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WHAT IS THE POWER OF A VOLCANO?
CLASS 3: EXPLOSIVE CREATIVITY

We’ve learned in the past two classes that volcanic eruptions are quite dramatic, life-altering and sometimes
world-changing events, so it’s no wonder that they have inspired their fair share of literature and arts. In this class
we will consider some of this creative work, all the way from ancient visual art to modern pop music. You’ll even
have the opportunity to create something of your own for one of this class’s competitions!
subjects covered: French, History, History of Art, Linguistics, Modern Languages, Music, Visual Arts
release date: 24 Feburary 2020
competition deadline: 23 March 2020

Competition 3.2: Reading the runes.................................10
For full details on all competitions, including instructions
for submitting your entry, please see the Competitions
page of the Year 11 section on Inspire Digital.
The deadline for all competition entries is 5pm on Monday
23 March 2020.
We only have two competitions for you in this class, to
make sure that you also have time to complete your
Summer School application—details on page 11!
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Volcanoes take their name from Vulcan, the Roman god of fire. In Roman mythology
and the literature and other art inspired by it, Vulcan is associated with thunder and the
destructive and creative potential of fire. Because of these connotations, in Renaissance
love poetry Vulcan often stands for the ‘burning’ of passion, as in this sonnet by lyonnaise
poet Louise Labé (circa 1524-1566), which is the last in a collection of love poetry (published
in 1555) dedicated to women readers:

Ne reprenez, Dames, si j’ai aymé:
Si j’ay senti mile torches ardentes,
Mile travaus, mile douleurs mordentes:
Si en pleurant, j’ay mon tems consumé,
Las que mon nom n’en soit par vous blamé.
Si j’ay failli, les peines sont presentes,
N’aigrissez point leurs pointes violentes:
Mais estimez qu’Amour, à point nommé,
Sans votre ardeur d’un Vulcan excuser,
Sans la beauté d’Adonis acuser,
Pourra, s’il veut, plus vous rendre amoureuses:
En ayant moins que moy d’ocasion,
Et plus d’estrange et forte passion.
Et gardez vous d’estre plus malheureuses.
~~~
Sisters, do not reproach me that I’ve felt
such love it makes a thousand torches burn,
had a thousand cares, a thousand sorrows turn
my days to days that tears consume and melt.

subjects covered:
French, Modern
Languages, Music

ERUPTIONS AND TRANSFORMATIONS:
VOLCANOES IN POETRY AND SONG

Click here to read this
article on Inspire Digital!

Volcanoes, plate tectonics and Roman gods—not necessarily your standard subjects for poems
or songs… Read on to discover where the word ‘volcano’ comes from, and what volcanoes
have come to signify in literature and music—and have a go at writing your own volcanoinspired poetry!

Rough words like yours shouldn’t burden my name with guilt;
if I’ve failed, you’ll know I feel all the pain I earn.
So stop sharpening those needles. Someday you’ll learn
how high Love flames every time it burns heartfelt,
even if there’s no Vulcan as an excuse,
no beauty like Adonis’s to accuse.
On a whim, Love can force you to burn until —
even with less occasion than I have —
you’ll suffer a stronger, and a stranger, love.
So watch out — you could be far more unhappy still.

(translation by Annie Finch)
Quoted from: Louise Labé,
Complete Poetry and Prose: A
Bilingual Edition, ed. Deborah
Lesko Baker and with translations
by Annie Finch (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2006)
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Further poems about volcanoes or inspired by volcanoes, from all
kinds of periods, languages and cultures, can be found here.
So what about volcanoes in music? As well as playing on the
imagery and sound patterning in similar ways to poetry, songs
can reproduce through sonic or kinetic anaphones (when music
mimics ‘real’ sounds or movements, respectively) the unpredictable
explosions of a volcano, or it might be surprisingly placid.
Icelandic musician Björk has often taken inspiration from the
volcanic landscape of her homeland in her music. In the song
‘Crystalline’ from her 2011 album Biophilia, she creates a sense of
tectonic movement, creation, and disruption through the building
textures in the verses and explosive drum’n’bass chorus:

Of course, as these songs (and videos) show, music in itself
can create ‘volcanic’ emotional effects. Alternative rock trio The
Presidents of the United States of America play with the joyful artistic
potential of volcanoes in this song from 1995:

ARE YOU A SINGER?
The St John’s Choir consists of women and men,
undergraduates and graduates, both from St
John’s and from elsewhere in the University,
who enjoy singing a varied repertoire under
the direction of the Choir Director. There are
eight choral scholarships available.
Learn more on the St John’s website here!

Dr Jennifer Oliver, Supernumerary Teaching Fellow
in French at St John’s College

DID YOU ENJOY THIS ARTICLE?
You might be interested in the following courses we offer at St John’s...
English
On the same album, the song ‘Mutual Core’ explores the parallels
between plate tectonics and romantic relationships (reminiscent, in
an oblique way, of Labé’s linking of Vulcan to burning desire)…

Music
Modern Languages
Hear from St John’s students about studying these subjects by clicking the links below...
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BAKE A VOL-CAKE-NO!

If you enjoyed the last class’s make your own volcano competition,
click below to see how to bake a vol-cake-no that actually smokes—
and the best part is that you can eat it at the end!

COMPETITION 3.1: ERUPTIONS
AND TRANSFORMATIONS
Write a poem or short story using volcanic themes for inspiration. Try
your hand at a sonnet (look at the ‘rules’ about structure and rhyme
schemes here), a haiku, or make up your own form (see Brian Bilston
for inspiration: could you write a poem in the shape of a volcano?)
You may even want to turn your poem into a song.
Your submission should showcase your creative process and can be
in the form of written text, audio, video or visual art.

CLICK HERE TO SUBMIT
YOUR ANSWER

URBAN ARCHITECTURE INSPIRED BY
MOUNTAINS, CLOUDS AND VOLCANOES

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:

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.

Staying Alive: Poetry and Crisis

Digital Visual Cultural
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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 von 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

subjects covered:
History of Art, History

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…

Click here to read this
article on Inspire Digital!

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, 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 such. 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

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

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. 6. J. M. W. Turner, Mount Vesuvius in Eruption,
1817.

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

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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DID YOU ENJOY THIS ARTICLE?
You might be interested in the following courses we offer
at St John’s...
History of Art
Fine Art
Hear from St John’s students about studying these
subjects by clicking the links below...

CALLING ALL CREATIVES...
1555 is the St John’s student-run creative and cultural magazine.
The termly editions of this publication feature a range of
creative responses to a central theme such as ‘illusion’. Be it
poetry, photography, short stories, or comedic recipe-writing,
1555 is a space for the ingenuity of John’s students and staff to

be displayed at its fullest. The editorial team works to marry the
visual and written pieces into a slick and cohesive publication
which is impactful not only for those who have contributed to
it, but for the reader.
You can find out more about 1555 and download past issues on
their website. Paper copies are available in the Porters’ Lodge
at St John’s College.

Want to hear more from current St John’s students?
The JCR, or Junior Common Room, consists of all of the
undergraduates at St John’s. Check out the JCR’s website
for information on life in college and Oxford, and advice
for prospective applicants.
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Luckily the Professor is a polyglot and he translates every Icelandic rune (or letter) into its
equivalent in our alphabet. This is the result he gets:
m.rnlls
sgtssmf
kt,samn
emtnael
Atvaar
ccdrmi
dt,iac

esreuel
unteief
atrateS
nuaect
.nscrc
eeutul
oseibo

seec]de
niedrke
Saodrrn
rrilSa
ieaabs
frantu
KediiY

He then (somewhat improbably?) immediately sees that:
• This message concerns “some astonishing discovery”

READING THE RUNES
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?
Jules Verne’s Journey to the Centre of the
Earth (1864) tells the story of how Professor
Lidenbrock and his nephew Axel enter the
depths of the Earth via the crater of a volcano
called Sneffels, on the western coast of Iceland.
But the journey, which eventually takes the
heroes through the Earth to the other end of
Europe, starts with the discovery of an ancient
manuscript between the leaves of an old

subjects covered:
Linguistics, Modern
Languages
Click here to read this
article on Inspire Digital!

book bought from an antiques dealer. To
his nephew’s suggestion that a translation
of the book would be more useful, the
Professor protests: “A translation! What
good would a translation be? This is the
original work, in the Icelandic language, that
beautiful idiom both simple and rich which
makes possible the richest, the most varied
grammatical and word combinations!”

• The consonant to vowel ratio (79 to 53) makes it highly likely that it was not after all
written in Icelandic but a “Southern” language, because “Northern” languages contain
even more consonants. Since medieval scientists commonly communicated in Latin, this
must be Latin.
Further observation reveals that these letter sequences, with punctuation, capitals and
brackets can’t be part of a natural language in its normal form, and therefore the message was
written in code: a key must be found.
The Professor’s instinct leads him to ask Axel to rearrange the letters, first taking the first
letter of each sequence, then the second letter, etc. By following this idea, his long-suffering
nephew obtains the following result:
messunkaSenrA. icefdoK. Segnittamurtn
ecertserrette, rotaivsadua, ednecsedadne
lacartniiilu]siratracSarbmutabiledmek
meretarcsilucoYsleffenSnI
At this point, several clues seem to present themselves, as words from various languages
emerge from the magma:
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• From English, ‘ice’ and ‘sir’

COMPETITION 3.2: READING
THE RUNES

• From Latin, ‘rota’ (wheel), ‘mutabile’ (changeable), ‘ira’ (anger), ‘nec’ (neither) ‘luco’ (sacred
wood) and ‘atra’ (black)

Using what you have learned about Jules Verne’s version of the Icelandic runes, what does
the following text mean?

• Possibly from Hebrew, ‘tabiled’
• From French, ‘mer’ (sea), ‘arc’ (arc/arch), ‘mère’ (mother)
What can the connexion between these words be? It’s tempting to see a link between ‘ice’
and ‘mer’ in a document written in Iceland. The young man’s speculation becomes feverish, and
he gets so worked up by his efforts that he feels the need to fan himself, using the piece of paper
he has been working on. As it flits backwards and forwards in front of his face, as if via an optical
illusion the meaning appears clearly to this fluent Latin speaker: the text was written backwards!
This is how it should read:

Beware: There are a few letters that do not fit exactly – see if you can decipher them!

In Sneffels Yoculis craterem kem delibat umbra Scartaris Julii intra calendas descende,
Audas viator, et terrestre centrum attinges… Kod feci.
… which, if you ignore the poor spelling, means:
Audacious traveller, if you go to Sneffels and descend the crater of Yokuls, touched by the
shadow of Scartaris just before the July calends, you will reach the centre of the Earth. This
I have done.
You can guess what happens next.
This particular word quest may lack plausibility, just as the rest of their adventures, across
underground seas and giant mushroom forests inhabited by long-extinct creatures and culminating
in an eruption which saves the travellers from certain death by ejecting them out of the volcano at
great speed on a jet of lava, perched as they are on a flimsy wooden raft… But that’s not to say that
some aspects of the Professor’s approach can’t be applied to decipher other coded texts.

CLICK HERE TO SUBMIT
YOUR ANSWER

Ms Marie Elven, Lecturer in French at St John’s College

DID YOU ENJOY THIS ARTICLE?
You might be interested in the following courses we
offer at St John’s...
English
Modern Languages
You can even combine studying languages with other
subjects, such as History, Philosophy or Linguistics.
Hear from St John’s students about studying these
subjects by clicking the links to the right...
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YEAR 11 INSPIRE SUMMER SCHOOL
The Inspire Programme’s Year 11 Summer School is an
exciting opportunity for you to experience life as an undergraduate
student at St John’s. It will take place at St John’s College, Oxford
from 2 August—4 August 2020. Pupils will attend workshops led
by current university researchers, meet Oxford undergraduates
and participate in fun trips around Oxford. You can see last year’s
Summer School timetable here, and have a look at participants’
research project posters here. You can also click on any of the
pictures on this page to see last year’s photo gallery!
Meals and accommodation are provided free of charge, and we
have funds available to assist with traveling to and from Oxford.
If you would not be able to attend the Summer School without
financial assistance, you can find out more details here. Applications
to this fund will be accepted until 1 July 2020.
In order to be eligible to attend, you need to:
• Have registered for the Year 11 course by 29 November 2019
• Have participated in at least one competition throughout the
course
• Submit an application for the Summer School to us at
inspire@sjc.ox.ac.uk by 5pm on Monday 23 March 2020

CLICK HERE FOR THE
APPLICATION FORM
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FURTHER READING,
RESOURCES AND PRACTICE
QUESTIONS

PREPARING FOR YOUR GCSES
time management

exam questions

Get to know how you study best: Do you like to work on your own, or
do you need a strict timetable to follow? Set revision goals that take
into account how you study best.

Before the exam: Get to know the format of the exam as much as
the content that will be covered on the exam.
• Read the syllabus: this tells you what you will be assessed on.
• Think like an examiner: they set the questions!
• Know the rules: learn the format of your exam, so you can plan
your time effectively both while revising and during the exam
itself.

Establish priorities: Figure out what you need to revise the most, and
plan your revision around these priorities.
Test yourself on past papers: This will help you become familiar with
the format of questions, and you can practice managing your time
while answering them.
proofing & editing
It is always a good idea to proofread and edit your work; this
demonstrates that you are a competent and conscienscous writer,
and will help you to remove any spelling mistakes, clarify ambiguous
points and optimise the structure of your argument.
1st read-through: Focus on spelling, punctuation and grammar. This is
simple but important, and will give you a break after hammering out
your ideas when you write.
2nd read-through: Focus on the nuts and bolts of your argument. Do
your points make sense individually and work well together? Is your
evidence clear? Does it make sense, sentence to sentence?
3rd read-through: Focus on the overall structure of your composition.
Do the arguments join up into one overarching thesis?

During the exam: Review your answers to make sure that you have
done the following things...
• Be clear: define your terms and demonstrate that you know the
meaning of any technical terms in the question.
• Be persuasive: back up your points with evidence, and make sure
your argument is logical and clear.
• Answer the question: make sure to stay on topic and answer in
the form specified by the question.
resources
You can find practice papers and mark schemes here:
• AQA
• OCR (England)
• WJEC (Wales)
Learning & Study Skills, National Extension College
Super-curricular material, Inspire Digital

Questions on Inspire Digital: Try your hand at
the many questions featured on our website
Inspire Digital! Use these questions to
challenge yourself in your subject area, to try
out something new, or to prepare yourself for
an Oxford interview.
Super-curricular material on Inspire Digital:
We’ve put together this collection of supercurricular resources to help you delve deeper
into your favourite subjects.
Suggested reading and resources: The
University of Oxford provides reading lists
for every subject that is offered at the
undergraduate level. This is a great place to
get started if you are looking for more to read
in your subject!
And as always, keep an eye on the Inspire
Digital calendar for anything else you might
be interested in! We include University-wide
programmes, events and competitions here.
Oxford also maintains a list of programmes
you can apply for here, and a list of upcoming
events here.

UPCOMING ON THIS
COURSE...
Remember to submit your competition
entries by Monday 23 March 2020! Click here
to see the guidelines for competition entries.
Summer School applications are also due on
Monday 23 March 2020; click here for full
details.
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WHAT NEXT?
We have a number of opportunities coming up as you complete your GCSE year
and enter Sixth Form...

PROGRAMMES & EVENTS

Study Days at St John’s: Every year we run a number of Study Days which offer
high-achieving Year 12 students at non-selective state schools an opportunity to
experience higher level study in their chosen subject. This year we’re running Study
Days in Maths, History, Medicine, Classics & Ancient History and more. Keep an eye
on the Inspire Digital News page for recaps of each Study Day as they happen, and
look out for application details for next year’s Study Days there as well.
UNIQ: UNIQ courses run in the Spring and Summer and will give you a taste of the
Oxford undergraduate student experience. You will live in an Oxford college for a
week, attend lectures and seminars in your chosen subject area, and receive expert
advice on the Oxford application and interview process. UNIQ Digital provides
comprehensive information and guidance on the university admissions process,
and aims to give you a realistic view of Oxford student life through videos, activities
and quizzes. This programme is open to students studying in their first year of
further education, who are based at UK state schools.
Target Oxbridge: Target Oxbridge is a free programme for UK-based students in
Year 12 that aims to help black African and Caribbean students and students of
mixed race with black African and Caribbean heritage increase their chances of
getting into the Universities of Oxford or Cambridge.
Year 12 Inspire: For those of you in Ealing and Harrow, we run a Year 12 Inspire
course as well. You can find details for this year’s programme here; this page will
be updated in time for next year’s course in late 2020.
Link colleges: In order to make it easier for you to establish a first point of contact
with our University, every Oxford college is ‘linked’ to a particular region of the UK.
The ‘link’ college will know their region particularly well and already have contact
with schools and students in the area. Click here to find out what your link college
is, and to see the programmes and events that they run.

ONLINE OPPORTUNITIES

Oxplore: Oxplore is an innovative digital outreach portal from the University of
Oxford. As the ‘Home of Big Questions’ it aims to generate debates and ideas that
go beyond what is covered in the classroom.
Staircase 12: An online hub of resources and information for students thinking
about applying to top universities, hosted by University College, Oxford.
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