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S a “prerequisite to attendance” at the general confer-

ence of the New Jerusalem Church in April 1789,
William Blake and his wife, Catherine, signed a document
stating the following:

We whose Names are hereunto subscribed, do each of us
approve of the Theological Writings of Emanuel Sweden-
borg, believing that the Doctrines contained therein are
genuine Truths, revealed from Heaven, and that the New
Jerusalem Church ought to be established, distinct and
separate from the Old Church.'

Given the Blakes association with the New Jerusalem
Church in 1789, it is tempting to argue that the critique
of Emanuel Swedenborg (1688-1772) in The Marriage of

Heaven and Hell (possibly completed as early as the final
months of 1790) anticipates Joseph Priestley’s expostula-
tion with the Swedenborgians in his Letters to the Members
of the New Jerusalem Church. (Priestley’s Letters were not
published until the second half of 1791, delayed several
weeks by the mob’s burning of his home in Birmingham.)’
While Jon Mee has pointed out that Priestley’s “rationalism
is often presented as making [him] irrelevant to Blake stud-
ies,* I should like to explore what seem to be meaningful
similarities between the responses of Blake and Priestley to
specific details of Swedenborg’s writing.

An important early juxtaposition of The Marriage and
Priestley appears in John Howard’s essay on Blake and Swe-
denborgianism: “The Marriage was not the sole attack on
the Swedenborgians; Blake was joined by other members
of the [Joseph] Johnson circle, and by Joseph Priestl[e]y in
particular” However, it might be more accurate to view
The Marriage in the broader context of Priestley’s long-
standing campaign against corruptions and error in Chris-
tianity, as Marilyn Butler proposes: “The satirical attack of
The Marriage draws strength from the political, intellec-
tual leadership offered by the whole of Priestley’s career,
that thirty-year campaign in favour of individualism and
against priestcraft, authority, and ‘corruptions.” Blake’s
language in The Marriage does exhibit notable affinities
with Priestley’s earlier Disquisitions Relating to Matter and
Spirit (1777), as Morton Paley and Graham Pechey have
observed.” In Disquisitions as well as An History of the Cor-
ruptions of Christianity (1782), Priestley argues against an
immaterial soul existing independent of the body. He
maintains that “we have no reason to suppose that there
are in man two substances so distinct from each other” as
“matter” and “spirit,” and seeks to demonstrate that “the
doctrine of a soul is altogether unphilosophical, and un-
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scriptural” In both works, he suggests the derivative na-
ture of the soul, i.e., he always speaks of the “soul distinct
from the body;” while in The Marriage Blake twice avers
that man has no “body distinct from his soul,” as if partly
affirming and partly amending Priestley.” Mee observes
that “the proximity of [Priestley’s] language [in Corruptions
of Christianity] to Blake’s on Plate 4 of The Marriage sug-
gests that Priestley may well have been a direct source in
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this instance.

Notwithstanding critical observations of affinities between
Blake’s and Priestley’s language, two Swedenborgian ideas
to which Blake and Priestley both respond in The Marriage
and Letters to the Members of the New Jerusalem Church
seem to have been overlooked: Swedenborg’s contention
that there is no space in the spiritual world” and his claim
to have seen God."” In the fourth “Memorable Fancy;” after
Blake’s narrating devil and his “friend the Angel” have vis-
ited “the infinite Abyss” and the mill at the end of a “church
vault” (E 41-42, pls. 17-19), the devil proposes to show the
angel his “eternal lot”™:

he laughd at my proposal: but I by force suddenly caught
him in my arms, & flew westerly thro’ the night, till we
were elevated above the earths shadow: then I flung myself
with him directly into the body of the sun, here I clothed
myself in white, & taking in my hand Swedenborgs vol-
umes sunk from the glorious clime, and passed all the
planets till we came to saturn, here I staid to rest & then
leapd into the void, between saturn & the fixed stars.

Here said I! is your lot, in this space, if space it may be
calld. (E 42, pl. 19)

The angel dismisses the episode as a “phantasy” imposed
upon him (E 42, pl. 20), but Blake’s description of outer
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space, including “the earths shadow;” “the body of the sun,”
“the planets,” “saturn,” and “the fixed stars,” together with
his mocking reference to “space, if space it may be calld,”
suggests the absurdity of Swedenborg’s claim that “in the
spiritual world there are not spaces, but appearances of
spaces.”"" Priestley answers Swedenborg’s claims respecting
space by noting that “it is impossible for us to exclude the
ideas of space, or duration”” from the idea of God, and also
suggests that Swedenborg has mistaken his dreams for vi-

sions:

His idea of there being no space in the spiritual world, but
only the appearance of it, was suggested to him by what
was represented to his mind in those visions. For, continu-
ing in the same place, he fancied himself to be transported
to a great distance, and after conversing with the inhabi-
tants of one world, he sometimes instantly found himself
in another. All this passing in his own mind, he naturally
concluded, that the objects which seemed to occupy real
space, in what he calls the Spiritual World ... had no real
bulk, but only the appearance of it."*

While Blake bluntly ridicules Swedenborg and Priestley at-
tempts to account rationally for Swedenborg’s claim, both
nonetheless identify as problematic a specific idea in Swe-
denborg’s writing.

Although the similarity with Priestley is somewhat weaker
in this instance, the discussion between Blake’s devil and
the prophets seems to answer the claim that God “hath
manifested himself in Person” to Swedenborg.” In The
Marriage, Blake’s narrator demands of Ezekiel and Isaiah

how they dared so roundly to assert. that God spake to
them; and whether they did not think at the time, that
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they would be misunderstood, & so be the cause of impo-
sition.

Isaiah answerd. I saw no God. nor heard any, in a finite
organical perception; but my senses discoverd the infinite
in every thing. (E 38, pl. 12)

To assert that God “spake” to the prophets is obviously not
the same thing as Swedenborg’s claim, but in both cases
God communicates personally and directly with man. In
his Letters, Priestley reprints without comment an extract
from A Short Account of the Honourable Emanuel Sweden-
borg (1787) in which Swedenborg says that “the Lord him-
self ... was graciously pleased to manifest himself to me**
Elsewhere in the Letters, Priestley states the Unitarian be-
lief that God is “invisible and omnipresent” and “not the
object of any of our senses””” Blake’s manner of articulat-
ing his idea of God obviously differs from Priestley’s more
temperate expression, yet Isaiah’s claim that God cannot be
seen “in a finite organical perception” but rather as “the
infinite in every thing” invites comparison with Priestley’s
“invisible and omnipresent” God. Ultimately, however, it is
important to bear in mind the essential difference between
Blake and Priestley. It should be noted that Priestley’s over-
all purpose in his Letters is to emphasize what Unitarian-
ism and Swedenborgianism have in common® and to per-
suade Swedenborgians to become Unitarians. Blake criti-
cizes Swedenborg as insufficiently visionary, while Priest-
ley finds fault with the irrational aspects of Swedenborg’s
writings and entreats Swedenborgians to “re-examine these
things, and believe no man in contradiction to your own
reason”” Priestley would also have been uncomfortable
with the visionary dimensions of The Marriage.”

Butler is correct to point out that “Blake’s quarrel with the
Swedenborgians is far less doctrinal than Priestley’s” Al-
though Blake and Priestley do not agree exactly in their
responses to Swedenborg’s assertions, together they resist
Swedenborg as a potential “cause of imposition” (E 38, pl.
12) and source of further corruptions of Christianity. It
should come as no surprise that Blake may have had Priest-
ley’s writings in mind while he worked on The Marriage,
given Priestley’s stature and intellectual prestige among the
authors published by Joseph Johnson (for whom Blake pro-
duced eighty-three engravings during the period

1790-95).* T acknowledge patent differences in social
standing between Priestley (a prominent scientist, philoso-
pher, biblical scholar, and theologian) and Blake (an ob-
scure engraver, printmaker, artist, and poet), but I suggest
that the two men are not so far apart in ideas as modern
scholarship would sometimes have us believe. That is not
to say that Priestley’s writings alone could have informed
Blake’s response to Swedenborg in The Marriage, but given
their shared professional associations in the Johnson circle,
such similarities in their writings seem more than merely
coincidental.
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