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Introduction

The Fairy Tale, The Musical, and “America”

I was on a wooded path with some other kids at a church camp one summer when somebody started skipping and singing “We’re Off to See the Wizard.” Immediately, we all linked arms and joined in, singing and skipping together. Soon, still more kids, pretending to be Winged Monkeys, jumped out of the woods (or so I seem to recall) and started chasing us. Nobody said, “Let’s play The Wizard of Oz” or explained what part of the story we were in. Everybody knew the script and, with some liberties, could join in as easily as if the whole thing had been rehearsed. Indeed, this performance has been, and continues to be, rehearsed as part of a shared American repertoire. The source was L. Frank Baum’s book The Wonderful Wizard of Oz (1900), widely regarded as “the American fairy tale,” but it was the MGM film adaptation of 1939—a musical—whose conventions made it possible for us to burst into song and dance in the ready repetition of a familiar story.1

There’s a special relationship between Oz and musicals. Like many kids in the United States, I first encountered Oz not through Baum’s books (he wrote fourteen before other authors continued the series), but in the MGM film musical, which was broadcast annually on network television. After discovering and devouring the Oz books one summer, I found out about the International Wizard of Oz Club, and by the time I was eleven, my parents were taking me to Oz conventions. Through the Oz Club, its journal The Baum Bugle, and a growing collection of nonfiction books about Oz, I learned that there was a highly successful stage musical based on The Wizard of Oz, in which Baum himself was involved, that was presented shortly after the publication of the book. In my teens, I became enamored of the songs in the film version of The Wiz, the classic Black musical retelling of the American fairy tale. After all this, I shouldn’t have been surprised, years later, by the success of Broadway’s Wicked, which has been running since 2003 and is an iconic twenty-first-century American musical.

These stage and screen Oz musicals have surpassed the books in familiarity to US audiences. Many Americans’ first experience of Oz is likely to be as a musical, and many people’s primary experience of a musical might well be a version of The Wizard of Oz. The MGM film is so ingrained in the national consciousness that people may not even think of it as a musical, even as their participation in its mythology depends on the genre’s conventions when they sing the songs, quote the lines, and break into the familiar choreography, as we did on that wooded path at camp. References to the relationship between Oz and musicals are easily come by in American culture. In Disney’s Oz The Great and Powerful (2013, not a musical, and, notably, not one of the most successful Oz adaptations), the Wizard, arriving in Oz for the first time, asks if the Munchkins are able to fight. He’s disappointed to learn that their primary talents are making beautiful clothing and singing. They promptly break into song to the Wizard’s discomfort and Glinda’s delight, reflecting gender stereotypes about those who love musicals and those who don’t. As a teen Oz collector, I had a satirical t-shirt depicting a “Wanted” poster for Dorothy. The description: “Witch killer, Munchkin hater, sings at the drop of a hat.”2

Reflecting on the relationship between Oz and musicals, I propose that Oz (the “American fairy tale”) and musicals (the “American art form”) reveal American identity as self-inventive performance invested in utopian ideals. Because of its familiarity, The Wizard of Oz is often deployed as an allegory to illustrate and explain a topic.3 Here, I suggest that Oz and the genre of the musical illustrate each other, not arbitrarily, but based on their close relationship. With the childhood practice of make-believe as a guiding principle, Oz provides a set of fairy tale tropes for the American musical and its performances. In turn, the performance practices of the American musical—notably song and dance—script participation in the American fairy tale, ensuring that it thrives as embodied, participatory culture. These performances take place not only on stage and screen but also in backyard play, in formal and informal singalongs, and in school or community theater performances. In these performances, going to Oz and going to the theater are parallel journeys with departure, transformation, and return.4 Along the way, the conventions of American musical theater enact social identities and relationships implying who is included or excluded in the performance of “America.”

It’s conventional wisdom that both Oz and musicals (at least musicals as cultivated on Broadway and in Hollywood), are characteristically American and utopian about “America.”5 Each took recognizable form at the beginning of the “American” twentieth century, and they reinforce each other’s status as national institutions. While the American musical keeps Oz fresh in adaptation, Oz provides the musical theater with a national myth it can keep returning to in affirming its status as the American art form. The American pedigree of Oz musicals may be fiercely protected. When British composer Andrew Lloyd Webber produced a new stage revival of The Wizard of Oz in 2011, adding songs of his own, an American musical theater fan on the Broadway World message board decried such tampering with a “sacred” American musical: “there are some things you don’t screw with in America. The Wizard of Oz is one.”6 Yet, for more than a century, people in “America” and beyond have been doing all kinds of things with The Wizard of Oz.

Oz and musicals express feelings of utopia and visions of social cohesion. Baum’s Oz has been interpreted as an American utopia at least since literary critic Edward Wagenknecht published his 1929 essay Utopia Americana, noting the peaceful, generous, and ideal social conditions of Oz as well as such American touches in the Oz books such as their foregrounding of the magic of technology and the inclusion of such typically American characters as Dorothy, the Scarecrow, the Tin Man, and the Wizard, a recognizably American circus humbug.7 Musicals, for their part, are utopian in their portrayal of a harmonious social landscape whose conflicts are resolved through song and marriage in what Raymond Knapp terms the marriage trope.8 As film scholar Richard Dyer has famously argued, more than in any specific social organization, musicals are utopian because of the feelings of utopia they convey.9 Similarly, performance theorist Jill Dolan describes live theater as constituting utopian performatives that bring about feelings of utopia rather than fixed social formations in their aspirational imaginings of another or better world.10

The idea of feeling utopia will be central to my argument about why musicals matter in the circulation of the American fairy tale. Oz musicals tell us something about the performance of an American dream. In each musical version, who Dorothy is and what her Kansas is like, and what Oz is like, tell us something about America as we find it and as we’d like it to be. Accordingly, the details of how Dorothy and her friends perform on the journey constitute lessons about how to act, or perform, like Americans. How home and Oz are reconciled in each musical implies some kind of feeling about the American utopia.

The American fairy tale becomes inherently participatory through the musical’s conventions of song, dance, and acting. Oz’s durability as a national mythology is often attributed to its universal themes such as the desire for home and the search for wisdom, compassion, and courage. But through the conventions of musical theater, we can more clearly see that the American fairy tale’s power is not just in its themes and symbols but also in active participation, and not in homogenizing universals, but in plurality and difference. Musicals encourage their audiences to break into song and dance just like the characters on stage or screen, or at least to have the desire to. More obviously embodied than the act of reading, musical performances foreground how literature and fairy tales are already performed and participatory and how Oz and musicals are a repertoire for these performances.11

Who participates in the American fairy tale and its musicals implies who belongs in “America.” In an art form created largely by immigrants, African Americans, and queer people for largely middle-class audiences, the story of an ordinary girl transported to a land of magic and beauty, where she makes friends and has more power than she did at home, echoes the American dream of social and geographic mobility. Yet in each of these performances of an American utopia there are notable exclusions—erasures of Black and Indigenous people, the white supremacy of minstrelsy, the heteronormative imperatives of theatrical love plots, and assumptions about certain types of bodies engaged in song, dance, and acting. Whether Oz and musicals can be sufficiently revised in inclusive performances of America while retaining their essential forms is a question I struggle with and to which I offer no definitive answers. While drawing on my personal connections with Oz and musicals, I recognize that many people have historically been left out of these performances.12

Humbugs, Witches, and American Theatrical Make-Believe

One year, I was at my grandmother’s house when The Wizard of Oz was on TV. The familiar story unfolded. Maybe you know it. Dorothy, in Kansas, sings about a better life “Over the Rainbow,” and with her dog, Toto, is carried by a tornado to the Land of Oz, where little people called Munchkins and the good witch Glinda greet her in song. They are celebrating because Dorothy’s crashed house has landed on, and killed, the Wicked Witch of the East. Glinda gives Dorothy the Wicked Witch’s magic ruby slippers and instructs her to follow the yellow brick road to the Emerald City, where the Wizard of Oz can send her home. Pursued by the Wicked Witch of the West, who wants her departed sister’s shoes, Dorothy travels down the road, meeting new friends—the Scarecrow who wants a brain, the Tin Woodman who wants a heart, and the Cowardly Lion who wants courage. They join her to ask the Wizard to grant their wishes. On their arrival, the Wizard appears as an illusion—a gigantic head projected on a smoke screen. He agrees to grant their requests if they can bring him the broomstick of the Wicked Witch of the West, a task that requires her destruction by melting. When they return successful, the Wizard refuses to keep his promise, but Toto pulls back a green curtain, revealing that the Wizard is just an old circus man from Omaha, operating the theatrical machinery that creates the illusion of the great Wizard. The Scarecrow exclaims, “You humbug!”

Grandmother laughed out loud at this line. I vaguely understood that “humbug” meant something like “nonsense,” but Grandmother, born in the first decade of the twentieth century, when The Wonderful Wizard of Oz was a new story and the fist musical stage version was touring America, seemed to recognize a more specific cultural reference in the word.

Oz and musicals have at their heart an American tradition of humbug. This practice is most famously exemplified by another circus man, P.T. Barnum, who was likely an inspiration for Baum’s Wizard.13 Barnum performed hoaxes on an American public grateful for the chance to be deceived. The transparency of his deceptions was a useful and pleasurable social education for nineteenth-century Americans, who could learn to recognize harmless hoaxes like those of Barnum as practice for protecting themselves against actual confidence men in the growing cities.14 The humbug shows us that there is something of value to be gained by being fooled without really being fooled. In Baum’s book, when the Scarecrow accuses The Wizard of being a humbug, the Wizard enthusiastically embraces the characterization. He takes pride in showing Dorothy and her friends how he accomplished his theatrical illusions using papier mâché, strings, and ventriloquism to appear to them in different forms. In language familiar to children, the Wizard confesses to Dorothy and her friends,” “I have been making believe,” equating theatrical performance with pretend play.15 Like Barnum, the Wizard secures, rather than loses, his audience’s confidence when his hoaxes are revealed. As in the movie, the indignation of Dorothy and her friends quickly subsides, and they continue to insist that he grant their wishes, so the Wizard gives Dorothy’s three friends symbolic gifts of brains, heart, and courage. But readers come to understand that Dorothy’s friends’ actions, or performances, were already sufficient to demonstrate their character. Rather than literal transformations, the American fairy tale offers transformations of consciousness through awareness of performance.

It’s not a cynical proposition, then, to say that musicals and fairy tales are themselves a certain kind of humbug. They inspire because of their obvious make-believe. Fairy tale scholar Maria Tatar suggests that The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, more than European fairy tales, winkingly acknowledges its own theatricality by including the character of the modern American humbug Wizard.16 Like Dorothy’s friends, many kids like to believe in fairy tales even though they know or soon discover that they are make-believe. Similarly, musicals are manifest performances that draw audiences in emotionally and make us feel like we’re experiencing magic and spontaneous expression, even though the magic is explainable as a rehearsed performance.17 The musical reveals and conceals its labor, like the curtain that conceals and reveals the Wizard’s performance when Toto pulls it back in The Wizard of Oz. We’re always aware of both sides of the curtain and its illusions.18 As we’ll see, singing in a musical allows characters or actors to reveal different versions of themselves that gesture toward the ways people must also perform different versions of themselves in American life.19

The significance of humbug and its helpfully duplicitous performances in the American musical theater is implied by the frequent appearance of larger-than-life showmen in the form. The Music Man’s Harold Hill, Chicago’s (1975) Billy Flynn, Wicked’s Wizard, and Barnum (1980) himself literally give us “the old song and dance,” foregrounding the performance of American identity. This character—something of a ringleader, emcee, and carnival barker—can be traced not only to Barnum and his freak shows but also to the interlocuter of the minstrel show. He embodies sheer performative confidence and an ability to “sell” a performance, however make-believe or even exploitive.

Counterparts to the humbug Wizard are the diva witches, divine figures of the theater, appearing at critical moments to bestow theatrical solutions. Their imposing stature in musicals compels us to recognize their power. After the Wizard’s humbug fails to send Dorothy home, the diva-witch appears, as if out of the machinery of the musical, to set things right. Like the deus ex machina, the “god out of the machine,” in Greek drama, who appears at the last minute to resolve an apparently irresolvable plot point, the diva (literally goddess) comes out of the machinery of the musical to set things right when things have gone so wrong that only she can fix them. We might call this a diva ex machina. A prime example is Glinda’s appearance at the end of the MGM film to reveal the power of the ruby slippers or her making it snow to save Dorothy and her friends from the soporific poppy field. Far from being artless, desperate devices, these appearances of the diva affirm the power of the theatrical enterprise and the role of the feminine performer who can change the world on stage with the power of her presence. Stepping in when the patriarch fails, she has magic that is theatrical and self-presentational, like the humbug Wizard’s, but often more effective. Sometimes, the problem solved by the diva’s arrival is simply her prior absence in an art form that belongs to her. The diva seems to be in charge of the whole show, pulling the levers of the theatrical machine, directing Dorothy on her journey, and, at times, bringing everything to a halt to center on her own performance. In Oz, Dorothy becomes a diva capable of her own theatrical magic when she learns that she already has the power to go home by clicking the heels of the magic shoes (a diva’s accessory for sure) that she’s had all along.

Divas and humbugs help establish the metatheatrical frame in which we might view the American fairy tale and the American musical. But it’s Dorothy’s journey to Oz and the musical performances she accomplishes there with the help of fellow performers that exemplify the performance of “America” in and out of the theater.

American Dreams and Gestures of the Musical Fairy Tale

The Wizard of Oz begins and ends in America. In-between is magic. A typical Oz musical follows a path from America to Oz and back, much as theater and fairy tales transport us from the mundane world and return us somehow different than before. As musical theater scholars have recognized, fairy tale musicals have been a mainstay of American family entertainment from the nineteenth century to contemporary Disney films.20 However, I’m less interested in defining the fairy tale musical as a genre than in thinking about how a musical (potentially any musical) might act like a fairy tale. In musicalizations of The Wizard of Oz, Dorothy’s longing for a better world cues the use of the musical’s fairy-tale performance conventions in song and dance. In the ensuing journey to Oz, Dorothy and the audience learn something about how to perform in the American utopia.

On this journey, song and dance, what musical theater scholars Dominic Symonds and Millie Taylor call the gestures of musical theater, bring the American fairy tale to life. These gestures are the embodied “acts of expressive commitment” that drive emotive and social transformation. Self-reflexive about performance, they also conform to Bertolt Brecht’s concept of gestus, theatrical gestures that embody social relations and realities.21 For me, song dances are analogous to the magic gestures and incantations of the fairy tale, as the root of enchantment or incantation suggests (Latin incantare, to sing). Song transforms singers by magnifying and externalizing desire and subjectivity. In Oz, these gestures figure an American dream of something better, a dream influentially expressed by Dorothy in the MGM film in “Over the Rainbow.” 22

The gestures of musical theater are, in themselves, what make the performances of Oz and musicals American. They are inherently political.23 We can talk about how musicals, like any other texts, reflect their historical American contexts. But to consider how, for example, the very act of bursting into song can constitute a performance of being American is to get to a more fundamental argument about how the musical is American. For this reason, I focus as much on the performative acts as on correlations to the musicals’ historical moments (e.g., Wicked can be understood in the context of the post-9/11 world). If song and dance are not exclusively American acts, they come in American inflections in these musicals, informed by American legacies of ethnicity, gender, class, age, and embodiment. The transformations made possible by these gestures are acts of self-invention, and, when done in an American musical, they constitute a distinctly American form of expression and performance. Over time, repetitions and adaptations construct “America” through intersecting and multivocal performances of what it is to be, or act, American. American innocence and guilt (or goodness and wickedness), helplessness and agency, are embodied in the possibilities and limits of song, dance, and theatrical or social acting.

Playing Dorothy is playing “American.” and her musical gestures inform the American fairy tale. She’s the dreamer of an American dream, and her feelings of being out of place in Kansas can be identified not only with individuals who are discontent, but also with those who are disenfranchised, marginalized, dispossessed, or displaced in America. The innocence of this icon of American childhood, especially when portrayed as White, implies the innocence of America and of the American musical.24 Dorothy’s blamelessness masks her potential role as colonizer as she upends the social order in Oz. At the same time, she represents the agency of immigrants and minorities, who must assert and claim their inclusion in the American dream, navigating their social choreographies in an America that infantilizes them and limits their social mobility. She’s the protagonist of a repertoire of American scripts that can be followed, revised, or resisted by Americans performing their stakes in the American utopia.

In musicals, Dorothy is usually played by a teenager or young adult in the role of a young girl. As a result, her obvious theatricality reminds us that childhood itself is a performance and social construct. Its innocence can be questioned or remade in repeat performances with renewed implications for “America” and American childhood.25 As an iteration of American girlhood, Judy Garland’s teenage Dorothy is different from the younger heroine of Baum’s book, while The Wiz strategically remakes the role for Black girls. Embodied in the transition between childhood and adulthood, Dorothy has prodigious agency, her maturing voice and body giving her access to the empowering affects and magnifying emotions of musical theater.

No other musical gesture more clearly points toward the longing for utopia and belonging than the “I want” song, which expresses the main character’s motivating desire and of which the MGM film’s “Over the Rainbow” is the quintessence. The fairy tale expression of deep desire in “Over the Rainbow” exhibits kinship with other classic “I want” songs, such as “I’m Wishing,” and “Someday My Prince Will Come” (Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, 1937), hinting at the form’s affinity with children’s lullabies and wishing songs. Embedded in the conventions of fairy tale as well as the American musical, “Over the Rainbow” represents an American dream of wish fulfillment that is expansive. Dorothy’s longing for something better speaks to the utopian longings of immigrants, Black people, queer people, and others who invented the American musical. This utopian gesture originates at home where it is needed the most. Kansas is nonmusical (and lacking in color) except for the “I want” song that envisions a better, and by the implication of song itself, more musical world. Whether it’s Kansas in the MGM film or Harlem in the film version of The Wiz, home is a place where Dorothy is misunderstood or where she doesn’t know how to fit into her family and community. The relative absence of song and color in the “real” America anticipates their abundance in its imagined counterpart, Oz.

“I want” songs and other gestures of the American musical are not only theatrical performances but also performatives, conjuring social realities and relations in their repetition.26 Judy Garland singing “Over the Rainbow” in the MGM film or Stephanie Mills singing “Home” in The Wiz constitutes a performance in the sense of playing a role and singing a song, but it’s also a performative in the sense of repeating and reinventing the performing subject and concepts like home, utopia, and America. Social performatives are always embodied performances, and embodied performances are always socially performative in the repetition and revision of Oz and musicals.

Oz: A Musical-Theatrical American Utopia

In answer to Dorothy’s “I want” song, Oz is the world of the musical, where the ideals and contradictions of America can be acted out theatrically. As Dorothy travels through the Land of Oz, she and the audience learn to act American while joining up with people whose performances imply participation in the American community. These performances involve acting with an awareness of both sides of the Wizard’s curtain to perform a humbug duality between dominant and subcultural American identities.

The world of the musical is a place where one has the right to break into song. This is established from the moment Dorothy arrives in Munchkinland. In the American musical and its fairy tale, singing is an act of multivalent possibilities. For anyone, the right to sing might be the American right to be loudly expressive in song and dance, but for the marginalized, the rupturing of normative expression by breaking into song might imply the right to be different. Song and dance are of course not exclusively American (nor is the musical), but in the American musical they have American consequences. Of crucial importance is the differing American forms these gestures come in. Dorothy in the MGM film or The Wiz sings and dances down the yellow brick road, but how she does it, and the particular steps and movements (skipping to Euro-American folk idioms in one, shuffling to soulful syncopation in the other), embodies different experiences and performances of being American. These gestures are adaptable from one musical to the next, but they can never be vacated of their historical specificities.

When Dorothy skip-dances down the yellow brick road in the MGM film, the dance choreographs friendship to the steps of an irrepressible optimism in an American dream. When she starts the journey in Munchkinland, lyrics in chanted repetition give explicit instructions (“Follow the Yellow Brick Road”), while the music provides the precise rhythm of the steps (companion website 0.1). Clicking one’s heels to go home makes one kind of magic, but kicking up one’s heels is magic of its own. The journey itself is musical. In contrast to a nonmusical play or movie, where dialogue might dictate the timing and movement, in a musical number, everything is set to the timing of song.27

In Oz, anything encountered on the journey has the potential to script musical performance. Traveling through Oz or a musical involves dancing with things on the roads traveled by Americans making do with what they have. Much as a coat rack may prompt Fred Astaire to dance with it, objects and environments in Oz become imbued with theatrical magic when encountered in performance.28 A road says “travel.” Shoes say “walk.” Sparkly shoes say “walk in style,” or “dance” (Do fancy shoes require dancing, or does dance require fancy shoes?). The ruby slippers add magical sparkle as Dorothy’s feet move with confidence, almost of their own accord. Wands and broomsticks add magic to Glinda’s “Come Out, Come Out, Wherever You Are,” and especially Elphaba’s “Defying Gravity.” While cuing performances, these items script historically specific cultural meanings and social actions in what Robin Bernstein calls “dancing with things.”29 What the magic shoes say about mobility in dance—theatrical, personal, psychological, social—is different for Dorothy in The Wiz, in a critical way, given the history of Black displacement and migration, than it is for Dorothy in the MGM film.

At the end of the journey, Dorothy’s friends learn about humbug when they discover the truth about the Wizard. Here they become more aware of their performances, arriving at an important realization for the ability to navigate American life on both sides of the curtain. The diva drops in (out of the machine) to send Dorothy home in what seems like an authentic final performance. But, ambivalently, the gestures that get Dorothy home vary. Sometimes, as in The Wiz, Dorothy gets home by singing about what she’s learned before clicking her heels. In the MGM film, the commitment to music or performance in returning home is more ambivalent. Dorothy doesn’t sing, but she clicks her heels (a kind of restricted dance) and repeats “There’s no place like home” (a spoken, not sung, incantation that bears traces of musicality). There’s some question about whether one can be “musical” or “theatrical” after the return home or must assimilate to prosaic reality.

But the music lingers on, even in the “real” world. In repeated performances, the musical and choreographic gestures of Oz come to represent song and dance themselves. Music students learn that the octave, a basic interval in music, sounds like the first two notes of “Over the Rainbow” (on the word somewhere). Similarly, dance instructors teach their students the common pas de basque with reference to the dance Dorothy and her friends do on the yellow brick road, a modification of the traditional step with feet kicking forward instead of pointing out.30 When people recite lines together or sing songs from The Wizard of Oz, The Wiz, or Wicked, they perform a community in an act that matters as much as the text recited. These gestures bind social relations, community, and identity in their reiterative doing. They bring Oz home.

Whose Oz? Whose Musical? Whose America?

The humbug of fairy tales and musicals is related to a duality or multiplicity in the performance of American identity.31 The separation of speech and song in a musical (or of narrative and musical number, or of walking and dancing), allows actors to transform into other versions of themselves in the moment of bursting into song.32 This doubled theatrical performance elides with the doubled (or multiple) social performances of American minority groups, including many of the people who have contributed to the musical as the “American art form” and had to navigate performing “American” as well as something else. Bert Lahr’s performance of the Cowardly Lion in the MGM film is an especially useful illustration. In “If I Were King of the Forest,” Lahr alternates masculine and feminine singing and physical gestures in a send-up of operatic conventions. In parodying these conventions, he encodes ideas about class as well as gender and ethnicity, alternately twittering and singing with bravura. His Jewish identity is legible, to savvy audiences, in his New York accent and vaudevillian style of comedy (“If I Only Had de nehve!” [the nerve]). Jewishness and queerness elide in what performance theorist Henry Bial calls double-coding, where subcultural codes in mainstream media texts can be deciphered by people with inside knowledge and specific cultural literacies.33 An important aspect of this performance is its demonstrated virtuosity, its evident skillfulness, which makes the performer visible in juxtaposition to the character, rather than being absorbed in it. Because of this revealed virtuosity, as Andrea Most argues, this kind of performance is an antiessentialist one, suggesting that identity is performed rather than fixed.34 Implicitly, Lahr’s performance argues for an inclusive, self-inventive American utopia through the artifice of song.

Lahr himself is recognizable through the makeup and costume in this performance, highlighting the layers of a performed identity. In Baum’s The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, characters are written and illustrated in relatively straightforward style (Figure I.1, companion website 0.2). In the MGM film, the gestures of musical theater rupture a character’s unity by drawing attention to the performing subject. Bert Lahr plays the Cowardly Lion, the farmhand Zeke, and himself (a star with a comedic personality familiar to contemporaneous audiences) all at the same time (Figure I.2, companion website 0.3). This playful performance, resembling kids’ dress-up play in make-believe, reveals the complexities of American identity.
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Figure I.1. The Wonderful Wizard of Oz by L. Frank Baum, illustrated by W. W. Denslow. George M. Hill Company, Chicago, IL: 1900.
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Figure I.2. Bert Lahr as Zeke (left) and the Cowardly Lion (right) in MGM’s The Wizard of Oz (dir. Victor Fleming), 1939.



Oz musicals bear the traces of the histories of the groups who have collaborated on the American musical and used its gestures to stage utopian performances of belonging in America. The essentially collaborative nature of musicals widens the space for a “melting pot” of contributions by minority authors and audiences. The Cowardly Lion was developed by a number of collaborators, each influenced by prior theatrical depictions of the character and the established generic conventions of musical comedy, operetta, and fairy tales. Composer Harold Arlen and lyricist Yip Harburg, both also Jewish, had worked with Lahr before and tailored the words and music of the Lion’s songs to his theatrical personality. Lahr himself drew on his vaudevillian training, adding gags of his own. To punch up the script during production, other lines were suggested by Jack Haley (the Tin Man and a fellow vaudevillian), and writer John Lee Mahin.35 Because there is no single author of a musical or its characters, the performances are multivocal.

In considering those to whom, and for whom, these multivalent performances may speak, we should remember that kids are the primary audience for Baum’s book and an important audience for the musicals. Oz musicals are, in the first place, performances of and about American childhood. Children have actively collaborated in the creation of both the fairy tale and the musical by being part of their intended audiences, by performing Dorothy and other roles in musical theater, and by being custodians of musical theater’s legacy in school and community theaters.36 Through these activities, they play a determining role in which adaptations become influential. Kids’ performances—on stage, at home, or in the audience—aren’t inferior versions of the professional ones. They are, from a certain perspective, the source, inspiring and influencing Oz and musicals through their example of make-believe play. In musicals, as in children’s play, costumes and makeup prompt the act of bursting into song and the experimentation with different identities. The importance of the idea of childhood in the musical is suggested by the frequency with which it comes up as a matter of course in the scholarly literature.37

The double address of Oz and musicals to children and adults accomodates humbug performances of American identity. The conventional notion that family entertainment addresses children and adults on different levels is not to be taken too categorically. Audience responses are fluid, with children apprehending much of the “adult” material and the “child inside” the adult drawn to youthful aspects. Musicals offer models of how young people and adults might act in an American utopia through empowering performances. Children in musicals can belt with power rivaling that of adults, and adults can sing and play like children. Writers, composers, lyricists, producers, directors, choreographers, actors, singers, dancers, technicians, and audiences use the idea of childhood to navigate their own movement in American life.

Other groups of collaborators have played important roles in the creation of the American musical, and their contributions are felt in the adaptation of the American fairy tale as well. Jewish immigrants and their descendants, for example, found in the musical a venue for acting out their negotiations of American life between difference and assimilation through their particular doubled, self-inventive performances. Through the emotional effects of singing and dancing, they created a theatrical assimilation effect, as described by Andrea Most, drawing the audience into a utopian theatrical community that implicitly included America’s immigrants and Others.38 Oz musicals from the extravaganza to The Wiz and Wicked dramatize questions of inclusion in America. The ethnic stock characters and variety performers in the Oz extravaganza of the early twentieth century show the influence of immigrants and minority groups on the musical, even as, in this case, they were played by mostly Anglo-American actors. In the MGM film, ethnic performances are subtler, but still an important presence. Make-believe play with identity makes these performances possible.

Despite the role they played in the development of the American musical, African Americans have historically been marginalized on stage and screen. Black musicals were flourishing at the turn of the century, as The Wizard of Oz extravaganza was playing on Broadway and the form of the twentieth-century musical was emerging, but no Black actors or creatives could be involved in this show, which only acknowledged them through blackface minstrel tropes. People of color are altogether absent from MGM’s version of the American fairy tale. It took a consciously Black production, The Wiz to claim the American fairy tale for Black people.

Indigenous Americans have been erased, acknowledged only superficially, or relegated to the mythical past in both the American musical and the American fairy tale.39 While living in South Dakota in the throes of the Indian Wars, the assassination of Sitting Bull, and the massacre at Wounded Knee in the winter of 1890–91, Baum wrote editorials calling for the extermination of Native Americans. In The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, Dorothy’s story is legible as a narrative of settler colonialism in which her “innocence” allows her to colonize Oz, overthrowing its government and killing its native magicians. Broadway, the street, was built over a Native trading route through Manhattan, and the musical has been paving a yellow brick road over Indigenous America ever since. Oklahoma! writes Native Americans out of its musicalization of Lynn Riggs’s Green Grow the Lilacs, while in Annie Get Your Gun (1946) and The Music Man they are mimicked by White characters “playing Indian.”40 The only explicit depiction of Native Americans in Oz musicals that I can think of is a stereotyped specialty song about Sitting Bull in the extravaganza. In the musical Wicked, Fiyero retains no signs of his Indigeneity as portrayed in Gregory Maguire’s novel.41

Oz and musicals have in common a privileging of feminine power and queer or antinormative aesthetics. The Wizard of Oz features a strong girl protagonist in a story where women and witches are stronger than men and humbugs, tracking with the power of divas in the theater. Baum’s queer and feminist sensibilities, evident in his books and likely influenced by his mother-in-law, the prominent suffragist Matilda Gage, not only reinforce the queerness of the musical but also subvert its heteronormative forms.42 Both musicals and popular fairy tales tend to repeat Cinderella stories in which the female protagonist heals and reconciles the community or the nation through her marriage to a leading man.43 But musicals that faithfully adapt The Wizard of Oz construct their utopian community in the absence of marriage, instead finding individuals’ performances of friendship to be adequate in the building of community. The musical gesture of four friends linking arms as they dance down the road emphasizes a solidarity in friendship formed by people with differences. Only the 1903 extravaganza and Wicked indulge in generic romantic plots, and even in these cases, the relationships are comical, incomplete, inconsequential, or potentially queer.44

The queerness of Oz and musicals is reinforced by their relationship to childhood. Children’s literature often reads as queer because of its presumption of children’s sexual innocence and its attendant muting of (hetero)sexuality.45 This is especially true in Oz, where adult couples and romance are rare, and gender and its roles are unstable. Further, queer childhood is eternal in Oz, where no one ages, so that children, including Dorothy, who returns to live there in the books, never grow into heteronormative adulthood. The musical, with its enthusiasm for alternative forms of expression—singing, dancing, and big feelings in contrast to speaking, walking, and emotional restraint—is a suitably queer venue for the expression of perpetual childhood and the refusal of normative growth. The adolescent trope of longing for something and someplace better expressed in “I want” songs like “Over the Rainbow” is especially resonant as a queer myth.

In the “real” world, Oz and musicals resonate with an American mythology of queer identity. The theater has long been home to gender nonconformers, queer people, sex workers, cross-dressed performances, and unruly transformations.46 Musicals have additional queer connotations, whether attributable to the camp aesthetic arising from the act of breaking into song, an attraction to divas, or simply the emergence of the form as a reflexive signifier of queerness.47 Gender bending on the stage contributes to playful transgressions in the Wizard of Oz extravaganza of 1903, and the camp style of the MGM film bears the stamp of queer people working in Hollywood during the era of the Motion Picture Production Code. By the mid-twentieth century, Judy Garland became a queer icon, and The Wizard of Oz became, for some, a queer myth, with the journey to the Emerald City as an allegory for queer people leaving home for the urban places where they could join communities of other “musical” types.48 As film historians Harry M. Benshoff and Sean Griffin note, MGM’s Oz is “a land where difference and deviation from the norm are the norm.49 Continuing in this tradition, The Wiz was a product largely of Black and queer authors and sensibilities, and Wicked extends the queer mythology in its allegories of difference and queering of musical theater conventions.50

In Oz, children, little people, people in wheelchairs, animals who can and can’t speak or sing, scarecrows, tin men, and nonsinging humans decenter the normative, adult, human body. Humans and nonhuman animals performing together destabilize human–animal binaries, forcing reconsideration of intentionality, agency, and communication.51 In Oz, animals can speak and sing, like the Lion, or not, like Toto, who influences the story in other ways—by barking, running away, and providing the motivation for Dorothy’s leaving home. The range of expressive capabilities of actors in a musical, across lines of humanity, species, and thingness, has implications for how different subjects participate.

In general, the sung and danced gestures of the musical are proof of the ability to feel, implying who has personhood in America and its art form.52 The thing-like Scarecrow and Tin Man can’t feel physical pain, and are repeatedly torn apart and put back together, but the proof of their having brains and heart is in their ability to express feelings, often in song and dance.
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of each mouse and the other end to the truck. Of couise
the truck was a thousand times bigger than any of the
mice who were to draw it; but when all the mice had been
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drayn_swiftly by their queer little horses to the place
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