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Emanuel George Zies. chemist at the Geophysical Labo
ratory of the Carnegie Institution of Washington from 
1913 until 1967. 18 years after his official retirement, 
died on April 26. 1981. at the age of 97. He was born in 
Baltimore of first-generation German immigrant stock. 
After secondary education at Baltimore City College he 
entered Johns Hopkins University in 1903. receiving his
B.A. in 1906 and his Ph.D..  in chemistry, in 1909. In 
graduate work his principal mentor was Ira Remsen. 
but he was also strongly influenced by C. K. Schwartz 
of  the Geology Department. He always spoke of Rem
sen with respect and of  Schwartz with a mixture of 
fondness and respect. He had a lifelong interest in the 
educational process, and particularly in university edu
cation. yet the only other teacher I recall him mention

ing as a definable individual was a “Confederate major” who taught him geometry in high 
school.

After a few years as control chemist in a cement plant, he joined the Geophysical 
L abora tory  as a m em ber of  a group investigating the geochemistry of secondary copper 
sulfide enrichment, the earliest and one of  the very few “contract” type projects under
taken by the laboratory.

With the advent of World W ar I, research on the physics, chemistry, and technology 
of  optical glass became the principal and almost sole focus of scientific activity a t  the 
Geophysical Labora tory ,  and Zies was soon drawn into it. His formidable skills as an 
analyst and his industrial experience made him especially valuable to this program. At 
the end of  the war. as again at the end of World W ar II. the Geophysical Laboratory 
abruptly  terminated all externally sponsored, mission-oriented research, and in 1919 Zies 
joined the first of the famous National Geographic Society expeditions to Katmai and the 
Valley of  Ten T housand  Smokes. (Most geologists of my generation knew of him for 
work growing out of  his Katmai experience.)

From  that time on there was never any doubt that his principal research interests 
were in trace elements and in the hydrothermal and gaseous aspects of  volcanic activity. 
(Recently these interests were nicely memorialized by J. Hughes and R. Birney. who in
1980 [American Mineralogist, v. 65, p. 1146-1149] named a naturally occurring copper 
vanadate after him and used it as an indicator of  fumarole temperatures.) In the mid- 
1920s he made a long tou r  of  active volcanic centers in Indonesia, and in the latter part 
of  the 1930s he spent several field seasons studying active volcanoes in Guatemala. When 
World W ar II again brought normal research activity at the Geophysical l .aboratory  to a 
halt, he became a key figure in a major study of gun-barrel corrosion. This interruption 
came at a critical time for him, coinciding with the terminal illness of his wife and 
increasingly severe physical difficulties of his own. Still distraught over the death of his 
wife, he himself was in no physical condition to resume his Guatemalan field studies 
when, shortly after the end of  the war, that again would have been possible. His formal
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retirement in 1949 seemed about to end his scientific career at a particularly inopportune 
time.

Instead o f terminating his career, however, retirement seemed merely to reorient 
him. He simply never stopped working—“an old stump greening over again," as the shop 
carpenter once admiringly remarked. He freely confided to friends that he resented his 
new “unpaid-hand” status, but he never let his resentment interfere with his work or 
change his attitude toward it. Publication had always been his nemesis, and his files were 
full of eminently publishable material. After study trips to Hawaii and Sicily, he set about 
to prepare major parts of this accumulation, specifically his Guatemalan work, for 
editorial review. Alas, he was no more successful at writing then than he had been in the 
preceding 36 years. So, as before, he simply escaped from it into the work of others. It 
was, perhaps, unfortunate for him but most fortunate for the rest o f us that this was 
always easy for him to do.

He always seemed to know just what everyone in the laboratory was up to and just 
how and where his own skills might be most useful. In discussing any aspect of your work 
with him, you soon discovered that his interest was far more than perfunctory. He always 
responded generously to requests for help, whether this involved advice, criticism, or 
extensive collaboration. His advice was always carefully considered and sound. His 
criticism, like that o f many who themselves have difficulty in writing, was penetrating and 
acute. But advice and criticism were merely the icing on the cake. You did not really 
know or appreciate Zies until you collaborated closely with him.

My first opportunity of this sort arose quite unexpectedly—for me, though not, I 
suspect, for him. The first round of analyses of “W l” and “G l,” organized by H. W. 
Fairbairn using a diabase supplied by the U.S. Geological Survey and a strip of Westerly 
granite I had collected and prepared, revealed so much interlaboratory variance, particu
larly with regard to alumina and silica, that a second test seemed imperative. This time, 
the feeling was, we ought to “know” the “true” composition o f the test specimen. So the 
people involved in the dispute—of whom I was not one—persuaded Frank Schairer to 
make them a “haplogranite” glass in sufficient amount for at least a dozen analyses, a 
major undertaking. Three months and more than 20 remeltings and crushings later, this 
material was about to be distributed to the chosen analytical elite under circumstances 
implying it was a standard of known composition, when Zies blew the whistle. The idea 
that the Geophysical Laboratory was, in effect, certifying the composition o f an un
analyzed material was simply intolerable to him. His shock and dismay persuaded all of 
us that something had to be done. But what? It was true enough that Zies himself was a 
fine analyst—a note from Michael Fleischer recalls that Waldemar Schaller, a shrewd 
judge of such things, considered Zies a better analyst even than W. F. Hillebrand— but it 
was also true that a man with, among other serious ailments, a well-advanced cataract in 
each eye was scarcely in condition to do a check analysis or, indeed, an analysis of any 
kind.

Zies had made his point; we had indeed blundered, and to us there seemed no 
escape. But he knew of one. Soon, three o f us—the then director o f the laboratory, 
Leason Adams; the radiochemist, Gordon Davis; and I, new boy on the block and chiefly 
responsible for the laboratory’s involvement in the whole project—were busily engaged 
preparing independent analyses of the haplogranite, working, o f course, under Zies’s 
immediate supervision. Although I had good prior instruction in the art, I learned an 
enormous lot about silicate analysis in the next few weeks. Even now. I’m still not sure 
that in the end we knew any more about the composition of that particular glass than 
Schairer did, or that, in view of the sizes of the differences in question, anyone knew
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enough about it to warrant organizing the test as if the com position o f the test specimen 
were indeed known. But the real lesson o f the operation was not about silicate analysis or 
the ground rules concerning the distribution of reference specimens: It had to do with 
grit, integrity, and responsibility, things about which he instructed solely by example, 
never by precept. On that occasion, as on so many others, we all learned a little more 
about these qualities from him. It is quite characteristic that his name does not appear as 
one o f the authors of the paper describing this work. And it isn’t really unjust, for he 
didn’t write the paper. Immediately after completion of the work, he was hospitalized for 
his first cataract operation.

In obituary notices, as in medal award ceremonies and honorary degree citations, the 
comm onest measure of scientific eminence is the length and strength o f the subject’s 
bibliography. The career of E. G. Zies is a striking illustration that even in the research 
milieu, where it is surely most germane, this measure may be fallible. His published 
papers are fine and still widely cited, but they are short and there are not many o f them, 
considering the length of his service. To those lucky enough to have been professionally 
associated with him—and, through them, to the profession as a whole—he is much more 
important for what he did and the spirit in which he did it than for what he wrote of 
having done. Even now, 34 years after his retirement, 16 years after he ceased coming 
regularly to work, and 2 years after his death, it is not quite possible to believe that he is 
no longer here, ready to listen when one needs to talk, and to help when one needs to be 
helped.

He was a Fellow o f the Geological Society of America and of the American 
Geophysical Union, and served as president of the Volcanology Section of AGU from
1938 to 1941. In 1912 he married Violetta Strott of Baltimore, who predeceased him. He 
is survived by their daughter, Regina Wenchel, two grandchildren, and two great
grandchildren.
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