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AMERICAN EXPERIENCE American Oz
Premieres Monday, April 19, 2021 on PBS

Film Explores the Life and Times of L. Frank Baum, 
Creator of the Beloved The Wonderful Wizard of Oz
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Description automatically generated](Boston, MA) — AMERICAN EXPERIENCE presents American Oz, a new documentary that explores the life and times of author L. Frank Baum, the creator of one of the most beloved, enduring and classic American narratives. By 1900, when The Wonderful Wizard of Oz was published, Baum was 44 years old and had spent much of his life in restless pursuit of success. With mixed results he dove into a string of jobs — chicken breeder, actor, marketer of petroleum products, shopkeeper, newspaperman and traveling salesman — but continued to reinvent himself, reflecting a uniquely American brand of confidence, imagination and innovation. During his travels to the Great Plains and on to Chicago during the American frontier’s final days, he witnessed a nation coming to terms with the economic uncertainty of the Gilded Age. But he never lost his childlike sense of wonder and eventually crafted his observations into a magical tale of survival, adventure and self-discovery, reinterpreted through the generations in films, books and musicals. Written, directed and produced by Randall MacLowry and Tracy Heather Strain and executive produced by Cameo George, American Oz premieres Monday, April 19, 9:00-11:00 p.m. ET (check local listings) on AMERICAN EXPERIENCE on PBS, PBS.org and the PBS Video App.

“Baum is a distinctly American character and the story of his remarkable life offers a fascinating window into the last days of the frontier and the birth of the modern era at the turn of the 20th century,” said Cameo George, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE Executive Producer. “He embodies those quintessential American traits of optimism and drive and managed to turn what he witnessed into a story that never seems to get old. It continues to be reinvented for new audiences who identify so powerfully with Dorothy, her band of lovable outcasts, and the longing for home.”

Featuring interviews with biographer Evan Schwartz, film historian Jeanine Basinger, Wicked author Gregory Maguire, and historian Philip Deloria, among many others, American Oz shows how L. Frank Baum wove together scraps and shards of his own experiences into an enduring work of the imagination. As a young husband and father, Baum was continually struggling to support his growing family. His quest to find his true calling led him through a dozen enterprises; some were abandoned for the next big thing and others failed. But each provided Baum with fodder that could be transformed in his writing. 

The hopelessness of economic despair, the terrifying power of a cyclone and the universal longing to return home — all of these elements came from Baum’s own life. In South Dakota, where Baum moved the family in 1888, a historic drought destroyed the farming economy, forced the closure of his novelty store, and caused the newspaper he published to fail. The disillusioned farmers can be seen in the characters of Aunt Em and Uncle Henry, careworn and old before their time, and the decimated South Dakota landscape is echoed in the barren Kansas setting for The Wizard of Oz, where Dorothy could see “nothing but the great gray prairie on every side.”  


He brought a theatrical flair and keen understanding of how to communicate with the American public to many of his more successful ventures, from marketing a special oil for horse-drawn carriages to publishing The Show Window, a trade journal about shop window displays. “Frank Baum was a natural salesman,” said Evan Schwartz, author of Finding Oz. “He was always trying to connect with people, to please people. He could make up stories about anything. Whether it was chickens or cans of oil, Frank Baum had a story for it.”
While working on the road as a traveling salesman in the mid-1890s, Baum, now the father of four sons, found time to write more often. In late 1897, 41-year-old Baum published Mother Goose in Prose, inspired by the stories he had been inventing for his sons. His second book, Father Goose, His Book, was an unexpected success. When The Wonderful Wizard of Oz was published in 1900, it was a sensation, becoming the best-selling children’s book in America. The story of Dorothy, a self-reliant orphan girl transported from her dreary life on the farm to a strange and wonderful Oz resonated with both young and old readers. Pioneering a new kind of literature for children, Baum said in his introduction that his work was “a modernized fairy tale, in which the wonderment and joys are retained and the heartaches and nightmares are left out.” He spent the rest of his life expanding the Oz universe through musical versions, a multimedia traveling show, film productions and additional books. When he died just before his 63rd birthday on May 6, 1919, the 13th Oz book was on its way to the press and another manuscript had been completed.  

The story of Dorothy, the Tin Man, the Scarecrow and the Lion has continued to enthrall children and adults and been reinvented every generation. It found its most enduring place in American culture at the end of the Great Depression when The Wizard of Oz,  the MGM feature film starring Judy Garland, opened on August 25, 1939. CBS began annual broadcasts of the movie in 1959, and the shared national event became a cherished tradition, firmly establishing the story as an American icon. In 1975, The Wiz, featuring an all-Black cast, opened on Broadway, followed by the feature film version in 1978, starring Diana Ross, Michael Jackson, Nipsey Russell, Lena Horne and Richard Pryor. 1995 saw the publication of Gregory Maguire’s Wicked: The Life and Times of the Wicked Witch of the West, which became the basis for the smash-hit Broadway musical version of the same name. The play opened in 2003, and in 2017 became the second-highest-grossing musical, trailing only behind Lion King. In February 2021, a new feature film production of The Wizard of Oz was announced, as well as a feature film version of Wicked.

As Harvard University scholar Philip Deloria sums up in the film: “Who would’ve thought that a failed entrepreneur would write a little story, which would have repercussions and reverberations across the whole course of the 20th century and into the future?”
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About the Filmmakers

Randall MacLowry (Writer, Producer, Director) is an award-winning filmmaker who crafts documentaries and non-fiction media projects through The Film Posse, the production company he co-founded with his wife and business partner Tracy Heather Strain. A director, writer, producer and editor with over 30 years of experience, MacLowry’s credits include films for the PBS series AMERICAN EXPERIENCE, most recently The Feud, The Swamp and The Battle of Chosin, NOVA, AMERICAN MASTERS, Unnatural Causes: Is Inequality Making Us Sick? and Race: The Power of an Illusion. With Strain, MacLowry produced and edited the critically acclaimed Sighted Eyes/Feeling Heart, which had its world premiere at the 2017 Toronto International Film Festival and won a Peabody Award. MacLowry has received two Writers Guild awards, and two of his AMERICAN EXPERIENCE films won the Organization for American Historians’ Erik Barnouw Award. MacLowry serves on the faculty of Wesleyan University’s College of Film and the Moving Image.

Tracy Heather Strain (Writer, Producer, Director), president and co-founder of The Film Posse, is an award-winning filmmaker. Strain directed, wrote and produced Sighted Eyes/Feeling Heart, her feature documentary about Lorraine Hansberry, which made its television debut on AMERICAN MASTERS and won a Peabody Award, an NAACP Image Award for Motion Picture Directing (Television) and the American Historical Association’s John E. O’Connor award. A two-time Emmy nominated filmmaker, her other directing and producing credits include Building the Alaska Highway for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE; “When the Bough Breaks,” for the Pont Columbia Award-winning series Unnatural Causes: Is Inequality Making Us Sick? and “The Story We Tell” for Race: The Power of an Illusion. At Blackside, she directed, wrote and produced “Bright Like a Sun” and “The Dream Keepers” for Blackside’s six-part series I’ll Make Me a World: A Century of African American Art, which won a Peabody Award and Organization of American Historians’ Erik Barnouw Award. Her other AMERICAN EXPERIENCE credits include producer of Silicon Valley and coordinating producer of The Feud, The Swamp, The Battle of Chosin, The Mine Wars and The Rise and Fall of Penn Station. Strain is a faculty member of Wesleyan University’s College of Film and the Moving Image and serves as a board member of Sportsmen’s Tennis and Enrichment Center in Dorchester, Massachusetts.

Cameo George (Executive Producer of AMERICAN EXPERIENCE) is an Emmy Award-winning producer, writer, and journalist with more than 20 years of experience in documentary, broadcast television, and digital content production. George has produced, developed, and commissioned innovative programming at CNN, NBC News, ABC News, and digital media startup OZY.com.  She was the senior producer of CNN’s groundbreaking series Black in America and Latino in America and the executive producer of the eight-hour PBS documentary series 16 for '16: The Contenders, which was also broadcast on the BBC. George joined AMERICAN EXPERIENCE from ABC News, where she was Head of Development for Longform projects, responsible for creating a pipeline of docuseries and feature documentary films across Walt Disney Television platforms including ABC News, Hulu, National Geographic, and Disney+.

About AMERICAN EXPERIENCE 
For more than 30 years, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE has been television’s most-watched history series, bringing to life the incredible characters and epic stories that have shaped America’s past and present. AMERICAN EXPERIENCE documentaries have been honored with every major broadcast award, including 30 Emmy Awards, five duPont-Columbia Awards and 19 George Foster Peabody Awards. PBS’s signature history series also creates original digital content that innovates new forms of storytelling to connect our collective past with the present. Cameo George is the series executive producer. AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is produced for PBS by GBH Boston. Visit pbs.org/americanexperience and follow us on Facebook Twitter, Instagram and YouTube to learn more. 

Major funding for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE provided by Liberty Mutual Insurance, Consumer Cellular and by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation. Major funding for American Oz provided by the National Endowment for the Humanities: Democracy Demands Wisdom. Additional funding for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE provided by the Robert David Lion Gardiner Foundation, The Documentary Investment Group, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and public television viewers.
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MAJOR FUNDING FOR AMERICAN EXPERIENCE PROVIDED BY LIBERTY MUTUAL INSURANCE, CONSUMER CELLULAR AND BY THE ALFRED P. SLOAN FOUNDATION.
MAJOR FUNDING FOR AMERICAN OZ PROVIDED BY THE NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE HUMANITIES: DEMOCRACY DEMANDS WISDOM. ADDITIONAL FUNDING FOR AMERICAN EXPERIENCE
PROVIDED BY THE ROBERT DAVID LION GARDINER FOUNDATION, THE DOCUMENTARY INVESTMENT GROUP, THE CORPORATION FOR PUBLIC BROADCASTING AND PUBLIC TELEVISION VIEWERS.
AMERICAN EXPERIENCE IS PRODUCED FOR PBS BY WGBH BOSTON.
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ANY VIEWS, FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, OR RECOMMENDATIONS EXPRESSED IN THIS PROGRAM DO NOT NECESSARILY REPRESENT THOSE OF THE NATIONAL ENDOWMENT FOR THE HUMANITIES.




