Aldous and his women

Aldous Huxley's tangled sexual relations still prove an irresistible draw in Nicholas Murray's biography 
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There is substance to some of the novelties, particularly a long correspondence between both Huxleys and Mary Hutchinson, known in the history of Bloomsbury as the lover of Clive Bell. Aldous was shy and impractical, not the sort of man who could manage adultery without help from his wife. The correspondence with Mary Hutchinson makes clear that Maria was not merely complicit but actively 'omnifutuent', to borrow her husband's splendid word for bisexuality. 

The connection between the women seems to have been stronger than anything that happened between Mary and Aldous, though he was certainly smitten. In the Huxley household, love was routinely triangular. For Maria at least, the excitement was partly to do with the idea of sharing Mary. In one strange letter of 1925, Maria writes to her: 'Aldous has just come into my bed & he smelt so strongly of you still that it made one giddy.' This would be perverse enough without the element of fantasy added by distance in time and space. When Maria wrote that letter, she and Aldous were in Belgium, Mary in London. 

Sybille Bedford was not ignorant of Maria Huxley's involvements, and her omission of it from her biography may have been self-preserving as well as discreet, to judge by the comments by May Sarton which Murray reproduces in a footnote: 'Maria Huxley, you know, tamed women for Aldous. The young tigress, you know, she broke them in. Sybille what's her name who wrote about Aldous was both Aldous's and Maria's lover.' Even so, the new material doesn't greatly alter the picture of the marriage painted by Bedford - passionately loyal, intensified by any apparent distractions. 

Murray's subtitle is 'An English Intellectual', as if to acknowledge that Huxley's standing as a writer of fiction has suffered since his death. Certainly it isn't easy to insist on the achievement of a novelist who disclaimed any great affinity with the genre. Brave New World, where the pessimism balances the tendency to preach, is the only certain survivor of his oeuvre. 

Huxley's Englishness is, in a sense, self-evident, his Eton-Balliol-Bloomsbury formation the confluence of privileges which created the voice described by Robert Craft as a 'lambent, culture-saturated purr', the sheer, blithe opinionation that allowed him to come up with formulas like 'Penang has a certain Sicilian air', but he spent a third of his life based in America.
