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To Ruth “The heart of her husband doth safely trust in her.”

and Ellen “Many daughters have done valiantly,

But thou excellest them all.”




Patriotism is not enough. But neither is anything else. Science is not enough, religion is not enough, art is not enough, politics and economics are not enough, nor is love, nor is duty, nor is action however disinterested, nor, however sublime, is contemplation. Nothing short of everything will really do.

—ALDOUS HUXLEY, Island
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INTRODUCTION TO THE TRANSACTION EDITION

“A man of letters can perform a valuable function in the world at present by bringing together a great many subjects and by showing relationships between them. It is a question of building bridges.”

—Aldous Huxley, “Integrate Education”1

I

The reissuing of my book gives me the opportunity to reconsider both my own previous publications on Huxley and those of other Huxley scholars.

In my tribute to Huxley that I wrote in 1994 on the occasion of the centenary of his birth and that appeared in Modern Age (Winter 1995), I listed ten attributes that Huxley exemplified to me as the ideal man of letters. These are as follows:


	Stoic acceptance of fate.


	Intellectual diversity.


	Rootedness in the past.


	Knowledge of the present.


	Awareness of the future.


	Sense of humor.


	Civility and personal decency.


	Commitment to society.


	Precision of language.


	Sense of self-transcendence.




The new revelations that have come out since my book was published in 1971 have not radically altered my evaluation of Huxley. At the same time, it is impossible to concretize permanently one’s judgment of a man of letters whose curiosity, omnivorous reading, and evolving perceptions led him to shift his own views of the world. One would expect benevolent recollections of the deceased as a human being from his family and friends, but what struck me when I read the observations of the twenty-seven individuals found in Aldous Huxley, 1894–1963: A Memorial Volume (a book edited by his brother, Julian Huxley) was not only the unanimous judgment about Aldous’s decency but also the admiration of him as a man of letters. The contributors to the book included distinguished representatives from the arts (T. S. Eliot, Isaiah Berlin, Stephen Spender, André Maurois, etc.) and individuals from other fields as well—including scientists, medical doctors, technologists, educators, and psychologists. Such an eclectic representation was a fitting tribute to Huxley’s encyclopedic interests and involvements.

And yet, paradoxically enough, when Huxley died on November 22, 1963 (the same day on which President Kennedy was assassinated), he was listed primarily as a novelist. The headline in the New York Times (November 24, 1963) read, “Aldous Huxley, Novelist, Dead.” Consulting some recently published dictionaries, I found that their entries do not go beyond listing Huxley as “novelist and critic.” Merriam-Webster’s Encyclopedia of Literature (1995) does amplify a bit: “English novelist and critic whose works are notable for their elegance, wit and pessimistic satire.”

Such a limited categorization, of course, is a denial of Huxley’s incredibly kaleidoscopic inclusiveness. A listing of his over four dozen books reveals his proficiency not only as a novelist but also as a brilliant writer of biography, letters, and travel books, and as a critic of the arts, science, education, politics, and more. Seriously visually impaired since the age of sixteen, he even wrote a book on blindness: The Art of Seeing. His writing, indeed, would cover just about everything from A to Z—from Art to Zen.

Yes, he was at times pessimistic, but only in the prophetic sense, and one must also recall that prophets and pessimism are generally inseparable. What makes Huxley memorable as a novelist and as a man of letters is not just the pessimistic—and ironic—thrust of much of his writing (although it is arguable whether it is pessimistic or realistic) but the elegant wit which makes his pessimism palatable. He could puncture the silliness of exaggerated romanticism by writing:

Here we sit in blissful calm

Quietly sweating palm to palm.

Or note also his belief that happiness can be attained by emulating a Russian who was picking his nose while simultaneously watching the sunset. In this way, the Russian was satisfying both his aesthetic and physical needs. And yes, let us not forget his occasional whiff of optimism—especially towards the end of his life.2

But satisfying one’s aesthetic and physical needs is not enough. One must also satisfy the needs of the spirit. There is not only the world we live in but also the world we would like to live in. To fulfill all these needs, Huxley found it necessary to examine in his writings and lectures not only the arts and the world’s philosophies and religions but also the sciences. His books often co-join disparate fields: Science and Literature, Heaven and Hell, Themes and Variations, Ends and Means, Texts and Pretexts, a utopian novel (Island) and a dystopian novel (Brave New World). He continued lecturing and writing until the very end of his life. Appropriately enough, his last essay was a brilliantly perceptive analysis of Shakespeare and the Bard’s view of religion (see further below). The title of the essay was “Shakespeare and Religion.” Terminal cancer did not terminate Huxley’s quest for values.

II

Were I to rewrite my book today, would I make some changes? Of course, but not radical changes. Basically the conclusions I reached in the final chapter of my book would remain fairly much the same, but they would be somewhat more qualified. For example, when I wrote about Huxley’s experimenting with drugs, especially towards the end of his life, perhaps I should have indicated more clearly that it was not only the influence of people like Timothy Leary3 that tilted him to take drugs but also the pain of his incurable cancer from which he had been suffering for some time and which ultimately caused his death. It should also be emphasized that whenever he did take drugs, he did so under medical supervision. At the same time, it cannot be denied that those drugs (notably mescaline and LSD) were also taken to enable him to achieve what he felt to be a sense of mystical self-transcendence. The question, however, still remains: Did the mind-altering drugs that he wrote about lead to The Doors of Perception (the title of one of his books) or to the doors of deception?

Another arguable point about Huxley’s work is the quality of his fiction. When several books (including my own) on Huxley came out after his death, some book reviewers commented that Huxley’s novels and his fictional characters deserved more serious and positive critical consideration. As I reflected on this observation, I concluded that these book reviewers were taking the wrong approach, inasmuch as Huxley himself admitted (through his most autobiographic character, Philip Quarles, in Point Counter Point) that he was not “a congenital novelist,” but a writer who used the novel as a platform from which to disseminate his ideas to a wider audience than the one that would read his non-fiction only. When one thinks of Flaubert, one thinks of his fictional character Emma Bovary, or when one reflects on Tolstoy, it is Anna Karenina who comes to mind. By contrast, with Jonathan Swift, it is not so much Lemuel Gulliver, the character, that one remembers, but the travels that Gulliver undertakes and the lessons he learns from these travels. Likewise with Huxley, it is the constantly evolving vision that he presents of the objective and spiritual worlds that the reader is likely to recall—and not the fictional characters who inhabit his novels.

While my conclusions about his fiction and non-fiction have remained essentially the same, my perception of Huxley the individual has somewhat altered. Two of the biographies that came out since Huxley’s death—Sybille Bedford’s official and still standard one (1973) and the one by Nicholas Murray (2002) brought out some features of Huxley’s personal life not earlier known by his reading public. For example, by using previously unpublished diaries and letters of people who were involved with Huxley in one way or another, Murray shows us a Huxley who, along with his first wife, Maria Nys, carried on a ménage à trois with the notorious Mary Hutchinson, a member of the equally notorious Bloomsbury group.

These revelations, however, did not seriously affect my view of Huxley as a person—and certainly not as a man of letters. When I read these new revelations, I was reminded of Hamlet’s comment when he was contemplating his murdered father’s moral derelictions: “He was a man, take him for all in all.”

Another addition I would include in my book would be to place Huxley’s occasional ambivalences and inconsistencies within a post-9/ll/01 context. Since that defining date, it has become obvious that our mental and moral compasses have been seriously altered. Even before 9/11/01, we tended to live in an “Age of Anxiety” (to use the apt title of one of W. H. Auden’s poems) and, as William Butler Yeats told us in this widely reprinted poem “The Second Coming,” published in 1921:

Things fall apart; the center cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world.

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

This decline in self-assuredness and purpose has led to what I could call the “AAA Age—The Age of Anxiety, Ambiguity, and Ambivalence.” In the United States especially, we have become divided and uncertain as to whom to vote for for president and what national and international policies to pursue, and we struggle to try to predict the results of these policies. Huxley’s occasional ambivalences, inconsistencies, and gloomy prophecies anticipated the traits of the post-9/11/01 period.

III

While the number of books, articles, symposia, and doctoral dissertations never really ceased since Huxley died in 1963, the supply expanded significantly with the approach of the centenary of his birth (1994).

In 1990, Robert Baker and James Sexton began their edition (with commentary) of all of Huxley’s essays. (The sixth and final volume came out in 2004.) In 1994 (June 26–29) the Westfälische Wilhelms-Universtät held a Centenary Symposium in Münster, Germany. The symposium included Huxley scholars from all over the world and covered an incredible number of aspects of Huxley’s work and their significance. In 1998 was founded the Centre for Aldous Huxley Studies (CAHS), whose “main tasks” included “a critical edition of the works of Aldous Huxley. . . [and] the foundation and publication of a Huxley annual in collaboration with Huxley scholars of international acclaim.” The annuals have regularly appeared since then—and with an amazingly inclusive coverage of topics.

The year 2004 also witnessed the Third International Aldous Huxley Symposium, held from July 24 to 29 at the University of Latvia, with the theme “Aldous Huxley, Man of Letters: Thinker, Critic and Artist.” As with the 1994 symposium held in Münster, this symposium included Huxley scholars from nearly every part of the world and covered every conceivable (and, at times, seemingly inconceivable) phase of Huxley and his writings.

IV

Brave New World (1932) ends with the word “east” and is followed by four dots. To me, the word “east” and the dots that follow symbolize Huxley’s pull towards mysticism, especially Buddhism. The attraction to Eastern mysticism and the desire for self-transcendence began to manifest themselves not only in the novels published after Brave New World, but also in such non-fiction works as The Perennial Philosophy (1945) and The Doors of Perception (1954).

These dots at the end of Brave New World also heralded what I believe was Huxley’s most significant contribution as a man of letters: becoming a bridge builder who tried to show the organic connection not only between the various sciences and literature but also between science and religion, between the culture of the West and that of the East, between mind and body, between Eros and Thanatos, between this world and the spiritual. . . . ; in other words, he tried—to use a phrase increasingly current since 9/11/01—”to connect all the dots.”

As mentioned earlier, just before he died, Huxley was completing what was to be his last essay. Significantly, it was called Shakespeare and Religion” (italics added). Most of his life he tended to emphasize the “and.” It was the “and” that symbolized his quest for values.

So-called realists, of course, will characterize what was essentially a spiritual quest as mystical piffle.4 They will point to a statement he made in a lecture shortly before his death: “It is a little embarrassing that after forty-five years of research and study, the best advice I can give to people is to be a little kinder to each other.” These “realists” claim, with some justification, I might add, that in a post-9/11/01 world, “more kindness” and mystic philosophizing are hardly the cures the world needs. But this appeal for an embrace of Eastern mysticism and for more kindness is not the final message Huxley left to the world. In the essay he wrote before his death (“Shakespeare and Religion”), he included the following:

We must not live thoughtlessly, taking our illusion for the complete reality, but at the same time we must not live too thoughtfully in the sense of trying to escape from the dream state. We must continually be on our watch for ways in which we may enlarge our consciousness. We must not attempt to live outside the world, which is given us, but we must somehow learn to transform it and transfigure it.5

V

My interest in Huxley began in 1946 when I took a course at New York University in “The Twentieth-Century English Novel.” When I reflect on all the material I have read by and about Huxley since then, and especially when I consider my involvement with Huxleyana after the publication of my book in 1971,6 I wonder if I ever can reach final conclusions about a man whose own tendencies were so fluid and “amoeboid”—a word he used to describe his autobiographic character, Philip Quarles, in Point Counter Point.7

The New York Times, in its obituary on page 1 (November 24, 1963), notes a remark Huxley once made that “[i]f ours were still the age of Heraldry, I would like the words that Goya appended to one of his paintings (‘Aun aprendo’—’I’m still learning’) to be on my crest.” Whenever I try to finalize my perceptions about Huxley and his works and whenever I read additional works about Huxley, I’m forced to admit, “Aun aprendo, I’m still learning!”

Milton Birnbaum

Notes

1. Aldous Huxley, The Human Situation: Lectures at Santa Barbara, 1959, ed. Piero Ferrucci (New York: Harper & Row, 1977), 2.

2. In one of the lectures entitled “The World’s Future,” given at the University of California, Santa Barbara, he said the following: “...it seems quite clear that enormous possibilities lie open to us, that we are on the threshold of profound discoveries within our own nature and external nature. If we can solve the basic political and demographic problems, we could produce a world of the most incalculably superior nature” (The Human Situation, 107).

3. In a letter written in 1962, Huxley made the following observation: “If only Tim [Leary] cd [sic] go into a Summit Meeting and give some mushroom to the two Mr. Ks [sic] [President Kennedy and Premier Khruschev]—the result might be world peace through total lucidity and breaking out by both parties from the prison of their respective cultures and ideologies.” Nicholas Murray, Aldous Huxley: A Biography (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2002), 447.

4. Huxley himself was aware of the apprehensions that members of established religion would have about his mysticism. In a lecture delivered in 1962, he said, “The members of the official religion tended to look upon the mystics as difficult, trouble-making people. They have made puns about the name; they have called mysticism ‘misty schism’. . . .” “Symbol and Immediate Experience,” Huxley and God: Essays, ed. Jacqueline Hazard Bridgeman (San Francisco: Harper Collins 1992), 250. For further illumination of Huxley’s approach to mysticism and his perception of it not only as a means of achieving a sense of self-transcendence but also as a way to improve the world’s condition, see my article “Aldous Huxley: Bridge Builder or Quixotic Dreamer?” in The World & I (August, 1994).

5. Bridgeman, Huxley and God: Essays, 279.

6. When my book first came out in 1971, I was asked almost immediately to become involved in a series of activities concerning Huxley’s significance as a prophet and as a man of letters. First, I was invited to write a new introduction to his Encyclopaedia of Pacifism (which originally appeared in 1937) for the Garland Library of War and Peace. I then received several requests for permission to reprint some of my previous publications on Huxley. I also lectured before various groups on Huxley’s importance as a writer and as a prophet. In addition, I wrote some articles and book reviews dealing with Huxley scholarship. This active involvement with Huxley continued until 1994, when I wrote my Huxley tribute on the occasion of the centenary of his birth (Modern Age, Winter, 1995). That year (1994) The World & I published my article referred to in Note 4. Since 1994, I’ve kept up with new books written about Huxley and the various symposia and conferences on him, but, except for an occasional book review, I have not been as actively involved in these activities as before. Advanced age has its virtues but also its limitations.

7. His description of his autobiographic character, Philip Quarles, in chapter XIV in Point Counter Point (published in 1928) is an amazingly prophetic and accurate description of Huxley’s own intellectual and spiritual journey: “There was something amoeboid about Philip Quarles’ mind. It was like a sea of spiritual protoplasm, capable of flowing in all directions, of engulfing every object in its path, of trickling into every crevice, of filling every mould, and having engulfed, having filled, of flowing on toward other obstacles, other receptacles, leaving the first empty and dry” Point Counter Point (New York: Random House, The Modern Library, 1928), 230.



PREFACE

In the lead article in the New York Times Magazine for August 18, 1968, James A. Michener wrote of two prospective college dropouts who came to consult him on a problem: they had decided not only to drop college, but also to leave home and to head for Haight-Ashbury to find what they hoped would be a more meaningful life. As the “attractive” young boy and girl confided in him, their alienation from adult society became quite apparent. They said, “We no longer find the values you lived by to have any significance. We’re sure you know they’re phony, too, and that’s why we wanted to talk with you.”

As I look back over the last few decades and try to figure out what first attracted me and thousands of other college students to Aldous Huxley in the 1920’s and early 1930’s, I suppose it was the feeling that Huxley also no longer found the values of his society of any significance. In debunking the traditional sources of value he was, in a sense, acting as our surrogate. Curiously enough, however, as I grew older and shifted my philosophical position, I found that Huxley also kept shifting the direction of his quest: debunking was replaced by a Lawrentian endorsement of the life-worshiping idea; this, in turn, yielded to a longing for inner meaning; sense gratification yielded to a search for spiritual substance. This spiritual quest in turn was intensified by his desire to expand the threshold of consciousness by experimenting with hallucinogenic drugs. And always there was the Donnean belief that insularity leads to isolation and that therefore it is preferable to involve oneself not only in self-fulfillment, but in attempts at societal amelioration.

My interest in Huxley has been both professional and personal. If I am allowed to have more than one alter ego, I would certainly include Huxley as one of my other selves. In addition to his entertaining facility as a writer and his seemingly encyclopedic mind, it was his preoccupation with a moral quest that made me maintain my interest in him; paradoxically, his moral quest led him to attack puritanism, but then Huxley’s awareness of the paradoxes in the human condition only enhanced the fascination he has always held for me.

In this book I shall attempt to analyze critically the search for values that has characterized all of Aldous Huxley’s works. The discussion will be by subject matter rather than by separate analysis of the individual works. Major consideration will be devoted to Huxley’s novels, his books of essays, and those portions of his biographies, letters, and poetry which bear directly on his search for values. His collections of short stories (some of which, incidentally, like “Young Archimedes” and “The Gioconda Smile” contain some of his best, most sustained emotional artistry), his many adaptations of both his own works and those of others for the stage and screen1 are essentially reworkings of ideas found in his other writings; consequently, they have been omitted from my discussion.

In Ends and Means, Huxley asked: “Does the world as a whole possess the value and meaning that we constantly attribute to certain parts of it (such as human beings and their works); and, if so, what is the nature of that value and meaning?”2 In the process of answering this question, Huxley searched the traditional sources of value—art, education, government, love, nature, philosophy, religion, and science—and gave us his answers, found scattered throughout his works. Similarly, he analyzed certain types of people—the introverted individual, the hedonist, and the man of action, types to whom he sometimes attaches Dr. William Sheldon’s designations of “cerebrotonic,” “viscerotonic,” and “somatotonic.” The subsequent chapters in the book will discuss Huxley’s reactions to these traditional sources of value and types of people.

It is my belief that such a study will not only help in a better understanding of the significance of Aldous Huxley, but will, in some measure, illuminate the period from about 1920 to the present. As B. If or Evans has observed of Huxley:

His novels and criticism are a mirror in which the age could perceive itself with its shifting hopes and disillusionments, the changes from the harsh gaiety of the twenties to the solemn acceptance of the thirties that tragedy is approaching. More than any other writer of that time he had an instructed appreciation of the other arts, of painting and particularly of music .... Further, he, more than any of his contemporaries, had the equipment to construct some bridge between science and the arts in an age when those two great aspects of human activity were so unhappily divided.3
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I INTRODUCTION

That Aldous Huxley has been a force in the literature of the twentieth century few will deny. During his lifetime he published over forty books, his period of creativity continuing almost to the day of his death in 1963. Although known chiefly for his novels, he also wrote poetry, essays ranging from art criticism to the effects of the hallucinogenic drugs, travel books, introductions to other people’s books, biographies, and adaptations for both the stage and screen. He has been translated into Spanish (Contrapunto, from Point Counter Point), Greek (Meta ta Pyrotèchnemata, from “After the Fireworks”), and French (Richard Greenow: grande nouvelle inédite, from “The Farcical History of Richard Greenow”), to cite but three examples. One finds references to him not only in the usual critical books on the British novel in the twentieth century (for example, B. If or Evans, English Literature between the Wars; Millett, Manly and Rickert’s Contemporary British Literature; David Daiches, The Novel and the Modern World; H. V. Routh, English Literature and Ideas in the Twentieth Century), but also in books dealing with philosophy, religion, and the social history of our times (for example, C. E. M. Joad’s The Recovery of Belief and Return to Philosophy; Morris R. Cohen’s The Faith of a Liberal; Robert Graves and Alan Hodge’s The Long Week End; F. S. C. Northrop, The Meeting of East and West).

Whether Aldous Huxley has been a force for good or evil, whether he is an artist more noted for his contributions to the novel of ideas or for the ideas themselves, whether he is chiefly a romantic or a neoclassicist—on these questions, critics have not agreed. He has been called a frustrated romantic by one critic;1 he has been attacked because he has joined Freud, Jung, Adler, and Lawrence “to sow distrust of reason, and to represent it as a mere tool of the unconscious.”2 His view of life has been characterized as “essential sterility,”3 and his embracing of mysticism has been called “the rationalist’s substitute for suicide.”4 But Huxley has had his defenders, too. His description of the modern world has been hailed as “far more honest and decent than the early Victorian age depicted in Bulwer Lytton’s Pelham.”5 Similarly, “despite the temptations which beset a successful author,” he never “seriously compromised with his intellectual integrity.”6

Even his most ardent admirers, however, will not claim for Huxley a seminal role in the shaping of twentieth-century literature. He was no James Joyce or D. H. Lawrence creating new paths for artists to follow. In his nonfiction he was no Nietzsche forging revolutionary ideas to unsettle smug consciences. He was not so much a pioneer as a reflector, not so much an earthquake as a seismograph. This is not to imply that Huxley was barren in creative imagination; certainly his Brave New World would belie such an inference, but even that book reminds us of other fictional utopias.

Wherein then lies the value in giving serious consideration to Huxley? Precisely in his being able to articulate the intellectual and moral conflicts being fought in the collective soul of the twentieth century. D. H. Lawrence would express his reactions viscer-ally but failed to look through a microscope, as Huxley reminds us. James Joyce could disentangle himself from the nets in which he felt caught, but he did not seem aware of the oases to be found in Eastern meditative systems. E. M. Forster knew of passages to other cultures but preferred to regard art as self-sufficient rather than as catalytic. Virginia Woolf knew the agony of private torment but did not realize the healing that can emerge from societal involvement. It was Huxley of all these twentieth-century English writers who best reflected and coordinated the divisions of the modern world; he best expressed its Weltanschauung in its most universal sense. Thomas Henry Huxley, Aldous Huxley’s grandfather, was called “Darwin’s bulldog” because he so tenaciously clung to and advocated Darwin’s theories; similarly, Aldous Huxley may become best known for being both an observer of and a contributor to the shifting values of our world.

That Huxley’s works have always demonstrated a search for values can be shown by an analysis of his works from the very beginning. The novels published in the 1920’s (Crome Yellow, Antic Hay, Those Barren Leaves, and Point Counter Point) were all concerned with showing how some of the traditional sources of value—religion, love, family life—were absent from the postwar generation. Most readers thought these books to be cynically entertaining and did not see their essentially moral undercurrent. What Mary Thriplow, the self-conscious author in Those Barren Leaves, says about her books could be applied to what Huxley thought about the public and critical reaction to his own books:

They like my books because they’re smart and unexpected and rather paradoxical and cynical and elegantly brutal. They don’t see how serious it all is. They don’t see the tragedy and the tenderness underneath. You see . . . I’m trying to do something new—a chemical compound of all the categories. Lightness and tragedy and loveliness and wit and fantasy and realism and irony and sentiment, all combined. People seem to find it merely amusing, that’s all.7

Huxley’s preoccupation with values was not confined to the novels. In Jesting Pilate (1926), a book of observations made on his travels throughout the world, Huxley is also concerned with values:

Our sense of values is intuitive. There is no proving the real existence of values in any way that will satisfy the logical intellect. Our standards can be demolished by argumentation; but we are none the less right to cling to them. Not blindly, of course, not uncritically .... Understanding diversity and allowing for it, he [the traveler] will tolerate, but not without limit. He will distinguish between harmless perversions and those which tend actually to deny or stultify the fundamental values. Towards the first he will be tolerant. There can be no compromise with the second.8

Similarly, when Huxley discusses the arts, he is not so much concerned with the aesthetic as with the moral implications. When he is talking about Christopher Wren, the English architect, he says that the quality that distinguished Wren’s work is “rather moral than aesthetic .... For Wren was a great gentleman; one who valued dignity and restraint and who, respecting himself, respected also humanity . . . .”9 When he is talking about Marcel Proust, Huxley bewails the fact that Proust was a “scientific voluptuary of the emotions” and says that there is “a strange moral poverty about his book.”10 Most of the essays in Proper Studies (1927), Do What You Will (1929), and Music at Night (1931) emphasize the values—or their disappearance—in our civilization. In Texts and Pretexts (1933) he says, “There are values which persist, because there is a physiology which persists and, along with a physiology, a mental structure.”11 Point Counter Point (1928), considered by most critics his finest novel, describes the problem of the disintegrated personality of our times, a personality not living in accordance with the philosophy of the instinctive life which Huxley, under the influence of D. H. Lawrence, was then advocating. In the 1930’s, in Ends and Means, Huxley made a very significantly teleological statement:

What sort of world is this, in which men aspire to good and yet so frequently achieve evil? What is the sense and point of the whole affair? What is man’s place in it and how are his ideals, his systems of values, related to the universe at large? ... To the “practical man” they [these questions] may seem irrelevant. But in fact they are not. It is in the light of our beliefs about the ultimate nature of reality that we formulate our conceptions of right and wrong; and it is in the light of our conceptions of right and wrong that we frame our conduct, not only in the relations of private life, but also in the sphere of politics and economics. So far from being irrelevant, our metaphysical beliefs are the finally determining factor in all our actions. That is why it has seemed to me necessary to round off my cookery book of practical recipes with a discussion of first principles. (P. 11)

Even when Huxley is discussing whether or not the British government should buy the Codex Sinaiticus, he considers whether the contemplated purchase will serve the interests of the “Good, True, Beautiful”; the reason he gives for his concern is that the government’s business is “to encourage all manifestations of the Good, the True and the Beautiful.”12

One can see the same concern with values in Huxley’s other novels and nonfiction works. He attacks the growing preoccupation with hedonism, materialism, technology, and false intellectualism in Brave New World (1932), Eyeless in Gaza (1936), After Many a Summer Dies the Swan (1939), Time Must Have a Stop (1944), and Ape and Essence (1948). He considers alternatives to materialism: mysticism (The Perennial Philosophy, 1946), an intelligent application of science (Science, Liberty and Peace, 1947), and a fusion of mysticism and science (Island, 1962). Occasionally, as in The Doors of Perception (1954) and Heaven and Hell (1956), he endorses the use of hallucinogenic drugs as a means of heightening one’s spiritual and aesthetic awareness. Brave New World Revisited (1948) considers “the subject of freedom and its enemies.” Even in books that are purportedly biographical, there is evident concern with moral directions; when he writes about the life of Father Joseph, adviser to Cardinal Richelieu, he deplores the evil mingling of spiritual and material values—saying, in effect, that Caesar and God cannot be served simultaneously. Similarly, in The Devils of Loudun (1952), he impregnates the biography of a seventeenth-century monk with meaning for this century. The life of Maine de Biran, the eighteenth-century French philosopher, occupies about half of Themes and Variations, but here again, as with the other subjects found in this 1950 volume, Huxley’s observations are tinged with moral implications.

There are several advantages to considering Huxley’s novels and nonfiction works by subject matter rather than as separate entities. To begin with, in a letter to Jean E. Hare, he admits that he “is not congenitally a novelist and therefore is compelled to resort to devices which the born novelist would never think of using.”13 In a famous passage from the notebook of Philip Quarles (who, as Huxley’s sister-in-law Lady Juliette Baillot tells us, bears resemblance to his own character14), Huxley reveals what one of these “devices” is:

All you need is a sufficiency of characters and parallel, contrapuntal plots. While Jones is murdering a wife, Smith is wheeling the perambulator in the park. You alternate the themes. More interesting, the modulations and variations are also more difficult. A novelist modulates by repudiating situations and characters. He shows several people falling in love, or dying, or praying in different ways—dissimilars solving the same problems. Or, vice versa, similar people confronted with dissimilar problems. In this way you can modulate through all the aspects of your theme, you can write variations in any number of different moods. Another way: The novelist can assume the god-like creative privilege and simply elect to consider the events of the story in their various aspects—emotional, scientific, economic, religious, metaphysical, etc. He will modulate from one to the other—as, from the aesthetic to the physico-chemical aspects of things, from the religious to the physiological or financial. But perhaps this is too a tyrannical imposition of the author’s will.15

Huxley, in other words, prefers to consider his characters as states of being rather than what E. M. Forster would call “round characters.” It is no wonder then that his characters can be classified under so many “humors.” First, there is the intellectual who has developed his mentality but pathetically neglected the emotional and physical sides of life—people like Philip Quarles (Point Counter Point), Denis Stone (Crome Yellow), Bernard Marx (Brave New World), Shearwater (Antic Hay), Anthony Beavis (Eyeless in Gaza). Then there is the sardonic cynic—people like Spandrell (Point Counter Point) and Mark Staithes (Eyeless in Gaza). There is the promiscuous female—characters like Mary Thriplow (Those Barren Leaves), Mrs. Viveash (Antic Hay), Lucy Tantamount (Point Counter Point), Lenina Crowne (Brave New World), and Virginia Maunciple (After Many a Summer Dies the Swan). The mystic began to appear in the novels of the 1930’s—characters like Mr. Propter (After Many a Summer Dies the Swan), Dr. Miller (Eyeless in Gaza), and Bruno Rontini (Time Must Have a Stop). Other characters of humors could be listed to make the point that most of Huxley’s characters are used to illustrate the values (or more often, the lack of values) of certain ways of life. How specifically these characters symbolize the values or lack of values in our civilization will be discussed in Chapter Four of this book.

Besides Huxley’s own admission that he is not a “congenital novelist” and that he prefers to think of his characters as modulations of various themes, there is unanimous critical opinion to corroborate the belief that Huxley’s significance lies in the ideas he expounds rather than in the creation of structurally sound, or otherwise memorable, novels.16

The same fluidity of form found in his novels characterizes his nonfiction as well. With the essayist’s freedom that he well loves, he quite often strays from his avowed purpose to comment on a wide range of subjects. In the midst of describing his journey through India, he can readily start discoursing on the reasons for the low state of the arts. While talking about a seventeenth-century monk, he will deviate from his subject to give an excellent analysis of the dangers inherent in the ambiguity of words. As he frequently says himself, he uses the professed subject of the essay as a starting point to talk about himself or about something else that happens to be on his wide-ranging mind at the moment. Like Francis Bacon before him, Huxley has taken all knowledge to be his province; however, unlike Bacon, Huxley seldom categorizes his knowledge, and even when he does, he refuses to abide by his self-imposed limitations of subject matter. It is the reader’s task to reconstruct order from these divagations. Huxley himself has indicated in After Many a Summer Dies the Swan his intention of doing something in the nature of this encyclopedic categorizing of his opinions. Mr. Propter (the mystic in the novel) says:

I’ve sometimes thought of writing a little treatise, like a cook-book. “One Hundred Ways of Mocking God,” I’d call it. And I’d take a hundred examples from history and contemporary life, illustrating what happens when people undertake to do things without paying regard to the nature of reality. And the book would be divided into sections, such as “Mocking God in Agriculture,” “Mocking God in Politics,” “Mocking God in Education,” “Mocking God in Philosophy,” “Mocking God in Economics.” It would be an interesting little book. But a little depressing.17

Perhaps analyzing Huxley according to topics rather than according to his individual works may seem somewhat artificial, but, as Huxley says, “it is impossible to think clearly about reality unless we make use of some classificatory system” (End and Means, p. 267). Besides the advantage of making sense of what at times seems a chaotic mass of unrelated comments in Huxley’s novels and nonfiction works, analysis by subject matter will have the additional asset of enabling the reader to see the continuous development of Huxley’s beliefs on each subject. It will be seen that Huxley’s diagnosis of the world’s ills has been fairly consistent; his prognosis has not been quite so consistent.

Even a cursory glance at the different historical and literary epochs of England reveals how the arts, education, government, love and marriage, science, and religion influenced people’s thinking and conduct. Different eras, of course, place their own emphasis on the areas of experience they find most meaningful, but reflective individuals have generally placed their faith in the traditional sources of value. The Ars longa, vita brevis philosophy of the ancients has been handed down to later generations. Austin Dob-son, in “Ars Victrix,” states a belief held by writers from Horace to E. M. Forster:

All passes. Art alone

Enduring stays to us.

The Bust outlasts the throne,—

The Coin, Tiberius.

Similarly, people have looked to education for supplying direction to their lives. The Spartans emphasized a rigorous discipline; the Elizabethans provided courtesy books as a guide to proper conduct; other Britishers put their faith in “the public-school” system, a faith not shared by E. M. Forster and Samuel Butler. Similarly, a belief in the right kind of government has also served as a source of value to writers in different periods of history. To John Milton, a government of the aristocracy of the best minds and characters would result in a better world; to the young Wordsworth and the more radical of the Romantic poets, a belief in the efficacy of the French Revolution led to visions of an earthly utopia. Some of the English poets of the 1930’s like Stephen Spender, W. H. Auden, and C. Day-Lewis turned temporarily to a communistic type of government to relieve their dissatisfaction with the capitalistic system.

It is almost axiomatic that love has served as a source of value to all generations; the argument has been over the question of what kind of love and relationship between the sexes is the best. No one, however, will dispute the validity of Chaucer’s statement, expressed in Book One of Troilus and Criseyde, that “For evere it was, and evere it shal byfalle, / That Love is he that alle thing may bynde.” Similarly, men have looked to Nature for solace and guidance for thousands of years; expressions of this faith in Nature have ranged from the Psalmist’s “The heavens declare the glory of God, and the firmament sheweth his handywork” to Wordsworth’s “Nature never did betray / The heart that loved her. . . .” This belief in Nature is reflected also in such modern writers as D. H. Lawrence (who in the character of Birkin expresses how wonderful it would be to contemplate “a world empty of people, just uninterrupted grass, and a hare sitting up”)18 and E. M. Forster (who ends The Longest Journey by having Stephen take his little daughter to sleep in the fields so that she can learn the lessons that Nature has to teach). Similarly, a belief in science, which has so dominated the thoughts of nineteenth- and twentieth-century writers, can be traced back many centuries as a source of value. From the pseudoscientific alchemist, who placed his faith in the philosopher’s stone or the elixir of life, to Francis Bacon, who searched for a New Atlantis, many men have turned to science, objective or ersatz, to give them a source of at least materialistic satisfaction.

Faith in the arts, education, love, government, Nature, and science fades into comparative insignificance, however, when placed alongside religion as a source of value. Until fairly recently, it has been religion that has always dominated man’s thoughts and action, be it the anthropomorphism of primitive societies, the polytheism of the ancient Greeks, the monotheism of Western cultures, or even the denial of the value of religion expressed by E. M. Forster: “I do not believe in belief .... My lawgivers are Erasmus and Montaigne, not Moses and St. Paul.”19

The areas of experience Huxley has examined in his books have always served as the traditional sources of value. The question remains, however, why Huxley, like many other writers of this century, sought to erode these foundations. Probing the influences that helped mold Huxley into the kind of writer he became may reveal at least part of the answer.
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