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ALDOUS HUXLEY AND THE LOTUS EXPERIENCE

Of Odyssey 9.80-104, Denys Page has written, with telegraphic concision:
““They [the Lotus-Eaters] ate lotus; they meant you no harm; they gave you lotus
to eat, and you wanted to stay with them for ever. That is all: and for the rest of
time nobody has ever known anything more about the Lotus-Eaters.”’ ! Page
goes on to adduce parallels from world folklore and to conclude that the Lotus-
Eaters ‘‘have their origin in a true but dimly remembered tale about men in
Egypt who lived on lotus. . . . to their lotus the poet ascribes a certain magical
effect which he takes from common folklore.’’ 2 But we should not be too quick
to emphasize magic over pharmacology. Homer may well have had some rather
precise information about the psychological effects of consuming a hallucino-
genic substance. What that substance may have been, we shall never know, and,
as Page notes in typically piquant fashion, some modern speculation is ludi-
crous: ‘‘have not the Lotus-Eaters lately been made real and relevant, a colony
of drop-outs living on drugs, bhang possibly, or hashish?’’ 3

I do not mean to add to the list of possibilities any suggestion that the Lotus-
Eaters were Peyotists, but would merely draw attention to some striking similari-
ties between the drug experience ¢ of Odysseus’ men and that of Aldous Huxley,
who experimented with mescalin—a hallucinogenic alkaloid present in the pe-
yote cactus (Anhalonium Lewinii)—in 1953, Huxley recounted his experience in
The Doors of Perception,’ a work popular in the heyday of the ‘‘drug culture”’
of the ’60s. He reports the action of the drug as follows: 6

“(1) The ability to remember and to ‘think straight’ is little if at all reduced.
(Listening to the recordings of my conversation under the influence of the drug, 1
cannot discover that I was then any stupider than I am at ordinary
times.)”” 7—So, in Homer, neither the crewmen who eat the lotus nor the Loto-
phagi themselves appear mentally confused or disoriented in any way. When
Odysseus finally takes the men forcibly back to the ships (Od. 9.98-99), they are
aware that they are being compelled to leave and they weep at the fact. So too,
earlier, they chose not to return from their reconnoiter; they were aware that

V' Folktales in Homer’s Odyssey (Cambridge, MA 1973) 6.

2 Page, 20.

3 Page, 10; he cites L. G. Pocok, Reality and Allegory in the Odyssey (Amsterdam 1959)
53 (actually, p. 93). Page shows conclusively that none of the actual edible plants known to
the ancients (or to ourselves) by the name “‘lotus’’ (/6t0s) is intended in Od. 9. See further
W. W. Merry and J. Riddell, edd., Odyssey 1-12, 2nd ed. (Oxford 1886) at 9.94; also W. B.
Stanford, ed., The Odyssey of Homer, 2nd ed. (London 1959) at 9.84.

4 That we may speak of it as a drug experience seems to me indisputable on any reading
of the passage.

5 First published in 1954, rpt. New York 1963.

6 Through Huxley’s account is of course only that of a sensitive layman, and pertains
principally to his own personal reactions, a standard pharmacology textbook confirms (in-
deed quotes) his description of those reactions: Michael C. Gerald, Pharmacology: An In-
troduction to Drugs, 2nd ed. (Englewood Cliffs, NJ 1981) 361-63.

7 Huxley, 25.
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