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16 In memoriam

My partner and ξυνεργὸς
Pierre MacKay, my partner and ξυνεργός, died quietly on Sunday morning,
June 14, 2015. Typically for him on Sunday, he was doing the New York Times
crossword puzzle, and he went so gently he didn’t drop his pencil. Readers
of my blog Surprised by Time will be intensely familiar with his work: he is
responsible for the wonderful Mistra and Evliya Çelebi translations used there.

His daughters, Camilla and Alexandra, and I had a gathering at home on
Saturday June 20, 2015. In his memory, we used the marvellous Callimachus
poem below. It was very personal to us: every evening for twelve years, when
the weather has permi ed, we dinned outside under our grape arbor and
talked the sun down out of the sky.

«Εἰπέ τις, Ἡράκλειτε, τεὸν µόρον ἐς δέ µε δάκρυ
ἤγαγεν ἐµνήσθην δ’ ὁσσάκις ἀµφότεροι

ἠέλιον λέσχῃ κατεδύσαµεν. ἀλλὰ σὺ µέν που,
ξεῖν’ Ἁλικαρνησεῦ, τετράπαλαι σποδιή,

αἱ δὲ τεαὶ ζώουσιν ἀηδόνες, ᾗσιν ὁ πάντων
ἁρπακτὴς Ἀίδης οὐκ ἐπὶ χεῖρα βαλεῖ.»

“Someone told me of your death, Heraclitus, and it moved me to tears, when
I remembered how often the sun set on our talking. And you, my Halicar-
nassian friend, lie somewhere, gone long long ago to dust; but they live,
your nightingales, on which Hades who siezes all shall not lay his hand.”

— Diana Gilliland Wright
Seattle
nauplion at gmail dot com

Editor’s note: The above text appeared originally in http://surprisedbytime.blogspot.com/
2015/06/pierre-antony-mackay.html. It is reproduced here with the author’s permission. Also
all photos of Pierre MacKay presented in this tribute were kindly provided by the author. The
Greek word ξυνεργὸς in the title and in the text means fellow-workman, helpmate, colleague and
accomplice. The poem is from Calimachus’ Epigrams, III; English translation by W.R. Paton.
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Pierre A. MacKay, October 2012.
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18 In memoriam

With his pencil still in his hand
Pierre Antony MacKay (February 19, 1933–June 14, 2015) was Canadian born
and bred (Toronto, Vancouver BC), until his father Louis joined the classics
faculty at UC Berkeley in 1948 and moved the family to California.

Pierre received his BA at Yale (1954) and his PhD at Berkeley a decade later,
the interim being filled with a two year stint in the US Army (during which he
became an American citizen) and a endance at the American School of Classi-
cal Studies Athens from 1959 until 1961. His professional career included stops
at Bryn Mawr and the University of Oregon before he landed at the University
of Washington in 1966. I met Pierre there in the fall of 1969, and we became not
just colleagues but good friends for the next 46 years.

Pierre’s appointment at the University of Washington fit his academic inter-
ests to a tee. At that time, what eventually became the Department of Near East-
ern Languages and Civilization (NELC), was housed in Classics. This unusual
circumstance allowed him a joint appointment, he being qualified to work in
NELC because his training in Berkeley centered on Greek and classical Arabic,
not Greek and Latin. The appointment also fit with the interest he developed
in Evliya Çelebi, a Turkish Herodotus, who in the 17th century wrote an ac-
count of his Greek wanderings called Seyâhatnâme or “Book of Travels.” To
work on Evliya, Pierre began teaching himself O oman Turkish and eventu-
ally in 1967–68 positively identified Evliya’s autograph among manuscripts of
the Seyâhatnâme kept in the Sultan Ahmet library, Istanbul.¹

Through his work in NELC in the mid 1960s, Pierre began exploring how
to render non Western scripts via computer, and began to use the facilities of
the Department of Computer Science to render Arabic on computers, devel-
oping an automated system for composition of Arabic characters. Later he be-
came highly involved in the TEX typese ing community and became an ad-
junct member of the Department of Computer Science in 1980. A “druid for
Unix-flavored TEX,” as he used to call himself, he contributed signficantly to
the creation of TEX tools for Arabic, O oman Turkish and Classical Greek texts,
including the ibycus system for rendering texts out of the Thesaurus Linguæ
Græcæ. Others are much more qualified to treat of this aspect of his career.²
My intention here is to offer a few personal reminiscences.

Pierre was very much an academic type: an intelligent and inquisitive man
who spoke (if with a slight Canadian accent) and wrote the English language
precisely and properly. He also could be typically absent minded. On one par-
ticular occasion, about a week into the academic quarter, a group of Pierre’s
students filed into the Classics office wondering where he was. In Damascus,

¹The story of that discovery, recounted in Pierre’s own words, can be found here: http://
surprisedbytime.blogspot.com/2011/06/evliyas-manuscript.html.

²I especially refer interested readers to Barbara Beeton’s assessment inTUGboat, 36 (2015), no. 2,
pp. 90–91, URL: http://www.tug.org/TUGboat/tb36-2/tb113mackay.pdf (with personal photos).
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Pierre A. MacKay (1933–2015) 19

as it turned out! Pierre had neglected to tell us he would be late for the term.
Absentmindedness may also have been a factor in his peculiar tendency to be-
gin a conversation on some topic in medias res, his apparent assumption being
that his interlocutor was well aware of all the events and circumstances that
led up to the medias res. He also sometimes purposely cultivated a slight sense
of eccentricity. Once he appeared before me wearing a monocle that he had
go en somewhere, acting as though this ocular enhancement was perfectly
normal and that I would not notice.

Physically, Pierre was tall and gangly. In walking on level ground he ap-
peared not so much to step as to float. He told me that the basketball coach
at his high school, noticing Pierre’s height, was interested in developing his
interests in that sport. This was not an a ractive prospect to my friend. But
if the teenage Pierre lacked the coordination and competitive desire required
for basketball, Pierre the adult certainly had the stamina for walking, even in
extreme heat. Like his hero, Evliya, he knew Greece well, having covered a
considerable part of it over the years on foot.³

Pierre’s peregrinations also contributed to his command of the Greek of
different regions, especially the northern part of the country. And to me, Pierre
had as keen sense of the pre-modern Greek language from archaic through
Byzantine times as anyone I ever knew. Whenever I was stuck on some aspect
of a text that had no translation, I did not hesitate to seek his advice.

Finally, Pierre also had a keen sense for knowing where the meat of a disser-
tation lay and how to get there. On that account I made every effort to include
him as a reader of dissertations I directed. All on which he participated were
considerably enhanced by his analytic involvement. It is fi ing then that he
passed on peacefully, propped up in his bed with the New York Times, cross-
word puzzle on his knees and his pencil still in his hand.

— Lawrence J. Bliquez
University of Washington
Dept. of Classics
lbliquez at uw dot edu

³Research Pierre might be said to have done on foot was lately stored electronically here: https:
//washington.academia.edu/PierreMacKay.


