
Inside Mount St. Helens 

Volcano. That one simple word has the ability to 

create a mixture of emotions. Excitement, 

interest, wonder, fear, anxiety, awe. Mount St. 

Helens is a volcano that many of us know from 

the devastating 1980 explosion. It has received a 

lot of attention in the past and is being studied 

even more closely now. It was formed along the 

Cascadia Subduction Zone with other volcanoes 

such as Mt. Rainier, Mt. Adams, and Mt. Hood. 

Mount St. Helens is the most geologically active 

of these volcanoes and is the focus of the project 

iMUSH, Imaging Magma Under St. Helens.  

 

There are roughly one hundred seismologists 

and volcanologists working on iMUSH. Their 

goal is to find out what is going on beneath the 

surface of this volcano. There are three distinct 

groups working on iMUSH. The active source 

group will deploy 3500 seismometers and set off 

explosions approximately 80 ft deep in order to 

create the waves needed to "see" inside the 

earth. Another group is doing a magnetotelluric 

survey in which they measure the electric and 

magnetic fields at the surface of the earth. The 

last group, the one Gina Belair of UC Berkeley 

is involved in, is conducting a passive source 

experiment. This means they will not set off 

"active" explosions, but will simply wait for 

earthquakes to occur. They deployed 70 

broadband seismometers that will be in the field 

for two years. The broadband seismometers are 

different than the ones used by the active source 

group because they can "see" deeper, but with 

less resolution. The data from all three of these 

efforts will be combined. 

 

When interviewing Belair she admitted that 

“Being involved in such an immense project is 

exciting and terrifying at the same time.” She 

was involved in both the fieldwork and in the 

analysis of the data. For the fieldwork, she spent 

four weeks installing seismometers around the 

mountain. The installations involved a lot of 

planning, digging, and heavy lifting. There were 

a lot of potential issues to be aware of when 

planning the layout of each site. A few of these 

were hunters shooting the solar panels used for 

power, animals chewing through cables, and 

trees creating unwanted "noise" in the data. 

There were two or three people in each install 

group and although there was a team leader, the 

decisions were always collaborative explained 

Belair. Installing the sites firsthand gives the 

scientists a better understanding of why data is 

often full of unwanted noise. When enough data 

was collected, Belair checked that each sensor 

was pointing towards true north. This is 

important because the correct orientation is 

needed in order to use the data for other 

analyses.  

 

While proudly explaining pictures from the trip, 

Belair said “Being involved in iMUSH is an 

experience that I will never forget. It could the 

amazing views and the great people, but I think 

it's because I was part of something so big.” 
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Gina Belair with fellow crewmember Zach Eilon

 


