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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 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 in the blog itself.  

Thank you, and enjoy! 

Phoenix, Part I 
Christian Petzold, Dir. (2014) 
 
What are we talking about? 
The second world war has just ended. Nelly returns to Berlin from a concentration camp with her face 
disfigured. After facial reconstruction surgery, she doesn’t look quite herself. She searches for her 
husband, Johnny. Will he recognize her? And is he the one who betrayed her to the Nazis? 
 
Getting to know them better 
A woman is driving a car. It’s dark. She glances to her right at her passenger, who we don’t see yet. 

 
They arrive at the border. It’s the Swiss-German border checkpoint and a guard approaches them with 
a flashlight. He peers into the car. The passenger's face is covered with bloody bandages. Wrapped in a 
blanket, the woman seems immobilized, but she stares at the guard. 

 
He points his flashlight right onto her. He says, “I want to see her face.” The passenger whimpers with 
pain. She cowers and hides her face under the blanket. 

 
The driver says to the man, “Can I talk to you for a minute?” S0 she gets out of the car and explains to 
the soldier, “She’s from the camps.” Unmoved, the man again shines his flashlight onto the passenger, 
demands, “Show me your face! Show me your face now!”   
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Whimpering, the passenger removes her bandages. We don’t see, but the soldier does and he’s 
stunned. 

 
“Sorry,” he murmurs. Then he orders, “Let them pass!” 

 
Now it’s daytime. The woman who was driving in the last scene, Lene, is at a doctor’s office in Berlin. 
Her passenger, Nelly, is off-screen. 
We hear the doctor telling her, “They thought you were dead. You are lucky.” There’s severe damage to 
her face. “You were a singer?”  
Lene says, yes, Nelly was a professional singer until 1938.  
Now the man turns to the patient, “You’re a Jewish woman. Why did you return here?” 
 
They are at the hospital in a comfortable room. Nelly is in bed. Lene sits at the table, peeling an apple. 
She says that soon they will be able to walk around. The grounds of the hospital are beautiful. Nelly 
asks, “Who is paying?” Her friend replies that it’s money from her inheritance. In fact, Nelly’s entire 
family is dead. No one is left. 

 
“Where is Johnny?” asks Nelly. 

 
The two friends are at the doctor’s office. He asks Nelly who she would like to look like. Myself, she 
replies. The doctor suggests that she think it over because she can never look the way she did before. 
And a new face has its advantages. 
“How is it an advantage?” 
“You’ll be a new and different person.” 
But Nelly insists: she want to look exactly as she used to. 

 
Nelly goes into the operating room for the surgical procedure on her face. 

 
While she is under anesthesia, she dreams. She is walking in a field, wearing her concentration camp 
uniform. It starts to rain. She approaches a house. 

 
She walks slowly and sees a man at a piano. He is not playing. He closes the lid over the keys. 

 
Abruptly, Nelly awakens in her hospital bed. She sees someone at her door: a woman in a hospital 
gown, like her, her face covered with bandages. The woman has no face, no identity, just like Nelly. 
Quietly the woman closes the door to Nelly’s room. 
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Now she gets up from her bed and pursues this ghostly figure. 

 
She follows her into an office where we see her sit on the floor and examine something she’s taken 
from the wall. 

 
Looking around, Nelly notices some books about facial surgery, drawings, a plaster model of her own 
nose. 

 
She walks over to the wall, where she sees a photo with Lene. Then she spots a photo of herself. It’s 
folded in half. She unfolds it and on the other half we see a man on the other side. Johnny? The man at 
the piano? We don’t know. 

 
Lene is working in an office. Apparently, her job involves documenting concentration camp prisoners. 
The room is dark: outside it is light, but the curtains are closed. Lene looks at a photo through a 
magnifying glass and she writes some notes. Checking a list of names, she finds one that she 
recognizes. 

 
Abruptly she gets up. As she leaves the room, we notice that other women are working at desks piled 
with papers. We begin to understand how enormous a task it is to identify persons missing from the 
war.  

 
Outside the darkened room, the light seems almost dazzling. Lene is reflecting, leaning against a 
stairway. Someone cries out, she turns toward the sound. Now we see that a tear is running down her 
face. 

 
The noise, in fact, has been caused by a man we recognize: it’s the man in the photo with Nelly. He 
runs out of an office and an employee chases after him, “Sir! What the hell do you think you’re 
doing?!” 

 
Lene goes into the office that the man and woman came out of. Documents are scattered across the 
floor. She finds one that says, “Johannes Lenz, pianist. Divorced October 4, 1944.” It’s Johnny. The 
man at the piano in Nelly’s dream. The man in the photograph in the hospital. 
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Nelly is walking outside. The grounds are beautiful, just as Lene had told her. She takes a seat on a 
bench and her friend joins her. “Your bandages come off tomorrow,” she tells her. And she adds that 
she has found an apartment for them in Haifa. There is a view of the sea from there and beautiful 
architecture. It sounds like a wonderful place to live; a refuge. 

 
She has also brought photos! But Nelly is not interested.  

 
After the surgery she can’t talk, so she writes a question on her little slate.  
“No,” answers Lene, “I haven’t seen him.” 
Now the woman writes another question. 
“It was bombed out. It no longer exists.” 

 
A car pulls up to a bombed-out area. Nelly gets out. Her bandages are off and we see her bruised face. 
She walks up to the rubble from a ruined building. Lene gets out of the driver’s side and watches her 
step over the rubble. 

 
Nelly gazes at her broken reflection in the shattered pieces of a mirror. 

 
Together they get back in the car. Nelly says, “I no longer exist.” 

 
Her friend tries to reassure her, but Nelly looks at her and asks, “Would you recognize me?”  
“Yes,” Lene answers. 
“No,” insists Nelly, “that’s me,” she says, showing a photo that she took from the clinic. 

 
Pointing to some faces circled in the photo, Nelly then asks another question. “What are these circles?” 
“Those are Nazis,” answers Lene. 
Nelly looks at her in disbelief, her eyes filling up with tears. This is a photograph of her with friends 
from before the war. “And the crosses are for the dead?” 
“Yes.” After a pause, Lene adds, “It’s such a miracle that you are still alive.” 

 
Taking out the other photo that she took from the clinic, Nelly observes, “There’s no cross above 
Johnny …” 
“Johnny doesn’t interest me,” Lene answers brusquely, starting the car. 

 
Nelly is in the spacious apartment that Lene has found for them. Sunlight pours in from the 
windows.  The room is bright. The housekeeper, Elisabeth, shows Nelly the clothing that her friend 
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has purchased for her, then she asks Nelly when they are going to Palestine. But Nelly looks down and 
murmurs that she doesn’t know yet.  

 
Lene comes in and Elisabeth leaves them to prepare dinner.  
“Do you like the apartment?”  
“Yes,” replies Nelly. 
“By the way, I put the papers for the Haifa apartment on the desk. And I found two others for us in Tel 
Aviv.” 

 
“You know,” adds Lene, “It wasn’t easy, getting us both a visa.” Nelly says nothing, but she turns and 
embraces her friend. 

 
Dinner time. The two friends sit across from each other at the table in the spacious dining room. In 
the background, a song plays: Speak Low, with music by Kurt Weill and lyrics by Ogden Nash. 

 
Speak low when you speak, love 
Our summer day withers away too soon, too soon 
Speak low when you speak, love 

Elisabeth comes into the room with a tray and serves the dinner. 

Our moment is swift, like ships adrift, we're swept apart, too soon 
Speak low, darling, speak low 
Love is a spark, lost in the dark too soon, too soon 
I feel wherever I go that tomorrow is near, … 

The housekeeper turns off the music and leaves the room. 

Nelly asks to hear the song again and Lene does as she asks.  

Her friend tells how she would listen to the song in London before falling asleep. She adds, “I can’t 
stand to hear German songs anymore.” 

“When you’re better, we’ll take care of your assets,” says Lene. Apparently, it’s quite a large 
inheritance. It will take a while to sort out.  

There is property and there’s a lot of money in Switzerland. It’s the victims’ money, though, and it 
carries an obligation: to go to Palestine and establish a state where Jews can live safely. 
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Nelly is getting ready to go out. She puts on a black hat with a veil. 

She walks through the streets of Berlin with an awkward gait, like Rosetta in La ciociara after the rape, 
as if she might break if she stepped too heavily. 

She comes upon a violinist, stops and listens. He asks her if she likes the music. “Yes,” she answers. 
“Then pay,” he demands. 
 
She kneels down to put money in his violin case, which lies open on the ground.  
“I’m looking for my husband,” she tells him. “He’s a musician, too.” 
”What does he play?” 
“He’s a pianist.” 
“If he’s lucky, he’ll be in one of the cabarets or clubs. If not, he’ll be on the corner with an accordion.” 
“What clubs?” 
“Try the American sector,” he advises her before going back to playing his violin.  

 
Nelly walks on into the night. 

 
She finds a club called Phoenix, gets there through a tunnel, almost as if it leads to another world lit by 
red light. 

 
She hesitates, unsure about entering. She hears a man and woman struggling behind a corner. 
“Johnny,” the woman protests, “What did I do? I only wanted to dance a bit.” The man grabs her and 
takes her away through a gate. 

 
Nelly turns and follows them, back out through the tunnel. They go into an alley; Nelly waits. When 
they come back out, she sees that the man is not her Johnny. The man threatens her crudely and steals 
her pocketbook. Frightened, she goes back home. 

 
The next morning, Elisabeth complains that Nelly has gotten her expensive coat dirty. Where has she 
been gallivanting? Lene warns Nelly that she should never go out alone at night. It’s dangerous in 
Berlin. All sorts of people are out on the street. Lene can’t protect her forever. In fact, soon she’ll be 
going to Poland for a week or two. 

 
Lene presses her again about Palestine: Haifa or Tel Aviv? In Tel Aviv there’s a Jewish choir.  
“What would I do in a Jewish choir?” asks Nelly. “I’m not Jewish.” 
“Yes, you are. We can’t stay here.” 
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Lene sits next to Nelly. 
“Johnny betrayed you,” she reveals, “You were arrested on October 6, 1944. Johnny was arrested on 
October 4, 1944. He was interrogated and released just after your arrest. He wasn’t put in prison. No 
punishment. In fact, he was allowed to play again. Now he wants your money.” 

 
Nelly’s face lights up. “Did you see him?” 
“Yes. Two months ago.” 
“Did you speak to him?” 
“I don’t speak to traitors.” 

 
It’s nighttime. Nelly is back on the dark street wearing the same hat and veil. Once again, she arrives 
at the Phoenix. This time she goes in. 

 
The nightclub is crowded with people talking quietly. Music in the background. It’s the same song that 
Lene and Nelly were listening to over dinner: Speak Low. A crowd of men stands, facing the stage, 
listening to the music. In the style of the time, many wear hats. There are American GIs there, too.  As 
Nelly slowly enters, the music ends and people applaud. 

 
Suddenly she sees Johnny. He’s clearing tables, looking around. It seems that he has seen her too, or 
maybe he’s just looking in her direction. As if she’s transparent. But Nelly looks excited and hopeful. 
She takes off her hat and calls, “Johnny!” He looks up, looks around to see who has called him, but 
again doesn’t notice her.  

 
Nelly is devastated. She brings her hand to her mouth to stifle a cry. If he doesn’t see her, is she really 
there? She runs out. 

 
She leaves the nightclub and runs home through the rubble-filled streets of bombed out buildings. 

 
Home, she runs into her room and stands in front of her armoire. Up close, facing the mirror, she 
gazes at herself.  

 
Someone knocks at the door. It’s Lene. She peeks in. “Is everything okay?”  

 
She has brought a gun. Nelly will need it if she goes out alone at night. “Sometimes just showing it is 
enough.”  
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Nelly goes back to the nightclub during the day, when it’s closed, to find Johnny. Employees are 
cleaning and setting things up. 

 
In the back, she finds two women sitting in their dressing room, putting on makeup and polishing 
their nails. 
“I’m looking for Johnny.”  
“Did he give you those black eyes?” asks one. 
“He works here,” she replies simply. 
“There’s no Johnny here.” 

 
But suddenly, there he is, behind her. He’s emptying a pail of water in the sink. 

 
Johnny sees her, but doesn’t recognize her. He assumes Nelly is there looking for work and he tells her 
who to talk to. 

 
It’s nighttime. The club is open and Nelly is there again to meet Johnny. But he’s working and doesn’t 
notice her.  

 
She gazes at him with longing, but to him, she might as well not exist ... But suddenly he does see her!  

 
But Nell is escorted out of the club before the two can talk. Someone has mistaken her for a prostitute. 
But  then she hears a voice from the darkness, “Are you looking for work?” 

 
It’s Johnny, who grabs her arm and pulls her along with him. 

 
He asks her some questions: “Do you have an apartment?” “Alone?” She answers wordlessly, with a 
barely perceptible nod or shaking her head. 

 
He runs inside to get his jacket, comes back out and takes her by the arm again. “I don’t have much 
time,” he says, leading her away. “We can make a lot of money. You look very similar to someone.”  

 
“Whom?”  
“My wife.”  
She looks at him, horrified. 
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While they talk, they continue rushing down the street. He continues to pull her by the arm. 
“Alive, she was poor. Dead, she’s rich.” 
“What? Why?” she asks. 
“She and all her family were killed.” 
They come to an apartment building and he pulls her inside. 

 
It’s his apartment, in the basement. It’s dark and squalid. 

 
He shows her where she will sleep and then tells her that he cannot get his wife’s inheritance because 
there is no evidence that she’s dead. Nelly stares at her husband who doesn’t know that he’s in front of 
her. 

 
“Maybe she’s still alive,” she says, looking shocked.  
“She’s dead,” he responds. “You have to play my wife. I’ll instruct you. You’ll return as a survivor and 
collect her estate. Then we’ll split it.” 

 
“But,” he adds, “you can’t go out over the coming weeks. Nobody may see you.” 
She protests, “Johnny!” 
He tells her not to call him that when they’re alone together, only when they’re in public. 
He asks her name. She thinks for a moment and then chooses a very biblical name: “Esther.” 
“There aren’t many Esthers left,” he comments. 

 
“Do I really look similar to her?”  
“No, but you will,” he replies before leaving for work. 

 
It’s another day, Johnny stands at the window of his basement apartment looking at Nelly as she 
approaches along the brightly lit street. 

 
Johnny paces deep in thought. Nelly knocks at the door. “It’s open,” he says, “Come in.” 

 
Nelly enters and walks down the stairs into the apartment. “Go back,” Johnny instructs her. She looks 
over at him in surprise. He wants to see how she walks in. “Without the bag,” he instructs her. 
Obediently, Nelly sets her bag on the floor and goes back out the door. She walks slowly, delicately. 
She seems fragile; she’s not all there. She might break. Or maybe just vanish. 
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She comes in slowly and starts to walk down the stairs, looking at him with a shy smile on her face. 
“Don’t look at me!” he scolds, almost knocking her off balance with the harshness of his voice. “Just 
come in and walk down the stairs.” He is trying to get her to walk in as his wife, Nelly, would. But she 
seems panic-stricken and confused by his criticism. 

 
The man adds that he had hoped that she wouldn’t come back. He believes that the scam won’t work. 
Then he takes out some money and a ration card and puts them on the table, telling her to leave. But, 
she protests, they have to practice.  
“It won’t work,” he insists. “You won’t cut it.” 
“We could at least try,” she begs him. 

 
He pushes her up the stairs to make her leave, but she comes back down. She wants to try for a few 
more days, then, if it doesn’t work, she’ll leave. 

 
She sits at the kitchen table with the crumpled money and ration card in front of her. Then she looks 
at him. “Please,” she pleads quietly. 

 
He unlocks a drawer in the table and takes out some paper and a pencil. Then he gives her a scrap of 
paper with Nelly’s writing on it. It’s a shopping list that she is to practice copying. He goes out.  

 
Nelly gets up and looks out the window to be sure that he has gone. 

 
Then she takes a knife and tries to open the locked drawer, but she ends up breaking the knife. She 
looks around the apartment. She picks up one of Johnny shirts and holds it over her face, breathing it 
in. 

 
That night, Nelly is sleeping in Johnny’s apartment when he comes with a lantern and wakes her up. 
“You needn’t have bothered,” he says, “There’s no money in the drawer.” 

 
Nelly, frightened, protects her face with her arm. She claims that she had finished with the shopping 
list and was looking for other samples of Nelly’s handwriting to practice with. “Show me,” he 
demands. She says they are on the table. 

 
Johnny looks at Nelly’s writing. “You didn’t copy this?” he asks, perplexed.  
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He has her sit at the table and begins to dictate to her: “I’ll never get used to driving on the left.” She 
writes. 

 
Then he snatches her page and compares it to a postcard, one that Nelly had sent him before the war.  

 
He has her write more: “I am alive and will return soon.” So he’s starting to put his plan in action to 
have her impersonate his wife/herself so that he can get her inheritance. “Signed Nelly Lenz.” He 
shows her a document with the signature of his wife that in reality is her.  

 
She looks up at him for approval, maybe even hopefully. He might now realize that it is her. But no. 
“It’s almost identical,” he comments and sends her back to bed. They’ll practice more in the morning. 
She is crestfallen. She returns slowly to her room and closes the curtain. He doesn’t even look up at 
her. 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  


