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Please note: The photo-essay simply tells the story of the film in intermediate-level Italian. This is a basic, literal 

translation to assist Italian learners understand the text. In writing our photo-essays, we aim for a fluid Italian 

and write a translation to match it.  We hope that this language-learning tool will be engaging and enlightening. 

It’s no substitute for material written at a native-language level that explores the film in depth! 

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 see the 

screenshots that go with the text. These visuals 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 in the blog itself.  

Thank you, and enjoy! 

 

La Ciociara, PARTE II 
English title: “Two Women” 

Vittorio De Sica, Dir. (1960) 

 

What are we talking about? 

During World War II, Cesira, an Italian shopkeeper, brings her daughter to the countryside from 
Rome in order to keep her safe. But the war catches up with them anyway. 
 
Getting to know them better 
 
It’s evening. The men are playing cards; the women knit and crochet. They joke about what it would be 
like to make love with Mussolini. One says, “I’d be completely in awe.” “You can’t make love with 
someone like that, you’d freeze up!” Cesira concludes, “All you have to do is switch off the light!” and 
all the women laugh. Rosetta asks what they’re laughing about and they answer, “Nothing, we’re 
talking about politics.” And they laugh some more. 
 
 
Just then Michele enters with two men. He tells the group that they’re English soldiers that have 
disembarked from a submarine for a mission.   
“What does that have to do with us?” asks one. 
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“We could hide them for a few days.” 
“We also have a duty to our families.” 
“If the Germans come, they’ll take us all to Germany!”  
“We have to think about the children.” 
 
“Let’s go, gentlemen,” says Michele to the soldiers.  
Rosetta speaks up, “Could we give them a loaf bread?”  
Cesira responds, “Listen to that stupid girl. She wakes up hungry during the night, yet she thinks of 
giving away bread like it was pumpkin seeds.” But then she hands a piece of bread to her daughter for 
the men and allows that they can have a meal at her place. But she insists they must leave right after 
eating.  
“Brava,” replies Michele, “I knew you were a decent person.” 
 
The group is seated around Cesira’s table. She opens a bottle of wine, saying, “This wine should be 
good, because a great person gave it to me.” They drink a toast to victory and to a new world. Cesira 
suggests a toast to Giovanni, who has provided the wine. Michele looks disappointed; maybe he is a 
little bit in love with her. 
 
Michele tells the soldiers that their armies landed too far south. If they had landed farther north, they 
would have bombed fewer cities. Fewer babies like Rosetta would have died. 
Cesira tells Michele to ask if she and Rosetta should plan to stay there through the winter, but he 
replies that the English know less than the Italians do. 
 
The soldiers get up to leave.  
“Where will they sleep?” asks Cesira.  
One of the Englishmen answers, “In the mountains, signora, now we’re strong.”  
Michele says that there are caves all along the coast. 
Michele steps outside first, to make sure the coast is clear. 
 
 
Feeling overheated, Cesira goes outside and finds Michele giving directions to the men. She sits with 
him to talk. The young man wants to know who Giovanni is and if she loves him. She replies, “Why? 
Can’t I love him? A widow, can’t she be loved any longer?” But then she admits that Giovanni has a 
wife and two kids. 
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It’s daylight. Villagers are walking to a cottage, some carrying chairs. Inside, Cesira sits by a fire, 
preparing grass for dinner. The others are sitting in a semicircle. We recognize many of them from the 
other evening. Michele complains that the mice don’t respect anything; they’ve chewed on his bible. 
His mother, who’s sitting with the group, asks him to read a story, whatever he wants. Just as he’s 
about to start, more people arrive, all talking about the lack of food. He waits a little impatiently.  

 
His mother asks him again to read them a story. But just as he’s about to start, more people arrive. He 
waits.  

 
Finally, the people settle down and Michele reads to them from the Bible about Lazarus' resurrection. 

 
But he is interrupted again! This time it’s a man with mail. They ask if he bought oil. No, it was too 
expensive. There’s a letter for Cesira! Michele continues with his story while Cesira reads her letter. 

 
Suddenly the woman exclaims, “Someone tried to rob my house in Rome but Giovanni took care of 
them!” She says Giovanni is better than a brother. She kisses the letter. That’s too much for Michele 
who storms out of the cottage. 

 
Cesira goes after him and he declares his love for her. She asks how he can think of something like that 
with all the troubles that they have.  

 
He says he knows that she has someone else in her heart, but Cesira says no: only her daughter. In the 
meantime, it’s started to rain. She covers her head and runs home. 

 
CAPTION: Note the beautiful lighting on the Madonna that watches over Cesira and her daughter. 

 
That night in bed, Cesira informs her daughter that she’s decided to go back home. She believes that 
they won’t bomb Rome anymore, on the contrary, the bombing  is getting closer to where they are.  In 
fact, as she speaks, we hear planes and the sound of bombs falling.  

 
Cesira thinks that Rosetta has gotten too skinny. She needs to get back to Rome where they have 
plenty to eat. 

 
Rosetta asks why Michele doesn’t come around anymore.  
“Who knows?” answers Cesira. 
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Rosetta says that Michele likes Cesira. She can understand why; her mother is so beautiful. She adds, 
“Michele is the nicest man of all.”  
But Cesira responds, “Being nice these days is useless.” And anyway, in her opinion, Michele “is a 
subversive – someone with a good heart who doesn’t like to work much.” 

 
But finally, she has to admit that she likes him too.  

 
The peasants are working in the field. Michele stealthily approaches Rosetta and gives her a loaf of 
bread. He whispers to her to hide it; he doesn’t want his father to see.  

 
Time has passed. It’s spring. Cesira is out walking. Michele runs and catches up to her. She picks a 
flower and twirls it as they walk and talk. 
 “I thought you left,” she says, “We haven’t seen you lately.” 
“I’m leaving soon.” 
“Where?” 
“South. I’ll walk with you to Fondi.” 
“That’s not a good idea. The Germans could shoot you. It’s too risky.”  
“I have a friend who has food. Something could happen to you too.” 
“You don’t know me. Before a German touches me …” and she shows him the knife she is carrying. 
But he continues walking with her. 

 
They encounter a Russian deserter who tells them that the way is safe. These are the last days for the 
Germans – and also for him – and then he takes off.   

 
Just then a German jeep comes roaring by. Cesira and Michele run to hide just in time. 

 
As they are walking, they come upon a strange-looking woman. Cesira asks her, “Where can I buy 
sugar, a little flour, canned goods, honey? In short: whatever can be found.”   

 
The woman answers, “If I tell you, you won’t tell the Germans where I hide my food?”  
“I swear to you.” 

 
Cesira and Michele listen, horrified, as the woman tells her story. “I told the Germans that I didn’t 
have anything. So they …” Then she imitates machine gun fire. The Germans killed her baby.  
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She has milk, but no baby.  She clutches her breast. “If you want, I’ll give you this milk. It’s of no use to 
me anymore, who can I give it to?” 

 
The woman walks aimlessly, calling out, “Who wants it? Who wants milk?” At the sound of German 
soldiers, Cesira and Michele run off.    
 
They arrive at Michele’s grandfather’s house. His grandfather comes to the door with a napkin tucked 
into his collar. Apparently, this house is not lacking food. Michele introduces Cesira as a friend who is 
a displaced person. The man welcomes her. 

 
In the dining room, he introduces them as old friends to the Nazi officer who is seated there. The 
officer commands the anti-aircraft. Michele’s great grandmother is thrilled to see him and gives him a 
big hug. Then she goes to prepare the coffee and Cesira goes to the kitchen to help her. 

 
There is plenty of food in that kitchen! With the great grandmother’s permission, Cesira takes all that 
she can get her hands on, stuffing into her mouth whatever she can and packing the rest. 

 
The grandmother asks Cesira to grind the coffee. With the grinder in hand, Cesira stands in the 
doorway and listens to Michele’s grandfather, who’s been forced to sing for the officer. 

 
Michele starts an argument. He says that the Germans have war in their blood. 
The officer claims that men need the experience of war in order to become men. Then he complains, 
“Why do we have to waste precious soldiers on the Italian front?" 
"It's not true, you were beaten from the start." 
"You and your countrymen should learn that when you make a mistake, you have to pay! And your 
children will pay too, they will pay with bitter tears." 

 
This is too much for Cesira. “What have the children got to do with it?!” she asks, infuriated.  

 
Abruptly, a siren warns of an air raid. The Nazi officer runs out and the family members go to the 
shelter in the back of the house.  

 
But Cesira runs back into the kitchen and loads as much food as she can into a basket. Michele goes 
after her.  
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Together, they run out and dive for cover as the planes start shooting at them from the air. Michele 
has his hand over Cesira’s back to protect her. The bullets hit the trees. 

 
When the sky is quiet, Michele gently runs his hand over the fabric of Cesira’s dress, then he begins to 
kiss it. She turns and pulls it away. “What are you doing?” 

 
He kisses her passionately as the all-clear siren goes off. Emerging from the shelter, Michele’s 
grandparents see the couple. They just look at each other and pass by. Understanding what is at risk, 
Cesira sits up and says, “If Rosetta had seen us, we’d have made a pretty picture.” 

 
Michele helps her gather the flour that spilled when they dived to the ground. 

 
De Sica has filled this story with subtle reminders of Rosetta’s innocence, but also with signs that the 
little girl is growing up. Here Cesira comments that now Rosetta is too old for braids. She’s going to 
style it a different way. Rosetta replies that she’d like her hair just like her mother’s. Cesira also notes 
that Rosetta has grown two inches since they’ve been in the countryside. 

 
Michele comes down to them, carrying a sack. He’s come to say goodbye: he’s going into the 
mountains. Cesira tells him to be careful and asks why he’s going, he replies to do something good.  

 
Rosetta asks if he’ll come to Rome, he laughs and answers, “Who knows?” But he promises to send her 
books.  

 

CAPTION: Michele says goodbye to Cesira and Rosetta. 

 
Their farewell is interrupted by a peasant, who calls out, “Come and see the Germans in the haystacks! 
They’re running away!” The news excites Cesira, “I think that in two or three days we’ll leave too!” The 
peasants all go running to see the Germans lying starving and exhausted in the hay. 

 
Sitting up, one of the Germans orders the peasants to give them food. But, Cesira protests, “We don’t 
have any food. Everything is finished.”  

 
The man takes out a gun and points it at the gathered peasants, “Do it quick.” Cesira sends Rosetta to 
get some bread.   
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Then the soldier says that he needs someone to go with them to show the shortest way to get to the 
next valley. 
The first man he picks refuses in terror. “I’m not from this place and I don’t know the way,” he 
explains as a defense. “I don’t know anything,” he adds. His wife agrees, “Nothing.”   
The second man selected by the soldier responds, “Anyone can tell you that I am from Ceprano, it’s far 
away. We’re refugees.” 

 
The German then asks for water. A woman carrying a child runs to get it. 

 
In the meantime, Rosetta returns with a loaf of bread and lays it on the ground at the soldier’s feet. 
Offended by this gesture, he demands that she hand it to him. Both Cesira and Michele run to pick up 
the bread, coming to the assistance of the terrified Rosetta. 

 
The soldier takes the bread and goes to share it with his men. Meanwhile, the woman has returned 
with the water, in a big jug balanced on her head, just as Cesira taught her daughter at the beginning 
of this journey. 

 
The German then chooses Michele to be the guide.  
Michele’s mother frantically takes the boy’s arm, imploring, “He’s my son! He’s my son!” 
His father runs up and grabs Michele’s other arm, “He doesn’t know the mountains. He reads, he 
writes, he studies!” 

 
But the German doesn’t care. Pointing the gun, he tells Michele “If you don’t move, I’ll shoot 
you.”  The mother moves aside, but the father says, “Take me. I know the mountains. I will take you to 
the other side.” He tells his wife, “I’m going, Maria.” 
But the German refuses, “You’re too old, he has to come. It’s his duty.” 

 
Walking away from the village with the men, Michele has accepted his fate. He waves gently, saying, 
“Don’t worry. I’ll be back by tonight. Goodbye, mamma. Goodbye, everyone.” 

 
But when the German fires his gun, they stop in their tracks and fall silent. There is an interesting 
contrast. In his other hand, this soldier still has the bread that was given to him by the peasants. While 
he shoots, he is still chewing their bread.  

 
Together with them we watch Michele walk off past piles of hay into the mountains. 
 


