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The first Aldous Huxley Symposium (Münster, 1994) commemorated the centenary of Huxley’s birth and resulted in the foundation and rise of the International Aldous Huxley Society (since 1998). In due course, this process led to the subsequent symposia in Singapore (2000/2001) and Riga (2004), which were highly successful in bringing together scholars from around the globe to discuss and promote the study of Aldous Huxley’s thought and writings. 

“Aldous Huxley in America,” the topical frame chosen for the fourth international meeting, gave rise to the idea of making Los Angeles and California the setting of the 2008 symposium. After the death of Huxley’s wife Laura († 13 December 2007), the Los Angeles Times had turned Hollywood’s disregard of Huxley’s work into the announcement that “a major revival of interest in his ideas [was] coming, at a moment in history when it is critical for the world to hear his warning voice, his insights into and remedies for the human situation.” 

As American advisor, Prof Peter Firchow (University of Minnesota), who sadly died only two months after the conference and who will always be remembered as an outstanding Huxley scholar of international renown, had paved our way into the United States, and the planning by Prof Bernfried Nugel (University of Münster), Chairman of the International Aldous Huxley Society, was magnanimously supported by regional organizer Prof Joan Wines from California Lutheran University, Thousand Oaks, acting as co-convenor. The Conference Warming on 30 July was crowned by “A Woman’s Vengeance,” the film version of Huxley’s crime story “The Gioconda Smile,” which was competently presented by Prof David Dunaway (University of New Mexico).

The Huntington Library, San Marino, proved to be the perfect location for the conference, inasmuch as it combined a beautiful ambiente of botanical gardens with excellent facilities for a scholarly congress. Each of the three conference days was devoted to a particular theme, viz “Huxley in California” (31 July), “Huxley’s American and Global Travels” (1 August), “Huxley’s American Legacy” (2 August), and the symposium was appropriately opened with addresses by David Zeidberg, Director of the Huntington Library, Dr Chris Kimball, President of California Lutheran University, and Prof Bernfried Nugel as Chairman of the Aldous Huxley Society. 

The first day began with a keynote lecture by David King Dunaway (University of New Mexico) on “Huxley in Hollywood,” dealing with Huxley’s frustrated hopes of film sales of his books as well as with his pacifist and mysticist activities. James Sexton (Camosun College, University of Victoria, B.C.) followed with “Fictional and Historical Sources for After Many a Summer,” Huxley’s critique of the American dream of rejuvenation. Sanford E. Marovitz (Kent State University) gave new insight into the Bates method of eye training, as discussed by Huxley in The Art of Seeing (1942). Joan Wines (California Lutheran University) presented “This Timeless Moment: Memories of Laura Huxley” together with other personal friends of Huxley’s wife. The afternoon keynote lecture by Peter Firchow (University of Minnesota), “Huxley and Isherwood: The California Years,” focussed on the two authors’ literary collaboration, culminating in their film treatment entitled Jacob’s Hands, and on their relationship with Gerald Heard and the Vedanta Society. In his paper on “Gerald Heard and Aldous Huxley – Mystical Voyagers,” John R. Barrie (Nevada City, CA) enlarged upon the Californian culture of mysticism and Huxley’s and Heard’s meditation on ultimate reality. Michael Horowitz & Cynthia Palmer’s (Vancouver, B.C.) audiovisual contribution on “Aldous Huxley and the Psychedelic Movement,” concentrating on little-known aspects of Huxley’s drug experiences, was kindly presented by Dana Sawyer (Maine College of Art). Closing the day with “Aldous Huxley and the Desert,” Gerhard Wagner (University of Münster) examined Huxley’s experience of silence, space, light, solitude and death in the Mojave Desert.

On the second day, “Huxley’s American and Global Travels” were evaluated by Kirpal Singh (Singapore Management University) in his keynote lecture on “East – West in the Balance,” which centred on conflict resolution between Eastern religious radicalism and Western capitalism, and in his talk on “Aldous Huxley’s Moral and Political Consciousness: The First Stirrings on His World Tour 1925–1926,” A. A. Mutalik-Desai (Dharwad, India) commented on the beginning change of Huxley’s moral and political views about India. As for Huxley’s American travels, David Leon Higdon (Albuquerque, NM) presented his new biographical and anthropological findings concerning “Huxley’s 1926 Discovery of the Zuñi and Hopi,” with particular regard to the Snake Dance in the Indian reservation described in Brave New World. 

As a particular highlight of the conference, a tradition begun at the Singapore Symposium in 2000/2001 was continued with the “Panel for Young Huxley Scholars,” chaired by Claudia Olk (Humboldt University, Berlin). In a span of almost two hours, intriguing research projects were presented by Eva Oppermann (University of Kassel) on “The Role of the Snakes in Aldous Huxley’s Island and The Crows of Pearblossom,” Jake Poller (University of London) on Huxley and Krishnamurti in his talk “‘Dangerously Far Advanced Into the Darkness’: Aldous Huxley’s Californian Quest for Enlightenment,” and three young scholars from the University of Münster, Uwe Rasch on “Satire and satori : Parallels Between Aldous Huxley and William Blake”, Anja Wiesner on “Aldous Huxley’s Concept of Travelling in Along the Road and Beyond the Mexique Bay ”and Kathrin Wöstemeyer on “Utopia Revisited: Robert Graves’s Seven Days in New Crete as a Counterpoint to ‘Brave New Worlds.’”

In the afternoon Grzegorz Moroz (University of Bialystok) lectured on “Jesting Huxley: The U.S.A., India, Materialism and Spirituality in Jesting Pilate,” whereas Sanjukta Dasgupta (Calcutta University), in her paper on “Geographies and Gender: Ideological Shifts in Brave New World and Island,” spoke about the influence of landscape on soul space and Huxley’s rejection and eventual re-construction of his American experience. A. K. Tripathy (Varanasi, India) then described “Aldous Huxley’s Literary and Spiritual Odyssey: From Euro-English to Indo-Eastern Shores via America” and illustrated the influence of Hollywood and the Vedanta Society as a turning point in Huxley’s spiritual and salvationist concerns. In the day’s last lecture on “Huxley on Life and Death,“ Gerd Rohmann (University of Kassel) analysed the development from Montaigne’s stoicism to Tantric Buddhism in Huxley’s literary works as well as in his personal life, particularly at the moments when he had to face the deaths of his dearest relations and his own end.

The third day, devoted to “Huxley’s American Legacy,” was opened by Jerome Meckier’s keynote lecture “On D. H. Lawrence and Death, Especially Matricide: Sons and Lovers, Brave New World, and Aldous Huxley’s Later Novels,” showing that Huxley’s literary treatment of death was also inspired by psycho-analysis and the taboo of dying ingrained in the ‘American Way of Life.’ Janko Andrijašević (University of Montenegro) encouraged interactive presentations of endings and beginnings in “Good Night, Mr Huxley.” Valery Rabinovitch (Urals State University) in his talk on “Aldous Huxley’s Reworking of Anti-Utopian Elements from Brave New World in His Positive Utopia Island” set out to prove that reason plus meditation led Huxley to a new concept of predestination. Focussing on the reality of American education, Ron Zigler (Penn State Abington) in “Democratic Values and the Social Visions of Aldous Huxley: The SAT as Our Brave New Test” questioned quasi-Brave-New-World methods in the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) as it establishes an educational U.S. class system. With “Aldous Huxley’s Revision of the Old Raja’s Notes on What’s What in His Final Typescript of Island ” Bernfried Nugel (University of Münster) laid the basis for a critical edition of Island, enlarging on Huxley’s idea of making the best of Western and Eastern human potentialities, as enunciated in essays and lectures written in his last creative years from 1956–1963. Kulwant S. Gill (Ludhiana, India), in “Attention to Here and Now: Aldous Huxley’s Calculus of Compassion,” emphasised the correct use of the body and mind to reach salvation here and now. In his talk on “Aldous Huxley’s Time Must Have a Stop – A Mastery of Mysticism,” David Garrett Izzo (American Public University) argued that the central representation of mysticism in TMHS marks the final change from satire to hope in Huxley’s work. Discussing “Biblical Interpolations in Aldous Huxley’s The Perennial Philosophy,” Guin Nance (Auburn University at Montgomery) demonstrated that the concept of selflessness, Christ and the Holy Ghost allows Huxley to adopt a syncretism between Christian and Buddhist concepts of peace and understanding. 

The last section, under the heading “Huxley’s Key Values,” was opened by Henning Nugel’s reading of “Crossroads of Science and Religion: Aldous Huxley and Erwin Schrödinger” by Lothar Fietz (University of Tübingen). The paper explored the idea of oneness underlying the diversity and heterogeneity of appearances that made the Nobel-Prize-winning German physicist and Huxley adopt a philosophy of mysticism independently of each other. In his talk on “What Aldous Huxley Teaches Us About Higher Education in the Twenty-First Century,” a scientist from another field, viz chemical engineering, Bernhardt Trout (Massachusetts Institute of Technology), contrasted the tremendous success of modern science with its utter inability to say anything of significance about what are the most important things to human beings, such as love, justice, happiness; Huxley understood this problem and proposed a number of remedies. Concluding the whole symposium programme, Dana Sawyer (Maine College of Art) dealt with “Aldous Huxley, Environmental Prophet,” pointing out Huxley’s early awareness of our present environmental key problems: the ignoring of the dangers of overpopulation, environmental degradation, resource depletion, and global warming have led to the dysfunctional value paradigm that urges our materialist society on towards an unsustainable future; Huxley articulated his poignant recommendations for upgrading our culture’s value paradigm in order to promote all kinds of desirable human potentialities. 

Between the conference sections, Robin Hull (Zürich) offered three workshops on “A Practical Approach to The Perennial Philosophy,” helping participants to relax and meditate by practising ‘The Way of Tranquillity’ and ‘The Way of Wisdom.’ The vast academic programme was enriched by a guided tour through the Huntington Library, the possibility to visit the Library’s gardens at any time during the conference, a reception by the Huntington Library, an excursion to Trabuco and the Vedanta Centre in Hollywood, and an invitation to attend an open-air performance of Henry IV at the Kingsmen Shakespeare Festival of California Lutheran University. Here the participants were treated, among other things, to the enactment of Huxley’s two favourite quotations from the play: “I can call spirits from the vasty deep” and “time must have a stop.”

More information about the speakers and topics is available at <http://www.anglistik.uni-muenster.de/huxley/news.html>. A selection of papers from the symposium proceedings will be published in the next issues of Aldous Huxley Annual. 

