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From space back to his scientific roots: ESA astronaut Alexander Gerst was conferred 

the honorary doctorate by the KIT Departments of Physics and Civil Engineering, Geo- 

and Environmental Sciences. (Photo: Markus Breig/KIT) 

What does a thunderstorm look like above the clouds, how does 

the body change in zero gravity, and what can research on board 

of the ISS contribute to the treatment of diseases on Earth? 

Answers to questions like these were found by ESA astronaut 

Alexander Gerst during his two missions to the ISS International 

Space Station in 2014 and 2018. His scientific roots also lie in 

Karlsruhe. In 2003, he received his diploma in geophysics at the 

former Karlsruhe University, today’s Karlsruhe Institute of Tech-

nology (KIT). The KIT Departments of Physics and of Civil Engi-

neering, Geo- and Environmental Sciences now granted the hon-

orary doctorate to Gerst. For the ceremony and a presentation in 

the fully occupied Audimax, the German ESA astronaut returned 

to his former university. Photos of the event can be downloaded 

at fotoweb. 

 

“We are very proud to see how successfully Alexander Gerst has 

made his way since he studied in Karlsruhe,” says the President of 

Looking into Space: Alexander Gerst Delights KIT Au-

dience 

The German ESA Astronaut Visited His Former University to Receive His Honorary Doctorate and 

Spoke about His Missions in Space  
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KIT, Professor Holger Hanselka. “He is both role model and motiva-

tion for our students and junior researchers, as well as for all of us 

when it comes to thinking across borders, to follow curiosity, and to 

develop solutions for pressing future challenges. I am very happy that 

he is here with us today.” 

The ESA astronaut remembers his time spent in Karlsruhe in best 

memory. “It was here that I started my scientific career. I learned a 

lot, from which I still benefit today as a scientist and astronaut of the 

European Space Agency ESA,” says Dr. Alexander Gerst. “We are 

living in an increasingly complex world with increasingly scarce re-

sources. During my missions, I was able to look at our Earth from 

outside and I could see how fragile it is.” To protect it, Gerst considers 

it very important to communicate his view to society: “In particular, 

students and scientists like those here at KIT play a decisive role – 

with their commitment and their projects, but also because they inform 

about their research and seek the dialog with citizens.”  

“Research on the ISS opens up new methods and views for current 

research topics in a number of scientific disciplines. They range from 

evolutionary biology topics to materials sciences methods to funda-

mental issues of astrophysics and cosmology,” says Professor Georg 

Weiß, Dean of the KIT Department of Physics. 400 km above the 

Earth on board of the ISS, Gerst among others worked on methods 

to treat cancer and Parkinson’s, used a high-tech melting furnace and 

robot systems. Since 1998, astronauts have carried out a total of 2800 

experiments from 107 countries on the space station. The German 

ESA astronaut shared his everyday life in space by publishing photos 

and videos on social media. “Alexander Gerst enthused many people 

worldwide not only for space research, but also for climate and envi-

ronmental sciences. He gave fascinating insights into his space mis-

sions and, in his inimitable way, widened the horizon for the big chal-

lenges lying ahead of us,” says Professor Frank Schilling, Dean of the 

KIT Department of Civil Engineering, Geo- and Environmental Sci-

ences.” Challenges that are addressed by many researchers and stu-

dents at KIT with high commitment. We are very happy about this 

motivation boost by Dr. Alexander Gerst.” 

Until he became the second European and first German commander 

on ISS, Alexander Gerst’s scientific career started with processes 

deep within the Earth. In his diploma thesis, he studied changes of 

stresses in the Earth’s crust under the Ruapehu volcano on New Zea-

land before and after an eruption. “Of course, it was impossible for 

me to predict that Alexander will go on a space mission twelve years 

later. However, I already realized that he always went a little bit further 

than actually needed for fulfilling his tasks. As if he was particularly 

curious about what was lying beyond his immediate horizon,” says his 
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former supervisor Professor Friedemann Wenzel. “When I wrote my 

assessment of his excellent thesis, I thought that such a person would 

have become an explorer in the 18th or 19th century and would have 

explored the Earth’s unknown expanses. And this is what he actually 

does in a more modern way.” 

The Earth and its processes and organisms always fascinated Gerst. 

“I always wanted to know how earthquakes or volcanos develop,” 

Gerst says. And he wants to share his experience with future gener-

ations in particular. “I am now in a position to inspire young people 

and in particular girls. I want to show to them the opportunities they 

have and how important it is to work in science and engineering.”       

Being “The Research University in the Helmholtz Association,“ 

KIT creates and imparts knowledge for the society and the envi-

ronment. It is the objective to make significant contributions to the 

global challenges in the fields of energy, mobility and information. 

For this, about 9,300 employees cooperate in a broad range of dis-

ciplines in natural sciences, engineering sciences, economics, 

and the humanities and social sciences. KIT prepares its 25,100 

students for responsible tasks in society, industry, and science 

by offering research-based study programs. Innovation efforts at 

KIT build a bridge between important scientific findings and their 

application for the benefit of society, economic prosperity, and the 

preservation of our natural basis of life. 

 

This press release is available on the internet at 

http://www.sek.kit.edu/english/press_office.php. 

The photo in the best quality available to us may be downloaded un-

der www.kit.edu or requested by mail to presse@kit.edu or phone +49 

721 608-21105. The photo may be used in the context given above 

exclusively. 

This year’s anniversary logo recalls the milestones reached by KIT 

and its long tradition in research, teaching, and innovation. On Octo-

ber 1, 2009, KIT was established by the merger of its two predecessor 

institutions: the Polytechnic School and later University of Karlsruhe 

was founded in 1825, the Nuclear Reactor Construction and Opera-

tion Company and later Karlsruhe Research Center in 1956. 
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