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Colors

Ruby (and beyond)
Darren Wershler-Henry

The price of wisdom is beyond rubies.
Job 28:18

According to the Optical Society of America, 
it is possible to identify somewhere between 
7.5 and 10 million distinct colors. “Ruby” 
is presumably one of them, but how would 
we agree on which one it is? In his essay 
“How Culture Conditions the Colours We 
See,” Umberto Eco notes that the majority  
of attempts to discriminate between colors 
fail dramatically. In the Farnsworth-Munsell 
test, which involves categorizing 100 
different hues, 68% of the test subjects 
(colorblind people excluded) make between 
20 and 100 errors; only 16% of subjects 
make fewer than 16 errors.1

Even if we could agree on a particular 
shade like “ruby” (a dubious proposition, 
evidently) odds are that we wouldn’t be 
able to discuss it. After pointing out that 
the majority of the Farnsworth-Munsell 
test subjects lack the linguistic means to 
identify even the hundred colors in the test, 
Eco observes that the largest collection of 
color designations in English, A. Maerz and 
R. Paul’s A Dictionary of Color (New York: 
Crowell, 1953), assigns names to only 3000 
hues, and that of these 3000 names, only 
eight occur in common usage. In other 
words, “average chromatic competence is 
better represented by the seven colors of the 
rainbow.”2

“The names of colours,” concludes Eco (from 
these and other scientific, linguistic, and 
philosophical observations), “taken in them-
selves, have no precise chromatic content: 
they must be viewed within the general con-
text of many interacting semiotic systems.”3 
So any useful discussions involving the 
status of “ruby” must immediately move 
over (the pun is irresistible) the rainbow and 
into the realm of systems of cultural mean-
ing and exchange.

Which brings us to the Ruby Slippers, 
the most immediately identifiable North 
American cultural icon associated with 
the color ruby since the making of the film 
The Wizard of Oz in 1939. But if we can 
bracket Judy Garland and camp, and the 
burning question of whether or not there 
were more than seven pairs of slippers 
made for the movie for just long enough 
to compare the film to the source text, L. 
Frank Baum’s The Wonderful Wizard of 
Oz, something much more interesting 
becomes apparent: the ruby slippers were 
originally silver.4 

This disjunction leads to an examination of 
the semiotic values of ruby, silver, and gold 
as signifiers of financial exchange, and 
how the reading of a key cultural text shifts 
dramatically because of the seemingly innoc-
uous decision made by one Noel Langley, 
a screenwriter for MGM, to substitute one 
of these hues for another.

This isn’t just quibbling over details; there’s 
a serious argument to be made for reading 
Baum’s Oz as a complex symbolic allegory 
describing William Jennings Bryan and the 
Free Silver Movement of the 1890s, and it 
all hinges on the fact that Dorothy’s slippers 
are silver, not ruby.

William Jennings Bryan believed it was 
unnecessary for the government to maintain 
gold reserves equal in value to all the paper 
currency in circulation. During his presi-
dential campaign, Bryan advocated the 
coinage of silver at a fixed ratio with gold 
(16 ounces of silver coin for every ounce of 
gold reserve), which he hoped would break 
the Eastern banks’ monopoly on gold-based 
currency, and simultaneously inflate the 
meager prices that farmers received for their 
crops, easing their debt burden.

So then: Is reading Oz as a pro-Bryan 
allegory dabbling in economic conspiracy 
theory pseudo-criticism worthy of Ezra 
Pound? Let’s weigh the evidence.

“Oz” is the abbreviation for “ounce,” the offi-
cial unit of measure for gold and silver. The 
road to the Emerald City, the seat of fiscal 
and political power, is made of, um, yellow 
bricks. You’re beginning to get the idea.

The allegorical reading of Oz was first 
suggested by historian Henry M. Littlefield 
in his article “The Wizard of Oz: Parable 
on Populism.”5 Littlefield argues that the 
characters also lend themselves to allegor-
ical interpretation. Dorothy (everywoman 
from the Midwest) inadvertently slays the 
Wicked Witch of the East (the bankers), 
then heads down the golden road in her  
new silver shoes (means of circulation) to 
free the “little people.”

Dorothy accomplishes her task with the help 
of the Scarecrow (an uneducated farmer), 
the Tin Woodman (an industrial worker and 
the epitome of alienated labor. The Wood-
man was originally a human being, but the 
Wicked Witch of the East cast a spell on him 
that caused him to chop off part of his body 
every time he swung his axe; his flesh was 
gradually entirely replaced by metal pros-
thetics that rusted and failed—as did the 
factories themselves in the 1893 depression) 
and the Cowardly Lion (Bryan himself, a 
committed pacifist and anti-imperialist). The 

Wizard (President) turns out to be a carpet-
bagging opportunist, carny, and master of 
illusions who is eventually debunked by the 
scarecrow, educated by his recent expe-
riences. Dorothy drowns the Wicked Witch 
of the West (wiping out the drought) and the 
Wizard flies away in a balloon full of his own 
hot air, leaving the government of the land 
of Oz in the hands of the enlightened trium-
virate of Scarecrow, Tin Woodman, and Lion.

As with all allegorical interpretations, it’s 
difficult to know where to draw the line with 
Oz (as David Antin notes, “Allegory is a very 
corrupt figure, a figure notably incapable 
of supporting fact”).6 Over the years, 
scholars have suggested, with diminishing 
credibility, that the Flying Monkeys represent 
the First Nations (“‘Once,’ began the leader, 
‘we were a free people, living happily in the 
great forest, flying from tree to tree, eating 
nuts and fruit, and doing just as we pleased 
without calling anybody master.’”), Winkies 
represent the people of the Philippines 
(under US control after the Spanish-
American War), and even that Toto repre-
sents the teetotaling Prohibitionists.7

Tenuous associations aside, problems 
with reading Oz as a pro-Bryan allegory arise 
when scrutinizing Baum’s actual politics. 
L. Frank Baum was not a particularly political 
animal, but was known to have marched in 
several torchlight parades promoting Bryan’s 
presidential campaign.

The flip side of the coin, though, is detailed 
in David B. Parker’s article “The Rise and 
Fall of The Wonderful Wizard of Oz as 
a ‘Parable on Populism.’”8 Parker provides 
two pieces of evidence that suggest that 
Baum was actually a Republican, not 
a Populist. The first is that in 1890, Baum 
bought a small newspaper, the Aberdeen 
Saturday Pioneer. Parker remarks that “the 
Pioneer was obviously a Republican paper. 
During the municipal elections that spring, 
Baum editorialized in support of the Repub-
lican candidates; after they won, he wrote 
that ‘Aberdeen has redeemed herself… 
[a]fter suffering for nearly a year from 
the incompetence of a democratic admin-
istration.’” Later that same year, Baum 
editorialized against the Independent 
movement that evolved into the Populists.

The second piece of evidence Parker 
provides is that on 12 July 1896, the year 
of the election that would mark what has 
been called “the Climax of Populism,” 
Baum published the following anti-silverite 
poem in the Chicago Times Herald:

When McKinley gets the chair, boys,
There’ll be a jollification
Throughout our happy nation
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And contentment everywhere!
Great will be our satisfaction
When the “honest-money” faction
Seats McKinley in the chair!

No more the ample crops of grain
That in our granaries have lain
Will seek a purchaser in vain
Or be at mercy of the “bull” or “bear”;
Our merchants won’t be trembling
At the silverites’ dissembling
When McKinley gets the chair!

When McKinley gets the chair, boys,
The magic word “protection”
Will banish all dejection
And free the workingman from every care;
We will gain the world’s respect
When it knows our coin’s “correct”
And McKinley’s in the chair!

Prominent Baum scholar Michael Patrick 
Hearn quoted this poem in a 1991 letter 
to the New York Times (20 December 
1991), arguing that there is “no evidence 
that Baum’s story is in any way a Populist 
allegory” and that Littlefield’s allegory “has 
no basis in fact.” A month later, Littlefield 
himself recanted and agreed with Hearn, 
writing that “there is no basis in fact to 
consider Baum a supporter of turn-of-the-
century Populist ideology.” (New York Times, 
7 February 1992).

The real irony, though, doesn’t lie in Parker’s 
partial deconstruction of Littlefield’s allegory. 
It lies in the fact that rather than recontext-
ualizing Oz as an ironic or parodic allegory, 
or pushing the whole argument into a kind 
of De Manian treatise on allegory and un-
knowability, Parker turns around and con-
tends that Oz is, in actuality, a Theosophist 
allegory.9

Don’cha love academics?=
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Ingestion

The epic of the cephalopod
Allen S. Weiss

Consider the cephalopod represented in 
Victor Hugo’s ink-and-wash drawing of an 
octopus, Pieuvre (c. 1866), a black, nearly 
formless stain that evokes the morbid, 
lugubrious aspect of this animal, described 
by Hugo: “One would say a beast made of 
ash that inhabits the water. It is spider-like 
in form and chameleon-like in coloration.”1 

As is the case for the most extreme exam-
ples of zoological and botanical classes, 
such animals touch on the limits of mon-
strosity, evoking worldly fears and uncon-
scious anguish. One can, in fact, localize 
the source of the octopus as monster par 
excellence, as a creature of nightmares and 
terror, an icon of the horrors of death: It 
was the moment when Victor Hugo, in Les 
travailleurs de la mer (1866), substituted the 
local word pieuvre, used only in the Channel 
Islands, for the more common term poulpe. 
One should remember that in French, the 
word for the living animal is usually different 
from that of the carcass to be transformed 
into food-stuff. Hugo’s differentiation 
between poulpe and pieuvre takes this 
transformative logic one step further, for 
while normally man eats poulpe, in Les 
travailleurs de la mer the opposite is true, 
as pieuvre threatens to eat man, in the most 
horrendous of manners.
 
This moment of inestimable horror occurs 
when the protagonist, Gilliat, in the process 
of exploring rock formations on the coast,
is caught in the grip of a giant octopus. 
This animal is a monster, the very “enigma 
of evil,” “a viscosity with a will,” a boneless, 
bloodless, fleshless creature with a unique 
orifice equivocally and disquietingly serving 
as both mouth and anus. Endowed with 
eight powerful tentacles covered with 
hundreds of blood-sucking suction cups, 
the octopus borders on the chimerical—
“a medusa served by eight snakes”—
as if coming from a world other than our 
own. Its attack is pure terror:

It is a pneumatic machine that attacks you. 
You are dealing with a footed void. Neither 
claw thrusts nor tooth bites, but an unspeak-
able scarification. A bite is formidable, but 
less so than such suction. The claw is nothing 
compared to the sucker. The claw, that’s the 
beast that enters your flesh; the sucker, that’s 
you yourself who enters into the beast. Your 
muscles swell, your fibers twist, your skin 
bursts beneath this unworldly force, your 
blood spurts and frightfully mixes with the 
mollusk’s lymph. The beast is superimposed 
upon you by its thousand vile mouths; the 
hydra is incorporated in the man; the man 




