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IN THE SHADOW OF DONATUS

Observations on Terence and Some of 

his Early Modern Commentators

Jan BLOEMENDAL 
Huygens Institute for the History of the Netherlands, The Hague

Introduction

In the late Middle Ages and the early modern period humanists rediscov-
ered (as it were) Latin comedy written in the third and second centuries 
BC by Plautus and Terence.1 In the Middle Ages, Terence had been 
known and read as a prose author of dialogues, as can be seen in medi-
eval manuscripts (fig. 21), but from 1500 onwards, humanists started to 
view his plays as dramatic poetry, and they had them performed in 
schools and universities. This had to do with the rediscovery in the first 
half of the fifteenth century of a manuscript of his plays with a commen-
tary by the fourth-century Alexandrian grammarian Donatus.2 The 
humanists not only studied these plays themselves, they read them with 
their students in the classroom, and had them performed by the same 
students. This gave Terence a special position in education, and as a 
result of that position, numerous editions were published in the early 
modern period, and many commentaries on the comedies by the Roman 
playwright were written — both for teachers and for students. Moreover, 
schoolboys made their own annotations, as some copies show (fig. 22).3

1 I would like to thank my colleague Gerard Huijing for his correction of my English, 
and Will Kelly of Minerva Professional Language Services (http://www.minerva-pls.com) 
for proofreading the text. 

2 In 1433 the Sicilian humanist Giovanni Aurispa (1376-1459) rediscovered this man-
uscript in Mainz. 

3 See for example http://crrs.utoronto.ca/library/vaults/conversations/terence/terence_
main.htm. ‘Various scholars have reminded us of the importance of Terence as a standard 
classical author in the early years of a Renaissance education. The analysis of mainly 
smaller, hand-held sixteenth-century editions has resulted in the unearthing of important 
material evidence for how schoolboys read and studied a particular classical author and 
his works. Through a close examination of the annotations found in these surviving copies, 
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296 JAN BLOEMENDAL

Fig. 21. Terence, 9th-century manuscript, fol. 826 (Adelphoe). Vatican Library
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 IN THE SHADOW OF DONATUS 297

Fig. 22. Terentius, Comoediae, ed. Erasmus (Basle: Froben, 1532), p. 4. 
University of Toronto Library
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298 JAN BLOEMENDAL

The texts of Plautus became the subject of another tradition and another 
form of transmission. Until the beginning of the fifteenth century only 
eight plays by Plautus were known. In 1429, a manuscript was discovered, 
containing sixteen plays, among which twelve hitherto unknown ones, 
which led to a total of twenty. Plautus’s dramatic oeuvre saw far fewer 
editions than that of Terence, and fewer commentaries were written.4

This contribution will concentrate on early modern commentaries on 
Terence. It asks questions about the way the commentators act upon or 
react to the text: What kind of commentaries were written and what were 
their functions? How were text and commentaries distributed on the page 
and what does this tell us about the commentaries? What differences or 
similarities can be observed when we look at them from the perspective 
of production or reception? How might the commentary affect the read-
ing of the text? How is all this related to the reading strategies of early 
modern readers?

Terence’s Popularity

Terence was the subject of school study all over early modern Europe. 
He was read by boys at gymnasia and Latin schools, and studied in the 
universities.5 He was so intensely read and his importance was so evident 
that Frederick the Wise, Duke of Saxony, even established a professor-
ship in Terence studies at the University of Wittenberg in the first 

researchers have begun to show that such texts were as much used as they were read for 
the study of rudimentary Latin grammar. Annotated books, like this copy of Terence, 
provide us with a fascinating insight to the ways in which Renaissance scholars studied 
and conversed with their texts. More than simply traces of ink, these scattered marks 
occasionally direct us to the interactions of a past culture. Of course, part of the fun 
remains in the multiple, often competing interpretations we bring to bear on such material 
evidence.’ 

4 In 1429 Nicholas of Kues or Cusanus discovered the manuscript containing these 
plays of Plautus in the library of Cologne Cathedral (Bacchides-Truculentus). On the 
transmission of Plautus’s plays, see L.D. Reynolds (ed.), Texts and Transmission. A Survey 
of the Latin Classics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), pp. 302-307. On Nicolaus Cusanus 
and the Plautus ms, see for example E. Segal, The Death of Comedy (Cambridge, Mass. 
and London: Harvard University Press, 2001), p. 260 and p. 543, n. 18. On Plautus in the 
early modern period, see Richard F. Hardin, ‘Encountering Plautus in the Renaissance: 
A Humanist Debate on Comedy’, in Renaissance Quarterly 60 (2007), 789-818. 

5 For the first part, I am indebted to Howard B. Norland, Drama in Early Tudor 
Britain 1485-1558 (Lincoln and London: University of Nebraska Press, 1995), Ch. 5: ‘The 
Terentian Commentaries’, pp. 65-83. 
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 IN THE SHADOW OF DONATUS 299

quarter of the sixteenth century.6 In this respect, Terence left Plautus, 
Seneca, Euripides and Aristophanes miles behind him. Hundreds of edi-
tions of his plays must have existed before 1600.7 Such editions were 
likely to be a commercial success — school books are always a gold 
mine — so printers and publishers produced many of them.8

Terence was read and studied in the schools. In order to facilitate this, 
at an early stage, beginning with Johannes Calphurnius’s Venetian pub-
lication in 1476, almost all editions contained the commentary on five of 
Terence’s six plays by Donatus, as well as the treatises on comedy by 
Evanthius and Donatus.9 No commentary by Donatus on the Heautonti-
morumenos has survived, and the humanist philologist Johannes Calphur-
nius or Calpurnius of Brixen (Giovanni Calfurnio, 1443-1503) added his 
own annotations in imitation and emulation of the ancient commentator’s 
format. In 1492 at Lyons an edition of Terence was published with anno-
tations by the French philologist and theologian Guido Juvenalis (Guy 
Jouenneaux, d. 1507), which was the first in a series of supplementary 
commentary that continued for seventy years. Twenty-seven scholars 
added notes and corrected the text of the plays.10

Terence’s popularity dated from as early as the Middle Ages, if the 
large number of medieval illustrated manuscript copies of his work is 
anything to go by. Yet there was a difference between the medieval and 
the early modern Terence. The medieval manuscripts and the Renais-
sance editions reflect how the idea that Terence was a dramatic poet 
developed out of the conviction that he was a prose author, which had to 
do with the humanists’ better understanding of Latin metres and with 
their being more open-minded towards pagan drama as theatre.11 But in 

6 Norland, Drama in Early Tudor Britain, p. 65; Edwin W. Robbins, Dramatic 
Characterization in Printed Commentaries of Terence 1473-1600, Illinois Studies in Lan-
guage and Literature, 35, 4 (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1951), p. 24. 

7 H.W. Lawton, Contribution à l’histoire de l’humanisme en France: Terence en 
France au XVIe siècle, éditions et traductions (Paris: Jouve, 1926), pp. 267-271; T.W. 
Baldwin, Shakspere’s Five-Act Structure: Shakspere’s Early Plays on the Background of 
Renaissance Theories of Five-Act Structure from 1470 (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1947), p. 172. 

8 On the sales of books, see, for instance, http://www.humanismforsale.org/text/. 
9 On the commentary by Donatus see, for instance, Michael Hilger, The Rhetoric of 

Comedy: Comic Theory in the Terentian Commentary of Aelius Donatus (s.l., s.n., Doc-
toral thesis University of Nebraska, 1970) and Norland, Drama in Early Tudor Britain, 
pp. 65-66. 

10 See Norland, Drama in Early Tudor Britain, p. 66.
11 See, for instance, Joseph A. Dane, ‘On Metrical Confusion and Consensus in Early 

Editions of Terence’, Humanistica Lovaniensia 48 (1999), 103-131, esp. p. 103. 
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300 JAN BLOEMENDAL

both periods Terence was not only deemed suitable for teaching Latin to 
schoolboys, but also ‘an authority to be cited on the subject of human 
nature and the mores of men’, and as a source of ‘rhetorical and personal 
ornament’.12 Thus Terence’s Latin became an example for conversation 
among schoolboys, men of letters and scholars.

In line with their rediscovery of Terence as a poet, the Renaissance 
scholars enhanced his significance ‘by emphasizing his literary crafts-
manship and by recognizing his special appeal to the young’.13 Erasmus, 
for instance, was so fond of him, and considered him so important, that 
he memorised all of Terence when he was a school boy.14 He expressed 
the view of many of his fellow humanists when he wrote: ‘the style of 
his comedies is wonderfully pure, choice, and elegant. You will be able 
to learn from him, if from anyone, how those ancient writers of Latin 
actually spoke.’15

But Terence’s plays not only had respected linguistic qualities, their 
moral perspective was highly esteemed too. The definition of comedy as 
‘an imitation of life, a mirror of custom, an image of truth’ that Donatus 
ascribed to Cicero was well-known and readily cited among humanist 
teachers.16 The Utrecht headmaster Georgius Macropedius (Joris van 
Lanckvelt, 1487-1558) writing about comedy in general quotes it and 
adds other positive remarks on the comic genre in the vein of Terence: 
‘What would be more useful for young schoolboys’ knowledge, what 
would contribute more to the literary education of the pupils of the 
“middle classes”, and what is more profitable for advanced pupils, even 
for all students, to live a virtuous life, than a serious comedy. Rightly 
some define it as “an imitation of life, a mirror of custom and an image 

12 Paul Theiner, ‘The Medieval Terence’, in The Learned and the Lewed: Studies in 
Chaucer and Medieval Literature, ed. Larry D. Benson, Harvard English Studies, 5 (Cam-
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1974), pp. 231-247, esp. pp. 244-245, quoted 
after Norland, Drama in Early Tudor Britain, p. 67. 

13 See Norland, Drama in Early Tudor Britain, p. 67.
14 See, e.g., Jan Bloemendal, ‘Erasmus and Comedy between Middle Ages and the 

Early Modern Period: An Exploration’, ed. Dirk Sacré and Jan Papy, Syntagmatia: Essays 
in Honour of Monique Mund-Dopchie and Gilbert Tournoy, Supplementa Humanistica 
Lovaniensia, 26 (Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2009), pp. 179-186. 

15 Collected Works of Erasmus (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1974-) (CWE) 
I, 58. See also the letter of dedication to his Terence edition 1532, in Opus epistolarum 
Desiderii Erasmi, 12 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1906-1958) (Allen), IX, 402, nr. 
2584: ‘No other author can teach better the purity of Roman speech, nor is any pleasanter 
to read or more suited to young minds.’ 

16 Donatus, De comoedia et tragoedia, ed. Paul Wessner (Leipzig: Teubner, 1902-
1908), vol. I, p. 1, l. 22: ‘imitatio vitae, speculum consuetudinis, imago veritatis’. 
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 IN THE SHADOW OF DONATUS 301

of truth”, and others as a “harmless representation of private and public 
affairs”’.17

Contemporary editions indicate how Terence was taught to the school-
boys. Erasmus in De ratione studii (1511) gave advice to his friend John 
Colet regarding the curriculum for the newly established St. Paul’s school 
in London. He says that the schoolmaster should begin with a ‘brief appre-
ciation of the writer’; comment on his ‘circumstance, his talent, the ele-
gance of his language’; distinguish the nature of the comic genre, ‘its 
origins, the number of types of comedy and its laws’; explain ‘the gist of 
the plot’, identify the metre, consider various aspects of style, including 
archaisms, neologisms, and figures of speech; compare parallel passages 
with their Greek sources; and finally ‘bring out the moral implication’.18

Commentaries on Terence — Reading and Studying a Classical Text

The fact that Terence’s dramas were often printed with a commentary19 
has some implications. Including a commentary adds to the classical char-
acter — in the sense of exemplary and timeless — of the text printed. In 
slightly different terms, it confirmed the repertoire status of a text; in this 
respect repertoire has a double meaning, indicating both the repertoire of 
the school curriculum and the repertoire of classical authors to be read, 
the canon. Some of the editions were bound in a handy octavo format, 
facilitating the use in the classroom, others were printed in folio, meant 
to be used on the study desk (fig. 23). These features we might call the 
bibliographical codes of such an edition: the material form of the book, 
in some way or another, influences the perception of a work.20 Among 
the bibliographical codes of the early modern editions of Terence’s plays 
are the act and scene numbers that were added. These structured the 

17 Georgius Macropedius, Aluta (1535), ed. by Jan Bloemendal and Jan W. Steenbeek 
(Voorthuizen: Florivallis, 2nd edn, 1997), pp. 38-39. 

18 CWE XXIV, 682-83; Erasmi opera omnia (Amsterdam, Leiden, 1969-) (ASD) I-2, 
136-38. These passages are also quoted by Norland, Drama in Early Tudor Britain, pp. 67 
and 89.

19 There are many of them; see, for instance, Maïté Roux, Marc-Antoine Muret, lecteur 
et éditeur de Térence (Lyon: s.n., 2010). http://www.enssib.fr/bibliotheque-numerique/
document-48932; see also the instructive website: http://www.humanismforsale.org/. 

20 The term is coined by Jerome J. McGann in his A Critique of Modern Textual 
Criticism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1983) and The Textual Condition, 
Princeton Studies in Culture/Power/History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991). 
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302 JAN BLOEMENDAL

Fig. 23. Terentius cum quinque commentis, videlicet Donati, Guidonis, 
Calphurnii (Venice: Lazarus de Soardis, 1508), fol. XLVIv and XLVIIr
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 IN THE SHADOW OF DONATUS 303

plays, so to speak, and contributed to their reception as dramatic literature 
while the lengthy commentaries designated the plays of Terence as ‘clas-
sical’ texts.21 The bibliographical codes are to be distinguished from lin-
guistic codes, the content of the commentary.

In this respect we should ponder somewhat about early modern reading 
strategies. In the chapter ‘A Theory of Margination’ of his Managing 
Readers, William Slights convincingly argues that in the late Middle 
Ages and the early modern period reading habits entailed far more dis-
continuity than nowadays and that ‘shoulder notes’, short annotations or 
longer commentaries printed around or beside a source text, or commen-
taries under the text (which could have their own shoulder notes) were 
read together with the text itself and in dialogue with it.22 Readers did 
not, or did not initially, perceive the text as a work of art, but as a text 
to be studied. Printed marginal notes were not considered a separate 
entity, but a part of the text in its physical appearance. Often short shoul-
der notes structuring the text, adding to its pedagogical value and indicat-
ing instances of argumentation or quotations, and longer commentary 
notes were added.23 In this respect, such an early reader is comparable to 
a modern user scrolling a webpage and using the headings or hyperlinks 
added. A problem related to the short shoulder notes is that they were 
also used for making indexes, and that it is unclear whether the author 
added them or the typesetter. In both cases, however, the reader of a text 
with notes or commentary saw them at a glance. A commentary therefore 

21 On the bibliographical codes adding to an authors’ reputation, see Hilmar M. Pabel, 
‘Credit, Paratexts, and Editorial Strategies in Erasmus of Rotterdam’s Editions of Jerome’, 
in: Cognition and the Book: Typologies of Formal Organisation of Knowledge in the 
Printed Book of the Early Modern Period, ed. Karl A.E. Enenkel and Wolfgang Neuber, 
Intersections: Yearbook for Early Modern Studies, 4 (Leiden: Brill, 2004), pp. 217-256; 
Dietmar Till, ‘Der “rhetorisierte” Longin: Medienstrategien zur ‘Klassierung” eines 
Autors’, in: ibidem, pp. 257-284. 

22 William W.E. Slights, Managing Readers: Printed Marginalia in English Renais-
sance Books, Editorial Theory and Literary Criticism (Ann Arbor, MI: University of 
Michigan Press, 2001), pp. 61-100 (p. 95: ‘Such readings [those from the Renaissance, 
JB] were decidedly nonnarrative in their filiation and were characterized by frequent defer-
rals of sense caused by epicyclical border crossings at each significant sidenote’). In this 
contribution shoulder notes are distinguished, as is done in book history, from hand writ-
ten marginal notes. See, e.g., http://www.library.pitt.edu/libraries/is/enroom/pathfinder/
terms.htm#shoulder. 

23 See, for example, Alexandre Vanautgaerden, Érasme typographe. La mise en page, 
instrument de rhétorique aux XVIe siècle (doctoral thesis Brussels and Lyon, 2007/2008), 
pp. 321-323; Ann Moss, Printed Commonplace-Books and the Structuring of Renaissance 
Thought (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1996); Francis Goyet, Le sublime du ‘lieu commun’, 
L’invention rhétorique dans l’Antiquité et à la Renaissance (Paris: Champion, 1996). 
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had another status than in our own times. It had a higher status, taking 
part in the immediate reception of the text, and was not, as modern 
editions tend to do, banished to the end of the book, or as often happens 
to ancient scholia or commentaries, to other, scarcely available separate 
editions. It also had a different status, since it was not so much a rational, 
scholarly and independent reflection on the text, but was perceived as 
acting — from the reader’s point of view — in an interpretative and 
sometimes apologetic discussion with it. The readers’ strategies — as far 
as they can be reconstructed — which tended towards ‘scanning’ and 
selecting anyway, were more steered to do so because of the presentation 
of texts and commentaries.24

Commentaries on Terence — Bibliographical Codes

Let us take a further look at the material form of the commentaries that 
affected the perception of the text by early modern readers. Most early 
modern editions included a Life of Terence and the treatise of Donatus 
or Evanthius, De tragoedia et comoedia. The bibliographical codes of 
these peritexts immediately designate Terence’s texts as dramas. Other 
peritexts that could be added were Erasmus’s treatise on comic metres, 
stressing the poetic character of the plays, and the prefaces and prose 
summaries by Donatus, synopses by Marc-Antoine de Muret, and peri-
ochae or verse summaries by C. Sulpicius Apollinaris. In some editions 
remarks by other authors from Classical Antiquity were added, or — in 
seventeenth-century editions — a list with comparisons between lines 
written by Terence and by his Greek model Menander, or an oration by 
Daniel Heinsius, Ad Horatii de Plauto et Terentio iudicium.

As already noted, we should distinguish several types of commentaries. 
For this essay we will not discuss the manuscript notes that pupils wrote 
in their own copies. We are interested in the other, printed types, among 
which are shoulder notes containing short remarks (fig. 24) in the margins 

24 On differences between (fixed, durable, conservative) writing and (ephemeral) read-
ing, see Roger Chartier, The Order of Books: Readers, Authors, and Libraries in Europe 
between the Fourteenth and Eighteenth Centuries, tr. by Lydia G. Cochrane (Cambridge: 
Polity Press, 1994), ch. 1 ‘communities of Readers’, pp. 1-23, esp. 1-4; and idem, Lesewel-
ten: Buch und Lektüre in der frühen Neuzeit, tr. by Brita Schleinitz and Ruthard Stäblein 
(Frankfurt and New York: Campus Verlag; Paris: Editions de la Maison des Sciences de 
l’homme, 1990). 

96085_Enenkel&Nellen_08_Bloemendal.indd   30496085_Enenkel&Nellen_08_Bloemendal.indd   304 3/07/13   16:503/07/13   16:50

Reprint from Neo-Latin Commentaries and the Management of Knowledge (1400-1700)  -  ISBN 978 90 5867 936 9  -  © Leuven University Press, 2013



 IN THE SHADOW OF DONATUS 305

Fig. 24. Terentius, Comoediae sex (Venice: Griffio, 1584), pp. 87v–88r
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of the text, which help to structure it or were added by typesetters to 
facilitate the making of an index to the edition. Furthermore, many 
editions contain the commentary by Donatus. However, the placement of 
the commentary varied. It could be positioned under a scene but, espe-
cially in the early folio editions also — similar to medieval manuscripts 
and scholastic texts — in the margins surrounding the text as well 
(fig. 23). Such editions were called Terentius cum Donato, and were obvi-
ously meant to serve as manuals for teachers and as an aid for advanced 
students to introduce them to the formal presentations of texts with many 
marginal glosses, used for study at the university.

By the end of the sixteenth century Venetian printers sold Terentius 
cum quinque commentis, a collection with the ancient commentaries of 
Donatus and Servius, and early modern ones by Johannes Calphurnius, 
Guido Juvenalis and Josse Bade (1462-1535).25

The very form of these editions makes clear that they are presented as 
dramas, but treated as academic texts, not as scripts to be acted out: the 
editions are meant to be studied, not to be staged. Yet early modern 
scholars and teachers actually started to perform the plays at schools and 
universities, whereas medieval readers were convinced that Terence’s 
plays had ‘originally been mimed by masked actors while the dialogue 
was read by the poet or by his friend Calliopus’.26 The annotations could 
surpass the length of the basic text, either surrounding it, as we already 
saw in the Folio Terence (fig. 23), or being added after the text, as in the 
Antwerp edition by Hillenius of 1545 (figs. 25-28).

Commentaries on Terence — Linguistic Codes

An overwhelming number of editions were printed with the addition of 
the commentary of Donatus / Calphurnius, the Life of Terence attributed 
to the same Donatus, and the treatise De fabula (or De comoedia et tra-
goedia) by Donatus or Evanthius. The Life discussed the very points made 
by Erasmus: an appreciation of the writer, comments on his life, the qual-
ities and style of his work, comedy and its aspects, and an indication of 

25 See www.humanismforsale.org, section 1.06.
26 See, for instance, The Revels History of Drama in English, vol. 2, 1500-1576, ed. 

Norman Sanders et al. (London: Methuen, 1980), p. 147; see also Mary M. Marshall, 
‘Theatre in the Middle Ages: Evidence from Dictionaries and Glosses’, Symposium, 4 
(1950), 1-39 and 366-89. 
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Fig. 25. Terentius, Comoediae (Basle: Froben, 1532), title page

96085_Enenkel&Nellen_08_Bloemendal.indd   30796085_Enenkel&Nellen_08_Bloemendal.indd   307 3/07/13   16:503/07/13   16:50

Reprint from Neo-Latin Commentaries and the Management of Knowledge (1400-1700)  -  ISBN 978 90 5867 936 9  -  © Leuven University Press, 2013



308 JAN BLOEMENDAL

Fig. 26. Terentius, Comoediae (Antwerp: Michael Hillen, 1546)
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Fig. 27. Terentius, Comoediae (Antwerp: Michael Hillen, 1546)
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Fig. 28. Terentius, Comoediae (Antwerp: Michael Hillen, 1546)
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the ethical lessons to be learnt. This treatment implies, among other things, 
a structural and functionalistic approach to the comedies, explaining the 
functions of the protasis, epitasis and catastrophe, roughly corresponding 
to our categories of exposition, complication and dénouement of the 
plot.27

Donatus’s commentary itself has a strikingly analytical and systematic 
approach. Many of his notes are glossarial and etymological, explaining 
words, grammatical and rhetorical. The commentary also explains the 
functions of individual scenes and characters as well as particular 
speeches and lines. Consider the first scene of Andria, of which Donatus 
points out that the function is exposition (‘the narration of the argument 
is presented here because it is not expressed in a prologue’).28 And he 
adds that Sosia is a protatic character, appearing only in the protasis, or 
first part of the play, for the purpose of exposition. He also compares 
Sosia’s role with that of Davus’s in Phormio and Philotis and Syra in 
Hecyra.

Other commentaries often elaborate on aspects of the Donatian-
Calphurnian commentary, and occasionally they offer new perspectives 
on the text and new information. An example of the elaboration of Dona-
tus’s notes is provided by Petrus Marsus (Pietro Marso, 1442-1512). 
After recognizing that the first scene of Andria is necessary because the 
information is not conveyed in a prologue, he adds that the scene shows 
the decorum of the servant Sosia and the anxiety of Simo over his son’s 
life as well as Simo’s loquacious nature. Furthermore, Marsus notes that 
the scene comments on the nature of virtue, a proper education, and 
social custom. He concludes that Sosia, having served his purpose in the 
narration, is no longer needed, while old Simo remains in order to par-
ticipate in further actions.29 Another commentator, Hadrianus Barlandus 
(1486-1538), notes that Donatus divides every play into three parts 
and adds his own perception of what they represent: ‘We call the first 

27 See Julius Caesar Scaliger, Poetices libri septem (Lyon: Ant. Vincentius, 1561), I, 
9. Cf. Gerardus Joannes Vossius, Poeticarum institutionum libri tres (Amsterdam: Ludo-
vicus Elzevier, 1647), II, 5, 11-15; Euanthius or Donatus, De fabula (or Excerpta de 
comoedia), 7, 4. 

28 ‘Haec scaena pro argumenti narratione proponitur, in qua fundamenta fabulae iaci-
untur, ut uirtute poetae sine officio prologi qe¬n âpò mjxan±v et periocham comoediae 
populus teneat.’ 

29 See Publius Terentius Afer, Comoediae (Paris: Joannes de Roigny, 1552), the com-
mentary ad Andria I.i.1. 
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growing tumult the protasis, the hottest tumult the epitasis, the sudden 
change of events the catastrophe’.30

One of the features that Donatus praised Terence for was his oecono-
mia, viz. his skill in creating and integrating the details of the play. For 
example, he notes the oeconomia of Andria III.i (ll. 459-480), a scene of 
only twenty-two lines, where Simo, as a result of his own suspicious 
nature, is deceived by Davus at the same time that Pamphilus’s child is 
revealed. The scene also raised questions about Pamphilus’s character, 
characterises Simo, and further builds in the complications causing the 
errors that that will pervade the play. This is real oeconomia. Johannes 
Latomus (1532?-1578) also ranks among the commentators who are con-
cerned with this oeconomia.31

What can, then, be expected in a commentary? The interpretation of 
an entire scene or passage can be given, or its moral implications, the 
interpretation or meaning of difficult words, philological remarks on 
textual criticism, orthography, etymology, morphology or syntax. The 
structural function of a scene or part of the text can be indicated or the 
structure of the text in general. Knowledge of ethnographical, geograph-
ical or historical nature can be added to the text. To put it in more general 
terms: the hermeneutics and exegesis of a play, act, scene or section can 
be displayed to the user of the edition. All this is either done or not done 
in discussion with predecessors and, of course, not everything is done in 
every comment, on every scene or section.

An Example: the Prologue of Andria 

Let us look at one section, the prologue of Andria, the first text of 
Terence himself that an average reader would encounter after the pre-
liminary texts. We will discuss three editions: the 1518 edition Terentius 
cum quinque commentis, the 1546 Antwerp edition, and the edition by 
Thomas Farnaby from 1669. We will see an evolution in form and con-
tent of the commentary.

30 See Terentius, Comoediae 1552, p. 175, the commentary ad Andria IV.6, v.796: 
‘Fabula omnis authore Donato tres in partes secatur, Protasin, epitasin, catastrophen. 
Primum illum tumultum iam, quasi gliscentem Protasim, turbam ferventissimam Epitasin, 
subitam rerum commutationem, Catastrophen nominamus.’ 

31 Norland, Drama in Early Tudor Britain, pp. 76-77. 
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Terentius cum quinque commentis was one of the most famous 
editions, first published in Venice in 1504.32 The commentators are, 
besides Donatus and Servius, Guido Juvenalis, Calphurnius and Josse 
Bade. All later commentators based themselves on Donatus’s notes. 
These are presented separately. This means that the size of the commen-
tary largely exceeds that of Terence’s text itself. Text and commentary 
on the prologue of Andria take up four folio pages, from xir to xiiv. First 
the commentary by Donatus is given, printed in the margins. Then Guido 
Juvenalis’s notes are presented, and subsequently those by Servius. Juve-
nalis comments on the opening lines of the prologue, giving an exposi-
tion borrowed from Donatus on the functions of the prologue and its 
types:

Hic prologus quem in manibus habemus est relatiuus, quum in aduersarium 
maledicta referuntur et quidem acriter ea tamen subtilitate ut poeta uideatur 
omnia refellere lacessitus aduersarii maledictis. Sunt autem quattuor prologi 
species, alius est commendatitius in quo fabula aut poeta commendatur. 
Alius relatiuus quo aut aduersario maledicta aut gratiae populo referuntur. 
Quidam est argumentatiuus fabulae argumentum exponens, quidam mixtus 
omnia haec in se continens. […]33

This exposé goes on for half a folio page, ending in a summary (‘argu-
mentum’) and an explanation of the terms ‘favete’ (or ‘favete linguis’, l. 
24, i.e. ‘be silent and attentive’) and ‘exigendae’, l. 28 (‘throw out’).

The edition gives many comments positioned around Terence’s texts. 
Several notes by other commentators are mere paraphrases or elabora-
tions of those by Donatus or, as we saw in the case of Guido Juvenalis, 
from the treatise De fabula. The bibliographical codes are those of a 
medieval manuscript, the text commented upon being a small part of the 
page, as if this Terence was a text treated in a scholastic, scholarly way. 
This is obviously no edition for the classroom, as can be concluded from 
the size of the book and from the size of the commentary. In the schools, 
Terence was read mainly to learn Latin conversation, and these notes are 
of no use for that. Its linguistic codes are the structuring of the text, and 
the explanation of difficult words and phrases. Moral implications are 
only seldom given.

32 Accessible through the Gallica site: http://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k70765x/
f1.image.pagination (accessed 27-12-2010). 

33 Terentius cum quinque commentis, fol. xiv; in margine a shoulder note is placed: 
‘Quotuplex sit prologus’; cf. Donatus/Evanthius, De fabula/De comoedia 7.2. 
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The 1546 edition of the Antwerp printer Michael Hillen: P. Terentij Afri 
Comoediae, ex D. Erasmi et Io. Riuij Atthedoriensis castigationibus may 
serve as our second example. In this edition there are no comments posi-
tioned around the text, but under the text of each scene notes by the 
author on rhetoric from the Southern Netherlands Bartholomaeus Lato-
mus (1485?-1570), the Italian humanist and philologist Petrus Marsus, 
the Alsatian humanist Paulus Malleolus (Paul Hemmerlin, ca. 1460-1526) 
and the Leipzig humanist, theologian and jurist Christophorus Hegen-
dorphinus (1500-1540) are added, as the verso of the title page indicates:

Haec insunt
–  Annotationes Desiderij Erasmi Roterodami in genera carminum, & 

idiomata personarum, quae sparsa sunt per omnes Comoedias.
–  Castigata, & annotata quaedam loca a Petro Bembo ad finem libri adiecta.
–  Petri Marsi absoluta commentaria in omnes fabulas, quorum hactenus 

fragmentum in tres priores tantum extitit.
– Christophori Hegendorphini annotationes.
–  Pauli Malleoli argumenta singularia, item & Hegendorphini, singulis 

scenis praemissa, quae hactenus nostris adiecta non fuerant.

Postremo a Bartolomaeo Latomo haec adiecta sunt:
– Argumenta in singulas scenas.
– Ordo & distinctio partium fabulae.
– Vocum quarundam, & locorum difficilium explanatio.
– Loci argumentationum, & amplificationum principales.
– Schemata passim & ornamenta orationis.34

Remarkably, this edition does not contain the comments by Donatus. It 
does, however, present shoulder notes. Those to the prologue read as 
follows:35

[ad l. 1:] Exordium cogi se ad respondendum aduersario.
 [ad l. 1:] Exordium est ductum a necessitate, qua ad respondendum aduer-
sario impellatur.
[ad l. 15:] Accusatio
[ad l. 18:] Purgat exemplis. 
[ad l. 18:] Defensio aliorum. 
[ad l. 18:] Ab exemplis Poetarum. 
[ad l. 22:] Minat aduersarijs.
 [ad l. 27:] Exigendae, id est, explodendae, vt in Hecyra, sum earum exactus. 
[Hec. 15]

34 Latomus concentrates on rhetoric throughout his commentary, as can be expected 
from an author on rhetoric. The rhetorical analysis, therefore, is not confined to the pro-
logue. 

35 Terentius, Comoediae (Antwerp 1546), p. 4, ll. 33-41. 
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The reader of the marginal remarks thus has an indication of the structur-
ing and the content of the prologue, which aims to defend the author 
against ‘enemies’.

Subsequent to this the actual commentaries by the aforementioned 
authors — Latomus, Marsus, Malleolus and Hegendorphinus — are add-
ed.36 These names alone attest to the geographical spread of the com-
mentators and the international scope of the editions: commentaries by 
Dutch, Italian and German humanists are brought together. Moreover, 
each commentary has its own focus.

Latomus repeats or elaborates comments of Donatus. Compare, for 
instance, his annotation to the prologue of Andria: ‘Argumentum Pro-
logi.] In Prologo argumentum narrari solet, sed hic actor dilato eo, vt in 
caeteris etiam fabulis, defendit Poetam contra criminationes aduersarij, 
& interim perstringit illum admixtis vituperationibus, & postremo deter-
ret: in fine attentionem cum silentio postulat a spectatoribus’ with Dona-
tus’s comment: ‘Intentio omnis huius prologi hoc agit, ut novo poetae 
veniam paret et veteri odium et ut quam maxime modestum minimeque 
errantem Terentium probet’. Or Latomus and Donatus on Andria 1: 
‘Poeta quum primum.] Exordio captat beneuolentiam ab officio, factum 
suum excusans, & inuidia onerans aduersarium’ and: ‘poeta cum p. a. a. 
s. a.] sensus hic est: proposuerat quidem poeta noster ut in prologis argu-
menta narraret, sed hoc imputat Luscio Lanuvino adversario, qui eum 
non permittit facere quod proposuerat, maledictis suis ad respondendum 
eundem provocans’.

Petrus Marsus, whose seemingly ‘running’ commentary is presented as 
the smallest (‘commentariolum’) but is actually the most extensive text, 
goes more his own way, although he uses terms of Donatus in his treatise 
De fabula, like statarius and motorius. He has a rhetorical scope, when 
he comments on the prologue as a means to win the audience’s attention 
and willingness to listen to the oration (benevolentia and docilitas): 

36 On these men see, for instance, Peter G. Bietenholz (ed.), Contemporaries of 
Erasmus: A Biographical Register of the Renaissance and Reformation (Toronto, etc.: 
University of Toronto Press, 2003, part 2, pp. 303-304 (Bartholomaeus Latomus); ibidem, 
part 2, p. 394 (Pietro Marso); ibidem, part 2, pp. 171-172 (Christoph Hegendorff); 
Ludwig Geiger, ‘Hegendorf, Christoph’, in: Allgemeine Deutsche Biographie, 56 vols 
(Leipzig: Duncker & Humblot, 1875-1912), XI (1880), 274, also: http://www.deutsche-
biographie.de/pnd124359752.html; Heinrich Grimm, ‘Hegendorff, Christoph’, in: Neue 
Deutsche Biographie (Berlin, Duncker & Humblot, 1953-), VIII (1969), 227-28, also: 
http://www.deutsche-biographie.de/pnd124359752.html; Bietenholz, Contemporaries of 
Erasmus, p. 175 (Paul Hemmerlin, i.e. Paulus Malleolus). 
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‘Prologus debet continere argumentum & capita rerum, quae postea per 
argumentationem explicandae sunt, vt in Plautinis Comoedijs intueri licet. 
Ideo Terentius abutitur Prologo, quoniam non explicat argumentum, quo 
docilitas comparatur & attentio, sed respondet maleuolis, quibus facit inui-
diam.’ 

Or when he comments on l. 12 ‘ac stilo’: 

‘Id est qualitate. nam modi orationis duo sunt, vt recte sentit Macrobius, 
dispari moralitate diuersi: Vnus est maturus & grauis, qui conuenit Comoe-
dijs statarijs, id est, quietioribus. Alter ardens & erectus, qui motorijs, id est, 
turbulentis conuenit.’ 

Marsus’s commentary is accompanied by shoulder notes, which increases 
its usefulness, and makes it easier for the reader to go to the kind of com-
mentary he wishes to consult, and helps the typesetter to make an index 
rerum. Thus, a glimpse of early modern reading strategies is given. The 
notes focus on ethics (maleuolentia; maledictio), structuring (prologus; 
argumentum), geographical or historical (Perinthus) and stilistic (stylus; 
oratio) aspects:

Negocium.
Maleuolentia.
Prologus
Maledictio.
Perinthus.
Argumentum.
Stylus.
Oratio.

Thus, users are steered in their reading strategies towards ethics and struc-
ture. Malleolus’s tiny commentary focuses on structure, like Donatus’s:

Haec scena pro argumenti narratione proponitur, & totius fabulae iaciuntur 
fundamenta, ita vt virtute Poëtae siue officio Prologi, & materiam Comoe-
diae populus teneat, & res agi magis quam narrari videatur. Simo enim hic 
argumentum narrat, quod Prologus in maledictis refellendis occupatus 
omiserat.

Hegendorphinus’s commentary — it is more like a summary of the scene 
— is even smaller: 

In praesenti narratione mores Pamphili narrantur, mors Chrysidis comme-
moratur, vultus, forma, & lamentatio sororis ostenditur, consilium Simonis 
explicatur.
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This Hillen edition of 1546 has more modern bibliographical codes, 
since it presents Terence’s text and the commentaries as separate enti-
ties, just by placing the commentaries under the text alone, and not in 
the margins of the page. Its content — the linguistic codes — is still 
traditional, repeating or elaborating on Donatus’s comments and treatise 
on comedy. It is meant for scholarly study, but could be of some use in 
the classroom. A teacher could use elements of it to help the pupils’ 
fluency in speaking Latin. However, the all-important ‘moral implica-
tion’ is not treated.

The English schoolmaster and classical scholar Thomas Farnaby 
(c. 1575-1647) writes quite another kind of commentary.37 Besides an 
annotated edition of Terence, he edited Juvenal, Persius, Seneca, Martial, 
Lucan, Virgil and Ovid. His notes are more like our footnotes, with signs 
in the text itself corresponding with notes underneath the text (figs. 29 
and 30). The bibliographical codes indicate that the text is meant for the 
classroom. These codes are in line with the linguistic codes. They help 
the pupils to understand the text and to get some background information 
on realia, and also to point to parallels for expressions in the text and 
etymologies. It is to note that Farnaby also reuses some elements from 
earlier commentators, but then only takes the essentials:

[ad l. 3 Populo ut placerent] Vt quas fecisset fabulas, eae populo placerent.
[ad l. 5 Nam in prologis scribundis] Opera enim, quam in Prologo locatam 
oportuit ut argumentum narraret, necesse habet abuti, id est, aliter quam 
instituerat impendere in calumniae depulsione, ut diluat maledicta malevoli 
Poetae Luscii Lavinii. Quem tamen non nominat. quippe erat, ne quis in 
theatro proscinderetur.
[ad l. 5 scribundis] Archaice. Plaut. Nos aurum abusos. Bacchid. 2. Act. 3. 
Scen. Hoc argento alibi abutar. Persa Act. 2. Scen. 3. Hoc est, utendo 
consumam, inquit Turnebus l. 1 c. 8. & ab illo Pareus.
[ad l. 6 qui] Qui valet ut: ut narret, ut respondeat.
[ad l. 9 Andriam et Perinthiam] Comoedias Graecas, ab Andro insula Maris 
Aegaei una Cycladum, & Perintho Metropoli amplissima in ora Propontidis 
inter Byzantium & Callipolim Leunclavio Heraclea, hoc est, Pantiro.
[ad l. 15 disputant] Dissentiunt, ex dis * putant.
[ad l. 16 contaminari] Mistas et inter se confusas foedari. Multas contami-
nasse Graecas, dum facit paucas Latinas: Prolog. Heautont. Ne hoc gau-
dium contaminetur vitae aegritudine aliqua.

37 Here the 1669 edition is used: Publ. Terentii Comoediae VI. Cum notis Th. Farna-
bij (Amsterdam: Johannes Waesberge and the widow of Elizaeus Weyerstraet, 1669). On 
Farnaby see the Dictionary of National Biography, vol. 18, s.v. 
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Fig. 29. Terentius, Comoediae, ed. Daniel Heinsius, ann. Thomas Farnaby 
(Amsterdam: Ioannes Blaeu, 1669), title page
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Fig. 30. Terentius, Comoediae, ed. Daniel Heinsius, ann. Thomas Farnaby 
(Amsterdam: Ioannes Blaeu, 1669)
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[ad l. 20 quorum aemulari exoptat negligentiam] Cum quibus errare 
negligenter mavult, quam malevolorum ignobilem sectari curiositatem.
[ad l. 24 favete] Rituale. Favete linguis. Hoc verbum, non ut plerique existi-
mant, a favore trahitur, sed imperatur silentium, ut rite peragi possit 
sacrum, nulla mala voce obstrepente. Seneca de Beata vita cap. 26, quod 
multo magis &c.
[ad l. 25 ut pernoscatis] Alii ex Ms. Vt pernoscat is, id est, Poeta.
[ad l. 27 exigendae] Excludendae, qui displicent, ex mente ipsius Terentii, 
qui suae ipsius sententiae promus condus opt. v. Hecyrae Prolog. Novas 
qui exactas feci ut inveterascerent, [Hec. l. 12] & mox Partim sum earum 
exactus, partim vix steti, [Hec. l. 15] utut Pareo placet examinandae, a 
Censoribus scilicet, qui Athenis constituti de Comicis, & Comoediis judi-
candis.

Both the form of his commentary — the bibliographical codes — and 
the content — the linguistic codes — are modern, and adapted to 
the needs of the seventeenth-century schoolboys: concise, giving a 
‘Reader’s Digest’ of the lengthy or shorter commentaries of his prede-
cessors. The meaning of a word (or its etymology) or phrase is explained 
(populo ut placerent; disputant; contaminari), the style is discussed 
(scribundis), the pragmatics are shown (qui), and realia are illustrated 
(Andriam et Perinthiam; favete), and there is explanation of the deeper 
sense (Nam in prologis scribundis). Yet this type of edition can be 
considered the ‘emancipation’ of the commentary, ‘freed’ from the 
shadow of Donatus, so to speak. In Farnaby’s commentary, the function 
of Terence as a school author — to teach Latin conversation — receives 
its full weight. The ‘moral implications’ are not treated in the commen-
tary, either because this was a text meant for schoolboys (whereas the 
others were often aimed at teachers) and it was left for the teacher 
to highlight these to their pupils, or because of a change of fashion. 
Other forms of literature, especially epistolography, became more 
important in Latin education. But this development can also be consid-
ered to be the emancipation of the printed book, freeing itself from 
medieval manu script tradition.38

38 See Karl A.E. Enenkel and Wolfgang Neuber, ‘Einleitung’, in Cognition and the 
Book, ed. Enenkel and Neuber, pp. 1-5, esp. p. 2. 
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A Second Example, Terence, Andria III, 1

A famous scene is also Andria III, 1, a dialogue between the female slave 
Mysis, the old man Simo, the slave Davus, the midwife Lesbia and the 
prostitute Glycerium. As we saw, Donatus praised it for its oeconomia. 
In the 1546 edition, the scene contains two shoulder notes, to the second 
line of the scene (l. 460, ‘Fidelem haud ferme mulieri invenias virum’): 
‘Sententia est, id est, Andriae favet, ut Donatus exponit’, and to the fif-
teenth one (l. 473, ‘Iuno Lucina fer opem, serva me obsecro’): ‘Verba 
parturientis. A tempore partum Glycerii non versimilem esse colligit’.

Latomus’s comment starts with a summary of the scene (fol. E4r-v): 
‘Primum terretur, deinde nimia sagacitate decipitur senex, et Davo irasci-
tur’. Other comments concern the interpretation of words and stand as an 
indication of irony. Petrus Marsus elaborates on the moral implications: 
‘Tertius actus: meretricum expostulationes ac laqueos, quos iuvenibus ac 
imprudentibus, ac ob aetatis fervorem naturamque voluptati addictis insi-
diose tendunt, haec scena describit, et illos interdum sua interpretatione 
falsa decipi ostendit atque solertia, qui nimium sibi tribuentes, rem aliter 
accipiunt quam veritas postulet, et sic dum prudentes atque sagaces videri 
volunt et credunt, in magnis versantur erroribus, et callidis ingeniis, ut 
stolidi turpiter irridentur. Quapropter Cicero primo Officiorum, loquens 
de officiis quae manant a prudentia, sic inquit: Labi, errare, nescire, 
decipi, malum et turpe ducimus. Et Seneca dicit, proprium esse prudentis 
hominis atque sagacis, omnia bene examinare, ne sua credulitate ad falsa 
labatur. Haec enim significant non adesse prudentiam.’ He gives a similar 
exposé on ‘fidus’, with regard to fidelem (l. 460). Malleolus comments on 
physicians’ habits: ‘Sequenti scena quam scitissime exprimitur consue-
tudo medici vel medicae, de domo aegrotantis abeuntis. Nam Lesbia egre-
diens de negotiis eius et morbo loquitur.’ Hegendorphinus is extremely 
short: ‘Initio scenae obstetricum officia Poeta recenset.’

Farnaby treats this scene in his usual way, explaining difficult words or 
references or giving similar expressions, for instance ad ‘tolli’ (l. 464): ‘Edu-
cari a patre agnitum pro legitimo; non tanquam spurium exponi’, ad ‘hoc’ 
(l. 471): ‘Davo’, and ad ‘in portu’ (l. 480): ‘In tranquillo, [Eun. l. 1038] in 
vado, [l. 845] in tuto, [Heautont. l. 695; 708; Phorm. l. 734] ut alibi noster.’

It is, again, clear, that in this case the scene enticed the commentator 
into expanding on moral issues, and Marsus took the opportunity. Farnaby 
in his more philological and less interpretative commentary refrains from 
longer exposés, leaving the moral implication to the teacher. 
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In Conclusion

The commentaries on Terence show the volatility of the commentary 
form and the openness of the genre, although it is heavily steered by the 
reception of Donatus. But his information is stored and divided and parts 
of his treatise on comedy are adapted to suit individual scenes. Thus the 
information is, as it were, ‘digested’ for the reader.

This leads to another person involved in the use of commentaries. We 
should make a clear distinction between the commentator and the reader, 
the producer and the consumer. The author or printer may try to employ 
what we call ‘Lesesteuerung’ (‘steering of the reading’)39 by the way he 
presents the text and the commentary: around or under the text, in long 
commentaries or short notes, with or without shoulder notes. But we 
should be aware, too, that the reader is not a creature who is solely con-
suming what the author and commentator wish him to read. On the con-
trary, readers are rational creatures, thinking for themselves and receiv-
ing, i.e. adapting and selecting what they want to read. The Sitz im Leben 
of the commentaries are the schools and the universities, where Terence 
was read and studied for his elegant style, his colloquial Latin and his 
‘mirrors of virtue’. From these plays a pupil takes lessons in fluent Latin 
conversation, virtuous behaviour, good manners and esprit. In that situa-
tion, the commentaries confirmed the status of Terence as an author fea-
turing in the school curriculum and established it even more firmly. 

As we saw, the commentaries can focus on both the hermeneutics — 
the ‘lessons to be learnt’ from a comedy — and the exegesis — the 
interpretation. Thus they function as a filter — leaving out many inter-
pretations — thereby operating in an ideological framework of Christian 
ethics, and they act as organisers of knowledge. We may distinguish 
between two types of editions: the large folio editions, meant for the 
teachers who could use them when they treated Terence in the classroom, 
and the ‘schoolbook’ by Farnaby, explaining difficult words, references 
and similar philological issues, that might be used by the boys them-
selves.

39 On ‘Lesesteuerung’ and ‘Erkenntnissteuerung’ see, for instance, Cognition and the 
Book: Typologies of Formal Organisation of Knowledge in the Printed Book of the Early 
Modern Period, ed. Karl A.E. Enenkel and Wolfgang Neuber, Intersections: Yearbook for 
Early Modern Studies, 4 (Leiden: Brill, 2004). 
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Moreover, we could look at commentaries — and ought to do so — 
from the point of view of the printers. The status of Terence increased 
the possibility of an edition to be a commercial success. 

Finally, there are currents and trends in commentary writing. Donatus 
always casts his shadow, but before the middle of the seventeenth century 
he is more present than he is subsequently. One of the major differences 
resulting from this shift is the exclusion of moral interpretation regarding 
Terence by his early modern commentators. What remains, is his special 
position in education.
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