
 
I'm not going to lie to anyone, life after IUB (sorry, Jacobs University, old habits die 
hard...) starts out pretty tough. Moving out of the cozy campus where all my friends 
were just across the hall and the classrooms were a few minutes' walk away (yet I 
was still occasionally late for class) into a large city like Munich where I needed 45 
minutes, two busses and a subway to get to work? A difficult adjustment, not to 
mention the minimum hour required on the phone to get some people together for a 
drink in the evening (read:beer, it's Bavaria after all). But I've made it and here's my 
story of life in the "real" world.  
 
As real, at least, as you can imagine working for one of the world-leading 
Astrophysics research institutes to be. I've come to take for granted having so much 
data from the latest generation of X-ray satellites or from some of the largest optical 
telescopes on the ground that I cannot analyze it all by myself. I've also gotten used 
to discussing the instruments planned for launch in 10-20 years from now and 
complaining that the spectral resolution (despite being a factor 30 better than today) 
is just not good enough. And I don't even notice anymore that the coffee table of the 
Gamma-ray group is made of spare parts of a satellite which is right now in orbit and 
that there are many models or spare parts of other satellites on display along the 
corridors. Altogether things which may seem a bit "out of this world" to others.  
 
It's at any rate a great world to be in. After finishing my degree at Jacobs University, 
majoring in Geosciences and Astrophysics (which I hear has become Earth and 
Space Sciences by now), I was encouraged both by our Dean of the SES at that 
time and by my thesis supervisor to apply for and accept a PhD position at the Max 
Planck Institute for Extraterrestrial Physics (MPE), which not only hosts many 
renowned researchers but also contributed and contributes to building the latest and 
next generations of telescopes, both on the ground and in space. I personally settle 
for getting and reducing the data, but it's good to be able to knock on someone's 
door and just ask something about the hardware if need be, and it's exciting to know 
what is being planned for the future. 
 
My biggest professional successes? If you'd asked about two and a half years ago, I 
would have said passing the exams with the Munich University which allowed me to 
enroll as a PhD student without having had an MSc first. Two years ago, finishing my 
first publication as first author. One year ago, my two-month visit at the 
Harvard-Smithsonian Center for Astrophysics, paid from a NASA grant. Early this 
year, having the first talk at a large international conference and the first accepted 
proposal for observation time as primary investigator - for 22 hours I have the most 
recently launched X-ray satellite all for myself! I've also had my share of fame in the 
media - a press release about one of our discoveries nearly circled the world, not 
leaving out Romanian TV and newspapers with which I was on the phone for at least 
two days straight.  
 
But the most amazing experience of the dealings with the press was finding a 
Jacobs University alumna from my class working for the PR department of the 
European Space Agency - and that brings me to what I would say if you asked me 
today about my biggest professional success: my collaborators. Besides the 
researchers at MPE and at neighboring institutes here in Munich (Garching in the 
North of Munich, to be honest), I never lost touch with Jacobs University and am 



currently collaborating with my former thesis supervisor on comparing numerical 
simulations and observational data, something I've always wanted to do. One of his 
BSc students is here in Garching doing an internship in the same research group as 
myself, analyzing optical data taken with one of the largest telescopes in the world 
(the VLT in Chile). Another Jacobs University student who just graduated is set to 
arrive in Munich next week and start her PhD in the same research group. Besides 
Jacobs ties, I also collaborate with researchers from Harvard, whom I visited for two 
months last year and plan to do so again this year, from the Netherlands (Utrecht 
and Leiden, the latter of which I will visit in two weeks' time), from Japan, and I am 
about to start a collaboration also with Stanford University which I plan to visit for 
about a month this December. My job is not only giving me the opportunity to 
research one of the most mind-boggling fields that exist, but also the possibility to 
travel and be a world citizen like I've always wanted.  
 
And it gives me the flexibility and free time to develop my passions and hobbies 
outside the work hours, such as running a salsa club for the institute or going to 
debating tournaments. The "wars with words" have fascinated me since I discovered 
(rather, was forced by some friends to attend) the Jacobs University Debating 
Society. When moving to Munich, I was so addicted that I just had to polish up my 
German and attend the Debating Club meetings here. Since then, I returned to the 
Jacobs University Open debate tournament thrice and made it to the Grand Final 
also thrice, once winning the prize as Best Speaker.  I was also an ESL (English as 
a second language) finalist at the European Championships in 2006, semi-finalist at 
the German Championships in 2007 (unfortunately no German as a second 
language competition is available there...) and deputy chief adjudicator at the 
German Championships in 2008. I am very glad to have found a job which enables 
me to dedicate part of my time to such other activities which mean very much to me. 
I am about to start the final stage of my PhD - taking the results of my research so 
far and writing up my thesis. I am excited about becoming Dr. Simionescu and about 
where it will go from there.  
 


