
Excerpt 5 on parallels with Adam and Eve 

In many ways, “Tarzan’s First Love” builds on the story of the Garden of Eden, and especially Adam’s placement there.  The word Eden is subliminally placed on the first page of the story, embedded in the word credence. Though the reference to Eden is indirect, the connections are clear.  When Jane sees Tarzan in the first novel, she thinks, “Never [. . .] had such a man strode the earth since God created the first in his own image” (Apes 148).  And, after Tarzan rescues her from Terkoz, he takes her into the jungle where “she was entirely contented sitting here by the side of this smiling giant eating delicious fruit in a sylvan paradise [. . . where] she was contented and very happy” (Apes 153).  The image is Edenic in intent, depicting the bliss of that first pre-sin couple.  The editors at Blue Book introduced the first story of Jungle Tales (Sept. 1916) with the claim that “something of the bloom and radiance of the world’s dawn glorifies Tarzan’s life in the jungle” (986).  That Burroughs had the story of Eden in mind might be further evidenced by the narrator’s comment in “The Witch-Doctor Seeks Vengeance” that Tarzan was as “utterly vogue, as was the primal ancestor before the first eviction” (87), an arguably oblique reference to Adam, whom Brenda Cooper calls the “originator of humanity” (Weary 319).  


This impression even spills over into some of the filmed versions of Tarzan’s story.  For example, Creed claims that Tarzan, The Apeman, the first of the Johnny Weissmuller films, “is a reworking of the Christian myth of the divine couple who live happily in the Garden of Eden” (160).  And Stanley Crouch in another movie review refers to the jungle as “Tarzan’s Eden.”  This motif is appealing.  Tim Cloward has pointed out: “We come from the wild – connectedness, Eden.  We want more than anything to tell ourselves how to go back again” (4).  Burroughs, in comparing Tarzan to Adam, provides a way, at least partially, for us as readers to identify with the “first man” in ourselves, to, in a sense, go back again.


In this story and others by Burroughs, Tarzan is likened to Adam in the following ways: 1) he is a specimen of physical perfection, 2) he speaks the language of the “first man,” and most importantly, 3) he is surrounded by animals but without intimate companionship.


Adam is expected to be the perfect man.  The Genesis account claims “in the image of God created he him” (1.27) and afterward that the creation was “very good” (1.31).  Note also that Tarzan’s rise to ascendancy is anticipated in God’s directive to Adam to “have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moveth upon the earth” (1.28).  


Tarzan’s physique was established in the earlier novels as exemplary of the perfect man.  The narrator, as we have read previously, points out “[h]is straight and perfect figure, muscled as the best of the ancient Roman gladiators must have been muscled, and yet with the soft and sinuous curves of a Greek god” (Apes 90).  When Tarzan reaches the French mission, Father Constantine first sees Tarzan’s “superb physique” (Apes 192), and the opening scene of The Return of Tarzan shows Olga de Coude observe his figure as “[m]agnifique” (7).  In “Tarzan’s First Love,” Tarzan’s physique is embryonic.  The “boyish” (8) protagonist despairs at his own lack of development.   In his fight with Taug, even though the narrator notes his “muscles rigid” (10), the muscular maturation of the earlier novels is clearly subsequent in plot: “The ape-boy had as yet never come to a real trial of strength with a bull ape, other than in play, and so he was not at all sure that it would be safe to put his muscles to the test in a life and death struggle” (11-12).  But the promise of maturation is hinted at later in the story when the narrator refers to “the mighty thews which, day by day, were building beneath [. . .] his brown hide” (15).  

The second evidence is perhaps more tenuous.  When Tarzan saves La in The Return of Tarzan, he speaks to her in “the low guttural barking” (170) of the mangani.2  La, who has some sense of history in the ruined city of Opar, identifies Tarzan as someone “who speaks the language of the first man" (172).  La is uniquely qualified to make this assessment.  She is the high priestly descendant among a people isolated for millennia, sometimes speculated as contemporary to the Atlanteans. The rudiments of language identified here by La are presumably pre-Indo-European.  The first man to whom she refers here may or may not be literally Adam but symbolically his language is the first language distinguishable.  Such a claim also indicates her belief that the mangani are closer to human than to beast.  The narrator of “Tarzan’s First Love” tells us, when the mangani flee to the trees in fear of Sheeta then scream defiance from their refuge, that “the progenitors of man have, naturally, many human traits” (14).  One of those traits linking them to the human experience is language.  When Tarzan brings Tibo to the mangani tribe in “Tarzan and the Black Boy,” he does so for the boy to learn an “intelligible form of speech” (72).  This is the same language of the first man that La identifies; the tribal dialect that Tibo speaks is as “senseless as the chattering of the silly birds” (72) to Tarzan.  It is not until the arrival of Paul D’Arnot, in Apes, that Tarzan’s verbal linguistic aptitude buds and blossoms.  But the story of the Tower of Babel, another Genesis event, is not the concern here.

Most importantly, Tarzan, by circumstance, is in the same place that Adam found himself.  The most striking parallel occurs in the search for someone like himself.  In the Genesis account, expanded in chapter 2 after the overview of chapter 1, Adam is brought “every beast of the field, and every fowl of the air [. . .] to see what he would call them” (2.19).  First, note the importance of language from the beginning; the purpose of the visitation is to create a linguistic link between the physical and the verbal. Second, that this is more than a naming exercise is indicated in the conclusion of the next verse.  After Adam has named the creatures brought to him, the narrative concludes, “but for Adam there was not found a help meet for him” (2.20)   Clearly, the purpose of the animals’ presence in this scene is to reinforce the difference between the man and the animals and the need for kindred companionship.  And that is precisely the motivation in “Tarzan’s First Love.”  Had Tarzan had the input of John Milton’s Paradise Lost that Frankenstein’s creature found, he might have shouted to the skies: “You must create a female for me, with whom I can live in the interchange of those sympathies necessary for my being” (Shelley 138).  But Tarzan has neither Milton’s commentary nor an embodied Creator from which to ask help.

When Tarzan compares himself to Teeka, the differences that he recognizes are not a matter of species distinction but of his own perceived deformity.  He sees “Teeka’s great teeth,” for example, as “mighty, handsome things by comparison with Tarzan's feeble white ones” (8).   His hairlessness is the first obvious difference, but more important is the mental difference.  His call to defend Teeka from the panther attack is foreign to the apes.  When Tarzan tries to handle the situation, the narrator provides the point of view of the apes in the trees who thought that “Tarzan was not a real mangani” (14).  


When Taug is later captured and Tarzan is able to put is arm over Teeka’s shoulder in affection, he confirms their point of view.  He is shocked by “the strange incongruity of that smooth, brown arm against the black and hairy coat of his lady-love” (20).  The irony is obvious.  Teeka’s hairiness is a marker, for the reader, of beastliness rather than of beauty.  He reasons that there is no difference between the male and female leopard or between the male and female monkeys.  Even the difference between the male and female lions can be removed with the elimination of the mane.  Likewise variations between male and female birds were minimal compared to the difference between Teeka and himself.  Holtsmark agrees that “it is significant that the first time [the readers], along with Tarzan, are made aware of a distinction between man and ape, the cardinal point on which the discovery of that difference hinges is precisely the matter of hairiness as opposed to hairlessness” (71).  After freeing Taug from the cage where Mbonga’s villagers had held him, Tarzan tells his companion, “for Sheeta there is a she of his own kind” (23); and of course for the other denizens of the jungle this remains true as well.  He goes on to acknowledge “for all the beasts and the birds of the jungle there is a mate” (23).  But for Tarzan there was not found a help meet for him.  One can hear the echo of the Eden account when Burroughs writes, “Only for Tarzan of the Apes is there none” (23).  His determination to “go alone” at the end of the story is filled with sympathy.  The resolution to this alienation is still in the future.  He is like Frankenstein’s creature, lamenting, “Like Adam, I was apparently united by no link to any other being in existence” (Shelley 124).  But for both this creature and Tarzan, there is no God saying, “It is not good that the man should be alone” (Genesis 2.18).  Tarzan’s alienation, though temporary, is profound and compelling.


In this sense, “Tarzan’s First Love” merely sets up the search for companionship that pulses through the collection.  Of course, one need only return to the first two volumes of Tarzan to know the outcome, that his Eve will arrive and after many obstacles real and imagined, the two will be married by Professor Porter at the cabin by the little landlocked harbor where Tarzan was born.

