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THE ENDURING LEGACY OF THE OF HALLOWEEN RUTH
EDNA KELLEY

When the autumn air turns crisp and the long shadows of October
stretch  across  the  landscape,  the  modern  world  turns  its
collective  imagination  toward  Halloween.  Ghosts,  goblins,  and
jack-o'-lanterns  emerge from storage boxes,  and communities
prepare for nights of trick-or-treating and costume parties. Yet
few people realize that much of what we understand about this
ancient holiday was first synthesized and popularized by a single,
remarkable  scholar.  The  Of  Halloween  Ruth  Edna  Kelley
represents  a  cornerstone  of  holiday  scholarship,  a  work  that
transformed scattered folklore into a coherent narrative.  Ruth
Edna Kelley, an American librarian and folklorist, published her
landmark book The Book of Hallowe'en in 1919, and its influence
continues  to  shape  how  we  celebrate  and  understand  this
mysterious night.  This article explores the profound impact of
Kelley's work, the historical roots she uncovered, and the lasting
significance of her contribution to Halloween traditions.

WHO WAS RUTH EDNA KELLEY?

Ruth Edna Kelley was born in 1893 in Massachusetts, a region
rich with colonial history and its own blend of folk traditions. She
pursued  a  career  in  library  science,  a  field  that  allowed  her  to
indulge her  deep curiosity  about  cultural  history and folklore.
Working as a librarian gave Kelley access to rare texts, ancient
manuscripts, and collections of folk tales that were not widely
available to the general  public.  This access proved invaluable
when she set out to write what would become her magnum opus.
Kelley  was  not  merely  a  compiler  of  existing  stories.  She
approached the study of Halloween with the rigor of a trained
researcher  and  the  imagination  of  a  gifted  writer.  The  Of
Halloween  Ruth  Edna  Kelley  is  remarkable  for  its  time
because  it  refuses  to  treat  Halloween  as  mere  superstition.
Instead, Kelley approached the holiday as a living tradition, one
that had evolved over centuries and across multiple cultures. Her
work  demonstrates  an  early  understanding  of  cultural
anthropology, recognizing that holidays serve deep psychological
and social functions within communities.
Despite  her  significant  contribution  to  folklore  studies,  Kelley
remains  a  relatively  obscure  figure.  She  did  not  seek  fame  or
academic celebrity. She was a dedicated librarian who believed
that knowledge should be accessible to all. Her book was written
for a general audience, not just for scholars. This accessibility is
part  of  what  made  The  Book  of  Hallowe'en  so  influential.  It
brought complex historical scholarship into the homes of ordinary
readers  who  simply  wanted  to  understand  why  they  carved
pumpkins and lit candles.

THE BOOK THAT DEFINED A HOLIDAY

Published in 1919, The Book of Hallowe'en arrived at a pivotal
moment in American cultural history. The country was emerging
from World War I, urban populations were growing, and old rural
traditions were being rediscovered and reinvented. Kelley's book
provided a comprehensive history of Halloween that traced its
origins from ancient Celtic festivals through Roman conquest and

Christian adaptation to modern American celebrations.
What makes The Of Halloween Ruth Edna Kelley so enduring
is its structure. Kelley did not simply list facts and dates. She
wove a  narrative  that  transported  readers  through time.  She
began with the Druids and their fire festivals, moved through the
Roman festival of Pomona, explored the Christian transformation
into All  Hallows' Eve, and finally examined the folk customs that
survived into her own era. This narrative approach made history
feel alive and relevant.
The book covers a remarkable range of topics, including:

Celtic harvest festivals and their connection to the dead
Druidic rituals involving fire and divination
Roman contributions to Halloween traditions
The Christian adoption of pagan customs
Folk magic, love divination, and fortune telling
Traditional Halloween foods and games
The symbolism of jack-o'-lanterns
Regional variations in Halloween celebrations

Each chapter builds upon the previous one, creating a cohesive
story  that  explains  how  a  pagan  harvest  festival  became  a
beloved  modern  holiday.  Kelley's  ability  to  synthesize  such
diverse material into a single, readable volume is a testament to
her skill as a writer and researcher.

CELTIC ORIGINS AND DRUIDIC FIRE FESTIVALS

Kelley  devoted  significant  attention  to  the  Celtic  festival  of
Samhain, which marked the end of summer and the beginning of
winter in the ancient Celtic calendar. She explained that Samhain
was  considered  a  liminal  time,  a  period  when  the  boundary
between the world of the living and the world of the dead became
thin and permeable. This concept is central to understanding why
Halloween is associated with ghosts and spirits.
The Druids, she wrote, built massive bonfires on hilltops to honor
the  sun  and  to  ward  off  evil  spirits.  These  fires  served  multiple
purposes. They provided light and warmth as winter approached,
they offered a gathering place for communities to share food and
stories,  and  they  functioned  as  protective  barriers  against
supernatural forces. Kelley described these fires with vivid detail,
helping  readers  imagine  the  sight  of  flames  leaping  against  the
dark autumn sky.
She  also  explored  the  practice  of  divination  during  Samhain.
Young people would attempt to foresee their futures, particularly
in matters of love and marriage. Apple bobbing, nut roasting, and
mirror gazing were all methods used to glimpse what lay ahead.
Kelley recognized that these practices served a deeper need:
they helped people  cope with  uncertainty  and fear  by giving
them a sense of control over their destinies.
In  her  analysis,  The  Of  Halloween  Ruth  Edna  Kelley
emphasizes  that  these  ancient  practices  were  not  simply
superstition.  They  were  meaningful  rituals  that  addressed
genuine human concerns  about  death,  love,  fertility,  and the
changing seasons. This compassionate and respectful treatment
of pagan traditions was ahead of its time, especially in an era
when many Christian writers dismissed such practices as ignorant
or evil.
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ROMAN AND CHRISTIAN TRANSFORMATIONS

Kelley documented how the Roman conquest of Celtic territories
brought new elements to Samhain traditions. The Romans had
their  own  autumn  festivals,  including  the  harvest  festival  of
Pomona, named after the goddess of fruit and trees. Pomona was
associated with apples, which may explain why apples feature so
prominently  in  Halloween  divination  games.  Kelley  suggested
that the Roman celebration of Feralia, a day for honoring the
dead, also merged with Samhain practices.
The  most  significant  transformation  came  with  Christianity.  As
the  Church  spread  across  Europe,  it  faced  the  challenge  of
converting  populations  deeply  attached  to  their  existing
traditions. Rather than banning pagan festivals outright, Christian
leaders  often  reinterpreted  them.  Pope  Gregory  IV  officially
designated November 1 as All Saints' Day in the ninth century,
and November 2 became All Souls' Day. October 31, the eve of
All  Saints'  Day,  became  All  Hallows'  Eve,  which  eventually
evolved into Halloween.
Kelley explained how this Christian adaptation preserved many
pagan  customs  while  giving  them  new  meanings.  The  bonfires
that  once  honored  Celtic  deities  were  now  associated  with
prayers for the dead. The belief that spirits walked among the
living on Samhain was transformed into the Christian concept of
souls  in  purgatory  seeking  prayers.  Kelley  argued  that  this
syncretism, the blending of different religious traditions, was not
a corruption of pure Christianity but rather a natural process of
cultural evolution.
This  nuanced perspective is  one of  the reasons why The Of
Halloween Ruth Edna Kelley remains valuable. Kelley refused
to  see  the  history  of  Halloween  as  a  simple  conflict  between
paganism and Christianity. Instead, she portrayed it as a complex
dialogue in  which  traditions  were  adapted,  reinterpreted,  and
preserved  across  generations.  Her  work  anticipates  modern
scholarship on cultural hybridity and religious syncretism.

FOLK CUSTOMS AND EVERYDAY MAGIC

One of the most delightful sections of Kelley's book deals with
folk customs, the everyday practices that ordinary people used to
mark Halloween. She collected recipes, games, and rituals from
rural  communities across the British Isles and North America.
These customs reveal a great deal about the hopes, fears, and
values of the people who practiced them.
Love divination was particularly  popular.  Young women would
place apple peels over their shoulders, hoping the peel would fall
in the shape of their future husband's initials. They would look
into mirrors at midnight, expecting to see their true love's face
reflected  behind  them.  Nuts  were  placed  on  the  hearth  fire;  if
they  burned quietly,  it  meant  a  happy  marriage,  but  if  they
popped and crackled, trouble was ahead. Kelley described these
customs  with  warmth  and  gentle  humor,  never  mocking  the
participants for their beliefs.
Food  also  played  a  central  role  in  Halloween  traditions.
Colcannon, a dish of mashed potatoes and kale, was traditional in
Ireland, often with a ring or coin hidden inside. The person who
found the ring would marry within the year, while the person who
found the coin would enjoy good fortune. Apple cider, roasted
nuts, and special cakes called barmbrack were all  part of the
Halloween  feast.  Kelley  understood  that  food  was  not  just
sustenance; it was a way of expressing community bonds and
shared values.
The jack-o'-lantern, perhaps the most iconic Halloween symbol,
received careful attention. Kelley traced its origins to an Irish folk

tale about a man named Stingy Jack who tricked the devil and
was condemned to wander the earth with only a hollowed-out
turnip containing a coal for light. When Irish immigrants brought
this tradition to America, they discovered that pumpkins, native
to the New World, were far easier to carve than turnips. The jack-
o'-lantern thus represents a perfect example of how traditions
evolve when they encounter new environments.

KELLEY'S UNIQUE PERSPECTIVE ON HALLOWEEN

What sets The Of Halloween Ruth Edna Kelley  apart from
other folklore studies of its time is its author's perspective. Kelley
was writing as a woman in the early twentieth century, a time
when  female  scholars  were  often  marginalized  in  academic
settings. Yet she produced a work that was both authoritative and
accessible,  rigorous  and  warm.  She  brought  a  distinctly
humanistic approach to her subject matter, treating the people
who practiced these traditions with dignity and respect.
Kelley also wrote during a period of rapid modernization. Electric
lights were replacing candles, cities were growing, and old rural
traditions  were  fading.  Her  book  can  be  read  as  an  act  of
preservation,  an  attempt  to  document  customs  that  were  in
danger of being lost forever. She understood that modernization
brought  many  benefits,  but  she  also  recognized  that  something
valuable  was  being  lost  when  communities  abandoned  their
traditional celebrations.
There is a subtle melancholy in Kelley's writing, a recognition that
she was documenting a world that was passing away. Yet she
was  not  purely  nostalgic.  She  celebrated  the  ways  in  which
Halloween  was  being  reinvented  in  America,  particularly  by
children who embraced the holiday with creativity and joy. She
saw that traditions must change in order to survive,  and she
welcomed  the  new  forms  that  Halloween  was  taking  in  the
twentieth century.

THE MODERN RELEVANCE OF KELLEY'S WORK

More than a century after its publication, Kelley's book continues
to  influence  how  we  understand  Halloween.  Modern  scholars  of
folklore,  anthropology,  and religious studies  regularly  cite  her
work.  She is  recognized as a pioneer in the study of  holiday
traditions, someone who helped establish the field as a legitimate
area of academic inquiry.
For the general reader, The Of Halloween Ruth Edna Kelley
offers  a  deeper  appreciation  of  the  holiday.  When  we  carve
pumpkins,  bob  for  apples,  or  dress  in  costumes,  we  are
participating in traditions that stretch back thousands of years.
Understanding  where  these  customs  come from enriches  our
experience of them. Kelley's work reminds us that holidays are
not merely commercial events. They are living connections to our
ancestors, our communities, and our shared humanity.
In  recent  years,  there  has  been  a  resurgence  of  interest  in
historical  Halloween  traditions.  People  are  seeking  more
meaningful ways to celebrate, moving beyond consumer culture
to embrace the authentic roots of the holiday. Kelley's book has
found new readers who appreciate its depth, its warmth, and its
respect for tradition. It has been reprinted multiple times and is
available in digital formats, ensuring that future generations can
benefit from her scholarship.

THE LEGACY OF RUTH EDNA KELLEY

Ruth Edna Kelley died in 1982, but her legacy lives on in every
Halloween  celebration  that  honors  the  traditions  she
documented.  Her  book  remains  in  print


