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Owen Barfield: An Appreciation
Abstract
A general introduction to the importance of Barfield’s thought on language and his influence, particularly
on Tolkien.
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Flieger: Owen Barfield: An Appreciation

OWEN
BARFIELD:
AN APPRECIATION

Owen Barfield was an extraordinary man who never
behaved like one. He wore his intelligence so lightly, his
quiet wit, immense learning, and razor-sharp intellect
were housed in a personality so unassuming and so
friendly that he was never inaccessible or difficult to talk to. Among the Inklings,
in whose gatherings he was a only a sometime participant, he was at once the most
profound mind and the most unobtrusive presence. He hadn't the instinct or drive
to seek the limelight - though he would have been brilliant on a talk show - and I
don't believe he cared at all about fame or even popularity. He was probably the
most original thinker I have ever encountered. Tolkien could not have realized it at
the time, but his statement that after he had read Poetic Diction "there were all

sorts of things he could never say again," could speak for anyone who has read and
absorbed Barfield's work. He changed the way we saw the world. He altered the
very meaning of the word reality, and made it impossible to take the concept for
granted.
By profession a solicitor, he was also a poet, a playwright, and a novelist, but I
believe he could best be described, and will certainly be remembered, as a philosopher of language. That philosophy is so simple in expression, and is expressed in
so mild a tone, that except for a cadre of perceptive readers it has tended to be less
well heard than the cacaphony of louder philosophic voices and more emphatic
theoretical statements that characterize our time. Yet a quiet voice, if it persists, will
outstay a shout; and just as a whisper carries through the air more piercingly than
a spoken word, so Owen Barfield's thought and work will carry across the twentieth century to make themselves not just heard but listened to in the twenty-first.
He was the only person of my personal acquaintance who might actually have
relished the arrival of the millennium, and that because he truly believed that
humankind was moving through time on its way toward something positive. In the
time in which he thought and wrote, the post-Cartesian, existential twentieth century, Barfield was thinking against the grain, expressing a largely unfashionable
philosophical position: that human existence has a meaning and a purpose, that
humanity is on its way to somewhere and that language is both the vehicle and the
journey. In his preface to the second edition of Poetic Diction he wrote: "Language
is the storehouse of imagination. It cannot continue to be itself without performing
its function. But its function is, to mediate transition from the unindividualized,
dreaming spirit that carried the infancy of the world to the individualized human
spirit which has the future in its charge."
Language, and especially the language of poetry, is in the service of something
beyond itself, and that something is the evolution of human consciousness. This, he
suggested, has evolved from a largely un-conscious "original participation" in the
surrounding world through our present Cartesian stage of awareness coupled with
"separation" (both intellectual detachment and psychological alienation), and is
moving toward a "final participation" in which we will, as T.S. Eliot put it in Little
Gidding, "arrive where we started and know the place for the first time." And it is
our language that will take us there. "The full meanings of words," said Barfield in
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Poetic Diction, "are flashing, iridescent shapes like flames - ever-flickering vestiges
of the slowly evolving consciousness beneath them." Everything Barfield wrote was
in the service of this idea; he once said he was really always saying the same thing
over and over, but most philosophers do that, if they're fortunate enough and
thoughtful enough to have an idea that's worth repeating.
A complete list of his publications would stretch from here to Halifax, but
fortunately for readers with limited access to a university library or the arcane
reaches of the Library of Congress, their essence is contained in the handful of
major works with which, in Hemingway's phrase, he can "declare to win." In
History in English Words, first published in 1926, he pointed out the obvious but
hitherto unremarked idea that by "entering with our imagination into the biography of a word," we can "catch glimpses" of the civilization behind it. The logical
next step, and one which he had no hesitation in taking, was to posit that the biography of any language reveals the biography of the distinct culture which speaks it.
Beyond that, he suggests that the collective biography of language itself contains the
biography to date of the human race, that the history of words is the history of
human intellectual and spiritual evolution. It is both a simple and a daring extrapolation of the Indo-European language theory from philology to philosophy and
beyond that to the spiritual journey of humanity.
These ideas were developed further in Poetic Diction (probably his best-known
work), first published in 1928, Saving the Appearances (1957), Worlds Apart
(1963), Unancestral Voice (1965), Romanticism Comes of Age (1966), and What
Coleridge Thought (1971). To this list I must add the wry, funny, only obliquely
philosophical but revealingly autobiographical This Ever-Diverse Pair ( 19 50),
which got him through a difficult period in his own life by personifying the conflict
he felt between his divided selves Burden and Burgeon, each struggling to be himself and free of the other. These two, in addition to allowing him to address the conflict between duty and desire that occurs at some time or other in everyone's life,
gave him the Socratic dialogue format which which became the structure of Worlds
Apart and Unancestral Voice. Each of these books built on the one before it, each
pushed his argmuent one step further, each carried to a higher level his idea that the
human mind is at least in part the agent of its own evolution, and that this is accomplished through and manifest in the continuing development of human language.
I do not present the above titles as a comprehensive list, but simply a representative sampling. Barfield lovers can and most certainly will (probably vociferously)
speak for their their own favourites. It is to be hoped that the resultant informed
voices, energetically raised, will give rise to their own Barfieldian-Socratic dialogue.
Verlyn Flieger
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