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Fifty years is a long time for anything to survive and thrive, but 

TWILIGHT ZONE has well proven its continuing worth and relevance 

since its debut on October 2, 1959.  

For five landmark seasons, Rod Serling’s TWILIGHT ZONE blazed a 

trail, telling unforgettable stories about ordinary people who suddenly 

found themselves hurled into incredible situations, literally “a fifth 

dimension beyond that which is known to man.”  And although 

TWILIGHT ZONE could take place anywhere in time or space, ultimately 

the stories were about the human heart, about our own lives, about 

ourselves.   

To start our journey, we begin at the beginning… 

THE TIME ELEMENT 

In 1957, Rod Serling was universally considered the top writer 

working in television, with Emmy awards for such classic live TV plays as 

“Requiem for a Heavyweight,” “Patterns” and “The Comedian.”  He could 

command top dollar from the most prestigious shows on the air, 

including PLAYHOUSE 90 and STUDIO ONE.  He was writing hard-

hitting dramas about politics, race, labor relations and other social 

issues of the day.  More than that, he had a beautiful wife, two lovely 

daughters, a mansion in Pacific Palisades and could dictate his scripts 



into a tape recorder while lounging in the sun by his Olympic-size pool 

getting a tan. 

So why was he a far from happy man? 

Mainly because the censorship of his day, dictated by sponsors 

determined not to offend anyone in the audience, virtually guaranteed 

that anything Serling wanted to say would be so diluted when it got on 

the air that his point would almost entirely be lost.   

A typical example was an episode he wrote for PLAYHOUSE 90 

called “A Town Has Turned to Dust,” which dealt with racism and 

lynching.  Serling noted of the version that got on the air, “They chopped 

it up like a roomful of butchers at work on a steer.” 

Then Serling got his great idea.  If he wrote his stories as 

supposedly “escapist” science fiction, the censors wouldn’t notice he was 

writing about controversial topics and he’d have free rein to say whatever 

he wanted. 

Originally, he thought he’d call his TV series ODD STREET.  Then 

he thought better of it and named it THE TWILIGHT ZONE.  

CBS hired him to write a pilot script.  Rod sat down and wrote “The 

Time Element,” an hour-length story about a man who goes back in time 

to Pearl Harbor and tries to stop the Japanese attack.   

CBS read it, decided it was too far out, and promptly shelved it.   

Fortunately, Bert Granet, producer of DESILU PLAYHOUSE, a 

show that featured an hour-length I LOVE LUCY episode once a month 



and other stories the remaining weeks, heard about “The Time Element.”  

Granet had long wanted a Serling script for his show, and bought it.  The 

episode was filmed starring William Bendix (whose movie credits 

included THE BLUE DAHLIA and THE BABE RUTH STORY, and who’d 

starred in THE LIFE OF RILEY on TV) and Martin Balsam (later to appear 

in PSYCHO).   

(For those of you wanting to win bets on a trivia question at your 

next TWILIGHT ZONE party, thanks to “The Time Element,” the first host 

of any ZONE story wasn’t Rod Serling – it was Desi Arnaz!) 

The episode was a sensation, drawing the largest audience and 

most mail of any episode of the series that year. 

Based on the response to “The Time Element,” CBS decided to 

order another TWILIGHT ZONE pilot script from Serling.  Rod wrote an 

hour-length script entitled “The Happy Place,” about a future society 

where people who turn sixty are sent to concentration camps and 

exterminated.  This was rejected as too grim.  Rod then wrote a third 

hour-length TWILIGHT ZONE pilot, “I Shot an Arrow Into the Air,” about 

an alien visitor to earth.  This too went unfilmed. 

Finally, Serling wrote a half-hour pilot titled “Where Is Everybody?” 

about an astronaut trainee who finds himself stranded in a deserted 

town.  This was just earthbound enough to convince the network and ad 

agency executives to order up the show.    

Rod was off and running.   



THE TWILIGHT ZONE 

Over the course of 156 episodes -- ninety-two by Serling himself -- 

Rod was able to explore every pressing issue of his day, from nuclear 

annihilation and the Cold War to prejudice and lynching to mass 

hysteria and every manner of modern alienation and paranoia.  His 

strategy to gain artistic freedom worked; the only censorship he 

encountered during the run of TWILIGHT ZONE was when one of his 

sponsors, Sanka Coffee, asked that a reference to tea in the episode 

“Judgment Night” be changed to coffee.   

This tactic gave Serling an added benefit:  by couching his subjects 

in science fiction and fantasy, he made them universal, commenting 

powerfully not just on his own era but ours as well. 

TWILIGHT ZONE won three Emmys, two as Best Drama and one 

for Best Cinematography, and stands today as a classic of television.  

But it influenced our culture far more than that, in ways Serling could 

not have predicted. 

For one thing, it changed the English language.  Prior to Serling, if 

you wanted to describe the feeling that you were in some alternate 

reality, there wasn’t really a term for it.  But when boxer Archie Moore 

got knocked out in a heavyweight bout soon after the show’s debut, he 

was able to tell the papers, “Man, I was in the Twilight Zone!”  Politicians, 

rock stars, supermodels and just plain folks have been using the phrase 

ever since. 



Beyond this, Rod was chosen as the host of the show (something 

he hadn’t intended when he wrote the pilot) and became a TV star.  With 

his unique way of speaking and tailored dark suits, he was the epitome 

of Sixties cool.  And he remains so today.   

LASTING IMPACT 

Since its premiere, TWILIGHT ZONE has spawned books, comic 

books, magazines, videogames, CDs, model kits, toys, movies and even 

an amusement park ride.  Ardent fans have built their own TWILIGHT 

ZONE-themed hot rods, opened ZONE coffee houses and, to this day, 

attend packed TWILIGHT ZONE conventions where they can meet the 

writers, directors and stars who created their favorite episodes.  

But these are merely evidence of the audience’s abiding affection 

for the show, not the core reason why it is so deeply loved, why people of 

every age and walk of life can watch ZONE episodes again and again, 

even when they know every plot twist and surprise ending. 

TWILIGHT ZONE is a triumph of both style and content that 

engages our minds and hearts, stakes its claim and stays there for good.  

A perusal of the complete run of ZONE episodes allows us not only to see 

where the finest science fiction on TV truly began, but also where many 

of today’s top writers, actors and directors got their start.   

A far from complete list tells the story:  TWILIGHT ZONE writers 

are also credited on such films as PLANET OF THE APES, LOGAN’S RUN, 

SEVEN DAYS IN MAY, DUEL, THE INCREDIBLE SHRINKING MAN, THE 



OMEGA MAN, SOMEWHERE IN TIME, WHAT DREAMS MAY COME and 

OCEAN’S ELEVEN, and they created the hit TV shows FALCON CREST 

and THE WALTONS.  Directors on the ZONE have helmed such films as 

SUPERMAN, DIRTY HARRY, THE SHOOTIST, LETHAL WEAPON, 

INVASION OF THE BODY SNATCHERS, A MAN CALLED HORSE, THIS 

ISLAND EARTH, CONSPIRACY THEORY, MAVERICK, DEATH TAKES A 

HOLIDAY, THE OMEN, CAT BALLOU, CAT PEOPLE and CURSE OF THE 

DEMON.  Stars include Lee Marvin, Robert Duvall, Dennis Hopper, 

James Coburn, Martin Landau, Charles Bronson, Burt Reynolds, Carol 

Burnett, Jonathan Winters, Art Carney, Buster Keaton and Robert 

Redford.  Even the music on TWILIGHT ZONE is first rate, composed by 

such greats as CITIZEN KANE’s BERNARD HERRMANN, ALIEN’s Jerry 

Goldsmith and BRIDE OF FRANKENSTEIN’s Franz Waxman. 

Every science fiction series since has been heavily influenced by 

TWILIGHT ZONE, from STAR TREK to BABYLON 5 to FARSCAPE to THE 

X-FILES, ENTERPRISE and LOST, and the creators of these shows have 

long viewed Serling’s work as the high water mark to aspire to.  Gene 

Roddenberry, creator of STAR TREK, perhaps said it best, on the 

occasion of Serling’s death at age fifty in 1975, “The fact that Rod Serling 

was a uniquely talented writer with extraordinary imagination is not our 

real loss.  These merely describe his tools and the level of his skill.  Our 

loss is the man, the intelligence and conscience who used these things 

for us.  No one could know Serling, or view or read his work, without 



recognizing his deep affection for humanity; his sympathetically intense 

curiosity about us, and his determination to enlarge our horizons by 

giving us a better understanding of ourselves.  He cared and, I suspect, 

perhaps too deeply too much of the time.  He dreamed of much for us 

and demanded much of himself, perhaps more than was possible for 

either in this place or time.  But it is the quality of dreams and demands 

which makes the ones like Rod Serling rare… and always irreplaceable.”   

“Rod was extremely proud of the show,” says Rod’s brother, 

novelist Robert J. Serling.  “You can watch them now and see how 

professional they were, what a beautiful thing… So many of them had a 

message, very subtle -- it was a pill with sugar all over it, but you 

swallowed it and you learned something.” 

Earl Hamner, Jr., who wrote eight episodes of THE TWILIGHT 

ZONE, adds, “Back when we all sat around fires and had animal skins 

for clothing, there were great stories told around the campfires, and 

those same principles are at work in THE TWILIGHT ZONE.  So it doesn’t 

surprise me at all that it has universal and lasting appeal.  They’re great 

stories, well told.”   

So take a rocket into space, climb aboard a time machine, pile 

library books with the Last Man on Earth, visit the cornfield with Little 

Anthony, have a chat with Talky Tina, unlock the Howling Man… 



Delve as deeply as you like, stay as long as you please.  This is the 

dimension as vast as space and as timeless as infinity, the middle 

ground between light and shadow, between science and superstition…. 

That’s the signpost up ahead – your next stop, the Twilight Zone!     


