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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
Wonderland. Oz. Neverland. Narnia. Hogwarts. These fantastical realms have become 
almost synonymous with the terms “children’s literature” and “young adult fiction.” And 
yet, the places they describe speak to a deep genealogy in literature revolving around a 
particular plot device: the discovery of an intermediate portal, capable of granting 
individuals passage from the “real” or immediate present to a parallel universe, which 
plays by rules other than our own. For all the places listed above, we thus have an equally 
famous entry mechanism: Alice’s rabbit hole, Dorothy’s tornado, Lucy’s wardrobe, and 
the Hogwarts Express.  
 
But how did this tradition originate, and what were its prototypes? “Wizard of Oz in 
Context” provides an introduction to books that have contributed to this tradition from 
roughly the 17th-19th centuries. To get a sense of portal fantasy’s most familiar literary 
godparents, we’ll begin with its development in Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in 
Wonderland and L. Frank Baum’s The Wonderful Wizard of Oz. However, we’ll quickly 
move back in time too, exploring everything from the circulation of John Bunyan’s 
Pilgrim’s Progress in the Americas and visions of hell conveyed in the theology of 
Jonathan Edwards, to dream states (prophecy-oriented, opiate-induced, or otherwise) in 
fiction by Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Washington Irving, William J. Wilson, and Harriet 
Beecher Stowe. Towards the end of the semester, we’ll conclude by exploring a 
collection of texts (authored by the likes of Christina Rossetti, Joel Chandler Harris, and 
Charles Chesnutt), which one scholar has described as the late nineteenth-century craze 
for “Alternative Alices.” Along the way, we will study distinctions between fantasy, the 
uncanny, allegory, fables, and science fiction. Discussions and secondary readings will 
also cover traditions in storytelling, from oral folklore and reading children to bed at 
night, to sex education and reading as therapy. Across these discussions and texts, 
“Wizard of Oz in Context” embarks on investigating the uses of the portal as a plot 
device, its intended effects on the reader’s imagination, and how it has evolved alongside 
different aesthetic, cultural, and political thresholds.  


