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ARTICLE

Lorenz Widmaier

DIGITAL PHOTOGRAPHIC LEGACIES, 

MOURNING, AND REMEMBRANCE: LOOKING 

THROUGH THE EYES OF THE DECEASED 

This article examines how digital photographic legacies affect and shape mourning and 
remembrance. The research sample comprises 32 interviews with bereaved persons, two 
expert interviews, 500 photographs, 200 screenshots, and social media contents. The 
qualitative, empirical research utilises constructivist grounded theory. Research data were 
gathered through intensive media-elicitation interviews, researcher-generated photogra-
phy, and extant data collection. The findings demonstrate the profound impact of digital 
photographic legacies on mourning and remembrance, and that creatively working with 
inherited photographs is an essential task in bereavement. Digital photographs left behind 
empower mourners to recall everyday life in rich detail, to recognise the personality of the 
deceased, to feel close, and to reconnect with them. Further, inherited photographs may 
alleviate grief by allowing mourners to experience missed periods of the deceased’s life, to 
learn about their hidden facets, to be reassured about their good life, to answer questions of 
why, guilt, and time in cases of suicide, and thus to reconstruct the deceased’s biography. 
The article advocates a refocusing of photography research on photography’s commemorative 
function. It suggests that bereavement researchers and counsellors could benefit from further 
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exploration of digital photographic legacies for grief and through a consideration of 
advancing therapeutic grief techniques which utilise digital photographs.

This article examines how digital photographic legacies affect and shape grieving, 
mourning, and remembrance of the bereaved. Walter showed how novel communica-
tion technologies have always reshaped ‘the social presence of the dead’ and how they 
were mourned and remembered.1 The advent of digital technology impacting the 
presence of the dead is reflected in the term ‘thanatechnology,’ coined by Sofka in 
1997.2 Digital technology has been utilised for mourning and remembrance, which was 
recognised early in the academic discourse. In the 1990s, handcrafted memorial 
websites, virtual cemeteries, and memorial platforms emerged.3 In the early 2000s, 
social networks such as Myspace or Facebook were designed to celebrate life, but 
quickly also became places to mourn and remember the dead.4 In social networks the 
living and dead coexist unlike in dedicated memorial portals.5 The literature described 
both that mourning in social networks can cause distress, but also that comfort for the 
bereaved can be provided. Distress may result from the visibility of grief on social 
networks,6 when the dead intrude unexpectedly into the bereaved’s daily life through 
birthday reminders,7 or when fellow mourners stop posting.8 The comfort afforded by 
social networks is often discussed under the heading of ‘continuing bonds,’9 and the 
majority of literature demonstrated how posthumous relationships with the deceased 
can be sustained on social networks.10 Further, sharing grief both with friends and 
strangers in social networks is often reported as comforting.11 Finally, various dis-
ciplines discussed visions of digital immortality.12 The new visibility of grief through 
thanatechnology marks a major social transformation.

Digital legacies — the data we leave behind after our death — have become 
increasingly germane for survivors and academics through the proliferation of social 
networks.13 The studies that registered continuing bonds in social networks often 
addressed the texts, pictures, and videos that the deceased leave behind.14 Messenger 
applications like WhatsApp are increasingly being addressed.15 Various visions of digital 
immortality imagined the resurrection of the deceased through their digital legacies 
revived by algorithms,16 for example as chatbot.17 Further, there have been intense 
discussions about a ‘thanatosensitive design,’18 the planning or management of a digital 
legacy,19 the question of posthumous privacy,20 and the legal aspects of bequeathing and 
inheriting digital data.21 Digital legacies left behind on social networks have been 
analysed more frequently than unshared or secret digital legacies, but participants’ 
deceased often shared only the smallest portion of what became their later digital legacy 
during their lifetime. This article focuses on photographs; a subset of digital legacies. 
Conducting interviews at the homes of participants allowed me to browse through the 
deceased’s profiles and timelines on social networks, as well as their previously 
unshared and secret photographs. I learned not only the stories behind the photographs, 
but also realised their meaning for mourning and remembrance.

Since in the future most photographs will be inherited digitally, a need exists to 
explore the role of digital photography in relation to mourning and remembrance. 
This article contributes to a more holistic view about how digital photographic 
legacies impact the grieving, mourning, and remembrance of the bereaved. The 
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empirically grounded findings may be useful for photography researchers, bereave-
ment researchers, as well as those who deal with grief in their professional realms.

Methods and research sample

The empirical research utilised constructivist grounded theory.22 Research data were 
gathered through intensive media-elicitation interviews, researcher-generated photo-
graphy, and extant data collection. The data were gathered between 2019 and 2022.

Constructivist grounded theory for thanatology

Research in thanatology commonly uses qualitative methods.23 Grounded theory’s 
research style and methods were chosen because they have a thanatological origin and 
they consider the complexity of everyday life.24

Grounded Theory was first presented in 1967 by Glaser and Strauss.25 On the 
one hand, the term ground theory stands for a methodology, a ‘style of doing 
qualitative analysis,’26 which urges the discovery of new theory not ‘by logical 
deduction from a priori assumptions,’27 but inductively throughout the analysis of 
research data. On the other hand, the term stands for the outcome of this methodol-
ogy, i.e. for a theory that is grounded in data, and therefore is a grounded theory.

Researcher subjectivity is inevitable and indispensable when conducting inter-
views on death. Reichertz argued that by allowing some researcher subjectivity, 
interviews are no longer mere data collection, but vis-à-vis conversations, which 
foster the emergence of diverse and biographically meaningful perspectives.28 There 
were also a few situations in which I provided technical support to participants; for 
example, in accessing a hard drive of a participant holding her son’s digital legacy. 
Hearing about her problem of not having access, and being present while she viewed 
the data for the first time, led to valuable insights. Consequently, this research 
adopted Charmaz’s constructivist approach to grounded theory methodology,29 

which allows for reflection on such situations and acknowledges the subjective role 
of the researcher.

Research sample and sampling strategy

The research sample comprises 32 interviews with bereaved persons and two expert 
interviews, one with a funeral director and one with a bereavement counsellor, 
resulting in 89 hours of audio recordings. A further 500 researcher-generated photo-
graphs, 200 screenshots, three blogs, six complete social media timelines, and 16 
memorial videos comprise the extent of the research materials. One interview was 
conducted in Cyprus, the others in Germany.

Twenty-five bereaved interview participants are assumed female, 8 assumed male 
(participants were not asked). Sample age lies between 22 and 70; average age of 51. 
The age of the deceased lies between 13 and 82; average age of 41. Other demo-
graphic information, such as nationality, religion, education, or occupation, was not 
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collected because it was not relevant for this research. The periods between the date 
of death and the interview range from a few months to 16 years, with an average of 
about 3.5 years. The causes of death are illness, organ failure, drugs, accidents, 
murder, and suicide. The deceased are the participant’s grandparents, parents, 
siblings, children, and partners.

The first participants were found via ‘“snowball” sampling’30 or initial sampling in 
grounded theory terminology, by contacting numerous, predominantly unknown 
people in person, by phone, by email, and via social media, about my search for 
interview participants. For instance, family and friends arranged six interviews with 
people with whom I had no previous contact; bereavement counsellors; mourning 
group leaders; priests; hospice employees; funeral directors; mourners who made 
their grief public on social media; or visitors of the Museum for Sepulchral Culture in 
Kassel, Germany. The search for participants was also published in magazines, in 
newsletters, in bereavement groups, or was tweeted by popular Twitter accounts 
dealing with death and mourning. Later, intentional theoretical sampling31 guided the 
search for specific bereavement cases. For example, after having started with inter-
views with participants who lost older persons, I looked for cases of child loss to 
compare whether children left behind different data; and I searched for cases of 
suicide, as I suspected a different role of digital legacies for such losses. The many 
contacts gained made theoretical sampling feasible; particularly helpful were bereave-
ment counsellors who connected me to specific cases, and bereavement group 
facilitators who run offline or online groups and spread my request to the group.

Data collection

Twenty-six interviews lasting between 1 hour and 20 minutes to 5 hours, with an 
average of 2 hours and 40 minutes, were conducted face-to-face at the participants’ 
homes, 4 face-to-face but not at home, one by telephone, and one by email. In two 
interviews, a bereavement counsellor was involved whose questions and remarks 
became part of the analysis. All interviews were recorded with the consent of the 
participants and transcribed in their entirety by the researcher.

The intensive interviews were semi-structured. Deviations from the flexible 
interview guide were explicitly welcome, as they benefit explorative research and 
bring valuable insights.32 Following Charmaz’s recommendation to ‘devise a few 
broad, open-ended questions’33 allowed the participants to set topics themselves, lead 
to rich answers, and provided essential biographical context. The interview guide was 
constantly refined during the analysis; sufficiently answered questions were removed 
and new questions added. Reviewing digital legacies with participants was a crucial 
component of the interviews. Through media-elicitation, which is based on photo- 
elicitation,34 I reviewed with the participants not only photographs, but also mes-
senger chats, social media timelines, or videos. This process elicited participant’s 
stories, meaning, and led to intimate, emotional, and dynamic conversations.

With researcher-generated photography, digital legacies and memory practices 
of participants were captured. Photographing was an integral part of the interviews 
and not a separate sequence. Taking photographs allowed for short pauses for 
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reflection or emotional regrouping. My choice of motifs was predominantly 
informed by the general interview guide and by what the participants longed to 
show me. Typical photographs show the smartphones of the deceased, Facebook 
mourning posts on the computer of the bereaved, or memorial altars at home. The 
photographs enriched the study with visual data for analysis and facilitated an 
additional visual narration.

The research material was further developed by the collection of extant data 
including screenshots of messenger conversations, smartphone galleries, blogs, social 
media timelines, or memorial videos related to the interviews.

Constant comparative analysis and credibility

The analysis followed the comparative principle of grounded theory35 and used initial 
and focused coding,36 categorising, memo-writing, diagramming, and theoretical 
sampling. After a series of maximum four interviews, transcripts and visual data 
were coded for actions.37 Visual data were not translated into text, but codes were 
applied directly to segments of photographs, screenshots, or videos. The same code 
system was used for transcripts and visual data. Focused coding and constant 
comparisons generated first hypotheses and informed theoretical sampling. The 
analysis was conducted with qualitative data analysis software (MAXQDA).

The constant comparative method ensures credibility.38 For the categories 
developed, ‘theoretical sufficiency’39 was achieved, acknowledging the limitations 
mentioned below. As needed, participants were recontacted to verify findings. Thick 
description and visual data retain participant voice in the findings and allow the reader 
to scrutinise the credibility of the grounded theory.

Transferability and limitations

This article focuses primarily on the opportunities of a digital photographic legacy for 
mourning and remembrance, and is thus limited in transferability in that it cannot say 
whether the findings are bound to gender, age, education, occupation, nationality, or 
religion of the participants because no comparisons were made with these properties. 
There is no potential bias to disclose.

Informed consent and anonymisation

Informed consent was obtained from all participants and no information about the 
research was purposefully withheld. All names of participants mentioned in this 
article are pseudonyms. The persons shown in the photographs and screenshots are 
not anonymised. Participants were informed about the context in which the images 
are published and have all consented to this unanonymised publication. Although 
‘anonymity is often taken-for-granted as an ethical necessity,’40 the essence of an 
image can be lost through anonymisation and deprive the participants of their voice.41 

Further, anonymisation itself can be unethical. For example, the loss of a child can be 
painfully highlighted by placing a black bar over the child’s eyes. Anonymisation 
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could also contribute to the feeling that grief is something not to be talked about, not 
to be shown, but something of which to be ashamed.

Additionally, the consent of the deceased must be ethically considered and 
a decision made as to what extent their privacy can or should be ensured. The author 
was guided by the perspective of the bereaved, who knew the deceased well and 
often reflected on posthumous privacy in the interviews.

Ethics approval

This research is being conducted at the Cyprus University of Technology and part of 
the European training network H2020 POEM, with Universität Hamburg as the lead 
university. The ethical procedures of the research were submitted to and approved by 
the Ethics Committee at the Faculty of Humanities (EKGW), Universität Hamburg 
on 2 July 2019.

Findings

Participants inherited photographs which their deceased shared publicly or semi- 
publicly on social networks such as Facebook, Snapchat, or Instagram. They found 
photographs contained in private dialogues in messengers like WhatsApp or Facebook 
Messenger. Posthumous photo sharing on social networks and in messengers was an 
important source of new photographs for survivors. But participants also inherited 
numerous previously unshared photographs, which the deceased perhaps intended to 
remain secret. Such photographs were saved in clouds like Google Photos or iCloud 
Photos, or in local folders on the deceased’s devices. The following insights show 
how participants mourned and remembered their deceased with these digital photo-
graphic legacies.

Snapshots — remembering everyday life

Participants often interrupted scrolling through photo galleries when everyday snap-
shots appeared — they were their favourite kind of photographs. Annette affirmed: 
‘Snapshots … and these are now beautiful memories; they hang in my living room.’ 
Everyday snapshots captured the partner barbecuing, gardening, drinking coffee, or 
having breakfast under a parasol. They captured the child painting the new flat, 
baking, or partying with friends. They captured the parents at their workplace or the 
grandparents on Christmas Eve. I spoke with Ulrike about a photograph of her 
partner sitting on the terrace (Figure 1). On the table is an empty glass of wine, an 
ashtray, a packet of cigarettes, and a lighter. This mundane photo taken at home was 
her favourite, because it shows how he usually sat on this terrace, usually drank 
a glass of wine there, and usually smoked cigarettes there. She told me he was 
a homebody, rarely wanted to go out, and preferred to sit on that terrace. For her, 
this photograph represents her partner because ‘he looks the way he looks, normal, 
the way he looked, and doing what he always did.’
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Such photographs allowed participants to recall the everyday life once shared. Oliver 
treasured ‘especially the little things,’ was interested in ‘the very normal life story,’ 
and less in photographs his son took at festivals or on holidays. Oliver set up 
a Facebook memorial profile for his son and posted an everyday photograph showing 
him on the terrace at home (Figure 2).

Fig. 1. An everyday snapshot of Ulrike’s partner sitting on the terrace.                             

Photograph taken by the author (2020).
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Other participants, too, recognised their deceased particularly in everyday portraits 
and selfies. Mareike described a snapshot characteristic of her partner (Figure 3): ‘He 
was a coffee fan, and I thought that was a perfect snapshot, him with such a nice latte 
macchiato, and yes, it matches him … . So this is such a typical photo.’

Fig. 2. A screenshot of a post on the Facebook memorial profile for                                

Oliver’s son.Screenshot taken by the author (2021).
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Mareike told me that she has fond memories of this beautiful day and that precisely 
such memories help her to get through tough days. Recalling the stories of everyday 
life also evoked deep emotions in Gabriele, who said while scrolling through 
WhatsApp: ‘So you just have intense experiences when you look at something like 
that. I find it much, much more intense than when I go to the grave and look at the 
flowers.’ She told me that these photographs were ‘really taken from everyday life.’ 
Especially when the end of life was dominated by illness, it was healing for 
participants to affirm everyday life in the photographs. Ulrike said about a photo 
showing her partner smoking in front of the hospital: ‘I really, really have to laugh … 
I find the photos great, because it also shows that normality has somehow not been 
lost even through this whole ordeal.’

Fig. 3. An everyday snapshot of Mareike’s partner drinking coffee.                                

Photograph taken by the author (2020).
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Remembering normality can also be significant when the loss occurred under 
particularly tragic circumstances. Jelena shared everyday photographs of her daugh-
ter, who was murdered, on a Facebook memorial group (Figure 4).

Fig. 4. A screenshot of a post in the Facebook memorial group                                  

for Jelena’s daughter. Screenshot taken by the author (2022).
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The comment in Figure 4 says:

Dear {name of mother}, Your wish was that your daughter would not be 
remembered as the ‘murdered girl’! Because of your courage to put such pictures 
in this group, she is firmly anchored in our minds and hearts as a smiling, living 
sunshine. I admire you and wish you with all my heart that you will find a way 
for life to bring smiles and happiness back into your soul.   

The comment shows that everyday snapshots can be crucial to direct mourning and 
remembrance. Isabella also learned to cherish her partners’ snapshots of construction 
sites (Figure 5) which she previously found boring and distant; later they appeared 
comforting because they symbolise her partner, an architect.

Fig. 5. A photograph of the smartphone of Isabella’s partner                                    

showing the gallery app. Photograph taken by the author (2021).
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However, when participants had no connection to the photographs, they had no 
stories to tell and therefore found them less interesting. Leonie said about photo-
graphs she inherited from her brother and his partner: ‘I don’t have to keep them, 
because for me, I don’t connect any memories with them.’

A Feeling of closeness — reconnecting to the deceased

Susanne told me about the extensive Facebook timeline her son left behind: ‘Yes, that is 
one of the few things where I can still see him somehow alive.’ Also Helena feels close to 
her son when looking at his Facebook timeline: ‘There I can feel close to him, I look for 
example, at his photos and I know, sometimes he told me stories about certain things, and 
I can look at the photos and think: oh yes, you told me about that.’ The photographs allow 
her to step back in time: ‘Then I am not in the here and now of the third of March two 
thousand and twenty, but there. I am a silent observer and there he lives on a bit.’ Jelena 
could also feel a connection to her daughter through photographs: ‘These personal images 
were simply something where I had the feeling that she is still there. She is here now, she 
is helping me now. So, yes, that was important for me.’ Alexandra feels close to her 
deceased grandfather and the family through his photographs: ‘By looking at these 
pictures … . You can feel them closer to you. Because you revive like all the moments 
and everything.’ She also feels closeness because his photographic legacy is ‘very 
representative of who he was’ (Figure 6). She saw his view of the world through his 
photographs and could recollect what was important to him: ‘I mean he was not taking 
pictures of landscapes or anything, it’s just family things, and himself, he was even taking 
selfies sometimes. So, yeah, it’s emotional because it’s just him and the family.’

Fig. 6. A screenshot taken on Alexandra’s grandfather’s tablet showing family photographs. Screenshot taken by 

the author (2019).

30 P H O T O G R A P H I E S



For Alexandra, the family pictures convey closeness and bonding. Despite the 
often large number of inherited photographs, other participants nevertheless 
missed images that show the family as a whole. Susanne told me that she deeply 
misses a photograph showing her son together with his sister, father, and herself:

Where all four of us are together. Not posed, but in situations that we just spent 
together or so. I think a lot is missing. Because we spent time together, but no 
one took a photo because we were just among ourselves and no one thought 
about taking a photo.   

Photographs also empower participants who have lost their partner to recall the closeness 
and intimacy they once shared. Through the inherited photographs, Annette could under-
stand how her partner saw the world and how they complemented each other:

And these everyday pictures often showed me or showed me how {name of the 
deceased} saw the world; what was important to her. You know, for example, if 
we had gone for a walk and there had been, I don’t know, a sunset, a sunflower, 
and a cemetery. Then I would probably have photographed the sunset and {name 
of the deceased} photographed the cemetery.   

Partner selfies convey closeness. Ulrike’s favourite selfie is one ‘where it also looks like 
really intimate love somehow.’ A digital photographic legacy may also hold photographs of 
once shared sexual experiences, which are likely more prevalent due to smartphone 
proliferation. Jasmine is grateful for the close-ups and the sexual records:

I mean, you’re always so afraid that you’ll forget … . That you can no longer 
remember details, for example … . How his eyebrows were actually shaped or 
something like that, and that’s what photos are really good for, and I think that 
also concerns the whole rest of the body, of course.   

She looked at the photographs and watched the short videos immediately after her 
partner passed away. Since then, she has kept them at a distance, because they 
painfully remind her that she can no longer have sex with him, yet she is ‘crazy 
happy’ that they exist.

Unknown photos — reconstructing life

Some participants already knew the photographs of their loved ones before they died, but 
for others the photographic legacies were partially or entirely unknown. Unknown photo-
graphs enabled some participants to reconstruct missed periods of the deceased’s life. 
Konstantin had little contact with his father in the last years before he passed away, but his 
father’s smartphone held many photographs of everyday life. Konstantin wanted to learn 
about his father’s daily life and said about the inherited photographs: ‘Somehow they were 
so real for me, really as if, yes, I can’t describe it, but, yes, as if I were actually somehow 
there and seeing everything in real time and witnessing it.’ This experience taught him for 
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his own photographic practice that ‘banal pictures from everyday life, moments … are the 
most important ones.’ Previously unknown photographs were also valued by bereaved 
parents, because they allowed parents to learn something new about their child. Also Louis 
learned about the times of his daughter’s life that he missed through the photographs she left 
on her smartphone and on social media, which was an essential aspect of his coping with her 
death:

I hadn’t heard anything from my daughter for a very long time. I’d say, I’m 
missing a lot of periods in her life that I don’t know about. And I try, or tried, to 
imagine step by step, through the pictures and what was there, what her life was 
like at that time. Where it was difficult, where it was good.   

Louis is interested in photographs that are characteristic of his daughter and her life 
(Figure 7): ‘They indicate a bit what she liked … lovingly wrapping things or writing, 
also just the great handwriting she had, together with her friends, or such details 
here, baking and so on she liked to do.’

Another parent, Susanne, cherishes her son’s selfies and described the unique character of 
smartphone photography:

Fig. 7. A photograph of a memorial book Louis made for his deceased daughter with photographs from her 

digital legacy. Photograph taken by the author (2020).
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He loved taking selfies, in all kinds of variations … . And there were really a lot 
of them on it [the smartphone] that I didn’t know at all. And each one was like 
such a, like such a treasure. Yes, something new from my child, which will never 
be possible for me again.   

Silke also appreciated having her son’s life being revealed to her through his various 
photographic records and those she received from his friends. But she also described 
how painful the point was when she realised there were no more new pictures to 
discover: ‘Now it’s just like that, there’s always pain involved, now there’s really 
nothing more to come.’ Whether it brought positive or challenging insights, dis-
covering previously unknown photographs enriched participant’s ability to sense the 
lives of the deceased more completely.

Happy and sad photos — balancing emotions

Some participants were relieved to view the good life of the deceased. Maike had 
a distanced relationship with her father before he passed away, and explained:

It helped me to see that he … that he was happy. That, that would have hurt me more 
if I had somehow found out, okay, he was totally suffering last month … . There was 
no big drama in his life, but he just lived his life and so, it was just normal days before.   

Even when the end of life was marked by depression and caused by suicide, 
discovering the positivity in the lives of the deceased within their photographic 
legacies provided relief for participants. For Sandra, who lost her daughter to suicide, 
it was important to see that her child had a normal life beyond depression:

Just nice, when she parties with them, laughs, and it makes me feel good to see 
that she was a completely normal young person who lived her life. That you 
don’t see her with this depression, as you often saw her at home. Somehow. That 
is worth its weight in gold for me.   

Identifying happy photographs and moments also provided relief for participants who lost 
a person whose end of life was marked by serious illness. The photographic legacies 
participants inherited, as well as their own photographic collections, included, however, 
not only happy photographs, but also photographs depicting depression and illness or post- 
mortem photographs of the deceased. Both happy and sad photographs can be important for 
grief, mourning, and remembering, and participants tried to balance their emotions through 
curating their digital photographic collections. Mareike always carries a collection of her 
favourite photographs of her deceased partner on her smartphone, which includes mostly 
happy pictures, but also some depicting his illness:

Mostly I think I chose the pictures according to what event I associated it with, that 
I know, oh, he was super happy in that moment … . I have a few photos in this 
collection where he was no longer feeling so well, I must admit, but they still belong 
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to it, that’s also part of him, there are not only good days and good moments. Of 
course … I want that, for me too, that the beautiful memories prevail.   

Doan last saw his mother on her deathbed and is thankful for the happy pictures he 
inherited on her smartphone:

I still remember when I saw her for the last time and it wasn’t really good, and 
I know that it won’t be helpful for me if I only remember that part … . You 
don’t have to remember that part because you have this version of your mum. 
Happy, smiling, having some good time with her friends and all that stuff.   

In contrast to some participants, Doan had no photographs depicting his mother’s illness. He 
was not aware that she was seriously ill, and would have liked to have had such photographic 
evidence to better comprehend that it was indeed her illness that led to her death:

I mean, like it will help me to release this pain because I still have this kind of 
belief that she wasn’t sick. But I guess if I had this photo when let’s say she was 
suffering, or she was hospitalised, she was going to the doctor and got this 
assessment, or something like that. It would help me, I guess, to know that, to 
accept the fact that she was sick.   

As Mareike said, the illness may also be part of the deceased’s life story, and Doan 
pointed out why it can be difficult if this part has not been documented. Anna 
treasures a photograph (Figure 8) that expresses her daughter’s illness as well as her 
zest for life: ‘And this is a very special picture, because despite her illness, she 
radiates so much joy of life and was so happy. And that picture is my favourite.’

Fig. 8. A photograph of Anna’s tablet showing photographs of her daughter. Photograph taken by the author (2020).
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At the time of the interview, Anna could look at this photograph (Figure 8), 
however, she found it difficult to look at ‘photos from her happy time.’ She could 
reassure herself about the good life of her daughter, but, unlike other participants, 
she could not enjoy such photographs, because they emphasise the loss of such 
a happy soul: ‘These thoughts always come up, why were you just torn away from 
here, from the midst of the life that you still had in front of you.’ Balancing happy 
and sad photographs helped participants to direct their emotions of grief for their 
loved ones.

Records of intimate feelings — understanding suicide

Digital photographic legacies allow survivors to reassure themselves about the 
good life of the deceased, but also to understand hard times in life. Seven 
participants lost loved ones to suicide. For most of them, the suicide was 
completely unexpected — ‘out of the blue,’ as two participants recounted — 
and they had pressing questions related to why, to feelings of guilt, and to timing. 
They wondered whether there was an explicit reason for the suicide and wanted 
to understand what had happened in the immediate past. However, participants 
did not consider a single incident as causal and then wanted to comprehend was 
going on in the person’s mind, as well as their thoughts and feelings. Often it was 
a question of being able to recognise and understand a depression posthumously. 
Concerning guilt, participants asked whether they themselves or another person 
might have been responsible, what they may have done wrong, or whether the 
deceased blamed them. Questions of time included whether it was a spur-of-the- 
moment decision and when the suicidal thoughts started. Study participants were 
able to answer many of these questions through reviewing the intimate digital 
legacies of their deceased.

Sandra gained understanding of the reasons for her daughter’s suicide through 
photographs left on her smartphone. She encountered ‘completely different lives’ of 
her daughter there and could recognise her invisible depression retrospectively, 
especially in selfies:

These are all selfies she took of herself … . But for me, of course, it was 
important to see that again in relation to her illness. To just see and to realise 
that what she is doing there is sick, that she was simply very ill; and that was not 
clear to me.   

The photographs are both painful, because they show her daughter suffering and 
helpful because they make her illness visible. Through the photos the mother 
acknowledged her child’s depression as illness. While wondering about questions of 
time, her mother reflected (Figure 9): ‘There she photographed herself already in 
depression, there she was already not well.’ Later Sandra realised that her daughter 
already knew at the time of taking the photograph that she would die by suicide. 
Susanne also wished to understand her son’s death by suicide and was filled with 
questions:
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You’re starting this search for the causes, why. The big question of why, the big 
question of guilt. You want to understand, you want to be able to comprehend 
what was going on inside him. It is different when you accompany someone in an 
illness, there is always this exchange. But when someone has the illness [named] 
depression, this exchange is often missing, because then the person often with-
draws or says, no, everything is okay. And as a mother, it was incredibly 
important for me to be able to understand that. What was going on.   

She could grasp her son’s depression through selfies he left behind. He took proud 
selfies in front of his car, but also photographed himself crying. The sad selfies hurt 
her, but at the same time she was grateful to see them because ‘in this way you were 
allowed to see the tears that he so often hid.’ Like for other participants, it was 

Fig. 9. A selfie of Sandra’s daughter on the daughter’s smartphone.                              

Photograph taken by the author (2020).
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important for her to understand that there was no explicit cause for the suicide. 
Through the photographic legacy she was able to determine the duration of the 
depression and to realise that the suicide was not related to recent events, such as the 
break-up with his girlfriend, but that his death wish had been present much earlier.

Similarly, Verona was able to experience the depression of her daughter via 
a Tumblr blog, to which her daughter left a link in her farewell letter (Figure 10).

Underneath the link provided in the farewell letter, her daughter wrote: ‘This is my 
blog. My second home. Have a look at it, these are my deepest thoughts …’ After reading 
the letter, Verona accessed the blog. She reflected on the impact of the details she 
encountered there:

It was also a need to understand what was going on … . I didn’t know that she 
had her own blog on this Tumblr, on this platform. Yes, and she wrote me these 
access data and wrote, here are my true feelings, and, yes. And then I logged in 
there and basically really got to know a whole new child again. Yes. And there 
was her very sad and depressed side in it. Yes, and we didn’t see that here at 
all … . And it was very, very depressing. There are really, yes, you see pictures 
of people falling off roofs, well, and instructions on how to tie the right knot and 
everything very, very depressing, really, yes, very bleak.   

The blog included images from the web, such as depressing memes or pictures of self-harm, 
but also Verona’s daughter’s own photographs, which showed her weight loss and sadness. 
Nevertheless, delving into the blog was crucial to her ability to cope with the suicide:

For me, it was indeed important to have this blog, which is indeed something that 
was also important for my path of mourning, you know, if she hadn’t written this 
to me, I would never have understood her, I would never have known why, how 
come, what for, well, I would never have got to know her other side. 

Fig. 10. A photograph showing a part of Verona’s daughter’s farewell letter, which was scanned and displayed 

on Verona’s laptop. Photograph taken by the author (2020).
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She also inherited photographs on her daughter’s computer and commented about 
one (Figure 11): ‘There she already looks different, you know … she has become 
really transparent somehow, yes. So I think there’s already a sadness present, you 
know, and that’s really shortly before.’

Recapitulating on her daughter’s digital photographic legacy, Verona said:

It was as if I could look through her eyes, you know, and also feel her sadness, 
this infinite hopelessness, without suffering from depression myself, you know, 
but I could feel it all. And that was totally valuable for me, yes, because that was 
totally important for my path, because then there weren’t so many unanswered 
questions.    

Verona’s experience shows that understanding depression may involve learning about 
the deceased posthumously and that reconstructing their identity can help to integrate 
both the known and the unknown sides of the deceased.

Fig. 11. A photograph of Verona’s laptop showing a photograph from her daughter’s digital legacy. Photograph 

taken by the author (2020).
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Discussion

Digital photographic legacies allow the reliving of everyday life with an unprece-
dented level of fidelity. Banks said that diaries include intimate details, and also 
record daily routines and a particular way of life, which might be of great interest to 
descendants.42 The findings suggest that today digital photography leads to diary-like 
records that, at least in part, replace written diaries and provide bereaved people 
with a resource for mourning and remembrance. Bassett also found that the every-
dayness in messenger communications comforted mourners43 — my findings high-
light that photographs play an important role in this regard. Remembering the 
ordinary was usually more intense for survivors than recollecting the extraordinary. 
Breckner argued that people try to recognise a person and their character through 
their face,44 for which selfies are a novel and powerful resource. My findings about 
digital photographs support Bassett’s argument that a digital legacy holds the ‘essence’ 
of the deceased.45 Especially when the last time before death was dominated by 
illness, it was healing for participants to realise through photographs that everyday life 
prevailed. For participants who have lost a loved one under particularly tragic 
circumstances, everyday snapshots of normal life were crucial to direct remembrance 
and to overlay the tragic shadows of loss. The ordinary must not be mistaken with the 
banal, the light, the boring, because it is precisely in everyday life in which joys and 
dramas unfold — birth, love, illness, and finally death.

Mourning is a constant balancing of closeness and distance in which digital 
photographic legacies play a pivotal role as they hold a unique potential for recon-
necting with the deceased. Photographs allowed participants to step back in time, but 
also to feel the deceased present and to reconnect with them by witnessing their view 
on the world — all of which brought them relief. Research on continuing bonds in 
social media also addressed photographs. Bailey, Bell, and Kennedy analysed suicide 
bereavement in social networks and found that the data left behind on Facebook can 
bring the deceased back, make them feel close to survivors.46 My findings add that 
photographs left behind, even when not embedded in social networks, can facilitate 
continuing bonds. On the other hand, the closeness that digital photographs convey 
sometimes highlighted the loss too vividly and were too painful to view — partici-
pants kept these photographs at a distance for some time. While the need for 
closeness in continuing bonds has often been described, the need for distance is 
less frequently discussed. Ways to balance closeness and distance in continuing bonds 
could be a worthy objective for future research.

Reviewing previously unknown digital photographic legacies enabled participants to 
experience and reconstruct missed periods of the deceased’s daily life in rich detail. 
Reconnecting with the deceased through at times a lengthy review of these photographs 
was comforting for many participants. Bailey, Bell, and Kennedy made a similar conclusion 
for photographs left on Facebook, describing the feeling of the bereaved as ‘still getting to 
know their loved one.’47 Bereaved parents in particular felt uplifted to discover fresh and 
unknown photographs, because they allowed them to once again experience something new 
about their child. Inherited smartphones, social media timelines, or photo sharing were 
significant sources for novel and moving stories about their children. However, the point at 
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which survivors realise that there are no new photographs can be painful. Some unknown 
photographs can also be difficult to cope with, for example, those showing drug use or self- 
harming behaviour. Nevertheless, looking at the entirety of the photographic material was 
crucial for the bereaved to better understand the deceased. Reconstructing the deceased’s 
life and identity can be a prerequisite for a lasting posthumous relationship. Walter showed 
that a durable biography can be constructed through conversation with others;48 later studies 
highlighted the role of the internet for such conversations,49 and my research demonstrated 
that even a private dialogue with digital photographs left behind can be crucial in this process 
of identity construction.

Balancing happy and sad photographs of the deceased was especially important to 
participants when the past relationship was distant or when the end of life was marked by 
serious illness, depression, or suicide. My research found, consistent with other studies,50 

that discovering and viewing happy moments can be uplifting in times of grief. But happy 
photographs can also be painful when they emphasise the loss, and, conversely, painful 
photographs can also provide relief when there is a need to accept illness and death. Both 
happy and painful photographs can be important for mourning, and remembering, and 
participants utilised them to balance the spectrum of emotions of grief.

Regarding identity, Jordan showed that in the case of a suicide the world of the 
survivor, including the image of the person who committed suicide, can become 
shattered.51 Making matters worse, as Jordan notes, most survivors initially know little 
about the causes of suicide.52 In his article on postvention, photography is only mentioned 
briefly. My findings show that digital photographic legacies can significantly aid postven-
tion. Participants who lost a person to suicide were often haunted by feelings of guilt and 
questions about reasons and timing. Photographs the deceased left behind were of 
tremendous help in finding answers to these questions. Through photographic records 
of intimate feelings participants were not only able to recognise a once invisible depres-
sion retrospectively, to acknowledge depression as an illness, and to determine when the 
depression began, but also to reconstruct the identity of their deceased. The new identity 
then integrated both the familiar and the unknown depressive sides of the deceased; only 
afterwards could mourning and remembrance commence.

Conclusion

This article examined the benefits and challenges contemporary photographic prac-
tices hold for mourning and remembrance. In 2005, McIlwain noted that ‘it becomes 
increasingly necessary to understand the relationship between “death culture” and 
“visual culture.”’53 Since then, much has been written about how we photograph 
today, but much less about how we mourn and remember with these photographs 
tomorrow. Researchers often described today’s photography as a phatic act, in the 
service of ephemeral communication and identity formation,54 but whether these 
photographs, such as selfies or snapshots on Instagram, are valuable for mourning and 
remembrance has been less explored.55 The photographs left behind today are 
characterised by an everydayness and intimacy like never before, and the article 
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shows empirically that this new quality of photography can have a profound impact on 
how the deceased are mourned and remembered.

The findings demonstrate how a digital photographic legacy can empower 
mourners to recall everyday life in rich detail. Particularly when the time before 
death was dominated by illness, it can be healing to affirm everyday life in photo-
graphs. Engaging with the photographic legacy allows survivors to reconnect with the 
deceased and thus facilitates continuing bonds. Further, inherited photographs may 
alleviate grief by providing a resource to experience and reconstruct missed periods 
of the deceased’s life or to reassure oneself about their good life. Both can be 
particularly important when the end of life was marked by serious illness, depression, 
or suicide. For bereaved parents it can be uplifting to discover new photographs of 
their children. In cases of suicide, photographs left behind can be key to answering 
questions of why, of guilt, and of time, and thus significantly aid postvention.

Van Dijck noticed that ‘taking photographs seems no longer primarily an act of 
memory intended to safeguard a family’s pictorial heritage,’56 but she also said that the 
new role of photography ‘does not annihilate photography’s traditional commemorative 
function.’57 This article showed that the new role of photography does not counteract 
mourning and remembrance, but on the contrary, almost automatically leads to digital 
photographic legacies that are invaluable for the bereaved. Research on photography 
could refocus on the commemorative function of photography and its impact on how 
people mourn and remember loved ones in the future.

The findings of this article may provide valuable insights for bereavement researchers, 
bereavement counsellors, and for mourners themselves. The article shows that for many 
bereaved people, examining, engaging with, and creatively working with inherited photo-
graphs is an essential task in bereavement. Inherited digital photographs that are as everyday 
as they are intimate, enable mourners to retrace the life of the deceased, to either reaffirm 
their perspective on that life, or to question and change their understanding of the 
deceased’s identity, which in turn might lead to a changed coping with grief. Creative 
work with photographs can further provide a place for grief, continue the dialogue with the 
deceased, and keep them in the present, for example, in a digitally created collage on the 
home screen of the smartphone or in a remembrance video published on YouTube. These 
findings offer stimuli for grief therapy, and researchers and professionals in the field may 
develop therapeutic techniques that utilise inherited photographs. In particular, existing 
therapeutic techniques based on photography could benefit from including digital photo-
graphic legacies as a new and extensive resource. For example, ‘PhotoTherapy’58 already 
uses snapshots and ‘photobiographical collections’59 to stimulate conversations in therapeu-
tic counselling and to bring healing by offering a reality but at the same time encouraging to 
perceive this reality as one among multiple possible others. This power of photography is 
further enhanced by the wealth of photographic legacies left on smartphones and social 
media, and therapeutic techniques could benefit not only from the vast amount of 
photographs left behind but notably from their everydayness and intimacy.

For hospice workers and for those who see death coming, the findings may be 
instructive and enable them to turn their lens toward the details of everyday life and to 
intimate moments.60 Some participants especially treasured partner selfies and portraits 
showing the whole family with all family members — and it was precisely these 
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photographs that were often sorely missed by others who were deprived of the chance to 
take such a photograph by the death of their loved one. Finally, the article is an invitation 
to all to reflect upon our own photographic practice and to determine how we want to 
remember our loved ones and we ourselves want to be remembered.
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