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A MASTERCLASS IN
MACABRE:
UNPACKING
ROALD DAHL’S
TALES OF THE
UNEXPECTED

When  one  thinks  of
R o a l d  D a h l ,  t h e
immediate images that
spring  to  mind  are
often those of a giant
peach  floating  through
the sky, a kind-hearted
giant  blowing  dreams
i n t o  c h i l d r e n ’ s
bedrooms, or  a clever
fox  outwitting  three
mean  farmers.  For

millions,  Dahl  is  the
beloved  children’s
author  who  crafted
whimsical  worlds  of
wonder.  Yet,  lurking
j u s t  b e n e a t h  t h e
surface of that literary
persona is  a far  more
sinister,  darkly  comic,
and  brilliantly  twisted
writer.  That  writer  is
the master of the adult
s h o r t  s t o r y ,  a n d
nowhere  is  his  genius
for  the macabre more
perfectly  displayed
than  in  his  legendary
collection,  Tales  Of
The  Unexpected  By
Roald  Dahl .  Th i s
anthology is not a book
for  chi ldren;  it  is  a
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razor-sharp  collection
o f  p s y c h o l o g i c a l
thrillers,  dark  satires,
and  tw i s t -end ing
narratives  that  have
cap t i va ted  adu l t
readers for decades.
To truly appreciate the
cultural  weight  of  this
collection,  one  must
understand  what  it
represents.  Tales  Of
The  Unexpected  By
Roald  Dahl  is  more
than just a book; it is a
literary  institution.
Originally  published  in
1979,  the  anthology
compi les  some  o f
Dahl’s  most  famous
short  stories,  many of
which had been written
and  published  earlier
but  were  curated  for
this  specific  volume.
The collection became
a global  phenomenon,
largely  thanks  to  the
iconic British television
series  of  the  same
name  that  adapted
these  stories  for  the

screen.  The  book  and
the  show  became
synonymous  with  a
specific  brand  of
storytelling: one where
the  ordinary  world  of
middle-class  English
life  collides  violently
with  greed,  revenge,
a n d  p u r e ,
unadulterated  evil .
The  brilliance  of  this
collection  lies  in  its
deceptive  simplicity.
Dahl  wr i tes  with  a
c la r i t y  tha t  f ee l s
effortless.  He  sets  his
s c e n e s  w i t h  t h e
precision  of  a  chess
master,  introducing
characters  who  are
o f t e n  d e e p l y
flawed—the  miserly
husband, the frustrated
wife,  the  pompous
g o u r m a n d ,  t h e
scheming  conman.
Then,  with  a  surgical
strike,  he  delivers  an
e n d i n g  t h a t  i s  a s
s h o c k i n g  a s  i t  i s
inevitable.  Reading
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T a l e s  O f  T h e
U n e x p e c t e d  B y
R o a l d  D a h l  i s  a
m a s t e r c l a s s  i n
narrative  structure,
where  every  sentence
serves a purpose, and
the  final  page  often
leaves  the  reader
gasping with a mix of
horror and admiration.

The
Signature
Dahl
Formula:
Normalcy
Meets
Nightmar

e
What makes the stories
within  Tales  Of  The
U n e x p e c t e d  B y
R o a l d  D a h l  s o
endu r i ng  i s  t he i r
grounding  in  reality.
Dahl  rarely  ventures
into  the  supernatural.
There are no vampires,
ghosts,  or  monsters
waiting in the shadows.
Instead,  the  horror  is
entirely  human.  The
m o s t  t e r r i f y i n g
monsters  in  Dahl’s
u n i v e r s e  a r e
people—specifically,
ordinary people pushed
to their breaking point
by  greed,  spite,  or
desperation.
Take, for example, the
classic story "Lamb to
the  S laughter . "  I t
features  a  devoted
h o u s e w i f e ,  M a r y
Maloney,  who  is  the
picture  of  domestic
tranquility.  She awaits
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her  husband  with  a
loving smile and a cold
drink.  The  story  is
cozy, warm, and utterly
normal—until it isn’t. In
a stunning twist, Mary
bludgeons her husband
to death with a frozen
leg of lamb. The rest of
the  story  is  a  darkly
comedic  farce  as  she
c a l m l y  c o o k s  t h e
murder  weapon  and
feeds  it  to  the  very
po l ice  detect ives
invest igat ing  the
c r ime .  Th i s  s to ry
perfectly  encapsulates
the  Dahl  formula:  a
s h o c k i n g  a c t  o f
violence  born  from  a
completely  relatable
emotional  tr igger,
followed  by  a  clever,
almost gleeful,  escape
plan.
T h i s  f o r m u l a  i s
repeated  and  refined
t h r o u g h o u t  t h e
collection. In "The Way
U p  t o  H e a v e n , "  a
woman whose husband

constantly tortures her
w i t h  h i s  c h r o n i c
tardiness  finds  a
permanent  solution  to
her problem. In "Royal
Jel ly,"  a  desperate
father  uses  a  bizarre
beekeeping remedy on
his newborn child with
t e r r i f y i n g
consequences.  Each
story in Tales Of The
U n e x p e c t e d  B y
Roald  Dahl  takes  a
single,  often  petty,
human  vice—pride,
greed,  gluttony,  or
cruelty—and  amplifies
it until it consumes the
character entirely.

A Gallery
of Rogues
and
Victims
Dahl’s  characters  in
this  collection  are  not



Tales Of The Unexpected By Roald Dahl 5

5

designed for you to like
t h e m ;  t h e y  a r e
designed  for  you  to
watch them. He has a
particular  venom  for
arrogant,  self-satisfied
men.  The  aristocrats,
the  millionaires,  the
wine connoisseurs, and
the "great thinkers" are
often  the  ones  who
receive the most brutal
comeuppance .  I n
stories  like  "Parson’s
Pleasure"  and  "The
G r e a t  A u t o m a t i c
Grammatizator,"  Dahl
skewers  intellectual
snobbery and material
greed  with  gleeful
abandon.
However, it is not just
the  villains  who  are
f a s c i n a t i n g .  T h e
victims,  or  rather  the
protagonists,  often
undergo  a  fascinating
moral  transformation.
Dahl  has  a  surprising
sympathy  fo r  the
cunning underdog. His
wife  characters,  in

particular,  are  often
p o r t r a y e d  a s
surprisingly resourceful
when  backed  into  a
corner.  They  are  not
damsels  in  distress;
they  are  architects  of
the i r  own  b i za r re
justice.
Reading Tales Of The
U n e x p e c t e d  B y
Roald Dahl,  one gets
the  sense  that  Dahl
believes the world is a
dangerous  place  filled
with  people  who  will
betray  you  for  a  profit
or  a  laugh.  The  best
y o u  c a n  d o  i s  b e
cleverer than they are.
This cynical yet playful
worldview  is  precisely
what  makes  the  book
so addictive. It is a safe
space  to  explore  the
darkest impulses of the
human psyche because
Dahl  wraps  them  in
such  elegant,  witty
prose.
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The Art of
the Twist
Ending
No discussion of Tales
Of  The  Unexpected
By  Roald  Dahl  i s
complete  wi thout
analyzing  his  mastery
of the twist ending. In
the  hands  of  a  lesser
writer, a twist can feel
cheap,  gimmicky,  or
confusing.  In  Dahl’s
hands,  it  feels  like  a
revelation. He achieves
this by playing fair with
the  reader.  The  clues
are  a lways  there ,
hidden  in  plain  sight,
woven  into  the  fabric
of  the  description  or
the dialogue.
Dahl’s  twist  endings
are  so  effective
because they rely on a
s ing le  moment  o f
dramatic  irony.  The

reader  often  realizes
t h e  h o r r o r  o f  t h e
situation  just  a  split
second  before  the
c h a r a c t e r  d o e s ,
creating  a  delicious
sense of dread. In "Man
from  the  South,"  a
young  man  bets  his
little  finger  against  a
stranger’s car in a test
of a lighter’s reliability.
The  tension  builds  so
expertly  that  the  final
revelation—that  the
stranger has a box full
of severed fingers—hits
with  the  force  of  a
physical blow.
These  endings  have
become so iconic that
they  have  influenced
entire  generations  of
writers and filmmakers.
The  phrase  "a  Roald
Dahl twist" has entered
t h e  l e x i c o n  a s  a
shorthand for any story
with a shocking, darkly
ironic  conclusion.  The
stories in this collection
are  the  blueprints  for
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that  specific  brand  of
narrative  magic.

Beyond
the Page:
The
Televisio
n
Phenome
non
While the book itself is
a  masterpiece,  it  is
impossible to separate
T a l e s  O f  T h e
U n e x p e c t e d  B y
Roald  Dahl  from  its
legendary  television
adaptation.  The  ITV
series, which ran from
1979  to  1988,  was
hosted by Dahl himself.
His distinctive, gravelly
voice introducing each

episode  became  as
iconic  as  the  stories
themselves.  The  show
brought  Dahl’s  dark
visions  to  life,  often
w i th  a  s igna tu re ,
budget-conscious twist:
the  use  of  a  freeze-
frame at the end of the
episode followed by a
jarring orchestral sting.
The  television  series
expanded the reach of
the book exponentially.
For  many  people,  the
visual memory of those
e p i s o d e s  i s  w h a t
defines  Tales  Of  The
U n e x p e c t e d  B y
Roa ld  Dah l .  T h e
show’s success proved
t h a t  t h e r e  w a s  a
massive  audience
hungry  for  intelligent,
short-form  horror  that
relied  on  psychology
rather  than  gore.  It
paved  the  way  for
shows like The Twilight
Zone revival and Alfred
Hitchcock Presents.
Interestingly,  the  TV
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show  eventually  ran
out  of  Dahl’s  original
stor ies  and  began
adapting  works  by
o t h e r  a u t h o r s .
However,  the  core  of
the  show—and  the
book—remains  Dahl’s
unique  voice.  Reading
the book today, even if
you  have  seen  the
episodes,  offers  a
different  texture.
Dahl’s  prose  has  a
rhy thmic ,  a lmost
clinical quality that the
visual  medium cannot
fully capture. The book
forces  you to  imagine
the  horror,  which  is
often  far  more  potent
t h a n  s e e i n g  i t  o n
screen.

Why
These

Stories
Endure in
the
Modern
Age
One might wonder if a
col lection  of  short
stories  written  largely
in the 1950s and 1960s
still holds relevance for
a  c o n t e m p o r a r y
audience.  The  answer
is  a  resounding  yes.
The  themes  of  Tales
Of  The  Unexpected
By  Roald  Dahl  are
timeless. In an age of
social  media,  financial
anxiety,  and  political
d i v i s i o n ,  D a h l ’ s
exploration  of  greed,
envy,  and  revenge
feels  more  relevant
than  ever.
Consider  the  current
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cultural  fascination
with  "true  crime"  and
psychological  thrillers.
Dahl  was  doing  this
decades  ago.  Stories
like  "Neck"  and  "The
Wonderful  Story  of
Henry  Sugar"  (which
was  recently  adapted
by  Wes  Anderson)
explore  the  limits  of
human perception and
the strange obsessions
t h a t  d r i v e  u s .
Furthermore,  Dahl’s
economical  writing
style  is  a  breath  of
fresh air in a world of
sprawling  novels.  He
respects  the  reader’s
t i m e .  H e  g e t s  i n ,
delivers the punch, and
gets  out.  In  our  fast-
paced,  TikTok-driven
world,  a  collection  of
short,  high-impact
stories  is  the  perfect
literary snack.
Moreover,  the  moral
ambiguity of Tales Of
The  Unexpected  By
Roald  Dahl  f ee l s

distinctly modern. Dahl
rarely provides a clear
"right"  or  "wrong."
Often,  the  "villain"  is
p u n i s h e d  f o r  a
relatively  minor  sin,
w h i l e  t h e  " h e r o "
commits  murder  and
gets away with it. This
blurring  of  the  moral
lines forces the reader
to  question  their  own
sense  of  justice.  Are
you cheering for  Mary
Maloney  as  she  feeds
the  detectives  the
murder  weapon?  Are
you hoping the greedy
antique dealer gets his
comeuppance?  Dahl
makes you complicit in
the  crime,  and  that
f ee l i ng  i s  deep l y
unsettling  and  utterly
compelling.

A Deeper
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Dive into
a
Standout

Tale
To fully appreciate the
craft  on  display  in
T a l e s  O f  T h e
U n e x p e c t e d  B y
Roa ld  Dah l ,  o n e
shou ld  examine  a
specific  story  in  detail.
C o n s i d e r  " T h e
Landlady."  A  young
m a n  n a m e d  B i l l y
Weaver arrives in Bath
for a business trip and
l o o k s  f o r  c h e a p
lodging.  He  finds  a
s u r p r i s i n g l y
inexpensive  bed  and
breakfast  run  by  a
seeming ly  sweet ,
s l ight ly  dot ty  o ld
woman. The story is a
slow-burn  masterpiece
of atmosphere.

Dahl uses every tool in
his writer’s kit to build
unease. The sign in the
window that says "BED
AND BREAKFAST" has a
strange,  hypnot ic
quality. The landlady is
too friendly, too eager.
Billy  notices  a  parrot
and a dachshund that
a r e  b o t h
stuffed—taxidermy.
The landlady mentions
that he has a "lovely,
warm" neck. The clues
pile up until the reader
realizes, with sickening
certainty,  that  the
landlady  is  a  serial
killer  who poisons her
guests and stuffs them.
The story ends before
Billy  can  fully  realize
his  fate,  leaving  the
reader  in  a  state  of
suspended terror.
"The  Landlady"  is  a
perfect example of why
T a l e s  O f  T h e
U n e x p e c t e d  B y
Roald Dahl remains a
benchmark  for  short
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story writing. It creates
maximum tension with
minimal elements: one
room,  two  characters,
and  a  cup  of  tea.  It
proves  that  the  most
terrifying horror is not
the monster under the
bed,  but  the  k ind,
s m i l i n g  s t r a n g e r
offering  you  a  place  to
stay.

FINAL
REFLECTIONS ON A
DARK CLASSIC

In conclusion, Tales Of
The  Unexpected  By
Roald Dahl is far more
than  a  collection  of
scary  stories.  It  is  a
masterclass  in  literary
engineering.  It  is  a
celebration of the dark
side of human nature,
written by a man who
understood that a well-
placed  punchline  is
often  more  powerful
than  a  blood-soaked
scene. The stories are
shor t ,  sharp ,  and

devastatingly effective.
They  have  permeated
popular  culture to  the
point where their DNA
c a n  b e  f o u n d  i n
count less  modern
t h r i l l e r s ,  b l a c k
c o m e d i e s ,  a n d
psychological dramas.
For  those  who  have
only known Roald Dahl
as the man who gave
us  Charl ie  and  the
Chocolate Factory, this
collection  offers  a
startling  revelation  of
his  true  range.  For
those  returning  to  it
after  many years,  the
stories  retain  their
power  to  shock  and
delight. Reading Tales
Of  The  Unexpected
By Roald Dahl is like
sitting  down  with  a
charming,  intelligent,
but  deeply  dangerous
friend.  You  know  you
are in for  a wild ride,
and  that  the  ending
will  leave  you  looking
over your shoulder, but
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you  cannot  help  but
turn  the page.  It  is  a
timeless  classic  of
English  literature,  a
testament to the power

of the short story, and
a  deliciously  wicked
treat  for  anyone  who
dares  to  open  the
cover.


