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The Secret Masonic History of Blake’s Swedenborg Society

lake’s attitude toward Sweden-

borg and his devotees has long
been the subject of controversy among
critics. That Blake and his family were
Swedenborgians was once accepted
as given fact, then rejected as mythol-
ogy, and subsequently resurrected as
a real possibility.'! However, most
commentators have relied too heavily
on Robert Hindmarsh's Rise and Pro-
gress of the New Jerusalem Church,
published posthumously in London in
1861. Few have realized that Hind-
marsh deliberately slanted the history
to maximize his own role and to serve
a counter-revolutionary political agen-
da.? Like Wordsworth, Coleridge, and
Southey, Hindmarsh labored to cover
up his own early revolutionary lean-
ings and to distance himself and the
New Church from charges of subver-
sive “illuminism.” By omitting or dis-
torting the dominant role of foreign
Freemasons in organizing the New
Jerusalem Temple in London, Hind-
marsh created a conservative, prudish,
and inaccurate version of eighteenth-
century Swedenborgianism that fit
comfortably into a Victorian milieu.
Though Blake fit most uncomfortably
into Hindmarsh's context, the vision-
ary artist and radical prophet found a
congenial—even inspirational—
milieu among the Masonic Illuminés
who were the driving force behind the
Swedenborgian movement.

To bring to the surface these under-
ground /lluminés of the 1780s, it is
necessary to dig back to their roots in
an older clandestine world of intemna-
tional Jacobite-Masonic intrigue. How-
ever, it is difficult to penetrate the
network of “irregular” Freemasonry in
England, because of the oath-bound
vows of secrecy and political risks in-
curred by members of foreign-af-
filiated lodges. These dangers reached
their peak during the recurrent
Jacobite agitations after the 1745 rebel-
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lion, the revolt of the American
colonies in 1776, and the French in-
vasion scare of 1798.% At each of these
periods, Freemasonry was deeply
polarized into revolutionary and
loyalist factions (called generically the
“Ancients” versus the “Moderns”), and
governmental crackdowns on the
former led to destruction of records,
surveillance of members, and closure
of lodges.

From the time when Emanuel Swe-
denborg first visited London in 1710-13,
his activities were shrouded in de-
liberate obscurity and encoded docu-
ments, for he participated in the Franco-
Swedish-Jacobite conspiracies that
gave the Hanoverian kings of England
nightmares throughout his lifetime."
Returning many times to London be-
tween 1744 and 1772, Swedenborg
acted as a secret agent for the French
king and the pro-French party in
Sweden, known as the “Hats." In fact,
Louis XV personally subsidized the
anonymous publication of Sweden-
borg's theosophical writings in Lon-

don as a cover for his espionage ac-
tivities. To serve both his political
agenda and his theosophical ambi-
tions, Swedenborg utilized a network
of Masonic lodges in England and
Sweden that were linked with sister
lodges in France, Holland, Germany,
Poland, and Russia. By the time of his
death in March 1772, these “il-
luminated” Masons were laying the
foundations of the Swedenborgian
Theosophical Society that Blake
joined in the 1780s.

The Swedish lodges of Blake’s day
claimed to possess precious docu-
ments that contained the Masonic
secrets embedded in “the hieroglyphic
language of the old Jewish wisdom
books.”™ Some of these documents
were obtained by Swedenborg from
Jewish and French Masons in London.”
During his visits to the city, Sweden-
borg often resided in the Queen's
Arms Tavern in Wellclose Square,
which hosted a French-affiliated lodge
that welcomed Jewish Masons. His im-
mediate neighbor in the square was
Dr. Samuel Jacob Falk, a Jewish al-
chemist and Cabalist, who became
revered and feared as one of the “Un-
known Superiors” of illuminist Mason-
ry.8Secretly associated with the radical
Sabbatians of Poland and with French
agents of the Stuart cause, Falk in-
structed Swedenborg in Cabalistic
trance techniques and sexual magic,
which they believed would usher in a
spiritual and political millennium.

Both Falk and Swedenborg were
associated with the “Rite of Seven
Degrees,” a shadowy Masonic order
directed by Pierre Lambert de Lintot (a
former French military officer, Jacobite
agent, and talented engraver), who in-
itiated many visitors to London.®
Anglicizing his name as Peter Lambert,
the artist infused Swedenborgian
themes into the mystical high degrees.
He also produced a series of complex,
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hieroglyphical engravings that were
widely sought by European Masons
who believed they contained the key
to the Cabalistic arcana possessed by
Falk and Swedenborg.'’ That the ritual
term “Los” was an important symbol in
these degrees provides a new perspec-
tive on Blake’s own symbolic figure of
“Los” in his illuminist prophecies of the
1790s.

Swedenborg successfully main-
tained his incognito in London until
the 1760s, when he began to receive
many Masonic admirers. In 1769 he
was visited by a group of alchemists—
the chemist Peter Woulfe, the musi-
cian Michael Ame, and the bankrupt
Robert Peacock—who discussed Her-
metic philosophy with him."" Receiv-
ing an unflattering report about this
discussion from Peacock, the French
physician Benedict Chastanier de-
cided not to call on Swedenborg and,
instead, pursued his own independent
Masonic initiatives. Chastanier had be-
come a high-ranking Mason in France,
and he was fascinated by Sweden-
borg’s anonymous writings. In 1767 he
established a lodge of IHluminés Théo-
sophbes in London; though the rituals
drew on Swedenborgian symbolism,
Chastanier did not know the identity
of the author of his source texts.”? Soon
after this, the Marquis de Thomé (who
had met Swedenborg in Paris in 1769)

“began to assist his frére J. P. Moét (a
royal librarian) in translating Sweden-
borg’'s works into French, and he es-
tablished a special Swedenborgian rite
in Paris by 1773."

Three years later, Chastanier learned
that Swedenborg was the author of the
books he so cherished, and he deter-
mined to establish a Masonic society
that would publish and disseminate
the master’s writings. Joining with those
Masons who shared his devotion, Cha-
stanier formed in 1776 the “London
Universal Society for the Promotion of
the New Jerusalem Church.”* Main-
taining a low profile because of the
current government crackdown on
“irregular” and Ancient lodges, the
Universal Society apparently included
Peter Woulfe, Michael Arne, General

Charles Rainsford, Lord Percy, Re-
verend Thomas Hartley, Dr. Husband
Messiter, Dr, William Spence, Edward
Maubach, Francis Barthelemon, and
Henry Servanté. The artists Richard Cos-
way and Phillipe Jacques de Louther-
bourg, who were early admirers of
Swedenborg and interested in Mason-
ry, may also have supported the
Universalists.'®

Chastanier and Thomé joined forces
with an ambitious lodge of occult re-
search, the Philaléthes, which was
launched in Paris in 1775 and which
investigated the theosophical claims of
Falk, Swedenborg, and other gurus of
illuminism.'® Thomé evidently met Falk
in Paris or London, for in December
1777 he described to a visiting rabbi
his earlier studies in Cabala under the
Baal-Shem.” In winter 1776-77 the
Duke of Chartres (Grand Master of the
Grand Orient system of French Mason-
ry) traveled to London where he sought
out Falk, who consecrated a talismanic
ring that would ensure the Duke's ac-
cession to the French throne." In the
early days of the Rite of Seven De-
grees, Chartres was cited by Lambert
as his Deputy Grand Master.'? Chartres
later became the Duke of Orleans and
then Phillipe Egalité an intimate friend
of Richard Cosway and a hero to Wil-
liam Blake.*
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It was probably at this time (1777-
79) that Chastanier began to col-
laborate with Lambert, who had
moved next doorto him on Tottenham
Court Road and who corresponded
with members of the Swedish Rite
abroad.®' Lambert exhibited pictures
at the Society of Artists and Free
Society of Artists, and his highly
finished, complex engravings may
have become known to those artists
who were interested in Swedenborg
and mystical Masonry (such as
Loutherbourg, Cosway, Sharp, and—
possibly—Blake). General Rainsford,
who was friendly with Loutherbourg
and Cosway, participated in the Univer-
sal Society and Rite of Seven Degrees,
and he later inherited the Masonic en-
gravings, manuscripts, and regalia of
Lambert.?* The similarity of many
themes and symbols in Lambert’s and
Blake's engravings is provocative.

In 1777 the Universalists were visited
by Charles Bernhard Wadstrém, a
Swedish Mason who was undertaking
a secret mission of industrial espionage
for King Gustav III, and who returned
with news of the Swedenborgian pub-
lishing enterprise in London.* He also
told his friend Augustus Nordensjkold
about Dr. Mordecai Gumpel Levison,
a remarkable Jewish physician in Lon-
don, who practiced alchemy and was
a Swedenborgian Mason.? Determined
to collaborate with Dr. Levison, Nor-
densjkéld traveled to London in 1779,
where he moved into the Jew's
residence in Soho Square (nearby Rains-
ford's home in the square). In Decem-
ber Nordensjkéld and Levison began
printing A Plain System of Alchymy,
which combined Swedenborgian meta-
physics with practical chemistry. They
interrupted the printing when they de-
cided to travel to Stockholm in order
to solicit the sponsorship of Gustav ITI
for their alchemical endeavors.” At
this time, a “Mrs. Levison” was a sub-
scriber to the Discourses on Various
Subjects (1779), written by the Rever-
end Jacob Duché, a Swedenborgian
whose work also attracted William
Blake and other artists.®® It was in
Duché’s home at the Lambeth Asylum
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