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IMAGINATION AND RATIONALITY 

George de Charms*

The Function of the Imagination 
and its Limitations

Sense impulses carried to the brain by the nervous system from 
all the sense organs of the body, as they are received individually, 
make no conscious impression upon the mind. Nevertheless, every 
such impulse subtly affects the cortical cells of the brain. Within 
these cells are the organs, or vessels that receive influx from the 
spiritual world. When the membrane which surrounds each cell 
is affected or moved by a sense impulse, the interior organs are 
affected at the same time. It is a universal law that influx is 
according to the form of the receiving vessel (TCR 365, 366; AE 
349; AC 1940, 2888, 3646, 5118). When the form of the vessel 
is changed, the influx changes correspondingly. The changes in 
the form of the cortical cells produced by sense-impulses, are not 
consciously received until they have been combined and ordered by 
inflowing life. This is what is called “General Influx,” and this 
operates in all living forms. It is an immediate influx from the 
Lord through the souls of plants, of animals, and of men. In
flowing through the soul of a plant, it produces a spontaneous 
reaction in favor of whatever is in accord with the plant’s life, and 
against whatever is injurious to it. For this reason the plant 
appears to draw into itself, and appropriate its proper food, and 
to reject whatever would threaten its life. In the same way, 
general influx through the soul of an animal, causes the animal to 
perceive as pleasant whatever is in accord with its life, and as pain
ful or unpleasant whatever is opposed. Thence come animal in
stincts whereby they seek out their food, prepare places of abode, 
and defend themselves against their enemies. So also, by general 
influx, the Lord orders the sense impulses that impinge upon the 
human brain, into forms of which man becomes aware, feeling 
them either as pleasant or painful, as things to be sought out or 
avoided by conscious effort. This is what produces what the 
Writings call the “external sensuous,” that is the conscious feeling 
of forces that strike upon the organs of sensation, and are gathered 
and ordered by the soul into a harmonious form that is perceived
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as one. Such are all our physical sensations. They impress upon 
the mind an awareness of the material properties of things in the 
environment, size, shape, texture whether smooth or rough, color, 
impact, etc. Such are the conscious sensations of infancy whereby 
each one learns to eagerly increase what is delightful to him, and 
to shun and avoid what is undelightful or painful. Unlike animals, 
however, the infant does not react instinctively, but as the result 
of conscious experience. He must learn what animals already 
know by instinct and without reflection.

Such sensations then are stored in the memory, and they become 
the raw material out of which imaginations are formed. In man, 
however, these latter are not produced by general influx, but by 
particular influx through spirits and angels. It is by virtue of the 
imaginative faculty that an infant advances from mere sensation 
to the concept of “things.” A “thing” is a mental picture of the 
objects in one’s physical environment. Such a picture is com
pounded from many sensations, from sight, hearing, smell, taste, 
and touch, all separately received, but ordered to form an harmoni
ous whole. An infant has to sense an object from many different 
angles, and with all his five senses, before he can begin to know 
what it is. But the idea of the object which he forms in his mind is 
never an exact reproduction of the object as it exists in nature. 
Instead it is an “ideal,” the picture of a goal, a use, a concept of 
what the “thing” is, and whether it is delightful or undelightful 
to the child. Although this idea of a thing never coincides exactly 
with the object of which it is a picture, it enables the mind to be 
affected and moved by something that does not exist in nature. 
It brings to consciousness a love, of which it becomes the symbol. 
It makes the love perceptible, and tangible, by means of a symbolic 
embodiment. The imagination is not concerned primarily with the 
physical properties of matter because the attention is focussed 
upon an end, or a purpose, which is seen as if present in the mental 
picture. The sensations of the external sensuous, are only the 
raw material out of which imaginative ideas are formed. They 
are only the passive ingredients of a higher consciousness which is 
called the “interior sensuous.” This is referred to in numbers 85 
and 86 of the Rational Psychology.

The active force that selects and orders these imaginative ideas 
from the material in the memory, is a particular affection or love, 
the affection or love of some spirit or angel associated with the
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person on earth. That is why it is said to be due to “particular 
influx.” Spirits and angels are present with man, because of the 
sensations that impinge upon his mind, and that are retained in 
his memory. These rouse in them an affection or a love, which 
impells them to form from the sensations at hand, an idea that will 
express, and convey that love. They build the ideal image in the 
mind of man; and because man is totally unconscious of its source, 
the man seems to produce this image in himself by some unseen 
and mysterious power. Until a love has been clothed in this way 
it is utterly unknown and imperceptible. Only through such a 
symbolic embodiment can any one become aware of a love. To 
make loves tangible, therefore, is the specific function of the 
imaginative faculty, and the form in which any love is perceived 
must be produced by spirits and angels present with man.

Because the spirits present with man may be either good or evil, 
they may kindle in the mind of man loves that are opposite to one 
another. Every one alternates between the influence of good 
spirits, and the influence of evil spirits. No one can be moved by 
two opposite loves at the same time, but he can pass from one to 
another. When he is under the influence of a good love, he can 
still remember the influence of evil loves as he has experienced 
them in the past. When we are under the influence of an evil love, 
it will appear to us as good. This because whatever one loves or 
desires he perceives as delightful, or good. This is just as true of 
an evil love as of a good one.

When any affection forms in the mind an imaginative idea, it 
presents the picture of an end or a goal which seems desirable, and 
for the achievement of which one is spontaneously impelled to 
strive. The affection is felt, but the goal is seen. What is pictured 
may be the image of a material object, but because the attention is 
not fixed upon the physical properties of the object, one merely 
perceives its quality, that is, what it is for, and how it may be used 
to promote a desired end. If the object as it exists in nature floes 
not effectively promote that end the love modifies it in the imagina
tion, and perfects it, with that end in view. It removes whatever 
is irrelevant or antagonistic to its purpose, and creates a picture of 
it as a more perfect instrument of the love or will. In this the 
well known saying is true that “the wish is father to the thought.” 
Such is an “ideal,” a mental image that presents a desired objective 
as if it were already accomplished. At the same time it brings
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into sharp focus the delight of a promised achievement. Thus 
every love is like a flame which gives light to see its goal. This is 
the light of the mind. It is the light of the spiritual world, in which 
loves appear as objects in the forms of truths. All such spiritual 
objects are uses, and the Lord’s kingdom is a kingdom of uses. To 
understand the use of an object, to see what it is for, is to see the 
“truth” concerning it; and such truth is the light of the spiritual 
sun, from which all love, and all truth, originally arise. However 
there is a great difference between the light perceived by means of 
a good love, and that produced by an evil love. If the love is good, 
the goal it envisages is in accord with the Divine order. It is a 
“use” not only in man’s sight, but also in the sight of the Lord. It 
is something that promotes the ends of the Divine Providence. 
Everything seen in this way is seen in the light of heaven. But 
if the love is evil, it presents as desirable a goal that is contrary to 
the Divine order, a goal that does not look to the perfection of the 
heavens, but to the satisfaction of some selfish and wordly ambition. 
Such a love contains within itself, whether obviously or not, a 
denial of God, a denial of the life after death, and an insistence 
that the material world is the only reality. Self-love produces in 
the mind a light in which earthly possessions, worldly power, and 
personal preeminence over others appear as the only things in life 
that are worthwhile. It makes spiritual things appear as nothing 
in comparison, as things of no value except as they may be made 
to serve man’s natural ambitions. It is in fact the light of the 
spiritual sun reflected from a distorted mind. It is not the light 
of the natural sun, and yet it is called in the Writings, “natural 
light.” It is the light of heaven reflected from a mirror that pre
sents everything in unreal and fantastic images. Such are the 
imaginative pictures formed in the mind by an evil love, and 
although these pictures are far from the truth, they are made to 
appear as eminently desirable, and as tuth itself.

Because these two kinds of love are opposites they cannot both 
dominate the mind at the same time. No one can love, choose, and 
thus decide to move in two opposite directions at once. When a 
good love prevails one has no other desire than to follow where 
that love points the way. And when an evil love is in the saddle, 
every urge is to seek the goal that love presents to view. When a 
good love reigns, that love is perceived as light, and an opposite 
love is perceived as darkness. But the opposite is also true; when
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an evil love reigns, it appears to give light to the mind, and the 
light of an opposite love appears as darkness. Evil men may seem 
to themselves, and even to others, to be enlightened, intelligent and 
wise; yet as viewed by the angels in the light of heaven they will 
appear ignorant, and utterly stupid. Of this the Lord speaks in 
Matthew 6:22, 23.

The light of the body is the eye. If therefore thine eye be single, thy 
whole body shall be full of light. But if thine eye be evil, thy whole body 
shall be full of darkness. If therefore the light that is in thee be darkness, 
how great is that darkness.

It should be noted, however, that a man who is inspired by an 
evil love can nevertheless see truly what natural things are for, and 
how, they may be utilized for the benefit of an earthly society. The 
reason is that natural uses may be of service to the achievement of 
evil ends. Indeed they may be essential to that purpose. Every 
love gives light to see what will promote its purpose, and there
fore evil men may perform uses of great value to mankind. They 
may do so as efficiently, as intelligently, and with as much zeal as if 
they were good men. But this is true only to the extent that what 
they do can be turned to serve their own selfish purposes.

The function of the imaginative faculty, therefore is confined to 
the task of bringing affections or loves to conscious perception that 
their quality may be known, and that in their light the end to which 
they look may appear as utterly desirable. The imagination has 
no power to judge between loves, as to whether they are good or 
evil. It provides no criterion of truth. Its light is always power
fully persuasive, carrying with it complete conviction, and a sense 
of reality that brooks no opposition. Whatever is contrary to it 
appears as foolish, fantastic, and unbelievable. This is just as true 
whether the mind is under the influence of a good or an evil love. 
This lack of judgment is recognized by scientific psychologists, but 
only with reference to material things. It is well known that 
opinions and ideas are unreliable and prone to error unless con
firmed and tested by experience. Original ideas and intuitions, 
even though they are in general accord with the truth always have 
to be modified in actual practice. This is because the material 
available for the formation of a mental picture, is limited to what 
is known, and where knowledge is insufficient the mental concept 
will necessarily be imperfect. To quote the testimony of Prof. R. 
W. Girard on the subject:
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Imagination pervades all thought. This is far from saying, as some do, 
that imagination offers a separate avenue to truth or reality, one alternative 
to sensation and depending on some act of spiritual apprehension or revela
tion, or of ancestral or racial insight. Leonardo well said, “All knowledge 
is vain and erroneous except that brought into the world by sense perception, 
the mother of all certainty (Scientific Monthly, June 1946, page 479).

This is true at least of all men now living. It seems to have 
been otherwise with those who lived at the time of the Most Ancient 
Church. At the present time with all men intuitive ideas must be 
checked or corrected by sense experience before they can be trusted. 
They must be checked either from nature, or from the Word of 
Divine Revelation, of which also we can learn only by sense experi
ence. But what comes to man’s mind by way of the Word of the 
Lord is just as dependable as what comes to him from scientific 
investigation. The only difference is that the Word inspires heav
enly loves, love to the Lord, and charity toward the neighbor, from 
which true spiritual enlightenment may be received. When nature 
is investigated apart from the Word, it can convey only natural 
light to the mind, and in this light all spiritual truth appears as 
darkness. This is why we are taught that there are two universal 
foundations of truth, the world of nature, and the Word of the 
Lord, and both must be consulted and seen in mutual harmony, if 
the mind is to be truly enlightened. Knowledge received through 
the senses is the foundation of all truth. The criterion of all 
natural truth lies in the testimony of scientific observation and 
analysis; but the criterion of all spiritual truth lies in that which 
the Lord Himself says through the prophets and evangelists. And 
because spiritual truth is the spirit and life within all natural truth, 
therefore the two must be seen together. Because this is not ac
knowledged there have arisen two opposing schools of thought as 
to how reliable truth may be discovered. Scientists insist that no 
truth can be regarded as dependable unless it has been supported 
by painstaking investigation and experimental proof. On the other 
hand, religious devotees and humanists in general hold that there 
is an avenue of approach to truth apart from sense experience, de
pending only upon the intuitive perceptions of the mind. They do 
not realize that although intuitive perceptions do impart a sense of 
assurance and conviction that originates in the love which inspires 
them, they are still subject to the illusive light of an evil love, as 
well as to the imperfections of insufficient knowledge. The im
agination can never transcend these two limitations.
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Imagination and Creative Ability

What, we may well ask, is the difference between true imagina
tion and fantasy ? Neither of these are exact reproductions of 
things that actually exist in nature. Both of them are mental con
cepts formed in and by the mind itself. They are symbolic forms 
of affections or loves. Yet imagination is real, and fantasy is 
unreal.

True imagination is produced by the love of some use. This is 
possible only in adult age. It cannot be said to exist in childhood, 
or before the mind is capable of forming a concept of what use is. 
Children live in a world of fantasy. Only by degrees do they learn 
to distinguish between material objects and the ideas of those ob
jects pictured in the imagination. The actual world is seen as one 
with the mental world. In fact children scarcely see material ob
jects at all. Everything they see is idealized, endowed with life 
and personality. This is because their attention is not focussed 
upon material properties, but upon affections, emotions, and the 
delights these rouse in the mind. For this reason children are said 
to be “fancy-free.” They are not bound by strict scientific con
cepts. Every sensation that comes to them from the environment 
opens the gate of influx from the spiritual world. Spirits present 
with them are touched and moved by it. It stirs in them affections 
which the child feels as his own. To him they seem to be produced 
by the objects in his environment, and with these they are identified. 
The mind pictures all material objects as the embodiment of some 
affection, and this idea is confused with the object itself. As new 
sensations pour in upon the mind, affections change, and together 
with these the ideas of the objects change. For this reason mental 
pictures display kaleidoscopic alterations, all of which are very real 
to the child. Consequently every child lives in a world of imagina
tion, and perceives little or no difference between fact and fancy.

We may experience this same kind of mental visualization at any 
time in life, but it is predominantly associated with childhood. It is 
spontaneous and quite uncontrolled by conscious volition. It is un
predictable, passing from one idea to another without any apparent 
connection between them. It produces astonishing combinations, 
often bizarre, ludicrous, and fantastic in the sight of adults. As 
everyone well knows who comes into contact especially with little 
children, these constant changes in mental picturization follow no
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discernible pattern. They are quite innocent of reason or logic, 
and to all appearance are altogether haphazard. Yet the truth is 
that this process of fanciful ideation is governed by definite laws, 
the laws of influx and of correspondence. It is under the perpetual 
control of the Divine Providence, and serves to nurture and protect 
the spiritual life of the child. It enriches the memory, and orders 
everything there in preparation for the opening of the rational in 
later years. By means of it the Lord implants celestial affections 
and their delights, storing these in the interior memory as “re
mains.” These are affections of the angels who are moved to states 
of adoration, worship and charity by the sensations that pour in 
upon the mind of the child. The child feels these affections as his 
own, and they become in him the seeds from which genuine per
ceptions of good and truth, of love and wisdom, may grow. By 
means of them the Lord awakens the mind at adult age to spiritual 
life, to a spiritual understanding and perception of use, and thereby 
inaugurates a new will as a balance to the old or proprial will into 
which every child comes by birth and heredity. Childish imagina
tions, therefore, although they may appear to adults as of little 
consequence and of only passing value, are actually the means 
whereby the Lord Himself secretly orders the mind for the recep
tion of things heavenly and eternal.

As the child grows, however, innocence wanes and the proprium 
becomes more active. Self-will becomes progressively more in
sistent and invites increasingly the presence and influence of evil 
spirits. This too is under the Lord’s guidance, and it is permitted 
in His Providence in order that hereditary tendencies may become 
known and their evil qualities may be recognized. Here is where 
parents and teachers are called upon to cooperate consciously with 
the Lord by implanting definite ideas of right and wrong. Without 
such help children have no ability to distinguish between them. To 
them all affections of evil are perceived as good, as desirable, and 
even essential to their happiness. This impression constantly in
creases its influence upon the mind, unless it is checked by instruc
tion and training. By no other means can the contrast between 
good and evil be brought home to the child, and the beginnings of 
a conscience established within him.

That such childish fancies, both good and evil do make a pro
found and lasting impression, is well known. But the fact that 
there is a definite relation between such long-buried impressions,
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and the personality patterns that appear in later years, is a rela
tively recent discovery. On it is based the modern science of 
Psychiatry. Practical ways have been found to trace abnormal 
states of mind as they develop in adult age to their hidden source 
in infancy or childhood, and so doing to break their power. That 
a definite relation does exist cannot be questioned, but to trace it 
accurately from the symptoms of mental illness, requires skill that 
is not always within the capability of present-day psychiatry. This 
is because the laws that govern the operations of the human mind 
are not well-known, or clearly understood. In fact they cannot be 
understood rightly apart from Divine Revelation. To do so re
quires a knowledge of the relation that exists between the spiritual 
and the natural worlds. Concerning this nothing is known by 
scientific psychologists, and very little concerning it is understood 
as yet by those who belong to the New Church. In many cases, 
psychiatry has produced beneficial results, although this has not 
always been so. Many of the theories that have been propounded 
to explain these results, are obviously in contradiction to the teach
ing of the Writings. It can hardly be otherwise, since they are 
founded solely upon physical observation which cannot penetrate 
to the interior operations of the mind. So long as these are not 
taken into consideration the true nature of the difficulty may not 
be seen, and superficial opinions will not be reliable. No solution 
that ignores the spiritual qualities of the mind can be of true or 
lasting value.

The discovery of behavioral patterns is important, and a knowl
edge of the facts concerning them is essential, but if the truth is to 
be seen behavior must be interpreted in accord with the laws of 
spiritual life now revealed in the Heavenly Doctrine. Only when 
so interpreted can they be treated with due regard for the protec
tion of spiritual states as well as for the correction of external 
maladjustments. There is, therefore a wide field of study and in
vestigation which can be cultivated, and brought to fruition only 
by scholars who probe deeply into the teaching of the Writings.

Childish fancies are not to be confused with true imagination. 
This can arise only under the influence of a definite love of some 
use. Indeed, true imagination is the creative force of the Divine 
love, the same force which has brought the entire universe into 
being, and which has maintained all created things in perpetual 
existence. Everything created by the Lord is a form of use and
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all forms of use are the objects of the spiritual world. They are 
produced by means of the heat and the light of the spiritual sun, 
that is, by love and wisdom. Such spiritual objects arise out of 
the soil of the memory, and this comes to pass according to laws as 
definite and unchanging as those by which plant and animal forms 
are created from the chemical elements of the earth. Such a crea
tive force is the real cause, and the vital soul of all true imagination. 
It is the source of all human invention, and of all forms of creative 
art. It is the secret power behind everything that is commonly 
mistaken for man’s creative ability. In very truth, the Lord is the 
only Creator, and man creates nothing even though he appears to 
do so. To love a use is to receive something of the Lord’s love, 
and to be moved by it. This is what forms in the mind an imagina
tive picture of the use, and makes it visible as an ideal. It is seen 
as if already present, although as yet it is only a figment of the 
mind. It inspires a longing to make that ideal a reality, and spurs 
one to search out the means, the knowledge and the skill which 
are necessary. The image of any use is at first vague, indistinct, 
and extremely imperfect. 'For this reason initial attempts to ac
complish it are almost certain to prove abortive. But so long as 
the love is active it will maintain a persistent effort to achieve the 
end envisaged. This may require long and arduous labor. But 
when impelled by a strong desire, the ability to perfect the im
aginative picture is extremely versatile. The mind becomes keenly 
observant of anything that may be of service. It draws forth both 
from the memory and from the physical environment whatever 
even remotely gives promise of promoting the end in view. Grad
ually, by study, observation, and constant reflection can the goal 
at last be achieved.

In all this we see a wonderful provision of the Divine Providence. 
As we have already noted, the actual formation of any mental image 
takes place spontaneously, entirely beyond the range of man’s con
sciousness. It is a miracle that defies our comprehension. We 
become aware of the mental image after it has been formed with
out realizing in the least how it was produced. This is true, not 
only of the first formed concept of a use, but also of every stage 
in the process of its growth to perfection. Every step of this 
progression is the Lord’s own doing. It is not the work of man’s 
hands, nor is it the product of his brain. We may long strive for a 
use in vain, only to find that when we most determinedly seek it, it
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eludes us. Yet, by means of this preliminary labor, the Lord pre
pares the mind for a new perception of the use. Only when this 
preparation has been completed, does the answer we have been 
seeking suddenly appear, as if from the unfathomed depths of the 
mind, without our knowing whence or how. This is a matter of 
universal human experience. It becomes obvious to any one who 
candidly examines the source of any so-called “human invention.’’ 
It is really a miracle, produced by the Lord, the Divine Creator, 
and in its production man is only an instrument in His hand. 
For this reason He alone holds the destiny of the race, and the 
destiny of every individual perpetually under the control of His 
Providence. He leads man to discover the answer to his desires 
only when his state is ready for it, and thus only when the accom
plishment of the use will be of spiritual, as well as natural benefit. 
Yet, by imparting to man a conscious perception of the love; by 
enabling him, in its light to foresee the use; and by inspiring him 
to strive for its attainment, the Lord gives him a sense of power, 
of accomplishment, and of ownership in the result which would not 
be otherwise possible. In this is the very joy and happiness of 
receiving the Lord’s life as if it were man’s very own, and this is 
the inmost end of the Lord’s Divine love.

Creative imagination is responsible for every advance in culture 
and civilization. It is responsible for all increase in knowledge, 
for the discovery of all natural laws, and for the perfection of all 
mechanical inventions. Everything new under the sun, every new 
form, and even every new combination of forms, must have its 
inception in the imagination. It must be produced therein by the 
spontaneous activity of a love. If it is to become something real 
it must be produced in the mind by the love of a use. Spiritually 
considered use and reality are synonymous. That which has no 
use has no real existence. This is so because the Divine love, 
which is the source of all life, and of all power to create, is the love 
of use in its very essence, the love of a heaven from the human 
race. The only reality is what the Divine love brings into being. 
True imagination is nothing but the activity of that love operating 
in and through the minds of men to produce all the uses of heaven. 
This leads us to consider the specific function of the imagination 
in the production of all creative art.
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Imagination and Creative Art

Every ideal of the mind is the embodiment of some love spon
taneously formed out of sense impressions stored in the memory. 
It is felt as something valuable, precious, and eminently desirable. 
It is perceived as something new, and unique, as a creation distinct 
from anything in nature. Such an inner vision is a thing of beauty 
to the one who conceives it, as something peculiar to himself, a 
thing of beauty that enriches his life and that may also enrich the 
lives of others, if it can be shared. Everyone feels a longing to 
share it. This indeed is perceived as its use, and when that use 
is performed, the delight it imparts is multiplied a thousandfold.

If, however, such a mental vision is to be communicated to others 
it must be reproduced in some material form tangible to the physi
cal senses. To do this is a labor of love, but it is by no means a 
spontaneous process. Unlike the formation of the ideal, such a 
reproduction requires skill and technique that can be attained only 
by long practice. The reason is, that material things have fixed 
properties that do not readily lend themselves to the task of repre
senting mental ideals. They are dead, hard, resistant. They are 
governed by mechanical laws, and if they are to be moulded into 
forms of beauty these laws must be understood and meticulously 
obeyed. Whatever material medium may be chosen will have its 
own peculiar qualities, its special limitations that confront the artist 
with difficulties to be overcome by skillful manipulation.

An idea is the inspiration of every work of art, but craftsman
ship is essential to its production. As has been well said by the 
late Bishop W. F. Pendleton:

Art, and all the externals of civilization, are but the effort to produce by 
labored process those things which are produced in the other world as an 
instantaneous effect, without conscious effort. (New Church Life, April 
1907, p. 206).

By the “other world” here is meant the world of the mind or 
spirit of man, that is the world of the imagination. As we have 
already pointed out, the real objects of that world are affections, 
of which we become conscious only as they take form in the im
agination. Indeed to give them form is the specific function of the 
imagination. The purpose of art is to create similar forms in some 
tangible material, and so communicate to others a conscious per
ception of the affection or love, together with the delight the artist
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feels in his mental vision of it. For this reason, art, rightly under
stood, does not consist in the photographic reproduction of objects 
existent in nature. Every work of art, like every concept of the 
imagination, is intended to be an embodiment of an affection. Its 
purpose is to rouse that affection in the mind of another, to bring 
its quality and its delight to the conscious perception of the be
holder. It is intended to transmit something that comes, not from 
without, but from within, something that belongs to the spiritual 
world. Its use is not to satisfy the bodily needs of society, as is 
the case with mechanical inventions, but rather to exalt and enrich 
the spirit of man.

It is true, of course, that forms or objects actually existent in 
nature also may do this. They also correspond to human affec
tions, and are Divinely created to represent them. They stir our 
emotions and invite influx of spirits and angels who impart spirit
ual delights. For this reason photography also may be artistic. 
The beauty perceived in a gorgeous sun-set, in a quiet landscape, 
in the pounding surf on a rocky shore, if skillfully reproduced on 
canvas may be profoundly moving, deeply satisfying, as an expres
sion of affections inwardly felt, and powerfully suggestive of loves 
or longings that stir the heart. This is especially true of places 
and objects associated in our minds with delightful experiences, or 
with events that have made a deep impression upon our lives. 
Nevertheless, the fixed material objects of nature cannot embody 
affections with anything like the perfection that may be achieved 
with the utterly plastic substances of the spiritual world. The 
forms God creates in nature, in the ultimates of order, are gross, 
heavy, resistant indeed when compared with the forms He pro
duces in the living substances of heaven. Forms of beauty con
ceived in the human mind are not man-made. As we have previ
ously pointed out they are the product of that same Divine creative 
force which has brought the entire universe into being. The world 
of the human spirit, into which all men come after the death of the 
body, this also is created by the Lord Himself. It is a far more 
perfect world than the world of nature. Therefore it is capable 
of imparting greater blessings, and more profound happiness than 
can possibly be known on earth. Love is the very substance of 
that world. It receives there a more perfect embodiment than any 
that can be found in nature. This is the reason why human loves 
are seldom if ever fully satisfied by sense experience. What comes
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to consciousness from without, is spontaneously idealized, in order 
that the love may be more perfectly seen and felt. This is why, 
on returning to the happy scenes of our childhood, we are almost 
sure to be disappointed. We discover that the actuality does not 
conform to our cherished memories, all of which have been uncon
sciously recast in the imagination. For the same reason, when a 
work of art has been produced with minute fidelity to nature, and 
with nothing else, we feel that it lacks imagination, and is devoid 
of artistic value. If we do not feel this, it is because our own 
imagination supplies the deficiency, and endows the production with 
an affectional content which it does not inherently possess. This 
very frequently happens as a result of personal associations, of 
memories recalled by the art object, and of delights identified with 
those memories. So we may be stirred emotionally by pictures, 
by music, or by heirlooms that we recognize intellectually have no 
artistic value in themselves. But the purpose of art is not pri
marily to revive bygone states, or to recall sentimental memories, 
but rather to awaken new affections, to enrich the mind with 
deeper and more powerful loves, and thus to impart something of 
spiritual value that could not otherwise be felt or realized. Art, 
therefore may be called the language of love. Whether its symbols 
be words as in poetry and literature, or physical action as in the 
drama and the dance; whether it be expressed in line and color 
and composition as in painting, or in three-dimensional forms as 
in the plastic arts; or whether it is revealed in the sequence of 
harmony and tone as in music, the real significance of art lies not 
in its scientific accuracy, but in the skillful reproduction of mental 
imagery for the sole purpose of bringing to conscious realization 
the qualities and the delights of love. It may be said, therefore, 
that art is nothing but the imagination projected into the material 
world, and so crystallized in fixed forms tangible to the bodily 
senses.

This being the case, it would follow that art is subject to the 
same limitations as those that are characteristic of the imagination 
itself. It can be inspired by good affections or by evil affections. 
It has no inherent power of judgment or discrimination. Evil 
affections may be felt as delightful, and thus as good, and they can 
be clothed in artistic forms that present them as delightful to others. 
All the technical skill of fine artistry can be used to heighten their 
power and strengthen their appeal. They can be presented in a
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way that dulls the conscience, and makes it appear that happiness 
depends upon the attainment of the goal those affections rouse in 
the mind.

For this reason, there is such a thing as good art, and evil art. 
Art inspired by evil affections can inspire these also in others, and 
cause them to be felt as good. Because it rouses evil affections in 
the mind of the beholder, such art brings to the mind a false light 
that produces distorted vision. As long as that affection prevails, 
the light appears as true, and the goal depicted, as good. It can
not possibly be otherwise. Art, like the imagination, does not 
offer any “separate avenue to truth or to reality.” The fact that 
we are moved by an affection, and that this produces a mental 
image that is to us beautiful, attractive, new, original, and thus of 
value to others—this fact alone does not insure that it is good, or 
true, or of vital spiritual significance. It may be so or it may not.

There is a school of thought that would divest art of all moral 
responsibility. It contends that the essence of true art lies in the 
sincere and faithful expression in symbolic forms of whatever one 
may feel within himself. To this inner sense the artist must be 
loyal regardless of the quality of that affection, or of how it may 
be judged by existing standards of morality. One need not con
sider whether it is right or wrong, true or false, good or evil, but 
merely present it as it is, together with whatever makes it seem to 
the artist to be desirable. To represent well-known platitudes; to 
glorify accepted standards; or to cater to traditional opinions is 
worthy only of contempt. The true mission of art, it is contended, 
is to bring forth from the inexhaustible treasury of the human mind 
things that are new, things that challenge attention, that shatter 
complacency, or that rouse new emotions and inaugurate an advance 
in a new direction. The artist therefore cannot allow his mind 
to be fettered by the past. He cannot be bound by tradition. He 
must be free from all external influences, and be guided solely by 
what he feels within himself. This it is his duty to express with 
complete fidelity, and with all the skill at his command. He must 
act with bold and fearless realism, for not otherwise can he be 
sincere and true to himself and to his art.

In all this, of course, there is a fundamental truth. If art is 
insincere; if it is inspired merely by commercial greed, by a long
ing for personal recognition, by slavish subservience to public opin
ion, it is certainly bad art. Also, art that is sentimental, vapid,
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unmindful of realities, pretty but meaningless, is not worthy of the 
name. Evil must be pictured in art as well as good. This is 
important in order that the true quality of evil may be known, felt 
and recognized for what it is. Unless evil affections should take 
form in our imagination, our hereditary tendencies to evil would 
remain concealed within us, and we would never be able to over
come them. There is the same value in the powerful presentation 
in art of the evils of society. Idealistic realism based on a candid 
acknowledgment of evil, rather than idealism that ignores or denies 
the existence of evil, is the true goal of artistic expression. We 
believe, however that art can and does exercise tremendous power, 
both for good and for evil; and where there is power there should 
also be responsibility commensurate therewith. The influence of 
art for evil is universally acknowledged where the issues are clear 
to all. On the lowest level, whatever is patently indecent, and 
injurious to public morals, has until recently been forbidden by 
law. Such laws are now being challenged, because no line is 
clearly drawn, and in consequence the moral conscience is confused. 
Therefore the exaltation of evil affections by clever, ingenious, and 
skillful representation, is widely hailed as great art in the name of 
realism.

Speaking solely from the standpoint of religious philosophy, and 
in the light of teachings we find in the Writings, we would cer
tainly contend that the real worth and greatness of art can be 
judged rightly only if it is viewed from something higher than the 
imagination. It would appear to us that great art is art inspired 
by a great love, and executed with consummate skill. It is art 
based on a true insight into the inner realities of human life. Nor 
is such insight possible apart from a knowledge and a love of 
spiritual truth. This is not, and cannot be derived from the imagi
nation except so far as that faculty is inspired by an internal ac
knowledgment of Divine revelation, and submits itself to the gov
ernment of revealed truth. From this comes all the light of 
genuine truth to the mind of man. It is the light of the spiritual 
sun from which alone comes genuine insight, rational judgment, 
whereby one may learn to discriminate rightly between good and 
evil.

As we conceive it, the error in the prevailing view of art arises 
not from pleas for sincerity, nor from the urge to be liberated from 
the shackles of tradition, but rather from the assumption that in
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the imagination itself there is a perceptive power on which one may 
reliably depend without reference to any Divine instruction. It 
arises from the belief that whatever we feel within ourselves to be 
new, precious, desirable, is sure to be, by virtue of that fact alone, 
valuable to mankind, and eminently worthy to be reproduced as a 
work of art. Yet this runs counter to the truth that the imagina
tion feels as good, and presents as beautiful whatever affection is 
dominant in it at the time, whether it be good or evil. It ignores 
the fact that the light of the imagination may without realizing it 
in the least, be utterly erroneous, and completely false. The Scrip
ture is true: “In Thy light shall we see light” (Psalm 36: 9). 
Love to the Lord, clothed in the shining garments of revealed 
truth, causes the Lord’s own light to illuminate the mind. To 
seek that light sincerely, to be inspired by it, to be guided by it in 
our judgments between good and evil—this is what opens the mind 
to a genuine perception of justice, and honor, and charity. To 
love these, to feel their delights, to picture them in the imagination, 
and to desire to impart them to others—this is what appears to us 
as the soul of great art. All that is great, all that is good and true, 
all that is beautiful and all that is real in the entire universe springs 
from those qualities of the Divine Creator. Must this not apply 
to art as well as to everything else? If this is so, then true imagi
nation—the kind that produces great art—must be inspired by a 
genuine love of truth. It must be based on a genuine understand
ing of truth from the Word. Its supreme goal must be to present 
that truth faithfully, and to inspire in others a love for that truth 
by means of artistic creations. At least so it appears to us.

(To be continued)

REVIEW

Le Opere Scientifiche Filosofiche Teologiche [The Scientific, 
Philosophic and Theological works] di Emcmuele Swedenborg, by 
Lodovico Vergnano, published by Stab. Grafico F.lli Lega, Faenza 
[Fayance], 1964.

This attractive pamphlet, consisting of 27 pages, is the outcome 
of a lecture by Mr. Vergnano given at the Centro Evangelico di 
Cultura in Rome, Feb. 23, 1963.
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On cursory examination, it appears that the Lecturer is in sym
pathy with his subject, but without an English version of this 
brochure, a comprehensive review of his presentation is not possi
ble. The following synopsis of its contents, however, may be of 
interest. 

The lecture consists of a summary of the life and theories of 
Emanuel Swedenborg. The Lecturer introduces his subject with 
the statement that “the whole of E. Swedenborg’s life was dedi
cated to the search for truth.” He then summarizes Swedenborg’s 
educational background and his works, such as the Principia, which 
brought him to fame. Then follows a discussion of Swedenborg’s 
principal theories, with reference to the effect of such theories on 
the Lutheran clergy, Im. Kant, etc., and even on later authorities 
up to the time of Einstein.

Toward the end Mr. Vergnano reviews some of Swedenborg’s 
theological works and the teachings contained in them. He refers 
to the New Jerusalem and its Heavenly Doctrine as a corollary to 
the Apocalypse [Explained and Revealed] and says the latter con
tain “two fundamental principles: 1) The complete divinity of 
Christ = the theological principle [and] 2) The application of the 
Decalogue to every day life = the moral principle.”

The lecture ends on the following note: “In the Spring of 1908, 
a Frigate from the Swedish Navy transported his mortal remains 
from the Swedish Church in London to the Cathedral of Upsala 
where rests his contemporary, the Naturalist C. Linne.”

In the published version, the lecture is followed by lists of 
Swedenborg’s published and unpublished scientific and theological 
works.* Most of these titles are followed by explanatory notes 
as to their contents. Then comes a statement concerning the 
various editions in all languages, including a list thereof; after 
which the Author mistakenly adds that “many works were written 
by the Author in Latin and translated by him into English, Ger
man and Swedish. Others were written directly in these lan
guages.” Reference is also made to bibliographical works on 
Swedenborg. Finally, the Italian editions (translated by Prof. 
Scoria) are listed, and this list is followed by an Italian bibliography 
on Emanuel Swedenborg.

Beryl G. Briscoe

* These unpublished manuscripts are, almost without exception, now in 
print and also translated into English.
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