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CHAPTER VI

The Mystery of a Date—Fresh Light on Kant’s
Criticism of Swedenborg

Kant’s criticism of Swedenborg is the storm-center of a vehement
dispute which has still not reached its conclusion, but which it is the

intention of the present investigation to bring to a close once and for all.
This dispute was kindled by the fact that two documents had been left
behind by Kant in which he expressed himself very differently regarding
the personality and the visionary endowments of Swedenborg. The first
document is his short work titled (in translation) Dreams of a Spirit-Seer,
Illustrated by Dreams of Metaphysics, published by Kant in Königsberg, 128
octave pages, 1766. Copies of this work were also available in the same
year from the Hartknoch publishing house in Riga and Mitau. This book is
of very considerable significance for the development of Kant’s philoso-
phy, as it was in his criticism of the visions and doctrines of Swedenborg,
particularly his main work Arcana Coelestia, published in London over the
period 1748 to 1753,1 that Kant developed his doctrine of the bounds of
metaphysics; and actually his biographer Borowski, later Archbishop of
Königsberg, correctly characterized this critical dispute of Kant with
Swedenborg when he wrote of it: “Kant used this opportunity to declare
metaphysics to be ‘contraband.’ From this point on, metaphysics is for him
nothing but a science of the bounds of human reason. He quite frankly declares
already that questions of the nature of spirit, or reality, or even of the
possibility of individual, non-material beings, of the dwelling place of the
soul, of the intercourse between spirit and body, etc. are beyond our
powers of comprehension. In fact any attentive reader can find in this

†Chapters I and II published in vol. CIII, nos. 1 & 2 (January–June 2000): 607–655; chapters
III–V published in vol. CIII, nos. 3 & 4 (July–December 2000): 729–815. In the chapters that now
follow footnotes by the translator are marked with an asterik. Numbered notes by Benz are
given as endnotes.
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book already germs of the Critique of Pure Reason and other subsequent
works of Kant.”2

If we grant the significance of the book as regards the determination of
the bounds of metaphysics, we must say that the characterization of the
personality and the visionary endowments of Swedenborg depicted therein
contains striking examples of prejudice and unfairness. Even to contempo-
rary critics it seemed strange that the scientific achievements which
Swedenborg had made his own—as a leading expert of astounding uni-
versality in the sphere of his own profession, mining, and also in the fields
of chemistry, mechanics, geology, mathematics, astronomy, physiology,
and medicine, and last but not least, in the sphere of philosophy in his
large scientific works Principia rerum naturalium,3 Œconomia regni animalis,4

Regnum animale5—received not a single word of mention or appreciation.
In addition Kant regards Swedenborg’s theological writings, which ap-
peared after his call, merely as the crazy revelations of a highly imagina-
tive “spook hunter.” This scholar—acknowledged not only in Sweden, but
also in the remaining countries of Europe, who at the time when Kant was
writing his Dreams was a member of the Swedish Academy of Sciences in
Stockholm, also of the Imperial Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg6 and
was known personally and by his works to the members of the Royal
Society in London and to the Académie Royale in Paris—was introduced
by Kant, although with a garbled version of his name, with the sentence:
“There lives at Stockholm a certain Mr. Schwedenberg without any official
position or employment, from his substantial fortune. His whole occupation
for more than twenty years is, as he himself says, to be in closest inter-
course with spirits and departed souls; to receive news from the other
world, and in exchange to give those who are there tidings from this
world; to write large volumes about his discoveries, and to travel at times
to London to look after their publication.”

This assessment of Swedenborg—which must be described, in the
light of the historical facts, as hardly objective and completely prejudiced,
if not even unjust—is now underlined by very severe censorious com-
ments with which Kant further besmirches him and his work, and which
seem to be derived more from prejudiced animosity than objective criti-
cism. “Just as he, if we may believe him, is the Arch-Spirit-Seer among all
the Spirit-Seers, he certainly is the Arch-Phantast [fantasymonger] among
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all Phantasts, whether we judge him by the description of those who know
him, or by his works.”7

And now Kant tries out all the sharpness of his ingenious wit on the
person he has so characterized:

If many authors who are now forgotten or at least in future will be

without fame, deserve no small credit because, in the composition of big

works they took no heed of the expenditure of their reason, Mr.

Schwedenberg should doubtless carry the highest honors among them

all. For surely his bottle in the lunar world is quite full, and is inferior to

none among all those which Ariosto has seen there, filled with the reason

which was lost here, and which the owners one day will have to seek

again, so utterly devoid of the last drop of reason is his magnum opus.8

Before he has written even a word of assessment of Arcana Coelestia as
such, Kant placed at the head of his views regarding this book the sen-
tence: “The magnum opus of this author contains eight quarto volumes full of
nonsense,” and did not omit, for the more thorough discrediting of the
book, to refer to the annihilating criticism expressed by the reputable
theologian D. Ernesti in the first volume of his Theological Library, page 784,
from the standpoint of the Lutheran Orthodox Church.9 Thus right from
the outset, and before any textual judgement of the work, no measure
whatever had been omitted to arouse the most severe prejudice in the
reader.

When it comes to the actual reporting of Swedenborg’s ideas them-
selves, these also are interspersed with similar harsh judgements. They
terminate with a comment which agrees entirely with the severe tone of
the initial characterization of the work:

I am tired of copying the wild chimeras of this worst of all dreamers, I shall

refrain from continuing them to include his descriptions of the state after

death. I have still further scruples. For although a collector of objects of

natural history includes in his exhibits of stuffed examples of animal

procreation, not only such as are formed normally and naturally, but also

unnatural monsters, he nevertheless has to be careful not to show them

too plainly and not to everybody. For among the curious there might
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easily be some pregnant women who might receive an injurious impres-

sion. And as among my readers some might be just as likely to be in an

interesting condition in regard to spiritual conceptions, I should be sorry

if they received a detrimental shock from anything I have reported.

However, since I earned them right from the start, I accept no responsibil-

ity for anything, and hope I shall not be blamed for any moon-calves

which their fruitful imaginations may bring forth as a result of this

report.10

So, according to Kant, Swedenborg’s works could be expected to generate
in the minds of receptive readers nothing but spiritual monsters.

As evidences of Swedenborg’s visionary endowments, the three famil-
iar incidents are then quoted, which at that time were being related around
the German courts and in learned and high society more or less as show-
pieces of Swedenborg’s achievements in the spirit worlds: the story of the
Queen of Sweden, who entrusted to Swedenborg a secret commission to get
into touch with her deceased brother, the Prince of Prussia, and was
subsequently extremely astonished at Swedenborg’s execution of this
task; the story of the lost receipt of Mrs. von Marteville, a document which was
subsequently found as a result of a conversation of Swedenborg with her
deceased husband, a year after his death;11 and the story of the fire in
Stockholm in the year 1759, which Swedenborg saw during his stay in
Gothenberg at the time of its occurrence, and reported to his friends there,
an event  which was confirmed after three days when news of it was
brought by a messenger from Stockholm. The source of the first story is
given as the report of an Ambassador from the Swedish Court; that for the
two other incidents as merely “common report, which is very unreliable as
evidence.” Kant’s book itself, however, gives the impression that all he
knows of Swedenborg is the work quoted by him, i.e., Arcana Coelestia.12

Quite a different picture of Kant’s view of Swedenborg is given by the
second document, in which Kant comments in detail on the Nordic seer,
and in fact appears rather as King’s evidence for the truth of his visionary
experiences: Kant’s letter to Fräulein Charlotte von Knobloch.13 This letter was
a reply to one in which this lady asked Kant for an explanation of the
strange stories which were then current about Swedenborg. Kant apolo-
gized for his long delay in replying to this inquiry by stating that he
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wished first to make careful inquiries regarding Swedenborg, before he
dared to tell her his opinion. He himself was actually disinclined to ascribe
any significance to such visionary incidents; “So much is uncertain that,
notwithstanding all stories of apparitions and activities from the world of
spirits, of which I am aware of a large number of the most probable ones, I
have always considered that it is most in accord with the rule of sound
reason to incline to the negative side—not because I supposed I had
perceived that they are impossible, but because they are on the whole
supported by insufficient evidence.” For this very reason he had made
endeavors to achieve certainty.

Kant now reports to the lady the same three stories, of the Swedish
Queen, of Mrs. van Marteville (who is here mentioned as Harteville) and
of the Stockholm fire. As witness to the first story he names a Danish
officer, a friend of his, who heard this story at the table of the Austrian
ambassador Dietrichstein in Copenhagen, when the latter received a letter
from Baron von Lützow, the Mecklenburg Ambassador in Stockholm,
who “in the company of the Dutch Ambassador to the Queen of Sweden
was himself present at the strange incident.”

According to Kant’s letter, he was not satisfied however with this first
well attested information, but made further inquiries. “I wrote to the same
officer in Copenhagen and asked him to make all possible inquiries. He
answered that he had again spoken to the Count von Dietrichstein, who
confirmed that the incident really took place as described, whilst Professor
Schlegel also assured him that there was no room for doubt about it.” His
Danish friend advised him further to approach Swedenborg personally—
advice which Kant also followed. “I accordingly wrote to this remarkable
man, and the letter was handed over to him by an English businessman in
Stockholm. It was reported that Herr von Swedenborg accepted the letter
and promised to answer it. But this answer was not forthcoming.” Never-
theless Kant did not give up his efforts. “In the meantime I made the
acquaintance of an excellent man, an Englishman, who was staying here
last summer, to whom I entrusted the task, on the basis of the friendship
which we had established together, of obtaining on his next visit to
Stockholm fuller information regarding Herr von Swedenborg’s wonder-
ful gift.”
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The report of this Englishman brought Kant not only a confirmation of
the story which he already knew, but also gave him an impressive picture
of Swedenborg’s personality:

According to his [the English friend’s] first reports the position in connec-

tion with the already mentioned story was, according to the statements of

the most respected people in Stockholm, exactly as I have already related

it to you. He did not then speak to Herr von Swedenborg but hoped to

speak to him later, although he found it hard to persuade himself that all

could really be in fact as the intelligent persons in this town related, about

his secret intercourse with the invisible world of spirits. His subsequent

letters, however, read quite differently. He had not only spoken to Mr.

von Swedenborg, but had visited him at his home and was struck with

amazement at this remarkable affair. Swedenborg is a sensible, pleasant and

openhearted man. He is a scholar and my friend in question promised me to send

me some of his works shortly. He told my friend without reserve that God

had given him the unique power of intercourse with departed souls

whenever he wished. He appealed to quite remarkable proofs. When he

was reminded of my letter, he replied that he had certainly received it

and would have already answered it, if he had not undertaken to make

this quite special matter public before the eyes of the world. He would be

going to London in May this year, where he would publish his book, and

the reply to my letter would be found after all the articles [i.e., at the end

(Trans.)].

After this account of his inquiry regarding Swedenborg, Kant now
told the story of Mrs. von Marteville and that of the Stockholm fire as “a
pair of proofs to which all the inhabitants still alive are witnesses whilst
the man who reported it to me was able to investigate it immediately on
the spot.” Above all, the story of the Stockholm fire was quoted by Kant as
particularly convincing. It

seems to me to carry the greatest conviction of all, and really deprives

prevarication of every conceivable excuse. What can be said against the

veracity of these events? The friend who has written to me about this

matter was able himself to investigate the whole thing not only in

Stockholm, but two months ago in Gothenberg itself, where he has close
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connections with the most respected families, and where he was able to

inform himself completely from the whole town, in which most of the

eyewitnesses are still living since the recent event of 1756 [sic]. He has

also given reports on the manner in which according to Herr von

Swedenborg his intercourse with other spirits takes place, and also his

ideas of the condition of departed souls. This portrait is strange: but I

have not got the necessary time to give a description of it.

Kant closes his letter by expressing his regret at not having met Swedenborg
himself.

How I wish that I could have interrogated this remarkable man myself;

for my friend is not so skilled in the methods of asking about points

which in such a matter can cast the greatest light. I am impatiently

waiting for the book which Swedenborg intends to publish in London.

All measures have been taken to ensure that I receive it as soon as it has

left the press.

The contradiction between these two utterances of Kant regarding
Swedenborg is most striking. The following are the most important differ-
ences:

1. In the Dreams Kant uses an incorrect spelling for Swedenborg’s name:
Herr Schwedenberg. In the Letter he uses his correct name, which
Swedenborg was given on his elevation to the nobility, Herr von
Swedenborg.

2. In the Dreams he mentions him as a “certain Herr Schwedenberg
without official office or occupation.” In the Letter he describes him as
“a scholar.”

3. In the Dreams he calls him an “Arch-Phantast* of all phantasts” and a
“great zealot,” whose work is devoid of any single drop of reason. In

* This is a current English word (according to the O.E.D.) which has come into English
from the Greek (via the German) and, as used (in German) by Kant, evidently means a dabbler
in, or inventor of “phantasms” or “illusory visions.” Hence my explanatory use elsewhere of
the term “fantasy-monger.” This feature of Kant’s book calls for the comment that the conduct
of controversy by “name-calling” [abuse of one’s opponent]— instead of rational argument—
is not an effective way to resolve the question at issue, which is of course just this crucial point—
are spirit-world phenomena illusory, or are they real? (Trans.)
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the Letter Swedenborg is described as a “sensible, pleasant and open-
hearted man.”

4. In the Dreams his work is dismissed as “eight quarto volumes full of
nonsense,” in the Letter Kant writes how he is impatiently waiting for
the works of Swedenborg promised him by his English friend, and
how he has made all necessary arrangements to obtain the latest work
of Swedenborg whose publication is promised.

5. In the Dreams Swedenborg appears as an unknown fool, unknown
either to Kant or to the rest of the world, who has written Arcana
Celestia; in the Letter as a man of substantial spiritual rank, whose
personal acquaintance appears to Kant very desirable, with whom he
enters into correspondence and with whom he regrets that he has not
been able to converse personally.

6. In the Dreams the stories of Swedenborg’s visionary endowments are
introduced as events which are merely supported by “common re-
port, which is very unreliable as evidence” and after relating them he
apologizes “for having undertaken such a contemptible business as
repeating fairy tales.” He also remarks in the Preface to the Dreams:
“He [the author] confesses, with a certain humiliation, that he has
been naive enough to trace the truth of some of the stories of the kind
mentioned. He found—as usual where it is not our business to search—
he found nothing.”* The Letter however provides for each single story
the exact account of the living eyewitnesses, in some cases mentioned
by name, and emphasizes their credibility, it being described accu-
rately how and by whom the most careful checking of the stories was
carried out on the spot, i.e., both in Stockholm and in Gothenberg. The
whole Letter in fact has as its main subject a report from Kant of the
positive outcome of his investigations: he did not find “nothing,” nor
“fairy stories,” but a full confirmation of the “common report” on the
basis of statements and investigations by reliable witnesses, “the most
respectable people in Stockholm.”

This great difference in his opinion of Swedenborg, as expressed by
Kant in the two documents in question, kindled a dispute between the

* Goerwitz translation, pp. 38–39. (Trans.)
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parties. How did Kant’s relationship to Swedenborg develop? Did Kant
write the Dreams first? Did he originally, as a critical philosopher in a fit of
petulance at Swedenborg’s alleged visions, allow himself to indulge in
severe criticism, but then later learn better as a result of careful inquiries?
Did his attitude to Swedenborg develop as a step from “a badly informed
philosopher” to “a better informed philosopher,” or did he at first on the
basis of his inquiries have a more favorable attitude to Swedenborg, but
feel obliged later under the influence of his reading of Arcana Coelestia to
dispose of him in the unfriendly manner we have described? This question
appears to be simple to solve by a reference to the date of the letter to
Fräulein van Knobloch. The Letter was first published in the year 1804,
viz., in Borowski’s biography of Kant already referred to,14 in the Appen-
dix to which it is printed as the second document, on pages 211–225, under
the dateline Königsberg, 10th August 1758. According to this the circum-
stances are clear: the Letter was written eight years before the Dreams
appeared and the development of Kant’s opinions took the following
course: he made inquiries in the first place regarding Swedenborg’s vi-
sionary endowments, initially trusted the reports which reached him and
accorded Swedenborg’s gift of spiritual vision a certain credibility; but
under the influence of his reading of Arcana Coelestia decided to indulge in
severe criticism.

But this simple solution is complicated by the fact that not only the date of the
Letter itself but also the other dates contained in the Letter are false.

Firstly the date: Königsberg, 10th August 1758, has been proved to be
false, at least as far as the year is concerned, because all the events men-
tioned in the Letter, the Stockholm fire, the incident involving the Queen of
Sweden and the story of the lost receipt, occurred during the period after
1758, and could not therefore be mentioned in a letter dated 1758, unless we
were ascribing visionary powers to Kant himself. This was convincingly
and unquestionably proved by the Professor of Philosophy at Tübingen,
J.F.I. Tafel,15 the leader of the German Swedenborgians, the well known
translator of Swedenborg’s Writings and at the same time Swedenborg’s
keenest apologist, in his Outline of the Life and Works of Emanuel Swedenborg,
together with an assessment of the reports and judgements of Stilling, Kloppstock,
Herder, Kant, Wieland and others, Stuttgart and Cannstadt 1845.
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It is unnecessary to list individually all the documents which Tafel
mentions in the work in question. It will suffice to point out that the
Stockholm fire, according to the unanimous evidence of all contemporary
sources, took place in the year 1759, that Mr. van Marteville did not die
until 25th April 1760, so that the story of the finding of the lost receipt,
which according to the reports happened only after his death, can only
have happened in the year 1761, and that the events involving the Queen
of Sweden also happened in the year 1761.16 It can also be proved that the
Danish officer, who was Kant’s first witness, sent his report to Kant before
his departure to the army of the Count of St. Germain in the year 1762,17 so
that therefore the later inquiries mentioned by Kant in the Letter—his letter
to Swedenborg, his vain wait for the latter’s reply, the visit of the English-
man to Swedenborg and the writing of his letters to Kant—must have
taken place after this time.

It might well be assumed that the final date of the Letter to Fräulein
von Knobloch had been altered by an error or oversight, but there is
another possibility which may have to be considered, that this was done
intentionally, with a particular purpose in mind. Actually, the two other
dates which are mentioned in this letter of Kant’s have also been altered.
Twice in the Letter the historical date of the Stockholm fire, 1759, has been
altered to 1756. For instance on page 221 it is stated: “It was in the year
1756, when Herr von Swedenborg landed at Gothenberg about 4 o’clock in
the afternoon on a Saturday about the end of September.” On page 223 the
following statement appears relating to the town of Stockholm: “A whole
town, in which since the recent date of 1756 [sic] the majority of eyewit-
nesses are still living.” Obviously the hand of an editor was at work in
these alterations, who wished to adapt the dates mentioned in the Letter by
an appropriate alteration to fit in with the change of date shown for the
writing of the Letter.

The discovery of this fact has now, as previously stated, excited the
passions of the parties. The Swedenborgian, Tafel, saw in it the confirma-
tion of the thesis, which seemed most desirable to him, that the Letter was
written only after the Dreams. He attached very much importance to
proving that the critical judgement pronounced by Kant in the Dreams
regarding Swedenborg did not represent his final attitude to Swedenborg’s
personality and teachings, but that he came to a more favorable conclusion
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later on the basis of careful inquiries. This apologetic purpose of Tafel
should not frighten the historian off from paying careful attention to
Tafel’s arguments, all the more so as Tafel’s thesis is emphatically argued
throughout the exhaustive collection of all documents regarding
Swedenborg’s life and teachings, the Documents Concerning the Life and
Character of Emanuel Swedenborg, collected, translated and annotated by
R.L. Tafel, Swedenborg Society, London, 1890.18 Many arguments to which
Tafel refers are indeed most striking.

It is not only the case that the dates have been purposely altered in
agreement with one another, but that the publisher of the Letter particu-
larly stressed the modified historically false dates, by making them the
center of attention. Borowski publishes the Letter under the heading:
“What was Kant’s opinion of Swedenborg in the year 1758?” and adds as a note
to this question: “What his later opinion was is shown by the ‘Dreams of a
Spirit Seer.’”The Letter therefore was laid before the public right from the
outset with the express tendentious purpose of giving the reader the
impression that the Letter appeared before the Dreams, and the favorable
judgements of the Letter regarding Swedenborg had been completely
revised and overtaken by the book published afterwards, in 1766.

Here therefore a publisher was speaking, who attached importance to
presenting Kant’s unfavorable judgement as expressed in the Dreams as his
final opinion. In the light of a critical examination of its contents the Letter
cannot have been written before the end of the year 1762, as all events
mentioned in it fall within the period from 1759 to the end of 1762. If it had
been written in the time from the end of 1762 to 1765, it would not have
been necessary to alter its date and above all to alter the historical date of
the Stockholm fire which was mentioned twice in the Letter; the publisher
could have been satisfied with the fact that the Letter had been written
before the Dreams, which was what was important to him. The fact that the
triple alteration of dates was carried out, together with the emphatic
tendentious attempt to present Kant’s unfavorable judgement as his final
one, seemed to Tafel as in itself a sufficient proof that the Letter was
originally written after the Dreams, but subsequently “transposed” by
alteration, or as Tafel describes it, “falsification” and “pious deception,” to
the period before the publication of the Dreams.
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This thesis of “falsification” seems to be confirmed by a series of
further arguments. Could we really believe it of Kant that, after he had
made such detailed inquiries regarding Swedenborg’s personality, he
should in the Dreams have not even mentioned the Nordic scientist with
his correct name, or that he should have described the scholar well known
throughout Europe as “a certain Mr. Schwedenberg without official ap-
pointment or occupation”? Can we ascribe to him the intellectual dishon-
esty of describing the same stories, the reliable nature of which he had
himself proved at such expenditure of trouble, by personal letters and by
the involvement of friends, by ferreting out and interrogating so many
living witnesses and making all this known, and then afterwards describ-
ing it all in the Dreams as “nothing,” as events which had no other guaran-
tee of truthfulness than common gossip, which is very misleading as a
proof? Would Kant, in the light of better knowledge to the contrary, have
changed his former favorable judgement?

Tafel tried in addition, on the basis of further details, to ascertain the
date of the original composition of the Letter. In his search for a historically
reliable date, it seemed to him that he had found two clues. Firstly he
picked out the mention of the English friend who visited Swedenborg in
Stockholm on Kant’s behalf. Tafel thought that this person was the En-
glishman Green, with whom Kant established a close friendship during
the former’s stay in Königsberg, and of whom it could be proved that he
did not make Kant’s acquaintance until 1768 (Tafel pp. 237–244). Tafel saw
the second clue in the mention of Swedenborg’s planned journey to En-
gland, “where he would publish his book, including the reply to my
[Kant’s] letter after all the articles.” According to Tafel,19 this statement can
only relate, after a careful check of the biographical witnesses regarding
Swedenborg’s life in the years in question, to the journey which Swedenborg
started in the year 1768, via Antwerp to London, in order to publish there
his book De commercio animae et corporis20 (Of the Intercourse between the
Soul and the Body). Kant’s letter mentioning that Swedenborg was plan-
ning the journey in May must therefore have been written in the year 1768,
which would agree with the date of the meeting with Green in the year
1768.

Thus a series of historically based arguments, which are more accu-
rately listed in the Documents concerning the Life and character of Emanuel
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Swedenborg appeared to confirm that the Letter was written in the year
1768, i.e., two years after the Dreams, and that in these two years the change
described in Kant’s assessment of Swedenborg on the basis of fuller in-
quiries had occurred.

Who, however, should be considered to be the perpetrator of the
falsification? No suspicion could fall on Kant himself, for such a falsifica-
tion was not only in contradiction of his generally recognized and prac-
ticed sense of truth, but the Letter was also not included in that part of
Borowski’s biography of Kant which was also checked through by Kant
himself. Borowski had submitted this biography—which he had drafted
as a contribution of his treatise “On the general progress of learned culture
in Prussia up to the Kant period,” 1792—to Kant in that year.21 Kant
checked it through, made various deletions, added a few remarks, but
urgently requested that there should be no publication during his life. In
accordance with Kant’s wish Borowski published the biography only in
the year 1804, and then he made two additions to it: firstly in the notes to
the part checked by Kant himself, he also added the parts deleted by Kant
in the manuscript, as well as the notes thereon, and also he extended the
original biography, which in the printing of 1804 comprised 104 pages, by
an addition of a further 100 pages, and added to the whole a few appendi-
ces, including as Appendix 2 Kant’s letter to Fräulein von Knobloch,
which appears under the ominous heading already mentioned: “What did
Kant think about Swedenborg in the year 1758?” Tafel did not however
dare to indicate Borowski as the perpetrator of this falsifications,22 but only
stated in general terms:

The greater probability by far was one of deliberate purpose [of falsifica-

tion] which was a very easy matter. It was in the interests both of the men

of the Church and also superficial rationalists, who about the time of the

composition of the biography of Church Councilor (subsequently Arch-

bishop) Borowski, had a big voice in matters to allow no evidence to

appear which could cause their organization to collapse. It was in the

interests of the supposed friends of Kant to preserve him from the re-

proach of ridicule, and not to allow anything to be written which could

have been condemned as superstition.
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The last of these motives seemed to Tafel particularly probable, as com-
ments in Kant’s letters from the time immediately after the publication of
the Dreams showed that he himself shared the fear of making himself
ridiculous by giving serious consideration to Swedenborg’s visions.

If we assume for a moment that Tafel was right in his thesis, there
would be many strong arguments which could be brought to bear to
support it. First the severity of the criticism which Kant brought against
Swedenborg in his Dreams did not remain without contradiction, even in
theological circles. Thus the Professor of Theology at Tübingen, Clemm, in
the year 1767, in his dogmatic text book A Complete Introduction to Religion
and the Whole of Theology, vol. 4, page 204, pointed out the prejudice in the
anonymously published Dreams and tried to correct the distorted picture
of Swedenborg which it contained.23 He was all the more anxious to correct
the excesses of this criticism as he had been named himself as the author of
Kant’s anonymous book.24 Clemm writes:

Mr. Emanuel Swedenborg [he gave him his correct name], a man who

does not occupy himself merely with such speculations as the author of

the Dreams believes, but has hitherto fulfilled important posts as he is a

joint supervisor of metallurgy and mining matters in the Kingdom of

Sweden and would appear to be protected against accusations of a hypo-

chondriacal lifestyle by the many long journeys which he is still making

from time to time, studied from his youth onwards both physics and

mathematics and was so successful in this that he succeeded in skillfully

combining both their theoretical and practical aspects. His folio volumes,

which in this case were written at a time when he was not for a moment

thinking of intercourse with spirits—and which I have diligently stud-

ied—in which he describes various machines which can be used in min-

ing, will give any expert in those matters sufficient proof of his rationality.

Even before Clemm, his friend the Württemberg prelate, F.C. Oetinger of
Murrhardt, had published a defense of Swedenborg which bore the title:
Swedenborg’s Earthly and Heavenly Philosophy and was printed in the year
1765.25 In this book Oetinger drew a complete picture of the significance of
Swedenborg as a philosopher, naturalist, and explorer of the spiritual
world on the basis of careful study and a comparison of his works in
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natural science and the writings after his enlightenment. This book how-
ever only went on sale in the book shops in the year 1766, so that Kant
could not have got hold of it before writing his Dreams. However, there
were during the period shortly after the publication of the Dreams various
works of well known scholars and theologians who opposed the negative
criticism of Ernesti by a careful appreciation of the personality and the
whole of the writings of Swedenborg, and which could perhaps have
induced Kant to review his prejudiced and cavalier judgements of
Swedenborg, all the more so as he was known to the Berlin theologians
such as Sack, Spalding, and Süssmilch as the author of the anonymous
book, of which he had passed them copies by the hand of Moses
Mendelssohn.26, 27

Another argument appears to support Tafel’s thesis. It is a striking fact
that Swedenborg neither replied to Kant’s letter nor kept his promise to
deal with the latter’s questions in the book which he was preparing for
publication. Such a book, in which Swedenborg confirmed the visionary
experiences ascribed to him in connection with the three familiar stories,
has never been published.28 However it is clear from the correspondence
of Oetinger with Swedenborg during the years 1766–1768, that Oetinger
repeatedly begged Swedenborg to provide him with a short autobio-
graphical description of his conversion and publicly to make known in
print how he had become, “instead of a philosopher, a revelator” and
moreover he asked him to make known himself the details of the visions
which had been witnessed, such as for instance the story involving the
Queen of Sweden.29 During the same period also the evangelical friend
and champion of Swedenborg, Dr. Hartley, appealed to his “Teacher”
with a request that he should publish an autobiography in order to give
Dr. Hartley an effective means of defending him against any attacks from
opponents.30 Not only Kant, but other disciples and critics in Germany and
England thus addressed requests during this period to Swedenborg to
make known his most important experiences. This would explain the fact
that Swedenborg did not comply with Kant’s wish in a personal letter, as
he did in the case of Oetinger, but consoled him with a promise that he
would be publishing a book in London regarding this matter and thus
answering the wishes of all interlocutors.
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However, the book De Commercio Arrimae et Corporis,31 also contains
no reply to the inquiry of the various scholars. However, the English
translation of this book, which was arranged by Hartley and published in
London in the year 1770, contains an Autobiography of Swedenborg,32 which
the latter had written in the meantime in response to Hartley’s urging  and
which was also published soon after in a German translation in Hamburg33

and incorporated by Oetinger in his further defense of Swedenborg, the
Beurtheilungen (Assessments).34 This autobiography certainly contains no
description of the three “visions” mentioned, but it is reasonable to as-
sume that Swedenborg at first, at the time when he was talking to Green
regarding a reply to Kant’s letter, was planning to adjoin to such an
autobiography also a report regarding the three stories in question, about
which he was constantly receiving fresh queries, personally and by corre-
spondence, but that as a result of the commencement of the lawsuit
initiated by the Swedish Church35 against him and his Swedish disciples,
he dropped this plan and limited his autobiography to the few statements
which it contains in the form published in 1770.

Finally, many reasons may be quoted which make it seem highly
probable that the alteration of the dates was initiated by Borowski himself.
As a theologian and dogmatist, Borowski prided himself on adopting a
strictly orthodox attitude, whilst as a pastor and in personal life his style
was rather that of a bigot. In East Prussia he enjoyed—later on at the Court
in Königsberg of King Friedrich Wilhelm III, after his banishment from
Berlin—great veneration as a father of the Church and a pillar of ortho-
doxy, but combined with his pious and orthodox attitude and his practices
as a Church elder, a certain degree of cunning and wiliness which make it
appear not impossible that he might use the device of a minor alteration of
dates in order to free Kant from the reproach that he had later adopted a
friendly attitude towards the dreamer, Swedenborg. Many things could
have led him to do this. In the year 1766, Oetinger’s book, in which he
produced the first detailed appreciation of Swedenborg’s philosophical
and theological writings for German readers under the title: Swedenborg’s
Earthly and Heavenly Philosophy, was confiscated by the Württemburg
Government on instructions from the Stuttgart Consistory, and Oetinger
himself was forbidden as a punishment to have anything further printed
whether inside or outside Württemberg.36 His book was no less fiercely
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reviewed in the Gottinger Gelehrten Nachrichten (Göttingen Scholars’ News),37

than Swedenborg’s Arcana Coelestia by Ernesti and Kant. Ernesti’s annihi-
lating criticism was considered in orthodox circles to constitute a legal
sentence of death on Swedenborg, which the Church itself had pronounced
through his mouth. In the meantime, during the years 1769 to 1771 the
lawsuit of the established church [Lutheran] in Sweden had been started,
which was discussed not only in the Gothenberg Consistory, but also by
the permanent representatives of the Priesthood in the Swedish parlia-
ment and finally by the “Estates,” and during its course some ecclesiastical
opponents had even made an attempt to have Swedenborg declared mad
and locked up in a lunatic asylum.38 It is true that this lawsuit did not end
in accordance with the wishes of Swedish orthodoxy, because the King
himself and members of parliament and bishops who were friendly to
Swedenborg succeeded in thwarting any such attempt on his person, but it
led to Swedenborg’s writings being banned in Sweden and his disciples
being oppressed.39 These events might easily induce a theologian of
Borowski’s opinions and attitude to make a decision to hold every shadow
of the suspicion at bay from Kant that he had subsequently revised in
Swedenborg’s favor the verdict of his Dreams which orthodoxy had in the
meantime made its own.

The personality of Borowski himself did not preclude the possibility
that he might use for such a pious purpose the device of a minor alteration
of dates. It is sufficient to quote a few opinions of acquaintances and
friends of Borowski regarding his character, which were quoted by Alfred
Uckeley in his book: Borowski as a Preacher (Königsberg/Pr. 1931, p. 6ff.).
Mixing socially with the courtiers of the Prussian King during the years
1808 and 1809 Friedrich Delbrück, as the teacher of the Royal Princes at
Königsberg, frequently had the opportunity of seeing and observing
Borowski during his preaching and on social occasions. He regularly
entrusted his impressions to his diary, and the following note is included
for the 24th April: “Borowski came. Can his statements always be trusted?”
This referred to the political assertions of Borowski, who had taken on the
role of consoler, in the need of which the King had been thrown by the
actions of Napoleon, but really, in Delbrück’s opinion, it was possible to
deduce from a few utterances of Borowski that he was a secret supporter
of Napoleon. Above all, at one of the Princes’ tea parties Borowski made
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an “unexpected speech,” which made it clear, to Delbrück’s surprise, that
the helper-in-need of the King banished by Napoleon, “believed in the
‘salvation brought by the French,’ and proves this belief of his by his
actions.” On the 19th January 1809 Delbrück notes: “Borowski not unin-
structive, but nevertheless reveals papist connections.” On the 18th No-
vember of the same year: “The whole Court went to the new Grossgärtner
Church to hear Borowski. If only one could not so often perceive the
influence of the Pope in his tactless moralistic sermons, whose last words
always sound the same subsequently.” On the 13th January 1813 he wrote
regarding Borowski: “For the first time Borowski almost revealed his real
attitude to Napoleon. The old fox! I should not like to have much to do with
him!”

These critical comments are borne out by the opinions of Johann
Georg Scheffner, who was considered to be a lifelong friend of Borowski
and declared himself to be such. He writes about him, inter alia: “He is a
master of the art of flattering the great, and the salvation which he inter-
mingles in his sermons performs great service for him in social relation-
ships. Right into his old age he has remained vain, proud and humble at the same
time, flattering, arrogant and a typical Roman Catholic priest.” This testimony
is finally rounded off by the opinion of Abegg, who declared in 1798 that
he did not like the man, “neither his facial expression nor his gestures are
like those of one of us; he looks rather like one who is more of a hypocrite.”
When we finally learn from Scheffner that “his [Borowski’s] dogmas
incline towards Moravianism, and the Moravians are his keenest listen-
ers,” this is a further argument to explain his dislike of Swedenborg, for in
Swedenborg’s writing and visions the Moravians come out very badly, a
fact which led the Moravians in London to start a polemic and even a
campaign of slander against him,—which caused Swedenborg much an-
noyance in London, as it was maintained that he had been seen rolling in a
gutter in a state of madness—a slander which is obviously without any
foundation, but at the time even reached the ears of John Wesley, who
published it in his Arminian Magazine 1781 and 1783.40

So we have one argument after another which make it appear credible
that Kant really had changed his mind after the publication of his Dreams
and that his careful biographer and apologist considered this to be a blot
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on the reputation of his much admired Kant, which he edited away after
the latter’s death by the skilful alteration of a few figures.

But nevertheless—woe to a historian, we should cry, who concludes
from the probability to the actuality of a fact! All the highly probable
reasons listed are actually wrong. The Letter was written not after but before
the Dreams. The reasons for this assertion are not based at all on probabil-
ity, but are entirely factual.

The debate hitherto regarding the question of the date of the Letter has
already mentioned an argument referred to by the defender of “a neo-
Kantian Kant,” Kuno Fischer, in strong contrast to the arguments of the
Swedenborgian, Tafel. The author of the History of the Newer Philosophy,41

who develops therein a masterly exposition and criticism of the Dreams,
had the idea of appealing to a granddaughter of Frl. von Knobloch (Mrs.
Charlotta von Klingsporn, née von Knobloch) for information regarding
the date of Frl. van Knobloch’s wedding, and received the information,
which must have been most welcome to him, to the effect that the young
lady married Captain van Klingsporn in the year 1763. In the light of this
documentary information, the problem seemed to be solved. Frl. van
Knobloch was married in 1763. Therefore, Fischer deduced, the Letter from
Kant which was addressed to Frl. van Knobloch, could not have been
written after the date of the wedding. As the events described in the letter
occurred in the years from 1759 to the end of 1762, the Letter must presum-
ably have been written in the early part of 1763. Unfortunately the
Swedenborgians did not investigate this argument. It is not actually en-
tirely convincing. An editor who wished to alter the dates of the Letter for
tendentious reasons, could also have altered the style of the addressee,
especially as the publication of the Letter did not take place until the year
1804 and the original of the Letter itself had been mislaid. Also it could
easily be pointed out that Kuno Fischer was also not impartial so far as this
dispute was concerned and must have attached importance—in view of
his philosophical views and his own interpretation of Kant—to the Letter
being dated before the Dreams, and thus undermining the arguments of
Tafel, of whom he wrote (p. 236): “Only a Swedenborgian could make
such a discovery. It is inconceivable that it could meet with the approval of
people of other beliefs.”
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The final solution is provided by the fact that Kant had actually
explained his views on Swedenborg to a third party, viz., in his correspon-
dence with Moses Mendelssohn on the occasion of his sending him the
copies of the Dreams. Strangely enough, the documentary importance of
this correspondence escaped both the parties who were in dispute regard-
ing the dating of the Letter. This correspondence actually throws a very
clear light on various passages in the Dreams.42

On the 7th February 1766, Kant had sent several copies of the Dreams
to Mendelssohn under cover of an accompanying letter in which he states:43

“I have sent you a few Dreams by post, and after you have kindly kept a
copy for yourself I should be grateful if you would kindly send the others
to the following gentlemen: Head Preacher Sack, Chief Consistory Mem-
ber R. Spalding, Dean Süssmilch, Professor Lambert, Professor Sultzer and
Professor Formey.” Moses Mendelssohn however had, contrary to Kant’s
expectation, written a letter dated 7th or 8th April (which is no longer
extant) which was not very appreciative in content and expressed to Kant
his objections to the tone of the Dreams. Kant replied to him on the 8th
April 1766 (Letter no. 27) with an apologetic explanation:

The disapproval which you express regarding the tone of the short book,

is proof to me of the good opinion which you have formed of the upright-

ness of my character, and I appreciate and value even your displeasure at

seeing this expressed in the book in question only ambiguously. I do not

know whether you will have noticed in reading this somewhat confused

book some indications of the reluctance with which I have written it. For

having in the past caused a good deal of talk by having, out of curiosity,

made inquiries about Swedenborg’s visions, both from persons who had

the opportunity to get to know him personally and also through a certain

amount of correspondence and finally by procuring some of his works, I

saw clearly that I would be unable to be at peace from the unceasing

inquiries until I had attended to all these anecdotes, with such knowledge as I had

of them.

This statement contains a final proof that Kant had written the Letter
before the Dreams, for it states that all the efforts of Kant to obtain accurate
information regarding the personality and the visionary gifts of
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Swedenborg, which he recounts in the Letter, preceded the writing of the
Dreams, and even that it was the unexpected effect of this zealous interest
in Swedenborg, which obviously was understood by Kant’s friends as
support for Swedenborg, that caused the Dreams to be written.

Kant speaks here of an “inquiry out of curiosity regarding
Swedenborg’s dreams” of a threefold kind: the first inquiry took place
“from persons who had had the opportunity to get to know him person-
ally.” This relates to the information which Kant obtained via the Danish
officer and the English merchant, on which he reports in detail in his letter.
Secondly, he speaks of inquiries “through a certain amount of correspon-
dence.” This relates not only to the correspondence with the two persons
in question mentioned above, but above all to his letter to Swedenborg
himself, the fate of which he reports in the Letter. Thirdly he speaks of
“inquiries which took the form of procuring some of his works.” This
relates to the fact mentioned in the Letter that the English merchant in
Stockholm asked for several works of Swedenborg, which the latter prom-
ised him would be sent. Kant’s interest in the works of Swedenborg is clear
from the statement in the Letter: “All arrangements have been made for
me to obtain it [the book promised by Swedenborg] as soon as it leaves the
press.” All Kant’s inquiries regarding Swedenborg mentioned in the Letter
are therefore described here in his letter to Moses Mendelssohn regarding
his attitude prior to the publication of the Dreams.

It is possible to obtain from this report the following information
regarding the circumstances under which the Dreams was written: As a result
of his original “inquiry out of curiosity regarding Swedenborg’s visions”
Kant had “given rise to a great deal of talk.” Due to the fact that he as a
critical philosopher inquired in such a detailed manner regarding
Swedenborg’s visions and called on several friends by repeated letters and
personal requests, to obtain confirmation for him regarding Swedenborg’s
gift of spiritual vision, he had drawn the attention of a substantial circle of
his friends and acquaintances to Swedenborg. In the Dreams he mentions
two grounds of apology for his preoccupation with Swedenborg: in the
first place his philosophical habit of not rejecting anything without investi-
gating it, and secondly his “naïveté.” “Since it is just as much a silly
prejudice to believe without reason nothing of the many things we are told
with an appearance of truth, as to believe without examination everything
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that common report says, the author of this book has been led away, partly
by the latter prejudice, in trying to escape from the former. He confesses,
with a certain humiliation, that he has been naïve enough to trace the truth
of some of the stories of the kind mentioned.” This is, as is explained in the
comment in the letter to Moses Mendelssohn, an undoubted reference to
his own numerous inquiries and “investigations,” which he describes in
such detail in the Letter.

The success of these investigations can be assessed from the tone and
contents of the Letter. The reluctant, but nevertheless approving, manner
in which he expressed himself in the Letter regarding Swedenborg would
also have formed the basic tone of the statements in which he reported to
his circle of friends in Königsberg of the results of his “naïve” inquiries.
We can easily see from the example of Oetinger, how quickly interest in
Swedenborg grew when one person began to take a serious interest in
him. Hardly had Oetinger read through Arcana Coelestia, in 1765 he re-
ported to his numerous friends in Tübingen, in Stuttgart and other
Württemberg cities, the impression which the perusal of the book had
made on him, before everybody began to read Swedenborg. Philipp
Matthäus Hahn, the well-known theologian and mathematician, filled a
whole volume of his diary for the year 1766 with comments on Swedenborg.
Chancellor Reuss of Tübingen University, Professor Kies, the Dean of the
Philosophical Faculty at Tübingen, Professor Clemm, Professor of System-
atic Theology in Ordinary at Tübingen, Pastor Fricker, the well-known
Swabian natural historian, the Tübingen private coaches, such as Hartmann,
and many Stuttgart Consistory Councilors—all were reading Swedenborg,
and in the correspondence with the Württemberg scholars and clergy of
those years Swedenborg’s personality and teaching was one of the sub-
jects most widely discussed.44 The  nobility joined in. Several nobles,
including the Baron von Leiningen, Baron van Veltheim and Baron von
Bernardin, pressed Oetinger to produce a German translation of the most
important parts of Arcana Coelestia; the money for typesetting was soon
made assailable. Letters were collected and distributed in which reports
were given of the wonderful stories about Swedenborg, particularly the
one concerned with the Queen of Sweden.45 Swedenborg’s teaching began
to take a hold on men’s minds.
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Something similar was threatening to develop round Kant. Kant speaks
in the letter to Mendelssohn of unceasing inquiries received by him about
Swedenborg. So it was not only Fräulein von Knobloch that had written to
him about this matter. The Letter, read out at a coffee party of noble ladies,
must have made Kant appear not only as a witness to the truth of
Swedenborg’s visions, but also as an apologist of Swedenborg and a
philosophical witness to the possibility of conjunction with the spiritual
world. Kant was therefore being pressed from many sides, as is clear from
the preface to his Dreams, which speaks of “importunate appeals from
known and unknown friends.”

It is easier to understand the “importunate appeals” themselves if it is
borne in mind that the problem of Swedenborg—as well as that of “Spirit-
ism” in general—was topical. At the courts of Hesse-Darmstadt, Kurhesse
and Brunswick the atmosphere was congenial to Spiritism; under Friedrich
Wilhelm II, who issued the wellknown warning to Kant, it also took hold
of the Prussian Court. Thus Kant found his initial involvement with
Swedenborg beginning to get out of his control. He, the critical philoso-
pher, saw himself in the unwelcome position of being considered an
apostle of Spiritism and there seems to me to be no doubt that Kant’s witty
remark about his readers contains a criticism of the credulity of many of
his friends, who were accepting him as an apologist for Swedenborg and
Spiritism. After mentioning in the Dreams that the sight of deformed
monsters in the animal procreation might have a bad effect on pregnant
women, he continues as follows: “And as among my readers some might
be just as likely to be ‘in an interesting condition’ in regard to spiritual
conceptions I should be sorry if they received a detrimental shock from
anything I have reported.” Also the hope finally expressed, “not to be
burdened with the ‘moon-calves’ which their fruitful imagination might
bring forth on this occasion” sounds like a rejection of the imputation to
him by many of his friends and acquaintances of support for Spiritism in
the guise of his support for Swedenborg. Thus Kant suddenly found
himself in the role of the sorcerer’s apprentice, who, having once called up
the spirits, could not afterwards get rid of them. But he finally decided to
do so by appealing to his profession as a philosopher and demonstrating
by philosophical argument that the spiritual world is beyond the bounds
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of cognition, and how unimportant is this whole field of speculation for
the practical moral life of mankind—thus at the same time distancing
himself personally from Swedenborg.

To escape from this most unwelcome situation, whilst demonstrating
at the same time his flair for improvisation and the lightness of touch, yet
power and forcefulness of his wit, and the sharp bias and prejudiced one-
sidedness of his judgements regarding the personality and teachings of
Swedenborg, Kant wrote his Dreams. His statements to Mendelssohn be-
tray that he himself felt the petulance which constantly appears in the tone
of this short book, in contrast to his other writings, and that he felt it
necessary to apologize for this by a reference to the circumstances which
“compelled” him to write it.

This therefore is the solution of the problem: the Letter was written in
the year 1763, three years before the Dreams. By his efforts to check
Swedenborg’s visionary experiences, as he describes them in his Letter,
and probably by the Letter itself, Kant had, without wishing to do so,
maneuvered himself into the role of a witness for Swedenborg’s truthful-
ness and an apologist for Spiritism. The Dreams was the counterblow by
which Kant delivered himself from the reproach of guilt for the birth of
‘moon-calves’ in the minds of his friends, and which was intended, by a
powerful stroke full of wit and satire, to convince all those who wished to
ascribe to him the role of an apologist for Spiritism, that the task of a
philosopher was quite a different one.

It was just this strange experience, of suddenly finding himself forced
to undertake the role of a witness to the truthfulness of a visionary, which
then also caused him to do some fundamental thinking about the limits of
metaphysics. Kuno Fischer is therefore probably correct when he writes:46

The similarity in fact which he found between the Dreamers of Sensation,

the spirit-seers, and the Dreamers of Reason, the metaphysicians among

his contemporaries, the builders of castles in the air of the various kinds

of worlds of ideas (Wolf and Crusius) gave him an opportunity to define

the character of prevailing metaphysical thought and to proclaim a new

conception of it as a science. To use an aphorism, Swedenborg and

metaphysics were for Kant two flies which he could kill with one blow.

He laughingly did so. The applicability of the comparison struck a hu-



31

SPIRITUAL VISION AND REVELATION

morous chord; it defined our philosophers so humorously that he fol-

lowed it up in a jolly mood, and did not scruple to put it into effect

relentlessly in both quarters.

This account of the origin of the Dreams is not however sufficient to
excuse the obvious injustices which arose from his animosity. The fact
remains that Kant purposely ridiculed Swedenborg’s person and teach-
ing, although he knew perfectly well that the latter was more than a mere
“spook-hunter.” The Dreams constituted a contradiction of the Letter, in
which Kant’s conception of his duties as a critical philosopher triumphed
over his love of historical truth, and in which his fear of the curse of
ridicule, which he was afraid of drawing upon himself as a befriender of
Swedenborg, was also an important factor. This comes out quite clearly in
his letter to Mendelssohn, in which he writes:

The fact is that it was getting hard for me to think of a manner of

expressing my thoughts without exposing myself to ridicule. It accordingly

seemed to me most advisable to beat others to it by ridiculing myself in the first

place, in doing which I was quite sincere, for really the tendency of my

mind is anti-sensual, and neither, as regards the story itself, can I deny

having a slight inclination in favor of stories of this kind, nor, as regards

its rational basis, can I avoid cherishing certain suppositions of its truth-

fulness, irrespective of the injustices involved in the former, and the

fantasies and incomprehensible ideas involved in the latter.

Obviously there were such “other” persons who were making ready to
mock him, whose mockery must be warded off as quickly as possible. So
Kant offered not only Swedenborg, but also his own former favorable
judgements in support of the latter, as a sacrifice to the divinity of the
critical philosophy.

This solution, however, does not explain one problem, viz., why in
fact were all the dates altered in the Letter? It cannot be a question of a
falsification with a view to the tendentious backdating of the Letter to the
period before the Dreams. What would have been the point if the Letter had
been written in 1763, as it clearly was? Did the editor perhaps wish to
allow his friend Kant a longer period for his “conversion” so as to prevent
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the obvious contradiction between the Letter47 and the Dreams from ap-
pearing too abrupt and sudden, and so be able to soften the disturbing
impression of such a contradiction by drawing attention to the long period
of time which appeared to have elapsed between the backdated Letter and
the Dreams? We do not know. The original of the Letter which Borowski
reproduced has disappeared. But is it not enough to assume that a mistake
was responsible? Should we really ascribe a deliberate alteration of dates
to Borowski, merely because a few of his friends called him a “cunning
fox,” an “untrustworthy hypocrite” and a “typical Catholic priest”? Let us
merely assume that the date 1763 was not clearly written in the Letter, and
that Borowski read it as 1758, and after this error had dawned on him—
probably not until the proofreading stage, when the contradiction be-
tween the date of 1758 as printed and the later date (1759) of the Stockholm
fire as described therein was recognized—arbitrarily altered the latter date
without further checking against the original and the historical facts. Then
the occasion of the vehement dispute between the Kantians and the
Swedenborgians would turn out to be merely a careless oversight plus a
lack of subsequent conscientiousness on the part of a proofreading pub-
lisher.

*  *  *  *  *

But Kant’s severe criticism of Swedenborg did not succeed in deter-
ring his friends in Könisgsberg and Riga from taking an interest in the
Nordic Seer. Too years after the publication of his Dreams, intense preoc-
cupation with Swedenborg could again be observed, both on the part of
Kant’s friends such as Scheffner and Hamann, and the leading publishers,
Hartung in Königsberg and Hartknoch in Riga. This renewed study of
Swedenborg seems to have been associated with the spread of Freema-
sonry, which under Friedrich Wilhelm III became intensively involved
with Spiritistic practices. It was mainly J.G. Scheffner—Member of the
Council of War and the Taxation Committee at Gumbinnen, Königsberg
and Marienwerder, later Master of Springlake on the Deyme River, who
was on friendly terms with Herder, Kant, Hippel and Hamann, and later
equally intimate with the great ones during the period of Prussia’s distress
and subsequent recovery, E.M. Arndt, York, Freiherr von Stein and par-
ticularly Queen Louise—who seems to have concerned himself with
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Swedenborg in the greatest detail. For example, in his most informative
autobiography, entitled My Life, as Written by Me, Johann Georg Scheffner,
printed in 1816 in Leipzig, but not distributed to the book shops until 1823,
he writes as follows regarding his second visit to Berlin in the early
eighties:

During my second visit to Berlin I was a brother who passed through all

the degrees of Freemasonry, had studied the Poemander divines, the

Agricola, Swedenborg’s Works, etc., also the Rosicrucian writings and

other similar fine things, although without becoming too closely in-

volved, and was received in a very friendly manner by the most impor-

tant “Guild colleagues.”

Among such “Guild colleagues” he mentions, in addition to Supreme
Court Judge Geuse, Privy Councilor Hymmen, Master of Bischofswerder,
and especially the subsequent Minister of State Wöllner, whom he dis-
liked so much personally that he was the main reason why he turned away
from Freemasonry. Of him Scheffner wrote (p. 193):

The princely Privy Councilor Wöllner, later Minister of State, appealed

even less to my heart and mind than the former [unidentified], so that the

memory of what reached my eyes and ears about both of them was a

contributory cause of my abandoning everything which I was hoping for

from Freemasonry. Many of my friends pitied me because of this break,

quite a few were surprised, but I remained convinced of the correctness of

my sat prata bibere,* although I still believe that excellent things for the

moral improvement of mankind could be done through the lodges.

However, his subsequent break with Freemasonry does not seem to
have entirely destroyed his interest in Swedenborg, presumably because
his own disposition and character strengthened that interest. In depicting
his youth, he goes into great detail about never being able to get rid, in his
later years, of his fear of ghosts (p. 9).

* A quotation from Virgil: “The fields have drunk enough” (Scheffner had had enough of
Freemasonry). (Trans.)
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Hübner’s Bible Stories were still my main reading even at the age of six,

whilst my greatest delight was listening to ghost stories. As a result of this

experience, despite my later disbelief in the possibility of such appari-

tions, a kind of “death’s head” has still remained in my blood which still

prevents me from entering a dark room without the word “ghost” pass-

ing before my eyes like an Ossianic phantom.

In any case the fact is that Scheffner was still studying Swedenborg in
detail even after his visit to Berlin, for in the middle of September 1784 he
approached Hamann with a request to obtain some of Swedenborg’s
works for him. The latter replied in a letter dated 20th September 1784 as
follows:48 “Regarding Swedenborg I shall make inquiries, and if it is
available at Danzel’s I shall reserve it; but if not, then I shall make inquiries
later of Hartung.”

In the course of his efforts to obtain the writings of Swedenborg,
Hamann came across the German translation of True Christian Religion,49

which had been published in the same year 1784 in two parts by the
Königsberg publisher G.L. Hartung, and immediately reported the suc-
cess of his search to Scheffner in the following words:

Hartung announced in yesterday’s newspaper the availability of the

second part of Swedenborg’s True Christian Religion, at 3 fl.15 gr. I went at

once to see my friend Brahl, and asked him to get me both parts. But he

was able to send me only the second part. If you want to have a look at it

for a few days, I think I could get permission from him for this.50

Hamann even took the trouble to take this volume to Scheffner him-
self, for he wrote to him on the 10th November 1754: “In order to tell your
highly respected friend briefly about all this, I went along to see them on
Tuesday morning, but found them just on the point of going out and so
was only able to hand over the Swedenborg, which I have now received
safely, back.”51

In the meantime Hartknoch, the publisher of the Dreams, had also
again been thinking of Swedenborg’s writings. During the period while
Wöllner was at the helm, when Spiritism was flourishing at the Court of
Friedrich Wilhelm III, and the various lodges and orders there busying
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themselves not only with alchemy, but also with the question of inter-
course with the world of spirits, and when it was the done thing to be in
the know so far as the other world was concerned, it would no doubt seem
to the enterprising publisher just as good business to publish a translation
of Arcana Coelestia as it had previously been to publish Kant’s philippic
against that selfsame book. Exactly twenty years after the appearance of
Kant’s Dreams of a Spirit-Seer Hartknoch discovered that “he had owed the
public for some time”a translation of the Arcana and found in Church
Councilor Parschke of Weissen a scholar who was prepared to produce
the necessary German translation. The main difficulty in the way of the
execution of this plan was the problem of obtaining a copy of the Latin
original of Arcana Coelestia. Hartknoch remembered that twenty years ago
Kant had, after going to considerable trouble, obtained such a copy, viz.,
the very one which had given rise to his severe criticism of Swedenborg
and metaphysics, and he therefore made every effort to get hold of Kant’s
copy. The supposition cannot easily be rejected that Kant, who had just
published at Hartknoch’s in Riga in 1783 his Prolegomena to any Future
Metaphysics which may rank as a Science, and about this time was working
on his Critique of Practical Reason would not readily make available for the
purpose of disseminating Swedenborg’s teachings in the German lan-
guage the same copy of the Arcana which had led him twenty years before
to indulge in such severe criticism, and to insist on the philosophical
inadequacy of all such speculations.

But Hartknoch would not give up his plan. He learned from Hamann
that one of his closest friends, Friedrich Heinrich Jacobi, was about to
travel to England, and he eagerly seized this opportunity to ask Jacobi,
through Hamann, to obtain for him, from the town of its publication,
London, the desired copy of the Arcana. The persistency of the requests
with which he showered Hamann, in one letter after another, to help him
in this matter, emphasizes the great importance which Hartknoch at-
tached to the planned publication. Hamann, who no doubt knew that
Jacobi was intending to stay only a short time in England, did not wish to
make his friend’s journey difficult through importunate commissions—
Hartknoch had already asked him to procure a number of other items of
English literature—was naturally reluctant to press his friend with the
same urgency with which Hartknoch repeatedly pestered him, yet refer-
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ences to the procurement of the Arcana constantly recur in all the letters
which he sent to Jacobi.

For instance, he wrote to him on the 19th June 1786:52

Your stay in England is so short, but I hope that your connections there

will facilitate a task to which he [Hartknoch] attaches very much impor-

tance. He would very much like to have a copy of Swedenborg’s “Arcana

Coelestia” as a translator has offered his services, and this is something which he

has owed the public for a very long time. It comprises 8 volumes, which Kant

himself once ordered at his own expense, and therefore he believed he might find a

set here. It costs £18 sterling from Elmesley’s. He is also prepared to pay

this price for it. If, however, he could get hold of a secondhand copy, that

would make things easier for him. Perhaps you will find in the house

where you are staying someone who could undertake this task for you, or

at least give you information. If you can by chance find someone there

who could make inquiries for you about this matter, no doubt you will be

kind enough to think of it. He wants it to be dispatched to Hertel of

Leipzig at his expense. You can be sure of prompt payment. If a second-

hand copy is not obtainable, he will be quite prepared to pay the £18. It is

vital to him to have the book, and if at all possible to convince him at least of

your goodwill towards me. An extract from it is to be supplied, which I once

made from this book; it hardly fills one and a half sheets. I hope to apologize

verbally sometime for this request. If it is a burden to you, ignore it. But if

it is possible to get it through someone else, no doubt you will not fail at

least to tell me sincerely your opinion on the matter, out of respect for me

and him.

On the 23rd August Hamann wrote to Jacobi:53

Before I forget, I must, dear Fritz, beg your pardon for the shameless

presumption of my request that you should make inquiries in England

about Swedenborg’s Arcana or whatever it is called. Hartknoch was

giving me a talking-to about this, and urged me so insistently and was so

convinced of your willingness to help that I let myself be persuaded.

Have you made any inquiries about it, or better still, completed a deal, or

have you lacked both time and opportunity to bother about it? Please let
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me know the position, so that I can tell him. He refused to be satisfied

with my first negative answer, but extended his offers, which frighten me

off even more. At least my conscience is quite clear in this matter.

On the 27th August he wrote to Jacobi:54

I have received two letters from Riga. The one dated 19th August [Julian

calendar] states that if you are already on your return journey his request

for Swedenborg’s Arcana Coelestia would no doubt arrive too late. Your

reply will decide whether he will have the book translated or not. If he cannot

obtain the original through your good offices, he will take that as a hint to

leave it untranslated.

On the 26th August [Julian calendar] he [Hartknoch] writes that the
correspondent of Reich in London is asking for a price of 18 guineas for the
book.

That seems to me too much, and I should like to get it cheaper. I know that

in London secondhand books are sold at half price. Please therefore get me

this “Arcana Caelestia” as cheaply as possible. But if the worst comes to the

worst, I am prepared to pay the 18 guineas. The money will be sent

through Barez & Sohn of Berlin, to whom it is being remitted. You know

that I am not dilatory in paying. It should be dispatched to Hertel’s at

Leipzig (who will forward it to the Authorities)—the sooner the better, as

I should very much like to have some of it translated by next Easter. As mail-

coaches travel everywhere in Germany, it will be best for the book to be

dispatched well packed by mail coach to Hertel’s at Leipzig.

On the 11th November 1786 Hamann wrote to Jacobi:55

Have just found a letter from Hartknoch which I received at the begin-

ning of my illness, and therefore forgot to answer: He is glad I was able to

hold out some hope to him of your being able to get the “Arcana” for him. He has

immediately informed the translator, Church Councilor Parschke of Weissig,

accordingly. I have canceled the other orders received from him, and not

yet told him that you were so kind as to offer your services, and that I took
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up this kind offer. I shall now drop him a hint about them, but hope to

receive from you, when you receive a reply from London, information as

to certainty and content, so that Hartknoch can be guided accordingly.

You can be sure that your kindness will not be forgotten.

This correspondence with Jacobi is quite informative as it contains a
reference to the fact that Hamann himself was seriously interested in
Swedenborg, since it mentions an extract of a length of one and half sheets
which he once copied from Arcana Coelestia, but in addition it contains a
surprising report about Swedenborg himself, who is said to have de-
stroyed all remaining copies of his Arcana Coelestia before his death—a
report which has nowhere received credence among Swedenborg research-
ers. Jacobi had actually, as the last mentioned letter from Hamann indi-
cated, certainly promised to fulfil the task, but at the end had found no
time to attend to it himself, but had instead entrusted the obtaining of the
Arcana to his friend Schönborn, who was then living in England. The latter
tried in vain to obtain a new or secondhand copy from book shops, and
finally approached a former friend of Swedenborg’s, an “old Swede”
living in London, whose name was not mentioned, from whom he re-
ceived the following important information regarding the fate of the
remaining copies of Arcana Coelestia, as reported by him to Jacobi in a letter
dated 5th November 1786 from Richmond56 reading as follows:

At last it occurred to me to contact an 80-year-old Swede who lives here,

and had been a trusted friend of Swedenborg’s, and therefore must be aware

of his affairs. This gentleman gave me the following answer to my in-

quiry: “that the late lamented Swedenborg had, not long before his death,

destroyed the still unsold copies of this work which, like all his other theosophical

works, he had had printed at his own expense—with the exception of 24 copies.”

He gave as his reason for this that there was no need for this work to be

spread around the world in so many copies, until the demand for it

became stronger and more generalized, and by then people would in any

case be endeavoring to reproduce it. The copies which he mentioned as

having been retained were stated to have been disposed of after his death

to a London printer, who had, however, sold them all, in some cases to

non-English buyers, at a price of 8 guineas per copy.”
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The story recounted here is not confirmed by Swedenborg’s own
documents. When Landgrave Ludwig IX of Hesse-Darmstadt addressed
to Swedenborg in 1771, via his Ambassador at the Hague, Herr de Treuer,
a request for a copy of this Arcana Coelestia, Swedenborg replied in a letter
from Amsterdam57 that no copy of this work could be found either in
Holland or England, as all copies had been sold. He promised, however, to
make it his business to obtain a copy for the Landgrave, and kept this
promise, as the publication soon after of the correspondence between
Swedenborg and the Landgrave showed, from Amsterdam in the Spring
of the same year 1771. It is hardly to be assumed that Swedenborg asked
any of his Swedish friends to whom he had previously given copies of his
Arcana to give him one back to send to the Landgrave if he still had a
considerable stock of the work available, and even if the alleged burning
of the books took place before the correspondence with the Landgrave,
that is, before the spring of 1771, he would have still been able to let him
have one of the supposedly remaining 24 copies. So it would seem that the
story of the “old Swede” is probably one of the numerous Swedenborg
legends which arose after his death.

Jacobi hastened to send Schönborn’s letter to Hamann, who passed it
on at once to Hartknoch. The publisher, who in his last letter to Hamann
had made the realization of his plan for a German translation of the Arcana
dependent on the outcome of this search for a copy of the Latin original
with the aid of Hamann and Jacobi, saw this negative report as a reason for
abandoning his plan, and reported this to Hamann, who then reported in a
letter to Jacobi dated 30th June 178758 as follows:

On the 17th inst. Hartknoch, to whom I had passed on your extract, wrote

to me as follows: “As the purchase of the Swedenborg book is so trouble-

some, I shall abstain from this enterprise, especially as you also advise

against it. But you write: ‘If it has already been purchased, I shall keep

it.’” So you can be easy in your mind, dear F.J., regarding this annoying

task. But he still expects the other books.

So the Hartknoch edition of the German translation of Arcana Coelestia
was never published, and F.C. Oetinger’s work, Swedenborg’s Earthly and
Heavenly Philosophy (1765) remained for decades the only work making the
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main ideas and most important parts of Swedenborg’s work accessible in
the German language to German readers—at least in the form of extracts
and short summarized accounts—and did so the more effectively because
after its confiscation by the Stuttgart Consistory it passed through a series
of fresh editions.

*  *  *  *  *

Now let us turn our gaze back to Swedenborg himself once again. A
striking feature of the Kant-Swedenborg dispute is the fact that Swedenborg,
although he was informed by Oetinger by letter of the attack on him
immediately after the publication of the Dreams, never answered this
severe criticism. The reason for this fact is that Swedenborg was very
reluctant to enter into discussion with critics, especially when it was a
question of opponents who indulged in such strong and totally unobjective
criticism as was such a feature of Kant’s Dreams and Ernesti’s review. Very
typical of Swedenborg’s manner of reacting against such attacks is the way
he dealt with Ernesti’s criticism. He allowed more than fifteen years to
pass before he decided to dispose of Ernesti’s criticism in a special slip
which he inserted in his publications in the year 1771. This “Anti-
Criticism”did not contain a detailed treatment and refutation of the indi-
vidual reproaches which Ernesti made against him, but instead a declaration
that he considered it unseemly and improper to allow himself to become
involved in such obvious insults and calumnies; he did not wish to let his
contemporaries witness the sad spectacle of two scholars “biting at each
other like fighting dogs or throwing mud in each other’s faces like two
quarrelling street walkers.” For the rest he confines himself to referring to
those passages of his latest work, True Christian Religion, in which he
describes his call, and the revelatory character of his teachings and visions.
In particular he refers to paragraphs 846 to 851 of the work in question, as
well as paragraph 137, which especially relates to Ernesti.*

* Obviously neither Kant nor Swedenborg was acting in isolation. Ernesti apparently had
no difficulty, like that of Hartknoch later, in finding a copy of the Arcana to review, and it seems
highly probable that Kant lent him his copy, and that they discussed the work together.
Swedenborg, on the other hand, was the commissioned Servant of the Lord, to Whom he
prayed daily. It is perhaps therefore at least a reasonable supposition that Swedenborg was
guided by the Lord not to reply to Kant’s letter of inquiry to him. (Trans.)
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Strange to say, these passages mentioned by him himself are, once
more, not theoretical discussions of objections raised by Ernesti, but them-
selves further visions and Memorabilia, accounts of a number of experi-
ences in the spiritual world. These reports of actual experiences tell how
Swedenborg was adjudged worthy to take part in assemblies in heaven
attended by religious teachers and prelates from all periods of ecclesiasti-
cal history, from the Apostolic Fathers to those representatives of contem-
porary Orthodoxy so hostile to him, like Ernesti. In these other-world
assemblies, in which the representatives of Orthodoxy oppose him, and
conduct polemics against his teachings, Swedenborg himself is allowed to
speak out, and not only himself confutes his opponents in a theological
disputation in which he calls to witness the Gospels, the writings of the
Church Fathers and the Creeds, but he also experiences the satisfaction of
hearing the Apostolic Fathers of the oldest Christian Church themselves
proclaim the truth of his teachings and convict the representatives of
Orthodoxy of the error of theirs, and thus grant Swedenborg an imposing
vindication before the assembled members of numerous synods through-
out Christian ecclesiastical history.

That is the way in which the so-called visionary replies to the criti-
cisms from his earthly opponents: in his visions he sees himself how
heaven sits in judgement on his critics, how the Lord Himself reveals the
error of his critics and gives His judgement through the mouth of the
angels and other inhabitants of the spiritual world, which confirms the
truth of Swedenborg’s revelations and teachings.

This applies not only to his disputes with Ernesti, but also to the
lawsuit against him conducted by the Gothenburg Consistory on the
initiative of Prior Ekebom, and in connection with which Swedenborg has
the experience, as described in the same vision already mentioned in
paragraph 137 of True Christian Religion, of how the Lord decides through
the mouth of the angels and other departed spirits against his enemies at
Gothenburg, and justifies His servant Swedenborg against the accusations
of the leaders of Swedish Orthodoxy.

The recognition of this fact encouraged me to investigate whether
perhaps elsewhere in Swedenborg’s reports of his visions such a judge-
ment by heaven could be found of the criticism made of Swedenborg’s
Arcana Coelestia in Kant’s Dreams. And actually there is such a vision,
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which has as its subject Arcana Coelestia, in the same book, True Christian
Religion, which also contains the reports of spiritual world experiences in
which Swedenborg received his celestial vindication against the attacks of
Ernesti and the Gothenburg Consistory. In the “Memorabilium”* which is
reported in paragraph 461, Swedenborg describes how he was carried
away to a paradisal garden in the southern region of the spiritual world,
and put a question to some of the inhabitants who were sitting under a
laurel tree. The question was how they understood the teaching that man
does good from God, yet as if he did it from himself. This question relates
to a problem which has given him occasion for very much thought, and
the solution of which he repeatedly brings forward in the majority of his
theological writings: it is the miracle of human freedom that God allows
goodness to flow into man, but allows man to bring this goodness into
action as if of himself, and it is the miracle of faith that man acknowledges
this secret of freedom, and in acknowledgement of the Divine origin of all
goodness ascribes all the honor for it to God alone. The inhabitants of the
garden now give to Swedenborg their various answers to his question, but
these do not satisfy him, for he writes: “I then explained to them what was
in my mind and said: You do not understand because you are thinking
from appearances, and such thought, when confirmed, is fallacy.”

After this introduction he explains to them in a long speech his an-
swer, “which corresponds to truth, not to appearances,” to the question
raised by him. When he has ended his speech, those sitting under the
laurel tree speak to him as follows: “We comprehend that you have
spoken justly, but nevertheless we do not understand your meaning.”
Swedenborg then tells them what they must do to achieve a full under-
standing of his teaching, and decides to illustrate his speech with an
impressive miracle. He plucks off some branches from a vine stock, hands
these to them, and says: “Do you believe that these are from me or from
the Lord?” They answered: “As if from you, but really from the Lord,” and
thereby confirmed that they had really understood Swedenborg’s teach-
ing—it was certainly Swedenborg who had handed them the branches

* In the 1988 translation of True Christian Religion the “Memorabilia” are referred to as
“Accounts of (Spirit-World) Experiences.” (Trans.)
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from the vine, but it was not he who had produced them, but the Lord.
And behold, the branches in their hands sprouted grapes! The miracle
confirmed their faith and Swedenborg’s teaching. It was then followed by
another miracle: “As I withdrew,” continues Swedenborg, “I saw a table of
cedar wood on which lay a book, under a green olive tree, whose trunk was
entwined by a vine. I looked and saw it was a book written by me, entitled ‘Arcana
Coelestia.’ I told them that in that book it was fully proved that man is an organ
recipient of life, and not life itself.” Thus Swedenborg experienced in the
spirit-world a miraculous accolade in glorification of his first and princi-
pal visionary work.

This is Swedenborg’s reply to Kant’s Dreams of a Spirit-Seer. In the
Dreams, Arcana Coelestia was described as “eight quarto volumes full of
nonsense,” and Swedenborg himself, the author of this “nonsense,” was
dubbed the “greatest fanatic,” the “Arch-Phantast (fantasy-monger—
Trans.) of all phantasts.” Here, however, the book libeled by Kant appears
as the subject of a miraculous celestial glorification, the symbolism of
which underlines the truth of the contents of the book in question. The
glorification of this book must be regarded as not only a celestial confirma-
tion of the teaching that man is only the mediate originator of all goodness,
and that all goodness and all life have their source in God, but as demon-
strating this teaching in itself, because all the revelations which this book
contains are, as Swedenborg himself declares,* not revelations of “a certain
Herr Schwedenberg” as Kant described them, but revelations which were
“written through his agency,” proclaimed to the world by Swedenborg as
the instrument specially prepared, taught and guided by the Lord Him-
self, not therefore “Dreams of a Spirit-Seer,” but revelations from the Lord
Himself. So Swedenborg experienced in heaven not only the miraculous
confirmation of his teaching, but also at the same time the confirmation of
his prophetic role and conviction, in the glorification of his work in the
presence of the regenerate spirits in paradise. A celestial miracle seen in a
vision refutes the criticisms of the Dreams—that is the reply of the seer to
the philosopher, recorded in the same frame of mind and form as the
refutations of Ernesti and the Gothenburg Consistory—a reply which

* See paragraphs 846 to 851, at the end of True Christian Religion. (Trans.)
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renounces the usual polemical form of anti-criticism, but conveys the
reply to the criticisms in the form of a vision giving God’s judgement on
the adversary.

Translator’s Note

Evidently for the sake of simplification, Prof. Benz has omitted from
his account of this Memorabilium certain details which seem to me quite
important for the reader’s full understanding of it, and therefore I propose
to explain these in the present note. The inhabitants of the garden to whom
Swedenborg spoke were sitting under a laurel tree and eating figs, some of
which they gave to Swedenborg at his request, when to his surprise the
figs changed to grapes in his hand. An angelic spirit who was standing
near gave the following explanation:

The figs became grapes in your hand because figs, by correspondence,

signify the good of charity and of faith derived therefrom in the natural or

external man; whereas grapes signify the good of charity and of faith

derived therefrom in the spiritual or internal man, and because you love

spiritual things this change took place for you, for in our world things

come into or are maintained in existence, or change their form, according

to correspondence.

So the change was literally in accordance with the rule given to us by the
Lord, which is obviously always operative in heaven and the spiritual
world generally: “By their fruits shall ye know them.” The grapes in
Swedenborg’s hand were a sign of his love of spiritual things. This gives
us a clue to the understanding of the next “miracle,” the sprouting of the
grapes on the branches of a vine given to the former fig eaters by
Swedenborg. This was of course in accordance with the Lord’s teaching in
John 15: 5: “I am the Vine, you are the branches. He who abides in Me and
I in him bears much fruit.” So the sprouting of the grapes resulted from,
and bore immediate witness to, the tacit internal acknowledgment of the
recipients that the branches, though apparently given to them by
Swedenborg, were really from the Lord, and not only confirmed their
belief in what Swedenborg was trying to teach them (that man is only an
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organ recipient of life and has no life of his own) and their acceptance of
the Lord’s teaching regarding the Vine and the branches, but also the fact
that their encounter with Swedenborg had had the result of raising them
from intelligent “fig eaters” (doers of natural and civil good) to “grape
eaters” (lovers and doers of spiritual good like Swedenborg himself). This
is striking confirmation that Swedenborg’s mission was directed not only
to this world, but also to the world of spirits, even before his departure
from this life.

The symbolism involved in Swedenborg’s vision of a copy of Arcana
Coelestia lying on a cedar wood table under a green olive tree with a vine
entwined round its trunk signifies that the source of motivation of the
book was the Lord’s Divine Love (the olive tree being the source of olives,
and the vital olive oil); the source of its teaching was the Lord’s Divine
Truth (the vine) and the language in which it was expressed was normal
rational human language (the supporting cedar wood table). Do not forget
that the good samaritan, before binding up the wounds of the injured
traveler, poured in oil from the olive tree, and wine from the vine. It is nice
to know also that the book so despised by Kant and so many of his
followers exists in the spiritual world, and we can be sure that there it is
not always left lying on a table.

Of course the Kants, Ernestis and Ekeboms of this world will not
admit to having been convicted of error by reports from Swedenborg of
correspondential “miracles” and verdicts of assemblies in the spiritual
world. They would immediately denounce such evidence as tainted at
source. But in the Dreams Kant lays down the following rule for testing the
genuineness of Swedenborg’s gift:

As the pretended [sic] private visions narrated in the book [Arcana Coelestia]

cannot prove themselves, the motive for bothering with them could lie

only in the supposition that the author might offer in substantiation

happenings of the above mentioned kind which could be confirmed by

living witnesses. (Goerwitz translation, p. 112).

This implies that Swedenborg’s revelation should be rejected unless
evidence of similar happenings in the spiritual world can be obtained
from other sources, but accepted if it can. Yet, although Kant’s letter to Frl.
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Knobloch shows that he had, by much effort, obtained cast iron evidence
of the three so-called showpieces of Swedenborg’s intercourse with the
other world, the very next sentence he wrote was what Churchill would
have called a deliberate terminological inexactitude, viz., “But nothing of
the kind is found.” So Kant is caught in flagrante delicto lying about the
evidence to win the verdict.

The question raised here, of how to discriminate between true and
false prophets, how to determine the credibility or otherwise of those
claiming to be God’s messengers, was answered for us by Jesus in the
following words: “By their fruits shall ye know them.” And when His own
authority was challenged, He replied: “The testimony that I have is greater
than that of John [the Baptist, who had identified Jesus as such a messen-
ger when he first saw Him, by his declaration: ‘Behold the Lamb of God’—
John 1: 29ff.] for the very works which the Father has granted me to
accomplish, these very works which I am doing, bear me witness that the
Father has sent me” (John 5: 36).

We know Jesus by His fruits, of course. And Swedenborg makes a
similar claim in the Preface to Apocalypse Revealed:

Anyone may see that the Apocalypse could not possibly be explained, but

by the Lord alone, since every word of it contains mysteries which never

could be known without some special enlightenment, and consequent

revelation; wherefore it has pleased the Lord to open the eyes of my spirit

and to teach me. Think not therefore that anything here given is from

myself or from any angel, but from the Lord alone.

Let us now recall what Benz told us about Swedenborg’s spiritual
crisis, culminating in his call, at the age of 57, to resign his post as Assessor
of Mines, abandon all worldly pleasures and ambitions, and embark on a
new career (of service to the King of heaven instead of the King of Sweden)
by making known to mankind the internal sense of the Word of God with
its heavenly secrets. This required a complete change of life-style, with the
devotion of not only all his time, but all his other resources, to acquiring
the necessary knowledge by a thorough and prayerful study of the Bible,
to writing the thirty books in which that knowledge had to be recorded,
and arranging for their printing and publication, entirely at his own
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expense, mostly in Holland and England, necessitating much travel. (His
first task was to learn Hebrew!) Throughout the remaining 27 years of his
life he never wavered in the execution of this mission, despite the vilifica-
tion which it called forth from certain quarters. (It was a valuable dispen-
sation of Providence that he had been given an adequate pension in
recognition of his earlier public service).

This complete change of life-style is one testimony to the credibility of
Swedenborg’s claim to be a servant of the Lord Jesus Christ. But the logic
and reasonableness of his books expounding the internal sense of the
Word in accordance with the science of correspondence, and explaining
the doctrines of the New Church whose descent from heaven (as the True
Christian Religion) was prophesied by John almost two thousand years
ago, are an even more powerful one, and these volumes are in fact the
monumental work which he—or someone else similarly qualified—was
predestined all that time ago to produce, for it is inconceivable that Divine
Wisdom should encode a prophecy for us so very long ago without
making the necessary provision for a qualified decoder! So Swedenborg’s
writings certainly deserve our attention.

Thus, just as the credibility of Jesus was attested by His life and works,
so also was that of Swedenborg in his lesser role as a latter day prophet by
his life and works. But I feel it is unfair to the reader—in whom high
expectations from the expositions of the internal sense of the Word may
have been aroused—not to give him some examples of this. I am therefore
inserting here another chapter titled “The Internal Sense of the Word,” to
which I think he is entitled.*

* This chapter has been excluded because it is not authored by Benz. The decision to do so
was reached in consultation with Mr. George Heron, son of the late Alfred Heron, translator.
The above Translator’s Note is included because it is regarded as a most fitting extension of
Benz’s treatment of the Memorabilium under discussion. (Editor, The New Philosophy)
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Endnotes

1 Cf. the edition of the Dreams published by Kehrbach in Reclams Universitäts-Bibliothek
in 1912, no. 1320, p. 52: “The magnum opus of this author comprises eight quarto volumes of
nonsense. He puts them before the world as a new revelation under the title of Arcana Coelestia,
and applies therein his visions mostly to the discovery of the hidden sense in the first two books
of Moses and to a similar explanation of the whole of Scripture” (pp. 101–02 of Goerwitz trans.,
ed. Frank Sewall, London: New Church Press Ltd., 1913). I refer to the Kehrbach Edition,
because it also includes a copy of Kant’s letter to Fräulein von Knobloch, and in the preface
there is a list of all editions of the Dreams, as well as a detailed discussion of the question of the
date of the Letter. Kehrbach discussed the relation of Kant to spiritism in his book Was Kant a
Spiritist? published in 1880.

2 Cf. The Account of the Life and Character of Immanuel Kant by Ludwig Ernst Borowski,
Prussian Church Councilor. Carefully revised and corrected, Königsberg, 1804, pp. 66–68.

3 Opera philosophica et mineralia, vol. I, Dresden-Leipzig, 1734.
4 Œconomia regni animalis, London-Amsterdam, part I, 1740; part II, 1741.
5 Regnum animale, The Hague, parts I & II, 1744.
6 Cf. Swedenborg’s short autobiography in R.L. Tafel: Documents concerning the Life and

Work of Emanuel Swedenborg, vol. I, doc. 2, p. 7, Swedenborg Society, London, 1890; also Sandel’s
Eulogium in the same book, doc. 5, p. 22.

7 Cf. Dreams, p. 45 (pp. 92–93, Goerwitz trans.).
8 Dreams, pp. 51, 52. (p. 101, Goerwitz trans.).
9 Swedenborg answered this review by Ernesti—which consisted entirely of unreasoned

abuse—in a short reply in which he pointed out that Ernesti’s criticism was in conflict with the
laws of honesty, but declined to reply in the same vein.

10 Dreams, p. 59 (p. 111, Goerwitz trans.).
11 The numerous contemporary reports regarding these three incidents are described

together in the Documents, nos. 271–276, vol. 2, pp. 13–690, and some of them in a book by H.
de Geymüller, Swedenborg and the Supernatural World, Stuttgart-Berlin, 1936, pp. 309–333.

12 Cf. p. 217, note 1 (Borowski).
13 As an appendix to Kehrbach, pp. 69ff.
14 Cf. p. 218, n. 2.
15 Regarding him cf. Th. Müllensiefen: Life and Works of Dr. Fr. I. Tafel, Professor of

Philosophic and University, Librarian at Tübingen (Basle, 1868).
16 Documents, pp. 228ff.
17 Documents, vol. 2, 1, pp. 620–628. “The result of Professor Kant’s investigation.”
18 Also in R.L. Tafel’s Documents, vol. II: 2,  no. 184, p. 1138 of the “Authoritative Collection

of Documents” it is stated: “In this Letter, as there published, all the dates have been falsified,
the object of this falsification was to produce the impression that the Letter had been written
before, instead of after, the publication of the Dreams, and that that work, and not Kant’s Letter
to Frl. von Knobloch, contained his final judgement in respect of Swedenborg. This falsification
of date was first exposed by J.F. Im. Tafel, and is abundantly proven in Documents 27 and 272.”
Re Creen, cf. R.L. Tafel: Documents, vol. II, no. 743: “The Englishman Green”; see pages 1222–
25.

19 Documents, pp. 237ff.
20 The Intercourse of the Soul and the Body, and What is understood by Physical Influx, What by

Spiritual Influx, and What by Preestablished Harmony, by Emanuel Swedenborg, London 1769.
[The essential philosophical Mind-Body problem. (Trans.)]

21 Borowski reports in detail on this in the preface to his biography of Kant, pp. 2ff. He
passed his manuscript to Kant with the heading “Drafts for a future biography.”

22 Tafel writes in Documents, p. 254: “This alone proves nothing against Borowski; it is
quite possible that long before some naturalistic and supernaturalistic fanatic or supposed
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friend of Kant’s could have taken an opportunity for the falsification or pious fraud with the
object of weakening the impression that Kant’s supposedly improved opinion of Swedenborg
might otherwise have made.”

23 No endnote given in Benz, Vision.
24 No endnote given in Benz, Vision.
25 A detailed account of the exchange of views between Oetinger and Swedenborg, from

correspondence and the various defensive writings which Oetinger published on Swedenborg’s
behalf, as well as the court proceedings of the Stuttgart Consistory against Oetinger arising out
of the publication of his work Swedenborg’s Earthly and Heavenly Philosophy, his correspondence
with Landgrave Ludwig IX of Hesse-Darmstadt, and the latter’s correspondence with
Swedenborg, is available in Swedenborg in Deutschland, Frankfurt, 1947 [not yet available in
English].

26 Swedenborg in Deutschland, p. 218, n. 2.
27 Oetinger also read the Dreams soon after publication and was the first to tell Swedenborg

about the book. In his letter of  the 4th December 1766 he wrote (cf. Clemm): “We have a book
Dreams of a Spirit Seer which both elevates you with praise and debases you with accusations—
to avoid giving the impression of supporting fanaticism. Also in his article “Discussion of the
High Priesthood of Christ” (Collected Writings of F.C. Oetinger, ed. Ehmann, 1772, 2nd part, vol.
VI, p. l85) he remarks as follows: “Moreover, in the book Dreams of a Spirit Seer, Swedenborg’s
whole doctrine, although compounded with idealism, is concentrated, namely, that all men are
in equally close conjunction with the spirit world, only they do not observe it, because they are
too materialistic.” Also another friend of Oetinger’s, the well known theosophist and natural-
ist, Philipp Matthäus Hahn, carefully studied the Dreams and in his diary for 1766, which is still
available in manuscript, has joined issue with the book over the length of 40 pages. I hope
shortly to be able to publish a copy of this criticism.

Let us add to this that in the year 1786 a detailed criticism of the Dreams was published
anonymously, as a preface to the translation of Swedenborg’s Revision of Previous Theology, both
Protestant and Roman Catholic (Breslau, Gottlieb Löwe, 1786). [Known in the U.K. & U.S. as the
Brief Exposition (trans.)] The very title page is a protest against Kant’s mention of “a certain Mr.
Schwedenberg.” It reads:

by Emanuel Swedenborg, former Royal Swedish Assessor at the College of Mines,
Member of the Royal Society of Scholars at Uppsala and Member of the Royal Academy
of Sciences at Stockholm, Member of the Academy of Sciences at St. Petersburg, Corre-
spondent for the Revision of Previous Theology, both Protestant and Roman Catholic. Trans-
lated from the original Latin, and with an investigation as to whether it has been rightly
maintained hitherto that Swedenborg is a fanatic. Published by Gottlieb Löwe, Breslau,
1786.

In this investigation, which is printed before the translation, on pages i–liv, the anony-
mous author deals first with the title of Kant’s book [he knew Kant was the author] and
designates it as a “book title joke that misfired” (see p. v). The title “Geisterseher” had no
pretensions to descriptive accuracy but was “intended by the author rather to expose to
ridicule the man to be discussed. (On philosophical grounds alone I do not like this kind of
behavior.)”

He then proves in a detailed examination that Kant’s implied attitude in Part I of the book
is that of a skeptic, but in Part II (“which is historical,” says Kant) the former skeptic is
completely transformed into an absolute dictator (p. x). “Extraordinary things, however
insignificant they may be in theory, are never unworthy of historical and critical examination,
and a process of reasoning based thereon. I cannot therefore agree with what the author says
about his subject on p. 75, to the effect that it is an indifferent task, which deserves to be called
rather a pastime than a serious occupation, but why should he make something which perhaps
could have been a serious occupation into a pastime?” (pp. xv–xvi).
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With regard to Kant’s statement: “In Stockholm there lives a certain Mr. Schweden-
berg . . .” the author remarks “this is not in the least different from someone in Stockholm
writing: ‘There lives in Königsberg from his chair of philosophy there a certain Mr. Cont.’” This
would imply that the writer considered Professor Kant to be an obscure nobody, and did not
know how well he was known and respected in the learned world. But the graduate who was
beginning to thrive as a teacher, could, as a reader of Swedenborg’s works, have found out
while he was writing that Herr von Swedenborg had been really Swedish Assessor at the
College of Mining, that he had voluntarily given up his post, and that when he did so, in view
of his valuable services in the past, his considerable salary continued throughout his life and
that it was merely from this that he lived, that he had been ennobled on account of his practical
skill in mineralogy and chemistry, that he had extraordinary knowledge in the most important
sectors of mathematics, anatomy, physics, natural history, as well as other fields, that he was
already known in learned circles from his very scholarly writings in these sciences and as a
member of various learned academies and societies. On this man, our author, at first so
skeptical, pronounces the frank, but quite unproven judgement: “. . . he is the arch-Phantast of
all Phantasts”(xviif.).

He points out how lacking in objectivity it is that Kant, after referring to the three
wellknown, historical, well founded, remarkable incidents testifying to the opening of
Swedenborg’s spiritual vision, apologizes for having “got involved in such a contemptible
business as that of circulating fairy stories.”

On page xxii the anonymous author of this preface declares that Kant’s assertion that
Swedenborg’s books are volumes “full of nonsense” was based on the undeclared, question-
begging principle that claims of revelation about the supernatural world of spirits must be
rejected out of hand. “According to this method of reaching judgements the Bible also must be
full of nonsense; starting with Adam, then Abraham, Moses, David, Isaiah, particularly Ezekiel
and Daniel, and finally Mary, John, Peter and others, above all Paul—all these highly respected
persons must, according to this method of deciding philosophical questions, have been arch-
Phantasts.” And on page xxiv: “To declare Swedenborg, quite without proof, a Phantast and
then to philosophize about him, that is a clear case of what is known in the schools as petitio
principii, that is, “begging the question,” and a great sin against logic.

28 Tafel believed, see Documents, p. 250, that Swedenborg’s reply to Kant’s letter was
included in the work Intercourse of the Soul and the Body, dated 1769, which deals with the three
philosophical hypotheses (i.e. the remarks regarding Wolf and Leibniz) and is therefore
probably the one in which Swedenborg intended to include the reply to the question. This is
hardly accurate as Kant’s enquiry was about the three confirmations of Swedenborg’s
visionary endowments, not his philosophical opinions.

29 Oetinger appeals to this story later in his letter in defense of Swedenborg to Duke Karl
von Württemberg (Karl Chr. E. Ehmann: F.C. Oetinger’s Life and Letters, Stuttgart, 1859, letter
no. 564, p. 684). In his letter to Swedenborg dated 7th October 1766 (Ehmann no. 569, p. 689)
Oetinger writes: “Give us signs that your doctrine of the New Jerusalem is true.” In his letter
to Swedenborg dated 4th December 1766 (Ehmann no. 594, p. 693) he writes: “Finally I have
one more request, that is, that you should write your biography, how and through what
circumstances, from being a philosopher you became a revelator.” On the 3rd July 1767
Oetinger corresponded with Seiz about the story of the Queen of Sweden, which had been
criticized by the Prince of Anspach (Ehmann no. 575, p. 701): “Write and tell me chiefly, how
your story started, how you became, from a philosopher, a seer and a prophet. Write and tell
me whether something really striking was revealed from Heaven in confirmation of what still
seems doubtful to me. The Duchess of Brunswick [Braunschweig], sister of your Queen, wrote
a detailed letter to the Margrave of Anspach regarding the evidence which the Queen of
Sweden had deposed regarding the truthfulness of the matters in which she was involved. Her
encounters [with friends] are more credible than her written declarations.” In the autumn of
1769 (Ehmann no. 597, p. 730) he wrote to Hartmann: “I have written to the Duchess of
Brunswick; she has not replied.” In his letter to the Landgrave Ludwig IX of Hesse-Darmstadt
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Oetinger also addressed the request during the years 1770 and 1771 that he should obtain from
Swedenborg more accurate information regarding the familiar stories of his gift of spirit-world
vision.

30 This letter dated 2nd August 1769 is published in Documents, vol. 1, doc. 8.
31 Cf. Documents, vol. I, doc. 2. The title of the English translation reads: Theosophical

Lucubration on the Nature of Influx, as it respects the Communication and Operations of the Soul and
Body. By the honorable and learned Em. Swedenborg. Now first translated from the original
Latin, London 1770. Swedenborg’s letter containing an autobiography, was first printed
separately in 1769 under the title: Responsum ad Epistolem ab amico ad me scriptam (Reply
to a Letter written to me by a friend).

32 Under the title: Collections of a few reports relating to Mr. Emanuel Swedenborg and his
alleged intercourse with the Spiritual World. Hamburg 1770. A further edition of the autobiogra-
phy appeared in 1772.

33 Under the title: Collections of a few letters of Emanuel Swedenborg, regarding some
information about his life and writings, translated into German by a friend and admirer, 1772.

34 The title reads: Discussion of the High Priesthood of Christ, and of the government of the visible
and invisible world, presented in the style of the book of Job between a Mystic, a Philosopher and art
Orthodox Churchman, each of which is answered by a modern Job, a sufferer for the sake of truth. This
publication also contains an insertion: A few related questions, which is taken from Oetinger’s
pleading in his own defense and also includes a copy of Swedenborg’s autobiography in
connection with the answer to the first question: “What does the new Swedenborgian teaching
comprise?” (Collected Works, Part II, Vol. VI, pp. 183 ff. )

35 A full account of the proceedings with copies of all documents is presented in the
Documents, vol. 2, at doc. 245–CC, pp. 282–385 under the title: “Swedenborg’s Controversy
with the Consistory of Gothenburg.”

36 The Duchy Rescript, in which the prohibition is pronounced, copied by Ehmann, Life and
Letters of F.C. Oetinger, pp. 292f.

37 Cf. Ehmann, F.C. Oetinger’s Life and Letters, Stuttgart, 1859, p. 295.
38 “Robsahm’s Memoirs” of 29th March 1792, Documents, doc. 5, p. 47.
39 This relates primarily to Dr. Beyer and Dr. Rosen, two professors at the Gothenburg

Gymnasium, with whom Oetinger was in correspondence, and who kept him informed
regarding the course of the Stockholm proceedings against Swedenborg.

40 Regarding the slanders by the Moravians in London and by John Wesley, cf. Docu-
ments, vol. 2, I doc. 270 A–G. “Critical examination of the charge of insanity brought against
Swedenborg” pp.581–610 and note 238. Wesley, pp. 1212–1216.

41 Kuno Fischer, History of the Newer Philosophy, 2nd edition, vol. 3, p. 239.
42 It is true that Tafel, in his Sketch of Swedenborg’s biography made reference on page

255 to Mendelssohn’s letter, but without quoting the passage quoted above which refuted his
own thesis. It is true also that Kehrbach also made reference to the passage in question in his
introduction, but without appreciating its significance for the solution of the problem of the
date of the Letter.

43 Kant’s Collected Works, Royal Prussian Academy Edition, vol. X “Correspondence,”
first volume, Berlin 1900, no. 36, page 64.

44 Full details available in my book published in 1948 in Frankfurt a. Main under the title
Swedenborg in Deutschland.

45 Cf. Oetinger’s letters in defense of Swedenborg to Duke Karl Ehmann , F.C., Oetinger’s
Life and Letters (Stuttgart, 1859), no. 564, p. 684).

46 Fischer, History of the Newer Philosophy, 2nd ed., vol. 3, p. 232.
47 This was the view taken by Kehrbach in footnote no.1 (p. 217) of his edition of the

Dreams.
48 Cf. C.H. Gildemeister, Johann Georg Hamann’s Life and Writings, (Gotha, 1857), vol. III,

p. 34.
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49 I have not yet found it possible to ascertain if this translation is known. R.L. Tafel in the
Documents did not list it in his notes to the Vera Christiana Religio, vol. II, p. 1019, but did mention
a German translation published in three volumes in Altenburg, which I have also been unable
to procure as yet. I was able to find the oldest first attempts at a German translation of the True
Christian Religion, which are in the Swedenborgiana records of Landgrave Ludwig IX, which
are among the State Archives at Darmstadt. Included among these records are handwritten
German translations of the True Christian Religion, above all the Memorabilia forming part
thereof, and a detailed list of the most important chapters of that book. The translation in
question was no doubt made on the instructions of the Landgrave from the copy of the Latin
version which Swedenborg himself had sent to him in July 1771, with an accompanying letter
dated 13th July 1771 from Amsterdam, Cf. Documents, vol. II, 1, doc. 247, pp. 388–89.

50 Guildmeister, Letter no. 40  dated 8th October 1784.
51 Gildemeister, Johann Georg Hamann’s Life and Writings (Gotha, 1857), p. 54.
52 Ibid., vol. V (Hamann’s Correspondence with Jacobi) (Gotha, 1868), Letter no. 74, p. 360.
53 Ibid., Letter no. 80.
54 Ibid., Letter no. 51.
55 Ibid., Letter no. 87, p. 429.
56 Documents, vol. II, l, doc. 246, pp. 383–87.
57 Guildmeister, vol. III, p. 263
58 Ibid., p. 448, Letter no. 91.
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CHAPTER VII

Commentary on The True Christian Religion*

The work entitled The True Christian Religion is supported by an exalted
consciousness of religious mission on the part of its author

Swedenborg:

I bear true witness that the Lord has shown Himself in the presence of me,

His servant, and sent me to perform this function [to found a New

Church, by receiving its doctrines intellectually, and publishing them in

print]. After this He opened the sight of my spirit, thus admitting me to

the spiritual world, and allowing me to see the heavens and the hells, and

also to talk with angels and spirits, and this I have now been doing for

many years without a break. Equally I assert that from the first day of my

Call I have not received any instruction concerning the doctrines of that

church from any angel, but only from the Lord, while I was reading the

Word.

This work makes the claim to be the synopsis and systematic arrangement
of the revelations and spiritual knowledge which were given to Swedenborg
as a result of the opening of his “internal or spiritual vision.”

The unprejudiced reader, who opened the German translation of The
True Christian Religion and compared the literary form and the style of the
text with the high claim made for it, was easily tempted to note a striking
incongruity between the claim on the one hand and the literary form on
the other.

In the first place this is linked to the fact that our general conception of
the literary style of religious revelations was determined by the visionary
style of John’s Apocalypse, which became the model for all Christian
literature of a visionary character. A further reason, however, is the un-
doubted fact that the German translations hitherto available were wooden
and pedantic in style, and all too often allowed the Latin grammar and
syntax of the original text to become apparent.

* From Ernst Benz’s Foreword to the new translation into German made in the late 1970s
by Dr. Friedemann Horn of Zürich, here included in Vision und Offenbarung as Chapter VII.
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However, it will not be possible to move forwards to a better under-
standing of The True Christian Religion with a view to the achievement of a
better German translation if this task is approached with the traditional
conceptions as regards the style and content of visionary literature still in
mind. It is particularly in the linguistic form of this concluding systematic
work of Swedenborg—which more or less constitutes his Summa
Theologica—that the characteristic peculiarity of his religious and intellec-
tual development comes to the fore.

The original Latin text of The True Christian Religion occupies, precisely
as regards its linguistic form, a special position within the contemporary
literature towards the end of the eighteenth century. This work is written
in a Latin which can be called classical and is markedly distinguished from
the notional language, both of Protestant orthodoxy and of contemporary
philosophy, customary at that time. In Swedenborg’s work there are none
of the complicated artificial philosophical and theological expressions
which appeared in Protestant Neo-Scholasticism under the influence of
the Aristotelian Renaissance brought about by Melanchthon. And just as
little did he make use of the complicated scholastic language of university
philosophy, which we find for instance in the Latin writings of the youth-
ful Immanuel Kant. In the Latin of Swedenborg four elements can be
detected, which had a formative influence on his spiritual and religious
development, and which are combined in his last publication to bring
about a unique achievement, viz.: (1) humanism, (2) modern natural sci-
ence, (3) the Bible, and (4) the storehouse of imagery and symbolism
derived from his visions.

1. Humanism

Swedenborg reveals in every line of his writing that in his youth he
was taught in the school of Swedish Humanism, which in its classical
clarity and simplicity of expression was influenced more strongly by
Erasmus and the German and English humanists than by the fanciful and
stylistically digressive rhetoric of Italian Humanism. The geographical
and linguistic remoteness of Sweden from the living Roman linguistic
tradition had the effect on the more northerly prose style of infecting it
with a certain pedantry which betrays the fact that a grammar and syntax
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foreign to the spirit of the writer’s native language are being used—a fact
which faces the translator with difficult problems. On the whole, however,
the fact that Swedenborg’s personal style is characterized by this trend
towards simple clarity and ready comprehensibility, has the fortunate
result that he clings rather to the simple style typical of Livy than the
complex periods of Tacitus.

2. Modern Natural Science

The second stylistic feature, perhaps less to be expected in a theologi-
cal work, is the deep influence on his mind of the language and systematic
thought of modern natural science. It is of course just the specific peculiar-
ity of Swedenborg that—as Oetinger puts it—“from being a famous phi-
losopher he became a prophet and seer.” Swedenborg’s mind was formed
by the beginnings of his systematic studies of modern natural science in all
the fields then extant. In this connection the large proportion of the studies
of the young Mines Assessor occupied by the new technology of that time
must not be overlooked. This education of his thought in the most varied
fields of modern natural science contributed considerably in his case to the
overcoming of the traditional scholastic features which characterize the
language of his contemporaries engaged in theology and philosophy.
Many of his statements regarding the activities of God in nature remind
one directly of corresponding chapters of the works of the great contem-
porary naturalists such as Swammerdam and Boerhave, and other leading
philosophers, zoologists, and physicians, with whom he is rightly com-
pared by Oetinger in the latter’s great book Swedenborg’s Earthly and
Heavenly Philosophy.

3. The Bible

The third stylistic element is the language of the Bible. Certainly his
strong affinity for the figurative language of the Old Testament and the
Gospels contributed to the avoidance in his language and thought of any
deviation into an abstract, dogmatic notional vocabulary, and also to
keeping his systematic scientific thinking within a range of simple and
clear conceptions and images. Admittedly Swedenborg’s attitude to the
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language of the Bible was determined by a systematic basic principle,
namely, his doctrine of correspondences, i.e., the teaching that every
image, every personality and every incident in the Sacred Scripture repre-
sents particular heavenly truth. The fact that Swedenborg does not con-
sider the Epistles of the Apostle Paul to be part of the Word, but an
interpretation of it, contributed to the simplification and clarity of his
thought, as he does not regard the theological speculations of Paul—in
some cases quite complicated—as compulsory doctrines of the true Chris-
tian religion.

4. Visionary Symbolism

It is just at this point of the interpretation of the Word in accordance
with the doctrine of correspondences that the relationship to the fourth
point which has informed his thinking and his style, and constitutes the
special peculiarity of Swedenborg, enters the arena, namely, his visionary
encounters and experiences. The striking and unique feature of Swedenborg
is not only the fact that he had visions, but that he interprets these visions
in a quite specific sense. It is just this interpretation which determines in a
most striking way the peculiarity of his style and his manner of expressing
himself. In a visionary book like John’s Apocalypse the visions dominate
the entire revelation right from the outset. The Book of Revelation is, so to
speak, simply the description of the visionary “film” which is “screened”
before the eyes of the seer (or viewer) and the things heard are like the
synchronized sound recording which accompanies the visual film.

Swedenborg also has visionary experiences, in which things seen and
heard are linked together. But these are of quite a different character. They
teach heavenly truths, they depict figurative “correspondences,” in which
the content of spiritual truth is demonstrated to the understanding as the
vision proceeds. His visions are basically illustrations, figurative represen-
tations of the internal sense of a passage in the Sacred Scripture. They have
the character of visionary comments on the Scriptures, which reveal the
internal sense of the Word and in doing so portray facets of the true
Christian religion. Swedenborg’s visions are therefore incorporated as a
literary feature within the structure of The True Christian Religion, as “Memo-
rabilia” (memorable [spiritual] experiences). These memorabilia are re-
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ports of visions which are positioned, not at the beginning, but at the end,
of the exposition of a particular doctrine, their purpose being to provide
evidence of the truth of the doctrine in question on the basis of Swedenborg’s
own experience from things heard and seen. It is significant also that
within this visionary experience itself the instructional motive strongly
predominates over the purely illustrative and dogmatic purposes. Thus
the systematic structure of his thought penetrates even the sphere of his
visionary experiences. His visions are therefore not the visions of a fren-
zied imagination, but illustrations from an enlightened understanding.

Thus Swedenborg’s style represents the basic structure of his think-
ing, which is characterized by an exceptional combination of rational and
religious elements, and which Swedenborg describes in the following
words:

In this way everybody is led through the natural to the spiritual, for man

is born of nature, educated into morality, and afterwards regenerated to

become spiritual . . . The teaching proclaimed by the Papists, and adopted

by the Protestants, that in theological matters the understanding must be

taken prisoner by, and held in obedience to, faith, has closed the Church.

What is capable of re-opening it, if not the enlightenment of man’s

understanding by the Lord?

The translation [into German (trans.)] hitherto available endeavored
to do justice to these special stylistic and linguistic features by giving
expression to the natural simplicity, power, and clarity of Swedenborg’s
own language. Translation into German gives rise to particular difficulties
in this connection, as Swedenborg’s thought itself is dominated by a
certain systematic principle of order, to which even his visions are subject,
which explains the somewhat pedantic manner in which this order is
introduced, and which can be detected even in the new German* transla-
tion. We are perhaps faced here with limitations imposed by the respective
spirits of the two languages. Is not the Latin language, after all, inspired—
or at least affected—by the orderly spirit of Roman Law and Roman

* Horn’s translation. (Trans.)
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Imperial thinking, whereas behind the German language lies the tradition
of the Middle–High German lyrical poets, the epic poets, the Minnesänger,
the language of German mysticism, and subsequently that of speculative
idealistic philosophy? As the translator has himself studied in detail the
influence of Swedenborg on the religious philosophy of the German Ro-
mantics and German Idealism, he was especially capable of coping with
the fundamental difficulties of a new translation into German.
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CHAPTER VIII

Swedenborg and Lavater: The Religious Foundation of Physiognomy†

(The Art of Judging Character from Facial Features)

Tis from the Soul the Body Form doth take,

For Soul is Form and doth the Body make.

Spencer’s Faerie Queene

In the first of his famous Physiognomic Fragments dated 1775 Lavater tells
the story of his development into a specialist in physiognomy. The basic

feature of this autobiographical section is indicated by its heading, which
reads as follows: “The Insignificance of my Physiognomic Knowledge.”
Lavater relates therein how at first he showed no signs of his subsequent
fondness for physiognomy. “Before my twenty fifth year I should never
have conceived that I would ever write a single word on physiognomy, or
undertake the slightest research on the subject. It never occurred to me to
read a book about it, or to make a single observation on the subject, still
less to start collecting such observations.”1

Lavater then describes further how his attention was drawn by the
discovery of similarities in certain features of the faces of some of his
acquaintances, arising in the first place from an attempt to draw the face of
his friend Felix Hess, the very friend about whose fate in eternity he later
hoped to obtain information from Swedenborg,2 whose nose, as he was
drawing it, reminded him of the nose of his friend Lambert. “This coinci-
dence of various faces [with similar features] which I drew by chance on
the same day, and the similarity, which struck me at the same time, of at
least certain features of the characters of the originals seemed to me more
and more important, and made me increasingly attentive to such coinci-
dences.3

In the first place his friend Georg Johannes Zimmermann, who had
discovered Lavater’s gift for physiognomy by chance, urged him to follow
up this gift. Without Lavater’s knowledge Zimmermann soon afterwards
arranged for the printing of his first attempts to establish a science of
physiognomy. The unfavorable reviews of these first publications then

† See biographical note on Lavater at the end of this concluding chapter.
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compelled Lavater to enter into a dispute with his opponents regarding
the basic principles of the science he wished to defend.

A biographer of Lavater might have been satisfied with this descrip-
tion of the story of his studies in physiognomy. According to this account
its appearance took place as a late development of a previously hidden
gift, which was aroused from quiescence by a chance discovery, and
brought or even forced into full bloom, as well as methodical demonstra-
tion, through the energetic efforts of a friend.

This description of the biographical stages of development of his
science of physiognomy is, however, inadequate if we inquire regarding
the religious or metaphysical sources of his physiognomic theories. The
structure of his Physiognomic Fragments itself suggests deeper roots. As an
introduction to the Fragments we are given an article of Herder4 which
deals with the fundamental idea which underlies all Lavater’s Physiogno-
mic Fragments: man is an image of God, and this image of the Divine
extends not only to his spiritual, but also to his corporeal, nature. In his
corporeal completeness man is an image of God, and the human is the
form in which God Himself is visible. He (man) is “a copy, a representative
of Divinity in visible form . . . a subordinate God, a viceroy, a ruler an
image of Divinity! what a creature!” This creature is, certainly in his
present form, “a weakened and tattered embodiment of all creation,” but
is nevertheless both desecrated and holy at the same time, for it is “the
temple, in which and to which Divinity first condescended to reveal itself,
finally doing so, after miracles and prophecies, in the form of the Son! the
reflected picture of God in all His splendor and glory . . . the Second
Adam.”

It is the Christian picture of man which appears here as the starting
point of physiognomy. The idea of man as an image of God, of the
destruction and desecration of this image, and of its restoration, renewal
and perfection in Christ, is the basis of all ideas regarding a correspon-
dence between the spiritual form of the human personality and the fea-
tures of its fleshly embodiment. This connection of physiognomy with the
Christian picture of man is in the case of Lavater no chance or artificial
connection, but a necessary and essential one, and it is just this essential
derivation of the explanation of the human form from the Christian pic-
ture of mankind which will be demonstrated in the present investigation.
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It is a striking fact that Lavater’s fundamental ideas regarding the art
and science of physiognomy were not first recorded in the expressly
physiognomic writings in which the attempt to lay down a scientific
methodology for the interpretation or explanation of form was made, but
appeared in his look, published years earlier, which contains the most
grandiose outline of his Christian picture of man, viz., Aussichten in die
Ewigkeit (Prospects for Eternity).5

In this work, which composes a series of letters to the same Georg
Johann Zimmerman of Hanover to whom he owed the development of his
gift for physiognomy, Lavater describes in a series of incomparable intui-
tions, equally overpowering in both language and thought, the picture of
man as regards his resurrection and exaltation.

It was in the course of the description of the exalted (spiritual) man, in
whom the original image of God is restored in a simply perfect manner,
that those ideas which later led Lavater to the establishment of his science
of physiognomy first cropped up in his works.

This origin of physiognomy from the consideration by Lavater of the
heavenly style of existence of man cannot be proved, but the outline of his
heavenly physiognomy had already been drawn by the thinker whose
ideas most strongly inspired and influenced the author of Prospects for
Eternity, viz., Emanuel Swedenborg.

This influence of Swedenborg on Lavater has up to the present never
been properly appreciated. There are two reasons for this. The first is that
in general over the work of Swedenborg a jet black shadow lay, which had
a most detrimental effect on the spread of his ideas, that of Kant, who in
his Träume eines Geistersehers (Dreams of a Spirit Seer) characterized the
whole of Swedenborg’s work as nonsense, and consigned spirit seers like
him to the madhouse.6 In consequence the young Lavater, like many of his
contemporaries with scientific ambitions, felt very reluctant to quote the
name of Swedenborg as the source of his ideas and quotations, so as to
evade the curse of ridicule which Kant had pronounced on Swedenborg
himself. The second reason why Swedenborg’s influence on the author of
Prospects for Eternity has been deliberately ignored was a comment from a
still more dangerous authority among his contemporaries, viz., Goethe.
Goethe had of course discussed Lavater’s Prospects in great detail in the
Frankfurter Advertiser, and actually at a time when he himself was strongly
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influenced by Swedenborg’s visions, and had expressly drawn the atten-
tion of his friend from Zurich (Lavater) to the work of the Nordic seer.7

As a consolation to all reviewers who review books without having
read them right through from cover to cover, and would like to find an
Olympian example of such a practice to excuse such wrongdoing, please
permit me to provide evidence, despite the triviality of such an action, that
this referral of Lavater to Swedenborg was quite unnecessary, as the
former’s Prospects for Eternity itself clearly shows in two places the fact that
Lavater had already made the literary acquaintance of Swedenborg. In
both cases it was not a question of allusions to the original works of
Swedenborg, but to the small book written by Kant attacking Swedenborg,
entitled Dreams of a Spirit-Seer, in the second part of which, as part of the
polemics, a number of Swedenborgian thoughts are recounted.

The first passage which is important in this connection is in Lavater’s
11th Letter, in which he draws a picture of the future resurrected, spiritual
body of man in heaven. After describing most vividly and in the greatest
detail the exaltation of human nature in its future condition, developing at
the same time a genuine heavenly physiology of the resurrection body, he
expresses his regret that no leading philosopher has dealt with this ques-
tion, and writes as follows:

I wish that Kant of Königsberg had written about it. But I am afraid that a

man (like him) who has such a rare gift of philosophical genius, and yet

can reason so unphilosophically regarding the influence of one of several

illustrations of the doctrine of the immortality of the soul, and the quality

of our future state, on morality, will not readily involve himself in this

subject. It may be that his unwillingness to philosophize about the future

stems from moral observations; he has perhaps seen many people who

live the more unworthy, the more they philosophize about the future,

and that is perhaps the reason why he thinks, like Voltaire’s Candide, that

it is better to go into the garden and plant fruit trees.8

In the same way in which Lavater regrets that Kant has not expressed
his views regarding Lavater’s own problem, the problem of the life to
come, he also criticizes the Königsberg philosopher for the unphilosophical
manner in which he judges the influence of the quality of our future
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condition on our moral life. The question, which of Kant’s books it was
that called forth this disapproving comment from Lavater, is easily solved
by examining the concluding words: the reference to Voltaire’s Candide
quoted by him is in fact the concluding phrase in Kant’s Dreams of a Spirit-
Seer. Actually, when Kant, in the second, “historical” part of this book, has
given, with many mocking comments, a description of Swedenborg’s
ideas regarding the quality of the future condition of men, he closes this
discussion with a series of statements in which he emphasizes how super-
fluous he considers such considerations for human morality.

Instead of surveying the world to come, as suggested by Swedenborg,
he takes the point of view of Socrates, when, among all the merchandise of
a fair, he says serenely: “How many things are there which I do not need!”
Indeed, he rejects the study of the other world as quite unimportant to
genuine morality, which contains its own rules within itself, and says:
“What? Is it good to be virtuous only because there is another world, or
will not actions be rewarded because they were good and virtuous in
themselves? Does not man’s heart contain immediate moral precepts, and
is it absolutely necessary to link our ideas to the other world for the sake of
motivating man here in accordance with his destiny?” On the basis of this
argument Kant proffers “to the curious who inquire so anxiously about
the secrets of the other world the simple but very natural advice that it
would be best for them to please have patience until they get there.” This
passage (and the whole book) then closes with the words: “But as our fate
in the other world probably depends very much on the manner in which
we have conducted our office in the present world, I conclude with the
words with which Voltaire, after so many sophistries, lets his honest
Candide conclude: ‘Let us look after our happiness, go into the garden,
and work.’”9

This criticism of these remarks of Kant, which deny that a knowledge
of the quality of our future state can have any influence on our moral life,
is therefore equivalent to a tacit approval of the teachings of Swedenborg
so scorned by Kant, according to which a knowledge of the future state of
man most certainly has a great influence on human moral behavior in this
world, as Lavater himself constantly endeavors to prove in his Prospects for
Eternity.
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The second passage is even more striking. In fact, Lavater mentions a
series of examples of historically proven cases of human intercourse with
the world of spirits. In this connection he writes:10

The other example is that which Mr. Kant of Königsberg—by no means a

man of weak intellect—relates regarding Emanuel Swedenborg, who is

said to have seen from Gothenburg a house fire in Stockholm, and de-

scribed its progress to the assembled company at a house where he was a

guest.

This report also comes from the book Dreams of a Spirit-Seer, in which Kant
describes three cases of clairvoyance by Swedenborg, the first of which
was the Stockholm Fire.11 This passage is quite conclusive, since it proves
that Lavater did not know of Swedenborg only from Kant because no-
where in the Dreams is Swedenborg’s correct name given, since he was
introduced as “a certain Mr. Schwedenberg, without office or occupation,”
and the same name of Schwedenberg was retained throughout the book.12

The Prospects itself by its closer adherence to Swedenborg’s ideas
regarding the development of the human race in heaven, the separation of
the good and the evil, the enhancement of angelic capabilities in heaven,
the nature of the angels’ perception, as well as their language, betrays a
knowledge of Swedenborg’s original writings, which leaves the possibil-
ity open that Lavater became acquainted with Swedenborg through
Oetinger’s book Swedenborg’s Earthly and Heavenly Philosophy, 1765.

His intensive preoccupation with Swedenborg is confirmed by the fact
that Lavater himself, shortly after the publication of the first volume of his
Prospects for Eternity, made strenuous efforts to get into personal touch
with Swedenborg. He wrote to him twice, without receiving any reply. As
the second letter was written on the assumption that the first had gone
astray, the favor requested in both was the same. The first point in both
letters was a request for Swedenborg’s opinion of his book Prospects for
Eternity, the second a request to give him some information regarding the
fate in the hereafter of his deceased friend Felix Hess.13

These letters show that Lavater had, perhaps somewhat unusually,
taken Swedenborg seriously, though he did not yet know him personally.
Even if we take into account the style of contemporary politeness, and
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make allowance for everything which might be ascribed to the exuberance
of conventional polite forms of speech, Lavater as a theologian would
have found it hard to write a sentence such as “I revere the wonderful gifts
which you have received from our God” if he was not really convinced of
the extraordinary nature of those gifts. Moreover, as a professional theolo-
gian he could hardly, at that time, when scholars’ letters were generally
published, allow himself to speak of the “extraordinary, even prophetic
knowledge” of Swedenborg, unless he understood the word “prophetic”
in its proper sense. That he really believed in Swedenborg’s visionary gift
is clear from the fact that he asked the latter for information regarding the
fate of his deceased friend Hess, and in fact did so twice, in the most
pleading terms. In view of the extremely intimate friendship which linked
the young Lavater with his “bosom friend” Hess, this request could not
have arisen from mere scientific curiosity, or even less have been intended
as a trap to tempt Swedenborg on to thin ice; quite the contrary, it must
have arisen from the most genuine longing for knowledge of the fate in the
hereafter of his beloved friend, whose death had been for Lavater the most
shattering experience of his young manhood.14 In view of this friendship,
which was the very model of a friendship among the Romantics, there is
every possibility that the friends talked together during Hess’s illness,
particularly in view of its impending termination, about the possibility of
a further union after death, as certainly happened in the case of other
Romantic friendships of the same kind.15 In any event it was in the utmost
seriousness, and from a deep internal desire for the information, that
Lavater requested Swedenborg to make enquiries regarding the fate in the
hereafter of his friend; the belief in the possibility that Swedenborg was
capable of doing anything of the kind, that the latter’s access to the
spiritual world made it possible for him to provide information about the
dead, that is, the recognition of his visionary abilities, is here assumed as
beyond the slightest doubt. Such belief was certainly not accorded to him
by Kant, who in the Dreams could not do enough to belittle this “certain
Herr Schwedenberg” as an “Arch Fantasy Monger”(“Phantast”) and “Arch
Fanatic,” and to ridicule him in all possible ways, but in Lavater’s case
must have been based on an internal assent to his revelations.

What has been stated above in general about the connection between
Lavater and Swedenborg deserves a special investigation to confirm one
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point, viz., that Lavater obviously received from Swedenborg suggestions
and ideas appropriate to the very field in which, thanks to a most original
and peculiar gift, he later specialized, i.e., physiognomy. In Swedenborg’s
works there are actually a whole series of ideas on physiognomy, which
are in a surprising way not only precursors of the most important ideas of
Lavater, and the principal conceptions on which the science of physiog-
nomy may be founded, but also come, as regards the initiation of the idea,
the method of its development and its conception of the being of the
physiognomist, very close to Lavater’s ideas.

I

The physiognomy of Swedenborg is based on the fundamental con-
ception of his entire philosophy, the doctrine of correspondences. Accord-
ing to this conception, which constitutes the key to his visions, there is a
continuous correspondence between the natural and the spiritual worlds.
This correspondence extends not only to the forms, but also to all forces,
movements, and actions of these worlds. Within this correspondential
relationship, it is the character of the prototype which is assumed by the
spiritual world, and that of the analogue by the natural world. The whole
visible world is a similitude of the spiritual world; the respective courses
of life in the two worlds are linked together by a network of all embracing
correspondences. Their relationship is that of internal in one case to exter-
nal in the other. The external is at the same time the correspondent and
representation of the internal. It is highly significant that Swedenborg, in
explaining in a general way the doctrine of correspondence of the spiritual
and natural worlds, has recourse to physiognomy as a ready means of
making the nature of this correspondence understandable by means of an
illustrative example.

To gain some idea of representations and correspondences, it will do

if one considers simply the things that belong to the mind, namely

thought and will. These usually shine from the face in such a way that

they are plainly visible in its expressions. Above all else interior affections

shine out of the eyes and in the eyes. When the parts of the face act as one

with those of the mind they are said to correspond and exist as correspon-
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dences, while the actual looks on the face represent, and exist as represen-

tations. It is similar with the things that happen through the movements

of the body, and also with all the actions which are carried out by means

of the muscles. The fact that these are expressions of what a person thinks

and wills is well known. The actual gestures are movements, which

belong to the body, represent the things which belong to the mind, and

exist as representations; and when things of the body accord with things

of the mind, they are correspondences.*

It may also be known that images do not take shape in the mind

exactly as they present themselves in the countenance, but it is only

affections that take shape there. Nor do acts take shape in the mind

exactly as they present themselves through actions in the body; rather it is

thoughts that are configured there. Things that belong to the mind are

spiritual while those that belong to the body are natural. From this it is

evident that a correspondence exists between spiritual things and natu-

ral, and that there is a representation of spiritual things within natural. Or

what amounts to the same thing, when the things that belong to the

internal man take shape in the external, the things which are visible in the

external are representative of the internal, and those in the external which

accord with those in the internal are correspondent.16

The use of physiognomy as an illustrative example of correspondence
is significant because this is the most important instance of all correspon-
dences, the correspondence which matters most to mankind, for it is man
to whom correspondence is important, even authoritative, for everything
that happens throughout the world. Man is an image and likeness of God;
his spiritual personality, his internal man, is a representation, an image, of

* It seems desirable to mention here just a few of the many books recently published in the
UK and USA on the “science” of “BodyLanguage” :

1971 Alex Lowen, (Collins Mac).
1971 Julius Fast, (Pan Books).
1972 A.E. Scheffen, (Prentice Hall).
1984 Allan Pease, (Sheldon).
1985 G.R. Wainwright, (Hodder)
Pease’s book, incidentally, has the sub-title “How to read Others’ Thoughts by their

Gestures.” Such a spate provides strong support for Lavater’s main thesis, as well as
Swedenborg’s Science of Correspondence from which it was derived. (Trans.)
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the Being of God. It is this essential likeness of man to God which consti-
tutes the purpose and duty of practically representing and expressing in
the external the human image of God in the internal man. The fundamen-
tal idea of the Swedenborgian conception leads here to the most important
aspect of his religious ethics, that a real likeness of God only exists where
correspondence is felt as a duty, and put into practice in a life of charity—
goodness in action. This view also involves Swedenborg’s whole concep-
tion of sin and redemption.

This is because sin is apostasy from the image and likeness of God as a
result of the usurpation of Divinity by man himself, the desire to be God
oneself, the gigantic undertaking to push God from His throne and to
place oneself upon it, whereby man’s internal form is deformed and
distorted, and loses the features of the Divine Image, as a result of which a
degeneration of the external form takes place, and the correspondence
between the internal man and the external man is loosened. The man in
whom the internal, the image of God, the spiritual personality, and the
external, the body, are in perfect correspondence, is a metaphysical ideal
which constitutes the beginning and the end of the development of human
salivation: the beginning as the prescribed model before the commence-
ment of degeneration, the end as the goal of the restoration and salvation
of man in the world of spirits.

Therefore Swedenborg’s physiognomy does not commence with the
degenerate man in whom the correspondence between the internal man
and the external man is disturbed, but begins with the original most ancient
man and ends with the stage of the regenerate, resurrected and redeemed
man, with the blessed spirits and angels. It understands historical man,
and the tragic situation of the worldliness of his spiritual body, in the light
of his metaphysical origin and future destiny.

When Swedenborg develops a doctrine of the original, most ancient,
man in the writings of his enlightened period, particularly in Arcana
Coelestia and Heaven and Hell, he presents it on the basis of understanding
the statements made in the Bible about Adam not historically; but as
relating to the original people, the Most Ancient Church, that is, the very
oldest community; the oldest race of mankind, which, possessing the truly
human nature, a proper knowledge of God and genuine love of the
neighbor, fulfilled in freedom the teachings of Divine Love. The state-
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ments made about Adam relate therefore not to an individual man, but to
the Most Ancient community of the whole human race: According to
Swedenborg, the essence of these “Ancients” was characterized by com-
plete agreement between the internal and external man. This agreement
was also expressed physiognomically, in fact in the entire comportment of
the external man, but chiefly, in his face. Hence the physiognomy of these
“Ancients” is understood in the first place to be a physiognomy of the face.
In principle the idea is accepted of a physiognomic assessment of the
whole figure of the man in his external appearance, movement, and ges-
ture, as well as the whole range of spiritual correspondences, but it is not
carried out in detail. Thus the external form of the “Ancients”was of such
a nature that the inner spiritual personality of each man shone clearly
through it.

Here something must be said about the correspondence of the face with

interior things, for the face is so formed that they appear in it as in a

mirror, and that another person may know how the first person is dis-

posed towards him; so that when he speaks he shows his feelings by his

face as well as by his words. The Most Ancient people, who were of the

celestial church, had such faces; and all the angels likewise, for they have

no desire to conceal from others what they are thinking, because they

think kindly, and only kindly, of the neighbor, nor have they any lurking

thought of wishing well to the neighbor only for the sake of themselves.17

This view opens up a whole range of extraordinary facts. In this
condition of perfect correspondence the face fully expresses all the affec-
tions and thoughts of its owner, both his basic mental attitude and also his
individual perceptions and mental changes on the basis of this previously
adopted attitude. Thus this physiognomic form of self expression is plainly
the origin of all language.

This is the fundamental fact of Swedenborg’s linguistic metaphysics:
language is the expression of the spiritual internal of a spirit personality
via the bodily external. The most perfect language is found where the most
perfect correspondence exists between the internal and the external, where
the external reproduces the complete fullness and wealth of the internal
without the interposition of weakening and distorting factors. This occurs
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in the most perfect manner in the correspondence of the personal spiritual
body with the physical bodily form of the Most Ancient man. His most
perfect language is the physiognomic one. The faces of the
“Ancients”immediately reflected the basic attitude [what Swedenborg
calls the “ruling love” (trans.)] of their being, and the individual spiritual
and emotional actions of that being. The external reveals the internal so
transparently, the internal is stamped so unmistakably on the external,
that the “face”always means the “internal” because it is the real and
undistorted mirror image thereof.

Among the ancients the face meant internal things, for it is through the

face that internal things shine forth. What is more, people in most ancient

times were such that the face was in complete accord with internal things,

so that anyone could see from another person’s face the character of his

disposition or mind (animus aut mens). They considered it something

monstrous to express one thing in the face and to be thinking another;

pretence and deceit in those times were abhorrent. Consequently, the face

meant things that were internal.18

This presupposed the perfect subjection of the external to the internal
man, the complete penetration and suffusing of the external man by the
internal, leaving no remainder or shadow of an independent will of the
external man. The external man is not a mask, but the living, corporeal
expression of the internal itself, in which the most delicate movement of
the internal life is perfectly reflected in the finest possible modifications.
Owing to this complete penetration and influx of the internal into the
external, the conditions which characterize the state of fallen man, viz.,
deception and lies, were not possible. This particular idea is strongly empha-
sized by Swedenborg:

As regards the Most Ancient people being celestial people, whatever they

were thinking shone out of their face and eyes, which altered correspond-

ingly. They were quite incapable of assuming facial expressions which

did not accord with what they were thinking. Pretence, and still more

deception, was to them something absolutely outrageous.19



71

SPIRITUAL VISION AND REVELATION

This inability to pretend is not a restriction, but a sign of the original
freedom of man, in accordance with which the external voluntarily places
itself in the position of loving service, just as man himself as a spirituo-
corporeal being subordinates himself freely and lovingly to God. Thus it is
just in that fact that the nobility of his personality lies. The ancients had
nothing to hide, for they wished to achieve only goodness through freely
acting love.

Consequently those of the Most Ancient Church spoke not so much by

means of vocal utterances, as they did in later times and as they do

nowadays, but like angels, by means of ideas. They were able to express

ideas by means of countless alterations in their facial expressions and in

their looks, and especially by alterations of the lips, where there are

innumerable threads of muscular fibres which are all linked together

nowadays but had freedom of movement in those times. They were in

this way able to present, mean, and represent within a minute things

which nowadays take an hour by the use of articulated sounds or utter-

ance. And they did so far more fully and more clearly to the comprehen-

sion and understanding of those present than can possible be done with

words or sentences. This is perhaps hard to believe, but is nevertheless

the truth.20

Apart from the eyes, the most expressive features of the face are the
nose and the mouth. That all these statements of Swedenborg apply to the
facial structure is clear from the fact that he actually mentions special
physiognomic faculties of the “Ancients” which made it possible for them
to make their faces an undistorted mirror of their souls to a different extent
from us. The muscle tissue round their lips was very much more complex
and flexible than ours is, and therefore it could express their inner thoughts
and changes of mind to an astonishingly complete degree. For “they were
never afraid that others might get to know their ends and intentions, for
they willed nothing but good.”21

The physiognomic language is therefore the original, most ancient
language of mankind. Man communicated with his neighbors as he thought
and felt, since his thoughts and feelings showed themselves in his face,
and provided evidence to those neighbors of his actual purposes. Every
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thought and every determination of the will is confessed to himself and
announces itself to his neighbors immediately it occurs. No abstraction
was necessary. Nor was the use of words, with all the possibility of their
being wrongly chosen, or wrongly understood, for all words are conven-
tional symbols, pseudonyms for what should be genuinely mirrored in its
purity, speaking for itself without concealment, in the faces of mankind.

In order to understand completely these ideas of physiognomy as the
original language, we must follow Swedenborg also in those spheres of his
thinking which may seem to us inept or fantastic. In Swedenborg’s view
not only the earth, but also the whole universe, is full of spiritual beings,
which God has made in His own Image. The process of spiritual develop-
ment which is proceeding on our earth is for Him not the only one of its
kind in the universe. On the contrary, a similar process of salvation in the
life of the spirit is [or has been or will be (trans.)] proceeding on every
planet. In his visions—in which Swedenborg, in the consciousness of the
almost unique faculty granted to him, saw his spiritual sight opened into
these strange worlds—we repeatedly see him in intercourse with the
spiritual beings from these strange worlds in the starry heavens. It is true
that the development of these spiritual beings is proceeding in a similar
manner to that of men on Earth, but is not synchronous with that here, and
thus the spiritual beings from many strange worlds in Swedenborg’s
visions appear in a state corresponding to that of the “Ancients” of this
world. We therefore find in Swedenborg’s descriptions of the inhabitants
of Mars and Jupiter, sometimes more detailed and vivid characterizations
of the same state which is so typical for the consideration of the “Ancients”
of this earth, and their Church.

Thus for example we find in the description of the inhabitants of
Jupiter details of this direct and immediate correspondence of the internal
and external, as it existed among the “Ancients.” Once more the point of
view is a physiognomic one.

The spirits from Jupiter said that the faces of the men of our earth

were not beautiful, [but] pimply and disfigured. Still, some of the faces

pleased them, namely, those that were cheerful and smiling, because on

their planet almost all were such, for the reason that they have no solici-

tude about future things, nor have they worldly cares; for these are the
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things which induce sadness and anxiety in the mind (animus), and hence

in the face; and when cheerfulness and smiles appear on the faces of those

who are not good, this is only on the surface of the skin, not generated

internally by the muscle fibres. It is otherwise with the inhabitants of

Jupiter.

The reason why the faces that were prominent about the lips pleased

them was because much of their speech is effected by the face, and

especially by that part of it which is about the lips; and also because they

never dissemble, that is, speak otherwise than as they think. For this

reason they do not compel the face, but let it have free expression. It is

otherwise with those who from childhood have learned to dissemble;

their faces are consequently contracted from within, lest anything of the

thought should appear therefrom. Neither has it free play outwardly, but

is kept ready for letting out, or drawing in, just as cunning dictates. The

truth of this can be evident from an examination of the fibres round about

the lips; for there are manifold series of fibres there, folded together and

interwoven, that were not created for mastication and verbal speech only,

but also for expressing the ideas of the lower mind (animus).22

Here also the physiognomic language appears as the original lan-
guage, which is appropriate to the original correspondence between the
external and internal. Here also the idea of the absence of deception is
especially emphasized, and here also the physiognomic flexibility and
expressiveness of the region round the mouth is described in great detail.
In this connection Swedenborg received further enlightenment, to the
effect that the circumstances described in the case of the men of Jupiter
constitute a general initial condition in the development of spiritual be-
ings. The primitive form of spiritual beings is everywhere characterized
by this condition of closest correspondence.

I have been informed by the angels that the first speech of all on every

earth was the language of the face, and this from two origins there—the

lips and the eyes. The original “speech” was of such a nature for the

reason that the face was expressly formed to depict what man thinks and

wills; from this the face has also been called the effigy and index of the

mind (animus); and also because in the most ancient or primitive times
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there was sincerity (see no. 8118) and man thought nothing, and wished

to think nothing, but what he was willing should shine forth from his

face; so that the affections of the lower mind and the ideas of the thought

could be presented to the life, and fully. In this way they appeared to the

eye also, as in a pattern, and very many things together. This language

therefore surpassed the speech of words as much as sight surpasses

hearing, that is, as much as seeing a landscape surpasses hearing a

description of it. They added that such speech was in agreement with the

speech of the angels, with whom also men of those times had communi-

cation. Moreover, when the face speaks, or the mind (mens) by means of

the face, there is angelic speech with man in ultimate natural form, and

there is a presence of the internal sight or thought of one in that of

another, but not when the mouth speaks by means of words. (That the

Most Ancient people on this earth spoke in a similar way, see nos. 607,

608, 1118, 1120, 7361.) Everyone can also know that the Most Ancient

people could not have had a speech of words, because the words of verbal

languages were not available immediately, but had to be invented and

applied to things, which could not be done except with the lapse of time.23

This generalization is extremely informative, for it reveals a funda-
mental law of the relationship between the external form and the internal
configuration. There is no such thing as an abstract spiritual entity, for
everything spiritual has its existence, life, and effect only on the basis of a
bodily form. The spiritual exists only in the form of a person, an appropri-
ately formed, living, spiritual being. A personal life and activity of the
spirit exists, however, only on the basis of a bodily form. Thus everything
spiritual, every spirit, has its bodily form, that is, originally the bodily
form which corresponds and is appropriate to it. Its appropriateness is
shown by the fact that the bodily form is so “appropriate”to the spiritual
(the spirit), is a garment fitting so closely and matching so well, that it
reproduces and communicates all the movements and emotions of the
spirit. This is the original so far as all spiritual beings are concerned, here
on earth and in other worlds.

We need not therefore be surprised if in the visions of Swedenborg,
alongside the inhabitants of Jupiter, we find those of Mars, and these latter
have a quite similar form of correspondence to those of the Most Ancient
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Adamic Church and their big brothers on Jupiter. In their case also the
physiognomic language is described as the original language which repre-
sents the most original forms of expression of the spiritual.

Among them the very affection of the speech is represented in the face,

and its thought in the eyes; for with them thought and speech, also

affection and the face, act in unity. They consider it infamous to think one

thing and speak another, and to will one thing, and show another in the

face. They know not what hypocrisy is, nor fraudulent simulation and

deceit.24

Further on it is explained how the inhabitants of Mars communicate
with each other by internal speech, and in addition, “by slight motions of
the lips and corresponding changes of the face, for, being celestial men,
whatever they thought shone forth from their faces and eyes, which were
comformably varied, the faces as to form and life, and the eyes as to light.
It was quite impossible for them to present a countenance which was not
in agreement with what they thought; simulation, and, still more, deceit,
were regarded by them as enormous crimes. As their speech was of such a
character, and they had internal respiration, they could have fellowship
with angels.”25

The law of correspondence is thus established as the basic rule for the
spiritual form of expression for the whole universe; and this presupposes
the conception of a bodily form of existence of the spirit in personal form,
and existing only in that form. Therefore Swedenborg frequently speaks
also elsewhere of such forms of physiognomic communication. For in-
stance, he writes as follows in a report of a vision:

There were spirits with me from another earth (of which elsewhere)

whose faces were different from those of the men of our earth, being

prominent, especially about the lips, and besides this, of a noble stamp. I

conversed with them about their manner of living, and the kind of

conversation among them. They said that they converse with one another

chiefly by variations of the face, especially about the lips; and that they

express their affections by those parts of the face that are round the eyes,

so that their companions can fully comprehend therefrom both what they
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think and what they will. They endeavored also to show me this by an

influx into my lips, and by means of various foldings and alterations

round about them. But I could not take up the variations because my lips

had not been trained from infancy for such movements; and yet by the

communication of their thought I could perceive what they said.

But that speech in general can be expressed by the lips was evident to

me from the many series of muscular fibres in the lips, infolded one into

another, which, if they were unfolded, and thus acted openly and freely,

would be able to present many variations there that are unknown to those

in whom these muscular fibres remain compressed. The speech of these

people was of such a nature because they are incapable of pretence, or of

thinking one thing and assuming another in the face: For they live to-

gether in such sincerity that they conceal nothing from their companions;

indeed it is instantly known what they are thinking and willing, what

their quality is, and also what they have been doing. For the actions of

those who are sincere are in the conscience; and consequently the interior

expressions of their countenances, that is, their minds, can be ascertained

by others at first sight. They showed me that they do not compel the face,

but leave it free, differently from those who from their youth have been

accustomed to simulate, that is, to speak and act differently from what

they think and will.26

Now how, compared with this original form, does the being of fallen
man appear? The question is extremely difficult, because in answering it
the most multifarious ideas of Swedenborg must be taken into consider-
ation. Let us first present the verdict in a paraphrase of Swedenborg’s own
words:

What most surprises Swedenborg in man is the destruction of the
original correspondence between the internal and the external man. Such
destruction is by no means complete. It goes without saying, so far as
Swedenborg is concerned, that the external form of man, even in his
present condition, is still a mirror of his internal, but the original complete
correspondence has been upset by a perversion of the basic goal of men by
egotism. The Most Ancient, primitive, man lives in the love of God, he
thinks and wills only good and works only for the sake of good. There is
therefore no point in his concealing anything from his neighbors, and he
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merely wishes to influence them by revealing to them the goodness in his
own thoughts and purposes and thus inspiring them to recognize and
realize the same good, for his and their good are the common good. As
soon as a man wishes to possess the good for himself, that is, to monopo-
lize it, he wishes to take it away from others. A radical revaluation begins,
in which his own ego is his sole guide and orientation for thought and will.
As a result of this Fall, this turning away from God to himself, the neces-
sity arises to conceal the true affections, wishes, and thoughts of the
internal man.

And now the face no longer serves as the mirror of the soul, as the
clear representation of the deepest secrets of the internal man, but be-
comes the cover to conceal his hidden purposes. As a result of this original
sin of egotism the face becomes a mask. This does not mean that there is no
connection any longer between the form of the internal and that of the
external man—everyone wears his own mask, which is appropriate to his
own nature, but what is lost is flexibility, the multifariousness of expres-
sion in the face from the soul and the spirit, the variation by correspon-
dence between internal and external, changing from moment to moment.
The face becomes a thick, coarse, clumsy sheath, in which certainly a few
characteristic basic features are engraved, but which has lost its immediate
adaptability for the faculty of expressing vivaciously the infinite varia-
tions of the internal man.

According to Swedenborg’s teaching, self love has a contracting, con-
straining force. Those men who give themselves up to self love, and must
conceal their ulterior motives, cannot allow their faces free rein, but must
put a bridle on them must “subject them to compulsion.” “The faces of
such men are restrained, so that they are prepared to change as cunning
suggests. Whatever a man wishes to conceal puts restraint upon his face,
but the restraint ceases if anything seemingly sincere is feignedly put
forth.”27

So the function of earthly physiognomy is that of a mask, serving to
conceal deception. The peculiar feature of a mask, its stiffness or rigidity,
is the punishment for the original sin, egotism, which restrains the flexible
expressiveness of the face, and turns the mirror of the soul into a veil of
hidden wickedness. But this whole development is not a static effect, but a
dynamic process: the hardening of the face is not immediate and perma-
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nent, but variable and dynamic. It begins and continues with the initial
and progressive inclination to evil, and the unreserved devotion to one’s
own ego, whereas the return to goodness, the conquest of one’s own ego, a
willingness to make an effort to benefit one’s neighbor, the loving sacrifice
of one’s self assertion, lead to a softening of the hardened features, to some
return of their original flexibility, and to at least an initial restoration of the
distorted mirror of the soul.

The correspondence between the external and the internal is not there-
fore broken off entirely; even in those who abandon God it is the internal
man who stamps his features on the external, but the directness of the
imprint is destroyed, the media of expression are coarsened, the mirror of
the soul changes into a mask of coarse material, behind which the evil of
the inner life can conceal itself, like a “whited sepulchre”(A.V.) or “white-
washed tomb” (R.S.V.).

Along with the loss of the expressiveness of the soul-inspired face,
accompanying the stiffening of the countenance, man also lost the origi-
nal, primitive language, which consisted of just this pure and unfalsified
expression of his thoughts and purposes, and it then became necessary to
invent a verbal language. The face now had to become a persona [Latin for
“mask” (trans.)] through which the internal man, deprived of the power of
direct self expression, must convey his inmost thoughts, and therefore put
them into words, and coin these into sounds, which he can distribute as he
wishes.

So long as there were sincerity and uprightness with man, so long

also such speech remained; but as soon as the mind (mens) began to think

one thing and speak another, which took place when man loved himself

and not the neighbor, then the speech of words began to grow, the face

being either still or at the same time counterfeiting. Hence the internal

form of the face was changed; it contracted itself, hardened, and began to

be almost devoid of life; whereas the external form, inflamed from the fire

of the love of self, seemed as it were to be alive.28

Language in its present-day form is therefore a derivative means of
expression which fallen man has exchanged for the higher medium of a
faculty of direct communication. Swedenborg himself describes how as a
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result in the history of salvation direct communication of a true knowl-
edge of God is no longer possible. It is also impossible any more to spread
the knowledge of salvation by the direct method of communication, but
use must be made of the verbal method to reach the ears of men, and
convey the message to the internal man by that means. Thus the direct
revelation of God is replaced by written dogma and law as the appropriate
and generally accessible form of Divine communication to fallen man. The
development of language therefore takes place in the closest association
with the history of salvation.

And once such an encapsulation of the ideas comprising thought had

taken place, that is to say, within vocal speech, people could not be taught

any longer by way of the internal man, as the Most Ancient people had

been, but only by way of the external. Consequently the revelations that

the Most Ancient Church received were succeeded by matters of doctrine

which had first of all to be apprehended by the external senses. These

would produce material ideas in the memory, from which the ideas

comprising thought were formed, such ideas being the means by which

they were taught.29

Psychologically speaking, in fallen man a third level has been inter-
posed between the image of God (the soul) and the face, between which
originally there was a direct relationship of correspondence. This inter-
feres with the immediacy of the correspondence, destroys the contact: and
thus distorts the animus or character. This mental disposition is molded by
a person’s desires and passions. It is the form of the fallen image of God.
The animus is not therefore the inmost, but the intermediate, the spiritual
form of fallen man, the degenerate image of man, the internal “original” of
the physiognomy mask. There is therefore a correspondence between the
face and the animus, between face and disposition—the physiognomy of
the man, as molded on his face by his history, which bears all the marks of
his desires and passions—but no longer between face and soul (anima),
since the historically molded form covers over the inmost core of the
personality, the soul or anima, and overlays that lively and active inmost
core with a hard crust-like mask, only allowing it to gleam through on rare
occasions. Therefore Swedenborg can write:
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The inner things present in a person manifest themselves outwardly

in some visible form, especially in his face and facial expression. The

things that are inmost within him are not seen there at the present day,

only to some extent things less interior than those inmost ones. But not

even these are seen, if he has learned since early childhood to employ

pretence, for in that case he adopts, so to speak, a different disposition of

mind (animus) and as a consequence produces a different facial expres-

sion, it being the disposition of mind that shows in the face. Hypocrites

more than all others have become steeped in such pretence through

actually behaving, and so becoming accustomed to behave, in such ways;

and the more deceitful they are, the more thoroughly are they steeped in

it. With people who are not hypocrites rational good is seen in the face as

the manifestation of a certain fire of life, and rational truth as the manifes-

tation of the light of that fire . . .30

The practical consequence is that although it is true that with many
people it is possible to read from their faces the nature of their animus,
their character, it is difficult to penetrate through the mask to the anima,
the inmost core of their personality, and that for this a special gift of the
Holy Spirit, the gift of discernment, is necessary. This consists in the ability
to see through the mask and the crust to the inmost core of a person’s
being, and to perceive glimpses of the actual form of the spiritual body
through the armor of the historically molded body.

This will become clear if we consider Swedenborg’s doctrine regard-
ing the fate of men after death. Death is for Swedenborg in the first place
nothing but a transformation from the condition of the body of flesh to
that of the spiritual body. This transformation takes place in such a way
that the man who dies does not at first notice at all that he has died,
because he takes with him the whole of his spiritual bodily person into his
new existence. He therefore retains his historically molded form, which
explains why those who have died look physiognomically exactly as they
did at the time of death, and are still recognizable from their personal
physiognomies. But the mask now has no material, fleshly basis for its
existence, and the crusting over of the internal face by the external can no
longer endure in the new condition of the spiritual body. The face gradu-
ally becomes flexible and lively, and the lost “frozen” correspondence
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between the internal and the external returns again. The process of trans-
formation which takes place in man after his death actually consists in the
fact that the urge hindered during the life of the flesh towards the com-
plete self externalization of the inmost of the man now breaks through,
becomes effective and develops fully. And now, in the spiritual body
existence of the intermediate state of the world of spirits, the man fully
becomes externally what he is internally.

This is determined by the basic tendency, or what Swedenborg calls
the “ruling love,” of the man’s personality, as it has formed during the
period of his life on earth. The personality, the internal man, is identical
with his basic inclinations. Therefore there is inevitably a separation among
those who have died. Those in whom a good ruling love is alive make their
way towards the good, and the Father of Goodness; those in whom a
ruling love involving egotism and self assertion against God prevails, turn
away from God, and associate themselves with the father of all rebellion
against God, viz., satan. This propensity is also at the same time the basic
principle underlying the formation of societies among men, for everyone
is drawn by the ruling love of his internal man to associate with kindred
spirits, so as to realize his inmost being, that is, his inmost love, in com-
munion with them.

This process has been described by Swedenborg countless times. The
important thing for our physiognomic investigation is that this transfor-
mation is accompanied by a physiognomic transformation. The mask falls,
the crust crumbles; the real face of the man appears and is revealed with
increasing clarity in this new environment. In Swedenborg’s words it is
the transformation of the man into an angel. The man is changed from the
condition of the external man into that of the internal, and judged accord-
ing to the inner form which he presents in his new condition. “Then is
plainly revealed to the light of day what was the real nature of the man in
the world.”31 The good man is seen to be good, and the wicked man to be
evil.

The metaphor used [by the Lord (trans.)] to illustrate the earthly
existence of the wicked is in a physiognomic sense very instructive: it is
that of the “whited sepulchre” (A.V.) or “whitewashed tomb”(R.S.V.).
“An evil man who in externals takes on the semblance of a good man may
be likened to a vessel shining and polished on the outside and covered
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with a lid, within which filth of all kinds is hidden, in accordance with the
Lord’s saying: ‘Ye are like unto whited sepulchres, which outwardly
appear beautiful, but inwardly are full of dead men’s bones and of all
uncleanness.’ (Matt. 23:27).”32 Now, in the condition of transformation into
the internal man, the whitewash and the mask fall away, and everyone
presents himself as he is in reality, according to his essential being, and
this self-demonstration or revelation contains within it the verdict of the
judgement, as the good man reveals himself in his goodness, and the evil
man in his wickedness. Now the external man begins to speak the un-
feigned language of the internal man, but a language which condemns or
acquits the man, for the verdict regarding the real essence of the man is
revealed in the true, undisguised form of the internal.

It is made manifest [in this second state] what spirits did and said secretly

while in the world; for now, because external things do not restrain them,

they speak such things openly, and also try to do them, not being fearful

for their reputations as in the world. They are also brought into many

states of their evils, so that what they are may be evident to angels and

good spirits. Thus are hidden things laid open and secret things uncov-

ered, in accordance with the Lord’s words: “There is nothing covered up

that shall not be revealed, and hid that shall not be known. Whatsoever ye

have said in the darkness shall be heard in the light, and what ye have

spoken in the ear in the inner chambers shall be proclaimed on the

housetops.”33

That this process is a physiognomic one, and proceeds by the external
transformation of the spiritual bodily form of man is clear from
Swedenborg’s individual descriptions of this transformation. For example
he writes:

When the spirit of man first enters the spiritual world, which takes place

shortly after his resuscitation, as described above, his face and his tone of

voice resemble those he had in the world, because he is then in the state of

his exteriors, and his interiors are not as yet uncovered. This is man’s first

state after death. But subsequently his face is changed and becomes
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entirely different, resembling his ruling affection or ruling love, with

which the interiors of his mind had been in conformity while he was in

the world and his spirit while it was in the body . . . The man comes into

“the face of the spirit” after the life of the body, when exterior things are

removed, and interior things uncovered. This is man’s second* state . . .

Another reason why faces are changed is that in the other life no one is

permitted to counterfeit affections that are not his own, and thus assume

looks that are contrary to his love. All in the other life are brought into

such a state as to say what they think, and to manifest in their looks and

gestures the inclinations of their wills. And because of this the faces of all

become forms and images of their affections.34

The similarity of the features is however maintained within this change, so
that recognition is possible in the world of spirits. Only after further
purification do the characteristic special marks of individuality gradually
disappear, and the features of the pure image of God (the soul itself)
become correspondingly clearer as they shine through, and those of earthly
stamp on the internal countenance fade.

In this connection it is necessary to consider the two opposite develop-
ments—that towards goodness on the one hand, and that towards evil on
the other—separately. As Swedenborg’s physiognomy begins with the
physiognomy of the Most Ancient people, so it ends either with the
physiognomy of the angels or that of the devils.

An angel is a man in the condition of perfect self-representation of his
spiritual body personality; with all the features of his individual existence,
his special gifts, capabilities and temperaments, the man is in the state of
full realization of the Image of God. He is expression itself, therefore the
original, most ancient, language is rediscovered among the angels in the
natural language of self-expression, which portrays their inmost thoughts,
affections, and wishes on their faces. The speech of angels is a physiogno-
mic language, like the original language of the Most Ancient people. But a
striking peculiarity needs to be mentioned: the private speech of the face

* Apparently by a rare mistake, Swedenborg’s Latin here has tertius (third) and Benz’s
German follows this. But the correctness of “second” is confirmed by no. 499. (Trans.)
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of the angelic personality, which is all soul, is at the same time the dialect
of the angelic community to which the angel in question belongs. For
social organization in the spiritual world takes place in accordance with
the principle of natural association between those with similar affections.
Thus the spiritual bodily face of each angel takes on the specific coloring of
his community, and his physiognomic speech the dialect of the particular
society which he has espoused by his essential being and its visible expres-
sion. Swedenborg describes this as follows:

The changes of state of the affections appear to the life in the faces of

angels. When they are in their own society they are in their own face, but

when they come into another society their faces are changed according to

the affections of good and truth of that society; and yet the real face is like

a substratum which is recognized through all these changes. I have seen

the successive variations take place according to the affections of the

societies with which they were communicating. For every angel is in

some province of the Grand Man, and thus communicates generally and

widely with all those who are in the same province, though he himself is

in that part of the province to which he properly corresponds. I have

observed that they varied their faces by means of changes throughout the

range from one extreme of an affection to the other; but it was noticed that

the same face in general was retained, so that the ruling affection always

shone forth with its variations, and thus the face of the whole affection

over its full range was shown. And, what is more wonderful, the varia-

tions of affections from infancy to adult age were shown by means of

changes in the face; and it was granted me to perceive how much of an

infantile quality had been retained in adult age, and that this was its very

human.35

Angels’ faces, therefore, as the perfect mirrors of the soul, cover all
emotions of the personality and all forms of development through the
passage of time and in their various realizations, and are at the same time
an indicator of the community or society to which each angel belongs.36 In
confirmation of this Swedenborg appeals to visionary experiences which
made these things clear to him. He reports as follows:
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There has occasionally appeared to me an angel, whose face, very

plainly seen, was continually varied according to affections, as these

succeeded one another with him in order, thus from one limit to the other

the general ruling affection still remaining, by which it could be known

that it was the same angel. And I was instructed that the changes of his

face came from the societies with which he was in communication, as this

was nearer with one society than with another, and so on in succession.

For the extension of the affections and thoughts has its limits, and in the

furthermost societies vanishes to nothing, as does the sight into the far

reaches of the universe. Within the limits of this general sphere the

thoughts and affections can be varied, and may now be nearer to one

society, and now to another.37

The same point is explained elsewhere in a more general way:

When angels are seen, all their interior affections appear clearly and

shine forth from the face, so that the face is an external form and represen-

tative image of them. It is not permitted in heaven to have any other face

than that of one’s affections. Those who simulate another face are cast out

from the society. From this it is evident that the face corresponds to all the

interiors in general, both to man’s affections and to his thoughts, or to

what belongs to his will and his understanding. Hence also in the Word

by “face” and “faces” are signified affections.38

A last characteristic of the angelic condition still needs to be men-
tioned: the angels are not only themselves, in accordance with their spiri-
tual physiognomy, pure representations of their essential being and their
personalities, but also have the gift of discernment in relation to the spirits
still awaiting judgement. Their gaze penetrates the mask and they detect
in the face of the good man the internal kindness often hidden and
recognize the evil as “whited sepulchres.” The angels are therefore
physiognomists (judges of character from facial appearance) par excel-
lence, because they have the faculty of discerning the nature of the internal
and because for them the internal form can be clearly seen even through
the distorted mask of the external face and character. This is of the greatest
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importance because here the gift of reading the face is identical with that
of distinguishing between different kinds of spirits, as it appears among
the gifts of the Holy Spirit in the First Christian Church. The physiogno-
mist is the angel or the charismatic leader who had the angel’s vision to
penetrate the mask and see through the man, and recognize in his features
the hidden image of God or that of satan, to uncover his inmost affections,
and in the light of this knowledge to prophesy his future allocation to the
kingdom of God or that of satan.

It remains to say a word about the physiognomy of the infernal crew.
Here also the basic idea underlying Swedenborg’s physiognomy is taken
to its obvious intuitive conclusion. The wicked retain the sign of their
wickedness, the distortion of the image of God into a mask. Just as the
good feel themselves drawn by the community of their internal affections
for good into association with those who share these feelings, so the evil
flee from the fields of activity of the good, and band themselves together
with their own kind. Hell is not a hell of a special race of devils, but
primarily a state, and in consequence a place, in which evil men, left to
themselves, make life a hell by joining together, so that each has to suffer
from the same wickedness in the others, the achievement of which gives
him the greatest satisfaction. No internal impulse in favor of goodness is
capable of softening the mask. The artificial face produced in the world,
the lie, remains as Cain’s mark of damnation. The wicked in hell can never
become persons again, their internal, their personality, will never be re-
deemed. They are condemned to go on living wearing their masks, and to
take each other’s mask seriously, whilst their internals continue to degen-
erate and gradually to lose all the features of the human face.

The infernals, when not seen in the light of heaven, have a different face

from that which corresponds to their interior things. The reason is that in

the life of the body their faces had shown charity to the neighbor merely

for the sake of their own honor and gain, and yet they had never wished

well to the neighbor except in so far as he favored them. The result is that

the conformation of their faces is so much at variance with their interior

things that sometimes enmity, hatred, revenge, and murder are within,

while their faces are so composed as to beam with love to the neighbor.
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This shows how great at the present day is the disagreement between

interior and exterior things, resulting in the cultivation of such arts.39

Thus the wicked among themselves, in their place and with each other
in hell, consider themselves to be men, and claim to be men. They appear
in the form of the fantasy which they have assumed as the cloak and
whitewash of their ruined internals, for they can only live inside this lie.
They only appear in their true form when a beam of heavenly light falls on
them, and an angel sees them. In the light of heaven the hypocritical
physiognomy which they assume in their sham existence as pretended
men fades, and the genuine face of their corrupt internals appears—they
appear as devils.

Evil spirits may also be known from their faces; for all their lusts or evil

affections are inscribed on their faces, and from their faces it may also be

known with what hells they communicate; for there are very many hells,

all distinct according to the genera and species of the cupidities of evil.

Their faces in general when seen in the light of heaven are almost without

life, some being ghastly like those of corpses, some black and others

monstrous.40

This condition is described below in even greater detail:

All spirits in the hells, when seen in any light of heaven, appear in the

form of their evil; for each one there is an image of his evil, for with

everyone his interiors and exteriors act as a one, the interiors making

themselves visible in the exteriors, which are the face, body, speech, and

movements; thus the characters of all spirits are recognized on sight. In

general, they are forms of contempt of others and of menace against those

who do not pay them respect; they are forms of hatred of various kinds,

also of various kinds of revenge. Fierceness and cruelty from their interi-

ors show through these forms. But when others commend, venerate, and

worship them, their faces are restrained and take on an expression of

gladness from delight. It is impossible to describe in a few words how all

these forms appear, for no one is like another, although there is a general
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likeness among those who are in the same evil, and thus in the same

infernal society, from which, as from a plane of derivation, the faces of the

individuals there are seen to have a certain resemblance. In general, their

faces are hideous, and void of life like those of corpses; the faces of some

are black, others fiery like torches, others disfigured with pimples, warts

and ulcers; many seem to have no face, but in its stead something hairy or

bony; and with some only the teeth are seen; their bodies also are mon-

strous; and their speech is like the speech of anger, hatred, or revenge; for

each speaks from his falsity, while his tone is from his evil . . . But it ought

to be known that this is the way infernal spirits appear in the light of

heaven, while among themselves they appear as men . . . But this appear-

ance is a fallacy, for as soon as any ray of light from heaven is let in, their

human forms appear changed into monstrous forms, such as they are in

themselves (as has been described above); for in the light of heaven

everything appears as it is in itself.41

Thus hell is the kingdom of consummate self love, in which men are
freely left to their limitless urge to possess everything for themselves, in
which all restrictions which are imposed on earth by law, custom, educa-
tion, and social obligations of all kinds fall away, and everyone becomes
the image of his own evils, as the opposite of the image of God, i.e., a
degenerate, misshapen horror in a human mask, who pours out the cor-
rupt tendencies of his wickedness on to his fellow men, and is paid back by
them in his own coin as a punishment, the execution of which gives them
the greatest satisfaction. So hell is nothing but the world of men who have
been guilty of destroying the image of God in themselves, a world with
egotism conquering in all departments of life, which is excellently de-
scribed by Swedenborg as follows:

Picture to yourself a society consisting entirely of such persons as

love mainly themselves alone, and others only so far as they make one

with themselves, and you will see that their love is precisely like the love

of thieves for each other, who embrace and call one another friends so

long as they are acting together; but when they cease to act together and

discard their subordination to one another, they rise up against, and

murder, one another. When the interiors or the minds of such are ex-
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plored, they will be seen to be full of bitter hatred one against another,

and at heart to be laughing at all justice and honesty, and likewise at the

Divine, which they reject as of no account. This can be established still

better in the case of societies of such in the hells, treated of below.

The interiors pertaining to the thoughts and affections of those who

love themselves above all things are turned towards themselves and the

world, and thus are turned away from the Lord and from heaven. Conse-

quently they are obsessed with evils of every kind, and the Divine cannot

flow in, for if it did flow in it would be instantly submerged in thoughts of

self, and thus defiled, and also mingled with the evils that are from man’s

proprium. This is why all such in the other life look backwards away

from the Lord, and towards the dense blackness that is there in the place

of the sun of the world, and is diametrically opposite to the Sun of

heaven, which is the Lord.42

In this hell there rages a fight of all against all, since each wants
everything for himself, and each fights for the false beliefs which he
regards and proclaims as the truth. It is this fighting which Swedenborg
states is meant by “the gnashing of teeth” of which Christ speaks.

Gnashing of teeth is the continual dispute and combat of falsities with

each other, consequently of those who are in falsities, joined with con-

tempt for others, with enmity, mockery, ridiculing, blaspheming; and

these evils burst forth into combats of various kinds, since everyone

fights for his own falsity and calls it truth. These disputes and combats

are heard outside these hells like the gnashing of teeth; and are also

turned into gnashing of teeth when truths from heaven inflow thither . . .

or in the spiritual world all falsities give a grating sound.43

II

The basic ideas regarding physiognomy proceeding from Swedenborg,
and quoted above, obviously had a direct influence on Lavater. In the case
of Lavater also the starting point of all his views regarding the future form
of existence of men in eternity is that there is no abstract spiritual exist-
ence, but that every spiritual existence has a body. There is no spiritual
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existence except in the form of a person, and no existence of a person
except in the form of a body. So Lavater is the most vehement opponent of
all rationalistic reinterpretations of the physical credal expectations of the
Christian revelation. For him the kingdom of God is no abstract kingdom
of ideas, but the concrete reality of a new form of existence, for which a
specific bodily form is necessary, and to which it inseparably belongs. Let
us hear what he has to say about the kingdom of Heaven:

It has nothing of the character of earthly kingdoms—but this does not in

the least mean that it is a merely spiritual kingdom. It is hard to under-

stand to what kind of philosophers such ideas are conceivable! If Christ

has a visible body, angels and the blest have visible bodies for all Divine

spirituality is comprised in organic forms and the whole of nature, the

whole Divine Word, knows only of spirits clothed with bodies. How can

it occur to anyone, whether he is a philosopher or not, to imagine a

merely spiritual kingdom where the King and his subjects are physically

organized spiritual beings? He who makes out the kingdom of Christ to

be entirely physical, is frankly a fool—but is he less of one, who makes it

out to be entirely spiritual? Just as Christ is a moral King, so He is a

physical one . . . As truly as Christ is spirit, is life, is God’s power and

wisdom, so truly is He clothed with a body; just as truly the power and

wisdom of God which constitute His Person inhere in an organic body.

As truly as anything belonging to Him is invisible, just as truly something

belonging to Him is visible. The invisible I call spirit; the visible is

physical or body. It is intolerable that we must waste words on this

point—what is moral force without physical? Where is it? Can it exist? As

little as can goodness without a good being—as little as can a good being

without a personality formed by physical nature. Nevertheless let them

scoff and laugh at our “Physical” Christ! To laugh at a Physical Christ,

what does that mean? To deny that Jesus Christ came in the flesh! The

Humanity of the Son of God—a main subject of Christian Faith—if this

Humanity is not physical, what does physical mean? An unphysical

Christ is no Christ. An unphysical kingdom is no kingdom. As little as a

merely physical man is a man, a merely physical Christ is Christ, and a

spiritual kingdom is a kingdom.44
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The kingdom of Christ is as little merely moral and spiritual as it is

merely physical. A king without physical power is no king. Christ has a

body and his subjects have bodies. When an embodied being rules em-

bodied subjects, physical points of contact must arise at the point of his

influence on them—both in him and them—which would not have arisen

without the influence of his rule. The reciprocal physical change which

occurs at the will of the king I call physical influence. A kingdom invisible

in itself under a visible king with visible subjects is an impossibility. To

deny the reciprocal physical influence between Christ and the Christian,

is to deny the kingdom of Christ. Christ operated physically, as well as

morally, when he was on earth. To change water into wine, to restore

health and sight by his touch or spittle, to feed the hungry, to walk on

water, to still the storm, call these effects what you will once again, the

name does not matter to me! Just concede or deny: these effects are not

merely moral ones. They pass from one body to another. In Him who

causes the effect physical changes take place at the moment of the effect!

A force is transmitted from Him. In bodies other than His, physical

changes take place, which would not have taken place but for His will

and the power transmitted by Him; this power, however, could hardly be

described as merely moral force in the case of the storm wind, the wine,

the bread, the paralyzed hand, the dead body of Lazarus, etc. This is what

I call reciprocal influence. Christ still had such influence, physical influ-

ence in this sense, after as well as before His Ascension. He . . . baptised

them with fire. Tongues of fire appeared resting on each one of them. The

instrument of the Spirit was therefore visible! It was physical! Therefore

the Lordship of Christ, His influence over the disciples after His Ascen-

sion, was not only moral, but also physical. It was not the moral effect of

the teaching given, without physical power, which cured the lame man.

“In the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, walk!” presumably did not

mean that the moral force of the teaching left by Jesus uncorks without

physical influence, i.e., health on the spot. All invocation of Jesus “Lord,

take up my spirit,” “have prayed to the Lord three times,” etc.,—is

nonsense and idolatry, if Christ does not rule literally, does not have

political and physical influence. He has no kingdom, if He does not have

a physical and political one. 45
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Lavater has also described this body in the greatest detail in his
Prospects for Eternity. The main idea behind this heavenly physics and
physiology is the expectation that our bodies in heaven, i.e., the form of
existence of men in the hereafter, will be similar to that of the resurrected
Christ. The interpretation of the resurrection story allows Lavater to ex-
press his views in great detail about the blessed form of existence of men
after death. The individual ideas of this heavenly physics will not be
explained here. Here only the fundamental idea is important, which Lavater
expresses as follows:

The Second Adam, that is, the Lord, is from heaven. His body is

formed from the substance of the most sublime heaven; from a substance

known as pneuma, a spirit, a spiritual being, which, when it is formed

into an organic body, is called pneuma zoopion, a life giving spirit. Our

bodies will also be formed from the same substance, a substance of whose

supernatural nature and inconceivable fineness and plasticity we here are

as incapable of forming a correct idea as we are—I am pleased to admit—

of the heaven itself from which it flows.46

Of this new, risen body that is true what Swedenborg said of it,
namely, that it expresses in a complete manner the spiritual form and the
internal of the man. Every particle of gross substance which might inter-
fere with the complete reflection [or reproduction (trans.)] of the internal
in the external—or which might cause the external form to stiffen into a
leaden, slow moving mask of the internal—is eliminated. The spiritual
body is completely plastic, and makes possible any desired multiformity
of expression of the internal: it is therefore the ideal medium for physiog-
nomic expressiveness.

The view of the peculiarity of the heavenly bodies of risen men is
therefore the starting point of heavenly physiognomies. Both with Lavater
and Swedenborg this starts at a very significant point, viz., judgement. As
with Swedenborg, Lavater’s view of the judgement does not take the form
of a summons before the bench of the Divine Judge, but a physiognomic
form. The judgement which takes place after death, of the whole life of a
man, on the basis of which the verdict as to his future manner of life is
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delivered, assumes that the memories of his whole life are still extant. The
reasoning on this question is conducted both by Swedenborg and Lavater
on the recognition that the spiritual form of the man is governed not only
by his conscious mind, but also by his subconscious. Man is formed not
only by what he knows and what he has retained in his memory by way of
experiences and knowledges, but also by what he has forgotten. His
spiritual being is formed not only by the actions of his consciousness and
his will, but also by the secret thoughts which dance fleetingly through his
soul, and also through the secret emotions of his heart, even though he
later forgets them.

The inner form of man is not therefore identical with the image of the
human self consciousness, nor with the memory image which the man has
of himself, but is formed by all experiences, all thoughts, all impressions,
all emotions and impulses of the will in his life, which all determine in
their own way, a stroke at a time, the internal image of the man. The man
therefore knows only his own mask, but not his real face. His real face
comes to the fore in the hereafter, however, when the coarsening body
yields to a finer one which portrays the internal form in all its finest
features. This real face represents the final stage of development of his
internal, which incorporates all the previous stages. It is this which consti-
tutes the judgement.

All our dispositions and actions have certain specific results or conse-

quences. A specific series of actions has a specific series of consequences.

The relationship of these consequences or effects is exactly determined by

the antecedent causes in the same way as the sum of various columns of

figures is determined by the arithmetical value of the columns of figures

in question. Anyone who can clearly appreciate the total would appreci-

ate the individual items clearly. I say clearly for I am very much inclined

to transfer this example to the revelation of our moral dispositions.

Supposing we could accurately determine the degree of moral goodness

of the total of all his actions, partly from the condition of the body of a

new arrival in the spiritual world, partly from his physiognomy and

gestures, partly from his point of view, and the work entrusted to him,

partly from knowledge as a spectator or by direct perception, then, it
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seems to me, we could just as easily form a clear idea, a spectator’s

knowledge, of the deeds, the dispositions, the words which have led to

his present situation.47

The judgement is therefore simply the revelation of the real, i.e., the
internal, being of a man, which now appears, and is capable of being
recognized, in its unconcealed reality. Within the being itself, however,
there lies already the principle of mutual association, like to like, of spiri-
tual beings. As the internal man is determined by his ruling love, so in the
circumstances of the free development of this love in the condition of the
risen body there will take place a natural association of spirits on the
principle of the consociation of like with like. So Lavater continues at the
same point as follows:

Everything the Scriptures tell us about this Judgement, even if we sepa-

rate therefrom everything concerned with merely human, earthly courts,

leads us direct to the assumption—I might well say, the conviction—that

a clear recollection of our individual actions forms part of it. The recollec-

tion of each action, or each word, at least insofar as it has any ethical

value, might therefore have a specially visible sign, which all similar

reasonable beings could understand, and all men have some knowledge

of the physiognomic signs. Every good action which a new arrival in the

spiritual world remembers might be expressed, not only in his entire

external, by a particular individual expression of joy, but also and always

by a sign linked with the recollection, not only in the effect, but also in

itself. This revelation of the inmost, but also the earliest, moral disposi-

tions, might perhaps determine the association of men in a quite natural

and non positive way. Each individual would, in accordance with a

universal spiritual law, associate with the person whom he most closely

resembled. It would after all be impossible for the wicked to endure the

proximity of even a moderately good person, and not only the dazzling

light but also the moral perfection of the saint would in a perfectly natural

way keep the merely moderately good person at a distance from him.

John would quite naturally pair up with Elijah, Timothy with Paul, and

Judas with Satan.48
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The condition of the man after his transformation into the form of
existence associated with the spiritual body is an ideal physiognomic
condition, in which the man portrays and presents himself perfectly, and
expresses his whole being physiognomically, together with all the chap-
ters and stages of his development. His ideal physiognomy is a truer
mirror of his being than his memory, for this memory, as a human memory,
contains only extracts and remnants of his experience, whereas the greater
part thereof is forgotten; the physiognomy, however, reproduces every
tiniest variation of his development and also the finest engraving of each
forgotten emotion of his heart and every forgotten good and bad deed.

This thought is reiterated for reasons of maximum emphasis in the 4th
Volume of Prospects for Eternity, where Lavater amplifies the above men-
tioned sentences from the 11th Letter, so that their physiognomic sense is
clearly revealed:

Not only the fecit,* the sum total of all moral dispositions of men, will be

confusedly represented (at the Judgement), but even individual actions

thoughts and desires, from their former lives on earth, just as the sharp

and practiced eye of the painter or connoisseur detects each individual

brush stroke of a picture, or just as the naturalist differentiates through

his magnifying glass between the various features of a leaf or insect; so

the connoisseur of men detects almost every feature of virtue and vice in

the human face. In every single painting, work of art or of nature, the

sharp eye of the expert can recognize each individual detail which con-

tributes to the total effect. No detail is there in vain. So all summation of

activity, all assembling of parts, all totality of present or future man, is

nothing but a composite of special, and easily recognizable, details. Each

thought, each desire, has not only a general effect, but also has an influ-

ence on individual, specific, organs and parts of the coarser and finer

humanity, in a quite definite, and controllable way, so that I can very

easily and must assert the possibility of the most perfect and vivid recol-

lection of all previous emotions, thoughts and desires!49

* Latin for “he or she made it,” used by artists, etc., in signing their pictures or other
products.
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It is at this point that the most decisive step is taken from heavenly to
earthly physiognomy. From the thought of the judgement is developed
the idea of how every man in the hereafter portrays himself in unmistak-
able fashion, and expresses in his face and form the outcome of his being
and his development. What is seen in the spiritual world in a perfect
degree thanks to the plasticity of the refined spiritual body, is revealed
also in this world through the coarser correspondence between the inter-
nal man and the physical physiognomy of his flesh. What has been de-
scribed in connection with the form of existence of the new arrival in the
spiritual world, also applies as a general, very informative rule, applicable
even retrospectively, for the understanding of the physical existence of
men here: Every bodily external is molded and formed, including the imprinting
of the smallest detail, by the internal. Even the bodily, fleshly garment of the
internal man is not a chance product, but is shaped by the internal itself.
What applies to our finer humanity, i.e., our spiritual bodies, applies also
to our coarser humanity, i.e., that in the flesh: Each thought, each desire,
has not only a general effect, but also has an influence on individual,
special organs and parts, so that also in the formation of the coarser
material nothing happens by chance, but everything is sign and symbol,
expression, word and speech. Therefore Lavater continues:

Anyone who has a keen and practiced physiognomic sense will find

nothing to object to in this: not only the final outcome, but the detailed

record of all our deeds is written on our faces. Unpracticed people see

only the extent of the total, but physiognomists can read the details.

Angels and higher beings see all the items involved, or all the names in

the record. We ourselves are our own debit and credit book [of kindly

actions, not financial dealings (trans.)] which is still sealed but will one

day be opened. We shall be judged according to our record. Anyone who

can see inside that, and believes what he sees, how carefully will he weigh

his words, check his thoughts, and clean up his most secret desires!

It is just through this revelation of ourselves by ourselves, this direct

opening up of all the details which determine our whole being, operating

in accordance with the universal law of mutual relationship and mutual

attraction of like to like, which must effect the most just separation of

good and evil, as well as the most accurate and orderly unification of
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good and sympathetic beings; and in doing so will obviously completely

eliminate any question of partiality, arbitrary favoritism or other injus-

tice, and will be generally appreciated for those virtues. What a drama for

the spectators! What a spectacle for Divinity, distinguishing, ordering

and unifying everything!53

These ideas are extremely informative for Lavater’s conception of
physiognomy as a whole. He differentiates between three kinds of pos-
sessors of physiognomic knowledge, viz., laymen, physiognomic special-
ists, and angels. Laymen see in their fellow men only the total, that is, the
final outcome to date of a form, as it has been produced by a very
numerous series of thoughts, wishes and deeds of the man in question,
without understanding it. The physiognomic specialist can read the total,
i.e., he is capable of expounding the meaning of its expression. The angels,
however, and the angelic spirits, who look at the same form with the eyes
of the spirit, see in the total the individual items, i.e., they see in the
complete form the individual formative factors which have molded it.

Every man is his own debit and credit book [generally known as his
“book of life” (trans.)]. To all laymen it is closed. Physiognomic experts are
capable of reading off the balances of debit and credit. But to the angelic
understanding the book is completely unsealed; it is capable of recogniz-
ing in detail from which debit and credit items the balance is composed.
The judgement is a physiognomic action: a revelation of the true form,
which bears witness to the development of its own character. Here already
the physiognomic expert appears as a spiritually gifted person, who sees
more than the ordinary man and whose knowledge approaches that of the
angels, who alone—except for the Lord—possess perfect physiognomic
knowledge.

Thus the physiognomy of the spiritual body has the same character as
it has according to Swedenborg: it is the orginal, Most Ancient language.
And this idea of physiognomy as the original language was also devel-
oped by Lavater in the course of his consideration of the angelic speech
which is also used by the departed. His starting point was a criticism of
human language. It has been formed by the method of abstraction, and is
therefore necessarily a derivative and secondary means of communica-
tion. This heavenly language does not have this fault.
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But why the words, when we are capable in any case of bringing

forth in ourselves and others, with the same ease with which we can now

clothe ideas and feelings in words, direct representations of things them-

selves? As little as we should need money if we already possessed every-

thing we wished to possess, or if we could exchange thoughts for thoughts,

and feelings for feelings, with just as much ease as we can now exchange

large sums of money for large quantities of goods. Money is not wealth

but only the symbol of wealth, and the symbol loses all its value if the

things it symbolizes are available in sufficient superfluity. All words,

symbols of thoughts, seem to lose their value, and will presumably drop

out of use when we become capable of communicating our thoughts to

each other direct . . . Any verbal language, even the most perfect verbal

language in the world, has the very important defect that it is successive,

i.e. takes time to communicate; in contrast with the simultaneity of the

picture and sign language perceived by the eye. The language of heaven,

if it is to be perfect, must be both successive and simultaneous at the same

time. That is, it must display a whole group of images, thoughts and

feelings, like a picture, simultaneously and in a moment, and yet the

succeeding ones with the greatest and truest speed. It must be a picture

and a language at the same time.51

This last idea, that the perfect language must be a picture and a
language at the same time, i.e., must simultaneously depict what it signi-
fies, plainly leads us to the conception of physiognomy as the original
language. Once again this is proved for heaven and for the condition of the
regenerate, flexible spiritual body, which is the ideal physiognomic me-
dium of expression for the risen person. For instance, Lavater writes in the
16th Letter regarding the language of spirits:

As Christ is the most expressive, lively, perfect Image of the Invisible

God, . . . so is every man completely expressive: instantaneous, true,

comprehensive, inexhaustible, inimitable expressiveness: he is the lan-

guage of nature in all respects.52

And once more there results from this ideal physiognomy of the
heavenly form of existence the leap into earthly physiognomy, on the basis
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of the same logic as we saw at work previously: What is there the case,
applies here also, although in a weakened form, adapted to the body of
flesh. For this world also, physiognomy is the original language of man-
kind.

This is already true in such an unbelievable degree that I am convinced of

nothing so completely as that anyone who would study this natural

language with the necessary diligence would find anything that men said

to him in familiar languages was not so easy to understand, not so

significant, so true and unmistakable as what could be said to him by the

conformation of the face and limbs of men; and that any such student of

physiognomy who was in a country or among people where a language

quite unknown to him was spoken would understand considerably more

than a person who understood the spoken language perfectly but was

unfamiliar with the language of physiognomy. Everything, not only the

expressive eyes, not only the sensitive and mobile lips—each hand, every

finger, every muscle, speaks an all revealing language for the perceptive eye

that has not been blinded by prejudice or stupidity from seeing Nature—

is nothing but expressiveness, nothing but physiognomy, nothing but

visible portrayal of the invisible, nothing but revelation and the language of

truth . . . 53

On this basis the law derived from the consideration of heavenly
physiognomy is explained as the fundamental law of earthly physiog-
nomy also, and enunciated in its most universal terms: it is the law of the
correspondence of the internal and the external, which is operative not
only in man, but also in the whole of nature. All nature interprets itself, all
form and configuration is the expression of its underlying being—“soul is
form, and cloth the body make!”

Everything in Nature, every fruit, and the very smallest leaf, has its

physiognomy, its natural language, which is understood by every opened

eye; shall such understanding be withheld only from man, who is en-

dowed not only with life, but also reason and a moral sense? Shall such

vision be denied only to the Image of God? Is it to be only in man that
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there is no natural connection and agreement between the external and

internal? What preposterous philosophy!54

This idea is taken to its conclusion here in connection with the remarks
regarding the form of existence of the angels. Not only with the angels, but
also with men on earth the correspondence between internal and external
is radical in nature. There are no deformed parts even in men on earth.

In the human body either everything or nothing must be arbitrary! And I

should like to see the limb, the nerve or the muscle of which it could be

said: “There is no reason why it is made in such and such a way.” If there

is a reason for this or that specific modification, the reason for it is the

soul, the invisible cause of this modification, while the visible modifica-

tion itself is the result or expression of this cause. Thus there is no

wrinkle, no wart or hair on the human body which is not already physi-

ognomic, which does not convey a message—an unmistakable message

to an opened eye.55

Thus the fundamental facts have been laid down which seemed to the
author of the Physiognomic Fragments authoritative as a basis for his science
of physiognomy, and which he supplemented by his detailed physiogno-
mic observations. From this short outline of an earthly science of physiog-
nomy he rises again to the physiognomy of the angels, and continues as
follows:

Every part of our spiritual bodies will be pure, all revealing, fully com-

prehensible expression and at the same time a truthful language, in

which we shall be able to express simultaneously on all sides in the most

correct and precise way, without uttering a word, chiefly what is going

on inside us.56

The very first development of the problem of physiognomy in Pros-
pects for Eternity, which was of course a report on the future form of
existence of man in his spiritual body, therefore shows the original pur-
pose of Lavater’s physiognomy: the physiognomist is the charismatic
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leader who sees men with the eyes of the angels, whose gaze penetrates
inside them and reveals to him from their features the history of their
being and the basic tendency of their affections, their ruling love, and for
whom all manifestations of their being begin to speak of their good and
evil thoughts and the hidden and open urges of their internal being. He is
the possessor of a superior vision, before whose eyes the silent features of
the human face begin to speak a secret language, and to bear witness for
and against its owner.

This point of view is based on the ideal instance of physiognomy, the
consideration of the spirits of the regenerate, in whom the correspondence
of the external and internal is perfect, and the ideal example of the charis-
matic physiognomist, with the vision of the angels and angelic spirits,
which penetrates all masks and removes the veils from all hidden secrets
of the human face and figure. From there he descends to the earthly world
of coarser material, and finds there the same correspondence between
internal and external. He sees that the angels’ vision is denied him, and
that he cannot completely interpret the signs of the earthly form, but he
has nevertheless understood the possibility of their interpretation, and
now endeavors to train his ear to discriminate between the thousandfold
messages which reach him from the host of human contacts he encounters
in the world. Even if his vision lacks the penetration of that of the angels,
yet he still sees with the eye of the spirit more deeply than other men the
chain of internal correspondence, and exercises practically in a new and
scientifically ordered form the old apostolic function of spiritual discrimi-
nation as between good and evil minds.

From the consideration of earthly correspondence our view rises to
the future perfection of this faculty, when in a purer form of existence all
elements of deception are eliminated, and man knows as he is known, that
is, he receives the gift of truly penetrating vision at the same moment
when his own form in a perfect spiritual body itself becomes translucent,
and communicates to his spirit companions in his face and gestures its
past, present, and future variations. Then the vision of the earthly physi-
ognomist will be raised to angelic physiognomy, and all things will speak
to him the language of their inmost essence.
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We shall know as we are known! . . . Our method of knowing will be

similar to that of God and Christ.

Clothed in a similar body, and equipped with similar senses, we

shall know in the same way as Christ (although different in degree). If we

did not have a similar body and similar senses, we should not be able to

know Him as we are known by Him; to see Him as He is.

Christ sees everything as it is, everything in conjunction, the past, the

present, the future—sees the whole in the part, the universe in the ele-

ment; the whole universe is for Him merely a single phenomenon and

One Great Truth! The whole of Nature is for God . . . only a picture, and

the content of all possible knowledge only One Truth. God’s way of

knowing is Christ’s; and Christ’s is ours.57

The specifically physiognomic writings of Lavater directly reproduce
the ideas and intuitions developed in Prospects for Eternity. In his Essay on
Physiognomy, published by the same Zimmermann to whom the series of
Letters constituting Prospects for Eternity was addressed, the teaching of
correspondences is developed as the basis of the work.

Does not reason tell us that if there is an exact correspondence

between the soul and the body, the internal and the external, of man, the

infinite variety of souls or human internals must give rise to an infinite

variety in their bodies and externals?61

The idea of correspondences is thoroughly investigated in great detail
in a manner similar to that already indicated in our study of Prospects. No
organ or member of the human figure has a form which has been pro-
duced by chance, all being molded from the very center of the personality
and bearing the stamp of that personality.

Each modification of my body has a certain relationship to my soul.

A hand different from the one I have would demand quite different

proportions for all parts of my body, and therefore a body modified in

quite different ways; this means that my soul would regard the world

from a quite different perspective, hence from another angle; and then I

should be a quite different man. But since I have my present hand, it is
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quite clear that I have a correspondingly determined soul, and no other.

And this argument applies to every muscle and even every fibre in my

body.59

And as in Prospects, at first, when the physiognomy of the angels was
considered, the idea of physiognomy as the original language was devel-
oped, to be applied to the forms of this world of ours, so in this essay
physiognomy was understood as a language, and in fact the very original
language of all.

From this it seems to me incontrovertible that everything, large or small,

in the human body is significant; that Nature has a tenthousandfold language

in which she speaks to us, all at once; that it is readily understandable and

unambiguous; that it is not its fault, but ours, if it is not understood, or is

misinterpreted; and that in consequence physiognomy is not an imagi-

nary, but a genuine science.60

Here also, on the basis of the development of the fundamental prin-
ciples of a physiognomic science in and for this world, the “angelic” point
of view is retained. Actually, while Lavater draws attention to the limits of
human physiognomic knowledge, he also points out that this limitation of
our knowledge must not be attributed to the matter itself. Correspondence
extends well beyond the limited range of human eyesight. As it is so
extensive that even in a part of the form the correspondences of the whole
are present, it must be possible to a purified perception to recognize the
whole of the form in every fragment of it.

Perhaps it seems ridiculous to derive physiognomic observations from a

bone or a tooth but I consider it just as natural to do so, as from the face.

Not that the whole face as a confluence of living expressions does not

speak more loudly and decisively than a single small unit of the body.

Also certainly not that the reading of the one is just as easy for me as that

of the other. But I venture to assert that our wise Creator has laid down

such a proportion or relationship between all parts of the machine of the

human frame that a higher, angelic understanding could determine from a

single joint or muscle the entire external form and the contours in every
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direction of the whole man, and that a single muscle would therefore

suffice to make it possible to calculate the entire character of the man. 61

Once more from the angelic point of view the most important feature
of physiognomy is the generalized view of the whole person. The physiog-
nomist is to a certain extent in the position of the archaeologist who from
the original figures is faced only with heads with broken noses, arms, and
remains of limbs. The physiognomist also, trying to read men’s expres-
sions, does not usually have the opportunity to study the whole man; he
sees in his features only indications of individual basic urges, basic vices
and basic virtues, sees in his form only the rough chisel marks which fate
has left in hewing out his figure. Also the external form of flesh is only a
fragment compared with the internal spiritual form of the person con-
cerned; but by virtue of his knowledge of correspondences he is able to see
the whole in the part, and the original ideal form in the degenerate.

This vision is, however, the opening of quite a new perception. It is, in
its inmost charisma, a gift of Divine grace, a special Divine favor. Lavater
was always aware of the charismatic nature of physiognomy. His state-
ments regarding the scientific character of physiognomy express this idea
all the more clearly at the end. His final words portray the physiognomist
as the true possessor of the spiritual power of discriminating between
good and evil minds.

Physiognomy is a source of the finest and most sublime sensibilities; a

new eye with which to observe the thousand fold expressions of Divine

Wisdom and Goodness and to see the adorable Creator of human nature,

who has made it the repository of so much truth and harmony, in fresh

acts of kindness. Where the dull and unpractised eye of the unobservant

does not expect anything, the skilled eye of the student of the human face

discovers inexhaustible sources of the most spiritual, highly moral and

tender pleasure. He alone understands the most beautiful, eloquent,

accurate, instinctive and significant of all languages, the natural language

of the moral and intellectual genius; the natural language of wisdom and virtue.

He understands it in the faces of those who do not know that they speak

it; he recognizes virtue, however it may be hidden. With secret delight the

benevolent physiognomist penetrates to the internal of a man and finds
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there the most sublime aptitudes, which will perhaps develop only in

eternity. He separates what is permanent in the character from what is

merely habitual, and what is habitual from chance factors. He judges the

man as he is in himself, and not according to his external adornments.62

In this account of the genuine physiognomist all the features return
which Lavater described in depicting the perception of the departed; even
the advance perception of the future development in eternity is not forgot-
ten. So it is not surprising when Lavater closes his first volume on physi-
ognomy with a reference to the charisma in the Early Church relating to
the gift of discrimination between good and evil minds, in the following
terms:

He [the genuine physiognomist] must have the character of those Apostles

and early Christians who were endowed with the gift of discrimination

between good and evil, and the power to read the thoughts of the soul.”63

It now remains to demonstrate the continuance in the main volumes
on physiognomy, viz., Physiognomic Fragments, of the same lines of thought
which emerged in Prospects for Eternity and were reiterated in the first
specific writings on “Physiognomy” as such.

Here already in the preface is presented the fundamental thought, as it
was articulated in the first works, that physiognomy was the original
language.

I do not promise—as such a promise would be folly and nonsense—to

provide the thousand letter alphabet for the deciphering of the involuntary

natural language in the complete face and figure of the human form, or

even the beauties and perfections of the human countenance; but I shall

trace out at least a few of the letters of this Divine Alphabet with sufficient

legibility to ensure that every sound eye will be able to recognize them,

when they are seen again.64

Lavater is therefore conscious of his inability to teach the entire lan-
guage of nature, as of course the complete and simultaneous revealing in
the earthly body of the whole internal is not possible. The physiognomy
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which he provides is the necessarily fragmentary science which is all that
is possible to human beings, being limited to the deciphering of “a few
letters of the Divine alphabet.”

Accordingly, in the Introduction regarding the dignity of human na-
ture the extract from Herder’s Oldest Document of the Human Race is adopted,
in which the expression of the human body is described as a language.

Behold his body! The erect, beautiful, sublime figure—only a garment

for, and an image of, the soul! See how it speaks from the human face in a

thousand languages! And does not the Divinity, present but concealed

therein, reveal itself as if in a magic mirror with a thousand facial ges-

tures, emotions and impulses? Such an indescribable celestial glow in the

human eye: the harmony of all features and expressions. Thus the daz-

zling sun is reflected in a small, cloudy drop of water! Divinity shrouded

in a small earthly figure! . . . Look at this Divine, soulful human face!

Multiplicity and unity! Unity and multiplicity! The thought behind this

brow, the gaze of the eye, the breath of the mouth, the expression of the

cheeks—how everything combines to express itself in harmony! All the

colours in one ray of sunshine! . . . A picture with the softest and yet most

immeasurable content!65

Also in the Section on “The Uses of Physiognomy” the true interpreter and
connoisseur of the human face is described in the same words as the
scientist who knows the language of nature.

He alone understands the most beautiful, most eloquent, most accurate,

instinctive and meaningful of all languages, the natural language of the

moral and intellectual genius, the natural language of wisdom and virtue.66

This idea of physiognomy as the original language is again based by
him on the doctrine of correspondence, but the connection is argued here
more closely and methodically. This is clearly expressed in his definition
of the essence of physiognomy. Lavater understands this as

the faculty of recognizing the internal of a man through his external; of

perceiving what cannot be detected by the senses by means of some kind

of natural expression. When I speak of physiognomy as a science I
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include in it all direct human expressions. All features and contours, all

active and passive movements, all attitudes and positions of the human

body; everything by means of which the active or passive human being

can be directly observed, and shows his personality—all these constitute

the subject of physiognomy.

In the widest sense I understand human physiognomy as the exter-

nal, outer surface of man at rest and in motion, whether in the flesh or

some sort of copy, e.g., painting or sculpture and the science of physiog-

nomy (or “physiognomies”) as the knowledge of the relationship of the

external to the internal; of the visible surface to the invisible content, that

which visibly and perceptibly animates; the visible working or the invis-

ible force.

In the narrower sense physiognomy means the formation of the face,

and physiognomies (the science) knowledge of the features of the face

and their meaning.67

The conception of the face as the mirror of the soul is then demon-
strated in the closest detail in no. IX, “The Harmony between Physical and
Moral Beauty,” with the aid of many individual examples with numerous
illustrations, on the basis of the following principle: “Every condition of
thought and feeling in the soul is expressed in the face. Dissimilar condi-
tions of the soul do not cause similar facial expressions and similar condi-
tions do not give dissimilar expressions.”68

This science of facial interpretation is not a science in the usual sense; it
is not simply a formal technique which just anybody can acquire, but it
requires a special type of man to practise it. In the description of the ideal
physiognomist now given all those features appear which in the first
physiognomic writings pointed ultimately to the charismatic character of
physiognomy and its inner connection with the Early Church idea of
discrimination between good and evil minds. A true physiognomist is
after all only a true Christian. Only he truly knows men who believes that
man is created in the image and likeness of God, and that even in the
disfigured human face the hidden image of God is concealed. Vision into
the depths of man is allowed only to him who believes in the nobility and
sublimity of the human form and the regeneration and perfection of its
debased image through Christ.
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Therefore the prior requirement for the practice of physiognomy is not
simply the formal application of rules of physiognomic method to other
humans, who represent an excellent subject for research and an object of
scientific curiosity, but self knowledge, which reveals to the physiognomist
his own fellow humanity with the man under consideration and arouses
in him the love of the neighbor as a basic requirement for physiognomic
interpretation. In the light of this self knowledge the physiognomist dis-
covers how the original temple of God in himself has been debased,
humbles himself before God, and prays to God in solitude for the restora-
tion of the image of God from the distorted and shattered original form of
which he is aware within his own personality.

This hardest, most necessary and important of all kinds of knowl-

edge—that acquired by the thorough examination and observation of

oneself—should be possessed by the physiognomist in the fullest pos-

sible degree. Only to the extent to which he knows himself will he be

capable of knowing others . . .

Oh, how I notice it in myself, how I detect it in my face, how I must

cast my eyes down, and turn my face away, avoid the eyes of others, as

well as mirrors, when I perceive an ignoble motive in myself! How afraid

I am of my own testing examination, or the observing eyes of others,

when I discover my heart involved in a dishonest trick against itself or

others. Oh, reader, if you do not often blush at yourself—if this shame

does not often accuse you—even though you are the best of all men, for

the best of all men is still a man—if you cannot confess to yourself and

your friend that you feel the root of all evil in your heart; if you have not

a thousand times in solitude, when none but God could see you, and

when no one but your own heart was speaking to you, felt deeply

ashamed of yourself; if you have not the strength to track down the

course of your passions to the very initial step, and to ascertain whether

the springs of your actions are good or evil—and to confess the result to

yourself, and to God and a friend. If you are not a good, noble, man, you

cannot become a good, virtuous and reputable observer and connoisseur

of men, that is, a good physiognomist!!69
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What Lavater describes here is nothing else than what Luther writes
about the penitent—he is the man who, as Luther says, takes even so-called
peccadillos seriously. Presenting himself to the Lord for judgement, as-
sessing the destruction and degeneration of his own human image against
his ideal of true humanity, and carrying out his work with the neighbor,
not in a spirit of pharisaical moral superiority, but in the consciousness of
his loving joint responsibility before God.

Only this constant reflection on the ideal image of humanity, and
constant self humiliation in comparison with this ideal, creates the love of
the neighbor which is the basic prerequisite for any physiognomic activity.
Only this love makes possible an undistorted assessment of the neighbor.
The lack of distortion results from the gaze being constantly directed in
faith towards the hidden image of God in the neighbor, even when it is
deeply concealed, and from not allowing oneself to be put off by distor-
tions of the image of God which are imprinted in the internal of the
investigator. Then the consideration of the physiognomist closes, not in
vain, with the following words:

If your observational skill is not to cause you distress, and your

fellow men disadvantage, how good, how gentle, innocent and loving

your heart must be! How can you expect to see love, without having love

within you? If love sharpens your eyes to detect immediately the marks

of virtue, the expressions of noble dispositions, how many thousand

times will you overlook them in a face disturbed by this or that accident

or extraneous circumstance? If base passions parade like a bodyguard

round your soul—how many false reports and how many inaccurate

observations will they bring you! Let all enmity, pride, envy and self love

be far from you, or your eye will be evil and your whole body dark! You

will read vice on the brow where virtue is inscribed, and ascribe to others

the faults of which your own heart accuses you! To someone who looks

like your enemy will be attributed all the faults and vices with which your

sick self love burdens your enemy himself! You will overlook the good

features and exaggerate the bad ones, and everywhere perceive carica-

ture and irregularities.70
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It is only on the basis of this Christian foundation of the description of
the essence of the true physiognomist that his special task can be under-
stood. It is fundamentally the revelation of the buried image of God in man.

Everywhere, where others see nothing, or get bored, or see only imperfec-

tions, the eye which is looking for beauty sees beauty, order, signs of the

image of Divinity, and derives joy which is inexhaustible; everywhere it

sees its God, everywhere the Only One, everywhere the same. One who

sets it in order and illuminates it, everywhere under all the ruins of humanity

flesh of His flesh and bone of His bone. 71

So the basic attitude of the physiognomist is that of those who, in their
search for the buried image of God in man, raise their eyes to Christ, and
cry: Ecce homo. Only from this inmost aim of physiognomic vision is it
possible to carry out the activity which consists in the discrimination be-
tween good and evil minds.

Discrimination between good and evil minds consists in the measure-
ment of man against the standard of his metaphysical ideal image, and in
ascertaining whether the man in question, in the basic disposition of his
personality, is striving towards or away from this ideal. The investigator
always examines the face of the man against the background of the image
of God, and in relation to the Image. As a result of this a firm rule is laid
down for the interpretation which can undertake a real discrimination,
which often, surprisingly, seems to contradict the superficial judgement.

A thousand and a thousand thousand times the most splendid talents are

wasted in a most frightful way. (The future will ask us why, and will

make the comment “not in vain.”) The ordinary eye sees only rubble and

devastation. Education, circumstances, needs, choke every effort towards

perfection. The physiognomist sees, looks and stands—sees and hears

contradiction—hears a thousand shouting voices—“See what a man!”

And prays when the layman pours out abuse, and can never understand—

and will not, even if he can—that there, in the form before which he hides

his face, there is beauty, power, wisdom, Divine goodness.72



111

SPIRITUAL VISION AND REVELATION

Physiognomic interpretation is therefore not an objective, scientific
achievement of pure thought, in which the neighbor appears merely as a
scientific object, but it assumes from the outset an internal relationship
between the physiognomist and his subject, while the recognition of the
good qualities and impulses arouses the same emotions in the investiga-
tor, and a mutual internal stimulation—between equals—takes place, and
leads to a further development of the common good.

I cannot describe the pleasure which I feel so often—in fact almost

daily—when, among a group of unknown people, I catch sight of faces

which have, if I may say so, the seal of God on their brows; or when a

stranger enters my room whose face immediately appeals to me with its

shining honesty, its alert understanding! Then how strongly do I feel

human blessedness: senses, mind and heart completely active and open!

How one mind stimulates another into gratifying activity! How the soul

is elevated, enlivened, raised several steps higher! Oh, my God, Who dost

bless men through each other, should I at such a time be writing about the

usefulness of physiognomics?73

On the other hand the recognition of evil has a cleansing effect, once
more in the social sense, since it proves that evil can be recognized and
overcome.

It is perhaps surprising to find again in this connection in Lavater the
same tones of criticism of false spiritual leaders which crop up in
Swedenborg in conjunction with his physiognomic views. In the same way
as Swedenborg mentions, as examples of those in whom an artificial mask
of goodness and spirituality hides their internal evils, the false priests and
church leaders who conceal their egotistic lives behind a display of out-
ward piety, Lavater here writes of the power of physiognomy to uncover
hidden evil, in the following terms:

Wickedness has good reason to fear physiognomy! Let a physiognomic

sense awaken, and become active in men, and the wicked are branded, as

are likewise the Chambers and Consistories, Monasteries and Churches,

full of hypocritical tyrants, misers, gluttons and rogues, etc., hiding their

shame under the mask of religion, and poisoning human welfare. 74
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The gift of discrimination between different types of mind is so widely
understood as a faculty of the clergy that quite irreligious purposes crop
up in the description of the effects of this power, viz., distinguishing
between genuine and false saints and genuine and false prophets, teach-
ers, and church leaders.

But the Christian control of this physiognomic task goes still further.
Although the gift of physiognomy in its practical effect is the gift of a
judge, since in the measurement against the transcendental original image
of man the inmost good and evil of the individual man is revealed,
nevertheless Christ’s admonition “judge not, that ye be not judged,” ap-
plies particularly to the physiognomist. The attitude of the true physiog-
nomist is determined in the highest degree by obedience to Christ.

Moreover, the physiognomist or student of men, a man himself, and

a Christian, a wise and good man, will act a thousand times against his

own physiognomic assessment. But I have not expressed that correctly. I

should have written, He does not deliver judgement (or take action) in accor-

dance with his assessment or opinion. He sees the rascality in the face of the

beggar who knocks at his door, but does not send him away; he looks

deep into his soul, and sees—my God, what does he see? Depths and

depths of vice, and immeasurable devastation. But is this all he sees in

him? Nothing good? Assuming he sees nothing good—still he sees clay,

which may not and cannot say to the Potter, “Why hast Thou made me

so?” He sees this, prays and turns his face away to hide a tear which says

a very great deal—not to men, but to Thee, God, alone—and gives to him

with a brotherly handclasp, not for the sake of his unfortunate wife, nor

his helpless innocent children, but for his own sake—and for the sake of

God, who made everything and everybody, including the godless, for the honour

of His Name, in order perhaps to kindle into flame the spark which he has

perceived in the man gives whatever his heart bids him give! . . .

Man is not the judge of men! Oh, how wise is the provision that all

physiognomists are from the human race! The mightiest of that race, the

Lord Jesus Christ, came into the world not to judge it, but to save it. He

did not ignore the vices of the wicked; He did not heal them or others,

when the love of mankind required that they should be observed, and

revealed—yet he did not act as a judge, or punish sinners, but forgave
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them (“go and sin no more”). He even received and welcomed Judas,

whom He had long known to be His betrayer!75

All these Christian elements of Lavater’s physiognomy are therefore
not additions to, or architectural embellishments of, a science and method
based on quite different foundations, but physiognomy itself is derived
directly from the basic facts of its Christian image of man. Man as an image
of God is so understood that its correspondential principles apply not only
to its spiritual, but also to its physical manifestation. What is valid for the
ideal plasticity of the future spiritual body of man is also valid in a limited
form for his body of flesh, which is formed to the very last fibre by the
internal man, and the way he develops. Hence by means of physiognomy
the form of the internal man is legible in the external. It is, however, only
there where this internal form is measured against the original ideal
image, of which it is the individualized and degenerate shadow. Only
those can carry out such measurement who have the ideal image before
their eyes as a result of constant internal self humiliation before God, and
also measure themselves against it. Only they also have the fundamental
requirement for the correct evaluation of their insight into others, i.e., love.
Only they are capable of approaching the evil with the right attitude, not
as a judge, who usurps the powers of God in relation to man, but as a
believer who sees the hand of God also in the evil, and for the sake of God
does not condemn them, but undertakes for the honour of God to try to
convert them to a life of virtue and kindness. T

Completed on Swedenborg’s 250th Birthday, 29th January, 1938

Johann Kaspar Lavater: Biographical Note

Born in Zürich, Johann Kaspar Lavater (1741–1801) was a Protestant
theologian, poet, and physiognomist. He expounded his physiognomic
theory in Physiognomische Fragmente . . . (Physiognomic fragments for
furthering the knowledge and love of man). For more about this prolific
author see The New Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia of Religious Knowledge (Funk
and Wagnalls, 1910).
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In his entry on Lavater in The Encyclopedia of Philosophy Giorgio Tonelli
observes that “His religious views were based on a belief in inner light,
making his subjectivism a mystical and sentimental anthropomorphic
theology . . . Lavater was strongly convinced of the magical force of grace
and prayer, and was strongly interested in miracles and prophecies. He
was therefore drawn to spiritualism and mesmerism . . . ”

It is interesting to note that none of the authors on several entries in
reference sources on Lavater mentioned the influence of Swedenborg on
Lavater shown by Benz in this article.

Editor
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