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Abstract
In this essay, I explore the digital ritual responses initiated by the ‘Corona death’ as a global media
event and analyse how this event and related ritualisation materialised in the Spring and early
Summer of 2020. This essay has been inspired by my long-lasting research interest in mediated
death and my curiosity for methodological exploration. The analysis is grounded in my ongoing
digital media ethnographic fieldwork, as well as Susan Finley’s ideas on arts-based research as a
creative methodological means of expanding media anthropological knowledge. Following Finley, I employ my own emotive experiences, senses, and imaginations, as have been triggered by
the Corona death, throughout this ethnographic journey. Theoretically, I draw on the anthropology
of death and, namely, Victor Turner’s seminal work on death ritual as a life crisis ritual. The essay
concludes with a reflection on the social and cultural implications of the explored ritual practices
in a condition of continuing pandemic.
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Death does not just exist. In order to have coherence and to find its place, it has to be integrated into a wider scheme of things… death is always part of a more general vision of
life. The opposite is less often true. What is supposed to be a window on eternity becomes a
looking glass in which we see ourselves1.

Figure 1 - Illustration tagged with the search word “Coronavirus”, copyright pikist.
com/free-photo2
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1. death ritual in a media event
In this essay, I explore the digital ritual responses initiated by the ‘Corona death’ as a
global media event3 and analyse how this event and its related ritualisations materialised in the Spring and early Summer of 2020. This essay is inspired by my long-lasting research interest in mediated death and my curiosity for methodological exploration4. The analysis is grounded in my ongoing digital media ethnographic fieldwork
as well as Susan Finley’s5 ideas on arts-based research as a creative methodological
means of expanding media anthropological knowledge. Following Finley, I employ
my own emotive experiences, senses, and imaginations, as have been triggered by
the Corona death, throughout the ethnographic journey. Theoretically, I draw on the
anthropology of death6 and, namely, Victor Turner’s seminal work on death ritual as
a life crisis ritual7.
Turner approaches death rituals as a transformative cultural and social practice
that has the potential to create new meanings of social life in a time of collective grief.
According to Turner’s theory, death rituals consist of three interlinked phases: rupture,
liminality, and re-structuring order. The first phase of life crisis ritual, rupture, describes
how the normal routine of life is interrupted by an unexpected incident ‒ i.e., death. This
phase is characterised by either larger or smaller chaos and/or disorder, which separates
people from their everyday predictable lives and their sense of normality. The phase of
rupture is followed by liminality, the phase of between and betwixt. In this phase, the
old order (normality) is broken and the new order (life after death) has not yet been
established. The liminal phase bears the potential for actors to play with and change the
rules previously considered ‘normal’ in society. This phase, according to Turner’s analysis, is necessary for individuals and society to transform into a new social order and for
society to be restructured after death. The third phase in life crisis rituals closes the crisis
and helps individuals and members of society to gain a new status and reaffirm that life
continues ‒ not as it used to be ‒ but renewed and reformed. When successful, Turner
argues, death rituals can potentially help individuals and communities to reorganise the
social relations between the living and the dead in society8.
‘Corona death’ can well be characterised as a global media event. By media event,
I here refer to a theory first formulated by Daniel Dayan and Elihu Katz9. As such, the
characteristics of a media event are its power to interrupt the normal flow of news and
to create a collectively-shared mediated experience of participation, in what Dayan and
Katz describe in their book title as the “live broadcasting of history”. Today, global
media events take place in a hybrid media environment, in which elements of the event
unfold in news media and social media alike; thus, constituting a hybrid media event10.
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My digital media ethnographic fieldwork11 on ‘Corona death’ as a hybrid media
event began in February 2020, when I lived in Helsinki. In early March, I travelled
to London (a research visit that was cut short due to the pandemic). While the visit
turned out to be brief, those days in London nevertheless offered me a chance to follow
the news on the Coronavirus pandemic as it unfolded first-hand in the British media.
Upon arriving back in Finland, I continued to work on the topic. In this exercise, I have
tracked, traced, and followed diverse news sites and social media platforms, to observe
the circulation of symbolic and patterned messages among and between them12. This
fieldwork has included recurrent exploration in Facebook, YouTube, and ‒ to some extent ‒ Twitter, as well as different online news sites including such news outlets as the
BBC, the New York Times, Le Monde, the Guardian, Helsingin Sanomat, YLE, and occasionally Aljazeera English. I have watched videos, taken notes, downloaded images,
and saved links that I considered to be relevant, in my efforts to pinpoint the practices
of ritual with the substance and weight for further ethnographic examination. During
this time arts-based research as a methodological approach provided me with the experimental means to reflect on my ethnographic findings, from an emotive and imaginative
perspective. Its process proved to have a unique value and contribution to this text.
Apart from a personal writing style, also the visuals in this essay, collected as part of my
ethnographic fieldwork and arts-based exploration, were a crucial part of this process.

2. a rupture
My attention was first drawn to the news of a new virus in February 2020. The COVID-19
virus ‒ and, with it, death ‒ began to make its way to the newsrooms, as well as infiltrating social media. At that point, it appeared to me as though the virus and ‘Corona death’
were globally newsworthy and unfortunate, but distant and, mostly linked to the Wuhan
markets and other such places in China.
It did not take long for the virus to find its way to Europe. One of the first European
virus hotspots was the Alps, where people had been enjoying their winter holidays and
became infected with the virus. In no time, the global news began to report deaths in Europe, in Italy, Austria, and Spain. Here is a headline from 20 March in the Finnish daily,
Helsingin Sanomat: “Greed was given priority over the lives of the people in the village
and their guests: How the village called the Ibiza of Alps became a ‘corona sling’”13.
Reading such headlines, I sensed public anger towards those ‘bold and beautiful’ individuals who had the privilege to spend their winter holidays in luxury resorts, enjoying
the après-ski atmosphere. As these affluent ‘Corona slings’ returned home, they brought
the virus with them.
It was not long before the global news became saturated with footage of hospitals,
nurses in protective gear, and trucks transporting bodies. People of different ages and
socio-economic backgrounds were affected by the virus. The news images, circulating
both in legacy media and on social media, brought Coronavirus deaths to the living
rooms and daily lives of many Europeans, my ethnography included, in an extraordi-
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nary manner. Soon enough, similar images and related death stories began to spread
from Europe to the United States. Mass graves were dug in New York; bodies filled
hospital corridors and even vacant hotel rooms. The scenes were surreal and the line
between ‘reality’ and nightmare was, at times, difficult to maintain. Threat, anxiety, and
confusion could be felt in the news stories, as well as social media updates and posts.
Slogans and memes, such as “Stay the fuck at home”, created pressure on social media
for people to observe their government’s historic emergency laws14. From the Turnerian
ritual perspective, normal everyday life had broken down; a transition towards the liminal stage began.

3. in between
And, yet, as the ethnography uncovers, ‘Corona death’ was not only something to fear, it
also became a reality of life, in and via the hybrid media event. This exceptional moment
in time generated vivid ritual activity across different digital media platforms ‒ that is,
both the news media and social media. I began to notice how Turner’s idea of ritual as a
transformative practice was embodied in the diverse digital, street, and popular cultural
art projects, as well as further expressions of vernacular human creativity. Around the
world, people in lockdown posted and shared pictures and videos of themselves singing,
playing, and clapping together. One of the most famous virtually-spread rituals of this
liminal phase was the performance of live music on balconies. It became apparent how
togetherness and solidarity, paired with a need to join in with other people of the hybrid
media environment under lockdown, were conveyed through a multitude of amateur
videos, as well as in online news footage from big media companies.
Figure 2 - People in Turin gather together to sing Bella Ciao on their balconies
(La Stampa, 25 April 2020), YouTube screenshot 15
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Another ritual moment, inspired by the lockdown, was clapping. Images spread across
hybrid media of people from India to Brazil, and from Europe to North America, wishing to express their gratitude and respect for the hospitals’ doctors and nurses. In the UK,
a weekly cheer and thanksgiving for their National Health Service workers were widely
reported on social media and in the global news. During this time, the victims of Corona
were not forgotten, as, for instance, the BBC published in its online broadcast the pictures and names of health care workers who had died from the virus. Digital mourning
rituals such as these circulated from one media platform to another.
Figure 3 - Tweeting solidarity and support, Twitter screenshot 16

4. towards the new normal?
Spring 2020 and its aftermath were and are still baffling, and our efforts to make sense of
the past tense of this media event are still ongoing. Although it is far too early to assess
how ‘we’, as habitants of this hybrid reality, will eventually manage this mass mortality, it is worth pausing for a moment. With the second wave in full force, at the time of
writing, it is worth considering the creative, imaginative ritual means that we can collectively harness to tackle the deadly virus, along with its social and cultural consequences.
I contend that the hybrid media environment, with its varying ritual practices, momentarily brought to life the idea of communitas, which Turner17 links to the liminal
phase. This interpretation may turn out not only to be too hasty but also optimistic, as
change and constant motion are characteristic features of the hybrid media. A fleeting-
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ly-shared and momentarily-felt sympathy and solidarity on one digital platform can
quickly and easily turn into critique, antipathy, and hostility on another. Furthermore,
public demonstrations are emerging in different parts of the world against the required
use of face masks and other such restrictions in public spaces. Rituals produced as a
response to the ‘Corona death’ have also revealed divisive community boundaries, highlighting whose lives are valued in the media over those of others, and whose suffering
tends to go unnoticed versus that of others18. Death totals in India and Brazil, for instance, which are both high in the global statistics, stand out as examples of such ritual
biases as they can be seen to have been underreported versus smaller figures of deaths
in the so-called ‘Western world’.
In Turner’s ritual model, the liminal phase is transformative and is followed by a
new structure; this restructured life then returns to normal. Today, as my ethnographic
journey continues, global news reports and social media updates about new Coronavirus
infections and deaths are once again on the rise. New lockdowns and restrictions are
again being enforced by governments and local officials in different parts of the world,
including such global media cities as London and Paris.
A new order after the pandemic is not yet in sight. Instead, it seems as though we
are once again heading towards a new liminal phase ‒ that is, another state of emergency. Only time will tell whether the digital rituals of human creativity that previously
communicated togetherness and solidarity ‒ boosted by song and dance, images and
clapping ‒ will continue to show their strength in the face of the ‘Corona death’; or,
whether we will all face what is beginning to be described as ‘Corona fatigue’ in the
media19. If ‒ or, when ‒ such rituals that reinforce resilience and tenacity under pressure
begin to fade out, in this media event, will there then be a ritual vacuum?
Figure 4 - Image in the New York Times (5 April 2020) in a story about Finland
and face masks20
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Such as scenario, when thinking about today’s media environment and its saturation
with constant messages, stories, and memes, seems rather unlikely. In which case,
I must ask, will ritual practices that seek something else ‒ perhaps, to blame scapegoats21 or, to establish communities of disbelief ‒ be given more exposure in the future?
I am afraid to think of the potential consequences of such hostile ritual activities.
It may well be too early to make a comprehensive analysis, let alone draw definitive conclusions on the ‘Corona death’ as a media event with related ritual functions.
What can be said is this: what I felt, sensed, and imagined in Spring and the early
Summer of 2020 as I participated in this hybrid media event, through my ethnography
study of the news and social media updates, translates to me today as something utmost
unusual and bizarrely unique. What is more, to grasp those moments of vernacular ritual
creativity, no matter how fragmented, contingent, or limited in their scope, when it came
to measuring them, could not have been possible without a sense of methodological experimentation ‒ that is, the pairing of digital media ethnography and arts-based research.
As such, I found myself wandering, sensing, and imagining the limits of life in this hybrid media event of death unfolding before my eyes.
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