Answer 1: 

Headline

Subheading

A possible opening (that gives the likely reaction to the scene and which escapes from the wording of the original)

The terrible tragedy of Mount Vesuvius has left countless thousands of Roman citizens dead in towns around the Bay of Naples. It is estimated that 20,000 died in Pompeii alone. A week after the event, poisonous gases have nearly dispersed and it is safe to approach the area. The few residents who have returned are aghast at the scene of desolation, the huge mounds of stone and the mud that have buried our seaside towns. It is thought that Pompeii lies under 29 metres of rubble and it is impossible to believe that we shall ever see the town again.

Interview with the younger Pliny (which could lead on from the above)

One survivor was the eighteen-year-old nephew of the great commander Pliny. He was still traumatised by the death of his uncle and by his experiences on the day of the eruption. He spoke about the sheer force of the explosion, which shot upwards as firmly as the trunk of a tree before branching out and falling on the land below. ‘’You could not imagine such a terrible cloud,’ he said. ‘Everything went pitch black, and then fire started to shoot out everywhere, uncontrollably. It was like a mad thunderstorm, except that the lightning was orange and red.’

Dealing with the elder Pliny

Commander Pliny was one of the greatest heroes of our age. Not only was he a military historian and strategist, but he wrote books on natural history, commanded the navy and was a first rate administrator. His scientific interests led him to study the volcano at closer range, but he abandoned this when he saw that citizens needed rescuing. This showed his humanity. Sadly, he appears to have over-exerted himself and may have inhaled poisonous gases, for the very next day, he collapsed and died.

Answer 2: Style Analysis

The effect that the writer creates in the description of Vesuvius is one of threat and of fear. The mountain ‘dominates’ the whole area – its presence cannot be avoided, and the word suggests the mastery of a ruler. The image of the sentinel is one of a guard, hardly benevolent, since the towns ‘huddle’ together, presumably out of fear. The personification of the mountain is developed in the fearful image, ‘broods secretively’. Here the mountain has turned into some kind of ‘ghostlike’ being that hatches its private plot against the area. The ‘menace’ that it threatens is ‘silent’, so there is no hint of what is to come. Only ‘magnificent’ contrasts with the idea of mystery and fear. In the sunlight the master, or even the king, is seen in all its splendour.

The effect of fear is turned into terror in the description of the clouds. The ‘pine tree’ image supplies the reader with an image of power as the stones are ‘shot’ high, violently into the sky as firmly and as solidly as a tree trunk. Then they fan out at the top as the debris starts to descend. The cloud is at first ‘white and spotted’ – the mixture of smoke and debris – but then ‘black and dreadful’. We all know how we react to a black cloud, but to add the word ‘dreadful’ signifies some earth-shattering event. Most terrifying of all are the ‘long fantastic flames’ that emerge from the cloud – not ordinary flames, but those from fantasy, only to be imagined, and ‘long’, therefore dangerous. There are also two images, the ‘fiery, snakelike vapour’, which communicates the idea of a snake as a dangerous animal, but more specifically, the sudden movement of the fire. The second image is ‘yawned’. Here the monster yawns, as if waking up to a day of destruction, and what you see when you peer into its mouth is terrifying fire.

Answer 3: Summary

The discomforts of exploring volcanic areas are that your food tastes of sulphur and that everything is covered in ash. You can slide on it and it impedes your movement. The wind makes progress difficult, and you have to clamber over rocks and scramble over glaciers. You have to hold on to rocks to prevent falling. Exploring is dangerous because there could be an eruption at any moment. Rocks can fall on you. The ways into caves can be restricted and everything is dark inside. You do not know whether the tunnel will collapse and there is the possibility of the sudden draining of dangerous acidic lakes. Volcanic gases and hot steam are also dangerous.

The eruption of Vesuvius was a terrible event because it killed so many thousands of people by covering Pompeii in pumice stone and Herculaneum in mud. People endured the shaking of the earth and the sucking back of the sea. There was a terrible black cloud and flames that shot out of the blackness. There was no one to rescue them and when they tried to escape their carts slipped on the stones. When they returned, thinking that it was safe, they were killed by the poisonous gas.
