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Welcome address Rektor Professor Gerhard Sagerer; Anniversary Conference – 50 Years Faculty of 
Mathematics, 27.09.2019, 15.00, ZiF. 
 

Ladies and gentlemen,  

 

It is a pleasure welcoming all of you to the festive and final part of the 

Faculty of Mathematics‘ Anniversary Conference. The whole week you 

have celebrated the Faculty’s anniversary. Instead of looking back and 

commemorating past achievements and successes, you have chosen to 

celebrate this anniversary by inviting colleagues and partners from all 

over the world to think about current mathematical problems and work on 

their solutions.  

 

A quick glance around this room gives proof of the strong international 

network and the trustful partnerships with colleagues which have 

developed over many years! This broad presence of international 

colleagues shows that Mathematics “made in Bielefeld” are renowned 

within the community and that on the Mathematical map Bielefeld’s 

existence is no to be doubted!    

 

And indeed, Bielefeld’s Faculty of Mathematics is quite a success story: 

In 1989 the Faculty’s proposal for a Collaboration Research Centre 

convinced the DFG’s experts and subsequentely got funded for a 

maximum of 12 years… only a few years later it was followed by a 

second one which also attained the maximum period and was 

immediately succeeded by the current CRC – so more time than not (26 

out of 50 years) the Faculty of Mathematics and its partners were in the 

position to pursue this kind of ambitious, interdisciplinary long-term 

research programmes.   
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The grounds for this success, however, had been prepared long before, 

one could even argue from day 1. When Bielefeld University was 

founded in 1969 its reform concept attracted many excellent young 

scientists who wanted to actively contribute to the development of the 

new university. In the University’s Founding Committee Mathematics was 

represented by Friedrich Hirzebruch who suggested to ask Karl Peter 

Grotemeyer if he would like to join the Scientific Advisory Board and set 

the basis for the Faculty of Mathematics which was decided to be one of 

the first faculties. Grotemeyer accepted and with him came a bunch of 

excellent mathematicians from Berlin among them Andreas Dress and 

Gerhard Schiffels who – like Grotemeyer were appointed Professors and 

all stayed in Bielefeld for decades until the age of retirement. This also 

applies to Jens Mennicke and Bernd Fischer the other two of the five 

professors who built up the Faculty of Mathematics when it was founded.  

 

Being rather young (only Grotemeyer was already in his early 40s, the 

others between 31-38 years old) they wanted to establish new ways of 

teaching allowing for students to take pleasure in studying Mathematics. 

Long before this got general practice they introduced small working 

groups intensely supervised by professors and lecturers. Although all of 

them were ambitious researchers and wanted to shape a scientifically 

excellent faculty, they were also aware that most students would not end 

up winning the Fields Medal but could still become good and even very 

good Mathematicians whose skills and knowledge would be beneficial in 

very different fields. Thus, they dedicated a good deal of their time to the 

invention of new teaching methods.  

 

Among the founders of Bielefeld University the importance of 

mathematical methods for other sciences was an unquestionable fact 
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and as early as 1966 (before the university was even founded) 

„mathematisation of sciences“ was decided to be a university-wide key 

topic. Research and collaboration in this context continues until today 

and nowadays takes place within the Research Centre for Mathematical 

Modelling (RCM^2) a central academic institution in which researchers 

from six faculties, namely, Biology, Economics, Health Sciences, 

Mathematics, Physics, and Technology work together in the field of 

mathematical modelling and mathematical solution techniques and their 

application in Theoretical Biosciences, Materials Science and Dynamics 

of Financial Markets. 

 

The fact that mathematics – right from the start – played an important 

role in Bielefeld attracted excellent mathematicians, the way it was setup, 

however, appealed to those who – while enjoying and indulging in their 

own science – also saw the benefit in cooperating with other disciplines. 

One speaking example of Bielefeld Mathematic’s interdisciplinary flavour 

was the DFG funded research training group “Structure Formation” in 

which Mathematicians collaborated with Chemists, Biologists, 

Sociologists and Linguists (1996-2004) and researched complex 

systems and organisation principles occurring in very different contexts. I 

would like to give one last example for the broad scope the Faculty of 

Mathematics has been acting in: In 1996 a lecture series was held under 

the title “Visualisation between Arts and Mathematics”, the speakers had 

various background – mathematics, architecture, journalism, visual 

science … 

 

More often than not mathematical laypersons feel that Mathematics is a 

language which only experts understand. This is true and when it gets 

very deep into the matter only a handful of people around the world 
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understand each other. But that is only one side of the coin! 

Mathematical thinking and understanding can also build bridges. I have 

given examples when bridges between different disciplines were built. 

Between the lines I have already touched another aspect: Mathematics 

is truly international and crosses borders. Every year the Faculty 

receives around 600 guest scientists! Chinese partners are significally 

contributing to the running CRC and an international research training 

group has been setup with Seoul National University. – Last not least the 

Faculty of Mathematics has always been searching for ways to develop 

new teaching methods, train inspired teachers and improve the quality of 

Mathematical teaching at school. As early as 1973 the Institute for 

Mathematical Didactics was setup, today it researches mathematical 

learning and teaching from age 3 onwards and contributes to making 

mathematical thinking understandable for a very broad range of people. 

 

I congratulate our Faculty of Mathematics to 50 years of a successful 

balancing act between  

• conducting outstanding research and being attractive for highly 

talented and ambitious students as well as excellent reseachers 

from all over the world 

and 

• building bridges to other disciplines and translating Mathematics 

into other disciplines’ languages as well as finding ways to reach 

out to children and students less interested in or afraid of 

Mathematics. 

 

May this manyfold mission continue as successfully as during the first 50 

years! 


