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OVERVIEW

Winter Sleep is an adaptation of two stories of Chekhov, “Excellent People” and “The Wife”, and some
parts of the film is completely faithful to the originals. Some dialogues between the main characters,
Aydin, Necla and Nihal, are used exactly as they are in the stories. With great skill, Nuri Bilge and Ebru
Ceylan have adapted these stories that take place in 19" century Russia into modern day Turkey.

The film is an attempt to portray Turkey’s petit bourgeois, especially the ones who have been educated,
who are interested in art and politics. The essential elements in this portrayal are the conflicts between
classes and cultures.

Winter Sleep has brought Ceylan the Palme D’or in the Cannes Film Festival, making this his fifth award
there. This is the biggest award Ceylan has won in Cannes until that year.

CINEMATIC NARRATION

Nuri Bilge Ceylan is a director who shines through with his cinematography in all his films. Winter Sleep is
no exception with each shot throughout the film aesthetically striking. With its mises-en-scéne, art
direction and actor direction it is not only one of the most important films in Turkey’s film history but one of
the great films of world cinema. Ceylan’s powerful use of metaphor is also present in this film. The white
horse that refers to ilyas; the rabbit in the throes of death that Aydin shot, representing his confrontation
with reality and his values; the cave house that the characters inhabit as if they are hibernating, oblivious
to the reality of each other and their society: all these serve to enrich the significance of the film’s
narrative while demonstrating the power of cinema in achieving this.

SYNOPSIS

Aydin is an affluent retired theater actor who lives with his considerably younger wife Nihal and his sister
Necla. He manages a hotel built inside a cave in the historical region of Cappadocia and he also makes
money by renting out the houses he inherited from his father. Necla has left istanbul after her divorce and
has started to live with Aydin and Nihal but they have an adversarial relationship with each other. Necla
constantly complains about Aydin and Nihal’s behaviors and criticizes them on their acts and ideas. Hamdi,
who is a tenant of Aydin, has had trouble paying his rent because his brother ismail has been incarcerated,
and his television set and refrigerator has been seized by officials. ismail’s son ilyas is angry over losing
their belongings and the police assaulting their father while they confiscated their furniture. One day ilyas
throws a rock to at a car Aydin is in, breaking a window. Even though Hamdi has pleaded with him numerous
times, Aydin refuses to stop the legal proceedings for their eviction. Nihal joins an aid campaign for
improving physical conditions in the surrounding village schools and she cares a lot for the cause. Aydin is
jealous of teacher Levent who works with his wife in the aid campaign, and he is angry at Nihal because
she arranges meetings without his knowledge and she wants to keep him out of the campaign. He wants
to know if everything done by the campaign is according to law and he wants to donate a large sum of
money. While he appears to want to lend a helping hand, he actually wants to control Nihal’'s life. They
argue over this. Aydin says he is going to istanbul and gets on the road but he immediately changes his
mind and goes to his old friend Suavi’'s farm. During the evening of Aydin’s stay at Suavi’s farm, Nihal goes
to Hamdi’s house by herself. She gives Aydin’s donation money for the campaign to Hamdi. When ismail
sees the money, he insults Nihal and throws the money into the fire. Aydin comes back in the morning.
With words of love that he cannot say to Nihal in his mind, he sits at his desk and starts writing his book.

THE PLOT



Wild horses. Aydin is on his way back to his hotel after collecting mushrooms in the early hours of the
morning. The hotel is inside an ancient dwelling carved inside the rock faces of the valley in the region of
Cappadocia. After breakfast, one of the guests browses the hotel’'s web site while he drinks his tea. When
Aydin enters, the guest asks him if they have a horse for sightseeing. The region is famous for its wild
horses but the hotel does not have one. The horse photos in the hotel's web site is just for advertisement
purposes. The cleaning woman enters with chopped wood in her arms. Browsing the newspaper, Aydin
asks the woman what Nihal and Necla is doing. Nihal has had an early breakfast and Necla is still in her
room. Aydin takes the newspaper and goes to his study inside another dwelling carved into the rock. He
searches for wild horses in his computer.

The window of the car. Aydin goes to a horse farm with the hotel’'s steward Hidayet. They haggle over
the price of a horse. Then they visit someplace else to buy decorative objects for the hotel. Aydin waits
inside the car. Just then the classes finish at the school and the students leave the building to go back to
their homes. One of the students stop by the car and glares angrily at Aydin. Back on the road, they talk
about tenants who do not pay their rent. They have taken some of them to court. Hidayet says that Aydin
is being soft on them. He argues that the situation must be taken care of in a different manner, implying
that they should be beaten up. Aydin glowers at Hidayet. Just then a kid throws a rock at the car and
breaks the glass of the passenger seat where Aydin sits. Hidayet gets out and runs after the kid, catches
him and brings him back. The kid has fallen in water and he is sopping wet. Tenderly, Aydin asks the kid
if he is wounded or not, about his fall in the water. They take him in the car to deliver him to his family to
stop the kid from getting sick.

The refrigerator and the television. Hidayet knocks at the door. First the kid’s mother then his father
ismail comes out with eyes filled with hatred. Hidayet tells about the incident. He tries to convince them of
the seriousness of the situation. ismail calls his kid ilyas and slaps him, then he breaks the window of his
own house. Aydin has taken ismail to court because he has not paid his rent. The officials have
confiscated the refrigerator and the television from the house. ismail and his family is angry at Aydin and
Hidayet over this. The conversation between ismail and Hidayet gets heated because of ismail’s
aggressive manner. When ismail is just about to attack Hidayet, his brother Hamdi intervenes. Hamdi
holds ismail back, makes him go inside the house. He goes by the car and in an excessively sheepish
fashion he apologizes to Aydin profusely. When Aydin and Hidayet drives away, he cusses after them.

The hospitable hotel owner. Two tourists from eastern Asia return to the hotel after a walk. Aydin
speaks with them in English and asks them if they have any requests. He tries to act the kind, hospitable
hotel owner. The tourists seem to be in a hurry to be back in their room, they give back terse answers.

The local newspaper. Aydin is working in his study to finish an article he is writing for a newspaper. His
sister Necla arrives with two cups on a tray. She has brought sage tea for Aydin. She settles on a couch
behind Aydin’s desk. He goes on working. Necla says that she has read his article from last week and
that she liked it. She brings the subject to the local newspaper where Aydin writes weekly articles. She
advises him to write for a big newspaper rather than one that nobody reads. When Aydin talks about the
flattering letters he receives from his readers, Necla belittles them too. Aydin gets annoyed.

Letter from a reader. Suavi, a farm owner in the region, visits Aydin. Aydin wants to hear Suavi’s
opinion on a letter from a teacher in a village school, who is a reader of the newspaper and asks for help
to build a place in the village that would house classes for teaching needlework. Aydin’s wife Nihal works
on such causes. They call for her. Aydin reads the letter from the teacher: Nihal reminds them that there
are more urgent matters that need attention and that she finds the request non-essential. While she
excuses herself, she asks Suavi to come see her before he leaves. From afar, Aydin spies on Nihal's
room.

The muddy shoes of Hamdi. Hamdi arrives. His shoes are muddy all over so he takes them off by the
door. He tries to pay for the broken car window but he backs out when he learns the cost. He asks Aydin
to take back the court order for eviction until ismail can recover. Aydin says that the steward and his
lawyers are the ones who take care of such matters and that he should talk with Hidayet. The smile and
the pleading look on Hamdi’s face disappears.



The weekly article. Aydin reads aloud the piece he wrote on religious officials to Necla. Without much
interest Necla says that she liked it. She asks him about his ideas on standing up against evil. Their
conversation becomes inane.

llyas. During breakfast Nihal, Necla and Aydin talk about evil. Aydin tries to defend his position against
both of them. Their conversation dissolves into a pointless argument where no one understands each
other and everyone recites awkward anecdotes. Hidayet comes in and lets Aydin know that Hamdi and
ismail’s son ilyas are waiting to meet him. Aydin wants to say that he is not in but they had also come the
other day and Aydin had gotten rid of them with the same lie. Hamdi and ilyas enter. The others are still
by the table. Upon Nihal's advise Aydin stands up and moves to the couch in the lobby. Hamdi and ilyas
sit at chairs facing him. Hamdi says that ilyas has come to kiss Aydin’s hand, a traditional gesture of
respect and apology. Aydin is not fond of kissing hands or people kissing his. The kid is also not so keen.
However, Hamdi insists. ilyas stands up, Aydin reluctantly holds his hand out. ilyas continues to stare,
Aydin’s hand hangs in the air and then ilyas faints and falls down.

The white horse. The horse trader wrangles a horse on the fields. Aydin and Hidayet watch him. The
horse attempts to escape but falls in a creek. They try to force it out. The horse is wet and out of breath
yet it still fights back. Just like llyas.

Captive. In the evening, Aydin and the Japanese tourist sit face to face and have a superficial chat on
loving to eat spicy food. Aydin goes out to visit the cave where the horse is tethered. The horse is still
neighing anxiously. Warily, Aydin tries to get closer to the horse but when the horse makes a noise he
leaves.

The broken cups. Nihal sits at the lobby while she is busy with something at her laptop. Necla comes in
and she sits facing her. Necla complains about the hotel employee who broke her favorite coffee cup and
says that the cost should be deducted from their pay. Nihal says that it is not a big deal. Necla starts to
talk about her anxieties and her ex-husband, how she wants to get back with him and move back to
istanbul. When Nihal does not agree with her Nihal loses her temper.

Living in the moment. A domestic tourist who travels with his motorcycle is at the lobby of the hotel.
Aydin arrives. They talk about their jobs, how one should travel, and their plans. The tourist says that he
lives for the moment, that he travels without making any plans, and that he writes. He is about to publish
a book of essays. A planned, ordered life is not for him.

Being realistic . In his study, Aydin is working on his articles. Fallen asleep on the couch behind the
desk, Necla wakes up. They talk about Aydin’s texts. Necla criticizes Aydin for writing romantic drivel on
issues that he knows little about. She lays into him in a roundabout way full of allusive remarks but Aydin
catches her drift. The subject turns to Aydin’s failures. For a while Aydin is patient and humors her. Necla
describes her move from istanbul to this town in order to live with Aydin and Nihal as a big mistake and
continues her condescending jibes. Aydin says that she is bored here because she just idles time away
without doing anything. During this whole conversation Necla appears as if she is coming to terms with
herself but she is actually trying to legitimize her desire to get back with her ex-husband. Aydin does not
notice this. Necla brings the subject to Nihal and disdainfully talks about how she tries to help the local
villagers. Finally, she blames Aydin for being unrealistic; for acting as if he has something new to say
while all he does is just regurgitating things that others have thought and wrote about long before him; for
dealing with trivial matters rather than solving the real problems. Upon hearing these words, Aydin starts
to counterattack. He accuses Necla of being lazy and unlikeable. Necla leaves.

The Japanese tourist. While Aydin sits at the hotel lobby vacantly staring at a cartoon on TV, the
Japanese tourist comes to pay for their room and he talks about how pleased they were with their stay.

The meeting of philanthropists. Aydin comes home. When he enters into his house which was once a
cave dwelling, he sees a crowd of strangers. They eat and drink in groups of twos and threes. Nihal has
invited Suavi too. Aydin approaches them. He tries to act courteously, to find out what is going on. Nihal
has joined a group of philanthropists who are trying to pay for the repairs of rundown schools around the
region. That is why they have organized this meeting. Among the people are the school teacher and other
supporters of the cause. Aydin starts to chat with Suavi and then with the school teacher Levent who is



having a conversation with another group of people. Not long after, Nihal calls Aydin to the kitchen and
asks him to leave, saying that the meeting is private. Aydin is hurt by Nihal’s words and a little jealous of
her. Nihal insists, reminds him that they would have the old problems again, so Aydin leaves by the
backdoor in a sour mood. After sitting at his study for a while he leaves and observes the house from the
outside. Levent and Nihal are talking. He sits outside for a while by himself and thinks.

Wherever the road takes me. Aydin goes back to the hotel. The tourist with the motorcycle is about to
leave. While Aydin sends him off he says: “Don’t forget about us.” The tourist does not answer. After he
leaves Aydin stares after the motorcycle for a while, then he turns away and starts to look at the window
of Nihal's room. On his face there are hints of a plan forming.

Someone else’s money. \When Aydin enters her room, Nihal covers over the papers on her desk with
something else. Aydin notices this. Nihal refuses when Aydin offers a donation and she asks him to stay
out of her business. When Aydin insists to pay, Nihal says that if they are having the old arguments
again, she intends to break up. She is not happy living with Aydin’s money, doing nothing. Aydin
patronizes her by saying that she should go and see for herself how hard life is by working for minimum
wage. Not only that, but while he is going out the door, he claims that the school teacher Levent’s only
goal is to lure her into his trap. Nihal is fed up, she says nothing.

Under obligation to meddle. After a while Aydin reenters Nihal’'s room. Nihal is looking out the window
and crying silently. When Aydin talks about his intentions to make a donation again Nihal asks for some
time apart from each other. Aydin says that he will go to istanbul. But he wants to talk about the aid
campaign first. Claiming that Nihal has no experience on these matters and that there are many
intricacies involved which could cause trouble for them down the line, he asks to see the money collected,
the spending, and the names of the people involved. Nihal angrily shows him the folder. Aydin makes
negative criticisms while browsing. Not missing the chance, he also looks at other documents on the
desk. He finally says that he will take the folder to his study. Crying, Nihal says that he should take
everything, he should possess everything that belongs to her. She jumps up, takes other documents out
of the drawers and shoves them into Aydin’s hands, then she collapses into the couch and cries, sobbing.
Aydin is at a loss for a moment. He tries to laugh it off. On his way out of the room, a photograph on the
bookshelf draws his attention. It shows Nihal and Levent together with students in a snow-covered area
filled with trees. Aydin leaves in a foul mood.

Aydin’s fault. In his study Aydin is thinking with the folder open in front of him. He collects everything he
got from Nihal and he goes to her room. He says that he had a change of mind, that he does not want to
deal with it, that he will not meddle anymore, and he gives the folder back. He says that he will go to
istanbul tomorrow and he will not be back before spring. To learn why she behaves the way she does, he
wants to know where he did go wrong. He says that if Nihal wants to break up, a divorce, he would not
stand in her way. Nihal tells him that his fault is being selfish, vindictive, and condescending. Aydin leaves
a hefty sum of money as a donation. He cautions her not to trust Levent, he advises her to work with
conscientious, honorable and principled people. Aydin has uttered these words so many times in his past
that Nihal says one should actually be careful about those people who constantly remind others of these
virtues.

Freedom. Aydin is shaken to his core. He goes and takes the horse out of the cave and sets it free. He
has not been able to set Nihal free, he has prevented her from leaving during the early days of their
marriage. As if he wants to ease the trauma of Nihal's words and instead of Nihal, he sets the horse free.

Train to Istanbul.  Flights are cancelled due to snow so Aydin goes to the train station with Hidayet. The
train is delayed. They start to wait. After a while Aydin changes his mind and they go to Suavi’s farm. In
the evening Levent joins them. The three of them drink quite a lot. Aydin takes some of Levent's words as
veiled insults so he starts an argument. But all of them are drunk. The incident ends when Levent takes
the path of least resistance.

Money to ease conscience. On her own, Nihal drives to ismail and Hamdi’s house. ismail is not home.
She first sits at the edge of the chair by the front door. ilyas has caught pneumonia when he fell in the
water and he has not been to school for a while. Nihal talks about how happy she is that ilyas is feeling
well, who is studying at that moment. Nihal wants to have a conversation with him, asks ilyas some



guestions but he is reluctant to speak so he gives half-hearted answers. When Nihal sees Hamdi’s old
mother come into the room, she wants to speak with him somewhere private. They go to the kitchen with
Hamdi. Nihal has brought all the money Aydin donated. She gives it all to him. Just then ismail comes
home. He sees the money. He insults Nihal and throws all the money into the fire. Nihal is terrified and
she cries while watching the money burn.

The actor’s line. In the early morning hours, Aydin, Suavi and Levent go for hunting. Aydin shoots a
rabbit. He goes back to the hotel with Hidayet. Nihal watches their arrival from her window. Aydin stares
back at her. As a voiceover, we hear Aydin’s reasons for staying, his love for Nihal, as if he is reading
lines from a theater play. In his study, Aydin starts writing his book with a delighted look on his face.

THEMES

Class conflict. Relationships and conflicts between classes are represented in the film with Hamdi,
ismail, and ilyas as members of the lower classes, as Aydin, Nihal and Necla as the upper classes, and
Hidayet as the go-between in the employ of the upper class. Hamdi, his mother, his older brother ismail,
ismail’'s wife, and his son ilyas have been living together for a while in a cave dwelling turned house as
Aydin’s tenants. After not being able to pay rent for a couple of times, the lawyers take ismail to court
under Hidayet's orders. ilyas starts to hold a growing grudge over the confiscation of their possessions,
over the police officers beating his father ismail when the officials come to their house. So, he hides and
while the hotel’s car passes by, he throws a car at the passenger seat window where Aydin seats and
breaks the glass. The main conflict of the film revolves around this incident. With ilyas in tow, Hamdi goes
to plead to Aydin so that he stops the court order for their eviction. Aydin says that Hidayet and his
lawyers are the ones who deal with tenants in order to stop Hamdi pestering him over this business and
absolve himself of the responsibility. Aydin’s class related attitudes and behaviors are reveled when he
sees Hamdi’'s muddy shoes outside the door and he says with false courtesy: “You did not have to take
your shoes off.” But right after that, he opens the windows of his room because Hamdi’s feet smell after
walking miles to come to the hotel and he acts nonchalantly when Hamdi offers to pay for the broken car
window. Even though Aydin talks about having a moral compass, principles, and virtues, he does not shy
away from taking the 170 Liras which is a considerable amount of money for Hamdi.

This theme continues with the way they react to ismail’s anger when they take ilyas to his home after he
falls in the water. Aydin has delegated the business of collecting rent to the hotel steward Hidayet who
also comes from a low-class family. Fearful of losing his job and his position in a wealthy family, Hidayet
goes about his job as if the properties of Aydin actually belong to him.

Not to mention when Necla informs Nihal against the hotel employee who broke her favorite cups, she
talks about docking their pay which clearly demonstrates the class ideology behind her words. She would
hardly give a thought to what would happen to the service worker when they cannot get part of their
already small pay.

Nihal brings Aydin’s donation money to Hamdi. When ismail sees the money, he gets angry. He first
divides up the money, saying: “Let’s say this much is for little ilyas who put his life on the line to win back
his father’s lost honor; this should be enough for my devoted brother Hamdi who had to go and kiss
someone’s hand so that he can look after five people, and after this amount for the drunk father ismail
who was beaten in front of his son and who brought shame to his family, there would still be some left;
and if we say the rest is for our lady hero Mrs. Nihal who wants to ease her conscience by doling out alms
to people who are below her, the money should be just enough.” Then he throws the money into the fire.
The distance between them, the difference between classes would not close even with this donation.
These kinds of interventions do nothing but reveal and underline the rift and the inequality that cannot be
solved through such acts.

Elitism. The elitism in the behaviors and ideas of Aydin, the main character of Winter Sleep, and his
sister Necla, relates the film to the contrast between the urban and the rural, and to the political position
of Turkey’s petit bourgeois through which they solidify and legitimize their privileged class position,
severing themselves from the realities of their society. Main elements in the film that construct this theme
of elitism can be found in the didactic tone in Aydin’s articles who thinks that he knows what is best; in his
outdated perspective based on the social and political conditions of the previous decade; and in his



constant interest in the improvement of his society while he is completely severed from its reality. Necla’s
condescension towards Aydin’s articles and what Nihal wants to achieve through her aid campaigns, her
self-centered life without action and creativity, her indifference towards the problems and conflicts around
her can be considered as an extension of this elitism. On the other hand, Nihal represents the more overt
aspect of this elitism. Even though she gets married to Aydin and leads an unhappy life, she does not
have to work so her attempts, as ismail says: “to ease her conscience by doling out alms to people who
are below her” is again a consequence of her elitism. All three characters represent a different aspect of
elitism: Aydin represents the class and cultural superiority complex of elitism, Necla represents the
individualism, and Nihal represents the guilty conscience.

CHARACTERS

Aydin In his late fifties. A retired theatre actor. Wealthy.
Nihal In her thirties. Aydin’s wife.

Necla In her fifties. Translator. Aydin’s sister.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS

Aydin  Aydin has lived in istanbul’s art circles for a long time. He cannot accomplish anything worth
mentioning as a theater actor so he quits. He returns back to the steppes of Anatolia. Unemployed, he lives
through his inheritance and he writes weekly articles for the local newspaper. He is a selfish, narcissist
character who lacks empathy. Like his name, Aydin, which means enlightened and intellectual in Turkish,
represents the well-educated, cultured, petit bourgeois intellectual who is very much involved in artistic
pursuits, especially theatre and literature!? but who does not know anything about the lives of the people
who makes up the majority in his society.

Narcissist. The narcissistic qualities of Aydin’s character are revealed in the scenes when he excepts
the adoration and approval of those around him, especially of Nihal and Necla, when he asks Necla what
she thinks about his articles, and when he reads a flattering letter from a reader to Suavi and Nihal. A
photograph of him with Omer Serif hangs in a prominent place in the hotel; he makes a big donation to
the aid campaign so that Nihal becomes dependent on him a little bit more: these actions all point to his
narcissism.

Lacks empathy. He donates to the campaign for repairing the region’s schools but he is completely
indifferent to Hamdi and his family’s precarious situation.

He is so lacking in empathy that he cannot understand why ilyas, whose father has been beaten by the
police, whose possessions in his home has been confiscated, throws a rock at him. When they take llyas
to his house, he asks Hidayet to learn why the kid threw a rock at the car.

Selfish.  Whenever someone talks to him about their problems or about how they feel, he immediately
brings the subject to himself, he plays for sympathy or tries to make others believe that he endures a lot of
hardships. When Hamdi goes to Aydin to seek some compassion about their debt, he says that if he dealt
with this business himself, he would not have any time to write his articles so he sends Hamdi off to Hidayet.
In the scene where Nihal talks about how she felt during their marriage all these years, how much unhappy
she is with her life, he brings the subject to himself and starts telling the story of his childhood and youth
filled with struggles.

Necla In her fifties, translator, divorced, Aydin’s sister. After divorcing with her husband, Necla moves
from istanbul to Cappadocia. In the property they inherited from their father which they use as both a hotel
and their living space together with Aydin and Nihal, she lives doing nothing. Her condescending, sharp-
tongued words, and her ability to pull the heartstrings of other people show that she is a manipulating
character.

Manipulator.  Criticizing Aydin’s articles, Necla starts of a little negatively, becomes increasingly vitriolic
and finally openly condescending. Aydin’s articles for the local newspaper are written with the perspective
of a petit bourgeoisie looking at the periphery from the center. These texts are how he legitimizes himself
and soothes his ego. With her withering critique, Necla tries to take this away from Aydin. Because she
cannot face up to herself, her mistakes and her uselessness which leads her to take her disappointment



out on others. Similarly, she looks down on Nihal’s aid works and criticizes them. On the other hand, she
sometimes sounds like she is doing some soul searching but she actually pities herself and wants to arouse
pity for herself in other people.

Nihal In her thirties. She joins a group that seeks help to improve the physical conditions of the region’s
schools. Nihal is a weak but virtuous character compared to the others.

Weak. Atayoung age she has married with Aydin and lived her life without working a day. She is someone
“who is not happy with living a “parasitic” life yet she does nothing to change herself, who blames her
husband for feeling empty inside rather than taking responsibility for her life” (Liktor, 2014). Sometimes
when she opposes Aydin’s behavior she chooses to cry and stop communicating rather than challenging
him. She holds Aydin responsible for her living in a vacuum, for preventing their break-up.

Compassionate. When Hamdi brings ilyas over by force so that he can apologize to Aydin by kissing his
hand, Nihal is the only person who understands how troubled, angry and unwilling ilyas is; she looks and
smiles at Ilyas in friendly support and shows empathy. When Necla mentions docking the cost of her broken
favorite cup from the hotel employee’s pay, Nihal refuses to make them pay and this shows how Nihal's
has great amounts of empathy. While in the end it must be read as a petit bourgeoise’s attempt to ease her
conscience and as a way to get her revenge over Aydin, when she brings Aydin’s donation to Hamdi in the
finale, she also demonstrates her conscience and her compassion.

Aydin asks Nihal: “What did | do wrong?”

Aydin and Necla in Aydin’s study.



Nihal, ismail, Hamdi. The night when the money is thrown into the fire.

Nihal knows very well what kind of a person Aydin is and she knows about his conversational tactics.

Just like animals that hibernate in caves, these three characters have closed their eyes to the realities of
their country, of each other and of themselves, as if they are winter sleeping in houses built inside caves.
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