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AESTICAMPIANUS' EDITION OF THE TABULA

ATTRIBUTED TO CEBES

By Cora E. Lutz

CCORDING to one of his biographers, the chief claim to fame
of the German humanist Johannes Rhagius Aesticampianus is
the fact that he was the first to introduce the Tabula (Tablet

or Table) attributed to Cebes to the lands north of the Alps, The time
was Easter of che year 1501, and the place, Basel, where Aesticam-
pianus expounded the text to a group of friends.” In 1507 his edition
of the work, printed by N. Lamperter and B. Murrer, was published
in Frankfurt, and in 1512 it was reprinted in Leipzig by Jacobus
Thanner Herbipolitanus.

Who was this Cebes, the supposed author of a work which played
such a prominent role in the career of a distinguished teacher and
scholar? The historical Cebes was a citizen of Thebes and a disciple,
first of Philolaus the Pythagorean, and then of Socrates. Plato records,
in the Crito (45B), that Cebes was one of a close group of friends
who offered money to help effect Socrates’ escape from prison. Again,
in the Phaedo (59D-63B and passim), Plato represents Cebes dis-
cussing with Socrates the meaning of death on that last day of Socrates’
life. Legend has it that Cebes had purchased Phaedo, who had been a
slave, and had him instructed in philosophy. Little else is known of
Cebes, but Diogenes Laertius, in his Lives of the Philosophers (II,
125), credits him with the authorship of three dialogues, of which
no trace has been found; one of these was entitled Ilivaè. the Tablet.
By some curious error of identity, a short philosophical work written

in the first century A.D. became known as the Tivas* and was long
considered to be the work of Cebes the Theban. Modern critics, basing
their conclusions upon the internal evidence of quotations from works

1. Cf. H. Grimm, Neue Deutsche Biographie (Berlin, 1953), I, 92-93.
2. Aesticampianus mentions this in an introductory letter to his text.
3. Cf. Aulus Gellius, Noctes Atticae. 11, 17.
4. It is first mentioned by Lucian in the second century (cf, De mercede conductis,42, and Rhetorum praeceptor, 6). Tertullian also mentions the dialogue, which hesays a relative of his had paraphrased in Latin verse ‘cf. De praescriprione haereticorum,Ch. xxxix),
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Somehow this short Greek dialogue survived the hazards and vicissi-
tudes to which books were subjected during the Middle Ages. Of the
thirteen manuscripts that have preserved the text, only two were
written before the fifteenth century: one from the eleventh century is
now in Paris (MS. Parisinus graec. 858), and the other, from the four-
teenth century, is in Rome (MS. Vaticanus 112). With the revival of
interest in the Classics in Italy when the Florentine Academy was en-
deavoring to recover and study the philosophical texts associated with
Plato and his followers, the ITivaë received the attention of scholars.
Translated into Latin by Ludovicus Odaxius and edited by the illus-
trious scholar Philip Beroaldus, it was printed in Bologna in 1497.
Strangely enough, the first edition of the Greek text, published by
Z. Calliergus in Rome, seems to have been later: although undated, it
is considered to have been printed in 1498. Aldus printed an edition
of the Greek text with a Latin translation in Venice in 1 512, but there
is reason to believe that this was nor the first Aldine printing: the
Beinecke Library has a small manuscript (MS. 59) recordin g the books
printed by the Aldine press before 1534 and listing as the very first
item a volume containing Lascaris’ Erotemata, the Tabula of Cebes.
the Carmina of Pythagoras, and the Carmina of Phocylides. It would
therefore be reasonable to conjecture that the book was first printed by
Aldus sometime between 1495 and 1502.

During this period of high interest by the Italian humanists in the
ancient Greek philosophical works. the German scholar Aesticam-
pianus was studying in Bologna. Having become acquainted with the
Latin translation of the Ilivag, undoubtedly through Beroaldus, he in-
troduced it to his circle of learned friends in Basel in 1 501.5

Aesticampianus was one of the first of a class of professors whom
one might call international scholars. Born Johannes Rack (Rak), in
Sommerfeldt in Lower Lusitania in 1460, he early adopted the name

7. Apparently the Yale manuscript is unique. Its list does not correspond to the one
given by A. A. Renouard in his Annales des Aldes (Paris, 1825), I, 1. That begins with
a volume dated 1495 which opens with the work of Lascaris, but ir does not contain
the Tabula.

8. The boast that Aesticampianus was the first to introduce the Tabula to the lands
north of the Alps is true only in the very strictest sense, for a Latin translation was
printed in Paris by Guy Marchant in 1498. The Beinecke Library has a copy of this
book, which contains Athenagoras’ De resurrectione along with the Tabula in Odaxius'
translation.
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By some curious turn of circumstances, none of the larger works of

Aesticampianus engendered so much enthusiasm as the little dialogue,

4 , , the Tabula attributed to Cebes. His edition stimulated such a vogue for

Cabula Crattis phil ofophi fo 2 the work that numerous other versions and translations into the ver-
crafici.cu Ioannis Actticampiani Epiftola, Li. ins. naculars appeared shortly thereaïter. Often it was printed with the
“a ts niin pis Manual of Epictetus, the Meditations of Marcus Aurelius, the Char-

acters of Theophrastus, or similar works. Of the many editions before

the year 1600,!? the British Museum now has thirty-six. A translation

into English, by Sir Francis Poyntz, was published about 1530; an

Italian translation, by F. A. Coccio, appeared also in 1530; a Spanish

one, by "El doctor poblacion,” in 1532; a French one, by G. Corrozet,

in 1543, and a German one, by H. Sachs, in 1570. In 1522 Hans

Holbein the Younger made a large woodcut title border illustrating

the Tablet for the title page of Froben's edition of Erasmus’ New Testa-

ment. He used the same cut again for the Geography of Strabo.*?
It is to the good fortune of Yale that the Beinecke Library owns one

of the very few known copies of Aesticampianus’ edition of the Tabula

printed in 1512. It is a slim little book of only rwenty-seven numbered

pages, with a full-page woodcut of the Tabula on the title page (see

illustration), apparently copied, like the text, from the earlier edition

of 1507. This woodcut is less ornate, but in many respects more

charming than the later title-page border of Holbein. The text begins

with a Latin letter from Aesticampianus, "rhetor et poeta laureatus,”

to a beloved pupil, Christopher Ziegler. After complimentary remarks

on the noble family of the young man. he suggests that in the Tabula

Christopher will find a mirror of all human life and lessons to be

learned from it. Aesticampianus then gives a Latin poem in the hen-

decasyllabic meter, which he says he wrote six years earlier (1... in

1501) in Basel when he was studying the dialogue with his friends.

There follows the “Argumentum,” a summary of the plot, again ad-

dressed to young Ziegler. Still another poem, an “Epigramma,” is also

directed to the young man. In it Aesticampianus gives a Christian

rn SEs

11. For the most nearly complete listing of the editions see $. F. W. Hoffmann,
Bibliographisches Lexicon der Griechen (Amsterdam. 196:3—a reprint of the Leipzig

1838-45 edition—I, 438-48. Among these, the first critical edition by H. Wolf, printed

in Basel in 1560 and reprinted many times, is one of the most noteworthy, and the

first to raise the question of the authorship of the dialogue.

12. This is reproduced as fig. 50, p. 50, in H. Knack:uss, Hulbein, tr. by C. Dodgson

(Bielefeld and Leipzig, 1899).
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point of view to the dialogue when he says that he has observed in life

that nothing is lasting save virtue, work, and the Grace of Christ, part

of which has been indicated in the Tabula and part in our free will. The

text of the Latin translation of the Tabula then follows,'? and the

book ends with an elegiac poem, an exhortation to virtue, by the bril-

liant young student, Ulric von Hutten.

The sixteenth century certainly claimed the Tabula for its own.

Besides the many editions, there was published in Leyden in 1551

another Latin translation by Justus Velsius, who included a 440-page

commentary on this “treasury of all moral philosophy.” Interest in the

work continued to be lively for another century, testified to by the

multiplicity of editions’? and translations into more and more lan-

guages. One of the most unusual editions is one prepared by J. Elich-

mann and published after his death by C. Salmasius in Leyden in 1640:

it presents three parallel texts—an Arabic paraphrase, probably of the

ninth century; the Latin translation; and the Greek original.'? Milton,

in his famous letter On Education, written in 1644, takes the occasion

to recommend the study of the Tablet as a delightful book to win over

the young to a “love of vertue and true labour.”**

The universal love for allegory was doubtless an important factor

in the phenomenal popularity of the dialogue, particularly in north-

ern Europe, for two hundred years after it was first printed. But there

is an additional clue, perhaps, in Aesticampianus’ epitaph. When one

bears in mind that Aesticampianus was a dedicated teacher who loved

what he was teaching and who had deep concern and affection for his

pupils, then the lines have added significance:

Rhetoricen, Sophiam vatum monumenta professus,

Annis viginti plusve minusve tribus.

Danubius, Rhenus testatur, et Odera, et Albis,

Spiraque, cum docta Sequana Gallus aqua.**

13. This is not the Odaxius translation and there is no indication of the translator.

It was used again in an edition published in Antwerp in 1547.
14. The text attracted some of the greatest philologists, e.g., Gronovius, who pub-

lished an edition in 1689 in Amsterdam.

15. Yale has a copy of this unusual text, Since the Greek text is incomplete, many

of the Latin translators have used the Arabic to supply the ending.

16. Cf. “Letter to Master Samuel Hartlib on Education” in The Works of John
Milton, Columbia edition (New York, 1931), XIV, 281.

17. Cf. Fabricius, op. cst., p. 198.
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A man who, as the epitaph states, taught rhetoric, philosophy, and the

masterpieces of the poets for twenty-three years in the far-spread terri-

tory watered by the Danube, the Rhine, the Oder, the Elbe, and the

Seine must have passed on his enthusiasm for the Tabula to an un-

counted number of students and their students. Would it be sheer

fantasy to imagine that this little book might be considered the small

pebble that set in motion ever-widening circles of interest in the work?
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