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Part  One

A Poem  of  Poems

This series of six articles arises out of a conviction that 
Emanuel Swedenborg’s Latin prose poem, The Worship and 
Love of God, contains the germ of a new idea of art, one with 
almost unlimited possibilities of development. Such an idea would 
be a universal, even, in a sense, a universal of universals. As such, 
it should be considered by those trained in philosophy. I will Emit 
myself to considering some possibilities of application to the 
theatre, particularly the poetic drama.

A number of New Church scholars have written about this 
book, and it is available in the Stroh-Sewall translation? The 
reader is assumed to have read the work and at least some of the 
articles about it. For these reasons, I will not summarise it, nor 
will I discuss possible literary influence on Swedenborg, except to 
deplore what seems an attempt to seek influences for which there 
is no evidence. My impression is that Swedenborg built, on a 
foundation of Greek and Latin literature, the Bible and the physical 
sciences and mathematics, a work of extraordinary originality. I 
find no evidence of the influence of Milton, though there is a turn-
ing to some of the same ancient sources which Milton drew upon. 
Nor do I find a “neo-Platonic” influence, unless the adjective is 
used so vaguely as to lose all significance.

♦ First installment of a series of six articles.
1 Emanuel Swedenborg, The Worship and Love of God, trans. Alfred H. 

Stroh and Frank Sewall (Boston: Massachusetts New-Church Union 1956).
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The Worship and Love of God is specifically a study of ancient 
myth in the light of Swedenborg’s scientific discoveries, as set forth 
in the Principia and the anatomical works. The first section begins,

Round about the sun, the centre of this universe, our earthly globe re-
volves every year in an orbit, and measures the stages of it gyration by the 
constellations of the zodiac past which it is carried; the time of its circuit, 
or its return to the same point of its circle, is called its year. While it 
performs this its gyration or year, it is turned aside, a little obliquely towards 
the constellation of the seven stars, and downwards in opposition to them, 
from the great equinoctial circle, and thus in its every least progress, where-
soever it is, it beholds the sun under a varied aspect, whence come its four 
seasons of the year, namely, spring, summer, autumn and winter. [WLG 3, 
p. 9]

In the classical and European tradition two constellations are 
called “the seven stars,” Ursa Major and the Pleiades. The pass-
age of course refers to the inclination of the earth, and seems to 
indicate a time when the spring equinox, the point where the sun 
passes farthest north of the equator, was in the Pleiades, in Taurus. 
This would place the time of the poem at about 2200 B.C. (If 
the meaning, of the passage has been slightly obscured in transla-
tion. it might mean that the north celestial pole was in Ursa Major, 
which would still place it in ancient times, though the time refer-
ence would be much vaguer.) In the so-called “golden age of 
archaic astronomy,” Taurus marked the vernal equinox, and by 
convention Greek and Latin poets referred to the year as beginning 
in Taurus long after this was the case (cf. also the introduction to 
the fifth book of The Faery Queen).

A further clue as to the time in which the poem is set appears 
in the introduction, which refers to the ages which “were formerly 
called the golden and silver ages, and which, it is now believed, 
are about to be succeeded by the last or iron ages.” The poem 
must therefore be set in the age which is not mentioned, that of 
“bronze” or “copper.”

In other words, Swedenborg is speaking in the persona of a 
poet of the Copper Age, and presenting what he believes to be the 
system of belief which lay behind the mythology of that time. The 
cosmological scheme is so much like that of the Principia and the 
anatomical works that we must assume he is saying that the ancients 
possessed their own versions of the knowledges contained in these 
books. The idea is developed in some of the many footnotes,
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where Swedenborg speaks in his own person. In the Principia2 
he does not attribute such a system to the Greek and Roman 
writers known to us. Indeed, he shows himself to be acutely 
aware of both the limitations and achievements of Hellenic and 
Hellenistic philosophy: he also recognises that Aristophanes con-
tains elements of a more ancient philosophy (Princ., v. II, p. 191).

It is in this sense that The Worship and Love of God is at once a 
true philosophical poem and a myth, just as Plato’s Timaeus is at 
once a poem and a myth. But it is absolutely unique in the manner 
in which it achieves a unity of esthetic, mathematical, scientific and 
morally didactic form, through the mediating image of the spiral 
and its derivative forms. As we read in a footnote (WLG, p. 13)
“. . . the form resulting from the connecting series of all the starry 
universes, is the exemplar and idea of all forms.” Poetic form 
must be included in this generality.

To some, The Worship and Love of God will appear stylistically 
vapid. This would be a false impression. Such is the intellectual 
purity of this work that its personages appear as insubstantial as 
glass figures placed in water, but closer analysis reveals great 
intricacy of outline. It is clear that Swedenborg was not attempt-
ing a convincing representation of a plausible world, which endeav-
our the greatest narrative poet must share with the merest hack 
novelist, but, rather, that he was concerned with finding sensual 
images which transmitted spiritual forms with as little obstruction 
as possible. To those of limited perception, who see Shelley as 
vague and Spenser as bland, the book might appear to be a work 
without plastic force, yet in truth its strange, light-suffused pallor 
is due to a sublimity so remarkable that it is above, rather than 
below, the sharply particularising poetic imagination.

This means, of course, that it cannot be imitated. The creator’s 
first design of the world, according to a Dogon myth 3 which will 
be referred to in our next article, was drawn on space with water; 
specific natural forms came later. The poet’s place of work is the 
imagination, in which mental forms take on colour, body and

2 Vol. II, p. 175 et seq., p 285 et seq. of the Rendell-Tansley translation, 
Swedenborg Society, London, 1912.

3Le Renard Pale, Collection et Memoires (Paris: Institut d’Ethnologie, 
Musee de l’Homme, 1965). Marcel Griaule, Conversations with Ogotemmeli 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 1975). Eric Guerrier, Essai sur la 
Cosmogonic des Dogon (Paris: Robert Laffont, 1975).
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limitation. Swedenborg’s images are much more rarefied than 
those of Shelley, Spenser or Mallarme, whose disdain for the 
heaviness of the material image carried them beyond the compre-
hension of many. This work is not so much a poem, as a poem of 
poems. A certain oddity in its treatment of space and time, which 
we will touch on in our fifth article, suggests that its images ma-
terialised in an imagination of a more exalted kind than that en-
countered in even the finest poets.

The work is dominated by imagery of court theatre and state 
ceremonial. In this it represents the maturing of a major quality 
in Swedenborg’s early poems, their ceremonial and “public” nature. 
For the early poems concern themselves with birthdays, funerals, 
the acts of monarchs; even the amorous poetry is in the nature of 
a formal compliment, intended to be overheard. Certainly, we will 
never understand The Worship and Love of God if we do not 
realise that it is, in a sublime sense, a kind of court masque. Like 
Confucius, who was also a nobleman and a civil servant, Sweden-
borg possesses a rationality which stretches, without losing its 
poise, back to prehistory. His imagination goes this great journey 
on a royal road. He sees the world as a kingdom. In this work 
the imagery of the formal dance is omnipresent: the figures appear, 
speak or move with formal grace and disappear into the wings like 
the personages of court masque, and the scenery is that of the 
palace, its surrounding formal gardens and well-tended forests. 
Thus its imagery is rooted, not in Milton or the “neo-Platonics,” 
but in the splendid formal rites of European courts, with which 
Swedenborg was familiar. These rites, with the rites of the 
church, were like symbolic encyclopedias in movement, quite as 
much as in the Chinese or Byzantine empires. It might be said 
that he who understood them even in part (no man could under-
stand them as a whole) was at the very centre of European 
Christian learning and could, if he possessed capacity, lay claim to 
the arts and sciences as to subsidiaries or offshoots. Such a 
statement will seem startling to many, so far are we removed from 
our own roots; I would refer the reader to some of the excellent 
studies now available on the pervasiveness of such symbolism in 
European public and artistic life up to the eighteenth century, in
particular the admirable books of Frances A. Yates.

The representation of the starry heavens as a court is of im-
mense age ami is probably as old as kingship itself. Among the
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Latin authors known to Swedenborg it is most strongly presented 
in Ovid, becoming explicit in the description of the heaven of the 
Sun at the beginning of Book II of the Metamorphoses and the 
deification of Caesar at the end of the work. Ovid’s forms are 
theatrical and representative (we know that he wrote plays, 
though they have been lost) : they do not have the hard, rather 
cold outlines of Virgil’s narrative forms, which are based on trium-
phal sculpture. Recognition of this may make it easier for us to 
understand, despite the profundity of the difference between the 
personalities of Swedenborg and Ovid, the theatrical and ritual 
nature of the imagery of The Worship and Love of God. By 
Swedenborg’s day the idea of the World Theatre (I would again 
refer the reader to the books of Frances A. Yates) had become a 
barren and antiquated notion: the theatre of his day was too 
degenerate to support such a splendid metaphor. Court ritual, 
too, had become a matter of empty form, along with the rituals 
of the church. Only in the Masonic lodges did some idea of ritual 
symbolism survive, though in a degenerate form: this may help to 
explain why so many of the finest artists of the time were attracted 
to Freemasonry. The age had forgotten that the theatre does not 
imitate but represents: its apparent substantiality is a matter of 
painted flats and geometrical perspective; its temporality is a con-
vention created by subtleties of timing, by the stretching or tele-
scoping of events; the music of instruments, of singing voices and 
of verse itself lifts the auditor into a metaphor of eternity; finally, 
the imagery creates countless imaginary spaces and times, momen-
tary in duration, which impinge upon and colour the space and 
time represented physically on the stage. And while in a time such 
as Swedenborg’s own, a time which, in the tradition of classical 
deism or materialism, believes in the absolute solidity of matter, 
such will appear barren or frivolous illusionism, a time with an 
acute sense of the mutability of material things will find the theatre 
and its extensions into nontheatrical literature and music a true 
reflection of reality. Swedenborg, though working in an ideal 
theatre, was certainly aware of this.

Swedenborg was superbly competent in another form of ideal 
representation, that of mathematics. The Worship and Love of 
God, in this respect, touches on a very old tradition: it verbalises 
and represents mathematical ideas. In our day, structuralist anthro-
pologists, most notably Claude Levi-Strauss in his splendid
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Mythologiques, have given us new insights into the nature of 
mythology—new, that is, to those who do not know Swedenborg. 
They have shown it to be a classification system, both of concrete 
things and abstract ideas, based on the binary mechanics of memory, 
the only universal classification system which will work in a non-
literate enivronment. Now a certain aspect of mythology, that 
concerned with the calendar and thus with astronomy, is the repre-
sentation of abstract spaces and times in imagery and verbal formu-
las. The invention of writing and of mathematical notation ren-
dered this mode of thought obsolete, in the literate traditions, 
many millenia ago. Swedenborg, though, found it necessary to 
“revive” it (quotation marks are used because there is no evidence 
that he knew the tradition existed at this stage of his development), 
since he found himself dealing, in the Principia, with concepts for 
which no mathematical notation was then available: ideas of rela-
tivity, of nondimensional space, of instantaneous and infinite time. 
He had therefore to express these ideas in images, an approach 
which has led some to call the Principia, unfortunately with a cer-
tain hidden contempt, a cosmological poem: it is, indeed, a new 
and marvellous kind of poem using mathematical symbols. In 
The W orship dnd Love of God, we find him using these images 
freely and expressively, not only on the overt verbal level of the
work, but in its exterior structure as well.

The endeavour is not entirely without precedent, even in Euro-
pean literatures. Critics such as Alastair Fowler have made us 
aware of the use of mathematical form-concepts in many of the 
great poems of the past. But the tradition foundered in the seven-
teenth century. One of the reasons for this, surely, was the col-
lapse of traditional numerological ideas as a result of the rise of 
new forms of mathematics such as the calculus, which destroyed 
the idea of numbers as things. In this sense, the dilemma of the 
modern poet is a very old one. For, let it be noted, the problem is 
not the inability of the poet to “understand” science and mathe-
matics, but his inability to relate his form-concepts, which arise 
from ideas of proportion, ratio and esthetic harmony (thus to rela-
tionships between integers, rational numbers and real numbers as 
embodied in fictivethings), with a mathematics in which there are 
no permanent entities. He is committed to particularity, and in his 
wor ld no thing or idea is absolutely equal to another, no thing or 
idea can absolutely negate another, and zero does not exist. Mal-
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larme, who spent his entire life looking for the poetic zero, did not 
succeed: successors in this search, such as Beckett and the absurd-
ists, have found rather the living death of the mind. When the poet 
looks at many current mathematical arguments he sees the absolute 
embodiment of reductionism, and in the end the ultimate reduction 
of all quantities and qualities to zero; yet in poetic terms zero 
means annihilation. In this we may see the basis of much of the 
nihilism of contemporary art: putting to one side what may arise 
out of personal depravity or despair, we see the logical working 
out of the formal concepts of modern mathematics, as they are re-
flected in more accessible disciplines, such as philosophy.

In The Worship and Love of God, however, we find the poetic 
embodiment of a world in which absolute equality, absolute nega-
tion and zero do not exist. In place of absolute equality we have a 
hierarchy of unique living forms (no stasis here) ; in place of abso-
lute negation we have degrees of diminution; in place of zero we 
have the “vanishing point” at which one degree turns into another, 
higher or lower. (We might be reminded here that the Mayan 
symbol for zero was the spiral shell of the snail, a symbol of 
fecundity.) It may be said that such ideas not only govern the 
rational argument of the poem but the details of its imagery. We 
have here, in fact, a “new rhetoric,” in which traditional rhetorical 
tropes and figures are seen as mathematical relationships, and vice 
versa.

There is space for only one example. At the beginning of the 
third section of the first part (WLG, p. 36), we have the sentence,

The earth at this time, in whatsoever aspect she was viewed, presented 
herself as a most beautiful theatre of the whole world. For she was adorned 
with such festive and circumfluent ornaments that it might be said that she 
singly carried in her bosom dainties and riches which were concentrated 
from the universal heaven.

To the conventional literary sensibility, looking for sharp and vivid 
sensual imagery, certainly a desirable quality in poetry, this will 
appear to be plain prose, overlaid by an ineffectual attempt at fine 
writing. Such a sensibility will see as pallid and weak ornaments 
that which a finer sensibility will see as a new kind of imagery, 
arsing out of relationships similar to those embodied in mathe-
matics.

“The earth at this time....” The phrase “at this time” (if the 
translation is correct in detail) has much more specificity than a
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generalised “now,” since a distinct reference is being made, by 
exclusion, to times preceding and following.

. in whatsoever aspect she was viewed. . . .” Close atten-
tion to relativity of point of view is central to the thought of this 
book; we are dealing with a world, it must be remembered, of 
continually moving centres.

. presented herself as a most beautiful theatre of the whole 
world....” She “presented herself,” because she is an active rela-
tive to the viewing eye.

". . . for she was adorned with such festive and circumfluent 
ornaments. . . .” Both images distinctly relate to the exterior of 
the earth. “Festive” relates the ornaments to a particular time, a 
birth-year or a year of festival; “circumfluent,” an adjective of'cool 
but startling beauty, shows that the ornaments are flowing forms: 
thus rocks, waters, trees, flowers and clouds are presented at once 
as they might be seen by the vitalist eye of an Oriental painter and 
by the mind of a physicist who regards them as forms of atomic 
energy. As "ornaments,” however, they are static qualities.

". . . that it might be said that she singly carried in her bosom 
dainties, and riches which were concentrated from the universal 
heaven....” If the word “singly” is correct in translation, we have 
a formal paradox. "That it might be said. . . .” Implies that it 
was not really the case that the earth concentrated all such "dainties 
and riches” within her "bosom” (a more than conventional refer-
ence to the earth-mother, by the way), but "singly” is so strong a 
word that it implies such really was the case; the argument for 
life on other planets is thus left open. "Dainties” relates to the 
delights of sense and "riches” to the delights of use. ". . .concen-
trated from the universal heaven” is an image for a complex idea: 
the concentration, in the centre of a spatial entity (the earth), of 
forces emanating from nonspatial or superspatial realms.

The imagery used in the above passage is new and precise both 
to the senses and to the reason: it might be presented as a painting, 
perhaps with a Chinese or Japanese precision of line, and also as 
a sort of mathematical diagram. Swedenborg had found a new 
kind of poetry, and he had found it in that area where ideas of 
sensual beauty, rational beauty and mathematical beauty meet. 
This area is intimately associated with the mathematics of the spi-
ral, from which, as Jay Hambridge has taught us in his fine book, 
The Elements of Dynamic Symmetry, Golden Section proportions
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are derived. It has not been well enough understood that Sweden-
borg, who in the Principia derives all visible forms from the spiral 
and vortex, succeeded in destroying, before the dilemma was even 
propounded, the false dichotomy between artistic and scientific 
knowledge.

The poem under discussion has a double face. It looks forward 
to our own time and beyond; but it also looks backward to most 
ancient times. How far back it looks has been revealed by the 
publication of a remarkable series of interviews with elders of the 
Dogon tribe of the River Niger, by the Griaule-Dieterlen mission.4 
It would appear that the Dogon have a traditional cosmology, based 
on a kind of atomic theory and a theory of the successive creation of 
the world by the materialisation of vortex forms, which is very close, 
when expressed in abstract rather than mythological imagery, to 
the central image of the Principia. This will be discussed in the next 
article; it is enough to say here that we may learn from this Dogon 
myth alone that the Principia, which, as has been said, must be read 
if one is to understand The Worship and Love of God, is an extra-
ordinary book. The image of the creative and destructive vortex 
is to be related to those of the cornucopia from which all things 
come and the whirlpool into which all things disappear, and thus 
to such ancient cosmological symbols as the horn, the lotus and the 
snail-shell or conch-shell. Time and again, in reading the Principia, 
one comes across such images which, though expressed in abstract 
and mathematical form, recapitulate the symbols of ancient iconog-
raphies and mythologies. This is even more true of The Worship 
and Love of God. Take, for example, the curious and beautiful 
image of the first man being born from a tree (WLG, Chapter II, 
First Section). It seems clear enough that this is not to be taken 
literally: it is a symbol, as we will see in the last article of this 
series, of the evolutionary process. Furthermore, it is a symbol of 
great antiquity, recalling the image of the tree-mother, which ap-
pears explicitly in Mexican myth but is also present in the represen-
tation of the Ephesian Diana.

Swedenborg’s doctrine of forms, basic to the book under discus-
sion, arranges natural forms, both organic and inorganic, in an 
ascending hierarchy: angular, circular and spherical; spiral and 
vortical; and perpetual-spiral or perpetual-vortical. The following 
passage makes it clear why the word “ascending” is used:

4 See footnote 3.
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. the lowest form, or the form proper to earthly substances, is that 
which is determined by mere angular, and at the same time by plane sub-
jects, whatsoever be their figure, provided they flow together into a certain 
form; this, therefore, is to be called an angular form, the proper object of 
our geometry. From this form we are enabled to contemplate the next 
higher form, or the form perpetually angular, which is the same as the 
circular or spherical form; for this latter is more perfect than the other 
in this respect, that its circumference is, as it were, a perpetual plane, or 
infinite angle, because totally void of planes and angles; therefore also it is 
the measure of all angular forms, for we measure angles and planes by 
sections and sines of a circle. From these considerations we see, that into 
this latter form something infinite or perpetual has insinuated itself, which 
does not exist in the former, namely, the circular orbit, whose end and 
beginning cannot be marked. In the circular or spherical form again, we 
are enabled to contemplate a certain higher form, which may be called the 
perpetually circular, or simply the spiral form; for to this form is still 
further added something perpetual or infinite, which is not in the former, 
namely, that its diameters are not bounded or terminated in a certain centre, 
neither are they simple lines, but they terminate in a certain circumference of 
a circle or surface of a sphere, which serves it as a centre, and that its 
diameters are bent into a species of a certain curve, by which means this 
form is the measure of a circular form or forms, as the circular is the mea-
sure of the angular. In this spiral form we are enabled to view a still higher 
kind of form, which may be called the perpetually spiral or vortical form, in 
which again something perpetual or infinite is found which was not in the 
former; for the former had reference to a circle as to a kind of infinite 
centre, and from this, by its diameters, to a fixed centre as to its limit or 
boundary; but the latter has reference to a spiral form as a centre, by lines 
perpetually circular; this form manifests itself especially in magnetic action, 
and is the measure of the spiral form for the reason above mentioned con-
cerning inferior forms. In this, lastly, may be viewed the highest form of 
nature, or the perpetually vortical form, which is the same as the celestial 
form, in which almost all boundaries are, as it were erased, as so many 
imperfections, and still more perpetuities or infinities are put on; wherefore 
this form is the measure of the vortical form, consequently the exemplar or 
idea of all inferior forms, from which the inferior descend and derive birth 
as from their beginning, or from the form of forms. [WLG, p. 13-15,
note b.]

We might pause here to note that the definition of the perpetually 
vortical form, “in which almost all boundaries are, as it were, 
erased,” clearly implies apparently probabilistic motion, that is, 
motion which cannot be analyzed. The definitions continue:

That this is the case with the formations of things will be demonstrated, 
God willing, in the doctrine of forms, and the doctrine of order and of 
degrees adjoined to It. From this form those faculties and virtues result, by 
which one thing regards another as well as itself, nor is there anything but
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what consults the general strength and concord, for in that form there is 
not given any fixed centre, but as many centres as there are points, so that 
all its determinations, taken together, exist from mere centres or representa-
tions of a centre, by which means nothing can be respected as proper to it 
unless it be of such a quality that from what is general, or from all the 
centres, which taken together produce what is general, it may inflow into 
itself as a similar centre, and may reflow through an orbit for the benefit of 
all, or into what is general. This indeed must of necessity appear strange 
at first view, because it is fetched from far beyond the objects of our sight; 
nevertheless, that the case is so, is clear from a consideration of all phe-
nomena traced up to their causes and their principles; especially from the 
animate body, where such an arrangement of parts is everywhere to be met 
with that while each is a centre in itself it is yet related to the terminations 
of near or remote parts in a kind of circumference, diameter, or axis; the 
eye presents to us a still more evident idea of these phenomena in the ether 
modified by rays. [WLG p. 15 note b.]

The last statement refers to a phenomenon which we tend to 
ignore, since our seeing habits are conditioned by traditional per-
spective: it is discussed in a little-known work by a Canadian 
artist, Ivan Jobin’s Ligne Droite ou Ligne Courbe?5

Only a mathematician could decide whether or not the above 
classification would be a suitable way of organising the elements of 
geometry. To me, it appears a model at once simple and of vast 
historical extension; it follows a very ancient mode of geometrical 
organisation, and is yet capable of including the mathematical 
knowledges of Swedenborg’s own day. It certainly orders most 
effectively the intuitive geometrical sense, that which is found, 
sometimes refined and sharpened by specifically mathematical 
knowledge, in all works of art. Indeed, it is perfectly apparent 
that the visual artist woks in geometrical form, and, as Sweden-
borg remarks in the Principia (Vol. I, p. 26) . music, like aQ
other things in the world, has its own geometrical rules and pro-
portions.” The fact that poetry, the most refined of the verbal arts, 
involves geometrical form, though well-known by poets and critics 
up to the eighteenth century, was later forgotten or treated as a 
frivolous whim.

What is needed now is a new structural vocabulary. In this 
series I will merely indicate how a method of analysis derived from 
the form-concepts of Swedenborg could be developed.

One should begin with fairly obvious, abstract and generalised 
notions, such as the following categories:

5 Ivan Jobin, Ligne Droite on Ligne Courbe? (Montreal, 1932).
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Angular form. This would include most binary, ternary and 
pseudo-architectural form, inasmuch as the latter may be considered 
a projection, in pseudo-volumes, of pseudo-linear patterns. This 
kind of form may be seen most purely and simply in French neo-
classical drama and in its most complex form in the drama of Ben 
Jonson. An esthetically crude but formally intricate development of 
this kind of form is found in the 19th-century “well-made play.” 
Conventional critical analysis of dramatic structure has barely ad-
vanced beyond a consideration of simpler angular form. The 
simplest angular form is that of the metamorphosis of the single 
line, in which one action spawns another and the series can go on 
to infinity. This should be thought of as a simple form, rather 
than formlessness. I will call it, if the reader will forgive the jaw-
breaker, “linear-metamorphic.”

Circular form. Here we are already beyond the bounds of con-
ventional criticism. However, certain common and cant words and 
phrases used by theatre people (professional vocabularies often 
contain, intrinsically, ideas of great subtlety which critical writers 
on the arts seldom explore) indicate a direction which might be 
taken. Thus one speaks of the “curve” of a scene or of a play; 
one speaks of a “well-rounded” character, of an action “coming 
full circle”; a series of plays in which a complicated action rises 
through tension and resolves in final peace is called a “cycle.” 
Contrary to what one might expect, since the circle is a “simple” 
figure, it would appear that a play must be of a certain magnitude if 
it is to combine circularity with a well-developed action. If the 
circle is small enough to be perceived as such, as it is in plays 
possessing what we will call “garden structure,” the action will ap-
pear contrived to a modern audience. On the small scale, success-
ful circularity is found in “lyric” drama, paticularly in the masque; 
in our century we find it in the masterly short plays of Yeats and 
Lorca; but here the pronounced lyrical and formal curve of the 
action produces an evenness and consistency of texture which makes 
it difficult to introduce those seemingly erratic and unmotivated 
actions which are the essence of good characterisation, the relev-
ance of which is seen only after the dramatic action has proceeded 
a certain distance. In short, circularity in smaller forms pre-
cludes surprise, and only a large and varied form allows both circu-
larity of form and varied action and characterisation.
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The question arises as to how a large circular form is to be dis-

tinguished from a large angular, or pseudo-architectural form. The 
best indication is the way in which scenes are linked. In a drama 
with the circularity of which we were speaking, one scene will flow 
into another with the smoothness and inevitability of continued 
discourse, yet without a destruction or ironing-out of the formal 
integrity of the individual scenes. In pseudo-architectural or large- 
angular form, scenes succeed each other as discrete blocks or 
pseudo-volumes, and the formal link is one of harmonius relative 
proportion. In the best plays possessing circularity, a single com-
plex of images will move in a kind of wave motion, subtly varying 
all the time, from beginning to end. These modes of construction 
are most easily analysed in the work of Ben Jonson, the greatest 
master of dramatic form the theatre has ever seen. Bartholomew 
Fair is a marvellous example of comic circularity, The Silent Wo-
man of angular construction; the greatest plays, Volpone, The 
Alchemist and The Poetaster combine the two modes in a gigantic 
synthesis.

Spiral form. This is in a sense a development of circular form; 
thus a kind of spiral development may be found in some of the plays 
mentioned above. I would say that the higher developments of 
this form, itself the highest possible form of dramatic structure, 
have rarely been achieved. For in its highest form this structural 
mode passes beyond the intuitive form-perceiving capacity of most 
people and they are likely to regard it as formlessness. Such a play 
will have at its core an image simple enough in appearance but 
capable of great expansion; it will contain at the same time tre-
mendous inherent complexities of action and characterisation. Al-
most every point of the play will refer to the central image but 
often in a very oblique manner; thus there will seem to be many 
irrelevancies. The best example I can think of is Hamlet: we come 
away from an intelligent reading or a good production of this play 
with an overwhelming impression of complex unity, yet merely 
logical analysis of its structure produces an impression of formal 
weakness. In fact, it is possibly the most exquisitely constructed 
large play in world literature: its apparent randomnesses and ir-
relevancies are related to the central bipolarity of the protagonist as 
scintillating points on a spiral are to the invisible centre. Shake-
speare pursued the structure in his late comedies to what appears 
to be the point of formal breakdown: one becomes aware of a new
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world of beauty and order existing, so to speak, “above” the plays, 
but the dramatic structure itself appears overloaded, and the refer-
ences to the central image are so oblique and tangential that they 
may not be resolved, given a certain necessary speed of perform-
ance, by even the most alert member of the audience. The best 
nondramatic example of overt spiral form is Dante’s Divine 
Comedy: Dante and his guides literally move through a series of 
spirals from beginning to end, and tersa rima is itself, as a poetic- 
muscial arrangement, the embodiment of spiral form. The redemp-
tive or upward-moving spiral is rarely found in secular literature, 
however. More commonly one finds the destructive, down-
ward moving spiral, the maelstrom; one thinks of Joyce’s Ulysses, 
Lowry’s Under the Volcano, some of the plays of Strindberg, and,
in its most intellectual form, Mallarme’s Un Coup de Des.

Perpetual-spiral form. This is, I would suggest, unattainable in 
secular literature. In the theological works, Swedenborg implies 
that it may be found in Holy Scripture. The theory of the human 
mind set out in the philosophical works suggests why this form is 
unattainable: as the perpetual vortex is itself the structure of con-
sciousness, there is no way in which the human mind may con-
template it as a form, though it may contemplate inferior forms 
derived from that principle.

On these ideas, therefore, I have based the articles which follow. 
As my examples I have chosen, on the whole, plays which are not 
well-known. This may seem to be perverse, but the fact is that our 
understanding of the so-called “standard works” of the tradition 
has been so overlaid by centuries of critical discussion that it would 
be almost impossible to approach them afresh. The plays I will 
discuss are all, however, with the exception of one Mayan play, 
available in any good public library.

I will outline the procedure to be followed in the five remaining 
parts of this series. I beg the reader’s indulgence for an almost 
schematic mode of presentation dictated by limitations of space. 
If it is possible some day to present these arguments in book form, 
many of the points here expressed in the briefest possible form will 
be expanded for easier reading. However, my avoidance of the 
theological implications of this work is differently motivated. I 
believe firmly in the claims made by the theological works, but 
Swedenborg makes it clear throughout The Worsbip and Love of 
God that his intention was a literary one.
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The Worship and Love of God proceeds according to the fol-
lowing formal plan. Swedenborg begins with outer space and the 
heavens, and he treats of the creation of the cosmos, which he 
presents as a gigantic gyre or vortex growing out of a single non- 
spatial point. He then moves to the creation of the symbolic and 
sacred forest of Paradise, and the evolution of the first man in this 
maze of exuberant and beautiful vegetable and animal forms. As 
the first man is instructed by angelic spirits, the forest imperceptibly 
changes into a garden, in the midst of which is a palace, that 
central image of rational creativity which must inevitably become, 
though beyond the confines of this work, the holy city. Thus the 
maze becomes the geometrically ordered garden, with its curved 
walks, and its plants and trees of more complex organic form; and 
in its centre grow the shapes of buildings—cubes, rectangular 
prisms, the straight lines of corridors and galleries. Finally we 
enter the bridal chamber of the first man and the first woman. 
Here the proud dualities of rational order disappear: the two 
merge into one, into a single creative point, from which the creative 
process begins again, but this time in a human world,

The following clear analogies with dramatic form emerge:
Maze or forest structure—apparently disordered but in reality 

strictly though complexly ordered according to function and use— 
is paradigmatically reflected in mythology. For an exposition of 
this no longer controversial point we refer the reader to the works 
of Claude Levi-Strauss. The dramatic expression of this structure 
is found in the ritual cycles of advanced nonliterate and semiliterate 
peoples. In illustration, we will consider the cosmological myths 
of the Dogon of Africa, and the ritual drama of Amerindia.

Garden structure, combining simple geometrical form with the 
free expression of the organic lyrical impulse, is found in such 
forms as the pastoral, the masque and the so-called lyrical play. It 
also appears as an element in more complex structures, such as 
the plays of Kalidasa and the early comedies of Shakespeare.

Architectural structure is represented by most successful works 
in the main tradition of European drama. As our examples we 
will consider three works which illustrate variants of this structure 
in an unusually clear way—Jonson’s The Poetaster, Massinger’s 
The Virgin Martyr and Byron’s The Two Foscari.

As the phrase “bridal chamber structure’’ strikes the modern 
ear as rather strange, and as the phrase “binary structure” is too
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general, we will use the word “symbolist” to describe the plays re-
ferred to in the last article of the series. Nevertheless, symbolism, 
which sees the world of meaning as existing on two planes, a su-
perior or inner plane of quasi-eternal forms and an inferior or 
outer plane of fluctuating and temporal ones, is quintessentially 
binary, and the analogy of sexual conjunction best describes the 
manner in which these planes are seen to interrelate.

Finally, the reader should be cautioned that mathematical terms 
are used as analogies and images. The form of art, continually 
approaching that of mathematics, may never be reduced to it. In 
this approach to the subject I am following a method with certain 
similarities to that used in contemporary musical analysis.

TRANSLATING THE OLD TESTAMENT

Eva  M. Sandstrom  *

The Writings teach that the Hebrew language was uniquely 
suited to the purposes of Divine Revelation in the ultimate degree. 
They give us an inspiring picture of the beauty and power of the 
Old Testament in the original tongue. At the same time, how-
ever, they present us with a serious problem; for insofar as the 
Hebrew is unique, its functions cannot be served by any other 
language; whatever belongs to Hebrew alone is inevitably lost in 
any translation of the Word.

This raises several key questions. What is it about Hebrew that 
makes it the ideal vehicle for the Old Testament? How much 
should the translator try to carry over the formal elements of 
Hebrew grammar, idiom, and style into the receptor language ? Is 
the Old Testament’s use to us different from its use to the Jews ? 
Do we destroy its function by translation? I would like to offer 
some very tentative answers to these problems.

The central question from which to begin is this: What is the 
letter of the Word, specifically in the Old Testament, for? Among 
the Jews, who were a representative of a church, there was no 
knowledge of the internal things in the Word, but only a reverence 
for the external things. The letter of the Word served to keep

* A paper written for a seminar on the philosophy and practice of language 
and translation held at the Academy of the New Church, Bryn Athyn, 
Pennsylvania, in the summer of 1976.
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