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Abstract 

The aim of this thesis is to re-evaluate the work of John Pordage (1607 – 1681), cleric, 

practitioner of medicine, spiritual visionary, admirer, and elucidator of the German philosopher 

and mystic Jacob Boehme, alleged ‘radical’, and pioneer of various eccentric spiritual 

movements that were considered ‘heterodox’.  

This study builds on and contributes to work in the intellectual history of Western 

esotericism, metaphysics, and theosophy. Although studies in early modern religious radicalism 

have examined the radical ideas of religious dissenters during this period, there has not been a 

detailed study devoted solely to the ideas of Pordage. To redress this dearth in the scholarship, 

this study provides additional insight into Pordage’s metaphysical thinking, the part he played in 

the transmission of Jacob Boehme’s ideas into England, and their subsequent evolution into 

Behmenism, the name given to the seventeenth-century Christian movement in England based on 

Boehme’s teaching.  

I argue that the persuasive nature of the attacks on Pordage’s alleged ‘heterodoxy’ – 

especially the fierce antagonism of Christopher Fowler – has led to a misleading undervaluation 

of Pordage’s oeuvre and resulted in the loss of many original pieces; and the ones that did 

survive did so only after being translated into German, and from German into Russian and 

Finnish. 

My major contribution to the scholarship is to provide English re-translations of a 

number of Pordage’s work’s that were posthumously published in German versions. 

Other original contributions I make are: 

• Discovering Pordage’s own doctoral dissertation and providing it in both the original 

Latin and a commissioned English translation; 
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• Uncovering excerpts from An Epitome of the Angelical World; and 

• Discussing the reception of Pordage’s writings in Russia and Finland.  
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Dedication 

This thesis is dedicated to the memory of Professor Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke (1953–2012), late 

professor of Western Esotericism at Exeter University. Nicholas’ efforts to establish Western 

Esotericism as a legitimate academic field provided many people with the unique opportunity to 

study this intriguing area - especially those who studied part time and through distance learning.  

 

Figure 1: Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke (1953 – 2012). 

I would not have you dismayed, though I leave you in the Work that we have bin travailing in 

together: for do not think my being taken away shall stop it; for it shall live and flourish. And 

doubt not but God will raise up that good Spirit, that hath bin a guiding Light in and to me, in 

some others, that shall assist and go forward with you, for the finishing of that great Mysterie 

which we have mutually rejoiced in.1 

  

 
1 John Pordage’s final words to Jane Lead, in Jane Lead ‘Preface’, Theologia Mystica, or The Mystic Divinitie of the 

Aeternal Invisibles (London: 1683), p. 3. 
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for the time of the Lily is at hand, and the Morning-Star is already risen, and the Sun of 

the Eternal Gospel is about to rise, its dawn or day-break already strikes our eyes, with 

glimmering of that glorious light whose splendour rejoices the hearts of the faithful, who wait for 

this glorious day. The Eternal Gospel shall then be preached, and all mysteries revealed.  

I say the day is at hand, even at the door.2 

 

 

The Rev. Dr John Pordage (1607 – 1681). 

  

 
2 ‘The Author to the Reader’, in John Pordage, A Treatise of Eternal Nature with Her Seven Essential Forms or 

Original Working Properties (London: 1681). 
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Introduction 

Key research questions and topic discussion 

The rationale for this thesis is to explicate the pervasive nature of contemporaneous attacks on 

John Pordage’s alleged ‘heterodoxy’, especially the fierce antagonism of Christopher Fowler 

which has led to an under evaluation of Pordage’s oeuvre.  

Throughout this thesis, I examine evidence in order to decide what the correct placement 

for Pordage as a non-conformist should be. I consider the uniqueness and value of his ideas and 

the extent of his engagement with so-called radicals. 

This thesis demonstrates my position that Pordage was a practitioner of Quietism and the 

central figure in a group practising religious rites. Some members of the larger community 

regarded his activities as unacceptable, provocative, and antagonistic to orthodox Christian 

beliefs. And, at a time when there were serious consequences to such a charge, some even 

maintained that specific parts of Pordage’s belief system were tantamount to blasphemy.  

To be sure, certain activities in which Pordage was engaged could be classed as religious 

‘radicalism’, of which there is a great amount of activity during his lifetime, as ably noted by 

other scholars. However, throughout this thesis, I will show that although Pordage can be placed 

within these movements, he did not intend to cause disruption to the political state, or to 

deliberately upset or offend the church. He did not communicate the metaphysical structure of 

the universe as he did to be antagonistic — although there are certainly scholars who argue that 

he did. I will also explore issues around the word ‘radical’ when applied to figures from the early 

modern period and, in particular, to John Pordage. Through inconsistent presentation of his 

participation, motives, and beliefs, Pordage came to be regarded as a divisive figure in academic 
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circles, a reputation that has been perpetuated for several reasons, which I will address 

throughout this thesis.  

The value of this study resides in its fresh elucidation of the extent to which his 

knowledge and ideas form a vital part of English intellectual heritage and as such deserve 

preservation and understanding. Pordage was an influential figure in early modern history and 

pivotal to developing Behmenism, the Anglicised interpretation of Jacob Boehme’s theosophy. 

Pordage attracted a large following of disciples and held an influential position in the 

community. Pordage was articulate, well read, and had a wonderful ability to explain complex 

notions in a clear and easy way, qualities that earned him the support of many individuals who 

sought an alternative to the religious and political climate of the time. Pordage produced writings 

of great depth, beauty, and clarity which are an important part of English history. It is imperative 

to justly illuminate his position and to place him as a historical person so that his important 

contribution to intellectual history can be fully appreciated.  

My aim in this study is the restoration and preservation of Pordage’s ideological and 

written contribution and the value it brings to the history of ideas. Pordage is a part of English 

history, and I want to ensure that he is properly and accurately recognised as such. Much of what 

he wrote is now lost in English, leaving us with primarily German translations of his works. 

Moreover, to date, in-depth studies of his works are non-existent. This significant gap in 

intellectual history, along with the divided opinion about his character and motivations, has 

turned him into an intriguing figure about whom much rich and interesting study is possible.  

 

 

 

 



 26 

 

Thesis Structure 

This thesis is divided into three sections, each dealing with different stages of Pordage’s life and 

the main topics and themes that are important in each, and is organised to present material to the 

reader in a logical and chronological way. 

The literature review provides a survey of the most important sources consulted to 

produce this thesis, an overview of their contents, and the thematic development.1 Understanding 

these texts is important in locating Pordage amongst other writers of the time. A short discussion 

then follows that describes the methods, materials, and sources used to complete this thesis. This 

section comments on my approaches to working with relevant texts, specifically with archived 

material, translations, and transcribed copies, and the limitations of these approaches, the 

materials included as appendices, why these were chosen, and their significance. 

Section one presents a brief biography of Pordage including his medical knowledge, 

experience, and the key influencers on his practice, focusing primarily on the early part of his 

life. It includes details of his service as a physician in the Parliamentary Army. Further, this 

section discusses the context of local politics around Oxfordshire and Berkshire (Bradfield in 

particular) and the extent to which Pordage engaged in religious and political ‘radicalism’. I 

review the current scholarly debate surrounding his involvement with radical groups and where 

his activities overlap with those of other dissenters. 

 
1 In addition, I provide greater detail on the publication dates and locations of the texts attributed to Pordage in a 

census of extant copies (see appendix 6) in which I present a detailed view on the Pordage texts I have been able to 

trace as well as their location, language, and status to provide the reader a comprehensive view of Pordage’s literary 

output and the substantive volume of works he produced. This survey will enable further study of these texts, should 

other scholars wish to seek them out. 
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Section two goes into more detail about the community and circle that formed around 

him in Bradfield. This section attends to the middle part of his life when he was actively engaged 

in preaching and became the subject of accusations that resulted in attempts to oust him from his 

position and his subsequent ejection after being tried for heresy. This section focuses on his 

spiritual experiences which were so profoundly influential in his life, served as the subject of the 

majority of his writings, and found him at the centre of controversy.  

Section three looks specifically at the ideas in the work that Pordage produced during his 

later years, including accounts of his encounters with demons and angels, his visionary 

experiences and the theosophical themes that appear throughout his oeuvre. I compare his 

cosmological system to that of other authors and his spiritual alchemical theories on the 

philosopher’s stone. I end the chapter by examining the transmission of his writings throughout 

Europe, Russia, and Scandinavia, describing the extent of his influence.  

The thesis concludes by reviewing the study’s arguments and summarises the important 

conclusions drawn from the reviews of the material presented. It answers the key research 

question and sub-questions, achieving the aim of this thesis. I also provide the outline of a future 

project to further this research.  
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Literature Review  

This chapter covers significant ground in presenting and explicating the work of John Pordage 

and situating his life and work in his historical moment. It begins with Pordage’s early career 

texts published in English that focus on defending his beliefs and actions when they were — on 

two separate occasions questioned in front of a court. It also looks at an English text that 

illustrates Pordage’s unique theosophy and is believed to be a collaboration between him and his 

son, Samuel Pordage. This piece expresses a Behmenist theosophy in the form of an epic poem.  

This chapter then reviews the important efforts of Arthur Versluis in bringing some of 

Pordage’s texts to a modern readership and his commitment to improving the accessibility of 

certain of Pordage’s works for a wider audience. I cover Pordage texts not published in English 

as well as primary source material by other authors whose work is relevant to any understanding 

of his ideas or historical placement, with a short commentary on how these materials relate to my 

argument and their significance to my project.  

The works of John Pordage and his well-known visionary revelations attracted a group of 

followers to him, but despite the wide private circulation that his works received and their 

remarkable influence, the only work he published during his lifetime (Innocencie Appearing, 

1655) was a defence of his actions after his appearance before the Commission for Ejecting 

Scandalous, Ignorant and Insufficient Ministers and Schoolmasters, Autumn 1654, when he was 

found guilty of ‘Blasphemy, Divelism or Necromancie, [and] Scandal in his Life’.1 

 
1 John Pordage, Innocencie Appearing through the Dark Mists of Pretended Guilt. Or, a Full and True Narration of 

the Unjust and Illegal Proceedings of the Commissioners of Berks (London: Giles Calvert, 1655), title page. 
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The remainder was published posthumously. Aside from Innocencie Appearing, only two 

of his works (all of which were originally written in English) were ever published in English.2 

The remainder were published in German, Russian, and Finnish, and remained in these 

languages until recent translations of A Philosophical Epistle and excerpts from Sophia were 

published by Arthur Versluis.3 In 2019, a newly translated version of Pordage’s Sophia 

(translated by Alan G. Paddle) was published by Versluis, who according to the preface intends 

to complete the monumental project of translating all of Pordage’s works back into English. 

It is likely that Pordage’s works were published in German either to prevent unwanted 

attention on him and his group or because there was a market for them in the language. The 

works were Behmenist in nature, and therefore collectible on the continent by German followers 

of the Christian mystic Jacob Boehme. Pordage had already been tried twice for heresy and 

ejected from his wealthy rectorship at Bradfield. He and his group were under scrutiny and, 

being of a quietist orientation, wanted to focus their efforts on prayer and contemplation rather 

than face the persecution that was rife during this period.  

 

The Early Pordage Texts Published in English 

In 1649, a work entitled The Mystery of the Deity in the Humanity, or, The Mystery of God in 

Man, authored by ‘M.P.’ appeared from the publisher Giles Calvert. The text presents Behmenist 

 
2 These were A Treatise of Eternal Nature with her seven essential forms (1681) and Theologia mystica, or the 

Mystic Divinitie of the Aeternal Invisibles, viz, the Archetypous Globe (1683). For further details, please refer to 

Arthur Versluis, ‘Pordage, John 1607/8 London, 10.12.1681 London’, in Dictionary of Gnosis and Western 

Esotericism, ed. by Wouter J. Hanegraaff and others (Leiden: Brill, 2006), pp. 966–970 (p. 968). 

3 Wisdom’s Book: The Sophia Anthology, ed. by A. Versluis (St Paul, MN: Paragon House, 2000). 
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notions and was possibly authored by Mary Pordage (d. 1668),4 who became John Pordage’s 

wife in 1633. If this work is, indeed, by Mary Pordage then it shows that she had a similar 

religious outlook to Pordage. However, Nigel Smith asserts that this work was actually authored 

by Mary Pocock, one of Pordage’s adherents.5  

It was also in 1649 that Pordage claimed to have had his internal senses opened, enabling 

him to perceive the angelic world and ‘two invisible internal Principles opened and discovered to 

us, which may be called Mundi Ideales, being two spiri[tu]al worlds, extending and penetrating 

throughout this whole visible Creation, in which many particular beings were discerned, suitable 

to the nature of these worlds’.6 A sermon he delivered at Ilsley, Berkshire, was attended by John 

Tickell, a Presbyterian minister. In this sermon, Pordage expressed ideas that Tickell found to be 

blasphemous, which he reported to the authorities. On August 16, 1649, Pordage appeared before 

the Berkshire County Committee charged with nine accounts of blasphemy. He defended himself 

and was cleared of the charge of heresy mounted against him.  

Published as a response to his unsuccessful defence in his second trial in 1654, 

Innocencie Appearing (1655) is useful when considering similarities between Behmenist notions 

and Pordage’s own philosophy, as he used this Teutonic philosophy for his plea. Pordage found 

it necessary to defend his theory of the ‘fiery deity of Christ’ that, he believed, exists within the 

centre of the soul and burns away sin. Being purified by fire is a theme found elsewhere in his 

 
4 Ariel Hessayon, ‘Pordage, John (bap. 1607, d. 1681)’, in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford 

University Press, 2004). Oxford Dictionary of National Biography henceforth referred to as ODNB. 

5 Nigel Smith, Perfection Proclaimed: Language and Literature in English Radical Religion 1640-1660 (Oxford: 

1989), p. 190. 

6 John Pordage, Innocencie Appearing through the dark mists of pretended guilt. Or, a full and true narration of the 

unjust and illegal proceedings of the commissioners of Berks (London: Giles Calvert, 1655), p. 73. 
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work and one with which he had to cautiously position and explain himself. Pordage’s supporters 

wrote an account of his ordeal, Truth Appearing (1655), which serves as a useful background to 

his second trial and the stance that the church took toward Pordage’s activities. Innocencie is also 

useful in that it reveals the details of his spiritual awakening and the revelations he experienced 

concerning light and dark worlds. Here, he describes a momentous night in 1649 in which a 

terrifying vision of a giant and a dragon appeared to him, but a ministration of holy angels 

supported him throughout his ordeal. Pordage’s visionary experience lasted ‘for three weeks, 

even a month there were very many [ . . .] strange apparitions’.7 

Pordage experienced a spiritual journey along which he was forced to endure the horror 

and terror of the dark-fire world in order to pass into the angelical world, a journey reminiscent 

of Dante’s Divine Comedy, in which he embarks on a literary journey through Hell, then 

Purgatory, and to Paradise. This journey is a symbolic spiritual trial, a test that the soul must 

undergo to earn the privilege of seeing the glory of heaven. Versluis notes the similarity between 

Pordage’s spiritual awakening and the revelation of the invisible worlds a decade later in 

Germany to the mystic Johann Georg Gichtel (1638 – 1710), who received visions of a great 

serpent entwining itself around his heart.8 

 

 

 

 

 
7 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing , p. 69. 

8 Arthur Versluis, Wisdom’s Children: A Christian Esoteric Tradition (Albany: State University of New York Press, 

1999), p. 41. 
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‘Mundorum Explicatio’ – A Joint Venture with Samuel Pordage 

The authorship of ‘Mundorum Explicatio’ (1661) has been subject to academic discussion.9 It is 

likely that the metaphysical content is John’s but the poetic structure and writing style belong to 

his son, Samuel Pordage (1633–1691?). Harriet Spanierman Blumenthal presents a detailed 

argument about the authorship of ‘Mundorum Explicatio’10 which has been continued by Nigel 

Smith.11 

‘Mundorum Explicatio’ is a useful primary source as it is both available and contains a 

visual representation (the ‘Hieroglyphical figure’) of Pordage’s four spheres. It fuses Behmenist 

and Familist imagery, including astrological symbols, angels, a dragon, the devil, and his 

minions. This ‘Hieroglyphical Figure’ is significant, as it situates Pordage with other 

contemporary mystics who created maps of the supernal realms, documenting other, invisible 

worlds. This mundi mapping coincides with the physical cartography that was also taking place 

during this time.12 

 
9 S.P. Armig, Mundorum Explicatio or, the Explanation of an Hieroglyphical Figure (London: Printed by T.R. for 

Lodowick Lloyd, at the Castle in Cornhil, 1661). 

10 Harriet Spanierman Blumenthal, ‘A Critical, Old-Spelling Edition of Samuel Pordage’s “Mundorum Explicatio”’ 

(unpublished doctoral thesis, Tulane University, 1987). 

11 Nigel Smith, ‘Pordage, Samuel’, in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2004), ‘There is no doubt that John Pordage introduced his son to Boehme, but equally no doubt that the poem, by 

dint of some stylistic similarity with his other works, is Samuel’s. Collaboration between father and son is quite 

possible.’ 

12 Arthur Versluis, Magic and Mysticism: An Introduction to Western Esotericism (Lanham, MD: Rowman and 

Littlefield Publishers, 2007), p. 92, ‘What we see in such works is the effort to map the unseen. While the eighteenth 

century was an era of physical cartography. It was also a period of hyperphysical cartography – that is, of efforts to 
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‘Mundorum Explicatio’ describes a mystical ‘inner’ journey, where introspection and 

withdrawal into oneself is required, as that ‘innerness’ contains all the worlds, and the cosmos is 

where the soul can achieve mystical union with the divine.  

Samuel Pordage’s literary embellishments to John’s underlying theology paint a picture 

of a Neoplatonic ordering of the inner worlds, not entirely Christian in origin, but with 

similarities to the soul’s ascent into the One described in The Enneads by the Neoplatonist 

Plotinus of Alexandria.13 ‘Mundorum Explicatio’ is useful as a primary source as it is one of the 

few published works within his life time but also overtly deals with occult themes such as magic, 

astrology, and Kabbalah, so it is surprising that the work did not come under more attack at the 

time of publication. Some of Samuel’s poems were responses to poems by other authors.14 

Samuel himself was not without rivalry in the literary world and was referred to as ‘Lame 

Mephibosheth the wizard’s son’15 by the famous English poet, literary critic, and playwright 

John Dryden (1631 – 1700) in the second part of his political satire ‘Absolem and Achitophel’ 

(1681), a telling reference to how his father was perceived by the wider community. 

Theologia Mystica and the Contribution of Arthur Versluis 

Extracts from Theologia Mystica are now published together in a short book by Versluis, entitled 

The Wisdom of John Pordage.16 Versluis presents an interpretation of these pieces, which serves 

 

survey the ethereal realms. Thus we find so many diagrams and illustrations proliferating – this was the age of the 

mappa mundi.’ 

13 Plotinus, The Enneads, trans. by Stephen MacKenna (Harmondsworth, England: Penguin Books, 1991), p. 54. 

14 Such as ‘Anti-Achitophel - Three Verse Replies to Absalom and Achitophel by John Dryden (1682)’ and ‘Azaria 

and Hushai’ (1682), a riposte to ‘Absalom and Achitophel’ (1681). 

15 John Dryden, The second part of Absalom and Achitophel a poem (London: 1682), p. 13. 

16 The Wisdom of John Pordage, ed. by Arthur Versluis (St. Paul, MN: New Grail Publishing, 2003). 
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as an introduction to the key concepts and themes; and even though the works presented are not 

in their original form, the meaning is captured in a way that is easy to follow.  

The edited extracts are ordered by significant themes in Pordage’s works, such as the 

Archetypal Globe, the Eternal World, and the Abyssal Nothing. Versluis also provides an 

introductory preface to these two works, giving a very short biographical summary and 

commentary on the similarities between Boehme and Pordage in the context of the two works he 

presents. Within the Treatise of Eternal Nature, Pordage presents his theory of Eternal Nature: as 

it is created from God’s essence, we can understand the nature of God through a critical 

examination of Eternal Nature. He speaks of Eternal Nature as a ‘library and academy of 

itself’,17 explaining the principle of eternal nature as a circle representing eternal nature, and the 

dot standing for God’s eternal eye. Empty space is chaos or abyssal nothing, and the ‘principle’ 

defined by Pordage is a fountain essence, another Boehmist notion.  

God created eternal nature out of abyssal nothing, and eternal nature contains seven 

operative powers that produce all things, but it cannot exist without the triune deity. This 

mystery revelation is that all manner of existence ‘must proceed essentially and substantially 

from God’s abyssal essence’;18 thus God must have existed first for his eternal essence to have 

created eternal nature.   

God’s eternal will formed the abyss into the globe, the abyss being an empty, dark, and 

immense space, known as divine chaos. Eternal nature acted as a medium between the creatures 

and the creator so that God Himself could communicate with His creatures and they could 

 
17 John Pordage, A Treatise of Eternal Nature with her Seven Essential Forms or Original Working Properties 

(London: 1681), p. 100. 

18 Pordage, A Treatise of Eternal Nature, p. 110. 
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achieve fellowship with Him, and the Trinity could manifest: ‘the divine magia moved and 

awakened the spirit of eternity to desire, from the desiring mind proceeded the will [. . .] hence, 

we may learn that the spirit if the Holy Trinity is magical, viz and all its acts are magical’.19 

Further examples of Pordage’s belief in magic can be found in the ‘Mundorum Explicatio’, in 

which, as part of the pilgrim’s success at the end of her journey, she becomes ‘a true magitian’.20 

Pordage’s statement in the first part of the poem: ‘Magick is threefold: this world’s natural, / 

Sacred the light, dark diabolical’,21 shows that he believed in a threefold nature of magic: divine, 

natural, and demonic.22 Eternal nature is the Primum Mobile, the Platonic realm where they 

become substantial; it is the garment in which the divine wraps itself: ‘blessed are they who 

through all these wiles and disguisements can find him [. . .]who in this rubbish can find the 

pearl of price’.23 

 

The Later Pordage Texts Not Published in English 

Sophia 

Sophia is a diary account of Pordage’s experiential Sophianic revelations between 21 June to 10 

July 1675. Versluis offers a modern-day interpretation of this work in Wisdom’s Book: The 

Sophia Anthology as well as a direct translation of Sophia. Pordage might have used the diary 

 
19 Pordage, A Treatise of Eternal Nature, p. 130. 

20 Armig, Mundorum Explicatio, p. 325. 

21 Armig, Mundorum Explicatio, p. 35. 

22 Daniel Walker, Spiritual and Demonic Magic: From Ficino to Campanella (University Park: Pennsylvania State 

University Press), pp. 75–84. 

23 John Pordage, A Treatise of Eternal Nature with her seven essential forms or original working properties (London: 

1681), p. 130. 
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form as a tool with his group to help members track and understand their spiritual progress by 

recording their visionary experiences and revelations every day.  

The diary entries start on 21 June, the date of the summer solstice when the sun is at its 

strongest, and total twenty-two, a number significant in Kabbalah, being the number of letters in 

the Hebrew alphabet and also the number of days that Jacob and Joseph were separated. It is 

possible that the order of the material in this diary was both deliberate and Kabbalistically 

significant. If so, it would resemble the work of Robert Fludd (1574 – 1637) in its ordering of the 

Ptolemaic universe: ‘From the infinite light of God, a spiral descends to the uttermost depths of 

matter’.24  

In the diary, Pordage describes the way to Sophia, or Holy Wisdom as a process of 

spiritual transformation through true, inner, essential purification; he explains, ‘the secret is not 

to rise oneself up, but to sink down, and inwards’.25 Through this purification, one finds a new 

magical Earth, where Sophia will appear. Pordage begins his journey in a state of anxiety and 

spiritual pain, having been unsuccessful in his search for divine wisdom. He experiences a 

visitation from Sophia, Holy wisdom personified, who administers her ‘wonder oil or balsam’,26 

and explains that he has not attained access to the centre of divine wisdom because he has been 

looking outside himself for an ascension pathway. As he realises that her principle is inside of 

him, his spiritual eye turns inwards, and he feels her wonder oil moving through his body, 

 
24 Joscelyn Godwin, Robert Fludd: Hermetic Philosopher and Surveyor of Two Worlds (Grand Rapids, MI: Phanes 

Press, 1991), pp. 20–21. 

25 John Pordage, ‘Sophia: The Graceful Eternal Virgin of Holy Wisdom, or wonderful Spiritual Discoveries and 

Revelations that the Precious Wisdom has given to a Holy Soul’ (London, 1675), in Wisdom’s Book: The Sophia 

Anthology, ed. by Arthur Versluis (St. Paul, MN: Paragon House, 2000), pp. 76–106 (p. 77). 

26 Pordage, ‘Sophia’, pp. 80–81. 
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removing his disbeliefs, doubts, and anxieties. He feels compelled to wait for the spirit to work 

within him.  

This journey is typical of theosophy, which emphasises inward transformation rather than 

external religious experience. Sophiology is important within theosophy and in revealing how 

Pordage treats this topic; it can broadly be defined as wisdom; it is related to the word 

‘Philosophy’ or love of wisdom. Sophiology describes revelation achieved through religious 

experience; and although it is not a fourth entity to be added to the Holy Trinity, sophiology is 

more the divine wisdom that guides them. Often theosophers, those who directly experience God 

or Christ, will experience Sophia in anthropomorphic form too. Sophia is the divine voice of 

God, or logos, sometimes serving as the intermediary between God and the human soul. In 

Boehme, Sophia is the virgin of the wisdom of God through whom humanity is regenerated; 

thus, she could be the new Eve. Sophiology adds a feminine dimension to the masculine 

Protestantism of the time, a balance that Pordage was keen to maintain by supporting and 

encouraging women in his group in their spiritual development, sympathy garnered by his inner 

relationship with Sophia. Sophianic doctrines were also important to writers such as Gichtel and 

Gottfried Arnold (1666 – 1714). In Das Geheimnis der Göttlichen Sophia (1700), Arnold writes 

of a spiritual journey culminating in the sacred wedding to Sophia.27 

 

A Philosophical Missive 

Pordage’s Philosophical missive is a short letter on spiritual alchemy addressed to a female 

follower. The piece provided by Versluis is helpful in drawing attention to the letter;28 however, 

 
27 Arthur Versluis, Theosophia: Hidden Dimensions of Christianity (Hudson, NY: Lindisfarne Press, 1994), p. 150. 

28 Wisdom’s Book: The Sophia Anthology, ed. by Arthur Versluis (St. Paul, MN: Paragon House, 2000). 
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it lacks depth and subtleties of language, and some of the original meaning may have been lost 

through its interpretive approach. Ideally, one would examine the original, complete text. 

Therefore, I include a transcription of the German version as well as an English version that I 

have commissioned, carefully translated back into early modern English to enable a closer 

approximation of the original text.29 Although only sixteen pages long, this treatise includes 

descriptions of theosophical transmutation and the process for achieving human purification as 

well as Planetary qualities and alchemical references to colour within each stage of the 

purification process.30Although brief, this letter on spiritual alchemy is keenly relevant to this 

thesis, as it places Pordage and his works alongside other spiritual alchemical and astrological 

writers of the time. 

 

Vier Tractätlein 

Another collection of Pordage’s works can be found grouped together under the collective title 

Vier Tractätlein, which is dated 3 August 1676 and published Amsterdam, 1704. It is available in 

German only and consists of four tracts.31 

 

Göttliche und Wahre Metaphysica 

 
29 See appendices 13a and 13b. 

30 Versluis, Wisdom’s Children, p. 55, ‘We should note that the alchemical transmutation Pordage outlines is in the 

order red, black and white, the three colours that, traditionally, always signify the stages of the alchemical work and 

that are found in Dante (Purgatorio, Canto XXI) with similar symbolism.’ 

31 1. Of the Newest Birth and Incarnation of Jesus Christ (n.d.); 2. Of the Mysticism and Inner Birth and Incarnation 

of Jesus Christ (n.d.); 3. Of the Spirit of Faith and from the Various Arts and Degrees of Belief (1676) and 4. 

Experimental discoveries of nature, essences, tinctures, people and spirit (n.d.). 
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A collection of Pordage’s works, Göttliche und Wahre Metaphysica (Frankfurt: J.M. Hagan, 

1715) comprises three volumes of work totalling two thousand pages. The first volume deals 

with the spirit of eternity, where Pordage explains the fall of mankind as being allowed to 

happen by God so that He may reveal his warm-heartedness and compassion. The second 

volume discusses the nature of angelic spirits and their bodies as he has experienced them. The 

third volume in the collection discusses the dark and wrathful world. Having claimed to have 

visited both heaven and hell, Pordage wanted to give details of both, describing his journey 

through hell towards heaven. In this third volume, he discusses dark magic, sorcery and the 

devil. 

 

A Short Survey of Other Pertinent Primary Texts 

Rawlinson Collection 

Richard Roach helped to found the Philadelphian Society, the name given to the Behmenist 

group founded by Pordage but then later led by Jane Lead. Roach was given the mystical name 

‘Onesimus’ by Lead, who told him that he was a priest ordained by the Virgin Wisdom of God. 

Roach helped Dr Francis Lee edit the Theosophical Transactions of the Philadelphian Society.32 

He is noteworthy to us here, as he provided commentary on the activities and beliefs of the 

Philadelphian Society as well as information about Pordage;33 in particular, his diary in six 

 
32 B. J. Gibbons, ‘Roach, Richard, [name in religion Onesimus] (1662–1730)’, Sept. 2004 

<https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/23704> [accessed 10 November 2018]; Theosophical Transactions by the 

Philadelphian Society, 5 parts (London: 1697). 

33 Gibbons, ‘Roach, Richard’. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/23704
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volumes (now housed in the Rawlinson collection D ‘miscellaneous’, Bodleian libraries, Oxford) 

is often quoted in secondary source material. 

 

Daemonium Meridianum 

Christopher Fowler was assistant to the Berkshire commissioners in 1654 and was pivotal in the 

ejection of Pordage from the rectory of Bradfield in December 1654, an event he describes in the 

first part of his Daemonium meridianum (1655).34 He offered further responses to a pamphlet 

published by Pordage’s supporters entitled Truth appearing, in the second part of Satan at Noon 

[1656] at about the same time. These two works, although violently opposed to Pordage’s 

activities, are extremely useful, as they proffer details of activities that Fowler observed, 

evidence given against Pordage in court, and similarities to other radical movements as seen by 

Fowler. Daemonium Meridianum illustrates the strength of feeling amongst Pordage’s opposition 

and provides evidence of the legal process to which Pordage was subject.  

 

Conclusion 

The lack of original English versions of Pordage’s texts has contributed to the dearth of 

scholarship and focus on Pordage himself. His full story, however, comes to us not just through 

the texts that he wrote but also by those that were written in response to him and those that were 

written after his time. Indeed, they reveal much about his character and ideas. Over the course of 

my research, I have been able to locate missing pieces of Pordage’s primary source material, so I 

will be presenting analysis on these texts in order to fill some of the gaps missing in 

 
34 Stephen Wright, ‘Fowler, Christopher (1614/15-1677)’ <https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/10006> [accessed 10 

November 2018] 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/10006
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contemporary scholarship on Pordage. Interestingly, much of what is known about Pordage 

comes from his defence of his actions when tried in court and the debate that swiftly ensued with 

Christopher Fowler. Although Flower was utterly opposed to Pordage, he has in fact served us 

well in preserving Pordage’s ideas and allowing us to access them and more easily identify the 

themes and traditions to which they belong.  
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Materials, Sources and Methods  

This short chapter outlines the materials used to research this thesis, including primary 

source material such as archival records, original texts by Pordage, and papers by his associates, 

and the methods employed in accessing, reading, and handling them. It covers the sourcing of the 

specific materials and commentary on the treatment I used for each and why. I explain why I 

chose each of the materials that I did and the value that each one brings. 

This chapter begins with a description of the project’s theoretical framework and how it 

was developed, and then moves into the collation and assessment of materials and the shortfalls 

in dealing with this research. The chapter then covers the process of translating material and the 

limitations of working with translated copies. It covers secondary source material (of which there 

is a fair amount on Pordage), the gaps common to these materials, and their limitations, including 

the impact that scholarly conclusions have had on long-term perceptions of Pordage. Finally, the 

chapter covers the value that some of the secondary source material has contributed to 

understanding Pordage.  

 

Theoretical Framing 

As the scholarship available on Pordage has increased over the past century, contributions from 

fields such as history, philosophy, religious studies, literature, and Esotericism have deepened 

our knowledge of Pordage’s life, thought, and influence; but now we have reached a point where 

additional work is required to fill the remaining gaps. The secondary source material is based on 

copies of Pordage’s work that are readily available in English. This limitation in accessing his 

remaining works (which total the majority of his output) has meant that the same information 

about Pordage is cited and applied across numerous secondary sources. For example, modern-
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day scholars disagree about the extent of Pordage’s involvement in radicalism. Therefore, I 

devote the chapter ‘Pordage as a Radical’ to exploring this tension and the evidence for both 

sides of this disagreement. Here, I chiefly use secondary source material to discover the meaning 

of radicalism and the problems with applying this term retrospectively. This assessment is 

significant to correctly placing Pordage amongst the radical movements of the time and how his 

works should be perceived, and thus warrants clarification. 

Full appreciation of Pordage’s work requires an understanding of the theosophical and 

esoteric themes embedded in it, where these have come from, and how they influenced the 

development of thought of other people and groups after his death. This thesis contains a review 

of the esoteric themes that can be identified within his work and a view of how Pordage’s 

Behmenism differed from the original ideas of Jacob Boehme himself. Understanding the themes 

in his works help us place Pordage within several traditions, indicating who may have influenced 

him and the extent to which his ideas were influential. This inquiry can be performed, to a 

certain extent, with his extant English texts; however, to further expand upon this thematic 

approach, more of Pordage’s text must be made available to us to examine. 

Translation and the Limitations of Working with Translated Materials 

For a deeper thematic understanding, I have made available as appendices to this thesis a number 

of transcriptions and translations to further the scholarly study of Pordage. I have grouped these 

together in themes:  

Section I: Pordage’s doctoral thesis and medical works 

• A commissioned Latin transcription and full English translation of Disputatio Medica 

Inauguralis, Pordage’s medical doctoral dissertation. 

• Transcription of a lesser-known short text by Pordage, Nature’s restorative 

Section II: Works related to Pordage’s court appearance 
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• Transcription of Pordage’s Innocencie Appearing 

• Transcription of Christopher Fowler’s Daemonium meridianum part I 

• Transcription of Truth Appearing by Pordage’s supporters 

Section III: A compilation of Pordage’s works with explicatory preface (presumed to be authored 

by William Law, but authorship cannot be certain) 

• A census of extant copies of Pordage’s works 

• A short introduction to the collection presented here 

• Transcription of A Preliminary treatise...to the following work (of Dr Pordage) to serve 

as explicatory introduction and accompaniment  

• Transcription of Pordage’s Theologia mystica 

• A transcription of An Epitome of the Angelical World, an extract from Pordage’s treatise 

on the Angelical world  

• A transcription of extracts from The Incarnation of Jesus Christ, including extracts of the 

tracts The incarnation of Jesus Christ, Concerning the Virgin Mary and A Discourse 

Concerning the Mythical Incarnation of Jesus Christ, his birth in us, and our birth in 

him. Opening the Nature of Regeneration. In addition, a transcription of the full version 

of The Incarnation of Jesus Christ is included. 

• A commissioned German transcription and English translation of Pordage’s Ein 

Grundlich Philosophich sendschreiben. In addition, a second, associated piece, Further 

on the natural and philosophical mixing of the Seed Through which it will be shown, how 

one should seek out and find the Philosopher’s Stone is also included.  

• Transcription of the testimony of Dr J.P., the author’s fellow traveller to serve as a 

conclusion 
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Section IV: other related works 

• A survey of secondary source contributors 

• Transcription of the mystery of the deity in humanity, by M. P. 

• Transcription of A most faithful relation (anon.) 

• An English translation of Jane Lead’s Lebenslauff der Autorin that I had commissioned 

• An English translation of Fritz Grzechowiak’s thesis De visionen der Mystiker John 

Pordage that I had commissioned 

• The figure of the ‘Mundorum’ 

These works are of significant value, and presentation of these is highly important to furthering 

study of Pordage. 

It is important to acknowledge one of the problems with translation. Pordage originally 

wrote his works in English or Latin, however, these versions of many of his manuscripts are 

believed to be lost. The surviving copies were translated into German and other languages after 

his death. To work with these copies is to either work with the translated copy or to translate it 

back into English. I have chosen to commission a transcription and translation of both the Ein 

Grundlich Philosophich Sendschreiben and Ferner von Der natürlichen und philosophischen 

Vermischung der Saamen.  Wordurch gezeiget wird, wie man den Stein der Weisen suchen und 

finden soll back into English to solve the problem of accessibility (as previously noted) so that I 

could further examine the alchemical and astrological contents in order to provide evidence for 

my argument on the extent to which Pordage was engaged in radical activity. I have also 

commissioned a transcription and translation of Pordage’s medical dissertation from Latin into 

English to confirm the legitimacy of Pordage’s doctorate. However, this process is not ideal, as 

some meaning may be lost in translation (and again in re-translation), taking us further from the 
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original. Perhaps this downside is outweighed by the opportunity to restore these works to 

English and work towards completing our knowledge of Pordage as well as accepting and 

acknowledging these limitations.  

 

Information Assemblage and Limitations 

My work on each of the pieces differs slightly according to their original state. Specifically, I 

took a variety of approaches to this complex and challenging task depending on the language, 

state of the document, ease of readability, and location of each of the pieces. The following 

describes my approach to some of the items in the appendix: 

• A commissioned Latin transcription and full English translation of Disputatio Medica 

Inauguralis, Pordage’s medical doctoral dissertation 

I visited St John’s College, Oxford, where the library archivist allowed me to take digital 

pictures of the Disputatio. I then commissioned an expert Latin-to-English translator to carefully 

complete a Latin transcription and English translation using these copies.  

• A commissioned German transcription and English translation of Pordage’s Ein 

Grundlich Philosophich Sendschreiben and a second, associated piece, Further on The 

natural and philosophical mixing of the Seed Through which it will be shown, how one 

should seek out and find the Philosopher’s Stone  

I located the copy of the Sendscrieben that is part of F. Roth Schultz’s Deutsches theatrum 

chemicum, housed in Carl Jung’s library. Jung’s collection has been added to a platform for the 

digitisation of Swiss books, from which I downloaded high-quality copies of the Pordage piece 

in German. I commissioned an early modern German translator to meticulously transcribe and 

translate this material into English, which allowed me to obtain a German transcription and 

precise English translation copy.  
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• A transcription of An Epitome of the Angelical World. 

I contacted a private collector of rare astrological magazines who provided me with copies of the 

pages where this short piece was published from which I was able to make transcriptions. I have 

included some of it within the thesis itself, as the sections are short and relevant to the 

presentation and analysis of Pordage’s work. In addition, I located a longer version of this piece 

within The Astrologer of the Nineteenth Century, by ‘Raphael’, which I found in the Wellcome 

Trust library. 

• A transcription of extracts from The Incarnation of Jesus Christ, including extracts of 

The incarnation of Jesus Christ, Concerning the Virgin Mary and A Discourse 

Concerning the Mythical Incarnation of Jesus Christ, his birth in us, and our birth in 

him. Opening the Nature of Regeneration. A transcription of the full version of The 

Incarnation of Jesus Christ is also included. 

I located a copy of extracts of The Incarnation of Jesus Christ by Pordage housed within 

the William Law theological manuscript collection housed within the Williams Clark Memorial 

Library, UCLA, that had been digitised onto Calisphere, the digital platform for California 

libraries. For this copy and the full version of this tract housed within the Bodleian Libraries, I 

used digital images of the manuscripts and completed the transcription myself. To do so, I 

completed palaeography courses hosted by both the Institute of Historical Research and the 

Institute of English Studies, London, where I studied basic and intermediate early modern 

English palaeography in more depth. These extracts from Pordage’s MSS were made by hand, so 

handwriting interpretation skills were necessary to complete this task. 

• Translation of Jane Lead’s Lebenslauff der Autorin, which I had commissioned 
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A digital copy of this manuscript, being of good quality, was used as the basis for the English 

translation. The German version is not provided as it is already easily accessible. 

• An English translation of Fritz Grzechowiak’s thesis De visionen der Mystiker John 

Pordage, which I had commissioned 

I made a German transcription of this thesis from the collection held in the Bodleian 

Libraries, which was then used as the basis for the English translation. The German version is 

not provided as it is also easily accessible. 

I accessed and reviewed archival material as far as possible in building up biographical 

portraits for both Pordage and his acquaintances. Where possible, the original material produced 

has been reviewed to determine how Pordage may have been influenced by—and influenced—

others. Archival material was also used to establish the context centred around religious 

radicalism so that it is easier to situate Pordage in this field. To this end, I consulted primary 

source materials held in archives at a number of libraries and other institutions, visiting the actual 

item, if possible, and where not, viewing a digital or copied version. Challenges arise when the 

material is handwritten and the legibility is poor. To equip myself fully, I undertook studies in 

palaeography (as mentioned earlier) and spent time with scholars and experts in this field to 

become comfortable with handling delicate archival material, with preservation and care being of 

greatest importance. In addition, I took private German lessons so I could understand the content 

of the German pieces. 

I captured information in note form and then added into each chapter, where applicable. I 

also attended relevant and topical conferences and used my academic network, talking to as 

many scholars as I could who had knowledge of this field to help me locate source materials and 

identify secondary source papers and books to build up a more rounded knowledge of the topics. 
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My approach to the information in this thesis was influenced largely by the presence of 

digitisation projects and platforms that house copies of works. These formats enabled me to 

conduct meta-searches, which led me to find the extracts from The Incarnation of Jesus Christ 

and An Epitome of the Angelical World, for example. This discovery would probably not have 

been possible without innovations in digitisation and information accessibility.  
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SECTION I: Politics, Medicine, and Radicalism   
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Biography of Pordage 

John Pordage (1608 – 1681), a radical religious thinker during the English Revolution, 

was an unusual figure: an Anglican Rector who made an impact on German mysticism. In many 

respects, Pordage united the two very disparate spiritual streams. He expounded a Behmenist-

inspired cosmological system that he developed through direct mystical experience and profound 

visions. Despite Pordage’s significant literary output and the wide circulation of his writings, the 

majority of his works were not published in English, but they do exist in translation. 

Pordage began his formal education as a pensioner at Pembroke College at Cambridge 

University in 1623, where he read theology and medicine and earned his BA in 1626.38 Pordage 

later moved to London to practice medicine without a licence. After several legitimate 

complaints of malpractice were levied against him between 1637 and 1640, he decided to earn a 

formal medical degree at Leiden University, Netherlands, where he presented his doctoral 

dispute. Leiden was one of three premier medical schools of the day — the others being at 

Montpellier and Padua. Remarkably, the medical school at Leiden infused its curriculum with 

numinous overtones; indeed, its curriculum was based on Paracelsian ideas, astrology, and 

alchemy.39 

 
38 Ariel Hessayon, 'Pordage, John (Bap. 1607, D. 1681)’, in ODNB (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), and 

John Venn and J. A. Venn, The Book of Matriculation of Degrees: A Catalogue of Those Who Have Been 

Matriculated or Been Admitted to Any Degree in the University of Cambridge from 1544 to 1659 (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1913), p. 537, under the entry: ‘Pordage, John, Pembroke College 1623’. 

39 Manfred Brod, ‘A Radical Network in the English Revolution: John Pordage and His Circle, 1646-54’, English 

Historical Review, 119 (2004), 1231. 
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Leiden University also had connections to the Familists and was, therefore, a noted centre 

for the study of radical spirituality. Several Familists occupied posts there, including historian 

Hadrianus Junius, lawyer Dirck van Egmond vander Nyenberg, and professor of medicine 

Johannes Heurius.40  

After his time at Leiden, Pordage returned to Cambridge and had his doctorate 

incorporated in 1640,41 though he temporarily turned his career attention away from medical 

practice towards theology. By now, Pordage was a patent follower of Boehme’s ideas and had 

become one of the main proponents of them in England, a theological movement that became 

known as ‘Behmenism’. Although Pordage reinterpreted and tailored these experiences for his 

own purposes, and according to his own deliberations and experiences, he essentially devoted his 

life to expounding Behmenist principles. 

By 1647, Pordage was rector of Bradfield, near Reading, England, where he preached 

Behmenist ideas to his congregation and devoted substantial time to private Christian 

theosophical practice with a budding group of followers. In 1649, Pordage began to receive 

divinely inspired visions. Like Boehme, Pordage’s revelations helped him forge connections 

between nature and the heavens and facilitated direct communication with the angelical world. 

However, these visions came at a price, and he was ousted from his lucrative church post for 

espousing the secret knowledge these visions afforded him. 

 
40 Jan van Dorsten, ‘Garter Knights and Familists’, Journal of European Studies, 4, 2 (1974), 178–88. 

41 Pordage matriculated in the Easter term of 1623 as a pensioner at Cambridge University and graduated from 

Pembroke College with a Bachelor of Arts degree in 1626. An MD is also noted, dated 1640, incorporated from 

Leiden, in Venn and Venn, Book of Matriculations and Degrees, p. 537. 
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Pordage believed that he possessed occult powers and was determined to use these gifts 

to clarify and explore the divine revelation he was receiving. He and his group of followers 

focussed on working with these occult gifts. Not surprisingly, he attracted others who claimed to 

have psychic abilities that likewise freed them from relying on a secondary ‘other’ to serve as 

medium. Pordage wanted to earn the same veneration as Boehme — to be seen as an instrument 

of God. He recorded his experiences of divine revelation — including details of the beings he 

encountered, how he perceived these invisible worlds (called the mundi ideales), and how he 

experienced his visions. He experimented with ways to enter altered states in order to achieve 

direct divine communion, efforts that enabled him to map these realms and document an entire 

cosmological system. These insights, he claimed, were all received through divine revelation. 

When they were published in English, Boehme’s works had an impact on the English 

devotees of Protestant mysticism. Indeed, the comprehensive nature of his mystical writings 

attracted readers. Whether the reader was for him or against him, the impact of Boehme’s written 

word was nothing less than sensational compared to the multitude of available works of simple 

piety; they were sophisticated enough to attract learned, intelligent tradespeople and 

professionals by illustrating how one could connect directly with the divine, rather than be 

subservient to the prescriptive approach espoused by the newly established Lutheran church.  

Boehme’s works presented a new way of achieving spiritual fulfilment that could be 

achieved independently. This model resonated with his adherents, who were attracted to 

heterodox and separatist groups.42 The town of Görlitz, in particular, was the site of a community 

of heterodox thinkers and writers. Boehme’s writings evolved to reflect these diverse ideas and 

 
42 Robin Waterfield, Jacob Boehme (Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books, 2001), p. 39. 
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beliefs.43 Antoine Faivre describes Boehme’s theosophy as ‘a kind of amalgam between the 

mystical tradition of sixteenth-century Germany and a cosmology of the Paracelsian type’,44 

showing that Boehme was developing a syncretic approach — seeking to reconcile his faith with 

new findings in science, adding that this range of characteristics in the Boehmean corpus is what 

fascinated so many readers. According to Faivre, under the tutelage of Boehme, ‘the 

theosophical current (of the age) acquired its definitive characteristics’.45  

Even during this period of a radical sea change in England’s commitments to established 

faiths, mysticism, Charles Whiting notes, ‘characterised much of seventeenth-century religion 

irrespective of sect’.46 Mysticism may be defined as religious experiences and ecstasies 

involving alternate states of consciousness to attain hidden truths. B. J. Gibbons adds that, 

particularly in the Interregnum, there was a ‘remarkable growth of interest in occult and mystical 

thought’.47 For his part, Manfred Brod points specifically to what he calls ‘the psychological 

trauma of the civil war and its aftermath’48 as the reason for a marked increase in ‘radical 

groupings’ and the consequential trend of such groups towards millenarianism.49  

 
43 Andrew Weeks, Boehme: An Intellectual Biography of a 17th Century Mystic (Albany, NY: State University of 

New York Press, 1991), p. 26. 

44 Antoine Faivre, Theosophy, Imagination, Tradition: Studies in Western Esotericism (Albany: State University of 

New York Press, 2000), p. 7. 

45 Faivre, Theosophy, Imagination, Tradition, p. 7. 

46 Charles Whiting, Studies in English Puritanism from the Restoration to the Revolution, 1660-1688 (New York: 

Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1931), p. 295. 

47 Gibbons, Gender in Mystical and Occult Thought, p. 103. 

48 Brod, ‘Radical Network’, p. 1230. 

49 Brod, ‘Radical Network’, p. 1230. 
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Taking these observations as a whole, it is evident that the writings of Boehme became 

available in England at a moment when the mystically inclined were seeking answers to assuage 

their various anxieties after four years of a civil war that had begun in 1642, and the abolishment 

of episcopacy in 1646.50  

The old, familiar order had been overturned. With the breakdown of religious authority, 

people were free to depart from the conventional religious path. Many were inclined to seek 

alternatives more suited to their own inclinations.51 Though based on familiar religious themes 

and expectations, Boehme’s theosophy represented the promise of an alternative spiritual utopia. 

This union of ideas was thus rousing, albeit controversial. The material world of England was in 

turmoil — with first the threat, and then the reality, of a brutal war. Many were turning to 

spirituality as a way of transcending the political chaos. Parliamentarian Bulstrode Whitelocke 

spoke for many in the House of Commons when he said, ‘The Land is weary of our discords, 

being therefore polluted with our blood’.52  

Jacob Boehme’s The Mercurius Teutonicus (published in London in 1649,53 and 

compiled by John Sparrow and John Elliston) is the most comprehensive account of Boehme’s 

major ideas published at that time. Interest in the work was heightened because it compiled 

extracts from a variety of Boehme’s writings, including selections from his Mysterium Magnum, 

yet to be fully translated from German, and within which Boehme presents a controversial 

 
50 Tristram Hunt, The English Civil War at First Hand (London: Weidenfield and Nicolson, 2002), p. 205. 

51 Lodowick Muggleton, The Acts of the Witnesses of the Spirit. In Five Parts. One of the Two Witnesses, and True 

Prophets of the Only High, Immortal, Glorious God, Christ Jesus (London: 1699), Ch. 5 (pp. 16–17). 

52 Quoted in Hunt, English Civil War, p. ix. 

53 Jakob Boehme, Mercurius Teutonicus (London: Printed by M. Simmons for H. Blunden, 1649). 
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allegorical treatment of the Book of Genesis and purportedly answers many popular questions 

about apocalyptic matters relevant to the nation in crisis. 

In the Mercurius, Boehme foretold of evidence of manifestations and signs signalling 

relief from oppression in the ‘last times’. Boehme knew all too well the horrors of war, such as 

the Thirty Years War (1618 – 1648).54 To his readership, the weight of these experiences 

accorded credibility to his words: they spoke eloquently to a new audience beset by similar 

hardships and anxieties. In the Mysterium Magnum, Boehme prophesises the period of ‘Seven 

Times’ or ‘Ages’55, believed to culminate in the last happy times when the Holy Spirit would 

rule in the last and highest seventh age of the world. Boehme believed that when the branches of 

the Christian religion all realised they were part of one tree, they would cease to see themselves 

as separate. This final reunification under the auspices of the Holy Spirit would be designated the 

‘Enochian Age’. Those under duress at the time of publication of Boehme’s works in English 

longed for the ‘Enochian Age’ to become an existential reality.  

Many aspects of doctrine that would have been considered ‘heterodox’ in early modern 

England because a lack of a scriptural foundation were, in fact, widely accepted by early 

Christians and possibly even by Jesus himself; ‘If Jesus taught people who were familiar with the 

world of the Dead Sea scrolls, then this must have been part of the actual “New Testament 

background”’.56 The Dead Sea Scrolls were not discovered until the mid-1940s, so although 

 
54 An Introduction to Jacob Boehme: Four Centuries of Thought and Reception. ed. by Ariel Hessayon and Sarah 

Apetrei (Abingdon: Taylor & Francis, 2014), pp. 1–2. 

55 Jakob Boehme, Mysterium Magnum, trans. by John Sparrow and John Ellistone (London: Printed by M. Simmons 

for H. Blunden, 1654), p. 175. 

56 Margaret Baker, Temple Theology: an Introduction (London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 2004), 

p. 9. 
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more emphasis has been placed on their importance by modern scholars, they would not have 

been known in Pordage’s time; ‘with the discovery of the Dead Sea scrolls and the increased 

scholarly interest in that vast body of ancient texts known as Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha, a 

new context for Christian origins has been constructed’.57  

However, there would have been some parts of the Book of Enoch available during 

Pordage’s time, so although Pordage’s contemporaries would not have been aware of additional 

context that the Dead Sea Scrolls may have brought to the New Testament context, they would 

have had access to some parts of the Book of Enoch which gave an added dimension of 

mysticism, revelation and apocrypha to protestant non-conformist beliefs. The revelation to 

Enoch about how original unity became the whole of visible creation and so there could have 

been an interest in the Book of Enoch underpinning much of Pordage’s theosophy. Enoch was 

shown the hidden things; he witnesses how the Kingdom was divided and discovers the secrets 

of the winds and the weathers (Enoch 1.41); ‘The unity within the holy of holies meant that all 

the angels were derived from the One. The lesser were each a part of the greater and the greater 

were part of the even greater. Collectively, they were the Fullness of God, because all angels 

were aspects of God.58 The Book of Enoch is largely apocryphal,59 and this is precisely why it 

would have been interesting to Pordage and others during the early modern period, and in 

particular, those with millennial anticipations and interest in angelology and demonology.  

 
57 Baker, Temple Theology, p. 2. 

58 Baker, Temple Theology, p. 25. 

59 Henry Hayman, ‘The Book of Enoch in Reference to the New Testament and Early Christian Antiquity’, in The 

Biblical World, 12, no. 1 (1898), 37–46 (p. 44). 
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The Lutheran emphasis on Sola Scriptura, therefore, left the Reformed tradition with a 

narrower outlook than that available to their Catholic contemporaries and predecessors who 

would have considered tradition to be another, equal source. So a gap emerges between the 

richness and variety of ancient traditions that may have formed part of Jesus’s teachings, the 

background to Old Testament apocrypha, and diversity of sources from which this may have 

been drawn and the limited interpretation set out by Reformed Protestants in their scriptural 

teachings. Perhaps a focus on the Book of Enoch and its themes of unity were an attempt to fill 

this gap?  

Many disciples, including Pordage, believed Boehme when he wrote in the Mercurius 

that God had used him directly as an instrument for the revelation of His purposes for mankind. 

As Boehme explains:  

It is known to me that the time is nigh, and at hand, that the contentions about Religion shall enter 

into the Temperature; but with great ruination of the false Kingdom in Babel, that has set up itself 

in Christ’s stead, together with other great alterations; concerning which, although men perhaps 

will hardly believe me, yet in a short time shall appeare.60 

Such avowals gave his many disciples a sense of the quickening advent of the Kingdom of Christ 

on Earth and served as a sure indication of an impending spiritual advent, evidence of which can 

be found in Pordage’s work A Treatise of Eternal Nature, in which he says: 

for the time of the Lily is at hand, and the Morning-Star is already risen, and the Sun of the 

Eternal Gospel is about to rise, its dawn or day-break already strikes our eyes, with glimmering of 

that glorious light whose splendour rejoices the hearts of the faithful, who wait for this glorious 

 
60 Introduction to Jacob Boehme: Four Centuries of Thought and Reception, ed. by Ariel Hessayon and Sarah 

Apetrei (London: Routledge, 2014), p. 8. 
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day. The Eternal Gospel shall then be preached, and all mysteries revealed. I say the day is at 

hand, even at the door.61 

Pordage believed in the real advent of Christ now, the resurrection and transfiguration of 

all believers, urgent convictions that meant he was even more extreme and more chiliast than 

Boehme himself. Pordage needed to convince others that he, too, was able to receive divine 

revelation so that he could quickly facilitate Christ’s long-awaited reign on earth. His belief that 

he was favoured by God in the same way Boehme claimed to be soon became a pervasive idea, 

gaining momentum and traction and, indeed, a following. This promise of a common bond of 

spiritual brotherhood waiting for the quickening advent of the Second Coming was a central 

unifying idea of many disparate religious groups active during this time and often grouped under 

as ‘radical’, a category that included Pordage and his immediate followers. To be sure, Pordage 

asks, ‘is it not a sweet thing for Brethren to dwell together in Unity?’62 Pordage was to become 

God’s messenger. He professed to possessing occult powers — gifts that were in fact tools that 

he would use in his service to Christianity. But as these grand claims garnered a following, they 

attracted the attention of other Anglican and Presbyterian church ministers who were very 

opposed to his actions and beliefs, and indeed believed him to be a very dangerous man.  

 

  

 
61 ‘The Author to the Reader’, in John Pordage, A Treatise of Eternal Nature with Her Seven Essential Forms or 

Original Working Properties (London: 1681). 

62 John Pordage, Innocencie Appearing through the Dark Mists of Pretended Guilt. Or, a Full and True Narration of 

the Unjust and Illegal Proceedings of the Commissioners of Berks (London: Giles Calvert, 1655). In the preface 

letter: ‘To all my Christian Friends and Acquaintance in Berkshire, and elsewhere scattered’. 
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Pordage’s Medical Knowledge and Practice 

This chapter examines archival evidence that Pordage could legitimately be considered 

unfit for medical practice, having been responsible for the death of at least one patient and 

supervised a medical practice by another that led to another death. Medicine was a discipline that 

Pordage kept returning to throughout his career, so understanding him in this context is both 

productive and necessary. I reveal new and original findings on Pordage’s supervision of the 

medical practice of one Mr Trigg, whose lack of qualifications led to a woman’s death. This 

chapter discusses how Pordage persisted in prescribing medicines and being involved in medical 

practice — despite never having received a license to do so — and how the result of his actions 

was disastrous for some of his patients.  

I will also present new and original research on the legitimacy of Pordage’s doctorate, 

and the subject matter and the material that he presented, along with analysis of the people 

involved in this process. According to sources, Pordage earned his doctorate in medicine; but 

many scholars, and even some of Pordage’s own peers, questioned the validity of this 

biographical detail, which has led to some discrediting of his reputation. Therefore, I attend 

specifically to the question of whether Pordage earned his doctorate, thereby helping to dispell 

previously held misconceptions about Pordage that may have detracted from the value of his 

contributions. Newly commissioned transcribed and translated material is referred to here and is 

included in this thesis as appendices. Finally, I present details on the figures who influenced 

Pordage’s medical practice, with biographical material and publications.  
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Unlicenced Medical Practice 

There are references to a ‘Mr’ Pordage in the Royal College of Physicians (RCP) Annals in 1637 

– 1638 (vol. 3: 170r, 189v) and 1640 – 1641 (vol. 3: 209r-210v); presumably this is our John 

Pordage. In 1637, Pordage was accused of giving Edward Woodfine medicine that caused him 

‘much hurt’. However, at this time, Pordage would not have yet received his medical doctorate 

from Leiden, so when Pordage is referred to as ‘pretended Dr of Physique’, that is indeed an 

accurate description:  

Edward Woodfine complaynes of one Pordage pretended Dr of Physique and dwelling in 

Barbicane for giving him medicines which haue done him much hurt. They were powders, 

whereof he gave him divers papers. Pordage not appearing the matter was referred to further 

examination.63 

This incident is not the only time that Pordage’s medical practice came to the attention of the 

RCP. In the same year, a Mr Trigg was fined twenty li (pounds) and committed to Newgate 

(prison) for ‘opening the belly of a hydrosical woman whervpon death was caused’. His defence 

was that he was performing this procedure ‘in the presence and with the assistance of a 

Physitian, viz Mr Pordage’. This event was judged by the censors to be ‘bold, dangerous and 

vnlawfull practise’.64 Again, there is no mention of any action or punishment for Pordage’s 

actions. 

Later in 1637, Pordage appeared again in front of the college requesting a licence to 

practice medicine, a request he was denied: 

 
63 ‘Annals’, Royal College of Physicians, vol. 3, Fol. 170r (1637 – 1638). 

64 ‘Annals’, Royal College of Physicians, vol. 3, Fol. 188b (1637 – 1638). 
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Mr Pordage offring himself to examination with desire that he might be licenced to practise 

physique, was questioned if he had never taken Holy orders, he confessed that he had been made 

deacon, was Chaplaine to the Lady Vere. And that he had preached sundry tymes whervpon he 

was declared vncapable by our statutes of that licence wherto he pretended.65 

This issue is mentioned only briefly by Sir George Clark where he states that ‘Mr. Pordage 

however, was denied a licence, although he only owned to being a deacon’.66  

Clark also comments on a case concerning Pordage, in 1640, explaining: ‘Mr Pordage, 

confessing to six years practice, asked to be examined, and soon after that was convicted of 

malpractice in a fatal case. His Priestly character was not mentioned.’67 The corresponding entry 

in the annals of 1640 adopts the spelling ‘Pordige’, but Clark accepted this as the same person 

and, by this time, they were referring to him as ‘Dr’ rather than ‘Mr’. ‘Dr Pordige asked to be 

examined. He confessed that he had practised medicine here for six years. In accordance with the 

Statutes of the College he was refused since he was in Holy Orders’.68 

This response did not deter Pordage from practising medicine, though the college had 

clearly not changed its stance on allowing ordained ministers to practice medicine. On 28 

January 1640, Pordage was again called to the college, now accused of prescribing an 

inappropriate emetic and bloodletting, which caused the death of a man: 

There were in the College Dr Fox, Dr. Meverall, Dr Clarke, Dr Hemley, Dr Rant and Dr Salmon 

who charge Dr. Pordige because he had let blood in a patient, Mr Dew, suffering from a fever and 

 
65 ‘Annals’, Royal College of Physicians, vol. 3, Fol. 189b (1637 – 1638). 

66 George Clark, A History of the Royal College of Physicians of London, vol. 1 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1964), pp. 

247–248. 

67 Clark, A History of the Royal College, p. 276. 

68 ‘Annals’, Royal College of Physicians, vol. 3, Fol. 209a (1637 – 1638). 
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that in the final stages of the illness: that on the following day he had given a vomit, due to which 

the bowles poured forth up to the time of death. Dr Pordige replied to this, saying that he was 

called about the twentieth day of the illness and on account of the dryness of the tongue and heat 

of the throat he had let blood: on the next day he had given a vomit made of an infusion of crocus 

meallorum. But he denied any excessive purging or flow from the bowles. That whole business 

was put off until the next comitia.69 

On 26 March 1641, the RCP reconvened on the above matter and concluded that ‘Dr. Pordige, 

defendant, was judged guilty of ill practises by all the Censors, in the affair of Dew’.70 No 

punishment is recorded, but clearly he was guilty of malpractice. 

 

The Question of Pordage’s Doctorate 

With regard to the legitimacy of Pordage’s doctorate and its provenance, the subject is more 

complex than previously thought. As will be shown, the generally held consensus in secondary 

sources is that Pordage did not complete or finalise his doctorate.  

John Pordage’s university career began at Cambridge University. He was admitted as a 

pensioner (a student paying his own bills) at Pembroke, 21 April 1623, and matriculated in 1623. 

Pordage graduated with a BA
71 in 1626, one year before the death of his father (Samuel Pordage), 

 
69 ‘Annals’, Royal College of Physicians, vol. 3, Fol. 209b (1637 – 1638). 

70 ‘Annals’, Royal College of Physicians, vol. 3, Fol. 210b (1637 – 1638). 

71 J. Venn and J. A. Venn, The Book of Matriculation of Degrees: A Catalogue of Those Who Have Been 

Matriculated or Been Admitted to Any Degree in the University of Cambridge from 1544 to 1659 (Cambridge: 1913), 

p. 537. 
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in 1627. It appears that he did not continue his studies at Cambridge or proceed to an MA after his 

graduation.72 

Cambridge University’s records also hold details of his tutor, Mr Edward Tilman,73 who 

would undoubtedly have had a significant impact on Pordage’s religious interests during these 

early years in his education and career. A letter was written to Edward Tilman upon his 

ordination by none other than John Donne. And, between 1618 and 1620, Donne wrote to 

Edward Tilman to advise him on priestly office. Roberta Albrecht describes the content of this 

letter as follows: 

better than Kings, who cannot ‘keepe heavens doore’ is the priest, who (like Mary) can ‘open 

life’. ‘Maries prerogative was to beare Christ’. Following her example, priests convey Christ from 

their pulpits. The priest, therefore, is called to be both mother and father, ‘a blest Hermaphrodite’. 

His commission is to knit these two identities, As father, he begets spiritual children: and as 

mother, he bears them. If he is able to accomplish this pure union, then he will have become a 

maker of spiritual children, whom he will continue to nourish throughout their earthly lives.74 

This letter shows alchemical references that were transmitted to Donne through Ramon Lull, 

ideas Tilman seamlessly used in work as a priest. Pordage would probably have been exposed to 

this influence by Tilman, as his tutor, who perhaps gave him the idea of joining the priesthood as 

 
72 Ariel Hessayon,‘Pordage, John (Bap. 1607, D. 1681)’, in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (2004) 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/22546 [accessed 16 January 2021]. 

73 J. Venn and J.A. Venn, The Book of Matriculation of Degrees: A Catalogue of Those Who Have Been 

Matriculated or Been Admitted to Any Degree in the University of Cambridge from 1544 to 1659 (Cambridge: 1913), 

670. 

74 Roberta Albrecht, The Virgin Mary as Alchemical and Lullian Reference in Donne (Selinsgrove, PA: Susquehanna 

University Press, 2005), pp. 156–57. 
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an alternative occupation to medical practice. The alchemical themes are strong within Pordage’s 

work, and it is interesting to see the impact that his tutors seem to have had on the formation of 

these ideas early on in his career. 

On 9 August 1639,75 Pordage was admitted as a doctoral candidate in medicine at Leiden 

University. The ‘Acta Senatus’ of Leiden University shows:  

Aug. 9: Concessus est Ioanni Pordage ad disputantum pro gradu doctoratus in Medicina dies 

eiusdem mensis 11. Aug. 11: Ioannes Pordage dignus visus est, cui summus in Medicina gradus 

conferatur, quem illi contulit D. Schrevelius pro D. Vorstio.76  

On 9 August 1639, Pordage was considered worthy to ‘disputate’ for the degree of 

doctor. Two days later, he appeared before Ewald Screvelius (1575 – 1647) for the oral 

examination. On 11 August 1639, the degree of MD was conferred on him. It appears from this 

record that there was only an oral examination and no prior publication to support this 

examination, suggesting that he never wrote a dissertation, not an uncommon practice in 

seventeenth-century Leiden, where it was possible to achieve a doctorate without a thesis. 

Cambridge University records show that MD was conferred in 1640 (incorp. from Leyden 

[Holland]).77 The ODNB does not, however, refer to a written thesis by Pordage, what the subject 

matter was for his doctorate, or where this copy is stored. R. W. Innes Smith,78 who compiled the 

 
75 Continental dates differ by ten days from England during this period. 

76 Quoted from the printed edition in P. C. Molhuysen, Bronnen tot de geschiedenis der Leidsche Universiteit, vol. 2 

(8 febr. 1610-7 febr. 1647), (The Hague, 1916), p. 231 (from the series: Rijks geschiedkundige publicatiën, Grote 

serie, nr. 29). 

77 J. Venn and J.A. Venn, The Book of Matriculation of Degrees, p. 537. 

78 R. W. Innes Smith, English-Speaking Students of Medicine at the University of Leyden (London: Oliver & Boyd, 

1932), p. 185. 
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list of English-speaking students of medicine at Leiden, never found a thesis for Pordage, nor do 

records at Cambridge University contain or refer to a copy of Pordage’s written thesis; however, 

a copy of Pordage’s thesis does exist, and I have located it.  

Given that Pordage only registered at Leiden on 9 August 1639, and was judged worthy 

to dispute on the same day (and then did so two days later), he must have written a thesis prior to 

registering, before travelling to Leiden, otherwise he would not have had time to write and 

publish it. As such, some form of preparation must have taken place, either by Pordage or by his 

promoter (some early modern dissertations were the agenda of the professor, rather than of the 

doctoral candidate). In the case of Pordage, the professor could have been Adolphus Vorstius 

(1597 – 1663), although the actual oral examination was administered by Screvelius instead, as 

the Acta Senatus tell us: ‘Aug. 9 [1639]: Johannes Pardyge {sic!}, Anglus, medicinae 

candidatus, annorum 30, apud Van Dymen’.79 Given the lack of secondary source material 

pertaining to Pordage’s written doctoral thesis, I conclude that Pordage’s thesis had not hitherto 

been found, nor had its contents been studied.  

I have, however, located a copy of Pordage’s written thesis in St John’s College Library, 

Oxford University. It is in Latin, eight pages long, and forms part of a collection of medical 

dissertations bequeathed to the university college library by John Merrick, a former student at St 

John’s College. Merrick collected many pieces of medical work, which he gifted to the library 

upon his death in 1764. The current archivist at Leiden was very interested in getting a copy of 

this thesis so they could print it out and add a copy to their collections. I provided it to them, and 

a catalogue record has been made.  

 
79 Leiden University Libraries, Archieven van Senaat en Faculteiten (archives of the Senate and the Faculties of 

Leiden University), inv. nr. 9 (volumina inscriptionum 1631 – 1645), p. 235. 
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For ease of reference and comparison, I include a commissioned transcription of the 

original Latin text in appendix 1a. In addition, I include a full commissioned translation of this 

text into English in appendix 1b. 

 

Analysis of Pordage’s Inaugural Medical Dissertation on Arthritis in General 

The title page of Pordage’s thesis is as follows: 

INAUGURAL MEDICAL DISSERTATION ON ARTHRITIS IN GENERAL WHICH With the 

help of the Greatest and Best God Under the Authority of the Prorector CONSTANTINO 

L’EMPEREUR DOCTOR IN SACRED THEOLOGY at the illustrious Academia of Leiden Full 

professor, and with the full consent of the Academic Senate And with the decree of the most 

renowned Faculty of Medicine In order to obtain the degree of Doctor of Medicine JOHN 

PORDAGE, British, defends on 2nd August, at the usual place and time. IN LEIDEN By the 

hand of WILHELM CHRISTIAN 1639.80 

The ‘usual place’ in which where John Pordage defended his thesis was the Academy Building, 

Leiden, the site of defenses since the University’s foundation in 1575 to this day (see figure 5).  

 
80 Title page, appendix 1b. 



 68 

 

 

Figure 5: The ‘usual place’. Photo courtesy of Ernst-Jan Munnik, Special Collection Services, 

Leiden University Libraries. 

The dedication page offers information and insight into who was influential upon him, 

whom he was working and studying with, and whom he was receiving instruction from: 

To the Reverend and most learned man, WILLIAM CHIBBALS, a most loyal dispenser of 

mysteries: a most honoured uncle AND ALSO To the faithful and revered men, MATTHEW 

SHEAPHEARD, WILLIAM HARVY, RICHARD SLEIGH, His intimates and my best friends 

from my studies, and most deserving. AND To the most learned and excellent men, DOCTOR 

OTHON VAN-HEURN, DOCTOR EWALD SCHREVEL, DOCTOR ADOLF VORST, Most 

illustrious professors Of Medicine at this renowned Academy of Leiden. This inaugural 

dissertation, in due gratitude, Is dedicated and blessed as testimony by JOHN PORDAGE 

responding. 
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He specifies his best friends in this list though, to my knowledge, none of these people has been 

referred to in connection with Pordage elsewhere. 

Pordage explains that he chose to examine arthritis as for its significance for considering 

afflictions that cause pain. He defines arthritis as ‘a pain around the joints that is provoked by a 

flow of serous acidic humour that comes from veins and arteries which drains [into the joints]’.81 

He distinguishes the pain of arthritis from the pain of other afflictions that also cause joint pain, 

such as gout. As we shall see later, one of his supervisors, William Harvey, was the primary 

proponent of the circulatory system. Indeed, it may be from Harvey that Pordage received his 

inspiration for a flow of humour into joints form the veins and arteries. He does not describe 

what this humour consists of and whether it is separate from blood or not. Pordage proceeds to 

define arthritis more specifically as a type of pain born in acidic humours which introduce 

themselves in the deepest part of the joint in the form of pinching and tension, causing associated 

sensitivity in surrounding membranes. He gives specific and separate names for arthritis that 

affect the hand, knee, hip, and feet. For the rest of the joints, he says, there is no name for the 

arthritis—it is known as arthritis in general, which is the topic of his study. Of the humour that 

he posits, he explains: ‘the initial cause of this affliction is a serous humour, but not an aqueous 

one, however, but rather a salty and acidic one that is, as the chemists would call it, tartareous’.82 

Pordage suggests in section XIII that the cause of the accumulation of this serous humour can 

occur naturally, but this natural occurrence does not lead to arthritis, instead it is indicated by 

lifestyle, but the primary cause is too much love-making or drinking too much wine:  

 
81 HB4/5.b.4.5(25), Ioannes Pordage, ‘Dispvtatio Medica Inauguralis De Arthritide in Genere’, (Willem Christiaens 

van der Boxe, printer Rijksuniversiteit te Leiden: 1639), section II. 

82 Pordage, ‘Dispvtatio’, section IX. 
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In short, all excesses and greed, a sedentary lifestyle and lack of sport, long and deep sleep and 

above all, because of food; a life without measure nor concern and based on sadness leads to the 

illness rearing its head [. . .] And though these causes explained are sufficiently valid, however, 

before all other the most triggering of all is too much love making. In effect, there is a great 

affinity between our testicles and the main areas. It is clear that drinking too much wine, which is 

abundant in tartar, also provokes it. So that wine lovers will demonstrate clear evidence of this, 

not without great pain.83  

Pordage explains that the body pushes this serous, tarterous humour to the body’s extremities; he 

posits that this matter is contained within the arteries, and from these, the matter is transported to 

the rest of the body. He rejects the theory of humours being responsible for arthritis.  

In terms of treatability, Pordage concludes that it is difficult to treat, but in itself, arthritis 

is not fatal. If the pain is great, it should be alleviated first before turning attention to suppressing 

the cause. A vein should be sectioned or treated using leeches and then a purge completed to rid 

the body of this serous humour. He suggests some medical and herbal treatments to accompany 

this procedure and to help induce vomit (as another way of purging the body). Pordage 

demonstrates his knowledge of the properties of herbs and medicines for this kind of treatment. 

For the relief of pain, Pordage recommends drug use: 

The pain associated with this illness is a relatively serious symptom, it can cause real discomfort 

for the sufferer and, as a result, it must be relieved using anodynes. If the anodynes are not 

enough narcotics must be used, but opiates should not be abused, since they are enemies of 

natural heat and the nerves.84 

 
83 Pordage, ‘Dispvtatio’, section XIII. 

84 Pordage, ‘Dispvtatio’, section XXV. 
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Pordage also emphasises the importance of good diet to prevent its recurrence, correcting 

the liver imbalance, and strengthening the joints, as he sees prevention as just as important as a 

cure. He also suggests that menstruation and haemorrhoids may also contribute to the illness, 

being an accumulation of serous humour. 

Pordage only mentions a few individuals in his dissertation, thus these characters are 

important portals into understanding Pordage. The first is Ambroise Paré, whose work he 

references within his dissertation. Secondly, are the people to whom he dedicates his 

dissertation: William Harvey, Otto Heurneius, and Adolphus Vorstius. It is these people that we 

need to understand in more detail to ascertain the influence they had upon Pordage. 

 

Ambroise Paré 

Pordage references Ambroise Paré, a barber-surgeon whom some regard as one of the fathers of 

modern-day surgery.85 His methods, although now considered close to scientifically accurate, 

were rejected at first and did not win medical acceptance until much later. Pordage himself is a 

little dismissive of Paré, indicating that he was aware of him and his methods (see section V), but 

had not accepted them himself:  

The modern-day surgeon Ambrose Paré has created other similar names so that, if this malaise 

should occur in the maxillary joint, he calls it ‘syagonagra’; in the neck, ‘trachelagra’; in the 

backbone, ‘rhachysagra’; in the shoulder, ‘homagra’; in the ulna, ‘pechyagra’. However, these 

words do not appear in the ancient authors and are not used amongst ourselves.86  

 
85 Francis Dickie, ‘Ambroise Pare: A Barber’s Apprentice Who Became the Greatest Surgeon of His Time’, in The 

American Journal of Nursing, vol. 31, no. 10 (1931), 1143-1146 (1143). 

86 Pordage, ‘Dispvtatio’, section VI. 
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William Harvey 

Of the best friends Pordage lists, William Harvy or Harvey (1578 – 1657) is the first I shall turn 

to. Harvey was well known as an English physician responsible for seminal work on the body’s 

circulatory system. Harvey has been described as: 

[a] distinguished physician, the greatest physiologist the world has seen, and the brightest 

ornament of our College [. . .] having selected physic for profession, left Cambridge about the 

year 1598, and [. . .] betook himself to Padua, then the most celebrated school of medicine in the 

world.87 

Harvey described how blood circulates to the brain and heart, and was a significant contributor to 

the development of modern medicine in blood and transport. As such, hospitals bear his name; 

amongst them is the William Harvey Hospital in Ashford, close to Folkestone, where he was 

born. Harvey, like Pordage, matriculated from Cambridge University. In 1602, he received his 

MD and incorporated it at Cambridge.88 Perhaps between the time of Harvey’s returning from 

Europe and Pordage’s oral exam in 1639, they would have been in contact. Although now 

Harvey is regarded as having made a great medical discovery, at the time, he was fiercely 

opposed by many intelligent and earnest men — perhaps another reason he earned Pordage’s 

admiration. 

 
87 William Munk, ‘William Harvey b. April 1578 d. 3 June 1657 MD Padua (1602) FRCP (1607), vol 1, p. 174 

William Harvey | RCP Museum <rcplondon.ac.uk> [accessed 23 August, 2017].  

88 Roger French, ‘Harvey, William (1578–1657)’, in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (2004) 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/12531 [accessed 27 February 2021]. 

https://history.rcplondon.ac.uk/inspiring-physicians/william-harvey
https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/12531
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Figure 6: William Harvey <https://cdn.britannica.com/300x300/86/115986-004-

A773ADEB.jpg> [accessed 9 April 2019]. 

 

Otto Heurneius 

Another of Pordage’s supervisors in Leiden, Otto Heurneius (Otto van Heurn) (1577 – 1652) was 

a Dutch physician, theologian, and philosopher. He began teaching anatomy in 1617 at the 

University of Leiden. He was also a historian of philosophy with a particular interest in 

‘barbarian philosophy’ (i.e., the period before the ancient Greek philosophers), and his ideas 

were based on the Corpus Hermeticum (yet another way in which Pordage would have received 

https://cdn.britannica.com/300x300/86/115986-004-A773ADEB.jpg
https://cdn.britannica.com/300x300/86/115986-004-A773ADEB.jpg


 74 

 

Hermetic ideas). He is the author of barbaricae philosophiae antiquitatum libri duo (Leiden, 

1600) and is better known for his contributions to philosophy than to medicine.89 

In addition, Heurneius was active in collecting and displaying rare and unusual objects in 

what was known as ‘Anatomical theatre’, to which Pordage would have no doubt been witness. 

As Rina Knoeff explains:  

The collection activities had started under Paauw, but it was thanks to Otto Heurnius that the 

theatre's collections were significantly expanded. To the initial purchases of Paauw, Heurnius 

added not only anatomical objects, but also a collection of Egyptian objects, such as mummies, 

funerary statues and vessels decorated with hieroglyphs. Heurnius’ fascination with ancient Egypt 

was not only medically motivated but was also triggered by his interest in the hermetic writings. 

Like so many of his contemporaries, Heurnius hoped to catch a glimpse of the pre-lapsarian 

wisdom of Adam, as handed down and recorded (in hieroglyphs) by the Egyptian priest Hermes 

Trismegistus.90 

It is perhaps here that Pordage became acquainted with Hermetic philosophy and interested in 

themes of perennial wisdom. 

 
89 Luciano Malusa Francesco Bottin, Giuseppe Micheli, Giovanni Santinello, and Ilario Tolomio, Models of the 

History of Philosophy: From Its Origins in the Renaissance to the ‘Historia Philosophica’ (Dordrecht: Kluwer 

Academic Publishers, 1993), pp. 106–07. 

90 Rina Knoeff, ‘Dutch Anatomy and Clinical Medicine in 17th-Century Europe’, in European History Online (EGO) 

(Mainz: Leibniz Institute of European History (IEG), 2012) <http://www.ieg-ego.eu/knoeffr-2012-en > [accessed 7 

March 2020] (para. 12 of 39). 

http://www.ieg-ego.eu/knoeffr-2012-en
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Figure 7: Otto Heurnius (Otto van Heurn) (1577 – 1652) 

<https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Otto_Heurnius> [accessed 7 March 2020] 

Adolphus Vorstius 

Adolphus Vorstius was a Dutch physician and botanist, but little is known of his writings other 

than his botanical catalogues published in 1636, 1649, and 1650.91 Vorstius spent many years 

travelling, eventually settling on medicine and botany as his occupation: 

 
91 Abraham Jacob van der Aa, ‘VORSTIUS (Adolphus)’ in Biographisch Woordenboek der Nederlanden, Book 19 

(Haarlem: Verlag J. J. van Brederode, Haarlem 1876), p. 370. 

<http://resources.huygens.knaw.nl/retroboeken/vdaa/#source=aa__001biog23_01.xml&page=371&accessor=accesso

r_index&view=transcriptiePane> [accessed 7 March 2020] 

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Otto_Heurnius
http://resources.huygens.knaw.nl/retroboeken/vdaa/#source=aa__001biog23_01.xml&page=371&accessor=accessor_index&view=transcriptiePane
http://resources.huygens.knaw.nl/retroboeken/vdaa/#source=aa__001biog23_01.xml&page=371&accessor=accessor_index&view=transcriptiePane
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In particular, he spent a long time in Padúa, where on 29 August. 1622 he became MD. He 

enjoyed the honour of returning to the Fatherland under the retinue of Marcus Antonius 

Maurocenus, envoy of the Venetian Republic to the States of Holland. To these, who 

recommended him to Prince Maurice, he owed his appointment, in 1624, as extraordinary 

professor of medicine. In the following year he was named the successor of his father in the 

teaching of herbalism and the administration of the academic herbal material by the title of 

ordinary teacher. After having supervised the latter establishment for some years, in 1633 he 

issued a list of names of the plants grown therein, numbering 1104, with a list of native crops 

growing in the outskirts of Leiden.92 

His travels to Padua are similar to those of William Harvey, and it may be that his knowledge of 

herbalism and natural medicine was also of interest to Pordage. 

 
92 Abraham Jacob van der Aa, ‘VORSTIUS (Adolphus)’: ‘Vooral vertoefde hij langen tijd te Padúa, waar bij den 29 

Aug. 1622 tot Med. Dr. bevorderd werd. Hij genoot de onderscheiding van onder het gevolg van Marcus Antonius 

Maurocenus, afgezant der Venetiaansche Republiek bij de Staten van Holland, naar het Vaderland terug te keeren. 

Aan dezen, die hem prins Maurits aanbeval, had hij zijn benoeming, in 1624, tot buitengewoon Hoogleeraar der 

geneeskunde te danken. In het volgend jaar werd hij met den titel van gewoon Hoogleeraar tot opvolger van zijn 

vader in het onderwijs der kruidkunde en het bestuur van den akademischen kruidstof benoemd. Na over 

laatstgenoemde inrichting eenige jaren het toezicht gehouden te hebben, gaf hij in 1633 een Naamlijst van de daarin 

gekweekte planten uit, ten getale van 1104, met eene lijst van inlandsche gewassen, die in den omtrek van Leiden 

groeijen.’ 
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Figure 8: Adolphus Vorstius. Line engraving by P. Pontius after G. Petri. Credit: 

Wellcome Collection. 

 

Leiden as a Centre of Medical Innovation 

Why did Pordage chose Leiden? Perhaps Leiden allowed him to earn a medical doctorate in 

shorter order than was possible in England during this time. His choice may also partly be due to 

Leiden’s reputation and teaching methods. Leiden University had an anatomical theatre as well 

as a hospital for teaching medicine. It encouraged a hands-on approach and was known for its 
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commitment to liberty, free thought and speech.93 This approach may have appealed to Pordage, 

who was becoming interested in a variety of spiritual ideas, including those of Boehme.  

 

Parliamentary Army Physician 

Pordage served as physician to Colonel John Venn’s regiment in 1643 — until probably 

autumn 1644 — and was stationed at the garrison in Windsor Castle, Berkshire,94 where 

Christopher Love was minister.95 Colonel John Venn (bap.1586 – d.1650) was a Parliamentarian 

and regicide,96 who together with his second wife attended Puritan religious meetings in London 

with Christopher Love,97 who became active in radical politics in the early 1640s as a leading 

Parliamentarian in the war efforts. From 1642, he became a colonel of foot (foot being the 

contemporary term for infantry) in the Parliament’s army and was subsequently appointed 

governor of Windsor Castle. Christopher Love also joined the regiment as minister. Pordage was 

paid £60 for ‘daily visiting the common souldiers what had the plague-sores on them’.98 

 

 

 
93 Knoeff, ‘Dutch Anatomy’, (paras. 1 and 2 of 39). 

94 Ariel Hessayon,‘Pordage, John (Bap. 1607, D. 1681)’, in ODNB (2004) <https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/22546> 

[accessed 16 January 2021] 

95 E.C. Vernon, ‘Love, Christopher (1618–1651)’, in ODNB (2004) <https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/17038> 

[accessed 16 January 2021] 

96 Keith Lindley ‘Venn, John (bap.1586–d.1650)’, in ODNB (2004) <https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/28186> 

[accessed 16 January 2021] 

97 Lindley ‘Venn, John (bap.1586–d.1650).’ 

98 TNA: PRO, SP 18/97/30 II; and also Hessayon, ‘Pordage, John’, ODNB.  

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/22546
https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/17038
https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/28186
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Conclusion 

This chapter presents new evidence of Pordage’s doctorate and provides a newly commissioned, 

transcribed and translated version of the manuscript in English. His thesis indicates that his 

subject and area of expertise was general arthritis and sheds light on his contemporary associates. 

The manuscript offers evidence that legitimises Pordage’s claim to be a doctor and shows how 

scepticism of this claim by certain members of his peer group has been built upon by subsequent 

scholars and thus come to be referenced as fact. I have provided evidence that Pordage did 

indeed write a doctoral thesis on the topic of medicine; however, earning his medical doctorate 

does not make him a licenced practitioner. Indeed, Pordage insisted on practising medicine even 

though he was specifically denied a licence to do so. Still, there is no evidence that he received 

any punishment for this malpractice. Strangely, even as a spiritual man, he was not deterred by 

these deaths from continuing to practice even into his later years. His decision to persist was 

likely a financial one, having been removed from his ministerial office and unable to return. 
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Political Background and Local Context  

The county of Berkshire was deeply involved in the political upheaval and major events 

of the English Civil War (1642 – 1651). The war was between Parliamentarians (Roundheads) 

and Royalists (Cavaliers), and came about over disagreements regarding how England should be 

ruled and governed as well as issues concerning religious freedom. Some historians divide the 

war into three parts: the first (1642 – 1646) and second (1648 – 1649) parts were concerned with 

the supporters of King Charles I (Royalists) versus supporters of the Long Parliament 

(Parliamentarians), while the third (1649 – 1651) was between supporters of King Charles II and 

supporters of the Rump Parliament. It concluded with Parliamentarian victory at the Battle of 

Worcester (1651). 

From a geographical perspective, the war had political strongholds: the Royalists 

dominating the countryside and less well-developed areas, and the Parliamentarians the towns 

and cities or more economically advanced industrial areas.1 The county of Berkshire has had its 

fair share of conflict, partly owing to its proximity to London; Reading endured a ten-days siege 

by the Parliamentary forces in 1643, and Newbury was the site of two battles — the first in 1643 

and the second in 1644. Pordage took up his position as Curate in St. Lawrence’s Church in 

Reading during the time of this siege by the Parliamentarians. The period’s background of 

political turmoil and flux, especially in Berkshire and Oxfordshire, was generating an 

atmosphere of controversies, denunciations, and treachery as well as space for intellectual 

excitement and the emergence of independent and sectarian religious groups who linked radical 

religious views to socio-political events, although the existence of many of these groups was 

 
1 Christopher Hill, ‘Recent interpretations of the English Civil War’, in Puritanism and Revolution: Studies in 

Interpretation of the English Revolution of the 17th Century (London: Secker and Warburg, 1958), p. 17. 
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shorted lived when in the 1650s stability returned,2 and millenarian expectations were weakening 

in the face of repeated political disappointments.3 

In December 1648, the army entered Parliament and captured anyone remaining who was 

still in league with the king. Military officers met daily to discuss putting the king on trial and 

what the constitution might look like after the king was deposed. 4 The war resulted in the trial 

and execution of King Charles I in the following January: 

among the independent and radical churches outside the opinion was strong that the king, by 

instigating the second Civil War in 1648 when God's verdict had already been made clear by the 

outcome of the first, had rendered himself guilty of revolt against the Almighty and of the 

needless shedding of blood, and that his life must therefore be forfeit.5  

He was tried in court for treason and declaimed as a murderer and public enemy, having sought 

aid from his Catholic subjects in Scotland and Ireland.6 His defeat was seen by many as the 

indication of the lack of support by God for his actions. 

His son, Charles II, was sent into exile in 1651, and the English monarchy was replaced 

by the Commonwealth, during which time (1653 – 1658), the British Isles were ruled by Oliver 

Cromwell. The execution of Charles I was a defining moment in early modern British History, 

being the first execution of an English king, and thus calling into question the divine and 

 
2 Manfred Brod, ‘A Radical Network in the English Revolution: John Pordage and His Circle, 1646-54’, English 

Historical Review, 119 (2004), 1230–53 (p. 1230). 

3 Brod, ‘A Radical Network’, p. 1246. 

4 Manfred Brod, ‘Politics and Prophecy in Seventeenth-Century England: The Case of Elizabeth Poole’, Albion: A 

Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies, 31, no. 3 (1999), 395–412 (p. 398). 

5 Brod, ‘Politics and Prophecy’, p. 402. 

6 Sean Kelsey, ‘The Trial of Charles I’, in The English Historical Review, 118, no. 477 (2003), 583–616 (p. 584). 
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unquestionable right of the king and establishing that an English monarch cannot govern without 

the consent of Parliament. 

Pordage’s political alignment is not entirely clear, though he was a close associate of 

Daniel Blagrave, the regicide and M.P.,7 and treasurer for Reading,8 who signed the death 

warrant for the king.9 He also associated with William Everard who was also accused of being a 

Parliamentary spy during the civil war and was implicated in a plot to kill King Charles I.10 

Although the Bradfield community, as with other Behmenists, may have been 

Parliamentarian in its beliefs, being so would not have prevented them from forming friendships 

with Royalists,11 as Pordage did for example with Elias Ashmole. Pordage was already 

incumbent at Bradfield when Ashmole acquired the right of presentation, so their acquaintance 

cannot necessarily be taken as commentary on Pordage’s political persuasion. Some authors have 

posited that Pordage was a Royalist,12 but it is more likely that he was Parliamentarian in 

outlook. 

As for some of the other radical associates he had, such as Everard and Tany (who I will 

examine in greater detail later), he rejected inferred guilt by association during his trial 

 
7 Anthony A. Wood, Athenae Oxonienses, vol II (London: 1692), p. 97. 

8 Charles Coates, The History and Antiquities of Reading (London: 1802), pp. 433–34. 

9 Mark Noble, The Lives of the English Regicides, and other Commissioners of the pretended high court of justice 

appointed to sit in judgment upon their sovereign, King Charles the First, vol. 1, (London: 1798), pp. 95–97. 

10 Ariel Hessayon,‘Gerrard Winstanley and Jacob Boehme’, in Cromohs, vol ,18, pp. 36–56 (p. 37). 

11 B. J. Gibbons, Gender in Mystical and Occult Thought: Behmenism and Its Development in England (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press 1996), p. 8. 

12 Serge Hutin, Les Disciples Anglais De Jacob Boehme Aux Xviie Et Xviiie Siècles (Paris: Editions Denoël,  1960), 

p. 88. 
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proceedings in 1654 by saying that Everard stayed with him for a few weeks to help out with the 

harvest and that as far as Tany was concerned, he said ‘as I invite none, so I turn away none that 

come to visit me, though their principles in matters of Doctrine, worship and discipline be 

different from mine’.13 

Pordage had links to influential politicians such as Daniel Blagrave and Captain Francis 

Allen;14 noblemen such as the Earl of Pembroke; and religious figures such as William Erbury. 

His group was visited by people from religious groups from around the central south of England 

and its influence was noted by several Presbyterians and conservatives, who also joined together 

from surrounding areas in Reading and the Thames Valley to oppose him and his activities, 

suggesting that his influence was wide-ranging.15 The prevailing religious tone at the time, 

particularly in Reading when Pordage probably first came into contact with his chief opposer, 

Christopher Fowler, was that of Scottish-inspired conservative Presbyterianism.16 Blagrave was a 

parishioner of St. Mary’s, Reading, where Fowler was vicar, and on terms of enmity with 

Fowler, so it is not surprising that Blagrave offered Pordage the position at Bradfield when that 

became vacant. 

It could be argued that the Behmenists were proponents of the divine right of kings. 

Hooker, for example in his prefatory epistle to Pordage’s Theologia Mystica: 

let all [. . .] understand and beleev [. . .] that it is no more in their power to change Kingdoms and 

Governments, than the cours of the Luminaries which are set in the blu visibl firm Expans [. . .] it 

 
13 John Pordage Innocencie Appearing (London: Giles Calvert, 1655), p. 12. 

14 Christopher Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum: Sathan at Noon. The second part (London: 1656), pp. 5–7. 

15 Brod, ‘Radical Network’, p. 1231. 

16 Brod, ‘Radical Network’, p. 1232.  
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is thou and thou onley [. . .] who must doo these great and mighti things. It is Jehovah Aelohim 

the most high God, who reigneth in the Kingdoms of men.17  

B. J. Gibbons notes that other Behmenists were Nonjuring and Jacobite in sympathy, namely 

Francis Lee, George Cheyne, John Byrom, and William Law.18 

  

 
17 Edward Hooker, ‘The Praefatori Epistl’, in John Pordage, Theologia Mystica (London: 1683), pp. 86–87. 

18 B. J. Gibbons, Gender in Mystical and Occult Thought: Behmenism and Its Development in England (Cambridge: 

1996), p. 10. 
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Radicalism 

This chapter is concerned with answering one of the key research questions — whether 

Pordage should be considered a radical. To this end, I provide an introduction to early modern 

religious radicalism and how Pordage fits in with these movements.  

The chapter will cover specific concepts and themes (such as Millenarianism) found in 

Pordage’s works, behaviour, or beliefs that would have constituted radicalism, and examine what 

made them radical. It also surveys the key figures already positioned as radicals, Pordage’s 

relationship with these characters, and the primary and secondary source material available on 

this topic. Further, I explore Ranterism and its meanings, along with the figures identified as 

Ranters and the extent to which Pordage engaged in Ranter activity.  

Scholars have conducted extensive and detailed historical research on radicalism and the 

Ranter movement, so I will provide a summary and overview of the most pertinent points 

specifically in relation to Pordage but refrain from entering into a deep review of the extant 

literature.  

Historical Context 

Nigel Smith has illuminated the important role that literature and communication played during 

the 1620s and 1630s. These free exchanges, despite efforts to stifle them, fuelled the civil war.19 

Indeed, the increase in communication and circulation of new ideas provoked an expansion of 

public opinion.20 Further, the period between 1645 and 1653 was a time of change, upheaval, and 

great uncertainty, but also a time when new ideas flourished, and traditional values were 

 
19 Nigel Smith, Literature and Revolution in England, 1640-1660 (London: Yale University Press, 1994), p. 1. 

20 Smith, Literature and Revolution in England, p. 2. 
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challenged. Seemingly, anyone could contribute their ideas on how society, the government, and 

the church should be run.21 

Radicalism 

Ariel Hessayon and David Finnegan have conducted a deep study of the term ‘radicalism’ and 

demonstrated that it did not come into popular use until the late eighteenth century. Some 

scholars have suggested that ‘radicalism’ did not exist until named as such. According to Conal 

Condran, ‘it was apparently, not until autumn 1819 [. . .] that “radicalism” was coined by Jeremy 

Bentham’.22 According to these sources, then, ‘radicalism’ was coined long after Pordage’s 

lifetime and the English Civil War, so we should take care to understand the term and its origins 

when applying it as a label to ensure a clear understanding of historical activities.23 If radicalism 

is a modern concept, then Pordage would not have considered himself radical. Rather, it is how 

the modern-day scholar interprets the term ‘radical’ that dictates whether this description suits 

Pordage. Significant political or religious figures were not the only ones to vocalise their 

opinions about what they perceived to be wrong with society. Indeed, radicalism is often 

connected to the activities of common or lay people.24 

 

 
21 Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upside Down: Radical Ideas During the English Revolution (London: 

Penguin Books, 1972), p. 14. 

22 Varieties of Seventeenth- and Early Eighteenth-Century English Radicalism in Context, ed. by Ariel Hessayon and 

David Finnegan (Surrey: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2011), p. 1. 

23 Diego Lucci, ‘Review of Varieties of Seventeenth- and Early Eighteenth-Century English Radicalism in Context’, 

(review no. 1157) <http://www.history.ac.uk/reviews/review/1157>[accessed 15 April, 2018] 

24 Nigel Smith, Perfection Proclaimed: Language and Literature in English Radical Religion 1640-1660 (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1989), p. 10. 

http://www.history.ac.uk/reviews/review/1157
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The Ranters 

The period of the Commonwealth (1649 – 1660) saw many non-conformist groups (also referred 

to as ‘dissenters’). One such group, commonly called the Ranters, was active at the same time 

that Pordage was being accused of associating with religious radicals and members of radical 

groups. Scholars have made several attempts to describe what constitutes a ‘Ranter’. In this 

section, I use Pordage as a test case to see if these criteria can be applied to determine if he could 

indeed be considered a Ranter. To begin, Ranters were often depicted in pejorative terms:  

There was a profusion of generally derogatory and often new words applied to both religious 

communities and political movements - even when those groups lacked an identifiable and 

cohesive leadership capable of imposing internal discipline and adherence to an agreed set of 

principles [. . .] Ranters – those who declaimed vehemently – were associated with revelling, 

roaring, drinking, whoring, swearing and all manner of wickedness.25 

According to Ramsbottom, ‘like the label “Puritan”, itself, “Ranter” was primarily a term of 

abuse’.26 However, such descriptions seem to be incongruent with what we know of Pordage’s 

behaviour and mannerisms. But Pordage did encourage people to listen to the divine voice 

within, which is perhaps where the view of Pordage as a radical and a Ranter becomes muddled.  

Ranters also allegedly engaged in nudity as social protest and religious expression of 

abandoning earthly goods: ‘Smoking and drunkenness were common to all of them and they 

were reputed to practice adultery and fornication freely and in public [. . .] and to curse and 

swear in the most fulsome and blasphemous way without restraint’.27 Pordage was never accused 

 
25 Smith, Perfection Proclaimed, 3. 

26 John Ramsbottom, ‘Review’, The Sixteenth Century Journal, 19 (1988), 255–257 (p. 257). 

27 G. F. S. Ellens, ‘The Ranters Ranting: Reflections on a Ranting Counter Culture’, Church History, 40 (1971), 91–

107 (p. 91). 
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of these behaviours, nor were such incidents presented as evidence for Ranterism in either of his 

trials. Ranters were also associated with sexual immorality. Pordage allegedly had a child out of 

wedlock, so there is some connection with sexual immorality, but the child was never proven to 

be his. Further, no evidence indicates that Pordage had antinomian tendencies, and fanaticism is 

not an accurate description of his religious practice.  

However, one scholar who views Pordage as a Ranter is Jerome Friedman, who presents 

an opportunity to review the evidence he used to arrive at this conclusion. Friedman cites 

specific aspects of Pordage’s behaviour and writing to evince that he was a Ranter: 

Both John Pordage and Thomas Webb were Ranter parish priests ejected from their livings [. . .] 

By 1649 there is evidence that Pordage entertained Ranter views. In that year Abiezer Coppe was 

his house guest and Pordage appeared before Reading authorities on Coppe’s behalf. Later 

Thomas Tany [. . .] would also take refuge in the Pordage household [. . .]. Like other Ranters, 

Pordage rejected Christ’s divinity in favor of adoptionism and hence he also rejected vicarious 

atonement and any kind of special role for Mary, Christ was a role model for the remainder of 

mankind and man, like Christ might be adopted too would he but eschew his carnal nature.28 

Friedman proceeds:  

[Pordage’s] morality, perhaps overly ascetic, was beyond reproach and there was no evidence of 

community resentment against its Rector. Pordage claimed to have visions and in general seemed 

a little weird, but these deviations did not seem to lead his followers into sin. There was no 

evidence that Pordage had performed poorly in his capacity.29 

 
28 Jerome Friedman, Blasphemy, Immorality and Anarchy: The Ranters and the English Revolution (Athens, OH: 

Ohio University Press, 1987), pp. 236–38. 

29 Friedman, Blasphemy, Immorality and Anarchy, pp. 236–38. 
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Even Friedman maintains that Pordage did not exhibit the behaviours characteristic of a 

Ranter, noting that he had Ranter friends and associates but that guilt by association is just a 

convenient way to discredit him. Notably, Friedman does not justify his earlier assertion of 

Pordage as a Ranter or try to temper it with discussion of the influence of Boehme or others.   

In a review of Friedman, Dewey D. Wallace Jr. explains how Friedman groups Ranters 

into types,30 although in Friedman’s organisation of the book, Pordage remains inexplicably 

outside of these categories, suggesting that, in reality, he does not fit into any of them.  

Wallace highlights Friedman’s incorrect labelling of Pordage as a Ranter, an opinion with 

which I am in agreement: ‘Though aware of the influence of Boehme on English radicals, 

Friedman fails to see that this is a better explanation for John Pordage than Ranterism’.31 It is 

unfortunate that Friedman published at about the same time as the historian J. C. Davis, as he 

would not have been aware of the latter’s compelling scholarship that would re-engage the 

debate about the entire nature of Ranterism. 

Davis holds a very different view of Ranters, believing in essence that they were more of 

a ‘moral myth’ rather than a distinct group.32 Davis’ position provoked a remarkable reaction in 

the academic community; indeed, as a response to his inflammatory views, a great deal of 

material was produced. In a way, this academic ‘furore’ served to further research into the nature 

of Ranterism, although it is now difficult to establish a clear definition of Ranters that will satisfy 

 
30 Dewey D. Wallace Jr., ‘Review’, Church History, 57 (1988), 375–76 (p. 375). 

31 Wallace, ‘Review’, p. 376. 

32 J. C. Davis, Fear, Myth and History: The Ranters and the Historians (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1986), p.  x. 
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everyone.33 In his review of Davis’ book, Christopher Hill writes of the ‘deep fear and hostility’ 

that the Ranters induced, 34 explaining that they were convenient scapegoats whose movement 

was used in part to discredit Pordage, turn the community against him, and implicate him by 

association. His enemies clearly used the political climate of the time to condemn him. 

In a co-authored article from 1993, a group of four scholars responds to Davis, though 

only one author even mentions Pordage in this debate, referencing his connection to Abiezer 

Coppe;35 another of the authors refers to the personal networks and links that ‘can be established 

for Coppin, Coppe, Salmon, Clarkson, Winstanley and (through Pordage) Tany’.36 This article, 

not surprisingly, compelled a response from Davis but no further clarification on the applicability 

of Ranterism to Pordage was made.37 

G. E. Aylmer recognises the ‘intellectual quality and accomplished historical 

scholarship’38 of Davis’ work and explains that Davis thought that Morton, Hill, and others had 

made mistaken assumptions about the Ranter movement. He identifies pantheism and 

antinomianism as necessary features of Ranter beliefs but asserts that these tenets in themselves 

 
33 Ariel Hessayon, ‘The Ranters and Their Sources: The Question of Jacob Boehme’s Supposed Influence’, in 

Antiquarianism and Science in Early Modern Urban Networks, ed. by Vittoria Feola (Paris: Blanchard, 2014), pp. 

77–101 (p. 77). 

34 Christopher Hill, ‘The Lost Ranters? A Critique of J. C. Davis’, History Workshop (1987), pp. 134–40 (p. 139). 

35 Bernard Capp, J. F. McGregor, Nigel Smith, and B. J. Gibbons, ‘Fear, Myth and Furore: Reappraising the 

“Ranters”’, Past & Present (1993), 155–194 (p. 170). 

36 Capp, McGregor, Smith, and Gibbons, ‘Fear, Myth and Furore’, p.192. 

37 J. C. Davis, ‘Fear, Myth and Furore: Reappraising the “Ranters”: Reply’, Past & Present, 140 (1993), pp. 194–

210. 

38 Davis, ‘Fear, Myth and Furore’, p. 208; G. E. Aylmer, ‘Did the Ranters Exist?’, Past & Present, 117 (1987), 208–

19. 
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are not sufficient to constitute a Ranter; to do so requires action, such as actually attacking 

wealth and property.39 

Nigel Smith issued a work that contains a large number of Ranter texts,40 however none 

by John Pordage, so one could infer that Smith did not consider Pordage to be a Ranter. 

Similarly, Norman Cohn, includes in the appendix of his work an essay titled ‘The Free Spirit in 

Cromwell’s England: The Ranters and their Literature’,41 which includes transcriptions of Ranter 

literature. Pordage is absent from this discussion as well. 

Much work has been done to examine the importance of pamphleteering and texts in 

radical religious groups of this time including connections to Ranters. For example Kathryn 

Gucer asserts that Ranter madness ‘was a deliberately crafted rhetorical weapon’,42 and 

pamphleteers against Ranterism deliberately exaggerated images of Ranters and ‘jockeyed for 

rhetorical pre-eminence by seeing who could manipulate the language about the Ranters with the 

most prowess’.43 Such insight serves as a warning to proceed with caution when considering 

anti-Ranter propaganda in making judgements in relation to Ranter behaviour as these pamphlets 

clearly cannot be trusted as evidence. Several pamphlets and newsbook accounts of Ranters were 

 
39 Davis, ‘Fear, Myth and Furore’, p. 209. 

40 Nigel Smith, A Collection of Ranter Writings: Spiritual Liberty and Sexual Freedom in the English Revolution, 

2nd edn (London: Pluto Press, 2014). 

41 Norman Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium: Revolutionary Millenarians and Mystical Anarchists of the Middle 

Ages. Pimlico, 2004 ed. (London: Secker & Warburg, 1957), pp. 289–332. 

42 Kathryn Gucer, “‘Not Heretofore Extant in Print”: Where the Mad Ranters Are’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 

61 (2000), 75–95 (p. 78). 

43 Gucer, “‘Not Heretofore Extant in Print’”. 
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fictional, so Davis is right in warning against complete acceptance,44 but many documents 

provide evidence that can be corroborated with names and court records. Indeed, Pordage was 

subjected to bad press through pamphleteering, most notably through the anonymous account A 

most faithful relation of two wonderful passages (1650). 

Indeed, on this point, Davis, when identifying key Ranter figures, explains, ‘even less 

certainly John Pordage, Thomas Tany and Thomas Webbe’45 and ‘the English Behmenists, John 

Pordage and Thomas Tany, seem to be loosely associated with Ranter status’.46 Davis adopts 

Hill’s position on Pordage, but proceeds to say that ‘In mid-November 1650 Ranters, 

“Coppanites” and “Claxtonians” were seen as identical. In early December, the Ranters were still 

being linked to Coppe, but a fortnight later the association had moved to Pordage, the leading 

exponent of Boehme’s ideas’,47 suggesting that the attribution of Ranterism was flighty. 

Ariel Hessayon offers a capacious approach to considering the term ‘Ranter’ — although 

not all Ranters conform precisely to this description, it describes the central features of their 

ideas and outward conduct. ‘Ranter’ was 

used cautiously to indicate hostile yet shifting contemporary attitudes towards individuals who 

normally knew each other (usually through conventicles, Baptist congregations or as members of 

spiritual communities); believed themselves to have been liberated from, or passed beyond the 

outward observance of gospel ordinances; maintained that all things sprang from God and that 

God was in all living things; espoused similar theological notions that were regarded as 

blasphemous, especially that sin was imaginary and that to the pure, all things are pure; justified 

 
44 Hessayon, ‘Ranters and Their Sources’, p. 77. 

45 Davis, Fear, Myth and History, 10. 

46 Davis, Fear, Myth and History, 19. 

47 Davis, Fear, Myth and History, 19. 
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transgressive sexual behaviour, drunkenness and cursing through scriptural precedents and 

perverse interpretations; demanded that Christians fulfil their charitable obligations by giving to 

the poor, sick and hungry; and enacted shocking gestures as prophetic warnings of the impending 

day of judgement.48 

To summarise, although much great work has recently gone toward clarification, the modern 

academic community still expresses ambiguity about the exact form, nature, and activities of the 

Ranter group. In sum, ‘Ranter’ is not an accurate label to apply to Pordage, given the 

inconsistencies between innumerable descriptions and his personal behaviour; as Hessayon 

explains, ‘to rant means to talk or declaim in an extravagant or hyperbolic manner; or to speak 

furiously’,49 and this description does not fit accounts of the accusations of Pordage’s behaviour. 

To be sure, Pordage was accused of Ranterism; however, this accusation is just one of a plethora, 

and those who opposed him would have tried anything to undermine his place of wealth and 

comfort.50 

 

Millenarianism 

In Pursuit of the Millenium, Cohn offers a useful summary of Millenarianism; as he explains: 

Millennium sects or movements always picture salvation as:  

a. Collective, in the sense that is to be realized by the faithful as a collectivity;  

b. Terrestrial, in the sense that it is to be realized on this earth and not in some other-worldly 

heaven; 

c. Imminent, in the sense that it is to come both soon and suddenly 

 
48 Hessayon, ‘The Ranters and Their Sources’, pp. 77–78. 

49 Hessayon, ‘The Ranters and Their Sources’, pp. 77–78. 

50 Hessayon, ‘The Ranters and Their Sources’, p 28. 
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d. Total, in the sense that it is utterly to transform life on earth, so that the new dispensation will 

be no mere improvement on the present, but perfection itself; 

e. Miraculous, in the sense that it is to be accomplished by, or with the help of, supernatural 

agencies.51   

To be sure, Millenarian themes can be found in Pordage’s works; for example, the following 

brief preface features the idea that the ‘devil is among us’ as well as concerns about the Second 

Coming of Christ and imminent salvation: 

The morning star is already risen, and the sun of eternal gospel is about to rise, its dawn or day 

break already strikes our eyes with glimmering of that glorious light whose splendour rejoices the 

hearts of the faithful, who wait for this glorious day.52 

Pordage’s group (amongst them, Jane Lead, Thomas Bromley, and Philip Herbert, the Fifth Earl 

of Pembroke) were waiting upon the Holy Spirit, for the dawn of a new millennium, and the 

hope of salvation.53 However, themes of Millenarianism ran through all of the radical groups;54 

as such, it is not unusual to find this theme in Behmenism. 

Attitude toward Jewish Law 

 
51 Cohn, Pursuit of the Millennium, p. 13. 

52 Pordage, Eternal Nature, p. 102. 

53 Julie Hirst, Jane Leade: Biography of a Seventeenth-Century Mystic (Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing Company, 

2005), p. 1. Hirst sets this tendency towards Millenarianism against a backdrop of political turmoil, industrial 

depression, a succession of bad harvests, and war: ‘It gave rise to uncertainty and apocalyptic hopes were rife. In an 

attempt to understand these events, many people looked to the Bible for guidance. They searched for the identity of 

“the Beast” of Revelation and the Antichrist in their midst, challenging everything Popish and Romish, including 

ecclesiastical and governmental hierarchies and even their own bishops and priests.’ 

54 Nigel Smith, Perfection Proclaimed: Language and Literature in English Radical Religion 1640-1660 (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1989), p. 9. 
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Pordage refers mainly to Jewish law from an historical perspective, describing the role of Jewish 

people in the Old Testament. He makes little explicit mention of Jews in his current day, in the 

way that Tany did. His emphasis on Jewish tradition is much less overt. Though he and his group 

did take on biblical names, as pointed out by Christopher Fowler: ‘Father Abraham formerly 

called John Pordage, one, Deborah formerly Mary the quondam wife of John, two, Mary Flavell 

the woman of them both, three, we know no more unlesse it be Eliezer the Steward of the family 

called Francis, and Susan Day, as for Rahab formerly Mary Pocock.’55 Pordage did entertain 

Tany at Bradfield, and when accused of such during his trial, merely stated:  

as I invite none, so I turn away none that come to visit me, be their principles in matter of 

doctrine, worship, and discipline, different from mine [. . .] I look upon it as my duty, according 

to the Gospel of Christ, to entertain all strangers, that be in want and necessity, professing the 

name of Christ [. . .] so am I [. . .] a friend to all people that professe Religion’.56  

He does not mention Jewish Law and is careful not to give an opinion on it in Innocencie 

Appearing. However, some evidence is given of a link to Jewish Law within A preliminary 

treatise (presumed to be authored by William Law but authorship cannot be certain; the complete 

transcript was located amongst Dr James Keith’s papers, transcript by Valentine Nelson) as part 

of the commentary on Pordage: 

§.46. As to ye Emanations of Some Perfections we Saw above … The Three persons of ye H. 

Trinity, & ye Seven Spirits of God, all which God may manifest by peculiar emanations. 

§.47. These may be ye Original of ye TEN Sephirahs of ye Ancient Jews, which are ye 

foundation of all their Theology & Philosophy; distinguished into the 3 uppermost; which may be 

 
55 Christopher Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum (London: 1655), p. 116. 

56 John Pordage, Innocencie Appearing (London: 1655), p. 12. 
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applied to ye Three Numbers of ye H. Trinity; & ye > Lower emanations answering ye Seven 

Spirits of God. 

§. 48. For that in ye first & deepest sense they spoke under ye names of these Sephirahs not of 

10 general Heads of Predicates, which we may run thro in discovering upon any Subject; nor of 

ten uppermost Predicaments or classes of Subjects to one of which everything in ye world might 

be reduc’d as to its proper head; but of Divine Substantialitys or Numbers; may appear from ye 

Divine Names they attributed to them. Tho’ perhaps afterwards either thro’ ignorance of ye true 

sense of them, or be cause all things in ye World are pourtraitures of some Divine Perfections, & 

must therefore bear witness in their manner to these 10 numbers, they were applied to such a 

general Philosophical Use.57 

Pordage probably acquired the ten sephiroths referred to here from Boehme. Hessayon notes that 

Boehme’s metaphysical construction of the organisation of the deity corresponds with 

Kabbalistic teachings:  

the Kabbalist’s En-Sof (the Infinite) has been compared with Boehme’s Ungrund (mystical being 

of the Deity); their Adam Kadmon (primordial man) with Boehme’s Androgynous Adam; the 

highest three attributes of the Zohar’s ten sephirot (potencies of the manifest God), that is, Keter 

(crown), Hokhmah (wisdom), and Binah (intelligence), with Boehme’s conception of an 

imminent Trinity.58  

The remaining seven may also correspond to Boehme’s sevenfold divinely structured 

periodisation of history, perhaps, as also noted by Hessayon, taken from the seven seals of 

Revelation and culminating in the time of Enoch (“the seventh from Adam” Jude 1:14);59 as 

 
57 Appendix 4, A Preliminary Treatise. 

58 Ariel Hessayon and Sarah Apetrei, eds., Introduction to Jacob Boehme: Four Centuries of Thought and Reception 

(London: Routledge, 2014), p. 31. 

59 Hessayon and Apetrei, Introduction to Jacob Boehme, p. 30. 
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Pordage says in A Treatise of Eternal Nature: ‘I have many years studied this little book, not 

little for the value, but that it contains but seven leaves, which are the seven properties of Nature, 

locked up under seven seals, all which I have found opened in my soul's essence’.60 He also cites 

Revelations 5:1 at the beginning of this piece: ‘And I saw in the right Hand of him that sat on the 

Throne, a book written within, and on the back side, sealed with Seven Seals’, indicating the 

significance of the number seven to him. 

 

The Problem with Pordage 

The problem with Pordage is that the Behmenists and Philadelphians were both classified as 

dissenting religious groups, and Pordage was entangled in both. These associations gave his 

accusers ammunition to bring his dissenting beliefs to light and to alert authorities, who, during 

that period, were very sensitive to any such radical behaviour. Pordage was indeed ‘dissenting’, 

and his activities can fairly be classified as such, but he lacked the antagonistic intent inherent in 

groups such as the Ranters, for example.  

Pordage was not a political activist determined to destroy the current political order or 

even oppose the political status quo. His dissent came from his religious standpoint and how he 

presented the ideas in which he believed. To the authorities, though, this behaviour was still 

considered a threat; they did not draw clear distinctions between dissenting groups, but rather 

assumed they were all maliciously inclined.  

Indeed, many pious people of this period would have felt great concern that any religious 

heterodox or dissent of any kind could incur the wrath of God, believing that not just the main 

proponent of the ideas, but the entire community, would be punished for errant beliefs. This fear 

 
60 John Pordage, ‘The Author to the Reader’, in A Treatise of Eternal Nature (London: 1683). 
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strengthened the resolve of many to fight against any kind of religious dissent lest it bring a crisis 

upon the whole community. This political and religious climate, combined with Pordage’s social 

position and his behaviour and teachings, fuelled Christopher Fowler, Pordage’s chief accuser, 

rendering the contrary thinker intolerable.61 Given this combustible equation, Desiree Hirst asks: 

‘what, then is the truth about John Pordage the man? Was he a fool, or knave or sincerely 

illumined man?’62 

Early in his career, surrounded by conflict, uprising, and struggle, Pordage found direct 

conflict with the church and his critics to be damaging to his career and distracting from his true 

spiritual calling. Over the course of his life, Pordage became less and less active in promoting his 

views. Instead of taking part in outward protest, he turned his attention inwards, showing his 

followers and anyone else who cared to listen that the answer to spiritual questions could be 

found inside oneself. He employed a number of ways to communicate this spiritual truth — 

through lengthy spiritual poems written in partnership with his son; in his diary, charting his 

theosophical revelations; in correspondence; and in lengthy tractates and large volumes, 

capturing as precisely as possible the journey that a seeker ought to take to achieve spiritual 

enlightenment. 

 
61 Friedman, Blasphemy, p. 247: ‘Fowler also believed that John Pordage was a liar. It was obvious to him that God 

did not grant visions to a humanity laboring under the burden of sin; consequently, when Pordage claimed to have 

had special visions from God, Fowler could envision only two possible explanations. Either these visions were from 

the devil, which meant Pordage was a witch, or else Pordage was an outright liar and made them up in his head [. . .] 

In short, Pordage was a blasphemer and worse yet, a minister using lies and deceit to advance his blasphemous 

ideas.’ 

62 Desiree Hirst, ‘The Riddle of John Pordage’, The Jacob Boehme Society Quarterly, 1 (1953 – 1954), 5–15 (p. 15). 
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Pordage worked hard to transform his internal life into a stage, a neutral ground where he 

believed divine inspiration could perform, grow, and take hold, and where he could observe and 

experience what divinity meant. The reward for his efforts and alternative strategies in his search 

for truth and peace was, allegedly, that he received some wonderful revelations about the origins 

of the universe, the nature of divine beings, and the path towards spiritual ascension which he 

then documented. The transformation he wished to see externally, he purportedly allowed to 

grow within himself, displaying theosophical notions of the microcosm reflecting the 

macrocosm.   

Pordage certainly pushed the boundaries of orthodoxy, conduct that blurs his involvement 

in religious radicalism. Though such exercises would certainly have been seen as inflammatory 

to the church, he insisted that, observing these seven spirits was a revelation of the state of matter 

and being before pure nature existed. Whether this was deliberate self-aggrandisement or a 

simple relaying what he believed had occurred is unclear; either way, such ‘evidence’ did not 

help his defence against provoking religious dissent. Still, if his followers believed his 

revelations, then it is understandable that they would see him as a ‘great saint’.63 In a later 

chapter, I explore the substance of the accusations against him and how he defended himself 

against them.  

The attacks and accusations levelled at Pordage left a lasting impression on him, and 

even many years later, when writing Theologia Mystica, he still felt it necessary to pause mid-

way through a piece of Christian cosmogenesis to defend his adherence to the Christian faith, 

perhaps as a sign that he was choosing to adopt a more quietist and contemplative approach:  

 
63 Lead, preface, Theologia Mystica, p. 1. 
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Now because I have been misrepresented by some as if I were a Socinian, and denyed the Deity 

of Christ, I think it not amiss to give this following declaration of my Faith concerning Christ [. . 

.] and do from my very Soul abhor those ranting principles [. . .] for they reject and deny the true 

Gospel-Christ, the personal Christ, to whom the Scriptures bear witness, even that Christ, who is 

the Object of the Faith of Christians, whereby they destroy the Christian faith, and make the 

Scripture an heap of allegorical confusions and untruths: Which principles I am so far from 

owning, that I here once more declare that I do from my heart and soul detest and abhorr them.64 

This passage is important, as it shows Pordage explicitly denying the accusations levelled at him, 

namely of forswearing Christ’s divinity and of being a Ranter. The suspicion of Pordage holding 

Socinian beliefs was a major factor in the charges brought against him by Fowler and colleagues, 

who were concerned that these heretical beliefs might circulate more widely, given Pordage’s 

political associates.65 

Pordage’s position as a radical is still contested in academic circles today. For example, 

Manfred Brod emphasises the importance of Bradfield as a nodal point around which radical 

religious activities were centred and to which radical individuals were attracted. The premise of 

his work is that Pordage himself was a radical who attracted other radicals to his parish in 

Bradfield: 

It will have seemed natural to Pordage, as to his disciple Mary Pocock, to see a correspondence 

between the fallen state of man and this disorder in the commonwealth, and to seek supernatural 

advice and help in resolving the crisis [. . .] What can be said with confidence is that all the men 

and women who gathered at Bradfield were followers of a religion of spirit. Salvation to them, 

 
64 Pordage, Introduction, Theologia Mystica, p. 61. 

65 Manfred Brod, ‘A Radical Network in the English Revolution: John Pordage and His Circle, 1646-54’, English 

Historical Review, 119 (2004), 1230–1253 (p. 1252). 
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was something that happened in this world, not the next; it either had already happened to them or 

could reasonably be hoped for [. . .] They see religious salvation and social revolution as linked, 

and the spirit gives them the assurance they need of the justice of their cause and of its eventual 

triumph.66             

Pordage may well have believed in a connection between religious work and politico-socio 

change, and perhaps tried to affect that change through alchemical activities, but is that enough 

to earn the stamp of radical? 

Pordage did not partake in political or social action, except when he wrote to the Lord 

Protector to defend himself from what he believed were unjust and unfair rulings by the 

commissioners against him. Given the nature of his religious beliefs, he was seeking the way to 

salvation for himself and his small community. He did this through introspection, prayer, and 

contemplation. From their perspective, Pordage’s conservative, Presbyterian, and authoritarian 

enemies would have considered him radical, but without viewing Pordage’s activities through a 

conservative lens, the depiction of Pordage as ‘radical’ is less compelling. 

 

Conclusion 

The problems that Pordage’s activities and visions caused for him beg the question as to why he 

would persist with writing, preaching, and practising against such a hostile backdrop. I began 

this chapter with an overview of radical behaviour and what constituted early modern religious 

radicalism. I then examined in detail what constitutes Ranterism and the arguments that have 

been presented on this topic. Pordage served as a case study for defining and understanding 

 
66 Brod, ‘A Radical Network in the English Revolution’, p. 1251.  
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Ranterism, compelling myriad positions from eminent thinkers. Finally, I examined whether 

Pordage actually demonstrated behaviours consistent with the definitions scholars have offered. 

After examining the evidence, both primary and secondary, I conclude that the accusation 

of Ranterism made against Pordage is inadequate, inconsistent, and clearly used to discredit his 

ideas — as was apparent through the court trials that Pordage endured. Had he been tried against 

the Blasphemy Act, he would have been cleared of charges for a second time rather than facing 

the personal agendas of the commission, which made up its mind before hearing anything that 

Pordage had to say. The problem of Pordage as a radical is much less clear cut.  

I have defined the word ‘radical’ to include the outward manifestation of radical beliefs 

of the person being labelled as such. In addition, I have emphasised the importance of 

understanding the position of the author (or accuser) and his or her own interpretation of 

radicalism, which varies drastically and is influenced by the extent of his or her conservative 

leanings. Re-defining or re-writing this interpretation of ‘radical’ has been necessary in order to 

clarify Pordage’s position. 

Retrospective application of the word ‘radical’ provokes problems in scholarship of 

Pordage as it influences the reader’s perception of Pordage’s activities. ‘Dissenter’ or ‘non-

conformist’ may be more useful descriptions of Pordage’s position and beliefs, as these terms 

allude to his different religious view and the position that his group occupied in relation to other 

sects burgeoning at the time.   
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SECTION II: The Bradfield Community and the Politics of Heresy   
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The Bradfield Community 

My objective in this chapter is to establish Pordage’s network of associates (including his 

religious adherents) and to examine their religious ideas so that we can understand how he 

shared knowledge with his acolytes. The people he chose to circulate amongst were important in 

themselves, because of either the visions they had or the part they played in propagating 

Pordage’s legacy; each one played a part in his story. This chapter introduces the reader to the 

major figures with whom he had relationships. In elucidating these networks and bonds, this 

chapter serves as a foundation for understanding the nature of the relationships Pordage had with 

his adherents — their doctrinal similarities and how they shared knowledge and experiences 

amongst them themselves. I use a newly commissioned translation of Jane Lead’s ‘Lebenslauff 

der Autorin’ to give more insight into the nature of the relationship between her and Pordage. A 

full version of this translation can be found in appendix 18. 

 

Pordage’s Family 

Pordage and his wife had at least eight children, although it is primarily his son Samuel Pordage 

who is connected with Pordage in the production of ‘Mundorum Explicatio’. The following 

passage has been copied from a memorial stone that was discovered during a restoration of 

Waltham Abbey that tells us something concerning another of Pordage’s younger sons, Benjamin 

Pordage (1647 – 1698) and his family: 

Here lyeth the Body of Richard Naylor, M.D., who departed this life the 23rd of June, 1683, Aged 

68 years. Here Lyeth the body of Ann Pordage, Daughter Of Benjamin Pordage and Elizabeth his 

Wife, Who departed this life the 29th of Octb. 1682. Here lyeth the body of Elizabeth Pordage, 

The beloved wife of Benjamin Pordage, who was The Best Friend, the Best companion, the Best 

of Wiues, Curtious and humble in her carriag, holy in Her life, Pious at her Death, who Blessedly 
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Departed this Life Novemb 9th, 1687, in the 43 year of her Age, left behind her Rachell, Elizabeth, 

and Edward Pordage, of which she died. “But what is it where in Dame Nature wrought the Best 

of work’s the only Forme of Heaven; And hauing Long’d to finde A present sought where in the 

world’s whole Beauty might be given, She did Resolve in it all Arts to summon, to Joyne with 

Nature’s Framing[“]. God Tis Woman. “ Elizabeth Pordage.” “Memento Mort” Waltham Abbey.1 

 

Modern Biographical Sources for Pordage 

The Oxford National Dictionary of Biography (ODNB) contains an entry on ‘Pordage’ by Ariel 

Hessayon; the original compiler of the entry on Pordage was Alexander Gordon (1841 – 1931), a 

Unitarian minister and historian of religious non-conformism and dissent and who contributed 

778 biographies to the original Dictionary of National Biography.2 A collection of Gordon’s 

research letters and papers that supported his entry on Pordage is held in the Unitarian College 

Archives.3  

Manuscript request forms completed and signed by Gordon for the two parts of 

Daemonium Meridianum by Christopher Fowler are contained within the collection. There is 

another request slip for Harleian MS 1530. One of the notes made by hand, and in shorthand, 

relates to the charges levied against Pordage by both Fowler and John Tickell, including the 

charge of ‘familism’, and the subsequent publications made by Pordage in defence of his actions. 

Gordon also references Baxter’s work in documenting Pordage. The research that Gordon 

 
1 L. R., ‘Pordage Family’ in Notes and Queries Series 3, vol. 1 (London, 1862), p. 57. See also W. Winters The 

History of The Ancient Parish of Waltham Abbey, or Holy Cross (1888), p. 117. 

2 ‘Dictionary of Unitarian and Universalist Biography’, <http://uudb.org/articles/alexandergordon.html> [accessed 18 

October 2017]; Alexander Gordon, Dictionary of National Biography, 19 vols (1892). 

3 John Rylands Library, University of Manchester. 

http://uudb.org/articles/alexandergordon.html
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undertook was not without financial cost to him. A letter from the rector of Bradfield Rectory, 

Reading, shows that Gordon had requested that he complete some research for him, requesting 

payment for the time taken to search the registrar, only to have found nothing on the burial of 

Pordage there—only that of his wife, Mary Pordage (which we can confirm to be the case). 

Another of the notes relates to Harleian MS 1530 f. 34, in which Gordon records the registers of 

St Donis Backchurch (Harleian Society) 1878/93, amongst other sources concerning Pordage.  

Gordon’s research has served as the basis for many accounts of Pordage, his life and 

times, and contributions, so his findings are replicated across most secondary sources. This 

influence has led to the propagation of some omissions relating to Pordage — notably the 

legitimacy of his MD. This oversight can be rectified by adding to the current and most accessible 

discussions of his work, the online ODNB, and the publication of papers and other research that 

would be just as easy for scholars to find and that show how the story of Pordage has developed 

and evolved since Gordon’s time.  

 

The Bradfield Community  

The Bradfield community approach demonstrated a protestant non-conformist belief in peaceful 

co-existence. Theirs was a spiritual community, where it appears that they practiced a 

community of goods, but not community of women—or there is little evidence of such, apart 

from the accusation of Pordage fathering a child with Mrs Flavell. Richard Baxter accused the 

Behmenists of community practices and believing that ‘all things should be common’ and that 

one should ‘lay by all offices in the common-wealth’4; but, as noted by Hessayon:  

 
4 Richard Baxter, For prevention of the unpardonable sin against the Holy Ghost (London, 1655), pp. 155–56. 



 107 

 

although he maintained that they also espoused community of goods, Baxter conceded that their 

tenets did not extend to polygamy (community of women). Indeed, these Behmenists were said to 

abhor sexual relations and, advocating chastity as an alternative, apparently objected to the 

lawfulness of marriage; Bromley for example died unwed and childless.5 

This theme of ‘community of goods’ has a theological aspect, based on a passage from the Bible: 

‘And the multitude of them that believed were of one heart and of one soul: neither said any of 

them that ought of the things which he possessed was his own; but they had all things in 

common’ (Acts 4:32). 

As Hessayon explains, communal ownership of property and belongings was 

characteristic of certain Protestant sects imitating apolstolic practice.6 The Bradfield community 

considered themselves to be members of the body of Christ, living together and waiting together 

in anticipation of the Second Coming of Christ, although their tenets did not include sharing 

women in the same way that Diggers’ and the Quakers’ notion of community did not.7 Familists 

were also accused of sharing goods amongst members of their community.8 There is no 

suggestion that the community of household and shared living of the Bradfield community 

resembled the prescribed community of goods practiced at Surrey with the Familists, or at least 

to the same extent: ‘according to a confession taken at Guildford, Surrey, in 1561, before being 

 
5 Ariel Hessayon, ‘Lead’s Life and Times (Part Two): The Woman in the Wilderness’, in Jane Lead and Her 

Transnational Legacy, ed. by Ariel Hessayon (London: Palgrave, 2016), pp. 39–69 (p. 42). 

6 Ariel Hessayon, ‘Early Modern Communism: The Diggers and Community of Goods’, in Journal for the Study of 

Radicalism, 3, no. 2 (2009), 1–49 (p. 2). 

7 Hessayon, ‘Early Modern Communism’, p. 3. 

8 Thomas Rogers, The Faith, Doctrine, and Religion professed and protected in the Realm of England (Cambridge: 

John Legatt, 1607), pp. 215–17. 
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received into the Familists’ congregation, a newly elected brother assented to having all his 

possession held “in common” with the rest of his brethren’.9 Mary Pocock, in particular, was 

accused of espousing community of goods, as noted by Fowler: ‘Secondly, She is one of the Drs 

family, fellowship, & the country saith, community as to goods, and it is thought, it may concern 

her, in case the Dr be ejected.’10 

Pordage addresses the topic of community, but in relation to his vision of the nature of 

the spirits of eternity, focussing primarily on the equality of these spirits, as he believed was 

revealed and demonstrated to him: 

They are all children, and brethren alike: They are all equal in dignity and glory. Here is no 

election or reprobation takes place amongst these spirits, as being all of them the sons of God's 

Eternal Love. They are all of them co-heirs alike of all their Father's goods, even of all the riches 

and glory of the Still Eternity: they enjoy the beatifical vision, and union to and communion with 

the blessed Trinity alike. All the wonders of Eternity are theirs in community, and are all alike 

sharers in the powers, raptures and joys of the most Holy Place. They are all members of the same 

body, viz. the Divine Love-essence. They are all citizens of the same city. All subjects and 

obedient servants of the same sovereign majesty. They are all equal in the divine perfections, and 

heavenly gifts and graces: they are all of them most lovely, holy, pure and righteous. They are 

equally meek, humble, obedient, resigned, etc., so that they may very well be said to be co-equal 

with one another.11 

 
9 Hessayon, ‘Early Modern Communism’, p. 10. 

10 Christopher Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum: Satan at Noon. Or, Antichristian Blasphemies, Part I (London: 

1655), p. 15 

11 John Pordage, Theologia Mystica (London, 1683), p. 89. 
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It is possible that either his view of commonality affected the themes within his visions, or his 

visions influenced the nature of his community. Either way, the language and themes in this 

passage evoke the beliefs of Protestant sects during this time. The Bradfield community was a 

spiritual one, with several members of the group using Biblical names, Pordage was ‘Father 

Abraham’, his wife Mary was ‘Deborah’, while Mary Pocock was ‘Rahab’, another example of 

their apostolic approach.   

 

Pordage’s Associates 

Pordage was infamous for his circle of followers, so it is worth considering the main figures who 

were associated with him to try to develop an understanding of why they were attracted to 

Pordage, what skills and experiences they brought to his circle, and why he chose to associate 

with them. It was not just radicals and those accused of notoriety who were attracted to the 

Pordage household and with whom Pordage kept company; well-educated people and those in 

good standing in society also formed his peer group. For example, Thomas Bromley and 

Edmund Brice, fellows of All Souls College, Oxford, attended one of Pordage’s sermons at the 

University Church, St. Mary’s. His oration touched them deeply, and from that moment, they 

were determined to be part of his group. Richard Roach, a subsequent leader of the Philadelphian 

Society, records this interest in his writings, explaining: 

Wth the Doctor & his wife were joyed some others & they began to wait together & Exercise ye 

Gifts of Prayer Exhortation Singing & under a Living P[owe]r & operation of ye Holy Spirit. And 

not long after were joyned to ‘em two Fellows of All Souls College in Oxford. Mr Thomas 

Bromley and Mr Edmund Brice: who having Heard a sermon Preachd in Great Power by Dr. 

Pordage at St. Maries, the University Church; went together to Discourse wth Him, & receivd such 

a satisfactory Acc[oun]t from him that they Immediate Joyned themselves to this Little Society, 
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& Continued among ‘em to their Dying Day. Also ye Earl of Pembroke at that time being 

convinced of ye Extraordinary Power & operation of ye Spirit among [’em] joynd Himself & 

waited wth ’em.12 

Pordage consorted with reputable individuals who took his teachings very seriously and likely 

believed that his ideas were of great importance. Such a following would have afforded him 

power and influence to parlay into developing genuine adherents. These were educated people 

who would not have followed him blindly; the risks they took in following Pordage were taken 

knowingly so they must had genuine faith in him and understood the risks in doing so. Although 

it is not clear from Roach’s account which Earl of Pembroke he refers to, the Fifth Earl lived in 

Wilton, Wiltshire.13 A letter dated August 1664 from Pembroke to Comenius confirms the 

former’s interest in Pansophy and his likely connection to Pordage.14  

 

 

Educated and Elite 

 
12 Bodl., MS Rawlinson D. 833, fols. 63-64v. 

13 Hessayon, Jane Lead and Her Transnational Legacy, p. 42. 

14 Early Modern Letters Online, 25 Aug 1664: Herbert, Philip, 1620-1669 (Wilton House, Wilton, Wiltshire, 

England) to Komenský, Jan Amos, 1592–1670 (Amsterdam, North Holland, [United Provinces] Netherlands) 

<http://tinyurl.com/y3n6gg72> [accessed 16 December 2019]. Pembroke confirms reception of Comenius’s letter 

from which he understood that Comenius thinks favourably about him. He assures Comenius that he will try to 

satisfy him. Pembroke sends his meditations upon the prophecy in the Revelation 15, and he asks Comenius not to 

refuse them and to search for whatever is good in them, inspired by the Holy Spirit. Pembroke admits that his 

imagination may be mixed into them. Pembroke considers Comenius and Drabík to be the two chosen witnesses of 

the Last-days. He sends one-hundred sterling pounds to be divided among needy Christians and fifty for Comenius 

and he asks him to accept them. 

http://tinyurl.com/y3n6gg72


 111 

 

Amongst the most learned figures whom Pordage associated with were Thomas Bromley 

(bap.1630 – d.1691), who matriculated into All Souls College at Oxford, which is presumably 

where he met Edmund Brice. Bromley’s interests leaned towards Christian mysticism. As 

mentioned, Bromley heard a sermon by Pordage, which must have made quite an impression on 

him because, inspired by Pordage’s theosophy, Bromley came to live with him and the rest of his 

acolytes at Bradfield Rectory.15 Bromley was unmarried and practiced celibacy. He made clear 

his attitude toward the community of goods and celibacy, writing: 

we must forsake all we have; otherwise we cannot be Christs Disciples: All Objects of our Carnal 

Affections, all complacency in Fleshly things; all Propriety of Will, which assuredly came 

through the Fall, and the Souls Departing from the Universal Love, (the true ground of heavenly 

Community) into the particular Objects of self-affections [. . .] For, carnal Love, Joy, Hope, Fear, 

Desire, Displeasure, are all the selfish Motions of the Natural Man, the corrupt Members of the 

Body of Sin, together with earthly Pride, Covetousness, Envy, Jealousy, Emulation, Wrath, Strife, 

all which are the Leggs of the earthly Adam, and therefore to be cast away and destroyed; and in 

their Fall, the Will comes to be crucified to all their Objects, and so to all selfish Propriety. Here 

we come to lose our own Lives, to hate our selfish Motions, to be slain to all fleshly Things, the 

Will hath espoused, instead of God in Christ. Here we begin to be truly Poor, renouncing all for 

Christ, owning no Propriety in earthly Estates. We see here, that the Earth is the Lords, and the 

Fulness thereof; and that Covetousness hath been the cause of Propriety, and of all those 

engrossings of Land and Money, which most are involved in; and that Christ came to destroy this 

Work of the Devil, by his Doctrine and Pattern, who had all things in common with his Disciples, 

even as the Primitive Christians one with another, which was a renewing of the Law of Love, by 

which we were, and still are obliged to love our Neighbours as our selves, and to do Gods Will on 

 
15 Bodl., MS Rawlinson D. 833, f. 63-64v. 
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Earth as it is done in Heaven, where the holy Angels and glorified Saints inherit their eternal 

Substance in common: For he that overcomes shall inherit all things. Here likewise we die to, and 

forsake earthly Relations, as part of that we call Ours.16 

During the proceedings against Pordage, Bromley admits to having seen Mrs Blagrave’s guardian 

angel ‘in her morning coat’: ‘Mrs Pordages and Mrs Flavels angels standing by them was clearly 

deposed; Mrs Bla. angel in her morning coat Mr Bromly could not deny, Mr D. B. angel, 

somewhat a bright angel, is credibly reported’.17  

Bromley continued to live with Pordage as part of the Bradfield community and went on 

to write The Way to the Sabbath of Rest (1655), which contains examples of the Behmenist 

influence that Pordage had on him: 

Which (according to the sight and experience of some deep and mystical Men) is made up of 

Spiritual Sulphur, Mercury, and Salt, not united and harmonized in sweet proportion, for then 

they would be Paradise; but as in discord and disproportion working in contrary Motions, through 

the absence of that pure Balsamical Oil, which flowing from the heart of God, makes Paradise so 

delightful.18 

The reference to the ‘balsamical oil’ is reminiscent of Pordage, and the theosophy more 

generally is Boehmenist in nature. 

Following Pordage’s ejection—after a period of absence—Pordage and Bromley were 

suspected of holding a conventicle at Bradfield; and according to the two entries in the Episcopal 

Returns, 1669, Pordage was reportedly the teacher at another conventicle in Reading:  

 
16 Thomas Bromley, The Way to the Sabbath of Rest (London: Giles Calvert, 1655), pp. 17–18. 

17 Fowler, Daemonium meridianum, p. 102. 

18 Thomas Bromley, The Way to the Sabbath of Rest (London: Giles Calvert, 1655), p. 90. 



 113 

 

Bradfeild [sic] Dr John Pordage and Mr Bromley suspected to be Conventicle holdrs & Teachers 

also. 

Reading At Mrs Farnham’s house And at one Burren, formerly Cromwell’s Butler, Tradesmen of 

every parish of the towne, & neere, wth their wives & families, One Pordage, a non-conformist 

Minister.19  

Bromley engaged in some written correspondence with Richard Baxter during his life and also 

made the acquaintance of the Platonist Henry More and of Franciscus Mercurius van Helmont.20 

Another of the educated men Pordage associated with was Dr Edward Hooker, a devout 

follower and believer. Hooker assisted him with his writing for many years and compiled the 

Theologia Mystica from Pordage’s notes,21 one of the very few pieces of Pordage’s work that 

went on to be published. Jane Lead had this to say of him: 

FOR as much as som Part of the Author's most sublime and mystical Writings are now brought 

forth to publick view, according to the said Author's Intent and Desire in his Life time, 

committing it to the Trust wholly and soly of Dr. Ed. Hr. as a Person hee put all his Confidence in 

for that most excellent Service; as beeing one that hee, and many others, knew to bee not onely 

very worthy, but also singularly just, and far from worldly, or Self-designes; and moreo[v]er had 

really tasted and savoured very much of the Author's Spirit, as well before, as during the Time of 

his Acquaintance with him (although more satisfactorily and fully since that Time) which made 

him to be so affected with the Matter that is now published, as that hee reckoned all La[b]our 

 
19 G. Lyon Turner, ed., Original Records of Early Nonconformity under Persecution and Indulgence, vol. 1 (London: 

Unwin, 1911), p. 113. 

20 Ariel Hessayon, ‘Bromley, Thomas (bap,. 1630, d. 1691)’, in ODNB (2004) 

<https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/40437 > [accessed 3 January 2021] 

21 I [Jane] L[ead] ‘To the impartial and well-disposed READER’, in John Pordage, Theologia Mystica, or, the mystic 

divinitie of the aeternal invisibles (London, 1683). 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/40437
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easy and Pains pleasant to serve him, both in Life, to my knowledg, and also after Death: so 

greatly loved hee him and honoured him in the Lord for his Work's sake: as you may easily 

understand when you shall have perused thorowly, and pondered seriously those learned and 

elaborate lines of his, which hee entituleth THE PRAEFATORI EPISTL: to which I refer you.22 

Hooker provided a lengthy introduction to Pordage’s Theologia Mystica, in which he signals 

some of his own views; for example, Hooker disliked the tension between the rituals of the 

Church (e.g., the outward, externalised part of Christian worship) and the inner, spiritual world 

accessed through contemplation; as he put it, ‘[Christianity is being] crucified, as it were, twixt 

Ritualitie and Scrupulositie’.23 Although a central theme of Behmenism is ‘acceptance without 

resistance’24 to the externalised rituals of the church, Hooker betrays his own personal frustration 

with this principle. Hooker also believed in the divine right of kings, speaking out on this topic 

presumably because of the tensions between the king and Parliament during his lifetime. He 

asserts that it is not the man’s place ‘to change kingdoms and Governments [. . .] It is Jehovah 

Aelohim the most high God, who reineth in the Kingdoms of men, and solely is Hee who giveth 

these to whom soever he pleaseth’.25 To go against the will of the king, is to challenge the will of 

God. Edward Hooker wrote under the pseudonym ‘E.H. Mamp’ and the thinly disguised ‘drawde 

rekooh’. Pordage’s influence is apparent in Hooker’s own theological writings.  

Current secondary source material in connection with Pordage makes no mention of 

Bishop Robert Sanderson. In the chapter ‘The Nature of Demons and Angels’, I present an 

 
22 I [Jane] L[ead] ‘To the impartial and well-disposed READER’. 

23 E[dward] H[ooker], ‘The praefatori epistle[e]’ to John Pordage, Theologia Mystica, or, the mystic divinitie of the 

aeternal invisibles (London, 1683), p. 51. 

24 Gibbons, Gender in Mystical and Occult Thought, p. 6. 

25 H[ooker], ‘The praefatori epistle[e]’, p. 87. 
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extract of Pordage’s An Epitome of the Angelical World, a previously missing piece I located in a 

nineteenth-century magazine called The Straggling Astrologer. The anonymous contributor of 

this piece (and presumably the owner of it) writes under the pseudonym ‘Philadelphus 

Hieroglyphica Propheticus Cosmopolita’. This pseudonymous contributor provides an 

accompanying prefatory letter to the editor, mentioning Pordage’s connection to Robert 

Sa[u]nderson: 

I now, Sir, have the gratification of enclosing to you extracts from one of many extraordinary 

mystical works (never before printed in English, but translated from the authors English and Latin 

MSS. into German) of the pious and learned Dr. John Pordage, rector of Bradfield, Berks, who 

was the contemporary and very particular friend of the celebrated Bishop Saunderson, Dr. 

Edward Hooker and Dr. Francis Lee [. . . ] his bosom friends.26  

The ODNB tells us that Robert Sa[u]nderson (1587 – 1663) was born in Yorkshire and made 

Bishop of Lincoln in 1660. He was, like Pordage, sequestered from his living, in 1644. He also 

received a canonry of Christ Church, Oxford, and, in 1646, became Regius Professor of Divinity, 

which may have been when he made the acquaintance of Pordage and perhaps some others of 

Pordage’s circle (such as Bromley) who were connected with Oxford University at this time. The 

following year, he wrote most of the university’s negative response to the Long Parliament’s 

demand that its members take the covenant and accept the new religious order, with which 

Pordage would likely have been in agreement.27 

 
26 Philadelphus Hieroglyphica Propheticus Cosmopolita, ‘To the Editor of the “Straggling Astrologer”’, The 

Straggling Astrologer of the Nineteenth Century; or, Magazine of Astrology, Geomancy, and Occult Philosophy, 

Nono. 21, Oct. 23, 1824, pp. 321–36 (pp. 323–24). 

27 J. Sears McGee, ‘Sanderson, Robert (1587-1663)’, in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (2004) 

<https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/24627> [accessed 28 February 2021]. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/24627
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Figure 9: Robert Sanderson, Bishop of Lincoln. 

 

Another of Pordage’s enthusiasts is Oliver Hill, as identified by Richard Roach: ‘Mr 

Pordage was intimately acquainted with Oliver Hill a great mystick of St John’s College in 

Oxford who was familiar with Dr Everard’.28 However, according to ODNB, Oliver Hill was 

from St. John’s College, Cambridge.29 The archivist at St. John’s College, Oxford, confirms this 

view, as does the reference for Hill in Venn and Venn.30 Moreover, McConnell in her ODNB 

entry claims that Hill was an acquaintance of Robert Boyle and of John Aubrey.  

 
28 Bodl., MS Rawlinson D. 833 fols 63v-64. 

29 Anita McConnell, ‘Hill, Oliver (b.1630?- d after 1702)’, in ODNB <https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/53038> 

[accessed 28 February 2021].  

30 Hill was admitted pensioner to St John’s College, Cambridge, Michelmas term 1648. See J. Venn and J. A. Venn, 

The Book of Matriculation of Degrees (Cambridge, 1913), p. 346. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/53038
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Hill, like Pordage, had an interest in medical matters, although his views on blood and the 

circulatory system would have been in opposition to those of Pordage’s doctoral supervisor, 

William Harvey, who believed that blood circulated only in corpses, and not in living beings.31 

Pordage’s influence can be seen in Hill’s theological writings; for example, Hill’s view of hell is 

exactly like that of Pordage: ‘though Hell be something besides Darkness, to wit, the gnashing of 

Teeth, by reason of the gnawing and corroding of the Worm, or of a sharp, austere, grim and 

dark Fire for ever’.32 To be precise, Pordage’s influence is on Hill’s theological writings, rather 

than on any sort of direct visionary experience.  

There is some indication that Pordage was connected to John Dury (1596 – 1680), 

possibly becoming acquainted at Leiden whilst Pordage was at the university there. A close 

associate of Samuel Hartlib, Dury came to England in 1641 (along with Comenius, the Czech 

educator and proponent of ‘pansophy’; see chapter ‘Esoteric and Theosophical Themes’), where 

he argued for religious tolerance — though he called upon Abiezer Coppe to repent. He was also 

interested in alchemy, along with the rest of the Hartlibian group, a theme also found in 

Pordage’s work. 

The Samuel Hartlib papers include a letter from Dury to Dorothy Moore33 whom he 

married in 1645. A short sentence in this letter indicates that he was well disposed towards 

Pordage. Given the brief nature of the sentence and lack of explanatory detail, it can be assumed 

that Pordage was known to both Dury and Moore. He wrote: ‘I haue done euery where mine 

 
31 McConnell, ‘Hill, Oliver’, ODNB. 

32 Oliver Hill, Epistola ad anglos Being an introduction out of a larger treatise into the mysteries of true Christian 

religion, by Oliver Hill, exise for the law and the Gospel at Lisbon in Portugal (London, 1689), pp. 7–8. 

33 Preserved and digitised in the collection now available online. 
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owne businesse, & that which Dr Pordage & Dr Boot did require of me in their businesse’.34 But, 

there is another, more hostile reference to Pordage in the Hartlib papers in Ephemerides (1634, 

part 4), whose writer presumably encountered Pordage in England before he visited Leiden to 

earn his doctorate. At this time, Pordage would have been practising unlicenced medicine. If this 

is the case, then these remarks demonstrate that Pordage was interested in metaphysical and 

occult matters even before he entered Leiden: ‘One Pordage broches new-fangled opinions 

concerning the signes, that No Man can trie himself by them, but was to stay by for an over-

powring light. Mr Davenport hase preacht against him et much taken against his tenents. 

Pordage. Theologica.’35 Philip Herbert, one of Pordage’s adherents, may also have been 

acquainted with Samuel Hartlib through his connection with Comenius; Pembroke signed a 

petition for the alleviation of financial hardships being suffered by Hartlib in 1649.36 

William Burman was an early associate of Lead and is referred to in Theologia Mystica 

as W. B. of Wilmington, Kent, but otherwise, little is known about him: 

and so confirmed was his confidence herein of Mee; who highly esteemed him in love for his 

Works sake, not forgetting evn this, which now (thro the Divine Providence according to mi trust, 

word, or (as som wil have) words too, is now com forth, with an open face, to public view, from 

its recess, or privacie. (ere hearken and heed hereto) by the wholey unasked, therefore freely 

 
34 'Letter: John Dury to Dorothy Moore 1 August 1641' (Greengrass, M., Leslie, M. and Hannon, M. (2013). The 

Hartlib Papers. Published by HRI Online Publications, Sheffield <http://www.hrionline.ac.uk/hartlib> [Accessed 15 

April 2018] 

35 ‘Ephemerides, 1634’ (Greengrass, M., Leslie, M. and Hannon, M. (2013). The Hartlib Papers. Published by HRI 

Online Publications, Sheffield <http://www.hrionline.ac.uk/hartlib> [15 April 2018]. See also G. H. Turnbull, 

Hartlib, Dury and Comenius: Gleanings From Hartlib’s Papers (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1947), p. 220. 

36 G. H. Turnbull, Hartlib, Dury and Comenius, pp. 24–25. 

http://www.hrionline.ac.uk/hartlib
http://www.hrionline.ac.uk/hartlib
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offered benignitie and generositie (of which I am a witness, and which likewise witnesseth the) 

dignitie and Divinitie of the Soul and Spirit of the Person so acting, viz. W. B. [. . .] wheresoever 

hee resorteth: tho’, more principaly at the place of his Residence at Wilminton in Kent.37 

 

Female Prophets 

Pordage attracted a number of female prophets and visionaries to his household. For example, 

Elizabeth Poole (fl. 1649), reported prophetess from Abingdon, was believed to be from London 

originally,38 where she joined a Baptist congregation, but was later expelled: 

The Baptist congregations, under pretence of close Christian fellowship, practiced a rigorous 

social control; and any departure from the norms of the group, whether ideological or in personal 

behaviour, could be sanctioned by expulsion and excommunication.  Rejected both by her family 

and her congregation, Elizabeth migrated to Abingdon, where she found in Thomasine Pendarves, 

wife of a minister there, a disciple and a protectress.39 

Poole’s theology came from membership in Pordage’s circle (Abingdon is located in fairly close 

proximity to Bradfield), and she was another of the women who joined the household of Pordage 

and his wife. Christopher Fowler lists her as a frequent visitor there in a scathing account of the 

 
37 Pordage, Theosophia Mystica, p. 61. 

38 Manfred Brod, 'Politics and Prophecy in Seventeenth-Century England: The Case of Elizabeth Poole', Albion: A 

Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies, 31, no. 3 (1999), p. 396; Manfred Brod, ‘Poole, Elizabeth (bap. 

1622 – d. in or after 1668)’, in ODNB (2004) <https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/47110> [accessed 16 January 2021] 

See also Phyllis Mack, Visionary Women: Ecstatic Prophecy in Seventeenth-Century England (Berkeley: University 

of California Press, 1992). 

39 Brod, ‘Politics and Prophecy’, p. 397. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/47110
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comings and goings of the Pordage household, which he watched closely and documented in 

Daemonium Meridianum (1655): 

We professe we do not know, neither can we learn of any that he hath entertained, but Abiezer 

Copp, notorious for blasphemy, and rantisme, in whose behalf this Dr appeared before the 

Committee at Reding; and being opposed by one of us, replied, (but with much meeknesse) that 

we should follow shortly after our dear brother Love. Or Coppin, to whose book that crawls with 

blasphemy, the Dr gave his approbation. Or John Tawney, or Everard, who set their mouths wide 

open against God and man: or Elizabeth Pool, or Goodwife Geffreys, who even stink above 

ground.40 

Poole appears to have been acting primarily in a political capacity and using her visions to try to 

influence the outcome of British politics,41 an effort that we have no evidence of Pordage being 

involved in. Poole’s political activity is demonstrated during the debates of Ireton, which 

occurred during an exceptionally tense period: the army entered London during the winter of 

1648 – 1649 and, on December 6, removed members of Parliament who were still in league with 

the king.42  

Somehow, Elizabeth Poole gained an audience with this council on two occasions, 

possibly through the sponsorship of John Lilburne.43 In the Clarke Papers (edited by Sir Charles 

Firth), Firth notes: 

a curious scene in these debates, which throws a strange light on the religious fanaticism of the 

times, was the appearance of a woman in the Council of Officers, who announced that she had a 

 
40 Christopher Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum: Satan at Noon (London: Francis Eglesfield, 1655), pp. 60–61. 

41 Brod, ‘Politics and Prophecy’, p. 398.   

42 Brod, ‘Politics and Prophecy’, p. 398.   

43 Brod, ‘Politics and Prophecy’, p. 401. 
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message to deliver to them which had been revealed to her in a vision. She came twice: on 

December 29 to manifest to them the disease of the kingdom and its cure, and again on January 5 

to protest against the execution of the King. The Council heard her with great gravity, and 

solemnly enquired into the nature of the evidence which proved that her message was a divine 

revelation.44 

The Clarke papers record the event on December 29, 1648, as follows: 

Elizabeth Poole of Abington first spake, to this effect. That the businesse was committed to their 

trust, butt there was a great snare before them. That God was about to breake the pottesheards of 

the Earth. That there should nott bee a sheard left to carry coals now was of a finer sort of mettall. 

I looke upon all manner of manifestations, forms, and religions which are made uppe in any 

regard of – That there might bee a pure life in death – That men might bee dead unto all their 

fairest images, and finde the comeliness in truth.45 

The second event on January 5, 1648 (1649), is described thusly: 

Elizabeth Poole who came from Abington call’d in.  

Having bin by the pleasure of the Most High made sensible of the many grievances of this land, 

and of the great trust putt into your hands, I have had some cause indeed of jealousies least you 

might [. . .] betray your trusts [. . .] ’Tis very evident to mee, that the Kingly power is falne into 

your hands, and you are entrusted with itt that you might bee as the head to the body [. . .] I 

know itt hath bin the panges (?) of some of you that the Kinge betrayed his trust and the 

Parliament their’s; wherefore this is the great thinge I must present unto you: Betray nott you 

your trust.46 

 
44 The Clarke Papers: Selections from the Papers of William Clarke, ed. by Charles Firth, vol. II (London: The 

Camden Society, MDCCCXCIV).  

45 Firth, Clarke Papers, pp. 150–51. 

46 Firth, Clarke Papers, pp. 163–64. 
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A full account of the vision she received and then presented to the Council appears in her 

pamphlet A Vision.47 She also authored An Alarum of Vvar, a political, prophetical work that 

emerged that same year.48 As a visionary, Poole was attracted to the Pordage circle, and being 

surrounded by like-minded people may well have encouraged and cultivated her aptitude for 

prophecy. Pordage would have been keen for her to be part of the circle owing to her prophetic 

prowess, as he was clearly attracted to this ability in women. Poole would have been introduced 

to Pordage and his household through their mutual friends Thomasine and John Pendarves.49 

Another female visionary who was part of the Pordage circle was Mary Pocock (of whom 

little is known; however Francis Pordage bequeathed five pounds to a Mary Pocock in his will, 

whom he described as a spinster).50 Some have attributed the work The Mystery of the Deity in 

the Humanity (1649)51 to her, which uses a marital allegory for the relationship between the king 

and Parliament, treating the fall as an act of adultery but at the same time, explaining the deep 

division in the country and between the king and Parliament: 

O King [i.e. man], thou hast broken wedlock with God and thy wife, even Eve, the mother of all 

that was living in thee; but thou shouldst have dwelt with thy Eve, or Reason, as a man of 

 
47 Elizabeth Poole, A Vision: Wherein Is Manifested the Disease and Cure of the Kingdome (London: 1649). 

48 Elizabeth Poole, An Alarum of Vvar, Given to the Army, and to Their High Court of Iustice (So Called) Revealed 

by the Will of God in a Vision to E. Poole (London: 1649). 

49 M. Brod, ‘Politics and Prophecy in Seventeenth-Century England: The Case of Elizabeth Poole’, Albion: A 

Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies, 31, no. 3 (1999), 395–412 (p. 397). 

50 TNA: PROB 11/412/403 Will of Francis Pordage, Gentleman of Whitechapel, Middlesex (10 December 1692). 

51 A full transcription of this piece can be found in appendix 15. 
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knowledg[e], to have ruled with justice, through the power of Christ thy head, and thou the head 

of the woman.52 

Authorship is signalled by the initials ‘M.P.’, so it is not clear exactly who the author of this 

piece is. The original attribution was to Mary Pennington, but Nigel Smith has demonstrated this 

provenance to be erroneous.53 Hessayon contends with this designation in the ODNB entry, 

maintaining that The Mystery of the Deity was actually authored by Mary Pordage,54 with its 

publication in 1649 being after her marriage to Pordage in 1633.55 Perhaps this is how her 

visions were finally captured and recorded. The style of the language and the terminology are 

very similar to Pordage’s, so it could easily have been either woman. 

Using political terms and speaking figuratively, M. P. also describes the state of unity and 

balance and the proper ordering of the state:  

Here is now the soul in the body, the husband and wife, God and the man. This is the 

representative, King and parliament, whose happy condition is bound up in the enjoyment of each 

other, in the union of the manhood, in the power of the Godhead: And this is the glory of the 

King, in his paradisicall kingdome. This is the figure of Adam in Paradise, in his beginning, when 

he had union and fellowship with God in the figurative Paradise, as he was breathed from God in 

the spiritual form, being placed in Eden.56 

 
52 M. P., The Mystery of the Deity in Humanity (1649), pp. 44–45. 

53 Nigel Smith, Perfection Proclaimed: Language and Literature in English Radical Religion 1640-1660 (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1989), p. 211. 

54 Ariel Hessayon, ‘Pordage, John (bap. 1607, d. 1681)’, in ODNB (2004) <https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/22546> 

[accessed 28 February 2021].  

55 B. J. Gibbons, Gender in Mystical and Occult Thought: Behmenism and Its Development in England (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 114. 

56 Gibbons, Gender, pp. 16–17. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/22546
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Pocock not only co-habited with Pordage but was also at his trial. Fowler did much to discredit 

her and her testimony: 

Mary Pocock, a woman formerly of a troubled spirit, who seeking rest, and not finding it, hath 

turned aside to lying vanities, and hath layed out her money for that which is not bread, we are 

horribly afraid for her, that she is gone off quite from looking for justification and life by a Christ 

without her, a most Christ dishonouring, and a soul damning, yet a dandled and huggd opinion 

amongst very many, at this day; as to her testimony consider.57 

Pocock described herself as ‘a member of the body’, claiming that she was able to receive 

spiritual inspiration or possession by the Holy Spirit which would cause her to spontaneously 

burst into song and then be unable to recall the songs later. As Fowler explains:  

That he saith goodwife Pocock singeth the highest hymnes very sweetly, that she knoweth not a 

word when she begins, but is taken with a burning about her heart, and when she hath done she 

cannot repeat a word, if it were to gain the world.58 

It is already well-established that John Pordage married the widow Mary Lane (formally 

Mary Freeman) primarily for her occult gift of mediumship in 1633, as noted by Richard Roach 

in the eighteenth century, who observed:  

It was from some of this inward mystical way in England that the Philadelphian Society had its 

rise: & that wth a fresh Concurence & Holy Gales of a Divine Life & Power openin first & 

Principally in Mrs Pordage wife of John Pordage & Doctor in Physick: who married her for ye 

Ex[c]ellent Gift of God he found in her, wch Gift he also became in a high degree partaker of. Mr 

 
57 Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum, p. 15. 

58 Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum, pp. 82–83. 
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Pordage was intimately acquainted with Oliver Hill a great mystick of St John’s College in 

Oxford who was familiar wth Dr Everard.59 

John and Mary Pordage worked together in their practice of angel magic or ‘angelology’, 

summoning angels in their pursuit of theological knowledge. Mary’s purported psychic prowess 

was well noted by others and, indeed, she was allegedly seen in ceremonial garments by the 

unknown and anonymous author of A Most Faithful Relation, who recalled: 

Doctor Pordich [. . .] Where being come, he going up the stairs, found his Wife, (Mistress 

Pordich) Clothed all in white Lawne, from the crown of the Head, to the sole of the Foot, with a 

White rod in her hand: and one Mistress Chevill coming in, fell on her knees, and taking Mistress 

Pordich by the feet, saying, That she was to meet with her spouse, and her Prophetess. M. Foster 

being present, and asking the Doctor what he meant by doing so? He answered, it was a rejoicing, 

because they had overcome the Devil. With that his wife cries out for Elijah’s Mantle, and then 

comes up Mistress Chevill, and Mistress Pordich fell of adoring her; then in came one Goodwife 

Pukerig, and bended her body, and kissed her knee; Mistress Pordich assuring her that there was 

a place prepared for her in Heaven, to sit at the right hand of the Virgin Mary [. . .] So there they 

keep dancing of the Hayes, and Trench-more, and expecting when they shall be taken up to 

Heaven every hour.60 

If accurate, this account demonstrates the reverence that other members of the Pordage circle had 

for Mary Pordage. However, if it is a fiction, this account  shows what critics believed of these 

people. Mary Pordage, like Poole and Pocock, was a woman with psychic gifts whom Pordage 

was attracted to and no doubt worked with to develop his own gifts and those of the group in 

visionary practice. 

 
59 Bodl., MS Rawlinson D. 833 fols 63v-64. 

60 Anon., A Most Faithful Relation of Two Wonderful Passages (London: 1650), p. 2. 
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Mrs Flavell was another member of the Pordage circle, possibly also in residence at 

Bradfield, and allegedly had received visions of the philosopher’s stone. Indeed, in his deposition 

in Pordage’s second trial, Mr Francis Knight of Wallingford gave the following as the twenty-

ninth part of his testimony (according to Pordage): 

29. That Mrs. Flavel was in a trance, and when she came out of it, spake many precious things 

which she had seen in that trance, what was the Philosophers stone, that so many learned men 

had sought after, which she knew to be the Divinity in the humanity, and many other things to 

the same effect.61 

Note here the use of ‘divinity in the humanity’, again supporting the notion that M. P. was part of 

Pordage’s circle and that he, at the very least, concurred with the language used in that text. 

Fowler confirms that this deposition took place: ‘How Mrs Flavell had been in a trance, and how 

she had found the Philosophers stone, which had puzzel'd so many wise men, (viz.) the divinity 

in the humanity’.62 Indeed, there was suspicion at the time that Pordage was too close to Mrs 

Flavell — so close that there were rumours he was the father of her daughter Hannah.63 During 

the second set of court proceedings against him, this behaviour was levied against him as an 

example of his immorality. 

Jane Lead did not engage in writing that dealt with politics, as M. P. and Elizabeth Poole 

had before her. Lead’s writings are theosophical and mystical in nature, highly inspired by 

Boehme and Pordage. She met Pordage and joined him in his household and lived with him for 

 
61 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 17. 

62 Christopher Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum: Satan at Noon (London: Francis Eglesfield, 1655), p. 16. 

63 Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum, 78. 
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around six years, likely from 1676 to 1681 in the London suburb of St Andrew’s Holborn;64 but 

she remained a widow until her death: 

In the 49th year of his age, God took him from this outer Principio and transferred him to the 

Upper Region, which for me was a not small test and temptation, in that I had lost such an 

exceptional husband: whereupon immediately the great suffering properly began with worldly 

trials and tribulations. For because he had entrusted and passed the largest part of his goods to a 

factor overseas, the same held back all such things after his death, robbing the widow and 

surviving children of their rights, and did not let the least thing out of his hands. And although in 

the said place I really was left in diversely deep and most extreme need, I was all the more driven 

by the same to assemble a continuous treasure in the heavens for myself, deciding also to remain 

a Widow of God, to hold myself fully and completely to my unchanging husband and to seek 

advice and help from him alone. And so I have lived now for 23 years in a state of widowhood, 

and entirely devoted to God, blessed in body and soul.65 

There was some suspicion that Pordage had a hand in writing some of Jane Lead’s work; 

for example, Henry Dodwell, on August 23, 1698, wrote to Dr. Francis Lee (Jane Lead’s son-in-

law):  

I know not how your mother-in-law is qualified to write the style in which her books are penned 

[. . .] But I think I have discovered footsteps of another and more likely author of them. I mean 

 
64 Ariel Hessayon, ‘Lead’s Life and Times (Part Two): The Woman in the Wilderness’, in Jane Lead and Her 

Transnational Legacy, ed. by Ariel Hessayon (London: Palgrave, 2016), pp. 39–69 (p. 43). 

65 Jane Lead, ‘Life of the Author’, in Six Invaluable Short Mystical Tracts brought to light by Divine Revelation and 

Command (Amsterdam 1696), 419. Please see appendix 18 for a full commissioned English translation of this piece. 
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Dr. Pordage. I find she has been very intimate with him ever since the time that she has set up for 

prophetic visions. She calls him her fellow-traveller.66  

Dodwell notes that Pordage has a depth of meaning and style that none can imitate: ‘that 

lusciousness is a particular, that I find none of you besides able to imitate in the perfection that 

he doth’.67 He further notes that Pordage collated and edited Lead’s visions, and that any gaps 

are because Pordage did not include them:  

it is given as a reason why several revelations are wanting, that they were wanting in the Doctor’s 

copy, and that they were received in the Doctor’s absence. Why so, if she herself has been able, 

and used to pen her own visions? These things make it very suspicious to me, that the words and 

style of all her books are that Doctor’s, and none of hers.68 

Of the relationship between Pordage and Lead, we know from Lead’s account in her ‘Letter to 

the well-disposed reader’ of Theologia Mystica, that she considered Pordage to be a ‘holy man of 

God’, believing that ‘hee was not only a Seeker, but a successful Finder of that rich Pearl of the 

Gospel’.69 Of his visionary prowess, she explains: ‘For sure I am I knew none that had a more 

deep seeing and prophetical Spirit than hee.’70 Indeed, they had a close relationship which seems 

to have begun after the death of both Pordage’s wife and Lead’s husband.71 Lead entrusted 

 
66 Henry Dodwell’s letter to Mr Lee, 1698, in, Notes and Materials for an Adequate Biography of the Celebrated 

Divine and Theosopher, William Law, Comprising an Elucidation of the Scope and Contents of the Writings of Jacob 

Bohme, and of His Great Commentator, Dionysius Andreas Freher, (London: Printed for Private circulation, 1854), 

192. 

67 Ibid. 

68 Ibid. 

69 Jane Lead ‘A Letter to the well-disposed Reader’, in John Pordage, Theologia Mystica, p. 2. 

70 Lead ‘A Letter to the well-disposed Reader’, p. 2. 

71 Ariel Hessayon, ed., Jane Lead and Her Transnational Legacy (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), p. 42. 
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Pordage with the transcription of her divine visions in her three-volume spiritual diary, as she 

explains: 

In the 1668th year of our Lord and Saviour I was visited anew with a wonderful apparition from 

God, the like of which had never been experienced by me before: in the form of little tracts 

beside those already printed and published by me, especially showing my Manuscripta in draft, 

and secret writings. Whereby it was made known to me that the loss of the outer things and all 

manner of affliction and repulsiveness only pave a way for the celestial powers and gifts to be 

able to come down unhindered into our souls, and make us forget and not pay attention to 

everything that may ever confront and drive on the outer man. For the more I noted and paid 

heed to this New Reprieve or Dispensation and Position of Prophesy and Revelation, the more it 

arose and showed itself daily in me; so that I stood helpless by myself, and did not know where 

I should find any persons who might accept and understand what had been revealed in me, until 

it finally came about that through searching and inquiring I came upon a gathering which was 

held in the throes of precisely the same spiritual position  and was very earnestly within it, in 

which gathering the most distinguished Elders were Dr Pordage, Mr. T. Bromly, Mr. Sabberton, 

besides various others who were greatly enlightened men in the understanding of the deep 

secrets of God: as we were highly delighted on both sides that we had found and met up with 

each other, we also persisted in continuing daily in attendance on the Lord and in the exercise 

each of his gifts. 

In this way the number increased and multiplied of this our community and discipleship 

[if I am permitted to talk in the English way] mightily to such an extent that it rose to over one 

hundred persons. Among these most worthy elders Dr. Pordage was the most admirable, and 

made it his special mission to strengthen, encourage and support me in this dispensation or 

position of service and provision of grace; for he took me to himself in his house, to be involved 

and live with him, so that we might be united in the spirit of the secret position of service or be 

all the more and precisely aware of the inner expectation of God; he saw especially that new 
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revelations from the heavens always followed me or were communicated to me, which he was 

greatly gladdened to record in such a manner that they were daily revealed in me. 

In this way we now lived together in great spiritual happiness for a period of about 6 

years, until the end of his life came about when he departed in the 78th year of his age and left 

behind him a blessed memory of a true godly life and righteous spiritual labour in the work of 

the Lord. I may in all modesty truly say that I do not know anyone of his ilk who had so high 

and excellent a knowledge of the deepest secrets of God. Our gathering is also very distraught 

after his departure from this world, and of the other Elders of this persuasion to whom I make 

reference there are very few in number remaining.72 

Lead went on to play a pivotal role in the Philadelphian Society. Much further work has been 

done on both Lead and the Philadelphian Society, to which I would direct the reader.73 

Elizabeth Blagrave (d. 1693) gave evidence in support of Pordage during his trial.74 She was the 

widow of Daniel Blagrave and had a role in Pordage’s circle of acolytes as an interpreter of 

prophetic dreams, as demonstrated by John Bathurst request to have her interpret a prophetic 

dream for him: ‘Deare Mrs Blagrave. I thought to have rit to yu about a dreme I had, by reason, I 

understand it not, but thought ye interpretation might be wth yu.’75 In this letter, he also mentions 

Thomas Bromley and Mrs Pocock, who appears to him in spiritual form: ‘Mrs Pocock is 

continaly wth me in a whitt figure: awating wth me; but I know not whether she is ded or living. 

 
72 Jane Lead, ‘Life of the Author’, pp. 419–21. 

73 Other works that explore this important movement and Lead’s legacy in more detail, include: Ariel Hessayon, ed., 

Jane Lead and Her Transnational Legacy; Julie Hirst, Jane Leade: Biography of a Seventeenth-Century Mystic 

(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005) and Joanna Spearle, God's Healing Angel: a Biography of Jane Ward Lead (unpublished 

doctoral thesis, Kent State University, 1985). 

74 John Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 80. 

75 Bodl. MS Rawlinson D. 832 fols 3r-4r. Letter from John Bathurst to Elizabeth Blagrave. 
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She first came in her outward figure to be fuly known: Pray take care of the inclosed for her: I 

wish yu or she can reed it.’76 Blagrave was also one of the witnesses to Pordage’s will,77 and as 

shown above, connected with John Bathurst, husband of Ann Bathurst, both of whom were 

active members of the Philadelphian Society. Blagrave’s son, Charles Blagrave was also a 

physician and, similar to Sabberton and John Pordage Jr., sold scurvy-grass concoctions.78  

 

Astrologers and Alchemists 

Elias Ashmole, a royalist and an important publisher of alchemical texts, acquired the right of 

presentation to the living of Bradfield rectory upon marriage to his second wife, Lady 

Mainwaring, in 1649, but Pordage was already incumbent by this time.79 Pordage was appointed 

to officiate the sequestered rectory of Bradfield, Berkshire by order of the Committee for 

Plundered Ministers in 1646. As Fowler alleges, this may have been as a result of a bribe to 

Daniel Blagrave — but the matter requires further investigation:  

The rectory of the parish of Bradfield was at that time vacant […] It had been allotted to 

William Twisse, prolocutor of the Westminster Assembly, after ejection of the previous 

incumbent, but Twisse had died before taking possession. The regular patron, Sir Humphrey 

 
76 Bodl. MS Rawlinson D. 832 fol 4r. 

77 TNA: PROB 11/369/88 Will of John Pordage, Doctor in Physic of Saint Andrew Holborn, Middlesex (17 January 

1682). 

78 Charles Blagrave, Directions for the golden purging spirit of scurvey-grass. Being only prepared by me Charles 

Blagrave physician (London, 1680). 

79 C. H Josten, ‘Introduction’ to Elias Ashmole (1617-1692). His autobiographical and historical notes, his 

correspondence, and other contemporary sources relating to his life and work, vol. 1 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1966), p. 109. 
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Forster, was under sequestration as a delinquent. Pordage applied to the all-powerful treasurer 

of the Berkshire county committee, Daniel Blagrave and offered [. . .] a pair of matched coach-

horses worth £40.80  

Indeed, Fowler accuses Pordage of giving ‘a paire of Coachhorses to somebody that cost 

you 40 l’,81 presumably as part of the arrangement with Blagrave, whom we know was Pordage’s 

friend, as he gave evidence defending Pordage in his trial: ‘He was also accused of failing to 

assist in the prosecution of the local astrologer and mystic John Pordage. Blagrave, having 

examined Pordage, provided written testimony in his defence in 1654, prompting accusations 

that he, like his wife, was one of Pordage’s acolytes.’82  

We also know that the rectory was Ashmole’s to confer at the time of Pordage’s 

sequestration because he writes in his diary on 8 December 1654 that:  

Doctor Pordage put out of Bradfield Living. By his removal it fell to me to present & 

knowing the worth & learning of Mr Floyd (then living with my father Backhouse as 

Tutor to his children) I resolved to bestow it upon him, & thereupon sent for him up to 

London, & [. . .] acquainted him with my intention.83 

Although B. J. Gibbons and C. H. Josten posit that Pordage and Ashmole did not have a 

close relationship,84 the two men had some connections, although the evidence indeed does not 

suggest closeness. For example, on the inside of the cover of a copy of Ashmole’s translated 

 
80 Brod, ‘A Radical Network’, p. 3. 

81 Fowler, Daemonium meridianum, p. 161. 

82 J. T. Peacy, 'Blagrave, Daniel (Bap. 1603, D. 1668?)', ODNB (2004), https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/2556. 

[accessed 28 February 2021].  

83 MS Ashm. 1136, f. 30v (in cipher) and also Josten, Elias Ashmole, II: 667–68. 

84 Gibbons, Gender in Mystical and Occult Thought, 8 and Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 1, 109. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/2556
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version of Dr Arthur Dee’s Fasciculus Chemicus (translated in 1650),85 Ashmole had written a 

list of forty-one friends who were to receive a copy of this work. A cross beside a name is 

thought to indicate that a copy had already been presented to that person. John Pordage’s name 

appears with a cross beside it (the twentieth position, on the left of figure 10).86  

 
85 MS Ashm. 1664. 

86 Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. II, pp. 521–23; see also Tobias Churton, The Magus of Freemasonry: The Mysterious 

Life of Elias Ashmole – Scientist, Alchemist, and Founder of the Royal Society (Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions, 

2004), p. 143. 
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Figure 10: MS Ashm. 1664. A list of intended recipients of Ashmole’s Fasciculus 

Chemicus shown on the second flyleaf. 

In addition, Ashmole’s diary dated October 19, 1650, presents an astrological question to 

be resolved by a horary chart, probably with William Lilly’s advice:87 

1:30pm: Whether good to let Dr Pordage go to dwell in my house at Bradfield.88 

 
87 Desiree Hirst, ‘The Riddle of John Pordage’, The Jacob Boehme Society Quarterly, 1 (1953–1954), p. 8. 

88 MS Ashm. 374, f. 76 (in cipher); and also Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 2, p. 554. 
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The next day, October 20, 1650, there are two further entries: 

This time [i.e. 7 pm] I first conceived the project / whether it might not gain my quiet with Sir 

Humphrey Fo[r]ster / to acquaint Mr Stafford that unless he would make Sir Humphrey and 

myself friend[s] I would seal my land to Dr. Por[da]g[e] and let him come to dwell at 

Bradfield.89  

Underneath, a horary question, inside a horoscope for 7am:  

7am: Whether I shall presently pursue the former project or not. 

7pm: This time I first conceived the project whether it might not gain my quiet with Sir 

Humphrey Foster to acquaint Mr. Stafford that unless he would make Sir Humphrey and myself 

friends I would seal my land to Dr. Pordage and let him come and dwell at Bradfield.90 

This diary appears occurs after Pordage was ejected from the rectory, so these questions relate to 

whether Pordage should be allowed to stay in another Bradfield property belonging to Ashmole. 

According to the ODNB, ‘Between 1662 and 1664 Pordage occupied a dwelling in Bradfield 

assessed at five hearths; perhaps this was Ashmole’s House, an apparently “old & smoaky” 

abode where he later resided’.91 I present more detail on this subject in the chapter ‘Pordage’s 

Medical Practice’, which shows the hearth tax record for this property, and in the chapter ‘Blood 

and Milk of the Virgin’, regarding the sale of the house and its contents. A further indication of a 

connection between these two men can be found in Anthony Wood’s Athenae Oxonienses, in 

which he states:  

 
89 Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 2, p. 554. 

90 Josten, Elias Ashmole, vol. 2, p. 554. 

91 TNA: C 5/462/93 Cole v Pordage. Plaintiffs: Bassett Cole. Defendants: John Podage [sic]. Subject: unspecified 

messauge [sic]. 
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As for John Pordage before mention'd, commonly called Dr. Pordage (whom I have heard Mr. 

Ashmole commend for his knowledge in, or at least his great affection to, Astronomy) was 

restored to Bradfield after his Majesties return, lived there several years, leaving behind him a 

Son named Samuel of Linc. inn, author of Herod and Mariamne Trag. and of The Siege of 

Babylon Trag. Com, also of Eliana a Romance, and of a Translation of Troades. Which Samuel 

was Steward to Philipp the second, Earl of Pembroke, and not to Old Philipp or Philipp the first.92 

 

In 1652, Ashmole published Theatrum Chemicum Britannicum, an alchemical 

compendium of English alchemists,93 including in it Edward Kelly, George Ripley, John Dee, 

and William Backhouse, Ashmole’s alchemical mentor who lived at Swallowfield, Berkshire 

(about eleven miles from Bradfield but still in Berkshire),94 but Pordage is absent from this 

collection. With such an interest in collecting alchemical manuscripts — and clearly an 

awareness of Pordage — it is strange that Ashmole did not collect copies of Pordage’s works — 

or at least his alchemical work.  

 

 

 

 
92 Anthony A. Wood, Athenae Oxonienses, vol II (London: 1692), pp. 450–51. 

93 Elias Ashmole, ed., Theatrum Chemicum Britannicum: Containing Severall Poeticall Pieces of out Famous 

English Philosophers, who have written the Hermetique Mysteries in their own Ancient Language. Faithfully 

Collected into one Volume, with Annotations thereon. Printed by J. Grismond for Nath: Brooke, at the Angel in 

Cornhill (London, MDCLII). 

94 Tobias Churton, Magus: The Invisible Life of Elias Ashmole (Litchfield: Signal Publishing, 2004), p. 183, ‘On 30th 

May, Ashmole had to record that “my father Bachus, (Backhouse) died this evening at swallowfield.”’ 
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Parliamentarians  

Lead mentions another figure in connection to Pordage, a Mr Sabberton, in ‘the Life of the 

Author’,95 whom Hessayon identifies as: ‘Joseph Sabberton, a former Parliamentarian who 

became Pembroke’s steward after the Restoration’.96 According to British History Online:  

Sabberton served initially as a junior officer in Robert Swallow’s troop in Oliver Cromwell’s 

regiment of horse in the Eastern Association Army. In 1643-44, he served as the troop’s 

lieutenant and he may well be the Joseph Sabberton who later in the 1640s served as cornet, then 

lieutenant, in Whalley’s New Model Army regiment of horse.97 

Sabberton was also the author of a recipe for scurvy grass,98 showing that his approach to 

medical entrepreneurialism was similar to that of John Pordage Jr., and was produced at roughly 

the same time as his ‘Nature’s restorative’.99 This elixir is advertised as being a more effective 

cure for scurvy than any other. Its legitimacy can be verified by its seal of ‘a bleeding pelican’.100 

 
95 Jane Lead, ‘Lebenslauff der Autorin’, in Sechs Unschätzbare durch göttliche Offenbarung und Befehl ans Liecht 

gebrachte mystische Tractätlein (Amsterdam: H. Wetstein, 1696), p. 420. 

96 Ariel Hessayon, ‘Lead’s Life and Times (Part Two): The Woman in the Wilderness’, in Jane Lead, ed. by 

Hessayon, p. 42. 

97 ‘Surnames beginning ‘S’”, in The Cromwell Association Online Directory of Parliamentarian Army Officers, ed. 

by Stephen K Roberts (2017) and British History Online <http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/cromwell-army-

officers/surnames-s> [accessed 23 November 2019]. 

98 Joseph Sabbarton To make the true compound Elixir of scurvy-grass, and horse-radish (London, 1680). 

99 See appendix 2 for full transcription. 

100 Sabbarton, Elixir of scurvy-grass, p. 2. 

http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/cromwell-army-officers/surnames-s
http://www.british-history.ac.uk/no-series/cromwell-army-officers/surnames-s
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It could be purchased ‘At the Norwich Coffee-House, in Deans Court in St. Martins Le Grand 

near Aldergate London’.101 

An advertisement for the true spirit of scurvy-grass by another author was also for sale at 

John Pordage Jr.’s house: 

The true spirit of Scurvy-Grass, both Plain and Purging, now is to be sold for Six Pence the Glass, 

being as much, and as good, as any that is sold for a shilling; with a Paper shewing at large, how 

to take it, for most Diseases: and because these Northern parts are subject to the Scurvy; at the 

Root of which this Spirit Strikes: and at the several Diseases that proceed from it: hath caused the 

Author for the Publick Good, after Fourteen Years experience, to sell it for Six Pence the Bottle. 

This Spirit Sealed up, is only to be had at Dr. Pordage’s in Leather-Lane near Holbourn.102 

The date given for this piece is 1695, which is much after Pordage’s death, so Hessayon 

speculates that it may have been authored by John Pordage Jr, Pordage’s second son.103 Indeed, 

John Pordage Jr. leaves the secret recipe for preparing his scurvy-grass to his daughter in his 

will.104 

Pordage also had connections with Daniel Blagrave (bap. 1603 – d.1668), the regicide105  

M.P. during the Rump Parliament and treasurer for Reading,106 who signed the death warrant for 

 
101 Sabbarton, Elixir of scurvy-grass, p. 2. 

102 Anon., The true spirit of scurvy-grass, both plain and purging, who is to be sold for six pence the glass, being as 

much, and as good, as any that is sold for a shilling (London, 1695). 

103 Hessayon, Jane Lead, p. 50. 

104 TNA: PROB 11/393/77 Will of John Pordage, Gentleman of Saint Andrew Holborn, Middlesex (4 October 1688). 

105 Anthony A. Wood, Athenae Oxonienses, vol. II (London: 1692), p. 97. 

106 Charles Coates, The History and Antiquities of Reading (London: 1802), pp. 433–34. 
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the king.107 He participated in the abolition of the House of Lords and held roles in many 

committees, including the Committee for Plundered Ministers and others in relation to the 

sequestration of delinquents and sales of confiscated estates. He was in frequent communication 

with Elias Ashmole seeking astrological advice,108 and was accused of accepting bribes. 

Christopher Fowler accuses Pordage of offering a bribe of ‘a paire of Coachhorses to somebody 

that cost you 40 l’,109 most likely to be Blagrave, to be conferred the living of Bradfield Rectory. 

He clashed with local Presbyterians and, after the dissolution of the Rump Parliament, he was 

removed from civic office in Reading in 1656.110 He fled to Aachen at the time of the 

Restoration to avoid prosecution as a regicide, where he stayed until his death, probably in 

1668.111 As a close associate of Blagrave, it is possible that Pordage also held Parliamentarian 

views and, indeed, Gibbons conjectures the same view in general of Interregnum Behmenists.112  

 

Religious and Political Radicals 

The radicals with whom Pordage associated warrant further investigation in order to understand 

their views and motivations. Pordage entertained visitors at his household, opening his doors to 

 
107 Mark Noble, The Lives of the English Regicides, and other Commissioners of the pretended high court of justice 

appointed to sit in judgment upon their sovereign, King Charles the First, vol. 1, (London: 1798), pp. 95–97. 

108 J. T. Peacy, ‘Blagrave, Daniel (bap.1603 – d.1668)’ in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (2004) 

<https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/2556> [accessed 16 January 2021]. 

109 Fowler, Daemonium meridianum, p. 161. 

110 Peacy, ‘Blagrave, Daniel’, ODNB. 

111 Peacy, ‘Blagrave, Daniel’, ODNB. 

112 B. J. Gibbons, Gender in Mystical and Occult Thought: Behmenism and Its Development in England (Cambridge: 

1996), p. 96. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/2556
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any who wished to stay with him and his community. Pordage used this point when defending 

his readiness to accommodate visitors who were associated with radical activity: ‘It is well 

known, as I invite none, so I turn away none that come to visit me, though their Principles in 

matter of Doctrine, Worship, and Discipline be different from mine.’113 

The ‘Everet’ referred to in A Most Faithful Relation is William Everard (bap. 1602?, d. in 

or after 1651), leader of the Diggers, another dissenting group, presumably at Bradfield at the 

same time as Tany. Everard took the protestation oath at St Lawrence’s church, Reading, in 

1642, the same parish church where Pordage became curate and vicar.114 

Everard had been implicated in a plot to kill Charles I,115 and became a companion of 

Gerrard Winstanley, who defended him in the preface to a work entitled Truth lifting up its Head 

above Scandals (1649), in which he says: ‘It is slanderously reported [. . . ] that Chamberlain the 

Redding man, called after the flesh, William Everard; doth hold blasphemous opinions: as to 

deny God, and Christ, and Scriptures, and prayer; and they call him a deceiver.’116 He was also 

described by Christopher Fowler as ‘first a separatist, then a scoffer at ordinances, then a curser, 

then a blasphemer’.117 Everard became more notorious when he and four others began digging 

the earth at St. George’s Hill, Surrey, in April 1649. Over the course of the next several days, 

 
113 John Pordage, Innocencie Appearing through the Dark Mists of Pretended Guilt. Or, a Full and True Narration of 

the Unjust and Illegal Proceedings of the Commissioners of Berks (London: Giles Calvert, 1655), p. 12. 

114 Ariel Hessayon, ‘Everard, William (bap. 1602?, d. in or after 1651)’ in ODNB (2004) 

<https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/40436> [accessed 4 January 2021]. 

115 Hessayon, ‘Everard, William’, ODNB. 

116 Gerrard Winstanley, ‘To the Gentle Reader’, in Truth lifting up its head above scandals (London: 1649). 

117 Christopher Fowler Daemonium Meridianum: Satan at Noon. Or, Antichristian Blasphemies, part I (London: 

1655), p. 59. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/40436
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larger groups gathered and began digging, and so Everard and Winstanley became leaders of a 

group that called itself the ‘True Levellers’.118 

Everard’s claim that he had had a vision is what led him to this ‘communally’ inspired 

activity. Later the same year, Everard appeared to Pordage in a vision, which the latter described 

thusly: ‘I confess that in August 1649, there appeared in my bedchamber about the middle of the 

night, a spirit in the shape of Everard, with his wearing apparel, Band, Cuffs, Hat, &c…’.119  

Pordage also entertained Thomas Totney (bap.1608 – d.1659?), a prophet and visionary 

who received a religious vision in 1649, during which he believed he was given the name 

Theauraujohn Tany, which he understood to mean ‘God his declarer of the morning, the peaceful 

tidings of good things’,120 and that he had been chosen to be God’s Shepherd.121 Tany declared 

himself ‘a Jew of the tribe of Reuben’ and believed that he was on a millenarian mission to 

restore the Jews to their own land.122 He saw himself as the new Abraham and believed he was to 

prepare for the Second Coming of Christ.123 Pordage adopted the religious name of Abraham, 

signalling a similarity between these two men who both saw themselves as receivers of divine 

wisdom. 

 
118 Hessayon, ‘Everard, William’, ODNB. 

119 John Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 72. 

120 Ariel Hessayon, The Refiner's Fine: The Collected Works of Theauraujohn Tany (London: Breviary Stuff 

Publications, 2018), p. 4. 

121 Hessayon, Refiner’s Fine, p. 3. 

122 Hessayon, Refiner’s Fine, pp. 4–5. 

123 Ariel Hessayon, ‘Totney, Thomas [later Theaurau John Tany] (bap. 1608, d.1659?)’ in ODNB (2004) 

<https://doi.org/10.10.93/ref:odnb/26968> [accessed 17 January 2021].  

https://doi.org/10.10.93/ref:odnb/26968
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Tany visited Pordage at Bradfield in 1650. According to one hostile, anonymous author, 

‘Pordage fell into a trance while preaching and bellowing like a Bull, saying he was called and 

must be gon’124 and ran to his house. This is what the anonymous author found: 

Mistress Pordich clothed all in White Lawne, from the crown of the head to the sole of the Foot, 

and a White rod in her hand [. . .] by what means this Distraction came, it is not as yet certainly 

known; but it is thought it was done by one Everet (a man suspected to be a sorcerer or Witch) 

who much frequented the Doctor’s house, and would often play with the children; and he was 

seen at London in a frantick posture, much about the time that these things happened.125 

In the summer of 1650, Everard visited the Pordage household, this time in corporeal 

form, to work as harvester, so it is possible that Everard, Tany, and Pordage were together at the 

same time at Bradfield just as many of these strange events were starting to occur.126 Tany was a 

prolific writer, his first piece being issued early 1650, with several others following shortly 

afterwards. He was imprisoned for blasphemy in August 1651, accused of maintaining that the 

soul is God and that there is no hell or damnation.127 

Pordage’s association with both Abiezer Coppe (1619 – 1672?), Baptist preacher and 

Ranter, and Richard Coppin (fl. c. 1645 – 1659), non-conformist preacher and writer, was 

brought to the court’s attention when Christopher Fowler was presenting evidence against 

 
124 Desiree Hirst, Hidden Riches: Hidden Symbolism from the Renaissance to Blake (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 

1964), p. 105. 

125 Anon., A Most Faithful Relation of Two Wonderful Passages Which Happened Very Lately... In the Parish of 

Bradfield (London: 1650),p.  3. 

126 Hessayon, ‘Everard, William’, ODNB. 

127 Hessayon, Refiner’s Fine, p. 6. 
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Pordage. He was keen to illustrate Pordage’s Ranter associations, trying to demonstrate guilt by 

association:  

We professe we do not know, neither can we learn of any that he hath entertained, but Abiezer 

Coppe, notorious for blasphemy and rantisme, in whose behalf this Dr appeared before the 

committee at Reading [. . .] or Coppin to whose book that crawls with blasphemy, the Doctor 

gave his approbation. Or John Tawney, or Everard, who set their mouths wide open against God 

and man.128 

Coppe came from a background of extreme piety and fervent praying as a child, a 

tradition he continued as a zealous re-baptiser for many years as an adult.129 He was associated 

with William Kiffin, who also knew John Pendarves, another of Pordage’s associates. Coppe 

claimed to have experienced a spiritual transformation and received visions in a similar vein to 

Pordage, maintaining that he saw angelical and devilish forms. He become millennialist in his 

beliefs. Coppe documented his appearances in London, demonstrating Ranter-like behaviour.130 

Coppe contributed a preface to the book Divine Teachings (1649) by Coppin, another associate 

of Pordage, and wrote several works of his own, including A Fiery, Flying Roll (1649) and A 

Second Fiery Flying Roule (1649). In the spring or summer of 1649, Coppe came to stay in the 

Pordage household. It appears that he too held beliefs about the community of goods, much in 

the same way as Pordage and his other adherents; as he wrote: ‘give up your houses, horses, 

 
128 Christopher Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum (London: 1655), pp. 60–61. 

129 Ariel Hessayon, ‘Coppe, Abiezer (1619-1672?)’, in ODNB (2004) <https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/6275> 

[accessed 3 January 2021]. 

130 Hessayon, ‘Coppe, Abiezer (1619-1672?)’, in ODNB. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/6275
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goods, gold, lands, give up, account nothing your own, have ALL THINGS common, or els the 

plague of God will rot and consume all that you have’.131 

Coppin encountered the hostility of ministers in the Berkshire and Oxfordshire as he 

preached his own kind of radical puritan, personal religion that could be identified as ‘Seeker’. 

Coppin was influenced by Coppe and produced works of religious enthusiasm, believing that 

God and Christ are in all men, particularly the meek and uneducated.132 He was a preacher of 

universal salvation and emphasised God in man, expressed similarly by M. P. as the ‘deity in 

humanity’, two themes that would have been attractive to Pordage. 

Coppe gained notoriety as an enthusiast and a Ranter, with many of his contemporaries 

regarding him as a ‘diabollically possessed mad libertine [. . .] an insane [. . .] fanatical 

proponent of distorted antinomianism [. . .] who became one of the ‘wildest’ Ranters with an 

appetite for excessive drinking, smoking, and swearing’.133 It is strange that Pordage should have 

appeared to speak in Coppe’s defence at his trial in Reading—for one with such a notorious 

reputation, Pordage surely would have known the threat to his own reputation by associating and 

defending him. Maybe he saw in these people to whom he gave ‘approbation’ a passion and 

prophesising ability that he too possessed as well as shared beliefs in a number of religious 

tenets.  

Conclusion 

 
131 Abiezer Coppe, A second fiery flying Roule: to all the inhabitants of the earth; especially the rich ones (1649), pp. 

3–4. 

132 Nigel Smith, ‘Coppin, Richard (fl. c. 1645-1659)’, in ODNB (2004) <https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/6277> 

[accessed 3 January 2021] 

133 Ariel Hessayon, ‘Abiezer Coppe and the Ranters’, in The Oxford Handbook of Literature and the English 

Revolution, ed. by Laura Lunger Knoppers (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), pp. 346–74 (p. 348). 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/6277
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This chapter demonstrates that Pordage was influential and inspiring enough to surround himself 

with figures of good standing. Well-educated and respected men and women were in his circle as 

were some figures more closely associated with religious radicalism. His social engagements 

were not limited to religious radicals; indeed, he had broad appeal to those looking for alternative 

ways to connect with the divine. Pordage’s natural affinity for women with purported psychic 

abilities is obvious, and the considerable number of women living in his household drew 

condemnation from his critics. Over time, he became more withdrawn, perhaps to avoid the 

censure of the church that he had experienced during his sequestration at Bradfield Rectory. His 

theosophical work continued in spite of this censure, and his appeal remained strong with 

radicals and educated men and women alike.  

Christopher Fowler endeavoured to discredit and damage the reputations of some of 

Pordage’s circle in order to demonstrate that he was associating with radicals, Antinomians, and 

Ranters. If Pordage did open his doors to all who came to Bradfield, then the nature of his 

teachings would have certainly attracted non-conformists. However, the quality of his thought 

and depth of his engagement with the ideas of Boehme — combined with his eloquence and 

natural charisma — made him a natural religious leader.  
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The Politics of Heresy 

This chapter concentrates on a period in Pordage’s life in which he was brought up on 

charges of heresy and, despite being cleared of charges, was summoned again before the courts 

and eventually found guilty. Mid-seventeenth-century England was a highly charged political 

place, and the accusations toward and inquiries into Pordage’s religious alliances are deeply 

embedded in that historical moment. Understanding the historical events unfolding during this 

time elucidates not only what his accusers perceived was going on in Pordage’s religious 

practice, but also the elements that went against the grain of faith as it was conventionally being 

followed. Exploring the specifics of Pordage’s trial helps us to understand what in particular was 

identified as heretical within his doctrines as well as elucidates which parts of Pordage’s beliefs 

were radical and the extent to which these accusations were legitimate, ultimately presenting a 

clearer picture of just how engaged he was in radical behaviour.  

 

First Trial 

The Committee for Plundered Ministers (1643) was centred in London, but would delegate work 

to county subcommittees. Originally established to support ministers whom Royalists had 

evicted from their livings for supporting the Parliamentary cause, the committee would grant 

audience to local parishioners seeking to report scandals of doctrine or behaviour of their parish 

priest. Allegations that were substantiated meant the incumbent was unseated and dispossessed 

of his property. But certainly abuses occurred, as local parishioners saw in these judgements 

opportunity to banish clergy they simply did not like. In truth, scandal could mean they had 

Royalist sympathies, held Laudian theological attitudes, comported themselves in an offensive 
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manner—or a combination thereof.1 In the charged political and religious climate of the day, 

church affairs and church services often fell under the purview of national governance, so these 

issues were mutually implicated and explicated.2 By one estimate, this committee drove 

approximately 2,120 men out of their living with approximately 2,425 benefices sequestered 

(some clergy occupied more than one benefice),3 so Pordage was certainly not alone in this 

regard. Not every county had one of these committees, but Berkshire was one of them.4  

After seeing Pordage preach in Ilsley, Berkshire, in 1649, John Tickell, a Presbyterian 

minister, and John Pendarves, a Baptist minister, reported him to the Committee for Plundered 

Ministers. The committee summoned Pordage during the Interregnum to answer a number of 

charges related to his doctrines and subsequently investigated him for having expressed certain 

statements concerning the vicarious suffering of Christ. The charges against him were articulated 

as follows: 

1. That the fiery deity of Christ mingles and mixes itself with our flesh. 

2. That the imputative righteousness of Christ is a sapless righteousness. 

3. That the discoveries of the sinfulness of sin, the terrors of the law, the death of Christ, the 

free grace of God, are fleshy and flashy discoveries. 

 
1 I. M. Green, ‘The Persecution of “Scandalous” and “Malignant” Parish Clergy during the English Civil War’, The 

English Historical Review, 94, no. 372 (1979), pp. 507–31 (p. 509).  

2 Their original ordinances can be viewed at The National Archives  along with the records of each hearing and 

judgement. 

3 Green, ‘The Persecution of “Scandalous” and “Malignant” Parish Clergy, p. 508.  

4 Clive Holmes, The Suffolk Committee for Scandalous Ministers 1644-1646, vol. 13 (Suffolk Record Society, 1970), 

p. 13. 
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4. That the liberty and freedom spoken of, purchased the blood of Christ, and applyed by the 

clinging and cleaving of the soul to, is not a liberty of freedom from the guilt of sin, the 

curse of the law, the wrath of God, but the fiery deity of Christ in the centre of our souls. 

5. That by male and female [. . .] we are to understand by Male the Deity, by the Female, the 

Humanity, and that these two became one flesh. These things were delivered without any 

limitation whatsoever. 

6. That gifts and graces of the spirit, are but flesh. 

7. That Christ is a Type, and but a Type. 

8. That Christ is not God. 

9. That Christ is not Jehovah.5 

 

By March 2, 1651, Pordage managed to clear himself of all charges and accusations, 

which is fortunate; if things had turned out badly, he might easily have lost his living at this time. 

There are no records detailing why he was cleared or the exact date that this occurred nor does 

Pordage provide this information. What we do know from Pordage is that the conclusion of the 

committee at this time was  

upon learning the cause, in presence of parties and counsel on both sides, concerning Dr Pordage, 

Minister of Bradfield, in the county of Berks, and upon reading the Papers and Examinations 

depending against him before this committee, and full hearing what could be said by both parties, 

this committee hath taken the said cause into serious consideration and debate and do thereupon 

order that the said cause be dismissed and the same is here by dismissed.6  

 
5 John Pordage, Innocencie Appearing through the Dark Mists of Pretended Guilt. Or, a Full and True Narration of 

the Unjust and Illegal Proceedings of the Commissioners of Berks (London: Giles Calvert, 1655), p. 3. 

6 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 544. 
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We also know that Pordage’s friend Daniel Blagrave presided over the committee in Berkshire, 

which probably helped his cause.7 As a prerequisite for dismissal of his charges, Pordage was 

required to give a sermon at Reading to clear his name, which he confirms having delivered:  

Note, here the Reader must know that this Sermon was delivered at Redding by the appointment 

of the Committee (before which we had the dispute about the Godhead of Christ) in which 

Sermon I openly cleared my self from that dismal aspersion, of denying the Godhead of Christ, 

which so satisfied the Committee, that upon this, they judged me innocent in that particular, and 

by vote cleared me.8  

Pordage confirms again in a later section during the questioning and deposition of his brother 

Francis Pordage:  

Moreover the former Deponent being asked by me, How I did explain my self in St. Lawrence 

Church concerning the Divinity of Christ, when I was commanded by the Committee at Redding, 

to explain my self in a Sermon there? He saith, in that Sermon the Doctor did clear himself 

concerning the Trinity of Persons, and that Christ was God, and did assert the same as his avowed 

Judgement.9 

 

Christopher Fowler and the Second Trial 

Pordage’s enemies were relentless, and he and his circle of followers were not left in peace for 

very long. Four years later, another opportunity to remove him presented itself. In the autumn of 

1654, Pordage was again summoned, this time to appear before the Commission for Ejecting 

 
7 Manfred Brod, 'A Radical Network in the English Revolution: John Pordage and His Circle, 1646-54', English 

Historical Review, 119 (2004), pp. 1230–53. 

8 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 49. 

9 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 50. 
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Scandalous, Ignorant and Insufficient Ministers and Schoolmasters at the Bear Inn in Newbury, 

Berkshire.10 The picture below features the three buildings currently listed as the site of the 

former Bear Inn, Speenhamland.11 

 

 
10 Although Desiree Hirst notes this date to be March 27, 1651 (six days after he had previously been acquitted). I 

suspect that this is an error as the committee would not have been formed at this time. Désirée Hirst, ‘The Riddle of 

John Pordage’, The Jacob Boehme Society Quarterly, 1 (1953 – 1954), 5–15 (8). 

11 ‘The Bear Inn was a notable coaching inn at Speenhamland [. . . ] It seems to have closed towards the end of the 

18th century, supposedly after a murder was committed there. Three buildings at this site are Grade II listed, and 

described as being part of the former Bear Inn.’ in West Berkshire Historic Environment Record 

<http://www.heritagegateway.org.uk/Gateway/Results_Single.aspx?uid=MWB16726&resourceID=1030> [accessed 

14 September 2017] (para. 1, 3 and 4). 

http://www.heritagegateway.org.uk/Gateway/Results_Single.aspx?uid=MWB16726&resourceID=1030
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Figure 11: The site of the Bear Inn, Speenhamland, Newbury. 

 

Almost immediately after forming in August 1654, the commission summoned Pordage, 

suggesting that one or more of the appointed commissioners was already aware of his activities 

and perhaps eager to bring Pordage to trial again at the first opportunity. The commission tried to 

force Pordage to confess that he was both guilty of blasphemous statements and deficient in 

moral conduct. It conducted the first case in such a way as to adduce excerpts from sermons that 

Pordage had held, or fragments of conversations with various individuals, laying special 
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emphasis on the extraordinary revelations he claimed to have had. They also tried to convict him 

of having had improper intercourse with a woman from his group of followers.12 

The following extract from the committee’s original ordinance signals the commission’s 

purpose and whom it appointed as commissioners for each county: 

Whereas by the continuance of divers scandalous and insufficient Ministers and Schoolmasters in 

many Churches, Chappels and Publique Schools within this Nation, the more effectual 

Propagation of the Gospel, and setlement of a godly and painful Ministery is much obstructed, 

and no Authority now in force for removing such Ministers and Schoolmasters; For remedy 

thereof, Be it Ordained by His Highness the Lord Protector, by and with the consent of His 

Council, That the persons hereafter named, shall be, and are hereby appointed and constituted 

Commissioners for and within the respective Counties within England and Wales, for the ends 

and purposes hereafter in and by this Ordinance expressed and directed.13 

The passage proceeds to inventory those who were appointed commissioners and the local 

ministers for each county who were appointed as assistants to the commissioners. The ordinance 

authorises and empowers these figures to call before them any minister or preacher and decide 

whether they should be removed from office, have their salary or stipend cut, and/or declare 

them insufficient and ignorant. Unfortunately for Pordage, one of the local ministers, a ‘Mr 

Fowler of Redding’, exploited this process to oust Pordage from his ministerial office.14 

 
12 Nils Thune, Behmenists and the Philadelphians: A Contribution to the Study of English Mysticism in the 17th and 

18th Centuries (Uppsala: Almquist & Wiksells Boktryckeri Ab, 1948), p. 56. 

13 C. H. Firth and R. S. Rait, eds. ‘August 1654: An Ordinance for Ejecting Scandalous, Ignorant and Insufficient 

Ministers and Schoolmasters', in Acts and Ordinances of the Interregnum, 1642-1660 (London: 1911), pp. 968–90.  

14 ‘Fowler, Christopher’, in Anthony A. Wood, Athenae Oxonienses, vol. 2 (London: Printed for THO. BENNET at 

the Half-Moon in S. Pauls Churchyard, 1692), entry 399. 
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Christopher Fowler (b. 1613/14 – d. 1677) was a Presbyterian minister who attended 

Oxford University. He was fierce in his defence of his Presbyterian and Calvinist beliefs and 

made many enemies in Berkshire.15 As well as attacking Pordage at great length in Daemonium 

Meridianum and during his trial, Fowler condemned Millenarian Baptist John Pendarves (d. 

1656) in the second part of Daemonium Meridianum, and the Quakers Thomas Speed and 

Edward Burrough. Fowler worked closely with Simon Ford,16 who was also involved in 

Pordage’s trial. Despite his focussed efforts, Fowler himself came into conflict with authorities 

for refusing to use the Book of Common Prayer and was ejected from St. Mary’s, Reading, under 

the Act of Uniformity in 1662. In 1663, he was arrested for seditious and dangerous practices, 

including receiving sectaries at his house. Although staunchly conservative in his approach, he 

cannot be seen as truly representative of the establishment at the time, so it is likely that 

Pordage’s enemies came together to evict him, not because they were all aligned in doctrinal 

approach but rather united in their common animosity for him. 

Fowler’s experience resembles that of Christopher Love (1618 – 1651), a clergyman who 

converted to evangelical Christianity in 1663 when he heard William Erbury preach. He also 

attached the Book of Common Prayer and Laudian ceremonies for which he spent a term in 

prison and was suspended from the church.17 A Parliamentarian, Love became chaplain to MP 

John Venn’s regiment at Windsor in 1642. In 1645, Love became a Presbyterian minister, though 

he later departed from the Presbyterian church. In a similar vein to Fowler, Love opposed 

 
15 Stephen Wright, ‘Fowler, Christopher (1613/14-77)’, in ODNB (2004) <https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/10006> 

[accessed 16 January 2021] 

16 Wright, ‘Fowler, Christopher (1613/14-77)’, in ODNB. 

17 E. C. Vernon, ‘Love, Christopher (1618-1651)’, in ODNB (2004) <https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/17038> 

[accessed 16 January 2021].  

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/10006
https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/17038
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religious tolerance and libertinism and focussed on strict adherence to Calvinist doctrine. He, 

too, was charged with seditious preaching as he came into conflict with authorities in 1649, and 

was eventually executed for treason.18 

Other examples of Presbyterians are Alexander and Robert Leighton. Alexander Leighton 

(c. 1570 – 1649) studied medicine at Leiden, and then practised as a physician in London without 

licence, being refused a licence, as he was actively engaged in the ministry (similar to Pordage). 

He campaigned for the abolition of the English episcopacy in 1628, actions that resulted in his 

imprisonment for sedition, where he endured filthy conditions and severe corporal punishment.19 

Robert Leighton (bap.1612 – d.1684), archbishop of Glasgow, second son of Alexander, 

travelled widely throughout Europe and became acquainted with the European reaction to 

Formalism adopting these views which he found to be similar to those of the Scottish Presbytery 

whereby greater emphasis is placed on personal piety.20 He became ordained as a Presbyterian 

minister in 1641, and focussed on a Puritan lifestyle, eschewing religious controversy and 

encouraging others to avoid polemical and controversial theology.21 He found it hard to reconcile 

politics and fractions within the church with his own sense of personal piety.  

 

The Politics of Heresiography 

 
18 Vernon, ‘Love, Christopher (1618-1651)’, in ODNB. 

19 Frances Condick, ‘Leighton, Alexander (c.1570-1649) in ODNB (2004) <https://doi.org/10.1093ref:odnb/16395> 

[accessed 16 January 2021] 

20 Hugh Ouston, ‘Leighton, Robert (bap. 1612- d.1684), in ODNB (2004) <https://doi.org/10.1093/refodnb/16402> 

[accessed 16 January 2021]. 

21 Ouston, ‘Leighton, Robert (bap. 1612- d.1684), in ODNB. 

https://doi.org/10.1093ref:odnb/16395
https://doi.org/10.1093/refodnb/16402
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It is important to consider the content of Daemonium Meridianum by Fowler, who emerged as 

his chief accuser, as they offer abundant examples of what was seen as heretical about Pordage’s 

activities. Fowler’s approach to attacking Pordage and his perceived heresy resembles the efforts 

of Thomas Edward as recorded in his Gangraena and commented upon extensively by Ann 

Hughes.22 Edwards was a Presbyterian minister who set about impugning what he saw as 

heresies and blasphemies committed by independent religious groups emerging throughout the 

seventeenth century. Edwards was fuelled by material by those who also disliked the growing 

influence of radical and independent religious groups—to deliver ‘a massive and notorious 

assault on religious liberty’.23 Edwards was united with others in his hatred of these new groups, 

and went so far as to rule out acceptance of any kind of departure. Indeed, he used tactics that 

were very similar to those Fowler used with Pordage—associating him with particular traditions 

to ignite the hatred of those who may not otherwise have agreed with Fowler, demonstrating the 

nature of Presbyterian heresiography at the time.24 Hughes notes that Gangraena can be 

classified as a piece of anti-heretical writing and an example of a ‘broader Presbyterian 

polemical campaign’,25 thereby demonstrating how ‘lively, populist, dynamic and seductive 

prose can service a bad cause’.26 Much the same as Fowler’s Daemonium Meridianum, 

Gangraena suggests doctrinal error and employs a method of lively and energising public 

 
22 Thomas Edwards, Gangraena, parts I, II, and III (London: 1646). 

23 Ann Hughes, Gangraena and the Struggle for the English Revolution (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004), pp. 

50–55. 

24 David Lowenstein, Treacherous Faith: The Specter of Heresy in Early Modern English Literature and Culture 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 197. 

25 Hughes, Gangraena, p. 401. 

26 Hughes, Gangraena, p. 442. 
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discourse. As with most heresiographical works, Gangraena and Daemonium Meridianum 

cannot be totally relied upon as accurate commentary on the precise activities of the groups or 

individuals they were commenting on; as Hughes warns (when commenting on Edwards’ 

Gangreana) ‘there are dangers in taking heresiography… as an accurate guide to what it 

denounces’.27 Indeed, as Hessayon points out in his review of Hughes’ writing, the purpose of 

heresiographical works was more than precisely reporting errors: it sought to extirpate them and 

to denounce perceived perpetrators by categorising them with a sectarian identity.28 Hessayon 

also notes that, as a public medium, print was used to energise political groups;29 intra-Puritan 

debates were usually resolved face to face. Print would have been more costly than discussion, 

so the choice to use this method would have been deliberate and selected strategically to widely 

discredit individuals and groups and to muster support through the use of propaganda.  

In Daemonium Meridianum (1655) and the second part Satan at Noon (1656), Fowler 

offers his response to the publication of the pamphlets Innocencie Appearing and Truth 

Appearing. Fowler, then minister at St. Mary’s in Reading, presents a scathing review of Pordage 

and his recent appearance and conviction before the Commissioners. Fowler sat as one of the 

presiding judges and had long since been an enemy of Pordage, viewing him as a fraud and 

heretic. He thus seized the opportunity to express, in 178 pages of these evocatively named 

pieces, the full extent of the wrongdoings of Pordage as he perceived them. I shall focus 

primarily on the first part, as the content is the most relevant to this discussion. 

 
27 Hughes, Gangraena, p. 73. 

28 Ariel Hessayon, ‘Review of Gangraena and the Struggle for the English Revolution’ (review no. 479) 

<https://reviews.history.ac.uk/review479> [Accessed 18 Feb. 2021] 

29 Hessayon, ‘Review of Gangraena and the Struggle for the English Revolution’. 

https://reviews.history.ac.uk/review479
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In the preface, Fowler summarises his complaints against Pordage, which compound the 

specific charges levelled at Pordage during his trial (although some of the themes overlap). 

Firstly, Pordage is not a Christian because he denies the godhead of Jesus Christ and disdains his 

saving blood. According to Fowler, the doctrine Pordage espouses does not allow for salvation, 

which means there could be no godliness. In Fowler’s words: ‘a doctrine that wants a name black 

enough to be called by, in which any man living, and dying, can never be saved’.30 Secondly, 

Fowler sustains that Pordage was not learned; he admits that ‘although by a charientismus he is 

called Doctor’, he is not a scholar.31 He derides: ‘the chiefe heads of religion, which even some 

children of ten years old from their catechisme can deliver in more intelligible terms’.32 Thirdly, 

Fowler denounces him for being unorthodox: his ‘doctrines are diametrically opposed to those 

that now are, or those that have been received as such, by the people of God in all former ages, 

and his exposition, and application of the scripture is a meer wretched and senseless corruption 

of the sacred text’.33 Finally, he contends, Pordage is not a divine; indeed, his heresies are ‘rather 

Divellity, then Divinity’. Of Pordage’s account of angels appearing to him, Fowler proclaims: 

‘we believe the Christian reader will easily perswade himselfe, that the Blessed Angells would 

rather lie down in the flames of hell, then to come to confirme such wicked, antichristian 

doctrines, but this is an old fetch of the Prince of darkness’.34 Fowler’s language is emotive, 

evocative, and persuasive, reflecting the strength of anger he had towards Pordage. 

 
30 Christopher Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum: Satan at Noon (London: Francis Eglesfield, 1655), p. 3. 

31 ‘Charientism’ is bad news dressed up as good, or a bad message hidden in positive language—a wolf in sheep’s 

clothing. 

32 Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum, p. 4. 

33 Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum, p. 4. 

34 Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum, p. 5. 
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Several witnesses were called to speak to the specific charge aimed at Pordage of 

promoting the righteousness of Christ as being a ‘sapless’ righteousness. In this claim, Pordage 

means that this righteousness was sapless to those who did not have the fiery deity of Christ in 

their hearts burning up their lusts and corruptions—a point he substantiates with scripture. 

In Pordage’s defence, one of his circle of followers, Mary Pocock, also testified. Fowler 

describes Pocock as: 

a woman who formerly of a troubled spirit, who seeking rest, and not finding it, that turned aside 

to lying vanities, and hath layed out her money for that which is not bread, we are horribly afraid 

for her, that she is gone off quite from looking for justification and life by a Christ without her, a 

most Christ dishonouring, and a soul damming, yet a dandled and huggd opinion amongst very 

many [. . .] to [. . .] consider.35 

Of the articles against Pordage, Fowler cites incidents with Mr and Mrs Lewin during 

which Pordage spoke out against the unlawfulness of their having a child together and that, at 

about the same time: 

the said Dr Pordage hath had for some weeks together in his house the same Evereard, and one 

Tawney, who stiled himself King of the Jews, who had been questioned [. . .] for holding 

dangerous and unfound opinions, as that there is no hell, and the like.36  

Associating with known radicals and preaching to a married couple against having children 

was—in Fowler’s eyes—evidence that Pordage was unsuited for the ministry. Regarding the 

incident with Mr and Mrs Lewin, Pordage explained that he believed ‘Adam was made male and 

female in himself, and had he not fallen, he had brought forth children himself’,37 thoughts 

 
35 Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum, p. 17. 

36 Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum, p. 53. 

37 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 9. 
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inspired by Boehme’s views on Adam’s original androgyny. John Lewin had authored a book 

entitled The Man-child brought forth in us which perhaps contained ideas Pordage found to be 

disagreeable, ‘though a woman, the weaker vessell, that is the weakest Saint; yet there God. And 

his greate power will appeare [. . .] hee will manifest himself’. 38  

Fowler also argues that Pordage was associating with—and giving shelter to—known 

radicals and ranters as well as others with reputations as spiritual mediums. In an effort to 

establish common cause between Pordage and other notorious radical religious figures of the 

period, he mentions that Pordage provided defence for the Antinomian Abiezer Coppe before the 

Committee at Reading.39 

The commissioners, according to Fowler, looked upon Pordage ‘as a conjurer, and 

sorcerer, and one that dealt in Negromancy, (as he called it) and black magick’, a 

characterisation that indicates how dangerous they would have seen Pordage (if Fowler’s report 

is correct). It would have been extremely difficult for Pordage to have recovered his position 

after such a characterisation. 

Pordage was also engaged in a lawsuit that concerned Mrs Flavell and her daughter. 

Pordage christened the daughter and named her Hannah. But the daughter was sent away to live 

with the father, a smith from London, and Mrs Flavell stayed in the Pordage household. Pordage 

would not disclose the surname of the child, and there was some speculation that Pordage was 

indeed the father as no one was able to garner any information about this alleged husband.40 The 

 
38 John Lewin, The Man-Child Brought forth in us (London: 1648) 

39 Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum, pp. 60–61. 

40 Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum, p. 78. 
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purpose of these accusations was to highlight Pordage’s poor moral conduct and to demonstrate 

that he lacked the integrity to be part of the ministry.  

 

Blasphemy and Heresy  

Fowler inventories other heretics whose views, he believed, were just as egregiously wrong as 

Pordage’s: ‘Theodotus the Tanner, Paulus Samosatenus, Photinus, Arrius whom Hierome in 

apol. adv. Ruffin, calls Damonium meridianum, Mahomet, Henry Nicholas founder of the 

Familists’.41 Fowler compares Pordage to others known to espouse heretical doctrine and deny 

the deity of Christ, one of the key accusations he levels at Pordage. In Daemonium Meridianum, 

Fowler summarises the charges against Pordage under four categories:  

The Matter of the Charge (for which we referre thee to this relation) may be reduced to four 

heads. First Blasphemy, and of that, the most pernicious, directly destroying the very foundation. 

Secondly, Pretended Visions, of angels, to confirme that Blasphemy. Thirdly, the Doctrine and 

scandal of uncleanness, the issue of that Blasphemy. Fourthly, Ignorance and insufficiency, the 

ground thereof.42 

 

Noonday Demon 

In Fowler’s accusation that Pordage is Daemonium Meridianum, he is citing St. Jerome’s 

interpretation of the Psalms 90.6 verse ‘the destruction that lays waste at noon’, as noted by 

Rudolph Arbesmann:  

Jerome identifies “the noon-day devil” with Satan who, in the disguise of an angel of light, seeks 

to corrupt the Christian dogma. Satan’s instruments are the heretics who claim to possess the light 

 
41 Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum, p. 78. 

42 Fowler, Daemonium Meridianum, p. 78. 
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of truth and, distorting the meaning of many passages in Holy Scripture, by this deceptive method 

spread their false doctrines.43  

St. Jerome was ‘involved in the Origenist quarrels that had spread from Egypt to Palestine’,44 

and names the notorious heresiarch Arius ‘Daemonium Meridianum’ in a quote from Contra 

Rufinum 2.17 (PL 23.460), to which Fowler refers: ‘antequam in Alexandria quasi daemonium 

meridianum Arius nasceretur’.45 

Fowler mentions some well-known figures who were called heretics and blasphemers 

for denying the divinity of Christ. Theodotus the Tanner (fl. c. late 2nd Century), from 

Byzantium, is thought to have been ex-communicated at the end of the second or beginning of 

the third century after being accused of denying Christ by saying that, according to Luke I, 31, 

‘he would not find any proof that the Spirit of God itself had appeared in a human nature [. . .] 

but that the man Christ developed himself under the peculiar influence of that spirit’.46 Of the 

Samosatenians, Fowler claims they denied Christ to be God by nature and therefore were ‘God-

killers’. Paul of Samosata was appointed Bishop of Antioch in 261 AD and was criticised for his 

doctrine of Christ and worldly lifestyle, and as noted by Chadwick, specifically, ‘his criticism of 

 
43 Rudolph Arbesmann, ‘The “Daemonium Meridianum” and Greek and Latin Patristic Exegesis’, in Traditio, vol. 14 

(1958), pp. 17–31 (p. 25). 

44 Arbesmann, ‘The “Daemonium Meridianum”’, p. 26. 

45 Arbesmann, ‘The “Daemonium Meridianum”’, fn. 46. 

46 Augustus Neander, The History of the Christian Religion and Church During the Three First Centuries (New 

York: Stanford and Swords, 1838), p. 372. 
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the Origenist notion that the Son and Father in the Trinity are distinct Hypostases [. . .] he wished 

to affirm that they are homoousios, identical in being’.47 

 

Arianism and Socianism 

Arius (250 or 256 to d. 336) stirred significant controversy by asserting that there could 

not be a divine presence within Christ the Son of God without some qualification, such as the son 

is subordinate to the father from whom he derives his divinity; or that his metaphysical position 

is halfway between Creator and creature.  

Arius was convinced from the gospels that the temptations of Jesus were real; that is to say, as a 

fully human being, he might not have conquered them and was morally mutable, as a fully divine 

nature cannot be [. . .] the Lord who ‘grew in wisdom’, who wept, who did not know the hour at 

the end, who cried in dereliction in the cross, must belong to a lower order of being that that of 

the Father of all.48  

Photinus (d. 367), like Arius, claimed that Christ as a deity had necessary limitations and 

maintained that the Son did not exist until his incarnation at Bethlehem; as such, his Monarchical 

theology was considered a heretical movement.49  

But the major accusation against Pordage — and one from which he took great care to 

defend himself — was Socinianism:  

 
47 Henry Chadwick, ‘Paul of Samosata’, in The Church in Ancient Society: From Galilee to Gregory the Great 

(Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2001), pp. 166-69 ( p. 167). 

48 Henry Chadwick ‘Arius’, in The Church in Ancient Society: From Galilee to Gregory the Great (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2001), pp. 195–98 (p. 197). 

49 D. H. Williams, ‘Monarchianism and Photinus of Sirmium as the Persistent Heretical Face of the Fourth Century’, 

The Harvard Theological Review, 99, no. 2 (Apr. 2006), 187–206 (pp. 187–88). 
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Now because I have been misrepresented by some as if I were a Socinian, and denied the Deity of 

Christ, I think it not amiss to give this following declaration of my faith concerning Christ, viz., I 

believe him to be perfect God and perfect man; that he was born of the Virgin Mary, being made 

like unto us in all things, sin only excepted; that he died on the Cross at Jerusalem, and rose from 

the dead the third day; that he ascended into Heaven, and is sat down at the right hand of the 

Father, being constituted head and king over all Angels and Saints, All which points I cordially 

assent to, and do from my very soul abhor those ranting principles, which deny that ever there 

was such a person as Jesus Christ, who was born at Bethlehem of the Virgin Mary, and who acted 

all those miracles the Scriptures of truth relate of him; which deny his death on the Cross at 

Jerusalem, his resurrection, ascension and personal glorification: for they reject and deny the true 

Gospel-Christ, the personal Christ, to whom the Scriptures bear witness, even that Christ, who is 

the object of the faith of Christians, whereby they destroy the Christian faith, and make the 

Scripture an heap of allegorical confusions and untruths: Which principles I am so far from 

owning, that I here once more declare that I do from my heart and soul detest and abhor them.50 

Socinian ideas go beyond those of Arian which emphasise the subordinate nature of Christ to the 

Godhead. Socinians denied the central orthodox doctrines of the Trinity, including the pre-

existence of Christ, considered to be a very dangerous view, as it threatened to destroy both 

church and state. Socinian ideas gained some traction in the Early Modern period, capitalising on 

some of the problems of more mainstream traditions.51 Given the increase in sectarianism, this 

would have been a timely accusation and a difficult one for Pordage to shake off. Socianian ideas 

began in the 1540s with roots in the Anabaptist tradition in Italy, with anti-Trinitarian Lelio 

 
50 John Pordage, Theologia Mystica (London: 1683), pp. 61–62. 

51 Sarah Mortimer, ‘Early Modern Socinianism and Unitarianism’, in The Oxford Handbook of Early Modern 

Theology, 1600-1800 ed. by Ulrich Lehner, Richard Muller, and A. G. Roeber (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2016), pp. 361–72 (p. 361). 
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Sozzini, who later moved to Poland. His ideas circulated more widely in the 1650s with the 

translation of the Polish Racovian catechism published in 1652, by John Biddle (bap. 1615/16 –

1662), a schoolmaster, non-Trinitarian and Unitarian, who assembled a small congregation 

where objections to Trinitarian doctrine started to be circulated.52 He believed that the received 

doctrine of the Trinity formed no part of the Word of God, ideas that outraged Presbyterians.53 

He was imprisoned for his views, such as denying the pre-existence of Christ, and was later 

exiled and re-imprisoned.54 Paul Best (b.1590 – d.1657), scholar and religious writer was another 

Socinian who denied the divinity of Christ,55 and was also imprisoned, with his writings 

examined by the Committee for Plundered Ministers.  

After Pordage’s first trial, he was ordered to give a sermon at St. Lawrence Church to 

retract and clarify his statements concerning the divinity of Christ—the theme of the greatest 

concern to Fowler. In his testimony, Daniel Blagrave made a point to clarify his view of the 

matter, knowing that this was a key part of the charges against Pordage: 

For the truth is, I have with much boldness charged the Dr with things of that nature having 

received them upon report; but upon debate he hath given me such clear satisfaction, both 

touching the Divinity of Christ, and other matters of faith, of the highest concernment, that I have 

stood silent, having nothing to object against him; I did therefore apprehend it a duty incumbent 
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upon me, thus to write; for as I will never be instrumental to clear him in what he is guilty, so not 

to condemn him wherein I believe he is innocent.56 

In Theologia Mystica, Pordage explains his views on Christ and His relationship with the divine 

in more detail. Although this tract was not published by the time the charges were levelled 

against him, it demonstrates views Pordage was most certainly expressing at the time of his trial, 

and are likely what led to his trial in the first place. Pordage’s explanation and address to the 

congregation may very well have incited Fowler to note the heretical themes. As Pordage 

explained: 

But you will say, is then this Christ the Son of God the Redeemer, Saviour, Justifier and 

Reconciler of mankind? I answer, that to speak properly, the Son of God, as he exists out of and 

before Eternal Nature, is not a Redeemer, Saviour, &c. and that because in this state he hath no 

relation to any creature whatsoever; and therefore as long as there was nothing for to be redeemed 

or saved, he could not properly be called a Redeemer or Saviour. But you'll say this Essential 

Christ, the eternal Son of the Father, is not the Christian's Christ, in whom they trust for 

redemption, salvation and glorification? 

1. I grant that properly he is not, first because the object of the faith of Christians is a 

God-man; a Christ clothed with humanity, in whom two natures, pure Deity, and pure humanity 

are hypostatically united, so that according to his Deity he is true God, and according to his 

humanity pure man: whereas the Essential Christ is not made up of two natures, but is whole 

Deity, unity and simplicity, being co-essentiall and co-equall with the Father, which he could not 

be, if the human nature was joined with him; for then he could not be one eternal unity and 

simplicity with the Father. 

 
56 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 82. 
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2. The Christ of the Christians is born in time, even in the fullness of time of the blessed 

Virgin Mary; but the Essential Christ is co-eternall with the Father, and exists from all eternity 

with the Father, before all time. 

3. The Christ of the Christians is a personal Christ, found and brought forth in flesh, in 

the figure of man; being made like unto us in all things, sin only excepted: but the Essential 

Christ of the Father hath no human figure, or organical personality; and consequently it was 

impossible for him, as such, to shed his blood upon the Cross, for the redemption of sinners, 

which was the great work of the Christian Christ. 

4. The Christ of the Christians arose from the dead the third day and ascending on high, is 

sat down on the right hand of the Father, being made the head and king over all Angels on mount 

Zion, and over all his Saints and members within the walls of the New Jerusalem: but the 

Essential Christ of God reigns and rules on the same Throne with the Father, in the Globe of 

Eternity over all worlds and over the Person of Christ in his glorified corporeity. 

5. The Christ of the Christians was before promised to be the seed of the woman, and the 

treader down of the serpent, and it was with reference to this Christ that the Covenant was made 

with Abraham, that all nations should be blessed in his seed, Isaac being a type of him and his 

birth, life, death, resurrection, ascension and glorification, were shadowed out by the dark types 

and figures of the ceremonial law. Now we see that these things are not applicable to the eternal 

Son of God, as he exists in the eternal unity of the Father, without any human nature.57 

Here, Pordage accepts the pre-existence of Christ and does not emphasise His subordinate 

nature, so he is not a Socinian. Given Fowler’s citations of others who denied the divinity of 

Christ, he may have been drawing a parallel with Pordage. Indeed, it is likely that Pordage’s 

views on the metaphysical dualistic nature of Christ most worried Fowler.  

 
57 Pordage, Theologia Mystica, pp. 61–60. 
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The Proceedings of the Second Trial 

On Monday September 18, 1654, Pordage was summoned to appear again in three weeks’ time, 

where the same nine articles from the previous hearing were revived against him. Pordage gives 

his own account of his trial in Innocencie appearing and a contrary perspective of these court 

proceedings is also provided by Christopher Fowler in Daemonium meridianum. 

Pordage narrates his entry into the court room, apparently unaware of exactly what he 

had been charged with, only knowing that he had been summoned to appear before the 

commissioners:  

…as I stood silent before them, Mr Dunch turned to me, and with much seeming bitterness and 

passion, spake thus: Dare you deny Christ to be God? and again, how dare you deny the God-

head of Christ? To whom I replyed, I came to know my charge which was exhibited against me, 

and that I hoped, he had not judg’d my cause before it was heard.58  

If Pordage’s own account of the trial is to be believed, therefore, the judges had already 

formed an opinion of him before it had even commenced. The clerk to the court then read out the 

charges against him — those same nine articles that he had previously been tried for and cleared 

of in 1651 — and asked the defendant how he pleaded. Pordage appealed on the basis of his 

acquittal four year earlier by the Committee of Plundered ministers, and said, ‘I hoped they 

would give me the liberty of a Felon, who after tryall and acquitment, cannot be questioned for 

the same thing again’59 (known as double jeopardy), to which, one of the judges allegedly 

replied, ‘You are worse than a felon, for ought I know. Which language, coming from a judge to 

 
58 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 2. 

59 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 2. 
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the Defendant before tryall, let all sober persons judge of, who are acquainted with the rules of 

civility, morality, or Christianity’.60 

A further fifty-six articles were presented against him. Pordage was also accused of 

sheltering William Everard and Thomas Totney, charges he defended himself against by 

explaining that, in spite of the many allegations, none of the actions contravened the 

parliamentary act against blasphemy. Pordage explained: 

[. . .] none of the Articles exhibited against me, are comprehended in the Act, Entituled, An Act 

against several Atheistical, Blasphemous, and execrable Opinions, derogatory to the Honour of 

God, and destructive to humane society; without the sense and meaning of the words expressed in 

the Act, be stretched and wrested beyond the litteral scope and drift of the Act. And this is not my 

judgement only, but the judgement of some pious and judicious Lawyers of this Land: Which 

thing in all humility, I leave to your serious considerations.61 

Secondly, he pointed out: 

[. . .] the forementioned Act cannot take into cognizance those Articles exhibited against me, 

because they are acknowledged by the accusers, to have been uttered a year before this Act had a 

birth in the world. Now can any guilt be legally imputed from any Law, before the original being 

of it? This seemeth contrary to reason. Now those Articles were charged upon me Aug. 16. 1649. 

and this Act made and published Aug. 9. 1650.62 

In his own account, he goes on in this manner, using logic and reason and knowledge of the law, 

to systematically defend himself in a highly competent and intelligent way. 

 
60 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 2. 

61 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 545. 

62 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 545. 
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As this hearing was so well attended — with almost double the number of required 

commissioners — we can assume that this trial was of great interest or was anticipated to be 

contentious. Among the crowd were Mr Hewes and Mr Tickell; the clerk of the court was a Mr 

Langley. Of these, Mr Tickell is of interest, as later in the trial, he gave evidence against 

Pordage. He does not mention that the Berkshire Commission was predominately Presbyterian,63 

another reason why they would have been so against him. 

There was testimony witnessed and signed by several individuals: John Pendarves 

(1622/3 – 1656), Baptist minister, husband of Thomasine Pendarves;64 Simon Ford (1618/19 –

1699), Church of England clergyman and later Vicar of St. Lawrence, Reading, in 1645;65 Daniel 

Blagrave (discussed elsewhere in this thesis); Mr Erbury, possibly William Erbury (1604/5– 

1654), a Welsh clergyman opposed to church hierarchy and a preacher on religious independence 

who converted Christopher Love;66 John Lewin, minister at Hampstead Norreys, Berkshire, and 

author of the book The Man-child brought forth in us (1648); Francis Smith (d. 1691), Baptist 

minister and bookseller and publisher of republican and radical pamphlets, later accused of 

involvement in the fifth Monarchist uprising;67 Benjamin Woodbridge (1622 – 1684), non-
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conformist minister of Newbury (succeeding William Twisse in 1648) and assistant to the 

Berkshire commissioners during Pordage’s trial.68 

The remainder included: Susanna Grip and her husband, John Grip (a joiner from 

Reading); George Aflet of Bradfield; Richard Stockwell (noted as an ‘Erburist’); John Tench 

(noted as being one of John Tawney’s followers, a Quaker); Eleanor Burley, Mrs Kent and John 

Hambledon. Some of these were witnesses were friends of Pordage, and he complained 

afterwards that they had been pressured into testifying against him. 

Pordage’s own family was not exempted from this process. John Pordage junior (aged 

between 19 and 20) was called upon to give testimony against his father as was Francis Pordage, 

John Pordage’s brother, then Minister at the neighbouring village Stanford Dingley, Berkshire. 

Pordage delivered a powerful self-defence that put on vivid display his education and 

skill. The charges brought against him seem to have arisen from a distrust or misunderstanding 

of some important parts of Behmenist doctrine, such as the Fire-World, the light-world, the 

abyssal nothing, the symbolism of the virgin Sophia, and Adam’s original androgyny — 

elements could not be reconciled with heterodox Christianity. 

Pordage is not entirely blameless, however. He preached these doctrines to an 

uncomprehending congregation. For example, in the first article presented against Pordage, John 

Tickell accuses him of delivering a heretical sermon at Ilsley, Berkshire:  

John Tickle Minister of Abbington, sworn at Newberrie the fifth of October deposed, that I 

delivered in the Pulpit, That the Fiery Deity of Christ mingleth and mixeth it self with our flesh [. 

 
68 Paul C. H. Lim, ‘Woodbridge, Benjamin (1622-1684)’, in ODNB (2004) <https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/21830> 
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. .] That the sum and substance of that Article was clearly and fully delivered by me, and as far as 

he could remember in these words, or words to that purpose.69  

The witnesses Pordage called to testify in his defence were his brother, one of his close adherents 

(Mary Pocock), and his servant Robert Bolt, all of whom were familiar with his ideas. Pordage’s 

defence was rejected because his witnesses were not actually present at the sermon. The person 

who was at the sermon, and who accused him, was not part of his group and did not comprehend 

Pordage’s subtle meaning. A second example is article two where:  

Mr Tickle saith, That I delivered, That the Imputative righteousness of Christ is a sapless 

righteousness. And being further examined by interrogatories, he answered to the first of them, 

That this was fully and roundly delivered in my Sermon at Ilsley.70  

This accusation was corroborated by another parishioner, Robert Stevens, who said that: ‘he doth 

not remember any thing to the contrary, but that the same was an intire sentence, and onely so. 

And that to his apprehension, the drift of my Sermon was to take away the strength and efficacy 

of the righteousness of Christ’.71 Stevens was also not from Pordage’s close circle. 

The trial moved to Reading, Berkshire, and was conducted at another site (that no longer 

exists) also called ‘The Bear’ on Castle Street. This site was geographically only several yards 

away from St. Mary’s, of which Christopher Fowler was vicar. This placement may have been a 

deliberate psychological ploy to weaken Pordage’s position by manoeuvring him into enemy 

territory. 

By the end of November, Pordage was too ill to appear, blaming his poor health on the 

tedious, lengthy, and relentless court process to which he was being subjected. As we can see, 

 
69 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, pp. 36-37. 

70 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p.38. 
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the list of charges against Pordage was long, and many on the committee were already strongly 

opposed to Pordage and his views. Indeed, Pordage’s complaint that the verdict had already been 

decided before he had even given his defence has validity. He was set up to fail from the 

beginning of his second trial, having been called back to defend himself against exactly the same 

charges from which he had been acquitted several years earlier: his enemies were using the 

change in the political state of the time to their advantage. They would not rest until they had 

ousted him and brought his family and friends into disrepute because they repudiated his 

heterodox ideas, and the power he seemed to have over his community, not to mention the 

significant living that came with Bradfield. Finally, on December 8, the commissioners ejected 

him as ‘ignorant and very insufficient for the work of the ministry’,72 giving him two months to 

vacate his home and nearly another two to clear the corn out of his barns.  

Fuelled by indignation, Pordage published a defence of his actions in Innocencie 

Appearing. He also composed a letter to the Lord Protector drawing his attention to the injustice 

that he believed had taken place.73 The communication between Pordage and the Lord Protector 

provides evidence on how Pordage’s position at the end of this trial was viewed and the kinds of 

communication that occurred between them in the period between 1654 and1656. The entry for 

February 2 (1654 – 1655) in the Calendar of State Papers Domestic reads as follows: 

55. Petition of John Pordage, minister of Bradfield, Co. Berks, to the Protector. Many of the 

county commissioners for ejecting scandalous ministers being my enemies, I have been ejected 

 
72 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 96. 
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by malice and without proof; I appeal to your justice for a commission to determine my case, 

having a wife and many children. With reference to Council, 29 Jan. 1654-5. [1 page].74 

This entry reflects the nature of the letter by Pordage as referenced above, so suggests that his 

letter was received. The entry for March 12 (1654 – 1655) shows Pordage pushing for a response 

to his letter and further pleading his case, so presumably he had received no response.75 Further 

entries show the series of events that follows, including Pordage’s fight for the payment he 

believes he deserves—as opposed to what the commission decreed,76 the argument with Gualter 

Adams that ensues when Pordage asks him to pay him the money owed,77 and the eventual 

resolution when Adams declines the presentation of Bradfield, and it is instead taken up by 
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Lancelot Smith, who is ordered to pay Pordage 100l per year in lieu of one-fifth of the profits 

from Bradfield rectory.78 

Pordage notes in Innocencie Appearing that his appeal to the Lord Protector was 

eventually rejected.79 Following publication of Innocencie Appearing, Pordage’s adherents 

printed a pamphlet entitled Truth Appearing,80 and The case of Reading rightly stated.81 At the 

end of  Innocencie Appearing there are sixteen pages at the end and three, long prefatory opening 

letters, all of which give greater detail of the injustice that Pordage feels has taken place. 

The first letter is a copy of the letter addressed to the Lord High Protector (as mentioned). 

The second letter is addressed to his judges claiming that he was wrongly sentenced. The third 

letter is addressed to his friends, explaining his actions. The final sixteen pages Pordage has 

added as an appendix, indicates his activities since his ouster — namely the unsuccessful 

petitioning of the Lord High Protector. 

Innocencie is a long and defensive account of his court experience. Truth appearing, by 

contrast, is a very short account, only five pages and not written by Pordage himself, but 

presumably by his adherents (it was published anonymously). It speaks in defence of his actions 

and highlights the perceived injustice that took place on Pordage’s trial. The letter does not go 

into the details of Pordage’s defence, but rather seeks to provide a short vindication of his 

actions. The publication of Innocencie Appearing fuelled the outrage of Christopher Fowler, who 
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presents his view of the case in the first part Daemonium meridianum (1655). The subsequent 

pamphlet that appeared, The case of reading rightly stated, published by Pordage’s supporter 

impelled Fowler to write the second part, Satan at noon (1656), in response.  

The Aftermath 

Defrocked clergymen had very limited possibilities for making their living; many struggled to 

find a means of support. For Pordage, the years immediately subsequent to his removal were 

extremely trying. The negative outcome of the trial left him in a depressed state, as indicated in 

this extract from the very beginning of his tract Von der finsteren Welt, in which he writes: 

In the year of our Lord one thousand six hundred and fifty-three or fifty-four, came to me the 

spirit of eternity who uttered these words with great force: ‘being a useless servant, you should be 

cast into extreme darkness where there is crying, howling and gnashing of teeth’. As soon as 

these words were spoken, I was taken into the dark Centre where I circled around for five whole 

years before I was redeemed from it.82 

The Restoration did not bring an end to problems for Pordage; indeed, the climate prevented him 

from remaining in the church due to his non-conformist beliefs. Pordage appears to have stayed 

in the vicinity of Bradfield for a few years immediately following his dismissal; as Desiree Hirst 

 
82 ‘Im Jahr Christi Tausend sechshundert drey order vier und fünfzig kam zu mir von dem Geiste der Ewigkeit 

folgendes Wort mit grosser Kraft und Gewalt: Werffet diesen unnützen Knecthinaus in die äusserste Finsternuss, 

allwo ist Weinen, Heulen und Zähnklappen. So bald dieses Wort gesprochen, ward ich in das finstere Centrum 

eingenommen darinn ich fünf gantzer Jahre lang herum zirkulirte, ehe ich daraus erlöset wurde’, in ‘Von der finstern 

Welt’, Johannes Pordädschens, Göttliche Und Wahre Metaphysica (Franckfurt und Leipzig: 1715). See also Nils 

Thune, Behmenists and the Philadelphians: A Contribution to the Study of English Mysticism in the 17th and 18th 

Centuries (Uppsala: Almquist & Wiksells Boktryckeri Ab, 1948), pp. 58–59. 
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notes,83 Pordage’s daughter Elizabeth was buried at Bradfield churchyard in 1663, and between 

1663 and 1664, he was attending services at the church there.84  

 

Conclusion 

Given the lack of evidence for the first trial of Pordage, we will have to assume that Pordage was 

cleared of all charges because of his close relationship with the regicide Daniel Blagrave. In his 

second trial, it was his enemies who were in the position to pass judgement, and nothing Pordage 

could say was going to clear him. The charges levied against him in the second trial were a based 

upon a mixture of unsubstantiated gossip, hearsay, and misunderstanding of some of Pordage’s 

unusual metaphysics as well as some personal hatred towards him. 

Indeed, Pordage should not have preached on complex topics where he held a non-

conformist view, such as on the metaphysical nature of Christ, to congregations (not only to his 

own parish but to parishes such as Ilsley, where he was a guest) at a time when committees were 

actively ousting dissenting ministers. It was a dangerous time to be making such statements in 

public, and it is clear why Pordage chose to circulate his views more privately afterwards. Still, 

Pordage does not seem to have changed his behaviour between the first trial and the next.   

For these reasons, his trial records do not prove his radicalism; they show that he was 

tried twice for the same crime and that his enemies would take any evidence they could find and 

present it in the most damning way to expel a figure whom they did not like, thus calling into 

question the legitimacy of these records. The second court appearance and its lengthy process 
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took a physical and mental toll on Pordage, leaving him weak and unable to defend himself. His 

accusers exploited both his diminished physical state and the political sea change as an 

opportunity to remove him from Bradfield Rectory, which may have been the most lucrative post 

in the county at the time, with a salary of £350, a significant amount for that period.85 Indeed, 

this very prominence must have incited a certain degree of anger in Pordage’s enemies, given 

that he was espousing ideas they considered heterodox, delivering ‘heretical’ sermons after he 

had been cleared during his first trial and growing wealthy as a result. His position of influence 

and power in the community put him at an advantage in disseminating his ideas. His enemies 

were not going to give up the fight to have him removed from office. They were relentless. 

Further, the era’s political turmoil created an atmosphere of controversies, denunciations, and 

treachery.   

For Pordage, this meant the end of his career as a minister of the church, but he was not 

going to give up his vocation as messenger of God. He felt his calling so strongly that he simply 

withdrew from public preaching, continuing the spiritual education of others in private meetings 

and conventicles in Reading, and then later in London, still attracting large numbers of followers. 

As these roles were not part of public office, there was little Interregnum authorities could do to 

prevent this work.  

For now, Fowler had won. He had removed Pordage from ministerial office. But 

Fowler’s efforts meant that Pordage just redoubled his efforts and was even more driven to 

explore the spiritual messages he was able to receive. And so he began his significant project of 

documenting his journeys, mapping out the spiritual world, and continuing to proclaim that the 

Christ’s Second Coming was imminent. His works from this phase of his life would be 
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voluminous and significant, influencing the moral framework of many spiritual groups long after 

his death, despite forever being labelled daemonium meridianum, ‘Satan at noon’.
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SECTION III: Return to Medicine and Theosophy 
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Return to Medicine  

Much later in his life — at least 1663, onwards1 — Pordage returned to medicine after 

many years of religious practice.2 His second son and namesake, John Pordage Jr. (c.1635 – 

1688), also engaged in medical practice at this time. A drug known as Nature’s Restorative 

invented by John Pordage Jr. appears in an advertisement towards the end of his life.3 The short 

advertisement promotes the sale of his drug at a selection of outlets in the local area, including 

his own house. ‘Nature’s restorative: or health-procuring spirit / Made by John Pordage 

physitian. Now publickly sold for a general good’.4 At the end of the advertisement is a list of 

locations where this drug can be purchased:  

To be had at the authors house in Leather-Lane in Holbourn. At Mr. Sellers, at the Hermitage-

Bridge, the Kings Hydrographer; Mr. Brown a cutler, at the west-end of the Royal Exchange in 

Cornhil: at Mr. Budds, the corner shop in Kings-Street in Cheapside: at Mr. Harpers, a book-

seller over against Cliffords-Inn-Lane in Fleetstreet: Mr. Pool a stationer, by St. Clement’s-Inn: 

Mr. Johnson a grocer, over against the Fountain-Tavern in the Strand: Mr. Gillyflower book-

seller in Westminster-Hall, at the corner shop, next the Kings-Bench. 

The advertisement describes a health spirit that Pordage Jr. claims helps all pains, improves 

eyesight, and cures coughs, colds, and other throat infections. It is said to improve the appetite 

and resolve any latent stomach issues. Pordage Jr. emphasises the importance of the stomach – if 

there is any kind of ‘distemper’ anywhere in the body, the stomach is likely to have ‘some sense 
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of it there’.5 The medicine acts as a purgative, ridding the stomach and bowels of any bad matter 

that is seemingly responsible for a range of afflictions. He proclaims that ill-living is responsible 

for some of these afflictions and recommends Nature’s Restorative as a cure for scurvy, like the 

packets of scurvy grass he was also selling, in a similar vein to Charles Blagrave, son of Daniel 

and Elizabeth Blagrave.6 Pordage Jr. further claims that Nature’s Restorative travels well and is 

stable in extremes of temperature, so it is useful for sailors to carry with them on their journeys.  

It can also disperse bladder and kidney stones. He emphasises that it needs to be taken regularly 

not just to ease the symptoms, but to effect a cure — charging, as he did, 5s for a large bottle. He 

encourages people to buy some for those who cannot afford it and will even offer it at a lower 

price. He refuses to cite the ingredients or to discuss the difficulties of preparation, as those who 

wish to buy may judge whether they think it will work: 

If no, because I don’t tell you of the rarities of the first matter, and of the difficulty of the 

preparation, and extol its virtues with improbable and impossible epithets, as if I were about to 

give the elixir of the philosophers, which is too often done, you will not give a true judgement of 

it by a tryal. Know I care not, neither will I humour fools by such ways to court them to it. I say, 

upon the use of it, res ipsa loquitur, the thing it self speaks, therefore no more shall be said by 

me.7 

The advertisement describes the Pordage coat of arms that would have somehow sealed the 

bottle, which featured ‘a griffins head, the chequer, and three crosslets’ to signal its authenticity.8 

 
5 John Pordage (Jr.), Nature’s Restorative or Health-Procuring Spirit, (1671-1681), p. 1. 

6 Ariel Hessayon, ‘Lead’s Life and Times (Part Two): The Woman in the Wilderness’, in Jane Lead and her 

Transnational Legacy, ed. by Ariel Hessayon (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), p. 50. 

7 Hessayon, ‘Lead’s Life and Times (Part Two)’, p. 8. 

8 Hessayon, ‘Lead’s Life and Times (Part Two)’, p. 8. 
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There is no mention of a Pordage coat of arms in any secondary source material, so I researched 

with the College of Arms to ascertain if he was legitimately entitled to use this seal to provide 

confidence in the authenticity of his medical prescriptions.9 The college has no record of the 

grant being made, but systematic records of arms it granted were not kept until 1673, so not 

every grant made before then was recorded. In the records of the heraldic visitations conducted 

in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when heralds were given royal commissions to travel 

the country investigating whether people using arms were actually entitled to do so, some short 

family heritage and history of the family using arms are recorded. This source provides new 

information relating to Pordage’s ancestry. The Pordage pedigree appears in three visitation 

manuscripts held by the college: 

1. H. 2 – visitation of Kent in 157410  

Only this record has an illustration of the arms, as described by Pordage. The Kent 

visitation records three generations — John Podage (alias Pordage) married Katherin Buns, their 

son William Pordage of Rodmersham, Kent, married Mary Barrow of Kingshill and had six 

children, of whom the third son was John (and presumably Samuel, John Pordage’s father), 

although it is spelled ‘Salmon’. This record is illustrated with a drawing of the arms (see below), 

but the manuscript itself does not date to 1574. It is described as: ‘Copy with copied signatures, 

collated in 1677 by Gregory King, Rouge Dragon, with an original of Robert Glover, sometime 

Somerset Herald, now in the library of the right Honourable Robert, Earl of Aylesbury [. . .] 

 
9 I would like to acknowledge the extensive help of the archivist at the College of Arms, London, Dr Lynsey Darby, 

in clarifying and interpreting the information held, to which I am exceedingly grateful. 

10 H. 2., 160, visitation of Kent in 1574, College of Arms archive. 
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borrowed for that purpose by Sir William Dugdale, Knight, Garter.’11 Glover was Somerset 

Herald, 1570 – 1580.  

The visitation was conducted by Robert Cooke, Clarenceux King of Arms, so although I 

do not think Wagner’s comment is very clear, it may mean that it was Glover who accompanied 

Cooke — visitations were conducted by a King of Arms and a lower-ranking herald or 

pursuivant — and that they both had records of the visitations, and king and Dugdale later 

collated the two. The archivist informed me that all four heralds have good reputations for 

scholarship (unlike some heralds known to have been careless in how they conducted visitations) 

so it is reasonable to believe that those were the arms recorded in 1574. 

2. D. 18 – visitation of Kent in 1663 – 166812 

The visitation of Kent made around nine years later has a pedigree beginning with 

Thomas Pordage, heir to Sir William Pordage (but Sir William is described as having died 

without children, and it does not say what their relationship was). Thomas Pordage was married 

to Mary Collins. Their son Thomas of Rodmersham married Anne Ive. Thomas and Anne’s son 

and heir was John Pordage, and he had three siblings. There is no illustration of the arms. This 

family may have been distantly related to Pordage; it seems that his family originated in Kent, 

and we know that our John was christened in London, but the John Pordage described in this 

visitation is not our John Pordage 

One possibility is that John Pordage used the arms of a different Pordage family, or one 

to which he was distantly related, without actually being entitled to use it. He would not have 

 
11 Anthony Wagner, The Records and Collections of the College of Arms (1952), p. 70. 

12 D. 18, Berkshire original visitation papers 1665 – 1666, section 2, 17. 
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been alone in doing so, and it could be that his grandfather, to whom the pedigree in C. 12 goes 

back, used them, and his descendants had no idea they were not entitled to them.  

Another possibility is that Thomas of Rodmersham is actually Pordage’s cousin, with 

Thomas the elder being his uncle. The accuracy of some of the records taken is doubtful, so it is 

possible that the description of William Pordage as being without children is wrong. Pordage is 

an unusual surname, and it seems unlikely that there would be no connection between these 

people.  

3. C. 12 – visitation of Berkshire in 1664 – 166613  

Pedigree taken 25 March 1665. John Pordage was aged sixty on this date. In the 

Berkshire visitation, John Pordage is described as of Bradfield, Berkshire, aged sixty on 25 

March 1665, married to Mary Lane, parents Samuel Pordage and Elizabeth Taylor, paternal 

grandfather William. John had three siblings and seven children; his eldest son’s two children are 

also shown, but there is no illustration of the arms, just the pedigree. It begins with William and 

his son Samuel (father to John), although the names Samuel gives his children are the same 

names as the Samuel in H2 gives for his siblings (so they reused the same Christian names in the 

family). This volume is an office copy, completed shortly after the visitation using the working 

papers that were made during the visit. For this visitation, the college has the working papers. 

This record also provides evidence that Pordage was resident at Bradfield during this time.  

Only the first few pedigrees in the volume have drawings of the arms, the rest are in a 

separate section at the back, some having been brought to the herald conducting the visitation 

(Elias Ashmole, in this case) after the pedigrees were recorded. Many have a note beneath the 

drawing, saying ‘no proof made’, when those persons could not prove they had a right to the 

 
13 C. 12, 147, visitation of Berkshire in 1644 – 1666, College of Arms archive. 
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arms. Pordage is one of those — he was unable to provide proof of his entitlement at the time of 

the visitation, perhaps because he did not actually have the right to use it. 

The arms Pordage Jr. claimed are the same as those in the quote given above, but without 

the griffin’s head. That, however, was the crest, which was a separate element sitting above the 

shield, and Elias Ashmole (who was conducting the visitation) may not have included crests in 

the record he was making. The pedigrees were signed by the head of the family, with the original 

signatures in the working papers, not the office copy. This pedigree is signed by both John 

Pordage (senior) and his brother Francis (the third son), and the arms at the back are described as 

Francis Pordage’s arms. The seal of Francis Pordage clearly shows the griffin’s head, the 

chequer, and the three crosslets, just as described in Nature’s Restorative. This pedigree has been 

well preserved in the Bodleian Library, Oxford:14 

 
14 Bodleian MS Ashm. 1138 fol. 108.  
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Figure 12: The Pordage family seal, used here by Francis Pordage. (Photo courtesy of Bodleian Libraries 

and reproduced here with their approval). 
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It is not clear why Francis made the presentation to Ashmole and not John, as John was 

the eldest son. Perhaps because Francis brought the design of the arms to Ashmole on the date 

required. Francis and John would have used the same arms, but Francis would have used them 

with a mark of difference.  

 

Figure 13: Francis Pordage’s Coat of Arms (image reproduced under licence from 

the College of Arms). 
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Neither the official visitation in the College of Arms (C.12) nor Ashmole’s copy of the 

same gives arms and a crest for John Pordage.15 This does not mean that he did not use them, 

simply that, at the time of the visitation in March 1665, he was unable to prove his right to them 

to the visiting Herald (i.e., Elias Ashmole).16 In all likelihood, he persuaded Ashmole that such 

proof would be forthcoming, hence he was allowed to enter the visitation as a gentleman even 

without arms. 

 
15 Bodleian, Ashmole MS 851, 200. 

16 W. Harry Rylands, Edward Bysshe, Elias Ashmole, William Camden, John Philipot, Henry Chitting, William 

Harvey, Thomas Benolt, and College of Arms, The Four Visitations of Berkshire Made and Taken by Thomas 

Benolte, Clarenceux, Anno 1532; by William Harvey, Clarenceux, Anno 1566; by Henry Chitting, Chester Herald, 

and John Philipott, Rouge Dragon, for William Camden, Clarenceux, Anno 1623; and by Elias Ashmole, Windsor 

Herald, for Sir Edward Bysshe, Clarenceux, Anno 1665-66, The Publications of the Harleian Society, LVI. 56-57 

(London: [Mitchell, Hughes and Clarke, printers], 1907), p. 263. 
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Figure 14: Four visitations of Berkshire, Harleian Society as recorded by Elias Ashmole  

(image reproduced under licence from the College of Arms). 

 

The Pordage pedigree was certified (signed) by both John and his brother Francis, but it 

was Francis who turned up on 25 March 1665 at the Upper Ship, Reading, to register the 

pedigree as Ashmole has an impression of Francis’ signet proving his personal presence:17 

‘Sitting ‘at the signe of the Shipp in Reading’ Ashmole recorded the descents and arms of the 

 
17 Ashmole MS 1138 f.108. 
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families of: [. . .] (Dr.) John Pordage of Bradfield, Berks., 60 years old’.18 John was most likely 

in London during this time of the 1665 plague. Moreover, there is a note in Ashmole’s working 

booklet19 (and a list of those to be summoned) that Francis paid 17s 6d for registering the 

pedigree.20 Francis’ signet shows the same arms displayed above,21 so clearly both John and 

Francis were then using the arms. 

Ashmole based his initial list of gentries to be summoned on the basis of wealth 

suggested by the new hearth tax. A record of the hearth tax to be paid by Pordage can be found 

in the National Archives; a roll containing lists of residents of towns and villages and the amount 

they must pay for hearth tax is recorded, with it being due for payment Michelmas (29 

September) 1664. 

 

Figure 15: Hearth Tax dues for John Pordage, Bradfield, Berkshire, 1664. 

This record shows that Pordage was living in a house in Bradfield, Berkshire, with five hearths at 

a cost of one shilling per hearth, to be paid twice per year.22  

  

 
18 MS. Ashm. 851, 200 and C. H. Josten, Vol III, 1024.  

19 Bod MS Rawlinson D 1480. 

20 ‘Four visitations of Berkshire’, p. 36. 

21 Also in BL Harl. MS 1530. 

22 TNA: E 179/76/460 rot 18d County: Berkshire. Grant description and date: hearth tax granted by Parliament 1662 

May 19. Roll of 42 rots (2 October 1666). 
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Esotericism and Theosophy  

This chapter sets out to define key esoteric themes in Pordage’s writing; a history of each 

idea; and a discussion of where they might have originated. It is intended to highlight the 

thematic patterns that make Pordage’s exposition of theosophy unique. It begins by equipping 

the reader with knowledge on theosophy and theosophical themes, and then moves into an 

introduction to Boehme and examples of how other important figures in esoteric history (such as 

Agrippa) established a thematic legacy that was deemed heretical and radical in a similar way to 

Pordage.  

Demonstrating the richness and complexity of Pordage’s revelations and explicating 

mystical experience serves to answer this research study’s sub-question: What was the 

uniqueness of Pordage’s ideas? How did they differ to Jacob Boehme’s? Beyond addressing this 

sub-question, this area of focus demonstrates the value of Pordage’s complex theosophy through 

the diversity of themes to be found therein.  

John Pordage’s theosophy was heavily influenced by the German mystic Jacob Boehme 

and the angel magic and Kabbalistic practices of Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa. Boehme’s 

visionary revelations inspired Pordage to write some of the clearest descriptions of other worlds 

and the nature of God that exist in the theosophical tradition. The theory and practice of Agrippa 

influenced some of the work that Pordage conducted with his group of followers; in particular, 

Agrippa had an interest in angels, the nature of their bodies, their ordering and hierarchies, their 

numbers, and their language. This interest was shared and built upon by Pordage and his 

community. Realising the nature of the influence that both Boehme and Agrippa had over 

Pordage is valuable, but I will also review the role of other theosophical traditions to which he 

may have been exposed. I will explore in detail where some of the visionary and revelatory 
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traditions stemmed from, as these traditions and knowledge can also be found in the work of 

Pordage’s circle of followers, giving evidence of theosophical transmission. Here I will review 

Christian theosophy in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and explore Boehme’s deeply 

rich, but often complex and confusing, mystical writings. I will also examine the context in 

which Agrippa wrote his works and explore some of his influences. 

 

Introduction to Theosophy 

The word ‘theosophy’ has, throughout the history of its use, had a number of different meanings, 

uses, and interpretations. The Neoplatonists began to use this word in a variety of senses, 

although it has generally been understood to mean ‘Wisdom of God’ or the ‘science of divine 

things’.23 In Theosophy, Imagination, Tradition, Antoine Faivre describes a ‘golden age’ in 

which the appearance of new currents and the revival of old are combined with the desire to find 

synchronicity between them. The most important of the new currents to emerge was Paracelsian 

and German mysticism. The publication of Paracelsus (1493 – 1541) encouraged the emergence 

of a new current called ‘theosophy’. Paracelsus’s cosmological speculations, as described by 

Goodrick-Clarke, included the ‘microcosm-macrocosm relationship between nature and God as 

well as alchemical, magical, and scientific elements’.24 Paracelsus travelled extensively through 

Europe; his criticism of traditional scholastic and academic approaches to medicine attracted 

much opposition. His theories of unified medicine were influenced in part by his extensive 

travels, a combination of his practical skills in surgery, and his desire for a universal knowledge. 

 
23 Antoine Faivre, Theosophy, Imagination, Tradition: Studies in Western Esotericism (Albany: State University of 

New York Press, 2000), p. 3. 

24 Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, Paracelsus: Essential Readings (Wellingborough: Crucible, 1990), p. 23. 
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He was sympathetic to the Reformation, and his later works were deeply inspired by macrocosm-

microcosm correspondences of Renaissance Neoplatonism.  

Relevantly, although theosophy had existed since late antiquity, Paracelsus actively 

applied it to natural studies. According to Faivre, the transition between Paracelsian cosmology 

and theology proper was aided by a few ‘proto-theosophers’ such as Valentin Weigel, Heinrich 

Khunrath, author of the alchemical-theosophical work Amphitheatrum Sapientiae Aeternae 

(1595), and Johann Arndt, a forerunner of pietism who blended mysticism with Paracelsian 

cosmology and alchemy.25 Agrippa and Paracelsus were students of the occultist Johannes 

Trithemius (1462 – 1516), thus it is possible that Pordage had also heard of and read Trithemius 

and was perhaps using as guides his astrological, alchemical, and angelic magical work. 

Jacob Boehme (1575 – 1624), a Christian mystic, was influential in developing the 

meaning of ‘theosophy’, specifically through his mystical experiences of divine revelation; he 

was receiving direct messages and knowledge from the divine. Pordage was heavily influenced 

by Boehme and his experiential methods. Outside of Germany, other theosophers of the 

seventeenth century came from the Netherlands, England, and France, including Robert Fludd, 

Antoinette Bourignon, Jan Baptist van Helmont, Jane Lead, Henry More, and Pierre Poiret, 

placing Pordage within this European movement. These theosophers made inquiries into the 

nature of the world, the heavens and the divine, drawing together lost or hidden deeper meanings 

from older spiritual texts and myths to determine a secret truth behind the nature of humanity and 

the divine.  

 

 

 
25 Faivre, Theosophy, Imagination, Tradition, p. 6. 
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Jacob Boehme’s Theosophy in the Context of German Mysticism 

Born near Görlitz, Germany, Jacob Boehme was an apprentice to a shoemaker in his early teens 

and, after a period of travel, set up as a shoemaker himself in 1599. Boehme received another 

vision in 1610, in which God imparted a revelation. After this experience, in 1612, Boehme 

proceeded to write his first book, Aurora.  

Lutheranism in the sixteenth century allowed free inquiry and was characterised by a 

blend of mysticism and rationalism. Protestant theology, however, presented a need for 

revitalisation and so, as Lutheranism became more popular, occurrences of prophecy and 

visionary episodes began to emerge.  

Boehme would also have been aware of, and influenced by, the works of Renaissance 

astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus (1473 – 1543), who defined a heliocentric cosmology. 

Boehme’s acceptance of Copernican heliocentricity (and the necessary rejection of Ptolemaic 

geocentricity) is of great importance for his place in esotericism, and he accepted the real and 

symbolic centrality of the sun. 

Evidence also indicates that Boehme read the works of Paracelsus (as discussed above). 

All three of these influential figures challenged the orthodox beliefs of the times, fostering a 

climate of revolution and new ways of understanding the world around them. However, Boehme 

did not believe that he borrowed from any other author and avowed that his words come entirely 

from God: ‘for I do not borrow of other men in my writings [. . .] all is written by God in my 

mind’.26   

 
26 Jakob Böhme, Aurora. That Is, the Day-Spring (London: Printed by John Streater, for Giles Calvert, and are be 

sold at his Shop at the Black-Spread-Eagle at the West-End of Pauls, 1656), p. 87. 
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Further important intellectual and personal influences on the work of Boehme should be 

noted here. They include Weigel, whom Boehme referred to as ‘the high master’, and Sebastian 

Franck (1499 – 1543), a German free thinker, humanist, and radical reformer. Another valuable 

thinker for Boehme was Caspar Schwenckfeld von Ossig (1489 – 1561), a German heterodox 

theologian, writer, and Protestant reformer, who elaborated a theory of the ‘spiritual body’ (the 

Geistleiblichkeit).27 He was once a pupil of Luther but grew to oppose him. Although Boehme 

was influenced by Schwenckfeld’s ideas, he remained a Lutheran.  

At the time Boehme was writing, Görlitz was seen as an important centre of humanist 

thought. The era’s philosophical currents, combined with humanist culture and Boehme’s avid 

reading of the greatest reformers and thinkers of his time, provides the context of Boehmean 

theosophy.  

Antoine Faivre cites three characteristics shared among theosophers, despite there being 

no single point of doctrinal unity, allowing a framework of specificity to be applied to 

theosophical discourse which can, at times, be obscure.28 Firstly, the God/human/nature triangle 

characteristic focuses on the relationship of God, humanity, and nature. Certain themes in that 

relationship are present throughout Boehme’s works, such as alchemy of the Paracelsian type, and 

its correspondences amongst natural elements, God, and humanity: ‘Behold, there are three 

Things in the Originality, out of which all Things are, both Spirit and Life, Motion and 

Comprehensibility, viz Sulphur, Mercurius, and Sal’.29  

 
27 Faivre, Theosophy, Imagination, Tradition, p. 7. 

28 Faivre, Theosophy, Imagination, Tradition, pp. 7–8. 

29 Jakob Böhme, A Description of the Three Principles of the Divine Essence (London: Printed by M.S. for H. 

Blunden, 1648), p. 15. 
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Boehme also refers to a dualistic substance known as Salitter, a divine substrate of forces, 

either pure, bright, and celestial, or corrupt, dark, and poisonous.30 Salitter is the embodiment of 

a divine substance in all natural and human elements, a material that held an important place in 

Boehme’s esotericism. Boehme is one of a few key proponents of a theory of a divine substance, 

a stance that demonstrates the relationship between God, humanity, and nature as well as 

indicating his deep understanding of alchemy.31 

Another esoteric interest in Boehme’s work is astrology, which demonstrates how he 

sought to link the macrocosm of planets to the microcosm of humanity and, in turn, their 

relationship to God: 

The Learned and highly experienced masters of astrology, or the starry art, are come so high and 

deep in their understanding, that they know the course and effects of the stars, what their 

conjunction, influence and breaking through of their powers and virtues denoteth and produceth; 

and how thereby wind, rain, snow, and heat are caused; and also good and evil. Prosperity and 

adversity, life and death and all the drivings and agitations in this world.32  

Another of Boehme’s revelatory theories is that God is unable to truly apprehend himself as 

God; so, he became an incarnate, living being to experience life and complete his self-

understanding. This theory shows interdependency amongst all three aspects of the 

God/human/nature triangle, in that God can only achieve full self-awareness through incarnation. 

Boehme’s views on alchemy, astrology, and incarnation all strongly demonstrate this triangle.   

 
30 Lawrence M. Principe and Andrew Weeks, ‘Jacob Boehme’s Divine Substance Salitter: Its Nature, Origin, and 

Relationship to Seventeenth Century Scientific Theories’, The British Journal for the History of Science, 22 (1989), 

53–61 (p. 56). 

31 Principe and Weeks, ‘Jacob Boehme’s Divine Substance Salitter’, p. 53. 

32 Böhme, Aurora, p. 658. 
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Secondly, the ‘Primacy of the Mythic’ describes the use of myth, characters, and stories to 

communicate a visionary revelation. Multifaceted imagery communicates that which has been 

illumined to the active imagination of the mystic. Boehme’s prevailing notion is the omnipresence 

of the Holy Trinity, which serves as a means of uniting everything, emphasising divine unity, and 

seeing everything as a manifestation and a revelation: 

All things in this world are according to the similitude of this Ternary. Ye blind Jews, Turks and 

Heathen, open wide the eyes of your mind: in your body, and in every natural thing, in men, 

beasts, fowls and worms, also in wood, stone, leaves and grass, I will shew you the likeness of the 

Holy Ternary in God.33   

Boehme’s ongoing creative hermeneutic of the Holy Trinity communicates his visionary 

revelation, demonstrating how he privileged the mystic.  

Thirdly, Faivre defines man’s imagination as a creative force,14 as derived from Henry 

Corbin’s studies of Islamic Neoplatonism (Avicenna [980 – 1037]) and Renaissance 

Neoplatonism (Marsilio Ficino [1433 – 1499]). Once achieved, the imagination can explore all 

levels of reality, and allow the possibility of a ‘second birth’.34 A dominant theme in Boehme’s 

theosophy is God’s transcendence, ineffability, and inaccessibility to human thought and 

understanding. Although this transcendence precludes access to God, it does not preclude an 

understanding of superior worlds, such as the Angelical kingdom, to those who have had their 

eyes opened: ‘You must here elevate your sense or mind in the spirit, if you intend to understand 

and apprehend it; or else in your own sense or mind you will be astringent, hard blind stock.’35 A 

 
33 Böhme, Aurora, p. 82. 

34 Böhme, Aurora, p. 82. 

35 Böhme, Aurora, p. 155. 
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further example of how direct access to spiritual worlds can be achieved is found in Boehme’s 

description of a nothingness, or abyss, known as the Ungrund or primal image of the 

unknowable entity, a void that is not completely empty but contains potential energy. Boehme 

describes this dark abyss and alternate level of reality thusly: 

We give you to understand this of the divine essence; without nature God is a mystery, 

understand in the nothing, for without nature is the nothing, which is an eye of eternity, an 

abyssal eye, that stands or sees in the nothing, for it is the abyss; and this same eye is a will, 

understand a longing after manifestation, to find the nothing, but now there is nothing before the 

will, where it might find something, where it might have a place to rest, therefore it enters into 

itself, and finds itself through nature.36 

His writings can often be hard to follow. At times, he lacks the words to communicate his 

ideas, express consistently, or achieve clarity in his articulation. Nonetheless, Boehme heralded a 

new dawn of theosophy, conveying insights into divine wisdom and leaving an impressive 

legacy for artists and writers, John Pordage amongst them. 

A Review of Esoteric Themes in Other Connected Thinkers 

Unquestionably, Boehme had the biggest influence on Pordage’s theosophy. He emphasised the 

need for inner spirituality, the importance of personal revelation, and the requisite rejection of 

the dogmatism of external institutions — themes adopted by other German Protestant circles. 

Boehme privileged personal experience over formal teaching, as he was not a well-educated 

man. His visions revealed to him the inner-most essences of things, the nature of Sophia, Christ, 

the Holy Trinity, and the septenary spirits. He described how the human heart could experience 

 
36 Jakob Böhme, Signatura Rerum (London: Printed by John Macock, for Gyles Calvert, at the black spread Eagle, at 

the west end of Pauls Church, 1651), p. 26. 
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the divine — an important point for Pordage, who was very interested in the physical aspect and 

connection with the divine, due in some part to his interest in medicine; for example, the eye, the 

heart, and the breath are recurring themes in his writings. 

Boehme influenced other theosophers as well: Gichtel (1638 – 1710), Quirinus 

Kuhlmann and Gottfried Arnold in Germany, and Dionysius Andreas Freher in England. All of 

these theosophers, like Boehme, stressed the importance of internal revelation, the spiritual 

experience of visions, Sophia, and cosmological themes. They relied on Boehme’s framework 

and on each other’s writings for inspiration. Freher differed from this group through his artistic 

and visual use of engravings to illustrate and communicate the layers of inner realities that he 

came to know. The English Behmenist tradition of Pordage and, even more, of Jane Lead was 

perpetuated by William Law (1686 – 1761) and experienced a revival in the nineteenth century 

through Christopher Walton (1809 – 1877).  

 

Neoplatonism 

‘Neoplatonism’ is a modern term for concepts such as ‘the One’,37 in which nothing can exist 

without being in unity with itself. To achieve unity with the One, the soul must complete an 

ascent, casting aside its knowledge, its body, and anything other than its purest form. The One is 

ever-present, residing within the soul.38 Indeed, the soul’s capacity to unify with ‘the One’ is 

what makes Neoplatonism distinctive.39 The concept of ‘the One’ can be found in Pordage’s 

 
37 John Gregory, The Neoplatonists: A Reader (London: Routledge, 1991), p. 26. 

38 Gregory, Neoplatonists, pp. 26–130; and John Holman, The Return of the Perennial Philosophy: The Supreme 

Vision of Western Esotericism (London: Watkins Publishing, 2008), p. 12. 

39 Gregory Shaw, ‘Neoplatonism I: Antiquity’, in Dictionary of Gnosis and Western Esotericism, ed. by Wouter J. 

Hanegraaff and Others (Leiden: Brill, 2006), pp. 834–37 (p. 834). 
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works. In the context of Restoration England, Neoplatonism was a widely accepted way of 

understanding the Christian faith and would not have provoked Pordage’s contemporaries.  

 

Sophia 

Sophia can be defined as ‘divine wisdom’, and references to Sophia appear in numerous 

theosophical works. Although concepts of Sophia are most evident within the mystical part of 

the Christian tradition and appear frequently in the works of Christian radicals, Sophia still forms 

a central part of Christianity.40 In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, theosophical writers 

focussed their efforts on exploring the nature of Sophia, Christ, and Adam in cosmological and 

metaphysical terms, rather than as historical figures, as it is the figurative interpretation that is 

important in spiritual exploration.41 

Boehme played a significant part in introducing Sophianic concepts into the Western 

European theosophical tradition, and his influence in propagating Sophianic doctrine can be 

found in the works of writers such as Gottfried Arnold42 and Johann Georg Gichtel.43 Although 

 
40 Arthur Versluis, Theosophia: Hidden Dimensions of Christianity (Hudson, NY: Lindisfarne Press, 1994), pp. 146–

64. 

41 Versluis, Theosophia, p. 148. 

42 Gottfried Arnold, Das Geheimnis Der Göttlichen Sophia. ed. by Walter Nigg (Stuttgart: Fromman, 1963), preface, 

pp. xxvi–xxvii.  

43 Bernard Gorceix describes the influence and nature of the relationship between Gichtel and Jane Lead. He also 

briefly discusses the transmission of knowledge from England across to Holland via Jane Lead to Gichtel. Although 

Gorceix does not specify exactly which texts were sent across from England to Holland, he does show that this 

diffusion, indeed, took place: ‘Gichtel seems never to have had either a direct or an epistolary relationship with Jane 

Leade. But contacts did happen without doubt though, through common relations. The first contacts seem to date 

 



 201 

 

these writers came after Pordage, Pordage was also one of the theosophers from this period who 

wrote about Sophia—unsurprisingly, as he was so heavily influenced by Boehme. Indeed, the 

introduction of this concept to his work was completely natural and a key part of the complete 

understanding of the nature of the divinity. 

Sophia is written in diary form, a practice that Pordage seemed to encourage amongst 

members of his group. Through daily recordings of his visionary discoveries, Pordage allows the 

reader to chart the spirit’s progress and journey. A diary would have been used as a tool or 

technique within his group, perhaps to help other members better understand their visions and 

revelations. 

The diary consists of twenty-two entries, a number highly significant in Kabbalah, being 

the number of letters in the Hebrew alphabet and also the number of days that Jacob and Joseph 

were separated. It starts on the twenty-first of June, the summer solstice, when the sun is at its 

strongest. It is possible that this sequence of material was Kabbalistically significant, and similar 

to theories presented by Robert Fludd in his ordering of the Ptolemaic universe.44 

 

back to 1695. As early as that year, he replies to a correspondent who tries to impose on him the reading of Leade’s 

work. In addition, on 3rd October 1696, he complains [about] being forced ‘to adopt Leade’s work as an [. . .] 

infallible rule’. In 1708, he admits being drawn [into this], as the English lady spoke of a divine revelation. Avec 

Jane Leade, Gichtel semble n’avoir jamais eu de relations ni directes ni épistolaires. Mais des contacts ont eu lieu 

sans aucun doute, par personnes interposes. Les premiers paraissent remonter à 1695. Dès cette date en effet, il 

répond à un correspondant qui veut lui imposer la lecture de Leade Le 3 octobre 1696 d’autre part, il lui reproche de 

vouloir le forcer “à accepter les écrits de Leade comme une [. . .] règle infaillible’. ‘En 1708, il confiera avoir été 

entraîné, l’Anglaise parlant d’une révélation divine’. Bernard Gorceix, Johann Georg Gichtel: Theosophe 

D‘Amsterdam (Paris: L’Age d’Homme, 1975), pp. 69–70. 

44 Joscelyn Godwin, Robert Fludd: Hermetic Philosopher and Surveyor of Two Worlds (Grand Rapids, MI: Phanes 

Press, 1991), pp. 20–21. 
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In Sophia, Pordage again uses a diaristic form of his revelatory experiences as a technique 

to impart his teachings, recording the spiritual progress he makes towards understanding the 

nature of wisdom. Here, Pordage asserts that to begin the quest for knowledge of divine wisdom, 

one must start with an intense desire for it.  

He describes revelations relating to the creation of the new, magical earth, the manifold 

powers of vegetation, and how one should develop the soul to enter an Eden-like environment: 

‘and in this paradise the soul-spirit receives the chalice of wisdom wherein is the elixir of life 

and the vegetablisitic quintessence’.45 Pordage also believed in chaste marriage, a belief that 

drew significant criticism not least because he himself had fathered at least eight children (not 

including the alleged illegitimate child with Mrs Flavell) but also because this creed bears 

striking resemblance to the doctrine of Familism, considered heretical at this time. Chasity is the 

practice of choosing to abstain from sexual activity for the reasons of purity and morality. Even 

if Pordage were married, he could still choose to be chaste within his marriage for the majority of 

the time. This practice  is different from celibacy, which is the choice to remain unmarried or to 

engage in any form of sexual activity—as was the case with Thomas Bromley. The practice of 

chastity and celibacy are both examples of the virtue of temperance, which is also known as 

moderation or self-restraint and is associated with moralistic puritanism and the desire ‘to limit 

superficial or momentary attractions for deeper and more-enduring goods’.46 

 
45 ‘John Pordage’, in Arthur Versluis, Wisdom’s Book: The Sophia Anthology (St. Paul, MN: Paragon House, 2000), 

p. 78. 

46 Nicholas Austin, ‘Defining Temperance Causally’, in Aquinas on Virtue: A Causal Reading (Washington, DC: 

Georgetown University Press, 2017), pp. 3–22 (p. 3). 
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Sophia documents Pordage’s reception of a series of revelations concerning the nature of 

wisdom and how it must be appreciated from within. The experience he describes is similar to 

transcendental meditation, experiencing these visions from a detached but immersive state. 

Pordage uses terms akin to alchemy that would resonate with his audience, which may also have 

had alchemical interests; one such example is a reference to wisdom’s ‘holy oil’.47 

The way to Sophia can be found through years of searching (often in excess of twenty 

years) and praying. The secret is not to rise oneself up, but to sink down, and inwards.48 This 

path will lead you to a new magical earth where Sophia could appear to you. Pordage describes 

the process of spiritual transmutation through true, inner, and essential purification. 

Pordage begins his journey in a state of anxiety and spiritual pain, having tried to find 

divine wisdom unsuccessfully for many years, until eventually Sophia descends upon him and 

helps calm his nerves with her ‘wonder-oil or balsam’.49 She convinces him that he was not 

gaining access to the centre of divine wisdom because he was still looking outside of himself and 

seeking ascension. He had to realise that her principle was inside him. As wisdom descended 

within him, the ‘eye’ of his spirit turned inwards. He felt a moving power and a reassurance that 

although he did not yet know the name of what he was seeking, she would bring him joy. As the 

anointing oil moved through his body, he could feel all of his disbeliefs, doubt, and misgivings 

leave him. At this point, he feels compelled to wait for the spirit to work within him. This is the 

 
47 Austin, ‘Defining Temperance Causally’, p. 80. 

48 John Pordage, ‘Sophia: The Graceful Eternal Virgin of Holy Wisdom, or Wonderful Spiritual Discoveries and 

Revelations That the Precious Wisdom Has Given to a Holy Soul’, in Wisdom's Book: The Sophia Anthology, ed. by 

Arthur Versluis (St. Paul, MN: Paragon House, 2000), pp. 76–106 (p. 77). 

49 Pordage, ‘Sophia’, pp. 80–81. 
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start of a visionary, revelatory journey of his own spiritual transmutation, typical of theosophists 

for whom the emphasis is more on inward transformation than on external religious experience. 

Pordage then hears a voice which signifies to him that the creative power is with him. It 

says to him: ‘I am come to manifest my new creation in you, in which nothing other than 

righteousness, namely, the right nature of myself, should dwell.’50 The spirit invites him to watch 

the creative process that is about to occur within himself. 

Pordage’s inner eye is then shown the abyssal chaos, the ‘ungrund’ within himself, empty 

of ideas and an immeasurable space, an idea he will explore in more detail later in his life. He 

sees an unformed ‘clump’ that, he realises, will become new ground within him. Sophia shows 

him how she creates a new ground where she chooses to dwell. She plants this formative 

combination within his soul, and says, ‘I will dwell in your spirit and with you wander and speak 

and nowhere else will I permit you to find me.’51  

In the centre of this new earth, she starts a fire, which she mixes with a powerful living-

oil that is the food for this fire. Sophia then brings forth the water of life so that the ground can 

be fruitful. She then sows the seeds of life so that out of this earth grows herbs and trees of life, 

heavy with fruit. He notes that this Paradise was created in an instant and is the lost Garden of 

Eden. The spirit says to him:  

So, know that I in my garden in you mingle my wine, my oil, my heavenly power and sap with 

the herbs, plants and fruits [. . .] and thus you are the Garden of God and in you by yourself may 

become fruitful soil [. . .] this new ground is holy ground, and it is your holy ground.52 

 
50 Pordage, ‘Sophia’, p. 83. 

51 Pordage, ‘Sophia’, p. 84. 

52 Pordage, ‘Sophia’, p. 86. 
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Pordage witnesses within himself a microcosmic view of the genesis of Paradise. This 

Paradise differs from the one described in the Book of Genesis, as Sophia says to Pordage: ‘In 

this your paradisal ground or garden grow no forbidden fruit, no seeds of mortality’,53 yet she 

proceeds to warn him that he ‘must stand my forty-day trial and not, like the first Adam, fall 

from Paradise’.54 The temptation will be different for Pordage than for the original Adam, as 

there is no forbidden fruit. Within his newly created internal Paradise, he is the new Adam. The 

temptation is perhaps to resist looking for Sophia outside himself; and so, to remain worthy, he 

must tend to his garden through constant reverence for Christ. Sophia is able to create a new 

Paradise in an instant, but she chose to do so in small degrees for Pordage so that he could see it 

happening and understand what is occurring. 

In the twenty-second chapter, Sophia shows Pordage his new earth as the first part of his 

new ‘globum, or world sphere’55 within himself. The new earth, from the biblical prophecies, is 

within Pordage and can only be spiritually and magically understood and made through his ‘own 

holy magium’.56 Pordage insists that this earth is real, not imagined but magically created. ‘This 

new earth, to the eye of my heart, would be the under-part of the world-sphere and in the likeness 

of the central-earth imagined to be like this outward earth of visible creation.’57 This new earth is 

inward and cannot be visited by other people; however, true Christian philosophers and ‘children 

of Wisdom’ can see the new earth, as they are spiritually illumined.58 Nonetheless, there is more 

 
53 Pordage, ‘Sophia’, p. 87. 

54 Pordage, ‘Sophia’, p. 88. 

55 Pordage, ‘Sophia’, p. 90. 

56 Pordage, ‘Sophia’, p. 92. 

57 Pordage, ‘Sophia’, p. 92. 

58 Pordage, ‘Sophia’, p. 96. 
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to perceiving the new Earth than just seeing it. ‘The eternal heart of the eternal spirit is the eye 

that in union with the light of faith grasps this earth.’59 

This new dwelling place is for the eternal, inner man, first created for the Adamic man in 

his angelic form and for all of his descendants. There are many different dwelling places such as 

this, which cannot be perceived by man, such as ‘waystations’ where spirits can go, as it is 

impossible to live in this visible world completely free from sin. In an incomplete state or a 

‘mixed condition’, the spirit, not being pure enough to go straight to heaven or evil enough to go 

straight to hell, the spirit must go somewhere else. Pordage cites from the Bible supportive 

evidence of more than two principia. He recognises that some people may find this notion 

blasphemous and heretical, but he is certain of biblical evidence. 

Pordage describes the creation of hell as being by Lucifer, not God. Lucifer’s fall and 

damnation created hell — referred to as the dark-fire, wrathful world, and his principium of 

eternal darkness. This world stood independently so God created the light-fire world of Paradise, 

love, and joy to stand directly opposite the dark-fire world of pain and anguish. These worlds 

were therefore created immediately after the fall of Lucifer. Only the spirits that invite the dark 

principium inwards and give up their eternal will to the dark-fire will end up in hell. God does 

not send any spirit there and neither is it fated; it is only inhabited by those that have drawn it 

into themselves. Lucifer is aware of this, so he proactively seeks out potential eternal spirits to 

entangle and to turn towards him through their own free will, transforming them into the devil 

incarnate. 

Conceptually, Sophia is heterodox because it is a revelation within the Christian tradition 

achieved largely through religious experience. Sophia acts as the ‘logos’, or divine voice of God, 

 
59 Pordage, ‘Sophia’, p. 97. 
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sometimes being the intermediary between God and the human soul. In Boehme, Sophia is 

described as the ‘virgin of the wisdom of God’ and through whom humanity can be regenerated, 

and she is the new Eve. Boehme who introduced this concept into Europe, but Pordage who 

brought it into the English consciousness.  

Sophia added a feminine dimension to the overly masculine Protestantism of the time, a 

balance that Pordage was keen to redress. He supported and encouraged the women in his own 

group in their spiritual development, and this sympathy may in part be attributed to his inner 

relationship with Sophia.  

This focus on Sophia was not unusual within Pordage’s theosophy but Pordage’s work 

was instrumental in bringing knowledge of the nature of Sophia, and the kind of relationship 

with her that should be aimed for, to the forefront of English intellectual and religious thought. 

The Philadelphians, the sect of which Pordage was one of the founders, stressed the role of 

women in revelation, an emphasis to which Pordage most certainly contributed. 

 

Paracelsian Alchemy 

Paracelsus’s style was largely based on experiment and observation, unlike the practices  of 

Galen, Hippocrates, and Avicenna, who lay the foundation for the traditional approach to 

medicine. Paracelsus is considered by many to be the founder of iatrochemistry and homeopathy. 

He believed that a system of correspondences between the microcosm and macrocosm, 

combined with his own sensory evidence, far surpassed knowledge. 

Paracelsus wrote on the activities of comets and other astronomical events in 1531 to 

1532, citing these as signs from God warning man against war and wickedness — in effect, 

apocalyptic signs. This component would also have resonated with Pordage’s beliefs and would 

support the natural adoption of Paracelsus’s approach into his own. Later in his life, Paracelsus 
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documented his medical findings, primarily around the importance of four pillars of medicine in 

Paragranum (1529 – 1530): natural philosophy, astronomy, alchemy and virtue — and then in 

Opus Paramirum (1531), a chemical system of medicine based around sulphur, salt, and 

mercury.  

 

The Kabbalistic Theory and Practice of Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa 

Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa was a prominent contributor to the popularisation of Kabbalah and 

occult philosophy. Agrippa drew heavily from the works of the humanist, Greek, and Hebrew 

scholar Johann Reuchlin (1455 – 1522). The broad term ‘magic’, as it is commonly understood 

now, differs from the more typological, historical view whereby the type of magic would be 

distinguished by the category to which it belonged.60 Agrippa’s De Occulta can be positioned 

within the Hermetic movement of the Renaissance, a particularly interesting period in the history 

of magic.61 Considerable risk was involved with the study of magic at this time, and although the 

intellectual life of Europe in this period may have encouraged some of the greatest thinkers 

towards the study of the occult, they would have had to actively seek out like-minded individuals 

to share their ideas. Agrippa had considerable impact on magical thinkers, such as John Dee, 

Giordano Bruno, Robert Fludd, Boehme, and — of course — John Pordage.  

Agrippa studied natural science in all its theoretical aspects and practical applications, 

including alchemy, astrology, medicine, geology, and mechanics. He was also deeply interested 

 
60 Christopher I. Lehrich, The Language of Demons and Angels: Cornelius Agrippa’s Occult Philosophy (Leiden: 

Brill, 2003), p. 11. 

61 Paola Zambelli, White Magic, Black Magic in the European Renaissance: From Ficino, Pico, Della Porta to 

Trithemius, Agrippa, Bruno (Leiden: Brill, 2007), p. 2. 
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in religious reform. When living in Casale, Agrippa wrote his Liber de triplici ratione 

cogoscendi Deum (1515), in which he demonstrates his Neoplatonic belief in faith (as opposed to 

reason) as the route to understanding God. Agrippa never ceased to investigate the hidden secrets 

of nature, because he believed that performing this inquiry with absolute faith in God in fact 

constitutes the highest form of philosophy, the ‘absoluta consummatio philosophiae’ which 

opens the way to the knowledge of God.62   

For his part, Agrippa presented the Kabbalah as distinctly Christian and situated within 

the context of occult philosophy. Just as Reuchlin popularised Hebrew and Jewish studies, 

Agrippa paved the way for religious reform and the rise of occult philosophy. Agrippa devotes a 

chapter solely to the mechanics by which angels communicate with humans. He discusses 

whether there is the need for a mouth, throat, tongue, and voice in order for angels to ‘speak’: 

if any speak at a distance to another, he must use a louder voice; but if near, he whispers in his 

ear; and if he could be coupled to the hearer, a softer breath would suffice; for he would slide into 

the hearer without any noise, as an image in the eye, or glass. So souls going out of the body, so 

angels, so demons speak: and what man doth with a sensible voice, they do by impressing the 

conception of the speech in those to whom they speak, after a better manner then if they should 

express it by an audible voice.63  

He proceeds to discuss the nature of the bodies of angels and how they receive human prayer and 

invocation: 

 
62 Marc Van Der Poel, Cornelius Agrippa, the Humanist Theologian and His Declamations (Leiden: Brill, 1997), p. 

10. 

63 Henry Cornelius Agrippa, Three Books of Occult Philosophy, trans. by John French (London: Printed by R.W,. for 

Gregory Moule, 1651), p. 530. 
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But with what senses those spirits and demons hear our invocations, and prayers, and see our 

ceremonies, we are altogether ignorant. For there is a spiritual body of demons everywhere 

sensible by nature, so that it toucheth, seeth and heareth, without any medium, and nothing can be 

an impediment to it; yet neither do they perceive after that manner as we do with different 

organs.64 

Pordage was also captivated by ideas of communication, reception, and the nature of angelic 

bodies. And, although he shared Agrippa’s views on this subject, he developed the idea of a 

spiritual substance of the body, even giving details of its composition. 

 

John Dee’s Hermetic Philosophy 

Frances Yates places John Dee in intellectual history as a Christian Cabbalist.65 It was due to his 

interest in the occult and his proficiency in science that he gained a reputation for being a 

conjuror of evil spirits and a practitioner of the black arts, and was credited with casting the 

horoscope that gave the date of the coronation of Elizabeth I.66 He wrote several books of 

notable importance and collected one of the finest libraries in Europe.67 Dee was a respected 

astronomer, mathematician, and navigational expert but became more interested in the occult 

sciences during 1583 – 1589, after meeting Edward Kelley in 1582. He claimed to commune 

with angels using his knowledge of magic, astrology, and Hermetic philosophy to assist him.  

 
64 Agrippa, Three Books of Occult Philosophy, p. 530. 

65 Frances Yates, Giordano Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition (Abingdon: Routledge, 1964), p. 167. 

66 Gerald Suster, John Dee (Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic Books, 2003), p. 10. 

67 Suster, John Dee, p. 10. 
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Dee applied a mathematical approach to angelic conjuration; not only was he engaged in 

angel magic, but he was also an alchemist (Yates pinpoints alchemy as having entered the 

Hermetic tradition of Ficino and Pico through Agrippa).68 

Some strong similarities that can be found between Pordage and Dee; they were both 

engaged in alchemy and had conversations with angels. They were both educated and shared an 

interest in Neoplatonism and the occult sciences. Yates describes Dee thusly:  

According to Agrippa, and as portrayed by Durer in the famous engraving, the inspired 

melancholic was a Saturnian [. . .] a representative of the Renaissance revaluation of melancholy 

as the temperament of inspiration. And after the first stage of inspiration, the inspiration coming 

from immersion in the sciences of number, Agrippa envisages a second stage, in which the adept is 

intent on politico-religious events and prophecies, And finally, in the third stage, stage of inspired 

melancholy, the highest insight into religion and religious change is revealed.69 

What if Pordage had also styled himself in this way? The stages of his life bear a striking 

resemblance to what Yates describes. In the first part of his life, he was immersed in learning at 

Leiden, although in medical sciences, not number. He then becomes intent on prophesying the 

advent of the Second Coming of Christ. ‘M.P.’ from his group (either Mary Pordage or Mary 

Pocock) had at a similar time authored The Mystery of the Deity in Humanity, where political 

prophecy can be found; for example:  

Now the man is the King of this Island, of this England, the Prince of this Land, the Lord 

of this Eden; the Governments of this City, the Master of this Family. Hence he comes to 

be anointed of God, the vicegerent next to God, under God, having fellowship with God. 

 
68 Frances Yates, The Rosicrucian Enlightenment (Abingdon: Routledge, 1972), p. 97. 

69 Yates, The Rosicrucian Enlightenment, p. 101. 
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Hence he is the Father of his people [. . .] Here is now the soul in the body, the husband 

and wife, God and the man. This is the representative, King and Parliament, whose happy 

condition is bound up in the enjoyment of each other, in the union of the manhood, in the 

power of the Godhead: And this is the glory of the King, in his paradisiacal Kingdome.70 

The belief that king is an earthly vessel for the spirit of God asserts a belief in the divine right of 

kings and the allegorical placement of man within Eden or the Kingdom of God. M. P. takes this 

allegory further to explore the fall of this man, the king. Just as Adam was tempted by Eve and 

fell in love with earthly pleasures, so the king has become self-absorbed:  

This king being in love with itself, made it self the substance the shadow, and so grew into earthly 

mindedness. And thus his Kingdom became into a dungeon of confusion. Thus lust conceives, 

brings forth sin, sin being finished, caused death and darkness in this King, and his people.71 

The sentiment and tone of this piece indicates a Parliamentarian approach and sympathies. Given 

its date (1649), it was produced when Pordage was gathering with followers at his house, so he 

may well have been sharing political prophecies of this nature, sharing views that, as this piece 

indicates, the power of God within the king is now dead. This notion reflects the Calvinist radical 

political stance that anyone acting without authority can be opposed. As such, Pordage 

demonstrates that the king has no legitimate authority and, therefore, can legitimately be 

opposed, as Quentin Skinner explains in The Foundations of Modern Political Thought. Skinner 

quotes John Locke, citing, that ‘ anyone “acting without authority” may be lawfully opposed, 

 
70 Appendix 16, M. P., The Mystery of the Deity in the Humanity. 

71 Appendix 16, M. P., The Mystery of the Deity in the Humanity. 
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even thought he may be King [. . .] for wheresoever the authority ceases, the king ceases too, and 

becomes like other men who have no authority’.72 

It was during this second stage of his life that Pordage apparently became actively 

conversant with angels and was in contact with third parties who may have facilitated his angelic 

conversations (namely, Everard and the women in his group with psychic abilities). He spent the 

third stage of his life as a recluse, in trance meditation communing with the deity, supposedly 

receiving the highest insight into the mysteries of divinity. Pordage might have been aware of the 

work of Dee, and we know he was familiar with Agrippa (as he references in ‘Mundorum 

Explicatio’), so perhaps his adoption of a similar approach and method is a further attempt to 

position himself as the legitimate messenger of God. 

 

Intellectual Influence of John French  

John French (c.1616 – 1657) was a physician and, importantly, a translator, probably the 

translator of Agrippa’s Three Books of Occult Philosophy.73 He was a Parliamentarian, medical 

reformist, and keen advocate of the chemical methods of Paracelsus and Van Helmont, 

promoting these new methods through translations of their works he performed in the 1650s.74 

He was closely associated with the Hartlib circle and well respected. French was sympathetic to 

independent and minority religious groups and, through his credibility and efforts to introduce 

 
72 Quentin Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought, vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
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73 See Ariel Hessayon, 'Gold Tried in the Fire'. The Prophet Theauraujohn Tany and the English Revolution 

(Aldershot: 2007), p. 274. 
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new ideas on medical practice, his work lent credence to the efforts of other new thinkers. 

Pordage was loosely associated with Harlib, being known to John Dury and interested in the 

pansophic ideas of Comenius, who spent time in London with Hartlib. The Tabula Smaragdina 

of Hermes Trismegistus was printed at the conclusion of French’s The art of distillation (1651),75 

making accessible and credible this hermetic piece. Although they may not have known each 

other, the intellectual influence and contribution of French would have been important for 

Pordage as well as the for other well-educated men who were part of the Pordage circle. 

 

Hendrick Niclaes and the ‘Family of Love’ 

In Daemonium Meridianum, Christopher Fowler notes a similarity between Pordage’s Angelical 

visitations and those of other groups: 

The pretence of converse with Angels, we find most frequent amongst Mahumetans, Papists, and 

Familists [. . .] As for the familists, we cannot have a fitter example then of their patriarck a 

Henry Nicholas. Who gave out that he had visions of, and conference with Angels from heaven, 

from who he learned to expound Scriptures by Allegories, but such Angels are quickly discovered 

to be divils indeed, when their revelations are brought to be tried by the word of God, as they 

ought.76 

The ‘Familists’ that he mentions were a group of followers of the Dutch mystic and messianic 

Hendrick Niclaes, often referred to as simply H. N. His works were imported from the 

 
75 Hessayon, ‘Gold Tried in the Fire’, p. 282. 
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Netherlands into in England between 1573 and1575, and were considered deeply heretical by 

many.77 

The main tenants of the Familist belief are: 1. That Christ suffered for our sins, but this 

suffering was insufficient in cleansing the sin within man; 2. A strong emphasis on the inward 

spirit; 3.That externalised ceremonial observances are of little consequence. Christopher Marsh 

notes that Pordage was accused of Familism, but that he was not a follower of this doctrine.78 

Indeed, Christopher Fowler was not the only critic of Pordage to label him a Familist. John 

Etherington, boxmaker,79 gave Pordage the same label:  

[. . .] there have been Doctors, aed [sic] others that have taught the doctrine of H. N. as one 

D. Everet, one Shaw, and at this present one D. Gill, publikely in the midst of this city 

of London, and one that went from hence to Redding, D. Pordage, who was in expectation of (if 

 
77 Christopher W. Marsh, The Family of Love in English Society, 1550-1630 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press 1994), p. 18. 
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London (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2001), p. 362. 
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he hath not obtained) the chief publike place there; all whom I have both heard and spoken with, 

and know that they have usually taught the same doctrine.80 

Labels such as ‘familist’ were applied to individuals or groups of individuals who held 

libertine or liberal views, and were deployed without regard for the individual’s specific 

doctrinal allegiance. It is likely that these accusations were levelled against any individual who 

seemed to hold unusual or different ideas on sexual freedom or, more broadly, non-conformity. 

Indeed, as Marsh notes, even the term ‘sect’ was employed pejoratively.81 

Both Familism and Behmenism were forms of occult spirituality, and Pordage was not 

the only Behmenist to be accused of familism; John Everard (b. 1584? – d. 1640/41), the English 

translator of the Hermetic texts, preacher, and religious controversialist, was also accused of 

being a Familist.82  

Fowler certainly accused Pordage of Familism, which by this time was becoming a 

common term of abuse,83 accusing him of preaching ‘the euangle of Henry Nicholas and Jacob 

Behmen’.84 However, there may be some truth to the accusation; Nigel Smith notes that ‘Samuel 

 
80 John Etherington, A Brief Discovery of the Blasphemous Doctrine of Familisme (London: Printed by Matthew 

Simmons in Aldersgate-street, 1645). 

81 Christopher W. Marsh, Family of Love in English Society, 1550-1630, p. 4. 

82 T. Wilson Hayes, ‘John Everard and the Familist Tradition’, in The Origins of Anglo-American Radicalism, ed. by 

Margaret Jacob and James Jacob (London, 1984), pp. 60–69. See also Pordage’s connection with John Everard in 

Etherington, A Brief Discovery, p. 10. 

83 Etherington, A Brief Discovery, p. 12. 

84 John Tickell, preface to ‘Animadversions on Mr Copps sermon at Burford’, in The bottomless pit smoaking in 

Familisme (Oxford, 1651), and Christopher Fowler, Daemonium meridianum. Sathan at noon, part II (London, 

1655), p. 36. 
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Pordage’s “Mundorum Explicatio” (1661) does contain a frontispiece woodcut which integrates 

the figures in Familist pamphlets with those of Behemenist symbolism’.85  

 

Comenius and Pansophy 

John Amos Comenius was a contributor to German pietism, a proponent of the Bohemian 

Reformation86 and a key figure in the Slavic Protestant tradition. He is of interest because his 

works contain some important esoteric themes that we can also be found in Pordage’s works. 

Such themes include Millenarian and eschatological expectations. 

Comenius was also a member of the Unity of Brethren, a community that believed in the 

unity of mankind, principles echoed in Pordage’s works. They ‘initially pursued a humble and 

ascetic lifestyle’,87 the same regime valued by Pordage in the way in which he was able to 

supposedly achieve divine enlightenment. Unfortunately for Comenius, the brotherhood 

collapsed after some political intrigue.88 

Another important theme is that of ‘pansophy’, a concept of omniscience, or all-

knowingness. Comenius’s work found its way into England via Samuel Hartlib:  

Comenius also began correspondence with the Englishman Samuel Hartlib. In 1637, Hartlib had 

published one of Comenius’ manuscripts, entitled ‘Christian Pansophy’. Pansophism was an 

 
85 Nigel Smith, Perfection Proclaimed: Language and Literature in English Radical Religion 1640-1660 (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1989), p. 148, fn. 15. 

86 John Comenius, John Comenius: The Labyrinth of the World and the Paradise of the Heart, introduced and trans. 

by H. Louthan and A. Sterk (New York: Paulist Press, 1997), p. 2. 

87 Comenius, John Comenius, p. 11. 

88 Comenius, John Comenius, p. 6. 
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important late Renaissance concept attempting to unite religion, philosophy, and science in a 

coherent and unified system.89  

Hartlib and Comenius began correspondence with each other in 1632,90 and Comenius travelled 

to England to stay with Hartlib in 1641, during which time he wrote on the approaching final age 

of the world approaching, which would see Christ and the Church victorious, here ‘to collect 

truth about things and reveal it to the human mind, i.e. to found Pansophia.91. Comenius was 

greatly influenced by Boehme, demonstrating Pietist themes in his work, all of which we can see 

in the work of Pordage.92 

 

Conclusion 

Although considerable evidence shows Boehme’s influence upon Pordage and his circle, the 

sway was not unidirectional. Pordage himself also shaped German Mysticism, and contact 

between the Philadelphians and German Pietists is demonstrated in part by the survival of many 

Philadelphian works as well as works from Pordage in German translation. These works have 

contributed to a renewed exploration of Boehme, as noted by B. J. Gibbons: ‘English 

Behmenism was something of an intellectual entrepôt, engaged in the import and re-export of 

ideas’.93  

 
89 Comenius, John Comenius, p. 14. 

90 G. H. Turnbull, Hartlib, Dury and Comenius: Gleanings from Hartlib’s Papers (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 

1947), p. 342. 

91 Turnbull, Hartlib, Dury and Comenius, pp. 358–59. 

92 Comenius, John Comenius, p. 48. 

93 Gibbons, Gender in Mystical and Occult Thought, p. 16. 
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The question is not so much whether Boehme invigorated Pordage but, more specifically, 

to what extent. In his published thesis The Behmenists and The Philadelphians, Nils Thune 

explains how Boehme presents unconnected and unsystematised metaphysical ideas, but that it is 

Pordage who presents these in an orderly, systemised fashion, carefully choosing the best way to 

express his ideas to legitimise them and make them more accessible: ‘Dr Pordage was not 

satisfied, however with mere systematisation. In order to make Boehmenistic theosophy more 

intelligible, he also tried to render his representation of it as concrete as possible, whereas 

Boehme’s course of development is the very opposite’.94 It is, indeed, possible that, for Pordage 

to make Boehme’s theosophy more comprehensible and palatable to his peers and associates in 

England, it needed to be enhanced and presented in connection with other ideas or trends of the 

time.  

In spite of these many sources, pressing questions remain, such as, to what extent was 

Pordage a true proponent of Agrippa’s occult philosophy? There is, indeed, less secondary 

source information regarding the connection between Agrippa and Pordage, but that may be  

because Pordage was a student and admirer of Boehme and made it his life’s work to ensure his 

ideas were properly understood. Pordage was also interested in descriptions of angelic 

communication and how this communication may manifest. As such, he would seek to bolster 

the legitimacy of his assertion that he could detect the presence of good and bad angels.

 
94 Nils Thune, Behmenists and the Philadelphians: A Contribution to the Study of English Mysticism in the 17th and 

18th Centuries (Uppsala, Sweden: Almquist & Wiksells Boktryckeri Ab, 1948), p. 34. 
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‘That dark promise’: The Incarnation of Jesus Christ 

This chapter draws upon two sources to elucidate Pordage’s tract The Incarnation of 

Jesus Christ: the first consists of an extract of this piece from William Law’s collection of 

manuscripts, which contains annotations by Dr Francis Lee (1661 – 1719), son-in-law of Jane 

Lead, Millenarian and co-founder of the Philadelphian Society;1 the second is the full version of 

the same manuscript, which I located in the archives of the Bodleian Library.2 Each tract 

supplement each other’s contents to create a full picture of Pordage’s ideas, including the helpful 

commentary on the extracts from Dr Lee. Where appropriate, I draw comparisons to Boehme’s 

tract on the same topic and use A preliminary treatise to shed light on the more complex points.3  

Here I will explicate the deep theosophical considerations in which Pordage was engaged 

to contend that his views on the incarnation of Christ were not heretical. In fact, as I discuss, he 

clarifies the very points that could be considered contentious and fully explains them himself. I 

then perform a close reading of his description of the Fall, the nature of the dark spirits, and how 

the Virgin Mary came to be considered a ‘virgin’. In essence, this chapter provides material to 

better understand Pordage’s views and activities that have, until now, remained unexamined in 

detail. The clarity of his theological explanations, combined with his visionary insights, make 

Pordage a character worthy of study by any student of Christian theology. 

 

Extracts from Pordage’s Upon the Incarnation of Jesus [Christ] 

 
1 B.J. Gibbons, ‘Lee, Francis (1661–1719), physician and millenarian’, ODNB (2004), 

<https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/16281>  [accessed 16 December 2019] 

2 Both tracts have been transcribed and can be found in appendices 11 and 12, respectively. 

3 See appendix 8 for a complete transcription of this text. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/16281
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While researching the work of William Law, I discovered that the collection of the latter’s 

theological manuscripts at William Andrews Clark Memorial Library had been digitised.4 This 

digitisation enabled me to search the contents effectively enough to find four extracts from 

Pordage’s treatises in English amongst this collection.  

The collection of theological manuscripts contains four extracts of Pordage’s works: 

1. Extracts out of Dr Pordage’s manuscript upon the Incarnation of Jesus [Christ]. 

2. Concerning the Virgin Mary. 

3. A Discourse Concerning the Mythical Incarnation of Jesus Christ, his birth in us, and our 

birth in him. Opening the Nature of Regeneration. 

4. Concerning the Spirit of the dark world, or kingdom of darkness, and the Spirit of this 

World, the one Represented as a seven-headed Dragon, and the other as a seven headed 

Beast, the One produced by the fall of Angels, the other by the fall of Mankind.5 

The Bodleian Library also holds a copy of A Tract of Christ’s Birth and Incarnation,6 the full 

version of which matches the extracts mentioned above. 

 

‘The promised Seed to break the Serpent’s Head’: Christ’s Birth and Incarnation 

Pordage articulates the six ways in which Christ is central to Christianity, with each of these 

particulars being necessary and dependent upon each other in order to occur. Christians must 

believe in each of these steps:  

 
4 These four extracts can be found in William Law’s Theological Manuscripts, volume 11, William Andrews Clark 

Memorial Library, UCLA MS.1960.019.  

5 MS.1960.019 

6 MS Rawlinson A. 354, John Pordage, A Tract of Christ’s Birth and Incarnation [n.d.]. See also appendix 12 



 222 

 

1. In his birth 

2. In his life 

3. In his death and passion 

4. In his resurrection 

5. In his ascension 

6. In his descension7 

According to Pordage, ‘Jesus Christ was the promised seed, promised indeed by God 

himself that he should come.’8 Pordage refers to seeds in other works, as in the second part of the 

Philosophical Missive, where his spiritual alchemical tract discusses ‘the natural and 

philosophical mixing of the seed’,9 and in pronouncing that ‘ye seed of the woman should break 

the serpents head’.10 This concept was not uncommon and, indeed, appears in the works of Jacob 

Boehme in his tract of the almost-identical name, where he writes: 

And if the word of Promise the Seed of the woman had not been quickned in Adam and Eve, by 

Gods putting Enmity between the Womans and the Serpents Seed, they both of them and all their 

posterity, had been meerly Natural and Children of wrath onely, and had been uncapable of ever 

becoming the Children of Grace and Mercy.11 

Of Christ, Pordage asserts that he was born with two natures — his divine and his human 

nature12 — but it was ‘the word’ that made him flesh. Pordage deems this union of the two 

 
7 MS Rawlinson A. 354 John Pordage, A Tract of Christ’s Birth and Incarnation [n.d.]. Appendix 12, part VII, p. 

273. 

8 Appendix 12, p. 885. 

9 Appendix 13b, p. 325. 

10 Appendix 11, p. 265. 

11 Jakob Böhme, The fifth book of the authour, in three parts (London: 1659), preface. 

12 Appendix 12, part VII, p. 273. 
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natures to be mystical and secret, ‘Unio Arctissima’.13 Although these two natures are 

intrinsically and inseparably bound, they remain distinct; through this mystery, God was made 

flesh into Christ.14  

Pordage expresses the manner of Christ’s birth in nine mysteries: 

1. His divine nature is different and distinct from human nature – his divine nature makes 

him ‘coeternal, coessential and coequal with the Father’.15 However, this is only part of 

his nature.  

2. His humanity is inferior to divine nature. Human nature is made up of Spirit, soul, and 

Body. Jesus Christ had each of these. His will, intellect, and spirit were his own and were 

distinct from the divine; however, as Christ was in part divine, the Will of the Father was 

also his own. Still, his own will and spirit has value in allowing him to identify with 

humanity as brethren. Christ’s human soul is also distinct from the divine; had this not 

been the case, he would have been ‘nearer allied to an Apparition, than to Humane 

Nature’.16 His body was flesh and the seed of Abraham; his body was organic, made of 

flesh and bones; as such, he was subject to temptation. 

3. Christ’s divine nature and virtue impressed upon his own faculties of will and intellect; 

divinity infused his humanity in a highly mystical and secret relationship.  

4. His distinct essences are without conversion, without confusion, and without 

composition, meaning that his essences are separate and distinct with no mixture. 

 
13 Translation: ‘the closest union’ 

14 Appendix 12, part VII, p. 275. 

15 Appendix 12, part VII, p. 276. 

16 Appendix 12, part VII, pp. 277–78. 
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Pordage summarises this mystery in another of his — and his acolytes’ — familiar 

phrases: ‘the first grand mystery of All of The H. Trinity in Unity; But this of the Deity in 

Humanity & Humanity in the Deity’.17 

5. The question of whether the divine and human nature of Christ existed before Christ was 

born. 

6. The unity of these two different natures into a single person of Christ. 

7. For these reasons, Christ is a unique person.  

8. The title of ‘Jesus’ and ‘son of God’ intimates his office and function as saviour 

9. The wonderfulness of Christ in his uniqueness; he was nominated in his purpose by the 

Spirit of Eternity, and he was the promised seed, to break the serpent’s head. Had there 

been no fall, no such promise would need to have been made. This promise is described 

as ‘ancient, universal, free & absolute, gracious, future, and dark & mystical’. 

Pordage explains that he uses the phrase ‘dark and mystical’ to describe this promise because the 

nature of the promise is incomprehensible to both the devils and the dragon, and also to Adam 

and Eve, such that they could not have comprehended the nature of their fall. In fact, none but 

‘wisdom’s children’ will understand this secret:18  

That the Full & Perfect meaning of it might be gradually Reveal’d, It open’d but Darkly to the 

Age before The Flood; clear’d up a little to Abraham after it, & more fully to the Prophets: but 

shone comparatively Bright under the Nativity & Ministration of the Son, in the New Testament. 

But all this while it is not Reveal’d in its full Glory. For tho the Work be fully done in the Person 

indeed of Christ himself; yet Sin, & Self, & the Design of the Devil, is not fully Broken in the 

Children of God. So that by Depth & Bredth of this Promise, is reserved yet, as a Dark Saying & 

 
17 Appendix 12, part VII, p. 279. 

18 Appendix 12, part VII, p. 283–84. 



 225 

 

Hidden Mystery till the Day of the Spirit’s Ministration comes to be manifested upon Earth. In 

that Age indeed they too many be unlocked.19 

 

Pordage elucidates that he does not deny the deity of Christ (which he was accused of 

doing during his trial for heresy) and categorically states his position (and presumably the 

position of his group) on this matter:  

We do not therefore wth the Arrians, Nostorians, nor Socinians, Deny the Deity of Christ, That He 

was God, & make Him mere Man. Nor again do we wth the Eutychians, & his Camorades, under 

pretext of establishing his Divinity; overshoot ourselves in evacuating, or annihilating his 

Humanity.20 

 

The Problem of Reason 

By eating the forbidden fruit, Adam and Eve would come to know a more complex world and, 

thereby, lose their divine state. If God had not given warning or made clear that the fruit should 

not be eaten, did He will the fall of Adam and Eve? Answering this question requires parsing the 

difference between a transgression of ignorance and a transgression of disobedience. This tricky 

point is clarified in the section on ‘reason’ in A Preliminary Treatise, an introductory preface and 

guide, to help us better understand Pordage’s meaning.21 Pordage describes the temptation 

transaction as a metaphor for the spiritual transformation taking place: 

 
19 Appendix 12, part VII, p. 284. 

20 Appendix 12, part VII, p. 281. 

21 MS Rawlinson A.405 William Law A Preliminary Treatise which may serve as an Introduction to the following 

work (of Dr Pordage), appendix 8, pp. 27–28. 
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The Tree it self may be justly enough Stild’ a figurative Tree, as shadowing forth the +Spirit of 

this world, wch is to this day an earthly spirit; whose Fruits myst therefore be so too, as they also 

that feed upon ‘em, The Hand yt reachd’ to take by Fruit, figures forth that eager lasting Desire 

that put Eve’s longing Imagination upon the Stretch; so that imagining into the Fruit, she 

stretchd forth her Arm, & by this Outward Action discoverd what had passd with in. The Mouth 

too yt tasted, was another Figure; vis. Of the Lusting will; wch escorting it self internally, was ye 

Spiritual Eating of the Earthly Fruit; but last too terminated in the corporeal Act.22 

Pordage explains that in hell the day of the Fall would be considered ‘an Eternal Holy-day, an 

everlasting festival in the dark-world’.23 Once the Fall had taken place, Adam and Eve became 

human — a point mirrored in Boehme.24 

 

Concerning the Virgin Mary 

Pordage infers a very distinct and specific meaning in his reference to ‘virgin’, explaining that it 

relates to spiritual innocence and purity. He differentiates this virginity from been born a virgin, 

as in a person who has never had sexual intercourse. When discussing Mary’s nature at birth, he 

asserts: 

I must here premise, that before she was made so, she was no Virgin; by what I mean only that 

she was not born One [. . .] She was, born, a Virgin; there is a Chaste, modest Woman, that never 

 
22 MS Rawlinson A.405, p. 291. 

23 MS Rawlinson A.405, p. 291. 

24 Jakob Böhme, The fifth book of the authour, pp. 13–14. 
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knew a Man. But the sense of the word Virginity, as I use it in this discourse, is only that Virgin 

Nature which Eve had in Paradise before the fall.25 

He also discusses who made her a ‘virgin’, according to his sense to the word:  

it was the sacred Trinity made her a Virgin. But indeed under the Holy Trinity, the Chief in 

sacramental Cause in making her a Virgin, was her Mother, and this Mother was No Other than 

the Divine Eternal Wisdom of God. This Divine Virgin Wisdom was as Much the Mother of the 

Virgin-Mary, as the Virgin Mary herself was of Christ. It is plain enough in Scripture that 

Wisdom is a Mother and has her Children.26 

Pordage places great importance on divine Sophia, or holy wisdom, elevating this feminised 

form to the importance of the Trinity. Pordage approaches the role of women in Christianity 

through an intriguing lens, a position he enacts in his own circle of adherents. Indeed, 

particularly from a feminist perspective, Pordage cuts a compelling and influential figure worthy 

of study in the field of gender studies as well as in terms of the role of gender and sexuality in 

esotericism and Christian mysticism.  

Pordage discusses how Mary’s birth took place describing the conception between divine 

wisdom and the Holy Trinity that results in an immortal seed — with his explanation, hoping to 

‘give some Light by the way of that dark promise’27: 

The Manner how this was done, is so Mysterious that words can give but a very general and 

imperfect amount of it. The Divine Wisdom, the Mother of all true and immaculate Virginity 

 
25 ‘Extracts out of Dr Pordage’s manuscript upon the Incarnation of Jesus [Christ] Concerning the virgin Mary’, in 

William Law’s Theological Manuscripts, Volume 11, William Andrews Clark Memorial Library, UCLA 

MS.1960.019. 

26 ‘Extracts out of Dr Pordage’s manuscript’. 

27 ‘Extracts out of Dr Pordage’s manuscript’. 
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being in the Spirit and Soul of Mary; and that in Union with the Holy Trinity, infused the 

Immortal Seed of this divine Virginity into both: So that she became a Virgin in Reality; and not 

by Imputation.28 

Again, Pordage notes the significance of divine wisdom and the feminine aspect: ‘we may say 

the higher seed of the true and immaculate Virginity, that flows only from the Virgin Nature of 

the Divine Wisdom, is here pointed at.’29 

Pordage tries to address concerns around the precise time at which this seed became 

active within Mary; that is, when she became a ‘virgin’ in Pordage’s sense of the word. He 

presents two conflicting explanations: one, that the seed was active within her from her birth, so 

she was born a ‘virgin’; the other that the seed is somehow infused afterwards. Pordage seeks to 

reconcile these two views by suggesting that the seed was within Mary when she was born, but 

that it was in a dormant state until both the Holy Trinity and divine wisdom jointly breathed 

upon it to awaken and activate it: 

[. . .] there is a great Controversy, particularly about the time of its sowing. For whereas some 

will assert, that all men are born with it into the world; and others that it is infused afterwards. If I 

might interpose, I should be for reconciling both. For admitting that the Virgin Mary for instance, 

did bring this seed with her into the world, that it was unactive and as dead, till it pleased the 

blessed Trinity in Conjunction with the Divine Wisdom, to breath upon it, to awaken, revive and 

quicken it. So that before this Resurrection of it, it not operating, was no better to her, than if she 

had it not, nor was she conscious in the least that she had it all. And therefore we too in like 

Manner, ought never to Look upon ourselves as in a state of Grace tho the seed itself, were 

 
28 ‘Extracts out of Dr Pordage’s manuscript’. 

29 ‘Extracts out of Dr Pordage’s manuscript’. 
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allowed to be in us, till it once comes to manifest itself in us, and to us, by its happy effects and 

glorious operations.30 

Pordage asserts that divine operation and the convergence of the Holy Trinity and divine Sophia 

animate this seed, effecting change from an impure state to a ‘virgin’, freed from original sin. 

Pordage proceeds to summarise these assertions, listing the key points of his doctrine, to ensure 

that the reader fully understands these points: 

i. There was such a change wrought [. . .] she that before was the Daughter only of Joachim and 

Anna, became now the highborn offspring, and daughter of the divine Wisdom. 

ii. She was hereby restored to that Virgin-state which Eve lost in Paradise.  

iii. She was restored from a sinfull to an immaculate state of Purity. Her Spirit became 

blameless; her faculties of intellect and Will without blemish, and her soul without spot or 

Wrinkle. Her whole inward Man was restored to that degree and measure of holiness [. . .] So 

as to be without blame, before him (even the Eye itself of Eternity) in Love, (which is the 

Virgin essence of Divine Wisdom).  

iv. She was first freed hereby from Original sin with its pollutions; that bloody issue which 

otherwise could never have been separated from us [. . .] This is the true Water Baptism, even 

to be baptized with water of life, that is as clear as Crystal, proceeding out of the Throne of 

God and the Lamb. Here with the Divine Wisdom baptizeth (tho invisibly) all her true 

Children; and the effect of this baptism, this Clean Water is, that all sin, and self are utterly 

separated from the spirits and souls of our inward man.31 

In these words, Pordage equates Mary’s transformation into a virgin to water baptism; the action 

being the separation of sin from one’s soul. The following passage concludes this short treatise 

 
30 ‘Extracts out of Dr Pordage’s manuscript’. 

31 ‘Extracts out of Dr Pordage’s manuscript’. 
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and is exemplary of Pordage’s command of English and skill with prose. The quality of his 

writing makes clear how others would have been drawn to him as a teacher: 

For the Virgin Life Standeth in the freedom of the Spirit, mind and Will from Nature and 

Creature, and in dominion over The Earthly Life. It Standeth with a passive Stillness, not to 

move, but as moved; nor this without being first stirred; nor to act at all, but as it is acted; to see 

and know nothing but from Wisdoms Inspirations, nor yet to will and desire; but as Wisdom 

guides, acts, and moves in our seeing, knowing, wiling and Imagining. It standeth in the true 

inward and Spiritual Worship of the H. Trinity, and Divine Wisdom in her Principle of Sight, in 

waiting at Wisdom Posts: to hear her Voice, obey her Laws, and hearken to her Counsells.32  

 

A Discourse Concerning the Mythical Incarnation 

The Mythical Incarnation is another short extract, which Pordage refers to as chapter one, 

although no subsequent chapters exist in this copy. Pordage parses this short piece into four 

instructions, this first of which sets the scene and states that Christ was sent to this world to die 

for our sins and to be reborn. He explains: 

Here see the wonderfull Love of the Father in sending his only son into thy lost world, into thy 

lost humanity, into thy lost soul, to be born in thee, that so he might dye in Thee, and shed his 

heavenly blood in thee, there by to quench the Father’s anger and wrath-fire; to rise again in thy 

properties from the death of God’s anger, and so to ascend at Last thro thee into the fathers glory 

again.33 

Pordage sets the scene for the significance of Christ’s birth and death. He proceeds to revisit this 

statement, highlighting the essence of the soul and His birth as being ‘a seed of life’, and thus 

 
32 ‘Extracts out of Dr Pordage’s manuscript’. 

33 Appendix 11, p. 848. 
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elaborating on the nature of the seed he mentions in Concerning the Virgin Mary. Pordage was 

clearly preoccupied with the moment of conception and enlivening of the soul — a point of 

contention upon which he takes great pains to elaborate. The themes of seed and essence recur: 

Behold again the Love of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, in thus descending from the glory of the 

Father, into the lost essences of thy soul, these to be born in thee as a seed of life, thereby to dye 

also in the death of the Fathers anger, revealed upon the fall in thy souls essences, more 

particularly to be crucified of the dark world, and devils its inhabitants with the Wrath fire of the 

Fathers property.34 

Resurrection of the soul and delivery from original sin occurs after ascension through the 

properties of humanity: ‘ascending thro thy human properties and essences, to enter into the 

highest glory of the Father’, another typical reference to the movement through states to achieve 

purity, a topic Pordage covers in detail in A philosophical missive on the true philosopher’s 

stone. The virgin-like state that Mary achieves after activation of the ‘seed’ within her by divine 

wisdom and the Holy Trinity is also achieved by Jesus after his crucifixion and resurrection. 

Pordage describes the virgin state achieved by both Mary and Jesus as the same: ‘he first arose 

on the third day from the dead, and from the hellish anger of the Fathers property, as Lord and 

Prince, in his new Virgin like body, and pure humanity’.35 Christ leaves his position for a second 

time to visit the souls of man in order to transact the redemption of souls: 

[. . .] this same Christ Thus is instated into the glory he before had with the fathers, from all 

Eternity in and by his own natural birth right, and merit, should come down from Hence, [and] 

leave this glory a second time, this not in his own person, yet in Spirit and reality, to visit the dark 

dungeon of thy soul, or inward man in particular, and not only to visit it, but to transact also there, 

 
34 Appendix 11, p. 848. 

35 Appendix 11, p. 848. 
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this whole work of thy Redemption, upon the Stage of thy human Property, to transcribe a 

faithfull copy of the whole in thy single Person, a new and a fresh Letter for Letter, and character 

for character, to run over, as I may say, again, his whole process, step for step in thy soul.36 

 

Magical Work 

Pordage emphasises the nature of the work that Christ performs in our souls and invites the 

reader to reflect on the majesty of this work: ‘this is a far more Noble and heroic and majestic 

work that is wrought in thee [. . .] then the essential Word, the deity itself, the heart of God, must 

and did more, Christ to be born thee, as an Eternal Seed of Life.’37 

Pordage encourages the reader to be aware of this ‘magical work’; it is one thing for it to 

be happening, but another to be aware of it. Pordage emphasises this point, ‘And that it may 

never be forgotten by thee, Record The Process of it, Register it in thy head’. After he has issued 

this instruction, he further explains the importance of being aware that this transformative action 

being performed in the soul by Christ is key to heightened enlightenment: 

Contemplate further this Love of Christ to Thee [. . .] not barely as transacting all in Thee, but as 

giving thee the grace and spirit of faith also to comprehend the work that is done in thee, and 

know that it is so. For to have it done is one thing: but to see and know it to be done, to apprehend 

and comprehend it, it another. The work maybe really and truly done in millions of souls, and 

they not withstanding never the Lucifer for it [. . .] Consider and Care of God to thee in the 

effects and fruits and benefits of their great work. And they are visible in these 2 particulars, first 

in thy not perishing in the hellish fire of Gods anger, together with the devil This angels, who are 

eternally shut up in the eternal death of the Fathers wrath, Sunder and Eternal Curse of 

 
36 Appendix 11, p. 848. 

37 Appendix 11, p. 510. 
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Condemnation. This is the full benefit. And the 2 is not inferior, but rather more supereminent 

still. Thus expressed by St. John, God so Cared for the World, that he gave his only begotten Son, 

that they should not perish but have Eternal Life.38 

 

Apostasy 

Apostasy is the abandonment or rejection of a religious principle. Here, the angels become 

‘fallen’ if they reject the light: 

But it is the Spirit of Wrath, the God of the dark World, under the Rule of the Spirit of Eternity. # 

 # who, as is Said, never was so a Creature of God as the angels who fell, but was merely 

generated in and by their Apostasy from the Light, by a Soul of most monstrous equivocal 

generation and who have had no manner of existence, but as conceived thought forth in the head 

of Lucifer; who hereby became also inferior and Subject unto him must signify his seven divided 

working properties.39  

 

The Dark Synod 

The reason for Christ’s existence was to thwart the evil designs of the devil to tempt man from 

his place in heaven. The devil himself formed this plan, and it was the role of the demons in hell 

to go forth and enact it. The ‘head of the serpent’ also means sin and that an act of disobedience 

gives rise to original sin which penetrates the soul; in other words, the head of the serpent is 

‘intention’.40  

 
38 Appendix 11, p. 848. 

39 Appendix 12, part VII, p. 294. 

40 Appendix 12, part VII, p. 286. 
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Pordage identifies the head as the proper place for the spirit to reside in both demons and 

angels, which is why he places emphasis on the head, as that is ‘thy proper place of the spirit in 

either Devils, Angels, or men’. The head of the serpent is figurative, signifying, through 

metonymy, the ‘spirit of the dragon placed in the head of the serpent’. The serpent is servant to 

the devil. Pordage gives an account of the discourse of Lucifer concerning the plot to tempt 

Adam and Eve and the formation of his plan with his council of demons: 

 

Lucifer then that Great Prince of Darknes call’d a Convocation of his whole faln Hierarchy to 

consult & Debate about this important Affair, in his Hellish Court, situated in the Deep Abyss of 

Darknes, or Centre of their own Principle. The Summons being given & the Council met, the 

Great Angel of the Bottomless Pit, under the Great Red=Dragon, began a Speech to this effect, 

viz. “My Lords & Noble Peers, Princes, Thrones [. . .] Powers, Principalities, Dominions & 

Sovereigns. I here present to yr maturer consideration a Pair of Bright shining Angels, Adam & 

Eve (I think their Names are, were that worth the remembering) with their future Progeny. Behold 

how the Glorious Image of the B. Trinity, is implanted in em. Behold their sparkling Life, how it 

is nourished, & maintaind with the daily & fresh Supplies from the constant Emanations, & 

Influences of the B. Trinity. Such once were WE, not to Say Superior. But that I had not 

mentioned, (nor can I yet condescend to Envy These) were it not that those very Angelical 

Creatures & their Posterity are raisd by God on purpose for our Torment & Vexation, to be as 

Briars & Thorns to our Spirits. They must Stand it Seems, as in a Christallene Glass, to Present 

themselves to our Eyesight; to Put us in Remembrance (as if we coud forget) of What once we 

were & What Now, How Glorious then, & how Deformed at present. And to compleat All, They 

& their Posterity are besides to Possess our Kingdoms, Reign over Us & fil our (yet) empty 

Thrones. These my Sovereign Lords, These are the Thoughts I cannot Bear; I’m not Ashamed to 

Own These to be the present Troubles of my Spirit & Gnawings of my Soul. ‘Tis High Time 
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therefore now to make a new Effort, & to Assert once more our Antient Rights & Privileges; or if 

we neglect this opportunity, we shal be possesd with a succession of new upstart Heirs, that wil 

continually put us to the Trouble of Clearing our Tithes. 

Twas therefore with this Intent I’ve given your Lordships the Trouble of a formal 

Summons to deliberate Consult & Advise, What methods must be taken to Nip these Rival Plants 

in this Early Bud; to Efface the Divine Image, cutt off al Supplies from Above, & in a word 

effectually to destroy em. Your deeper Thoughts therefore, as they woud be more Seasonable & 

Necessary at this present Juncture, so are they desird & Calld for.41 

Upon the conclusion of this discourse, the demons agreed to support the plan. Two conclusions 

came from this exchange: 1. The divinity in Adam and Eve could not be extinguished, so they 

would somehow introduce a contrary part of their nature; and 2. Such a new life could only be 

added by an act of their own free will. The demons were at a loss as to how to enable such a 

nefarious transformation, but Lucifer finalised the plans for the ‘dark synod’,42 thus concluding 

how an earthly life should be introduced to the pair by awakening a desire and lust to know its 

nature: 

My mighty Potentates of my Dark Region; Why Gaze we thus in susp one upon each other? The 

Difficulty indeed is Great because we make it so. But of it self it cou’d never challenge this 

Himage of Silence & Astonisment, from Us. Let us but consider the Great Love & tender Care 

the Sacred trinity have over our New Rivals in forbidding ‘em to Eat of the Fruit of the Tree, in 

the midst of the Garden. What was that Tree? Was it not a distinct one from all the Rest? Distinct 

in its Nature, in its Properties, Quality & Operations? And the Fruit to consequently, alike distinct 

from that of all the other Trees? But this, my Peers, this forbidden Tree is an Earthly one, & its’ 

 
41 Appendix 12, part VII, pp. 287–88. 

42 Appendix 12, part VII, p. 290. 
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Fruit too Earthly. The Eating of this wil begot in ’em an Earthly Life, & transform even a 

heavenly into an Earthly Creature.43 

Pordage’s narration is provocative: he does not give biblical citations for these passages, as he 

does for much of his work, suggesting that he, in fact, witnessed this episode during one of his 

visions and recorded it. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter demonstrates that Pordage understood the concept of the Fall as having  allegorical 

significance, in the same way that he viewed alchemy as a process of spiritual transmutation. In 

this chapter I have sought to explicate the nature of some of Pordage’s visions and how he 

considered the plotting of the Fall by Lucifer to have taken place. It demonstrates the closeness 

in content and themes of Pordage to Boehme again, but the difference in style and readability is 

significant. The accompanying text, A preliminary treatise, is central to helping us understand 

some of Pordage’s more complex ideas, and reading this accompanying piece alongside Pordage 

provides a fresh lens for looking at his work.   

 
43 Appendix 12, part VII, p. 288. 
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 ‘Blood and milk of the Virgin’: The Alchemy of the Philosopher’s Stone  

Alchemy and astrology are central components of Pordage’s work, connecting him to 

influential characters such as Elias Ashmole, Robert Fludd, and Paracelsus. Pordage’s own work 

that very clearly shows both alchemical and astrological themes is Ein Philosophisch 

Sendschreiben. Vom wharen Stein der Weissheit or A Philosophical Missive. On the true 

Philosopher’s Stone (Amsterdam, 1698), which refers to classical literature in these fields, 

demonstrating Pordage’s knowledge of these two areas. 

This chapter offers a detailed analysis of a new commissioned translation of Ein 

Philosophisch Sendschreiben, from early modern German back into English, aiming to present it 

as close to the original as possible. The two objectives of this chapter are, firstly, to demonstrate 

Pordage’s contribution to the development of knowledge on alchemy and astrology and, 

secondly, to restore and reveal a part of Pordage’s writings through high-quality, academic 

translation. The commissioned transcription was made from a copy of Ein Philosophisch 

Sendschreiben, found within the digitised collection of Friedrich Roth-Scholtz’s Deutsches 

theatrum chemicum.1  

Finding the philosopher’s stone was not enough for Pordage; it had to be shaped and 

formed in order to fully receive the highest, hidden knowledge. Pordage describes a complex 

alchemical and spiritual process that must be followed in order to bring the stone to its fullest 

potential. The focus of this chapter will be the process of transmutation; the alchemical processes 

 
1 Friederich Roth-Scholtz, Deutsches Theatrum Chemicum (Nurnberg: Adam Jonathan Felsseckern, 1728–1732). A 

copy of the full commissioned German transcription and commissioned English translation of Ein Philosophich 

sendschreiben accompanies this thesis as Appendixes 13a and 13b, respectively. 
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and preparations, along with the astrological journey that must be followed, in order to achieve 

successful formation and manipulation of the philosopher’s stone. 

 

The purpose of this chapter is to correctly place Pordage amongst other alchemists of his 

time, to understand the extent of his knowledge and expertise in alchemy. 

 

The Politics of Alchemy in Seventeenth-Century England 

As Andrew J. Mendelsohn notes, a strong connection existed between alchemy and politics and a 

renewed debate around ‘the politics in seventeenth century England of both natural philosophy [. 

. .] and medicine’.2 The connection, he suggested, was that ‘chymical mysticism could buttress 

the impulse to separatism by setting the conflict between each man’s inner light and the church 

in a cosmology, a natural philosophy.3. I concur that Pordage’s alchemical language was volatile, 

as this passage demonstrates: 

When this love-fire-tincture enters into the dark-fire-forms, and comes to penetrate the burning 

sulphur, poisonous Mercurie and Salt-Nitre of the Fire-spirit, and to change them into its own 

Nature, there ariseth such triumphing Joy, charming Pleasure, ravishing Extasie and Exultation, 

as none can imagine but those that have felt them…this love-fire-tincture (as Jacob Behme 

declares) proceeds from the union of the Fire and Light, and it is the joy and end of Eternal 

Nature.4  

 
2 J. Andrew Mendelsohn, ‘Alchemy and Politics in England, 1649-1665’, Past and Present, 135 (1992), 30–78 (p. 

32). 

3 Mendelsohn, ‘Alchemy and Politics’, p. 38 

4 John Pordage, Theologia Mystica (London, 1683), pp. 146–47. 
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However, I disagree with Mendelsohn that Pordage’s motive was antagonistic. It is important to 

establish the context for examining Pordage within this setting and whether the extent of his 

participation would have been considered radical. In particular, the focus here is after 1660, 

which was when Pordage was writing; he may have had access to literature from before this 

period, but his placement must be made in light of his participation in alchemical culture in his 

lifetime.  

However, as Mendelsohn notes, not all alchemists were radical. He gives the example of 

the proponents of Boehme as ‘anti-radical’, adding:  

it is especially interesting to find how unradical, even anti-radical, were the intentions of those 

who, during the Civil War, first introduced Boehme's ideas in England [. . . however], no sooner 

was the Teutonic philosophy found and translated as an answer to the sects, than it began to 

inspire some of those very radicals.5 

A large number of alchemical texts were published just as Pordage would have been 

writing his Philosophical Missive (at least 222 between 1645 and 1660), so his writing was very 

topical.6 In addition to English translations of Paracelsus, Boehme and Agrippa published and 

were in circulation at this time. 

 
5 Mendelsohn, ‘Alchemy and Politics’, p. 32. 

6 This would have included works such as Alfonso, King of Portugal, Five treatises of the philosophers stone, 

(London, 1652); Elias Ashmole, The way to bliss (London 1658); Samuel Hartlib, Chymical, medicinal, and 

chyurgical address (London, 1655); William Harvey, Anatomical exercitations (London 1653); William Lilly, Annus 

tenebrosus (London, 1652); Henry More, Enthusiasmus triumphatus (London, 1656); Henry More, Observations 

upon Anthroposophia theomagica (London,1650); Henry More, The second lash of Alazonomastix (London, 1651); 

Gabriel Naudé, The history of magick (London, 1657); Margaret Cavendish, The worlds olio (London, 1655); John 

Spencer Kaina kai palaia (London, 1658); George Starkey, Pyrotechny asserted (London, 1658); Thomas Tany, 
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Pordage’s focus was on spiritual alchemy, and his works fit in the tradition of allegorical, 

philosophical, and spiritual alchemy, being most similar in nature and content to Thomas 

Vaughan, Oswald Croll, Heinrich Khunrath, Michael Maier, Edward Kelly, Valentin Weigel, 

and Robert Fludd, amongst others. 

Many of these ruminations on alchemy also consider the nature and matter of the 

philosopher’s stone, exactly the same topics with which Pordage was then engaged. I will 

proceed to describe each of the steps in turn, revealing the systematic process and stages that 

must be followed in order to successfully form and transform the stone.  

Pordage’s alchemical text appears in volume one of Deutches Theatrum Chemicum 

alongside other prominent alchemical authors such as Thomas Vaughan (Eugenius Philalethes), 

Basilius Valentinus, Edward Kelley (Edovradi Kellaei), Roger Bacon (Rogeri Baconis), John 

Dee (Johannis Dee), amongst others. Pordage’s name appears here is Joh [sic] Pordaesche. 

I chose this particular version of Ein Philosophisch Sendschreiben to commission the 

transcription and translation from because the digitised version of the text appears clearly and it 

is easily accessible through the project website. Other German copies are available, but this 

particular version benefits from a high-quality digitisation process and ease of download. 

Although it is written in Gothic font, it is fairly legible. The text has been preserved well so a 

complete version of it can be easily reproduced, more so than the other versions. 

In addition to the Philosophical Missive is a short text called Further on the natural and 

philosophical mixing of the Seed. Through which it will be shown, how one should seek out and 

 

Theauraujoh[n] his aurora (London, 1651); Robert Vaughan, Theatrum chemicum Britannicum (London, 1652); 

Thomas Vaughan, Anima magica abscondita (London, 1650); Thomas Vaughan, Anthroposophia theomagica 

(London, 1650). 
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find the Philosopher’s Stone,7 which is separate and distinct from this work, but is topically 

similar and extends the topics covered in the Philosophical Missive. It is presumably an 

addendum to the Philosophical Missive, written by Pordage at or about the same time, and 

concludes with his name. It is not referred to in secondary source material, nor in the version of 

the Philosophical Missive produced by Arthur Versluis in Wisdom’s Book.8 

Pordage elucidates both alchemical and astrological themes most explicitly in the 

Philosophical Missive, which is a letter that he wrote to an ‘honoured lady’, presumably one of 

his female adherents. The piece was originally written in English but printed in German, 

published in Amsterdam in 1698, with the original English version now lost.9  

 
7 ‘Ferner von Der natürlichen und philosophischen Vermischung der Saamen. Wordurch gezeiget wird, wie man den 

Stein der Weisen suchen und finden soll.’ 

8 Arthur Versluis, Wisdom’s Book: The Sophia Anthology (St. Paul, MN: Paragon House, 2000), pp. 67–76. In his 

book, Versluis provides a modern-day version of A Philosophical Missive, which I felt was limited by his 

interpretation of the text. I also felt that it lacked the tone and vocabulary of the original text, so some of the meaning 

may also have been lost in interpretation. I wanted to conduct a detailed study of this text, so it is important that the 

translation be as true to the original as possible. A modern interpretation was therefore insufficient for my purpose. 

In addition, the second part of the text is absent from Versluis’s version and indeed, he does not say which version he 

used for translation, so this second part may not have accompanied the text he chose. It is also possible that the 

digitisation of the text had not be completed at the time that Versluis was working on this project. I was however, 

inspired by Versluis’s work to bring this piece into modern English, but I wanted to approach this task in a different 

way, by removing the interpretative layer and providing a rigorous academic version in early modern English. My 

aim is that A Philosophical Missive more closely resembles the original text and thus preserves some of its original 

meaning and language — and, indeed, Pordage’s own voice — as it may have originally read. 

9 Johann Pordädsche, Ein Philosophisch Sendschreiben. Vom wahren Steine der Weißheit, an eine nach solchem 

zwar mit Ernste grabende; jedoch ihre Ruhe und Freude zu frühzeitig darinnen suchende Seele (Amsterdam: 1698). 
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When Pordage writes on alchemy he is referring to spiritual alchemy rather than seeking 

to create gold or finding the secret to eternal life. He describes the philosopher’s stone as ‘the 

eternal nature of the Son;’ adding, ‘it is the essence and substance of Godly love; it is the 

paradise of souls; it is the heavenly blood of the Virgin; it is the heavenly Tinctur; it is the seed 

of the pure nature; so it’s life is within itself’.10 However, finding this heavenly tincture was not 

enough for Pordage; he believed that it must be shaped and formed by causing it to exist in fire 

and water in order to ‘attain the recognition of the eternal wonder of the world’.11 In the 

Philosophical Missive, Pordage describes a complex alchemical and spiritual process for 

conjuring the stone to its fullest potential. The focus of this discussion is the process of 

transmutation: the alchemical processes and preparations — along with the astrological journey 

— that must be followed in order to achieve successful formation and manipulation of the 

philosopher’s stone. 

 

Chemical Wedding 

Pordage enlists astrological language not only to describe the process of the stone’s 

transmutation but also to explicate the allegorical presentations of the properties, states, and 

union of the elements: 

The Father of this Child is Mars, he is the Life of Fire, which proceeds from Marte, as a property 

of the father. Its Mother is Venus, who is the gentle Fire of Love, and proceeds from the property 

 
10 Appendix 13b, p. 2.  

11 Appendix 13b, p. 2. 



 243 

 

of the son. Here you see a little man and a little woman, the husband and wife, the bride and 

bride-groom, the first wedding or marriage.12 

Pordage focusses his descriptions on unity, on joining Mars and Venus, like that of husband and 

wife living in mutual union and harmony. If this state is not reached, the two natures cannot be 

combined, and there will be hostility between the properties of nature. And, if there is no 

merging (e.g., marriage), then there can be no life-giving: ‘And if no conception, then no 

creation of life, and if no creation of life, then there can be no birth of this magic child, there can 

be no stone.’13 But if this union and harmony can be achieved, then:  

virgin Venus will hand over to you her pearls, her water-spirit, to quell the Spirit of Fire Martis, 

and the Fire of Anger Martis will quite willingly submerge itself in love and gentleness within 

the Fire of Love Veneris, and then both properties, as fire and water, will mix with each other, 

agree and flow into each other; from their unity and union the first conception of the magic 

birth, which is called Tinctur, the Tinctur of the Fire of Love [. . . ] will emerge.14 

 

Magical Conception 

In the second tract, Further on the Natural and philosophical mixing of the seed, Pordage gives 

detail on the origination and conception of the stone that he does not offer in the Philosophical 

Missive; here is the missing set of instructions on how to generate the seed of the philosopher’s 

stone in the first instance, which fits in right after the marriage has taken place. Without this 

additional tract, his set of instructions is incomplete; so although this information is provided 

 
12 Appendix 13b, p. 5. 

13 Appendix 13b, p. 5. 

14 Appendix 13b, p. 5. 
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separately by Pordage as an appended tract, I have included it at this stage in the correct ordering 

of the formation and transmutation of the stone. 

There are two seed tinctures, they must be mixed with each other and united ‘by means of 

an inner penetration the one of the other’15 to form ‘one lump’.16 They then form and thicken 

inside the womb, which he likens to an oven (presumably the glass oven of the alchemists), in 

which the joined seeds are protected and nourished until they reach full gestation and are born 

like a child:  

For here there is henceforth nothing else to do than to seal the womb with the seal Hermetis; and 

in truth the womb really does close up itself.  Henceforth the seeds enliven themselves, and form 

of themselves into one flesh-body, into a living soul, and into a life-making spirit.17  

Pordage says that no further effort is required from either the father or the mother of the male 

and female seeds, respectively, other than ‘that one throws them together’.18  

The seeds are made to ‘fuse with each other and mingle [and] put themselves down 

together in their proper place’.19 In the womb, the seeds are ‘nourished from inside by their own 

Central-fire and by the philosophical fire from outside’. Pordage is clearly referring to the 

physical heating up of the glass oven and drawing a connection with the conception of a fetus 

inside a womb. This description may also be allegorical for the formation and gestation of the 

spiritual stone within oneself as a pre-requisite to becoming a true ‘Philosophus’, or worthy 

receiver of this wisdom, and thus able to work with this stone. 

 
15 Appendix 13b, p. 12. 

16 Appendix 13b, p. 12. 

17 Appendix 13b, p. 12. 

18 Appendix 13b, p. 12. 

19 Appendix 13b, p. 12. 
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After nine months’ gestation, the child is born. Pordage refers to the womb being sealed 

after conception until birth, which breaks apart the womb. The closing up and sealing of the 

womb is done with the ‘seal Hermetis’.20 The seed is the initial matter of the stone that has 

inherent generative properties, a living spirit and active property or tincture. All of the secrets of 

this magical conception must be known to the Philosophus — or the result is likely to be a 

miscarriage. But if everyone knew how to do this, everyone would be able to work with the stone 

— this knowledge is reserved only for those who comprehend this mystery.  

These ‘living’ seeds come from ‘the Matrix and womb of the one pure holy element, and 

from the dust of Paradise, I mean from the Paradisiacal earth; thus may you, without any 

artificial fire, draw your living seeds [. . .] out of it’.21 The final occult secret that Pordage reveals 

is that the Philosophus is within oneself, and this Philosophus must be born again into Paradise 

in order to receive these secrets. This work that must be done to prepare one’s self for receiving 

wisdom echoes some of his visionary experiences explored elsewhere in this thesis where 

Pordage believes that his soul must travel into Paradise before it can return with secret and divine 

knowledge. Spiritual separation, astral travel, divine education, and the return of the soul are all 

necessary steps to be qualified to work with the philosopher’s stone: 

But who should be this wise Philosophus? Do you wish to entrust the matter, which is drawn 

from the grounds of Paradise, to another than yourselves?  For this reason you must know that 

your own Philosophus is in yourself: He is your brother; it is your inner eternal Paradise-human. 

He, yes he alone, is the wise Philosophus.  This your wise Philosophus, must be born again: and 

after the work of his new or another birth is completed, you must send him to Paradise; for he 

knows the way thither. And let him dwell awhile therein; thus he will learn the Chemische Skill 

 
20 Appendix 13b, p. 12. 

21 Appendix 13b, p. 14. 
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quickly; and after he has learnt it, the stone will be made by you two brothers, as the outer and 

inner man, to the joy and comfort of you both, without difficulty and rapidly.22 

 

Magical Ensoulment 

For his part, Pordage is also unafraid to navigate this darkness; he talks about it elsewhere in his 

manifestos on the Mundi ideales: it is not something to be feared, but rather a necessary state for 

life to emerge. The darkness signifies to Pordage a temptation to be endured and a test to pass. 

The stage of darkness, he explains, should last forty days: ‘This blackness, or black colour, you 

must not despise now, but in patience, passiveness and quiet endure it, until your forty days of 

temptation are passed.’23 This chronology is precisely the same as that given by other alchemists, 

amongst them, ‘Aeyrenaeus Philalethes’: 

This calcination begins with these Variations in Colour about the two and fortieth day, of fiftieth 

at the farthest, in a good Regimen: After which comes putrefying Corruption, Like to the scum of 

boiling bloody Broath or melted pitch; but Blackness in part, to wit, Superficial, begins about the 

fortieth day after stirring up of the matter, in case of right Progress and Regimen of the Fire, or 

about the fiftieth at farthest.24 

This passage was first published in London in 1677, and although this was late in Pordage’s life, 

it is entirely possible that he was meeting with other alchemists and was perhaps even familiar 

with this work.  

 
22 Appendix 13b, pp. 14–15.  

23 Appendix 13b, pp. 14–15. 

24 Æyrenaeus Philalethes, 'An Exposition Upon Sir George Ripley's Vision ', in Alchemy: The Secret Art, ed. by 

Stanislas Klossowski De Rola (London: Thames & Hudson, 1973), pp. 23–30 (p. 23). 
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This forty-day period is significant because it was believed that forty days from 

conception, a foetus receives its soul. This is the moment when the foetus becomes a complete 

person and is transformed from a collection of biological matter to an ensouled human, with the 

soul being a part of God. This belief is Aristotelian in its roots but clearly still held sway in the 

1670s and was accepted as a significant point in the creation of human life.25 Applied to the 

stone, this concept means that the stone becomes magical or imbued with magical properties 

after forty days have elapsed, with its magical properties being akin to the soul. 

 

Blood and Milk of the Virgin 

Pordage describes stages and preparations through which the stone must pass. Indeed, his 

Philosophical Missive is almost exclusively trained upon compelling this ‘honoured lady’ to 

work with the stone that she has discovered, presumably through spiritual revelation, and to 

follow through the process of formation. According to Pordage, finding the stone is not enough; 

it must be shaped, manipulated, and transformed, and the adherent must complete this spiritual 

journey precisely in order for to receive this sublime, esoteric knowledge. Pordage does, 

however, give us a clue to where the stone can be found:  

The place or site where the Tinctur has its dwelling and sojourn I do not need to mention, nor yet 

to state its name, but I just exhort you essentially to knock on its door. Solomon says to us in his 

Song that your inner dwelling is not far from your navel,26 which is like a round goblet which is 

filled with the holy Liquore of the pure Tinctur.27 

 
25 Aristotle, History of Animals, Book VII, (350 CE), 583. 

26 Song of Solomon 7. v. 2. 

27 Appendix 13b, p. 3. 
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Pordage lists some of the ingredients necessary to initiate the formation of the tincture, including 

references to the blood and milk of the virgin: 

You have the seed of the Virgin, white and red, the milk of the Virgin and the blood of the Virgin 

in one Essenz and property. O wonder of all wonders!... You have the dyed Tinctur, the pearl of 

the Virgin [. . .] This is the Son of the Virgin, this is her firstborn…The old philosophers call him 

their white and red lion.28 

Various other alchemical treatises note the importance of the virgin’s milk, so this element is not 

novel. Virgin’s milk is often referred to as ‘May-dew, distilled with aqua fortis, mixed with 

sublimated mercury, and putrefied [sic] for a month in warm horse-dung’.29  

Once these initial elements have been combined, the stone (in its infancy) must be fed 

and nourished correctly so that it does not perish. Pordage explains: 

Further you must nevertheless support the Tinctur with such a Nutriment or food and drinks as is 

in accordance with and appropriate to its nature: Hence it must be supported only with the 

Nutriment from its own mother, that is, with the water of life, with the milk, with the oily Tinctur, 

and with the heavenly blood which flows from the breasts of the innocent Venere.30 

This amalgamation of innocent blood and innocent milk sustains and nourishes this magical 

child. But Pordage admits that is hard to form the stone, let alone to know whether its true matter 

has been attained. As he says: ‘POTANUS also practised and tried five hundred times, after he 

 
28 Appendix 13b, p. 15. 

29 Roberta Albrecht, The Virgin Mary as Alchemical and Lullian Reference in Donne (Selinsgrove, PA: Susquehanna 

University Press, 2005), p. 231. 

30 Appendix 13b, p. 6. 
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had recognised the true matter within which he should work, before ere he could shape it.’31 

Thus, Pordage encourages his reader to ‘not slacken in the Search for the Pearls’.32 The reference 

to the stone as a ‘pearl’ is a familiar one, and Pordage uses the pearl as terminology elsewhere in 

his works, as in Treatise of Eternal Nature, where he alludes to the ‘pearl of great price’.33 The 

‘Potanus’ he refers to here is John Pontanus, an alchemical writer also active during his day. His 

ideas are similar to Pordage’s; he speaks allegorically about the process and emphasises the state 

of mind and belief that the practitioner should have in order to obtain the right result. Pontanus 

explains that the creation of this divine stone is centred around understanding the importance and 

significance of fire: 

Fire is found only by profound Imagination [. . .] put it to the Fire, and know the proportion of 

your Fire, namely that it is to be no stronger then only to Excite the matter, and in a short time 

even that Fire without any apposition of hands, will certainly compleat the whole work; for it will 

putrefy, Corrupt, Generate, and perfect, and make to appear in their times the three Principal 

Colours, Black, White, and Red. And by mediation of our Fire, the Med'cin will be multiplyed if 

it be joyn'd with Crude matter, not only in quantity, but also in virtue. Therefore with all thy 

power look after thy Fire, and thou mayst prosper in thy Work, because it does the whole Worke, 

and is the key of the Philosophers which they never discover'd. But thou shalt come to know it by 

a right, profound thinking upon the properties of the Fire set down before, and no otherwayes. 

 
31 Pordage exaggerates this point slightly – Pontanus claims only to have tried two hundred times: ‘But when I knew 

the matter, I erred two hundred Times before I found the True Matter, which the operation, and practice upon it.’ In 

John Pontanus, ‘Upon the Mineral Fire; and the Great Elixir, Commonly Call'd the Philosophers Stone’, in Geo. 

Thor. Astromagus Cheiragogia Heliana (London: Printed for Humphrey Moseley at the Prince's Armes in St Paul’s 

Church-yard, 1659), pp. 92-96 (p. 92). 

32 Appendix 13b, p. 1. 

33 Appendix 9, Treatise of Eternal Nature, p. 16. 



 250 

 

This I writt out of piety, and that I may satisfy thee finally; The Fire is not Transmuted with the 

matter, because it is not of the matter.34 

Red Earth 

In this extract, a ‘Doctor Homodlus’ describes the process by which one can create the stone 

using alchemical apparatus and, after having completed the process for refining gold, produce a 

stone-like substance that is of a high level of purity and resembles a ruby: 

[. . .] you shall find again a Stone most transparent and like to a Ruby, which may be melted upon 

a red hot plate of Iron, and will send forth no smoak at all. Now this same so prepared, hath so 

many Vertues, that no tongue of man is able to express them.35 

Many other works concerning the transmutation of the stone emphasise the importance of colour 

which is expressive of its status at each stage in the process. Indeed, Pordage, also refers to this 

red stage: 

The matter is, as you know, the red earth, which alone is found in paradise; it is the red Tinctur, 

the purest sweetest blood of the eternal Virginal Mankind, and so the Virginal Seed, called the 

Virginal Nature, whence the Virginal Life, of a Virginal disposition, flows from its root.36 

For example, in Aurora by pseudo-Paracelsus, further treatment is given to the importance of the 

red tincture, when he explains thusly: ‘the whole body of Antimony will ascend into a most red 

Oil, resembling the colour of a Ruby, and will flow down drop by drop into the receiver, of a 

 
34 Potanus, Upon the mineral fire, pp. 95–96. 

35 Doctor Homodlus M S, 'De Elixir Solis Medicina Universali’ (London: printed for Rich: Moon at the seven Stars, 

and Hen: Fletcher at the three gilt Cups in Paul's Church-yard, 1657), p. 166. 

36 Appendix 13b, pp. 1–2. 
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most fragrant Odour, and most sweet Savour’.37 He also underscores the value of celestial bodies 

to the creation of the red stone, explaining ‘that the matter therein may be governed by the 

Celestial bodies, for the invisible celestial Influences and impressions of the stars are exceeding 

necessary to the work’.38 

 

Dark Saturnum 

Once the ‘magical child’ is born, and nourished with innocent blood and milk, it must be weaned 

onto more solid food. By this, Pordage means that it must undergo trials and challenges to 

strengthen itself. It must suffer and survive in order to become stronger: 

For here the tender Tinctur, this tender child of life must descend into the forms and properties of 

nature, so that it may suffer and endure and survive the temptation; it must necessarily descend 

into the Godly darkness, into the dark Saturnum, wherein no light of life is seen: therein it must 

be held captive, and bound with the chains of darkness, and must live off the food which the 

prickly Mercurius will give it to eat; which to the Godly life Tinctur is nothing other than dust 

and ashes, poison and gall, fire and brimstone. It must enter the fierce angry Martem, by which it 

must … be devoured, and experience the curse of the wrath of God; also be tried by Lucifer and 

millions of devils, who live in the ownership of the WrathFire.39 

Black Raven 

Black is an essential colour in the alchemical process and is the first colour the tincture takes 

during its formation: 

 
37 Pseudo-Paracelsus, Paracelsus His Aurora, & Treasure of the Philosophers (London: printed for Giles Calvert, 

and are to be sold at the Black Spred Eagle, at the west end of Pauls, 1659), pp. 40–41. 

38 Pseudo-Paracelsus, Paracelsus His Aurora, pp. 56–57. 

39 Appendix 13b, pp. 6–7. 
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And here the Godly Artista sees in this Philosophical work the first colour, wherein the Tinctur 

now appears in its blackness, it is the blackest blackness; the learned Philosophi call it their 

black crow, or their black raven, or also the blessed and blissful blackness [. . .] And in the 

fierceness or wrath and curse Martis the blessed Tinctur is concealed [. .  . .] The old Philosophi 

call this work or labour their Descension, their Cineration, their Pulverisation, their death, their 

Putrefaction of the Materie of the Stone, their Corruption, their Caput mortuum.40 

Here Pordage demonstrates his knowledge of the technical terms in alchemy, indicating that he 

has read alchemical works and positioning himself as a teacher.  

 

White Swan 

The next significant colour is white, which signifies that the stone has moved out of its 

temptation phase and into a stage of purity: 

Therefore the Artista must still wait, until he sees the Tinctur clothed with its other, the white 

colour and the very whitest of white, which he expects to see after lengthy patience and quiet; 

which also really will appear, when the Tinctur rises in its lunar property.41   

Pordage likens the colour white through which the tincture must move to the moon: ‘if the Luna 

of the Tinctur is considered a beautiful white, indeed the most perfect white colour, and gives off 

a luminous brilliance. And here the darkness changes into light, and death into life.’42 

We are presented with yet another example of Pordage’s alchemical prowess when he 

again shows how this stage used to be referred to, his knowledge of classical terminology, and 

the imagery that was employed: 

 
40 Appendix 13b, p. 7. 

41 Appendix 1b, p. 8. 

42 Appendix 1b, p. 8. 
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This work the ancients used to call their white swan, their Albification, or whitening, their 

Sublimation, their Distillation, their Circulation, their purification, their dissolution, their 

sanctification, and their resurrection; because the Tinctur is made white like a shining piece of 

silver; It is sublimated or elevated and transfigured through its more frequent descent into the 

Saturnun, Mercurium and Martem, and its more frequent ascent again to Venus and Lunam. This 

is its Distillation, its Balneum Mariæ: because through the more frequent Distilling of the water, 

blood and divine dew from the divine virgin Sophia the Tinctur is purified in the properties of 

nature, and is made white and pure through the manifold Circulation of the entering, exiting and 

passing through of the properties and forms of nature, like gleaming white polished silver.43 

In tracing the movement of the tincture through the stages of processing, rising up and down 

between the astrological states, he shows clear command of astrological associations. 

 

Burnished Gold 

The final stage and colour through which the tincture must pass to be complete is crimson or 

burnished gold. When it reaches this stage, the tincture is stable and constant: 

The Tinctur of life still lacks the spirit of the Holy Ghost, and as such it may be thwarted.  

According to this, it works within itself for Fixation in the property Solis; for Sol gives the 

Tinctur spirit, it gives the Tinctur colour, Fixation and completeness. The colour which Sol gives 

is a carmosin scarlet colour, a deep garnet-red or shiny burnished gold, or the clear brilliance of 

the suns, or also similar to pink-coloured blood. This is the definite and constant colour of the 

Tinctur, which Sol gives you, it is the Majestic brilliance and luminous colour, similar to the 

 
43 Appendix 1b, p. 9. 
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shining of the suns, or pure burnished gold. And here all the colours are transformed and engulfed 

in this one colour, because it is the unalterable constant colour.44 

Pordage likens the substance of the stone to honey, as it has penetrative qualities and health-

giving properties. He describes its form and nature in metaphysical and spiritual terms, likening 

the properties of the stone to the highest spiritual state, akin to the essence and substance of 

Godly love. Pordage ends his missive with a warning not to share this information with the 

uninitiated and reiterates that the internal Philosophus must be spiritually reborn before he can 

receive these occult secrets: 

I do not have the need to warn you, that the outer man must keep himself from chattering; and 

keep the stone secretly, and praise and laud the giver. I do not write to deceive anyone, nor yet to 

mislead anyone. He who has an ear to hear, let him hear me! I speak to such a person. The inner 

man is the Philosophus, who makes the stone, the outer man is just the under worker. But in so far 

as the outer man wants to be a Philosophus and a Chemist, ‘ere and before the work of rebirth is 

shaped and completed in himself, then he is a foolish Philosophus, and an ignorant Chemist; and I 

reject him, and say: he is not my brother; for he is no follower of the Wisdom.45 

 

Conclusion 

Pordage’s writings about the stone may very well all be an elaborate metaphor for the soul, a 

coded narrative of the necessary refinement of the soul to reach unity with the divine, and not 

about practical alchemy at all. We do know that these tropes present overt parallels to the work 

of his master Jacob Boehme. Pordage makes no mention elsewhere in his works of any 

 
44 Appendix 1b, pp. 9–10. 

45 Appendix 13b, p. 15. 
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alchemical equipment, and his writings are largely preoccupied with spiritual matters. When he 

does reference the philosopher’s oven, he sounds as if he is speaking figurately:  

[. . .] the Philosopher’s oven was as you know, a great secret, they had two such, one inside the 

other. The outer is made of lime and tiles; and it is wonderfully made from the spirit of the great 

world and its constellations or stars, and is none other than your visible body, composed of four 

elements [. . .]The inner oven, which the philosophers consider a closely guarded secret, was their 

Balneum Mariae, and so a glass Phial, in which they put the matter, a Substance and being that is 

priceless and more that the whole world is worth. This they closed up and sealed with the 

SIGILLO HERMETIS under lock and key [. . .] This holy oven, this Balneum Mariae, this glass 

phial, this secret oven is the place, the Matrix or womb, and the Centrum, from where the Godly 

Tinctur wells up, surges forth and has its source.46 

Pordage draws upon uniquely classical linguistic references for colours, states, and periods of 

time that must elapse, and speaks of connections between the status of the stone and the 

connection with divinity, only loosely referring to alchemical equipment. Most important is that 

Pordage speaks as though he has practiced alchemy himself; as such, practical experience is 

extremely likely.  

In Pordage’s hands, the constant, finalised state of the stone as well as its colour and 

properties resemble his previous descriptions of angels being as ‘clear as the morning-star, and 

transparent as Christal [. . .] sparkling like Diamonds, and sending forth a tincture like the swift 

rays, and hot beams of the Sun’.47 This final constitution presents the ultimate angelic state and, 

in this Philosophical Missive, he explains how we can work with the stone to achieve it: 

 
46 Appendix 13b, p. 3. 

47 Appendix 3, Innocencie Appearing, pp. 97–98. 
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For henceforth the Paradise Man is clear, like a translucent glass, in which the Divine sun shines 

through and through, like gold, which is completely light, pure and clear, also without any 

blemish or stain.  The soul is henceforth a most constant seraphinic angel, it may make itself into 

a Medico, Theologo, Astrologo, into a Divine Mago.48 

  

 
48 Appendix 13b, pp. 10–11. 
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The Nature of Demons and Angels 

John Pordage is well known for his visitations from angels and demons — experiences 

that were very real to him and his household and, as he reported, even left physical impressions 

in the brickwork of his house.1 Rumours of these extraordinary visitations spread, and he soon 

found himself in contact with other radicals attracted by the heterodoxy of his direct encounters 

with these divine beings. Significantly, proliferating reflections upon angelic apparitions, 

visitations, and revelations were common during this period, so the fact that Pordage’s work 

features these elements is not surprising, but it does serve to connect Pordage to religious 

radicals.  

Early in his career, Pordage believed that angels acted as his spiritual guides, a heterodox 

claim that brought significant attention to Pordage and his community. An examination of his 

angelic encounters illustrates Pordage’s contribution to the development of metaphysical ideas, 

an avenue of inquiry that also offers insight into the degree of Pordage’s radicalism. To be sure, 

direct experiences with angels and demons was viewed as radical behaviour and warrants further 

consideration. 

In this chapter, I present new evidence on Pordage’s encounters with angels and demons 

and explore how Pordage experienced these beings and what knowledge they imparted to him. I 

also consider how these beings manifest in the lengthy metaphysical epic poem “Mundorum 

Explicatio” that Pordage presumably authored jointly with his son Samuel Pordage. While 

Pordage’s description of angelic corporeality and epistemology claims a unique philosophical 

place, his work still bears some resemblance to that of contemporary radicals. In addition to 

 
1 As described in the chapter ‘Visions’.   
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assessing these relationships, I investigate how both Jacob Boehme and Cornelius Agrippa 

transmitted resonant themes that would appear in Pordage’s writing. 

To begin, I will analyse a short piece from Pordage, located in The Wellcome Trust 

Library. Pordage composed this piece in English, so because this version was not translated from 

German back into English, it proffers direct, primary source material demonstrating Pordage’s 

experiences of, and communion with, angels. To date, scholars have not reviewed the content of 

this material from Pordage. 

 

The Angelical World 

I begin with an extract from ‘An Epitome of the Angelical World’, which presumably forms part 

of his writings entitled The Angelical World: or, a Treatise concerning the Angelical Principle, 

with the inhabitants thereof, and God in this principle. This piece was previously believed to be 

lost to us in English and is referred to in An Advertisement of Pordage’s works, included by the 

editor of Jane Lead, where they list for the reader the pieces of work that Pordage produced and 

that were (at that time) planned for publication.2 I found an extract of this piece in The Straggling 

Astrologer, a weekly astrological periodical launched by the astrologer Robert Cross-Smith 

(1795 – 1832), who later adopted the pen name ‘Raphael’.3 The Straggling Astrologer was only 

available in 1824, over a series of twenty-two issues. The magazines were held as part of a 

private collection, but I was also able to locate them in The Wellcome Library, which possesses 

 
2 Jane Lead, ‘An Advertisement,’ in A Fountain of Gardens: Watered by the Rivers of Divine Pleasure, and 

Springing up in All the Variety of Spiritual Plants; Blown up by the Pure Breath into a Paradise (London: 1697). 

3 John Pordage, ‘An Epitome of the Angelical World,’ in The Straggling Astrologer of the Nineteenth Century; or, 

Magazine of Astrology, Geomancy, and Occult Philosophy, no. 22 (October 30, 1824), 337–50 (pp. 343–44). 
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issues one through twenty-one.4 Pordage’s ‘An Epitome’ however, appeared in issue twenty-two, 

which I located in a private collection, and whose owner provided me with copies of the relevant 

entries.5 The contributor of the extract of Pordage’s piece gives his name as ‘Philadelphus 

Hieroglyphica Propheticus Cosmopolita’.  

Further research into this topic revealed a longer version of ‘An Epitome’ in The 

Astrologer of the Nineteenth Century.6 The seventh edition of this title, in 1825, is a reissue with 

unsold copies of The Straggling Astrologer added. It contains material from the earlier work, 

rearranged and with corrections and substantial additions, including a longer extract of Pordage’s 

An Epitome. It is this version that I have transcribed and included in appendix 10, and to which I 

refer below. 

In the sequence of Pordage’s oeuvre, An Epitome follows A Treatise of Eternal Nature. 

Theologia Mystica is comprised of parts one and two, and A Treatise of Eternal Nature is 

comprised of parts three and four. Theologia Mystica and Treatise of Eternal Nature are 

presented together as the first book by Pordage. An Epitome of the Angelic World was considered 

 
4 There are four variations to the titles of this collection of magazines: The Straggling Astrologer (Nos. 1–4); The 

straggling astrologer, or, Magazine of celestial intelligences: by Minime Nostra-Nostradamus (Nos. 5–11); The 

straggling astrologer of the nineteenth century, or, Magazine of celestial intelligences (Nos. 12–16); The straggling 

astrologer of the nineteenth century, or, Magazine of astrology, geomancy, and occult philosophy. All of these 

publications were edited by Raphael (i.e., Robert Cross-Smith) (London: Published every Saturday, by William 

Charlton Wright, printed by A. Sweeting, June 5, 1824–October 23, 1824). These are bundled into one volume in the 

Wellcome Trust Library, available in the closed stores, EPB journals (Shelf mark: STR /1 No. 1–21 1824). 

5 I am very grateful to Philip Graves, European astrological historian and archivist from Astrolearn for providing 

copies of volume 22; <https://www.astrolearn.com> [accessed 18 March 2019]. 

6 John Pordage, ‘An Epitome of the Angelical World’ in Raphael, The astrologer of the nineteenth century / By the 

members of the Mercurii: Raphael ... and other sideral [sic] artists (London: Knight & Lacey, 1825), pp. 240–45. 

https://www.astrolearn.com/
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his fifth part, or treatise, and were it published, would have been his second book. As Pordage 

confirms:  

Having hitherto given you an account concerning the Principle of Eternal Nature, we are next to 

speak of the Generations of it, that is, the numerous off-spring of Worlds and Creatures which 

were manifested from her fruitful womb, which I intend shall be, and now have made it to be the 

Subject of my second Tract, Treatise or Book, namely of the Angels.7 

 

The Circle of Infinity 

In the Epitome, Pordage describes the angelical world as encompassed by a circle of infinity that 

contains the angelical realm and a firmament upon which angelical beings operate:  

This blessed world is called the Heavenly Jerusalem, and Kingdom of Love; it is inhabited, in 

common, by saints and angels. A heaven of a burning, flaming, sweet, rapturous, fire; a clear, 

thorough, shining, crystalline joyful light. The angelical world appears encompassed by a circle 

of infinity, having a firmament in which the angelical elements operate in harmonious unison and 

equal temperament, which makes a clear, serene and eternal, day.8  

God appears ‘without obscurity to his angels; clear and plain in his Holy Trinity’,9 which means 

that direct contact and communication between God and the angels is taking place. Pordage 

describes three courts of the realm of angels (or three heavens) and the successive movement 

amongst the three. All courts contain good and light spirits, but as they approach concentrically 

toward the divine, the inhabitants of each becomes increasingly venerated and glorified:  

 
7 John Pordage, A Treatise of Eternal Nature (London, 1681), p. 161. 

8 Pordage, ‘An Epitome of the Angelical World’, pp. 240–44. 

9 Pordage, ‘An Epitome of the Angelical World’, p. 241. 
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The angelical world is but one heaven, inasmuch as Christ and his Saints live together with the 

angels; but with regard to its variety, there are three heavens answerable externally to the Trinity, 

and internally according to three degrees of glory, the first, second, and third, heaven.10 

It is eternal day in this realm, and Pordage uses descriptive language to depict its light and 

radiance. He perceives a building such as a palace and describes the nature of the angelic beings 

as spiritual. These beings are corporeal and tactile and thus can still enjoy the wonders of food 

and entertainment. 

 

Angelic Communion 

Importantly, Pordage describes how this communion with angels has taken place:  

In the angelical world there is an external transparent paradise to the angelical senses, and an 

internal understanding or mental sight; and it is by its most spiritual nature, that it is every where 

present to the temporal world we inhabit, by which the communications and knowledge of it is 

given to men. The nature of the angelical world is to draw the mind into it, so far as it is prepared, 

by denying itself, and mortifying it's hellish or earthly passions.11 

Further evidence appears in this short extract of Pordage’s millenarianism:  

And as the time is at hand when the second advent of our Lord will fully open the intercourse, 

men will be justified, sanctified, and glorified, even in their earthly bodies, by having their 

 
10 Pordage, ‘An Epitome of the Angelical World’, p. 241. 

11 John Pordage, ‘An Epitome of the Angelical World, 1650’ in Raphael, The astrologer of the nineteenth century / 

By the members of the Mercurii: Raphael ... and other sideral [sic] artists (London: Knight & Lacey, 1825), pp. 

240–45 (p. 242). 
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conversation in heaven. And here appears the wisdom of God, that although heaven is every 

where present on earth, it cannot appear but by his permission.12  

By connecting with this internal understanding through a practice of asceticism, one can open the 

communication channel and initiate a conversation with angels. Pordage makes it clear that the 

medium of communication is ever-present and available to anyone prepared to make the effort 

required to connect with it. Only by having a conversation with the angels using the method he 

describes can one prepare one’s soul for the imminent Second Coming of Christ.  

Pordage compares angelic realm inhabitants to the stars, the moon, and the sun, 

indicating the progressive divinity of these astronomical bodies:  

The saints, in the lowest heaven, may be compared to the stars, which are distinguished among 

themselves as to their size and splendour; those in the mid-heaven, to the Moon in its beauty, and 

those in the higher heaven, or most holy place, to the Sun in its full glory.13  

He continues: 

The heaven, or the angelical world, is surrounded by a holy and pure element, which is an 

agreeable, sweet, quiet, and heavenly, air. 

The angels see, feel, taste, smell, and hear, the heavenly sight, substances, odours, and 

delightful sounds, in their innumerable societies in the empire of love, in which they dwell; 

The angels, though spiritual, are not without form and matter with respect to themselves; it is only 

with regard to the grossness of mortality that they are accounted wholly spiritual, for they enjoy 

infinite and innumerable wonders and glories in food, entertainments, and pleasures, springing 

newly forth from eternity to eternity, in pomp and glory [. . .] There is no care for meat, drink, or 

garments; all these things are ready at the desire of an angel; in a heavenly manner; and their 

 
12 Pordage, ‘An Epitome of the Angelical World’, p. 242. 

13 Pordage, ‘An Epitome of the Angelical World’, p. 242. 
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variety and wonderful distinctions are of such excellent curiosity, that the angels and saints of the 

higher courts descend to look at and admire them. 

The government of the three Princes of Heaven, is executed by seven angels, or servants 

to the Trinity. The Prince, according to the second person of the Trinity, is our Saviour, and has 

the most glorious throne; all these are in the harmony of the One only wisdom. And the lowest 

place of his dominions is a majestic glorious dwelling, a stately palace and excellent building, a 

garden of delight, encompassed with the angelical principle, and enclosed in the cope of a pure 

and heavenly element. In the most outward court, all is light and eternal day; the tree of life grows 

and greens in it, and the river of life flows through pure as crystal.14 

 

The Wonders of the Angelic World 

Pordage claims to have experienced innumerable wonders of the angelic realm, but he distils 

these into nine important elements of his angelic revelations, which he documents as the most 

salient points to communicate: 

1. Angels in the outward court are clothed. 

2. There are trees, plants, herbs, fruit, and flowers in Paradise — the fruit is the food for 

angels. These are transparent and crystalline, imbued with strength, power, and virtue.  

3. There is a great abundance of these fruits and plants, in part due to the strength and 

virtue of the soil. 

4. Trees and herbs are gilt-edged, fruits are granite red, and the combination of colours is 

extremely beautiful. This beauty is enhanced by the transparent, crystalline nature of 

these objects. He describes other features that augment this overall splendour: 

 
14 Pordage, ‘An Epitome of the Angelical World’, p. 242. 
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All things in Paradise are so clear you can look through them, but all colours rise with their pure 

transparency and splendour, through the mixture of fire with the other heavenly elements of 

water, air and earth. Here are mountains that exhale aromatic odours, and abundance of houses, 

cottages, tents, and tabernacles of transparent gold, with majestic shades of vine-leaves and tree-

covered walks. Dining-rooms, pleasure-houses, hillocks, mounts, and rocks of precious stones, 

low pleasant valleys, flowing rivulets and fountains, that augment the beauty and make it sweet 

and agreeable.15 

5. Paradise is replete with inexhaustible riches — gold, silver, pearls — all much greater 

quality than earthly riches. 

6. There are continuous outbreaks of sweet music, perfumes, ecstatic feelings, and 

wonderful tastes; it is an eternal place of joy and pleasure. 

7. All angelic wants and desires are satisfied by their wish for it, so rest and stillness are 

notable characteristics of Paradise.  

8. Paradise is made of white, sparkly, salty material. 

‘An Epitome’ is important because Pordage clearly believes that he has experienced this 

revelation first-hand. This conviction implicates him in the radical movement of the time — 

along with others who proclaimed to have had direct experiences of angels and the angelic realm. 

Such engagement is the very substance of radical religious beliefs. 

 

Angels and Antinomianism 

The frequent appearance of angels is notable in the work of seventeenth-century radicals, many 

of whom were associated with Pordage. He only started to receive angelic messages once his 

 
15 Pordage, ‘An Epitome of the Angelical World’, p. 242. 
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internal senses had opened up to the spiritual worlds — an experience of enlightenment anda  

prerequisite for engaging with the angelic world; only he ‘and the faithful’ ate the literal food of 

angels.16    

Some notable figures whom Pordage associated with — namely, Abiezer Coppe, Thomas 

Tany, Richard Coppin, William Erbery and William Everard (as previously identified) were also 

interested in angelology during the 1640s and 1650s. Obedience to the law comes from an 

internal principle that stems from belief rather than from any external obligation. Any individual 

who rejected a socially established morality was described as Antinomian. Coppe and other 

figures were writing about angelic apparitions at the same time as Pordage.17 

The English Ranter Abiezer Coppe was the author of prophetic writings including Fiery 

Flying Roll (1649). Deemed especially heretical, this book was burned, and Coppe was 

imprisoned at Newgate. He wrote about the abolition of private property and social idealism, and 

his works were considered visionary and Millenarian in nature, reflecting the tense atmosphere 

of the time. Coppe’s works emphasize the physicality of the bodies of angels and the divine 

beings that visit him and impart messages. He writes of his revelation and spiritual journey into 

hell. After an allegorical death, he is reborn in order to understand and receive enlightenment, 

describing his visionary experiences thusly: 

And at this vision, a most strong, glorious voyce uttered these words, The spirits of just men made 

perfect. the spirits &c, with whom I had as absolut, cleare, full communion, and in two fold more 

 
16 John Pordage, Innocencie Appearing through the Dark Mists of Pretended Guilt. Or, a Full and True Narration of 

the Unjust and Illegal Proceedings of the Commissioners of Berks (London: Giles Calvert, 1655), pp. 73 and 76. 

17 Joad Raymond, “With the Tongues of Angels: Angelic Conversations in Paradise Lost and Seventeenth-Century 

England,” in Angels in the Early Modern World, ed. by Peter Marshall and Alexandra Walsham (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 256-81 (p. 271). 
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familiar way, then ever I had outwardly with my dearest friends, and nearest relations. The 

visions and revelations of God, and the strong hand of eternall invisible almightinesse, was 

stretched out upon me, within me, for the space for foure dayes and nights, without intermission.18  

Thomas Tany (born Thomas Totney) was an English preacher and religious visionary. 

Although originally trained as a goldsmith, he, too, experienced a revelation and visionary 

awakening after sixteen weeks of fasting and prayer, a trial that impelled him to adopt the 

prophetic name Theauraujohn Tany and to undergo a religious transformation, proclaiming 

himself to be a ‘Jew of the tribe of Reuben’.19 Although his works were fairly obscure, he was 

also influenced in part by Boehme. Like Boehme and Pordage, he witnessed angels and believed 

that they provided instruction to him: 

It was by this angel as a refined man that Tany claimed to have received instruction in all tongues 

and languages under heaven and in the earth, and in the raiment of his spiritual body that he 

claimed to have beheld with his ‘Angels eye’ Jesus Christ, ‘who is the Angel of the everlasting 

covenant.20 

Angelic Metaphysical Corporeality 

Pordage’s angelology is rooted in Protestant theology, and both angelic and demonic figures 

appear throughout his works. He believed that all people have one such spirit watching over 

them — as evidence in Samuel Pordage’s lengthy poem “Mundorum Explicatio”, widely 

 
18 Abiezer Coppe, A Fiery Flying Roll (London: 1650), preface. 

19 Ariel Hessayon, The Refiner's Fine: The Collected Works of Theauraujohn Tany (London: Breviary Stuff 

Publications 2018), p. 4. 

20 Ariel Hessayon, ‘Gold Tried in the Fire’. The Prophet Theauraujohn Tany and the English Revolution (Aldershot, 

UK: Ashgate, 2007), p. 333. 
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believed to be been authored jointly with his father, John Pordage (Samuel Pordage writes here 

using the designation S. P. Armig.).  

Pordage ascribes emotions and feelings to both angels and demons; angels feel joy and 

pleasure ministering over man and seeing man both grow and improve, while demons take 

pleasure in seeing suffering, ‘so evil men, ill demons wait upon, / who joy to see them in Hel’s 

races run’.21 This point is reminiscent of Agrippa ,who states of demons that ‘some [. . .] do 

contrive rather to weary men, than to hurt them [. . .] changing themselves into divers forms, do 

disturb men with vain fear’.22 Clearly, Pordage built upon the evil behaviour of Agrippa’s 

demons, adding emotions and feelings to these actions. As Pordage saw them, angels can 

manifest in physical bodies and other forms; he mentions one such form as a shining light:  

One Jacob Behm, a very pious man  

By prayer obtain’d an Angel Guardian.  

Which both himself and his wife saw every night  

about their bed like a shining Light.23 

Similar to Boehme, Pordage had his own guardian angel who appeared and supported him on the 

night that he received his terrifying vision of the dragon. Writing of himself in third person, 

Pordage recounts in Innocencie Appearing: ‘That his own Angel came and stood by him while 

he was expostulating with the Dragon, and the Angel came in his own shape and fashion, the 

 
21 Hessayon, ‘Gold Tried in the Fire’, p. 53. 

22 Henry Cornelius Agrippa, Three Books of Occult Philosophy, trans. by John French (London: Printed by R.W. for 

Gregory Moule, 1651), p. 510. 

23 S.P. Armig, Mundorum Explicatio or, the Explanation of an Hieroglyphical Figure (London: Printed by T.R. for 

Lodowick Lloyd, at the Castle in Cornhil, 1661), p. 54. 
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same clothes, bands and cuffs, the same bandstrings, and that his Angel stood by him and upheld 

him.’24  

Agrippa’s and Boehme’s influence also infuses Pordage’s concept of the soul’s nature. 

He describes the soul as comprised neither of matter nor form, but of that which can only be 

perceived by the inward eye, inhabiting a body that exhibits its image. Spirits do not have matter 

and form either; they possess external bodies that are distinct from them, but not in the same way 

as the soul has a physical body. Their bodies are made of a spiritual substance of sulphur, 

mercury, and ‘sal’ (salt),25 and both good and bad angels have the same corporeal constitution. 

Boehme maintains a similar concept regarding his principles of nature:  

Here we understand the centre of nature with three forms, in the original, viz. in the first 

principle, it is Spirit; in the second it is Love and in the third principle Essence; and these three 

forms are called in the third principle Sulphur, Mercury and Sal.26 

Agrippa’s theory of the inward perception of angelic communication anticipates Pordage’s 

beliefs about interiority and the subtle nature of the angelic body. In describing the substances of 

which these are comprised, Pordage goes further than Agrippa, however. Boehme dedicates a 

whole chapter of Aurora to angelic bodies, noting their human-like form,27 while explaining that 

the essence of which angels are made is identical to that of the soul: ‘The holy soul of a man, and 

 
24 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 14. 

25 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 40 

26 Jakob Böhme, Signatura Rerum: Or the Signature of All Things (London: Printed by John Macock, for Gyles 

Calvert, at the black spread Eagle, at the west end of Pauls Church, 1651), pp. 19–20. 

27 Jakob Böhme, Aurora. That Is, the Day-Spring. Or Dawning of the Day in the Orient or Morning-Rednesse in the 

Rising of the Sun, (London: Printed by John Streater, for Giles Calvert, and are be sold at his Shop at the Black-

Spread-Eagle at the West-End of Pauls, 1656), p. 103. 
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the spirit of an angel are and have one and the same substance and being, and there is no 

difference therein, but only in the quality itself, or in their outward corporeal government.’28 

Angels had a transformational effect on Pordage’s life, and these experiences were 

profound for him, his family, and followers. Indeed, angels became a central tenant of Pordage’s 

philosophy. Once word of the frequent sightings of angels at the Pordage household began to 

circulate, attention turned to him and his community. The theology of both Boehme and Agrippa 

grants prominence to angels, and Pordage names both writers in ‘Mundorum Explicatio’. 

Pordage also articulates more shadowy concerns, issuing an implicit warning about the 

physical incarnation of Genii — evil demons disguising themselves as ministers or other holy 

people. During this period, the church frowned upon any accounts of visitations by angels, as 

there was always the possibility that such presences were demons in disguise. Defending himself 

against this danger, Pordage describes how he could physically detect angels and demons, and 

even tell one from the other, thereby strengthening his defence against colluding with evil spirits. 

Indeed, Pordage suggests that one can experience these spirits through touch, taste, sound, and 

smell:  

The Sulph’ry stinks, which from dark spirits rise,  

The sweet perfumes from those of Paradise:  

Can also hear the Angels sacred Songs,  

The dark Worlds Cursings belch’d from fiery Tongues.29 

However, angels and demons are not the only entities Pordage believed in; he lists 

‘Faeries, Pigmies, Gnomies, Sylfes […] Syrens, Elfes […] Nymphs’30 as well as referring to 

 
28 Böhme, Aurora, p. 110. 

29 Armig, ‘Mundorum Explicatio’, p. 37. 

30 Armig, ‘Mundorum Explicatio’, p. 37. 
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planetary spirits and a thousand other mundane spirits: ‘but, who their power, and mysteries 

would know, / May to Agrippa and Trithemius go’.31 Of these spirits, Agrippa says, ‘there are so 

many legions, as there are stars in the heaven, and so many spirits in every legion, as in heaven 

itself stars’,32 an assertion that would have been of interest to readers of angelic magic or the 

conjuration of spirits.  

Pordage emphasizes that the corporeality of these angelic and demonic forms could be 

experienced the same way as a human body. This attribution of bodily substance — or 

anthropomorphism — is not too dissimilar from the cosmology of another radical sect of that 

same period, the Muggletonians. Named after their founder, Lodowicke Muggleton (1609 – 

1698), the Muggletonians were a small Christian movement formed in 1651 by both Muggleton 

and his cousin John Reeve (1608 – 1658). Their tenets centred around the appearance of God on 

Earth as Jesus, and therefore the belief that God can exist in bodily form.  

Just as Pordage had faith that angels and demons were substantial and that the universe 

consists of things seen and unseen, the Muggletonians believed in the corporeality of the 

divinity. According to the Muggletonians, by understanding the body, humans and creatures 

could come to understand God. They could believe in Him by seeing Him; thus, without 

reference to a spatial and de-marked body, one could not come to fully know God. This principle 

differs slightly from Pordage’s philosophy, wherein one can gain knowledge of divinity by 

looking inward or turning the inner eye to one’s soul in search of Sophia, the feminine 

personification of divine wisdom. To Pordage, divine revelation can be achieved through 

 
31 Armig, ‘Mundorum Explicatio’, p. 37. 

32 Agrippa, Three Books of Occult Philosophy, p. 501. 
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introspection and the eyes of faith, whereas Muggletonians looked to their natural, organic body 

to complete their understanding of the nature of God.  

 

Angelology in Samuel Pordage 

‘Mundorum Explicatio’ (1661) is an epic poem presumed to be a collaborative work by Pordage 

and his son Samuel Pordage (1633 – 1691). Samuel attended the Merchant Taylors’ School from 

1644 and was a skilled neo-Latinist, writer, poet, and translator. He gave evidence in defence of 

his father during his trials, refuting the charge of heresy and suggesting that his father held only a 

general interest in Christology, witchcraft, and necromancy.  

The influence of his father’s interests can be first identified in Samuel’s poem ‘Heroick 

Stanzas on His Majesties Coronation’ (1661), in which he refers to the restoration of the 

monarchy in terms of alchemical refinement. Living with his father at the time of this writing, 

Samuel — though himself not accused of heterodoxy — certainly inherited this radical tradition 

from his father. The theology and structure of the unseen realms reflect John’s beliefs, but the 

poetic writing structure belongs to Samuel.  

“Mundorum Explicatio” is a lengthy poem that follows the journey of a pilgrim through 

several universes describing the angels and demons that they encounter along the way. This 

poem reflects the ways in which the Pordages use the genre to express their spiritual radicalism, 

with part one focusing on the nature of spirits, angels, and demons — a topic that Agrippa also 

covers. ‘Mundorum Explicatio’ includes a diagram illustrating the cosmology of the universe 

while the poem itself describes the worlds illustrated in the figure ‘the Mundorum’.33 

 

 
33 See a copy of ‘The Mundorum’ in appendix 20. 
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The Nature of Demons 

Pordage describes his experiences of the dark world and the social structure of its inhabitants by 

explicating their organisational functions within hierarchies. Princes ride in chariots drawn by 

beasts and servants over dark clouds — a sight he and his family beheld:  

Of that internal world which may be called Mundus tenebrosus, or the dark world, which objects, 

by our correspondent inward faculties, or senses, were then discerned and made known to us. 

Then as to the objects of the internal sight, when this principle or world was opened, we beheld 

innumerable multitudes of evil spirits or Angels, presenting themselves in appearing distinctions 

of order and dignity, as powers, principalities, dignities; my meaning is there seemed to be 

inferiority and superiority, Governors and governed, The Princes of this dark world, and their 

subjects, which presented themselves as passing before our eys in state and pomp; all the mighty 

ones appearing to be drawn in dark ayery clouds, Chariots with six or at least four beasts, to every 

one, besides every figured similitude of a Coach, was attended with many inferior spirits, as 

servants to the Princes.34 

He elucidates the nature of these terrible beings, noticing first their organisation, not his 

sensical experience of them. They all take on animalistic or fantastical forms (such as dragons). 

Men adopt misshapen forms and assume features such as cloven feet:  

But concerning the shapes and figures of the spirits, you must know, they were very monstrous, 

terrible, and affrighting to the outward man, Those that drew the clowdy Coaches, appearing in 

the shapes of Lions, Dragons, Elephants, Tygers, Bears, and such like terrible beasts; besides 

the Princes and those that attended them, though all in the shapes of men, yet represented 

 
34 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, pp. 73–74. 
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themselves monstrously mishapen, as with ears like those of Cats, cloven feet, ugly legs and 

bodies, eys fiery, sharp, and piercing.35 

Pordage and his fellow witnesses fear these beings, describing them as ‘affrighting’ to the 

outward man; indeed: 

were but the eys of men opened to see the kingdom of the Dragon in this world, with the 

multitudes of evil Angels which are everywhere tempting and ensnaring men, they would be 

amazed, and not dare to be by themselves.36 

In a systematic description of his encounter, he details his apprehension of these demonic beings, 

noting how senses of smell, taste, and touch manifest: 

The evil Angels or spirits did raise up such noisom poisonous smells, that both the inward and 

outward part, of those that were exercised with them, became much disturbed, and offended, for 

thorow the sympathy betwixt the body and the soul. The sulphurious hellish smells, much 

exercised both, by magical tincturation [. . .] we were exercised with the loathsom hellish tasts of 

sulphur, brimstone, foot and salt mingled together, which were so loathsom to our Natures, as that 

they were ready to cause great distempers, and nauseousness in our bodies…we sometimes felt 

such strange magical wounds and piercings by the fiery darts of the devil, that none can express, 

but those that have been exercised in some measure as Job was, who felt the poyson of those 

invenomed Arrows which came upon him, by the permission of the Almighty; which like the 

Scorpions in the Revelations, sting and pierce those they touch, as to our bodies, we felt material 

impressions, from the powers of darkness, very noxious, in themselves, to our natural spirits and 

life.37 

 
35 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 74. 

36 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 74. 

37 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, pp. 74–75. 
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Pordage and his group were not just passive observers; they were able to experience the beings 

of this world; though, notably, he enlists standard, biblical descriptions of evil spirits and does 

not imagine anything outside of this Christian context:  

These wonderful and strange exercises we could not but have strong apprehensions, and lively 

resemblances of the torments and miseries of Hell, where sulphur, fire, brimstone, poysonous 

smells, darkness, monstrous horrid shapes, and sights, are the entertainment of the imprisoned 

spirits.38 

 

Neoplatonic Concepts 

In Theologia Mystica, Pordage documents his spiritual journeys and the nature of the world and 

the universe as they were revealed to him. When the inward eye is opened, one finds a realm 

replete with archetypal images alive with the breath of God. In Pordage’s words: 

I say that those images and figures which the opening of the eye manifests are not shadows and 

empty representations, but reall and substantial ones, they are not only figures of heavenly things, 

but the heavenly things themselves…I say that these figures are living and spiritful 

representations, not dead images, for the fullness of the living God fills them all with life and 

spirit and power.39 

Here, the eye is the ‘inner eye’, or eye of faith that can perceive the mysteries of the divine. The 

realm of archetypal images is a Neoplatonic concept found, for example, in The Enneads by 

Plotinus: 

 
38 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 75. 

39 John Pordage, Theologia Mystica or the Mystic Divinitie of the Æternal Invisibles Viz the Archetypous Globe, or 

the Original Globe, or World of Globes, Worlds, Essences, Centres, Elements, and Principles Whatsoever, ed. by 

Edward Hooker (London: 1683), pp. 51–52. 
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Therefore, first let each become godlike and each beautiful who cares to see God and beauty [. . 

.] the soul will come first to the intellectual principle and survey all the beautiful ideas in the 

Supreme [. . .] what is beyond the intellectual principle we affirm to be the nature of good 

radiating beauty before it [. . .] the realm of ideas constitutes the beauty of the intellectual 

sphere; and the good, which lies beyond, is the fountain at once and principle of beauty.40  

Terms such as ‘principle’ and ‘fountain’ resonate in Pordage’s work as well, perhaps offering 

further evidence of his Neoplatonist interests: 

By a principle, I mean an original source and fountain-essence, formed by an agent into a 

spherical circumference. Not every essence makes a principle, but only one, the fruitful mother of 

all the essences contained in its own circumference and kingdom. A principle is passive, 

considered without the active spirit in the centre that moves it.41  

A philosophical school rooted in Plato’s belief system; Neoplatonism did not form until some six 

hundred years after his death. The Neoplatonists constituted a continuous tradition beginning 

with Plotinus (204/5–270), who posits an unknowable, primal substance, later called the 

‘ungrund’ in Boehme and Pordage as the primordial creative first principle. To Pordage, the 

‘ungrund’ is a state that must be inside oneself to allow divine wisdom (personified in ‘Sophia’) 

to become manifest. The ‘ungrund’ is the abyssal chaos, empty of ideas and an immeasurable 

space, which Pordage saw as an unformed ‘clump’ that would become a new ground within him 

where Sophia would dwell. These notions were drawn directly from Boehme, who describes it as 

a fathomless nothing, but eternal and full of potential: 

The creation of the whole creation is nothing else but a manifestation of the all-essential, 

unsearchable God; all whatever he is in his eternal unbeginning generation and dominion [. . .] all 

 
40 Plotinus, The Enneads, trans. by Stephen McKenna (Harmonsworth: Penguin Books, 1991), p. 55. 

41 The Wisdom of John Pordage, ed. by Arthur Versluis (St. Paul, MN: New Grail Publishing, 2003), p. 60. 
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things are sprung forth out of the divine desire, and created into an essence, where in the 

beginning there was no such essence present, but only that same mystery of the eternal 

generation.42 

 

Astral Magic 

Pordage’s communication with the angelic world fits into an astrological-magical tradition, one 

that may have influenced him as much as Behmenism. Pordage’s angels may not have appeared 

to him unbidden — perhaps he actively summoned them using invocation methods, a conjuring 

that would place him within an astro-magical tradition; however, Pordage expressly denied such 

encounters.43  

In Gold Tried in the Fire, Ariel Hessayon offers further evidence that Pordage may have 

been conjuring spirits though invocation. Hessayon describes a folded sheet of paper archived in 

the Bodleian Library at Oxford University that records what may have been the invocation used 

by Pordage to summon angels.44 The paper in question is amongst a collection of handwritten 

papers belonging to Elias Ashmole, many of which are full of astrological symbols and 

notations, recording astrological readings and events. This paper has been folded down several 

times, perhaps to fit in a pocket so as to be easily accessible at certain times; the handwriting is 

not of the same level of perfection as the other, more formal papers. Some of it is crossed 

through, and a piece has been torn off, perhaps indicating that it was a work in progress or 

working document that was added to and corrected frequently. The handwriting matches that of 

 
42 Böhme, Signatura Rerum, p. 223. 

43 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, pp. 70, 91. 

44 Hessayon, Gold Tried in the Fire, pp. 330–31. 
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Elias Ashmole and is the same as the other letters within this collection. This material records the 

names of angels as well as what may be an incantation and some poetry. The rest is written in 

pencil and hard to decipher. As Hessayon notes, the use of the saying ‘that is ye All of All’ is 

reminiscent of Pordage. Ashmole’s frequent use of the phrase ‘All in All’ suggests Pordage’s 

influence here, but such language is often found in Boehme as well: 

Now ye Greate Jehova raignes  

That is ye All of All  

And in Mount Syon they sing his praise  

When London hath the fall  

The second Babilon it is  

for so it must be cald,  

Because ye Greate prince Lucifer  

doth keepe them in his thrall  

In thrall they are wthin  

And they do weare his Crowne  

But the greate Jehova says  

that he will pull them downe.45    

Pordage describes angelic apparitions with typical iconography, wearing white and in human 

form. He suggests that they are arranged hierarchically but does not give specifics. To be sure, 

revelations of the nature of the spirit world would have been strictly forbidden from an orthodox 

 
45 Bodl., MS Rawlinson D. 864 fols. 233r, 233v. For a full transcript of the legible part of the letter, I refer the reader 

to Hessayon, The Refiner's Fine: The Collected Works of Theaurau John Tany, pp. 385–86. 
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Christian perspective.46 Desiree Hirst in ‘The Riddle of John Pordage’ also references this poem 

and the archive where it can be found, noting that the poem ends with the following attribution: 

‘Wm Snelling hath these verses given him the 1st Sept 1650. 1650 by ye spirit. Robert Snelling is 

ye younger brother’. Hirst makes the connection with the William Snelling whose experiences 

are noted in A most faithful relation,47 and asserts that Snelling presumably received this verse 

whilst in a trance state in Bradfield church. The date of the poem is the same as that of the trance 

and links him to the strange activities taking place in Bradfield. 

 

The Perception of Angels 

Pordage insisted that that he could use his senses to detect the physical presence of angels; so, 

perhaps Pordage did interact and perceive angels and demons externally. However, as part of his 

defence during his trial, he downplayed the reality of the experiences so as to protect himself, his 

family, and followers from the authorities and to mitigate the severity of the charges against him. 

Nigel Smith’s analysis focusses more on the softened account of these experiences and the 

inward way in which Pordage experienced these apparitions. Humans are limited in their ability 

to comprehend these apparitions in relation to the images they can perceive (either externally or 

inwardly) through divine visionary revelation. This deep truth of theosophy — a certain depth of 

understanding — is a subtlety that is easily lost, particularly when one is trying to defend oneself 

from persecution.  

 
46 Nigel Smith, Perfection Proclaimed: Language and Literature in English Radical Religion 1640-1660 (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1989), p. 207. 

47 Anon., A Most Faithful Relation of Two Wonderful Passages (London: Printed by James Cottrel, 1650). See also 

appendix 17. 
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Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have explored Pordage’s descriptions of the metaphysical corporeality of divine 

beings and compared his belief in these animations to experiences in other radical sects and his 

contemporaries. For Pordage, angels and demons were real and could be experienced by any 

person; access was not reserved for the ordained. Descriptions of these apparitions evince 

resemblances to accounts by Boehme and Agrippa, perhaps an indication that Pordage was 

experiencing similar revelations. The additional primary source evidence I present here affords 

further weight to the direct experience that Pordage had — and to his belief that did, indeed, 

believe he had established direct communion with angels. The accounts serve to provide 

evidence of these encounters, the nature of the beings that he came into contact with, and an 

elucidation of the places they inhabit. Declaration of such encounters can easily be classified as 

radical behaviour and is similar in nature to the radical writings already circulating, squarely 

situating him within this milieu. 

If Pordage’s views of angels and demons can be placed within early modern Christian 

mysticism, then the propensity to have visions of angels was also not unusual for those more 

radically inclined — such as Coppe, Tany, Coppin, Erbery, and Everard. The influence of 

Boehme and Agrippa on Pordage and the radicals with whom he associated is evident not just in 

their heterodox theology but also in their visions and personal experiences. Their alternative 

world views were strong enough to manifest as visions, and to persuade others around them of 

the reality of these encounters; according to Pordage: ‘Good men likewise have their own Genii 

seen / And with them also conversant been’.48 Pordage and his associates assimilated the 

 
48 Pordage, Wisdom of John Pordage, p. 54. 
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complex theological descriptions of the internal world and the nature of God, heaven, and the 

spirits that reside therein, making this practice an integral part of their understanding of other 

worlds and providing strong evidence as an angel conversant, contributing to the charges of 

heresy that were levelled against him.  
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Metaphysics 

This chapter focusses on the esoteric aspects of Pordage’s theosophy and his rich, 

imagined worlds in which spirits and intermediaries from hierarchies and multiple realms are 

animated. Further, it attends to philosophical topics of cosmogenesis and ontology and the 

presence of these themes within Pordage’s work, making his works of interest to scholars of the 

philosophy of science. Finally, this chapter seeks to contribute to scholarly efforts to establish 

and legitimise Pordage’s ideas by more fully understanding his cosmological thought and his 

position in his historical moment. 

 

Lifting the 'vail of obscurity' 

Pordage sought to reveal to the world ‘those many particular and distinct principle[s] which were 

extracted out of the Eternal Principle of Pure Nature; according to Jacob Behme’s Philosophical 

Hypotheses and his Theological Maxims’.1 In Theologia Mystica, Pordage responds to four key 

questions: 

1. What God is in the primary Being of himself before the Globe of Eternity was in existence? 

2. What is God in the original Being of himself, in the Globe of Eternity, before the Eternal 

Nature was in being? 

3. What is pure Eternal Nature with all her working forms, Elements, Principles and inseparable 

Essences? 

4. What is God in pure Eternal Nature’s Essence?2 

 
1 John Pordage, Theologia Mystica or the Mystic Divinitie of the Æternal Invisibles Viz the Archetypous Globe, or 

the Original Globe, or World of Globes, Worlds, Essences, Centres, Elements, and Principles Whatsoever. ed. by 

Edward Hooker (London: 1683), p. 2. 

2 Pordage, Theologia Mystica, p. 1. 
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Pordage also intended to simplify and clarify Boehme’s ideas, to ground them in concrete 

explanations, and to lift ‘that vail of obscurity that seems to spread itself over and through all his 

Deep Mystical writings’.3 Key to Pordage’s successful transmission of Boehme’s tradition was 

the innovative way in which he removed the complexity and obscurity of the latter’s writing so 

that his theosophical teachings could become more accessible. To demonstrate the transformation 

and evolution that Pordage brought to some of Boehme’s key concepts, I shall first examine 

Theologia Mystica, in which Pordage presents a structured cosmology and describes in clear and 

logical terms how the universe is organised, how it came into being, and the relationships between 

each of its parts.  

Pordage’s writing and presentation style differs markedly from that of Boehme, allowing 

the reader to penetrate the meaning of the words much more easily. He uses stylistic changes 

such as question-and-answer sets and short phrases, breaking up the text into a systematic order 

and leading the reader from one concept to another so that the meaning can be fully grasped. 

Where his text wanders to answer his own questions, he refers the reader to other chapters for 

more complete explanations. His short chapters end with concise, executive summary style 

conclusions, leaving the reader with a synopsis of the key concepts. This instrumental writing 

style is a deliberate innovation by Pordage to ensure maximum accessibility to Boehme’s 

theosophy. 

This approach signals a significant departure from the work of Boehme, as Andrew 

Weeks explains in reference to Boehme’s second book, De Tribus Prinicipus: ‘The reader is 

confronted with a many-layered complex of relationships and references, a kind of symbolic-

 
3 Pordage, Theologia Mystica, p. 1. 
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esoteric palimpsest. Terms are multiplied beyond any conceivable requirement of thought or 

contemplation, points of discussion repeated with constant shifts of emphasis and meaning’.4  

Pordage’s divine experience — combined with his knowledge of Boehme — allowed him 

to propose a metaphysical cosmology detailing the origins of the universe and to determine the 

ultimate meaning behind its existence in a substantive, logical progression. Towards the end of 

his life, Pordage moved away from his attention-grabbing declarations of angelic and demonic 

apparitions and presented a calmer and more orderly explication of divinity.  

 

The Archetypal Globe 

In the Theologia, Pordage introduces the eight invisible metaphysical worlds. To help the reader 

understand this concept, Pordage provides a diagram that illustrates the relationships these 

worlds have to one another and how they are organised: 

 
4 Andrew Weeks, Boehme: An Intellectual Biography of a 17th Century Mystic (Albany, NY: State University of 

New York Press, 1991), p. 98. 
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Figure 16: The Archetypal Globe. 

He also provides an explanatory note to support this diagram: 

The letter A affordeth the view of the archetypal globe or world which is the first and conteins the 

other[s] in its circumference; as the figure [de]monstrateth. 

B wold have you behold Eternal nature; whose [circumference] see, doth enclose all the Worlds. 

C carrieth you to the Angelical World 

D declareth the Dark Fire-World 
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E Entreth you into the Fire-Light-World 

F Pointeth forth the Light-Fire-World 

G Giveth you the sight of the four Elementarie-Worlds 

H holdeth out the light Fireless-World5 

This figure demonstrates a historical sequence of creation events and signals the trajectories and 

arcs that connected these worlds; in the beginning of time, God ‘determined’ or ‘decided’ to 

forge time and form out of an amorphous, atemporal nothingness, which Pordage refers to as the 

‘Abyssal nothing’. This concept is presented in the diagram by the Archetypal A Globe and is the 

source of all potential forms of existence held in the ‘mind’ of God before anything was created. 

After time and form were produced came the construction of the ‘Eternal World’, or ‘The Globe 

of Eternity’. Only with the creation of this globe can we (mankind) can come to know and 

experience God.6 

The ‘Eternal World’ is the first, original, and primal world, and encompasses all other 

worlds. Pordage also calls this ‘Eternal World’ the ‘fountainhead’, the essence from which other 

creations emerge:  

We may further observ from this Figure that all Worlds, or Principles, are comprehended in the 

first World. It is the Eternal world; becaus it is the first of all Worlds, conteining all, it self 

conteined of none, and the beginning and end of all Worlds, Principles and Creations.7 

The second question challenges us to think about the form and nature of God as He may have 

existed within The Eternal World. Pordage helps us here by explaining:  

 
5 Pordage, Theologia Mystica, introduction. 

6 Pordage, Theologia Mystica, p. 1. 

7 Pordage, Theologia Mystica, introduction. 
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[H]e is an uncreated essence, so he exists and subsists in himself and from himself; for there is 

nothing before him or above him, from whence he might receive his being; and if there was, he 

could not be God; for the notion of a God [. . .] implies a first original being or existence, that is 

before and gives existence to all other beings, being himself independent of them all. And 

therefore it is, that God styles himself the Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the end, the first 

and the last. Therefore we must conclude that all worlds and all creatures derive their being from 

this Spirit of Eternity, and consequently that the Globe of Eternity, or Eternal World, hath its 

existence from him: since there is nothing can be excepted from being the effect of this universal, 

all-comprehending cause.8  

According to Pordage, God is the creator and the beginning of all things; all things are a result of 

Him. God is the essence of all things and, therefore, immanent in all worlds, creatures, and other 

entities, but transcends them all. The second creation was the World of Eternal Nature. 

Contained within this world, or globe, are six other worlds that formed out of the essential 

‘fountainhead’ of God. They are positioned in the order in which they were produced. 

Another thing to be observed is that Eternal Nature is the second world, and doth contein 6 

Worlds in its en[closure] as was before mentioned; which are situated in the order in which they 

were produced. 1. The Angelic world next the Dark-World, then the Fire-Light-World, in the 

fourth place Paradise or the Light-Fire-World, in the fifth place the outward visible four 

Elemental-World, and in the sixth last place the Light-Fireless-World.9 

 

 

 

 
8 Pordage, Theologia Mystica, p. 5. 

9 Pordage, Theologia Mystica, introduction. 
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Love, Harmony, and the Fall from Paradise 

The world of the angels is created first. This world contains perfect angelical beings, intercessors 

between mankind and God untainted by the fall. They are in position C on The Archetypal World 

diagram because they are situated between mankind and God in the hierarchy of beings and 

perform as messengers or intermediaries. That this world is called the ‘Love world’ suggests that 

‘Love’ was the first emotion, the most pure and perfect expression. 

 ‘Love’ and ‘Harmony’ are central to Pordage’s theosophy as emphasised by their 

creation as the first of the metaphysical worlds within the eternal world circumference. The 

diagram shows the balance of wrathfulness and love, where hell is on the left and Paradise is on 

the right. These two worlds were held in perfect dualistic balance until Satan’s successful 

temptation of Adam caused disharmony and imbalance in this metaphysical system and the fall 

from the perfect, paradisaical state.   

 

A Perfect Circle 

Circles, spheres, and globes are the perfect shape to represent the emanation of the soul from 

God’s fountain essence — outwards and equally in all directions. The circularity suggests the 

possibility for the soul to return to God and be reunited with the divine: 

But if any ask why this first emanation of the Spirit of Eternity, was formed into a round figure, 

rather than into any other? I answer, because a round is the most simple, perfect and 

comprehensive of all figures, and therefore most proper for him who is simplicity and perfection 

itself, and the wonderful all-comprehending All.10  

 
10 Pordage, Theologia Mystica, p. 17. 
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Traces of Neoplatonism appear as well, with Pordage’s ‘all comprehending All’. The Eternal 

World of God and the World of Eternal Nature combine into a Neoplatonic concept of ‘Infinite 

Unity’.   

Other writers of Pordage’s period were using symbolism of the circle, sphere, or eye. For 

example, the philosopher and physician William Parke describes a metaphysical system much 

like Pordage’s: 

The Image emanating from God, is the first matter of all things: The first termination whereof 

constituted the Circle of Intelligence; The Second termination whereof constituted the Circle of 

Souls; The third termination whereof constituted the Circle of Nature. The fourth termination 

whereof constituted the Circle of Metals. By the Reflection, each circle was impregnated 

according to their distance from the Centre: viz. The Circle of Intelligence with Forms; The 

Circle of souls with Ideas. The Circle of Nature with the Seminal Reasons; The Circle of Matter 

with Material Forms. These Circles being Univocal and Homogeneous are linked together by the 

Golden Chain of Unity, Love, and Harmony: viz. The Intelligences, with Nature; the Souls, with 

the Quintessence; Nature, with Matter, as with a Vehicle. The Intelligences are defined both to 

the power and knowledge: for they cannot operate any thing without the command of God.11 

 

The Nature of the Trinity 

‘The Archetypal Globe’ diagram in the Theologia is, in many respects, like a diagram called 

‘The Philosophique Globe’ in Jacob Boehme’s Forty Questions Concerning the Soul.12 

 
11 William Parke, A tractat of the universal panacea of soul and body (London: 1665), pp. 1–2. 

12 Jacob Boehme, Forty questions of the soul concerning its original essence, substance, nature or quality, and 

property: what it is from eternity to eternity, Printed for L. Lloyd at the Castle in Cornhil in London (London: 1665). 
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Figure 17: Boehme's Philosophique Globe. 

The globe features the circle, the Abyss, globes of eternity, and elements as well as the 

Holy Trinity, represented by lines that intersect in the middle of the diagram in a heart. The 

Trinity is noticeably absent from Pordage’s diagram of the eight globes. Pordage does mention 

that they exist along with God in the globe of eternity, but concludes how they operate together 

is a great mystery: ‘The nature of the Holy Trinity considered in themselves, as they exist in the 
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Globe of Eternity, without and before Eternal Nature, is a very great mystery.’13 He goes on to 

describe the relative manifestations of the Trinity: 

The only distinction of the Holy Trinity in the Eternal World is this, That the Father manifesteth 

himself as a wonderful all-seeing Eye, the Son manifests himself as the centre of the Eye, and 

Heart of the Father; and the Holy Ghost as an out-flowing power proceeding from the Father's 

Eye, and the Son's Heart, effecting whatsoever the will of the Father in the Eye, through the 

Love-essence, seated in the Heart of the Son, would have done. And thus the Holy Trinity do 

manifest themselves distinctly in the Eternal World, though they all stand in the Eternal Unity, 

and are not only three denominations.14 

  

 
13 Pordage, Theologia Mystica, p. 7. 

14 Pordage, Theologia Mystica, p. 10. 
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The Eye, the Heart, and the Breath 

 

 

Figure 18: The eye, the heart, and the breath. 

 

The eye is richly symbolic and appears widely in theosophical writings. Pordage 

carefully explains the nature of these emanations from the different parts of the Trinity, 

providing more detail on the nature of the Holy Spirit: 

This out-going power of the Holy Ghost was manifested to be a bodily power, I do not mean that 

it appeared as an organical and visible body, capable of division into parts, but as a body of power 

filling the whole circumference of the Still Eternity. Hence it is that this all filling power of the 

Holy Ghost is called the temple and tabernacle-body of the Holy Ghost, because as the Father 
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dwelleth in the Son, and the Son in the Father, so both Father and Son dwell in this body of 

power of the Holy Ghost, as in a temple or tabernacle.15 

 

The Inhabitants of the Still Eternity

 

Figure 19: The Inhabitants of the Still Eternity. 

 

Of these Inhabitants, Pordage says:  

This figure represents the Still Eternity, or most Holy Place; the black spot in the midst or centre 

of this circle, figureth the central Eye of Eternity; and the black points, with which the whole 

circumference is filled, denote those pure simplified spirits, which are the inhabitants of the Still 

Eternity, or the most Holy Place.16  

 
15 Pordage, Theologia Mystica, p. 63. 

16 Pordage, Theologia Mystica, p. 76. 
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These spirts are numberless and wait to immediately execute the will of God. They are separate 

and distinct from one another, but all comprised of the same essence and all equally eternal to 

each other. To Pordage, they appeared to be: ‘like bright points, sparks or eyes [. . .] true 

resemblances of the Spirit of Eternity [. . .] lights from Light, and nothing else but the Eye of 

Eternity multiplying itself through the unmeasurable extent of the Still Eternity’.17 

In Pordage’s Göttliche und Wahre Metaphysica, Pordage seeks to make sense of 

Boehme, so we find that often the latter’s revelations and concepts resurface with explanations 

by Pordage in the context of the visions he received. Pordage describes these revelations as 

though the reader, too, could access such a phenomenon by replicating Pordage’s state and 

understanding his teachings. He makes these revelations real, tangible, and obtainable for those 

who may have become disenchanted with standard religious beliefs; for example, one concept 

that Pordage tackles is the ontology of the Spirit of Eternity. He recounts a vision progressively 

revealing itself to him, describing the concept in terms of a transmutation of the spirit into the 

shape of an eye:   

The Spirit of Eternity formed himself from himself in the shape and character of a perfect eye. 

The shape of this eye was wonderful and the “speaking word” said to my spirit this word: “Eye”. 

But the interpretation thereof was not given to me, so I had to let it go, but my mind understood 

completely, that it meant the complete Eye of Eternity.18 

 
17 Pordage, Theologia Mystica, p. 77. 

18 ‘Der Geist der Ewigkeit formirte sich selbst aus sich selbst in die Gestalt und Figur eines vollkommenen Auges / 

dergleichen hie neben zusehen. Die Gestalt dieses Auges war wunderbar / und das sprechende Wort sagte zu meinem 

Geist diss teutsche Wort: Auge; doch ward mir davon die Auslegung nicht gegeben, darum musste ichs es unberühret 

vorbey gehen lassen. Dennoch aber verstund mein Geist so viel / dass es das vollkommene Auge der Ewigkeit 
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Cosmogenesis and the Abyssal Nothing 

 

Figure 20. The Abyssal Nothing 

 

Concerning cosmogenesis, Pordage describes the eternal world (or Globe of Eternity) as 

substantial; being made out of the same substance as God (but not made by him), the eternal 

world is abyssal and boundless and features an eye in the centre. Where the eye looks, it forms 

boundaries and limits, beginnings and ends. Wisdom is a passive revealer of divinity, co-equal 

 

bedeutete’. Johannes Pordage, Göttliche und Wahre Metaphysica vol. 1, chap. 4, sec. 2 (Frankfurt: Johann Martin 

Hagen, 1715), pp. 53–54. 
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with the Trinity but not acting independently of its components. Wisdom is free from desire and 

emotion, with virginal purity being an property. Pordage explains how thought, communication, 

and the transmission of love throughout each of these entities manifested before the animation of 

Eternal Nature.  

Pordage addresses ontological matters in A Treatise of Eternal Nature, an investigation 

into the basic categories of being and how they relate to each other — the nature of spirits, 

angels, and demons, describing how good and evil, light and darkness came about. He positions 

this work as the revelation of the grand mystery previously obscured to all others: he brings 

together the truths regarding our existence and our salvation, providing answers and giving hope 

to the readership for which it was intended. Pordage develops the unsystematised thoughts 

presented by Boehme into a clear and orderly form so that anybody can achieve enlightenment 

and salvation. Understanding eternal nature is necessary for full comprehension of the deep 

mysteries of God. He presents awareness as accessible and achievable for anyone wishing to 

attain it; such accessibility would most certainly have appealed to his audience:  

By the right understanding of the Nature of this, we shall come to know and understand, the 

secret meaning of many mystical Scriptures. It is a Library, an Academy of it self, and can teach 

us the original ground of all Arts and Sciences: It is worth our Labour and Study, to read, peruse, 

and consider this little Book, which will teach the way of true Wisdom and Knowledge.19  

Pordage begins the Treatise of Eternal Nature with a letter to the reader, describing the 

dualistic origin of nature: ‘This orb of eternal nature is the original ground of all worlds, both 

visible and invisible, of Heaven and angels, of hell and devils, of all species whether good or bad 

 
19 John Pordage, A Treatise of Eternal Nature with her Seven Essential forms or Original Working Properties 

(London: 1683), pp. 2–3. 
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and indeed of all created essences’.20 Here, we find evidence of Hermetic ideas intrinsic to the 

foundation of Pordage’s belief. He states:  

We shall come to know and comprehend the deep mysteries of God, for the triune deity has 

brought forth himself into Eternal nature [. . .] tis the first original and true ground of all created 

beings and so of all true knowledge’.21 

We can therefore understand the nature of God by appreciating eternal nature, itself created from 

God’s essence. He speaks of eternal nature as a ‘library and academy of itself’ by which we can 

also understand the secret meaning of the scriptures. Pordage refers here to hermeneutics, a 

technique of theosophers searching for hidden meaning in the Bible through exegesis. Pordage’s 

hermeneutical practice contributed some distinctiveness to English philosophy. He used Treatise 

of Eternal Nature to comment on the Bible, presenting a hierarchy of nature’s eternal elements 

and mapping how they interact and move through one another. These eternal elements represent 

the building blocks not only of matter but also of spiritual characteristics that each seeker of true 

divinity must learn to understand and balance.  

 

Theories of ‘many worlds’ in Jane Lead 

An example of many worlds theory can be found in Jane Lead, who was influenced by Pordage 

in her development of cosmological theories; for example, her work The wonders of God’s 

creation, in the variety of Eight Worlds describes The Still Eternity: ‘there was a wonderful Light 

from which Flowed into me like a River. Then it was opened in me, that this was the Creating 

 
20 Pordage, A Treatise of Eternal Nature, p. 99. 

21 ‘The author to the reader’, in Pordage, Eternal Nature. 
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Light, from whence all Beings did proceed’.22 She, like Pordage claimed that the ordering and 

construction of the Universe was revealed through visions; she describes eight worlds: 

For it hath been revealed unto me. That there are several Regions or Worlds that do receive the 

Souls of all Degrees and Ranks to the Number Eight. The first of these is this Mortal Visible 

world: The second is the Astral or Aerial World: The Third is the Waterish Elementary World; 

And the Fourth is the Fiery Dark World. These are all the Worlds where Sinful Lustings may be, 

with Punishments answerable, till Sin shall expire therein, through the Meditorship and 

Propitiatian of CHRIST the Almighty Redeemer. For into the next Four Worlds nothing of Evil 

or Sin can enter, or in the Inhabitants of them dwell. The First of these is the Paradisical World, 

being all Coelestial, and a very pleasant State, where there is a growing up to higher degrees of 

Perfection; to compleat us for the Kingdom of Mount Sion: Where Christ's the Lord's Kingdom is 

in great Magnificence, with all the Angelical Principalities under him, and with the Elders, as 

Patriarchs, Prophets, and Apostles. The Third Heavenly World is the Royal and Principal Seat of 

God the Father, with the Eternal Virgin Wisdom, and the Seven Spirits. This bears the Title of the 

Great City, called the New Jerusalem, where the Glassy Sea doth encompass about. Then above 

this is that World called the Still Eternity: Out of which were generated all of these Worlds 

above-mentioned. Of all which I must give an account, according as I have had them shewed and 

opened, from the deep Centre, and Original Being of them. I did not know when I published my 

two last Treatises, that of the Enochian Life, and the other of the Paradisical Laws, that my God 

would ever have had made use of me any more in this kind; the Day of my Life being so far 

spent, and growing to its evening Rest. But my LORD doth still follow me with fresh 

Revelations, and Inkindlings from his own immense Deep, which run as a Fiery Stream through 

 
22 Jane Lead, The wonders of God’s creation manifested, in the variety of eight worlds as they were made known 

experimentally to the author J. Lead (London: 1695), p. 83. 
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me, so that I find there is no resisting this all-driving Power; by which hidden and unknown 

Worlds must be made manifest in this last Age of Times.23 

The cosmology that she presents bears great resemblance to that of Pordage; the mortal world 

corresponds to Pordage’s archetypal globe, the Paradisical world corresponds to Pordage’s 

Angelical World, the fiery dark world corresponds to the Dark Fire world, and so on. His 

cosmology is a progression from the earthly through to the sinful and hellish, and then to a pure 

and paradisiacal world free from sin. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has demonstrated the depth and clarity of Pordage’s writings on complex matters 

such as cosmogenesis and ontology. His writings were not limited to theological speculation and 

preaching; he undertook the mammoth task of reforming Boehme’s cosmology so that his 

concepts could be better and more fully understood by his audience.  

It is important to resist the temptation to project psychological interpretations onto 

Boehme. In his time, he was ontological and metaphysical in his approach, and Pordage was 

crucial to the interpretation and transmission of these ideas. This chapter aims to makes clear 

Pordage’s dual role (as he considered it) — namely, that of interpreter of Boehme and receiver of 

divine visions, capacities he combined into a signature intricate cosmological system that stands 

by itself. 

This chapter situates Pordage within the philosophy of science and, indeed, the 

philosophy of physics traditions that are concerned today with abstract notions of many-world 

and cosmological theories. Indeed, his cosmological views are distinct in themselves. This 

 
23 Lead, The wonders of God’s creation, pp. 5–7. 
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chapter presents some of the breadth of his works with much more to be explored and 

understood, particularly in non-English versions of his texts. It has also demonstrated that his 

ideas can be considered in parallel with other distinguished writers of his historical moment. 

With ideas of such quality and clarity of expression, this chapter elucidates why 

Pordage’s writings have persisted in capturing imaginations, not just in the seventeenth century, 

but in today’s world, where modern physics still considers the possibilities of many-worlds and 

the theories that support these. This chapter illustrates what these theories looked like before the 

advent of the modern scientific period and within a context of Christian belief. These ideas are 

today, as they were in Pordage’s time, considered esoteric. 
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Visions 

In this chapter, I will assess the legitimacy of Pordage’s claims to prophecy and examine 

how he received his visions in an effort to place Pordage correctly within a prophetic tradition. I 

will show how Pordage’s visionary experiences developed over the course of his life and how he 

became more skilled and experienced in engaging with these visions. This depth of engagement 

allowed him to extract great detail of the nature of the invisible realms and to develop a complete 

esoteric cosmological system. However, the way in which he received his visions is similar in 

style to other individuals engaged in radical activity during his time, and his prophetic, revelatory 

style emulates Boehme very closely.  

Pordage believed that he possessed occult powers and was determined to use these gifts 

to clarify and explore the divine revelation he was receiving. He and his group of followers 

focussed on working with these occult gifts. Not surprisingly, he attracted others who claimed to 

have psychic abilities that likewise freed them from relying on a secondary “other” to serve as a 

medium. Pordage wanted to earn the same veneration as Boehme, to be seen as an instrument of 

God. He recorded his experiences of divine revelation — including details of the beings he 

encountered, how he perceived these invisible worlds (called the mundi ideales), and how he 

experienced his visions. He experimented with ways to enter altered states in order to achieve 

direct divine communion, efforts that enabled him to map these realms and document an entire 

cosmological system. This insight, he claimed, was all received through divine revelation. 

Esoteric Cosmology 

The cosmological system he presents is elaborate and vivid; it is reasonable to accept that he 

received these images during a hallucinatory state. In his first set of visions, Pordage describes 

the appearance of William Everard in his bedchamber. Everard had been staying with Pordage in 
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his household whilst working for him as a casual labourer. Pordage describes the episode on at 

least two occasions, once during Innocencie Appearing and again much later in Göttliche Und 

Wahre Metaphysica. The two accounts can be compared for content, but the first account was 

documented much closer to the time of the alledged ghostly ‘visitation’: 

I confess that in August 1649. there appeared in my Bedchamber about the middle of the night, a 

spirit in the shape of Everard, with his wearing apparel, Band, Cuffs, Hat, &c. who after the 

sudden drawing of the Bed-Curtains, seemed to walk once thorow the Chamber very easily, and 

so disappeared. 

That very night there was another appearance of one in the form of a Gyant, with a great 

sword in his hand, without a scabbard, which he seemed to flourish against me, having the 

figurative similitude of a great Tree lying by him. 

After this had continued for the space of half an hour, it vanished; And there succeeded a 

third appearance, which was very terrible; being in the shape of a great Dragon, which seemed to 

take up most part of a large room, appearing with great teeth, and open jaws, whence he oft 

ejected fire against me, which came with such a Magical influence, that it almost strook the 

breath out of my body, making me fall to the ground. Now you must know that these three were 

dreadful Apparitions, and very terrible to the sensitive Nature, and might have caused a great 

distemper in it, had I not been supported in an extraordinary way, by the Ministration of the Holy 

Angels, against the evil effects of those extraordinary, unusual, Apparitions; The last of which 

continued till the day began to dawn, and then disappeared.1 

This initial report of the vision lacks the richness of description and detail, merely recounting the 

three visions as briefly as possible. Here the same episode is recounted by Pordage some time 

later in Göttliche Und Wahre Metaphysica, seemingly in much greater detail, as if to elaborate 

upon the vision. In the first extract, Pordage does not allude to the magical fight he and his wife 

 
1 John Pordage, Innocencie Appearing (London: Giles Calvert, 1655), pp. 71-72. 



 

302 

 

engaged in with the giant or how long this encounter lasted. In the second extract, he also 

describes an ‘invisible hand’ helping him back onto his feet, which he does not describe in the 

first extract. It is much more sensual in nature, with greater focus on how the vision left him 

feeling. This level of detail may have been either deliberately omitted from his testimony at his 

trial, whilst under the scrutiny of his persecutors, or embellished many years later on, perhaps as 

his literary and storytelling skills improved: 

In the year one thousand six hundred and fifty-one, on 3rd Jan., when I was living at Bradfield in 

the County of Berkshire, it happened at about one o’clock in the morning, as far as I could 

surmise, that the curtains of my bed were pulled back suddenly and with force; whereupon I 

awoke and became aware that this had been done with a visible tool. I had a burning light in my 

fireplace and saw a ghost in bodily form with its clothing, beard, hat, size and gestures, in all of 

which he was so similar to a certain person, Eberhard by name, that it struck me as impossible to 

differentiate it from the person himself. He walked, as I was fully awake, before my eyes, through 

the bedchamber, which had indeed two doors: He came in by the first door and went immediately 

to the other door, and thereupon disappeared. I had never before in my whole life seen a ghost in 

human form, so this was my first sight of a ghost appearing in the manner now referred to, as a 

result of which my whole outer being then trembled and shook; and even if my spirit was not 

particularly disturbed inwardly, yet did the dark magic from this Magical ghost in Eberhard’s 

form penetrate each and every part of my outer being in such a way that it caused a terrible fear 

and because of this fear a terrible trembling and shaking in me, and I was more shocked by it than 

by the two apparitions immediately following it.  

Then in precisely the same night I had a further apparition of a ghost in the form of a 

giant, who held a large naked sword in his hand, which he appeared to be brandishing at me. He 

also had the form or shape of a large uprooted tree with the root on one shoulder: and as he threw 

the same down on the floor of the bedchamber, my spirit was suddenly awakened, by what or by 
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whom I know not, but I sprang naked out of bed and took hold of a small cane that stood in the 

fireplace, to fight with the giant; and as I jumped out of bed, my wife awoke, who then beheld 

this apparition of the giant in human form with her own eyes, and together with me can bear 

witness to it. After this fight had gone on in a magical manner … in my opinion for half-an-hour 

or somewhat longer, he went out again by the other door, just as he had come in by the first, and 

thus did he disappear. 

In precisely the same night as soon as the above-mentioned had disappeared, there 

followed the third apparition, which was really terrible, in the form of a large dragon, which 

seemed to take up one side of a wide room, and appeared with wings, large feet and open jaws. I 

had to fight with this dragon in a magical manner precisely as with the previous giant: and in this 

fight it opened its mouth three times and hurled fire at me, which penetrated me with such 

Magical influence that it drove the breath from my body, so that I fell backwards onto the floor, 

like one who has completely lost his senses. Then I felt an invisible hand which touched my back 

and lifted me up from the floor, put me back on my feet and so I continued this fight with this 

dragon until day began to break, when it disappeared. 2 

Pordage was tried twice in his lifetime for heresy, and when questioned in court about 

these visions , Pordage seemed all too ready to turn his back on Everard and deny any deep 

connection with him. This is what he says of Everard in his deposition:  

I was strongly enclined to believe, according to the general rumor, that he was a Conjurer: 

Hereupon I was in a great strait in my own spirit, whether I should prosecute him, or not [. . .] But 

after serious debate and consideration within my self, I resolved this case or scruple of conscience 

thus, that my own perswasions and jealousies, though they had some ground of probability, yet 

 
2 Johann Pordädschen, Göttliche Und Wahre Metaphysica (Franckfurt and Leipzig: 1715), pp. 650–65. 



 

304 

 

being not certain, afforded me not a sufficient ground of prosecuting him as a Conjurer, or of 

swearing positively he was such.3 

These visions transpired very early in the morning, so perhaps Pordage had had an exceptionally 

vivid dream, induced by the stress or excitement of having Everard in the household. Pordage 

would have known full well that many viewed Everard as a radical. Such hallucinations may 

even have been caused by guilt or anxiety, especially if he had been engaged in attempts with 

Everard to summon angels.  

However, this explanation becomes less credible as the people around Pordage began to 

share these visions. Such a phenomenon is perhaps due to a group effect or suggestibility. For a 

group to share a visualization for three weeks based on someone else’s intense dream or 

hallucination — and then for twenty or so witnesses to attest to their experiences in Court — is 

dubious. Pordage describes the opening up of the invisible worlds and the images of both the 

angelic and demonic inhabitants thusly: 

I say then there were two invisible internal Principles opened and discovered to us, which may be 

called Mundi Ideales, being two spiral worlds, extending and penetrating throughout this whole 

visible Creation, in which many particular beings were discerned, suitable to the nature of these 

worlds. Now these two Principles or worlds, seemed very much different one from another, as 

having contrary qualities and operations.4  

[. . .] I shall here set forth the objects of the inward eye, which were then seen by us. There 

appeared then to our inward sight multitudes almost innumerable, of pure Angelical spirits, in 

figurative bodies, which were clear as the morning-star, and transparent as Christal, these 

were Mahanaim, or the Lords host, appearing all in manly forms, full of Beauty and Majesty, 

 
3 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 12. 

4 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 73. 
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sparkling like Diamonds, and sending forth a tincture like the swift rays, and hot beams of the 

Sun, which we powerfully felt to the refreshing of our souls, and enlivening of our bodies.5 

Pordage grounds his visions in sensory language, describing the touch, taste, smells, sound and 

feelings that he and his circle of followers experienced whilst encountering these visions. He 

provides detail about how these visions manifested to both him and his followers: 

I see this and so do other Christians beside me with our inner vision through our outer vision. 

Then, when we closed our eyes, we saw them just as truly and clearly as if our eyes were open; so 

that it was actually all the same whether our eyes were closed or open, and the apparitions with 

the wonderful effects of the same were seen in the same form by us with closed and open eyes.6 

Pordage proceeds to substantiate these visions by explaining that they not only appeared 

in his mind — and those of his group (in a form of group telepathy) — but also left a vivid 

material trace in the form of imprints on the brickwork of his house. Invisible worlds were thus 

revealed to him, and maps of these invisible realms remained emblazoned on his chimney. In his 

descriptions, the systematic, metaphysical cartography and ascent pathways he established 

through the mundi ideales are beautiful, intricate, and, he maintains, directly inspired by his 

theological visions: 

Now besides these appearances within, the sperits made some wonderful impressions upon 

visible bodies without: as figures of men and beasts upon the glass windows, and the Cealings of 

 
5 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 74. 

6 ‘Dieses sehe ich und andere Christen neben mir mit dem inwendigen Gesicht durchs äusserliche Gesicht. Dann 

wann wir unsere Augen zuthaten, sahen wie sie eben so wahrhaftig und eben so klar, als wenn unsere Augen offen 

waren; so daß es allerdings einerley war, ob unsere Augen geschlossen oder offen, und die Erscheinungen samt den 

wunderbaren Wirckungen derselben gleicher Gestalt von uns, mit verschlossenen und offenen Augen gesehen 

wurden…’, in Pordädschen, Göttliche und Wahre Metaphysica, p. 662. 
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the house, some of which yet remain: But what was most remarkable, was the whole visible 

world represented by the spirits, upon the Bricks of a Chimney, in the form of two half-Globes, as 

in the Maps: after which upon other Bricks of the same Chimney, was figured a Coach and four 

horses, with persons in it, and a footman attending, all seeming to be in motion, with many other 

such images which were wonderfull exactly done; Now fearing lest there might be any danger in 

these Images, thorow unknown Conjuration and false Magick, we endeavoured to wash them out 

with wet cloaths, but could not, finding them ingraven in the substance of the Bricks, which 

indeed might have continued till this day, had not our fear and suspicion of witchcraft, and some 

evil design of the Divel against us in it, caused us to deface and obliterate them with hammers.7 

Though Pordage reports that some of the imprints and phenomena may have been the work of 

malevolent spirits, this “evil design of the Divel” does not prevent him from using these images 

in his map of the metaphysical realm. He is acutely aware that any appearance of spirits could, 

indeed, be caused by conjuration, or be the work of evil, and so made sure that he could not be 

accused of communing with malevolent beings. 

These inner and outer experiences, lasting three weeks to a month, allowed him to 

experience sights, sounds, tastes, and smells within his mind and the minds of his group but also 

manifested externally, which he describes as follows: 

Thus for the space of three weeks or a month were we exercised inwardly and outwardly thorow 

that great conflict which was betwixt those two worlds and their inhabitants; the dark world 

sometimes afflicting us with dreadful shapes, abominable smells, loathsom tastes, with other 

operations of the evil Angels, The light world at other times opening, and relieving us with 

odoriferous perfumes, most sweet dews, glorious visions and Angelical harmony.8 

 
7 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 74. 

8 Pordage, Innocencie Appearing, p. 76. 
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This initial period of revelation only afforded him and his adherents a brief glimpse of these 

other two worlds and their inhabitants; by itself, this maiden series of visions would have been 

an insufficient foundation upon which to develop an entire cosmological system. 

 

The Spirit of the Dark World 

In 1653 or 1654, a second episode of divine revelation spirited Pordage into a ‘dark world’ for 

five years.9 This episode came about right after he had been tried and found guilty of heresy and 

was ousted from his living and position as rector. The court ordeal took a physical and mental 

toll on Pordage, the stress of the trial made him physical ill and depressed, and it may be that his 

depressed mental state somehow allowed him to be more receptive to visions of this dark world. 

Further treatment of Concerning the Spirit of the Dark World can found in the nature of 

demons and angels where I discuss the tract’s representations of evil spirits and devils, 

interestingly, the only section in which Dr Lee makes a note in the manuscript to give context 

and meaning, as if the introduction and descriptions were most likely to be received with 

scepticism. Knowing that this content would be controversial, Lee wanted to protect and define 

this work and provide greater context to help facilitate its reception:  

The Author must be allowed to clear best his own Meaning. Who has at large hearted this matter 

in Some other of his writings particularly that of the Dragon, in his bealife of the dark World, 

which is designed to be made publick in a little time, with his other Works. D’ Lees Note.10 

 
9 Pordädschen, Göttliche und Wahre Metaphysica, pp. 10–11. 

10 Appendix 11, p. 851. 
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Another reference here to the making the rest of Pordage’s writing public is yet another promise 

that did not materialise. There were clearly plans afoot to do this, which for one reason or 

another were thwarted.  

 

The Seven-Headed Red Dragon 

Pordage documents his experiences of the dark world and its inhabitants, and describes it as 

ruled by the ‘spirit of the dark-fire-world’, a red seven-headed dragon. However, when Pordage 

experiences this being, it is as a spirit only, and he explains that its typical iconography is just 

allegorical and representative of its properties and characteristics. He elaborates: 

His Nature is Nothing else but a Stern, fierce, grim, fiery Spirit; a Magic fire-Spirit, that rules in 

and Reins over the devil, (in whose principle they dwell) as their God, King and tormentor [. . .] 

So that it is an Elegant description that is given off him [in] Rev. 12.3. Which yet is not to be 

understood so literally, as if his proper form were no other than that of a Red Dragon, or Seven- 

headed Monster. No, he is only a Sulphureous, and Brimsony Power-Spirit in himself, an 

Anguishing Power. As he is an anguishing tormenting Spirit, So he is resembled to a Dragon; but 

to a Red Dragon, to exhibit his fiery, sulphureous, brimstony Property. And again to a great Red 

Dragon, to show the Might and Strength of that fiery and devouring Nature. And therefore his 

Seven heads too must signify his Seven divided working properties, belonging to his Wrathfull 

and hellish Nature.11 

As he becomes more experienced in engaging with these visions, his descriptions become more 

subtle and more focussed on the properties and natures of the beings he encounters and their 

 
11 ‘Concerning the Spirit of the dark world’, in John Pordage Extracts out of Dr Pordage’s manuscript upon the 

Incarnation of Jesus [Christ], William Law’s Theological Manuscripts, vol. 11, William Andrews Clark Memorial 

Library, UCLA MS.1960.019. 
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correspondences. Pordage now speaks as though he has connected with and experienced this 

being, rather than just seeing it appear before him in his bedroom as an externalised apparition. 

Pordage believed the red dragon consisted of seven heads (as in the Book of Revelations) 

and ascribed seven divided working properties to each of these heads.  

1. Subtlety and craftiness, giving an ‘irresistible energy to their lies and insinuations’.12 He 

is named ‘the seducer, the deceiver and the liar from the beginning’.13 

2. Pride:  

Tis this so elevates him, as to make him Fly above the Heart of God, despising the Gates 

of Paradise, Angelical Thrones, & in Short the Whole Kingdom of Love & Glory; so that 

not being Able (of himself) to Reach thy Still Eternity, He falleth down again into his 

own Center of Eternal Darknes.14 

3. Power and strength:  

This appears from those Chains of Darknes spoken of in Scripture, to keep & hold thy 

faln Angels under Captivity. They are all vassals to this Dragon & not being able to 

Break their Chaine’s are compeld to live in Subjection in his Dungeon of Darkness, & 

under his Sovereignty.15 

4. Covetousness:  

He snatches at thy whole Creation of Spirits. His Attraction is insatiably greedy, to Drag 

every one (if possible) in to the Deep Abyss of his own Anguish. Nor indeed can any 

 
12 ‘Concerning the Spirit of the dark world’, p. 294. 

13 ‘Concerning the Spirit of the dark world’, p. 294. 

14 ‘Concerning the Spirit of the dark world’, p. 294. 

15 ‘Concerning the Spirit of the dark world’, p. 294. 
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withstand the Magic of his Grasping Desire but those Happy Few, that clears to thy voice 

of Wisdom for their only Guide.16 

5. Envy and malice against everything that bears the resemblance of God.  

6. Anguishing fire or fire-anguish:  

He delights to Vex & Torment All under his Rule & Government. He is indeed a most 

cruel & unmerciful One; His Eye pities none, nor can his Hand Spare any; But He gluts 

himself with the Miseries of All that lie tormented in his Lake of Fire & Brimstone.17 

7. Destruction:  

His Name therefore in Scripture is Apollyon or the Destroyer, & Names are always there 

given with a particular Intent & Significancy. And pursuant to his Name, is his Character 

also drawn; as when He is compard to a Red Dragon & a Roaring Lion, that goeth up & 

down Seeking whom He may Devour. None indeed ever comes amiss to Him; for he 

aims at all.18 

Pordage looks to astrological associations to describe the nature of the seven-headed dragon, 

with seven being the number of perfection, but in this case a perfection of wickedness: 

The Wisdom of thy Ancients resembled those Seven Heads of thy Seven Planets yt belong to thy 

Wrathful Nature of the Dark World. The Number indeed it self signifies Perfection, & that either 

sin Good, or Evil, So yt the Dragon is not only a wicked, Envious, & Malicious Spirit; but 

wickedness in the Abstract, the Perfection of wickedness. His Horns were by thy Antients 

understood to be thy Dark & Hellish Constellations belonging to his World or Kingdom; & His 

 
16 ‘Concerning the Spirit of the dark world’, p. 294. 

17 ‘Concerning the Spirit of the dark world’, p. 294. 

18 ‘Concerning the Spirit of the dark world’, p. 294. 
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Seven Crowns denote his universal victory over men & Angels, for He Reigns as Sovereign over 

as many as Fall.19  

 

The Mountain of Eternity 

Pordage composed his main body of writing much later in his life, with further revelations and 

visions occurring after this initial ‘awakening’. In the following, he recounts another visionary 

experience some twenty-one years later, in 1670. By then, he may have been more adept at 

entering the altered state required to conjure the visions he claims to have received and allegedly 

travel at will into the invisible realms, exploring and documenting his journey. Here, his spiritual 

transportation seems much less frightening and traumatic than his earlier experiences: 

This transportation of my own eternal spirit, as it left my soul and body joined together here at 

this time, and was transferred into the mountain of eternity, occurred in the year one thousand six 

hundred and seventy in December, in the city of London, in the sixty-third year of my age. 

Nothing came into eternity, apart from the eternal spirit of my soul; the spirits of the senses and 

of reason were excluded from it. Everything that my spirit saw and recognised there it recognised 

in a comprehensible way. Then in this Divine revelation, not just an illusion, or figures and 

allegories or forms and ideas of things were disclosed to the eye of my eternal spirit, but the 

heavenly things themselves were presented to the same essentially, fundamentally, as a fact and 

visibly. My spirit was taken up and let down again, it went up and came down again from time to 

eternity and from eternity to time: and certainly on various occasions during the period of three 

weeks and three days, when my Eternal Spirit was both day and night in this revelation, before 

the same was again closed.
20  

 
19 ‘Concerning the Spirit of the dark world’, p. 295. 

20 Pordädschen, Göttliche und Wahre Metaphysica, pp. 539–40. 
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As we shall see, Pordage spent considerable time in a state of transcendental meditation — and 

his followers patently believed that his soul had left his body and returned with divine wisdom, 

an experience that was then carefully documented.  

Another well-known episode occurred in 1675, when Pordage experienced the revelation 

of Sophia over the course of twenty-one days, which he recorded in diarised form. For Pordage, 

the apotheosis of Sophia was the epitome of his revelations; as he explains: ‘It can take a very 

long time, sometimes more than twenty years for some persons, until the heavenly Virgin of 

Divine Wisdom truly appears and reveals herself to the soul-spirit.’21 He ascribes his encounter 

with Sophia to the extremes of asceticism:  

As I lay in great hunger and painful thirst in my spirit and found myself encompassed by grim, 

thorny anguish, I could find no peace in this condition [. . .] At that moment, she came to me and 

descended into my spirit with her healing energy.22  

 

Inward Reflection 

Over the course of his life, Pordage’s propensity for introspection and contemplation became 

increasingly pronounced, reaching an apex as he prepared himself for death. Extreme withdrawal 

allowed Pordage to achieve a mental state free of all earthly considerations and distractions and 

granted him the altered state of consciousness required to receive significant spiritual truths. He 

acknowledged to his readers that this behaviour could appear strange, and that they, too, would 

have to enter an altered state to fully comprehend the wisdom he was imparting. He explains: 

‘But yet not rashly condemn what thou in thy present state cannest not comprehend. Let it ly by 

 
21 John Pordage, Sophia, trans. by Alan G. Paddle, ed. Arthur Versluis, The Works of John Pordage, vol. 1, 

(Minneapolis, MN: Grailstone Press, 2017), pp. 9–10. 

22 Pordage, Sophia, p. 35. 
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thee, it may bee better understood in another State. Because the Authour's Philosophy proceeds 

from the Center, and not from others.’23 

Jane Lead witnessed this spiritual transportation and attests to it in the preface to 

Theologia mystica: 

Of this I was Witness, being conversant then with him, and making Remarks, and taking 

Observations, with all Exactness possible, of those wonderful Transportations he had, (or rather 

they had him) for the space of three Weeks together, insomuch as I can do no less than bear my 

Testimony concerning his Spirit's Height, whilst his outward Bodie lay in passive Stillness in this 

visible Orb. Surely, we may conclude, he was as another Moses in som sort, taken up into the 

Mount with God, as a Friend and Favourite of the most High; where he did see, hear and learn 

these so deep and excellent things, which are, by great Care, and no less Conscience, brought 

forth to Light.24 

This passage provides us with evidence that Pordage did indeed spend considerable time in a 

state of transcendental meditation or altered consciousness, and Lead clearly believed that 

Pordage’s soul left his body and returned, bringing with it divine wisdom which was then 

carefully documented by his friend and associate, Edward Hooker. Lead believed that his 

withdrawal also allowed for greater freedom of expression and that he became much more 

prolific in the volume of writing he produced during this time: 

Thus in grand Soul-Introversion, and Body-Exertion he spent this later part of his Daies, 

delighting much [. . .] in an abstracted Life, and coveted Solitude, withdrawing from his publick 

 
23 Introduction, Theologia Mystica, p. 108.  

24 Jane Lead ‘To the impartial and well-disposed reader’, in John Pordage, Theologia Mystica or the Mystic Divinitie 

of the Æternal Invisibles Viz the Archetypous Globe, or the Original Globe, or World of Globes, Worlds, Essences, 

Centres, Elements, and Principles Whatsoever, ed. by Edward Hooker (London: 1683), p. 7. 
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Ministery, wherein he had formerly exercised himself, but of late, after the Example of the holy 

Apostle Paul, he retired to a little convenient Place of his own; yet not refusing any that would 

come for spiritual Direction and Counsel, freely giving, as he had freely received from the Lord. 

Thus painfully did he labour in the Vineyard of his own Soul, and for others, in the Name of the 

Lord. In the Time of this his Solitude he writ more, as much more, as what is now brought forth 

into publick View: wherein are many great and mystical Truths that were opened unto him from 

the pure central Light that rose from the morning-Star.25 

The historian Manfred Brod also notes Pordage’s shift in focus during his later years; he 

moved away from political involvement and towards more personal and spiritual reflection.26  

Interestingly, Brod links this change to larger social developments as the constant political 

upheaval and discontentment was eroding Millenarian hopes for the future. Although Brod 

emphasises Pordage’s acquaintance with politically active radicals earlier in his life, he also 

notes that his later companions held a Quietest approach, which was perhaps more in line with 

Pordage’s natural inclinations. Brod also notes the personal withdrawal of other figures such as 

the Abingdon Prophetess Elizabeth Poole (fl. 1649),27 and the Ranter Abiezer Coppe28 (both 

 
25 Jane Leade, preface, Theologia Mystica, or The Mystic Divinitie of the Aeternal Invisibles by John Pordage 

(London: 1683), p. 5. 

26 Manfred Brod, ‘A Radical Network in the English Revolution: John Pordage and His Circle, 1646-54’, English 

Historical Review, 119 (2004), 1230–53 (p. 17). 

27 Manfred Brod, ‘Poole, Elizabeth (bap. 1622?, d. in or after 1668)’, in ODNB (2004),  

<https:///doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/47110> [accessed 28 February 2021].  For a more detailed account of the life and 

times of Elizabeth Poole, please refer to Brod, ‘Politics and Prophecy in Seventeenth Century England: The Case of 

Elizabeth Poole’, Albion: A Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies, 31, No. 3 (Autumn 1999), 395–412. 

28 For more details on Abiezer Coppe, I would direct the reader to Ariel Hessayon, ‘The Making of Abiezer Coppe’, 

Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 62, no. 1 (January 2011), 38–58. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/47110
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visitors to Pordage’s Bradfield community)29 during the later stages of their lives. Whether this 

behaviour is also connected to their own desires for a deeper spiritual revelation or simply to 

escape hostile attention is unclear.  

 

Visionary Experience 

Visionary experience in the early modern period took myriad forms, all of which appear with 

Pordage and within his circle of adherents: 

1. Apocalyptic visions: this was due to the increasing theological interest in 

apocalypticism and was especially prevalent amongst radical Protestant woman who 

would often speak in front of gatherings or in groups, Jane Lead and Elizabeth Poole 

included.30 

2. Millenarian fervour: Visionary experience in this period was often prophetic in nature 

and propelled by the urgency of the Second Coming of Christ.31 

3. Possession of spiritual gifts: the belief that one has been gifted occult powers. Both 

Mary Pordage and John Pordage are included.32  

 
29 An Introduction to Jacob Boehme: Four Centuries of Thought and Reception ed. by Ariel Hessayon and Sarah 

Apetrei (Abingdon: Taylor & Francis, 2014), p. 91. 

30 Genelle C. Gertz, ‘Quaker Mysticism as the Return of the Medieval Repressed: English Women Prophets before 

and after the Reformation’, in Mysticism and Reform 1400-1750, ed. by Sara S. Poor and Nigel Smith (Notre Dame, 

IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2015), pp. 177–97 (p. 177). 

31 Gertz, ‘Quaker Mysticism’, p. 190. 

32 Sarah Apetrei, ‘Between the Rational and the Mystical: The Inner Life and the Early English Enlightenment’, in 

Mysticism and Reform 1400-1750, ed. by Sara S. Poor and Nigel Smith (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame 

Press, 2015), pp. 198–219 (p. 204). 
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4. A visionary experience: An episode or spiritual moment when God or divine wisdom 

is received.  

5. Dreams as visions: Sometimes these visions occurred during sleep as a dream, as with 

Pordage. Of this, Nigel Smith says: ‘For most Puritans a vision was something seen 

vividly and sometimes heard by supernatural revelation. For most Puritans, too, a 

dream constituted a vision’.33 Several individuals during this period did indeed claim 

to have visionary dreams, as noted by Keith Thomas: ‘Those who are known to have 

taken at least some dreams seriously include such diverse individuals as John Foxe, 

Nicholas Wotton, Francis Bacon, Richard Greenham, William Laud, Peter Heylyn, 

William Sancroft as well as many lesser figures.’34 

Pordage came into contact — and surrounded himself — with other spiritual thinkers of 

his time and had immersed himself in the works of Boehme. His group was spiritual in nature, so 

it is unsurprising that his visions were similar and appealing to those he surrounded himself with:  

Like all spiritualists, he found God when he ceased looking outside himself and began looking 

within. Significantly, what Pordage discovered, as he later described it, was not so much Christ or 

the Holy Spirit as ‘the principle of wisdom’, which he found to be ‘the root of my life’.35 

 

Conclusion 

 
33 Nigel Smith, Perfection Proclaimed: Language and Literature in English Radical Religion 1640-1660 (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1989), p. 74. 

34 Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic: Studies in Popular Beliefs in Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century 

England (London: Penguin Group, 1971), p. 152. 

35 B. J. Gibbons, Gender in Mystical and Occult Thought: Behmenism and Its Development in England (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 106. 
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Pordage experienced visions in at least two different ways. Early in his career, his visions came 

to him unbidden, in a fearsome, uninhibited way. We could speculate on the cause of these — 

perhaps he was anxious about hosting Everard in his house. Or perhaps Everard was engaged in 

conjuration. Or maybe Pordage’s visions just took on a familiar form that was meaningful to his 

subconscious. 

Later in his career, he engaged more deliberately with his visions. At this point, he may 

have been trying to avoid negative attention from the authorities, to prevent the circulation of 

sensational stories by local parishioners about the appearance of angels and demons. He enters a 

trance-like state, probably deliberately, in order to attempt to achieve what he believed to be a 

connection with the divine through ascetism and meditation. 

Of course, if one is not inclined to believe that Pordage actually experienced visions as 

such, then one may entertain a psychological cause for visual, auditory, and kinetic group 

hallucinations. Pordage would have felt immense pressure to emulate his master and, indeed, 

exceed him in terms of visionary mastery and leadership. This urgency could have been 

especially acute in a period of enhanced Millenarian expectations. To receive divinely inspired 

visions would have made Pordage more credible in the eyes of his followers. The exigency of the 

millennium or the second advent of Christ perhaps increased Pordage’s need for legitimacy and a 

connection to his followers.  

In the passages Pordage wrote later in life — when he was engaged in trance-like activity 

— he insists that these experiences were not just visions, but in fact revelations presented 

directly to the eye of his eternal spirit for long periods of intense transcendent experiences.  

That they were no wistful phantasies, nor empty dreams and conceits of our own reason, also that 

they were no enthusiastic demonstrations of a splenetic melancholy, or the effects of some kind of 
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weakness from fever or the malfunction of the brain, for we were all in moderate and well-

ordered good health, entirely free from all such misfortunes both in our mind and body.36 

There is no doubt that Pordage was engaged in visionary activity and that his visions took the 

usual form for his time, although he altered the way he engaged with his visions, possibly to 

protect himself. Psychological explanations may account for his revelatory experiences, but he 

did succeed in garnering supporters and persuading them that he was receiving divine messages 

— indeed, visions to which his followers could testify. 

  

 
36 Pordädschen, Göttliche Und Wahre Metaphysica, p. 657. 
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The Legacy of John Pordage: Occult Knowledge Transmission 

Despite not being published in English, Pordage’s work was circulated widely and 

became influential in countries around the globe. For such recognition to have occurred, many 

people worked hard and incurred great expense to preserve and circulate his works after his 

death, including the costs of translating it from English into other languages. So, what happened 

to Pordage’s English works? Were they destroyed or lost — or are they kept in private 

collections? For works so highly valued, especially at the time they were written, their 

disappearance remains a mystery. 

This chapter seeks to trace the transmission of Pordage’s ideas around the globe and to 

identify groups that were captivated by his beliefs. Gaining this insight will help to establish the 

value of his ideas and appreciate the influence they had on others. Echoes of Pordage’s mystical 

contemplations can be found in many places and offer small clues about what may have 

happened. This chapter discusses the circulation of Pordage’s texts, their translation into 

German, the meeting between the Philadelphian Society and the Camisards, and the spread of 

knowledge that transpired as a result. Then, I move on to examine how Pordage’s work came to 

be translated into Russian by Ivan Turgenev and the formative influence this interpretation had 

on the moral development of the Russian freemasons. I also cover the translation of Pordage into 

Finnish and the impact of Pordage on the Church of Finland. Finally, the chapter examines the 

spread of Pordage’s knowledge by looking at an example of how his texts passed through secret 

societies such as the Society of the Mercurii. 

 

The Philadelphian Society (Late Seventeenth to Early Eighteenth Century) 
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Some sixteen years after Pordage’s death, in 1681, the Philadelphian Society began to grow out of 

the Pordage circle, with Jane Lead taking over leadership of the society. She was joined by 

Francis Lee, Richard Roach, and others. Roach helped to form the Philadelphian Society in its 

early days (1697). He assisted Francis Lee with the task of editing the Theosophical Transactions 

of the Philadelphian Society1 and was ‘given the mystical name “Onesimus” by Lead, who told 

him that he was a priest ordained by the Virgin Wisdom of God’.2 The Philadelphian Society was 

still inspired by Boehme, as Pordage had been, and ‘they looked to God to establish, at the end of 

time, an interconfessional community marked by the experience of the inward Christ and 

Christian love’.3  

 

English to German Translation of Pordage (Late Seventeenth to Early Eighteenth Century) 

Amsterdam was an important place for the congregation of dissenting religious groups, and it is 

here that Pordage’s texts were published in German. Willem Heijting, in his article on a Dutch 

publisher of Boehme-inspired texts, provides some context: 

During the seventeenth century the northern Netherlands, and in particular the city of Amsterdam, 

provided a welcome sanctuary to many of those, who, because of their dissenting views on 

matters of faith, had found themselves obliged to leave their own countries. Socinians, Labadists, 

Quakers and many others were able here to express themselves with greater freedom than 

anywhere else, and nowhere else were there as many printers willing to spread the writings of 

 
1 Theosophical Transactions by the Philadelphian Society, 5 parts (London: 1697). 

2 B. J. Gibbons, ‘Roach, Richard, [name in religion Onesimus] (1662–1730)’, Sept. 2004 

<https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/23704> [accessed 17 May 2019]. 

3 Douglas H. Shantz, An Introduction to German Pietism: Protestant Renewal at the Dawn of Modern Europe, ed. by 

Donald B. Kraybill (Baltimore, MA: The John Hopkins University Press, 2013), p. 36. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/23704
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such movements. This was the atmosphere, then, in which the ideas of the “Philosophus 

Teutonicus” Jacob Bohme were so rapidly and so avidly studied by a wide circle of readers, [. . .] 

in 1682, the first complete edition of Bohme's works was produced by Johann Georg Gichtel and 

others.4 

The Philadelphian treatises came to be known in these circles through husband and wife 

Johann Wilhelm and Johanna Elenora Petersen, who were very interested in ‘universalism’ — a 

key concept in Philadelphian writing. Dodo von Knyphausen (1641 – 1698), a German nobleman 

from the Duchy of Prussia, was in correspondence with Jane Lead, as evidenced by this example 

of the transmission of Philadelphian knowledge to the Petersens:  

The doctrine concerning the apocatastasis has been “discovered” by the Petersens while reading a 

treatise by the English Philadelphian Jane Leade, which they had received from their patron von 

Knyphausen. In Leade they detected a harmony between their own salvation-historical and 

eschatological ideas and those of the English Philadelphians. This of course sheds light upon the 

increasing influence of this group on German radical pietism since the middle of the 1690s.5  

It is likely that it was the German versions produced by the translator Loth Fischer (then of 

Utrecht) that were circulating,6 and the Petersens were receiving Lead’s works from both Gichtel 

and von Knyphausen7 

 
4 Willem Heijting, ‘Hendrick Beets (1625-1708), Publisher to the German Adherents of Jacob Böhme in 

Amsterdam,’ Quaerendo, 3, no. 4 (1973), 250–80 (p. 250). 

5 Hans Schneider, German Radical Pietism. trans. by Gerald T. MacDonald, ed. by J. Steven O'Malley, 

Revitalization: Explorations in World Christian Movements. Pietist and Wesleyan Studies, No. 22 (Plymouth, MA: 

Scarecrow Press, 2007), p. 23. 

6 Ariel Hessayon, ‘Lead’s Life and Times (Part Two): the Woman in the Wilderness’, in Jane Lead and her 

Transnational Legacy, ed. by Ariel Hessayon (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), p. 55. 

7 Hessayon, ‘Lead’s Life and Times’, p. 56. 
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Bruckner includes two entries for Pordage in his Bibliographical catalogue, both of 

which show that his work entering Amsterdam was in German, the translations being performed 

by the same man who translated Jane Lead into German, namely Fischer. Bruckner cites:8  

1. Theologia Mystica, or the mystic divinitie 

Three additional texts were included within it: 

a. Ein kurtzer Begriff der Englischen Welt; auch ihrer Einwohner / und wie sich Gott in derselben 

offenbare 

b. Ein Tractätlein von den Graden und Arten der göttlichen Gesichten und Offenbarungen 

c. Ein gar ungemein ausführlich Sendschreiben vom Sein der Weissheit 

Printed in Amsterdam in 1698 by Heinrich Wettstein 

2. Sophia: das ist Die Holdseelige ewige Jungfrau der Göttlichen Weisheit 

Received and described in English 1675 by Johannes Pordage M.D. Now translated from the 

manuscript and Printed in Amst. in 1699.9 

The entry does not, however, provide the name of the translator or details about where the 

translation occurred. Nils Thune covers the publication of Jane Lead’s writing and some of 

Pordage’s writings by Loth Fischer in Utrecht, the Netherlands, in The Behmenists and the 

Philadelphians, listing the same texts I identify above as moving into Amsterdam, so these two 

sources are in accord. According to Thune, the translation of Lead’s text occurred in Utrecht. It 

appears Lead’s texts moved from England into the Netherlands, where they were translated and 

 
8 János Bruckner, A Bibliographical Catalogue of Seventeenth-Century German Books Published in Holland, 

Anglica Germanica: British Studies in Germanic Languages and Literatures (The Hague, NL: Mouton & Co, 1971), 

p. xix. 

9 ‘Empfangen und im Englischen 1675. Beschrieben durch Johannes Pordage M.D. Nunmehro aus dem Manuscrito 

ubergesetzt und zum Druck befördert. Gedruckt zu Amst. Im seeligen Heyl-Jahr Jesu Christi 1699.’ 
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published. It is possible, then, that Pordage’s works were processed similarly if the financial aid 

that went to covering the costs for Lead’s translation and publication covered the same costs 

associated with Pordage’s works.10 Indeed, Hessayon confirms that, ‘hard pressed to satisfy the 

demands of an impatient readership, Fischer promised at the conclusion of Offenbahrung der 

Offenbahrungen that while awaiting further manuscripts from Lead he would begin translating 

Pordage’s Theologia Mystica’.11 

Presumably, the keen interest Thune mentions came from German radical Pietists, which 

may explain the imprint of Leipzig on the later German copies. The pietists would not have 

identified themselves as Behmenists but would have been reading radical literature. They were 

predominately from the small counties of Witgenstein, Ysenburg-Offenbach, Solms-Laubach, 

and Solms-Braunfels.12  

In 1685, a work by Thomas Bromley appeared in German translation. By the middle of the 1690s, 

handwritten treatises of Jane Leade were circulating among Pietist circles in Germany. Since 

1694 the writings of Jane Leade were being translated into German in Utrecht by the Pietist 

schoolmaster Loth Fischer [. . .] These translations were published in Amsterdam with financial 

aid from Germany and Switzerland. In 1698 and 1699, German editions of Pordage’s writings 

followed.13 

 
10 Nils Thune, The Behmenists and the Philadelphians: A Contribution to the Study of English Mysticism in the 17th 

and 18th Centuries (Uppsala: Almquist & Wiksells Boktryckeri Ab, 1948), p. 100. 

11 Hessayon, Jane Lead and her Transnational Legacy, p. 55. 

12 Shantz, Introduction to German Pietism, p. 36. 

13 Schneider, German Radical Pietism, pp. 24–25. 
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Johann Wilhelm and Johanna Elenora Petersen were to become the leaders of the German 

Philadelphians and their hometown village became the epicentre of Pietist communications.14 

Despite the volume of correspondence between the groups, very little remains today, so it is 

unlikely that any of Pordage’s works survived here. 

 

Religious Enthusiasm - the Philadelphians and the Camisards (Early Eighteenth Century) 

The Philadelphians were also in contact with the Camisards — or the French Prophets, as they 

are sometimes known. Pordage’s knowledge may have spread across the continent via these 

organisations. In his recent monograph, Enlightening Enthusiasm, and his chapter ‘Philadelphia 

resurrected: Celebrating the Union Act (1707) from Irenic to Scatological Eschatology’ in Jane 

Lead and her Transnational Legacy, Lionel Laborie provides a detailed study of the Camisards 

and their European movement. He covers their contact with the Philadelphian Society and the 

exchange of knowledge between these two groups. Laborie correctly identifies both groups as 

Millenarian in outlook and having influence on the continent. He notes that the English 

Philadelphians were comprised mainly of well-educated men who were prosperous and 

independent,15 but Jane Lead depended upon foreign patronage, presumably Dodo von 

Knyphausen.16  

 
14 Schneider, German Radical Pietism, p. 25. 

15 Lionel Laborie, Enlightening Enthusiasm: Prophecy and Religious Experience in Early Eighteenth-Century 

England (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2015), p. 56. 

16 Nigel Smith, ‘Pregnant Dreams in Early Modern Europe: The Philadelphian Example’, in The Intellectual Culture 

of Puritan Women, 1558–1680, ed. by Johanna Harris and Elizabeth Scott-Baumann (Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2010), pp. 190–201 (p. 192). 
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Laborie shows that, between 1708 and 1715, over thirty ‘prophesising instruments’ 

(prophets) were excluded from the group. These injunctions marked the beginning of the rift that 

was to form between the French prophets and the Philadelphians, whose clash of charismatic 

leaders and members’ keenness for the enthusiastic reception of divine messages repeatedly 

came into conflict with one another,17 fomenting dissent between the two groups. He also shows 

that the Philadelphians and Camisards mutually influenced one another in preparation for the 

Second Coming of Christ.18   

After they were translated, Pordage’s works had an extensive influence on German 

radical Pietism.19 Schneider speculates that the contact between the German Pietists and the 

English Philadelphians ‘probably arose through travellers to England and via Boehmist groups 

associated with Gichtel in the Netherlands’, maintaining, ‘A lively correspondence developed 

between them’.20  

 

The Russian Connection (Late Eighteenth Century) 

The reception of Boehme in Russia, as noted by Oliver Smith, began in the 1670s with a 

Behmenist circle led by Kondratii Norderman (d. 1689), who appears to have been the primary 

 
17 Laborie, Enlightening Enthusiasm, p. 63. 

18 Lionel Laborie, ‘Philadelphia Resurrected: Celebrating the Union Act (1707) from Irenic to Scatological 

Eschatology’, Jane Lead and Her Transnational Legacy, ed. by in Ariel Hessayon (London: 2016), pp. 213–39 (p. 

218). 

19 Schneider, German Radical Pietism, p. 6. 

20 Schneider, German Radical Pietism, p. 24. 
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translator of Boehme into Russian.21 This circle included the Behmenist and millenarian mystic 

Quirinus Kuhlmann, born in Breslau, Silesia (1651 – 1689). Khulmann travelled between 

London and Moscow, developing his career as a poet and messianic, having become acquainted 

with the writings of Athanasius Kircher and Raimundus Lullus. He too experienced visions, and 

became an avid reader and follower of Boehme. 22 He saw himself as ‘God’s fulfilling 

instrument of the third reign and of the fifth Monarchy, which was propagated in Comenius’ 

prophetical collection “Lux in tenebris”’.23 In England, he lived in the house of John Bathurst 

and had extensive contact with Franciscus Mercurius van Helmont, a friend of Knorr von 

Rosenroth.24 Khulman travelled throughout Europe, preaching at radical conventicles. 

Eventually, Kuhlmann and Norderman, after three months in prison, met their end in Moscow in 

October 1689, being severely tortured and burned as heretics after they were accused of 

distributing prophetic books, although this action may also have been fuelled by the threat to 

political authority as well.25 

 
21 Oliver Smith, ‘The Russian Boehme’, in An Introduction to Jacob Boehme: Four Centuries of Thought and 

Reception, ed. by Ariel Hessayon and Sarah Apetrei (Abingdon: 2014), p. 197 

22 Wilhelm Schmidt-Biggemann, ‘Salvation through Philology: the Poetical Messianism of Quirinus Kulhmann 

(1651-1689)’, in Toward the Millennium: Messianic Expectations from the Bible to Waco, ed. by Peter Schäfer and 

Mark Cohen (Leiden: Brill, 1998), p. 263. 

23 Schmidt-Biggemann, ‘Salvation through Philology’, p. 266. 

24 Schmidt-Biggemann, ‘Salvation through Philology’, p. 267. 

25 Schmidt-Biggemann, ‘Salvation through Philology’, p. 267. 
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In investigating the transmission, reach, and influence of Pordage’s works, freemasons 

played a role in translating and printing his writings in Russia.26 Neuhäuser confirms that Ivan 

Turgenev translated Pordage, amongst others:  

One of the leading Russian freemasons [. . .] was Semen Hamaleia (1743–1822) who translated 

all of Böhme’s works and circulated them in manuscript form. Ivan Turgenev, curator of Moscow 

University and the father of Andrei I. Turgenev, the founder of the Friendly Literary Society, 

translated J. Arnolt, John Pordage, John Mason, and the writings of the German mystic Arndt.27  

The Russian State Library catalogue contains details of a copy of Pordage translated into Russian 

and published in 1787 in Moscow, by ‘the Secret Masons’. This finding places Pordage firmly 

amongst other writers who were influential in the development of Russian Masonic mysticism.  

The note that accompanies the entry (as far as I can determine) reports that the circulation 

was three hundred copies. It was distributed to the Masons; the remaining copies were 

confiscated and destroyed. The author is confirmed as Пордедж, Джон / Pordedzh, Dzhon 

(Pordej, John) (1607 – 1681) and the translator as I. P. Тургенев (Turgenev).28 But why would 

the Russian freemasons have become interested in Pordage’s philosophy? Neuhäuser explains 

that:  

 
26 I. P. Turgenev translated John Pordage’s Holy and True Metaphysics as: ‘Bozhestvennaia i istinnaia metafizika, ili 

divnoe i opytnoe priobretennoe vedenie nevidimykh i vechnykh veshchei, otkrytoe chrez d. I. P. (III pts, ça 1787).’ 

27 Rudolf Neuhäuser, Towards the Romantic Age: Essays on Sentimental and Preromantic Literature in Russia 

(Dordrecht, NL: Springer Science & Business Media, 1974), p. 24. 

28 Джон Пордедж, Божественная И Истинная Метафизика, Или Дивное И Опытом Приобретенное Ведение 

Невидимых И Вечных Вещей (Москва Тайная масон. тип 1787). 
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Russian freemasons considered nature an ‘outflow of the divine’, which God shaped in the form 

of matter, a ‘figurative phenomenon’, anticipating the romantic view of nature as a symbol [. . .] 

The importance of the dualistic concept cannot be emphasized enough.29  

Neuhäuser proceeds to paraphrase Professor Florovsky, who noted dualistic concepts in Russian 

freemasonry.30 Pordage is amongst the authors who influenced this development, although it is 

unclear how his works were found by the Russian freemasons. The translation happened some 

one hundred years after Pordage wrote them, so they must have been found in the German 

versions circulating in Europe.  

Leighton has studied Russian esotericism in literature and the extent of the influence that 

Pordage had on the moral development of the Russian freemasons, placing Pordage in a 

constellation of other distinguished thinkers of the time, which elucidates the reception of 

Pordage’s work even into the eighteenth century (although she incorrectly describes Pordage as 

an eighteenth-century thinker).31 

Leighton positions Pordage as one of the main writers who influenced the moral 

character of the Russian Masonic movement. Pordage thus claims a position amongst a select 

group of thinkers, including namely Baron Théodore Henri de Tschoudy, Jan van Ruisbreck, 

 
29 Neuhäuser, Towards the Romantic Age, p. 24. 

30 Neuhäuser, Towards the Romantic Age, p. 24. Within this quotation, Neuhäuser is citing G. Florovskii, Puti 

russkogo bogosloviia (Paris: YMCA Press, 1937) and V. Zenkovskii, Istoiia russkoi filosofi (Paris: YMCA Press, 

1948). 

31 Lauren G. Leighton, The Esoteric Tradition in Russian Romantic Literature: Decembrism and Freemasonry 

(Pennsylvania, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994), pp. 24 and 27. 
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Jean Baptist van Hemont, Jeanne Maria Guyon, Carl von Eckartshausen, Heinrich Jung-Stilling, 

Charles Bonnet, and Johannes Caspar Lavater.32 

The Library and Museum of Freemasonry, London, does not hold a copy of the English 

version of Pordage’s Divine and True Metaphysics, but the Russian author Aleksej Babine 

documents that a Russian language copy was part of the former Yudin library: ‘Mr Yudin also 

has a copy of the exceedingly rare ‘Divine and True Metaphysics’ of Pordage, translated into 

Russian and privately printed by the Moscow Masons in the second half of the eighteenth 

century’.33 An additional report that a rare Russian language version of Pordage’s text is part of 

Yudin’s collection is found in N. N. Bakai.34 Gennadii Vasil'evich Yudin was devoted to books 

and book collecting from an early age. He amassed a significant library of some eighty-thousand 

books, which he gifted to the Library of Congress in 1907.35 The reference librarian for Russia at 

the Library of Congress confirms that there is a record for this translation in Yudin’s personal 

card catalogue, now housed at the library, and that this translation was part of Yudin’s personal 

collection. There is also a record from 1946 in the Slavic Union Catalogue (another card 

catalogue now held at the library) that suggests that the library did in fact acquire the text and 

 
32 Leighton, The Esoteric Tradition in Russian Romantic Literature, p. 25 and fn. 5. 

33 Aleksej Babine, The Yudin Library, Krasnoiarsk (Eastern Siberia) (Washington, DC: Press of Judd and Detweiler, 

1905), p.25.  

34 Nikolai Nikitich, Zamiechatel'noe knigokhranilishche v vostochnoi Sibiri: Bibioteka G.V. Iudina (Moskva: A. I. 

Sngireva, 1896). 

35 Paul Horecky, ‘The Slavic and East European Resources and Facilities of the Library of Congress’, Slavic Review, 

23, no. 2 (1964), 309–27 (pp. 309–10); and Harold M. Leich, “‘So Ample a Collection, So Well Balanced:” The 

Yudin Collection at the Library of Congress', Slavic & East European Information Resources, 9, no. 2 (2008), 127–

42. 
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that at least a temporary record was created for it. However, the librarian was unable to locate the 

text at the library, concluding that the current status of this book at the library is unknown. It is 

likely that the book is still at the library, but that it somehow never got recorded in their current 

catalogue.36 According to Leighton:  

Russians made contact with the European esoteric tradition in the eighteenth century… Their 

knowledge came almost exclusively through Freemasonry and the mystical expression of the 

movement known as Rosicrucianism [. . . but] it was not until the 1760s that Masonic thought and 

esoteric ideas exerted serious influence on Russian culture.37 

One possibility for how the Pordage texts came to be influential in Russia is that I. G. Swartz, 

cited by Leighton as the main importer of esoterica into Russia, brought the Pordage texts into 

Russia to be translated by I. P. Turgenev (also connected with Moscow Imperial University).38 It 

is conceivable that he came across Pordage as part of his research in Germany and connected 

Pordage’s writing to the freemasonry tradition. The German version of Pordage can be found in 

the Masonic holdings of the Institute of Russian Literature in Petersburg, along with the other 

chief works written in German and French brought to the Moscow Rosicrucians from Germany 

and France; these include Kirchweger’s Aurea Catena Homeri (no. 63), Haugwitz’s Hirten-brief 

(no. 77), and John Pordage Göttliche und wahre Metaphysica (no. 53).39 

Evidence indicates that Pordage’s influence persisted with later Russian writers; in 

particular, his Sophiological content was of interest to Vladimir Soloviev, a theoretical 

 
36 I am grateful to Matthew Young, reference librarian for Russia, European Division, the Library of Congress for 

this information. 

37 Leighton, The Esoteric Tradition, p. 26.  

38 Leighton, The Esoteric Tradition, p. 26. 

39 Leighton, The Esoteric Tradition, p. 32, and fn. 15. 
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philosopher and ‘father of Russian poetic symbolism and a mystical visionary’.40 Soloviev 

experienced three visions of Sophia; in an attempt to uncover the meaning of these visions, he 

explored esoteric literature on the topic, summarising his efforts in a letter dated 1877: 

In the mystics are many confirmations of my own ideas, but no new light. Moreover, almost all of 

them are incredibly subjective by nature and, so to say, drivelling. I found three specialists on 

Sophia: Georg Gichtel, Gottfried Arnold and John Pordage. The most interesting thing is that all 

three have had personal experiences almost the same as mine. But in theosophy proper, all three 

are quite weak; they follow Boehme but are below him. I think that Sophia had dealings with 

them more for their innocence than for anything else. As a result, only Paracelsus, Boehme and 

Swedenborg are real people.41 

 

The Influence of Pordage on the Church of Finland 

Pordage’s materials circulated into Scandinavian countries as well. In The Church of Finland, 

Aleksi Lehtonen tells us that Pordage’s material was read in Pietist circles in Finland. 

Presumably, Pordage’s materials would have also been translated into Finnish. Lehtonen 

speculates that during the eighteenth century, churchgoers had access to the Bible and other 

devotional books that they could then consult on their own; in fact, learning to read was 

important for the Finnish people during this time as their population was sparse and spread thinly 

throughout the country, leading many in solitude: ‘In the solitude of the wide wildernesses 

independent and original spiritual life with some mystical traits gradually grew ripe.’42 

 
40 Smith, ‘The Russian Boehme’, p. 211. 

41 V. S. Solov’ev, Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 12 (Brussels: Zhinzn’s Bogom, 1966–70), p. 200. 

42 Aleksi Lehtonen, The Church of Finland (Helsinki: Valtioneuvoston Kirjapaino, 1927), p. 28. 
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Pordage’s works did give rise to separatist behaviour in Finland some one hundred years 

after his death and the influence of his works seems to have spread throughout the continent. 

Lehtonen notes that Finnish Pietism had endured and was still active at the time of writing 

(1927).43  

I have located a Finnish translation of Pordage’s Sophia dated 1675 in the National 

Library of Finland. The title appears as Sophia: Se on Sen Jumalallisen Wijsauden Rakastettava 

Jiankaicnen Neizy, edited by Samuel Rinda-Nickola.44 However, there are no records concerning 

the original works used for the translation. Tomas Mansikka also writes on the influence of 

Boehme, Pordage, Lead, Bromley, and Gichtel in Finland, whose works he notes were available 

there.45  

Interestingly, Thomas Bromley’s work The way to the Sabbath of rest was also translated 

into Swedish (probably from the German version issued at Amsterdam in 1685) as Wägen till 

Hwilo-Sabbaten Igenom Siälens Fortgång uti Nya Födelsen (1740),46 indicating an interest in 

Behmenist works in Sweden as well.47 Indeed, there has been some (unsubstantiated) speculation 

 
43 Lehtonen, The Church of Finland, pp. 29–33. 

44 Johan Bordege, Sophia: Se on Sen Jumalallisen Wijsauden Rakastettava Jiankaicnen Neizy, ed. by Samuel Rita-

Nikkola (1803). 

45 T. Mansikka, ‘Christian Theosophy in Finland’, in Western Esotericism in Scandinavia (Leiden: Brill, 2016), pp. 

19 and 121.  

46 Ariel Hessayon,‘Jacob Boehme, Emanuel Swedenborg and Their Readers’, in The Arms of Morpheus. Essays on 

Swedenborg and Mysticism, ed. by Stephen McNeilly (London: The Swedenborg Society, 2007), pp. 17-56 (p. 20). 

47 Bengt Hellekant, Engelsk uppbyggelselitteratur I svensk översättning intill 1700-talets mitt (Stockholm: Svenska 

kyrkans diakonistyrelses bokförl., 1944), p. 164. 
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that perhaps even Emmanuel Swedenborg read Pordage, Lead, or Bromley when their texts were 

circulating in translation in the Nordics.48  

 

Circulation of Pordage Texts within The Society of the Mercurii  

(Early to Mid-Nineteenth Century) 

Even later, Pordage’s works continued to find popularity, but within secret societies that were 

circulating manuscripts amongst their members. In attempting to trace the original English 

manuscripts of Pordage, I found a very short extract from Pordage’s An Epitome of the Angelical 

World in the nineteenth-century astrological periodical The Straggling Astrologer, launched by 

the astrologer Robert Cross-Smith (1795 – 1832), who later adopted the pen name ‘Raphael’.49 

The extract was submitted to the magazine by an anonymous contributor under the pseudonym 

‘Philadelphus Hieroglyphica Propheticus Cosmopolita’. Joscelyn Godwin notes this character in 

The Theosophical Enlightenment, but does not mention Pordage’s extract, or reference the 

specific issue of magazine in which this appeared.50 The magazines were held as part of a private 

collection, which I have since located in the Wellcome Library, London, which has issues 1–

21.51 However, Pordage’s An Epitome is contained within volume 22, so it may be that Godwin 

 
48 Hessayon, Jacob Boehme, Emanuel Swedenborg and Their Readers’, p. 21. 

49 John Pordage, ‘An Epitome of the Angelical World,’ The Straggling Astrologer of the Nineteenth Century; or, 

Magazine of Astrology, Geomancy, and Occult Philosophy 22 (October 30, 1824), 337–50 (pp. 343–44). 

50 Godwin cites numbers 2, 9, 14, and 17. Pordage’s extract appeared in issue 22, the final issue; however, only 

issues 1-21 are included in the magazine collection in the Wellcome Library. 

51 There are four variations to the titles of this collection of magazines: The Straggling Astrologer (Nos. 1–4); The 

straggling astrologer, or, Magazine of celestial intelligences: by Minime Nostra-Nostradamus (Nos. 5–11); The 

straggling astrologer of the nineteenth century, or, Magazine of celestial intelligences (Nos 12–16); The straggling 
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was not aware of its existence. I have since located the Epitome in the Wellcome library.52 The 

chapter ‘The Nature of Demons and Angels’ contains detailed analysis of this piece; the 

transcription can be found at appendix 10. 

Philip Lockley also refers to this ‘Philadelphus’ in relation to Philadelphus’s work The 

Holy of Holies Unveiled. Lockley, however, does not comment on the identity of Philadelphus, 

but refers only to the influence on him of Jane Lead.53 The editors of the magazine were known 

as the ‘The Society of the Mercurii’, an occult magical organisation operating in London during 

1830s and focussing its effort on occult and astrological revival. Robert Cross Smith, the primary 

editor of the magazine, was the member of the Mercurii ‘more than any, responsible for the 

occult revival’,54 but it is unclear who else was part of this society. Joscelyn Godwin, in The 

Theosophical Enlightenment, notes that Smith was a Millenialist, a prevalent and defining 

current in Pordage’s works.55 

 

astrologer of the nineteenth century, or, Magazine of astrology, geomancy, and occult philosophy — all edited by 

Raphael (i.e., Robert Cross-Smith) (London: Published every Saturday, by William Charlton Wright, Printed by A. 

Sweeting, June 5, 1824–October 23, 1824). These are bundled into one volume in the Wellcome Trust library, 

available in the closed stores EPB journals (Shelf mark: STR /1 No. 1-21 1824). 

52 John Pordage, ‘An Epitome of the Angelical World,’ in Raphael, The astrologer of the nineteenth century / By the 

members of the Mercurii: Raphael ... and other sideral artists (London: Knight & Lacey, 1825), pp. 240–45. 

53 Philip Lockley, ‘Jane Lead's Prophetic Afterlife in the Nineteenth-Century English Atlantic,’ in Jane Lead and Her 

Transnational Legacy, ed. by Ariel Hessayon (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), pp. 241–66 (pp. 246–47 and pp. 

250–52). 

54 Joscelyn Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1994), p. 144. 

55 Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment, p. 145. 



 

335 

 

Godwin speculates that the artist Richard Cosway (1742 – 1821) was also a member,56 

and that the Mercurii acquired his extensive occult library upon his death.57 As Godwin notes, 

‘Cosway was one of the first and firmest supporters of William Blake.’58 Godwin speculates on 

the other members: ‘Another possible member of the Mercurii is the aeronaut and alchemist 

George W. Graham who helped Smith set up his business. Finally, there was John Varley, who 

furnished nativities and other manuscript material.’59 It seems that the activities of the society 

were primary focused on exchanging and discussing manuscript material as much as on 

experimental occult activities themselves. 

Philadephus was a friend of Cosway, and it is from Cosway’s collection that Philadephus 

seems to have obtained extracts of works to submit to The Straggling Astrologer. He explains: ‘I 

have, therefore, great pleasure in handing you an extract from a manuscript which belonged to 

my much-esteemed friend, the late Richard Cosway, Esq R. A.’60 Presumably, if Philadephus 

was one of the Mercurii, he also acquired some of Cosway’s library and perhaps was also the 

inheritor of the Pordage manuscripts, of which he submits the extract for inclusion in the 

magazine. Unfortunately, the publication folded after this issue, otherwise, we may have been 

able to examine more of this text. These circumstances would explain what happened to a small 

 
56 Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment, p. 144. 

57 Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment, p. 145. 

58 Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment, pp. 135 and 144. 

59 Godwin, The Theosophical Enlightenment, p. 146. 

60 Philadelphus Hieroglyphica Propheticus Cosmopolita, ‘To the Editor of the Straggling Astrologer,’ The Straggling 

Astrologer of the Nineteenth Century; or, Magazine of Astrology, Geomancy, and Occult Philosophy 17 (September 

25, 1824), p. 263. 
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amount of Pordage’s work — it had found its way into a private collection held by Cosway, and 

then purchased by an anonymous member of a secret magical society in London. 

The archivist at the Wellcome Trust, London, was able to provide me with the sale 

catalogue for Richard Cosway, which contains a number of related and very interesting material, 

such as Theologia Mystica (presumably by Pordage), Agrippa’s books on Occult Philosophy, 

Jacob Boehme’s Aurora, Important Truths, the Word of God, and others, Christopher Fowler’s 

Satan at Noon, Richard Baxter, Nicholas Flamel, Jane Lead’s Eight Worlds, Clavis Aurea and 

The Heavenly Cloud, Francis Lee’s the Labouring Person’s Remembrancer, William Law, John 

Arndt, Swendenborg, Thomas Bromley, and many others.61 The missing Pordage manuscripts 

are not obvious from the listings, though. If the Cosway collection was, indeed, purchased by the 

Mercurii — separately or collectively — then any manuscripts that may have survived would 

have been passed on in private collections. The listings offer no direct evidence of this outcome, 

however. ‘Bundles of unlisted manuscripts’ were itemised as part of the collection, although 

presumably Pordage would have been listed separately as an author if his work was amongst 

them. 

 

John Dennis 

Another reader of Pordage was John Dennis (c.1735 – 1785), who, with his son, sold English and 

French versions of books by Swedenborg, and according to Denis’ catalogue of Ancient and 

 
61 A Catalogue of The Library of Richard Cosway, ESQ R.A. 

<https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:28471319$3i> [Accessed 23 April 2019] 

https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:28471319$3i
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Modern books (1787) of approximately eight thousand titles, included works by Swedenborg, 

Guyon, Boehme, Bromley, Pordage, Lead, and Law,62 as uncovered by Hessayon.63  

 

Charles Rainsford 

Benedict Chastanier (c.1739 – c.1818), a Hugenot surgeon and pharmacist, was interested in 

studying mystical writers and their works and was thought to have founded a quasi-masonic 

order in Paris, France. Chastanier was in communication with Lieutenant-General Charles 

Rainsford (1728 – 1809) in connection with the concept of ‘la Sociétié Universelle’, attempting 

to unite alchemists, Kabbalists, Freemasons, and students of the occult sciences. Rainsford was 

also a Freemason and fellow reader of Swedenborg; and, as noted by Hessayon:  

indeed, Rainsford made extensive extracts from a number of works by or attributed to alchemical, 

mystic and Rosicrucian authors such as Bernard of Treviso, Arthur Dee, Robert Fludd, Johann 

Grasshof, Heinrich Khunrath, Ramon Llull, John Pordage, Michael Sendivogius, George Starkey, 

Basil Valentine, Thomas Vaughan, Johann Otto von Hellbig, Johann Friedrich von Meinstorff 

and Johannes Weidenfeld.64 

 

Conclusion 

The writings of Pordage were of a similar style to those of Jane Lead — a visionary revelation, a 

progressive and ordered cosmology, and spiritual alchemical refinement of the soul as steps of 

purification mankind should take in preparation for the Second Coming of Christ. He used 

autobiographical techniques such as diary keeping to record his visions and spiritual journeys 

 
62 Denis’s Catalogue of Ancient and Modern Books (1787), pp. 18, 38, 109, 131, 133–34. 

63 Hessayon, ‘Jacob Boehme, Emanuel Swedenborg’, p. 30. 

64 Hessayon, ‘Jacob Boehme, Emanuel Swedenborg’, p. 33. 
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and the supposed gradual revelation of divine mysteries to him. It is possible that these 

techniques were similar by chance; indeed, they may have been deliberate strategies to appear 

safer to their audiences. They focus on personal accounts and revelations over long periods of 

time, circumstantial evidence, and accounts of their followers. Perhaps this was a disguise for 

heterodox and radical sets of views. Although Pordage greatly influenced Jane Lead, and this 

chapter surveys the legacy of his works, there is more evidence of a greater level of influence on 

Jane Lead’s works especially through German radical Pietism. It may be that Lead’s greater 

influence transpired because Lead’s works were more prolifically interpreted and circulated, and 

more widely sought after as authored by a female prophetess and the lack of English publication 

of Pordage’s work. 

This chapter presents three distinct examples of the transmission of Pordage’s works as 

well as their reception, demonstrating Pordage’s extensive posthumous influence. Upon finding 

their way into Europe, his writings drew readers among German Pietists, and Pordage is 

considered one of three authors who influenced the morality of the Russian Freemasons. Even 

during the occult revival in England, people once again turned to his works and studied them in 

earnest. Yet the English originals were lost.  

How is it that the works of this man came to be so influential without the majority of 

them published in English? We know that not all of his works are lost, as I have found some of 

these missing pieces and examined them in other chapters, while the works themselves are 

presented in the appendices. I suggest that his posthumous influence can be explained as a 

combination of a receptive audience, a political climate in Europe in which the timing of a 

number of events was perceived to be apocalyptic, and funding from wealthy European 

noblemen. For these factors we should be grateful — at least Pordage’s works exist in 

translation, rather than having been lost altogether. 
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Conclusion 

In this section, I review the findings in light of the key research questions and test the 

thesis rationale to demonstrate how well the thesis has answered the questions it posed. I 

evaluate the evidence in response to each of the questions and consider the original contribution 

to knowledge that has been made. I conclude with an overall summary, including an assessment 

of the success of this thesis in meeting its objectives. Finally, I present an outline for further 

work that can be conducted in this field to move this current study forward, expanding on the 

foundation set in these pages.  

 

Uniqueness and Value of Pordage’s Ideas 

Over the past century, the scholarship on Pordage has revealed that his works were important 

throughout Europe and beyond, and that, although he may have consorted with radicals and 

given them refuge during the times of political and civil unrest, he and his group were more 

interested in prayer, contemplation, and waiting to be taken up into heaven at any moment than 

in attracting unwanted attention. However, some scholars argue that Pordage directly 

participated in Ranterism and radical activities while others regard Pordage and his group as 

Quietist in outlook and not directly involved in such movements. 

In spite of these scholarly differences, Pordage’s works are widely regarded as being of 

tremendous value not only in illuminating the works of Jacob Boehme, but also in the depth and 

profundity of their theosophic and angelic revelations. As such, his writings are believed to have 

borne an influence on many subsequent theosophists. The increase in scholarship on 

theosophical texts — including those of Boehme — and the rise in popularity of the study of 

Esotericism have also drawn more attention to Pordage’s work.  
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Pordage was influential and inspiring enough to surround himself with figures of good 

standing. Well-educated, respected men and women were in his circle as were some people more 

closely associated with religious radicalism. He was not limited in his social engagements to 

religious radicals and, in fact, had broad appeal to those looking for alternative ways to connect 

with the divinity. Pordage befriended many women who purportedly had psychic abilities and 

the considerable number of them living in his household drew the condemnation of several other 

powerful Presbyterian ministers. Over time, he became more withdrawn, perhaps to avoid the 

censure of the church that he had experienced during his trial and the subsequent sequestration of 

Bradfield Rectory. His theosophical work continued, and his appeal remained strong with 

radicals and educated men and women alike for the rest of his life.  

Christopher Fowler endeavoured to discredit and damage the reputations of some of 

Pordage’s circle in order to demonstrate that the priest associated with radicals, Antinomians, 

and Ranters. If Pordage did open his doors to all who came to Bradfield, then the essence of his 

teachings would certainly have attracted non-conformists. However, the quality of his thought 

and depth of his engagement with the ideas of Boehme, combined with his eloquence and 

charisma, made him a natural religious leader. 

 

How did Pordage Contribute to the Intellectual Development of Metaphysics? 

I have demonstrated the depth and clarity of Pordage’s writings on complex matters such as 

cosmogenesis and ontology. His writings were not limited to theological speculation and 

preaching; he developed Boehme’s cosmology so that the German philosopher’s concepts could 

be better and more fully understood by his audience. Pordage was crucial to the interpretation 

and transmission of Boehme’s ontological and metaphysical ideas; indeed, he had a dual role (as 

he saw it) — namely, that of interpreter of Boehme and receiver of divine visions, which he 
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merged into an intricate cosmological system that stands by itself. As such, Pordage easily sits 

within the philosophy of science and the philosophy of physics traditions that are concerned 

today with abstract notions of many-world and cosmological theories. Ultimately, his 

cosmological views became distinct in themselves and worthy of study.  

Pordage experienced visions in at least two different ways. Early in his career, his visions 

came to him unbidden, in a fearsome, uninhibited way. We could speculate on the cause of these 

— perhaps he was anxious about hosting the Digger William Everard in his house, or perhaps 

Everard was engaged in conjuration. Pordage’s visions may have just taken on a familiar form 

that was meaningful to his subconscious. Later in his career, he engaged more deliberately with 

his visions. He would enter a trance-like state, probably deliberately, achieving what he believed 

to be a connection with the divine through ascetism and meditation. At this point, he was able to 

record, or have someone record for him, the specifics of his visionary experiences, providing 

direct accounts of answers to metaphysical questions. In the passages that Pordage wrote later in 

life — when he was engaged in such trance-like activities — he insists that these experiences 

were not just visions, but in fact revelations presented directly to the eye of his eternal spirit for 

long periods of intense transcendent experiences.  

For Pordage, angels and demons were real and could be interacted with by anyone; 

access was not reserved for the ordained. Primary source material I uncovered during the course 

of this research affords further insight into Pordage’s direct experiences, which he believed 

established direct communion with angels. The accounts provide evidence of these encounters, 

the nature of the beings with whom he came into contact, and an elucidation of the places these 

beings, as Pordage saw them, inhabited. Declaration of such encounters can easily be classified 

as radical behaviour and is similar in nature to the radical writings already circulating, squarely 

situating him within this milieu of radicals. The propensity for visions of angels was also not 
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unusual for those who were more radically inclined, such as Coppe, Tany, Coppin, Erbery, and 

Everard. The influence of Boehme and Agrippa on Pordage and the radicals with whom he 

associated is evident not just in their heterodox theology but also in their visions and personal 

experiences. Their alternative world views were strong enough to manifest as visions, and to 

persuade others around them of the reality of these encounters. Pordage and his associates 

assimilated the complex theological descriptions of the internal world and the nature of God, 

heaven, and the spirits that reside therein, making this practice an integral part of their 

understanding of other worlds and offering strong evidence of conversations with angels, 

contributing to the charges of heresy levied against him. 

Though Pordage’s writings about finding and manipulating the Philosopher’s Stone may 

serve as an elaborate metaphor for the soul — a coded narrative of the necessary refinement of 

the soul to reach unity with the divine — and not about practical alchemy at all, they present a 

clear parallel to the work of his master Jacob Boehme. Pordage makes no mention elsewhere in 

his works of any alchemical equipment, and his writings are largely preoccupied with spiritual 

matter. Pordage draws upon uniquely classical linguistic references for colours, states, and 

periods of time that must elapse in order for the stone to reach its true and final form, and he 

speaks of connections between the status of the stone and the connection with divinity. As I have 

demonstrated, he advances this field by discussing the process of transmutation that a 

practitioner must follower in order to achieve the ultimate state of the stone. 

 

Should Pordage Be Considered a Religious Radical? 

The problems that Pordage’s activities and visions caused for him beg the question, why he 

would persist with writing, preaching, and practising in such a hostile climate? I conclude that 

the evidence with which the accusations of Ranterism were made against Pordage is weak and 
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insubstantial. Such a conclusion is supported by the legal trials Pordage endured. Had he been 

tried under the Blasphemy Act, he would have been cleared of charges for a second time rather 

than judged against the personal agendas of the commission that made up its mind before hearing 

anything that Pordage had to say. The problem of Pordage as a radical is much less clear cut.  

In these pages, I have emphasised the importance of understanding the position of the 

author (or accuser) and his or her own interpretation of radicalism, which varies drastically and is 

influenced by the extent of his or her conservative leanings. Re-defining or re-writing this 

interpretation of ‘radical’ has been necessary in order to clarify Pordage’s position. 

Retrospective application of the word ‘radical’ complicates scholarship on Pordage as it 

influences the reader’s perception of Pordage’s activities. ‘Dissenter’ or ‘non-conformist’ may be 

more useful descriptions of Pordage’s position and beliefs, as these terms allude to his different 

religious view and the position that his group occupied in relation to other sects burgeoning 

during this time. His ideas were considered radical enough for him to be successfully tried for 

unorthodoxy and deprived of his living, but the state of English politics at the time means we 

must cast some doubt over the actual extent of their radicalism. Pordage differed from other 

famed religious radicals such as Thomas Tany and Everard, the latter from which he was keen to 

distance himself publicly. Pordage’s efforts were not the same as those of these radical groups.  

Given the lack of evidence for the first trial of Pordage, we will have to assume that 

Pordage was cleared of all charges because of his close relationship with Daniel Blagrave, 

prominent Parliamentarian and M. P. for Reading. In his second trial, his enemies were in the 

position to pass judgement, and there was nothing Pordage could have said during this trial to 

clear himself. The charges against him in the second trial were a mixture of unsubstantiated 

gossip, hearsay, and misunderstandings of some of his unusual metaphysics as well as some 

personal hatred towards him; in this respect, Pordage was unlucky. 
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Indeed, Pordage was unwise to present some of his sermons (not only to his own parish 

but to parishes such as Ilsley, where he was a guest) at a time when committees were actively 

seeking to oust dissenting ministers. It was a dangerous time to be making such statements, and 

Pordage’s reasons for circulating his views more privately afterwards are clear. Pordage does not 

appear to have changed his behaviour between the first trial and the next. For these reasons, his 

trial records do not prove his radicalism; rather, they show that he was tried twice for the same 

crime and that his enemies would take any evidence they could find and present it in the most 

damning way to eject a figure they did not like. 

The second court appearance was a lengthy process that took a physical and mental toll 

on Pordage, leaving him weak and unable to defend himself. His accusers exploited both his 

diminished physical state and the political sea change of the time as an opportunity to remove 

him from Bradfield Rectory. Indeed, his prominence must have provoked a certain degree of 

resentment in Pordage’s enemies, given that he was espousing ideas they considered heterodox, 

delivering ‘heretical’ sermons after he had been cleared during his first trial — and growing 

wealthy as a result. His position of influence and power in the community gave him the 

advantage in disseminating his ideas. His enemies were not going to give up the fight to remove 

him from office. They were relentless. Indeed, the historical moment was ripe for such conflict 

as political turmoil was creating an atmosphere of controversies, denunciations, and treachery.   

Though this perfect storm spelled the end of Pordage’s career as a minister of the church, 

he was not going to give up his vocation as messenger of God. He felt his calling so strongly that 

he simply withdrew from public preaching, continuing the spiritual education of others in private 

meetings and conventicles in Reading, and then later in London, still attracting large numbers of 

followers. After Pordage was removed from public office, the Interregnum authorities could do 

little to prevent him from presenting his ideas.  
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Are Pordage’s Ideas Worthy of Further Study? 

Although considerable evidence shows Boehme’s influence upon Pordage and his circle, the 

influence was not just unidirectional. Pordage also shaped German mysticism, and contact 

between the Philadelphians and German Pietists is demonstrated in part by the survival of many 

Philadelphian works as well as by works from Pordage in German translation, which have 

attracted interest from occult groups such as the Society of the Mercurii.1   

Boehme’s writing introduces disparate and unsystematised metaphysical ideas, which 

Pordage presents in an orderly, systemised fashion, carefully selecting the best way to express 

his ideas to make them more intelligible and comprehensible. It is, indeed, possible that, for 

Pordage to make Boehme’s theosophy more accessible and palatable to his peers and associates 

in England, it needed to be enhanced and presented in connection with other ideas or trends.  

While some texts elucidate the mystical content of Pordage’s revelations, Versluis’s new 

translations of Sophia, combined with the commissioned translation of A Philosophical missive 

(appended to this thesis), and discovery of An Epitome of the Angelical World and The 

Incarnation of Jesus Christ have also greatly contributed to the study of Pordage. Still, detailed 

exploration or translated versions of Vier Tractätlein and the Göttliche und Wahre Metaphysica, 

Pordage’s magnum opus, are lacking. Further, we are yet to see any books dedicated exclusively 

to Pordage himself. 

 

 

 

 
1 See for example: Raphael, The astrologer of the nineteenth century / By the members of the Mercurii: Raphael ... 

and other sideral [sic] artists, (London: Knight & Lacey, 1825). 
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How Did Pordage’s Works Contribute to English Intellectual Heritage? 

Pordage held widely accepted views of the Fall as having allegorical significance, in the same 

way that he viewed alchemy as a process of spiritual transmutation. I have explored in detail 

Pordage’s visions and how he considered the plotting of the Fall by Lucifer to have taken place. 

The accompanying text, A preliminary treatise, is important to help us understand some of 

Pordage’s more complex ideas. Reading this accompanying piece alongside Pordage provides a 

new dimension of understanding.   

 

Have Pordage’s Ideas Received Sufficient Attention? 

Pordage’s ideas have received a decent share of scholarly attention from academics, such as 

Arthur Versluis, Nigel Smith, and Ariel Hessayon, all notable in their respective fields. This 

work has gone far in elucidating the importance of Pordage in early modern history; however, 

these scholars focus on the accessible and available texts, namely Theologia Mystica, A Treatise 

of Eternal Nature, and ‘Mundorum Explicatio’. At times, scholarship on Pordage simply builds 

upon previous work, turning speculation into fact. This thesis has provided new evidence and 

readership of previously lost work, bringing fresh insight and greater depth to our understanding 

of Pordage.  

 

Did Pordage Earn His Doctorate? Dispelling Assumptions about Pordage’s Background 

I have presented new evidence of Pordage’s receipt of a doctorate and provided a newly 

translated version of the manuscript in English. His thesis indicates his expertise in general 

arthritis, produces insights into his contemporaries, legitimises Pordage’s claim to be a doctor, 

and signals how scepticism of this claim by certain members of his peer group has been built 

upon by subsequent scholars, thus becoming received wisdom. I have provided evidence that 
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Pordage did indeed write a doctoral thesis on the topic of medicine. However, just because he 

earned his medical doctorate does not make him a licenced practitioner. Indeed, Pordage insisted 

on practising medicine even though he was specifically denied a licence to do so; however, there 

is no evidence to show what, if any, punishment he received for his malpractice. Strangely, even 

as a spiritual man, he was not deterred by these deaths from continuing to practice even into his 

later years. His decision was likely a financial one, as he had been removed from his ministerial 

office and was unable to return. 

 

Did This Thesis Achieve its Aim of Restoring and Preserving an Important Part of English 

Intellectual Heritage? 

This thesis has enabled the restoration of some of Pordage’s works back into English, namely his 

doctorate, The Incarnation of Jesus Christ, An Epitome of the Angelical World and Philosophical 

missive. I have also provided transcriptions of some of Pordage’s other texts, such as extracts of 

his manuscript on The Incarnation of Jesus Christ, his advertisement Nature’s restorative, 

Theologia Mystica, A Treatise of Eternal Nature, Innocencie Appearing, and the short text 

entitled The Fruitful wonder as well as a concluding letter from Pordage to make up a 

compilation of his works. Transcriptions of related texts have also been provided here: A most 

faithful relation, A preliminary treatise and Truth appearing, amongst others, provide a rich and 

detailed picture of Pordage.  

These texts have been subjected to careful scholarly translation to be as close to their 

English equivalents as possible, and thereby to preserve the nuances of the language. Information 

has been shared with institutions that archive information on Pordage to help build their 

catalogue and understanding of the works over which they have custody, in the hope that they 
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will be better placed to educate and enlighten students in the future. For these reasons, this thesis 

has been successful in achieving its aim of restoration. 

I have presented three distinct examples of the transmission of Pordage’s works as well 

as their reception, demonstrating Pordage’s extensive posthumous influence. Upon finding their 

way into Europe, his writing had enormous impact on the development of German pietism, and 

Pordage is considered one of three authors who shaped the moral development of the Russian 

Freemasons.2 He had an impact on the Church of Finland even into the nineteenth century — 

during the occult revival in England — when people once again turned to his works and studied 

them in earnest. Yet the English originals were lost.  

How is it that the works of this man came to be so influential without the majority of 

them published in English? We know that not all of his works are lost, as I have found some of 

these missing pieces and examined them in this thesis, while the works themselves are presented 

in the appendices. I suggest that his posthumous influence can be explained through the 

combination of a receptive audience, the political climate in Europe — in which the timing of a 

number of events was perceived as apocalyptic — and funding from wealthy European 

noblemen. For these factors we should be grateful — at least Pordage’s works exist in translation 

and perhaps in private collections, rather than having been lost altogether. 

 

Implications of the Findings 

If Pordage should not be considered a dangerous religious radical, then some of the conclusions 

drawn by academics who have studied Pordage over the past century will have to be re-

 
2 Lauren G. Leighton, The Esoteric Tradition in Russian Romantic Literature: Decembrism and Freemasonry 

(Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1994), p. 32 and fn. 15. 
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evaluated. If such effort goes some way towards legitimising Pordage as a thinker, then his 

works may be considered more valuable and receive greater attention alongside other notable 

figures of his era. 

However, as discussed, Pordage should be considered dangerous in the field of medicine. 

Further study of Pordage’s medical career as a specific subject could be undertaken, especially as 

this is work to which he kept returning.  

It is my hope that this thesis will inspire others to undertake an exploration of Pordage’s 

work, so that they, too, can experience the depth and beauty of his writing. 

 

An Outline of a Future Research Project 

As explained in the methods chapter, translating Pordage’s writing back into English presents 

some challenges. Some of the original meaning and nuance will almost certainly have been lost 

in this process of re-translation; without the original English or Latin copies, it is impossible to 

determine precisely what. This issue is compounded by translating texts back into English, 

during which further errors may be introduced.  

Much more work remains to be done in this field, not least translating Pordage’s other 

texts back into English, but also collating and organising these texts and better examining and 

understanding their contents. A clearer view of how Pordage’s ideas developed over time could 

then be gained, providing deeper and better insight into his contributions. He was no doubt 

writing and recording his thoughts and experiences, but further examination of texts published 

posthumously would allow us to see how his ideas developed thematically.  

Texts that remain in translated versions that could be worked through in a future research 

project include Göttliche und wahre metaphysica, which could be broken down into its books 

and sections for facility of study. This lengthy volume is comprised of distinct tractates, such as 
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Von der finstern Welt, which could be translated and analysed in isolation. A compendium could 

eventually be created from these tractates.  

Funffter Tract von dem Paradies is another worthy candidate; a version is available in the 

Dr Williams Library and is of good quality, allowing for easy translation. At approximately four 

hundred pages long, it would be substantive enough for a study on its own.  

For its part, Vier Tractatlein is readily available as a printed reproduction that can be 

easily purchased, so no archival visits would be necessary. The final two to add to the collection 

would be der Heiligen Englischen Welt and Das so lang Zeit verlohren. These are also easily 

available, being appended to some German versions of Theologia Mystica. 

Once these translations are complete, a collection of Pordage’s works could include a 

companion of sorts that features critical analysis and commentary alongside the texts, outlining 

the thematic evolution, influences of Pordage’s social circle at the time of writing, and the 

contemporary political and religious context. This effort would fit well with research currently 

underway into early modern religious dissenters and radicalism as well as contribute to the 

emerging field of Western Esotericism.  

 

Closing Statement  

In this pages, I have presented some of the breadth of Pordage’s works, with much more to be 

explored and understood, particularly in the non-English versions of his texts. I have 

demonstrated that his ideas can be considered in parallel with other distinguished writers of his 

historical moment. I have shown why Pordage’s writings — his quality and clarity of expression 

— have persisted in capturing imaginations, not just in the seventeenth century, but in today’s 

world, where modern physics still considers the possibilities of many-worlds and the theories 
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that support these. Today, these ideas are — as they were in Pordage’s time — considered 

esoteric. 

I have demonstrated that Pordage is a figure worthy of study to students of medicine, law, 

gender and sexuality studies, esotericism as well as the history of science and alchemy. In terms 

of his contribution to the English theosophical tradition, one could go so far as to say that 

Pordage was the greatest English theosopher of the seventeenth century. As to the extent of his 

radicalism, B. J. Gibbons offers useful conclusions; for my part, I agree with his sentiment, 

which I believe applies directly to Pordage as well as to other Behmenists: ‘If the Behemenists 

were radicals, theirs was a radicalism of compassion rather than subversion, based not on a 

desire to level, but on the urge to fulfil God’s command to love our neighbour’.3 

 

  

 
3 B. J. Gibbons, Gender in Mystical and Occult Thought: Behmenism and Its Development in England (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1996), p. 11. 
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