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Obituary 

Maurice and Katja Krafft. In the "Red Zone" of Galunggung Vol- 
cano- during lull between eruptions.* 

Memorial for Katja and Maurice Krafft 

We still cannot believe that Katja and Maurice are no 
longer with us. As time goes by, the shock of the first 
news gives way to a deep and lasting sadness. What de- 
dicated and inspiring volcanologists, what good friends 
the volcanological community has lost! 

They lost their lives, together with Harry Glicken and 
more than 30 Japanese journalists and photographers, 
during the eruption of Mount Unzen in Japan on 3 June 
1991. The hot blast of a pyroclastic flow engulfed them 
all. It was that kind of volcanic phenomena described 
many times by Maurice and Katja as 'the most danger- 
ous and most deadly'. But they were determined to pro- 
vide volcanology with first-hand observations and auth- 
entic film documentation on the behavior and dynamics 
of nudes and surges: 'For a long time we dreamed to ob- 
serve these phenomena from close by' were the words 
following their close escape from Augustine in 1986. 

* Photograph by John P. Lockwood, USGS, August 28, 1982. 

Many of us also remember the sparkle in Katja's eyes on 
the occasion of the West Indies Explosive Volcanism 
Workshop when she pointed to the ridge in Rivi6re 
Blanche beneath Montagne Pel6e: 'There, in 1929 Frank 
Perret had his observation post and watched nudes pass- 
ing on both sides of the ridge . . . '  And I also recall the 
very serious discussion in our house when Maurice and 
Katja met J~rgen Kienle again after their dangerous ex- 
perience at Augustine in 1986. 'Did we come too close? 
Was the risk acceptable for the purpose of better under- 
standing the movement of these deadly clouds?' Katja 
and Maurice insisted that the risk should always be cal- 
culated and minimized, but that this type of close-up 
study had to be done. 

Katja and Maurice grew up in the Rhine valley of 
Upper Alsace, France. Maurice was born on 25 March 
1946 in Mulhouse, and Katja, n~e Conrad, on 17 April 
1942 in nearby Guebwiller. Both places are close to Cer- 
nay-Wattwiller where they lived in their extraordinary 
house of volcanoes. Their home was as exotic and con- 
trasting with its rural surroundings as their lifestyle was 
to that of their wine-growing village neighbours. Mul- 
house, Cernay, and Guebwiller are close to the Miocene 
Kaiserstuhl volcano, which is just about 20 km away 
from both our homes and where we first met about 25 
years ago. Over all these years I appreciated the close 
proximity, and our friendship became an important part 
of my life. 

Maurice became enthusiastic about volcanoes at the 
young age of 7 years when he travelled with his family 
to Naples and Stromboli. At the age of 15 years he be- 
came a member of the Geological Society of France. He 
studied geology at the universities of Besan~on and later 
Strasbourg, where Katja was majoring in physics and 
geochemistry. From the moment Katja and Maurice met 
on the benches of the university in Strasbourg they 
shared their mutual enthusiasm for volcanoes. Volcanic 
eruptions became their common passion to which every- 
thing else in their life seemed subordinate. After finish- 
ing university, they founded the 3~quipe Vulcain,, which 
later became the ~Centre de Volcanologie Vulcain, at 
Cernay. They married in 1970. 
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They were quite different both in appearance and 
character: Maurice was of Herculean stature, very deter- 
mined in the pursuit of his goals, with a winning and 
resolute voice but also always ready to burst out laugh- 
ing. Katja, on the other hand, was dainty and graceful; 
her smiling was more silent. She was equally determined 
and alert, combining in a very appealing way personal 
modesty with strong self-confidence. The wonderful 
thing about the life and work of the Kraffts is that one 
cannot speak separately of Maurice or Katja; they were 
a unique entity. 'I am the whale and Katja is the pilot 
fish!' was once Maurice's perfect characterization. Both 
usually worked around the clock but remained charming 
and extroverted when in company. Whoever came to 
know Katja and Maurice well was seized by their per- 
sonalities, open-mindedness, sense of humor, and 
friendly nature. 

The Kraffts wrote and beautifully illustrated about 
20 books, along with a number of scientific publica- 
tions, including many eruption accounts, activity re- 
ports, gas and temperature measurements on active vol- 
canoes, and field guides of volcanic areas in many parts 
of the world. They received broad public recognition 
and several prizes for their books. Most importantly, 
Maurice and Katja have provided us with unparalleled 
photographs and film footage of almost all major vol- 
canic eruptions of the past 25 years. The scientific value 
of their documentation of volcanic phenomena has oft- 
en been praised, but, to me, even more impressive was 
the individual approach of the Kraffts and their sense of 
aesthetic aspects in documenting scientific facts. This 
combination of aesthetics and scientific observations re- 
suited from the convergence of a personal fascination 
for volcanic eruptions and a deep scientific interest in 
the phenomena. Herein lies for me the uniqueness of 
their contribution. 

Maurice and Katja made great strides in informing 
and interesting the general public in volcanology. They 
helped educate people living in volcanic areas about haz- 
ards and advised public officials responsible during vol- 
canic alert situations. The recent IAVCEI-sponsored 
educational video on the different types of volcanic haz- 
ards is a splendid example of this. It provides funda- 
mental volcanological information to the threatened 
population and helps public decision-makers to better 
appreciate the hazards of volcanic eruptions. The 
Kraffts also had major recent projects with the USGS, 
for example their film in celebration of the 50th anniver- 
sary of the Hawaiian Volcano Observatory, as well as 
their Mount St. Helens coverage. Eruption commit- 
ments permitting, they could be met at most IAVCEI 
meetings and workshops. They also worked closely with 
the Institut de Physique du Globe in Paris and with the 
Smithsonian Institution in Washington, with a perma- 
nent online exchange of information about impending 
and ongoing volcanic eruptions. A major project, well 
underway and hopefully to be completed soon to com- 
memorate them on their beloved R6union Island, is the 
Volcano Museum at La Fournaise ,La Maison du Vol- 
cano, where Maurice acted as scientific consultant. 

A less obvious, but equally important facet in Katja 
and Maurice's devotion to volcanoes were cultural as- 
pects: explanations of volcanism from mythical begin- 
nings and in legends surrounding volcanic eruptions, the 
history of scientific volcanology, artists' conceptions of 
volcanic eruptions in engravings and paintings, the re- 
flections of volcanism in naive art of local inhabitants. 
Their last book, which appeared only a few days before 
their untimely death, is a well-written history of volca- 
noes and volcanology, beautifully illustrated with many 
historical prints from their own collection. It is dedi- 
cated to all volcanologists who, at the risk of their lives, 
have closely approached active volcanoes and thus man- 
aged to achieve a better understanding of what volca- 
noes really are, 'ces formidables machines g6ologiques 
que sont les volcans'. 

The house in Wattwiller was an inspiring place where 
science, modern media techniques, history and art, and 
collector's items from volcanoes the world over were 
blended in an unique life style: the Kraffts. Their library 
contained thousands of volumes covering all aspects of 
volcanology, the highlight being a magnificent collection 
of rare old books. It is the responsibility of the interna- 
tional volcanological community to keep both this col- 
lection and the library together, in the spirit and memo- 
ry of Katja and Maurcie, for the benefit of volcanology. 

Maurice and Katja never held any position at a uni- 
versity or institution, and people often wondered how 
they could manage to afford to dedicate their entire lives 
to volcanoes and volcanology. There is only one answer 
to this question: hard work throughout the year without 
allowing a moment for fatigue or exhaustion. When 
Maurice was on contract tours for 'Connaissance du 
Monde' he commonly gave his film conferences for 
weeks all over France with as many as three sessions per 
day. However, volcanoes did not respect his obligations. 
So Katja was on the watch at the phone and fax ma- 
chine, ready to jump on the plane whenever an eruption 
announced itself in remote Africa, Indonesia, or South 
America . . .  

After the sad news had arrived and was confirmed, 
there was a spontaneous, consoling thought: at least 
they were together in the end. Knowing now that their 
parents share this sad consolation, one may put in into 
words: Within the tragedy of the loss, it can be consid- 
ered a fulfillment for Katja and Maurice to have died so 
close together, just as they lived and worked. But many, 
many years too soon! 

At the door of their house in Wattwiller, now at 'Rue 
Katja et Maurice Krafft', people have left flowers and a 
memorial ending 'Merci, Maurice et Katja, merci pour 
tout ce que vous nous avez donn6!' The volcanological 
community can only join in: thank you for all you gave 
us, your unique example of devotion to our common 
goals, your stimulation and friendship, your profession- 
alism, and your message about the beauty and the dan- 
gers of volcanoes. You made this message understood to 
a very large audience the world over. 

JSrg Keller 


