MEMORIAL TALK

J.P. MAY

I owe an enormous debt of gratitude to Saunders Mac
Lane. I came here to give a talk in the Spring of 1966. That
was on the stable homotopy groups of spheres, still a topic
of current interest. I was invited back to visit for the Winter
and Spring Quarters of 1967. It turned into a long visit,
since I'm still here. I was given a tenured offer in March
of 1967, not yet three years past my thesis. In retrospect,
and by current standards, it was wholly undeserved.

I learned later that the person behind that gamble was
Saunders MacLane. I really had no graduate mentor, since
my thesis advisor had a nervous breakdown and was hospi-
talized during the last year and a half of my four years as
a graduate student. Saunders was in fact the only mentor
I’ve ever had, but he only took up that role after having
gotten me tenure. Then he taught me how to write math-
ematics. A paper of mine was rudely rejected, the first
long paper I submitted. Saunders took me through it line
by line and, more importantly, in global outline. He pa-
tiently explained both philosophically and concretely how
mathematics ought to be written.

His own writing was delightfully readable. Birkhoff and
MacLane served several generations of young mathemati-
cians as their first serious introduction to abstract algebra.
Certainly that is where I first encountered the subject. His
graduate texts, Homology and Categories for the Working

Mathematician are still in use. The first is one of just a few
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good basic texts in homology theory, and it contains what
to my mind is the most readable introduction to spectral se-
quences. The second is still by far the best introduction to
category theory. It was a pleasure for me to serve as critic
and sounding board while he was writing that book. We
had fun, and his preface thanks me for “trenchant advice
that vitally improved the emphasis and arrangement”.

He was an opinionated man, but he was open to persua-
sion. He understood as few others do just how important
it is to name mathematical concepts wisely. That is why
we all speak the language of categories, functors, and nat-
ural transformations that he and Sammy Eilenberg intro-
duced. There is a terminological comment in Categories
for the Working Mathematician that I especially like and
would like to share with you. It concerns the substitu-
tion of monad for triple as the name of a concept that all
mathematicians here should know. He writes “The frequent
but unfortunate use of the word ‘triple’ in this sense has
achieved a maximum of needless confusion, what with the
conflict with ordered triple, plus the use of associated terms
such as ‘triple derived functors’ for functors which are not
three times derived from anything in the world. Hence the
term ‘monad’.”

One reason I like this passage is that it is a beautiful il-
lustration of the vividness of his writing, his sheer verve.
Another is that it is so characteristic of his manner of ar-
guing a point. But the third is personal. In the first draft
he used the word triple, and I won him over. I had just de-
fined operads, and I had coined that word to go well with
monad. I still remember with pleasure the arguments we
had.

Starting when I became chairman in 1985, I took to vis-
iting Saunders in his office at least once or twice a week.
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Being chair can be lonely. One doesn’t want to say every-
thing one thinks to anyone. I could let my hair down with
Saunders and rely on him for good advice. He was not a
modest man, but he was honest with himself. He felt that
he had not done a good job when he was chair of the de-
partment, and he told me clearly why. He made the job
much much easier for me.

Let me end with a last memory. In March of 1997, there
was a workshop on higher category theory at Northwestern
University, starting on a Saturday morning. Remember
that Saunders was then in his late 80’s. I happened to
meet him on the street near the mathematics department
around nine o’clock that Friday night. Of course, that is
remarkable in itself. I told Saunders about the workshop
and asked if he would be interested in going. He said that
he would be. And at 7:00 the next morning he called me
up to make sure that I had not forgotten! He went with
me every day, sat in the front row, and was entirely on
top of the mathematics. He really liked the field of higher
category theory, which was then in its infancy. He would
have loved to see how it has developed since then.

Saunders lived a good life. In the hackneyed Greek cliché,
“Count no man happy until he is dead”, the word happy
does not accurately convey the original meaning, which was
closer to “fortunate”. Saunders led a fortunate life. He was
in the right place and at the right time to make great con-
tributions to mathematics and to public life, and he was
fully recognized for his achievements in his lifetime. The
next few days here are devoted to a mathematical celebra-
tion of his life, of the sort that I think he would most have
appreciated. There will be lots of good mathematics that
is pervaded by the influence of his ideas. His absence leaves
an unfillable void, but his presence will be felt.



