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You wanna go to the Devil but you don’t like the flames. 
‘Blood on Satan’s Claw’ is my middle name. 

- The Cramps, ‘Mean Machine’ (1994) 

With Ari Aster’s ‘Midsommar’ currently in cinemas, and Robert Eggers’ ‘The Lighthouse’ 
about to hit them, Folk Horror seems suddenly en vogue. But what is it? And why, moreover, 
is it popular now?  

I 

Like all things tangential to the Gothic, Folk Horror is notoriously difficult to define, 
impervious to the usual ways of knowing. Its pre-history is typically murky: in a Guardian 
review of 1975, Caroline Tisdall employed the term to describe the paintings of Henri Fuseli; 
in a 1982 piece for Democrat and Chronicle, Laura Stewart used it in reference to the 
illustrator Beverly Brodsky. But as an indication of genre – as a means of categorisating a 
certain strain of literature and (particularly) film – its origins appear to lie in a 2003 Fangoria 
interview with Piers Haggard, director of the massively influential (yet shamefully under-
watched) ‘The Blood on Satan’s Claw’ (1971). Explaining his intention for that film, Haggard 
told M. J. Simpson: “I was trying to make a folk-horror film, I suppose. Not a campy one.” 
Seven years later, Mark Gatiss’ BBC4 documentary ‘A History of Horror’ revived Haggard’s 
phrase as a way of grouping “a loose collection of films”, bookending the ‘The Blood’ with 
Michael Reeves’ ‘Witchfinder General’ (1968) and Robin Hardy’s ‘The Wickerman’ (1973): 
“They shared”, explained Gatiss, “a common obsession with the British landscape, its 
folklore and superstitions”. And ever since, the term Folk Horror seems to have been affixed 
to just about anything remotely connected to those concerns. As Adam Scovell put it in his 
seminal study Folk Horror: Hours Dreadful and Things Strange (2017), “the term has spun 
down several alleyways which only seem to touch marginally upon its descriptive character; 
where the reappropriation of past culture, even that which is still within living memory, now 
attains a folkloric guise and becomes ascribed as Folk Horror”. 

In spite of their diversity, the works assigned this name do share some common features. A 
Folk Horror, writes Scovell, will be one or more of the following: 
  



• A work that uses folklore, either aesthetically or thematically, to imbue itself with a sense of 
the arcane for eerie, uncanny, or horrific purposes. 

• A work that presents a clash between such arcania and its presence within close proximity to 
some form of modernity, often within social parameters. 

• A work which creates its own folklore through various forms of popular conscious memory, 
even when it is young in comparison to more typical folklore and antiquarian artefacts of the 
same character. 

Furthermore, several “links” join ‘The Blood’, ‘Witchfinder’, and ‘Wickerman’ – not only to 
each other, but to their descendants too. For Scovell, these are: 

1. Landscape 
2. Isolation 
3. Skewed Belief Systems/Morality 
4. The Happening/Summoning 

We might not have a definition as such – certainly not in the Socratic sense – but for Scovell, 
there is a distinct family resemblance. 

II 

At the risk of hubris, I’d like to propose a new approach, an alternative line through this 
knotted genealogy. In the Fangoria interview, Haggard also explains why he was “trying to 
make a folk horror film”, stating: “I didn’t really like the Hammer campy style, it wasn’t for 
me really”. And this, I think, provides a slightly more useful starting point: Folk Horror as a 
reactionary aesthetic, as a response to the Camp clichés which had dominated Horror cinema 
through the mid-Sixties, and which had very nearly robbed the medium of its power to instil 
fear.  

Camp, however, is scarcely any easier to define. In 1964, Susan Sontag famously described it 
as “a sensibility – unmistakably modern, a variant of sophistication but hardly identical with 
it”, and located its “essence”, moreover, in “its love of the unnatural: of artifice and 
exaggeration”. But “to talk about Camp”, explained Sontag, “is…to betray it”. Hence, her 
piece consisted only of “Notes”, of which, for my purposes, the most enlightening are 
probably the following: 

7. All Camp objects, and persons, contain a large element of artifice. Nothing in nature 
can be campy . . . 

10. Camp sees everything in quotation marks. It's not a lamp, but a “lamp”; not a woman, 
but a “woman.” To perceive Camp in objects and persons is to understand Being-as-



Playing-a-Role. It is the farthest extension, in sensibility, of the metaphor of life as 
theatre.  1

Folk, too, is a highly contested term. In a literal sense, it simply denotes “people” (from Old 
English folc, of Germanic origin, and related to Dutch volk and German Volk); but Folk is 
also synonymous with terms as disparate as “traditional”, “self-taught”, “non-academic”, 
“non-urban”, “pre-modern”, “non-foreign”, “unpretentious”, and “geographically 
contingent”. Folk, then, particularly in Haggard’s usage, is probably best understood as the 
antithesis of Camp, referring not to so much to all people – and certainly not to 
“sophisticated” types – but to those who experience a direct and organic connection to the 
land and to nature, and who are wholly innocent, therefore, of the artifice so adored by Camp. 
By imparting a Folk sensibility to Horror cinema, by peopling it with characters (in 
Haggard’s case, Seventeenth Century peasants) who seem to experience this unmediated 
relationship with the soil, ‘The Blood’ was able – at least on the surface – to rescue the 
medium from the high affectations of the Hammer style, and was free, therefore, to instil 
genuine fear once more. Doubtless, it was for the same reason that Michael Reeves had cast 
Vincent Price in ‘Witchfinder’ three years earlier: the fact that we were used to Price playing 
Camp roles in AIP’s low-budget adaptations of Poe is what made the sheer earnestness of 
Price’s Hopkins – the film’s sadistic villain – so truly disturbing.  2

But of course, no relationship with the soil is wholly unmediated. While people constitute a 
part of nature in a biological sense (that is, we are organic organisms), all people are 
fundamentally apart from it as well, divorced from the land by consciousness, by language, 
by custom, by industry – in short, by culture. And the very idea of “belonging to” or “being 
one with” the Earth quickly proves, upon any degree of inspection, to be itself a cultural 
construct and usually the product of painstaking artifice. In this respect, Folk is less the 
opposite of Camp, less an inversion of that sensibility, than a particular version of it – a love 
for merely another mode of artifice. Only, it doesn’t see words like “lamp” or “woman” in 
quotation marks, but the very thing from which Camp is fundamentally distinct: it is not to 
nature that Folk are connected, but to “nature”, not to the land per se, but to its 
representations. Hence, Haggard’s attempt to reclaim Horror cinema from the affectations of 
the Hammer style ultimately brought us to a truly dreadful realisation: that there is no 
“outside-Camp”. At the very essence of Folk – that is, where there should be no artifice at all, 
merely an organic oneness between people and nature – there is only further artifice: ritual in 

 In recent memory, Camp is probably best known as this theme for year’s Met Gala - although, I 1

hasten to add, any attempt to adhere to that theme was, by definition, a disappointment. I would 
refer readers to Sontag’s eighteenth “Note”: “One must distinguish between naïve and deliberate 
camp. Pure camp is always naïve. Camp which knows itself to be Camp (“camping”) is usually less 
satisfying.” 

  Let us not forget, however, that Price would subsequently return to Camp-Horror with renewed 2

vengeance, reaching the apotheosis of that sub-sensibility in The Abominable Dr. Phibes (1971), and 
its sequel Dr. Phibes Rises Again (1972). 



its excessive, garish, stylised, and arbitrary glory. Though Haggard eventually came to feel 
that the ceremonial violence in ‘The Blood’ was “overdone”, and that the title which AIP 
imposed on it was “naff” (his preference was for the sibilant, and more understated, ‘Satan’s 
Skin’), these features are fundamental to the film’s structure – the precise coordinates at 
which its circumvention of Camp, its effort to consign high artifice to the exterior, takes that 
very sensibility, like the edge of the Möbius-strip, right back to the centre. And this, I 
maintain, is Folk Horror’s true form. When we yearn to bypass the institutions which divide 
us from nature – when we “wanna go the Devil”, as it were – Folk Horror is what reminds us 
that that route is every bit as distasteful – that we “don’t like the flames”. 

III 

Why, in recent years, have so many been tempted to try their hand at this hitherto obscure 
aesthetic?  Because the awkwardness of our relationship to nature has never been so acutely 
felt as during climate crisis. Today, it is more obvious than ever that we are: on the one hand, 
a part of nature, organic organisms dependent on the Earth for the continued existence of our 
species; on the other, apart from nature, divided from it by our societies’ reckless and 
destructive uses of the Earth’s resources. But the caveat of Folk Horror’s is this: if you try to 
make a Folk Horror by simply stitching together the various parts of its family resemblance, 
you don’t actually end up with another member of the family. What you end up with is a 
regurgitation of pre-existing conventions, a catalogue of artificial clichés – that is, a monster. 
And the result, therefore, is not Haggard’s nightmarish in/version of Camp, it is simply 
Camp. This is why Folk Horror has, in Scovell’s words, “spun down several alleyways”: each 
new incarnation must be sufficiently different from its forebearers in order to bypass the 
pitfalls of cliché, and in order to renew, therefore, its Möbius-like relation to Camp. It is also 
why Ari Aster’s ‘Midsommar’ is, to my way of thinking, such a disappointment – or, at least, 
such a disappointing attempt at Folk Horror: it embodies to the letter every one of Scovell’s 
“links” – for which reason, it is not horrific at all, simply Camp. And the peals of laughter 
recorded at screenings the world over only seem to confirm this. The family tree requires new 
blood for successful regeneration.  3

I would argue that the “spinning” described by Scovell actually began with Hardy’s 
‘Wickerman’.  While that film is “link[ed]” to ‘Witchfinder’ and to ‘The Blood’, what makes 
it such an extraordinary feature is its divergence from those models. For its first three 
quarters, ‘Wickerman’ is not even a Horror, but a Whodunnit: Sergeant Howie is 
investigating the disappearance, and suspected murder, of a young girl called Rowan 
Morrison on a Scottish Island called Summerisle. When Howie finds Morrison alive – and 
realises, thereupon, that she is the bait with which to lure him to his own death –  the film 

 Or perhaps this is Aster’s point. The most shocking – and, strangely, least discussed – element of 3

‘Midsommar’ is without doubt the incestuous child who reigns over its central cult. 



takes on the formal elegance of Classical Tragedy: as Aristotle wrote of Sophocles’ Oedipus 
Rex, “the anagnorisis [moment of recognition] – is coincident with a peripeteia [reversal of 
circumstances]”. ‘Wickerman’, moreover, doesn’t just depict “Skewed Belief Systems/
Morality” – or, at least, it doesn’t frame the religious practices of Summerisle’s inhabitants in 
opposition to normal equivalents. One of the most common accusations bought against the 
film is that its depiction of Paganism is not “authentic”, but simply lifted from The Golden 
Bough – the sensationalist comparison of the world’s religious practices written by Sir James 
George Frazer in 1890. But this is precisely the point. The chief scandal of The Golden 
Bough was not the eccentricity of the beliefs depicted within it, but its implicit criticism of 
Christianity – its contextualising that religion as merely another of the world’s eccentric 
beliefs. By lifting its rites from The Golden Bough, ‘Wickerman’ is able to rephrase that same 
criticism. As the film progresses, Sergeant Howie’s Christianity ceases to be a stable point of 
reference and proves instead a puritanical, snobbish, bloodless, disrespectful, and repressive 
set of beliefs – that is, a religion every bit as “Skewed” as that observed on Summerisle. 
Hence, the horror of the film’s celebrated finale doesn’t just consist in the fact that we are 
forced to watch Howie burn alive, to hear him scream the words of Psalm 23 from inside the 
eponymous effigy (though this is plenty horrifying); it also consists in the fact that we find 
ourselves baying for his blood, longing for Summerisle to be rid of this fanatic despot – for 
which reason his prayer is weirdly harmonious with the squawking of chickens, the lowing of 
fatted bulls, and islanders ecstatically chanting “Sumer is Icumen In”. It is a horror which is 
simultaneously anti-Camp (for there is nothing as genuinely dreadful in Hammer), and Camp 
par excellence (for there is nothing so wonderfully artificial as a mob of murderous fruit 
farmers in 1970s Scotland singing a Medieval round from Wessex in imitation of a Victorian 
fantasy of pre-Christian worship). And it is a horror, moreover, which is only possible 
because ‘Wickerman’ dares to defy its ancestors.  

IV 

Lucie McKnight Hardy’s Water Shall Refuse Them offers an equally unsettling examination 
of our relationship with the natural world. The title alludes to the notorious belief that you 
could test for witches by throwing suspects in a lake: if they were innocent they would 
drown; if they floated, or were able to swim to safety – that is if the water “refused” them – 
they would be identified as a witch, and would be summarily executed. It’s a double bind 
which is weirdly analogous to the situation of which climate crisis has lately made us so 
aware: our distinction from the environment – the fact that the water “refuses” us, as it were – 
is, at once, what gives life to our species and what threatens its survival. The novel takes 
place during the great British heatwave of 1976 – an occurrence which used to be described 
as a “freak” but which (given that Britain experienced similar heatwaves in 1995, 1997, 2003, 
2006, and 2018) now feels less like an aberration than like the harbinger of a new norm, the 
entrance into a future characterised by increasingly erratic and hostile weather conditions. 
The novel is set, moreover, in an unnamed town in Wales – one which sits on the border with 
England but which, given how often that border has moved, cannot really be said to be a part 



of either nation. For which reason, the inhabitants’ relation to the land is even more strained 
than usual: though Hardy’s characters are constantly attempting to draw distinctions between 
insider and outsider, no one truly “belongs” here – not the English holidaymakers, nor the 
descendants of plague-era Derbyshire migrants, nor, as it turns out, the local Welsh who, in 
Hardy’s hands, are weirdly out of place in this part of what is, at least in a political sense, 
their own country. It is a combination of time and space fundamentally different from, say, 
the pastoral Merthyr of Richard Llewellyn’s How Green Was My Valley, and an inconvenient 
reminder that, while we depend on nature for the most basic conditions of our existence, we 
can never truly be “one” with it. 

Until its final paragraphs, however, Water Shall Refuse Them is not even a Horror but – as 
several commentators have observed – a coming-of-age novel (albeit one in which the 
transition into adulthood and maturity is not entirely successful). Sixteen-year-old Nif is 
devoted to a version of witchcraft which she refers to as The Creed. But The Creed has no 
origin, say, in the Dynion Mwyn of Welsh history and folklore; it is merely what concerned 
parents often call a “phase” – a typically adolescent means of bringing stability to her 
existence where her dysfunctional family fails to provide it (one is reminded of Christopher’s 
habit of counting yellow cars in Mark Haddon’s The Curious Incident of the Dog in The 
Night-Time). But to dismiss The Creed for this reason is merely to bring against Nif the 
arguments which she brings against herself: “If I had seen a psychiatrist...” she claims, “he 
would say that I was trying to impose order on my life by constructing a new religion”. But in 
response to this “hypothetical psychiatrist”, Nif asserts, “the Creed found me”. For Nif, then, 
The Creed is not simply a means of fixing her life – that is, not something secondary or 
supplementary to it; on the contrary, it seems to precede her life. Or, to put this slightly 
differently: if Nif’s personal brand of witchcraft can be explained as a substitute for the 
stability which would be provided by a “functional” family unit, then such a unit can, in turn, 
be explained as a substitute for witchcraft – that is, as some kind of coven or cult – and the 
family feeling which ought to unite its members as some arbitrary “phase”. That this is the 
case – that the substitution works both ways, and that family feeling is arbitrary, therefore – is 
made dramatically clear in the killings disclosed in the novel’s final paragraphs. The horror of 
these paragraphs, however, doesn’t just consist in those killings (though they are plenty 
horrifying); it also consists in the fact that, having been seduced by Nif’s worldview, we find 
ourselves thinking them right or necessary.  It is a horror which is simultaneously anti-Camp 
(for, again, there is nothing as genuinely dreadful in Hammer – an aesthetic which one of the 
novel’s characters explicitly calls “bullshit”) and Camp par excellence (for there is nothing so 
delightfully cheesy as a sulking teenager obsessing over a collection of bird skulls). And it is 
a horror, moreover, which is only possible because Water Shall Refuse Them, like ‘The 
Wickerman’ before it, dares to defy its ancestors.  

But how is it that we can be seduced by the warped logic of a troubled adolescent at all? I 
suspect that the reason is this: the experience of being on the threshold of catastrophe, of 
constantly waiting in existential limbo before an inconceivable future, is weirdly akin to the 
experience of adolescence. And it is for this reason, I suspect, that so many teens are at the 



forefront of climate action today: the ecological situation is one with which they are strangely 
familiar. 


