
                                                    Volcano

When Pliny the Elder made his fateful journey across the Bay of Naples to Stabiae for a 
close-up view of the eruption, he invited his nephew, Gaius Plinius Secundus, better 
known as Pliny the Younger to accompany him. The 17 year old youth refused, unwilling to 
interrupt his studies, a decision which perhaps saved his life.

Pliny the Younger would soon become as famous a writer as his uncle. He wrote hundreds 
of letters, many of which survive, to leading figures of his age such as the historian, Tacitus 
and the Emperor, Trajan. Perhaps the most famous of these letters is the one he wrote to 
Tacitus giving an eye-witness account of the eruption of Vesuvius on that August day in 
79AD.

       “I can best describe it (i.e. the eruption) as looking like a pine tree.  It rose up into the 
sky on a very long ʻtrunkʼ from which the ʻbranchesʼ spread out. I suppose it had been 
pushed up by a sudden blast, which then lost its force, leaving the unsupported cloud to 
spread out sideways under its own weight.....

       Not long after this the cloud sank down to the surface and obscured the sea. Already it 
had blotted out Capri....”

So detailed and accurate was his description that volcanologists describe such eruptions 
now as “Plinian”. He also ascribes the high casualty rate to the fact that the area around 
Vesuvius was so densely populated.

So no doubt he would be even more horrified by the situation today. This recent picture 
from the International Space Station sets the scene. Some 3 million people are now at risk 
if a similar eruption should occur.



Vesuvius is being constantly monitored, and evacuation plans are in 
place if the volcano should once more vent its fury. But given the 
Italian temperament, which can flip from reckless insouciance to 
screaming panic in the flicker of an eye there must be some concern 
at just how successful such an evacuation would be, especially if the 
Naples mafia have a role in its implementation. Driving on Italian 
roads is fraught with danger at the best of times. With the whole of 
the population of the Bay of Naples taking to their cars to escape the 
ash and worse, the chaos does not bear thinking about.

Vesuvius has erupted regularly from 79AD to the 13th century when 
for reasons unknown it entered a quiet phase. It burst into life again 
in 1631 when 3000 people were killed. Since then activity has been 
almost continuous with some eruptions more severe than others. 
The last major eruption was in March 1944. Some might argue that 
another is long overdue.

When Europe rediscovered its classical heritage in the 18th century many painters were 
inspired by Plinyʼs vivid description to recreate the scene in all its horrific splendour, even 
up to the present day.

The last word shall be with Pliny:

       “I could boast that, during all this scene of horror, not one groan or expression of fear, 
escaped from me, had it not been for the fact that my miserable consolation lay in the 
thought that the whole human race was suffering the same calamity and that I was going 
to die with the whole world itself...We were terrified by the sight of everything different, 
covered with deep ashes like a snowdrift....”

David Cockman for HDAS November 2015

1944

Joseph Wright circa 1774 Andy Warhol


