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The seventeenth century in England saw a remarkable upsurge
of interest in the philozophy of Plate and Plotinus, particularly among
the group konwn as the Cambridge Platonists. Knowledge of these
philosophers came to England through the translations and commmen-
tares of Marsilio Ficino. But Ficino did net bequeath to the Renais-
sance a pristine knowledge of Greek philosophy. He attempted to re-
conelle the thought of Plato and Plotinus with the Christian religion,
to create a Chrstian Neoplatonism, and he introduced IHermeoticism
to the Renaissance through his translation of the Hermetic texts. Re-
uaissance Neoplatonism must therefore appear to the reader as a some-
what uneasy synthesis of widely divergent traditions held together
with dilfienlty within a Chrstian framework.

We know that the English writer and poet Thomas Traherne
sbidied Plato and had a Imowledge of Ficino’s epitomes and trans-
lIations which would have conveyed Lo him the main doctrines of Plo-
tinus which Ficino frequently refers to. A antebook survives in Tra-
herne’s own handwriting with lengthy notes from Ficino's epitomes
of Plato, and Fisino’s translation of The Republic.l

Although he was interested in, and was influenced by the gencral
Christian Neoplatonic tradilion of the Renaissance, it is also possible
to find m his work a clear cut use of philosophical concepts, which
are plainly derived from Plato and Plotinus.

Traherne himsell unequivocally stated the importance he attached
to heing a4 philosopher, speaking about himself in the third person:

He thought that to be a Philosopher a Christian and a Di-
vine, was Lo be one of the most Iustrions Creatures in the
World ®

1. Brilish Museum M3, Burney 126,
2. Thowmas Traherne, Centuries, Poems, and Thanksgioings, Bd. IT. M. Margo-
liputh {Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1963), Vol, [, . 169,
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The desire to combine Christianity with philosophy is also typi-
cal of the group known as the Cambridge IMatonists. At the time Tra-
herne was writing an intellectual movement had already risen to pro-
minence in Cambridge for whom a modern commentator states:

The Dialogues of Plato and the Enmneads of Plofinus have
ganed an almost canonical validity; they are placed on a
par with the books of the Bible and treated with an equal
vencration as sources of religious knowledge.®

Why Platonic and Neoplatonic philozophy should haveh eld such
an appeal for the Cambridge Platonists iz suggested by Basil Willey:

Here was a system, essentially religious in spirit, which tanght
the sole reality of the spiritual world and the immortality
of the soul, which pictured life as the soul’s striving for hea-
ven and preseribed a regimen for its upward ascent: a system
too which was not only venerated on its own account by the
cultured but which in its long and intimate association with

Christianity had flowed into its stream and become part
of 11.4

This interest i.. the soul is shown in the large number of writings
about 1ts nature produced by the Cambridge men., Not only did they
discuss the question of the soul’s pre-existence, but also its immor-
tality.

The reconciliation of Christian theology with Platonic and Neo-
platonie philosophy was accompuanied by an appeal to Reason and a
beltel in natural reason and natural religion.

The central and most decisive influence upon the Cambridge
Platonists was that of Plotinus, indeed Coleridge went so far as to
describe thern not as ‘Platonists’ but ‘more Lraly Plotinists’. This can
easily be proved by reference to their comstant quobations frop: and
use of ideas derived from Plotinus.

As Cassirer points out, their central doctrine is related to Plo-

3. Brnst Cassirer, The Platonic Henaissance in Fagland, trans. Jamoes P. Pete
tegrove {(London: Nelson, 1935), p. 26,

5. Basil Willey, The Seventeenth Century Boackground (London 1934%; rpl,
London: Penguin Books, 1962), p. 126,
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tinusg’s views concerning the goul. According to Plotinns the soul oc-
cupies a position midway betwecen the material and the spiritual world.
Only that soul which turns away from the sensible to the intelligible
15 able to contemplate the divine.

This 18 achieved by a pure perception:

Soul and mind as welt as the body have their own percep-
tion... And this particnlar basic view of pure perception 1s
maintained by the Cambridgs men not meraly 1 the sphers
of the supersensible, but in expesrience of oae’s self. Such
perception gives us access nol only bo the tranicendent, to
the being and nature of the Deity, but to our deepest imma-
nent being.

There 15 no need of a spectal mystical cognitive organ by
which we may commune with the suporscnsible; the ascent
to the divine is accomplished rather by our own spiritnal
powers and the Logos which dwells within the soul... If per-
ception were given only in the form of senzation, of an ex-
ternal impression affecting the sensas, than all possibiliby
of self-consciousness would cease to be.®

Clearly, perception assumed a special significance for the Cam-
bridge Platonists and for them it could also lead to knowledge of God
and of their own spiritual selves or souls. This notion of perception
they derived from the mystical plulosophy of Plotinus, via the trans-
lations ans commentaries of Ficino.

Traherne himselt had two general concepfs of the sigmficanee
of perception. One was a fairly simple one which foltowed the Christlan
framework of innocence, apostasy, fall and redemption which he re-
lates in the Third Century. The other was a more sophisticated phi-
losophical view of perception derived from Plotinus via Ficino. Tre-
herne tried to reconcile the two in his docttine of pure perception by
the infant soul. Traherne’s dilliculty, and in some cases, mability, to
reconcile his two views of perception: the Christian with the Neopla-
tonic, illustrates one of the fundamental conllicts of the Renwssance:
that between Humanism and Christianity.

Perhaps the simplest way of demonstrating Traherne’s affinities

o. Lassirer, The Platonie Henaitssance tn fngland, p. 27,
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with the Cambridge Platonists is to compare him with the Cambridge
FPlatonist with whom he has most in common, Henry More.

The resemblances in their thought and intellectual concerns are
siriking, mdeed there iz documentary evidence that Traherne read
More. In a footnote i her article «Thomas Traherne and Cambridge
Platonism» Carol L. Marks mentions that «Traherne copied from
More’s Dieine Dialogues», in his «Commonplace Book».* But perhaps
the most interesting similarities in their thought is in their idea of the
soul; both More and Traherne owe a debt to the thought of Plotinus
in their belief in the part played by the soul in perception. Ono has
ouly to compare Axtom XXXIII of More's The Immortality of the
Souf which shows the influence of Plotinus in the idea that the puri-
fied soul perceives more perfectly and also that the soul has percept-
ive faculties, with a line from Traherne’s « Thanksgivings for the Souls
to ses the similarity o their thoughts about perception and the soul.
Both show the influence of Plotinos’s account of perception. This says
that the soul i active and reads the sense-impressions which oceur
in the bodily organs by a kind of sympathy which exists between the
soul and 1% objects of perception and then proceeds to an act of judge-
ment of them.?

Axiorn XXXIII

The Purer the vehicle is, the more quick and perfect are the
perceptive facultres of the soul.®

But in thee, my Soul, Lhere 18 a perceptive Power?
(«Thanksgivings for the Soul»n): '

As mentioned previously, there was a deep interest in the nature
of the soul among the Cambridge Platonists, concerning the question
ol 1ts pre-existence and its immoctality, More wrote an extremely
long philosophical poem about the nature of the soul, which examined
these questions amonyg others.

B, Marks, «Thomas Traherne and Cambridge Platonisme, PMLA, TXXXI,
1966, p. 521,

JoBes DOW, Hamlyn, Sensation and Perception (London: Routledge and We-
gan Paul, 1969), p. 40.

8. More, The Immorlality of the Soul, London: 1659, Axiom XXXIIT; rpt.
The Cambridge Platonisis, Hd. Gerald R. Cragg (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1968}, p. 345,

%. Margoliouth, Vol. II, p. 230,
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The similarity in his treatment of this topic to Traherne’s sub-
ject matter in some of his poems cannol be denied. This is not to sug-
gest that Traherne was directly influenced by More’s poem, but only
to indicate that Traherne’s intellectual preoccupations were similar
to those of lenry More. The existence of the infant soul in a purer
state forms one of Trahene’s major poctic bhemes, as mdeed does the
subject of the soul’s ability to perceive.

Traherne’s major philosophical poems, «The Preparativen, «The
Visionn, and «My Spirits are all concerned with the ability of the soul
to achieve pure perception in this lifetima. In those poems Traherne
uses the metaphor of Lhe purely perceiving ingant soul before it has
been corrupted either by matter or by the bad influence of other peo-
ple. It s thus possible to appreciate Traherne as a poet with a di-
stinetive and coherent philosophy and a deep inretest in the intel-
lectual problems that were diseussed in his own time. This brings us
closer to the meaning of his poetry and prose and also enabfes us to
come Lo a more just assessment of his achicvemaent.

In order to relate Traherne to his intellectual background we
will briefly look at More’s long poem aboub the soul which also reveals
some of the intellectual influences operating on the Cambridge Pla-
tonists and Traherne.

‘The Cambridge Platonists, following Ficino, attempted to trace
an intellectual tradition of divine wizsdom which included Plako, Her-
mes Trismegistus, Plotinus and also Moses and Christ.'® Among this
strange assortment of philosophers and religious figures, the most
mfluential philosopher on the Cambridge School and Traherne, was
Plotinus. The Cambridge Platonists made little or no distinction bet-
ween the philosophy of Plato and the rethinking of it presented in the
phulosophy of Plotinns; to them it was all Platorism, and part of the
tradition of early wisdom. This attitade is stated m the foueth stanza,
first canto of More’s poem «Psychozoia or The Life of the Souls:

4

S0 1f what's consonant to Plate’s School
{Which well agrees with learned Pythagore,

16, P, 0O, Kristeller, The Philosophy of Marsilio Ficino, trans, Virginia Conant
(Mew Tork: Columbia University Press, 1943), p. 241,
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Egvptian Trismegist, and th’ antique roll

(f Chaldee wisdoms, all which time hath tore

But Plato snd deep Plotin do restore)

Which in my scope, | sing out Instily:

If any twitien me for such strange lore,

And me all blameless brand with mfamy,

God purge that man from Faunlt of foul malignity. B

(«The Argument of PSTCHOZAOIA or The Life of the Souln)

Another section of the same prolix poem emfitled «The Praoe-ox-
istency of the Souls bears a distinct similarily to one of Traherne's
major poectic themes. More also uses the image of the sphere for the
sonl, which 1z origianlly found in Plato and developed by Plotinns n
E.VEAT. of the Enneads.

This is the Ord of pure quick life and senso.,.t?
Thiz 15 that nimble quick vivacious Orb
All ear, all eve, with raves round shining beight;
Sphear of pure sense which nol perpessions curb
Nor uncouth shapen Spectres ever can disturb.
(«The Prae-Existancy of the Souln)'?
Compare this with Traherne’s posm «The Preparativen:
2
Then was my Soul my only All to me,
A lLiving Endless Ey,
Far wider than the Skie
Whose Power, whose Ach, whose Essence was to sce.
[ was an Inward Sphere of Laght
(Or an Interminabhle Orb of Sight,
An kndless and a Living Day,
A vital Sun thet round about did ray
All Life and Sence,
A Naked Simple Pure Iatelligence,!?

11. H., More, Phtlosophicel Foeems, London; 1647, Fascimile (AMenston: The
Scholar Press, 1969), p. 2.

12, Thid. p. 258.

a. Ibid, p. 238,

14, Margoliouth, Vol, II, p. 20,
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The subject of theze two poems iz the pre-existence of the soul.
They are both philosophical poems with ideas and images drawn [rom
the philosophy of Plotinus. The magery and even the language are
strikingly similar. Both express the belief that the soul s like a sphere
of light which perceives by sending out rays. This Image 12 often used
by Plotinus. More and Traherne have a great deal in common, both
in their choice of subject matter for poetry and the kind of philoso-
phical poem they write. More’s «Philosophical Poems» and Traherne’s
major philosophical poems, «The Preparativen, «The Vision» and
wuMy Spiritr are all philosophical poems about the soul.

Tet another point of similarity between Traherne and Henry
More is the presentation in their poetry of the belief that the purpose
of the Creation is to make us aware of God’s goodness to us and make
us happy:

When nothing can to Gods own self accrew

Who's inflinitely happy. sure the end

Of this creation simply was to shew

His flowing goodness, which he doth out send

Not for himeelf; for nought can him amend;

But to his creature dotn his good impart.

This infimite Good through all the world doth wend
To fill with heavenly blisse each willing heart.

5o the free Sunne doth “light and’ liven every part.!®

Similar sentiments are expressed by Traherne in several places. One
pxample being in «The Improvmenty:

IIis Wisdom, Goodness, Power, as they unite

All things in one, that they may be the Treasures

Of one Enjoy’r, shine in the utomost Height

They can attain; and are most Glorious Pleasures.
When all the Univers conjoynd m one,
Exalts a Creature, as if that alone.!®

Both More and Traherne claimed in Lheir writings o have enjoyed

i5. 1I. More, Phidosophical Poems, p. 178.
16, Margolicuth, Vol. 1T, p. 32.
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a childhood sense of God. In Christian Ethicks Traherne expressed
his sense of the importance of childhood:

There 1s an Instinct that earries ns to the beginnings of our
lives... and the memory of things past is the most advanta-
eaons light of our present condition.?

More for his part wrote:

Even in my earliest childhood and inward sense of the divine
presence was so strong in me that I {irmly believed that every
act 1 performed, every work I spolke, and every thought I
entertained, must be known to God... At that age neither
reazon, nor philosophical reflection, nor any instraction had
taught me this belief. I knew ibL sumply as a result of an in-
ward perception with which I was originally endowed,18

Belief in the a priori and innate nature ol religious belief 1s ty-
preal of the Cambridge Platomists. This raises the interesting question;
to what extent did Traherne reinterpret his early childhood experien-
ces to fit in with this belief, when he related them i1n the Cenfuries?
It seems safe to assume that he was writing about extrovertive my-
slical experiences which he actually had as a child, but that he later
wterpreted them in Christian terms as God’s approacih to him.

To sum up; it 1s diffieult to prove the direet influence of any of
the Cambridge Platonisls on Traherne. We can however detect certain
similarities in thought, between them and Traherns. Both the Cam-
bridge Platonists and Traherne, had a high regard for philosophy,
and mn particular the philosophy of Plato and Plotinus. They wished
to combine Christianity with ideas drawn from Platonism and Neo-
platonism in their desire to find a rational basis [or religions belief,
It 15 particularly i their 1dea of the soul that the Cambridge Plato-
nists show the inflience of Plotinus. One of their major intellectual
preoccupations was the nature of the soul, and the possibithty of 1t
achieving pure perception. This too we find in Traherne.

17. Thomas Traherne, The Way to DNessednesz: Thorwas Traherne's Christian
Bthicks, 1675; rpt, Modernised ed. [d, Muargaret Botiral! (London: The Faith Press,
1962), p. 282,

18. More, Preface to the Latin edilion of his works, Quoled in Cassirer, The
Flatontc fenaissance in Fngland, p. 539.
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The Cambridge Platonists with whom he has mast in comrmon is
Henry Moare. They share an intercst in the nature of the soul and th:
question of its pre-existence. Both wrote philosophical poems about
tde soul, using imagery and ideas drawn from the philosophy of Plo-
tinus. Both writers were interested in the quesiion of the soul achiev-
ing pure perception. They present the belief in their poetry thab the
purpose of the Creation is to show (rod’s goodness to us and to make
ug happy. Fmally, both Traherne and More claim in their writings
to have enjoyed a sense of God n their childhood.

Department of English MYCITAEL STOUT
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