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Introduction

It is an autumn evening, the evening of October 31, to be precise. A biting wind churns the clouds and tears the last leaves from the trees to send them spinning every which way over the damp ground, rich with the fragrances of autumn. It is the end of the day, the beginning of the night, that twilight period when light and shadow commingle and it is difficult to determine where one ends and the other starts. In appearance it is a simple autumn evening, like any other. However, in the villages and cities as well as in the remote rural regions lost in the valleys, there is something else going on, something out of the ordinary.

It can be seen first in the behavior of the men and women leaving work. They appear relaxed, if not happy. They linger willingly in the bars, or, if they have returned straight home, they have done so knowing that tomorrow they will have broken the infernal cycle of work for a day. Ah! It is true. The next day is a holiday, what was formerly called, under the Ancien Régime, a “church solemnity,” or a religious festival, which even the very secular French Republic has preserved in the official calendar, to the satisfaction of all its citizens, both believers and nonbelievers.

It is, in fact, All Saints’ Day. However, in the minds of most people it is a sad day. Families make visits to the cemetery to leave chrysanthemums on the tombs of the dearly departed. This ritual gesture of commemoration of the deceased is usually accompanied by a kind of sorrow that the weather often echoes. When it is raining or the sky is “low and heavy,” as Baudelaire pounded out in evocation of the hammer blows necessary to build a scaffold, don’t most people say it is All Saints’ Day weather, even if it occurs in the middle of spring?

Once the night has grown darker, bizarre apparitions make their appearance. Someone knocks at the door. You open it and find yourself in the presence of a strange mob of boys and girls. Their faces are blackened, or they wear large white sheets or sometimes even grimacing masks and witches’ hats on their heads, and they all scream lugubrious “Boos!” for the sake of the person opening the door. And these children are clamoring for cakes, candy, apples, or even a couple of coins. It is in your best interest to give them something, for if you do not, they are capable of casting a curse upon your home and, especially, of returning later in the night to haunt it, disturbing the sleep of the inhabitants or giving them abominable nightmares. What’s this all about?

This is when you spot on your neighbors’ windowsill—if you have any neighbors!—an enormous pumpkin that has been visibly hollowed out and had holes carved in its shell depicting eyes and a mouth. Inside, the flame of a candle is dancing to the will of the wind. This depiction brings to mind a grimacing death’s-head, and that produces a gripping effect, all the more so when you realize that all the neighbors—if you have neighbors—have been given the same order and have acted in the same fashion. Truly, one cannot be faulted for asking just what it all means.

It is not Carnival, nor even Christmas. In fact, one refrains from displaying such grotesque figures at Christmas. The recuperation of the profoundly Christian festival of All Saints’ Day by a populace that does not have too clear an idea of just what the day corresponds to, though grasps that it concerns a sacred commemoration excluding any morbid or diabolical reference, results in the main focus centering on celebrating and feasting. So you may have some questions, but all at once, you recall that for at least the past two weeks stores have been sporting some strange and fantastic decorations in their windows. It makes for a great rivalry, if not in bad taste, at least in exaggeration. Here are seen dolls depicting passably terrifying devils, witches either on their broomsticks or casting magic spells, monsters of all kinds emerging from the most delirious recesses of the imagination, not to mention the fake skeletons, which are excellent imitations of the real thing. At bakeries you can even find excellent cakes in horrible shapes: almond paste dragons, spice bread gnomes, animals emerging straight out of Jurassic Park dripping with food coloring, and cream puffs that bring to mind phantoms in their winding sheets more than the honorable vegetable from which little boys are supposedly born.a All this is complemented by the numerous posters inviting the populace to various balls or demonstrations that “smell of brimstone.” And of course all the produce merchants have displays offering a huge assortment of pumpkins, some of which have been carved like those that adorn your neighbors’ windows.

True, this is the privileged season before the chill of winter arrives when these cucurbits of a sometimes impressive volume are cooked, permitting mothers to offer their children those good-for-you “squash soups” that the young ones accept while making faces behind their mothers’ backs.

By all evidence, a curious ambience reigns over all of the Western world on October 31, and this ambience, almost completely absent in Europe for almost the entirety of the twentieth century, has enjoyed growing popularity there over the past dozen years, to the extent that its manifestations are becoming an institution comparable to those of Christmas, New Year’s Day, and, to a lesser extent, because these festivals have weakened considerably, Mardi Gras and Mid-Lent. What we are talking about, of course, is Halloween.

The term evokes nothing for French speakers, who have adopted it nevertheless. It is much more familiar to Anglo-Saxons, on the one hand because it is an Old English word, and on the other hand because this apparent folk festival has never ceased being celebrated in the British Isles and in the United States. The defining feature of folk festivals is to provoke enthusiasm within all classes of a determined society. Such is the case for the mysterious Halloween.

We need first to reflect upon the date: the night preceding the first day of November. This date is no chance selection. And the night following the first day of November, the eve of November 2, corresponds, in the liturgical calendar of the Roman Catholic Church, to the Day of the Dead. That, too, is no accident.

Furthermore, in the general sense, All Saints’ Day—which is by its very nature a festival of joy—is always confused with the Day of the Dead. This explains and justifies the placing of flowers on tombs, a ritual gesture that is both the manifestation of the memory of those who are no longer and a respectful homage in their honor. What we have here is a kind of “ancestor worship” that dares not say its name.

The Roman Catholic Church, like the various Protestant churches, has always encouraged, while energetically refusing any reference to ancestor worship, the acts of piety accompanying the first and second days of November. Toussaint (All Saints’ Day), being literally the holiday of all the saints, whether officially recognized or not, could not be otherwise, inasmuch as Christian dogma assumes that any deceased individual, based on his merits, can be admitted among the Elect. But where the Roman church cannot venture any further is in the profane domain of the carnival-like manifestations of Halloween. This is why, on the eve of All Saints’ Day in 1999, French bishops published a text severely condemning these manifestations in the name of dignity and respect owed the deceased and the Communion of Saints.

From a logical point of view, this condemnation is perfectly defendable because it denounces the inevitable abuses and excesses that accompany these kinds of manifestations. But from a liturgical point of view, it rings false with respect to the archetypes that have provoked these carnival-like manifestations, on the one hand, and on the other, their appropriate religious recuperation under an abbreviated form by the Church itself, which would have been unable to do otherwise. This is, in fact, to claim that the profane rituals of Halloween are the degenerated remainders of religious ceremonies celebrated within the sanctuary. In reality, as we will see later, it is these oft-decried profane rituals that are at the origin of Christian ceremonies.

Furthermore, it seems that this condemnation on the part of the French bishops is rather late in coming. In the past, the Church has not refrained from intervening in numerous circumstances of public life, even in cases where it was unwarranted. This was the case for “Father Christmas,” who was deemed pagan and yet was a widespread presence in Christian families. It is true that the Roman Catholic Church joined here with the Protestant churches, mainly the Calvinists, for whom all festivals, including celebrations, are not only useless but also pernicious, because they divert the individual from what should be his sole concern: ensuring his salvation. The festival forms part of those “deceptive powers” that, according to French philosopher Blaise Pascal, raise a smokescreen between daily life and its supreme objective. Finding themselves incapable of eradicating festivals of any kind, Christianity bent its combined efforts to endeavor to channel and give them a finality in accord with its fundamental dogmas.

But in the case of Halloween, it is the abrupt resurgence of profane festivities and their growing success in the past decade in France that provoked this reaction from the bishops, whose name, we should recall, signifies in the etymological sense no more nor less than “supervisors” (from the Greek episkopein, “observers above”).

This brings up the question: From where came this sudden craze for such folkloric displays that are simultaneously macabre and impertinent and that carry the mark of an entire series of fantasies out of collective memory? Generally the answer is that it came from America. Certainly, since the beginning of this century, in fact from the time of the First World War, which the Europeans were able to bring to an end thanks to the intervention of the United States, what has been dubbed the “American model” has been gradually imposed throughout Europe—and indeed the entire world—and has been considerably reinforced since the Second World War. The influence of this American model has been felt on every level, from the best (in science and technology, mainly) to the worst (“skyscrapers”—those infernal towers—intensive agriculture, the improper use of chemical products, and so on), and, most especially in fashion, that absurdity worthy of Panurge’sb sheep.

The contemporary European model of Halloween certainly comes from an imitation of what has been happening for a long time in the United States. But luckily, those dirtied and disguised children on the evening of October 31 can respond to the question of where Halloween comes from in a very clear and exact manner: Ireland. And this is the absolute truth, or at least a part of the truth. For while it is true that the carnival-like displays of Halloween in France and the rest of the European continent have been inspired by the American model, they are still nonetheless originally from western Europe, and the British Isles, in particular, where they have never ceased being observed.

On reflection, this appears quite normal: Americans are for the most part descendants of European emigrants gone in search of their fortunes on the other side of the Atlantic. If we subtract the autochthonous Amerindian component (a fairly reduced presence by the very fault of these conquering emigrants who were both colonists and willing slaughterers), the American tradition is a melting pot that sometimes cooks up a confused blend of various European traditions, in which the Anglo-Saxon and Celtic cultures are predominant. New York is incontestably the largest Irish city in the world, which lends weight to the assumption of the importance of the Irish contribution to the American mentality, and consequently the influence Ireland was able to exercise over certain specific folk customs that have presently fallen into what is known as the public domain.

But when contributions from the outside are integrated into a new culture, they are never gratuitous additions. By all evidence they correspond to a fundamental need on the part of those who welcome and incorporate them into their own culture. Every popular phenomenon, custom, belief, and ritual belongs to a collective memory, or in other words to fundamental myths that are devoid of meaning in and of themselves. Only a materialization—that is, a veritable “incarnation” within a specific social setting, with terms that are appropriate—can give them life and consequently make them intelligible.

Such is the case with Halloween. First, it is not an isolated phenomenon, as it has spread to many countries on the planet, although those who practice the ritual of this masquerade-festival do not have a very good idea of what it really means. Halloween has been orally passed down from generation to generation. It is thereby a tradition in the strict sense of the word, which is to say, “something that is transmitted,” even if the why and how of what is being transmitted have been forgotten.

Rituals, oral tales, common sayings—these are perhaps the sole authentic testimonies to a universal tradition that was one at its origin but has fragmented over the course of the millennia. Its profound meaning is often lost, and all that remains is the skeletal framework around which a narrative, if not a veritable liturgy, may develop. These resemble what Jung calls archetypes, but which would more likely be errant mythological themes that have lost all logical connection to the central nucleus.

Because logic, to use this word in the sense that it has been understood since Aristotle, is absent from such a debate. All that matters is the relationship of the event, in this instance the ritual of Halloween, with what prompted it. One may attempt to define this relationship through the history of modes of thought, taking into account certain directions due to information gleaned here and there in what is properly considered history.

With regard to the essence of Halloween, all directions—which can multiply, stray, and find themselves at an impasse—nevertheless depart from the same central point: somewhere in the insular Celtic countries. That is where we must go in search of its origin.

So, if we truly wish to grasp the meaning of this carnival-like festival called Halloween and the profound reasons behind its association with All Saints’ Day—of which it is but one aspect, in reality—it is necessary to travel back through the centuries, in search of time lost in some way, or rather time forgotten, by exploring the shadowy zones that have sheltered not only their development but also their justification. One thing is certain: surprises will not be lacking.
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The Celtic Festival of Samhain

Is Halloween a profane or a religious festival? Today this question is raised in the context of a secular society that holds that daily life, and consequently civic and public life, and spiritual life, or in other words adherence to this religion or that trend of thought, have no points in common; the citizen is free to think what he likes. This principle is one of tolerance, but a poorly understood tolerance. In all ancient societies, spiritual life was in no way separate from material life. There was no distinction between sacred and profane, and so we are forced to acknowledge that Halloween is a festival that is both sacred and profane.

In fact, the word Halloween, incontestably of Anglo-Saxon origin, comes from the undoubtedly popular contraction of All-(Saints’)-Eve, which literally means the “eve of all the saints,” with a shift in meaning: “holy evening” or “sacred evening.” The reference could not be any more Christian . . . nor any more explicit.

Now Christianity, as is well known, grafted itself onto older religions that had their own customs and beliefs. The long struggle waged by the church fathers against the surviving aspects of paganism, then the pontifical or synodic injunctions against practices considered to be diabolical, clearly reveal that the Christian religion has never been able to eliminate certain concepts inherited from the dawn of time. Being unable to eliminate them, the Christian Church absorbed them by giving them what could be called in some respects their baptism certificate. This is how the period of Christmas, which corresponds to the winter solstice, exactly re-creates the reversal of values that took place in Roman society during the time of Saturnalia. This was the time when the king became subject, the subject became king, the master became slave, and the slave became master. Is this so different from the fact that Jesus, God incarnate, was born in the most total destitution inside a miserable grotto filled with the coldest drafts of winter air? Furthermore, doesn’t this grotto—quickly transformed into a stable—bring to mind the myth of the Eastern god Mithra, the Sol Invictus, who was miraculously born from the sides of a virgin grotto, an event that took place on the evening of December 24? When establishing their liturgical calendar, the Christians drew from wherever they could, which is to say from the calendars of the so-called pagan societies that preceded the Christian era.

The same holds for the fixation of November 1 as the date for commemoration of all the saints “past, present, and to come.” Because, despite the subtleties it is necessary to keep in mind when supplying an overly precise dating—and thus one that corresponds too strictly to one reality—we have to concede that the Christian festival of All Saints’ Day and the carnival-like displays of Halloween are located precisely in the very time the Celts celebrated the great festival of Samhain during the era of the druids.

[image: ]  The Festival of Samhain in the Celtic Calendar

Since the time of the High Middle Ages, the rhythm of life in western Europe has been based on the so-called “Gregorian” calendar (introduced by Pope Gregory the Great), which is nothing but a simple reformed version of the “Julian” calendar, which was apparently inspired by Julius Caesar. The Gregorian is a solar calendar, based on a year of 3651/4 days, with a leap year every four years, and strictly follows the ellipsoidal course of the earth around the sun. This allows for the annual repetition of certain festivals on fixed days, such as Christmas, or, more prosaically, the celebration of the 1918 Armistice on November 11, Veterans Day, or the taking of the Bastille on July 14.

This undeniably practical aspect should not mask a completely different calendrical reality. Since remotest antiquity, not to mention prehistory, there have been—and still are—different ways of reckoning and organizing the days of the year. It could be thought surprising that the great Christian festival of Easter is never on the same date from year to year (and that the exact date of this festival was calculated differently by orthodox Christians). This is because the Christian Church, since its inception, sought to graft its liturgical cycle onto Hebrew points of reference: the Passion of Jesus Christ and his resurrection are closely linked to the Jewish Passover. Now, the Jews had not a solar calendar but a calendar of the lunar type, built on the immutable twenty-eight-day lunar cycle, meaning the actual duration of the moon’s complete course around the earth.

Calendrical differences provide a fairly plausible explanation for the quarrels that broke out between the insular Celtic Christians and the dwellers on the Continent enfeoffed to the Roman church regarding the dating of the Easter holiday.1 The calendar of the Celtic people was also of the lunar type. We know this, on the one hand, thanks to a broken Gallic bronze calendar that was discovered as a display of 149 fragments in Coligny (Ain) and is now housed in the archaeological museum of Lyon. On the other hand, this information is available to us thanks to countless Irish texts in the Gaelic language, transcribed by Christian monks but unquestionably of a traditional oral origin. Based on these it has been thought that the Celtic year was divided into twelve lunar months of twenty-eight days, with a thirteenth intercalary month intended to make the lunar and solar cycles coincide. Of course, this assumes that all the Celtic festivals, which depend on the lunar cycle, could never be celebrated on the same date, as is the case for the Christian holiday of Easter, which necessarily entails a movable dating method for Ascension and Pentecost, two holidays intimately linked to that of the resurrection of Christ. It is therefore clear that the problem of accurate dating posed by the Celtic festival calendar is far from simple, and that it is necessary to put Halloween—that is to say, the great druidic festival of Samhain—back into its original context.

The Christian calendar aims at universality and a kind of eternal return, but the Celtic calendar concerns itself more with the interactions between living beings and the cosmos, considered to be an indivisible totality. It is this close rapport between the individual and the cosmos that conditions the flow of time through the entire year for the Celts. In contrast to how time flows for the Romans, the stages of this period are not fixed in a regular, even static, thus purely symbolic fashion. They are flexible, wed to a cosmic rhythm that could be compared to a slow respiration consisting of an irregular succession of inhalations and exhalations.

One would think that in order to be in harmony with this cosmic breath, it is enough to scrupulously observe the most conspicuous points of the solar year—to wit, the solstices and the equinoxes. It so happens that this is not at all the case with the Celts: no Celtic festival is celebrated on the solstice or the equinox.a The four essential dates punctuating the Celtic year present a shift of forty to fifty days with respect to the solstice or equinox. This is a fact, and it is impossible to know the precise reason for it. Taking into account the explicit testimony of Caesar—corroborated by other Greek and Roman authors—according to which the druids “debate much on the stars and their movements, on the magnitude of the world and the earth,”2 it is not out of astronomical ignorance that these great festivals were shifted this way. The druids knew perfectly well what they were doing, and even though it is

impossible to know the profound reasons for their actions, one may, however, assume that their calendrical calculations were established based on the lunar cycle.

This omnipresent lunar cycle provokes quite a number of other unique features. According to Caesar’s testimony, the Gauls considered the fall of night to be the beginning of the official day,b a custom also found among the Jews, who also followed a lunar calendar. Furthermore, in Celtic custom the twenty-eight-day month began on the night of the full moon. Consequently, dating the principal holidays of the Celtic year at November 1, February 1, May 1, and August 1 is solely a matter of convenience. In reality the holiday in question was necessarily placed on the night of the closest full moon. These observations are indispensable to understanding the nature and signification of Samhain.

According to the ancient Gaelic texts of Ireland, the Celtic year—at least in the British Isles, nothing being proved for the continental Celts—was divided into two equal parts, sort of like two seasons; the dark half, or winter, began on Samhain, on November 1, and the luminous half, or summer, began on Beltane, May 1. An intercalary holiday was placed in the center of each half, Imbolc on February 1 and Lugnasad on August 1. But traditionally the year began on Samhain.

This is not a hypothesis but a certitude, confirmed by the famous Coligny calendar, the sole Gallic testimony of a pre-Christian Celtic calendar. We still need to have some reservations as to its value, because not only does its existence contradict the druidic principle of refusing to write, but also it was created during the Roman era, so there is a risk that it was altered with respect to an authentically Celtic tradition. Furthermore, if we compare this calendar with what is known of the Irish calendar during the High Middle Ages, we can only be disappointed: in fact, only in November does the Gallic (Samonios) correspond to the Gaelic (Samhain). The names of the other months of this Gallic calendar are completely different from those used in medieval Ireland, which are still used in the Gaelic language today.

If absolutely necessary, we can also see Samhain in the Gaelic name for the month of June, Meitheamh (Welsh Mehefin, Armorican Breton Mezheven), which derives from the older medio-samonios (middle of summer). The names of all the other months of the year in contemporary Gaelic have been borrowed from Latin (Eanair, January; Feabhra, February; Marta, March; Abran, April; and Iul, July); are periphrastic, such as Mean Fonhair (September—“middle of autumn”), Deire Fomhair (October—“end of autumn”), and Mi na Nodlag (December—“month of Christmas”); or are the names of ancient Celtic festivals, as in Beltane (May) and Lunasa (August). It is obvious that these terms have nothing in common with the Coligny calendar, in which Riuros stands for January; Anagantios, February; Ogronios, March; Cutios, April; Giamonios, May; Simivisonnos, June; Equos, July; Elembivios, August; Edrinios, September; Cantlos, October; and after Samonios, Dumannios, December.

The word Samhain in contemporary Gaelic, designating the month of November, can only be reminiscent of the ancient druidic holiday celebrated at the beginning of the lunar month, on the night of the full moon falling closest to November 1. When it concerns All Saints’ Day, that is, November 1, one would say Lâ Samhna, “day of Samhain.” The name of the day itself, during an era when orthography had not yet been fixed, took different forms, including Samhain, Samain, Samhuin, and even Samfuin. There is nothing equivocal about its definition, however: it is “the weakening of summer” or “the end of summer.” And in northwestern Europe, which is subject to a gentle, humid ocean climate, and where there are only two basic seasons, summer and winter, etymology conforms with the calendrical reality. In Armorican Brittany, one enters what are called the “black months” on Toussaint (All Saints’ Day), these black months being mis du, November (literally, “black month”) and mis kerzu, December (literally, “very black month”).

The dating of Samhain goes back to the earliest prehistory of the Celts and triggers a possible and plausible explanation for the choice of this calendrical placement, although it cannot be justified, at least by the information we currently have available to us. In fact, the entrance into the “black months” effectively signals a change in the rhythm of daily life. Because of the gentle and pleasant climate in summer, the herds can be left in their pastures. But when a certain chill begins to be felt in the air and grass becomes less abundant in the fields, it is necessary to bring the flocks back to the stables and protect them during the winter months. This is true for every pastoral society in which all material wealth is measured in the flocks.

The study of the laws and customs of the Celtic peoples, notably those of Paleo-Christian Ireland, on which we have a great deal of information at our disposal, proves that Celtic society was originally pastoral in nature. The Celts, all peoples commingled, were first nomadic shepherds who gradually, at least on the Continent, settled on rich lands that they cultivated and improved, developing at the same time the techniques of agriculture, namely through the invention of the iron plowshare and a kind of reaper-thresher, like the one displayed in the Treves Museum in Germany. During the time of Caesar, Gaul, like Sicily, was a veritable granary, and Gallic bread was renowned for its high quality.

But while the Gauls became agriculturists, or rather farmers, meaning to say that they both raised livestock and practiced agriculture, such was not the case in Ireland during the same era and for a long period afterward. Even today Ireland is primarily a country of livestock raising. This implies a long pastoral tradition, which can be reconstructed from social structures, such as those appearing in the more or less judicial or technical treatises as well as in the epic tales of the Gaelic domain.

Having long remained outside the continental tempests, and having never been integrated into the Roman Empire, Ireland in fact forms an authentic conservatory of archaic customs and traditions that can plunge one into a very remote past.
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