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Please note: This is not a literary translation of the photo-essay. This basic translation is a tool to assist 
intermediate-level Italian learners understand the text. For our Italian films, the English translations retain some 
Italian syntax to help students get the feel for the language. This more literal translation also makes the text 
more accessible. 

Please see the blog for more information about our translation philosophy. 

In writing our photo-essays, we aim for a fluid, standard Italian and then write an English translation to match it. 
The players in “Girl in the Window” use a number of different languages in their efforts to communicate. The 
foreman in the coal mine – who may be Belgian – uses Italian, Dutch, Spanish, French and Flemish – to get his 
message across to the men working under him. But Vincenzo, our protagonist, speaks Lombardi dialect. Once we 
move to Amsterdam, the players mostly speak Italian and Dutch – again, with a little Lombardi thrown in, along 
with a French or Spanish word here and there. 

As always, we listened carefully to the script, writing the precise words that we heard, only changing the original 
lines when necessary to reflect standard, conversational Italian. Because the photo-essay is a language-learning 
tool, we corrected grammatical errors and we modified the Lombardi and Roman dialect that we heard to make 
the dialogue accessible – and a useful model – for language students. 

The images are an important part of the photo-essay. Each paragraph refers to specific images. Even if you don’t 
understand Italian, please read this translation alongside the Italian version on the blog, so that you can have 
context for the words. These visuals also help us to know the movie better: they not only enrich the story, but 
they also show camera movements, editing, the symbols chosen by the director and thematic ideas. You will also 
have access to the links to other references on the blog post.  

If you have questions or comments on our translation, please let us know. We would love to hear your thoughts. 

Girl in the Window  
Luciano Emmer, Dir. (1961) 
Screenplay: Luciano Emmer, Pier Paolo Pasolini, Luciano Martino & Vincenzo Marinucci	
Cinematography: Otello Martelli	
Set Design: Alexandre Hinkis	
 
Summary from Welcome page: Like many young Italians in the post-war era, Vincenzo goes to 
Holland to work in the coal mines and make some money. On his very first day, a disaster in the mine 
shows him the dangers of the work and the precariousness of life. But an older compatriot befriends 
him and takes him on a weekend to Amsterdam. There he meets the beautiful and mysterious Helse, 
who has her own sorrows.  
 
It’s a dark night, and hazy light wafts from a looming building: we are at the Van der Burg railway 
station in Holland. A train pulls in to the accompaniment of background music: melancholy vocals 
with simple instrumentation. Puffs of black smoke fill the sky.  
 

Four men step down from the train. Approaching a railroad employee, one of them asks in Italian, 
“Excuse me, sir, how do I get to the Montbourg mine?” 
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The employee answers in Dutch. Turning to his friend, the new arrival says, “Vincenzo, talk to him in 
French.” 

Vincenzo (Bernard Fresson) tells the employee in French, “The Montbourg mine, the Italians’ camp.” 
 

The employee explains how to get there and gestures in the direction of the camp. In appreciation, one 
of the men, Salvatore, offers him a cigarette, which he accepts. “Merci,” he says, and leaves.  

Joking about the quality of Italian cigarettes, Salvatore comments, “Thank you? He’ll realize when he 
lights that up.”	

Suddenly Salvatore says to Vincenzo, “But didn’t you have your suitcase?!”	

“My suitcase! Damnit!” 	
 

He runs and jumps onto the train, which has already started moving, and retrieves his suitcase just in 
time.	
 

It’s raining lightly. The men pick up their bags and head out for the miners’ camp, walking through the 
puddles next to the railroad tracks. Light seeps into the sky through the clouds, showing the world in 
silhouettes. 
 

The men arrive at the camp, which is made up of rows and rows of Quonset huts. “Hey, friend, where 
can we sleep?” they ask a stranger. 

“Down there where it says ‘Cantina’,” he answers. 

“Thank you.”  

Outside the hostel, they find a man lying on the ground. 

“Hey, Vince’, look! There’s a corpse.”* 

“Well,” Vincenzo jokes back, “I don’t think he died of thirst.” 

They help up the drunk and hand him his cane, as he explains that he was injured in the mine. 

* We’ve seen this shortened name with an apostrophe before: In Il sorpasso, Bruno calls Roberto: 
Robe’ And in Rocco e i suoi fratelli, we have another Vince’. 
 

They take the staggering man inside the hostel. Seen from behind, shoulder to shoulder, they look a 
little like pallbearers.  

Inside, men sit at tables eating and talking. The room is large and brightly lit. The proprietor, a man 
with a shaven head, approaches, asking in Italian, “Are you the new arrivals?”  

“Yes,” answers Vincenzo. 

“Do you guys want something to eat?” 

“No, we’re tired. Could we get some sleep now?” 
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The man calls out, “Esterina!” 

“Yes, Dad.” A young woman in an apron walks over. 

“Take them up to the Sicilian’s room.” 

“Follow me,” she tells the young men, heading upstairs. 
 

On the door of the room, a horseshoe has been hung for good luck. Esterina asks, “May I come in?”  

“Come in, Blondie,” comes the answer. 

Once inside, she points out the beds, which are crammed in, one next to the other. At the far end of 
the room, we see a row of closets. Photographs of young women are pinned to some.  
 

“Hey, good evening, beauties,” the Sicilian says, moving some of his things. 

“Good evening” they answer politely, practically in unison. 

“Are you all Italian?” 

“Yes.”  

“Good. This way, we can keep each other company. I was beginning to feel a little lonely here.” 

“With all these women pinned up on the wall?” 
 

With a quick cut and a screech in the background, we are in the locker rooms in the coal mine, where 
men are putting on their work clothes. Sacks suspended high above them hold their street clothes and 
personal belongings during each shift.  

The camera pans across the room as the men shout to one another, straining to be heard above the 
ambient noise.  

It’s the newcomers’ first day in the mine. 

The opening titles start rolling, as the foreman strides in, the camera following close behind him. In 
accented Italian, he asks, “Are you the new guys?” 

“Yes,” answers Vincenzo. He seems to be the spokesman for the group. 
 

The foreman announces, “This morning, we go down into the mine shaft. Your tags!” 

“What does he want?” one asks Vincenzo, the translator. But he doesn’t know either. 

“Numbers,” the foreman explains in broken Italian. 

“Ah! The numbers,” says Vincenzo. The men reach into their pockets, showing their tags and saying 
their numbers out loud: 127, 171, 165, 130.* 
 

* The men have two tags. When they come out at the end of the day, they’ll turn in the second one. In 
this way, the foreman can make sure that everyone has come out. 
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“Quickly!” Then he notices something. “Hey!” he says to Salvatore.  

“What?” 

“The helmet.” 

Salvatore puts on his helmet and the foreman adjusts it. Giovanni smiles. Everyone is in good humor 
for this new adventure. 

“Quickly! Quickly!” the foreman says briskly, clapping his hands. 
 

The titles continue to roll as the men pull on the chains to raise their sacks of clothes. Now the 
foreman distributes self-rescue devices.* He warns that anyone who breaks one will have to pay for it.   

* These devices contain charcoal filters. The miners breathe through them if fire breaks out and 
carbon monoxide builds up.  
 

Through a window, the foreman takes a safety lamp from a man in a cap. He asks Vincenzo to 
surrender his matches. 

“Sorry, I don’t smoke.” 

“Better because with flame mine goes into the air: boom! Everyone dead! Understood?”* It’s not clear 
if he’s speaking in such basic Italian because of his limited language skills or because he feels that he’s 
talking to children, these men who know nothing about the dangers of the mine. 

“We’re getting off to a good start,” Vincenzo comments to his friend , laughing. 

* The foreman speaks in broken Italian. Here’s a corrected version of what he says: “That’s better 
because with a flame, the mine will jump into the air: boom!  
 

As the opening titles list the crew of the film, the miners gather their tools as they walk. At the next 
window, they pick up their shovels. 
 

Salvatore jokes to Vincenzo, “Are they sending us to hoe the soil here?” They laugh. 
 

Vincenzo looks up at the massive winding gear that works constantly to raise and lower the elevator 
car (known as the cage). This shuttles the workers in and out of the mine and also carries coal to the 
surface.  
 

The men wait at the entrance to the elevator. The cage stops and the men who are finishing their shift 
emerge, their faces blackened by coal dust.  

They joke as they stream out: “Here is the kindergarten!” “Have fun, boys!” “Be careful not to get 
dirty!” 

“Very funny,” grumbles the foreman. 

Vincenzo gazes nervously at these strange-looking men; he’s about to enter a new world. 
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As the new men walk into the cage, one holds back. The foreman pats him on the cheek, and says 
kindly, “And you? What’s wrong? Come on! Let’s go!” The boy looks back longingly, as if he’s afraid he 
might never see daylight again. 
 

The foreman guides him into the cage and another miner closes the gate behind them. We see two of 
the newcomers looking out forlornly at the outside world they’re about to leave behind. 
 
The cage moves up a little.  It jerks to a stop as then someone calls out “Second level!” From behind 
the bars, the miners watch more men step into the lower level of the cage, beneath them. 
 
Then the cage descends – rapidly. The friction of the cage against the guides creates a loud and eerie 
sound.  
 

In total darkness, the foreman turns on his headlamp. In the dark, we see the four friends’ faces, their 
guarded, wary expressions. 

As the cage continues its descent, shaking and rattling, the foreman says, “First tunnel” and then 
begins to count off the depth in meters: “180.” They descend farther. “306.” Pause. “500 … 750.” 
 

As the cage continues to shake and jolt, the foreman grumbles, “When will they repair this 
cage?...950.” The new men – seeming like little boys – look around, lost. “1035. End of the line!” The 
cage abruptly stops. 

Vincenzo gets up, but the foreman reaches out a hand towards him. “Just a minute!” he says. “First, 
the ones below go out.” 
 

Then it’s their turn. “Allez!” the foreman calls out in French. “Everybody out!” and they slowly come 
out.  

A man greets them, repeating over and over, “No messing around. Cigarettes out.” He seems to be 
frisking them, taking no chances that a cigarette might blow them all up. 
 

The foreman sends the cage back up. Then he turns to the men. “Here there is no fear,” he says. 
“Everybody to the front.” 
 

As the men approach the tunnel he warns them, “Watch your heads! The cable can tear it off!”  
 

“Lower your heads. We’re entering the tunnel.” The foreman guides each man through, but he stops 
Vincenzo, extending his hands in a gesture of frustration. “Hey you!” he scolds. “Your shovel!” 

“Oh, I left it in the elevator.” Vincenzo looks down, then wipes his forehead, overwhelmed. 
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Calling to another miner, the foreman says, “Go with the new men to the cut.* I’m going back with this 
one.”  

Then he puts his hand on Vincenzo’s shoulder. “Come with me!” 

* The area where the coal is being cut. 
 

As the two men set off, heavy metal tubs crash together close to them, startling Vincenzo. But as the 
noise continues, he adapts to it. 
 

They come to a door, which the foreman slides open, telling Vincenzo to close it behind him. As they 
walk along, the foreman stops to check a pipe. “Hey, you!” he calls out to a man nearby. “Come here! 
Allez! Call up for this to be repaired immediately.” 

“Okay, I will.” 
 

They duck through another door. “We’re late. Come on,” says the foreman. Crouching down, they walk 
along a tunnel supported by wooden beams.  

In the darkness, there is little to see, except their headlamps, and the occasional glimpse of their 
faces.  

“There’s a beam on the left!” the foreman warns, but Vincenzo still bangs his head on it.  
 

“Careful! You’ll smash your skull!”* The foreman shakes his finger at Vincenzo, who laughs good-
naturedly. 

* The actual translation is “antlers.” 
 

As a tub filled with coal comes racing along the track towards them, the two men jump quickly aside. 
“Hey! Careful when someone’s coming by! Got it?” yells the foreman, in rebuke. 
 

They continue along the tunnel, following the route of the track. 
 

There is constant activity that stops only temporarily to let them pass. The foreman says to stop the 
engine. They continue climbing, now crouching along a conveyor belt carrying lumps of coal. The 
foreman yells now, “Hey, you! Stop the coal!” 

He crawls through the narrow space and yells over the din of the jackhammers, “Hey, Federico! Come 
here!” 

Federico (Lino Ventura) comes over. “What is it?” 

“Here’s a guy to take to the front. Careful, it’s his first time.”  
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Vincenzo makes his way up to Federico, who asks, “What race are you? Greek?” 

“No, Italian.” 

“Okay then. Come with me.”  

They crawl along on their forearms and knees. On either side, men with blackened faces are cutting 
and loading coal. 
 

They pass by Vincenzo’s roommate, the Sicilian, who smiles and says, “Hey, handsome, how’s it 
going? It’s better up there with Gina Lollobrigida than down here, isn’t it?” 

“That’s for sure!”  
 

Finally, arrived at their destination, Federico cuts into the coal face with his jackhammer and tells 
Vincenzo, “I found you a good cut.” Vincenzo crawls up to take over and Federico moves in close 
behind him, and wraps his arms around his chest, to show him how to use the tool. 
 

CAPTION: Vincenzo exchanges smiles with a fellow miner, the only African face we’ve seen so far. 
 

As Vincenzo lies on his side, drilling, we see Federico check his watch. He hammers on a pipe to call 
break time.  
 

“What’s happening?” Vincenzo asks the black man who’s working next to him. The man gestures as if 
putting food into his mouth. His gold cross shines in the dark.   

“Eat?” asks Vincenzo in Italian. 

“Yes, yes, eat,” the man answers in heavily accented Italian. 
 

Vincenzo crawls under some pipes, grabbing his lunch along the way. He sits up against the wall with 
some other miners. “Courage, handsome,” says one. “The week will be over soon.”  

“Think so?” 

“Yeah. Today’s Thursday. Friday we get our pay slips. Saturday, the money. And on Sunday, we all go 
out.” The miners laugh. 
 

Federico crawls up to them. His eyeballs are startingly white against his sooty face. “Everything all 
right? How do you feel?” he asks. 

“Okay.” 

“Tell the truth, you feel like getting out of here, don’t you?” 

“No.” he replies cheerfully. “Why?” 

“Eh, you know, the first five or six years are tough, but then you get used to it.” 

“How long have you been working here?” 
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“Five years.” 

“You must have put aside a ton of money by now.” 

“Four hundred eighty florins. But in debt to the bar!” 

They all laugh. 
 

They eat their sandwiches as they chat. Vincenzo’s friend, Salvatore, comes crawling up. He asks, 
“How many meters of coal have you done?” 

“What do I know about it? The coal keeps falling from everywhere and never ends.” 

The foreman crawls over to Federico and reproaches him. “Why have you made so little progress in 
this cut today?” 

“Because the roof isn’t holding. There’s too much pressure, we have to prop it up a lot.” 

“Try to make some effort after the break, make at least three meters. Get going, back to work.” 
 

“Hey, chief!” 

“What, Sicilian?” 

“Have you already put together the security team?” 

“Always the same thing with you: you want a lot of money but little work!” he replies throwing in some 
Italianized French and a little Spanish for good measure. 

“I’ve got a big family.” 

“Yes, of hookers,” the foreman jokes and crawls away. 
 

Overhearing, Federico comments, “Who knows what he thinks we should spend our money on. Right, 
Mustafà?”  

The African laughs. 
 

Vincenzo and Mustafà work side by side. Their headlamps are bright in the darkness of the mine. 
Exhausted, Vincenzo stops his work momentarily, and takes off his helmet, he wipes his hand over his 
forehead and then through his hair, finally he removes his shirt, too, and sets it aside. After wrapping 
a light scarf around his neck to keep the coal dust from running down his back, he puts his helmet 
back on. 
 

Abruptly, a beam supporting the roof begins to collapse. “Federico! Federico!” a miner yells. 

“What’s wrong?” 

“It’s raining here.” 

“It’s okay, it doesn’t matter. Let’s look carefully. Give me a big piece of wood.” 
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The men hurry to prop up the ceiling. Federico complains, “You guys always use wood that is too small 
in order to make it easier for yourselves. Give me the axe!” 
 

Federico hammers some logs to set them, while the other men continue their work. Then he tells one 
of the men, “Here, come on. You finish here. Give me another piece of wood. I’m going to prop it 
further.” 
 

The Sicilian turns and calls out, “Hey, Federico! Look, it’s still raining here. What should we do?” 

“Damn it! It won’t hold! We’ve gotta get out of here, guys! Soon!” 

The men start scrambling to safety but, before they can get out, rocks and wooden beams rain down 
on them. 
 

The men are yelling. Those who haven’t been buried under the rubble try to get out. Mustafà is 
trapped under fallen rocks and wood. 

It’s Vincenzo’s first day; it’s total chaos and he doesn’t know what to do.  

Someone yells, “Against the coal!” 
 

With a great roar, debris crashes down on the terrified men. The screen goes dark. 
 

 

 

 
 


