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Volcano Myths and Rituals:  Understanding the Non-rational Response to Volcanic 
Eruptions

J.J. Dvorak

The two most important questions that the public wants answered about an active 
volcano are:  (1) When will the volcano erupt? and (2) What exactly will happen when 
the volcano does erupt?  In most cases, however, scientists are unable to provide direct 
answers to either question, and so the people who live near an active volcano modify 
these question to become (1) Why did the volcano erupt? and (2) What do we do now 
that the volcano is erupting?  These people seek answers to these questions in non-
rational, mythical ways.

The answer to the first question “Why did the volcano eruption?” often invokes divine 
guidance.  For example, the people who lived near Tambora, Indonesia, interpreted the 
1815 eruption of that volcano as a divine sign that they were being avenged for 
centuries of Dutch colonial rule.  After the 1980 eruption of Mount St. Helens, 
Washington, two local Christian priests announced that the volcano had erupted 
because people had not been charitable enough and were not taking proper care of 
their families.

Rituals develop as answers to the second question “What do we do now that the 
volcano is eruption?”  At Etna, Italy, the shroud of St. Agatha is taken to the front of a 
lava flow whenever it threatens a village on the volcano.  The shroud was used first 
during the eruption of A.D. 252, one year after St. Agatha was martyred, and is still used 
today.  Near Vesuvius, the relics of San Gennaro are paraded through the streets of 
Naples whenever the volcano threatens the city.

Where volcanoes eruption frequently, local cultures incorporate the action of the 
volcanoes.  Though many of the stories about Pele, the Hawaiian goddess, center on 
volcanic activity, also they incorporate other aspects of Hawaiian culture.  In one story, a 
destructive lava flow represents Pele’s wrath against her younger sister Hi’iaka, who is 
going through the ritual transformation to become a young woman.  Other places where 
volcanic activity is important in a cultural context include Medicine lake, California; Fuji, 
Japan; Ruapehu, New Zealand; Consequina, Philippines; Ambrym, Melanesia; 
Momotombo, Nicaragua; and Agung, Indonesia.

These non-rational responses to volcanic activity must be considered by anyone who 
deals with the impact of such activity if they expect people to accept their policies to 
reduce the risk of volcanic eruptions.


