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INTRODUCTION




“You Unlock This Door with the Key of
Imagination”

 


You know The Twilight Zone. Maybe you haven’t
seen a single episode, but you still know The Twilight Zone.
You can probably hum Marius Constant’s iconic theme music, or
recall famous scenes like when a bookworm’s glasses break on the
steps of a bombed-out library. You know these things because The
Twilight Zone is ingrained in our culture. If you don’t believe
me, just look into the bewildered eyes of someone who feels “like
they’re in The Twilight Zone,” or in the bright faces of
recognition when you mention the show to a group of friends. The
series has endured because it offers new perspectives on life by
letting audiences indulge in the fun mysteries of the universe.

More simply though, The Twilight Zone has
remained popular decades after it first aired for two reasons:
binge watching and holiday marathons.

The Twilight Zone saw its first resurgence in
the immediate years following its cancellation in 1964. The series
was sold into syndication to local television stations around the
country, where it cultivated a growing fanbase of “Zoners” who may
have missed it during its original broadcast. While late night
reruns brought the show to prominence in collegiate circles, it was
a series of annual holiday marathons that turned The Twilight
Zone from a simple television show into a cherished family
tradition.

There is some debate over when the marathons
officially began, but you can narrow it down to two separate
stations: KTLA in California and WPIX in New York. In 1991, KTLA’s
program director Mark Sonnenberg told the L.A. Times that
the first Twilight Zone marathon at his station was on
Thanksgiving Day, 1980. The 12-hour block of episodes was a hit, so
they followed that up three years later with an Independence Day
marathon, and soon other stations joined in and gave other
holidays, from Memorial Day to New Years, the Twilight Zone
treatment.

These local holiday marathons helped popularize the
series in two of the biggest television markets in the country, but
it wouldn’t be until The Sci-Fi Channel (prior to their rebranding
as SyFy) took over duties in 1995 that the local tradition became a
national one. Now anyone with a cable package, from anywhere in the
country, could watch the series with a pristine quality that they
wouldn’t get from their local rabbit ear channels. Cable TV also
expanded the marathon into multiple days’ worth of hand-curated
classics, so you could now kick back on the morning of New Year’s
Eve and enjoy The Twilight Zone well through the
early hours of January 2nd. If that’s not the ultimate binge watch,
I don’t know what is.

Before streaming put every episode in the palm of
our hand, these marathons were how millennials like me were exposed
to the series. Every holiday break from school we could post up on
the couch, catch a mix of classic and “forgotten” episodes, and get
a real feel for what the show—and by extension its creator Rod
Serling—was all about.

The first marathon I remember watching was on a
local Central Texas station in the early 1990s. What episodes I
watched are blurry, but the show was impactful enough to make a
lifelong fan out of a five-year-old. After that, I found myself
gravitating towards anything related to the series, especially
eye-catching oddities like the Twilight Zone pinball
machine. I have a distinct memory of being transfixed by a curio
shop displayed in the backglass art teeming with Zone
iconography where an imposing figure, clad in a black suit, stood
on the threshold of a doorway to the unimaginable. It’s the kind of
image children live to get lost in.

My parents later bought me a beat-up copy of More
Stories from The Twilight Zone where I got my first taste of
classic episodes like “The Odyssey of Flight 33.” Sure, I didn’t
really understand what I was reading, but it didn’t matter.
The world that was opened to me was unbelievably alluring. I
remember staring at the cover portrait of Serling, bronze moons
gradually eclipsing his face, and wondering “Who is this
guy?”

My story isn’t unique. Ask any number of fans and
they’ll tell you these marathons are how they fell in love with
The Twilight Zone too. It’s just how the series was able to
sustain its popularity with every generation. What is unique
is that audiences fell in love with the show by binge watching,
decades before binging became the new normal.

The Twilight Zone makes for such a great
holiday binge because the series is like comfort food. It’s pop
entertainment with a message that can connect with both kids and
adults, because it follows a tried-and-true formula filled with
surprises. You start with an opening narration that frames a
character-driven supernatural mystery that waits until the very
last moment to pull the rug out from under you. The twist endings,
akin to magic tricks, kept us tuned in episode after episode,
delighting us through unexpected reveals like an alien short order
cook or the beautiful face of an “ugly” woman. These energizing
endings were all the motivation we needed to rewatch episodes over
and over again, looking for clues and discussing theories with
friends about what it all meant.

In 2013, when binge watching was just becoming the
norm, cultural anthropologist Grant McCracken told CNN that binging
is “...not reckless or indulgent. It’s a smart and an even
contemplative way to watch certain kinds of TV. Good TV
especially.” This is why The Twilight Zone was made to be
binged. The marathon model is how the show got its hooks into the
nation’s soul, because watching multiple episodes, back to back,
allowed us to view the series as more than just a fun look into the
“dimension beyond that which is known to man.”

And now we don’t have to wait for the holidays to
get a chance to revisit our favorite stories, we can just click
over an app on our TV and have all 156 episodes at our
fingertips.

Rod Serling maybe made an inauspicious decision
selling the series’ syndication rights to CBS, but if it wasn’t for
this choice—and how brazen the network was in peddling the show to
local stations—we may not have seen the proliferation of The
Twilight Zone into modern Americana. Now it’s not only a
holiday and pop culture staple, but a common ground that can
connect people from all walks of life. In no insignificant way,
The Twilight Zone has become like great American folklore,
touchstones that every generation can use to learn about life and
what might come next.

 


* * *

 


There are a lot of compendiums on The Twilight
Zone out there. Some delve into the show’s striking visuals,
while others look at it from a philosophical perspective, but most
just offer a backstage peek at the ins and outs of producing the
pivotal series. None of these are more popular, or exhaustive, than
Marc Scott Zicree’s The Twilight Zone Companion. First
published in 1982, and now in its third edition, the companion is
the be-all-end-all tome that every fan of the series should read if
they want firsthand accounts of what it was like creating the
series, being on set, and experiencing Serling’s humble genius.

But what I aim to do in The Binge Watcher’s Guide
to The Twilight Zone is offer you something the
Companion does not: a microscopic look into the themes and
ideas that Serling posed to give you deeper insight into why the
show still resonates today. I’ll look at how the socio-political
turmoil of the early 1960s influenced Serling’s life and work, and
how he used The Twilight Zone as a bully pulpit to push back
against everything from racism and censorship to McCarthyism and
totalitarians. By taking a modern perspective, I will illustrate
why the show is as relevant now as it was 60 years ago and shed
light on what I think Serling may have fought against in the 21st
century. Whether this is your first trip to the Zone or
you’re an old fan returning for one more round, this retrospective
is an opportunity to engage with the timeless classic in a way that
can help you make sense of our here and now.

In 2021, our reality is overflowing with uncertainty
and nothing feels right anymore, like we’ve looked into a mirror
and seen a face that wasn’t our own. We’re living through a time
when the world is on the precipice of raising a midnight sun,
authoritarians are attempting to label cultural institutions as
obsolete, and our individuality is slipping through our fingers.
Are these ripped from the headlines, or are they stories from the
mind of Rod Serling? If you are looking to make better sense of our
future, you don’t have to keep your eyes peeled for a signpost up
ahead. We’ve already crossed over into The Twilight
Zone.


 


ZEITGEIST




“You Are About to Enter Another Dimension”




If you binge The Twilight Zone on Netflix,
you’ll be met with the amusing parental guidelines TV-14 for “fear
and smoking.” Fear we get; the show is famously known for chilling
plots and bleak twist endings that can prove too intense for
younger viewers, but smoking? That can only be attributed to the
cigarette clenched between the fingers of the show’s creator Rod
Serling as he voices The Twilight Zone’s iconic
narration.

In the final episode of Season One, before an
audience consisting of producer Buck Houghton, director Ralph
Nelson, and the watchful eye of cinematographer George T. Clemens,
Rod Serling—with thin wisps of smoke spiraling up from a cigarette
anxiously gripped in his hand—entered the living rooms of countless
homes for the very first time. Serling has said that “Every writer
is a frustrated actor who recites his lines in the hidden
auditorium of his skull,” but you wouldn’t know that by watching
him in the final moments of “A World of His Own.” His narration is
spoken through clenched teeth with an unusual staccato, yet he’s
perfectly at ease, unaware that he was on the precipice of global
celebrity with a show that would spawn theme park rides and board
games.

The success of The Twilight Zone came from
his dark fantasia’s powerful storytelling, but it was Serling
himself—black tied with a cigarette by his side—that elevated it to
a pillar of pop culture. He’s the criterion of science and
superstition that would inspire generations of writers to create
strange new worlds that entertained and enlightened us through
their individual convictions on truth and justice. Serling
introduced audiences to a new way of looking at the world, and the
people within it, in a manner they maybe hadn’t considered
before.

But who was Rod Serling? That really depends
on who you ask. The entertainment industry described him as
television’s golden boy and angry young man, an enfant terrible of
live TV who had no qualms pushing the limits of what could and
couldn’t be said on broadcast. That title is counter to the
loving—if not often distant—husband and father he was to Carol
Serling and their two daughters, Jodi and Anne.

He was also a man whose thoughts were frequently
spirited back to his formative years in Binghamton, New York, with
its vibrant main street spotted with gazebos and Victorian era
architecture. These would become the central locale for the
nostalgia-driven, world-weary proxies he’d write like Martin Sloan
in “Walking Distance” or Gart Williams in “A Stop at Willoughby.”
These stories were portkeys for Serling, giving him a way to return
home whenever he needed, even when he was a continent away in
The Twilight Zone’s Culver City studios. Escaping to a
quieter life where he didn’t have to be the angry young man trying
to save the world is how he recharged, filling him with the energy
that allowed him to write like he was running out of time.

No one could have known how little time he had left.
No one, except Rod Serling.

 


As a Child




Serling’s birth, in a way, was a miracle. In the
first instance of a Zone affecting the Serling’s lives, his
father Samuel worked as a cleric for General George Goethals in the
Panama Canal Zone. It was there that Samuel’s wife Esther
contracted Yellow Fever and was told she would be unable to
conceive another child. And yet, against all odds she proved them
wrong and Rodman Edward was born on Christmas Day, 1924.

Growing up, Rod was a rambunctious, motor mouth of a
kid who loved pulling pranks and cracking jokes. After catching
matinees and double features with his brother Robert (who was seven
years his senior), Rod would act out the entire film to his bemused
parents. They recognized his knack for performance and built Rod a
small stage in their basement to put on comedies and musicals for
his primary school friends.

As Rod matured, so did his charisma. By all
accounts, he was Binghamton’s resident womanizer, never in short
supply of a Friday night date. This would be an attitude he’d carry
through his life and career. He may have been a shrewd, creative
businessman, but he made professional strides with his talent
and effervescent charm. Serling had a way of making
impressions—on women and executives—that would prove pivotal in an
entertainment industry on the verge of booming.

The one thing Serling couldn’t achieve with his
charm however, was a spot on his high school football team. While
he had the courage and drive of a quarterback, Serling was too
small to be effective on the field. His self-consciousness over his
height would stick with him throughout his life, from The
Twilight Zone to his time in the army.

 


Rod Serling’s War




Counter to the peace activist he’d mature into,
young Rod Serling wanted to join the fight against the Nazis in
World War II. He originally had his sights set on a dangerous
career as a tail gunner, but after watching military newsreels
detailing allied efforts, Serling decided he’d rather hunt down
Hitler as a paratrooper. As such, he was prepared to drop out of
high school and enlist immediately, but a civics professor
persuaded him into finishing his degree because, as he pointed out,
Serling needed to plan for his life after the war.

Serling’s virulent urgency to combat the Axis
Alliance and their anti-Semitic ilk was likely born out of his
Jewish heritage as much as his American patriotism. His Judaism
would be an aspect of Serling’s identity he’d examine throughout
his writing career, even after he converted to Unitarianism in
college.

Though his dreams of becoming a paratrooper were
almost crushed by his slight frame and short stature, he proved
himself capable to his commanding officers during training through
his sheer will and determination. Unfortunately however, his dreams
of directly fighting the Nazi’s were stymied when he was ordered
far from the European front to the Pacific Theatre facing Japanese
forces.

Serling’s entire body of work would be shaped by his
time in the Pacific—specifically the Philippines—but none more so
than The Twilight Zone. Surrounded by death and despair, the
otherworldly detachment of war would be one of the essential
building blocks of the series. Serling was given a front row seat
to the traumatic psychological effects of combat, both to his
fellow soldiers and himself.

In an early short story he penned, called “First
Squad, First Platoon,” he recounts a true event about a cut-up
soldier screaming praises for crates of rations as they’re being
air-dropped. The supply containers pushed from the cargo planes
were meant to land safely in their camp, but the chutes didn’t pull
in time and the crates came thundering down around scrambling
soldiers. As the rest of the squad took cover, this one soldier
proudly kept his head raised towards the sky, delirious with
relief. As they called for him, Serling watched as the man was
decapitated by one of the containers. Through all the tough
leathery exterior of these G.I.’s, watching something like that
doubtlessly changes you for life.

It was one of the many grim realities that Serling
and the rest of his company would face, including his own near
fatal encounter. During the Battle of Leyte, a Japanese soldier
stepped mere feet in front of Serling, catching him in his
crosshairs. Serling froze, death staring him in the face, but
luckily someone from his regiment saw the soldier and fired off a
shot first, saving his life. Serling never publicly discussed his
brushes with death, but it’s a demon he exorcised in many scripts
of The Twilight Zone, like “The Purple Testament” and “A
Quality of Mercy.”

That latter episode ends in almost the same way
Serling’s own stint in the army did, with word that the atomic bomb
had been dropped on Japan. An entire generation was redefined by
the war, but the whole world changed after the destruction of
Hiroshima. On September 2nd, 1945 the Japanese forces would
formally surrender, but Rod Serling’s life would be altered for a
different reason; his father had passed away from a heart attack at
only 55.

 


Radio Days




Serling was deeply affected by the death of his
father, magnified by the fact that the Army refused to give him
emergency leave to attend the funeral, as his company was occupying
post-war Japan. After being discharged and disillusioned with the
military, Serling attended Antioch College in Yellow Springs, Ohio,
where his interest in professional writing for radio blossomed. His
first experience with the medium had been during the war when he
wrote a propaganda skit for Jack Benny’s Amphitheatre in the
Jungle program on the shortwave “mosquito network” radio.
Serling was humbly shocked when Benny recalled the skit decades
later as a guest on the comedian’s television show.

It’s hard to really comprehend just how monumental
radio entertainment was during this golden age. Radio wasn’t like
podcasts, or what we know of satellite stations today. It was an
entirely new kind of entertainment producing everything we take for
granted, such as the superhero antics of The Shadow, the
skin crawling horror stories in Arch Oboler’s Lights Out, or
the socially relevant dramas of Norman Corwin, who would directly
inspire Serling’s own work. There was a voracious appetite for
radio, and new writers were ready to feed it.

The radio was how the entertainment industry got its
first “viral sensation” with the infamous broadcast of H.G. Wells’
War of the Worlds. Creator Orson Welles unintentionally sent
the tri-state area into a panic as he duped Grover’s Bend, New
Jersey into believing Martians had landed in their own backyard.
Just narrowly escaping legal blame for the mass hysteria he
ignited, Welles made people buy in wholesale to what he was
selling, and it’s a lesson that Serling likely learned from.

After an internship at WNYC radio in New York—and
following his marriage to Carol Kramer—Serling was looking for
economic stability that didn’t require him to test parachutes, and
he found it managing the Antioch Broadcasting System, his campus
radio station. From November 1948 through February 1949, Serling
wrote, produced, and frequently starred in his own Corwin-esque
radio anthology series—a sort of predecessor to a predecessor of
The Twilight Zone that employed themes and ideas he would
cement in his seminal show’s most famous episodes.

A turning point came for Serling when Carol
persuaded him to submit a script to The Dr. Christian Show,
a light medical melodrama that held an annual writing competition,
featuring Serling-idol Arch Oboler as one of the judges. To his
delight—and surprise—Serling won third prize, which included a
check for $500 and an all-expense paid trip to New York City to
accept the award on-air. There he would meet fellow competition
winner Earl Hamner, Jr. who he would later collaborate with on
The Twilight Zone. Serling had gotten his foot in the door,
and he wasn’t about to remove it for the world.

After graduating from Antioch, Serling found a place
to expand his professional writing career at WLW-AM in Cincinnati,
and eventually their sister station WLW-T for the emerging
television market. The writer found solace in his new job because
he could now work on both radio and television scripts, but
he wasn’t anticipating the ennui he’d experience churning out
multiple scripts a week for asinine sitcoms and variety shows.

Still, at WLW he was able to stretch the muscles
he’d need for his future in television through The Storm, a
dramatic local anthology series that would be the true precursor to
the work he’d revolutionize over a decade later. But Serling could
see the writing on the wall of what awaited him if he kept plunking
out radio scripts in Cincinnati. It was either acquiesce to a life
of boring commercial copy or take a personal and professional risk
by diving headlong into live, televised drama.

And that’s exactly what he did.

 


Getting in The Zone




Before Serling left WLW he was able to get
representation in New York from literary agent Blanche Gaines, who
facilitated the sale of his initial teleplays to the major networks
at the time—CBS, NBC, ABC and DuMont. Serling’s television debut
came on April 29th, 1952 on NBC’s Armstrong Circle Theatre,
and was followed quickly by teleplays on Lux Video Theatre,
Hallmark Hall of Fame and Kraft Television Theatre.

Through 1953, Serling had a modicum of success with
scripts like “The Strike” (1954), which was a play about a military
general forced to make a fatal decision in war-torn Korea. “The
Strike’’ and its thorny anti-war sentiments were seen as
provocative at the time, giving Serling his first taste of
controversy.

My personal favorite early teleplay of his is a
haunting episode of Suspense called “Nightmare at Ground
Zero” (1953), about a sculptor who replaces a bombsite test dummy
with his bedeviling wife on the eve of a nuclear blast. It’s
bizarre, expressionistic and sickly evocative of a drive-in horror
movie, except Serling fills his world with husbands and wives
rather than killers and lunatics. These are everyday, average
people who become trapped in a frightening downward spiral against
the backdrop of a looming atomic threat. But none of these stories
could match the phenomenon that would be “Patterns” (1955), the
teleplay that would give him his name, his star, and a one-way
ticket to The Twilight Zone.

Part of the anthology program The United States
Steel Hour, “Patterns” was a scathing look into the modern
corporate world through the eyes of Fred Staples (Richard Kiley), a
young executive hired to work for the imposing Walter Ramsie
(Everett Sloan). Ramsie is a sociopath who lords over his company
like an unchecked dictator, gaslighting and chiding his Vice
President Andy Sloan (Ed Begley) until he suffers a fatal heart
attack. In a complicated, if not entirely realistic twist Staples
blames Ramsie for Sloan’s death, but decides to stay on as Vice
President for the sole purpose of challenging and eventually
usurping his boss. Besides, as he tells his wife, he really
does want the job.

The teleplay was a runaway hit, best represented by
an immediate reaction that the Serlings were not anticipating. So
much so they didn’t even tune in to the live broadcast, instead
going for a night out to celebrate Rod’s belated birthday. As Carol
Serling told Twilight Zone Magazine, “We had just moved to
the east coast. We went out the night the show aired, and we’d told
the babysitter that no one would call because we had just moved to
town. And the phone just started ringing and didn’t stop for
years!” When they returned home, their babysitter was frazzled
after screening the non-stop carousel of congratulations.

The New York Times Jack Gould would
say of the teleplay, “The enthusiasm is justified. In writing,
acting and direction, ‘Patterns’ will stand as one of the high
points in the TV medium’s evolution... For sheer power of
narrative, forcefulness of characterization and brilliant climax,
Mr. Serling’s work is a creative triumph that can stand on its
own.” Needless to say, the Serlings did tune into the
unprecedented second airing of “Patterns” a month later; it was the
first time a teleplay had ever been restaged and rebroadcast.

Serling followed “Patterns” with a series of
less-than-successful teleplays like “The Rack” (1955), about a
Korean War veteran facing charges of cowardice and treason, whose
tepid response still warranted a film adaptation starring Paul
Newman. “The Arena” (1956), for Studio One in Hollywood, saw
a newly elected Congressman go toe-to-toe with a senior
Representative who disparaged his father years before. Armed with
the knowledge that the senior Rep was involved with a Ku Klux
Klan-style group during the Great Depression, the young man looks
to kneecap the Representative before ultimately taking the moral
high ground. What knocked the wind out of this interesting setup,
however, was Studio One’s sponsors. The political issues his
characters were debating in the extended scenes on the House floor
had to be neutered and vague, straying from any content that could
alienate current or potential consumers. Despite pushback, Serling
lost the fight, and “The Arena” was sidelined as an ambitious, if
ambiguous, peek into American politics.

In the same month “The Arena” premiered, Serling was
dealt his first major sponsor controversy with “Noon on Doomsday”
(1956). Serling drew inspiration for the teleplay directly from the
1955 case of Emmett Till, a young Black teenager lynched by a group
of white men who were subsequently found not guilty by a local jury
of peers. The sponsors didn’t want to anger viewers with a story
about racial prejudice, so they forced Serling to change the plot
to such a degree that it didn’t resemble the point he wanted to
make about hate in an insulated community.

Deeply attuned to the injustices in the world,
Serling’s clashes with program sponsors over the content of his
teleplays can often be tantamount to civil disobedience. He wanted
to make the voiceless heard by giving a platform to stories that
needed to be told. “Noon on Doomsday” may have been one of the
first teleplays that would mire Serling in contention with studio
executives, but it was also one of the first times he took a stand
for a social issue he felt deeply about. As the Civil Rights
movement began in the mid-1950s, Rod Serling wasn’t afraid to say
the name Emmett Till. It was incredibly important that a white man
used his privilege to try and get the nation to understand the
evils of prejudice, especially in 1956. This was only the beginning
of Serling’s friction with corporate sponsors, a fight that would
start in America, and end in The Twilight Zone.

During the time immediately following “Patterns,”
Serling was wracked with the anxiety of replicating his gargantuan
success. “The Arena” and “Noon on Doomsday” weren’t connecting with
audiences in the way he wanted—likely because of meddling
sponsors—and it caused television critics to believe they spoke too
soon in saying that Serling was the Arthur Miller of live TV. In
reality, their reassessment of Serling’s prodigious talents were
premature themselves, because a year after “Patterns” he went all
12 rounds with “Requiem for a Heavyweight” (1956).

When he had first enlisted in the Army as a
paratrooper, Serling’s unit was sequestered for two years waiting
for orders to actually join the fight. During this time, his unit
held boxing tournaments where Serling was a flyweight. Even with
his slight frame, he was able to go 16 bouts, advancing to the
division finals before his 17th—and career ending—final fight left
him with a shattered nose. While Serling wouldn’t box again, the
mentality he learned in the ring would stay with him and become
paramount to the lived-in feel of “Requiem.”

The teleplay premiered on October 11th, 1956 on
Playhouse 90. The story follows Harlan “Mountain” McClintock
(Jack Palance), an almost-heavyweight champion of the world, who is
forced into retirement after receiving one too many right hooks to
the head. Unsure of what to do with the rest of his life in a world
with no need for his unique talents, his cut-man Army (Ed Wynn)
brings him to a social worker (Kim Hunter) who, being touched by
his brusque gentleness, proposes he become a boxing instructor for
a boys camp in the Adirondacks. Mountain is enthusiastic about this
change, but his manager Maish (Keenan Wynn) is pushing him into
professional wrestling so he can weasel out of a debt to the mob.
Torn by loyalty to his manager, but unwilling to tarnish his
reputation as a fighter who doesn’t take dives, Mountain stands up
for himself and turns his back on Maish to start a new life, with a
new purpose.

The teleplay was a resounding success, garnering
multiple awards and was restaged across the world, most notably on
the BBC with a then unknown Sean Connery in the role of Mountain.
The film version was also a remarkable achievement, with the
unprecedented acting talents of Julie Harris, Mickey Rooney, and
career best work from both Anthony Quinn as Mountain and Jackie
Gleason as Maish. Muhammad Ali—then Cassius Clay—even has a small
cameo in the opening scenes as the final boxer to face Mountain!
The film would restore Serling’s original ending where Mountain
coalesces and becomes a wrestler and saves Maish’s life, but dooms
his own. It’s a bleak and powerful portrait of the inner struggle
of a fighter on his last legs, decades before Martin Scorsese and
Robert De Niro would have their own crack at it with Raging
Bull (1980).

Serling would follow up the success of “Requiem”
with a trio of Playhouse 90 teleplays: “The Comedian”
(1957), “A Town Has Turned to Dust” (1958), and “The Velvet Alley”
(1959). About an amoral comic, “The Comedian” was the first
instance of Serling working with Mickey Rooney who would later star
in the film version of Requiem and The Twilight Zone
episode “The Last Night of the Jockey.” Rooney’s temperament on set
would prove perfectly suited to entertainer Sammy Hogarth who
shamelessly terrorized his writing staff and belittled his older
brother Lester (Mel Tormé). Lester is crushed when he learns that
Sammy made a pass at his wife Julie (Kim Hunter) on their wedding
night, but there’s nothing he can do about it as he’s wholly
dependent on Sammy. And in the final devastating moment, he turns
his back on his wife to stay with his brother, resigning himself to
life as a punching bag. It’s a blistering look at ego and power in
the entertainment industry, anchored by a virtuosic performance
from Rooney who earned an Emmy nomination alongside wins for
Outstanding Program, and Serling’s teleplay.

With “A Town Has Turned to Dust” Serling revisited
the Emmett Till case, but while “Noon on Doomsday” focused on the
trial that acquitted the murderers, “Dust” shifted its view to the
inciting incident: the lynching. In a harrowing opening act,
Sheriff Harvey Denton (Rod Steiger) vainly attempts to protect
Pancho Rivera (Eugene Iglesias), a Latino man that shopkeep Jerry
Paul (William Shatner) claims robbed his store and made a pass at
his wife Annamay (Fay Spain). Jerry has riled up the town against
Pancho and, despite protestations from Denton, they cart him away
and hang him in the town square. Jerry remains indignant at his
actions and doubles down on his prejudice, even as the rest of the
town becomes disenchanted to what happened.

The following day, after a group of local Mexican
families refuse to enter his store, Jerry goads one of them into a
fight. The sheriff can sense what is happening and shoots Jerry
dead before he can incite another mob. Weary and filled with guilt,
he confesses that a decade before he had been like Jerry,
using his prejudices to also lynch an unconvicted man. It’s a
chilling snapshot of the worlds that can exist in small parochial
communities across the country. Serling wanted to show that these
people knew what they were doing was wrong, they just didn’t
care. Capturing the horror at the heart of racism, “Dust” is easily
Serling’s most powerful, and dark, teleplay from this period.

Serling ended this run of successes with “The Velvet
Alley,” his personal diatribe against the television industry. The
teleplay details the skyrocketing success of Ernie Pandish (Art
Carney), a writer supported by his wife Pat (Katharine Bard) and
his manager Max Salter (Jack Klugman). Following a similar
trajectory of Serling’s own ascent into Hollywood, Ernie’s view on
life and his place in it begins to change, leaving no room for
either his wife or his manager, whom he fires as his fame exceeds
him.

Despite his success, and surrounded by friends,
Ernie is sunk with loneliness when he receives word that Max has
suffered a fatal heart attack. In despair, he returns to New York
looking to reconcile with his father, only to be greeted with scorn
for forgetting where he came from. You can see Serling’s own pain
for the decisions he had made in his past mirrored in the script,
specifically his own experience of letting go long-time manager
Blanche Gaines after moving to the west coast. He may be
contemptuous about how the industry chews you up and spits you out,
but just like Fred Staples at the end of “Patterns,” Serling
wanted the job he had in television. And later that same
year, his future in the medium would be set in stone.

 


The Fifth Dimension




In the midst of these post-”Requiem” successes was
“The Time Element” (1958). A teleplay for the
Westinghouse Desilu Playhouse—an anthology show from Lucille
Ball and Desi Arnaz—it was about an everyman who reluctantly visits
a psychiatrist for a recurring nightmare. “The Time Element” served
as a backdoor pilot for The Twilight Zone, incorporating the
fundamental themes that the series would embody over the following
year (learn more about this episode in the chapter Before You
Watch!)

Before The Twilight Zone premiered in 1959,
Rod Serling was interviewed by Mike Wallace (60 Minutes)
where he was asked, “You’re going to be obviously working so hard
on The Twilight Zone that in essence, for the time being and
for the foreseeable future, you’ve given up on writing anything
important for television, right?” Like any good boxer Serling
countered with a bluff replying, “If by important you mean I’m not
going to try to delve into current social problems dramatically,
you’re quite right. I’m not.”

What Serling didn’t want the world—but more
specifically the network executives—to know is how false that
statement was. He wasn’t done talking about the things that
mattered the most to him, he had just figured out a way to do it
under the nose of his sponsors and censors in an alternate reality
called The Twilight Zone. As he said, “I found that it was
all right to have Martians saying things Democrats and Republicans
could never say.” And for five critically acclaimed seasons that’s
exactly what he did.

Of the 156 episodes of The Twilight Zone,
Serling wrote a remarkable 92 of them. This was auteurism on
television at a time when that didn’t exist. His unwavering hand
supplied the series with a tone, look, and feel that was
consistently engaging and thought provoking. Not only did Serling
have his creative fingers in every single episode, but his vision
of what the show was trying to say overshadowed any
monster-of-the-week stories that peppered less than stellar trips
into the Zone. These facts stand alone as to why the series
has flourished over 60 years later—and why attempts at reviving it
fall short. To effectively replicate what he did on television
would require a showrunner to dedicate the same amount of time,
involvement, and dedication to the craft of insightful genre
storytelling that Serling gave the original series. It’s a tall
order not many can fill, even Academy Award winners.

The Twilight Zone, and Serling himself, would
be bountifully awarded from critic’s circles through the series
run. In the first two seasons alone, it would win three Emmy
Awards, one for George T. Clemens cinematography, and the others
for Serling’s writing. It would go on to be nominated for four more
Emmys, including Outstanding Achievement in Art Direction for
Philip Barber, two more cinematography nominations for Clemens and,
for Season Three, a final writing achievement for Serling. That
same season would also award Serling his sole Golden Globe for Best
TV Producer and Director. The series would go on to be nominated
for, and win various other awards beyond the major shows, including
multiple Hugo Awards and Writers Guild of America and Directors
Guild of America nominations. These awards and nominations are in
addition to the tidal wave of honors Serling would receive total in
his career, including the first Peabody Award for television
writing with “Requiem for a Heavyweight,” an Edgar Award for
Night Gallery, and inevitably—in a gesture that surely would
have tickled Serling the most—a posthumous star on the Hollywood
Walk of Fame in 1988.

 


It’s Twilight Time




After the fifth season of The Twilight Zone,
Serling was understandably exhausted with fantasy television, and
the industry as a whole. After the series was cancelled—a decision
he was in agreement with—Serling recharged in his comfortable home
in upstate New York while teaching classes at Ithaca College. He
still pursued creative projects during these periods of gestation
like John Frankenheimer’s Seven Days in May (1964), about an
attempted coup d’état in the US government that Serling adapted
from the novel of the same name.

There was also The Loner (1965), an
“existential western” starring Lloyd Bridges as an ex-soldier
wandering a post-Civil War-ravaged America. Serling wanted his
protagonist William Colton to be more philosopher than gunslinger,
but CBS had other ideas and the series was cancelled after one
season. In 1966, Serling penned the TV film The Doomsday
Flight about an airplane with a bomb on board that would
detonate if the aircraft dropped below a set altitude, a plot
device that would be retooled for the smash 1994 action movie
Speed. The film would haunt Serling in the weeks following
the broadcast, as the Federal Aviation Administration reported
copycat bomb threats had been called in to various airports across
the country. On learning of this, Serling would say, “I wish to
Christ I had written a stagecoach drama starring John Wayne
instead. I wish I’d never been born.”

Most famously of all, Serling co-wrote Planet of
the Apes (1968), even if most of his elaborate story was
heavily altered. In his original, the film took place on a
modernized planet populated by the titular apes. They go to work,
wear business suits, have nuclear families—just like us! It would
have proven too costly however, so the modern world became a
primitive one. It was that alteration that the ending Serling wrote
works so well, however. As George Taylor (Charlton Heston) escapes
to the beach, he drops to his knees screaming, “They finally really
did it” as we see before him the rubble of the Statue of Liberty.
“You maniacs! You blew it up!” Serling may not have achieved the
success in Hollywood he so wished for, but it’s proof to his talent
that this moment would go on to be one of the most iconic, lasting
images in all of cinema.

Even though the series ended in 1964, The
Twilight Zone was far from dead, and while neither a sixth
season nor a Rod Serling helmed Twilight Zone movie ever
came to fruition, he did shop a new genre anthology show around,
catching the interest of NBC. Serling had edited an omnibus of
scary stories called Rod Serling’s Triple W: Witches,
Warlocks, and Werewolves that the network wanted to adapt into
a series. While they wanted a more conventional suspense show,
Serling wished to approach themes of occultism maturely. The
resulting series, Night Gallery, offered a similar setup to
what Serling did with The Twilight Zone—he introduced each
story, while writing a majority of the early scripts—but he
relinquished any creative control so he wouldn’t find himself in
the same draining position he held on The Twilight Zone.
This, unfortunately, would prove to be a mistake as his stories
were re-edited to the point of becoming unrecognizable, with series
producer Jack Laird writing out much of Serling’s intelligent
intentions. Night Gallery wasn’t free of great episodes (for
more go to After You Watch), but it failed to have the spark
that made The Twilight Zone timeless.

The teleplay that cemented his meteoric rise,
“Requiem for a Heavyweight,” in many ways proved prophetic in what
shaped his latter career. He found himself taking any job that came
his way from small walk-on television guest star roles to, most
mortifying of all, a shill for the kinds of sponsors he castigated
a decade before. He became something of a cult spokesperson for
anything and everything that needed his indelible touch from
hocking floor wax and toothpaste, to purring over Radio Shack’s
electronics.

He did have highlights, like narrating the
docuseries The Undersea World from famed explorer and
conservationist Jacques Cousteau, to the pulpier Encounter with
the Unknown and UFOs: Past, Present, and Future. He even
had a six-month stint as host for the game show Liars Club
where a panel of celebrities offered humorous descriptions of
strange objects and contestants then had to guess who was telling
the truth. Serling becoming a commercial spokesman isn’t exactly
Mountain McClintock donning a Native American headdress and
chanting around the ring in the devastating original ending of
Requiem, but it surely was an irony that did not elude
him.

Between these jobs he admittedly did “for a buck,”
Serling focused his time on public speaking, extolling his virtues
to graduating college classes or local chapters of the National
Academy of Television Arts and Sciences, where he was president
from 1965 to 1966. It was at one of these engagements that Serling
first began to have health issues related to his unrelenting pace,
not to mention the copious packs of cigarettes he smoked every day.
The memory of his father’s premature death from cardiac arrest at
55 was like a phantom throughout his life, and he explored this
fatalism in his writing. In May 1975, like his father, Serling
suffered his first heart attack, quickly followed by a second. On
June 28th, in the middle of open-heart surgery, he suffered his
third—and fatal. He was only 50.

It’s cosmically frustrating that we never had the
opportunity to see what Rod Serling would have created throughout
the 1980s, especially as The Twilight Zone was having its
first major resurgence. What would Serling have done with the
ill-fated 1983 film, or the subsequent 1985 revival? What new,
socially relevant films, novels or plays would he have written?
Most heartbreaking of all is that Serling never got to see the
gargantuan success The Twilight Zone has had, from the
holiday marathons and postage stamps, to the action figures and
video games. As a creator who put social and civil rights at the
core of his work, imagine how thrilled he would have been to see a
writer like Jordan Peele get the chance to pick up the torch he
passed on.

What we can do is keep a promise that Serling hoped
for in his final 1975 interview with Linda Brevelle for Writer’s
Digest Magazine: “I just want them to remember me 100 years
from now. I don’t care that they’re not able to quote any single
line that I’ve written. But just that they can say, ‘Oh, he was a
writer.’ That’s sufficiently an honored position for me.”

Rod Serling will be remembered as a writer; his
stories are carved into our collective consciousness like Martin
Sloan’s initials etched into his hometown gazebo in “Walking
Distance.” But he’ll also be remembered as a cultural icon who
affected societal change through the allegories he wove into his
“land of both shadow and substance, of things and ideas.” Rod
Serling won’t just be remembered 100 years from now—he’ll be
remembered forever. In this world, and the next.


 


BEFORE YOU WATCH




If there is one question you should keep in mind
before you start your binge watch, it’s this: where is The
Twilight Zone? Is it a location, some hamlet that only exists
in the creases of a map of the universe? Is it a feeling, that
queasy sensation you get in the pit of your stomach when you know
something isn’t right? Or is it actually a state of mind, a proxy
for the psychological issues we all struggle with?

We take for granted how open we are about our mental
health in the 21st century. It’s a collective issue that bonds us
together by giving people an innate way to relate to one another.
Finding someone who understands what you’re living with is like
finding a beacon in the middle of a storm you thought raged only
against you. But when The Twilight Zone premiered in 1959,
people were reticent to talk about their emotional problems. The
stigma was that if you experienced something like bi-polar
depression, you would be labeled “crazy.” Even worse for soldiers
returning from war was how little was known of Post-Traumatic
Stress Disorder. Young men were coming back shadows of their former
selves, and families and physicians had no way to adequately
understand what they were going through.

Rod Serling had an acute awareness for the emotional
needs of his fellow veterans because he also suffered from his own
post-traumatic stress following his experiences during World War
II. He intrinsically understood the reluctance these strong men had
in discussing wounds invisible to the naked eye, so Serling
produced stories that featured tough everymen dealing directly with
their mental health as a way to dispel the toxic masculine myth
that you are weak for openly talking about your feelings. There was
still skepticism, slight distrust, and a whole lot of stereotypes,
but for the first time on television we had people talking about
their emotional well-being in a way that was free of judgment.
Where is The Twilight Zone? It’s in our mind’s eye looking
towards the vast unknowns of consciousness, full of the horrifying
realities and dazzling fantasies that help us understand who we
are.

 


“There’s a Signpost Up Ahead”




When I jump into binging a new series, I want to go
in as blind as possible. I’ll cover my eyes when trailers pop up,
avoid spoilers like the plague, and generally try to know as little
about the show as possible. I want to get swept up in the story,
surprised by the twists and turns that may have been forecast to me
if I’d read reviews or paid attention to ads. But that’s not
exactly a luxury you get with The Twilight Zone.

The original series has grown into a TV version of
Aesop’s Fables, perennial parables that have been passed
down for generations to the point that you likely already know
“It’s a cookbook,” even if you’ve never seen “To Serve Man”
(S3E24). Knowing these key elements won’t ruin any fun of
discovering (or rediscovering) the series, and they can even allow
you to be more analytical throughout your binge. Use it as an
opportunity to look below the surface at the writer’s intention and
ask yourself introspective questions like “What would I have done
on Maple Street?”

As you prepare for your long journey into The
Twilight Zone, also consider the social consciousness of the
series, a quality I feel is routinely—but not unexpectedly—lost on
both new and old fans, especially during a time in pop culture
where people balk at politics in entertainment. On the surface,
The Twilight Zone is remembered as a horror and
science-fiction show, but Serling used genre tropes only so he
could talk about relevant social issues without advertisers and
executives calling his ideas too political. Rather than writing in
frank terms about mental health, intolerance, fear of technology,
and individuality, he masked these topics in fantastical—if
unsubtle—allegories about robots and aliens, so that his liberal
stories were practically censor-proof.

The fact is The Twilight Zone is nothing if
not political, full of fury and ferocity from a man whose moral
compass was perfectly attuned to the compassionate people we should
all aspire to be. That’s why, now more than ever, we need the dark
fables of Rod Serling. The series provided the perfect soapbox for
him to get his point of view across to a worldwide audience, but
this wasn’t just one man writing like he was running out of time,
it was a collective of brilliant storytellers concocting narratives
that begged you to reflect on your own values.

 


“The Time Element”




None of this is meant to make you feel overwhelmed
at the onset of this television journey, but you still may want a
primer before jumping into the zone of the unknown. There’s no
better place to start your voyage than “The Time Element,” a 1958
teleplay that premiered on the Westinghouse Desilu
Playhouse. This episode served as the backdoor pilot for The
Twilight Zone and helps introduce key aspects we’d come to
recognize in the series. “The Time Element” blends psychological
realism with supernatural fantasy as told through a salt of the
earth voice audiences could relate to, all tied together with a
haunting twist ending that leaves the viewer exhilarated and
contemplative. Everything Serling would tackle in his monumental
series is right here in under 60 brief minutes.

Serling doesn’t personally inform us that we’re
travelling through another dimension in “The Time Element,” but the
play still opens with a narration that is straight out of the
Zone.

 


“Once upon a time there was a psychiatrist named
Arnold Gillespie and a patient whose name was Peter Jenson. Mr.
Jenson walked into the office nine minutes ago. It is 11 o’clock,
Saturday morning, October 4th, 1958. It is perhaps chronologically
trite to be so specific about an hour and a date but involved in
this story is a time element.”

 


It’s ham-fisted compared to what the writer would
give in the series proper, but it still has that conversational
tone we’d become accustomed to, as if we’re being told an
unbelievable tale from an old friend. The narration carries us into
one of the most important locales of a Serling story: a
psychiatrist office. The patient is Peter Jenson (William Bendix)
who jokes to Dr. Arnold Gillespie (Martin Balsam) on arriving, “The
only time I saw a psychiatrist before was in a cartoon!” This is a
perfect summation of how therapy was perceived by the general TV
viewing public in the late 1950s—something so foreign it’s
comical.

More than just countering stigmas around mental
health, Serling looked to normalize therapy and psychiatry as
something that should be as routine as seeing your general
practitioner. Remember, we were still 20 to 30 years away from the
introduction of TV therapists like Bob Hartley in The Bob
Newhart Show, or Frasier Crane on Cheers who helped
further break down barriers between the public perception of
psychiatry and the actual good it can do.

One way Serling tried to change the stigma was by
having addiction—specifically alcohol dependency—frequently factor
into his scripts. Alcoholism was a mental disorder people could
understand and relate to, so it wouldn’t seem like such a strange
concept to visit a psychiatrist for treatment. Serling would use
alcoholism at length in The Twilight Zone, but it’s only
subtly introduced in “The Time Element.” Even though Dr. Gillespie
never asks about it, Jenson’s prophetic dream starts with a
blistering hangover that bleeds into constant day drinking. He
never admits he has a problem, but we are made acutely aware of it
by how the other clubgoers interact with him. Alcoholism is
interwoven into the tapestry of Serling’s stories as a way to make
the need for mental health counseling feel legitimate.

Serling always described The Twilight Zone as
fantasy mixed with science fiction, but horror is a major reason
why the show continues to resonate with new generations. The terror
Serling describes doesn’t always come from obvious totems like a
killer doll or an evil kid, but sometimes comes from the traumatic
effects of global strife. The tension of “The Time Element” isn’t
sprung from why Jenson is in the past or how he traveled through
time, it comes from the looming threat of war and the panic so many
felt in Honolulu on the morning of December 7th, 1941. He would
continue this fascination with the moral ambiguities of war
throughout his career, always forcing you to consider the innocent
lives caught in the crossfire.

It’s not all heavy though! Serling’s natural humor
is ever present in “The Time Element,” especially with Bendix’s
nervous, jittery performance. After trying to warn the police of
the coming Japanese armada, the cops become suspicious of how
Jenson knows things that haven’t happened, but can’t seem to
remember who the sitting Vice President is. Feeling cornered and
crazy, he slowly backs out of the office offering platitudes for
why he made it up before flashing a peace sign and randomly yelling
“Buy war bonds!” a common invitation from radio entertainers during
World War II. Silly moments of levity like this would be peppered
throughout The Twilight Zone, and they help make the show
feel accessible.

Nothing defines The Twilight Zone more than
its twist endings though, and “The Time Element” has a doozy of
one. After Jenson describes his fear at what will happen if he
doesn’t wake up, Gillespie finds himself jolting awake and suddenly
alone. When he checks his day planner, his schedule is completely
clear. “What’s going on?” he quietly thinks. Shaking off the
strange feeling, he goes to his corner bar and orders a double
whiskey—the same drink Jenson ordered throughout his dream.
Gillespie notices a picture behind the bar of an old bartender
that’s the spitting image of Jenson. When he asks about it, he’s
told the man died during the attack on Pearl Harbor. Instantly
sobered, we’re left to sit there with Gillespie as he succumbs to
perplexed sadness. Is there a rational explanation? Was Jenson
real, or did Gillespie just imagine all of this in a fit of
exhaustion? Serling’s twist endings were shocking, and often fun,
but overall they were disconcerting, forcing you to reconsider a
world you thought you understood 60 minutes earlier. Rod Serling
was blowing mid-century minds left and right, and years later the
twists still haven’t lost an ounce of their power.

These puzzle pieces are what make up The Twilight
Zone, and they should be at the forefront of your mind as you
make your way through the series. Let these following chapters
guide your inquisitive journey into the vast imagination of Rod
Serling.

 


Mini Binges




Before streaming, or even DVD, I remember classic
television shows like The Twilight Zone being released in
best-of volumes on VHS. There were typically two episodes per tape,
and usually were all out of order. Sometimes you’d be lucky and
find one that had two all-time classic episodes that featured some
of the best monsters or cameos. These were wonderful opportunities
to get to know the show better without having to wade through all
156 episodes. Trust me, I know it’s a lot of content. As I
made my way through this series, it took me well over a month
religiously watching a few episodes every day to make my way
through. If you stack it up, that’s just over three full days of
streaming, 100% commercial free without a single bathroom
break.

I know what you’re thinking, “I don’t have the time
to binge all of that at once!” Well you’re in luck! Since
this is an anthology show, none of these episodes need to be
watched concurrently. That means you can skip around, or jump
backwards and forwards in seasons, and still get a full picture of
The Twilight Zone.
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