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THE MAN BEHIND THE MAGIC:
WHO WROTE THE WIZARD OF
OZ?

For well over a century, the story of a
girl  from  Kansas  who  finds  herself  in  a
vibrant,  magical  land  has  captivated
audiences around the globe. The 1939
film  adaptation  is  a  cinematic
masterpiece, but the journey of Dorothy
Gale, the Scarecrow, the Tin Man, and
the Cowardly Lion began much earlier,

on  the  pages  of  a  book.  The  simple
answer to the question, "Who wrote The
Wizard  of  Oz?"  is  L.  Frank  Baum.
However,  the  story  behind  the  author
himself is as fascinating and inventive as
the land of Oz he created. This article
will explore the life of L. Frank Baum, the
inspiration  for  his  most  famous  work,
and the lasting legacy of the man who
gave  the  world  its  favorite  American
fairy tale.

THE LIFE AND TIMES OF L. FRANK
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BAUM

Lyman Frank Baum was born on May 15,
1856, in Chittenango, New York. He was
a man of many trades before he ever
found success as a writer. His early life
was one of privilege, but he also faced
significant challenges and failures. These
experiences, however, would provide the
rich  soil  from  which  the  story  of  Oz
would grow.

Early Career and
Failed Ventures
B a u m  w a s  a  d r e a m e r  a n d  a n
entrepreneur,  but  not  a lways  a
successful  one.  He  tried  his  hand  at
several  careers,  including  being  a

newspaper  reporter,  a  chicken  farmer,
and a traveling salesman for a family oil
company.  He  even  acted  in  and
managed theater companies, a passion
that  would  later  influence  the  theatrical
and  dramatic  elements  of  his  writing.
None  of  these  ventures  brought  him
great wealth or stability. This period of
struggle and perseverance would deeply
shape his worldview, instilling in him a
belief  in  resourcefulness,  a  quality  he
would  later  gift  to  his  most  famous
heroine, Dorothy.

The Birth of a
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Storyteller
Baum’s  turn  to  writing  was  a  natural
progression. He began telling stories to
his own children, and he often found the
traditional  European  fairy  tales  of  the
time to be too frightening or moralistic.
He wanted to create a new kind of fairy
tale—one  that  was  modern,  American,
and  full  of  wonder  without  the  grim
punishment  and  dark  themes.  This
philosophy  became  the  foundation  for
his  writing.  He started with  a  book of
nursery rhymes, Father Goose: His Book,
which was a commercial  success.  This
was followed by Mother Goose in Prose,
but  it  was  his  next  book  that  would
change  his  life  and  literary  history
forever.

THE INSPIRATION FOR THE
WONDERFUL WIZARD OF OZ

The story of how Baum came to write
The Wonderful Wizard of Oz is iconic in
its own right. He often told interviewers
and audiences that  the story  came to
him as he was telling a tale to his own
children  and  his  wife's  nieces  and
nephews.

A Name from a
Filing Cabinet
While looking for a name for the magical
land in his story, Baum’s eyes fell upon a
small,  two-drawer filing cabinet. The top
drawer  was  labeled  "A-G,"  and  the
second  drawer  was  labeled  "H-N."  He
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glanced at the third drawer, labeled "O-
Z," and the name "Oz" was born. It was a
simple, short, and striking name that felt
both familiar and fantastical. The name
"L.  Frank  Baum"  and  the  land  of  Oz
would  forever  be  linked  from  that
moment  forward.

A Populist
Allegory?
For  decades,  historians  and  literary
critics  have  debated  whether  The
Wonderful  Wizard  of  Oz  was  a  subtle
allegory for the Populist movement and
the economic debates of the 1890s. This
theory,  popularized  by  scholar  Henry
Littlefield,  suggests  that  the  Scarecrow
represents the American farmer, the Tin

Man  represents  the  dehumanized
industrial worker, and the Cowardly Lion
represents  the  weak-kneed  political
leadership of the time. Dorothy’s silver
slippers  (changed  to  ruby  for  the  film)
were said to represent the "free silver"
movement. While Baum never explicitly
confirmed  this  interpretation,  he  was  a
politically aware man, and the themes of
power,  courage,  and  the  search  for
home resonate deeply with the American
experience. Whether intentional or not,
this added layer of depth has ensured
that the question "Who wrote The Wizard
of Oz?" leads to a discussion of not just a
man,  but  of  the  historical  context  in
which he wrote.

A NEW KIND OF FAIRY TALE FOR
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A NEW WORLD

Baum  was  a  pioneer  in  American
children’s literature. When he authored
The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, he did so
with  a  specific  manifesto  in  mind.  He
believed that stories for children should
be  f ree  o f  the  "hear taches  and
nightmares"  found  in  older  tales.  He
wanted to create a modernized fairy tale
that  celebrated  ingenuity,  friendship,
and  the  American  spirit.

The Characters
as Archetypes
One  of  the  reasons  the  story  has
endured  is  because  of  its  relatable
characters ,  each  searching  for

something they believe they lack.

Dorothy: She is the every-girl,
practical, kind, and fiercely
determined. She wants nothing
more than to return home, a
universal desire for safety and
belonging.
The Scarecrow: He believes he is
brainless, yet he is constantly
coming up with the group's best
plans. He represents the
intelligence that comes from
common sense and experience,
not formal education.
The Tin Woodman: He thinks he
has lost his heart, but he is the
most empathetic and gentle of the
group, often crying at the sadness
of others. He embodies the idea
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that compassion is a choice, not a
physical organ.
The Cowardly Lion: He believes
he is a coward, but he acts bravely
in the face of danger. He shows
that courage is not the absence of
fear, but the willingness to act
despite it.
The Wizard: The ultimate
showman, he is a humbug, a "good
man but a bad wizard." He
represents the idea that authority
often lies in perception rather than
reality, and that people have the
power to solve their own problems.

Baum’s  gen ius  was  in  c reat ing
characters who already had what they
were searching for. The journey was not
about  them  getting  something,  but

about  them  realizing  they  already
possessed  it.  This  is  a  powerful  and
timeless lesson for readers of all ages.

THE PUBLICATION AND
IMMEDIATE SUCCESS

The  Wonderful  Wizard  of  Oz  was
publ ished  by  the  George  M.  Hi l l
Company in Chicago on May 17, 1900.
The book was an immediate hit. The first
printing sold out, and it continued to sell
well  in  subsequent  years.  A  significant
factor  in  the  book's  success  was  the
artwork  by  W.  W.  Denslow .  His
illustrations brought the world of Oz to
life in vivid color, perfectly matching the
whimsical  tone  of  Baum’s  text.  The
partnership between the author and the
illustrator was crucial;  they shared the
copyright and the profits.
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The Book's
Critical
Reception
While the public loved the book, some
critics were less enthusiastic.  The New
York Public Library famously banned the
book,  deeming  it  "unwholesome"  and
lacking in moral lessons. Top librarians
of the era felt that fantasy stories were
bad for  children  and  that  they  should
stick to realistic stories. This controversy
only  added  to  the  book’s  popularity.
Baum,  however,  defended  his  work,
a rgu ing  tha t  ch i l d ren  needed
imagination and wonder. He was writing
a "modern" fairy tale, and he succeeded

in doing so.

THE LEGACY OF THE OZ SERIES

Baum did not stop with just one book.
The  public’s  demand  for  more  stories
from the land of Oz was so great that he
wrote fourteen novels in the Oz series.
After the success of the first book and a
successful Broadway musical adaptation
(The Wizard of Oz in 1902), Baum wrote
The Marvelous Land of Oz  in 1904. He
attempted  to  end  the  series  several
times,  but  financial  difficulties  and  fan
letters  always  pulled  him  back.

From Author to
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"Royal Historian
of Oz"
Baum accepted his  role  as  the "Royal
Historian of Oz." He continued to write
new  adventures  for  Dorothy,  the
Scarecrow, the Tin Woodman, and a cast
of  new characters  like  Princess  Ozma,
t h e  P a t c h w o r k  G i r l ,  a n d  J a c k
Pumpkinhead. These books were not all
as  critically  acclaimed  as  the  original,
but they were beloved by children. The
sheer creativity of Baum’s world-building
was remarkable.  He was a  writer  who
genuinely  loved  his  creation  and  his
audience.  He  wrote  right  up  until  his
death in 1919.

THE 1939 FILM ADAPTATION AND
ITS IMPACT

While  Baum  wrote  the  book,  the
question "Who wrote The Wizard of Oz?"
sometimes  becomes  conflated  with  the
1939  film.  The  screenplay  for  the  MGM
classic  was not  written by Baum, who
had  died  twenty  years  earlier.  The
screenplay  was  written  by  Noel
Langley,  Florence  Ryerson,  and
Edgar  Allan  Woolf.  They  adapted
Baum’s  novel,  making  significant
changes that have now become iconic.
They turned the silver slippers into ruby
slippers  (for  the  benefit  of  the  new
Technicolor  process),  added characters
like  Professor  Marvel  and  Miss  Gulch,
and composed the unforgettable songs.
The  film  solidified  the  story’s  place  in
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popular culture, but the core story and
the  characters  remain  the  intellectual
property of L. Frank Baum. The film is an
adaptation of his creation.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING
MAGIC OF L. FRANK BAUM

So,  who wrote The Wizard of  Oz? The
answer  is  L.  Frank Baum,  a  man who
failed  at  many  things  but  succeeded
brilliantly at capturing the imagination of
the  world.  He  was  a  theater  man,  a
storyteller, and a visionary who believed
that children’s stories should be full  of
joy, wonder, and the subtle wisdom that

we  often  already  have  everything  we
need  inside  of  us.  His  creation,  the
magical  land  of  Oz,  has  become  a
permanent  fixture  in  the  American
mythos. It is a place where the search
for  home,  brains,  heart,  and  courage
leads  to  the  greatest  discovery  of  all:
that  these  qualities  are  not  given  by
external  forces,  but  are  found  within.
Baum’s  work  continues  to  be  read,
adapted, and loved, proving that a good
story,  told with heart  and imagination,
can  truly  last  forever.  The  man  who
wrote  The  Wizard  of  Oz  gave  us  a
timeless gift, and for that, we will always
be grateful.


