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£ caLLED THEM “Griine Spitzen” (green tri-
_ common criminals, Befauer, from the initials
which they were officially designated, and which
15 the abbreviation of something like “prisoners
tive detention.” We lived with them, obeyed,
d detested them, but knew almost nothing
.em. For that matter, little is known even now.
re the “green triangles,” Germans already held in
orisons, who had been offered—according to mys-
criteria—the alternative of serving out their sen-
a Camp rather than a prison. As a rule they
um. A lot of them boasted that they lived better
Camp- than at home, because, in addition to the
Jleasure of command, they were given a free hand
rations allotted to us. Many were murderers in
w sense of the word. They made no secret of it

he ‘behavior showed it.

27




image7.jpeg
MOMENTS OF REPRIEVE

28

Eddy (probably a stage name) was a green triangle
but no murderer. He had two professions: he was a jug days he remained huddled in a corner without
gler and, in his spare time, a thief. In June of 1944 he be 1 finger, but precisely because he was capable of
came the vice Kapo of our squad, and he quickly struc xtraordinary feats no one dared say anything to
us because of his uncommon qualities. Dazzlingly hand He was not an exhibitionist; doing his tricks he did
some, he was blond, of medium height, but slim, strong, iy the least attention to those around him. He
and very agile. He had aristocratic features and skin instead to be preoccupied with the perfection of
so light it looked translucent. He could not have been rformances, repeating and improving them, like a
more than twenty-three, and he didn’t give a dam sfied poet who never stops correcting his work. At
about anything or anyone: the SS, work, or us. He had a we saw him hunting through the scrap metal
serene and self-absorbed look that set him apart. The  around the workyard, picking up a hoop, a rod, a
very day of his arrival, he became famous. In the wash t of sheet metal, turning it attentively in his hands,
room, completely naked, after washing himself carefull ing it omone finger, whirling it through the air, as
with a piece of scented soap, he set it on the top of hi e were trying to penetrate its essence and build
head, which was shaved like ours, bent forward and, with rick around it.
imperceptible practiced and precise undulations of hi
back, made the luxurious piece of soap slide little by littl
from head to neck, then down, down along the entirt
spinal column all the way to his coccyx, at which poi
he made it fall into his hand. Two or three of us aj
plauded but he showed no sign of noticing and went off
to dress, slowly and abstractedly.

At work he was unpredictable. Sometimes he did
the work of ten men, but even in the dullest tasks
never failed to reveal, suddenly, his professional bent.
would be shoveling dirt and all of a sudden would stoj
seize the shovel as if it were a guitar, and improvise
popular song, beating on it with a pebble, now on t
wooden handle, now on the iron part. He would be ci
rying bricks and returning with his dancing, dreamy gail

all at once he would roll into a fast somersault.

ie day a wagon arrived full of cardboard tubes,
ones used for rolls of cloth, and our work-squad
to unload them. Eddy took me into an under-
oreroom, where, below a small window, he set
den chute to be used by my companions for
lown the tubes. He showed me how I had to
neatly against the walls, and left. From the
dow I could see my companions, happy because
inusually light work but uncertain and clumsy in
ents, shuttling between wagon and store-
rying twenty or thirty tubes a trip. Eddy carried
times and a lot at others, but never haphazardly.
ime he made the circuit he invented new struc-
| architectures, unsteady but symmetrical as card

THE JUGGLER
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castles. On one trip he tossed four or five tubes in the air,
the way jugglers do with rubber balls.
I was alone in the cellar, anxious to carry through an
important operation. I had gotten hold of a sheet of
paper and a pencil stub, and for many days I had been
waiting for the opportunity to write the draft of a letter
(in Italian, of course) which I meant to entrust to an
Italian “free” laborer so he could copy it, sign it as if it
were his, and send it to my family in Italy. In fact we
were strictly forbidden to write, but I was sure that if [
could think about it for a moment, I would find a way to
devise a message that would be sufficiently clear to the
recipients but at the same time innocent enough not to
attract the censor’s attention. I could not risk being seen
by anyone because the fact of writing alone was intrinsi-
cally suspect (for what reason and to whom should one
of us be writing?), and the Camp and the workyard
teemed with informers. After not quite an hour of work
on the tubes I felt calm enough to begin writing the let-
ter. The tubes descended from the chute at infrequent
intervals, and there was no alarming sound in the cellar,
I hadn’t reckoned with Eddy’s noiseless step. I no-
ticed him only when he was already watching me. In-
stinctively—or, rather, stupidly—I opened my fingers. The
pencil fell, but the sheet of paper descended slowly to
the ground, swaying like a dead leaf. Eddy lunged to
pick it up, then slammed me to the ground with a violent
slap. But there: as I write this sentence today, and as |
am in the act of typing the word “slap,” I realize that I
am lying, or at least transmitting biased emotions and in-

ion to the reader. Eddy was not a brute; he .&m E.u.” 31
punish me or make me suffer. A slap inflicted =
imp had a very different significance from what it
have here among us in today’s here and now. Pre-
t had a meaning; it was simply another way of
ing oneself. In that context it meant _..c=mr€
out, you've really made a big mistake nr._m‘nE.n_
endangering your life, maybe without realizing it,
ou're endangering mine as well.” But cnninws
¢ a German thief and juggler, and me, a young, in-
enced Italian, flustered and confused, such m speech
have been useless, not understood (if nothing else,
¢ of language problems), out of tune, and much
oundabout.
or this very reason, punches and slaps vummwm .mBo.sm
ily language, and we soon learned to distinguish
agful blows from the others inflicted out of sav-
to create pain and humiliation, and ir._or often
d in death. A slap like Eddy’s was akin S.z.un
ly smack you give a dog, or the whack you mm::w_m..
2 donkey to convey o reinforce an order or w_.cr_g..
othing more in short than a nonverbal communi-
. Among the many miseries in the Omn,.? Eoim wm
nature were by far the least painful. Which is equiv-
1 saying that our manner of living was not very
ent from that of donkeys and dogs.
iddy waited for me to get up, then asked to whom
y writing. T answered in my bad German that \H was
W iting to anyone. I happened to mq.a a pencil and
iting on a whim, out of nostalgia, in a dream. Yes,

THE JUGGLER
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I knew very well that writing was forbidden, but I also
knew that getting a letter out of the Camp was impossi
ble; I assured him I never would have dared to brea
Camp rules. I knew Eddy certainly would not believe m¢
but I had to say something, if only to arouse his pity. If
he were to denounce me to the Political Section, I knew
it was the gallows for me, but before the gallows an in
terrogation—and what an interrogation!—to find out wha
my accomplice was, and perhaps also to obtain from m¢
the address of the recipient in Italy. Eddy looked at me
with a strange expression, then told me not to budge,
he’d be back in an hour.

1y relatives in Italy, and also his career as Kapo.
d me that I deserved that slap, that in fact I
thank him because it had been a good deed, the
hat earns you Paradise, and that he, Strassen-
4 street-thief by profession, certainly needed to
) good deeds. That, finally, he would not have
4e to denunciation but even he could not exactly
y. Maybe just because I was crazy. wﬁ. wr.ns Ttal-
te all notoriously crazy, good only for singing and
to trouble.
MH:J believe I thanked Eddy, but from that day
though I felt no positive attraction to my green
Je “colleagues,” I often asked myself what kind of
ity was massed behind their symbol, and I have
d that none of their ambiguous brigade has, so
know, told his story. I don’t know how Eddy
up. A few weeks after this incident he ‘&muvvnua&
yeral days; then we saw him one n<m=_=.m4 He was
in the passage between the barbed wire m.:.u the
fied fence, and around his neck hung a sign on
\ was written Urning (pederast), but he appeared
¢ upset nor anxious. He watched the re-entry A_“m
ork-group with a distracted, insolent, and r:.d. look,
ough nothing that was happening around him con-
| him in the slightest.

with three sheets of paper in his hand, mine among
them, and I immediately read on his face that the worst
would not happen. He must have been quite clever, this
Eddy, or maybe his tempestuous past had taught him the
basics of the sad profession of interrogator. He had looked
among my companions for two men (not just one) who
knew both German and Italian, and had gotten them
separately to translate my message into German, warn-
ing them that if the two translations did not turn out to
be identical, he would denounce not only me but also
them to the Political Section.

He made a speech to me that I find difficult to re-
peat. He told me that, luckily for me, the two transla-
tions were the same and the text was not compromising,
That I was crazy—there was no other explanation. Only
a madman would think of gambling in such a way with
his life, that of the Italian accomplice whom I certainly

THE JUGGLER
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| e seace of a few minutes the sky had turned
d it began to rain. Soon the rain increased until
ime a stubborn downpour and the thick earth
rkyard changed to a blanket of mud, a hands-
| deep. It was impossible not only to go on shovel-
even to stand up. Our Kapo questioned the civil
an, then turned to us: we should all go and

ter wherever we could. Scattered about there
arious sections of iron.pipe, about seventeen to
. feet long and over a yard in diameter. I crawled
of these and halfway down it 1 met the Tischler,
ad had the same idea and had come in from the

ischler means carpenter, and this was the only
by which he was known to us. There were also the
A:F the Russian, the Fool, two Tailors (respec-
o Tailor and the Other Tailor), the Galician,

37
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f his wooden clogs, his speech was careful and 39
‘and he had an alert face, laughing and mmm” woja.
1 the evening he staged entertainments in Yid-
elling little anecdotes and reciting _osmimn:smm of
nd I was sorry I couldn’t understand him. Some-
na also sang, and then nobody clapped and every-
d at the ground, but when he was through they
i him to start again.
I'hat almost canine encounter of ours on all fours
d him up. If only it rained like that every day! But
yas a special day: the rain had come for him because
his birthday: twenty-five years old. Now, by mr.aﬁ
e 1 was twenty-five that day too; we were cS.E.
er said it was a date that called for a celebration
it was most unlikely that we would celebrate our
birthday. He took half an, apple out of his pocket,
ff a slice, and made me a present of it, and that was
nly time in a year of imprisonment that I tasted

38 and the Tall Man. For a long time I was the Italia
then, indiscriminately, Primo or Alberto, because the
mixed me up with another Italian.

So the Tischler was Tischler and nothing more, b
he didn’t look like a carpenter and we all suspected thi
he was no such thing. In those days it was common prag
tice for an engineer to register as a mechanic, or a jo
nalist to put himself down as a typographer. Thus on
could hope to get better work than that of a commo
laborer without unleashing the Nazi wrath against intel
lectuals. At any rate, Tischler had been placed at th
carpenters’ bench and his carpentry was pretty good. A
unusual thing for a Polish Jew, he spoke a little Italian
It had been taught him by his father, who had been cap
tured by the Italians in 1917 and taken to a camp—a con
centration camp, in fact—somewhere near Turin. Mosl
of his father’s comrades had died of Spanish influenza
You can still, as a matter of fact, read their exotic namey
today, Hungarian, Polish, Croat and German names, o1
a columbarium in the Cimitero Maggiore. That visit
the visitor with pain at the thought of those forlom
deaths. Tischler’s father caught the flu too, but recovered

Tischler’s Italian was amusing and full of errors,
consisting principally of scraps from librettos of operas,
his father having been a great opera buff. Often at work
I had heard him singing arias: “sconto col sangue mio"
and “libiamo nei lieti calici.” His mother tongue way
Yiddish but he also spoke German and we had no trou:
ble understanding each other. I liked Tischler because
he never succumbed to lethargy. His step was brisk in

We chewed in silence, as attentive to the precious
Jous flavor as we would have been to a symphony.
le meantime, in the pipe opposite ours, a woman

aken refuge. She was young, bundled up in black
, perhaps a Ukrainian belonging to the Todt O.nmm.
tion, which consisted of “yolunteer” (they had little
0 choice) foreign laborers recruited for war work.
had a broad red face, glistening with rain, and she
d at us and laughed. She scratched herself with pous
.m<m indolence under her jacket, then undid rmm hair,
\bed it unhurriedly, and began braiding it again. In
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e surface understands it. Look: m.m you Sw.% m"ﬂ“u 41
d reason about what v\o:,ﬂm Smm—nw.oﬁ“nm nﬂnﬁﬂ o
ccount it says only: “Go
d MG”MMM: That is to say, He created them oasm_m.
same dust. However, it says .oJ the Ew; w»w:
d forms Adam, then decides ” isn nm moiﬁww: M— Munsu
o kes one of Adam’s ribs, u:.
h MMW nM woman, actually a Minnin, a mrm.Bm—_M
e that here equality is gone. There .En m<n=~ %aﬂwz ;
lieve that not only the two stories .?.; e o
1 are different, and that the m:w.” Emm.= t Eve, Eunm
\t Lilith. Now the story of Eve m éJSn: acs.\: -
body knows it; the story of Lilith, Smmamm“ is o=<
o that few know it—know the stories, mnrw_m y,
. there are many. I'll tell %o.: .m few omvﬂ M“Mm
it's our birthday and it’s raining, and bec e
‘my role is to tell and believe; you are the un

40 those days it rarely happened that one saw a wom
close up, an experience both tender and savage that
you shattered.

Tischler noticed that I was staring at her and ask
if I was married. No, I wasn’t. He looked at me will
mock severity: to be celibate at our age was a sin. Ho
ever, he turned around and stayed that way for so
time, looking at the girl. She had finished braiding h
hair, had crouched down in her pipe, and was hummin
swaying her head in time with the music.
“It’s Lilith,” Tischler suddenly said to me.
“You know her? Is that her name?”
“I don’t know her but I recognize her. She’s Lilit
Adam’s first wife. Don’t you know the story of Lilith?”
I"didn’t know it and he laughed indulgently: eve
one knows that western Jews are all Epicureans—apico
sim, unbelievers. Then he continued: “If you had rea
the Bible carefully, you would remember that the bus|
ness of the creation of woman is told twice, in two differ
ent ways. But you people—they teach you a little Hebrew
when you reach thirteen and that’s the end of it.”
A typical situation was developing, and a game that
I liked: the dispute between the pious man and the un-
believer who is by definition ignorant, and whom the
adversary forces to gnash his teeth by showing him his

error. I accepted my role and answered with the required
insolence.

e first story is that the Lord not only made M_EM
man equal, but He made a single form M: WMQ
,, : ithout form, a two-bac
fact a Golem, a form wit m,
ﬁu.zgmn is, man and woman already joined together.
E He separated them with one cut vcm they SMM
: joi i d right away Adam wan
)us to be joined again, an s =
Lilith wouldn’t hea
h to lie down on the ground. ; !
.*M,\h_v\ should T be underneath? Aren’'t we .ﬁ%m”.
) 0
' halves made of the same stuff? .>mm5 5_” o
her to, but they were also equal in w:mnw_“ a X
lid not succeed. So he asked God %on ra:xm e ,ﬁn
too and would say Adam was right. And so

“Yes, it’s told twice but the second time is only the
commentary on the first.”

“Wrong. That’s the way the man who doesn’t probe





image13.jpeg
MOMENTS OF REPRIEVE

42

did, but Lilith rebelled: equal rights or nothing, a
since the two males persisted, she cursed the Lord
name, became a she-devil, flew off like an arrow and well
to live at the bottom of the sea. Some even claim
know more and say that Lilith lives in the Red Sea,
cisely. But every night she rises in flight, wanders arou
the world, rustles against the windows of houses whe
there are newborn babies, and tries to smother thej
You have to watch out: if she gets in, she must be caug
under an overturned bowl. Then she can no longer ¢
any harm.

“At other times she enters the body of a man, an
the man becomes possessed. And then the best remedy
to take him before a notary or a rabbinical tribunal, a
draw up a deed in due form in which the man decla
that he wants to repudiate the she-devil. Why are yo
laughing? Of course, I don’t believe this, but I like to t¢
these stories. I liked it when they were told to me, and |
would be a shame if they were lost. In any case, I wonl
guarantee that I myself didn’t add something, and pe
haps all who tell them add something: and that’s hoy
stories are born.”

We heard a distant racket and shortly afterwards
Caterpillar-tread tractor passed alongside us. It was dra
ging a snowplow. But the mud it cleaved immediatcl;
Joined together again behind the machine. Like Ada
and Lilith, I thought to myself. Better for us; we woul
continue to rest for quite a while.

“Then there’s the story of the seed. Lilith is greed
for man’s seed, and she is always lying in wait whereve

t doesn’t end in the only approved place—that is,
the wife’s womb—is hers: all the seed that every
wasted in his lifetime, in dreams or vice or
. So you see she gets a lot of it and so she’s always
ot and giving birth all the time. Being a she-
he gives birth to devils, but they don’t do much
ven if they would perhaps like to. They're evil
pirits, without bodies. They make milk and wine
un about attics at night, and snarl girls’ hair.

ut they are also the sons of man, of every man:
nate, it's true, and when their fathers die they
nrn funeral along with the legitimate sons who
r half-brothers. They flutter around the funeral
: Ea nocturnal butterflies, screech, and claim their
f the inheritance. You laugh precisely because
unbeliever and it’s your role to laugh. Or per-
never did spill your seed. It may even happen
u will get out of here alive. Then you'll see that at
| funerals the rabbi and his followers circle the
an seven times. That’s it: they are putting up a
40 that his bodiless sons will not come to give him

t I still have to tell you the strangest story of all,
not strange that it's strange because it’s written
in the books of the cabalists, and they were people
ut fear. You know that God created Adam, and
tely afterwards He realized it wasn't good for
be alone and He placed a companion at his side.
¢ cabalists said that it wasn’t good even for God

LILITH

et spilled, especially between the sheets. All the 43
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n. It is onw:nwia that fate has chosen an EM 45
to repeat this pious and impious tale, (<o<o=%n
ignorance, daring acumen, and .ﬁr.w c_.z.um:vmnu

that grows on the ruins of lost civilizations.

44 Himself to be alone, and so from the beginning, He to
as His companion the Shekhina, which is to say, His o
presence in the Creation. Thus the Shekhina became
wife of God and therefore the mother of all peopl
When the Temple in Jerusalem was destroyed by t
Romans and we were dispersed and enslaved, the Sh
khina was angered, left God, and came with us into exil
Actually I myself have thought this: that the Shekhi
also let herself be enslaved and is here around us, in th
exile within exile, in this home of mud and sorrow.

“So God has remained alone; as happens to man
He has not been able to endure solitude and resist tem:
tation and has taken a mistress. Do you know who? He
Lilith, the she-devil, and that was an unimaginable sca
dal. It seems, in short, that things unfolded as in a quai
rel when one insult is answered by a more serious insul
50 the quarrel never ends; on the contrary it grows like a
avalanche. Because you must know that this obscen
tryst has not ended, and won'’t end soon. In one way it
the cause of the evil that occurs on earth; in another way,
it is its effect. As long as God continues to sin wit
Lilith, there will be blood and trouble on Earth. But on
day a powerful being will come—the one we are all wail-
ing for. He will make Lilith die and put an end to God'
lechery, and to our exile. Yes, even to yours and ming,
Italian, Mazel tov. Good fortune.”
Fortune has been good enough to me but not to
Tischler. And it happened many years later that I ac
| tually attended a funeral that took place exactly in the
, way he had described, with the protective dance around
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