Joseph Sherman - died 20 March 2009

Seldom can it be more truly said of the passing of a scholar that it leaves so enormous a gap in the Jewish literary
and academic world. Coming only a few months after the deaths of others like Jocelyn Hellig and Aleck Goldberg,

this loss of Joseph Sherman to our small coterie of Jewish intellectuals is a severe one.

Joseph was born in 1944 and brought up in South Africa, and this is where he first made his name as a teacher of
English of exceptional intellectual energy and rigour, first at King Edward VII High School and then as Vice
Principal of King David High School in Victory Park.

Joseph and I had been colleagues since he joined the English Department at Wits in 1980. There his talent as an
academic and teacher soon became renowned. “Better never than late!” he would admonish stragglers to class, but
his encouragement of true scholarship and of students in need was always unstinting. His areas of expertise covered
a broad range. He won world wide fame for his promotion of and translation of Yiddish writing, especially that of I
B Singer, whom he had met and interviewed in 1983. His specialties also included the work of Charles Dickens, and
Elizabethan and eighteenth century studies. It is not surprising that these interested him, as his enthusiasm for drama
— an area in which he was well trained — spilled over to his students and colleagues, and it was his delight to put on
dramatic productions. I well remember the fun we all had while Joseph, the director and actor, whipped us into

shape and brought alive some of the writing of those times. Acting was another great talent, so seldom exercised.

He had many friends across different disciplines and his roar of convivial laughter echoed down the corridors. But,
while he was one of the funniest and wittiest of men, with a special bent for satire, he could be the sternest of critics.
And this did not endear him to some. His scorn was especially potent for those whom he considered to be
intellectually lazy or whose work he considered sloppy. But how very few could match his energy in taking part so
vividly in university life - in teaching and administration, mounting of productions, presentations at conferences, the
concern for rescuing Yiddish books in the library and elsewhere, and the academic writing and publications that he
seemed to produce so effortlessly. Those who knew him well, however, understood how many long hours he worked

on those subjects which were his passion. He was appointed Associate Professor in 1996,

I'was privileged to have been his friend and to have shared with him several of his interests, especially those in
South African Jewish studies, in which capacity I learned much from him. We attended many conferences,
sometimes as sole representatives of Wits. Joseph translated into English the work of the South African Yiddish
writers and was single-handedly responsible for bringing them to a wider audience. For a period he was editor of
Jewish Affairs, and here too his concern for academic excellence led him to strive to transform the journal to reach

an international standard.



In 2002 he left South Africa, having been appointed Woolf Corob Fellow in Yiddish Studies at the Oxford Centre
for Hebrew and Jewish Studies, University of Oxford, and in 2005, University Research Lecturer at the University
of Oxford. Here he found his métier. He told me, “It felt as if I had died and gone to Heaven.” He was constantly in
demand as a reviewer in prestigious journals, he lectured around the world, and was in touch with all important
scholars in the field of Jewish and Yiddish studies. How fortunate that he had those years where his unique talents
were so appreciated and honoured. And honoured they were — for example, in December 2002 the Modern
Language Association of America awarded him the Fenia and Yaakov Leviant Memorial Prize for Yiddish

Translation.

Joseph’s much loved wife, Karen, was with him when he succumbed to complications following an illness he had
contracted some months previously, while overseas pursuing his career. He was only just 65. It is hard to imagine
that such a Juminary is no longer with us. His familiar presence with his signature bow tie or cravat will be very
greatly missed. He was unique, and his work will ensure him a vital place in the history of Yiddish and in the

community of South African and international Jewish scholars.
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