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Th e  'Gr e a t  Wa r ' o f  Ow e n  Ba r f i e l d a n d C.S. Le w i s : 
Ph i l o s o p h i c a l  Wr i t i n g s  1927-1930. E dited  by  N o rb e rt F e inendegen
an d  A ren d  Sm ilde. Ink lings S tud ies S upp lem en ts , vol. n o  1. O xford: Jou rna l of 
Ink lings S tudies, 2015. 178 p. ISSN 2057-6099. £15.98.

Jo y  a n d  Po e t i c  Im a g i n a t i o n : Un d e r s t a n d i n g  C.S. Le w i s 's

"Gr e a t  Wa r " w i t h  Ow e n  Ba r f i e l d  a n d  i t s  Si g n i f i c a n c e  f o r

Le w i s 's  Co n v e r s i o n  a n d  Wr i t i n g s . S te p h e n  T h o rso n . H a m d e n , CT:
W in g e d  L io n  P re ss , 2015. 271 p. 9781935668107. $18.50.

Tw o books about the "G reat W ar: described by C.S. L ew is in Surprised 
by Joy w ere  p u b lish ed  in  2015. T he firs t rep ro d u ces th e  w ritin g s th a t 

B arfield  an d  L ew is exchanged  d u rin g  th e ir d ispu te ; the  second  is a h is to ry  of 
th e  even t. Both are  first-ra te  con tribu tions to  Ink lings stud ies. T ogether they  
p ro v id e  th e  p rim a ry  sources a n d  an  en g ag in g  p resen ta tio n  of th e  B arfield  and  
L ew is "G rea t W ar."

The 'Great War' o f Owen Barfield and C.S. Lewis rep ro d u ces all of the 
su rv iv in g  p rim a ry  d o cum en ts  of th e  debate  th a t w as so im p o rtan t to  the 
d ev e lo p m en t of b o th  m en . In  th is debate , B arfie ld 's con ten tion  w as th a t h u m a n  
im ag in a tio n  con tribu tes to  the  existence of th e  m ate ria l w o rld . T his is a  p a r t of 
h is  system  of th o u g h t ab o u t th e  ev o lu tion  of consciousness, an  id ea  th a t he  
d iscovered  befo re  s tu d y in g  A n th roposophy . C on trarily , L ew is h e ld  to  a  belief 
in  the w o rld  as ex is ting  in d e p e n d e n t of an y  con tribu tions of h u m a n  
im ag ination . H e  subjected  all of th e  ideas sh a red  be tw een  th em  to  rigo rous 
ra tio n a l analysis. A ll of th e  fa r-ran g in g  subjects d iscu ssed  lead  back  to  the 
o rig inal d isp u te  ab o u t th e  existence an d  o u r know ledge  of a  God.

T his is a d em an d in g  book. Yet, an y  d e te rm in ed  read e r w ill fin ish  w ith  
a sense of the  n a tu re  of th e  d isp u te  L ew is described  as "T he G rea t W ar." 
H ow ever, a  stro n g  b ack g ro u n d  in  w este rn  p h ilo so p h y  w ill h e lp  th e  m ore  
specia lized  read e r to  fo llow  th e  th re a d  of th o u g h t th a t b eg in s w ith  th e  question  
of G o d 's  existence, ran g es  over fo rm s of on to log ical an d  epistem ological 
m a te ria lism  a n d  idealism , an d  th en  lead s to  questions of free w ill, eth ical 
responsib ility , an d  aesthetics. T he exp lo ra tion  d ig s in to  th e  n a tu re  of 
im ag in a tio n  an d  its possib le  ro le in  th e  co n tinu ing  creation  of the  w o rld  a ro u n d  
us.

T his Inklings Studies Supplement in c ludes fo rty  pages of in tro d u c to ry  
essays b y  th e  ed ito rs  th a t do  a  g rea t job of p ro v id in g  th e  context an d  exp la in ing  
th e  id eas con ta ined  in  th e  w ritings. The w ritings them selves d isp lay  the 
in te llec tual gifts, education , a n d  h ig h  sp irits of th e ir tw o  y o u n g  au th o rs  as th ey
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arg u e  ph ilo soph ica l p o in ts  th a t ran g e  across relig ion, psychology , an d  
ph ilosophy .

T h o rs o n 's  J o y  a n d  P o e tic  Im a g in a tio n  Understanding  C.S. Lewis's "Great War" 
w ith Owen Barfield and its Significance fo r  Lew is’s Conversion and W ritings p rov ides 
a m ore  accessible tre a tm en t of th e  m ate ria l th an  is fo u n d  in  th e  Inklings Studies 
Supplement. T horson  p ro v id es a rigo rous b u t h u m a n iz in g  account of th e  story, 
personalities , an d  id eas in v o lv e d -h u m a n iz in g  in  th e  sense th a t T ho rson 's  
p resen ta tio n  of th e  m ate ria l in  th e  fo rm  of a very  good  sto ry  connects u s  to 
B arfield  a n d  L ew is as y o u n g  m en . T h o rso n 's  n a rra tiv e  m oves from  their 
d iffe ren t b ackg rounds , to  th e ir O xford  frien d sh ip  of com m on lite ra ry  an d  
in te llec tual in terests, in c lu d in g  atheism , to  L ew is 's  verbal a n d  w ritten  attack  on 
h is  fr ien d 's  n ew  m o no the ism  an d  in te res t in  A n th roposophy . T h o rso n 's  w ritin g  
is an en g ag in g  b len d  of sto ry te lling  an d  exp lana tion  of th e  id eas d iscussed . H e 
show s h o w  these  a rg u m en ts  led  L ew is from  a the ism  to m o n o th e ism  an d  m ad e  
B arfield  in to  a m ore  rigo rous th inker.

In  th e  in te rest of d isc losu re  to  B arfield  fans, th e  book  p ro v id es  a fair 
an d  accurate  p resen ta tio n  of the  con tribu tions of b o th  B arfield  an d  Lewis. 
H ow ever, th e  au th o r ad m its  th a t h is  p resen ta tio n  w eighs in  L ew is 's  favor 
because  h e  believes L ew is is rig h t a n d  because  h e  is m ore  in te rested  in  h im  th an  
in  B arfield. T herefore, B arfield  fans m a y  find  th a t th e  tone  of th e  book  suggests 
th a t L ew is 's  ideas are th e  ones th a t a re  correct an d  to  be  believed . W hile  Barfield 
is h a n d le d  respectfu lly , th e  au th o r a p p a ren tly  sees h im  as on ly  an  im p o rta n t b u t 
m istak en  foil to L ew is a n d  as an  in s tru m en t in  h is  developm ent. B arfield  is n o t 
show n  to be  of su bstan tia l va lue  or w o rth y  of s tu d y  because  of h is  m e rit alone.

W ith  th a t said , I h ig h ly  recom m end  Joy and Poetic Imagination to any  
read e r in te rested  in  O w en  Barfield, C.S. Lew is, o r the Inklings. The book  w ill 
con tribu te  to a re a d e r 's  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of any  of th e  th ree. L ew is fans w ill find  
th a t the book  con tribu tes to  th e ir  u n d e rs ta n d in g  of L ew is as an in tellectual, 
fleshes o u t h is  references to  th e  "G rea t W ar," an d  show s th e  in te llectual 
n a rra tiv e  of the  firs t stage in  h is p assage  from  a the ism  to m ono theism . Also, 
d esp ite  its L ew is-cen tric  bias, it is still one of th e  b e tte r books p u b lish ed  abou t 
O w en  Barfield. T he read e r gets a sym pathe tic  an d  accura te  tre a tm en t of one of 
th e  m a n y  im p o rta n t m o m en ts  in  B arfie ld 's in te llec tual life. T his book  is 
ap p ro p ria te  for pub lic  libraries, u n d e rg ra d u a te  w ork , o r in d e p e n d e n t study . 
E ach chap te r en d s w ith  "Q uestions for F u rth e r R eflection," a n d  th e  au th o r 
p ro v id es very  n ice d iag ram s for clarification of ideas th ro u g h o u t the  text.

Both of th e  books in  th is rev iew  are  to  be recom m ended . The 'Great War' 
o f Owen Barfield and C.S. Lewis w ill in te rest th e  academ ic read e r a n d  is to  be 
co m m en d ed  for b rin g in g  toge ther all of th e  w ritten  "G rea t W ar" m ateria l in to  
one vo lum e. A lso, th e  in tro d u c to ry  essays b y  th e  ed ito rs  are  v ery  u se fu l for
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u n d e rs ta n d in g  th e  w ritin g s them selves. Joy and Poetic Imagination m ak es th is
lite ra ry  even t accessible to  th e  g enera l read e r a n d  does a rem arkab le  job of
an sw erin g  questions ab o u t w h a t th e  "G rea t W ar" w as an d  show ing  w h y  it w as
so im p o rtan t to b o th  m en , b u t especially  to  L ew is. This rev iew er recom m ends
th a t b o th  books be re a d  toge ther for th e  re ad e r to  see th e  p r im a ry  sources an d
th e ir h is to rica l trea tm en t. H ow ever, bo th  books can be  re a d  alone an d  are
w o rth y  of s tu d y  on  th e ir in d e p e n d e n t m erit.

—P hillip  F itzsim m ons
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Benjamin Dressler
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