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  Fred A. Stone and David C. Montgomery are shown in their star-making roles as The Scarecrow and Tin Woodman in a poster for the 1902 stage musical of The Wizard of Oz.
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  The Wonderful Wizard of Oz.


  What is it about Oz, this story, the characters that compel us to return?


  For me, the appeal goes beyond the MGM movie’s “there’s-no-place-like-home” philosophy. Resonant as that mantra is, as a child, I really couldn’t get my head around why Dorothy would want to leave a land of color and go back to black-and-white.


  In the first L. Frank Baum book, Dorothy actually goes to Oz — it’s not a dream.


  In later volumes she returns, ultimately making Oz her permanent home — trading upwards from a drab existence on the Kansas prairie to a phantasmagorical land of amazement and wonder and contentment.


  No earthly MLS listing ever offered so much.


  The Wizard of Oz is a book and movie propelled by magic and adventure and anchored in a search for identity.


  The four main characters — Dorothy, the Scarecrow, the Tin Man, and the Cowardly Lion — already have within themselves what they are seeking. It takes time and effort and their collective and mutual support to realize their innate abilities.


  The innocence and single-mindedness of a child focuses the fractured adults in their search and journey, so they can finally evolve into a wildly functional extended family.


  Once they accept and embrace their strengths and gifts, they assume leadership in a community that celebrates the ultimate in creativity and diversity.


  In Oz, flesh-and-bone creatures — both human and not-so-human — share space with men and women of tin and straw.


  In Oz, matriarchs and patriarchs stand together to best serve their world.


  In Oz, adults pay attention to the counsel of children.


  More than 100 years since its first publication, the socially prescient nature of Baum’s story now seems even more inspired. We may know how the story ends, but each revisiting reveals more.


  More adventure.


  More insight.


  More serious fun.


  The Wizard of Oz hints at the unknown promise of the future and provides solace and hope in the present.


  And all the toys and games and stuff are pretty cool, too!

  It all comes together in The Wonderful World of Oz.
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  MGM’s classic film didn’t reach Italy until 1947 – after World War II. This is one of the rarer Oz film posters.


  DOWN the YELLOW BRICK ROAD
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  When The Wonderful Wizard of Oz appeared in 1900, 44-year-old L. Frank Baum was the veteran of a dozen careers — actor, playwright, storekeeper, newspaperman, and traveling salesman among them. Though blessed with intelligence, wit, charm, and presence, he’d achieved only sporadic financial stability. By 1897, with a family to support, he was living in Chicago as the editor of a magazine that encouraged innovative display advertising in department store windows. It was this settled existence, however — and a burgeoning association with local writers and artists — that led to the publication of his first children’s book, Mother Goose In Prose (1897). Comprised of stories Baum had originally devised as verbal entertainment for his four sons and their friends, the volume boasted illustrations by Maxfield Parrish and ultimately proved to be more an artistic than financial triumph. But Baum had finally found a vocation; it would quickly bring him a success he’d never imagined, an imperishable fame — and lead directly to the Emerald City.
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  L. Frank Baum’s napkin ring (engraved “Frank”) and his letterhead, the latter designed by W. W. Denslow at the time of Father Goose: His Book (1899). Born Lyman Frank Baum in Chittenango, NY, on May 15, 1856, the author disliked and seldom used his first name.


  His next effort, Father Goose: His Book (1899), was a best-selling compilation of nonsense verse for children, prodigiously enhanced by the illustrations of W.W. Denslow. But the real miracle struck as the century turned: among the five Baum titles published in 1900, preeminent even then was The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. The New York Times found it “bright and joyous” and omnisciently offered, “It will indeed be strange if there be a normal child who will not enjoy the story.” The first edition was a picturesque novelty with its 24 color plates and many line drawings; Denslow’s conceptions of the characters and landscapes contributed immeasurably to the book’s popularity.
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  Labels for products manufactured by the Baum family in New York State in the 1880s. Baum pursued multiple professions before settling into his writing career in the late 1890s.


  Baum wrote five additional fantasies in the next three years, but the happy die had already, unwittingly been cast. The success of Oz led to its adaptation as a lavish stage extravaganza, produced in Chicago in 1902 prior to a Broadway debut the following January. New York reviews were mixed, but so potent was the power of Baum’s creations that the show became an extraordinary hit. One major manifestation of its appeal was the “blizzard of Oz” mail from children who saw the play and/or read the book; all clamored for “more about Oz” from its author. (Unlike the later MGM film treatment, the original Oz story did not present Dorothy’s adventures as a dream. The virtual reality of Baum’s narrative meant that a sequel was indeed imaginable.)


  To answer the requests — and provide himself with the foundation for what he hoped would be another lucrative musical comedy — Baum wrote The Marvelous Land Of Oz (1904). He and Denslow had fallen out over the division of royalties from the stage Wizard, so illustrations for the new title (and all of Baum’s subsequent Oz books) were done by John R. Neill. A young Philadelphian, Neill possessed a sweeping flair and whimsicality that brought Oz even more vividly to life.


  Baum promoted the new Oz title through a newspaper cartoon series, “Queer Visitors from the Marvelous Land Of Oz” (1904-1905) and The Woggle-Bug Book (1905). His subsequent 1905 stage musical was also titled The Woggle-Bug (after a new character in The Marvelous Land …), but the show was a quick failure.
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  The cover of the songbook issued in conjunction with Baum’s touring stage musical, The Maid of Arran (1882). He wrote the script, music, and lyrics, and starred in the show.


  Nonetheless, Baum persevered; in fact, his literary output for 1905-1907 also included three full-length fantasies and 15 short stories for children, four novels for adults, and five books for teenagers (the latter just the onset of two dozen “series” titles in all, most of them published under a variety of pseudonyms). No matter how adroit the work, however, he was beset by pleas for “more about Oz” and its Kansas protagonist.


  So, Dorothy returned in Ozma of Oz (1907), as she did the following year — with another familiar friend — in Dorothy and the Wizard in Oz. The Road to Oz (1909) continued the pattern; each title was received with enthusiasm by critics and rapture by readers.


  Such a ready audience also turned out to see Baum “in person” when he briefly toured in the critically-acclaimed Fairylogue and Radio-Plays (1908). A combination of lecture, live orchestra, slide illustrations, and hand-colored film clips, his presentation drew from the plots of the first three Oz novels but quickly came in off the road as too expensive to sustain itself. Baum was never a businessman, and his heavy personal investment in the creation of the production eventually, severely damaged his financial security.
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  This copy of Father Goose: His Book (1899) includes a flyleaf inscription from Baum, Denslow, and friend and business associate Harrison Rountree.
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  Denslow’s 1900 book poster for the three titles he and Baum had thus far produced together.
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  The first edition of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (Chicago: The George M. Hill Company, 1900; Bobbs-Merrill took over publication of the book in 1903).


  By 1910 — and for all the unconditional success of the Oz books themselves — Baum decided to invest his future talents in “other stories” and publicly declared he would end the series with The Emerald City of Oz. His plot brought Dorothy, Aunt Em, Uncle Henry, and Toto to Oz as permanent residents and culminated in a magic spell (cast by Glinda the Good) that rendered the entire country invisible to any but the eyes of its own citizens. Baum’s penultimate paragraph quoted the poignant note of farewell he “received” from his heroine:


  
    You will never hear anything more about Oz, because we are now cut off forever from all the rest of the
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