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" A NEW HEAVEN IS BEGUN": 
W I L L I A M BLAKE A N D 
SWEDENBORGIANISM 

MORTON D. PALEY 

PREFATORY NOTE: I began work on this subject in 1974 

and delivered a paper on Blake and Swedenborg at the 

University of Lund. In the summer of 1978, thanks to 

a grant from the Nordenskjold Fund of the Royal 

Swedish Academy of Sciences, I was able to complete 

my research. I presented the results at a graduate 

seminar at the University of Stockholm in September 

1978. In undertaking this task, I was greatly 

assisted by librarians at the Royal Library, 

Stockholm; the British Library; and Swedenborg 

House, London. I am also grateful for information 

and advice from G. E. Bentley, Jr., Ray A. Deck, Jr., 

Morris Eaves, Robert N. Essick, Pastor 0. Hjern, 

Inge Jonsson, Peter Lineham, and Edward P. Thompson. 

T
he formative influence of Emanuel Swedenborg 

on William Blake was once an article of 

faith among Blake scholars and enthusiasts. 

Blake was supposed to have come from a family of 

Swedenborgians; William Allingham imagined the 

fourteen-year-old Blake meeting the eighty-four-

year-old Swedenborg in the streets of London; 

Alexander Gilchrist declared "of all modern men, the 

engraver's apprentice was to grow up likest to 

Emanuel Swedenborg."
1
 We now know that the story 

of Blake's Swedenborgian background is a myth 

supported by no verifiable facts,
2
 yet there can be 

no doubt that Swedenborg's writings and doctrines 

are of unusual importance in relation to Blake's. 

Although much has been written about Swedenborg's 

influence on Blake, Blake's complex and shifting 

attitude toward Swedenborgianism has not yet been 

adequately described. My purpose here is both to 

reconstruct that attitude in its several phases 

and to define Blake's relationship to the 

Swedenborgian milieu of his own day. 

What we know factually about Blake's 

Swedenborgian interests may be summarized briefly. 

Blake owned and annotated at leastthree of 

Swedenborg's books: Heaven and Hell, Divine Love 

and Divine Wisdom, and Divine Prcvidence\ he mentions 

two others in such a way as to suggest that he read 

them: Earths in Our Universe and Universal 

Theology [True Christian Religion]. He and his 

wife attended the first General Conference of the 

New Jerusalem Church in 1789. Then, turning 

sharply against the Swedenborgians, he satirized 

them and their Messenger in The Marriage of Heaven 
and Hell (1790-93). After that he mentions 

Swedenborg twice in his published writings — in 

A Descriptive Catalogue (1809) and in Milton 

(1804-10). At first this may not seem like the 

chronicle of a major intellectual relationship, 

but the General Conference of 1789 is the only 

meeting of any organization that Blake is known to 

have attended, and only thirteen books annotated 

by him have survived. So when we consider these 

facts in relation to the amount of information 

about Blake available, they bulk relatively large, 

and it cannot be doubted that Blake found 

Swedenborg a figure of unusual interest. The 

nature of Blake's interest in Swedenborg can, 

moreover, be divided into four distinct periods. 

From the late 1780s until 1790, Blake's attitude 

was studious and respectful; even in disagreeing 

with Swedenborg during these years, Blake expresses 

himself so as to put the most optimistic 

construction upon Swedenborg's doctrines. In 1790 

Blake repudiated Swedenborg vehemently in the 

marginalia to Divine Providence, and he wrote at 

least part of the satire of The Marriage of Heaven 
and Hell. From 1793, when The Marriage was 

completed,
3
 to about 1800 there is little to indicate 

interest in Swedenborg on Blake's part; but after 



1800 Swedenborgian concepts and references began to 

reappear in Blake's works, and in 1809 he exhibited 

a picture on a Swedenborgian subject. In this late 

period, Blake's view of Swedenborg tends to be 

ambivalent, as typified by the exclamation of 

Rintrah and Palamabron in Milton: "0 Swedenborg! 

strongest of men, the Samson shorn by the Churches!"
4 

Working with the documentary information that we 

have, and making reasonable inferences from what we 

know of the history of English Swedenborgianism, we 

can account for some of these changes in Blake's 

attitude. At the same time, we can hope to 

illuminate one aspect of the development of Blake's 

thought which was insufficiently discussed in my 

book on that subject.
5 

II 

W e do not know precisely when Blake became 

interested in Swedenborg, but a date c. 1787 

seems likely. Blake's annotations to Heaven 
and Hell include a reference to Swedenborg's Earths 
in Our Solar System,

6
 first published in English in 

1787; and in that year John Flaxman, who could have 

introduced Blake to Swedenborgian circles, left for 

a seven-year stay in Italy. An even earlier date is 

possible, for in 1779 a William Blake was among 

the subscribers to Jacob Duchy's Discourses on 
Several Subjects, and Duche" was a Swedenborgian, 

although he had not yet declared his allegiance 

publicly.
7
 (Another Swedenborgian, William Sharp, 

engraved the frontispiece after Benjamin West, 

showing male and female angels.) Duche* became 

Chaplain and Secretary of the Society for the 

Reception of Orphan Girls in 1782, and opened his 

house in Lambeth to meetings of a Swedenborgian 

group which became known as the Theosophical 

Society. "As public worship had not yet been 

established in the New Church," says Robert 

Hindmarsh, "many of our friends attended his 

ministry on the Sundays."
8
 It is possible that 

Blake attended some of Duchy's meetings, and Blake's 

reference to what "was asserted in the society"
9 

about the nature of influx may refer to a meeting 

of the Theosophical Society. However, Blake's first 

specifically datable contact with the Swedenborgians 

was at the General Conference of April 13-17, 1789, 

when William and Catherine Blake entered their names 

in the Conference's Minute Book and so implied 

assent to the forty-two theological propositions 

which were unanimously approved by the 

participants.
10 

Among the propositions (all taken from 

Swedenborg's works) which clearly agreed with 

Blake's own expressed views were those affirming 

free will, condemning predestination, and 

declaring that "all have a capacity to be 

regenerated, because all are redeemed, each one 

according to his state." Blake would also have 

agreed with Proposition 33: "Now it is allowable 

to enter into the Mysteries of Faith." (The 

words "Now it is allowable" were inscribed over the 

door of the New Jerusalem church in Eastcheap, in 

contrast to the "Thou Shalt Not" to be written 

over the door of the Chapel in Blake's "Garden of 

Love.") The Conference's reaffirmation of 

Swedenborg's declaration that a Last Judgment had 

taken place in 1757 must have particularly interested 

1 Carl Fredrik von Breda: Portrait of Peter Panah 

and Carl Bernhard Wadstrom. c. 1789. Nordiska 

Museet, Stockholm. Photo by courtesy of Svenska 

Portrattarkivet, Stockholm. 

Blake, as that was of course the year of his own 

birth. Blake would have sympathized with the 

Conference's endorsement of Swedenborg's statement 

that the things seen by the visionary "are not 

fictions but were really seen and heard in a state 

in which I was broad awake," for the Swedenborgians 

had to defend their Messenger, just as Blake had to 

defend himself, against charges of "enthusiasm" and 

madness. Furthermore, many Swedenborgians shared 

another of Blake's deepest concerns—opposition to 

slavery. Swedenborg taught that the inhabitants 

of the interior of Africa had preserved a direct 

intuition of God, and as a result the first 

abolitionist society was founded by Swedenborgians 

in Norrkbping in 1779.
n
 The founder of that group 

was one of the most active of European abolitionists, 

Charles Bernhard Wadstrom; and Wadstrom with another 

Swedish delegate, Augustus Nordenskjold, attended 

the 1789 General Conference. Wadstrom and 

Nordenskjold were deeply involved in a plan to set 

up a free community for whites and blacks on the 

west coast of Africa, and Blake can hardly have 

been unaware of (or uninterested in) this well 

publicized project. A spirit of millenarian 

expectation was abroad, and even the pedestrian 

Hindmarsh was moved to something like poetry: 

". . .The tree of life, whose roots are planted in 

the gardens and streets of the New Jerusalem, as 
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well as on either bank of its river, spontaneously 
sprung up before our eyes, luxuriant in foliage, 
and laden with the sweetest fruits of paradise in 
endless variety and abundance."12 It must have 
seemed to Blake as if there were a possibility of 
sharing his own prophetic vision with a community 
of kindred spirits—as if, indeed, the New 
Jerusalem were descending. 

For more concrete evidence of what attracted 
Blake to Swedenborg's doctrines, we must go to the 
marginalia to Heaven and Hell ?nd to Divine Love 

and Divine Wisdom. Those to Heaven and Hell are 

brief.13 They begin with a defense of the 
imagination, addressed not to Swedenborg but to a 
previous owner of the volume. In addition, two 
paragraphs about the state of little children in 
heaven are scored in a margin, #513 has Blake's 
note "See N 73 Worlds in Universe for account of 
Instructing Spirits" (E 591), and #588 has Blake's 
note concerning the relationship of heavens to 
hells. According to Swedenborg, "Both Heaven and 
the World of Spirits may be considered as 
convexities, under which are arrangements of those 
infernal mansions." This Blake elucidates: "Under 
every Good is a hell. i.e. hell is the outward or 
external of heaven. & is of the body of the lord, 
for nothing is destroyed" (E 591). Here we see 
Blake hopefully pushing Swedenborg's idea toward a 
conception of unity according to which Hells are 
only mistakes for Heavens; for Blake Hell (not 
yet having acquired the subversive sense it bears 
in The Marriage) is merely negative and therefore 
redeemable. Later, Blake would have to admit that 
this was not the meaning Swedenborg had intended, 
and Blake would accordingly condemn Swedenborg's 
view as predestinarian. 

Blake's notes to Divine Love and Divine Wisdom
11

* 

once more show Blake working out his own ideas 
through the medium of Swedenborg, finding as many 
areas of agreement as possible, and reasoning away 
differences. In these marginalia Blake's chief 
concern is the same as Swedenborg's: the 
relationship of the spiritual and the natural 
worlds, and hence of the spiritual and the natural 
man. As Blake's tractates of c. 1788 show, Blake 
believes that although the two can be distinguished 
there is a unity underlying them, and that this 
unity is perceived by the imagination or Poetic 
Genius.15 Blake hopefully glosses Swedenborg's 
"spiritual idea" (#7) as "Poetic idea," and where 
Swedenborg writes of the Angels' reception of Love 
and Wisdom from the Lord (#10), Blake writes: "He 
who Loves feels love descend into him & if he has 
wisdom may percieve it is from the Poetic Genius 
which is the Lord" (E 592). The idea of Poetic 
Genius enables Blake to take Swedenborg's statements 
as metaphors. "The Negation of God constitutes 
Hell," Swedenborg writes, "and in the Christian 
world the Negation of the Lord's Divinity" (#13); 
Blake notes: "the Negation of the Poetic Genius" 
(E 593). If Swedenborg's God can be seen as a 
manifestation of the indwelling human imagination, 
then Blake can regard himself as in agreement. 

2 Per Krafft, Emanuel Svedenbora. Gripsholm Castle. 

On the larger subject of the relations between 
spiritual and natural worlds, Swedenborg's 
characteristic view is that they "are so distinct, 
that they have nothing in common with each other; 
but nevertheless are so created, that they 
communicate, yea are joined together, by 
Correspondences" (#83). Blake is quick to seize 
upon passages which emphasize the link, implicit 
in such a view, between spiritual and natural. For 
example, Swedenborg says that the human mind can 
only shake off appearances by an investigation of 
the cause, which in turn cannot do "without keeping 
the Understanding in spiritual Light" (#40). "This 
Man can do while in the body"--notes Blake (E 593). 
According to Swedenborg, there are "three degrees 
of Altitude" (#237)--Natural, Spiritual, and 
Celestial: the man in whom the spiritual Degree is 
open comes into divine Wisdom when he dies, "and 
may also come into it by laying asleep the 
Sensations of the Body, and by Influx from above 
at the same Time into the Spirituals of his Mind" 
(#257). Blake comments: "this is while in the 
Body / This is to be understood as unusual in our 
time but common in ancient" (E 596). Here and in 
similar passages Blake takes Swedenborg's view to 
be that the natural man can be irradiated by 
spiritual light in this life. This is of course 
Blake's own view, as is the idea, also shared by 
Swedenborg, that ancient men had a greater 
capacity for spiritual vision than their modern 
counterparts. 

At some times, however, Swedenborg emphasizes 
the discrete natures of the two worlds, and then 
Blake is distinctly uneasy. In the Swedenborgian 
universe there are two suns, a living sun in the 
spiritual world and a dead one in the material 
world. "It follows that . .. the dead Sun itself 
was created by the living Sun from the Lord" (#164). 
"How," Blake objects, "could life create death" 
(E 594); "the dead Sun is only a phantasy of evil 
Man." As with suns, so with souls. Swedenborg 
explicitly denies the existence of portions of 
divinity in man, regarding such a belief as a sort 
of spiritual narcissism: "for if there was . . . any 
Thing Divine in them, then it would not be beloved 
by others, but it would love itself" (#49). Blake 
objects to this because it rules out the divine in 
man--"for if a thing loves it is infinite" (E 593). 
Still he hopes that the difference is merely a 
semantic one: "Perhaps we only differ in the 
meaning of the words Infinity & Eternal." 

In fact, Swedenborg's view of the two worlds 
as discrete but connected by correspondence and 
influx can at times accommodate Blake's desire for 
a synthesis of both and at other times appear to 
contradict it. All depends on which aspect of the 
Swedenborgian psychic model of the universe is 
stressed. If the emphasis is on correspondence 
and influx, then Blake can enthusiastically agree, 
as in his series of "Mark this" notes in Part V, 
where the influx of Love is the subject. Such 
wide areas of agreement prompted Blake to explain 
away some very real differences between Swedenborg's 
world view and his own. Characteristically, he 
does so by attempting to assimilate Swedenborg's 
doctrines into his own: "Heaven & Hell are born 
together" (E 598); "Good & Evil are here both Good 
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& the two contraries Married" (E 594). As this 
marriage was in part imposed by Blake upon 
Swedenborg, divorce, as can be expected in such a 
case, was imminent. 

In Blake's works of the late 1780s and early 
1790s, the effect of Swedenborg's doctrines can 
only be characterized as pervasive.16 Blake freely 
borrowed from Swedenborg's system of correspondences, 
adapting it to the purposes of his own poetry. 
Thus, as is widely recognized, Swedenborg's 
characteristic symbolic imagery appears throughout 
the Songs of Innocence and of Experience , and 

certain characteristic Swedenborgian themes are 
given expression there.17 One of these themes is 
the insufficiency of man's "Proprium," a term 
glossed by John Clowes as "his own Propriety, or 
all that he is of himself, when separated from 
Divine Influence. . . ,"18 In "The Clod & the 
Pebble," for example, the Pebble's view that 
"Love seeketh only Self to please" is that of the 
Proprium. A society based on such a view, 
according to Swedenborg, can maintain only a 
spurious order masking its own essential 
destructiveness: 

But the dominion of Self-Love, which 
is opposite to the Dominion of neighbourly 
Love, began when Man alienated himself from 
the Lord; for in proportion as Man doth not 
love and worship the Lord, in the same 
Proportion he loves and worships himself, 
and in the same Proportion also he loves 
the World: Then it was that, compelled 
by Motives of Self-Preservation and 
Security from Injustice, Nations consisting 
of Families and Houses cemented themselves 
into one Body, and established Governments 
under various Forms; for in Proportion as 
Self-Love increased, in the same Proportion 
all kinds of Evil, as Enmity, Revenge, 
Cruelty, and Deceit increased with it, being 
exercised toward all those who opposed 
that Love. . . .19 

Similarly, Blake writes in "The Human Abstract": 

And mutual fears bring peace; 
Till the selfish loves increase, 

Then Cruelty knits a snare, 
And spreads his baits with care. (E 27) 

Swedenborg's view of the body politic thus agrees 
with Blake's, just as his view of the "vastated" 
state of the Christian churches does. Other 
Swedenborgian themes to be found in the Songs 
include the Africans' direct intuition of the 
Divine Humanity ("The Little Black Boy") 2 0 and the 
manifestation of God in a human form as opposed to 
the idea of a "vapour." Such similarities as these 
occur equally in Songs of Experience, written 
after Blake had rejected Swedenborg, as in Songs 
of Innocence; as Schorer puts it, "The striking 
fact about his use of Swedenborg is that he 
derived . . . the materials for his myth from the 
dogma that he rejected."21 

Even the idea of two contrary planes of 
existence, each with its appropriate world of 

images, can be found in Swedenborg as well as in 
Blake. Yet there is a significant difference 
between Swedenborg's conception of Heaven and Hell 
and Blake's of Innocence and Experience. Many of 
the correspondences employed in Blake's poems 
appear, for example, in Swedenborg's description 
of Hell: 

None of the pleasing Scenery of Heaven is to 
be seen there, but all things in direct 
opposition thereto, inasmuch as the Affections 
of Love in its inhabitants, which are the 
Concupiscences of Evil, are directly 
opposite to the Affections of Love that 
prevail in the Angels of Heaven. Wherefore 
amongst the inhabitants of Hell, particularly 
in their Deserts, there appear Birds of Night, 
as Bats, and Owls, and likewise Wolves, 
Leopards, Tigers, Rats, and Mice, with 
venomous Serpents of all kinds, as Dragons 
and Crocodiles; and where there is any 
appearance of Grass, there grow Thorns, 
Thistles, Briars, and Brambles, and some 
poisonous Herbs, which at times disappear, 
and then nothing is to be seen but huge 
Heaps of Stones, and large Fens full of 
croaking Frogs. These things also are 
Correspondences, but then, as was observed, 
they are Correspondences agreeable to the 
Affections of Love in the Inhabitants, which 
are the Concupiscences.22 

This paragraph seems like a catalogue of the flora 
and fauna of Experience, but where Swedenborg 
sees the Affections of Love and their 
Correspondences to be permanent in Hell, Blake 
presents his images as symbols of the state of 
the self at a given point in its development. In 
"The Little Girl Lost" and "The Little Girl 
Found," "Lovely Lyca" wanders through a landscape 
of Innocence "hearing wild birds song," becomes 
lost in a "desart" at night, and falls asleep; 
then "the beasts of prey, / Come from caverns 
deep"; and she is surrounded by lions, leopards, 
and tygers which carry her naked to their caves. 
In Swedenborgian terms this lapse from singing 
birds to beasts of prey, from day to night, from 
"southern clime" to "desart" would mean a fall 
from Heaven to Hell. But in Blakean terms Lyca 
has entered a transitional state in which the 
passions are experienced and then discovered to be 
part of a psychic unity. So Lyca's parents find 
that there is nothing to fear: the lion is 
really "a spirit arm'd in gold" and their daughter 
is safe "among tygers wild." Accepting the life 
of instinct and emotion, 

To this day they dwell 
In a lonely dell 
Nor feel the wolvish howl, 
Nor the 1 ions growl.23 

Thus, in accordance with his belief that "Good & 
Evil are here both Good & the two Contraries 
Married," Blake deliberately corrects Swedenborg. 
This contrast between their respective uses of 
correspondences indicates the basis of Blake's 
quarrel with Swedenborg's thought. 
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III 
he third, and to our knowledge the last, 
book by Swedenborg that Blake annotated 
was Angelic Wisdom Concerning the Divine 

Providence.2U Throughout his annotations to thi< 
volume, Blake accuses Swedenborg of believing 
in predestination, and perhaps owing to the 

vehemence of Blake's remarks, some critics have 
assumed that he was correct.25

 Yet a reading of 
Divine Providence hardly bears out Blake's 
accusation that Swedenborg's view concerning 
predestination is "more abominable than Calvins" 
(E 600). Swedenborg's view, on the contrary, is 
that "All who are born Men, in whatever Religion 
they may be principled, are capable of being 
saved" (#253) and that "They are saved who 

{- \£>man. ? ///mr/tno/t/ > 

!Lm?EMANt SWEDENBO 

. \.!/ i'H./,„..r ,,.•*,„ . /(.WA1
 ./>,„** -J*.U. m^.4Urfi <??*. 

JFM..**. S~/~ H. 

3 J. F. Martin, engraver. Eman. Swedenborg. Repro­
duced by permission of The Huntington Library, San 
Marino, California. According to James Hyde (A 

Bibliography of the Works of Emanuel Swedenborg 

[London: Swedenborg Society, 1906, no. 3413] C. B. 
Wadstrom brought the original copper plate to England 
and presented it to Henry Servante. This engraving 
was used as the frontispiece to The Delights of 
Wisdom Respecting Conjugal Love (London, 1790), where 
the plate bears the additional inscription "From the 
Original Picture in the possession of the Exegetic 
Society at Stockholm." Thp pYamnlp rpnroduced here 

'Stoekiifim .'run Hj'iiiiHii, fftiri tn b»uft<ii Jlrm A 

/■„/•!, <*.;' />' 1. I -ii.il AnJtitt l/ft. 

is tipped into a copy of Letters of James Russell 
Lowell in The Huntington Library. 
4 Battersby, engraver. The Hon. e

 Eman. Swedenborg. 
Published by J. Sewell, Cornhill, 1786 and in the 
European Magazine, XI (1787) between pages 228 and 229, 
illustrating "An Account of Emanuel Swedenborg." The 
same plate was used in an edition of Alexander Chalmers' 
General Biographical Dictionary, 1816, facing page 44. 
Henschen suggests that this engraving is based on the 
portrait by Loutherbourg. Reproduced by permission 
of the University of California, Berkeley. 
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acknowledge a God and lead a good Life" (#325, 

italics in the original). Indeed, the section 

comprising # 322-30 is headed "That every Man may 
be reformed and that there is no such thing as 
Predestination"; and Swedenborg even declares 

"That thus all are predestined to Heaven, and none 
to Hell" (#329). In order to accuse Swedenborg 

of being a predestinarian, Blake must interpret 

Divine Providence in a deliberately hostile sense. 

For Blake the essential problem in Swedenborg's 

view is the failure to reconcile man's free will 

and God's foreknowledge. Thus when Swedenborg 

writes, "But the Man who doth not suffer himself 

to be led to, and enrolled in Heaven, is prepared 

for his place in Hell" (#69), Blake asks "What is 

Enrolling but Predestination?" (E 599). Yet 

Swedenborg's "enrolled" is intended to distinguish 

between divine intention and human will; God 

intends that all men go to heaven, but some choose 

Hell. Again, Blake asks of #185 "What could 

Calvin say more than is said in this Number" 

(E 599), but Swedenborg's point here is that 

honored, worldly men may bring hell on themselves 

notwithstanding their success in this life. Blake 

accuses Swedenborg of being a "Spiritual 

Predestinarian" in #277 because Swedenborg says 

that "every one also is judged according to his 

actions, not that they are enumerated [emphasis 

mine], but because he returns to them. ..." 

Blake's objection seems not to be to predestination 

as that idea is usually understood, but rather to 

the disposition of spirits after death. 

Swedenborg teaches that while a man is alive in 

the world he also has an "internal" existence in 

Heaven or Hell and an "external" existence in the 

world of Spirits between Heaven and Hell. During 

his life on earth, as a man changes he is 

correspondingly "translated by the Lord from one 

Society to another" or "led out of hell and 

introduced into Heaven"; but after his death, "he 

remains in that [Society] in which he is according 

to his Life; wherefore when a man dies, he is 

inscribed in his own Place" (#307). This is what 

Blake terms "Predestination" (E 600). 

It is interesting that one of the 

Swedenborgians1 most formidable critics, Joseph 

Priestley, far from accusing Swedenborg of 

Predestinarianism, regards him as an ally who 

opposes Calvinism as the Unitarians do. Priestly 

says: 

"[Calvinism is] a system which represents the 

whole human race as so fatally injured by the 

sin of Adam, that they retain no natural 

power of doing the will of God. . . . a 

system which teaches us that, in order to 

effect the redemption of a few, God was under 

a necessity of reversing the known maxims of 

his conduct, in punishing the innocent 

instead of the guilty; changing his character 

of gracious and merciful, into that of an 

inexorable tyrant. . . . Whereas it is 

justly observed by Mr. Swedenborg, in his 

Doctrine concerning the Lord, p. 95, "there 

is nothing of vindictive justice in God."26 

If Swedenborg's Unitarian opponent could say this, 

how could Blake assert that Swedenborg's doctrine 

was "more Abominable than Calvins"? Did Blake 

misunderstand Divine Providencel 

The answer of course is that he did not: 

Blake's annotations to Divine Providence are a 

rhetorical assault upon Swedenborg, who Blake knows 

was as far from believing in predestination as any 

Christian who yet affirms the existence of heaven 

and hell can be; the whole point is that that is 

not far enough. Blake is saying that Swedenborg, 

who opposed the doctrine of predestination, is 

from a Blakean perspective as much a predestinarian 

as Calvin. The belief in an omniscient God who 

created human beings knowing that some of them 

would choose hell is the common denominator. Any 
Christian theodicy is to be rejected according to 

such a view, and Blake is consistent in the early 

1790s in rejecting not some but all churches. It 

is not a view that he would retain consistently--

in Milton the Arminian Wesley and the Calvinist 

predestinarian Whitefield are paired as the 

Christian witnesses foretold in Revelation; 

presumably Whitefield's good works and his 

emphasis on inner regeneration outweighed his 

theology for Blake at that time.27 But in 1791 

Blake was disposed to find the worst in Swedenborg's 

doctrines, where previously he had tried to 

accommodate the differences between his views and 

Swedenborg's. One reason for this re-evaulation 

was no doubt Blake's growing realization that 

Swedenborg's views were in some respects 

incompatible with his own; at the same time 

events within the New Jerusalem Church c. 1790-91 

almost certainly contributed to Blake's rejection 

of Swedenborgianism. 

Perhaps the most obvious inference we can 

draw is that the Revolution that occurred in 

France just three months after the General 

Conference sent Blake and the majority of English 

Swedenborgians in different directions. Blake's 

pro-Revolutionary sympathies are too well known to 

need re-statement here,28 while the New Church was 

anxious to disassociate itself from political 

radicalism. At the General Conference of 1791, 

says Hindmarsh, "a Protest was entered in the 

Minutes . . . against all such principles of 

infidelity and democracy as were then circulating 

in this country,"29 and Paine was specifically 

attacked. In Birmingham the Church-and-King mob 

that had destroyed Priestley's Unitarian chapel 

(as well as his laboratory and library) went on 

to the Swedenborgian church; but there the minister, 

Joseph Proud, told them "that the minister and 

worshippers were not Unitarians, nor inimical to 

the Government. A shout was raised--the New 

Jerusalem for ever, and the crowd dispersed."30 

At the same time the Church was incorporating 

liturgical practices quite opposite to Blake's 

view that "The Whole of the New Church is in the 

Active Life & not in Ceremonies at all" (E 595). 

At the Second General Conference in April 1790 a 

catechism for children was prepared, and Joseph 

Proud's hymn book was approved along with a form 

and order of worship. The necessity of living 

according to the Ten Commandments was also 

affirmed. At the next year's General Conference, 

minister's garments were approved: "an inner 
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purple silken vest, and also an outer garment of 

fine white linen having a golden girdle round 

the heart."
31
 Also in 1791 the New Church 

petitioned Parliament for the right to perform all 

religious ceremonies, saying they were ready to 

take the oaths of allegiance and supremacy but 

"without being required to describe themselves as 

Protestants or Dissenters."
32
 Furthermore, two 

dramatic events of 1789-90 must have contributed 

to Blake's ironical view of the Swedenborgians 

as "Angels"--the concubinage dispute and the 

opening of Swedenborg's tomb. 

The concubinage dispute has had a shadowy 

existence in the history of the New Jerusalem 

Church, for there was an attempt, very nearly 

successful, to cover up its very existence. The 

entries for the period 4 May 1789 to 11 April 1790 

were torn out of the Minute Book of the Great 

Eastcheap Society;
33
 and the subject is not 

mentioned in Hindmarsh's Rise and Progress 
although Hindmarsh himself was expelled from 

the Society as a result. We know about the 

dispute only because in 1839 a controversy about 

which Swedenborgian congregation was the oldest 

led the Reverend Manoah Sibley to publish his 

recollections of the early New Jerusalem Church. 

In the course of his argument, Sibley relates 

that in 1789 

a \/ery sorrowful occurrence befell the infant 
New Church, whereby the flood-gates of 

immorality were in danger of being thrown 

open to her inevitable destruction. The 

Church held many solemn meetings on the 

occasion, which ended in her withdrawing 

herself from six of her members, viz. Robert 

Hindmarsh, Henry Servante, Charles Berns 

Wadstrom, Augustus Nordenskjold, George 

Robinson, and Alexander Wilderspin.
3k 

Sibley says no more about the matter except to 

add that "this grievous circumstance I kept 

locked up in my own bosom for years." The dispute 

must nevertheless have attracted considerable 

attention in Swedenborgian circles at the time, 

since at least four of the expelled members were 

prominent, active Swedenborgians. The gist of the 

controversy concerned Swedenborg's view of 

concubinage, as incorporated by Augustus 

Nordenskjold into a comprehensive plan of church 

governance. Nordenskjbld's complete plan is 

extant only in Swedish in a little book entitled 

Forsamlings Formen uti det Nya Jerusalem 
(Copenhagen, 1790).

35
 Part of Nordenskjold's 

proposal was also published in the New Jerusalem 
Magazine (of which Wadstrom and Servante were the 

editors) in 1790; but the parts about concubinage 

were left out. The Nordenskjold plan was presented 

to at least two meetings of English Swedenborgians 

and rejected by both, though whether the matter of 

concubinage was presented is not clear. John 

Clowes, perhaps the best known of the Swedenborgians 

who remained within the Church of England at this 

time, later recalled an occasion when "two 

Swedish gentlemen" presented to the New Jerusalem 

Church in London a plan of worship which Clowes 

found "opposed to every sentiment of propriety, 

decorum, and common sense of mankind."
36
 And the 

minutes of a provincial conference held at Kighley, 

near Halifax, in 1791 record that "a printed plan 

for organization, recommended by Frederic 

Nordenskjold, Esq." was read and discussed but 

not accepted.
37
 Thus the Nordenskjold plan gained 

little support in Britain. 

It must not be thought that Nordenskjold was 

primarily concerned with the subject of concubinage 

--this was only one subject of the many taken up 

in Forsamlings Formen. Nordenskjold's proposal 

is a broad plan of religious practice and 

governance for the New Church and for civil society 

as well. It seems to have had its inception in 

connection with the proposed African colony. 

Wadstrom was careful, in presenting his project 

to the public, not to mention the Swedenborgian 

concerns behind the project; no doubt he wished 

to attract the broadest basis of support possible. 

But those concerns certainly existed, and 

Forsamlings Formen appears to be the constitution 

that the African colony would have had if the 

Swedenborgians alone had possessed the resources 

to found it.
3!
 The plan is a relatively democratic 

one, with all adult members (including women) 

enfranchised to elect representatives. The body 

of the presentation comprises first fifty-four 

numbered paragraphs (pp. 2-34), then "Observations" 

(pp. 35-52). The section concerning marriage 

comprises paragraphs 46-54 (pp. 28-34), and the 

discussion of concubinage forms only part of this 

section. It was, then, only a small part of 

Nordenskjold's proposal that led to internal 

dissension in the New Jerusalem Church and 

subsequently to the expulsion of Nordenskjold, 

Wadstrom, and four others. 

Marriage, according to Nordenskjold, would 

always be the foundation of the New Jerusalem. The 

married would be considered as two-thirds of the 

whole group and would possess five-sixths of the 

franchise. However, only those marriages in 

which both man and wife accepted Swedenborg's 

doctrines were lawful. If a man were to be 

baptized into the community and were then to marry 

a woman who did not accept its beliefs, that man 

would have to be expelled. Where there was no 

spiritual union before the Lord, there was no 

marriage, according to Nordenskjold, but merely 

concubinage; yet such merely external unions 

might be permitted under certain circumstances. 

Likewise there were situations in which concubinage 

without marriage was acceptable: 

As it will happen, of course, that for a long 

time to come there will be unmarried men in 

our Church who are not able to marry, and 

married men who have been received among us, 

but who have unchristian wives, rejecting 

the New Doctrine, and who thus must live in a 

disharmonious marriage, it follows that when 

such men are driven so strongly by the inborn 

amor sexus that they cannot contain themselves, 

it is inevitable, for the sake of order, that 

they be permitted, the former to take a 

mistress and the latter a concubine. But no 

one is permitted to live thus in our Church 

who does not report it to the Bishop or the 

Marriage-Priest. These are to examine, 
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according to Swedenborg's rules, Be 
Fornioatione et de Coneubinato, if his case 

is truly such as he presents it. After this 

he is to receive their written permission, 

in which the conditions are to be carefully 

stated, and he may live with his mistress or 

concubine. If this be observed, he may still 

be received among us as a dear member and 

brother, and his life will be no reproach to 

him. But if he does not report it he must 

be punished, and this in the degree that his 

life is disorderly; for no kinds of adulteries 

or anti-conjugial life can be tolerated in 

the New Jerusalem if the Church is to continue 

and the LORD to find an habitation among us.
3 9 

Nordenskj'dld
1
 s views were, as he says, based on 

those of Swedenborg. At the time of the concubinage 

dispute, the Swedenborgian source, Conjugial Love, 
was available in complete form only in Latin; the 

first complete English translation (by John 

Clowes) was published by Hindmarsh in 1794.^° 

According to Swedenborg, the "legitimate causes" 

of concubinage are the same as those of divorce 

(#488). These causes can be physical, mental, 

or moral — including among others disease, madness, 

difference of faith, and adultery. Recognizing 

that in some instances divorce for these reasons 

may not be practical or even possible, Swedenborg 

maintains "That they, who from causes legitimate^ 

just, and really conscientious, are engaged in this 

concubinage, may be principled at the same time 

in conjugial love" (#475). This applies only to 

those who really prefer marriage to concubinage 

and enter into concubinage for the causes 

Swedenborg describes as legitimate.
141
 (Marital 

intercourse must of course be abandoned.) Thus 

it can be seen that Nordenskjbld's views on 

concubinage are precisely those of Swedenborg, 

with the introduction only of an institutional 

mechanism. Many respected followers of Swedenborg 

in Sweden shared these views, at least in theory; 

indeed it is hard to see how they could do 

otherwise, since Swedenborg is so explicit on the 

subject.
142
 This no doubt accounts for the presence 

among those expelled of the conservative Hindmarsh, 

who certainly did not share Nordenskjold's ideas 

about other aspects of church governance.'
43 

Less than a year after the event, the French 

surgeon Benedict Chastanier, who had been active 

in Swedenborgian circles since the early days of 

the Theosophical Society, protested: "No, no, men 

and brethren, they will never send there [in Heaven's 

societies] any letter of exclusion or dismission 

among them to any of their fellow members, as 

did not many years ago a certain society, not one 

hundred miles distant from the monument, to some 

of its dissentient members, for no other reason 

than that they were a few degrees deeper grounded 

in the truth than the rest."
1414

 We can easily 

conceive how Blake would have regarded the affair. 

In The Marriage of Heaven and Hell, at least part 

of which was etched in 1790, the year of the 

concubinage dispute, Blake proclaims an ethos of 

libidinal freedom which goes far beyond the narrow 

doctrinal issues involved in that parochial 

argument. "The nakedness of woman is the work of 

God" (E 36) and "He who desires but acts not, 

breeds pestilence" (E 35) are assertions of the 

positive goodness of the fulfillment of desire. And 

in Visions of the Daughters of Albion (1793) Blake, 

through his heroine Oothoon, specifically addresses 

the question of whether sexual love ought to be 

limited to the institution of marriage: 

I cry, Love! Love! Love! happy happy Love! free 

as the mountain wind! 

Can that be Love, that drinks another as a 

sponge drinks water? 

That clouds with jealousy his nights, with 

weepings all the day: 

To spin a web of age around him. grey and 

hoary! dark! 

Till his eyes sicken at the fruit that hangs 

before his sight. 

Such is self-love that envies all! a creeping 

skeleton 

With lamplike eyes watching around the frozen 

marriage bed. 

But silken nets and traps of adamant will 

Oothoon spread, 

And catch for thee girls of mild silver, or of 

furious gold; 

I'll lie beside thee on a bank & view their 

wanton play 

In lovely copulation bliss on bliss with 

Theotormon: 

Red as the rosy morning, lustful as the first 

born beam, 

Oothoon shall view his dear delight, nor e'er 

with jealous cloud 

Come in the heaven of generous love; nor 

selfish blightings bring. (E 49) 

Doctrines such as these sharply distinguish Blake's 

views about sex even from those of the expelled 

Swedenborgians, with one possible exception. 

Augustus Nordenskjold was reputed to have carried 

out in life what the others merely maintained in 

theory, and is said to have maintained as his 

justification that Swedenborg himself had had a 

mistress while in Italy.
45
 Blake himself was the 

subject of an unattributed story that, according 

to Mona Wilson, "he proposed to add a concubine to 

his household."
146
 Whether or not the story has any 

basis, the concubinage dispute must have made Blake 

all the more aware of the gap that separated 

him from the majority of English Swedenborgians. 

5 Engraving by Metz after Desore"s. Cidaris Erit 
Afrio'o. This was published in the first number of 

the New Jerusalem Magazine (1790). The design illus-

trates a Memorable Relation in The Delights of Wisdom 
Respecting Conjugal Love (no. 114). Angels in the 

spiritual world hold a contest on the subject of 

"the true origin, virtue, and power, of Conjugal 
Love." The prize is a golden mitre adorned with 

precious gems. Learned Europeans from different 

countries are unable to give a correct answer; one 

of a band of Africans then speaks, and a voice from 

heaven declares "The Mitre shall be for the African." 
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A second dramatic event occurred among 

Swedenborgians c. 1790--the opening of Swedenborg's 

tomb. The most detailed source of information 

about the first opening—for the tomb was opened 

a second time shortly afterwards--is an account by 

Gustav Broling, a Swedish metallurgist and a 

member of the Royal Academy of Sciences who lived 

in England from 1797 to 1799.
u7
 His account is 

second-hand but it agrees in most respects with 

shorter reports by Robert Hindmarsh and by J. I. 

Hawkins. According to Broling, an American 

physician who was enthusiastic about Swedenborg's 

writings came to London for the purpose of proving 

that Swedenborg was not really in his coffin but 

rather "must have been removed thence in some 

extraordinary manner." With the help of "a 

follower and countryman of SWEDENBORG, still famous 

at that time,"
148
 the American, accompanied by ten 

or twelve "New Jerusalemites," penetrated the 

vault of the Swedish Church. Swedenborg's 

casket was opened, but turned out to contain a 

second, which in turn contained a lead coffin. A 

solderer was brought in to cut through the lead 

covering. What followed is worthy of one of 

Blake's Memorable Fancies: "But there now issued 

forth effluvia in such abundance and of such a 

sort that the candles went out, and all the 

observers were obliged to rush head over heels out 

of the burial vault in order not to be smothered." 

The investigators were, however, persistent. 

The candles [Broling continues] were relighted 

--the church was fumigated with vinegar--the 

windows opened—and once more a descent was 

made to continue the investigation. It was 

found that SWEDENBORG'S remains really still 

lay in the coffin, without any special 

ravages of time, which, deprived of the 

assistance of the air, had not greatly 

changed the features of the face. It was 

observed as a peculiar fact, and perhaps 

not without reason, that the half of the 

face nearest the wall of the vault preserved 

its almost natural roundness. But as to 

whether this examination, for the rest, 

strengthened or weakened the Doctor's faith, 

of that Tradition does not say a single word. 

A basically similar report of these events was 

published by J. I. Hawkins in The Times for 24 

April 1823. According to Hawkins, however, the 

instigator was a learned Swede: 

About the year 1790, a Swedish philosopher, 

then in London, who was a great admirer of 

Swedenborg's philosophical writings but had 

no relish for the theological, became 

acquainted with some of the members of the 

New Church, and warmly opposed Swedenborg's 

tenet that the soul takes a final leave of 

the material body at death, and enters on 

a new scene of superior activity in a 

spiritual body, more suited to obey its 

energies. The learned Swede endeavored to 

persuade them, that all great philosophers 

had, by virtue of their profound wisdom, 

the power of taking with them, into the world 

of spirits, their natural bodies; and he 

asserted his full conviction, that Swedenborg, 

whom he considered one of the first 

philosophers, had taken away his body out of 

the coffin.
49 

C. T. Odhner identifies the Swedish philosopher as 

the poet and critic Thomas Thorild, but there does 

not appear to be any evidence for this.
50
 Thorild 

was indeed in London from 1788 to 1790, and in 1790 

Robert Hindmarsh published Thorild's True Heavenly 
Religion Restored, with the author identified only 

as "a Philosopher of the North." However, Thorild's 

book is a pro-Swedenborgian polemic which in no way 

can be made to conform to Hawkins' description of 

the instigator as someone who did not admire 

Swedenborg's theological writings. On the contrary, 

Thorild concludes "that this true and Divine Religion 

is, as to the general Character, even that of 

EMANUEL SWEDENBORG: Who, if God, Spirits, a 

Religion, be at all--has certainly brought us 

sublime Revelations, and may be considered as a 

Prophet of a third rising Covenant, or that of 

open Truth" (p. 119). 

Yet a third minor variant is provided by Robert 

Hindmarsh, who says that the instigator was not a 

Swedenborgian at all but "a foreign gentleman who 

held the absurd tenets of the sect of Rosicrucians." 

At a dinner at the house of a Swedenborgian, the 

Rosicrucian declared that Swedenborg had discovered 

an elixir by which he could "protract his existence 

as long as he pleased." Then, "desirous to put 

off the infirmities of age, [he] had renewed his 

existence and withdrawn to some other part of the 

world, causing a sham funeral to be performed to 

avoid discovery." This then led to the opening of 

the tomb and the discovery of Swedenborg's remains 

therein. Although the three sources differ as to 

how the opening of the tomb was instigated, they 

agree in presenting the investigation as a test of 

whether Swedenborg's body possessed some magical 

property that would have removed it from the 

coffin altogether—a test which culminated in the 

discovery that Swedenborg's mortal remains were 

like anyone elses's. The experiment was then 

repeated a few days later by Hindmarsh and four or 

five associates. They found the corpse in a very 

good state of preservation: "The features were 

still perfect, the flesh firm," says Hindmarsh; 

but when he placed his hand on the forehead, he 

found that "the lower part of the nose gave 

indications of approaching decomposition." No 

doubt as a result of its exposure to air, the body 

was "afterwards found . . . speedily being reduced 

to ashes."
51
 These two openings of the tomb, the 

first witnessed by perhaps a dozen people and the 

second by five or six new spectators, can hardly 

have been kept secret. 

The Marriage of Heaven and Hell is widely 

recognized to be a satire directed toward Swedenborg 

and the Swedenborgians.
52
 The title unites what 

Swedenborg had perceived as divided; Angels and 

Devils are juxtaposed, but with subversive intent. 

Swedenborg's static "equilibrium" is displaced by 

Blake's dynamic interplay of contraries. In The 
',KJC Memorable Fancies parody Swedenborg's 

Memorable Relations: marvelous events are related 



7 3 

mat te r -o f - fac t l y , sudden t rans i t ions are made from 
one world to another, and the narrator always has 
the las t word. Even the Marriage of the t i t l e may 
be an i ron ica l a l lus ion to Swedenborg, for in A 
Sketch of the Chaste Delights of Conjugal Love 
Swedenborg asse r t s : 

That Hell is formed from Adul ter ies , is 
because Adultery is from the Marriage of Evil 
and False, from which Hell in i t s whole 
Complex is cal led Adultery; and that Heaven 
is formed from Marriages, is because Marriage 
is from the Marriage of Good and Truth, whence 
also Heaven in i t s whole complex is cal led 
a Marriage. . . . (p. 20) 

This arrogation of l i b i d i n a l energy to " E v i l " and 
of passive res t ra in t to "Good" is corrected by 
Elake throughout The Marriage of Heaven and Hell. 
Of course The Marriage is much more than an a n t i -
Swedenborgian polemic, but i t s f u l l s igni f icance 
can only be appreciated in the l i g h t of Blake's 
knowledge of Swedenborg's doctrines and of the 
history of the New Jerusalem Church. 

The f i r s t page of prose in The Marriage begins: 

As a new heaven is begun, and i t is now 
th i r t y - t h ree years since i t s advent: the 
Eternal Hell revives. And lo ! Swedenborg is 
the Angel s i t t i n g at the tomb; his wr i t ings 
are the l inen clothes folded up.

5 3 

The f i r s t reference is of course to Swedenborg's 
declarat ion that a new heaven was opened in 1757,

5Lf 

and the second sentence alludes to the episode in 
John xx where Chr is t ' s body is found to be gone, 
from the tomb: 

So they ran both together: and the other 
d isc ip le did outrun Peter, and came f i r s t to 
the sepulchre. And he stooping down, and 
looking i n , saw the l inen clothes l y i n g ; yet 
went he not i n . Then cometh Simon Peter 
fo l lowing him, and went in to the sepulchre, 
and seeth the l inen clothes l i e , And the 
napkin, that was about his head, not ly ing 
with the l inen c lothes, but wrapped together 
in a place by i t s e l f . (4-7) 

For Blake the body of Chr is t ' s teaching is absent 
from Swedenborg's w r i t i n g s ; the l a t t e r are seen as 
a garment which can be discarded. As Damon remarks, 
"Swedenborg f inds himself l e f t behind in his own 
eschatology."

5 5
 The reader conversant wi th the 

circumstances surrounding the openings of 
Swedenborg's tomb could have seen a fur ther i ron ica l 
a l lus ion here. Unlike Chr is t , Swedenborg was 
securely in his tomb when his fol lowers came seeking 
him. Such a contrast is of course unfa i r to 
Swedenborg, who never claimed any extraordinary 
powers for his mortal body; but Blake's purpose 
here is to expose what he perceives as the errors 
of Swedenborgianism rather than to do j us t i ce to 
Swedenborg as a h i s to r i ca l f i gu re . 

Blake's four th Memorable Fancy both attacks 
Swedenborg's doctr ine and parodies his techniques. 
The author's journey through visionary worlds is 

of course a fami l ia r feature of Swedenborg's 
wr i t i ngs . When Leviathan is perceived "to the east, 
d istant about three degrees," we are meant to recal l 
Swedenborg's precise readings of the ce les t ia l map: 
for example, the Sun "appears above the Earths 
which the Angels inhab i t , in an Elevation of about 
f o r t y - f i v e Degrees. . . . "

5 6
 The interplanetary 

voyage with Swedenborg's volumes in hand imitates 
the s imi lar ones in Earths in Our Solar System, 
while the discussion of "my eternal l o t " refers to 
the "en ro l l i ng " of Divine Providence. When Blake 
t e l l s the Angel "Here . . . is your l o t , in th is 
space, i f space i t may be ca l l ed , " he reminds us 
of Swedenborg's statement that "the Spaces and 
Distances, and consequent Progressions, which occur 
in the natural World, are in t he i r Origin and f i r s t 
Cause, Changes of the State of I n te r i o r th ings. . 
. . "

!
 Subsequently, Blake " in my hand brought 

for th the skeleton of a body, which in the mi l l was 
Ar i s to t les Ana ly t i cs " ; in Earths in Our Solar System 
Ar i s t o t l e is described sympathet ical ly, and 
Swedenborg says, "Afterwards I discoursed wi th him, 
concerning the analyt ic science. . . . "

5 8
 In the 

f i f t h Memorable Fancy, where the converted Angel 
"stretched out his arms embracing the flame of 
f i r e & he was consumed and arose as E l i j a h , " 
there also appears to be a Swedenborgian source; 
fo r on Jup i te r , according to Swedenborg, "the 
Sp i r i t s of that Earth, when they are prepared, are 
taken up into Heaven and become Angels: On such 
occasions there appear Chariots and br ight Horses 
as of F i re , by which they are carr ied away in l i k e 
Manner as El ias. . . . "

5 9
 In instances such as 

these, Blake uses Swedenborgian material to 
in tens i fy the irony of his anti-Swedenborgian 
sa t i re . 

Of the many other Swedenborgian al lusions in 
The Marriage, several are worth par t i cu la r 
a t ten t ion . "Some w i l l say," Blake wr i t es , " Is not 
God alone the P r o l i f i c ? I answer, God only Acts & 
I s , in ex is t ing beings or Men."

60
 This seems to 

be aimed e x p l i c i t l y at Swedenborg's admonition in 
Divine Love and Divine Wisdom: "Let e\/ery one 
beware of f a l l i n g in to that execrable Heresy, 
that God hath infused himself in to Men, and that he 
is in them, and no longer in h imse l f . "

6 1
 The 

invidious comparison of Swedenborg to Paracelsus 
and Boehme takes on an added s igni f icance when we 
note that Swedenborg e x p l i c i t l y denied having read 
Boehme, and that th is denial was published in the 
New Jerusalem Magazine early in 1790. Thus when 
Blake says that "Swedenborgs wr i t ings are a 
recapi tu la t ion of a l l super f i c ia l opinions, and an 
analysis of the more sublime," he is probably 
playing on Swedenborg's assert ion that " I was 
prohibi ted reading dogmatic and systematic theology, 
before heaven was opened to me. . . . "

6 2
 More 

general ly, the e ro t i c mysticism of The Marriage 
can be seen in one aspect as Blake's response to 
the concubinage dispute--not that i t is in any way 
l im i ted to that meaning. Just as Berkeley's Siris 
begins as a d i squ is i t i on on tar-water and becomes 
a statement about the nature of the universe, so 
The Marriage, in i t s inception an anti-Swedenborgian 
s a t i r e , develops into Blake's most comprehensive 
statement about human existence up to the time 
of i t s composition. 



'jr. 
- ^ "» 

w 

£ 

■jr. 





78 

IV 

F
or about a decade fo l lowing the beginning of 
The Marriage, there is l i t t l e to indicate 
Swedenborgian in terests in Blake's poetry 

and a r t . Then, from about the turn of the century 
and well in to the nineteenth century, Blake displays 
a renewed in teres t in (though by no means a simple 
a t t i tude toward) Swedenborg. Perhaps the most 
dramatic instance of th is in terest may be seen in 
Blake's Descriptive Catalogue of 1809. Among the 
sixteen pictures that Blake chose to show in his 
exh ib i t ion in that year was one, now unfortunately 
l o s t , on a Swedenborgian subject. I t s t i t l e was 
"The sp i r i t ua l Preceptor, an experiment P ic tu re , " 
and i t was based on a Memorable Relation in True 
Christian Religion. According to Blake: 

This subject is taken from the visions of 
Emanuel Swedenborg. Universal Theology, 
No. 623. The Learned, who s t r i ve to ascend 
into Heaven by means of learn ing , appear 
to Children l i ke dead horses, when repel led 
by the ce les t ia l spheres. The works of 
th is vis ionary are well worthy the a t tent ion on 
of Painters and Poets; they are foundations 
for grand th ings; the reason they have not 
been more attended t o , i s , because corporeal 
demons have gained a predominance; who the 
leaders of these are, w i l l be shewn below. 
Unworthy Men who gain fame among Men, continue 
to govern mankind a f te r death, and in t he i r 
sp i r i t ua l bodies, oppose the s p i r i t s of those, 
who wor th i ly are famous; and as Swedenborg 
observes, by entering into disease and 
excrement, drunkenness and concupiscence, 
they possess themselves of the bodies of 
mortal men, and shut the doors of mind and 
of thought, by placing Learning above 
Insp i ra t ion . 0 A r t i s t ! you may disbel ieve 
a l l t h i s , but i t shall be at your own 
p e r i l .

6 3 

The "experiment p ic ture" may of course have been 
executed years before the exh ib i t i on , but these 
comments in Blake's Descriptive Catalogue reveal 
a strong renewal of in te res t in Swedenborg by 1809. 
Another p icture which indicates such in te res t is 
The Death of the Good Old Man, engraved a f te r 
Blake by Schiavonetti f o r B l a i r ' s Grave (1808).

6 4 

In th is design, the soul of the Good Old Man, 
ident ica l in appearance to his dead body, is 
escorted upwards by angels. As H. W. Janson points 
out with respect to Flaxman, such a depict ion of 
the " fu l l -bod ied soul" immediately a f te r death is 
based on a Swedenborgian conception: "Man rises 
again immediately a f te r death, and he then appears 
to himself in a body j us t as in th is wor ld , wi th a 
s imi la r face, members, arms, hands, fee t , breast , 
be l l y , and l o i ns ; so that when he sees and touches 
himself , he says that he is a man as in the 
w o r l d . "

6 5
 Janson argues that such a portrayal of 

the '
k
fu l l -bodied soul" is to be dist inguished from 

the depict ion of the soul at the Last Judgment, 
when a l l shal l be resurrected. As we know, Blake 
and Flaxman influenced each other in many ways, 
and i t is possible that The Death of the Good Old 
Man derives from such funerary sculptures as 

Flaxman's Agnes Cromwell monument in Chichester 
Cathedral. Nevertheless, given the wide extent 
of Blake's reading of Swedenborg, he would have 
known that in The Death of the Good Old Man he 
was using a spec i f i ca l l y Swedenborgian idea. 

One source of Blake's renewed in teres t in 
Swedenborg may have been his f r iendship wi th 
Charles Augustus Tulk, son of a founding member of 
the New Jerusalem Church and also a f r iend of 
Flaxman's and of Coler idge 's .

6 6
 ( I t was Tulk 's copy 

of the Songs that Coleridge borrowed in February 
1818, and i t was probably information from Tulk 
that led Coleridge to wr i te of Blake, "He is a 
man of Genius--and I apprehend, a Swedenborgian."

67
) 

In the memoir which Tulk's daughter d ictated to 
his grand-daughter, i t is said that "Wil l iam 
Blake, the Poet & Painter, wi th his w i f e , were 
rescued from des t i tu t ion by Mr. C. A. Tulk, & 
became much impressed with the Sp i r i tua l Truths 
in Swedenborg's Wri t ings. He made drawings from 
the Memorable Relations, one of them of a female 
Angel ins t ruc t ing a number of chi ldren in the 
sp i r i t ua l w o r l d . "

6 8
 Unfortunately, t h i s drawing 

is not known to ex is t today; nor is a p icture 
which is said to have had a marginal note in 
Blake's hand recommending Swedenborg's Worship and 
Love of God, a work f i r s t published in complete 
English t rans la t ion in 1799-1801.

69
 Despite the 

fact that Blake's pictures on Swedenborgian subjects 
e i ther have not survived or have not been i d e n t i f i e d , 
i t is clear from the evidence we have c i ted that 
Swedenborg had once more assumed major importance 
to Blake by 1809. We can f ind th is in terest 
ref lected in Blake's poetic works as w e l l . 

One of the most s t r i k i n g instances of 
Swedenborgian conceptions in Blake's la te r work 
occurs in plate 48 of Jerusalem. Here the condit ion 
of man has fa l l en to i t s lowest po in t ; on the 
preceding p la te , Albion speaks his las t words — 
"Hope is banish'd from me" (E 194). Then the 
Saviour receives Albion and in mercy reposes his 
limbs on the Rock of Ages. 

In si lence the Divine Lord builded wi th 
immortal labour, 

Of gold & jewels a sublime Ornament, a 
Couch of repose, 

With Sixteen p i l l a r s : canopied with 
emblems & wr i t ten verse. 

Sp i r i tua l Verse, order 'd & measur'd, from 
whence, time shal l reveal. 

The Five books of the Decalogue, the 
books of Joshua & Judges, 

Samuel, a double book & Kings, a double book, 
the Psalms & Prophets 

The Four-fold Gospel, and the 
Revelations ever last ing 

Eterni ty groan'd & was t roubled, at the 
image of Eternal Death!

70 

As Damon was the f i r s t to point out , these books 
of the B ib le—th i r t y - th ree in a l l - - a r e precisely 
those which Swedenborg had declared possessed the 
internal sense of the Word; and as Bentley has 
noted, the General Conference of 1789 re-aff i rmed 
that only these were the "Books of the Word."

7 1 

I t cannot be a coincidence that Blake chose these 
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books to form t h a t canopy t h a t would s h i e l d the 

s leep ing body o f man w h i l e the work o f redempt ion 

took p lace . B lake ' s n o t i o n o f A l b i o n the Eterna l 
Man i s i t s e l f de r i ved f rom Swedenborg, who conceives 

o f the t h ree Heavens as composing a Grand Man, 
w i t h the var ious human members and organs having 

t h e i r cor respond ing c e l e s t i a l p a r t s . "Th is d o c t r i n e 

was probably f i r s t encountered by Blake i n Heaven 

and Hell ( #59 -67 ) , but i t does not appear i n h is 

own work u n t i l The Four Zoas--which i s t o say, no 

e a r l i e r than the l a t e 1790s. This analogy o f the 

human microcosm w i t h a human macrocosm prov ided 

Blake , as Schorer puts i t , w i t h " the metaphor ica l 
t o o l t h a t enabled him to counter the p r e v a i l i n g 

mechanical view o f man and the un iverse w i t h h i s 

own organ ic v i e w . " 7 2
 These impor tan t debts to 

Swedenborg are we l l e s t a b l i s h e d , but o thers sca rce l y 

less impo r tan t have not p r e v i o u s l y been d iscussed . 

The c e n t r a l a c t i o n o f Blake ' s Milton, the 

redempt ive descent o f M i l t o n to "E te rna l Death" to 

d e l i v e r the s leep ing body o f man, i s i n p a r t an 

a m p l i f i c a t i o n and r e v i s i o n o f a Swedenborgian 

d o c t r i n e . In h is g rea t speech on p l a t e 14, M i l t o n 

says: 

I i n my Sel fhood am t h a t Satan: I am t h a t 
Ev i l One! 

He i s my Spec t re ! i n obedience to loose 

him f rom my Hel Is 

To c l a i m the H e l l s , my Furnaces, I go 

to Eterna l D e a t h . 7 3 

In True Christian Religion Swedenborg says t h a t the 

Last Judgment o f 1757 i n v o l v e d " the Subduing o f the 

H e l l s , r e s t o r i n g the Heavens t o Order , and 

e s t a b l i s h i n g a new Church" ( #115 ) ; and elsewhere he 

asser ts "That the Lord was t o come i n t o the Wor ld , 
to accompl ish a complete o r f i n a l Judgement, and 

thereby sub jugate the then p r e v a i l i n g power o f the 

H e l l s , which was e f f e c t e d by S p i r i t u a l Combats, or 
Temptat ions admi t ted to a s s a u l t the Humanity 

de r i ved f rom the Mother , and by con t i nua l v i c t o r i e s 

then o b t a i n e d . . . ."7k
 Blake ' s M i l t o n l i k e w i s e 

t r iumphs over t empta t ions and assau l t s " i n c o n f l i c t 
w i t h those Female f o r m s " 7 5

 ( h i s wives and 

d a u g h t e r s ) , s t r i v i n g w i t h the demon Urizen and h i s 

codes o f Law, tempted by the sons and daughters o f 
Rahab and T i r z a h . M i l t o n ' s subl ime act has as 

i t s paradigm the I n c a r n a t i o n , and t he re are 

p a r a l l e l s i n P l a t o ' s f a b l e o f the Cave and i n 

Gnost ic mytho logy ; but i n Swedenborg and i n Blake 

we a lso f i n d a p l u r a l i t y o f h e l l s and a p u t t i n g o f f 
o f the Maternal Humanity. The l a t t e r f e a t u r e a lso 

appears i n Jerusalem: "by h i s Maternal B i r t h he 

[ C h r i s t ] i s t h a t Evi l -One / And h i s Maternal 
Humanity must be put o f f E t e r n a l l y " ( 90 :35 -36 , E 

247) . Swedenborg dec lares "That the Lord 

Success ive ly put o f f the humanity which was taken 

f rom the Mother , and put on the humanity f rom the 

D i v i n i t y i n Himse l f , which i s the Div ine Humanity 

and the Son o f G o d . " 7 6
 For Blake the Maternal 

Humanity was the pu re l y m a t e r i a l aspect o f C h r i s t ' s 

b e i n g ; t h i s must be "pu t o f f " so t h a t he may " p u t 
on" h is s p i r i t u a l body. 

Blake and Swedenborg a lso share a s i m i l a r 
concept ion o f h i s t o r y accord ing to which "Churches" 
succeed one ano the r , each reach ing i t s " p e r i o d " and 

**. 
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7 Engraving by Miss Martin after B. Pernotin. Em. 
Swedenborg / Veritatis Assertor & Rationis Ultor. 
Tipped into an extra-illustrated copy of Daniel 
Lysons, The Environs of London, XXI (1796), between 
pages 160 and 161, relating to the sentence on p. 
160: "The celebrated Baron Swedenborg, founder of 
the sect called after him Swedenborgians, lies buried 
in the Swedish church; he died in the year 1772." 
This copy of Lysons bears the bookplate of Sir William 
William Augustus Fraser. Reproduced by permission of 
The Huntington Library, San Marino, California. 

Benefit identifies Pernotin as "peintre 
d'histoire, de genre, et de portraits a Londres de 
1786 a 1797." 
6 Plan and Sections of a Slave Ship. Plate V of 

An Essav on Colonization by C. B. Wadstrom (London, 
1794-95). This anonymous engraving was originally 
published as a separate plate in 1789. Reproduced 
by permission of the Royal Library, Stockholm. 
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then giving way to i t s successor. As Damon 
suggests, Blake's use of B ib l i ca l names to denote 
the Churches of h is tory derives from Swedenborg,

77 

but in addit ion the idea of a c r i s i s in the modern 
Church leading to i t s "Consummation" is also common 
to both. In Divine Providence, Swedenborg 
describes the process by which th is happens, 
declar ing, "But the successive Vastation of the 
Christ ian Church in i t ' s f i na l Period, is described 
by the Lord in Matthew Chap, xx iv , in Mark, Chap. 
x i i i , and in Luke, Chap, x x i ; and the Consummation 
i t s e l f in the Apocalypse."

78
 This theme was 

sounded at the opening of the General Conference of 
1789, where an extract from True christian Religion 
was read, asserting " that the Christ ian Church, 
which is founded on the Word, and is now at i t ' s 
Period, may again revive and derive S p i r i t through 
Heaven from the Lo rd . "

7 9
 In Milton, Blake both 

appropriates and subverts the Swedenborgian idea. 

Seeing the Churches at the i r Period in 
te r ro r & despair: 

Rahab created V o l t a i r ; Tirzah created 
Rousseau; 

Mocking the Confessors & Martyrs, claiming 
Self-r ighteousness; 

With cruel V i r tue : making War upon the 
Lambs Redeemed

80 

For Blake the "Period" of the Churches culminates 
in the consol idation of the r a t i o n a l i s t i c system 
which he ca l ls Deism; th is necessarily precedes 
a Last Judgment in which h is tory w i l l be abolished. 
Swedenborg conceived the New Church to be the resu l t 
of the vastat ion of the Chr ist ian Church, but Blake 
perceives Swedenborg himself as the v ic t im of the 
Churches of h is tory--as the passage in Milton goes 
on to say: 

0 Swedenborg! strongest of men, the Samson 
shorn by the Churches! 

Shewing the Transgressors in H e l l , the proud 
Warriors in Heaven: 

Heaven as a Punisher & Hell as One under 
Punishment: 

With Laws from Plato & his Greeks to renew 
the Trojan Gods, 

In A lb ion; & to deny the value of the 
Saviours b lood.

8 1 

This is essent ia l ly the same c r i t i c i s m Blake made in 
The Marriage: that Swedenborg, in accepting the 
necessity of repressive law and in re-a f f i rming the 
existence of an a f t e r l i f e of rewards and punishments, 
committed the same errors that the Churches had. 
But Swedenborg is no longer demeaned as "A man 
[who] carr ied a monkey about for a shew, & because 
he was a l i t t l e wiser than the monkey . . . 
conceiv'd himself as much wiser than seven men" 
(E 42). Instead, he is the "strongest of men," the 
shorn Samson whose t rag ic fate indicates something 
of Blake's profound ambivalence toward Swedenborg 
at th is po int . 

the a c t i v i t i e s of those who consummate b l i ss and 
are generated on Earth is "Viewing the Winding 
Worm on the Desarts of Great Tar ta ry . "

8 2 

Commentators have generally taken "Great Tartary" 
to be a geopol i t ica l symbol s ign i fy ing the eastern 
part of the world: thus the Winding Worm on the 
deserts of Great Tartary has been interpreted as 
the advance of Napoleon's armies into Russia.

83 

But Great Tartary--as dist inguished from Crimean 
Tartary--was in As ia ,

8 4
 and of course Napoleon did 

not attack As ia t ic Russia. In order to understand 
the symbolism of these passages, we must turn to 
Swedenborg, who in True christian Religion 
maintains the existence of a Word which existed 
before the Word which the World now possesses. 
Speaking of " that ancient Word, which was in Asia 
before the I s r a e l i t i s h Word," he asserts " I t is s t i l l 
preserved amongst the People who l i ve in Great 
Tartary. . . . "

8 5
 These people, he goes on, have 

the Book of Jasher (mentioned in Joshua x.12,13 
and in I I Samuel i .17,18) and the Wars of Jehovah 
and the Denunciators (the l a s t , according to 
Swedenborg, being mistranslated as "Composers of 
Proverbs" in our Bib les) . Thus we can see why 
Great Tartary should be the inmost hal l of Urizen's 
Temple of Urizen, representing as i t does the 
primordial Word. Again, the reference to the 
war r io r ' s spear and sword reaching "from Albion to 
Great Tartary" indicates that even the wisdom of 
the ancient Word is threatened by the modern code 
of love and war. When those who consummate b l i ss 
regard the generated wor ld , they see an aspect of 
themselves in the Winding Worm reaching to Great 
Tartary: the Worm of mor ta l i t y , whose winding 
also suggests the cycle of h i s to ry , is seen 
inhabi t ing the place of the world's ancient wisdom 
and presumably corrupting i t . Blake's meaning in 
a l l three of these instances is par t icu lar ized by 
i t s Swedenborgian reference. 

Numerous other examples of references to 
Swedenborg may be found in Blake's late wr i t ings 
and conversation, but only a few especial ly 
in teres t ing examples need be mentioned here. The 
vort ices which f igure prominently in The Four Zoas 
and in Milton are l i k e l y to have come to Blake via 
Swedenborg; though the i r ult imate source is 
Descartes,

86
 i t is un l ike ly that Blake read the 

Cartesian account d i r e c t l y . Swedenborg says that 
at the Creation Nature "folded herself up in to a 
kind of Vortexes," and in The Four Zoas Vala, who 
is in one aspect Nature, is personif ied as "The 
Nameless Shadowy Vor tex. "

8 7
 The extended account 

of passing through a Vortex in Milton may be 
indebted to one of Swedenborg's Memorable 
Relat ions.

8 8
 When Blake to ld Henry Crabb Robinson 

that he had seen the Sp i r i tua l Sun on Primrose 
H i l l , he was c lear ly a l lud ing to Swedenborg's 

3 Engraving by W. & G. Cooke a f t e r J . W. Shor. 
Emanuel Swedenborg. / Assessor of the Royal Metallic 
College in the / Kingdom of Sweden. Published bv 
I . M. E. Hodson, Cross St reet , Hatton Garden, 1 Jan-
uary 1804. Reproduced by permission of The Huntinqton 
L ibrary , San Marino, Ca l i fo rn ia . 

Another Swedenborgian idea which f inds i t s e l f 
into Blake's l a te r work is the special meaning 
attached to Great Tartary. In Jerusalem when 
Urizen bui lds his "Mighty Temple," we are to ld 
that "his inmost hal l is Great Tar tary" ; and one of 
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account of the two suns, one material and one 
s p i r i t u a l , in Divine Love and Divine Wisdom.^ 
Not so obvious an a l lus ion is Blake's statement 
to Robinson " I saw nothing but good in Calvin* s 
house--In Luther's there were Har lo ts . "

9 0
 In th is 

instance Blake's comment is precisely opposite to 
what Swedenborg maintains: we are to ld in True 
christian Religion that a f te r the Last Judgment of 
1757, Luther became convinced of his errors and 
renounced them, but "Calvin betook himself to a 
house frequented by Har lo ts , and there abode fo r 
some Time."

9 1
 These and other instances

92
 show 

that Swedenborg was much in Blake's thoughts in 
the nineteenth century, sometimes as a source of 
ideas and of subject matter, sometimes as a 
promulgator of ideas to be opposed, but in e i ther 
respect as a powerful i n te l l ec tua l force. 

I t is easy to see the reason for Blake's 
ambivalence toward Swedenborg. A seer of visions 
and the Messenger of a new age, Swedenborg was ye t , 
for Blake, bound w i th in the same l i m i t s that 
confined other founders of "Churches." Whi te f ie ld 
and Wesley were preferable not necessari ly because 
of the i r doctr ines, but because of the act ive nature 
of the i r min is t ry . Blake appears to have expressed 
his a t t i t ude rather d ip lomat ica l ly to Charles 

9 Plan of the Island of Bulama, d e t a i l . Plate I I I 
o f An Essay on Colonization by C. B. Wadstrom 
(London, 1794-95). Reproduced by permission of the 
Royal L ibrary , Stockholm. 

Augustus Tulk. 
Wilkinson 

According to Dr. J. J . Garth 

Blake informed Tulk that he had two d i f f e ren t 
s ta tes ; one in which he l i ked Swedenborg's 
w r i t i n g s , and one in which he d is l i ked them. 
The second was a state of pride in himself , 
and then they were d is tas te fu l to him, 
but afterwards he knew that he had not been 
wise and sane. The f i r s t was a state of 
humi l i t y , in which he received and accepted 
Swedenborg.

93 

Blake's remarks to Crabb Robinson on the same subject 
were considerably less circumspect. "He was a 
divine teacher," Robinson reports Blake as saying of 
Swedenborg in 1825, and continues: 

--he has done much and w i l l do much good he 
has correct many errors of Popery & also of 
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Lu ther & C a l v i n - - Y e t he a l so s a i d t h a t 

Swedenborg was wrong i n endeavour^ to e x p l a i n 

to the rational f a c u l t y what the reason cannot 

comprehend he should have l e f t t h a t - - A s B. 

mentioned Swedenb: & Dante t oge the r I 

wished to know whe he cons idered t h e i r . 

v i s i o n s o f the same k ind As f a r as I co 

c o l l e c t he d o e s - -
9 4 

A f u r t h e r r e f l e c t i o n recorded by Robinson reads : 

"Swedenborg Par ts o f h i s scheme are dangerous. His 

sexual r e l i g i o n i s dange rous . "
9 5

 "Sexua l " i n B lake ' s 

l a t e r vocabu lary has the spec ia l meaning o f 

someth ing 's becoming m a t e r i a l i z e d and i n so doing 

b e t r a y i n g i t s e s s e n t i a l q u a l i t y , and so here again 

Blake i s c o n c e n t r a t i n g on t h a t aspect o f 

Swedenborgianism which he sees as resembl ing 

h i s t o r i c a l C h r i s t i a n i t y — c o m p l e t e w i t h ange l s , 

d e v i l s , an a f t e r l i f e w i t h rewards and punishments, 

and a church . In h i s l a s t known comment on 

Swedenborg, i t i s once more t h i s aspect which Blake 

vehemently a t t a c k s . On the back o f Dante design 7, 

showing Homer a t the cen te r o f a diagram o f the 

u n i v e r s e , Blake condemns Dante as a worsh ipper o f 

Na tu re , adding "Swedenborg does the same i n say ing 

t h a t t h i s World i s the U l t ima te o f Heaven" (E 668) . 

Perhaps Blake might have more c o r r e c t l y t o l d Tulk 

t h a t i n one s t a t e he regarded Swedenborg's v i s i o n s 

m e t a p h o r i c a l l y , and then they seemed c o n s i s t e n t 

w i t h h i s own; w h i l e i n the o the r s t a t e he viewed 

them l i t e r a l l y and as c o n f l i c t i n g w i t h h is own. In 

the former s t a t e , he tended to regard h is 

disagreements w i t h Swedenborg merely as a ma t te r o f 

Swedenborg's not hav ing gone f a r enough; i n the 

l a t t e r , he condemned Swedenborg f o r the same 

reason. In t h i s d i v i d e d a t t i t u d e , Blake resembles 

another g rea t Romant ic, Ralph Waldo Emerson. 

Emerson, l i k e B lake , accuses Swedenborg o f over -

l i t e r a l i s m , "Hebra ism," and want o f p o e t r y ; and 

l i k e Blake Emerson compares Swedenborg un favo rab ly 

w i t h Boehme, who, says Emerson, " i s h e a l t h i l y and 

b e a u t i f u l l y w i s e . "
9 6

 Emerson's remarks on 

Swedenborg's angels are consonant w i t h B lake ' s i n 

The Marriage: "They are a l l coun t ry parsons: 

t h e i r heaven i s a f&te ohampetre, an e v a n g e l i c a l 

p i c n i c , o r a French d i s t r i b u t i o n o f p r i z e s to 

v i r t u o u s p e a s a n t s . "
9 7

 Yet i n the book where these 

remarks o c c u r , Representative Men, Emerson chooses 

Swedenborg as h i s example o f "The M y s t i c . " 

L ikewise f o r B lake , Swedenborg, the Angel s i t t i n g 

a t the Tomb, the Samson shorn by the Churches, i s 

a powerfu l v i s i o n a r y f i g u r e o f pe rvas ive i n t e r e s t . 

A. Augustus Nordenskjold and Carl Bernhard Wadstrom 

B l ake had ample o p p o r t u n i t y to meet these two 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y f i g u r e s a t the General 

Conference o f 1789, and, g iven the congruence 

o f some o f t h e i r i n t e r e s t s w i t h h i s , i t i s 

a p p r o p r i a t e t h a t we g ive some f u r t h e r i n f o r m a t i o n 

about each. 

Nordensk jo ld was born i n F in land i n 1754 and 

was educated a t Abo Akademi. He then moved to 

Stockholm, where he was a c t i v e as a chemis t , 

m i n e r a l o g i s t , and a l c h e m i s t . In 1779 he made h is 

f i r s t t r i p t o England, wrote p a r t o f A Plain System 

of Alchymy, and d iscovered and pub l i shed the 

manuscr ip t o f Swedenborg's Coronis. Return ing to 

Sweden i n 1780, Nordensk jo ld embarked on a s e r i e s 

o f sec re t exper iments a t D ro t tn ingho lm under the 

sponsorsh ip o f Gustav I I I , to produce go ld by 

a lchemica l means. (Accord ing to T a f e l , " 

Nordensk jo ld ' s mot ive was to do away w i t h the 

d i s t i n c t i o n between r i c h and p o o r . ) He was one 

o f the members o f the Swedenborgian "Exege t i ca l 

and P h i l a n t h r o p i c S o c i e t y , " founded i n 1786, and 

e d i t o r o f the Swedenborgian p e r i o d i c a l Aftonbladet. 

In 1789 i t was d iscovered t h a t the governor o f 

the palace o f D r o t t n i n g h o l m , A. F. Munck, was us ing 

the gold-making o p e r a t i o n as a cover f o r 

c o u n t e r f e i t i n g . Nordensk jo ld was not touched by 

t h i s s c a n d a l , but the exper iments were d i s c o n t i n u e d . 

Ear ly i n 1789, Nordensk jo ld went to England 

aga in . With Carl Bernhard Wadstrom, he a t tended 

the General Conference o f the New Jerusalem Church 

i n A p r i l . On 24 June he and Wadstrom, w i t h severa l 

o t h e r s , pub l i shed A plan for a free community on 

the West Coast of Africa. A l though the authors 

c a r e f u l l y avo id any mention o f Swedenborgianism 

i n t h i s p u b l i c a t i o n — n o doubt i n o rder to gain a 

w ide r basis o f s u p p o r t - - S u n d e l i n i s p robab ly r i g h t 

i n d e s c r i b i n g t h e i r aim as " t o p repa re , beneath 

the o l d forms o f s o c i a l o p p r e s s i o n , a new form o f 

s o c i a l o r g a n i z a t i o n , u n i t e d under the best laws . . . 

to c rea te the New Jerusalem i n A f r i c a . "
1 0 0

 A l i t t l e 

book which Nordensk jo ld pub l i shed i n Copenhagen i n 

1790, Forsamlings Formen uti det Nya Jerusalem, 

e v i d e n t l y was in tended as the c o n s t i t u t i o n f o r 

t h i s new s o c i e t y (see above, pp. 71 ) . A l though 

ded ica ted to Gustav I I I , w i t h an i n t r o d u c t o r y 

e p i s t l e to the k ing p lead ing f o r freedom o f 

express ion f o r Swedenborgians, Forsamlings Formen 

was banned i n Sweden. 

Nordensk jo ld was e x p e l l e d f rom the New Jerusalem 

Church as a r e s u l t o f the concubinage d i s p u t e , and he 

subsequent ly went to Par is i n the summer o f 1790 and 

took p a r t i n the Revo lu t i ona ry f e s t i v a l s , to the 

p o i n t o f dancing on the r u i n s o f the B a s t i l l e . 

Hear ing o f t h i s , Gustav I I I o rdered him home to 

Sweden, but i n 1791 Nordensk jo ld was p e r m i t t e d to 

go back to England i n o rder to take p a r t i n the 

found ing o f the S i e r r a Leone co lony , where b lacks and 

wh i tes a l i k e were to en joy the b e n e f i t s o f f reedom. 

He embarked f o r A f r i c a on 10 January 1792. 

Accord ing to Wadstrom, Nordensk jo ld was s e r i o u s l y 

i l l a t t h i s t i m e , but was determined to make the 

voyage. At S i e r r a Leone he was again taken i l l , 

bu t Wadstrom says , i n what i s e v i d e n t l y a re fe rence 

to Swedenborg's idea o f A f r i c a n s i n the i n t e r i o r 

who ma in ta ined a d i r e c t i n t u i t i o n o f God, "He 

s i g n i f i e d an a rden t d e s i r e to pene t ra te immedia te ly 

i n t o the c o u n t r y , where he always hoped to f i n d an 

i n n o c e n t , h o s p i t a b l e peop le , among whom he cou ld 

pursue h is r e s e a r c h e s . "
1 0 1

 But h i s goods were 

s t o l e n , and Nordensk jo ld became too i l l t o con t inue 

f u r t h e r . A f r i c a n s conveyed him by canoe from Por t 

Logo about e i g h t y mi les to Freetown, where he d ied 

on 10 December 1792. 
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10 Nautical Map.-. . Sierra Leone and the Island of 
Bulama, d e t a i l . Pla t e VI of An Essay on Colonization 

by C. B. Wadstrom (London, 1794-95). Reproduced by 

permission of the Royal Library, Stockholm. 

Carl Bernard Wadstrom was born in Stockholm in 

1746. After completing his studies at Falun in 

1770, he was employed in the College of Mines, where 

Emanuel Swedenborg had once held the post of 
Assessor. During the next few years, Wadstrom 

dist inguished himself in the successful completion 

of a number of technical pro jec ts , and he was 

himself promoted to Assessor. He spent the years 

1776-78 t rave l ing in England, France, and Germany; 
one of the projects he undertook upon returning 

home was the establishment of a spinning and 

carding factory. By 1779 he had become a convert 
to Swedenborg's doctr ines, and in that year he 

and Augustus Nordenskjbld formed a Swedenborgian 

ant i -s lavery group in Norrkoping. The idea of a 

colony in Afr ica which would have as i t s purpose 

the abo l i t ion of slavery--or at least of providing 

a free a l te rnat ive to i t - -germinated in the 

Norrkoping group. They adopted a plan for such a 

colony, and Gustav I I I granted a charter permit t ing 

fo r ty fami l ies to emigrate. However, the war between 

England and France made i t impossible to pursue 
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the plan further at that time. In the meantime, 
Wadstrb'm advanced further in government service 
and continued his Swedenborgian activities, being 
one of the founders of the Exegetical and 
Philanthropic Society in 1786. 

In 1787 it became possible for Wadstrom to 
see Africa for himself. Subsidized by Gustav III, 
he journeyed to Guinea in a French ship, accompanied 
by the scientists Arrhenius and Sparrman. In a 
letter, Augustus Nordenskjbld urged Wadstrom to 
press on into the interior, presumably in order to 
discover the remnant of the Ancient Church, but 
Wadstrom only got as far as Senegal. He returned 
to Paris in March 1788 and went from there to 
London for the purpose of gaining support for the 
projected colony. He met the Abolitionist Thomas 
Clarkson, and he and Sparrman testified before the 
Privy Council and before Parliament on the slave 
trade. On a short trip to Sweden, he obtained 
possession of some of Swedenborg's manuscripts, 
which he wanted to have published in England. 
These he deposited in London with Benedict 
Chastanier; they later became objects of much 
contention, and were eventually re-deposited in 
the Library of the Royal Academy of Sciences in 
Stockholm. 

In 1788 Wadstrom was baptized into the New 
Church along with his protege" Peter Panah, the son 
of an African king, who had been sold into slavery 
in Sierra Leone and then bought into freedom in 
England by Wadstrom. The two were the subject of 
a Swedenborgian portrait by Carl Frederick Breda:
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in front of a palm tree, Wadstrom and Panah are 
reading Swedenborg's Divine Providence. The 
painting is in the Nordiska Museet, Stockholm, 
but must have been painted while Breda was in London, 
as Panah, who died in 1790, never went to Sweden.
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In 1789 Wadstrom published Observations on the 
Slaoe Trade and a Description of Some Parts of 
Guinea and (with Nordenskjold and others) A Plan 
for a Free Community on the West Coast of Africa. 
Although neither publication mentions Swedenborg, 
one can often see Swedenborgian origins of Wadstrom's 
analysis of slavery, as when he writes: "This 
detestable abuse may be considered as proceeding 
from a degenerate love of dominion, and of possessing 
the property of others; which, instead of diffusing 
the genial influence of benevolence and liberty, 
produces, in their state of inversion, all the 
horrors of tyranny and slavery."

104 Observations 
in particular deserves an honorable place in the 
history of anti-slavery literature; it is a factual 
and humanitarian account of what Wadstrftm had 
himself observed of the brutality of the slave 
trade. A painting based on this account, The 
kidnapping of the Negroes as described by Mr. 
Wadstrom, was exhibited by Elias Martin at the 
Royal Academy in 1790. 

Wadstrom was also the author of An Essay on 
Colonization, published in two parts in 1794 and 
1795. These are sumptuous volumes, with foldout 
maps and other elegantly engraved (but mysteriously 
unsigned) plates. One is an unforgettably graphic 
plan of how the Africans were packed into the 
various parts of the slave ships; an unsuccessful 

slave uprising on shipboard is depicted (this alone 
is signed "J. S. Aqua Fortis"); and there are maps 
and plans of Freetown, its environs, and Bulama. 
The original drawings of Sierra Leone by J. Becket 
are advertized as on display at the establishment 
of J. Edwards, Pall Mall, and hand colored copies 
of the seven engraved plates are offered for sale. 
Among the subscribers listed are John Adams, 
Alderman Boydell, Henry Hoare (who took one hundred 
copies), Elias Martin, Mungo Park, Joseph Priestley, 
Thomas Roscoe, Earl Stanhope, John Augustus Tulk, 
and William Wilberforce. As previously, Wadstrom 
avoids any direct reference to Swedenborg; but once 
more, his conceptions are colored by 
Swedenborgianism, as is his account of African 
religion: 

They believe simply that there exists one 
God, the Creator and Preserver of all things; 
and, in order to fix their ideas, they think 
on God, in some form or other; for, to 
believe in any thing without form, they seem 
to think, is to believe in nothing. Yet, 
although some of them appear to consider the 
sun as the emblem of God, for they turn 
their faces towards it when praying, they 
seem all to believe, that God must be a man, 
or in human form; as they cannot think of 
any more perfect or respectable form to 
compare him with.
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One has only to compare Swedenborg's remarks on 
the religion of the Africans (such as "The 
Africans . . . worship the Lord under a human 
form"; see above, fn. 20) to see that Wadstrom 
looked at the subject through Swedenborgian eyes, 
just as Blake did in "The Little Black Boy." It 
is scarcely possible that Blake, who engraved such 
powerful illustrations of the mistreatment of slaves 
for John Gabriel Stedman's Narrative of a Five 
Years ' Expedition Against the Revolted Negroes of 
Surinam (1796), was unacquainted with Wadstrom's 
important and widely circulated books. 

By the time the Sierra Leone colonists were 
able to leave for Africa, Wadstrom had married and 
settled in Manchester, where he had become a 
cotton manufacturer. Presumably economic 
considerations kept him in England, and thus he 
was not present at the destruction of Freetown by 
French privateers in 1794. He continued his 
vigorous anti-slavery activity in England until 
1795, publishing, in addition to his writings, 

thousands of impressions of engravings after his 
own drawings
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 of the atrocities of slavery. 

However, he failed in business in Manchester, and he 
left England for France in 1795. His choice of 
France was evidently politically motivated as well: 
he received the kiss of fraternity and equality 
before the Directory, took French citizenship, and 
published an Adresse au Corps Legislatif et au 
Directoire Executif de la Republique Francaise (a 

plea for Britain and France to join in abolishing 
the slave trade). He founded the Reunion des Amis 
des Noirs et des Colons in 1797, and in 1799 he 
called the world's first conference on colonial 
questions. He died in Paris that same year of an 
asthmatic complaint and was given a state funeral with 
ceremonial honors. 
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B. Benedict Chastanier 

B
ened i c t Chastan ier was a French surgeon 

educated a t the Co l lege o f S t . Barbe, P a r i s . 

He emigrated to England i n 1763 a t the age 

o f t w e n t y - t h r e e . He was a c t i v e i n the Duche 

c i r c l e , where he met Count Grab ianka, emissary o f 

the Prophets o f Av ignon, i n 1785. When Wadstrom 

brought some o f Swedenborg's manuscr ip ts to London 

i n 1788, he depos i ted them w i t h Chas tan ie r , who 

had p r e v i o u s l y t r a n s l a t e d some o f Swedenborg's 

w r i t i n g s i n t o F r e n c h .
1 0 8

 Some o f Chas tan i e r ' s 

w r i t i n g s present i n t e r e s t i n g p a r a l l e l s w i t h 

B l a k e ' s . 

Emanuel Swedenborg 's New-Year 's Gift to His 

Readers for MDCXCI i s w r i t t e n as i f by Swedenborg 

and addressed to "Sons of Liberty, Children of 

the Free-born Woman\" In t h i s pamphlet 

"Swedenborg" denies t h a t he "asse r ted the e t e r n i t y 

o f H e l l ' s pun ishments , " and denies p r e d e s t i n a t i o n 

as w e l l , a s s e r t i n g " E s s e n t i a l Love's unbounded 

power to rescue even from the deepest h e l l . . . " 

(p . 14) . On developments i n France, he w r i t e s : 

" k i n d Providence has l e f t a door wide open f o r the 

TRUTH OF THE KINGDOM to en te r i n and to e s t a b l i s h 

i t s e l f w i t h a l l p o s s i b l e , or even d e s i r a b l e 

l i b e r t y , i n s p i r i t u a l m a t t e r s " (p . 37) . 

Chastan ie r a lso t r a n s l a t e s some e x t r a c t s f rom what 

he c a l l s Swedenborg's "D ia ry o f Memorable 

R e l a t i o n s , " a manuscr ip t then i n C h a s t a n i e r ' s 

possess ion . One o f these passages, i n which 

Swedenborg descr ibes the f a l l o f an a n g e l , has a 

s t r i k i n g resemblance to B lake ' s l a t e r account o f 

passing through a Vor tex i n Milton. In C h a s t a n i e r ' s 

r e n d i t i o n , Swedenborg says: 

There f i r s t appears a f o l d i n g - u p , as i t were , 

o f a v e i l round the head, a t a c e r t a i n 

d i s t a n c e : by the Ange l ' s w h i r l i n g abou t , 

the v e i l i s f l y i n g up, even as I have seen 

i t somewhere represented i n some p i c t u r e . 

P resen t l y the f o l d i n g - u p becomes s w i f t e r and 

s w i f t e r , u n t i l the whole v e i l appears 

upwards; but by h i s s w i f t w h i r l i n g about the re 

appeared as a sphere o f an h o r i z o n t a l w i n d i n g , 

such as i s the sphere o f the c i r c u l a t i n g 

atmosphere, and t h a t went from r i g h t t o 

l e f t . . . . 

The v e i l thus formed i n t o such a sphere , 

another t h a t s tood c lose by h im, took ho ld 

o f i t , as i t were ; then the sphere o f the 

v e i l un fo lded i t s e l f i n a c o n t r a r y d i r e c t i o n , 

so t h a t i t was un fo lded f rom t h a t v e i l , and 

was lessened: y e t i t l a s t e d p r e t t y long 

f rom the p e r i p h e r i e s to the c e n t r a l p lace 

where he s t o o d ; and w h i l e i t came c lose by 

h im, he f e l l backwards i n t o a b lack p o o l , 

very f i l t h y , u n t i l the Lord d e l i v e r e d him 

from thence, ( p . 18) 

In Milton the s i g n i f i c a n c e a t tached to the mot ion 

i s e n t i r e l y d i f f e r e n t , but the mot ion i t s e l f i s 

e s s e n t i a l l y s i m i l a r . 

The na ture o f i n f i n i t y i s t h i s : That every 

t h i n g has i t s 
Own V o r t e x ; and when once a t r a v e l l e r t h r o ' 

E t e r n i t y 

Has passd t h a t Vo r t ex , he perc ieves i t r o l l 

backward behind 
His p a t h , i n t o a globe i t s e l f i n f o l d i n g ; 

l i k e a sun: 
Or l i k e a moon, or l i k e a un iverse o f 

s t a r r y ma jes t y , 
While he keeps onwards i n h i s wondrous 

journey on the ea r t h 
Or l i k e a human f o rm , a f r i e n d w i t h whom 

he l i v d benevo lent . ( 15 :21 -27 , E 108) 

In each account o f a change o f s t a t e takes p lace 

as the sub jec t passes from " w h i r l i n g about" or 

"Vo r tex " to see i t become a "sphere" or " g l o b e " ; 

and Swedenborg's d e s c r i p t i o n i m p l i e s , as B l a k e ' s , 

t h a t the whole process winds i t s e l f up again i n o rder 

to be repea ted . 

In 1795, Chastan ier pub l i shed A Word of Advice 

to a Benighted World, i n which the prophet Richard 

Bro thers i s r e j e c t e d and the Avignon Soc ie ty ( o r 

Prophets o f Avignon) denounced as " t he 

Synagogue o f Sa tan . " Blake a lso uses t h i s term i n 

l a t e pa r t s o f The Four Zoas and i n Milton. The 

common source i s Reve la t i on i i . 9 and i i i . 9 , and 

as Damon says the bas ic meaning i s " t h e w o r l d l y 

c h u r c h . "
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 In t h e i r a p p r o p r i a t i o n o f a t y p o l o g i c a l 

symbol f rom R e v e l a t i o n , both Blake and Chastan ie r 

(and Chas tan ie r ' s sou rces , i d e n t i f i e d as H. Jones 

and Sarah Flaxmer) e x h i b i t the m i l l e n a r i a n 

tendency to i n t e r p r e t contemporary h i s t o r y i n 

a p o c a l y p t i c te rms. 

C. Swedenborg's Skull 

S
ome mat ters concern ing Swedenborg's s k u l l

1 1 0 

should be summarized h e r e , as Blake cou ld 

have seen what was then supposed to be the 

rea l s k u l l some t ime between 1819 and 1823. 

In 1817 an impover ished Swedish merchant 

cap ta in named Ludwig Granholm removed t he s k u l l 

f rom Swedenborg's c o f f i n i n the v a u l t o f t he 

Swedish Church i n London. His mot ive e v i d e n t l y was 

the mistaken b e l i e f t h a t some Swedenborgian would 

pay a l a rge amount o f money f o r the s k u l l . Dying 

i n 1819, Granholm confessed the t h e f t t o the pas to r 

o f the Swedish Church, J . P. WShl in , and r e s t o r e d 

the s k u l l to h im. Paston WShlin announced the 

recovery o f the s k u l l to h i s Church Counci l on 

4 J u l y 1819. However, probab ly f o r reasons o f 

s e c u r i t y , the pas to r d i d not immediate ly r e t u r n 

the s k u l l to Swedenborg's c o f f i n . Ins tead he 

e n t r u s t e d i t to a prominent Swedenborgian--Char les 

Augustus T u l k . Tulk showed the s k u l l to h i s 

acquaintances on o c c a s i o n , and consequent ly i t was 

examined by John Flaxman. Accord ing to " t e s t i m o n y " 

c o l l e c t e d by J . J . Garth W i l k i n s o n , 

Flaxman examined the s k u l l o f Swedenborg a t 

Mr. Charles A. T u l k ' s i n the presence o f 

Mr. Clowes and Mr.- C l o v e r , and he s a i d : 

'How b e a u t i f u l the form--how u n d u l a t i n g the 

l i n e he re ; he re ' s no d e f i c i e n c y , Mr. Clowes. 

Sm i l i ng he s a i d , 'Why, I should a lmost take 

i t f o r a female head, were i t no t
 f

o r the 

p e c u l i a r cha rac te r o f the f o r e h e a d . '
1 1 1 
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On the question of whether a cast should be 

taken, Mr. Flaxman observed ' t ha t the skul l 
was worthy of i t fo r i t s mere beauty . ' 1 1 2 

Since Blake was also a f r iend of Tulk's and was 

also great ly interested in phrenology at th is 

t ime , * 1 3
 i t is l i k e l y that he too took the 

opportunity to see the s k u l l . I t was returned to 

Swedenborg's tomb on 25 March 1823. 

In 1908, Swedenborg's remains were transported 

from England to Sweden fo r entombment in the 

cathedral at Uppsala. This provided an opportunity 

fo r the examination of the skeleton by Dr. J. V. 
Hultkrantz, Professor of Anatomy at the University 

of Uppsala, and two associates. Despite rumors 

which had persisted throughout the nineteenth 

century as to the existence of another, authentic 

Swedenborg s k u l l , Dr. Hultkrantz saw no reason to 

doubt the authent ic i ty of the "Granholm s k u l l . " 
At about th is t ime, l e t t e rs were received from a 

"Mr. R." in London, assert ing that the true 

Swedenborg skul l had been in the possession of an 

antiquary in the East End of London during the 

1870s. However, Mr. R. was confined in an insane 

asylum and therefore could not pursue the matter 
fu r ther . After his release, Mr. R.--whose name 

was W. Rutherford--reported that he had found the 

true s k u l l . He furnished Dr. Hultkrantz with 

t rac ings, photos, and a plaster cast; and he 

published l e t t e rs on the subject in the East London 

Observer fo r 16 March and 23 March 1912. In an 

a r t i c l e l a te r published in the Journal of Anatomy 

and Physiology , Rutherford maintained that "Half 
a century ago a co l lec to r of curios in Wellclose 

Square, close to the old Swedish church, exhibi ted 

a skul l which he claimed to be that of Emanuel 
Swedenborg."1114

 Before he died, the antiquary gave 

his co l lec t ion to a f r i end , but the f r iend was 

unaware that one of the skul ls was Swedenborg's. 
I t was that s k u l l , which had the l e t t e rs "E. 
S'borg" scratched onto i t , which Rutherford now 

claimed to have recovered. Hultkrantz, however, 
remained unconvinced, dismissed Rutherford's 

view, and reaffirmed the authent ic i ty of the 

Granholm s k u l l . There the matter rested fo r 
another 35 years. 

In 1958, Swedenborg's remains were re-examined 

at Uppsala by Dr. Folke Henschen, who also had 

the English skul l tested by a number of spec ia l i s t s . 
As a resu l t of these s c i e n t i f i c t es t s , i t was 

established that the Granholm skul l did not belong 

to Swedenborg's skeleton. In a b r i l l i a n t feat 
of detective work, Henschen formulated an hypothesis 

as to what had happened. Granholm had indeed taken 

a skul l from Swedenborg's co f f in and had l a te r 
restored i t—but previous to Granholm's t he f t 
the real skul l had been removed! The successful 
t h i e f was John Didrik Holm, whom Henschen 

characterizes as "a wealthy Swedish captain and 

a fanat ical phrenologist and owner of a large 

phrenological museum in London."115
 Among other 

sku l l s , Holm reportedly owned that of Alexander 
Pope; he l a te r acquired the col lect ions of Gall 
and of Spurzheim. I t was, then, the "Holm s k u l l " 
which Rutherford saw in the 1870s, which he found 

again in 1908, and which was sold at Sotheby's 

in 1978 to be re-uni ted with the rest of Swedenborg's 

remains in Uppsala. 
Nevertheless, some questions remain. I t seems 

odd that Rutherford had so l i t t l e d i f f i c u l t y in 

t rac ing a skul l which he had not seen for some 

t h i r t y - f i v e years. The tests performed under 
Henschen's di rec t ion proved the Granholm skul l to 

be inauthent ic , but they did not pos i t i ve ly prove 

the authent ic i ty of the Holm s k u l l . At present 
a l l that can be said is that the Holm skul l is a 

l i k e l i e r candidate than any other. 
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