
 

 

 
 

 MAURICE W.M. POPE (17/2/1926 – 1/8/2019) 
 



 

 
2 

 

MAURICE W.M. POPE (17/2/1926 – 1/8/2019) 
 

John Atkinson 
University of Cape Town 

 
Maurice Pope was born in London in 1926 and survived the mockery of once 
being addressed by a master at Rottingdean School as ‘Your Holiness’. Then 
at Sherborne School Maurice took advantage of the special scheme which 
meant that by signing up for military service before he reached the age for 
enrolment, he would on leaving school be able to study at Cambridge 
University for six months as a naval cadet before joining the navy. In the 
navy he rose to the rank of third officer on a landing craft (LC Tank 1187), 
and left the navy at the end of 1946. Now he was able to return to Cambridge 
to resume his programme in Classics, but this time as a regular under-
graduate. After graduating he made his way south to Cape Town as his 
parents had emigrated there. By chance the Classics Department at the 
University of Cape Town had lost two members of staff, and so in 1949 he 
was offered a temporary lectureship for a year, and then as that contract 
ended another permanent post was advertised, and Maurice was appointed. 
The Head of the Department was the autocratic Scotsman William Rollo, a 
specialist on the Basque dialect, and the other professor was Harold Baldry, 
whom Maurice described as ‘one of those people one never gets to know.’1  

Maurice duly served as a lecturer till he qualified for a year’s leave and 
by the time he arrived back in 1954, Rollo and Baldry had left for other posts, 
and their professorial posts were taken by Anton Paap, whose field was 
Greek papyrology, and George Goold, a specialist in Latin, but with an 
interest in the decipherment of Bronze Age scripts.2 For these a model was 
set by Alice Kober’s breakthrough in 1948 with the Mycenean Linear B texts.3 
Kober’s ideas were picked up by Michael Ventris, who had as a boy heard Sir 
Arthur Evans lecture on the Minoan scripts in 1936. After the Second World 
War he trained as an architect and developed his interest in the Mycenaean 
scripts. Maurice got to know Ventris when they met on Chios in 1954, and 
heard him lecture on his decipherment of Mycenaean Greek. Then, when 
George Goold (who had served as a code-breaker at Bletchley Park during 

 
1 Yet Baldry was well known to many in South Africa, but only as Vigilator, the key 
columnist for the Guardian, the newspaper of the S.A. Communist Party, till 1946.  
2 Similarly prosopography benefited from the attraction to it of former intelligence 
officers (such as R. Syme and E. Birley) who had learnt from their experience of 
interrogating prisoners-of-war how to build up profiles of their senior officers. 
3 Pope 1975:159–80. 
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the war) arrived at the University of Cape Town in 1955, he brought with 
him a collection of Minoan ‘texts’ written in what were known as Linear A. 
Thus Maurice was pleased to have Goold’s encouragement to take his inter-
est in Linear A further. Working with his junior colleague Brian Newton, 
Maurice was able to show that the text was syllabic and the language inflec-
ted. In no time Maurice and Goold were able to publish Preliminary Investi-
gations into the Cretan Linear A Script,4 and this was followed by two books by 
Maurice, co-authored with Jacques Raison.5  

Maurice had a great sense of humour, as gloriously illustrated by the title 
he gave his autobiography, Amateur. Yes, his first degree was a shortened 
post-war version, and a doctorate was not a prerequisite for a professorship 
or the deanship at the University of Cape Town. But his calibre and 
originality are amply illustrated in his work on the decipherment of Linear 
A, his books, and the range of his articles in major periodicals. One may 
single out his demolition work on the Parry-Lord theory of Homeric 
composition.6 Common to these two fields of enquiry – Linear A and Homer 
– was meticulous statistical calculation of symbol or word combinations. The 
same analytical approach was also applied, with similar clear and 
compelling results, to questions of interpretation of literary texts.7 The 
article on Athena goes way beyond what the title may suggest, including an 
appendix with table of the epithets of Odysseus in the Iliad, the Doloneia, and 
the Odyssey, with commentary. The article gives strong support to the notion 
of the originality of the author of the Iliad, and the view of the Odyssey as 
being the work of a later creative writer consciously alluding to the earlier 
epic poem, but avoiding replication and padding to bring the poem to ‘an 
equivalent length’. Maurice was eventually able to feel gratification that his 
case for the originality of Homer was gaining acceptance over the old 
orthodoxy.8  

His range of interests was broad, and, as shown above, he made contacts 
and partnerships that added depth to his ventures into other disciplines. 
Thus, for example, his friendship with Hymie Gordon at the University of 
Cape Town continued when Hymie left to become Head of Medical Genetics 
in the Mayo Clinic, in Rochester, Minnesota. There Maurice spent a semester 
in its Medical History Department as a visiting lecturer (in 1975?). They 
worked together to produce a translation of Galen’s minor physiological 

 
4 Pope and Goold 1955.  
5 Pope and Raison 1971, 1980 [=19942], and a further 5 items between 1975 and 1978. 
6 Pope 1963a [= 1979].  
7 As in Pope 1960a and 1974. 
8 Pope 2018:126. 
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treatises with a commentary. Maurice’s interest in the broader history of 
medicine is reflected in his articles on ‘The discovery of the brain’ and 
‘Shakespeare’s medical imagination’.9 

He produced texts and translations for the student market. With Hansell 
Hewitt he produced Menander: The Angry Old Man as a performance text, and 
Saecula Latina.10 For the latter Brian Newton provided an introductory 
chapter on the history of the Latin language, and Maurice assembled 
samples of Latin texts from the range indicated, with introductory notes on 
the author and the passage in question. In widening the scope of texts 
studied and making more texts available in translation Maurice made the 
Classics programme at the University of Cape Town differ from those of local 
universities where separate departments or sub-departments of Latin and 
Greek were set up principally as providers of service courses for students of 
Law and Divinity.  

Maurice served as Dean of Arts for the standard two-year period from 
July 1965 to 1967, a post which at that time was more limited to routine and 
ceremony than direction setting, but he did manage to initiate the process 
of giving more structure to the general degree programme. Then, when 
there was a proposal to establish a Chair of Religious Studies, happily he 
steered a very senior and closed meeting away from the idea that this should 
be in a new Department of Divinity to rather allowing the creation of a 
Department of Religious Studies.11  

A more serious crisis was developing as in May 1968 Senate was informed 
that a senior lectureship in the School of African Studies had been offered 
to a Black (in the language of the day) and that Prime Minister Vorster 
himself had intervened to state that a Black could not be allowed to take up 
a position in a White university. There was a stand-off between Vorster and 
the Vice-Chancellor of the University of Cape Town, Sir Richard Luyt, and 
Vorster claimed that he was distressed to learn that there were already 
Blacks among the academic staff and that he would have to insist that all of 
them would have to be dismissed if the University of Cape Town went ahead 
and appointed a Black to the Department of Social Anthropology. Maurice 
was a member of the Council/Senate Academic Freedom Committee, but did 
not support the decision it took, and so was appalled when Senate decided 
to follow its lead and give in to Vorster’s warning and withdraw the offer to 
Archie Mafeje. Maurice sent in his resignation, but Richard Luyt did not 

 
9 Pope 1968 and 1985a.  
10 Pope and Hewitt 1960; Pope 1962. 
11 I gathered that he told a Senate committee that the Faculty of Arts needed a 
Department of Divinity like the Science Faculty needed a Department of Alchemy. 
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respond for nearly three months, and we now know that Luyt was involved 
in exchanges with Vorster through to August 1968.12 Only then did he react 
to Maurice’s letter, and only then was news released of the decision of May, 
and of Maurice’s resignation despite Luyt’s attempt to dissuade him. The 
reaction of students was to invade the Bremner Building, the main 
administrative block, and start a sit-in that lasted for ten days. At the time, 
I saw that Maurice was rather embarrassed that his resignation was being 
coupled with mass action by students (and staff members) against the 
withdrawal of the offer of an appointment to Mafeje. For Maurice there were 
broader issues too. And this was not an isolated incident: in the period 1964–
67 some six academics at the University of Cape Town had been banned13 or 
forced to leave the university by other government or provincial govern-
ment actions; and Luyt defied the ruling that residences should be closed to 
‘non-whites’.14 

So in 1969 Maurice with his wife Johanna and family left Cape Town and 
settled in Oxford. He had spells of teaching in Oxford and Victoria University 
in British Columbia in Canada, but essentially spent his time in research and 
writing.15 Then, when they ‘retired’ to what had been a farmhouse in the 
Calvados region of Normandy in France, he turned a large section of the old 
barn into a very modern self-contained library. This was the same sort of 
creativity as he showed whenever he turned from scholarly articles to the 
translation of texts for students or actors. 

Thus Maurice’s departure was a great loss to the Department of Classics, 
to the University of Cape Town, and indeed to Classics in South Africa. He 
had contributed immensely to the teaching programme. His record in 
research and his publications since 1969 are ample evidence of what we lost 
by his principled reaction to a racist decision of an autocrat on a hiding to 
nothing. 

 
  

 
12 Pope 2018:163–64. 
13 So Jack Simons in 1965 and Dr. Bill Hoffenberg in 1967. Hymie Gordon was pro-
minent in protesting in the latter case. 
14 Maurice left UCT shortly before the blasphemy trial of the student editor of the 
students’ newspaper Varsity, for publishing a report on a student union’s debate on 
the topic ‘Is God dead?’ Maurice would have supported the Catholic professor and 
the Dean of the Cathedral who appeared for the defence. 
15 WorldCat Identities credits him with 47 works. 
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