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      Tarzan, the man stranded in the jungle as a child and raised by apes to eventually ‘rule’ the 

      rainforest, is widely acknowledged as one of the most recognizable literary figures in the 

      world. As conceived… er, described by Edgar Rice Burroughs, Tarzan is the epitome of the 

      ‘noble savage’ - a white man who manages to educate himself and, by his own natural in-

stincts, develop a personal high standard of gentlemanly (or ‘civilized’ behavior) while still embodying physical perfection and 

control of a wild environment. Tarzan is highly intelligent, sensitive, reflective; who can also kill a jungle beast with his bare 

hands, and prefers to sleep in trees and eat his food raw. It is very likely that ERB was strongly influenced by the feral child 

Mowgli from Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book (another Disney movie adaptation) as well as the adventure tales that were 

popular in the Victorian era of exploration and colonization. The idea of a somewhat childish ‘me Tarzan, you Jane’ charac-

terization was a creation of the early film persona of Tarzan, and persisted until the late 1950’s - and remains a frequently-

quoted sentiment, though it is very different from ERB’s original perception of the character.  
 

Following its 1912 publication in a serial magazine, Tarzan of the Apes was finally accepted and published in book form in 

1914 (original cover, above left). It was immediately - and impressively - successful, the story and main characters reaching 

iconic status very quickly. Adapted for comic strips and  radio shows (ERB’s daughter, Jane, would marry the actor who 

played Tarzan in the early radio series), the story was also adopted for silent films, talking pictures, and television episodes and 

series. Johnny Weismuller, an Olympic swimmer with no acting experience, was not          

the first to play Tarzan in Hollywood films, but he is arguably the most well-known              

(center, right). 
 

Tarzan is regularly referenced in pop culture, appearing in video games, song lyrics,                    

and comic books - among others, there is a crossover series pairing him with Batman          

(on TV he is matched up with the Lone Ranger, and with the Lone Ranger and Zorro.          

No kidding - didn’t anyone tell Johnny Depp?). Some of the more recent adaptations                    

include a 1984 film called Greystoke: The Legend of Tarzan, Lord of the Apes, the                  

1999 Disney animated cartoon, and the musical based on the cartoon that opened on               

Broadway in 2006 (regional production still, below). The early workshop cast included                  

Matthew Morrison as Tarzan, Laura Bell Bundy as Jane, and Adam Pascal as Tarzan        

Storyteller - a role that was cut from the final script. Poorly reviewed, the show closed           

in 2007, but has now revived with a several-times-revised script in regional theatres. 



Edgar Rice Burroughs 
 

Entreprenuer, Adventurer, Media Mogul, Author 

Glossary 

ERB wrote his second published story, Tarzan of the Apes, in 1912 for a serial   

magazine. He enjoyed reading adventure stories and sensational ’pulp fiction’, and 

said ’if people are paid for writing such rot, I can write something just as rotten.’ 

Published in book form in 1914, Tarzan became an immediate best-seller. 

Born in Chicago in 1875, Edgar Rice Burroughs moved all               

over the country, held (and lost) dozens of jobs (including                

policeman in Salt Lake City), married and had children, and              

was finally broke and acting as an agent for pencil-sharpener         

salesmen when he began writing. He had always enjoyed                  

telling stories, and answered an ad by submitting a very strange science

-fiction tale to the publisher. The publisher called it Under the Moons 

of Mars, and not only was it a successful serial, it practically single-

handedly propelled the development of science fiction as a literary  

genre in the US. His second attempt, a novel about the Plantagenet 

kings of England, was rejected, and the publisher strongly encouraged 

ERB to return to sensational adventure stories instead. Tarzan of the 

Apes was his next project, and, immediately a hit, it was followed by a 

series of novels, comics, radio shows, movies, and television episodes. 

It is said that a Tarzan movie plays in almost every country in the world 

on a daily basis.  

ERB closely monitored and invested in Tarzan-related projects, and became (for the first time) a   

successful and prominent businessman. He continued to write Tarzan stories, Mars stories (the 2012 

Disney movie John Carter is based on the ERB novel The Princess of Mars), and other tales - ERB 

once said that if he’d ever learned how to write before he began, he never would have started. He  

purchased a 550-acre parcel in California and named it ‘Tarzana Ranch’ - today, that land is a subdi-

vision of Los Angeles called Tarzana. Continuing with a life of adventure, at age 58 he earned his 

pilot’s license. After witnessing the 1942 bombing of Pearl Harbor ERB became perhaps the world’s 

oldest war correspondent, writing newspaper stories that covered the Pacific Fleet.  
 

He died in Encino, CA in 1950 at age 74, and remains one of history’s most widely read authors.  

Above, left - ERB as a young man 
 

Above - This personalized bookplate 

shows Tarzan holding the planet 

Mars, and includes many elements 

from others of ERB’s stories. 

Moon - one full cycle of the waxing and 

waning of the moon -  not quite a month 
 

Oxford Botany Handbook - botany: the 

science of plant life. Oxford Handbooks 

are a series of guide or tool books to help 

in studying the sciences. 
 

‘excrementum’ - rubbish, crap 
 

Optometrist - eye doctor 
 

Homo erectus - ‘upright man’, ancestor of 

homo sapiens 
 

Planarian - a non-

parasitic flatworm 
 

 

Paradise flycatcher - a 

small bird with a long tail 
 

Bushbabies -            

‘little night monkeys’ 
 

Boubou - small, brightly 

colored, carnivorous bird 
 

‘all that is British’ - the English are 

known for their emotional reserve, and  

determination to always keep a ‘stiff upper 

lip’ (no crying) 

ERB at work in his 

office 

 

L-R: homo erectus, 

bushbaby, boubou 



           The Victorians 

Queen Victoria ruled Great Britain from 1837 to 1901. The British Empire’s influence was so 

prevalent during this era that the period is named after her. At the first World’s Fair in 1851,    

Victoria was the first British monarch to be photographed. 

During this era science grew into the discipline it is 

today. Steam engines meant that travel time was 

shortened, and explorers began returning with speci-

mens, clothing, artifacts, and even natives from other 

countries - fueling excitement about education and 

studying the natural world. Darwin posited his theory 

of evolution, and was attacked by another Victorian 

focus - religion. Societies formed among the upper- 

and middle- classes to sponsor lectures and scientific 

expeditions, and amateur enthusiasts flocked to exhi-

bitions. Scientific inquiry and discovery increased 

exponentially during this period. 

 

The era was also one of social activism - child labor 

was finally outlawed, attempts were made to reform 

prostitution (a flourishing trade), and the plight of the 

poor, tenement-housed working class brought to the 

forefront. Charles Dickens, having spent time in a 

workhouse himself, was a great advocate for im-

provements.  

The Victorian era saw the rise of the middle-class and, for the first time, the divid-

ing of ‘work’ space and ‘living’ space. Privacy and personal reserve became 

highly valued, and ‘Victorian morality’ was defined by restrained personal and 

public behavior, low tolerance for crime, and a strict social code of conduct -   

embodied by particular expectations of men and women, dress codes for events 

and time of day, and a constant striving for dignity. It is perhaps not surprising 

that the same period saw an increase in adventure stories, a fascination with      

exploration and travel, a great deal of time and money spent on mesmerism and 

the occult, the publishing of racy literature, and audiences flocking to the theatres 

to see melodramas. 

Victorian values 

may have been a 

precursor to ‘the 

American 

Dream’, in the 

belief that if any 

(middle-class) 

man worked 

hard enough, he 

could become as 

wealthy as any-

one else.  

In ERB’s original novel, Tarzan was both the epitome of the genteel, educated, mannered 

Victorian man, and his wild, uncivilized, free and unrestrained opposite. (Honestly, Queen 

Victoria would likely have been impressed - and very possibly quite amused.) 

Above, top: Camping in 1912. Above: Fashions for upper-class women, including evening dress, day 

dress, walking dress, and visiting dress. 



Knuckle-walking is the gorilla’s most common form of locomo-

tion—the long fingers for climbing are protected, and they may 

walk and carry small objects at the same time. 

It seems really very unfair that man should have chosen the gorilla  

to symbolize everything that is aggressive and violent, when that is  

one thing that the gorilla is not, and that we are.     

                  - Sir David Attenborough  

            For centuries, tales of gorillas were dismissed as 

            legends, and the only people who went looking 

            for them were big game hunters out for trophies. 

Until the middle of the 20th century popular entertainment was  powered by 

tales of great, ferocious, man-like monsters. Turns out that, instead, gorillas are 

‘peaceful vegetarian[s] who like to lead a quiet life.’* 

King of the Apes 

The leader of a gorilla troop is called a silverback because of the gray fur that   

develops when they are 11 or 12 years old. The silverback is the only mature   

male in the troop - when they reach adolescence younger males leave the group   

or are driven away until they eventually build their own troop. The silverback 

leads the group to new nesting grounds each day and stands guard over the       

females and young. Standing on  

two legs, a full-grown gorilla can  

be upwards of six feet tall. His  

long arms, thick hair, and heavy  

muscles make him look as large as  

possible, and he stands, roars, and  

beats his chest to warn off any  

predators. A gorilla’s wide-open  

mouth can indicate a yawn, a roar,  

or anxious nervousness. 

Since a gorillas eat 40-60 pounds of 

fruit and leaves each day, a troop 

must walk in search of food each 

morning. They eat, build new nests 

for sleeping in the thick vegetation, 

then move and start over the next day. 

In the afternoons (following the mid-

day siesta) gorillas play and socialize, 

bonding the troop by wrestling and 

play-fighting, and by grooming each 

other - picking leaves and insects out 

of their fur. Females groom babies 

and the silverback, but not each other. 

A female will sometimes leave her 

troop and join with another, or with a 

solitary male to start a new troop. 

 

A female gorilla may begin having  

babies when she is between seven and 

ten years old. Twins are rare.  

A mother carries the baby in her arms 

for a few weeks, until the child learns 

to cling to her hair itself. Babies ride  

on their mother’s back until they learn 

to walk.  

 

 

Gorillas are highly intelligent: they communicate, play games 

(including chase and tag), and can create tools. For example, when 

trying to access an anthill or termite mound, a gorilla may poke a 

stick into the mound and then pull it out with insects clinging to it - 

which they will then lick like a lollipop. 
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Technically, a ‘jungle’ is simply land covered with thick vegetation. The 

word has become something of a metaphorical idea, used to represent a wild 

and untamed place outside the control of ‘civilized’ society.  It is likely that 

the landscape represented in Tarzan is actually a rainforest, since the upper 

canopies are fairly dense and the lower  storey (ground level) is relatively 

open and easy to      

traverse.   

 In the Jungle,  
 the mighty Jungle... 

If I were to mention the ‘Tarzan yell’, nearly everyone 

would immediately hear it in their heads - and we all 

hear the same version. It was described in ERB’s 

novel, but, thanks to silent films, not heard onscreen 

until 1929 (and was initially pretty wimpy). The iconic 

yell was actually produced three years later by Johnny 

Weismuller, Olympic swimmer-turned-actor, and that 

original sound clip was re-used for years to come.  

Despite rumors of sound layering, JW convincingly 

performed the yell at appearances for over 50 years.  
“Aah-eeh-ah-eeh-aaaaaah-eeh-ah-eeh-aaaaah!”  

This illustration from The Second Jungle   

Book shows Mowgli, a ‘feral child’ raised 

in the wilderness by animals. 

  Make sure you stop here for rainforest images and soundscapes! 

    http://dramaturgyresearch.blogspot.com/2013/09/rainforest-escape.html  

The rainforest is home to a number of 

animals and insects. Besides gorillas, 

there are tree frogs, leopards and tigers, 

bonobos (related to the chimpanzee), for-

est elephants (smaller than the bush or 

plains elephants) and okapi (closely re-

lated to the giraffe but similar in looks to 

the zebra). Termites eat leaves and decay-

ing branches, and in turn are eaten by the 

primates.  

The Congo is both a 

country and a region 

in Africa. The    

northern half of the 

Democratic Republic 

of Congo is rainfor-

est, and the southern 

area is flatter and 

drier. 

(not actual size)   

http://dramaturgyresearch.blogspot.com/2013/09/rainforest-escape.html


     Resources  
      and Links 

Redmond, Ian. Gorilla, Monkey & Ape. Dorling Kindersley Eyewitness Books, 

2000  

 

Spilsbury, Richard & Louise. A Band of Gorillas. Heinemann Library, 2004 

Tarzan Pinterest Research Board  

http://www.pinterest.com/charissebaxter/tarzan-chs-2013/  

 

List of gorilla movement and behavior videos 

http://dramaturgyresearch.blogspot.com/2013/09/monkeys-do-actors-see.html  

 

Rainforest images and videos (sights and sounds) 

http://dramaturgyresearch.blogspot.com/2013/09/rainforest-escape.html  
 

 

Victorian Era 

http://www.english.uwosh.edu/roth/VictorianEngland.htm  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Victorian_morality  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Victorian_era  

http://www.mccord-museum.qc.ca/en/keys/games/17  

http://www.almanac.com/content/etiquette-and-manners-victorian-era  - etiquette 

http://home.kendra.com/victorianrituals/Victor/ritualsII.htm - etiquette & manners 

http://walternelson.com/dr/behavior - the Victorian gentleman 

 

The ‘official’ website 

http://tarzan.org/  

 

The Disputed History of the Tarzan Yell 

http://mentalfloss.com/article/12328/disputed-history-tarzan-yell#ixzz2dxiCo5In 

  

 

 

Tarzan review in the New York Times 

http://theater.nytimes.com/2006/05/11/theater/reviews/11tarz.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0  

 Tarzan’s New York Adventure - 1942 

    Johnny Weismuller is nearly unrecognizable in a suit! 

Questions? Comments? Feedback ? Options? 
 

charissebaxter12@gmail.com 
 

Packet prepared by Charisse Baxter  
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