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Summary

In a le tter to his editor in 1919, American author Edgar Rice Burroughs (1875-1950) 

wondered w hether he was "going to be known as Edgar Rice Burroughs the author or Edgar 

Rice Burroughs, author of Tarzan o f the Apes" (Letter to Bray, 8 Oct). A century on, the latter 

is quite obviously the case, and Burroughs would go on w rite  dozens more Tarzan 

adventures and inspire decades of films, comic strips, radio shows, television series, and a 

bewildering array of merchandise. Yet Burroughs' w ider literary output, despite making him 

one of the most commercially successful authors of the tw entie th  century, has rarely been 

the centre of critical attention. Beyond Tarzan o f the Apes and its tw enty-four sequels. 

Burroughs was the author of a foundational science fiction (sf) text, A Princess o f Mars, and 

the ensuing series of Mars novels, as well as a huge variety of other sf tales, westerns, jungle 

adventures, mystery stories, w ar fiction, and more. This thesis is an attem pt to critically 

analyse the work of a prolific w riter so often reduced to the author of a single text. 

Examined in the context of his biography, his personal and business correspondence, as well 

as his extensive output as a journalist. Burroughs can be recognised as one of the most 

im portant popular authors of the tw entie th  century.

The difficulty in analysing such an extensive body of work, however, is in finding a 

unifying factor which moves the analysis away from becoming either a readers' guide or a 

literary biography. To this end, this study takes science and scientific thought as an entry  

point into Burroughs' work, an approach which has a num ber of advantages. Firstly, 

Burroughs, while not a scientist, was deeply influenced by the popular scientific thinking of 

his day. The prevalence of eugenics, evolutionary theory, or anthropology, for example, is 

readily apparent in the plots, characterisation, and even the vocabulary of so much of his 

writing. Secondly, if there is a single, unifying them e to all of Burroughs' hugely varied 

fiction, then it is an exploration of the origins and developm ent of humankind. On a 

planetary, species, or racial level. Burroughs examines evolution in its m ultiple, often  

contradictory, senses. Theories of racial, social, gender, and cultural developm ent; social 

Darwinism in all its multifarious forms; the conflict betw een the prim itive and the civilised, 

and the resulting cultural anxieties; the image of the ape and the ape-m an. These are 

them es Burroughs persistently revisits, reinforcing and recapitulating w hat has gone before
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with each subsequent sequel and series. The five chapters of this thesis explore these 

themes, using a series of novels and a scientific field in each chapter. Chapter one examines 

astronomy and planetary evolution in relation to Mars and Burroughs' sf Barsoom  series. 

Chapter tw o brings together sf and utopian writing and explores how the science of 

eugenics is utilised and adapted by both. Chapter three takes Tarzan, the character and the  

series, and argues for the centrality of anthropology in understanding the novels more fully, 

especially in the complex relationship with theories of race. Chapter four uses the medical 

condition of neurasthenia as a way of investigating the m odern city and the threats to 

masculinity it was seen to contain. Burroughs' westerns, Apache  novels, and jungle 

adventures are drawn on as examples of possible ways to escape m odernity and the city. 

Chapter five concludes by m ore explicitly examining evolutionary theory, a feature  of every 

chapter in many ways. Using the concept of man as a "fighting anim al", as well as war and 

propaganda, the M oon  series is examined briefly and the evolution-inspired Cospak series 

considered in detail.

Finally, reading Burroughs' massively popular novels gives us a key insight into the 

mass reception, spread, and diffusion of the science of this period. His w ork provides an 

opportunity to examine both the m anner in which fiction engages quite explicitly with  

science, in the form  of sf, as well as the m ultitude of ways in which a science/fiction loop of 

interaction and influence plays out. The thesis is, in this respect, a study of the "networks of 

overlapping interest and concern" (Luckhurst and McDonagh 6) betw een scientific 

knowledge and literature. Ultim ately, it is hoped that Burroughs' work will be seen as both 

the popular enterta inm ent its author always intended it to be, as well as a central part of 

any critical analysis of tw entieth-century popular literature and culture.
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‘‘Take the story simply as another Tarzan story, in which, i t  is hoped, 
you w illfin d  entertainment and relaxation. I f  you fin d fo o d fo r  thought 
in it, so much the better**

- Burroughs, Tarzan the Terrible
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Introduction 
Edgar Rice Burroughs: 

"The nation's sixth largest industry"

"The only im p o r ta n t p e o p le  in th e  w orld, in m y  opinion, are  th e  sc ien tis ts . The re s t o f  us are  a lo t o f  

silly m orons"  - Bur roughs ,  "Chat  wi th  F a m o u s  Aut ho rs "

1: A Stroll around the Chicago World's Fair

I n 1893 t h e  city of  Chicago p layed  ho s t  to  an e v e n t  qu i te  unlike a ny th ing  which  ha d  c o m e  be fo re  

it, a " w o n d e r fu l  f rozen  d r e a m ,  w h o s e  exquisi te  h u e s  a nd  airs a n d  lines a r e  a p ic ture  in which 

genius  has  b e e n  prodigal ,  a n d  w h e r e  a re  g a t h e r e d  t h e  glor ies  an d  m ys te r ie s  of  h u m a n  

a c h i e v e m e n t "  (Hals tead  577).  Just  s o u t h  of  t h e  c e n t r e  of  Chicago a city of  neo-classical  buildings 

wa s  e r e c t e d  a m o n g  careful ly d e s i gn ed  lakes, islands,  parks  a n d  plazas.  The  W h i t e  City, as  it soon  

c a m e  to  be  known,  w a s  de s ig n e d  for  t h e  W o r ld ' s  Col umbian  Exposit ion (WCE), a n  e v e n t  

de s ig n a t e d  to  c o m m e m o r a t e  fo u r  h u n d r e d  ye ar s  s ince Col um bu s '  arrival in t h e  New World .  This 

Wor ld ' s  Fair w a s  a t ruly in te r na t io na l  affair, wi th  exhibi tors  f ro m  ac ross  t h e  g lobe,  a nd  w as  

s i m ul ta neous ly  a fa i rg rou nd of p o p u la r  e n t e r t a i n m e n t ,  a m u s e u m  of  scientific s tu d y  and  

technologica l  a d v a n c e m e n t ,  a nd  a hu b  of  co mm erc ia l  activity.

The  WCE w a s  de l ibe ra te ly  bigger,  g r a n d e r ,  a nd  m o r e  awe- insp i r ing  t h a n  an y  expos it ion  

which h ad  c o m e  before ,  surpas s in g  e v e n  t h e  huge ly successful  Exposition U niverselle, he ld  in Paris 

just  f our  y e a r s  previously,  w h o s e  c e n t r e p i e c e  ha d  b e e n  t h e  Eiffel Tow er .  The  WCE, which  ove r  its 

s ix -month  e x is te nc e  s a w  a lm o s t  30 million visits, c a m e  a t  an  i m p o r t a n t  t i m e  for  b o th  t h e  U.S. and
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Chicago. The eventual decision, a fter intensive lobbying, to host the exposition in Chicago marked 

the city's emergence as America's second city, and a true rival to New York. Similarly, the imposing 

architecture and intricate landscape design, the immense budget, and the sheer numbers involved 

confirmed the status of the U.S. at the forefront of m odernity itself.

At a tim e when, for most, the threat of the Indian was confined to cowboys' tales, these 

same Indians could be visited on the M idw ay Plaisance where, for exam ple, "Chief Rain-in-the- 

Face, who was with Sitting Bull at the Custer massacre, [was] on exhibition" (Handy XVII). 

Alternatively, just outside the fair, the visitor could delight in the reconstructions at Buffalo Bill's 

world famous W ild W est show, "A Congress of the Rough Riders of the W orld". As the American 

frontier was closing, and w ith foreign expansion a topic soon to be fiercely debated, the WCE was 

the location for Frederick Jackson Turner's hugely influential paper on The Significance o f the 

Frontier in American l-listory. As American science was growing more professional and less reliant 

on Europe, and anthropology was emerging as a rigorous discipline in its own right, racial and 

ethnic classification penetrated countless aspects of American life. The narrative of progress from  

the primitive towards western American civilisation would be a central part of literature and art 

for decades to come, and this was explicitly codified at the WCE.^ At the opening ceremony 

President Cleveland welcom ed "those who have come from  foreign lands to illustrate with us the 

progress and growth of human endeavor in the direction of higher civilization" ("The Fair 

Opened").^ In this way, and numerous others, the WCE provided a snapshot of the U.S. at a key 

m om ent in its developm ent -  culturally, politically, and scientifically.

 ̂ I use the word prim itive  here w ithout quotation marks, following M arianna Torgovnick's lead, w here she states that 
"funny things begin to happen when prim itive  goes into quotation marks. The first thing is that all o ther 

constructed term s -  the West and Western -  seem to require quotation marks as well, a technique tha t despite its 

seeming sophistication ultim ately relieves writers of responsibility for the words they use" (20). Words such as 

primitive, mani<incl, Indian  or race, while obviously problematic, are used throughout in the way tha t the authors 
under discussion used and understood them . This also adds a certain am ount o f lexical continuity between the  
primary texts and the critical analysis.

 ̂Similarly, as G. Brown Goode of the Smithsonian noted, the WCE was an "illustrated encyclopaedia of civilization" Qtd 

in Rydell 45).
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Fig. i: The Court o f Honor

A visitor to the WCE had a vast choice of exhibitions and entertainm ents to choose from  

and, indeed, only a fraction of the exposition could be seen in any one visit. Let us imagine a 

hypothetical visitor to the exposition and some of the possible attractions he may have visited.^ 

Perhaps entering from 67^  ̂ Street, he would have come upon the Anthropological Building. There  

he may have perused the Section of Anthropology, under the direction of Franz Boas, and seen a 

variety of anthropom etric instruments for taking m easurements "typical for various races" (Handy 

44), or perhaps how statistics could be applied to anthropology using "apparatus designed by 

Francis Galton" (43), the famous British polymath. Nearby, statistics and composite photographs 

illustrated how the races of mankind differed, and skulls could easily be com pared. Evolutionary 

and racial developm ent could also be examined, w ith a selection of human skulls as well as those 

"of a few  anthropoid apes [...] exhibited for purposes of comparison" (44).

 ̂This account of the WCE draws on a variety of sources. At the Chicago Public Library, a num ber of photos and primary  

sources w ere invaluable, particularly M.P. Handy's Official Catalogue  and J.P Barrett's Electricity a t the Columbian 

Exposition. Also consulted w ere Rydell, Clark, Halsted, and Bolotin & Laing, as well as Erik Larson's entertaining and 

well-researched account The Devil in the W hite City.
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Moving to the Section of Neurology, his focus would have moved from  skulls to brains, and 

an interesting selection was on display. Was the brain of an idiot smaller than that of a monkey or 

a criminal? W ith reference to the contem porary science of criminology, could one distinguish 

between the brain of the criminal and the em inent man? Was there, in other words, a scientific 

criminal type, as Italian criminologist Cesare Lombroso had famously claimed, or was criminality a 

moral choice or a social compunction? The Section of Psychology focused on the mental faculties 

and precisely these sorts of questions. Reflecting the centrality of social and racial progress 

mentioned previously, it was here that one could study "the various types of mind in animals, and 

the changes in thought and feeling that mark the advances from  savagery to civilization" (50). 

Rounding off his visit to this exhaustive collection, our visitor may have noted the display on the  

"Anthropology of the North American Indian", where the cephalic index of skulls recorded that 

"the great m ajority of tribes are brachycephalic". Here too, direct comparisons could be made 

between Indians, half-blood Indians and whites to establish patterns of difference and similarity. 

This building contained just some of the many fascinating "[ojbjects illustrating the progress of 

nations" (8) on display at the exposition.

Leaving the anthropological building, and walking north past the French Colonies and 

Krupp's Gun exhibit, the visitor would certainly have w anted to visit the M idw ay Plaisance, where  

George Ferris' famous wheel and other attractions were located. En route, numerous buildings 

would have vied for his a ttention . The United States Governm ent building, with its large plaza, 

may have looked interesting but perhaps the visitor walked east instead, across the Wooded 

Island with its Japanese palace, and on towards the M idway. Had he entered the U.S. Government 

building, he might have felt a sense of pride in his great nation as he exam ined the "maps showing 

the expansion of the territo ry  of the United States under Treaty Provisions" (17), not to mention 

the impressive selection of weaponry displayed by the W ar and Navy departm ents. This building 

also housed the Smithsonian and National Museum exhibitions on ancient societies and 

prehistoric anthropology, but perhaps our visitor was more interested in the living, breathing 

anthropological displays he would soon see on the M idway.
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Fig. ii: The M idw ay Plaisance

The M idw ay Plaisance was the centre of enterta inm ent, a mile long strip leading up to the  

W hite City itself. Its centrepiece was the Ferris W heel but equally fascinating was the series of 

"villages" -  Java Village ("the natives work just as if they were in Java" [Handy 18]), the South Sea 

Islands Village, Dahom ey Village, American-lndian Village, Irish Village and many others. Also along 

its bustling mile-long length was Sitting Bull's Cabin, the "Street in Cairo" w here fem ale dancers 

performed the exotic Danse du Ventre, the Hagenbeck Animal Show, a tethered  hot-air balloon, 

and a zoopraxiscope, an early motion picture device. W hile our visitor may have been 

overwhelm ed by the vendors and hawkers, the noise and the com m otion of the Midway, he may 

have missed the ordering of the exhibits, officially under the auspices of "Departm ent M, 

Ethnology". As Constance Areson Clark notes, "Harvard anthropologist Fredric W ard Putnam  

designed a series of ethnological exhibits for the [WCE] which he intended as a spatial 

representation of the trajectory of human societies from prim itive to civilized as he understood it" 

{God 7). The general impression for the visitor entering on the M idw ay was of moving from  savage 

Dahomey to semi-civilized Arab to the Celtic Irish and Teutonic Germans before leaving this behind 

and entering the W hite  City, celebrating the neo-classical grandeur of American civilization. As 

Robert Rydell notes, "the M idway provided visitors with ethnological, scientific sanction for the 

American view of the nonwhite world as barbaric and childlike and gave a scientific basis to the
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racial blueprint for building a utopia" (40). This is an issue this thesis w ill explore in a number of 

ways.

If our visitor had walked the length of the Midway and re-entered the White City, he would 

still have had countless possible exhibits to see. Even if he had not planned to enter the 

Manufactures and Liberal Arts Building, this behemoth w ith over th irty  acres of floor space was 

simply too grand to ignore. Inside, many of the "instruments o f precision", from countries all over 

the world, would have been astonishing in their technological ingenuity and accuracy. For sheer 

excitement, however, this was trumped by the nearby Electricity Building. It was here that the 

marvel of electricity in all its guises could be witnessed. The WCE was the first exposition which 

managed to tru ly harness electricity for lighting purposes on such a large scale, successfully 

keeping visitors at the fair throughout the evening. As one contemporary source noted, "it 

dissolved much of the mystery that had pervaded its domain; it brought electricity to the people in 

the light of a servant not as an awful master" (Barrett xi). The Electricity Building displayed the 

inventions of Nikola Tesla and the renowned Thomas Edison who, according to a contemporary 

article in Cosmopolitan, "added other miracles to his repertoire of im m ortal accomplishments" 

(Halstead). Perhaps our visitor, walking around the displays, may have briefly stopped at stand T- 

9a: "American Battery Co., storage batteries". Here he may have met a young man, perhaps 

driving an electric carriage powered by his father's battery company. This young man, not quite 

eighteen years old, was Edgar Rice Burroughs.

rv/ /s /
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Fig. iii: The Interior o f the Electricity Building

Not only did the young Burroughs spend the sum mer of 1893 working for his father at the  

exposition, he also attended in his capacity as a cadet. Enrolled in Michigan M ilitary Academy, and 

by then an accomplished horseman, he travelled to the WCE to participate in a ceremonial parade 

for the Infanta Eulalie of Spain. His Graduating Exercises were perform ed a week later in the Music 

Hall, where his diploma was presented by M ajor General Nelson A. Miles, the same man who 

would later feature in his novel Apache Devil. It is crossovers such as these, betw een Burroughs' 

tim e at the WCE and his fiction, which are cause for much speculation. Certainly, while Burroughs' 

influences w ere wide-ranging, there can be no doubt that his imagination, like so many others', 

was fired by the wonders on display in his home city, a fact which has often been ignored by 

biographers and critics.'^ Perhaps the Algerian and Tunisian Village, w ith its dances, "including the  

Assiiaeu dance, commonly known as the torture dance" (Handy 29) could be connected to the  

dances of death and torture perform ed so often in the Tarzon novels. Provocative, scantily-clad 

dancing girls make frequent appearances in Burroughs' work, and the grotesque yet erotic dances 

of Jungle Girl, for example, are by no means dissimilar to the infamous Danse du Ventre, made 

famous at the Streets of Cairo exhibit. Perhaps the horse racing in the O ttom an Hippodrome, and 

the Roman chariot racing of I Am a Barbarian share a link, or the Samoan villagers in the "South

 ̂ Bill H illm an , a t ERBzine.com , provides a "docu-fic tion" o f Burroughs' tim e  a t th e  fa ir  and suggests a n u m b e r o f 

possible in fluences, bu t this is so m eth in g  fe w  o th e r  critics have exp lo red  in any de ta il. T a lia ferro  and Porges on ly  

b rie fly  m e n tio n  th e  fair.
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Sea Islands Village" and the islanders in works from The Mucker to  Monster Men. The prehistoric 

habitations, including caves and cliff dwellings, in and around the Anthropological Building could 

certainly have served as visual blueprints fo r Burroughs' many cave dwellings, from those in Cave 

Girl to  the Waz-don of Tarzan the Terrible. Indeed the names used in this novel -Ta-den, Ho-don, 

Pal-ul-don -  are strikingly similar to the Japanese palace on the Wooded Island, the Ho-o-den. The 

utopian White City itself surely parallels several of Burroughs' fictional cities, such as Havatoo in 

Lost on Venus or A-lur in Torzan the Terrible, and there are connections, explored in subsequent 

chapters, between Burroughs' characters and those he may have seen at the fair -  boxer Jim 

Corbett, strongman Eugen Sandow, showman Buffallo Bill, or the inventors Thomas Edison and 

Nikola Tesla.

Precisely what Burroughs saw, who he met, or how he was inspired is, of course, a matter 

of speculation. The WCE serves as more than just an exploration of an important episode in 

Burroughs' life; it was a key event in American history, one which in many ways bridged the gap 

between the nineteenth and twentieth century. It is crucial to understand that many of the issues 

that Burroughs' work explores were well formed by 1893, a period which marked the end of 

Burroughs' time as a student and the beginning of his life as an independent man. Equally 

important, given the unifying structure of this thesis, is the fact the scientific thought from the 

1890s, while no longer cutting edge by the time Burroughs was first writing, was still influential in 

the popular consciousness. What one finds time and again with Burroughs, a perfect example of 

an educated but lay reader of science, is that his scientific knowledge is generally representative of 

popular conceptions, not cutting edge science. Consequently, the WCE provides a snapshot of 

American academic and popular science, a distinction illustrated in part by the disparity between 

the displays in the Anthropological Building and the Midway Plaisance. While many of the exhibits 

at the WCE would soon be updated, altered, or dismissed, as all scientific ideas are, many of these 

conceptions would hold sway in the popular imagination for decades to come.

Thus, as chapter three explores, while an anthropologist such as Franz Boas may have later 

gone on to argue for the importance of cultural relativity in anthropology, at the WCE he and his 

colleagues still envisioned a hierarchy of race and a progression towards civilised man, a system 

Burroughs and numerous other would draw on for decades to come. As chapter one argues.
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Percival Lowell's astronomical work first came to prominence in the 1890s and, while there was 

scepticism by some astronomers (many of whom  would have been keen to see the Yerkes 

telescope on display at the WCE), he was still influencing popular conceptions of Mars into the 

1910s and beyond. The instruments of Francis Galton, on display in the Anthropological building, 

w ere part of his work on anthropom etric measurements, and it was this groundbreaking work  

which had much to do with the widespread adoption of the science of eugenics in the early 

decades of the tw entie th  century, as chapter two examines. Chapter four argues for a link 

between nervous disorders and the anxieties and problems of city life, and these complications 

are quite neatly illustrated by the WCE. The exposition, a vision of a perfect, utopian modern city 

was initially in danger of being outdone by the attractiveness of Buffalo Bill's show, a rugged, 

western frontier spectacle just beyond the gates of the W hite  City. Finally, this was the period 

when Burroughs was in m ilitary academy and, soon after, in the military itself and, as chapter four 

and five show, it was a profoundly im portant tim e for his later writing.

W hat this thesis attem pts to do, then, is not only to show how scientific thought was used 

and adapted by Burroughs, but to hold up Burroughs as a superb example of the mediation of 

scientific thought through popular culture. If Clark's study of Images o f Evolution in the Jazz Age 

explores "communication through scientific illustration, translated and mistranslated through the  

lenses of popular culture" (x), then this thesis attem pts something quite similar but w ith genre 

literature rather than images. Indeed, as Gillian Beer notes:

In the mid-nineteenth century, scientists still shared a common language with other educated readers 
and writers of their time [...] In our own century scientific ideas tend to reach us by a process of 
extrapolation and translation (Darwin's Plots 4).

It is significant that she uses the word extrapolation, as it is a key term  in sf criticism.^ Authors of 

sf, and Burroughs' work is predom inantly of this type, extrapolate from  the known to imagine and 

explore the unknown. If scientific ideas reach us through extrapolation and translation, therefore, 

it was an author such as Burroughs, w ith his tens of millions of readers, who was doing a 

considerable proportion of this extrapolation in the first half of the tw entie th  century. Bernard 

Lightman's Victorian Popularizers o f Science reminds us of the im portance of including those

 ̂ I use a lowercase "sf" here and throughout the thesis as it is most inclusive of the various term s used for the genre, 
from "scientific romance" and "scientifiction" to "speculative fiction" and "sci-fi". For details see Bainbridge, 16-19.
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outside the "elite" in our understanding of how Victorian Britain understood science. The 

popularizers of science in this period were sometimes professional scientists but more often than 

not held church positions, worked as journalists for newspaper and magazines, or w ere writers of 

popular fiction. W hile Burroughs would certainly not have seen himself as a “popularizer" of 

science in this tradition, there is no doubt that he popularized his views on certain areas of 

science. In Beer's term s, he extrapolated from contem porary notions of eugenics to imagine the 

eugenic utopia of Havatoo, while he translated an assortment of common anthropological 

hypotheses into the Tarzon series, just as Tarzan himself translates and mediates the voice of the  

African for American consumption. Scientists have always been aware of the power of popular 

fiction to translate scientific ideas so, for example, we see in chapter tw o Francis Galton's attem pt 

to write a utopian tale based on eugenics. Although unfinished, it is clear from the extant chapters 

that Galton had nothing like Burroughs' ability to write a popular novel for mass consumption.

Finally, just as Burroughs used scientific ideas in his fiction, a loop can often be detected in 

which those same scientists read and were influenced by Burroughs' fiction. In chapter three, for 

example, it is argued that while Burroughs certainly read Carl Akeley's descriptions of gorillas, 

there is a sense in Akeley's writing that he had, in turn, read Burroughs and in many ways im itated  

his style of adventure writing. This is not to mention the numerous subsequent Burroughs readers 

who w ent on to effect scientific change, perhaps most famously Carl Sagan, whose declarations of 

the profound influence of the Barsoom  series on his later career are well documented {Cosmos 

131). In similar fashion, and in relation to the discussion of neurasthenia and strenuous living in 

chapter four. Burroughs read, adm ired and adapted Theodore Roosevelt's ideas of a rugged and 

masculine outdoor life, just as Roosevelt himself listed as his "favourite light reading [...] 

Burroughs's breezy pages" (M orris 294). Roosevelt, while not a scientist, is nevertheless closely 

connected to many of the theories of nervous disorders, race, and childhoDd developm ent and 

psychology that this thesis examines, and is a figure who will reappear on a number of occasions. 

In short, a central feature of the chapters which follow will be w hat Luckhurst and McDonagh 

usefully term  the "transactions" between science and literature, examining w/hat is "carried over, 

conducted betw een, passed on" (6).

/N> sjc
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W hat follows in the next section is an introduction to Burroughs' life, one which focuses on 

a selection of events to facilitate a w ider discussion of some of the key argum ents of the thesis. It 

is not a lengthy account of every major biographical event for a num ber of reasons. Firstly, this is 

not a literary biography and, while there are several biographical readings w ith which I take issue 

here and throughout the thesis, I am not attem pting any m ajor reinterpretation of Burroughs' life. 

There are a num ber of sources for inform ation on Burroughs; Irwin Porges' exhaustively 

researched biography, while problem atic in some areas, is still the m ajor biographical work on the 

subject and it is inconceivable to consider Burroughs in any rigorous fashion w ithout reference to 

this central piece of scholarship. This is supplemented by the work of George M cW horter, curator 

of the Burroughs Collection, biographies by Taliaferro and Holtsmark, amongst others, as well as 

studies by critics such as Kasson, De Silva, and Cohen. The latter tw o in particular have successfully 

managed to provide interpretations of Burroughs' life which, while much shorter, remain well- 

rounded and extrem ely insightful. All of these, and a variety of other works, are drawn on here 

and elsewhere for my discussion of Burroughs' life. Secondly, in order to avoid repetition, areas of 

Burroughs' biography which are examined in more detail in later chapters are only briefly 

addressed here. Chapters four and five, for example, consider in detail the influence of Burroughs' 

early military career on his later writing.

Finally, while I have obviously attem pted to place Burroughs' work in its biographical 

context, this is only one of a num ber of im portant contexts. The political fram ew ork of Burroughs' 

novels, the literary theory behind the genres he wrote in, and indeed the concept of genre itself, 

and an understanding of the socio-cultural influences at play are all necessary for a complete  

critical appreciation of his work. These issues -  race, class, masculine identity, culture, politics -  

are unavoidable in any analysis of Burroughs' output, and they are addressed fully. Yet the  

argum ent which runs throughout the thesis, and that which connects the chapters them atically, is 

one based on science and scientific thought. I argue that viewing Burroughs' work through the  

filter of contem porary, popular science gives the critic the most com plete understanding of his 

work. W ithout this fram ew ork it is simply impossible to fully understand the genesis, or the 

widespread popularity, of his novels. Not only this, however, but in parallel, reading Burroughs' 

massively popular novels gives us a key insight into the mass reception, spread, and diffusion of 

the science of this period. Structurally, the argum ent unfolds using a scientific field and a series, or
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selection, of Burroughs novels per chapter. Hov^ever, it is not an attem pt simply to draw lines of 

influence from certain sciences or scientists to particular Burroughs novels. I wish to examine the 

multidirectional interaction between the producers and consumers o f both popular literature and 

science.

So, for example, astronomical hypotheses about Mars in the late nineteenth century were 

grounded in conditions on Earth, just as sf novels about the planet extrapolated from this to 

develop a literary and popular conception of a dying planet, w ith equally close connections to 

Earth. Similarly, Burroughs' thoughts on eugenics may not have been of any interest to the 

scientist, but a novel such as Lost on Venus or his newspaper reports on the Hickman Trial would 

have had a far wider audience than many scientists could ever hope to reach. Yet, as chapter two 

explores. Burroughs' own views on eugenics, when placed in the context of utopia, are 

complicated by the restrictions and implications of the literary genre. Brian V. Street describes a 

"unity of consciousness" in western depictions of the savage in the late nineteenth century and 

argues that "a careful analysis of the 'popular' novels of the time and of the scientific theory on 

which they were based" (4) is an im portant step in understanding this. The discussions of 

anthropology and Tarzan in chapter three are, in just one area, a contribution to this careful 

analysis. Furthermore, the real life significance of literary narratives should be borne in mind. 

Patrick Brantlinger, discussing the ways in which the destruction of Native American civilisation 

was continually seen as an inevitability, argues that "[e jxtinction discourse was performative in 

the sense that it acted on the world as well as described it"  (Vanishings 4). The Tarzan series in 

particular shaped popular conceptions of the primitive, and thus acted on the world, in a way that 

very few anthropological treatises ever did in such a widespread manner. If the nervous city- 

dwellers of chapter four were attempting to escape to the outdoors and the rugged west, they 

were also reading westerns by Burroughs and others. Their literary preconceptions of the west 

were then what owners o f "dude ranches", places where cowboy life could be experienced by the 

urbanite, tried to replicate. So, in another producer/consumer loop, a cure for nervous disease 

was a visit to a place based upon a fictional idea of what such a place should look like. Finally, in 

chapter five, the wider implications of the caveman narrative are examined so that Darwinian 

evolution is both the basis of the evolutionary narrative of the Caspak series, as well as a narrative
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in itself w ith  significant implications for modern gender roles. M ore detail about the individual 

chapters follows below. First, however, let us turn to Burroughs himself.

2: The Many Sides of Edgar Rice Burroughs 

2.1: The Average Man

Edgar Rice Burroughs, the youngest son of George Tyler and M ary Evaline Burroughs, was 

born in Chicago in 1875 into a com fortably middle-class family. In a rapidly industrialising Chicago 

his father, a m ajor in the Union Army in the Civil W ar, was a successful businessman. Two of his 

three older brothers attended Yale, before setting up a ranching business in Idaho which 

Burroughs would later work on as a teenager. Burroughs' own academic career was less 

remarkable and, while he was a well-liked student, he was never particularly academically 

focused. He was moved between several schools, often abruptly due to local health scares and, in 

the case of the Phillips Academy, due to poor academic perform ance. It was at this point that his 

father enrolled him in the Michigan M ilitary Academy (M M A ), a school which instilled in him a love 

of the military, and which would have a profound effect on his later life and writing.

Fig. iv: Cadet Burroughs
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Throughout his early years. Burroughs' creative streak was observable in the many doodles 

and sketches he drew. He was evidently extrem ely fond of drawing, and clearly a talented artist, 

and this was a hobby he would continue throughout his life. His sense o f hum our, so evident in his 

correspondence, can also be seen in these sketches, cartoons, poems and o ther light-hearted 

works he produced. It was to be a considerable tim e, however, before he would turn his creativity 

to writing as a career. Growing up near the Hulbert family, Burroughs had been friendly with the 

four daughters of Alvin and Emma Theresa Hulbert, the form er an extrem ely successful hotel 

owner and politician. In particular, however, a connection developed betw een Burroughs and the 

youngest, Emma, and in 1900 they married in Chicago. Although employed by now at his father's  

American Battery Company, Burroughs had difficulty focusing on a career path and, in the period 

from his graduation at M M A  to his decision to become a full-tim e w riter, he would try a 

bewildering variety of jobs, on top of his attem pts to enlist as an arm y officer. He was, at various 

times, a geology professor and assistant com m andant at M M A , a cowboy, rancher, railroad cop, 

door-to-door salesman, business w riter, accountant, stationery shop owner, and, most 

promisingly, a departm ent manager in Sears and Roebuck.® W ho can tell w hat he had in mind 

when, on a day he was looking into new business ideas, he w rote a single word on a card he sent 

to his daughter: "Google".^

Burroughs' decision to leave a steady job at Sears and start his own business, with a wife 

and recently-born daughter to support, is difficult to understand. Porges sees this decision, and 

many like it, as the "uncontrollable part of his nature [...] that drove him on blindly in a quest, 

undefinable, for something different, something that matched his imagination" (173). It was not a 

decision Burroughs ultim ately regretted as it led directly to his writing career. His reasons for 

becoming a w riter, however, are usefully illustrative of a num ber of the dichotomies in Burroughs' 

life, and it is to some of these that I wish to turn for the rem ainder of this section.

® Burroughs' post as Professor of Geology in M M A  was short lived and, although he readily adm itted a lack of 
knowledge in the  subject, he was dedicated enough to educate himself sufficiently so as not to be caught out by 

the students (Autobiography  17). This early indication of an interest in science is certainly not insignificant for his 

later writing career.
 ̂This is briefly m entioned in Porges, 177, but is obviously not of note in the 1970s. Given the card was sent to eight- 

m onth-old Joan it is possibly "baby talk" of some kind.
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M ost short accounts of Burroughs' life take at face value the author's own 

pronouncements on why he became a writer.® As he w rote in his Autobiography, and would 

repeat throughout his life in letters and interviews, it was purely a business decision:

I was not w riting because o f any urge to  w rite  nor of any particu lar love o f w riting, I was w riting  

because I had a w ife and tw o  babies, a com bination which does not w ork  w ell w ith o u t nnoney (47).

W hile this may have been true to a certain extent, there are a num ber of qualifications to 

consider. Firstly, while Burroughs obviously wanted an income to support his family, there was 

never any danger that the fam ily would starve. It is doubtful his decision "to pawn Mrs Burroughs' 

jew elry and [his] watch in order to buy food" ("'Tarzan' Creator Starved") was a necessity. 

Burroughs' father made a com fortable living, certainly enough to afford the fees of Yale University 

and a variety of private schools for his children, while Emma's father was even m ore successful as 

a businessman and politician. For Burroughs, then, he was prepared to accept economic hardship 

over a loss of financial independence. As M att Cohen rightly points out "making a 'm an' of himself 

was a crucial part of establishing his character and his virtue, and that m eant making his own way 

even though it was not an economic necessity" (17, italics in original). Yet being financially 

successful but commercially dependent was not w hat Burroughs aimed for. As De Silva argues, 

being an independent businessman, not a middle manager in a large corporation, was "the only 

role that fulfilled his definition of self-respecting, autonomous manhood" (32). De Silva further 

points out that

th e re  is good reason to in te rp re t th e  risky action Burroughs to ok in 1908  [quitting his job in Sears] 
as a flight from  the 'fem in iza tion  o f th e  w orkp lace ', as th e  flood o f young w om en  into low -level 
clerical positions during this period has been called, and from  the prospect o f a life tim e of trying to  

ascend corporate hierarchies w ith o u t ever achieving full au tonom y (56).

This highlights that Burroughs' attem pts to support his fam ily as an independent businessman 

were closely connected to his own identity as a w hite, middle-class man in a m ajor American city 

with a rapidly changing business environm ent. Burroughs did not come of age in the same world 

as his father and many of the anxieties and issues related to this would em erge in his fiction, from

 ̂ Kasson, for example, accepts this unquestioningly (166). For a useful accom panim ent to this section, see his 

exploration of the magazine, System, for which Burroughs w rote before becoming an author (169-79).
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the semi-biographical The Efficiency Expert to the urban escapism extensively discussed in chapter 

four.^

Burroughs' self-image is also connected with his depiction of writing as a choice made out 

of desperation. A narrative of an early struggle to make ends m eet, followed by a desperate turn 

to writing to support a young family, makes for a compelling story. W hat it also does, however, is 

deflect any criticism -  self-criticism as well as that from his fam ily or business colleagues -  of 

embarking on what Burroughs initially saw as an embarrassing career. As he reflected in 1918, "I 

was very much ashamed of my new vocation [...] It seemed such a foolish thing for a full grown 

man to be doing -  much on a par with dressing myself in a boy scout suit and running away from  

home to fight Indians" ("How I Became an Author"). In the same newspaper article for the Chicago 

Examiner he recalls how he read other pulp stories of the tim e and thought "that if other people 

got money for writing such stuff I might, too, for I was sure I could w rite  stories just as rotten as 

theirs". This self-deprecating attitude, much like his claim to have begun his career solely out of 

financial desperation, neatly offsets any potential critical judgm ent. Comments such as these 

played into critics' hands so that, for exam ple, when Rudyard Kipling briefly, and patronizingly, 

discusses Torzan o f the Apes he notes that the author "was reported to have said that he wanted  

to find out how bad a book he could w rite  and 'get away w ith ', which is a legitimate ambition" 

(127). Burroughs' problem atic relationship w ith critics will be addressed shortly but what is clear is 

that, as Porges summarises. Burroughs "hoped to avoid exposure through [...] the oft-repeated  

statem ent, obviously false, that m oney was his only motive for writing" (30). Taliaferro similarly 

points out that Burroughs made no effort to  inquire about the am ount of money he would make 

from selling a story, indicative of a man who "was m otivated by an impulse more basic than cash 

and more personal than he cared to adm it in public" (61). Furtherm ore, if Burroughs was a 

businessman, a salesman of mass enterta inm ent, then he was com peting in the same masculine 

environm ent as his father and brothers w ere. "[B]y emphasizing the commercial aspect of his 

career, he could reasonably identify himself as fulfilling the role of businessman in a rugged and 

com petitive, i.e., manly, environm ent" (De Silva 64).

® For more on the changing nature of the  Am erican workplace in relation to masculinity see Kimmel, M anhood in 

America, chapter three.
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Finally, and this is something that has not been addressed by the critics quoted above, 

Burroughs' early portrayal of himself as a man simply trying to get by marks the beginning of a 

lifelong attem pt to fashion himself as an average, everyday American. This is one of many 

contradictory elem ents to Burroughs' life, and it is closely connected with his a ttitude towards  

literary and genre fiction, discussed below. W hile on one hand Burroughs did strive to be seen as a 

successful businessman, he was repeatedly unwilling to portray himself as such. From his early 

choice of pen nam e. Normal Bean (where 'Bean' was understood as 'head'), Burroughs' private 

correspondence and public fiction displays this projection of a v e r a g e n e s s . I n  one sense this 

reflected a wish to connect w ith his readers. W hen asked in one interview about critics' negative 

reactions to his novels, he retorts "I like them  -  I think they are bully stories -  and so do several 

million other low-brows" ("How I Became an Author"). The average Burroughs reader could 

identify w ith the author, as distinct from  the intellectual elite. "Mrs. Burroughs calls me a low

brow", he points out in another interview, "I guess I am, but then so are the most of us, aren't we? 

Perhaps that is another reason why Tarzan appeals to the mass of people rather than to a select 

few." (Poole). In the standard accounts he gave of his life, the struggle to overcom e hardship and 

poverty is always noted, "'Tarzan' Creator Starved and Failed before he W on Success" being an 

illustrative headline of one such account. His subsequent enormous financial success, including the 

ownership of a vast ranch in California, a num ber of cars and even an aeroplane, is always glossed 

over.

W hile it is true that ultim ately Burroughs was not a particularly shrewd businessman 

outside his production of fiction, and lost tens of thousands of dollars on ill-conceived side 

ventures, he still made phenomenal amounts of m oney from  his w ritin g .^  However, throughout 

his life he attem pted to downplay this. In 1927 he w rote  to his close friend Bert Weston, noting 

that he and Emma "wish we were rich enough take a vacation. It must be grand to be wealthy"

Harry Stecopoulos' perceptive discussion of Burroughs' "profoundly ambivalent feelings about his identity and the  

m edium " notes that his use of the Norm al Bean pen nam e "offered him an opportunity to assert publicly a 

phrenologically inflected 'average' American identity that denoted membership in the status quo" (170).
As E.F. Bleiler puts it: " If Burroughs had been content to w rite  and reap his subsidiary payments, he would have been 

a very w ealthy man. Unfortunately, he thought of him self as an all-around businessman; and w hile it would be an 

exaggeration to  say th a t he lost in business all that he m ade from  writing, it is true tha t his side ventures were  

seldom profitable. He lost fortunes in California real-estate speculation and wasted much tim e and money on ill- 
conceived motion picture productions" (Science Fiction Writers 60). See also Taliaferro, 316-7.
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(Cohen 106). W hile Weston and Burroughs joked about their relative w ealth , the form er often 

reminding his author friend that he was surely earning plenty of money, it is clear that Burroughs 

is serious here. It was precisely the same tw o years later in the  more public setting of a letter 

Burroughs w rote to the Chicago Daily News in 1929 in response to an article w ritten about him. 

Listing a num ber of inaccuracies he is clearly most incensed about the article's references to his 

income:

I am not worth two million dollars. I live in a very modest cottage. I have been driving the same 
roadster for over eight years and I have to work hard and continuously to keep my head above 
water ("Letter to the Editor").

Two million dollars may have been an exaggeration but Burroughs was earning exceptionally large 

amounts of money by the 1920s. To put things in context, by M arch 1926, th ree  years before this 

article, A.C. McClurg reported 455 ,920  copies of Tarzan o f the Apes sold, ju s t one of over thirty  

novels Burroughs had published by then.^^ $54,710 was paid in royalties, th e  equivalent in 2012 of 

approxim ately $700,000.^'^ This was excluding magazine payments for all o f  his stories, which at 

this stage were approxim ately $2-3 ,000  per story (although he would sell Tarzan and the Lion M an  

for $10,000), newspaper serialisation rights, movie rights (rights to JuiigLe Tales o f Tarzan and 

Tarzan and the Jewels o f Opar w ere  sold for $40,000), comics, merchandising and other spin-offs, 

and a variety of other commercial interests on Burroughs' part. In short, Biurroughs was a m ulti

millionaire in today's term s and was earning a phenomenal am ount of m oney for an author of his 

tim e. Certainly he had no trouble spending equally large amounts of money, but "keeping my head 

above water" was a som ewhat extraordinary exaggeration.

I have spent some tim e detailing this aspect of Burroughs' life as it is relevant to a number 

of issues which are revisited throughout the thesis. As we will see shortly^ the division between  

the wealthy elite and the average man is replayed in the contrast between th e  intellectual literary  

critic and the average reader of popular fiction. Furtherm ore, Burroughs' attem pts to define

The correspondence betw een Burroughs and his life-long friend H erbert T. Weston is collected in M att Cohen's 

excellent Brother Mer). Subsequent page references to letters betw een Burroughs and Weston will all be from  

Cohen's collection.
In his response to Q.D. Leavis' questionnaire, discussed below, he estim ated his sales in 1929 as "about one million 

copies a year".
References are from  correspondence w ith  W illiam  Garrard Chapman in the "ERB Letters" folder of the Burroughs 

Collection. Figures w ere calculated at <w w w .m easuringw orth.com >. Interestingly, the '"economic pow er value" of 
an income o f this am ount, i.e. the am ount relative to  the output of the  economy and so the economic influence 

the income earner had, is about $ 8 .5m today.
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himself in term s of his race, class, and gender are all concerns which repeatedly emerge in his 

fiction, and are a core part of the ways in which he used and adapted contem porary scientific 

thought, topics dealt w ith extensively in chapters three and four. Finally, Burroughs' political 

affiliations, so intricately connected with such a large proportion of his output, w ere equally based 

upon the contradictory ways he viewed rulers and politicians as com pared to the mass of average 

Americans. This is something which is discussed in more detail in chapters tw o and five.

2.2: The Producer and the Author

In the early correspondence between Burroughs and his first editor, Thomas M etcalf at All- 

Story Magazine, the prospective author notes: "I w rote this story because I needed the money it 

might bring, and not from motives of sentim ent, although I became very much interested in it 

while writing". This short statem ent very much sums up a central conflict of Burroughs' 

subsequent writing career -  did he see himself as a disinterested producer of mass enterta inm ent, 

or as an author for whom fiction held something more than simply sales figures? Over his career 

Burroughs was, and would see himself as, both producer and author, and the distinction is 

im portant for a num ber of reasons. Burroughs the author could see his stories as entertainm ent 

for millions of fans, and as a way of putting forward his own opinions on subjects from  politics and 

sociology, to race or religion. This Burroughs could also w rite  novels such as the Apache tales. 

Under the Red Flag or Pirate Blood, novels which would sell in smaller numbers, or not at all, yet 

which would structure and present his thoughts on the society in which he lived. This was the  

Burroughs for whom  writing was a pleasure and an outlet for a creativity evident from  his earliest 

doodles, drawings and stories. Yet this was a man who could feel trapped, a victim of his own 

success. In the le tter from  which the title  of this thesis is drawn. Burroughs confessed to a fan that 

he would love to have w ritten m ore on the character Bridge (from The Mucker) but "they will not 

have anything from  me that is not filled with blood, thunder and sudden death" (Letter to 

Doering). As Don M oore, the managing editor at Argosy would confess, much to Burroughs' 

annoyance: "our readers seem to feel cheated by a non fantastic story by Burroughs". Tarzan was 

an international m ultim edia phenom enon, yet Burroughs became periodically exasperated with  

his creation and often w rote to his editors about a lack of enthusiasm for new Tarzan adventures.
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Thus, the other side to Burroughs, the producer of mass enterta inm ent, could offset some 

of the frustrating aspects of his career. A fter all, he was supporting his family, earning extrem ely  

good money, and was a successful business owner. As is examined more closely in chapter five. 

Burroughs proclaimed himself a w riter of enterta inm ent and nothing more. In private letters, 

interviews, journalism and business correspondence one finds the same point made rep ea ted ly -  

his work is "solely to entertain". Why, he laments over and over, can critics not see this? Why can 

they not judge his novels on their intended purpose? As a producer of enterta inm ent, this is 

understandable, and contem porary literary critics derided his works with unrestrained scorn. 

"Despite the cloying absurdities of the story and the continuous outrage com m itted by M r. 

Burroughs on the English tongue, it is difficult not to respond to his greater moments" (Letter to 

Pollinger, 17 Jun), is as positive as literary criticism of his work tended to get. Claiming that his 

work has no function beyond enterta inm ent, however, is disingenuous on Burroughs' part for a 

num ber of reasons. As chapter five argues, he had very clear social and political aims in writing 

much of his fiction, and deliberately used it to reach mass audiences. It is also quite obviously a 

self-conscious reaction on Burroughs' part to his inability to gain acceptance into an intellectual 

sphere he repeatedly professed an interest in reaching. Throughout his career he endeavoured to 

have stories published in the more prestigious magazines of his day, attem pting to broaden his 

appeal outside the pulp magazines in which his work was always so successful. Sales to magazines 

such as Cosmopoliton, Collier's or American were unsuccessful, however, and the publication of 

Tarzan and the Lion M an  in Liberty in 1933 was "Burroughs' greatest success, financially and in the 

m atter of prestige" (Porges 826).

Thus, Burroughs aimed to get accepted by highbrow readers, yet dismissed the critics 

whose very acceptance he needed so as to become recognised as more than a w rite r of mass 

entertainment.^^ A ttem pting to resolve this contradiction. Burroughs sometimes attem pted to 

redraw literary demarcations to justify his brand of literature:

Perhaps in my stories I have found a physical realisnn th a t is appreciable to  all, whereas an 

inte llectual realism w ould  find a very much sm aller audience until it finally approached the  

irreducible m in im um  o f th e  'Einsteinian Tw elve' (Letter to  Balm er, 10 Apr).

An anxiety about intellectual acceptance is also evident in his frequent concern over w hether his English gram m ar 
was correct. See Porges, 245, for more on this.
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In this form ulation, his novels are anti-elitist, for the common man, just as he himself so often 

depicted himself as an "average" Am erican/^ He was not averse to manipulating both critical and 

public sentiment in this regard. A suggestion he made to Joseph Bray is particularly revealing:

I, too , have noticed how my nam e is always ignored by w riters , librarians and o th e r m em bers o f the  

intelligencia [sic]. I w on d er if w e couldn 't make capital out o f this som e w ay [...] Possibly if you 

w ere  to  take  th e  stand th a t it was m ore or less o f a slam on th e  g reat Am erican public w ho buys 

books you m ight arouse sym pathy (Letter to  Bray, 21 Jan).

However, at a tim e when the literary consideration of popular novels, far outside a well-defined 

canon, was both rare and generally disdainful. Burroughs is certainly justified in feeling aggrieved 

at an elitist system which, on one hand will not allow his novels to qualify as literature, but on the 

other, will criticise them as such and find them lacking. This historical clash between the literary 

and the popular is illustrated quite directly in Q.D. Leavis' 1932 study Fiction and the Reading 

Public.

2.3: The Category 'D' W riter

Fiction and the Reading Public, a highly influential critical attem pt to classify and critique 

popular literature, provides a perfect case study in the interaction between an intellectual elite 

and the average reader of fiction. Leavis' work laments the decline in British reading habits and 

caustically criticises the popular novels of her time (Florence Barclay's novel The Rosary "exudes 

vital energy as richly as a manure heap" [63]). For Leavis, there is a vast intellectual gulf between 

the highbrow reader of tru ly literary fiction (Lawrence, Joyce, Woolf), and the reader of popular, 

mass fiction (Corelli, Barclay, Ethel M. Dell). Indeed, the "high-level" reader can but laugh at the 

attempts of an author like Corelli, "so ridiculously inadequate to the issues is the equipment of the 

mind that resolutely tackles them " (66). The work is based upon a survey completed by a number 

of authors, from which Leavis classifies the novelists from "highbrow" (A) to  "absolute bestsellers" 

(D). The contempt which Leavis holds for the writers of category 'D' becomes immediately 

apparent, and mass popularity is directly equatable with novels which are "pernicious or 

contemptible as literature" (46). What makes this all relevant, however, is that one of the most

He similarly notes in a letter to Chapman, "they sold only 30,000 copies of Tarzan of the Apes during the six months 
ending Dec 31 [1916]; which seems pretty good for the third year of something what aint literatoor If it had been 
the chances are it would have been dead long since" (Letter to Chapman, 10 Feb).
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frequently quoted and frankest respondents in the work, and an author firm ly in the 'D' category, 

is Burroughs. In fact, upon reading Burroughs' original responses in full, one realises that Leavis' 

entire section on category 'D' novelists is essentially a counter to all of Burroughs' viewpoints. 

He praises newspapers and magazines, he thinks the reading public is getting m ore  sophisticated, 

he considers escapism a valid and im portant reason for fiction, he argues for the benefit of "clean" 

popular fiction in encouraging a reading habit and improving m ental faculties, he even argues that 

"aside from its enterta inm ent value I consider fiction worthless"; in short he endorses everything 

which Leavis views with a mixture of horror and contem pt in Fiction.

In his responses Burroughs maintains his connection with the average person, explaining 

that he writes w hat he would enjoy reading himself and, "upon the theory that I am a normal 

man" (53), this is w hat will entertain  his millions of readers. In his letter to Leavis he notes, once 

again, his problem with intellectuals wasting their tim e criticising his novels of pure 

entertainm ent. He also makes a reasonable plea that Leavis treat his views "with such seriousness 

as my careful and conscientious reply to your request merits", even if she does not praise his 

work, as he is sure she will not. Leavis' criticism is predictably scathing of Burroughs, and he is one 

of a num ber of 'D' authors who "exhibit a crude, ill-furnished mind" and display "pitiful attem pts  

at analysis" (242). Inferior writers like Burroughs, with their "clumsy strokes", are "trying to 

dramatise problems of feeling and sentim ent far too complex for their handling" (244) and, 

ultimately, "had better not be read at all" (244).

Thus, Burroughs allies himself with the masses, and with the popular reader, attem pting to 

portray himself as the everyman and avoid having his novels criticised as literature. Leavis, 

meanwhile, is happy to classify his novels as beyond any category of literature, unworthy of even 

considering, yet still dedicates pages to ridiculing his intellect and arguing that his novels "proceed 

from  [a mind] of no greater calibre and sensibilities as crude and undeveloped as those of the 

lowest level of reading public" (245). It is not recorded what Burroughs u ltim ately thought of the 

work, or if he read it, but no doubt he would surely have agreed w ith John Sutherland's opinion, in 

his introduction to Fiction, that "one of the paradoxes of Fiction and the Reading Public is that it 

closely examines texts to show that they are not worth closely examining" (xvii).

The Burroughs quotes in this section are indicated with page numbers if taken from  Leavis. O therw ise, they are from  
the unpublished letters in PP#14.
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Yet if Leavis' reasoning could be contradictory, so too could Burroughs'. Indeed, his 

conception of himself as an average man, far removed from Leavis' intellectual elite, belies a 

frequent endorsem ent of a political system based on a very similar elitism. As Slotkin notes, and as 

will be examined in chapter one and elsewhere, for Burroughs "[d]emocracy is not a value in itself 

but the means through which a naturally qualified ruling class can make its way to the top" (178). 

His politics are not based on universal equality (which Burroughs saw as dangerously linked to 

communism), but equality of opportunity, which allows for the emergence of a natural, intelligent 

aristocracy of the elite. "Artificial social distinction m eant nothing to me. It was the man himself: 

his character, his intelligence, his learning that placed upon him the mark of mediocrity or 

superiority" (ch. 9), Britannicus notes in I Am a Borborian, and Burroughs' heroes all emerge with  

the mark of superiority. Hereditary monarchies of noble and virile men, reluctantly but stoically 

doing their duty, are the standard system of governm ent in Burroughs' fiction. Those who rule 

without honour, as well as those deem ed incapable of ruling themselves, are destined to be 

violently replaced by, or with the help of, men such as John Carter, Tarzan, Julian, or Carson 

Napier. As chapter tw o  examines, intelligence is a key criterion for politics, and Burroughs even 

advocated intelligence tests for politicians. The masses are not to be trusted, and the benevolent 

patriarchy which rules them  is always endangered by mass pretensions, especially those of the  

"criminal classes", tow ards learning. Uprisings by the Kalkars on the M oon and the Thorists on 

Venus highlight the dangers of popular movements towards equality. Indeed, "no learning is 

better than a little" {Moon M aid  ch. 10). In the end, the masses of Leavis' England, mindlessly 

reading "trash" fiction, are not so different from the fickle, unintelligent masses of Burroughs' 

novels. M oreover, the continued, violent resistance of elite minorities on Barsoom, Amtor, or the  

Moon, is not so far from  Leavis' "resistance by an armed and conscious m inority" (270).
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2.4: The Genre W riter

This confrontation betw een Burroughs and Leavis is representative of a w ider problem  

v\/ith the structuring of any critical analysis of genre fiction. The concept of genre is obviously 

central to a study of Burroughs' work, especially given his generically varied output, and will be 

returned to throughout the thesis. In this regard, chapter tw o examines the theoretical 

underpinnings of the sf genre, chapter four explores the western, while chapter three looks at the 

adventure novel and constraints generic writing can place on the author. For now, however, it is 

w orth examining a com m ent made by Burroughs in the Leavis correspondence above:

I seldom , if ever, carry my story through in accordance w ith  my outline, fro m  which I o ften  deviate  

so greatly as to  entirely change the plot from  th a t which I had originally conceived. This is possible 

in stories such as I w rite , which are not greatly distinguished by the elaborateness of their plots, but 
which depend for their interest primarily upon action [...] I have, in fact, w ritte n  m any stories w ith  

no plot or outline in mind, starting out w ith  a character and fo llow ing him ra ther than  leading him 

through an en tire  story (italics added).

This is a particularly useful insight into Burroughs' technique while also highlighting the 

im portance, in genre fiction, not of whether something happens, but how  it is done. Burroughs' 

plots are generally predictable -  Tarzan will defeat the evil slave trader, John Carter will escape 

from certain death, the hero will get his princess. Similarly, it is not w hether the detective solves 

the murder, the cowboy gets the cattle rustler, or the spy saves his country, it is how they do it. 

The interest is in the variations on a them e or, as Burroughs states, in the individual moments of 

action rather than the overall plot. Jane Tompkins, discussing the western genre, notes precisely 

the same, that "[t]he repetitive character of the elements produces the same impression of 

novelty within a rigid structure of sameness as the thousand ways a sonneteer finds to describe 

his mistress's eyes" (25).

If genre consists of "specific systems of expectation and hypothesis" (Neale 27) on the part 

of the reader, rather than any definable list of features, then the reader o f genre fiction is in a 

continuous relationship w ith the text. This is inherently unstable as, in Todorov's terms, the 

verisimilitude of a genre is always in danger of becoming u n t e n a b l e . W i t h  Burroughs, his 

characters tend to be generically robust, so that the expectations placed upon a given novel are

See Cobley and Neale, chapter two, for more on verisimilitude and Todorov.
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centred on the hero. Tarzan's actions are readily knowable, just as John Carter's and a host of 

other lesser known heroes' actions are. Thus, when Burroughs allows his characters to lead him 

through the story, rather than placing his own plot strictures upon them , the verisimilitude  

becomes more stable. The interest and entertainm ent, then, comes from  viewing the m om ents of 

action and reaction of the characters. The reader tem porarily  excludes any broader plot 

expectations and focuses, in suspense, on a singular m om ent -  Tarzan battling a lion, a 

Barsoomian flier crossing the ruins of a dead planet, the disorientating confrontation of a civilized 

American and an anachronistic caveman. Todorov argues that a text can only be given the right to 

figure in the history of literature if it "produces a change in our previous notion" of literature, and 

that otherwise it belongs to the category "of so-called 'popular' or 'mass' literature" (6). 

Burroughs would not have disagreed, but I would argue that it is in the details -  the action, the  

suspense -  where genre fiction of Burroughs' type engages most fully and profitably with the  

reader to produce both interest and novelty. Lee M itchell argues a similar point, noting that when  

we read, "our collective preference at any given m om ent has less to do w ith simple plot than with  

the peculiar com bination of singular images, personal traits, form al idiosyncrasies, and verbal 

quiddities that actively create a given text, not simply embellish it" (237). M any of these singular 

images will be closely exam ined in the chapters to come.

2.5: The Researcher

As noted, the key biographical details of Burroughs' life are addressed as they occur in the  

chapters which follow. It will suffice to briefly detail that Burroughs' early successes with the  

Barsoom novels and the Tarzan series established his career as w riter. His published output in the  

1910s was extraordinary, often over 300,000 words per year. During the w ar he served in the  

reserves before he and Emma moved, in 1919, to w hat would become Tarzana, California. There, 

with his wife and three children. Burroughs continued to w rite  prolifically and, as the popularity of 

his works grew exponentially at home and abroad, Edgar Rice Burroughs Inc. was form ed. Later, 

he began publishing his own novels and the Burroughs m ultim edia em pire continued to grow, with  

Tarzan films, new spaper cartoons, radio shows, and merchandise, so much so that a journalist 

could joke in the 1930s tha t "M r. Burroughs is the nation's sixth largest industry, now that steel



P a g e  I 26

and railroads are slowing up" ("The Tarzan Them e").

The 1930s also saw Burroughs' divorce from Emma in 1934, and his marriage to Florence 

Dearholt soon after, which would itself end in divorce six years later. W ith the outbreak of the 

Second W orld W ar Burroughs and Florence moved to Hawaii, a location they had previously 

visited on their 1935 honeymoon. In Decem ber 1941, as Burroughs and his son Hulbert played 

tennis, they witnessed the attack on Pearl Harbor. Burroughs, ever the military man, im m ediately  

volunteered for sentry duty and, soon after, secured a position as a w ar correspondent. He 

travelled extensively throughout the Pacific for the duration of the w ar writing a variety of articles, 

including a series entitled "Laugh it Off!". His output slowed in the post-war years and, in the late 

1940s, his health rapidly declined until he was diagnosed with Parkinson's in 1949. Finally, on 

March 1 9 ,1 9 5 0 , one of the most successful and well-known authors of the century died peacefully 

in his home.

Fig. v: Burroughs with the plane he purchased a t Santa Monica, 1934

Given the international fam e of the creator of Tarzan, there w ere numerous obituaries and 

tributes in newspapers across the country. In examining just one, in the N ew  Yorl< Times, we can 

highlight the issue of some of the popular conceptions of the author. The Times’ obituary, 

predictably given the lack of any literary interest in a w riter of popular fiction at this tim e, is a
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blend of dubious assertions, unverified assumptions and the undisputed statem ents of Burroughs 

himself. Burroughs' projected image influences his portrayal in modest term s -  he "never 

considered himself in a class with Kipling" and "did not alter his conviction that his success was 

due to an uncanny faculty for avoiding intellectual precincts". The claim that "[ujntil he began 

writing M r. Burroughs showed no literary interest" is simply untrue. As seen earlier, Burroughs 

had always been creative, drawing and writing poems, stories and even a novella, M inidoka 937th  

Earl o f One IVIile Series M , long before his first published story. W hat is more interesting, however, 

is the assertion that "Geography m eant no more to M r. Burroughs than did gram m ar. He had no 

interest in research and never set foot in Africa". W hile the fact that he never travelled to Africa 

was well known, and will be dealt w ith in chapter three, the idea that Burroughs had no interest in 

research is a claim which must be strongly refuted.

As this thesis will extensively docum ent. Burroughs was a diligent researcher. W hile not 

scientific by training, his interest in the subject, among a variety of others, is evident in an 

examination of his library. As Burroughs noted in an interview: "Over ninety per cent of w hat I 

read is non-fiction. I get my fictional recreation in writing it. I like to read the kind of stuff that I 

don't w rite, mainly technical subjects" (Bailey). Sarkis Atamian's detailed argum ent for the sources 

of the Tarzan novels lists a num ber of influential texts on Africa, including those by Paul Du Chaillu 

and J.W. Buell, while Burroughs' interest in Galton and fingerprinting techniques solves the final 

identity crisis in Tarzan o f the Apes. The Apache novels are quite clearly extensively researched for 

information on the history and culture of the Apache, and a num ber of books can be found in 

Burroughs' library on military history and Indian ethnology. As chapter one argues. Burroughs may 

not necessarily have read Lowell, but he did read Flammarion and others on astronomy, while the  

anthropology of chapter three can be traced to titles from  Baldwin's Pre-lHistoric Nations, to  

Krohn's In Borneo Jungles to Darwin's Descent o f M an . Dictionaries of Russian and Italian, reports 

from the Smithsonian, Fowler's M odern English Usage, even Titles -  A Guide to the Right use o f  

British Titles and Honours, all suggest a man concerned w ith accuracy and background research. 

One particularly revealing quote, in relation to Burroughs' scientific research, comes in a letter to 

Robert Davis in Munsey: "I am thinking of the new Tarzan story and have obtained a copy of Sir

E.F. Bleiler is equally critical: "Science per se plays little part in the work of Burroughs, and it is safe to say tha t he 

knew and cared little  about it. He refers to tigers in Africa, and the question of Tarzan's ape foster siblings has 

always been an em barrassm ent" (63).
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John Lubbock's work on ants" (03 M ar). For Burroughs, the logical place to begin researching a 

story on a race of m iniature men is, characteristically, entomology.

W hile Burroughs' research interests are a core part of this thesis, the aim is certainly not to 

simply find particular scientific antecedents for each of his series. Indeed, tracing influences -  

literary, cultural, scientific -  can be a problem atic and often disappointing task. Although many 

have tried, for example, to definitively trace the origins of Tarzan or Barsoom to a single text, it is 

frequently impossible to say with any certainty w hether Burroughs drew  on, or even read, a given 

text. However, as I dem onstrate throughout this thesis, this pursuit is often too narrow in scope. 

W ith authors or texts of widespread cultural influence, it becomes increasingly irrelevant whether 

they have been directly encountered. Although it often seems as if Burroughs has read Percival 

Lowell, Francis Galton, or Lewis Henry Morgan, and indeed he may have, it is not entirely relevant 

as each scientist was influential enough in his own field to perm eate popular conceptions of his 

subject. Nowhere is this m ore evident than in the case of Darwin, another author whose work 

Burroughs certainly owned and was influenced by, but may not have read in any detail. Indeed, as 

Gillian Beer notes, reflecting on Darwin's influence on subsequent generations:

Everyone found themselves living in a Darwinian world in which old assumptions had ceased to be 
assumptions, could be at best beliefs, or myths, or, at worst, detritus of the past. So the question of 
who read Darwin, or whether a w riter had read Darwin, becomes only a fraction of the answer" (3).

Also in relation to precursors and influences, this tim e literary, it should be noted in 

passing that, for the most part, Burroughs read the popular authors of his day. There are several 

authors whose influence runs through numerous elem ents of his output -  Arthur Conan Doyle, 

M ark Twain, Jack London, H. Rider Haggard, Zane Grey, Owen W ister, Sax Rohmer, Edgar Allan Poe 

and Jules Verne in particular. There are also more idiosyncratic influences, from  the novels of his 

captain at Michigan M ilitary Academy, Charles King, to Henry Herbert Knibbs' poetry, which plays 

such a prom inent role in the M ucker novels. Perhaps the most significant absence, however, is his 

close contem porary H.G. Wells. W hile W ar o f the Worlds may not have directly influenced A 

Princess o f Mars, and there are no Wells novels in Burroughs' library, the  close connection 

between the tw o novelists is apparent throughout the ir careers. The them atic concerns of The 

Time Machine  are paralleled by a num ber of Burroughs' novels, while M onster M en  is so similar to 

The Island o f Dr M oreau  tha t Burroughs stated to his editor that "If I had [read M oreau] I probably
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should not have w ritten  [M onster M en] as I have always, w ith one exception, studiously avoided 

pirating the ideas of other w riters" (Letter to Bray, 14 Nov).^° It seems plausible that Burroughs, 

realising early on how similar his writing was to Wells', at least superficially in term s of plot, 

deliberately chose not to read the English author, especially since he had received such frequent, 

if unjustified, criticism for plagiarising The Jungle Book for Tarzan o f the Apes. This brief discussion 

of the literary context of Burroughs' novels is expanded as relevant in each of the chapters. W hat I 

wish to turn to now, however, is the critical context of the thesis as a whole.

3: Burroughs in Academia

If in Burroughs' own tim e a critical fram ework in which to study his novels was not 

available, this is certainly no longer the case. There is now a body of work on Burroughs yet, while 

it is quite extensive, it can be extrem ely variable in terms of quality. As m entioned, Irwin Porges' 

landmark Edgar Rice Burroughs (1975) is still the most thoroughly researched and definitive source 

of primary m aterial on the author. At over twelve hundred pages in its paperback edition, there is 

no shortage of quotations from  Burroughs' personal and business correspondence, as well as his 

non-fiction output. Critically, however, it shies away from  a more rigorous analysis of much of 

Burroughs' work or its historical context and, despite its length, often gets tied up in plot 

summaries. Indeed, this is a problem in many works which a ttem pt to provide more rounded 

examinations of a large selection of Burroughs' output, and the reason for an appendix of relevant 

plot summaries in this thesis. In this respect, Erling B. Holtsmark's Edgar Rice Burroughs, to a 

certain extent, and Richard A. Lupoff's M aster o f Adventure, more so, can perhaps best be 

described as readers' guides. Useful readings of Burroughs' life have more recently been provided 

by De Silva, Stecopoulos and Cohen, all of whom  are referenced throughout. A huge am ount of 

biographical m aterial is available from  the extensive body of fan criticism, mostly collected by Bill 

Hillman on ERBzine. Much of this is, for the researcher, a massively useful source of information, 

and there are a num ber of well-argued critical articles in addition. However, as is reasonable given 

its purpose, most of this work tends to be informational rather than analytical.

The exception he notes is his unconcealed use of Hope's The Prisoner o f Zenda  for his early novel The M a d  King, 
which he justifies on the grounds tha t it was early in his career and he was fascinated by the book.
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Academic analysis tends to be heavily weighted towards Tarzan o f the Apes and Burroughs' 

most famous novel, and most significant contribution to American literary and cultural history, is 

obviously a deserving recipient of attention. However, while critiquing Apes as a standalone novel 

is productive, it is only the firs t in a series of twenty-five novels. The more noteworthy studies of 

Tarzan, such as those by Torgovnick or Gleason, tend to consider the novel as part of a larger 

series, and chapter three o f this thesis does precisely this. Nor, o f course, was Tarzan Burroughs' 

only literary creation. There are a number o f studies o f the Barsoom series in particular, drawn on 

throughout the firs t chapter, although those by Slotkin, See, Flautz, and W right are particularly 

valuable. As Burroughs' most well-known series after Tarzan, the Barsoom series has received its 

share of critical attention, especially in the many studies on the development of sf. Beyond these 

tw o series, however, in-depth considerations of Burroughs' others works are extremely rare. The 

critical analysis provided here o f works such as the Apache and western novels, the Venus series, 

and several of the jungle adventures, is an attem pt to fill a significant gap in this regard. Equally 

important, however, is the need fo r Burroughs' fiction to be considered alongside his biography as 

well as his non-fiction works, particularly his journalism. In this regard, his coverage of the 

Hickman M urder Trial, his First World War propaganda pieces, and his interviews and articles in an 

assortment o f newspapers are all a crucial part of an analysis of his literary output. Furthermore, 

while the chapters in this thesis do treat the various series separately in many cases, the work as a 

whole considers Burroughs' novels as they intersect w ith each other. Fifty-five Burroughs' novels 

are critically examined in the chapters which follow -  twenty-five in close detail and a further 

th irty  in a supplementary manner -  as well as brief references to a considerable number of others. 

This is especially im portant when considering the points made about d ifferent genres as, for 

Burroughs, genre boundaries are not respected demarcations -  the sf Barsoom novels are in many 

ways westerns, while the Apache westerns draw on sf techniques of estrangement; romance is as 

im portant a part of the Tarzan adventures as action is, and Tarzan himself frequently finds himself 

at the centre of an sf or detective story.

Finally, studying Burroughs' literary output in its entirety is crucial given the sheer level of 

interconnectedness. His fiction creates a mythos or shared universe in which practically all of his

Tlie variety in Burroughs' w/riting also makes him valuably representative o f many writers of this period who 
confined themselves to a single genre.
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stories are interwoven in some way. So, the A m tor series opens with a com munication from  Jason 

Gridley in Pellucidar, a location which is also visited by Tarzan, the hero of an entirely different 

series of novels. In the M oon  novels, John Carter has become a George W ashington-like figure 

whose name and heroic deeds every school child knows, and the adventures on Va-nah are 

premised on an a ttem pted  voyage to Barsoom. Tarzan, who also appears as a m inor character in 

novels such as The Eternal Savage, lives in our world, one in which he himself is a celebrity and 

film star. Burroughs clearly enjoys this and has fun in later novels where, for example, characters 

confuse Tarzan w ith Johnny W eissmuller. In the tw enty-first century this is no longer novel -  the 

M arvel comic book shared universe is a particularly good example -  but Burroughs was certainly 

one of the first authors to create such a sustained and substantial body of interdependent 

novels.^^

Burroughs' reasons for doing this were in one sense commercial, in that one novel can 

introduce and advertise for another, but the effect on the reader is more than this. The regular 

reader is drawn into a meticulously created world, one which is not contradicted by other novels 

in the mythos as a whole, and the loyal Burroughs fan is rewarded for his or her com m itm ent. The 

same effect is achieved by Burroughs' consistent creation of new languages for each of his fictional 

societies. He goes beyond simply using a selection of invented words to describe the unfamiliar; he 

invented whole lexicons for each new society he created, and diligently kept notes as he worked. 

Just as he was precise in recording other aspects of his fiction -  tim elines, maps, sketches of 

costumes and characters, and estimates of population figures and planet surface areas can all be 

found among his research notes -  Burroughs always made detailed notes about his fictional 

languages. The handbook to his "Tarzan Clans of America" youth group includes an extensive 

Ape/English dictionary, while Tarzan the Terrible includes a glossary of vocabulary from Pal-ul- 

don.^^ The effect of using these languages, as with the interconnected novels, is to both enhance 

the sense of sf estrangem ent and simultaneously create an enclosed lexical world for the initiated  

reader. The Barsoom  novels do this most effectively, so that the reader fam iliar w ith Barsoomian 

military organisation and language has no difficulty with a sentence such as:

The Cthulu M ythos based on H.P Lovecraft's work is som ewhat similar, although it differs in tha t it is a shared 

fictional world based on Lovecraft but expanded by o ther authors.
”  "ERB's Worksheets", PP#25, is full of examples of this kind.
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U-Dor, dwar of the 8th Utan of 0-Tar, Jeddak of Manator, rode back in the early dawn towards 
Manator from a brief excursion to a neighbouring village {Chessmen ch. 10).

Thus, the reader of Burroughs' fiction as a whole, just like the critic, gains greater insight from 

considering the author's output as unified. This also relates to  sf more generally, and Csicsery- 

Ronay argues that

More than in any other genre of modern literature, sf writers expect their publics to know how 
other exponents of the genre have imagined things. SF texts are not autonomous; they depend on 
each other for comparison, dialogue, the grounding and elaboration of ideas, and for the sense that 
science fictions depict imaginary prophecies, their fictive ontology reinforced and supplemented by 
the existence of all other imagined futures (84).

Thus, while an appraisal of Burroughs' work does not need to discuss every novel in detail, and a 

significant number can be grouped together fo r the sake of concision, any amalgamation of this 

type must touch on the major points of Burroughs' output as a cohesive whole. It is with this in 

mind that the synthesis of Tarzon novels in chapter three has been attempted, just as it is the 

reason for the appendix of brief plot summaries I have added, to be read alongside the chapters as 

required.

O C T iiB tB

Fig. vi: A Selection o f Burroughs Pulp Covers
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4: The Scientific Context

This introduction has highlighted how truly varied Burroughs' interests, experiences and 

influences w ere. Historical events such as the WCE, literary contextualisation, issues of genre and 

the popular, and anxieties about class, gender or race are all key factors in understanding his work. 

Yet, as was made clear at the outset, it is science which frames this thesis, and this is w hat I wish 

to turn to now. W hile there  is no need for an introduction to any of the sciences discussed, as each 

is detailed thoroughly in the relevant chapter, there is one obvious question. W hy science? W hy  

not approach Tarzan from  the perspective of imperialism as, say, Eric Cheyfitz has? Or see 

Burroughs' novels as part of a frontier myth, as Slotkin does? W hy not follow  Holtsmark's lead and 

address the classical tem plates of Burroughs' writing? The answer, as I hope will become clear, is 

in three parts. Firstly, quite simply, there is no point retreading the same ground, particularly in 

relation to a subject as w ell-trodden as Tarzan and colonialism. The issues which the m ajority of 

critics have dealt w ith are examined, of course, but from an approach which is hopefully fresh. 

Hence, the exploration of Tarzan's role as an anthropologist, the link betw een child psychology 

and adventure novels, or the im portance of neurasthenia in the creation of the Burroughs hero. 

Sometimes these viewpoints may not have been those of the m ajority. So, for example, most 

astronomers did not believe in the plausibility of canals on Mars, there was an equally im portant 

history of peace eugenics, and neurasthenia was rejected by many medical professionals. 

However, this is often beside the point as, firstly, popular understanding was often very different 

from the contem porary scientific view point and, secondly, the theories explored here are the ones 

that are most relevant to Burroughs, the ultim ate focal point of the thesis.

The second reason is broader; the world of science in the late nineteenth and early 

tw entieth  century is a fascinating one filled with contradictions, anxieties, and questions as 

pertinent today as they were then. Finding the links between the works (and world) of an author 

who began writing over a century ago, and our own tim e, is both intellectually invigorating as well 

as, one hopes, a genuine contribution to an understanding of how our own society functions 

today. "M any social accounts of science have argued that, to understand science, we need to 

understand society and its workings", M ark Erickson contends, and the reverse is also true: "to 

understand society, we also need an understanding of science" (5). Burroughs' work provides an 

opportunity to examine both the m anner fiction engages quite explicitly w ith science, in the form
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of science fiction, as well as the m ultitude of ways in which the science/fiction loop of interaction  

and influence plays out. In Luckhurst and McDonagh's terms, the "networks of overlapping 

interest and concern" (6) betw een scientific knowledge and art or literature. If, as chapter five 

argues. Burroughs can convincingly persuade his reader to join the military reserves, why not 

convince that same reader to adopt a scientific view point in line w ith his own, be that the benefit 

of eugenics or a teleological view of evolution progressing towards American civilization? A 

num ber of critics have argued for the very real consequences of w hat may seem like innocuous 

scientific narratives. So, for example, M artha McCaughey, in The Coveman Mystique, looks at the 

ways in which human behaviour and evolution discourse creates a "caveman" narrative in which 

male actions can be explained in terms of "irrefutable" scientific fact:

The m eaning and consequences o f scientific theory are not confined to  a scientist's words or 

intentions. Rather, th e  m eaning o f evolutionary stories depends on o th er cultural texts that make  

sense o f m ale sexuality. Scientific stories about evolution and m anhood have no simple meaning; 
rather, they are in tertextua l -  th a t is, m eaningful In a context o f o th e r stories about m anhood, 
nature, and science (12).

Central to this intertextuality  are Burroughs' "other stories about manhood", the numerous 

caveman and related jungle adventure stories popularised by Burroughs and his many followers. 

Indeed, throughout this thesis Burroughs, while unique in so many respects, can be seen as 

representative of the countless other genre writers of his tim e.

Furtherm ore, examining science in its early tw entie th  century context allows us to 

contem plate our current understanding of the subject in all its variety. It is revealing, for example, 

when so many critics refer to the "pseudoscience" Burroughs was influenced by, as if today's 

science is som ehow practised in a cultural vacuum. Amongst a m ultitude of other critics, Jason 

Haslam's introduction to Apes calls Tarzan "a figure who allegorically traverses the different steps 

of a pseudo-scientific ladder of biological and social evolution" (xviii); De Silva discusses the  

"science -  more properly, the pseudo-science -  of race and gender, of Anglo-Saxonism and 

masculinity" (109); while Slotkin examines Burroughs' "taste in science and pseudoscience" (198). 

By today's standards, of course Victorian anthropology is racist, just as sciences such as eugenics 

or criminology seem seriously flawed, or diseases such as neurasthenia are medically suspect. But 

this is all too easy with the hindsight of a century of scientific developm ents. These are instances 

of what Donald Childs term s the "imperialism of contem porary absolutes" (19) and to call these
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and other sciences of the period pseudoscientific is both critically restrictive and culturally 

arrogant. Beer rightly points out how fruitless it is "simply to bunch together all Victorian 

anthropological w riters as racist. That move flatters ourselves" {Open Fields 77). They may be 

outm oded or outdated sciences, but that is precisely how the scientific m ethod works, invalidating 

results previously thought correct. There is perhaps a use for the term  pseudoscientific, in the case 

of deliberately and knowingly falsified methods used in order to claim scientific validity for an 

idea, but this is not w hat is being referred to here.^^

To take one example, to modern eyes much of the racial science of, and leading up to, 

Burroughs' tim e seems wilfully prejudiced in its apparent aim of proving white, 

European/American superiority. Yet the scientists of this period w ere working w ithin an academic, 

ideological, and moral fram ework and results from fields as diverse as anthropology, archaeology, 

linguistics, geology, and biology all seemed to yield similar conclusions with regards racial 

hierarchies.^^ W hile we may now find these views reprehensible, as well as disprovable, is one 

thing. That the scientists in each of these disciplines were oil working in pseudoscientific fields is 

quite another, and seems a particularly distorted view of scientific history from  the vantage point 

of the tw enty-first century. This is similar to w hat Roslynn D. Haynes argues when she notes that 

H.G. Wells "is frequently criticised for being 'wrong' rather than for postulating the impossible. But 

to be wrong is not to be unscientific -  rather the contrary in one vital sense, for it is characteristic 

of a scientifically presented hypothesis that it should make predictions definite enough to adm it of 

being proved wrong if they are  wrong" (Haynes, Wells 59). Furtherm ore, in relation to Burroughs 

as a w riter of predom inantly sf, it is "wrong" science which so often provides the impetus for sf. If, 

as Luckhurst posits, the history of science erases any untenable theories once new er ones have 

been established, then "sf might be regarded as the cultural record of these m ultiple, speculative 

possibilities -  som etimes right [...] but often gleefully, delightfully, gorgeously wrong" 

("Pseudoscience" 405).

There can, of course, be a grey area as to exactly how knowing a certain scientist may be in this regard, but this is 

not the  issue as used by the critics discussed here.
Robin Fox's Introduction to Morgan's Ancient Society, for example, makes a notew orthy argum ent for an 

understanding of the moral fram ew ork Morgan, and others, were working in. He notes, for example, com menting  

on the destruction of prim itive society, that to "argue tha t primitive cultures should be deliberately preserved In 

these prim itive states would have seemed, to our Intellectual ancestors, morally perverse [...] un-Christian, unkind, 
and flatly Imm oral" (xxlv). Stocking, too, while adm itting to "an occasional tone of anachronistic patronlzatlon", 
decides to "scrupulously avoid" the term  pseudoscientific (42).
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The third and final reason for the scientific fram ew ork of this thesis is that, ultimately, 

upon reading the entirety of Burroughs' extrem ely varied output, it becomes apparent that there  

is a singularity of focus across practically all his work. Burroughs is centrally concerned with the  

origins and developm ent of mankind. His output repeatedly, relentlessly, explores mankind's 

cosmic (chapter one), genetic (chapter tw o), racial (chapter three), sexual (chapter four), 

evolutionary (chapter five) place in nature. Indeed, he does this from  his very first novel: "By 

combining the tropics and space in one planet and one narrative. Burroughs combines the past 

and the future of mankind, man's origins and his destiny" (De Graw 15). Burroughs unquestionably 

has w hat Helen Carr calls the "ethnographic imagination" (17), and the question of what it is that 

defines us as human, how we delineate the boundaries between ape /m an or savage/civilised, is 

w hat drives Burroughs' fiction. Missing links, apemen, and savage "others" are, of course, 

explored by an array of novelists, but with Burroughs the same issues seem to obstinately follow  

his fiction w hether in America, Africa, the centre of the earth. Mars, Venus, or beyond the furthest 

star. The w hite apes and ape/m an brain transplants on Barsoom; prehistoric men from Nu of the 

Neocene to Jimber Jaw of the Pleistocene; the constant appearance of cavemen and their 

complicated relationship with modernity, em bodied by W aldo Emerson Smith-Jones' 

transform ation to Thandar; the accelerated evolution on Caspak and the recapitulation of the  

primitive by the civilised; and Tarzan, the most famous ape-man of them  all.

"It really does not make much difference what M r. Scopes thinks about evolution", 

Burroughs noted in a piece for the International Press Bureau at the tim e o f the famous trial, "or 

what M r. Bryan thinks about it. They cannot change it by thinking, or talking, or by doing anything 

else. It is an im m utable law of nature" ("Evolution Held Undeniable"). It is "evolution" as 

Burroughs understood it, in its broadest and most nebulous sense, which joins his output and the 

chapters of this thesis. The planetary evolution of Mars and Earth towards a dying planet (chapter 

one), the future evolution of hum anity towards a genetically perfect utopian future (chapter two), 

the latent, primitive masculinity inherent even in those evolutionarily m ore advanced (chapter 

three), the disjointedness of a virile population evolutionarily unadapted to live in overcivilised, 

urban environm ents (chapter four), and most explicitly the underlying evolutionary plot structure 

of the Caspak series (chapter five).
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To close, w hat I hope I have made abundantly clear is that, as the epigraph to the thesis 

suggests, a reader of Burroughs can find enterta inm ent and relaxation in a Burroughs story but 

"[i]f you find food for thought in it, so much the better". There is plenty of food for thought in the  

chapters which follow.
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Chapter 1
“What goes on upon all those distant

globes?":
Astronomy, Mars, and the Barsoom Series

M ars has become a kind o f mythic arena onto which we have projected our Earthly hopes and

uriosity landed on Mars on the 6̂  ̂ of August, 2012. NASA's Mars Science Laboratory has a

clear assignment: "Investigate w hether conditions have been favorable for microbial life and 

for preserving clues in the rocks about possible past life" ("Mars Science Laboratory"). This 

groundbreaking work will mark another step in our understanding of the red planet, yet curiosity 

has rarely waned over the last two centuries. Mars is a frontier beyond the limits of our own 

planet, a world where utopias and dystopias can be explored, where strange new life can be 

encountered, a location onto which visions of Earth have long been projected. Literary imaginings 

of life beyond our own planet can be found in the lunar explorations of Ariosto's Orlando Furioso 

(1532), Francis Godwin's The M an  in the M oon  (1638), or Cyrano de Bergerac's L'Autre M onde  

(1657). Johannes Kepler's Somnium  (1634) similarly tells of a trip to the m oon, and is often cited 

as the first science fiction story, marking the beginnings of a move towards a speculative fiction 

incorporating s c i e n c e . F r o m  the nineteenth century in particular, however, a num ber of authors 

moved their focus beyond the moon to Mars, the central location of this chapter.

To the naked eye, the strange orbit of Mars around the sun defied the geocentric Ptolemaic

See Christianson for more on this. The critical interest in precisely classifying this early fiction as "proto" or "early" 
science fiction has been considerable, and will be discussed further in chapter tw o.

fears. - Carl Sagan, Cosmos, 125

1: Introduction
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system of astronomy and fascinated astronomers across the world from Athens to Baghdad. 

Interest in the planet grew as telescopes improved from the seventeenth century onwards, and 

planetary observations became increasingly accurate. However, it was only in the nineteenth  

century, as the technology with which astronomers could view the surface of Mars itself improved 

and the possibility of life on the planet was more seriously debated, that fiction began to explore 

Mars in ways which reflected the discoveries, theories, and observations of astronomers and other 

scientists on Earth. A version of Mars was form ed in the public imagination -  a red, dry, dusty 

world whose melting polar icecaps supplied the scarce M artian com m odity of w ater through a vast 

system of canals. Mars was a planet far ahead of Earth in term s of planetary evolution, a world 

whose once great civilisations were now on the cusp of extinction, where w ater scarcity could 

mean a ruthless existence and the survival of the fittest, or a worldw ide pact of peace and 

cooperation necessary to build and maintain the life-giving canals. From the late nineteenth  

century to the M ariner missions of the 1960s and 1970s, when photographs of the surface of Mars 

were finally seen, no o ther planet captivated so many scientists, science fiction writers and readers 

alike.

M any authors w rote about Mars in this period but it was Burroughs, more so than any 

other, who established an image of Mars, or Barsoom, that would fascinate the public and literary 

imagination for decades after his first M artian story in 1912. This image, while based to a large 

extent on Burroughs' creative imagination, was considerably shaped by the work being done by 

astronomers in America and abroad at the tim e. Beginning with Giovanni Schiaparelli's discovery of 

the famous "canals", the planet Mars and its potential for life was a subject of much discussion in 

the popular and scientific presses of Burroughs' tim e, and many of the features of Barsoom were 

influenced by these debates and popular conceptions. A num ber of astronomers were involved in 

the study of Mars over this period but it was the American astronom er Percival Lowell in particular 

whose conception of Mars played a large role in shaping the popular image of the planet and in 

providing a basis for Burroughs' Barsoom.

This chapter will, therefore, firstly examine early M artian astronomy and Lowell's role in the  

emergence of Mars as the primary location for extraterrestrial life and exploration. This scientific 

developm ent is considered alongside the popular image of the planet, and the ways in which this 

image was altered by both contem porary scientific debate and the popular literature of the period.
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A num ber of other Mars sf novels are briefly considered, in order to illustrate the ways in which 

the planet came to be treated more specifically as Mars, and not simply as a "lost world" for 

utopian exploration. Burroughs' Barsoom series falls into the form er category and it can be seen as 

one of the most im portant elements in the spread of a popular image of the planet which lasted 

for decades.

The inevitable anthropocentrism of any exploration of an alien society is a central feature  

of sf, and there is a parallel in the inescapable cultural influence even the most disinterested of 

scientist must adm it. Just as each chapter in this thesis will explore the complex interaction -  the  

transactions, translations, extrapolations -  between science, culture, and popular fiction, this 

chapter will examine the simultaneous construction of Mars, the scientifically 'real' planet, and 

Barsoom, the sf 'fictional' planet. Yet, as is obvious only in hindsight, Lowell's Mars was just as 

science fictional as Burroughs' Barsoom, an im portant point for those who seek to draw an 

impassable line between the narratives of science and fiction. In this respect, while the first half of 

this chapter will explore some of the cultural reasons behind Lowell's scientific hypotheses for the 

M artian canals, the second half will consider the ways in which Mars is, as Sagan notes, a place 

where "Earthly hopes and fears" (125) can be projected. Barsoom might be a science-based dying 

world of canals, a generated atmosphere, forgotten civilisations, and weaker gravity, but it is also a 

very familiar world to any reader of Burroughs' tim e, or indeed our own. Among other aspects, 

Barsoom has a racial history as socially problematic as that of Earth; Barsoomian societies 

foreground the perceived clash between the primitive and the civilized, and the role of the 

masculine hero; and the Barsoomian scientist is a figure who embodies Earthly contradictions 

between abstract theory and technological know-how. Ultimately, Barsoom is Mars, but it is also 

Earth.
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2 : 1877

1877 was a defining year for the observation of Mars. The American astronom er Asaph Hall 

discovered its tw o moons, Phobos and Deimos, and the Italian astronom er Giovanni Schiaparelli 

made the first widely-recorded observations of what would become known as the "canals of 

Mars" This was not just a coincidence, however, and there were two reasons that 1877 was the  

year that both of these events happened. Firstly, telescopes had finally advanced to a stage where  

they were powerful enough to make detailed observations of the surface of the planet and, 

crucially. Mars was at its closest point to the Earth since 1860, that is to say it was in perihelic 

opposition. W hen the Earth is between Mars and the sun, something which happens 

approximately every 26 months. Mars is said to be in opposition. W hen this coincides with Mars' 

approach to the sun at the closest point in its elliptical orbit, perihelic opposition occurs, 

something which happens only every 15 to 17 years. The history of the study of Mars is, therefore, 

concentrated around the times when the planet was in perihelic o p p o s i t io n .1877 was one of 

these years, and it was during this tim e that Schiaparelli explored w hat would soon become the 

famous M artian canals. Much has been made of the fact that the controversy surrounding the  

canals was brought about by the simple mistranslation of the Italian word canali into "canals", 

implying a m an-m ade structure, rather than "channels", suggesting a more natural phenomenon  

and perhaps something closer to what Schiaparelli had in mind at the tim e. Numerous short 

accounts of the canal controversy give the impression that had it not been for a mistranslation the  

whole affair may never have occurred. Carl Sagan, for example, states: "Canali in Italian means 

channels or grooves, but was prom ptly translated into English as canals, a word that implies 

intelligent design. A Mars mania coursed through Europe and America, and Lowell found himself 

swept up with it" (Cosmos 127).^® W hile the word "canals" certainly attracted more attention in 

newspaper headlines it should be noted that, firstly, it is a perfectly valid translation of the Italian 

word. Secondly, while Schiaparelli never fully endorsed the "canal" idea he remained deliberately  

ambiguous on the subject throughout the subsequent decades of speculation. In his 1893 II 

Pianeta M arte  he discusses the "famous 'canals' of Mars", stating that "for now we will call them  

this", but makes no attem pt to change the term  to something less ambiguous, despite the dual-

The four perihelic oppositions of the period under study w ere in 1877, 1892, 1909, and 1924. 
See also Chambers, 24, or  Bizony, 11-2, for similar explanations of this "mistranslation".



meaning of the term.^® The fact was that these straight lines, "in no way resembling the winding 

flow  of our [Earth] rivers",^° were visible on the surface o f the planet and seemed to be 

inexplicable by any natural theory. They suggested, therefore, some form of Martian civilisation to 

the many observers who considered them (see fig. 1.1). Furthermore, Schiaparelli constantly 

viewed Mars in terms of Earth w ith its seas and lakes, its vegetation, and its Earth-like polar icecaps 

and temperature changes . Th i s  only adds to the impression o f Mars as an inhabitable planet 

whose canali could well resemble Earth's canals.

irciirsi’ iiiMi; (If MuiJ'jS;

Fig. 1.1: Schiaparelli's Map o f Mors (1888)

The canal controversy was far more than a mistranslation, therefore, and was fuelled by 

numerous contemporary factors, not least the fact that large canals were a topic of the public 

imagination in the late nineteenth century. There were massive feats o f engineering involved in the 

completion of projects such as the Suez Canal and much talk, particularly in America, of what 

would eventually become the Panama Canal. Furthermore, the idea o f a Martian civilisation 

irrigating a planet suffering from drought and, one supposes, famine was a possibility only too real

"I famosi 'canali' di M arte  [...] per ora chiam iam oli cosi".
"In nulla rassomiglia I'andam ento serpeggiante dei nostri fiu m i" 

See II Pianeta M arte, Section III fo r  examples o f these comparisons.
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in the late nineteenth century w ith catastrophic famines affecting India, China, and Brazil among 

other places. In particular, the period from 1876-79 had seen the deaths of an estim ated 15 to 30 

million people in India and China a lo n e .F in a lly , Mars had been considered by many astronomers 

to be the planet most likely to contain life if it were to be found outside E a rth .S c h ia p a re lli  

himself rem ained ambivalent on w hether the canals did or did not prove the existence of life on 

the planet but his observations marked the beginning of a fascination with Mars which, coupled 

with technological developm ents in astronomical observation, increased steadily throughout the  

next four decades. This speculation involved not only the canals but also the M artian atmosphere, 

the melting of the polar icecaps, the abundance or scarcity of water, the vegetation, and the  

geography, or areography, of the fourth planet. Various names feature throughout this period -  

E.W. M aunder, Alfred Russel Wallace, W illiam  H. Pickering, E.M. Antoniadi -  and each is im portant 

for reasons beyond the scope of this study. In particular, the French astronom er and novelist 

Camille Flammarion was highly influential in popularising the idea of the "plurality of worlds" and 

life on Mars, and his works of popular astronomy and fiction were extraordinarily successful. 

However, no single astronom er did more to advance the theory of life on Mars, and the image of 

Mars as a dying planet, than Percival Lowell.

3: The Observations of Percival Lowell

Based on observations at his newly-created observatory in Flagstaff, Arizona, Percival 

Lowell's M ars  (1895) laid out his argum ent for the probability of a M artian civilisation which had 

created the system of canals he, following Schiaparelli, had seen and docum ented. Like all good 

popular science writers Lowell is informative and comprehensive while still being extrem ely  

persuasive, and M ars  im m ediately sets out to establish his authority as an expert in the field. This 

authority was gained in large part from the location of his Flagstaff observatory with its excellent 

conditions or "seeing" (a term  referring to the conduciveness of the Earth's atmospheric conditions

Figures are taken from  Davis, an excellent resource for fu rther inform ation on fam ine and drought in the late 

Victorian period.
Venus was the only o ther real possibility ever considered but due to its constant cloud cover it was impossible, long 

before radio astronomy, to recognise anything on its surface with any certainty.
"His first book. La plurolitees mondes habite  (The Plurality of Inhabited Worlds), originally published in 1862, secured 

his reputation as both a great popularizer and a leading advocate of extrem e pluralism. By 1882, it had gone 

through th irty -th ree  editions, and continued to be translated and reprinted well into the 20th century" (Darling).
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to viewing distant objects in a telescope). At a time when many of tine major observatories were 

near large cities where air pollution made the conditions increasingly difficult for observation 

Lowell's observatory was chosen for its excellent pos ition .D e sp ite  not being as advanced in 

terms of equipment as some of its American rivals, the Flagstaff observatory was in the middle of 

the desert, away from major cities and surrounded by still, dry air, excellent for planetary 

observation. It was also in a more southerly position than the observatories in Europe w hich 

meant Mars would appear higher in the sky and remain visible for longer. As Lowell would point 

out numerous times throughout his career: "A large instrument in poor air will not begin to show 

what a smaller one in good air will. When this is recognized, as it eventually will be, it will become 

the fashion to put up observatories where they may see rather than be seen" (Mars, Preface).

Mars discusses the canals of Mars in some detail but before doing so builds up a picture of 

the planet based on other assumptions of its orbit, shape, atmosphere, polar icecaps and water, 

Lowell's argument for artificial canals develops along a chain of logic which rules out life on all 

planets except Mars, and then argues that because the planet is older and has had more time to 

cool,^® then it has reached a stage where it is covered in desert and rock, and water is scarce. The 

polar ice caps, which melt in the summer of each hemisphere, would provide water but would 

need to be channelled across the planet and so irrigation, a worldwide system of canals, would be 

the logical approach. Indeed, "irrigation, upon as vast a scale as possible, must be the all- 

engrossing Martian pursuit" (Mars 128). The fact that these canals are numerous, surrounded by 

vegetation and "exceed in regularity any ordinary regularity of purely natural contrivance" (149) 

would seem to be proof enough of intelligent life but, furthermore, if one considers that they all 

interlink to form a vast, planetary system the "improbability of such a state of things arising from 

natural causes becomes evident on a moment's consideration" (150).

Greenwich had to contend w ith the smol<e of London, for example, and Schiaparelli's observatory was in Milan.
Lowell based this on the Nebular Hypothesis of Pierre-Simon Laplace. "Laplace [...] imagined that the Sun's 

atmosphere was initially extended to  cover the entire domain of the present Solar System. Its rotation produced a flat ' 
disk; its cooling and subsequent contraction made it spin faster, according to  the law of conservation of angular 
momentum. Rings separated at the periphery when their centrifugal force balanced the ir gravitational attraction to 

the interior. Each ring later condensed to a hot fluid ball, rotating in the same direction as the general circumsolar 

motion, and perhaps surrounded by satellites. Finally, those balls would solidify and cool further" (Brush 8). For a 
detailed explanation of the Nebular Hypothesis as understood and developed in the 19*  ̂century see Part I of Stephen 

G. Brush's Nebulous Earth. See also Mars as the Abode o f Life, Part I, fo r details of Lowell's use of the hypothesis.
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And so, in 1895, a picture of iVlars had been created as a dying world, a dry, dusty desert 

landscape interspersed w ith life-giving canals full of w ater transported from the melting polar 

icecaps. Vegetation grew along these canals (indeed it was the vegetative border not the canals 

themselves that Lowell and numerous others claimed to see from Earth), as well as in the oases 

where the canals intersected and, it would seem, on the planet itself there lived some form of 

M artian civilisation. W hat these Martians may look like is not considered by Lowell but w hat is 

clear is that the ir world is coming to a slow, tragic end and the precious com m odity of water, and 

how to transport it, is the ir primary concern. Indeed, as mentioned previously, this struggle against 

drought and desertification must have seemed particularly poignant to Lowell in the context of the  

numerous famines of his tim e. Having travelled extensively in Europe as well as in Korea, Japan,

i Egypt, India and China,^^ Lowell would have been well aware of the devastating effects of the
1

droughts and famines of 1876-79 and 1889-91.

Fig. 1.2: Lowell's Map of the Canals o f Mars (1895)

See Strauss, 58-68 .



P a g e  I 46

Lowell followed up M ars  w ith two more works on the p la n e t- Mors and Its Canals (1906) 

and Mars as the Abode o f Life (1908). The latter is a course of lectures given by Lowell in 1906 on 

planetary evolution and Mars, one which proved to be "the most thronged of any ever given 

before the institute. So great was the demand for seats that the hall could not contain the crowd, 

and the lectures had to be repeated in the afternoons, to audiences almost as large" {Abode 

Preface^. If the World Columbian Exposition celebrated a progression towards the new world of 

America then, for Lowell, Schiaparelli was "the Columbus of a new planetary world", as the 

dedication to Canals proclaims. The 1906 work sets out Lowell's arguments for the M artian canals 

a second tim e, in considerably more detail, and in response to a num ber of scientists who had 

thrown doubt on his theory, among them  E.E Barnard, E.W. M aunder and Alfred Russel Wallace. 

Wallace had outlined his opposition to Lowell in his M an's Place in the Universe, and would expand 

upon this in his 1907 article "Is Mars Habitable?" which highlighted Lowell's "curiously weak 

arguments". It is im portant to note, however, that he did not dispute the reality of the canals, 

simply that he was "wholly in favour of a purely natural as opposed to an artificial origin". Indeed, 

"so many other observers have now seen them  that the objection of unreality seems no longer 

valid".

At this point it should be noted that the standard, textbook history of the canals places 

Lowell at the margins of respected astronomy, popular with lay readers and extrem ely influential 

on popular opinion but not taken seriously by professional astronomers. Studies of the history of 

Mars such as Sheehan's The Planet M ars  or Chambers' Life on M ars  tend to view Lowell in this way 

and David Strauss, in his biography of Lowell, portrays him as "a pariah in the world of astronomy 

for violating the standards of the new professional establishment" (5). Certainly Lowell was quick 

to jum p to conclusions about the canals, and at the beginning of his career "in rather unscientific 

fashion -  announced his conclusions before he had even put eye to eyepiece" (Sheehan ch. 7).^^ 

However, as Robert M arkley has recently argued in Dying Planet, dismissing Lowell too quickly can 

be problematic. Firstly, he notes that a definition of "professional" at this early stage of scientific 

professionalism is difficult and, in any case, Lowell's Harvard degree in mathematics and position 

as non-resident Professor of Astronomy at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology certainly put

Generally, in short biographies of Lowell, comments such as the following from  the Boston Globe are representative: 
"Let the stuffy academic scientists and astronomers carp and criticize, let them  proclaim that there could not 
possibly be life on Mars because the  M artian  atm osphere was too thin, its gravity too  weak. Lowell knew w hat he 

knew" (Zaroulis).
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him in higher academic standing than many of his c ritics .S econd ly , Markiey notes that "[n]one of 

Lowell's contemporaries, including those who questioned the canal thesis challenged his diligence, 

methods, or the world-class status of the Lowell Observatory" (78). Certainly when one looks at 

contemporary scientific journals as well as newspaper articles and reports of scientific gatherings, 

Lowell is held in esteem in practically all cases, by no means an amateur w ritten o ff in professional 

circles. Markiey is not trying to argue that Lowell was the great astronomer o f his age, but he does 

examine the contemporary scientific literature, in particular the highly influential journal. Nature, 

and concludes that while his assertions may have been "hotly contested, that contestation had not 

yet pushed Lowell beyond the pale of early-twentieth-century science" (109).

Mars and its Canals deals w ith many of these "hotly contested" criticisms, including 

experiments done by E.W. Maunder in which school boys were shown a "canal-expurgated" (202) 

picture of Mars. The boys were asked to draw what they saw and they "themselves supplied the 

lines which had preceptorily [sic] been left ou t" (202). For many this seemed to be a serious blow 

to Lowell's argument but in Mars and its Canals he notes that "[Camille] Flammarion retried the 

experiment w ith French schoolboys, and even inserted spaced dots for the canals in the copy, not 

a boy of them drew an illusory line" (202). Lowell is on the defensive but he is not afraid to deal 

w ith the various criticisms against him and, as in Mars, his arguments move clearly and 

systematically through a chain of reasoning which moves from the less debatable natural features 

of the planet to the more controversial, non-natural features and the evidence they provide of life. 

Furthermore, he places himself in a linear progression of knowledge about the planet, laying out a 

series of sketches starting w ith Johann Heinrich von Madler and Wilhelm Beer in 1840, through 

Flammarion and Schiaparelli to his own sketches. Each map gets progressively clearer and more 

detailed, placing his observations at the forefront of research into the planet and, therefore, 

making them the most authoritative.

Finally, in a major rebuff to his critics. Mars and its Canals provides photographs in which 

the canals could supposedly be seen. These photographs were a coup for Lowell as the camera 

could be seen as an impartial observer, removed from the politics and rivalry of scientists. "[The 

camera] is impersonally trustworthy in what it states. Bias it has none, and its mistakes are few"

In contrast, Chambers refers to Lowell as a "charismatic businessman" (29) and an "enthusiastic am ateur" (38).
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(272), Lowell states with assertion. Once again, this draws attention to the interaction of science 

and culture, and the possibility of truly objective science. The camera may not lie, however Lowell 

is sure to point out that "[it] is hopelessly behind the eye when it comes to the decipherm ent of 

planetary detail" (274). Shrewdly, he attem pts to play both sides. If one could decipher the canals 

in the (adm ittedly grainy) photographs then the objective, mechanical proof was there. If not, the 

photos still require interpretation and, so, the superior observation skills of Lowell and others who 

have seen the canals can correct and aid the observer.

The rem ainder of the book explores the workings of the canals themselves and the  

civilisation which must have built them , noting that "[t]he first thing that is forced on us in 

conclusion is the necessarily intelligent and non-bellicose character of the com m unity which could 

thus act as a unit throughout its globe" (377). This is as far as Lowell goes in examining the type of 

life which must live on the planet, speculations which would be played out in detail in the fiction 

examined in the next section. Indeed, due to Lowell's persuasive writing style, the energetic 

prom otion of his theories in series of popular lectures where he "blitzed the press with his 

sensational results" (Sheehan ch. 7), and the inherent astounding implications of life on another 

planet, his vision of Mars grew and developed over the next four decades to become the standard 

view of Mars in popular fiction. As stated, Lowell's findings were always highly contentious, and in 

the scientific com m unity there was no doubt in many astronomers' minds that the canals were  

entirely illusory, a scepticism which only increased with tim e. It should be noted, however, that this 

was not generally a scepticism of life on Mars, but rather doubt about the  existence of the canals. 

As Oliver M orton points out:

The most weighty argument against Lowell's Martian was simply that over tim e other, better observers 
consistently failed to see canals as continuous and linear, if they saw them  at all. The lack of evidence 
of engineering, not the implausibility of life on Mars, was what counted against Lowell -  a belief in life 
on Mars was quite commonplace (11).

M orton argues that this com monplace belief in life on Mars came about mostly as a result of two  

attitudes. The first is a post-Copernican view of the Earth as unexceptional in every way, so that in 

a direct reaction to claims for the Earth's uniqueness, it was seen instead as simply one of the 

many planets which presumably held life. The second is the ease in which one could believe in life 

on a planet which was impossible to ever reach; Mars was as fascinatingly unattainable w ithout a
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space machine as dinosaurs w ere w ithout a tim e machine (11-12). This chapter is focused on the  

literary and popular imagination and, as will be seen, not only did people believe in life on Mars of 

some sort, but they were fascinated by fictional accounts of the canals and exciting descriptions of 

what this life might look like. Popular accounts of Mars abounded in newspapers, genre magazines 

and novels at this tim e. W hy this was so can in part be explained by one of Lowell's final comments 

in Cano Is:

One of the things that makes Mars of such transcendent interest to man is the foresight it affords of 
the course earthly evolution is to  pursue. On our own world we are able only to study our present and 
our past; in Mars we are able to glimpse, in some sort, our future (383-4).

4: Visions of Mars, 1880-1912

In order to understand the fiction that would follow Lowell's ideas, it is his shaping of 

popular opinion that is of prim ary importance for this study. His standing among his scientific peers 

has been much debated, as we have seen, and while discussion of his theories varied from  

adam ant support to outright denial, his status as an authoritative world-class astronom er is 

confirmed in many popular accounts of his life and work. His New  York Times obituary in 1916, 

with a subtitle proclaiming "He detected 550 canals", briefly mentions some of the controversy 

surrounding his work, but goes on to list his vast achievements and honours and to lay out once 

again his theory for life on Mars. Indeed, up until his death, and beyond, he rem ained, as Markley  

points out, "the only household nam e among the astronomers of his era" (109). This popularity 

and, of course, the inherently fascinating prospects of life on another planet m eant that from the  

1880s to the 1920s the general public was understandably fascinated w ith the subject of Mars and 

the popular press of the tim e is full of articles on the subject. Papers from  The New  York Times to 

The Times of London to The Irish Times reported developm ents in Mars observations, new  

announcements from  the Lowell Observatory, meetings of astronomers discussing the planet, as 

well as journalistic musings on the possibility of life on another planet. Even a short search of 

English-language newspapers from  the period 1880-1920 results in numerous articles with  

headlines such as: "The Inhabitants of Mars" {The Irish Times), "Mars Inhabited, says Prof. Lowell" 

(New  York Times), "Are all the Planets Inhabited?" [Chicago Sunday Tribune), "Professor Lowell on
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Mars" {The London Times). Of course, there were those who tried to point out the scientific 

problems with M artian life, but they were fighting a losing battle for the popular imagination. In 

Wallace's 1907 article, he realises that Lowell's illustrations of Mars do not even need to be 

reprinted as "the general appearance of its surface will be fam iliar to most readers". Professor 

Edward S. Holden, in an article for the Chicago Tribune in 1901, examines many of the flaws in any 

theory of M artian life, but he is forced to adm it that

[Mars'] 'continents', 'stars', 'lakes', 'oases', 'canals', its 'Intelligent inhabitants', its 'engineers', etc., 
have been so often referred to in popular writings that they have been more or less generally 
accepted, except by those whose business it is to study the planet telescopically.

Thus, it is no surprise that this period saw the release of a stream of popular novels about the 

planet. These ranged from hastily-written, long-forgotten novels to works of lasting importance 

such as H.G. Wells' The W ar o f the Worlds (1898), which not only fascinated and frightened its 

nineteenth-century readership, but continued to do so throughout the next century with literary 

offshoots and sequels, radio adaptations and film versions. It was Burroughs' Barsoom series, 

however, which truly solidified the popular image of Mars as envisioned by Lowell and which 

proved to be the most successful series of novels ever w ritten about the planet.

rs/ SfC f \ j

Just as the scientific aspects of the Barsoom series cannot be viewed in isolation from the 

developments of Burroughs' tim e, it proves useful to briefly examine the literary context into 

which the series fits before an exploration of the novels themselves. The introduction has outlined 

the problems w ith tracing literary antecedents and for the Barsoom  series in particular there has 

been no shortage of speculation on the m a t t e r . W h a t  follows is a brief examination of some of 

the novels w ritten in this period used to illustrate some of the ways in which the science discussed 

above was translated into popular fiction.

By 1928, w ith  the publication of the first six Barsoom  novels. Burroughs could note th a t his sales w ere "among the  

three highest in the country, totalling [...] about seven million copies" (Porges 699).
See Lupoff, chapter three, for a discussion of this and his argum ent for the possible influence of Gullivar o f M ars  as 

well as another Arnold book The W onderful Adventures o fP h ra  the Phoenician (1890).
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If 1877 was a turning point in the study of Mars, then Percy Greg's 1880 novel, Across the 

Zodiac, provides a useful starting point. As an interm ediary between the utopian novel and the  

planetary romances which would soon follow, Zodiac illustrates an early use of Mars as a location 

to explore conflicts of science and culture, and Greg is critical of the planet's ultra-scientific and 

atheistic society which has abandoned "[t]errestrial feelings of honour and even of manhood" (ch. 

8). Perhaps its most notable feature, from an sf point of view, is its sustained exploration of the 

problematic nature of com munication between cultures and worlds. The persistent 

communication difficulties between the narrator and his wife are not simply linguistic but of two  

people trying to understand the fundam ental emotions, feelings, and philosophy of a being from  

another world. "W e wholly misconceived each other" (ch. 10) is a common sentim ent in the 

interchanges betw een the pair, and Greg's exploration of these deep-rooted cultural barriers 

provides a more in-depth analysis than is found in perhaps any other novel set on Mars in this 

period. Greg's Mars is a bridge betw een a planet serving as the setting for a utopian novel and a 

more realistic, science-based location. By 1880, as has been dem onstrated. Mars was more than  

just a mythical, unexplored setting. It had begun to take shape in the eyes of astronomers and the  

popular imagination to the point when, accurately or not, astronomers could truly refer to 

areography. Greg's Mars is m ore Schiaparellian than Lowellian -  the long journey in the  

"Astronaut" is exceedingly, often excessively, scientifically detailed and the surface itself is subject 

to weaker gravity and consists of the seas, vegetation and polar icecaps seen by Schiaparelli and 

those before him. The planet's moons are observed, as is the Earth from  space and from Mars, a 

view of our planet which would be replicated in H.G. Wells' more chilling vision of M artian life.

The W ar o f the Worlds, while not set on Mars, does depict the planet in Lowellian terms, 

noting that "[i]ts air is much more attenuated than ours, its oceans have shrunk [...] The last stage 

of exhaustion, which to us is still incredibly rem ote, has become a present-day problem for the  

inhabitants of Mars" (8). Indeed, Wells would later note the influence of "the work of my friend, 

Mr. Percival Lowell, of the Lowell Observatory, Flagstaff, Arizona, to whose publications, and 

especially his 'M ars and its Canals', I am greatly indebted" ("The Things that Live on Mars" 335). 

The novel is one of the great works of sf and has had a huge influence on the developm ent of the  

Mars novel, as well being the first in a long series of "alien invasion" novels and films. W hile I have 

noted the centrality of evolution to Burroughs' work, it is Wells' M artians who are depicted more 

in line with evolutionary speculations. As the events of the novel take place entirely on Earth it is



P a g e  I 52

som ewhat outside the scope of this study, however the famous ending, in which the Martians are 

"slain by the putrefactive and disease bacteria against which their systems were unprepared" 

(168), is im portant as it leaves open a possibility: "[a] question of graver and universal interest is 

the possibility of another attack from  the Martians" (178). It is precisely this possibility that Garret 

P. Serviss explores in his 1898 novel, Edison's Conquest o f Mars. Hastily w ritten  as a sequel, 

following the huge success of Wells' novel. Conquest takes as its starting point the immediate  

afterm ath of the M artian invasion, as the people of Earth realise that a preventative strike on Mars 

is the only way to stop a further attack on Earth. This strike is only possible ''due to a few  dauntless 

men of science" (ch. 1), none more so than the "American genius of science" (ch. 1), Thomas 

Edison, who has invented both a spaceship and a "disintegrator" weapon w ith which to wipe out 

M artian civilisation.

Conquest provides an im portant link in moving from Wells to Burroughs, both thematically  

as well as in the conception of Mars. For Serviss, as for Burroughs, American patriotism, 

masculinity, and a sense of adventure are key components. Furtherm ore, not simply technological 

but racial supremacy is established in the character of Edison, a man whom  the Prince of Wales 

praises "knowing that the champion who is to achieve the salvation of the earth has come forth 

from the bosom of the Anglo-Saxon race" (ch. 3). This champion is, of course, a scientist rather 

than a military leader, and Serviss places the scientist character in the central, heroic role in what 

has subsequently become known as an "Edisonade": "a paradigm kind of science fiction in which a 

brave young inventor creates a tool or a weapon (or both) that enables him to save the girl and his 

nation (America) and the world from some menace, w hether it be foreigners or evil scientists or 

aliens; and gets the girl; and gets rich" (Clute).'’"’ This will be addressed m ore fully later in this 

chapter. Finally, however, it should be noted that the novel, w ritten at the beginning of Lowell's 

popularisation of Mars, is an early portrayal of a dying planet. Certainly, the denouem ent of the  

novel hangs on the mass flooding of the planet, but the reader is told early on that Mars is "an 

aged and decrepit world [...] desperate because nature was gradually depriving it of the means of 

supporting life" (ch. 4). Furtherm ore, many of the features of this newly-envisioned Mars are

Interestingly, this ending is som ew hat anticipated by Greg in Zodiac where, in reverse fashion, the plants he has 

brought to Mars carry a contagious plague (ch. 27).
This superweapon is much like those invented for various other novels of this period. For details, see Franklin 48- 
53.
The popular Frank Reade, Jr. stories w ere of a similar type, celebrating scientists and scientific achievement. See 
Bleiler, 547-558.
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present, from the Schiaparellian naming system (M are Erytraeum, Hellas, Syrtis M ajor) and the  

system of canals, to the nebular hypothesis and the idea of an older, more evolved world so that 

the Martians have "the advantage of ages of evolution, which for us are yet in the future" (ch. 3). 

Thus, at the turn of the century, a popular sf vision of Mars had already been well established.

This vision would be taken up by many other popular writers of the period. Edwin Lester 

Arnold's Gullivar o f Mars,^^ a 1905 work which contains a num ber of similarities in plot to 

Burroughs' first novel, is another M artian tale set amongst "those waterways which our biggest 

telescopes magnify but to the thickness of an indication" (ch. 16), and its contem porary American 

concerns with effeminacy, patriotism and the western frontier would soon be expanded upon by 

Burroughs.'*^ Further examples abound. Flammarion has been m entioned previously, and his 

Uranie (1889) and Les Terres du d e l  (1884) involve reincarnation on the red planet. Robert 

Cromie's A Plunge into Space (1890) features, like Greg and Serviss, a spaceship voyage to Mars. 

Gustavus W. Pope's Journey to M ars  (1894) contains several features in common with Burroughs 

and is, like Arnold's novel, sometimes given as a possible source for the Barsoom  series. Further 

afield, Russian author Alexander Bogdanov's Red Star (1908) features a narrator taken to Mars, 

which is imagined as a socialist utopia, while in Germany Kurd Lasswitz w rote about Mars in A uf 

Zwei Ploneten (1897). Ultimately, w hat emerges is a fictional Mars based upon the speculations of 

the period; a dying planet which is no longer simply a utopian "other place" but a scientifically 

distinct location with a set of recognisable features: a dry, dusty landscape, vast interlinking canals, 

melting polar icecaps, coloured vegetation. It is a world which is evolutionarily ahead of our own 

and so allows us to glimpse our future while, as we will now see with Barsoom, reflecting upon our 

present.

The novel has appeared under a num ber of names. Originally Lieutenant Gullivar Jones: His Vacation, it was retitled  

Gulliver o f M ars  in a 1960s Ace Books reprint, before the  spelling was restored and it was released recently as 

Gullivar o f M ars, the title  used here.
The subtlety of its concerns is rarely more overt than in the following passage: "'All ownerless, and with so much 

treasure hidden hereabout! Why, I shall annex it to my country, and you and I will peg out original settlers' claims!' 
And, still excited by the m ountain air, I whipped out my sword, and in default of a star-spangled banner to plant on 
the newly-acquired territory, traced in gigantic letters on the snow-crust— U.S.A." (ch. 12).



5: The Barsoom Series

Under the Moons o f Mars, as A Princess o f M ars  (1912) was originally titled, was not only 

the first Barsoom  story, but Burroughs' first published work, and its appearance in All-Story 

magazine was the beginning of a cycle of Mars novels which would span Burroughs' entire writing 

career. In this final section the series will be examined in detail, connecting the vision of Mars 

discussed above with the author who would be so successful in adapting and transforming it. As 

m entioned previously, and seen in relation to the Mars novels discussed in the preceding section, 

Mars acts as a planet in its own right, as well as a proxy for an exploration of more Earthly 

concerns. In the astronomical studies of the tim e, events on Earth were mirrored on Mars, and the 

observation of non-existent canals had as much to do with human hopes and contemporary 

concerns as it did w ith unreliable equipm ent and conditions. This is no different in M artian fiction, 

where the societies, technologies and concerns of the planet and its people are reflections of 

contem porary human attitudes and opinions. This examination will, therefore, investigate not only 

the Lowellian aspects of Barsoom but, concurrently, the areas of Earthly concern which this 

Lowellian Mars elicits. Moving through the series, the dual nature of John Carter is explored, a 

character who inhabits tw o bodies, two worlds and often tw o genres. This duality exposes 

contem porary American issues of the western frontier and U.S. expansion, of masculinity and the 

male hero, as well as the complicated problem of race. The later novels move the examination 

towards the issue of science, as the role of the Barsoomian scientist is discussed. Finally, 

throughout the series the M ars/Barsoom /Earth connection is evident in a relationship that looks 

nostalgically to a tim e which is both the M artian past and the inevitable future of Earth, both a 

primitive past and a technological future.

5.1: Lowell's Mars /  Burroughs' Barsoom

As was argued in the introduction, Burroughs was a diligent researcher and was certainly 

fam iliar w ith the popular astronomy of his tim e. He owned Camille Flammarion's Astronomy fo r  

Amateurs, as well as a num ber of other works on astronomy, and as a regular newspaper

The dates for Burroughs' w ork used throughout are for the first magazine serialisation as there was often a gap of 
several years betw een magazine and book publication. The book titles have been used, however, as these are the  
names by which the stories are now known. For a full list of all dates and titles see Porges, 1243-64.
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contributor himself, he would have read many of the articles on Lowell and related astronomy in 

the popular media. Ultimately, however, the argument here is not that Burroughs read Lowell 

directly, although it seems quite likely, but that Lowell's ideas had become so commonplace by this 

tim e that Burroughs would have read about the dying planet of Mars in newspapers, magazines, 

and other popular fiction. Taking these ideas, adapting and translating them  for his own popular 

fiction purposes, Barsoom was created. It is on this world that John Carter, Burroughs' first popular 

hero, arrives.

Barsoomian history, as Carter soon finds out from Dejah Thoris, his future princess, is 

irrevocably tied to the receding of the oceans and seas of the past, and the great empires that 

once ruled the planet have given way to scattered cities interspersed with roving hordes of green 

men. The scarcity o f w ater results in the drastic measures employed by the Barsoomians. The 

Tharks, among w hom  Carter first finds himself, train their young in warfare from their first year and 

practice eugenics by shooting any deform ed or defective children. This is not because

M artians are unnecessarily or intentionally  cruel to  th e  young, but theirs is a hard and pitiless 

struggle fo r existence on a dying planet, the natural resources o f which have dw indled to  a point 
w here th e  support o f each additional life means an added tax upon th e  com m unity  into which it is 

th ro w n  (ch. 7).

Barsoom is a cruel environm ent in which the struggle for existence and the spectre of a dying 

planet hang over its inhabitants, as well as the adventures of Carter. The entire series plays out 

against the backdrop of long dead cities, dry and dusty deserts, and constant reminders of the  

magnificent history of the planet, from the Bowmen of Lothar in Thuvia, M a id  o f M ars  (1916) to 

the city of Horz in Liana o fG ath o l (1941).

W hat Burroughs presents us with is perhaps the fullest literary realisation of Percival 

Lowell's vision of Mars. The civilisations, strange creatures, characters and adventures are all 

Burroughs', but the vision of Barsoom is clearly influenced by the popular perception of Mars in 

Burroughs' tim e. Following on from the dying planet of Wells and Serviss, Burroughs depicts a 

more com plete and complex world developed across an entire series of novels. Looking back at 

Lowell's vision of the planet, numerous similarities with Barsoom are evident. Firstly, there is the  

hypothesis of an older and thus more technologically developed Mars which is imm ediately  

evident in the fliers, radium rifles and high-powered telescopes employed by the Barsoomians.
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M ore importantly, there is the history of the planet itself, which has evolved from an Earth-like 

planet with abundant w ater (the "terraqueous stage" of Lowell's six-stage planet classification) to a 

desert-like, dying planet (the "terrestrial stage").'’® This planetary evolution is a cosmic inevitability 

and so, as Carter notes, threatens our own planet: "On Earth, the waters cover three quarters of 

the globe, reaching a depth of over five miles; yet, eventually the same fate will overtake that 

planet" {Synthetic ch. 30). Lowell's hypothesis that "irrigation, upon as vast a scale as possible, 

must be the all-engrossing M artian pursuit" {Mars  128) is evident in the history of Barsoom, whose 

inhabitants have had no choice but to adapt to a ruthless world on which w ater is an extremely 

scarce commodity. Indeed, the reader is informed that due to a "slow process of evolution" 

{Fighting ch. 15) Barsoomians do not need w ater as often as Earth humans. Of course the feature  

that Lowell's speculation rested upon, and the one common feature across practically all the 

M artian novels of the period, was the presence of canals. It is no surprise, therefore, that the 

reader is informed in Princess that the ancient inhabitants of Barsoom "had found it necessary to 

follow the receding waters until necessity had forced upon them  their ultim ate salvation, the so- 

called M artian canals" (ch. 11). These "famous M artian waterways, or canals, so-called by our 

earthly astronomers" (ch. 16) are, along with the dead sea beds, a constant feature of the 

Barsoomian topography.

Lowell's descriptions of Mars rely on a series of extrapolations from the astronomical data 

he had on the planet, and a num ber of assumptions based on w hat was known about Earth. 

Burroughs, like all sf writers, could afford to be more flexible in his depiction of the planet. While  

Lowell discusses the possibilities of a life-supporting atm osphere on the planet, Burroughs simply 

inserts an atm osphere factory, one which becomes central to the plot and climax of Princess. The 

generated atmosphere of Barsoom is facilitated by the "ninth ray", one of tw o "new and nameless" 

(ch. 20) rays on Barsoom (the o ther being the eighth, or ray of propulsion, which allows for the 

Barsoomian fliers). Like all of the technical and scientific aspects of Burroughs' work, some real, 

some entirely imaginary, a level of detail is given which presents the reader with a scientific- 

sounding explanation, regardless of how real the invention is.'̂  ̂ W hile the theoretical

A full explanation of Lowell's planetary classifications would require more space than is available here, but see Mars 
as the Abode o f Life, 12.
Wright also discusses "pseudo-science as a facilitating plot device" (33). In relation to the discussion on 
pseudoscience in the introduction, this is perhaps a more appropriate use if the word, given that the science here 
is deliberately vague and knowingly false.
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underpinnings of Burroughs' sf will be discussed in more detail in chapter two, it is worth briefly 

discussing the two standard sf approaches to scientific accuracy, generally em bodied by Jules 

Verne and H.G. Wells, especially as they relate to Burroughs' use of science.

Verne's technique was to base his scientific romances on real scientific hypotheses and to 

follow the possibilities from  there -  Nemo's submarine in 20 ,000  Leagues under the Sea (1870), for 

example, or the use o f geology to uncover the hidden world beneath the surface of the Earth in 

Journey to the Centre o f the Earth (1864). Wells, on the other hand, tended to start with basic 

scientific principles but then extrapolate far beyond them  in order to explore the possibilities -  

tim e travel in The Time M achine  being a particularly good e x a m p le .B u rro u g h s ' methods are far 

closer to Wells than to Verne in this tradition, and he uses similar strategies of familiarisation and 

dissimulation. Wells' m ethod has been described as "precision in the unessential and vagueness in 

the essential" (qtd in Haynes, Wells 228) and Burroughs follows this prescription in many respects. 

He notes in a le tter discussing scientific accuracy that he always attem pts to create an 

"atmosphere of plausibility", so that even though he takes creative liberties w ith the creatures in 

Pellucidar, for example, they are still based on "descriptions of animals reconstructed by scientists 

from the fossil remains of extinct species" (Letter to Brown). In another letter, he registers his 

dislike of the word "scientifiction", pointing out that he "never intentionally w rote any story which 

was supposed to be even rem otely scientific. I m erely attem pt to make them  plausible, but with 

the full knowledge that to be enjoyed they must all be taken with a grain of salt" (Letter to 

Conover). His novels are not w hat would be called hard sf today, by any stretch of the imagination, 

but they do follow a Wellsian formula of scientific detail to create an atm osphere of plausibility. 

From the precise distances betw een planets to the length of tim e the M artian moons take to orbit 

Mars, the reader is presented tim e and again with accurate astronomical and planetary data; in 

other words, precision in the unessential.^^ This is then integrated w ith Burroughs' numerous 

scientific-sounding inventions, from "radium " missiles and disintegrator guns to invisible ships

Evans describes it as the  contrast betw een "'didactic sf', which is pedagogical by design and gives primacy to 

scientific exposition over the  fictional narrative (e.g., Verne), versus 'rom ance sf', which is m ore visionary by nature  

and gives primacy to the  fiction over the science -  or pseudo-science -  em bedded w ith in  it (e.g.. Wells)" ("The 

Origins" 5). See also Suvin, Metam orphoses, chapters 7 & 9, or Haynes, Wells, chapter 10 for m ore details on this 
division.

There are num erous examples of this. For exam ple, the moon Phobos takes 7 .66 hours to  orbit Mars, and in Princess 

we are told: "[t]he  nearer moon of Mars makes a com plete revolution around the planet in a little over seven and 

one-half hours" (ch. 5). These and o ther related figures are used by Leathem  M ehaffey to argue for Burroughs' 
direct knowledge of Lowell. See "Burroughs' Barsoom and Lowell's Mars".
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which are "no miracle [...] merely the application of scientific principles" {Fighting ch. 10). The 

eighth ray is a perfect example of this type and is, ultimately, a form of "anti-gravity", a much-used 

feature throughout late nineteenth and early tw entieth  century sf at a tim e when heavier-than-air 

flight was only just becoming a reality.^^ The eighth ray is the "cavorite" of Wells' The First M en in 

the Moon  (1901), the unnamed anti-gravitational "electricity of any desired potential and of any 

polarity" (ch. 1) of Conquest, or the "apergy" Zodiac.

However, while Burroughs and Wells can be linked in many ways, Wells' aim in using 

science was always far more didactic. The introduction has already m entioned Burroughs' 

willingness to cross genres. Princess begins as a western and Mars itself can be read as a western 

frontier, as will be seen below, while all his sf novels are infused with fantasy, a reason so many sf 

critics have tended to exclude him from the mainstream history of the genre. As Brian Aldiss notes, 

in a quote which supports w hat was argued earlier:

A failure to make a simple distinction between two sorts of vision, the Wellsian and the 
Burroughsian, or the analytical and the fantastic, bedevils all criticism, especially SF criticism -  as 
well it might, for the distinction is particularly hard to draw in science fiction. Lowell's Mars -  in its 
time the latest factual study science could produce -  is now itself as much a fantasy world as 
Barsoom (163).

If sf is to use non-existent science there will always be a fine line between that which is reasonably 

accurately extrapolated and that which is essentially fantasy. Aldiss goes on to state that while 

Wells teaches us to think. Burroughs "is teaching us to wonder. The sense of w onder is in essence a 

religious state, blanketing out criticism" (165). Burroughs himself would surely have agreed with 

this and, in one of his more dismissive moods, states that the reader "does not wish to have to 

think, and as fully ninety per cent of the people in the world are not equipped with anything 

wherew ith to think intelligently, the fiction w riter [...] should leave teaching to qualified teachers" 

("Entertainm ent is Fiction's Purpose"). Furthermore, I would not argue with Aldiss that Wells' work 

provokes the reader into a far deeper and more sustained consideration of the world. However, as 

this thesis argues. Burroughs' work does not blanket out criticism entirely, as much as he may have 

wanted it to, and there is much to be gained from allowing it to provoke both wonder and  thought.

The W right Brothers m ade their first powered flight in 1903 but by 1912 the industry, in America and elsewhere, was 

still in its infancy.
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However one views Burroughs' scientific extrapolations, his novels certainly use them  to 

great effect. Perhaps the most frequently used technology of this type is the eighth ray, and the 

Barsoomian airships of Carter's adopted home of Helium are never far from the plot. In Princess it 

is not long before Carter has learnt to fly one, and he soon becomes an air scout in the Zondangan 

navy, highlighting another im portant facet of Barsoom. Entering the city, he disguises himself as a 

red man, having entirely covered his body in red paint. The status of Barsoomians as analogous to 

Earthly humans is confirmed as the transformation of Carter's skin colour alone renders him 

almost unrecognisable as a foreigner. As the series progresses. Carter is depicted as equally 

passable as a w hite, black, or yellow Barsoomian. On one level this transform ation is a convenient 

plot device, used a num ber of times, yet it serves also to remind the reader of the parallel worlds 

of Earth and Barsoom. Following Darko Suvin's theory of sf oscillation one can travel

from the author's and implied reader's norm of reality to the narratively actualized novum in order 
to understand the plot-events, and now back from those novelties to the author's reality, in order to 
see it afresh from the new perspective gained [Metamorphoses 71).

This perspective is the 'estrangem ent' of Suvin's definition of sf but, as he rightly points out, the 

only relationships we can ultim ately write about, as humans, are our own. "For though mutants or 

Martians, ants or intelligent nautiloids can be used as signifiers, they can only signify human 

relationships, given that we cannot -  at least so far -  imagine o ther ones" (71). Barsoomians may 

be the signifiers, but humans on Earth will always be the signified. Carter's transform ation from  

Earthman to Barsoomian, like the Earth's transformation into Mars, involves nothing more than the 

application of a thin coat of red paint.

The fact that Carter assimilates so easily into M artian life and culture further highlights the  

similarities between the two planets. In fact. Carter's rise to power in Barsoom comes at the 

expense of an ever increasing estrangem ent with Earth. By the end of Princess he longs to be back 

on the red planet, and subsequently only visits Earth interm ittently to com municate his stories. His 

life on Earth as a soldier "in the cavalry arm of an army which no longer existed" (ch. 1), gives him 

no reason to stay on Earth and, as he settles into life on Barsoom it is as if he has always lived 

there. This is reinforced by the fact that he does not "rem em ber any childhood" (ch. 1), nor does 

he age as on Earth. The Barsoom/Earth boundary is constantly blurred, and the oscillation between  

worlds is evident as Carter takes advantage of the opportunities offered to him as an Earthman
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who is, in many respects, a Barsoomian. His Earthly origins are constantly evoked by his 

superhuman abilities, caused by the weaker gravitational pull on the planet, while his 

transformation to Barsoomian is evident in his acquisition of the skill of m ind-reading. This duality 

is at the core of many of Burroughs' heroes and, as this thesis argues. Burroughs' work is full of 

contested binaries. Tarzan is both civilized and savage, ape and man; the m odern white American 

is the pinnacle of evolutionary developm ent yet an overcivilised neurasthenic; fiction is solely to 

entertain yet also to educate and persuade; the scientist is a dangerous figure but "the only 

im portant people in the world [...] are the scientists" ("Chat w ith Famous Authors"); Burroughs 

himself is either a producer or an author, a disinterested businessman or a creator of renowned  

popular culture heroes.

Carter's dual identity, in Burroughs' first novel, comes as no surprise from an author fixated 

on exploring such dualities. There is a tem poral duality in the fact that Mars and its inhabitants 

have evolved beyond Earth which allows Burroughs his blend of techno-prim itivism . His characters 

can illustrate the wonders of scientific advancem ent while displaying their prowess as skilled 

swordsmen and natural survivors. Furtherm ore, as Fred G. See notes, when Carter 'dies' in the 

Arizona cave "[i]t is not, in other words, simply a change of life to death; it is the entrance to a 

reality which becomes and remains doubled" (63). Carter's body in Arizona reminds us that this sf 

tale is also a western, in which Apaches are im m ediately transformed into green and red 

Barsoomians, and in which Carter represents the western hero: "He is not m erely a Virginian like 

Cooper's Duncan Heyward, or "the Virginian" like Wister's hero: he is The Virginian, the type 

abstracted into an allegorical absolute" (Slotkin 203). This has obvious implications for the  

depiction of race, and it is to this topic that I now wish to move. Princess does not stand alone and 

is both the foundational novel of the Borsoom series, as well as the first instalment in a trilogy 

which continues w ith The Gods o f M ars  (1913) and concludes with The W arlord o f M ars  (1913).
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5.2: Evolving Depictions of Race

The second Barsoom  novel came about as a result of a request from  Thomas Newall 

Metcalf, Burroughs' editor at All-Story. At this stage, in July 1912, Burroughs had already written  

Tarzan o f the Apes, which would be serialised in All-Story later that year. It was w ith the success of 

Apes that he began a hectic writing schedule which, a fter Gods, saw the com pletion of an 

astounding eight novels in the period from Decem ber 1912 to Decem ber 1913, including the third 

Barsoom tale, Warlord. As per Metcalf's suggestion, the second novel in the series takes its cue 

from the mysterious River Iss, the river down which all Martians travel in their final voyage to an 

unknown a fte r life .B u rro u g h s  takes this premise and begins a tale which expands the horizons of 

Barsoom far beyond Princess, revealing the multifaceted racial history of Barsoom and unmasking 

the sinister and specious religion of the planet. Carter accomplishes this with the aid of his old ally, 

Tars Tarkas, and his arrival on the planet sets in motion events which will uncover the true nature 

of the Holy Therns, an order of priests, and the feared black pirates of Barsoom.

W hen Carter arrives on Barsoom again, it is in the midst of a group of strange blue plant 

men and a shrewdness of w hite apes, the "most dreaded of M artian creatures" (ch. 2). These are 

the creatures who ultim ately attack and devour the unfortunate Barsoomians who have made 

their final pilgrimage to the supposed afterlife of the planet. In a cycle of deception and violence, 

the cannibalistic w hite Therns eat the red and green pilgrims, while the Therns themselves, 

similarly deceived into believing in another afterlife, are "lured by the First Born to an equally 

horrid fate" (ch. 8).^^ This "First Born" race, alternately known as the black pirates of Barsoom, is 

the fourth race of humans to be introduced on Barsoom. The planet now consists of the savage, 

green Tharks whom  Carter first encounters, the cultured, scientific red M artians such as Dejah 

Thoris with whom  Carter can readily identify ("people fashioned after my own mould" [ch. 9]), 

along with the white Therns and black First Born.

This descent into the underworld is viewed in classical terms as "katabasis" by Holtsmark, w ho sees it as the  

pervasive feature of the series. (Burroughs 18).
Burroughs repeatedly used his fiction to outline his anti-religious viewpoint. As he stated in a letter to his son 

Hulbert: "I have no quarrel w ith  religion, but I do not like the historic attitude of any of the established churches 

[...] There is just as much intolerance and hypocrisy as there ever was" (Qtd. in Broadhurst). Elsewhere he noted 

that he was "not interested in religion or spiritualism, except as interesting phenom ena of the bigotry and 

ignorance of hum anity" ("Chat w ith  Famous Authors").
The blue plant men have not been included as they are essentially animals, "[t]h e ir actions and movements are 

largely matters of instinct and not guided to any great extent by reason" {Gods ch. 7).



Any examination of Burroughs' views on race must include the Tarzan novels, and these will 

be dealt with in chapter three, especially since it is these that have drawn so much criticism for 

their racist overtones. The Barsoom  series, however, presents a more complex picture of racial 

difference and what Burroughs achieves is a blurring of any simple racial form ula whereby green 

savage = red Indian, or red Barsoomian = white American. The green men may be a tribal race 

depicted as similar to the Apaches of the opening of Princess, w ith Tars Tarkas playing the role of 

the noble savage, and these comparisons are indeed made. However, the same comparison is also 

made on several occasions with red and, later, yellow men,^^ and while it is the red men with 

whom Carter most identifies, red is the colour most readily associated w ith Indians in Burroughs' 

own tim e. Furtherm ore, while Carter is physically most similar to the white Therns, needing only a 

wig to disguise himself as one, they are a race of evil and, to Carter's eyes, cannibalistic men, 

known as the "least honorable and most treacherous fighters upon Mars" {W arlord  ch. 4). Finally, 

the black pirates of Barsoom are introduced, a race of black men and wom en who sit at the top of 

a chain of religious and cannibalistic consumption and who, as will be seen, began the peopling of 

the planet itself.

Of course, the fact that there is a clear-cut racial hierarchy ot all is indicative of the time 

Burroughs was writing in when, for example, so many scientific disciplines were so heavily 

influenced by conceptions of race. W hether set in Africa, in the American west, at the Earth's core, 

or on Mars, race is central to practically all of Burroughs' novels, and there are a num ber of 

reasons for this. The im portant anthropological background will be discussed in chapter three, but 

a notable analysis in term s of the Barsoom series comes from critic John T. Flautz, who argues that 

racial distinction is closely connected to political organisation. Burroughs' "insistence on 

unmistakeable racial difference is almost self-parody. His red men are coppery, his whites creamy, 

his blacks stovepipe color and his yellows lemon" (266). This strong dem arcation is misleading, 

Flautz argues, and is used only to make the different social groups more distinct, as "it Is not by 

race but by organization of power that the good people of Mars are distinguishable from the evil 

ones" (268). The green race is w ithout any central power structure, the yellow race is isolationist.

The cry of a yellow man In W arlord  "resem bled nothing more closely than the savage w ar cry o f the Apaches of the  
South-west" (ch. 8), while in Princess the red men are similarly com pared: "I could not but be struck by the startling 
resemblance the concourse bore to a band of the red Indians of my own Earth" (ch. 21).
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while the white and black races live in a "world of intrigue and conspiracy w here social relations 

and power organization are shadowy. Power among these men is so pervasive that it is nearly 

structureless" (268). It is only among the red men where power is concentrated into a system of 

valour and m erit; they are "custodians of a dying world, enlightened monarchists" (268), a system 

which readily gains Carter's approval. Burroughs' political opinions persistently enter his fiction, 

and the sheer num ber of societies, across all his work, governed by enlightened and absolute 

monarchs supports Flautz's reading to a large degree.

However, while Flautz's foregrounding of politics as an explanation for racial difference is 

certainly central, it is difficult to argue that Burroughs' own racial conceptions do not play an 

equally im portant part in the construction of Barsoom. As Stecopoulos notes. Burroughs' novels 

tend to take the shape of male heroes "triumphing (often violently) over people of color, women, 

and the working class" (177). Yet, as he and a num ber of critics argue, the Barsoom  series is far 

more interested than, say, the Tarzan novels in exploring some of the more problem atic depictions 

of race. There is an aspect of Burroughs' fiction which is attracted to difference, and which takes 

pleasure in "dissolving [...] w hite subjectivities" (Stecopoulos 177). The red Martians may be the 

closest race to Carter's, yet they are not white Americans and, in marrying Dejah Thoris, Carter 

crosses a racial barrier barred to his Earth heroes. Ultimately, Stecopoulos argues. Burroughs' 

"successful writing emerged in large part from a willingness to allow his whiteness to become 

mom entarily undone" (188), and chapters four and five will outline some of the biographical 

reasons for this. Sharon DeGraw has similarly argued that "Burroughs utilized the speculative 

potential of science fiction to question and revise accepted notions of race" (12). The generic 

constraints of depicting race will be discussed more fully in chapter three, but DeGraw is certainly 

correct in noting that "[f]ew  authors had the tim e or motivation to move beyond generic formulas 

or to question accepted social norms" (4). Burroughs was always willing to adapt stories to editors' 

requirements, yet there are m om ents when he is not content to accept prevailing attitudes. The 

Apache novels, examined in chapter four, are one clear example, and Barsoom is an sf location 

where, at least tentatively, racial hierarchies can be questioned and blurred.

Finally, and Burroughs is never far from the topic, race is connected with Barsoomian 

evolution. On Barsoom the reader discovers that it is the First Born who, as the oldest race on the  

planet, "trace [their] lineage, unbroken, direct to the Tree of Life which flourished in the centre of
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the Valley Dor tw enty  three million years ago" (Gods ch. 7).^^ In this Barsoomian myth of origin it is 

curiosity which leads the first black man to open the shells of the other forms of Barsoomian life, 

thus beginning human life on the planet. Thus, when Slotkin states that "the present races of Mars 

are the more-and-less degenerate successors of an original W hite  Race" (204), this is only true in a 

limited sense. Certainly, just as Theodore Roosevelt's Winning o f the West depicts a trium phant 

continuum of Anglo-Saxon racial history, many of the crumbling ruins of Barsoom recall the great 

white civilisations of the past.^^ Yet it is the original innovation of the First Born which has allowed 

any of these achievements to occur, and Barsoomian life itself is based upon black ingenuity. On 

Barsoom then, and not in the m ajority of Burroughs' o ther works, racial evolution is more complex 

than it might appear at first. This will be discussed in detail in relation to Tarzan in chapter three.

5.3: Bodies and Brains on Mars

If evolutionary developm ent and progress are never far from Burroughs' fiction, I wish now 

to address this in relation to the simultaneous developm ent of the intellect and the body. 

Burroughs' complicated relationship with intellectualism has been examined in the introduction, 

and his desire to be seen as an average w riter of simple entertainm ent routinely clashed with an 

anxiety about his writing style and grammatical correctness, and his longing to be published in 

more respectable magazines. Much of this is reflected in his Barsoom  novels, particularly the ways 

in which intellectual developm ent relates to outdoor, strenuous activity. This area is extrem ely  

closely connected to conceptions of masculinity and is explored further in chapter four. At this 

point, therefore, I wish to focus on the ways in which evolutionary developm ent could be used to 

depict the dangers of overdeveloping the intellect at the expense of one's moral and physical 

character. Thuvia, M a id  o f M ars  exemplifies this in one of Burroughs' most humorous and satirical 

societies, the Lotharians, a "race of spineless cowards" (ch. 9) whose arm y of imaginary bowmen  

and debates between "realists" and "etherealists" highlight the dangers of racial emasculation. 

However, it is in Bantoom, a strange city in The Chessmen o f M ars  (1922), where this becomes

It is interesting to note that while Burroughs' 'Tree of Life' is an unusual and som ew hat tongue-in-cheek explanation  
of evolutionary developm ent, it does utilize the key image of the  tree from  Darwin's Origin o f Species.

These include a race of "white-skinned, yellow-haired people [who] flourished fully a million years ago" {Liana bk. I, 
ch. 3) as well as the progenitors of the  red race who, as Dejah Thoris explains in Princess, are a mixed race who  
"had presumably flourished a hundred thousand years before" (ch. 11).
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most evident.

The society of Bantoom, home to the rykors and kaldanes is a blackly humorous illustration 

of the "development of the brain" taken to its grimly logical conclusion. Tara, John Carter's 

daughter, discovers that the kaldanes are simply heads which use the bodies of the rykors for 

mobility. This is given an evolutionary explanation, typical of Burroughs' creations, and the co

evolution of the tw o com plem entary species is explained. The kaldanes' evolutionary ancestors 

had smaller heads and larger, yet weak, bodies. Incapable of travelling far for food, they rode upon 

the backs of the primitive but strong rykors. As the kaldane evolved to depend upon the rykor for 

mobility, so too did the rykor come to rely on the kaldane for its sight and hearing. "As the brain 

shrank, so did the head. The mouth was the only feature of the head that was used and so the 

mouth alone remains" (ch. 6). The rykor is now simply a body, reliant on the kaldane to guide it to 

food and discarded once used, while the kaldane can attach and detach itself at will from a host 

body and, attaching its tentacles into the spinal cord of the rykor, control it. As Ghek, the kaldane 

assigned to guard the captured Tara, explains: "You are the slave of a mass of stupid flesh and bone 

and blood [...] bound by the limitations of your body. Not so, ours. W ith  us brain is everything" (ch. 

5). Not only this, but the kaldanes do not require air, and have herm etically sealed an unending 

supply of food in the bowels of the planet, where w ater still remains and no air-breathing creature 

could survive. They believe themselves to be the perfection of evolutionary progress, a race which 

will still live long after Mars has truly become a seemingly dead planet. Some even believe in a 

final evolutionary step when

the incubus of legs and chelae and vital organs will be removed. The future kaldane will be nothing 
but a great brain. Deaf, dumb, and blind [...] just a great, wonderful, beautiful brain with nothing to 
distract it from eternal thought (ch. 5).

This image of a "great brain" living deep in the bowels of the Earth is remarkably similar to 

Wells' image, in "The M an of the Year M illion" (1893), of "hopping heads, great unemotional 

intelligences [living] in galleries and laboratories deep down in the bowels of the earth". The 

resemblance raises the issue of the context into which Burroughs' kaldanes fit, a topic worth  

examining at this stage. Burroughs' depiction of a species w ith abnorm ally large brains was an 

established concept by the tim e he was writing Chessmen. By the early tw entie th  century, the link 

between intelligence and brain size or shape had long been explored in criminology and
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anthropology, amongst other areas. It also emerged in relation to masculinity so that, for example, 

Michael Kimmel notes a fear of women's education in the late nineteenth century: "wombs and 

brains seemed in direct com petition; as women's brains grew heavier and larger due to education, 

their wombs would atrophy and they would cease to reproduce" {M anhood in America 66-7). On a 

planetary scale, as discussed earlier, the view of Mars as a world evolutionarily ahead o f Earth 

m eant that a description of the inhabitants of Mars was also a possible description of future  

human developm ent. Large-brained aliens and similarly-proportioned future  humans originate, 

therefore, from very similar sources. Wells' work is im portant in this respect and his sketch of the 

"M an of Tom orrow" (fig. 1.3) is, therefore, very similar to his depiction of M artian  life in his "The 

Things that Live on Mars", where he notes that Martians

will probably have heads and eyes and backboned bodies, and since th e y  must have big brains, 
because o f th e ir high intelligence, and since alm ost all creatures w ith  big brains tend  to  have them  

fo rw ard  in th e ir heads near th e ir  eyes, these M artians will probably have big shapely skulls (34 1 -2 ).

M m / / .

u

Fig. 1.3: H. G. Wells' sl<etch o f the 'M an o f Tomorrow'

Wells also used these ideas for the creatures of his novels, the M artians in W ar and the 

Selenites in First M en, for example. In the latter novel, we learn that "[t]hese beings with big heads 

to whom  the intellectual labours fall, form a sort of aristocracy in this strange society, and at the 

head of them , quintessential of the moon, is that marvellous gigantic ganglion the Grand Lunar" 

(373). It is this being who rules the society of the Selenties and, naturally, he has a "brain-case 

[which] must have measured many yards in diam eter" (378) and a "'little dwarfed body and its
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insect-jointed limbs, shrivelled and white" (379). In The Time Machine, the Tim e Traveller arrives 

"thirty million years hence" (77) and comes upon what could be seen as another bodiless head, "a 

moving thing [...] a round thing, the size of a football perhaps, or, it may be, bigger, and tentacles 

trailed down from it" (78). Alex Eisenstein notes this too, remarking that the Last Creature is 

probably "a highly specialized and atrophied edition of genus Homo  [...] about the size of a human 

head". Although, as he points out, in this case human evolution has moved beyond the point of the 

giant head, to a stage where the creature is no more than a "great ravening stomach", a sight more 

horrific than the creatures of First M en  or War.^^ In these and similar descriptions in Wells and 

elsewhere, the body has atrophied, while the brain has grown in relation to an increasing intellect. 

In Gustave Le Rouge's Le Prisonnier de la planete Mors (1908) and its sequel La Guerre des 

vampires (1909), for example. Mars is ruled by the "Great Brain" while in E.M. Forster's dystopian 

"The Machine Stops" (1909), the body has ceased to be required, in a future where humanity is 

completely reliant on the workings of a semi-divine Machine for all its physical needs.

The large-brained alien or Earthly intellectual soon became a ubiquitous feature of sf (see 

fig. 1.4-1.6) and numerous stories of this type pervade the popular genre magazines of the 1920s, 

'30s and '40s. A typical, and highly illustrative, example is Edmond Hamilton's "The M an W ho  

Evolved". In this short story, published in Wonder Stories in April 1931, and obviously drawing on 

The Time M achine, the narrator recounts his experience in the laboratory of his friend Dr John 

Pollard. Pollard has discovered that the cause of evolutionary change is "cosmic rays", and has 

managed to build a machine which can concentrate these rays on a single individual so that "[h]e 

will be changed millions of times faster than ordinarily, will go forward in hours or minutes through 

the evolutionary mutations that all mankind will go forward through in eons to come!". Pollard 

enters a chamber and leaps forward through millions of years of evolution in fifteen-m inute bursts. 

In keeping with the works discussed previously, this evolution leads towards an ever-increasing 

brain size. W ith each burst of cosmic rays, his brain grows in size, at the expense of his body. Firstly 

his body grows "thin and shrivelled" while his head becomes an "immense, bulging balloon that 

measured fully eighteen inches from  brow to back!". Next he becomes "simply a great head! A 

huge hairless head fully a yard in diameter, supported on tiny legs, the arms having dwindled to 

mere hands that projected just below the head!", before evolving into a "a walking, seeing brain".

59
Burroughs' o ther use of a big-brained creature as the evolutionary future of hum anity is his depiction of the W ieroo  

in the Caspak series, w ho will be examined in chapter five.
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then "simply a huge brain whose only visible sign of life was its slow twitching m ovement". Finally, 

he reaches the "end of man's evolutionary road" and becomes a mass of protoplasm, a "shapeless 

mass of clear, jelly-like m atter", and the narrator's horror at this final evolutionary step echoes that 

of the Time Traveller in Wells' tale, as noted above.

This story, w ith its exploration of future human evolution, is simply one example of the 

numerous stories of this tim e linking evolutionary theory, brain size, intellect, and future  human or 

alien species. These stories were influenced by contem porary scientific opinion which, while 

considerably more cautious, made predictions of a future increase in brain size. The anthropologist 

H.L. Shapiro, for example, notes in his "M a n — 500,000 Years From Now" that "[w]e can, therefore, 

assume that our hypothetical 'homo futurus' will have not only a larger head or brain case but a 

rounder one as well". There are also connections with nervousness and modern life, a topic 

explored fully in chapter four. In their introduction to Neurology and M odernity, Salisbury and Shail 

note the tendency of authors to depict future humans as simply brains with nerves, arguing that 

"[i]f the experience of being m odern was linked to a nervous system placed under increasing 

strain, it is no surprise that the evolutionary future was imagined according to modes of 

neurological adaptation" (5).

It should be noted in addition that in linking intellect and brain size there is often a palpable 

sense of vulnerability. Brain size confers vastly superior mental ability, but the consequent lack of 

physical power renders the ow ner of the brain exposed and vulnerable. As Burroughs warns in 

Chessmen: "Developm ent of the brain should not be the sum total of human endeavour" (ch. 9). 

The Selenites are particularly susceptible, and an attack on one results in him being "smashed like 

-  like some softish sort of sweet w ith liquid in it! [...] It was like hitting a damp toadstool" (95). The 

Martians in W ar fall prey to microscopic bacteria, while Dr Pollard's previous state as a "great 

figure of such physical power and beauty as we had not imagined could exist" is reduced to a mass 

of jelly, helplessly destroyed as the laboratory burns at the end of the story. This vulnerability is 

evident in many of the large-brained characters who continued to feature in sf throughout the  

decades in which Burroughs was writing. In particular, the features discussed above w ere often 

associated with the scientist character, a figure which the next section will consider in detail.
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Before turning to the scientist, however, we can return to Chessmen and consider the  

second society encountered by Tara. Escaping from Bantoom, she arrives in M anator, a city whose 

history brings us from the individual body to the problem atic nature of bodies themselves on a 

planet whose resources are incapable of supporting them . In the city's attem pts to recreate its 

glorious past through the bizarre use of human taxiderm y it resembles "a scene out of the dead 

past of dying Mars" (ch. 11). This is one of the many instances of a longing for a great and noble 

past on the planet, and neatly links the various M artian visions of this chapter. Lowellian Mars is a 

dying world at the end of its planetary evolution which represents the inevitable future of human 

evolution. Burroughs uses this violent, essentially primitive world as a location in which his 

modern, American characters can reconstruct and regenerate their masculine identity, just as his 

other heroes do in the jungles of Africa or the American west. The Barsoomians, in turn, w ithout 

the hereditary advantages of w hite modernity bestowed upon Carter, long for a return to their 

own great past. The bowm en of Lothar recall a great seafaring population fallen into decline, while  

the city of Horz, in Liana, has long declined as "the capital of a great em pire, [...] the seat of 

learning and culture of the most glorious race of human beings the world has ever known" (bk. I, 

ch. 4).



This illustrious past is constantly contrasted w ith the harsh conditions and lack of resources 

on the planet and there are tw o opposing solutions to the scarcity of resources and threat of 

overpopulation, each offered at various points throughout the series. The first is that war is a 

natural means of population control. In The M aster M ind  o f M ars  (1927), for example, Vad Varo's 

elation at American victory in World W ar I is countered by M u Tel's philosophy that "[w]ar is 

Nature's natural state" (ch. 9), a sentim ent expressed often by the people of Barsoom and, as 

explored in chapter five, by B u rro u g h s .D ra w in g  heavily on social Darwinist explanations of 

conflict, the reader is informed that "[w ]ere it not for constant warring of one form of life upon 

another, and even upon itself, the planets would be so over-run w ith  life that it would smother 

itself out" (ch. 9). This solution is viewed with considerably m ore light-heartedness than it 

presumably was by the soldiers Vad Varo sees returning from the Great W ar on Earth: "We all must 

die -  let us therefore go out and die in a great and exciting game, and make room for the millions 

who are to follow us" (ch. 9).

The second solution used to counter the bleak outlook of the harsh Barsoomian world can 

be observed in the many societies that spend their tim e attem pting to recreate a long-forgotten 

past. Unlike Burroughs' w hite Americans, who use primitivism as a means of restoring masculine 

identity, the attem pts by the Barsoomians are seen as futile. The grotesque taxidermic effort of 

M anator is one instance, but perhaps more poignant is the men Carter encounters in Liana who, 

having awoken from a hypnotic trance after thousands of years, em erge from a subterranean  

tunnel to see the planet as they knew it long vanished: "[t]hey stood there looking out across that 

desert waste; behind them  a dead city that, in their last yesterday, had teem ed w ith life and youth 

and energy" {Liana bk. I, ch. 12). These anachronistic warriors cannot live in the Barsoom of the  

present and simply disintegrate, disappearing like the seas and civilisations before them .

Tara and Gahan discuss this in Chessmen, for example, w hen they conclude th a t men w ant peace but their enemies 

will not allow it, so they must fight. "And to  fight well m en must like to  fight [...] And so always there will be wars 
and men will fight [...] for always the men w ith  hot blood in their veins will practice the  art o f w ar" (ch. 9).
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5.4: The Scientist on Mars

The astronomers Schiaparelli and Lowell began this chapter and so, in this final section I 

wish to consider the figure of the scientist and scientific research in order to draw several of the  

strands of the chapter together. The ways in which scientists are portrayed in popular fiction has an 

obvious effect on how these practitioners, and their sciences, are perceived and consumed by the 

public. Three of the most profoundly enduring and influential characters of nineteenth-century  

fiction are scientists: Dr M oreau from Wells' The Island o f Doctor M oreau  (1896), Dr Jekyll from  

R.L. Stevenson's Strange Case o f Dr Jekyll and M r  Hyde (1886), and Frankenstein from M ary  

Shelley's Frankenstein (1818). The multiple ways in which these characters have been used and 

transformed in popular culture reproductions, particularly Frankenstein, illustrate the power of the  

scientist narrative. Indeed, David J. Skal even contends that "the most potent creation myth of 

modern times is not Genesis or Darwin but Frankenstein" (33). Inevitably, Burroughs' scientist 

characters recall each of the ir literary predecessor in several ways particularly as, by the later 

Barsoom novels, these scientists were the stars of widely acclaimed cinematic productions, many 

of which Burroughs would surely have seen.®^ In M aster M ind, Burroughs introduces Ras Thavas 

who, along with Fal Sivas and Phor Tak, make up the three prim ary scientist characters of the 

series. Ras Thavas appears in M aster M ind  as well as in the ninth novel. Synthetic M en o f M ars  

(1939), while the tw o o ther scientists feature in the intervening novels, resulting in a cycle of 

stories with key scientist characters. An examination of the scientist in American culture and 

popular fiction is, therefore, a central part of understanding the m ultifaceted relationship between  

science and popular fiction.

In Burroughs' lifetim e the figure of the American scientist was personified in Thomas Alva 

Edison, a man popularly considered one of the greatest figures of American, if not world, history. 

Edison, as both man and myth, links several aspects of American science and culture discussed 

throughout this chapter. His relatively modest background and lack of a lengthy formal education 

m eant that his later successes illustrated the virtues of the self-made American and the superiority

By the tim e Burroughs was w riting M aster M in d  in 1926 there had been several Frankenstein and Jekyll and Hyde 

adaptations. As the novels from  Fighting to Swords w ere being w ritten  in the 1930s, hugely popular film portrayals 

of all three scientists w ere released.
A N ew  York Times poll voted him the  "greatest living American" in 1922. In a Gallup poll in 1945 of the "greatest 

person, living or dead, in w orld  history" Edison was voted sixth, after Jesus, Franklin D. Roosevelt, Abraham  

Lincoln, George W ashington, and General MacArthur. See Wachhorst, 5-6, for details.
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of practical over theoretical knowledge. Wyn Wachhorst describes this division, noting that

The conflict lay between experience, or practical, self-educated 'know-how', and intellect, or an 
abstract body of knowledge that was not only more accessible to the genetically superior brain but 
was a sacred lore, ritually passed down by the intellectual oligarchies of formal education (59).

Throughout the first four decades of the tw entieth  century, as the Borsoom  series was being 

conceived and w ritten, Edison's life as the "earthy Yankee with a frontier spirit, the tinkerer with 

know-how, horse sense, and a disdain for intellectuals" (Wachhorst 5) was propagated in 

newspaper articles, popular magazines, films and novels -  Edison's Conquest o f M ars  being just 

one representative example. M G M  made tw o films of Edison's life and Young Tom Edison (1940), 

starring Mickey Rooney, illustrated all the typical American virtues of his early life. Indeed, by 1940, 

as Frayling notes, "Edison had already entered the culture as an icon of precisely these virtues, a 

distinctly American mixture of knowledge and know-how" (146). Looking at the description of 

Edison above, a combination of several of the factors discussed in relation to Burroughs' own life, 

and the Barsoom  series in particular, are evident: the "frontier spirit" of Carter's western- 

influenced adventures, the "know-how" and "horse sense" of Carter who acts "without recourse 

to tiresome mental processes" (Princess ch. 1), and the "disdain for intellectuals" illustrated by the 

society of the kaldanes. Burroughs' portrayal of the scientist, therefore, can be seen as quite 

typical of his era, and the necessary distinction between theoretical and the practical is as 

im portant in the study of the myth of Edison as it is in the work of Burroughs.

A num ber of critics have usefully examined the figure of the scientist, generally beginning 

by attem pting to explain the 'mad scientist' stereotype which has perm eated nineteenth and 

tw entieth  century popular culture. Roslynn D. Haynes divides the scientist character into six 

recurring types although, as we will see. Burroughs' scientists all tend towards the "unfeeling 

scientist [who] has reneged on human relationships and suppressed all human affections in the  

cause of science" {Faust 3). Glenn Scott Allen, on the other hand, notes the central distinction 

between abstract theory and practical know-how and argues for a fundam ental opposition 

between the "M aster Mechanic" and the "Wicked Wizard".®^ The attitude towards the scientist 

character has varied over the last two centuries, although the prevailing image is one of mistrust

Allen's distinction is extrem ely useful, although his term inology is som ew hat confusing in that Edison, known as the  
W izard of IVIenlo Park is, in fact, the antithesis of the W icked Wizard.
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and fear. This is noteworthy given the great advancements made in science over this period. In a 

British context, M ilton Millhauser rightly notes that "in British fiction betw een Swift and 

Stevenson, the image of the scientist was either ludicrous or evil at a tim e when in fact British 

science achieved trium phs that were literally universally renowned" (304). In contrast to this, a 

noticeable strain of "heroic adventurer" scientists emerged in the nineteenth century and proved 

the inspiration for the numerous American pulp tales of scientific conquerors and adventurers. 

Verne's Professor Arronax of 20 ,000  Leagues or Professor Lidenbrock of Journey are adventurers in 

this mould, as is Doyle's Professor Challenger. The adventurer-scientist was also adopted by 

American writers and, as we have seen w ith Conquest, the scientist became a figure as noble and 

courageous as any Burroughs hero.^"*

In all of this there is, as we have seen, a core distinction between theory and practice, elite 

knowledge and practical experience. This may seem to relate to the binary of 'science' and 

'technology', but as Allen points out this is "a distinction w ithout a difference, especially in the  

minds of the American public, for whom  technology is science" (7). Thus, Edison may have been 

seen as an 'inventor' by some of his academic contemporaries, but in the popular imagination he 

was the scientist p ar excellence. Allen sees "a fundam ental anti-intellectualism  in American 

attitudes toward and practice of [...] science" (7) which stresses above all the pragmatic, practical, 

efficient application of science. This is an attitude in which "even the phrase 'intellectual work' is a 

misnomer, as it produces no visible, tangible, consumable result. Thus the theoretical Wizard 

'wastes' tim e and talent" (62). To expand on this, and as an im portant distinction for Burroughs' 

work, it should be noted that this practicality is frequently centred on a recognition of the military 

applications of science. As a novel such as Conquest illustrates, scientific know-how and military 

power are significantly connected.

From the end of the nineteenth century to the lead up to the First World W ar and beyond, 

American military, and in particular naval, power was a frequently-discussed topic, as were any 

technological advancem ents which could provide military superiority. Again it was Edison, the  

Wizard of M enlo Park, to whom  many Americans looked for the weapon that would end the war. 

However, as H. Bruce Franklin highlights, it was a feat that Edison never quite perform ed, despite

^  See Haynes, Faust, chapter eleven, for numerous other examples of the scientist as hero.
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various sensational media r e p o r t s . I n  literary terms, a work such as George R. Stockton's Great 

W ar Syndicate (1889) provides an excellent early example of a novel which glorifies scientific 

invention as a means of ensuring U.S. hegemony and ushering in a period of world peace. When  

the U.S. declares w ar on Britain a syndicate of "great capitalists" (12) is employed to use all the 

greatest scientific advancements available to defeat the superior British navy.^^ Supreme 

pragmatism and scientific expediency are amply dem onstrated in the "instantaneous motor" 

"crab" ships and "m otor-bom bs" used to successfully defeat the British navy and, w ithout a hint of 

irony, Stockton can conclude:

The desire to evolve that power which should render opposition useless had long led men fronn one 
warlike invention to another. Every one who had constructed a new kind of gun, a new kind of 
armour, or a new explosive, thought that he had solved the problem, or was on his way to do so. 
The inventor of the instantaneous motor had done it (184).

Thus, the novel neatly illustrates the role of the superweapon, a topic comprehensively explored in 

Franklin's W ar Stars. Burroughs' work is not discussed but the influence of many of the novels of 

this period can be felt throughout the Barsoom series. Phor Tak, in A Fighting M an  o f M ars  (1930), 

is a disgruntled scientist who develops a form idable arsenal of superweapons, including a 

disintegrator, guided missiles and an invisibility compound. These weapons are, like Stockton's and 

so many others in the "future war" fiction of the late nineteenth and early tw entie th  century, 

capable of endowing their ow ner w ith the power to conquer the world or to establish peace. 

Burroughs, therefore, continues the tradition of the search for a single weapon which would end 

the need for all others, one which "would render all the other armies and navies of Barsoom 

im potent" (ch. 5).

The problem with the search for a superweapon, however, is the fact that it must be 

controlled by the force on the side of civilisation and progress -  America or, in the case of 

Barsoom, Helium. Thus, w ith Phor Tak, the weapons and the scientist himself must be destroyed in 

order for Helium to retain Barsoomian hegemony. M ilitary technology itself, as long as it is in the

See Franklin, 68-76, for details o f Edison's w artim e weapons proposals.
The British navy is defeated but, in keeping with the type of Anglo-Saxon union so often seen in Burroughs' work, 

the conclusion is in fact an "Anglo-American Syndicate". Thus, the novel concludes: "certain it is that after the  
form ation of this Syndicate all the nations of the world began to teach English in the ir schools, and the Spirit of 
Civilization raised her head w ith  a confident smile" (191).

For an extensive list of novels using superweapons see Franklin, 19-51. The most com prehensive treatm ent of 
"future w ar" fiction is I.F. Clarke's Voices Prophesying War.
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right hands, is actively encouraged in Helium, just as it was in the U.S. of Burroughs' tim e. Carter's 

son Carthoris is himself an inventor, perfecting a type of GPS navigation system and improving the  

capabilities o f the M artian flier in Fighting M an. Furthermore, it is the powerful Heliumite flying 

machines that allow Helium to establish and grow its empire, one which is so nearly destroyed by 

the evil scientist, Phor Tak, and his grandiose plans for world dom ination.

The tw o other Barsoomian scientists, Ras Thavas in particular, are medical practitioners, 

which is significant given the frequency with which the medical sciences produce evil literary 

scientists. This is perhaps a reflection of the fact that medicine can be seen as the least abstract 

and most visible science in the mind of the layperson. "The doctor brings healing w ith him, but he 

carries it in a black bag" (M illhauser 301). It is Ras Thavas' biological experiments in human and 

animal brain transplants that prove particularly repulsive to Vad Varo and the reader, and his 

arrogance in creating the grotesque hormads in Synthetic almost endangers the entire planet, in a 

scene which is perhaps the most horrific of the entire series:

There was a single huge mass of animal tissue emerging from the vat and rolling out over the floor. 
Various internal and external human parts and organs grew out of it w ithout any relation to other 
parts, a leg here, a hand there, a head somewhere else; and the heads were mouthing and 
screaming, which only added to the horror of the scene, (ch. 13)

Similarly, in Swords o f M ars  (1934), it is not Fal Sivas' experiments with interplanetary flight that 

render him evil, but rather his biological use of humans in order to create an artificial brain. His 

detachm ent from human em otion is a typical feature of the mad scientist (or Wicked Wizard) and 

Fal Sivas is happy to declare that he would die for his mechanical brain: "I would see others die for 

it, countless others, in the future, as I have in the past" (ch. 5). The mechanical brain also recalls, 

in passing, the discussion of brain size in the previous section. Thus, in keeping with the  

problem atic prioritising of intellectualism, Ras Thavas' "cranium [is] large and well developed", in 

contrast to "his wasted limbs and torso" (M aster M ind  ch. 1), while Phor Tak is "an old man with a 

finely shaped head" {Fighting ch. 9).

The numerous inventions throughout the series, from wireless telephony to radium rifles 

and advanced astronomical instruments, are part of the attem pt by the red people to "reach[ ] a 

point where it feels that it has made up in new discoveries and in a more practical civilization for 

all that lies irretrievably buried with the ancient Barsoomians" {Princess ch. 11, italics added).
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Practical invention and ingenuity are what have made Helium the dominant m ilitary power on the 

planet and any number of comparisons can be made w ith the scientific discoveries of Burroughs' 

time. Indeed, the World's Fair showcased American invention and innovation, from George 

Burroughs' batteries to the master mechanics of Edison in the Electricity Building. On Barsoom, 

then, as in the U.S., a popular attitude toward science celebrates the practical while vilifying the 

intellectual and the abstract. The scientist can be hero or villain but must choose the practical or 

theoretical. By experimenting on the brains of conscious women, or selling the body of a beautiful 

princess in exchange for abstract knowledge. Burroughs' scientists transgress the same ethical and 

chivalric code followed by Carter. However, while these scientists may be evil or inhumane, 

pragmatic science is still necessary. Ras Thavas is the cause of Vad Varo's despair in Master Mind, 

but the only scientist who can save the injured Dejah Thoris in Synthetic. Fal Sivas is ruthless and 

homicidal in his pursuit of space flight, but it is his ship that provides that only way of rescuing 

Dejah Thoris from the Barsoomian moon. Phor Tak's inventions are not inherently evil, it is simply 

their use against rather than for Helium that renders them so.

W ith this cycle of Barsoom novels, the series nears its end. Given the topic of this section, 

however, it is worth noting that the indestructible giant of John Carter and the Giant o f Mars 

(1941) is created by another maniacal scientist coveting world domination. Echoing the way in 

which Frankenstein and his creation have merged into one in the popular imagination, the mad 

scientist is in fact an artificial creation, a monster become scientist. Unsurprisingly, his plans fail 

and he loses control of Joog, his superweapon. W ith Helium and its empire safe from harm Carter 

can finally return home to his city and his princess;

Later that night, John Carter and Dejah Thoris stood alone on a balcony overlooking the royal 
gardens. The moons of Mars circled majestically across the heavens, causing the shadows of the 
distant mountains to roll and tumble in an ever-changing fantasy over the plain and the forest.
Even the shadows of the two people on the royal balcony slowly merged into one {Giant ch. 14).
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There are numerous sf novels set on Mars, yet those studies which exclude the Borsoom 

series are omitting a hugely significant part of sf history.^® In turn, any attempt to thoroughly 

explore Barsoom must take into account the scientific environment out of which the novels were 

born. An understanding of the development of planetary astronomy, and particularly how this 

astronomy was seen and understood by the lay reader, is crucial in placing the series in its historic 

and scientific milieu. The Barsoom novels represent a movement away from the utopian lost 

world, whose location is important only as far as it is an unknown "other place", and towards a 

specific, scientifically rendered Mars. Burroughs may not have been an astronomer but he was 

certainly interested in, and influenced by, the popular astronomical theories of his time. The 

theories of Schiaparelli, Lowell and others are translated and extrapolated, used and adapted, to 

create a version of Mars which is both Barsoom and Earth. Just as the scientific narratives of 

Earthly astronomers created a version of Mars which reflected their own world, so too did 

Burroughs create a "mythic arena" onto which the anxieties, hopes, and issues of his time could be 

projected. The sf narrative allows Burroughs to question notions of racial identity at a time of 

heated debate over racial theories and hierarchies in the U.S., while the Mars/Earth duality 

highlights a series of dichotomies -  generic, intellectual, developmental -  which will return 

throughout the chapters of this thesis. Weaving their way through the entire chapter, are the 

inseparable themes of violence, the military, the American frontier, and masculinity, each a central 

aspect of Burroughs' entire output.

Finally, Mars is a world in which our evolutionary future can be glimpsed, and Burroughs' 

Barsoomians can highlight the dangers of abstract intellectualism at the expense of the physical. 

This can come in the form of the kaldane's atrophied bodies or another evil scientist in a long 

tradition of mad scientists. However, science itself -  practical, efficient, and militarily useful -  is 

what shapes Barsoomian society with its high-speed fliers, radium rifles and atmosphere 

generators. Yet this science is contrasted and tempered by a primitivism so central to all of 

Burroughs' work, one which will be examined in the coming chapters. The technologically 

advanced society, the modern scientific utopia, is something which Burroughs rarely attempts to

The series would go on to  influence an entire generation of sf writers, right through to Ray Bradbury's M artian  

Chronicles, "the last great expression of Lowell's w onderful vision" (Baxter 9).
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portray, yet his fascination w ith the science of eugenics would lead him to just this. It is this topic 

which chapter two will examine, in the context of his Venus series, one which would never achieve 

the same renown as Barsoom. Ultimately, exactly a century after the publication of Princess, the 

Barsoom series remains one of the fullest and most comprehensive explorations of a fictional Mars 

and is the most influential series o f novels ever written about the planet.
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Chapter 2 
“Nothing is impossible to science": 

Utopia, Eugenics, and the Amtor Series

We are always looking fo r  better qualities to infuse into the blood o f Havatoo. But come, let me 

introduce m yself I am  Ero Shan. - Burroughs, Lost on Venus, ch. 13

1: Introduction

W ith this, Carson Napier is brought to Havatoo, a utopian city of beautiful people, startling 

scientific advancements, prosperity, and order; in short, a city of human perfection. As 

Carson marvels at the city's success he is gradually familiarised w ith its key policy: a strict 

application of eugenic measures. Burroughs' interest in eugenics is reflected not just in Havatoo, 

however, but throughout the A m tor (Venus) series and in his work as a whole. This chapter, 

therefore, will explore Burroughs' eugenics, linking it with both sf and utopia. In examining the  

inescapably interwoven nature of sf and utopia a theoretical fram ew ork emerges with which we 

can consider the A m tor series, as well as Burroughs' sf writing more widely. Both sf and utopia are 

forward looking, concerned with the present by comparison with a distant world in tim e or space, 

and heavily influenced by science and technology. There are a num ber of differences between  

them , however, and these are used to distinguish the A m tor novels from the m ajority of 

Burroughs' other works.

This is followed by a close consideration of the eugenic thought of Burroughs' tim e, and the 

ways in which eugenics and genre literature can intermix. The exploration of humanity's 

evolutionary future, such a key part of practically all of Burroughs' fiction, is the central concern of 

eugenics. On Barsoom or Caspak this evolutionary future is seen as predestined, whereas with
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eugenics the future can be actively shaped from the present, a critical factor in its widespread 

appeal. An analysis of the place of this influential science in American society, therefore, is hugely 

beneficial in fully understanding Burroughs' work. Concurrently, the variety of eugenic work on 

Burroughs' part -  journalism , letters, and fiction -  allows us to see how the message of eugenics 

was shaped by, and for, mass consumption. Burroughs' huge contem porary readership is the 

recipient of his efforts to prom ote the ideals of a science which was widely accepted yet never 

w ithout controversy. This chapter aims to be both a critical analysis of Burroughs' journalism and 

fiction, in the context of an extrem ely popular science, as well as "a story of the position that 

eugenics itself took in the m odern world by speaking through the lives and works" of a writer such 

as Burroughs (Childs 13). The concerns with masculinity, race, and overcivilisation, addressed in 

chapters three and four, are all prefigured here. Equally, the dichotomy between the elite and the  

average, the theoretical and the practical, as seen in the introduction and first chapter, are 

revisited from the alternative viewpoint of eugenics and utopia. Before entering Havatoo, 

therefore, I wish to explore these three critically interconnected elements: utopia, sf, and eugenics.

2: The Inescapable Intersection of Utopia and SF

Sf and utopia have been critically linked since Darko Suvin first attem pted to bring sf into 

mainstream academic criticism in his landmark Metamorphoses o f Science Fiction.^^ Suvin's central 

ideas of "cognitive estrangem ent" and the novum  have by now become standard critical 

approaches although, as many critics have noted over the years, not unproblematically.^° "From 

that m om ent on", M ark Bould notes "SF theory and criticism have inhabited -  not by any means 

always contentedly -  the Suvin event horizon, or attem pted to escape it" {Red Planets 18). While 

Suvin has been criticised for his overly rigid definition of sf and his aversion to horror, gothic and, in 

particular, fantasy,^^ M etam orphoses  was hugely successful in bringing sf into academic literary 

criticism, so much so that "the orthodox Marxist view of science fiction [...] has become the more 

or less default academic response to the genre" (Kincaid). It is also one of the reasons why sf and

For a history of sf criticism up until the early tw entieth  century, see Evans "The Origins of Science Fiction Criticism;
From Kepler to Wells".

See, for further examples, Edward James or Patrick Parrinder, in Learning fro m  O ther Worlds, or Roger Luckhurst.
See Slusser, Review.
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utopia are so often considered in parallel. However, as Csiscery-Ronay and others have noted, "this 

standard [...] excludes the m ajority of works that readers treat as sf, along with the reasons why 

they do so" {Beauties 55). For a critic such as Suvin, Burroughs certainly falls into the "compost 

heap of juvenile or popular subliterature" {Metamorphoses  22-3). Yet, as this chapter argues, there  

is much to be gained from applying the theoretical strategies of sf criticism to an author such as 

Burroughs, especially as they intertw ine with the political and scientific requirem ents of imagining 

utopias.

Suvin uses the idea of cognitive estrangement to link utopia and sf, drawing on Ernst 

Bloch's suggestion that "the real function of estrangement is -  and must be -  the provision of a 

shocking and distancing m irror above the all too fam iliar reality" (53-4). Utopia is a literature of 

estrangement, just as sf is, and both reflect back on the reader's "topia". (50). In this reading 

"strictly and precisely speaking, utopia is not a genre but the sociopolitical subgenre o f science 

fiction " (italics in orginal). Indeed, "for all its adventure, romance, popularisation, and 

wondrousness, SF can finally be w ritten only between the utopian and anti-utopian horizons" (61- 

2). Suvin's contention is essentially that, narratologically, utopian fiction is sf in which the section 

explaining the novum  is the entire plot {Positions 38-9). Carl Freedman merges the two genres 

more closely again, arguing that, in fact, "utopia as a literary genre tends to be (in a merely verbal 

paradox) less utopian in the philosophical and herm eneutic sense than SF" (88). Following Bloch, 

via Suvin, Freedman argues that if utopia is to be a literature in which the more perfect location 

can be viewed solely in "fractional prefigurations", and never directly, then sf is, in fact, a far more 

suitable form . Utopian literature attem pts to view utopia from the location itself, something which 

would imply a perfect knowledge of this always distant location, thus rendering any estrangement 

redundant. Utopian literature tends to be highly estranging, but lacking in both the cognitive 

elem ent and the higher level of dialectical complexity found particularly in the sf novel. Sf, then, 

can be the location, and carry out the function, of utopia, using its cognitive estrangement to 

"foreground and to demystify the actual" (82). Thus, for Freedman, "the genre invented by M ore in 

1516 does not truly come into its own, does not become a privileged form for utopia as Bloch 

conceives it, until over three and a half centuries later, when it is able to avail itself of the critical

”  In this chapter I will be prinnarily discussing utopias as more perfect worlds (as Lyman Tower Sargent's "eutopia"). 
There is a considerable body of criticism on utopia as defined more w idely to include dystopia, anti-utopia, critical 
dystopia, ecotopia, and a num ber of others. For more on this, see Claeys and Sargent's The Utopia Reader or 

Baccolini and Moylan's Dark Horizons.
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This close merging of sf and utopia, often in the form of a canon of "proto-sf", has critical 

advantages in that a genre which many have seen as only emerging in pulp magazines in the early 

twentieth century can suddenly be endowed with an illustrious literary history encompassing 

writers from Thomas More to Francis Bacon or Jonathan S w ift/^  While this approach has been 

justifiably criticised, and it seems more fru itfu l to consider sf and utopia as separate genres, 

there is no argument that it is extremely difficult to critically examine one w ithout encountering 

the other. There are some key differences between the two, however, and examining them recalls 

a number of other binaries encountered in Burroughs' life and work. Three of the most significant 

areas where sf and utopia tend to diverge are the political focus of utopia, the ludic nature of sf, 

and the differing role of science and technology in the two. All of these im portant categories have 

been, or will be, encountered in reference to Burroughs in this thesis. I wish, therefore, to examine 

these three areas in more detail to establish the context for the examination of eugenics to come.

1. Political Utopias

Utopias tend, by and large, to be lacking in characterisation, plot, and conflict, focusing as 

persistently as they do on a detailed description of the imagined society in q u e s t i o n . A s  an 

essentially socio-political genre, utopia exhorts change and is a form whose "'most reliable political 

test lies not in any judgment on the individual work in question so much as in its capacity to 

generate new ones" (Jameson xv).^^ Or, as Andrew Milner explains in an introduction to Raymond 

Williams' work on sf: "the whole point of utopia or dystopia is to acquire some positive or negative 

leverage on the present. By contrast, other kinds of sf and fantasy are free to enjoy greater latitude

As Gillian Beer notes, in a different context, any novel field of study must undertake "a double and contradictory 
task: to shake itself loose from  cognate disciplines and to establish antique authority for its enquiry" (Open Fields 

77).
Krishan Kumar, for example, demarcates sf, noting that its "thriving career as a separate genre was launched with  

the founding of Hugo Gernsback's magazine Am azing Stories in the United States in 1926" (385). See the  

"Roundtable Discussion on Proto/Early Science Fiction" for the brief opinions of fourteen prom inent sf critics on 

the subject.
A num ber of critics have noted this. See, for example, Edward James in "Utopias and Anti-Utopias" who remarks that 

utopias often lack the conflict so essential to popular literature in favour of w hat he calls "info-dum p" (222). See 

also, Ketterer, chapter 5, or Freedman (89).
^^Moylan argues tha t "[u jtopian expressions constantly shatter the present achievements and compromises of society 

and point to tha t which is not yet experienced in the human project of fu lfilm ent and creation" (Dem and  28).
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in their relations to the real" (93). This is related to how one views utopia, w hether it should be 

seen as that which is achievable, or that which can never be achieved. Suvin argues that utopia 

should be considered as a verbal construct and treated as a "heuristic or educational device for 

perfectibility, an epistemological model and not an ontologically real country" {Positions 41). But sf 

is a "real country". In understanding sf it is crucial to acknowledge that, while the story may 

constantly reflect the society in which it is w ritten (Suvin's "oscillation"), it is also truly in its 

fictional location. In the previous chapter it was argued that Barsoom is both Mars and Earth, and 

the form er part of this comparison is of equal importance: Barsoom is Mars. As David G. Hartwell 

argues:

Science Fiction is read properly, as an experienced reader can, only if th e  givens o f th e  story are  

granted as literal, so th a t if the story is set on M ars in th e  fu tu re , th a t is th e  literal tim e and place 

This is because only through this literality [...] can th e  em otional significance o f to tally  

im aginary tim es and places and events be fe lt" (13-4).

This is a central factor which disconnects sf and utopia; while the latter is only truly interested in 

the created world as it relates, generally socio-politically, to the reality of the author/reader, sf is 

interested in both worlds.

For Burroughs, this results in sf stories which, as we have seen in chapter one, are 

fascinated by the possibilities of an invented world in and of itself. The simultaneous reflection, 

both consciously and unconsciously, of contem porary concerns is obviously im portant but the  

created sf world is equally so. Yet Burroughs regularly used his sf novels to construct and explore 

utopian visions, and it is in the Am tor series in particular where political and scientific possibilities 

support a utopian vision. This vision can be both positive and negative, as we will see, but it is clear 

in these moments tha t Burroughs has sidelined sf in favour of the utopian.

2. Ludic s f

While many of the m ajor critics of utopia (Fredric Jameson, Tom Moylan, Carl Freedman and 

Raffaella Baccolini, in particular) tend to follow and expand on Suvin, Istvan Csicsery-Ronay's work, 

much of it recently drawn together in The Seven Beauties o f Science Fiction (2008), marks what 

Roger Luckhurst calls "a kind of Oedipal struggle with SFS's [Science Fiction Studies] founding father
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[Suvin] and with the particular neo-Hegelian Marxist critical mode that dom inated the first two  

decades of SFS criticism" ("Productive Convergence"). The work provides an open-ended  

fram ework for examining sf through its “beauties", several of which will be explored in this chapter. 

For now, it is im portant to note that one of the key components of sf, an e lem ent seemingly 

anathem a to Suvin, Jameson and others, is a sense of playfulness. For Csiscery-Ronay sf often 

"amounts to no more than that sf artists design fictive, ludic mini-myths that build on the playful 

imitations of technoscientific imagining" (115). Playfulness and enterta inm ent are clearly central to 

a genre which has its origins, at least in part, in mass-produced, quickly-consumed pulp magazines.

Burroughs' most common description of his fiction, as we have seen, was simply as 

entertainm ent; in other words, the ludic aspect of sf is a key factor. This contrasts with the strong 

sense of didacticism found in utopian literature, a feature also of Wells' writing as discussed in 

chapter one. Wells tends to be didactic, to think in a utopian manner, w hether writing utopias or 

sf. Burroughs oscillates more fully and exclusively between the two, from playful sf to didactic 

utopia, although the tw o are often em bedded in each other. This is also related to the dual role of 

producer and author outlined in the introduction. Burroughs could be a producer of entertainm ent 

or a more self-reflecting author of works which explored, often in a utopian fashion, the problems 

and contradictions of his tim e. However, as we will see with the A m tor novels, his utopian visions 

tend to dom inate their surroundings, leaving the more utopian novels lacking in the sense of 

adventure and playfulness which made so many of his other novels so successful. The lasting 

influence and popularity of a novel such as Princess, in comparison with one such as Lost on Venus, 

points to this quite plainly.

3. The Role o f Science

Raymond Williams' essay on "Utopia and Science Fiction" examines the nature of "willed" and 

"technological" transformations, highlighting the role of science, as it combines with social and 

moral will, to construct u t o p i a . S f  can playfully explore and adapt science, extrapolate from the 

present for a variety of purposes, but utopia needs science solely to create and sustain its vision of

Andrew M ilner's article on "Utopia and Science Revisited" (Bould and M ieville) provides an excellent overview of the  

interaction o f sf and utopia w ith  a particular focus on Williams.
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the future. Utopia is not interested in the wonder of life on another planet, only how that 

extraterrestrial society can be used to exhort change in our own. In relation to this, Csicsery- 

Ronay's third beauty, "Future History", outlines three models of future metahistory. The first is the 

utopian social revolution (with conscious human activity), which involves the struggle of civilisation 

to control nature. The word struggle is key here, and links back to Williams, who argues for the 

"crucial insertion of the transition  to utopia, which is not discovered, come across, or projected — 

not even, except at the simplest conventional level, dreamed — but fought for" (103). Burroughs' 

utopias are always fought for, and involve the violent overthrow of established order. This is always 

with utopian intent although, as we will see, the outcome is not always utopian. The various cities 

and societies on A m tor combine this violence with science so that they em body the willed and 

technological transformations. The technology, eugenics, is embraced by a population willing to 

renounce the individual in order to improve the racial group, to improve hum anity itself.

But, of course, eugenics is closely wedded to evolution, and Csicsery-Ron ay's second model 

is "evolution (w ithout human agency)", based on the idea that hum anity is the culmination of 

evolutionary developm ent. He highlights the extensive use of evolutionary ideas by tw entieth- 

century sf from post-nuclear mutations to adaptation on other planets to selection contests 

between and among humans and other species. Most of Burroughs' sf novels display these, and 

similar, evolutionary plot devices. Eugenics, however, is evolution very much with human agency, 

as it seeks to deliberately alter humanity's genetic future. Thus, Burroughs' use of this evolutionary  

science results in the utopias of Amtor, in which a more perfect future is actively fought for and 

scientifically im plem ented. Before examining this eugenic utopia more closely, however, I wish to 

situate it in its scientific and social context.
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Eugenics, "the study of agencies under social control that may improve or im pair the racial 

qualities of future generations, either physically or mentally" (Galton, Mem ories), has a long and 

complex history. It is an area which has been widely examined and there are a num ber of excellent 

studies on eugenics' wide-ranging influence on the social, cultural, and political life of the early 

decades of the tw entie th  century/® I do not propose any sort of detailed history of the science 

here as, if nothing else, to do so adequately would require a far longer study. Furthermore, the  

purpose of this section is a more focused situation of eugenics in a dynamic relationship with 

utopia, and an attem pt to explore how this relationship was adapted and interpreted by 

Burroughs. To this end, I wish to outline briefly some of the central concepts of eugenics and the 

ways in which they were used in the lead up to Burroughs' writing in the 1920s and '30s.

3.1: The Scope and Aims of Eugenics

At its core eugenics is an attem pt to utilize science to create a more perfect future. It 

exhorts change in precisely the way utopian fiction does -  by presenting a vision of a future in 

which the most pressing problems of the age have been solved. A frequent feature of utopian 

visions in the late nineteenth and early tw entieth  century was the suppression of the individual in 

favour of a procrustean greater good, Edward Bellamy's hugely successful Looking Backward  being 

a particularly good example. Similarly, "the rejection of individual rights and an emphasis on the 

collectivity remains a hallmark of all eugenics movements" (Dikotter 469). It is not surprising, then, 

that eugenics was embraced by so many social movements, from campaigns against urban poverty 

to "anti-vice" crusades, from birth control and marriage reform to immigration restriction. It 

impacted criminology, the treatm ent of the insane and "feebleminded", and attitudes towards 

class and gender. Furtherm ore, as a science which was centrally concerned w ith the future  

evolution of humanity, eugenics could envision the future of its proponents' race, class or nation. 

While U.S. eugenics was embraced widely, not only by a white, male, conservative, Protestant

Works by Cuddy & Roche, Dikotter, and Hasian provide excellent overviews of the field, while the nnore specialised 

studies of Childs (m odernism ), Hawkins (social Darwinism), Ferguson (spiritualism) and Rosen (religion) are just 
four of the growing num ber of works examining the wide-ranging appeal of eugenics. Each of these will be drawn 
on throughout this chapter.
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middle class, it was the eugenic vision of this group in particular which would most influence 

Burroughs, as we will see /^

W hile the popularity of eugenics reached its peak in the early decades of the tw entieth  

century, particularly in the U.S., it had its modern origins in Francis Galton's Hereditary Genius 

(1869) and his attem pts to isolate "em inent" and "illustrious" men from the com mon mass, and to 

compare the "Comparative W orth of D ifferent Races", a topic considered in more detail in chapter 

three. He would later coin the word 'eugenics', in his Inquiries into IHuman Faculty and its 

Development (1883), and argue that the "most merciful form  [of eugenics] would consist in 

watching for the indications of superior strains or races, and in so favouring them  [...] their progeny 

shall outnum ber and gradually replace that of the old one" (199-200). This is w hat would become 

known as positive eugenics, providing incentives for "superior strains and races" to produce 

similarly superior offspring. However, it would be the more sinister alternative, negative eugenics, 

which would prove so popular in decades to come. Forbidding undesirable groups from  

procreating ranged from isolation and imprisonment to sterilisation and even exterm ination.

Galton's early work, while a generation earlier than the eugenic thought which influenced 

Burroughs, nevertheless highlights some of the fundam ental assumptions of the science. Firstly, 

eugenics assumes a primacy of heredity over environment, a faith in biological solutions to social 

problems, a conception which is obviously central to a series such as Tarzan. Secondly, there is "the 

proposition that the beneficial action of natural selection had been replaced by social mechanisms 

facilitating the  propagation of inferior specimens" (Hawkins 217). This is related to the urgency 

with which so many eugenicists saw their project; human authority was desperately needed to 

reverse a new and ominous trend and set hum anity on the correct path to perfection. Perhaps 

foremost am ong these assumptions, however, was that the eugenicist could objectively 

discriminate between the superior and inferior. For Galton this was unproblematic:

Childs notes the high proportion of w om en involved in the m ovem ent, while Rosen argues tha t the "religious leaders 

who became involved in eugenics included Protestants of nearly every denom ination, Jews, Catholics, and they 
overwhelm ingly represented the  liberal wings of the respective faiths" (14). D ikotter highlights the  use of eugenics 

across the political and ideological spectrum in general, while Battan uses the U.S. anarchist group, the "Free 

Lovers", as a intriguing exam ple of the ideological pervasiveness of eugenics. It was certainly not, as Taliaferro 

asserts in relation to Burroughs, the "radical fringe of Darwinism" (19).
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[a] considerable list o f qualities can easily be compiled th a t nearly everyone except 'cranks' would  

take into account w hen picking out the best specimens o f his class. It w ould include health , energy, 
ability, manliness, and courteous disposition (Definition, Scope and  Aims 2).

Proper attention to the breeding of people with these qualities would then mean that the race 

"should be better fitted to fulfil our vast imperial opportunities". It is obviously far easier in 

hindsight to detect the stark social, racial, and cultural prejudices of a statem ent such as this, but it 

is nonetheless crucial to note that it is in defining "superior" that these prejudices are most bluntly 

on display. This applies to proponents across the board: the British middle-class man distraught at 

the multiplying numbers of urban poor, German theorists arguing for the "destruction of worthless 

life" (Hawkins 232), U.S. physicians warning against the dangers of the proliferation of the 

feeblem inded, or advocates of U.S. immigration restriction attem pting to limit the numbers of 

inferior southern European imm igrant stock. This was a point that many of eugenics' critics made, 

so that Raymond Pearl, an early populariser of eugenics, could note in 1927 that the science had

largely becom e a m ingled mess o f ill-grounded and uncritical sociology, economics, anthropology, 
and politics, full o f em otional appeals to  class and race prejudices, solem nly put forth as science, 
and unfortunate ly  accepted as such by the general public" (qtd in Hendricks).

Eugenics was always a nebulous concept, adopted by so many groups precisely because it 

could be moulded and shaped as required (just as neurasthenia was, as will be shown in chapter 

four). Indeed it seems fair to say, as Childs argues, that "[ejugenics was not so much a clear set of 

scientific principles as a 'm odern' way of talking about social problems in biologizing terms" (467). 

These social problems, as seen in the U.S. in the early decades of the tw entie th  century, were the  

repercussions of a society changing on a num ber of fronts. Racially the U.S. altered drastically as 

black Americans as well as Central and Southeastern Europeans flocked to the major cities. As the 

country became increasingly urbanised cities such as Chicago, Burroughs' hom e, swiftly expanded 

in size -  Chicago grew from around half a million in 1880 to over three million in 1930. As explored 

in chapter four, the role of wom en in the workplace rapidly changed, as did opportunities for 

young men to em bark on independent entrepreneurial careers as, perhaps, their fathers had. 

Labour reform and unionisation altered the relationship between worker and em ploye; a nd labour 

disputes were often portrayed in explicitly racial terms. "The new imm igrant presence in the 

International Workers of the World (IW W ) and in communist labor parties (especially in leadership) 

helped cement the bond between the newcomers and Bolshevism in the public's mind" (Nies 24).
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This is illustrated explicitly in a num ber of Burroughs' novels, such as the staged IW W  plot in The 

Efficiency Expert. In short, the mass appeal of eugenics was due to its ability to help shape the  

debates surrounding a m ultitude of social issues, and thus almost all of the areas discussed in this 

thesis, from masculine identity to neurasthenia to anthropology, can be linked to it in one way or 

another. It is not hard to see how Burroughs became interested in the science; indeed it would be 

notable had he not been influenced by it. As we will see shortly, the Hickman trial highlights his 

thinking on criminality and heredity; Pirate Blood illustrates his com m itm ent to heredity over 

environment; and the A m tor series displays his political suspicion of communism and Fascism, and 

his belief in the possibility of science overcoming human im perfection.

Before looking m ore closely at the American context for the eugenics displayed in 

Burroughs' work, I wish to quickly note the opinions of two other authors, similarly using eugenics 

in their own work. In Galton's 1904 address to the Sociological Society in London he refined his 

ideas on the "Definition, Scope and Aims" of eugenics, at a tim e when, as he later acknowledged, 

"an appreciative audience [was] at last to be had" (IVIemories). He restated his concerns, by now  

widespread in eugenic thinking, that "[i]t seems to be the tendency of high civilization to check 

fertility in the upper classes" (3),®° as well as the fact there simply w eren 't enough statistical data 

and family records.®^ The responses to the paper are extrem ely varied and, while in the closing 

remarks Galton is dismissive of all criticism, they provide an interesting insight into both the ready 

acceptance of many of the facts, and the qualms many had with the science.®^ A fter Karl Pearson, 

biographer and dedicated disciple of Galton, has given some characteristically reverent supporting 

remarks, various criticisms are heard, including those of H.G. Wells and George Bernard Shaw.

Shaw is unrestrained in his praise for a "eugenic religion", echoing Galton's appeal for 

eugenics' introduction "into the national conscience, like a new religion" (5), a convergence of 

religion and eugenics m ore common than one might imagine.®^ Shaw also goes further than all

This fear of the lower classes outbreeding the upper ones had long been expressed. For contemporary fears see, for 
example, the quote from Kellogg in the next section.

See Inquiries, 30-1. This was also a common concern of eugenics supporters in the U.S. See J.H. Kellogg, for example: 
"A health survey should be made of every civilized community, which should include every man, woman and child" 
{Proceedings  555).

Galton later composed a written reply to the responses, as he was deaf at the time and unable to hear the 
respondents. See Brookes, 268-73, for details on this and information about the other respondents.

Christine Ferguson examines "the fulfilment of Galton's desire for a merging of religion and eugenics within the
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other respondents in his radical advocacy of breeding programmes:

What we must fight for is freedom to breed the race without being hampered by the mass of 
irrelevant conditions implied in the institution of marriage [...] What we need is freedom for people 
who have never seen each other before, and never intend to see one another again, to produce 
children under certain definite public conditions, without loss of honor (22).

Wells, while uncertain about some of Gallon's propositions,^^ is sure in his conviction that "[s]o 

long as the consideration of types is not raised, the eugenic proposition is very simple: superior 

persons must m ate with superior persons, inferior persons must not have offspring at all, and the 

only thing needful is some test that will infallibly detect superiority" (10, italics added). It is this 

innocuous 'only', however, that is so commonly ignored in eugenics, especially, as will be seen, in 

the U.S. Also central to U.S. eugenics, to which we can now turn, is Wells' further com m ent: "It is in 

the sterilization of failures, and not in the selection of successes for breeding, that the possibility of 

an im provem ent of the human stock lies" (11).

3.2: Eugenics in the U.S.

W hen Galton points out, in Inquiries, that an "extraordinary example of [hereditary  

criminality] is afforded by the history of the infamous Jukes family" (44), he is drawing the reader's 

attention to Robert L. Dugdale's The Jukes: A Study o f Crime, Pauperism, Disease and Heredity 

(1877), and one of the most infamous American families of the tim e. The study is often considered 

alongside Henry Goddard's The Kallikak Family: A Study in the Heredity o f Feeble-Mindedness 

(1912), although they were w ritten w ith very different aims in mind. As Franklin H. Giddings points 

out in the introduction to the fourth edition of The Jukes, in 1910:

An impression quite generally prevails that 'The Jukes' is a thorough-going demonstration of 
'hereditary criminality,' 'hereditary pauperism,' 'hereditary degeneracy,' and so on. It is nothing of 
the kind, and its author never made such claim for it (iii-iv).

Dugdale is certainly interested in hereditary characteristics but he is considerably more tentative in 

his conclusions than later writers would be, and far more interested in environm ental factors.

occult m ovem ent tha t he himself had explored throughout his career: m odern spiritualism" (64), w hile  Rosen 
explores this connection extensively.

Unlike many of his contem poraries, Wells draws attention to the problematic nature of treating certain qualities as 
discrete units: "w hat right have we to  assume that energy and ability are simply qualities?" (10).
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Indeed, Charles Rosenberg writes that "[p]erhaps the most remarkable aspect of Dugdale's work is 

the systematic misuse of his conclusions by succeeding generations" (46). When Arthur Howard 

Estabrook updated the book, as The Jukes in 1915, he too pointed out that "Dugdale was very 

cautious in the conclusions he drew. The book does not demonstrate the inheritance of criminality, 

pauperism, or harlotry, but it does show that heredity with certain environmental conditions 

determines criminality, harlotry, and pauperism" (5). Estabrook's updated version, however, took 

quite a different stance, influenced as it was by the growing eugenics movement. His conclusion, 

having increased the number of studied individuals from 709 to 2820, was a refrain soon to 

become familiar: "W hat can be done to prevent the breeding of these defectives"? He offers two 

solutions: "the permanent custodial care of the feeble-minded men and all feeble-minded women 

of child-bearing age", or "the sterilisation of those whose germ-plasm contains the defects which 

society wishes to elim inate" (85)

Her sterilization would have cost $150.
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Fig. 2.1: An early 20^ century poster outlining the argument fo r  sterilisation

Goddard's The Kallikak Family added another American family to the Jukes, and these 

names soon became bywords for social degeneracy and the consequences of ignoring the 

application o f eugenic measures. The Kallikak study provided evidence of hereditary feeble

mindedness, set against a control group of sorts. It traced the tw in inheritance lines of Martin 

"Kallikak" (derived from the Greek, meaning "good-evil"), one from his wife, the other from an 

unfortunate dalliance at "one o f the taverns frequented by the militia [w ith a] feeble-minded girl"
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(18). Of the 496 descendants in the form er line "[a]ll of them  are normal people" (29), while the  

latter provided hundreds of cases of criminality, feeble-mindedness, alcoholism, prostitution, and 

epilepsy. Once again there is a sense of urgency, as seen in Galton's writing, in the need to stop 

undesirables from  outbreeding their superiors. "'There are Kallikak families all about us. They are 

multiplying at tw ice the rate of the general population, and not until we recognize this fact, and 

work on this basis, will we begin to solve these social problems'' (71). Goddard's solutions are, 

again, segregation and sterilisation, although with a preference for the former. He sees the benefits 

of sterilisation over earlier methods of "ovariectomy and in the male of castration" (107), but 

laments the fact that so many people, with "no rational basis", regard these as m utilation. The 

reform er must be practical, however, as "the average man acts not upon reason, but upon 

sentim ent and feeling" (107).

It should be noted at this point that these are not debates consigned to history. In 2005, 

Steven D. Levitt and Stephen J. Dubner's best-selling Freakonomics brought to widespread 

attention the authors' highly controversial claim, made earlier in a 2001 paper, that "The Supreme 

Court's 1973 decision in Roe v. Wade legalizing abortion nationwide potentially fits the criteria for 

explaining a large, abrupt, and continuing decrease in crime" (Donohue and Levitt 380). The issue 

has remained extrem ely contentious, and a num ber of critics have refuted it on both moral and 

statistical g r o u n d s . Y e t  regardless of how one views Donohue and Levitt's claim, the connection 

between a reduction in crime due to eugenic sterilisation, and one due to the legalisation of 

abortion, is readily apparent.

Returning to Goddard and Estabrook, it must be rem em bered that the tw o authors were 

key figures in American eugenics, and their work is intricately tied to the main events of the 

m ovem ent in the first three decades of the century. Goddard's study was hugely influential on 

other eugenicists, as was his work on intelligence, and it was he who brought Alfred Binet's IQ 

scale to America.®^ Estabrook was an expert witness at the crucially im portant trial of Carrie Buck, 

as will be seen shortly, as well as one of the first people to train at the Eugenics Record Office 

(ERO), a research institute and lobbying organisation founded in 1910. The ERO was funded by the

See, for example, Foote and Goetz, w ho argue for key econom etric inaccuracies in Donohue and Levitt's work.
For more details on this area see Gould, M ism easure, 187-204. Gould also dem onstrates how  photos of the Kallikak 

fam ily w ere doctored to give the m embers of the supposedly degenerate fam ily "sinister"-looking features.
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Carnegie Foundation and J.D. Rocl<efeller, amongst other sources, and established by leading 

scientist Charles Davenport, a man Rosenberg sees as "an early example of that much-neglected 

figure in the history of science and medicine, the statesman administrator, the ambassador to the  

laity from the world of science" (96-7). W hile many scientists would decry the popular use of 

eugenics in an "unscientific m anner" (Rosen 11), it was a science whose influence grew precisely 

due to popular enthusiasm for its scientific solutions to social problems. A scientist such as 

Davenport was exactly the type of figure needed to m ediate between the scientific and the  

popular, just as Burroughs would do w ith his novels. O ther influential figures were equally 

enthusiastic, from the idolised inventor Thomas Edison to President Theodore Roosevelt and the 

renowned Supreme Court Justice Oliver W endell Holmes.

It was not surprising, therefore, that following a failed 1905 "Act for the Prevention of 

Idiocy" in Pennsylvania, the first U.S. eugenic sterilisation law was passed in Indiana in 1907. This 

would mark the beginning of several decades of enforced sterilisation for tens of thousands of U.S. 

citizens, on the grounds of feeble-mindedness, epilepsy, moral delinquency, pauperism, immoral 

sexual activity, shiftlessness, and a variety of other reasons. By the tim e of the First National 

Conference on Race Betterm ent in Michigan in 1914, organised by John Harvey Kellogg (now best 

known for his invention of Corn Flakes), sterilisation laws had already been adopted in eight states. 

This conference, with the stated aim of "assem bling] evidence as to the extent to which 

degenerative tendencies are actively at work in America [and] to prom ote agencies for Race 

Betterm ent" (5), included a huge variety of ideas, from sterilisation to "The Education of Idiots" 

(15), "Reform of Criminals" (16), and, som ewhat more unusually, the "Electrified Schoolroom", in 

which "carefully insulated wires will be inserted into the walls of the experim enting classroom" 

(20) in order to improve the mental abilities of students.

The areas more usually associated with eugenicists are all discussed, as we will see, but it is 

im portant to note the lack of any distinction in many people's minds between, for example, 

sterilising feeble-m inded individuals and preventing tuberculosis. Both are brought under the  

umbrella term  of "race betterm ent". Among the "Constructive Suggestions for Race Betterment", 

tuberculosis avoidance is a major concern and, in a link to the discussion of masculinity and the  

outdoors in chapters four and five, it is notable how frequently "[o ju tdoor sleeping [is]
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encouraged, w henever feasible, as a preventive of tuberculosis" (581), as well as the importance of 

country life (559), sleeping outdoors (578), and outdoor recreation in general, particularly for 

children (559). The other, more fam iliar proposals associated w ith eugenics are, of course, also 

present. H.W. Austin suggests "special laws to prevent the propagation of defectives, such as the  

chronic insane, the feeble-m inded, epileptics, the degenerate and habitual criminals" (573), which 

would come in the form of colonies for the feeble-m inded, and sterilisation laws. Positive eugenics 

is also im portant so, for example, society should "[h]elp superior young people to meet, and 

encourage and further their early marriage" (563). Finally, contests and competitions are 

suggested to encourage good breeding. Lydia Allen DeVilbiss discusses the im portance of "Better 

Babies Contests" (554) while W illiam  W. Hastings advocates "Physical and M ental Perfection 

Contests" (558).

The sense of urgency, as seen earlier in Galton and Goddard's work, is expressed by Kellogg, 

who announces apocalyptically:

Every teacher, every leader of human thought, every publisher, all professions, all serious-minded 
men and women should join in making known to every human being in every corner of the globe 
the fact that the human race is dying, and to discover and apply the remedies necessary for 
salvation from this dismal fate (564).

This message was taken very seriously by many of the more ardent eugenicists, none more so than 

Harry H. Laughlin, superintendent of the ERO. He lays out, in order, the four "agencies" needed to 

"[p]urify the breeding stock of the race at all costs": "[e]ducation, legal restriction, segregation, 

sterilization (478). He does not shy away from the extrem ity of his calculations, noting that "it is 

assumed that the lowest ten percent of the human stock are so meagerly endowed by Nature that 

their perpetuation would constitute a social menace" (480). Taking this in a U.S. context, with a 

population of almost one hundred million, this is ten million U.S. citizens who constitute a social 

menace. These views are obviously extrem e, and would have been seen as such by many, but it is 

im portant to realise that Laughlin was an influential figure, later testifying before congress on the  

application of eugenics to immigration reform and, thus, influencing the lives of all potential

87immigrants to the country.

As noted, eugenics was closely linked to immigration policy in the U.S., and the Im m igration Act was passed in 1924. 
For more details on this connection, another im portant area, see Nies, chapter two.
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While eugenic sterilisation continued unabated in the U.S. throughout the 1910s and 20s, 

its legality was often uncertain and challenged by many. With this in mind, a test case was taken in 

Virginia, which would ultimately end up in the U.S. Supreme Court. Albert Priddy, the 

superintendent of the Virginia Colony for Epileptics and Feeble-minded, had performed a number 

of sterilisation operations by the early 1920s. The legality of several of these had been called into 

question, however, and Priddy had lost a court case in one instance. When the prominent Virginia 

lawyer Aubrey Strode drafted a new sterilisation bill, therefore, Priddy thought it best to try a test 

case, with Strode as his lawyer. Thus began the infamous Buck v. B ell case. Carrie Buck was a foster 

child who became pregnant at seventeen and was sent to the Virginia colony. When it was realised 

that Emma, her mother, was also in the colony, the potential of two generations of "sexual 

deviants" was seen as the perfect test case. The case was a farce from the beginning, with hearsay 

used as evidence, conveniently-ignored data, and a defence lawyer for Carrie such that "[a] 

bystander might reasonably have reached the conclusion that there were two lawyers working for 

Dr Priddy and none for Carrie Buck" The case was appealed all the way to the U.S. Supreme 

Court where, in 1927, it was decided in favour of Bell (by the time it reached the Supreme Court, 

Priddy had died and Dr John H. Bell had taken over the case). Former president William Howard 

Taft was the Chief Justice at the time and, while he voted in favour of sterilisation, he gave the job 

of writing the opinion to the nationally-renowned Associate Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. It 

was his brief opinion that summed up the attitude towards eugenics and sterilisation at the time. 

Agreeing that Carrie, whose daughter Vivian had also been declared defective after a brief 

examination by a social worker, was "the probable potential parent of socially inadequate 

offspring" Justice Holmes infamously declared that "[t]hree generations of imbeciles are enough".

The enthusiasm for eugenic sterilisation was not uniform across the U.S., and the state of 

California was a far more fervent proponent, with over twenty thousand sterilisations carried out 

in the state between 1909 and 1945. Thus, the home of eugenic sterilisation was also the home of 

Edgar Rice Burroughs. It is no surprise, then, to find all the most common eugenic rhetoric in 

Burroughs' work, a fact which will be the focus of the next section. Perhaps the most common and 

widespread of these arguments was the utter simplicity of applying to humans what had been 

successfully done to animals and plants for centuries. Examples of this are too numerous to

88
For extensive details on the  trial see Lombardo's excellent account, particularly chapters 7-12. Gould, using data 

gathered by Lombardo, also v\/rites about the case in "Carrie Buck's Daughter".
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reproduce here and include both Galton {Hereditary  65) and Darwin {Descent o f M on  688). J.H. 

Kellogg continues the analogy when he talks of "A Race of Human Thoroughbreds" {Proceedings 

564), while in Britain Leonard Darwin, arguing that ''stagnation is to be feared as well as error" in 

proceeding with eugenics, notes that

[i]f we tell the breeders of cattle that their knowledge of the laws of heredity is so imperfect that it 
is useless for them  either to attem pt to avoid breeding from their worst stocks or to try only to 
breed from their best stocks, why they would simply laugh at us; and the number of those who now 
see matters as regards mankind in the same light is steadily increasing (Presidential Address, 
Proceedings 5).

Finally, Joseph S. DeJarnette, an expert witness in Carrie Buck's Virginia trial, even wrote poetry on 

the subject:

"Go to the house of some farmer,

Look through his barns and sheds,

Look at his horses and cattle,

Even his hogs are thorough breds.

Then look at his stamp on his children,

Low browed with the monkey jaw.

Ape handed, and silly, and foolish -  

Bred true to Mendel's law"

Examining Carson's words in Lost on Venus, then, it is hardly surprising to find the argument 

echoed almost exactly in the following quote, one which will serve as an introduction to the next 

section:

I shook my head as I thought of the mess that earth men have made of government and civilization 
by neglecting to apply to the human race the simple rules which they apply to improve the breeds 
of dogs and cows and swine (ch. 12).
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4: Murderers and Pirates 

4.1: The Hickman Trial

For a tw o-w eek period in early 1928, Edgar Rice Burroughs was drafted in by the Los 

Angeles Examiner to cover a sensational m urder trial of nationwide interest. Billing him as the  

"Noted W riter, Creator of 'Tarzan' and Author of 'The W ar Chief'" Burroughs reported, in a series 

of thirteen articles, on the case of W illiam  Edward Hickman, on trial for the kidnapping and brutal 

m urder of a young girl, M arion P a r k e r . T h e  case is a fascinating piece of legal and criminal history 

in its own right, and in examining Burroughs' coverage of the trial we can see clearly his attitude  

towards heredity and eugenics. Furthermore, the articles reveal the ways in which popular 

eugenics could be tied to criminology and psychiatry, and used to influence public opinion on far 

wider issues such as the "instinctive" criminal, the character of American youth, and the treatm ent 

of "moral imbeciles". A unique insight is provided in this section by the work of Hickman's defence 

lawyer, Richard H. Cantillon, who looked back on the case as a defining m om ent in his legal career 

and published In Defense o f the Fox in 1972.

The details of the Hickman case provide gruesome reading and, chronologically, the case 

occurred almost exactly between tw o similarly high-profile child kidnap-murders. Less than four 

years previously, in 1924, Nathan Leopold and Richard Loeb had kidnapped and murdered 14-year- 

old Bobby Franks in Chicago, sparking huge media interest and a state-w ide m anhunt for the 

murderers. M ost famous of all, however, was the kidnapping and m urder of the Lindbergh baby in 

1932. This tim e the child in question was the son of Charles Lindbergh, the idolised aviator who 

had flown solo across the Atlantic in 1927, and the media coverage and international interest were  

unprecedented. Between the tw o of these came the Hickman murder, a case of particular brutality, 

which aroused the anger and fear of Americans across the country.

The background, briefly, is as follows. Hickman, only nineteen years old, kidnapped the  

twelve-year-old M arion Parker, daughter of a prominent Los Angeles banker, from  her school. 

Signing himself "Fox", Hickman dem anded, in a series of communications, $1,500 for her return. At 

the meeting point, Hickman showed Marion's father the girl "asleep" in his car. W hen he had taken

The articles are collected In "13 Columns for the Los Angeles Examiner", which can be found In ERBzlne 1767. I will 
refer to the articles simply as #1, #2, and so forth.
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the money, however, he drove off and pushed the girl out of the car further down the road. It 

transpired that M arion was already dead, her body m utilated but made to look alive. Her limbs 

had been cut off, and she was missing internal organs. Seemingly Hickman had killed the girl, afraid 

that she could identify him as a form er employee of her father, and begun to chop up the body to 

dispose of it. Realising, however, that he would never get the money w ithout a body, he attem pted  

to reattach the limbs, stuffing a tow el inside her to prop up the body. W hen the mutilated body 

was discovered, a m anhunt of huge proportions was initiated. "Seldom before in the history of law 

enforcement were men so electrified" (Cantillon 23). A num ber of suspects were falsely arrested, 

including one who jum ped from a moving train and another who was assaulted and later hanged 

himself in jail; a reward of $100,000  (well over one million dollars today) was offered; planes were 

drafted in from the militia; the governor of Mexico closed the border; and "school attendance fell 

appallingly" (Cantillon 35). Eventually, Hickman was caught and brought to trial and, while the case 

was reported across the country, full details of the m urder were initially w ithheld "for fear that the 

details would fan into flam e the embers of the lynching spirit that is said to have taken hold of the 

Los Angeles populace" ("Alleged Confession"). The case very quickly w ent to trial, w ith Cantillon 

defending Hickman, and Burroughs reporting from the press box.^°

It proves insightful to examine Cantillon's reminiscences of the trial in parallel with 

Burroughs' opinions as they reveal a similarity in approach. Just as a fighting spirit, a well- 

developed intelligence, or a noble character are always hereditary in Burroughs' fiction, so too are 

mental illnesses, a fact which provides the plotline to a num ber of his novels. In Tarzan Triumphant 

the heroine finds herself among the tribe of Abraham, descendents of Angustus the Ephesian, a 

man with "a large nose, a weak chin and epilepsy", and a slave girl "whose blood, even now, arose 

occasionally [...] to stem the tide of degeneracy" (ch. 2). Similarly, the Julian line in I Am a 

Barbarian provides another example, so that:

Julius Caesar was an epileptic; Agrippina's mother, Julia, was a notorious wanton and adulteress; so 
was Agrippina's sister, Julia; her brother Agrippa Posthumus, was a madman; her other brothers, 
Caius and Lucius, were weak and sickly, dying young, the former insane before his death; and from 
my earliest experiences of the woman, I felt, even as a small boy, that she was mentally unbalanced 
(ch. 1).

Cantillon reports a brief interchange w ith  "a reporter for the Los Angeles Examiner^’ (169), obviously Burroughs, who  

makes a humorous com m ent about one of the men reading depositions.
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Cantillon's defence of his client was on the grounds, quite justifiably it seems from  reading his 

a c c o u n ts , that Hickman was insane. Cantillon's views obviously did not tally w ith Burroughs', or 

the eugenic thinking o f his tim e and, as the foreword to Defense notes, the  "execution of the  

mentally deranged, in [Cantillon's] view, was as cruel and inhuman as the practice of euthenics 

u p o n  the physically deform ed" (10). To establish Hickman's insanity, however, Cantillon approaches 

the matter of insanity in quite a similar m anner to Burroughs, and w ith many of the same 

p r e ju d ic e s .  In  precisely the  same way that someone such as Carrie Buck was prejudged as 

imbecilic, Cantillon makes the  decision that Hickman must be schizophrenic before  interviewing his 

c lie n t .  Having discussed the disease in detail w ith a psychologist, he then finds the signs he has 

been told to look for in Hickman (religious delusions and visions). This lays the foundation for a 

wider investigation of Hickman's family to find signs of inherited mental illness which can be 

recounted at trial. In a coincidence which was surely not devoid of significance, given the recency 

of the Buck trial, Hickman's mother, found to be insane, was also a Buck. M argaret Eva Buck had 

s p e n t  time in an Arkansas state asylum and, at trial, Hickman's father testified to her insanity, 

which included threatening to kill him and the children on numerous occasions. Like Burroughs' 

Julian line, the Buck/Hickman line is similarly defective. Hickman's grandfather had "mad fits" and 

is described as "psycho-neurotic", his m other is insane, while his cousin Otto is "a fitified fellow, 

ju s t  an idiot" (168).

The professional opinion of Dr J.M. Fettes is that "the boy's physical condition is very 

characteristic of [schizophrenia]" (212). Psychiatrist Dr R.O. Shelton "related the effect of insane 

ancestry upon mental health. He told of the marvellous experiments of Gregor M endell [sic]" 

(213), while renowned psychiatrist Dr A.L. Skoog agrees that the "family history of the defendant 

established him as descending from  insane stock" (221). Cantillon's defence u ltim ately rests on the  

schizophrenic delusions of a man brought on by his insane heredity. Chapters three and five will 

discuss the com mon am algam ation of the savage, the ape, and the m entally unfit, but in a 

particularly revealing m om ent Cantillon relates an episode of Hickman's anger:

His face distorted with wild grimaces. Hickman crouched and came at me, arms swinging ape 
fashion. I recalled Dr Franz had used the word atavistic in connection with schizophrenia. I then had 
a glimpse of what Dr. Franz meant. For a few moments Hickman reverted to a primate (227).

Unlike Burroughs' characters, who can revert to the prim itive in order to access a latent
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masculinity, ye t still retain  th e ir  civilized heredity, H ickm an is unable to  control his reversion to  an 

atavistic state. For C antillon this is p roof o f his insanity, and all the  m ore reason not to  subm it a 

"helpless, p itiab le , m en ta lly  diseased boy [...] to  this crisp and iced to rtu re  o f a State execution" 

(307 ). For Burroughs, how ever, it is an exhib ition o f his h ered ita ry  crim inality, and precisely why his 

type  should not be a llow ed  to reproduce. In a eugenically perfect fu tu re , a crim inal such as 

Hickman m ust be executed . He is, as th e  first o f the  series o f articles argues, a m oral im becile w ho  

"does not care w h a t th e  results m ay be to others so long as he m ay gratify  his abnorm al egotism  or 

his perverted  inclinations" (#1). The end o f th e  piece starkly reveals Burroughs' fa ith  in eugenic  

solutions to  crim e:

If w e hang him w e have rem oved an im m ediate m enace to  our peace and happiness and safety and 

a potentia l m enace to  th e  peace and happiness and safety o f countless fu tu re  generations, for 

moral imbeciles breed moral imbeciles, criminals breed crim inals, m urderers breed murderers just 
as tru ly as St. Bernards breed St. Bernards and thoroughbreds breed thoroughbreds (#1).

For Burroughs, H ickm an is a "degenerate", an "instinctive crim inal", a "THING ", a "beast", 

and a "hom o crim inalis". The th ird  and fourth  articles o utline  Burroughs' view s on the  instinctive  

crim inal, a species "as unlike hom o sapiens as is a mud tu rtle  or a penguin" (#3).^^ Echoing 

Cantillon's insight, H ickm an is an an im al, incapable o f hum an sym pathy or feeling, and o f a type  

which "has been evolving through  the  ages" (#3). Burroughs' solution to  th e  propagation o f this 

type, much like m any o th e r eugenicists, is "destruction and sterilization" (#3). He is sure to note, 

how ever, th a t this "n ew  and te rrib le  beast-type in hum an fo rm " (#4) is not necessarily insane. 

Hum an sympathy, o r hate fo r th a t m atter, is lost on one w ho  is no m ore like a norm al m em b er of 

society "than is an an th ropo id  ape" (#4). It was not insanity th a t led H ickm an to  com m it th e  crime  

but selfish am b itio n  and egotism . W hen  som eth ing  stood in his way, in this case th e  m oney  

needed to  go to  college, he did w h a t any instinctive crim inal w ou ld : "intelligently, ruthlessly" (#6) 

carry o u t plans to  overcom e the  obstacle by any m eans. Burroughs m aintains th a t if no obstacle  

had stood in his way, Hickm an w ou ld  "never have co m m itted  a m u rd er"  but, as he was "a  born  

m u rd erer"  (#8), this was sim ply a m eans to  an end.

At the turn of the century, Italian criminal anthropologist Cesare Lombroso had extensively laid out his theories of 
the "criminal type" in his seminal work, L'uomo delinquente (1876). He highlighted the different physical features 
associated with the criminal, as well as arguing for hereditary criminality. Many of these assertions subsequently 
fed into the arguments for negative eugenics, as outlined previously, and are clearly indirectly influential on 
Burroughs' arguments here. For more see Horn's detailed study. The Criminal Body, or Luckhurst and McDonagh, 
chapter 5, for Lombroso's literary influence in a British context.
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At this point tw o qualifications should be made. Firstly, while Burroughs' views are 

obviously extrem e, it is easy to read his sarcasm and hum our as evidence of even more radical 

views. Thus, when he notes that "we should not stop with Hickman; in fact we need not wait to 

begin with him. The city has plenty of moral imbeciles that we might well dispense with" (#1), it 

must be read in the context of the piece. In Burroughs' typical tone, he refers to the presiding 

judge as the "new guest conductor" (#2) and later complains that "It is a bum show. The lead is a 

ham and the comedians are a flop" (#11). Secondly, and im portantly, these views were not 

unquestioningly accepted by all contem porary readers, and Burroughs provoked responses from  

many. Arthur C. Hannie, a University of Illinois psychologist, wrote to the paper that

From the standpoint o f anyone w ho is at all fam iliar w ith  norm al and abnorm al psychiatry, a 

sta tem en t such as: 'For m oral imbeciles breed moral imbeciles, crim inals breed criminals. . . .' is 

preposterous. Your w ild  imaginings as displayed in your works o f fiction have no place in a case 

dealing w ith  stern actualities" (qtd in Porges 705).

However, Burroughs was not alone in espousing views of the kind Hannie finds so preposterous. 

Examining other contem porary reports of the trial we find a railroad agent involved in Hickman's 

transfer being questioned. "Hickman is the same type as Hugh" ("Alleged Confession", italics 

added), states the agent, referring to Hugh de Autrem ent, a m urderer whom  he had helped catch. 

The idea of the criminal type is raised here, as it is in a similar interview with a criminologist and 

handwriting expert. Referring to Hickman's use of the name Andrew Cram er (or Kramer), a 

possible identity of Jack the Ripper, the criminologist states that it is "a trait of the criminal mind 

to unhesitatingly use an incident or nam e out of a case or report of which he had read much" 

("Alleged Confession"). The criminal as an identifiable, isolatable type is a crucial part of 

Burroughs' writing here, just as it is throughout his fiction.

There are also broader issues at stake for Burroughs in the case, which will be discussed in 

detail in chapter five. "M any boys are born with criminal instincts" (#10) he contends, and it is the  

duty of society to guide the intelligent ones, who choose a life of probity, away from  crime. To this 

end, he commends the Boy Scouts m ovem ent while denigrating the father who does not take 

responsibility to ensure that his children are "better human beings than he" (#10). Burroughs takes 

pride in the youth of America at this tim e, ridiculing the suggestion by the defence that if Hickman 

is hanged it will be an "indictm ent of all American youths". Burroughs then, while obviously in 

favour of sterilization and execution of hereditary criminals, does not take the position of many
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eugenicists, as we have seen earlier, who argued for the urgency of eugenic measures. He does not 

see any such urgency or degeneracy of the race, and has "no patience" w ith those who suggest 

that the "American youth of today is decadent, morally or physically, or upon the verge of such 

decadence or even tending towards it in any slightest degree" (#13)

The death penalty has two functions then. Firstly, it can be a deterrent to o th er criminals, 

although Burroughs notes that this is useless for the instinctive criminal (#4). Secondly, and more 

importantly, however, it is about destroying the homo criminalis and preventing the propagation of 

his kind. Just as Carrie Buck was sterilised for being the "probable potential parent" of future  

feeble-m inded individuals, so too will Hickman's execution end his line of hereditary criminality. 

The execution is not an act of revenge or hatred but, as Burroughs explains, "in the interest of 

posterity" (#3). In the end justice was served, as Burroughs saw it, and on the 19^  ̂ October, 1928, 

Hickman was hanged. Cantillon and his assistant were the only mourners at the funeral.

wiiui! wrawyw?*

Fig. 2.2: Hickman Trial Newspaper Report
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4 .2 : Pirate Blood

The Hickman articles illustrate how popular and scientific conceptions of hereditary  

criminality and mental illness could be used to either defend or condemn a man guilty of murder. 

Burroughs, however, was not primarily a journalist, and in turning to his fiction, we can examine 

how eugenics and heredity were used as the basis for a num ber of Burroughs' novels. The Am tor 

series provides the most sustained example but, in moving from non-fiction to fiction, the  

posthumously published Pirate Blood is a useful interm ediary case. The book is fictional but, in 

many ways, it is more a parable on heredity than a novel as such. W ritten in 1932 under the pen 

name John Tyler McCulloch, and rejected by a num ber of magazines, the short text relates the 

attem pts of Johnny Lafitte and his friends to escape their hereditary destiny. The moral is stated 

early, and repeated numerous times throughout the story: "chromosomes, [...] you can't change 

them , and you can't beat them " (ch. 3).

The story begins w ith an introduction to Johnny and his friends: Frank Adams, Daisy Juke, 

Shirley Huntington and Billy Perry. Johnny and Frank com pete for scholarly and sporting accolades 

throughout the ir youth, but Frank always defeats Johnny. Frank, in a heredity reminiscent of one of 

the families from  Gallon's Hereditary Genius, comes from a line of "lawyers, writers, statesmen, 

diplomats, naturalists, astronomers, and tw o U.S. presidents" (introduction), while Johnny's only 

historically notable family m em ber is a pirate. Billy Perry, we find out, is of good paternal stock but 

his maternal line includes a forger and his m other died in an insane asylum. But it is Daisy, with  

whom  both Frank and Johnny are in love, whose heredity is the most worrying. She is a Juke, and 

this is not simply an implicit reference to the Jukes of Dugdale and Estabrook's studies. The girls 

"had studied eugenics together" and are aware of "the blood of old M ax" (introduction), the 

ancestor of the line in Dugdale's work. The boys, reflecting on her ancestry, are worried that her 

fate is sealed, w ith a line that "has produced over twelve hundred physical, m ental, and moral 

wrecks, paupers, prostitutes, thieves, murderers, and other criminals during the past two hundred 

years" (introduction). Importantly, and in similar fashion to Percival Lowell's Mars, Burroughs 

creates fiction from a scientific study which, today, we can view as essentially fictional in its proof 

of hereditary crim inality or insanity.
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As the tale shifts to Johnny's story in the first person, we learn that he is now a policeman, 

while Billy has got a job in his late father's bank: "\ guess they didn't know about Billy's maternal 

granddad [the forger]", notes Johnny. And so, it is Billy who first fulfils his hereditary destiny. 

Stealing a million dollars from the bank, he escapes on a dirigible, only to be intercepted by Johnny 

who manages to get aboard. As they float across the Pacific together, Johnny is unable to force 

Billy to turn around or land and, just as his grandfather's criminal blood had earlier dominated, his 

mother's now comes to the fore. As the son of a woman who ended life in an insane asylum, Billy 

becomes increasingly violent and deranged. He repeatedly attacks Johnny, in between spells of 

passivity and delusions of grandeur, where he compares himself to Napoleon. Eventually, tied up 

but still attem pting to bite Johnny's throat, Billy screams like an animal and begins to foam at the  

mouth. Shouting "M other! I am coming!" (ch. 4), Billy leaps into the ocean, killing himself.

The rem ainder of the story involves Johnny's gradual acceptance of his pirate blood. Finally 

escaping the dirigible and landing on an island som ewhere near Malaysia, he finds himself among 

the warring factions of tw o pirates, the Vulture and the Portuguese. It is w ith the former, a 

cultured yet brutal form er Spanish naval officer, that he feels a strange bond, something for which 

he has no explanation o ther than "a pirate psychology that had come down to me from  old Jean 

Lafitte, the French corsair of the Gulf of Mexico" (ch. 7). He later takes effectual command of the 

island, as the Vulture recovers from  injury, and falls in love with La Diablesa, a beautiful French 

woman held under force. Capturing a num ber of prisoners, the young boys are trained to be 

pirates while more disturbingly, and perhaps reminding the reader of G.B. Shaw's earlier 

suggestions for breeding farms, he decides that "[t]he women and girls were to be used to breed 

more pirates" (ch. 10), w ithout going into any of the more lurid details.

Soon, the third hereditary victim is uncovered. Hearing tales of a "mysterious w hite woman 

of unbelievable beauty" working as a "courtesan" (ch. 10) in Singapore, the Vulture goes to 

capture her. Johnny then discovers that the "demim ondaine of the brothels of Singapore" (ch. 12) 

is none other than Daisy Juke. She deplores her fate but, when asked how her life turned out this 

way, she simply answers: "The blood of old M ax Juke" (ch. 12). Daisy is, in this case, victim of two  

of the defects of her bloodline -  a tendency towards prostitution and a l c o h o l i s m . H e r

Burroughs' denunciation of alcohol throughout the text was not related to Prohibition, as he was a m em ber of the
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unfortunate heredity as a Juke results in her alcoholism which, in turn, leads her to run away with  

a Chinese opium smuggler and end up as a prostitute, just like many of her ancestors. "I wonder if 

we can ever escape our putrid blood streams, either here or here-after" (ch. 12), Daisy remarks, 

before walking below deck and, tragically, shooting herself. Johnny, however, has not inherited  

Billy's insanity or Daisy's moral weaknesses and, like the many characters explored in chapter four, 

he embraces the savagery of his pirate blood, killing the rival pirates and winning back La Diablesa. 

The moral is clear -  heredity is destiny.

5: The Amtor Series

The Am tor (Venus) novels are not generally examined as an im portant part of Burroughs' 

output yet, as popular novels w ritten in the 1930s, they were composed at precisely the tim e  

when popular interest in eugenics was at its height. Thus, they link quite neatly to the other works 

discussed in this chapter. If, as we have seen, the vision of utopia and eugenics is not so far apart, 

then Burroughs' series of sf novels provides a perfect location for an exploration of how the two  

interact. The societies of Am tor strive towards, and in some cases achieve, utopia through the 

application of eugenics. Yet in doing so they reveal Burroughs' anxieties about, and fascination 

with, criminality, intelligence, and politics.

5.1: The Eugenic Ehte and the Criminal Classes

Carson's first encounter w ith Amtorian life, in Pirates o f Venus, is in the treetop city of 

Kooaad, capital of the Vepajan kingdom. The Vepajans are, like all of Burroughs' superior societies, 

physically attractive and, while Carson's blond hair and blue eyes mark him out as a foreigner, he

Association Against the  Prohibition Act and thought that the "tendency on the part of the G overnm ent to interfere  

in the purely personal conduct of the life of an individual citizen is more dangerous than the evil it is intended to 

eradicate" (Letter to Unknown Recipient). Rather, it is more likely that his attitude was based on Emma's presumed 

alcoholism. W hile it is difficult to establish the tru th  of this w ith any certainty, Porges (149-54) and Taliaferro (272- 
3) both argue that Emma becam e increasingly dependent on alcohol at this tim e and that it was an im portant 
factor in their divorce.
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differs little from the native Amtorians. It is Amtorian history, as related by the Vepajans, that 

serves as the reader's first introduction to the importance of heredity and breeding. The Vepajans 

live in the treetops, the only place safe from the ruthless Thorists, who have now taken over much 

of the planet. The story of a Thorist social revolution which overthrows the ruling elite is a thinly- 

veiled denunciation of communism, a popular subject of ridicule in Burroughs' writing. Read at this 

level, however, it provides little more than a warning. Far more interesting, however, are the other 

implications of the struggle for dominance on the planet. Firstly, Carson learns that "[t]he people 

had exchanged the beneficent rule of an experienced and cultured class for that of greedy 

incompetents and theorists" (ch. 5, italics added). In chapter one the abstract, theoretical scientist 

was viewed as villainous and Am tor is no different; an entire society of theorists is condemned and 

contrasted with the practical, technological Vepajans.

Furtherm ore, the Thorists are not simply communists; they are of the "criminal classes". 

They are the born criminals, the moral imbeciles, the feeble-m inded; in short, the Hickmans of the 

world. The previously "egalitarian" Vepajan society, w ith its slaves who could win their freedom, its 

hereditary jong (king), and its "brain-workers" (ch. 5) had not taken into account the ability of this 

criminal class to deceive the "ignorant masses" (ch. 5) into violently rebelling against their betters. 

The Thorists, of course, are interested only in their own power and self-aggrandizement, and the 

history of Vepaja serves as a warning against the lure of a utopia w ithout "the beneficent rule of an 

experienced and cultured class" (ch. 5). For Burroughs, once again, egalitarianism is the freedom  

for society to find a natural level in which a cultured and intelligent elite can emerge. As he stated 

in a 1917 interview: "that stuff about all men being born mentally, morally, and physically free and 

equal is all bosh. There is necessarily a caste of real superiority" ("W ar and Literature"). This 

disdain for the masses is something found throughout his work, so that in I Am a Barbarian 

(written in 1941) we find that the common Roman plebs "aroused within [the hero] a feeling of 

disgust and loathing. They are ignorant, stupid, cruel, debased by generations of virtual 

mendicancy [and] a race of mean and unscrupulous beggars, befouled by crime and immorality". 

Relating this also to the w artim e propaganda explored in chapter five. Burroughs concludes: "I 

sometimes speculate upon the future of an Italy peopled by the descendents of such as these" (ch. 

3).
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Of particular interest in relating this to eugenics is the correspondence between Burroughs 

and a man named W illiam  R. Thurston, author of two books warning against the dangers of "sexual 

excess". Thurston had previously been in correspondence with George Bernard Shaw, who had 

criticised a num ber of Thurston's arguments, particularly Thurston's opinion that sex should be 

limited to procreation alone. Despite the criticisms, however, Shaw still urged Thurston to continue 

with and publish his work. Thurston forwarded these letters to Burroughs, who was enthusiastic 

about the books but pessimistic about the ir effect. Here, once again. Burroughs' views on the 

"ignorant masses" and the elite are on display:

The result w ill be, as it always has been, th a t an inestim able fraction o f th e  w orld's population will 
be fit to  survive, and, on the o th er hand, hordes o f th e  unfit, ruled by ignorance and passion, stand 

ready upon th e  slightest provocation to  engulf and destroy the m inority. It is not a pleasant outlook, 
but it seems to  m e to  be Inevitable just so long as w e p erm it m ental, m oral and physical defectives  

to live and propagate (Porges 709).®^

On Am tor the elite can eugenically maintain itself, unlike the hereditarily feeblem inded  

Thorists, whose rebellion will fail w ithout the noble and intelligent Vepajans. Not only must they 

capture scientific brain workers in order to develop weapons and other scientific necessities (ch. 2) 

but, like the W ieroo of the Caspak trilogy, they must kidnap Vepajan wom en "in the hope of 

breeding children of greater m entality than those which are now born to them " (ch. 6). 

Interestingly, the new Vepajan society has abandoned slavery and class division (except for a 

hereditary ruler) implying, at first glance, acknowledgment of the earlier revolutionary ideals. 

However, it must be rem em bered that this new society is made up entirely of cultured and 

intelligent Vepajans. It is a specifically-selected utopian society of the eugenically fit, each m em ber 

living for centuries due to a serum of longevity. The ignorant masses and the "coarse" and 

"sinister" (ch. 5) Thorists have been left behind as the Vepajans have, literally and metaphorically, 

ascended to new heights.

Beyond the political implications of Pirates there are a num ber of factors which hark back 

to the core concerns of eugenics examined previously. Amongst a fast-paced and adventure-filled  

sf narrative a recognisable thread of eugenic thinking emerges. A lack of fam ily records and readily 

available medical inform ation was a frequent complaint of eugenicists, and this is reflected in the  

Vepajan policy of the public release of all medical records. M ore significantly, there is a strong

Porges, 708-11, covers this interesting correspondence. The full letters are available in "Thurston, William R." PP#8.
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focus on physical appearance as a reflection of m ental ability, an elem ent which im portantly links 

eugenics and genre fiction. The eugenic concerns w ith feeble-mindedness and racial improvement 

led many to vastly oversimplify how easily one could identify and scientifically classify individuals. 

It was seen in the last section how Hickman's defence relied not only on a psychiatric examination 

but on a physical one, which confirmed his schizophrenia in elements such as Hickman's height, his 

thin beard, and pubic hair which "follow[ed] the fem ale pattern" (Cantillon 211). A num ber of 

methods were used to classify individuals in this way. Karl Pearson brought statistical methodology 

to the subject, while Charles Davenport and the ERO used this, in addition to women's "intuition", 

to identify the eugenically unfit (Hasian 82). Goddard attem pted to classify levels of mental 

defectiveness into a scale from "idiot" to "moron" (Lombardo 41) while, later, Alfred Binet's IQ 

tests were adapted and used to gather further information on intelligence divisions (Gould, 

Mism easure ch. 5).

In Burroughs' work, and the Am tor series is no exception, this struggle to classify 

intelligence, criminal tendencies, or moral imbecility, is unproblematic. Throughout the series, 

outward appearance is a conveniently certain indicator of inward intent, and characters are 

routinely divided into definitive types. Certainly, in the creation of genre fiction of this type, the 

simplistic division betw een "good" and "bad" characters is a crucial part of the generic formula, 

and the ease with which one can im m ediately tell the intentions of any newly-introduced character 

from their "thin, cruel lips" or "noble countenance" is part of an acknowledged and fundam ental 

system of signifiers. Physiognomy is of vital im portance in Burroughs, and a face can rarely hide the  

truth of a character's intent. Examples abound, and the description of the Thorists as sinister and 

brutish-looking is no different from a line such as "[his] evil face assured me that he was of the  

criminal class" {Swords ch. 1), a strikingly common idea throughout the various series. Similarly, 

Carson is sure, upon m eeting Nalte in Lost on Venus, not only that "no duplicity lurked behind that 

lovely countenance" (ch. 10) but that she must be royalty, as "a veil of dignity [...] bespoke her 

blood" (ch 11). But while this generic convention is useful for fast-paced plotting and 

characterisation, there are significant implications when viewed in light of the above exploration of 

eugenics, and the m anner in which eugenically inferior individuals can be selected.

Popular fiction exaggerates the importance of physical features, but this is based on a 

recognised scheme of distinguishable features which could also be used as the initial basis for
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eugenic discrimination. The Jukes and Kallikaks, Bucks and Hickmans, are invariably described in 

precisely the same terms as the villainous characters of genre fiction. This is im m ediately obvious 

on Amtor, so that the dysgenic Thorists' aged and diseased bodies are starkly contrasted w ith the 

long-lived, healthy, and m entally superior Vepajans with whom  Carson identifies from the outset. 

Furthermore, w ith his firm command of the "ignorant masses" on the captured Sofal, dominantly  

asserting a natural class order aboard the ship, Carson is confirmed as one capable of beneficent 

rule. Similarly, his boxing and sword-fighting skills, scientific knowledge, and rugged physical fitness 

mark him out as a true Vepajan. "I am extraordinarily muscular" (ch. 7), he proudly informs the 

reader.

5.2: The Eugenic Utopia

Lost on Venus charts the transition to utopia, a recapitulative journey from primitivism to 

civilisation in which Carson takes precisely the same steps as so many of Burroughs' characters. 

From the point when Carson and his princess, Duare, escape from  the primitive kloonobargan to 

their arrival at the utopian city of Havatoo, the narrative progresses in line w ith the characters' 

cultural ascension. They are initially lost and defenceless in a strange land, reliant only on their 

natural abilities. As Carson notes, perhaps not as modestly as he intends: "notwithstanding our 

culture, our natural intelligence, and my considerable strength we were still little better than babes 

in the woods" (ch. 6). But, of course, these innate qualities, those which a theoretical eugenicist 

might be selecting for, are precisely what they will need to survive. As Carson, now in the role of 

primitive man, makes fire he states authoritatively: "we are going hunting; we are going to have 

meat for dinner. You walk behind me so as not to frighten the game" (ch. 6). From there they  

encounter wild animals, make a camp, eat wild fruit, and master their environm ent. It is, indeed, 

"the emergence of primitive man from the lower orders of life" (ch. 7). The next step is civilisation, 

but at first only of a lim ited kind. Skor, a mad scientist much like those seen in chapter one, traps 

the pair in his castle and they soon realise the horrible tru th  of his strange subjects. He has 

embraced w hat he considers true science and progress and, because of this, has been banished 

from his home country. Isolated and alone, he has created a city of reanim ated dead servants (an 

early type of zombie), which serves as a perverse contrast to the eugenic utopia in which Carson
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and Duare soon arrive.

And so, we find ourselves at the point at which this chapter began. Carson, now with a 

princess named Nalte, is rescued by the mysterious Ero Shan and arrives in Havatoo. The two  

travellers are taken to the city where, of all of the Amtorian societies, the them es of utopia and 

eugenics combine in the most sustained and explicit manner. Here they encounter a typical utopia 

in every respect, cut off from  the outside world, both geographically and in term s of its scientific 

and social perfection amongst a largely primitive world. Recalling the earlier com m entary on the  

socio-political nature of utopia, as well as its relentless focus on detailed description, we are 

introduced to Havatoo in meticulous detail, far more than is strictly necessary for the narrative of 

an sf adventure. M ore than three chapters are given over to the detailing of the city's architecture, 

art, housing, traffic regulation, street lighting, class divisions and, most importantly, the guiding 

eugenic principles of the society. This is a willed transformation brought about by technology and 

evolutionary science, and a city whose utopian perfection has been fought for, as all Burroughs' 

societies tend to be. The history of Havatoo involved the violent rule of M ankar the Bloody who 

"wiped out the politicians, and to the positions many of them  had filled he appointed the greatest 

minds of Havatoo" (ch. 14), a subject we will return to shortly. M ankar was a benevolent dictator, 

however, and when his bloody reign was over and utopia reached, he gave the city back to the 

people, becoming known henceforth as M ankar the Saviour. The city is also, in Csicsery-Ronay's 

terms, a connection of sf and utopia in the form of his "technologiade". He introduces the idea of 

"handiness", which links to technology, and which pervades sf through alien technologies, cities 

and engineering. The extension of this concept is that the perfection of this technology results in 

utopia: "the city of handiness, the consummation of successful planning and social engineering" 

(249). A perfect description of Havatoo and, perhaps, the World Columbian Exposition on which 

this utopia surely draws.

Duly invoking the correlation between the physical and the m ental, Carson and Nalte 

marvel at the perfect physiques and "handsome, intelligent face[s]" (ch. 13) of the  inhabitants, and 

the precise, ordered nature of a city where "there are no dishonest men" (ch. 15). It is not long, 

however, before they must prepare for a eugenic examination which will determ ine their fate. 

Interestingly, and to look back to the beginning of this chapter, one is struck by the frequent 

similarities between Havatoo and the titu lar city of Francis Galton's fictional tale Kantsoywhere,
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w ritten shortly before his death in 1911. The unpublished and incom plete tale recounts the story 

of a visitor to the tow n who must undergo a series of anthropom etric tests in order to determ ine  

his standing in the new society.^'' The reliance on eugenics in both Kantsaywhere and Havatoo 

shapes the resulting utopias so that, despite their authors' differences, they are extrem ely similar.

Both heroes must undergo a series of tests to ascertain their eugenic fitness to live in a city 

of selectively bred citizens, although there is far more detail in Kantsaywhere, as might be 

expected from Galton who had pioneered many of the experiments discussed. Indeed, Pearson 

notes that "the description of the anthropom etric tests and even the place of examination remind 

us at every turn of Galton's South Kensington Anthropom etric Laboratory" (416).^^ Every part of 

the narrator's body is measured and classified, before he is "submitted to an examination for 

aesthetics and literature" (417). This part is crucial as "[m]usical speech and clear but refined 

pronunciation are thought highly of; so is literary expression, and this examination is intended to 

test all these". As Galton condescendingly concludes: "The 'arry and 'arriet class is wholly unknown 

in Kantsaywhere" (417). The final test is one of heredity and, as we have seen repeatedly, record

keeping is crucial. The natives of Kantsaywhere "all express surprise at foreigners knowing so little 

with exactness about their grandparents and other ancestors" (415).

In Kantsaywhere, the Council guides the city whose people "think much more of the race 

than of the individual" (414). In typical Galton fashion, there is a detailed description of a points 

system, and the standard deviations from the norm of each m em ber of the population, used to 

work out eugenically beneficial marriages (421). The success of this breeding program me results in 

the girls all being "promising mothers of a noble race", while men are "well built, practised both in 

military drill and in athletics, very courteous, but with a resolute look that suggests fighting 

qualities of a high order". Furtherm ore, "[b]oth sexes are true to themselves, the wom en being 

thoroughly fem inine, and I may add, m am m alian, and the men being as thoroughly virile" (422). 

On the other hand, "[t]he refusal to grant a Pass certificate [in the eugenic examination] is 

equivalent to an assertion that the person is unfit to have any offspring at all" (415). The solution 

to the occasionally unfit citizen is a labour colony w ithout overly onerous conditions, in which the

94
The story was unfortunately destroyed but the remaining excerpts w ere collected by Karl Pearson and reproduced  

in The Life, Letters and Labours o f Francis Galton.

These w ere the same tests Burroughs could well have seen at the World's Fair.
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unfit must work hard and live celibate lives.

It is difficult to  describe th e  indignation and even th e  horror fe lt in Kantsaywhere, at acts that may 

spoil the goodness o f th e ir stock, o f which they have becom e extrem ely proud and jealous. They 

look confidently forw ard  to  a coming tim e  w hen Kantsaywhere shall have evolved a superior race of 
men (416).

In Havatoo, things are much the same. There is a council, in this case in the Central 

Laboratories, which rules over a populace similarly concerned with racial rather than individual 

freedoms and developm ent. The population, as noted, is entirely composed of beautiful and 

intelligent people, and the wom en all engage in wholesome activities, "painting, embroidering, or 

reading" (ch. 15).^® The men, in a typically Burroughs feature which would never have entered  

Galton's city, fight in gladiatorial combat. W hen Carson questions the seeming incongruity of the 

"highest type of culture and civilization that man might imagine suddenly reverting to barbarism", 

he is told that it is simply an outlet for man's natural aggression. "W ithout it man would stagnate, 

he would die of ennui" (ch. 16). This is also one of the key differences between the texts and their 

intended audiences, Galton's work is a thought experim ent and, devoid of any real plot 

developm ent, would have been unlikely to sell to a particularly wide audience if published. 

Burroughs, on the other hand, always wrote with a mass audience in mind and it is thus his vision 

of a eugenic utopia which succeeds in reaching a mass audience due to its popular mixture of 

adventure and romance.

The outcome of the testing process in both cities is that the two heroes, while physically 

and m entally fit, are reprim anded for their ancestral stock. Indeed, Carson's result is so 

unfavourable that he is deem ed unfit to live, the "chromosomes of [his] germ cells are replete with 

these vicious genes, constituting a potential menace to generations yet unborn" (ch. 15). He is 

rescued only by the fact that he has knowledge of astronomy, a science unknown to the people of 

a planet perpetually covered in cloud. It is scientific knowledge that saves Carson, and 

technoscientific progress which creates, sustains, and directs the eugenic utopia of Havatoo. The ' 

society is ruled by a "quintumvirate" made up of a biologist, a chemist, a psychologist, a physicist 

and a soldier, an accurate reflection of the priorities of the city. However, the social elite need

Despite Burroughs and Q.D. Leavis' differences, it is notable that Burroughs' favoured activities are remarkably 
similar to Leavis', who discusses the virtues of "traditional crafts and games and singing" as opposed to "substitute 
or kill-time interests like listening to the radio and gramophone" (Reading Public 209).
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barely rule at all as Havatoo is "governed by natural laws with which all intelligent people are 

conversant; by applying eugenics intelligently we have elim inated the unintelligent" (ch. 14). As in 

Kantsaywhere, there are "unsocial acts" but they are rare and dealt w ith severely. The methods of 

Havatoo follow the earlier recommendations of Harry Laughlin: "[e]ducation, legal restriction, 

segregation, sterilization" {Proceedings 478). Havatoo goes one step further, however, and for a 

fourth offence the perpetrator is "destroyed" (ch. 15).

It is clear that Burroughs approves of the concept of Havatoo, "that Utopian city on the  

banks of the River of Death" (Carson ch. 16), yet there are a num ber of factors to consider. Michael 

Orth perceptively examines Burroughs' utopian thinking and concludes that "[t]he escape in 

Burroughs's tales is flight from contem porary urban complication, from  modernism, into pastoral 

myth" (222). This is certainly true, and forms the basis for my argum ent in chapter four. The 

m ajority of Burroughs' fiction sees his heroes escape from an effem inate, overcivilised urban space 

to an outdoor, rugged and primitive location. This is closely related to conceptions of both race and 

masculinity, and novels such as the Tarzan series, the Apache novels, or The M ucker illustrate this 

clearly. Orth is also correct in asserting that the Thorists, and the Zanis we will see shortly, display 

Burroughs' "healthy dislike of ideologies which exaggerate the inevitable restrictions civilization 

places on freedom  in the name of a specious common good" (230). He makes the claim, therefore, 

that Burroughs' eugenic utopia in Havatoo is ultim ately dystopian as this "society of eugenicists [is] 

seeking to breed out of hum anity the savagery, violence, selfishness, and passion which 

Burroughs's fiction had always depended on" (230).^^ Utopias tend not to make gripping sf or 

adventure fiction, and Burroughs must have his characters leave the city for the sake of further 

generic adventures. However, I do not believe this ultim ately dem onstrates Burroughs' disapproval 

of Havatoo. The urban escape that Burroughs' heroes tend to seek is, as stated, most closely 

related to race and masculine identity, but Burroughs' eugenics is not overly racial or gendered in 

this way; rather, it is heavily informed by criminality and notions of class and intelligence. 

Burroughs clearly based his writing on a studied consideration of heredity and eugenics, as the  

Hickman trial articles, the Thurston letters, and Pirate Blood unequivocally demonstrate. 

Furthermore, in an unpublished work entitled "I See a New Race", he supplem ented his ideas

97
Lupoff similarly agrees tha t "Havatoo is Burroughs' satire on the perfect, planned society" (104).
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further.^®

In this brief envisioning of a eugenic future, the narrator looks back on our pre-utopian  

world in which "the stupid multiplied w ithout restriction" ("I See A New Race" 1) so that "more 

care was taken in the selection of mail carriers, policemen, firem en, and street cleaners than in the  

choice of law makers and governm ent executives" (2). This all changed, however, w ith the  

introduction of intelligence tests for lawmakers and voters, form ulated by "the most intelligent 

scientists" (3). This was a topic Burroughs would later w rite about, in the LA Times in 1941, 

advocating intelligence tests for political candidates so that

before any person, o therw ise qualified may becom e a candidate fo r any elective or appointive  

office he shall pass a com prehensive intelligence test to determ ine  not w h a t he knows about Greek  

literature, or th e  nam e o f th e  seventh President of the United States, [but] to  prove just how much 

native intelligence he has -  th e  kind o f horse-sense intelligence [...] ("Bulbous Domes", qtd in 

Schneider, 229)

Intelligence is again defined as instinctive and practical, although Burroughs is not clear as to how  

the "bulbous-domed psychologists" devising these tests, or any scientist for that matter, could 

acquire their learning simply with "horse-sense" In the future society of "I See a New Race" 

intelligence levels are rapidly increased due, unsurprisingly, to eugenics:

The sterilization o f crim inals, defectives, and incom petents to gether w ith  th e  w ide dissemination of 
birth control in form ation  and public instruction in eugenics resulted in th e  rapid rise in the standard  

o f national intelligence a fte r tw o  generations (4).

As in Havatoo, "[n]o citizen is ever punished by the state under the enlightened procedure 

of these times; he is either sterilized or destroyed for the welfare of posterity" (5). Thus, on Amtor, 

Carson's failure in the eugenic test does not imply any particular criticism of eugenics, only a 

recognition that the U.S. was sadly lacking in a longer-term policy which would allow as excellent a 

representative figure as Carson pass such a rigorous test of both himself and his ancestral stock. 

Ultimately, only a single plot detail seems to imply any sort of criticism; Duare, that most noble and 

beautiful of princesses, is deem ed unfit to live in the city. This decision seems cold and unfeeling to 

the reader who has followed Duare across Amtor, especially as sterilisation is not even considered

^®The full text of this is available in "I See A New  Race" PP#2. See also Porges, 705-7 and Taliaferro, 266-7.
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as an o p t i o n . I t  must be rem em bered, however, that in similar fashion to Carson's dismissal from  

Kooaad; Duare's punishment is largely based on Burroughs' need to develop the plot and allow  

Carson further adventures. In plot terms the utopia becomes problem atic, but ideologically it is 

still sound. Finally, there is the m inor but consequential point that when Carson meets Ero Shan 

again in Escape on Venus he is told that, in fact, the council had made a mistake and Duare is free  

to return to Havatoo. W hile this remedies an earlier affront to Duare's eugenic fitness. Burroughs 

also reminds the reader, intentionally or not, that the scientist can err and, ultimately, there is no 

undoing of a eugenic solution which allows "destruction" as a reasonable m ethod.

This is recalled once again in Carson o f Venus, in a plotline which reveals the contradictory  

nature of much of Burroughs' thinking on the ideological factors behind utopia. Here Burroughs' 

zealous w ar-tim e patriotism and anti-Germ an sentim ent, so evident in his W orld W ar I writing, 

comes the fore once again as propaganda distorts any critical reflection on how eugenics has been 

depicted in earlier novels. W ritten in 1938, Carson introduces the thinly-veiled Zanis, a group 

Burroughs ridicules as brutish, unintelligent thugs who rule through fear and intim idation. The 

Zanis use heredity as a means of elim inating an enem y racial group, the Atorians, in order to attain 

a pure race. W hile Burroughs unsubtly mocks these efforts, the parallels betw een the Zani 

ambition to create of future society of racial purity and the remarkably similar ambitions in 

Havatoo are, to the modern reader, far too obvious to ignore. For Burroughs, however, the crucial 

difference is once again natural intelligence. The Zanis, like the Thorists, are mentally inferior, 

another group of criminal moral imbeciles on Am tor whose hatred of scientists (ch. 11) assures 

their ultim ate downfall at the hands of the physically and m entally superior Carson.

Satire is not Burroughs' strong point and, as Orth remarks, the Zanis "make dull villains" 

(230), as do the later societies in Carson and Escape on Venus. Indeed, w ith the only society of any 

real interest in the rem ainder of the series. Burroughs abandons his attem pts at political satire. 

The Vooyorgans, in Escape, are horrific not because of their political ambitions, but due to their 

lack of definable gender. As a society of "amoebic neuters" (ch. 33) who asexually divide in order 

to procreate, they are alone in being the only society on Am tor w ithout hope for racial betterm ent; 

eugenics is not possible in an asexual society. In plot, if not in philosophy. Burroughs anticipates

Sterilisation is not an option as, in genre terms, it is as bad as death. A princess unable to produce a eugenically fit 
heir, as with one w ho has been in sexual contact w ith a lower race, is not a fit m ate for the masculine hero.
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the sf depiction of a genderless society in a work such as Ursula LeGuin's The Left Hand of 

Darkness. M om entarily  abandoning the utopian exhortation to change, Burroughs explores a 

captivating sf subject of far more enduring appeal than predictable w artim e satire. Ultimately, 

however, the Anntor series is one of utopian visions and eugenic solutions. Thus, as the series 

concludes, Carson becomes a prince among the naturally intelligent and beautiful Korvans and is, 

with Duare, the eugenically fit parent of the future hereditary rulers of Korva.

6: Conclusion

This chapter has drawn together three distinct but clearly interrelated areas, in an attem pt 

to view Burroughs' writing in socio-historical as well as literary terms. As in chapter one, a scientific 

discipline moves beyond the walls of academia and enters popular understanding with an array of 

possible uses. Burroughs' journalism highlights the real-world implications of eugenic thought, and 

the repercussions for anyone deem ed feeblem inded, unfit, or defective in any way. The Hickman 

trial is simply one example of the pervasive interconnection of law, criminology, psychology and 

popular culture. Pirate Blood offers a way in which a fictional tale can be created from a scientific 

study such as The Jukes, which is itself now seen as largely fictional in its proof of hereditary  

criminality. Finally the A m tor novels, w ritten at a tim e when American culture "was suffused by the  

science of heredity" (Rosen 12), explicitly and persistently explores the role of eugenics as the  

basis for a utopian future.

The impetus for all utopias is the desire for a better world, and technoscientific 

advancements are most often the way to effect the change needed. In the case of eugenics, a new  

scientific foundation is given to an age-old utopian longing. In envisioning the city of Havatoo, and 

in creating Amtor, Burroughs not only generates a location for his sf tales of adventure and 

romance, but popularises the ties between science, eugenics, and a more perfect future. 

Burroughs' more usual utopian escape may be away  from the urban, and towards a prim itive and 

virile outdoor space, and this is certainly a central part of understanding his work. Yet here we find
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a faith in science, and a largely unproblematic vision of a eugenic utopia, caught up in 

contem porary anxieties over class, intelligence and criminality. Burroughs may, fleetingly, display a 

wariness of eugenics and the occasional hesitancy over the means of reaching utopia, but 

fundam entally he is in no doubt. As one of Havatoo's w arrior physicists states: "nothing is 

impossible to science" {Lost ch. 15).
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Chapter 3 
Tarzan of the Anthropologists

A first step in the study o f  civilization is to dissect it into details, and to classify these in their proper 

groups. - E.B. Tylor, Primitive Culture, 244

Having decided to remain fo r  a while that he might study them and their customs he set to work.

- Burroughs, Tarzan and the Ant Men, ch. 6

1: Introduction

The  ear ly yea r s  of  t h e  Tarzan novels  coinc ide  qu i te  nea t ly  wi th  t h e  e m e r g e n c e  of  an th r o p o lo g y  

as a special ised a n d  m o r e  w i d e s p r e a d  a c a d e m ic  discipline.  Across t h e  g lobe ,  f ro m  t h e  U.S. to  

d i s t an t  Pacific Islands, f ro m  t h e  Indian s u b c o n t i n e n t  to  colonial  o u t p o s t s  ac ross  Africa, 

an th ro p o lo g i s t s  w e r e  g a t h e r i n g  in fo rm at ion  a n d  unde r t ak in g  field w ork  in an  e f for t  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  

t h e  cu l tur es  a n d  soc ie t ies  of  t h e  wor ld.  M eanwhi l e ,  Tarzan of  t h e  Apes  w a s  explor ing  a fictional 

Africa full of  intr iguing n e w  soc ie t ie s  -  s o m e  lost f rom t h e  w i d e r  wor ld,  o t h e r s  very  m u c h  in 

c o n t a c t  wi th  it. A w e a l t h y  English a r i s t oc ra t  by bir thright ,  Tarzan  has  no  p ro fe ss i on  per se. He 

m a k e s  periodic  t r ips  to  his na t ive  England,  b u t  s p e n d s  his t i m e  largely on  his va s t  African e s t a te s ,  

l ead ing t h e  life of  lord a n d  p r o t e c t o r  o f  t h e  local popul ace .  Yet e v e n  a t  h o m e  in his bu ng a lo w,  with 

his d e v o t e d  wife a n d  son ,  he  rare ly  t a k e s  an  in t e r es t  in m a nag in g  his e s t a t e s ,  b e y o n d  keeping  

o r d e r  a n d  pun ish ing  s lave t r a d e r s  or  o t h e r  t r e sp ass in g  villains. Indeed ,  his f o r t u n e  c o m e s  a lm o s t  

en t i re ly  f rom  a p p r o p r i a t e d  gold a n d  jewels,  a n d  n o t  f rom  any  d i rect  i n v e s t m e n t  in his land.  Th e re  

is o n e  activity, h o w e v e r ,  whic h  fills b o th  Tarzan ' s  t i m e  a nd  t h e  p a g e s  of  t h e  nove ls :  explor ing  th e  

va s t  e x p a n s e s  of  t h e  c o n t i n e n t  of  Africa a n d  t h e  d oz ens  of  villages, cit ies,  a n d  civilisations
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contained within. Tarzan is an explorer and an adventurer but, perhaps m ore accurately, he is an 

anthropologist. The tw o quotes which begin this chapter summarise Tarzan's role as one who is 

always willing to stay and investigate, as more than simply an explorer. Crucially, he is always 

inquisitive about any new ly-encountered societies, and carries out the functions of the  

anthropologist: dividing, dissecting, and classifying. An adept linguist, he learns local languages 

and customs, and lives for extended periods with the people he discovers. As a naturally intelligent 

Englishman, he contem plates the nature of primitive society and the origins of religion, music and 

speech, and compares the tw o forms of society which he is torn betw een. He adopts a worldview  

entirely in keeping w ith the late nineteenth and early tw entie th  century anthropologists of his 

tim e including, as will be explored in detail, an assumed underlying hierarchy of race and socio

cultural developm ent. He may get captured, or fight for and against other societies when needs be 

but, when given the chance, Tarzan will always take tim e to discover and understand, to examine 

and, crucially, to categorise and grade.

W hen Burroughs sat down to compose the first of the Tarzan novels in 1911, anthropology 

was moving towards a new wave of developm ents which would utterly transform  the discipline 

from its roots in the second half of the nineteenth century. In the coming decades, as Burroughs 

continued the series, anthropology embraced the participant observation of Bronistaw 

Malinowksi, the sociological theories of Emile Durkheim, and the cultural relativism of Franz Boas, 

among other concepts. However, these developm ents, despite occurring in parallel w ith the later 

adventures of Tarzan, were the cutting edge of a distinctly academic discipline, and certainly not 

those which had a form ative influence on the series, or on Burroughs' thinking. In the previous 

tw o chapters, we saw the influence of late nineteenth-century astronom y on the Barsoom series, 

and of late nineteenth and early tw entieth-century theories of eugenics on Burroughs' later A m tor 

series of the 1930s. Similarly, in order to gain a central insight into the Tarzan series, one needs to 

look back to the anthropology of a generation previous, particularly that of scientists such as E.B. 

Tylor, L.H. Morgan, John Lubbock, Daniel Brinton, J.G. Frazer, Ernst Haeckel and several others. 

This chapter will briefly outline some of the key anthropological ideas of the tim e, in order to 

situate the series, before turning to the Tarzan novels in detail. It will be argued that an in-depth 

understanding of the Tarzan series can be gained by viewing Tarzan -  the series and the character 

-  through the lens of anthropology, and, furtherm ore, that the complex relationship between
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anthropology and fiction can be more profoundly understood by exploring the ways in which the 

tw o areas consistently overlap and interact, distort and inspire.

2: Anthropology

The section which follows discusses the four primary works of four influential 

a n th ro p o lo g is ts .W h ile  many other works could have been chosen, and indeed many of these 

will later be referenced in relation to Burroughs' texts, the four below are illustrative for a number 

of reasons. Firstly, they come from tw o different traditions -  two from  Britain, home of Tarzan and 

an im portant centre of anthropology of the period, and two from  the U.S., hom e of Burroughs and 

a second world centre of anthropological research. Secondly, the works under discussion were  

widely read and distributed, and influential beyond the walls of academic anthropology. Indeed 

Morgan and Tylor are, in practically all accounts of the history of anthropology, "the giants of the 

period" (M urphree 266). Finally, the four works outline four different aspects of anthropological 

thought which will be examined in the Tarzan series. Morgan's work investigates systems of 

kinship and the stages of prim itive developm ent; Tylor focuses on the idea of culture and 

'survivals'; Lubbock stresses the archaeological record, and the importance of reading human 

history by examining both the present and the physical records of a distant past; and Brinton takes 

race as a key factor in exploring the primitive. W hile all four of the works w ere first published in 

the period before the first Tarzan novel, they were all still in print as the series was being w ritten, 

and Burroughs' work, as well as much popular thinking of the period, owes a debt to them  all 

either directly or indirectly.

2.1: Lewis Henry Morgan

Lewis Henry M organ (1818-81) w rote extensively on kinship structures, and his Ancient 

Society, Or Researches in the Lines o f IHuman Progress fro m  Savagery through Barbarism to 

Civilization (1877) is a key text in the anthropological research of the late nineteenth century. The

This exam ination is by way of introduction to the theories of the tim e, as they will be encountered in the series, and 

is m eant as no more than a brief introduction. For a far more detailed examination of this period, and the figures 
involved, see Eriksen & Nielsen, M urphree, Patterson, or Stocking.



Page I 121

work draws on detailed studies of Native American society, particularly Iroquois, which Morgan  

had worked on over the previous decades, and builds on much of the research from  his previous 

work. Systems o f Consanguinity and Affinity o f the Human Family (1869). If the anthropology of 

this period was, in Brantlinger's double meaning, a "salvage operation" {Vanishings 5), then  

Morgan neatly illustrates this with his acute awareness of the ever-decreasing availability of 

information about the groups he studied: "while fossil remains buried in the earth will keep for the  

future student, the remains of Indian arts, languages and institutions will not" (5). Indeed, at a 

tim e when most anthropologists did not work for long periods, if at all, in the field, Morgan was a 

notable exception to the ru le /°^

The work itself is epic in its scope, taking in societies from  across the globe, from  the 

Iroquois and Aztecs in the Americas, to early Greek and Roman society, to various Australian, 

Asian and African peoples. This wide variety is crucial as the foundation of Morgan's argum ent is 

that all people, past and present, fall into the same "human family", a similar notion to w hat Tylor 

term ed mankind's "psychic unity". Humankind progresses, in a linear fashion, through a sequence 

of stages such that it

can now  be asserted upon convincing evidence th a t savagery preceded barbarism  in all th e  tribes  

of nnankind, as barbarism  is known to  have preceded civilization. The history o f th e  hum an race is 

one in source, one in experience, one in progress (4).

This harmony allows Morgan, as Adam Kuper notes, "to dem onstrate that human history made 

moral sense, that it was a history of progress, and that it united all branches of the species" 

[Invention 75).

Morgan's stages are further subdivided into lower, middle and upper stages of savagery 

and barbarism leading to the seventh stage, civilisation. He is aware that his system of 

distinguishing stages is not as clear-cut as one may wish, noting that "it is difficult, if not 

impossible to find such tests of progress to mark the com m encem ent of these several periods as 

will be found absolute in their application, and w ithout exceptions upon all the continents" (16). 

He is content, however, w ith the evidence which does present itself, and declares that "it will be 

sufficient if the principal tribes of mankind can be classified, according to the degree of their

See Eriksen & Nielsen, chapter 2, or Murphree. Helen Carr's Inventing the American Primitive, chapter four, is also a 
useful source for a discussion of several of Morgan's key ideas.
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relative progress, into conditions which can be recognized as distinct" (16). These distinct 

classifications he makes on the basis of various adaptations and changes in the lives of a particular 

society. Thus, for example, the "com m encem ent of articulate speech" and "a fish subsistence" 

(16) moves a society from  the lower to middle status of savagery, while the invention of the bow  

and arrow will move it up again. The invention of pottery is the "necessarily arbitrary" (17), but 

nonetheless useful, boundary line in progressing to lower barbarism. Cultivation and irrigation will 

further develop a society, until the upper stages of barbarism are reached w ith the manufacture of 

iron. Finally, the adoption of a phonetic alphabet is used as the necessary m arker of the ultimate  

step to civilisation.

The balance of the study is then dedicated to an elaboration of these ideas, drawing on 

Morgan's other work, as well as a range of reports, histories, myths and contem porary  

anthropological work. The key underlying idea, one which will remain a crucial factor in 

understanding much work on prim itive society as well as the Tarzan series, is the fact that in a 

scale of chronologically diverse, but linearly progressing societies, contem porary savage or 

barbarous society can be used as a way of accessing and understanding the past of civilised society 

-  their present is our past. So, for example, in order to view civilised society's distant past, one 

need simply examine contem porary Australians, who rank "near the bottom  of the scale. Their 

social institutions, therefore, must approach the primitive type as nearly as those of any existing 

people" (40-1). A glimpse of Europe's more recent past can be seen in the "Indian tribes of the  

United States east of the Missouri River" (17), themselves still far below the "Grecian tribes of the  

Homeric age, the Italian tribes shortly before the founding of Rome" (18) who soon became the 

more civilised Greeks and Romans, predecessors of modern civilisation. These core ideas -  a linear 

progression of human developm ental stages, an ability to see the past by studying the present, 

and a fixed scale of races -  will be addressed throughout this chapter, and will form the primary 

fram ew ork of the exam ination of the Tarzan series.

W hile Morgan's classifications w ere extrem ely influential, others w ere also proposed. One useful example can be 
found in Hobhouse, W heeler and Ginsberg, who divide societies into lower and higher hunters, followed either by 
three levels of agricultural (A l, A2, A3) or tw o  levels of pastoral (P I, P2) society. They then provide an extensive 
index of w here all contem porary groups fit on the scale.
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2.2: Edward Burnett Tylor

Edward Burnett Tylor (1832-1917) was Morgan's chief anthropological rival in terms of 

influence in the late nineteenth century. W hile the two shared many central beliefs their focus 

often differed, and Tylor was not nearly as concerned as Morgan w ith systems of kinship. One of 

his primary areas of interest was the concept of w hat he term ed 'survivals', the

processes, customs, opinions, and so forth, which have been carried on by force of habit into a new 
state of society different from that in which they had made their original home, and they thus 
remain as proofs and examples of an older condition of culture out of which a newer has never 
been evolved (16).

These are recognisable to most as superstitions, but Tylor avoids the word, as the term  

"superstition now implies a reproach" (72). His most influential and well-know n work, and the  

primary text under consideration in this chapter, is Primitive Culture.^°^ It is here that Tylor lays 

out his idea of culture itself, "that complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, 

law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a m em ber of society" (1). 

The work then traces the developm ent of language, myth and religion, and outlines the linear 

progression which Tylor, like M organ, sees running from  savagery to civilisation. W ithout the same 

detail of Morgan's precise developm ental stages, Tylor seeks to examine "how the phenomenon  

of Culture may be classified and arranged, stage by stage, in a probable order of evolution" (6). 

Once again, the idea of stages is key, as Tylor seeks to understand the civilised present in two  

ways: by reconstructing a distant primitive past from its modern survivals, and by examining those 

same survivals in the ir original form  in modern savage society. In this context, they will both 

produce the same results, and "[IJittle respect need be had in such comparisons for date in history 

or for place on the map" (6). In this way, one can look back all the way to the origins of humanity, 

as the "hypothetical prim itive condition corresponds in a considerable degree to that of modern 

savage tribes, who, in spite of their difference and distance, have in com mon certain elements of 

civilization, which seem remains of an early state of the human race at large" (21).

So, for Tylor just as for Morgan, humankind is "homogenous in nature" but, crucially, 

societies can be graded and divided into stages based on the linear, evolutionary developm ent of 

their culture. Developments can be seen to progress in a logical, orderly fashion -  the drum is

Primitive Culture was first published in 1871 but w ent through a num ber of editions, including one in 1913, just 
after the publication of Tarzan o f the Apes, and 1920, the text from which I am working here.
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followed by more complex musical instruments, the long bow precedes the crossbow, animism is 

the precursor to m odern religion. The upper and lower limits of this progression, and the m atter 

of how one grades cultures and, by extension, races and societies is, ultim ately, a relatively simple 

m atter:

The educated world of Europe and America practically settles a standard by simply placing its own 
nations at one end of the social series and savage tribes at the other, arranging the rest of mankind 
between the these limits according as the correspond more closely to savage or to cultured life 
(26).

The circular logic of this argum ent is apparent throughout much anthropology of the period. How 

do you create a scale of races? Take w hat you already know is the answer, find the underlying 

pattern, and grade the races a c c o r d i n g l y . I t  is this system of grading, in Burroughs' term s a 

"scale of evolution", which will be crucial for an understanding of the Tarzan series.

2.3: John Lubbock

British anthropologist John Lubbock (1834-1913), writing in the same period as Morgan 

and Tylor, shared many of the beliefs discussed in the texts above. His best-known work. 

Prehistoric Times (1865),^°^ argues along the same lines as Morgan and Tylor in many respects -  a 

rejection of degeneration and polygenist theories, a belief in an established hierarchy running 

from  white European to black savage, and confidence in the value of understanding the modern 

savage as a way of accessing civilised society's vanished past. The book, whose middle third 

focuses entirely on archaeological remains and the northern European and American societies 

which left them , divides the history of mankind into the Palaeolithic, Neolithic, Bronze, and Iron 

ages (the form er tw o term s coined by Lubbock himself).

In similar fashion to Morgan, he argues for the succession of each age, noting the lack of 

archaeological evidence for any instance of weapons or tools of different ages being found

The M ate ria l Culture and Social Institutions o f the Sim pler Peoples, w ritten  almost half a century later, uses precisely 
the same circular logic w ith  "control over nature" as the means of distinction (Hobhouse et al. 6).

The book was reprinted numerous times throughout the nineteenth, and into the tw en tie th , century. The text from  

which I am working is the seventh edition, fully revised and published in 1913, just a fter Lubbock's death and a year 

after the first Tarzan tale.
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together. W hile the central section discusses various early European societies, and the conditions 

of early man, it is the final four chapters which provide the most insight into the aspects which will 

be explored in the next section. Lubbock's argum ent, in many ways similar to that of the other 

anthropologists discussed, is that the study of modern savages provides us with a unique insight 

into our own past. This cannot be done by simply gathering records provided by other societies 

themselves as "we find that the accounts given by savages become rapidly distorted" (428), 

something we will notice tim e and again in the Tarzan series. Instead, one must trust the  

archaeological record, and gather the firsthand observations of Europeans in contact with savage 

society. Thus, the process is much the same as studying modern animals to understand how their 

extinct predecessors may have lived: "In fact, the Van Diem aner and South American are to the  

antiquary w hat the opossum and the sloth are to the geologist.'' (430).

The following three chapters are then given over to a detailed description of the savage 

races of the world, and Lubbock quotes liberally from  travellers, missionaries, scientists, 

adventurers, and any other w hite Europeans or Americans in contact w ith savage society. Once 

again there is much debate over which group should be reviled as the most degraded and lowest 

in the scale of civilisation; a contest, in keeping with the many similar rankings of this period, 

between the "Australians", "Fuegians", "Andaman Islanders", and "Hottentots". Numerous 

aspects are discussed, from  cultivation and farming, to religion, trea tm en t of wom en, cleanliness, 

music, and language. Finally, as with Tylor and Morgan, Lubbock is optimistic about the future. 

Arguing that "the happiness of man is on the increase", he draws on evolutionary theory to note 

that "[i]t is generally adm itted that if any animal increases in numbers, it must be because the  

conditions are becoming more favourable to it— in other words, because it is happier and more 

com fortable" (585). Thus, not only is the population of mankind increasing on a world scale, but 

civilised society is capable of cultivating the land to a far higher degree and, therefore, of 

supporting an ever-increasing population. The population density of England, compared to 

Patagonia for exam ple, is evidence enough of its superiority, and the book ends, therefore with 

hope for the future of civilisation (594).
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2.4: Daniel Brinton

American anthropologist Daniel Brinton (1837-99), perhaps not as renowned as the three 

previous anthropologists, is im portant here for his views on race. In his time, he was an important 

figure, one of "four major figures [who] define[d] the progress of North American anthropology 

toward professionalization'' (Darnell 38) and was, along w ith John Wesley Powell, the most 

important anthropologist after Morgan in the U.S. (Stocking 123). His Races and Peoples (1890) is, 

as the subtitle suggests, a collection of "Lectures on the Science of Ethnography", delivered to the 

Academy of Natural Sciences in Philadelphia in 1890, and subsequently collected into a book. 

Unlike the previous works discussed, it is more concerned with the issue of race than with 

savagery and civilization. However, the same interest in categorising and standardising the people 

of the world is displayed. Race is defined not simply as skin colour but as a mixture of a number of 

physical aspects from bones and teeth, to eye colour and hair type and, importantly, mental 

development. While he explicitly declares himself a monogenist in the text, his subsequent 

categorisations of race lend a definite polygenist aspect to his arguments, and, as Regna Darnell 

notes, his belief in the psychic unity of mankind was a "mentalist perspective oddly in contrast 

with his unabashed evolutionary racism" (38),^°^

Starting w ith the assumption that "[t]he  leading race in all history has been the White 

Race" (103), and working from there. Races and Peoples explores the various races of the world, 

including the "Eurafrican", of which modern white society is a part. Just as in the other works 

discussed, a failure to  progress up the scale of civilisation leaves the people of Australia and Africa 

far behind Europe:

The low intellectual position of the Austafrican race is revealed by the facts that in no part of the 
continent did its members devise the erection of walls of stone; that they domesticated no animal, 
and developed no important food-plant; that their religions never rose above fetichism [sic], their 
governments above despotism, their marriage relations above polygamy (191).

Ultimately, the book argues for the importance of a pure Eurafrican race, untainted by the mixed 

blood of other races, which Brinton believes can result in offspring who are "deficient in physical 

vigor" (284). This race will then be free to spread "the boundless blessings of European 

enlightenment" (289) and help humanity strive towards "the reverence of self, the respect for

Patterson also discusses Brinton and similarly remarks on the contradictory nature of much of Brinton's writing (43).



Pa g e  I 127

duty, and the devotion to freedom" (300).

Many of these ideas are evident in Burroughs' worl<, and it is to the Tarzan series which we 

can now turn. What emerges is a complex interrelation between the series and the discipline of 

anthropology, one which goes beyond a straightforward shared set o f assumptions (although this 

is, of course, important). A critical analysis of the series reveals an author profoundly connected 

w ith the theories, attitudes, and methodologies o f the anthropologist, who both draws on and 

interprets the science, as well as creating a character who himself embodies and questions many 

of its ideals.

3: The Tarzan Series

The Tarzan series encompasses a number of key binaries, divisions which will be explored 

throughout this chapter: prim itive and modern, savage and civilized, animal and human, black and 

white, African and Anglo-Saxon, simple and c o m p l e x . T h e  form er elements of each of these 

binaries, along w ith many others, form a complex whole which is opposed in its entirety to the 

latter elements. However, they are far from clear cut, and this is what underlies both late 

nineteenth and early tw entieth century anthropology as well as the Tarzan series. The binaries 

contain, at the ir core, an anxiety about how one defines and delineates "anthropos", the human 

being. Thus, when George Stocking, discussing Tylor and Darwin, notes that " it is perhaps fair to 

say that 'anthropology' in the broad sense was the central intellectual problem of the 1860s" (74) 

he is highlighting the beginnings of a debate which would be framed in numerous ways 

throughout the coming decades. While it may have been the 1860s when many of these debates 

began (especially given the publication of several key texts, including Origin o f Species), the 

coming decades would see the increasingly complex study of humanity and human origins emerge 

as the discipline o f anthropology in its own right. Virginia Richter, in her study of Literature after 

Darwin, distinguishes an "anthropological anxiety" about man's place in nature in a post- 

Darwinian world, deliberately using the term in its broadest sense. She then distinguishes between 

two types of anxiety, each represented in the binaries above; the "anxiety o f assimilation", in

H oltsm ark  also investigates th is, linking it to  Burroughs' classical style o f w ritin g , and  his use o f "p o la rity "  (T rad ition  

12- 13 ).
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which there is a collapse of divisions between two opposing states, and the "anxiety of 

simianation"; in which there is a return to a form er evolutionary stage (14).^°^

And so, it is not in these binary divisions themselves where the interest lies, but in where  

and how they fragm ent and become distorted. The anthropology of the period under discussion 

was in essence an a ttem p t to categorise, and by extension rank, the different divisions of 

humanity. W hether by providing a scale upon which all societies could be placed, or by defining 

key concepts such as ''cultured", "civilised" or "white", and therefore providing preconditions for 

acceptance into the category in question, anthropology both created strict boundaries while 

simultaneously underlining how easily they could be broken. The Tarzan series, as we will see, 

does very much the same thing, working with an underlying hierarchy linking all the societies and 

characters encountered in the novels. Sometimes it is explicit, more often simply assumed and 

understood by both character and reader alike. At times there are generic reasons for this 

hierarchy, as will be explored, but more frequently it is a reflection of the anthropological views 

developed in the period leading up to the composition of the novels. It is in the blurring of 

anthropological boundaries where the Tarzan novels are at their most interesting, and this 

concept is clearly a large part of their enormous, and enduring, popularity. Tarzan is a white man 

in a black, savage jungle; he is an English lord and proud of his native land, but largely shuns it lest 

his strength and masculinity be weakened by effem inate urban living; he is human but embraces 

his animal savagery and, in most cases, prefers the company and simple dignity of the beasts of 

the j u n g l e . H e  is a study in contradictions, a reflection of anthropological anxieties and, of 

course, an anthropologist in his own right.

3.1: Hierarchy

W e have seen in the brief outlines of the four key anthropological texts above, the  

common thread of a scale, or hierarchy, of progression. For Brinton this scale was racial, although 

this was less so in Morgan, Tylor, and Lubbock's case, in the sense that they believed in the

Brantlinger's work on the "Im perial Gothic" is useful here in addition. See Rule o f Darkness, chapter eight, for 
examples of related anxieties in o ther British adventure fiction.
"Jungle" is being used here and throughout in Burroughs' sense, with a more general meaning related to any 
tropical, wooded area, and not drawing a distinction betw een tropical and tem perate rainforest, monsoon forest, 
and so forth.
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"psychic unity" of humanl<ind. Theoretically all societies could reach any stage of developm ent; it 

was simply that Europeans w ere the only ones to have achieved the highest level of civilisation 

thus far, for a variety of reasons. In the Torzan series there is a strict hierarchy underpinning all the  

novels of the series, often explicitly referred to by Burroughs as a "scale of evolution", where the 

latter term  is being used as a synonym of "developm ent", rather than in any strictly Darwinian 

s e n s e .B u rro u g h s ' scale, echoing the anthropological work of the period, also blends the savage 

and the primitive, but does so in a way that only fiction can. In his novels, there are both 

contem porary savage societies as well as lost, primitive ones. Unlike the anthropologist, who has 

to suffice with archaeological records and survivals, Tarzan can encounter and study all levels of 

the scale and can, therefore, make m ore explicit the links betw een a contem porary black African 

and a primitive w hite man. As will be explored shortly, this is done in a huge variety of ways.

Furthermore, as a man raised by, and capable of communicating with, apes and other 

primates, Tarzan can trace the scale through the various "sub-human" levels all the way down to 

mankind's progenitors. As there are a num ber of levels to this scale, it is useful to view it in full, 

before going into any detail about the various examples. Figure 3.1, therefore, represents the 

many levels, and a selection of examples for each, which will be examined in this chapter. As can 

be seen, the top section of the hierarchy is social, rather than racial or "evolutionary" in this sense, 

and represents the value Burroughs placed on different aspects of contem porary U.S. and 

European society. The lower section is a hierarchy based on Burroughs' descriptions and 

comments throughout the series, as Tarzan encounters each group. This hierarchy will be used as 

the basis for the chapter, drawing together the various elem ents discussed and, given the sheer 

num ber of novels involved, forming a fram ew ork within which the series as a whole can be 

discussed. Starting at the top, the first elem ent to be explored must, of course, be Tarzan himself. 

Tarzan is not only the  top of this scale but, as we will see, the top of a constant series of ever- 

changing hierarchies, beginning before his birth with the arrival of John and Lady Greystoke on the  

African coast.

Idis M urphree notes how Tylor, Morgan and Lubbock were working in a climate w here the acceptance of biological 
evolution aided the ir argum ents for "developm entalism", or cultural evolution (266 -7 ). Likewise, while Burroughs 

frequently uses the term  "evolution", it is used as often to refer to cultural developm ent and a Lamarckian system 

of inheritance than it is to refer to Darwinian evolution.
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Tarzan

Upper-class but effem inate or snobbish U.S. and, often, royal European characters 

______________________(Penelope Leigh, Prince Alexis Sborov)______________________

Intelligent and noble upper-class Anglo-Saxon and other white, European characters

(Jane, D'Arnot, Erich von Horst)

Uneducated but honourable lower-class w hite, U.S. or European characters 

(Danny "Gunner" Smith, Neal Brown, Shrimp Rossetti, The Kid and The Old Timer)

Villainous U.S. or, more often, European and Russian characters

(Zveri, Rokoff, Paulovitch, Werper, Capietro, German/Japanese soldiers in w ar-tim e
novels)

Social /  Civilised

Racial /  Uncivilised

Anachronistic Lost W hite Societies 

(The Knights of Nimmr, The Lost Tribe of Wiram zazi)

The Waziri

Lower African natives, usually from  the West coast, "the lowest form of African negro

(Mosula, Owaza's men) ________________

Various native African tribes, porters, askari (Gallas, Utengas, Bagegos) 

Other savage peoples (Maoris, Lascars, Sumatrans)

W hite /  Mixed Race Savage Societies 

(Xujans, Midians, Kavuru people, people of Alm entejo)

Arabs

(Groups led by Sheik Amor ben Khatour, Achmet Zek, Sheik Ibn Jad, Sheykh ab El- 
__________________________________ Ghrennem)__________________________________
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Higher cannibal tribes w ith "well-shaped heads" 

(Babango)

Other cannibal tribes

(Wamabo, Obebe's tribe)

Pygmy cannibals, "lowest in the social scale o f all African peoples''

(Betete)

 ♦ __________________________
White, hairless "missing link" Pithecanthropus 

(Ho-don)

#  ~

Black, hairy "missing link" Pithecanthropus 

(Waz-don)

♦
A group "akin to Java man", precursor to Waz-don and Ho-don

(Tor-o-don)

Natives beyond valley of Opar of "a type so low that it bordered closely upon the
brute"

(Unnamed)

♦
Matriarchal tribe w ithout a spoken language 

____________________________________ (Alali)___________________________________

 ................................................ I I I I  I I  ............................................................

Hybrid ape-men/ man-apes

(Oparian men, "lower than true men", who have bred w ith apes; genetically-modified 
ape-men of "God"; Bolgani w ith "souls and brains o f man"

  1__________________________________
Mangani

_________________________ (Apes of Kerchak, Akut, To-yat)________________________________ s________
Other primates: gorillas, monkeys, baboons, orang-utan 

(manu, especially Nkima; bolgani; tongani)

Fig. 3,1: Order o f  the “scale o f  evolution ” in the Tarzan series
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3.2: Tarzan's Early Life

Tarzan o f the Apes (1912) is by far the most read and well-known of all Burroughs' novels, 

and the story which began a series of tw enty-five novels over almost four d e c a d e s . T h e r e  is 

certainly much to be explored in the opening novel of the series but, as W illiam  Gleason points 

out, "serial narratives reward, if not require, a longer view than that afforded by the lead volume 

alone" (42). This first section will examine the opening novel in detail, therefore, before bringing in 

a wide selection of other novels to construct a more complete picture of the series as an organic 

whole. In Apes, we can explore how Tarzan takes his place at the top of his first series of 

hierarchies and examine the aspects of his early life which foster his later attitudes towards wider 

society.

Heredity is a key facet of the novels and, in order for Tarzan to be the perfect specimen of 

masculinity he will soon become, he requires a noble, Anglo-Saxon bloodline. It is crucial that his 

father, John Clayton, Lord Greystoke, be "a strong, virile man -  m entally, morally, and physically" 

(ch. 1) and certainly helpful that he is aristocratic. Burroughs' disdain for aristocracy is apparent 

throughout his work and tim e and again we see simple, plain-spoken Americans belittle the  

pretensions of royal Europeans: "No, I don't forget who you are", declares the American, Neal 

Brown, to the arrogant Prince Sborov in Tarzan's Quest "you ain't nothing. In the country you 

come from, half the cab drivers are princes" {Quest ch. 4). Yet there is a simultaneous fascination 

with royalty, and at times Burroughs resembles the many fem ale characters in his novels who 

swoon over men w ith titles while berating themselves for being so easily charmed. In similar 

fashion to the many beautiful wom en of Barsoom, revealed in the finale to be princesses, M eriem  

in The Son o f Tarzan learns not only that she is French, and not an Arab, but that she is the  

daughter of the Prince de Cadrene and, thus, the noble-born Korak can marry a princess. 

Furtherm ore, as Catherine Jurca points out, "Americans in [Tarzan] are m ore honor-bound than 

the English; and so even though they are not aristocrats in the same way the English may be, they  

uphold ostensibly noble values" (500). So while Burroughs is, in general, scornful of the  

pretensions of royalty, he nevertheless gives his main character an English aristocratic heritage. 

Part of the reason for this is, of course, the central generic importance of royalty to the romance

The exact num ber depends on how one counts the novels. For this thesis I am including the tw o Tarzan Twins 
children's stories as one novel, considering the three stories of Tarzan and the Castaways as a single novel, and 
excluding the incom plete manuscript finished by Joe R. Landsdale, bringing the total to  tw enty-five.
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plot -  the heroic prince must save his princess in distress -  but Burroughs is obviously attracted to 

the heritage and heredity Tarzan's title provides. This title is never of primary importance and an 

evaluation such as Corrie's, in Tarzan and the Foreign Legion, that "he was a viscount, but his 

personality impressed her more than his title" (ch. 9), is precisely how Burroughs wishes Tarzan to 

be viewed. A man must firstly be strong, virile, and brave, but being a noble viscount is certainly 

not a hindrance to this.

So, when John and Alice are introduced as the parents of the soon-to-be-born Tarzan, it is 

important that their nobility and fine breeding is highlighted. It stands out starkly against the 

"offscourings of the sea" (ch. 1) who make up the crew and officers of their ship, with their 

murderous intentions and lower class accents ("'EITs to pay, sir, on this 'ere c r a f t " ) . I t  is only 

with Tarzan's heredity established as one of hierarchical primacy that the novel can begin to chart 

his struggle to raise himself to the top of consecutive hierarchies in order to claim his rightful 

place. Morgan describes his Ancient Society as a study of "the rudeness of the early condition of 

mankind, of the gradual evolution of their mental and moral powers through experience, and of 

their protracted struggle with opposing obstacles while winning their way to civilization" (13), a 

description which precisely describes Tarzan o f the Apes. Africa is the perfect place for this to 

happen, as it provides the young Tarzan with the three distinct stages of human development 

required to move up the scale -  anthropoid ape to savage black to civilised white. In a further link, 

many scientists of this period argued for the African origins of humankind. Darwin had contended 

that this was the case, in Descent o f IVIan (182), while Brinton classed the people of Europe as 

"Eurafrican" and asserted with confidence that "the leading nations of the race, those who have 

most contributed to its glory, and to the advance of the civilization of the world either have 

resided in Africa or can be traced to it as their ancestral home" (106).^^^ Tarzan is no exception.

Of course this Africa is just one of the many "Africas" invented for the use of fiction, an 

"artificial entity, invented and conceived by colonialism" (Mayer 1). Burroughs' Africa is essentially 

the same location, and serves many of the same functions, as the Africa of nineteenth century 

anthropology. It is a way of accessing the primitive past through the savage present, and the

Lower class characters are always represented in Burroughs' worl< w ith pronunciation transliterated. This also 

recalls Galton's utopia o f chapter two, in which the '"arry and 'arriet class" are eradicated. Later Esmerelda will 
provide hum our w ith  her mispronunciations and exclamations of "Oh, G aberellel" (14).

See Leakey, chapter 2, for details on tw en tie th  century discoveries regarding the African origins of humankind.
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African jungle is rep ea ted ly  rep resen ted  as a "prim eval" space, w h ere  m an can tes t h im self against 

"hardships and grave dangers" (ch. 2). John view s it in this w ay, and consoles A lice w ith  th e  fact 

th a t if th e ir "ancestors o f th e  dim  and d istant past faced th e  sam e problem s which w e  m ust face" 

(ch. 2 ), then  perhaps th e y  too  can survive. O f course this is not to  be, as John, strong and virile  

though he m ay be, is sim ply too  urbanised, too  m odern  to survive in such a savage w orld . Indeed, 

m any co m m en ta to rs  on racial divisions o f the  tim e  w ere  unsure if w h ite  m en could survive the  

hardships o f a trop ical c lim ate  at all.^^"*

Tarzan's rise to  m astery  over his en v iro n m en t is, thus, all the  m ore rem arkab le . Lady Alice 

prom ises to  "do [her] best to  be a brave prim eval w om an , a fit m ate  fo r the  prim eval m an" (ch. 2) 

but does not last long. W ith  his paren ts ' death , Tarzan begins his long jo u rn e y  to w ard s  civilisation, 

starting w ith  his life am ong th e  an th ropo id  apes. As the  young Tarzan grow s up am ong these  

"aw e-inspiring  progen itors  o f m an" (ch. 4) he becom es strong, agile, and a th le tic , yet it is "his 

divine p ow er o f reason" (ch. 5) w hich w ill a llow  him  to  o u tw it even th e  m ost p o w erfu l of enem ies. 

This is com bined w ith  one o th e r crucial asset, one which sim ilarly m arks w h ite  superio rity  over the  

co ntem p orary  savage: technology. This com es first in the  fo rm  o f his fa ther's  kn ife , which he finds 

in his parents ' cabin, and which he is forced to  use im m ed ia te ly  in com bat w ith  Bolgani, the  gorilla. 

H ow ever, m ore  im p o rta n t still is th e  technology needed to  read and reproduce w ritin g  -  the  book 

and the  pen. Thus, a key stage in m oving tow ards  civilisation is achieved, in M o rg an 's  system of 

stages, "w ith  th e  use o f a phonetic  a lp h ab et and the  production  o f lite rary  records" (18). This is 

achieved, in a ra th e r uno rtho d o x  w ay, w ith  Tarzan's discovery o f som e ch ildren 's books in the  

cabin, seem ingly on th e  top ic o f th e  identification  and categorisation  o f d iffe ren ce  races and 

people. Given th e ir  im po rtance  fo r Tarzan's in te llectual fo rm a tio n , and his la te r anthropological 

pursuits, the  books in question  w ould  ap pear to  be variations on "M y  First Book o f A nthropology". 

In explicit term s. Burroughs presents Tarzan as "an allegorical figure o f th e  prim ord ia l groping  

th rough  th e  black night o f ignorance to w ard  the  light o f learning" (ch. 7). It is only w hen  he begins 

to  read th a t his sham e at no t being an ape finally  disappears and he can red efine  him self: "No 

longer did he fee l sham e fo r his hairless body or his hum an fea tures , fo r n ow  his reason to ld  him

Brinton, for example, argues that "the whites nowhere in the tropics can undergo continuous physical toil exposed 
to the sun" (279). Carl Schurz, writing on "M anifest Destiny" similarly highlights the difficulties for hard-working  
Anglo-Saxons in climates which produce "shiftlessness" Nor, he states, "is there a single instance of the growth of a 

strong Anglo-Saxon democracy in tropical latitudes" (741). See also Stocking's discussion of Brinton and W illiam  Z. 
Ripley (54), and Click (235).
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that he was of a different race from  his wild and hairy companions. He was a M -A -N , they were A- 

P-E-S/' (ch. 7). As Berglund points out, it is the English book which "extends to him a taxonomy  

that demarcates difference" (Berglund 64). However, the books do m ore than this; they introduce 

Tarzan to the culture which is his birthright and, crucially, indirectly instruct him in the tw o key 

decisions he will make w ith regards his climb towards civilisation: abstaining from  cannibalism and 

from rape.“ ^

This is the final step in his upward m ovem ent away from  the level of the apes. As an M-A-N  

Tarzan is now ready to redefine himself against the next rung on the evolutionary ladder, the local 

inhabitants whose presence intrudes violently and suddenly on his jungle life.^^^ These are the  

only black men he will have contact w ith in the novel, and they are presented in im m ediate  

contrast to the teenage Tarzan's supple, muscular, and tanned w hite body:

Across th e ir foreheads w ere  ta tto o ed  th ree  parallel lines o f color, and on each breast th ree  

concentric circles. Their ye llow  tee th  w ere  filed to  sharp points, and th e ir g reat protruding lips 

added still fu rth e r to  th e  low and bestial brutishness of th e ir appearance (ch. 9).

The filed teeth are of particular importance as this is Burroughs' simple generic signifier of 

cannibalism, and is used throughout the series as a quick m ethod of character identification. The 

tribe's cannibalism also sets up a more complex problem for Tarzan's definition of self. W hen he 

tracks Kulonga, Kala's m urderer, he knows he is following the footprints of "M AN", but when he 

sees the black man for the first tim e he recognises him as both NEGRO and ARCHER, from his 

picture book. However, in killing Kulonga, Tarzan is left with a crisis of identity. He does not know  

w hether to eat him: "Did men eat men? Alas, he did not know. Why, then, this hesitancy! Once 

more he essayed the effort, but a qualm of nausea overwhelm ed him. He did not understand." 

(ch. 9). If Tarzan does not eat Kulonga, it is because he recognises him as a man, one of his own 

kind. But if men do not eat men, then how does one treat Kulonga, a cannibal? It is here we see an 

anthropological fascination w ith cannibalism (a facet of primitive life recorded in practically every 

anthropological study) combine w ith a similar genre fascination. In both cases, a society's practice

Berglund's insightful article illustrates the important links between writing and cannibalism, noting that it is the 
English book, a sign of cultural and imperial authority, which stops Tarzan from eating Kulonga. See also Cheyfitz, 
15-21, on the relationship between writing and power, and Jurca, 492, on the problematic nature of Tarzan's 
literary abilities and the implications of his being able to write down his own name in a language he cannot 
pronounce.
Wannamaker rightly points out that "[t]he narrative is structured so that the native Africans move into and invade 
his jungle, which he must then defend against them" ("M e Tarzan" 46-7).
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of cannibalism is an extremely effective indicator, as it is the single, unambiguous measurement of 

otherness and evil. Yet this is tempered by an anxiety acknowledged in the Tarzon series -  perhaps 

we can all resort to this horror. The mutineers in Apes turn to cannibalism when they run out of 

food on their ship, and this is a fate which will occur to many other villainous characters 

throughout the series. It is only the truly virtuous, those at the very top of the scale, who will 

never break this important taboo.

In order to distance himself from the villagers, Tarzan must group the lower -  ape and 

black -  stages together and find a way to rise above them. So, the "fierce, mad, intoxicating revel 

of the Dum-Dum" is described in detail. Burroughs noting in anthropological fashion, that "[f]rom 

this primitive function has arisen, unquestionably, all the forms and ceremonials of modern church 

and state" (ch. 7). This is then paralleled in the "mad revel" of the cannibal feast in Mbonga's 

village, in which "they danced in wild and savage abandon to the maddening music of the drum" 

(ch. 11).^^^ He watches the black villagers, and learns from them, but never reveals himself. 

Distancing himself from "these strange, grotesque creatures", he uses his superior intelligence and 

reason to become a supernatural spirit to the villagers, terrifying them with his noose and taking a 

step towards the figure of "demi-god", which he will be identified as throughout the series.

Now, finally, as "personification [...] of the primitive man, the hunter, the warrior" (ch. 13), 

king of the apes and demi-god to the locals, Tarzan can take "the first step toward the goal which 

he had set -  the finding of other white men like himself." (ch. 12). He wants to identify himself, as 

per his picture book, not as MAN, but as WHITE MAN. This proves initially problematic, as the first 

white men he encounters are lower class criminals, "evidently no different from the black men -  

no more civilized than the apes" (ch. 13). If Stephen Jay Gould's "threefold parallelism" comprises 

animal/adult savage/civilised child {Ontogeny 123), then we can add lower-class criminal to this :
I

group. These four categories are consistently referred to interchangeably, just as they were in : 

anthropology. "[0 ]u r criminal population are mere savages", observes Lubbock, "and most of their 

crimes are but injudicious and desperate attempts to live as a savage in the midst, and at the

Burroughs constantly describes w ith  disgust the "orgies" of eating and drinking in African villages. See Jungle Tales 

for several examples. Com pare this w ith , for example, J.G. Frazer on the Oraons of Bengal: "After the ceremony all 
eat and drink and make merry; they dance and sing obscene songs, and finally indulge in the vilest orgies" {Golden 

Bough, 113).
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expense, of a civilized com m unity" (591).^^®

Thus, it is only when Tarzan finally stumbles upon Jane and her com patriots that he can 

identify with them , and recognise himself as a w hite man. However, crucially, Tarzan is so much 

more than simply a w hite European aristocrat, as he will soon realise. He is the perfect distillation 

of Anglo-Saxon heredity and a primitive, natural upbringing, and it is this which raises him to the 

level of "Forest God" far above that which the other men in the group could ever reach. The 

bumbling Professor Porter and his assistant, M r Philander, are far too intellectual to ever survive 

the dangers of the jungle, and Clayton, while Tarzan's equal in inheritance, is rendered effem inate  

when Tarzan must act as his protector, a role Clayton has played for Jane up until this point. 

Tarzan's actions have been, up until now, simply for survival in a cruel jungle. W ith  his rescue of 

Jane from an attacking lion, a dangerous act undertaken selflessly for the protection of a woman, 

Tarzan enters the civilised standards of heroism. Clayton is hugely impressed: "For a naked man to 

drag a shrieking, clawing m an-eater forth from  a w indow  by the tail to  save a strange w hite girl, 

was indeed the last word in heroism" (ch. 15). W hile Tarzan himself often claims to have a 

different understanding of the human em otion of fear, he will judge characters throughout the  

series on the basis of their acts of bravery and heroism, emotions generally absent from  those on 

the lower rungs of the scale.

The final step in acquiring civilised virtues and rising above savagery, then, is in relation to 

wom en. Tarzan acknowledges the duties of European chivalry and masculinity when he sees the  

beautiful Jane and, placing her in the role she will play for the rest of the series, acknowledges 

im m ediately "that she was created to be protected, and that he was created to protect her." 

(ch.17). Tarzan is initially confused as to how a white man treats a wom an: "True, it was the order 

of the jungle for the male to take his m ate by force; but could Tarzan be guided by the laws of the 

beasts? Was not Tarzan a Man?" (ch. 20). Anthropologists had given similar descriptions of savage 

society, depicting the abject position of wom en in society: "The process of mating is by brute 

force, marriage is by robbery, and the wom en are in a wretched slavery" (Brinton 54).^^^ Similarly,

J.G. Frazer notes too  tha t the "ignorant and superstitious classes of m odern Europe" (54) are similar to the lowest 
contem porary savages or the people of India or Egypt thousands of years ago, w hile E.B. Tylor states tha t "if we  

have to strike a balance betw een the Papuans of New Caledonia and the com m unities of European beggars and 

thieves, we may sadly acknowledge that we have in our midst som ething worse than savagery" (I, 43).
Lubbock describes how, among the Dogribs and o ther North American Indians "the men fight for the possession of 
the wom en, just like stags and the males of o ther wild beasts" (516). Similarly, Hobhouse et al outline the
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the connection betw een ape and savage is made in descriptions of societies which have stories of 

"how great apes like the gorilla and the orang-utan carry off wom en to their homes in the woods, 

much as the Apaches and Comanches of our own tim e carry off to their prairies the women of 

North Mexico" (Tylor 380). In Burroughs it is not gorillas or orang-utans, but anthropoid apes such 

as Terkoz and, given the connections between apes and blacks, the prospect of ape/hum an  

breeding and the repulsion it engenders has obvious suggestions of m iscegenation/^^ In the series 

all fem ale characters risk being captured and raped by the villains, w hether ape, Arab, black 

African, or w hite European/Am erican. It is, along with cannibalism, the key distinction between  

those higher and lower on the scale of evolution and is, in Tarzon, not simply a peripheral but a 

constant, almost obsessive, threat. There are over two dozen a ttem pted-rape scenes in the series, 

often several times in close succession. In The Son o f Tarzan, for example, M eriem  has to avoid 

being raped on three separate occasions, always managing to escape at the last m om ent.

Fig. 3.2: W W I propaganda poster Fig. 3.3: Jane is captured

instances of "capture" in marriage as an im portant factor in evaluating the level a society has reached (157).
I have follovi/ed Pascoe here in using "miscegenation", rather than "Interracial marriage" or a similar term . She 

points out tha t miscegenation laws did not "prohibit marriages between, say, Chinese Immigrants and African 
Americans, but only marriages betw een groups designated as 'w h ite ' and groups designated, In effect, as not 
'w h ite '" (224). See also Abate, In Abate and W annamaker, for the connections betw een Tarzan and the Chicago of 
Burroughs' tim e, w here "no crime was m et with more outrage by w hite Chicagoans than the long-standing taboo  
of a black man raping or attem pting to rape a w hite wom an" (21).
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In all of these scenes, the honour of the w hite woman is at stake, and all would rather die 

than be debased in such a way. Jane looks for ways to kill herself rather than be with the evil 

Russian Rokoff, in Beasts, just as Sandra Pickerall does in M adm an, rather than marry a Galla, and 

Corrie does in Legion, rather than be with a Japanese man. The threat of being sold to "some black 

sultan of the north" {Golden Lion ch. 15) is a particularly common fate throughout the series for 

those wom en captured but not im m ediately raped. This taboo on miscegenation is even 

m aintained when the w hite woman wishes otherwise. In Triumphant, when the Englishwoman 

Barbara is about to be captured along with her new friend, a South M idian w hite girl, Jezebel, she 

tells the girl that she will have to kill herself rather than be taken by the North M idian men, even 

though Jezebel actually likes the "lusty, primitive warriors" (ch. 17) and would be happy to live 

with them . It is not difficult to understand the thinking behind this pressure to avoid 

miscegenation at all costs if one considers a typical passage such as the following from Brinton, 

worth quoting at length:

There can be no doubt but th at any w h ite  mixed race is low er in th e  scale o f intelligence than the  

pure w h ite  race. A w h ite  man entails indelible degradation on his descendants who takes in 

m arriage a w om an o f a darker race [...] Still m ore to  be dep lored  is th e  w om an o f th e  w h ite  race 

w ho unites herself w ith  a man o f a low er ethnic type. It cannot be to o  o ften  repeated, too  

em phatically urged, th a t it is to  th e  w om en alone o f the highest race th a t w e  must look to  preserve 

th e  purity o f th e  type, and w ith  it th e  claims o f th e  race to  be th e  highest. They have no holier duty, 
no m ore sacred mission, than  th a t o f transm itting  in its in tegrity  th e  heritage o f ethnic en d ow m ent 
gained by the race through thousands o f generations o f struggle. That philanthropy is false, th at 
religion is ro tten , which w ould sanction a w h ite  w om an enduring th e  em brace o f a colored man 

(287).

It is certainly im portant that Tarzan has saved himself for a future union w ith Jane, that he doesn't 

have "a savage wife -  a dozen of them  perhaps -  and wild, half-caste children" (ch. 24), but by no 

means as crucial as it is for Jane. In relation to this, as Peggy Pascoe points out, "although most 

experts agree that the overwhelm ing m ajority of interracial sexual relationships occurred between  

w hite men and African American or American Indian w om en, miscegenation laws were clearly 

designed to control the behaviour of w hite wom en" (215). Thus, when Terkoz carries Jane off into 

the jungle, it is her "sacred mission", and her mission alone, to "preserve the purity of the type", 

and avoid miscegenation at all costs while she is in Terkoz's h a n d s . I t  is perhaps worth noting

Burroughs' numerous narratives of female capture also found resonance in the perceived threat of the white 
female slave trade. "Over the course of a number of decades, a swelling number of reports had confirmed (with
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also that the key female character throughout the series is Jane, a name which recalls anonymity 

as well as an everywoman, the female equivalent of a John. While the idea of a Jane Doe, the 

female counterpart to a John Doe, was a later coinage, the concept o f a Jane, as a synonym for "a 

woman, a girl; a g irlfriend" [OED], was in use in the U.S. in Burroughs' time. Jane's role is, 

therefore, representative o f the everywoman's, but it perhaps also signifies the lack of importance 

and interchangeable nature of Jane's character. She is a Jane, any woman, frequently abandoned 

by Tarzan as he heads o ff on his explorations, and is simply discarded fo r many of the novels as 

more interesting and exotic women are written in and out of the series.

Tarzan, then, must rescue his/any woman, Jane, and kill the ape who would a ttem pt to 

make impure a woman whose destiny is to bear Anglo-Saxon children. He does precisely this and, 

in a key scene repeated often in Burroughs' work,^^^ Tarzan battles fo r his woman. Sexuality and 

violence come together, as they so often do in the series, as a sensual description of Jane is 

mingled w ith the violence playing out in front of her eyes:

Jane -  her lithe, young form flattened against the trunk of a great tree, her hands tight pressed 
against her rising and falling bosom, and her eyes wide with mingled horror, fascination, fear, and 
admiration -  watched the primordial ape battle with the primeval man for possession of a woman 
- f o r  her (ch. 19).

Becoming what Tarzan's mother, Alice, promised but never managed to  be for John, Jane becomes 

"a primeval woman who sprang forward w ith outstretched arms toward the primeval man who 

had fought for her and won her" (ch. 19). Tarzan needs his prim itive skills, bravery and strength to 

win her, but must refrain from the next, savage, step. Again invoking the importance of the English 

book, he "recollect[s] all that he had read of the ways of men and women in the books at the 

cabin" (ch. 20) and, while he takes her in his arms and kisses her, to which she is receptive, he 

goes no further. Jane can guess his probable intentions from his physical appearance, and can 

"translate [...] the fine features and the frank, brave eyes above her into the chivalry which they 

proclaimed." (ch. 20). His inner emotions she cannot initially read, however, and so she waits, with

little or no actual evidence) the existence of a vast international traffic in young w om en and girls m oved from  

country to country for the sole purpose of prostitution" (M itchell 253). W ith  the  passing of the W h ite  Slave Traffic 
Act (or M ann Act) in 1910, the  first person to be prosecuted was black boxer Jack Johnson in 1912, to w ho m  we will 
return in chapter four.
See, for exam ple, the  similar "battle  primeval" scene w ith  Korak in Son (ch. 10) or the battle scene o f  "primal 

passions" betw een Bowen and Kho in The Land that Time Forgot (ch. 10), examined in detail in chapter five.
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Richter's "anthropological anxiety", hoping that he will act as an English gentlem an should. She 

need not fear, of course, as just as an unspoken rule, a hereditary mem ory, stops Tarzan from  

"transgressing a w orldw ide law" (ch. 9) forbidding cannibalism, so too does he stop short of raping 

Jane. W ith this, he becomes the perfect blend of civilised values and prim itive abilities: "Now, in 

every fiber of his being, heredity spoke louder than training" (ch. 20).

3.3: Reading the Landscape

Having considered Tarzan o f the Apes, we can observe how Tarzan very obviously 

dominates the o ther characters in the novels, rising to the top of a complex web of hierarchies. 

Before moving on, however, it is im portant to note a further way in which this dominance is 

displayed, relating to Tarzan's control of the African landscape itself. Michael Gorra notes that 

Africa can be read as "an em pty slate, w ritten  on by others", one which is "uniquely available as 

the site of w hatever fantasy one cares to propose" (87). This is, in turn, similar to the 

anthropological reading of the primitive as an equally em pty slate onto which notions of the past 

could be projected. Burroughs uses the generic formula of the imperial adventure novel to mould 

the African landscape, to produce, as M ayer has noted, his own "Africa". It is a site where  

dinosaurs, ancient Roman civilisations, missing links, and cannibal tribes can happily co-exist with 

som ewhat more authentic people and places. Tarzan similarly constructs and controls the 

landscape around him, but he does it in a more complex way, one reminiscent in many respects of 

the detective or the cowboy. He can control the landscape and "his word [can be] law where there  

had never been law before" {Son ch. 18), precisely because of his unique access to his 

environm ent. U ltim ately, this stems from  his ability to "read" the landscape. All the Tarzan 

adventures are composed of a series of kidnappings, rescues, lost civilisations, or w hite  safaris, set 

in a jungle which is only partially accessible. W hite safaris need local porters, who themselves get 

lost or flee in superstitious terro r once outside fam iliar territory; lost civilisations are cut off from, 

and unaware of, the w ider world; while the ape societies, like the real-life gorillas being studied in 

Burroughs' tim e, are content to remain mysteriously hidden far beyond the casual human gaze. 

Beyond "civilization's nearest outposts" {Terrible ch. 19) along the coast, the jungle renders all 

explorers and infiltrators powerless in the face of its vast expanses, and the heart of Africa remains
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im penetrable to all outsiders. All, that is, except Tarzan. W ith his advanced tracking skills, rational 

thinking, and animal senses, he can smell, hear, and discern the spoor of all who enter the jungle. 

His ability to traverse large stretches, swinging from vine to vine, smell danger ahead, and identify 

and follow the trail of any individual, gives him unique control of the entire interior of Africa. In 

Invincible Peter Zveri wants to become "Emperor of Africa" but this is something, given the  

impossibility of unifying the vast unknown and impassable spaces, only Tarzan could truly become. 

Indeed, given Tarzan's array of titles as king, chief, leader, sheik and bwana, he is the closest 

anyone comes to being crowned Emperor of Africa.

As noted earlier, Tarzan originally gains ascendancy through his ability to read the written  

word, and it is precisely this same ability to "read the story w ritten in the soft mud" {Jungle Tales, 

"The W itch-Doctor"), which allows him to follow, capture, or rescue characters throughout the  

series. Indeed, w ithout his skills the stories would all fall apart, reduced to characters hopelessly 

attem pting to traverse the jungle spaces, the fate of several villains left to die by Tarzan. The 

comparison betw een the landscape and the book is constantly made, so that a com m ent such as 

"to [Tarzan], the trail of the raiders would be as plain as the printed page of an open book" {Jewels 

ch. 10) is illustrative of many similar comments throughout. Tarzan must use his senses, developed 

among the beasts, which all humans possess but then lose as they move further away from  

nature. So,

A w h ite  man could not have fo llow ed [the trail] tw en ty  paces tw elve  hours a fte r it had been made, 
a black man w ould  have lost it w ith in  the first mile; but Tarzan o f th e  Apes had been forced in 

childhood to  develop senses th a t an ordinary m orta l scarce ever uses {Jewels ch. 14).

Burroughs, as will be examined in chapter four, laments the loss of hunting, tracking, and other 

skills related to life in the natural world, an effect of civilised city living. The same skills are gained 

by the cowboy, living beyond civilised influences, so that in Riders o f the Purple Sage, for example, | 

"Lassiter dragged Jane on, and as if from  a book read the meaning of little Fay's trail" (ch. 19).^^^ !

A different, more defensive approach is evident in many British anthropologists, v^here the loss of these skills is 
seen as a small price to pay for a more cultured society. In a typical quote from Tylor, it is noted that "The 
Englishman, admitting that he does not climb trees like the wild Australian, nor track game like the savage of the 
Brazilian forest, [...] may yet claim for himself a general condition above any of these races" (28).
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Neither black nor white, of course, can match Tarzan's unique ability. However, it is not his 

senses alone that allow him to control and read the landscape. His Anglo-Saxon heredity gives him 

the intellect to interpret the results of w hat he finds. Unlike Cecil Clayton, for example, whose 

"woodcraft was too m eager for the translation of what he did see" (ch. 18), Tarzan, like the  

detective, can read and translate  the signs of those long gone, seeing clues and order where  

others see only arbitrariness. In Leopard M en, in a scene reminiscent of so many of those in the  

Sherlock Holmes series, Tarzan reads clues in the bodies of three dead leopard men, as the 

W atson-like Orando looks on in awe: "T h e  dead do not speak with words,' explained [Tarzan]; 

'but nevertheless they often have stories to telT" (ch. 3). Tarzan's highly evolved sense of smell 

rescues him from  danger tim e and again, and just like the detective's bloodhound, he is rendered 

im potent when this sense is taken away from  him. This occurs, for example, in Golden Lion when  

he enters a palace filled with an incense which masks all other smells. M ore  generally, however, 

Tarzan loses much of his natural ability when taken out of his elem ent, the jungle. Again, like the 

bloodhound, whose sense of smell is far less powerful in the densely-populated city, Tarzan only 

has superhuman abilities when away from  civilisation, something he is forced to admit: "'M ighty is 

Tarzan,' he soliloquized, 'in his native jungle, but in the cities of man he is little better than they'"  

{Terrible ch. 13). In this way, he is the savage counterpart to Sherlock Holmes who, for example, 

Watson notes is like "a pure-blooded, w ell-trained foxhound, as it dashes backward and forward  

through the covert, whining in its eagerness, until it comes across the lost scent" (Doyle 26).

Indeed the detective fiction comparison is particularly relevant as Burroughs himself, while 

not generally considered an author of detective fiction, often displayed an interest in the genre. 

He w rote a series of m urder mysteries, and several comparisons can be made between Tarzan and 

the detective, something Burroughs was obviously aware of. "The Battle for Teeka", in Jungle 

Tales, concerns the capture and rescue of the ape, Teeka, a rescue made possible only by Tarzan's 

ability to solve the mystery of what has happened and follow the trail of her captor. Highlighting 

its generic nature, the story was published in Ellery Queen's M ystery M agazine, in 1964, under the  

title  "Tarzan, Jungle D e te c t iv e " .F u r th e rm o re , the later novella "Tarzan and the Jungle Murders"

McLaughlin's study, Writing the Urban Jungle, 42-6, makes a similar comparison and is useful in this respect. It 
should be noted that w hile a detective such as Holmes is urban-based, and thus susceptible to the same influences 
of effeminacy and overcivilisation discussed in chapter four, he works among the criminal under-classes who, as we 

have seen, are little more than savages.
125

See Porges, 829, for details o f the Inspector Muldoon stories. G.W. Thomas considers Burroughs as a detective
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sees the hero solving the mystery of tw o plane crashes, a dead pilot, and three missing men. 

Finding a clue in the plane, "Tarzan interpreted its sign, as he would have read spoor along jungle 

trails" (ch. 1). Using this, he follows the men, forensically examines their weapons and, ultimately, 

solves a tale of espionage and murder. Finally, and by way of linking to the next section, Richter 

notes the connections betw een anthropological reconstructions of early ape and human 

ancestors, and the detective novel (46-8), while Kuper calls Frazer's Golden Bough "an ethnological 

detective story about the sacrifice of a god" (90), an apt desription. The idea of "deciphering the 

book of nature from  a single letter" (Richter 46) is something both the detective and the  

anthropologist do in order to solve a mystery. W hether a golden bough, a trail through the jungle, 

or fossilised remains, it is a mystery whose complexity has in no way decreased across decades of 

anthropological enquiry into the origins of humanity.

3.4: Apes, Ape-Men, and Man-Apes

Having established Tarzan as one whose unique blend of Anglo-Saxon heredity and African

savage upbringing allows him to rise to the top of the evolutionary hierarchy in figure 3.1, we can

now turn our attention to the opposite end of the scale, examining the anthropoid apes. From the

outset there is a certain am biguity in the term  "ape", which is, and was, used in varying ways by

biologists, anthropologists, and the general public. The 1910 edition of the Encyclopaedia

Britannica notes that the word 'ape' was

the generic English name, till the century, for animals of the monkey tribe, and still used 
specifically for the tailless, manlike representatives of the order Primates [T]he word is now 
generally a synonym for 'monkey', but the common verb for both (as transferred figuratively to 
human beings) is 'to ape', i.e. to imitate.

W hen Tarzan identifies himself as "of the Apes", therefore, he embraces several deliberately  

overlapping categories. Taxonomically he is an 'ape', in that he is a hominid, in his case a m em ber 

of the genus homo. However, he is simultaneously an ape as beast, one who is able "to ape" in a 

fuller sense, in that he can live and communicate with the anthropoid apes. These apes, however, 

are not a species known to science. They presumably have similarities to chimpanzees (who are 

never named in the series), and certainly draw on features of other apes, particularly gorillas.

vi/riter in "Tarzan: Jungle Detective!" ERBzine Vol. 0285. Also, in a letter to O.C. Doering, Burroughs mentions his 
idea for a collection of Tarzan "super-sleuth" stories set in Canada.
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However, they are neither gorillas (designated throughout as bolgani) nor a type of orang-utan, 

who appear in Foreign Legion. Rather, Burroughs' apes are mangani, a species of anthropoid apes, 

or ape-men, who provide a "missing link" between humans, and chimpanzees and other apes. 

They are seemingly so similar to humans that they can be easily passed off as such. In Son, Korak 

disguises Akut the ape as his grandm other for the duration of a cruise to Africa, w ithout anyone 

seeming to notice (ch. 4), and in Jewels another group of apes can be effectively disguised as Arabs 

(ch. 16).

The concept of the missing link is something which has fascinated science since the middle 

of the nineteenth century and "[t]he search for the missing link therefore becomes the El Dorado 

of post-Darwinian debates, both in the hard realities of palaeoanthropology and in the imaginary 

space of literature" (Richter 44). It forms an im portant part of Burroughs' central exploration of 

the origins and developm ent of hum anity and his recurring fascination with apes and ape-men  

throughout his fiction. Indeed, to this day new archaeological discoveries of possible human 

ancestors tend to elicit popular speculation on the nature of the latest "missing link".^^^ Yet the  

term  itself is extrem ely misleading; it implies that evolution is linked, and is therefore a chain, and 

that the (single) missing link will restore continuity to this chain. But if evolution, in Darwin's 

image, is a branching tree and not a chain, then a missing link does not com plete any sort of 

"chain of being", in the sense that earlier generations had understood it.^^^ The ambiguity of the  

missing link is certainly a factor in its enduring power, and it can be used both to question man's 

place in nature as well as to firm ly connect modern man w ith a m ore masculine, primitive past. 

(Richter 58). Furtherm ore, because the link is missing, it is a puzzle which requires solving and 

thus, like so many of Burroughs' plots, "[t]he search for the missing link has the character of the 

quest-romance" (Beer, Open Fields 121).^^®

In Tarzan the term inology for these missing links is telling because their name, in the  

language of the jungle, derives from  m an+gani , meaning 'great people' or, perhaps more 

pertinently, 'great apes'. The other animals identified with the ending '-g a n i' are the bolgani and

See, as one of any num ber of examples, the recent report in N ational Geographic: '"Missing Link' Found; New Fossil
Links Humans, Lemurs?"

127
For more on the "chain of being", as understood In Renaissance tim es and beyond, see E.M .W  Tillyard's The
Elizabethan W orld Picture. See also Street, 50-1.

See Beer, Open Fields, chapter 6, for more on the missing link.
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tongoni (baboons). Given the relationship between man and beast, however, and the persistent 

exploration of the ape/m an divide in Burroughs, humans are also designated with this stem. Thus, 

using the im portant signifiers of ta r  ('w hite ', from  where Tarzan gets his nam e 'w hite skin') and go 

('black'), humans are grouped into white and black, tarm angani and gom angani. The fact that all 

these designations include the English word "man" only confuses the division further, possibly 

deliberately on Burroughs' part.^^^ Yet, this term inology has an im portance beyond Burroughs' 

interest in linguistics and invented l a n g u a g e s . W h i l e  in one sense the naming system draws all 

apes together, both human and non-human, the partition of "black-great-people" and "white- 

great-people" is in this sense, a species division. In the same way as manu ('m onkey'), bolgani, and 

tongani are differentiated as separate species, black Africans are separated from  white  

Europeans/Americans in a binary division which, in the mangani fram e of reference, is deep- 

seated and fundam ental. W hile debates on polygenism had occurred throughout the nineteenth  

century, as we have seen in the writings of the anthropologists, the case for monogenism had 

been largely accepted by the tim e of Burroughs' n o v e l s . Y e t  the categorization of the 

gomangani, along w ith Tarzan's own methods of classification, leaves an impression of an 

underlying system of polygenesis.

Examples of this abound, and a quick examination confirms several problem atic aspects. 

Tarzan's tracking skills, examined in relation to his dominance of the landscape, are honed to 

perfection and unerring in their precision. These tracking skills, and his keen sense of smell, are 

able to instantly distinguish betw een tarmangani and gomangani, just as the beasts of the jungle 

can. There is no single spoor of "man", but tw o distinct identifiers of 'black' and 'w hite '. In the  

opening chapter of Golden Lion, for example, a lioness can smell that it is a black man approaching 

her before she sees him. On the other hand, later in the same novel, Tarzan is about to discover a 

group of intelligent anthropoid bolgani who have subjugated the black natives of the area. As he i 

comes upon their trail he catches a faint spoor, but is fittingly unable to tell w hether it is that of ! 

man or mangani as they are one of the many hybrid species in the series (ch. 8). This idea is | 

constantly emphasised, w ith several reminders throughout that "race and sex and age each has its

Stecopoulos also notes the irony of "tar" meaning white, so that the perfect w hite  man is a "tar-m an" (184). For 
possible sources on Burroughs' vocabulary here see Atamian, 63.
Burroughs' fascination is evident throughout his work. He provides an appendix about the language of Pal-ul-don in 
Terrible, invents countless words for the  basic language of the jungle, and always ensures his science fiction series 

are linguistically diverse and coherent. See Bould, "Language", 225-235, for m ore on language and linguistics in sf.
See Stocking, chapter three, for a discussion on the persistence of polygenist thought.
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distinctive scent" (Jewels ch. 1). Thus, racial difference is both culturally as well as "naturally" 

constructed for Tarzan. Indeed, throughout the series, many of Tarzan's daring rescues are 

spurred on by the fact that he smells white men in the jungle and decides to investigate, 

something he does not generally do for black men for whom , im portantly, he has no "sense of 

blood-responsibility" {Leopard ch. 10).^^^

A particularly illuminating example comes in Tarzan the M agnificent. W hen the American, 

Stanley W ood, falls in love with Gonfala, a local girl who, although w hite in skin tone, has "Negro 

blood", he is confronted w ith the problem of miscegenation and interracial marriage. The other 

characters try to dissuade him, although Wood's friend Robert van Eyk tries to objectively lay out 

all the problems and prejudice he would be forced to endure upon his return to America. 

Burroughs is obviously critical of the miscegenation laws of the period, and he voices his 

disapproval through van Eyk (ch. 11).^^^ But Burroughs is still left w ith the narrative choice of 

w hether to allow the pair to unite. Recalling, perhaps, the plaintive admission of Foulata in 

Haggard's King Solomon's M ines  that "the sun may not m ate w ith the darkness, nor the white with  

the black" (260), Burroughs prefigures his decision through Tarzan's tracking skills. In the following 

chapter the reader is inform ed that Tarzan can detect a white wom an ahead in the trail, the 

wom an being Gonfala. The regular reader will note at this point that, Tarzan's skills of detection  

being as faultless as they are, Gonfala must be white, and that a tidy solution is in store. This is, of 

course, precisely w hat happens, as it is soon revealed that she is actually the daughter of Lord 

M ountford, and thus a w hite aristocrat herself with no trace of impure blood. And so while 

Burroughs does manage to offer a brief criticism of racial prejudice, it is considerably weakened by 

his unwillingness to offend any of his white, U.S. readership, or to stray from  the constrictions of 

the genre.

This is by no means solely a facet of the Tarzan series, and was a common trope in much fiction of this period. See, 
for example, Janice Carlisle's Common Scents, in which she notes that in the  period leading up to Burroughs' 
writing, for many scientists and writers of fiction "different races give off different olfactory stimuli -  Europeans do 

not smell like American Indians -  and different races have difference capacities for olfaction -  Peruvian Indians are 

more fully capable of smelling others than Europeans are" (27-8).
See Pascoe for fu rth er details on miscegenation. She notes that "[a]ltogether, miscegenation laws covered forty-one  

states and colonies. They spanned three centuries of American history: the first ones w ere enacted in the 1660s, 
and the last ones w ere not declared unconstitutional until 1967" (217).
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Returning to the issue of the ape/hum an divide, it must be noted that Burroughs' 

fascination with the subject was, and continues to be, shared by many. As far back as Primitive 

Culture, Tylor could note that the study of the relationship between man and ape was not a new  

one, and that numerous societies have stories of wild men and apes, and of ''the tradition among 

savage tribes, that the tailed state was an early or original condition of man" (384). In recent 

decades anthropological studies on The Naked Ape (Desmond Morris), The Third Chimpanzee 

(Jared Diamond), or Our Inner Ape (Frans de W aal) dem onstrate the continuing interest in the 

subject. Indeed, much of the contem porary interest in apes as a way of accessing our own past is 

simply a replacem ent for the nineteenth and early tw entieth  century interest in savage society, as 

discussed above. As Craig Stanford points out in Significant Others

In th e  first half o f th e  tw en tie th  century, the anthropologist Franz Boas [...] convinced us th a t w e  

could no longer th ink o f dark-skinned people in th e ir rem o te  villages and h u n ter-ga therer bands as 

savages. [...] By th e  end o f th e  century, this long-overdue a ttitu d e  shift left th e  great apes as the  

only tru e  "savages". Realizing th a t m odern people w ho live o th e r sorts o f lives are still m odern  

people, w e have tu rn ed  our eyes to  o th er p rim ate species fo r insights about ourselves (Preface xii).

Primatology, as Pamela Asquith notes, "is a highly self-reflective field of study, w ith descriptions of 

apes and monkeys based on and reflecting prevailing views about human society, and about 

humankind generally" (241). However, it is in fiction where the anxieties and questions about 

human nature, the blurring of the boundaries between ape and human, and the genre possibilities 

of missing links and other proto-hum ans can truly be played out. The list of stories encompassing 

hum an/ape relationships is far too lengthy to go into in any detail, and many of them  have been 

offered as precursors of the Tarzan n o v e l s . H o w e v e r ,  Burroughs is interested not simply in the 

mangani, but in a m ultitude of ape/hum an hybrids. These hybrids tend to appear in tw o guises: as 

degenerate men who have fallen to the level of the ape, or as more intelligent apes who have 

moved up the scale through interbreeding or scientific experim ent, again reflecting Richter's twin  

anxieties of simianation and assimilation.

The first type is personified by the men of Opar, first introduced in Return but featured  

several times throughout the s e r i e s . O p a r i a n  society, a rem nant of an ancient group from the 

lost city of Atlantis, is divided along gender lines. The females, including the high-priestess La, are

See Dodds for an extensive list of Tarzan-related tales.
They also feature in Golden Lion, Invincible, and Twins with Jad-bal-Ja.
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pure and white-skinned, while the males are a degenerate w hite group who have interbred with  

the apes in the area. The history of Opar is a story of degeneration, w ith each successive 

generation moving lower down the evolutionary scale. The Oparian men serve as a warning 

against the dangers of breeding outside one's own race, and the result is a society of ape-men  

with "all the refined intelligence of a gorilla stamped upon [their] bestial face[s]" {Return ch. 20). 

The division is regulated by eugenics, so that "fem ale infants possessing ape-like characteristics 

w ere im m ediately destroyed, while, on the other hand, boy babies who possessed purely human 

attributes were also done away w ith" (ch. 6). So well bred are the Oparian wom en that La, the  

only fem ale character other than Jane to play a significant role in m ultiple novels, is presented as a 

theoretical m ate for Tarzan.^^^ She is a wom en of considerable pow er and allure, and is the only 

woman, including Jane, ever to come close to dominating Tarzan. In a particularly significant scene 

in Jewels she caresses Tarzan's naked body as he lies unconscious, violating him in precisely the 

way that so many wom en characters are throughout the series (ch. 13). Her role as ruler and 

goddess of Opar is revealing, and Richter uses Return to argue that fem ale pow er is a symbol of 

perversion in Burroughs (142). This is largely true, especially as we will see in the society of the 

Alali. Yet, as the later novels show. La is som ewhat of an exception to this rule. The degenerate  

Oparian males are relegated to a lower position than the apes they have interbred with, in that 

they are not fit to rule the ir own society. M eanwhile, although La is deposed several times 

throughout the series, she is always restored to what is seen as her natural position at the head of 

Oparian society. Granted, it takes the masculine power and intellect of Tarzan to accomplish this, 

but Burroughs' heroes, across all the series, always restore the rightful, natural ruler of any 

society, and in this case it is a wom an.

Beyond the walls of Opar live the counterparts of the Oparian ape-m en, a race of bolgani 

described as possessing the "soul and brain of a man" (Golden Lion ch. 8), having interbred with  

humans to become w hat one could term  man-apes. The representation of this bolgani society 

highlights several of the anthropological themes discussed thus far. They have progressed to a 

stage where they maintain a city, a large palace, and a mining society w ith repressed gomangani 

slaves. However, these accomplishments are the result of western influence -  in anthropological

There are several other instances of eugenics in the series. The women in Magnificent, for example, also practice 
the science in order to make their race whiter.
Mulcahy calls her "Tarzan's second wife" and argues for her subversive character and appeal to the white, middle- 
class female reader.



terms, of diffusion. Tarzan views the palace, like all buildings seen as too complex or advanced to 

have been built by a black race, as a rem nant of the ancient Atlantean society. M ore importantly, 

it is an Englishman, once a stowavy/ay on Stanley's ship, who, as a captive in the city, introduces 

advanced machinery and technology. Tarzan is at first contem ptuous of the gomangani who, while 

vastly outnum bering the bolgani, have not risen up against them . However, as he soon finds out, 

this is not due to cowardice, but their evolutionary place in society. M uch like the mangani Tarzan 

has so often tried to organise and band together for their own good,^^^ these gomangani "have 

not as yet reached the com m unity plane of evolution"(ch. 13). Thus, in order to re-establish a 

natural evolutionary hierarchy, the bolgani must be overthrown, which is precisely w hat happens 

with Tarzan's help. However, the gomangani, so low on the scale, must be raised up to a higher 

level, something which can only be done with white intervention. In a colonialist fantasy 

resolution the black natives cry out for a white ruler, in the form of Tarzan. He cannot stay and so 

defers to the only o ther w hite Englishman, who is left to "guide them  out of the darkness" (ch. 

16).'^®

There are other hybrid ape/hum an bodies throughout the series, although they are largely 

repetitions of those found earlier in the series or in other Burroughs works. The talking bolgani- 

human hybrids of Lion M an, for example, differ little from Ras Thavas' experim ents on Barsoom. 

W hat I do wish to consider in conclusion, however, are the parallels betw een contem porary  

American investigations of gorillas, and Burroughs' use of them  in Tarzan. An extrem ely useful 

account is provided by Jeannette Eileen Jones, who considers Carl Akeley's expedition to the  

Belgian Congo for the American Museum of Natural History in 1921. This is treated along with his 

In Brightest Africa, a text which is, as Henry Fairfield Osborn declares in the foreword, "the 

daybook, the diary, the narrative, the incident, and the adventure of an African sculptor and an 

African biographer" (ix), and a book Burroughs owned and evidently used for research 

p u rp o s e s .A k e le y , best known now for his work as a ta x o n o m is t ,m o u n te d  the expedition to ■

See, for example, "The Lion" in Jungle Tales.
This type of colonial apologist ending recalls John Lubbock's account of The History o f  Sum atra  w here the author 

"records a Sumatran M alay as saying, in adm iration of an European watch, 'Is it not fitting that such as we should 

be slaves to people w ho have the ingenuity to invent, and the skill to construct, so w onderfu l a machine?"' (558). 
Burroughs' copy is inscribed "Edgar Rice Burroughs Tarzana Ranch Nov. 20, 1923" and was kept on his shelves along 

w ith a num ber of o ther books used for research. See Somm er for more on Henry Fairfield Osborn, whom  she 

usefully considers alongside Burroughs as an explorer of the space between science and fiction.
His work can be seen in the Akeley Hall of African M am m als in the American M useum  of Natural History, New York.
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collect gorillas for his dioramas, and to dispel some of the "age-long gorilla myth[s]" (xii) of the  

tim e. M ore than seventy years previously, Thomas Savage had similarly tried to dispel the "silly 

stories about the ir carrying off wom en from  the native towns, and vanquishing the elephants, 

related by voyagers and widely copied into books" (423-4). However, these myths had obviously 

survived and many of them  are, in fact, precisely those characteristics given to the anthropoid 

apes in Tarzan -  aggressive males violently competing for primacy, and capturing native wom en to 

carry them  off to the depths of the jungle. Akeley set out to gain an understanding of an animal 

about which extrem ely little was known, but to which a variety characteristics had long been 

ascribed. As Jones points out, "[b]efore the 1884 partition of Africa, only four European m en— 

Andrew Battel, le Comte de Buffon, Thomas Savage, and Paul Du Chaillu— claimed to have seen 

the infamous prim ate (or something resembling it)" (324).^“̂  ̂ Artworks such as Emmanuel 

Fremiet's well-known sculpture, Gorille Enlevant Line Femme (1887), had perpetuated ideas such 

as the abducting gorilla, much as Burroughs' own work had. Jones reads into Akeley's accounts, as 

well as those of his travel companions M ary Bradley and M artha M iller, noting that the "lines 

blurred between gorilla and man, yet the contem poraneous reader rem ained clear that the closest 

proximity between the tw o could be located in the African (or black) body" (323). Just as Tarzan's 

whiteness is defined against the black and ape Other, so too do the travellers' narratives "need to 

reaffirm  constantly their whiteness against the 'blackness' of the prim ate and the African" (323).

Burroughs owned a copy of Paul Du Chaillu's Lost in the Jungle (1874). He seenningly did not own copies of any 

works by Thomas Savage, although Savage's observation that "it is said tha t when the male is first seen he gives a 

terrific yell tha t resounds far and w ide through the forest, something like kh— ah! kh— ah!  prolonged and shrill" 

(424) perhaps recalls Burroughs' own descriptions of the anthropoid ape cry of "Kreeg-ah I".
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Fig. 3.4: Emmanuel Fremiet's sculpture Gorille Enlevant Une Femme

In fact, the two texts, In Brightest Africa and the Tarzan series, have numerous similarities. 

As an American interested in Africa and its animals, Akeley may well have read, and would surely 

have been aware of, any number of the seven Tarzan stories published in the 1910s. Similarly, 

Burroughs appears to have read Akeley's text in 1923, before the composition of the numerous 

subsequent Tarzan novels. This thesis has stressed the two-way interaction between popular 

fiction and science, and this is particularly evident in the crossover between Akeley and Burroughs, 

particularly if we consider Akeley's adventure genre narration of his extremely Tarzan-like battle 

w ith a leopard. Countless times throughout the Tarzan series, we read o f Tarzan's single-handed 

struggles with numa, the mighty lion. A typical example, from early in the series, is the following:

As numa el adrea [the lion] launched himself with widespread paws and bared fangs he looked to 
find this puny man as easy prey as the score who had gone down beneath him in the past [...] But 
this time he found he was pitted against a creature as agile and as quick as himself [...] The 
watching girl was transfixed by astonishment at the ease with which the crouching man eluded the 
great paws. And now, 0 Allah! He had rushed behind el adrea's shoulder even before the beast 
could turn, and had grasped him by the mane. The lion reared upon his hind legs like a horse -  
Tarzan had known he would do this, and he was ready. A giant arm encircled the black-maned 
throat, and once, twice, a dozen times a sharp blade darted in and out of the bay-black side behind 
the left shoulder (Return ch. 11).
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Compare this with Al<eley's breathless account of his encounter w ith a leopard, and his unarmed  

struggle to overcom e it:

She struck me high in the chest and caught my upper right arm with her mouth. [...] When I got grip 
enough on her throat to loosen her hold just a little she would catch my arm again an inch or two 
lower down. In this way I drew the full length of the arm through her mouth inch by inch. I was 
conscious of no pain, only of the sound of the crushing of tense muscles and the choking, snarling 
grunts of the beast. As I pushed her farther and farther down my arm I bent over, and finally when 
it was almost freed I fell to the ground, the leopard underneath me, my right hand in her mouth, 
my left hand clutching her throat, my knees on her lungs, my elbows in her armpits spreading her 
front legs apart so that the frantic clawing did nothing more than tear my shirt[...] For a moment 
there was no change in our positions, and then for the first time I began to think and hope I had a 
chance to win this curious fight. Up to that time it had been simply a good fight in which I expected 
to lose, but now if I could keep my advantage perhaps the pony boy would come with a knife. [...] 
Then I surged down on her with my knees. To my surprise I felt a rib go. I did it again [...] Little by 
little her struggling ceased. My strength had outlasted hers. After what seemed an interminable 
passage of time I let go and tried to stand, calling to the pony boy that it was finished. He now 
screwed up his courage sufficiently to approach. Then the leopard began to gasp, and I saw that 
she might recover; so I asked the boy for his knife. He had thrown it away in his fear, but quickly 
found it, and I at last made certain that the beast was dead (In Brightest Africa 99-101).

The description is full of similarities to a Tarzan encounter -  the participles of rapid motion 

('struck', 'surged', 'struggling') and extrem e violence ('crushing', 'choking', 'clawing'), and the 

attem pt to heighten the bravery of the act by downplaying the danger (Tarzan eludes the lion 

"with ease", Akeley is in a "curious fight"). There is also the same assumption that the unequal 

battle can have only one w inner in the form of the fierce animal, before this expectation is 

confounded. Both men use their agility and intelligence, combined with a little luck, to avoid the  

animal's fangs, grab and hold its body, and finally choke it. Just as Tarzan frequently relies on his 

father's knife, a symbol o f dominance and power, to kill his enem y the lion, so too does Akeley 

require a knife to finally dispatch his leopard. Finally, both battles take place in front of a terrified  

and passive onlooker. Tarzan displays his abilities to the daughter of a local sheik, confirming his 

superiority over wom en and Arabs, and will later be "surrounded by a mob of worshipping Arabs" 

(ch. 11) due to his prowess. Akeley, m eanwhile, confirms his superiority through his skill and 

bravery w ithout the assistance, but in full view, of his terrified "pony boy".
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SAFMI

Fig. 3.5: The October 1955 issue o f  
Safari, showing Akeley’s fam ed battle 
with a leopard
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Fig. 3.6: Tarzan battles numa to 
the death

W hat we find, then, is a cross-fertilisation of ideas, of science and fiction, of Africa and 

"Africa", blurring together. Regardless of w hether either author was consciously influenced by the  

other. Burroughs clearly read and modified the tales of African apes available to him, while Akeley 

writes of his factual adventures in a decidedly adventure-genre style, influenced directly or 

indirectly by a massively popular contem porary author such as Burroughs. The figure of the ape, in 

all its guises, is recycled and reused in a loop of scientific and fictional signification.

3.5: Adventures in Genre and Race

Marianna Torgivnick's Gone Primitive is one of the earliest studies to consider it worth  

"Taking Tarzan Seriously", as the title  of her chapter states. Her views on the racial aspects of the 

series are particularly useful and, following on from what has been examined thus far, the topic of 

race is what I wish to consider in this section. The Tarzan novels have been condemned as 

imperialist and racist by numerous critics over the decades and there is certainly no doubt that, by 

today's standards, this is true.^"'^ However, as this thesis has argued before, simply dismissing the

See Burger's essay in Lupoff's Master o f Adventure for details of some of the reactions over the last four decades.
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novels as racist does little to add to our understanding of Burroughs, his novels, or the wider 

cultural context in which he w rote. In particular, a question which several critics have attem pted  

to answer is why the racist nature of the novels seemingly becomes more evident and virulent as 

the series progresses. Holtsmark {Burroughs 10) and Atamian agree that the tone of the Tarzan 

novels changes from  around Jungle Tales onwards, and Atamian argues that

The hemmed-in feeling of the tropical jungle is not so intense [, Tarzan's] inner spiritual struggle for 
identity, the mystery of his past and what his present is doing to it -  they all change [...] The 
struggle in his soul between the animal and the human between the primal and the civilized seems 
repressed if not resolved (41-2).

Atamian links this to a change in Burroughs' source materials, but tw o  m ore insightful critical 

evaluations of this have also been offered. Torgovnick sees the change in tone of the novels, and 

the increasing levels of violent racism, as based on Jane and fem ale influence, while William  

Gleason bases it on Korak and paternity. W hat I wish to outline in this section, therefore, is my 

broad agreem ent with the validity of both of these arguments, while offering a third explanatory  

factor: genre and the formulaic nature of adventure fiction.

Torgovnick questions the view of Tarzan as unambiguously racist, especially in the early 

novels, arguing that "the series moves rapidly between racist and anti-racist positions" (50). Apes 

is a book which both creates hierarchies in which Tarzan can rise, while simultaneously 

questioning how "natural" these hierarchies are to begin w ith. His upbringing amongst a tribe of 

apes allows him to measure himself at first only within this standard, and "he begins by needing to 

learn what hierarchies exist in the human world and by suppressing his doubts about their 

inevitability and basis" (Torgovnick 70). Gleason similarly agrees that it is unwise to "condemn  

Burroughs for his novels' racism, for such a charge too quickly flattens the com plexity of the series' 

simultaneous anxiety about and fascination with black bodies" (48). Stecopoulos notes the  

scopophilic desire of Tarzan, a dual fascination/anxiety with the black body, and another of 

Tarzan's many dualities. He goes on to argue that Burroughs' "successful writing emerged in large 

part from a willingness to allow his whiteness to become m om entarily undone" (188).

This fluctuation in attitudes towards the black body is evident in a num ber of ways. Slavery, 

for example, is one way in which a close study reveals complexity and confusion in Burroughs' 

position. The cruelty of the Belgian colonists in Apes is condemned, and the cruellest Tarzan
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villains are slave traders. One can always tell the character of a w hite explorer by the treatm ent of 

their inferiors so that, for example, the plot of Lord o f the Jungle is initiated by W ilbur Stimbol's 

violent and reprehensible treatm ent of his black safari. Yet, as we have seen in Burroughs' other 

work, slavery is generally seen as a natural state of affairs. Ignoring the issue that, in fact, the 

distinction between slave/servant/porter/boy is extrem ely thinly dem arcated to begin with, most 

of the societies Tarzan stumbles upon in Africa employ outright s l a v e r y . T h e  key distinction is 

that in those societies w here slavery is acceptable, it is a form of willing and som ehow inevitable  

slavery, w ith no unnecessary cruelty towards the subjugated. Slavery by the Minuni, in Ant Men, 

for example, is a natural and benign system which allows for interbreeding and the eugenic 

im provem ent of the population. Yet, in a further contradiction in Lord, the punishment for the  

remaining Arab villains of the novel is to be sold into slavery, perpetuating the very system Tarzan 

spends large portions of the series trying to eradicate. W hile not all the slaves in these examples 

are black, most of them  are, and there is a sense of inevitably to black slavery in all mixed-race 

societies. W hen a racially-mixed group escapes the Kaji wom en in M agnificent, "[t]he blacks, who 

had been slaves, fell naturally  into positions of porters and personal servants to the whites" (italics 

added, ch. 11).

This contradictory and ambiguous attitude towards race and slavery is simply one of the 

facets of the complex interaction between race and the Tarzan series. If, as Torgovnick notes, the  

early novels often "expose the shaky basis of these hierarchies by showing how far from 'natural' 

they seem to Tarzan as a boy and young man and how subject they are to cultural variation" (46), 

then this begins to change as the series progresses. She argues that it is due to the conflicting 

nature and role of wom en in the series, so that while Jane's role in the early novels -  to 

domesticate Tarzan and make him conform to western norms -  is increasingly marginalised. 

"W om an, thus, 'civilizes' man, but also represses his vital nature" (Torgovnick, 63). W ithout Jane's 

presence, then, the novels become increasingly violent towards both black Africans and 

wom en.

W illiam  Gleason similarly notes the increasing violence as the series progresses, but

Slavery is natural and w idespread in Pal-ul-don (Terrible), by the anachronistic Romans (Lost Empire), the Crusaders 
of N im m r (Lord), and in the city of A lem tejo (Madman).

See also Mulcahy, 154-7, for a similar reading of Jane from  the perspective of the fem ale reader.
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focuses instead on recapitulation and paternity. Viewing Apes as "a paradigmatic tale of racial 

recapitulation" (41), he argues that the repetitive nature of the plots can arguably be seen "not as 

imaginative laziness but as singleness of focus. A story driven by the recapitulatory plot will by 

necessity repeat certain crucial scenes and confrontations. It will be particularly obsessed with  

returns to origins" (43). Thus, when Korak, Tarzan's son, enters the series in Son, a highly 

problematic fracture in the recapitulation plots occurs. Korak recapitulates the plot of his father 

but does is it w ith an excessive am ount of violence, especially towards blacks. "It is as though 

Burroughs wants to signal that the evolutionary height the son will eventually scale is inversely 

proportional to the depth of savagery he embraces as a youth." (Gleason 45). If Torgovnick's 

pivotal phrase for Tarzan is "Tarzan is a man. He will go alone" (63), Gleason's is "There is but one 

Tarzan" (45). Thus Gleason, reading Torgovnick, suggests that "[i]f Jane's presence curbs Tarzan's 

wild ways, Korak's threatens Tarzan's very existence — unless Tarzan can subsume that threat by 

in effect becoming his own son" (46). So, as the series progresses Tarzan revisits his youth, not to 

explore the possibilities of the early novels, but to confirm his place as the true Tarzan by 

becoming exponentially m ore violent, especially towards the racial O ther. "Safe from either 

authorial or self-scrutiny, Tarzan's racial hatred flourishes" (48).^"*®

Both of these readings provide a valuable insight into the dynamics of the series as a 

whole, and both address key concerns of the Tarzan series -  the position of wom en, and the 

anxieties and problems of paternity in the U.S. of Burroughs' tim e. W hat I wish to consider now, 

however, is an alternative, if com plem entary, reading which draws on the w ider issue of genre, 

and its im portant place in the series as a whole. The introduction examined the emphasis placed in 

genre fiction on how  something happens, rather than w hether it happens. Thus, no reader 

wonders w hether Tarzan will escape the evil villain, but rather in w hat new and exciting way he 

will do it. "The essence of Burroughs's writing is the ubiquitous spectacle" (Clayton 186). The 

series comprises variations, or recapitulations in Gleason's term s, on a basic adventure genre 

them e. If, as Cobley states, "[g]enre is not a set of textual features that can be enum erated; 

rather, it is an expectation" (41), then certain expectations need to be m et w ithin this fram ework. 

Much of what has been examined in relation to race and hierarchies must, therefore, be

it is interesting that in the Barsoom  series John Carter's son, Carthoris, does not present the same threat to his 

father's central place on the planet. Indeed, the series can proceed w ithout Carter as the prim ary character. This is 

certainly related to the  fact tha t in the Barsoom  series, the planet itself is of as much im portance as the characters, 
unlike Tarzan, whose centrality is vital for the continuity of the series.
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simultaneously viewed in connection with genre. This is not to som ehow explain away the racist 

content of the Tarzan novels, but simply to bear in mind the generic constraints placed upon a 

w riter of mass fiction, w hat Cohen calls the "racist logic of popular fantasy forms" (32). In order to 

add a level of terror, for example, the depictions of many black villains are closer to the  

nightmarish imaginings of a horror novel: 'The bestial faces, daubed w ith color -  the huge mouths 

and flabby hanging lips -  the yellow teeth, sharp filed -  the rolling, dem on eyes -  the shining 

naked bodies -  the cruel spears" {Apes ch. 21).

Similarly, as in all Burroughs' novels, there is a generic need for fast-paced action and 

adventure novels to move the plot along with shallow and two-dim ensional characterisation. This 

can be done quite efficiently by the use of stereotype, so the black African native will generally be 

superstitious, cowardly, and degraded; the Arab trader scheming, fanatical, and treacherous; and 

the white hero rational, brave, and chivalrous. A line such as "De Coude was a Frenchman. 

Frenchmen are impulsive" (Return ch. 6), gives a good indication of the depth of racial or cultural 

consideration given to most characters throughout the series. Similarly, many of the traits of the 

characters are simply convenient plot devices, formulas used to structure the novel. So, for 

example, groups of black porters are always cowardly and invariably desert their w hite employers. 

However, this is a particularly useful plot device as the protagonists of the novel need porters on 

their expedition, for some semblance of realism, but must be w ithout them  for the inevitable 

adventures to come.

The Tarzan novels provide a particularly interesting case study of an author who, in his 

personal life and in works such as the Barsoom or Apache novels, never displayed the levels of 

racial hostility seen in Tarzan}^^ W e have seen how, in the early Tarzan novels at least, there is a 

questioning and exploration of race and racial hierarchies. Yet as the series progresses, there is a 

descent into a particularly disturbing brand of racial hatred on the part of Tarzan and other 

characters. So why does this occur? Much of it, I believe, is connected to the generic nature of the  

novels, and Burroughs' own attitudes towards his most famous creation. As the introduction has

M ost biographical sum mations of Burroughs' attitudes attem pt to offset each aspect of racism in his novels with  
various counter examples from  his life -  a selection of com ments in personal letters, the composition of a satirical 
poem "The Black Man's Burden", or his interaction v /̂ith black soldiers in the army. Ultimately, I feel, this makes for 

little more than a contradictory and contextually ambiguous list of competing remarks and, critically, little insight 
has been gained to date.
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outlined, Burroughs was a producer of popular fiction for mass consumption who was 

nevertheless aware of how and when to prom ote his own views on social, m ilitary, political, or 

moral concerns. Yet the later Tarzan novels tend to be largely devoid of the awareness seen in 

much of his o ther work. Irwin Porges, perhaps a little too inclined to view Burroughs in an overly 

sympathetic light, nevertheless highlights an im portant aspect of this: "Burroughs, forced to devise 

African jungle settings continuously, accepted the popular concept of the black native, considering 

him as a customary stage prop to accompany a jungle drama" (417, italics added). This raises two  

related points -  how "forced" was Burroughs to create more Tarzan adventures and did this affect 

the racial politics of the series?

The Tarzan series was w hat made Burroughs' name, w hat continually brought in payments 

throughout his career, and what remains his legacy. "At home Tarzan is vulgarly known as our 

meal ticket" ("How I Became"), Burroughs freely admits. And yet, as with any genre series which is 

continually produced, the tem ptation  must be to unthinkingly exploit the established tropes of the 

genre. In the case of Burroughs' adventure fiction precursors, such as H. Rider Haggard, this 

includes "exploit[ing] racial stereotypes [by adhering] to the form al, structural, demands of the  

adventure novel" (Andrew Smith 103). This is certainly w hat seems to have happened to 

Burroughs. As early as 1919 he w rote to Joe Bray noting how he had "just about reached the point 

where I feel that I cannot w rite  Tarzan stories forever" (8 Oct). In 1923, while hopeful about a new  

idea for a Tarzan story, he adm itted to his editor with regards Tarzan: “ \ do not enjoy it 

particularly, or have not until recently" (Letter to Davis, 10 Oct). In 1926 he confided that "[i]t is 

becoming increasingly difficult for me to find new adventures for Tarzan in the worn out jungles of 

Africa" (Letter to Balmer, 9 Jul). A year later, his exasperation is more evident: "I suppose that I will 

have to write another Tarzan story, but I can assure you that I am not particularly crazy about it. I 

am written out on Tarzan". Hoping for an easy way out, he adds: "W hat is the shortest manuscript 

you could use for a Tarzan book?" (Letter to Bray, 4 M ar). The introduction has already noted 

Burroughs' frustration at being continually forced by his reading public to produce only novels 

"filled with blood, thunder and sudden death", and it is clear that it is only in works such as the  

Apache novels that Burroughs feels he can more fully express his opinions on racial conflict. Yet 

these novels sold nowhere near as many copies as the Tarzan tales and a cheque for $10,000 for 

Lion M an, for example, was never going to be rejected by Burroughs. Furtherm ore, editors were  

not inclined to favour publishing anything which strayed beyond the boundaries of genre
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convention. H.C Paxton, of The Country Gentleman, for example, rejected The W ar Chief on the  

basis that

the most effective use of savage peoples in fiction is where the red or brown or black man is shown 
as the staunchly loyal follower of the white leader, and where there is the opportunity for the 
striking contrast between characters of different races (Letter to Burroughs, 1926).

Finding himself writing a series he had long tired of, Burroughs increasingly falls back on 

the formulaic nature and "racist logic" of the imperial adventure narrative, evident in numerous 

examples. Tarzan's taste for "black-baiting" is an obvious example, and one of the most disturbing 

elements of Apes.^^^ But whereas Kulonga's death serves as revenge for the m urder of the only 

creature the young Tarzan has ever loved, this soon changes. Tarzan's constant claim, still being 

made late in the series, that "I kill only in self-defence or for food" {City o f Gold ch. 9) becomes 

patently ridiculous as he murders his way through the always-expendable black villagers who 

populate the novels. He kills for vengeance, for convenience, to enforce his laws and, most 

unsettlingly, for fun. In Jungle Tales, Tarzan's "Jungle Joke" is to trap a local witch doctor in a cage 

to be eaten alive by lion. Seemingly,

[a]ll the beasts of the jungle were cruel; but the cruelty of the blacks was of a different order. It was 
the cruelty of wanton torture of the helpless, while the cruelty of Tarzan and the other beasts was 
the cruelty of necessity or of passion.

But this comes from one who has wantonly tortured a helpless witch doctor. Finally, a frequently  

repeated scene involves Tarzan taking advantage of the "naturally superstitious black" by lynching 

or decapitating black villagers out of sight of the other men, and revelling in the ensuing fear.^"^^

It seems, then, that as Burroughs considers his stories in less and less detail, as the plots 

become more predictable and unoriginal, as the series becomes more generic, more formulaic, 

the more disturbingly racist elem ents show through. M any of the Tarzan novels were w ritten at

Estimates of the num ber of racially-m otivated lynchings In the period from  Burroughs' birth to the tim e of the first 
Tarzan novel vary from  three thousand to ten thousand. See Sandra Gunning's Race, Rape, and Lynching for a study 

of the topic as connected w ith  American literature in the period 1890-1912, neatly coinciding w ith  the formative  

period of Burroughs' early life leading up to the first Tarzan story.
For o ther examples, see Untam ed, ch. 8; "Tarzan's First Love" or "The W itch Doctor Seeks Vengeance" in Jungle 
Tales; or Forbidden City, ch. 8. There are parallels here to o ther popular tales of the tim e. Starring Elmo Lincoln, 
who would soon became famous as the first on-screen Tarzan, D.W. Griffiths' influential and popular film , Birth o f a 
Nation  (1915), depicts the  same racial violence and concern w ith  the black threat to w h ite  w om anhood as seen in 

so many Tarzan stories.
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the same tim e as Burroughs was writing far more original and considered novels, and his other 

writing does not display anything like the level of malice seen in many of the stories here. It was 

ultim ately Burroughs' choice to w rite the novels he did, but the case of Tarzan certainly raises 

w ider questions of how genre can shape an author's output, and w hether and how an author can 

be confined to the strictures of genre while still remaining true to his own moral standards. Much 

of this is related not just to the portrayal of black Africans in the novels, but also to the numerous 

lost white societies Tarzan encounters. These will be considered now in the final section.

3.6: The Anthropology of Lost (White) Civilisations

"Africa, in the main, is a barren ethnological field" (Morgan 251). This may have been 

Morgan's opinion on the m atter, but it was clearly not Burroughs'. There is a bewildering array of 

lost, often w hite, societies throughout the series and across the vast expanses Tarzan explores. 

They tend to come in four types, a selection of which will be explored below. Firstly, there are the  

anachronistic societies, lost and cut off from the outside world. The knights of Nimmr, 

descendents of a group of crusaders, and extrem ely similar to the knights of M ark Twain's A 

Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur's Court; the Lost Tribes of W iram wazi, a group of ancient Roman 

descendants; and the Oparian wom en all fall into this category. Secondly, there are the lost and, 

while not modern, more civilised white societies. These include the cities of Athne and Cathne, the  

various Minunian cities, and the forbidden city of Ashair. Thirdly, there are the w hite precursors to 

modern civilisation, the prim itive white societies of the Ho-don and the Alali. And finally, the 

degenerate, savage w hite or mixed race societies -  the insane Xujans, the epileptic M idian tribes, 

the white Kavuru people with the "earmarks of the savage Negro" {Quest ch. 8), or the "chocolate- 

colored" but not "negroid" Almentejos of M adm an. In exploring some of these societies, placed at 

various levels on the evolutionary ladder, I wish to address Tarzan's role as an anthropologist, a 

role which fulfils three key functions, outlined below.

1. Social Commentotor and Cultural Relativist

Tarzan's exploration of so many African societies gives him scope, like all anthropologists, to make 

comparisons w ith his own world, and the lost civilisations in particular allow a comparison and
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critique of the contem porary society of his reader. These comparisons are often used to place 

Tarzan's actions in a cultural context: "Horrible?", Burroughs asks the reader, who has just 

witnessed Tarzan sever a character's head, "but you are judging a wild beast by the standards of 

civilization [...] Tarzan looked well in a Tuxedo, but he was still a Tarmangani and beneath his 

pleated shirt beat a wild and savage heart" {Terrible, ch. 5). The anthropological texts previously 

examined are full of such admonitions; Lubbock warns his reader, for example, that before "we 

condemn them , let us rem em ber that a dinner-party would have seemed as wrong to them  as 

many of their customs do to us" (486). The reader is urged to be reasonable, considered, and to 

attem pt to view the new society through the lens of cultural relativity.

However, this is in many ways simply a device to shock the reader, a startling reminder of 

how close savagery and civilisation could truly be, as the Tarzon texts do so often. Adventure 

novels understandably revel in the gruesome practices and brutal peoples encountered in savage 

society but, in fact, ethnographical texts such as those examined in this chapter do much the 

same. Drawing a considerable portion of their inform ation from travel narratives and other exotic 

tales, many of these texts celebrate the language of the adventure novel, w ith its evil cannibals, 

savage natives, and macabre rites. Any num ber of typical Tarzan scenes can be compared with an 

account such as Morgan's, describing the Wilde Bay tribes who "eat not only their enemies slain in 

battle, but their friends also who have been killed [...]. Before eating they skin them , and preserve 

the skins by rubbing them  with mingled fat and charcoal" (252). Lubbock draws on and reproduces 

a huge num ber of second-hand sources, clearly content to heighten the levels of disgust and 

repulsion. The "Hottentots", for example, are "the filthiest people in the world. W e might go 

farther and say the filthiest animals; I think no species of mammal could be fairly compared with  

them  in this respect" (432-3). Accounts overflowing with a vocabulary of revulsion and loathing 

are frequently quoted by Lubbock, an example on Australians being typical:

they remain by the carcase [sic], rubbed from head to foot with stinking blubber, gorged to 
repletion with putrid  meat -  out of tem per from indigestion, and therefore engaged in constant i 
frays -  suffering from a cutaneous disorder by high feeding -  and altogether a disgusting spectacle" 
(441-2, italics added).

The unbroken loop of science, fiction, and exploration is once again evident, w ith ethnographer, 

explorer and fiction w riter all drawing on and employing a similar vocabulary of repulsion and
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jeiight/^° This is re la ted  to  th e  fre q u e n t criticism  o f Burroughs' e thnograph ic  accuracy. Burroughs  

open in a d m ittin g  his blend of p rim ary m ateria ls  and poetic  licence in creating  African  

s o c ie t ie s , but it is in teresting  to  note  w h a t is im plied w h en , fo r  exam ple , E.F. B leiler highlights th a t  

B u rr o u g h s  never w e n t to  Africa and "never b othered  to  learn  anyth ing  ab o u t A frican ethnography, 

and never m oved beyond  superficial V ictorian  trave l accounts" (63 ). The p rob lem  w ith  this  

s t a t e m e n t  is th a t this is eq ua lly  tru e  fo r m uch o f th e  an th ro po log y  o f th is  period . A nthropologists, 

like Burroughs, did n o t trave l to  th e ir  studied destinations and re lied  heavily o f trave l accounts, 

missionaries' s ta tem en ts , and an array  o f th ird  p arty  in fo rm atio n . This un tro ub led  in terlink ing  and  

interdependence o f secondary and te r tia ry  m ateria l, w h a t Beer te rm s a "g en tlem an ly  n e tw o rk  o f 

a llu s io n "  (O pen Fields 79 ), is a key part o f th e  an th ropo logy  o f this period , and p opu lar novels 

b e c o m e  re liant on, as w ell as contribu tors  to , its p e rp e tu a tio n . Thus, Tarzan  can be an ad ven tu re  

hero and an an th ro po log is t w ith  little  need to  a lte r his standpo int.

2. A nthro(a}pologist

The second w ay  in w hich one can v iew  Tarzan 's an thropological investigations is in light o f the  

colonial setting; a British m an investigating, m apping, and claim ing n ew  te rrito rie s  fo r him self. 

Tarzan's ab ility  to  read , tran s la te , and contro l th e  landscape has been exp lo red , and it is o f equal 

importance in th e  colonial co ntext. The areas Tarzan explores, th e  lost cities and civilisations he 

discovers, are o pen ed  up and m ade accessible to  th e  reader. M a n y  o f th e  societies and lands are  

annexed to  fo rm  Tarzan 's  ow n vast estates, w h ile  o thers such as O par, th e  n ew ly  liberated  

Eornangani society o f G olden Lion, o r Dion Splendidus' n ew  em p ire  in Lost Em pire, only exist 

independently w ith  Tarzan 's  consent. Tarzan , using th e  m ajestic  p lural, can tru ly  re fe r to  th e  

continent o f Africa as "o ur country" [Son ch. 14). F u rth erm o re , in discovering lost w h ite  societies  

gives the co n tin en t a w h ite  history, skirting any d iscom forting  questions o f th e  black, A frican  

'’'■'gins of w h ite  c i v i l i s a t i o n . T h e  O parians are descendents o f th e  anc ien t w h ite  A tlan teans, 

"'hile the p ithecan th ropus H o-don are w h ite , A frican missing links. The lost city o f A shair is 

thousands o f years old and, as a w h ite  civilisation, th e y  can use th e ir  technological superio rity  to  

l>uild a "well deve loped  civ ilization and considerable engineering  know ledge" (Forbidden City  ch. 

--------------------------
Barnard, 65-6, for several other complementary links between what he terms '"lost race' fiction and 'lost race' 

isi ^ '^ th ro p o lo g y "  (6 6 ) .

Brantllnger's Rule o f Darkness, chapters six and eight, for more on adventure novels and African Imperialism. 
6 comments also on Karl Mauch's discovery of the ruins of Zimbabwe and "the theory that they were the ruins of 
'ng Solomon's Golden Ophir, the work of a higher, fairer race" (195), as do Torgovnick (60) and Street (89).

I
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26). W hile cities such as Ashair might remain hidden to most, long after Tarzan has left, it is crucial 

to note that he is now aware of their location and, by extension we, as readers, are given access to 

the inner workings of the society. "Look at the modern European peasant using his hatchet and his 

hoe" (234), states Tylor, directing the reader's gaze towards the Other under investigation. The 

Tarzan novels work in precisely this way, by directing the reader to look upon societies of Africa, 

be they grotesque, barbaric, civilised or fantastic, and compare them  to his/her own. Direct, 

imperative requests and rhetorical questions occur throughout the text, constantly reminding the 

reader of the ongoing anthropological observation.

This access and anthropological observation is of a passive nature and relates to the 

actions of both the reader and Tarzan. The observer is supposedly neutral but maintaining a 

scientific disinterest or im partiality is not possible -  for the reader of genre fiction, for the  

anthropologist, or for Tarzan. Adventure fiction works with black and white characterisation 

binaries; there are heroes and villains and sympathies are constantly played upon. The language is 

not subtle, and the reader is required to be repulsed by the dirty, beast-like cannibals who live in 

"squalid", "filthy" huts, "squat" and "jabber excitedly", and "paw" at the other characters 

{Leopard ch. 15). Similarly, in reading the anthropological texts of this period, a scientific 

im partiality is often attem pted, or claimed, but rarely enforced. Brinton, for example, may wish to 

study his subject "free from  bias, free from bigotry" (300), but his first principle, and the basis for 

all his subsequent anthropological arguments, is that "the leading race in all history has been the 

W hite Race" (103). Similarly, a seemingly innocuous quote from Tylor exemplifies the 

unconsciously partial nature of much anthropological research. Explaining how a good 

ethnographer should be able to notice any incorrect inform ation, he states: "the ethnographer in 

his library may presume to decide [...] w hether w hat [his source] reports is conformable to the 

general rules of civilization" (10). If the scientific method works by systematically gathering 

inform ation in order to reach a hypothesis, Tylor starts with a hypothesis, that there are a set of 

"rules of civilization", and filters out any inform ation that does not conform to it. Tarzan too is a 

passive observer, attem pting to maintain anthropological neutrality but, as we have seen, this only 

applies when there is no "sense of blood-responsibility" {Leopard ch. 10). W hen Tarzan observes 

w hite safaris or other expeditions, he will aid or hinder and even kill them , as necessary. It is only 

studying the black villagers that Tarzan can remain a neutral observer. As Richter points out, 

"ethnographic passivity is justified [when observing black men]: it is all right to watch the painful
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execution of a prisoner so long as it is in the interest of knowledge -  to learn more about 'the ways 

of hunnan beings'" (125).

3. M ed ia to r

The final, and perhaps most im portant, way in which Tarzan fulfils his function as African 

anthropologist is in his role as a cultural and social m ediator. Tarzan can study societies in a way 

anthropologists can only dream  of. Hobhouse, W heeler and Ginsberg lam ent that certain societies 

could not have been studied earlier "before contact w ith the w hite man or w ith other more 

civilised races had begun to corrupt the purity of aboriginal institutions" (2). Tarzan has no such 

worries, as he makes his way from  lost tribe to ancient civilisation, secret society to forbidden city. 

In his role as m ediator he becomes, like the anthropologist, both bearer and censor of knowledge. 

This is crucially im portant for the creation of the numerous societies throughout the series, and 

the ways in which they are portrayed. The African native, it becomes clear throughout 

anthropological and fictional accounts, cannot be trusted as a source. Just as Tylor can choose 

which sources of inform ation can make up his inquiry, Thomas Savage can note:

In this connection it may be p roper fo r me also to  rem ark, th a t having been a missionary, resident 
fo r several years, studying from  habitual intercourse, th e  African m ind and character, I fe lt m yself 
prepared to  discrim inate and decide upon th e  probability o f th e ir statem ents (421).

The black African, w ith the mind of a child, is prone to constant exaggeration, and so any 

information received must be carefully monitored and edited as r e q u i r e d . T a r z a n  has multiple  

experiences of this, as he encounters various tribes across the continent. In Beasts, for example, 

he plays upon the superstitions and "childlike minds" (ch. 7) of several groups of villagers in order 

to gain access and question them . W hen he is given the required inform ation it is simplistic ("he 

was a man with a bad face") as well as childishly distorted and exaggerated: "he had horns 

growing from his forehead, and was accompanied by a thousand devils" (ch. 7)

This m ediation of inform ation also pertains to language, a key area of anthropological 

inquiry, particularly in the U.S. w here it was considered one of several core disciplines within the

152
Lubbock notes too that "we have to trust the archaeological record as "we find that the accounts given by savages 
become rapidly distorted" (428).
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s u b je c t .L in g u is t ic s  was used to gain access to human antiquity, to follow  patterns of 

developm ent and, of course, to grade societies into levels of civilisation. M organ argues for the  

linear developm ent of language from  simple gestures to complex speech (13), while Tylor claims 

that "the race dom inant enough to maintain or impose its language, usually more or less 

maintains or imposes its civilization also" (49). As w hite Europeans are to be considered the most 

civilised, the "Aryan dialect" is given the noblest heritage. Brinton, m eanwhile, marks the Aryan 

and Semitic languages as superior by virtue of their "inflected" nature. "The world will be better 

off when all others are extinguished" (67).

The language of savages and primitive people is, therefore, like all aspects of developm ent, 

at a lower and m ore simplistic level. The ability to express a word is consistently connected to 

w hether one can express an em otion. So, "perhaps the most remarkable evidence of this is the  

fact that some of the American languages, and even the Algonquin, although one of the richest, 

contained no word for 'to love'" (Lubbock 517). W ithout a direct translation for the English word 

'love', it seems that this em otion is not possible. In comparing English to o ther languages, the 

form er becomes a standard from  which all others deviate: The Abipones do not have "such a verb 

as 'to be'. They cannot say, 'I am an Abipon,' but only, 'I Abipon'" (Lubbock 564). This last 

com m ent is particularly relevant to Tarzan when one considers the numerous film  adaptations and 

the famous phrase "M e  Tarzan, you Jane", something the literary Tarzan, fluent speaker of several 

dozen languages, obviously never says.

It is precisely this verbless, simplistic form ulation that Tarzan not only would never say but, 

as an anthropologist, must m ediate in translating the speech of the local African. W hile numerous 

languages are encountered and learnt by Tarzan, it remains the case that it is only the black 

villagers, w hether attem pting to speak English or translated by Tarzan, whose speech is rendered 

childish and simplistic. A typical cannibal chief in M agnificent speaks in precisely this way: "'No lay 

down weapons; no go away,' said the chief. 'W e stay. M e take'" (ch. 13), while Tarzan, speaking to 

one of his men, Ogabi, explains that "Tarzan does not like big village. It is full of bad smells and 

sickness and men and o ther evils. Tarzan no go" {Forbidden ch. 1). Language, therefore, is another

Darnell, 43.
Christine Ferguson provides an account of the relationship between Language, Science and Popular Fiction. See in 

particular chapter one, on IVlax M uller and "brutal" language. See also Kuper, 51-3, on M ax M uller and linguistics 
research as it related to the prim itive.
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in a list of mediated spaces through which the reader must access the mind of the savage. Tarzan's 

mediation reinforces the view of the simplistic nature of those lower on the scale of evolution, as 

well as maintaining his position of dominance. As Eric Cheyfitz concludes, examining the 

relationship of language to colonial power, "the failure of dialogue, figured as a genetic inability in 

the other, rather than as a problem of cultural difference, is the imperial alibi for domination" 

(16).

If, as Morgan notes above, human language originated from gestures and the simplest 

forms of expression, then it is no surprise that Burroughs, with his obvious interest in 

anthropology, presents a lost society at precisely this level of development. To do this, he draws 

on the theories of German scientist Ernst Haeckel, developer of the recapitulation theory, 

explored in chapter five. In The History o f Creation (1884) Haeckel outlines "The Chain of the 

Animal Ancestors or the Series of the Progenitors of Man". He describes twenty-two stages, the 

twenty-first of which is that of the "speechless Primaeval Men" (293). These bipedal progenitors, 

another attempt at a missing link, are:

more akin to real Men than the Man-like Apes could have been, yet they did not possess the real 
and chief characteristic of man, namely, the articulate human language of words, the 
corresponding development of a higher consciousness, and the formation of ideas (293).

These "Ape-like Men (Pithecanthropi)" are termed Alali by Haeckel (see fig 3.7).

Fig. 3.7: Hoec/ce/'s Alali Fig. 3.8: One of the fem ale alali/rom  Ant Men
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It is these M ali which appear in A nt M en, as Tarzan is captured by group of powerful 

wom en. This extrem ely prim itive society, "lowest, perhaps, in the order of human evolution" (ch. 

3), is m ute and communicates through a form of sign language. The reader is given details of the  

kinship and political structures within the group, and it emerges that this tribe functions in the way 

many com m entators believed primitive societies had, that is to say it is a matriarchy. Jakob 

Bachofen's Das M utterech t (1861) is perhaps the most well-known early work on the subject, but 

the topic of original matriarchy was a major research interest of the period, examined by John 

Ferguson McLennan and Morgan among o t h e r s . A s  Carr notes, "[fjollowing Bachofen, Morgan 

insisted that patriarchy was the distinguishing mark of civilisation" (171). Not all agreed, and J.G. 

Frazer, for example, asserts robustly that while some tribes may trace their ancestry through the 

fem ale line (m atrilineage), "the theory of a gynaecocracy is in truth a dream  of visionaries and 

pedants" (395). In his view, there is a "general rule that human society has been governed in the 

past and, human nature remaining the same, is likely to be governed in the future, mainly by 

masculine force and masculine intelligence" (394). Burroughs, as is clear in the Tarzan series and 

elsewhere, sides w ith Morgan in believing that matriarchal societies existed, but that they must be 

converted to patriarchy in order for a society to advance.

The M ali do not have names and, reminding us of their status as primeval precursors to 

humans, are simply nam ed "the first wom an", "the second wom an". The first wom an is described, 

im portantly, as having "white skin" and as "a mighty creature, manlike in its physical attributes, 

yet vaguely inhuman" (ch. 2). The females are larger, stronger, and more "manlike" than the 

males, who tim idly obey the females, "the dom inant sex". This primitive m atriarchy is viewed with  

disgust by Burroughs, and the novel shows the author at his most fervently, violently misogynistic. 

This unnatural order, while of interest to Tarzan the anthropologist as another link in the 

evolutionary chain, must ultim ately be reversed. Burroughs, asserting the masculine prerogative in 

instigating love, and the terrible consequences of fem ale power, informs the reader:

The hideous life of the Alalus was the natural result of the unnatural reversal of sex dominance. It is 
the province of the male to initiate love and by his masterfulness to inspire first respect, then 
admiration in the breast of the female he seeks to attract. Love itself developed after these other 
emotions. The gradually increasing ascendency of the female Alalus over the male eventually 
prevented the emotions of respect and admiration for the male from being aroused, with the result

See Ancient Society, chapter fourteen, for Morgan's discussion of Bachofen's theories. See also Kuper, 35-8, for 
details of Mclennan's use of Bachofen.
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th at love never fo llow ed  (ch. 3).

It is not enough for Tarzan to simply establish his superiority, which he does by escaping from the 

tribe along w ith one of the young males. He must instil masculine virtues in his accomplice in order 

for the males of the tribe to assert their natural authority. Tarzan's life generally serves as a 

tem plate for the rugged, masculine, outdoor life, and the young Alalus boy who escapes with him 

is educated to take his dom inant place in the world through rigorous training in masculine pursuits 

-  weapon-building, hunting, tracking and other woodcraft, and fighting. The boy begins to eat 

m eat (a signifier of virility, as examined in chapter four), grow in confidence, and gain that most 

im portant of Tarzan attributes: bravery. As the days pass, and Tarzan's training begins to take 

effect, the boy's growing sense of masculinity can be visibly discerned:

A new  expression cam e into th e  eyes and spread over th e  countenance o f th e  Alalus. He no longer 

w ore th a t hunted expression; he no longer slunk through th e  forest casting fearfu l glances from  

side to  side. N ow  he w alked erect, boldly and w ith  fearless m ien [...] He was th e  personification of 
avenging  m anhood. W ith in  him rankled countless ages o f contem ptuous tre a tm e n t and abuse at 
the hands o f his shes (ch. 5, italics added).

He is not simply the personification of manhood, but of avenging  m anhood. Masculine authority  

must be asserted, violently if necessary, and Tarzan has now equipped the young Alalus to do 

precisely this. The males band together and overcome the females through their superior skill and 

intelligence and Tarzan's protege decides not to kill the wom en but to take one as his mate:

'I am going to  keep her,' replied th e  son o f The First W om an . 'I do not like to  cook. She shall cook 

fo r me. If she refuses I shall stick her w ith  this,' and he m ade a jab  to w ard  th e  young w om an's ribs 

w ith  his spear, a gesture th a t caused her to  cow er and drop fearfu lly  upon one knee (ch. 14)

It transpires that w hat is required to establish a functioning and loving patriarchal society is 

domestic violence, something which the females are happy to comply w ith. W hen the male is at 

first refused by the fem ale, he beats her with his spear shaft until, chastened, she "gaze[s] up into 

his face with an expression of doglike adulation and devotion" and promises to obey him "forever" 

(ch. 14).^^® By the tim e Tarzan returns to the society of Alali, natural order has been firmly  

established, and violence against wom en is now not only natural, but a topic of light 

entertainm ent:

The naturalness of this is later reinforced when Nl<ima, a monkey, does precisely the same thing with his female 
mate, beating her so that she loves him and adores his dominance (Quest ch. 16).
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To entertain Tarzan and to show him what great strides civilization had taken in the land of the 
Zertalacolols, the son of the First Woman seized a female by the hair and dragging her to him struck 
her heavily about the head and face with his clenched fist, and the woman fell upon her knees and 
fondled his legs, looking wistfully into his face, her own glowing with love and admiration (ch. 21).

It is Tarzan, as mediator, who gives a voice to the mute Mali, one which establishes a patriarchal 

society and restores, once again, the natural order of the anthropological grading system.

4: Conclusion

As this chapter has demonstrated throughout, the intersection of anthropology and the 

Tarzan series is both extensive and multifaceted. In examining several anthropologists and their 

theories leading up to the composition of the first novel, an inherited set o f assumptions and 

presuppositions can clearly be discerned. However, there is far more at work than this alone. 

Burroughs' interest in anthropology is obvious, from a broader set of shared beliefs, to more 

concrete examples of where he has quite clearly read original source texts and adapted them for 

his own purposes. His continuous attempts to classify, grade, and order the societies he writes 

about into a "scale of evolution"; his use of anthropoid apes, pithecanthropi, alali, and other 

human ancestors; and his exploration of the divisions between savagery and civilisation, black and 

white, human and non-human all point to an author profoundly influenced by the science of 

human origins. This chapter has attempted to outline how, from no more than a reading of the 

first novel alone, one can discern the complex creation and, often, questioning of natural, social, 

and racial hierarchies. The young Tarzan is very deliberately set up as an ambiguous character, 

straddling the divide between savage and civilised, in turns delineating and blurring the line 

between those very terms European and American anthropologists wished to define: culture, ; 

civilisation, modern, white.

But there is more to Tarzan than the opening novel and the rest of the chapter, drawing in 

different ways on all of the novels in Burroughs' longest series, has highlighted Tarzan's ability to 

control and dominate his fellow humans and apes, as well as the very landscape around him, in 

order to rise to the top of the evolutionary hierarchy. Often this has unsettling consequences for
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the modern reader viewing the disturbingly stark presentation of racist and misogynist attitudes. 

As the middle section of the chapter has shown, however, there is little to be gained from simply 

dismissing the series as an example of dated, racist fiction. While not an attempt to excuse the 

attitudes of the author, the important issue of genre as it relates to race must be raised in order to 

more fully understand the creation of the series, and indeed the adventure genre more widely.

Furthermore, in displaying an awareness of the nature of genre fiction, one can discern the 

continuous feedback loop between the anthropologist, the explorer, and the fictional adventure 

novel, each borrowing from and enriching the other in turn. Explorers travelled to undiscovered 

areas, their preconceptions formed by a reading of anthropology, and then framed their travels in 

the language of the adventure genre. As we have seen, Carl Akeley's travels in Africa provide an 

illustrative case study in this regard. Anthropologists, in turn, read and relied on travellers' tales to 

inform and support their arguments for a universal "primitive" type, regardless of location or time. 

Even a cursory glance at the footnotes of any of the works studied in this chapter, John Lubbock 

being a particularly good example, reveals a huge reliance on the accounts of explorers and 

adventurers. Finally, an author such as Burroughs, always a thorough researcher, could read 

widely in anthropology and supplement it with the adventure-filled tales of Henry Stanley or Carl 

Akeley, or the fictional accounts of H. R. Haggard or Edgar Wallace, themselves anthropologically 

informed, and create his own Africa for Tarzan. And finally these novels, massively popular across 

the U.S. and Europe, could be read by the anthropologist and adventurer alike, completing the 

loop of influence and interrelatedness.

Finally, moving from the author to his creation, it has been argued that Tarzan himself is an 

anthropologist. Certainly, he is an adventurer and a colonial landowner, but his primary devotion 

is finding, exploring, and understanding lost societies. The novels are teeming with noble African 

warriors and evil, cannibal tribes, with prehistoric civilisations and lost cities, and with strange, 

anachronistic societies and white, African precursors to modern man. Tarzan spends the novels 

documenting these, classifying and grading, using the assumptions and the methodology of the 

anthropologist. As we have seen, he fulfils the functions of all those in his profession by using 

these societies to comment upon his own, by uncovering and directing the reader's gaze upon the 

Other under study. Most importantly, perhaps, he acts as mediator between the savage and the 

civilised, translating the African both literally and metaphorically for the reader. The
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anthropologically observed is given a voice but it is m ediated and distorted by Tarzan, a man who 

has systematically risen through a series of shifting hierarchies in order to claim his right to this 

position. Tarzan is an anthropologist, but he is similarly an object of anthropological study; he both 

attem pts to explore, and highlights in his own person, the anthropological anxieties of w hat it is to 

be human; and his popularity has remained as these anxieties have not gone away. He is Tarzan 

the anthropologist, Tarzan the explorer, Tarzan the Anglo-Saxon lord and, of course, Tarzan of the  

Apes.
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Chapter 4 
Neurasthenia: 

A Peculiarly American Disease

Neurasthenia, indeed, has been the Central Africa o f medicine -  on unexplored territory into which 

fe w  men enter, and those fe w  have been compelled to bring reports tha t have been neither 

credited nor comprehended.

- George M . Beard, A Practical Treatise on Nervous Exhaustion (Neurasthenia), 8

1: Introduction

Chapter three exam ined the fundam ental contradictions, the simultaneous delineation and 

distortion of anthropological categories and hierarchies. These lie at the heart of the Tarzan 

series so that w hat emerges is a singularity of focus as these them es are explored and re-explored, 

or recapitulated, across the series. However, there is a further set of contradictions evident in the 

Tarzan series and in Burroughs' work more widely. In exploring savagery and civilisation 

Burroughs' novels necessarily celebrate a defined set of advantages of w hite, Anglo-Saxon 

civilisation: rationality, intelligence, virility, bravery, and technology among them . The hierarchy 

progresses upwards, onwards towards  the European and American heights of civilisation, and 

necessarily looks forw ard to future developm ents and im provem ents, just as the eugenic vision of 

chapter tw o did. Simultaneously, however, and quite obviously in the Tarzan novels, the author 

and the character look back to a savage past, one which must be embraced in order to bring out 

the true possibilities of the modern American. The savage, and a m ultitude of connected notions 

of masculinity, the outdoors, rugged individuality and the strenuous life, is needed to reinvigorate
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a society feminised and w eakened by urban living, overcivilisation, and a lack of opportunity to 

test the character of the modern m an/^^

Each chapter thus far has considered an area of scientific thought, using it as a starting 

point and a path of inquiry into a series of Burroughs novels. This chapter will similarly explore a 

literary and scientific parallel, moving, as the epigraph suggests, from  the Africa o f Tarzan to the 

unexplored "Central Africa of medicine": research into nervous disorders and, in particular, that of 

neurasthenia. W hile the aetiology of the disease, and its primary symptoms and cures, will be 

explored shortly, the main focus of the chapter will be the socio-cultural aspects of the disease as 

they connect to a num ber of Burroughs' works. As many critics have noted, neurasthenia was a 

cultural phenom enon connected with a rapidly changing turn-of-the-century U.S., a "culturally 

oriented diagnosis that attributed m ental and physical symptoms to the lack of nervous energy 

brought on by the stresses of modern society" (Schuster 2327). It will be seen in this chapter how  

the subject of neurasthenia neatly draws together three key tensions, to use an im portant word, 

each of which are crucial for an understanding of Burroughs' work. Firstly, there is a geographical 

conflict between the urban and the rural, between modern city living and the wild, rugged 

outdoors. Secondly, there is an anxiety over a definition of masculinity in the face of changing 

contem porary conceptions of gender roles. Finally, and drawing on the previous tw o elements, 

there is a link between curing neurasthenia, defining masculinity, and the role of militarism and 

violence.

From a literary viewpoint, these areas can be seen as closely connected to a genre of 

popular fiction as well as, in turn, to a series of Burroughs novels. The m odern, American city is the  

primary site of neurasthenia, w ith its high-pressure work and stressful com petition, as Burroughs' 

contem porary novel The Efficiency Expert (1921) will illustrate. This leaves the neurasthenic male 

with three options for recovery and recuperation. First, there is escape to the American west, and 

its associated connections w ith the primitive, rugged outdoors and the ultim ate em bodim ent of

This chapter focuses on conceptions of masculinity for the most part, but this is not to deny Burroughs the female 

readership he most certainly had, especially in the early pulp magazines. Mulcahy (163) and De Silva (ch. 4) both 

note the im portance o f this readership. For this chapter, however, it is constructions of masculinity as they relate to 
neurasthenia, primitivism and the landscape that I wish to examine.

These contradictions are som ew hat similarly fram ed by TJ. Jackson Lears as "antim odernism " and his No Place o f  

Grace can be read w ith  much of Burroughs' thinking in mind. The work will be drawn on at several points in this 

chapter and the next.
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the self-sufficient male, the cowboy. The western genre, and Burroughs' take on it, will illustrate 

the tensions and possibilities associated with this. Secondly, there is an escape to the jungle, the  

territory of the adventure novel. The Tarzan series has been explored extensively in the previous 

chapter so it will be supplem ented by Burroughs' other jungle adventure novels -  The M ucker 

novels (1914-16), and The Cave Girl (1913) in particular. The final option is an embracing of 

militarism and male aggression, a "regeneration through violence" to use Slotkin's term . This links 

quite neatly w ith evolutionary theory, and conceptions of "natural" male aggression, as explored 

in chapter five. Thus, this final escape will be dealt w ith in the next chapter, w here it can be more 

fully examined alongside the evolutionary theory of the Caspak novels. In particular, the M oon  

series (1926) will be considered as a site for political, personal and, indeed, medical regeneration  

by accessing a primitive, heroic past. The table below provides a summary of the interconnecting  

ideas.

Site of Neurasthenia Socio-Cultural
Tension

Literary Genre Burroughs Novels

A disease of the urban 
centre

The modern, civilised
city
-v-
The primitive, rugged 
west

The Western The Bandit o f Hell's Bend

The Deputy Sheriff of 
Comanche County

The War Chief

Apache Devil

A gendered disease The constraining, 
emasculating effects of 
civilisation
-V -

A free, strenuous, virile 
masculinity

The Adventure 
Novel

The Cave Girl 

The Mucker novels 

Jungle Girl 

Jimber-Jaw 

The Eternal Savage

A disease cured with 
militarism and 
violence

Military violence, 
patriotic duty
-V -

The effects of pacifism 
and cowardice

Science Fiction The Moon Series
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2: Neurasthenia 

2.1: George M. Beard and the Origins of American Nervousness

"Neurasthenia is a peculiarly American disease, said to be produced by our national habit 

of hurrying and worrying in the struggle for success" states an advertisem ent for a treatm ent for 

neurasthenia in a Pennsylvania newspaper in 1921. "I was so badly run down that I was on the  

verge of a nervous wreck", testifies the enthusiastic endorser of "Dr. W illiams' Pink Pills". Having 

taken them , "\ have practically recovered my strength. M y nerves are strong and I eat and sleep 

well" ("Tonic Treatment"j.^^^ By 1921, neurasthenia may have lost much of its medical credibility, 

and declined from  its peak of influence at the turn of the century, but it was still very much a 

household word. Clearly, for the producers of Dr Williams' Pink Pills, it was worth spending large 

sums of money advertising their cure in newspapers across the country. So, where had the 

concept of neurasthenia originated, and why was it, as a 1930 advertisem ent would state, "the 

most common trouble in America today" ("Another Case")?

American neurologist George M iller Beard was the first to w rite  extensively on the subject 

of neurasthenia, a term  which "literally interpreted means lack of nerve strength" {Treatise 8). His 

most well-known and influential work, American Nervousness (1881), was preceded in 1880 by 

Practical Treatise on Nervous Exhaustion (Neurasthenia), a more technical text w ritten  with the 

practitioner in mind. The far more popular and widely-read American Nervousness is, as Beard 

states, "a contribution to sociology" {Treatise 17) rather than a medical text per se, and is 

therefore more useful in studying the relationship of neurasthenia to culture and literature. It is 

worth, however, briefly examining some of the details of Treatise in order to gain an 

understanding of the condition which will form  the underlying structure of this chapter.

In the third edition of Treatise, published after Beard's death, editor A.D. Rockwell 

acknowledges that "neurasthenia is now almost a household word" (3) and, indeed, in the coming 

decades it would become increasingly so. Beard's work on the subject attem pts to outline for 

doctors the precise symptoms and trea tm ent of neurasthenia, delineating it from  a num ber of

Dr W illiams' Pink Pills, the patent of which was owned by Canadian senator George T Fulford, w ere marketed  
worldw ide as a cure for a huge variety of diseases, including neurasthenia and other nerve disorders. Essentially an 

iron supplem ent, the pills w ere hugely successful and advertisements for them  can be found in U.S. newspaper 
across the 1910s, 20s and 30s. See Lears, chapter one, for more on patent medicines.
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other illnesses. Crucially for the arguments of this chapter, Beard notes that neurasthenia is a 

"m odern disease [...] surpassingly more frequent now than in the last century" which can be seen 

in "all civilized countries" (28), but most especially in the U.S. It is, as will become clear, a disease 

which is overwhelm ingly modern, American, male, urban, and higher class; the affliction of the 

professional business man, the banker or lawyer, or the successful entrepreneur. As several critics 

have pointed out, there is an emphasis on the pace and frantic com petition of modern life, and 

men most at risk are usually those "in deadly earnest in the race for place and power" (253).^^° 

Each of the five categories above, while often overlapping, is individually im portant for the cultural 

connections of the disease, and will be returned to throughout the chapter.

The problem with a precise definition or description of neurasthenia, as noted by Beard's 

critics both contem porarily and subsequently, is that it is extrem ely vague both symptomatically  

and aetiologically. A considerable proportion of Treatise is taken up simply listing the possible 

symptoms of the disease, which could be physical (tenderness of the scalp, cramps, sweating 

hands and feet, excessive yawning), or m ental (a lack of concentration, feelings of "hopelessness", 

"morbid fears" of any num ber of types). Symptoms related to an inability to control the body are 

noticeably com mon, and can be seen in complaints of "profound exhaustion", numbness, 

convulsions, insomnia, a "sudden giving way of general or special functions", or even tem porary  

paralysis. Given the relationship betw een neurasthenia and the male body, something which will 

be explored in detail in this chapter, these symptoms are particularly w orth  noting. W hile Beard 

does acknowledge that w om en can suffer from neurasthenia, it is "not so relatively frequent in 

females" (136), and emphasis is given to the feminizing effects the disease can have on males. It is 

stressed, on several occasions, that even young, virile men can be susceptible to neurasthenia:

It cannot be repeated too often that a patient may be of great size and weight, and have a 
muscular development both large and hard, capable of great physical endurance, and at the same 
time be in his nervous system as weak as a bed-ridden, hysterical girl (117).

Curing the disease is equally as varied, but a key point here is that it is possible, and "the 

m ajority [of sufferers] can be relieved, or substantially cured" (160). Certainly one of the primary 

reasons neurasthenia gained public acceptance and popularity was the fact that it fram ed what 

could otherwise be seen as a poorly understood and socially stigmatizing m ental illness as

See Barke et al., W iener, and O 'M alley  in particular.
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som ething real, tang ib le , and curable. In o rd er to  cure the illness, Beard outlines m ethods  

a tte m p te d  by o th e r p ractitioners , as w ell as a n um ber o f his ow n. As he argues, "the hygiene of 

nervous disease has th re e  gospels -  rest, w ork, and change o f w ork" (1 8 2 ). The rest cure, m ost 

fam ously advocated  by th e  o th e r m ajor neurologist o f Beard's tim e , Silas W e ir  M itch e ll, is one  

possibility. Beard, h ow ever, is no t in favour o f th e  co m p le te  isolation usually advocated  by 

M itchell and w arns against confusing the neurasthenic w ith  the  ''lithaem ic" p a tien t, whose life 

lacks exercise and h ea lth y  eating . For th e  su fferer o f neurasthenia , a victim  o f "w o rry  and w ork  

and nervous strain" (146 ), an ap p ro p ria te  cure could be "absolute rest fo r th e  exhausted nerve- 

forces, and an en tire  change o f a ir and scene" (141 ). Equally, depend ing  on th e  p a tien t, a vigorous  

trip  out w est m ay be all th a t is needed  and, in particu lar connection w ith  th e  A m erican w est, 

horse-riding is v iew ed  as exceptionally  beneficial (242).^^^ As this chapter w ill h ighlight, em phasis 

in th e  com ing decades w ou ld  be laid on physical exertion  and recuperation  close to  natu re  and the  

o u t d o o r s . T h e  connection  b e tw e e n  the  rugged and untam ed  w estern  states and th e  recovering  

neurasthenic p a tie n t w ou ld  becom e a com m on th em e , m ade fam ous in th e  life and w ritings o f 

Theodore  Roosevelt, O w en  W ister, and m any others. The concept o f the  "dude ranch", a w estern  

ranch at which nervous easterners  could connect w ith  natu re  and th e  outdoors, w ould  soon 

becom e fam ilia r. It is, fo r exam ple , one o f these ranches which provides th e  setting  fo r Burroughs' 

Deputy Sheriff o f Comanche County.

Rounding o u t his study. Beard rem inds th e  reader o f th e  need to  understand  and tre a t an 

illness which is so p reva len t in th e  U.S. As railroads, telegraphs and o th e r techno logy spread across 

th e  country, th e  A m erican  professional classes needed to  prepare  them selves fo r a disease which  

could sap th e  energy o f th e  e ffic ien t, hard-w orking, en trep ren eu ria l m en on which th e  country  

prided itself. If the  U.S. continued  to  m odern ize  and develop  then  this was inev itab le  (245).

H ow ever, w h ile  this diagnosis o f inevitab le  nervous disease m ay sound negative , th e re  is a certain j
I

am o u n t o f trium phalism  in Beard's tone  in th a t, as Charles Rosenberg succinctly sum m arises, 

"Beard's doctrine  o f nervous exhaustion was, in sum, an optim istic , even nationalistic , concept. \ 

Each case o f neurasthenia  in th e  U n ited  States was an additional b it o f ev idence fo r th e  superio rity  |
j
!

Burroughs would later approvingly quote Dr AJ. Ochsner that horseback riding goes "go[es] to outweigh the  
handicap of living in the city" ("The Saddle Horse").
For a more general survey of o ther attitudes to nervousness around Beard's tim e see Park, w ho examines nervous 

diseases and sport, particularly American football. This chapter is more concerned w ith  geographical escape but 
will examine one sport, boxing, in detail in the final section.
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of American institutions" (107). Turning to Beard's follow-up work, American Nervousness, this 

becomes far more apparent.

"All this is m odern, and originally American", declares Beard proudly, "and no age, no 

country, and no form  of civilization not Greece, nor Rome, nor Spain, nor the Netherlands, in the  

days of their glory, possessed such maladies" (vii-viii). Beard is explicit from  the outset on two  

fundam ental points. Firstly, nervous diseases are increasing and "the proofs are all about us; we 

are overloaded, weighed down with excess of evidence" (18).^®^ Secondly, that while other 

factors, such as climate or race, contribute to nervous disease, it is strictly a condition of modern 

civilization, which can be "distinguished from the ancient by these five characteristics: steam  

power, the periodical press, the telegraph, the sciences, and the mental activity of wom en" (vi). 

For Beard, it is the increased pressure to do more work -  brought on by steam power, the "friction 

of daily life", the stress placed on businessmen from rapid com munication and transport, and the 

undue strain placed upon the student -  which has caused the recent surge in nervousness in the  

U.S. The vocabulary used here is notew orthy {pressure, stress, strain, friction) in that mechanical 

words are routinely used to describe the functioning of the body. As Barke et al. point out, "[t]he  

idea of the body as machine, coupled w ith knowledge of w hat happened to machines due to strain 

and stress gave rise to the body metaphors of the tim e (566). Thus, modern civilization and 

technology provide both the cause of the disease as well as the language w ith which to describe it. 

In similar fashion. Beard's analogies and explanations are consistently technological, frequently  

invoking batteries, resistors, circuits, and electricity.

As the reader encounters the numerous "signs of American nervousness", there is a 

constant oscillation in attitude towards a rise in what is, on one hand, a harm ful and detrim ental 

illness, yet on the other, a confirm ation of the superiority of the American people and their way of 

life. This is apparent in the discussion of various indicators of nervousness such as the 

"phenomenal beauty of the American girl of the highest type" (65), the "eloquent, subtile [sic], 

and persuasive" nature of the American orator (80), or the abundance of American humour (83). 

Each of these symptoms, while marking out the sufferer as nervous, has a noticeably

As Lears rightly points out "Neurasthenia was historically im portant not because nervous ailments had actually 

increased -  that point is impossible to substantiate -  but because observers believed  nervousness was on the rise, 
and treated its spread as a cultural problem " (51).
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com plim entary side. U ltim ately, and looking back to the anthropological foundations of chapter 

three, there is little the American can do to escape the modernisation of the country, given that it 

has moved beyond the barbarian phase "through which all Europe w ith  the rest of the modern 

world has passed, or is now passing" (74). It should be recognised, however, that Beard's analysis 

is of the "better classes" and nervousness is generally confined to this small m inority. "Of our fifty  

millions of population, but a few  millions have reached that elevation w here they are likely to be 

nervous" (97), although it is "the activity and force of the very few  [which] makes us what we are 

as a nation". Thus, Beard's vision of the future of America is one "w here riches and culture are 

restricted to the fe w — to a body, however, the personnel of which is constantly changing" (303).

U ltim ately Beard's signs and causes of nervousness are so extraordinarily varied that it is 

difficult to see how any aspect of modern life could be excluded. The symptoms are so diverse and 

open-ended that, to m odern eyes, the value of a diagnosis such as neurasthenia seems negligible. 

This is not to say that Beard's work was not pioneering in many respects and, along with Silas W eir 

Mitchell, he provided a foundation for the study of nervous disorders in the U.S., as well as 

authoring "the standard text on electric medicine through the 1880s and beyond" (Trower 155). 

W hat makes Beard's work so fascinating, however, is the alternating influence between the hugely 

cultural aspects of the medical diagnosis of nervousness, and the perceived nervousness of culture 

in late n ineteenth- and early tw entieth-century America. Furtherm ore, as Kathryn J. W aite points 

out in her exam ination of hay fever, other doctors of this period w ere working with precisely the 

same cultural influences. W aite  outlines the prevalent view of hay fever, like neurasthenia, as an 

educated, upper-class disease so that "hay fever had become a desirable condition in that it was 

not only evidence of a sufferer's accomplishment and education, but also of his or her fashionable 

status" (195). She notes how hay fever was seen by many at the tim e as an American, or at least 

Anglo-Saxon, disease, not seen in lower races, so that once again we find a sense of pride in the  

prevalence of a "disease of civilization".

As this chapter will explore, nervous exhaustion, or neurasthenia, could be displayed 

proudly as a badge of honour, a symbol of culture, civilization, and high class. At the same time, 

however, there was an evident fear of an ailm ent which could strike even the healthiest of man, 

rendering him weak, fem inine, and unfit for modern life. W hat Beard is evidently proud of in his
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claims for the superior levels of American nervousness generally, is m ore difficult to accept at a 

personal level. For many men of this period, a diagnosis of neurasthenia was a rem inder of the 

increasing fem inization of culture and the city, and a call to resist this change, to connect with  

nature and a rugged, outdoor life in which masculinity could be asserted. W om en, of course, were  

also afflicted by nervous disorders and M itchell's "rest cure", in which wom en w ere ordered to 

rest in bed and eat fatty  foods in order to build up their nervous energy, was the most well-known  

treatm ent of the late nineteenth century.^^'^ As this chapter is chiefly concerned with an 

examination of masculinity in Burroughs' work, however, the primary focus will be on the  

predominantly masculine disease of neurasthenia.

2.2: Neurasthenia in the Twentieth Century

In the decades a fter Beard's death in 1883, more rigorous medical definitions of 

neurasthenia w ere a ttem pted  by many, while others questioned w hether it could be satisfactorily 

defined at all. Throughout this tim e, however, the term  itself was widely used and can be seen in 

the popular press and literature of the period. Much like the related "nervous breakdown", which 

was (and, to a certain extent, still is) used as a popular term , despite a lack of medical consensus 

on what it entailed, neurasthenia was many things to many people. It was closely connected with  

definitions of w hat becam e known as "railway spine" at the turn of the century, before "shell 

shock" became a controversial illness in World W ar I. Later in the century, stress, post-traumatic  

shock, and depression would each draw on and modify earlier depictions of nervousness. In the 

period this chapter will exam ine, leading up to Burroughs' works of the 1910s and 20s, the  

emphasis will be on an exploration of neurasthenia's relationship with masculinity in particular. In 

connection with this, the concepts of railway spine and shell shock are worth  briefly detailing.

Turn of the century America continued to see massive railway expansion, and the danger 

of serious injury or death was, by modern standards, frighteningly high. "The total death list, by 

1907, had come to nearly 12,000 a year and no doubt the num ber of serious injuries was many

Charlotte Perkins Gilman's "The Yellow W allpaper" is the frequently-cited literary example of the effects of the rest 
cure, prescribed, in Perkins' case, by M itchell.
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times larger" (Aldrich 2)/®^ W hat emerged was a type of w hat we might now call post-traumatic  

shock; passengers involved in railway accidents, who would appear at the tim e to be completely 

unharmed, would then later suffer the types of symptoms associated with neurasthenia. 

Emotional outbreaks, insomnia, fatigue and other symptoms occurred, raising questions about the  

relationship betw een mental and physical injury. Just as we have seen in Beard's work, the disease 

struck strong healthy men, rendering them  weak and fem inine. As Jane F. Thrailkill points out in 

her study of the phenom enon, "[f]ar from congenitally nervous, frail or weak, victims of railway 

spine were frequently described as successful professionals or burly labourers, underscoring the 

threat to masculinity broadly construed that such injuries posed" (103). Much like neurasthenia, 

the threat to masculinity was very real; this was a disease which could be brought on by a form of 

transport which had become increasingly indispensible to the modern American male, and one 

which could reduce even the burliest of men to fem inine hysteria and em otional outbreaks. These 

w ere ''symptoms that were not just coded as fem inine, such as tears and fainting spells, but that 

w ere structurally fem inized" (Thrailkill 99, italics in original), such as hysteria, a syndrome 

etymologically rooted in the Greek word for uterus.

In similar fashion, shell shock during the First W orld W ar raised difficult issues regarding 

the boundaries between m ental and physical illness, between cowardice and a lack of masculine 

courage on one hand, and a serious medical problem on the other. As Jessica M eyer notes in her 

comparison of shell shock and the self-inflicted wound, while many were sympathetic towards the 

soldiers' plight, "[f]or the men who were at the front line of policing soldiers' health, shell shock 

was often viewed as a moral problem , w hether ascribed to hereditary weakness of will or the 

cowardly instinct of the malingerer, rather than a medical condition" (237). This was obviously an 

issue of huge im portance as, for the soldier in question, it could be the difference between a 

period of rest and recuperation and imprisonment or execution. Thus, once more, a nervous 

disorder closely connected to, and indeed often used interchangeably w ith, neurasthenia 

highlights the centrality of masculinity in its definition.

Examining a similar case in a U.S. context, we can take an incident in the U.S. navy in 1921. 

On 10^  ̂ July the N ew  York Times ran the headline "Lieutenant W ho M ade Famous Hudson Bay

M ark Aldrich's Death Rode the Rails: American Railroad Accidents and Safety, 1 8 2 8 -1 9 6 5  details this extensively.
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Balloon Trip Now a Hospital Patient". The article outlines how the patient in question, Lt. Farrell, 

was being treated  for "neurasthenia exhaustive" in the neurasthenia ward of a Naval Hospital 

after a "harrowing experience" in which three naval lieutenants abandoned a balloon and "fought 

their way through the w i l d e r n e s s " . T h e  anxiety and hardship of the days in the woods resulted 

in Farrell (later described in explicitly gendered term s as "despairing and hysterical") striking 

another lieutenant. He defended his actions on the basis of his nervous exhaustion. M eanwhile on 

the same day, the Baltim ore Sun ran the story under the headline "Lieut. Farrell, Navy Flyer, Has 

Nervous Breakdown". The interchangeable nature of neurasthenia and the nervous breakdown  

can be seen here again, but w hat is crucial is that the acceptance of a diagnosis of neurasthenia by 

Farrell counters any charges of cowardice or failure to act according to military protocol. In his 

case, he was granted a month's leave, as opposed to receiving any military reprim and.

For most men, however, it was not the hardships of the military or the shock of a railway 

accident which caused neurasthenia. Rather, it was the fast-paced, com petitive life of the modern 

American city. In 1920, almost forty years after Beard's work. Dr Abraham Meyerson could outline  

how, with regards to neurasthenia

there exists no reasonable doubt that modern life, with its hurry, its tensions, its widespread and 
ever present excitement, has increased the proportion of people involved. Particularly the increase 
in the size and number of the cities, as compared with the country, is a great factor in the spread of 
neurasthenia (qtd in Barke et al. 567).

Similarly Dr Ivo Geikie Cobb, working in Britain, could state w ith certainty in the preface to his A 

M anual o f Neurasthenia  (1920) that "the disease is on the increase" (vii). Cobb's text on the  

causes and symptoms of neurasthenia draws on developm ents in psychotherapy and other related 

areas and, while he agrees that Beard's definition of the disease was too vague, he is adam ant that 

"the condition of Neurasthenia is certainly 'distinguishing and determ inate ,' as any clinician in 

touch with this disorder will testify" (16). Also, "due to the fact that more men lead strenuous, 

anxious, and hurried lives than w om en" (25), it is particularly prevalent in the modern, urban 

male. Indeed, "city life breeds Neurasthenia" (219).

In passing it is notew orthy that the hospital has an entire "neurasthenia ward", certainly indicative of the  
prevalence o f the condition at the time.
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These are professional opinions, but we can look also to the popular press of the period 

and examine any num ber of references to neurasthenia in the 1910s and 20s and, indeed, beyond. 

The opening quote of this section refers to Dr Williams' Pink Pills but there  were numerous 

advertisements purporting to cure neurasthenia and other nervous disorders with a variety of 

methods. A 1909 advertisem ent for "Stuart's Dyspepsia Tablets" warns the reader that 

"Neurasthenia [...] is a disease, which in these modern, strenuous times is becoming more and 

more prevalent" ("Nervous Dyspepsia"). Another alternative was "Duffy's M alt Whiskey", and an 

advertisem ent in Missouri informs the reader that neurasthenia "has, during the present 

generation, come to be known as the 'National Disease' of America [...] In this age of hurry, worry, 

hustle and the strenuous life in business, many people overwork their nervous systems and put 

too much strain upon them , which can lead to partial or total breakdown". Contradicting many 

contem porary warnings to avoid stimulants such as tea, coffee and alcohol, Duffy's whiskey 

advertises itself as "invaluable to overworked men, delicate wom en and sickly children" 

("Neurasthenia"). Advertisem ents of this type can be seen in newspapers across the U.S. right up 

until the 1930s and beyond. In 1933, for example, the "Electro-Therapy Doctors" in St. Petersberg, 

Florida, offer consultation and advice for neurasthenia, among a list of o ther ailments ("Free 

Examinations"). Thus, w hat is clear is that despite any professional opinions as to the reliability of 

neurasthenia as an identifiable and treatable disease, the concept was very much used and 

identified with throughout the first three decades of the tw entieth  century, the period in which 

Burroughs was writing.

To conclude this section, we can turn briefly to an insightful article on the correlation 

between busyness and business, in which Michael O 'M alley points out that:

Americans saw themselves for the most part as uniquely busy, striving, industrious [...] But whether 
or not Americans were actually working harder, public debates about busyness and its primary 
manifestation, as 'American Nervousness,' were nearly continuous at the turn of the century (378).

He explores a num ber of the films of the early tw entieth  century which showed the frantic pace of 

modern life. Titles such as Catching an Early Train (1901) or M r Hurry Up o f N ew  York (1907) mock 

the life of the busy man, highlighting the paradox of being too busy to get anything done. O 'Malley  

discusses the nervousness arising from the "divided, contradictory sense of self that American 

individualism advanced" (389). As an example, he uses a contem porary magazine. Success, which
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one month advises job seekers to be true to themselves, not to represent themselves as anything 

but who they are. The next month, however, it gives precisely the opposite advice, to make sure 

that one's outward appearance suggests what one is not, but could become; that is to say, 

appearance is everything. Thus, "ideally, through pretending, one becomes the thing pretended 

to, and looking alert leads to being alert, looking successful leads to being successful" (O'Malley 

391). This is precisely what happens to the protagonist of Burroughs' somewhat autobiographical 

novel. The Efficiency Expert. As this chapter will examine a selection of Burroughs' novels in 

relation to neurasthenia, masculinity and modernity, a brief exploration of Expert will serve as a 

useful illustration of many of the elements discussed thus far.

2 .3 : The Efficiency Expert

The Efficiency Expert (1921) is one of only a handful of Burroughs' novels set in 

contemporary A m e r i c a . A n  adventure based loosely on Burroughs' own early experiences in the 

workplace, the novel was written in 1919 and published two years later in Argosy All-Story Weekly. 

It is of interest here as the adventures of the protagonist, Jimmy, provide a literary example of 

several of the issues raised in the previous section. Jimmy, whose virility is established from the 

outset, is a boxing, baseball and football champion at "one of America's oldest and most famous 

universities" (ch. 1). His challenge, however, is to prove to his father and the world that he can 

succeed in the fast-paced, competitive world of business. Unfortunately for our hero, and in a 

book with a consistent and deeply cynical attitude towards academic education, Jimmy is refused 

job after job as an overeducated "rah-rah" boy. Like Owen Wister's depiction of the cowboy, 

examined shortly, a man needs to "forget his Greek alphabet" and be one who can "remember no 

parent or teacher earlier than the street" (Cow-Puncher). Jimmy has no real life education, of the 

sort so often found in Burroughs' novels,^^^ and he ends up emasculated, selling women's

Lupoff notes, and I would certainly agree, tha t "when dealing with farfetched occurrences in distant and exotic 

settings. Burroughs was a m asterful spinner of yarns; when dealing w ith  less unlikely events in realistic settings, he 

was unable to bring his gifts to  bear at all effectively" (65).
Lizard provides an example in Expert, but others include Billy Byrne in The Mucker, Neal "Chi" Brown, in Tarzan's 

Quest, Tony "Shrimp" Rosetti in Tarzan and the Foreign Legion, or Danny "Gunner" Smith in Tarzan Triumphant, all 
of whom are from  Chicago.
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underwear in a departm ent store. Observed by Harriet and Elizabeth, the tw o fem ale protagonists, 

Jimmy feels a "mad desire to escape what he considered his degrading and effem inating [sic] 

surroundings" (ch. 7). This same impulse is more starkly illustrated in Jimmy's next job as a 

sparring partner for Brophy, a boxer. W hile he is initially ready to suffer emasculating defeat at the 

hands of an inferior boxer, he finds himself once again the object of Elizabeth and Harriet's gaze. 

This leaves him with little choice but to lose his job by dem onstrating his physical superiority and 

knocking out Brophy. As Amy Kaplan argues, and this is something to which this chapter will 

return, masculinity is often perform ative. Regeneration does not necessarily have to come from  

violence but from  a "theatrical display of the hero in conspicuously staged scenes, where the  

heroine serves as the chief spectator" (675). Thus, it is not the fact that Jimmy can knock Brophy 

out which is im portant, it is that he can display his superiority in front of an interested female  

spectator. The city feminizes, and it is only through masculine perform ance, in a scene repeated  

countless times throughout Burroughs' work, that a man can access the primitive, truly virile 

aspect of his identity. This will be examined in more detail below in relation to Burroughs' jungle 

novels.

As the story continues, and the reader enters a world of m urder and intrigue, the modern 

businessman is introduced. Neurasthenia is used by the villain, Harold, to remove his future  

father-in-law  from  his job as president of the International M achine Company, claiming he has a 

condition "even a nerve specialist might not diagnose correctly" (ch. 6). Jimmy's connections with  

tw o underworld characters result in his getting a job as an "efficiency expert". Just as outlined in 

Success magazine above, by pretending Jimmy becomes the thing pretended to. He is a fake, using 

forged letters of recom m endation and bluffing his way through the initial weeks of the job, but by 

the end of the novel has become w hat he has claimed to be all along, an efficiency expert and a 

successful business manager.

Of course, his new life in the fast-paced world of business leaves him open to future bouts 

of nervousness, and he is especially susceptible as a modern American businessman who is also 

educated and of a naturally higher class. Throughout the novel Jimmy works as a sales assistant, a 

milk-wagon driver and a w aiter, amongst other jobs. However, as "his eyes and forehead indicate 

intelligence, and his jaw  is strong and aggressive" (ch. 11), he will naturally rise to the top of the
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social order. Harold, on the other hand, who attempts to frame Jimmy for murder, is destroyed by 

his nervousness. Fittingly, for one who has tried to use neurasthenia as an excuse to remove a 

rival, he finally succumbs to the stress and nervous tension of Jimmy's trial. While Jimmy is 

described as having no indications of ''nervous depression", Elizabeth thinks Harold is "on the 

verge of nervous prostration" (ch. 27). When he realises his crimes have been uncovered his 

condition moves beyond mere nervousness, and he commits suicide by jumping out a window to 

his death.

In the end, commercial life in the modern American city, in this case Burroughs' beloved 

Chicago, is viewed as a battleground for a man's identity. Jimmy's emergence as a modern, 

efficient business manager, not long after the publication of Frederick Taylor's Principles of 

Scientific IVIanagement, is attained by overcoming the pitfalls of the city. He learns from his 

streetwise friend. Lizard, without ever joining him in a life of crime; he avoids nervous exhaustion 

and its ensuing loss of efficiency and work ethic (although does suffer from one bout of illness), 

while others around him succumb; and he asserts his masculinity triumphantly and violently, 

resulting in his eventual rise to a position at the top of a male-run industry.

If, as we have seen, the modern city was such a threatening site of nervousness, how could 

one escape? What were the alternatives for the urban male wishing to recover from nervous 

exhaustion, who wished to define himself in an environment which, if submitted to, will "render [a 

man] either cowardly or effeminate" {Jewels o f Opar ch. 4)? Socially, any escape had to be a place 

where the male social bond was strong, a world where women were marginal or sidelined; 

geographically, it had to be an isolated, rural, or primitive location, where nature could be felt in 

all its raw power; and culturally, it had to be somewhere barbaric or savage, far from the civilized, 

upper-class theatres and art galleries of the modern city. In this respect, a man had three 

superficially diverse but fundamentally related options: go west to the American frontier, go 

abroad to the untamed, savage jungle, or go to war.
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"American men have been searching for their lost manhood since the middle of the 

nineteenth century" ("Consuming M anhood" 7), states Michael Kimmel, and this was particularly 

true in the final tw o decades of the century, when neurasthenic men w ere  travelling west in 

search of a redefinition of their masculinity and a cure for their nervousness. Doctors such as Silas 

W eir M itchell may have recom m ended the "rest cure" for wom en, but the "west cure" was seen 

as far more appropriate for men who needed to connect with nature and forget the stress of the  

city. Indeed, "following M itchell's lead, a whole generation of nervous men accordingly journeyed 

westward to recuperate not only by working on ranches and hunting game in the Rockies, but also 

by writing about their experiences" (Will 294). The connection between living and recuperating in 

the west, and writing about the experience, is crucial, especially in connection with the western 

genre. Perhaps most famously, Owen W ister travelled to Wyoming to cure his nervousness, 

beginning an interest in the life of the cowboy, the subject of his phenom enally popular The 

Virginian (1902). Equally well docum ented are Theodore Roosevelt's trips to Dakota, throughout 

the 1880s and 90s, as both cattle rancher and hunter. Best-selling author Zane Grey, arriving 

slightly later, was similarly influenced by his trips out west.

Each of these men is connected to Burroughs in a variety of ways, and his work was 

similarly inform ed by his western experiences in Idaho and Arizona. W ister's influence on 

Burroughs' writing is frequently apparent; Burroughs believed The Virginian "to be one of the 

greatest American novels ever w ritten" ("Creator of Tarzan Speaks"), and w rote  to Wister to thank 

him "for the many pleasant hours I have spent with your books" (Letter to W ister). Grey, a very 

close contem porary of Burroughs, was a serious rival in term s of popularity and there was 

sometimes a touch of jealousy in the com petition: "Zane Grey, the only w rite r probably who tops 

my sales, owns yachts and beautiful sum mer homes. He cruises all over the world, while I sit here ■ 

with my nose to the grindstone" (Letter to Bray, 1 Apr). Burroughs nevertheless enjoyed Grey's 

fiction and owned a num ber of his works. Finally, Roosevelt was a figure of esteem  for Burroughs, 

and their views on politics, war, m ilitary matters, and the outdoors, amongst other areas, were 

consistently in line. This section will explore these three men in relation to Burroughs and, so, it
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will prove useful to briefly outline Burroughs' western experiences, as well as the period in which 

the later careers of each of these im portant figures was being influenced and shaped.

Burroughs' first western experience was in 1891, when he travelled to his brothers' ranch 

in Idaho. The teenager quickly took to cowboy life, carrying out a num ber of jobs on the ranch and 

developing a love of horses which would become a major part of his life and writings. This was the  

same year as W ister, following his fifth journey to W yoming, began to w rite  about the west. 

Roosevelt, m eanwhile, travelled to Dakota for a brief hunting trip, staying on the ranch he had 

bought in 1883 following the deaths of his wife and m other. Two years later, in 1893, the  

eighteen-year-old Burroughs was excelling in horsemanship in the Michigan M ilitary Academy, 

under the supervision of renowned m ilitary author Com m andant Charles King, a man Burroughs 

would later describe as "the w rite r of the best army stories ever were w ritten; a man who has 

been an inspiration to me all my life because of his outstanding qualities as a soldier, a cavalry 

man and a friend" (Autobiography  8). 1893, the year Burroughs came second at the Columbian 

Saddle Horse Show with the Orchard Lake Cadets, also saw the publication of Roosevelt's The 

Wilderness Hunter and W ister's m eeting with Frederic Remington, another influential illustrator of 

the west who, like W ister and Roosevelt, had gone west in 1881 for "health-seeking" reasons, as 

he "had experienced prior to his departure a sense of frustration, disappointm ent, or personal 

tragedy" (W hite 52). 1893 was also the year of Frederick Jackson Turner's influential "The 

Significance of the Frontier in American History", first presented at the W orld's Columbian 

Exhibition.

At this tim e, Zane Grey was making his name as an extrem ely successful baseball star in the  

University of Pennsylvania, highlighting a related area of concern -  sports and athleticism. Indeed, 

the 1890s was a tim e when U.S. interest and participation in sports increased hugely, and "a 

massive, nationwide health and athletics craze was in full swing" (Kimmel, "Consuming Manhood" 

17). Body building, personified by the fam ed Eugen Sandow and prom oted in Bernarr 

MacFadden's Physical Culture magazine, allowed men to take control of their bodies, countering 

the effects of neurasthenia. Similarly, "[t]eam  contests dem anded a strength, vigor, and physical 

assertiveness that underm ined the ease and debility of modern affluence" (Rotundo 241).

Biographical m aterial is drawn from  W hite , Watts, Blake, Stott, Slotkin, and the Theodore Roosevelt Center.
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Furtherm ore, many of these "character building" sports were connected with religious 

organisations such as the YMCA and, in this way, were closely linked to "muscular Christianity", a 

m ovem ent which had risen to prominence in the late nineteenth century in the U.S. It promoted  

health and manliness w ithin the church by means of athleticism and sporting activities and, "in the 

forty years before 1920, an extraordinary am ount of talk within Protestant churches focused on 

the need to rescue American manhood from sloth and effeminacy" (Putney 7).^^° The west was a 

place where qualities coded as masculine, such as strength, perseverance, and fitness, were key 

requisites. As these were equally im portant for sporting success, it is unsurprising to observe that 

Burroughs was a prize-winning horse rider, and captain of the Michigan M ilitary  Academy football 

team . Similarly, Roosevelt kept to a strict exercise regimen throughout his years at Harvard, a 

precursor to his later advocacy for the strenuous life. "The tim id man, the lazy man, the man who 

distrusts his country, the over-civilized man, who has lost the great fighting, masterful virtues" 

{The Strenuous Life 9) is not fit to defend his country, notes Roosevelt, nor can he excel 

athletically.

In 1896 Burroughs enrolled in Troop B of the 7̂  ̂ Cavalry. Dreaming of m ilitary glory and 

catching the Apache Kid, the reality of boredom, digging trenches, and a bout of dysentery, meant 

that he was soon writing to his father asking him to press for his discharge. George Burroughs was 

successful in organising an honourable discharge in 1897, and so Burroughs left w ith little military 

experience but a wealth of inspiration for his \ater Apache novels. His new freedom  brought him 

to Nogales, Arizona, to help his brother Harry move a herd of cattle to Kansas City, perhaps 

reading Wister's Red M en and W hite, published the previous year. By 1898, Roosevelt was leading 

his Rough Riders in the Spanish-American war, as Lieutenant Colonel of the 1̂ ‘ US volunteer 

Cavalry Regiment, a regim ent Burroughs had hoped to join. Having travelled to Idaho to help his 

brothers on their ranch, Burroughs w rote to Roosevelt, receiving a short and disappointing reply, 

on 19^  ̂ May, 1898:

Dear sir, I wish I could take you in, but I am afraid that the chances of our being over-enlisted forbid
my bringing a man from such a distance. Yours very truly, T. Roosevelt (Qtd in Porges 126-7).

Putney's M anhood and Sports in Protestant Am erica is a particularly useful text on the  complicated relationship 

between religion, sport, and masculinity.
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Burroughs received this le tter in Pocatello, Idaho, where he lived fo r a short spell, before returning 

to his father's business in Chicago. He returned in term itten tly to help his brothers ranching and 

mining and so, by 1902, when The Virginian was published. Burroughs, like Wister, had had a 

number of experiences out west. This decade would also see Zane Grey's first published works, 

and his influential trip  to  Arizona with Charles Jesse "Buffalo" Jones, which would spark the 

beginning of his western writing. By 1912 Grey had published Riders o f the Purple Sage, the work 

for which he would become famous. Burroughs had w ritten the first Barsoom novel, which opens 

as a western, and Roosevelt was outlining the obligations of patriotic and masculine duty in a 

speech in Milwaukee, having been shot before going on stage:

I cannot understand a man fit to be a colonel who can pay any heed to his personal safety when he 
is occupied as he ought to be occupied with the absorbing desire to do his duty (Qtd in Harbaugh 
335).

It is precisely this sense of duty and disregard for personal safety in the face of glory and honour 

which would be imbued in Burroughs' many heroes, from John Carter onwards. Roosevelt had 

provided a template and history fo r the male protagonist hero in his Hero Tales o f American 

History, w ritten w ith Henry Cabot Lodge and published in 1895. This same year, as Burroughs was 

taking the entrance exams to West Point M ilitary Academy, also saw the publication of Wister's 

"Evolution of the Cow Puncher", a text which serves as a useful introduction to another hero 

figure, that of the cowpuncher, or cowboy, a character soon to be immortalised in the western 

novels of the next half century.^^^

Wister's text can be read in conjunction w ith  Roosevelt's The Winning o f  the West, which situates this American 

victory as "the crowning and greatest achievem ent of a series of mighty m ovements" going back to the emergence 

of the Teutons in the  "shadowy dawn of [the English race's] history" (ch. 1).
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Fig. 4.1: Burroughs os a young Fig. 4.2: Roosevelt as "a self-consciously
cowboy in Idaho, 1891 overdressed yet recognizable Western

cowboy"(Watts) in 1885.

Fig. 4.3: Zane Grey in Piute Canyon, Arizona
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Wister's article for Harper's N ew  M onthly M agazine  begins w ith a description of tw o men 

he encounters on a train -  a high-born English nobleman and a self-sufficient Texan cowpuncher, a 

"male who could take care of himself". These tw o seemingly diverse characters are, of course, not 

so different at all due to their shared Anglo-Saxon heritage, a point confirmed when the  

Englishman goes to live in Texas, adapts perfectly to the cowboy way of life, and dies "widely  

esteemed" some years later. Just as the African jungle awakens the primitive within Tarzan, W ister 

notes that when "the English nobleman smelt Texas, the slumbering untam ed Saxon awoke in 

him". The busy, hectic cities of the U.S. may be degraded and debased by the "encroaching alien 

vermin [...] Poles or Huns or Russian Jews", but not so the frontier, and the vast rural expanses of 

the west. In accessing them , a hidden masculinity is uncovered: "to survive in the clean cattle  

country requires spirit of adventure, courage, and self-sufficiency".

The author is nostalgic for a simpler, purer past, and while "progress is truly a w onder", he 

longs for that "unenlightened day when we [...] cheered for the little gray hoss". American 

cowboys are originally of varied types, yet all are linked by a common "unextinguished fire of 

adventure and independence". Their shared experience, the  homosocial bond arising from  

guarding cattle, sleeping outdoors, and encountering nature in its wildest, rawest forms, is what 

unites them . Clothes, equipm ent, even vocabulary, are equally shared, and W ister goes on to 

lovingly describe each in detail. As we have seen in chapter three, w here the English language was 

used as a m arker of superiority over primitive languages, the cowboy's very language is an 

indicator of his strength and masculinity: "[t]he cow-puncher's talent for making a useful verb out 

of anything shows his individuality. Any young strong race will always la y //rm  hands on language 

and sqt/eeze juice from  it" (italics added).

Sadly, however, this life is dying out. Progress has destroyed the fragile livelihoods of the  

cowboys so that while they do remain, the spirit of individuality and adventure are simply not 

available. Of course, any form  of outdoor cowboy life is preferable to that of the weak, urban 

youth, and "nature and simplicity did undoubtedly forge manlier, cleaner men than what our 

streets breed of no worse m aterial". If the city breeds neurasthenia and weakened nerves then  

the outdoor life of the cowboy is the solution. And so, W ister concludes "the story of the cow- 

puncher, the American descendant of Saxon ancestors, who for thirty  years flourished upon our
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part of the earth, and, because he was not compatible with Progress, is now departed, never to 

return"

The west, therefore, is a location where one can recover from nervousness and find a lost 

masculinity, w here a man can live independently and self-sufficiently, far from  any feminising 

influences. By the tw entie th  century, as W ister points out, this location was no longer accessible, if 

it ever truly had been in the first place. W hat remained was fiction, and the western novel, much 

like the historical romance out of which it emerged, could "return to an original virile past [which] 

reopens the closed frontier and reinvents the west as a space for fictional representation" (Kaplan 

683). The next section considers W ister's The Virginian and Grey's Riders o f the Purple Sage as 

foundational novels of this fictional representation of the west.

3.1: The Virginian and Riders of the Purple Sage

The Virginian is w idely acknowledged as one of the most influential novels of the western  

g e n r e , a n d  is a text which laid the foundations for a m ultitude of book, television, and film  

series across the coming decades. W ister by no means invented the western, but the romanticised 

cowboy life, the taciturn hero quick on the draw but living by a strict code of honour, and the 

shoot-out finale, to nam e but three central genre tropes, all stem wholly or in part from  Wister's  

massively popular novel. Furtherm ore, the novel laid the groundwork for the equally influential 

hero of Zane Grey's novel -  Lassiter, the black-clad, gun-slinging cowboy figure so commonly  

portrayed in the genre following the publication of the best-selling Riders o f the Purple Sage.^^^ 

While the tw o novels share the distinction as works which "firmly established the shape of the  

modern form ula W estern" (M itchell 235), there are a num ber of key differences. W ister focuses 

on the disparities and eventual convergence between east and west, betw een a noble but 

vanished past and a modernising, progressive future. The Virginian is a cowboy who marries an 

eastern girl, settles down, and becomes a landowner.^^"^ Grey, on the other hand, presents a

See, for example, Tompkins, M itchell, Slotkin, Kaplan.
173 The Virginian  has been m ade into a num ber of films, from  its first incarnation in 1914 to  a version in 2000. The 

television series, which ran from  1962 to  1971, was extrem ely successful. Riders has been film ed num erous times 

since its first incarnation in 1918.
De Silva sees Tarzan as "the Virginian exaggerated to the extrem e" (149). He also marries and settles down to a
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complex portrait of M orm on frontier life, encapsulated in a tale of love and r e v e n g e . B o t h  

novels, however, highlight a struggle with masculinity and gender identity, the im portance of a 

com munion w ith nature, and a rejection of nervous, city life -  all aspects which will be explored  

shortly in texts by Burroughs.

"The west", an area defined as much by a set of often intangible features as by its 

geographical location, is the antithesis of the modern, American city. It is where the cowpuncher 

lives a more intense, untainted and pure life, one which requires endurance and strength but has 

its rewards. For Grey, this world is still a reality, and many of his westerns are set in a 

contem porary U.S. For most, however, the era of the cowboy was a "vanished world" coming to a 

close by the end of the nineteenth century, and the horseman, W ister informs the reader in his 

introduction, "rides in his historic yesterday". Even for Grey, of fifty-five westerns published 

betw een 1910 and 1963, thirty-eight are set in the nineteenth century (Blake 208-9). Thus, while  

the early tw entie th -century  reader may never be able to fully recapture the supposedly historical 

m om ent in which these heroic figures rode across the sagebrush, the western does o ffer a 

fictional representation of several contem porary anxieties. Eastern men, even if they could not 

travel west as a cure for the ir nervousness, could still read the tales of those who had. The west 

may well be a "great playground of young men" {Virginian ch. 6) but the 'play' in question is a 

com plex playing out of fantasies, as well as anxieties, related to masculine identity. This is defined, 

in particular, against three elem ents which will be examined below: wom en, guns, and death.

Much like the adventure narrative or war story, the west is a "world of men" {Virginian ch. 

25) in which w om en, like the barbed wire which subdivided form erly open land, imprison and 

confine men. The horsemen of The Virginian are aware that the era of the cowboy is coming to an 

end, and with it an era of homosocial bonding, so that "with wom en and children and wire fences 

this country would not long be a country for men" (ch. 9). The truly successful cowboy hero can 

retain his masculine identity while still winning the object of his affection, something both Lassiter 

and th e  Virginian struggle w ith throughout the tw o texts. In relation to this, Christophe Den

large estate but does so while being stronger and more handsome, and educated w ith ou t a woman's help.
Grey lhad a lasting and influential relationship w ith  M orm onism , in large part due to his friendship w ith  James 

Simpson Emmet, a M orm on w ho "taught him about bravery, about love for the desert, about kindness to animals, 
and abo ut endurance" (Stott 493). See Stott for further details.
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Tandt's notion of "corporate androgynes" is useful: "male protagonists whose willingness to 

develop a supreme form  of masculinity paradoxically involves the appropriation of feminine  

features" (640). Den Tandt uses this to examine Jack London, but this blurring of gender and 

sexuality is evident in The Virginian, in which the male narrator is presented, in many ways, as a 

rival to Molly, the love interest of the tale. On their first encounter the narrator describes the 

Virginian as a "slim young giant, more beautiful than pictures" and covered in dust. "Had I been 

the bride", he notes, "I should have taken the giant, dust an all" (ch. 1). He later notes that he has 

"never seen a creature more irresistibly handsome" (ch. 21) and, entranced by the Virginian's 

smile, fantasizes about his friend -  "had I been a wom an, it would have m ade me his to do what 

he pleased with on the spot" (ch. 21). The narrator, whose own masculinity is threatened by the  

handsome, self-assured Virginian, assigns himself the role of a fem ale, lessening the pressure to 

assert his own identity. W hile the Virginian's identity, at least for the m ajority of the novel, is 

confident and assured, the narrator is very aware of the perform ative nature of his own 

masculinity, threatened as it is by his western surroundings. He is com fortable in many ways with 

his status as a "tenderfoot", a novice when it comes to horse-riding and cattle, but this is in large 

part due to his assumed fem ale position in relation to the Virginian.

Conversely, fem ale characters often acquire male characteristics. Molly, for example, is 

called a gentlem an by the Virginian, and she informs him that she has "always w anted to be a 

man" (ch. 11). Indeed, the act which finally brings the tw o lovers together is Molly's heroic rescue 

of the Virginian, a role-reversal of an early rescue scene. In acting as she does, and saving the 

Virginian's life, the doctor acknowledges that she "had not done a wom an's part, but a man's 

part" (ch. 27). Similarly, in Riders, when Jane rides out on the sage, and is com plim ented by 

Lassiter, she dresses in her masculine riding gear and it is in "this m ale  a ttire  her m irror showed 

her a jaunty handsome rider" (ch. 6, italics added). M ore explicitly, Bess is introduced as a male 

masked rider before being uncovered, literally as Venters tears away her shirt, as a wom an.

This gender confusion in both novels works in two ways. On one hand, it is, as Lee Mitchell 

points out, a "narrative deploym ent [which] was hardly unfam iliar at the  tim e, that men and 

wom en are m eant to discover the ir true (and separate) sociobiological purposes in th e  West" 

(248). Gender is confused until each gender can affirm the pre-assigned role of the other. The
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standard plot in which a woman must awaken the dormant masculinity inside an emasculated 

man is one of the most frequently employed devices in Burroughs' work. "Society (especially 

effete eastern society) perverts supposedly natural rhythms, and true sexual identity can be 

recovered only in the unsettled, unrestricted West" (Mitchell 249). In contrast, however, the 

fluidity of gender roles can undermine more conservative, stable conceptions, and the sexual 

identity of many of the characters is continually in flux. Male cowboys play female roles, and 

admire each other's bodies. Females flaunt their masculinity to win over male cowboys. Lassiter 

and Jane live, unmarried, in the wilderness, while Bess, originally assumed to be a man, does the 

same with Venters. She is "transformed against her will into what she most enjoys: a rider dressed 

in male garb" (Mitchell 257). This gender confusion is overlaid with a sense of overcharged 

sexuality throughout the western, and it is often discharged and discovered using the next 

element under discussion.

The gun, of particular importance in R iders, is a key component of the cowboy identity. As 

Lassiter reminds us, "gun-packin' in the West since the Civil W ar has growed into a kind of moral 

law. An' out here on this border it's the difference between a man an' somethin' not a man" (ch. 

11). Thus, Jane's power as one who can feminize men resides largely in her ability to convince 

them to renounce their weapons. The obvious phallic symbolism of the gun is frequently apparent, 

such as when Jane attempts to use her sexual charm to persuade Lassiter to give up his way of life:

she slipped her hands down to the swinging gun-sheaths, and when she had locked her fingers 
around the huge, cold handles of the guns, she trembled as with a chilling ripple over all her body 
(ch. 11).

While men carry guns, women possess a dangerous sexuality and, throughout the novel, Jane 

attempts to use hers as a weapon against Lassiter. She uses her beauty and saintly character (she 

is a true Latter-day Saint to Dyer's corrupted villain) to disarm him, figuratively and literally, and to 

convince him to abandon his search for his sister's abductor. This comes to a head in chapter 

twenty, as Jane begs Lassiter not to kill the villainous Dyer, and it is here that Lassiter must be 

forceful, or resign any claims to his masculine identity. Actions, not words, are required. Jane 

pleads and persuades with words, something she has done successfully up until this point, but 

Lassiter angrily asserts himself and the need for action: "Woman -  don't trifle at words! I love you! 

An' I'll soon prove it". Ignoring Jane's pleas, Lassiter kills Dyer in her name, an act which ultimately
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brings the pair together. Jane renounces her village and her "false religion", and violent, 

aggressive masculinity wins for Lassiter the woman he has loved throughout the novel.

The finale of The Virginian unfolds in a remarkably similar way. The Virginian is in love with  

M olly and willing to give his life for her, but there is a limit. He cannot quite fram e this but knows 

"I can't give her -  her nor anybody in heaven or earth -  I can't give my -  my -  we'll never get at it, 

seh!" (ch. 35). He may not be able to u tter it, but this unnamed elem ent is w hat he has earlier 

called "his notions of masculine courage and modesty" (ch. 27), his sense of honour and duty as a 

cowpuncher. Unlike Lassiter, who is tem porarily feminized by his acquiescence to Jane's request, 

the Virginian can at no tim e allow his love for M olly to interfere with public perceptions of his 

masculinity. In an analogous scene to Riders, M olly threatens to leave the Virginian if he goes 

ahead with a dangerous shootout, but he asserts his prerogative and does so r e g a r d l e s s . L i k e  

Jane, who has yielded to her "master", Molly cannot leave as she has subm itted to her "lord", and 

so the Virginian can reassert his masculine prowess and still proceed with his wedding.

The last of the three primary elem ents under consideration here is that ever-present facet 

of every cowboy's life: death. As Jane Tompkins puts it, "to go west, as far west as you can go, 

west of everything, is to die" (24). In a world in which "cow-punchers do not live long enough to 

get old" (Virginian ch. 27), how one acts when facing the end is a crucial part of one's identity. 

Cities are inexorably connected with vice, just as the west is with death, but "death is a thing much 

cleaner than vice" {Virginian ch. 3). This is most explicitly illustrated in the Virginian's attitude  

towards Steve's execution. The Virginian has no regrets about hanging Steve's accomplice Ed, 

whose fear and refusal to cooperate confirm that Ed "was not a man" at all. In order to retain 

one's masculine identity, one must face death stoically and courageously: "his view was simple 

enough: you must die brave. Failure is a sort of treason to the brotherhood, and forfeits pity" (ch. 

31). Steve, the Virginian's friend of many years, faces his death bravely and thus arouses the 

Virginian's profound pity. As a silent, stoic reserve is prized above all, Steve cannot speak to the 

Virginian "w ithout playing the baby" (ch. 32) and it is only when the Virginian finds this 

acknowledgem ent of an unw ritten code actually w ritten down on a newspaper, that he can put to 

rest some of the self-doubt he feels towards the execution of his friend. For the cowboy it is

The Virginian and Trampas' duel at sundown is resolved in the "ancient, eternal way betw een man and man" and is, 
therefore, rem iniscent of the many o ther "battle primeval" scenes encountered throughout Burroughs.
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actions, not words, which get results, but this does not negate the anxiety apparent in a code of 

silent, stoic masculinity.

All these struggles w ith identity and gender, violence and death, take place within a 

broader genre fram ew ork. Geography may not be the sole indicator of the western genre, but the 

West, and the wild and rugged spaces contained within it, is of crucial im portance for the structure 

of the novels. It is "the only divinity worshipped in this genre other than manhood itself' 

(Tompkins 39). The cowboy -  rounding up cattle, riding his horse, sleeping in the wild, travelling 

the vast expanses of valley and canyon -  is in constant contact w ith nature, and it profoundly 

affects his character, a key factor in Burroughs' novels as will be seen throughout this chapter. 

"[T]he celluloid good-fellowship that passes for ivory with nine in ten of the city crowd [does not 

work] with the sons of the sagebrush. They live nearer nature, and they know better" {Virginian 

ch. 2). Moving away from  the crowds and social interaction of the city in fact allows a person to 

read others more accurately. This is gained, much like an increased capacity to read the landscape, 

from the cowboy's proximity to nature. The landscape is consistently held in awe, and sizeable 

portions of both novels are taken up with long and detailed descriptions of the natural setting. In 

Riders, in particular, the landscape contextualises the solitary cowboy amongst hundreds, even 

thousands, of years of pre-existing culture. Surprise Valley is the site of an ancient society and 

there is a very real continuity between the past and the present, something confirmed when 

"Balancing Rock", a huge boulder which has been placed by these ancient people in order to close 

off the valley forever, is used by Lassiter at the climax of the novel.

The cowboy, in communion with nature, accesses a prim itive, pre-m odern past, 

geographically and tem porally distant from the modern city. The narrator of The Virginian can 

sense this when he notes that the west is "like living back in ages gone". It is a location "steeped in 

a revery as of the primal earth" (ch. 30). Furthermore, given the consistent connection between  

the savage and the child, outlined in chapter three, it is no surprise that when Venters and the  

Virginian escape to the most primitive of surroundings, their youth emerges. W hen Venters lives 

with Bess in a valley of long-dead cave dwellers, he can access a "prim itive, childlike mood, like a
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savage's, seeing, yet unthinking" (ch. 13), while the Virginian, on a rem ote island with Molly, 

"melt[s] away to the boy" (ch. 36). Living the outdoor life -  "\ never sleep indoors" states Lassiter 

(ch. 2) -  strengthens the nerves of its proponent. The Virginian, for example, tells his eastern 

friend that a trip out west will "get you strong" (ch. 7) and, throughout the story, the west lures 

the narrator away from  any "displeasing rem inder of the railway, and cities, and affairs" (ch. 30). 

W hen faced with the impending execution of Steve and Ed, the narrator is shaken, unlike the 

cowboys whose "frontier nerves knew nothing of such refinem ents" (ch. 30). Frontier nerves, 

strengthened by a primal and natural life, are of a very different sort from those of the 

neurasthenic city-dw eller. The cowboy, as Stott describes it, has "a wilderness-born 

responsiveness to the primal urge for life" (496).

3.2: Burroughs' Westerns

The western was not a genre Burroughs chose to w rite in often, and his output is limited to 

a 1924 tale. The Bandit o f Hell's Bend, tw o Apache novels. The W ar Chief {1927) and Apache Devil 

(1928), and a w estern/detective  story, initially w ritten in 1930 but published a decade later, The 

Deputy Sheriff o f Comanche County (1939). Given the wide variety of styles and genres Burroughs 

w rote in, it might appear unusual that that he did not utilise the genre to a greater degree, 

especially given the experience he had with the subject m atter. However, it becomes clear upon 

examining the novels that the genre, at least in the standard form W ister and Grey gave it, offered  

little to Burroughs in term s of originality or creativity.^^^ Far more interesting are Burroughs' two  

Apache novels, westerns based around Apache life which, in many ways, recall Burroughs' more 

successful sf novels on Barsoom. In the Apache novels the Indian, an e lem ent so conspicuously 

absent from the novels discussed thus far, takes centre stage. As Tompkins points out, the Indian 

is generally regarded as "a particularly dangerous form of local wildlife" (8), regularly referenced in 

the western, and perhaps briefly encountered, but rarely of central im portance. In Riders and 

Virginian the protagonists live in a land where "Indians and wild animals live unchained" {Virginian 

ch. 8), one as fearsom e and as bestial as the other. They are alluded to, feared, or viewed as 

inferior or beneath contem pt, but never actually described or encountered.

Burroughs was also m indful o f his audience and noted that he would "hate to start in on a series of western cowboy 
stories as it would seem like encroaching on Zane Grey's preserves" (Letter to Bray, 1 Dec.).
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While Burroughs' two more standard western novels follow this pattern in precisely the 

same way, the Apache novels obviously deviate from it completely. In focusing on Apache life and 

culture Burroughs creates two novels which highlight many of the same tensions and 

contradictions of the Tarzan series, while still retaining much of what makes the western unique in 

its own right. It is these two novels, therefore, which will form the bulk of the critical analysis 

below. In examining them through the frame of what Burroughs calls the "asthenia of civilization" 

{War Chief ch. 8), the three primary concerns addressed above can be used to loosely structure 

the analysis which follows: the struggle with masculinity and gender identity, the importance of a 

communion or unity with nature, and a rejection of nervous city life in favour of the west.

The Bandit o f Hell's Bend and The Deputy Sheriff o f Comanche County

Bandit and Sheriff both present typical western genre figures in the shape of Bull, a cowboy 

and sometime foreman, and Buck Mason, a deputy sheriff. Bull is a skilled and knowledgeable 

cowboy, a veteran of "riding, roping, parting, calling brands, judging ages or weights, or handling 

cattle" (ch. 5). As with the Virginian or Lassiter he is "a taciturn man", "undemonstrative" and with 

a "natural reserve" (ch. 2). The tale of adventure, romance and mystery in which he finds himself, 

while not particularly original, does highlight Burroughs' use of the cowboy as hero. His self- 

reliance, natural sense of honour, and bravery in the face of danger, are precisely those qualities 

which mark out Tarzan, Carter, Carson or any of Burroughs' heroes as worthy of the title. 

However, while Tarzan gains his abilities by accessing the power of a primitive jungle, the cowboy 

must harness the rugged, outdoor life of the west. Like Buck, he must become an "animated part 

of the surrounding landscape" (ch. 1), his clothes, his tools (gun, rope, spurs), and his horse 

becoming an indistinguishable part of his self. Bull, like Lassiter in his black leather and low-riding 

guns, dresses in clothing which "showed use to the extent that made each article seem a part of 

the man" (ch. 9). Anybody can move west and attempt to look and act appropriately but, like 

Wister's natural Anglo-Saxon cowpuncher, the true cowpuncher attains "strength and freshness 

and efficiency" naturally {Sheriff ch. 1).

In the constant comparison between east and west which makes up a considerable portion 

of both novels, particularly Sheriff, Burroughs attempts to portray a hero whose natural western
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abilities are matched by an eastern appreciation of culture and education. Burroughs' cowboys 

are, in Roosevelt's terms, men of character -  "Bodily vigor is good, and vigor of intellect is even 

better, but far above both is character" {Character and Success 109). Bull is both brave and a 

natural leader, and there is "something about the man that dem anded obedience" (ch 5). Buck 

reads eastern magazines and books on etiquette, while his skills as a detective mark him out as 

intuitive and intelligent. Both men, however, can endure the hardships of the west, kill when  

needed, and get their wom an in the end. Their masculinity is measured against the landscape, 

which they must conquer; wom en, whom they must win over; and easterners, w ith whom  they  

must com pete. Bandit is m ore straightforward in this respect. Diana is the perfect partner for the  

masculine hero, as "essentially a frontier girl unversed in many of the finer artificialities of social 

usage, [who is] yet a young wom an of culture and refinem ent" (ch. 2). Her tw o sides attract an 

eastern and western suitor, but each is undone by his masculine imbalance, leaving only the 

perfect Bull. Intelligent, eastern-educated W ainright Jr is cowardly and arrogant, while the "cool 

and self-possessed" Colby is revealed as brutish and lustful. The fam iliar Burroughs attem pted- 

rape scene, more brutal than usual in that Colby actually beats Diana w ith a horse whip, reveals 

Colby for what he is: "the last vestige of his thin veneer of manhood had fallen from  him, leaving 

exposed the raw, primordial beast" (ch. 19).

Sheriff, w ritten  seven years after Bandit, is more aware of the genre into which the novel 

fits, and the concom itant expectations placed upon it, in a way that is apparent in Burroughs' 

novels across the 1930s.^^^ The novel, essentially a detective story set in the west, is hugely 

concerned with how people dress and act, and the concept of "false alarms", people who pretend  

to be what they are not. The plot centres around the TF ranch, a "dude ranch" at which 

easterners, "softened by contact w ith the luxuries of large cities" (ch. 3), a ttem p t to live the 

western life. These ranches, widespread at the tim e, tried to replicate an experience made popular 

by the western genre. Of course, living on a ranch with other eastern tourists, rather than western  

cowboys, is never going to be an "authentic" experience, if the word can even be applied to a life 

which was largely fictional to begin with. Thus, coming full circle. Burroughs' novel is a fictional 

western set on the type of ranch the genre itself made famous; a real western set in a place which 

highlighted the artificiality  of the genre. The characters are, for the most part, aw are of this

Tarzan auditioning for the role of "Tarzan" and not getting the part, in Tarzan and the Lion M an , is simply one
humorous example of this awareness on Burroughs' part.



P a g e  I 203

artificiality, dressing as if "they might have crept out of the latest W estern movie thriller" (ch. 4). 

Buck Mason spends most of the novel dressed as an easterner so as to catch a m urderer, and the  

novel focuses on his, and all the other characters', attem pts to conceal their true identity. In order 

to clear his name, he is required to disguise himself and renounce the symbols of his masculinity -  

he must shoot and ride badly, pretend to be unable to read and navigate the landscape, and dress 

like a nervous easterner. However, he is barely able to conceal his true self, as his natural riding 

ability and western knowledge become apparent. In the end, of course. Buck must reveal his 

identity and, armed and dressed appropriately, he asserts his masculinity as the "nervous and 

distraught" (ch. 22) w om en become hysteric. Identity is similarly at the centre of the Apache 

novels, to which we can now turn.

The Apache  Novels

Burroughs' tw o Apache novels are a unique blend of personal experience and lengthy 

research into Apache life and culture, the figure of Geronimo, and the Bedonkohe people. Into 

this. Burroughs weaves a western genre tale and the fictional story of Shoz-Dijiji, adopted son of 

Geronimo. Burroughs extensively researched the Apache novels, drawing on a num ber of 

contem porary accounts, and was adam ant that nothing be lost in editing. Upon viewing an edited  

pre-publication copy, in which some of the Apache vocabulary and lengthy descriptions of 

Bedonkohe life had been rem oved, he was very clear:

The preparation of the manuscript required considerable research work and as it is necessary for 
the reader to be able to understand the viewpoint of the Indian, if he is to be in sympathy with the 
principal character, it is essential that much of the matter deleted should remain, even though it 
draws comparisons that may be odious to some people of our own race and sometimes shocking to 
people whose religious convictions are particularly strong (Letter to Literary Editor).

The story draws on Burroughs' skills as an sf w riter, and in many ways these sf elem ents raise the  

novels above the m ore straightforward and formulaic Bandit and Sheriff. It was noted in chapter 

one that the Tharks of Barsoom can be seen as M artian parallels to the Apache which appear in 

the opening pages of Princess. However this influence works both ways and Burroughs' Apache 

are depicted in an estranging m anner which recalls the effects of the sf genre. The introduction  

highlighted how that the complex vocabulary of Burroughs' sf novels simultaneously provides a 

distancing from the alien society whilst creating an enclosed lexical world for the initiated reader.
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W hile perhaps the contem porary reader may have been more fam iliar with the term s than today's 

reader, there is still an undeniably complex use of Apache terminology, one which fulfils many of 

the same purposes as in Burroughs' sf. The opening pages of Devil, for example, see Shoz-Dijiji and 

Gian-nah-tah of the Be-don-ko-he watch as Nan-ta-do-dash, the izze-nantan, twirls his tzi-dltinidi 

about his head and casts hoddentin to the four winds (ch. 1). This attention to Apache vocabulary 

gives the story an authenticity that Burroughs is clearly aiming for, but it also has the effect of 

rendering the Apache a distant, inexplicable Other. Even the narrator is unable to truly understand 

the lives of his subjects, noting at one point that "one seldom knows w hat may be in the mind of 

an Apache" {Devil ch. 4).

Having said this, the novels are extrem ely sympathetic towards the grievances of the  

Apache people, and the historical trea tm ent of Indians. From the opening pages. Burroughs blends 

a sarcastic criticism of w hite imperialism with a celebration of primitivism, in a way that is 

generally far more considered and nuanced than any of the Torzan novels. There is a genuine 

attem pt to understand and celebrate racial and cultural difference, and the novels are full of 

lengthy descriptions of Apache dress, ornam entation, religious ceremonies, rites of passage, war 

councils and numerous other cultural aspects, in a way that is never a ttem pted for any African 

society. Burroughs constantly attem pts to contextualise Apache achievements, reminding the  

reader, for example, that their territory is "an empire as large as Europe" {Chief ch. 3). Shoz-Dijiji's 

actions recall those of the greatest of Americans and he kills "not for the love of it but from a 

sense of duty to his people and loyalty to the same cause that inspired such men as Washington 

and Lincoln— freedom " {Devil ch. 6). There is also an attem pt on Burroughs' part to  explore the  

antagonism between tw o historically opposed peoples. To the Apache "w hite-eyed men are all 

liars and thieves" {Devil ch. 1), just as to the white men "it costs Uncle Sam less to bury an Injun 

than to feed him" {Devil ch. 3), and the fundam ental unwillingness to be inform ed otherwise is 

cause for conflict on both sides. The wiser historical characters in the novel, Geronim o or the U.S. 

army Captain Crawford for example, can see this but are often powerless in the face of prejudice. 

M eanw hile W ichita Billings, who over the course of two novels overcomes her inability to love an 

Indian, is initially restrained by her upbringing "in an atmosphere of racial hatred, schooled in 

ignorance and bigotry by people who looked upon every race and nation, other than their own 

race and nation, as inferior" {Devil ch. 12). This attem pt to explore cultural and racial differences
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came at a price, however, and the Apache novels were far less com mercially successful than 

Tarzan. Burroughs' editor Joe Bray sympathised with his author's attem pts and, in a letter 

informing Burroughs' of poor sales of Chief he lam ented the "racial prejudice" in modern society 

and the fact that although "there may be an Indian point of view entirely d ifferent from  the white  

man's point of view, [this] never enters into the mind of the ordinary man".

W hat Burroughs constructs, ultim ately, is a story which tries to place the Indian centre  

stage, and view the conflict between tw o races as less simplistic than much genre fiction might 

imply. In reconciling this division, however, something is needed to fuse the tw o sides together, 

which is where the concept of masculinity becomes crucial. The novels are structured around a 

claim to a primitive masculinity which is above the divisions and antagonisms of racial conflict. In 

this respect the novels can be both contradictory as well as fascinatingly ambiguous. From the  

outset Burroughs celebrates the Apache for their prim itive, natural character. They are 

"uncontaminated by the fetid breath of civilization" {Chief ch. 1), far from  the nervous, stressful 

cities of "effete society" {Devil ch. 4). The Apache have all the qualities of the rugged, individualist 

cowboy but to a far greater degree. The cowboy is self-sufficient but still needs an employer, the 

tools of his trade, and occasional contact w ith governm ent and the law. The Apache, once he has 

become a warrior, is under no such obligation, free to follow the decisions of his tribe's council as 

he sees fit. He is entirely self-sufficient, adept at living off the land and reading the landscape in a 

way no cowboy can. The im portance of looking and dressing like a cowboy, a topic of extensive 

discussion in Sheriff and many western novels, does not apply to the Apache who, like most of 

Burroughs' heroes, accentuates the primitive by discarding c l o t h i n g . A s  Shoz-Dijiji races to save 

Wichita, for example, "his own nakedness stirred every savage instinct w ithin him" (ch. 18). 

However, this "savage instinct w ithin" is accessed by Shoz-Dijiji, a character who we must 

rem em ber is w hite by birth, not Indian, and this is where the fusion of civilised and primitive is 

focused.

In many ways the Apache novels are simply a retelling of the Tarzan story and a basic plot 

summary of one could easily stand in for the other. Tarzan, as we saw, is hereditarily disinclined to 

eat human flesh or rape w om en, despite the actions of his fellow  apes. Shoz-Dijiji, from  the outset.

See also Kasson's study of Tarzan, Houdini and the Perfect M an , which focuses on the "centrality of the unclad
w hite male body" (223) and extensively explores the cultural repercussions of male nakedness.



P a g e  I 206

is unable to torture or mutilate enemies, nor will he kill women or children. "Why he did not, he 

could not have told" {Chief ch. 3). Burroughs does not condemn the other Apache for the acts 

Shoz-Dijiji will not partake in, and again attempts to contextualise them throughout. They "inflict 

unspeakable torture upon the dying and nameless indignities upon the dead that would have filled 

with envy the high minded Christian inquisitors of the sixteenth century" [Chief ch. 5). However, 

this contextualisation is, in many ways, highly contradictory. The unspeakable torture is 

condemned, but then it is also justified as necessary for survival. It is sarcastically viewed as no 

worse than European violence of the past, but then the violence itself is graphically portrayed and 

forms a key part of the daring and adventure of a novel filled with war, bloodshed, and violence. 

Burroughs attempts to contextualise and condemn savagery, but then justify and generically use 

it.

Ultimately, it is the violence inherent in savagery which Burroughs uses as a restorative of 

masculinity, and the connecting factor between men of all races. Bravery, honour, and "character" 

are inherited qualities, but only by combining these with rigorous training in self-sufficiency and 

individualism, in manly skills such as tracking, hunting and fighting, can a firm sense of one's 

masculine identity be developed. Outdoor, western ranch life may be enough to establish the 

cowboy identity but, to truly bring out the "majesty and grandeur and poise" [Chief ch. 1) of the 

savage, the thrill of war and violence is required. Burroughs openly admires the Apache who 

"existed almost solely by war and for war" [Chief ch. 5) and in battle the bravery of all sides 

emerges. The U.S. soldiers, despite trying to kill the hero of the story, are regularly praised, and no 

group "ever got fewer thanks" [Chief ch. 10). When Gian-nah-tah, Shoz-Dijiji's childhood friend, 

bravely and selflessly holds off an overwhelming number of U.S. troops he is killed. But as Captain 

Cullis leads his troops on, he salutes the "dead body of a courageous enemy" [Devil ch. 11). This is 

the bond which joins Apache and white, and allows the latter to draw on the primitive and savage 

powers the former represents.

Shoz-Dijiji, then, embodies a Tarzan-like combination of hereditary ability and savage 

training. However, he combines them in a way which allows for a more triumphant celebration of 

the primitive as, unlike Tarzan, this is the American p r i m i t i v e . T h e  Indian is the "savage

Sharp argues, in relation to Turner and Roosevelt, tha t "[w]hile clearly considered by both authors to be an inferior
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forebear" of the U.S. male, the closest to the primitive Anglo-Saxon in the anthropological 

conflation of historical tim e and linear human developm ent explored in chapter three. A fusion 

with and proximity to nature is perfected and the contrast is heightened between the dulled 

senses of civilised city life and the organic, natural union of man and landscape among the Apache: 

"You [the reader] see nothing that might even rem otely suggest life [...] but that is because the  

asthenia of civilization has left you half blind as well as half d e a f' [Chief ch. 8)

For the sake of the romance plot Shoz-Dijiji must marry W ichita, another fem ale character 

admired for her manly, western abilities [Devil ch. 17). To do this he must accept his white  

identity, yet this is done very much on his own terms. He is aware that W ichita might claim to 

accept him as an Indian, but tells her "you would always feel sorry for me because I am an Indian" 

[Chief ch. 20), before leaving her at the end of the first novel. It is only when she has adm itted to 

loving him as an Indian that he informs her of his true identity. Furtherm ore, Shoz-Dijiji's 

acceptance of his whiteness precipitates his violent torture of the villainous Cheetim. Although he 

has revoked his Apache identity, he now embraces the one aspect of his character which has 

always marked him out as conspicuously ivnApache. Thus, Shoz-Dijiji accepts his heredity and 

becomes a w hite man, but does so having, in many respects, kept his Apache identity intact. This 

same struggle w ith identity, race, and primitivism is encountered by a huge num ber of Burroughs' 

characters, several of which are explored now in a different generic context.

race, the Native Americans w ere seen as exceptional, and the ir exceptional character was an im portant factor in 

the struggle of the whites to survive. In order to overcom e these greatest of savage foes, [...] Europeans had to 
evolve and become better than they w ere before. Through this process of improving, they stopped being 

Europeans and became Americans" (233).
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4: Jungle Adventures: Cavemen, Muckers and Boxers

If the west was a domestic site of escape for the neurasthenic male, then the primeval 

jungle was a more exotic, foreign destination where regeneration was equally possible. The jungle, 

one of Burroughs' favoured locations and one used across a num ber of series and individual 

novels, is most extensively explored in Tarzan. This final section, however, will use a num ber of 

Burroughs' lesser-known jungle novels in order to examine the form ation of masculine identity in 

the face of the prim itive, jungle landscape.

4.1: The Cave Girl

The Cave Girl, first published in 1913, provides one of Burroughs' most explicit comments 

on masculine regeneration by means of physical, strenuous activity in its most naturally primitive  

form.^®^ W aldo Emerson Smith-Jones, his name alone suggestive of his "ultra-intellectuality" (I, ch. 

1), is swept off a cruise ship in the South Pacific and stranded on a rem ote island. Alone, terrified, 

and w ithout any practical skills, he faces an early death unless he can som ehow reclaim the 

masculinity w ithin himself which, as a well-bred, American Anglo-Saxon, is his birthright. Much like 

the numerous nervous patients advised to seek respite from urban areas at this tim e, and in 

similar fashion to both Theodore Roosevelt and Burroughs' brother Harry, W aldo has been sent 

away from the city as a cure for an asthma-like "terrible c o u g h " . A s  always in Burroughs, it is a 

beautiful wom an, Nadara, who sparks his "awakening" and, forced to save himself and protect her 

from a group of local cavemen, W aldo feels "a spark that generations of overrefinem ent and 

emasculating culture had all but extinguished -  the instinct of self-preservation by force" (I, ch. 2). 

W ith Nadara's encouragem ent he can discover the masculinity "which generations of disuse had 

almost atrophied" (I, ch. 3), although as this is a deeply rooted, m ulti-generational problem of 

fem inization, there is much work to be done on his part if he is to overcom e his "shattered nerves" 

(I, ch. 3) and become a man.

The novel is made up of tw o  parts, The Cove Girl and The Cove M on, referenced as 'I' and 'II' in the  text.
Harry was advised by his doctor to move out West to help relieve a cough, and so he moved to Idaho, setting up the  
ranch which Burroughs would later visit. See Porges, 47.
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There are four key steps W aldo must take if he is to be w orthy of the beautiful cave girl, 

"filled with the fire of courage and intelligence" (I, ch. 4) w ith whom  he has fallen in love. He must 

learn to hunt and eat m eat, especially raw meat; he must train physically so as to be capable of 

protecting his mate; he must adopt primitive ways, learning to read the landscape and become 

entirely self-sufficient; and he must discard the superficial indicators of pow er and prowess in 

modern society -  intellectualism, clothing, social status -  and embrace his new identity. In short, 

W aldo, the effem inate, overcivilised coward must become "Thandar", the Brave One. Intelligence 

is required, but in the form  of practical knowledge, not abstract intellectualism. The cavemen 

W aldo meets are strong, brave, and manly, but they can never reach the level of developm ent 

W aldo can attain if only he uncovers his latent masculinity. Just as the "slumbering untamed Saxon 

awoke" in W ister's Englishman-turned-Texan-cowpuncher, W aldo's Anglo-Saxon heredity is w hat 

allows him to rise above all on the island. The very fact that he suffers from  nervousness, 

something the cavemen are not sufficiently advanced enough to experience, marks him out, as 

Nadara comments, as "of a superior race; of that she was quite sure" (I, ch. 10). Thus, spurred on 

by his desire to impress Nadara, W aldo begins a strict regime of physical exercise and weapons 

training. Soon, he realises that his cough has disappeared and that the strenuous life has allowed  

him to regain his health and his masculinity.

The four steps noted above are achieved in quick succession. W aldo, now Thandar, learns 

to fight and live as a primitive caveman, eschewing the last tatters of his clothes (and reminders of 

western civilisation) and donning the skin of a hunted leopard. His jungle craft improves, so that 

he can read the "absorbing drama w ritten  in the turned leaves" (I, ch. 10), and he begins to hunt 

and eat raw m eat. He does the latter as "he had long since learned the desirability of a m eat diet 

for one undergoing severe physical exertion, and had conquered his natural aversion for the 

uncooked flesh" (I, ch. 10). Raw m eat is closely linked to masculine athleticism and in particular 

boxing, a sport seen as supremely masculine and physical at the tim e Burroughs was writing, and 

an area which will be examined in more detail shortly. A num ber of Burroughs' heroes are, if not 

am ateur or professional boxers themselves, extrem ely knowledgeable "of hooks and jabs and 

jolts, scientific" (II, ch. 2). W aldo, as an effem inate intellectual, is obviously not a practitioner of 

the sport, but his diet of raw m eat aids him in achieving the same sort of strength boxers were  

aiming for at the tim e. As Kasia Boddy notes in her detailed exam ination of the cultural history of
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the sport, m eat was seen as the key ingredient in the boxer's diet. "Discussions of m eat in boxing 

stories (fictional and non-fictional) have traditionally assumed a rather magical aura: the boxer 

must eat m eat in order to be m eaty enough to fight against other slabs of men" (124)/®^

W ith W aldo now transform ed into Thandar, he can save Nadara from  a series of potential 

rivals. M ore im portant than Nadara herself, however, is w hat she represents as a French 

aristocrat, a fact she only learns at the end of the novel. Thus, the w hite, fem ale body is saved 

tim e and again (she is almost raped on six separate occasions) from men of varying levels of 

savagery -  cavemen of her own tribe, cannibals of a rival group, headhunters of a nearby island, a 

"full-blooded negro" pirate, and a lascivious white man. W ith each rival m urdered, Thandar can 

display his masculine prowess to the wom an he loves, in a way which links W aldo's performative  

brutality to Nadara's growing sexual attraction. Primitive violence, constructed as supremely 

masculine, triggers fem ale attraction. Female adulation, in a loop of gender affirm ation, increases 

the male's prowess and, hence, desirability. So, as Nadara watches W aldo battle her captor, in a 

vicious fight in which he attem pts to bite open the caveman's jugular vein w ith his teeth , we read 

an erotically-charged description of the beautiful girl:

Her slim, brown hands were tight pressed against her rapidly rising and falling breasts as she leaned 
a little forward with parted lips, drinking in every detail of the conflict between the tw o beasts (I, 
ch. 9).

In turn, when Nadara approves of Waldo's actions, his skill and prowess in masculine-coded 

activities, such as hunting or fighting, are markedly improved. So, for exam ple, when W aldo finds 

that Nadara's "applause fell sweetly upon his ears, [it was] then that he began to take better aim" 

(I, ch. 2). This self-perpetuating circle of gender identity is constructed by means o f a relationship 

between observer and observed. Again, in relation to fight narratives,

the act of observation is emphasized. In boxing narratives -  where the protagonist performs his rite 
in front of an audience -  there are several layers of spectatorship operating. The fighters survey 
each other and the crowd watches them, while the w riter [...] observes, and interprets, both 
fighters and crowd (Boddy 151).

Kimmel notes this too, stating that "to the masculinist health reformers, m eat eating was a potent answer to  
feminized manhood [...] By eating red m eat, men w ere literally consuming m anhood" ("Consuming M anhood" 27). 
One can also recall the juxtaposition in Tarzan o f the Apes between Tarzan's consum ption of raw m eat and 
"another Lord Greystoke [who sends] back his chops to the club's CHEF because they w ere  underdone" (ch. 9).
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W annam aker also notes the im portance of the fem ale "buffer" in eroticised descriptions of the  

male body, so that "the heterosexual male gaze is preserved by layers of watching" ("M e Tarzan" 

57). The reader of Burroughs' novels, therefore, observes the fem ale observing the male hero as 

he constructs his masculinity at the expense of his opponent. This has already been seen in the  

case of Jimmy in The Efficiency Expert and, in W aldo's case, it results in his becoming "something 

more than a m an"(l, ch 11), a god-like figure fit to marry Nadara.

The influential American psychologist, G. Stanley Hall, had noted this in his studies on 

Adolescence (1904) and Youth (1906). In a chapter of Youth examining the im portance of activities 

such as swimming, fencing, wrestling, boxing and other sports, Hall argues that the fem ale  

spectator physically improves the perform ance of the male. Drawing on evolutionary arguments 

regarding sexual selection, he notes that "[t]he presence of the fair sex gives tonicity to youth's 

muscles and tension to his arteries to a degree of which he is rarely conscious. Defeat in all 

contests is m ore hum iliating and victory more glorious thereby" (ch. 6). Indeed, the fem ale  

"performs her best in her true role of sympathetic spectator", especially as playing with, and 

particularly against, a fem ale results in "eviration". Hall's Adolesence will be more fully 

investigated in chapter five, but his writing in Youth tallies closely with Burroughs' conception of 

gender. Arriving on the island, W aldo can be viewed in Hall's term s as one who "can not fight 

physically [and so] can hardly have a high and true sense of honor[...] He lacks virility, his 

masculinity does not ring true, his honesty can not be sound to the core" {Youth ch. 6). Luckily, 

then, Waldo's new strenuous life of hunting and fighting develops his physicality. Similarly, Nadara 

displays a perfect blend of civilisation and savagery in her dancing ability. Hall considers dancing a 

"test of intelligence" {Youth ch. 6), and Nadara's hereditary background in this respect allows her 

to dance beautifully, displaying the "proof of her birthright" {Cave Girl II, ch. 4). Her savage 

environm ent is also represented, however, and Hall notes, in a typically sweeping statem ent, that 

"[sjavages are nearly all great dancers, im itating every animal they know, dancing out their own 

legends" (ch. 6). W aldo, therefore , attem pts to teach the cavemen to dance, and it certainly seems 

as if he has been reading Hall, a contem porary from Massachusetts, when he notes that "dancing 

and song and play marked in themselves a great step upward in the evolution of man from the  

lower orders, and so he m eant to teach these things to his people" {Cave Girl II, ch. 4).
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It is im portant to  note tinat dancing is one of the numerous aspects of primitive life that 

Burroughs regards as far superior to modern times. In another jungle novel, Jungle Girl (1931), the 

local form of dance may be both erotic and grotesque but "even so [the protagonist] realised that 

it was fully as artistic and beautiful and intelligent as much of the so-called aesthetic dancing that 

he had been compelled to  endure in m odern America and Europe" (ch. 7). Throughout all of 

Burroughs' works there  are remarkably frequent references to the decadence, absurdity or 

undignified nature of m odernity. Given the aspects of city life and civilisation explored in this 

chapter, it is worth briefly examining this to conclude the section. W hen Nadara's adopted father 

dies, for example, the body is buried w ith a description as follows:

There was no cerem ony. In it, though, W aldo  Emerson saw w h a t m ight have been th e  first human 

funeral cortege -  sim ple, sensible and utilitarian  -  fro m  w hich th e  hum an race has retrograded to 

th e  ostentatious, ridiculous, pestilent burials o f present day civilization (II, ch. 2).

The primitive, for Burroughs, is a simpler, purer w ay of living, unpolluted by the excesses of 

m odernity. In tracing the roots of certain aspects of m odern life, as Burroughs so often does in the 

anthropological m anner seen in chapter three, m odernity is uncovered as hollow and 

ostentatious. M odern (and, indeed. M odernist) art and architecture are regularly dismissed as 

inferior to that which characters such as Tarzan discover on their travels. In Tarzan the Terrible, to 

take just one representative example, the simple art Tarzan comes across represents "a natural 

expression of man's love of the beautiful to even a greater extent than the studied and artificial 

efforts of civilization. Here was the real art of old masters, the other the cheap imitation of the 

chromo" (ch. 11). Architecture is similarly denigrated so tha t in Lost on Venus Carson compares 

the "box-like, unprepossessing structures w ith no hint of artistic or imaginative genius" found in 

Kapdor w ith the "so-called m odern architecture that was just making itself fe lt before I left earth" 

(ch. 1).

Sports and other activities, while im portant, are no match fo r the ir primitive precursors. 

W hile the protagonist of Jungle Girl is a champion javelin throw er, it is spear throw ing which truly 

m atters. "Once again", the reader is inform ed, "he recalled his college days when he had hurled a 

similar weapon beneath the adm iring eyes of his mates; b u t then only distance had coun ted , only 

the superficial show that is the  keynote of civilisation had m attered" (ch. 14). Finally, 

connection w ith the  busyness associated w ith modern, nervous city life earlier in the chapter, the
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world of Pellucidar is depicted as mercifully free from  the dictates of tim e and schedules. In a 

world in constant daylight, and hence with no fram e of tem poral reference, Pellucidar is "free 

from those pests who are constantly calling our attention to 'the busy little bee' and to the fact 

that 'tim e is money.' [...] in the beatific existence of Pellucidar [tim e] is nothing and less than 

nothing" {Tarzan a t the Earth's Core Foreword). W hile there are numerous o ther examples of this 

type in Burroughs' fiction, one aspect of modern, city life of which he did approve was boxing, a 

subject examined as we turn to another jungle novel. The Mucker.

4.2: The Mucker and Other Jungle Tales

The story of Billy Byrne, a "mucker" or lowlife petty-crim inal, is made up of tw o parts. The 

M ucker (1914) and The Return o f the M ucker (1916), as well as a sequel of sorts. The Oakdale 

A ffair (1918), featuring Bridge, Billy's companion in Return. The tw o parts can be regarded as 

separate novels in many respects, especially as the first part is a jungle adventure set at sea and on 

a Pacific island, and the second a western-style adventure set largely in Mexico. Billy's rise from  

uncouth, dishonourable Chicago mucker to noble, masculine husband of the beautiful Barbara 

Harding is, in many respects, indistinguishable from  the story of W aldo examined above. Billy's 

origins as a tough, physically strong Chicagoan with a real, practical street education is, obviously, 

the antithesis of W aldo's cultured upbringing. But whereas the tw o men start from  contrasting 

positions, they both converge on the same idealised standard of masculinity awoken in them  by 

the presence of a wom an. Unlike W aldo, Billy is not "nervously inclined", as his level of cultural 

refinem ent would not engender the disease. However, his alcoholism, socially deprived 

environm ent, and lack of opportunity result in a physically strong but morally weak man, who will 

strike a wom an, lie, and cheat to gain an advantage. He "was w hat he was because of training and 

environm ent. He knew no other methods; no other code" (ch. 2). Billy's adventure, therefore, is 

not to access a prim itive masculinity, as this is already superficially available, but to combine it 

with the hereditary nobility which Barbara comes to see within him. Unlike W aldo, whose survival 

is initially in doubt, Billy can be starved or beaten w ithout any adverse effects on his huge, 

muscular body. As Burroughs reminds us, "a man of intellect, of imagination, a being of nerves, 

would have succumbed to the shock alone; but Billy was not as these" {Mucker ch. 2).
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As with Cave Girl, violence is at the heart of Billy's transform ation, and when he realises 

that violence against civilised w om en is unacceptable, he takes a first step towards the man of 

"honor, and chivalry, and fair play" (ch. 6) he must become. To attain this level of true masculinity, 

he must rescue Barbara while also suppressing his own urges to take advantage of any situation 

which sees him in sole charge of the fem ale love interest. Barbara's standards of gentlemanly  

behaviour are typical of most Burroughs heroines: if a male can refrain from  raping a woman, 

despite being attracted to her, this qualifies him as a gentlem an. In one scene Theriere, a French 

rival for Barbara's affections, looks at her w ith "that expression no red-blooded girl could mistake, 

and the fact that he had subdued his passion spoke eloquently to the girl of the fineness and 

chivalry of his nature" (M ucker ch. 7). Billy will later face the same test as he is left alone on an 

island with Barbara, and it is his ability to place a "check upon his natural desires" (ch. 13) which 

wins her over. This, of course, is coupled with his ability to fight and protect Barbara, once again 

while the fem ale looks on in delight:

The sole witness to this battle primeval stood spellbound at the sight of the fierce, brutal ferocity of 
the white man, and the lion-like strength he exhibited. Slowly but surely he was beating the face of 
his antagonist into an unrecognizable pulp—with his bare hands he had met and was killing an 
armed warrior. It was incredible! (ch. 14).

Billy's fighting ability is a key factor in his transform ation, and the conclusion of the first 

novel ends, not w ith Billy and Barbara's marriage, but with his em ergence as a national boxing 

champion. The use of a sport so readily identified with masculine prowess is typical of Burroughs 

and, while boxing has a long and complex history, it was only in the period in which he was writing 

that it began to take shape as the popular, commercial and professional pursuit it is today. 

Burroughs was, throughout his life, an athletic man interested in a variety o f sporting and outdoor 

pursuits, from  cycling and football to tennis and, most passionately, horse riding. He followed  

contem porary wrestling, football and particularly boxing (Cohen 98, 101, 111) and references to 

the "manly art" are found throughout his fiction. Ending The M ucker w ith  Billy's emergence as a 

boxing champion is the natural end to a novel in which his manliness is constantly tested. Billy 

Byrne, w ith his Irish name, fits the profile of American boxing of the period when a significant 

proportion of boxers, such as the nationally renowned John L. Sullivan and James J. Corbett, were  

of Irish descent.
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Boddy notes of Suilivan that, upon becoming champion, "he became a screen onto which a 

wide variety of feelings and attitudes could be projected" (111). This was true for both boxers and 

boxing generally in this period, no m ore so than with the rise of Jack Johnson, the first black world 

heavyweight champion. Johnson's victory in 1908 was a shock to many w hite Americans and "the 

country plunged into a feverish, and futile, search for a 'great w hite hope'" (Boddy 174). Jim 

Jeffries, a form er champion, was seen as the best hope to take back the title , but was defeated by 

Johnson in 1910, on a night which saw "lynchings, fights and full-scale riots" (Boddy 183) across 

the country as a result. It would be 1915 before Johnson was finally defeated by the white  

American Jess W illard. In 1913, therefore, when Burroughs was working on The Mucker, Johnson 

still remained undefeated, and only Billy Byrne could attem pt to change that. As he rises through 

the ranks he defeats the "white hope" of the tim e, and the narrative lingers over a long and 

detailed description of the fight. Billy becomes "the most likely heavy since Jeffries. Corbett 

adm itted that, while in his prime he could doubtless have bested the new w onder, he would have 

found him a tough custom er" (ch. 18). Interestingly, Barbara is not in attendance at the fight, 

unlike Elizabeth and Harriet in Efficiency for example, and it is only the thought of her which spurs 

on the boxer. W hile the fem ale spectator has been seen as a key com ponent in the form ation of 

masculine identity, it should be rem em bered that fem ale spectators at boxing matches were  

relatively rare at this tim e, a fact which Jimmy uses to blackmail Elizabeth in Efficiency. Indeed, in 

some ways, the boxing club can be viewed as a rare masculine city location which had not been 

feminized; a tem porary alternative to an escape to the west or the jungle for the urban male.

Billy's victory sets him up for a championship fight w ith Jack Johnson, although the 

romance plot intervenes and the fight is never contested. The 'w hite hope' plot is recommenced 

tw enty years later, however, w ith The Resurrection o f Jimber-Jow  (1937). Jim, a reanimated  

caveman frozen in Russia fifty-thousand years ago, serves as a stark rem inder of how much white  

men have lost when com pared to the ir primitive progenitors. Thus, when Jim arrives in the U.S. 

and becomes a champion wrestler and boxer, it is at another crucial tim e for race and boxing. Joe 

Louis, the most successful black boxer since Johnson, had come to prominence as a contender for 

the world heavyweight title , and the story was published in February, 1937, just four months 

before Louis would defeat Jim Braddock to become world champion. Jim, a caveman with all the  

raw and primitive masculinity it entails, can easily defeat the "white hope" of the tim e with a
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"terrific riglit that he must have learned from the cave-bear". Again, however, Burroughs is 

seemingly reluctant to show the spectacle of a black champion being defeated. "That was the end 

of that fight", we learn, and "Others w ent similar ways" (ch. 4). This reluctance can perhaps be 

explained in relation to the male body, given Burroughs' telling use of "Joe Louis" as a pseudonym  

for an unpublished story in 1941. Stecopoulos argues, quite convincingly I believe, that:

In this appropriation of the great black boxer's name we see an act of expropriation, but 
we also witness the creator of Tarzan willing to identify himself w ith -  indeed, even assume 
the identity of -  an African American boxer [...] He revealed his fascination with, even his 

desire for, the black man's hope -  the muscular, virile body of the black warrior" (188).

Burroughs w rote a num ber of other jungle adventure novels, largely variations on those 

discussed above, and examining them  simply reinforces the argum ents made above. The Eternal 

Savage (1914-15) and Jungle Girl, for example, while decades apart follow  the same basic 

formulations of masculine escape and regeneration. Thus, to explore the final way to escape the 

city, cure neurasthenia, and a ttem p t to access the latent masculinity lost to the modern male, one 

must turn to war, and it is this im portant topic which will form  the foundation for the final chapter 

of this thesis.

5: Conclusion

An exam ination of neurasthenia proves highly valuable in understanding a medical theory 

which would have a significant effect on the social and cultural life of the first three decades of the 

tw entie th  century in the U.S. A range of cultural anxieties and issues is raised, from gender 

identity, to city life, to the concept of civilisation as contrasted w ith primitivism. The consequences 

of neurasthenia, at both the individual and national level, w ere profoundly im portant for 

definitions of how the U.S. saw itself and its people in a rapidly-changing modern world. 

Burroughs' novels, so generically varied, can be drawn together here in a systematic way, which 

takes neurasthenia as simply a starting point in examining how Burroughs constructs the male 

hero, primitive society, and his own modern America. The tw o genres -  the western and the 

adventure novel -  provide their own unique escape from  urban America or, in the case of the sf of
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chapter five, from  the planet. Yet each is in constant contact w ith the m odern cities from  which 

the characters, the author, and most of the readers come. The western's focus on the figure of the  

cowboy is clearly connected to anxieties about masculine independence and a loss of the truly 

rugged, wild spaces of a largely fictional frontier life. The presence (or lack) of the Indian, often  

interchangeable w ith the savage encountered in the distant jungle, asks questions about how the 

Other, both native and foreign, is presented and treated. As Kasson notes. Burroughs' heroes 

dramatise the transform ation of the male hero, "from weakness to supreme strength, from  

vulnerability to trium ph, from  anonymity to heroism" (8). This masculine transform ation is, in 

turn, connected to an evolutionary one, and the continual regression to primitivism and the  

importance of violence highlight very real fears about the state of American m anhood. As Slotkin 

notes, "'virility' itself has a value that must be defended at any and all costs. Thus, to paraphrase 

W ister, 'true civilization' and 'true manhood' are one and the same thing" (182). There is more at 

stake than simply gender definitions; the very make-up of American society is being questioned.

Burroughs' novels attem pt to address many of these questions and they can be fictional 

escapism while simultaneously representing a true escape from  m odernity and the urban. The 

massive popularity of these novels, and the genres into which they fall, therefore, are indicative of 

wider concerns. W hen viewed in conjunction with the supremely cultural affliction of 

neurasthenia, they tell us a huge am ount about popular attitudes towards modernity, anxieties 

over identity, and about civilisation itself in the early decades of tw entie th -century  America.
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Chapter 5 
"Nature's natural state":

War and Evolutionary Narratives on
Caspak

Evolutionary theory is firs t a form  o f im aginative history. It cannot be experim entally dem onstrated  
sufficiently in any present mom ent. So it is closer to narrative than to dram a.

- Gillian Beer, Darwin's Plots, 6

1: Introduction

In a typical article on "The Creator of Tarzan", one of many of this type, it is reported that 

Burroughs' stories are "are w ritten  solely to entertain".

To every man his calling. There are those to whom God has given the power to instruct and lead 
their fellow men, and there are others endowed with a no less important ability -  the ability to 
entertain -  and to give the world clean, strong, virile stories -  stories that grip the boy and the 
boy's father, and his mother and his sisters and his aunts (The Book News Monthly, qtd in Schneider 
xi).

This short extract raises tw o im portant points, both linked to the ideas explored in this chapter. 

Firstly there is the com mon assertion, as discussed in the introduction, tha t Burroughs' work is 

w ritten  "solely to entertain". This was a claim made relentlessly by Burroughs throughout his 

career, perhaps most explicitly in a short article "Entertainm ent is Fiction's Purpose". W hile there  

is certainly no doubt about the centrality of entertainm ent, reader satisfaction, and commercial 

viability in Burroughs' m ethod of writing, it seems disingenuous to claim th a t these were his sole 

motivators. As this chapter will a ttem pt to make clear. Burroughs' novels can be patriotic and 

propagandist, didactic and moralising, at times explicitly but often m ore subtly or, indeed, 

unconsciously on the part of the author. W hen one considers the novels w ritten  during either of 

the world wars, any claim that they are solely entertainm ent, and have no ulterior m otive, are
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patently untrue. Secondly, returning to the quote above, it is revealing that the words chosen to 

describe Burroughs' enterta in ing stories are "clean, strong, virile", term s w ith a very definite  

impression. As this chapter will dem onstrate, the link between strong, virile fiction and strong, 

virile men is crucial in term s of the tw o linking strands of this chapter: w ar and evolutionary 

theory.

The greatest insight into this overlap between w ar and evolutionary theory can be gained 

from  examining a trilogy of novels with both topics at their them atic core. The Caspak trilogy, 

w ritten  at the outbreak of the First W orld W ar, is certainly among Burroughs' best work, and the 

three interlinking stories, which slowly reveal the strange underpinnings of a lost world, are w ell

paced adventure narratives dem onstrating Burroughs' imagination at its best. The trilogy, 

published from August to Decem ber in 1918, is made up of The Land tha t Time Forgot, The People 

that Time Forgot, and Out o f Time's Abyss, and has tw o im m ediately apparent influences. The First 

W orld W ar, which the U.S. had entered just months before Burroughs began writing, is the 

im m ediate setting for Land and, at least until Caspak itself is encountered, the novel is a standard 

w ar story of m ilitary daring, patriotic duty, and German treachery. The first half of this chapter 

examines Burroughs' engagem ent with the First W orld W ar, and militarism more generally, 

expanding on the w ork of chapter four. This is made especially clear in an analysis of Burroughs' 

most dem onstrably propagandist writing. Under the Red Flag, an anti-com m unist tract later 

rew ritten and expanded into the M oon  trilogy. In looking also at a selection of his letters and 

journalism, the relationship betw een w artim e fiction and w artim e propaganda becomes clear, 

especially as it links to masculinity and character form ation.

The second half of the chapter focuses on evolutionary biology, the unifying structure of 

the Caspak stories, revealed over the course of the trilogy. If, as Beer suggests above, evolutionary  

theory is a narrative of im aginative history, w hat better way to explore it than on a fictional island 

where evolution can be seen and dem onstrated in any given m om ent? In fact, evolutionary theory  

is not simply w hat links the three Caspak novels; it is an influence which has worked its way 

through every chapter of this thesis thus far, and something Burroughs, both consciously and 

unconsciously, draws on throughout his work. If, as was noted in the introduction, there is a single 

unifying them e which merges all of Burroughs' output, it is an exploration of the origins and



P a g e  I 220

developm ent of humankind. Theories of racial, social, gender, and cultural developm ent; social 

Darwinism in all its multifarious forms; the conflict between the primitive and the civilised, and the  

resulting cultural anxieties; the image of the ape and the ape-m an. These are them es Burroughs 

persistently revisits, reinforcing and recapitulating what has gone before w ith each subsequent 

sequel and series. This final chapter, therefore, will conclude this thesis by examining these ideas 

more closely in a smaller sample of just three novels. It will be seen that evolutionary concepts of 

ontogeny and phylogeny, the survival of the fittest, and the nature of man as a fighting animal are 

in many ways just as tied to the influencing of popular opinion as the more overtly nationalistic 

propaganda of w artim e. A detailed examination of the Caspak novels gives an insight into the key 

concerns of Burroughs' fiction, and serves as an excellent illustration of the tw o-w ay influence 

between Burroughs' writing and the w ider world.

2: “W hat a country! W hat an army!"

2.1: Journalism and Letters

As has been examined at several points in this thesis. Burroughs had a close and lasting 

connection with the U.S. military. W hatever his reservations about the realities of active duty as a 

young man, by the tim e the First W orld W ar broke out Burroughs was a firm, and often fervent, 

proponent of m ilitary duty and unquestioned patriotism. Given his belief in the centrality of w ar to  

the construction of masculine identity, it was a major setback when he was unable to gain a 

commission in the arm y during the Spanish-American war, w hat M a tt Cohen calls the "first 

imperialistic man-making military experience the United States had to offer" (18). To be then 

faced with exclusion, on the basis of age, from the greatest war of his tim e was certainly 

devastating. "M y sincerest sympathy for you being so damned old and decrepit that you cannot 

fight for your country" (Cohen 62), Burroughs w rote to his close friend and form er classmate 

Herbert T. W eston, reflecting his own disappointm ent. The fact that Burroughs saw no active duty, 

however, in no way dim m ed his enthusiasm for his country or its military. A num ber of 

propaganda pieces, w ritten  concurrently w ith the Caspok novels, dem onstrate his eagerness to 

help the cause, as well as revealing a num ber of more subtle influences of gender, sex, and duty.



Page I 221

"A National Reserve Army" is a typical piece calling for conscription to the reserve army so 

as to aid in the faster training of regular troops. Military preparedness was a topic Burroughs often 

returned to, and his own service in the reserves from July 1917 influenced his opinions on the 

matter, as expounded in his fiction. "Patriotism by Proxy" was aimed at those Burroughs 

considered insufficiently committed to the war effort, those who simply bought Liberty Bonds and 

were, therefore, patriotic only by proxy. "Service! In service lies the truest patriotism", he 

declares, urging his countrymen to sign up for the Reserve Militia so as to free up regular troops 

for the front. He attempts to persuade his audience by a combination of pride ("The moral effect 

of thousands of men in uniform is tremendous"), good sense ("It prevents lawlessness and 

disorder") and, most revealingly, by appeals to male fears of effeminacy ("If you are a man you will 

join with the other men of Oak Park"). War, masculinity, and duty are inextricably bound, and to 

shirk one's duty is to succumb to emasculation. From a female perspective, two articles published 

in the New Oxford Item, "To the Mother" and "To the Home Girl", outline Burroughs' views on 

female responsibility in wartime. The articles attempt to persuade mothers and "home girls" to 

take in soldiers on leave in other cities. The chief fear is that these soldiers, young and foolish, will 

fall victim to prostitution, one of the "more alluring deadlier forms of vice" ("Mother"). A woman's 

greatest duty to her country is to tame and control the sexual urges of young American soldiers. 

As will be addressed later, and has been seen throughout this thesis, the ability of men to control 

sexual desire is something only the noblest can achieve, and every effort is needed to ensure that 

these "natural" instincts are curbed. This is even more crucial in war times, as prostitutes who 

tempt American soldiers "serve, unwittingly, the Kaiser" ("Home Girl").

Burroughs continued to produce war- and military-related journalism throughout his life, 

right up until his work as an accredited war correspondent in the Second World War. It is 

important, therefore, to note his ability to use a lexicon of persuasion to appeal to a wide variety 

of readers, from soldiers and army generals, to mothers and daughters, to businessmen and other 

professionals. An illustrative example of this comes in a post-war article "Victory Loan and Appeal 

to Our Business Sense". In this, the reader is convinced by an emotive plea to his sense of duty and 

the possibility of shameful exclusion in the event of inaction -  "[t]he time is here. The opportunity 

is here. The eyes of the world are upon us -  upon you. What the world shall think of us depends 

not upon the action of others but upon what you do -  YOU". However, Burroughs is aware that
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this alone will not necessarily convince the target audience, the male business reader, and so he 

takes an alternative approach. Firstly, he notes that the loan makes perfect business sense, and is 

an "absolutely safe security", and then, once more evoking the threat of emasculation, he argues 

that anyone who subscribed to loans out of fear of the Germans, but who has stopped because 

the threat has passed, is "yellow".

The purpose of this relatively detailed analysis of several short pieces of wartim e  

journalism is to highlight how aware Burroughs was of the power of rhetoric and persuasion, how  

defined his opinions w ere on military duty and patriotism, and how he used his writing to achieve 

certain political aims. This is not to say that Burroughs' fiction is a collection of propagandist 

tracts; far from  it. It is simply to dem onstrate that he was well aware of, firstly, how to persuade 

his audience and, secondly, how much larger the readership of a Tarzan novel or his M oon  series 

would be compared to that of a local newspaper. This is further underscored by Burroughs' 

awareness of the social and political function of his novels, beyond their role as solely entertaining  

fiction. Porges notes the despair, in 1924, of a w riter for a Russian journal at the infiltration of 

black-market Tarzan editions:

W e are being defeated on the literary front. We publish books and pamphlets about Marxism and 
our great revolution. W e encourage young authors to interpret its spirit and inspire the masses. We 
even issue cheap editions of the Russian classics. But the public read -  what? -  "Tarzan" (596).

Also revealing is a letter, in the correspondence between Weston and Burroughs, discussing 

Weston's help in sending Tarzan novels to soldiers in Camp Kearney. The novels are again seen in 

a role where, more than being simply entertainm ent, they in fact help in the w ar effort. So, a novel 

such as Tarzan Untam ed, w ith its vehem ent anti-Germ an sentim ent, is placed "where it will do the  

most good" (Cohen 65), in the hands of U.S. soldiers soon to ship out to fight decidedly non- 

fictional Germans. Strikingly similar is a le tter from a fan who informs Burroughs that he has 

bought a num ber of copies of Blue Book so as to place Burroughs' latest anti-com m unist Tarzan 

tales "where I think they will do the most good" (Letter to Williams). Burroughs replies, in contrast 

to his repeated assertions on the m atter, that he saw an opportunity to "interest my readers and, 

perhaps, cause them  to think".
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Burroughs' forthright and often xenophobic opinion of America's w artim e enemies was 

something he came to regret, to a certain degree, for both personal and commercial r e a s o n s . A s  

will be seen shortly in the Caspak novels, Burroughs' depiction of Germans was unapologetically  

negative throughout the war. Russians, due primarily to Burroughs' abhorrence of communism, 

are never portrayed in a positive light. The thinly-veiled critique in M oon M en  will be examined  

shortly, but other typical examples include the chief villains of the early Tarzan novels, Rokoff and 

Paulovitch, or the deluded would-be em peror Peter Zveri, in Tarzan the Invincible. O ther w artim e  

enemies, such as Italians, are represented by figures such as the treacherous slave trader, Dominic 

Capietro, in Tarzan Triumphant, or the degenerate Italian ancestors of I am a Barbarian. From 

Burroughs' perspective, this was simply a m atter of genre -  he needed villains for his brand of 

fiction, and they had to be from  somewhere.^^^ Thus, his novels contain examples of both good 

and bad Americans, virtuous and villainous Englishmen, brave and cowardly Germans. Yet, as 

Porges points out, "there [is] a great difference between portraying an individual sadist or 

m urderer and in damning a whole race" (603). This was particularly true in the case of the hatred 

reserved for the Japanese during the Second W orld W ar. As Burroughs w rote  to Weston: "Our 

boys discovered that you can't trust a Jap even when he is carrying a w hite flag. They are among 

the lowest forms of animal life and absolutely w ithout honor or decency" (Cohen 284). The 

Japanese soldiers in Tarzan and the Foreign Legion, certainly one of Burroughs' most virulently  

xenophobic and racist stories, are portrayed far more brutally than any o ther nationality. 

Compared to the heroic American servicemen -  "W hat a country! W hat an arm y!" -  they are "sub

men" and "soulless creatures" (ch. 3). W hen Captain Tokujo and Lieutenant Sokabe arrive in Dutch 

East Africa, they go on a rampage, beating and killing locals for showing insufficient deference, 

torturing the local chief by placing bam boo splinters under his finger nails, ripping open the  

disguised fem ale heroine's blouse to confirm she is a girl, and running her Chinese servant through 

with a bayonet. Even by the standards of Burroughs' often violent Tarzan series this is extrem e, 

and the violence only escalates as Tarzan and his allies later massacre dozens of Japanese soldiers.

"I always regretted the anti-Germ an tone tha t I perm itted to  enter tw o  o f my stories w ritten  following the sinking of 
the Lusitania", he notes in a letter on 28 Feb, 1933 (PP#8), "how any intelligent person could have believed the  

propaganda stories tha t we swallowed hook, line and sinker is beyond me".
"I always endeavoured to avoid giving offence to any considerable proportion of my readers and therefore many of 
my villains w ere selected from  the nations least likely to read my books [...] not because I harbor any particular 
dislike of these people" (qtd in Porges 602).
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As this depiction of the Japanese came towards the end of Burroughs' by now long- 

established career it had no major repercussions in terms of sales. This was not the case, however, 

with his anti-German novels during the First World War. As the number of Burroughs' novels 

translated and distributed began to grow exponentially, the anti-German sentiment of The Land 

that Time Forgot and Tarzan the Untamed in particular caused the near complete collapse of 

Burroughs' once highly successful German editions. As the novels grew in popularity, and the 

Tarzan name spread across Germany, Burroughs realised that his sarcastic references to the "light 

of German civilization" {Untamed ch. 1), or his plot involving Tarzan feeding a German officer to a 

lion, would be hugely damaging to his sales. He took steps to alter the German editions of his 

work, but a media campaign against his work, coupled with the knowledge of what had been 

written in Untamed (which was never translated into German), was enough to irreparably harm 

his German sa les .B u rro u g h s ' opinions on the matter are revealed in a letter in 1924 to an agent 

working on his international editions:

I wish again to call your attention to the necessity for changes in the text of some of my stories for 
the German market. The Land that Time Forgot, for instance, is a story which I believe will be a big 
seller there ... as it was written during the height of the hostilities it contains rather bitter diatribe 
aimed at Germans individually and collectively. As I do not write propaganda, and the sole aim o f 
my worl< is to entertain, I believe it will be perfectly proper to fit the text to the public we wish to 
sell to (qtd in Porges 601-2, italics added).

He goes on to suggest changing the Germans to Austrians, unless the novels will be sold in Austria 

as well, underscoring the primacy of commercial rather than ethical concerns. Once again 

Burroughs notes the centrality of entertainment, and denies writing propaganda. Yet, despite 

admissions of the "vicious and inexcusable falsehoods" (qtd in Porges 612) of propaganda, his 

later portrayal of the Japanese and his career-long anti-communist references underscore a 

susceptibility to wartime nationalism and xenophobia. Certainly when it came to the fervour of 

war, and potential threats to the U.S, his solutions were spontaneous and unconsidered. In one 

letter he declares that if any South American country should become a menace to the U.S. during 

the Second World W ar "we shouldn't stand on ceremony or international law or ethics -  we 

should just wipe that country off the face of the earth" (Cohen 258). He notes that this is what 

Hitler and Stalin are doing, "the only difference is that they don't have any legitimate excuse for 

what they do". He laments the weakness of a democracy which does not allow for Burroughs'

The full correspondence is available in "Tarzan the Untamed in Germany", PP#8, and the events are extensively 
documented in Porges, 597-614. See also Taliaferro, 203-6.
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more pressing concern -  "we should liquidate the Communists, Fascists, and Nazis in this country". 

Concluding that politicians in a democracy are selfish and working against the country's best 

interests, he imagines the "best and sanest" form of government would be run by a corporation 

such as General Motors.

Similarly bloodthirsty is an unpublished story, "The Little Door", written in 1917. In 

German-occupied France, Jeanne's father is brutally murdered in front of her by German soldiers. 

When one soldier takes her into a back room in her house "to see how a French girl loves" ("The 

Little Door, PP#2, n.pag.) he never returns. One after another she lures soldiers into the back room 

of her house, each one mysteriously disappearing. It is only when her lover, Jules, returns to find a 

room full of "strewn helmets and side arms, torn pieces of blood stained, grey cloth and human 

bones" that we understand what has occurred -  Jeanne has been luring the German soldiers into a 

room with a lion named Brutus. When the pair realise the French soldiers have been victorious 

they are glad, but then a thought occurs: "Thank GodI' murmured Jules. 'Yes, thank God!' cried 

Jeanne; 'but now that the Boche is gone how am I to feed Brutus?'"

This is Burroughs at his most extreme, and it is easy to selectively quote passages of this 

type. What must be considered is that, of course. Burroughs was not the only American to be 

caught up in the frenzied patriotism of wartime, and that when reflecting more maturely he was 

far more aware of how his opinions were influenced and formed. His belated realization of the 

damage caused by the anti-German novels is one example. Another comes from the difficulty, as 

Cohen points out, in ascribing a single viewpoint to Burroughs, due to his frequent "self

undermining rhetorical maneuvers, emotional ups and downs, and swings from seriousness to 

jocularity" (37). Cohen gives a useful example in a letter where Burroughs is arguing that it should 

be high treason for any Communist, Nazi or Fascist to reside in the U.S. He then ends the letter by 

referring to a recent book he has read, "A Short Introduction to the History of Human Stupidity", 

undermining the seriousness of what has gone b e f o r e . T h i s  is representative of both the 

centrality of humour in all his writing, as well as the extent to which he was often aware of the 

influences on his thinking. Viewing Burroughs' work as a coherent whole, therefore, is crucial for a

The book was by W alter B. Pitkin, and Burroughs further discussed it in his "Quiet, Please!" radio show proposal. 
See "Quiet, Please!" PP#4.
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fuller, if often contradictory, consideration of how he used and understood the politics and 

propaganda of his tim e.

2.2: War Propaganda and the Moon Series

Burroughs w rote a num ber of novels throughout the period of the First W orld W ar, several 

of which were explicitly related to the conflict itself. Before turning to these, however, I wish to 

more closely consider one of his most overtly propagandist works, Under the Red Flag. W ritten  

just after the war, in 1919, it is closely tied to, and framed by, events surrounding the First World  

W ar. Burroughs was repeatedly unsuccessful in his attem pts at publication of a "novel of the 

future showing conditions one or tw o hundred years from now, presupposing a world-wide  

adoption of Bolshevikism" (Burroughs, qtd in Porges 486). Realising that it would not be published, 

he rew rote the future dystopia, mixed it with the more successful elem ents of his sf, and 

resubmitted it. Now re-titled The M oon M en  (1925), he created a prequel. The M oon M a id  (1923), 

and com pleted the trilogy w ith The Red Hawk  (1925), all of which w ere published in Argosy All- 

Story Weekly.

The first novel is a typical Burroughs tale in which a planned rocket trip to Barsoom goes 

wrong and the protagonist, Julian, and his crew end up inside the moon which, like the Earth, 

contains a world within its hollow sphere. The framing narrative, however, is of particular interest 

as it is this which will unite three novels spanning hundreds of years. As M oon M old  opens, the  

Great W ar has continued from 1914 until 1967, "at last term inat[ing] in the absolute domination  

of the Anglo-Saxon race over all the races of the world" (Prologue). The narrator of the story is 

Julian, a man who believes that "there is no such thing as Time", and can tell the story of his future  

reincarnations. The three novels, then, relate the stories of Julian 5̂  ̂ (in the early 21^* century), 

Julian 9̂ *̂  (in the early 22"̂  ̂ century), and finally Julian 20^  ̂ (in the 25^  ̂ century), and illustrate the 

importance of a natural, hereditary m i l i t a r i s m . I n  order to prove his w orth as an early 

progenitor of this line of masculine military men, however, Julian must first awaken his latent 

Anglo-Saxonism, precisely as was dem onstrated in chapter four. W hile the importance of sexual

Julian, as narrator, notes that "no adult male of my line had ever owned or worn civilian clothes" (ch. 1).
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selection will be examined in the next section, it is useful to note here the intertwined sexual and 

animalistic awakening in Julian, brought about by the beautiful white princess, Nah-ee-lah. Thus, 

when she praises his courage and strength, and he feels "her supple body" against his,

there was suddenly aroused within me a feeling such as I had never experienced before -  a rather 
indescribable feeling, yet one which induced, seemingly, an irresistible and ridiculous desire to go 
forth and slay whole armies of men in protection of this little iVloon Maid (ch. 8).

With a passage such as this the reader is reminded, once again, that sex, war, and primitivism are 

never easy to disentangle in Burroughs' writing.

The Moon Men, a rewriting of Under the Red Flag, provides a back story in which Julian's 

enemy, Orthis, and his lunar army of Kalkars arrive and conquer the world in 2050. A religious cult 

arises on Earth preaching against scientific advancement and in favour of disarmament. These 

"peace-at-any-price men" (ch. 1), frequent victims of Burroughs' vituperation, win out over 

Julian's repeated warnings, and the inevitable consequence is world domination by the Kalkars.

1 Thus, four generations later, Julian 9*'̂  is living with his mother and father in the unsubtiy named 

"United Teivos of America". As Burroughs would write in 1925, "[t]he Socialist, the I.W.W., the
I

Bolshevist, does not hesitate to deride and threaten our most cherished ideals and forms. He 

ridicules any profession of love or reverence for flag or country" ("Letters from Famous People"). 

These cherished ideals are now under real threat as Earth, like the moon, has regressed to a state 

of primitivism, with marriage and religion outlawed, technological advancement halted and 

intelligence and skill disdained. "The American spirit has been bent, but not broken", the reader is 

informed, in a novel in which "American" is directly equatable with "masculine". Thus, the dual 

significance of an utterance such as "My Americanism was very strong in me" (ch. 5) is highly 

relevant when Julian 9*  ̂ encounters the attractive Juana. Her impression, along with the patriotic 

effect of the sight of the illegal "Old Glory", soon brings out a sense of indignant rebellion, as well 

9sthe typical bestial urge to, for example, "fly at [General Or-tis'] throat and kill him, to tear his 

flesh with my teeth" (ch. 7).

The threat to white womanhood is a constant factor in Burroughs' novels, but there is a 

Particular horror here at "a political faith that would make all women the common property of all 

(ch. 7). Indeed, is this aspect of the Kalkar's communist system that Burroughs frames as 

Particularly repulsive. The horror of this Lunar race, therefore, is as connected with the
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emasculating concept of another man, particularly a non-white one, polluting the sanctity o f the  

w hite hero's wom an, as it is w ith the notion of communal possession more generally. In 

Burroughs' work, men possess individual wom en, and the language of this heroic love is 

consistently fram ed in term s of a violent ownership. M en do not simply declare their love, but 

"seize" or "take" w om en, and typically "smother" them  with kisses. The scene in M oon M en  is 

representative:

I seized Juana in my arms and was covering her face and lips with kisses. She fought to free herself, 
but I would not let her go. “You are mine!" I cried. "You are my woman. I have said it -  you have 
said it. You are my woman. God, how I love you!" (ch. 7).

It is at this point that Juana relents and kisses Julian back, acceding to his demands. Throughout 

Burroughs' work wom en routinely assign themselves to positions of subservience to their "lord 

and master", just as was evident in the westerns in chapter four. W om en tend to be the reward  

for the male hero's quest, and are given as prizes in the game of adventure -  "if you find her... she 

is yours" {Fighting M an  ch. 1) being a typical statem ent of the hero's task. The threat in Moon M en  

is doubly sinister, therefore, as not only can the repulsive Kalkars and "half-breeds" have access to 

the women of the Americans, but these wom en are then com munally obtainable and, hence, not 

available for possession by any individual American.

The final novel in the series. The Red Howl<, takes the dystopian communist U.S., now in 

the 25^  ̂ century, and concludes the trilogy's vast timescale. Evolutionary theory and w ar, the  

primitive and the modern, are evoked once again, as it emerges that the Americans have reverted  

entirely to a prim itive, Indian type. Now, and oniy now, are they able to finally defeat the Kalkars. 

As Slotkin notes, "the form  of Julian's regression is not Germanic or Saxon -  it is American Indian. 

In reverting to his 'origins', in recovering the energy in his 'inner barbarian' the American goes 

back to the savagery of his own peculiar myth of origins -  the M yth of the Frontier" (Slotkin 210). 

This concept of the frontier myth is w hat connects the M oon  trilogy w ith the other discourses of 

primitivism and masculine escape, and, to extend the concept of m yth-generation, we can note 

that in Red Hawl< the very concept of m odernity has become a myth. This regression is the  

ultim ate  escape from  m odernity (and, indeed, nervousness) as it is no longer a tem porary,

This same horror is often evoked, such as in Chessmen v\/hen the heroine is inform ed: "you will be played for in an 
open game by slaves and criminals, and you will belong to the side that w in s -n o t to a single warrior, but to all who  
survive the gam e" (ch. 13).



P a g e  I 229

geographical re treat from  the city; there are no cities at ail, and m odernity itself has passed into 

legend. "How filled is the mind of the ignorant savage with baseless beliefs and superstitions", 

notes Julian of the local "In-juns". "He rem inded me of our own slaves who told of the iron horses 

drawing tents of iron and of men flying through the air" (ch. 6).

The "Yanks", of which Red Hawk (Julian) is the leader of one group, now live in simple 

savagery, w ithout science or technology and a fetishistic reverence for "the Flag".^^° Indeed, they  

live precisely as Burroughs imagines the Be-don-ko-he do in his Apache series. The men exist for 

w ar and fighting alone, while the wom en "do not labor" but, for the good of their race, "ride and 

walk and swim and keep their bodies strong and fit that they may bear mighty warriors" (ch. 1). 

Red Hawk must lead his people to annihilate the Kalkars, but he is hesitant about a future of 

peace, as "who would go through life w ithout breaking a lance or dipping his sword point now and 

again into the blood of a stranger?" (ch. 1). The destruction of the Kalkars, therefore, must not 

come at the price of pacifism and decadence, or the very cycle which began the entire episode of 

human history will begin again. W ar, for Burroughs, is something hum anity tends to need in one 

form or another although, as the next section will explore, this relationship can be far from simple.

3: Evolutionary Theory, War, and the Caspak Trilogy 

3.1: Burroughs and the Instinct for War

One question which arises from  the discussion above is w hether it is possible to ascribe to 

Burroughs a fixed set of attitudes towards war. It is difficult, as with many aspects of his life, to 

give firm  instances of one view point w ithout ignoring often contradictory counterpoints. W hat is 

certain is that his attitude towards the desirability of w ar changed, as is hardly surprising, with age 

and experience. There is a stark contrast between his youthful aspiration to ride into battle with  

Roosevelt's Rough Riders, and his paternal anxiety when writing decades later to Bert Weston: "I 

am only hoping that w e are not going to be dragged into Hitler's private war. It would mean a lot

Obviously not intended as such, Burroughs' use of "the Flag" as a deity could almost be a humorous parody of 
m odern U.S. reverence for the national flag in a country w ith , among o ther concepts, a Flag Day, a daily Pledge of 
Allegiance to the flag, and regular controversy over flag desecration am endm ents.
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to you and me with the num ber of sons we have" (Cohen 242). Equally, the seemingly 

straightforward benefits of m ilitary training -  discipline, exercise or character form ation -  were  

easily offset by the later horrors of trench w arfare in World W ar I, something Ulysses Paxton (Vad 

Varo) has experienced firsthand in M aster M ind.

As has been noted in chapter one, the inevitability of war, and its portrayal as "Nature's  

natural state" {M aster M ind  ch. 9), is a key feature of Burroughs' thinking. In A nt M en  Tarzan 

outlines his quarrel "with the misguided theorists who think that peace alone, or virtue alone, or 

tem perance alone will make a strong, a virile, a contented nation" (ch. 10). W ar is crucial and the 

ability to fight is the core skill required of all Burroughs' heroes, w hether street fighting, boxing, 

leading an army, or defending a princess. It is viewed as noble, manly and, perhaps most 

im portantly, instinctive to the masculine hero. This is where the connection between war and 

evolutionary theory can be seen most starkly. For Burroughs, males are inclined towards violence 

and w ithout war this inclination may well be misdirected towards criminality or other social ills. 

The need to satisfy an instinctual lust for violence is something many of Burroughs' fictional 

societies a ttem pt to deal w ith and even in the utopian Havatoo a proxy must be found:

O ur psychologists discovered th a t man must have some o utle t fo r this age-old urge. If it be not 
given him by wars or dangerous games he will seek it in th e  commission o f crimes or in quarrels 

w ith  his fellow s. It is b e tte r th a t it is so. W ith o u t it man w ould  stagnate, he w ould die o f ennui {Lost 

on Venus ch. 16).

If one is to avoid war entirely a satisfactory substitute must be found. W illiam  James' 1906 essay 

on The M ora l Equivalent o f W ar was one such attem pt. He argues that because "our ancestors 

have bred pugnacity into our bone and marrow" (164) there is no possibility of it being simply 

ignored. If we abandon our inherited tendency towards war, we will live in a degenerate world "of 

clerks and teachers, of co-education and zo-ophily [...] and feminism unabashed. No scorn, no 

hardness, no valor any m ore!" (166). Rather, as James sees it, there should be "a conscription of 

the whole youthful population to form  for a certain num ber of years a part of the army enlisted 

against Nature"  (171), working on a vast system of civil works from  infrastructure construction to 

fishing and mining. In this way, a "m artial type of character" (172) can be built w ithout recourse to 

war. Burroughs' opinions would certainly have tallied with James' in respect to men's inbred
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pugnacity, and directing this away from  criminality is crucial, especially as it relates to boys, a topic 

which will be dealt w ith m ore fully later in this chapter.

Finally, and to lead in to the discussion in the next section, an early Burroughs poem, "Must 

Fight or Run Out" (1910), provides a valuable insight into the common idea of man's inherent 

belligerence, and its role in history. This poem, while obviously light-hearted in nature, 

nevertheless dem onstrates Burroughs' views as they later appear in his novels. "They say", the  

poem begins, referring disdainfully to the "highbrows", that "Rome began to rot" because of the  

violence of the  gladiators, that bullfighting caused Spain's decline, or that boxing is a 

contem porary social ill. Burroughs, however, refutes this and points out that "The fact that Caesar 

loved a scrap /  Was w hat put Rome upon the map", while the Spanish w ere slaves of the Moors 

"T ill Spaniards learned to fight to kill". He acknowledges, as Burroughs always does, that he would 

"hate to see this land all pugs" and that a balance is required so that "some of each helps on the  

rest". Thus, while it may be true in this period that "[m]ost writers on w ar seemed to agree [...] 

that military conflict had been highly useful in developing primitive civilization but had now long 

outlived its value as an instrum ent of progress" (Hofstadter 184), Burroughs' tended to view  

m ilitary conflict as continuingly beneficial. W ar and aggression are central parts of masculine 

identity and, as Burroughs later noted, "[h]istory, especially recent history, should have taught us 

that those who fight a purely defensive war lose that war" (Cohen 258). It is man's natural 

inclination towards violence which has led to modern American society: "Because some ancient 

guy could fight /  You owe the fact you're here tonight".

3.2: War and Darwinism

Paul Crook's Darwinism, W ar and IHistory provides a useful fram ew ork for examining the  

relationship betw een the evolution-inspired plot structure of the Caspak trilogy, and the centrality  

of war in this, and indeed almost all of Burroughs' novels. Crook's study is an attem pt to examine 

the "imaginative version or mythology of Darwinism as bellicose [which] has been perpetuated in 

the historical literature of this era to the virtual exclusion of alternative readings of Darwinism that 

legitimised civilised non-violence" (1). W hile the work is m ore concerned w ith "peace biology", 

and alternative readings of evolutionary theory often overlooked in favour of a "man the fighting
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animal" narrative, it can be drawn on to examine Burroughs' worl<, which fits firm ly into the latter 

camp. So, while Crook notes that Vernon L. Kellogg's Beyond W ar (1912) called for world peace by 

arguing for the eugenic creation of a race which would develop beyond an ancestral homo 

primigenius, Burroughs saw this same homo primigenius as an ancestor which the tw entieth- 

century male had in many ways regrettably left behind. If, for Kellogg, "hum an history then  

became a dialectical contest betw een the evolution of altruism and w ar technology" (Crook 126), 

for Burroughs more recent history is a contest between an urbanised, effem inate male and the  

latent remnants of his prim itive, pugnacious masculinity. As Crook notes, W orld W ar I lent new  

intensity to the idea that man was instinctively a "fighting animal", as close to his animal instincts 

as Tarzan is to his tribe of apes.^^^ The brutal violence of the w ar seemed to confirm that the  

instinct for war was inherent in human males, naturally selected in ancestors who were required 

to fight for their survival, and redolent of the simian predecessors of man. Thus, "an abundant 

literature rich in metaphors about a lurking savagery masked by a flimsy curtain of civilization" 

(Crook 144-5) was apparent at the tim e. This image of the "flimsy curtain of civilization" is 

something which continuously reoccurs in Torzon. He may be superior to his savage forebears due 

to his Anglo-Saxon heredity, but this is primarily a moral, cultural superiority. W hen his primitive 

abilities to track, hunt or fight are required, he is quick to "slough the thin veneer of his 

civilization" {Untam ed  ch. 1). Once this veneer has been removed, Tarzan's life in the jungle is a 

constant struggle for existence, requiring battles with wild beasts, arm ed com bat with villains, and 

even large scale wars w ith hostile societies. Life on Barsoom, Am tor, Pellucidar or, as we will see 

shortly, Caspak, is no different.

Thus far, this thesis has examined a num ber of related factors which make up Burroughs' 

fictional world. Drawing on anthropological theory, races and cultures are hierarchically ordered  

with male Anglo-Saxons emerging on top. These men are reliant on a blend of their heredity and a 

primitive masculinity to retain their superiority. This, in turn, needs to be reaffirm ed by escaping 

effem inate spaces and living in the primitive homosocial environm ent of the rugged west, the  

jungle, or the battlefield. The Caspak series draws all of this together, raising in turn the centrality  

of bellicosity, violence, and aggression as natural expressions of masculine identity. "Man as

This followed on from  late-n ineteenth-century conceptions of man's "animal" impulses towards wom en which, as 

Rotundo notes, "disturbed his relations with the opposite sex, and they could also lead to  inner confusion about 
sexuality. But this 'brutish' side of his nature also expressed his manliness" (231).
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fighting beast raised the vital issue, one that preoccupied the great minds of the age: was it ever 

possible for primal traits to be suppressed or regulated by culture?" (Crook 145) Burroughs, in his 

fiction, addresses the same basic question. The often contradictory message which emerges from  

his work is that primitivism (with its related notions of freedom , individuality, and violence) should 

be celebrated as a source of true masculinity, but it must be tem pered by the higher cultural 

instincts of m odernity. Yet this same m odernity is what threatens to emasculate the male, 

reducing him to nervousness and effeminacy. W e have seen, for example, how even Tarzan must 

adhere to a strict code which forbids sexual promiscuity and the raping of wom en, or the breaking 

of taboos such as cannibalism. Indeed his com m itm ent to order means he will not tolerate "those 

who interfered with [...] the established order of jungle or city" [Invincible ch. 3). In Caspak, 

however, we find not just a clash of the civilised and primitive, but an opportunity to follow man 

upwards from his evolutionary beginnings all the way to his civilised heights. Unlike Burroughs' 

other novels, the Caspak series charts w hat DePaolo calls the "upward anthropocentric impulse" 

(45) at each step on the evolutionary hierarchy and allows us to closely study the related notions 

of masculinity and violence that this entails.

3.3: The Land that Time Forgot

Given Burroughs' fascination w ith war and the military, it is surprising that he never w rote  

any stories which could be classed as w ar novels in any straightforward manner.^^^ The Land that 

Time Forgot is unique, therefore, in that almost four of its ten chapters read as a clear-cut war 

narrative, w ithout any sf intrusions or influences. This w ar story begins w ith Bowen J. Tyler, a 

submarine engineer on his way to enlist in the ambulance service, whose ship is attacked by a 

German submarine. Tyler and his com patriots display their composure and valour under attack, 

while the merciless German enem y do not distinguish soldier from  civilian, firing "one shell [at] a 

group of wom en and children" (ch. 1). W hen Tyler is rescued by an English tug, and they manage 

to capture a German submarine, the aristocratic Baron Von Schoenvorts stubbornly refuses to 

surrender. As the rival for, and form er fiance of, the beautiful Lys La Rue, Schoenvorts is also a 

very direct threat to Tyler's supremacy, in a Darwinian reading which will be elaborated below.

192
Tarzan and the Foreign Legion, The Red Hawi<, and Carson o f Venus come closest, but they draw on so many aspects 

of the sf and adventure genres that it is not possible to class them  as standard w ar stories in any unqualified 
manner.
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Ultim ately it is not the Germans, but the maniacal I.W .W . communist, Benson, who sabotages the  

ship and precipitates the events of the trilogy, sending the unlikely crew to the "veritable  

Mesozoic nightm are" (ch. 4) of Caspak. It is this war story which frames the trilogy, but the 

narrator soon notes that their situation is, in Borsoom-like fashion, as though "we had suddenly 

been miraculously transported through ether to an unknown world" (ch. 4). The reader now  

realises that the standard w ar narrative has concluded and this unknown world will be as fantastic 

as any of Burroughs' imagined spaces. However, while the m ajority of the Caspak trilogy may be 

concerned with this newly-discovered world, the reality of w ar and a complex web of connections 

are never far from  the surface of the text, particularly as they relate to evolutionary theory. Thus, 

a trilogy which is fram ed by a w ar narrative, and unified by its unique, evolutionarily structured 

society, is in fact far more harmonious than may first appear.

The crew of the U-33 are effectively involved in a microcosmic First W orld W ar, on an 

island full of terrifying anachronistic creatures, and a strange group of primitive people. Early on, 

the sighting of some "low type" of man, who is im m ediately compared to Java or Piltdown man, 

sets the scene for a trilogy in which the hierarchical subtext of the Torzan novels becomes the 

slowly-revealed underlying structure. This is not before the crew encounter a num ber of 

dinosaurs, however, and this, along with the "lost world" setting, certainly recalls Arthur Conan 

Doyle's The Lost World  (1912), a novel Burroughs more than likely read (Porges 211; Taliaferro 

136). Dinosaurs are to Caspak very much what lions are to Tarzon, a simultaneous source of 

danger and of adventure. They also serve as a rem inder of the popularity of the palaeontological 

discoveries of the period and the geological tim e-fram e they entailed. Darwin's theory of natural 

selection is fundam entally linked to the vastly increased timescales proposed by the contem porary  

geological work of Lyell and others. Gillian Beer identifies the centrality of narrative to 

evolutionary theory, so that "[w]hen Lyell wanted to point out how too short an imagined tim e- 

scale had misled geologists into a catastrophist view of the past, he did it by invoking the 

m etaphor of romance tim e as opposed to historical tim e" {Plots 5). The Caspak series is similarly 

an evolutionary narrative, a romance, and the series itself makes constant allusions to tim e scales 

and periods. The opening line is a precise record of the tim e -  a little a fter three o'clock in the  

afternoon of June 3"̂  ̂ 1916 -  and Bowen's three-m onth adventure is depicted as "a cosmic cycle, 

with all its changes and evolutions" (ch. 1). The im m ediate references to a "world past", and
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geological tim e frames such as “the Cambrian stratum ", anticipate a trilogy based on multiple tim e  

scales. The narrative itself takes place across a num ber of months, but Caspakian life telescopes 

vast geological timescales "beyond the reach of human conception" (Lyell 290) into the more 

appreciable historical timescale of decades. Finally, narrative tim e can be just as elusive, so that 

when the narrator reminds his reader that "in two minutes you will forget me", tim e shifts again 

and the reader is immersed in yet another tim e scale.

Despite a greater understanding of evolutionary timescales in Burroughs' tim e, however, 

the Caspak dinosaurs, at six million years old, are still a long way off contem porary estimates. 

Burroughs, in an a ttem pt to lend his world some scientific realism, as he will la ter w ith references 

to recapitulation theory, cites tw o contem porary American palaeontologists. In People, Tom  

Billings notes that he has "looked upon nothing less than a diplodocus of the Upper Jurassic; but 

how infinitely different was the true, live thing from the crude restorations of [John Bell] Hatcher 

and [William Jacob] Holland!" (ch. 3). This is just one instance of Burroughs' scientific research and 

awareness of the popular scientific conceptions of dinosaurs at this time.^^^ Far more work, 

however, goes into the creation of the various primitive groups on the island, and the primary  

focus of the trilogy is this initially inexplicable assortment of men, beginning w ith Ahm, a type of 

Neanderthal they encounter early on.

As Bowen and his men are betrayed by the Germans, who steal the U-boat and a ttem pt to 

escape, they must face "life stripped to the bone of its savagery and brutality" (ch. 6). The 

adventures of Bowen, and then Billings and Bradley, are typical of any num ber of Burroughs jungle 

adventures, although the setting makes for some more unusual occurrences. W hen Bowen and 

Bradley split up, for example, Bowen later discovers the fate  of one of Bradley's men with the  

humorously macabre headstone:

Here Lies John Tippet 
Englishman 

Killed by Tyrannosaurus 
10 Sept. A.D. 1916

R.I.P. (ch. 8)

193
For m ore on Burroughs' probable sources see Sommer, 314-5. Her article explores the  overlapping concerns and 

approaches of Burroughs and Henry Fairfield Osborn, president of the  American M useum  of Natural History, and 

examines in some detail Burroughs' use of contem porary scientific sources in the creation of Caspak.
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It is only upon being captured by a group of Band-lu that Bowen begins to understand the order of 

the groups on the island. Burroughs, ever interested in linguistics and drawing on Haeckel, posits 

that "alus" (and "lu", meaning "man") is an ancient root word, "handed down from  the beginning 

of spoken language". Thus, "in Caspak the term  for speechless man is Alus, and in the outer world 

of our own day it is Alalus" (ch. 9). The Alus, Caspakian versions of the Alali from  Ant M en, have no 

language or weapons, and are a step above the Ho-lu, or anthropoid apes. All other groups on the  

island have both weapons and speech, each growing increasingly complex w ith the "amplifications 

in the rising scale of evolution" {People ch. 2). Above them  are the Bo-lu (club man), Ahm's people, 

followed by the Sto-lu (hatchet men), Band-lu (spear men), Kro-lu (bow and arrow men), and 

finally Galu (rope men). Bowen recognises, among other features, the increased intelligence, 

larger vocabulary, less "negroid" features, and more "comely" wom en of each successive stage. If 

the hierarchical structure of the Tarzan series is implicit, it is unequivocally outlined on Caspak. 

This hierarchy is a self-contained system which includes all facets of developm ent -  language, 

intelligence, beauty, political organisation, skill, technology -  each moving upwards towards 

Anglo-Saxon perfection. It is im portant that technology and weaponry are so prom inent in the  

upwards m ovem ent, so that the weapon a man uses, how he chooses to fight and wage war, is an 

inextricable part of his racial and cultural identity. Thus, each tim e the Americans fire their guns, a 

feat which is perpetually astonishing to the Caspakians of all levels, even the "golden race" of 

Galus, they solidify the ir superiority and evolutionary ascendancy.

This is exem plified in a "battle primeval" scene towards the end of Land, a passage worth  

considering in some detail, as it is both illustrative of the critical angle taken in this chapter, and 

representative of the numerous similar battles throughout Burroughs' novels. In this extract 

Bowen describes his fight w ith Kho, who has abducted Lys, the wom an Bowen has fallen in love 

with:

He was heavier than I by many pounds, and so weighted by the burden he carried that I easily 
overtook him; and at last he turned, snarling, to face me. It was Kho of the tribe of Tsa, the hatchet- 
men. He recognized me, and with a low growl he threw Lys aside and came for me. "The she is 
mine," he cried. "I kill! I kill!"

[...] He was a mighty beast, mightily muscled, and the urge that has made males fight since the 
dawn of life on earth filled him with the blood-lust and the thirst to slay; but not one whit less did it 
fill me with the same primal passions. Two abysmal beasts sprang at each other's throats that day 
beneath the shadow of earth's oldest cliffs -  the man of now and the man-thing of the earliest, 
forgotten then, imbued by the same deathless passion that has come down unchanged through all
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the epochs, periods and eras of tim e from the beginning, and which shall continue to the 
incalculable end -  woman, the imperishable Alpha and Omega of life.

Kho closed and sought my jugular with his teeth. He seemed to forget the hatchet dangling by its 
aurochs-hide thong at his hip, as I forgot, for the moment, the dagger in my hand. And I doubt not 
but that Kho would easily have bested me in an encounter of that sort had not Lys' voice awakened 
within my momentarily reverted brain the skill and cunning of reasoning man.

"Bowen!" she cried. "Your knife! Your knife!"

It was enough. It recalled me from the forgotten eon to which my brain had flown and left me once 
again a modern man battling with a clumsy, unskilled brute. No longer did my jaws snap at the 
hairy throat before me; but instead my knife sought and found a space between tw o ribs over the 
savage heart. Kho voiced a single horrid scream, stiffened spasmodically and sank to  the earth. And 
Lys threw  herself into my arms. All the fears and sorrows of the past were wiped away, and once 
again I was the happiest of men (ch. 10).

Firstly w e  note  th a t Kho is heav ier than  B ow en, and "a m ighty  beast, m ightily  m uscled". It is 

im p o rtan t th a t Bow en can fight, as it is fo r all Burroughs' heroes, but it is n o t sheer strength and 

m uscularity  which will be o f im po rtance , as the  outcom e o f th e  figh t illustrates. Kho is described in 

anim alistic term s, "snarling" and w ith  a " low  grow l", and B ow en, upon facing him , is transform ed  

in to  a fe llo w  beast. Research had been conducted at this stage in to  th e  physical changes in the  

body w h en  faced w ith  prim al em otions , such as fe a r or rage, and th e  conflict here  recalls such 

w ork. The A m erican  physiologist W a lte r  Cannon, a co n tem p o rary  o f Burroughs, published his 

Bodily Changes in Pain, H unger, Fear an d  Rage  in 1915  and notes, fo r exam ple , th a t:

One needs only to glance at the history of warfare to observe that when the primitive emotions of 
anger and hatred are permitted full sway, men who have been considerate and thoughtful [...] 
suddenly may turn into infuriated savages (225).^^"*

Cannon argues fo r th e  physical changes which take place in th e  hum an body, a lthough he believed  

th a t these could be, if not overcom e, at least red irected  into  n on -v io len t co n fro n ta tio n . His "m oral 

eq u iva len t" , recalling W illiam  Jam es', is in "co m p etitive  sports [w here ] th e  e le m e n ta l factors are  

re ta in ed  -  m an is p itted  against m an, and all the  resources o f th e  body are sum m oned  in the eager 

struggle fo r victory" (2 9 6 -7 ). For Burroughs, how ever, this is a "prim al passion" o f such an tiqu ity  

th a t its p o w er over both  m en is unquestioned  and inexorable. They  m ay be a "m an o f now " and a 

"m an -th ing  o f th e  earliest, fo rg o tten  th e n " , but this chasm is reduced by th e ir  shared evo lu tionary  

history. W h a t Kho is now , Bow en has once been, a d eve lo p m en t cast in recap itu la to ry  term s. The

194
Hall, who will be considered later in the chapter, also notes tha t anger "makes man a savage beast to  his fellow  

man" (Adolescence 354).
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"abysmal" beasts cannot avoid or redirect their primal "urge" in this case, as there is a key factor 

at stake -  a "she", and her subsequent sexual selection of the victorious male. Women are the 

"imperishable Alpha and Omega of life", and it is only in winning an evolutionarily fit female that 

the male may pass on his genetic inheritance to further generations until the "incalculable end".

Sexual selection, then, is of utmost importance, and is linked to the notions of performative 

masculinity examined in chapter four. As Darwin outlines in The Descent o f Man, males are 

"almost always the wooers" and, like Kho and Bowen, "they alone are armed with special weapons 

for fighting with their rivals. They are generally stronger and larger than the females, and are 

endowed with the requisite qualities of courage and pugnacity" (683-4). They must display their 

prowess and perform their masculinity as the female watches on. Women, on the other hand, 

have the power to "excite or charm" males (684), and are "everywhere conscious of the value of 

their own beauty; and when they have the means, they take more delight in decorating 

themselves with all sorts of ornaments than do men" (665). While Darwin notes that savage men 

keep women in an "abject state of bondage", and thus have the power of selection, he 

acknowledges the role of women in "choosing, rejecting, and tempting their lovers" (666). This is 

reflected in Caspak, as the women of each evolutionary stage move towards a modern conception 

of beauty. The Alus are bearded, naked and without ornamentation, while successive groups lose 

their hair, develop larger breasts, and become more "comely". Hair loss is particularly noteworthy, 

as it is a key signifier in the depiction of primitive men and w o m e n . A s  Berman argues in her 

study of hair in paleolithic humans: "Hair is our marker of evolutionary position; the further away 

from our animal origins, the more it is under control." (297). Thus, when one arrives at a Galu 

woman, such as Ajor in People, her body is hairless while the hair on her head is under control, as 

she successfully uses the power of beauty and ornamentation to excite and charm Billings:

...what few of her charms her apparel hid. It quite effectively succeeded in accentuating. A bit of soft, 
undressed leather was caught over her left shoulder and beneath her right breast, falling upon her left 
side [...] Her masses of heavy hair were held in place by a broad metal band which bore [what] 
appeared to be a huge turquoise, while the metal of all her ornaments was beaten, virgin gold, inlaid 
in intricate design with bits of mother-of-pearl and tiny pieces of stone of various colors (ch. 2).

Judith Berman uses hair loss as simply one example of the uniform way in which cave men and o ther prehistoric 
humans w ere depicted. She notes that, in terms of the image of paleolithic tim es, "the shaggy-haired Cave M en" of 
artist Charles R. Knight "w ere wildly popular and widely influential" (297). It seems likely Burroughs would have 
been fam iliar w ith  Knight's murals in the Field Museum  in Chicago. See Sommer, 315, for m ore on this.
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Indeed; across the m ajority of Burroughs' novels, exotic wom en appear scantily clad in loose, 

flowing clothes and precious jewels, exhorting men to fight and die for them . Thus, while women  

must passively wait to be claimed by the victorious male, they have a more active role in enticing 

their favoured male to win them . Furtherm ore, unlike the savage men of the evolutionary past, 

the Americans are constrained by social convention and must hope the ir dem onstrations of 

masculinity are enough to impress their prospective mates. In the battle betw een Kho and Bowen, 

Lys plays a more active role, as she aids her favourite and influences the outcom e of the  

confrontation. She does this by recalling Bowen from  the evolutionary abyss, and reminding him 

of his status as "reasoning man". W estern m odernity, the pinnacle of both biological and 

technological evolution, is w hat saves Bowen. In the shape of his superior weaponry and his "skill 

and cunning" he can accurately and efficiently kill his antagonist, and become the "happiest of 

men" in Lys' arms.

This has been a rather extensive reading of a single passage but it is a particularly illustrative 

example of a scene Burroughs constantly restages. The significance is threefold: firstly, at the level 

of the plot, it is a key battle in which the hero violently defeats a dangerous adversary. Secondly, it 

reflects wider concerns o f sexual selection, and natural selection more generally. The language 

Burroughs chooses for these scenes is consistently that of evolutionary biology and Darwinism, 

and indeed would seem out of place if not read in this context. This includes phrases such as 

"dawn of life" as well as references to "epochs", "species", "developm ent", and numerous 

"struggles". Furtherm ore, this scene is constantly replayed in other forms, so, for example, the 

reader is later confronted w ith the evolutionary struggle of a cave-bear and a saber-toothed tiger 

"locked in a titanic struggle for supremacy" {People ch. 2). Thirdly, the battles amongst men and 

beasts on Caspak are fram ed by another "titanic struggle" being played out in the fictional and 

non-fictional outer world. For Burroughs, the battles of his novels, just like the W orld W ar beyond, 

are black and w hite affairs. Just as his fiction must portray its villains w ith brutish features -  "flat 

noses", "protruding lips", or "nasty, close-set eyes" -  so too must w artim e propaganda portray the 

enemy. Of course, the problem atic e lem ent of W orld W ar I was that the enem y was of the very 

same white. Northern European type seen as the pinnacle of developm ent. As G. Bruce Retallack 

points out, in an article examining popular Darwinism:
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The challenge in 1914 was how to categorize and characterize this particular 'enemy other'. 
Political tensions notwithstanding, the German people and the 'Teutonic race' had been previously 
seen as partners with the Anglo-Saxons in the great northern civilizing mission [...] The Germans 
were perhaps not quite 'us', but they were certainly the next best thing, and some mechanism was 
needed to reverse that impression in very short order" (Retallack 161).

Thus, when Bowen begins "to speculate as to w hether it had been an ape-m an or a Prussian that 

had abducted Lys", there is an im m ediate conflation of the bestial half-man and the wartim e  

enemy. Schoenvorts' lack of civilised ethics and m orality makes him as likely to have captured Lys 

as any of the equally uncivilised Caspakians, especially given that he has betrayed the Americans 

and stolen the submarine. This am algam ation of w artim e enem y and ape recalls the propaganda 

poster in chapter three (fig. 3.2), and it is something Burroughs is equally adept at using for 

fictional purposes. Thus, the same imagery used to depict the lower races in his African 

evolutionary hierarchy in the Torzan novels, is used for his later w artim e novels. In Foreign Legion, 

for example, Corrie hears the "monkey jabber of the Japs" and "the laughter of the sub-men" (ch. 

1) as they kill her father.

W artim e enemies are a lower type, lacking the civilised qualities of culture and honesty, as 

well as the primitive virtues of manliness and courage. W hile there is a possibility of moving up the 

hierarchy, this is only if influenced by an American environm ent. W e see this, for example, in 

Burroughs' proposed solutions to the presence of Japanese immigrants in Hawaii, where he lived 

during the Second W orld W ar. As he argues, the Hawaiian Japanese are d ifferent, not just 

culturally but physically. "W e should not judge them  by our knowledge of the Japs we are 

fighting". Burroughs notes, "A couple of generations of American living have altered them  

physically. They are larger and better looking than any of the Japanese prisoners I saw in the South 

Pacific area, and I believe that they are spiritually different ("Our Japanese Problem"). American 

life (including the reading of American popular fiction, one assumes) is capable of physically 

improving other races, another reason why Anglo-Saxon dominance, the outcome of the Moon  

series, is the best outcom e for the conflict both on Caspak and in the w ider world at the tim e. All 

of this is complicated, however, by the presence of the evolutionarily advanced W ieroo, a group 

we can now turn to.
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3.4: The Wieroo in The People that Time Forgot and Out of Time's Abyss

The second instalm ent of the trilogy follows Tom Billings as he attem pts to rescue the 

stranded protagonists of Land. Given the challenge awaiting Billings, he must conform to the 

archetypes of masculinity outlined in chapter four and, in this respect, the reader is told early on 

that "he had been an impoverished and im provident cow-puncher on one of the great Tyler 

ranches" (ch. 1), before being employed and educated by Bowen's father. He is a "regular" man, a 

term  of high praise in Burroughs' novels, where being a regular, average American is highly 

desirable. The novel recounts Billings' exploits as he traverses the same "hideous horrors of the 

lower Caspakian spheres of evolution" (ch. 7) as Bowen, recapitulating his friend's journey "cor- 

sva-jo", from  the beginning. The numerous encounters between Billings and the savage men and 

beasts of the island further buttress the central concept of man as a natural, instinctive fighting 

animal. The lower groups of men, in accepting a world w here "[i]f we do not kill, we shall be 

killed" are not responsible for their actions, and act "almost as wholly upon instinct as might a wild 

beast" (ch. 4). The brutality upon Caspak is accepted as a natural and inevitable part of primitive 

life and as a test of masculinity. It is also a superior, m ore clearly-defined type of violence than 

that occurring in the W orld W ar beyond. Constance Areson Clark, discussing the use of the 

monkey in satirical cartoons based on evolution, notes the im portance of the "reverse monkey" 

cartoon: "In these cartoons, monkeys com m ented ironically, and som etim e w ith form idable bite, 

on the contradictions and evils of human societies. Monkeys observed human antics and 

congratulated each other on not being related to these odd creatures" ("You Are Here" 585). This 

is a m ethod of critique Burroughs avails of throughout his fiction, using unfam iliar societies to 

question the fam iliar. So, when Billings encounters Al-tan, a Kro-lu, a typical inversion occurs:

"I am glad," he said, "that I do not dwell in your country among such savage peoples. Here, in 
Caspak, men fight with men when they meet -  men of different races -  but their weapons are first 
for the slaying of beasts in the chase and in defense. We do not fashion weapons solely for the 
killing of man as do your peoples. Your country must indeed be a savage country, from which you 
are fortunate to have escaped to the peace and security of Caspak". Here was a new and refreshing 
viewpoint; nor could I take exception to it after what I had told Altan of the great war which had 
been raging in Europe for over two years before I left home (ch. 5, italics added).

It is im portant that Al-tan acknowledges that fighting men of d ifferent races is understandable, a 

com m ent which must be read in light of a world war in which peoples heretofore seen as racially 

similar found themselves in violent opposition. W e have already noted the fram ew ork of the
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M oon  novels, which imagines a fifty-year world war ending only w ith the "absolute domination" of 

the Anglo-Saxon race, and the vision of one race dominating all others is something which 

reoccurs throughout Burroughs' novels. The Caspok novels envision a struggle for racial 

supremacy, this tim e betw een the Galu and W ieroo, proxies in many ways for the American and 

German sides engaged in W orld W ar I. In this case, however, the struggle is an evolutionary one as 

the tw o sides a ttem pt to outbreed, rather than outm anoeuvre, each o t h e r . A s  Billings learns 

from  Ajor, while the Galu can bear both male and fem ale young, the W ieroo are capable of 

bearing only males. They must abduct Galu females in order to reproduce, killing their male 

evolutionary rivals whilst taking care not to exterm inate the source of the future of their race. Ajor 

curses the fact that the Galu are incapable of outbreeding the W ieroo -  "Ah, but could we once 

get a start [...] there would have been evolved at last the true dom inant race before which all the 

world would be forced to bow" (ch. 5).

The W ieroo, first encountered as almost mythical creatures in People, become the primary 

focus of/Abyss, and Bradley's tim e amongst these strange, winged creatures provides a num ber of 

details of their way of life. In the Caspakian system of linear evolution the W ieroo are in many 

ways more evolved than the Galu, w ith technological achievements far beyond their rivals. They 

are com pletely hairless, the logical next step in a sequence which has seen each group with 

progressively less hair, and have an evolutionarily advantageous set of wings.^^^ Their features are 

gruesome, however, as Bradley's men first discover to their horror -  "It had big round eyes that 

looked all cold and dead, and its cheeks were sunken in deep, and I could see its yellow teeth  

behind thin, tight-draw n lips" {Abyss ch. 1). In many ways, w ith their hairless heads and big round 

eyes, they recall the hideous, big-brained humans of the evolutionary future discussed in chapter 

one. The same anxiety about the future direction of human evolution is felt as Bradley wonders if 

"natural selection [has] produced during the countless ages of Caspakian life a winged monstrosity 

that represented the earthly pinnacle of man's evolution" {Abyss ch. 2). The W ieroo, who were 

once like the Galu {Abyss ch. 4), present us with a picture of the evolutionary consequences of a 

culture focused on violence and cowardly murder at the expense of culture, virility, and nobility. 

Bradley is shocked that "such grotesque beings [could represent] the high culture of the human

These attem pts at outbreeding also recall the fears, discussed in chapter two, of criminals and the otherw ise unfit 
proliferating at fast rates than the ir betters.
De Paolo points out th a t "a vestige of the Great Chain of Being persists in the W ieroo, w inged men resembling 

angels" (45).
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race within the boundaries of Caspak", especially when he realises that they "had a written as well 

as a spoken language and besides the art of weaving cloth possessed that of paper-making" {Abyss 

ch. 2). However, while the Wieroo are more advanced in many ways than the Galu, it is the latter 

group who are presented as the true ancestors of the Americans of the outside world. It is these 

white, courageous primitives -  the men great warriors and hunters; the women beautiful, 

intelligent mates for the protagonists -  who must become the dominant race on the island. They 

are, of course, still at a lower level of development than the Americans, the pinnacle of evolution, 

and in this respect are "pitifully inefficient in even the simpler forms of military tactics" (Peop le  ch. 

7). As Billings casually reminds the reader, and the instinct for American expansionism is never far 

from the surface, "[w]ith one squad of a home-guard company I could have conquered Caspak" 

(Peop le  ch. 7).

Wieroo culture, in contrast, is degraded and degenerate. While they may have a system of 

writing, it is not a superior western-style alphabet but "strange hieroglyphics". They eat in 

restaurants, but brutishly and from a trough, and their men are "arrant cowards" (ch. 2) whom 

Bradley can defeat single-handedly, and later outwit. The central Wieroo philosophy is "tas-ad" 

and, as Co-Tan attempts to explain the concept to Bradley, various parallels between the Wieroo 

and the German enemy emerge. The Wieroo and Galu were once similar, differentiated only by 

the latter's "rudimentary wings", just as many saw white, northern European Germans as racially 

similar to Americans. There was "great rivalry as to which was the higher in the scale of evolution", 

but it was a friendly rivalry with "no hatred" (Abyss ch. 4). It was a change of mental attitude 

which finally began the irreversible separation of the two groups, and the Wieroo began to 

disregard honour, courage, virility and other virtues, thinking only of mental development. "They 

called this tas-ad, which means doing everything the right way, or, in other words, the Wieroo 

way. If foe or friend, right or wrong, stood in the way of tas-ad, then it must be crushed". The 

result was that "the Wieroos decided to carry tas-ad into every part of the world". Using eugenic 

selection they evolved usable wings to battle against their enemies so that now they are "so cruel" 

and "so bloodthirsty that they no longer [have] hearts that beat with love or sympathy". The 

parallels here between the cruel, bloodthirsty Germans, personified on Caspak by the treacherous 

Von Schoenvorts, are obvious. Like the Germans of the outside world, the Wieroo "make many
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wonderful things that we cannot make. They think great thoughts, no doubt, and still dream of 

greatness to come" (ch. 4), but they are not destined to be the dominant race.

Clark, examining the tactics o f anti-evolutionists in the U.S. of this period, notes that "Some 

antievolutionists [...] conflated evolution with Social Darwinism, w ith the notion that 'm ight makes 

right,' and, in the wake of the Great War, w ith German militarism" ("You are Here" 581). In 

Burroughs' case, the argument is not anti-evolution, but anti-German, and the Wieroo embody the 

evolutionary consequences of following what was seen as a German philosophy of might makes 

right, restyled here as "tas-ad". Clark continues, referencing the propaganda poster in fig. 3.2: 

"The gorilla of evolution, in this context, could look a good deal like the famous World War I poster 

in which a gorilla labeled 'M ilita rism ' and carrying a club labeled 'Kultur' made o ff w ith a half

dressed woman" (581). In Burroughs' case it is the m ilitant Wieroo armed w ith tas-ad, carrying off 

the vulnerable, half-dressed Galu woman. The only solution, then, is American intervention, 

coming in the form of the murder of the Wieroo leader, the subsequent defeat o f the Germans, 

and the violent death o f Schoenvorts. The tale concludes, as it must, w ith a return to  combat. The 

war is never far from the surface of the story, despite the heroes' isolation on a lost island, and the 

conclusion sees all the characters return to "stern duty ahead" (ch. 5). While this concludes the 

story of the American adventurers, the mystery of Caspakian evolution has yet to be fully 

explained. This requires an appreciation of a related contemporary scientific theory, the 

biogenetic law.

3.5: Recapitulation and Coming up “Cor-sva-jo”

Gillian Beer contends that "[i]n  the wake of palaeontology and evolutionary theory the 

matching of ontogeny (the life-cycle development of the single organism) and phylogeny (species 

development) has been one of the most powerful new metaphors o f the past 150 years" (Open 

Fields 123). The theory that "ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny", or the biogenetic law, had a 

profound effect on a variety of disciplines in the late nineteenth and early tw entie th  century. 

While theories of recapitulation stretch back centuries, the idea was most famously propounded 

by Ernst Haeckel, previously discussed in relation to his theories o f prim itive human
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deveiopment.^^® The theory itself was extrem ely influential and the average reader of the early 

tw entieth  century would have been fam iliar with its form ulation, at least in very general terms. 

Burroughs certainly was and, as will be seen shortly, could assume a similar knowledge of his 

reader. 'T h e  connection betw een [ontogeny and phylogeny] is not external and superficial, but 

profound, intrinsic, and causal", Haeckel explains in The Evolution o f M on, and the basic concept 

may be summarised as follows:

"The history o f th e  foetus is a recapitu lation o f th e  history o f th e  race"; or, in o th er words, 
"O ntogeny is a recapitu lation o f phylogeny." It may be m ore fully stated as follows: The series of 
form s th rough w hich th e  individual organism passes during its d eve lop m ent from  th e  ovum to  the  

co m plete  bodily structure is a brief, condensed repetition  o f th e  long series o f form s which the  

anim al ancestors o f th e  said organism, or th e  ancestral form s o f th e  species, have passed through  

from  th e  earliest period o f organic life dow n to  th e  present day (I, ch. 1).

A theory in which ancestral adult traits could be seen, and studied, in the juvenile traits of 

descendents had diverse implications. Firstly, it gave support to the anthropological theories 

examined in chapter three, in that the standard parallel of m odern savage/prim itive  

ancestor/civilized child could be catalogued. The modern child, developing in the womb, 

recapitulated the ancestral stages of man as a species (fish, reptile, m am m al, and so on), while the  

child's m ental developm ent recalled that of the primitive, whose intellect never developed 

beyond that of a civilized child's. This could then be used as evidence for the incomplete 

developm ent of inferior races, who never truly reached the higher evolutionary stage of the  

Anglo-Saxon male. Furtherm ore, criminals, the poor or the feeblem inded, in short all those 

examined as eugenically unfit in chapter two, could be viewed as similarly developm entally  

retarded and placed at the same level as the child or primitive. And, as we will see shortly, the 

other side of the "child=savage" equation could be examined, w ith serious implications for 

pedagogy and the education of civilised children who could be seen as, in essence, savages.

By the 1930s, the theory had largely been abandoned by biologists so that today, for 

example, a standard textbook on developm ental biology calls Haeckel's work a "disastrous union 

of embryology and evolutionary biology" (Gilbert). Similarly, in a letter to The American Biology 

Teacher, one correspondent complains about the "myth of the biogenetic law", arguing that

For more on Haeckel and recapitulation see Stephen J Gould's detailed Ontogeny and Phylogeny, which provides 
both a technical argument for the relevance of the theory to modern science and culture, as well as a more general 
history of its development.
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“[t]oday, all we need to know of Haeckel's 'law ' is that it is false and tha t it cannot be rescued by 

subtle rewording, or by claims that it is only partially true" (Freem an). W hile this may be true as 

far as the student of biology is concerned, for the historian of science, and indeed literature, 

Haeckel's law is hugely im portant in understanding a num ber of assumptions underlying the 

science and culture of the early tw entie th  century. As Gould notes: "'ontogeny recapitulates 

phylogeny' is a literary epitom e too appealing to resist, w hatever its tru th  value" {Ontogeny 118). 

In the 1910s, therefore, when Burroughs was composing the Caspak trilogy, the theory was very 

much still in favour and Burroughs draws on the fundam ental concept of recapitulation to produce 

an evolutionary developm ent which takes places across the tim efram e of a single, albeit 

lengthened, lifespan.

On Caspak, the inhabitants "go through a similar process of evolution outside the wom b as 

develops our own young within" (Abyss ch. 3). In a statem ent such as this. Burroughs assumes that 

his reader understands his intent, that all humans recapitulate phylogenetic history inside the  

wom b. There is no need for any further explanation and the American protagonists, while 

obviously initially shocked, do not consider the premise far beyond the realm of possibility. In fact, 

given that the science behind ontogenetic and phylogenetic developm ent is complicated enough 

in any case, Bradley notes that the Caspakian system "seemed even less difficult of comprehension 

than that w ith which he was fam iliar" (Abyss ch. 3). A fter all, the well-docum ented example of 

fish-like "gills" in human ontogeny provided ample proof of a connection to our fish ancestors:

From the egg, then , th e  individual developed slowly into a h igher fo rm , just as th e  frog's egg 

develops through various stages from  a fish w ith  gills to  a frog w ith  lungs. W ith  th a t thought in 

mind Bradley discovered th a t it was not difficult to  believe in th e  possibility of such a schem e— 

th ere  was nothing new  in it" (Abyss ch. 3).

"Indeed there was not", notes Phillip R. Burger, "Burroughs' audacious concept was 

comprehensible to his audience and hence acceptable for a story of this type".^^^

On Caspak, the reader finally learns, the women lay eggs which are swept southwards 

down to the sea (on an island in which geography and tim e follow a parallel linear sequence), 

w here they begin life as tadpoles. They then develop into fish, reptiles, amphibians, mammals and

See Burger's essay for a useful introduction to several of the scientific theories used in the Caspak series. 
Burroughs' article discussing the Scopes trial also summarises his beliefs surrounding recapitulation.
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upwards to apes, the first true stage of evolution as the Caspakians view it. Here physical evolution  

gives way, in part, to m ental evolution, as the individual rises through the various levels of man, or 

"lu". Millions o f eggs are laid, and most are destroyed long before they develop. Furtherm ore, not 

every individual is capable of developing to the higher stages. An egg, if it survives, "goes through 

all the stages of developm ent that man has passed through during the unthinkable eons since life 

first moved upon the earth 's face" {Abyss ch. 3). However, each individual is destined to reach a 

certain level only, and remain there, no longer able to rise ("batu" in Caspakian terminology). 

Thus, practically all life on Caspak has developed from  an egg and risen upwards, except for a rare 

exception. If an egg develops to Galu stage, and produces an egg which does likewise, in a series of 

seven repeated cycles, then this rare individual has the ability to produce young "born directly as 

are the young of the ou ter world of mammals" {Abyss ch. 3). The resulting child will be "cos-ata- 

lu", no-egg-Tian (or "lo", w om an), prized by the Galu and, as we have seen, by the W ieroo.

It is, of course, a fanciful notion, but one which provides for an explicit playing out of 

Haeckel's theory. De Paolo also argues convincingly that part of its creation certainly lies in that 

fact that '[s]ince paleoanthropological knowledge about early man in the 1920s was 

discontinuous, contradictory, and fragm entary, there was a need for a unifying theory" (37). 

Burroughs' jn ifying theory, therefore, takes much of this fragm entary knowledge and perhaps 

"inspired b\ his age's cult of efficiency" (Sommer 321), telescopes the tim e scales into a highly 

original plot structure. Yet while his tale is certainly original, it is revealing how much Caspak 

resembles other contem porary accounts of evolution. Take, for example, the extrem ely well- 

known naturalist of this period, John Burroughs (no relation to Edgar), and his Time and Change 

(1912). Pubished not long before the Caspak series, the work attem pts to explain the human 

evolutionary "journey" in precisely the same teleological term s as E.R. Burroughs. Mankind's 

creation is taken out of the hands of an "om nipotent power", and rendered instead a "sequence 

of natural causation" (ch. 1). At the heart of this system is the "m anward impulse" (ch. 1), and J. 

Burroughs touches on all the major features of the Caspak series: Haeckel's theories, attem pts to 

comprehend geological tim e, and an "ascending series from the simple to the more and more 

complex" (cT. 3) so that "m an seems to be the net result of it all" (ch. 5). To finish this comparison, 

a representative quote can be taken, itself part of a long description of the em ergence of mankind. 

It could in itself be a sum m ary of the Caspak series and Burroughs' thinking m ore generally:
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Man has had the experience of all the animals below him. He has suffered and struggled as a fish, 
he has groveled and devoured as a reptile, he has fought and trium phed as a quadruped, he has 
lived in trees as a monkey, he has inhabited caves with the w olf and the bear, he has roamed the 
forests and plains as a savage, he has survived without fire or clothes or weapons or tools, he has 
lived with the mastodon and all the saurian monsters [...] W hat must he have survived in 
prehistoric times! W hat must he have had to contend with as a cave-dweller, as a tree-dweller, as a 
river-drift man! Before he had tools or weapons what must he have had to contend with!

[But] this power of progressive development is not meted out equally to all races of mankind, or to 
all of the individuals of the same race. The central impulse of developm ent seems to have come 
from the East, in historic times at least, and to have followed the line of the M editerranean, to have 
culminated in Europe. For the most part the barbarian races do not progress. [...] In all countries we 
still see these barbarous people which man in his progress has left behind. Our civilization is like a 
field of light that fades off into shadows and darkness [...]

It seems as if some central and cherished impulse had pushed on through each form [...] till it at 
last reached its goal in man {ch. 6).

E.R. Burroughs, th e re fo re , fictionalises precisely w h a t J. Burroughs has o u tlin ed , including  

th e  central "m an w ard "  im pulse o f all d eve lo p m en t. The ways in w hich th is hierarchical, 

teleological version o f evo lu tion  affects theories  o f race, m asculin ity , and prim itiv ism  is quite  

ap parent, and this has been exam ined  th ro u gh o u t this thesis. W h a t I wish to  consider now , 

how ever, are th e  im plications fo r pedagogy and th e  study o f child d e v e lo p m e n t. The fo rem ost 

theoris t in this regard, as m en tio n ed  in chapter four, was G. S tan ley  Hall, and his m ost influential 

tex t. Adolescence  (1 9 0 4 ), is en tire ly  based "on tw o  argum ents -  an a priori fa ith  in th e  biogenetic  

law , and a conviction th a t childhood fears reflect the  problem s o f ancestral adults, not the  

environm ents  o f m odern  ch ildren" (G ould, O ntogeny  140). The te x t is a lan d m ark  in th e  history of 

psychology and, as Jeffrey Jensen A rn e tt argues. Hall was fa r m o re  p rescient in a n u m b er of areas 

than  m ost m odern  psychologists are  p repared  to  accept. A d m itted ly , his view s on sexuality and 

religion in particu lar can seem  an tiq u a ted  to  th e  m odern  read er but, as A rn e tt notes, his w o rk  is 

still re levant to d ay  in qu ite  a varie ty  o f areas (187 ).

W h a t is im p o rta n t is th a t recap itu la tion  th eo ry  is th e  fu n d a m e n ta l assum ption fo r the  

en tire  w ork, a w ork  w hose full title  alerts the reader to  w h a t is a t stake: Adolescence: Its 

Psychology an d  its R elations to Physiology, A nthropology, Sociology, Sex, Crim e, Religion and  

Education. For Hall, " [t]h e  child com es from  and harks back to  a re m o te r  past; th e  adolescent is 

neo-atavistic, and in him  th e  la te r acquisitions o f the  race slow ly b ecom e p re p o te n t"  (xiii). The 

civilised child, th e re fo re , goes th rough  a savage stage which recap itu la tes  both  an ancestral past



as well as, by association, the life o f the modern savage. Like the savage, the child of about eight 

to twelve years is healthy and full of vitality, but "[rjeason, true morality, religion, sympathy, love, 

and esthetic enjoyment are but very slightly developed" (ix).^“  This has obvious implications for 

how children should be raised and educated, and Hall believes that at the early stages o f a child's 

education "nativistic" and feral instincts should be encouraged. He only reluctantly agrees that a 

child should attend school, although no earlier than age eight, as this is also a time when 

instruction and rote learning can be readily received.

Education is also im portant as it is needed to divert adolescents away from  crime, 

something which is a natural part o f the ir progression upwards from  savagery. Drawing on the 

contemporary science o f criminology, particularly Lombroso, Hall devotes a lengthy chapter to 

adolescent crim inality. He is critical of Lombroso's exaggeration o f the crim inality o f savages, but is 

more certain about civilised adolescents: “While the percentages o f certain grave crimes increase 

to mature manhood, adolescence is preeminently the criminal age when most first commitments 

occur and most vicious careers are begun" (325). The criminal type, w ith  his arrested 

development, is stuck in the evolutionary past, and so "[cjrim inals are much like overgrown 

children -  egoistic, foppish, impulsive, gluttonous, blind to the rights o f others, and our passions 

tend to bring us to childish stages" (338). As was noted earlier, our passions -  sexual jealousy and 

anger in particular -  transport us, like Bowen, to a criminal state, which is much the same as a 

childish or savage one.

This also has im portant implications fo r how society treats juvenile criminals, and Hall's 

opinions largely concur w ith  modern penology: "the problem of crim inology fo r youth can not be 

based on the principles now recognized fo r adults. They can not be protective of society only, but 

must have marked reform atory elements" (409). As adolescents are fundamentally savages, they 

can sometimes fail to  control the ir emotions or actions, and "a mere brief season of 

temperamental outbreak o f obstreperousness exposes them to all the infamy to which ignorant 

9nd cruel public opinion condemns all those who have once been detected on the wrong side of 

the invisible and arbitrary line o f rectitude" (410). Society's role, therefore, is to recognise and

This parallel also leads Hall to  argue for the problems of imposing civilisation on other cultures: "We try  to impose 
not only our civilization, but out religion, upon lower races, even though they are thereby exterminated, and fail to 
study the nature and needs o f even those we try  to help" (xviii).
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encourage the savage stage in adolescent developm ent, and to  subsequently lead the youth 

onward tow ards becom ing a healthy, civilised adult.

The power of self-control is latent and undeveloped [in adolescents], and its necessity must be 
slowly learned. If he is degenerate or of a criminal type, or if his surroundings are unfavourable, the 
young criminal fails to acquire this power and falls victim to the same appetites and impulses which 
all normal persons feel but repress (339).

Sometimes the young man may be a crim inal type, but more o ften than not, it is sim ply a m atter 

o f teaching him to  repress his crim inal instincts.

This brings us neatly back to  Burroughs and his com m ents in the Hickman tria l articles 

discussed in chapter tw o:

Many boys are born with criminal instincts. If they can be guided through adolescence and up to 
years of mental maturity to a point where they can weigh the relative value of a life of crime 
against that of a life of probity, the intelligent ones will choose the latter (#10)

In this light the perfect child, by Hall's standards o f education, w ould be Tarzan, who is allowed full 

access to  the p rim itive  in the early stages o f his childhood and adolescent d e v e lo p m e n t.T a rz a n  

may be fic tiona l, but he can be held up as a standard fo r all adolescents to  reach. As Burroughs 

remarked:

possibly the greatest pleasure that I have derived from the publication of my [Tarzan] stories has 
come through the knowledge that they have appealed also to children and that I have given them a 
character, however improbable he may seem, that will set them for a higher standard of manliness, 
integrity and sportsmanship ("The Story of Tarzan").

Of course, the  average American boy could never achieve Tarzan's level o f p rim itive 

upbringing. Instead, he w ould have to  suffice w ith  the opportun ities  o ffe red by the many youth 

organisations o f th is tim e. The Boy Scout m ovem ent in the U.S. was som ething Burroughs 

approved highly of, and he w ro te  a series o f newspaper articles in 1923 deta ling the h istory o f the 

m ovem ent ("Origins and History o f the  Boy Scouts o f Am erica"). As M ichelle  Smith has argued, 

" [p ja rtia lly  in response to  cu ltu ra l ideas about the w ild as the best place in which to  shape boys 

in to  men, scouting was vigorously embraced in the United States at a tim e  during which the

M ichelle Smith discusses this in her essay "On the Origin of Men".
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question of the education of boys had become param ount" (171-2).^°^ Indeed, movements lil<e the 

Boy Scouts were "founded and run by adults w ith adult concerns in mind" (Rotundo 238). 

Burroughs was very much a central part of this debate over education and the Boy Scouts of 

America, w ith Theodore Roosevelt as Chief Scout Citizen and honorary vice-president, was an 

obvious model for his own Torzan Tribes. First set up in 1917, at a tim e when Boy Scouts 

membership was growing e x p o n e n t i a l l y , t h e  tribes instructed their m em bers to be "truthful, 

honest, manly and courageous". Later, in 1939, Burroughs' Tarzan Cions o f America  again linked 

nationalism and the m ilitary with Hall's theories of childhood developm ent and the centrality of 

primitive, masculine role m o d e l s . R e a d i n g  the "Official Guide" the use of Tarzan and primitive  

culture as a foundation is apparent in the positions of chief, medicine man and, particularly, 

warrior. Tarzan, the reader learns, stands for "[s]trength, muscular developm ent, and physical 

perfection", among other virtues, and this is what the young boy should strive towards when  

playing the war games outlined in the guide. The w arrior who pledges himself to the tribe must be 

intelligent and honest as well as "stand[ing] for clean speech, clean sport, and clean habits". Most 

im portantly, however, he must pledge "to respect the governm ent of the United States, uphold its 

laws, and never to be a tra ito r to it by word or act", a particularly pertinent vow given the tim e  

period.

Thus, turning young boys into men involved inculcating ideas of patriotism and national duty, 

physical developm ent and intelligence, as well as exploiting a natural prim itive masculinity which 

would be needed to survive enervating and emasculating modern city life. The Cospok series, with  

its focus on recapitulation, illustrates this in its central plot structure, as well as providing Tarzan- 

like heroic role models for its many young readers. Caspakians and young Americans, it seems, 

need to come up "from  the beginning" to attain their true potential.

Mechling argues that "The Boy Scouts [today] must be understood, at least in part, as a n ineteenth-century solution 

to the cultural traum a experienced as a result of the tw en tie th  century's assault on traditional understandings of 
w hat it means to be a boy and a man" (xvii). See also Gagen.

^°^he organisation recruited 300 ,000  mem bers betw een 1910 and 1919 (M ichelle Smith 172).
204

Burroughs noted that girls could be adm itted "at the discretion of clan m embers but the clans w ere essentially 

aimed at young boys.
This closely resembles the Boy Scout oath: "To do my duty to God and my country /  And to obey the Scout Law; /To  

help other people at all times; /  To keep myself physically strong, /  M entally  awake, and morally straight".



4: Conclusion

The Caspak trilogy is, as its author would have hoped, an extremely entertaining read, yet 

there is clearly far more to the series than this. Both implicitly and explicitly Burroughs has 

structured his trilogy around contemporary thinking -  on nationalism, war, evolution and 

development. It cannot be denied, in examining his letters and journalism, tha t Burroughs was in 

any way disengaged from  the military, even if he never saw active duty. It is also clear from a 

variety of articles that, by the First World War, he had honed an ability to  persuade and moralise 

in the name of patriotism and duty, and this was not something he confined to the smaller 

audiences of his newspaper and magazine articles. By 1918, w ith the massive national and 

international success of the Tarzan novels. Burroughs was read by millions and his ability, as well 

as his desire, to  influence a wide audience is apparent in wartime novels such as Land or Tarzan 

Untamed, as well as propaganda pieces such as Under the Red Flag. While this was by no means 

the primary aim of the novels, Burroughs made deliberate choices in terms of characterisation and 

plot and the setting of any o f his wartime novels is quite obviously an im portant part of their 

creation and consumption.

The evolutionary structure of the Caspak trilogy provides a more subtle example of a 

similar effect. While Burroughs is clearly not as overtly interested in propagandising for 

evolutionary theory per se, he still held firm  views on the matter, as his article on the Scopes Trial 

testified, fo r example. But Burroughs' evolution is teleological and orthogenetic, a common 

interpretation which, as we have repeatedly seen, moves ever upwards towards white, civilised 

man. Thus, his narratives, as in the Tarzan series and elsewhere, shape a certain perception of 

evolutionary theory, one which has very real implications fo r areas such as race, gender, or 

education. If popular cartoons about evolution "repeated, reflected, and perpetuated teleological 

views of evolution, and they also drew on visual traditions resonant w ith associations and 

references to human social hierarchies" (Clark, "You Are Here" 572), then so too did popular 

fiction of the same type. Theorists examined in this chapter, such as Haeckel or Hall, were widely 

read and extremely influential but Burroughs was a popular author w riting fo r a mass audience. 

His engagement w ith evolutionary theory demonstrates how a genre w rite r can take a complex 

scientific theory and fictionalise it into an imaginative, if theoretically simplified, plot structure, yet 

retain its power to shape popular opinion.
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Finally, in encountering the stages of developm ent on Cospok, and linking the \.wo strands 

of this chapter, the reader is presented with a version of masculine evolutionary developm ent 

centred on violence and war. As we have seen, weapons are the key distinguishing features of 

each evolutionary step, and w ar is presented as both inevitable and natural. M an is a "fighting 

animal", and while many believed civilized races could develop beyond their savage past. 

Burroughs sees an inevitability to war, and shares a common anxiety about the emasculating 

effects of losing touch w ith a violent, ancestral masculinity. This is something which had a very real 

effect in shaping the way men saw themselves, as has been examined in chapter four. Nor is it 

something which has disappeared in our own times. M artha McCaughey, quoted in the 

introduction, takes issue w ith the "caveman narrative", precisely the type of narrative presented 

and popularised by Burroughs in his fiction. She highlights the problem atic social implications of 

men defining themselves, and their sexuality, in relation to this caveman narrative. "In naming the  

evolutionary foundations of male sexual behaviours, evolutionary theorizing about such 

behaviours does more than just describe an inert field of objects [...] it shapes male sexual 

behaviour and identity" (7). Burroughs' use of the caveman or prim itive man, in all his 

evolutionary forms, is a core part of this narrative strategy, and so has im portant implications for 

masculine identity. M oreover, if the primitive man is to be the centre of the narrative, violence 

and war will never be far away. A fter all, as W illiam James remarks, "the possibility of violent 

death [is] the soul of all romance" (165).

Perhaps, as Burroughs argues, the reader "does not wish to be instructed" and "the fiction 

w riter who wishes to be a success should leave teaching to qualified teachers and attend strictly to 

his business of entertaining" ("Entertainm ent in Fiction's Purpose"). But, if one can do both, as 

Burroughs clearly can, then why not be enjoyable and  didactic, entertaining and  persuasive? Thus, 

the Caspak novels, perhaps more so than any of Burroughs' other series, provide a perfect 

example of the complex and m ultifaceted ways in which ideology and fiction, scientific thought 

and popular literature, can interact and overlap. Finally, they comprehensively illustrate 

Burroughs' persistent fascination with the origins and developm ent of humanity, the unifying 

factor of his output as a whole. Perhaps this is all best summarised in a brilliantly typical Burroughs 

quote, taken from  Ca\/e Girl:
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Wasted ages! Fleeing from the primitive and the brute toward the neoteric and the human -  in a 
brief instant your labors are undone, the veneer of eons crumbles in the heat of some pristine 
passion revealing again naked and unashamed the primitive and the brute (II, ch. 2).
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Afterword 
A Century of Burroughs

This thesis has a t t e m p te d  to t r ea t  in as comprehensive  a m a n n e r  as possible the  full range 

of Burroughs'  output .  Yet even a work of this length must  necessarily exclude a n u m b er  of novels 

and critical angles,  and th e re  is much scope for fur ther  work on Burroughs in this regard. As 

popular l i terature has bec o m e  a suitable subject  for literary criticism in the  last two decades  or so, 

many authors  who had been  previously wri tten off as b ene a th  t h e  s t andards  of academia  have 

finally been  d ee m e d  acceptable  as subjects of critical analysis. As o n e  of the  most  popular  authors 

of the  twent ie th  century, Burroughs is o ne  au tho r  in particular who  is deserving of far more  critical 

at tent ion than he has thus  far received.  In recent years Tarzan o f  the A pes and A Princess o f  Mars 

in particular have bee n  given academic  en d o r s em en t  with thei r  appe a ra nce  on a n u m b er  of highly 

regarded book publishers'  lists. Penguin, who  published A pes in 1990, has more  recent ly printed 

editions of  both  texts,  while Oxford University Press issued A pes as par t  of the  Oxford World's 

Classics series.  Furthermore ,  th e  Library of America, with its s t a ted  aim of publishing "America's 

bes t and most  significant writing in durable and authori tat ive editions", this year publ ished both 

texts. These edit ions will no doub t  spark fur ther  interest  in Burroughs,  and it is hoped  tha t  this 

thesis will go some of the  way towards  providing a f r amework within which to view his out pu t  

more  comprehensively.

There  are several aspects  examined in this thesis in relation to Burroughs which would 

certainly merit  much longer s tudies  using a variety of o th e r  authors .  There  is surprisingly little 

theoret ical  work on genre  in popular  l iterature and,  in this respect .  Burroughs is ext remely useful 

as an au th o r  who was so commercial ly successful across so many different genres .  It would be 

profitable,  as in chap te r  three ,  to look a t a much wider group of writers in considering t he  ways in 

which genre  can shape and distort  the  beliefs or ideologies of a writer. As no ted  in cha p te r  two, 

while most  s tudies of sf theo ry  and history ment ion Burroughs, many critics are  wary of citing his 

work as anything more  than  subs tandard  pulp sf. In the  early years of sf criticism, whe n  the  

discipline was a t tempt ing  to establish itself as a serious academic  field, it was unde rs tandab le  tha t  

critics preferred to hold up early u topian novels, or authors  such as Shelley or  Wells, as originators 

of the  genre.  Yet, as many have subsequen t ly  pointed  out,  it is simply unt enab le  to ignore t h e  role
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of early pulp authors such as Burroughs in the beginnings of sf.

W hile the num ber of works examining the complex and fascinating interaction of science 

and literature in Victorian Britain is growing rapidly, less has been done in the context of U.S. 

popular culture in the early tw entie th  century. As this thesis has shown, there are numerous 

overlaps between U.S. and British culture in this period, just as the thinking of late Victorian 

science was still keenly felt in the early decades of the tw entieth  century. However, there are 

im portant distinctions to be made and, as I have hopefully dem onstrated, this is where Burroughs 

becomes exemplary. His position as a non-scientist who was nonetheless fascinated by the 

scientific thought and developm ents of his day, results in his being a beneficially representative 

barom eter of his age, and of early tw entieth  century popular culture. His life and works should 

certainly be a part of any num ber of future studies of the interaction of popular science and 

literature in the U.S. of this tim e.

In terms of considering Burroughs in context, a new biography would be a welcome 

addition. W hile Porges' work continues to be a foundational scholarly resource, and Taliaferro 

provides a m uch-needed, more manageable update, there is certainly room for a biography which 

considers Burroughs in far more social and historical context, and in relation to the growing fields 

of popular literature and popular culture studies. The wider m ultim edia context, not considered in 

this thesis as it goes beyond Burroughs' work, is also a fertile area for research. The cinema, radio, 

and comic strip versions of his novels became a key part in promoting the Burroughs name, as well 

as massively popular enterta inm ent in their own right. From a media studies, comparative 

literature, or even business point of view, there is much to be examined in the appearance of 

Tarzan, John Carter and others across multiple platforms.

W hile it seems certain that Burroughs' place in U.S. popular culture is assured, at least in 

the case of Tarzan, the future of the mainstream popularity of his works is more difficult to 

establish. Jean De Silva remarks that Burroughs' fate is probably as "children's fare or sword-and- 

sorcery fantasy for a lim ited adult audience" (99). To an extent this is undoubtedly true and, 

certainly, while Tarzan is still a hugely recognisable popular character. Burroughs' name has slipped 

out of mainstream re c o g n it io n .H a v in g  said this, Holtsmark's argum ent for the "resonatingly

It is difficult to ascertain the precise level of contem porary awareness of the Burroughs name, especially from
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mythic universality of his fiction" {Burroughs, preface) is persuasive when one considers the  

perpetual regeneration of Tarzan on film for almost a century. A more recent case in point is 

Disney's John Carter (2012). The success of a num ber of sf films in recent years prom pted Disney to 

invest an estimated quarter of a billion dollars in a film version of the book which inspired Star 

Wars, Superman, and Flash Gordon, not to mention Avatar, one of the most successful films in 

cinema history. W ith Andrew Stanton (director of Pixar's sf tale, WALL-E) in charge, the film looked 

certain to attract a huge audience. Ultimately, however, American box-office takings were 

disappointing, even if the film perform ed much better in te r n a t io n a l ly .A  num ber of reasons 

were given to account for the film's underperform ance, from Stanton's lack of live-action 

experience to marketing failures. Certainly, while the planet of Barsoom was created with careful 

consideration and references to the source material, the casting was uninspired, particularly the  

bland Taylor Kitsch as John Carter. Similarly, from a director who made a waste disposal robot 

come so expressively to life in WALL-E, the protagonists in John Carter are disappointingly 

unsympathetic. Ultimately, however, the film suffered from a lack of originality; everything in it had 

been done before, in many cases quite recently. Stanton and his script writers, Michael Chabon 

and M ark Andrews, were certainly aware of this and nicely gesture towards it in several scenes, 

such as when Carter catches Dejah Thoris in “a move known on set as 'the Superman catch'" 

(Friend). However, even if films such as the Star Wars franchise took their inspiration from the 

original Burroughs source m aterial, the fact remains that for the cinemagoer John Carter seems 

commonplace and derivative.

Yet criticisms of this sort in fact reinforce the centrality of Burroughs in the history of sf. If a 

modern audience sees imitations of Avatar, or the Star Wars or Superman  franchises in John 

Carter, it serves only to remind the critic of popular culture of the foundational nature of 

Burroughs' writing. Furtherm ore, and regardless of subsequent box-office success, the fact that 

Disney was willing to invest such a phenom enally large budget in the film in the first place 

highlights the assumed continuing popularity of the Burroughs tale. Given the power of popular 

films based on novels to increase the sales of their literary precursors, it is unlikely that Burroughs'

country to country. On a purely anecdotal level, of the hundreds of people in Ireland, the U.K., and the U.S., to 

whonn I have nnentioned the subject of this thesis over the last num ber of years, perhaps a dozen have recognised 

the name (w ithout the  obligatory "...the author of Tarzan").
Echoing the success of Tarzan in Russia in Burroughs' tim e, John Carter broke records as "the biggest opening day in 

Russian cinema history" (McClintock). See also Chmielewski and Keegan for more on box-office takings.
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novels will fall out of print any tim e soon. Yet another Tarzan film, this tim e using perform ance- 

capture technology, is currently in production (Kit). Exactly a century since the publication of 

Burroughs' first works, there is no better tim e to reassess his im portant place in popular literature  

and culture. John Carter's frequent assertion is certainly still true for Burroughs himself: "I still 

live!"
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Appendix of Plot Outlines

What follows is a series o f plot outlines to a selection of Burroughs' novels. The works summarised 

are those discussed in detail in the thesis, and the aspects included are those which will aid in 

following the arguments of the individual chapters. For that reason, not every novel is 

summarised, nor does every outline go into the same level of detail.

Chapter One 

The Barsoom Series

A Princess of Mars introduces the character of John Carter. This novel and the two that follow 

form a trilogy which charts Carter's progress from his first tentative steps in weaker Martian gravity 

to his ascension to the title  of Warlord of Mars. Princess is introduced by way of a framing 

narrative concerning the uncle of Burroughs, the narrator. "Uncle Jack" is a form er soldier of the 

confederate army left, after the Civil War, "[mjasterless, penniless, and w ith [his] only means of 

livelihood, fighting, gone". The reader learns of a man who returns from a prospecting trip  in 

Arizona w ith an unlim ited fortune, but who seems to long for somewhere else, often spending 

hours gazing into space. Upon his death, several months later. Burroughs is left in charge of the 

estate, w ith strict instructions to bury Carter in a tomb which can be opened only from the inside. 

As per Carter's instructions, his manuscript is published twenty-one years after his death, 

beginning the tales of Barsoom.

The story begins w ith Carter's attempts to escape capture by a group of Apaches on a 

prospecting expedition in Arizona. Having collapsed in a cave, there is "an instant o f extreme cold 

and utter darkness" and he is mysteriously transported to Mars. Carter arrives on the red planet in 

the midst of a tribe of green Martians, the Tharks. These huge, fifteen-foot tall creatures w ith six 

limbs take him prisoner and, under the care and guidance of Sola, a female o f the tribe, he begins
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to learn the language and the customs of the people. The Tharks are one of the many tribes of 

green men who travel across the barren, former sea beds of the planet. They are a militaristic 

people and it soon becomes clear that one gets ahead in Barsoom through bloodshed, bravery and 

a strict chivalric code. Carter soon defeats the first of many Martians in combat, earning respect, 

the position of chieftain w ith in the tribe, and the important friendship of its future leader. Tars 

Tarkas. However, no romance of this type would be complete w ithout a beautiful princess and so it 

is not long before Carter has fallen in love with the incomparable Princess Dejah Thoris, daughter 

of Mors Kajak of Helium. Dejah, a red woman, is also captured by the Tharks and Carter's chief 

concern soon becomes the ir escape and her return to Helium. This takes the form of several 

adventures in which Dejah Thoris is rescued, lost, and rescued again. The plot comes to a head in 

the city of Zodanga, a city at war w ith Helium, where Carter hopes to gain the trust of the royal 

family and learn the location of his missing princess. His bravery and aviation skills allow him to 

rise through the ranks of the navy to a position where he can help Dejah Thoris to escape, and 

enlist the aid of Tars Tarkas in conquering Zodanga for Helium. With Dejah Thoris safe and Helium's 

enemies defeated, John Carter is made a prince of the empire and marries his princess. Their 

marriage soon results in a snow-white egg (Martians being oviparous). However, before their child 

is born disaster arrives in the form of the death of the two keepers of the atmosphere factory. This 

artificial atmosphere generator keeps the entire planet alive and the keepers are the only ones 

who can enter the factory to work the machine. It is Carter alone who can save the planet, having 

previously discovered the telepathic method of entering the factory, and as he opens the doors to 

the control room, taking his last breaths on a dying world, he sinks into unconsciousness. Opening 

his eyes again he is back in the Arizona cave, unsure of whether Barsoom has been saved and 

leaving him w ith no option but to long for a return to the planet, and to write the story just told.

The Gods of Mars reveals that Barsoom has survived its brush w ith death and Carter 

returns to the planet, having by now learned to "traverse the trackless void" at will. His first 

encounter is w ith a band of cyclopean blue plant men who are attacking his friend and ally Tars 

Tarkas. Carter is informed that they are in the Edenic Valley Dor, the end of the River Iss, "the valley 

of love and peace and rest to which every Barsoomian since time immemorial has longed to 

pilgrimage at the end of a life of hate and strife and bloodshed". The rulers of this Valley are the 

Therns, a race of white men who prey on those who make the final pilgrimage to the Valley Dor.
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One of their captives is the beautiful Thuvia, who escapes amidst the confusion of an attack by the 

black pirates of Barsoom. The pirates' attack leads to Tars Tarkas and Thuvia's escape while Carter 

ends up on a flier with Phaidor, the daughter of the high priest of the Therns, and Xodar, a pirate 

whose life he spares and who ultimately befriends him. Xodar's companions finally catch up with 

Carter, and he and Phaidor are taken to the black pirates' country, the land of the First Born. They 

are brought before the evil goddess Issus, who orders their enslavement and subsequent death. It 

is not long, however, before Carter has led a slave rebellion against Issus and in the process 

escapes with Xodar, now convinced of the treachery of his goddess, and a young boy who reveals 

himself to be none other than Carthoris, Carter and Dejah Thoris' son. Their arrival in Helium is 

greeted with incredulity as no Barsoomian has ever returned from the Valley Dor. It is with great 

difficulty that Carter attempts to reveal the sinister truth behind the valley and, escaping death 

once again at the hands of his own people, he is informed that Dejah Thoris, overcome with grief 

for her son and husband, decided to make the final pilgrimage to the Valley Dor. En route, she was 

captured by the First Born and has been made a handmaiden of Issus, giving her only one year to 

live.

In the final section of the novel Carter attempts to rescue Dejah Thoris only to find her, 

Thuvia, and Phaidor trapped in a revolving chamber which opens only once a year. Before the year 

ends, "there will be no more food -  except each other". Looking into the chamber helplessly. 

Carter sees Phaidor, whose love he has spurned, lunging at Dejah Thoris with a knife as the door 

seals for a year. Thuvia leaps between the two but the gruesome outcome -  murder, starvation, or 

cannibalism -  is, of course, not revealed until the next instalment.

The Warlord of Mars brings the reader straight into the story, following on directly from 

Gods. The races of the planet have once more settled into peace -  Xodar has been made Jeddak 

(King) of the First Born, following Issus' destruction at the hands of her own people; the green men 

have returned to their own lands; while the white Therns have dispersed across the globe, 

following the revelation of the true nature of their religion. However, while a balance in world 

affairs has been reached, there are problems in Helium and for Carter. Dejah Thoris is still in the 

revolving chamber and Carter has spent six months trying to find a way to reach her. Meanwhile, 

Tardos Mors and Mors Kajak, grandfather and father of Dejah Thoris, are still missing, having
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previously gone to the north of the planet in search of Carthoris. It is he who is made temporary 

Jeddak until, it is hoped, they can be found. The novel records Carters attempts to rescue Dejah 

Thoris and, in the process, her father and grandfather as well. Carter's luck changes when he 

follows Thurid, a First Born prince, and Matai Shang, Phaidor's father. The two men abduct Dejah 

Thoris and Thuvia and, with Carter in close pursuit, set off on a journey from pole to pole.

It is in the North Pole that the yellow race of Barsoomians, hinted at previously, is revealed. 

No flier has ever returned from this mysterious land and Carter and his companion, Thuvia's father, 

enter the unknown on foot. The pair save the life of a local prince and get involved in the political 

machinations of the city of Okar. Meanwhile, Carthoris and the Heliumite naval fleet fly to Okar to 

rescue their royal family, unaware of the power of a great magnet in the city which can destroy any 

airship. Events come to a head as Carter battles against the evil Jeddak of Okar, attempts to rescue 

Dejah Thoris from her captors, and races to turn off the magnet before the Heliumite fleet is 

destroyed. None of these obstacles prove too great and, with the Jeddak's death, natural order is 

restored in Okar and the races of Barsoom are joined together in harmony. Carter returns to 

Helium and his rise to power in Barsoom is complete as he is crowned Jeddak of Jeddaks, Warlord 

of Barsoom.

Thuvia, Maid of Mars is not the story of Carter, but of his son, Carthoris, and tells the tale 

of Thuvia's kidnapping and his attempt to rescue the woman with whom he has fallen in love. The 

novel follows the by-now standard Barsoom plot as Thuvia's beauty attracts three suitors -  one to 

whom she is promised, one who kidnaps her by force, and one, Carthoris, who attempts her 

rescue. Like his father, Carthoris must fight for the love of his princess and his adventures take him 

across the planet in a plot which begins as a personal quest but ends just short of a world war.

Thuvia's kidnapping is the work Astok, a prince of Dusar, and his father. As planned, 

suspicion falls on Carthoris, who is known to be in love with the princess of Ptarth, and this leads 

to the threat of a mutually destructive war between the powerful nations of Ptarth and Helium, an 

excellent outcome for Dusar. Carthoris' attempts to clear his name, and assuage the fears of 

Thuvia's father in Ptarth, are undermined by agents from Dusar who sabotage his ship and send 

falsified messages to the city. Carthoris manages to rescue Thuvia initially, but they find themselves
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in the strange city of Lothar where Carthoris is deceived into losing her again. He is forced to enlist 

in the navy of Dusar, disguised as a mercenary, where he learns that Astok has Thuvia captive but 

has been ordered by his father to kill her in order to remove any evidence. Carthoris' persistence 

pays off as he rescues Thuvia and reveals the subterfuge of Dusar and his father, averting a global 

war on Barsoom. In a final act of honour, Carthoris rescues Thuvia's rival suitor, Kulan Tith, 

undermining his own claim to her love. His act of selflessness is rewarded, however, as Kulan Tith 

acknowledges that the pair should be together and renounces his claim, leaving the pair free to 

marry.

The Chessmen of Mars is longer than the standard Barsoom novel and concerns the 

adventures of Tara, daughter of Carter and Dejah Thoris. Her beauty, like that of her mother's, is 

beyond compare and she attracts the initially unwanted affections of Gahan, Jed of Gathol. It is he 

who attempts to rescue her when her flier is blown off course in a storm and, disguised as a 

mercenary, slowly endeavours to win her love through acts of bravery.

The first society in which Tara finds herself is that of Bantoom, home of the rykors and 

kaldanes. She is captured and awaits death at the hands of the kaldane king when Gahan arrives. 

With the help of Ghek, a kaldane assigned to guard her, the three escape only to be captured and 

brought to Manator, a city remarkable for its justice system. Jetan, the Martian form of chess, is 

used as the means of solving all disputes and as a system of punishment. However, this is a 

modified jetan game where the board is life-sized and every square is occupied by a warrior who 

must fight to the death if he is moved to attack another square. This invention serves as the plot 

device for the climax of the novel as Gahan leads a group of loyal men in a jetan game to free the 

captured Tara. The game coincides with a further plot to oust the tyrannical ruler and replace him, 

as standard in the Barsoom novels, with a benevolent and natural ruler. The novel ends with the 

revelation of the cowardice of Manator's king, who redeems himself by taking his own life, and the 

succession of a noble new king. John Carter arrives to oversee the transition and Gahan and Tara 

are free to marry.



Pa g e  I 264

The Master Mind of Mars moves from Carter and his family members entirely and 

concerns the adventures of Ulysses Paxton, a soldier who is hit by a shell fighting in World War I. 

He lifts his hands up to Mars as he falls unconscious from the blast and awakens to find himself, in 

similarly inexplicable fashion to Carter, on Barsoom. The novel concerns Vad Varo, as Paxton 

becomes known, and his exploits on the planet as he tries to rescue Valla Dia, a red woman with 

whom he has fallen in love. Vad Varo's introduction to the planet is considerably different from 

Carter's as he is employed by an ancient scientist, Ras Thavas, who is experimenting w ith human 

brain transplants. One of these experiments is on Valla Dia, and her brain and body have been 

swapped w ith the "old and wicked empress" Xaxa. Vad Varo's plan is to find Xaxa, bring her body 

back to the laboratory, and put Valla Dia's brain back in her own body. He reanimates several other 

like-minded men from the lab, unbeknownst to Ras Thavas, and enlists the ir help. The group 

makes its way to Phundahl where Vad Varo ultimately wins back Valla Dia's body and Xaxa is 

deposed. It is then revealed that Valla Dia is a princess and not of low birth, as previously thought, 

and so, w ith the arrival of John Carter at the end of the novel, natural order is restored in 

Phundahl. Ras Thavas has his laboratory returned on the condition that "he devote his great skill to 

the amelioration of human suffering [...] and no longer prostitute it to the foul purposes of greed 

and sin". And, finally, Ulysses Paxton marries his princess and they travel to Helium, from where he 

writes his story.

In A Fighting Man of Mars the eponymous fighting man is Tan Hadron of Hastor and the 

novel concerns his adventures in pursuit of the kidnapped Sanoma Tor, a beautiful woman who has 

initially rejected his advances due to his lowly station. The kidnapping is also of political concern to 

Helium as it is perpetrated using a weapon which appears to be able to disintegrate metal. Using a 

newly-improved flier. Tan Hadron sets o ff in search of Sanoma Tor, encountering several obstacles 

along the way. Through a series of misfortunes he is captured, along w ith  a woman named Tavia, 

and sent to the pits to await his death. It is here that he learns that Sanoma Tor has been 

kidnapped by Tul Axtar of Jahar, “ a cruel tyrant, rotten with corruption and vice". There are more 

serious considerations, however, as Tul Axtar has ambitions to conquer all o f Barsoom. He is now 

awaiting the completion of a fleet of ships protected with an invisibility coating and armed with a 

disintegrator weapon before commencing his planetary conquest. As various plots converge. Tan 

Hadron, using an invisible airship, must warn the Heliumite navy of its impending destruction at
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the hands of Tul Axtar, save Tavia with whom he has slowly fallen in love and, of course, complete 

his original mission and save Sanoma Tor. However, he is ultimately betrayed by Sanoma Tor and 

comes to the realisation that it is, in fact, Tavia whom he loves. As the novel comes to a close, 

order is restored in several ways. Tul Axtar is killed and his evil reign comes to an end, the powerful 

superweapons are destroyed along with the scientist who invented them, and the possibility of 

planetary destruction is averted once again. Finally, Tan Hadron and Tavia are free to marry as it is 

revealed, unsurprisingly to any familiar reader of the series, that Tavia is not a slave girl, as she had 

thought, but a princess.

With Swords of Mars, Burroughs brings back Carter as the main protagonist, as he travels 

to Zodanga to attempt to wipe out the dangerous Guild of Assassins. Assassination is extremely 

prevalent on Barsoom and Carter, in his capacity as Warlord of Mars, decides to deter the practice 

by turning assassin himself, and killing the leader of the guild, Ur Jan. He disguises himself and gets 

a job as bodyguard to a scientist, Fal Sivas, who has invented a ship with a mechanical brain, 

capable of flying to other planets. Meanwhile, Carter's mission garners the wrath of Ur Jan, who 

kidnaps Dejah Thoris and imprisons her on Thuria, the Barsoomian name for the Martian moon 

Phobos. Carter follows them to the satellite using Fal Sivas' ship but the rescue mission runs into 

some complications as Carter and his companions realise that Thuria is inhabited, and they are 

captured by the Tarids, a group of seemingly invisible people. In captivity Carter learns from a 

strange cat-like man, Umka, that the Tarids are not invisible but have simply willed others not to 

see them, in similar fashion, perhaps, to the Lotharians of Thuvia. Umka informs Carter that "if you 

can free your mind of this inhibition, you can see them as plainly as you see me". Carter does this 

and manages to escape his captors, making his way back to Barsoom where he is eventually 

reunited with his princess.

Synthetic Men of Mars tells the story of Vor Daj, a soldier in the Heliumite navy who, along 

with Carter, sets off to find either Ras Thavas, or his former student, Vad Varo. Dejah Thoris has 

been injured beyond the help of any Barsoomian physician save, they hope, the Master Mind of 

Mars or his protege. In their quest to find the men, they discover the sinister plot of the seven Jeds 

of the city of Morbus who, along with Ras Thavas, are building an army of hormads, artificial men, 

to conquer Barsoom. Originally Ras Thavas had not intended to make such a large army, but the
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cleverest of the newly created hormads banded together and took control of the facility, forcing 

Ras Thavas to create an army of millions w ith which to conquer the planet. Upon this discovery, 

the plot becomes a combined effort to stop the Jeds, save Dejah Thoris and, o f course, save Janai, 

the love interest of Vor Daj.

A further development involves the vat in which the hormads are made. It is fed with 

human and animal tissue and Ras Thavas has always ensured this does not grow out of control. 

However, in his absence the vat begins to grow, feeding upon itself until the hideous mass of tissue 

threatens to overrun not just the lab, but conceivably the entire planet. It is only w ith the arrival of 

the Heliumite navy towards the end of the novel that Vor Daj, Carter, and the ir companions are 

saved and the mass bombing of the city destroys the tissue, averting another global disaster for 

the planet.

Chapter Two 

The Amtor Series

Pirates of Venus opens w ith Burroughs' usual framing device, this tim e in the form of a 

strange visit, seemingly from a ghost. It transpires that Carson Napier, son of a British Army officer 

and a Virginian mother, has learnt how to project mental images and wishes to test Burroughs' 

ability to see them. Napier, an aviator, has decided to fly a rocket to Mars, and this telepathic 

ability becomes the form in which he transmits his adventures to Burroughs back in the U.S. Due to 

some unfortunate miscalculations, however, Napier ends up crash-landing on Venus, and never 

reaches Mars. Realising tha t scientific assumptions about a lifeless Venus are incorrect, he lands 

among a highly civilised society, the Vepajans. Their city, Kooaad, is ruled by Jong (King) Mintep, 

and it is here that he learns the language and customs of the planet he soon learns is called Amtor.

Carson falls in love w ith a girl, who later turns out to be Duare, the only daughter of Mintep. 

Despite saving her from a kidnapping attempt, he is informed that all communication with the girl 

is strictly forbidden, and he realises that his declaration of love for her is punishable by death if 

found out. The kidnappers, he soon learns, are Thorists, members of an uncultured and criminal
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class of Amtorians who led a popular rebellion against the Vepajans. Replacing the cultured and 

beneficent rule of the Vepajans w ith the ir own self-serving, incompetent rule, the Thorists now 

rule the surface of the planet where Carson has landed. The Vepajans are forced to live in tree- 

cities, where they must repel attempts by the Thorists to steal the ir technology and women.

On leave from the city, Carson is captured by the klangan, a type of bird men, and brought 

to a Thorist ship o ff the coast. Here he encounters the ignorant Thorists and the ir easily-duped 

subjects and, soon, he is organising a mutiny. The Soldiers of Liberty are formed and, as the 

suspense builds, Carson and his team capture the ship, and another nearby, and declare 

themselves the titu la r Pirates o f Venus. Duare, still unconvinced by Carson's declaration of love, is 

on board the second ship but when Carson is betrayed she is flown to land by the klangan. Carson 

is swept overboard but manages to swim to shore and rescue Duare where, outnumbered, he is 

forced to convince one of the klangan to fly Duare back to the ship while he fends off the enemy. 

As Duare is carried o ff she finally declares her loves for him, ending the novel on a suitable cliff- 

hanger.

Lost on Venus opens w ith Carson being led away to a violent death at the hands of the 

villain, Moosko. As he escapes he rescues a woman from Moosko, only to realise that it is Duare, 

who was not brought back to the ship by the klangan after all. Escaping, they are left lost and 

unarmed in a dangerous world. Duare has changed her mind about loving Carson but he still vows 

to get her home. Battling the ir way through a series of wild animals and other dangers they are 

captured by Skor, a mad scientist and exile, who imprisons them in his castle. He has created a race 

of zombie-like creatures and is performing experiments to better understand how to create 

artificial life. While imprisoned, Carson meets another inmate, Nalte, a beautiful princess, with 

whom he escapes from the castle. Duare has made her own escape, and Nalte and Carson flee 

towards another city, Havatoo, where they are picked up by Ero Shan. This is a utopian city of utter 

perfection and the pair soon learns that it is based entirely upon eugenic principles. They are made 

to undergo a test of the ir heredity and while Nalte passes, Carson is almost exterminated before 

being spared due to his advanced knowledge of astronomy. When Nalte is captured by Skor, 

Carson gets leave to chase after her. When he arrives at Skor's castle in the city, however, he finds 

not just Nalte but Duare too, who is on the point of being made Skor's queen. Pretending to be
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zombies themselves, they shuffle slowly out of the city and escape. All is going well as Nalte and 

Ero Shan fall in love and Duare is returned to Havatoo. However, her eugenic examination does not 

go well, due to a deep suspicion in Havatoo of all people in contact w ith Skor, and she is sentenced 

to death. Carson cannot allow this and is forced to rescue her and, taking the airplane he has been 

building, they fly away.

Carson of Venus begins as Carson and Duare fly o ff in the only plane on Amtor, christened 

the 'anotar'. When they land for food Duare is captured once again and Carson must rescue her 

from a matriarchal tribe, the Samary, with the help of a group of thoroughly emasculated men. 

They finally near Vepaja in the anotar but, now in love and realising that Carson will be sentenced 

to death, the lovers choose not to return. They fly on until they reach the Korvan city of Sanara. 

The city is being attacked by the Zanis, who have already taken the capital, Amlot. The Korvans are 

a noble race and, when they land, Carson helps his new companion, Taman, to fly over the Zani 

forces on a scouting mission. The ruler of Korva is Muso, but his malevolent rule has resulted in 

Taman, the next in line, becoming the popular favourite.

Carson signs up w ith the Korvan army and is sent to Amlot on a mission to deliver a letter. It 

is here that he meets Zerka, a confident of Mephis, the head of the Zanis. She is, in fact, a secret 

double agent and helps Carson to rid Amlot of the Zanis over the course o f the rest of the novel. 

He pretends to be a Zani and infiltrates the central prison, where he discovers Mintep, Duare's 

father, is being held. Eventually, he rescues him, Zerka poisons Mephis, and they bomb the city. 

Having read the letter he was originally assigned to send, Carson finds out that Muso is in league 

w ith Mephis and wanted Carson out of Sanara to get Duare. When Carson arrives back in the city 

he manages to stop the forced marriage of Duare to Muso and, showing the traitorous letter to the 

noblemen of the city, they rise up against him. When Muso kidnaps Taman's daughter in a 

blackmailing attempt, it is again up to Carson to come to the rescue. He is made a tanjong (prince) 

of the city and all seems well. However, we soon find out that while on the final mission in Amlot, 

Duare thought Carson dead and flew back to Vepaja with her rescued father. The final part of the 

novel follows Carson across the Amtorian Ocean back to Vepaja, to rescue Duare once again from 

her own people. They retrieve the anotar and fly away.
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Pirate Blood

Pirate Blood tells the story Johnny Lafitte and his friends Frank Adams, Daisy Juke, Shirley 

Huntington and Billy Perry. They have all studied eugenics and are aware of the ir heredity - Johnny 

has pirate blood, Bill has excellent paternal blood but a bad maternal line, Frank Adams comes 

from a line of eminent men, and the unfortunate Daisy is the descendent of the infamous Max 

Juke. The time period shifts forward and we learn that Johnny is now a policeman, Billy is working 

in his late father's bank, and Daisy and Frank are to marry. When Billy robs the bank and escapes in 

a dirigible, Johnny is left w ith the task of capturing him. He gets on board the vessel but they are 

soon miles out to sea, where Billy begins to go insane. Billy attempts to kill Johnny on numerous 

occasions before eventually jumping into the ocean in a f it of insanity. Johnny is now left alone on 

the dirigible and, after a series of near-death experiences, manages to land on a distant island. He 

stumbles upon two men fighting and saves one of them, who reveals himself to be the Vulture, a 

famous Malaysian pirate. A French woman. La Diablesa, also lives on the island. She belongs to the 

Vulture, who captured her from a yacht years previously, but she and Johnny soon fall in love. 

Johnny, with his pirate blood, soon rises through the ranks, capturing ships and slaughtering their 

crews.

When the Vulture hears of a beautiful and mysterious girl he goes to capture her, but his 

rival, the Portuguese, has already taken her. Johnny manages to get to the Portuguese's compound 

and discovers that the mysterious girl is, in fact, Daisy. She reveals that her engagement to Frank 

was called o ff due to her alcoholism and, having run away w ith a Chinese opium smuggler, she 

ended up working as a prostitute. Having resigned herself to her fate, she commits suicide. Johnny 

convinces the Portuguese to capture the Vulture's island w ith his help and, in the attack. La 

Diablesa kills the Vulture. The Portuguese is also killed, and Johnny becomes chief. He chooses to 

leave, however, and now he and La Diablesa live respectable lives in Paris, where nobody knows 

the ir secret.
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Chapter Three 

The Tarzan Series

Tarzan of the Apes begins as Jolin Clayton, Lord Greystoke, and his wife Alice, are marooned on 

the coast of Africa, following a mutiny aboard their ship. John builds a cabin in which to shelter the 

son Alice gives birth to, but they are regularly attacked by the wild beasts in the area, particularly 

man-like apes. Before long, Alice has died and, when an ape kills John, only the young baby is left. 

Kala, an ape who has recently lost her own child, adopts the infant boy as her own. Tarzan, as the 

baby becomes known, is raised among the other apes, soon realising that he differs from his family 

in a variety of ways. When he discovers the cabin he is fascinated by what he finds inside, including 

a number of children's books and his father's knife. It is this knife he uses when attacked by a 

gorilla, and this becomes the first of many demonstrations of Tarzan's cultural and technological 

superiority. As the years go by he becomes stronger, more adept at fighting and hunting, and he 

continues to teach himself to read.

Tarzan's world is forever changed when a local villager kills Kala, his mother. He avenges her 

death, and this begins his antagonistic association with the local tribe of cannibals in the area. He 

terrorises their village, steals the ir weapons, and becomes an evil spirit to the ir superstitious 

minds. Tarzan's world is interrupted again with the arrival of another group which includes William 

Cecil Clayton, the heir to the Greystoke estate, and the American Jane Porter. Tarzan warns them in 

a written note not to interfere w ith his cabin but is soon embroiled in a series o f rescues as he aids 

the white group with whom he identifies. The group assumes that the mysterious savage man who 

rescues them at various points, and the literate "Tarzan" who has w ritten the note, are different 

people. Tarzan, meanwhile, has fallen in love w ith Jane and when she is captured by an ape, he 

follows in pursuit. While Tarzan rescues Jane and cares for her in the jungle, a French warship 

arrives and Lieutenant D'Arnot leads a party in search of the missing Jane. D'Arnot is captured by 

the cannibals and, once Tarzan has returned Jane to the cabin, he rescues the Frenchman. Jane is 

confused by the man who has rescued her; she has feelings for him but is aware that he is a 

savage, especially as a jealous Clayton highlights that he may well be a cannibal.

The party leaves the island, having attacked the cannibal village and assumed D'Arnot has 

been eaten. In fact, D'Arnot has been nursed back to health by Tarzan and, when they return to the
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cabin, they find the party gone. They decide to leave Africa and Tarzan, now able to speak French, 

travels w ith D'Arnot to Paris. There, his fingerprints are taken so as to be compared with a set 

which D'Arnot has found in the cabin. Tarzan makes his way to Jane's home in Baltimore and, when 

a forest fire breaks out, he rescues the group once again. Too late Jane realises she tru ly loves 

Tarzan, as she has promised her hand in marriage to Clayton. When Tarzan gets a telegram it 

confirms that he is indeed the baby from the cabin, and the heir to the Greystoke estate. If he 

reveals the tru th  the man he thinks Jane loves will be disinherited. Rather than leave the woman 

he loves in poverty he keeps his secret, and the novel ends w ith Tarzan declaring that he never 

knew his father and his m other was an ape.

Tarzan and the Jewels o f Opar revolves around a rather convoluted plot involving an Arab 

villain in league w ith a disgraced Belgian lieutenant. Albert Werper has been ordered to the Congo 

as a punishment and, resentful of this, shoots his superior officer. On the run he joins forces with 

Achmet Zek, an old enemy of the Belgians. They plot to kidnap Jane and, so, Werper disguises 

himself as a hunter and arrives at Tarzan's estate, where he lives w ith his faithful Waziri warriors. 

Tarzan, however, is in financial difficulties and must return w ith his men to the city of Opar, first 

introduced in The Return o f Tarzan, in order to get more gold. Followed by Werper, he arrives at 

the vaults but is knocked unconscious in an earthquake and loses his memory. As Tarzan struggles 

to regain his memory he finds some priceless jewels, which he keeps, and escapes the Oparian 

priestess. La. Back at Tarzan's estate, however, Zek has arrived to destroy Tarzan's home and has 

kidnapped Jane, leaving Mugambi, Tarzan's loyal friend, as the only survivor. The original Waziri 

warriors later return from Opar and, seeing the destruction, bury the gold and head o ff in pursuit.

A series of chases, fights, and kidnappings begins as Werper leaves Tarzan, stealing the jewels 

from him. Mugambi follows Werper to Zek's camp and realises who he is. Werper, however, must 

flee from Zek, as the Arab realises that Werper has kept the jewels from him. As a carefree Tarzan 

wanders the jungle w ith no memory of his former life, he is captured by La and the Oparians once 

again, but is set free when he saves her from an elephant attack. Following the spoor of Werper to 

the camp, Tarzan realises he and Jane, who has managed to escape, are gone and travels into the 

jungle. When Tarzan comes across the mangled remains of a man in Arab clothing on Werper's 

route, he assumes Werper has been killed by a lion. The Belgian has in fact escaped the lion but
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has been captured by Abdul Mourak, head of an Abyssinian contingent looking to capture Zek. 

They capture Mugambi too, who sees Werper's jewels and realises the ir value. Tarzan recollects, 

by now, that he needs to protect Jane and is shot in an attempt to rescue her from Zek, who 

recaptures her.

Having recovered w ith the local apes, Tarzan convinces two of them to help rescue Jane but, in 

the middle of the attempt, one of the apes runs o ff with Jane himself and Tarzan loses the trail. 

Meanwhile, Werper leads the Abysinnians to the Oparian gold, which is still buried at Tarzan's 

estate. Tarzan follows the party and looks on as Zek's men also arrive and a battle ensues. Zek and 

Werper escape the battle and the Belgian shoots the Arab but, in the confusion, someone steals 

the jewels. Werper meets Jane on the run, and she still thinks he is a French hunter. Werper tells 

Jane that the only way to escape is to return to Zek's camp and get some men to ride north to sell 

Jane. What Jane thinks is a ruse is, in fact, Werper's plan. All does not go to plan, however, as the 

new leader of the Arabs attempts to rape Jane, and is shot by Werper. Jane is then captured by 

Mourak as she waits for Werper to get out of the camp.

As Tarzan's memories finally return, he finds and questions Werper but, just as he is about to 

return to save Jane, they are captured by soldiers from the Congo Free State. Tarzan calls for the 

apes, who help him escape, and Werper finds that it was one of the apes who stole the jewels and 

gets them back again. As Werper heads off into the jungle, Tarzan rushes to Jane's aid and rescues 

her from the Abyssinian camp, which is being attacked by lions. And so, the couple return home 

and the Waziri help them rebuild the estate. The gold is still buried there and, some time later, 

they find Werper's body in the jungle and, along w ith it, the priceless jewels of Opar.

Tarzan the Terrible continues from Tarzan Untamed w ith Tarzan searching for the kidnapped 

Jane. He comes across a strange, simian man whom he befriends after saving him from a lion. The 

man, named Om-at, is black, covered in hair and has a tail. Soon they have joined forces with 

another atavistic man, Ta-den, who is hairless and white. Both men have been driven out of their 

respective communities in the land of Pal-ul-don and the trio  agree to stick together as Tarzan 

continues the hunt for Jane. They go first to Om-at's home, where Tarzan's fighting prowess earns 

him the name Tarzan jad-guru, Tarzan the Terrible. Om-at wins the leadership o f his tribe and the
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trio go in search of Om-at's woman, Pan-at-lee, who has been chased from the village. Tarzan is 

briefly captured but escapes and finds Pan-at-lee. When they are cornered by a gryf, a type of 

triceratops, Tarzan is left with no choice but to attempt to tame it as he sees some other primitive 

men doing. He rides the gryf until it wanders off during the night, and then proceeds to A-lur, Ta- 

den's city, where he declares himself a messenger from their God who, like Tarzan, is tailless. This 

ruse is effective for a while, and Tarzan hears rumours of a woman who may be Jane in the city, but 

eventually he is found out and must escape. Throughout the tale to this point, the narrative is 

interspersed with the story of a mysterious stranger making his way through the local area. When 

the stranger meets Ta-den they have the word "Tarzan" in common, and set out to find him.

Tarzan realises that Jane is indeed in the city and is about to rescue her when he is trapped in 

a pit and must attempt to escape again. In a series of schemes and counter-schemes, both Jane 

and the woman Ta-den loves are kidnapped. The reader learns how Jane spent months in the 

jungle, having come to an uneasy truce with the German Lieutenant Obergatz, until eventually she 

was captured by the people of A-lur. Tarzan is on the trail of Jane but she has managed to escape 

herself and, on the run in the jungle once again, she stumbles upon Obergatz. She doesn't trust 

him and eventually spears him as he tries to enter her tent. He stumbles away, wounded, and is 

taken in by the high priest of A-lur who declares him a god, as it suits his own plans. Finally, Tarzan 

finds Jane and they proudly discuss their son who, the last they heard, was fighting on the front in 

the Great War.

As fighting continues between the various factions in Pal-ul-don, Tarzan agrees to help his 

friend Ta-den but is captured, along with Jane, once again. As they are sentenced to death by 

Obergatz, still in the guise of a god, the German is suddenly shot. The mysterious stranger, who has 

been on Tarzan's trail for the entire novel, is revealed to be none other than Jack (Korak), his son. 

Order is re-established in Pal-ul-don, and Om-at and Ta-den marry their respective women. Tarzan 

tames another gryf and travels home with his family.

Tarzan and the Golden Lion continues the series, as Tarzan, Jack and Jane return from Pal- 

ul-don to find an orphaned tiger cub, which Tarzan soon manages to train. They name the cub Jad- 

bal-ja, "Golden Lion" in the language of Pal-ul-don. Back home Tarzan finds that his "faithful
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Waziri" have rebuilt his ruined estates in his absence. M eanw hile, a ragtag group led by Flora 

Hawkes and Esteban M iranda are making a plan to steal gold from Opar, using Esteban's 

remarkable physical resemblance to Tarzan. Tarzan also plans a trip to the gold-filled city, as he has 

given all his money to the war effort, and sets off. Jane learns that her father is ill and travels to 

Nairobi with Jack, while Jad-bal-ja escapes from his handlers. Tarzan discovers Esteban's group but 

is poisoned and left unconscious, while Esteban and his men arrive in Opar and successfully steal 

the gold. W hen Cadj, the evil high priest, and his men follow in pursuit they stumble upon the  

unconscious body of Tarzan and bring him back to Opar. M eanwhile, M anu, the monkey, tries to 

warn "Tarzan" and cannot understand when the man he assumes to be Tarzan is unable to 

communicate with him. In Opar, La helps Tarzan to escape and the pair leave the city together, 

coming upon a group of black men who are ruled by bolgani (gorillas) w ith the "soul and brain of a 

man". When La is captured Tarzan enters the city of the bolgani to rescue her.

M eanwhile, Esteban and his party are constantly trying to double-cross each other and, 

when Esteban gets split up from the group, he manages to convince the Waziri to capture the gold 

from the rest of the group. They believe he is Tarzan when he explains he got a knock on the head 

and can no longer speak their language. W hen the gold is secure he sends the Waziri away and 

begins plotting to get it to the coast and keep it for himself.

Tarzan meets an Englishman in the city and begins fom enting a revolution against the 

bolgani rulers. The tension mounts as Tarzan and his party are surrounded. At the same tim e. Flora 

and the rest of the party are caught up in another scheme to steal ivory and are almost killed by a 

group of Arabs. They escape into the jungle and come across Jane, returning home, and the Waziri. 

In the ensuing battle between the Arabs and Waziri, Jane is kidnapped but a blackened corpse is 

found and the Waziri think her dead.

Tarzan is victorious and the Englishman is made king, re-establishing order. Tarzan takes a 

purse full of diamonds from the city and leads a party back to Opar to reinstate La, but is captured 

once again. Just as he is to be sacrificed at the altar of Opar, Jad-bal-ja, the golden lion, arrives and 

saves him. W hen Tarzan returns to the Waziri he hears the terrible news and sets off on "the spoor 

of revenge". There is more confusion as Esteban goes insane, thinking he truly is Tarzan. The real 

Tarzan arrives just in tim e to find out the truth , although his diamonds are stolen in the process.
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He finds Jane, wlio is alive after all, eventually gets the Oparian gold, and assumes that Esteban is 

dead. In the final chapter we learn that Esteban is alive, and in possession of the diamonds, but 

has been captured by Obebe the cannibal, who imprisons him in his village.

Tarzan and the Ant Men begins as Esteban Miranda finally escapes from Obebe's village, 

kidnapping the witch doctor's daughter in the process. Tarzan has now learnt to fly but, on his first 

solo flight, is forced down in the middle of the Great Thorn Forest. There he comes across the Mali, 

a matriarchal tribe of dominant women. When Tarzan escapes from these women he is 

accompanied by a boy whom he teaches the manly skills of hunting, fighting and trailing. In his 

exploration of the area he then meets a group of diminutive, eighteen-inch tall men, the 

Minunians. He travels to one of their cities, Trohanadalmakus, having saved their prince from an 

attacking Alalus. He decides to stay and learn about the society and is introduced to their dome

shaped cities, customs and system of slavery. He also learns of the enemy city of Veltopismakus.

When Tarzan aids Trohanadalmakus in their war he is captured by the enemy side and, in a 

process he does not initially understand, is reduced to Minunian size. He is made a slave but is 

soon deeply involved in the intrigue of palace life and planning the overthrow of the city and his 

escape. After a series of adventures he manages to escape and returns to the Alali. The boy he has 

taught to be a man has led the other men in a rebellion against the women and natural patriarchal 

order has been restored. Back in Trohanadalmakus, Tarzan is made a prince and, eventually, he 

decides to make his way home. He returns to his normal size, falling unconscious, and is found by 

Obebe's witch doctor, who brings him back to the village. Esteban is found wandering the area as 

well and is brought to Tarzan's estate where even Jane thinks it is her husband. Miranda is on the 

point of convincing everyone that he is Tarzan when the real apeman escapes from Obebe and 

returns to claim his wife and rightful position.
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Chapter Four 

The Efficiency Expert

The Efficiency Expert tells the story of Jimmy Torrance, a star college athlete who ignores the 

academic side of his education. He barely graduates and sets out to prove himself in the world of 

business. This proves far more difficult than he imagines and his lack of real-world experience in 

the cut-throat world of Chicago business means he is soon impoverished and working in the 

hosiery department of a local store. He runs into Elizabeth Compton and instantly falls for her. She 

is engaged to be married to Harold Bince, who is the vice president in her father's International 

Machine Company. When Elizabeth, with her friend Harriet, sees Jimmy again it is in the 

department store and, feeling emasculated, he quits his job. Impoverished again, he has to rely on 

his only friend, an honourable thief named Lizard, who gets him a job in a pub. There he meets 

Eva, a prostitute with a heart of gold. When Elizabeth and Harriet go to the pub and attract the 

attentions of a local gangster, Jimmy knocks the gangster out, and is forced out of another job. His 

next job is as a sparring partner for a local boxer but when, once again, he is seen by the two 

women, he knocks out the boxer, undermining the boxer's prowess and losing his third job.

Harriet and Elizabeth discuss their repeated run-ins with Jimmy, and Elizabeth admits she does 

not really love Harold, although her attitude is still snobbish towards the seemingly lower-class 

Jimmy. Unemployed again, Jimmy is urged by Eva to bluff his way into a job as an efficiency expert 

in the International Machine Company. Harold is immediately antagonistic and Jimmy soon realises 

that he is stealing money from the company and attempting to push his future father-in-law out of 

the business so he can take it over. When Harold realises what Jimmy knows he begins plotting to 

frame Jimmy. Soon after, when Jimmy enters the office of Elizabeth's father, he finds him dead and 

he is arrested for the murder. A number of pieces of evidence all weigh against him and it seems 

certain he will be found guilty. At the last minute, however, Lizard testifies in Jimmy's defence, 

indicting himself by revealing that he was in the building to break into the safe. Harold commits 

suicide and Jimmy is united with Harriet when he realises that she has loved him all along and 

helped in his defence. Elizabeth apologises for her attitude towards Jimmy and asks him to run her 

father's business. Jimmy, in the end, has made a success of himself.
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The Westerns

In The Bandit o f Hell's Bend the foreman of the Bar Y ranch, Bull, has vowed to stay o ff drink. 

However, when a new rancher, Hal Colby, gets him drunk. Bull is fired from the ranch by the owner, 

Elias. Colby is in love w ith Elias' daughter, Diana, but she does not take him seriously. When a stage 

coach gets robbed by the infamous Black Coyote, Colby insinuates that Bull is, in fact, the bandit. 

Jefferson Wainright and his son, Wainright Jr., soon arrive at the ranch hoping to buy it, and Diana 

finds herself w ith another suitor. However, when the party is attacked by Indians, and Elias killed, 

Wainright Jr. displays his cowardice by riding off, while Colby stays to protect Diana, aided by Bull 

who soon arrives to chase the Indians away. Suspicion continues to fall on Bull, and Colby attempts 

to convince Diana that he is indeed the bandit. When Manill, the co-owner of the ranch, dies, his 

daughter Lillian arrives, along w ith a man named Corson, to claim her share. Wainright Jr. knows 

Corson and they begin scheming to get the ranch from Diana. They reveal that Diana has been 

disinherited but this lie is uncovered by Bull who intercepts documents revealing the tru th  -  Diana 

is in fact entitled the entire ranch. Meanwhile, Colby is revealed to be the coyote when Bull 

catches him in the act. Colby escapes from jail, however, and meets up w ith some men who have 

kidnapped Diana. Bull rides after them, kills Colby, and rescues Diana. They return to town where 

the legal issues are resolved, and Diana is given ownership of the ranch, which she announces she 

is going to run w ith the help of Bull.

The Deputy Sheriff of Comanche County introduces Deputy Sheriff Buck Mason who, in the 

opening pages, has an argument w ith Olaf Gunderstrom. Olaf is the father o f Olga, a childhood 

companion of Buck's who has gone east for her education. When Olaf is found murdered, 

suspicion falls on Buck, who investigates the crime scene but then disappears. Shortly afterwards, 

a man named Bruce Marvel arrives on a western dude ranch, where a group of easterners are 

staying, including two women, Kay and Dora. The ranch owner, Cory Blaine, can barely contain his 

contempt for the overcivilised easterners, especially Marvel, although he has soon fallen for Kay. 

As the days progress, Marvel gets to know each of his fellow tourists, although Cory begins to 

suspect tha t Marvel may be more than simply a naive easterner. When Cory arranges for Kay to be 

kidnapped, Marvel follows in pursuit, but Cory's scheming means that the others all believe Marvel 

is behind the plot. When Olga, who is a friend of Dora's, arrives, she recognises Marvel as Buck 

Mason and his true identity is revealed. Following a shoot-out in which Buck kills Cory, he explains
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how he has been gathering clues to prove that Cory l<illed Olaf and, when everything has been 

settled, Mason tells Kay's father that he wants no reward but may be asking him for something 

very soon.

The Apache Novels

The War Chief is the story of an orphaned child, who comes to be called Shoz-Dijiji, and his 

early life among the Be-don-ko-he Indians. When the boy's parents are killed by Geronimo, he is 

taken in and raised by the famous Apache as his son. As he comes of age among the tribe, unaware 

of his true identity, he undergoes a series of adventures in his quest to become a war chief. The 

fictional story weaves among actual historical events, and Shoz-Djiji learns the ways of the Apache 

warrior, and of the treachery of the Americans and Mexicans. His hatred o f Americans cannot 

override his hereditary instinct to protect women, however, and at one point he rescues Wichita 

Billings, a local rancher's daughter. The inevitable union of Shoz-Dijiji and Wichita forms a 

framework for the novel, and its sequel, but there are a number of obstacles in their way. Firstly, 

Shoz-Dijiji is, at this stage, in love w ith a girl of his tribe, Ish-kay-nay. However, when he rides off to 

steal enough horses to offer her father, she is killed in an attack. Shoz-Dijiji vows revenge on Juh, 

his lifelong rival for Ish-kay-nay, who made no attempt to save her, and soon kills him in hand-to- 

hand combat.

Later, when the Apache attack an American fort, Shoz-Dijiji discovers Wichita inside and 

rescues her, bringing her back to his tribe. He returns her to her home and, although she declares 

her love for him, he spurns her, telling her that "you would always feel sorry for me because I am 

an Indian". He rides off, leaving the romance plot unresolved until the sequel.

Apache Devil continues the tale of Shoz-Dijiji, now a feared war chief known as the Apache 

Devil, who roams the area in distinctive blue and white face paint. The Apache are constantly on 

the move, forced between the U.S. and Mexico, and hunted out of the ir land. Shoz-Dijiji 

encounters Dirty Cheetim', a man he thinks he has previously shot dead in defence of Wichita. 

When Cheetim attempts to kidnap Wichita, Shoz-Dijiji manages to rescue her, but she is still unable
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to overcome her prejudice against Indians and Shoz-Dijiji is spurned once again. He rejoins the 

ever-dwindling number of Apache as they continue their flight across the country, pursued by the 

American a^my. A series of skirmishes are recounted in considerable detail until, eventually, 

Geronimo sjrrenders. When Shoz-Dijiji vows to continue on the war path, the great chief tells his 

adopted son the truth of his heritage; he is, in fact, white. Shoz-Dijiji is initially confused about his 

identity but ultimately decides to return to Wichita. Meanwhile, Wichita's father has been 

murdered b/ Cheetim but everyone, including Wichita, suspects Shoz-Dijiji. From this point the tale 

becomes a western tale, with the villainous Cheetim scheming to kidnap Wichita and steal her late 

father's cattle. Shoz-Dijiji stumbles upon the plot and races to save the woman he loves and stop 

Cheetim and his men. Catching up with the villain, he kills him and returns to Wichita who 

apologises for everything. She declares her love for him, despite his being an Indian, and as the 

novel ends happily he tells her that he has something to tell her.

The Cave Girl

The Cave Girl features the overcivilised, effeminate Waldo Emerson Smith-Jones, who finds 

himself stranded on a jungle island. He is forced to defend himself against the local cave men and, 

in doing so, befriends a beautiful cave girl, Nadara. She is confident in his masculine abilities and 

wants to return to her village with him as her protector. Naming him Thandar, "Brave One", they 

travel towards the village but, fearful of the confrontation he will face, Waldo runs off. Ashamed of 

himself, he begins to train and builds up his health, strength and fighting ability. When a ship 

arrives on the island he sends them away, choosing to remain on the island and claim Nadara, 

although he sends a letter to his parents with the ship as it leaves. When he finally returns to 

Nadara's village it has been abandoned. He eventually finds her but, in a fight to claim her, is 

knocked unconscious by Nadara, in a blow she intended for his opponent. Nadara thinks Waldo 

dead and Waldo, when he awakens, assumes that she has chosen his rival. When Waldo learns the 

truth he sets off in pursuit once again and this time kills his opponent and claims Nadara for 

himself. When they see a ship off the coast, a rescue party prompted by Waldo's letter, they decide 

to be with each other instead and travel deeper into the jungle. Waldo leaves behind a bag given 

to him by Nadara's father and, when one of the rescue party finds it, he wonders at the mystery it 

contains.
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The second instalment of the story continues as Waldo, now tru ly Thandar, is made leader 

of Nadara's people. As Nadara's father dies, he tells her that her parents were washed ashore on 

the island and the mystery o f her heritage deepens. Following an earthquake, Nadara and Thandar 

are split up and she is forced to flee from Thurg, who tries to capture her. When the American 

search party arrives they rescue Nadara, and she tells them that she assumes Thandar was killed in 

the earthquake. The first mate of the ship desires Nadara for himself and manages to capture her 

and bring her ashore. They are soon captured by head hunters, however, and the first mate is 

killed, leaving Nadara alone with the savage men. Meanwhile, Thandar, after a series of 

adventures, manages to track down Nadara and they set sail from the island on a canoe. They are 

recaptured again but are saved by a pirate Thandar has earlier befriended. The party is reunited 

and Nadara and Thandar wed in Honolulu. The mystery is finally solved when it is revealed that 

Nadara is, in fact, a French countess.

The Mucker Novels

The Mucker of the title  is Billy Byrne, a petty criminal and thug from Chicago's West Side. 

When he is framed for murder he goes on the run but ends up shanghaied aboard a ship sailing 

across the Pacific. He quickly takes to life at sea and, w ith lots of physical exercise and no alcohol, 

he soon becomes a valuable member of the crew. There is much scheming on board the ship as 

they anchor near Honolulu and a man who identifies himself as Henri Theriere, Count de Cadenet, 

goes ashore to meet Barbara Harding and her party. Billy soon realises that a plan is afoot to rob 

the Harding party's yacht, although he is unsure who to trust. Larry Divine wants to win the hand 

of Barbara, but Theriere has plans to win her for himself. Billy is disdainful of anyone w ith an 

upper-class heritage and takes an immediate dislike to both Barbara and Theriere. In a storm, Billy 

saves Theriere's life, although he cannot understand why he has acted this way. Then, when he 

realises that Barbara is unafraid of him he undergoes a further transformation, seeing himself for 

the first time through the eyes of another. The storm destroys the ship and Billy rescues Barbara 

and makes it ashore. On the beach they are watched by a group of anachronistic Japanese 

samurai, the leader of whom is particularly taken by Barbara. The inevitable capture and pursuit 

begins as the samurai take Barbara, and Billy and Theriere follow. They rescue her but are injured 

in the process, and Theriere dies of his wounds. It is only now that Billy understands the friend he
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has had in Theriere, who reveals before dying that he truly is the Count de Cadenet. Barbara and 

Billy make their way into the jungle and she begins to teach him to be more gentlemanly, and falls 

in love with him despite herself. Eventually, the rest of the Harding party catch up with them and 

Billy goes to save two of their number who have been kidnapped by another group of natives. He 

manages to rescue them but is injured and presumed dead in the confusion. As Barbara and her 

friends sail from the island, Billy can only helplessly watch them go. When he is eventually rescued 

he returns to the U.S. and becomes a successful boxer in New York. One day, seeing a notice about 

Barbara's cancelled engagement to another man, he returns to her, only to tell her that he can 

never be of her class, and that she should marry the other man. He leaves her, and the resolution 

must wait until the sequel.

The Return of the Mucker sees Billy return to Chicago to face justice. He is found guilty of 

murder, after a number of witnesses perjure themselves, but, while being transported to prison, 

he jumps from a train and escapes. He starts out on the road, not sure where he is heading, and 

meets a hobo named Bridge. They travel together and Billy learns much about life on the road 

from the educated, poetry-loving Bridge. Billy is aided by his new friend on a number of occasions 

as he attempts to elude Sergeant Flannagan. They travel to Mexico and are captured by a bandit 

named Pesita. Billy joins their group, happy to go anywhere there will be fighting and adventure, 

and manages to outwit the scheming Pesita and his men and get Bridge to freedom.

Meanwhile, the owner of an American ranch in Mexico has just arrived along with his 

daughter. It is, of course, Barbara Harding. It is on this ranch that Bridge finds a job and, one day, 

while travelling to the local town, he comes across Billy robbing a bank for Pesita. Bridge gives him 

his horse to escape but suspicion then falls on Bridge and he is forced to flee the ranch. When he is 

captured by Villa, a powerful Mexican leader, Barbara attempts to rescue him by sending word to 

his accomplice (who she does not know is Billy). Billy rescues Bridge and, later, when Billy is 

captured by some men from the Harding ranch, Barbara meets her mucker once again. She thinks 

he has returned to his old ways, and he thinks she is in love with Bridge. She does not wish him 

killed, however, and helps him escape so that, later, when she is kidnapped by Indians, he is able to 

come to her rescue. The story comes to a climax as first the Harding ranch, and then another local 

American ranch, comes under attack from Mexicans. Billy bravely rides through the lines and gets
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finally united and return to New York when Billy learns that the murder charges have been 

dropped. Bridge returns to his life on the road, his true identity never revealed.

Chapter Five 

The Moon Series

The Moon Maid  opens in 1967, at the end of the Great War which has raged since 1914. The 

war ended and, w ith the "absolute dom ination" of the Anglo-Saxon race assured, the world is now 

at peace. The narrator meets a man named Julian who believes there is "no such thing as time", 

and who can tell the stories of his own future descendants. The Moon M aid  is, therefore, the story 

of Julian born in 2000. Graduating from military school, Julian is chosen for an interplanetary 

trip  to Barsoom, now in regular contact w ith Earth. Along w ith a small group o f men, including his 

rival from military school, Orthis, Julian is forced to land on the Moon when Orthis sabotages the 

ship. They find the moon is both hollow and inhabited, and set out to explore it, encountering the 

Va-gas, a race of savage horse/human hybrids. When Nah-ee-lah, a beautiful princess from the 

human-like Laytheans, is captured by the Va-gas, Julian rescues her and escapes. He learns that her 

people, the Laytheans, were the intellectual and cultural elite of the world, but have since been 

almost wiped out by the communist Kalkars, who led a revolution against the ir superiors. Unable 

to sustain any form of government, however, and w ithout the guidance of the Laytheans, the 

world has degenerated into barbarism. It is against this backdrop that Julian must fight his way 

back to Laythe, and return Nah-ee-lah to her home.

Making his way to the court at Laythe, Julian defends the city from a coup, and realises that 

Orthis, whom he had thought dead, is aiding the Kalkars. Using advanced Earth weapons the 

Kalkars destroy the city, and the people are massacred. Julian is forced to flee w ith Nah-ee-lah and 

manages to make his way back to the ship, where he escapes the moon w ith  his princess. It will be 

up to his descendents to resume the battle against Orthis.
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The Moon Men continues with the story, moving to Julian 9̂ *̂ . This Julian lives in a very 

different Earth, now ruled by the Kalkars. We learn that soon after Julian 5^ '̂s return, the Earth fell 

victim to a cult of "peace-at-any-price men" and the inevitable result of disarmament was the 

invasion of Earth by Orthis and the Kalkars. The Moon Men, then, recounts Julian 9̂ '̂ 's attempts to 

reassert his masculinity and rise up against the oppressive Kalkar regime. The U.S. is now a 

communist "Teivos", which has outlawed religion and American patriotism, and made women the 

common property of all. When Julian encounters Orthis' descendent, Or-tis, a series of events is 

set in motion which results in Julian leading a rebellion against the local Kalkars. W ith "Old Glory" 

flying high, Julian's fellow Americans rise up w ith him and attack their Kalkar rulers. The rebellion is 

quashed, however, and it will be eleven more generations before a Julian can finish what his 

forefathers started.

The Red Hawk, the final novel in the trilogy, finds Julian 20^  ̂ in a barbaric tw enty-fifth  century. 

Having degenerated to a level of Indian primitivism Julian, now Red Hawk, can lead his people in a 

final purge to rid America of the Kalkars forever. As the warriors battle. Red Hawk is captured by a 

retreating group of Kalkars, and meets Or-tis in prison. He is surprised to learn that the "Or-tis" in 

command is a Kalkar/Human half-breed, while the pure-blood true Or-tis has been imprisoned. 

The generations-long feud is ended, as a Julian and an Orthis come together, and Red Hawk meets 

and falls in love w ith Or-tis' daughter, Bethelda. Having escaped from the Kalkars, they rescue the 

kidnapped Bethelda and learn that the Kalkars have finally been defeated. Red Hawk is declared 

king of America and his son, Julian 21̂  ̂ is born, establishing Anglo-Saxon rule on Earth once again.

The Caspak Series

The Land that Time Forgot begins as the narrator finds a message in a bottle containing a 

strange story. Bowen J. Tyler is a submarine designer who is on his way to enlist in the ambulance 

service in World War I. When his ship is attacked by a German submarine he, and a beautiful girl 

named Lys, are rescued by a British tug. This tug is then attacked but the courageous British 

soldiers manage to capture the attacking German u-boat, captained by Baron von Schoenvorts. 

Unfortunately the submarine is sabotaged by a disgruntled communist and they are left w ith no
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choice but to direct the u-boat through a hole in the cliff-face of a strange island. They are attacked 

by dinosaurs and other prehistoric creatures but make it to land and set up camp. They soon 

encounter strange ape-men and manage to learn some of the local language from one. The island, 

they learn, is named Caspak. The Germans leave on an expedition to find and refine oil, while 

Bowen and the British men establish Fort Dinosaur. Disaster soon strikes, however, as the Germans 

steal the u-boat and shell the fort, while Lys is kidnapped by an ape-man. Bowen follows the trail 

and, although he is split up from the other men, he does find Lys. They are captured by some more 

ape-men and now realise that each group fits into a hierarchy of increasing cultural and 

technological sophistication. Lys is captured again and, as a forlorn Bowen writes the manuscript 

the narrator will later find, he looks down from his cave to see her being pursued by one of the 

ape-men from earlier. A violent battle ensues in which Bowen uses his western reasoning to outw it 

his brutish opponent. Bowen and Lys marry and, assuming they will live out the ir days on the 

island, Bowen casts his story into the sea.

The People that Time Forgot continues as the frame narrator carries the message to Bowen's 

father, only to find he has just died. Instead, Tom Billings, Bowen Sr.'s personal secretary, mounts a 

rescue expedition. They arrive at the island and Billings uses a "hydro-aeroplane" to scale the cliffs. 

The men on the beach watch him fly off, hear shots, and then there is silence. The narration then 

switches to Billings, who we learn has been forced down after an attack by a pterodactyl. On the 

ground he rescues a native girl, Ajor, from a panther. They travel together and Billings learns the 

language and pieces together what information he can. She talks of a strange race of Wieroo and is 

unable to explain satisfactorily why there are no children on the island. More adventures ensue as 

they encounter various prim itive groups and, eventually, we learn that Ajor is unusual in that she 

was born directly to her mother, rather than coming up "from the beginning". She is a Galu, the 

highest race on the island, and was captured by the Galu's rivals, the Wieroo. She managed to 

escape from them, however, which is when she met Billings. As the pair continue their journey 

they gradually fall in love, but before long Ajor is kidnapped. Billings eventually finds her but they 

are outnumbered and, as the lovers are about to be killed, Ajor's father and Billings' original party 

come to the rescue. It transpires that the rest of the Billings party scaled the cliffs and found both 

Bowen and the Galus, including their leader, Ajor's father. As they all start to leave the island 

Billings decides to stay and, as the story ends, returns to be with Ajor.
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Out of Time's Abyss, the final instalment, is the story of Bradley, one of the original party on 

the submarine, who was split up from Bowen in the first novel. He and his men are exploring the 

island when they begin to see strange flying men. Bradley is carried off by one of these men, who 

we discover are the Wieroo. He is taken to their city where he learns about their society and, in 

jail, discovers the system of Caspakian evolution, filling in the gaps left by the other two novels. 

Bradley manages to escape from jail along with a woman, Co-Tan. They make their way back to 

Fort Dinosaur where Bradley finds the Germans forcing the English men to load oil onto the u- 

boat. He finds out that that Germans did leave the island but had to return again for more fuel. 

Seeing an opportunity Bradley attacks von Schoenvorts and the Germans put up no resistance as 

they despise their leader. The Englishmen take the sub and travel to Galu country where they 

unexpectedly meet Billings. Ajor and Co-Tan want to see the outside world so, tricking their 

respective fathers into believing they are simply visiting the submarine, they all leave the island. 

The groups are reunited and the three couples -  Billings and Ajor, Bradley and Co-Tan, and Tyler 

and Lys -  all return to the U.S., and their duty, back to Tyler's shipyard where the submarine 

remains to this day.
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