THIRD DECLENSION NOUNS

Third declension (masculine/feminine)

Nominative
[various]
-ēs
Accusative
-em
-ēs 

Genitive
-is
-(i)um

Dative
-ī
-ibus
Ablative
-e (-ī)
-ibus
Third declension (neuter)

Nominative
[various]
-(i)a
Accusative
[as nominative]
-(i)a

Genitive
-is
-(i)um

Dative
-ī
-ibus

Ablative
-e (-ī)
-ibus

3rd declension noun normally have two different stems: one for the nominative singular (nominative and accusative singular in neuter nouns) and another, often longer, in the nominative plural and in all the other cases. It is therefore very important to note the genitive singular (always given in the vocabulary and in dictionaries) as well as the nominative singular when learning these words.

There is a sub-class of 3rd declension nouns, known technically as i-stems, which have –ium instead of –um in the genitive plural. These are of two sorts:

a. `SeXy Nouns’: these have a nominative singular ending in-s or –x and:

                      EITHER have the same number of syllables in both nominative 
and genitive singular (e.g. cīvis, cīvis , citizen; 
nūbēs. nūbis, cloud) 

                      OR a genitive stem ending in two consonants (nox, noctis, f , 
night; urbs, urbis f, city). 

In the accusative plural, these nouns have an alternative ending –īs as well as the regular –ēs (e..g. ad urbēs or ad urbīs). 
If the nominative singular ends in –is (i.e. if the nominative and genitive singular are identical) they also have `ī’ as an alternative ablative ending to the regular `e’ (so either cum cīve or cum cīvī). 
b. Neuter nouns with nominative singular in –e, -al or –ar (mare, maris, sea; animal, animalis, animal). These ALWAYS have plural nominative/accusative in –ia and ablative in -ī (e.g. cum animālī, ad maria)
These rules will seem a bit complicated a t first (and actual practice in ancient authors was even more complex because of various exceptions and mixed types). However, for the practical business of reading Latin, the main points to remember are:

1. An –ī ending on a 3rd declension noun may be ablative as well as dative. 

2. An –īs ending can be a 3rd declension accusative plural as well as a 
dative/ablative plural for a 1st or 3rd declension noun. Books for beginners tend 
to ignore this alternative ending but it is quite common in roman authors.
