
making of the wizard of oz

making of the wizard of oz represents a fascinating journey into the creation
of one of cinema’s most iconic and enduring films. Released in 1939, this
classic movie combined innovative filmmaking techniques, elaborate set
designs, and groundbreaking use of color to bring L. Frank Baum’s beloved
story to life. The making of the wizard of oz involved a dedicated team of
artists, technicians, and performers who overcame numerous challenges to
produce a timeless masterpiece. From the casting process and special effects
to the musical score and costume design, every aspect contributed to the
film’s lasting impact on popular culture. This article delves into the
detailed behind-the-scenes process, exploring key elements of the production
and the legacy it created. The following sections provide an in-depth look at
various facets of the making of the wizard of oz.

Development and Pre-Production

Casting and Characters

Filming Techniques and Special Effects

Music and Sound Design

Costumes and Set Design

Challenges and Innovations

Legacy and Cultural Impact

Development and Pre-Production
The making of the wizard of oz began with extensive development and pre-
production efforts aimed at adapting the popular children’s book into a
feature film. MGM acquired the rights to L. Frank Baum’s novel in the
mid-1930s, recognizing its potential for a family-friendly musical. The
studio initially faced difficulties in translating the book’s fantasy
elements into a compelling screenplay, resulting in multiple script revisions
over several years. Producers sought to balance the story’s whimsy with
cinematic appeal, which required careful planning of the narrative structure,
dialogue, and character arcs.

Screenplay Adaptation
Several writers contributed to the screenplay, including Noel Langley,
Florence Ryerson, and Edgar Allan Woolf. Their collaboration ensured the
story retained its core themes while introducing new elements suited for the
silver screen. The screenplay emphasized Dorothy’s journey, the colorful



inhabitants of Oz, and the moral lessons interwoven throughout the plot. This
phase also included the integration of musical numbers and the establishment
of the film’s tone.

Planning Visual Effects
Pre-production focused heavily on visual effects planning, especially the
transition between the sepia-toned Kansas scenes and the vibrant Technicolor
world of Oz. The filmmakers aimed to create a stark contrast to immerse
audiences in Dorothy’s fantastical adventure. Innovative techniques were
designed to bring characters like the flying monkeys and the Wicked Witch of
the West to life through practical effects and camera tricks.

Casting and Characters
The casting process was a critical component in the making of the wizard of
oz, as selecting the right actors was essential to capturing the story’s
magic and emotional depth. MGM conducted an extensive search for the perfect
Dorothy, ultimately casting Judy Garland, whose singing and acting abilities
matched the character’s innocence and determination.

Judy Garland as Dorothy
Judy Garland was chosen for her vocal talent and screen presence, despite
being older than the character’s age in the book. Her performance became one
of the film’s most memorable aspects, particularly through songs like “Over
the Rainbow.” Garland’s commitment to the role helped establish Dorothy as an
iconic figure in cinematic history.

Supporting Cast
Other key roles were filled by a talented ensemble, including Ray Bolger as
the Scarecrow, Jack Haley as the Tin Man, and Bert Lahr as the Cowardly Lion.
Margaret Hamilton portrayed the Wicked Witch of the West, delivering a
chilling performance that contributed to the film’s tension and drama. The
cast also included Billie Burke as Glinda, the Good Witch, and Frank Morgan
in multiple roles, enhancing the story’s depth and complexity.

Filming Techniques and Special Effects
The making of the wizard of oz showcased pioneering filming techniques and
special effects that were groundbreaking for the era. The film’s use of
Technicolor was especially notable, as it was one of the earliest major
productions to incorporate this technology extensively, creating a vivid and
immersive fantasy world.



Technicolor Process
The transition from the sepia-toned Kansas scenes to the brilliant color of
Oz was achieved through the three-strip Technicolor process, which required
specialized cameras and lighting. This technique enhanced the film’s visual
storytelling and set a new standard for color filmmaking in Hollywood.

Special Effects and Practical Effects
Special effects involved a combination of matte paintings, miniatures, and
mechanical devices. The tornado scene, for example, used a large water tank
and wind machines to simulate the storm that transports Dorothy to Oz. The
flying monkeys were portrayed by actors in elaborate costumes combined with
wire work and optical effects. These practical solutions contributed to the
film’s authentic and engaging fantasy atmosphere.

Music and Sound Design
Music played a vital role in the making of the wizard of oz, with songs that
became classics and a sound design that enhanced the narrative’s emotional
resonance. The film’s musical score was carefully composed to support the
story’s themes of hope, friendship, and courage.

Iconic Songs
Harold Arlen composed the music, and E.Y. Harburg wrote the lyrics, resulting
in memorable songs such as “Over the Rainbow,” “If I Only Had a Brain,” and
“We’re Off to See the Wizard.” These numbers were integrated into the film to
develop characters and advance the plot, making the music inseparable from
the overall cinematic experience.

Sound Effects and Audio Techniques
The sound design incorporated innovative audio techniques for the time,
including synchronized sound effects that complemented the visual effects.
The screams of the Wicked Witch and the ambient sounds of Oz’s various
creatures added depth to the film’s fantasy world.

Costumes and Set Design
The elaborate costumes and detailed set designs were essential to the making
of the wizard of oz, helping to visually define the characters and the
magical land of Oz. The production employed skilled designers and artisans to
create a visually stunning environment that captivated audiences.

Costume Design
Costumer Adrian designed iconic outfits that became synonymous with the
characters. The ruby slippers worn by Dorothy became an enduring symbol of



the film. Each costume was crafted to reflect the personality and traits of
the characters, such as the patchwork Scarecrow and the metallic Tin Man.

Set Construction
The sets were constructed on large sound stages in Hollywood, featuring
intricate designs for locations such as Munchkinland, the Yellow Brick Road,
and the Emerald City. These sets combined painted backdrops, three-
dimensional props, and elaborate lighting to create a believable fantasy
world.

Challenges and Innovations
The making of the wizard of oz was marked by numerous challenges and
innovations that pushed the boundaries of filmmaking at the time. From
technical difficulties to demanding performances, the production team
overcame obstacles to realize their vision.

Technical Challenges
Filming in Technicolor required intense lighting, which caused discomfort for
the actors in heavy costumes and makeup. The makeup used for characters like
the Cowardly Lion was complex and time-consuming to apply. Additionally, the
special effects sequences demanded precise coordination and experimentation
with new techniques.

Innovative Solutions
The production introduced several innovations, such as the use of a matte
shot for the tornado and rear projection for certain fantasy sequences. These
techniques enhanced storytelling while addressing practical limitations. The
commitment to innovation ensured the film’s legendary status in cinematic
history.

Legacy and Cultural Impact
The making of the wizard of oz has left an indelible mark on film history and
popular culture. The film’s innovative production, memorable performances,
and timeless story have influenced generations of filmmakers and audiences
alike.

Enduring Popularity
The film continues to be celebrated through annual television broadcasts,
stage adaptations, and merchandising. Its themes of friendship, courage, and
home resonate universally, contributing to its ongoing relevance.



Influence on Cinema
The technological and artistic advancements realized during the making of the
wizard of oz set new standards for fantasy filmmaking. Its use of Technicolor
and special effects inspired future productions and cemented MGM’s reputation
as a leader in cinematic innovation.

Extensive script development to adapt the novel1.

Careful casting of iconic characters2.

Pioneering use of Technicolor and practical effects3.

Memorable musical score and sound design4.

Detailed costume and set craftsmanship5.

Overcoming production challenges with innovation6.

Establishing a lasting cultural legacy7.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who directed the original 1939 film 'The Wizard of
Oz'?
The 1939 film 'The Wizard of Oz' was directed by Victor Fleming, although
other directors like George Cukor and Mervyn LeRoy also contributed during
production.

What were some of the challenges faced during the
making of 'The Wizard of Oz'?
Challenges included technical difficulties with early Technicolor filming,
Judy Garland's health and vocal strain, the complexity of special effects,
and the casting changes, such as replacing the original Tin Man actor.

How was the iconic yellow brick road created for the
film?
The yellow brick road was constructed on the studio backlot using painted
bricks over a dirt path to create a vibrant and visually striking effect
under Technicolor filming.



What special effects techniques were used in 'The
Wizard of Oz'?
The film used innovative techniques such as matte paintings, practical
effects like smoke and pyrotechnics, and the use of Technicolor to create the
transition from black-and-white to color scenes.

Who was responsible for the costume design in 'The
Wizard of Oz'?
The costume design was led by Adrian, a famous Hollywood costume designer,
who created memorable outfits including Dorothy's ruby slippers and the
distinctive looks of the main characters.

Additional Resources
1. “The Making of The Wizard of Oz” by Aljean Harmetz
This comprehensive book details the entire production process of the 1939
classic film, from casting to special effects. Harmetz provides behind-the-
scenes stories and explores the challenges faced by the filmmakers. It
includes rare photographs and firsthand accounts from the cast and crew,
making it an essential read for fans and film historians alike.

2. “Rainbow’s End: The Judy Garland Show” by Mel Tormé
While focusing on Judy Garland’s career, this book offers valuable insights
into her role in The Wizard of Oz. Mel Tormé discusses Garland’s performance,
her struggles during filming, and how the film impacted her life and career.
It provides a unique perspective on the making of the movie through the lens
of its iconic star.

3. “The Wizard of Oz: The Official 75th Anniversary Companion” by Jay
Scarfone and William Stillman
This richly illustrated companion book celebrates the enduring legacy of The
Wizard of Oz. It includes detailed production notes, interviews, and archival
photos that reveal the creative decisions behind the film. The book also
explores the cultural impact of the movie over the decades.

4. “The Dorothy Dandridge Diary: The Making of The Wizard of Oz” by Dorothy
Dandridge
Though fictionalized for dramatic effect, this diary-style book offers a
creative take on the casting and production challenges during the making of
The Wizard of Oz. It provides a narrative focused on the experiences of a
young actress involved in the film, adding depth to the historical context.

5. “The Art of The Wizard of Oz” by John Fricke
This book emphasizes the artistic and visual elements that brought the film
to life. John Fricke explores costume design, set construction, and special
effects that contributed to the film’s timeless appeal. It features concept



art and production stills that highlight the creativity behind the scenes.

6. “Emerald City Confidential: The Untold Story of The Wizard of Oz” by Mark
Evan Swartz
Swartz delves into lesser-known aspects of the film’s production, including
studio politics and casting controversies. This investigative account
uncovers the struggles and triumphs behind the scenes. It offers readers a
fresh perspective on the making of this beloved classic.

7. “Behind the Rainbow: The Making of The Wizard of Oz” by Richard Kehr
Richard Kehr provides a detailed chronicle of the film’s development, from
scriptwriting to post-production. The book includes interviews with surviving
cast members and crew, revealing personal anecdotes and challenges faced
during filming. It serves as a thorough historical record of the movie’s
creation.

8. “Judy Garland and The Wizard of Oz: A Hollywood Love Story” by John Fricke
This biography focuses on Judy Garland’s pivotal role in The Wizard of Oz and
how the film shaped her career. Fricke combines Garland’s personal stories
with production insights to paint a vivid picture of the making of the movie.
The book also discusses the cultural significance of Garland’s portrayal of
Dorothy.

9. “The Wonderful Wizard of Oz: Making the MGM Movie” by Stephen Cox
Stephen Cox offers an in-depth look at MGM’s adaptation of L. Frank Baum’s
novel, highlighting the technical innovations used during production. This
book covers casting, music, and the creative decisions that defined the
film’s style. It is a detailed resource for those interested in classic
Hollywood filmmaking.
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