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Abstract 
This article examines Peter Ackroyd’s The English Ghost (2010) as a significant cultural archive gathering 
ghost stories that emerged over a broad time span, from the Anglo-Saxon period to the present day. 
Ackroyd compiles this collection by synthesizing accounts from diverse origins, ranging from 
newspapers, memoirs, and letters to ghost story collections and folk histories. Ackroyd’s collection serves 
as a rich repository of ghostlore, often treated as a folkloric discipline dedicated to the study of spectral 
phenomena. By presenting various manifestations and haunted locales across different eras, the collection 
reveals the underlying cultural facets and the evolving heritage of the English supernatural tradition. The 
article draws on a methodology of close reading and folklore studies, specifically the theories of William 
Bascom and Richard Bauman, to examine how ghost narratives function in the construction of national 
identity and collective memory. Moving beyond their value as entertainment, the article analyzes how the 
narratives in Ackroyd’s collection function as mirrors of English culture and heritage. This study 
specifically explores three recurring themes in the narratives: the persistent intrusion of the past into the 
present, the dichotomy between rational thought and supernatural occurrences, and collective fears 
regarding mortality and the afterlife. Ultimately, the article contends that this collection of ghost stories 
provides a comprehensive understanding of how a nation’s enduring fascination with the spectral 
embodies its cultural identity and reinforces its connection to an ancestral past. 

Keywords 
Peter Ackroyd,  

The English Ghost, 
ghostlore,  

English heritage, 
folklore studies 

Öz 
Bu makale, Peter Ackroyd’un İngiliz Hayalet (2010) adlı eserini, Anglo-Sakson dönemden günümüze 
kadar uzanan geniş bir zaman diliminde ortaya çıkmış hayalet anlatılarını bir araya getiren önemli bir 
kültürel arşiv olarak incelemektedir. Ackroyd, bu derlemeyi oluştururken gazetelerden anılara, 
mektuplardan hayalet öykülerine çeşitli kaynaklardan faydalanmıştır. Ackroyd’un bu derlemesi, 
hayaletlere dair anlatıların incelenmesine adanmış bir halk bilimi dalı olarak kabul edilen hayalet kültürü 
(ghostlore) alanına zengin bir katkı sunar. Farklı dönemlere ait çeşitli hayalet tezahürlerini içeren İngiliz 
Hayalet, İngiliz kültürü ve mirasına dair önemli fikirler verir. Bu bağlamda, makale hayalet anlatılarının 
kültürel ve ulusal kimlik ile kolektif belleğin inşasında nasıl işlev gördüğünü incelemek amacıyla, yakın 
okuma ve halkbilimi çalışmalarına, özellikle William Bascom ve Richard Bauman’ın kuramlarına 
dayanan bir yöntem kullanmaktadır. Çalışma söz konusu anlatıların sadece birer eğlence aracı olmanın 
ötesine geçtiğini ileri sürer ve Ackroyd’un derlemesindeki hikâyeleri İngiliz kültürü ve mirasının birer 
aynası olarak ele alır. Çalışma, anlatılarda tekerrür eden üç temaya odaklanmaktadır: geçmişin günümüze 
sürekli müdahalesi, rasyonel düşünce ile doğaüstü olaylar arasındaki ikilem ve ölüm ile ölümden sonraki 
hayata dair kolektif korkular. Sonuç olarak, makale bu hayalet hikâyeleri derlemesinin, bir ulusun kültürel 
kimliğini nasıl somutlaştırdığını ve geçmişle olan bağını nasıl güçlendirdiğini kapsamlı bir şekilde 
anlamamızı sağladığını ileri sürmektedir. 

Anahtar Kelimeler 
Peter Ackroyd,  
İngiliz Hayalet,  
hayalet kültürü,  

İngiliz mirası, 
halkbilimi çalışmaları 
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Introduction 

From its earliest recorded history, England has been shaped by successive invasions that left an 
enduring mark on its cultural and psychic landscape. England’s geographical location as an 
accessible island meant that successive waves of conquerors, from Romans to Anglo-Saxons, 
Vikings, and Normans, transformed it into a place of constant invasion and change. The recurrent 
invasions fostered the idea of England as a haunted place, where the echoes of the past linger and 
shape its literature, culture, and folklore. The stories that illustrated the notion of haunted England 
were preserved for a very long time through oral traditions, which flourished during the Anglo-
Saxon and medieval periods. For example, one of the earliest depictions of the supernatural in 
English literature appears in Beowulf. Though set in Scandinavia, Beowulf, likely brought to the 
island by early Germanic invaders from the north, is considered foundational to English literary 
tradition. Within the epic, the land is repeatedly beset by the uncanny: first by the monster Grendel, 
then by his vengeful mother, and finally by a fire-breathing dragon. The supernatural in Beowulf, 
notably Grendel’s nightly intrusions, can be seen as an early foreshadowing of the frequent 
appearance of uncanny figures in English literature and culture, establishing a tradition of unease 
and the disruption of the natural order. This ancient sense of unease did not dissipate with the 
arrival of modernity. Rather, it evolved, permeating from oral epic and medieval folklore into the 
narratives of the Victorian era and beyond. Peter Ackroyd’s The English Ghost reveals this 
enduring obsession with uncanny encounters, indicating that the haunted nature of the island 
remains as strong as ever. By tracing this trajectory from early epics to modern archives, this article 
argues that Peter Ackroyd’s The English Ghost, a comprehensive collection of ghost sightings, is 
not merely a trope of supernatural fiction but a functional folkloric mechanism for negotiating the 
boundaries of English national identity, heritage, and historical continuity. 

To understand how these narratives function as a mechanism of the formation of English 
cultural identity and nation-building, one must first trace the evolution of the English ghost from 
its early uncanny origins into a distinct cultural genre. The belief in ghosts has been a continuous 
thread in English culture across vast stretches of time, dating back to pre-Christian times and 
extending through the Anglo-Saxon period to the present day.1 This enduring cultural phenomenon 
shows that humans have long sought ways to cope with death and the difficult question of what 
lies beyond. Hence, the idea that death is not the final destination and that loved ones are never 
truly gone may have offered consolation and comfort. From pre-Christian times onward, 
supernatural entities were consistently acknowledged in England, as evidenced by early ancestor 
veneration and the Anglo-Saxon belief in a porous boundary between the living and the dead.2 
During medieval times, even as Christianity reshaped views on the afterlife with concepts like 

 
1  Owen Davies, The Haunted: A Social History of Ghosts (Palgrave Macmillan, 2007) 
2  Audrey Meaney, “Anglo-Saxon Pagan and Early Christian Attitudes to the Dead,” in The Cross Goes 

North: Processes of Conversion in Northern Europe, AD 300–1300, ed. Martin Carver (York Medieval 
Press, 2002) 
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Purgatory, ghost stories persisted, often serving moral or religious purposes.3 Besides, medieval 
romance also emerged as one of the earliest literary forms to incorporate the supernatural into 
narratives, deploying the marvelous to disrupt the familiar world of courts, forests, and quests with 
enigmatic figures and inexplicable events.4 Hence, medieval romance established an imaginative 
foundation for the later English ghost-story tradition, where the sudden intrusion of the uncanny 
into recognizable settings continues to unsettle the boundary between the natural and the 
supernatural. The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries also saw a flourishing of ghost narratives. 
In her Visions of an Unseen World (2007), Sasha Handley argues that belief in ghosts did not 
disappear during the Enlightenment but remained significant and adapted to eighteenth century 
English culture, rather than being simply overcome by rationality. In this period, ghost sightings 
were linked to family histories, broader historical changes, religious transformations, and societal 
anxieties.5 That is, the eighteenth century was a period of significant societal shifts, including 
urbanization, industrialization, and changing land ownership. Ghost stories in this era could 
implicitly or explicitly reflect anxieties about these changes. The fascination with ghosts continued 
into the Victorian period, which saw a dramatic rise in interest in the supernatural. This interest 
was sparked by industrialization and the rise of mass media, which eventually led to a golden age 
of ghost storytelling.6 At this point, one should also remember that reading fiction was the major 
domestic entertainment for Victorian domestic households.7 This era was defined by a specific 
cultural shift where 

the Victorian Age saw a surge in the sensationalisation of crime as well as its aestheticisation and use 
as a source of entertainment – a culture that has persisted into the present age – due in large part to the 
increase in newspapers and periodicals, the expansion of the reading public and the commercialisation 
of print media.8 

This surge in print culture helps explain why the nineteenth century is considered the true heyday 
of supernatural fiction, particularly ghost stories. Fueled by anxieties stemming from rapid 
industrialization and widely disseminated by the booming mass media, such as literary magazines 
and newspapers, ghost stories provided a thrilling yet safe way for families to engage with the 
unknown. This way, they became a beloved part of shared Victorian leisure and literary culture. 

 
3  Maik Hildebrandt, “Medieval Ghosts: The Stories of the Monk of Byland,” in Ghosts – or the (Nearly) 

Invisible: Spectral Phenomena in Literature and the Media, ed. Maria Fleischhack and Elmar Schenkel 
(Peter Lang, 2016). 

4  Gökhan Albayrak, “Interiority in a Middle English Romance: The Quest into the Mindscape in Sir 
Gawain and the Green Knight,” Uluslararası Toplumsal Bilimler Dergisi 8, no. 4 (2024): 201–202. 

5  Sasha Handley, Visions of an Unseen World: Ghost Beliefs and Ghost Stories in Eighteenth-Century 
England (Pickering & Chatto, 2007). 

6  Brenda Ayres, “Victorian Ghosts: Too Rebellious to Stay Dead,” in The Routledge Handbook of 
Victorian Rebels, ed. Brenda Ayres (Routledge, 2025). 

7  Lionel Stevenson, “The Rationale of Victorian Fiction,” Nineteenth-Century Fiction 27, no. 4 (1973): 
394. 

8  Reyyan Bal, “Duplicitous Detection in Peter Ackroyd's Dan Leno and the Limehouse Golem,” 
Pamukkale Üniversitesi Sosyal Bilimler Enstitüsü Dergisi, no. 37 (2019): 222. 
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Finally, in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, ghost narratives have continued to evolve in 
new platforms in film, television, and digital media. This ensured the sustained presence of ghost 
narratives in English cultural consciousness. 

In light of all this, it makes utmost sense that Peter Ackroyd attributes the richness of English 
ghost narratives to the nation’s unique cultural heritage, stating: “The popularity of the English 
ghost tradition—the English see more ghosts than anyone else—is deeply rooted in its peculiar 
mingling of Germanic, Nordic and British superstitions.”9 Ackroyd’s observation suggests that 
England’s long and complex history of invasions and cultural exchanges created a fertile ground 
for the blending of diverse supernatural beliefs. It also highlights the rich and long-standing origins 
of England’s distinctive ghost tradition. 

The pervasive presence of ghosts in English culture, a phenomenon Ackroyd explores in The 
English Ghost (2010), illustrates the nation’s connection to its past and its folklore. In this 
collection, Ackroyd brings together various ghost stories he found in sources such as newspapers, 
magazines, letters, ghost story collections, memoirs, and folklore books. While a comprehensive 
list of sources is provided at the collection’s conclusion, each ghost story’s specific origin is not 
attributed. Also, the stories are anecdotal and don’t provide a thorough background on events or 
characters. Despite these anecdotal gaps, the collection transcends mere storytelling by presenting 
the tales as an embodiment of English cultural identity and heritage. 

When read as a whole, The English Ghost presents a rich source for ghostlore, a distinct 
branch of folklore that focuses on ghosts. It encompasses the traditional beliefs, narratives, and 
customs surrounding otherworldly spirits and hauntings. Ghostlore also explores how cultures 
perceive, interpret, and interact with ghosts, and addresses questions such as what ghosts are, why 
they appear, and how they manifest. Beyond just stories, ghostlore reveals rituals, superstitions, 
beliefs, and cultural memory of societies. With this in mind, it can be said that the ghostlore in 
Ackroyd’s collection contains beliefs about haunted places, how the spirits of the dead manifest, 
and what ghost sightings across different periods reveal about English nation-building, culture, and 
heritage. 

Ackroyd’s meticulous selection of testimonies captures not only visual encounters but also a 
range of sensory experiences, including auditory disturbances, inexplicable smells, and chilling 
sensations. The book maintains a broad time span and presents centuries-old ghost stories 
alongside contemporary ones. In this way, it highlights how these tales are not just isolated 
incidents but part of a continuous cultural narrative. It is also worth noting that ghost sightings 
occur in diverse locations, from historic mansions and churches to modern roads, train stations, 
hospitals, and schools. This inclusiveness allows readers to trace the continuation of a deeply 
rooted ghost tradition in English literature and culture. 

To analyze the cultural weight of this diverse archive, this article employs a specific set of 
critical tools. Methodologically, the article adopts a qualitative approach that combines close 

 
9  Peter Ackroyd, The English Ghost: Spectres Through Time (Vintage Books, 2010), 1. 
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reading with folkloric analysis. Close reading is employed to meticulously examine the nuances of 
anecdotal ghost narratives, enabling a deep investigation of the sensory details and narrative 
structures that characterize the English spectral tradition. This literary scrutiny is further grounded 
in the theoretical frameworks of William Bascom and Richard Bauman. Bascom’s functional 
approach is particularly appropriate for this study, as it provides a lens through which to view ghost 
stories not as static myths but as active social tools that fulfill specific cultural needs, such as 
reinforcing shared values and mediating societal anxieties. Additionally, Bauman’s structural 
understanding of folklore allows for an analysis of how these narratives are performed and 
organized to maintain communal continuity. Together, these theoretical lenses provide a 
framework for analyzing ghost stories as significant cultural artifacts rather than mere forms of 
entertainment. Historically, the study of folklore has been inextricably linked to the project of 
nation-building, serving as a scholarly endeavor to define national identity through shared 
traditions. Building upon this context, this study moves beyond a thematic survey of Ackroyd’s 
collection to offer a new folkloristic evaluation of the English spectral tradition. By analyzing the 
pervasive presence of the past, the tension between rationality and the supernatural, and anxieties 
regarding mortality, it is argued that these stories serve as structural anchors for the English psyche. 
Ultimately, this study demonstrates that Ackroyd’s archive provides more than a history of 
hauntings; it reveals how a nation utilizes the uncanny to maintain a coherent connection to its 
ancestral past, creating a communal cultural identity and heritage. 

Following these insights, the next section will provide a folklore context for The English 
Ghost, situating the ghost stories within the broader tradition of English folklore. By examining 
the importance of ghost stories as a distinct branch in folklore studies, this section will lay the 
folkloristic ground necessary to fully appreciate the cultural significance of the narratives Ackroyd 
presents. The discussion will then turn to an exploration of the English cultural landscape reflected 
in the ghostlore presented in The English Ghost. This section will discuss how the past continues 
to permeate the present, the conflict between rational thinking and the supernatural, and finally, 
fears about death and the afterlife. These intersecting themes suggest that the nation’s enduring 
fascination with the spectral is not merely a pursuit of the macabre but a vital expression of an 
evolving cultural identity and a connection to its ancestral past. 

A Folklore Context for The English Ghost 

English folklore studies emerged in the nineteenth century, driven by interest in unearthing and 
preserving the traditions, customs, narratives, and beliefs of ordinary folk. This era was notably a 
time of immense transition, marked by rapid technological advancement and industrialization 
reaching its peak. Such periods of radical change are characterized by concern over the 
disappearance of contemporary cultural practices, a nostalgic yearning for the past, and increased 
sentimental attachment to bygone eras. In these times, the conservation, retention, and 
intergenerational transfer of cultural practices gain considerable importance. It was precisely this 
urgency that shaped the early approach, which characterized folklore as the surviving lore of older, 
typically rural or peasant life considered to be fading under the impact of industrialization and 
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modernization. Richard Bauman supports this perspective, stating that “the discipline of folklore 
emerged just at the time that traditional folk society, as ideally conceived, was recognized as a 
declining way of life under the impact of technological and economic change.”10 

The yearning for a disappearing rural past as the primary domain of folklore is further 
supported by Gillian Bennett, who writes that “during the last two or three decades of the 
nineteenth century, when cities were expanding and the population of England was becoming ever 
more urbanised, people increasingly constructed a dream of Merrie England.”11 Hence, an 
idealized vision of England presented happy, rural folk within a pastoral idyll: “This dream-
England was bathed in mellow hues: inhabited by contented yokels with picturesque customs, and 
glorying in a checkered landscape of fields and woods and quiet farms.”12 This cultural 
phenomenon directly shaped the early approach of the field, for as she further explains, “folklorists 
accepted the myth of rural England and orientated themselves firmly within that worldview.”13 
This intellectual climate, marked by the formation of scholarly societies dedicated to preserving 
historical, cultural, and literary materials, provided fertile ground for the later development of 
folklore studies in England. As Richard M. Dorson notes: 

In the decade 1834 to 1844 newly formed scholarly societies in London brought together in satisfying 
communion antiquaries and bookmen of like interests. During these years the Camden, Parker, Percy, 
Shakespeare, Aelfric, Caxton, and Sydenham societies were founded, with the active members 
devoting their energies to the scholarly editing and publishing of valuable literary, historical, and 
religious manuscripts, documents, tracts, and studies […] The blessings of empire and trade, peace and 
prosperity, stability and reform, in proper balance, made possible this efflorescence of humanistic 
learning. Eventually the folklore movement would have its own Folk- Lore Society.14 

The emergence of this society reflected a broader European trend where traditional society was 
recognized as a declining way of life, making the collection of folklore a vital strategy for 
grounding national identity. This is because folklore studies are vital in nation-building and the 
formation of communal cultural identity. Hence, like the dedication of earlier author societies such 
as ‘The Shakespeare Society’ to meticulously preserving literary and historical manuscripts, the 
emergence of the Folk-Lore Society represented a parallel effort to document, protect, and pass on 
the traditions and beliefs of rural folk to future generations. Early pioneers, such as William John 
Thoms, who coined the term “folklore” in 1846, and the other members of the FolkLore Society, 
founded in 1878, embarked on a systematic collection and classification of folk tales, songs, 
proverbs, rituals, and superstitions.15 The motivation behind this is very much related to the timing 
of the term’s creation: “The word ‘folklore’ is a relatively modern label, coined to describe a body 

 
10  Richard Bauman, “Folklore and the Forces of Modernity,” Folklore Forum 16, no. 2 (1983): 153. 
11  Gillian Bennett, “Folklore Studies and the English Rural Myth,” Rural History 4, no. 1 (1993): 78. 
12  Bennett, “Folklore Studies,” 78. 
13  Bennett, “Folklore Studies,” 82. 
14  Richard M. Dorson, The British Folklorists: A History (University of Chicago Press, 1968), 44. 
15  Jacqueline Simpson and Steve Roud, “Folklore Society,” in A Dictionary of English Folklore (Oxford 

University Press, 2000), 128. 
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of material at a time when it seemed threatened with extinction.”16 Consequently, understanding 
folklore as potentially endangered, they aimed to preserve what they considered to be the authentic 
voice and cultural heritage of Britain in a period of rapid industrial and technological 
transformation. This preservationist urge is not merely an archival effort. It also aligns with what 
Jacques Derrida termed hauntology, a concept originally formulated to describe the persistent 
influence of historical and political ideologies that continue to haunt the present long after their 
demise.17 Derrida suggests that the present is never a self-contained moment. Rather, it is always 
haunted by figures of the past that refuse to disappear, existing in a state that is neither fully present 
nor entirely absent. In a folkloric sense, the ghost serves as the ultimate hauntological figure 
representing a past that is not merely remembered as a static historical fact, but one that actively 
persists and exerts influence over the contemporary cultural landscape. By archiving these stories, 
Ackroyd captures the spectral remains of an English heritage that continues to demand attention 
and shape national consciousness. Building on this basis, The English Ghost can be considered a 
contemporary manifestation of this endeavor as Ackroyd engages in the form of modern-day 
folklore collection, gathering and presenting spectral tales from diverse sources. The book draws 
on historical accounts, folklore, and literary sources to paint a portrait of England’s spectral 
landscape. Hence, it suggests a continuing impulse to document and understand the enduring 
presence of ghost narratives within the English culture. 

To understand why these narratives are not merely entertaining tales but a crucial part of 
English folklore, one should examine them through the lens of key folkloric characteristics: 
traditionality, orality, collective nature, and variation.18 This also aligns with how, as Simpson and 
Roud put, 

present authors see folklore as something voluntarily and informally communicated, created or done 
by members of a group (which can be of any size, age, or social and educational level); it can circulate 
through whatever media (oral, written or visual) are available to this group; it has roots in the past, but 
also present relevance; it usually recurs in many places, in similar but not quite identical form; it has 
both stable and variable features, and evolves through dynamic adaptation to new circumstances.19 

Ghost narratives fit these definitions of folklore, and here is why. First, ghost stories 
inherently possess traditionality as they are passed down through generations. They are 
communicated informally within various groups spanning generations and diverse social strata. 
Their recurrence across different locations, often in similar yet distinct forms with both stable core 
elements and adaptable features, perfectly illustrates their dynamic evolution in response to new 

 
16  Anne Markey, “The Discovery of Irish Folklore,” New Hibernia Review / Iris Éireannach Nua 10, no. 

4 (2006): 22. 
17  Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning and the New 

International, trans. Peggy Kamuf (New York: Routledge, 1994). 
18  Richard Bauman, “Folklore,” in Folklore, Cultural Performances, and Popular Entertainments: A 

Communications-Centered Handbook, ed. Richard Bauman (Oxford University Press, 1992). 
19  Jacqueline Simpson and Steve Roud, “Folklore,” in A Dictionary of English Folklore (Oxford 

University Press, 2000), 130–131. 
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circumstances. They represent historical anxieties, local legends, and individual experiences across 
time. This is evident in the repeated motifs of haunted houses, restless spirits, and unresolved 
tragedies that dominate English spectral lore. 

Second, the orality of ghost stories, even in a highly literate society, remains a vital aspect of 
their transmission. These stories are circulated through both traditional oral telling and modern 
media, demonstrating their relevance from their historical roots to present-day manifestations. 
Even though documented in books like Ackroyd’s, their power often lies in the telling: the hushed 
voices around a fire, the shared whispers in a dimly lit room, the personal recounting of a supposed 
encounter. They typically circulate orally until someone records them in a diary, a letter, a memoir, 
a newspaper/magazine, or a story collection. 

Third, ghost stories are also collective in nature. They are not merely individual fantasies but 
shared narratives that reflect collective fears, values, and cultural experiences. They often derive 
from specific locales and are interwoven with the history and identity of a place, including ancient 
ruins, decades-old houses, churches, libraries, hospitals, schools, rectories, rural lanes, and modern 
roads. The collective interest in these tales contributes to their persistence and their ability to shape 
local identities and cultural memory. 

Finally, variation is a hallmark of ghost stories, illustrating their dynamic nature within the 
folkloric tradition. While central themes persist, details shift, characters or figures change, and 
specific events are adapted to new contexts and audiences. This fluidity allows them to remain 
relevant and compelling. In this way, they represent contemporary anxieties and reflect changing 
societal landscapes, yet remain rooted in a deep reservoir of traditional motifs. 

These theoretical frameworks find a concrete illustration in Ackroyd’s collection. The tale 
titled “The Scratching” from The English Ghost perfectly exemplifies these four key features of 
folklore through the narrator’s experience. The following is from a letter by John Caswell, an 
eighteenth-century Oxford mathematician; the document was “found among the papers of Richard 
Bentley”, the renowned classical scholar and Master of Trinity College: 

I have sent you enclosed a relation of an apparition: the story I had from two persons, who each had it 
from the author, and yet their accounts somewhat varied and, passing through more mouths, have varied 
still more; therefore I got a friend to bring me to the author’s, at a chamber, where I wrote it down from 
the author’s mouth; after which I read it to him, and gave him another copy.20 

This directly illustrates the orality and variation inherent in ghost stories. The initial transmission 
“from two persons” and then “passing through more mouths” highlights the informal, oral 
circulation of the tale. The explicit mention of variations among the versions clearly demonstrates 
how folkloric narratives adapt and change while retaining their core. Such a dynamic process 
underscores the traditionality of the story as it is continually re-created and passed down, and its 
collective nature, as multiple individuals contribute to its ongoing existence and transformation. 

 
20  Ackroyd, The English Ghost, 56–57. 
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Apart from these, William Bascom’s (1954) four functions of folklore, namely 
escape/entertainment, validation of culture, pedagogy/education, and social control, can also 
provide a framework for understanding the cultural significance of ghost stories in English 
folklore.21 Beyond the structural characteristics discussed above, ghost stories also fulfill these 
crucial functions for English culture. They undoubtedly serve as a form of escape and 
entertainment, providing thrilling narratives that allow audiences to confront fears in a controlled 
environment. This entertainment function is vividly exemplified by the long-standing English 
Christmas tradition of telling ghost stories, a practice that historically gathered families around the 
fire. This not only included literary or folkloric tales, but also supposedly real ones: 

If ghost stories are asked for at a Halloween or Christmas party an astonishing number of people can 
tell really good ones, which are not literary tales, but experiences known in their own families or among 
their neighbours.22 

Furthermore, ghost stories often provide validation of culture by affirming existing beliefs, values, 
and even social structures. Tales of ancestral spirits guarding their homes or avenging wrongs can 
reinforce notions of justice, lineage, and the enduring presence of the past. They can offer a 
narrative means of processing historical events and reinforce community bonds through shared 
stories of local hauntings. Additionally, ghost stories can be pedagogical, offering lessons or 
warnings. Tales of spectral figures tied to tragic pasts might subtly educate listeners about historical 
events or moral consequences. They can serve as cautionary tales that illustrate the dangers of 
certain actions or the importance of respecting sacred spaces. Finally, they can function as a form 
of social control. Stories of restless spirits punishing wrongdoers or guarding moral boundaries can 
subtly reinforce societal norms and expectations. The fear of supernatural retribution can act as a 
deterrent, encouraging adherence to community values and traditions. Overall, the ghost is a 
persistent and pervasive figure in the folkloric landscape of England. 

As a collection of ghost stories, The English Ghost provides an excellent and relevant lens 
for exploring British folklore. The tales in the collection are largely secondary accounts or 
retellings, rather than direct, first-hand experiences. The narratives are often presented as having 
been heard from others, read in older texts or newspapers, or compiled from various testimonies. 
This not only highlights the traditionality and orality of the narratives but also explains their 
susceptibility to variations. The span of ghost narratives, ranging from the earliest recorded 
example in the sixth century to accounts from the late twentieth century, underscores the collective 
nature of these stories. In short, The English Ghost exemplifies core characteristics of folkloric 
narratives. Also, the collection explores how England’s historical or cultural ‘ghosts’ (in both 
literal and metaphorical senses) manifest within the narrative. Thus, an examination of the 

 
21  William Bascom, “Four Functions of Folklore,” The Journal of American Folklore 67, no. 266 (1954): 
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ghostlore presented in Ackroyd’s work offers insights into the nuances of English folklore, the 
formation of cultural identity, and the preservation of heritage. 

The English Cultural Landscape in the Ghostlore of The English Ghost 

In The English Ghost, Ackroyd systematically categorizes ghost tales into distinct thematic 
chapters. First, “The phantom in the house” compiles narratives of domestic hauntings. Next, the 
chapter titled “The wandering ghost” gathers accounts of ghosts encountered in outdoor 
environments or during journeys. Third, “Clerical souls” explores ghost stories tied to religious 
figures and church settings. Fourth, “Animal spirits” presents tales featuring spectral animals. 
Fifth, “Moving things” is dedicated to narratives primarily focused on poltergeist activity, 
characterized by displaced objects and unexplained noises. “Farewell” comprises a smaller 
collection of stories about final appearances or departures. Lastly, “The living and the dead” 
explores tales that blur the boundary between life and death, often involving apparitions of living 
individuals or messages from those nearing their end. 

The tales in each section are predominantly short, anecdotal, and often lack coherence or 
detailed characterization. As a result, the ghosts’ motivations are mostly unclear, leaving their 
purpose open to interpretation. That is why, instead of examining stories sequentially within each 
category, this study will engage in a topical discussion and explore the most relevant tales under 
the appropriate headings. From this approach, three key strands emerged, which are believed to 
represent essential facets of English ghostlore. Hence, the following analysis will focus on key 
issues that illuminate the English cultural landscape: 1. the enduring presence of the past; 2. the 
tension between the rational and the supernatural; and 3. evolving anxieties concerning death and 
the afterlife. 

The Haunting Presence of the Past in the Present 

English ghostlore largely rests on the idea of past echoes resonating in the present. In Ackroyd’s 
collection, numerous tales illustrate how bygone historical events, deceased individuals, and 
unresolved traumas cross boundaries of time and shape the living’s reality. This thematic thread 
reflects a society engaging with its rich, often tumultuous history, where the past is not merely a 
distant era but still an active force that influences people’s lives. The presence of the past manifests 
in several ways, particularly through residual hauntings related to former residents and historical 
dwellings, and through outdoor apparitions that often echo specific historical events or agonizing 
accidents. 

A prominent aspect of the past’s intrusion into the present involves the residual haunting of 
historical manors and old houses. The persistent presence of former residents is a recurring motif 
in residual hauntings that occur particularly in domestic spheres. This is often characterized by the 
spectral return of previous residents in their old-fashioned clothing. These apparitions are not 
merely memories but active manifestations that recall the stories of those who once inhabited these 
places. The prominence of such hauntings in English houses is also connected to the cultural 



125   Seda Coşar Çelik 
 
 

 

visibility of the past within everyday life. As Patrick Wright observes in On Living in an Old 
Country: The National Past in Contemporary Britain23, Britain is a society in which historical 
landscapes, preserved buildings, and inherited domestic spaces continually embed the past in the 
present. In such environments, domestic architecture becomes a material reminder of earlier lives. 
This makes the imagined return of former inhabitants a particularly resonant motif within English 
ghostlore. 

In “The Cheltenham Ghost,” the consistent appearance of a “tall lady, dressed in black of a 
soft woolen material” suggests a perpetual re-enactment of a former inhabitant’s past life.24 Current 
residents see her in fright and can do nothing about it. Similarly, “The Whiskered Gentlemen” 
features an “ancient residence” imbued with centuries of historical weight, where a male ghost in 
“something antique” dress actively disrupts contemporary life.25 The man is harmless, and his old-
fashioned clothes suggest he’s from the past, perhaps a former inhabitant of the house. Likewise, 
in the story titled “The Old Staircase,” ghosts from a bygone era appear in specific places that no 
longer exist in the house, like the former old staircase and “a doorway, now walled up.”26 This 
suggests the former residents not only remind current occupants of the house’s architectural history 
but also assert their continued claim to it. Even the mundane acts of past residents can be 
manifested in the present, as seen in the tale “The Unfurnished Rooms,” through the distinct sounds 
of “counting money, with the chink of the pieces and the sound of each coin being laid down” or 
“men walking without stockings.”27 Another striking example is “Mother Leakey,” dead since 
1634, who returns, always in the clothes she wore in life, demonstrating a deep-seated connection 
in which her past self and intentions permeate the current inhabitants’ lives.28 These apparitions 
are not merely memories but active manifestations recalling the stories of those who once occupied 
these spaces. Domestic interiors thus become sites where the past appears to linger within the 
present. As Raphael Samuel suggests in Theatres of Memory: Past and Present in Contemporary 
Culture29, everyday environments function as cultural theatres in which the past is continually 
performed and reinterpreted. Within such spaces, the memory of earlier lives remains rooted in the 
material fabric of the house, a particularly resonant motif in English ghostlore. 

Additionally, traumatic or violent pasts causing visceral hauntings is another recurring pattern 
in The English Ghost. For example, in “The Scratching,” Mr. P., a former incumbent suspected of 
murder, returns.30 His characteristic behaviors and unsettling actions continue to terrorize the then-
current residents. Mr. P’s past actions and notorious reputation as “a man of very ill report, 
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supposed to have got children of his maid and to have murdered them” indirectly inform the fear 
and unease surrounding his spectral return.31 The ghost’s characteristic behaviors, such as wearing 
“exactly such a gown” and his habit of whistling, are direct illustrations of his persona.32 Another 
tale titled “The Restless Suicide” powerfully conveys a traumatic past that endlessly replays, with 
the apparition of a servant perpetually re-enacting perhaps his unresolved struggle through 
“constant tramping” and “piercing shrieks.”33 Likewise, the multi-sensory portrayal of a violent 
past is central to “The Chattering Voices,” where the house carries a history of atrocities, with 
animal apparitions and “frightful sounds … as of people being strangled” turning the home into a 
stage for incessant intrusion, ultimately leading to its demolition.34 These examples illustrate how 
residual hauntings in domestic spheres can manifest as a replication of past lives. The apparitions, 
sounds, and actions of former residents, decades or even centuries later, present a connection 
between specific locations and the indelible imprints of past events and traumas. This recurring 
motif suggests that the echoes of the past permeate and disrupt the present reality. 

By contrast, outdoor hauntings often involve apparitions or phenomena that echo specific 
historical events, long-standing landscape imprints, or unresolved traumas that have imbued a 
particular location with a persistent influence. Some outdoor hauntings are more visceral and tied 
to well-known historical violence. For example, “The scream” offers a strong auditory 
manifestation of the past. In this story, a terrible scream heard by different people is attributed to 
a traumatic Civil War event in 1643, which reverberates through time as part of a local, enduring 
collective memory. Likewise, “The apparitions” offers broader examples, including the dramatic 
incident, where an entire 1642 Civil War battle is pictured in 1643, a panoramic historical event 
asserting its presence in the sky above a battlefield: 

‘Between twelve and one of the clock in the morning was heard by some shepherds, and other countrey-
men, and travellers, first the sound-of drums afar off, and the noyse of souldiers, as it were, giving out 
their last groanes at which they were much amazed […] But then, on the sudden […] appeared in the 
ayre those same incorporeall souldiers that made those clamours, and immediately with Ensignes 
display’d, Drummes beating, Musquets going off, Cannons discharged, horses neyghing (which also 
to these men were visible), the alarum or entrance to this game of death was struck up.35 [sic.] 

Besides, the intrusion of the very distant past is vividly portrayed in “The Horseman,” where a 
“revenant from an earlier age of the world, riding as he had done three thousand years before” 
appears on a landscape marked by prehistoric structures.36 This explicit connection to a remote, 
pre-modern past, complete with archaic details, blurs the lines between prehistory and the modern 
world. 
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Just as historical conflicts and ancient pasts leave their mark, modern road tragedies also 
cause outdoor hauntings. To illustrate, “Blue Bell Hill” and “The Phantom of the A38” present 
recurring phantom hitchhikers, directly linked to past road fatalities. These figures eternally replay 
moments leading up to or following their deaths, their unresolved pasts repeatedly intruding upon 
the present experiences of motorists. This demonstrates how trauma can saturate a specific route. 
Such contemporary examples prove that the human experience of loss and tragedy continues to 
shape the spectral landscape, even in an age of technological advancement. 

In sum, the diverse array of anecdotal ghost tales collectively reveals the past’s multifaceted 
and deeply ingrained presence within English culture. From residual sightings and active 
apparitions to re-enacted tragedies and the echoes of unresolved matters, the past consistently 
asserts its influence. This way, history is not merely chronicled but viscerally re-experienced by 
each successive generation. Thus, these ghost narratives serve as a vital and enduring mirror of 
English cultural heritage. This resonance can be further understood through a hauntological lens, 
in which the ghost functions as a manifestation of the collective unconscious. For Derrida, the 
specter is a paradoxical presence that is neither living nor dead, yet it demands our attention.37 In 
the context of English ghostlore, these hauntings represent the unresolved traces of history, such 
as traumatic invasions, social upheavals, or domestic tragedies that have been suppressed but 
remain embedded in the nation’s psychic landscape. Consequently, the hauntological presence in 
these narratives reveals that the past is not a closed chapter but a force that continuously invades 
the present. 

Competing Discourses: The Tension Between the Rational and the Supernatural 

Throughout its rich history, English culture has been shaped by a fascinating and often 
contradictory interplay between rational thought and supernatural belief. The English identity is 
often defined by a preference for observable evidence and empiricism, a rational national character 
that flourished during the long eighteenth century and was historically constructed in opposition 
to more abstract continental philosophies.38 This association gained prominence during the 
Enlightenment, as the British tradition of empiricism prioritized sensory experience and logic as 
the primary sources of knowledge. This shift subtly underlines a societal preference for rational 
thought. That is why a persistent fascination with the unexplainable exists alongside this tendency 
towards rationality. The tension between rationality and the supernatural forms a core aspect of 
English culture, which is vividly reflected in its literature and folklore. For instance, this duality 
thrives in Gothic novels, ghost stories, and science fiction that frequently explore the thin line 
between the known and the unknown, evident from the rigorous logic of Sherlock Holmes to the 
chilling classic folklore. This is further reinforced by the persistent stereotype of the sensible 
English character, often seen as understated and resistant to overt emotionalism or irrationality, 
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which subtly underlines a societal preference for rational thought.39 Still, despite a cultural 
inclination towards rationalism, superstition in literature and folklore has never faded. People may 
uphold rational beliefs for daily life, yet remain drawn to, or even subtly convinced by, supernatural 
phenomena. It is within this dynamic tension that English ghostlore flourishes, offering a unique 
cultural space where the boundaries between logic and the spectral become blurred. Ackroyd’s 
collection serves as a testament to this pervasive duality, providing a rich anthology through which 
to explore how these competing discourses of rational understanding and supernatural experience 
confront one another. 

In The English Ghost, a compelling pattern emerges: Characters consistently try to find 
rational explanations for phenomena that defy logic, only to be confronted with their ultimate 
inability to do so. This inherent tension between reason and the unexplainable emerges in many 
tales. For example, in “The events in Hinton Manor,” the residents try to explain “abnormal or 
inexplicable events” like opening, shutting, and sometimes slamming of doors first by saying that 
“a stranger obtained the keys,” and Mr. Ricketts responds logically by changing all the locks.40 

The Ricketts were at first happy in their residence, but they soon became alarmed by the frequent 
opening and shutting of doors during the night. Mrs Ricketts feared that there were ‘irregularities’ on 
the part of the servants, but having made the strictest enquiries she was disabused of that notion. Then 
her husband, fearing that a stranger had obtained the keys of the house, arranged that all the locks 
should be changed.41 

However, the escalating nature of the phenomena, from slamming doors to human voices and 
shrieks, overwhelms all rational explanations, and the residents ultimately leave the house. The 
tension between rationality and the supernatural is further highlighted in “Dr. Johnson’s Friend,” 
where Dr. Johnson, an Enlightenment intellectual, at first relies on the credibility of the witness 
who told him he had seen a ghost. Even though he is initially grounded in logical thought and tries 
to offer a rational explanation, he is eventually forced to accept the inexplicable: 

To be sure the man had a fever, and this vision may have been the beginning of it; but, if the message 
to the women and their behavior upon it were true, as related, there was something supernatural: that 
rests upon his word, and there it remains.42 

It seems that he acknowledges that some elements of the ghost story cannot be explained solely as 
hallucinations caused by high fever; thus, he concludes, “there it remains.”43 

Moreover, in “The Old Press,” the narrator, a “well-informed young lady”, first dismisses her 
sighting of a ghost as a mental disturbance: “I was not alarmed, but surprised, as I had locked the 
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door when I went to bed, and, considering it a mental delusion, I closed my eyes for a moment and 
looked again.”44 However, her subsequent belief in what she saw ultimately allows the supernatural 
to triumph over her initial rationality. In a similar vein, in “The Shudder,” the narrator attempts to 
rationalize an unusual sound as “the wind in the chimney,” but the sound’s peculiar behavior of 
following him throughout the house defies the explanation.45 The hosts’ acceptance of it as an 
inexplicable but harmless fact demonstrates a resignation to the supernatural when rationality 
fails.46 A parallel instance is “The Ghosts in the Window,” where the tension between rational 
inquiry and the supernatural is meticulously explored. Numerous attempts to debunk the persistent 
apparitions, such as explaining them as an “optical illusion produced by waving branches,” 
systematically fail, and questions about the apparitions go unanswered.47 

Additionally, “Borley Rectory” stands as a prime example of the competing discourses of the 
rational and the supernatural. Skepticism and rational explanations were consistently challenged 
and often overpowered by a variety of documented supernatural occurrences throughout the 
rectory’s long history of unusual ghost sightings and inexplicable noises. Witnesses, authorities, 
and the public, including police and journalists, initially search for natural explanations. However, 
diverse manifestations, from footsteps, tapping, and voices to inexplicable smells, visual 
apparitions, and physical sensations like slaps and hits, challenge all logical interpretations. 
Physical events like locking doors, bells ringing, objects disappearing and reappearing, and 
pictures falling further refute rational understanding. Last but not least, in the tale titled “The 
Message,” the tension between the rational and the supernatural is evident as characters attempt to 
explain unexplainable events through logical means. For example, the daughter at first tries to 
rationalize an unusual light in her room as a “candle burning” or “the fire,” and her maid dismisses 
her experience as “only a dream.”48 When the daughter recounts her supernatural experience, her 
aunt dispatches a physician and surgeon to conduct a rational examination as she suspects madness 
or physical indisposition49. Despite these attempts at rationalization, the core events are 
unequivocally supernatural and remain unexplained. 

All in all, these tales collectively illustrate how, despite a cultural inclination towards 
rationalism, the unexplainable phenomenon of ghost sightings challenges and ultimately blurs the 
boundaries of logic. The consistent failure of rational inquiry to fully account for these spectral 
intrusions highlights a fundamental aspect within English ghostlore: that the supernatural is an 
undeniable and often visceral force that demands acknowledgment even from the most pragmatic 
minds. Through these narratives, The English Ghost serves as a powerful reminder that while 
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English culture may lean towards empiricism and reason, it simultaneously embraces and is shaped 
by the enduring mystery and strong impact of the unexplainable. 

Anxieties About Death and the Afterlife 

The ghostlore presented in The English Ghost also reveals fundamental human insecurities about 
death and the enigmatic nature of mortality. The mere presence of a ghost immediately invokes 
anxieties about death and what lies beyond, as the spectral figures represent a continuation of 
existence. That is, ghosts, in their varied forms, suggest that some essence of an individual persists 
even after their physical demise. This spectral persistence stirs anxieties about the fragility of life 
and the potential for death to arrive unexpectedly from unseen, inexplicable sources. The simple 
fact of a dead person being seen and, at times, even directly interacting with the living addresses 
fundamental human concerns: that death is not necessarily an absolute end, but perhaps a transition 
that may leave unresolved issues or a lingering presence. While the idea that loved ones are not 
entirely gone can offer a strange comfort, it is at the same time deeply unsettling. It implies that 
the deceased may not be truly at rest, or that the living people are vulnerable to their presence. 
Indeed, the return of the dead may represent lingering suffering or an inability to find peace due to 
unfinished business. 

Many of the stories in The English Ghost directly introduce the confrontation with mortality 
in its most explicit forms. To begin with, “The Corpse in Spitalfields” is a prime example that 
centers on the unsettling image of a dead body found in Mrs. Stephenson’s home. This highly 
personal encounter with a “horrible and melancholy spectacle” immediately reminds the living 
character, and by extension the reader, of death’s inescapable reality.50 The unnatural posture of 
the corpse, “fixed on the ground as it is in bed, when one lies with one knee up,” adds a grotesque, 
unsettling quality.51 The vision of the corpse suddenly disappears, and thus the apparition in this 
tale may be considered as an externalization of subconscious anxieties about one’s own mortality. 
The persistence of the soul and the concept of unfinished business form another central pillar of 
fears regarding death and its aftermath. For example, in “Dr. Johnson’s Friend,” both the late Mr. 
Cave’s “shadowy being” and the palpable presence of late Parson Ford directly challenge the 
finality of death, suggesting a continuation of existence in an ethereal form. Parson Ford’s return 
with a “message to deliver to some women” illustrates the unsettling idea of unresolved issues 
tying the deceased to the living world.52 This suggests that earthly matters may be bothering after 
one’s own death if they are not truly concluded. This theme also resonates strongly in “Mother 
Leakey,” where her foreknowledge of death before she dies and peculiar pronouncements about 
post-mortem visits suggest a conscious crossing of boundaries.53 In one of the ghost’s visits, the 
daughter-in-law asks, “if her mother-in-law were in heaven or hell,” which highlights anxieties 
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about the soul’s ultimate destination54. The ghost’s silence leaves this crucial question unresolved 
and strengthens a widespread theological uncertainty. 

Furthermore, The English Ghost explores anxieties rooted in violent or unnatural death and 
the vulnerability of innocence. “The Chattering Voices” and “The Scream” are particularly potent 
in this regard. The violent sounds of “people being strangled” or “beaten severely” in “The 
Chattering Voices” are directly about deep-seated fears about traumatic death and its spiritual 
aftermath.55 These aren’t benign hauntings; they are aural manifestations of extreme suffering. The 
grave-like silence that follows emphasizes the abrupt and terrifying transition from violent chaos 
to the stillness of the grave. Similarly, “The Scream” originates from a family “mercilessly 
slaughtered,” culminating in the “last terrible cry” of a thirteen-year-old girl.56 This context raises 
anxieties about the trauma of violent, unjust death and its potential to prevent a peaceful transition 
into the afterlife. The persistence of the scream implies that the suffering endured at the moment 
of death has not ceased but is eternally replayed. That is, the agony is endlessly repeated rather 
than finding peace in death. The vulnerability of children as victims in “The Scream” amplifies the 
sense of injustice, implying that even the innocent can be trapped in a cycle of post-mortem 
distress. 

Finally, these narratives grapple with anxieties about the disruption of sacred space and the 
search for answers about the afterlife. “The Church at Langenhoe” directly places fears about the 
fate of souls within a sacred, yet unquiet, context. The churchyard’s proximity to burials and the 
disturbing groans, a rifle shot, and smells of “putrefaction” imply direct disturbances from the 
dead. Also, the woman vanishing through a former doorway with a “strange sad look,” evokes a 
spirit caught in a loop, unable to fully move on, hinting at an unfulfilled existence beyond the 
grave.57 Additionally, “Father and Daughter” presents a more controlled, yet equally strange, quest 
for answers about the afterlife. The tale presents a pact between father and daughter; that the first 
to die “if happy, should after death appear to the survivor.”58 The daughter dies and her apparition, 
though silent, communicates directly from beyond the grave: 

the daughter, who lived at Gillingham Lodge, fell in labour and, by mistake, being given a noxious 
potion, instead of the one prepared for her, suddenly died; her father lived in London and, that very 
night she died, she opened his curtains and looked upon him: he had before heard nothing of her illness; 
and, upon this apparition, confidently told the maid that his daughter was dead and, two days after, 
received the news.59 

The daughter ostensibly fulfills the pact and thus offers a chilling answer to the ultimate question 
of whether death is truly an end or merely a transition. 
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Through these varied spectral encounters, The English Ghost illuminates how ghostlore 
provides a framework for confronting the anxieties about death, the unknown nature of the afterlife, 
and the unsettling possibilities of what might happen when life ceases. Conclusively, these 
narratives function as a cultural mechanism for negotiating the inescapable reality of death. 
Through the spectral persistence of both the innocent and the traumatic, the English ghostlore 
presented here does more than merely scare. It posits that English cultural identity is inextricably 
linked to this threshold state, where the dead remain as silent witnesses to the ongoing history of 
the living. 

Conclusion 

The preceding analysis of Peter Ackroyd’s The English Ghost has illuminated how the enduring 
popularity of English ghost stories offers a unique perspective through which to understand the 
nation’s evolving cultural identity and heritage. Far from just being intriguing tales, the ghost 
narratives compiled by Ackroyd serve as a rich repository of English culture. His work, therefore, 
is a contemporary manifestation of the long-standing endeavor in English folklore studies to 
unearth and preserve the traditions, customs, narratives, and beliefs of the ordinary folk. By 
documenting these spectral accounts, Ackroyd contributes to a vital understanding of England’s 
historical consciousness and its collective memory. This allows for the interpretation of these 
narratives as reflections of societal anxieties and evolving beliefs across generations. 

The ghostlore from this collection reveals three aspects of English culture and heritage: 1. 
The influence of the past in the present; 2. Competing discourses of the rational and the 
supernatural; and 3. Fears regarding death and the afterlife. First, Ackroyd’s collection vividly 
illustrates a hauntological framework in which the deceased, important historical events, 
memorable criminal incidents, and lingering traumas from the past continue to affect individuals’ 
present reality. Secondly, the ghostlore in The English Ghost critically examines the tension 
between the rational and the supernatural, the two competing discourses that have long shaped 
English culture. Despite a cultural inclination towards rationalism, rooted in Enlightenment 
thought and empiricism, a strong fascination with the unexplainable persists, allowing superstition 
to flourish in literature and folklore. Finally, the ghost stories in the collection unearth anxieties 
concerning death and the afterlife, reflecting humanity’s fears surrounding mortality. 

In conclusion, The English Ghost stands as a powerful testament to the enduring cultural 
significance of ghostlore in England. By meticulously collecting and presenting these short, 
anecdotal tales, Peter Ackroyd not only preserves a rich tradition but also provides crucial insights 
into the ongoing process of nation-building and the formation of a communal cultural identity. The 
stories, despite their short and often fragmented nature, collectively reveal how England grapples 
with its complex past, navigates the inherent tension between logic and the inexplicable, and 
confronts its deepest fears surrounding mortality. As expressions of a continuous cultural narrative, 
these ghost stories are far more than mere entertainment; they function as vibrant, evolving mirrors 
reflecting the historical, cultural, psychological, and spiritual landscape of England. 
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Ultimately, Ackroyd’s collection fulfills the fundamental folkloric roles of validation and 
cultural continuity, functioning as hauntological frameworks through which the past persists within 
the present. By capturing these spectral echoes, the book serves as a primary site of cultural 
memory as it transforms intangible ghost stories into a tangible record of the nation’s shared 
history. In a contemporary world often defined by rapid change, fragmentation, and the erosion of 
historical continuity, this archive of ghost stories proves that the spectral tradition is a functional 
necessity. That is, it can be seen as a cultural strategy through which the nation maintains its 
connection to its ancestral heritage and ensures the survival of its collective memory. In this light, 
The English Ghost is not a mere relic of superstition, but a significant witness to the historical, 
psychological, and spiritual landscapes that continue to shape the English cultural identity today.  
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