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Chapter VII
Swedenborg in Hispanic Literature

Swedenborg and Unamuno

Emanuel Swedenborg has not been an author who has had much suc-
cess in Spain. In contrast to France, England, or Germany, there has been
practically no penetration of the Swedish philosopher’s thought in the
Spanish-speaking world. And so one cannot help but be surprised by the
references that Unamuno made to Swedenborg in his work The Tragic Sense
of Life." However, this fact, while being unusual in itself and worthy of
note, takes on even more significance if we realize the appropriateness
and aptness of the references to Swedenborg made by Unamuno.

There are three explicit citations. The first deals with a primary theme in
Swedenborg: personalization as the fundamental determination of reality:

We ought not be surprised, either, by the assertion that the con-
sciousness of the Universe is composed of and integrated by the
consciousness of all the beings that form the Universe, by the
consciousness of all beings, and that at the same time it is a per-
sonal consciousness distinct from those which compose it. Only
thus is it possible to understand how “in God we live, move, and
have our being” That visionary Emanuel Swedenborg saw—or
described—this in his book on Heaven and Hell (De Celo et In-
ferno, § 52), where he tells us:

...an entire angelic society sometimes appears in the form of a
single angel, as I have been permitted by the Lord to see. When
the Lord Himself appears in the midst of angels, He does not
appear encompassed by a multitude but as One Being in an an-
gelic form. Hence it is that the Lord in the Word is called an
angel and also that an entire society is so called. Michael, Gabriel,
and Raphael are only angelic societies so named by the : functions
they pe{form.2
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And further on, Unamuno says as a kind of interpretation of the above:

May we not perhaps live and love, that is, suffer and feel compas-
sion, in this all-enveloping Supreme Person, all of us who suffer
and feel compassion, all beings who struggle to achieve personal-
ity, to acquire consciousness of their suffering and limitations?
And are we not, perhaps, ideas of this total Supreme Conscious-
ness, which, by thinking of us as existing, makes us exist? Does
not our existence consist in being perceived and felt by God? And
this same visionary tells us, farther on, in his image-making man-
ner, that each angel, each society of angels, and the whole of heaven
contemplated as a single whole, appear in human form, and by
virtue of this human form the Lord rules as if over a single man.’

What is most surprising in all this is not that Unamuno quotes Sweden-
borg, but rather the lucid exegesis he makes of the Swedish philosopher and
the very aptness of the citation. Clearing away the narrative underbrush in
Swedenborg (his “image-making manner”), Unamuno has caught sight of
what is essential, the substantive core of Swedenborg’s system: the vision of
the world in personalized terms.* Effectively, this paragraph into which he
inserts this reference to Swedenborg belongs to a chapter (“Love, Pain,
Compassion, and Personality”) in which there is a debate over considering
the universe as personalized. Few are the thinkers like Swedenborg who
could exemplify this idea. For in this author there is not some sort of mysti-
cism of the ineffable, nor is it some plunging into the abyss of the Absolute,
but rather quite the opposite. Swedenborg proposes a mysticism of the
“sayable,” of the “determinable” a mysticism of naming. And this whole
process, given that everything can be said, determined, and named, is a step
oradegree in the acquiring of consciousness and personality. In Swedenborg’s
language, all this represents an angel; it means coming to be an angel.* Hence
Unamuno’s citation, since he has grasped that the spirit of the letter of
Swedenborg is the highest expression of a stage of reality that must be seen
in terms of categories that are personalized and personalizing.This also means,
among many other things, that reality fits into a context in which the deter-
minations are qualitative and not quantitative, since it is precisely personal-
ization that causes the unity of each consciousness (each angel, each deter-
mination) to be the parameter and paradigm by which totality is to be mea-
sured, inasmuch as it is consciousness. Each consciousness is the All and the
All itself is a person.
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This vision of Swedenborg’s has been interpreted by Unamuno in a
correct manner, and for this reason he knew that it should be inserted in
the place where it is precisely the problem of the personalization of the
universe that is being posed. The category of person, as applied by Swe-
denborg to questions of a transcendental or metaphysical nature, involves
a whole series of derivations and consequences of which Unamuno was
certainly aware. And one of these corollaries is the representative or
figurative character of the system which maintains the theme of personal-
ization as its fundamental basis, such as that of Swedenborg; for in him the
very idea of person is represented by the figure of the angel. Also in this
respect Unamuno has succeeded in capturing the essence of the Swedish
author’s narrations. For it is true that representative or figurative thinking
implies that a greater value is placed on the concrete over the abstract, on
image over concept, since what is personal or what can be personalized is
always someone concrete, imaginable (capable of being represented with
an image, a figure), living and existing, The determinations that ontologi-
cal categories take on in Swedenborg—and which Unamuno recaptures
here—are not so much categories as they are persons, living and existing.
This is the role played by the angel in Swedenborg. An ontology formu-
lated in terms of person is not an ontology of separate beings, ideas, or
essences; itis an ontology of persons having their own names, of concrete
representations, of existences, to put it succinctly. Unamuno was person-
ally interested—and this term has never been more aptly used—in eluci-
dating that conception, as is shown by this other insightful reference to
Swedenborg:

If there is life in heaven, there is change. Swedenborg observed
that the angels change, because the delight of the celestial life
would gradually lose its value if they always enjoyed it in its full-
ness, and because angels, like men, love themselves, and he who
loves himself experiences changes of state; and he adds that at
times the angels are sad, and that he, Swedenborg, conversed with
some of them when they were sad (cf. De Coelo et Inferno, §§ 158,
160).°

This citation would carry us far afield, were we to comment on it and
draw out from it all its meaning. Let us simply emphasize once again how
appropriate it was for Unamuno to cite Swedenborg to support his point,
because Unamuno has seen how the theme of the angel corresponds to
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the motivations behind the existentialism he himself proposes. The ex-
egesis of the angel is none other than the phenomenization of inner time
as the movement and existence of the soul, the determination of a tran-
scendental ontology characterized in terms that are personal, vital, con-
crete, and capable of representation. Ultimately, the exegesis of the angel
is a response to the questions Unamuno had posed immediately before
that point:

How can a human soul live and enjoy God eternally without los-
ing its individual personality, that is, without losing itself? What is
the enjoyment of God?What is eternity as opposed to time? Does
the soul change or does it not change in the other life? If it does
not change, how does it live? And if it changes, how does it pre-
serve its individuality through so vast a period of time?’

These are the explicit references made by Unamuno in The Tragic Sense
of Life. But we believe that the Swedish philosopher is implicitly present in
other places in this work, and always in relation to the complex problem
we have just alluded to. What Unamuno gathers from thinkers like Swe-
denborg is the dynamic and vital—i.e., existential—conception of the
transcendental, and the personalizing conception—along with all its im-
plications—of both ontological and theological categories, with the de-
liberate preeminence of the existential and concrete as opposed to the es-
sentialist and abstract. Therefore we maintain that Swedenborg’s pres-
ence can be detected in the work of Unamuno that we are commenting
on.There is an obvious Swedenborgian flavor in these words of Unamuno:

May it not be, I say, that all souls grow ceaselessly, some in greater
measure than others, but all of them having, at some point, to go
through the same degree, whatever it may be, of growth, without
ever arriving at the infinite, at God, whom they continually ap-
proach?®

And especially, bearing in mind that we have taken this quote from a
context in which concepts such as apokatastasis [re-creation] and anake-
phaledsis [recapitulation] are being discussed, the presence of Swedenbor-
gian influences is rather obvious. Naturally, we do not mean to say that
Swedenborg was the creator of these terms, nor that these terms came to
Unamuno through the Swedish visionary. Many are the authors, from Saint
Paul onward, who have spoken of these concepts. Butit is certainly true
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that a conception that takes up anakephaledsis is possible only in a person-
alizing system of the universe and of all reality; it is possible only in a
dynamic and existential vision of reality itself, which thus continuously
receives its personalizing determinations—all of which is found precisely
in Swedenborg, Moreover, we can place Swedenborg within the frame-
work of that line of thinkers in the West who, although in a discontinuous
and diffuse manner, have proposed an ontology of figure rather than con-
cept, of person rather than essence. Thus, it is pertinent to call upon
Swedenborg—and this is how Unamuno has seen it. For there are various
places that, as we have been saying, we could relate to Swedenborgian
motifs. Thus:

Paradise, then, according to many, is society, a more perfect society
than that of this world; it is human society made into a person. And
there are people who believe that all human progress tends to make
our species into one collective being with a true consciousness....
When this collective being has achieved full consciousness, then all
who have ever existed will come alive again in it.°

Anyone who has even a limited familiarity with Swedenborg will see
in these words a reference to the basic ideas of the Swedish thinker, and
more specifically to the vision—already mentioned above—of the soci-
ety of the angels as representing a superseding of the quantitative by vir-
tue of the preeminence of personalizing and qualitative categories: “hu-
man society that has been made a person,” or what amounts to the same
thing, the All is replicated and is determined in each one. It could also be
argued that the preceding quotation is found in a Pauline context, where
the terms anakephaleésis and apokatastasis are recurrent themes; but in ac-
tuality, it is Swedenborg’s thought that is immersed in this ontological
tradition. Therefore, it only follows that he would be explicitly quoted
and implicitly included in the text we are commenting upon. Let us again
reiterate the guiding idea of our book: Unamuno has performed a flawless
exegesis of Swedenborg, since he has managed to see what is at the core
and what is more on the surface. Moreover, this exegesis done by Unamuno
could be extended to all thought of an esoteric cast, for there is little
doubt that it is not merely by chance that Unamuno cites authors such as
Jakob Boehme and Friedrich Christopher Oetinger, for the latter theolo-
gian was the first to translate Swedenborg into German and was Sweden-
borg’s most accurate interpreter in Germany. All of this adds weight to
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our assessment of Unamuno’s interest in Swedenborg in particular and
esoteric thought in general. All of this can lead us to wonder about the
role that philosophy of a mystical esoteric cast may have played in Unamuno.
We are not claiming that a direct line of influence can be established in
terms of that kind of philosophy and Unamuno, but there is no doubt our
philosopher was familiar with that philosophy and, what is more significant,
was a lucid interpreter of it. For if authors like Boehme, Swedenborg, or
Oetinger have been studied by Unamuno, it is because they all exhibit a
sort of mystical existentialism whereby transcendental realities (God, soul,
supernatural life) are not resolved into abstract categories, but rather in
personalized terms, or even anthropologized terms. In any case, they pre-
suppose a direct experience of those realities that is concrete and that can
be represented. This was a deeply felt yearning on Unamuno’s part, which
could only be fulfilled by the kind of philosophy that we earlier termed
the “mysticism of naming.”

As a final reflection in this short study, we must once again mention
Unamuno’s hermeneutics with respect to Swedenborg. This hermeneu-
tics has shown us how profound the import of this thinker appears to us.
We could then pose the question of the possibility of extending this herme-
neutics to all thinkers having these same characteristics. In some ways
Unamuno himself does extend it to Boehme and Oetinger, thus providing
us with a path of religious influence that is operative in Unamuno, one
that is different from the works that are usually cited (Saint Augustine,
Spanish mysticism, Pascal, Kierkegaard). Moreover, Unamuno proposes

and carries out a faithful hermeneutic that restores meaning. With Swe-
denborg, this has certainly been the case.

Swedenborg and Eugenio D’Ors

It is certainly surprising that, although Emanuel Swedenborg is so
little known in Hispanic cultural circles, two thinkers among us have had
such lucid insights into the Swedish philosopher. We are referring to
Unamuno and D’ Ors. We have already dealt with Unamuno.'® Let us now
turn to D’Ors. An earlier book of his, entitled Introduccién a la vida
angélica,' has been republished. We were already familiar with this book
through the many references made to it by Henry Corbin. Since they are
perhaps the most important, we will cite two of them:

All these connections have been admirably indicated in a little
book with which we do not entirely agree on all points but
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towards which we feel sympathetic because it is one of the rare
treatises on angelology written in our time and because it is for the
most part inspired by heartfelt daring.12

I do not think that there can be found any better basis, either in
fundamental or in experiential terms, for justifying this than a
short quip written in a treatise on angelology by a contemporary
Catalan author with perceptive and clear insight, countering a

well known statement by Teresa of Avila: No, it is far from certain
that God alone suffices."?

There is no better author to introduce our subject than Henry Corbin,
since these citations will serve as a point of entry into this consideration
of Swedenborg, the angel, and D’Ors.

We shall not attempt to demonstrate the influence Swedenborgian
angelology had on that of D’Ors. Rather, we intend to point out the de-
gree of comprehension D’ Ors had of the Nordic thinker, which indirectly
makes clear, in our judgment, the relevant role Swedenborg plays in D’Ors’
conception of the angel. It is a fact that traces of Swedenborg in the phi-
losophy of D’Ors are not limited to matters of angelology alone. Rather,
they touch upon other themes, while it is true that the question of the
angel implies a whole series of notional correlations, in such a way that
they relate that question to the system as a whole, as we shall see. It can be
said that the theme of the angel is an emblem that defines and represents
a certain kind of philosophy. The angel, which is the very essence of the
emblematic, generates an emblematic philosophy. Now let us turn to
specific references D’Ors makes to Swedenborg. Xenius states:

From the outset I want to make clear that, if I happen to speak to
you about the Angels, it is in a spirit and tone very different from
what most people imagine, when they recall Swedenborg or
Dionysius the Areopagite... and this apart from the fact that nei-
ther the Areopagite nor Swedenborg were what people think they

were"

First, it must be noted that for D’Ors, Swedenborg is not some mar-
ginal, fanciful, or anecdotal author. He has already stated that Sweden-
borg is not what people imagine, doubtlessly referring to the host of mis-
understandings that linger on about the Swedish thinker. First and fore-
most, it is plainly indicative that D’Ors has placed Swedenborg in a book
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on angelology, which shows not only his opinion of Swedenborg’s impor-
tance for this subject, but also Swedenborg’s presence in the works of
D’Ors as a whole, either because of influence, or because the questions
they dealt with coincide. The second explicit reference to Swedenborg is
the following:

For unimaginative minds, Emanuel Swedenborg was a naturalist
thinker up to a given moment of his existence, and when he ar-
rived at that moment, his brains melted down, and he began to
talk nonsense about celestial matters.... Butif you check the dates,
you will see how the author, who is explaining what he has seen
and heard in heaven and hell, is at the same time the creator of
modern crystallography and the one who discovered the connec-
tion of the sun and the solar system to the Milky Way. Thus there
is compatibility between Divine Love and Wisdom with scientific
knowledge of the most concrete kind and even combined with

pragmatic discretion in the exercise of technical functions and
political offices.'s

Actually, all of paragraph 30 is devoted to Swedenborg, and it evi-
dences an uncommon understanding for bringing into focus the series of
problems posed by the Scandinavian writer. D’Ors has managed to see
how there does not exist in Swedenborg some break in continuity be-
tween his scientific writings and his spiritual writing, but rather that
Swedenborg’s holistic vision consists precisely in extrapolating or extending
scientific conceptions (proper to the world of matter) to the world of the
spirit, in such a way that reality presents itself as a continuum that, as
D’ Ors himself asserts, is manifested as being “compact, without cracks or
gaps.” There are few phrases more expressive to define what Swedenborg’s
system is. D’Ors has clearly seen that there are not two Swedenborgs,
one scientific and rational and the other visionary and daydreaming, Con-
trary to what is usually said, there is no radical separation between Swe-
denborg the scientist and Swedenborg the theologian, simply because, as
we will say it again, there never was any duality in thought, but rather
continuity. Swedenborg’s universe is a universe in which the structures of
what is material and the structures of what is spiritual correspond to one
another; and in order to account for this correspondence, Swedenborg
makes use of his scientific training to extrapolate the realm of the spiritual
by applying a law of universal analogy. As D’Ors so expressively puts it,
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“between the physical world and the spiritual there is no room to imagine
any separation or hiatus.” In this way Swedenborg reads in what is mate-
rial its spiritual imprint, its Divine trace, its symbol of the intelligible.
Thus, he can be added to the list of Neoplatonists and Christian
exemplarists in the history of philosophy. Another one of the merits of
D’Ors consists in conceiving Swedenborg to be a genuine philosopher
and not a mystic (which he certainly is not, despite what Emerson might
have said).

What is of greatest interest to us here is to check out the insightful
interpretation of Swedenborg that D’Ors develops, in contrast to an “un-
imaginative judgment” that dismisses Swedenborg’s speculations as merely
ecstacies. D’Ors shows himself to be a penetrating exegete of Sweden-
borg when he succeeds in distinguishing the Swedish philosopher from
the legion of his Romantic followers, who have often given a distorted
image of Swedenborg’s thought.' By this we do not intend to minimize
the role that Romanticism played in the spread of Swedenborg’s ideas; in
any case, Swedenborg’s echo among Romantic writers can be explained
in sociological terms. For us what is important is that D’Ors has not been
satisfied with reiterating preconceived ideas about Swedenborg; instead,
he has succeeded in deciphering the deep meaning of the Swedish phi-
losopher.

However, D’Ors’ understanding of Swedenborg is not centered on
an overall vision of the Scandinavian thinker; as much as his perceptive
vision is indeed on the mark, his understanding, in our judgment, takes its
direction and has its explanation in the work of D’Ors itself. We are refer-
ring, of course, to angelology, and, by extension, to a particular character
that the figure of the angel takes on in every system of thought in which it
has a place. To dwell on the angelology of D’Ors would be to dwell on his
entire work, which would be impossible here. But Swedenborg’s influence
seems obvious to us, particularly on this subject.The very fact that D'Ors
devotes significant space to Swedenborg in a book on angelology proves
this, since it is uncommon for a thinker with the mindset and training that
D’Ors had even to take Swedenborg into account. In fact, when we look
deeply at the conceptions of both D’Ors and Swedenborg, they coincide
in many respects. Most basically, in the ontology of determination; deter-
mination that presents itself as a rejection of what is abstract and imper-
sonal, in order to affirm what is figurative and personal; in short, every-
thing that is summed up in the image of the angel—the emblem and
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symbol of this kind of philosophy, or better still, the theology of that which
can be named. For “God alone does not suffice;” in other words, an abstract
or apophatic notion of God is not enough. Rather, for us (who inhabit im-
ages as our specific place) there exists the mediation of the angels, who are
the ones who make accessible to us and represent to us that abstract and
impersonal notion of the Divine which, while it is absolute, is not beyond
our grasp. The angels are the consequence of a theology of what can be
named and determined (are not the angels the god-bearers of the Divine
names?), in which the absolute is relativized for us.

Without entering into a discussion of the figure of the angel itself in
D’Ors, a subject that would take us too far afield, we will sum up the
principal traits in which the presence of Swedenborg can be glimpsed in
the work of the Spanish philosopher:

In the first place, the very consideration of the angel as a transcenden-
tal and spiritual projection or dimension of man. In the second place, and
as a corollary to the first, the concept of the marriage or syzygy of man
with his angel; in other words, the obtaining by the human person of that
heavenly part or dimension of himself that is his angel, which can be ex-
pressed philosophically by saying that each angel is the unique genus of
each individual—his archetype or form. In the third place, also closely
related to everything that has been said up to now, note should be taken of
the anthropological tripartition that both authors carry out in terms of
angelology: for Swedenborg, man is natural, spiritual, and celestial; and
for D’Ors man is composed of body, soul, spirit or angel. In both cases
the angel represents the personalization of man; the fact that each indi-
vidual acquires his or her own angel is tantamount to that individual’s ac-
quiring his or her true personality. To sum up, what distinguishes the sys-
tems of both D’Ors and Swedenborg is their common interest in figurative
or emblematic thinking, in which conceptual categories are transformed
into persons, in which the universal emblems become symbols of each
one. In each case the angel—symbol, genus, emblem—is presented as a
being that is directed to each one of us; metaphysically speaking, the prin-
ciple of individualization of each one is his or her form, which is expressed
here as: it is his or her angel, the angel of each one.

However, it does not seem that the commentators and interpreters of
D’Ors have been very sensitive to this Swedenborgian presence. None of

the authors we have consulted even mentions the Scandinavian philosopher:
José Luis L. Aranguren does not; nor do Diaz Plaja, Alian Guy, Lépez Quintas,
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or P. H. Michel; nor does José Jiménez in his otherwise excellent prologue
to his edition of the Introduccidn a la vida angélica. Obviously this is to be
attributed not to any ignorance of the works of D’Ors on the part of these
authors, but rather to the lack of understanding with respect to Swedenborg
that persists in certain circles.

Despite all this, we cannot discount the differences that exist between
these two thinkers. We can see certain contradictions between the accep-
tance of certain themes from Swedenborg on the part of D’Ors and this
author’s system as a whole. The “classicism” of D’Ors prevented him from
seeing that the development of Swedenborgian angelology would lead to
the study of the Iranian world, as we can see in Corbin.'” Despite all this,
we must emphasize the interest that Swedenborg aroused both in D’Ors
and in another great Spanish philosopher, Unamuno. Doubtlessly, this in-
terest was justified by the kind of spiritual existentialism and metaphysi-
cal individualism and personalism that mark Swedenborg’s thought, all
qualities that also served as a vital and intellectual grounding for both
these Spanish philosophers, no matter how much they may have differed
from one another. It is in this sense that D’Ors was a profound exegete of
Swedenborg’s work: for him—as well as for Unamuno—over and above
anything else, Swedenborg is a thinker who focuses on the person, on
what is concrete and individual (and is not the angel the figure that repre-
sents these characteristics to their highest degree?). In the end, where
D’Ors and Swedenborg coincide is in what we could call emblematic phi-
losophy, a philosophy that is synthesized in this phrase from D’Ors: “The
eon is an idea with a biography.”

Swedenborg and Jorge Luis Borges

It is quite possible that Jorge Luis Borges is the Spanish-speaking au-
thor who has written the most about Swedenborg.'® This fact is in itself
worthy of consideration. Moreover, this relationship brings up another
subject: the connection that may exist between philosophy and literature.
In the specific case of Swedenborg and Borges, the problem can be posed
as follows: what contribution does the Argentinian author bring to a bet-
ter understanding of the Swedish philosopher, and to what extent do Swe-
denborg’s theological writings shed light on Borges’ works?

We should not really be surprised by the repeated citations of Swe-
denborg in Borges, since Borges is a writer who makes frequent use of
philosophers (Plato, Spinoza, Schopenhauer, etc.) and since Swedenborg
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was a thinker who particularly influenced literary writers. Without at-
tempting to make an exhaustive listing of all of Borges’ references to the
Prophet of the North, we will point out the most significant and obvious
ones, since these will tell us what elements in Swedenborg were of great-
est interest to Borges, and perhaps also what the Argentinian writer might
add to our knowledge of the Swedish theologian.

There are two texts in which Borges attempts a kind of synthesis of
Swedenborgian doctrine: one of them is a prologue to an English-language
edition of Swedenborg;' the other (practically identical to the first, except
somewhat abbreviated) is the text of a lecture he gave at the University of
Belgrano in 1978 and recorded in the volume Borges Oral.™® These brief
summaries, despite some inevitable inaccuracies due to their brevity, are
well crafted and also give us a precise idea of what in Swedenborg might
have been of interest to Borges: above all the lucidity of the Swedish vision-
ary (in contrast to the clichés on the subject) and Borges’ rejection of any
claim that Swedenborg was mad. Borges’ observation of Swedenborg’s lu-
cidity is the necessary prerequisite for any transition to Swedenborg (it is
only because Swedenborg has something to say that any subsequent investi-
gation becomes possible); in the second place, it establishes the need for a
determined interpretation of Swedenborg’s Writings, which is to say thata
correct understanding of the Scandinavian theologian is not possible with-
out a hermeneutics for this particular purpose. After this, there are various
interesting notes that Borges managed to pick up in the Nordic thinker,
such as the mention of the formal, concrete, individual character of the
supra-tangible worlds; but we are especially interested in that which af-
fected what we might call Borges’ religiosity: “according to Swedenborg,
Hell and Heaven are in man, that likewise includes planets, mountains, seas,
continents, minerals, trees, grasses, flowers, thistles, animals, reptiles, birds,
fish, tools, cities, and buildings.”z‘ This may well be the key to Borges’ at-
traction to Swedenborg: in short, it would be a matter of the internalization
of realms and categories that are usually projected toward the outside.
Swedenborg’s work (and religiosity) would then be a process by which the
soul experiences within itself that which others place outside the self. All
those “planets..., etc.” are now the movements, the flows, the transforma-
tions and explanations of consciousness. It is in the soul that all those things
reside, for they are events of the soul—in other words, that which the soul
experiences. In the impressive sonnet that Borges dedicates to Swedenborg
the same idea is recaptured:
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Sabia que la Gloria y el Averno
en tu alma estan y sus mitologias.?
[He knew that Glory and Hades

are in your soul along with their mythologies.]

Thus, what Borges intuited in Swedenborg's works is what Henry Corbin
developed at length: a phenomenology of visionary consciousness, in which
the journeys, the epic, and the worlds described are metaphors and images
of the realities of the spirit.”’ Borges’ reading of Swedenborg is to a certain
extent comparable to that of Strindberg, since for the latter author,
Swedenborg'’s heaven and hell are internalizations of the consciousness that
experiences heaven or hell.” In other words, each one is his or her own
heaven or his or her own hell. Heaven and hell are thus representations of
inner experiences, in the same way that the mansions of Teresa of Avila or
the castles of Sohravardi represent processes and events of the interior life
and its stages. Another reference to Swedenborg emphasizes the interest
this Hispanic writer had in what we could call interior religiosity or the
internalization of religious images and figures: “For Swedenborg, as for
Boehme, heaven and hell are states that man seeks in freedom, not some
penal establishment or some devotional establishment.””® Perhaps the con-
clusions that Borges was able to draw from this interpretation of Swedenborg
were of both an asthetic and a philosophical or spiritual nature: asthetic,
on account of the latent possibilities presupposed by an assertion of the pre-
eminence of the interior life; philosophical or spiritual, on account of the
particular mode of religiosity implied by inner experience. Perhaps it might
be an overstatement to include Borges within what we would call Sweden-
borgian spirituality, but it is undeniable that Borges felt an attraction to-
ward Swedenborg that went beyond cultural interests.’® Borges intuited
that what Swedenborg is saying to us makes reference, above all, to realities
of the soul. Accordingly, the Buddha of the North would end up proposing
an internalized, spiritualized religiosity; in a certain way, a demythologized
religiosity, in which the images and representations come to be seen as expe-
riences of the soul. This demythologizing aspect of Swedenborgian herme-
neutics, in the very substance of any allegorical exegesis, has been clearly
perceived by Borges, who catches a glimpse of the fundamental idea that un-
derlies the thinking of the Scandinavian visionary. Thus, while for Unamuno,
Swedenborg would be a kind of precursor of the philosophy of existence, and
while for D’Ors he was a theoretician of angelology, Borges would highlight
Swedenborg as a thinker of the interior life of consciousness.”
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Without any doubt, the philosophical and theological consequences
of this Swedenborgian conception have enormous possibilities for devel-
opment. But we have already stated that Borges remains at the point of
intuiting these ideas; in addition, we must realize that he himself is not a
Swedenborgian in the strict sense, nor is he a philosopher or a theologian;
thus, we should not expect from him any complete and detailed exposi-
tion of the theories of the Swedish thinker. Nonetheless, the interest
Swedenborg awakened in Borges is unmistakable. This is proved by the
inclusion of six texts from Swedenborg (more than from any other au-
thor) in El libro del cielo y del infierno,?® in addition to another text from
Heine that includes an interesting reflection on Swedenborg, also along
the lines that see in the Prophet of the North a thinker in whom priority
is given, above all, to concrete individuality, the interior life of conscious-
ness, the thrust toward form. Likewise, in Cuentos breves y extraordinarios®
we come upon another reference to a text of Swedenborg’s. Finally, in
“Otro poema de los dones” [“Another poem on the gifts”] we find some-
thing like an overall acknowledgement of the figure of Swedenborg,

Por Swedenborg,
que conversaba con los angeles en las calles de Londres. *
[On account of Swedenborg,

who used to converse with angels on the streets of London.]

In summary, we believe that Swedenborg inspired Borges with a cer-
tain manner of experiencing religiosity. We leave that word in all its am-
bivalence, because it s far from clear whether the Argentinian artist would
have taken a stand on any given religion. But it does seem evident that he
shared in feelings and experiences marked by genuine religiosity. And in
these feelings and experiences, Swedenborg’s role looms large: a process
of internalization, demythologizing exegesis, spiritualization of catego-
ries formulated in projections from without, religious life in terms of
spontaneity of the consciousness... In all these expressions of the activity
of the soul Swedenborg'’s imprint lies just below the surface. However,
while the influence of a certain spirituality on Borges is significant, no less
significant is the fact that Borges has managed to interpret and to draw
such intelligent insights from an author like Swedenborg, who has often
not benefited from such lucid readings. Therefore, what is important here
is not only what Swedenborg’s works may have meant for Borges, but also
what light Borges may have been able to shed for a better understanding
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of the Swedish thinker. If Swedenborg’s presence can help us to know
better not only the literature but also the innermost religiosity of Borges,
then certainly Borges’ insights can allow us to make some contribution
when called upon to interpret an author who is as open to misinterpreta-
tion as is Swedenborg.

We have not found in Borges’ books any other significant allusion to
Swedenborg. If perhaps there is any other, then it is indirect and not ex-
plicit. We cite a beautiful poem with unmistakable Swedenborgian ech-
oes, since it carries the meaningful title of “El Angel” and it ends as fol-
lows:

Sefior, que al cabo de mis dias en laTierra
yo no deshonre al Angel.*

[Lord, at the end of my days upon the Earth
let me not dishonor the Angel. ]
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