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Eager Spring  is  a  novella  by Owen Barf ie ld ,  wri t ten in  the la te  1980’s ,  but  publ ished 

in  2008 by the Barf ield  Press .   I ts  overr id ing theme is  ecology and 

environmental ism,  and i t  depicts  a  young woman’s growing awareness  of  threats  to  

the ear th .  

The s tory begins with  the main  character ,  Virginia  (or  Vi)  and her  fu ture  husband,  

Leonard,  walking on the downs near  the redbr ick  universi ty  where they are  s tudying 

English  and archaeology,  respect ively.   They pass  the s i te  of  a  dr ied-up spr ing,  and 

discuss  how deforestat ion has  depleted  the ground water  and el iminated the 

spr ing.   They discover  a  cot tage in  some woods,  and make the acquaintance of  i ts  

owner,  who turns out  to  be a  roving tree-planter  named Harry Coppard,  comparable 

to  John Chapman (Johnny Appleseed) .   The character  of  Coppard introduces one of  

the central  themes of  the  s tory,  in  that  he  is  the  scion of  family long involved in  the  

i ron industry,  who has rejected  his  weal th  and industr ia l  background.  

After  they have both  taken doctorates ,  Vi  marr ies  Leonard,  and he takes a  job 

teaching at  another  univers i ty .   They grow increasingly estranged as  Leonard 

pers is ts  in  taking a  pedestr ian  view of  the  pas t :   As an  archaeologis t ,  he  denies  that  

anything can be known about  the mental  l i fe  of  prehis tor ic  man,  preferr ing to  speak 

exclusively of  their  ‘mater ia l  culture’ ,  and never  to  view their  works  as  ‘ar t’  (cf  

Chester ton’s  observat ion in  The Everlast ing Man  that  the only th ing we know about  

cave men is  that  they were ar t is ts) .   Vi  becomes fr iends with  another  academic a t  

Leonard’s  universi ty ,  one John Herapath ,  who in troduces her  to  Rudolf  Steiner  and 

Anthroposophy.1   Marr iage diff icul t ies  cont inue,  a l though they remain  beneath  the 

surface.   Leonard’s  work takes  them back to their  universi ty  town.  Vi  is  impressed 

that  Coppard’s  reforestat ion effor ts  have reanimated the spr ing,  but  worr ies  about  

the ‘rape of  the Ear th’  nonetheless ,  and jo ins  a  group of  act iv is ts .   In  the course of  

exposing the i l legal  export  of  banned chemicals ,  she is  exposed to the hazardous 

product .   The s tory leaves her  balanced between l i fe  and death,  and ends with  a  fairy  

s tory,  or  conte  nominally  of  her  composi t ion,  g iven in  fu ll ,  about  three s is ters  whose 

peaceful  l i fe  is  threatened by iron mining.  

On one level ,  Eager Spring’s  main  character  s tands  for  the Ear th  as  a  whole,  as  even 

her  names indicate  (Virginia  = virginal ,  but  s t i l l  more so Vi  = l ife) .   While  i t  is  



frequent ly mentioned that  she is  just  a  cel l  in  the great  world  organism, she i s  

c lear ly a  symbolic  one.   Her  ambivalent  prognosis  is  not  in tended as  a  

d isappoint ingly incomplete  conclusion,  but  as  a  cal l  to  act ion.   The device of  p lacing 

an al legor ical  s tory (Vi’s  conte)  ins ide the main  text  a ler ts  the  reader  to  the  in tended 

mythic  s ta tus  of  Eager Spring .  

I r respect ive of  i ts  mythopoeic  pretensions,  Eager Spring  i s  far  too  long a  book for  

the  s tory i t  contains.   Barf ie ld  re l ishes  every s tage in  the  development  of  his  

pr incipal’s  thoughts ,  and spends pages and pages get t ing her  to  just  the r ight  s ta te  of  

opinion before  any act ion can proceed.   While  readers  are  to ld  very often that  she is  

deeply affected  by some new piece of  information,  and are g iven the outl ines  of  the  

new datum,  the d idact ic  tone keeps  them at  a  d is tance:   If  the  idea of  prehis toric  

man’s  in tel lectual  l i fe  cannot  be made in terest ing for  us,  how are we to  bel ieve i t  

in terested Vi?  

While  i t  is  refreshing to  revis i t  the environmental  concerns  of  an  earl ier  age such as  

clean water  or  deforestat ion,  Barf ield’s  mule- l ike hybr id  ‘b iocide’  (al though praised 

by the in troducer)  grates.   What  real ly d isappoints ,  however ,  is  that  the author’s  

focus upon the world  as  an  evolving being does not  lead him to  consider  phenomena 

l ike pol lu t ion in  any kind of  new l ight .   Mining,  industry,  modern farming,  a l l  

represent  the  ‘ rape of  the  ear th’ ,  and are  uncomplicatedly evi l  ( indeed Satanic ,  in  

Vi’s  conte) .   This  is  r is ib le .   As human populat ions become more aff luent ,  cer tain  

imposi t ions are  made upon their  environment.   These imposi t ions ( including 

pol lu t ion,  e tc)  do not  s imply increase forever  in  tandem with  growing aff luence;  

ra ther ,  there  comes a point  in  economic terms af ter  which increasing weal th 

betokens decreasing imposi t ions.  

Most  Western  societ ies  have reached th is  point ,  which is  why the environment  is  in  

bet ter  shape in  weal thy countr ies  today than i t  was 45 years  ago.   This  seems to  be a  

natural  evolut ion:   I t  is  to  be  expected that  very weal thy socie t ies  wil l  be  prepared 

to  pay for  ecological  goods.  The work of  act iv is ts  (as  ‘cel ls  in  the organism’)  is  

ins trumental  in  effect ing the change in  consciousness  required to  value ‘nature’  as  a  

good in  i tself .   Indeed,  th is  evolut ion re la tes  s t rongly to  Barf ield’s  understanding of  

social  progress .   All  the more pi ty  therefore that  i t  is  ignored in  favour  of  

sensat ional ism.  

Meanwhile ,  “Vi’s”  conte  i s  very bad indeed,  reading more l ike  the  work of  a  13-year  

o ld  than that  of  an  English  Ph.D.   I ts  dul l  narrat ion does not  g ive any atmosphere  to  

the  s tory,  and the reckless  anachronism means i t  fa i ls  the  most  basic  tes t  of  sub-

creat ion:  Bel ievabi l i ty.  



Eager  Spr ing may be said  to  conta in  two s tor ies ,  which f i t  very i l l  together :   The 

lavishly detai led  account  of  Vi’s  thought  processes ,  her  diff icul t ies  with  Leonard,  

and her  induct ion in to  Ste iner ,  and the  environmental  adventure .   The la t ter  could  

have made a  good shor t  s tory of  a  few thousand words.   The former  might be  

in terest ing as  an  example of  Barf ie ld’s  ideas ,  but  s tory- tel l ing  is  thoroughly 

subordinated to  phi losophy,  and i t  would not  be read for  p leasure (which is  not  

necessar i ly a  cr i t ic ism,  t rue as  i t  i s  of  many of  Plato’s  d ialogues,  a t  least  in  

t ranslat ion) .   Barf ie ld  has  provided a  neat  i l lustrat ion of  what  Lewis and J .R.R.  

Tolkien dis l iked about al legory.  Eager Spring  should  be  appreciated by i ts  l ikely 

audience of  s tudents  of  Barf ie ld ,  but  would  bore the general  reader .  

Brendan N.  Wolfe 

Notes 

1 .  In te res t ingly ,  however ,  Ste iner i sm i s  p resen ted  as  a  p rogress ion  in  he r  in te l lec tua l  
journey ,  bu t  ha rd ly  a  f ina l  des t ina t ion .   I t  i s  admit ted  to  be  somet imes  confus ing ,  and  Vi  i s  
advi sed  to  ge t  out  o f  i t  wha t  she  can ,  ra the r  than  t ry  to  accept  i t  whole  c lo th .  

 


