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Author’s biography


 

Aldous Leonard Huxley was a British novelist born on July 26th 1894, in Godalming (Surey, England). His family belonged to the English intellectual elite. Indeed, his father was the herbalist and writer Leonard Huxley; his grandfather, Thomas Henry Huxley, often nicknamed "Darwin’s bulldog", was one of the greatest naturalists of the 18th century; and his brother, Julian, was a biologist famous for his theories on evolution. As for his mother, the headmistress Julia Arnold, she was very fond of literature. 

However the young man quickly turned away from the social standards that his education could have imposed on him. Known rather for his novels than for his essays – although these are often considered to be better –, Aldous Huxley has been, all his life long, a humanist interested in the role of science in society, parapsychology and mysticism. Throughout his life, he published forty-seven books. Due to the writer’s popularity among the critics and the readers, his novels are often studied in the philosophy classes in England. Huxley is considered to be one of the greatest British thinkers of the 20th century.

A frail but very intelligent child, Aldous loses his mother and sister in 1908. An illness almost makes him blind in 1911 – he was only 16 at the time – but he partially recovers his eyesight, which allows him to graduate from Oxford with honors. This illness will exempt him from military service during World War I. His older brother Trev commits suicide in 1914. Aldous’ partial blindness forces him to abandon the scientific researches to which he destined himself; proportionally, he develops more and more interest in literature. During his college years, he meets the writers L. Strachy and B. Russell, and becomes friends with D. H. Lawrence.

In need of money, Aldous Huxley starts from 1918 to use his writing in order to make a living. He publishes his first book, a collection of poems, in 1916. He was 25. In 1919, he marries the Belgian Maria Nys, the next year they have a son. During the following years, the family travels a lot, from London to Europe, India and the United States, thanks to Aldous Huxley’s position as an art critic and reporter. He meets the surrealists, publishes numerous essays, and concerns himself with the deep changes undergone by the occidental society since the appearance of behaviorism for instance. He publishes Point Counter Point in 1926, a parody and critique of the well-thinking English society, which links him to authors like Balzac in France. 

 

During the year 1931, Huxley writes his most famous book, Brave New World, in four months and has it published in 1932. According to the circumstances of the time – Stalin was organizing the purges of the Soviet society, and Hitler was not in power yet – it is impossible that the author could have found inspiration in real events for the future he describes in his novel. 

The Huxleys leave for the United States in 1937 and settle in California with their friend Gerald Heard. The latter introduces Aldous to the Vedantist philosophy. The writer becomes a vegetarian, starts practicing yoga, and obtains a position as scriptwriter for Hollywood. His relationship with Swami Prabhavananda, the mystical thought of whom he admires, gradually pushes him towards the psychological exploration of the human mind.

The writer hears about the Bates method for better eyesight, then about a physician able to dispense him the treatment. It works, and inspires Huxley to write Art of Seeing in 1942. Meanwhile, in 1940, he starts working on the movie adaptation of Pride and Prejudice. 

From the 1950’s, Huxley develops an inclination to psychedelic drugs, like mescaline or LSD. It inspired him two books: The Doors of Perception in 1954 and Heaven and Hell in 1956. He is considered to be one of the first authors to have experienced the effect of these drugs on himself, and that in a search of "high mysticism" on the different states of consciousness. His books will then become part of the New Age and hippy culture. 

His wife dies of cancer in 1955. He marries again the following year with Laura Archera, a British writer as well, to whom we owe Huxley’s biography.

He publishes Brave New World Revisited in 1958, which is an essay where he expounds his thoughts on the threats that are overpopulation, bureaucratic excesses and other techniques set forth in the original novel. The same year he wins the Award of Merit for the Novel, a prestigious American literary award, attributed to E. Hemingway and T. Mann for example. In 1959, he refuses the title of Knight Bachelor that the British government wants to give him. 

He is diagnosed  a laryngeal cancer in 1960. His health slowly deteriorates. From 1962, he works on the themes of drugs and human society again with a utopian novel, Island, which takes him several years of writing. It points out the use of drugs in a religious context, in order to attain wisdom. 
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