
nightmare at 20000 feet horror stories
richard matheson
Nightmare at 20,000 Feet is a haunting tale that has captivated audiences
since its publication. Written by the prolific author Richard Matheson, this
short story delves into the depths of human fear and paranoia, set against
the claustrophobic backdrop of a commercial flight. Matheson’s ability to
weave suspense and psychological horror has made this narrative not only a
classic in literature but also a significant influence in film and television
adaptations. In this article, we will explore the themes, characters, and
lasting impact of Nightmare at 20,000 Feet, as well as its adaptations and
place in the horror genre.

Overview of Richard Matheson and His Work

Richard Matheson, born in 1926, was an American author and screenwriter whose
contributions to the horror and science fiction genres are unparalleled. He
is best known for his novels such as "I Am Legend" and "Hell House," as well
as his numerous short stories, which often explore existential themes and the
human condition.

Style and Themes

Matheson’s writing style is characterized by:

- Concise Prose: His straightforward language makes the horror elements more
accessible, allowing readers to immerse themselves fully in the story.
- Psychological Tension: Matheson often focuses on the psychological aspects
of fear, exploring how ordinary situations can turn terrifying.
- Existential Doubt: Many of his characters grapple with their sanity and the
nature of reality, creating a sense of unease.

His themes often revolve around isolation, the uncanny, and the fragility of
the human psyche, all of which are prominent in Nightmare at 20,000 Feet.

Plot Summary of Nightmare at 20,000 Feet

Nightmare at 20,000 Feet centers around a man named John Valentine, who is
portrayed as a deeply anxious individual. As he boards a plane bound for an
unspecified destination, he is already plagued by his fears of flying. The
narrative takes place during a time when air travel was still a relatively
new and daunting experience for many.



- Initial Tension: As the flight begins, Valentine’s anxiety intensifies. He
is on medication to manage his nerves, but as he looks out the window, he
sees a creature on the wing of the plane. This creature is a monstrous
gremlin who seems intent on sabotaging the aircraft.
- Isolation of Fear: Valentine’s struggle is compounded by the disbelief of
the other passengers and the crew. His frantic attempts to warn them about
the threat are met with skepticism, which amplifies his isolation.
- Climactic Confrontation: As Valentine battles his own fear and the tangible
threat of the gremlin, the story reaches a fever pitch. The climax is not
only a physical confrontation but also a metaphorical battle against his own
inner demons.

Character Analysis

- John Valentine: The protagonist, Valentine, embodies the everyman who
confronts extraordinary circumstances. His struggles with anxiety make him
relatable, and readers can empathize with his plight.
- The Gremlin: The creature represents not only a physical danger but also
the manifestation of Valentine’s fears. It serves as a personification of his
anxiety and the chaos that lurks beneath the surface of everyday life.

Thematic Exploration

Nightmare at 20,000 Feet explores several key themes that resonate with
readers and viewers alike.

Fear and Paranoia

The story delves into the nature of fear, particularly how it can distort
reality. Valentine’s fear of flying is exacerbated by his hallucinations,
leading to a climactic struggle between sanity and madness.

- Psychological Horror: Matheson adeptly blurs the lines between reality and
imagination, leaving readers questioning the reliability of Valentine’s
experience.
- Societal Doubt: The disbelief of other characters highlights a societal
tendency to dismiss individual fears, adding another layer of anxiety for the
protagonist.

Isolation and Alienation

Valentine's isolation aboard the plane is palpable. The confined space of the
aircraft serves as a metaphor for his mental state.



- Lack of Support: The indifference of fellow passengers and crew members
reflects how individuals often feel alone in their struggles.
- Inner Demons: The gremlin, as a manifestation of his fears, emphasizes that
the most significant battles are often fought within one's mind.

Adaptations and Cultural Impact

The enduring appeal of Nightmare at 20,000 Feet has led to multiple
adaptations, most notably in the realm of television and film.

The Twilight Zone (1963)

One of the most famous adaptations is the segment in the original "The
Twilight Zone" series, which aired in 1963. Starring William Shatner as John
Valentine, this adaptation retained the core elements of Matheson’s story
while adding visual flair and tension.

- Cinematic Techniques: The use of special effects and camera angles helped
to create an atmosphere of suspense.
- Cultural Resonance: This adaptation introduced the story to a broader
audience, solidifying its place in pop culture.

Gremlin Influence in Popular Culture

The gremlin character has transcended its origins in Matheson’s narrative,
appearing in various forms across media.

- Literature: The concept of the gremlin has influenced other horror and
fantasy writers, leading to similar creatures in contemporary literature.
- Film and Television: The idea of malevolent beings sabotaging technology
has appeared in numerous films, underscoring the lasting impact of Matheson’s
creation.

Legacy of Nightmare at 20,000 Feet

Nightmare at 20,000 Feet remains a significant work in the horror genre,
showcasing Matheson’s ability to tap into primal fears. Its exploration of
anxiety and paranoia continues to resonate with audiences, making it relevant
in today’s context of heightened mental health awareness.



Influence on Modern Horror

The themes of isolation, fear, and the psychological aspects of horror have
influenced countless modern authors and filmmakers. Many contemporary horror
stories echo Matheson’s techniques, using psychological tension and relatable
characters to engage audiences.

Discussion of Fear in Contemporary Society

As society grapples with various anxieties, from global pandemics to
technological fears, the themes presented in Nightmare at 20,000 Feet remain
pertinent. The story prompts readers to confront their fears and consider the
ways in which anxiety can manifest, making it a timeless piece of literature.

In conclusion, Nightmare at 20,000 Feet is not just a horror story; it is a
profound exploration of human fear and the psychological struggles that
accompany it. Richard Matheson’s legacy continues to influence and inspire,
ensuring that his work will be remembered and appreciated by generations to
come. Whether through the haunting imagery of the gremlin or the relatable
struggles of John Valentine, Matheson’s tale remains a critical piece of
horror literature, inviting readers to confront their own nightmares.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Richard Matheson's
'Nightmare at 20,000 Feet'?
The central theme of 'Nightmare at 20,000 Feet' revolves around fear and
paranoia, particularly the experience of a man who believes he sees a
creature on the wing of the airplane, highlighting how anxiety can distort
reality.

How does Matheson's story explore the concept of
isolation?
Matheson's story explores isolation by placing the protagonist in a confined
space at high altitude, where he feels cut off from others, amplifying his
sense of helplessness and intensifying his fears.

What psychological elements are present in
'Nightmare at 20,000 Feet'?
The psychological elements include the protagonist's struggle with mental
health, the impact of past trauma, and how these factors contribute to his



perception of threat, ultimately blurring the line between reality and
delusion.

How has 'Nightmare at 20,000 Feet' influenced modern
horror storytelling?
The story has influenced modern horror storytelling by establishing the trope
of the unreliable narrator and the fear of the unknown, which continues to
resonate in contemporary horror films and literature.

What adaptations have been made of 'Nightmare at
20,000 Feet'?
The story has been adapted several times, most notably in the 1963 and 1983
film versions of 'The Twilight Zone,' where it became a classic segment that
showcased the blend of psychological horror and suspense.
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