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Lava flows from 
Stromboli volcano  
near Sicily, Italy.

What causes volcanoes to erupt?

Life of a volcano 
Explosive eruptions are 
the most dangerous forms 
of volcanic activity. They 
are hard to predict and can 
devastate large areas so fast 
that people cannot escape. 
The eruption of Mount 
Vesuvius in Italy in AD79 is 
one of the most famous. A 
cloud of very hot ash flowed 
down from Vesuvius at 
more than 450mph, killing 

everything it touched. 
The city of Pompeii was 
completely buried under 
rock and ash, and thousands 
of people died. Hundreds 
of years later, Pompeii 
was rediscovered by 
archaeologists. Because it 
was buried so fast, the city 
was very well preserved; it is 
now one of the most famous 
ancient sites in the world.

Types of eruption
Lava flows 
Lava flows move quite 
slowly, but because they 
are made of red-hot 
liquid rock, they burn and 
destroy everything in 
their path. Between April 
and September 1990, 
the village of Kalapana 
in Hawaii was covered 
by a lava flow from the 
nearby Kilauea volcano. 
Luckily, no one died. 

The rock and ash that get blown out of 
volcanoes contain minerals that help plants 
to grow. As a result, the soil around volcanoes 
is often good for farming. Around the world, 
these temptingly rich soils encourage people 
to live dangerously close to volcanoes.

In many areas, volcanic activity heats the 
surrounding area and hot water and steam 
bubble out of the ground. This can create 
warm pools called hot springs. Powerful jets 
of steam can be used to generate electricity, 
called geothermal power.

Useful volcanoes
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Find out why volcanoes 
fascinate and terrify us

The explosive power beneath  the Earth’s surface 

Volcanoes that erupt 
regularly are known as 
active volcanoes. If a 
volcano has not erupted 
for thousands of years but 
might erupt in the future, 
it is dormant. If a volcano 
is not expected to erupt 

ever again, scientists say 
it is extinct. This happens 
when movement below 
the Earth’s surface cuts off 
the flow of magma. Over 
time, the magma inside the 
volcano cools and turns  
to solid rock.

DID YOU 
KNOW?

Mount Kilimanjaro, the tallest 

mountain in Africa, is made 

up of three volcanoes. One of 

them is dormant, but hot gas 

still leaks from the ground 

near the top. The other  

two are extinct.

WOW!
Magma is 

extremely hot –

between 700°C 

and 1,300°C. 

The Earth’s 
crust.

Many people died as 
they tried to escape 

the eruption of 
Mount Vesuvius.

Mount Etna, on the Italian island of Sicily, 
erupted on 27 February, spewing hot ash 

and lava into the sky. Luckily, the volcano, which 
had its last major eruption in 1992, hasn’t caused 
any damage or disruption. However, volcanoes can 
destroy whole cities in moments, pour out rivers of 
burning liquid rock and trigger huge tidal waves. 
Where does all this power come from? To find out 
more about these explosive mountains, we have to 
dive under the Earth’s surface.

Etna 
erupts.

Explosive eruptions

In Japan, these 
monkeys bathe  
in hot springs.

At the centre of our planet 
is a huge and extremely 
hot sphere of solid metal 
known as the Earth’s core. 
This is surrounded by a 
layer called the mantle. The 
mantle is made of magma, 
which is rock so hot that it 
flows like a liquid in places. 
Outside the mantle is the 
crust, a thin layer of solid 
rock that forms the Earth’s 
surface. The crust is divided 
into huge pieces known as 

plates that float on top of 
the mantle. Most volcanoes 
are found at the edges of 
these plates. The plates 
are constantly moving, and 
as the plates pull apart or 
collide, magma from the 
mantle pushes up through 
the crust. When a volcano 
erupts, hot rock, gas and 
ash from below the ground 
burst out onto the surface. 
When magma erupts from a 
volcano, we call it lava. 

Want to 
know more?
Between 10 
February and 21 
May, the Bodleian 
Library in Oxford 
is hosting an 
exhibition about 
volcanoes. The 
show includes 
documents that 
survived the 
eruption of Mount 
Vesuvius. Find out 
more at bodleian.
ox.ac.uk/whatson

Magma

A lava 
flow from 
Kalapana.

Volcanoes in space

The Earth is not the only place in the solar 
system where there are volcanoes. Other 
planets and moons with a solid crust and a 
hot core have volcanoes of their own.

Olympus Mons is a huge extinct volcano on 
the planet Mars. It is almost three times the 
height of Mount Everest, the tallest mountain 
on Earth. Olympus Mons is believed to be the 
largest volcano in the solar system.

The surface of Earth’s own Moon is covered 
with ancient lava, suggesting that volcanic 
eruptions happened there in the past. There 
have been no new eruptions in almost a 
billion years, however. Most scientists believe 
that the Moon is “dead” and no volcanoes will 
erupt there ever again. 

Olympus 
Mons
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