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THE ENDURING
ALLURE OF ROALD
DAHL'S TALES OF
THE UNEXPECTED

When  one  thinks  of
Roald  Dahl,  the  mind
o f t e n  l e a p s  t o
chocolate  factories,
giant  peaches,  and
f r i e n d l y  g i a n t s .
However, the man who
crafted  these  beloved
children's  classics
possessed a far darker,
more mischievous side.
This  is  the  Dahl  of
Roald Dahl  Tales of
the  Unexpected,  a
col lection  of  short
s t o r i e s  t h a t  h a s
cap t i va ted  adu l t

audiences for decades.
These are not tales of
whimsy  and  wonder,
b u t  o f  c u n n i n g ,
revenge,  macabre
h u m o r ,  a n d  t h e
shocking  twists  that
life—and  death—can
take.  Far  f rom  the
wor ld  of  BFGs  and
Matildas, this collection
presents  a  universe
where  the  wicked  are
punished,  the  clever
t r i u m p h ,  a n d  t h e
ending  is  never  what
you anticipate.
The  phrase  Roald
Dahl  Tales  of  the
Unexpected  has
become  synonymous
with  the  masterful
t w i s t  e n d i n g ,  a
narrative  device  that
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D a h l  h o n e d  t o
perfection.  Each  story
i s  a  c a r e f u l l y
constructed  trap  for
the  reader,  leading
t h e m  d o w n  a
seemingly  ordinary
path before pulling the
rug  out  from  under
t h e i r  f e e t  w i t h
breathtaking precision.
The  genius  of  these
stories lies not just  in
their  surprise endings,
but  in  the  chillingly
plausible  world  Dahl
creates. His characters
a r e  o r d i n a r y
people—housewives,
husbands,  gamblers,
and soldiers—placed in
e x t r a o r d i n a r y
situations  that  reveal
the  hidden  darkness
wi th in  the  human
psyche.  This  ability  to
find  the  sinister  in  the
m u n d a n e  i s  w h a t
makes  these  tales  so
profoundly  unsettling
a n d  s o  u t t e r l y
addictive.

Understanding  the
impact of Roald Dahl
T a l e s  o f  t h e
Unexpected  requires
a  l ook  a t  the  man
himself. Dahl's own life
was  filled  with
dramatic  events,  from
his  time  as  a  fighter
pilot in the RAF to his
work  as  a  spy.  These
experiences  gave  him
a  unique  perspective
on human nature, one
that  was  both  cynical
and fascinated by the
capacity  for  cruelty
and cunning. His adult
short  stories,  written
primarily in the 1950s
and  1960s,  were  his
laboratory for exploring
these  themes,  and
t h e y  r e m a i n  a
masterclass in concise,
impactful storytelling.

THE ORIGINS OF A
MASTERPIECE:
FROM PRINT TO
SCREEN

While the term Roald
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Dahl  Tales  of  the
Unexpected  is  most
famously  associated
with  the  long-running
British television series
that aired from 1979 to
1988 ,  the  s to r ies
themselves  predate
the  show  by  many
years.  Dahl  published
several  collections  of
short stories for adults,
including  Someone
Like  You  (1953),  Kiss
Kiss (1960), and Switch
Bitch  (1974).  These
books were critical and
commercial  successes,
praised for their sharp
wit  and  ingenious
plotting. The television
series, which began as
a  single  play  called
Man  from  the  South,
was so successful that
it  evolved  into  a  full
anthology  series,  with
Dahl himself serving as
the on-screen host.
The  show's  icon ic
opening  sequence,
with  its  black-and-

white  imagery  and
haunting theme music,
perfectly  captured the
unsett l ing  tone  of
Dahl's  work.  However,
the  series  eventually
expanded  beyond
Dahl's  own  stories,
commissioning  tales
from other writers that
fit  the  same  "tales  of
the unexpected" mold.
Despite this, the heart
and soul of  the series
always  remained  the
original stories penned
by Dahl himself. These
were the episodes that
truly  showcased  his
unique  talent  for  the
macabre.  For  many,
the name Roald Dahl
T a l e s  o f  t h e
Unexpected is forever
linked to the image of
Dahl,  cigar  in  hand,
introducing  the  next
chilling  story  from his
armchair.



4

4 Roald Dahl Tales Of The
Unexpected

2026-07-17

The
Signature
Formula:
Misdirecti
on and

Morality
What is it that makes a
story from Roald Dahl
T a l e s  o f  t h e
U n e x p e c t e d  s o
instantly  recognizable?
T h e  f o r m u l a  i s
deceptively  simple.
D a h l  b e g i n s  b y
establishing a perfectly
n o r m a l ,  e v e n
mundane,  situation.  A
man is on vacation. A
woman  is  preparing
dinner for her husband.
A  couple  is  haggling
over  a  used  car.  The
setting is  familiar,  the
c h a r a c t e r s  s e e m

ord inary ,  and  the
reader feels a sense of
comfortable security. It
is  in this comfort that
Dahl plants his trap.
The  gen ius  o f  h i s
misdirection lies in the
deta i l s .  He  might
describe  a  character's
p e c u l i a r  h a b i t ,  a
strange  object  in  the
room,  or  a  seemingly
irrelevant  piece  of
dialogue.  The  reader
p r o c e s s e s  t h i s
information,  often
dismissing  it  as  mere
color. But as the story
hurtles  towards  its
conclusion, these small
details click into place
like  the  pieces  of  a
deadly  puzzle.  The
twist,  when  it  arrives,
is  not  i l logical  but
rather  a  shock ing
recontextualization  of
everything  that  has
come before.  It  is  the
kind  of  ending  that
forces  the  reader  to
immediately  flip  back
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to  the  first  page  and
re-read the story in  a
new,  more  terrifying
light.
Furthermore, there is a
strong,  i f  twisted,
moral  code  that  runs
through  many  of  the
stories  in  the  Roald
Dahl  Tales  of  the
U n e x p e c t e d
collection.  Dahl  rarely
punishes the innocent.
Ins tead ,  h i s  most
satisfying stories often
involve the clever and
the  downt rodden
turning  the  tables  on
their  oppressors.  A
bullied  wife  might  find
a  u n i q u e  a n d
permanent  solution  to
h e r  h u s b a n d ' s
domineering  ways.  A
wronged  employee
m i g h t  c o n c o c t  a
scheme  of  perfect
revenge.  In  Dahl 's
world, the meek do not
just  inherit  the  earth;
they use it to bury their
enemies. This sense of

poetic  justice,  served
with  a  heavy  dose  of
irony, is a core reason
f o r  t h e  s t o r i e s '
enduring popularity.

EXPLORING THE
MOST
UNFORGETTABLE
STORIES

To  truly  appreciate
Roald Dahl  Tales of
the Unexpected, one
must  delve  into  its
most iconic narratives.
These  stories  have
become benchmarks in
the  art  of  the  short
story,  studied  and
admi red  fo r  the i r
cons t ruc t i on  and
impact.

"Lamb to
the
Slaughter
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"
Perhaps  the  most
famous  story  in  the
ent i re  co l lect ion,
" L a m b  t o  t h e
S l a u g h t e r "  i s  a
masterpiece  of  irony.
M a r y  M a l o n e y ,  a
devoted  and  pregnant
housewife,  is  told  by
her husband that he is
l e a v i n g  h e r .  I n  a
dissociative  state,  she
strikes him dead with a
frozen leg of lamb. The
rest of the story follows
her  as  she  ca lmly
creates an alibi, cooks
the  murder  weapon,
and  serves  it  to  the
u n s u s p e c t i n g
p o l i c e m e n
invest igat ing  the
cr ime.  The  story's
genius lies  in  its  dark
humor and the chilling
portrayal  of  a  woman
pushed  beyond  her
limits. The title itself is
a  br i l l i ant  doub le

entendre,  referring
both to the lamb as a
helpless  animal  and
the leg of lamb as the
weapon.  It  is  a  story
t h a t  p e r f e c t l y
encapsulates the blend
of  domesticity  and
horror  that  defines
Roald Dahl  Tales of
the Unexpected.

"Man
from the
South"
This  story  is  a  taut
exercise in suspense. A
young American sailor
in  Jamaica is  boasting
about  his  cigarette
lighter  when  an  old
man  approaches  him
with a bizarre bet. The
man  bets  his  brand-
new  Cadillac  against
the sailor's little finger.
The  test?  The  sailor
must  light  his  lighter
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ten times in a row. If it
fails even once, the old
man  will  cut  off  his
finger.  The  story
unfolds  in  a  single,
tense  scene,  with  the
reader  waiting  with
bated  breath  as  the
sailor  flicks  the  lighter.
The twist in this tale is
not just in the outcome
but  in  the  revelation
about  the  old  man's
pas t ,  h in t ing  a t  a
h is tory  o f  s imi la r
wagers.  It  is  a  prime
example  of  how  Dahl
could build unbearable
tension from a simple,
absurd  premise.  This
story  was the genesis
of  the television show
a n d  r e m a i n s  a
cornerstone  of  the
Roald Dahl  Tales of
the  Unexpected
legacy.

"The

Wonderfu
l Story of
Henry
Sugar"
While  less  dark  than
some,  "The  Wonderful
Story of  Henry Sugar"
is a fascinating outlier.
It  tells  the  tale  of  a
wealthy, idle man who
learns  to  see  through
playing cards and uses
th is  ab i l i ty  to  win
enormous  sums  at
casinos.  The  story  is
told in a nested, almost
documentary  style,
w i th  Dah l  h imse l f
a p p e a r i n g  a s  a
character. Rather than
a simple revenge tale,
i t  becomes  a  story
a b o u t  m a s t e r y ,
obsession,  and  the
surprising  uses  of  an
extraordinary gift.  The
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narrative  complexity
a n d  i t s  u n i q u e
structure  make  it  one
o f  D a h l ' s  m o s t
celebrated works, even
earning a recent Netflix
adaptation.  It  shows
the range within Roald
Dahl  Tales  of  the
Unexpected,  proving
that  the  "unexpected"
can  be  wondrous  as
well as horrifying.

"Royal
Jelly"
For  pure,  creeping
horror,  "Royal  Jelly"  is
difficult  to  beat.  A
beekeeper and his wife
are desperate because
their newborn baby will
not  gain  weight.  The
father,  a  fanatical
beekeeper,  begins
adding royal  jelly—the
substance  fed  to  bee
larvae  to  make  them
queens—to the  baby's
milk.  At  first,  the  baby

begins  to  thrive,  but
soon, strange changes
occur.  She develops a
fine  down  of  hair,  and
h e r  m o v e m e n t s
become  unnervingly
insect-like. The story is
a  brilliant  exploration
of  obsession  and  the
monstrous potential of
trying to improve upon
nature. The final image
of the family is one of
the most disturbing in
the entire Roald Dahl
T a l e s  o f  t h e
Unexpected oeuvre, a
testament  to  Dahl's
ability  to  find  horror  in
the  most  unlikely  of
subjects.

THE LEGACY OF A
MASTER
STORYTELLER

The influence of Roald
Dahl  Tales  of  the
Unexpected  extends
far  beyond its  original
p u b l i c a t i o n .  T h e
te lev i s i on  se r i es
i n t r o d u c e d  a
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generat ion  to  the
concept  of  the  twist
ending and made Dahl
a household name for
a d u l t s  a s  w e l l  a s
ch i ld ren .  Modern
storytellers,  from  M.
Night Shyamalan to the
creators  of  series  like
Black  Mirror  and  The
Twilight  Zone,  owe  a
clear  debt  to  Dahl's
narrative  architecture.
His ability to condense
a  complete,  shocking
narrative  into  a  short
space is a skill that few
have ever matched.
In  an  age  of  binge-
watching  and  lengthy
series,  the short  story
format of Roald Dahl
T a l e s  o f  t h e
Unexpected  offers  a
different  kind  of
satisfaction. It  is  a hit
of  pure,  concentrated
storytelling.  You  can
finish  a  story  in  the
time it takes to drink a
cup  of  coffee,  but  its
impact  will  linger  for

hours.  The stories  are
designed to be re-read,
their  value  increasing
with  each  reading  as
the reader  marvels  at
the  cleverness  of  the
construction. The joy is
not  just  in  the  twist
itself but in the journey
Dahl  takes  you  on  to
get there.
Fur thermore ,  the
s t o r i e s  r e m a i n
remarkably  f resh.
While  the  sett ings
might  be  dated,  the
human  emotions  at
their core are timeless:
greed,  jealousy,  lust,
r evenge ,  and  the
desperate desire for a
bet ter  l i fe .  A  man
trying to win a bet for a
C a d i l l a c ,  a  w i f e
e s c a p i n g  a  c r u e l
husband,  a  gambler
seeking  to  con  the
system—these  are
archetypal  struggles
that  transcend  any
single era. This is why
new  readers  continue
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to discover and fall  in
love  with  the  cynical,
w i t ty ,  and  ut ter ly
compelling  world  of
Roald Dahl  Tales of
the Unexpected.

THEMATIC
DEPTHS: BEYOND
THE SHOCKS

Looking  beyond  the
famous  twists,  what
are the deeper themes
that run through Roald
Dahl  Tales  of  the
Unexpected?  A  clear
thread is the critique of
casual  cruelty  and
social  arrogance.  Dahl
had  a  deep  suspicion
of  the  upper  classes
and  those  who  wield
p o w e r  w i t h o u t
conscience.  Many  of
his  stories  feature
arrogant,  wealthy,  or
self-satisfied
characters  who  are
b r o u g h t  l o w  b y
s o m e o n e  t h e y
underestimated.  This
subversion  of  social

hierarchy is a recurring
and  deeply  satisfying
element of his work.
Another  key  theme is
the  unpredictability  of
human  relationships.
Dahl’s  stories are filled
with marriages that are
not what they seem. In
" L a m b  t o  t h e
Slaughter," the perfect
marriage is a facade. In
"William and Mary,"  a
dead husband exerts a
terrible control over his
living wife from beyond
t h e  g r a v e .  T h e
domestic sphere, often
thought of as a place of
safety,  becomes  in
D a h l ' s  h a n d s  a
b a t t l e g r o u n d  f o r
psychological  warfare.
The  stories  suggest
that  the  people  we
think  we  know  best
might be harboring the
darkest  secrets.  This
exploration  of  hidden
depths is a cornerstone
of  Roald  Dahl  Tales
of the Unexpected.
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Finally,  the  stories
c e l e b r a t e  t h e
c leverness  o f  the
underdog .  Dah l ' s
sympathies  clearly  lie
with  the  cunning  and
the resourceful, even if
their  methods  are
morally  dubious.  He
delights in watching a
clever plan unfold, and
he  rewards  his  most
inventive  characters
with victory. This is not
a  w o r l d  w h e r e
goodness  is  its  own
reward;  it  is  a  world
where  wit  and  nerve
are the most valuable
currencies.  This  dark,
pragmatic morality is a
key part of the unique
flavor of the collection.

CONCLUSION: A
TIMELESS
INVITATION TO
THE UNEXPECTED

In  conclusion,  Roald
Dahl  Tales  of  the
Unexpected  is  far
more  than  a  simple
col lection  of  short
s t o r i e s .  I t  i s  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
nar rat ive  c ra f t ,  a
brilliant  exploration  of
the  darker  corners  of
the human soul, and a
source  of  profound
literary  pleasure.  The
stories  are  clever,
shocking,  and  darkly
funny,  offering  a
perfect  escape  into  a
world  where  anything
c a n  h a p p e n  a n d
nothing is as it seems.
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
r e v i s i t i n g  a n  o l d
favorite or  discovering
these tales for the first
time,  Dahl's  unique
voice and unparalleled
abi l i ty  to  surpr ise
remain as potent as


