Ten years ago, marking the centenary of Aldous Huxley’s birth in 1894, the first International Aldous Huxley Symposium was hosted by the University of Münster and directed by Prof. Dr. Bernfried Nugel of the English Department there. Since then, a Centre for Aldous Huxley Studies has been established in that Department, and the International Aldous Huxley Society has been formed, both under his direction. Five and a half years later the second Symposium was held in Singapore (December 2000 – January 2001), directed by Prof. Kirpal Singh (Singapore Management University). Both were highly successful conferences in bringing together scholars from around the globe to discuss and promote the study of Aldous Huxley’s life and writing. 


After more than two years of planning, the Third International Aldous Huxley Symposium took place in Riga at the University of Latvia, 25 – 29 July, 2004, under the title: “Aldous Huxley, Man of Letters: Thinker, Critic and Artist.” It was convened by the Aldous Huxley Society and the Faculty of Modern Languages, University of Latvia. The organizing committee included Prof. Nugel (University of Münster), Prof. Jerome Meckier (University of Kentucky), Dr. Claudia Olk (Humboldt University, Berlin), Dr. Gerhard Wagner (University of Münster on behalf of the Aldous Huxley Society, and Prof. Dr. Ingrda Kramia, Prof. Viktors Freibergs, and Lecturer Ilona Goldmane on behalf of the Faculty of Modern Languages. Again the Symposium met with great success partly because of the high quality of the presentations but also because they were so well diversified in topic and approach. Beyond that, the speakers themselves represented a dozen countries, which testifies to the continuing interest in Huxley that exists in many parts of the world, an interest which steadily expands if one takes stock of the publications and dissertations examining his work year after year. Represented in addition to Germany and Latvia were the United States, the United Kingdom, Canada, Russia, Romania, India, Singapore, Switzerland, Poland, Montenegro, and Belgium — a cosmopolitan delegation for sure. The conference program included 26 lectures, two panels of seven speakers each, and four workshops. Many of the 14 panelists were postgraduate students at varying stages of their study, and all exhibited as serious interest in Huxley’s work with a surprising array of individual topics. With the exception of the three workshops held concurrently with the scheduled lectures during the morning of the last full conference day, the sessions were all plenary, which insured that speakers would have a sizable audience and that questions and comments would be forthcoming after the presentations. This tactic worked so well that moderators often had to curtail the discussions to give everyone a little breezing time between sessions and before lunch every day, which was hospitably provided. 


On Sunday afternoon before the Symposium began, Lecturer Tatjana Bicjutko conducted a walking tour of historic central Riga with its medieval streets and buildings. Later that day the conference opened with a reception during which the participants became either acquainted or in many cases re-acquainted over drinks and hors-d’oeuvre, courtesy of the Society. On the following evening — 26 July, Aldous Huxley’s 110th birthday! — another reception followed, this one hosted by the University of Latvia with warm greetings to all presented by the Vice-Rektor. A special treat was in store when Prof. Nugel and Mr. Robin Hull (Curator, Aldous Huxley Society) presented the Vice-Rektor with a splendid gift in gratitude for hosting the Symposium; it was a copy of the new, posthumously published Aldous Huxley, Representative Man, written by Mr. Hull’s father, Dr. James Hull, over a period of decades, and edited by Dr. Gerhard Wagner after Dr. Hull’s death. Seeing this book, volume 5 of the Centre’s “Human Potentialities” series, in print after so many years in progress added a note of excitement to the Symposium for everyone present soon after it began.


For those of us staying in the beautifully restored central area of the city, only a short walk through the narrow cobblestone streets and a well-maintained park and garden brought us to the University; because the weather was usually pleasant, too, so we arrived at the conference chamber in good spirit and ready for the day ahead. Each of the three full days of the Symposium focussed on an aspect of Huxley’s intellectual breadth as identified in the conference title, namely, Huxley as man of letters, thinker, critic, and artist. Five sessions were held daily; the number of speakers in most varied from one to three with two sessions designated specifically for “Young Huxley Scholars.” The seven presenters in each of the latter read shorter papers, the idea being to exhibit the scope of interest in Huxley that not only exists but is actually growing today among the university students, recent graduates, and younger faculty.


The opening lecture, by Prof. Peter Firchow (University of Minnesota), on Aldous and Julian Huxley as men of letters and science, was immediately followed by Prof. James Sexton’s (Camosun College, Victoria, B. C.) presentation on several unpublished Huxley letters — including an extraordinary early poem in one — he had discovered during his archival research in Canada, the United States and the United Kingdom. Each of these papers constituted a session in itself because they combined to give the academic part of the conference an outstanding start. All the papers met an appreciative audience, but many — including those by Professors Firchow and Sexton ― were received with exceptional favor for their depth and originality. Among them were three presented on ways of knowing beyond the rational; after Prof. Kirpal Singh (Singapore Management University) spoke on Huxley’s insistence that a fusion of Eastern religion with Western philosophy is necessary for a full and meaningful life, his talk was complemented by Dr. Gerhard Wagner’s (University of Münster) illuminating lecture on evidence in Huxley’s early writings that “intuitive knowledge” and “emotional insight” are apparent in his thought  already at the beginning of his career; following his lecture, Prof. Dana Sawyer (Maine College of Art) addressed the spiritual importance of art. Three excellent papers on social issues soon afterward provoked considerable discussion: with the aid of a chart she had distributed in advance, Dr. Claudia Rosenhan (University of St. Gallen) spoke persuasively on Huxley’s critique of universal education; Dr. David Bradshaw (Oxford University) offered a penetrating overview of Huxley’s confrontation with prudery and censorship; Dr. Rolf Lindemann (University of Münster) presented a cultural geographer’s reappraisal of Huxley’s sometimes questionable analyses of population issues. In addition, utopian issues were perceptively discussed from a global and ― for the first time ― from a Russian perspective by Prof. Gerd Rohmann (University of Kassel) and Prof. Valery Rabinovitch (Urals State University). 


Focussing on Huxley’s first novel, Prof. Jerome Meckier provided new autobiographical insights into Crome Yellow, and since Dr. Rodica Dimitriu (“Al. I. Cuza” University of Iasi, Romania; Fulbright Fellow, SUNY, Binghamton) was not able to attend, her paper on  Mircea Eliade’s “rewriting” and representation of Huxley’s work in Romania was kindly read out by Prof. E. S. Firchow (Univeristy of Minnesota). In the first of three other comparative papers, Dr. Michel Weber (University of Louvain, Belgium) discussed Huxley’s world-view in the light of A. N. Whitehead’s process philosophy of time, and thereafter Prof. Bernfried Nugel related the moral philosophies of Huxley and his friend Gerald Heard, making the point that Heard’s The Third Morality, published in 1937, the same year as Ends and Means, warrants more critical attention from Huxley scholars than it has yet received. In the remaining comparative paper, Prof. Sanford E. Marovitz (Kent State University, Ohio) introduced Louis Walinsky’s rarely noted dramatic adaptation of Brave New World as staged in Paris in 1938-1939 by Edward Stirling and his English Players. Also speaking on a less known aspect of Huxley’s career, Prof. David Dunaway (University of New Mexico) discussed the possibilities of broadcasting Aldous Huxley and illustrated his talk with an interview of Huxley on tape. The final two lectures ― by Prof Irina Golovacheva (University of St. Petersburg) and Prof. Guin Nance (Auburn University, Montgomery) ― convincingly dealt with aspects of psychology in Huxley’s life and writing. Rounding off the conference, Prof. Nance’s presentation on the mind - body connection in Huxley’s thought anchored the program firmly with superb insight and excellent scholarship. A final word must be said for the four engaging workshops, one by Robin Hull on “Fragments of an Evolutionary Psychology in the Works of Aldous Huxley,” the other three by Anthony Attenborough on Milton H. Erickson’s hypnotherapy and on W.H. Bates’s method of achieving better eyesight without glasses, a procedure which enabled Huxley to improve his extremely poor vision to the point that he could see to read what might have seemed impossible to him beforehand when limited to distinguishing little more than light from dark. All told, the Third International Aldous Huxley Symposium in Riga provided an excellent and beneficial program to all who attended, students and established scholars alike.


Shortly after the final session, all enjoyed a delicious closing banquet at the famous Balzam Bara Restaurant in central Riga beside the huge 13th-century Dome Cathedral. After dinner everyone joined in singing the “Epsilons’ Song” from Huxley’s never-produced musical-comedy adaptation of Brave New World. The lyrics of the refrain were perfectly appropriate for the occasion ― “Everybody’s happy now!” On the morning of the last day the Curators of the Society met briefly to consider plans for the Symposium a few years hence, mainly when and where it might be held. That afternoon a busload of participants were treated to a guided tour of the Ethnographic Open-Air Museum outside of Riga, an illustration of Latvian community life as it existed in years past. It was an exhilarating experience that ended the Symposium with the satisfaction and pleasure Huxley himself would have enjoyed.
