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  I

  BREAD AND LABOUR

I remember very well that for two years [after I returned from Auschwitz] I 

couldn’t leave the house unless I had a piece or two of bread in my pocket. Even 

though I knew – ‘I have a kilo of bread at home, if I go out and’ – I worried, I 

might be hungry, and then what could I do? Of course, I could go to the baker’s 

and buy bread. But the feeling of that piece of bread in my pocket gave me 

strength to … gave me peace of mind, that’s it.

Giuseppe Di Porto1

Giuseppe Di Porto was born in Rome in 1923.2 He had not even finished elementary 

school when he began working, helping his father who had a peddler’s licence granted 

for war merits. In 1938, the race laws of the Fascist regime forced him to give it back. 

Very hard times followed; he, his brother and his father adapted to all kinds of work 

(‘any honest work as long as it is not stolen money. However, remember – if I know 

that one day you bring me a lira of illicit origin, I will kick you out of the house’). For a 

time, like other Jews, he was recruited for forced labour on the bank of the Tiber. It is 

an episode whose importance we will understand only later.

In June ’42 I receive a nice postcard which tells me that I as a lucky person had 

been chosen for compulsory labor. And I was sent to Ponte Vittorio, between 

1	 Giuseppe Di Porto (1923), interviewed by Alessandro Portelli, Rome, 8 January 2005. The recording can be 
accessed at the Achivio Sonoro [Sound Archive] ‘Franco Coggiola’, of the Circolo Gianni Bosio (CGB-
AFC) at Rome’s House of Memory and History: archivio Sonoro Franco Fondo Alessandro Portelli, Serie 
cronologica, 2005. 

2	 The first section of this paper appeared, in a slightly different form, as ‘Pane e lavoro: il miracolo di ridi-
ventare umani’, in Maria Luisa Di Felice, Antonio Farina, Antioco Floris and Cecilia Tasca (eds), Politica, 
società, cultura al tavolo della storia: Studi in onore di Claudio Natoli (Rome: Franco Angeli, 2023), 234–42.
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Castel Sant’Angelo and Ponte Vittorio. I with my team, about fifty other Jews, 

were to shovel sand on the riverbed and dump it into the river. 

As we talk in the living-dining room of his house, his wife Marisa Di Porto has locked 

herself in another room so as not to hear. She, too, was deported with her entire family 

on 16 October. Her father Giacomo was killed at the Nazi massacre of the Fosse 

Ardeatine (Rome, 24 March 1944); her sister Vilma was killed at Auschwitz. Unlike 

her husband, she never wanted to talk, not even to him. What he knows about his 

wife’s story, Giuseppe Di Porto learned when he had to deal with bureaucratic paper-

work. She never said anything.

After the fall of fascism, with the war still on and Italy occupied by the Germans, 

Giuseppe Di Porto had a chance to find a job in Genoa and moved there. He was in 

Genoa on 16 October, when his family narrowly escaped the raid on Rome’s ghetto. 

He, on the other hand, was caught in the roundup of Jews in Genoa on 3 November 

and deported to Auschwitz, where he was destined for the Monowitz-Buna camp (the 

same camp as Primo Levi). His life in the camp was not much different from the terrible 

life of so many others – or rather, the few who were saved. But in his account, there is a 

small episode charged with meaning, an episode that has to do with bread as food and 

as a symbol, with the existence of God, and with his and others’ humanity.

Bread returns again and again in his narrative, a sign of how hunger was killing 

humanity, reducing people to selfish fragments, humiliated worse than animals. The 

pieces of bread he will keep in his pocket after returning home were the memory of 

those left over, even from the beasts, which he risked his life to ‘steal’.

I was always hungry. So I took risks. I think no one managed in the camp to 

get out of the barracks at night. I used to do it, I did it four or five times, only 

those few because it was forbidden. Coming out of the barracks at night was 

considered an escape attempt, and you were killed on the spot, immediately. I 

went out four or five times, at night, out of the shack, to go to a pigsty, thirty 

metres away there was a pigsty, to go and steal a piece, two pieces of bread as 

hard as a rock, covered with green mold, with pig droppings. I would steal 

this piece of bread and take it to the barracks and eat it. This is what hunger 
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was, what hunger felt like. If you get a chance to talk to any deportee, ask him 

this question: ‘tell me truthfully: would you have given your ration of bread to 

anyone – a friend, a brother, anyone?’

This is the context of the episode that constitutes the crucial turning point of his life, 

the episode that contains the meaning of it all. Giuseppe Di Porto prepares the story by 

describing the effects that violence and starvation have not so much on the body as on 

the soul of the deportees. He calls it ‘demoralisation’, also in the literal sense of moral 

chaos: the unjust and senseless death of innocent people, the unspeakable dehuman-

isation of the victims themselves – ‘the son stole bread from his father, there was no 

respect for people’ – and the unspeakable feelings of anger and denial toward a God 

who cannot exist. Twice he begins to recount (‘And it happened to me...,’ ‘One day...’), 

but he still feels he has to explain, to make me understand. And he starts all over again.

All of us deportees were demoralised because seeing people die, like this, people 

who never did any wrong and have to die like this – at that point I was saying 

to God, ‘Where are you? You don’t exist, you can’t exist’. Then I sincerely had 

to reconsider many things, in short because life in the camp sometimes I saw 

miraculous things, and it happened to me. I had been in the camp two or three 

months, and I was blaspheming, blaspheming, I kept saying ‘God does not 

exist’. One day – hunger; the son was stealing bread from the father, there was 

no respect for other people, people were stealing for hunger, they were stealing, 

they were doing actions, things, for hunger. And the ration of bread was life. 

This was what he was getting at: bread is life, both literally and symbolically. ‘Bread ... 

sustains the hearts of mortals’, we read in the Psalms.3 Bread and wine are seats of sacred-

ness, enshrined even in ritual gestures, such as the sanctification of wine (Kiddush) and 

bread. Now that he has found the formula that contains the meaning of everything, 

Giuseppe Di Porto can finally tell his story. And he begins by describing an island of 

abnormal near-normality in this absurd universe of death and fury.

3	 Psalms 104–15.
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It was a Sunday and there was no work;4 I avoided meeting with any Italians 

so as not to feel even more demoralised. As I was walking about on my own 

business, I met a certain Mario Piperno, who died two years ago, poor man, 

he finished suffering, he was bedridden from a paralysis. A couple of years ago 

this man died, good man, I mean. So, we knew each other by sight, and as 

I’m walking like this on my own business, I run into this Mario Piperno. I say, 

‘where are you going?’ He says, ‘I passed the physical and they told me to go to 

the hospital because I have diarrhea, so I stay three four days in the infirmary, 

warm, no work...’. I say, ‘Good luck, bye-bye’. And he says, ‘Do me a favour’. You 

know, when you go into the infirmary they take away your spoon, they take 

away your mess tin. The mess tin was like a big bowl where you put the soup in. 

To eat one had to [do] like animals, put the head in and eat like that. 

Primo Levi includes the deprivation of spoons as an example of the ‘unnecessary 

violence’, motivated only ‘by a specific intent to humiliate’:

The episode recounted in Judges 7.5, in which the leader Gideon chooses the 

best among his warriors by observing the way they behave in drinking at the 

river, comes to mind: he discards all those who lap the water ‘as the dog does’ or 

who kneel, and accepts only those who drink standing up, bringing their hand 

to their mouth.5 

After the liberation of the Auschwitz camp, Levi notes, thousands of plastic spoons 

were found in the warehouses, in addition to the thousands of aluminium, steel or 

silver spoons requisitioned from arriving deportees.6 

As Giuseppe Di Porto explains, 

4	 In other interviews, Di Porto explains that at Monowitz-Buna, two Sundays each month were devoted to 
the sanitation of the camp and of the prisoner’s clothes and hair.

5	 Primo Levi, ‘Violenza inutile’, in I sommersi e i salvati (Torino: Einaudi, [1986] 1991), 91.

6	 Levi, ‘Violenza inutile’, 91.
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The only way to eat with a little bit, a little bit of civilisation in short was to make 

a spoon out of some piece of sheet metal, and those of us who worked in the shop 

and had access to work tools would sometimes take pieces of sheet metal and 

make spoons, not shaped like real spoons but at least you could take the soup and 

eat. This spoon would cost you a ration of bread, though. And we all paid this 

ration of bread for a spoon. 

Mario asks, ‘Will you do me a favour? Will you buy me a spoon? I can’t eat 

without it’. I say, ‘Mario, I will look for one, take it easy’. He says, ‘Look, give 

them your bread ration then give me the spoon and I will give you back your 

bread ration’. But I had already eaten my bread ration. What could I give them, 

how could I buy a spoon? I tell him some nonsense. I say, ‘I will look for one and 

if it is possible later today or tomorrow I will bring it to you. Bye, Mario’, and I 

walk off toward my barracks. 

I go twenty, thirty metres and I see something glinting on the ground. I touch 

it with my foot like this, I move it – it was a spoon. I take this spoon, I clean it 

good, in a puddle of water, really very good... My first thought was, ‘Good thing, 

I found a ration of bread. I’ll take it to Mario and get his bread ration’. But I – 

with my conscience – [I think] ‘I wouldn’t be stealing that bread ration, I give 

him a spoon and he gives me a bread ration. I can take this spoon and tell Mario, 

“look, I bought this spoon with my bread ration, so that you, today or tomorrow, 

you give me a bread ration back”’. 

I go – ‘Look Mario, I found you a spoon’. ‘What do I owe you? How much did 

you pay?’ I, no matter how hard I tried, I could not bring myself to tell him, ‘I 

bought it with [a] ration of bread’. No matter how hard I try, I just can’t say it. 

At last, [I say] ‘Mario, you don’t owe me anything because I found this spoon on 

the ground’. I get up and leave. I kept thinking, ‘have I gone crazy, have I gone 

mad? How is this possible? Something is the matter with me because I, it is not 

possible that I could give ... We are friends yes but we are not relatives, he is not 

my brother – why did I have to give this ration, this spoon?’ And for a few days I 
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had this thought in mind. Then I realised, let’s say, that it had not been me who 

did it. Because I didn’t have the strength there to speak, and to say ... I don’t know. 

So much depends on a spoon found on the ground and given away instead of exchanging 

it, or on a piece of bread that he didn’t have the courage to ask for. Giuseppe Di Porto 

had seen the ‘demoralisation’ of the victims and, with the clarity with which the 

oppressed read in the souls of their oppressors, that of their tormentors. 

In another interview conducted for the National Ex Deportees Association (ANED), 

Giuseppe Di Porto repeats that ‘they wanted to demoralise the human being, the human 

being should no longer exist’. In conversation with me, he recalls how during the death 

march he saw the eyes of the Nazi who shot in cold blood those who fell to the ground 

exhausted: ‘the eyes were not human, I still remember now, they are strange eyes, eyes 

of another colour. It may be my vision that I was seeing that way, though’. The culmina-

tion of his ‘demoralisation’ is when he comes to despair of everything and deny God in 

the very act of speaking to Him (‘you don’t exist’) until, thanks to this gift of the spoon, 

he finds within himself the humanity that everything around him denied. Perhaps it 

really was a ‘miracle’: it was not me speaking, he says, it was as if a mysterious force had 

blocked his voice and spoken instead. Or perhaps it is simply the irrepressibility of the 

human, that makes you do the right thing not by choice but simply because something 

inside you makes it impossible for you to do anything else. 

The episode is a turning point, an epiphany that literally saves his life. In fact, an hour 

later, during the same interview, Giuseppe Di Porto returns to it. The story breaks in 

again, almost unexpectedly, while Di Porto is talking about something else entirely, 

namely a medical examination many years later, in which he realises that a callus on 

his left shoulder was the mark left by the work he did in the Monowitz camp, carrying 

heavy oxygen cylinders that he always kept on the same shoulder. The first time he had 

told the story of the spoon, the theme was hunger (‘it was a Sunday of no work’); now, 

the theme is work.

In part, he repeats the same things, the same formulas, that he had said before (‘how is 

it possible that you have to let a person die who has never done evil’ and ‘I used to say 

God does not exist’), but he expands the context and meaning. The first time, he had 

Portelli, The Lost and Found Humanity of Giuseppe Di Porto: A Twice-Told Tale
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not mentioned suicidal impulses. This time, he makes it clear that the spoon episode not 

only changes his relationship with God, but also his ‘will to live’; the suicidal impulse 

is where the two polarities of ‘demoralisation’, as discouragement and as moral chaos, 

converge. Since the story has already been told, he can only allow himself to allude to 

it – ‘that spoon thing’. But even here there is an important change: the first time he had 

spoken of voice (‘it was not me speaking’), the second time he speaks of will (‘it was a 

will not mine’).

And how many times I say, I’m going to throw myself down and end my 

suffering, or hurl myself against the high tension wires. Then fortunately there 

was a time in which just the will to survive prevailed, otherwise one would have 

let himself go. But somehow that will to live prevailed – ‘I must live, I must tell 

what I am seeing because it is unbelievable. It’s not a dream I’m dreaming, not 

a nightmare, because in real life you can talk about it but you don’t understand 

it unless you live it, unless you see people die like that, like stray dogs, like 

infected animals ...’. You ask yourself, ‘how is it possible that you cause a person 

to die who never did you any harm?’ And then you see these people in tears, 

desperate, because, ‘I can’t carry this wheelbarrow full of stuff…’ – And I’d tell 

them, ‘Go slow. You must look like you are moving, never be seen standing 

still, but you must walk slowly, don’t run’. ‘But me, I’ve never used a shovel...’.7 

To hear this even from people of a certain age – a certain age, thirty, thirty-five 

years old – who had never known a shovel, then you were saying ‘but how is 

it possible that you make a person die who never did any harm?’ Then seeing 

these people in despair, seeing such human wickedness, then I kept saying ‘God 

does not exist, God cannot exist because these people who have never harmed 

anybody are dying, they’re made to die like this. So God doesn’t exist’. I was 

7	 Primo Levi writes ‘They put a shovel in my hand, and it was an immediate disaster … it seems easy but it is 
not: if you don’t get the rhythm, and the right rhythm, the ground does not stay in the shovel but often falls 
back on the head of the inexpert digger’, ‘Intellettuale ad Auschwitz’, in I sommersi e i salvati, p. 107. Earl 
Turner, Black coal miner: ‘It wasn’t all strength – a lot of skill. You know, you gotta pace yourself ’ in A. Por-
telli, They Say in Harlan County: An Oral History (Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 139. 
Bill Nortworth, railroad fireman, ‘There’s tricks in all the trades. You have the shovel do a lot of the work 
instead of your back’, in Studs Terkel, Working. People Talk About What They Do All Day and How They Feel 
About What They Do (New York: Avon, 1975), 560.
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blaspheming. Then after the day that it happened to me, the thing of the spoon, 

I changed, because I realised that it was a will other than mine [that made me 

do it].

The challenge to God and the will to live to tell are ubiquitous themes in the deportees’ 

accounts. ‘I have rebelled against myself, I have rebelled against God’, recounted Settimia 

Spizzichino, friend and neighbour of Giuseppe Di Porto, deported on October 16,

I made a promise when I was in the camp; I made a solemn promise to my 

fifty companions, that many were selected, many died of disease, of hardship. 

I rebelled, I said Lord save me, save me because I have to go back and tell the 

world what Nazism was.8 

They are not identical stories, however. For Settimia Spizzichino, it is both rebellion 

and reliance on God (‘Lord save me’) that gives her the will to survive. For Giuseppe 

Di Porto, the will to live returns when he reconciles with God and himself and stops 

blaspheming.

And indeed, ‘it was a will other than mine’. Di Porto never says that that episode 

restored his faith in God, although he hints at it. In three hours of conversation, there 

are no other references to religion; even the word ‘miracle’, so heavy in this context, is 

used later with a generic meaning. But the spiritual dimension, whether a miracle from 

outside or some unknown inner impulse, lends extraordinary power to such a seem-

ingly simple tale. The renunciation of the ration of bread that was life is the inverse of 

the bread that is blessed and consumed in ritual, but it has the same meaning: it is the 

absent bread that becomes sacred and, in another way, gives life.

All this, however, remains implicit. What he explicitly says, however, is that ‘the spoon 

thing’ restored his faith in himself: the will to live, and the will to tell. He is not only 

reconciled with God, but also with humanity – with the one he finds within himself 

8	 Settimia Spizzichino, interviewed by Alessandro Portelli, Rome, 22 November 1997 (CGB-AFC, Fondo 
Ardeatine, ARD044). Giuseppe Di Porto recalls: ‘We lived one floor below Settimia Spizzichino. Settimia 
Spizzichino used to live in via della Reginella, 2, third floor; we lived on the second floor. Settimia Spizzich-
ino and I were the same age, [we saw each other] also when she returned, too’. 

Portelli, The Lost and Found Humanity of Giuseppe Di Porto: A Twice-Told Tale
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and the one represented by Mario Piperno. (Di Porto points out that Piperno knew 

him only by sight, he was not his relative or brother: he is his brother as a human being. 

I am sorry that it did not occur to me to ask him what his relationship was with Piperno 

after they both returned to Rome). It is as if, deprived of the ability to will, reduced 

to pieces, Stücke [in German], the deportees could regain their will either by a higher 

intervention or perhaps just by tapping into inner resources they did not even know 

they possessed. As if only now had he retrieved the voice that he had been unable to 

pull out to demand that piece of bread.

Oral history adds another spin. Stories that have already been told are generally ‘anec-

dotes’, narratively self-sufficient episodes, concluded in themselves, that can be told 

separately and often are, especially in a family setting or in an informal inner circle. In 

the oral history interview, however, these episodes are placed within a larger narrative 

context, which may cover the entire span of the narrator’s life. Thus, the life story illu-

minates the anecdote, but the anecdote becomes the key to the whole life story. And 

that is what happens to the ‘spoon thing’ in the arc of Giuseppe Di Porto’s biography.

The form of oral narratives is curious – the sequence of the tale does not necessarily 

coincide with the bare chronology of facts. We had been talking for less than a quarter 

of an hour, Di Porto had not yet mentioned deportation or Auschwitz (but of course 

he knew I was there for that, or starting from that). He had told only about his child-

hood – when he almost died at the age of two from an accident at home – and his 

early start to a life of work that began before deportation and continued into old age. 

Listening to him again now, however, I realise that the things he had said until then 

served as a prelude to the themes of his entire story, namely the habit of work and 

the proximity of death. Unlike others, Giuseppe Di Porto had ‘known the shovel’ ever 

since he had been sent to shovel sand at Ponte Vittorio. He knew how to work slowly 

while saving effort. He was young, strong, healthy. All of this – along with chance and 

luck – perhaps contributed to his not dying in the gas chamber. At the beginning of 

our conversation, before he even ventured into the most tragic years of his life, he was 

already announcing the theme and conclusion (and in fact I use that prologue of his 

story as the epilogue of mine) and introducing the keys around which the whole story 

revolves – ‘bread’, ‘work’, and ‘human being’.
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This was, let’s say, the struggle I waged so that I could say to my children, ‘you 

must not suffer what I suffered’. I tell the children, I say, ‘look, I am perhaps 

a non-human being’. That is, I did not know childhood or youth because in 

order to be able to do what I did, I worked all day until 3am at night, including 

Sundays. I never knew Sundays until I was 40, I never knew a vacation until 

I was 45. This was so that I could one day reach that level and be able to say, 

‘Today I eat in peace a bite of bread that I earned with my sacrifices and by the 

sweat of my brow’.

II

A TWICE-TOLD TALE: TESTIMONY AND NARRATIVE

My 2008 interview was not the first time Giuseppe Di Porto told his story. When I 

discussed his interview at a workshop at Rome’s House of Memory and History, my 

colleague Micaela Procaccia pointed out that he had already been interviewed in 1998 

for the Survivors of Shoah Foundation created by Steven Spielberg in Hollywood. We 

later located two other interviews: one for the Center for Contemporary Jewish Docu-

mentation in Milan in 1986 and one for the National Ex Deportees Association in 

Rome in 2003. What made the comparison interesting was the fact that, while all other 

details remained the same, the 2005 interview was the only one in which Di Porto 

mentioned the ‘story of the spoon’. He had never evoked this episode and its meaning 

in any of his earlier testimonies.

It was not a matter of memory; if he remembered the story of the spoon in 2005, 

he certainly remembered it in 1985, 1989, 2023. All other details are remarkably 

consistent. What this difference evokes, then, are broader methodological questions 

concerning the form and structure of the oral history interview: context, purpose, 

time, space. I will discuss these issues by comparing my interview (AP) with the 1998 

Shoah Foundation one (SFI).

Portelli, The Lost and Found Humanity of Giuseppe Di Porto: A Twice-Told Tale
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First, space. Let us start from the beginning of my 2008 tape. The first voice heard on 

it is not mine, but Di Porto’s. 

Di Porto: Would you like some water?

Portelli: Thank you, I’m okay. 

Di Porto: When I speak, my throat gets kind of dry.

Portelli: Thank you, 

Di Porto: I mean, if you write a few words to remember my presence, I’ll appre-

ciate it.

Portelli: All right. Listen. Today is February 23, I am at the home of Giuseppe 

Di Porto, via Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, 83. So, I mean, your story, a 

dialogue, your family …

This initial exchange includes the main coordinates – space, purpose – for the conver-

sation to follow. The offer of water means that Di Porto enters the interview as a host. 

It’s his space, I’m his guest. All that follows is a gift (he goes on to say, ‘I don’t do it for 

money because, thank God, I don’t need it’). He is in control. It is not me interviewing 

him; it’s him telling me his story. What is going on is not only an oral history inter-

view, but also a social visit (I am reminded of an interview with an African American 

couple in Kentucky, that included the offer of a plate of Kentucky fried chicken). I am 

at his house as an oral historian, but also as his niece’s professor (it was she who created 

the contact). This is why I call it a ‘conversation’. As I listen to the tape once more, I 

realised that I ask very few questions, and they are all intended to open narrative spaces, 

to encourage him to talk about what he wants to talk about. I ask no questions about 

dates, names, details. I just listen and accompany him as he talks. 

Let us now take the opening of the brilliant interview conducted by Sara Piperno for 

the Shoah Foundation:
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S A R A P I P E R N O: May 25,1998, we are in Rome, in Italy. We are interviewing 

Mister Giuseppe Di Porto G I U S E P P E D I P O R T O. My name is 

Sara Piperno S A R A P I P E R N O. The interview is in Italian. I am 

Sara Piperno, interviewing Mister Giuseppe Di Porto, Cassette number 

one. Good evening; to begin, can you briefly introduce yourself, please? 

Giuseppe Di Porto: Yes, Yes My name is Di Porto Giuseppe. I was born in Rome on 

June 3, 1923. I begin my story with my childhood in the winter of 1925 …

These two interviews differ because they are part of different projects. To be sure, I 

speak of difference, not of merit judgements. The point is not that one type of inter-

view is better than another, but that one type of interview is better suited to a different 

purpose and results in a different type of discourse, oriented either toward what I will 

call ‘testimony’ or what I will call ‘narrative’.

Of course, this is not a yes/no, black/white difference, but a more/less one, with much 

overlapping and grey space between. However, even though the interviewees may be 

speaking more or less about the same things, yet testimony is more oriented toward 

something the interviewees have seen or witnessed or taken part in, whereas in narrative 

the interviewees speak about themselves. Testimony (other than in the religious sense 

of the word) is more outer-oriented, more focalised on objectivity, on factual reliability 

(‘what happened’?); narrative can be more inner-oriented, focalised on subjectivity and 

identity (‘who am I? How did I become what I am’?). In other words, is the conversa-

tion about the Shoah, or is it about Giuseppe Di Porto? Is Giuseppe Di Porto’s story 

only one of the thousands of stories that go into the making of a historical process, or 

is it unique because it is his own?

Di Porto’s earlier interviews, and the one for the Shoah Foundation most of all, were 

conceived as testimony; rich in carefully verified detail, they are an essential tool 

toward the accurate reconstruction of events and contexts. Hence, the insistence on 

names, chronology, fact checking, comparison with other interviews. For instance, 

Di Porto’s 1985 interview for the Center of Contemporary Jewish Documentation 

(CDEC) uses the first ten minutes to reconstruct precisely names, dates, addresses of 

three generations of Di Porto’s family. This is the approach that best suits the purpose 
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of reconstructing the structure, relationship, social texture of Rome’s and Italy’s 

pre-Shoah Jewish community and the exact experience of as many Shoah survivors as 

possible. The result was an extraordinary, precious book, Liliana Picciotto Fargion’s 

Libro della memoria. 9 As for the Shoah Foundation interviews, their purpose was to 

refute negationism by proving beyond all doubt that the Shoah had really happened 

and that the survivors’ stories were credible. Therefore, fact checking was of the essence, 

and these interviews served their purpose very well, also as educational tools. Thus, in 

SFI, Giuseppe Di Porto is not so much speaking to Sara Piperno than making a public 

statement that places his story in a broader collective experience.

I didn’t go to Di Porto’s house with a project in mind, but basically in order to get 

to know a person and hear his story, with total flexibility and much curiosity. Thus, 

when he speaks to me, Di Porto is not speaking to an institution but to a person, and 

the subject of the conversation is Giuseppe Di Porto – Shoah survivor and witness, of 

course – but, most importantly, the protagonist of his own life story. The ‘story of the 

spoon’ and the crisis of his relationship to God are (apparently) not very important 

toward a factual, material documentation of extermination camp life, but they are the 

heart of the story, the life, the identity of Giuseppe Di Porto. Beyond details that can 

be found also in other narratives and sources (including the shape of the bowls and the 

lack of spoons), what makes his narrative unique is exactly what is omitted in his other 

testimonies: an inner, spiritual fact that reveals a deeper and more dramatic plane of 

meaning and the effect that the violence and injustice of the Shoah had also on the 

souls of their victims. 

Di Porto expresses this state of mind eloquently through the double meaning of one 

of his key words, ‘demoralisation’– both as despair and as moral chaos. Unspeakable 

thoughts unspoken: the deepest, most indelible wounds are not necessarily those of 

the body.

Now, if we go back to the opening passages of the interviews, we must recognise that 

the SFI is much more professional than mine. Sara Piperno is a Jewish cultural worker, 

9	 Liliana Picciotto Fargion, Il libro della memoria: gli ebrei deportati dall’Italia, 1943–1945 (Milano: Mursia, 
1992).
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with a solid background enriched by the training she received before she started inter-

viewing for the project. She records the interview after finding out as much as possible 

about Giuseppe Di Porto; from the very beginning, she asks him for information that 

she already possesses. I went into the interview knowing very little about him, save that 

he had been at Auschwitz and was the uncle of one of my students. This is my usual 

approach: the interview as my first source of information. A self-taught oral historian 

and interviewer, usually working alone, without access to an archive in which I could 

deposit my interviews, I often forget to record important information. Those who later 

use my tapes often have a hard time cataloguing and dating them (typically, in this case 

I do state the day and month, but not the year!). One thing is absent in both interviews: 

I do not say my name, and Sara Piperno does not mention the Shoah Foundation. Only 

at the end of the interview do I remember to get on tape his consent to depositing the 

interview in the Circolo Gianni Bosio archive and making it available to researchers. 

But I don’t ask for a signed release form.

Sara Piperno, on the other hand, follows the Shoah Foundation’s protocol, and asks 

Giuseppe Di Porto to introduce himself. Introduce himself – to whom? Certainly not 

to her, who already knows him and has announced his name, but rather to an imper-

sonal institution. This is why he introduces himself last name first and date of birth, 

as you do when you roll out your vital statistics to some office or authority. On the 

other hand, the fact that Piperno needs to state (in Italian) that the interview is in 

Italian and to spell out first and last names suggests – also to the interviewee, who is 

present and hears – that in the moment she is not speaking to him but to an absent 

audience of future and unknown users of the archive. In a way, the video of the inter-

view is a communication between the interviewer and a future audience, through the  

interviewee.

An important difference is that SFI is video, mine is audio. The advantages and limita-

tions of video for oral history have long been a matter of debate in the oral history 

community. However, aside from the fact that, also in this case, video reveals certain 

aspects of non-verbal communication, there is no doubt that video is more functional 

to the educational and communication aims that are the core of the Shoah Foundation 

project. However, the intent of creating a product of professional quality (we are in 
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Hollywood, after all!) generates significant changes in the spatial and interpersonal 

relationships. As anyone knows who has been interviewed for television, the very fact 

of filming restructures the space, the lights, the furniture, the mutual disposition of 

bodies, to suit the logic of the camera (or the removal of all partners to the neutral space 

of the studio). While AP took place in a relatively shaded room with natural light, with 

us sitting sideways around the corner of his dinner table, close but not face to face as in 

an interrogation, in SFI Giuseppe Di Porto is illuminated by bright artificial lights and 

sits alone, looking up to the camera, in the centre of a sofa in a middle-class parlour. It 

is still his home, but he is no longer in control.

An inter/view is an exchange of gazes. Now, the first thing you are told when appearing 

on TV is, ‘don’t look at the interviewer, look at the camera’. And while a microphone 

can hear at 360 degrees, the camera only looks in one direction. In SFI, the interviewer 

is not on camera, there is no exchange of gazes. Rather than carrying out a dialogue 

with a listening peer, Di Porto is looking up to the camera – he is speaking to some-

thing higher and mightier, he is speaking to History. And we can actually hear the 

difference: as Micaela Procaccia (who had studied Di Porto’s SFI interview) pointed 

out, even though I am not Jewish, in my interview Di Porto speaks with a much more 

audible Jewish-Roman accent and lexicon than he does to the Jewish interviewer in 

SFI. But he is not really speaking to her.

As already noted, between 1985 and 2003 Di Porto tells his life three times, at length, 

to highly competent interviewers who ask questions that include very minute and exact 

detail. Only in 2008 does he mention his lapse of faith and the ‘story of the spoon’. This 

helps us understand a memory is not a fallible trace of experience in time, but rather 

a shifting search for meaning in the relationship between two moments in time – the 

moment remembered and the moment of remembering. Much of the relevance of a 

memory and its emergence in the narrative, then, depends on two factors: the context 

of the narrative and the time of narration.

In AP, the most meaningful time marker, before and after Auschwitz, is bread: ‘for two 

years [after I returned from Auschwitz] I couldn’t leave the house unless I had a piece 

or two of bread in my pocket’. At this point, he is not speaking about the hunger he 
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suffered in Auschwitz, but rather about the traces that this hunger left in his psyche, 

afterwards. The time is now.

There is a difference between a fact that is not forgotten and a fact that is remembered. 

All the verbs of memory – reminding, remembering, the Italian ‘ricordare’ – all indicate 

that it is not enough for a fact to be deposited in memory; it must be actively brought 

to the mind, the body, the heart. Twice, in the past, Di Porto had the opportunity of 

relating the story of the spoon, and did not choose to do so. In the SFI, Sara Piperno 

asks him whether he had contact with other Italians in the camp; he mentions a few 

names, but not Mario Piperno, the receiver of the spoon. In the 1986 CDEC interview, 

he does mention Piperno, along with several other names, but only to say that Piperno 

was older than him and was currently living in Rome. These silences mean that at those 

times Di Porto did not think the story of the spoon was significant toward the history 

of the Shoah, or interesting to the interviewers and the institutions to which he was 

speaking. It becomes a memorable fact in another time and another context.

Why he felt that the moment and the context were right, that day in 2008, is hard to 

tell. I don’t think it had much to do with my presence, aside perhaps from the fact 

that, not being Jewish, I might have seemed less judgmental about his past religious 

doubts and later tensions with Rome’s Jewish community. The most important reason, 

however, lies in the difference between past- and outer-oriented testimony and present- 

and inner-oriented narrative. For Giuseppe Di Porto, narrating at 63 (CDEC) or 75 

(SFI) is not the same as narrating at 85: the events are more distant, and the end is 

nearer. At the end of all his earlier testimony, his interviewers ask him about comments 

on the future and messages to the younger generations, to which he answers with gener-

alities about the moral meaning of the Shoah and the yearning for universal peace. In 

2008, he starts from the present: he has not yet begun to speak about Auschwitz, when 

he volunteers that ‘this was the path that took him to his present “level”, that made him 

what he is’. All that follows, two hours of conversation, is the story of how his ‘presence’ 

was shaped. And the message is different, much more personal:

I tell the children, I am perhaps a non-human being [because] in order to be 

able to do what I did – I worked from the morning until three in the morning 
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and came back at night at nine, including Sundays. I never knew Sundays until 

I was 40, I never knew a vacation until I was 45. This was so that I could one 

day reach that level and be able to say: today I eat in peace a bite of bread that 

I earned with my sacrifices and by the sweat of my brow.

Perhaps, at this stage in his life, Giuseppe Di Porto had been reconsidering the overall 

meaning of his life, with his conflict and reconciliation with God as the turning point 

and bread and the ‘story of the spoon’ as its symbolic centre. But it took him time. 

We might say that in his earlier interviews, Giuseppe Di Porto helps us understand 

Auschwitz; in 2008, Auschwitz helps him understand himself. At this point, his narra-

tive turns into testimony, in the spiritual sense: surviving Auschwitz means saving one’s 

body but also, perhaps most of all, saving one’s soul.             


