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The Silver Trumpet (1925; later eds. 1968, 1986). Barfield's first
book, this children's story is unlike anything else he published:
a minor work heavily influenced by George MacDonald that will
A SHORT
interest mainly those curious in the Inklings as writers for children
READING
and in MacDonald's fantasy. Surprisingly grim for a children's
LIST
story, it tells of two sisters and how one stole the other's life. In
true Inklings fashion, it ends in a satisfactory eucatastrophe.
History in English Words (1926; later eds. 1933, 1954, 1967, 1985). Although
published first, this book is best thought of as an expansion and follow-up to the
ideas presented in Barfield's B.Litt. thesis (published two years later as Poetic Diction). While Poetic Diction presents the theory, History in English Words
develops specific examples showing how the meanings of words have changed over
time. Branching out from a single meaning that combines literal and metaphorical
elements, Barfield argues that these cases show that the history of language is the
history of human consciousness, showing the emergence of self-consciousness over
time. History in English Words is the direct model for C.S. Lewis's much later
Studies in Words, which is essentially a rewriting and Lewisification of this book.
Poetic Diction: A Study in Meaning ( 1928; later eds. 195 2, 197 3 ). By far
Barfield's most famous book, this is his essential work: all his other books may be
considered as expansions on the ideas contained herein. Among his central arguments are several essential ones: imagination is as valid a tool as reason for the
discovery of truth; the history of language is the history of human consciousness,
showing a definite movement towards ever greater self-consciousness; many great
poems and ancient texts cannot be properly understood unless we grasp that what
looks to us like a word used in many different ways - some metaphorical, some
literal - seemed to its author and original audience expressions of a single, unified
meaning. For example, since we need different words for spirit, inspiration, and respiration, we miss the full meaning of the old word spiritus from which all three of
these words and concepts descend. Poetic Diction has challenged many a reader's
assumptions, not just about language but about the world itself.
Romanticism Comes of Age ( 1944; z.nd ed. 1966). A collection of literary and
philosophical essays on Coleridge, Shakespeare, Goethe, and Steiner which show
Barfield working out what he calls his "theory of poetry as a means of cognition."
If, as Barfield maintains, poetry is a crucial source of knowledge, then examination
of specific masterpieces and master poets should reveal insights. These essays are
examples of what he has found in attempting to answer the question, "In what way
is imagination true?" This collection more than any other makes plain Barfield's
debt to occultist Rudolph Steiner.
This Ever-Diverse Pair (1950, as by ••G.A.L. Burgeon"; 1985, as by Owen Barfield). Barfield's most accessible work: the story of a split personality narrated by
one of the two halves. Like Tolkien's "Leaf by Niggle," a brilliant parable about
the age-old dilemma faced by a creative person who has to devote all his or her time
and energy to a dull job - in this case, the personality has split between "Burgeon"
(the creative, imaginative, poetic side) and "Burden" (the plodding, dependable,
OWEN
BARFIELD:

22
Published by SWOSU Digital Commons, 1998

1

Mythcon Proceedings, Vol. 1, Iss. 30 [1998], Art. 10

punctual side). A string of vignettes drawn from a lawyer's life bring out the
conflict between the two, with matters rising to a crisis when one side decides to
murder the other. Also notable for a guest appearance by C.S. Lewis (as Burden/
Burgeon's client Ramsden), the only person both halves like. Highly recommended.
Saving the Appearances: A Study in Idolatry (1957; z.nd ed. 1988). Another of

Barfield's major books, second in influence only to Poetic Diction. Among other
matters, he considers whether a rainbow exists without anyone to see it (he concludes it does. not) and argues persuasively for the participatory nature of reality:
without a human mind to perceive it, many things we consider "real" simply would
not exist. Very valuable for enunciating his principle of "Saving the Appearances,"
which states that the best way to discover that a paradigm or model is on the verge
of collapse is to note the frantic efforts of its supporters to tortuously explain away
all evidence that challenges the theory.
Worlds Apart: A Dialogue of the I96os (1963). The second book in the "Burgeon" trilogy takes the form of a symposium in which eight men gather to present
their worldviews to see if there is any common ground left on which specialists can
agree. The participants include a radio astronomer, a psychiatrist, a retired schoolteacher (modeled on an old friend of Lewis and Barfield, Cecil Harwood), a lawyer
(modeled on Barfield himself), a don (Lewis again, this time a historian named
Hunter), etc. A very wide-ranging and stimulating look at the assumptions that
underlie our everyday thinking.
Unancestral Voice (1965). The third and final of the "Burgeon" books, in which
the retired lawyer begins to receive spiritual revelations in the form of a voice that
he dubs The Meggid. The topics addressed range all the way from the obscenity
trial of Lady Chatterley's Lover and a debate on whether the law should punish or
reform criminals, to a three-way discussion between Burgeon, a Buddhist, and a
Catholic and a discussion of the metaphysical implications of quantum physics.
Perhaps Barfield's single best book.
Speaker's Meaning (1967). A short book deriving from a lecture series in which
Barfield recaps, in simple form, many of his major themes on language. A good
starting point for anyone interested in Barfield's theory of language.
What Coleridge Thought (1971). A in-depth look at one of Barfield's favorite
thinkers and poets.
The Rediscovery of Meaning and Other Essays (1977). A second collection of
literary and philosophical essays. The most important for Inklings scholars is perhaps that dealing with allegory, in which Barfield argues against the definition
prevalent earlier in this century- i.e., the sense in which the word is used by Tolkien
when he states his distaste for allegory - as a one-on-one code in which every character corresponds exactly to some abstraction. Barfield favors the more contemporary, looser use of the word that merges it in a continuum with symbolism.
History, Guilt and Habit (1979). Another lecture series. The first piece, "History
of Ideas: Evolution of Consciousness," recaps the ideas of Poetic Diction and
History in English Words. The second, "Modern Idolatry: The Sin of Literalness,"
revisits the ground covered by Saving the Appearances. The third and final piece,
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"The Force of Habit," looks at the difficulties in escaping from preconceptions even
by conscious effort of will, so ingrained are some of the assumptions that organize
our thoughts.

Orpheus: A Poetic Drama (I983). Written over forty years earlier and first performed in 1948, this play follows the well-worn pattern of retelling a classical myth
in such a way to reflect the modern writer's concerns and ideas.
Owen Barfield on C.S. Lewis (1989). This book collects essays, interviews, and
poems Barfield wrote about his old friend, including the piece from Light on C.S.
Lewis {ed. J. Gibb, 1965) that Tolkien said got closest to the truth of their mutual
friend. It also includes the "Ramsden" chapter from This Ever-Diverse Pair. A very
handy collection for anyone interested in the Inklings and Lewis from the point of
view of a lifelong friend and member.
A Barfield Sampler: Poetry and Fiction by Owen Barfield (1993). Barfield's first
collection of poetry, published when he was 95, along with several short stories.
IMPORTANT SHORT WORKS {PAMPHLETS)

Mark vs. Tristan (1969). A hilarious spoof: five letters exchanged between King
Mark's lawyers and Sir Tristan's representative dealing with the Isoult infidelity
case. A collaboration by Barfield and C.S. Lewis written many years before. The
final letter, written in Malorian Middle English by Lewis, is a masterpiece.
Owen Barfield and the Origin of Language {1976). An autobiographical lecture
that sums up Barfield's central themes better than any other account known to me;
an excellent starting place for anyone interested in approaching Barfield or his
work.
A Cretaceous Perambulator (I983). Another Barfield-C.S. Lewis collaboration,
growing out of their annual Walking Tour. Lewis having missed the tour one year
because he had to stay at Oxford and grade exams, Barfield and his friends concocted a fake exam that Lewis must pass before being readmitted to their walking
club. The pamphlet reproduces their bogus quiz, Lewis's equally bogus answers,
and notes describing the walking tours (which were begun by Barfield, Harwood,
and W.O. "Wof" Field, and only later joined by Lewis) and explaining the in-jokes.
UNPUBLISHED

WORKS

"The Great War" (philosophical papers). Written in the I92os, this series of
essays and treatises was part of Barfield's philosophical debate with C.S. Lewis.
The component parts of the series are described and summarized in Leon Adey's
C.S. Lewis's "Great War" with Owen Barfield {I978).
English People. Written circa 1930, this long (500-page) novel follows three
siblings (two brothers and a sister), one brother's wife, and the other brother's best
friend as they search for a meaningful life in postwar England. With its excellent
character portraits and fictional working out of central Barfieldian concerns, it
represents a major work - the most significant unpublished work by an Inkling.
A major influence on, but much superior to, Lewis's That Hideous Strength.
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Medea. A play of which little is known other than that Barfield read it to the
Inklings, who highly approved of the work.
The Mother of Pegasus. An epic poem retelling the stories of Perseus and Andromeda on the one hand and of Bellerophon on the other. The "mother of Pegasus"
of the title is, of course, the gorgon Medusa.
Angels at Bay. A trilogy of short plays in which scenes in the past, present, and
near future are first told from the point of view of their human participants and
then from the viewpoint of these men and women's guardian angels. It concerns
our culture's obsession with avoiding supernatural explanations and topics.
Eager Spring. An excellent short novel written circa 1989 that chronicles a
young woman's progression from student of courtly love to environmental activist.
A remarkably modern work from a ninety-year-old author.
john D. Rateliff

*
In addition to the titles described above, Owen Barfield edited, translated, or contributed to numerous books, notably several works by Rudolf Steiner, the founder
of Antbroposopby; and he contributed to periodicals some two hundred essays,
reviews, poems, and letters, beginning with the unsigned poem "Air-Castles" in
Punch, z4 February z9z7, and continuing until nearly the end of his life. Many of
his earliest periodical contributions were to the New Statesman; many of his later
writings appeared in Anthroposophical Movement, Anthroposophy, Anthroposophical Quarterly, and The Golden Blade. He was also a member of the editorial
advisory board of the journal Seven.
The most extensive bibliography of Barfield's works to date is by G.B. Tennyson
in Evolution of Consciousness, ed. Shirley Sugerman (z976).
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