
 

 

How Barfield Thought: 

The Creative Life of Owen Barfield 

 

To   l ive  a  c reat ive   l i fe   i s  one  of   the   intent ions  o f  a  c reat ive  person.  

Dor is  B .  Wal lace  

 

In  order   to  become a  major   f igure   in  modern  art ,   the  Par is   s tockbroker  Pau l  

Gaugu in   le f t   fami ly  and  career  beh ind   to   journey   to  Tah i t i  and   the  South  of  F rance ,  

spread ing  syph i l i s  and  co l lect ing  ears .   In  order   to  pursue  h is  dream of  becoming  a  

wr i ter ,   the  Amer ican  bus inessman Sherwood Anderson   le f t   i t  a l l  beh ind   in  Oh io   to  

jo in  Hemingway  and  Ste in   in  Par i s .   I f  we  be l ieve   the   theory  o f  George  P icker ing   ( in  

Creat ive  Malady ) ,   such  very  d i f ferent   f igures  as  Char les  Darwin  and  Marce l  Proust  

“ f led”  as  wel l ,   though   the i r   f l ight  was   inwards :   they  made themselves   i l l   in  order   to  

create   the  necessary  space ,   f ree   f rom the  ob l igat ions  o f   the  quot id ian ,   in  which   they  

cou ld  do   the i r  work ,  wr i t ing   the  Orig in  o f  Spec ies  and Remembrance  of  Th ings  Past .  

In  order   to  make  a  contr ibut ion   to   the   l i fe  o f   the  mind,  however ,  be ing  a  

modern is t   runaway  or  h ideaway  has  not  been  an  abso lute  20th  Century  prerequ is i te .  

For  example ,   the  great  poet  and   insurance  company  execut ive  Wal lace  Stevens  and  

the   l ingu is t  and   f i re   retardat ion  eng ineer  Ben jamin  Whorf  both  accompl ished  much  

whi le  s tay ing  at  home  in  Connect icut  and  work ing   for   ( in   the  same bu i ld ing)   the  

Hart ford   Insurance  Company.  Not   far  away   in  New Jersey ,  Wi l l iam Car los  Wi l l iams  

combined  a  busy   l i fe  as  a   fami ly  doctor  w ith   the  work  o f  a  major  wr i ter .  

And   in  Eng land  an  Oxford  graduate  who had  asp i red   in  h is  youth   to  be  a  

c reat ive  wr i ter ,   seeming ly  surrendered   that  dream  in  order   to  serve   for  near ly   th i r ty  

years   in   the   fami ly   f i rm neverthe less  became a  profound s tudent  o f   the  evo lut ion  of  

consc iousness  whose  bequest   to   the  human  future  as  a  “posthumous  man”  cannot  

yet  be  ca lcu lated .  Whatever  h is  youthfu l  ambit ions  might  have  been,  Owen Barf ie ld ’s  

mature  creat ive   l i fe  was ,   l i ke  S tevens  and  Whorf  and  Wi l l iams,  avocat iona l .  Un l ike  

Lewis ,  he  d id  not  even  have   the   luxury  o f  a  un ivers i ty  patron—at   least  not  unt i l  

inst i tut ions   l ike   the  one  at  which  we meet   today  of fered  h im the  opportun i ty   for  a  

th i r ty  years  a l ter   second career .  

My remarks   today  are  based  on   the  assumpt ion   that   the  creat ive   l i fe  o f  Owen 

Barf ie ld   i s  a   sub ject  o f   rea l   in terest—and not   just  because  of   i t s  unorthodox ,  un l ike ly  

chronology  and  not   just   to   those  of  us  at   th is  Bar f ie ld  Centenary  who knew h im and  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loved  h im.   I f  we  seek   to  ascerta in ,  w i th  a   t ip ‐of ‐ the‐hat   to  one  of  h is  own books ,  

“how Barf ie ld   thought ,”  we may  d iscover   that   the  “how” of  Bar f ie ld ’s  ach ievement   i s  

as   in terest ing  as   the  “what .”  

I   can  do  no  more   today   than  of fer  a   sketch  of  what  “how Barf ie ld   thought”  

might   look   l ike .  These   remarks  are  pre l iminary ,  part  o f  a  work‐ in ‐progress   I   ca l l  

Genius  at  Work :  Three  Twent ieth  Century  Minds  and   the  Vocat ion  o f   the   Imaginat ion .  

That  book,  which  wi l l   compr ise  case  s tud ies  o f   the  avocat iona l  c reat ive   l ives  o f  

Bar f ie ld ,  S tevens ,  and  Whorf ,   i s  g reat ly   indebted   to   the   l i fe ’s  work  o f  Howard  E .  

Gruber  d is t ingu ished  professor  emer i tus  o f  psycho logy  at  our  host  o f  yesterday ,  

Co lumbia  Un ivers i ty ,  and   i f  my  overv iew of  Bar f ie ld ’s  c reat ive  work   i s   to  have  any  

c lar i ty ,   I  w i l l  need   to  beg in  by  o f fer ing  a  broad  out l ine  of  h is  approach. 1 

 

"The   idea  of  a  purposefu l ly  c reat ive   ind iv idual   seems  to  con jure  up   the  o ld  

argument   f rom des ign ,"  Gruber  wr i tes   (Darwin  on  Man  245) . 2 Gruber   (b .  1922)  

returns  h im to  center  s tage .3  In  seek ing   to  d is t ingu ish  between creat ive  work  and  

creat iv i ty ,  Gruber  demonstrates   that  c reat ion   i s  not   the   resu l t  o f   "a  set  o f  propert ies  

that  a  person  has   in  a  certa in  moment  and  carr ies  around with  h im."  "The  quest ion ,"  

in   fact ,  he  notes ,   " i s   rea l ly  not   the   ' iv i ty '  o f   i t—the  property   l i s t—but  how people  go  

about  do ing   i t  when they  do   i t"   (“From Ep is temic  Sub ject”  175) .  S ince   i t   i s  

ind isputab ly   the   fact   that  "Creat ive  works  are  constructed  over   long  per iods  o f  

t ime,"   the   laboratory  s imply  cannot  measure   them (“From Ep is temic  Sub ject”  171‐

72) .    

Gruber   thus  opposes  a l l  a t tempts   to  exp la in  creat ion   in  a  monol i th ic  way.  

Cr i t i ca l  o f   the  "k ind  of   reduct ion ism,   in  which  creat ive  work  becomes   'noth ing  but '  

an  express ion  of  persona l i ty"   (“And the  Bush”  281) ,  he   remains  equa l ly  dub ious  o f  an  

expans ive  yet  metaphys ica l  not ion   l ike  "gen ius" :   "There   i s  no  need,"  he  s tates  

                                            
1 My  r e m a r k s  h e r e  a r e  l a r g e l y  d r a w n  f r o m  m y  e s s a y  " Cr e a t i v e  W o r k :  On  

t h e  Me t h o d  o f  H o w a r d  Gr u b e r . "  Jo u r n a l  o f  H u m a n i s t i c  Ps y c h o l o g y  3 3 . 2  
( 1 9 9 3 ) :  1 0 1 - 2 1 .  

2 Un l e s s  o t h e r w i s e  i n d i c a t e d ,  a l l  i n t e r n a l  d o c u m e n t a t i o n  r e f e r s  t o  w o r k s  
b y  H o w a r d  Gr u b e r  ( s e e  b i b l i o g r a p h y  b e l o w ) .  

3 A  n a t i v e  o f  B r o o k l y n ,  Gr u b e r  w a s  e d u c a t e d  a t  B r o o k l y n  Co l l e g e  a n d  
Co r n e l l  Un i v e r s i t y ,  w h e r e  h e  r e c e i v e d  a  Ph . D .  i n  p s y c h o l o g y  i n  1 9 5 0 .  N o t  u n t i l  
t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  d e c a d e ,  h o w e v e r ,  d i d  b e  b e c o m e  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  
s c i e n c e  a n d ,  e s p e c i a l l y ,  i n  Ch a r l e s  D a r w i n .  H i s  c a r e f u l  s t u d y  o f  D a r w i n ' s  
n o t e b o o k s  l e d  t o  s e v e r a l  i m p o r t a n t  d i s c o v e r i e s  a b o u t  t h e  c r e a t i v e  p r o c e s s  a n d  
c u l m i n a t e d  i n  h i s  j o u r n e y  t o  Ge n e v a  t o  l e a r n  d e v e l o p m e n t a l  p s y c h o l o g y  f r o m  
Pi a g e t  h i m s e l f ,  t h e  p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  D a r w i n  o n  Ma n :  A  Ps y c h o l o g i c a l  S t u d y  o f  
Sc i e n t i f i c  Cr e a t i v i t y  ( 1 9 7 4 ,  1 9 8 1 ) ,  a n  e v e n t u a l  j o i n t  a p p o i n t m e n t  a t  t h e  
Un i v e r s i t y  o f  Ge n e v a  a n d  Ru t g e r s  Un i v e r s i t y ,  a n d  t h r e e  d e c a d e s  o f  r e s e a r c h  
i n t o  t h e  c r e a t i v e  p r o c e s s  g i v i n g  b i r t h  t o  h i s  c a s e  s t u d y  m e t h o d .  
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emphat ica l ly ,   " to   th ink  o f   the   ind iv idua l  as   so lv ing  prob lems  in  a  myster ious  way  

ca l led   'gen ius '"   (“The  Emergence  of  a  Sense”  6 ) .   (Thus ,   In  Creat ive  Peop le  at  Work ,  

he  wr i tes  skept ica l ly  o f  both  " the  path  of  Ho ly  Cow!"  and   that  o f   "Noth ing  But ,"  o f  

" inef fectua l  myst i f i cat ion"  and  " f ragmentary  measurement"   [“The  Evo lv ing  Systems 

Approach”  3 ] . )  H is   research   into   the  creat ive  process  has   instead  revea led  aga in  and  

aga in  someth ing  much  more  bas ic :   "a  d i f ferent  organ izat ion  of   the  system,  an  

organ izat ion   that  was  constructed  by   the  person  h imse l f   in   the  course  of  h is   l i fe ,   in  

the  course  of  h is  work ,  as  needed  in  order   to  meet   the   tasks   that  he  encountered  and  

that  he  set  h imse l f"   (“From Ep is temic  Sub ject”  177) .  

In   response   to   th is  need  Gruber  deve loped,  pract iced ,  and  championed   for  

three  decades  a  ”case  s tudy  method”—a complex ,  p lura l i s t i c ,   " id iograph ic"  

(Wal lace ,27)  means  of  o f fer ing  “ th ick  descr ipt ion”   (Geertz )  o f   " the  growth  of   thought  

in  a   rea l ,   th ink ing ,   fee l ing ,  dreaming  person"   (Gruber  “Aha  Exper iences”  4 ) . 4 

Understand ing  why  a  person   i s  c reat ive ,  Gruber   ins i s ts ,  does  not  exp la in  how he  

creates .   Instead,  he   remains  committed   to   the  d iscovery  o f  a  " theory  o f   the  

ind iv idua l"   (“And the  Bush”  274‐75) .   "We are   far   f rom deny ing   the   importance  of  

unconsc ious  processes ,"  Gruber  caut ions .   "We neverthe less  see   them as  occurr ing   in  

a  person  s t rugg l ing  and  of ten  succeed ing   in   tak ing  command of   them to  make   them 

serve   the   interests  o f  consc ious ly  and   f ree ly  chosen  enterpr ises"   (“ Inch ing”  248) .  

                                            
4 Gr u b e r  h a s  t a k e n  p a i n s  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  h i s  c a s e  s t u d y  m e t h o d  f r o m  

t h a t  o f  b i o g r a p h e r s ,  h i s t o r i a n s  o f  s c i e n c e  a n d  i d e a s ,  a n d  p s y c h o a n a l y t i c  
c r i t i c s .  I n t e l l e c t u a l  b i o g r a p h i e s  r a r e l y  i l l u m i n a t e  t h e  c r e a t i v e  p r o c e s s ,  Gr u b e r  
s h o w s ,  b e c a u s e  t h e y  " r u n  t h r o u g h  t h e  a c t u a l  w o r k  o f  h a r d  t h o u g h t  o f  t h e i r  
s u b j e c t s  f a r  t o o  b r i e f l y  t o  a n a l y z e  i t s  i n n e r  s t r u c t u r e ,  t e n s i o n s ,  g r o w t h "  ( ÒAn d  
t h e  B u s h Ó 2 9 0 ) ;  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n s  o f  t h e  g e n r e ,  i t s  c o m m i t m e n t  t o  t e l l i n g  a  
w h o l e  l i f e ,  n e c e s s i t a t e  s u p e r f i c i a l  c o v e r a g e  o f  c r e a t i o n ' s  d i f f i c u l t  w o r k .  
H i s t o r i a n s  f a r e  l i t t l e  b e t t e r :  " w o r k i n g  o n  d i f f e r e n t  s c a l e s  o f  t i m e  a n d  s o c i a l  
s p a c e , "  t h e y  o f t e n  " t r e a t  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  a s  t h o u g h  a  l i f e t i m e  o f  t h o u g h t  a n d  
w o r k  c o u l d  b e  c o m p r e s s e d  i n t o  a  s i n g l e  u n i t . "  Th e  r e s u l t  s t a n d s  i n  d i r e c t  
o p p o s i t i o n  t o  t h a t  w h i c h  Gr u b e r ' s  m e t h o d  y i e l d s :  " Th i s  c o m p r e s s i o n  h a s  
s o m e t i m e s  l e d  t o  o d d  j u x t a p o s i t i o n s  i n  w h i c h  t h e y  s e e  i n t e r n a l  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  
w h e r e  w e  w o u l d  s e e  c h a n g e  a n d  g r o w t h "  ( ÒAn d  t h e  B u s h Ó 2 9 0 ) .  An d  h i s t o r i a n s  
o f  s c i e n c e  s t a n d  a c c u s e d  o f  s t u d y i n g  " t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  d i s e m b o d i e d  i d e a s ,  
d e t a c h e d  f r o m  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l s  w h o  t h i n k  t h e m "  ( ÒCo g n i t i v e  Ps y c h o l o g y Ó 3 0 5 ;  
Gr u b e r  e c h o e s  h e r e  t h e  c o m p l a i n t  o f  S t i l l m a n  D r a k e ) .  B e t w e e n  t h e  c a s e  s t u d y  
a p p r o a c h  a n d  p s y c h o a n a l y s i s ,  t h e  c h a s m  i s  e v e n  w i d e r .  
 

Th e  c a s e  s t u d y  m e t h o d  .  .  .  i s  q u i t e  d i s t i n c t  f r o m  p s y c h o a n a l y t i c a l l y  
o r i e n t e d  p s y c h o b i o g r a p h y .  Su c h  s t u d i e s  h a v e  e m p h a s i z e d  t h e  
u n d e r l y i n g  m o t i v e s  o f  t h e  c r e a t i v e  p e r s o n ,  t h e i r  c h i l d h o o d  o r i g i n s ,  a n d  
t h e i r  n e u r o t i c  c h a r a c t e r .  Ou r  f o c u s  o f  a t t e n t i o n  h a s  b e e n  o n  h o w  
c r e a t i v e  p e o p l e  d o  t h e i r  w o r k ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  o n  w h y ,  a n d  o n  t h e  
d e v e l o p m e n t a l  p r o c e s s  w i t h i n  t h e  c a r e e r ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  o n  t h a t  l e a d i n g  
u p  t o  i t .  ( ÒI n c h i n g Ó 2 4 8 )  
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Gruber 's   "deep ly  phenomenolog ica l"   (“And  the  Bush”  278)  method,  h is  

"demyst i f i cat ion  of   the  creat ive  process"   (“ Inch ing”  243) ,   then,   "s tart [s ]  w i th  an  

ind iv idua l  whose  creat iv i ty   i s  beyond d ispute   .   .   .  and   then   .   .   .  map[s ] ,  as  carefu l ly  as  

[poss ib le ]   .   .   .   ,  what   i s  go ing  on   in   that  person 's  mind  over  a  per iod   in  which  creat ive  

breakthroughs  were  occurr ing"   (“Breakaway  Minds”  69) .   "The  phenomenolog ica l  

approach,"  Gruber  exp la ins ,   "beg ins  by   tak ing   the  sub ject ' s   reports  about  h imse l f  as  

an   inva luab le  po int  o f  departure ."  Employment  o f   such  a  method need  not   resu l t   in  

the  abandonment  o f  c r i t i ca l   judgment ;   for  " the  double   task  o f   reconstruct ing  events  

f rom the  sub ject ' s  po int  o f  v iew and   then  understand ing   them from our  own"   (“And 

the  Bush”  277)   remains .  

Whi le  acknowledg ing   that   there   i s  a  need   for   s tudy ing   ind iv idua ls   "be low the  

summit  o f  Mount  O lympus ,"  and  specu lat ing   that  " i t  may  even   turn  out   that  as  a   f ie ld  

o f   sc ient i f i c   inqu iry ,  ord inary  people  are  more   intr igu ing   than  extraord inary  ones ,"  

Gruber   ins i s ts   that  " the  ser ious  s tudy  of  c reat ive  work   requ ires  carefu l  and  

pro longed  attent ion   to   the   ind iv idua l  and  must  pay  spec ia l  a t tent ion   to   the  very  

great"   (“The  Evo lv ing  Systems Approach”  6 ;  “Which  Way  I s  Up?”  119) .  The  cho ice  o f  

sub jects   i s   l im ited ,  however ,  by  1 )   the  ava i lab i l i ty  o f  mater ia l—notebooks ,   journa ls ,  

manuscr ipts ,  e tc .—and 2)   the   researcher 's  ab i l i ty   to  understand   the  sub ject  matter  

invo lved   (“And the  Bush”  273) .  Gruber 's  own work  has  centered  on  Char les  Darwin  

and   Jean  P iaget ,  and  co l leagues  and  s tudents  have  used  h is  method to   invest igate  

such   ind iv idua ls  as  Anto ine  Lavo is ier ,  Wi l l iam Wordsworth ,  Michae l  Faraday ,  Wi l l iam 

James,  V incent  Van  Gogh,  Erasmus  Darwin ,  George  Bernard  Shaw,  S igmund Freud,  

Dorothy  R ichardson,  Ben jamin  Frank l in ,  A lbert  E inste in ,  Ana is  N in ,  and   John  Locke .5 

One  of   the  pract ica l   reasons   for  us ing   the  great  as   the   focus   for   s tudy  of   the  

creat ive  process   i s   s imply   the   fact   that  " they   leave  better   t races ."   Indeed,  " the  

mak ing  and   leav ing  of   t racks—pre l iminary  sketches ,  count less   rev is ions ,  ear ly  

notebooks ,  var ia t ions  on  a   theme  .   .   .   , "  Gruber  observes ,   " i s  part  and  parce l  o f   the  

process   i t se l f   .   .   .  a  k ind  of  act iv i ty  character i s t ic  o f  peop le  do ing  creat ive  work"  

(“Which  Way  I s  Up?”  119) .   (The  " foss i l   record"  o f   the  processes  o f  c reat ion ,  Gruber  

                                            
5 On e  o f  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  r e a s o n s  f o r  u s i n g  t h e  g r e a t  a s  t h e  f o c u s  f o r  s t u d y  

o f  t h e  c r e a t i v e  p r o c e s s  i s  s i m p l y  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  " t h e y  l e a v e  b e t t e r  t r a c e s . "  
I n d e e d ,  " t h e  m a k i n g  a n d  l e a v i n g  o f  t r a c k s Ñ p r e l i m i n a r y  s k e t c h e s ,  c o u n t l e s s  
r e v i s i o n s ,  e a r l y  n o t e b o o k s ,  v a r i a t i o n s  o n  a  t h e m e  .  .  .  , "  Gr u b e r  o b s e r v e s ,  " i s  
p a r t  a n d  p a r c e l  o f  t h e  p r o c e s s  i t s e l f  .  .  .  a  k i n d  o f  a c t i v i t y  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  
p e o p l e  d o i n g  c r e a t i v e  w o r k "  ( ÒW h i c h  W a y  I s  Up ?Ó 1 1 9 ) .  ( Th e  " f o s s i l  r e c o r d "  o f  
t h e  p r o c e s s e s  o f  c r e a t i o n ,  Gr u b e r  r e c o g n i z e s ,  m a y  w e l l  b e  s e l f - f u l f i l l i n g  
p r o p h e c y .  " W i t t i n g l y  o r  n o t , "  h e  n o t e s ,  c r e a t i v e  p e o p l e  " c r e a t e  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  
u n d e r  w h i c h  w e  c a n  s t u d y  t h e i r  d e v e l o p m e n t "  [ ÒW h i c h  W a y  I s  Up ?Ó 1 1 9 ] . )  
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recogn izes ,  may  wel l  be  se l f ‐ fu l f i l l ing  prophecy .   "Witt ing ly  or  not ,"  he  notes ,  c reat ive  

people  "create   the  cond i t ions  under  which  we can  s tudy   the i r  deve lopment"   [“Which  

Way  I s  Up?”  119] . ) 6 

The  s tudy  of  c reat ive  work ,  Gruber  wr i tes ,   i s   thus   l ike  a  " loud‐th ink ing  

exper iment"   (“And the  Bush  276) .   7  "To  p lace   the  person   in  h is tory ,   to  descr ibe  h is  

ensemble  of  metaphors ,   to  pay  c lose  at tent ion   to  h is   system of  categor ies  and   to  

changes   in  h is  un i ts  o f  ana lys i s ,   to  see  each  act iv i ty  as  part  o f  h is  network  of  

enterpr ises ,   to  search  out  and  examine   those  very  spec ia l   sk i l l s   that   the  part icu lar  

c reat ive  person  may  have ,  and   to   t ry   to  understand  h is   spec ia l  po int  o f  v iew"   (“From 

Ep is temic  Sub ject”  178)—this ,   in   summary ,   i s  Howard  Gruber 's  method  for   the  s tudy  

of  c reat ive  work .  H is  d iscover ies  are  many  and  va luab le .  A l low me to  enumerate  

some of   the  key  ones   (enumerated  on  your  handout ;   I  w i l l   read  on ly   the   text   in  bo ld ;  

fee l   f ree   to  peruse   the   remainder  yourse l f )  and   then,   in   turn ,  engage   in  a  “ loud  

                                            
6 W i t h  D a r w i n ' s  n o t e b o o k s  i n  m i n d ,  Gr u b e r  h a s  d e s c r i b e d  t h e  m a n n e r  i n  

w h i c h  h e  e n c o u n t e r s  a  t e x t :  
 

I  p r o c e e d e d  l i k e  a n  e x p l o r e r  i n  a  n e w  t e r r i t o r y ,  r e a d i n g  t h e  n o t e b o o k s  
t h r o u g h ,  o v e r  a n d  o v e r  a g a i n ,  f i g u r i n g  o u t  w h a t  h e  w a s  f o c u s i n g  o n ,  
w h a t  h i s  c r y p t i c  n o t e s  m e a n t ,  t r y i n g  t o  r e c r e a t e  h i s  t h o u g h t  p r o c e s s e s  
f r o m  o n e  d a y  t o  t h e  n e x t .  I  t r i e d  t o  f r e e z e  t h e  c u r r e n t  o f  h i s  t h i n k i n g  
a t  c r u c i a l  p o i n t s .  ( ÒB r e a k a w a y  M i n d s Ó 6 9 )  

 
7 L i k e  t h e  Ro m a n t i c  p o e t s  w h o  o f t e n  e n d e d  t h e i r  g r e a t  l y r i c a l  o u t b u r s t s  

w i t h  s t r a t e g i c  q u e s t i o n s  ( " D o  I  w a k e  o r  s l e e p ?" ) ,  Gr u b e r  a g a i n  a n d  a g a i n  
o f f e r s  f o r  o u r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  a  q u e s t i o n  t o  w h i c h  h e  d o e s  n o t  y e t  h a v e  t h e  
a n s w e r .  " H o w  d o  [ t h e  c r e a t i v e  p e r s o n ' s ]  p u r p o s e s  e v o l v e ?"  h e  p o n d e r s .  B u t  i t  
i s  o n l y  t h e  f i r s t  o f  a  c a t a l o g  o f  q u e s t i o n s :  
 

W h a t  d e t e r m i n e s  h i s  h i g h  l e v e l  o f  a s p i r a t i o n ? H o w  d o e s  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  
s e l f - c r i t i c i s m  w o r k ? H o w  d o e s  t h e  c r e a t i v e  p e r s o n  g r o w  s o  t h a t  h e  c a n  
c o n t i n u e  t o  a s s i m i l a t e  t h e  c r i t i c i s m  o f  o t h e r s  w i t h o u t  s u r r e n d e r i n g  h i s  
o w n  e v o l v i n g  v i s i o n ? ( ÒAn d  t h e  B u s h Ó 2 7 8 )  

 
I n  a n o t h e r  e s s a y  w e  f i n d  t h e  f o l l o w i n g :  " H o w  d o e s  a  c r e a t i v e  p e r s o n  k n o w  
w h a t  i s  n e w  f o r  h i m ? W h a t  i s  n e w  f o r  o t h e r s ?"  ( ÒAh a  Ex p e r i e n c e s Ó 5 0 ) .  An d  i n  
" Fr o m  Ep i s t e m i c  Su b j e c t  t o  Un i q u e  Cr e a t i v e  Pe r s o n  a t  W o r k , "  Gr u b e r  o b s e r v e s  
t h a t  " Th e  q u e s t i o n  o f  n o v e l t y Ñ a  q u e s t i o n  i n t r o d u c e d  v i a  Pi a g e t ' s  g e n e t i c  
e p i s t e m o l o g y Ñ i s  c e n t r a l . "  " H o w  i s  i t , "  h e  g o e s  o n  t o  a s k ,  " t h a t  c e r t a i n  
i n d i v i d u a l s  h a v e  d e v o t e d  t h e i r  l i v e s  o r  l a r g e  p o r t i o n s  o f  t h e i r  l i v e s  t o  t h e  
c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  n o v e l t y ?"  ( ÒFr o m  Ep i s t e m i c  Su b j e c t Ó 1 7 1 ) .  " Th e  m a i n  
q u e s t i o n , "  a f t e r  a l l ,  " i s n ' t  e x a c t l y  h o w  t h e y  s o l v e  t h e i r  p r o b l e m s ,  b u t  w h e r e  
t h e  p r o b l e m s  c o m e  f r o m "  ( ÒFr o m  Ep i s t e m i c  Su b j e c t Ó 1 7 8 ) .  Qu e s t i o n s  a r e  t h u s  
a s  i m p o r t a n t  a s  a n s w e r s .  As  Gr u b e r ' s  r e s e a r c h  h a s  d i s c o v e r e d ,  " Ra t h e r  t h a n  
t h i n k i n g  i n  o r d e r  t o  s o l v e  p r o b l e m s ,  t h e  p e r s o n  s t r i v i n g  t o  d e v e l o p  a  n e w  
p o i n t  o f  v i e w  s o l v e s  p r o b l e m s  i n  o r d e r  t o  e x p l o r e  d i f f e r e n t  a s p e c t s  o f  i t  a n d  
o f  t h o s e  p r o b l e m s  a n d  o f  t h o s e  d o m a i n s  t o  w h i c h  t h o s e  p r o b l e m s  a p p l y "  [ ÒTh e  
Em e r g e n c e  o f  a  Se n s e Ó 6 ] .  Su c h  a  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  a p p l i e s  t o  
Gr u b e r  h i m s e l f .  
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th ink ing  exper iment”   in  which  we cons ider  Bar f ie ld ’s  c reat ive  ach ievement  as  a   test  

case .  

 

For  creat ive  people  "a   long  and wel l ‐worked through apprent icesh ip   i s  v i ta l   to   the  

deve lopment  of  a  c reat ive   l i fe ."  The  part icu lar  c i rcumstances  vary :   "Teachers  and  

mentors  may  be   imposed  upon the  young  person,  or   sought  out ,  or  d iscovered   in  a  

lucky  acc ident .  They  may  be  phys ica l ly  present  or   far  away,   l i v ing  or  dead  models ."  

But   the  end  resu l t   i s   the  same:  "models  and  mentors   there  must  be ,  as  wel l  as   the  

d isc ip l ined  work  necessary   to  prof i t   f rom them"  (“Foreword   to  Notebooks  o f   the  

Mind”  x ) .   " I t   i s   sa fe   to  say ,"  Gruber  conc ludes ,   " that  no  case  of  c reat ive  ach ievement  

occurs  w ithout  a   long  apprent icesh ip"   (“The  Evo lv ing  Systems Approach”  15) .  

 

Though   there  was  apparent ly  no  “Great  Knock”   in   the   l i fe  o f  Owen Barf ie ld  as  

there  was   in  C .  S .   Lewis ’ ,   8 we  need  not   look   far   to   f ind  h is   teachers  and  mentors .  

A lways  qu ick   to  acknowledge  an   inte l lectua l  debt—if  we accept   the   famous  

Strav insky  max im that  “Bad  art i s ts  borrow;  great  ar t i s ts   s tea l”   (xxx ) ,  we  would  have  

to  categor ize  Bar f ie ld  as  a  bad  art i s t—Barf ie ld   le f t  us  c lear  accounts ,  espec ia l ly   the  

“Afterword”   to   the  Th i rd  Ed i t ion  of  Poet ic  D ic t ion ,  o f  h is   in f luences ,  h is  “ f r iends ,”  as  

he  ca l l s   them there :  Ernst  Cass i rer ,  F ranc is  Cornford ,  Susanne  Langer ,  Bruno  Sne l l ,  R .  

B .  On ians ,  Thor le i f  Boman,  M.  H .  Abrams,  E l i zabeth  Sewel l ,  Kath leen  Ra ine   .   .   .  But  

th is   roster   i s  on ly  o f   re lat ive ly  minor   teachers  and  mentors .  The  major   in f luences  are  

wel l  known:  Co ler idge ,  o f  course ,  and  Goethe,  Lewis  and  Ste iner .  

The  author  o f  a  book‐ length  s tudy  of  h is   in te l lectua l  deve lopment ,   the  ed i tor  

o f  h is   "ph i losophica l   le t ters"   for   the  s t i l l ‐ in ‐progress  def in i t ive  ed i t ion  of  h is  work ,  

Bar f ie ld  obv ious ly  owed a  substant ia l  debt   to  Samuel  Tay lor  Co ler idge .   I t  m ight  even  

be  sa id   that  Bar f ie ld   ident i f ied  with  h is   fe l low Romant ic  po lymath   for  a t   least   three  

reasons .  

 

(1 )  Be leaguered  s ince  h is  youth  by  prob lems with  s tammer ing ,  Bar f ie ld  

empath ized  with  Co ler idge 's  own d i f f i cu l t ies  w i th  speech.  Co ler idge ’s  

extraord inar i ly  un i fy ing  mind,  Bar f ie ld  wr i tes   in  “The  Ph i losophy  of  Samuel  

Tay lor  Co ler idge ,”  

 

                                            
8 Fo r  Le w i s Õ m e m o r a b l e  a c c o u n t  o f  h i s  g r e a t e s t  t e a c h e r ,  s e e  Ch a p t e r  I X  

o f  Su r p r i s e d  b y  Jo y .  
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was   too  pa infu l ly  aware   that  you  cannot   rea l ly   say  one   th ing  correct ly  

w i thout  say ing  everyth ing .  He  was   r ight ly  a f ra id   that   there  would  not  

be   t ime to  say  everyth ing  before  go ing  on   to  say   the  next   th ing ,  or   that  

he  would   forget   to  do  so  a f terwards .  H is   incoherence  of  express ion  

arose   f rom the  coherence  of  what  he  wanted   to  express .   I t  was  a  sort  

o f   in te l lectua l   s tammer.   (Romant ic i sm Comes  of  Age  146)    

 

(2 )  Co ler idge 's   fame and  reputat ion  have  suf fered ,  both   in  h is  own t ime and  

today ,  because  of  h is  presumed‐to‐be‐unhea l thy   interest   in  German 

ph i losophy—a pr ice  Bar f ie ld   too  has  pa id   in  a  century   in  which  Germany  has  

inaugurated   two wor ld  wars .  

 

Speak ing ,  as  he  had   to  do ,   to  h is  a l ready  empir ica l ly  minded  Eng l i sh  

contemporar ies ,  he  had,   so   to  speak ,   to   lay  down h is   t rack  as  he  went  

a long ,  and  caterp i l la r  wheels  are  s low compared  with  ord inary  wheeled  

t ract ion .  But   then   they  can  go   into  much  cruder  p laces .   I f   the  German 

th inkers  cou ld  count  on  at   least  a   second‐c lass   road  of  understand ing  

into   the  minds  o f   the i r   readers ,  Co ler idge   t r ied   to  penetrate  where  

there  was  no   longer  a   road  at  a l l ;   to  awaken   to  act ive   thought  minds  

for  which  " the  conce ivab le"  had  a l ready  been  "reduced  with in   the  

bounds  of   the  p ic turab le ."   (What  Co ler idge  Thought  43)  

 

(3 )  And,   l i ke  Co ler idge ,  Bar f ie ld  has  been  misunderstood  because  of   the  

unorthodox  and  misunderstood  nature  of  h is   in te l lectua l  pro ject—his  

" th ink ing  about   th ink ing ,"  or  "Beta‐ th ink ing"   (as  Bar f ie ld   terms   i t   in  Sav ing  

the  Appearances ) .  

 

In  Romant ic i sm Comes  of  Age ,  Bar f ie ld  contrasts  Co ler idge  with  Goethe,  another  o f  

Bar f ie ld ’s  major  mentors ,  a  compar ison  which   leads   to  an   i l luminat ing ,  a lmost  

phys iognomic ,  descr ipt ive  ana lys i s  o f  Co ler idge 's  phys ica l  appearance:    

 

Goethe  had  h is   feet   f i rmly  p lanted  on   the  earth .  As  a  sc ient i s t ,  as  a  knower ,  

he   large ly  conf ined  h imse l f   to   the   rea lm of  natura l   sc ience  and  h is   regu lar  

industry  combined  with  h is  great  gen ius  had  by   the  end  of  h is   l i fe   i l luminated  

th is   rea lm with  a  s tead i ly   increas ing   f lood  of   l ight .  Co ler idge  never  succeeded 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in   f ind ing  h is   feet  on  earth  at  a l l .   Look  at   the  portra i t  o f  h im  in   the  Nat iona l  

Portra i t  Ga l lery   in  London,  and  you  wi l l   fee l   the   fu l l   force  of  Wordsworth 's  

descr ipt ion:  

 

The   rapt  one  of   the  god l ike   forehead,    

The  heaven‐eyed  creature    

 

Compare   the  majesty  o f   the   forehead  and   the  eyes  w ith   the  pathet ica l ly  weak  

mouth .  He  h imse l f   sa id   that  he  had  "power  without  s t rength ."  He  was  

cont inua l ly   forming  vast   schemes  of  works   to  be  wr i t ten  on  every  conce ivab le  

sub ject ,  or  on  a l l  a t  once ,  which  he  never  had   the  energy   to  carry  out .  

(Romant ic i sm Comes  of  Age  161‐62)  

 

In   the   f ina l   reckon ing ,  perhaps   the  ever‐so l id  Bar f ie ld  had  more   in  common with   the  

f i rmly‐grounded Goethe.  

Though   the   famous  ded icat ion  of  C .  S .   Lewis ’  Al legory  o f  Love  

 

“To  Owen Barf ie ld ,  w isest  and  best  o f  my unof f ic ia l   teachers .”  

 

would  suggest   that   the  pedagog ica l   current  between Lewis  and  h is  “second  f r iend”  

f lowed  in   the  oppos i te  d i rect ion ,  Bar f ie ld   took  pa ins   in  a  1964  address  at  Wheaton  

Co l lege   to  correct   the   record :  

 

He  says   in  Surpr i sed  by   Joy   [200]   that  he  be l ieves   I   in f luenced  h im more   than  

he   in f luenced  me.   I f   that   i s   t rue ,  which   I  very  much  doubt ,   i t   i s  because  he  

made  i t  poss ib le .  When he  showed me that  passage   in   typescr ipt  before   the  

book  had  gone   to   the  pr inter ,   I   to ld  h im he  ought   to  add   that   i t  was  he   that  

taught  me how to   th ink  at  a l l .   (Owen Barf ie ld  on  C .  S .   Lewis  9 )  

 

Bar f ie ld ’s  other  great   teacher—his  greatest   teacher—was  of  course  Rudol f  S te iner ,  

about  whom  I  w i l l  have  more   to  say   in  a  moment .  

There   i s ,  o f  course ,  another   less   favorab le  way,  o f   look ing  at   the   re lat ionsh ip  

o f  Bar f ie ld   to  h is   in f luences .  As  post ‐s t ructura l i s t  Haro ld  B loom has  suggested ,   i t  may  

wel l  be   that  every  great  “be lated”  poet  must  s t rugg le  w ith   the  ancestra l  patr i s t ic  

vo ice  o f  a  predecessor  poet ,  which  he  must  defens ive ly  misremember  /  mispr ise  /  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plag iar i ze .  B lake  s t rugg les   to  be  B lake  under   the  anx iety  o f   in f luence  of  Mi l ton;  Yeats  

can  become Yeats  on ly  by  avo id ing   the  powerfu l   legacy  o f  B lake .  S tevens  comes  up  

aga inst   the  wind  of  Emerson.  Bar f ie ld ’s  “precuror  “poets”—Coler idge ,  Goethe,  

S te iner—are  never   far   f rom h is   thought . 9 Does  Bar f ie ld  misread   these  sources?  

P lag iar i ze   them?10  I t   i s  d i f f i cu l t   to  conce ive  of   the  se l f ‐e f fac ing  Bar f ie ld  gu i l ty  o f  

B loomian  cr imes  aga inst   the   father .  H is   i s   the  dec ided ly  pre‐s t ructura l i s t   s tance  of  

Newton:   i f  he  saw  further ,   i t  was  because  he  s tood  on   the  shou lders  o f  g iants .  

 

Ear ly   in   the ir   l i fe 's  work ,  c reat ive   ind iv iduals  make  "good moves"—strateg ies ,  " f i rs t  

s t roke[s]  o f   the  brush   [which]   t ransform the  canvas"—that  "set   the  s tage   for   the  

protracted  creat ive  work  of  which   i t   i s  on ly  a  part"   (“From Epistemic  Subject”  172) .  

(These  moves  are  o f ten   recorded   in  an  " in i t ia l   sketch" :  a  " rough  draf t  or  ear ly  

notebook   to  which   the  worker  can   repa i r   f rom t ime to   t ime—that  serves  as  a   sort  o f  

gyroscope   for   the  oeuvre"   [“ Inch ing”  265‐66] . )  Though "de lays ,   tangents ,  and   fa lse  

s tarts"  are  equal ly  as  common and "a lmost   inev itab le ,"  c reat ive   ind iv iduals   f ind  

ways  of  managing   the ir  work  "so   that   these   inconc lus ive  moves  become f ru i t fu l  and  

enr ich ing ,  and  at   the  same t ime so   that  a  sense  of  d i rect ion   i s  mainta ined."  

"Without  such  a  sense  of  d i rect ion ,"   in   fact ,  as  Gruber  shows,   " the  would‐be  creator  

may  produce  a  number  o f   f ine  s t rokes ,  but   they  wi l l  not  accumulate   toward  a  great  

work"   (“ Inch ing”  265) .  

 

Bar f ie ld ’s  “good move”  was  obv ious ly  Poet ic  D ic t ion ,  an  ear ly  work   (pub l i shed  

when he  was   th i r ty ,  but  begun  when he  was   in  h is  ear ly   twent ies )  and  which  conta ins  

in  germ much  of  what  would  eventua l ly ,  under   the   in f luence  of  S te iner ,  become h is  

concept ion  of   the  evo lut ion  of  consc iousness .  

There  are ,  however ,   fa l se  s tarts   in  Bar f ie ld ’s   l i fe  as  wel l .   I t   i s  poss ib le   to  

ident i fy  a t   least   three  Bar f ie ld   fa l se  s tarts .  

                                            
9 I n  t h e  Ow e n  B a r f i e l d :  Ma n  a n d  Me a n i n g  I n t e r v i e w ,  G.  B .  Te n n y s o n  

s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  f o r m u l a  i s  p o s s i b l e :  B a r f i e l d  i s  t o  S t e i n e r  a s  
S t e i n e r  w a s  t o  Go e t h e .  

10 Re c a l l ,  i f  y o u  w i l l ,  B a r f i e l d Õs  d e f e n s e  o f  Co l e r i d g e  a g a i n s t  N o r m a n  
Fr u m a n Õs  n o t o r i o u s  c h a r g e  t h a t  h e  h a d  s t o l e n  f r o m  t h e  Ro m a n t i c  i d e a l i s t s :  
w h e n  t h e  B r i t i s h  Ro m a n t i c  f o u n d  t h a t  t h e  a u t h o r  h e  w a s  r e a d i n g  h a d  r e a c h e d  
t h e  l e v e l  o f  h i s  o w n  t h o u g h t  p r o c e s s e s ,  h e  w o u l d  j u s t  q u o t e  t h a t  o t h e r  v o i c e ,  
t h u s  s a v i n g  h i m s e l f  t h e  t r o u b l e  o f  f i n d i n g  t h e  m e a n s  o f  h i s  o w n  a r t i c u l a t i o n .  
I n  t h e  i n t e r v i e w  f o r  Ow e n  B a r f i e l d :  Ma n  a n d  Me a n i n g  a n d  e l s e w h e r e ,  B a r f i e l d  
t a k e s  p a i n s  t o  p o i n t  o u t  t h a t  h e  h a d  a l r e a d y  d i s c o v e r e d  t h e  b a s i c  c o n c e p t  o f  
t h e  e v o l u t i o n  o f  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  ( a s  h e  d e m o n s t r a t e s  i n  Po e t i c  D i c t i o n )  p r i o r  t o  
e n c o u n t e r i n g  a n t h r o p o s o p h y .  
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1 )  As   the  pub l icat ion  of   severa l  ear ly  p ieces   ind icate ,  Bar f ie ld  exh ib i ted  an  

inc ip ient   in terest   in  economic   i ssues .  L ike  h is  contemporar ies  Wyndham Lewis  

and  Ezra  Pound,  economics  was   l inked   in  h is  mind   to  quest ions  o f  

consc iousness  and  creat ion .  Noth ing  much  was   to  come of   th is  ear ly  

avocat ion ,  however .  

 

2 )   In   le t ters  and   interv iews   in   the  Wade Co l lect ion ,  Bar f ie ld  acknowledges  h is  

ear ly   in tent   to  make  an   important  contr ibut ion   to  a  modern  understand ing  of  

sexua l i ty .  With   the  except ion  of  h is  poetry  and  some of  h is   f i c t ion ,   there   i s  

l i t t le   ind icat ion   that  anyth ing  ever  became of   th is  ambit ion ,   though   in  

Unancestra l  Vo ice ’s   somet imes   f rank  cons iderat ion  of   the  prob lems of  puberty  

and   in   the  acknowledged  presence ,  never  embraced  but  never  ent i re ly  

re jected ,  o f  D .  H .  Lawrence,  we  can  catch  a  g l impse  of   the   l ight  Bar f ie ld  might  

have  shed  on  sex   i f  he  had  brought  h is   focus   to  bear  on   i t .  

 

3 )  At   the   t ime of   the i r  graduat ion   f rom Oxford ,  both  Lewis  and  Bar f ie ld  

probab ly   thought  o f   themselves  as  c reat ive  wr i ters ,  asp i r ing  poets  and  

nove l i s ts ,  and   though   they  both  ended up   fo l lowing  paths   that   led   them to  

pr imar i ly  become wr i ters  o f  h igh ly   in te l lectua l  non‐ f ic t ion ,  on ly  Lewis  was  

ab le   to   remain  a  wr i ter  o f  be l les ‐ le t t res   (and  a  bestse l l ing  one  at   that ) ,  

though  not  a  poet .11 A f ter  be ing  ca l led  away   f rom h is  post ‐Oxford  Long  

Crendon per iod  at tempt   to  make   i t  as  a  wr i ter   to  work   in  h is   fa ther ’s   law  f i rm 

(and   in  London he  d id  part ic ipate   in  a  wr i ters ’  g roup   that   inc luded  T .  S .  E l io t ) ,  

a f ter   severa l  not   terr ib ly   success fu l  excurs ions   in to   the   f i c t iona l   (Engl i sh  

Peop le ,  Night  Operat ion ) ,  Bar f ie ld  would  never  aga in  put  h is   fu l l   c reat ive  

energ ies   in to   the  wr i t ing  o f   imag inat ive   l i terature ,   though  he  would  author  a  

s tunn ing  poet ic  drama,  Orpheus ,   in   the  1940s  and  wr i te  an  occas iona l  poem.  

Post ‐ ret i rement ,  post ‐Sav ing   the  Appearances ,  he  would ,  however ,   seek  a  new 

form of  express ion ,  produc ing ,   in  Worlds  Apart :  A  D ia logue  of   the  S ix t ies  and  

Unancestra l  Vo ice ,   two un ique  var iat ions  on   the  ph i losophica l  d i logue.  

                                            
11 A  f a l s e  s t a r t  a s  a n  a r t i s t  i s  s o m e t h i n g  B a r f i e l d  s h a r e d  w i t h  Ru d o l f  

S t e i n e r .  An n e  B a n c r o f t  t e l l s  u s  t h a t  u n d e r  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  h i s  s e c o n d  w i f e  
Ma r i e  v o n  S i v e r s ,  a n  a c t r e s s ,  S t e i n e r ,  t h e n  s e c r e t a r y  o f  t h e  Ge r m a n  b r a n c h  o f  
t h e  Th e o s o p h i c a l  s o c i e t y ,  s o u g h t  f o r  a  t i m e  t o  g i v e  t h e  m o v e m e n t Õs  k e y  i d e a s  
a r t i s t i c  f o r m Ñ i n  p a i n t i n g ,  p o e t r y ,  d r a m a .  Th e  s o c i e t y Õs  u n h a p p i n e s s  w i t h  s u c h  
a n  a p p r o a c h  w a s  a  k e y  f a c t o r  i n  S t e i n e r Õs  d e p a r t u r e  ( 1 9 7 - 9 8 ) .  
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Creat ive  people ,  Gruber  has   found,  are  not  as   i so lated  as  once  be l ieved:   they  are ,  

in   fact ,  extremely  good at  co l laborat ing ,  at   interact ing  with  peers .  They  of ten  

devote   the i r   sk i l l s  and  a  surpr is ing  amount  o f   t ime to  estab l i sh  env i ronments  and  

peer  groups   ("persona l  a l leg iances" )  capab le  o f  nurtur ing   the i r  work   (“Breakaway  

Minds”  72 ;  “And  the  Bush”  294‐95) .  

 

I  p robab ly  do  not  need   to  e laborate  on   the  s ign i f i cance  of  Bar f ie ld ’s  peers ,  

s ince  many  of   the  most   important  “FOBs”   ( i f  you  wi l l )   in   the  second ha l f  o f  h is   l i fe  

are  gathered   in   th is   room.  But  a l low me,   i f  you  wi l l ,   to  o f fer  one  observat ion  on   the i r  

p ivota l   ro le   in  h is  c reat ive  work  and   then  move  on   to   the  quest ion  of  Bar f ie ld ’s  

poss ib le  co l laborat ion .  

In  an   interv iew  (with  Ly le  Dorsett )   to  be   found  in   the  Wade Co l lect ion ,  

Bar f ie ld  admits ,   in  a  moment  o f   s tart l ing  candor ,   that  h is  w i fe  Maud,  over  a  decade  

h is   sen ior ,  never  approved  of  h is  anthroposophica l   inc l inat ions .  Maud,  he  specu lates ,  

thought  o f  h is   in terest   in  S te iner  as   the  sort  o f   in fatuat ion  a  young  man might  

succumb to :  “she  be ing  so  much  o lder   than  me,   .   .   .   she   looked  on  me when  I   f i r s t  got  

in terested   in  S te iner  as  be ing  a  young  man,   sort  o f   swept  o f f  my   feet .”  H is   inv i tat ions  

to   lecture  across   the  At lant ic ,   i t   seems,  changed  her  mind:  ”when  I  began   to   teach   in  

Amer ica ,  and  obv ious ly  was   respected ,   I   th ink  she  saw that   there  was  more   to  me 

inte l lectua l ly ,   so   to  speak ,   than  she ’d  assumed.”   ( Interv iew with  Ly le  Dorsett ,  

7/19/84;  Wade Co l lect ion) .  On   the  home f ront ,  a t   least ,  Bar f ie ld ’s  acceptance  by  h is  

peer  group  here   in   the  Uni ted  States  and  Canada,   the  pass ionate   interest  o f  

Bar f ie ld ians  at  Drew,   the  Univers i ty  o f  Missour i ,   the  Un ivers i ty  o f  Br i t i sh  Co lumbia ,  

Brandeis ,  Wheaton  Co l lege ,   the  Univers i ty  o f  Ca l i forn ia  Fu l ler ton ,   the  L ind is farne  

Assoc iat ion ,  made h is  c reat ive   l i fe  much  eas ier .  

As   for   the  quest ion  of  co l laborat ion ,   I  have  on ly  quest ions   to  o f fer .  Gruber  

has  noted   that  a   f ina l   f ront ier   in   the  s tudy  of   the  creat ive  process  may  wel l  be   the  

nature  of  co l laborat ion .  At  present   l i t t le   i s  known about  how two  ind iv idua ls   ( say  

Watson  and  Cr ick )  work   together  over   t ime.  Shou ld  we th ink  o f  Bar f ie ld  and  Ste iner  

as  co l laborators?  Ear l ier   I  had  categor ized  Bar f ie ld  as  p lay ing   the   ro le  o f  a   teacher   in  

Bar f ie ld ’s   l i fe .  But  perhaps   that   i s  not   the   r ight  way   to   th ink  o f   the i r   re lat ionsh ip .  

Obv ious ly ,   they  d id  not  work   together ;  beyond Barf ie ld ’s   fa tefu l  a t tendance  at   that  

S te iner   lecture   in   the  ear ly  1920s   ( in   the   last  years  o f  S te iner ’s   l i fe ) ,   they  had  no  

persona l  contact .  But   in  a  very   rea l   sense  might  we not  cons ider  Bar f ie ld  and  Ste iner  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as  co l laborators ,  not  perhaps  on   the  order  o f  Watson  and  Cr ick ,  but ,   say ,   l i ke  P lato  

and  Socrates?  C lear ly ,   the  Ste iner/Barf ie ld  co l laborat ion  wi l l  p rove   to  be  a   f ina l  

f ront ier   in  understand ing  Owen Barf ie ld ’s  ach ievement .  And   that  w i l l  mean  that   some 

of  us  who know Barf ie ld ’s  work   int imate ly  w i l l  need   to  surrender  our  C .  S .   Lewis ‐ l ike  

reservat ions  and  seek   to  master  S te iner  equa l ly  wel l .  

 

Creat ive  people  are  wi l l ing   to  work  hard   for  a  very   long   t ime,  even   i f   such  work  

does  not  produce   immediate   resu lts  or   rewards ,  and  th is  work   remains  en joyable  

for   them.   "Perhaps   the  s ing le  most   re l iab le   f ind ing   in  our  s tud ies ,"  Gruber  observes ,  

" i s   that  c reat ive  work   takes  a   long   t ime.  With  a l l  due  apo log ies   to   thunderbo l ts ,  

c reat ive  work   i s  not  a  matter  o f  mi l l i seconds ,  minutes ,  or  even  hours—but  o f  

months ,  years ,  and  decades"   (“ Inch ing”  265) .   (True  d iscovery   i s  actua l ly  governed  by  

a  k ind  of   i rony ,  as  Gruber  notes :   " In   the  heat  o f   the  moment ,   smal l  advances   fee l  

g reat ,  and  ones   that   turn  out   to  be  cruc ia l   s l ip   in  qu iet ly"   [“Aha  Exper iences”  43] . )  

Creat ive   ind iv idua ls   shou ld  not  be   thought  o f  as  obsessed  or   fanat ic :   " the  creat ive  

person  cannot  s imply  be  dr iven ,"  Gruber  wr i tes .   "He  must  be  drawn to  h is  work  by  

v i s ions ,  hopes ,   joy  o f  d iscovery ,   love  of   t ruth ,  and  sensuous  p leasure   in   the  creat ive  

act iv i ty   i t se l f"   (“And  the  Bush”  294) .  "The  part ia l  decoupl ing  of   the  product ion  of  

ideas   f rom the ir  d isseminat ion  and explo i tat ion"   interests  Gruber ;  he  c i tes   the  

examples  of  Mendel  and  the  geolog ist  Wegener   (who d iscovered  cont inenta l  dr i f t  

and  theor ized  the  ex is tence  of   tectonic  p lates) .  Both  of   these  men "made 

fundamenta l  d iscover ies ,  a t tempted   to  d isseminate   the i r   ideas ,  and  ran   into   the  

s tone  wal l  o f   in te l lectua l   inert ia   (e i ther   through  be ing   ignored  or   r id icu led) ,  on ly   to  

be   ' rehab i l i ta ted '  years   la ter"   (“H is tory  and  Creat ive  Work”  6 ) . 12 

 

There   i s  no  more   important  quest ion   in  exp lor ing  Bar f ie ld ’s  c reat ive  work  

than   the   ra ised  here  by  Gruber .  How cou ld  Owen Barf ie ld  have  kept  at   the  d i f f i cu l t  

avocat iona l  work  o f  a   l i fe t ime with  so   l i t t le  acc la im and  so   l i t t le  guarantee  of   the  

                                            
12 Th e  a b i l i t y  t o  e n d u r e  n o n - r e c o g n i t i o n ,  Gr u b e r  s p e c u l a t e s ,  m a y  w e l l  

h a v e  e c o n o m i c  a n d  s o c i a l  c a u s e s :  " Th e  s i m p l e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  f o r  s o m e  t i m e  
n o  v i s i b l e  p r o d u c t  m e a n s  e i t h e r  t h a t  s o c i e t y  m u s t  s a n c t i o n  a  p e r i o d  o f  n o n -
p r o d u c t i v i t y  o r  t h a t  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  m u s t  f i n d  s o m e  w a y  o f  e s c a p i n g  s o c i e t y ' s  
d e m a n d s .  Th e  f o r m e r  c o u r s e  w a s  o p e n  t o  D a r w i n  b e c a u s e  h i s  f a m i l y  w a s  w e l l  
o f f .  H i s  n e a r  c o n t e m p o r a r y  A l f r e d  Ru s s e l l  W a l l a c e  c a m e  f r o m  a  p o o r  f a m i l y  
a n d  h a d  n o  s u c h  r e s o u r c e s ;  h e  t o o k  t h e  l a t t e r  c o u r s e ,  l i v i n g  i n  Ma l a y s i a  
e s s e n t i a l l y  o n  s a v i n g s  a t  t h e  t h e o r e t i c a l  t u r n i n g  p o i n t  i n  h i s  l i f e "  ( ÒH i s t o r y  
a n d  Cr e a t i v e  W o r k Ó 5 - 6 ) .  
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disseminat ion  of  h is   ideas?13 At   the  end  of  h is   l i fe ,   in   f ra i l  hea l th ,  hav ing  out l ived  

Jack  Lewis  by   th i r ty  years  and  To lk ien  by   twenty  and  with  no  guarantee ,  other   than  

the  cont inu ing   interest  o f  peop le   l ike   those  gathered   in   th is   room,   that  h is  work  

would  surv ive  h im—that  h is  “memes,”  as   soc iob io log is t  R ichard  Dawkins  ca l l s   them,  

would  become permanent   factors   in   the  “meme pool”  o f   in te l lectua l  h is tory—his  

commitment   to  h is  own  ideas  had  scarce ly  d imin ished.  A   future   rev is i t ing  o f  Leon  

Ede l ’ s   f ine  essay  “Portra i t  o f   the  Art i s t  as  an  O ld  Man”  might  do  wel l   to   inc lude  

Bar f ie ld  a long  with   the   l ikes  o f  To ls toy  and  Yeats  and  Henry   James.  

 

Creat ive   ind iv iduals ,  Gruber  d iscovers ,  "need to  know a   lot  and  cu lt ivate  spec ia l  

sk i l l s"   ( “Breakaway  Minds”  71) :  Darwin ,   for  example ,  knew a   t remendous  amount  

about  such  esoter ic   sub jects  as  barnac les  and  an imal  breed ing ,  knowledge  which  

shaped  h is  d iscover ies  about  evo lut ion;  Leonardo 's  prec ise  knowledge  of  anatomy 

in formed h is  ar t ;  Newton 's  hands‐on  exper ience  as   the  maker  o f   sc ient i f i c  

inst ruments  was  " instrumenta l"   to  h is   theory‐mak ing   (“Foreword   to  Notebooks  o f   the  

Mind”  x ) .  Creat ive   ind iv idua ls   somet imes  acqu ire   th is  knowledge   through  a  "spec ia l  

k ind  of  narc iss i sm"   (“And the  Bush”  280)   such  as   that  exh ib i ted  by  Darwin  when he  

used  h imse l f  as  h is   sub ject   in  order   to  s tudy  man's  h igher   facu l t ies .  Such  narc iss i sm 

was ,  o f  course ,   s imply  not  necessary  when he  was  s tudy ing  barnac les .  Creat ive  

ind iv iduals ,  Gruber  has  d iscovered,  possess  a  "network  of  enterpr ises ,"   that   i s ,  

" they  become the  sort  of  people  who can  eas i ly  handle  seeming ly  d i f ferent  but  

int imate ly   re lated  act iv i t ies .  They  become h igh ly  sk i l led   jugg lers"   (“Breakaway 

Minds”  71) .   ( " In   the  course  of  a   s ing le  day  or  week,"  Gruber  notes ,   " the  act iv i t ies  o f  

the  person  may  appear ,   f rom the  outs ide ,  as  a  bewi lder ing  misce l lany .  But   the  person  

i s  not  d isor iented  or  dazz led .  He  or   she  can   read i ly  map each  act iv i ty  onto  one  or  

another  enterpr ise"   [“The  Evo lv ing  Systems Approach”  13] . )  That  c reat ive  work   i s  

o f ten  "spread  out  over  months  and  years  has  consequences   for   the  organ izat ion  of  

purpose ."  For  " in  order   to  make  grand  goa ls  a t ta inab le ,   the  creator  must   invent  and  

pursue  subgoa ls ."   Ind iv idua ls  must   f ind  ways  o f  manag ing   the i r   tasks   through  a  

network  of  enterpr ises   (“ Inch ing”  265) .  

 

No  one   in   th is   room doubts   that  Owen Barf ie ld  knew a   lot .   I   for  one  have  

never  encountered  a  wr i ter/ th inker  who humbled  me more .  Though  he ,  o f  course ,  
                                            

13 W e  w o u l d  d o  w e l l  t o  r e m e m b e r  t h a t  S t e i n e r ,  t o o ,  s p e n t  a l m o s t  
t w e n t y  y e a r s  a t  v a r i o u s  p r o j e c t s  b e f o r e  g e t t i n g  d o w n  t o  h i s  l i f e  w o r k  
( B a n c r o f t  1 9 0 ) .  



The Collected Works of David Lavery 14 
 

 

downplayed  how wel l   read  he  was ,  he  was  ab le   to  at   least  c reate   the   i l lus ion   that  he  

possessed  a  so l id  amateur  understand ing  of   (a  part ia l   l i s t  on ly ) :  anthropology ,  

l i terary  c r i t i c i sm,  ph i lo logy ,  h is tory  o f   sc ience ,  Darwin ian  evo lut ion ,   the  h is tory  o f  

ph i losophy,  quantum phys ics ,  genet ic  psycho logy ,   theo logy ,   the  h is tory  or   re l ig ion   .   .  

.  Were  Bar f ie ld ’s  ec lect ic ,   in terd isc ip l inary   in te l lectua l  pass ions  a  consc ious   imitat ion  

of  h is  po lymath ic  masters  Co ler idge ,  Goethe,  and  Ste iner?  Perhaps .  But   le t  us   reca l l  

that  none  of   them had  a  day   job .  

How then  d id  Bar f ie ld  do   i t?   In  Unancestra l  Vo ice ,  Bar f ie ld  o f fers  us  a   rare  

portra i t  o f  h imse l f  a t  work :  

 

One  of   the  d isadvantages  o f   l i v ing   in   the   twent ieth  century   i s   that ,  on  a lmost  

any  sub ject ,   there   i s   too  much  read ing  mater ia l  ava i lab le .  He  had   long  ago  

d iscovered   that   the  on ly   f ru i t fu l  way  of  p lough ing  a   furrow through   the  

p lethora  was   to  be   in  pursu i t  o f   some part icu lar  quarry .   I t  was   l ike  d ipp ing  a  

thread   into  a   l iqu id  conta in ing  crysta ls   in   so lut ion .  The  crysta ls  gathered  

round the   thread.  You  se lected  ruth less ly ,  but   in   the  process  you  read  much,  

you  read  swi f t ly ,  and  your  mind  was  a lert .  What  you  d id  not   reta in  you  were  

neverthe less  more  a l ive   to   than  you  would  otherwise  have  been;  what  you  d id  

reta in  you  d igested .   .   .   .   So   i t   came about   that  he  spent   the   f i r s t  year  o f  h is  

ret i rement   in  s tudy ing—or  perhaps  " ra id ing"  would  be  a   less  presumptuous  

term—the h is tory  o f  Western   thought .   .   .   .   (74)  

 

Obv ious ly ,  no  one  knew better   than  Owen Barf ie ld  “how to  gut  a  book,”   to  use  a  

phrase   I   co ined   in  a  Georg ia  Rev iew art ic le  a   few years  back .  But  he  knew much  

more:  how to  synthes ize   ideas ,  po ints  o f  v iew,   theor ies   that  on ly  seemed to  be  

wor lds  apart .   I t  was   th is  uncanny  ab i l i ty   that  made h is  work  o f   in terest   to  minds  as  

d i f ferent  as  Dav id  Bohm and  Marsha l l  McLuhan,  Wi l l iam  I rwin  Thompson and  Rupert  

She ldrake ,  Norman O.  Brown and  Sau l  Be l low,   James  H i l lman and  Howard  Nemerov.  

 

Creat ion   i s  not  necessar i ly   the   resu lt  o f  great  sk i l l  or   inte l l igence.  Be ing  br i l l iant  

and  be ing  creat ive ,  Gruber  has   found,  can  be  quite  d is t inct .  T .  H .  Hux ley ,   "Darwin 's  

bu l ldog ,"  was ,  by  a l l  es t imates ,   "br i l l iant ,"  whi le  Darwin  h imse l f  was  "somewhat  

s lower  and  s tead ier"   (as  he  admits   in  h is  autob iography) ,  but   i t  was  Darwin  who 

made the  great  d iscover ies .  Nor  was  E inste in   the  best  mathemat ic ian  of  h is  day  

(“From Ep is temic  Sub ject”  178) .   "To  be  creat ive  means   to  be  somebody  do ing  a   long ,  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hard   job ,  p ick ing  someth ing   that  other  people  are  not  go ing   to  do ,  can ' t  do ,  would  be  

a f ra id   to  do .  You  have   to  want   to  do   i t .  You  have   to   remember   that  you  want   to  do   i t  

even  when you  run  away   f rom  i t   for  a  whi le  out  o f  agony.   .   .   .   you  have   the  

conf idence   to  keep  on  go ing"   (Contemporary  Authors  119 ,  128‐29) .  Great  sk i l l   i s  

l i kewise  eas i ly  overemphas ized .  Forgers ,  as  Gruber  po ints  out ,  may  exh ib i t   sk i l l  equa l  

to   that  o f   the  great  ar t i s ts   they  mimic  but   they  do  not  use   i t   for  c reat ive  work  

(“ Inch ing”  244‐45) .   "The  creat ive  person  must  deve lop  a  sense  of   ident i ty  as  a  

c reat ive  person,  a   sense  of  h is  or  her  own spec ia lness"   (“And the  Bush”  294‐95) .  

Creat ive  people  possess ,  and  seek   to  possess ,  un ique  po ints  o f  v iew,  spec ia l  

perspect ives  on   the  wor ld .  Such  po ints  o f  v iew,   in   fact ,  a re   l ike ly   to  d is t ingu ish   the  

creat ive  person  more   than  any  part icu lar  prob lem so lv ing  ab i l i ty .  

 

A  natura l ly  modest  man,  Owen Barf ie ld  was  never  one   to  exto l  h is  own 

inte l l igence .  We have,  o f  course ,  h is  acknowledgment   that  “Ste iner  had  obv ious ly  

forgotten  vo lumes  more   than   I  had  ever  dreamed.   .   .   .   some of  my most  dar ing  and  

(as   I   thought)  or ig ina l  conc lus ions  were  h is  premises   (Romant ic i sm Comes  of  Age  12‐

13) .  And   in  compar ing  h imse l f   to   the   in famous ly  br i l l iant  Lewis ,   for  example ,  he  

found a  number  o f   se l f ‐deprecat ing  metaphors :  he  was  a  c r icket  batter   t ry ing   to  ho ld  

a  s t ra ight  bat  aga inst  Lewis ’s   too  swi f t  bowl ing  so   that  he  might  by  chance  be  ab le   to  

put  a  ba l l   in  p lay   in  a  contest  w i th  h is  c losest   f r iend   (Owen Barf ie ld  on  C .  S .   Lewis  9 ‐

10) ;  or  he  was ,  engaged   in  a  d ia logue  with  Lewis ,   l i ke  a  man t ry ing   to   run  a longs ide  a  

moving  car   (Owen Barf ie ld  on  C .  S .   Lewis   ) .   “There  are  people   in  whose  company   I  

fee l  myse l f   to  be   too  qu ick‐wit ted ,”  Bar f ie ld  once  confessed,  “so   that   I  have   to   take  

some pa ins   to  avo id  appear ing  aggress ive ;   there  are  many  others  w ith  whom  I  never  

th ink  about   i t ;   Lewis  was ,   I  be l ieve ,   the  on ly  person   in  whose  company   I   f requent ly  

fe l t  myse l f   to  be  pa infu l ly   s low‐wit ted"   (Owen Barf ie ld  on  C .  S .   Lewis  39) .  No  one  

would  accuse  Owen Barf ie ld  o f   fa l se  modesty ,  not  because  he  wasn ’t  modest ,  but  

because   there  was  noth ing   fa lse  about   i t .  Bar f ie ld  was  modest   to   the  core ,  but   th is  

humi l i ty  was  essent ia l ,   in  a  way   I  do  not  yet  understand,   to  h is  c reat ive  process .  

 

The ongoing  work  of  c reat ion   i s  o f ten  gu ided  by  what  Gruber  ca l l s  " images  of  wide  

scope."  "There   i s  probably  a  p lace ,"  Gruber  wr i tes ,  " for  a  spec ia l   term such  as  

' image  of  wide  scope, '  d is t inct   f rom metaphor ,   to   refer   to   the  potent ia l  vehic le  of  a  

metaphor   that  has  not  yet  been  formulated  or   to   refer   to  supple  schemat izat ion   .   .   .  

that  might  enter   into  a  number  of  metaphors"   (“ Inch ing”  256) .  Darwin 's  notebook  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sketches  o f   the   t ree  of  evo lut ion ,  E inste in 's   " thought  exper iment"  o f  a  voyage  on  a  

beam of   l ight   in  order   to  understand  rea l i ty   f rom  i ts  perspect ive—these  are  c lass ic  

examples  o f   images  o f  w ide  scope.  The i r   ro le   in   the  creat ive  process   i s   complex .  

 

Gruber  notes   that   the  "d i f ferent  modal i t ies  o f   thought"  are ,   for   the  creat ive  

ind iv idua l  a t   least ,  never  "separated  by  an  unsca lab le  wa l l . "  Thus ,   th ink ing  moves  

f rom one  modal i ty   to  another ,   f rom v isua l   images   to  sketches ,   to  words  and  

equat ions  exp la in ing   ( that   i s ,   convey ing   the  same meaning  as )   the  v i sua l i zat ions .  The  

th inker   i s  p leased   to  d iscover   that  certa in  s t ructures   remain   invar iant  under   these  

t ransformat ions :   these  are  h is   ideas .   ( “Aha  Exper iences”  49)  

 

An   image  of  w ide  scope,  a long  with  an  at tendant  "versat i le   reperto i re"  o f   "sate l l i te  

images"   (“ Inch ing”  257) ,   shou ld  be   thought  o f ,  Gruber  exp la ins ,  as  "quas i ‐perceptua l ,  

in   some way   l inked   to  someth ing   that   rea l ly  ex is ts"   (“Cogn i t ive  Psycho logy”  317‐18) .  

Through   the  window  i t  prov ides ,   i t   i s  o f ten  poss ib le   to  g l impse  what  Gruber  ca l l s   the  

"conceptua l   f ramework"  o f  an   ind iv idua l ,   the  under ly ing ,  but  o f ten   tac i t ,   in te l lectua l  

foundat ion  of  c reat ive  work .  

 

A l though   I  doubt   that   there  ex is ts   in  Bar f ie ld ’s  co l lected  papers  anyth ing  

equ iva lent   in  s ign i f i cance   to  Darwin ’s  “Tree  of  Nature”  schemata ,  or  Yeats ’  gyres ,   i t  

i s  nonethe less  obv ious   that  “ images  o f  w ide  scope”  as  Gruber  understands   them d id  

p lay  a   ro le   in   the  deve lopment  o f  h is   thought .  Th ink ,   for  example ,  o f   the  esoter ic  but  

wonderfu l ly   suggest ive  “D iagram of   the  Logos”  L ione l  Adey   reproduces   in  h is  book  on  

the  “Great  War ,”  or  h is   schemat ic   representat ion  of  phantas ie   in  “Where   i s  Fancy  

Bred”   (Rediscovery  o f  Meaning  85) .  Or   th ink  o f  Bar f ie ld ’s  dep ict ion  of   the  “U”  shape  

of   the  evo lut ion  of  consc iousness   ( in  “Mind,  Thought ,  and  Nature”   in  Romant ic i sm 

Comes  of  Age ) .  

 

I f  you  want   to   represent   the  process  o f  evo lut ion  d iagrammat ica l ly ,  you  must  

th ink ,  not  as   the  evo lut ionary  humanists  do ,  o f  a   s t ra ight   l ine  s lop ing  on  and  

on  and  on  and  up  and  up  and  up ,  but   rather  o f  a  curve   l ike  a  cap i ta l   "U ."  Now,  

i f  you  move  down the   le f t ‐hand  s ide ,  or   l imb of  a   le t ter  "U,"   round the  curve  

at   the  bottom and  up   the   r ight ‐hand   l imb,  you  wi l l   keep  on  reach ing  po ints  on  

the   r ight   s ide  which  are  at   the  same  leve l  as  corresponding  po ints  on   the   le f t ;  

and   these   leve ls  you  certa in ly  d id  pass  on  your  way  down.  The   journey  on  wi l l ,  



The Collected Works of David Lavery 17 
 

 

by   i t s  nature—to that  extent—invo lve  a   journey  back ,  or  a   return .   .   .   .  Odd ly  

enough,   i t   i s  very  much   the  same with  a  c lock .   I t   i s  not  on ly  when you  move  

the  hands  backwards   that  you  br ing   them back   to  where   they  were  before ;  

you  a lso  do   i t  when you  move   them forwards .   (230‐31)  

 

Nowhere   that   I  know of  does  Bar f ie ld   represent   th is  ana logy  v i sua l ly ,   though   i t  

a lmost  ca l l s  out   for   i t .  C lear ly   th is  S te iner ‐ in f luenced  “U”  ana logy  nevethe less  

prov ided  a  powerfu l  heur is t ic   for  Bar f ie ld ’s   invest igat ions   in to   the  evo lut ion  of  

consc iousness .  

 

Creat ive   ind iv iduals   .   .   .   "have  at   [ the ir ]  d isposa l  a  number  of  modal i t ies  of  

representat ion.  Systems of   laws,   taxonomic  systems,  and  themat ic   reperto ires   [ the  

term  is  Gera ld  Holton 's ]   .   .   .—are  a l l  pert inent"   (“Cognit ive  Psychology”  315) .  

Var ious   th inkers  deve lop  d i rect ,   spec ia l  ways  o f   th ink ing :  Wordsworth   in   iambic  

pentameter ,  von  Neumann  in  mathemat ica l  equat ions ,  Dr .   Johnson   in  prose   (“Aha  

Exper iences”  48) .  These  "pr ivate   languages  and  modes  of   thought"  must  be  

t rans lated ,  however ,   in to  pub l ic  d iscourse ."  

 

Jacques  Barzun  once  observed   that  c r i t i ca l   terms  shou ld  come  into  ex is tence  

in  a  manner  prec ise ly  ana logous   to  pear ls .    

 

C r i t i ca l   terms  are   rare  pear ls  born  of   the   i r r i ta t ion   that   the  mind   fee ls  a t  not  

be ing  ab le   to  account   to   i t se l f   for   someth ing   i t   repeated ly  encounters    

 

L ike  pear ls ,   c r i t i ca l   terms  shou ld  be  born  out  o f  a  constant   i r r i ta t ion   that  causes   the  

mind   to   f ind   re l ie f   through   the  creat ion  of  a  new,   i l luminat ing   jewel  o f  an   idea .    

Bar f ie ld ’s  work   i s ,   in  a   sense ,   ja rgon‐ laden:  A lpha‐Th ink ing ,  Archetypa l  

Matter ,  Be ing  And  Becoming ,  Beta‐Th ink ing ,  Bra in ‐Phys ica l ,  Chronolog ica l  Snobbery ,  

Consc iousness  Sou l ,  Dashboard  Knowledge,  Descent  Of  The  Potency ,   "D i rect iona l ly  

Creator"  Re lat ion ,  East  And  West ,  Evo lut ion  of  Anthropocentr ic i ty ,  Fe l t  Change  Of  

Consc iousness ,  F igurat ion ,  F ina l  Part ic ipat ion ,  Systemat ic   Imag inat ion ,   In te l lectua l  

Sou l ,   In ter ior   i s  Anter ior ,   Logomorphism,  Concomitant  Meaning ,  Natura  Naturans ,  

Natura  Naturata ,  Object ive   Idea l i sm,  O ld  Pecu l iar  Meaning ,  Or ig ina l  Part ic ipat ion ,  A  

Room Of  One’s  Own,  R .U .P .   (Res idue  Of  Unreso lved  Pos i t iv i sm) ,  Sav ing   the  

Appearances ,  Sp i r i t ‐Be ings ,  Symptoms Of   Iconoc lasm.  A lmost  w ithout  except ion ,  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however ,   these  Bar f ie ld  commonplaces  pass  Barzun’s  pear l   test .   they   represent   the  

spec ia l   imag inat ive  vocabulary  Bar f ie ld  needed to  create   in  order   to   ta lk  about   the  

deepest   th ings .  

I t  m ight  be   f ru i t fu l   though   to  compare  Bar f ie ld   in   th is   regard   to  C .   J .   Jung ,  h is  

o lder  contemporary .   Jung ,  as   i s  w ide ly  known  (he  v i r tua l ly  admits   i t   in  h is  

autob iography  Memor ies ,  Dreams,  Ref lect ions ) ,   took  pa ins   to   remain  sc ient i f i c   in   the  

deve lopment  o f  archetypa l  psycho logy .  Though   inc l ined  s ince  ch i ldhood toward   the  

myst ica l  and   the  v i s ionary ,  he  was  anx ious   to  have  h is   increas ing ly   imag ina l   th ink ing  

accepted  as  ser ious  “normal   sc ience”  and   thus  sought   t i l l   the  very  end  of  h is  career  

to   f ind  a  means  of  express ion ,  heav i ly   laden  with  what  Bar f ie ld  ca l led  R .U.P .   ( res idue  

on  unreso lved  pos i t iv i sm)   that  would  not  d isqua l i fy  h im as  an  estab l i shment   f igure .  

As  an  outs ider ,  Bar f ie ld  cou ld  have  a f forded   to  be   revo lut ionary   in  Kuhn’s  

sense  of   the  word .   (Reca l l ,   i f   you  wi l l ,   that  Kuhn  notes   that  many  revo lut ionary  

sc ient i s ts  o f ten  work  as  amateurs  outs ide   inst i tut ions  aga inst   the  parad igms 

conservat ive ly  perpetrated   there . )  He  cou ld  have  a f forded   to  be  a  very  pub l ic  

champion  of  S te iner  and  Anthroposophy.  And  yet   i t   seems to  me at   least   that  when 

Barf ie ld  addressed  a  pub l ic ,  genera l ,  non‐Ste iner ian  aud ience  h is   th in ing   i s   re lat ive ly  

reserved.   I  do  not  mean to  suggest   that  Bar f ie ld  ever  compromised  h is   t ruth   te l l ing .   I  

am suggest ing   that  he  sought   to   f ind  a  way   to  convey  h is   i conoc last ic  v i s ion  without  

be ing   re jected  out  o f  hand  as  a   in te l lectua l  char latan . 14 We are   the  benef ic iar ies  o f  

th is  e f fort .  Has   there  every  been  a  c learer ‐headed th inker  on  such  d i f f i cu l t   ideas?  

 

Ind iv idual  enterpr ises  somet imes  show "astonish ing   longev ity"   ( though they  may 

pass   into  a   long  per iod  of  dormancy)   [“And the  Bush”  293] .   S ing le  enterpr ises  may  

be  shared  by  many,  but   they   remain  un ique  because   the  host   i s  d i f ferent .  As  a  p igeon  

fanc ier ,  Gruber  observes ,  Char les  Darwin  "was  not   l ike   the  other  p igeon   fanc iers  w i th  

whom he  consorted .  For  h im,   the  se lect ive  breed ing  of  p igeons  was  part  o f  a  grand  

p lan   to  come as  c lose  as  poss ib le   to  an  exper imenta l  a t tack  on   the  evo lut ionary  

process"   (“Aha  Exper iences”  257) .  

 

Barf ie ld ,  was  we of  course ,  wel l  aware ,  and  perhaps  even  a   l i t t le  embarrassed  

by ,  “ the  aston ish ing   longev i ty”  o f  h is  key   ideas .  

 

                                            
14 Se e  Pa t r i c k  Gr a n t Õs  i n c i s i v e  a n a l y s i s  o f  B a r f i e l d Õs  u s e  o f  

a n t h r o p o s o p h i c a l  i d e a s .  
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I t  was  once  observed  by  a   fa i r ly  w ise  man  .   .   .   that  a l l  authors ,  however  many  

books   they  wr i te  and  however   long   they  go  on  do ing   i t ,  a re  a lways   rea l ly  

say ing   the  same th ing  over  and  over  aga in .   I  do  not  know whether   th is  was  

intended as  an   insu l t  or  a  compl iment ,  or  mere ly  as  a  neutra l   s tatement  o f  

fact ,  but  as   far  as   I  am concerned,   I   shou ld  not  w ish   to  deny   i t .   (The  

Red iscovery  o f  Meaning  3)  

 

I t   i s  o f ten   the  case   that   th ink ing  people  change  substant ia l ly .  There   i s  an  

ear l ier  Wit tgenste in  and  a   la ter  Wit tgenste in ;   there   i s  an  ear l ier  He idegger  

and  a   la ter  He idegger ,  an  ear l ier  D .  H .  Lawrence  and  a   la ter  D .  H .  Lawrence;  

but   there 's  no  ear l ier  Bar f ie ld  and   la ter  Bar f ie ld .   (Owen Barf ie ld  on  C .  S .   Lewis  

107)  

 

But   I  would   l ike   to  suggest   that  we see   the  unprecedented   indefat igab i l i ty  o f  

Bar f ie ld ’s  enterpr ises  as  best  understood   in  Gruber ’s   terms.  

" I t   i s   reasonab ly  c lear ,"  Gruber  wr i tes   in  an  essay  on   the  "Aha"  or  "Eureka"  

exper ience ,   " that  meanings  do  not  occur   ' instantaneous ly , '  and   there   i s ,  

consequent ly ,   t ime  for   the   th ink ing  person   to  manoeuvre ,   to  s teer  h is   thoughts   in  

des i red  d i rect ions  and   to  avo id  undes i red  ones"   (“Aha”  44) .  As  Gruber  exp la ins   in  an  

essay  on   the  so‐ca l led  “aha”   theory  o f  c reat iv i ty   (whose  pr imal   scene   i s  Arch imedes ’  

d iscovery  o f   the  d isp lacement  o f  water ) :  

 

Arch imedes  may  have  of ten  seen  and   thought  about   the  water  d isp laced  by  

h is  body.   I f  a t   the  moment   in  quest ion  he  was   in  mid‐course   in  construct ing  a  

new set  o f   ideas  and  a  so lut ion   to  a  new prob lem  .   .   .   then   the  s ight  o f  

d isp lacement  would  be  ass imi lated  or  mapped  into  a  d i f ferent  schema than  

before ,  and   the  act  o f  ass imi lat ion  would  provoke  new accommodat ions .  Even  

the  s imple  act  o f   submerg ing  an  ob ject   in  water  has  many  subt let ies .  Which  

ones  are  p icked  out  and  exp lo i ted  depends  on  where   the   th inker   i s  a t   the  

t ime.  We can  accept  Ga l i leo 's   soph is t icated  caveat   [ that   the  s tory  o f  

Arch imedes   in   the  bathtub   i s   " implaus ib le" ]  w i thout  deny ing   the   import  o f   the  

bath ,   so   long  as  we remember   that  Arch imedes  was   immersed   in   thought .  

( “Aha”  46)  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Owen Barf ie ld  made h is  d iscover ies ,  wrote   the  books  he  wrote ,  contr ibuted  might i ly  

to   the  evo lut ion  of  consc iousness  because  he  was ,   for  over  seventy  years—seventy  

years!—”immersed   in   thought”  about   the  same  important  matters .  

 

Ordinar i ly ,  an  "overr id ing  pro ject   [emerges]   that  un ites  a l l   the  enterpr ises ,"   though 

th is   i s  not  a lways   the  case   (“History  and  Creat ive  Work”  9) .  Each  enterpr ise   i s  

governed  by  p lans  and   intent ions ,  but ,  due   to   the  nature  of   the  coup l ing ,   the  

f rustrat ion  of  one  p lan  does  not  br ing   the  whole  system to  a  ha l t .  Rather   the  

ind iv idua l  overcomes  obstac les   through  new procedures :  he  or   she  may,   for  example ,  

turn   to  a   re lated  enterpr ise  which  had  been  p laced  on   the  "back  burner ."   "How the  

ind iv idua l  dec ides  whether   to  s t rugg le  w ith   .   .   .  d i f f i cu l t ies  or   to  sh i f t   to  some other  

act iv i ty ,"  Gruber  notes ,   " i s   regu lated  by   the  organ izat ion  of  purposes  as  a  whole"  

(“Cogn i t ive  Psycho logy”  315) .  

 

Bar f ie ld  never  produced  a  magnum opus .   In  a  poem ent i t led  s imply  “Sonnet”  

(ava i lab le   in   the  Barf ie ld  Sampler ) ,  he  demonstrates ,  w i th   typ ica l  good  humor   (has  

there  ever  been  a   funn ier  wr i ter  on  such  h igh   themes  as  Owen Barf ie ld?) ,   that  he  

longed   to  wr i te  one.  

 

I  am much   inc l ined   towards  a   l i fe  o f  ease  

And  shou ld  not  scorn   to  spend my dwind l ing  years  

In  p laces  where  my sort  o f   fancy  s t i r s ;  

Perched  up  on   ladders   in  o ld   l ibrar ies  

With  severa l  quartos  pour ing  of f  my  knees   .   .   .    

T rans lat ing  Ar iosto   into  verse   .   .   .  

Padd l ing  about  among ph i lo logers  

And  D ict ionar ies  and  concordances!  

 

There ,  on  some dark  oak   tab le ,  more  and  more  

Vo luminous  each  day ,  we  shou ld  perce ive  

My Magnum Opus   .   .   .   that  one  which  untwists  

The i r  bays   f rom poets  who sh i rk  metaphor  

And  make  r ich  words  grow obso lete ,  and   leave  

Imag inat ion   to  Psych iatr i s ts .  

 



The Collected Works of David Lavery 21 
 

 

Sav ing   the  Appearances ,  one  of   the  p i th iest  books  ever  wr i t ten ,  wi l l  probab ly  have   to  

s tand   in   for   th is  dreamt  of  vo luminous  masterwork .15 

 

In  her  1978  study   ! "#$%&$' ()the  Amer ican  wr i ter  T i l l ie  O lsen  examines  how and  why  

i t   i s   that  wr i ters   fa l l   s i lent .  Brought   to  her  sub ject  by  her  own exper ience  with  

s i lence—she had  begun her  nove l  Yonnondio   in   the  1930s  but ,  drawn away  by   the  

respons ib i l i t ies  o f  motherhood and  work ,  d id  not  complete   i t  unt i l  1974—Olsen  

cons iders   the   l ikes  o f  Hardy ,  R imbaud,  Melv i l le ,  and  Kather ine  Ann  Porter ,   f ind ing  a  

var iety  o f  mot ives  and  causes   for   the i r  cessat ions .  

Bar f ie ld ,  o f  course ,  never   fe l l   s i lent  ent i re ly .  Even  dur ing   the  near ly   th i r ty  

years  he  would  put   in  as  a  London so l ic i tor—and  father ,  and   fami ly  man—he 

cont inued   to  wr i te ,  produc ing  such  works  as  Romant ic i sm Comes  of  Age,  Orpheus ,  

Th is  Ever  D iverse  Pa i r ,  and  some of   the  occas iona l  essays   la ter  co l lected   in  The  

Red iscovery  o f  Meaning .  But  how are  we to  understand   that   there  was   that  

impress ive  burst  o f  North  Amer ican‐ insp i red  ach ievement   that   fo l lowed ret i rement :  

                                            
15 I n  t h e  Ow e n  B a r f i e l d :  Ma n  a n d  Me a n i n g  i n t e r v i e w ,  w e  f i n d  t h e  

f o l l o w i n g  e x c h a n g e  b e t w e e n  G.  B .  Te n n y s o n  a n d  B a r f i e l d :  
 

GB T:  Lo o k i n g  b a c k  o n  t h i s  v e r y  i m p r e s s i v e  l i s t  [ o f  h i s  b o o k s ] ,  I ' m  
g o i n g  t o  a s k  y o u  a  p r o b l e m  q u e s t i o n :  w h a t  w o u l d  y o u  s a y  i s  y o u r  
f a v o r i t e  b o o k ,  y o u r  f a v o r i t e  a m o n g  y o u r  c h i l d r e n ? 

OB :  I  t h i n k  m y  f a v o r i t e  i s  Sa v i n g  t h e  Ap p e a r a n c e s , a n d  t h a t ' s  t h e  o n e  I  
s h o u l d  m o s t  l i k e  t o  c o n t i n u e  t o  b e  r e a d .  

 
B a r f i e l d Õs  a c c o u n t  ( i n  Ow e n  B a r f i e l d :  Ma n  a n d  Me a n i n g )  o f  h o w  t h e  b o o k  c a m e  
t o  b e  w r i t t e n  c o u l d  s e r v e  a s  a  t e x t b o o k  c a s e  o f  t h e  c r e a t i v e  p r o c e s s  a s  
Gr u b e r  c o n c e i v e s  i t .  
 

Ye s ,  w e l l  n o w ,  t o w a r d  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  1 9 5 0 ' s  I  m a n a g e d  t o  g e t  a  b i t  o f  a  
r e m i s s i o n  f r o m  t h e  a m o u n t  o f  t i m e  I  h a d  t o  g i v e  t h e  w o r k  i n  t h e  o f f i c e ,  
a n d  c o u l d  s p e n d  s o m e  t i m e  j u s t  r e a d i n g .  An d  f o r  a  y e a r ,  a  c o u p l e  o f  
y e a r s  I  s u p p o s e  o r  m o r e ,  I  r e m e m b e r  s p e n d i n g  a  l o t  o f  t i m e  i n  t h e  
B r i t i s h  Mu s e u m  Re a d i n g  Ro o m ,  d o i n g  v e r y  d e s u l t o r y  r e a d i n g . To t a l l y  
u n c o n n e c t e d  t o  a n y t h i n g .  So m e  a n t h r o p o l o g y ,  s o m e  h i s t o r y  o f  s c i e n c e ,  
s o m e  e x p o s i t i o n s  o f  m o d e r n  s c i e n c e ,  p r e f e r a b l y  u n o r t h o d o x  m o d e r n  
s c i e n c e ,  t h a t  s o r t  o f  t h i n g .  I  h a d  a  l o t  o f  v e r y  s c r a p p y  n o t e s .  I  t r i e d  t o  
g e t  t h e m  t o g e t h e r  i n t o  a  b o o k ,  a n d  c o u l d n ' t  f i n d  a n y  c o n n e c t i o n  
s o m e h o w ,  o r  a n y  s a t i s f a c t o r y  c o n n e c t i o n .  I  e v e n  t h i n k  I  w r o t e  t h e  f i r s t  
c h a p t e r  o f  w h a t  I  h o p e d  b e  a  b o o k  b u t  h a d  t o  g i v e  i t  u p .  Th e n  I  c a m e  
a c r o s s  t h i s  l i t t l e  b o o k  b y  a  m a n  c a l l e d  ( i n d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  n a m e )  c a l l e d  
Aq u i n a s  a n d  K a n t  ,  a n d  i t  w a s  i n  t h a t  b o o k  t h a t  I  f i r s t  r e a d  a b o u t  t h e  
o r i g i n  o f  t h e  p h r a s e  Òs a v i n g  t h e  a p p e a r a n c e s Ó .  .  .  An d  t h a t  s o m e h o w  .  
.  .  a r o u n d  t h a t  a l l  t h e s e  u n c o n n e c t e d  n o t e s  I  m a d e ,  t h e s e  s c r a p p y  
n o t e s  I  m a d e  f r o m  d i f f e r e n t  p a r t s  o f  t h e  m e n t a l  w o r l d  b e g a n  t o  
c r y s t a l l i z e  i n  s o m e  w a y .  An d  i n  t h a t  w a y  t h e  b o o k  c a m e  a b o u t  a n d  h a d  
i t s  t i t l e  b e c a u s e ,  a s  I  s a y ,  i t  w a s  o r i g i n a l l y  c o n c e i v e d  w i t h  a  s p e c i a l  
r e l a t i o n  s o m e h o w  t o  t h a t  p o i n t  o f  v i e w ,  a n d  t h a t  p h r a s e .  
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books   l ike  Worlds  Apart ,  Unancestra l  Vo ice ,  What  Co ler idge  Thought ,  H is tory ,  Gu i l t ,  

and  Habi t ,  Speaker ’s  Meaning ,  books   that  completed  an   interrupted   l i fe ’s  work  begun  

so  many  decades  before?  

Gruber ’s  own  l i fe  work  prov ides  a  poss ib le  exp lanat ion .  That  which  of ten  

f r ightens  ord inary  people  appears  as  a  cha l lenge,  an   inducement   to   the  creat ive  

ind iv idua l .   "Be ing  creat ive  means  s t r ik ing  out   in  new d i rect ions  and  not  accept ing  

ready‐made re lat ionsh ips ,  which   take  s tamina  and  a  w i l l ingness   to  be  a lone   for  a  

whi le ."  Creat ive  people ,  Gruber   i s  conv inced,   show constant  courage   (“Breakaway  

Minds”  72) .  Owen Barf ie ld  was  not  on ly  br i l l iant ;  he  was  a lso  very  brave .  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