instigated by stimuli from their environment or more introspectively through daydream-like 

thoughts.  People reminisce on these fictional deaths and as such, ‘relive’ them at random 

and at unexpected moments in their lives.  

  However momentary and sporadic this may seem at first glance, the meanings of 

fictional deaths may be valuable for respondents in ways that can leave traces in their daily 

lives. Through actively negotiating and reconstructing the fictional narratives, respondents 

give meaning to the deaths of their treasured characters in ways that are useful to their 

daily conduct. Through the narrative structures, such as multi-layeredness and longevity, 

people become attached to fictional characters and engage in parasocial relationships 

(Ballantine & Martin, 2005; Cohen, 2014). Subsequently, the death of a character may elicit 

an emotional response; respondents indicate experiencing feelings of loss and grief. In some 

cases, these feelings diminish, while in other cases the sense of loss can be quite profound 

for the participants. 

   Particularly important here is what these media narratives can mean to respondents; 

offering a space in which people can imagine possible situations and realities regarding the 

death of loved ones, but also a space for reflecting on personal emotions of loss, memories 

and sentiments of youth. This roughly corresponds to the cathartic element that consuming 

fiction is believed to encompass (Koopman, 2015; Markell & Markell, 2008): through 

experiencing similar emotions of losing loved ones through media narratives, people are 

able to borrow elements from that simulation of grief that helps them cope with real life 

experiences or the expectation of death and grieving.  

 Ultimately these interviews highlight how media narratives of death help people 

deal with the inevitability of death and contemplate their own mortality. As such, in a time 

where death continues to be a sensitive topic in people’s direct environment, media could 

be seen to be a resource for redefining various assumptions about death and subsequently, 

about life (Stone, 2009).  
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  It must be noted, however, that these findings are tentative. Since socio-cultural 

contexts heavily influence individual imaginative worlds (Ehn & Löfgren, 2010), the fact that 

the respondent group consisted of mainly female, highly educated Dutch young adults 

impacts the data and thus the generalisability. Further research should therefore be 

conducted within multiple socio-cultural contexts in order to move towards a more inclusive 

and comparative account of fictional character bereavement. 

  Moreover, a number of questions have been raised during the current study that go 

beyond the scope of this research but that are worthy of further investigation. First, it 

appears as though there is a gendered element as to what makes a fictional death 

particularly tragic or painful. Whereas female respondents would often mention the loss of 

love and romantic relationships as contributing factors, male respondents more often 

focused on the loss of a character with admirable moral qualities. However, since this 

research includes a limited number of male respondents, more research is needed to draw 

substantial conclusions in this respect. 

  A second issue that certainly deserves further attention is the level of realism of the 

stories and worlds in which fictional characters die. The current study deliberately focused 

on stories and fictional deaths from all kinds of media and genres, in order to reduce story 

and medium specific effects. However limited, the current findings do seem to point 

towards a slight disparity in how people experience deaths from on the one hand realistic 

stories and on the other hand fantasy stories. Namely, respondents seem to negotiate 

‘extraordinary’ deaths within a fantasy setting in a more complex manner, as they 

appropriate fantastical, non-realistic elements in such a way that they make sense in actual 

reality. Thus, a research project comparing realistic and fantastic narratives could reveal 

more about how different types of narrative worlds influence people’s imagination.   

  Nevertheless, what these conclusions offer is a first look at the broader ramifications 

of people mourning the death of fictional characters, and especially the very real 

consequences of this experience for people’s daily life. As Harry Potter’s Dumbledore 

symbolically ponders in the book series when consoling Harry at the end of his journey: ‘Of 

course it is happening inside your head, Harry, but why on earth should that mean that it is 

not real?’ No matter how fantastical, extraordinary and imaginary the characters, the 

situations and the stories that people engage with are, the impact of these fictional 

experiences can be extremely relevant for people’s daily life. And no matter how tragic, 

confrontational or upsetting these fictional narratives of death may be, what the current 

study shows is how these narratives can offer comfort and nurture in helping people to cope 

with one of life’s most definite and inescapable consequences: death.   
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Notes: 
                                                           
1 The current research includes mostly audiences of Western, predominantly Anglo-Saxon popular 

culture. Including participants varying in cultural backgrounds, ethnicity and race might facilitate 

additional insights, considering the possible cross-cultural variations in grieving.  
2 Authenticity is a key concept within discussions on fandom communities, generally connoting a 

sense of a ‘real’ or ‘true’ quality of both the object of a fandom (the extent to which a fan text is 

authentic as viewed by fandom communities) as well as fans themselves (the extent to which a 

person is considered a ‘true’ fan or member of the fan community) (Peterson, 1997). The scope of 

this debate is too broad and in depth to delve into regarding the small scope of the current article, 

but it could be an endeavour for potential lines of future research.  


