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On the Tablet of Cebes 

[published in R. Sorabji (ed.), Aristotle and After (B.I.C.S. Supplement 68) London: 

Institute of Classical Studies, 1997, 159-80] 

 

 

I Introduction 

 

 

The Tablet of Cebes is one of those ancient texts that have lost the position they once 

enjoyed in educated culture without gaining any compensating status in the interests 

of professional classical scholars.  Once, it was a popular school-text, printed together 

with elementary grammars as an easy-reader, and widely cherished for its 

combination of simple Greek with impeccably improving content.1  It was also an 

object of consistent interest to artists, whether making illustrated editions or adapting 

its distinctive iconography for other purposes.  In the twentieth century, by contrast, it 

has been the subject of only a trickle of scholarly studies, of which some of the best 

come from outside the field of classical philology.2  It deserves to be better known, 

                                                
1Earlier versions of this paper were delivered to seminars at Corpus Christi College, 

Oxford, and the Institute of Classical Studies.  I am grateful to both audiences for 

helpful discussion and suggestions. 

 

1 The Tablet was first combined with a basic Greek grammar, Constantine 

Lascaris's, in an Aldine edition of 1502.  The last English-language school edition, by 

C. S. Jerram, was published in 1898. 

 

2 The standard text, long in need of replacement, remains K. Praechter's 

Teubner of 1893.  The most recent annotated editions are D. Pesce's modest La 

Tavola di Cebete (Brescia 1982), and the more ambitious The Tabula of Cebes by J.T. 
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both for its distinctive contribution to ancient moralizing literature, and for its place in 

the story of the influence of classical forms on European culture. 

                                                                                                                                      

Fitzgerald and L. M. White (Chico 1983); for reviews of the latter, see J. Mansfeld in 

Mnemosyne39 (1986) 484-6 and M. B. Trapp in CR 35 (1985) 387-8.  These two 

works apart, the principal contributions from classical scholars since the closing 

decades of the last century have been: K. K. Müller, De arte critica Cebetis Tabulae 

adhibenda (Würzburg 1877); K. Praechter, Cebetis Tabula quanam aetate conscripta 

esse videatur (Marburg 1885); H. von Arnim, 'Kebes', in RE 11.1 (1921) coll. 101-

104; T. Sinko, 'De Lineamentis Platonicis in Cebetis q.v. Tabula', Eos 45 (1951) 3-31; 

and R. Joly, Le Tableau de Cébès et la philosophie religieuse (Brussels 1963), rev. 

M. von Albrecht, Gnomon 36 (1964) 755-9.  In the standard reference books, the 

Tablet is not generously treated, meriting only six dismissive lines (by W.D. Ross) in 

the second edition of the Oxford Classical Dictionary, and ten in Kleine Pauly.  

Aspects of the renaissance diffusion of the Tablet have been studied by C. E. Finch in 

a series of articles published between 1954 and 1960 (details in Fitzgerald and White, 

p. 52); and by C. Lutz in F. E. Cranz (ed.), Catalogus Translationum et 

Commentariorum 6 (Washington 1986) 1-14; cf. also S. Sider, Cebes' Tablet: 

Facsimiles of the Greek Text, and of Selected Latin, French, English, Spanish, Italian, 

German, Dutch, and Polish Translations (New York 1979), and S. Orgel, Cebes in 

England: English Translations of the Tablet of Cebes from Three Centuries, with 

Related Material (New York and London 1980).  For the iconographic tradition, the 

fundamental work is R. Schleier, Tabula Cebetis; oder Spiegel des menschlichen 

Lebens, darin Tugent und Untugent abgemalet ist. Studien zur Rezeption einer 

antiken Bildbeschreibung im 16. und 17. Jahrhundert (Berlin 1974); note also E. H. 

Gombrich, 'A Classical "Rake's Progress"', JWCI 15 (1952) 254-6.  J. Elsner, Art and 

the Roman Viewer (CUP 1995) 39-46 is a fascinating recent attempt to use the Tablet 

to help recover ancient modes of viewing.   
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In this paper, I discuss three selected aspects of the Tablet and its influence on which 

I feel there is something more or something different to be said: its literary context; 

its doctrinal background; and the history of its illustration.  I have however nothing 

new to offer on the question of date or authorship.  The linguistic evidence points to a 

date in the first century B.C. or the first A.D., but I see no way to be more precise 

than that.3  The attribution to Cebes is more open to discussion, but I think it more 

likely to have been deliberate than accidental.  The unknown author wished the 

dialogue to be read as the work of a famous member of the Socratic circle, Socrates's 

Theban interlocutor from the Phaedo, who was also credited in antiquity with two 

other dialogues, a Hebdome and a Phrynichus.4   

 

 

Since the Tablet is a relatively unfamiliar text, it might be helpful to begin with a 

summary of its contents. 

 

 

II Summary 

 

                                                
3 Praechter (n. 2) 129-30; Joly (n. 2) ch. 1. 

 

4 Diog. Laert. 2. 125; compare the lists of works attributed to other minor 

Socratics (Crito, Simon, Glaucon and Simmias) in 2. 121-4.  For the question of 

attribution, see Fitzgerald and White (n. 2) 5-7.  There are some interesting comments 

on Plato's presentation of Cebes in C. J. Rowe's Cambridge commentary on Phaedo 

(CUP 1993) 6-7 and 115-6. 
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The Tablet is a dialogue, reporting an encounter and a conversation that took place in 

a temple of Cronus.  The anonymous narrator tells how he and a group of his friends 

(it is never said exactly how many) were strolling in the temple precinct, admiring the 

votive offerings displayed there, when they were brought up short by one that they 

could not make sense of.  It was a painting, but its subject-matter was obscurely 

elusive.  Figures were distributed singly and in groups about a series of enclosures 

(perivboloi) that collectively looked something like a city and something like a 

military camp, but not exactly like either.  Something intriguing was clearly going on, 

but what?  As the young men pondered, they were approached by an older man, who 

professed himself unsurprised by their bafflement: many of the local population were 

equally ignorant.  He, however, had had the painting's significance explained to him 

long ago by its dedicator, and was willing to enlighten them too, if they wished.  But 

they should be aware that the explanation carried an unexpectedly serious risk: their 

very happiness in life depended on their ability to understand it.  This warning, 

predictably, only intensified the young men's desire to know.  So the old man picked 

up a staff and, detail by detail, began to unfold what the mysterious painting signified 

(1-4). 

 

 

The place depicted by the whole, he explained, is Life, which is delimited by the 

outermost of the enclosures; the smaller enclosures within it designate the various 

existential conditions that different choices in life bring about: Hedonistic Indulgence, 

Retribution, False Culture, True Culture, and Happiness.  The figures to be seen 

standing and moving about in and between these locations represent two different 

classes of entity.  One set stands for individual human beings, making their different 

ways through life, via the various staging-posts and to the different destinations 

represented by the enclosures.  The other, and larger set of (almost exclusively 

female) figures stand for the external conditions and inner psychological states in 
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which these travellers find themselves at different points in their lives.  This second 

set of female figures comprises both the conditions that give their names to the 

enclosures, and others that either cluster with them in or at the entrance to their 

respective enclosures, or inhabit the spaces in between.  They are named successively 

as Opinions, Desires, and Pleasures; Fortune; Indulgence, Profligacy, Insatiability, 

and Flattery; Retribution, Grief, Sorrow, Lamentation, and Despondency; 

Repentance; False Culture; Self-mastery and Perseverence; True Culture, Truth and 

Persuasion; Knowledge, Courage, Justice, Goodness, Moderation, Propriety, Freedom 

of Spirit, Self-mastery, and Gentleness; and Happiness.  The only figures that stand 

slightly apart from this array are the very first two that the old man's staff points to, 

who are to be found at the gate of Life itself: first the Divinity (Daimon), who 

instructs all humans, on the threshold of birth, what road to walk in life if they hope 

for Salvation; then Deceit, who the next moment forces them to drink her draught of 

Error and Ignorance, which effaces Divinity's commands to a greater or lesser degree, 

and thus sends them into the world in a state in which they are easy prey for false 

opinions and deluded ideas of the right path to fulfilment. 

 

 

As the old exegete unfolds his explanation, he also constructs a narrative - or rather, a 

whole series of narratives: a series of abstract, emblematic accounts of lives lived 

well or badly, as depicted by the different routes followed by the figures within the 

picture.  So much is already implicit in a bare list of the female figures encountered 

on the way, which even on its own sketches the outline of a recognizible story.  The 

main focus, in paragraphs 6 to 26, is on the life that achieves ultimate happiness only 

after a false start, represented by the individual whose rise to material prosperity (by 

the gift of capricious fortune) leads him first into a life of sensual indulgence, thence 

into crime, punishment and repentance, and only then, via a brief acquaintance with 

conventional culture, to the laborious cultivation of moral virtue and the attainment of 

happiness.  Since, however, each stage through which this traveller passes can be for 
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others a finishing-place in itself, other possible courses in life are also envisaged: the 

life that ends with unrepented crime and its consequences (6-10);5 the life that ends in 

false (conventional) culture, unaware that there is anything higher to aspire to (13); 

and the life that aspires to true virtue, but fails to achieve it, either through faintness 

of heart, or through some ineradicable moral flaw (27).  Furthermore, when the old 

man subsequently turns to explain just what the instructions are that the Divinity 

imparts to all humans before birth, and that they then forget under the baleful 

influence of Deceit, yet another possible course emerges: that of the individual who, 

accepting the goods of fortune in a proper spirit of indifference, spurns the 

blandishments of hedonism, and makes instead directly for culture, without the 

pernicious detour through dissolution and crime (31-2).6   

 

 

The exegesis of the picture comes to an end at the beginning of paragraph 33.  The 

remainder of the dialogue is devoted to further discussion of two points which still 

puzzled the young interlocutors: the value of conventional education, and the 

rationale of the Divinity's instruction to exploit it without becoming engrossed in it 

(33-35, harking back to 12-14); and, secondly, the denial, made briefly in 8 and 

                                                
5 This sub-section of the Tablet's story has an interesting after-life of its own: 

see Lucian Merc. Cond. 42 and E. H. Gombrich (n. 2). 

 

6 Presumably, one can multiply the possibilities here too.  The individual who 

avoids hedonism need not pursue his course all the way to Virtue and Happiness: he 

could still be (a) one of those who become stuck in False Culture; (b) one of those 

who give up through faintness of heart between False Culture and True Culture; or (c) 

one of those who are turned back at the last moment, at the very gates of True 

Culture. 
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explicitly reserved for further discussion later, that the gifts of fortune are truly good 

(36-43).  The dialogue ends with a final exhortation from the old exegete to take his 

teaching to heart, and a promise that he will always be ready to offer any more 

explanations that this young listeners may require (43).7 

 

 

III The Tablet and Traditions of Ancient Thought and Writing 

 

 

What then is the text in which this  instructive conversation is recorded?  How are we 

to describe the Tablet in the context of the literature and culture of the Mediterranean 

world of the late Hellenistic and early Imperial periods?  It is, in the first place, a 

piece of moral preaching: its subject matter is good and bad lives, and the 

achievement of human happiness; its overt aim is to convince the reader, like the 

internal audience addressed by the old exegete, that happiness and the good life are to 

be found in the exercise of social and affective self-restraint, not in the pursuit of 

sensual and material indulgence.  It would hardly be necessary to make this almost 

embarrassingly basic point, were it not for the fact that the most substantial scholarly 

monograph on the Tablet seeks to interpret it as a work of eschatology, and the most 

stimulating recent discussion confidently appropriates it as a mystic text, the real 

subject of which is 'the act of viewing'.8  The invocation of a religious frame is not in 

itself inappropriate, if what is intended thereby is to acknowledge the uncontentious 

                                                
7 There is no return to the narrative frame with which the dialogue began.  For 

this technique, compare for example the Republic and Dio Chrysostom Or. 36. 

 

8 Joly and Elsner (n. 2).  The question of the doctrinal allegiances of the 

Tablet's moral message is taken up below, in Section IV. 
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point that philosophy in the ancient world offered the kind of moral advice more 

closely associated in Judeo-Christian tradition with religious teaching than with 

philosophy; but it is mere perversity to use the concept of religion to make the Tablet 

into an exposition of anything other than moral doctrine. 

 

 

Secondly, and equally obviously, the Tablet fits very comfortably into familiar 

traditions of ancient moral allegory.  Its ultimate literary ancestors are a pair of 

celebrated set-pieces by Hesiod and Prodicus, which were reproduced side-by-side by 

Xenophon (in an account of an anti-hedonistic homily delivered by Socrates to 

Aristippus) in Memorabilia 2. 1. 20-34.  Hesiod in the Works and Days famously 

presented the choice between the life of vicious ease and the life of virtuous toil as a 

choice between two roads, the one easy but ultimately destructive, the other initially 

hard and steep but ultimately rewarding (Op. 287-92).  Prodicus in his Horae 

combined the diverging roads with a pair of contrasting allegorical figures to produce 

his myth of young Heracles at the Parting of the Ways, exposed to the competing 

blandishments of Virtue and Vice.  One could, at a pinch, account for the Tabula as 

an elaboration of just these two antecedents, which multiplies both the number of 

roads available for choice, and the number of figures inhabiting them, and develops 

an enlarged landscape for them to inhabit.  But, while the Tabula is certainly so 

phrased as to recall the Prodican myth at certain significant points,9 there is no need 

to restrict its ancestry so narrowly.  Hesiod's picture of Virtue (or perhaps 'Success') 

located at the top of a steep and rugged cliff had been resumed by Simonides (fr. 579 

PMG), while Parmenides had adapted the image of diverging roads and of purposeful 

progression versus confused wandering to express the difference between true and 

deluded views of reality (DK 28 B 2, B 6. 3-9).  The construction of elaborate groups 

                                                
9 See 4, 12 and 19, with Fitzgerald and White (n. 2) 144-5 (on 12.1). 
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of allegorical figures comes a little later, but had long been a practice by the time of 

the composition of the Tablet: witness for instance the shocking tableau of the Virtues 

subservient to Pleasure produced by Chrysippus in an attack on Epicurean hedonism, 

or the Calumny of Apelles.10  Furthermore, Plato's myths of life's pilgrimage have 

also clearly made their contribution to the construction of the scene and the events on 

the tablet.  As several scholars have pointed out, the experiences of 'those making 

their  way into life' (4-5), first instructed by the Divinity, then forced to drink from 

the cup of Deception, echo those of the souls in the Republic's Myth of Er, instructed 

by Lachesis's spokesman, assigned an individual divine protector (daimon), and then 

made to drink from the river Lethe (617de, 620d-621a).11  Comparisons can also be 

drawn between the upward path to Virtue and Happiness, followed by a return to the 

regions of the unenlightened, envisaged in the Tablet, with the course sketched in the 

allegory of the Cave, which likewise involves upward progress, followed by a return 

to the lower darkness.12 

 

 

The gusto and the thoroughness with which the Tablet exploits the possibilities of 

journeying, figures and enclosures to portray moral choices are however on a level of 

their own.  No other allegorical text until late antiquity tells such a complicated story, 

involving so meticulous an account of so many different moral experiences, and 

personifying quite so many qualities and states all together.  This pressing of the basic 

                                                
10 Chrysippus: Cic. Fin.. 2. 21. 69; Apelles: Lucian Cal. 5.  Compare also 

Homer's Litae (Il. 9. 502-14) and Hesiod's Dike (Op. 256-62). 

 

11 Sinko (n. 2) 27-8; Mansfeld (n. 2). 

 

12 Tablet 19-26; Rep. 514a-518b, esp. 517d. 
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resource is not without its awkwardness, as the very abundance of the allegorising 

raises questions about its rationale and consistency.  Broadly speaking, the 'allegorical 

semantics' of the Tablet are clear and simple enough: to meet a female figure is to 

come into the state that figure represents, whether it is external and material (Fortune, 

Retribution), or internal and psychological (Deceit, Opinion, Self-Mastery); to enter 

an enclosure is to acquire a more lasting commitment or liability to that state.  But not 

all apparently similar cases turn out to be handled in the same way.  Not all states to 

which human beings have a long-lasting liability can be given enclosures, without 

cluttering up the landscape to an intolerable degree.  Thus Fortune has no enclosure, 

but moves about (with characteristic instability) within that of Life; nor do Opinions, 

which instead are said to accompany their possessors like cargo-ships (29), through 

all stages of their journeys up to the last.  Yet Fortune and Opinions are as persistent 

and as confining conditions as, say, Indulgence or False Culture, which do get 

enclosures of their own.  Or again, why should Opinions be allowed, as they are, to 

move through all the enclosures bar the last, when Fortune, to which human 

experience is equally vulnerable up until the final stages of moral progress, is 

confined to the first?  Why should it be that, inside the enclosure of Indulgence, 

luxurious living should be represented by allegorical figures, but the life of crime that 

results from it by a series of ordinary transitive verbs (9)?  Such distinctions are both 

arbitrary and pragmatically necessary, if the image on the tablet is not to become 

impossibly confused; they point to the familiar truth that images never map perfectly 

onto the 'realities' they symbolize.  The interesting thing about the Tablet is how the 

very elaboration of the imagery forces the issue closer to the surface. 

 

 

Another readily available context for the Tablet is as a verbal description of a work of 

visual art: what it is conventional, though not entirely accurate, to refer to as an 

ecphrasis.  The painting dedicated by the old sage is presented first in a brief, 

synoptic description, the imprecision of which embodies the initial puzzlement of the 
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young temple-visitors (1), then sector by sector in the exegete's exegesis, which 

simultaneously fills in the visual details elided from the initial synoptic view and 

explains their deeper significance (2-32).  A whole series of more detailed, partial 

ecphraseis is thus embedded within the first and most general.  As it advances 

through them, the text both constructs a progressively more and more detailed image 

of the notional visual artefact, and enacts the young audience's gradually-growing 

awareness of what it is they are looking at. 

 

 

Commentators compare the use of a painted image as a proemial device at the 

beginning of Longus's Daphnis and Chloe, where the whole story of the two central 

characters is presented as being (or being based on) an exegesis of a painting 

encountered by the narrator in a shrine on Lesbos.  In both texts, a brief and enigmatic 

initial description of an image, seen through the eyes of an ignorant narrator, is 

succeeded and supplanted by a much more detailed and knowledgeable account.  In 

both cases, this is brought about through the agency of an authoritative local exegete.  

But there the similarities end.  In particular, there is a strong contrast between the 

colourless anonymity of Longus's exegete, who features only fleetingly in the 

prologue, and the more carefully characterised figure in the Tablet, who remains a 

crucial and a dominant presence throughout.  Correspondingly, the step-by-step 

exegesis of the Tablet, which keeps the presence of the picture as a picture firmly in 

mind throughout, is wholly absent from Longus.   

 

 

From this point of view, the procedure adopted in the Tablet is closer to those literary 

descriptions of visual artefacts in which repeated reference is made to the material 

composition of the artefact and/or the activity of its creator: the familiar list that runs 

from the shields of Achilles and Heracles to Theocritus's goatherd's cup, Jason's 
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cloak, Europa's basket and the shield of Aeneas.13  Among these, the three great 

shields make a particularly intriguing set to compare with the Tablet.  All three 

subdivide a circular space into a plurality of distinct scenes, with at least some limited 

use of subordinate, concentric circles within the outer edge: compare the inner and 

outer periboloi on the tablet.14  In all three shields the separate scenes, like those on 

the Tablet, are made up of self-sufficient groups of significant figures.  And, thirdly, 

all three shields, like the Tablet, can be read as offering a synoptic vision of some 

great and important whole: Life or the World in the cases of the shields of Achilles 

and Heracles, the History of Rome in the case of Aeneas's.  Further possible 

connections are (perhaps tenuously) that shields were a common form of dedicatory 

offering in sacred precincts, and in at least one case the focal point in a story of a 

sage's self-authentication;15 and (more substantially) that by the time of the 

composition of the Tablet the most celebrated of the three literary shields, that of 

Achilles, could be read as either a cosmological or a moral allegory, and indeed 

depicted as under exegesis (to Thetis) by a winged interpreter wielding a pointer.16   

 

                                                
13 Il. 18. 478-608; [Hesiod] Sc. 139-320; Theoc. Id. 1. 27-56; Apollonius Arg. 1. 

743-67; Moschus Eur. 37-62; Virg. Aen. 8.625-731 . 

 

14 The question of how exactly the periboloi  on the tablet should be envisaged is 

taken up below, in Section VI. 

 

15 Pausan. 2. 17. 3; Diog. Laert. 8. 4; Maximus of Tyre 10. 2; cf. Nisbet and 

Hubbard on Horace Odes 1. 28. 7. 

 

16 See P. R. Hardie, 'Imago mundi: cosmological and ideological aspects of the 

shield of Achilles', JHS 105 (1985) 11- 31, with Plate 1. 
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Fitzgerald and White in their edition of the Tablet  also compare it as ecphrasis with 

three Lucianic texts, Navigium, Toxaris, and Imagines.17  In no case is the comparison 

a very close one.  Imagines is an exercise in encomium, in which Lucius Verus's 

mistress Pantheia is flatteringly compared, feature by feature, with a gallery of 

celebrated works of art.18  Toxaris contains a brief description of a votive plaque that 

plays no major role in the structure of the dialogue (6).  Navigium is a satirical 

account of misguided ideas of happiness, but contains no description of a work of art.  

More to the point would be a comparison with two other Lucianic texts that, like the 

Tablet, offer synoptic views of human folly, in which the whole of human life is set 

out with satirical detachment for the edification of an observer.  In Icaromenippus, 

Menippus flies to the moon, from where, thanks to some timely advice from the 

carbonized Empedocles and to an eagle's wing, he can look down on the earth and all 

its doings spread out below him, for all the world like 'Homer's description of the 

scenes on the shield'.19  Still more closely comparable is Charon, in which Charon, on 

leave for a day from his barge, and keen to see what it is his passengers are always so 

sorry to have left, is given a similar vision from on top of Pelion, Ossa, Oeta and 

Parnassus.  This time, the observer has the view explained to him by an exegete, 

                                                
17 Fitzgerald and White (n. 2) 12. 

 

18 Cf. C. P. Jones, Culture and Society in Lucian (Harvard UP 1986) 68 and 75-

7. 

 

19 Icar. 10-19; the comparison with the shield of Achilles is in 16. 
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Hermes, whom he questions repeatedly throughout the dialogue, and he describes it 

initially as 'like a painting' (6).20 

 

 

Besides moral allegory in the tradition of Hesiod and Prodicus, ecphrasis and the 

motif of 'life seen from afar', there is another, less frequently canvassed, frame of 

reference to which the Tablet might profitably be related.  Penelope Reed Doob's 

study, The Idea of the Labyrinth from Classical Antiquity through the Middle Ages, 

published by Cornell in 1990, is a fascinating exploration of the symbolic 

ramifications of labyrinths and mazes in ancient and medieval literature.  The 

labyrinth is, Professor Doob demonstrates, a powerfully polyvalent image, both in its 

applicability to a wide range of areas of experience, and in its capacity to function 

both as positive and as negative emblem.  To take the point about range, it is enough 

to observe that the moral life, history, the creative process, and the act of reading can 

all be imaged in terms of either the construction or the walking of a maze (or both).  

The point about positive and negative colouring emerges when one contrasts the 

maze's positive quality as a work of high art and ingenuity, with its negative 

connotations as a place of error, bafflement and danger.  Further conceptual density is 

introduced with the distinction between two different kinds of maze: the unicursal 

maze that leads its walker by an immensely circuitous route to its centre, but allows 

no choices on the walker's part; and the multicursal maze that confronts its walker a 

potentially endless sequence of choices, that may or may not lead him to the centre, 

according to whether they are well or badly made.  The symbolic possibilities differ 

as one envisages the one kind of maze or the other, and adopts the viewpoint of the 

                                                
20 Note also how, in appealing to Hermes for help, Charon compares himself to a 

visitor from abroad and Hermes to a 'tour-guide': xenaghvsei" (1), perihvghsai ... ta; 

ejn tw/' bivw/ a{panta (1). 
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spectator or the walker.  Yet the two forms can also be made to join hands in certain 

circumstances: the initially baffled, helpless walker in the multicursal maze can be 

given a clue that in effect converts it, for him, into a unicursal maze; or he can come 

to see it as unicursal by completing it successfully, and thereby achieving a bird's-eye 

view from the centre.21 

 

 

Doob, as author and interpreter both a maze-builder and a maze-walker herself, sets 

these concepts and distinctions to work in the analysis of a number of ancient and 

medieval texts.  Not surprisingly, one of her principal ancient exhibits is the Aeneid.  

More surprisingly, she has comparatively little to say about one element in the Aeneid 

that it might be supposed would work very well for her: the shield of Aeneas - that 

descendant of an earlier shield, Achilles's, which I have already tried to relate to the 

Tablet on the grounds of its form, content and later presentation.  That the shield of 

Aeneas is given only two pages of discussion (241-2), and not treated as labyrinthine 

in itself, is one of the oddities of Doob's study.  Her own rules (as applied, for 

example, to the Quest of the Holy Grail)22 licence her to read a text as labyrinthine 

even if it contains no overt and explicit use of labyrinthine imagery.  And given this 

licence, the shield of Aeneas surely not only qualifies for, but also positively rewards, 

such a reading.  It is a circular object, tracing a path through time via a sequence of 

scenes (or locations), to a central destination (Actium).  From the framing reference - 

to the clipei non enarrabile textum (625) - onwards, its description is liberally 

sprinkled with the terminology of circular shape and motion, along with the 

                                                
21 Doob Labyrinth 39-91, with ill. 4 and 5 on pp. 47 and 49. 

 

22 Doob Labyrinth 175-91. 
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terminology of sequence, and the terminology of choice and divergence.23  From one 

point of view, this is a unicursal labyrinth, an inevitable march through history to the 

destined end of Actium and the establishment of Augustan power at its centre; the 

route may be circuitous, but no choices are allowed.  And yet, at the same time, to 

those not destined to share in the Roman future, it is a place of error and dead-ends; 

and to its viewer Aeneas - he who rerum ignarus imagine gaudet - it is baffling and 

enigmatic.  As a being in history, with no privileged view of the future fixed by 

Roman destiny, Aeneas seems to himself to be treading a multicursal maze towards 

an uncertain destination - constantly asked to make choices, without any assurance 

that he will ever reach an end.  Presented with a vision of a unicursal progression, he 

can make nothing of it, because it does not correspond to his own situation.  It isn't 

his kind of maze. 

 

 

Now consider the Tablet: another set of circles, defining a route to be travelled 

through time.  This time, the route is not (as on the shield) that of a state through its 

foreordained history (W.H. Auden's 'hindsight as foresight').  It is the undestined 

route of life - all lives, and any life, that will work out differently in different cases, 

about which there is no predetermined inevitability, but instead a multiplicity of 

choices to be made afresh in each new case.  This is more like a multicursal maze, in 

                                                
23 Note especially in ordine (629), reflexa (633), alternos (634), circensibus 

(636), in diversa distulerat (642-3), urbem obsidione premebant (647), capitolia celsa 

(653), colla auro innectuntur (660-1), in orbem (674), in medio (675), sinus ... 

gremium ... latebrosaque flumina (712-3), Romana moenia (714-5), incedunt ...  

longo ordine (722).  Particularly towards the end, play is made of the contrast 

between the confident, directed motion of the Roman heroes and victors, and the 

uncertain, confused movement of their enemies. 
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which the danger of going astray and never reaching the ideal end is as real as the 

prospects of ultimate arrival and success.  But at the same time, there is also a point 

of view from which it can be made to appear differently.  He who arrives at the 

centre, which is also the maze's highest point, is conducted back down to the lower 

reaches, thus achieving the synoptic view that converts the potentially multicursal 

into the effectively unicursal, even though those who fall short remain locked in 

multicursal error. 

 

 

Comparison with the Virgilian shield can thus be a way of focusing a sense of the 

Tablet too as a description of a labyrinthine artefact.  But the same realization also 

has consequences for an understanding of the Tabula as narrative (a point touched on 

earlier).  It is precisely because the image described in the Tablet is of a 

predominantly multicursal maze, that it can tell not one story (like the shield), but 

many: not just the story of the wholly successful pilgrim, who advances steadily to 

his goal with no false steps, but also the story of the pilgrim who takes the longer 

route, via Indulgence, Retribution, Misery and Repentance, and the stories of those 

who fall short, at Indulgence, at False Culture, or at the very threshold of Happiness 

itself. 

 

 

Furthermore, it is not only the internal detail of the scene depicted in the Tablet that is 

labyrinthine.  This work is labyrinthine also in the challenge it presents to its reader.  

The old exegete warns his audience at the outset that his exposition carries an element 

of danger.  It is like the riddle of the Sphinx: understand it and you are saved, get it 

wrong and you are lost (3).  This is not just a warning to the young men 

contemplating the temple dedication. It is a warning to anyone setting out on the path 

of life, and it is a warning to anyone setting out to read the Tablet  of Cebes.  You too 
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are entering on a labyrinth, in which not only your ethical choices, but also your 

interpretative choices, are fraught with risk. 

 

 

The last contextual frame - but by no means the least significant - in which the Tablet 

demands to be set is that of Socratic dialogue.  As has already been remarked, the 

experiences depicted on the tablet echo those described in the allegory of the Cave 

and the myth of Er in the Republic.  In addition, Plato's authority is invoked by name 

in the discussion of the value of conventional education in paragraph 33 (with a 

reference to Laws 808de); and the opening paragraphs echo and imitate characteristic 

Platonic manoeuvres in the framing of a dialogue.  The very first words ('We 

happened to be strolling in the temple of Cronos, ...') echo the opening words of the  

(pseudo-Platonic) Eryxias; the old exegete's recollection of having as a young man 

listened to the tablet's dedicator in old age echoes Socrates's recollection of listening 

to the old Parmenides (Tht. 183e, cf. also Parm. 127bc); and the young men's request 

to him to explain the tablet, 'unless you are actually terribly busy', recalls Phaedo 58d 

(cf. also Grg. 458bc, Phdr. 227b, and Prot. 335c).  However, what follows this 

careful initial evocation of Platonic precedent has more in common with post-Platonic 

than with Platonic dialogue.  In particular, the balance of authority between the 

interlocutors, with the old exegete supplying authoritative answers to the young 

interlocutors' questions, has much more in common with the kind of instructional 

dialogues one finds among the pseudo-Platonica and in the Corpus Hermeticum, than 

with any of the major genuine Platonic dialogues.24 

 

 

                                                
24 Cf. Fitzgerald and White (n. 2) 11-14; note particularly their reference to G. 

Downey's article 'Erotapokriseis' in RAC 4 (1959) 921-44. 
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It might by now be beginning to appear, with all these familiar frames of reference 

available to help categorize the Tablet, that it has few claims to any kind of 

individuality.  This would be a mistaken impression.  As has already been observed, it 

is notably idiosyncratic in the degree to which it elaborates its chosen imagery of 

travellers, enclosures, and female figures.  Equally individual is the way that it blends 

together the various techniques and traditions on which it draws, presenting moral 

allegory in the form of a work of visual art, expounded in dialogue, and converting a 

static image into a branching plurality of alternative narratives.  Finally, it would be 

unjust to ignore the sophistication with which - as in the case of the Sphinx 

mentioned above - this text makes play with the different levels of representation and 

communication that its combination of dialogue and ecphrasis sets up.  These are (i) 

the travellers within the picture on the tablet, instructed and seduced by the figures 

they encounter; (ii) the young men, contemplating the picture, meeting the old 

exegete, and having its significance explained to them by him; and (iii) the reader 

encountering the written text in which all this is encoded.  To some extent this play 

with levels of communication conforms once again to Platonic precedent.  As, for 

instance, the Symposium sets up a chain of transmission, down which the account of 

Agathon's dinner-party finally reaches the ears of Apollodorus's friend and the eyes of 

the reader, so the Tablet presents its own message of enlightenment as one that has 

passed along a chain of intermediaries, from the original dedicator of the painting to 

the exegete, from the exegete to the young temple-visitors, and from one of the young 

temple visitors to the reader.  In each of the first two stages in the process, the 

transmission is manifestly from old to young (dedicator in old age to exegete when 

young, exegete in old age to young visitors), and the pattern arguably repeats itself for 

a third time as young readers (conventionally the primary audience for works of 

moral exhortation) encounter a text that presents itself to them as a product of ancient 

wisdom.  At the same time, the Tablet is so constructed as to suggest community of 

experience not only between reader and internal audience, but also between the 

internal audience and the travellers depicted in the painting.  For, first, what the old 
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exegete explains to his listeners turns out to include, and to repeat, the instructions 

given in the painting by the Divinity to 'those entering Life' - the message that they 

promptly forget under the influence of Deceit.25  And secondly, the whole experience 

of the young visitors, wandering casually in a temple precinct until surprised by an 

encounter that challenges them to make a perilous but crucially important choice (3-

4), duplicates that of the wanderers within the painting.26  This is cunning writing, but 

not cunning for cunning's sake: its aim is to maximise the chances that the moral 

message contained in the exposition of the tablet will be taken seriously, as a 

programme for action in the reader's own life. 

 

 

IV Doctrinal Matters 

 

 

To place the Tablet as a work of moral exhortation dating from the first century B.C. 

or A.D. is inevitably to raise the question of its doctrinal orientation.  Given that 

moral doctrine is part of philosophy, and that philosophy in this era is seen as a 

domain contested between mutually hostile sects with a strong sense of their 

individual identities, there is naturally an initial temptation to try to assign a given 

text of the period to one or another of these sectarian homes.  There has however been 

little agreement among students of the Tablet about which is the most appropriate. 

                                                
25 Elsner (n. 2) 42-3 makes this point, but then infers extravagantly that the 

correspondence has the effect of 'elevat[ing the exegete] to divinity as Daimon'. 

 

26 Elsner (n. 2) 43-4 again observes the correspondence, but exaggerates the 

similarity of Fortune's role within the painting to the experiences of the young temple 

visitors. 
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Neo-Pythagoreanism, Platonism, Stoicism, Cynicism, and various eclectic blends of 

several different schools have all been confidently proposed, without any of the 

suggestions commanding universal assent.  In this section I wish to suggest that the 

discussion to date may have rested on a questionable foundation. 

 

 

It is a useful first step, not often taken,27 to distinguish between the question of the 

Tablet's overt allegiances, and that of the sect or sects that seem to the modern scholar 

to have contributed most to its intellectual make-up.  Overtly, if the problematic issue 

of the author's name is set aside, the text of the Tablet offers only one possible cue, in 

the description of the original dedicator of the painting as 'a man of sound mind and 

accomplished in wisdom, who in word and deed followed a kind of Pythagorean and 

Parmenidean way of life' (2).  Those who wish can take this as a declaration of 

Pythagorean allegiance, and thus seek to associate the Tablet with other known Neo-

Pythagorean products of the Hellenistic period, whether of the moralizing or the 

eschatological variety.  The curious inclusion of Parmenides along with Pythagoras as 

the dedicator's inspiration can then be accounted for in the light of Sotion's testimony, 

preserved in Diogenes Laertius 9. 21, that Parmenides was himself a pupil of a 

Pythagorean, Ameinias.28  Moreover, the apparent absence of any obviously and 

distinctively Pythagorean content in the body of the text need constitute no obstacle 

to this reading, since it is characteristic of the pseudo-Pythagorean literature of the 

                                                
27 Fitzgerald and White (n. 2) 27 make a partial exception in this respect. 

 

28 Cf. Mansfeld (n. 2). 
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Hellenistic period to borrow its ethical doctrines wholesale from Platonic, Peripatetic 

and Stoic tradition.29 

 

 

None the less, the identification of the Tablet as an overtly Pythagoreanizing text 

remains problematic, the chief difficulty being that the description of the tablet's 

dedicator as the practitioner of 'a kind of Pythagorean and Parmenidean way of life' 

(tina ... bivon) seems both half-hearted and puzzling as a means of marking a formal 

sectarian allegiance.  For one thing 'a kind of Pythagorean way of life' seems to 

suggest something other than straightforward Pythagoreanism.  And secondly, the 

juxtaposed reference to a Parmenidean way of life is unique in surviving ancient 

sources.  It is well worth considering the possibility that the mention of Pythagoras 

and Parmenides is doing some other job than identifying a philosophical standpoint.  

Might it not instead be taken as a pointer to and an acknowledgement of the work's 

allegorical presentation, claiming the venerable precedent of two great figures of the 

distant past for depicting the process of moral enlightenment in the form of a journey?  

As already noted, Parmenides in his poem on the nature of reality spoke of 

intellectual premises as the starting-points of right and wrong roads; Pythagoras (or so 

it was believed by the first century B.C.) had summed up his moral teaching in the 

                                                
29 See B. Centrone, Pseudopythagorica Ethica (Naples 1990) 18-41. The 

question of Pythagoreanism in the Tablet was taken up most enthusiastically by W. 

Jaeger in a review of Norden's Agnostos Theos in Göttingische gelehrte Anzeigen 

(1913) 569-610 (esp. 590-2), reprinted in his Scripta Minora (Rome 1960) I 115-61 

(esp. 139-41), and by Joly (n. 2) 36-42. 

 



 23 

image of the parting of the ways.30  Who better then to invoke as precedent and 

justification?31 

 

 

Perhaps, therefore, the Tablet itself declares no explicit doctrinal allegiance.  Does it 

none the less have an obvious unacknowledged allegiance to one or another distinct 

school of thought?  The very fact that scholars have so signally failed to agree in their 

diagnoses suggests that it does not, and furthermore that the very question may in 

some way have been mis-stated.  Different scholars, combing the text and comparing 

its details with those in other works of ancient ethical teaching of securer provenance, 

have either produced a single answer by arbitrarily privileging some aspects over 

others, or have taken refuge in uneasy notions of eclecticism.   

 

 

On one level, there is no mystery at all, and no grounds for disagreement.  Broadly 

speaking, the teaching of the Tablet falls squarely in the Socratic tradition of ethics.  

It advocates a life devoted to the cultivation of moral virtue, rather than the pursuit of 

material possessions, status and satisfactions.  This life is presented as demanding 

firmness of purpose and strenuous effort.  Moral virtue, moreover, is understood in 

                                                
30 See Persius Sat. 3. 56-7 with scholia, 5. 34-5; cf. Servius on Aen. 6. 136 and 

Isidore 1. 3. 7-8.  For discussion, A. Brinkmann, RhM 66 (1911) 616-25; F. de Ruyt, 

RBPh 10 (1931) 137-44; W. Harms, Homo Viator in Bivio (Munich 1970) 40-9. 

 

31 A further possibility is that the identification of the tablet's dedicator as a 

thinker who learned both from Pythagoras and from Parmenides is meant to compare 

him with Plato, in whom the same influences were acknowledged to have been at 

work (Diogenes Laertius 3. 6).   
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terms of self-restraint and the avoidance of anti-social aggression; its attainment is 

equivalent to (goes together with) the attainment of knowledge of what is truly good 

(advantageous) and bad; and it is held to be sufficient in itself to bestow on its 

possessor complete and inalienable security from harm.32  All human beings are in 

some sense born with an awareness of these truths, and of what course in life they 

indicate, but this awareness is overlaid to a differing degree in different individuals by 

mistaken ideas about what is good, and the mistaken desires that spring from them.33   

 

 

This is the moral standpoint attributed by both Plato and Xenophon to Socrates, and 

developed with differing emphases by his Cynic, Peripatetic, Stoic and Platonist 

successors.  The argument is therefore whether the further details into which the 

Tablet goes, and the vocabulary in which it chooses to express them, is of the right 

kind to line it up with one or another of these distinctive versions of the Socratic 

heritage to the exclusion of the others - to see where if anywhere the author of the 

Tablet takes a stand on 'polarizing issues' of terminology or substance.  It has been the 

almost universal assumption that he does.  The first scholar seriously to discuss the 

problem, Karl Praechter, concluded that the Tablet offered a distinctively Stoic 

version of Socratic ethics, above all in its insistence on the self-sufficiency of Virtue 

for Happiness (26), and its instruction to accept the gifts of Fortune without believing 

them to be true goods (31; 36-43).34  He also observed that the attitude of qualified 

                                                
32 On this last point, see especially 26 and 32, describing what is attained by 

those who finally reach Virtue and Happiness. 

 

33 See the description of the operations of Divinity and Deceit in 4-6. 

 

34 Praechter (n. 2) 24-83, contested by Joly (n. 2) 25-33; cf. Fitzgerald and White 

(n. 2) 22. 
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approval recommended towards conventional education (12-14, 33-5) seemed better 

suited to Stoic than to Cynic ideology.  Praechter's reading was soon strongly 

contested by Karl Jöel, who wished instead to see just the Cynic allegiance that 

Praechter had denied, even in the discussion of conventional education.35  By and 

large, it is Jöel's reading that has since won the greater support.  Certainly the Tablet's 

most recent commentators, Fitzgerald and White, though ultimately agnostic about 

the best sectarian label to apply, profess themselves particularly impressed by the 

density of Cynic reference they see in it.36  The details on which they insist most 

heavily tend to cluster in paragraphs 15 to 26, in the description of the final stages of 

the true path to Happiness: the emphasis on the hardness and laboriousness of the 

path and on the need for Perseverence (15-16, cf. 27), apparently echoing the Cynic 

watchword of Toil; the idea of the confidence as both an aid to the pursuit of virtue 

(16) and one of the rewards she confers once attained (18); the idea that the virtuous 

man can travel anywhere with impunity, and will be welcomed wherever he goes like 

a doctor among the sick (26); the idea of the virtuous man as a victor who has freed 

himself from the tyranny of external circumstance (26); and finally, from a little 

further on, the use of the catch-word suvntomo" to express the directness with which 

the good man hurries towards virtue and scorns distractions (32).  All these can be 

parallelled from what are usually accepted as Cynic sources: Diogenes Laertius Book 

6, Dio Chrysostom Orations 1-4 and 9, Seneca's accounts of Cynic associates and 

teachers (e.g. Demetrius in De Ben. 7. 1), Epictetus 3. 22, and the pseudonymous 

Epistles of Socrates, Heraclitus, Diogenes and Crates. 

                                                                                                                                      

 

35 K. Jöel, Der echte und der xenophontische Sokrates (Berlin 1901) II 322-32; 

cf. Fitzgerald and White (n. 2) 23. 

 

36 Fitzgerald and White (n. 2) 27. 
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It is however still questionable whether even this accumulation of shared elements is 

enough to justify speaking of the Tablet as a Cynic text, any more than the details 

noted by Praechter and others would justify speaking of it as Stoic.  In the first place, 

almost all of the cases listed are cases of imagery rather than substantial doctrine; the 

truths these images express are common property of the Socratic tradition, not 

something distinctively Cynic.  Mere stress on the difficulty of the moral life, if it is 

not associated with a particular Cynic figure as its exemplar, should not be allowed to 

count.  Secondly, there is no hint at any point in the Tablet of the radicalism - the 

willingness to reject cultural convention, to mock and to shock, and to lead a life of 

striking and exemplary simplicity - that is surely essential to Cynicism's claims to a 

distinct identity.  Thirdly, and more fundamentally, it is worth challenging the 

supposition that the material with which the Tablet has to be compared for these 

purposes is itself in all cases usefully categorised as Cynic.  Seneca, Epictetus and 

Dio are all authors of Stoic formation, appropriating Cynics and Cynicism to their 

own ends; the pseudonymous epistles are at least as well described as Socratic 

moralizing that uses individual Cynics as convenient mouthpieces, without any 

polarizing, sectarian commitment to a Cynic, as opposed to a Stoic, or even a 

Peripatetic or Platonist standpoint. 

 

 

In fact, what is needed in order to categorize the Tablet more appropriately is 

something that Fitzgerald and White look forward to, but do not themselves aspire to 

provide - a new map of the territory of Hellenistic moral philosophizing that does not 

confine it to the straitjacket of sectarian allegiances.  It might be worth trying to get 

away from the conviction that each and every document must be categorizable in 

terms of one or another of the major sects (or even of an 'eclectic' blend of several), 

and allow instead for the existence of works to which such distinctions are largely 
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irrelevant.  A way forward in this respect was shown long ago in some unjustly 

forgotten pages by Wilamowitz.  Writing about the homilies of Teles in an appendix 

to his study of Antigonus of Carystus, Wilamowitz placed them as a characteristic 

product of the fourth and third century diffusion of Socratic moral preaching, parallel 

but not assimilable to the other lines of diffusion represented by Antisthenes, 

Diogenes, and the rest.37  This contextualization deserves to be developed, into a story 

of how a whole variegated spectrum of loosely-related re-presentations of the moral 

standpoint perceived in Socrates became established simultaneously with, but 

independently of, the major Athenian schools, all over the Greek-speaking world.  To 

use a commercial metaphor, a market niche was carved out in this period for moral 

advice that had the authority of Philosophy, but was unencumbered by either the 

technicality or the sectarianism that was developing in the schools.  As time went on, 

of course, professionals from the schools entered the market too, offering carefully 

simplified versions of their own brand of ethical teaching, but they were never able 

(perhaps never wanted) to monopolize it.  There remained a place for deliberately 

non-sectarian material too.   

 

 

May it not be to this category that not only the Tablet but also the works of Teles, at 

least some of the Hellenistic Pythagorica, and the 'Cynic' epistles are best assigned?  

Inevitably, such works have many points of contact with the ethical teaching of the 

major schools, because of their shared Socratic origin, and because their authors must 

in many cases have been the pupils of schools philosophers, or readers of their works.  

But perhaps a distortion is practised if these points of contact are made the grounds 

for assigning them formally to one or another school, and above all if - as has 

                                                
37 U. von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff, Antigonos von Karystos (Berlin 1881) 292-

319. 
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sometimes been the tendency - any popularizing text that cannot be attributed 

securely to one of the great institutionalised schools is for that reason categorized 

without further ado as 'Cynic'.  I would suggest that to call the Tablet 'Cynic', or to 

draw special attention to Cynic elements within it, may be to fall into precisely this 

snare, and to contribute to the perpetuation of an unhelpful model. 

 

 

V Visualizing the Tablet (i) Cebes in Byzantine art? 

 

 

The Tablet 'describes' a work of art that, at the time of writing, had never existed: its 

verbal texture creates a painted image within the fictional world of the dialogue that 

has no counterpart in the world outside.  The challenge that this procedure issues to 

'reconstruct' the old Pythagoro-Parmenidean's 'lost' dedication has, fortunately, 

proved impossible to resist.  The surviving tradition of visualisations was splendidly 

surveyed over twenty years ago by Reinhart Schleier, and there is no need now to 

repeat or revise his work on any very large scale.  In the last two sections of this 

paper, I have the more modest aim of giving a brief recapitulation, followed by a 

small addition and a tentative question.   

 

 

The earliest attested visual representation of the tablet dates from classical antiquity, 

but it is now known only indirectly, from two sixteenth-century drawings by Giulio 

Clovio (1498-1578) and Giovanni Antonio Dosio (c. 1533 - c. 1612).  These show a 

fragment of a marble relief depicting some score of figures, divided into two registers 

by a wall with a gateway in it.  In Dosio's drawing (though not in Clovio's), three 

inscriptions in Greek identify Deceit, the peribolos of Life, and the crowd of 'those 

entering into Life'; Divinity, standing by the gateway and gesturing magisterially, and 

the feet of Fortune standing on their sphere in the upper register, are unlabelled but 
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clearly identifiable.  A subscription to Clovio's drawing adds the information that the 

relief was once in the possession of Cardinal Alessandro Farnese (1468-1549, from 

1534 Pope Paul III).38  Since neither the provenance of the relief nor its present 

whereabouts are known, no very elaborate discussion is possible.  The choice of 

sculptural representation is however noteworthy, both for the contrast with modern, 

printed and painted representations, and for the possibilities of making connections 

with other works of ancient sculpture: the allegorical 'Apotheosis of Homer' by 

Archelaus for instance, or the so-called Tabulae Iliacae.39 

 

 

There is then a long gap, until 1507, when the first known printed representation of 

the Tablet was made, to accompany a Latin translation by Iohannis Aesticampianus, 

published in Frankfurt.40  The Tablet had at this stage only been in print in Greek for 

eleven years, and in Latin for ten.41  Thereafter, editions of the Tablet are frequently 

                                                
38 Schleier (n. 2) 85-6, with plates 31-2; Fitzgerald and White (n. 2) reproduce 

Dosio's drawing from a nineteenth-century publication, without mentioning him by 

name and without any reference to Schleier's discussion. 

 

39 J. Onions, Art and Thought in the Hellenistic Age (Thames and Hudson, 1979) 

103-6; J. J. Pollitt, Art in the Hellenistic Age (CUP 1986) 15-16; Hardie (n. 16). 

 

40 Tabula Cebetis philosophi socratici cu(m) Iohan(n)is Aestica(m)piani 

Epistola, Frankfurt: Lamperter and Murrer, 1507; Schleier (n. 2) pl. 1. 

 

41 The Greek editio princeps appeared in Florence in 1496, printed together with 

St Basil's Ad iuvenes de legendis, Plutarch's De liberis educandis and Xenophon's 

Hiero; the first Latin traslation, by Ludovicus Odaxius, was printed together with 

Censorinus's De die natali  in Bologna in 1497. 



 30 

accompanied by illustrations, in the form either of fold-out end-plates, or (as in the 

case of the Paris edition of 1543) separate vignettes distributed through the text.42  At 

the same time, representations of the Tablet are also used as title-page illustrations for 

other works as well: Hans Holbein's versions of 1521-2 appear on the title-pages of 

Erasmus's New Testament and Strabo's Geography.   

 

 

This long gap between the one known ancient representation and the great mass 

produced in Western Europe from the end of the first decade of the sixteenth century 

onwards is very striking.  It is, however, possible that it can be very slightly reduced. 

 

 

Among its treasures, the Monastery of the Most Holy Virgin Platytera on Corfu 

possesses a highly unusual icon.43  Dating from around the year 1500 and measuring 

some 105 by 82 centimetres, it depicts a drama of Sin, Damnation and Salvation, 

played out between the the Heavenly city of Jerusalem and the Earthly city of 

Babylon.  Babylon, identified by a composite quotation from Revelation, stands on 

the left hand side of the picture, towards the bottom, and is depicted as a brightly-

coloured and architecturally sophisticated ensemble, with a variety of different 

                                                                                                                                      

 

42 Schleier (n. 2) 32-48, with pl. 1-47, gives a conspectus of the sixteenth-

century illustrations. 

 

43 See P. L. Bokotopoulos, Eikones tes Kerkuras (Athens 1990) 19-22, with pl. 

10-11 and 14 (colour) and 87 and 89-91 (black and white); Icons Itinerant (Athens 

1994) 150-5 (catalogue entry by F. Kephallonitou).  I am enormously grateful to 

Professor R. W. Sharples for bringing this icon to my attention. 
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buildings visible within its high, gated walls.  Behind it, a rocky mountain landscape 

rises towards the right, crowned by a second, simpler citadel, which thus occupies the 

top right of the picture.  This is Heavenly Jerusalem, again identified by an 

inscription.  It is lozenge-shaped, with three gated towers along each straight side, 

punctuating the precious stonework of the walls.  Inside, in a meadowscape irrigated 

by three rivers and planted with trees, stand eight groups of figures, identified as 

hierarchs, male and female hosioi, male and female martyrs, apostles, virgins and 

prophets.  At the centre, raised on a rectangular stone pedestal, from which the rivers 

flow, stands Christ.   

 

 

Figures issue from two gates in the walls of Babylon, making in different directions.  

The first set, in a large and disorderly throng, extend in an unbroken line along the 

bottom of the picture, passing on their right, in the bottom left hand corner, the Whore 

of Babylon, mounted on her seven-headed beast and holding her golden chalice.  

Inscriptions identify these figures as, from left to right, (i) Discord, at the head of 

Enmity, Sorcery, Abomination, Idolatry, Fornication, Harlotry, and Adultery; (ii) 

Hypocrisy, Heresy, Calumny, Masturbation, Malice, Sloth, Blasphemy, Injustice, 

Abuse, Rapacity, Babbling, Jealousy, Laughter, Hatred, Cunning, Envy, Avarice, 

Pride, Anger, and Lust; and (iii) Flesh, on a canopied wagon drawn by two horses, 

presiding over Debauchery, Ambition, Iniquity, Vanity, Greed, Incontinence, Theft, 

Revelry, Gluttony, and Drunkenness.  At the head of the whole procession, at the 

right hand side, stands Death, a skeleton with a sickle and a scroll, and beyond him, in 

the far right-hand corner of the picture, the cave-mouth of Hell, through which devils 

can be seen tormenting the damned.  An inscription beneath the first group of figures 

quotes Matthew 7. 13: 'wide is the gate and broad the way that leads to destruction, 

and those who enter by it are many.'  Not quite all of this procession of the Damned 

are irrevocably condemned to Hell-fire, however.  On a mound that rises above the 

mouth of Hell and the figure of Death stands Repentance (Metanoia), opening her 
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arms in welcome to a single figure who rises towards her out of the advancing crowd, 

arms extended in supplication and escorted by an angel.   

 

 

The second set to figures to be seen emerging from Babylon are both fewer and more 

sober.  Dressed in the simple clothes of monks, hermits and martyrs, and carrying 

crosses, they make their way in scattered groups up the Mount of Virtues towards 

Heavenly Jerusalem.  Above the topmost group, also carrying a cross, is another 

Christ, half turning and holding out his hand in encouragement.  By the gate of 

Babylon from which they emerge is the other half of the quotation from Matthew: 

'strait is the gate, and narrow is the way, that leads to life, and those who find it are 

few' (7. 14).  Above Jerusalem, in the largest of all the inscriptions on the icon, the 

glories of the heavenly city are described in the language of Revelation, and the route 

to it summarised in the following words: ' ... coming out of mighty Babylon through 

the narrow gateway, and walking along the sad path of the Lord, after much sorrow 

and suffering, toil and sweat shed on the hard road and for the sake of Virtues, they 

come here and, receiving from God a crown of glory, enjoy the eternal bounties with 

much comfort and with never-ending joy.'  But just as not all the first procession end 

in Hell, so not all of the second are destined to attain the eternal bliss of Jerusalem; 

two are shown falling back, mocked and assaulted by devils. 

 

 

No argument, surely, is needed to establish that this extraordinary icon, for which 

there are apparently no known parallels, is a Christian reworking of the tablet in the 

temple of Cronus, blending its imagery together with that of the Prophets, Matthew, 

and Revelation in both the scene it depicts and the accompanying inscriptions.  The 

use of walled enclosures; the two separate paths followed by the two sets of figures; 

the lonely upward climb on the rocky path to virtue and happiness, from which some 

fall back, versus the riotous progress of the dissolute to the place of confinement and 
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retribution, from which only the fortunate few can extricate themselves; the swarms 

of glamorous females personifying the Vices; the figure of Repentance, waiting near 

the place of retribution to exercise her saving grace - all these are obvious common 

elements, which might individually be explained away as coincidence, but taken 

together must indicate dependence of some sort.  Further telling similarities emerge 

on more careful consideration.  Of the two Christs in the icon, the first, heavenly 

Christ echoes Happiness in his position at the centre of the highest enclosure, and 

True Culture in standing on a rectangular block, while the second, holding out his 

hand to the weary pilgrims half-way up the Mount of Virtue, matches Self-mastery 

and Perseverance.  Flesh on her wheeled wagon is a transformation of Fortune on her 

sphere; Babylon echoes both Deceit (the chalice) and Indulgence (her position outside 

the gates of the dissolute city, and her gorgeous attire).  

 

 

How then did the painter of this Corfiote icon acquire his knowledge of the Tablet?  

The question is complicated by the fact that he is in some respects quite clearly 

dawing on Western as well as  eastern exemplars in his work.  The whole procession 

of the Dissolute, both in its use of allegorical figures, and in their costumes and 

accoutrements, has a Western look to it, and in at least one case, it is possible to point 

to a specific model.  Three of the first set of female figures seen emerging from the 

gate of Babylon (Discord and her sisters), are modelled on one of the groups of 

dancing Muses from Mantegna's Parnassus, which the artist apparently knows 

through an engraving by Zoan Andrea.44  Flesh on her wagon, and the skeletal figure 

of Death likewise look very western, and it should be possible to track down a 

                                                
44 The connection was made by Bokotopoulos (n. 42) 22 (cf. Icons Itinerant, [n. 

42] 155).  For Zoan Andrea's engraving, see R. Lightbown, Mantegna (Oxford and 

London 1986) pl. 240 and Cat. 221. 
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specific exemplar at least for the former.45  As far as this artist's knowledge of the 

Tablet is concerned, therefore, the question is twofold: does he know it principally as 

image or as text; and does his knowledge come to him from the Western or the 

Eastern side of his cultural inheritance, or both? 

 

 

Further investigation is called for before these questions can be answered with any 

confidence.  The Byzantine transmission and influence of the Tablet has been little 

studied.  Apart from Glanville Downey's paper of 1940, which deals with only one 

small corner of the territory, I know of no discussions of the evidence of the 

manuscript tradition of the Tablet, of literary references and imitations, or of 

iconographic echoes.46  Thus, though it is quite possible that the presence of the 

iconography of the Tablet on the Corfiote icon is entirely owing to its diffusion in the 

West (where it had circulated widely in manuscript before achieving printed 

circulation in the final decade of the fifteenth century), some Eastern contribution 

cannot be ruled out, and should be searched for with renewed interest. 

 

 

Whatever the answer that may emerge to the question of the icon's antecedents, its 

dating gives it an intriguing place in the history of the Tablet as visual image.  For it 

is quite possible that it is the earliest visual 'precipitate' of the Tablet yet identified, if 

                                                
45 Bokotopoulos (n. 42) cites the wheeled vehicles in the Palazzo Schifanoia 

frescoes as a parallel, but none of those has a canopy. 

 

46 G. Downey, 'The Pilgrim's Progress of the Byzantine Emperor', Church 

History 9 (1940) 207-17.  C. E. Finch's studies of the manuscript tradition (n. 2) do 

not concern themselves with the question of Byzantine readership. 
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only by a few years.  Illustrations in the West, as noted above, seem to begin only in 

1507; the icon copies from an engraving made from a preliminary study for a painting 

completed in 1497.47  Obviously, there can be no guarantee that the icon must have 

been painted within a decade of the print becoming available, but there is at least a 

good chance that it was.  The possibility would be strengthened if further 

iconographic investigation turned up some more late quattrocento models for other 

parts of the procession of the Dissolute. 

 

 

VI Visualizing the Tablet (ii) a problem of layout? 

 

 

The painter of the Corfiote icon is of course adapting the iconography of the Tablet to 

his own purposes, not attempting a visual 'reconstruction' of the painting it describes.  

As a conclusion to this paper, I should like to return to the issue of 'reconstruction' 

proper, to make a final, heterodox suggestion.   

 

 

Illustrators of the Tablet by and large agree that it is best and most elegantly depicted 

as a single series of enclosures, in which the outermost enclosure of Life is further 

divided either by a sequence of concentric inner rings, or by successive cross-walls 

extending right across it: the two possibilities may be exemplified by Kandel's 

woodcut of 1547 and Holbein's of 1522 (Plates I and II).48  There is some 

                                                
47 See Lightbown (n. 43). 

 

48 Holbein's print is the last of four versions he made in 1521-2; these began 

with a fairly close adaptation of the print accompanying Aesticampianus's 1507 

translation (n. 39) but became progressively more elaborate and more attentive to the 
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disagreement over how many these subsidiary enclosures should be.  Thus, Holbein 

has three (Indulgence, False Culture and True Culture) with a further sub-enclosure, 

represented by a wooden fence rather than a stone wall, dividing the space between 

Indulgence and False Culture, and standing for Retribution.  Kandel by contrast has 

only two principal enclosures, those of False Culture and True Culture; Indulgence 

and Retribution in his layout are represented not by major enclosures on the same 

scale as the main three, but by a domed rotunda and a lean-to shack over to one side 

of the ground between the outer circuit of Life and the wall of False Culture.  Both 

Holbein and Kandel represent the domain of Happiness, outside which the virtuous 

pilgrim is finally crowned, as a kind of castle or citadel, of a different kind to the 

other enclosures.  Other early representations conform to one or the other of these two 

patterns, with the refinement that in some of the later 'concentric' representations, the 

gates of the successive enclosures are lined up so as to show the 'straight road' that the 

truly enlightened pilgrim travels from the very outset.49 

 

 

Of these two ways of representing the Tablet, that favoured by Kandel, and by a 

majority of subsequent illustrators, is quite clearly the more faithful to the text in one 

very simple respect.  The Tablet speaks throughout of perivboloi, 'circuits', rather than 

of cross-walls.  What is more questionable is whether it is also right, as Kandel does, 

to show only two such inner circuits, and to depict Indulgence as a minor 

topographical feature between Life and False Culture, rather than a circuit in its own 

right.  It may be that, although Holbein is inexact in depicting cross-walls rather than 

                                                                                                                                      

details of the text.  Kandel's print was originally executed as a separate item, but was 

subsequently used also as a book-illustration; it draws on Holbein's vesions to a 

considerable extent, in spite of the disagreement over the topography. 
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circuits, he is at least more accurate in putting Indulgence on an equal footing with 

False and True Culture. 

 

 

Two passages in the text of the Tablet, coming at the beginning and near the end of 

the description of the painting, offer a purchase on the question.  In the narrator's 

initial, puzzled, characterization of what he saw, he speaks of 'a circuit enclosing two 

other circuits, one larger and one smaller' (1).  Twenty paragraphs further on, the 

exegete describes the last location, the abode of Happiness, as 'a high place, like the 

citadel (ajkrovpoli") of all the circuits' (21).  Put together, these two references might 

seem to confirm unequivocally that we should be thinking in terms of a single 

sequence of concentric enclosures, and that it is Kandel not Holbein who gets the 

number right.  But matters are at least slightly more complicated than that.  As one 

reads further, the initial count of circuits seems first to be contradicted, but then 

reasserted, in the exegete's description and the ensuing discussion.  First, in 

paragraphs 9 to 20, Indulgence, True Culture and False Culture are all spoken of as 

the patronesses of their own circuits, without any suggestion that more than one kind 

of circuit is in question.  This ought to give four circuits in all, starting with the 

outermost circuit of Life, and proceeding to the inner three.  But in the discussion of 

conventional education, in paragraphs 34-5, we seem to have gone back to three: the 

phrases 'first circuit' and 'second circuit' are used in such a way as to make it clear 

that, after them, only one more remains, namely that of True Culture. 

 

 

There are several ways in which these indications can be read.  One conclusion that 

has been drawn is that we should think of the scene on the tablet changing as it is 

observed and described, so as to teach the lesson that viewing modifies objects just as 
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objects modify their viewers.50  This would have the interesting consequence that it is 

in fact impossible to visualise the Tablet faithfully in a single illustration, and might 

suggest a deliberate strategy of simultaneously courting and frustrating conversion 

into a visual image, teasing the reader with a lost image that can never be recuperated.  

But equally, the apparently troublesome passages can both be explained away without 

great difficulty, so as to leave us with the four enclosures of 9-20, rather than the 

three that seem to be envisaged in 1 and 34-5.  The initial reference to three circuits 

can be seen as a first approximation - what the narrator saw before he knew what he 

was looking at and had examined it properly.  And the later reference, outside the 

description proper, reflects the particular focus of the discussion at that point, which 

is on the three-term sequence Indulgence-False Culture-True Culture, and the status 

of False Culture as an unsatisfactory half-way house between the other two, rather 

than on the whole contents of Life, from Fortune to Happiness inclusive.51 

 

 

The text of the Tablet can therefore be taken to point consistently to a total of four 

circuits, plus a citadel (Happiness) and a further, more vaguely-specified 'location' 

(Retribution).  There remains the question of how these elements are arranged.  As 

has been seen, the consensus is for a single sequence of one sort or another, and if a 

single sequence is right, then it has to be a single sequence of enclosures one within 

another.  This reading, however, creates an interesting difficulty, and it is reflection 

on that difficulty that I want to suggest may open the way for an alternative. 

                                                
50 Elsner (n. 2) 21-2 and 44. 

 

51 Note also that the two references to a total of three circuits, in 1 and 34-5, do 

not reinforce each other, because the trio referred to in 1 includes the outer circuit of 

Life, while that of 34-5 does not. 
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The difficulty arises when one thinks again of the 'allegorical semantics' of the Tablet 

and tries to work out what the arrangement just arrived at implies in terms of its moral 

message.  If each of the successive circuits stands within the last, then if follows that 

all men, even those destined in the end for Virtue and Happiness, must not only 

encounter Fortune (which is fair enough) but also pass through the enclosure of 

Luxury, which in terms of the Tablet's normal semantics ought to mean that they live 

at least some of their lives as hedonists.  This seems so manifestly false a 

generalisation that one would very much prefer the Tablet not to be committed to it.  

It would be preferable if the enclosures were arranged in such a way that some people 

could be shown as being exposed to the lures of Indulgence, but not succumbing to 

them.  This indeed is precisely what seems to be envisaged in the Divinity's 

instructions, as summarised in 32, where the virtuous pilgrim is exhorted to leave the 

company of Profligacy and Indulgence as quickly as possible, and head on directly 

towards Culture; for when this passage is put together with the first description of the 

route in 9, it is clear that the initial encounter with Profligacy and Indulgence is takes 

place outside their enclosure, and that the good man can therefore both meet them and 

leave them without entering it.   

 

 

Now, the topography necessary for this sequence of events can easily be constructed 

if, within the outermost enclosure of Life, one envisages not one set of subsidiary 

enclosures, but two: first, Indulgence, with the 'narrow place' of retribution within it; 

secondly, and separately, False Culture, enclosing the steep and rocky ascent to True 

Culture, and within True Culture, the citadel of Happiness.  This would indeed seem 

to provide an entirely appropriate landscape for the whole moral story that the Tablet 

has to tell.  All men enter life, receive Divinity's instructions, are exposed to the 

influence of Deceit, form Opinions, receive their respective allocations from unstable 
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Fortune, and encounter the seductive forms of Profligacy and Indulgence.  But then 

there comes a choice (a parting of the ways).  Although (as we learn in due course) 

there is no other way to True Culture than through False Culture (12), it is nowhere 

claimed that there is no other way to False Culture than through Indulgence.  Not all 

succumb and enter her domain; some press on towards Culture without a detour.  

Two separate sets of enclosures mark this distinction very well.  Moreover, the same 

arrangement also answers well to the very first synoptic description of the picture at 

the beginning of the dialogue.  The 'two circuits' there mentioned will be the two sets 

of circuits, each of which turns out on closer examination to have more inside it than 

the uncomprehending eye can at first make out.  One of them is larger than the other 

not because one of them has to enclose the other, but because - as all moralists know - 

more people choose Indulgence than Culture.52 

 

The argument in favour of this visualisation of the picture is not water-tight.  In 

particular, it may be thought to depend on crediting the Tablet with more consistency 

in the deployment of its allegorical resources than it in fact shows.53  If however it is 

accepted, then it follows that the whole of the iconographic tradition is in error.  Nor 

                                                
52 I am again indebted to Professor R. W. Sharples for this observation. 

 

53 For instance, the Tablet eventually seems to go back on its claim that the only 

way to True Culture is through False Culture (33).  This in turn would mean that the 

depiction of the enclosure of True Culture as standing inside False Culture, and only 

accessible through it, makes a false assertion.  And if the Tablet is happy with that 

false implication, why should it not also countenance the false implication involved in 

placing True and False Culture within Indulgence, and thus demanding that everyone 

is a hedonist for some part of his life?  The inconsistencies of representation 

discussed above in Section III might also be thought to tell against the present 

suggestion. 
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is it difficult to see why the illustrators should have trodden a false path.  On the one 

hand, the narrative thread in the exegesis of the picture tends to push the distinctness 

of the two routes and their topography into the background, by avoiding a direct 

juxtaposition.  In the first instance, it focuses exclusively on the individual who 

reaches Culture after his 'rake's progress' through Indulgence to crime and 

Retribution, and only much later returns to characterise the route of the man who 

presses on directly.  Equally importantly, a single set of enclosures makes for a 

clearer and stronger visual image than two.  I end therefore with the tentative 

suggestion that the Sphinx-like riddle of the Tablet may have claimed another set of 

victims in the Renaissance illustrators and their successors, who have been seduced 

from the right path by both misleading signs within the text and their own divergent 

sense of good design.  In a curious way, the Corfiote icon-painter, with his two 

separate cities, may be closer to the topography of the Tablet than those who have 

tried to reproduce it directly. 

 

King's College London 

 M.B. TRAPP
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Illustrations: 

 

 

 

I Hans Holbein, 1522: the Tablet  of Cebes as title-page decoration. 
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II D. Kandel, 1547: the Tablet as autonomous image. 

 


