
 

A Selection of Books by the Cambridge Platonists 
 

The Cambridge Platonists were a group of influential philosophical and religious thinkers who flourished at 

Cambridge University between 1633 and 1688.  They did not consider themselves to be a particular group 

and only came to be referred to as ‘The Cambridge Platonists’ in the eighteenth century.  

The most important among them were Henry More and Ralph Cudworth, both 

Fellows of Christ’s College, Cambridge. The group also included Benjamin 

Whichcote, Peter Sterry, John Smith and Nathanael Culverwell, all of whom 

studied at Emmanuel College, Cambridge, where Cudworth was later appointed 

Master.      
 Emmanuel College   

The Cambridge Platonists held the philosophy of Plato and Plotinus in high regard but drew on a wide range 

of other philosophical sources. They shared the Renaissance Humanists’ recognition of the achievements of 

ancient philosophy but were also fully aware of newer and contemporary developments in philosophy and 

science. They devoted their philosophical learning to religious and moral issues, to 

defending the existence of God and the immortality of the soul, and to formulating 

practical ideas for Christian conduct. Standing between the Puritans and High 

Anglicans they consistently advocated tolerance and understanding within the 

church, basing their demand on their conception that reason was the arbiter both of 

natural and of revealed religion. 
      Christ’s College                   

The breadth of their tolerance caused them to be given the nickname ‘Latitude Men’ by their opponents, 

who wished to suggest that the members of the group were advancing a type of Christianity that was too 

broad and humanistic and one which was grounded in Greek philosophy rather than scripture and historical 

revelation.  The Cambridge Platonists indeed held that reason could judge the data of revelation by virtue 

of the indwelling of God in the mind, since ‘the spirit in man is the candle of the Lord’ (Whichcote). This 

mystical view of reason was derived principally from Neoplatonism. However, as Rufus M. Jones says in his 

Spiritual Reformers in the 16th and 17th Centuries, ‘with all their propension to learning and their love of 

philosophy, they were primarily and fundamentally religious – they were disciples of Christ rather than 

disciples of Plato and Plotinus’. Their optimistic view of human capacities is seen in their emphasis on the 

freedom of the will. They applied their Platonism in the sphere of ethics and epistemology to establish the 

nature of the Will of God and the Highest Good of the worlds of sense and thought.  
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We also include in this exhibition books by two other important 

religious writers from around the same period, both of whom were 

educated at Oxford University, Joseph Glanvill and John Norris. 



Moral and Religious Aphorisms. Collected from the Manuscript Papers of The 

Reverend and Learned Doctor Whichcote; and Published in MDCCIII, by Dr. 

Jeffery. 

Now re-published, with large Additions, from the Transcripts of the latter, by 

Samuel Salter, D.D. Prebendary of Norwich, and Curate of Great Yarmouth in 

Norfolk. 

To which are added, Eight Letters: which passed between Dr. Whichcote, Provost 

of King’s College; and Dr. Tuckney, Master of Emmanuel College, in Cambridge: 

on several very interesting subjects. 

Now first published. 

London: Printed for J. Payne, at Pope’s-Head, in Pater-Noster-Row. MDCCLIII. 

 

Benjamin Whichcote (1609-83) was born in Shropshire and entered Emmanuel College, Cambridge in 1628, 

becoming a Fellow in 1633 and a tutor the following year.  He was ordained in 1637 and appointed Sunday 

afternoon preacher at Trinity Church, Cambridge, where his preaching met with immediate success.  

On his marriage in 1643 he retired to a college living at North Cadbury, Somerset, but the following year 

returned to Cambridge as Provost of King’s College.  

He was removed from this position in 1660 and was obliged to seek employment elsewhere, which may 

explain why he never published any works during his lifetime.  

From 1662 he was in charge of St. Anne’s, Blackfriars, until the church was burnt down in 1666.  In 1668 he 

was appointed vicar of St. Lawrence, Jewry; while the church was being rebuilt he preached frequently 

before the Corporation of London in the Guildhall Chapel. 

His works, all published posthumously, include Some Select Notions of B. Whichcote (1685), Select Sermons 

(1689), Several Discourses (1701) and Moral and Religious Aphorisms (1703), referred to here in an edition 

dated 1753.   

Whichcote’s tolerant, optimistic and rational outlook is seen as having set the intellectual tone for 

Cambridge Platonism.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

A Treatise Concerning Eternal and Immutable Morality. 

By Ralph Cudworth, D.D. Formerly Master of Christ’s College in Cambridge. 

With a Preface by the Right Reverend Father in God, Edward Lord Bishop of 

Durham.  

London: Printed for James and John Knapton, at the Crown in St. Paul’s Churchyard. 

MDCCXXXI. 

 

 

 

Ralph Cudworth (1617-88) was born at Aller in Somerset, where his father was 

rector.  He became a Fellow of Emmanuel College, Cambridge in 1639, Master 

of Clare Hall in 1645, Regius Professor of Hebrew in the same year, and Master 

of Christ’s College in 1654.  In addition he held the livings of North Cadbury 

from 1650, of Ashwell from 1662 and a prebendal stall at Gloucester Cathedral 

from 1678. 

In his chief work, which he never completed, The True Intellectual System of 

the Universe (1678), a copy of which is also in the Fintry Trust Library, 

Cudworth argued that the only real source of knowledge is the Christian 

religion. Religious truth was embodied in three great principles: the reality of 

the supreme Divine intelligence and the spiritual world which that intelligence 

has created, the eternal reality of moral ideas, and the reality of moral 

freedom and responsibility.  

It was in this way that Cudworth, who, as his conception of a ‘Plastic Medium’ indicates, was very strongly 

influenced by Platonic ideas, attempted to assert the necessity for a revealed religion against the atheism 

of his day. The Platonic principle that mind precedes the world lies at the foundation of Cudworth’s theory 

of knowledge as discussed in his Treatise Concerning Eternal and Immutable Morality. Cudworth’s 

daughter, Damaris, Lady Masham, published her own Discourse Concerning the Love of God (1696) and did 

much to spread her father’s moral and religious ideas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

The Immortality of The Soul, So farre forth as it is demonstrable  

from the Knowledge of Nature and the Light of Reason. 

By Henry More. Fellow of Christ’s Colledge in Cambridge. 

London, Printed by J. Flesher, for William Morden Bookseller in Cambridge. 1659. 

 

 

 

Henry More (1614-87) was born in Grantham in Lincolnshire and educated 

at Christ’s College, Cambridge, of which he became a Fellow in 1639.  He 

remained in Cambridge all his life, despite the fact that he was offered 

several rich preferments.  He was in close touch with the leading scientists 

and philosophers of his time, and also wrote poetry. Among his principal 

works were Antidote against Atheism (1653), Manual of Ethics (1666), 

Divine Dialogues (1668) and Manual of Metaphysics (1671). In his works he 

sought to vindicate theism and immortality against the materialism 

represented by Thomas Hobbes. He also gradually abandoned his 

admiration for the work of Descartes.  

More emphasized in particular the instinctive reasonableness of Divine truth 

and affirmed the existence of a higher principle ‘more noble and inward 

than reason itself’, which he termed the ‘Divine Sagacity’.  He held that it 

was possible to apprehend this higher truth only through the cultivation of a righteous disposition and a 

free intellect, though afterwards this intuitive instinct might be confirmed by the methods of reason.  He 

also defended innate ideas and notions and postulated the existence of a spirit of Nature or ‘anima mundi’.  

More edited Joseph Glanvill’s Sadducismus Triumphatus.  

Henry More had a high reputation for learning and saintliness.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

These three images are from The Theological Works of the Most Pious and Learned Henry More (1708), also 

in the Library.   



Select Discourses Treating 1. Of the true Way or Method of attaining 

to Divine Knowledge. 2. Of Superstition. 3. Of Atheism. 4. Of the 

Immortality of the Soul. 5. Of the Existence and Nature of God. 6. Of 

Prophesie. 7. Of the Difference between the Legal and the 

Evangelical Righteousness, the Old and the New Covenant, &c. 8. Of 

the Shortness and Vanity of a Pharisaick Righteousness. 9. Of the 

Excellency and Nobleness of True Religion. 10. Of a Christians 

Conflicts with, and Conquests over, Satan. 

By John Smith, late Fellow of Queens Colledge in Cambridge. 

As also a Sermon preached by Simon Patrick D.D. (then Fellow of 

the same Colledge) at the Author’s Funeral: with a brief Account of 

his Life and Death. 

The second Edition corrected. 

Cambridge, Printed by John Hayes, for W. Morden Bookseller. 1673. 

 

John Smith (1618-52) was born at Achurch, near Oundle, and educated at Emmanuel College, Cambridge, 

where Benjamin Whichcote was his tutor. It appears that his parents were poor and that Whichcote made 

‘provision for his support and maintenance’ in his early student days. In 1644 he transferred to Queen’s 

College where he taught mathematics.   

Under the influence of Whichcote, and the study of Plato and Plotinus, Smith became one of the leading 

Cambridge Platonists, upholding spiritual religion against the acrimonious theological disputes of his age.   

His work was cut short by his early death. Simon Patrick, in his funeral oration, describes Smith as ‘an 

Interpreter of the Spirit’, ‘a good man’, ‘a Godlike man’, ‘a servant and friend of God’ and ‘a serious 

practicer of the Sermon on the Mount’.  

Smith’s Select Discourses were first published posthumously in 1659 and include discussion of a number of 

issues relating to religious belief, such as the immortality of the soul and the existence and nature of God. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

An Elegant and Learned Discourse of the Light of Nature, with severall 

other Treatises: Viz. The Schisme. The Act of Oblivion. The Childs Returne. 

The Panting Soul. Mount Ebal. The White Stone. Spiritual Opticks. The 

Worth of Souls. 

By Nathanael Culverwel, Master of Arts, and lately Fellow of Emanuel 

Colledge in Cambridge. 

Oxford, Printed for Tho. Williams, and are to be sold by Henry Dimock Bookseller 

in Oxford. Anno Dom. 1669. 

 

 

Details of the life of Nathanael Culverwel (1619-?1651) are obscure.  He 

was born in Middlesex and baptised in the church where his father was 

rector. Though it is known that he was elected to a Fellowship at 

Emmanuel College, Cambridge, in 1633, he is thought to have suffered a 

mental breakdown in his last years.  

Culverwel’s writings were published posthumously as Spiritual Opticks 

(1651), a set of six sermons, and a one-volume edition of collected 

works (1652).  An Elegant and Learned Discourse of the Light of Nature, 

his best known essay, was intended as the introduction to a larger work 

in which he hoped to defend reason against its more extreme 

opponents and faith against Rationalist reductionists.  

Reason is necessary, he asserted, because it shows men the need for 

revelation and the existence of Divine Law.  ‘To blaspheme reason is to 

reproach Heaven itself, and to dishonour the God of reason, to question 

the beauty of his image’.  God’s Will, however, rather than reason, is 

‘the rule of good and evil’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



A Discourse of the Freedom of the Will. 

By Peter Sterry, Sometimes Fellow of Emmanuel 

Colledge in Cambridge. 

London: Printed for John Starkey, at the Miter near 

Temple-Bar, in Fleetstreet. 1675. 

 

 

 

 

Peter Sterry (?1613-72) was born in Surrey and educated at Emmanuel College, Cambridge, where he was 

elected a Fellow in 1636.  In 1643 he was one of the fourteen divines proposed by the House of Lords for 

the Westminster Assembly, and from 1645 preached frequently before the Houses of Parliament.  In 1649 

he was appointed one of Oliver Cromwell’s chaplains (with a salary of £100 a year and lodgings in 

Whitehall).  After the Protector’s death he retired to Hackney, where he took pupils and devoted himself to 

literary work.  

His writings abound with references to Plato and Plotinus and he was thoroughly acquainted with the work 

of Ficino, quoting him among his approved masters. In his theology he emphasized the will of God to the 

virtual exclusion of secondary causes and human free will, while seeing the world as emanating from God 

and, through the Fall and Redemption by Christ, returning to God and to its own original beauty. ‘Thou hast 

but to follow the stream of Love, the Fountain of the Soul, if thou wouldst be led to that Sea which is the 

confluence of all the waters of Life, of all Truth, of all Goodness, of all Joy, of all Beauty and Blessedness.’   

Sterry was influenced by Jacob Boehme, and in an age of sectarian strife was an ardent advocate of mutual 

tolerance founded in Christian love. The Trust Library has a copy of another important work by Sterry – The 

Rise, Race and Royalty of the Kingdom of God in the Soul of Man (1683). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Saducismus Triumphatus: or Full and 

Plain Evidence Concerning Witches 

and Apparitions.  In Two Parts.  The 

First treating of their Possibility, the 

Second of their Real Existence. 

By Joseph Glanvil, late Chaplain in 

Ordinary to His Majesty, and Fellow of 

the Royal Society. 

With a Letter of Dr. Henry More on 

the same Subject.  And an Authentick, 

but wonderful story of certain 

Swedish Witches, done into English by 

Anth. Horneck, Preacher at the Savoy. 

London: Printed for J. Collins at his Shop 

under the Temple-Church, and S. Lownds 

at his Shop by the Savoy-gate, 1681. 

Joseph Glanvill (1636-80) was born in Plymouth and raised in a strict Puritan household.  He was educated 

at Oxford University, at both Exeter College and Lincoln College.  He became vicar of Frome in Somerset in 

1662 and then rector of the Abbey Church, Bath, in 1666.   

Glanvill was friendly with and much influenced by Henry More, and was generally in sympathy with the 

Cambridge Platonists. In his various writings he pleaded for religious toleration, the scientific method, and 

freedom of thought, seeking out a middle way in contemporary philosophical debates.  Throughout his life 

he took a keen interest in natural phenomena, especially in their bearing on religion, and he became one of 

the original members of the Royal Society.  In several of his treatises he endeavoured to prove that the 

evidence derived from the most varied physical phenomena lent support to religious belief. Saducismus 

Triumphatus, which was published after his death, decries scepticism about the existence and supernatural 

power of witchcraft and contains a collection of folklore about witches.   



Christian Blessedness: or, Discourses upon the Beatitudes of 

our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. 

Written by John Norris, M.A. Rector of Newton St. Loe in 

Somersetshire, and Late Fellow of All-Souls College in Oxford. 

To which are Added, Reflections upon a late Essay concerning 

Human Understanding. By the same Author. 

Licensed, May 19. 1690. Rob Midgley. 

London, Printed for S. Manship at the Black Bull over against the 

Royal Exchange in Cornhil, 1690. 

The image on the frontispiece is of King William, to whom the book is dedicated. 

 

John Norris (1657-1711) was born in Collingbourne Kingston, Wiltshire, the 

son of a minister, and educated at Winchester and Exeter College, Oxford. In 

1680 he was elected to a Fellowship at All Souls College, where he remained 

for nine years.  He was ordained in 1684.  He became rector of Newton St. 

Loe, Somerset in 1689, but from 1691 until his death he was rector of 

Bemerton, near Salisbury, where the poet George Herbert had also been 

rector.   

Norris composed poetry too but spent most of his time producing numerous 

theological and philosophical works, some of which were extremely popular, 

including Christian Blessedness. He was much influenced by Cambridge 

Platonism and corresponded with Henry More.   

His most significant work is considered to be his Essay towards the Theory of 

the Ideal or Intelligible World (1701 & 1704), copies of which are also in the 

Trust Library.  This work is a complete exposition of the views of Nicholas 

Malebranche, whose Recherche de la verite (The Search After Truth) (1674) made a great impression on 

Norris.  Indeed, Norris even went so far as to advise his children that Malbranche’s work should ‘always be 

read, studied, dwelt and fed upon till it be digested, made your own, and converted as it were into the very 

Substance of your Souls’.   

*       *       *       *       *       *       * 

The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy and the Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church were used extensively in 

the preparation of this online exhibition.  


