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FOREWORD

This book has a mountain to climb, and I’d like to address why the ascent is worth making. We do not believe that we live in mythic times, and we look back on such times—when knights sought the Holy Grail and Icarus flew too close to the sun—through a thick haze. Why myth? Why bother? At best myth flickers in and out of modern life, making it hard to tell whether a candle is sputtering out or a flame is beginning to spark.

We might think that myths are like fairy tales, enjoyed when we are children, yet left behind when the cares of adulthood force us to face hard reality. But there is another, deeper view. The most renowned expert on myth in the recent past was Joseph Campbell, who inspired readers (and millions more viewers who saw the 1988 television documentary series The Power of Myth) to place themselves at the center of their own personal myth. A man standing on the corner waiting for the light to turn could be the hero of a quest; a woman walking her preschooler to kindergarten could be expressing the eternal feminine.

No one is more capable of giving a complete narrative about myth than Jean Houston, who is passionate and astute about what myth can do. In The Wizard of Us, she amplifies the deeper view of myth through a virtuosic retelling of the beloved children’s story The Wizard of Oz, using the 1939 Hollywood film version starring Judy Garland as her text. Her aim is like Campbell’s; she wants the reader to see that each life has mythic value. Human beings cannot survive without meaning. Myths are the collective story of what our lives mean. As Houston says, myths are more than old tales; they are “codes and roads and maps.” Where we wind up on life’s journey depends on the map we carry with us.

And yet, why bother? The mountain of irrelevance towers over myth, and the reasons aren’t secret. Science has triumphed as the correct way to face reality. Facts are stronger than fairy tales. The imagination cannot rival reason when it comes to making important decisions and facing new challenges. The struggle to establish science on objective findings views subjectivity as the enemy. The world “in here” is dreamy and unreliable compared to the world of matter and energy “out there.” In the face of wholesale rejection, the best tactic is to co-opt our opponent. Houston joins a band of farseeing thinkers who declare that there is no split between “in here” and “out there.” Reality is whole. The only issue is how you choose to explore it.

Undeniably, all of us explore it through personal experience. Our lives are occupied trying to make sense of reality, and at the heart we cannot help but follow our deep yearnings. To love and be loved fulfills one yearning, but there are others. We yearn to belong, to bond, to be safe, to feel worthwhile, to create, to express ourselves, to know the truth about God. Myth assures us that human beings have been following the same yearnings since the beginning of recorded history. What makes the mythic journey more relevant today than ever before is the hole in our lives, the void created by gazing on a universe ruled by random chance, where human existence is barely a speck in the vastness of space and time. As physics pursues its own Holy Grail, the so-called Theory of Everything that will unite the fundamental forces in Nature, it has sidestepped a Theory of Me, which would be invaluable to the doubting, seeking, confused individual.

And yet again, why bother? Why should myth fill our yearning instead of other avenues, such as organized religion? Pinning your hopes on the hero’s quest isn’t automatically better than pinning your hopes on faith in God. As Houston discusses so intelligently, the only reliable guide is true knowledge. Faith is what we hope to be true, which isn’t the same. What myth gets at is true knowledge of the self. The self is the ultimate mystery, because no matter where you grab hold, it shifts, expands, evolves, evaporates, and leaks off into shadows down below and light up above. If myth accomplishes only one thing, it is to expose human beings as multidimensional creatures. Houston brilliantly shows that we can start anywhere, including a farmhouse in Kansas, and wind up in a transcendent world.

Truth is a word shot full of holes by skepticism. Myth lays claim to truth anyway, not because your life, and mine, is like a quest but because it is a quest. We want to write our own story, to be its author, not to be the pawn of fate, chance, or even God or the gods. No one volunteers to be insignificant. No one yearns to be powerless and without purpose. The self craves one thing: to express its potential. Looking outside ourselves, we confront limited possibilities; looking inside, the possibilities expand as far as the mind can see. From hidden, invisible possibilities, people create their life story, amalgamated from vision, dream, fear, hope, belief, desire, and expectation.

It’s an unstable mixture, and there are no fixed formulas for success. When people shrug off myth (as they might shrug off art, philosophy, or spirituality) because it’s too soft to be useful in a hard world, they have turned things upside down. Hard reality is fixed, resistant, unyielding, and full of obstacles. We can’t penetrate it; we can only adapt to it, and probably surrender in the end. Soft reality is flexible, always changing, shaped by desire, and ruled by the mind. Soft reality is more real than hard reality. It is dynamic; it lives and grows. It takes us closer to the source, the womb of creation. Myth explains how soft reality works. It unfolds the mystery touched upon by noted physicist Freeman Dyson when he said, “I have found a universe growing without limit in richness and complexity, a universe of life surviving forever and making itself known to its neighbors across unimaginable gulfs of space and time. . . . life and intelligence can succeed in molding this universe of ours to their own purpose.”1

There is the key: we have created a human universe. Reality is a mirror. Behind the mask of a cosmic machine whose parts can only be tinkered with, the universe is humanized. There is no other way it can exist, in fact, since nothing “out there” can be experienced except in our own consciousness. Every life story follows the trail pioneered by physicist David Bohm, among others, when he wrote, “In some sense man is a microcosm of the universe; therefore what man is, is a clue to the universe.”2 Exactly. This is a scientific way of affirming mythic truth.

In one important area Jean Houston betters Joseph Campbell—she makes myth livable. The practical side of this book lies in the Process sections of The Wizard of Us. To be the author of our own story, we have to get to work. The kind of work needed is inner work first, but transformation “in here” leads to results in the outer world as well.

I hope I’ve addressed the mountain that confronts us, and why the ascent is worth making. Jean Houston argues passionately that nothing else matters as much, since the fate of the planet depends on a collective decision. Humanity must find a way to change the narrative that currently leads to the edge of a precipice. Your art and mine is to author our own lives. Jean Houston makes the journey joyful and optimistic. In the end, will any other impulse ever arrive at the goal?

—Deepak Chopra
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INTRODUCTION

Some years ago, I was sent to Taiwan on a traveling seminar with a small team sponsored by The Institute of Cultural Affairs International. We were to study the island nation’s remote peoples and explore areas that few urban Taiwanese and even fewer tourists ever got to see. Surrounded by mountains, we were caught one night in a raging typhoon that seemed endless. We huddled on the slate floor of an aboriginal temple while rain dripped onto our faces through cracks in the stone roof. Great sheets of water fell from an infinite sky that had become an ocean. Lightning illuminated the dark temple every few seconds, allowing glimpses of what appeared to be shrunken heads hanging from the ceiling. (In fact, that’s exactly what they were: shrunken heads.) Another flash, and a carved effigy of an ancestor loomed out of nowhere. Yet another blast of light, and a mask of demon power grimaced against the night.

My stomach was heavy with gristly snake meat. It was swimming in gluey poi paste that had been wrapped in a steamed banana leaf. The dish had been part of the festival dinner kindly offered to us by our hosts, members of the Hakka aboriginal village. They regaled us with songs and dances reminiscent of the Polynesian culture from which they were descended before coming to live in the center of Taiwan a thousand years before.

Having sought refuge with us, they explained the shrunken heads: “Oh, those are souvenirs of earlier days when we were headhunters.” The last head had been acquired in World War II when a poor Japanese soldier stumbled upon their encampment, to his everlasting regret.

Incessant rain pelted the roof. In the midst of Nature’s fireworks, our host declared that there was no point in trying to sleep. His grandmother, a spiritual leader of the community, sat beside him. She was a tiny woman, probably close to ninety, and a formidable presence. Her quick, little hands worked away at some beaded handicraft while her grandson translated her remarks.

“Bring in the teapot,” she ordered. “This is a night for stories.” She turned her matriarchal eye on me, and she commanded, “You must tell us a story from your own land.”

“Uh, what kind of story would you like me to tell?” I was nervous. I could not imagine an American saga that would have any relevance to these people.

The elder conferred with her relatives. At that moment the storm got wilder. Battering rain pushed the door open, drenching those sitting near the threshold. The matriarch cackled and said, “Tell us a story about typhoons and doors that open into other worlds.” Or such was the gist of the translation. I cast about in my mental library for storms and doors. With a lifetime of reading and listening to stories and myths, I found there was much from which to choose.

Just then the lightning poured forth a mighty jolt of voltage, turning Grandma into the incarnation of Mama Wizard, Mama Magus, Mama Magician. Lit up, she was the very model of an Asian Hecate, a Wizard of the East. Of course, that was it! “I will tell you the story of The Wizard of Oz,” I announced. “The movie version,” I added, for the benefit of my American companions.

Through the lightning-spattered night, drawn together against the storm, they listened, the Americans reverent before a core story of their culture, interrupting only to sing a song from the movie, the Taiwanese and the aboriginal folks adding commentary throughout. They seemed to find many correspondences between their own ancient tales and the one I was telling. Witches, good and bad, were well-known figures; the Wizard was seen as a Taoist Immortal who flew up to heaven in some magical contrivance. The lion became a dragon, and the scarecrow was assimilated into the favorite folk hero known as Monkey, while little Dorothy carried overtones of Kwan Yin.

When I finally drew to a close, intoning the great words of benediction: “There’s no place like home,”* the old woman bit the thread of her beadwork, thus bringing it to a close also. Outside, Nature was silent. The windowless room was so dark we could not tell whether it was day or night. Like Dorothy, we moved to the door to see where the house had landed. And when we opened the door, we did not see rain. Blazing technicolor greeted our eyes—just like in the movie; a rendezvous of rainbows, dripping palettes of color from every tree, a world made of myth and magic. Next to me, a young member of the community attempted a little English. “There’s no place like home,” she said.

“There’s no place like home.” What a charged and mythic phrase, innocent on the surface, but a continent loaded with possibilities when we dive deeper. “Home” is a return to what we really are—our code, our seeding, our potential destiny. How do we get there? What roads do we follow? Who has the map?

All of these codes and roads and maps are contained in the world’s myths—the great stories of heroic adventures, blessed blunders, and the circle within the circles—that guides us through the maze so that we may find the deeper meaning of our lives. Myths give us the security of place and of our capacity to survive, to surmount evil, to trust in our enormous untapped potentials. They reveal to us the multidimensional universe that lies within each of us.

Let us consider the importance of The Wizard of Oz as a secular risen myth of North American culture and as one that has important things to tell us about our relationship to the world and our place in it. Since most people know the story in its movie form, not in its original form as the book by L. Frank Baum, I will deal largely with the movie.

Many difficulties occurred during the movie’s production, including quarrels and firings and utter chaos. Margaret Hamilton as the Wicked Witch caught fire in the second take of her fiery exit from Munchkinland, and the Munchkins made rude passes at Judy Garland. Even little Terri, the dog who played Toto, caused a complete stoppage of the production when he had a nervous breakdown (and who could blame him? You’ve seen those flying monkeys!) But in spite of all of this, the film emerged as a pure, deep, and glorious evocation of a great story greatly told. It is a true work of art. And just as great myth is authorless, rising out of the collective unconsciousness, so the film version of The Wizard of Oz, with its many attempts at authorship, remains, finally, without a single author.

Something rich and strange was occurring in Hollywood studios from 1938 to 1939—active mythmaking was in progress. The latter was the greatest year of the golden age of Hollywood. And Hollywood was the mythic center of America. Some of the pictures that came out that year include: Gone With the Wind; Wuthering Heights; Gunga Din; Beau Geste; Drums Along the Mohawk; Intermezzo; Goodbye, Mr. Chips; Young Mr. Lincoln; Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, The Women, Juarez, and of course, The Wizard of Oz. All have a healthy dose of fantasy at their core; people responded to these films because of their mythic base, and also because they are essentially idealistic, not cynical. They speak to basic human needs and to where we find our substance—far more so than do films of today. These films have a sense of innocence and security, and they mirror the spirit of the country at the time. They reflect a new self-confidence after the country weathered ten years of Depression. The films of 1939 affirmed America’s belief in itself and its ability to endure the emerging issues of power and plenty, or the lack thereof.

This may account for The Wizard of Oz’s popularity as well. Apart from being shown in movie theaters since its original release, it has been shown on television in over 900 million homes. It has an audience who can recite the dialogue and knows the songs by heart. It has become a common experience for over four generations. Popular culture is replete with references to Oz. We can find greeting cards, T-shirts, magnets, stickers, coffee mugs, cell phone ringtones, lunchboxes, and more, all carrying images or quotes from the movie. It has become part of our collective consciousness—and because of this, it continues to speak to the deepest part of our hearts as it continues to mythologize our minds.

The Wizard of Oz is a mythic tale especially appropriate in our present time as we move into a planetary culture. There is a world mind that is rising. By that, I mean that nations can no longer afford to be islands unto themselves. The days of isolation and domination are over. We are all connected. What happens in one place quickly affects us all. In these accelerated times, we are being called to expand our ways of being; to open ourselves to the cultures of other countries; to learn as much as we can about each other and the earth itself, so we can all thrive. We stand on the brink of a new way of being that is so much more than we previously imagined.

The Wizard of Us: Traveling Mythically in Oz is a primer for training the mind to see the world in its diverse and simultaneous truths. In these chapters we identify the semiotics, or symbols, of the universal myth within. By doing so, we begin to live deliberate lives that actively connect the codes and symbols of our shared mythic story to our increased understanding of our connection to, and within, the world that now requires this shift from us.

We follow young Dorothy from Kansas down the Yellow Brick Road of the Hero’s Journey. We use her heroic journey to examine the meanings of those many symbols that mark the way, and we learn to find key elements that allow us to understand where we are in our own journeys. Through our examination we learn to enhance our ability to see the layered meanings behind moments in our everyday lives and use them as touchstones to extrapolate the potentials around us. Once we begin to do that, we expand our minds and hearts, and we find the courage to create a sustainable society that works for the environment and all beings. Finally, as we answer the call to our fullest lives, we explore the ultimate questions of origin: Who are we? Where are we going? Where do we belong? Who are we in relation to other beings? How are we being called to become our best possible selves—creators of a new way of living at this critical time? We learn that it is possible to create a new Emerald City with all of the wonders of Oz right here on earth.

    

    * All dialogue and quotes throughout this book are from the 1939 film version of this tale. The Wizard of Oz, directed by Victor Fleming (1939; Culver City, CA: Warner Bros. Family Entertainment, 1999), DVD.
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WE’RE OFF TO SEE THE WIZARD

We are living in the most unique time in human history. Other times in history thought they were it. They were wrong. This is it. Often our everyday, local experience is not sufficient for the enormity of the challenges that are laid upon us in this most remarkable of times. Many people have lost their belief in our economic system, our healthcare system, or our educational system. The old ways of doing things are no longer working. We are now seeking the emergence of the deeper story. We are seeking our mythic lives.

Do you feel the passion within, urging you to live the greater story of your life? Myth is always about the making of the soul. It is the journey of the heroic soul as you travel from an outmoded existence to an amplified life. And in times of breakdown and breakthrough—which we’re in right now—myths arise telling us of the new heroes, the new heroines, and of the noble journey we must take in search of the Possible Human both within ourselves and in others.

How do we evoke this emergence? How do we inspirit this possible, passionate human so that we may not just survive our time but thrive, leaving as our legacy a new way of being for our children, our grandchildren, and the future? It is only when we have discovered this possibility that we can go beyond our pessimism and create a world in which we make a difference.

There is an essential story, one that encompasses all the others and shows the human journey in its most complete and potent form. My old friend and colleague Joseph Campbell identified this essential story, the Hero’s Journey, by studying its appearance in over 240 key stories the world over. In this book we use the term hero to denote both genders. Women have always been and continue to accomplish heroic feats with the difference that their emphasis has tended to be on process rather than on product—making things cohere, relate, develop, and grow. While the heroine may be less strident, she is nevertheless courageous and brings a new focus to the inner experience being of equal value to the outer action.

Campbell drew upon the vast archive of the world’s stories that tell of the journey of the hero and his transformation. A pattern of details and incidents emerges from these stories. A potent similarity in theme and sequence lives within the tales of many times and cultures, showing that the world’s peoples are, at our core, more alike than different.

In Campbell’s book The Hero with a Thousand Faces,1 we learn that all the stories ever told by oral tradition, in books, on television, and certainly in movies, have the same elements that move the story forward to a satisfying ending and make it an engaging tale that rings true in our hearts. The Hero’s Journey begins with the Call to Adventure, a grand summons that beckons the hero to leave old concepts and journey forth into new ways of being. In most cases, the hero is a reluctant hero in that he or she is going about his or her normal life at the beginning of the story and suddenly the everyday world is thrown radically out of balance. In The Wizard of Oz, Dorothy is called to a larger life beyond her outmoded situation.

You may have already felt this Call to Adventure in your own life. Now that you have experienced it, with all its triumphs and disasters, shadows and glory, you may find yourself awaiting a different kind of call. A call perhaps from the earth herself and her people, the hounds of heaven barking at your heels, calling you to make a difference in the world.

The next stage in Campbell’s cycle of the Hero’s Journey is the Refusal of the Call: putting off the summons or delaying it because it comes at an inconvenient time or because you don’t feel yourself worthy. The regular job, the regular paycheck, the habitual routines and their drugs of fatigue and futility can all inhibit the call. You find that you can keep refusing the call until you can’t stand yourself anymore. You can refuse the call, but something will keep reminding you, needling you until you step into your destiny.

Once the hero accepts the call, he or she receives special aid on the adventure from magical allies who help the hero make important decisions along the path. In the case of The Wizard of Oz, Dorothy accepts the call, finds herself in Oz, and meets magical allies in the form of Glinda, the Good Witch of the North; the Scarecrow; the Tin Man; and the Cowardly Lion.

On her path, the hero next comes to the Guardian of the Threshold. This is often a typically unfriendly monster given to schedules, fixed habits, and attitudes cast in stone. A worthy adversary, the guardian often shows up in everyday life as a supervisor or boss or an unsolicited advisor who follows the status quo. At worst, this guardian metaphorically (or literally, in the movies) devours the hero or turns the hero into a wimpy version of herself. At best, the guardian hones the hero’s pluck and cunning and requires that she engage the guardian in witty banter in order to get past the dangers. This is where the hero learns to think outside of the box. This is also the point where the hero actually crosses into the field of adventure, leaving the known limits of his or her world behind, and ventures into an unknown realm of amplified power. In traditional journeys, this stage involves leaving the world of ordinary reality and entering the inner, visionary realms where the rules and limits are unknown. In our story, this realm is Oz.

Once across the threshold, our hero reaches the Belly of the Whale. He or she is swallowed by the unknown, be it a whale, a wolf, or a cave. This is where the hero lets go of old habits that are no longer useful. Old conditioning is released in order for the hero to be rewoven into a stronger and brighter form. The Belly of the Whale can appear in many guises in our real lives. It can take the form of a depression or introversion or even a strong need to get away from it all.

The Belly of the Whale represents the final separation from the hero’s known world and known self. It is sometimes described as the person’s lowest point, but it is actually the point at which the hero is between or is transitioning between worlds and selves. The separation has been made, or is being made, or is being fully recognized between the old world and old self and the potential for a new world and new self. By entering this stage of the journey, our hero shows a willingness to undergo a metamorphosis or even the death of the old self in order to emerge as a new being.

Now our hero comes to the Road of Trials along the Hero’s Journey. This is a time of incredible tests and extraordinary adventures! Campbell told us that this is where “the hero moves in a dream landscape of curious fluid, ambiguous forms, where he must survive a succession of trials.”2 Generally, this sequence is the favorite of storytellers, epic poets, and novelists, for it is here that they give full vent to the dread we all feel before the unknown and the unbound, be it in desert, wilderness, or sea, or in the corresponding places in the labyrinth of our own unconscious life. Our hero is hurled into adventures and challenges for which she has had little preparation and yet somehow finds the resources to survive. The hero’s magical helpers and supernatural allies help out on the Road of Trials.

The next stage of the journey brings the hero to the deepest stage of the cycle, where a Father/Creator character, also known as the Presence, recognizes him. The hero achieves a sacred marriage with a spiritual form or inner beloved of the soul and enters his apotheosis or transformation.

It has been said that the Meeting with the Beloved represents the point in the adventure when the hero experiences a love that has the power and significance of the all-powerful, all-encompassing, unconditional love that a fortunate infant may experience with his or her mother. It is also known as the hieros gamos, or sacred marriage, the union of opposites, and may take place entirely within the person. In other words, the person begins to see herself in a nondualistic way. This is a very important step in the process of the Hero’s Journey and is often represented by the hero finding the other person that he or she loves most completely. Although Campbell described the symbolism of this step as a meeting with a goddess, unconditional love and self-unification do not have to be represented by a man or a woman.

In fact, Campbell offered us an alternative way to meet the demands of this stage of the adventure: stealing or acquiring a boon or favor for which we are questing. This has taken many, many forms: an elixir of life, the fire of immortality, the key to knowledge, the ring of power, the philosopher’s stone—in other words, some big-time reward. “Intrinsically,” Campbell wrote, “it is an expansion of consciousness and therein of being.”3 In the case of our friends in Oz, the Wizard grants the boons of a brain, a heart, courage, and a way home, but as we all know from the film, Dorothy and her allies discover that they had these attributes all along, they only needed to believe in themselves to discover their many latent talents and powers.

Once the boon is granted, our hero is ready for the magical flight back across the threshold with the boon intact, so that with it, he or she may restore the world. At this moment in the Hero’s Journey, our hero becomes the Master of Two Worlds, able to bring the greening power of the depth world into the graying world of ordinary space and time. This certainly is the case with Dorothy Gale when she returns as a fully empowered and activated hero at the end of The Wizard of Oz. In your case, you may find new reserves of inner strength and the passion for the possible. You may find the ability to become strongly related to ideas that you love and cherish, to appreciate what you have created, and to have the gift of sustaining that appreciation over time.

We are all on a Hero’s Journey. We have all experienced a Call to Adventure. We have all lived through a Belly of the Whale experience. You don’t have to be Hercules or Achilles, Odysseus or Perseus to be a hero. Consider the power you exercise right here, right now. You have the capacity to do some good in the world, to do brilliant, beautiful things. However, you may not know this, or you may forget what you are capable of during the stress of the everyday world. Any one of us born in this scientific age of quantum realities recognizes that we are all every part of every story. You may realize that you are both the storyteller and the story itself. So, what story are you telling? What story are you being? We take a look at the stages of our own lives as we move along this Hero’s Journey with Dorothy.

Myth is the loom on which we may weave our own journey of transformation. I find that regardless of whatever culture I’m working with, people grow further and faster in both their human and their social potentials if there is a story or myth attached to the work. That is because we are the living, breathing connection between the great stories that speak to what is deep and eternal in us, and the playing out of these stories in real life. Each part of any myth offers opportunities to weave physical, mental, psychological, and spiritual growth, thus enabling us to move much more fully through these dimensions of the self. Growth in body, mind, and psyche allows you to enter the larger story of our world, as well as your own story.

Myth speaks to all conditions. It transcends time, place, gender, job, and status. Working with myth in a creative manner can provide us with fresh perspectives on our life journey. It can take us beyond our ordinary, habitual ways of being to the essence of who and what we really are or can be.

In myths ancient and modern, we travel into deeper parts of ourselves. We explore magic with Merlin, fight for the good with Wonder Woman, become Isis seeking Osiris, and even join the Starship Enterprise crew in seeking out new worlds and galaxies. We experience epic challenges in space with Prince Leia, quest for the Grail with Percival, descend into the underworld with Inanna, and voyage with Odysseus. We assume the passion and pathos of Psyche and Eros, Romeo and Juliet; we search for the Beloved of the Soul with the lovers who inhabit the mythic universe.

All the complexities of our shadowed selves are also represented—by the great villains of the mythic universe: Mordred, Darth Vader, wicked stepmothers, Voldermort, and the indifferent gods of chaos. Gradually, we discover that their stories are our own stories. They bear the amplified rhythms of our own unique local life, and by touching into them, we touch into the larger frequency, the larger rhythms, the larger life. Mythic kingdoms thrive inside of you, their societies intact. Think of Arthurian Camelot. Can you almost feel the reverberation of that great civilization that continues to arise in you?

These mythic characters, themes, and whole societies within give us their power, their prestige, their tragedy and comedy, and their resurrection. Chances are you have experienced this in your own life. Have you ever been like Romeo or Juliet, madly in love? Or Hercules, performing one arduous task after another? Have you been Yoda, with the wisdom that he imparts? They’re all there. Having lived through Joan of Arc, Rumi White Buffalo Calf Woman, or little Dorothy, we return to our own lives deepened and enhanced. We discover that we live in a greater universe with larger potentials, capacities that transcend and invigorate us beyond the potentials we learned in our local lives, fine as they may be.

What you see in The Wizard of Oz is not only myth but also a powerful initiatory drama of the Hero’s Journey. Explicitly, it is about Dorothy’s initiatory rite of passage from her home in Kansas, through the deep, archetypal world of Oz with all that she learns there, and her return to Kansas. Implicitly, however, it is about Dorothy’s rite of passage from childhood, through the perils of adolescence. Dorothy goes home to Kansas, but not before she grows up in Oz. Not before she discovers her own world of sufficiency and abundance. It is in Oz that she undergoes the great Road of Trials that teaches her about discovering the riches and uses of one’s full intelligence, friendship, and compassion. She also learns about the genius of working in partnership with others and how the committed community can do almost anything. Finally, she learns about the magic, the wizardry, the sacred potency that lies within each of us, even though we may initially fear it or see it as pointless, but eventually accept and appreciate it. The movie ends where it begins, in Kansas. Dorothy has gone home, but she is changed; she has grown, deepened. Although she feels she can find everything in her own backyard, we in the audience know that the backyard contains the vaster domains of her own subconscious mind, and quite possibly the collective unconscious of the human race and the planetary mind as well. Dorothy returns mythic, and we know that she will green the wasteland of Kansas with her newfound knowings. Indeed, the subsequent books in the Oz series state just that; they open up a bridge between two worlds that is constantly available. That is the power of myth. It is deep. It allows us to be more.

Let’s take a brief look at the person who brought this story out of the ether and onto the page. L. Frank Baum (1856–1919) wrote The Wonderful Wizard of Oz in 1900. The book became an instant success. However, Baum’s personal Road of Trials was a long and arduous one, spanning decades of failure after failure in business, as well as a fair amount of personal heartache. In fact, one could certainly say that Baum lived a mythic life while traveling his own Hero’s Journey. His tenacity and overall optimistic attitude are inspirational for those of us who may think we have it rough sometimes.

In the enlightening biography on Baum’s life, The Real Wizard of Oz by Rebecca Loncraine, we learn much about the “man behind the curtain.”4 In 1898 Baum got a flash of inspiration about a little girl swept from her home in Kansas by a fearsome tornado and plunked down in a magical land filled with wonders. The author claimed that the idea came to him whole and all at once, as though it had been there all along, waiting for him to discover it. (This story was corroborated by Baum’s great-granddaughter in a personal email to me.) “Frank Baum, who wrote the story entirely by hand with a pencil, said that ‘the tale came easily, as if it were being written through him.’”5

To make sure that children responded favorably to various aspects of the story, he would often test his ideas on kids in his neighborhood in an animated fashion that drew upon all of his acting and storytelling skills. As the story goes, Baum was telling the tale of Dorothy, the Scarecrow, the Tin Man, and the Cowardly Lion to a group of children in his study one afternoon when a child asked where all these fascinating creatures lived. What was the name of the place? Baum’s gaze fell upon a file cabinet across the room with drawers marked A–N and O–Z. And his answer, of course, was “Oz!”6

Baum was pleased with this new work and on December 31, 1899, he had a finished manuscript of his latest achievement: The Emerald City. The title was soon changed because of a superstition held by publishers that any book with a jewel mentioned in the title would never be successful,7 and after sifting through many other possibilities, the title The Wonderful Wizard of Oz won out. The book was dedicated to his faithful, loving wife, Maud, who had stuck with her hard-working husband through the good times and the numerous challenging times—the one who had believed in him and encouraged his imagination all along the way.

It is interesting to note that this book was completed just as one century ended and another began, much like the energy of the current time in which we find ourselves. Our world is on the brink of great transformation, and Baum’s simple, yet powerful multilayered, mythic story has emerged once again to guide us.

Baum and a talented illustrator, William Wallace Denslow, pooled their resources to partially pay for publication of the novel, which was beautifully illustrated in full color. It was a risk. In her children’s biography of Baum’s life, Kathleen Krull wrote:

Frank’s first clue about how his risk would pay off came near Christmas. The Baums were out of money again. Maud insisted that he stop by his publisher’s office to ask for some—even one hundred dollars would be a help. So he did. The publisher wrote him a check and he stuck it in his pocket without looking at it. Back at home, Maud was ironing shirts. The legend is that she asked for the money and then dropped the iron and burned a hole in the shirt. (The check was for several thousand dollars.)8

Frank Baum’s years of struggle finally paid off. The Wonderful Wizard of Oz was a tremendous success when it came out. Since its first publication, it has been translated into multiple languages across the globe and remains one of the best-loved creations in all of children’s literature to this day.

In bringing us the rich and vibrant world of Oz, L. Frank Baum truly lived out and immortalized his own Hero’s Journey, creating a world of endless possibility all around us. In his time he wrote fifty-five novels, eighty-two short stories, over two hundred poems, and many scripts, often attempting to bring his work to stage and screen. His imaginative works predicted such amazing inventions as cell phones, laptop computers, and television.
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