
The Wiz carries the shape of a familiar American fantasy, but its spirit comes from a 
different cultural world. Dorothy still travels through Oz, meets companions who believe 
something is missing inside them, faces a powerful witch, and searches for someone 
who appears capable of solving every problem. Yet the music, language, movement, 
humor, clothing, neighborhoods, fears, and ambitions were rebuilt through Black 
American expression. This was not simply a production that placed Black actors inside 
roles designed for someone else; it reshaped the entire atmosphere so the fantasy could 
speak with the sounds and experiences of the people performing it. Soul, gospel, funk, 
rhythm and blues, street fashion, church-trained voices, dance, comedy, and urban life 
became part of Oz itself. The result was a story in which Black characters could occupy a 
magical world without their existence needing to be explained, defended, or centered 
entirely around racial suffering. 

The idea began with producer Ken Harper, who conceived an all-Black musical 
adaptation of L. Frank Baum’s 1900 novel The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. Baum’s basic 
story already contained a powerful structure: several people travel toward a celebrated 
authority because each believes somebody else must give them intelligence, emotion, 
courage, or direction. Harper recognized that this structure could carry a contemporary 
story about identity and self-belief while also creating major theatrical opportunities for 
Black performers and creative professionals. William F. Brown wrote the book, meaning 
the dialogue, characters, and dramatic structure of the musical, while Charlie Smalls 
composed most of the music and lyrics. Smalls did not imitate the songs from the 
famous 1939 version; he built a new musical language from rock, gospel, soul, jazz, and 
funk. That choice allowed The Wiz to stand on its own rather than living as a secondary 
copy of another production. 

The road to Broadway was not smooth, because early performances received mixed 
reactions and the production underwent major changes during its out-of-town 
development. Geoffrey Holder, a Trinidadian-born actor, dancer, director, painter, and 
designer with an enormous visual imagination, took control of the direction and costume 
design as the production was struggling. George Faison handled the choreography, 
which is the designed movement and dancing that help tell the story, while Tom H. John 
created the scenery and Harold Wheeler orchestrated the music, meaning he determined 
how the written songs would be distributed among the instruments. Stephanie Mills, still 
a teenager, became Dorothy and gave the production the vulnerable but powerful center 
it needed. Hinton Battle played the Scarecrow, Tiger Haynes became the Tin Man, Ted 
Ross played the Lion, André De Shields portrayed the Wiz, Dee Dee Bridgewater 
appeared as Glinda, and Mabel King commanded the stage as Evillene. Their 
performances established personalities that would continue shaping later versions even 
when different actors took over the roles. 

When The Wiz opened on Broadway on January 5, 1975, its future remained uncertain 
because ticket sales were initially weak and some reviewers did not understand what the 
production was attempting. A television commercial built around “Ease on Down the 
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Road” helped audiences see the energy that the written reviews had failed to 
communicate, and attendance began to rise. The production eventually ran for 1,672 
performances and won seven Tony Awards, including Best Musical, Best Original Score, 
Best Direction of a Musical, Best Choreography, and Best Costume Design. Ted Ross 
won for his performance as the Lion, while Dee Dee Bridgewater won for her portrayal of 
Glinda. Geoffrey Holder became the first Black man to win the Tony for directing a 
musical, while also winning for his extraordinary costumes. Broadway success proved 
that a lavish Black production could become a major commercial attraction without 
removing the cultural character that made it distinctive. 

Its importance extended beyond the awards because Black performers had long been 
restricted by the kinds of stories Broadway and Hollywood were willing to finance. They 
could appear as entertainers, servants, criminals, comic relief, or figures whose entire 
existence revolved around racial hardship, yet opportunities to command a full-scale 
fantasy remained uncommon. The Wiz placed Black beauty, imagination, humor, 
vulnerability, romance, fashion, and musical excellence inside a form usually treated as 
universal while Black life was treated as specialized. The production quietly challenged 
that division by demonstrating that Black culture did not have to abandon its character in 
order to carry a universal story. Children could see a Black Dorothy enter an impossible 
world, become its moral center, rescue her companions, defeat an oppressor, expose a 
fraudulent ruler, and return home through the knowledge she had gained. Adults could 
recognize the deeper struggle of moving through a society that repeatedly tells people 
they lack qualities they already possess. 

The Broadway success naturally attracted interest from Hollywood, although bringing it 
to the screen required another series of negotiations and changes. Twentieth 
Century-Fox had financed the stage production but decided against making the screen 
adaptation, partly because of the expected cost and concerns that Hollywood would treat 
the material as limited to a Black audience. Universal Pictures and Motown acquired the 
rights in 1976, with producer Rob Cohen becoming one of the strongest forces behind 
the project. The production was envisioned as a large cultural event that could combine 
the resources of a major studio with Motown’s musical reputation and roster of stars. 
John Badham was originally selected to direct, but he left after the decision was made to 
cast Diana Ross as Dorothy and transform the character into an adult woman. Sidney 
Lumet then took over, bringing the serious urban sensibility he had developed through 
films such as Serpico, Dog Day Afternoon, and Network. 

That casting decision changed far more than Dorothy’s age. The stage version presented 
her as an adolescent whose journey involved growing toward maturity, while the 
screenplay by Joel Schumacher turned her into a shy twenty-four-year-old Harlem 
schoolteacher who had allowed fear to narrow her world. She lives with Aunt Em and 
Uncle Henry, feels safest inside familiar surroundings, and resists opportunities that 
might require her to venture beyond the emotional boundaries of home. Her problem is 
not childishness in the ordinary sense; it is a dependence on safety that has kept her 
from discovering how capable she can become. When Toto runs into a snowstorm, 



Dorothy follows him and is carried into an Oz built from distorted pieces of New York 
City. The journey that follows becomes an outward adventure through a fantasy city and 
an inward movement away from fear, isolation, and the belief that unfamiliar life must 
always be dangerous. 

Diana Ross plays Dorothy with a nervous physicality that can initially appear unusually 
fragile for a grown woman. Her voice trembles, her body pulls inward, and her reactions 
are larger than those of the calm, glamorous star audiences already knew. This portrayal 
divided viewers because some expected Dorothy to possess the youthful innocence 
associated with a child, while others found meaning in an adult woman whose emotional 
growth had been delayed by fear. Ross gradually allows the character to open as Dorothy 
becomes responsible for people besides herself. Each time she encourages one of her 
companions, protects Toto, confronts a threat, or makes a difficult decision, she 
practices the independence she believed she lacked. Her final performance of “Home” 
gains its power because the woman singing it no longer understands home as a hiding 
place from life. 

Michael Jackson’s Scarecrow enters the story trapped on a pole while crows ridicule him 
and repeat discouraging ideas that he has absorbed as truth. Pieces of paper containing 
quotations and fragments of knowledge are stuffed throughout his body, creating an 
important contradiction: he is surrounded by information while believing he has no brain. 
Jackson gives the character an innocent curiosity, gentle humor, and remarkable 
physical freedom, bending and collapsing his body as though it were genuinely made of 
loose straw. His Scarecrow notices patterns, develops plans, reads situations, and helps 
solve problems long before anyone supposedly grants him intelligence. The crows 
represent more than ordinary bullies because they have trained him to participate in his 
own captivity, repeating messages that make escape appear foolish or impossible. 
Dorothy does not manufacture a brain for him; she creates enough space for him to 
recognize the intelligence he has been using all along. 

The performance also became a turning point in Michael Jackson’s life. Although he had 
already achieved enormous fame with the Jackson 5 and through his early solo 
recordings, The Wiz was his first theatrical feature and offered him a different kind of 
creative environment. Working with Quincy Jones brought him into contact with a 
producer who understood his musical instincts, perfectionism, rhythmic precision, and 
desire to grow beyond the sound people associated with his childhood. Jones became 
impressed by Jackson’s preparation and ability during the production, and their 
relationship continued after filming. They reunited for Off the Wall in 1979, followed by 
Thriller and Bad, creating one of the most important artist-producer partnerships in 
modern music. A production that disappointed Hollywood financially therefore helped 
create a relationship that transformed the recording industry. 

Nipsey Russell brings warmth, wit, and maturity to the Tin Man, who has been crushed 
and forgotten beneath the machinery of an abandoned amusement park. He believes he 
cannot feel because he lacks a heart, yet nearly everything he does reveals sensitivity, 



loyalty, loneliness, and a desire for connection. His condition shows how people can 
mistake emotional injury for emotional emptiness, especially when life has taught them 
to protect themselves. “What Would I Do If I Could Feel?” expresses that contradiction 
through a man imagining the emotions he is already experiencing while singing. 
Russell’s polished timing keeps the character humorous without turning him into a joke, 
while his gentleness balances the nervous energy of Dorothy and the Scarecrow. The Tin 
Man does not receive humanity from the Wiz because his concern for others has already 
proven that his heart is functioning. 

Ted Ross gives the Lion an equally important contradiction by surrounding fear with 
noise, swagger, and attempted intimidation. His roar and physical size create an image of 
strength, but the performance quickly reveals how much effort he spends preventing 
others from discovering his insecurity. Courage in The Wiz is never defined as the 
absence of fear, because the Lion remains afraid during many of the moments when he 
acts bravely. His growth begins when companionship gives him something more 
valuable than protecting his pride. Ted Ross had originated the role on Broadway and 
won a Tony for it, which allowed him to bring a fully developed character into the screen 
production. Along with Mabel King, he became one of only two principal performers who 
carried their original Broadway roles into the film. 

Richard Pryor’s Wiz completes the pattern by representing authority without inner 
security. He first appears through a gigantic mechanical head, booming commands from 
behind lights, smoke, metal, and carefully managed spectacle. The frightening image 
allows him to control Emerald City because no one can examine the ordinary man hiding 
behind it. Once exposed, he turns out to be Herman Smith, a failed politician from 
Atlantic City who accidentally arrived in Oz by balloon and accepted the power that 
frightened citizens handed to him. Pryor plays him as anxious, lonely, embarrassed, and 
desperate to preserve the identity he constructed. His fraud does not come from 
possessing extraordinary evil; it grows from an ordinary man becoming dependent upon 
the admiration he receives while pretending to be extraordinary. 

The Wiz also reveals how power can survive through performance when people are more 
impressed by appearance than substance. Emerald City follows whatever color and 
fashion the ruler declares desirable, shifting its entire identity whenever a new command 
arrives. Nobody appears to ask why yesterday’s definition of beauty has suddenly 
become unacceptable, because belonging depends upon reacting quickly enough to the 
latest order. The scene is playful and visually extravagant, yet it also examines trend 
worship, social pressure, and the ease with which status can replace personal judgment. 
The Wiz controls people by convincing them that he possesses answers unavailable to 
ordinary minds, even though he understands himself less than the travelers standing 
before him. Exposing him does not destroy the qualities Dorothy and her companions 
sought because those qualities never belonged to him. 

Mabel King’s Evillene presents a harsher form of power inside a sweatshop where 
workers labor beneath her demands. Her great number, “Don’t Nobody Bring Me No Bad 



News,” turns selfish leadership into a booming declaration that everyone around her 
must protect her comfort, regardless of the suffering required to maintain it. She does 
not want truth, responsibility, or knowledge of other people’s pain because bad news 
would disturb the world she has arranged for herself. King’s voice, expression, and 
physical command make Evillene frightening, funny, and memorable without weakening 
the cruelty of the character. When water destroys her, the workers remove the heavy 
costumes that represented their bondage and discover bright clothing and living bodies 
beneath them. “Everybody Rejoice,” also known as “A Brand New Day,” becomes a 
collective release from oppression rather than a private celebration of Dorothy’s victory. 

Luther Vandross wrote “Everybody Rejoice” before he became widely known as the solo 
singer later generations would celebrate. The song begins from freedom but expands 
into renewal, using layered voices, movement, and rhythm to make liberation feel 
physical. Its placement matters because the workers do not wait for someone to explain 
what freedom should mean; they begin moving, singing, changing their clothes, and 
reclaiming their bodies immediately. The sequence shows how oppression can force 
people into identities designed by whoever controls them, while freedom allows 
personality and community to return. Dorothy’s role is significant, yet the liberated 
people do not remain dependent upon her as their new ruler. Their joy belongs to them, 
making the moment larger than the defeat of one witch. 

The women surrounding Dorothy give the story different forms of guidance. Theresa 
Merritt’s Aunt Em opens the emotional world through “The Feeling We Once Had,” 
expressing concern that Dorothy has confused staying close to family with refusing to 
grow. Thelma Carpenter’s Miss One possesses humor, street wisdom, and imperfect 
magic, directing Dorothy toward the yellow brick road without carrying her along it. 
Mabel King shows power stripped of compassion, while Lena Horne’s Glinda represents 
wisdom that refuses to create dependence. Glinda does not rescue Dorothy by giving her 
a mysterious new ability, because she explains that the silver slippers have always 
carried the power to take her home. Her performance of “Believe in Yourself” brings the 
entire lesson into focus without claiming that confidence alone makes every obstacle 
disappear. 

Quincy Jones supervised the musical adaptation, arranging and expanding Charlie 
Smalls’s stage score for the size and detail of cinema. An arrangement determines how a 
song will sound through its instruments, harmonies, tempo, transitions, and vocal layers, 
allowing the same written composition to acquire a different emotional scale. Jones 
brought together orchestral writing, funk rhythm sections, gospel voices, jazz colors, 
synthesizers, percussion, and polished studio production without removing the theatrical 
character of the songs. Nickolas Ashford and Valerie Simpson contributed additional 
material, while Luther Vandross’s “Everybody Rejoice” became one of the production’s 
defining moments. Bruce Swedien worked on the recording engineering, beginning 
another important creative connection that would later continue through Michael 
Jackson’s major albums. The soundtrack became a world of its own rather than a 
recording that merely documented what appeared on the screen. 



“Ease on Down the Road” supplies the journey with its central motion. The phrase “ease 
on” does not mean the road will be easy, because Dorothy and her companions 
repeatedly encounter fear, manipulation, temptation, and danger. It means that movement 
can continue without carrying every burden in the most punishing way possible. The 
song returns as the group grows, allowing each new companion to join a rhythm that 
existed before he arrived. Their needs remain personal, yet the road becomes communal 
because nobody reaches the Wiz alone. The production places fellowship beside 
self-belief, showing that discovering one’s inner strength does not require pretending 
that support from others is unnecessary. 

“Home” carries a different kind of movement because it completes Dorothy’s change 
without turning the ending into a simple return to where she began. At first, home means 
protection from everything unknown, which makes it comforting but also restrictive. Her 
experiences teach her that home can become an inner foundation rather than a wall built 
against the outside world. This does not require rejecting family or forgetting where she 
comes from, because Dorothy returns with a greater ability to value both her roots and 
her future. The song begins privately, almost as though she is thinking aloud, before 
rising into a declaration that the experiences of the journey have changed how she sees 
herself. Ross’s vocal performance gives the ending its emotional authority because she 
sings with the power Dorothy spent the entire story discovering. 

New York City becomes more than a background because Sidney Lumet and production 
designer Tony Walton transformed recognizable locations into psychological landscapes. 
Dorothy lands among living graffiti at the New York State Pavilion, finds the Scarecrow 
near a burned-out housing project, discovers the Tin Man beneath the Cyclone at Coney 
Island, and travels through threatening subway spaces. The yellow brick road moves 
across bridges and underground stations, while the plaza beneath the World Trade 
Center becomes Emerald City. Shea Stadium, Yankee Stadium, Astor Place, abandoned 
buildings, and city streets are enlarged or distorted until ordinary New York appears both 
familiar and unreal. More than 650 models and professional dancers participated in the 
Emerald City sequence, turning architecture, fashion, and synchronized movement into a 
display of controlled social order. The city is not disguised as Oz; the city’s beauty, 
loneliness, danger, history, and scale are used to build Oz. 

Filming also helped reopen Astoria Studios in Queens, a facility with roots reaching back 
to silent cinema that had fallen out of regular use. Lumet strongly supported shooting in 
New York, while city officials and local unions hoped the production would attract more 
filmmaking and employment. The sets, costumes, sculptures, mechanical figures, 
makeup plans, and props required an enormous network of designers, craftspeople, 
dancers, technicians, and builders. Tony Walton’s production design created the overall 
physical world, Oswald Morris’s cinematography determined how light, color, movement, 
and scale would be photographed, and Dede Allen shaped the final rhythm through 
editing. Stan Winston, who later became one of Hollywood’s most celebrated 
special-effects makeup creators, designed important makeup elements. Much of the 



surviving design material eventually entered the Museum of the Moving Image, 
connecting the production to the preservation of New York film history. 

The screen version possesses an unusual visual tension because its musical 
performances are often joyful while its physical world can feel cold, enormous, 
abandoned, or threatening. Lumet was known for dramas about institutions, corruption, 
pressure, and urban isolation rather than brightly colored fantasy musicals. He 
approached Oz as a city that could expose Dorothy’s fears, which explains the empty 
spaces, massive structures, shadowed streets, frightening subway columns, and 
industrial machinery. Some viewers find this darkness emotionally powerful because it 
gives Dorothy’s journey genuine danger, while others believe it works against the warmth 
and playfulness of the stage production. Both reactions recognize the same creative 
decision: this Oz was designed as a difficult inner landscape rather than a comfortable 
dream. The production’s greatness and its imperfections often come from that same 
ambition. 

Its enormous scale contributed to serious financial trouble. Principal photography began 
in October 1977 with an initial budget of roughly $10 million, but the cost increased as 
locations, scenery, effects, dancers, performers, and scheduling demands expanded. 
Contemporary estimates varied widely, although Lumet placed the direct production cost 
at approximately $23.4 million before certain studio overhead expenses. The finished 
production ran 133 minutes and became the most expensive picture made in New York 
City at that time. It opened in October 1978 with heavy publicity and strong excitement 
among many Black audiences, yet its theatrical earnings did not match the amount spent 
on production and marketing. Studio executives described it as a disappointment, while 
critics argued over Diana Ross’s age, Lumet’s dark direction, the length, the altered 
story, and the balance between spectacle and intimacy. 

Commercial disappointment did not mean the production lacked recognized 
craftsmanship. It received four Academy Award nominations for cinematography, 
costume design, art direction and set decoration, and its adapted musical score. It also 
earned multiple NAACP Image Awards, with Michael Jackson’s performance receiving 
particular recognition. Hollywood nevertheless interpreted the financial results through 
the racial assumptions already surrounding the project, treating one costly production as 
evidence about the market for large Black films. White-led productions were usually 
allowed to fail as individual productions, while a major Black-led disappointment could 
be used to question whether an entire audience or category of filmmaking was 
commercially dependable. That unequal burden became part of the history surrounding 
The Wiz, even though its excessive spending, unusual tone, marketing expectations, and 
creative decisions offered far more specific explanations. 

Time changed the way the production was received because television, home video, 
family viewings, school productions, costume parties, soundtrack listening, and repeated 
holiday broadcasts allowed it to reach people outside the pressure of its original 
box-office performance. Children who never saw the production in a theater encountered 



a complete Black fantasy world filled with legendary voices and faces. Adults returned to 
it and recognized ideas about false leadership, social conformity, emotional wounds, 
exploitation, courage, and self-definition that they could not fully understand when they 
were younger. Michael Jackson’s later greatness gave his performance additional 
historical importance, while Diana Ross, Lena Horne, Richard Pryor, Nipsey Russell, Ted 
Ross, Mabel King, and the rest of the cast made the production feel like a gathering of 
Black entertainment history. What Hollywood once treated as a financial warning 
gradually became a cultural inheritance. 

The lasting power of The Wiz rests in the discovery that none of its travelers are truly 
empty. The Scarecrow thinks because others told him he could not, the Tin Man feels 
while mourning his supposed lack of emotion, and the Lion acts courageously while 
admitting that he is afraid. Dorothy leads people, defeats danger, sees through false 
authority, and finds her way home while believing she needs someone more powerful to 
direct her life. Even the Wiz is trapped by the false identity that once made him feel 
important. Their journey does not magically place missing qualities inside them; it brings 
existing qualities into evidence where they can finally be recognized. Beneath the music, 
costumes, dancing, fantasy, and extraordinary cast, The Wiz is a study of how people 
become free when they stop allowing fear, ridicule, injury, fashion, or authority to define 
what lives inside them. 

 


