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6 SEVEN
In Remembrance:
Owen Barfield

"How many evenings out of the many hundreds, or rather thousands,
that have sunk without trace, can I easily remember whenever I want
to? Very few indeed," wrote Owen Barfield in 1980, in his Foreword to
the first volume of SEVEN: An Anglo-American Literary Review . Of the very
few, two evenings came "irresistibly into [his] mind" as he contemplated
a journal dedicated to the seven authors of the Wade Center. The first was
the night C.S. Lewis introduced him to J.R.R. Tolkien back in the 1920s
at the Eastgate Hotel. The second was an October evening in 1964 when
he was conducted into an "enormous, brightly-lit Hall" at Wheaton
College, where he addressed an audience larger than he had ever yet
faced and remembered being surprised "at the close attention with which
they all listened, and at how much they seemed to be liking it."

Barfield's visit to Wheaton College for the Literature Conference that
autumn of 1964 coincided with Dr. Clyde S. Kilby's submission of a
proposal for the establishment of a Special Collection of seven British
authors of whom Barfield was to be one. Little did Barfield know at the

time that his presence helped to establish the potential importance of the
Collection. That night he succeeded in converting the few remaining
skeptics to the proposal. By February of the following year, the Library
Committee approved Kilby's proposal and the Collection became a reality.

From its inception, Barfield's importance to the Wade Center ex-
tended beyond the fact that his work graces its collection. For more than
thirty years he personally contributed to its success. In addition to the
initial impetus he provided for its establishment and his contributions
to SEVEN , to which Dr. Reynolds has already alluded in her editorial,
Barfield lectured at Wheaton College on several occasions, and donated
many of his own papers to the collection. More telling still was his
generosity in sharing whatever light he had on the other authors in an
effort to encourage further interest in them. The Wade Center is a richer
resource because of Barfield's more than thirty-year association with
it, and it is a honor to remember him in a journal he faithfully supported.

By vocation a writer and philosopher of language, Owen Barfield
passed away in his home in Forest Row in East Sussex, England on
December 14, 1997 at the extraordinary age of ninety-nine. He was born
in North London on November 8, 1898, just three weeks before C.S.
Lewis. His parents had initially planned to call him Humphrey, but on
the way to the registry office decided upon Owen. He was the youngest
of four children. His father, Arthur Edward Barfield, was a solicitor and
his mother, Elizabeth (Shoults) Barfield, an ardent suffragette. Although
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In Remembrance: Owen Barfield 7

he was brought up more or less as an agnostic, he remembered his parents
maintaining a respect for the Christian faith, and his father having a
particularly deep regard for the teachings of Jesus Christ. One feature
of his father's character throws light on a certain aspect of Barfield's
relationship with C.S. Lewis. Cecil Harwood, who regularly visited the
Barfield home as a boy, remembered Mr. Barfield as a "remarkable man
of an acute intelligence," who used to alarm him by shooting questions
at him as to why he believed this or that, when he had "no valid reason
except that he had been brought up to believe it" ("Owen Barfield" in
Evolution of Consciousness: Studies in Polarity , ed. Shirley Sugerman, 31).
Harwood's observation suggests that Barfield received a training under
his father in the art of dialectic not unlike that which Lewis received under

William T. Kirkpatrick. J.R.R. Tolkien appears to corroborate this in a
letter to his son Christopher: "O.B. is the only man who can tackle C.S.L.
making him define everything and interrupting his most dogmatic pro-
nouncements with subtle distinguo' s ( Letters of J.R.R. Tolkien 103). It is not
at all surprising, then, that it was Barfield who effectively challenged
Lewis's atheistic assumptions and chronological snobbery.

Barfield attended Highgate School where he pursued a classical
course of study (Latin and Greek), rather than the optional modern
course (German and Mechanics). During his years at Highgate, he
became a rather "keen" gymnast and met Cecil Harwood who became
one of his closest friends. His work in classics won him a scholarship
in 1916 to Oxford University, but the war prevented him from accepting
it at the time. He joined the army in the spring of 1917, and served as
a wireless officer in the Signal Service of the Royal Engineers in Belgium.
Returning home from Belgium, he entered Wadham College, Oxford in
the autumn of 1919. Although his was a Classics scholarship, his
interest had shifted to English literature during the intervening years.
Upon application, he received permission to change over from a course
in Greats (Classics) to read English instead. During his first term he
was introduced to C.S. Lewis whom he came to consider his most
intimate friend. After taking a first in English Literature in 1921, he
remained on to write his thesis, "Poetic Diction," for his B.Litt., which
was published later in 1928.

During his years at Oxford, Barfield joined the Oxford branch of the
English Folkdance Society. There he met Matilda (Maud) Douie, a Scottish
woman who danced professionally. They were married on April 11,
1923 and raised three children, a daughter and two boys. (To their
daughter Lucy, C.S. Lewis dedicated The Lion , the Witch and the Wardrobe,
and to their youngest son Geoffrey, The Voyage of the ' Dawn Treader.')
Barfield's involvement in the Folkdance Society was important for another
reason: near the end of 1922, a Rudolf Steiner enthusiast associated with
the Society introduced him to Steiner's works. Early the next year
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8 SEVEN
Barfield heard Steiner lecture and soon afterward became an ardent

follower. According to Barfield, Steiner exerted a more profound influ-
ence on the shape of his thinking than any other individual. All of his
adult life Barfield remained a promoter of Steiner's work and main-
tained an active membership in the Anthroposophical Society.

For the first six to seven years after finishing College in 1923, Barfield
sought to establish himself as a writer. His lack of success (particularly
his inability to publish his novel English People) and his desire to find
a financially viable profession, coupled with his father's need for help
with the family law practice, led him in 1929 to join the family firm.
Here he worked until his retirement in 1959 at the age of sixty. Tributes
to the originality of Barfield's mind abound, and many have considered
his years involved in the mundane affairs of a solicitor's office a waste
of such a gifted mind. Cecil Harwood, however, believed that Barfield's
legal training benefited many, and that his association with the ordi-
nary run of life effectively added weight and judgment to his writings
("Owen Barfield" 31).

Barfield's career as a writer and a scholar spanned fifty years and
resulted in a dozen books, half of them published before his retirement
( Silver Trumpet , 1925; History in English Words, 1926; Poetic Diction, 1928;
Romanticism Comes of Age, 1944; This Ever Diverse Pair, 1950; Saving the
Appearances, 1957), and half afterwards ( Worlds Apart, 1963; Unancestral
Voices, 1965; Speaker's Meaning, 1967; What Coleridge Thought, 1971; The
Rediscovery of Meaning, and Other Essays, 1975; History, Guilt, and Habit,
1979) - see also David Lavery's review essay in this volume. It is worth
noting that when he was seeking to decide whether to join the family
law firm, Barfield told his father (who was concerned that becoming
a lawyer would interfere with his son's literary ambitions) that he was
not really looking for a literary career at all, but rather seeking to
influence the "consciousness of the age" by contributing to its evolution.
All of his books, lectures and essays were directed towards this one aim.
(For an understanding of what Barfield meant by the "consciousness
of the age," see Stephen Thorson's article in this volume.)

In 1986, six years after his wife died, Barfield moved from their home
in Dartford, Kent to Forest Row in East Sussex, to live out the remaining
years of his life at the Walhatch retirement home. During those latter
years he happily answered the many letters he received from interested
inquirers, and graciously entertained visitors from all parts of the world
who were eager to meet and talk with an Inkling. Barfield was the sole
surviving member of the Inklings, and his passing marks the end of one
of the most remarkable minds of the 20th century.

Christopher W. Mitchell
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