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CinEd is dedicated to the transmission of the Seventh Art as a cultural object and material to help conceive the world. 
To accomplish this, common teaching methods were developed based on a selection of films produced by the Europe-
an partner countries. The approach is designed to be adapted to our time, characterized by fast, major and continuo-
us change in the way we see, receive, broadcast and produce images. These images are seen on multiple different 
screens: from the biggest movie screens to TVs, computers, tablets and the smallest smartphones. Cinema is an art 
that is still young, and its end has already been predicted many times. Clearly, these predictions were unfounded.

These changes are affecting cinema: therefore, its transmission must take them into account, particularly the increa-
sing fragmentation of film viewing on different screens. CinEd publications propose and assert a teaching approach 
that is sensitive, inductive, interactive and intuitive and provide knowledge, tools for analysis and the potential for 
dialogue between images and films. The works are considered on different scales, as a whole, in fragments and with 
different temporalities– stills, shots, sequences.

The educational booklets invite students to freely and flexibly engage with the films; one major challenge is to com-
prehend and relate to the cinematographic images using different approaches: description, an essential step for any 
analytical process, and the ability to extract and select images, organize, compare, and confront them. This includes 
images in the film being discussed and others, as well as images from all visual and narrative arts (photography, lite-
rature, painting, theatre, cartoons…). The objective is that images will not be fleeting but rather make sense; cinema, 
in this way, is an especially invaluable synthetic art in that it builds and bolsters the perspective of young generations. 
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The Emperor’s Nightingale is an important example of a European authorial film. This feature-length animated work 
by Jiří Trnka is a pinnacle of his early period as a filmmaker. Trnka brought many new, even revolutionary, elements to 
post-war filmmaking. As a visual artist and designer to the core, he felt no need to draw on foreign models in creating 
the visual look of his films and brought an aesthetic to his filmmaking that was utterly his own and highly distinctive. As 
a skilled craftsman with theatre experience, he succeeded in enriching the language of puppet film in an unpreceden-
ted manner – the camera angles and movements in individual shots and his mise-en-scène composition, including the 
lighting, are noteworthy, as is the usage of rhythm and music. 

Jiří Trnka’s significance is also crucial for the Czech milieu. A few days after the end of World War II, young, emerging 
filmmakers asked him to help save an animation studio. By doing so he became the most important Czech director of 
animated films over two decades, educating numerous successors and influencing at least two generations of Czech 
makers of animated and puppet films. It is no coincidence that Trnka’s peak period overlapped with what is seen as the 
golden age of Czech puppet animation, other representatives of which were Karel Zeman, Hermína Týrlová and Břeti-
slav Pojar. To this day we still encounter Trnka’s aesthetic influence in both Czech animated and live-action cinema, as 
seen in The Blue Tiger, which is also presented in the CinEd collection. 

The Emperor’s Nightingale is a loose adaptation of the famous fairy tale The Nightingale by Hans Christian Andersen, 
a story that is familiar to the whole of Europe and the world. Jiří Trnka and his colleagues framed the action within the 
dream of a child, which allowed for great freedom as regards the usage of specific design and story motifs. The film The 
Emperor’s Nightingale bears an important message, criticising excessively restricted and dehumanised childhood – 
the replacement of authentic childhood experiences with artificial games and expensive toys easily controlled by adults 
– and this central theme has perhaps never been as topical as it is today. When it was released The Emperor’s Nigh-
tingale was a success in cinemas in many countries; in France it was distributed with narration by Jean Cocteau, while 
the English-language version featured the voice of the famous Boris Karloff.

Original title: Císařův slavík
Premiere: 15. 4. 1949
Runtime: 70 minutes
Country of origin: Czechoslovakia 

Director: Jiří Trnka
Based on: Hans Christian Andersen’s literary fairy tale 
The Nightingale (Nattergalen, first edition 1843)
Screenplay: Jiří Trnka, Jiří Brdečka
Design: Jiří Trnka
Design cooperation: Milena Neubauerová, 
Karel Sobotka, František Braun, Erik Miloš Bülow, 
Josef Zdrůbecký, Jaroslav Zdrůbecký, Karel Mázel, 
Ludvík Hájek
Music: Václav Trojan
Animation: Bohuslav Šrámek, Břetislav Pojar, 
Jan Karpaš, Zdeněk Hrabě, Stanislav Látal 
Live-action part: co-direction Miloš Makovec, camera 
Ferdinand Pečenka, featuring Jaromír Sobota (boy), 
Helena Patočková (girl)
Production: Československý státní film Praha – Studio 
Loutkový film Praha
Sales: National Film Archive

1 The poster was provided by La Cinémathèque de Toulouse. Thanks! 
2 This poster was created by Karel Perman. We do not know whether the poster was 
created as an employee work or not. Unfortunately, the current copyright owner of the 
work could not be traced despite all the efforts made over several months.

WHY THIS FILM TODAY? TECHNICAL DATA SHEET

American posters French poster1 Czech poster2 
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An anxious and solitary boy who lives with elderly guar-
dians (aunts?) in an old house surrounded by old objects 
and toys observes in the garden a red-haired girl who is 
playing outside the fence. The boy receives a mecha-
nical toy nightingale for his birthday. However, he soon 
becomes ill and in his dream we find ourselves in a wor-
ld of puppets – in the court of a Chinese emperor who 
also lives surrounded by mechanical toys.

The emperor is visited by a European aeronaut who gi-
fts him a book with a drawing of an unfamiliar bird: the 
nightingale. Nobody at court knows where the nightin-
gale lives. However, a red-haired girl playing outside the 
fence of the emperor’s garden helps. She leads the cou-
rtiers into the countryside, to water, and together they 
bring the nightingale to the emperor. The bird sings so 
beautifully when the sun sets that it moves the emperor 
to tears and becomes this favourite.

 However, for his birthday the emperor receives a new, 
mechanical nightingale that sings at any time and he 
gradually forgets the living bird. When he begins to miss 
the real nightingale, it has gone. The emperor falls ill 
and Death tries on his crown. However, the nightingale 
flies down and drives Death away. The emperor wakes 
up healthy and playful. The boy also gets better. He is 
no longer anxious and, with the girl, departs the house 
for the natural world. 

REALITY / DREAM
The animated story of the emperor is framed by a live-
-action story and occurs within the dream of a sick child. 
This idea provided freedom in the creation of the empe-
ror’s world, as well as in interaction between the world of 
the boy and his dream. As is common in dreams, items, 
situations and other elements of the boy’s life find their 
way into the imperial court. The dream makes its mark 
on the boy’s world in turn. The nightingale helps the little 
emperor recover, the fever dream can come to an end 
and the boy wakes up feeling well; he is also all the richer 
for experiences that have helped him overcome the pres-
sures of his surroundings and fears and set off in search 
of the free adventure of childhood.

NATURAL / MECHANICAL
Andersen’s story itself may be interpreted as a metaphor 
for discord between the natural and mechanical worlds. 
This theme is expanded in the film. The worlds of the 
boy’s house and the imperial palace are filled with arti-
ficial and mechanical elements (not only games simula-
ting movement and sound, but also the piano, lace, cut 
flowers and a manicured garden with little pathways) that 
merely mimic the natural world and are bereft of humani-
ty. They have not been created spontaneously but stem 
from repetition and convention. The world of nature is co-
nnected with the countryside beyond the fence, with the 
girl, with the nightingale and its song and with the motif 
of water. Elements connecting the two worlds – windows 
and the fence – play an important role.

PROPS AND FRAGMENTS
Both picture and sound emphasise objects (props). The 
camera scans the boy’s room, focusing on objects, most 
of which will play a significant role in the dream. In the 
live-action part adults are completely absent. They are 
represented by a photograph of elderly female guardians 
on the wall (and perhaps images of parents on tombs), 

FOCUS SYNOPSIS

the movement of curtains, the hands and silhouette of 
a doctor. In the dream the toys become characters, while 
other puppets – and the emperor and his court – bring 
to mind mass-produced toys with porcelain heads. Other 
props of “human” proportion appear in the world of the 
Chinese emperor: lace, decorative fabrics and a three-ti-
er serving stand. 

DISTANCE AND BORDERS
The world inside the fence has clear contours and boun-
daries while the world outside is indeterminate. Entering 
it (the journey to find the nightingale) is an adventurous 
expedition. The characters of the balloon-borne aeronaut 
and the court professor are worthy of attention. The ae-
ronaut flies in from unknown parts with a report about the 
nightingale and later sends a mechanical nightingale. The 
court professor constantly looks into the distance but do-
esn’t know anything about the world. Spatiality is accen-
ted by the movement of characters directly toward the 
camera and away from it. In the puppetry scenes the in-
teriors are reshaped by constantly drawn curtains. Howe-
ver, the pastel and black backgrounds of the puppet sec-
tions generally do not possess depth and appear flat.

DOMESTIC / EXOTIC
The film is set not only in China but in Europe. The theme 
of the exotic is playfully expanded by our stereotypes of 
the history of Asian and European cultures. The Europe-
an and Asian worlds intermingle. The boy is surrounded 
by Asian toys. At first glance, the emperor’s world seems 
very Asian, but in fact it is full of foreign elements (inclu-
ding the aeronaut, girl, carriage, village church, cemete-
ry, cactuses on the journey to get the nightingale). The 
contrast between home and abroad has already been 
undermined by the fact the domestic world isn’t safe or 
comfortable for either the boy or the emperor. An interest 
in diversity and tolerance triumphs. 
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CONTEXT

PUPPET FILM
Puppet film as a special kind of animated film that places object in motion – chiefly 
specially-created puppets – was still in its infancy until the end of WWII. The extraor-
dinary works of the Polish-Lithuanian-Russian-French filmmaker Ladislav Starevich 
(AKA Wladyslaw Starewicz) are well-known. Alongside his early insect films the most 
famous is The Tale of the Fox (Le Roman de Renard ), which was made in France in the 
early 1930s. In the US Willis O´Brien wowed audiences with The Lost World (1925) and 
King Kong (1933), in which he combined actors with puppet animation. Jiří Trnka was 
particularly inspired by the Hungarian-American filmmaker Gyorgy (George) Pál, who 
worked with puppets that were stylised in terms of design.

Puppet animation began to develop in the Czech lands during the German occupation 
at small film studios in Zlín. It was there that director Hermína Týrlová made the first 
Czech puppet film Ferda mravenec (Ferda the Ant, 1944) and a year later created the 
combined film Vánoční sen (A Christmas Dream, 1945). The project was started by Týr-
lová but, following a fire, was completed by among others the young Karel Zeman. In 
the post-war period both became all-time greats of Czech puppet animation. 

FILM BELONGS TO THE PEOPLE
After several years of illegal preparation, the entire Czech film industry was nationali-
sed in May 1945. On one hand, state monopolisation provided national film production 
with stability and ample financing, as well as allowing for the systematic support of 
non-commercial projects. On the other, it greatly facilitated control on the part of the 
strengthening Communist authorities and their censors. During the so-called Third 
Republic in 1945–1948 a relatively liberal atmosphere prevailed in the film industry and 
many notable works were made in a range of genres. Jiří Trnka was highly fortunate to 
get into film at this time. Thanks to nationalisation he was able to work in stable condi-
tions. He soon earned renown, including internationally, which ensured he maintained 
a great degree of artistic freedom in the 1950s, when Communist dictatorship reached 
a pinnacle. Ladislav Starevich’s famous The Tale of the Fox

Stylised puppet from George Pála’s Puppetoon series
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THE AUTHOR AND HIS WORK

Jiří Trnka, who brought together many professions and 
talents in one person, is a major figure in world anima-
ted film. His feature-length puppet films in particular 
are still ranked among the most important works of ani-
mation ever. Trnka was an idiosyncratic artist with his 
own striking authorial style, a great professional adept 
at surrounding himself with first-rate colleagues and an 
experimenter through and through. During a mere 20 
years in Czech film he influenced several generations of 
filmmakers in his native country and beyond.

PRE-FILM PERIOD
Trnka was born into the family of a tinsmith and 
seamstress in industrial Pilsen. At grammar school his 
drawing teacher was Josef Skupa; at that time still an 
amateur puppeteer, he later became world-famous for 
the characters Spejbl and Hurvínek. While still a student, 
Trnka was invited to work with Skupa’s theatre group 
and made backdrops and puppets. Due to the financial 
crisis Trnka was unable to complete grammar school, 
though with Skupa’s backing he continued working with 
the theatre.

In the late 1920s Trnka left for Prague, where he made 
money doing newspaper cartoons while at the School 
of the Applied Arts. From the 1930s to this death he 
produced book illustrations and occasional toy designs. 
In 1936–1937 he ran his own puppet Wooden Theatre. 
He also designed sets for other theatres, during which 
he met a future collaborator, composer Václav Trojan. He 
was saved from forced labour under the Nazis thanks to 
his work designing film sets. Alongside commissioned 
work, Trnka was active throughout his life as a free 
visual artist, principally as a painter and sculptor. 

A RADICAL BEGINNING IN CINEMA 
Right after the end of WWII, as early as in May 1945, 
a group of Czech employees of animated film studios 
in Prague that had been helmed by the Germans during 
the war, penned a request to be incorporated into the 
nationalised film industry. They proposed a respected 
personality with an interest in film as their leader: Trn-

Jiří Trnka working on The Emperor's Nightingale. 3

ka. He agreed and in June 1945 became their artistic 
chief. This began a completely new phase in the visu-
al artist’s life. The animation studio Bratři v triku was 
born and Trnka obtained a stable position that allowed 
him to devote himself long-term and systematically to 
unrestricted creation.

Jiří Trnka and his colleagues completed two animated 
fairytales in 1945–1946, Grandfather Planted a Beet 
(Zasadil dědek řepu) and Animals and Bandits (Zvířátka 
a Petrovští ), and two films aimed at adult audiences, the 
combined The Gift (Dárek) and the experimental Spring-
man and the SS (Pérak a SS), on which he collaborated 
with Jiří Brdečka for the first time. Trnka’s films were se-
lected for international festivals, where they went down 
well, with Animals and Bandits picking up a Grand Prix 
at Cannes. He had become an internationally acclaimed 
filmmaker.

At the end of 1946 Trnka decided on another radical 
move: He set up the completely new Puppet Film Studio 
(Studio loutkového filmu), leaving for it with 21 colleagu-
es. From then on he focused on puppet film, although 
occasionally producing work involving drawings, static 
cartoons and cut-out animation. 

AN ESTABLISHED AUTOR OF PUPPET FILMS
Trnka’s first feature-length animation, the fairy tale The 
Czech Year (Špalíček), inspired by Czech rural folk mo-
tifs, premiered at Christmas 1947. In the following 12 
years he made five more adapted puppet features: The 
Emperor’s Nightingale, the fairy tale Prince Bayaya (Ba-
jaja), Old Czech Legends (Staré pověsti české), which 
brought Czech fables and myths to life, The Good Sol-
dier Schweik (Osudů dobrého vojáka Švejka), based on 
the Hašek book, and Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Ni-
ght’s Dream (Sen noci svatojánské). Trnka employed his 
own particular film language and visual style in all of 
them. Most garnered prizes at major international film 
festivals, as did his other, shorter works. From Prince 
Bayaya on his puppets became longer and larger. Trn-
ka employed narration (for which he had previously su-

ccessfully substituted music) for the first time in Old 
Czech Legends. Among the actors he would regularly 
work with was Jan Werich. Trnka directed his films him-
self and designed most of them. However, he left the 
actual animation to colleagues, such as Stanislav Látal 
and Břetislav Pojar, who later became excellent anima-
ted filmmakers in their own rights.

Trnka’s oeuvre is characterised by variety of genre. 
Alongside ballad-like fairy tales, historical dramas and 
romantic comedies, he was also capable of making 
satires or, for instance, a parody of the Western (Song 
of the Prairie/Árie prérie). His final shorts frequently 
contained a moral message. The Cybernetic Grandma 
(Kybernetická baba) returned in part to the criticism of 
technological simulation seen in The Emperor’s Nightin-
gale. His final film, The Hand (Ruka), a metaphor for the 
artist languishing under the pressures of totalitarianism, 
was banned in Czechoslovakia in the 1970s and 1980s. 
Trnka died in December 1969, not long after the country 
had been occupied by Warsaw Pact troops.

3 We kindly thank the National Film Archive in Prague for providing us with 
a photograph of the Emperor's Nightingale shooting.
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THE FILM WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF THE WORK

A FASCINATION WITH ANDERSEN
Jiří Trnka devoted most of his professional life to doing illustrations. His images ador-
ned dozens of books, from folk fairy tales to titles for children and adults penned by 
leading Czech writers of his day (including František Hrubín, Vladimír Holan, Vítězslav 
Nezval, Jiří Seifert, Jan Werich), as well as foreign works, from oriental fairy tales to 
those of the brothers Grimm. As he did for each film, Trnka created a specific style for 
every series of illustrations corresponding not only to the spirit of the literary work but 
also its language. Literature was without question a highly important source of inspira-
tion to Trnka and he himself also wrote a book, the daring and experimental fairy tale 
The Garden (Zahrada), which became a cult work still popular with children and adults.
 
His illustrations for a book of Hans Christian Andersen’s fairy tales were done eight 
years after the completion of the film. They are clearly a creative continuation of Trn-
ka’s dialogue with Andersen’s world, which by many accounts he was long fascinated 
by. Trnka, who greatly valued stylisation, found in Andersen a free metaphorical space 
that he was capable of expanding on. In his illustrations Trnka freed himself from the 
scenes contained in the fairy tales’ plots and made distinctive use of metaphor. He 
returned to a number of motifs from the film; he set the illustrations in the 19th century, 
Andersen’s era, and in pictures we again encounter lace, rich textiles and other distin-
ctive “props”.
 
The colour illustration of the fairy tale The Nightingale itself builds on the scene in the 
film in which Death appears. Again, the emperor is an infant with a stylised, round 
head, while we also observe a broken mechanical nightingale, lace, a window, fence, 
roses, textiles, medieval crown and shoes placed beneath the bed. In the book, the fi-
gure of Death – in the spirit of Andersen’s poetics – is depicted in a far looser and more 
expressive manner. The colour composition is based on pastel tones that move along 
a diagonal line from cold to warm. Unlike the film scene, it is illuminated. However, here 
too the area beyond the fence remains flat and abstract. 

LOCATION OF SHOOT
The live-action scenes in The Emperor’s Nightingale were shot at the Baroque Turba 
estate in Prague’s Košíře district. The distinctive atmosphere of the house with its large 
garden made such an impression on Trnka that he himself lived there from 1939 until 
1958 and also had a studio there. The house and garden inspired more than one of his 
works; alongside The Emperor’s Nightingale it informed his book The Garden. In both 
a key role is played by a fence or wall, which separates the “normal” world outside from 
the “other” world inside, and vegetation in the vast garden, which became a venue in 
which childhood adventures could play out. 

Trnka’s illustration for The Nightingale (1957)
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Metal skeleton from Jiří Trnka’s puppet

TECHNOLOGY
Trnka’s puppet films, including The Emperor’s Nightingale, are shot using classical 
stop-motion animation. The basis of this highly laborious method is phased movement 
of puppets created (usually in multiple versions) for a specific film. The puppets were 
based on a special metal construction that allowed all the required movements and 
meant they could be posed very precisely in specific phases of motion. The puppets’ 
bodies were composed of forms, typically of latex. The camera captured the puppets 
against lit sets, frame by frame. The animator’s job was to execute movements in such 
a way as – with greater or lesser degrees of realism or stylisation – to create fluent 
motion in a specific time segment.

Most animators prior to Trnka used anthropomorphic puppet figures. He took a dif-
ferent approach, initially using his experience of toy design to work with puppets in 
a highly stylised and stripped-down manner. This was the case with The Emperor’s Ni-
ghtingale, in which his visual stylisation reached a certain culmination. Only after ma-
king several more films did he switch to more realistic long puppets. The reason was 
evidently not fear of the technical challenges of using longer puppets; rather he needed 
to garner sufficient experience to be able to transfer his visual stylisation to more re-
alistic figuration.

The mastery of Trnka’s films is not only a matter of perfect handling of puppet animati-
on and original visual film style; it also concerns the bravura combing of highly detailed 
mise-en-scene design with camera movement and the film’s rhythm, as well as com-
munication between image and music (see the Film Questions chapter).

The Emperor’s Nightingale was shot on Agfacolor film manufactured in East Germany, 
whose characteristics were much different from, for instance, Kodak. The colours of 
films shot on Agfa have more muted warm tones. Unfortunately, however, the film used 
at the time was of relatively poor quality, with low resolution and unbalanced (pulsing) 
colour and sensitivity. These limitations cause an instability of image that is perhaps 
most visible in colour transitions between individual shots. 

RESPONSE TO THE FILM
The Emperor’s Nightingale met with success in Czechoslovakia and internationally. In 
some countries, such as France and the US, it was screened with narration that is not 
part of the original Czech version presented within the CinEd project. In the French 
version the voiceover was by the famous poet, artist and director Jean Cocteau. The 
US children’s author and poet Phyllis McGinley wrote a text for the American version 
that was narrated by the popular actor Boris Karloff.

The film received a number of awards, including the national prize for 1949, the Meliés 
Prize (France 1950), the French Film Critics’ Prize (1951) and the Best Film prize at the 
Locarno IFF (1955).

SELECTED FILMOGRAPHY: 
My Grandfather planted a Beet (Zasadil dědek řepu, 1945)
Animals and Bandits (Zvířátka a Petrovští, 1946)
The Czech Year (Špalíček, 1947)
Springman and the SS (Pérák a SS, 1946)
The Gift (Dárek, 1946)
The Emperor's Nightingale (Císařův slavík, 1949)
The Story of the Double Bbass (Román s basou, 1949)
The Song of the Prairie (Árie prérie, 1949)

Prince Bayaya (Bajaja, 1950)
The Golden Fish (O zlaté rybce, 1951)
The Gay Circus (Veselý cirkus, 1951)
Old Czech Legends (Staré pověsti české, 1953)
The two Frosts (Dva mrazíci, 1954)
The Good Soldier Schweik (Dobrý voják Švejk, 1955)
Why is the UNESCO (Proč UNESCO?, 1958)
A Midsummer Night's Dream (Sen noci svatojánské, 1959)
The Cybernetic Grandma (Kybernetická babička, 1962)
The Hand (Ruka, 1965)
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INSPIRATIONS
In connection with the film Emperor's Nightingale, we may find many motives and practices 
that we can associate with other films or cultural contexts. Here are some examples.

The Monarch as a Child
1 — Emperor's Nightingale (1949, dir. Jiří Trnka)
2 — Bambini di Praga – famous Prague statuette from the Church of Our Lady Victorious is 
one of the evident sources of inspiration for the character of Trnka's little emperor
3 — The last Chinese emperor Pchu-i – the photography from the early 1910's. We can rightly 
assume that even the character of the last Chinese emperor-child was a significant direct 
Trnka inspiration.

Toys became Animated Puppets
However, toys as objects of animation have appeared all over the world since the 
beginning of puppet animation. In the second half of the 1940's several films appeared 
in Czechoslovakia in which toys were animated. They are also used very successfully in 
more innovative products of contemporary film pop culture.

4  — Dreams of Toyland (1908, dir. Arthur Melbourne Cooper, Great Britain) - toys were moving 
in a little boy's dream in the pioneer work of the British animation.
5  — The Lullaby (Ukolébavka, 1947, dir. Hermína Týrlová, Czechoslovakia) – Czech animated 
film combines feature scenes with animation of a toy – a doll that puts a baby to sleep.
6  — Emperor's Nightingale (1949, dir. Jiří Trnka) – the doll with cymbals passes from the 
boy's room to his dream.
7 — The Lego Movie 2 (2019, dir. Mike Mitchell, USA – Denmark – Australia) – the world of 
playing children creates – as in Trnka's film – the frame of the story.

Trnka inspires Others
8   — Mon Oncle (1958, dir. Jacques Tati) – the connection with Trnka's film can be found not 
only in the storyline and message, but also in some of the film's motives.
9 — Emperor's Nightingale (1949, dir. Jiří Trnka) – the fish as a decoration.
10 — Emperor's Nightingale (1949, dir. Jiří Trnka) – the fish as a fountain.
11 — The Cybernetic Grandma (Kybernetická babička, 1962, dir. Jiří Trnka) – Trnka returned to 
the warning of a technically-driven world and returned a red-haired girl to the screen.
12 — Emperor's Nightingale (1949, dir. Jiří Trnka) – the red-haired girl in the featured part.
13 — Emperor's Nightingale (1949, dir. Jiří Trnka) – the red-haired girl as a puppet.
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INTERVIEWS
INTERVIEW WITH THE FILM’S CO-SCREENWRITER JIŘÍ BRDEČKA 4

In puppet film Trnka asked me to work directly with him when he was preparing The 
Emperor’s Nightingale. There was one interesting thing: He knew what he wanted to say, 
what the live and artificial nightingale meant, but he still didn’t know its design form – 
he didn’t yet have that. We began working on the literary screenplay, which envisaged 
China in a different period than the one in which it ultimately appeared. It was China in 
a kind of fairy tale form. In the film, China is intimate, playful. It’s China in a child’s room 
– that gives it form. However, that wasn’t yet clear to us, so the original version was 
based on a more exotic, less intimate, depiction. The design concept was closer to 
Trnka’s illustration The Caravan.5 At that time Trnka frequently spoke about Andersen 
the visual artist – he really did cut out silhouettes and make folding pictures for children.

Trnka mentioned a picture of a swan floating on a mirror – it appeared to be very insig-
nificant, but it wasn’t insignificant at all. We had gone quite a long way with the screen-
play and had come up with striking elements, but Trnka still wasn’t completely at ease. 
He was antsy. One day he worked it out: That’s it, we have to start from Andersen the 
artist. And suddenly it was clear – it needed to be a China derived from the toys in the 
child’s room.

Trnka’s approach was like that generally. He first tried to find a style stemming from the 
costume side of a fairy tale, although from the spirit of the story, from which he pushed 
off into other work. He was a stickler as regards style. Even as a viewer of live-action 
films he was able to accurately identify where for instance a scene that was in itself good 
diverged from the style. […]

After collaborating briefly it was clear to me from the get-go that I had to dissolve like 
sugar in tea – in Trnka’s way of thinking – and to cooperate with him as a reflector of his 
thoughts. It’s nothing derogatory. I didn’t take it that way. There are lots of my ideas in 
the film. But they had to be ideas in the style of Trnka’s thinking. That always recurred 
when I worked with him – I had to set aside my own outlook and see through his eyes. 

INTERVIEW WITH COMPOSER VÁCLAV TROJAN 6

Generally a puppet can’t carry regular realistic sounds. We also did the sound, and the-
re too we ran into such problems. Neither the film audio archive nor other instruments 
were sufficient – we couldn’t find what we needed. So in the end we created the sounds 
ourselves with the required stylisation. For instance in The Emperor’s Nightingale in 
the chateau celebration scene, where there are sounds of fireworks, cheering, shots, 
bell… Coming up with the sounds was a delight. We sent the orchestra away. Only the 
percussionist remained with us and the three of us, including Trnka, tried all possible 
combinations. When it worked we were as happy as little boys – and I’ve got to say we 
were rather lucky in the search for sounds. 

… In The Emperor’s Nightingale there were, compared to The Czech Year, new situati-
ons that were emotionally interesting and complicated. The music receives a new com-
plexion. It abandons folk songs and becomes a speaking character, taking on the func-
tion of “dialogue” in fact. In this regard it is naturally used to various ends: sometimes it 
anticipates a scene, at other times it completes it and at still other times it is expresses 
memory. In The Emperor’s Nightingale this “remembrance” was very important. To ex-
plain, one example of many: The moment when the emperor realises he has harmed the 
nightingale and that the nightingale is gone, the emperor begins to remember it. At this 
point the motif of the nightingale has a different complexion – instead of violin, cello is 
heard. The music expresses the emperor’s inner pulse – it is no longer the song of the 
nightingale. […]

When I speak about Trnka and our cooperation, I must mention Professor Kühn.7 At first 
Trnka was hostile to him, and vice versa, but then they got used to one another and liked 
each other a lot. When we visited Kühn and laid out what we needed from the children, 
he said we were crazy. “What do you want with the children – you’re robbers,” he said 
angrily, though then he got it just right. We said it was nice, but again Mr. Kühn got an-
gry. “Nothing’s nice, you’ll tell me something, you won’t understand it and I’ll show you 
how it should be.” And then he brought the whole thing to absolute perfection. It was 
very fortunate we had him. It wouldn’t have worked with anyone else. The children also 
did sounds for us. […] Trnka was phenomenal with children. He was able to get things 
across to them. He became one of them and the children always had fun and laughed 
with him. With Trnka it was simply always sunny, delightful work.

4 Miloš Fiala: Václav Trojan and Jiří Brdečka on Jiří Trnka. Film a doba 1970, no. 8, p. 270-271. 
5 This refers to Wilhelm Hauff’s book of fairy tales The Caravan, which was issued with Trnka’s illustrations in 1941. 
6Miloš Fiala: Václav Trojan and Jiří Brdečka on Jiří Trnka. Film a doba 1970, no. 8, p. 266-269. 
7 Prof. Jan Kühn was a founder, and for many years a leader of one of the most famous Czech children’s choir. (Editor’s note.)
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CHAPTERS IN THE FILM 

3 — The boy celebrates his birthday and 
receives a mechanical toy nightingale (6:45).

4 — The boy gets ill and descends into a fever 
dream (9:10).

6 — An ordinary morning at the imperial 
court. The emperor rises and plays with his 
mechanical toys (14:20).

1 — Titles and shots of toys (0:00).

Poznámka: Kapitoly neodpovídají dělení na scény, většina kapitol obsahuje několik scén.

5 — The puppet section begins: A fisherman 
on a boat listens to the nightingale’s song 
(12:50).

2 — Start of the live-action section: A boy living 
in an old house with a garden observes a girl 
outside the fence and attempts to play a game 
(3:35).

8 — Quest for the nightingale – a party sets out 
in search of it (26:20).

7 — The aeronaut’s visit to the imperial court 
(23:35).

III — ANALYSIS
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11 — Celebration of the emperor’s birthday and 
success for the mechanical nightingale (45:10).

12 —  The emperor remembers the live 
nightingale and misses it (53:30).

14 — Death passes through the cemetery 
(01:02:50).

9 — Celebration of the nightingale at the 
imperial court. The nightingale’s song moves 
the emperor to tears (36:55).

13 — Emperor’s illness and fever dream 
within a dream. The nightingale drives away 
Death with its song (57:30).

10 — The nightingale is an important resident of 
the imperial court (42:40).

16 — Live-action section: The boy, now well, 
escapes from the garden into the natural 
world with the girl (01:08:10).

15 — The now recovered emperor enjoys the 
morning (01:06:05).
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CINEMA QUESTIONS
STORY WITHIN A STORY

In The Emperor’s Nightingale the story of the young emperor is framed by the story 
of the boy. It is inspired by the boy’s daily life as well as by the Andersen book he 
has in his room. Naturally the dream story changes the rules: film style, genre (a chil-
dren’s film becomes a fairy tale) and also type of film (live action gives way to animati-
on). At the same time, however, the dream represents a process in the boy’s mind – an 
experience that has an influence on his life, as seen in his escape to the countryside at 
the close of the film. As a wonderful example of intentional creative discord between 
story (i.e., the totality of the events in the film) and plotline (i.e., the way in which they 
are arranged within the action) The Emperor’s Nightingale is open to rich narratological 
analysis. However, this text is not concerned with detailed academic analyses.

Dreams and flashbacks are a common narrative device encountered in many works 
of world literature and film. In the tradition of authorial film, the border between dre-
am, imagination and the reality of the protagonist’s world frequently dissolves, with 
the viewer deliberately unsettled by the uncertainty of some scenes. The filmmakers 
attempt to infuse the individual layers of the story with motifs and parallels. Just as 
fragments of our lives enter our actual dreams, items from the boy’s life, such as toys, 
lace and decorative objects from his room, find their way into his dream, in new roles. 
Toys, pipes and statuettes become characters and an important element of the dé-
cor of the Emperor’s palace; lace, a decorative fruit bowl, textiles and carpets (with 
patterns too large for the puppet world) together create its interiors (see Analysis of 
a Scene). As is clear from the Inspirations, Reflected in Imaginery and Pathways 
chapters, in The Emperor’s Nightingale Trnka works very systematically, including in 
communicating beyond the film itself. He inserts into the film motifs from his illustra-
tions, specifically inspiration drawn from Asian art and Czech cultural tradition and 
design (ceramics, toys, etc.)

Examples of motifs carried over from the live action to animated part of the film:

On second and subsequent viewings we realise that dream and reality aren’t as sharply 
separated, even at the level of storyline, as may first seem. We return from the Far East to 
the boy’s room several times in brief shots. For instance, in the one that closely precedes the 
emperor’s turning ill we can perceive that a puppet of the emperor is in motion in the boy’s room, 
heading along the carpet to the underside of the armchair. The movement of the camera changes 
and it draws nearer to the boy’s ball, on which sits a death’s head hawkmoth – a portent of death. 
The moth is very large for both the boy’s and the emperor’s world (0:57:30–0:57:50). 
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Jiří Trnka employs the “story within a story” narrative approach on at least three levels, 
making it one of the film’s key creative techniques. We can at the same time regard The 
Emperor’s Nightingale as a mesh of connections and references. Identifying and describing 
them need not concern us. However, we can use them to train our attentiveness, while they are 
also highly suitable for play (see the Teaching Activities chapter). The principle of “story within 
a story” is most keenly apparent in the sequence featuring the sick emperor (chapter 13). It is 
unclear to us whether the passage with the character Death takes place in the emperor’s world 
or in his dream, a fact the makers employ to further boost the dream-like nature of the film. 
The boy’s fever dream provides the filmmakers with a great deal of freedom, which they draw 
on in a retreat from the illusory nature of the puppet world into strong stylisation. The sick 
emperor’s visions pave the way for a further level of stylisation. The emperor’s visions scene, 
linked to the arrival of Death, is very dark, with expressive lighting and overall conception. The 
repeated shots of the girl on the boat, in front of which the mechanical cymbal player flies, 
the funeral march melody and heartbeat sound, as well as the subsequent musical finale, 
can all be regarded as a purely experimental part of the film, open to multiple interpretations 
(0:59:20–1:00:50).

The dark and expressive atmosphere of the emperor’s “dream”:

ANTITHESES

One of key messages of The Emperor’s Nightingale is a plea for free childhood and 
the raising of children in an authentic, natural environment. Using filmic means, Trnka 
emphasises antitheses: the artificial world and the natural world; the natural and the 
mechanical; the old and the young; the domestic and the exotic; the lived and the 
dreamt…

The artificial, unnatural world is delimited by the building and the fenced garden. There 
a great emphasis is placed on rules – etiquette, repeated rituals (see also Analysis of 
a Sequence) – and violating them (walking on the lawn is forbidden in the garden) is 
unthinkable. Ostentation and beauty is also important (expensive toys, rich interiors, 
clothing signifying the wearer’s status). In the centre of the space stands a house in 
which all of these principles are further reinforced. Characters frequently move in stra-
ight verticals, sometimes directly toward the camera (the boy running down the stairs, 
the emperor walking through the palace). A significant role is played in the boy’s house 
and the emperor’s palace by places from where a more open space may be reached – 
in particular windows, doors and curtains and around the fence.

By contrast, the area beyond the fence is defined as natural, with the rules of the ar-
tificial world not applying. It is characterised by uncultivated nature, ordinary people 
(the girl, the fisherman), animals (fish, the nightingale) and a watery surface – but also 
by surreal disregard for logic, viewers’ expectations or design. (What are cactuses 
doing in a Chinese landscape? What do the frogs in red top hats think of the jazz 
solo?). The fever dream enabled Trnka to make many such minor, sometimes highly 
amusing, violations of rules on maintaining unity and setting. The changes are most 
strongly apparent in the sequence where Death departs from the palace. Death passes 
a stone wall and tombs, disappearing on a horizon dotted with more headstones. The 
environment is stylised in a far more realistic way than in the other puppet scenes and 
clearly refers to the Central European countryside. In a number of touching shots unde-
rscored by plaintive music Death walks among the tombs, watering them. Alongside 
what is perhaps (but we cannot be sure) the grave of the boy’s mother what may be 
his father’s tomb is being erected. On another headstone a statuette of a girl has been 
unexpectedly accompanied by one of a dog. Death’s wanderings through ever more 
distant tombs stretching across the landscape may be interpreted as, for instance, 
a reference to the horrors of war or coming to terms with the deaths of our nearest and 
dearest. This scene doesn’t fit with the rest of the film in either style or associations (we 
are aware, however, that it was made very soon after WWII). It comprises another story 
within a story – another reference within the main action – of which there are several 
in the film (for instance, the king’s tomb or the monkey astronomer character – see the 
Pathways chapter).

Animated figures emerge from the puppet world into the boy’s room:
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Surreal rupturing of viewers’ expectations: Approach to the depiction of the live and artificial nightingales:

The main conflict in the film, which places the live nightingale against a mechanical 
copy, is developed within a more general conflict between the natural and mechanical. 
The boy and the emperor are surrounded by toys that mimic the real world: people, 
animals, sounds. However the motion and sounds of the nightingale, nodding statue, 
metronome and piano, swan on the fountain, mechanical cymbal player, etc., are di-
fferent from real ones; they are machine-like (as yet mechanical, not using electronic 
or digital technology), regular, repetitive and unchangeable. Because we perceive the 
outside through the eyes of the boy and his alter ego the emperor, the elements of 
the world beyond the fence share a chaotic nature and unreadability. Their rules are 
unknown to us. Just as in Andersen’s book, here characters associated with the area 
outside have an unexplained, generally humanistic, interest in the protagonists. The girl 
observes the house and palace and is worried about the boy and the emperor. Perhaps 
she also feels sorry for him. The nightingale voluntarily enters the emperor’s service 
and serves him. In the scenes in which the nightingale sings, Trnka films the puppet 
in such a way (frequently in silhouette or in wide angle and slightly out of focus, with 
the shots toned in a single colour) as to emphasise the gentleness of the animation, 
fragility and the overlooked beauty of animals. By contrast, the mechanical nightingale 
is shot in sharp, colour close-up with good lighting – there is nothing mysterious or 
elusive about its existence. 

MUSIC IN THE EMPEROR’S NIGHTINGALE

The Emperor’s Nightingale deliberately doesn’t focus on the spoken word, whether 
dialogue or narration. It hardly makes use of regular sound effects heard in other films. 
In fact, all functions of sound are highly stylised and concentrated in the music written 
by the major Czech 20th century composer Václav Trojan. Like Trnka, Trojan was very 
versatile. He could draw on classical music, folk and – as seen with the humorous 
character of the frog (whose croak is rendered by a trombone with a damper) – jazz. 
Trojan’s work is characterised by its bravura dramatics.

In The Emperor’s Nightingale Trojan displays his huge facility for instrumentation, ma-
king use of instruments and their colouring in an exacting and detailed manner. Less 
common instruments (e.g., the saw, heard at the fish fountain, the mandolin) are added 
to the orchestral line-up. In addition, a number of the compositional techniques em-
ployed by the composer are rather unorthodox (some melodies are out of tune, child 
vocals are distorted, guitar strings are thumbed). The music is dynamic and frequently 
changes style, gradation, tempo and above all atmosphere. The composer can evoke 
anxiety, romance and humour within a short sequence. Unlike in feature films, music is 
used very explicitly and descriptively – reflecting the action, such as a head movement, 
to the minutest detail.

In the score too we can encounter a theme of adversity between mechanical and na-
tural sound. A repeated simple “mechanical toy” melody and children’s piano playing, 
accompanied by an irritating metronome, are the musical themes linked to the boy. In 
the world of the emperor the role of unfriendly musical theme is filled by a deeply re-
petitive melody on string instruments (the mechanical nightingale’s melody) as well as 
by cymbals and other percussion instruments. Contrasting with this is an elongated, 
gentle and, at extreme heights, vibrating violin solo (the nightingale’s song) and “or-
dinary” mouth organ (the fisherman and the postman). Trojan refers to the difference 
between European and Oriental music in hints. Though remaining within the scope of 
European music, he also at times makes use of harmonic and melodic compositional 
techniques associated with Oriental culture (e.g., pentatonic scale). 

The music in The Emperor’s Nightingale remains very popular in the Czech Republic to 
this day, particularly in the form of an orchestral suite frequently heard at concerts for 
children and young people.
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ANALYSIS OF A FRAME:
THE BOY WITH A STATUETTE OF A FISH (CHAPTER 3 — 0:08:56)

Context
The boy returns to the garden where he has attempted to play with the girl. He is 
celebrating his ninth birthday and receives a cake, a box of chocolates and a music box 
with a nightingale. He seems to be alone; other members of the household are never 
seen. The camera takes in the boy’s room in a few shots. The girl in front of the house 
waits but then departs. When the boy’s enthusiasm for his new toy subsides he looks out 
the window for the girl. Darkness is falling outside and we see a number of static shots in 
which the boy’s energy fades through the evening and he eventually gets sick.

Description
At first glance the scene has high aesthetic value, being as carefully arranged as a Ba-
roque still life in chiaroscuro. We notice that the light into the interior falls from above 
right to below left (not as we would probably realistically expect – the window should be 
a bit lower). The direction of the light determines the basic composition of the scene. The 
dominant elements, which emerge from the dark, are above left a decorative statuette of 
a fish and below right the illuminated head of the boy, resting on his hand. In the scene 
we can distinguish the boy’s sailor’s (aeronaut’s) suit, a dresser on which he is leaning 
and on which a statuette stands, and wallpaper. The arrangement of the dominant ele-
ments in the scene is noteworthy – it is not a precise golden ratio but nevertheless the 
illuminated objects divide the frame into thirds horizontally and vertically. The camera is 
placed low, perhaps only a metre and a half above the ground, and follows the scene 
from below. The image is not sharp. The fish at the front is sharper and more lit, coming 
across as hulking. Thanks to how it is leaning and the reduced focus, the boy’s head in 
the background looks very delicate and vulnerable. In view of the colour imbalance of 
the preserved film material, it is hard to evaluate the intentions behind the use of colour. 
In the preserved version the key tone of the scene is black and the colour spectrum is 
limited to just a few colours, mainly brown and ocre, and also in part to blue and red.

Melancholy
Evening comes and the boy is worn out. The viewer does not yet know that he is about 
to become ill. It is as if despite it being his birthday it has not been a happy day for him – 
something is lacking. We don’t know whether he misses the girl or feels lonely. For those 
who have not seen the film, this information is as yet irrelevant. The boy looks down 
(and creates a new compositional line, a diagonal to below right), though most likely not 
at anything specific. The boy’s face (incidentally in this shot the actor does not look so 
familiar) seems distracted and tired, though it does not bring to mind any other specific 
feelings. The strong sense of melancholy and solitude that this scene imparts is down to 
the overall effect, not the actor’s performance. The scene may also suggest mystery – its 
unusual content and composition can spark numerous questions in the viewer.
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THE GIRL OBSERVES THE EMPEROR’S RECEPTION (CHAPTER 9 — 0:38:08 – 0:38:36)

Context
It is night. The girl, accompanied by the lord chamberlain and surrounded by courtiers 
with lanterns, brings the nightingale to the imperial palace. The arrival is celebrated. 
The court astronomer lights colourful fireworks and also accidentally sets fire to his 
book of astronomy. The moment of joy and excitement is so intense that court proto-
col is momentarily forgotten. Chaos pervades and the palace’s inhabitants run onto 
the lawn. Ceremonial music is played, enriched by numerous sounds of percussion 
instruments, alongside bells, a children’s choir and intermittent commotion. It is one of 
the most dynamic sections of the film. The courtiers, surrounding the lord chamberlain 
with the nightingale in his hands, enter the throne hall.

Description
The shot in question lasts 28 seconds in total. Unlike in adjoining shots, the notional 
narrator is the girl. The camera shoots her from behind in the moment when the cou-
rtiers pass through a bead curtain into the throne hall (Pic. 1). Though in the middle 
of the crowd, she is overtaken by adults. From the motion of her body we can deduce 
that she is trying to look inside. After a moment she breaks away from the crowd and 
goes to the left (Pic. 2). The camera follows the puppet and turns on its axis also to-
ward the left while the shot expands from a cowboy shot into a full wide-angle shot.  
The girl runs down a corridor with lace and a chessboard floor (Pic. 4) toward a fence. 
This she climbs over (Pic. 5) and in the darkness rushes to a window onto the throne 
hall. She observes how the lord chamberlain slowly bows to the emperor on the throne 
and shows him the nightingale (Pic. 6). The emperor nods and the lord chamberlain 
responds with a nod of his own and, bowing, begins withdrawing, evidently in the 
direction of the cage prepared for the nightingale. There is a marked change in atmos-
phere during this shot. Intense collective joy gives way to a state of intimacy and calm, 
primarily conveyed by sound. The singing goes quiet and the celebratory music calms 
while a bell ceases to ring. At the very end of the shot there is a moment of musical 
silence that foreshadows the following scene, in which the courtiers tensely await the 
nightingale’s performance.

The unexpected Space of the Palace
The most notable thing about the entire shot is probably the usage of the space in 
which it takes place. The area in front of the entrance to the throne hall is created in 
a most unconventional manner by nothing but the suggestion of a bead curtain wall 
and the carpet on the floor emerging from the space of the hall. Light shines from the 
hall, the only declared source of light in the whole shot (Pic. 1). Trnka is not attempting 
to create a typical little room for puppets that would be a miniature of a real room. 
On the contrary, in many details he acknowledges that the space is merely hinted at. 
What’s more, he fills it with regular, non-miniaturised items (see also Cinema questi-
ons). The corridor is also just outlined – we see a corner where the rug ends, beneath 

ANALYSIS OF A SHOT
which there is a chessboard floor. An important motif of the puppet world appears on 
the black wall: handmade lace, behind which is nothing but a black background (Pic. 
3–4). The source of light weakens and the minimalism of the space intensifies. It is 
not at all clear how quickly the girl finds herself outside the palace, due to the fact the 
camera has remained in place and traced an angle of no more than 100 degrees. The 
throne hall must have had a conclave shape.

The original source of light from the throne hall returns to the shot in the moment the 
girl finds a point from which to watch. Opaque curtains give the window an unlikely 
triangular shape. The girl standing in the dark between the camera and the throne hall 
again has her back to it, as at the start of the shot. Even such a short section as this 
one shot contains its own dramatic arc – exposition (the girl wishes to see into the hall), 
plot (the girl breaks away and finds her own path) and outcome (the girl becomes the 
observer of events in the hall). This is reinforced by the partial repetition of one compo-
sition at the start and end of the shot (the girl stands in a similar position with the back 
to camera, illuminated from the hall in front of her – Pics. 1 and 6).

Pic. 1

Pic. 3

Pic. 5

Pic. 2

Pic. 4

Pic. 6
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ANALYSIS OF A SCENE:
A REGULAR MORNING AT THE IMPERIAL COURT (PART OF CHAPTER 
9 — 0:14:20 – 19:36)

Context
This scene fills the role of introductory exposition of the puppet section of the film. In 
it we encounter the character of the emperor, his life and surroundings. It comes in the 
first third of the film and follows the story of the boy and a short poetic scene of about 
two minutes switching from the boy’s reality to dream, in which the fisherman hears the 
singing nightingale. It is in the scene in question that the film begins to draw on Ander-
sen’s fairy tale. One reason the scene was selected was that it documents a number of 
the narrative, aesthetic and style techniques of the film. It is followed by further expo-
sition, in which the viewer continues to get to know the emperor’s life: the procession 
of the emperor and courtiers through the place and ritual play with mechanical animals 
(swan, butterfly, fish).

Description
The shadow of the boy’s window blends into the window in the dream (Pic. 1). The Chi-
nese emperor awakens, playfully opens one eye and smiles impishly (Pic. 2). It is note-
worthy that even in bed he wears a crown and holds a sceptre and orb (which European 
monarchs possess in fairy tales). The room also doesn’t come across as Oriental – it is 
bright and full of lace and gathered fabrics. The emperor opens the window, stretching 
in front of it (Pic. 3). He plays at being an adult in the bathroom, drawing a moustache 
on the mirror (Pic. 4). We see him rush back to bed solely via a short shot of the floor 
(we see that the legs of the bed are made from shells). The door of his chamber opens 
cautiously and an old man, the lord chamberlain, enters. With him is a mechanical cym-
bal player surreally placed on a large mechanical turtle followed by a host of uniform, 
interchangeable puppets of courtiers who merely mechanically ape the behaviour and 
movements of their surroundings (Pic. 5). 
The emperor pretends to have just woken up. From the bed he surveys from right to 
left the bowing courtiers and lord chamberlain standing around the bed (Pic. 6). The 
emperor’s gaze reaches the lord chamberlain, who while bowing notices that the em-
peror’s slippers are missing from the cushion. The emperor quickly turns in another 
direction. Cut back to the lord chamberlain: in one of the film’s most interesting shots, 
there are two rapid camera movements underlined by music. The camera moves in the 
direction from the lord chamberlain to the cushion (while at the same time the size of the 
shot increases) and then to the footwear of the courtiers (Pic. 7–9). The search for the 
emperor’s slippers turns into an elegant ritual in humorous chaos, in which the kneeling 
courtiers clash heads to a regular rhythm (Pic. 10). The search concludes with a slow 
shot moving from the slippers beneath his quilt to the emperor’s face. He is ashamed 
by his boyish hi-jinks and blushes (Pic. 11). The lord chamberlain is annoyed and the 
bruised courtiers rise and get back in order. 
The mechanical cymbal player signals the continuation of the morning ritual and the 
shot sharply changes in size from semi-close up to wide-screen (Pic. 12), creating the 

impression that the room has an oval shape (though this is not the case in other shots). 
The courtiers present morning grooming items on cushions to the emperor, who is hid-
den behind a fan (Pic. 13). In an unguarded moment the lord chamberlain appears 
power-hungry, secretly trying out the crown, sceptre and orb. However, he gets a start 
when he sees himself in the mirror with the painted fake moustache (Pic. 14). He runs 
into the mechanical cymbal player and swiftly returns the crown jewels to the cushion. 
The morning toilette has been completed and the camera takes in the scene in a wide-
-angle shot panning from the door to the chamber. The emperor wishes to get up but 
is stopped by the lord chamberlain (Pic. 15). An unexpected and seemingly illogical 
moment occurs when a courtier closes a curtain very near to the camera whose exis-
tence we had previously been unaware of. The scene has become an unabashed puppet 
show. It as if the director Trnka has confessed his existence for an instant, having fun 
with the viewer (Pic. 16).

Pic. 1

Pic. 4

Pic. 7

Pic. 2

Pic. 5

Pic. 8

Pic. 3

Pic. 6

Pic. 9
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Views and Reverse Views
Though the analysed scene lasts just over five minutes, it is very rich in terms of the action 
and meaning of the film. We learn a great deal about the form, customs and atmosphere 
of not only the imperial court but also about the characters’ natures and relations. Trnka 
succeeded in creating the mise-en-scène in such a way that we receive all the necessary 
information without hearing a word of explanation and with barely a change in the puppets’ 
expressions. He worked systematically with angle in order to boost our ability to empathise 
with the world of the puppets.
 
The first scene of the waking emperor shows him opening just one eye (Pic. 2), a common 
gesture associated with childhood and games. The character of the emperor is further re-
vealed to us by means of his looks. He gazes at the flower in front of the window and at his 
slippers, suggesting his idea of putting the slippers on, and open the window. He also looks 
in the mirror – not fondly but playfully – and experiments with his appearance and draws an 
adult moustache (Pic. 4). By contrast, he quickly averts his gaze when the lord chamberlain 
realises the slippers have vanished… The classic editing technique of view and reverse 
view, regularly employed in dialogues between characters, is used in several cases in the 
scene. The viewer, used to this convention, therefore perceives the situation as intense 
communication between characters. However, the scene also includes a great number of 
subjective camera views – through the eyes of the emperor, and later the lord chamberlain, 
we look into the mirror (Pic. 4 and 14), while the emperor looks from the bed toward the 
bowing courtiers (Pic. 6). The conflict between the emperor and the lord chamberlain is also 
dealt with via subjective angles. We find the slippers through the lord chamberlain’s per-
spective and observe the emperor for as long as it takes him to become ashamed (Pic. 
11). Via the emperor’s angle, slightly from below, we the see the lord chamberlain as, with 
a smile revealing his superiority, he bends his arm over the emperor to straighten his crown.

Pic. 10 Pic. 11

Pic. 12 Pic. 13

Parallels
As mentioned in the Cinema Questions chapter, the world of the imperial court is comprised 
of a whole range of parallels. The main parallel arises on many levels in the framework of 
the actual story of the film: between the boy’s world and his dream. The emperor too lives 
in a grand home without friends, in a world of adults. He too is brought up by an old person. 
In the emperor’s world also an important role is played by the window in his chamber, which 
connects him to the world beyond the chateau. We already know that many of the props in 
the boy’s world make an impact in the dream itself. However, the makers also employ the 
principle of the parallel in a broader context – not just the selected sequence but the entire 
film is saturated by specific allusions to specific cultural contexts, specific works, specific 
types of design, etc. It is no coincidence that the Asian and European traditions of depicting 
a young king are brought together in the form of the young emperor (see the Inspirations 
chapter). Neither is it a coincidence that we find Degas’s dancer and a chimney sweep (the 
protagonist of Trnka’s previous film Springman and the SS) on the emperor’s mirror. Vir-
tually none of the elements that make up the imperial court scene, visually redolent of the 
Art Nouveau period, are coincidental (see also Pathways). The same goes for the fact the 
heads of the Chinese are of Chinese porcelain.

Rituals and Disruptions of them
In this opening scene the Chinese emperor’s morning ritual points to not only the grandeur 
and elegance but also to the rigidity, pomp and insincerity of life at the imperial court, which 
involves a lot of impractical and unnatural rituals. We are familiar with similar kinds of ritual 
behaviour from European royals’ courts, for instance in the Baroque and Rococo periods. 
However, as the emperor is still a small child the rituals are disrupted by boyish japes and 
in moments when the lord chamberlain loses control these situations are ridiculed. The 
courtiers’ panicked search for the slippers (Pic. 10) and the frightened lord chamberlain 
(Pic. 14) reveal their actual characteristics: ineptitude, impracticality and hunger for power. 
That said, it would be simplistic to read this satirical element as communist criticism of 
feudalism, given that it fully corresponds to the tradition of classic European folk tales. The 
central theme of the film is the journey of initiation of the boy and his dream alter ego the 
emperor. The journey leads to internal liberation from anxiety and the opening up of the 
world. We should perhaps understand the rituals of the imperial court as a symbol of anxi-
ety and fear of the unknown. Though initially they are gently disrupted, the main characters 
acquire a detached view of them in the course of the story. 

Pic. 14 Pic. 15 Pic. 16
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The Emperor’s Nightingale provides us with a rich array of visual associations (see also 
the Pathways chapter). A minor but visually strong motif is that of the European aeronaut 
(in a balloon with graphically powerful stripes) which is connected to various forms of 
nostalgia for the early days of aviation. Look also at the aviation-themed pictures of Kamil 
Lhoták and Victor McLindon.

REFLECTED IN IMAGERY: THE DESIRE TO FLY

The Emperor’s Nightingale – The aeronaut’s arrival

The Stolen Airship (dir. Karel Zeman, 1966)

Édouard Riou and Henri de Montaut. 
Illustration for Jules Verne’s Five Weeks 
in a Balloon 8

Pál Szinyei Merse, Balloon, 1873, 
Hungarian National Museum 9

8Source: Wikiwand. https://www.wikiwand.com/cs/P%C4%9Bt_
ned%C4%9Bl_v_balon%C4%9B (ref. 30. 5. 2019). 
9 Source: Europeana. https://www.europeana.eu/portal/cs/
record/2063625/HU_280_007.html (ref. 30. 5 .2019)
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THE EMPEROR’S NIGHTINGALE, THE SPIRIT OF THE 
BEEHIVE AND THE BLUE TIGER: THREE FILMS ABOUT 
THE IMAGINATION OF CHILDREN
We can find numerous shared elements and connecti-
ons between The Emperor’s Nightingale and other Ci-
nEd project films. The strongest parallels are probably 
with Victor Erice’s The Spirit of the Beehive (Spain, 1973) 
and the Czech picture The Blue Tiger (directed by Petr 
Oukropec, 2012). Though these films were made at dif-
ferent phases in the post-war development of European 
cinema, all tell the stories of children who are strong 
personalities but nevertheless have trouble fitting into 
the world they live in. Social success takes second pla-
ce to individuality and the highly powerful imagination 
that helps them make it through complicated periods 
in their lives. We also find connecting elements at the 
formal level – in, for instance, an authorial approach that 
doesn’t need to correlate to the iconic works of pop cul-
ture, or approach to working with film space.

THE CHILDHOOD SPACES
Children view the world from a different angle than adul-
ts. Their horizons are closer and their awareness of con-
text lesser. They don’t always need to understand eve-
rything going on around them like adults. What’s more, 
works about childhood may represent a world of memo-
ry and nostalgia for filmmakers. The Spirit of the Beehi-
ve is set in the early 1940s, when the director was born 
and the screenwriter was a child. The Blue Tiger elabo-
rately combines new and retro elements referencing the 
1980s, the era when the director and screenwriter were 
children. Similarly, The Emperor’s Nightingale isn’t set 
in the period when the film was made but in an unspeci-
fied time between the wars or perhaps earlier. 

The children’s perspective and the remembrance effect 
are similar in that they do not create a flawless, transpa-

DIALOGS BETWEEN FILMS OF 
THE CINED COLLECTION: THE 
EMPEROR’S NIGHTINGALE, THE 
SPIRIT OF THE BEEHIVE, THE 
BLUE TIGER AND OTHERS

The Spirit of the Beehive

The house and fence in The Emperor’s Nightingale:

The Blue Tiger

rent conception of the nature of the world and its wor-
kings. This is why all three films consciously depict the 
world highly fragmentarily. Some elements (milieu, peo-
ple, objects) are portrayed in The Emperor’s Nightinga-
le, The Blue Tiger and The Spirit of the Beehive in a very 
detailed, realistic manner. Others are highly unrealistic, 
distant, enigmatic, vague. In all three the homes of the 
protagonists play an essential role; all are in some way 
strange and mysterious. 

The mysterious house (and environs) in which Ana li-
ves with her sister Izabel in The Spirit of the Beehive 
is depicted highly ambiguously in spatial terms, which 
may be linked to the unclear nature of the parents’ re-
lationship, which the little girl cannot understand. The 
film lacks wide angle panning or connecting shots that 
would show us the spatial relationship between indivi-
dual rooms. The same applies to the whole village. Also 
lacking is explanatory dialogue between the father and 
mother that would help the viewer grasp the workings 
of the family.

Similarly, the old botanic garden in which Johanka and 
Matyáš play in The Blue Tiger does not have a com-
pletely clear layout, while our perspective weakens 
further when, thanks to the tiger’s magic, the green-
house’s plants rapidly proliferate. The greenhouse be-
comes a dense forest where it is possible to hide. With 
its surroundings (the courtyard, Johanka’s mother’s ca-
ravan and the room in which Matyáš and his dad live) it 
creates an ancient and natural integrated environment 
that contrasts with the world outside the fence.

In The Emperor’s Nightingale the spaces of the 
boy’s house and the imperial palace (and adjoining gar-
dens) play an absolutely essential role, being places of 
certainty but also growing trauma. These spaces are 
also bewilderingly conceived. Other inhabitants are 
completely absent and, as we demonstrated in Analy-
sis of a Shot and partially in Analysis of a Scene, the 
emperor’s palace is frequently presented to the viewer 
unrealistically and using considerable stylisation. It is 
as if the rooms change layout and shape, distance is 
artificially reduced and the size ratio of the items in the 
palace is rather unimportant.

Fences are also meaningful. The gate by which the 
father enters the house in The Spirit of the Beehive in 
particular underlines the nature of the place. The gate 
of the botanic garden in The Blue Tiger is only passed 
through for good reason, as tensions reign between the 
two worlds. The characters of the people beyond the 
fence are portrayed as far less complex than those in 
the garden, though here too the parents’ relationship 
is unclear. The fence in The Emperor’s Nightingale has 
a symbolic role: surmounting it means finding freedom. 

Houses and gates:
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FRIEND AND STRANGER
All three protagonists go through trying times and overcome various kinds of difficulty 
and anxiety. Ana and Johanka have in their proximity kindred spirits that support them: 
sister Izabel and friend Matyáš. The boy in The Emperor’s Nightingale is agonizingly 
alone, so he dreams up a cohort, the young emperor, who experiences similar things. 
The emperor in turn finds a friend in the nightingale. Though the emperor betrays him 
in the end the nightingale rushes to save his life. The boy’s life also opens up to new 
impulses, including to a genuine, undreamt friendship with the girl outside the fence.

All three protagonists encounter an important character that arrives from elsewhere. All 
three strangers quickly establish strong bonds with them. Influenced by a fantastical 
movie, Ana befriends a mysterious man who later turns out to be politically persecu-
ted. And she helps him. Johanka also provides shelter to a potentially dangerous tiger, 
taking it in when it is ill. The Chinese emperor joyfully welcomes to this court an exotic 
visitor, the Czech aeronaut. Despite (or perhaps because of) cultural differences the 
emperor and the traveller soon become friends. All of these alien characters can be 
understood as a kind of personification of the heroes’ wishes: Ana’s desire for adven-
ture, Johanka’s efforts to save the botanic garden and the emperor’s unconscious will 
for freedom. 

In the cases of Ana, Johanka and the emperor there is natural childish curiosity in the 
relationship with the stranger, along with a marked degree of tolerance. None of them 
tries to force their own interests or rules on the incomer. In the end the stranger leaves 
or is left in each case. And the characters of all three children are left more mature and 
aware by the experience. 

Children’s meeting with a mysterious stranger:

A LOOK OF FASCINATION
The protagonists of all of our three films have very strong imaginations and are high-
ly sensitive. In all the films both characteristics are conveyed in a three-dimensional 
manner by a cinematic technique – close-ups of a child’s face, on which we can read 
maximum concentration, fascination and strong emotion. 
Shots of fascinated children are of crucial importance in The Spirit of the Beehive and 
The Emperor’s Nightingale. We first encounter Ana’s enraptured expression in the ci-
nema. In a few static shots we observe her gradual identification with the film as she 
ceases to perceive the world around her. While in the first shots from the screening 
we see her beside her sister and other girls, the focus is later on her entranced face, 

The Spirit of the Beehive

The Spirit of the Beehive

The Spirit of the Beehive

The Blue Tiger

The Emperor’s Nightingale 

The Blue Tiger

The Emperor’s Nightingale

The Blue Tiger

The Emperor’s Nightingale

complete with gaping mouth. A new world is opening up to Ana. Her expression can be 
read as deep emotional connection to the story of Frankenstein and the girl. The young 
Chinese emperor experiences a similarly strong wave of emotion when he first hears 
the nightingale sing. The camera gradually zooms in on the stationary face of the mois-
t-eyed puppet and the viewer shares the character’s emotion. In the scene in which the 
emperor listens to the mechanical nightingale this state of mind is not repeated – the 
toy delivers diversion and entertainment, not a strong emotional impact, melancholy 
or poignancy. We also see the emperor cry in the scene with Death. The makers of 
The Blue Tiger convey Johana’s motives and absorption slightly differently, placing 
them in a situation. Shortly before Johanka brings the blue tiger into being she sits on 
a chair and swivels. We don’t see her face close up though her body is in motion. What 
is important is the angle of her gaze to a high spot – at the tiger. Contemplative looks 
upwards recur several times in the film; in the scene on the sand Johanka looks at the 
birds or the greenhouse, when she spots the blue tiger on a branch.

All three films conclude with catharsis from the heroes’ perspective. Ana enters a bal-
cony at night and speaks to her by now imaginary stranger friend. In a long shot of her 
face she appears to be falling into a dreamlike mood and at one point she even looks 
into the camera, which is rather unusual in film. We see she is experiencing sadness 
at the loss of her friend and trying to get over it. Johanka meets the adult tiger on its 
island at the end of the film. In this case we observe her joy at the meeting and also the 
respect she pays the tiger, not only with a greeting but also with dignified behaviour. At 
one point there is subtle change in the lighting – Johanka’s face is illuminated and it is 
as if her eyes become bluer. It is clear, however, that our protagonist’s encounter with 
the tiger will be brief. It calmly turns around and departs. In The Emperor’s Nightingale 
the now recovered boy looks out the window. For the first time in the film his eyes li-
ght up and he smiles. He is looking beyond the garden to, the viewer expects, the girl 
waiting for him. The boy, now aware that it’s possible to overcome one’s anxiety, runs 
out to her.
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ESCAPE TO NATURE
In many CinEd films intended for children we come across a theme of children’s atta-
chment to nature. A great number end with the child becoming connected to nature 
in some way. Nature is very often represented by the element of water. In The Empe-
ror’s Nightingale escape to nature is completely explicit. The boy’s alter ego – the little 
emperor – has dreamt that he is sailing across a lake, just as the anxious boy has dre-
amt that he is playing with the girl and her toy boat in a pool outside the fence. When 
the boy gets better he runs to the girl in nature. Johanka in The Blue Tiger is unable to 
protect nature in the old greenhouse so sails off to an island of wild cats – to the nature 
of her imagination. Though Ana does not seek a refuge in free nature, she does hide in 
an abandoned house in a field in the village. The key scene in the movie that captivates 
her is set in nature, by a lake. René in La Rentree des Classes (Back to School ) escapes 
to the countryside outside his village and Euardihno and Teresihna in Aniki Bóbó walk 
along the shore outside a port town. The protagonist of Petite lumière, Fatima, resists 
the sea’s strong waves at the end of the film. For children, nature means adventure, 
experience, freedom and a sense of being unchained. They feel connected to it.

The Emperor’s Nightingale 

Petite lumière

The Blue Tiger Aniki Bóbó

Rentree des Classes

The Emperor’s Nightingale
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TURN OF THE CENTURY DESIGN
Though we can identify numerous inspirations and motifs in The Emperor’s Nightingale 
(we will return to some below in the sub-chapter The Monkey Astronomer and the 
Musicians), the dominant influence is without question European applied art from the 
turn of the 20th century. Alongside his designers and puppet makers, the director Trnka 
– a book illustrator, artist and designer – pays tribute in the film to artists and craftsmen 
of the past. The items and interiors that inspire the film possess their own memories. It is 
not entirely clear when the film is set, as the boy’s world likely reflects in its appearance 
the world of his older relatives. But there few if any props, toys, furnishings or costumes 
redolent of the interwar era in style terms. Even the boy’s sailor’s outfit and metal con-
struction set were in vogue at the turn of the century.

Trnka and his team fill the boy’s room with objects that feel very familiar. Decorative, 
Biedermeier, urban furniture, Victorian wallpaper, rugs with floral patterns and hand-em-
broidered lace, bunched up curtains, a tiled stove and above all a huge number of props 
(toys, bibelots, containers, photographs in carved wooden frames) – all of this has been 
selected with a view to the objects and entire interior creating a sense of standardisa-
tion. The director’s aim was not for viewers to muse on how the boy’s world has been 
constructed but to give them a sense, as quickly as possible, that we are somewhere in 
pre-war Europe. However, Trnka does not hide his expertise in the history of European 
art and design.

PATHWAYS: THE ARTISTIC AND CULTURAL 
TRADITIONS OF EUROPE AND ASIA

English design wallpaper, 
mid-19th century 11

Biedermeier interior design 10

10 Source: Biedermeier. Architecture Style Trends. Online: https://www.hisour.com/biedermeier-28714/ (ref. 5. 7. 2019). 
11 Designed by Owen Jones. Source: Victoria and Albert Museum, London. Catalogue number 8337.138. 
Online: https://www.vam.ac.uk/collections/wallpaper (ref. 5. 7. 2019). 
12 Source: “Navy Look”, Hamburg Portrait, Heft 20/84, Museum für Hamburgische Geschichte. 
Online: http://www.geschichte-s-h.de/kieler-matrosen-anzug/ (ref. 5. 7.2019). 
13 Source: https://www.etsy.com/sg-en/listing/622168842/1185-victorian-19th-century-puppet-toys 
(referenced as of 6. 7. 2019). 
14 Source: https://annodazumal-antikschmuck.de/Antique-Biedermeier-footed-bowl-centerpiece-swans-silver-plated-
-metal-and-glass (ref.6. 7. 2019).

The prevailing influence on the house’s interior is Biedermeier. The most important thing 
about this style in Central Europe (as with the Victorian style in the UK as well as with 
subsequent neo-historical styles, such as Rococo revival) was that for the first time in his-
tory it was initiated by the middle as well as upper and classes. The bourgeoisie, who be-
came wealthy in this period, attempted to decorate their homes in noble style, resulting in 
the development of highly decorative, romanticising design. However, we are also aware 
that the 19th century is associated with the industrial revolution. European middle-class 
households began to fill up with objects springing form industrial production: photogra-
phs, glass, porcelain, textiles, wallpapers, gramophones, etc. This provided Trnka with 
inspiration for the two live-action sequences in The Emperor’s Nightingale.

Children in sailor outfits, 
1910s 12

Victorian toy, 19th 
century 13

Swan motif on 
Biedermeier decorative 
bowl 14

CHINOISERIE
Trnka adapted the European writer Hans Christian Andersen. This is perhaps why he 
did not seek the main inspiration for the construction of the world of the imperial court 
in genuine Asian art but again in modern European art – in chinoiserie. Chinoiserie 
appeared in European art in the 17th century and was popularised in the 18th. It ex-
perienced a second, larger wave of popularity from the mid-19th century until roughly 
the 1920s. The imitation of imported from afar, luxurious Chinese art, and Far Eastern 
art in general, was seen most distinctly in applied art but also in garden architecture 
(in European parks and gardens, such as in London and Munich). Asian themes and 
inspirations are also to be found in literature in Honoré de Balzac and Voltaire, but also 
Hans Christian Andersen) and in theatre and music (e.g., Puccini’s Japan-inspired ope-
ra Madame Butterfly). Europeans admired Far Eastern culture for its mysteriousness, 
refinement, harmony and exotic beauty.

In design the popularity of Asian and Oriental art provided a number of specific sour-
ces of inspiration that influenced Europe more strongly than we realise today, including 
plant decorative motifs in interiors and on textiles, as well as methods of painting 
porcelain and varnishing wood. One of the oldest and most famous European manu-
facturers, in Meissen, began systematically drawing inspiration from Asian art in the 
18th century and continues to do so. It is no coincidence that the faces of Trnka’s Asian 
puppets resemble porcelain.
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The musicians in the emperor’s birthday scene offer a similar example of artistic in-
spiration. The Chinese courtiers are dressed in black jackets – the ceremonial clothing 
of European rural musicians. Their instruments also bring to mind a 19th century Cen-
tral European countryside band. Again, we can identify the inspiration, which in this 
case was the Czech illustrator, painter and caricaturist Josef Lada, who was familiar 
to Trnka. Indeed, Trnka was so fond of Lada’s phenomenal illustrations that they later 
became the basis for the entire visual style of another of his feature-length films, The 
Good Soldier Schweik (1955).

The most specific artistic quotation in the whole film is most likely the royal tomb that 
appears momentarily in the shot in which Death waters the cemetery and departs.  
A Czech viewer easily recognises in the statue the most famous Czech ruler, Charles 
IV. The figure of a kneeling Charles IV comes from one of the most famous Czech 
medieval paintings, a votive panel by Jan Očko of Vlašim dating from the second half 
of the 14thcentury. In it Emperor Charles IV is depicted kneeling before the Madonna 
and Child. The statue may also bring to mind a famous neo-Renaissance monument to 
Charles IV, which stands on Křížovnické Square by Prague’s Charles Bridge. 

Trnka’s representation 
of Charles IV

The Emperor’s NightingaleDrawings by Josef Lada

Votive panel by Jan 
Očko of Vlašim

Neo-Renaissance monument 
to Charles IV in Prague

THE MONKEY ASTRONOMER AND THE MUSICIANS
As already stated several times, we find numerous specific links and references to 
specific types of art in The Emperor’s Nightingale (see also the Pathways chapter). In 
several cases this involves virtually exact quotations from other works of art. The minor 
but eye-catching character of the court astronomer is noteworthy in the film. Unlike the 
other courtiers, he has a specific character. What’s more, he is a monkey! But why? 
Without question Jiří Trnka is at least visually referencing one of the most famous 
works of Chinese literature, the book Journey to the West. The novel was written in the 
16th century but didn’t reach Europe until the 1940s. It is unlikely that Trnka or his co-
lleagues knew the first English abridged translation at the time of the film’s production 
and the character of the astronomer doesn’t resemble the monkey king of the novel in 
either nature or actions. Nevertheless, the filmmakers were undoubtedly aware of the 
popularity of the character of the monkey king, which is why they referenced him in 
the film.

The monkey astronomer in 
The Emperor’s Nightingale

Traditional Chinese illustrations for 
the novel Journey to the West 

European textile design in the 
chinoiserie style, 19th century 18

Meissen porcelain sitting Buddha with 
movable head and hand, 19th century 19

Famous Meissen 
chinoiserie, mid-18th 
century 15

Decorative breakfast 
set 16

French Rococo screen in 
the chinoiserie style 17
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RECEPTION: EXCHANGING VIEWS
JEAN COCTEAU, THE SPIRIT OF JIRI TRNKA 21

Yes, this privilege is called poetry. All children have it, and adults lose it if they are careless 
and don't keep it somewhere in the dark.

Trnka is a kingdom of poetry and childhood, a paradise. His needs to revive will fascinate 
us more and more. So let us thank him if you want to give us the chance to think that the 
Archangel Guard has not definitively closed this door for us.

15 Source: http://www.alaintruong.com/archives/2011/12/03/22873062.html (ref. 5. 7. 2019). 
16 Source: https://www.mak.at/jart/prj3/mak-resp/main.jart?rel=en&reserve-mode=active&content-
id=1343388632776&article_id=1339957565090&media_id=1342703965377&menu-
id=1343388632776 (ref. 6. 7. 2019). 
17 Source: https://www.1stdibs.com/furniture/more-furniture-collectibles/home-accents/screens-
room-dividers/19th-c-french-rococo-toile-de-jouy-chinoiserie-screen/id-f_1253390/ (ref. 6. 7. 2019). 
18 Source: http://www.antiquetextiledesigns.com/images/antique-fabric-chinoiserie.jpg 
(ref. 6. 7. 2019). 
19 Source: https://www.1stdibs.de/furniture/dining-entertaining/porcelain/meissen-male-buddha-
movable-hands-head-tongue-kandler-model-153-made/id-f_12821122/ (ref. 6. 7. 2019). 
21 Jean Cocteau, L'âme de Trnka. Lettres françaises, Nr. 773, 14. 5. 1959. 
22 Lousi Chauvet, Le Rossignol de l'empereur de Chine. Le Figaro, 7. 7. 1951.

LOUIS CHAUVET, THE EMPEROR’S NIGHTINGALE 22

I essentially don’t like puppet films at all. Thanks to animated drawings, the art of cinema 
possesses such enchanting power and imitates real movement so faithfully that in compa-
rison with them the presentation of puppets with unchanging faces, jerking gestures and 
virtually zero expression seems utterly ridiculous. Why limit oneself in some way in an art 
form that allows all of these miracles?

Nevertheless, there are exceptions. The Emperor’s Nightingale is one, and a very pleasant 
one at that. A Czechoslovak team of specialists has drawn inspiration from a very nice An-
dersen fairy tale and created with no small patience a work full of colour, detailed figurines 
with waxed faces dressed in rich and elaborate Oriental costumes. 

The makers employ a dose of light humour to build scenes. Music isn’t confined to the 
background but creates a fragile and “sombre” mood. This makes all the more joyful the 
high trilling of the famous nightingale, whose sound is borrowed from violins and whose 
song turns imperial protocol upside down. 

The story is not just poetic in its essence. Thanks to the poetry and imagination, it delivers 
a moral lesson, a lesson designed for the discernment of adults. We could have feared 
strophes of propaganda. But they remain unspoken in the form of marginal motifs: So long 
live this latest miracle of cinema!

We therefore have before us an incontestable success, what’s more in a genre where suc-
cesses are rare and will remain so.
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EMIL RADOK, AN ORIENTAL FAIRY-TALE FOR GROWNUPS 23

The Emperor’s Nightingale […] makes use of an inevitably dramatically constructed sto-
ryline to grab our attention and kindle impressions of a fairy tale world. However, it does 
not neglect lyrical motifs that simultaneously weave a story, although the spine of the film 
is the action. Nevertheless, an error has occurred in this arrangement. After all, the lyrical 
motifs are far better at determining the emotional and philosophical content of The Em-
peror’s Nightingale than the storyline as a whole. However, they cannot possess the load 
capacity assigned to them, meaning the content of the film becomes rather hazy… In the 
imperial court, where everything is artificial and glass, living is impossible! Life exists only 
where there is authenticity, where there aren’t feeble illusions. […]

Trnka’s selection of this Andersen fairy tale on which to cultivate his high art is a mistake. 
He could surely find more suitable foundations for his construction endeavours. […] The 
Czech Year had the character of musical theatre, where by contrast The Emperor’s Ni-
ghtingale has the character of drama. We may therefore dub it a puppet film, as we had 
developed the term before The Czech Year saw the light of day.

The Emperor’s Nightingale possesses music common to all live action film dramas, music 
that was created after the image took on its final form and independent of melody. Trnka 
didn’t just scrape by with the stiff expression of the puppet, because the puppet in The 
Emperor’s Nightingale possesses hints of facial expression and its movements are more 
fluent and complex. However, Trnka didn’t betray his original system and gives the puppet 
a changeable expression on the basis of a very simple, highly concise key, and he first 
and foremost helps them to resolve the film’s psychological problems (shame by blushing, 
anxiety and sadness by tears, etc.). Otherwise Trnka again, as in The Czech Year, attempts 
via the screenwriting arrangement of the film to speak to the human heart (e.g., when 
a wide shot switches to a close-up of a puppet so that we suddenly see a facial expression 
and it, despite being motionless, it seems to us that it has suddenly come to life, that we 
see a reflection of life in it). This approach is certainly more admirable and valuable. Howe-
ver, that is not to say that the bringing together of the two malleable approaches is forced. 
After all, Trnka here too has shown admirable sensitivity to the substance he creates, to 
the puppet and to the life it depicts.

Incidentally, all of the artistic elements of this film have the hallmark of perfect, exacting 
and considered work. Trojan’s music manages in its own way to suggest the content of the 
fairy tale. It contains a great deal of deep gloominess but at the same time, where needed, 
minute playfulness, Oriental monotony and seriousness. It contains the same exoticism 
that we feel from the action and perceive on screen and the same Oriental fondness for 
repetition and ornate symmetry that Trnka also observed nicely in the life of ancient China. 
Those bringing the puppets to life had a harder job than in The Czech Year. Here they 
have had to express far more specific things through movement. The puppet animators 
performed their task exemplarily.

The live action part of the film directed by M. Makovec merits special attention. Though 
admittedly merely having the function of overture and conclusion, the fact that motifs 
from the live action part appear in the puppet section (as feverish children’s memories) 
mean that it is especially important and valuable that it was created with such uncommon 
screenwriting and directorial sensitivity and care and that it is completely comprehensible 
despite the required brevity. Apart from that, it is, thanks to Pečenka’s excellent camera 
work, a summation of the laudable scenes that live action cinema can boast. … The Em-
peror’s Nightingale possesses distinctive beauty, helping him to again break new artistic 
ground. He has succeeded with all his powers in invigorating fairy tale storytelling. Trnka 
could without doubt render any fairy tale wonderfully and would lay the foundations for 
a new fairy tale art; however, as is apparent, he can still find other, more serious areas for 
his art. 

23Emil Radok, Orientální pohádka pro velké (An Oriental fairy tale for 
grownups). Práce, 23. 4. 1949, p. 5.
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These ideas for pedagogical usage of the film are based on the principles of CinEd and are chiefly intended to introduce The Emperor’s Nightingale to children in the six and over 
age category. With the employment of the full methodological material, some parts can also be used for other viewer age categories, in particular at secondary schools. The film is 
explored in a sensitive, intuitive way, with a view above all to boosting the receptive aspect of tuition. Discussions are not intended to lead to clear-cut answers but to boost viewers’ 
relationship to the art work and sensitivity to detail and to increase their ability to express themselves and conduct a dialogue. The teaching materials are based on Student Sheet, 
which are intended for children themselves.

  I. BEFORE THE SCREENING 

1. WORK WITH A FILM FRAME

We work with the frame of the boy with fish – see the Analysis of a Frame chapter. 

• A targeted debate is held with children (students). What precisely do they see in 
the picture? Can they describe it? What feeling do they get from the picture – 
what atmosphere does it evoke? Why? What are we to think of the figure of the 
boy? What impression does the environment make on us? What could the film 
be about? 

• The chosen picture is very open to different interpretations. The discussion is 
not intended to predict the story of the film or the atmosphere of this scene in 
the film, but to focus children’s concentration on the theme and to refine their 
intuitive skills and ability to verbalise their feelings and describe specific screen 
images

2. SOUNDS OF THE FILM

Alternatively, we can focus on the sound – e.g., the sound that closely precedes, ac-
companies and follows the shot where the girl observes the nightingale being received 
by the emperor (see Analysis of a Shot) - 0:37:00–0:39:04 (end of sound of cymbal). 

• The children shut their eyes and listen. What have they heard? (Children’s voices, 
song, fanfares, bells, music, silence...). What feelings have the sounds conjured? 
What could the film be about? Could the whole thing sound like this? Isn’t any-
thing absent? (Dialogue, tension…) Where is the film set? What situations might 
be taking place?

• Again, the aim is not to look behind specific scenes in the film or conduct deep 
analysis of a piece of music. It is to focus the children and their consciousness on 
the richness of the sound aspect of the film, develop their ability to debate, etc. 

  II. AFTER THE SCREENING

1. FEELINGS – DISCUSSION ABOUT FILM 

A guided discussion with the children about what they have seen and heard in the film. 
Repetition of the story and central motifs. 

• Everything the children have seen in the film is discussed – how it started, what 
happened next. In the discussion we will help them learn to do more than describe 
the plotline. The teacher can draw on some of the 60 photographs available at the 
Young Spectator Space to remember the key moments of the film.

• We will also focus on the feelings of the main characters (the boy and emperor) but 
also of minor characters (the girl, lord chamberlain, nightingale). We are keen for 
the children to describe their natures and motivation (the reasons for their actions).

• Would children like to be in the situation of the boy/emperor? Would they like to live 
a while in magnificent surroundings, to have so many toys? Why/why not? The dis-
cussion can also be gently moved along by mildly provocative follow-up questions 
on the children’s preference for playing in nature or with digital games at home. 
What would such a boy’s life be like today? Full of digital devices? Would he even 
go outside? Would he notice the girl if he were playing games all day? Should he 
have actual friends? What is better and why? What do children who sit at home 
playing on mobiles, tablets and computers gain and lose?

• It is good in the discussion to halt at what they don’t understand or find interesting, 
what they find strange about the film, and whether such strangeness is positive, 
negative or neutral? Have the children ever seen a similar film? Which one?
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2. CONCRETISATION AND ANALYSIS 

In this section of work with the film we move on to exploring specific, characteristic fea-
tures. This is not a matter of intuitive reflections but absolutely concrete findings based 
on what is seen and heard. We recommend using an inductive method – from specifici-
ties to broad statements. We can begin with very simple questions. The use of excerpts 
is highly suitable – one from the boy’s world (e.g., chapter 3 – the boy celebrates his 
birthday, 00:06:45–00:09:10) and one from the emperor’s (e.g., chapter 6 – a regular 
morning in the imperial court, 0:14:20–19:36, see also Analysis of a Scene) is sufficient.

Seen in the film

• It is a silent, partly puppet film. Still we think a lot about the main characters. But 
how specifically are the feelings of the main characters, which we discussed in 
the previous section, conveyed? How do the boy and girl play and how do the 
emperor and lord chamberlain “play”? What can we say about their gestures and 
body movements?

• The discussion will further focus on the boy’s and emperor’s appearances. The 
boy has a sailor’s outfit – have the children ever seen one? When were such clo-
thes probably worn? (we can use the photograph found in the Pathways sec-
tion). The Emperor has a shiny white head, slanted eyes and European clothing, 
a crown, sceptre and orb? With them, who does he resemble? We can make use 
of the photographs of the Infant of Prague and the last Chinese emperor in the 
Inspirations chapter).

• It is important to stop at the description of the boy’s house and the imperial 
court. What kind of worlds were they? We encourage the children to use specific 
examples but also to try to universalise their assertions. We can encourage the 
children to spot anomalies in the emperor’s world (the similarity of the courtiers, 
non-Asian motifs, bed legs made from shells, lace, dark backgrounds, etc.).

What we heard in the film

The Emperor’s Nightingale is specific in not employing dialogue but only music with 
occasional effects. Even a musically uneducated child will be able to make out certain 
basic musical motifs. Information from the Cinema questions – Music in the film 
chapter may be used in exploring the sound element.

• Play the children the sound from chapter 5 when the fisherman on the boat listens 
to the nightingale’s song (00:12:50–00:14:20). Do the children recognise which 
character the melody is connected to? How can the nightingale’s melody be des-
cribed? Why does it sound like that?

• Further we can play, without pictures, the melodies of the fish (00:22:50–00:23:25), 
frog (00:31:30–00:33:10) and mechanical nightingale (00:49:25–00:50:10). Do the 
children remember what these melodies are connected to? The sound excerpts in 
question are very different – how would the children describe them? What’s inte-
resting about them? Do any of them seem strange in some way? (musical saw and 
bellows in the case of the fish; the fish’s jazz style – croaks created by a trombone 
with damper and hint of cicadas; the mechanical song of the nightingale – the 
basic melody is constantly repeated but changes slightly and applause is audible 
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in the melody). 
3/ INTERACTIVE WORK WITH THE FILM

Work with Narrative

What connects the boy’s and emperor’s worlds?

• The children split into groups and attempt to find the greatest number of objects 
and other motifs that appear in both the boy’s world and the imperial court. Each 
group makes a list on which they draw the individual items. All the groups’ work 
is presented and displayed side by side. The teacher can play the prologue to the 
film (chapter 2–3, 00:3:35–000:09:10) one more time, with everybody together 
adding more motifs and objects (toys in the boy’s room, the motif of the window, 
illness, old guardians, the arrival of the doctor/Death, the girl outside the fence, 
etc.)

• The teacher guides the children toward considerations about why the two stories 
are so similar. They attempt to find the answer. One possible response is the 
principle of the dream – elements and experiences from our lives appear to us in 
dreams. In some ways dreams and films are very similar. The children can discuss 
how, or whether, dreams can influence the creation of films and whether films 
influence our dreams. See the Cinema questions – Story within a Story chapter. 
Another answer could be that the boy needs to experience in dreams that which 
he fears in real life. He dreams about his favourite book, etc. 

Work with the Moving Image

We will work with the shot in which the girl observes the emperor’s reception of the 
nightingale (see Analysis of a Shot, 0:38:08–0:38:36).

• We play the scene to the children several times. We can discuss it – what occurs 
in it, what was interesting, etc. – for a while. The children are asked to try to draw 
a plan showing the layout of the scene (entrance to the hall, vestibule – corridor 
– fence, window into the hall). On the basis of the children’s drawings and their 
perceptions as viewers the teacher creates a final pattern of the layout. The result 

is the perhaps surprising finding that the hall must have a conclave angle.

• It is a nice idea to mark on the layout the figures of the arriving courtiers and to 
make copies for the groups. The children make a figure of the girl and a camera 
with a lens marked on it (the material is at the teacher’s digression – even two 
figures from a board game suffice).

• The children split into threes and use the plan to play at being a film crew: an actor 
moves the figure of the girl, a cameraman moves/turns the camera, a director coor-
dinates everything. 

• Alternatively this activity can be expanded in two ways: 1/ The children can make 
a more complex spatial model of the scene, place the scene in shadow and bring 
a lighting person with a torch into the team; 2/ They can actually animate the scene, 
either using school equipment (e.g., a digital photo camera or PC with professional 
animation software) or with the help of a simple free-ware app on a mobile phone 
or tablet (e.g., Stop Motion Studio). Music from the film can be added. 

The aim of this activity is in part to illustrate the difficulty of construction and production, 
albeit of a single shot in an animated film. Many issues appear in the course of a project 
that must be resolved. Experiencing that animation is a difficult work, needs precision, 
and also realize that there could be several ways to stage a situation. The children can 
learn in an unforced way to work together in a coordinated group (the director has to de-
cide with the actor and cameraman, and sound engineer) and develop social skills. They 
become aware that a film mise-en-scène is created by scene selection, an actor’s mo-
tion in a setting, etc. 
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PHOTO CREDITS

PRINT SCREENS FROM THE FILM THE EMPEROR’S NIGHTINGALE:
pg. 1, 4, 10, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21, 23, 24, 26

ADDITIONAL PICTORIAL MATERIALS USED
pg. : Posters for the film The Emperor’s Nightingale© Karla Perman – heirs, La Cinémathèque de Toulouse/ pg. 6: radvertising ma-
terial for the film series Puppetoon © George Pál / pg 6: Vladislas Starevich, Le roman de Renard (film frame) © Vladislas Starevich / 
pg. 7: documentary photograph from the making of The Emperor’s Nightingale © Národní filmový archiv pg. 8: Jiří Trnka, illustration 
of the fairy tale The Emperor’s Nightingale, 1957 © Jiří Trnka – heirs / pg. 9: documentary photograph of metal frame of puppet from 
Jiří Trnka’s film, 2018 © Let’s Bring Jiří Trnka’s Puppets to Life crowdfunding campaign / pg. 10: photograph of the Infant of Prague 
statuette, c. 1940 © licence creative commons (source Wikipedia) / pg. 10: photograph of Chinese emperor Puyi, c. 1911 © licence 
creative commons (source Wikipedie) / pg. 10: Arthur Melbourne Cooper Dreams of Toyland, 1908 (film frame) © free license / pg. 
10; Hermína Týrlová, The Lullaby, 1947 (film frame) © Národní filmový archiv / pg. 10: Mike Mitchell The Lego Movie 2: The Second 
Part, USA – Denmark – Australia 2019 (promotional photograph) © Warner Bros. Et al / pg. 10: Jacques Tati, Mon Oncle, 1958 (film 
frame) © Specta Films et al / pg. 10: The Cybernetic Grandmother, 1962 (film frame) © Národní filmový archiv / pg. 22: Édouard Riou 
& Henri de Montaut, illustration for the Jules Vernes book Five Weeks in a Balloon, c. 1863 © licence creative commons (source 
www.wikiwand.com) / pg. 21: Karel Zeman, The Stolen Airship, 1966 (film frame) © Národní filmový archiv / pg. 21: Pál Szinyei Merse, 
Balloon, 1873, Museum of Fine Arts - Hungarian National Gallery, Budapest © public domain (source Europeana) / pg. 21: Victor 
Erice, El espiritu de la colmega, 1973 © Elías Querejeta Producciones Cinematográficas S.L. – Jacel Desposito / pg. 22, 23, 24: Petr 
Oukropec, The Blue Tiger, 2012 (film frame) © Negativ / pg. 24: Jacques Rozier, Rentrée des classes, 1955 (film frame) © Dovidis 
- Films du Colisée / pg. 24: Alain Gomis, Petite lumière, 2002 (film frame) © Mille et Une Production / pg. 24: Manoel de Oliveira, 
Aniki Bóbó, 1942 (film frame) © António Lopes Ribeiro / pg. 24, 25: documentary photographs on the theme of Biedermeier and the 
Victorian style © licence creative commons (source Victoria and Albert Museum, London; Museum für Hamburgische Geschichte et 
al) / pg. 25: documentary photographs on the theme of chinoiserie © licence creative commons (source MAK Wien et al) / pg. 26: …: 
traditional Chinese illustration for the novel Journey to the West © public domain / pg. 26: excerpts from illustrations by Josef Lada © 
Josef Lada – heirs / pg. 26: votive panel by Jan Očko of Vlašim © licence creative commons (source Wikipedia) / pg. 26: Ernst Julius 
Hähnel, monument to Charles IV 1844 © licence creative commons (source Wikipedia)
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