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Folk Horror: Definitions

Folk Horror is best seen, not simply as a set of 
criteria to be read with hindsight into all sorts of 
media, but as a way of opening up discussions on 
subtly interconnected work and how we now 
interact with such work. If anything, its genealogy 
is less important than its stark ability to draw 
links between oddities and idiosyncrasies, 
especially within post-war British Culture. 

Scovell, A. (2017) Folk Horror, Auteur Press, 5-6



Folk Horror: Origins – Defining the Genre

Scovell identifies the term was first 
used by Piers Haggard in respect of 
Blood On Satan’s Claw (Fangoria
Magazine, 2003).

Scovell notes that the term 
was popularised by Mark 
Gatiss via the BBC4 series, A 
History of Horror in 2010.



The first wave of folk horror extended from roughly 1968 to 1979 ... The second wave 
began in roughly 2008 … [and] has moved in two directions— forward, shaping new 
incarnations, as well as backward, revisiting and reworking the defining folk horror 
texts from the late 1960s and 1970s. 

Keetley, D (2020) Defining Folk Horror, Revenant Journal, 1



Conflicts

Themes:

• Rural and Urban

• Rural spaces as threatening

• Tradition and ‘Progress’

• Manual and Mechanical

• Past and Future

• Belief - Pagan and Christian

• The belief/faith in folklore



Victorian Origins
MR James – A Warning to 
the Curious/Oh, Whistle 
My Lad and I’ll Come To 
You

Algernon Blackwood – The 
Centaur/The Willows/The 
Wendigo

Arthur Machen – The 
Great God Pan

Margery Lawrence – The 
Terraces of Night



Thomas Hardy 
1840-1928

• Born in Higher Bockhampton, 3 miles east of 
Dorchester.

• Rural upbringing, the son of a builder.

• Spent 5 years in London in his early 20s before 
returning to Dorset.

• Then a frequent visitor to London.

• Conflicts for Hardy between the 'educated' 
London intelligentsia and the rural poor.

• Published 14 novels, over 50 short stories and 
over 900 published poems.



The Withered Arm

• A discreet lineage can be seen in the work of Hardy.

• The Withered Arm (as an example) draws on Dorset 
folklore. 

• It a tale of superstition as belief.

• The central character of Rhoda believes she has been 
hag'rid by her former lover's new wife.

• This leads to a physical ailment.

• The story is then about the quest is to find a cure, via 
‘traditional’ magical cures.

• The ‘cure’ involves a hanged man.

• (Hanging is a theme and gallows are often present).



The Box of Delights 
The Box of Delights was first 
published in 1935.

It features eclectic characters from 
folklore including:

• Ramon Lull

• Arnold of Todi

• Herne the Hunter

• The Waterfall Boy

• As well as characters who could 
turn themselves into animals –
and vice versa.

It was adapted into an enduring BBC 
TV series in 1984 and is often cited as 
a horror influence by many writers. 



Folk Horror: Resurgence

Psychedelia, Aleister Crowley and the Occult

• The ‘trip’ as a dark place.
• Problems with the counterculture (Altamont, Charles Manson)
• Interest in the occult and the past as counterculture
• Economic problems
• The power of tradition and the establishment.

• The sixties gives way to the ‘70s.

Winters of discontent: 
1973 and 78/79



Scovell’s Folk Horror Chain:

The ambiguity of ‘happening and 
summoning’.

Landscape

Isolation

Skewed belief systems and 
morality

Happening/Summoning



The Unholy Trinity:
• The Witchfinder General – Michael Reeves (1968)
• The Blood on Satan’s Claw – Piers Haggard (1971) 
• The Wicker Man – Robin Hardy (1973)



Symbolism in The Wicker Man

May Day celebrations
The Hare
Fire Jumping
The fire dance
The Maypole
The Hobbyhorse/Guiser
Punch 
The Green Man
Temptation
Hedgerows/Borders
(The corruption of nature)



In the end they return to the 
battle of faiths.





The horror happens in daylight



The danger of the past

When ‘the folk’ return it is first as parody with television such as The League of 

Gentlemen. What resurrects their malevolence is the post banking sector crisis 

and with it a collapse in the belief in neo-liberal social progression. The rise of 

the right and other forms of extremism evokes the 1970s. The rise of a second 

wave of folk horror can be mapped against …  the rise of political parties who 

conjure a view of the past as nostalgia. As with Hardy, writers, filmmakers and 

artists of today know that this view of the past hides a dark reality. Britain is 

increasingly haunted by its past and this can be seen politically in the evocation 

of a history in the Second World War, which is now too distant to touch and 

therefore is easily weaponised. Folk horror takes us to a different past, one often 

of memories of childhood. This is a haunting – a past within living memory. The 

effect of this is to establish contemporary ‘folk tales’ as they are forged in the 

mind of the young and exist in the memory of the adult. 



Click to add text

Hauntology



Nostalgia for ‘Lost Things’

The idea of tracts of our collective childhoods 
being ‘lost’ is one I find hugely affecting. Important 
things from our childhoods … now exist only in our 
heads

I think the melancholy of ‘lost things’ is crucial to 
‘the feeling. Its even there in Bagpuss. Emily finds 
ancient ephemera that other people have lost and 
she brings these weird nick-nacks to Bagpuss in his 
shop, where strange rustic stories are weaved 
around them. There is something intrinsically 
melancholy about that, and even as a four year old 
I knew that there was something very sad about a 
child’s toy finding its way into this strange, wood 
panelled Edwardian room.  So Bagpuss is almost a 
manifestation of the specific sense of loss I’m 
talking about. Those bits of our childhood that we 
cannot get back, no matter how hard we try. 

Bob Fischer (as told to Robert Edgar), ‘‘That Haunted Feeling’: 
Analogue Memories’, Robert Edgar and Wayne Johnson (2024) The 
Routledge Companion to Folk Horror, Routledge: London 



The Mood of the 
‘70s – Scarred for 
Life

• 1950s adult horror 
recycled for children

• Hammer Horror on TV

• Children’s TV adopting 
tropes previously for adult 
TV.

• Popular culture obsessing 
with past horror 
representations.

• Cold War unease 
normalised.

• Social unease in Britain.

• The ‘Winter of Discontent’.









Scarred for Life



Bob Fischer – The Haunted Generation

https://hauntedgeneration.
co.uk/



The Bells of Astercote: Temporal and Dimensional Slippage



The Ghost in the Machine
Space and technology as aspects of the weird and 

the eerie. Quatermass, The Boy from Space, Sapphire and 
Steele, the Tomorrow People,  The Boy Who 

Turned Yellow.









Mark Fisher - the Weird and the Eerie
Fisher differentiates between the  weird and the eerie but identifies what they 
have in common – the strange rather than the horrific.
In doing this he reconsiders contemporary views of Freud’s ‘uncanny’.

‘The fascination for the outside, for that which lies beyond standard perception, 
cognition and experience.’ (page 8).

‘[The weird, eerie and uncanny] are all affects, but they are also modes: modes of 
film and fiction, modes of perception, ultimately, you might even say, modes of 
being. Even so, they are not quite genres.’ (page 9).

• The uncanny is making the familiar strange.
• The weird suggests something outside which cannot be known.
• The eerie is also to do with the outside but is ‘more readily in landscapes 

partially emptied of the human.’ (page 11).

This last point we might want to read as humanity. 
This translates in some texts to images of borders – liminal spaces:

hedgerows, open doorways, etc.



I was mad, and laughed at the same 
time. The West German Government 
Had brought over large yellow trains 

on Teesside docks.     
In Edinburgh, I stayed on my own a 
few days, wandering about in the 

pissing rain, 
Before the Queen Mother hit town. 

I'm Joe Totale
The yet unborn son 

The North will rise again 
The North will rise again 

Not in 10,000 years 
Too many people cower to criminals 

And government crap 
The estates stick up like stacks  

The North will rise again 
The North will rise again 

The grotesque as connection of the 
weird with that which is ‘laughable’. 

The weird is that which does 
not belong.

• Fragments, of texts.

• Intrusions of one state of being in to 
another.

• That which brings in to view 
something which should lie beyond 
it.



Growing up in the '60s and '70s

Writing Folk Horror in the ’90s and beyond



Folk Horror Revival: Darker 
Turns

David Peace - ‘Red Riding’

• Peace re-characterises the 1970s.

• An adult perspective takes over the popular cultural references to the 
period.

• The perspective is one where the book starts before the presence of 
the Yorkshire Ripper is felt but from the perspective of writer and 
reader the Ripper is imminent.

• There is an inherent and perpetual sense of threat and unease that 
runs throughout the series.

• This is not just murder but corruption.

• The 1970s have become tainted.



Folk Horror Revival: Even Darker Turns

• The representation of the past changes post-
Saville.

• That which was always eerie in the ‘70s and 
early ‘80s is confirmed as genuinely dark.

• This corrupts that which went before.
• The world starts to become slightly darker.

• And suggests that the ‘demons’ walk amongst 
us.

• As The Wicker Man suggests – the fear is not of 
a demonic presence but rather what people will 
do to other people.



The 1970s as cultural location

Lucie McKnight Hardy uses the 1970s as a backdrop.
This is a period in time which is characterised as isolated – no 
one discussed their problems.

Questions:

• How is childhood presented?
• What draws Niff to her belief system?
• What does this suggest about innocence and experience?
• Do you think there is something even creepier about the 

inclusion of children?

• How is the 1970s characterised?
• What visceral details about the period are drawn out and 

what is the effect of these on the reader?



• Is the sub-genre 
created when the 
Eerie is mixed with 
‘verifiable’ folklore 
and or folk histories?

• Do these 'histories' 
and 
traditions represent 
the past as traumatic?

• Is Folk Horror a 
valuable counter to 
nostalgia?



The Eerie is a failure of 
absence or a failure of 

presence. (61)



A Field in England – the past is redefined.

Sites of Trauma





Current trends in Folk Horror



Current Trends in Folk Horror





A Malkin an all I seen malkins stows of times up ont moors A
Malkin been the man that’s made of shirts stufft with straw to
scare the crowes I seenum moving about thrae or for at a time
at nite Circlin they were just like the stagmen done circlin And
dansin and laffen too Onse I saw a malkin with his feat and
hans on fyre On fyre they were And he was runnen Runnen
across the moor as was as if to reech a tarn or sluice ditch to
save himself from the friteful burnin And I say with my hand on
the book I did heer that Malkin man scream becors even
though he were maydde of straw and cloth there was life in
him too and oh the sound he made it was like no man or
annymul yoove ever heard Friteful it was.

(Myers, The Gallows Pole 77)



‘Our perennial ruminations on war 
mean we are always just a heritage 
open day away from a sandbag and 
bunting re-enactment, overseen by the 
military gimp of an air-raid warden 
role-player. Rather than the faux pagan 
festivals of straw bears and hobby 
horses, the new land rites are 
happening on our D-Day visits to costal 
forts.’ 

Sharp, A. (2020) The English Heretic Collection, Repeater, 51



Hookland: 

It’s the psychogeography of a place 
that doesn’t exist built around the 
real myth circuits, Albionic shadows 
and actual places of a 1970s 
childhood. Stories told in the form 
of the sort of travel that used to be 
given away at petrol stations, a 
cultural artifact from when the TV 
news carried UFO sightings and 
ghosts on their nightly bulletins 
along with reports of IRA bombs.

https://hookland.wordpress.com/about/

https://hookland.wordpress.com/about/


Towards a Hardyan Folk Horror

• The perpetual co-existence of two or more different states of 
being or philosophical positions.

• The absence of the supernatural or summoned but the perpetual 
belief in this. Folklore is given equivalent status to science or 
established religion.

• The landscape as threatening because of its pastoral quality.

• The creation of a story world as a simulacra, where not only is 
there a difficulty in seeing the line between the real and the 
fictional but where the two fade between each other.

• People haunt themselves by engaging with the recent past; that 
which is within living memory.

• The creation of a world by reference to what is within living 
memory, thus conferring a sense of authenticity.

• There is an inclusive narrative where the boundaries of the 
world exist beyond the edges of the text.



Folk Horror as a socio-political 
form:

• A rise in popular narratives 
about the past.

• An uneasy nostalgia.
• The future as no longer 

progressive.
• Social division.
• Political uncertainty.
• Those who hold power no 

longer in a position of authority.
• Fragmented identity/identity 

fragmented for us.
• A sense of threat from ‘outside’.
• An absence of the human.

• A metaphysical crisis about self.
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