
1964] EDITORIAL NOTES 369

E D IT O R IA L  N O TES

This issue contains the sixth of a series by the Rt. Rev. George 
de Charms on topics based upon Swedenborg’s philosophical works. 
The final installment entitled “ The Values of Swedenborg’s Phil
osophical Works to New Church Education” will appear early 
in 1965. When this series is completed we are planning to have 
a series on the Rational Psychology by Prof. Erik Sandstrom.

A  new work entitled Creation, being a collection of doctrinal 
essays by Hugo Lj. Odhner, was published in June, 1964, by The 
Academy Publication Committee, Bryn Athyn, Pennsylvania. W e 
hope to have a review o f this work in an early issue.

Dr. Odhner is at present working on a revision of The Principles 
of the New Philosophy, originally published in this journal in July 
1941 and for a while available in the form of a reprint fascicle. 
Since the last copy was sold there have been many inquiries of 
how to obtain copies. Happily this useful work will be available 
in its revised form.

Benjamin Jowett makes an interesting judgment of Swedenborg 
in his introduction to Plato’s Phaedo. He is discussing mythology.

The myth too is far more probable to that age (i.e., of Plato) than to ours, 
and may fairly be regarded as “one guess among many” about the nature 
of the earth, which he cleverly supports by the indications of geology. Not 
that he insists on the absolute truth of his own particular notions: “no man 
of sense will be confident of that; but he will be confident that something 
of the kind is true.” As in other passages, he wins belief for his fictions by 
the moderation of his statements; he does not, like Dante or Swedenborg, 
allow himself to be deceived by his own creations. (Vol. I II, pp. 177-8, 
Tudor Edition)

What strange judgments are packed in this! Others have linked 
the names of Dante and Swedenborg. Deryck van Rij volunteered 
to write a few words about two of them for this issue.

SW EDENBORG AN D  D AN TE

To question the validity of Jowett’s statement requires a 
thorough analysis of the supposed resemblances and disparities 
between Swedenborg’s Writings and Dante’s Divina Commedia. 
It was in the hope of finding such analyses that we turned to the 
two works that this essay attempts to evaluate.
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The first was written by Frank E. Sewall and published in 1893 
by James Speirs (London) and is entitled Dante and Swedenborg 
with other Essays on the New Renaissance. The second is a short 
address by Arthur E. Beilby given to the Dante Society in London. 
It was printed by the New Church Press (London, 1915) and is 
entitled, Two Other-World Explorers, Dante and Swedenborg.

Beilby acknowledges at the outset that “ most students of Dante 
and Swedenborg would incline to classify them as contrasts rather 
than as comrades.”  Their personal lives are no less disparate than 
the ages in which they lived. Sunny Medieval Florence is a far 
cry from the Stockholm of the frozen North; yet essentially 
Swedenborg’s was a happy life, Dante’s a sad one.

Beilby accepts and develops the general resemblances. They 
were both men of genius far ahead of their age; they both claim, 
in their works, to be “ other-world explorers,”  and they agree that 
the world they see has three main divisions and that spirits enjoy 
or suffer there an indefinite variety of states. However, when it 
comes to the “ fundamental facts of life and destiny,”  Beilby is 
over-anxious when he says that “ they respond as two tuning forks 
to one another.” Dante’s philosophy lacks the unifying power of 
revelation that it would need to ring in unison with the truths 
of the Writings.

Yet we must acknowledge the appearances of harmony. For 
example, both writers insist that man’s knowledge of spiritual things 
can be derived from revelation alone. Beilby sees in Dante’s 
“potential intellect” (De Monarchia, I, iii)— by which he meant 
a limitless, latent capacity— an anticipation of “ Swedenborg’s hy
pothesis” of ‘human internals.’ Again, he thinks of the doctrine 
of mediate and immediate influx as a rebirth of Dante’s interposition 
of spheres. But this is straining the vision a little, even for Beilby, 
for while he cannot resist the allusion, he apparently recognizes that 
the resemblance is a tenuous one at best, for he adds that the 
teaching given in the Writings “ is by no means the same as Dante’s, 
still less an echo or amplification thereof, but a fullfledged philos
ophy waiting a long-deferred recognition.”

It is also difficult to believe Beilby when he says that in the theme 
that was the inspiration for Dante’s muse (the Beatrice love-idyll) 
Dante “ is in heart-sympathy with the finest strain of Swedenborg’s 
teaching.” He means, of course, Conjugial love. Yet in the end 
he is forced to admit that the romance of Dante and Beatrice,
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“ deathless though it be . . .  is a woefully disappointing affair. 
The sequel makes one sick.”  The sequel, recall, is that they part 
without so much as a tender farewell, only to gaze dimly at each 
other across an eternal chasm! Hardly a picture in “ heart- 
sympathy”  with the heavenly life of a Conjugial pair!

Having worked quite hard to establish the resemblances, Beilby 
moves easily among the many glaring differences, although he tries 
to remain objective: “ whether their disclosures of the hereafter 
were experiential or imaginative is a question to be resolved by 
inherent evidence.”  Here, indeed, is the crux of the matter. The 
Divina, Commedia is a poem, and a poet produced it. Even his most 
ardent devotees would hesitate to call the poem the work of a seer. 
Dante’s doctrines reflect the accepted dogmas of his day— even the 
pre-Christian influences we find there were, for the most part, 
sanctioned by the Church. He accepts the concept of three persons 
in the Godhead; he assumes without question that the Father 
inflicts the torments of hell; angels are a prior, created race, apart 
from humanity; souls will one day be united with their earthly 
bodies. Beilby further observes, “ Christ, whom Dante perfunctorily 
accepts as the saviour, is certainly not the presiding Divinity of the 
Paradiso. Beatrice is !” Whether this particular point be true or 
no, we must agree with the author’s analysis of Swedenborg’s atti
tude toward these medieval fantasies : “ No housemaid ever attacked 
cobwebs with less ceremony.” !

Sewall is harder to read than Beilby, but his is a calmer, more 
truly analytic approach. He is a student of the Writings, and he 
undertakes to “ discover how much there is in Dante.”  He recog
nizes the Divina Commedia’s place as, if not revelation, at least 
“ consecrated and hallowed fictions— descriptions which if not true 
are about as likely to be true as anything we can know on the 
subject. . . .” He proposes to put this proposition to the acid test 
of Divinely revealed truth, to investigate the “ fundamental sources 
of Dante’s ideas of the spiritual world.”  This curiosity is evidently 
aroused by the fact that Sewall sees in Dante’s muse more than the 
apparent background of previous or contemporary philosophy and 
theology could have produced. He says: “ we shall find in Dante 
much that is difficult to trace literally to any earlier source . . . 
much that in its strong, direct declaring of things untold before, 
makes the poet speak rather like a seer and prophet than like a mere 
rhymester.” !
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First of all, Sewall is impressed with the substantial, human 
reality of the spiritual world as Dante pictures it. (cf. HH 461) 
He can forgive him his griffons, centaurs and various other 
monsters because of the teaching that “ the fierce passions of those 
that dwell there are then at the same time represented by dreadful 
and atrocious things. . . .” (H H  553) He seems to credit Dante 
with a rational sight of these weird forms. I suspect he mistakes 
Dante’s creative genius by applauding as perception the perform
ance given by his imagination. Again, Sewall notices in Dante’s 
adherence to the numbers three, seven and nine in dividing his 
spiritual world, a usage “ in accord with their real spiritual mean
ing,” and he parallels the trinal form with the degrees of the 
human mind. This is legitimate, but it is well to remember that 
that form was probably inspired by Dante’s commitment to a 
Trinity, and that the trisection of the human mind was attempted as 
far back as Plato and popularized as recently as Freud.

The Purgatory of Dante is a seven-stepped mountain on which, 
at each step, a specific sin is removed from those who are being 
prepared for heaven. The resemblance to the states of vastation 
in the world of spirits is obvious, but what is remarkable is the 
fact that Dante pictures pride as the evil to be overcome on the 
first terrace, after which the ascent becomes progressively less 
arduous. He also seems to imply that at each step the man, having 
overcome the evil, is fortified with good affections from the Lord 
(cf. Purgatorio, X II, 114)

Dante has nine hells, arranged in three series called Incontinence, 
Folly and Malice. Sewall sees a correspondence to the inverted 
loves of the natural, spiritual and celestial mind; and, indeed, such 
an argument has merit. In the deepest abyss of hell, Dante places 
Lucifer, in the appearance of a huge monster; and Sewall observes 
that Swedenborg, while referring to Lucifer as representing a cer
tain kind of people, says that hell may nevertheless be represented 
“ in the image of one devil.”  (cf. H H  544) Particularly interest
ing is the fact that Dante has Lucifer frozen in the ice of the lowest 
hell. The Writings teach that “ infernal heat is turned into intense 
cold when heat from heaven flows in.” (H H  572)

Dante also divides the heavens into three, according to the char
acteristic states of their inhabitants. Central in his white rose of 
heaven is the lake of Divine light; beyond this is the Divine itself. 
No one is in heaven who is not a worshipper of Christ.
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But in his efforts to “ show the unity of truth, and the power of 
revealed truth, to vivify and reduce to order and beauty all the 
otherwise dead and inert fragments of the true. . he ‘ reads in’ 
to the point where our credulity feels put upon. The result is that 
we are less inclined to believe in the proposed “ fundamental sources 
of Dante’s ideas,’ ’ than we are to suspect the author of apotheosizing 
Dante’s motives. The poet needs no excuses.

In the end it is the glaring disparities between the Writings and 
the Commedia that strike us the more forcibly. Dante sorely abuses 
our sense of the Divine Mercy and Love. How can we excuse the 
condemnation of the righteous and the innocent because of the 
scholastic logic of a callous creed? It is one thing to argue that 
Dante, like Swedenborg, bases his ethics on the Decalogue, but 
when we see two lovers in hell, condemned to eternity, even though 
the poet acknowledges that they were true lovers, caught in the 
whimsical web of meaningless, artificial custom, then we must 
demur. Whether their love was pure or not, the identification 
becomes heinous. The Writings never condemned anyone of pure 
heart for transgressing the letter of the law.

The point is that Dante was a poet, and he wrote as a poet. To 
judge him, favorably or otherwise, as a theologian, is to do him 
an injustice; for it is when he leans on his theology that tradition 
impresses its crudities upon him. As Durant observes with char
acteristic point, “ Dante’s conception of hell is the crowning in
decency of Medieval theology.”

As for the sources of Dante’s perceptions, source material was 
not hard to find. Dante did not need to have his spiritual eyes 
opened; he was a poet, not a seer, and it is the artist’s trade to fuse 
chaotic experience into meaningful order— that is what we call 
creativity. And it is born of passion and sincerity, not of superior 
esoteric perceptions. If we accuse Dante of being a seer, or 
Swedenborg of being a poet, we violate the genius of the one and 
the Divine inspiration of the other.

Jowett said both men were “ deceived by their own creations.” 
He was wrong on both counts. In Swedenborg’s case they were not 
his own creations, and as for Dante, he was certainly not deceived. 
Had it been so, the world would not be blessed today with a 
rational revelation; and the Commedia would have joined the 
ranks of a thousand other theological obscurities long before 
admirers in the seventeenth century added the adjective Divina.
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