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05 June 2017 

IN MEMORIAM: KAREL SCHOEMAN  

The Free State Department of Sport, Arts, Culture and Recreations mourns the 

passing of Karel Schoeman, who passed away on Workers’ Day, 1 May 2017. 

Schoeman was one of South Africa’s iconic authors and someone who, till the very 

end of his life, had a heartfelt relationship with the Free State and Bloemfontein in 

particular. 

He was born on 26 October 1939 at Trompsburg, where his parents managed the local 

hotel. As a young boy of three years old he moved with his mother, then divorced, to 

Paarl where he also received his school education. His formal tertiary education was 

completed at the then University of the Orange Free State (B.A. degree and later, a 

Higher Diploma in Library Science). Schoeman travelled overseas extensively and 

had longer stays in various cities and countries such as Amsterdam, Glasgow, and the 

Island of Crete. In South Africa he worked in Pretoria from 1977 -1981 as a 

translator; in the National Library in Cape Town for 11 years and eventually, for a 

period of more than ten years with the Free State Provincial Services. He retired to 

live at Trompsburg for some time and eventually settled in Bloemfontein, this city 

which he at some time described as “die onlieflike stad” (the unlovely city). 

Karel Schoeman published more than 130 books, which vary from prose, through 

drama and TV plays, to non-fiction, especially works of a social-historical nature. His 

work received extensive literary recognition: the Hertzog Prize - which is the most 

prestigious literary award for an Afrikaans work - was bestowed upon him three 

times. It was followed by the CNA Prize, the WA Hofmeyr Prize, the Recht Malan 

Prize and the Louis Hiemstra Award (twice for non-fiction). 

His novels have been translated into English, Dutch and German to name but a few 

international acknowledgements. He also received the French Prix du Meilleur Livre 

Etranger Award from France. He also received two Honorary Doctorates. 
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Schoeman’s last visit was to Lesotho, a favourite destination which he had then 

already visited on two previous occasions. He described this trip as exhausting but 

remembered it as a highlight and a suitable closure of a lifelong relationship with this 

Mountain Kingdom.  

Schoeman was a highly private person and individualist, and was almost notoriously 

known for the fact that he seldom showed up in person to receive accolades.  A rare 

exception was the “Orde van Voortreflike Diens”, the gold medal which was handed 

to him by the late former Pres. Nelson Mandela. Schoeman’s reaction was: “This is a 

huge honour for Afrikaans”. 

This was Karel Schoeman – A rare and formidable lighthouse keeper for Afrikaans, 

its history, its people and their stories. 
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