[Note: A few days after the end of the Aldous Huxley Centenary Symposium at the Westfälische Wilhelms-Universität in Münster, Professor David Dunaway of the University of New Mexico agreed to write up his impressions of the proceedings (which will be published by Peter Lang Verlag in 1995).]
As David Lodge and Malcolm Bradbury persist in reminding us in their campus novels—most recently in Doctor Criminale—every conference is a text, with its own drama and music. Each is a unique occurrence, subject to interpretation (or interpreting the subjective). Professor Dr. Bernfried Nugel, the conference convener, will prepare a more orderly and comprehensive overview of what happened on those three steamy days in Münster at the end of June, 1994; my concern is with a few leitmotifs that continue to ring in my mind after the long flight home. 

The first of these is the olfactory sense, a subject Huxley often took up in his essays and fiction. The youngest of the 27 speakers at the Symposium, Dr. Hans Rindisbacher of Pomona College, explored scents and smells in Brave New World; and afterwards scholars of a half-dozen nations could be seen cornering him to read their favorite passages of stench in Huxley. Though politely engaged by such emanations, the Swiss literary theorist seemed to be inundated by the odoriferous profusion inspired by his talk. In retrospect, it might have been more prudent to have taken up another sensory direction, such as taste, one widely available in the generous receptions organized for congress-goers, including the excellent Westphalian ham. But then, as one participant commented, “Of course he worked with smell, in this heat!”

(A few may remember these meetings principally for the sweltering temperatures in the low 30s; which left the congress-goers looking like wilted lettuce, by the day’s end. For an academic gathering, it was a surprisingly diverse one, with sikhs in purple turbans and a yank in a pony tail.)

Another motif rose in the conference invocation, in the tape-recorded voice of Mrs. Laura Huxley, the writer’s widow.

“Attention,” she intoned in her gentle, disembodied voice, “Karuna” (compassion). Huxley scholars immediately recognized this as the opening to Huxley’s final novel, Island, the text of which Bernfried Nugel has done so much to restore.

“Attention.” “Compassion.” The hundred assembled were thus invited to offer their observations in the spirit of Huxley’s final years of beatitude and grace. Her words echoed oddly in the close, white-walled chamber, over the faint whine of the exhaust fan.

Hypnotised in the silent minute that followed, I found myself reflecting on this gathering—and on others similar, where not only the ideas but the writhing emotion of an artist’s work are in play. To the public, the lecture titles seem so abstract (and thus pretentious) but to the specialist, introduced face to face with his read-but-unseen peers, such moments are charged with emotion. The colleagues finally met are not individuals so much as characters, larger than life, in an elaborate Mystery Play. As Huxley scholars had read each other over the years, mental images of one another had formed. Now the journal articles came to allegorical life, as Jerome Meckier and Peter Firchow and others introduced themselves.

The first presentations were biographical, taking up Huxley's early interest in eugenics—perhaps a continuation of the Huxley-Darwin tradition—and a puzzling hiatus in the long and complicated friendship between Huxley and Gerald Heard.

A previously undiscovered journalistic portrait of Huxley in his Hollywood period was presented, followed by a session on Huxley’s poetry: the author developed from a “silencing poetry” that tried to quash outmoded poetics, to a “poetry of silence” in his final works.

On the minds of many was the play which had its world première that first night, Now More Than Ever, written at the same time as Brave New World. The work’s editor contextualized the work that the hard-working young dramatists of the English Drama Group at Münster University performed with such elegance. The play revealed a Brechtian side to Huxley, as he savored the rise and fall of the Swedish Match King Kreuger in a style suggestive of The Resistible Rise of Arturo Ui.

A lecture-by-lecture summary of this event is not the purpose here, so I shall skip forward past the booksignings and coffeebreaks—with genuine apologies to the many other important talks worthy of mention—to the comments of the only woman among the speakers, Guin Nance. This Texan found a sympathetic quality in Huxley’s heroines, as predictable as they can be: dragons and dragomen (predators and interpreters) who serve as catalysts. 

The climax of the play was almost certainly in the hands of a German professor, Christoph Bode. Most of the scholars were understandably in sympathy with Huxley, to whom many had dedicated years of their lives. Yet as the conference ended, telltale cracks in the pantheon began to appear, not the least of which was Robert Baker’s comment that he found little merit in Huxley's work after 1939. Early on the final day Kirpal Singh of Singapore had examined Huxley “through Asian eyes.” While praising Huxley's tolerance of ambiguity and his continuing study of Buddhism and Hinduism, Singh found his work at times wanting in human sympathy. Then Professor Bode took out after Huxley’s philosophical contradictions—chiefly his willingness to use positivism when it suited him to prove the empirical existence of a Higher Ground; then discarding this approach as useless when embracing the ineluctable fact of mysticism. Huxley had fallen victim “to sloppy thinking or a lack of faith or both.”

This was clearly a broadside, meant to demystify Huxley as Monument: for who else but an iconoclast would accuse Huxley of sloppy philosophy and ignoring Kant—when preeminent philosophers such as Erwin Schrödinger and Bertrand Russell looked up to him.

“This morning we learned that Huxley was a failure because he wasn’t born in India,” Firchow quipped; “now we hear it was because he wasn’t born German!”

By the last session, on the ethical responsibilities of writers and critics, another motif had occurred to me: walls. Walls that seemed to divide the epochs of his life, his fiction from his essays or poetry, his older readers from his young ones. As I contemplated these divisions, I recalled the response of the English art critic and novelist John Berger to the same topic.

All of us live within the walls of our own experience and time. Inside, we go about our business and pursuit of pleasure; and after a while we don’t even notice the walls at all. The writer’s responsibility is to awaken readers to passionate possibility, to remind us that there is a life outside our walls. That the prejudices of now and here are small and passing, compared to what lies just beyond reach.

Or, as Calamy phrases it at the end of Huxley’s Those Barren Leaves, “There is a reality which is totally different and which a change would enable us to get nearer to ... perhaps if you spend long enough and your mind is the right sort, perhaps you really do get beyond the limitations of ordinary existence.” Perhaps, and now more than ever.

David King Dunaway, author of Huxley in Hollywood (Doubleday/Anchor).

