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Event to celebrate the opening of the Ritterman Building, 2 

February 2017 

Speech by Professor Tim Blackman 

Welcome everyone: a special welcome to the Mayor and Mayoress of Barnet, the 

Deputy Mayor, our Deputy Lieutenant Martin Russell, Leader of the Council 

Councillor Cornelius, our London Assembly member Andrew Dismore, and our 

Member of Parliament Matthew Offord.  

It’s tremendous to see so many colleagues and friends of the University with us 

tonight, including some of our very distinguished alumni.  

We are a community university, very proud to be part of Hendon, and we owe much 

of our success to the help and support we receive from our partners and especially 

the London Borough of Barnet. 

I hope that what you give to us you see given back to the area. This building really 

demonstrates that – £18m of investment and the latest in a programme of putting 

hundreds of millions of pounds into the Borough, creating thousands of jobs and 

supporting hundreds of local businesses.  

This is a truly 21st century building in design and construction. But the most exiting 

feature is that it’s designed for 21st century learning. And that isn’t just a hollow 

slogan. 

Middlesex has pioneered approaches to teaching and learning, going right back to 

our nineteenth century origins as a teacher training college.  

We launched the UK’s first business degree, now copied across the sector. The first 

professional doctorates. Pioneered work-based learning. And now we’re at the 

forefront of practice-based, personalised and active learning. 

We are breaking down boundaries between research and teaching with our principle 

of students first, so that what they learn is at the leading edge of their subject but 

also so that they themselves co-create what they learn. 

That means deep learning and not surface learning. It means that we don’t tell our 

students things but we show them, so that they’re not just scholars but makers and 

doers whatever subject they’re studying.  

Skills are as important to us as scholarship. We need both. There’s much talk these 

days that many occupations and professions may disappear as machines and 

algorithms take over.  

We’re alert to that at Middlesex and look to future proof our students. The main way 

we do that is recognising that learning how to learn is as important as learning what’s 

the current state of knowledge.  
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Richard Sennett in his marvellous book The Craftsman writes that machines should 

propose and not command.  

So machines need intelligent craftsmen, whether that’s the craft of clinical care or 

computer programming, or of making a brilliant argument in a court of law or 

choreographing a dance. 

That’s our aspiration for all our graduates at Middlesex. 

We also recognise that although machines help us get things right, that’s of little 

value if this doesn’t also enlighten us about ourselves. 

Our students after three or four years with us are not only more knowledgeable and 

skilled people, but they’re different people. University is a great journey of self 

development as a person. 

So it’s hugely important that in this amazing building we combine craft, design, 

research, creativity, science, technology, and then the rich diversity of our students.  

In the workshops later you’ll see why ‘digital and creative’ are often bracketed 

together. 

Sadly, so much of the debate about education revolves around science and 

technology verses arts and culture in the battle for resources and curriculum time. At 

Middlesex we believe we need both, cross-fertilising each other. 

Our pioneering innovation continues, as you’ll see today with the launch of the UK’s 

first cyber-factory in partnership with Festo and Siemens.  

You’ll also see in a moment what I mean by this cross-fertilisation. It was Goethe I 

think who described architecture as frozen music and music as liquid architecture. 

We’ll show you in a single artefact what this means. 

I’ve said little about this building so far, because what’s important about buildings is 

what happens inside them.  

But how a building is designed has a big effect on what happens inside.  

In this building our colleagues have to teach quite differently to certainly how I was 

taught, often fairly robotically taking down notes in a lecture theatre.  

The problem with that kind of learning is that robots are better at it. 

So we are here to celebrate a very special building, the latest addition to the campus 

and itself a demonstration of human skill at its best: this is state of the art. 

The Ritterman building, named after our incredible Chancellor Dame Janet, is an 

outstanding building. It stands for all that’s best about Middlesex. 

One of our values is that by working together we can make our best even better.  
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This building is proof of what that delivers – it’s the product of collaboration between 

the University as client; architects bpr; Tibbalds the design consultants; Interserve 

the builders and many sub-contractors all working together. 

Inside, you’ll see what I mean by 21st century learning space – adaptable and flexible, 

with skills labs, studios, workshops, break out spaces, and informal and formal space 

weaved into the building. There are some great views too, but not so good tonight. 

The building is of course based on sustainable technologies. Solar panels, energy 

efficient lighting and ventilation, a living roof and living walls, rainwater harvesting.  

It also works incredibly well with our existing buildings and enhances the public 

realm on the campus. 

So thank you to everyone who’s contributed to creating the Ritterman building, and 

thank you for coming along and giving us an opportunity really show it off! 

Now a few words from our students, because that’s what this is really all about. 

Please let me introduce you to Timothy Cole and Nicholas Fitton.  

…………. 


