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In the US Halloween has become a multi-billion dollar industry as Americans happily spend money on candy, costumes and spooky décor. 

It’s hard to imagine that our modern holiday retains any of its original traditions but if you look close enough you can still find them underneath all the masks, fake cobwebs and grinning jack-o-lanterns.

The origin of Halloween can be traced to the ancient Celtic festival, Samhain, which marked the beginning of winter. The earliest Halloween celebrations were held by the Druids to honor Samhain, the Lord of the Dead. This festival was held on November 1, which was also the Celtic New Year. The beginning of winter- when the light loses and the night wins. 

The Celts believed that spirits from the other world came the night before Samhain and destroyed vegetation with their cold, icy breath. The spirits left the land barren for the winter. 

Samhain was the most sacred Celtic festival, the rituals linked people to their ancestors and the past. Spirits held the secrets of the afterlife and the future so during this time predictions has more power and omens could be read with more clarity. The Druid priests would seek knowledge through divination to help the tribe- things like health, wealth, the best time to move, when to make magic, how to cure an illness.

Legend says that Samhain assembled the souls of all those who had died the previous year. This “Samhain Vigil” was when he sentenced the dead, he would judge them. Sinning souls were confined to the shapes of lesser animals or twelve months. Good souls were sentenced to another twelve months of death but were allowed to take human shape.  

Gifts and offerings were thought to make Samhain more temperate so he would release souls to visit with their loved ones. 

The Celts wore disguises to avert malicious spirits while putting out food and wine for their ancestors. A parade would lead spirits out of town. If they thought the spirits needed more appeasement they would offer sweet treats to send them on their way.

In early days horses and humans were sacrificed, the humans were usually criminals. Confined in wicker and thatch cages shaped as giants and animals they were set on fire and roasted alive. 

This practice was outlawed by the Romans after the conquest of Britain. In 61 A.D. Suetonius ordered the sacrificial groves and augury to be destroyed. But the rites continued in many forms for centuries. 

In medieval Europe black cats were placed in wicker baskets and burned alive on Halloween. The cats were thought to be witches familiars or witches shapeshifted into cat form.

In Britain horses were sacrificed as late as 400 A.D during the feasts of Samhain.

Even after the church Christianized Pagan practices oxen were sacrificed on Hallowmas to honor the saints. They were sometimes led through the church to the altar.

In the eighth century Samhain became All Saint’s Day which is also called All Hallows, and Hallowmas. The night before became All Hallows Eve. The name was shortened with time to Hallows Eve,  Hallowe'en, and eventually Halloween.

Halloween has held on to its macabre nature throughout the centuries.

Traditions like souling and guising were precursors to our modern trick or treating.

In England the poor would go souling door to door begging for soul cakes in exchange for prayers for the givers and their deceased. This would occur on November 2, All Souls Day. 

Guising, the tradition of wearing costumes and going door to door begging for food while singing or reciting verse, can be traced back to Scotland as far back as the 16th century. There are many accounts of it in Ireland and throughout Britain in the 18th and 19th centuries.

Many Halloween customs were brought to the US in the mid-19th century when the Irish famine drove thousands to immigrate to the United States. Where the Irish went, Halloween followed. 

The Irish customs blended with rituals practiced by the Germans, Scots, and English.

By the turn of the 20th century Halloween had become a full blown American holiday. By 2013 more than 150 million consumers participated in American Halloween spending.

But Halloween isn’t the only celebration of the dead.

Death is the one thing that connects us all. Inescapable, death will visit each and every one of us.

That is why throughout time and around the world people of different religions, backgrounds, cultures, and ethnicities have had special days dedicated to honoring their dead. 

Death festivals are not meant to be scary. They are a way to bridge the gap between the living and the dead. Understanding death and knowing that we will not be forgotten, that our loved ones will remember us long after we're gone, can help ease our fears. 
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IN BOLIVIA RELATIVES decorate the skulls of their dead on November 9th, known as the Day of the Skulls.

The Tuaregs, who are a wandering people of the Sahara, visit graves on the first day of Ramadan.

Jewish people visit graves in the month of Tishri.

Near Indonesia on the island of Bali spirits of the ancestors are believed to return during the first five weeks of the Buddhist year.

The Hopi Native Americans summon their dead during a festival at the summer solstice.

In ancient Egypt, the Day of the Dead was celebrated during the winter solstice to honor the god Osiris. The souls of the dead returned to the land of the living. Food was spread out for them and lamps were lit and left burning throughout the night to guide their way home.
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IN GREECE THE FESTIVAL of the dead was held in February. The third day of the Dionysus feast of Anthesteria. After the first days of feasting and merriment, the third day was dedicated to dead souls. They didn’t welcome the souls readily, in fact they heavily guarded their homes and temples against lingering souls and at the end of the festival would chase the spirits away with exorcism: “Begone ye Keres. Anthesteria is over.” ( Halloween Through Twenty Centuries by Ralph and Adelin Linton)

The Romans celebrated Parentalia, a nine day festival beginning February 13 honoring the dead. During this time temples were closed and marriages were forbidden. This was an official holiday on the religious calendar but celebrations were mostly private. Families made offerings of food, milk, wine and honey to their dead and decorated tombs with garlands of flowers. The last day of the festival, Feralia, was a public day to honor the dead.

An ancient ritual of the dead celebrated in Rome May 9, 11, and 13 was called Lemuria or Lemuralia. During this festival Romans performed exorcism rights to free malevolent and fearful ghosts. It is thought that this custom was Christianized and turned into All Saints’ Day which was later moved to November.

On All Souls’ Day in Naples, Italy people visit the dead and leave “calling cards” by penciling their names on relatives’ tombs. The night before All Souls, people visit cemeteries and dress up the exposed remains of dead relatives.

On All Souls’ Day in France churches are draped in darkness and feature funeral songs and prayers for the dead.
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HAITI CELEBRATES ALL Souls Day on November 2, decorating in purple, white and black- the colors of the Vodou- the spirits of the dead. People give offerings to Baron Samedi, the loa of the dead.

In Guatemala the dead are celebrated on November 1, All Saint’s Day with a kite festival. Colorful kites are flown over graveyards, thought to reach the spirits in heaven.
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