
Research on Will o’ the Wisp and Jack o’ Lantern 

The term jack-o'-lantern (Jack of the lantern) was originally used to describe the 
visual phenomenon ignis fatuus (lit. foolish fire) known as will-o'-the-wisp in English 
folklore.  Used especially in East England, its earliest known use dates to the 1660s. 
The term "will-o'-the-wisp" uses "wisp" (a bundle of sticks or paper sometimes used 
as a torch) and the proper name "Will", thus "Will of the torch”  The term jack-o’-
lantern is of the same construction:  “Jack of [the] lantern”.    

A will-o'-the-wisp (Medieval Latin for "foolish fire") is an atmospheric ghost light seen 
by travellers at night, especially over bogs, swamps or marshes. It resembles a 
flickering lamp and is said to recede if approached, drawing travellers from the safe 
paths. The phenomenon is known by a variety of names, including jack-o'-
lantern, friar's lantern, hinkypunk and hobby lantern in English folk belief and is well 
attested in English folklore and in much of European folklore. In literature, will-o'-the-
wisp sometimes has a metaphorical meaning, describing a hope or goal that leads 
one on but is impossible to reach, or something one finds sinister and confounding.  

 

 

An 1882 oil painting of a will-o'-the-wisp by Arnold Böcklin 

Britain 

The will-o'-the-wisp can be found in numerous folk tales around the United Kingdom, 
and is often a malicious character in the stories. In Welsh folklore, it is said that the 
light is "fairy fire" held in the hand of a púca, or pwca, a small goblin-like fairy that 
mischievously leads lone travellers off the beaten path at night. As the traveller 
follows the púca through the marsh or bog, the fire is extinguished, leaving them lost. 
The púca is said to be one of the Tylwyth Teg, or fairy family. In Wales the light 
predicts a funeral that will take place soon in the locality. Wirt Sikes in his 
book British Goblins mentions the following Welsh tale about púca. 

A peasant travelling home at dusk sees a bright light travelling along ahead of him. 
Looking closer, he sees that the light is a lantern held by a "dusky little figure", which 
he follows for several miles. All of a sudden, he finds himself standing on the edge of 
a vast chasm with a roaring torrent of water rushing below him. At that precise 
moment the lantern-carrier leaps across the gap, lifts the light high over its head, lets 
out a malicious laugh and blows out the light, leaving the poor peasant a long way 
from home, standing in pitch darkness at the edge of a precipice. This is a fairly 
common cautionary tale concerning the phenomenon; however, the ignis fatuus was 
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not always considered dangerous. There are some tales told about the will-o'-the-
wisp being guardians of treasure, much like the Irish leprechaun leading those brave 
enough to follow them to sure riches. Other stories tell of travellers getting lost in the 
woodland and coming upon a will-o'-the-wisp, and depending on how they treated 
the will-o'-the-wisp, the spirit would either get them lost further in the woods or guide 
them out. 

Also related, the Pixy-light from Devon and Cornwall is most often associated with 
the Pixie who often has "pixie-led" travellers away from the safe and reliable route 
and into the bogs with glowing lights. "Like Poltergeist they can generate uncanny 
sounds. They were less serious than their German Weisse Frauen kin, frequently 
blowing out candles on unsuspecting courting couples or producing obscene kissing 
sounds, which were always misinterpreted by parents."  Pixy-Light was also 
associated with "lambent light" which the Old Norse might have seen guarding their 
tombs. In Cornish folklore, Pixy-Light also has associations with the Colt pixie. "A colt 
pixie is a pixie that has taken the shape of a horse and enjoys playing tricks such as 
neighing at the other horses to lead them astray".  In Guernsey, the light is known as 
the faeu boulanger (rolling fire), and is believed to be a lost soul. On being 
confronted with the spectre, tradition prescribes two remedies. The first is to turn 
one's cap or coat inside out. This has the effect of stopping the faeu boulanger in its 
tracks. The other solution is to stick a knife into the ground, blade up. The faeu, in an 
attempt to kill itself, will attack the blade. 

 

 

The Will o' the Wisp and the Snake by Hermann Hendrich (1854–1931) 

 

Source:  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Will-o%27-the-wisp 

 

 

A Possible Scientific Explanation 

Will o' the wisps occur as methane in bubbles or marsh gas rises to the surface of a 
swamp and burns spontaneously in the air. Fermentations in the absence of air can 
produce hydrides of other non-metal elements including "bad-eggs gas" (hydrogen 
sulphide) and phosphine, which is spontaneously flammable when mixed with 
oxygen. The phosphorus necessary to produce phosphine could come from dead 
fish decaying among the other vegetable detritus at the bottom of a swamp or pond. 
But so many ponds and swamps have been drained now that the conditions 
necessary for suitable fermentations to produce will o' the wisp gases are rare. 
Roderick Sykes, Haute Garonne, France. 
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