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BLAKE AND SWEDENBORG

william Dlake’s philosophical system is a highly original
adaptation of achievements of several philosophers and writers.
It derives elements from very distinet sources: the idealistic
traaition, the reaction against rationalism and materialism and
the writings of Dante and Milton. The most important source is
the inspiration of the idealistic tradition, understood here as
the tradition of thought recognizing the primacy of idea over
matter, In this sense it includes the works of Plato, the Neo=-
platonists, Agrippa, Paracelsus, Boehme, Swoedenbarg, and Berke-
ley. All these philosophers and mystics were acknowledged by
blake as his teachers, and there exist annotated works by sons of
them left by blake'. Of all the above mentioned philosophers the
influence of Swedenborg on Blake is probably the greatest. Swe-
denbory, of all great philosophers, was the nearest in time to
Blakae, and the second half of the eighteenth century was the
time wnen the writings and doctrine of the Swedish mystic gained
him a great number of devotees in England, Blake’s father and
some of the pecet’s friends belonged (at least for some time) to
Swedonborg’s New Church, and Blake could very early become ac=-
guainted witn his writing52@

Emanuel Swedenborg was born in 1688 4in Sweden. For a long
tine he devoted uais attention to an enormous number of subijects
iscluding wetallurgy, mining, fiscal reforms, legislaticn, ana-

. K. Raine, Blske and the HNew Age, George Allen and Unwin, London
1979, p. 75.

" A.Gilehrisct, Life of William Blake, Everyman’s Library, Lon-
don 1945, p. 13,

[103}



104 » Piotr Stalmaszezyk

tomy, physiology and philosophy., In 1743 a remarkable event oc-
cured 1in his life. He described it 4in a letter to an English
clergymani

I have been called to a holy office by the Lord Himself who most merci-
~fully appearéd before me, His servant, in the year 1743, when He open-
ed my sight into the spiritudl World, and cnabled me to converse with
spirits and angels, in which state I have continued up to the present
day. From that time I began to print and publish the various secrets
that were seen by me or revealed to me about heaven and hell, the state
of man after death, the true worship of God, the spiritual sense of the
World, besides many other most important matters conducive to salvation

and uigd@mj.

From that time Swedenborg recognized that all his learning
nad been merelv a preparation for the mission to which ha was
to devote the remainder of his life. He started studying the
dible and writing his great theclogical works. Two of them must
be nentioned here: "Arcana Coelestia” and "Heaven and Hell".
The first work = of which the full title is "Arcana Coelestia.
Tne heavenly secrets which are contained in the Holy Scriptures,
a Word of the Lord, disclosed in Genesis and Exodus, together
with wonderful things seen in the world of spirits and in the
aieaven of angels” - is an unfolding of the internal sense of
tne dible. Swedenborg states there that the world of the 0ld Te-
stament includes secrets of heaven and its whole contents, in
every detall, are about the Lord, His Heaven, the Church and
faith. These contents signify and involve spiritual and celestial
things. This must be so because the Word, since it is of the Lord
and from the Lord could not possibly be given without containing
tnings of Heaven, the Church and faith.

Swedenborg compared the Word with man who is external and
internal. The latter 1s the soul, the former is the body, which,
when separated from the soul is dead. It is the soul that lives,
and causes the body to live., The Word, viewed as to the latter

alone, is like a body without a B@ul&i

3 5. J. B o g g, Swedenborg, Seminar Books, London 1974, p. 17.
. Ibid, p. 2%,
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The second important work is “"Heaven and Hell", (The full
title i8 "Heaven and its Wonders, and Hell, from Things Heard
and Seen”), Hare Swedenborg shows that the Lord Jesus Christ, is
the God of heaven; that there are three heavens, aach consist-
ing of innumerable societies, and that there are three hells also
divided into societies, He alsoc deals with the Spiritual Sun,
light and seat in heaven, little children, the wise and simple,
marriages in heaven and happiness. The Lord rules the hells,
which act against the thnree heavens, which likewilse react against
the hells. From this action and reaction results spiritual egui-
librinm, in which man is maintained by the Lord, so that he may
enjoy the liberty cof choosing his final state. The man who wills
and loves evil casts himself into hnell after death -~ this cast-
ing down being not done by the Lord but by the man himself.

Swedenberg’s influence on Blake is very compler: 1t deals
with a great number of subjects of which some are not Sweden-
borg’s genuine thoughts but the effect of the influence on him
of carlier writers. Still his thought is one of the greatest
acittevements of mysticisn, and therefore was admired by Blake,
but at the same time this thought quite often diverges fram
idealism to materialism and because of this it was also severe-
ly attacked by Blake. Of the great number of subjects where
Swadanborg’s influence on Blake is seen the most important |is
the presentation of the atates of innocence and experience, and
the imagery connected with those two states. Swedenborg writes
of innocence that it is a "willingness to be led by the Lord
and not by @nesalfﬂﬁ, and further he describes this in terms very
similar to those of Blake, especially using the images of little
children and of a lamb - "for a lamb signifies imn@cence“ﬁ.
In Blake’s poem "The Larb® the same two images are presented
and also in Blake’s symbolism they signify innocence. 1In Swe-
denborg Blake also found inspiration for his doctrine of cen-
trary states, present in Swedenborg’s thought as corresponden-
cegt

3 E.Swedenborg, Heaven and Hell, The Swedenborg Society, Lon-
doun 1966, p. 237.

 bid, p. 189,
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The whole natural world corresponds to the spiritual world {...] there-
fore, whatever 1{im the natural world comes into exi@tence from the spi-
ritual world, is said to be in correspondence with it. It must be known
that the nacural world comes into existence and continues in existence
from the spiritual world, precisely like an effect from its effecting

cause .

» 1]
Further, Swedenborg writes that all states are presented in terms
of images corresponding to an inner spiritual condition, and thus
wien talking about:

good affections, there are exhibited beautiful, tame and useful ' anim

als as sheep, lambs [...]. But the discourse concerning evil affections

38 represented by buasts of a terrible appearance, fierce, abd uscless,
o

as by tigers bears, wolvus, scorpions, serpents T...]"

Tne analysis of "“Songs of Innocence and of Experience" shows
perfectly tne same kind of correspondence between states and
images: Innocence is connected with birds, flowers, children,
lambs, whereas Experience is illustrated by dreadful nights and
beasts, unhappy people and sick nature. This system of corres-
pondence of spiritual things with natural was thoroughly develop-
ed in theology by Swedenborg and found its apogee in the prophe~
tic writings of Blake,

Swedenborg opposed the state of ioncorant childhood with its
extcrnal innocence, to the state of internal innocence of the
old connected with wisdom:

[...] man has beemn so created that during his childhood be is in inno-
cence, though external, and when he becomes old he is in internal jin-
nocence, to the end that he may come by the former into the latter, and
from the latter return into the former [,..]. This is why, in the Word
a little child signifies one who is iunocent, and an old man signifies
one who isg wise in whom is inm@e@ﬂcegm

7 Ibid, p. 60.
* Ibid, p. 60,
9 Ibid, p. 185,
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Blake also deals with two opposing states: Innocence (Swe-
denborg’s ignorant childhood and external innocence ) and Expe-
rience {internal innuveence). Only life compound of thesc  two
gtates is corplete and real, although the state of internal in-
nocence and wisdom (Blaxe’'s Experience) can be full of suffer-
ing, sorrows and sadness. The pasasing from external into internal
innocence, 8o stressed by Swedenborg, is presented by Blaxe in
*rha Book of Thel” and in "Visions of the Daughters of Albion”.
"The Book of Thel” is a poem about false 4innocence and the
failure of passing from the state of Innocence into the state of
Experience, Thel's life is without service in the valleys of Har
- she encounters all life around her only as a pleasure of the

aengest

I walk thro* the valeg of Har, and smell the sweetest flowees,
But I feed not the little flowers. I hear the warbling birds,
But I feed not the warbling birds: they £lec and seck thier food:

But Thel delights in these no more, because 1 fade away‘ﬁ.

She laments her mortality and transiency, and in three dia-
logues with creatures lower and more transient then  herself,
reveals what she lacks - the sense of function, the ability to
sacrifice herself, and trust when rewarded with love. Blake shows
ier state as false innocence, a mere imitation of the Innocence
of nature. She must flee back to her prison - to fie unborn
world, the wordl of non-existence, - because nothing that tries
to omit contrary atates can exist. The contrary states of Inno-
cence and Experience function in nature as one. Where life is
taken without gquestioning, full of sacrifice and love, nature has
its deep sense unperceived by the creatures. Thel is incapable
of living and understanding pure Innocence and that is why she
is also unable to understand Experience, and in conseguence -
life. The fact that contrary states are inseparable means that
everything achieves its reality only by undergoing Experience and
physical existence. This statement becomes one of the several
dogmas of Blake's system.

L W, Blake, Poems and Prophecies, ed. M, Plowman, Everyman's Li-
brary, London 1976, p. 40. Hereafter cited in the text as Poems and followed
by page reference.
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The theme of internal innocence is undertaken by Blake in
"visions of the Daughters of Albion". Whereas in Thel’s world
everything is harmless and aerial, in Oothoon’s everything is
energy, and the lambs and lillies of Thel are changed for eagles,
wnales, tigers and sea fowls. Oothocon understands partici-
pation in nature and takes part in it, while Thel escapes from
nature in terror. It is one of Blake'’s paradnxés that Oothoon,
though ravished, is truly innocent, whereas Thel, the virgin so
terrified of Experience is living in only an imitation of Inano-
cence,

Swedanborg’s influence on Blake is also very clearly seen
in the treatment of nature - Swedenborg, following the ideli-
stic tradition, treated nature as the shadow and reflection of
eternity and a correspondence of the real world (i.e, the spiri-
tual onej:

In general [...] nothing natural can exist without gsomething spiritual

corresponding to it. All things that are in the world and iis three

kingdows correspond to the heavenly things that are in heaven, that is,
the things in the natural world correspond to the things in the spiri-
tual world. By correspondence the natural world is conjeined to the spi-
rituval world. For thie rcason all nature is a theatre representative of

‘ . 11
the Logd's kingdom ,

Blake follows Swadenborg very strictly, for him also everything
found in nature must have' a spiritual cause and this world is
only a shadow of real Eternity:

vo+«) every Matural Effect has a Spiritual Cause, and Not
A Natural, for a Natural Cause only secems: it is a Delusion,
("Poems", p. 140}

There Exist in Eternal World the Permanent Realities
Of Every Thing which we see reflected in this Vegetable
Class of Nature. All Things are comprehended in their
Eternal Forms in the divine body of the Saviour, the
True Vine of Eternity, The Human Imagination.

("Poems", p. 358)

4 Swedenborg, Heaven and Hell..., p. 366 and p. 68 note,
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Swedenborg's teaching that heaven and hell are not in swpace but
in mind, and that nature is a shadow of real, eteérnal existence
is the starting point for Blake’s theory of Imagination and
universe, the Imagination being the divine part of man and both
the real worl and means of its projecting. Blake's universe is
the Swedenborgian "state™, it does not exist in space or time
but in the auman mind, Imagination, and therefore it is a psychic
state and not a physical phenomenon. It was alsc Sweden-
borg’s teaching that God is within all humankind and that God 1is
a man and that the created universe is liis image:

God's Omnipresence is infinite presence in all the thiongs
that have gone forth and that do go forth from Him (...}
God alovne i3 aud exists in Himsel{; and overy other

thing is from Him [...}

Cod ig the soul of the whole, frow which ail beings

; : 12
and all things ate, live and move o

ALl this teaching leads to the conclusion that as God is Dmni-
present and as GCod is man, man can find the image of God and of
himself in the universe all around him. Blake arrived at the same
conclusion - in "The Divine Image™:

For Merey Piry Peace and Love
Is God ouwr father dear,

And Mercy Pity Pcace and Lave
s Man bis child and care,

VMPoems", p. 14}

In the above pcewm the same attributes are shared by both God and
man. Also "Auguries of Innocence” are an affirmation that eter-
nity and infinity attributes if God) are not in space but within
man nimself, and therefore man’s task is:

Toe see a World in a Grain of Sand

And a Heaven in a Wild Flower,

12

‘Eg Swedenborg, The Canuns of the Xew Church, The Sweden~
borg Society, Londom 1954, p. 15,
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Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand
And Eternity in an hour.
{"Poems", p. 333}

Blake's theory of imaginatjon where Imagination is both Divine
Body and a human power, also is in accordance with the teaching
about God's Omnipresence, In a letter-poem to Thomas Butts, Blake
wrote:

[...] Each grain of Sand,
Every stone on the Land,
Each rock on each hill,
Each fountain and rill,
Each herb and each tree,
Mountain, hill, earth and sea,
Cloud, Mateor and Star
Are Men Secn Afar,

{"poems", p, 319-320)

This poem is an exemplification of Blake's belief (based on Swe-
denborg’s writings) in the omnipresence of man, man being an
image and part of God.

Blake accepted Swedenborg’s teaching in some other aspects,
such as the distinction between light and heat; between the spi-
ritual and material sun; and both accepted Jesus as the only
God, who contains the two other members of the Trinity as a-
spects but not as pars@na”gn At the same time Blake realized that
Swedenborg did not understand everything he had seen and had
been teld in Heaven and that a great deal of Swedenborg’s work
was already presented by other, earlier writers, and that in
his original work he committed some significant mistakea. There-
fore Blake attacked those mistakes very aggreasively. This at-
tack and the disposition of Swedenborg’s teaching, or rather
the false part of it, was given in "The Marriage of Haaven and
Hell". ©Not accidentally it was done 1in this work =- in a work
produced in the years 1758-1763, "The Last Judgment and Babvlon

13

F. 5. Damon, A Bleke Dictionary, Thames and Hudson, London 1373,
p. 323, .
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Destroyed", Swedenborg described the events which he had seen
and witnessed in the spiritual world in the year 17537. At that
time:

the Last Judgment had beed accompliehed, and the new Church which is
meant by the Holy Jerusalem waé about to be eatablished by the Lord.
Lt was foretold by the Loerd in the Revelation that after the Last Judg-
ment had been accomplished gunuine truths were to be revealed, a new
Church was to be established, and the spiritual sense of the Word was
to be diaelaa&d“.

Blake was born in 1757, and when writing "The Marriage of
Heaven and Hell" he was the age of Christ = 33. These c¢ircum=-
stances account for the fact that Blake in this prophetic book .
presented his philosophy and his own teaching. He realized that
Sweaenborg’s spiritual world in its mechanistic eguilibrium was
gquite foreign to his own theory of creative enargy and imagina-
tion, and that it had more in common with materialism than
with Blake’s own thought. As S. Foster Damon observes, Sweden-
borg’s greatest error, according to Blake, was his misunderstan=
ding of the real nature of evil and in conseguence his accept-
ance of conventional morality ione of the aspects of this mora-
lity was Swedenborg’s giving laws of the New Church - another
established religion so hated by Blake). Consequently, everyth-
ing is classified by Swedenborg as Good or Evil, and the univer-
se in its final state is no universe, being irreparably split
in two: the Heaven of the Good above and the Hell of the Evil
bel@w,5m Blake in "The voice of the Devil" sgspecifies the three
main errors of conventional religion ({Swedenborg’s including):
that man has two real existing principles - body and soul; that
energy is called Evil (because it is from the body) and that
Reason is called Good /because it is from the soul) and finally
that: “"God will torment Man in Eternity for following his Ener-
gies” ("pcems", p. 43). The contrary truths are voiced by the
Devil and are in favour of Energy, Liberty and Imagination.

Mg swuedenbar g, Divin¢ Providence, The Swedenborg Society,
London 1949, p. 210

L Damon, A 3lake Dicticnary..., p. 393-394,
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Disagreeing with Swedenborg's undorstanding of the terms "Heaven”
and "Hell" Blake united them in the title of his book making
One in place of Swedenborg's two split elements. At the same
time Blake satirized the title of Swedenborg’s work (“Heaven
and Hell")}, and the Memorable Fancies are intended to be .a mock=-
ery on Swedenborg's passages called “mﬂm@rab;e Relations", fi-
nally Blake’s Devil personifies Eneragy, which in the light of
tia poet’s teaching is good, whereas Swedenborg’s B2ngel perso-
nifies Reasoun and conventional religion, which are bad. Blake's
definite attack on Swedenborg is the text preceding the last
Memorable Fancy, devoted to general criticism of the philosopher
and his writings:

Thus Swedenborg boasts that what he writes is new, tho' it is enly rhe
Contents or Todex of already publish’d books {...] Now hear a plain
fact: Swedcnborg has not written one new truch. Now hear another: he
has written all the old falshoods. And now hear the reason. He cunvers—
ed with Angels who are all religious, and converscd not with Devils
who all hate religion, for he wns incapable thro* his conceited no-
Lions.
Thus Swedenborg’s writings are a recapitulation of all superficial opi-
nions, and an analysis of the more sublime, but no further.

("Poems", p. 52-53;

The above fragment shows how violently Blake attacked what
seemed to him errors in the doctrine of Swedenborg. His attack
was so viclent because Blake recognized Swedenborg as a great
man, and errors of great men are especially dangerous.

To end this presentation of tae influence of Swedenborg on
Blake it is worth quoting an important and positive opinion of
2lake about him master:

He was a divine teacher - he has done much good - he has corrected many

esrrors of Popery and also of Luther and Calvin E,n!]tﬁ

[ 3

Blake's reception of Swedenborg’s thought is a perfect examle
of the poet’s usage of sources in creating his own system. He

16

lbid, p. 391,
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assimilated what was in agreement with his point of view, chang=-
ad things which differed and mercilessly criticized what was in
opposition to his own thought.

Institute of English Studies
University of Lodd
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Blake w gwoim gystemie filozoficzZnym w twirczy sposdb wykorzystal osiag-
nigeia filozofdw i alchemikdw - Platona, neoplatunikdw, Paracelsusa, Bochmego
i Swedenbourga, Whasnie ten patatui wywarl na Blake®a najwickszy wplww. Jost
to szciepilnie widoezne w podstawowym ¢lemencic systemu Blake'’a - idei prze-
ciwiedstw {coatravies ), kitdra odpowinda dcidle temu co Svwedenboryg zawart w awvch
pismach teoleogiczno-filozoficznych. Réwniei symbolika Dlske's bliska  jest
symbolice SWedenborga - obydwaj mistycy postugujg sie podobnymi obrazami do
opisania standv niewinnodcl i dotwiadczenia. Hlake wykorzystat z aystemu Swe-
denborga to, vo bylo #godne 2 jege wiasnymi pogladami, leez gLanowezo odrzy-
cil to, z czym nie mégl sig zgodzid: materializm mechanicyatyczny oraz sztywne

ramy religii.



