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Vedi Napoli e poi muori is a way of saying, which became a film title in 1924 – the one we are going to watch in a few minutes – and in 1950 also a song by Laura Visconti, a nice tune that I invite you to listen to.

As a way of saying, See Naples… and then die alludes to the beauty of the city of Naples. It seems to say that after visiting Naples, you are so satisfied that there is nothing else to see! Yes, it is a demanding assumption of responsibility that declares the sense of pride of the Neapolitan towards his city. The pride that comes out of this saying could also be interpreted as a feeling of ferocious usurpation; in fact Naples that had once been the capital of the Kingdom of the two Sicilies after the unification of Italy was relegated to a role increasingly subordinate in the national panorama. Naples was stripped of its political and military identity, and what survived was its cultural dimension and it is probably this wounded pride that still survives today and that makes the city refractory, elusive and, in the same time, highly creative in the Italian national frame.

Let's go back to the movie. The film was shot by Eugenio Perego, an Italian film director of the silent era born in Milan, very far from Naples. [It's funny how once you emigrated from the north to the south of Italy and then the opposite happens just the same]. During the 1920s he directed a number of films starring Leda Gys who is the protagonist also in this movie. Here she is Pupatella, the protagonist, a poor girl who meets Billy, an American film producer. He is fascinated by her gaiety and spontaneity and invites her to go to America to shoot a film. Despite the comfortable life that Billy can assure her, Pupatella is taken by the nostalgia of her city. She meets a fellow countryman who gives her English lessons. Billy is very jealous and decides to send Pupatella away. She returns to Naples but is very unhappy because she sincerely loves Billy. Something will happen that ensures the happy ending.

Vedi Napoli e poi muori is a film that deals with important issues of those times. Social themes such as Italian migration but also expressive languages such as the song, in fact Vedi Napoli e poi muori is also a musical film. Everything revolves around the language of music. It starts with an open-air party with street musicians (posteggiatori) and funny dancers taken from the reality of the city that was crowded with cripples, dwarfs, grotesque figures who will come back during the film. One of the main ideas present everywhere in the silent Neapolitan cinema is that the song kidnaps you, while listening to a Neapolitan tune you can lose yourself. When there is someone singing, people are ecstatic and they can lose the control of what they are saying or doing. Time is suspended and emotions attack you both softly and strongly. You can become the prey of a malicious person who can steal your wallet, your handkerchief or even the pasta dish under your nose. Much of the early Neapolitan film production focuses on the beauty of the city and the possibility of capturing this beauty through the songs. So in this way, the narrative is already written through the music. The cinema intervenes to build a container of a ready-made staging, something which already exists. Technology invents nothing but limits itself to blocking and making the existing one, eternal. This happens thanks to the cinema but also to the mechanical reproduction of recorded music, the so called talking machines and discs.

The long final sequence recounts the feast of Piedigrotta, a triumph of music, food, and religious cult of the Madonna di Piedigrotta, the sequence becomes the fulcrum of the whole film and the story of Pupatella and Billy seems almost marginal. It is from here that Federico Odling, the author of the music, is inspired to write the score of this film. Together with Maud Nellisen he will play with some stereotypes deriving from Neapolitan local traditional music, creating an ironic and irreverent dialogue with the moving pictures, moving from the idea that stereotypes serve to build a bourgeois horizon of life and linguistic codes, Federico breaks them down in search of an anti-bourgeois vision of things and life.

So at the end - despite its fragmentary nature – Vedi Napoli e poi muori is an hortus conclusus, a garden both symbolically and practically enclosed. Vedi Napoli e poi muori mixes ancient themes, such as the Neapolitan song, with contemporary events such as migration and builds a complete narrative that is the mirror of the city at the beginning of the 20th century.
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