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 Follow the Yellow  
 Brick Road 

The road to the City of Emeralds is 
paved with yellow brick.

L. Frank Baum, The Wonderful Wizard of Oz

A LTHOUGH MANY VARYING 
interpretations of its meaning have arisen 
over the intervening years, it’s generally 
believed that the classic children’s story 
The Wonderful Wizard of Oz was probably 
written not entirely—as its author, L. Frank 
Baum, always claimed—‘to please children.’
   First published in 1900 during the waning 
years of America’s ‘Gilded Age’—a time of 
rapid economic growth, industrial 
expansion, and rising wealth inequality—
the story may, in fact, have been a parable 
about monetary reform and the struggle 
between political machines backed by big 
business interests and emerging labor 
unions comprised of farmers and workers.     

                              William Jennings Bryan, c. 1908  

   The images and characters in the story 
closely resemble well-known political 
symbols and figures of the time, in 
particular, William McKinley and William 
Jennings Bryan—three time unsuccessful 
Democratic candidate for president. 
Bryan advocated a ‘bimetal’ (silver and 
gold) money standard in order to break the 
bankers’ monopoly under the gold standard, 
a platform strongly supported by Baum, the 
editor of a small-town South Dakota news-
paper. (Bryan’s ‘Cross of Gold’ speech at 
the 1896 Democratic convention is one of 
the most famous in American politics.)
   The story opens in drab, grey Kansas— 
which was experiencing a severe drought at 
the time of Baum’s writing. Dorothy 
(representing the common American) is 
carried off by a tornado (the political 
upheaval Buam envisioned would result 
from Bryan’s election) to The Land of Oz.         



   Dorothy’s house lands atop the Wicked 
Witch of the East (the Eastern bankers and 
industrialists), killing her and releasing the 
Munchkins (little people) from bondage.   
   Protected by the silver slippers (the pro-
silver movement) and a kiss from the Good 
Witch of the North (an electoral mandate 
from Northern voters), Dorothy sets off 
along the yellow brick road (the gold 
standard) to ask the Wizard how to return 
home—or back to normal, prosperous times. 
(The silver slippers were replaced with ruby 
ones in the 1939 movie to showcase the 
recently invented Technicolor film process.)
   During her journey, Dorothy meets the 
Scarecrow (representing farmers—ridiculed 
as brainless by the big city newspapers), the 
Tin Woodsman (industrial workers—rusted 
as solid as the factories shut down in the 
recent depression of 1893), and finally, the 
Cowardly Lion (Bryan, who frightens 
people but lacks the courage—or political 
support—to effectively exercise his power). 
   Despite attempts to interfere, the group 
arrives in Emerald City (the land of paper 
money, or ‘greenbacks’), capitol of Oz 
(ounces, the common unit of measure for 
gold and silver). Here they encounter the 
Wizard (President McKinley). 
   Some observers point out that on her way 
to her audience with the Wizard, Dorothy is 
led through seven passages and up three 
flights of stairs, which might be a subtle 
reference to the Coinage Act of 1873, the 
legislation which demonitized silver and 
precipitated the class conflict of the time.
   Sent away by the Wizard to prove their 
worth, the group eventually kill the Wicked 
Witch of the West (Western elites), 
vanquishing them with a bucket of water 
(symbolizing the end of the drought and the 
return to power of rural voters).

   Upon their return to Oz, the Wizard 
(McKinley) is exposed as a scheming fraud, 
hiding behind smoke and mirrors (tricks and 
propaganda) in order to convince them he is 
wise, benevolent, and all-powerful—much 
like the monied interests which pull the 
levers of political power. (Baum may have 
drawn inspiration for this scene from his 
time as the editor of a magazine for the 
‘window dressing’ trade: Automated store 
window displays were a novelty, and many 
people watching the clockwork motions of 
mannequins assumed a hidden operator was 
‘pulling levers’ to make them move.)
   Disembarking in a balloon, the Wizard 
abandons Dorothy, whereupon the Good 
Witch of the South tells her that she herself 
has the power to return home with the help 
of the silver slippers. The lesson of the story 
is that economic prosperity for all is possible, 
but only if workers and farmers unite, backed 

by silver, the ‘currency of the common man.’
   Curiously, if the Wicked Witch of the 
West represents the American West, the 
Winged Monkeys might refer to another 
danger Baum envisioned to prosperity: the 
Native Americans, “living happily in the 
great forest” before being enslaved by Oz. 
   Baum wrote two controversial editorials in 
late 1890—the year of the Wounded Knee 
Massacre—advocating for the slaughter of 
all remaining Indians. Baum often expressed 
admiration for Native Americans like Sitting 
Bull (murdered earlier that same year) and 
his call for their annihilation may have been 
ironic, but many readers less sympathetic to 
their plight took his advice literally, assuming 
he was hiding behind the veil of satire. 
   Perhaps the Wizard’s famous admonition 
applies as much to his creator, L. Frank 
Baum, as to the Wizard himself: Pay no 
attention to that man behind the curtain. ◾


