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Swedenborg: Life and Works

1688—January 29, born Emanuel Swedberg.

1696—Emanuel’s mother, Sara Behm, dies June 17.

1709—Emanuel graduates from Uppsala University.

1710—First trip abroad.

1714—Finishes designs of various inventions, including a water clock and submarine.

1716—Swedenborg publishes the first issues of the scientific journal Daedalus Hyperboreus.

1719—Family ennoblement and change of name to Swedenborg.

1723—Swedenborg’s appointment as extraordinary assessor by the Board of Mines is recognized.

1734—Publishes the first part of his major philosophical and scientific work The Principia.

1735—Emanuel’s father, Bishop Jesper Swedberg, dies.

1740–1—Publishes The Economy of the Animal Kingdom.

1743–4—First addressed by a spirit. Writes his Journal of Dreams.

1744–5—Publishes The Animal Kingdom.

1747—Resigns from Board of Mines.

1749–56—Publishes his major work Arcana Caelestia, a biblical exegesis in eight Latin volumes.

1757—Writes of a last judgment in the spirit world.

1758—While in London, Swedenborg publishes Heaven and Hell, Worlds in Space, Last Judgment, New Jerusalem and Its Heavenly Doctrine and The White Horse.

1763—Publishes Divine Love and Wisdom.

1764—Publishes Divine Providence.

1766—Publishes The Apocalyspe Revealed. Immanuel Kant publishes his attack on Swedenborg titled Dreams of a Spirit Seer.

1768—Publishes Conjugial Love.

1769—Publishes The Interaction of the Soul and Body.

1770—Swedenborg makes an appeal to King Adolf Frederic regarding the controversy in Sweden surrounding his Conjugial Love.

1771—Publishes The True Christian Religion. In the same year, he suffers a stroke but partially recovers.

1772—Writes to John Wesley. On Sunday, March 29, Swedenborg dies.


Introduction:
The Scandinavian da Vinci

  

  

Some years ago I approached a publisher with the idea of writing a book about the influence of the occult on Western literature. I had already published two books and several articles relating occultism and mysticism to popular culture and the history of ideas, and in writing these it became clear to me that what we call the occult has had a much greater impact on mainstream culture and our ideas about who we are than is generally assumed.1 This struck me as an important insight, for it seemed to suggest that our ideas about the occult might need rethinking. Usually, for sensibilities fashioned by modern Western rationalism, anything concerning the occult is immediately rejected as absurd superstition, fit only for weak minds. On the other hand, for many people unhappy with the rationalist dispensation, anything concerning the occult is embraced unquestioningly—hence the devotees and true believers.

My own attitude toward the occult is, I think, somewhere in between these two extremes.2 I am not an occultist, meaning I do not practice any particular occult art or discipline like astrology, tarot or alchemy, although, to be sure, many people today do. Yet, although I take much of what goes by the name occult with several grains of salt, I am not really a skeptic, at least not in the usual sense. Personal experience has convinced me that there are certain phenomena that cannot be explained by our usual rationalist assumptions; they are, however, nevertheless real. And my reading has made clear that throughout history, individuals of far greater intellect and mental powers than my own have accepted some aspects of occult thought. Moreover, our current view of reality, which accepts as real only that which can be measured, either by our senses or by devices designed to augment them, is relatively recent. It is only in the last few centuries that such a limited notion of what is real has held sway. Our “scientistic,” materialistic view of reality is, historically speaking, embarrassingly provincial. I say “scientistic” rather than “scientific,” because, while no enemy of science, I do regard the idea that modern materialist science can account for everything in the universe as exactly that, an idea—or, more accurately, an ideology, a belief. And although it is a belief held by many people, some of whom occupy positions of considerable power and authority in the world, it is, like other beliefs, no more a fact than they are. In many ways, it strikes me that our current view of the world is as superstitious and limiting as the kinds of beliefs the Enlightenment—the source of our current rationalist mind-set—supposedly liberated us from. And while I certainly do not accept ideas about the occult wholesale, I think that anyone who takes the time to view the material about it with an open mind, will see that rather than a grab bag of superstitions and muddled notions, it is really an indication of just how little we know about the world and ourselves.

The publisher I approached with the idea of a book on literature and the occult liked the idea and, after some discussion, commissioned me to write it. I was happy about this—not only for the very good reason that a writer always likes to get paid to write about what he is interested in, but also because, although I was familiar with much of the material, I would nevertheless have to go back and reread a great deal of it. This meant reacquainting myself with a lot of literature I had enjoyed reading the first time around, and going back to some I knew well. It also meant discovering writers and books that I had not yet encountered. In researching the book, several names were bound to turn up frequently and in different contexts—one of the things I enjoy most about writing books of this sort is discovering and tracing the connections between the sources of ideas and the people who were influenced by them. One name, however, seemed to turn up more than others. In many ways, it seemed that, no matter where I started, the trail I was following led more often than not to a single individual, whose importance for the history of Western esotericism—at least since the Enlightenment—can, I think, scarcely be exaggerated. That name was Emanuel Swedenborg. Finding Swedenborg practically everywhere in my reading, I was in a similar position to that of the angels that occupy his vision of heaven. No matter which way the angels turn, Swedenborg tells us, they always face God. Though not as absolute as this, it did seem to me that whichever way my research went, there was Swedenborg.

Now, I was, of course, aware of Swedenborg before this. I had even written about him several years earlier for an excellent journal, dedicated to the “Western inner tradition,” that, sadly, is no longer with us, Gnosis. That article was noticed by a Swedenborgian group, who asked if they could reprint it in their own journal, and it was later reprinted in an anthology of articles taken from the pages of Gnosis.3 I had also read about Swedenborg before in several histories of the occult or the paranormal, mostly accounts of his clairvoyance and precognition, and his visits to the spirit world, so I certainly was not entirely surprised to find Swedenborg at the source of so much of what we can call “modern” occultism or esotericism. (I should say here that I am aware that many people who are better acquainted with Swedenborg’s theological ideas than I am are eager to minimize the idea that he is a figure associated with the occult. They see this as a stigma, something that obscures his true importance and prevents him from getting the kind of serious scholarly attention he deserves. I can understand this, yet I have to say that trying to present an “occult-free” Swedenborg would, I think, have the opposite effect, and leave him where for many he is today, in the world of eccentric Christian sects, somewhere in the vicinity of the Jehovah’s Witnesses.) It is unfortunate that the occult is a term overloaded with excessive and off-putting baggage, but if Swedenborg is to be associated with it, he is in good company. Respected figures like C. G. Jung, W. B. Yeats, and R. W. Emerson—all of whom were readers of Swedenborg—have been tarred with the same brush. I should also point out that J. W. Goethe, Edgar Allan Poe, August Strindberg, Honoré de Balzac and Charles Baudelaire were all linked firmly to Swedenborg. For example, Baudelaire’s poem “Correspondances,” perhaps his most well known, in which he tells us that “Nature is a temple,” and which more or less invented Symbolism, the most influential art movement of the nineteenth century, is a poetic rendering of one of Swedenborg’s most important ideas. Swedenborg was not only a central figure in the Western esoteric tradition; he was also crucial to much of mainstream Western culture as well.

It may seem to some, already familiar with Swedenborg, that what I am saying here is no surprise. They may already be aware of Swedenborg’s importance. They probably know that Swedenborg’s ideas, as well as the accounts of his psychic powers, drew the attention of respected thinkers of his time, and one of the most important philosophers of the modern age, Immanuel Kant. To put this in perspective, this would be the equivalent, in the last century, of Albert Einstein devoting considerable thought to, say, Rudolf Steiner’s readings of the Akashic Record, and making a public statement about it. (Incidentally, Steiner and Swedenborg have much in common, a point I will come back to later.) To be sure, Kant’s report on Swedenborg, Dreams of a Spirit Seer Illustrated by Dreams of Metaphysics, was negative, although there is evidence that Kant later changed his mind about Swedenborg’s powers.4 What is important, however, is the fact that the reports of Swedenborg’s clairvoyance were considered so significant that a figure of Kant’s stature was moved to have something to say about it. There is also evidence to suggest that Kant was motivated, at least in part, to write his most influential work, the Critique of Pure Reason, through his reading of Swedenborg’s gargantuan Arcana Caelestia. The essence of Kant’s philosophical work centered on epistemology, the study of how we know what we know, and he came to the conclusion that, by his definition, we can have knowledge only of the sensory world, or what he called the phenomena, things as we perceive them. Of the noumena, or things-in-themselves, we can know nothing. For a mind turned in this way, Swedenborg’s accounts of heaven, hell and the spirit world must seem sheer fantasy. Yet Swedenborg was convinced that he had been granted access to inner worlds, worlds not limited to the sensory realm which Kant would argue were the sole source of human knowledge.5 It was from these excursions into inner space that Swedenborg brought back, not only the “memorable relations” that depicted the character of the worlds beyond, but a metaphysics that transcended the limits of space and time, and put the human heart and mind at the center of reality.

In discovering Swedenborg at the source of so much of the modern Western esoteric tradition, I felt more and more that he was a figure I should definitely know more about. Like other esoteric thinkers, Swedenborg’s writings are not an easy read. Swedenborg also has the added difficulty of having written in Latin, and in a time when the Bible commanded a central place in the minds of his audience that, for better or worse, it no longer enjoys. Probably more than anything else, the fact that his magnum opus, Arcana Caelestia, is devoted to an esoteric reading of the books of Genesis and Exodus, is the reason why Swedenborg’s work still remains very much a kind of open secret—open because it is available to anyone who cares to look at it, secret because not many are inclined to do so. Esoteric readings of biblical texts are not uncommon in the occult tradition: the Jewish mystical school of Kabbalah is just that. Yet for people familiar with the esoteric tradition, but who would like to know more about Swedenborg, coming across these volumes can be an intimidating experience. The literary critic and philosopher George Steiner has bemoaned the fact that today we live in a kind of post-culture, a time when the religious and cultural landmarks that an earlier age knew well are unrecognized. We are, according to Steiner, rapidly becoming a generation without history. This is perhaps inevitable in a time, like ours, enjoying (if that is the correct word for it) swift and repeated technological change. Yet it certainly places some distance between ourselves and Swedenborg. The literate of his time knew their Bible and recognized the significance of understanding its “true” meaning. In many ways, people of a spiritual bent today are more familiar with exotic imports like Tibetan Buddhism or indigenous Indian Shamanism than they are with the spiritual traditions of the West. This is not to suggest that we should abandon our interest in these non-Western traditions, but like anything else, the spiritual pluralism of our time offers advantages and disadvantages. It is obvious, I think, that knowing the Bible is not as important today as it was a century ago, let alone in Swedenborg’s time. And in any case, Swedenborg himself was selective about which parts of the Bible carried a higher, spiritual meaning.

Another reason why Swedenborg is not as well known as he should be is his sheer versatility.6 Not only was Swedenborg the author of several immense tomes dealing with his esoteric reading of the Bible, his own spiritual experiences and insights, and a metaphysics of higher worlds; prior to the profound psychological crisis he experienced in his mid-fifties, Swedenborg was one of the most respected scientists of his era. He wrote on an astonishing number of subjects ranging from cosmology to the brain, and in many cases, his ideas and insights anticipated discoveries made only in our time. Along with this, Swedenborg was an inventor, a kind of Scandinavian da Vinci. Among his projected inventions were plans for a submarine, an aircraft and several other practical machines designed to improve production in the mining industry, to which he was financially and professionally linked. Along with his scientific and engineering interests, Swedenborg was for many years an Assessor of Swedish Mines, and his family, who were wealthy members of the social elite, owned shares in Sweden’s most profitable mine. As part of this social elite, Swedenborg was also a statesman, and he contributed important papers on economics and drinking laws to the Swedish Parliament.7 To improve his knowledge of engineering, and of the then young discipline of science in general, Swedenborg undertook many travels across Europe, staying for extended periods in London, Paris and other European cities. London was a favorite place for Swedenborg, and it was the site of some very crucial turning points in his life. He spent his last days there, living in humble surroundings, and in 1745, while physically in London, his spirit was taken on its first journey to the inner worlds.

So there is Swedenborg the spiritual thinker, Swedenborg the biblical scholar, Swedenborg the psychic, Swedenborg the scientist, Swedenborg the inventor, Swedenborg the statesman, Swedenborg the theologian and Swedenborg the traveler. If we recall that in his early career, it was assumed he would make a name for himself as a poet, there is also Swedenborg the poet. In our own time of specialization, such a polymathic career is a bit dizzying and, unfortunately, suspect. We tend to think that if someone has as many fingers as this in as many pies, he cannot be an expert in any of them, and ours, again unfortunately, is an era of the expert. This is true not only of academic readers: popular readers, too, want a simple image, an easy tag they can grab hold of; hence the decline in writers of the quality of, say, an Aldous Huxley, who was no expert (or, conversely, a multiple expert) yet who could write eloquently on a number of subjects. So Swedenborg’s own prolific creativity may work against him.

And if the many hats I have already mentioned in Swedenborg’s creative wardrobe were not enough to confuse our less than capacious minds, there is reason to suspect that a case can be made for one more: Swedenborg the secret agent. According to the research of Marsha Keith Schuchard, Swedenborg’s many travels were not solely for the benefit of his scientific knowledge, nor for the profit of Sweden’s mining industry. In several fascinating articles, Schuchard argues that Swedenborg was involved in a secret Swedish-French-Masonic plot to overthrow the then Hanoverian English monarchy, and to restore the Stuarts.8 Readers fond of The Da Vinci Code and similar conspiracy theories will appreciate Schuchard’s conclusions, which place Swedenborg at the center of a complicated network of secret alliances, involving the Young Pretender, the Knights Templar, Louis XV, the Freemasons and a Kabbalist or two. Along with the political intrigue, Schuchard’s research also places Swedenborg in suggestively close contact with an individual who played a very important role in the transmission of occult and esoteric thought in Swedenborg’s time, and who might have introduced both Swedenborg and a younger, more notorious contemporary to the Rosicrucian and Kabbalist sciences. The younger contemporary was the “magician” Giuseppe Balsamo, better known as Cagliostro. Given that Cagliostro acquired a reputation as a charlatan and mountebank and that, aside from his notoriety as a traveling magus, spreading the benefits of his Egyptian Masonry to the capitals of Europe, he has the distinction of being the last man imprisoned by the Inquisition, dying in the San Remo prison, it is understandable that followers of Swedenborg would want to dismiss any suggestion of contact between the two. Yet Schuchard’s research makes a meeting possible, and argues strongly that the picture of Swedenborg, sanitized of any occult taint, is untenable. In Swedenborg’s time, the occult sciences were just that, sciences, and were of deep interest not to frauds and fakes, but to the most incisive minds of the age, one of whom was Isaac Newton, who wrote much more about the “true” meaning of the Bible and alchemy than about the occult force for which he is most remembered, gravity. (If occult means unseen, then surely gravity is as occult as anything else we can think of.) In his early travels, Swedenborg wanted to meet Newton; it is doubtful that he did, but it is an indication of both the occult’s once respectable appeal, and the centrality of the need to arrive at an unambiguous reading of the Bible, that both Swedenborg and the father of modern science should devote much of their life’s work to this undertaking.9

With so many Swedenborgs, so many ways to approach him, and so many works from his own hand, it is understandable that the average reader interested in knowing more about him would find it difficult to know where to begin. And from the perspective of writing about him, to do Swedenborg justice would require a book as massive as one of his own. Thankfully, others have taken on this daunting task.10 Here I intend to do something less challenging. I am not a Swedenborgian scholar, nor even a Swedenborgian. I come to Swedenborg from a background in the occult tradition of the West, and, more broadly, with an interest in what we can call “the history of consciousness.” What I find of interest and importance in Swedenborg is limited by this perspective: yet my bias
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