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Richard Matheson: Celebrating his Centennial

By Mark Dawidziak

Richard Matheson wrote one of
the most influential, innovative
and imaginative horror novels of
all fime: | Am Legend, which first hit
print in 1954, He wrote one of the
scariest episodes of The Twilight
Zone, the fifth season’s "Night
Call.” He wrote the teleplay for
The Night Stalker, the terrorific 1972
TV movie that infroduced Darren
McGavin as reporter Carl Kolchak.

He also wrote the screenplay

for the highly regarded House

of Usher (1960), which launched
director-producer Roger Corman’s
cycle of Edgar Allan Poe films
starring Vincent Price. And three
of his wonderfully spooky short
stories were turned into the 1975
TV movie Trilogy of Terror, best
remembered for the segment with
that toothy African fetish Zuni doll
stalking Karen Black through a
high-rise apartment.

Indeed, few writers working the
spooky side of the street have
cast as long and as imposing a
shadow. The planet’s leading
literary purveyor of horror

tales, Stephen King, has called
Matheson “the author who
influenced me the most as a
writer.” Anne Rice, Clive Barker,
Dean Koontz, Ramsey Campbell
and Brian Lumley are just a few to
have acknowledged the profound
influence he had on their work.

“I would argue that | Am Legend
is one of the four or five best horror
novels of all fime,” director John
Carpenter said. “It's Matheson’s
style that compels the reader.
Terse, direct and visual, he was a
cinematic writer. The images he
would create with words burned in
your mind and stayed there.”

And yet ... and yet ... Richard

had a positive horror of being
described as a horror writer. (He
also didn’t like being referred to
as “Dick” Matheson, which was
what such partners-in-prime-time
TV as Twilight Zone creator Rod
Serling and producer-director Dan
Curtis routinely called him. It's why,
throughout a 24-year friendship, |
always called him Richard and he
always appreciated it.)

[t's not that he wasn’t proud of
what he had accomplished in
the horror realm. He was. But he
didn’t harbor any fondness for the
designation or what it had come
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to represent in the pop culture.

*I don’t like the word horror,”
Richard said during one of

our many conversations. *I've
never liked the word. Horror is
something visceral, whereas terror
is something mental. | prefer terror
... Horror has become a dirty
word. It means blood and gufts.

It means body parts. Horror had

a broader connotation in the old
days. Boris Karloff was a horror star.
H.P. Lovecraft was a horror writer.
Now everybody just thinks of the
gruesome movie stuff.”

But there is another reason to
avoid automatically slapping

the term “horror writer” before
Richard Matheson’s name. And
that’s because, as significant as
his contributions to the fright field
were, they represent only one part
of an incredibly versatile literary
output that truly captured Serling’s
characterization of The Twilight
Zone: “as vast as space and as
timeless as infinity.”

That's certainly something to keep
in mind during this year when

we celebrate the centennial of
Richard’s birth. The breadth and
variety of the writing is foo vast to
be confined by genres or simplistic
labels.

There are those beaufifully
constructed novels: The Shrinking
Man (1956), A Stir of Echoes (1958),
Hell House (1971), Bid Time Return
(1975) and What Dreams May
Come (1978). There is that Everest
of remarkable short stories. There
are war stories, comic pieces and

Westerns. There is the short story
“Duel,” which, fashioned into a
1971 TV movie, established young
Steven Spielberg as a director.
There are his splendid contributions
to The Twilight Zone (1959-65).
There is a 1974 TV movie starring
Dick Van Dyke, The Morning After,
which takes an unflinching look
at one person’s descent into
alcoholism.

Unlike his friend Ray Bradbury,
who called him “one of the most
important writers of the twentieth
century,” Richard never became
a household name. Yet few writers
have touched so many people in
so many distinctive ways.

Whenever | extol his many literary
virtues and someone says fo me,

*l don’t think | know him,” my
immediate response is, “Yeah,

you do - frust me on this one, you
do.” Then I'll say, “The gremlin on
the wing in The Twilight Zone ...
Dennis Weaver being chased by
that fruck ... Karen Black being
chased around her apartment by
the Zuni doll ... the guy shrinking
and shrinking, until he’s battling
that spider in the basement ...
Christopher Reeve going to that
hotel and traveling back in time to
find Jane Seymour.” At least one
of these gets them shouting, “Oh, |
remember that! | loved that!”

That’s Richard Matheson. It's alll
Richard Matheson, leaving us with
haunting images that we carry
through a lifetime.

Robert Bloch knew a thing or two
about the writing trade and about

making flesh creep - and you can
file that rather obvious observation
in the department reserved for
understatements. Mr. Bloch, after
all, was the author who opened
the Bates Motel for business.
Norman Bates, who cut quite a
figure in his day, goft his start in the
prolific writer’s positively ripping
1959 novel, Psycho.

Yet the author whose credits
included such books as Nightworld
and American Gothic told me
during a 1992 inferview, “There is
little that can be said about the
mechanics of the business (of
writing). But I'd say that Richard
Matheson is a wonderful role
model ... I"d tell anyone wanting
to be a writer to read Richard
Matheson.”

Notice that Mr. Bloch did not say
“anyone wanting to be a horror
writer” or “science-fiction writer”
or “television writer” or “short-
story writer” or “screenwriter” or
“Western writer”; all of which, to
be sure, could be used to describe
Richard Matheson. No label is
adequate. No genre can hold
him. Listen again to the words
carefully chosen by Norman
Bates” daddy dearest. *I'd tell
anyone wanting to be a writer
to read Richard Matheson.” Get
it? You want to be a writer, take
a lesson or two from a gleaming
forty-carat example of the
genuine article.

Early in his career, much of
Richard’s work explored

the theme of isolation. That
exploration is taken to terrifying
extremes in | Am Legend, the

story of Robert Neville, a human
survivor in a world overrun with
vampires. Richard’s vampires
weren’t the suave seducers gliding
through Hollywood films. They
were zombie-like beings plodding
relentlessly forward. So | Am
Legend had a tfremendous impact
on both the vampire and zombie
genres. Director George Romero
freely admitted to borrowing

this device for Night of the Living
Dead, blasting a supernatural
path that led directly to The
Walking Dead.

“Neville is the ultimate outsider,”
Richard told me. “Obviously, that
theme reflected my personal
feeling about my life in some way,
although I lost my sense of that a
long time ago. When | was young
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and single, the sense of isolation
was very strong in my work. The
individual up against terrible odds.
| think | fully realized that theme

in ‘Duel.” That was the ultimate
story for that, and | never tried

to top it, because | couldn’t say

it any better than | did in "Duel.”
But if you look at | Am Legend
and ‘Duel,” each of those stories
has the idea of the individual up
against almost unbeatable odds.”

So does The Night Stalker, his
adaptation of Jeff Rice’s novel
about a reporter on the frail of
a vampire terrorizing Las Vegas.
So does The Shrinking Man and
the 1957 film adaptation, The
Incredible Shrinking Man. And
so do many of his memorable
episodes of The Twilight Zone,
including “A World of Difference,”
“The Invaders,” “Steel,” and
“Nightmare at 20,000 Feet.”

Matheson and his close friend
Charles Beaumont were the first
two writers recruited by Serling for
his classic fantasy anthology.

“"Chuck and | weren’t established
as TV writers,” Matheson said, “but
we did have credits in the fantasy
field. We were established writers
in fantasy and science fiction,
and that’s what Rod wanted for
The Twilight Zone. He wanted the
top writers in the field, and Chuck
and | were the ones that worked
out, Other writers were eventually
brought in, but there was a time,
in the early going, when Rod,
Chuck, and | were writing almost
all of the episodes. And Rod, more
than anybody, was really working
himself to death. It was a busy,
wonderful fime.”

During the series’ five CBS
seasons, Matheson would write 14
episodes, including “Nick of Time,”
“A World of His Own,” “Little Girl
Lost,” and “Death Ship.” Two more
Matheson gems, “Disappearing
Act” (retfitled “And When the Sky
Was Opened”) and “Third From
the Sun,” were adapted by Serling
for the “land of both shadow and
substance.”

Many a fright master, including
King. has credited Richard with
thoroughly Americanizing the
horror story. Rather than spin
spooky yarns about supernatural
beings rising from European
castles, he set his unnerving
terror tales in typical American
homes and neighborhoods. The
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First edition covers of Matheson’s books, re-prints and paperback editions vary

horror wasn’t lurking on some
fog-shrouded street in London. It
was next door. It was down at the
convenience store. It was in your
basement.

“Well, I've never been able
to write stories about strange

kingdoms with trolls and monsters, ”

Richard said. *I've never been
able to write Victorian or Gothic
stuff. I've always had to write
contemporary type stories about
environments I'm familiar with.

In I Am Legend, | had vampires
sleeping in freezer cabinets. | had
to bring it to a world | knew.”

Soft-spoken and modest about
his accomplishments, Richard
nonetheless was pleased when it
was pointed out that, in 2012, the
Horror Writers Association voted /
Am Legend the vampire novel of
the century.

*I was surprised and pleased

that it achieved the status that it
did,” he said. "It has become a
landmark piece, which, of course,
| didn’t set out to do. | just set out
to write a good story. If you set
out to write a landmark book, you
end up with junk. But if you set
out to write a good story, things
sometimes fall in place.”

For Richard, things fell
magnificently info place again
and again. When | passed along
some things King said about him,
he replied: “Yes, he has been
very generous with his praise,

as have others.” He then grew
quiet, and | asked him if such
praise embarrassed him. *No,” he
replied, “you can’t hear that kind
of thing too much.”

The son of Norwegian immigrants,

Richard Burton Matheson was
born in Allendale, New Jersey, on
February 20, 1926. Growing up

in Brooklyn, he wrote stories and
poems that were published in
local newspapers. Still, the resolve
to become a writer did not take
hold until his Army stint during
World War Il was completed.

After graduation from Brooklyn
Technical High School, the
teenager enlisted in the Army
Specialized Training Program.
Placed in the Infantry, he was
sent to Germany in December
1944 and saw combat duty
during the closing stages of the
war. Hospitalized with frostbitten
feet, he was discharged from the
service for the battle-related injury
in June 1945.

Determined to be a writer, he
enrolled at the University of
Missouri in September 1946. He
majored in journalism, earning a
bachelor’s degree in June 1949,
but his writing destiny called him to
bbe an author, not a reporter.

Working at night and writing by
day, Matheson sold his first short
story in the fall of 1949. The eerie
tale of an abused mutant child
kept prisoner in a basement,
“Born of Man and Woman” was
published in the Summer 1950
issue of The Magazine of Fantasy
and Science Fiction. It gave

the 24-year-old writer an instant
foothold in the science-fiction field.

*I grew up reading the classic fairy
tales and all the fantasy | could
get my hands on,” he said. “Later,
in my teen years, | read Arthur
Machen and Ambrose Bierce. |
always liked fantasy. | was never
into science fiction. | never read

science fiction. | didn’t even know
what science fiction was until |
sold my first story and they told

me it was science fiction. And |
was never really drawn to horror.

| never read Lovecraft. | was
never drawn to that dark stuff.
How | gotinto it, | don’t know. |
think it was just that when | started
writing, there this huge batch

of magazines beginning. They
wanted horror and science fiction,
so | started doing them.”

Richard died at the age of 87 in
June 2013. About 20 years earlier,
he told me, *I've always said that
when | go, it will say, ‘science-
fiction writer Richard Matheson
succumbs,” even though very little
of it is actually science fiction.”
Knowing the aversion to the horror
label, | asked what he preferred.
“Fantasy writer is all right, or
storyteller,” Richard said. “That’s
fine with me.”

He was being typically modest.
Let’s go with writer. And when you
put all of those credits together
and get some measure of the
accomplishments, make that a
great American writer.

RSMF Board Member Mark
Dawidziak is the author of
“Everything | Need to Know [
Learned in The Twilight Zone” and
the Edgar-nominated “A Mystery
of Mysteries: The Death and Life
of Edgar Allan Poe.” He also is

the editor of three volumes of
works by Richard Matheson (who
mentioned him in the dedications
to two of his books). His greatly
expanded and completely
revised history of the Carl
Kolchak character, “The Kolchak
Companion,” will be published
this year.
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Gefting an Idea Just in the "Nick of Time”

By Paul Gallagher

It's remarkable how an ordinary
occurrence in real life can lead to
an extraordinary story in the fifth
dimension.

Consider how Richard Matheson
came up with Twilight Zone's “Nick
of Time,” a frue fan-favorite that
features William Shatner in the first
of two Zone classics:

My wife and | were going fo

a movie in San Fernando. We
stopped in this restaurant to have
something to eat beforehand,
and they had a fortune-telling
machine there with only ‘yes’ or
‘no” answers. And that’s where |
goft the idea.

But that’s the way the writer’s mind
works. It never shuts down. It just
keeps looking around wherever
you are—not consciously looking
for a story, but it’'s been frained
through experience, orit’s just a
part of your nature, that you will
always immediately pounce on
something that would make a
good story.

And “Nick of Time” is certainly

a good story—simple and yet
compelling. | actually prefer

it to Shatner’s later, more
famous Zone appearance in the

legendary “Nightmare at 20,000
Feet.” Much as | enjoy his iconic
duel with the disappearing gremiin,
I can’t help feeling more drawn

to the more subtle atmosphere of
unease in “Nick of Time.”

Matheson apparently agreed:

‘Nick of Time” was like it came right
out of my head. | loved it! | also like
the way that it didn’t follow the
basic premise of a typical Twilight
Zone in terms of a feaser, and

Rod saying, ‘Something sfrange is
going fo happen.” It came on so
gradually—Shatner's involvement
with this fortune-telling machine.

It was so logical at first. Pat Breslin,
the actress who played his wife,
reacted just perfectly throughout.

And it had a great litfle moral, and
a real nice zapper at the end.

| remember that “zapper” so
clearly from the first time | saw

this episode. You're relieved

the Carters have escaped the
machine, and you know it’s
because his wife was smart
enough and loving enough to pull
her husband out of its orbit. Not
so the nameless couple at the
end. They've both been snared,
and hard, and we have no idea if
they’ll ever get away. As Matheson
put it:

It had a happy ending only in the
sense that the main protagonists
have goften away. Then you have
the second couple—you don’t

really know them—but they're a
reminder that what has happened
to them could have happened tfo
our protagonists.

If I had a choice, I'd prefer an
ironic ending to an unhappy
ending, but most of the time you
end up with both. I think that’s
very common in fantasy, horror,
and science fiction. You don’t
really give them a ‘happy’ ending.
Nine out of 10 of these kinds of
sfories are going to have a dark or
downbeat ending.

The Twilight Zone certainly had its
share of downbeat endings, but

| think a big part of its popularity
stems from the fact that we get
upbeat ones too. We get, for
example, “Time Enough at Last”
and “The Monsters are Due on
Maple Street,” but also "One for
the Angels” and “A Penny for Your
Thoughts.”

You don’t need a fortune-teller to
tell you that’s a recipe for success.
So here’s to Matheson—and the
restaurant owner in San Fernando
who had those machines installed.

RSMF Board Member Paul
Gallagher is editor of the
Dimensions of Imagination
newsletter.

by Gail Flug

Here is a breakdown of the Twilight
Zone episodes written by Richard
Matheson and the short stories they
came from:

The teleplay for "And When the Sky
Was Opened” (Season 1, Episode
11) was written for The Twilight
Zone by Rod Serling, yet it is an
adaptation of Richard Matheson’s
1983 story "Disappearing Act.”

Serling also wrote the teleplay for
“Third from the Sun” (Season 1,
Episode 14) based on Matheson’s
short story of the same name,
which first appeared in the
premiere issue of Galaxy Science
Fiction in October 1950. It was
later included in Matheson’s

first collection of stories, Born of
Man and Woman, published in
hardcover by Chamberlain Press
in 1954,

Matheson adapted the teleplay
for *A World of His Own” (Season
1, Episode 36) from his unpublished
story “And Now I’'m Waiting,” in

The Long List of the Short Stories

which a man visiting an author
discovers that he is actually one of
the writer’s creations. The original
was more nightmarish when it’s
known the characters come to
life, but at Serling’s suggestion,
Matheson reworked the premise
into a comedy for Twilight Zone's
first-season finale. It was finally
published in April 1983, when

it appeared in Twilight Zone
Magazine.

“Little Girl Lost” (Season 3, Episode
26) was written in 1953 inspired by
an incident where Matheson heard
the cries of his young daughter,
Tina, coming from her room, yet
could not find her. Fortunately, she
had simply fallen under the bed
and become trapped against
the wall—unlike the little girl in The
Twilight Zone, who disappeared
intfo the unknown. The story

was later published in his 1957
anthology The Shores of Space.

“Mute” (Season 4, Episode 5)
is based on Matheson’s 1962
novelette of the same name,
which appeared in the anthology

The Fiend in You. The main
character was a telepathic boy,
yet changed to a girl for the
episode.

“Death Ship” (Season 4, Episode
6) is based on his 1953 short story
of the same fitle, reportedly
inspired by the legend of the
Flying Dutchman. As one of his
two written for the fourth season,
Matheson was able to expand the
teleplay from the original story with
superb character development
with beautiful results.

“Steel” (Season 5, Episode 2) is a
faithful adaptation of the short story
of the same name, first published

in the May 1956 issue of The
Magazine of Fantasy & Science
Fiction and later collected in The
Shores of Space. It is reportedly
Matheson’s favorite of his Twilight
Zone episodes.

*Nightmare at 20,000 Feet”
(Season 5, Episode 3) is based on
the short story of the same name,
first published in the anthology
Alone by Nightin 1961.

“Night Call” (Season 5, Episode

19) was based on the short story
“Sorry, Right Number,” which
appeared in the November 1953
issue of Beyond Fantasy Fiction. In
the original story, the identity of the
caller is never revealed and takes
on a more eerie ending. Since the
telephone operator has already
mentioned Elva’s address, the story
concludes with the caller stating
that he is coming over for a visit.

“The Last Flight” (Season 1, Episode
18), “A World of Difference”
(Season 1, Episode 23), “Nick of
Time” (Season 2, Episode 7), “The
Invaders” (Season 2, Episode 15),
“Once Upon aTime” (Season 3,
Episode 13), “Young Man’s Fancy”
(Season 3, Episode 34) and Spur
of the Moment (Season 5, Episode
21) were original teleplays and not
adaptations of earlier short stories.

RSMF Board Member Gail Flug
serves as the Foundation’s
graphic designer and as Content
Coordinator for the Dimensions of
Imagination newsletter.
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A newlywed couple discovers a fortune-telling machine in .
. . - " . The infamous
a small diner while waiting for their car to be repaired. fortune-telling
The machine seems to accurately predict the future... machine. Ny
will it end up controlling their lives?

hsk M6 4 YES
or NO quesTioN
Does Mefshe love mv 2
will | baame rit"?

Pat Carter Don Carter The Waiter

played by played by played by i
Patricia Breslin William Shatner Guy Wilkerson Q

PRETTY GOOD.

\/ IT'S SAD WHEN THE

' OTHER COUPLE COMES
I LIKE HOW THE MACHINE'S INTO THE DINER AND YOU

ANSWERS ARE VAGUE ENOUGH j
THAT YOU COULD THINK IT'S REALIZE THEY RE GOING
TELLING THE FUTURE OR JUST TO BE STUCK THERE.
CONFIRMING WHAT YOU
WANT TO BELIEVE.

GOOD EPISODE.
THE WAITER WAS
A BIT ODD THOUGH...

WILLIAM SHATNER REALLY
SHINES IN THIS EPISODE.

I THINK THE MYSTIC
SEER WAS PREDICTING
THE FUTURE.

1 AGREE.
IT'S A SIMPLE STORY

BUT HAS A PROFOUND
MESSAGE:
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1 NOTICED
THE SAME WHITE
CAR DRIVE BY
SEVERAL TIMES.

WILL YOU BE CONTROLLED
BY SUPERSTITIONS, TRAPPED
IN YOUR OWN MIND OR HELD
DOWN BY SOCIETYS
CONVENTIONS...

OR WILL YOU FREE YOURSELF
AND TAKE AGENCY
OF YOUR OWN LIFE?

AND WHAT'S WITH
THE TOMATO AND
LETTUCE SANDWICH?
THEY DIDN'T HAVE
ANY BACON?
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