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Following the death of their father, the Parondi family migrates from the southern region of Lucania
(Basilicata) to the prosperous northern city of Milan, where the eldest son Vincenzo already lives.
Luchino Visconti’s film Rocco e i suoi fratelli (Rocco and His Brothers, 1960) is articulated in five parts
— each named after one of the family’s brothers — tracing the struggles of adaptation to a new
context, where there are opportunities for economic gain and social integration, but also temp-
tations and threats in a modern city that drives the group’s members apart. The film is inspired by
some tales and characters from Giovanni Testori’s collection of short stories Il ponte della Ghisolfa
(Ghisolfa Bridge), published in 1958.

Rocco e i suoi fratelli was the major hit at the Italian box office in 1960— 1961. Around 75% of its
earnings came from peripheral and provincial theaters, attended mainly by working- class
audiences.1 A group of factory workers interviewed after a screening affirmed that their favorite
character was the hardworking and pragmatic middle brother, Ciro.2 This is not surprising: Ciro is a
factory worker himself, and he is the Parondi family member who best exemplifies a trajectory of
successful integration to the city of Milan.3 Such an experience was very close to the aspirations of
many southern migrants, and therefore the character delineates a wide, collective process of
identity formation. Nevertheless, Visconti paints Ciro with mixed and contrasting tones that only
partially overlap with the two prevailing hegemonic contemporary discourses about progress: mod-
ernity and integration. On the one hand, there was an emphasis on the conflicts generated by
internal migration, focusing on aspects like housing, unemployment and the cultural clash between
‘locals’ and migrants and with special attention to the supposed ‘backwardness’ of the South.4 Such
concerns — all present in Visconti’s film — were related to concrete social issues, which were
perceived as the by- products of modern capitalism.5 On the other hand, there was the triumphalist
image of progress disseminated by the Italian government and entrepreneurs through newsreels,
documentaries and illustrated magazines.6

Visconti’s choice of Milan as a shooting location and the film’s treatment of urban space are
intertwined with such images, and they strongly influence the ways in which labor is represented. As
John Foot has noted, Rocco e i suoi fratelli is exceptional in its choice to portray Milan, the capital of
Italy’s economic boom, almost exclusively through the peripheries and margins.7 In the film’s
opening, several episodes foreshadow the process of integration and highlight the movement of
transition — from the outside to the inside — that the Parondi family will face. For instance, either
through an editing cut or a camera movement, emphasis is put on a physical barrier that separates
the interior and the exterior of a space that the characters will traverse. The first two shots of the
film, after the titles end, show the tracks of Milan’s central station: in these two shots the
perspectives are similar, but the first one is blocked by the vertical bars of a gate, while the second



one is taken from the other side of that same gate. Shortly after, when Vincenzo asks for shelter at
the Vecchi brothers’ construction company, the camera positions itself outside, then climbs over the
fence with an elaborate (and narratively ‘superfluous’) dolly shot. The Parondi family’s arrival to
their first apartment is shot in a similar way: the movement of the gate, which opens from the
inside, is highlighted by the camera, which follows the family’s slow walk through their courtyard,
carrying their belongings on a cart under the othering gaze of various tenants, who exchange racist
comments and laugh with scorn.

This peculiar treatment of urban space works via a multilayered use of the existing city imagery by
privileging transitions and passages, but also by strategically avoiding Milan’s most renown symbols
of capitalism. Indeed, there are very few clear references to the iconography of the economic boom.
The first can be found in the tram journey that takes the family from the station to Vincenzo's
apartment: here the lights of the shop windows symbolize the irresistible lure of commodities: “lo
spettacolo delle merci che inebria, stordisce e acceca” (the inebriating, dizzying and blinding
spectacle)8 that will contribute to the ‘corruption’ of traditional family values.9 Another is the brief
sequence set in front of the Standa department store, where Vincenzo is waiting to meet Ginetta. As
the first department store chain in Italy, Standa was an icon of mass consumerism, but in Visconti’s
film it merely functions as a site for a quick and ‘forbidden’ meeting between two lovers. A third
moment linked to the iconography of the boom —and also the most important one for our purposes,
as it is the only one explicitly tied to the representation of industrial labor — portrays Ciro in the Alfa
Romeo car factory where he is employed.

This is the only time we see Ciro in his professional context, in a tracking shot that lasts no more
than five seconds: the camera approaches him as he stands at the assembly line, between two other
workers, fastening a bolt to an engine all while engaged in conversation (we cannot hear his words;
see Figure 11). It is important to underline that the shot in question constitutes an anomaly with
respect to the film’s visual style and narrative: these images are evoked through the mother
Rosaria’s voiceover, as Rocco reads her letter, sent to update him on various family matters.10 The
factory shot is exceptional for several other reasons: it is the only part of the letter that is visually
‘translated,’ the only instance of nonchronological editing and the only shot without synchronous
sound. Moreover, in contrast to the general underplay of locations and symbols typically associated
with ‘progress’ and ‘modernity,’ this shot is also the only part of the film perfectly compliant with
the established iconography of the economic boom, and especially with the epic of labor celebrated
by corporate and governmental media outlets.

In fact, at the time of the film’s release, even a fleeting image of factory work would have been
sufficient to recall the larger repertoire of visual culture associated with industrial labor. In
particular, the assembly line, where the worker employs sophisticated robots to build new models of
Italian- designed cars, became a symbol of the advent of modern capitalism. As such, Ciro, the
integrated factory worker, embodies aspects of both economic boom narratives: one that warned
against negative social effects, and one that celebrated promises of wealth.

The eccentricity of this shot confirms the film’s complex and conflicting position with respect to
modernization and integration. As Veronica Pravadelli has rightly noted, “Visconti seems to favor the
transformation of the southern peasantry into the proletarian class of the northern industrial
society,”11 but at the same time, many crucial aspects of Rocco e i suoi fratelli reveal a feeling of
‘cultural apocalypse’ similar to that found in the writings of Pier Paolo Pasolini and the
anthropologist Ernesto De Martino.12 As a specialized factory worker engaged to the daughter of a
local entrepreneur, Ciro is destined to join the middle class and take part in the most profound
experience of social mobility in postwar Italy. Nevertheless, this particular experience is only



secondary to the film’s plot, which uses the melodramatic mode to prioritize the sense of loss and
displacement felt by Rocco and Simone.13 Conversely, Ciro’s steps towards integration are placed in
the realm of normalcy and everydayness, as when he is shown bowed over his desk, where he
studies to obtain his diploma, or when his brothers comment sharply on his graduation.

If Ciro’s hard work, determination and sacrifice do not fit the melodramatic frame of Visconti’s film,
his real centrality emerges when he reveals, in a farewell dialogue with the younger brother Luca, his
strong feelings for the Lucania region. This conversation takes place after Ciro has already left the
family house and interrupted any viable relationship with the group. Ciro represents the eradicated
subaltern subject — his choice of integration ends up costing him the affective ties of family life and
the chance to return to the South. But despite all this, Ciro still believes in the righteousness of his
decision and in the positive effects of progress on his people.14 He envisions that someday
southerners too will understand the necessity of progress and modernity, and at that point he
believes that his younger brother Luca will have a chance to return ‘home.’15

Therefore, in order to fully grasp the implications of Ciro’s trajectory, it is necessary to juxtapose it —
as the film itself demands — with the full “spectrum of available ways of dealing with integration”
embodied by the other brothers.16 Along these lines, we could also argue that, in order to
deconstruct the film’s portrayal of industrial labor through the character of Ciro, we should
juxtapose it with the other kinds of labor and the respective characters that embody them. In
particular, the film articulates different kinds of labor through the eroticized bodies of Nadia, Rocco
and Simone, as well as through the multiple gazes that they attract. These three characters are
involved in an ill- fated love triangle that fuels the plot’s tragic component. But Rocco and Simone
also make up (together with the manager Morini) another tragic triangle, propelled by the illusion of
easy social mobility and professional success through the sport of boxing.17 These two triangles are
sometimes marked in the film by episodes of ‘excess’ in the mise-en-sceéne (in typical melodramatic
fashion): a combination of close- ups or extreme close-ups, showing an insisted gaze that eroticizes
the bodies of the protagonists. This form of stylistic punctuation occurs when erotic desire overlaps
with the impulse to confine a given body to its ‘professional’ identity.

Let us briefly illustrate three such moments. The first occurs in the sequence that foreshadows the
tragic love triangle, when Nadia is introduced to the Parondi family through a chance encounter (see
Figure 12). She purposely exhibits her eroticized body for the eyes of the brothers, while the editing
anticipates this visuality with a double close- up of Rocco and Simone. It is here that, observing the
photograph of Vincenzo as a boxer, Nadia instils in the brothers the idea of easy money through a
fighting career. A second sequence takes place in the shower, following Simone and Rocco’s first
training session. Morini emerges out of the dark to stare at the boys’ naked bodies with a gaze that
replicates the spectator’s own (in a prolonged shot that highlights the spectacle of the brothers’
nude torsos). Morini nods with satisfaction: a gesture that refers ambiguously to his anticipation of
‘professional’ success (he realizes that Simone has what it takes to become a professional boxer),
but also to the beginning of his erotic seduction.18 In a third sequence, that of Nadia’s rape, Simone
invokes Rocco’s gaze toward the victim and forces him to see her as a prostitute: “He must see who
you are” Simone yells, as he brutally assaults Nadia under Rocco’s and the audience’s eyes.

The ‘ideological work’ on labor in Rocco e i suoi fratelli can thus be found in the formal and narrative
slippage between, on the one hand, male homosexual desire or the love for a prostitute and, on the
other hand, the exploitation of physical labor. This is achieved through the “constant parallels the
film draws between prostitution and boxing” as different but ultimately akin forms of “exploitation
of the body of poorer classes by the richer as a form of social sacrifice.”19 Both forms of labor
involve the spectacle of the body eroticized through class difference, and they also carry with them



representational generic codes.20 The conversion of a ‘desired’ subject into an ‘exploited’ one also
highlights the interchangeability of the commodified body: in the Rocco- Simone- Nadia triangle, the
woman is exchanged by the two men, whereas in the Morini- Rocco- Simone triangle, one boxer is
replaced by another.

Nadia provides the most explicit commentary on this slippage, she being arguably the only character
capable of demonstrating a higher awareness of the conditions of her exploitation. Nadia tells
Simone: “If | understood correctly, you do boxing like | do life.” Conversely, Simone seems
completely oblivious to the ways in which he has fallen prey to a system designed “to exploit misery
in the form of a spectacle.”21

Unlike Ciro’s factory labor, which produces a successful integration, the work of these marginalized
bodies does not allow them to transcend their condition of subalternity: Nadia remains trapped in
the patriarchal dichotomy of wife and prostitute, Simone’s aspirations of social mobility are
tragically thwarted and even if Rocco’s trajectory seems more successful (he joins the national
boxing team), he remains alien to the forms of consumption and lifestyle that distinguish ‘modern’
Italian masculinity during the economic boom.22 Several critics have identified this as a potential
weakness of the film’s declared political intent: Brendan Hennessey, for example, writes that the
“brothers and their love interest pressed representations of factory work and workers to the film’s
margins.”23 Nevertheless, the film’s reception at the time of its release, as well as the legacy of
Rocco e i suoi fratelli as an epitome of life during the economic boom, seem to contradict such
concerns. As we argued, Visconti’s emphasis on the visual and narrative melodrama is not
detrimental to the role of Ciro; on the contrary, it is only against the backdrop of these failed
integrational trajectories that the symbolic value of Ciro’s industrial labor comes into full relief.
Moreover, the film’s specificity lies in its ability to fully evoke and intercept, even in the apparent
‘marginality’ with which it represents factory work, the real centrality of labor as a social experience
and the conflicting discourses and images of progress and modernity circulating in Italy at the time.
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