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Introduction
ETH Zurich: The Story of a University chronicles the rise of one of Europe’s most
distinguished centers of learning and research. From its modest beginnings in the
mid-19th century, ETH Zurich has grown to embody Swiss innovation, precision, and
pursuit of knowledge. With its official designation as the Eidgenössische Technische
Hochschule Zürich, the university’s journey mirrors the development of Switzerland
itself as a hub of creativity, neutrality, and scientific prowess.

Founded in 1855, ETH Zurich emerged at a time when the modern Swiss
Confederation was defining its values and ambitions. The university’s initial mission –
to educate engineers and scientists for the nation’s rapidly changing needs – set the
tone for more than a century and a half of excellence. Its earliest professors and
students helped forge a reputation for rigorous training, practical expertise, and the
courage to push boundaries. Over time, the institution grew to encompass an
impressive range of disciplines, meeting the demands of an increasingly complex
world.

Central to ETH Zurich’s story is its commitment to research and innovation. Whether in
chemistry, physics, engineering, or the emerging fields that connect technology with
human society, ETH Zurich has cultivated an environment where ideas are tested,
challenged, and transformed into reality. The university’s ability to attract outstanding
minds – students and professors alike – has led to a record number of prestigious
awards, including more than twenty Nobel Prizes. Figures like Albert Einstein have
walked its halls, while countless others have contributed breakthroughs that shaped
not only Switzerland but the world.

Beyond its scientific and academic achievements, ETH Zurich stands out for its vibrant
student community and its integration into the life of Zurich. The university’s two
campuses – Zentrum with its historic architecture and Hönggerberg with its modern
research facilities – reflect both tradition and forward-thinking spirit. Students from
over 120 countries experience a demanding curriculum but also contribute to a culture
rich in sports, organizations, and social life. Initiatives in entrepreneurship,
sustainability, and international cooperation fuel a dynamic, ever-evolving institution.

ETH Zurich’s story is not only one of ideas and discoveries but also of people and their
journeys. Generations of teachers, learners, innovators, and leaders have passed
through its doors. Its network now extends far beyond Switzerland, woven into
collaborative research, industrial partnerships, and global challenges. The
achievements of its alumni are felt in academia, business, public service, and
community leadership, embodying the ethos of service that lies at the university’s
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core.

As this book unfolds, it invites the reader to trace the steps of ETH Zurich’s
transformation: from its origins in a rapidly industrializing Europe to its place at the
heart of the world’s scientific endeavors. In telling the story of a university, we
discover not only the evolution of an institution but also the ideals, aspirations, and
responsibilities that shape the future.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of a Vision: Founding ETH
Zurich
The mid-19th century was a period of profound transformation across Europe, and
Switzerland was no exception. The Industrial Revolution, already well underway in
Great Britain, was sweeping across the continent, demanding a new kind of workforce:
one skilled in engineering, technology, and the nascent sciences. Switzerland, a nation
known for its precision craftsmanship and entrepreneurial spirit, recognized the
imperative to educate its populace to meet these emerging challenges. It was against
this backdrop of industrial fervor and national ambition that the vision for ETH Zurich
began to take shape.

Prior to the mid-1800s, Swiss education, while robust in certain areas, lacked a
centralized institution dedicated to the technical sciences at a higher level. Various
cantons offered vocational training and some scientific instruction, but there was no
federal polytechnic institute to consolidate expertise and foster groundbreaking
research. The need for such an institution became increasingly apparent as the
nation’s industries, from watchmaking to textiles, sought to adopt new technologies
and compete on an international stage.

The formal establishment of ETH Zurich, then known as the "Eidgenössische
Polytechnische Schule" (Federal Polytechnic School), occurred on February 7, 1854.
This wasn't a sudden decision, but the culmination of years of debate and planning
within the Swiss Confederation. The idea of a federal institution, rather than one
controlled by a specific canton, was itself a testament to the growing sense of national
unity and the recognition that scientific advancement was a shared national interest.
The Swiss government understood that an investment in higher technical education
was an investment in the country's future prosperity and independence.

Zurich, already a burgeoning commercial and intellectual center, was chosen as the
location for the new polytechnic. Its central position, existing educational
infrastructure, and a forward-thinking civic leadership made it an ideal choice. The city
was prepared to embrace the demands of a new era, and the establishment of a
federal technical school within its borders was seen as a significant boon for its
development.

With the legal framework in place, the practical work of bringing the vision to life
began. The initial focus was on creating a curriculum that would directly address the
needs of a rapidly industrializing society. The goal was to produce highly competent
engineers and scientists who could contribute immediately to the nation's economic
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growth. This practical orientation would become a hallmark of the institution,
distinguishing it from more traditional universities with a classical liberal arts focus.

The first lectures at the new polytechnic commenced on October 16, 1855. This date
marked a pivotal moment, as students officially began their studies under the
guidance of a pioneering faculty. The initial structure of the institution reflected its
broad ambitions, encompassing six distinct faculties. These included architecture, civil
engineering, mechanical engineering, and chemistry, reflecting the immediate
practical needs of the era. Additionally, there was a department dedicated to forestry,
acknowledging Switzerland's important natural resources. Finally, an integrated
department for mathematics, natural sciences, literature, and social and political
sciences was established, indicating an early understanding that technical excellence
would be enhanced by a broader intellectual foundation.

The early years were characterized by a spirit of pioneering enthusiasm, coupled with
the inherent challenges of building a new institution from the ground up. The faculty,
drawn from across Switzerland and other parts of Europe, were tasked with developing
rigorous curricula and establishing the research programs that would define the
polytechnic's academic reputation. Students, many of whom were the first in their
families to pursue such specialized higher education, embarked on a demanding
course of study, knowing that their skills would be in high demand in the burgeoning
industrial landscape.

The very establishment of the Eidgenössische Polytechnische Schule was a bold
statement by the young Swiss Confederation. It demonstrated a commitment to
scientific progress and a belief in the power of education to shape national destiny. It
was a clear signal that Switzerland intended to be a leader, not merely a follower, in
the age of technological advancement. This founding vision, rooted in practicality and
foresight, laid the groundwork for what would become one of the world's leading
centers of science and technology, a testament to the enduring power of a well-
conceived idea.
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