
The year is 2005. It’s a year so bland that the ‘June’ section of its Wikipedia entry is entirely 
blank. In 2005, I’m sixteen, I love horror movies, and sometime during that summer, I sit down 
on a sticky leather couch with a dozen other teenagers to watch Gore Virbinski’s The Ring for 
the very first time. 
 
It’s a strange thing to watch the 2002 movie as a contemporary release. For one, when The 
Ring was released, nobody had seen horror that looked quite like that before. J-horror hadn’t 
quite taken off in America-- most domestic horror movies were stuck on the looming, implacable 
slasher, or the ambiguously sexy vampire figure (other 2002 horror movie releases? Jason X 
and Blade II. Cinema classics.)  
 
For many mainstream moviegoers, The Ring was the first time anyone had been scared by a 
little girl in a white gown. And, for something that would later become a creepypasta cliche, the 
footage on the cursed VHS tape was original. It was spooky. Unless you were the kid who spent 
all their time in the weird corners of the internet, you didn’t see things like that. 
 
Likewise, The Ring happened to point a finger directly at a lot of the things people were anxious 
about in 2002. This was a movie that hit theaters when all the sitcoms had stories about how 
anyone you met online had a you-sized hole in their murder-trophy trophy case. World of 
Warcraft was still two years away, and Dateline NBC would not shut up about how dangerous 
the internet was. 
 
This was the internet’s wild-west, before any authority figure running a high-school computer lab 
actually knew anything about computers. It was the age of Lemon Party, and Two Girls One 
Cup, and other legendary (and infamous) made-you-look proto-memes.* An age where most 
internet-capable computers were in the living room, where it was possible--nay, probable--that 
your parents would walk in right when you opened that video of a girl farting on a cake.  
 
Today, we take it for granted that everyone we meet has probably seen furry porn. Back then, 
we were still learning that the id of every person you meet is only inches from the surface, and 
that people might put anything on the internet. And now, thanks to The Ring, we learn that some 
asshole from Spanish class has the power to send you a link that will literally kill you? 
 
When The Ring came out, it wasn’t much of a leap from “Huh! A tape that curses you to die in 
seven days, you say? And the only way to save yourself is to copy it?” to “If you click this link a 
girl will crawl out of your TV to strangle you.”  When it was first released, the genius of The Ring 
was that part of you believed it could happen. The internet was big, after all. It was new. Nobody 
knew what might be lurking out there. 
 
But what do we think of The Ring’s horror in a world where the internet is normal? Boring? A 
part of every-day life? 
 



I didn’t think to watch The Ring again until it was released on Netflix, in January of this year. As 
is my custom, I added it to my list out of a vague sense of nostalgia, and promptly forgot about 
it. Then, after I re-watched Bob’s Burgers for the third time in a row from the comfort of my 
quarantine blanket-fort, I figured I didn’t have anything better to do, so I gave it another try. 
 
It’s safe to say that The Ring is also a weird movie to watch here, now, in 2020.  
 
It’s still good, in its own way-- the spooky stuff is still spooky, and you can point at the screen 
and laugh, and say “Oh my god look at her phone!” But the world is much, much different than it 
was back in 2005. I mean, I watched The Ring because I’ve been locked up in my house for 
months because of a global pandemic. Worrying about a weird YouTube video feels… quaint. 
 
And yet, as I watched Naomi Watts struggle with her impending Death-By-Vimeo, I couldn’t help 
but feel uneasy. I wasn’t scared, really. It was more a sense of disquiet. A sense of dread. That 
feeling you get when you can’t feel the bottom of the pool anymore. The creeping horror of 
implication, not the terror of a spooky girl crawling out of a screen. 
 
The first thing that struck me about The Ring when I watched it on Netflix, is how hard it would 
be to tell this story in 2020. Setting aside the fact that copying a VHS tape is a major plot point, 
one of the main issues for a modern viewer is how different our relationship with media is than 
that of the flip-phone using main characters. In 2002, they still used film cameras. In 2002, it 
took fifteen minutes to download a two minute song. In 2002, there were maybe three memes, 
and nobody thought you were cool if you knew them.  
 
Today, we communicate through memes. Memes are our culture. Meme-ery is an entire 
language unto itself-- a vast web of shared content that people use to express themselves 
across an incredible array of platforms. There are entire companies dedicated to making viral 
content, and at least some of them seem like they’re up to no good. So what does The Ring 
mean in a world where shared, viral content is a multi-billion dollar industry? One that, for better 
or for worse, directly affects nearly the entire planet?  
 
For one, Samara’s body count would be insane. All four of the people left on Earth would 
wonder why a little girl just crawled out fifteen thousand screens simultaneously. There would 
be pro- and anti-Samara hashtags raging across Twitter, Samara merch, probably at least some 
Samara cosplay, and so on, and so on.  
 
Or, maybe the video would only kill that incredibly slim portion of the population who would have 
both the ability to watch the video, and the inability to share it. 
 
The Ring asks as many questions now as it did in 2002, except none of them are quite the 
same ones. Instead of wondering if the video would be shared, it asks us just how many people 
would it kill? Instead of asking where a clip like this could have come from, we have to wonder, 
where would it end up?  



 
How would the world of 2020 react to a video that doomed you to die in seven days? In a world 
where sharing content is as easy as sneezing, would you choose to share a video that killed 
people so you would be spared? Or--and here’s the real horror-movie thought--have you 
already shared something like that and you didn’t even know you had? 
 
I don’t sit down to watch The Ring today, scared that there might be bad things out there on the 
internet. Because today, in 2020, I know that there are. I’ve seen them. My aunt has shared 
them on Facebook. God help me, I’ve probably shared them, too. I watch The Ring today, and I 
think about how many times I shared that video of the penguins walking around the aquarium 
like it was a handful of M&M’s. I think about all of the things I’ve shared, from 2005 to now, and 
how I barely remember even a fraction of the content I’ve passed along. 
 
So, is The Ring scary, now, in 2020? 
 
Yes. But not for the reasons you’d think. In a way, it’s much, much scarier. 


