
Intensive Latin 2

Week 9: Introduction to Latin Poetry



Key Dates

• We have three more seminars this term, Monday 31 March, 28 April, 
and 5 May, 1230. Please be aware that the UK is now in BST, ie the 
clocks have gone forward one hour since we last met.

• The next summative assessment is a poetry commentary, on which 
all information will be available this week, week 9. This will be due 
Sunday 11 May.

• The final exam will be held on Monday 19 May and will be open 
0900-2359 BST. There will be more information nearer the time, but 
all the material from the course will be covered.



Aims

• Introduce the considerations for translating poetry

• Outline the process for writing a commentary

• Confirm the details for the commentary assessment

• Make suggestions for resources for the commentary assessment

• Practise translating poetry using an extract from Ovid 
Metamorphoses III



Translating Latin Poetry

• the first challenge with Latin poetry is the word order: parsing the 
sentences will be vital for getting the correct meaning

• the line breaks can be off-putting: remember you still need to divide the 
text into syntactical units, regardless of where the lines end

• words are more likely to be omitted in poetry, especially the verb ‘to be’ or 
words that can be understood from earlier in the poem; this is known as 
ellipse

• the style of the poetics is just as important as the meaning, but may be 
hard to replicate in translation

• Latin poetry is based in metre, not rhyme: we will focus on hexameter and 
elegiac couplets



Features of Poetic Style

• we will shortly look at an example of poetry and its style

• you can find more information about the features to look out for by 
reading:
• Reading Latin Grammar and Exercises pp270-272

• the extract provided from Matthew Owen’s Ovid Unseens

• the Latin Library’s Rhetorical Devices sheet

• when you’re first starting to read Latin poetry, you could use the 
extracts in Reading Latin Text and Vocabulary, or a verse reader such 
as Owen, Hyde, or Kennedy/Davis

https://www.thelatinlibrary.com/101/RhetoricalDevices.pdf
https://amzn.eu/d/8ie8K4W
https://amzn.eu/d/fn2U6b3
https://amzn.eu/d/bscNLug


The nymph Echo has been cursed by Juno to be able only to repeat the last few words she hears, and 
so she is unable to express her great love for the handsome young Narcissus, who rejects her 
desperate advances brutally. (Ovid Metamorphoses 3.379-92)



Using a Loeb
parallel text

https://www-loebclassics-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/view/ovid-metamorphoses/1916/pb_LCL042.151.xml




Commentary extracts for Ovid Met 3.379-92 
[Henderson 1979]



Commentary extracts for 
Ovid Met 3.379-92 
[Anderson 1997]





Scansion

http://www.poesialatina.it/_ns/Testi/Ovidii/Met03.htm


Learning and Practice

READ OVER THE INFORMATION 
ON POETRY AND STYLE

PRACTISE USING THE 
EXERCISES IN RL:T&V 6D



1,500 Word Commentary Exercise

• You should begin with an extract of unadapted Latin poetry of around 
15 lines

• I recommend that you choose an extract from Ovid’s Metamorphoses 
or Fasti, as these are the texts from which our practice extracts have 
been selected

• Recommended passages are listed at the end of this lecture

• A commentary exercise allows you to consolidate skills in working 
with grammar, syntax and linguistic features using handbooks and 
dictionaries, while also beginning to work with the wider literary and 
historical contexts of Latin texts



1,500 Word Commentary Exercise

• The 1,500 word translation and commentary exercise must contain: 
• Your own independent translation of the chosen text passage

• Your own independent commentary on the chosen text passage

• A bibliography of works used, including ancient and modern sources

• The bibliography does not contribute to the word count; however, 
any footnotes you may use, do.



Deadlines

• The translation/commentary is 25% of the portfolio mark. 

• Submission of this commentary exercise (via Turnitin) is due no later 
than 2359 on Sunday 11 May 2025.



Choice of Focus

• You may select your focus according to your own interest: 
• Some of you will be interested in the literary context, some in the grammar and 

syntax used, some in linguistic development or matters of metre.
• You are strongly encouraged to follow what interests you! 

• You should state your focus clearly at the beginning so as to manage reader 
expectations 
• Where appropriate, refer readers to other commentaries or scholarship that cover 

issues you won’t deal with 

• Issues a commentary must deal with: 
• Difficult and unusual phrases or content, serious problems in the text (eg. missing 

lines, or emendations that might change the interpretation of the passage)
• Explanation of the most salient elements of the passage.



Key Resources for Commentary Writing

• Advanced dictionary to help find constructions and parallel usages 

• Advanced grammar and syntax handbook to help explain 
constructions and metrical patterns 
• Gildersleeve and Lodge 
• Allen and Greenhough’s Latin Grammar 

• Existing commentaries on the text

• Standard translations often also have notes on the text, either as 
footnotes or as an appendix. These basic resources will allow you to 
produce a valid, text-focussed commentary, particularly if you take 
into account the bibliographical references they contain. Oxford 
Bibliographies Online is also a great resource to begin with.

https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus:text:1999.04.0059
https://archive.org/details/gildersleeveslat00gilduoft
https://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text.jsp?doc=Perseus:text:1999.04.0001


Suggested commentary passages

• Ovid Metamorphoses 3.528-545 (…serpentis)

• Ovid Metamorphoses 3.670-686

• Ovid Metamorphoses 3.710-725 (…ait)

• Ovid Fasti 1.1-16

• Ovid Fasti 1.421-436

• Ovid Fasti 1.509-524

• If you wish to choose an alternative passage, please make sure I have 
approved it first.



Learning and Practice

met. 3

Fasti 1

select a passage

READ OVER OVID MET. 3 AND/OR 
FASTI 1 IN TRANSLATION

SELECT A PASSAGE FROM THE LIST 
FOR YOUR COMMENTARY

https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Latin/Metamorph3.php
https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Latin/OvidFastiBkOne.php
https://www.thelatinlibrary.com/ovid.html


Homework

The homework to be submitted for formative assessment this week is:

• Translate the Latin poetry extracts in the Week 9 tab.

• Deadline Sunday 27 April 2025

The Turnitin link will go live Monday 31 March and can be found in the Moodle 
section for Introduction to Latin Poetry. Feedback will be given in the seminar, 
1230 on Monday 28 April.
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