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David Weissert
1930-2021

Professor David Weissert was an outstanding philologist and one of the first generation of the
academic Staff at the Department of Classics at Tel Aviv University. Most of these teachers were
immigrants from Europe who brought the European tradition and methods of classical studies to a
land that lacked this tradition.

Born in 1930 in Darmstadt, Germany, David Weissert studied Classical languages and Indo-
European linguistics, as well as general history and related fields (archaeology, numismatics,
papyrology, philosophy, and Roman law) at the universities of Tiibingen, Heidelberg, and
Frankfurt. Weissert wrote his Ph.D. dissertation on the language of Roman comedy under the
supervision of Otto Weinreich and Emnst Zinn. He completed it magna cum laude in 1959.
Alongside these studies, Weissert also studied pedagogy and taught Greek, Latin, and history at
high schools in Reutlingen and Frankfurt.

In 1961, David Weissert came to Israel and studied Coptic and Aramaic at the Hebrew
University of Jerusalem. Invited by Benzion Katz (Ben Shalom), the founder of the Department of
Classics at Tel Aviv University, he joined this young department where he taught until his
retirement in 1998.

David Weissert was a philologist of the highest rank. He laid the foundations for the study and
teaching of Greek and Latin at Tel Aviv University. He was a compelling and inspiring teacher,
strict in his demands of students but generous in sharing with them his vast knowledge and
equipping them with philological tools and close attention to the rules and the “music” of the
languages. Weissert’s classes were an intellectual, visual, and aural experience. Those who
attended his language classes and seminars will never forget this vital and enthusiastic teacher.
Weissert’s students, who themselves became teachers, adopted his methods and insights. The
textbooks he wrote—some of them in his handwriting—are still excellent reference books. What I
have learned from him constitutes much of my being a classicist.

These Greek and Latin textbooks and booklets (see list of publications) reflect Weissert’s
devotion and uncompromising yet sensible pedagogical approach to teaching the classical
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languages. His Usus ac Disciplina is based on excerpts taken from The Gallic Wars of Gaius
Iulius Caesar, adapted (in their length, but not in their content) and growing in volume and
complexity with each level of learning. Students who finished the (then) two years of learning
Latin not only knew their Caesar but were also able to read a wide range of other Latin texts.

The counterpart of Usus ac Disciplina was Japhet, the textbook for learning ancient Greek,
with its clear and useful tables, exercises, and examples taken from Greek literature—but also
from the Septuagint. Sadly, over the last decades, these biblical examples, familiar at least in their
Hebrew original, have become incomprehensible to Israeli students. Even my favorite examples,
which I borrowed with due acknowledgment from Weissert and which demonstrated the aspects of
the Greek verb by using verses from Genesis that told of the dying and death of the matriarch
Rachel,! no longer amused my students, so I gave up.

Alongside his devotion to teaching the ancient languages and to profound philological studies
(see his list of publications), Weissert contributed to the growing corpus of Hebrew translations of
Greek and Latin poetry. His translations demonstrated an admirable combination of intelligible
and fluent modern Hebrew and strict adherence to the genres’ rules and prosody and the original
poems’ structures and meanings. Weissert’s translations help bring Hebrew readers closer to
classical culture and are widely used by Israeli students, who do not master these languages. Most
beneficial are his translations of a hundred-and-one Greek and Latin poems and fables, in his own
clear and beautiful handwriting, assembled in the booklet entitled 7,71%) 22110 (Genres and Forms).
These poetic works were scanned by their various meters, with each poem’s metric scheme
beneath the poet’s name and the reference to the accepted title and corpus, and translated into
Hebrew in a way that retained the original meter and even the caesuras. What better means of
acquaintance with the ancient Greek and Latin poetry could one wish for?

Another facet of David Weissert’s philological proficiency is manifest in his work in the Bible
Project, which he joined at the invitation of Moshe M. Goshen-Gottstein, with whom he studied at
the Hebrew University of Jerusalem after he had immigrated to Israel. Weissert applied his
philological methods to publishing critical editions of the Books of Isaiah, Ezekiel, and the Minor
Prophets (see his list of publications). From the philological perspective, working on the Greek
and Latin versions of the Bible was no different for him than working on the Greek and Latin
authors. His aims were the same: to reach as close as possible to the original authoritative versions
while noting and offering solutions to grammatical problems. I was lucky to enjoy also this aspect
of his scholarship in a seminar in which we read the Greek version of Exodus side by side with
Josephus’ Antiquitates Judaicae. It was a most satisfying intellectual experience. I and generations
of students and classicists owe David Weissert our deep gratitude.

M2 1 o

Rachel Zelnick-Abramovitz
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