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Preface
Growing up in middle America, I was never quite sure why 
we did Hallowe’en, but I knew it was going to be good fun. 
It was always a chance to stay up late, running around as 
my favourite superhero, or as mom’s homespun ‘banana 
monster’ (That is, unless I could convince my sister she would 
look better as the ‘princess banana monster’). Better yet 
were the hordes of treasure we candy pirates looked to loot 
from the natives. 

Years later, the holiday became the excuse for many a 
‘haunted house’ to create a maze of strangely gruesome 
scenes and find ever more clever ways to hide some masked 
man to jump out at us and part us with the spoils of our 
babysitting and lawn management. Today, Hallowe’en has 
become the fastest growing commercial holiday, ‘gross’-
ing around $7 billion per year in the US and making a huge 
resurgence in the UK in the last decade as well.*  

But at another level, Hallowe’en seems to be about 
things that both attract and repel us. It is curious why we 
would celebrate things that are typically taboo in general 
conversation.  Why would we choose to scare ourselves silly, 
dress not to kill but as if we already have been, or play games 
with spirits? We spend half the year trying to keep spiders 
and cobwebs out of our houses, and here we go putting 

*http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/howaboutthat/11961818/
Halloween-2015–8-things-you-probably-didnt-know-about-fright-night.html
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them up!  Why do we seek out the creepy, the deathly, the 
spiritual and the fatal, as an excuse for some fun?  

So, rather than seeking to evaluate Hallowe’en per se, we 
ask if there might be something more to it than fancy dress 
and superstitions. Might there be something that Hallowe’en 
says about us, and our deeper desires? 

A brief history of hAllowe’en

The ancient Celts, or people who dominated central and 
western Europe before the rise of Rome (5th to 1st centuries 
bc), and from whom we get the Gaelic languages of Irish, 
Scots Gaelic, Welsh, Manx, Breton and Cornish, celebrated 
a festival at harvest time known as Samhain (pronounced 
sah-win) or ‘summer’s end’. This occurred at the beginning 
of winter as a celebration of the dead, when the plants 
themselves were dying. Irish sources surviving from the 
Middle Ages refer not only to games, feasting and bonfires,* 
but the dead visiting the living, spirits casting evil spells, 
goddesses being wooed by men, and so on. 

In the distant past, fires would have been lit during the 
festival to guide the souls of the departed to the other world, 
while modern-day pagans still gather at Hallowe’en to light 
candles for the dead, inviting them to join the celebration of 
the living. In other words, Samhain was and still is believed 
to be the time when the barrier between this world and the 
next is temporarily up. 

* Ronald Hutton, Stations of the Sun: A History of the Ritual Year in Britain, (Oxford 
University Press, 1996) ISBN 0–19–288045–4, p. 361.


