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Luchino Visconti on the set of Rocco and His Brothers


Introduction


Rocco and His Brothers is the story of the Parondi family, who come to Milan from the poor Italian South to try to make a new life for themselves in the industrial North. The father has died before the film opens. The first scene is the arrival of the Parondi at Milan railway station: Rosaria, the mother, with Simone, Rocco, Ciro, Luca; the eldest brother, Vincenzo, is already in Milan, and at the moment the family arrives he is celebrating his engagement to Ginetta, also from a family of southern migrants.

The film centres on the disintegration of the family and its traditional values in modern urban Italy as represented by Milan. The source of this disintegration is less economic than emotional-erotic. Each of the brothers attempts in a different way to come to terms with Milan. Simone, the second eldest, becomes a boxer but is led astray by an obsessive passion for the prostitute Nadia.

Nadia rejects Simone, and he falls apart. His career goes downhill and he becomes, over time, dissolute and desperate, taking to petty theft, homosexual prostitution, gambling and finally murder. Rocco, the next eldest, good and pure, tries to save Simone, thinking he will thereby save the family. Nadia and Rocco fall in love, and when Simone finds out he rapes Nadia in front of Rocco and the two brothers fight each other into senselessness.

Rocco, hating boxing, becomes a boxer to help pay off Simone’s thefts; after the rape, he gives up Nadia, for the sake of Simone’s lost honour. Nadia rejects Simone with disgust, and in a fit of rage and hurt Simone murders her. Once again, Rocco tries to shield Simone for the sake of the family and his ideals of brotherly love, but Ciro, a worker with Alfa-Romeo, gives Simone up to the police.

The eldest brother, Vincenzo, like Ciro, seeks family interests in personal success and integration in the economy of the North. It is Rocco, most attached to the peasant values of the South and most committed to maintaining them, who ends by compromising them, becoming the instrument for the destruction of the family, not the guardian who protects it – not for lack of will, but rather by the inappropriateness of his gestures. The traditional world to which he clings has no relevance in the modern world in which he lives. Notions of honour, the family, solidarity, transposed to Milan, become the source not of good, but of an uncontrollable descent into evil.

It is left to the youngest brother, Luca, to bring together the industrial North and the rural South, worker and peasant, in a vision of a unified Italy at once human and progressive – though less as real possibility than as ideal hope.

The force of the film is not in these messages, but in the melodramatic actions which effectively deny them, not with ideological hopes, but with excessive, passionate despair. The centre of things is with Simone and Rocco, not the workers, Vincenzo and Ciro, nor with Luca, the symbolic figure of social-ideological unity. The film is divided between a political ideology of progress and a decadent human reality beneath its surface. However doomed that reality, it is the one to which Visconti, like Rocco, is most attached.


‘Rocco and His Brothers’

Visconti sketched out the idea for Rocco and His Brothers (Rocco e i suoi fratelli) in spring 1958 for the producer Franco Cristaldi. He worked on a treatment with Vasco Pratolini, the novelist, and Suso Cecchi D’Amico, his preferred scriptwriter, who had collaborated with him on Senso (1954) and would work on virtually all of Visconti’s subsequent films. The treatment was ready that summer, but Visconti and Cristaldi had some disagreements and the project eventually went to the producer Goffredo Lombardo at Titanus. Pratolini withdrew and the script was worked on by five writers (including Visconti), each of whom wrote one of the five ‘chapters’ around which the film is structured: Massimo Franciosa (‘Vincenzo’), Suso Cecchi D’Amico (‘Simone’), Pasquale Festa Campanile (‘Rocco’), Enrico Medioli (‘Ciro’), and Visconti himself (the final chapter, ‘Luca’). Visconti used the same group of writers for Il gattopardo (The Leopard, 1963), and later singly for other films.

Each ‘chapter’ took the name of one of the five Parondi brothers in order of age from the eldest to the youngest. The script assumed its final form by autumn 1959. Shooting began in Milan on 22 February 1960, and was completed on 2 June 1960 at Civitavecchia.

Though the film is wholly set in Milan, some scenes had to be shot elsewhere, notably, and controversially, the scene of the murder of Nadia by Simone at the Milan flying-boat station. The provincial authorities refused Visconti permission to use the station, afraid that a scene involving murder and prostitution would be bad for tourist development in the area; it was shot at Lake Fogliano in Latina instead. For most other film-makers the change in location, to simulate one reality with another reality, would hardly have mattered; but for Visconti, whose realism is fastidiously authentic, the shift to Lake Fogliano was a reluctant compromise. In the event, this setback proved the least of subsequent censorship difficulties the film was to face, and the further compromises Visconti was forced to make.

The credits list a collection of short stories, Il ponte della Ghisolfa, by the Milan writer Giovanni Testori as having inspired the film. (In the year Rocco was released, Visconti staged Testori’s L’Arialda, and in 1967 his La monaca di Monza [The Nun of Monza]). The most important stories for Rocco in the collection are the trilogy Il ponte della Ghisolfa (Ghisolfa Bridge), I ricordi e i rimorsi (Memories and Regrets), and Un letto, una stanza ... (A Bed, a Room ... ), which are about a love affair of a woman with her husband’s brother. The story is told from her point of view; one of the best passages is her meticulously detailed revulsion for her husband as he comes to bed, drunk and smelly, and her image of the more delectable brother, which makes the reality of her husband so intolerable. In Rocco, the differences between Rocco and Simone, joined over Nadia, find part of their symbolic charge in a physical contrast: the fresh, sweet beauty of Rocco (Alain Delon) and
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