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Introduction


SARAH CHURCHWELL


In 1900 a children’s story was published that would make its author, L. Frank Baum, famous, although the title by which it was first published, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, is not the title by which it is most familiarly known. Subsequent editions dropped the ‘wonderful’, as did the beloved 1939 MGM musical film starring Judy Garland, which has since become as classic as the novel that inspired it. But it was not the first musical based on the novel; Baum himself worked on one in 1902, after the novel had sold out two editions within months of publication and had become the bestselling children’s book in the period. By 1904, Baum had written a sequel, The Marvelous Land of Oz, in which Dorothy returns to Oz and helps restore the country’s rightful ruler, Ozma, to her throne. Before his death in 1919, Baum completed fourteen books about his imaginary land, ending with Glinda of Oz, published posthumously in 1920.


The Oz books were so popular that a number of writers continued the tales after Baum’s death, including one of the first illustrators, John R. Neill. There are now at least fifty books set in the land of Oz, by no means all of which feature Dorothy, and that is not counting later adaptations influenced by the MGM musical, including The Wiz, starring Michael Jackson and Diana Ross, and Gregory Maguire’s Wicked, which in turn became its own blockbuster musical.


The familiar plot requires virtually no introduction: a girl named Dorothy, living with her Aunt Em and Uncle Henry on a bleak farm in Kansas, is swept up by a cyclone with her little dog Toto, and carried in her house to a magical land called Oz. (Dorothy wasn’t given the symbolic surname ‘Gale’ until the later books.) The house lands on a wicked witch, accidentally killing her; the rest of the story follows Dorothy on her quest to return home to Kansas. She gains three companions for her journey – a man made of straw who seeks a brain, a man made of tin who seeks a heart, and a cowardly lion who seeks courage – and together the little band of adventurers make their way to the City of Emeralds, at the centre of the magical land, to ask for help from a powerful wizard who turns out not to be powerful at all. In the end, they must journey through three of the four lands in Oz – the East, West, and South – before discovering that they already hold the powers they seek. The story ends with Dorothy returning home, welcomed back like the prodigal daughter.


As this summary suggests, structurally The Wizard of Oz is a classic fairy tale. The story concerns power: who has it, who doesn’t, and the morality of its use. Like many a fairy tale heroine before her, Dorothy is an orphan in the storm, driven out of her home by no fault of her own. She acquires protectors with quasi-magical powers: the straw man who can survive anything thrown at him – and anywhere he is thrown – except a burning match; the nearly indestructible tin man who was bewitched; the lion who can talk (most animals in Oz can talk, except Toto). Fairy tales tend to feature helpers, and Dorothy has several: not only her three companions, but also the Winged Monkeys, who first serve the Wicked Witch of the West but then serve Dorothy, and the Queen of the Field-Mice, who saves the lion from the field of poppies in gratitude for the group’s saving her. There are fairy godmothers, too, in the forms of the Witch of the North and Glinda, the Good Witch of the South (combined by the 1939 film into one); and the Wizard himself, a helper manqué, whose power turns out to be fraudulent.


But it isn’t merely the fantastic characters and otherworldly setting that mark The Wizard of Oz as an American fairy tale. It’s a story about the freedom of forests, and their dangers; adventures bring exhilaration, but also real risk of violence. The novel is driven by a series of quest plots: Dorothy first seeks the Emerald City, where she also seeks the Wizard; then she must seek the Wicked Witch of the West to destroy her; then she must seek Glinda the Good; and all of this is in aid of her ultimate quest to return home. Dorothy must also overcome trials, and her story is structured around a journey and return. Like Sleeping Beauty, she falls asleep at the start of her tale, and awakens with a shock to find the world transformed. Like Snow White, she acquires asexual male companions, with whom she hides in the woods and plays house before returning to the real world. Like Cinderella, she has magical shoes that help achieve her happy ending. Unlike her precursors, however, Dorothy stays a child, never maturing over the course of the original tales into adult sexuality or domesticity. This is a presexual story, in which dolls and toys come to life: a straw man, a tin man, a stuffed lion; the toys a little girl in 1900 might have been given to play with are animated by the tale, and accompany her on her magical journey.


The rites of initiation that characterize fairy tales, symbolically representing the passage from childhood to adulthood, tend also to suggest ambivalence, for obvious reasons. Adolescence is a time of transition, as desire for independence mixes with anxiety about leaving the security of childhood behind. If her story is read symbolically, it’s fair to say that Dorothy is more ambivalent than most about leaving home: when she leaves home she carries the house along with her. Over the course of the story Dorothy grows from the helplessness of being carried away involuntarily through a series of choices in which she increasingly demonstrates her independence. To give just one example: although Dorothy kills both wicked witches accidentally, in the first instance, her house does it for her, without any volition on Dorothy’s part at all. ‘I have not killed anything,’ Dorothy tells the Witch of the North, who responds: ‘Your house did, anyway . . . and that is the same thing.’ By the end of the novel Dorothy no longer requires proxies: when she kills the Wicked Witch of the West it is again accidental, as she doesn’t know that water will destroy the witch, but the choice to throw water at her is an act of self-assertion and rebellion. Gradually Dorothy learns that she has the power to achieve what she wants, and acquires the agency to assert it.


The book opens on a scene of depression and drought. In the 1890s, the Upper Midwest suffered from a severe drought and a series of environmental disasters brought on by over-farming and settlers’ abrupt disruption of an ancient ecosystem. In 1889, the drought in South Dakota led to destitution and near-starvation across the state, one witnessed firsthand by L. Frank Baum, who had moved there with his family in 1888. The droughts continued across the Midwest until 1896, but the practice of dry farming the high plains did not stop. The continued destruction of prairie grasses led to the soil and wind erosion of the 1930s, creating the environmental catastrophe known as the Dust Bowl. In 1939, when MGM adapted The Wizard of Oz for the screen, America was still confronting the devastating consequences of the Dust Bowl, which is one reason why this story from 1900 remained relevant to American audiences forty years after its publication. It was the same year that The Grapes of Wrath was filmed, showing the plight of migrant farmers displaced by the same environmental catastrophe.


In the novel, Aunt Em and Uncle Henry are subsistence farmers, living with Dorothy not in the cute farmhouse imagined by MGM with several farmhands to help out, but alone in one room with a dirt floor: ‘There were four walls, a floor and a roof, which made one room; and this room contained a rusty looking cooking stove, a cupboard for the dishes, a table, three or four chairs, and the beds. Uncle Henry and Aunt Em had a big bed in one corner and Dorothy a little bed in another corner.’


The famous cyclone cellar is dug in the floor of the room, not outside, and everything around them is grey. ‘The sun had baked the ploughed land into a grey mass, with little cracks running through it. Even the grass was not green, for the sun had burned the tops of the long blades until they were the same grey colour to be seen everywhere. Once the house had been painted, but the sun blistered the paint and the rains washed it away, and now the house was as dull and grey as everything else.’ Once Aunt Em was young and pretty, but the sun and wind ‘had taken the sparkle from her eyes and left them a sober grey; they had taken the red from her cheeks and lips, and they were grey also.’ Aunt Em never laughs any more, looking at Dorothy ‘with wonder that she could find anything to laugh at’ when the child plays. Uncle Henry is also grey, ‘and did not know what joy was’.


It’s a bleak start, and readers may be startled when Dorothy is left behind not because she’s run away from home, but because she’s chasing Toto to bring him to the cellar and her terrified aunt runs in first, leaving the child to follow. But – again like most fairy tales – this is a story that has few illusions about adults’ capacity to harm children: it’s a moment straight out of Hansel and Gretel, when adults choose their own survival and abandon children to their fates.


That said, it’s also noteworthy that Aunt Em figures considerably more prominently than Uncle Henry. Indeed, one of the most striking aspects of the Oz books is the centrality given to female characters. It is neither a coincidence nor an accident that the Oz books return continually to the question of women’s power and its legitimacy. Witches rule all four corners of the land when Dorothy arrives; half of them are good, half bad. The second novel introduces Ozma, the land’s legitimate ruler, and another female usurper, General Jinjur. In fact, both Baum and his wife were committed to the cause of women’s suffrage, and Baum used the stories as ways to explore the question of women’s power, creating a female-dominated quasi-utopia.


L. Frank Baum – the L. was for Lyman, but he never used it – was born in 1856, in upstate New York, to a prosperous family of shopkeepers. As a young man, Baum tried his hand at any number of careers: he worked as a reporter, wrote plays, toured with his own theatre company, gave acting a shot. But he also kept chickens for a while, worked in the family dry goods store, and like many another nineteenth-century American entrepreneur tried selling any number of products, including oil. It wasn’t quite ‘snake oil’, as the miracle-cure elixirs sold by travelling salesmen at the time were popularly known, but it wasn’t far off. He married Maud Gage, daughter of women’s rights campaigner Matilda Joslyn Gage, and herself an active campaigner for women’s suffrage. In 1889 they moved to Aberdeen, South Dakota, where Maud’s three siblings lived, in search of opportunity. Those opportunities included opening a variety ‘bazaar’, a specialty store so specialized that it failed; cash-strapped sod farmers did not have money to spare for china dolls and willow-ware. Baum then began publishing a weekly newspaper, the Aberdeen Saturday Pioneer, where he developed a voice as a satirist and keen observer of local life. When that failed, he tried buying for a department store, became a travelling salesman, and across the Midwest he witnessed the devastating effects of drought at close hand.


It was not until he was forty, and had moved his family to Chicago, that Baum sat down to write The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. He was partly inspired, he later said, by the famous ‘White City’ of the 1893 Columbian Exposition in Chicago, which showed Americans the city of the future. Baum’s Emerald City, brought to life a few years later, was influenced by many of these experiences: the shining baubles of department stores, the sense of futuristic optimism, and the hucksterism of carnivals, as Baum’s Emerald City proves to be not emerald at all, but a white city. The wizard is a ‘humbug’ from Omaha, Nebraska, who tricks everyone into thinking his white city is emerald by making them wear tinted glasses. Not rose-tinted, but emerald-tinted: Midwestern dreams are not of romance, but of the colour of money. And Oz is a place in which salvation comes in the form of water, the water that melts the wicked witch of the west, the water that a drought-starved country needed most of all.


While in South Dakota, Baum (who voted as a Republican when it was still recognizably the party of Lincoln) also came to sympathize with the emergence of a new political coalition called the Populists, who reached the height of their influence in the 1890s, and the bourgeoning progressive cause. In particular, the Populists were adamantly opposed to the gold standard, and the country was swept by fierce controversies over monetary policy, as populists called for a free supply of silver to stimulate the economy and argued over how the value of ‘greenbacks’, as paper money was known, should be fixed. The most prominent spokesman for the People’s Party was preacher, lawyer and politician William Jennings Bryan, known as the ‘Prairie Populist’, who opposed the gold standard and was known for the power of his rhetoric.


For many years readers have argued that the symbolism in The Wizard of Oz is patterned around the populist debates of the 1890s. Baum’s Dorothy does not wear ruby slippers, but silver ones, which give her power; she walks on a yellow brick road, suggesting the idea of a country where the streets are supposed to be paved with gold but merely painted yellow; and she seeks the city of emeralds, which some have seen as representing the greenback controversy. Although Baum jocularly declared that he got the name ‘Oz’ from his filing cabinet, which was lettered ‘O–Z’, others have argued that he was introducing the abbreviation for ounce, the measurement of gold and silver. In this reading Dorothy is a Midwestern everyman, the scarecrow a farmer, the tin man an industrial worker, and the lion is William Jennings Bryan, who roared loudly but wielded little real power. The Winged Monkeys have similarly been read as an allegory for native Americans; their king informs Dorothy: ‘Once we were a free people, living happily in the great forest, flying from tree to tree, eating nuts and fruit, and doing just as we pleased without calling anybody master.’


These allegorical readings are also supported by the novel’s clear references to another allegory: Pilgrim’s Progress, a book all but universally read by nineteenth-century American children. (It features heavily in Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women as well.) Dorothy’s quest recognizably mirrors that of Bunyan’s pilgrims, whose journey from ‘this world to that which is to come’ takes them from the City of Destruction to the Celestial City.


But we need not read the novel as an allegory – a schematic representation of one idea – to recognize the ways in which American culture and history shaped Baum’s tale. Oz is a nation defined around regionalism, in which regions are marked by people of different colour and politics shift along sectional divides. The Munchkins in the East all wear blue, the province of the South is red, and later books reveal that the Gillikin country of the North is purple (although Dorothy never travels to the North in her first sojourn in Oz). Baum consistently calls the people of the West the ‘yellow Winkies’, and makes clear that they are forced labourers. It is easy to see in these ‘yellow men’ of Baum’s West the Chinese immigrants in the American West, whose status in the United States had become highly contested after the Chinese Exclusion Act of 1882 denied them immigration rights. Nor is it a very great step from the name ‘Winkies’ to the contemporary racist commonplace of the ‘slant-eyed Chinaman’.


Oz is also a land marked by slavery. The Wicked Witch of the East ‘held all the Munchkins in bondage for many years, making them slave for her night and day. Now they are all set free and are grateful to you for the favour’, the Witch of the North tells Dorothy. Nor are the Winkies and Munchkins the only examples of bondage in the book. In fact, Dorothy is quite the emancipator: she frees the Munchkins inadvertently, but when she destroys the Wicked Witch of the West Dorothy’s ‘first act was to call all the Winkies together and tell them that they were no longer slaves’, like a little Abraham Lincoln. Baum wrote The Wizard of Oz as the practices and laws of Jim Crow segregation, which sought to disenfranchise black people in the aftermath of slavery, were taking hold of the United States: the notorious US Supreme Court case Plessy v. Ferguson, which ruled that separate could be equal, was decided in 1896.


Oz is a country on the cusp of ‘civilization’, another current theme in political thought in the United States as Baum’s story was germinating. It was in 1890 that historian Frederick Jackson Turner declared the American frontier closed, just ten years before Oz was published. A mere five years before that, Twain’s Huckleberry Finn announced that he was lighting west for the Territory, to escape the ‘sivilizing’ influence of Aunt Sally. The Western, structurally, hinges on the tension between wilderness and civilization, as does much classic American literature, stretching back to Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans, and even to the captivity narratives of the seventeenth century. When Dorothy expresses wonder that witches survive in Oz, Baum brings themes of wilderness and civilization into his tale as well. ‘I do not know where Kansas is,’ the Witch of the North explains. ‘Is it a civilized country?’ When Dorothy assures her it is, the witch replies: ‘Then that accounts for it . . . The Land of Oz has never been civilized, for we are cut off from all the rest of the world.’


Such readings are not necessarily allegorical; rather they suggest the ways in which Oz is a country that mirrors the United States. Certainly Baum’s story suggests quintessentially American themes. It’s a road trip, without a car; Huck Finn floated down the Ohio river on a raft, while Dorothy follows the yellow brick road. It’s a fable about pioneers, about exploring new country in order to find your (way) home. It’s about making friends with strangers, and about multiculturalism. It’s about utopian visions of communitarianism, of a country shaped around the Jeffersonian ideal of yeoman farmers, cheerfully working to support themselves and sharing their bounty with passing strangers. It’s about self-reliance and perseverance, about self-realization, becoming the best version of yourself and overcoming adversity. It’s about freedom and autonomy, cooperation among strongly differentiated individuals.


It’s also about the joys of the latest technology, and hucksterism. (Baum has been compared to Walt Disney: he even tried to create adventure parks.) The man made of tin suggests a mechanical invention; he is succeeded in later books by Tik-Tok, a wind-up man. Indeed there’s a strong sense of nineteenth-century carnival culture among Baum’s creations, each more ‘remarkable’ than the last; it’s easy to imagine a sideshow barker describing their fascination, while the wizard is an itinerant circus performer. But Oz also feels a bit like a nineteenth-century department store window come to life: mannequins and china dolls, a scarecrow, a man made of tin, a stuffed lion, fairy godmothers and witches, funny small figures in coloured costume. All are animated with a wave of Baum’s magic wand.


In the MGM film, famously, Oz was just Dorothy’s dream, a place that transformed her ordinary life into a heightened surreality, so that her friends remain her friends but in altered form, and her enemy, Miss Gulch, becomes the witch she must defeat. Baum’s story, by contrast, makes Oz real, not imaginary. Time passes while Dorothy is gone, and Aunt Em is overjoyed when she returns at the end. The lesson of the film would seem to suggest that Dorothy should learn to be content with her lot; she longs for a new place at first, to go ‘over the rainbow’ (a phrase that never appears in the book), and then comes to realize that there’s no place like home. It is a message for the Great Depression, and it may seem positively un-American. Where is the striving, the ambition? The film strongly suggests its heroine should settle for less, in one sense. But in another important sense, Dorothy’s true desire is fulfilled: as the opening of the film makes clear, all Garland’s character wants is to be valued by those she loves, and their warm concern and joy at her recovery gives her all the validation she needs.


In the book, by contrast, Dorothy always knows that there’s no place like home. When her companions ask why she wants to return to somewhere grey and bleak, she answers simply that it’s home. The book literalizes the experience of escapism: the relief provided by escaping into a fantasy world that ameliorates the sadnesses or stresses of everyday life. Instead of escaping into a fantasy story for a while, Dorothy escapes into an actual fantasy land – but then she returns home, mirroring the experience of the reader. Escapism is temporary, by definition. Eventually we must return to reality: but first we escape.
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Introduction


Folklore, legends, myths and fairy tales have followed childhood through the ages, for every healthy youngster has a wholesome and instinctive love for stories fantastic, marvellous and manifestly unreal. The winged fairies of Grimm and Andersen have brought more happiness to childish hearts than all other human creations.


Yet the old-time fairy tale, having served for generations, may now be classed as ‘historical’ in the children’s library; for the time has come for a series of newer ‘wonder tales’ in which the stereotyped genie, dwarf and fairy are eliminated, together with all the horrible and blood-curdling incident devised by their authors to point a fearsome moral to each tale. Modern education includes morality; therefore the modern child seeks only entertainment in its wonder-tales and gladly dispenses with all disagreeable incident.
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