Wednesday 8 July 2009, at 3.00 p.m.

Opening Address by Professor Tim Ingold 

Vice-Chancellor, ladies and gentlemen, I bid you welcome to this place
Of learning, yes, but many things besides:

Of laughter, sorrow, wit and pain

Of life and love, and wind and rain

Of studied books and granite nooks

Of mobile phones on cobblestones

Of Elphinstone and Kings

And thinking launched on seagulls’ wings

Of high ambition, soaring pride

Of open sea and vistas wide

Of aspiration, perspiration, often trial and tribulation

Expectation, trepidation and – at length – congratulation!

We folk bedecked in robes and funny hats, who sit upon this stage of life

We’ve seen it all before – of course.

With faces long and glazed ceramic smiles

We weakly clap and nod our heads as each of you comes up

And – capped and hooded – goes back down again.

While names reel off we think ‘there goes another lot’,
No longer novices but Masters of their Arts, or Doctors of Philosophy,

Who know as much as we do, if not more.

We stay put waving others by, who once were ranked beneath us, feigning obsolescence
under the semblance of an ancient ritual. What fools we are, in our resplendence!
For the occasion’s not for us; we’re here to honour you – 

And not just you but all your people

For what you’ve done, both singly and together.

So when, ere you descend the steps, you turn about to face the throng

Let this hall erupt with joy and exclamation

Not once but every time.

For every triumph has a story, and every story’s different,

Each  noteworthy as the next.

It’s one that no applause can match

Nor robe nor hood, nor strawberries and cream,

But only admiration and respect. For here’s the secret:

Take this day for every day

You graduate not once but all the time

It’s not a threshold but a way of life

A way that opens paths for others

Who’ll follow and be glad for what you’ve done

As you can thank your predecessors.

It’s not done for a piece of paper 

As if you’re classed and graded like potatoes,

All boxes ticked and certified, signed off by the examiners.

Nor are you the outputs of a system

That’s fattened you with information, ready for the market.

‘The University’, they say, ‘has put in place and rolled out robust mechanisms of knowledge transfer and assessment that ensure academic excellence and good practice across all areas of the curriculum’.

Let’s bin all that – they’re hollow words

Bereft of wonder, spirit and imagination, spoken by halfwits

Who turn you to statistics to get us up the ratings

On the grounds of student satisfaction.

You should be happy, yes, but never satisfied

For satisfaction is the mark of sleepy minds

Content to let things pass, uncritical.

It’s not for that you’ve done it, not for a piece of paper, not for satisfaction.
No. It’s done for love of knowledge, wisdom gained,

Sharp minds, observant to the last.

A precious gift, so use it well. And as you do, 

Think sometimes on this place that’s helped to make you who you are.

Use well, be well, do well

And so well done, well met, welcome
We’re happy that you’re here. 
Happy to meet, 
Sorry to part, 
Happy to meet again.

Bon Accord!       

