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TARZAN OF THE APES

Edgar Rice Burroughs was born in Chicago in 1875. After serving a short time in the 7th U.S. Cavalry, he worked as a shopkeeper, gold miner, cowboy, and policeman before becoming a full-time writer. His first published novel, A Princess of Mars, which originally appeared in magazine form in 1912, brought him instant popularity. In 1914, Burroughs published Tarzan of the Apes, and history was made. The book, along with its 22 sequels, has sold more than 30 million copies in 58 languages. In the course of the next thirty-odd years, he would go on to produce more than sixty books. He died in 1950 at his ranch near Tarzana, California.
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To Emma Hulbert Burroughs




Introduction

“Who would ever have thought it possible! The last time I saw you you were a veritable wild man, skipping about among the branches of a tropical African forest, and now you are driving me along a Wisconsin road in a French automobile! Bless me! But it is most remarkable.”



For most Americans of my generation, growing up in the Thirties, Franklin D. Roosevelt had been president forever and Tarzan was an actor-athlete named Johnny Weissmuller who swung through the trees with the greatest of ease and stole our young hearts away. This Tarzan lived in a jungle treehouse with a scantily-clad lady named Jane, an adopted son called Boy, and a companion chimpanzee (and chronic scene-stealer) named Cheetah, in a wonderful mix of eroticism, domesticity, and exotic adventures. As a result, the woods behind our neighborhood filled up with partial and remnant treehouses and its wild grapevines occasionally gave way beneath ambitious attempts at arborial navigation with the sound of crackling twigs and the thump of a small body hitting the ground. A certain yodelling cry also resounded through the forest as diminutive, shadowy figures with forearms hung low waddled grotesquely along ferny pathways.

We gave ourselves wholeheartedly to the myth, with details substantiated by our readings in the novels that inspired the movies, a massive demonstration of the suspension of disbelief. For nowhere in the original Tarzan of the Apes does the hero live in a treehouse, there is no Cheetah, no cohabitation with Jane.  In an early sequel to the novel, Tarzan does marry Jane, but their son is neither adopted nor named Boy, nor does the famous line, “Me Tarzan, you Jane,” appear in any of the many Tarzan books written by Edgar Rice Burroughs. Howevermuch miraculously (having learned the language by picking out words from a primer), Burroughs’ Tarzan speaks perfect English, albeit with a French accent, another touch not incorporated in the movie series. But I think these revisions (made necessary because Burroughs had already sold the movie rights to the original Tarzan story prior to the Weissmuller series) were minor distortions of a situation which took its archetypal force from the image of a white man living with easy superiority among ferocious examples of brute creation. Tarzan, both in the book and on the screen, was the personification of the Id let loose from civilized restraint, the siren call of which we emulated as we let our arms hang low in imitation of the anthropoid ancestors we yearned to rejoin.

Burroughs presents a vivid image of the young Tarzan learning to read, “squatting upon his haunches... his great shock of long, black hair falling about his well-shaped head and bright, intelligent eyes” as he struggles to decipher the meaning of printed characters in a primer. For Burroughs, the boy and his book provided “an allegorical figure of the primordial groping through the black night of ignorance toward the light of learning,” a summation of Enlightenment notions of progress paired with Darwin’s theory of evolution. We boys, by contrast, inspired by Burroughs’ book, struggled in the opposite direction, fleeing the light of learning for the black night of primordial play, and it was, finally, as an image of pure, animalistic power that Tarzan appealed to readers from his very inception as a popular literary figure. Burroughs’ novel was part of a powerful renaissance in the United States of popular interest in primitivism, which was in turn part of a complex reaction to the increasing evidence of the Industrial Revolution and technological innovation, what is often called the emergence of Modern (which is to say urban) America. Another boyhood favorite was the fiction written by Jack  London, celebrating the exploits of wolf-like men and man-like wolves in the Yukon wilderness, and the stories of Kipling resonated with familiar images also, indeed had inspired much that followed, including Burroughs’ own jungle books. For Kipling provided suitable models for what was even then thought of as the “Strenuous Age,” in America associated with the closing of the frontier and expanding empire and with writers like Owen Wister and Theodore Roosevelt and the painter-sculptor Frederic Remington, all of whom flourished during the period of Burroughs’ youth and early years of ambition. They were heeding the call of the wild a full half-century before our hearts thrilled to Weissmuller’s falsetto cry, Hollywood’s approximation of Burroughs’ less specific notion of the bull ape’s victory scream.

Having been born in Chicago in 1875, and after a long life—the first thirty years of which were characterized by a struggle to discover a proper profession, the rest by the kind of personal style that only wealth can bring, including many automobiles, several houses, two wives, and health problems brought on by alcoholism—Burroughs died in California in 1950, chronological brackets that roughly approximate the period in our literary history identified with Modernism. But it is his relocation from the Midwest to the West Coast, made in 1916 by means of a Packard touring car and a truck covered with a Conestoga-wagon-styled tent, that was the most meaningful event in an eventful life. Burroughs as an author must be distinguished from younger contemporaries, like Ezra Pound (born in 1885) or T. S. Eliot (born in 1888), both of whom expatriated themselves to Europe in search of “high” culture. Burroughs sought the other kind of milieu (en route to California he visited the birthplace of Mark Twain in Hannibal, Missouri), and was in the vanguard of writers who gravitated to the environs of Hollywood, which would become the epicenter of an emerging popular culture. It was a road west that approximated the yellow-brick thruway made famous by Burroughs’ fellow Chicagoan, L. Frank Baum (born in 1856), who preceded him to Southern California and who served as his  social guide to La-La Land, that Oz-like city identified with wish-fulfillment and the color of money.

While Baum (whom Burroughs called “the fairy-tale man”) built a private paradise in Pasadena, surrounding himself with flowers and birdsong, Burroughs cultivated a much rougher image, associated with his working ranch, Tarzana, and was motivated much more than Baum by a commercial spirit, signified by his selling off the ranch as building lots until it became a town. A lifelong Republican and a rockribbed conservative, who liked to parade about in horseman’s garb or paramilitary gear, Burroughs was close in mindset to those easterners-gone-west who were, like Baum, a generation ahead of him, like Roosevelt (born in 1858), Wister (born in 1860), and Remington (born in 1861). He was a close contemporary of Jack London’s (born in 1875), whose stories he admired and whose biography he once thought to write, but while the California-born London, motivated by a childhood and youth of grinding poverty, became a socialist and a wild bohemian in his life style, Burroughs, born into relative wealth, did not.

Burroughs’ biography most closely resembles Frederic Remington‘s, who shared with his friend Wister a conservative, indeed reactionary, ideology. Like Remington, Burroughs was the son of a successful businessman who had been an officer in the Civil War, like him he attended a military academy, where he played football and rode horses, and, like Remington also, Burroughs had a young manhood made up of a series of unsuccessful business ventures, which, like Remington’s, included several in the western states, where he worked for a time as a cowboy, a storekeeper, and where, with his brothers, he set up an unsuccessful gold-mining operation. He also enlisted in the U. S. Cavalry, serving a brief stint at Fort Grant, a remote outpost in Arizona where Remington had stayed ten years earlier in search of material. Like Remington, Burroughs married his childhood sweetheart—also against her family’s wishes—and like Remington he took her with him on the last of his western ventures. He also shared  Remington’s love of the out-of-doors, spending periods of his adult life on extended camping trips (like his hegira to California), assisted by the automobile, which by that time had come to replace the horse as a symbolic accoutrement of the American male who wished to be thought a man.

Burroughs even had artistic gifts, his skill with pen and pencil approximating Remington’s own fledgling work, but instead of developing his amateur talent to a professional level—in this as in so much else he was lackadaisical and self-defeating—he spent the years after his marriage engaged in a series of business ventures that came to nothing, either because Burroughs would quit to take up some other line of work or else because he failed to make a profit. While Remington soon turned his early failures at ranching into material for his paintings and illustrations, Burroughs, even once he had started writing for pulp magazines, seldom made use of his cow-punching years or his hitch in the cavalry. We might posit a reason for this omission: at the turn of the century Wister was the western writer, and he had made the Great Plains his private authorial preserve. But this did not stop Zane Grey, Burroughs’ close contemporary (born in 1872), who used the experience gained by a year in the west to write a long series of cowboy novels, the second and most famous of which,  Riders of the Purple Sage, appeared in 1912, the year in which  Tarzan of the Apes was first published, in magazine form.

No, the reason for Burroughs’ avoidance of the Great Plains as a literary zone lies in another direction, for where so many writers (and artists) associated with the Strenuous Age were realists in their work, Burroughs was from the start a fanatasist, working in a genre always associated with the escapist impulse. The work of Wister and Remington certainly had a romantic quality, inscribing in print and paint an elegy to a lost way of heroic life by celebrating the cowboy, but they both dealt with the hard reality of western conditions, the constant warfare with Indians, with rustlers, and the sheer harshness of the environment. They both sought to record life in the West as they had  known it, and strove to convey what it meant to be a cowboy or cavalryman, so as to capture a glorious moment that was lost with the closing of the frontier. Jack London chose to find an alternative “west,” pursuing the frontier spirit to the Yukon, a zone where the wilderness still prevails, but Burroughs allowed his imagination to take flight for other worlds in search of adventuresome arenas. He set his novels in impossible or improbable places, identified with ultra-exotic locales, whether Mars or Venus or the depths of darkest Africa, the kinds of unexplored spaces where the creative imagination may roam at will without fear of contradiction by verisimilitude-bound critics. Who was to say, in 1912, that there was no life on Mars, the setting for his first published (and immediately successful) novel, and who was to deny in the age of Kipling and H. Rider Haggard that a white infant could be raised up to be a king among anthropoid apes and discover lost cities in the African jungle?

Burroughs’ spectacular and almost immediate success as a writer of fantastic fiction provides a retrospective explanation for his many early failures as a businessman, as well as for his youthful “laziness” and resistance to regimentation and authority. Though evincing very little early interest in writing, Burroughs must have been from the start something of a dreamer (he later claimed many of his ideas came from nightmares), whose exaggerated notions of the possibilities of adventure and financial success inspired one failed or abandoned commercial enterprise after another. Failing to gain control over the conditions of the “real” world, Burroughs succeeded finally in controlling his fantasies by converting them into fiction, and the forms those fictions took are quite revealing. His first published novel, A Princess of Mars, which initially appeared in magazine form in 1912 as “Under the Moons of Mars,” opens with a situation and setting that clearly demonstrate his indebtedness to writers like Wister and Zane Grey (both of whom he admired) while declaring his literary independence.

The story begins with an account of the hero, John Carter, a  Confederate officer-veteran who has gone west to recover his fortune by mining gold in Arizona. But when he takes shelter in a cave to escape an Apache attack, Carter is transported mysteriously to a far distant planet, there to pit himself against the ugly green adversaries of the comely Martian people. It is a symbolic metamorphosis with a complex connotation. Not only did Burroughs acknowledge the primacy of the western scene even while bidding it farewell, but he projected the American imperial (and protective) zeal into outer space, making of Mars what Theodore Roosevelt had made of the western hemisphere, a ward of the United States. Burroughs’ instant popularity indicates the extent to which his private fantasies matched the larger dreams of the republic, the particulars of which appealed to the heroic heart beating within a hundred thousand American Mitties and Milquetoasts. Characteristically, following the book publication of Tarzan of the Apes in 1914, Burroughs volunteered his services as a war correspondent to the Chicago Evening World,  and then a few days later reneged, and instead enlisted the services of his fictional ape-man in the conflict that had become the First World War.

Research has shown that Burroughs may have been indebted for his first Martian story to a pair of novels by an English writer of science fiction, and obscure analogies have also been found for the situation of a white man dwelling among apes, but there exists no clear account of why it was that Burroughs decided to set up shop as a writer of pulp fiction himself. Again, he had never evinced any talent or inclination for creative writing, and seems rather like James Fenimore Cooper a century earlier—another author who evinced no youthful artistic talent—to have taken up writing largely out of financial need and a sense that he could turn out popular fiction as well as any other person, a common misperception in which he, like Cooper, turned out to be right. Much of his later writing career was associated with his attempts to increase his profits, with parallels perhaps closer to Samuel L. Clemens than to Cooper. Burroughs sought to publish  his stories in as many forms as possible (including the movies and radio), and for a time, like Mark Twain, he set up as his own publisher. Like the author from Missouri he also declared himself a corporation, the better to protect his literary rights—and income. The picture Burroughs had taken of himself posing in front of Mark Twain’s birthplace in 1916 was a suitable icon symbolizing the start of his own literary life.

Like Cooper and Twain, Burroughs sought to profit from his several early successes by writing a long series of sequels, in the quantity of which he far outdid his nineteenth-century models. Moreover, in the many Tarzan stories, Burroughs in certain significant ways may again be compared to Cooper, for where the earlier writer made the hero of his Leather-Stocking Tales ever-younger, pursuing the fast-disappearing frontier in backwards fashion, Burroughs yielded to an equivalent but quite contrary impulse, placing his animal-skin-clad hero in increasingly fantastic settings. Where Cooper sought out vanished wilderness zones in order to emphasize his elegiac theme—a sense of loss symbolized by the disappearing noble Red Man—Burroughs created imaginary arenas within the heart of Africa in order to reinact repeatedly his favorite sport, the perpetual victory of the white man—who bore civilization in his genes—over inferior peoples, including Russians and humanoid apes. Whether as John Carter battling the green men of Mars or as Tarzan settling the hash of gorillas and bull-apes, Burroughs peddled an extreme line of racist goods of which Cooper was never guilty, reducing his miscegenational myth to a subtext by a process of extra-terrestrial sublimation on Mars, Venus, or his private planet of the apes.

There was never a place in Africa like the one Burroughs created in his Tarzan books, where the deepest jungle serves as the home for the kind of menagerie found only in a zoo, including not only gorillas, elephants, leopards, snakes, and lions (at least half of these species prefer the open plains), but a giant anthropoid ape found nowhere in this world. Larger than chimpanzees but smaller than gorillas, Burroughs’ apes are given to ritualized  cannibal feasts, a carnivorous preference not common among the simian species. Kipling and Jack London dreamed of wolves who acted very much like people, but Burroughs determined to create a wild thing that had near-human characteristics and a distinctly semi-human profile, figurative ape-men which would serve as the first stage in Tarzan’s personal evolution and provide evidence that he was not only different, he was superior to the “people” amongst whom he had grown up. The moment comes in a Narcissus-like situation in which the young Tarzan catches a glimpse of his reflection and that of a companion ape in a forest pool, “the fierce and terrible features of the ape beside those of the aristocratic scion of an old English house.” It is not Tarzan who is doomed, however, but the ape, slain a moment later by Sabor, the lioness, while “Tarzan, the man-child,” uses his superior wits to escape. Indeed it is the self-same Sabor who will provide him with his sole garment, once Tarzan realizes that real men do not go naked.

Kipling mounted a similar thesis with Mowgli, and readers early on detected similarities between the boy raised by apes and the one raised by wolves, a comparison which Burroughs (while often declaring his admiration for Kipling) resented, claiming that Kipling stole his wolf-mother from the ancient story of Romulus and Remus while his apes were his own. But the difference between the two authors is more profound than a mere divergence of inspiration and hairy maternal models. Not only are the Jungle Tales a relatively pacific bildungsroman emphasizing the need for community, while Tarzan is absolutely bloody-minded and celebrates the ascendancy of superior individuals, but Kipling does not bring his foundling past adolescence, leaving him peeping furtively out of the jungle at a young girl, while Tarzan not only recovers his noble birthright but discovers love in both its physical and Platonic manifestations. Kipling leaves us with a sense that Mowgli’s prepubescent curiosity will eventually resolve his indecision between the attractions of jungle and civilized life, while Burroughs carries the impulse through to a surprising (if  formulaic) resolution, in which Tarzan Lord Greystoke renounces Jane and civilisation and returns to the jungle forever. It is a decision which the necessity of sequels overruled, but in terms of the integrity of Tarzan of the Apes, it is a decision which not only gives the book its foreordained conclusion but links it to a great tradition in folklore and literature, one that establishes a continuity between Burroughs and Cooper and correspondences with Wister and Remington as well.

Like Jack London, Burroughs was influenced by the current vogue for Darwin, as popularized by Theodore Spencer, which gave the notion of the survival of the fittest a decidedly ape-like shape, generally identified with the hulking Neanderthal Man. But in the figure of Tarzan, Burroughs, consciously or not, resurrected an archetype that can be dated back to the Middle Ages and which may have emerged from the deep pool of archetypes at even earlier period, perhaps going back to the pre-historic rivalry between Cro-Magnon and Neanderthal men. For Tarzan is an early twentieth-century version of the Wild Man, whose humanoid outlines may be detected in such otherwise disparate forms as the satyrs of Greek and Roman mythology, William Tell, the legendary hero of the Swiss nation, and Davy Crockett, his crack-shot American equivalent. Burroughs’ John Carter may be a transmogrified version of Wister’s Virginian, a projected figment of the American imperial imagination, but Tarzan emerges from a much deeper archetypal zone. He can also, however, be traced to contemporary fads and fashions, indeed to an early American literary tradition, which drew upon the same archetypal source, a double genesis that helps explain Tarzan’s sudden and enduring fame.

Scholars have attempted to locate the sources of Burroughs’ most famous creation, looking far into the literary past for substantiations of his modern myth, and it is easy enough to find equivalents for any heroic type in the substrata of Greek and Roman literature, Burroughs’ fondness for which has been repeatedly declared. But this overlooks the way in which a writer  seeking a popular audience goes about the job, which is not to draw upon the Greek anthology for genres or characters but rather to discover what it is that appeals to a contemporary audience. The peculiar power residing in archetypes is seldom connected to conscious research for literary materials, but sometimes—and here again Cooper serves as an analogy—the connection is made, since popular literary formulas often take their power from psychic continuities. Burroughs’ admiration for Wister and Kipling, the shared elements with Remington and London, when taken together suggest a writer well up on the literary marketplace, circa 1912, who happened to hit upon a recombination of popular elements that triggered a deep psychic response in both himself and his readers. For Tarzan, clearly, is more than a sum of borrowed parts but, like Dr. Frankenstein’s monster, has a terrific vitality of his own. And that vital energy, I would suggest, can be tracked back to the wild man upon whose outlines Tarzan was traced. To consider that genesis will show that even Mowgli was something of a late birth in the chronicles of primitivist romance, that Tarzan is very much in the American vein, despite his British paternity and African maternal associations.

The idea of a white man growing up amongst animals with human shapes is a powerful item in the Puritan anthology, generally identified with stories of Indian captivity. It promoted a specter of terror in the hands of Cotton Mather, who held out the prospect of captivity as an equivalent of hellfire and damnation in which the Red Man plays a definably devilish role. But by Mather’s heyday, a number of commentators had borne witness to the seemingly attractive aspects of Indian life, observing that children or even women taken captive proved reluctant to return to civilization. Clearly the Indian life had something to recommend it besides dried corn and jerked venison, and the two-pronged version of the American aborigine, as scholars have shown, bore a remarkable resemblance to the dual image of the wild man as it emerged from the late Middle Ages, feeding the idea of the Noble and Ignoble Savage. Shakespeare’s Caliban is  a late version of the ugliest side of the wild-man myth, being a shaggy creature bent on rape, while Robinson Crusoe’s comely companion, Friday, is a harbinger of much noble savagery yet to come, epitomized by Rousseau’s highly idealized figment of his enlightened imagination—in large part inspired by Crusoe’s Friday.

But in colonial America, where often violent contact with real Indians was varied by travelers’ accounts of red men become sodden dependents on the white man’s meager charity, Rousseau’s ideal savage ran into resistance from ideological immigration authorities. J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur, who acted out in his Letters from an American Farmer Jefferson’s phantasm of the physiocratic philosopher, ended his great book by sending his autobiographical projection where he himself did not go, west to the frontier, where the Farmer plans to start a new life even while fearing his children might be lured into savagery by the attractive proximity of Indian tribes. For Crèvecoeur, that enfant subtile of the Enlightenment, the negative aspects of life in the woods outweighed its attractions, and for all his agrarian idealism, he was no champion of primitivism, and regarded the white hunter as an example of the degeneration that took place when civilized men took to the woods, a retrograde image equivalent to the negative side of the wild-man image.

But virtually in tandem with Crèvecoeur’s Letters appeared John Filson’s biography of Daniel Boone, a text that converted a Quaker-born hunter and Indian killer into a Rousseauistic lover of nature in her wildest guise. Boone is no Indian lover, quite the contrary, but in his dress and habits he approximated the Indians he killed while serving as a harbinger of civilization, being an apostle of Enlightenment under his animal skins. His wildness was literally only skin deep, and in Filson’s Boone we have the origins of Cooper’s Leather-Stocking, somewhat refined by Wordsworth’s idealization of Natural Man. But if Natty Bumppo is a personification of natural aristocracy, whose shaggy costume hides a noble heart, then as an expression of high romanticism  he has deep origins in the dark mysteries of medieval myth. Again and again, Leather-Stocking’s natural nobility takes the shape of an errand involving the rescue of a young maiden from wilderness adversity, an action equivalent to Satyrane’s rescue of Una in Spenser’s Faerie Queene, and Spenser’s heroic man of the woods is demonstrably a figure descended from the wild-man type.

Approximately halfway between Filson’s story of Daniel Boone and Cooper’s creation of Leather-Stocking, there appeared a play by the British writer Thomas Dibden, Valentine and Orson (1804), which had significant popularity in the United States. I say significant because in Dibden’s hands the ancient legends of the wild man took on new life at a critical moment in our national literary emergence and would provide a useful formula for writers not yet born. Traceable to an early French romance, and from there back to pre-literate antiquity, the story of Valentine and Orson is about two nobly-born brothers, one of whom (Orson, as his name implies) is raised up by bears while the other is trained as a knight. Eventually Valentine “rescues” Orson by force and brings his hairy, uncouth counterpart back into society, educating him to the beauty of a razor and other civilized blessings. Together the brothers embark on a series of romantic and colorful adventures of the chivalric variety. The point of this dualistic pairing is that Orson, under all his hair and animal manners, has retained his genetic heritage. His wildwood environment notwithstanding, he remains a gentleman at heart.

In Wild Men in the Middle Ages: A Study in Art, Sentiment, and Demonology (1952), a book on which much of my own discussion is dependant, Richard Bernheimer has demonstrated that the French story of Orson and Valentine is a minority version of the wild-man myth, in which the shaggy creature is not a nobleman in need of a barber but a violent, fearsome spectre, given to stealing and raping civilized women—the line of thinking that produced Shakespeare’s Caliban. But Bernheimer also shows that a woman is capable of taming the wild man, leading him back to civilization on a chain, in effect performing the function accorded Valentine in the French story, for in the darker versions of the myth, knights generally slay wild men, not bring them home for supper. This idea of the gentling power of womanhood (generally identified with virginity) over wild animals and men has a long literary life of its own, often (as in The Faerie Queene)  associated with the evangelical power of Christianity. By the opening decades of the nineteenth century, the notion of woman’s beneficent influence over renegade and unregenerate males had become a stock article in the reform movements of the day, in the United States generally promoted by the Unitarian church, as Ann Douglas’ The Feminization of American Culture (1977) has shown us. But the idea of the gentling influence of women had other manifestations in North America during the nineteenth century, and was associated with that major phenomenon, the frontier for, as Annette Kolodny has demonstrated in The Land Before Her (1984), the figure of the woman in a wilderness setting generally was a harbinger of civilization, symbolized by a home and a garden.

But though Fenimore Cooper often resorted to the formulaic figure of the woman whose influence can inspire a man to change his ways, in his version of the frontier we generally find a pattern that emphasizes the situation of male bonding found in the story of Valentine and Orson. The possibility that the wild man might fall in love and become a functioning (because progenitive) part of the civilized zone is generally posed by Cooper as a threat to the sanctity of the frontier, a position completely in harmony with the positive version of woman’s influence but one with ambiguous connotations. Leslie Fiedler, in Love and Death in the American Novel (1960), has suggested that the pattern of male bonding in Cooper’s romances has homoerotic connotations, but if we look carefully at the pairings that emerge from the Leather-Stocking Tales, we can find a subtle series of repeated relationships that not only look back to medieval traditions but forward to novels by writers of a later period, including Wister and Burroughs.

We always remember that Natty Bumppo’s constant companion  is an Indian (wilderness personified), and that Leather-Stocking himself is a hybrid, combining civilized virtues and wildwood skills, along with a reverence for nature imbibed from the Indian but made more articulate because of his white heritage. Given to violence repugnant to white sensibilities, the Indian is a latter-day figuration of the ugly side of the wild man, while Leather-Stocking is a reasonable equivalent of the “other” wild man, but though he has civilized virtues, he is not capable of being absorbed by civilization. That pairing of red man and white is so dominant in our popular consciousness that we tend to forget there is often a third party to this relationship, a white man who expresses ideals clearly derived from the chivalric tradition: Oliver Edwards in The Pioneers, Duncan Heyward in Last of the Mohicans, and Duncan Uncas Middleton in The Prairie. In the last two of the Leather-Stocking Tales this formulaic third party is dropped away, because by that time Natty Bumppo has absorbed the necessary gentle element, becoming something of a questing knight himself. Moreover, in both The Deerslayer and  The Pathfinder, he takes on the chief function of the chivalric figure, which is to carry the courtship motif.

That Leather-Stocking never marries is a constant necessitated by the first novel in the series, where he is presented as an old bachelor hunter, but Cooper eventually felt it was necessary (perhaps anticipating Fiedler) to show that Leather-Stocking is capable of the “gentling” passion by having him fall in love in The Pathfinder (as he himself was loved in Deerslayer) but with the wrong kind of woman. Where Judith Hutter in Deerslayer loves Natty, but is eventually disqualified by the discovery of her noble birth (and obvious sexiness), so he loves Mabel Dunhan in Pathfinder, but she is too sophisticated a match, and besides she is in love with Natty’s friend, Jasper Western (a rusticated version of the other chivalric types), whom she marries. Cooper flirts with the reader concerning the romantic potential of the beautiful Indian widow Dew-of-June as a possible match for Leather-Stocking in Pathfinder, but it is with the widower Chingachgook  that Natty finally pairs. Marriage in the Leather-Stocking saga is always associated with the chivalric member of the male set, as a symbolic token of the civilizing process, in which Natty Bumppo can never partake, as a virtual personification of the frontier. It wasn’t that Cooper disbelieved in the notion of woman’s influence, quite the contrary. It was that for his hero to retain his symbolic meaning he had to survive as a wild man untamed.

As I have already suggested, in the popular stories inspired by David Crockett, the wild and woolly congressman from Tennessee, we have another American version of the wild man, for Crockett is often paired with one or another “riproarious she-male,” who shares his violent nature and woodsy ways. As Bernstein shows us, the archetype likewise is often given a shaggy, repulsive mate, in images generally putting forth the negative aspects of wild nature personified. The Davy Crockett of the comic almanacs is never paired with a woman associated with civilizing influences; instead, that role is filled by the Mississippi steam-boat, a machine that carries with it the notion of progress, threatening to the barbarism of the wildwood garden.

Only in a popular play that appeared late in the Crockett cycle, Frank Murdock’s Davy Crockett (1872), does the fictional wild man find a gentling mate, a woman who brings the awesome power of literature to his mountain retreat. By reading aloud Tennyson’s stirring ballad, “The Young Lochinvar,” a cultured beauty inspires the noble-hearted young rustic to chivalric deeds and marriage. Murdock thereby added to the Crockett “myth” the ubiquitous Victorian notion of female influence, and made strait the way for Joaquin Miller’s even more popular play, The Danites  (1877), which has a story line abstracted from Bret Harte’s tales of the mining frontier, in which the notion of woman’s civilizing presence (which can also take the shape of an infant or child) is given repeated emphasis. By simply showing up in a mining camp a woman can signal the end to the rough-and-ready, violent life enjoyed by a male-dominated society: “How high and holy,” intones Miller (in the novelized version of the story) “the influence  of this one woman over these half-grizzlies, these hairy-faced men who had drank water from the same spring with the wild beasts,” evoking an image familiar to the wild-man myth.

By the late nineteenth century, that is to say, Cooper’s emphasis had been reversed and the world of popular fiction was ready for Wister’s Virginian, who carried the wild man idea into the twentieth century, establishing the dominant pattern for good and all. In Wister’s version, an Eastern schoolmarm brings culture and gentle manners to a good-hearted but rough-edged cowboy, a union of east and west intended by Wister as a positive metamorphosis, despite the necessary loss of something fine from the western scene. The union of Oliver Edwards and Elizabeth Temple in Cooper’s The Pioneers carries similar connotations, but the Virginian is clearly in the Leather-Stocking mold, a child of nature who is converted into a budding industrial magnate by union with the civilizing East. In his short stories, Wister repeatedly asserted the monolithic solidarity of the western male hegemony in rejecting the female presence, but in his novels, starting with the counterpart to The Virginian, the story of Lin McLean (1898), Wister reversed his emphasis, acknowledging the necessity of the inevitable civilizing process. In Lin McLean, moreover, the girl is a telegraph operator, which drives the technological spike entirely home, signaling a pacific union.

Though the formula proved extremely popular, some readers objected to the unlikeliness of a match between a sophisticated college graduate from the Berkshire hills and an unlettered cowboy from the western valley of Virginia, an objection which Wister’s friend and illustrator, Frederic Remington, put into print, writing his novel, John Ermine of the Yellowstone within a year of the publication of Wister’s, in 1902. Remington’s novel never had the popularity of The Virginian, but it is an impressive achievement, and gives us a close prototype to the wild-man elements in Burroughs’ Tarzan. John Ermine is a white foundling raised by Indians (to whom he is clearly superior) until puberty, whereupon he is turned over to a white hermit to learn the wisdom  of civilization. But this process is never quite completed, because his Indian upbringing has penetrated Ermine’s psyche, and while working as a guide for a company of U.S. cavalry, he falls in love with the major’s daughter, a match which the girl dismisses with a contemptuous laugh when the handsome blond savage proposes to her. The story ends with Ermine falling back on his wild Indian ethos and dying violently, a symbolic climax designed by Remington to assert his belief that the presence of women in the West was destructive of the wilderness spirit. Where Wister celebrated the notion of the wild man being led to domesticity by a woman and her golden chain of books, Remington viewed the linkage as a fatal situation, resulting inevitably in the death of the wild man.

Cyrus Townsend Brady (1861—1920), an Episcopalian priest and writer of popular novels with strong Christian overtones, tended to side with Wister but with an interesting twist on the “influence” theme. In The Island of Regeneration (1909), Brady framed a castaway situation in which Katharine Brenton, a free-thinking advocate of sexual equality, finds herself in the company of a blond, blue-eyed young man, clothed only in palm fronds and incapable of human speech. Brenton teaches him the rudiments of grammar and in other ways leads him to civilization, in the process falling in love with this perfect, pre-Tarzan specimen of savage male (Anglo-Saxon) beauty. Along the way she recovers her femininity and becomes a devout Christian. The plot is complicated by a moralizing twist or two, but the “difference” between the educated woman and the blond savage is resolved when we discover that he is John Carnock, heir to a vast Virginian estate. He is a descendant of Cavaliers, always an American equivalent to landed aristocracy. For most of the novel, however, the wild man is addressed by Katharine as “Man,” while she is called “Woman” by him, in a species of conversation not much different from the “Tarzan/Jane” dialogue in the Weissmuller version. Their elemental discourse flirts with the Edenic notion of creation, but the relationship has as its chief function bringing Katharine  to her senses regarding the proper relationship between man and woman. Helpful in this process is a prolonged period of love-making, largely in terms of passionate embraces and tempestuous sighs of restraint, not dissimilar to the sizzling kisses exchanged in the jungle by Tarzan and Jane.

After an extended moral crisis, the result of Katharine’s earlier relationship with a libertine who took advantage of her liberalism, the two are reunited in a final scene of mutual forgiveness and promised bliss: “She forgot everything in the long kiss he pressed upon her trembling lips while he held her close to his heart, in that still and starry night, on that gem-like island of regeneration, in that far Pacific sea.” Much of the scholarship regarding the sources for Tarzan has concentrated on its most novel element, the man-among-apes situation. But the sequence established by the wild-man tradition as used by writers from Cooper to Brady, which concentrates on the erotic element, in which a white man raised up amongst savages (or cowboys) is paired off, happily or tragically, with a woman who is his cultural superior, provides a strong traditional genesis for Burroughs’ book. It is, moreover, a situation deeply rooted in Victorian popular culture, in which the wild-man idea had an extended and very vital (if sometimes sub-textual) existence.

That Burroughs was familiar with the original myth seems clear. He drops frequent allusions to it, largely through the conversations of Professer Porter and his party, by means of which Tarzan is called a “wild man,” a “veritable wild man,” a “forest god,” a “forest man” (or its equivalent) as many times or more than he is called an “ape-man.” Like the legendary Orson, Tarzan is a nobleman by heritage, whose shagginess is superficial. His recovery of his civilized heredity begins with his discovery of books in the cabin built by his father (which he reads while squatting on that apogee of civilized furniture, a table), and it is there that he finds the knife which will give him clear ascendancy over the beasts of the jungle. It is, however, the appearance of Jane Porter that provides the chief lure to return to civilization, and his love  for her inspires him to chivalric action, rescuing her first from a lion and then from the lustful grasp of an ape. But perhaps the most significant rescue at this point in the story is that of the French naval officer, D’Arnot, who will teach Tarzan civilized manners, in effect acting the role of Valentine, indeed returning us to the French origins of the chivalric tale. For Burroughs, clearly, French civilization is superior in the gentlemanly arts, though it needs to be rescued from time to time from barbaric attack by Anglo-Saxon muscle—rather a prescient stroke in 1912. Having become properly polished, Tarzan Lord Greystoke is ready to claim his bride, arriving in Wisconsin not on a horse but in a French motorcar, presumably also the “best in the West,” yet another prescient touch in 1912.

Despite his resemblance to Lochinvar, after a hair-singeing rescue of Jane from a forest fire (an episode perhaps borrowed from Cooper’s Pioneers), like Pathfinder Tarzan relinquishes his beloved to another, a blue-blooded cousin who stands ready to inherit the Greystoke estate and who appears to be better qualified to provide for a daughter of civilization. Much as Pathfinder disappears at the end of the story into the western forest, so Tarzan returns to his jungle, signifying the same truth that Cooper (and Remington) asserted regarding the chaste integrity of the wilderness spirit. By not killing Tarzan, Burroughs arrived at a compromise that both guaranteed his novel’s popularity and left the possibility of marriage to Jane still open. In the sequel he reunited them, not, however, in a treehouse in the jungle but in a magnificent ranch house on the African plain. That ranch house is a superb American touch, projecting the Great Plains onto the African veldt, but it violates the integrity of Tarzan of the Apes,  which ends by asserting the American truth celebrated by Cooper and Remington. Surrendering to the popular necessity promoted by Wister and sanctified by Brady, Tarzan becomes at last the wild man married to a personification of civilized culture, the daughter of a college professor.

Burroughs’ works are seldom consulted by historians of ideas,  but it is significant that the cultural mix in Tarzan would be repeated in other forms in subsequent years. A serious, high-culture counterpart is found in Eugene O’Neill’s play, The Hairy Ape (1922), in which a wild-man type (ironically, a stoker in an ocean liner) is tragically drawn to a society “dame,” with conclusions resembling those in Remington’s novel. Scholars studying the origins of the movie King Kong (1932) have noted the significant priority of the episode in Tarzan when Jane is carried off by Terkoz, but where the great bull ape is clearly bent on rape, Kong yields to a gentler emotion. His love for Ann Darrow is protective and chivalric, not lustful, an impulse that is, however, misunderstood by civilized persons (including Ann Darrow who, as played by Fay Wray, is an animated scream of terror), who kill him as a threat to their culture (and Ann’s chastity), fighter pilots assuming the knightly role.

Each generation seems to rework the wild-man idea for its own purposes, and in the movies we can find a number of significant recent variations. In The Trap (1967), with Oliver Reed as a barbaric French-Canadian fur-trapper (named “La Bête”) and Rita Tushingham as a deaf mute whom he takes as his bride against her will, we have a virtual resurrection of the traditional wild-man formula. The girl (named “Eve”) brings a quality of gentleness into the trapper’s hut, and triumphs over him when she nurses him back to health after he is almost killed by wolves, an episode crowned by a symbolic amputation. More recently, in  Down and Out in Beverly Hills (1985) and Harry and the Hendersons (1987), we have had versions of the wild-man myth tempered by the ideology of the Counter Culture. In both films, the invasion of snobbish, stuffy, and destructive middle-class homes by hairy types (a shaggy tramp and a specimen Big Foot) results in significant transformations, not of the wild men but of the “civilized” people. They are brought by representatives of the wildwood element to a better sense of proper relationships, both among themselves and with other creatures.

None of these modern versions of the wild-man myth have any  obvious link with the model provided by Tarzan, who survives in our popular culture in the form of various super-heroes, including Rambo, in whose heroic acts the primitive element takes a distinctly violent (and bare-chested) form. Burroughs’ ape-raised jungle man is virtually sui generis, yet his popularity can be explained by the author’s remarkable ability to pick up elements from the culture of his day, at a time when jungles worldwide were being subjected to civilized exploitation, a pattern with quite antithetical uses in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, an anti-imperial allegory published in the same year as The Virginian. By resorting to conventional formulas, Burroughs was able to tap into the powerful undercurrent of the wild-man myth, which had nourished the roots of earlier and equally popular versions of the archetype, from Cooper to Wister. Conrad’s powerful classic had to wait for textbook adoption.

Burroughs’ use of the castaway motif likewise reached past Brady’s edenic isle to deep sources in nineteenth-century popular culture, his pirates and their treasure chests obviously indebted to Stevenson’s Treasure Island (1883), if only because Tarzan’s moving of the heavy chest is paralleled in that novel by the actions of Ben Gunn, coincidentally another wild-man type, having gone half-crazy and become hairy because of his long isolation. Again and again, castaway novels in the mode of Robert Ballantyne’s  Coral Island (1857) oppose civilized tenancy of wild zones with the threatening prior presence of savage cannibals, but seldom with the ferocious impact of Burroughs’ opening scenes, where Lord Greystoke is crushed by those terrible, nightmarish great apes. Without yielding to a deep intertextual analysis, Tarzan is nonetheless a contextual classic, which can best be understood by returning it to its setting, like a stolen jewel in a museum returned to the forehead of a pagan idol. But that is another story from the story-mountain, and my time is up.

 

—John Seelye
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A Note on the Text

The text of the Penguin Classics edition of Tarzan of the Apes is based upon the first edition of 1914. Several substantive errors have been corrected, as noted in the annotations to the text, but all other matters, including the one-sentence paragraphs—used by serial writers like Burroughs, who were paid by the page—often combined in later editions, have been preserved. The cover of this edition, likewise, preserves the original design of the 1914 book.



CHAPTER I

Out to Sea

I had this story from one who had no business to tell it to me, or to any other. I may credit the seductive influence of an old vintage upon the narrator for the beginning of it, and my own skeptical incredulity during the days that followed for the balance of the strange tale.

When my convivial host discovered that he had told me so much, and that I was prone to doubtfulness, his foolish pride assumed the task the old vintage had commenced, and so he unearthed written evidence in the form of musty manuscript, and dry official records of the British Colonial Office to support many of the salient features of his remarkable narrative.

I do not say the story is true, for I did not witness the happenings which it portrays, but the fact that in the telling of it to you I have taken fictitious names for the principal characters quite sufficiently evidences the sincerity of my own belief that it may  be true.

The yellow, mildewed pages of the diary of a man long dead, and the records of the Colonial Office dovetail perfectly with the narrative of my convivial host, and so I give you the story as I painstakingly pieced it out from these several various agencies.

If you do not find it credible you will at least be as one with  me in acknowledging that it is unique, remarkable, and interesting.

From the records of the Colonial Office and from the dead man’s diary we learn that a certain young English nobleman, whom we shall call John Clayton, Lord Greystoke, was commissioned to make a peculiarly delicate investigation of conditions in a British West Coast African Colony from whose simple native inhabitants another European power was known to be recruiting soldiers for its native army, which it used solely for the forcible collection of rubber and ivory from the savage tribes along the Congo and the Aruwimi.

The natives of the British Colony complained that many of their young men were enticed away through the medium of fair and glowing promises, but that few if any ever returned to their families.

The Englishmen in Africa went even further; saying that these poor blacks were held in virtual slavery, since when their terms of enlistment expired their ignorance was imposed upon by their white officers, and they were told that they had yet several years to serve.

And so the Colonial Office appointed John Clayton to a new post in British West Africa, but his confidential instructions centered on a thorough investigation of the unfair treatment of black British subjects by the officers of a friendly European power. Why he was sent, is, however, of little moment to this story, for he never made an investigation, nor, in fact, did he ever reach his destination.

Clayton was the type of Englishman that one likes best to associate with the noblest monuments of historic achievement upon a thousand victorious battle fields—a strong, virile man—mentally, morally, and physically.

In stature he was above the average height; his eyes were gray, his features regular and strong; his carriage that of perfect, robust health influenced by his years of army training.

Political ambition had caused him to seek transference from  the army to the Colonial Office and so we find him, still young, intrusted with a delicate and important commission in the service of the Queen.

When he received this appointment he was both elated and appalled. The preferment seemed to him in the nature of a well merited reward for painstaking and intelligent service, and as a stepping stone to posts of greater importance and responsibility; but, on the other hand, he had been married to the Hon. Alice Rutherford for scarce a three months, and it was the thought of taking this fair young girl into the dangers and isolation of tropical Africa that dismayed and appalled him.

For her sake he would have refused the appointment; but she would not have it so. Instead she insisted that he accept, and, indeed, take her with him.

There were mothers and brothers and sisters, and aunts and cousins to express various opinions on the subject, but as to what they severally advised history is silent.

We know only that on a bright May morning in 1888, John, Lord Greystoke, and Lady Alice sailed from Dover on their way to Africa.

A month later they arrived at Freetown where they chartered a small sailing vessel, the Fuwalda, which was to bear them to their final destination.

And here John, Lord Greystoke, and Lady Alice, his wife, vanished from the eyes and from the knowledge of men.

Two months after they weighed anchor and cleared from the port of Freetown a half dozen British war vessels were scouring the south Atlantic for trace of them or their little vessel, and it was almost immediately that the wreckage was found upon the shores of St. Helena which convinced the world that the Fuwalda  had gone down with all on board, and hence the search was stopped ere it had scarce begun; though hope lingered in longing hearts for many years.

The Fuwalda, a barkentine of about one hundred tons, was a vessel of the type often seen in coastwise trade in the far southern  Atlantic, their crews composed of the offscourings of the sea—unhanged murderers and cutthroats of every race and every nation.

The Fuwalda was no exception to the rule. Her officers were swarthy bullies, hating and hated by their crew. The captain, while a competent seaman, was a brute in his treatment of his men. He knew, or at least he used, but two arguments in his dealings with them—a belaying pin and a revolver—nor is it likely that the motley aggregation he signed would have understood aught else.

So it was that from the second day out from Freetown John Clayton and his young wife witnessed
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