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Georges Giralt 
By Raja Chatila, Bernard Roth, and Oussama Khatib

pioneer and visionary, Georges 
Giralt, passed away in February 
2013 at the age of 82. Giralt 
was one of the founders of the 

robotics and automation discipline in 
France and Europe and one of its 
worldwide historical pillars. He 
contributed to its establishment as a 
field on its own. 

Before he was seduced by robotics, 
he had initiated many actions and pio-
neered new orientations, including 
works on the first semiconductors. 
This included cofounding the Labora-
tory of Analysis and Architecture of 
Systems (LAAS) in 1967, a French 
Center of Scientific Research (CNRS) 
research unit associated with the Uni-
versity of Toulouse as a major labora-

tory engaged 
in electronics 
and control 
and in space 
applications. In 
1972, he was 
awarded the 
Silver Medal by 
the CNRS for 
that work.

His sabbati-
ca l  ye ar  in 
1976 at  the 
University of 
California at 

Berkeley—a place he cherished—was 
a turning point in his career. Upon his 
return to France, he founded the 
Robotics and Artificial Intelligence 

Group at LAAS and started the auton-
omous mobile robot project Hilaire in 
1977, which was aimed at building an 
intelligent autonomous mobile robot. 
This was the first project of this kind 
in Europe, and one of the very few in 
the world at the time. In 1980, he 
launched the French national program 
Advanced Robotics and Automation 
in cooperation with major French 
research institutions and with the 
automotive and electronics industries. 
Later, he led the French program for 
robotic Mars exploration in 1989. 

It was under his leadership that 
seminal work in robotics was achieved, 
as early as 1983–1986, in navigation, 
simultaneous localization and map-
ping, motion planning and control, 
robot architectures, flexible assembly 
systems, and later in multirobot coop-
eration and personal robotics. Giralt 
also started the new field of dependable 
robots and organized the first Interna-

tional Advanced Robotics Program 
(IARP)—IEEE Robotics and Automa-
tion Society Workshop on Dependable 
Robotics that was held during the 
International Conference on Robotics 
and Automation (ICRA) in Seoul, 
South Korea, in May 2001.

Giralt’s vision was to foster the 
notion of robotics as a distinct scien-
tific field and to create a broad com-
munity of robotics. In the 1980s, 
together with Michael Brady, Richard 
(Lou) Paul, Hideo Hanafusa, Hiro-
chika Inoue, Olivier Faugeras, and 
others, he initiated a number of con-
tributions for establishing the early 
foundation of our field: the first jour-
nal entirely devoted to robotics, the 
International Journal of Robotics 
Research, the International Symposium 
of Robotics Research, and the Interna-
tional Foundation of Robotics Research 
for which he was the chair in 1989. 
Simultaneously, he had been a strong 
contributor, since its inception, to the 
development of our IEEE Robotics 
and Automation Society.

Giralt was keen on making our disci-
pline an international endeavor. He was 
the representative of France and the 
program secretary of the IARP, which 
was originated by the G7 at the Ver-
sailles Summit in 1982 (currently with 
16 participating countries). He was 
instrumental in making our Society's 
flagship conference, ICRA, a truly inter-
national conference, as he organized it 
outside of the United States for the first 
time in Nice, France, in May 1992.

Giralt was a recipient of the Joseph 
Engelberger Award for his contribution 
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A quiet Sunday with friends in Toulouse, 
France, 31 May 2009.
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to Robotics Technology Development 
(1997) and the RAS Pioneer Award 
(2003). He received the French Légion 
d'Honneur for his contribution to 
international research cooperation in 
1988. The impact of Georges Giralt on 
robotics in general and on the Europe-
an robotics community in particular 

has led the European Robotics Net-
work (EURON) to give his name to its 
Annual Best Thesis Award.

In addition to all his achievements 
and exceptional talents, those who were 
privileged to work with him will always 
remember him as someone who gave 
much of himself to our field and to the 

relationships and cooperation between 
people and nations. Giralt’s kindness, 
openness, extraordinary enthusiasm, 
and humanity left a deep indelible 
impression on his many colleagues and 
friends throughout the world. 
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