
Dipartimento Culture e Società - Sede Amministrativa, viale delle Scienze Ed. 15, piano IV – 90128 Palermo 
Tel: 091.23899403 / 302 - Fax: 091.23860651 - email: dipartimento.culturesocieta@unipa.it 

sito web: http://portale.unipa.it/dipartimenti/culturesocieta 
C.F.: 80023730825 - P.IVA: 00605880822 

 

 

 

 
Terence’s Phormio: 

Italian translation and commentary 
 

 
Dottoranda: Manuela Crimi 

Tutor: Prof. Maurizio Massimo Bianco 
 

Abstract / Summary 
 

The aim of this project is to study and analyze a Terence’s comedy, Phormio: starting from a 
careful textual analysis, the project intends to produce a translation with commentary, accompanied 
by an extensive introductory section that is both scientifically rigorous and wide-ranging; this 
introduction will address the historical and social context of the play, its linguistic, stylistic, metrical 
and rhetorical features, its variety of characters and characterisations, and its theatrical dynamics. The 
choice of Phormio stems primarily from the scarcity of Italian translations with detailed commentary. 
Several translations exist with introductions and occasional notes (Bonfanti 2009; Zanetto 1991; Bertini 
– Faggi – Reverdito 1989; Ronconi 1969), while more substantial commentaries accompany those by 
Bianco (1993) and Pratesi (1953), the latter now rather dated. Accurate commentaries in other 
languages do exist (notably Martin 1959), yet there remains a clear need for an updated, rich, detailed, 
accurate and comprehensive study to accompany the italian translation. The proposed work aims to 
fill this gap by offering an in-depth analysis that incorporates the most recent scholarship on Terence 
and on this comedy. 
 
 

Description of the project and objectives 
The project aims to provide a rigorous and as complete as possible study of Phormio, a comedy 

that occupies a unique place in Terence’s corpus, starting with its “plautine” title. The plot, as the title 
itself suggests, revolves around Phormio, a parasite who not only lives at others’ expense but, as the 
ending shows, arrives at the banquet already “sated” by the artful tricks he has devised throughout 
the play. Phormio is thus a comedy of intrigue and action, bringing Terence closer to plautine 
dramaturgy and distancing him from the long-standing view that prioritises the reflective dimension 
of his theatre over its dynamism. The play’s richness lies in its fast-paced dialogue and constant 
interplay of action and reflection, qualities that make it particularly suited to performance. Terence 
himself uses its prologue as a manifesto to counter accusations of “scriptura levis” (v. 5). Building on 
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these elements, the project intends to revitalise the theatrical, dramatic and dramaturgical perspective 
of Terence’s work, as already demonstrated by several studies (Haffter 1969; Ronconi 1972; 
Frangoulidis 1996; Knorr 2007; Bianco 2010). An in-depth study that restores a talented playwright to 
the theatre. 
 

The research will produce a modern and reliable translation that respects the original play and 
Latin language with all its semantic nuances, while remaining accessible to contemporary readers and 
potentially adaptable for performance. Close reading of the text will be followed by lexical analysis, 
with attention to word usage and etymology. Terence’s language will be examined in its specific 
features and compared with plautine diction (with Traina 1999 as an essential reference), in order to 
show that Terence’s style—often deemed less “effective”—is in fact a comic, dramatic language rich 
in expressive devices. 
This linguistic analysis will serve as the basis for a broader commentary that integrates historical and 
social considerations, exploring how the cultural context of Rome and the author’s literary 
background shaped Phormio. 
 

Although producing a new critical edition is not the primary objective, the commentary will 
nevertheless discuss significant textual problems. The reference edition will be Kauer–Lindsay (1958), 
supplemented by comparison with other editions when necessary (e.g. Barsby 2001). 
 

A thorough bibliographic review will accompany the entire project, taking into account 
existing studies on Phormio, on Terence, and on Roman comedy more broadly. While the scholarship 
on Phormio includes many valuable contributions, the present study aims to offer a comprehensive 
synthesis and to relaunch the themes and critical questions raised by the play. 
 

The analysis will focus on theatrical dynamics, on the structure of the plot, and on the 
distinctive nature of the prologue, with its references to contemporary literary controversies. 
Particular attention will be devoted to characterisation: the play features a structural pattern typical 
of Terence, with a pair of old men set against a pair of young lovers, who in turn pursue two young 
women embodying traditional comic types. Alongside them are two schemers—servant and 
parasite—among whom the latter stands out for his self-assurance, which soon made him a proverbial 
figure in Latin culture. Given the testimony of ancient sources such as Donatus, the project will also 
examine the “fortune” of Phormio in antiquity and beyond (among the most recent studies, Cupaiuolo 
2015; Giovini 2010; Consoli 2009; and others, including the reception studies collected in Augoustakis 
– Traill – Thornburn 2013). 
 

Finally, the study will highlight the innovations introduced by Phormio within Terence’s corpus, 
its relationship with plautine tradition, and the balance it strikes between inherited conventions and 
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original solutions. Since cultural contextualisation is indispensable, the project will also bring to light 
the universal reflections on human nature that permeate the play, elements without which any study 
of Terence would be incomplete. 
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