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BEYOND THE
EMERALD CITY:
REVISITING
GREGORY
MAGUIRE’S
MASTERPIECE,
SON OF A WITCH

When Gregory Maguire
published Wicked: The
Life  and Times of  the
Wicked  Witch  of  the
West  in  1995,  he  did
m o r e  t h a n  j u s t
reimagine  a  classic
v i l l a i n .  H e
fundamentally  altered
how millions of readers
perceive  the  land  of
Oz. His novel was dark,

political,  and  deeply
philosophical,  stripping
away  the  Technicolor
gloss  of  the  1939  film
to  reveal  a  nat ion
g r a p p l i n g  w i t h
totalitarianism,  animal
rights,  and the nature
of evil. The book was a
p h e n o m e n o n ,
eventually  spawning a
blockbuster  Broadway
musical  that,  while
tonally  different,
introduced  its  core
i d e a s  t o  a  g l o b a l
audience.
This left Maguire with a
formidable  challenge:
what  happens  next?
The answer  arrived in
2005  with  Son  of  a
Witch: A Novel.  This
sequel  was  met  with
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high  expectations  and
intense  scrutiny.  How
do  you  follow a  story
that  ended  with  the
Wicked Witch’s melting
and a new era dawning
for Oz? The result is a
novel that is, in many
ways,  more  complex
and  arguably  more
po ignant  than  i t s
predecessor. Son of a
Witch A Novel is not
merely a sequel; it is a
d e e p ,  s e a r c h i n g
exploration  of  legacy,
grief, identity, and the
s e a r c h  f o r  a
f a t h e r — a n d  a
country—that may not
deserve redemption.
This article provides a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
exploration of Son of a
W i t c h  A  N o v e l ,
examining  its  plot,
characters,  central
t h e m e s ,  a n d  i t s
essential  place  within
Maguire’s  broader
Ozian  saga.  Whether
you are a longtime fan

of The Wicked Years or
a  newcomer  curious
about what lies beyond
the  yellow brick  road,
this guide offers a deep
dive  into  one  of  the
m o s t  t h o u g h t f u l
fantasy  novels  of  the
early 21st century.

THE LANDSCAPE
OF THE WICKED
YEARS: SETTING
THE STAGE FOR
SON OF A WITCH A
NOVEL

To fully appreciate Son
of a Witch A Novel, it
is crucial to understand
the  wor ld  Maguire
established in  Wicked.
The  nove l  i s  not  a
children’s story. It is a
sophisticated,  adult
fantasy that uses Oz as
a  m i r r o r  f o r
contemporary  political
and  social  anxieties.
Maguire’s Oz is a land
of stark contrasts: the
opu len t ,  mo ra l l y
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bankrupt Emerald City
v e r s u s  t h e
impoverished,  pious
p r o v i n c e s  o f
Munchkinland  and  the
p i o u s ,  i s o l a t e d
Quadling  Country.

The
Legacy of
Elphaba
The  central  specter
hover ing  over  the
entirety  of  Son  of  a
Witch  A  Novel  i s
Elphaba  Thropp,  the
Wicked  Witch  of  the
West.  Her  death  by
water  at  the  end  of
Wicked  is  the  inciting
incident for the sequel.
E l p h a b a  w a s  a
revo lut ionary ,  an
animal  rights  activist,
and  a  deeply  flawed,
misunderstood woman.
She  was  branded  a
t e r r o r i s t  b y  t h e

Wizard’s  propaganda
machine. Her death did
not bring peace to Oz;
it  solidified  the  state’s
narrative  and  left  a
vacuum  of  dissent.
Her son, Liir, now must
navigate  a  world  that
despised  his  mother.
He  carries  the  weight
o f  h e r  n a m e ,  h e r
l e g a c y ,  a n d  h e r
unfinished
revolution—a  burden
he  never  asked  for.
This is the core of Son
of a Witch A Novel: a
coming-of-age  story
set against the ruins of
a failed revolution.

PLOT SYNOPSIS:
THE JOURNEY OF
LIIR

The novel opens with a
deeply  disorienting
scene.  Liir,  a  young
man of  about sixteen,
i s  d i s c o v e r e d
unconscious  in  a  field,
drenched in water and
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likely coming from the
scene  of  Elphaba’s
melting. He is taken to
the mauntery of  Saint
Gl inda,  a  convent-
school  where  he  is
nursed back to health
by the silent, enigmatic
novice, Candle. Candle
is  a  unique character:
she cannot speak, but
she can sing in a way
that  can  control  and
manipulate  reality
through sound.  She is
also pregnant.
The plot  of  Son of a
Witch A Novel is not
a simple A-to-B quest.
It  is  a  fragmented,
episodic  journey.  Liir’s
primary  motivation  is
desperately simple yet
endlessly  complex:  he
wants to know who he
is. Is he truly Elphaba’s
s o n ?  T h e  n o v e l
deliberately  avoids
giving  a  definitive
answer, a choice that is
central to its thematic
power.

Liir’s
Quest for
Identity
Liir’s journey takes him
through  the  war-torn
provinces  of  Oz.  The
W i z a r d  h a s  b e e n
deposed  (off-stage,  at
the end of Wicked), but
the power vacuum has
led  to  chaos  and  the
rise of new, even more
brutal  factions.  He
travels  to the isolated
mauntery,  then  into
the Emerald  City,  and
eventually south to the
land of the Quadlings.
A  m a j o r  s u b p l o t
involves  Liir’s  attempt
to  rescue  the  former
C lock  o f  the  T ime
Dragon,  a  mysterious
and dangerous artifact
that  can  predict  the
future.  This  leads him
in to  a  consp i racy
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i n v o l v i n g  t h e
Scarecrow (the former
Chistery,  Elphaba’s
friend,  who  is  now  a
powerfu l  pol i t ica l
player)  and  the  Tin
Woodman  (a  former
man  turned  into  a
machine,  struggling
with his lost humanity).

KEY CHARACTERS
IN SON OF A
WITCH A NOVEL

Maguire  populates  his
sequel with a rich cast
of characters, many of
whom  are  mirrors  of
figures  from  Baum’s
original  books,  but
seen through a darker,
more realistic lens.

Liir: The
protagonist. He is
passive,
melancholic, and
profoundly
uncertain. Unlike
his mother, who
was driven by
fierce ideological

conviction, Liir is
driven by a need
for belonging. He
is a boy who
becomes a man
by learning to
choose his own
path, even if that
path is painful.
He is not a
natural hero; he
is often
bewildered and
ineffective, which
makes him a
deeply relatable
and human
protagonist.
Candle: A silent
novice with the
power of song.
She is Liir’s first
love and the
mother of his
child (or perhaps
not—the
paternity
remains
ambiguous, as
does much in the
novel). Her
power is both a
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gift and a curse.
She represents
the creative,
emotional force
that contrasts
Liir’s intellectual
and political
confusion.
Nor: A Munchkin
girl who becomes
a fierce warrior
and a
revolutionary.
She represents
the next
generation of
resistance. Her
story arc is one
of radicalization,
showing how
oppression
breeds
extremism. She
is a tragic figure,
hardened by the
horrors she has
witnessed.
The Scarecrow
(Chistery /
Fiyero): The
Scarecrow is one
of the most

fascinating
characters in
Son of a Witch
A Novel. He is
the reincarnated
form of Fiyero,
Elphaba’s lost
love. He is now a
figure of
authority, a
general in the
new regime. He
is intelligent,
cynical, and
utterly trapped in
his form. He
represents the
compromises of
power. He is
searching for
meaning in a
world that has
discarded his
humanity.
The Tin
Woodman
(Nick Chopper):
A former man
who hated his
human body so
much he
replaced it with
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tin. He is a
symbol of
industrial
alienation and
the
dehumanization
inherent in Oz’s
capitalist society.
He is a pitiful,
tragic figure, a
victim of his own
self-loathing.
Trism: A young
man from a
military
background who
becomes a key
figure in the new
government. He
and Liir develop
a complex,
ambiguous
relationship that
is central to the
novel’s
emotional core. It
is a relationship
built on shared
trauma and
unspoken
intimacy.

MAJOR THEMES IN
SON OF A WITCH A
NOVEL

While  Wicked  was  a
political  novel  about
the nature of evil  and
the  construction  of
"terrorism,"  Son of  a
Witch  A  Novel  is  a
more  personal  and
existential  story.  Its
themes are quieter but
no less profound.

The
Burden of
Parentag
e
This is the novel’s most
dominant theme. Liir is
the "son of a witch." He
i s  j u d g e d  b y  h i s
mother’s  reputation
everywhere  he  goes.
He is both lionized by
those who saw her as a
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martyr  and reviled  by
those who saw her as a
monster.  He  cannot
escape  her  shadow.
T h e  n o v e l  a s k s  a
powerful question: Can
w e  e v e r  t r u l y  b e
ourselves  when  the
world insists on seeing
us  as  the  product  of
our  parents?  Li ir ’s
struggle is the struggle
of  every  person  who
has had to  define their
own  identity  against
the powerful legacy of
a parent.

Grief and
Melancho
ly
The novel is saturated
with  a  sense  of  grief.
L i i r  is  gr ieving  his
mother,  even  though
he  is  not  sure  i f  he
l o v e d  h e r .  H e  i s
grieving a childhood he

never had. Oz itself is
grieving the loss of the
Wizard  and  the  hope
for a better future. The
mood  is  autumnal,
me lancho l i c ,  and
deeply  reflective.  Son
of a Witch A Novel is
a meditation on how a
society  processes
trauma.

The
Nature of
Truth and
Ambiguit
y
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
brilliant aspects of Son
of a Witch A Novel is
its  refusal  to  provide
easy  answers.  Is  Liir
really  Elphaba’s  son?
We  never  know  for
sure.  Is  Candle’s  child
his? The text leaves it
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deliberately  vague.
Even  the  historical
"facts" of Elphaba’s life
a r e  s h o w n  t o  b e
unreliable,  filtered
through  propaganda
and  myth.  Maguire
suggests  that  truth  is
not  a  fixed  point  but  a
shifting,  contested
story. Liir’s quest is not
to find the truth, but to
learn to live without it.

War and
Its
Aftermat
h
The novel is a powerful
anti-war  text.  It  does
not  g lor i fy  batt le.
Instead,  it  shows  the
grinding  misery  of  a
country  constantly  at
war with itself. Liir is a
veteran of a senseless
conflict,  and  the  novel

explores his PTSD, his
alienation,  and  his
difficulty  in  re-entering
a "normal"  world.  The
po l i t i c s  o f  Oz  a re
shown  to  be  corrupt,
cynical,  and driven by
power  rather  than
principle.

Sexuality
and
Identity
M a g u i r e  h a n d l e s
themes  of  sexuality
with  a  subtlety  that
w a s  r a r e  f o r
mainstream fantasy in
2 0 0 5 .  L i i r ’ s
re la t ionsh ips  a re
complex. His bond with
Trism is charged with a
homoerotic  tension
that  is  never  fu l ly
named  but  is  deeply
felt.  His  relationship
with  Candle  is  tender
but  undefined.  The
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novel  suggests  that
love  and  desire  are
fluid  categories  that
resist  easy  labeling.

WRITING STYLE
AND STRUCTURE

Maguire’s prose in Son
of a Witch A Novel is
dense,  literary,  and
often  challenging.  He
uses a rich vocabulary
a n d  a  c o m p l e x
sentence  structure.
This is not a book to be
sk immed.  He  a lso
employs  a  non-linear
narrative  structure.
T h e  s t o r y  j u m p s
backward and forward
in  time,  requiring  the
reader to actively piece
together  chronological
events.
T h i s  s t r u c t u r a l
complexity  reflects
Liir’s own psychological
state.  He  is  a  man
haunted  by  memory,
unable to see his past
clearly.  The  fractured
narrative  is  a  stylistic

representation  of  his
fractured  identity.
Some  readers  find  this
approach  frustrating,
but  it  is  a  deliberate
and  effective  artistic
cho ice .  The  nove l
demands patience, but
i t  r e w a r d s  t h a t
patience  with  deep
emotional  resonance
a n d  i n t e l l e c t u a l
satisfaction.

SON OF A WITCH
VS. WICKED: A
COMPARATIVE
ANALYSIS

Fans  often  debate
which novel is superior.
Wicked  is  undeniably
more iconic and world-
building.  It  has  the
shock of the new, the
thrill  of  reimagining  a
beloved story. It is also
a more overtly political
novel,  with  a  clear
central  conflict
( E l p h a b a  v s .  T h e
Wizard).
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Son  of  a  Witch  A
Novel  is  a  different
beast entirely. It is less
plot-driven  and  more
character-driven.  It
l a c k s  t h e  c l e a r
antagonist  of  Wicked.
The  "villain"  here  is
more  diffuse:  it  is  the
system  i tse l f ,  the
legacy  of  history,  the
weight of the past. The
n o v e l  i s  q u i e t e r ,
sadder ,  and  more
philosophical.  It  is  a
n o v e l  a b o u t  t h e
difficulty  of  living  after
the story is over.
In many ways, Son of
a  Witch  A  Novel  is
the more mature book.
Wicked  is  a  novel  of
righteous anger. Son of

a  Witch  is  a  novel  of
weary endurance. It is
the  s to ry  o f  wha t
h a p p e n s  t o  t h e
c h i l d r e n  o f
revolutionaries,  who
must  inherit  a  world
their  parents  failed  to
fix.
THE NOVEL’S
PLACE IN THE
WICKED YEARS
CYCLE

Son  of  a  Witch  A
Novel  is  the  second
book in what is now a
four-book  series  (The
Wicked  Years).  It  is
fo l lowed  by  A  Lion
Among  Men  (which
f o c u s e s  o n  t h e
Cowardly Lion) and Out
of Oz (which concludes


