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Muawia Barazangi 
 

September 14, 1941 – March 30, 2022 
 

 
Dr. Muawia Barazangi, Professor Emeritus of Earth and 
Atmospheric Sciences at Cornell University, died on March 30, 
2022. Muawia was born to Badeah Sukkar and Muhamed Nor Al-
Deen Barazangi on September 14, 1941. He grew up in the city of 
Damascus, Syria, and graduated in 1965 from the University of 
Damascus with a bachelor’s degree in Physics and Earth Sciences, 
with distinction. Subsequently he received a scholarship from the 
University of Minnesota to earn a master’s degree in Applied 
Geophysics in 1967 working with Professor Harold Mooney. 
Following graduation, he received a scholarship from Columbia 
University’s Lamont Geological Observatory in Palisades, New 
York and earned a doctorate in Seismology in 1971. In 1972 he was 
hired by Cornell, where he spent the rest of his career as a 
Postdoctoral Scholar, Research Associate, Senior Research 
Associate, Senior Scientist, and Professor, except for a stint from 
1979-1980 as Chairman of the Department of Geophysics at King 
Abdulaziz University, Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. 
 
As an observational seismologist, Muawia participated in and led 
numerous landmark studies. With Jim Dorman, Muawia created the 
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first digital global seismicity map in 1968 that was used in the 
classic “Seismology and the New Global Tectonics” paper by 
Isacks, Oliver, and Sykes (1968) and was published in the Bulletin 
of the Seismological Society of America (1969). Muawia worked 
with others in pioneering deployments of portable seismometers 
near Cape Mendocino, California (1968), in the Intermountain 
Seismic Belt (Idaho, Utah, Wyoming, Montana) and the southwest 
Pacific in 1971 and 1977 (Tonga, Fiji, and Vanuatu). In later years, 
he was involved in seismological as well as paleoseismic and 
geodetic field work in Morocco, Syria, Saudi Arabia, Lebanon, and 
Turkey. 
 
Muawia worked with many scientists during his Ph.D. at Columbia. 
His thesis was made up of three papers: two papers about the 
southwest Pacific with Bryan Isacks and Jack Oliver, where Muawia 
showed that extreme variations in seismic wave attenuation and 
velocities in the upper mantle near inclined zones of earthquakes 
were related to subduction and back-arc basins, as well as a paper 
with Chris Scholz and Marc Sbar on the late Cenozoic evolution of 
the Great Basin, Western United States. 
 
The seismotectonics of subduction and continental collision was a 
major theme through many of Muawia’s papers, particularly after 
arriving at Cornell. Particularly influential works include 
documentation of the segmentation of subduction in South America 
and the existence of active regions of flat slab subduction 
(Barazangi and Isacks, 1976), the underthrusting of Indian plate 
beneath the Himalaya (Ni and Barazangi, 1984), evidence for 
lithospheric delamination in the western Mediterranean (Seber et al., 
1996; Calvert et al., 2000), and the Zagros continental collision zone 
(Snyder and Barazangi, 1986). Other key thrusts were deep seismic 
reflection of the continental crust and active tectonics and 
earthquake hazards, especially around the Dead Sea Fault 
(Ambraseys and Barazangi, 1989; Meghraoui et al., 2003). 
 
Muawia has a legacy as a scientific diplomat whose work spans 
disciplines and nations. As a representative for the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) he 
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participated in the Programme for the Assessment and Mitigation of 
Earthquake Risk in the Arab Region and for this project he traveled 
extensively through the region (1982-1987). He made many visits to 
Syria to advise about earthquake hazards and seismology through 
the United Nations Development Programme and the United 
Nationals Transfer of Knowledge Through Expatriate Nationals 
project. Over decades, he has planned, coordinated, and participated 
in numerous international scientific workshops in Morocco, Turkey, 
Syria, Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, and Algeria and was a 
member of the Committee for Developing Countries of the 
International Association of Seismology and Physics of the Earth’s 
Interior (1991-1997). Starting in the early 1990’s, Muawia was a 
pioneer in digitizing diverse geological and geophysical records and 
making them available through Geographical Information Systems 
and the world wide web, with support from the Comprehensive 
Nuclear Test Ban Treaty Organization and others. 
 
Several Cornell alums called Muawia "the soul of the department" - 
a fitting title for a colleague who showed that he cared in so many 
ways. Muawia was instrumental in training innumerable graduate 
students, research staff, and scientists, mentoring them even if he 
wasn’t their supervisor. For the 11 years after he retired, and before 
the pandemic, he would routinely check in with students to ask them 
about their research and future plans, share a scientific paper he had 
just seen, or just to offer them fruit and candy. On multiple 
occasions he helped these students find jobs or summer internships. 
Muawia could always be counted on to come to student seminars 
and ask thoughtful questions and work with students to improve 
their presentations. He had an infectious sense of humor that often 
involved him saying that "You can yet be turned into a seismologist" 
or offering them a grade of a “C-” if they needed to improve some 
aspect. He was loved and respected across the world, wherever his 
research brought him. He will be missed. 
 
A video interview of Muawia describing his career is available at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f7F8__RJeGs 
His publications are available at: 
https://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/28943 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f7F8__RJeGs
https://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/28943


4  

His papers and maps are part of the Rare and Manuscript Collections 
of the Cornell University Library and Map Collection: 
https://rmc.library.cornell.edu/EAD/htmldocs/RMA04328.html 
https://exhibits.library.cornell.edu/barazangi-map-collection 
 

Written by Matt Pritchard, Geoff Abers, and Larry Brown 
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