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Introduction

‘No wonder we grew up weird’

When I was a little girl and sleeping at my grandparents’ house on weekends, I was often allowed to stay up far beyond my bedtime to watch grown-up television programmes. Late nights were haunted by faceless, swaying silhouettes dancing amid flickering flames onscreen, as the carnivalesque theme of Tales of the Unexpected (1979–88) played over background imagery of devilish masks, tarot cards and sinister skulls. By day, the strange, spooky fare of 1970s children’s television spilled over into my childhood of the 1980s. Characters like Noseybonk (in Jigsaw, 1979–84), an adult mime with a white-masked rictus grin and intimidatingly bulbous nose, lurked terrifyingly within the supposedly innocent realm of children’s television. Exposure to programmes like these kick-started my lifelong fascination with film and television horror. More recent nostalgic conversations about ‘what telly used to be like’ and associated recollections of my childhood, lying awake at night fearful of ghosts, alien invasion and nuclear destruction, led to idle wondering about why there were so many strange television programmes made in the 1970s. During a casual chat with a friend, one comment that ‘no wonder we grew up weird’ struck a chord and sparked the thought process that led to this work.

Before the effects of Covid-19 spread rapidly throughout the world in the early 2020s, few people had envisioned such a global pandemic – except, of course, creators of unsettling 1970s television programmes. I was in the middle of conducting my own PhD research on this area when the pandemic hit, sharpening the contemporary relevance of my subject matter more than I could have anticipated. Survivors (1975–77) presented British viewers with a killer flu pandemic accidentally released to the world from China, and Noah’s Castle (1980) illustrated a post-economic-crash Britain where people fight in the streets over basic goods such as toilet rolls. Such events became a kind of reality in 2020, with not only the pandemic but also what news outlets like the Daily Mail referred to as the ‘perfect storm’ of Covid, Brexit and soaring energy bills (Pyman 2021). News media warned of a looming ‘winter of discontent’, discussed in daytime television talk shows like This Morning (ITV, 24 September 2021), and government ministers made desperate reassurances to the public that ‘There will be no three-day working weeks or a throwback to the 1970s’ (Mason 2021). Tabloid and broadsheet papers alike made direct comparison with the winter of 1978–79, and Scarfolk creator Richard Littler drew similar parallels by ironically tweeting a still from apocalyptic television drama Threads (1984), asking followers to spot the difference between ‘Brexit news’ and a ‘dramatic account of a nuclear attack and its effects on Britain’ (Littler 2021).

In addition to political and economic woes and extended Covid-lockdown periods, the backdrop of global events in the 2020s included a worrying rise of right-wing violence, conspiracy theories, increased social and economic imbalances, and protests. This new context has led me to a fuller appreciation of the contemporary relevance of the 1970s programmes under examination here. Television became something for people to cling to during difficult times as a familiar sanctuary. Ben Page, CEO of leading global market research company Ipsos MORI, stated that ‘TV is again uniting Britain’: television was one of the few forms of leisure available during lockdown, with a 37 per cent growth in shared family viewing figures in April 2020, as compared with 2019 (Ipsos MORI 2020).
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Lockdown circumstances drove audiences to seek comfort in vintage television, often seen as a safe escapist choice, with reports finding that the familiarity of nostalgic television ‘gives us a break from worrying about the present, and allows audiences to reminisce about their youth, and even find company in old TV and films’ (Ipsos MORI 2020). A comic strip in The New Yorker (Dator 2020) considers this tendency in relation to the 1970s detective series Columbo (originally running on NBC from 1968–78), which remains popular and widely accessible well into the 2020s, not only easily available online but airing on a near-continual loop on several UK free-to-air channels. Decades-old television has also become vital in a new and unforeseen way in its ability to inform the present. Media commentators have compared 1970s dystopian dramas such as The Changes (1975) and Quatermass (1979) with 2020s societal reactions to upheaval. Charlie Brooker, creator of dystopian drama Black Mirror (2011–present), in Charlie Brooker’s Antiviral Wipe, produced and broadcast during a period of strict lockdown in May 2020, made direct comparison of current events with ‘apocalyptic TV shows’ like The Day of the Triffids (1981).

New rituals arrived and departed with different stages of the pandemic, including rainbows in windows, painted pebbles and doorstep clapping in appreciation of the NHS. The Queen’s address to the nation on the crisis celebrated such an ‘expression of our national spirit’, remarking that the latter’s ‘symbol will be the rainbows drawn by children’ (Dymond 2020). New traditions such as these can be considered as folk rituals, in this instance providing means of expression for locked-down communities.1 Such customs, traditions and actions based on folk belief (old or new) are integral aspects of folklore.

Alongside types of ritual, folklore also incorporates notions of belief relating to legend. Legends can be understood as stories passed on informally about beings or events that are believed to have existed or occurred and can include fantastical, supernatural and otherworldly phenomena. The year 2020 also saw the discovery of mysterious monoliths across every continent, beginning in Utah and spreading throughout the world, including my own hometown of Sheffield, in the north of England. The monoliths prompted global news media to leap towards extraterrestrial explanations, asking ‘Artist or aliens?’ (Kesslen 2020). Though unexplained officially (and most likely the work of situationist artists), these appearances added an extra contextual dimension to my research on television series like Children of the Stones (1977) and Quatermass, whose narratives centre on folklore about megaliths, stone circles and aliens.

Examining the cultural context of 1970s television, this book explains why this period gave rise to so many television narratives using supernatural folklore; the impact of this upon audiences; and how the influence of 1970s folkloric texts is manifest in popular TV today. In this book, I account for how television itself becomes its own legendary cycle of representation, reinterpretation and construction of unsettling stories drawing upon the supernatural and contemporary legend.

The folklore of folk horror

Until recent years, there were no academic books published specifically on folk horror and very few scholarly articles examining folklore and television. In 2017, Adam Scovell’s Folk Horror: Hours Dreadful and Things Strange quickly became a reference point for a small network of folk-horror academics and enthusiasts. Some significant newspaper and magazine articles paid attention to folk horror, many of which concerned themselves with debating definitions of the subgenre. For the most part, however, none of these debates examined the folklore of folk horror, which is what interested me the most. With my subsequent introduction to the work of Mikel Koven and the notion of ostension, I discovered a serious framework for my own work to build upon. In brief, ostension is the presentation of folklore (such as a haunting), or action based on folklore (such as ghost-hunting activity), which Koven applies to film as mass-mediated ostention: the presentation (or acting out) of folklore within a media text. Koven’s Film, Folklore and Urban Legends (2008) was invaluable in developing my understanding of folklore studies in relation to film and television. Because of the potential unfamiliarity with folklore studies of some readers interested in folk horror, I have included a quick-reference glossary to clarify my own usage and understanding of some discipline-specific terminology.

‘Folklore’ broadly encompasses many different types of tales, legends and beliefs. Folklorist Jan Harold Brunvand (1998) defines it as ‘the unrecorded traditions of a people’, including ‘both the form and content of these traditions and their manner of communication’. The types of such traditions and their communication have been classified by the Centre for English Cultural Tradition and Language (CECTAL) under six categories: ‘language’; ‘childlore’; ‘custom and belief’; ‘folk narrative’; ‘folk music, dance and drama’ and ‘material culture, work techniques, arts and crafts’ (Widdowson n.d.). Here I wish to stress that folklore is not something ancient, outdated and anachronistic, but dynamic and relevant to our daily lives. Contemporary folklorists frequently explain that folklore is everyday, ordinary culture: we can understand many of our normal, routine actions, ‘structured by tradition but subject to change’, as folklore (Tolbert 2020).

We are, therefore, regularly doing folklore and watching folklore. Through their communication and reinterpretation on television (and indeed across all forms of media), folklore and contemporary legend play significant roles in everyday life, with the potential to shape audiences’ beliefs and behaviour. Visual artist Ben Edge, folklore consultant on the 2023 television series The Change, describes the passing on of folklore, ‘of stories, tradition and creativity from generation to generation’, as a process that ‘encapsulates the voices, personalities and the ephemeral remnants of everybody that has ever told it, retold it and lived it and breathed it. It is far larger than ourselves as individuals’ (2021: 7). Folklore, including the way it is passed on, evolves and adapts every day as part of a living, breathing, communicative process, affecting the cultural development of current and future generations.

In contemporary society, folklore and contemporary legend in the shape of dangerous conspiracy theories and beliefs have surfaced alongside the rise of the far right, from QAnon and its army of followers to anti-maskers and anti-vaxxers. It is worth noting, therefore, that in politically divisive times, folklore, myth and legend can be turned to for broadly nationalistic reasons and have even been ‘appropriated by racist extremists’ to justify ‘xenophobia and acts of violence’ (McMaster 2020). In response, the Folk Horror Revival community declared itself an anti-fascist movement (Paciorek 2018), and artist Lucy Wright launched her ‘Folk is a Feminist Issue’ manifesto, which states: ‘Folk is political. In a world that values only what can be bought and sold, folk is resistance’ (Wright 2021). An enduring facet of folklore is its capacity for resistance to oppression and to mainstream culture, often converting ‘messages from popular and academic culture into resistant, subversive forms’ (Beck 2001). David Southwell notes that although folklore is ‘the common wealth’, it is often weaponised to drive dishonest or hateful political agendas. He suggests that the best way to combat this is for others to reclaim and recontextualise the stories and, indeed, the magic that folklore offers: ‘Re-enchantment is resistance’ (2019a: 63).

The folklorist’s perspective is to examine a popular history that can help us understand how a society can come to hold beliefs and how ideas are communicated (and miscommunicated). Therefore, my own aim is to highlight the contemporary relevance and dynamic nature of the communication of folklore across generations in terms of connectivity, as opposed to seeing folklore as nationalistic and divisive.

Given that the television programmes under examination in this book combine elements of otherworldly, magical, supernatural and unexplained phenomena that cross several of CECTAL’s categories above, it is necessary to be very specific about my own use of ‘folklore’ here. In Explore Folklore (2002), Bob Trubshaw sets out several more specific categories of folk belief, including the afterlife (such as ghosts); fairies; legends about places (such as prehistoric stone circles); and ‘modern beliefs’ (like UFOs and Fortean phenomena) (98). It is important to note that such categories are not mutually exclusive and have a degree of fluidity, with several applying to folk-horror narratives. Therefore, I apply the term ‘supernatural folklore’ throughout to indicate concern with notions about the occult, paranormal and otherworldly, to include not only hauntings, extraterrestrial and unexplained phenomena but also magic, witchcraft and sinister rituals.

In recent years there have been several conferences devoted to folk horror, such as Folk Horror in the 21st Century at Falmouth University in 2019, Contemporary Folk Horror in Film and Media at Leeds Beckett University in 2022 and Don’t Keep the Wicker Man Waiting at Lancaster University in 2023, as well as a wide range of international public events, such as ‘The Haunted Isles’ strand at Brussels Offscreen Film Festival in 2025, featuring ‘folk horror and the wyrd in the UK and Ireland’ (Offscreen 2025). In 2023 alone, several academic edited collections on folk horror (to which I was privileged to contribute), such as Edgar and Johnson’s The Routledge Companion to Folk Horror, were published. This continuing and apparently growing interest in folk horror suggests that, even though a post-2000 folk-horror revival may have been born out of the nostalgia of Generation X, fascination with folkloric media is more than just a passing trend. Folk horror seems to keep on finding new audiences and, as with folklore itself, continues to evolve with the times.

Defining folk horror

My intent is not merely to define folk horror: this remains an ongoing debate among scholars, who agree that the term remains somewhat elusive (see Edgar and Johnson 2023). My aim here is rather to understand the resurgence of interest in folkloric narratives and the context from which this arose, and to make connections between how supernatural folklore was communicated in 1970s British television and the impact this had upon later generations.

The phrase ‘folk horror’, though having been traced back at least as far as 1936,2 is most popularly attributed to director Piers Haggard, who used the term in 2003 to describe his film Blood on Satan’s Claw (1971). Haggard’s use of ‘folk horror’ was less about naming and defining a particular subgenre than defensively distinguishing his own work from the mainstream of what he saw as clichéd and exploitative horror, describing Satan’s Claw as not ‘really a horror-horror film, this is … a folk horror really’ (personal communication, 5 June 2017).

In A History of Horror (2010), discussing Satan’s Claw alongside Witchfinder General (1968) and The Wicker Man (1973) – widely referred to as the ‘unholy trinity’ of folk horror films – Mark Gatiss noted that a key element of folk horror is ‘a common obsession with the British landscape, its folklore and superstitions’. Gatiss’s television series helped to stir popular interest in the field, with various folk-horror blogs and hauntology sites emerging online from fellow enthusiasts shortly after its broadcast. Notable examples are Adam Scovell’s CelluloidWickerMan.com (2010) and Stephen Prince’s AYearintheCountry.co.uk (2014), but most simply offered prosaic lists or reviews of folk-horror titles. Though the early 2020s have seen a flurry of folk-horror publications where wider examination of the subgenre has taken place, discussion still often negotiates the generic conventions of folk horror, particularly its use of landscape and isolated communities.

The distinct use of landscape on screen in folk horror is almost always integral to the story, imbuing narratives with a legendary quality and often acting as a catalyst for events. Ominous fields and forbidding woods play host to folkloric creatures and magical practices, while stone circles, eroded earthworks and monoliths invoke the notion of the British countryside as a place where pagan rites, rituals and sacrifices endure. Though several writers and commentators have identified a disparate array of examples of British film and television that share commonalities of tone and folkloric content with a ‘pervasive undercurrent’ of folk horror (Young 2010: 17), it is Adam Scovell’s Folk Horror: Hours Dreadful and Things Strange (2017) that has most frequently been drawn upon by folk-horror academics and enthusiasts. Scovell’s main contribution is his attempt to define a study framework for the subgenre, proposing elements linking folk-horror texts that combine to create a loose narrative template or ‘folk horror chain’. These elements include the use of landscape as a location acquiring the status of a character in the drama; an isolated community within this landscape; ‘skewed belief systems and morality’ of the local populace due to its isolation, which culminates in a final ‘happening/summoning’; and an horrific fallout ‘resulting action from this skewed social consciousness’ (2017: 17–18). Though Scovell usefully notes that not all folk horror is horrific and that the phrase ‘folk horror’ itself is problematic, he also proffers several contradictory ways to define it that lend imbalance to his arguments. Consequently, there is a lack of clear application in his work: Scovell acknowledges the difficulties of clearly defining folk horror, reiterating throughout that ‘wyrd’ eeriness is hard to characterise in a brief set of criteria. In his discussion of ‘urban wyrd’ (what might otherwise be termed folk horror in an urban, rather than a rural, setting), he presents an additional set of elements to extend his earlier proposed ‘chain’ (2017: 144). Rather than underlining commonalities between rural and urban representations of folk horror, and focusing on any specific folkloric aspects of the two, his examples present a disjointed approach that seems overly ambitious in what he attempts to cover: ‘It’s hard to see, for example, how Death










Hauntology, eeriness and wyrd











Generation Hexed




The folk behind folk horror









perennially fascinating to audiences because … if they’re done well, audiences cannot help but watch them … it’s hard-wired into us, it’s so old, it’s at the fundament of how we perceive and how we understand, we’re compelled to go along with [it].
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