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When a celebrity dies
by Kenneth J. Doka

If we review the sympathy cards at any card store, we will 
likely find cards acknowledging most major losses —
parents, children, spouses, even pets. However, there are 

none for the loss of public figures such as celebrities whether 
in entertainment, politics, or sports. Yet, we do mourn the 
deaths of celebrities. Even though we might not have met 
them, we still can become attached to them. We read about 
them all the time. We see them on TV. We may admire their 
lifestyles or share their values. We may listen to their music, 
view their movies, root for them, or vote for them. In short, 
we care about them. 

Though we mourn their deaths, we may find little sup-
port. Others may not acknowledge the significance of the 
attachment. To some, it might even be a source of humor 
and jokes, further disenfranchising the sense of loss. 

Yet we need to acknowledge, to ourselves at least, that 
it is a loss that matters. It might be worthwhile to assess 
what about the celebrity’s death actually troubled us. When 
Princess Diana died, many empathized with the pain of her 
leaving her two young sons. 

Others may be affected by the futility of the death, espe-
cially when it is the result of self-destructive behavior, such 
as Prince’s drug-related demise. In others, the celebrity may 
be associated with shared political ideals or values or deeply 
admired.

Sometimes the identification can be due to some shared 
characteristic. I still remember my older sister crying over 
the death of Ritchie Valens, the singer of La Bamba. More 
than his music, he was one of the first rock and roll singers 
who proudly displayed his Hispanic roots. This meant a lot 
to my sister as our family is half-Hispanic.

Understanding the connection helps us both understand 
and validate our grief. It may also help others understand 
our reaction. Once understood, we need to find our own 

way to acknowledge and cope with our grief. For my sister, 
playing his music reinforced the connection and allowed her 
to treasure Valens’ legacy.

There is another way that the death of a celebrity may 
affect us. For Maddie, the death of a celebrity filled the news 
for days. There were commentaries and spontaneous memo-
rials. The news shows were filled with tearful mourners.

Yet, Maddie’s 90-year-old mother had just died. Few 
family and friends were left to mourn. Less than a dozen 
individuals were at the viewing. To Maddie it seemed unfair 
that so many would mourn someone they never knew while 
her dear mom was buried with little notice.

The death of a celebrity may affect our grief in many 
ways. It may not always be easy, but human attachment, 
relationships and grief rarely are.
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