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D R A M A

Bicycle Thieves
1948 · Directed by Vittorio De Sica

Italian Neorealism Art Cinema Melodrama

In poor, postwar Rome, a long-unemployed father is offered a job 
that depends on owning a bicycle. Shot on real streets with a 
largely non-professional cast, the film follows one ordinary man 
and his young son through a few days that carry unusual weight.

D I R E C T O R Vittorio De Sica

Y E A R 1948

R U N T I M E 1h 29m (89 min)

C O U N T R Y Italy

G E N R E S Drama

C A S T Lamberto Maggiorani, Enzo Staiola, Lianella Carell, Gino Saltamerenda, Vittorio Antonucci

M U S I C Alessandro Cicognini

I M D B 8.2 / 10 (190,001 votes)

R O T T E N  

T O M AT O E S

99% (critics)

T M D B  S C O R E 8.2 / 10 (2,763 votes)

W H E R E  T O  

WAT C H

Stream (US): Amazon Prime Video, HBO Max Amazon Channel, Criterion Channel, HBO Max, 
Amazon Prime Video with Ads
Rent: Amazon Video, Apple TV Store, Google Play Movies, YouTube, Fandango At Home
Buy: Amazon Video, Apple TV Store, Google Play Movies, YouTube, Fandango At Home

Part one is spoiler-free. Part two, “After watching”, reveals the story, scenes and ending.
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Before watching
Spoiler-free

W H Y  W AT C H  T H I S ?

1 The defining film of Italian Neorealism
Vittorio De Sica and screenwriter Cesare Zavattini distilled the movement's ideas into its most widely seen 
and influential work: real locations, unknown faces, and a story built from everyday hardship.

2 A great performance from a man who was not an actor
Lamberto Maggiorani, a factory worker, and Enzo Staiola, a child found on the street, give performances 
of startling naturalness that still make professional acting look like a choice, not a necessity.

3 A simple story with surprising emotional force
Almost nothing is staged for spectacle, yet the film builds a tension and moral weight many thrillers cannot 
match. It shows how little plot a great film needs.

W H Y  I T  M AT T E R S  I N  C I N E M A  H I S T O R Y

The film became the international emblem of postwar European realism, proving that a story about 
poverty, shot cheaply on location, could be both art and a worldwide success.
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W AT C H  W I T H  I N T E N T I O N

Y O U R  L E N S

Watch the city as a character: how Rome's crowds, streets and institutions 
shape one man's choices.

T H R E E  T H I N G S  T O  N O T I C E

How the faces of the non-professional actors, especially the father and his young son, carry 
emotion without big gestures or speeches.

How often the camera keeps the main characters small within crowded streets, markets and 
buildings, instead of isolating them for effect.

How the pairing of father and son is staged: who walks ahead, who follows, and what the boy 
sees that the adult does not.

O N E  Q U E S T I O N  T O  C A R R Y  W I T H  Y O U

What does it cost an ordinary person to be one small setback away from ruin, and how does 
the film make you feel it?

C I N E M A  AT  T H E  T I M E

Postwar Italy: Italy in 1948 was recovering from fascism, occupation and war. Mass unemployment and 
housing shortages were everyday facts, and the film's Rome is the city audiences actually lived in.

Industry: Italian studios such as Cinecittà had been damaged and were expensive. Filming outdoors with 
little money and natural light was both an economic necessity and an artistic stance.

Dominant styles: Hollywood offered polished studio stars and tidy plots. Neorealism answered with 
ordinary people, open-ended storytelling and a belief that daily life was worthy of serious attention.

Director's moment: De Sica was a famous actor and matinee idol before turning director. After 
Shoeshine (1946), this film confirmed him as the movement's leading humanist.

W H E R E  I T  C A M E  F R O M

F I L M

Rome, Open City (1945)
Roberto Rossellini's film made Neorealism internationally visible, with real locations and a story rooted in the immediate 
aftermath of war.

↓
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F I L M

Shoeshine (1946)
De Sica's own earlier film about children in postwar Rome, which developed his sympathetic, humanist approach to poverty.

↓
F I L M M A K E R

Cesare Zavattini
The screenwriter and theorist who argued for cinema about ordinary people and everyday events, and shaped the film's 
structure and philosophy.

↓
T H I S  F I L M

Bicycle Thieves (1948)

N E W  AT  T H E  T I M E   It treated an ordinary working man's small crisis as a full-scale drama, with real streets and 
untrained performers carrying the emotion instead of stars or plot twists.

S O C I A L  C O N T E X T

Made in Italy a few years after the war and Fascism, when mass unemployment and poverty still marked daily 
life in cities like Rome.

Country and moment: Italy in 1948 was rebuilding after defeat, occupation and the fall of Mussolini's 
regime. Housing was short, prices were high, and many people had little to live on.

Economy: Unemployment was very high in the late 1940s. Work often depended on luck, connections 
or owning a basic tool. Pawnshops were a common way for families to get by, and the film's story grows 
out of this.

Politics and society: The 1948 general election, a sharp Christian Democrat versus left-wing contest, 
took place in the Cold War climate. Some Italian politicians criticised films that showed national poverty. 
Many filmmakers, though, wanted to show ordinary life honestly after years of Fascist-era propaganda.

The filmmaker's situation: De Sica was already famous as an actor and director, and he had made films 
under Fascism. He struggled to raise money for this project because producers wanted a star. He ended 
up financing it himself, and he cast non-professional actors, which was only possible because of these 
constraints.
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W H AT  T O  E X P E C T

Pace: Unhurried and episodic, driven by everyday detail and street life rather than plot mechanics. It 
rewards patience over momentum, though the tension steadily builds.

Style: Location shooting in Rome, natural light, and mostly non-professional actors. Plain and unshowy 
on the surface, with a carefully shaped structure underneath.

Performance: Naturalistic and restrained. The lead is a factory worker and his son a child found on the 
street; expect faces and silences over speeches.

Language: Italian with subtitles. Dialogue is simple and conversational, so it is easy to follow.

Format: Black and white, standard Academy ratio, 89 minutes. Known in some countries as The Bicycle 
Thief, but the cut is essentially the same.

W AT C H  W I T H  K I D S ?

9+ S U G G E S T E D  A G E

Ratings split: Germany FSK 12, while GB and France rate it U and the US has no rating. Nothing graphic, 
but subtitles, pace and sombre themes suit about 9 and up.

Official ratings: US NR  ·  UK U  ·  Germany 12  ·  France U

Good for: Older children and families who enjoy realistic stories. It has a warm father-son bond, vivid street 
life in postwar Rome, and plenty to discuss about fairness, work and family.

May unsettle, bleak tone: A sombre, realistic portrait of poverty and hardship, with little light relief.

May unsettle, emotional intensity: Sustained anxiety about money and survival, with some raw, tense 
moments between family members.

May unsettle, heated confrontation: Some shouting and angry arguments, with occasional physical 
roughness. Nothing is graphic.

May unsettle, pace: Black-and-white, subtitled and unhurried, with a documentary-like feel. Younger 
children may lose focus.

Explain first: It is in Italian with subtitles, so younger children may need you to read some lines aloud.

Explain first: It is set in Rome just after the Second World War, when jobs and money were very scarce.

Explain first: In this world, a single job can depend on owning one key item, and families often pawned 
belongings to get by.

Talk about it after: >Why do you think the film follows a father and his young son together, and how does the son see 
things differently from his father?

Cinespective’s own guidance, a draft. Check it against the official ratings and your own judgement.
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After watching
CONTAINS SPOILERS

T H E  F I L M ,  U N PA C K E D

C E N T R A L  I D E A

The film can be read as an examination of how fragile dignity is when survival 
depends on a single possession, and how poverty pushes ordinary people into moral 
corners with no clean way out.

T H E M E S

Work and dignity: A job is shown as the foundation of a man's self-respect and his family's survival, 
which is why its fragility feels so threatening.

Poverty and moral compromise: Honesty becomes harder to afford as desperation grows. The film 
refuses to turn this into a simple lesson, and it asks for sympathy instead of judgment.

Father and son: The boy watches his father with growing understanding. Their bond is tested, and the 
film is partly about what a child learns about adults.

Indifferent institutions: Police, unions, the church and neighbours each offer limited or no help. Society 
is shown as made of people with their own troubles, not villains.

Solidarity and its limits: Poor communities protect their own, which can help one family and hurt 
another. The film treats this with fairness to both sides.

Key scenes

The pawnshop
Wives and mothers hand over bed linen so a bicycle can be redeemed. It establishes the stakes in a single 
image: a household's comfort exchanged for a tool of work, and a vast shelf of other people's pawned 
sheets.

The Porta Portese market
The hunt amid heaps of secondhand goods shows a city where everything is sold and recycled. The 
crowd's scale makes the search feel nearly hopeless, and it turns the film's central problem into a social 
one.

The restaurant lunch
Father and son sit among better-off diners. The scene is one of the film's most delicate, as Bruno's small 
pleasure sits against Antonio's anxiety, showing class difference without a word of commentary.
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The final crowd
The ending places the father in the midst of a crowd and refuses a neat resolution. The boy's small 
gesture carries the emotional payoff, and the film stays with human feeling instead of providing justice 
or consequence.

Filmmaking

Casting: De Sica chose Maggiorani, a factory worker, for his face and bearing, and Staiola for his 
alertness. The film relies on their physical presence more than on technique, which gives it unusual 
authenticity.

Writing: Zavattini's script looks casual but is tightly constructed. Each episode pushes the central 
problem into a new social setting, so the structure feels like a journey through the city while still 
escalating.

Camera and location: Shooting in real Roman streets, with natural light and crowds, gives the film 
documentary texture. Framing often places the characters among masses of people, underlining how 
small their problem looks to everyone else.

Music: Alessandro Cicognini's score is spare and restrained, and mostly underlines mood without 
telling the viewer what to feel. Silence and ambient noise carry much of the weight.

Direction of the child: Bruno's presence lets De Sica externalise the father's shame and hope through 
a second pair of eyes. Much of the emotional steering comes from the boy's reactions.

T H E  F U L L  S T O R Y

The full plot, including the ending.

Antonio Ricci, a long-unemployed father in postwar Rome, is offered a job pasting posters, but it requires a 
bicycle. His wife Maria pawns the family's bed sheets to redeem the one he had pawned, and Antonio starts 
work proudly. On his first day, a thief steals the bicycle while he is up a ladder.

The police shrug, so Antonio enlists friends from the street-sweepers and his young son Bruno to search 
the city. They comb the Porta Portese market, where stolen parts are sold, and follow leads to a church and 
to a fortune-teller. Antonio grows increasingly frantic, and at one point he lashes out at Bruno.

At last Antonio spots the thief and chases him to his poor neighbourhood. The man pretends innocence, 
has a fit, and neighbours rally around him. A policeman finds no proof, and Antonio is left humiliated.

Exhausted and desperate, Antonio and Bruno pass a stadium where many bicycles are parked. Antonio 
sends Bruno away and tries to steal one, but he is caught by a crowd and seized. The owner, seeing the boy 
in tears, declines to press charges, and Antonio is let go in shame. Bruno takes his father's hand, and the 
two walk away into the crowd, still without a bicycle or a job.

B E H I N D  T H E  F I L M

Refusing a Hollywood star: Producer David O. Selznick reportedly offered to finance the film if Cary 
Grant played the lead. De Sica declined, insisting on a real working man, and instead raised smaller 
backing and cast Lamberto Maggiorani, a factory worker.

Finding Bruno: Enzo Staiola was spotted by De Sica among a crowd watching the shoot, and cast for 
his expressive manner. His small, watchful performance is central to the film's emotional power.
From novel to screenplay: The story derives loosely from a novel by Luigi Bartolini. Cesare Zavattini, 
the movement's key theorist, reshaped it into a tale about ordinary people, emphasising everyday events 
over adventure.

A cast of non-professionals: Lianella Carell, who plays Maria, was a journalist. De Sica was a 
professional actor himself, and his skill at drawing performances from untrained people is one of the 
film's quiet achievements.

Myth: The film was improvised on the streets without a real script. Reality: It was carefully written and 
structured by Zavattini, De Sica and collaborators. The natural look comes from planning, location work 
and skilled direction of non-professionals, not improvisation.

Myth: Bicycle Thieves began Italian Neorealism. Reality: Neorealism was already under way with films 
such as Rome, Open City (1945) and De Sica's own Shoeshine (1946). Bicycle Thieves is its most famous 
and widely influential example, not its starting point.
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L E G A C Y  A N D  C O N N E C T I O N S

Its place in the lineage  before → after

F I L M

Rome, Open City (1945)
Roberto Rossellini's film made Neorealism internationally visible, with real locations and a story rooted in the immediate 
aftermath of war.

↓
F I L M

Shoeshine (1946)
De Sica's own earlier film about children in postwar Rome, which developed his sympathetic, humanist approach to poverty.

↓
F I L M M A K E R

Cesare Zavattini
The screenwriter and theorist who argued for cinema about ordinary people and everyday events, and shaped the film's 
structure and philosophy.

↓
T H I S  F I L M

Bicycle Thieves (1948)

↓
F I L M

Pather Panchali (1955)
Satyajit Ray has said that seeing Bicycle Thieves encouraged him to make a film with non-professional actors on real 
locations.

↓
M O V E M E N T

French New Wave
Its young directors prized location shooting, natural performance and everyday subjects, ideas the Neorealists had 
advanced.

↓
F I L M

The Kid with a Bike (2011)
The Dardenne brothers' film echoes its themes of a child, a bicycle and a fragile bond with an adult.
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Reception and reputation

The film was a critical success in Italy and abroad, and was admired for its compassion and honesty. Some 
Italian officials were uneasy about its bleak picture of the nation, while foreign audiences embraced it. It 
reached international audiences and won major recognition outside Italy.

It remains the most commonly taught example of Neorealism and a standard reference for humanist 
cinema. Early praise focused on its social realism, while later viewers have also noted its careful 
construction, its tragedy and its quiet formal control.

Awards  Oscars and Cannes

Academy Awards: nominated for Best Writing (Screenplay) for Cesare Zavattini, and also received a 
special award for the best foreign-language film released in the United States in 1949.

Cultural impact  beyond cinema

Neorealism's best-known face: For many viewers worldwide, the film is the standard example of 
Italian neorealism. Its working-class hero, Antonio, was played by Lamberto Maggiorani, a factory 
worker, and its Rome streets stand in for postwar hardship.

Shorthand for ordinary despair: The stolen bicycle and the father and son searching the city have 
become a common image of a poor family one misfortune from ruin. The final scene, where Antonio 
is shamed after trying to steal a bike himself, is often cited in discussions of dignity and poverty.

Two titles: English-language audiences first knew it as The Bicycle Thief, while the Italian title, Ladri 
di biciclette, is plural. Later releases often use Bicycle Thieves, and the difference is a familiar talking 
point in film writing.

Classroom staple: It is widely taught in film courses and in studies of postwar Italy, both as a model 
of non-professional casting and location shooting and as a record of the period's unemployment and 
housing hardship.

Its lasting influence

It helped establish a model of low-budget, location-based, socially engaged filmmaking that shaped 
directors in India, France, Iran, Latin America and beyond, from Satyajit Ray to the Dardenne brothers.
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W H AT  N E X T ?

C O N T I N U E  T H E  D I R E C T O R

Umberto D. (1952)   COMING SOON

De Sica and Zavattini's later study of an elderly pensioner in Rome is even quieter and more austere, and completes a core pair of Neorealist 

works.

S E E  W H AT  I N F L U E N C E D  I T

Rome, Open City (1945)   COMING SOON

Rossellini's wartime drama shows the movement's origins and offers a more melodramatic, urgent form of the same realist impulse.

S E E  I T S  I N F L U E N C E

The 400 Blows (1959)
Truffaut's story of a neglected boy in Paris shares the street-level view of childhood and a similarly open, unresolved ending.

E X P L O R E  T H E  E R A  O R  M O V E M E N T

La Dolce Vita (1960)
Italian cinema moves from postwar poverty to affluent Rome. Fellini's film shows how the national cinema changed within little more than a 

decade.

F O L L O W  T H E  I D E A

Tokyo Story (1953)
Ozu's family drama likewise finds large emotional truths in quiet, everyday situations, though with a very different, more formal style.
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F U L L  C A S T  A N D  C R E W

Vittorio De Sica
D I R E C TO R

Lamberto 
Maggiorani
AC TO R

as Antonio

Enzo Staiola
AC TO R

as Bruno

Lianella Carell
AC TO R

as Maria

Gino 
Saltamerenda
AC TO R

as Baiocco

Vittorio Antonucci
AC TO R

as Alfredo Catelli, The 

Thief

Alessandro 
Cicognini
C O M P O S E R

Draft content generated for Cinespective and subject to review; awards and dates should be verified before being relied upon. This product uses the 

TMDB API but is not endorsed or certified by TMDB. Streaming availability by JustWatch via TMDB.
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