My proposed research topic is Ovid’s Ibis, and I intend to explore the poetic techniques used by Ovid and the effects produced, though the scope and precise focus of my research are still to be determined. The Ibis has often attracted strong theoretical readings, including psychiatric[footnoteRef:1], mythographic-intertextual[footnoteRef:2], and biographical-historicist[footnoteRef:3]. The dominance of these approaches may be the reason that the Ibis is often considered a particularly ‘difficult’ poem within Ovid’s oeuvre[footnoteRef:4], as it seems to resist definitive explication. The approach I propose taking in my research is one of theoretical restraint, prioritising methodology over theory in focusing on the construction of the poem. [1:  Williams, 1996]  [2:  Krasne, 2013]  [3:  Helzle, 2009]  [4:  e.g. Helzl, 1997] 


With my focus on the formal aspects of the Ibis, aspects of formalist theories of literature such as Russian Formalism and New Criticism are of relevance. Russian Formalism and then New Criticism came to prominence in the first half of the 20th century, partly in reaction against approaches to literature which seemed to lean more towards other disciplines than literary studies itself[footnoteRef:5], and the latter dominated Anglo-American scholarship for many years[footnoteRef:6], although critics from neither school often discussed ancient literature[footnoteRef:7]. Neither all Formalists nor all New Critics agreed on all matters[footnoteRef:8], and the views of individual scholars evolved over the years, so neither school offers a single, entirely unified approach, though many features were generally agreed upon. Pilshchikov[footnoteRef:9] sets out the overarching premises of Russian Formalism: literature is verbal art which should be studied as such, not as “a manifestation of extra-literary phenomena, such as social relations as in Marxism or psychological complexes”; it is the intentional transformation of language through poetic form that creates the art; and it is this form that should be studied rather than content or causality. In early and important works of New Criticism, J. C. Ransom describes criticism as “the attempt to define and enjoy the aesthetic or characteristic values of literature”[footnoteRef:10]; C. Brooks says the proper approach is to treat poems as poems rather than as, for example, histories or windows to society[footnoteRef:11]. In a work of great influence on the New Critics[footnoteRef:12], I. A. Richards says criticism is concerned with “what [a work of literature] communicates and how it does so and the worth of what is communicated”[footnoteRef:13]. I seek to draw on two elements from these ideas:  [5:  Pilshchikov, 2022]  [6:  Levine, 2020, p.1]  [7:  Silk, 2012]  [8:  See e.g. Pilshchikov, 2022, p.214 (Russian Formalism); Hickman, 2012, p.4 (New Criticism)]  [9:  2022, p.215]  [10:  1937, p.590]  [11:  1942, p.215]  [12:  Hickman, 2012, p.10]  [13:  Richards, 1929, p.11 – I will address Richards’ final point later] 

1. The treatment of a poem (or other work of literature) as an aesthetic work of art to be appreciated for its own sake.
2. The attempt to determine how form contributes to meaning and effect. 
These two elements of formalist approaches will direct my attention to the words and form of the Ibis, through which I aim to encourage greater critical appreciation of it as a carefully constructed work of art. It has been noted in recent decades that following the waning of New Criticism’s influence, the study of literature became once again “most strikingly concerned not with the appreciation of the intrinsic qualities of literature but with the historical and cultural ‘knowledge’ that can be acquired” from them[footnoteRef:14], and it is this situation I intend to redress with regard to the Ibis.  [14:  Green, 2003, p.62] 


An approach which prioritises the literary features of the text is well suited to the Ibis, with its highly dense nature and intricate formal structures. This prominence of poetic technique[footnoteRef:15] strongly suggests a deliberate poetic strategy and is indicative of the stylistic features being productive, not merely ornamental. Methodologically, I propose to adopt a stylistic approach which relies on careful reading to identify and explain these poetic features, exploring how they contribute to meaning and effect in the manner of the close reading of New Criticism. As exemplified in a recent collection of essays on Latin poetry[footnoteRef:16], stylistics provides a toolbox with which I can identify and classify formal features in the Ibis in a systematic way, so that I can apply close reading techniques to consider how the poem constructs meaning and effects through form. [15:  Such as repetition, chiasmus, alliteration and tricolon crescendos. ]  [16:  Dainotti, Hasegawa and Harrison, 2024] 


My research will be on the first 250 lines of the Ibis (the so called ‘prologue’ before the mythological catalogue) which generally receives the least critical attention. I will first prioritise one or two passages within this section, selecting them on initial readings of the text by virtue of an apparent density of interesting formal features. Further careful readings of these passages and what they offer to a stylistics analysis will enable me to make an assessment as to whether my research should incorporate all of lines 1-250 or whether it should focus only on a more restricted selection to allow me to discuss them at greater depth. Depending on the results of these initial readings, my ultimate focus may be on all stylistic features of a smaller selection or, alternatively, perhaps only one or two specific features of the whole prologue. The latter approach is similar to that taken by, for example, S. Harrison[footnoteRef:17] in his discussion of vertical juxtaposition in Horace’s Odes 1, and in L. Galasso’s[footnoteRef:18] discussion of repetition in Latin hexameter, and offers the opportunity for a more sustained analysis of a single feature which may uncover consistent use by the poet, or alternatively varied effects. Conversely, a focus on all features present in a smaller section would allow a discussion of how features interact with each other, their effects either building upon or conflicting with each other. [17:  2024]  [18:  2024] 


Returning to consideration of the theoretical framework, and to the limitations or pitfalls my approach raises, several potential issues require caution.

Perhaps the most obvious of these is the applicability of formalist methods to Latin poetry. For example, as Latin is a highly inflected language, I will require to consider the impact of word order (which is much more adaptable than in English) carefully. This is a subject discussed by Hasegawa[footnoteRef:19] in a recent consideration of Horace’s Odes, where he notes that in highly inflected languages, rather than being prescribed by necessity, word order can “reinforce meaning”[footnoteRef:20]. The nature of the Latin language itself may therefore provide additional material for close reading in areas which in English are more limited. Hasegawa argues that the mimetic nature of form and content[footnoteRef:21] should only be accepted if there is a clear link between the two[footnoteRef:22]. The distinction of form from content and the relation between the two is important to New Critics such as Brooks[footnoteRef:23] and Ransom[footnoteRef:24], and Hasegawa demonstrates the applicability of this concern to Latin poetry. Hasegawa and Dainotti[footnoteRef:25] provide a methodological caveat that a critic of Latin poetry should ideally seek support from ancient theorists, such as Aristotle, Pseudo-Longinus and Quintilian, for interpretation of stylistic features and should be all the more rigorous if suggesting an interpretation not supported by these writers. While the extant works of ancient criticism may not be comprehensive, the moderate level of caution suggested by Hasegawa and Dainotti seems justified.  [19:  2024]  [20:  p.149]  [21:  in hyperbaton and enclosing structures (where, for example, a noun and its adjective are separated and enclose another semantic unit)]  [22:  p.155]  [23:  1981, p.592]  [24:  1937, p.601-2]  [25:  2024, p.9-10] 


A second issue is the ahistorical nature of formalist approaches, and the potential pitfalls that could arise with applying such a narrow focus to such ancient works as the Ibis. Levine[footnoteRef:26] points out the type of error that can arise from such limited focus when a New Critical reading[footnoteRef:27] of the 19th century poem The Bells of Shandon proceeded on the basis that the poet had been trying to write an intensely nostalgic poem, and the poem was judged negatively on that basis. What the critics failed to recognise was that the poet was in fact writing a parody: their failure to look outside of the text caused a misreading of the poem’s aims. This criticism has its limitations in discrediting New Criticism and is one anticipated by both Ransom and Brooks. Far from denying the utility of a historical approach to literature, particularly literature from a time far distant from our own, Ransom refers to it as “indispensable”, but he sees it as a tool rather than an end in itself[footnoteRef:28]. Brooks likewise responds to the anticipated criticism by recognising the importance of historical background, explaining that he takes it into account in his analyses although it is not his focus[footnoteRef:29]. Such an approach, which takes cognisance of external factors (including for example societal context, biographical details of the poet, and genre) but only in order to inform textual analysis, will prevent such dangers as Brooks and Warren encountered with The Bells of Shandon[footnoteRef:30]. Genre and poetic models[footnoteRef:31] and Ovid’s biography[footnoteRef:32] have been much discussed in modern scholarship on the Ibis, and it will be important in my research to bear these in mind. How much impact they have may depend upon the precise nature of my ultimate research question, but I will need to be vigilant about referring any interpretations back to these external features to minimise the risk of misrepresentation. In her discussion of the return to interest in close reading, Devereux[footnoteRef:33] notes that its modern advocates do not view texts as being entirely autonomous or detached from their context, illustrating that such an approach is in line with modern scholarship. [26:  2020, p.6-8]  [27:  Brooks and Warren, 1938 cited in Levine, 2020, pp.6-8]  [28:  1937, p.595]  [29:  1942, p.x; ]  [30:  Brooks’ claim that he takes historical background into account post-dates the 1938 analysis of The Bells of Shandon, raising the question of whether he had recognised the mistake and adapted his methodology, or whether that analysis is an indication of his external researches being less effective than he believed.]  [31:  e.g. Krasne, 2013]  [32:  e.g. Helzle, 2009]  [33:  2012, p.227] 


One aspect of New Criticism’s wider framework which I would seek to avoid is revealed in Richards’ comment quoted above, that criticism includes assessment of “the worth of what is communicated” by a poem[footnoteRef:34]. This element forms a significant part of Richards’ analyses, and Brooks too argues in favour of critics accepting the burden of making judgements on literature[footnoteRef:35], with some modern scholars sharing this idea of the necessity of aesthetic judgement[footnoteRef:36]. In my view, this is not an essential element of criticism and is potentially problematic. For example, Richards[footnoteRef:37] acknowledges that readers bring different capacities to visualise and interpret imagery to their readings, and that individual life experiences effect interpretation. This raises the question of what reader is uniquely qualified to make ‘objective’ value judgements. However, judgement of worth forms a discrete step, which a modern New Critical-influenced approach could without much trouble dispense with. Richards[footnoteRef:38] himself describes the first and most important task of the critic as ensuring quality reception of the poem’s communication. A formalist analysis can stop there without proceeding to Richards’ next step: “to judge it…to decide upon its worth”. Rather than attempting to produce an authoritative view of a poem’s worth, the analysis thus enriches our understanding of a poem while leaving questions of value to the discretion of the individual reader. The key elements retained by such a critical approach are the priority given to the text and the freedom given to the individual reader to assess only worth rather than meaning.  [34:  1929, p.11 ]  [35:  1942, p.235]  [36:  Levine, 2020, p.3 ]  [37:  1929, p.13-7]  [38:  1929, p.11] 


The theoretical framework for my research is thus indebted to the formalism of New Criticism, but is not bound by its theoretical doctrine, including its doctrine of value judgement. My research will be primarily text-centred and formalist, with interpretation being suspended until after formal analysis. Interpretation will be constrained by demonstrable stylistic and semantic features rather than following more remote theoretical models. While I will remain conscious of historical and biographical factors as well as genre and poetic models, they will be considered only insofar as they directly impact the poem’s structures and effects. Using close reading and stylistics as tools, I will explore how the Ibis generates effects through form. Any suggestions as to meaning will necessarily follow, and arise directly from, this textual analysis. This approach aligns with recent work on stylistics in Latin poetry referred to above, in which formal analysis is prioritised.
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