WHAT IS THE POWER OF A VOLCANO?
CLASS 2: VOLCANIC DOCUMENTS AND DEPICTIONS
In our second class on volcanoes, we will return to the theme of art
inspired by volcanoes which we began during the Virtual Summer
School: this time we consider visual art and literature. We will also
examine the archives of a Pompeii banking family to see what we can
learn about customs, culture and challenges of people in Pompeii.
In this class’s competitions, you’ll have the chance to create some
art of your own, and to delve deeper into our Pompeiian family’s
records. Remember, top entries have the chance to win prizes!
Keep in mind you are not expected to read every class cover to cover:
we’ve provided lots of links to further reading and extra material,
but you are welcome to focus on what is most interesting to you!
subjects covered: Classics, History, History of Art, Linguistics,
Modern Languages
release date: 14 October 2020
competition deadline: 4 November 2020
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We encourage you to participate in as many competitions as you
can, but they are not compulsory. After the deadline for each
competition, 2 winners will be awarded with Amazon vouchers
and top entries will be published on Inspire Digital.
How to submit your entry:
• Complete your competition entry and make sure it follows the
guidelines listed for that competition
• Fill out the competition cover sheet
• Email your entry and your cover sheet to us at
inspire@sjc.ox.ac.uk

The deadline for all competition entries for Class 2 is 5pm on
Wednesday 4 November 2020.
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such artist. He travelled extensively in the Americas between 1799 and 1804, recording
the geographical features and the flora and fauna of the continent. His engraving of
Ecuador’s famous Chimborazo volcano (Fig. 1), which appeared in a book published after
his return to Europe, shows clearly both the form of the mountain and the ecology of
its surroundings. It also shows Humboldt himself and his traveling companions—a kind
of early ‘selfie’—as well as some of the indigenous people of the area. In other images,
Humboldt took an even more scientific approach (Fig. 2), charting the composition of the
earth’s crust in the vicinity of volcanoes and the various flora and fauna to be found on
their slopes.

THE POWER OF VOLCANOES IN ART
What can volcanoes signify in art? Sometimes the aim is
just to show volcanoes informatively, some artists want
to explore their cultural significance, whilst on some
occasions they’ve even been used symbolically. Volcanoes
aren’t always just there to look spectacular—delve into
their deeper meanings, and you might never look at them
in the same way again…
The majestic grandeur of volcanoes
and the destructive power of their
eruptions have long made them a
fascinating subject for artists. This
was especially true in the 18th and 19th
centuries when the growing popularity
of landscape painting meant that artists
increasingly turned their attention to
the natural world. Volcanoes could,

Fig. 1. Alexander von
Humboldt, ‘Chimborazo
Seen from the Tapia Plateau,
Ecuador’, hand-colored
engraving, in Vues des
Cordillères et monuments
des peuples indigènes de
l’Amérique, 1810

subjects covered:
History of Art, History
Click here to read
this article on Inspire
Digital!

however, be depicted in very different
ways that reflected the interests of
different artists and cultures.
Some painters adopted a scientific
view, seeking to depict volcanoes
and their environment as accurately
and as informatively as possible. The
German explorer and leading naturalist
Alexander von Humboldt was one

Fig. 2. Alexander von Humboldt, A map of Earth’s crust, fissures, volcanic activity, flora
and fauna of the Andes, engraving, in Kosmos, 1845.
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Others were less interested in a scientific
understanding of volcanoes than in exploring their
cultural significance. When the Japanese artist Hokusai
created his great series of 36 woodcuts that show
Mount Fuji from a range of different viewpoints—
including, in the most famous of the series, from a
stormy sea (Fig. 3)—the volcano was for him something
like a sacred landmark, a constant presence that stood
as the symbol of Japan’s identity. When painting the
smoke that sometimes rose from the volcano’s summit
(Fig. 4), Hokusai tied this natural phenomenon to the
dragon that figured so prominently in the legends of his
homeland.
Perhaps the most often pictured volcano in the
world is Italy’s Vesuvius, which famously buried the
Roman towns of Pompeii and Herculaneum during a
catastrophic eruption in 79 CE. The volcano remained
active in the modern period, erupting no fewer than six
times in the 18th century and again in the 19th. Tourists
flocked to view the spectacle of its lava flows and ash
clouds, among them the British artist Joseph Wright of
Derby. He did not, in fact, witness an eruption, but he
allowed himself to imagine the volcano’s destructive
power in a painting after his return to England (Fig. 5).
The fiery glow of the lava stands out against the dark
clouds and night sky, whilst in the foreground two figures
carry away a lifeless body, presumably overcome by the
volcano’s noxious fumes. Wright’s image aligns itself
with the Romantic poets’ fascination with the sublime
power of nature, as does J. M. W. Turner’s dramatic
vision of an incandescent eruption that threatens to
overwhelm the diminutive figures who stand in awe
before its power (Fig. 6). Turner’s contemporary John
Martin also conjured an apocalyptic vision of Vesuvius’s
devastating force, but here the scene he imagines is
historical: the terrified figures in the foreground are
ancient Romans fleeing the 79 CE eruption (Fig. 7).

Fig. 3. Hokusai, Thirty-Six Views of Mount
Fuji, 1830-32: The Great Wave. Woodcut.

Fig. 5. Joseph Wright
of Derby, Vesuvius in
Eruption, with a view of
the islands in the Bay of
Naples, c. 1776-1780.

Fig. 4. Hokusai, Dragon Appearing in the
Smoke of Mount Fuji, 1849. Painting on silk.

Fig. 6. J. M. W. Turner, Mount
Vesuvius in Eruption, 1817.
Fig. 7. John Martin’s Destruction of Pompeii and
Herculaneum, 1822. Oil on canvas. Tate Gallery,
London
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Fig. 8. Auguste
Desperret, Third
Eruption of the
Volcano of 1789,
1833. Lithograph,
hand-coloured
with watercolour.

Vesuvius’s eruptions were so well known in the period that the volcano could be used as
a symbol of wider cultural and historical events. The French printmaker Auguste Desperret
used the volcano to capture what he felt to be the irresistible power of the common people
which would, he declared, soon erupt again in a repeat of the 1789 Revolution’s search for
‘liberté’ (Fig. 8). In a calmer image the American painter Robert S. Duncanson meditated
on the impermanence even of man’s grandest ventures (Fig. 9): Vesuvius, for the moment
dormant, provides the backdrop to the ruins of Pompeii, the great town that had nearly
two millennia earlier been laid waste by nature.
The 79 CE eruption of Vesuvius provides the subject for another European painting,
this one perhaps the most interesting of all. Angelica Kauffmann’s image shows Pliny the
Younger, the Roman writer who penned a detailed account of the volcano’s eruption which
he witnessed first-hand, being urged to beat a hasty retreat instead of recording the event
(Fig. 10). Even as he writes, his uncle, Pliny the Elder, is sailing towards Vesuvius and will
die attempting to save a friend. The painting poses the question: how should one respond
to the eruption? Should one watch from afar, fascinated—which is how Wright of Derby,
Turner, and Martin’s pictures seem to ask the viewer to respond—or should one see the
volcano not as an intriguing spectacle but as a real life event that demands action?
Prof Alastair Wright, Tutorial Fellow in History of Art at St John’s College

Fig. 9. Robert S.
Duncanson, Vesuvius
and Pompeii, 1870.
Oil on canvas,
Smithsonian American
Art Museum.

Fig. 10. Angelica Kauffmann,
Pliny the Younger and his
Mother at Misenum, 79
CE, 1785. Oil on canvas.
Princeton University Art
Museum.
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URBAN ARCHITECTURE INSPIRED BY
MOUNTAINS, CLOUDS AND VOLCANOES

COMPETITION 3: VOLCANOES IN ART

Taking inspiration from nature, architect Ma Yansong designs
breathtaking buildings that break free from the boxy symmetry of so
many modern cities. In this TED talk he presents some of his work,
including a sports park inspired by volcanoes.

Create a piece of visual art (a drawing, painting, model or sculpture) which
conveys an emotional response to a volcano. You may consider: a dormant or
active volcano, a landscape (scenery) or portrait (people) composition, and may
use traditional or modern artforms, including digital. Use examples from The
power of volanoes in art and the videos on this page to help inspire your work.
You should include a short explanation of your work of no more than 100 words.

CLICK HERE TO SUBMIT
YOUR ANSWER
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Subjects covered:
Classics, History

WHAT WE CAN LEARN FROM THE ARCHIVE
OF A POMPEIAN BANKER FAMILY

Click here to read
this article on Inspire
Digital!

One result of the eruption of Vesuvius is that we have an excellently preserved snapshot
of Roman life in AD 79, meaning historians can build an amazing picture of what life at
this time was really like! Discover how even the tiniest of details uncovered by historians
can give us a fascinating insight into the lives of people who lived nearly 2,000 years ago…
The eruption of Vesuvius in AD 79
would undoubtedly take a place of
honour in any list of ‘ten most famous
events of Greek and Roman history’;
Pompeii and Herculaneum continue
to attract both popular and academic
attention, and important new finds
constantly come to light. Just in the
last year, a graffito seemed to confirm
that the date of the eruption was most
probably in November, rather than

in August as most people assumed; a long
inscription on a tomb provided information
on bombastic gifts given to his hometown by
an immensely rich Pompeian, including an
enormous combat of 416 gladiators (which
would not have been bad for an imperial
festival in Rome itself); and several rather
lovely frescoes made international news.
The Forbes magazine even called 2018 ‘the
year of Pompeii’.
One of the most striking things about

these towns on the bay of Naples for
a Roman historian lies in our ability
to reconstruct in detail – thanks to a
unique combination of archaeological
and written sources preserved by
the eruption – what made these
communities tick. The usual problems
facing a historian of the ancient world
are the very fragmentary nature of
our evidence (one historian compared
it to ‘fiddling with a jigsaw-puzzle, the
pieces of which would not fit’) and the
difficulty of dating it. At Pompeii and
Herculaneum we have a snapshot of
their urban society at a known date,
and because these were also relatively
small towns, even by the standards of
the Roman Empire, we can have a more
realistic attempt at a comprehensive
picture than almost anywhere else
in the Roman world. (This does not
of course mean that the evidence is
without its difficulties or that new
excavations do not constantly change
what we think!)
The range of possibilities for study is
vast: from researching the complexities
of local electoral politics through a
really remarkable series of painted
electoral posters, to trying to identify
the social status and sources of wealth
of the home owners. At Herculaneum,
we even have what is probably a list of
all adult male Roman citizens living in
the town at the time of census in AD
73-4 (some 500 names survive), with
some additions made in the five years

between the census and the eruption. It
gives us an idea about the demography,
the range of different social statuses
(the inscription separates the categories
of freeborn, children born outside
marriage and freed slaves), the role of
slavery (how many slaves do you need
to have this proportion of freedmen?),
naming patterns and much besides.
In my own research, I am particularly
interested in the fantastic archive of
legal documents from the family of
local bankers and middlemen, the
Sulpicii, who had active business in the
neighbouring harbour town of Puteoli:
137 documents on wooden tablets,
found in a villa just outside Pompeii’s
Stabian Gate and excellently published
by the Italian scholar Giuseppe
Camodeca twenty years ago. At the
first sight they appear to be fairly dry
stuff, as business documents of bankers
tend to be. Summons to court, sworn
testimonies, judicial decisions, rental
agreements, receipts, auction notices,
sales, loans. But if we read them
carefully, Roman life vividly emerges
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from seemingly small details. Let us take just
one such document: a loan contracted in
June 37 (the year Caligula became emperor)
by a Puteolan merchant called Gaius Novius
Eunus (Tabulae Pompeianae Sulpiciorum 51,
to give its conventional scholarly reference),
which I give here in my own slightly
simplified translation.
In the consulship of Gnaeus Acerronius
Proculus and Gaius Petronius Pontius, on
the 14th day before the Kalends of July
(18 June 37), I, Gaius Novius Eunus, have
written that I accepted as a loan from
Evenus Primianus, freedman of Tiberius
Caesar Augustus, in his absence, through
his slave Hesychus, and will owe him
10,000 sesterces in cash, which I will return
to him when he demands. Hesychus, slave
of Evenus Primianus, freedman of Tiberius
Caesar Augustus, asked me to swear that
these 10,000 sesterces will be duly paid in
good coin, and I made a solemn promise.
I have given as security and pledge for
these 10,000 sesterces about 7,000
measures of Alexandrian wheat, and 200
sacks of chickpeas, spelt grain and lentils,
amounting to about 4,000 measures, all
of which I have in my possession stored at
the Bassian public granary at Puteoli, and
for which I accept all risk against damage.
Done at Puteoli.

This is part of a long series of financial
documents, which also include a rental
agreement for the space at the granary, and
receipts for the money and the grain, and
one can do a really interesting study of the
whole dossier. But even when taken on its
own, the text already reveals a lot:

• The date is by the consuls, old
Republican officials – showing how
Republican traditions lived in the
Empire, even outside Rome itself.
• Our businessman got a Greek
surname, so was an immigrant, or
more likely a freed slave (or a son of
one), but he is a Roman citizen, writes
Latin and uses Roman law: was that
enough to be a Roman?
• The man from whom Eunus borrowed
money was a freed slave of an
emperor and owned slaves himself,
showing how connections at the top
of society sometimes mattered more
than your formal status (he probably
wasn’t a citizen).
• It is rather striking that the loan should
be repaid on demand, showing both
the power of an imperial freedman
and the world of very rapidly moving
business deals.
• Although the sum is pretty large, it is
all paid in cash: while bankers already
existed, financial transactions were
still fairly primitive.
• The security for the loan was in grain
from Alexandria in Egypt, giving us a
glimpse of how these businessmen
took part in the exploitation of the
empire. The philosopher Seneca
vividly describes how the whole
population of Puteoli rushed to the
quayside and tried to spot by their
peculiar sails the first Alexandrian
grain ships of that navigation season.
• Legal terminology in the original is
both Greek and Latin (as with two
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similar terms I translated ‘security and
pledge’): such commercial networks
spread legal and business practices
across the Mediterranean.
• The grain was deposited in public
granaries: a real mix of public
provision for food supply and private
commercial interests.

One of its more interesting features,
though, is hidden in my translation.
The text is copied twice, on the outside
and the inside of a set of tablets. The
text outside, by a professional scribe,
is written entirely correctly. The text
inside, in the hand of Gaius Novius
Eunus himself, has the most spectacular
spelling errors in just about every
word, including the name of the slave
from whom he got the money (who
becomes Hessuchus); he can’t even

spell the name of his hometown, which
twice becomes Putoli instead of Puteoli. We
can see from that what advanced literacy
meant to a very successful grain dealer
in a harbour town: clearly not quite the
same as you would imagine from reading
classical literature. At the same time, the
old ceremony of solemn promises was no
longer enough; like ours, this became a
society governed by documents.
It is through such everyday texts, which
the eruption of Vesuvius preserved for us,
that we can see Roman life and society
beyond the imperial court, elite interests,
and high politics. Paradoxically, it is the
volcano that killed them that now allows us
to take a really close look at the activities of
these Pompeian business people.
Dr Georgy Kantor, Tutorial
Fellow in Ancient History at St
John’s College

COMPETITION 4: TRADE IN ROME
Using the online tool at http://orbis.stanford.edu/, try to trace the route of an
Alexandrian grain ship to the Bay of Naples. How long would it take? What might
that mean to a trader in Puteoli?
Was the price of grain in this contract (1 measure, modius, equals 8.73 litres) high
or low, given that 900 sesterces were the annual pay of a Roman legionary?
To judge by that, what could it mean to be a freed slave of the emperor?
Some hints to help with your calculations:
• Think about how much money this grain could have been worth.
• Think about how much food a Roman citizen might have needed in one year.
• Try looking up extra information which may inform your argument.

Your competition entry should be 300 words or less, and you may also want to
include any calculations or screencaps from the ORBIS tool to illustrate your
answer.

CLICK HERE TO SUBMIT
YOUR ANSWER

LOOKING FOR A NEW PODCAST TO GET STUCK INTO?
The University of Oxford provides a huge variety of podcasts on every topic
imaginable, from cutting-edge scientific research to exciting events happening now
at the University. You can find these on the University website or on Apple Podcasts.
Here are a few of our favourites:

History of the Book

Staying Alive: Poetry and Crisis
Anthropology
Digital Visual Cultural
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subjects covered:
Linguistics, Modern
Languages

READING THE RUNES

Click here to read
this article on Inspire
Digital!

In Jules Verne’s Journey to the Centre of the Earth, a volcano
in Iceland proves to be the way to enter the depths of the
Earth... but how do the protagonists of the story figure this
out from a complex encoded text?

To learn more about this coded text, and have a go at some
decoding yourself, read the full article on Inspire Digital
here! If you enjoyed last term’s Languages and Linguistics
workshops, this will be a perfect task for you.

ST JOHN’S PRE-GCSE INSPIRE PROGRAMME: YEAR 10
inspire@sjc.ox.ac.uk
sjcinspire.com
Designed by Maren Fichter,
Inspire Project Support Officer

CLASS 2:
VOLCANIC DOCUMENTS & DEPICTIONS

PAGE 10 / 10
Back to contents

