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Obituary |  Ira Dyer |  1925-2016

Ira Dyer, an educator, scholar, 
leader, sailor, opera buff, and 
beloved husband, father, and 
grandfather, died peacefully at 
his home on October 9, 2016, at 
the age of 91. A physicist, Ira’s 
distinguished career in acous-
tics spanned over six decades. 
His seminal research had a pro-
found impact in the fields of 

aeroacoustics, structural acoustics, and underwater acous-
tics. He was a consummate educator and mentor for many 
students who are now prominent scientists. Ira served as 
head of the Department of Ocean Engineering at the Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) for 10 years, as 
president of the Acoustical Society of America (ASA), and 
on numerous committees, blue ribbon panels, and advisory 
boards for many government agencies and research compa-
nies. 

After serving in the Army Air Corps during World War II, 
Ira studied at MIT and received his PhD in physics in 1954. 
In 1949, he married Betty Schanberg. 

After his graduate studies, Ira joined Bolt, Beranek and New-
man, Inc. (BBN). Leo Beranek would later say that Ira was 
one of the three most important people responsible for the 
success of BBN. In one of his first projects, in 1951, Ira de-
signed, built, and tested an ultrasonic brain scanner, and Ira 
himself was the first person to undergo an ultrasonic brain 
scan. He later led others at the BBN Applied Research Divi-
sion in investigating all aspects of sound and vibration in 
ships, submarines, aircraft, and spacecraft. 

In 1971, Ira accepted positions at MIT as head of the Depart-
ment of Naval Architecture and Marine Engineering and di-
rector of the Sea Grant Program. He led the department into 
new areas of ocean engineering, which emphasized the ocean 
environment. Later, he was awarded the Weber-Shaughness 
Chair. His expertise and graduate course in ocean acoustics 
were legendary.

Ira published many seminal contributions in The Journal of 
the Acoustical Society of America (JASA). His article on the 

scintillation of ocean ambient noise is still often cited today 
(see publication list below). Beginning in 1978, Ira led and 
participated in six Arctic field programs. Ira was the first to 
image the entire Arctic basin with acoustics and provided 
evidence of a seamount range. He and his students devel-
oped a taxonomy of ice noise events for understanding Arc-
tic noise. In the 1990s, his research on structural acoustics 
influenced contemporary submarine designs and submarine 
sonars.

Ira was a Fellow of the ASA and the Institute of Electrical 
and Electronic Engineers and a member of the National 
Academy of Engineering. In 1960, he was awarded the ASA 
Lindsay Medal and in 1996 the ASA Gold Medal. Ira’s joy 
was in challenging conventional thinking and being chal-
lenged by colleagues and students to continuously learn and 
acquire knowledge. If one of his students would say, “The 
data doesn’t agree with the theory,” Ira would wag his finger 
and say, “No, no… the theory does not agree with the data!” 
Meetings with Ira are still recalled with gusto. He took great 
pleasure in family and friends. He will be deeply missed.
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