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OZ 15 U5
Celebrating the Wizards centennial

BY JOHN UPDIKE

Wizard of Oz," by L. Frank
Baum, was published by the soon-to-
be-defunct Chicago-based firm of
George M. Hill. The Library of Con
gress is hosting a commemorative exhi
bition, and Norton has brought out a
centennial edition of "The Annotated
Wizard of Oz,"editedandannotatedby
Michael PatrickReam ($39.95). Hearn,
weleam from apreface byMartinGard
ner, became aBaum expert while hewas
an English major at Bard College, and
put forward an annotated "Wizard"
when he was only twenty years old.
Gardner, the polymathic compiler of
"The Annotated Alice" (1960) and
"More Annotated Alice" (1990), had
been invited to do tlie same, in 1970,
for Baums fable; disclaiming compe
tence, he recommended theyoung Bard
Baumist toClarkson N.Potter,whopub
lishedReam's tome in 1973. In the years
since, Ream has produced annotated
versions of Charles Dickens's "Christ

mas Carol" and Mark Twain's "Ruckle-
berryFinn," added to the vast tracts of
Baum scholarship, co-authored abiogra
phy ofW.W. Denslow, the"Wizard" 's
illustrator, and labored at a still unpub
lished "definitive biography" of Baum.
Presumably, he and Norton have been
patientlywaiting, with fresh slews ofan
notation and illustration, for the centen
nial(whichisalsothat of Dreiser's "Sister
Carrie," Conrad's "Lord Jim," Colette's
first Claudine novel, and Freud's "Inter
pretation ofDreams") toroll around.

It is not hard to imagine why Gard
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nerducked theoriginal assignment. The
two "Akce"books are more literate, intri
cate, andmodernist than Baum's "Won
derful Wizard," and Lewis Carroll's
mind, laden with mathematical lore,
chess moves, semantic puzzles, and the
riddles of Victorian religion, was more
susceptible to explication, at least bythe
like-minded Gardner. ButBaum, Ream
shows in his introduction, was a com
plicated character, too—a Theosophist,
an expert onpoultry, a stagestruck actor
and singer, a fine amateur photogra
pher, aninventive household tinkerer, a
travelling china salesman, and, only bya
final shift, a children's writer. Re was
forty-four when "TheWonderful Wiz
ardof Oz"was published. His prior bib
liography included a directory of stamp
deders, a treatise on the mating and
management of Hamburg chickens, a
definitive work entitled "The Art of
Decorating Dry Goods Windows and
Interiors" (also celebrating its centen
nial), and a few smallvolumesfor chil
dren. Baum's life (1856-1919) reflects
the economic and ideological adventur
ism of his America. Ream tells us that
his father, Benjamin Ward Baum,"fol
lowed nearly as manycareers ashis son
would. He was building a barrel factory
in Chittenango [New York] when the
boywas bom,but made a fortune in the
infant Pennsylvania oil industry only a
few years later." Lyman Frank, one of
nine children, of whom five survived
into adulthood, was raised on a luxurious
estate in Syracuse and educated by En
glish tutors. Re was adreamy reader ofa

boy. He lasted only two years at Peek-
skill Military School, and went on to
Syracuse Classical School, -without, ap
parently, graduating. Re married the
twenty-year-old Maud Gage when he
•was twenty-six and, grown into a lanky
man Mth a large mustache, was tour
ingas thestar of a musical melodrama,
"The Maid of Arran," which he had
written—book, lyrics, and music. His
mother-in-law, Matilda Joslyn Gage,
was a prominent feminist and a keen
Theosophist; she had not wanted her
daughter to leave Cornell to marry an
actor. But Maud did anyway, and when
she became pregnant Frankleft thethea
tre. With his uncle, Adam Baum, he es
tablished Baum's Castorine Company,
marketing an axle grease invented by
his brother Benjamin and still, in this
slipperyworld, being manufactured.

Maud's sisters and brother had all set

tled in the Dakota Territory; in 1888
Frank moved with his family to Aber
deen, SouthDakota,wherehe openeda
variety store, Baum's Bazaar. Drought
and depression caused the store tofad; in
1890Baum took overa weekly newspa
per, calling it the Saturday "Pioneer, and
by 1891 it, too, was failing. He found
employment in Chicago, first as a re
porter and then as a travelling salesman
withthewholesale china-and-glassware
firm of Pitkin ScBrooks.The two-and-
a-half-year Dakota interval gave him,
however, the Plains flavor cmcial to the
myth of Dorothy andtheWizard; gray
desolation and hardscrabble rural sur-
•vival compose the negative ofwhich Oz
is thecolorful print. In Baum's Kansas,
"even thegrass was notgreen, forthesun
had burned the tops of thelong blades
until they were thesame gray color tobe
seen everywhere." Chicago's spectacular
White City, builtof plaster andcement
for the 1893World'sColumbian Expo
sition on thelakeside marshes, gave both
Baum and his illustrator, Denslow, the



glitzand scale, but not the tint, of Oz's
Emerald City. A contemporary writer,
Frances Hodgson Burnett, likened the
White City to the City Beautiful in
Bunyan's "Pilgrims Progress," andwrote:

Endless chains of jewels seemed strung
and wound about it. The Palace of Flowers
held up a great crystal of lightglowing against
the dark blue of the sky, towers and domes
were crowned and diademed, thousands of
jewels hung among the masses of leaves, or
reflected themselves, sparkling in the dark
ness of the lagoons, fountains of molten jew
els sprung up, and flamed and changed.

Wovenof electric illusion (newly feasi
ble, thanks to the Wizard of Menlo
Park) and quickly an abandoned ruin,
the White City fed into Baums booka
melancholyundertone of insubstantial-
ity. A Bobbs-Merrill press release in
1903 claimed that the name Oz came

from the "0-Z" drawer of the authors

filing cabinet, but the name resonates
with a Shelley poem known to most
Victorians:

And on the pedestal these words appear:
"My name is Ozymandias, king of kings:
Look on my works, ye Mighty, and

despair!"
Nothing beside remains.

A noteof hoUowness, of dazzling fraud,
of frontier fustian and quackery taints
the Wizard in the first of the manyOz
books, before a plethora of wonders
turns him into a real sorcerer. In the

M-G-M movie, the seekere along the
yellow brickroadrapturouslysing, "The
Wizard of Oz is one because ... be

cause of the wonderful things he does";
then it turns out that what he does is

concoct casual hoioim with a crank and

escape in amismanaged hot-airballoon.
ButBaum,whoturned toediting and

writingasa wayof spending more time
withhisfour young sons, proved tobean
authentic wizard as a children's author.

He had madethe acquaintance of Wil
liam Wallace Denslow, a footloose artist
from Philadelphia who had come to
Chicago forthe Exposition; the twohad
definite and ambitious ideas about what

children's books should look like, and
paidforthecolor plates of theirfirst col
laboration, a book of Baum's verses

^ called "Father Goose, His Book." The
5 bookattracted praise from MarkTwain,
i William Dean Howells, and Admiral
5 George Dewey and, Hearn says, "be

came the best-selling picture book of
1900." That year saw the publication
of no fewer than five titles by Baum,of
which the "Wizard" was the last. Hill

was overwhelmed by orders, and went
back to press four times, for a total of
ninety thousand copies. The Minneapo
lis Journal called it, in November, "the
best children's story-book of the cen
tury"—high praise if the nineteenth
century was meant, more modest if the
infant twentieth.

In 1902, the GeorgeM. Hill Com
panywent bankrupt,in spiteof Baum's
success, and the rights to the "Wizard"
were placed in the crasser hands of
Bobbs-MerriH; meanwhile, Baum and
Denslow parted, each taking the Oz
characters with him, since their contract
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provided for separate ownership of text
andillustrations.That same year saw the
opening, at Chicago's Grand Opera
House, of "The Wizard of Oz," a "mu-
sical extravaganza" created by Julian
Mitchell, who was later to mastermind
"The Ziegfeld Follies." Mitchell had
scrawled "NoGood" across Baum's script
for afive-act operetta closely based onhis
tile,andsubstituted avaudevillian hodge
podge that capped its Chicago success
withayear-and-a-half runon Broadway
and a road career that lasted, off and on,
until 1911. The extravaganza increased
Baum's wealth, but it also encouraged
his tropism toward the theatrical. His
first sequel to the"Wizard,""The Mar
velous Land of Oz," in 1904, was de
signed to be thebasis of anotherextrav-
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As a writer, Baum rarely knew when to quit, unjurling marvelajier marvel.



aganza, featuring the vaudeville per
formers David C. Montgomery and
Fred A.Stone, who had played theTin
Woodman and the Scarecrow in the
Mitchell production.Thebookwas ded
icated to them and loaded with patter
and puns suitable to their routines. It
sold as a book but failed as a musical
called"TheWoggle-Bug,"with lyrics by
Baum and without, in the end, Mont
gomery and Stone. Antidpating the pig
gyback publicity system perfected by
WaltDisney, Baum promoted thisun
fortunate production with a "Woggle-
BugContest" in a Sunday comic page,
drawn byWalt McDougall and titled
"Queer Visitors from the Marvelous
Land of Oz."

Despite frail health (angina, gall
stones, inflamed appendix), Baum was a
whirlwind of activity until hisdeath, at
the age of sixty-two. Along with thir
teen Oz sequels, he wrote a teen-age-
oriented"AuntJane's Nieces" series un
der the name Edith Van Dyne, young
people's books under four otherpseudo
nyms, anadult novel published anony
mously, and many unpublished plays.
Splendidly dressed inawhite frock coat
with silklapels, hetoured with film-and-
slide presentations called "The Fairy-
logue and Radio-Pkys." A reviewer in
the Chicago Tribune wrrote that "his
ability to holda large audience's atten
tion during two hours of tenuous en
tertainment was amply demonstrated";
these early electronic productions were
expensive, however, and by 1911 had
helped bankrupt him. Thriftily moving
his California winter residence from the
Hotel del Coronado to a "handsome
bungalowhechristened Ozcot," inHol
lywood, Baum found himself surrounded
by the burgeoning movie industrywith
out being able to tap into it profitably.
The Oz FilmManukcturingCompany,
withBaum aspresident, produced some
silent films, beginningwith"ThePatch
work Girl of Oz" in 1914,but, dismissed
as"kiddie shows," they fell shortat the
box ofiice. In 1925, sixyears after Baum's
death, a movie of "The Wizard of Oz"
wasreleased; according to Heam inone
of hisstemermoods, itwas"totallykck-
ingthemagic of Baum's book" (though
a Laurel-less Oliver Hardy pkyed the
Tin Woodman), and "had a dreadful
script,written inpartbytheauthor's son
FrankJ. Baum." It was M-G-M's 1939
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Denslowsfinaldrawing captures
Dorothys hurry togethome.

adaptation, ofcourse, that hitthejackpot:
the three-million-dollar film showed no
profitonits original release, butitbecame
astaple ofpostwar telewsion. Ahundred
years after the"Wizard" 'spublication,
the movie is the main road into Oz.

Oz had very quickly become zoned
forcommercial activity, andthereis

something depressing about thechronicle
ofits exploitation, achronicle thatHeam
caps with a compendious footnote tak
ing us up through the all-black "Wiz"
(stage 1975, movie 1978) and the dead-
on-arrival Disney"Retum toOz" (1985).
And then there is the upcoming televi
sion series"Lost inOz,"producedbyTim
Burton. It is hard to read Baum's later
Oz books without feeling the exploita
tion in progress, by a writer who only
dimly understands hisownmasterpiece.
After his death, the serieswas extended
by Ruth Plumly Thompson, who be
tween 1921 and 1939 added nineteen ti
des; then, briefly, byJohnR.Neill, whose
spidery, often insipid drawings illustrate
all the Oz books but the first; byJack
Snow, a"minor sdence fiction writer"; by
Rachel Cosgrove; by Eloise Jarvis Mc-
Graw and Lauren McGraw Wagner;
andeven byBaum's son, who legallybat-
tied his mother for the precious trade
mark "Oz." And, Heam indefatigably
tellsus,"of late therehasgrownup a pe
culiar literary sub-genre of adult novels
drawing ontheOz mythology," such as
Geoflf Ryman's "Was" (1992) and Greg
ory Maguire's "Wicked: The Life and
Times of the Wicked Witch of the
West" (1995)—the products, presum
ably, of Oz-besotted children now aged
intopostmodem creators freed from fear
of copyright infringement.

The potentimages of the "Wizard"
docryoutforextension and elaboration.
The M-G-M motion picture improves

upon the book ina number ofways. It
eUminates, for example, the all tooAe
sopian (and, prior tocomputergraphics,
probably unfilmable) episode wherein
the Queen of the mice and her many
minions transport the Cowardly Lion
out ofthe poppybedwhere hehas fallen
asleep; instead, itretrieves from the 1902
musical theeffective stage business that
hada suddensnowstorm annulthe spell
of the poppies. The movie weeds outa
number of extravagant beasts and the
especially artificial episode of"theDainty
China Country" soquaintly planted on
the path tothe vritch's lair. Thescenario
amplifies the role of theWicked Witch
of^eWest, showing her as the source of
aU theobstacles in thepilgrims' path,as
she watches themon the private televi
sion of hercrystal ball. In thebook, she
is a relatively passive presence, easily
doused ("Inever thought alittle girllike
you would ever be able to melt me and
end myvricked deeds. Lookout—^here I
go!"), comparedwith thecacklinggreen-
faced film presence ofMargaret Hamil
ton, who dies mourning her"beautiful
wickedness!" Once she is dead, the film
picks up speed; after the Wizard's un
masking and his implanned departure, it
is virtu^y over, where Baum's tale dilly
dallies through further complications on
the way tothe GoodWitchofthe South,
with fresh humanoid gadgetry like
Fighting Trees and armless Hammer-
Heads and a mechanical plot depen
dency onthe Golden Cap and its three-
wish-control of theWingedMonkeys.
Asawriter, Baum rarely knew whento
quit, unfurling marvel after marvelwhile
the human content—a content shaped
by nonma^cal limitations—^leaked away.
Hedid not quite grasp thathis "Wizard"
concerns our ability to survive disillu
sion; miracles arehumbug.

TheHoEywood film begins with the
human, gray Kansas and, unlike the
book, plants onthatdrab land all the ac
tors who vnW. dominate Oz—the three
farmhands, the wicked Almira Gulch
onherbicycle. Professor Marvel in his
flimsy van.They are Kansans, and Doro
thy returns tothem. Hearn calls it"un
forgivable" thattheM-G-M movie cast
Oz as a dream; but Dorothy on awak
ening protests, "Itwasn't a dream." It |
was an alternative reality, an inner de- z
piction of how we grow. As Jerome ^
Charyn observes inhis excellent"Movie- 5=
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OvercastAugustmorning.
A little rainin the potholes,

A little shade on the shade.

The world is unconversational,and bides its own sweet time.
What youseeiswhatyousee, it seems to say, but we
Know better than that,

andkeep oureyes ontheX,thecloud-ridden sl^.

Heliotrope, we say, massaging itswings. Heliotrope.

land; Hollywood and the GreatAmeri
can Dream Culture" (1989), "The whole
film was about metamorphosis." Judy
Garland, who was sbcteen and notice
ably buxom in the role of Baum's pre-
pubescent Dorothy, was "awoman who
seemed to flowerfrom an ordinary lit
tlegirl." Growthismetamorphosis, and
self-understanding isgrowth.The Scare
crowalready hasbrains, theTin Wood
man is sentimental to a fault, the Lion
has courage enough, butuntiltheWiz
ard bestows external evidences (in the
movie more wittily than in the book)
theyfeeldeficient. Dorothy, capable and

-clear-sighted from the start,needs only
toaccept thegra^ness of home asapre
cious color, and to wish to return as ar-
dendyasshewished toescape "Overthe
Rainbow"—the movie's grand theme
song, nearlyremoved fromthe final cut.

Like Charyn and Salman Rushdie
(who has extolled the "Wizard" as "a
parable of themigrant condition"), I be
long to the generation more affected by
the movie thanbythebook. For the tes
timony of onewhoread all the Oz books
with adolescent credulity and delight,
Gore Vidal's longessayof 1977,printed
in twoparts in The New York Review of
Books, is impressive andpeppery. He sees
Baumasa protester against theviolence
of the rising American empire and"the
iron Puritan order." It is true that an un

dercurrent of dissidence in the Oz books

seems to have antagonized some Hbrar-
ians and critics; the director of the De
troitLibrary System, Ralph Ulveling, in
1957 pronounced themguilty of "nega
tivism" and"a cov/ardly approach tolife."
Baum,in his introduction to the "Wiz
ard," strikes a challenging note; he de-

—Charles Wright

plores die"horrible andblood-curdling"
incidents contained in "the old-time

fairy tale" and promises his readers "a
modernized fairy tale, inwhich thewon
derment and joy are retained and the
heart-aches and nightmares areleftout."
American Theosophy, to which Baum
had been introduced by his formidable
mother-in-law, mixed spiritualism and
Buddhist and Hindu beliefs wdth a me

liorism that rejected the darker, Devil-
acknowle'dging side of Christianity.
"God is Nature, and Nature God,"
Baum said; yethe also professed an ani
mistic vision in which

every bit of wood, everydrop of liquid,every
grain of sand or portion of rock has its myri
ads of inhabitants These invisible and va
pory beings are known as Elemencals. .. .
They are soulless, but immortal; frequently
possessed of extraordinary intelligence, and
again remarkably stupid.

Madame H. P. Blavatsky, founder of
theTheosophical Society, in her book
"Isis Unveiled" (1878) wrote of these
Elementals as "the creatures evolved

in the four kingdoms of earth, air, fire,
and water, and called by the kabalists
gnomes, sylphs, salamanders, and un-
dines."This giddying, virtually bacterial
multitudinousness came to character

ize Oz as sequels multiplied its regions
and its strange and magical tribes; but
the"Wizard" itselfpresents an unclut
tered cosmogony, drawn in brightblunt
tints. According to Theosophy, our as
tral bodies come in distinct colors, and
so do the regions of Oz, with their in
habitants. AsVidalpointsout,Oz exists
in orderly patches like the extensive
gardens that Baum remembered from
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his childhood home, and which he re
created in the geometrical plots of his
gardenat Ozcot.

The evils of capitalism, whose re
wards proved sofickle for Baum, are ab
sent from his alternative world. Enemies
of socialism findin"The EmeraldCity"
thismuch quoted passage:

There were no poor people ... because
there was no such thing as money, and all
property of every sort belonged to theRuler.
The people were her children, and she
[Princess Ozma] caredfor them. Each person
wasgiven freely byhisneighbors whatever he
required forhisuse, which isas much asany
one may reasonably desire.

But the proletariat does not rule;
rather, it is ruled in a mock-medieval
manner, by benevolent tyrants more
often than not female, in keeping, per
haps, with the feminist tendencies of
Theosophy and Matilda Gage smilitant
sufeagism. Baums rulers have aparental
absolutism: Glinda is the ideal, ever-
resourceful mother and the Wizard a
typically bumbling father in Oz's sit
comasBaumfirst conceived it.Though
hesupported thepopulist William Jen
nings Bryan in1896 and 1900, and the
Uterature of the late nineteenth century
abounds in literary Utopias, Oz is too
unearthly tocanymuch political punch.
It isconstructednot of revolutionary in
tent but of wishful thinking. What
earthiness the "Wizard" does have de
rives in considerable part from Den-
slow's sturdy, antic illustrations. Den-
slow, we learn in Hearn's "Annotated
Wizard," sometimes operated indepen
dently of thetext: he(kew abear where
Baum mentions a tiger, crowns theLion
beforethe author does,dresses Dorothy
in her old gingham fi-ock when Baum
stiU has her in her Emerald City silks,
and consistentlyomits (as does the movie)
the"roimd, shining mark" thattheGood
Witch of the North plants, as protec
tion,on her forehead with a kiss.

A centennial is a time for praise, but
this reader is inclined to accept theinvi
tation to argue with Hearn when he
states, "Arguably there have beenthree
great classic quests in American litera-

' ture, Herman Melville's Moby-Dick;
Ior The Whale (1851), MarkTwain's Ad-
• ventures ofHuckleberry Finn (1883), and
IL. Frank Baum's The Wonderful Wizard
; ofOz (1900)." Whatever their flaws of

carelessness or aesthetic miscalculation,
thefirsttwotitles weregloriously written,
in the ambition of telling all the truth,
"heart-aches and nightmares" included.
The"Wizard" isrelatively alucky bauble,
intheflat clear style of a mangiving dic
tation. Nor does it seem to me true that
"Uncle HenryandAunt Em have come
tosymbolize the stern American farmer
and his vrife as much as the couple in
GrantWood's femous ^dmnngAmerican
Gothic have." Hearn has been too long
peering through the magni^^ng glass of
The Baum Bugle, the triquarterly publi
cation of the International Wizard of
Oz Club,"founded in 1957bythirteen-
year-oldJustin G.Schiller."In the course
of his devotedly researched footnotes,
Hearn sometimes nods into critical ba
nality: "Much of the charm and wit of
The WizardofOz relies onBaum's irony
and amusing incongruity"; the Cowardly
Lion "proves Ernest Hemingway's dic
tum that courage is grace under pres
sure." Ajuster analogy, drawn by Hearn
more than once, isvrith "The Pilgrim's
Progress," another few-fi-ills picaresque
search story by an author in his forties
with ahabit ofpublic performance (Bun-
yan was a preacher). The"Wizard" is a
"Pilgrim's Progress" emptied of religion,
except for the Theosophist inkling that
there are many universes. Atatime when
children'sliterature was still drenched in
what Hearn calls "the putrid Puritan
morality of the Sunday schools," Baum
produced arefireshingly agnostic fantasy.
The witches are toocomicallywicked to
be evil.Thehumbug Wizard, accused by
Dorothy ofbeing"avery bad man," pro
tests, "I'm really averygood man; butI'm
avery badWizard, I must admit." Inan
otherboldstroke of American simplifi
cation, Baum mvented escapism with
out escape. Dorothy opts to forsake Or,
gray, windswept Kansas is reinstated (less
thumpingly than in the movie) as the seat
oflasting, familial happiness. Indeed, as
apractical matter itis easier tocolorwith
contentment theplace where we are than
tofind aTechnicolor paradise. Denslow's
last drawing shows the return with more
exuberance than Baums prose manages. In
her hurry, little Dorothy runs so hard that
hersilver shoes, Baum's less photogenic
original of M-G-M's glistening ruby
slippers, are flying off; we feel her round
ing the bases (Scarecrow, Tin Wood
man, Cowardly Lion) to home plate. ♦


