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Abstract: The Emperor's New Clothes (1837) by Hans Christian Andersen is a 

classic of children's literature, but also holds an emblematic position in the 

sphere of world literature and culture in general – it is one of the most translated 

stories/fairy tales, published in numerous languages all around the world and 

transposed into various media, but it is also a story with a rich semantic potential 

which allows for diverse and stratified interpretations. The focus of this paper is 

the comparative analysis of the famous Andersen story, and the eponymous 

feature film by the Croatian and Yugoslav director Ante Babaja, filmed in 1961. 

The screenplay was written by Božidar Violić, who adapted Andersen's story for 

film. The Emperor's New Clothes is the first feature film by this renowned 

director, and also the first Croatian feature film in colour. The unusual adaptation 

by Babaja is interesting on several levels and for several reasons – both strictly 

poetic reasons (the approach is atypical, where the standard scenography is 

absent, and white surfaces take its place along with the so-called high-key film 

photography, done by Oktavijan Miletić), and reasons of a wider scope, related 

to reception. Babaja's film enables different readings than the ones based on 

Andersen's template by intervening into the motif and narrative dimensions of 

the original story, but also through transgressions at the stylistic level 

(intermedial contact with stage acting), and, especially, the socio-political 

context in which the film originated (socialist Yugoslavia). More precisely, 

Babaja's The Emperor's New Clothes reinterprets Andersen's story by adding to 

it a concrete socio-political allegory of (not only) former Yugoslavia, while at 

the same time not discarding the central space of Andersen's story – the relation 

between collective conventions and individual consciousness, cowardice and 

courage, submission and freedom, as the archetypical spaces of human 

communities. 
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The Emperor's New Clothes is one of the most famous fairy tales by the 
Danish writer Hans Christian Andersen, a world-famous author who has 
been a literary icon for over a century. Although he struggled to gain 
literary recognition at first, he still experienced success and accolades 
during his life – his fame grew rapidly from the mid-30s of the 19th 
century, when his works became popular in Germany, and from the mid-
40s also in England and America (Østergaard 26). Further, in-depth 
discoveries and (re)interpretations of his work have continued even 
after his death and are still done to this day. His stories and fairy tales 
are the most popular, followed by his travelogues and autobiographical 
texts, while the rest of his work draw somewhat less attention. In terms 
of their number of publications and translations, their academic and 
professional reception, and their adaptations, Andersen's fairy tales and 
stories are among the most famous works of world literature that still 
inspire readers, but also intrigue artists of various profiles. During his 
lifetime, Andersen wrote 156 fairy tales and stories, although, if we 
approach this classification less strictly, we can add another 50 (cf. H. C. 
Andersen Centret)1.  

Andersen began writing his fairy tales based on oral fairy tales, but 
very quickly started to introduce new elements into familiar plots, and 
also began creating original fairy tales, which are predominant in his 
work (cf. Encyclopedia of World Biography). His first book of fairy tales 
contains nineteen fairy tales called Fairy Tales Told for Children (I-III., 
1835-37), and a New Collection was published immediately afterwards 
(I-III., 1838-41). Fairy tales from these collections did not receive 
adequate attention from readers and critics upon their release, but the 
writer continued to publish them, so soon New Fairy Tales appeared (I-
II., 1843-47), then Stories (I-II., 1852-53), and finally, the last collection 
entitled New Fairy Tales and Stories (1872). It is worth noting that after 
1843, the referring to children in his titles disappears, and from 1852 
onward, he begins to use the term stories (Østergaard 27).  

One of the most important characteristics of Andersen's fairy tales 
is their introduction to the domain of children's literature by, above all, 
transforming children, as well as characters close to children (toys, tiny 
creatures, plants, etc.) into protagonists who exhibit a clear attitude and 
action, as well as resorting to elements of humour, and world-view 
profiling of the fairy tale through the domain of Christian ethics (cf. 
Bauer 38). Beyond this, Andersen's stories display social criticism and 

                                                 
1  They are also selected in such a way by H. C. Andersen centre from the 
university of southern denmark in odense (sdu), where all the author's works 
are indexed.  
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social awareness, satirical tones, and a humanist-oriented emotionality. 
At first glance, such characteristics may seem contradictory, but if we 
take into account the poetic context of late Romanticism and Post-
Romanticism, characterized by new flashes of realistic poetics in 
European literature, they seem more understandable (Matajc 43–44). 
Many of the above characteristics are also present in Emperor's New 
Clothes, an international classic of today, the genre of which is difficult 
to uniquely determine, and whose exact type of genre determinant is 
likely to be somewhere between a story and a fairy tale. This paper will 
examine the ideological and semantic elements of the above-mentioned 
text, particularly regarding its cinematic transposition into the full-
length feature film by the Croatian director Ante Babaja in 1961. A 
parallel examination of the literary template and its film adaptation will 
enable a deeper insight into the above-mentioned achievements 
individually, as well as shed light on what we are primarily interested in 
– the semantic and formal mechanisms by which a new artistic creation 
(film) recycles and modernizes the initial creation (story/fairy tale) by 
creating new semantic, conceptual, and expressive-stylistic values. 

 
The film opus of Ante Babaja 
Ante Babaja's work stretches over a period of fifty years and 

includes several creative stages within the framework of feature, 
documentary, and documentary-experimental film. He started with 
short films in the 1950s, continued with the Emperor's New Clothes 
(1961), his feature-length debut and the first Croatian colour feature 
film, and The Birch Tree (1967), based on two novellas by Slavko Kolar, 
which "achieved a critical success in the Croatian and Yugoslav cinema 
system" (Gilić 6). The Birch Tree is still considered a masterpiece of 
Croatian film, especially that of Modernist provenance, realised through 
an impressive combination of Existentialist-intoned pessimism and dark 
Naturalism (Gilić 6). The next period of Babaja's work was marked by his 
feature-length films Gold, Frankincense and Myrrh (1971) and Lost 
Homeland (1980), based on the eponymous Modernist novels by 
Slobodan Novak, confirming himself as one of the greatest lovers of 
literature among Croatian filmmakers. Between his feature-length films, 
Babaja also records a series of short films, both fiction and documentary 
or experimental. The guiding thread of Babaja's opus, evident both in his 
documentaries and feature films, is the "peculiar study of the film form 
– the possibility of allegory in the first part of his career, as well as the 
fusion of allegory and naturalism from The Body and The Birch Tree 
onwards" (Gilić 7). The feature film The Stone Gate (1992) is the only 
feature film by Babaja not based on direct literary works, although 
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numerous literary influences can be read in it as well. His latest 
achievement as a film director is a feature-length documentary – the 
autobiographical film Good Morning (2007). 

From this brief review, we can already see several main 
determinants of Babaja's opus, one of the most significant in Yugoslav 
(until 1991), i.e., Croatian cinematography – a tendency to screen 
literary templates, resorting to allegorically grotesque and/or 
naturalistic manifestations of social phenomena, an interest in 
existential human themes, a refusal to pander to populist tastes and a 
desire for the autonomy of the film as a kind of Gesamtkunstwerk, 
integral art (cf. Radić and Sever). Much of this can also be found in the 
Emperor's New Clothes, a film that marked a sort of climax to the first, 
playful-ironic phase of his work. At this stage, Babaja's collaboration 
with the theatre director Božidar Violić is particularly important. 

 
The Emperor's New Clothes in literature and film: semantic layers 
Although he is known for adapting literary texts for his film scripts, 

Babaja held the autonomy of the film's work in high regard, insisting on 
creative procedures for transforming the original into a function of 
creating a new and self-contained artistic whole. For his scripts, he hired 
reputable names of Croatian literary and theatrical art, but almost 
always participated in their creation himself (cf. Škrabalo 51). He 
responded to direct inquiries on understanding literary originals by 
emphasizing his desire to make the film primarily a film and not to 
transfer literature directly into the story of the film, but to use in its 
formation primarily the cinematic expressive devices in such a way that 
it "pours out as a film, and not to be seen as literature" (Radić and Sever 
12). In an extensive conversation with film critics Damir Radić and 
Vladimir Cvetković Sever Babaja uses the characteristic syntagma of 
composing a film – from literature (12), explaining its principle of 
operation, in which the script is considered only a draft for the film (35), 
and the film is a legitimate continuation of the opera (35) – a sort of 
Gesamtkunstwerk, which, in a unique synthesis, combines various 
elements in which the cinematographer or camera operator is the most 
important part of the film crew, but the director has the last word in 
creating the whole (34). "I don't direct the film, I compose it," Babaja 
asserts (34), emphasizing the pursuit of clarity and truth as the main 
principles that guide him: 

This is my constant striving for clarity of everything. Where we 
are, and what we are, and who we are, and where we are going, 
all these are parts of a good film. And you have to find your way 
in all of this, at any time. (28) 
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For me, real directing means striving for the truth. (36) 
 

 All of the above characteristics, in particular, the desire to make 
the film a synthesis of various arts that ultimately speak the authentic 
language of the film, as well the perception of film as a way to point out 
the truth, are also visible in Emperor's New Clothes, a film in which 
Babaja opened the doors to his feature-length cinematic creations. To 
more clearly define the semantic differences between Andersen's 
literary narrative and Babaja's film, we will examine them according to 
certain component levels. 
  
 Plot, characters, chronotope 
 Andersen's The Emperor's New Clothes is a tale of a simple-
minded and conceited Emperor who becomes the target of two cunning 
swindlers' deception. The inventive impostors present themselves as 
weavers who make the Emperor believe in a story about an exceptional 
suit of cloth of unimaginable beauty, but with an unusual property of 
being "invisible to anyone unfit for their office, or the unusually stupid" 
(Andersen 69). The Emperor believes their deceitful story and gives a lot 
of money to the swindlers to start weaving, looking forward to the new 
costume. The swindlers pretend to be weaving but are actually working 
on empty looms. The Emperor wants to know how the work is 
progressing, and sends his first minister, a trusted old man, to 
investigate. The minister sees nothing – but does not want to admit it – 
moreover, the requests of the self-proclaimed weavers confirm his 
fascination with the observed. Soon after, the Emperor sends the 
second minister, who also sees nothing, and just like the first one, keeps 
silent, so that he does not appear unfit for his service. He also confirms 
to the swindlers that this is the most beautiful fabric in the world, and 
soon the whole city is talking about it. Finally, the Emperor himself 
decides to see the cloth and is taken aback when he realizes he can't see 
anything, afraid that he will be perceived as stupid. Fearing that this 
won't come to light, he praises the costume and the weavers, and 
everyone else does the same. When the suit is "finished", the swindlers 
pretend to show it to the audience. They ask the Emperor to take off his 
clothes and help him put on the non-existent costume. The Emperor 
starts walking in a grand parade, while his minions pretend to carry his 
train. No one dares to tell the truth until a child exclaims that the 
Emperor is naked. Gradually, others begin to repeat it, but the Emperor 
continues to be just as proud, and the courtiers continue to hold his non-
existent train. 
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The plot of Babaja's film is set in the fictional land of Great 

Puritania, ruled by the spoiled and infantile Emperor Gonagonazar the 
Only, who is completely occupied with himself. He is the most powerful 
man of the state, but the Minister of Dreams is erotically interested in 
the Emperor's wife, the Empress, who is having an affair with the captain 
of the guard. The Minister of Dreams controls the dreams of the people, 
and the court, under the banner of "seen in dreams, done in reality", 
severely punishes those who have "impure" dreams. To prevent 
dreaming, some residents of Great Puritania decide to buy fleas from 
Fleahop, the flea dealer, so that their bites can disrupt their restful sleep. 
A vagrant called Nag (nude), could not escape his dreams – he dreamed 
of his girlfriend Verginia naked, after which both were sentenced to 
death. However, the Minister of Dreams unexpectedly saves their lives, 
and, hidden in a sculpture of a great owl (the so-called Mistress of 
Dreams), orders them to create a fake costume for the Emperor, made 
of "special" fabrics, and to spread the word that the exquisite attire is 
invisible only to those who are too stupid, or unfit for service. All the 
courtiers pretend to see the Emperor's costume, and the only exception 
is the Jester – at court, he becomes the victim of ruthlessness after 
ridiculing the general fascination with the non-existent fabric. To silence 
him, the Minister of Dreams orders that a lock is put on the Jester's 
mouth, and the Jester is sentenced to death before the court, without 
the actual possibility to defend himself. The fame of the fabric of 
wondrous beauty spreads throughout the empire, and the Empress 
orders a new dress for herself from the false weavers. The Emperor is 
unaware of her move and becomes furious when the truth comes out. 
He is so angry that he even physically assaults the Empress, while he 
doesn't at all mind the Captain of the Guard, whom he finds in her room. 
Moreover, he awards him an honorary title. On the Day of Chastity, the 
greatest festival in Great Puritania, when the Emperor appears in the 
false "new clothes", which everyone admires, the Jester has his lock 
removed so that he can confess before his execution, but he says to the 
confessor: "You will not kill the truth if you cut off my head." In addition, 
just before the beheading, the Jester repeatedly exclaims: "The Emperor 
is naked," but no one hears him. During this time, the Emperor, dancing 
in his new clothes at the great ceremony (and, in fact, only in his 
underpants), declares Verginia the First Lady, and Nag a knight, and 
narcissistically sits on the throne.         

From plots exposed in this manner, some significant differences 
between the literary and the cinematic story are clearly visible – it is 
clear that Violić has significantly expanded Andersen's plot, introducing 
several new characters, motifs, and event branches that lead to richer 
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and more layered meanings. According to Helmut Kreuzer's typology of 
adaptation, which takes into account the criterion of the distance 
between the content and the original, Violić's adaptation belongs to the 
third of the four possible Kreuzer's types – it is "adaptation as a 
transformation (appropriate analogies are required in the language of 
cinema) and as an interpretive transformation (a radically subjective 
interpretation of the original)" (Uvanović 42). Along with the most 
important plot-line of the weaving of the Emperor's costume, a series of 
event sidelines were created – starting with the unfortunate fate that 
befell Verginia and Nag, which is a reflection of the general context of 
the forbidden dream and the puritanical principles that rule the land, 
through the love triangle of the Empress – Captain – Minister of Dreams 
and the Empress' desire for a new dress and her orders behind the 
Emperor's back, all the way up to the events related to the Jester and 
his execution as a key plot segment for understanding the allegorical 
potential of the story. In addition, the abstract chronotope of the 
unnamed empire from Andersen's story was turned into a concrete, 
though non-existent country with the significant name of Great 
Puritania in the film's story, at a time that was not precisely specified, 
but which, given the Renaissance costumes of the characters and their 
props (swords, halberds, herald trumpets, armour, proclamations on 
scrolls, etc.) could belong to the 15th or 16th century (Paulus 36). Thus, 
it is clear from the very beginning of the film that the meanings that the 
story of the film brings us must be understood and interpreted 
allegorically because of the strong symbolic potential of the name – both 
of the country itself and of the individual characters that we find in it. 
The Emperor, who has no name in Andersen's story, was given the name 
of Gonagonazar the Only, the vagabonds condemned to death because 
of fornication were named Verginia and Nag (nude), the flea merchant 
was called Fleahop, the Emperor's right-hand man was the Minister of 
Dreams, and the commander of the guard and the lover of the Empress 
was the Captain of the guard. Evidently, the range of the characters in 
the film is much broader than in Andersen's story – not only does the 
Emperor have an Empress, the role of the weavers is taken over by a 
couple convicted of lewd dreams, and the most powerful minister is the 
Minister of Dreams, but the Empress also has a lover, and the key 
character of the whole story, revealing the bitter truth about the 
Emperor's desire, is the Jester. The Jester is, therefore, the possessor of 
the truth, which is a child in Andersen's story, with the difference that, 
unlike the child, he pays for his truthfulness and courage with his head. 
This also leads to the end of the film's story being much more bitter than 
in Andersen's story. Although the Emperor continues to parade around 
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naked in both narratives, their endings and the interpretations that 
follow them are very different – while in Andersen's story everyone ends 
up joining the child in shouting that the Emperor is naked, in the film no 
one supports the Jester. This life seems to have been wasted, the 
Emperor will continue to pursue his meaningless principles, and 
everyone will continue to support him in this, whether out of self-
interest, fear, or their own stupidity. Andersen's Emperor, admittedly, 
also continues his proud stride in the parade, but his goal is very meagre 
and short-term – to try to maintain dignity until the end of the 
ceremony. What happens next remains uncertain, but it seems realistic 
to think that his reign will no longer be the same. 

In addition to these individualised characters, the film also 
features many unnamed ones, defined primarily by the tasks they 
perform – the royal courtiers, key masters, soldiers, judges, 
executioners, the Confessor. There is even a new Jester, a dwarf man, 
who, after the persecution and condemnation of the true Jester, takes 
his place at court. 

 
 Interpretation potentials: allegory, parody, socio-political satire 

If we try to interpret the semantic potentials of these works, we 
notice that both support the principle of allegory as the key semantic 
place. In Andersen's account of the arrogant and condescending 
emperor and his insincere subjects, we can first read an allegory about 
human nature, prone to lies, cowardice, and opportunism, as well as 
about vanity and stupidity as the key semantic footholds of autocratic 
rule. This fundamental allegory is connected to the idea of the child as 
the only uncorrupted member of the human community who, because 
of its innocence, is independent and therefore the only one able to tell 
the truth. Only an unburdened 'soul', such as a child's, which means a 
simple-minded and innocent one, can be truly free and independent of 
the forces of corruption and evil. This image fully corresponds to the 
Romantic idea of the child's innocence as the true source of humanity 
(Beutin 208; Wild 102-104) and the only possible correct (Christian) path 
of the 'soul', faced with the fate of immersion in the world of evil – the 
path of truth and 'purification'. In Andersen's story, a child leads adults 
on this path – it is a kind of moral beacon, a paradigm of truth.  

In Babaja's film – because he complicates the plot, introduces a 
larger number of characters and spatial concretisation, as well as the 
specific socio-political context in which the film is created, this 
fundamental allegory is complemented by a more specific political 
allegory with a clear world-view and ideological grounds. Gonagonazar 
the Only is an authoritarian ruler in a totalitarian country where the 
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Emperor holds all segments of society in his hands, ruling the lives of the 
inhabitants at all levels, including their dreams. The absurdity of such 
control mechanisms, which try to penetrate something as intimate and 
unconscious as dreams, is clear even for young viewers, and their 
complete allegorical nature in terms of grotesque representation of 
totalitarian political systems will be perceived by older and, in particular, 
adult viewers. The distinction between Andersen's and Babaja's 
narrative is already evident here – while the former author mainly aims 
at the child reader and the story is accepted as the canonical text of 
children's literature, the latter counts on a much wider range of 
recipients, with a key reliance on adults. In addition to the fact that 
Gonagonazar the Only does not allow anything that contradicts his 
views, particularly the criticism of his own personality, the Minister of 
Dreams, the 'grey eminence', is particularly susceptible to things of a 
physical and sexual nature, which is consistent with the concept of a 
country called the Great Puritania, in which the greatest holiday is the 
Day of Chastity. Of course, this is an allegory of hyper-Puritanism and 
the annihilation of elementary human naturalness and freedom. 
Therefore, it is not surprising that the captive, free-thinking vagabonds 
are called Nag and Verginia. His name is represented in a direct symbolic 
key, and hers in the symbolic-ironic key. In particular, from the scenes 
of her confession before the planned execution, it is clear that this is an 
uninhibited person of rich erotic experience. The Emperor implements 
his ideas directly by listening to the services of the military, the courts, 
the executioners, and the church, from which it is clear that he holds all 
the key pillars of society in his hands and that his power is completely 
autocratic. Given that even the slightest deviation from the established 
rules of desired behaviour is punished most severely, it is clear that an 
allegory presented in this way primarily affects totalitarian and 
repressive social systems. Given that Babaja himself, at the time of 
filming, lived in the authoritarian system of socialist Yugoslavia – which, 
admittedly, was not at all as repressive as some of the dictatorial 
regimes of later history, such as Hitler's or Stalin's – one level of 
allegorism must certainly be sought at this level, with the key allegory of 
the world's greatest dictators and their regimes, constructed mostly on 
the lack of humanity and sound logic. The lack of such logic, a kind of 
meaninglessness, in the idea of an invisible costume was brought to its 
final level by developing into absurd and grotesque humour. In Babaja's 
film, the portrayal of self-interest and opportunism at all levels of the 
hierarchical social scale is particularly interesting – so the Minister of 
Dreams, as mentioned, plays the game according to his discretion, and 
uses models of manipulativeness (disguising himself as the Owl, a 
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symbolic authority of wisdom) to create key events in the empire. The 
Captain, for example, in moments of amorous exposure with the 
Empress, falls to his knees before the Emperor to appease him (while 
completely forgetting about the Empress), and the new Jester is ruthless 
and cruel to the old one, waiting impatiently for him to be kicked out of 
the court. This is an allegorical depiction of both human nature as a 
whole and the mechanisms of social opportunism that are ubiquitous 
and all-permeating. In the Jester's character, who is brought to court 
with a locked mouth, there is a strong and more than an obvious hint of 
totalitarian political models, in which the judicial power is not truly 
separated from the legislative and executive powers. In such a 
constellation of powers, the Jester did not stand a chance, so death was 
the logical conclusion of his case. The messenger of truth has been killed, 
and there is no indication that things would be fixed in the long run. The 
parallel representation of the celebration of the half-naked Emperor and 
his subjects only further convinces the viewer in this regard. 
Simultaneously, the character of the Jester hides the film's biggest ironic 
sting, given that, by the nature of his function that is designed for 
entertainment, madness, frivolity, he is the only one who can recognise 
the truth, that is, all the absurd nonsense about the Emperor's clothes. 
So, the Jester, as it happens in the carnivalesque worlds of upside-down 
values (Bakhtin 102), is the only one who is not only smart enough but 
also bold enough to express what he thinks. Thus, his words to the 
Confessor before his decapitation are the climax of the film and its key 
message: "You will not kill the truth if you cut off my head." 

Concerning the reception of the film in the context of socialist 
Yugoslavia, Babaja says: "It was quiet, quiet. This film was covered in 
silence. […] Only one, in one single magazine […], one single person 
wrote something like it concerns us; I think they thought he was crazy" 
(Radić and Sever 16). Radić also points out that neither during the 
premiere nor later did Emperor's New Clothes receive the necessary 
critical attention (39). Although the reasons for such an inappropriate 
reception, especially as regards the time of the film's appearance, are 
difficult to discuss with certainty today, there is no doubt that two 
essential facts had their share in the silence of critics and their 
misunderstanding – on the one hand, the fairy-tale basis of the plot, 
created from the realisation of an international classic of children's 
literature, which was completely atypical for the trends in Croatian 
cinema of that period, whether oriented towards socialist social reality, 
or intimate Modernist stories, and on the other hand, the fact that the 
allegorical-ironic key repeatedly deepens the fundamental and simple 
allegory of the Andersen story, directing it, among other things, toward 
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the current political reality of the social context in which the film was 
created. It is therefore clear that the ignoring and distancing from the 
film were contextually driven reactions by both the political regime 
itself, which in the story, perhaps precisely because of the literary 
template of the world-famous classic, did not find enough explicit 
elements for a clearer condemnation of the film, and by the critics 
themselves, who, whether out of opportunism or lack of interest, did 
not engage in a more precise dissection of this fairy-tale-attired, 
unapologetic social satire. 

 
The cinematic process as a means of semantic-conceptual 

transformation:  from a children's story to political allegory 
 

Non-standard set design and high-key lighting 
Already at first glance, Babaja's film attracts attention with an 

atypical approach to set design – the stage space is solved in a 
minimalistic fashion: in the background of the film's events, we can only 
see white surfaces, in front of which the costumed characters with 
occasional props stand, move, or interact, and, very rarely, a larger stage 
element. There is no stage space in terms of classical interiors and 
exteriors at all – in fact, the representation of the space is created solely 
by the characters, their acting skills and props, and the extremely 
reduced parts of the set. These props and individual larger stage 
elements are reduced to those necessary to get an idea of the space and 
the circumstances of the action – these are usually the items necessary 
to create the idea of various spaces of the court, as well as other spaces 
under the direct jurisdiction of the emperor – courts, confessionals, 
prisons, execution grounds. In addition to the characters themselves, on 
the light backgrounds we will see such items as magnificent canopies, 
trays on which courtiers carry things, large imperial chairs, looms on 
which the false weavers weave false clothes, chains in prisons, wooden 
confessionals, court documents, and the like. A great significance is 
given to a set of large keys, objects that in the film hold a pronounced 
symbolic-ironic charge – not only do they lock the rooms of the palace, 
of course, but they also lock the access to the Empress – more precisely, 
the Empress is dressed in a kind of metal suit, the lock of which is located 
on her chest and only the one she gives the key to can get to her, that 
is, her body. The Captain of the Guard and the Minister of Dreams are 
constantly competing for this role, while the Emperor himself is 
primarily concerned with his appearance. In such a display, there is a 
clear allusion not only to the issues of the body and sexuality but also to 
the broader problem of freedom and the lack of freedom to make one's 
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own decisions. Although the Emperor is an absolute ruler who rules and 
governs all segments of his empire, it is clear from what is presented he 
has the least influence over what, by its nature and logic, should perhaps 
be the closest – his own spouse. The Empress can, in this sense, be 
interpreted as an allegorical figure of female resistance and feminism, 
but also as a figure who embodies the natural human need for free 
decisions, especially regarding the autonomy over one's body and 
emotions.  

Babaja's film was shot in the so-called high-key lighting, 
sometimes also called high-key photography, characterized by 
extremely strong contrasts between bright and dark areas, a small range 
of grey, and a predominance of white in the frame (Film Lexicon 689). 
The combination of such a tonality of light and a 'cleaned', radically 
reduced set design consisting of white subjects with minimal props 
results in a very impressive visual component – the whole film seems 
clean and bright, and it almost seems that we follow the characters' 
interactions against pristine white snow surfaces. Such a minimalistic 
approach, where the space approaches the realm of the theatre, puts 
even more emphasis on the characters themselves. 

 
Theatrical type of acting, Renaissance costumes and music 
Babaja's film approaches the strategies of display that we find in 

theatre art both in the field of acting types and in the general 
psychosomatic presentations of the characters. We are talking, namely, 
about the theatrical type of acting of strong and emphasized 
movements and speech, which have their specific and functional 
purpose in the film (cf. Turković). Combined with the dominantly still 
camera and the mise-en-scène, this kind of acting enhances the 
impression of theatricality and the kind of visuals we sometimes find in 
picture books – where, on a blank space, only what matters stands out 
in the fore, to become more prominent. Thus, the characters are carriers 
of all sorts of meanings – both by their accentuated, theatrical speeches, 
and their profiled, often caricatured movements and their historical 
costumes of strong colours, which further emphasize their artificialness 
suitable for a theatre. The colours of the costumes, such as red, blue, 
pink, green, and black, clearly contrast with the whiteness of the 
backgrounds, placing the characters' speech and movements under the 
magnifying glass of the viewer's attention and emphasizing their 
symbolic or grotesque physical dimension, from which allegorical-
parodic meanings emerge. Thus, the sculpture of the Great Owl is a 
symbolically presented character, just as the character of the Jester, 
who with his physical appearance (his made-up face, his clown costume, 
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the jester's hat) embodies the classic character of the witty court 
entertainer. On the other hand, most of the characters are presented 
grotesquely – the Emperor is fat and bald, while his facial expressions, 
his gestures and his naive, almost childish voice indicate an infantile-
egocentric dimension of his personality. The Empress is also shown in a 
somewhat grotesque manner, but much more likeable than the 
Emperor – she is a beauty of emphasized feminine features, bright, 
eloquent and resourceful. From the grotesque representation, 
encompassing courtiers of various profiles, as well as the judges, the 
Confessor, and the executioners – i.e., all those who are firmly identified 
by their roles and their absolute dependence on the Emperor's will – 
only the court guards are excluded, in whose casual conversations we 
can observe the logic of our own reasoning and common sense, capable 
of critically examining the Emperor and his actions, as well as the flea 
dealer, the resourceful "man of the people" type.  

The score, composed by Anđelko Klobučar, is also coordinated 
with the stage and costume stylization and the theatrical type of acting. 
It is dominantly Neo-Renaissance, and it suggests the time of the plot, 
but we can also find in it certain Neo-Romantic elements that "even 
approach Hollywood typicalities" (Paulus 36). Musicologist Irena Paulus 
highlights the elements of new music from the beginning of the 20th 
century, "which are somehow reflected in the stylistic characteristics 
and the 'naked' appearance of the film " (36). Thus, it can be argued that 
the music is fully compatible with the visual elements and is functionally 
related to them in generating the semantic-interpretive potentials of the 
whole. 

 
Framing and editing procedures 
In contrast to the set design solutions and acting concepts that 

bring Babaja's film closer to the theatre – in the sense that theatre is 
usually perceived as ontically-artistically stylized, whereas film is 
dominantly "natural", "realistic" in referring to the external reality – in 
the area of the so-called specific cinematic procedures, i.e., frame 
composition, mise-en-scène, and editing, the Emperor's New Clothes is 
an extremely cinematic achievement. The first scene of the film after the 
title and the list of crew members perfectly reflects the director's 
concept. It's a trial scene that opens in a detail-shot of a Renaissance 
costumed hand with an accusingly-pointed index finger, followed by a 
shot of the accused Verginia behind bars in a closer, almost close-up en 
face, followed by the similar shot of Nag. After the first three shots in a 
closer view, the fourth brings a wider cutout with Verginia sitting and 
Nag standing in the cage in the mid-foreground, and to their left stands 
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the guard with a spear. Then a detail-shot follows again – a costumed 
hand with an extended index finger, but this time recorded frontally so 
that the next frame will immediately lead to an extension of the cutout 
to the middleground of the tripartite judicial council. The next shot 
brings an even wider cutout, that is, a long shot, when the scene can 
finally be viewed as a spatial whole and reveal how the judicial council 
is positioned in relation to the prisoners in the cage, and other new 
information – that the cage is standing on a wooden wheel, that to the 
left of the guard with a spear and a little closer to the cage, is the 
commander-guard, who is just getting off a wooden horse and moving 
abruptly towards the cage with the prisoners. To the left of the 
Commander, a little deeper, there is another guard with a spear and to 
the left of this group, but in the closer plane, there is something like a 
podium on which someone is standing, while in the same plane, but on 
the opposite side of the frame, there is a low stall at which a person is 
standing. This shot is important not only for what it shows – the entire 
trial scene – but also for its placement in the editing sequence. In 
particular, the specified scene as a unit of time has been shot in such a 
way that its spatial integrity is revealed only in the previously described 
seventh frame (long shot), while according to the conventions of 
standard film editing, the frame that provides such fundamental 
narrative information should be the first; in other words, (pro)Modernist 
poetics have been clearly signalled. Following this, the author also very 
self-consciously reduces the depth of the previously described multi-
plane composition of the aforementioned frame, of which as many as 
five planes, thanks to the use of horizontal (floor) and vertical white 
surfaces, are significantly tightly grouped, i.e., the composite depth 
stratification is intentionally, as far as possible, annulled. This, in turn, 
corresponds to the semantic dimensions of the narrative, namely, by 
analogy, it points to the presented social system, which tends to cancel 
complexity and plurality and to impose one-dimensionality.  

After the described long shot in the specified paradigmatic scene, 
three medium shot frames follow, after which the next frame again 
displays the entire scene in the long shot, but this time from a different 
perspective: the camera is now set behind the guard's back, and thus 
reveals the functions of two people at the stall – the first is the Clerk 
who shows the report in which the Minister of Dreams accuses Verginia 
and Nag, and the second is the Court Reporter. The last shot of the scene 
follows – the medium shot of the judicial council, the leader of which 
proclaims the verdict. This medium shot, however, turns into a close-up 
of the Judge, as the camera for the first time in this scene becomes 
dynamic, leading to a change of shot by moving forward fast, employing 
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such a rhetorical procedure to emphasize the semantically significant 
verdict: "In the name of Emperor Gonagonazar the Only, anointed ruler 
of great Puritania, I condemn Verginia and Nag the Vagrant to the purity 
of eternal sleep."        

The director's approach to the trial scene will be repeated in 
principle in other scenes of the film. Many of them will start with shots 
of closer planes, which will then expand, and there will be a dominant 
presence of a static camera with expressive frame compositions and 
editing which will dynamically alternate shots of different planes and 
shooting angles, and here and there a camera will be moving – most 
often forward, one ride in reverse, and one panoramic panning along 
the Jester's body. In some cases, a multi-layered frame composition is 
used, where the camera is placed behind an obstacle, and the characters 
in different planes appear as if they are compressed into one – generally 
speaking, the depth-reduction effect is often used. Also, in multiple 
cases, parallel editing is used, that is, we see alternate scenes of two or 
even three actions that take place in different spaces at the same time.  

Thus, it is obvious that Ante Babaja's directorial concept is based 
on the counterpoint of theatricality and cinematography. On the one 
hand, the treatment of set design and acting performances is clearly 
theatrical, and on the other hand, the style of photography and editing 
is very dynamic and expressively rich. The theatrical and the cinematic 
are joined together at the point of access to the depth of space, that is, 
the deep mise-en-scène: Babaja often resorts to in-depth frame 
compositions and character movements in the depth, but this 
'specifically cinematic' at the same time tends to reduce the deep 
composition of frames with the use of white surfaces devoid of shadows 
to get a theatrical effect of flatness. Thus, it results in the above-
mentioned harmony, namely, the inseparability of the formal and 
contentual levels of the represented – namely, the clash of stratification 
and flatness in terms of form expresses the criticism of the attack of 
unanimity on pluralism in the semantic plane of the film.            

 
Conclusion: intermedial relations as poetic levers of 

resemantisation 
Comparative analysis of the feature film Emperor's New Clothes 

by the Croatian director Ante Babaja, and the eponymous literary classic 
story by Hans Christian Andersen points to great differences in the 
semantic layer of the two narratives and, consequently, their possible 
interpretative readings. While Andersen's literary story is characterised 
by a simplicity similar to that found in fairy tales, the film's story is much 
more complex – it encompasses a larger number of characters, events 
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are more separated, the plot space is concretised, and characters not 
present in Andersen's story are introduced. Such multiple expansions 
are, of course, given by the script itself, which is not a direct 
transposition of Andersen's text into the film's narrative, but rather a 
significant transformation of the original narrative. The first level of 
resemantisation of the simple story of the vain and naive Emperor and 
his deferential subjects already occurs on the axis of the inter-genre 
connection between the literary story and the cinematic script.  

The second level of resemantisation is present in the layer of 
cinematic means of expression. Babaja creatively used various elements 
of the cinematic process to realise semantic fullness and multiple 
interpretation potentials. The simple, general allegory dimension of the 
narrative about naivety, egocentrism, and opportunism has become a 
more direct allegory of ideological and political omen, in which, through 
the prism of parody, oppressive political systems are ironically and 
satirically exposed – primarily, totalitarian ones, which history has 
repeatedly witnessed, but also newer, autocratic ones, as was the 
system of the state in which Babaja himself lived. The uncharacteristic 
way of criticism which the film, using an external fairy-tale costume, 
expressed towards the socio-political context of its own country is 
certainly a significant reason for its ignoring at the time of its origin. The 
result is a lack of adequate public and critical reception, as well as the 
lack of more extensive academic works which would describe both his 
poetic context and the context of his reception in more detail. 

It is particularly interesting to consider the individual elements of 
the cinematic process since many of them show an atypical transition to 
theatrical art. The intermedial contact with theatre is clearly present in 
the set design, to the point that all the scenes are shot against the 
background of white surfaces, creating the impression of their clarity 
and flatness. This impression was further reinforced by the use of the 
shots taken in the high key of light. The bright surfaces, with their 
contrast and artificiality, make the characters stand out in their 
Renaissance costumes, as well as the props. This approach, which clearly 
corresponds to theatre, is also supported by the theatrical type of 
acting, as well as the functional use of music of the dominant Neo-
Renaissance type. In general, it can be concluded that the theatrical-
cinematic intermediality is what not only determines Babaja's film but 
also what generates the semantic potency of a story focused on 
parodying ideological omens. In order to keep everything in the essential 
environment of the film as the art of moving images, Babaja uses specific 
cinematic procedures to create a dynamic structure. While a static 
camera is prevalent in the film, expressive frame compositions, a 
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functional combination of different shots and angles, as well as parallel 
montage achieve the appropriate dose of cinematography compared to 
theatricality. The symbiosis of theatricality and cinematography is best 
shown in the in-depth frame compositions, in which the movements of 
the characters create an impression of spatiality, which, however, is 
simultaneously reduced by the use of white backgrounds. Such a 
counterpointing of the formal stratification and flatness supports the 
conceptual implications of the film by suggesting the continuous 
tendency of depth and plurality to escape from the imposed frames and 
superficiality. 

In conclusion, it can be argued that this is a multi-level and atypical 
cinematic work that still, exactly sixty years after its creation, appears 
attractive and evokes new readings. The semantic stratification 
established by Babaja's narrative in relation to Andersen's stems from 
several intermedial points of contact and the synergistic actions of 
various artistic languages – literary, theatrical and cinematic. In other 
words, the intermedial relationships of the three arts in Babaja's feature 
film creation have served as an obstacle course for resemantising the 
classic children's story into a multi-layered political allegory, primarily 
intended for adult recipients.  
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CAREVO NOVO RUHO, PRIČA HANSA CHRISTIANA ANDERSENA I FILM ANTE 

BABAJE: INTERMEDIJSKO PRIPOVIJEDANJE KAO POLIGON ZA POLITIČKU 
ALEGORIJU 

 
Carevo novo ruho (1837) Hansa Christiana Andersena ima status klasika dječje 
književnosti, ali i neizostavnog, amblematskog mjesta u sferi svjetske 
književnosti i kulture uopće – riječ je o jednoj od najprevođenijih priča/bajki, 
objelodanjenoj u brojnim jezicima i transponiranoj u različite medije, ali i priči 
bogatog semantičkog potencijala koja omogućuje različita tumačenja. U fokusu 
ovoga rada jest komparativna analiza poznate Andersenove priče i istoimenog 
igranog filma hrvatskog i jugoslavenskog redatelja Ante Babaje, snimljenog 
1961. godine prema scenariju Božidara Violića, koji je adaptirao Andersenovo 
djelo. Carevo novo ruho prvi je dugometražni film cijenjenog redatelja, ujedno i 
prvi hrvatski dugometražni igrani film u boji. Neobična Babajina obrada 
zanimljiva je na više razina i zbog više razloga – kako onih poetičkih (riječ je o 
netipičnom pristupu u kojem izostaje standardna scenografija te se umjesto nje 
koriste bijele plohe i takozvana higeh-key filmska fotografija koju potpisuje 
Oktavijan Miletić), tako i onih širih, vezanih uz recepciju. Babajin film, naime, 
intervencijama u motivsku i narativnu dimenziju priče predloška, ali i 
transgresijama na razini stila (intermedijski dodir s kazališnom umjetnošću) te 
društvenopolitičkim kontekstom u kojem je film nastao (vrijeme socijalističke 
Jugoslavije) omogućuje drugačija čitanja u odnosu na ona vezana uz 
Andersenov predložak. Točnije, Babajino Carevo novo ruho resemantizira 
Andersenovu priču pridodajući joj konkretnu društvenopolitičku alegoriju (ne 
samo) bivše Jugoslavije, istodobno ne ispuštajući iz vida sržno mjesto 
Andersenove priče – odnos kolektivnih konvencija i individualne svijesti, 
kukavičluka i hrabrosti, podređenosti i slobode, kao arhetipskih mjesta ljudskih 
zajednica. 
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