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REPRESENTATIONS OF ISTANBUL 

IN TWO HOLLYWOOD SPY FILMS ABOUT WORLD WAR I AND WORLD WAR II 

 

Hüseyin Alican Pamir 

 

This thesis focuses on the representation of Istanbul in foreign spy films. Drawing on the 

work of Stephen Barber (2002), Charlotte Brundson (2007), David B. Clarke (1997) and 

Barbara Mennel (2008), the thesis proposes five city film properties, which are used when 

analysing Istanbul spy films. These properties are: first, ‘city landmarks, cityscapes and 

city spectacles’; second, ‘cinematic constructions of social life via social and power 

relations’; third, the ‘relationship between the protagonist and the city’; fourth, the 

‘cinematic city trope and mise-en-scène’; and finally, the ‘story of a city’ or ‘the idea of a 

city’. It is argued in this thesis that Hollywood has represented Istanbul differently 

according to the West’s changing international relationship with Turkey; this is reflected 

in two case studies of espionage films. In Stamboul Quest (1934), Istanbul in WWI is 

mainly presented through the Orientalist representation of the city, since at the time the 

West was distancing itself from Turkey in its international relationships; the Orientalist 

framework depicts Istanbul as a dark and dangerous place, but also as a city with exotic 

allure. At the time of the production of 5 Fingers (1952), the second case study, the West 

and especially the United States wanted Turkey as an ally; this is reflected in the film, 

which depicts Istanbul as having modernised and Westernised lifestyles within its 

cosmopolitan and historic settings.  
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

A few years ago, I watched L’Immortelle (1963), directed by Alain Robbe-Grillet, and 

was impressed by how well it revealed the cinematic capacities of Istanbul. The film 

reflects the timeless qualities of the city and the surrounding historic areas, just before the 

Bosphorus building boom when they still had the atmosphere of the 19th century. At the 

same time, it plays with themes of identity and ambiguity, concepts that fit very well with 

the film’s social and physical contexts, constructing Istanbul’s identity somewhere 

between melancholy and mystery. L’Immortelle anticipates the melancholic mood of the 

city: a theme which was taken by Orhan Pamuk as the ‘mood of Istanbul’ about 42 years 

later, in his books including Istanbul: Memories and the City (Pamuk, 2006).1 On the 

other hand, the use of a voice-over throughout the film emphasises mystery. Besides its 

being a film about the mysterious disappearance of a lover in Istanbul, Turkish actors 

speak in Turkish and are not dubbed or subtitled, although the French dialogue is 

translated and subtitled into English, making the development of the film more 

mysterious for the non-Turkish viewer who cannot understand the contents of the 

dialogue.  

L’Immortelle also impressed me in terms of opening new perspectives on ‘the filmic 

qualities of Istanbul’. It not only uses some familiar visually interesting features such as 

old wooden houses, hamals (porters) and mosques, but also uses new and alternative 

features. One of them is the abstract use of daylight and its reflections on and of the 

Bosphorus throughout the day, shot from behind the lattice-work sun-screens of the old 

windows. In this film, if Istanbul were not the setting of the film, then the main character 

of the film would be missing and it would not be such an impressive film. That, I believe, 

is the essence of an effective cinematic representation of an iconic city. 

                                                 

1 Brunsdon also argues that London cinematic city films construct melancholy (Brunsdon, 2007, p. 1). Both writers 

refer to similar reasons for the melancholic character of their cities. One reason is the loss of an Empire and its 

effects on the respective cities. The other is the vanishing buildings and landmarks both in London (2007, p. 3) and 

in Istanbul, which is what Pamuk also misses. 
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It has been fifty years since L’Immortelle was made and now Istanbul is emerging as one 

of the global cities of the 21st century, with its ancient and cosmopolitan background, its 

artistic possibilities, its economic capacity and its natural beauty. It is also an 

international setting for global intrigues, which are revealed especially by foreign 

filmmakers working within the spy film genre. After early documentaries such as 

Panorama de la Corne d’Or and Panorama des Rives du Bosphore, both produced by the 

Lumière Brothers in 1897, Istanbul has been constructed by foreign filmmakers both 

positively, as in Topkapi (1964), and negatively, as in Midnight Express (1978). Although 

Ankara became the capital city in 1923, Turkish films have mostly been shot in Istanbul 

since the 1930s. A majority of these films, which mainly focus on internal migration and 

its problems, use Istanbul as a background, showing the Haydarpaşa train station on the 

Anatolian side and the Sirkeci train station on the European side as entry points for the 

migrant to the city, as in Gurbet Kuşları (Birds of Exile, 1964) and Sevmek Seni (Loving 

You, 1965).  

Sometimes Istanbul films show and use cityscapes, such as the Historic Peninsula, the 

Golden Horn and the Bosphorus, thus providing more comprehensive references to 

Istanbul, as in Ah! Güzel İstanbul (Oh! Beautiful Istanbul, 1966) and İstanbul Tatili 

(Istanbul Holiday, 1968). Another group of films depict Istanbul with its social and 

spatial properties as significant elements of the narrative, as in Üsküdar İskelesi (Üsküdar 

Seaport, 1960), Acı Hayat (Bitter Life, 1962) and Yılmaz Ali (Determined Ali, 1940). 

These films, besides showing landmarks and using cityscapes, also involve people who 

are linked with such places. The mentioned films contrast the spaces of conservative 

people living in historic settings with the spaces of modern people living in modern 

settings. Another repeated contrast shown in these films is between the spaces of poor 

people living in peripheral districts of Istanbul and the spaces of rich people living in 

central districts.  

Today, when we try to understand the filmic properties of Istanbul, one restricting point 

is that these Turkish films are mostly melodramas and comedies. Semra Kır (2010), in 

İstanbul’un 100 Filmi (100 Istanbul Films), selects 100 Istanbul films for a publication 

celebrating Istanbul as one of the 2010 European Cultural Capitals. In her selection of 
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Turkish films, there are 68 melodramas, 13 comedies, 4 historic, 3 romance, 3 adventure, 

1 musical and 2 horror films. Her book acts as a list of films, but is not comprehensive 

and includes no conceptual discussion of either the city films or the films included in 

general. Similarly, Agah Özgüç (2010) in Türk Sinemasında İstanbul (Istanbul in Turkish 

Cinema) mentions 71 films referencing Istanbul. There are 36 of them with direct 

reference to Istanbul in their titles: of these, 21 are melodramas, 5 are comedies, 5 are 

science fiction, 2 are historical bio-pics, 2 are horror and 1 is romantic drama. 35 of them 

refer to the districts of Istanbul in their titles: of these, 22 are melodramas, 9 are 

comedies, 2 are heist stories, 1 is espionage and 1 is erotic. This book also acts as a list of 

films, but it is not comprehensive and it lacks a conceptual discussion of both city films 

and films in general.2  Furthermore, there is very little Turkish academic research and no 

published academic study by foreign scholars on these films, which could help to 

establish an understanding of Istanbul as a cinematic city. In the context of this gap in the 

published literature, my thesis aims to study city space and filmic representations of 

Istanbul through the analysis of foreign espionage films, which I believe will reveal new 

representations of Istanbul.  

Throughout the years, Istanbul has been represented by foreign spy films, such as 

Stamboul Quest (1934), Crouching Beast (1935), 5 Fingers (1952), From Russia with 

Love (1963), The International (2002), Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy (2010) and Skyfall 

(2012), as a mysterious city involved in international intrigues and espionage. However, 

this aspect of Istanbul films has not been studied. Therefore, in this thesis I will use 

foreign spy films selected from those films that represent Istanbul during the two World 

War periods as my case studies. The two films I have chosen for my study are Stamboul 

Quest and 5 Fingers. The reason why I have chosen Stamboul Quest is that it is the first 

espionage film that takes place in Istanbul, and although Istanbul city references are 

                                                 

2 Film historian Nijat Özön (2010) in Türk Sinema Tarihi 1896-1960 (History of Turkish Cinema 1896-1960) also does 

not provide any city film references and there is no discussion of Istanbul. There is also no discussion of Turkish 

cinema through genres. Nigar Posteki (2012) in 1990 Sonrası Türk Sineması 1990-2011 (Turkish Cinema after 1990: 

1990-2011) covers 85 films with production information. Although the book refers to problems of urban men and 

women, there are no genre, city film or espionage film discussions. Film critic Atilla Dorsay (2004) in Sinemamızda 

Çöküş ve Rönesans Yılları. Türk Sineması: 1990-2004 (The Decline and the Renaissance of Our Cinema. Turkish 

Cinema: 1990-2004), provides no discussion of city films or espionage films, but just a brief presentation of films 

according to the order of their production dates. 
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limited in this film, it is a good example of how Orientalism constructs Istanbul. My 

second film, 5 Fingers, is chosen because it uses a framework that constructs Turks and 

Istanbul as modernised and westernised. One reason for this is because 5 Fingers was 

produced as Turkey was entering NATO and was sending troops to the Korean war; thus, 

these relationships are reflected in the Westernisation-modernisation emphasis in the 

filmic representations of Istanbul. The film is also interesting because much of it was shot 

on location. The study of each film will be carried out through the analysis of their 

international political context, its production and reception properties, the textual analysis 

of cinematic city tropes and mises-en-scène and uses of cinematography.  

In this chapter, firstly, I will present a brief overview of scholarly work on 

representations of the city in cinema. Then, I propose several film properties to consider 

when studying such city films, which I will also use in my case studies. Secondly, in 

order to establish the context of the Istanbul in films, I present Istanbul’s development as 

a settlement, which will be followed by a discussion of the few Turkish scholarly studies 

of Istanbul films. At the end of the chapter, I will introduce the methodology of my study. 

In brief, this study links ‘city film’ and ‘spy genre’ discussions around the focused 

research area of ‘Istanbul as a spy city’ as represented by foreign espionage films.  

 

Important Works on City Films  

In order to understand the boundaries and developments of city film studies, I will 

introduce discussions of four scholars through their major works on this topic. These are 

David B. Clarke’s The Cinematic City (1999), Stephen Barber’s Projected Cities (2002), 

Barbara Mennel’s City and Cinema (2008) and Charlotte Brunsdon’s London: Cinematic 

City (2007). I will also refer to a recent paper by Brunsdon (2012), in which she proposes 

ways to develop city film studies and which emphasises the genre approach to the topic. 

Brunsdon also mentions a more city-based approach, and she gives Istanbul as an 
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example for this.3   

While films have documented and represented cities, cinema through such 

representations has affected the construction of city spaces in the eyes of the people 

living in them.4 An early example is the Lumière Brothers’ iconic film, L'Arrivée d'un 

Train en Gare de La Ciotat (Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat, 1895),5 which shows a train 

approaching La Ciotat train station with people waiting. When the train stops, the 

passengers leave the train and become part of the city space through the new building 

type: the station. The scene involves movement of the train and movement of numerous 

human bodies as they wait for the train on the station platform. This scene integrates 

human bodies, the train and the train station and their movements and interactions as a 

modern trope and mise-en-scène of entry to a city. This arrival scene became a widely 

used and discussed city film trope called ‘journey to the city’.6  

Barber argues that further filmic experimentation in city films started during the second 

half of the 1920s with two films, The Seashell and the Clergyman (1927) by Germaine 

Dulac and The Man with the Movie Camera (1928) by Dziga Vertov. Dulac, a Surrealist, 

captured Parisian street life on a sunny day with her film’s characters pursuing one 

another through deserted, sunlit avenues in a Surrealist cityscape. In Russia, Dziga 

Vertov, in The Man with the Movie Camera, starts the day with a blink of a camera 

imitating the eye and then records 24 hours in the life of a Soviet city. The Man with the 

Movie Camera filmed the Soviet cities of Moscow and Odessa,7 showing from time to 

time on the screen the city and the building images at the same time.8 Thus, the film is 

both a city film and an architectural documentary due to the buildings it uniquely shows 

on screen.  

Both The Seashell and the Clergyman and The Man with the Movie Camera enable the 

                                                 

3 Brunsdon, 2012, p. 226. 
4 Barber, 2002, p. 24. 
5 From Stephen Barber’s research (2002, p. 21), we also know that earlier in the year a film by the Skladanowsky 

Brothers from Germany was shot to document the Pankow district of Berlin. The film was shown to the public in 

July 1895 in Paris (Skladanowsky Documentary, 1895). 
6 Clarke, 1997, Mennel, 2008, Brunsdon, 2007. 
7 Barber, 2002, pp. 45-48. 
8 Barber, 2002, p. 48. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/L%27Arriv%C3%A9e_d%27un_train_en_gare_de_La_Ciotat
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/L%27Arriv%C3%A9e_d%27un_train_en_gare_de_La_Ciotat
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moscow
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Odessa
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viewer to perceive the city in different ways than in reality. The viewers’ perception of 

the city is affected by this experimentation, and the ‘body’ loses its visual importance as 

the interface of interaction between the filmic image and the city.9 Instead the new 

experimental cinematography and editing become important in representing the city, 

playing on real time and pace of life. Clarke (1997), when defining city films, argues that 

experimentation with the pace of city life and the changing order of city spaces are the 

important properties of city films.10 In a way, these constructions of city life on screen are 

a step towards city films. 

Mennel, in her book Cities and Cinema (2008), develops a discussion of city films 

through representational properties of certain city film characters that recur across genres 

and film movements as they reveal the new city settings of each period. In this context, 

Mennel uses Helmut Weihsman’s argument that in the mid-1920s there came into 

existence the Weimar ‘city film’.11 An important dimension of the Weimar films is the 

sub-genre of ‘the street’ film, such as Karl Grune’s Die Straße (The Street, 1923), G.W. 

Pabst’s Die Freudlose Gasse (Joyless Street, 1925), Fritz Lang’s Metropolis (1927), 

Walter Ruttmann’s Berlin: Die Sinfonie der Großstadt (Berlin: Symphony of a Great 

City, 1927)12 and Joe May’s Asphalt (1929). These films all capture life on the street and 

also the new metropolitan themes of industry, industrial workers and their districts, 

sometimes along with ‘documentary footage and fiction shot on location’.13 This new 

genre of city films re-created urbanity on the screen. During the 1920s the ‘modern city 

was Berlin’, where many films were made.14 As a result, Berlin landmarks and cityscapes 

were introduced through these city films. Weimar city films use expressionism in a 

highly dramatic way, with an exaggerated play of light and shadows, but modern life is 

                                                 

9 Barber, 2002, p. 48. 
10 Clarke, 1997, p. 3. 
11 Mennel, 2008, p. 22. 
12 When we look at Berlin: die Sinfonie der Großstadt ( Berlin: Symphony of a Great City), we see a unique 

example of cinematic city film reflecting on ‘the idea’ or ‘the story’ of Berlin. Other city symphonies of the period 

included: Manhatta (1921) on Manhattan, Man with a Movie Camera on Moscow and Odessa and Rien que les 

heures (Nothing But Time or Nothing But the Hours) (1926) on Paris. All of these films represent the modern ideas 

of the city in the 1920s. 
13 Mennel, 2008, p. 22. 
14 Mennel, 2008, p. 21. 
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represented realistically.15 Gender issues are depicted through dangerous and sexualised 

femininity in the public space of the streetwalker.16
 Mennel shows how the post-war 

genre of film noir continued the aesthetics and topical features of the Weimar city film. 

The American noir features several visual elements of the Weimar film, such as unstable 

camera angles, dark lighting and loner figures within a bleak city landscape. We see that, 

‘…the flâneur and the prostitute in the Weimar city film are reincarnated in the private 

detective and the femme fatale’.17 Mennel explains in detail how film noir is linked to the 

city by ‘…alienation, isolation and moral decay…’18 where characters have ‘chance 

encounters’ with others.19 Chance encounters mainly take place in the new city settings of 

bars (Phantom Lady, 1944), casinos (Kiss Me Deadly, 1955) and hotel lobbies.20  These 

representations depict dark city stories of Los Angeles life but also the new cinematic city 

settings that were becoming popular at the time.           

The noir aesthetic present in the films I am going to study helps to create the spy 

atmosphere in Istanbul. In Stamboul Quest, this atmosphere turns Istanbul into a 

mysterious city. In both Stamboul Quest and 5 Fingers, hotels in Turkey also act as 

spaces of espionage and romance. I will examine these elements in their respective case 

study chapters. 

While arguing that the film noir was associated with the city of Los Angeles, Mennel also 

shows how the French New Wave (La Nouvelle Vague) films significantly use Paris’ 

cinematic city properties. Their auteurs usually depict the urban spaces of Paris and the 

characters’ movement through the city. This was done by on-location shooting, reflecting 

the realism of the Paris streets and the people of the era. Hand-held cameras were used, 

recording the direct sound of the city. In this way, the ‘street’ and the ‘direct sound of the 

city’ tropes of Weimar street films were once more used in Paris.21 The introduction of 

                                                 

15 Frances Guerin (2005) argued that ‘By the 1920s the industrialization of light that had begun in the mid 

nineteenth century reached a moment of intensity.’ and ‘…the streets of 1920s Germany became theatres for 

outdoor spectacles…’ (p. 155). 
16 Mennel, 2008, pp. 46-47. 
17 Mennel, 2008, pp. 46-47. 
18 Mennel, 2008, p. 49. 
19 Mennel, 2008, p. 49. 
20 Mennel, 2008, p. 51. 
21 Mennel, 2008, p. 62. 
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new cinematic spaces such as the apartment and the neighbourhood22 are introduced as 

city film settings through New Wave films.23 In films like Jean-Luc Godard’s À bout de 

souffle (Breathless, 1960) and Agnès Varda’s Cléo de 5 à 7 (Cléo from 5 to 7, 1962), we 

see Paris in a complex way with its buildings, landmarks, vehicles, flâneurs, flâneuses. 

These films also show interior and exterior spaces in a continuous way, which add a new 

aspect to city films.24 

It is important to note that 5 Fingers, shot in 1951, uses the direct sounds of Istanbul in 

examples such as street vendors and the call for prayers. This film also shows the new 

spaces of the city, such as the street cafés of both Ankara and Istanbul and the 

neighbourhoods they are in, as signs of Westernisation or being ‘new’ and ‘modern’. The 

continuity across interior and exterior spaces in 5 Fingers is also significant. The interior 

shots of the German Consulate twice extend to the outside: the first one is towards the 

Golden Horn at the beginning of the main character Diello’s stay in Istanbul and the other 

shot is towards the Bosphorus as Diello leaves Istanbul. I will further examine these 

points in the following chapters of this research. 

When we look at American city films, apart from noir Los Angeles, we must take into 

consideration Colin McArthur’s contribution in Clarke’s book. MacArthur writes that the 

modern period American films, from the 1920s through the 1960s, are important 

references for the various representations of cities in the context of the transition to 

modernity in America. These are the ‘country-city dichotomy’,25  as in Sunrise (1927) and 

Lights of New York (1928), as well as ‘small town versus metropolis’, as in The Barkleys 

of Broadway (1949), where the good qualities of small-town people come face-to-face 

with the harsh realities of the mass metropolis. The same small towns were sometimes 

shown as an ‘icon of bigotry, small mindedness and explosive violence’,26 as in Fury 

(1936), Intruder in the Dust (1949) and Bad Day at Black Rock, (1955).27 Both the utopic 

and the dystopic properties of modern cities were introduced through these films.  

                                                 

22 Mennel, 2008, p. 66 and p. 67. 
23 Mennel, 2008, p. 68. 
24 Mennel, 2008, pp. 72-74. 
25 McArthur, 1997, p. 23. 
26 McArthur, 1997, p. 24. 
27 Mennel, 2008, p. 20. 
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According to Mennel, properties of ambiguity, suddenness and randomness of relations 

are the main characteristics of the post-modern city.28 However, as we can see from the 

above discussion, films from Weimar (Berlin: Die Sinfonie der Großstadt), film noir 

(Accatone, 1961), French New Wave (Les Quatre Cents Coups (The 400 Blows), 1959) 

and post-classical Hollywood (Midnight Cowboy, 1969 and The Harder They Come, 

1972) already carried the capacity of ambiguity. Similarly, early street films also depicted 

immoral behaviour, violence and crime with characters getting involved in these actions 

through random encounters.29 This was the social space of early city life, which means 

that the city qualities that are now strongly linked with post-modern city films existed, in 

different forms, from the very start of city-screen relations. 

During the last thirty years, city films have mostly focused on ethnic tensions, 

marginalities and social rupture in films such as My Beautiful Laundrette (1984) and Do 

the Right Thing (1985). We see the same in Istanbul films, as Istanbul becomes a global 

city. Ethnic tensions and marginalities are represented in Kırık Midyeler (Broken Mussels, 

2012) and social rupture is represented in Uzak (Distant, 2003), which will be referred to 

later in the Istanbul section.  

Brunsdon’s arguments about the cinematic city are mainly developed in her book 

London: A Cinematic City (2007). She labels London as a global city due to the global 

iconographic landmarks of the city and the new roles there, such as the global migrant, 

the refugee and the illegal.30  

So far, I have shown how city films and their changes over time are constructed and 

discussed. This discussion shows how city films came about (Barber) and how they are 

related to different genres (Clarke). It also shows the strong link between the cinematic 

city characteristics and tropes of Weimar films, film noir and French New Wave 

(Mennel), emphasising the importance of the genre approach. Mennel builds some of her 

main arguments on the cinematic city through the development of its properties, people, 

settings and cinematography across genres. Brunsdon (2007) significantly refers to the 

                                                 

28 Mennel, 2008, pp. 73-74. 
29 Mennel, 2008, p. 32. 
30  Brunsdon, 2007, p. 112. 
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genre approach to these city films while discussing London districts.31 These discussions 

inspired me to use the genre approach in studying Istanbul city films, because Istanbul 

films, or films of any of the other cities of the region, are not included in any of these 

studies. It is also interesting to note that there is no reference to spy city films or to cities 

in films of the spy genre. I will be exploring this area in the case study chapters of my 

thesis.  

Brunsdon (2012) refers to Orienting Istanbul (2010) by Göktürk et al. as an example of 

how cities in the world should produce their own cinematic studies and produce relevant 

books on the subject. Some contributors to Orienting Istanbul introduce and analyse 

Istanbul films, which I will be covering in more detail in a later section of the thesis. 

Brunsdon also proposes a genre approach. While studying the scholarly literature on 

cinematic cities, I have formulated five conceptual dimensions that, I believe, reflect the 

main properties of city films to use in my textual analysis.  

Firstly, city films show iconic features of the city that represent its identity and enable the 

audience to recognise it. Iconic features include physical landmarks such as the tower of 

Big Ben or the Eiffel Tower. This can be extended to smaller urban markers such as 

London’s black cabs and red phone booths. The cityscapes also act as landmarks, such as 

those of New York’s Manhattan and Paris’ Avenue des Champs-Élysées. The city 

spectacle that repeats itself, such as men in business suits and bowler hats with umbrellas 

walking in the City of London and a May Day parade in the Red Square, can also be 

taken as an important city marker. In such films, identities and city stories are constructed 

through the use of such landmarks and city spectacles in the mise-en-scène of city scenes. 

Similarly, Istanbul films have iconic landmarks such as the Bosphorus, the Golden Horn 

and the Historic Peninsula, and architectural landmarks, such as the Galata Bridge, the 

Galata Tower and palaces and mosques on the Historic Peninsula. 

The second significant city film property is the represention of social life and the way it is 

                                                 

31 Brunsdon affirms ‘genre’ as a critical category to structure the different Londons, and says that she started out to 

track historical changes through their representation in cinema, but that she was interested in focusing on the kinds 

of London that are found in cinema. She does this by revealing relationships between genre categories such as film 

noir, romantic comedy and science fiction and London districts in relation to such genres (Brunsdon, 2007, p. 149-

172). 



 

11 

 

depicted in the city. This is well-covered by Clarke (1997) and Mennel (2008). Mennel 

argues that Los Angeles of the 1950s and 1960s, through film noir, was represented as a 

place of alienation and rootlessness and as a transitory modern city, with its gambling 

casinos, hotel lobbies and bars, places for the society of unattached people.32 In this way, 

in the modern city, we see unemployment, crime, class struggle and anonymity on the 

one hand, and movement, speed and entertainment on the other. All of these re-define the 

power relations in the city.   

In the Istanbul films that I shall be focusing on, the city spaces used by the Westernised 

modern people (5 Fingers) and traditional people (Stamboul Quest), as well as the 

authoritarian military (Stamboul Quest) and counter-espionage groups (5 Fingers) will be 

discussed in terms of how they represent Istanbul. Meanwhile, I will also cover the 

spaces of gender relations across the two Istanbul spy films, which reveal the Orientalist 

framework and the Westernisation framework used to represent this relationship in 

Istanbul’s spaces. 

I propose the personal experience of the city as the third property of these films. In other 

words, city films represent the ‘relationship of the individual to the city’. In this context, 

generally, there are two types of filmic portrayal of the individual. One is the person in 

the presence of urban groups, enjoying the city, and the other is the person having 

problems of loneliness and alienation in the city.33;34   In my selected films, I will analyse 

the spy protagonist’s movements, revealing the Istanbul city space, cityscapes and 

landmarks, as well as the city spectacles that show the city’s historic depth or present-day 

activities.  

City films use tropes which are depicted in films through related mises-en-scène that 

make them identifiable. Therefore, as the fourth property of city films I propose ‘city 

tropes’ and ‘mise-en-scène’. Apart from the above examples of the ‘individual in the city’ 

                                                 

32 Mennel, 2008, p. 51 and 53. 
33 McArthur, 1997, p. 25. 
34 Walter Benjamin in The Man of the Crowd argues that this relationship leads to the ‘Dialectics of flânerie: on 

one hand, the man who feels himself viewed by all and sundry as a true suspect and, on the other hand, the man 

who is utterly undiscoverable, the hidden man’ (Benjamin, 1999, p. 420). Jacques Tati’s film Playtime (1967) 

reveals relationships between M. Hulot and urban modernity, where M.Hulot loses against the new city of glass 

and concrete. 
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and the ‘city street’ tropes and related mise-en-scène, Colin McArthur (1997) and 

Brunsdon (2012) talk about the ‘journey to the city’ trope and the mise-en-scène of 

‘entering a city’ as an extension of the city/country discussion. In modern cinema, entry 

to the city is important, with many cars, large crowds and danger along with romance, 

pleasure and thrill.35 Mennel also points out the repeating ‘arrival mise-en-scène’ in 

American films of ‘a country bumpkin who enters but is unable to read the city’.36 

Similarly, Brunsdon (2012) says that the ‘journey to the city trope’ and the ‘arrival mise-

en-scène’ of Oliver coming to London, while hidden under cabbages in the musical film 

Oliver! (1968) are important aspects of this city film.37 

Another important cinematographic construction of the city films is the ‘aerial gaze’ 

trope, which reveals the city districts, spectacles, city landmarks in particular and city 

space in general. These aerial shots usually reveal the cityscape at the beginning of the 

film and at certain intervals to specify the city’s identity. The aerial gaze tropes support 

the identity of cities with long shots and shots focusing on the cityscape.38  Brunsdon 

(2007) gives a lot of attention to the mises-en-scène in certain London locations such as 

the West End or the Thames, and their recognisable iconography, such as the pubs, 

double-decker buses and black taxis, as important aspects of cinematic films.39  

For my study, consideration of the protagonist entering and using Istanbul and revealing 

the cityscapes and spectacles of the city through the readings of Istanbul spaces will be 

based on the textual analysis of mises-en-scène related to cinematic city tropes. The entry 

trope for Istanbul is distinctive in the two films I have chosen, as both have tense and 

thrilling train entry mises-en-scène. The significance of the train for spy films will be 

discussed later. The aerial gaze was used for both of the Istanbul films I have chosen, 

with establishing shots of Istanbul in a variation of the aerial gaze. These shots produce a 

postcard effect and familiarise the viewer with the city through the images of its iconic 

                                                 

35 Mennel, 2008, p. 9. 
36 Mennel, 2008, p. 9. 
37 Brunsdon, 2012, p. 210. 
38 Lindner (2009, p. 45-46) points out that dramatic versions of aerial gaze can be found in two films representing 

Berlin’s post WWII images. Roberto Rosselini’s Germania Anno Zero (Germany, Year Zero, 1946) and Wim 

Wenders’s Wings of Desire (1987) extensively use aerial gaze to construct the shattered city. 
39 Brunsdon, 2007, p. 24. 
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landmarks that are represented. 

Finally, the fifth property of these films is the ‘idea of a city’ or ‘the story of a city’. 

Brunsdon, in London in Cinema: The Cinematic City since 1945 (2007), talks about the 

core of being a city film, that is the ‘real stories of a city’ and then goes on to say that she 

wants to analyse the ‘meaning of London’ and what London represents. She is interested 

in the repeated London story themes and how they are a part of a larger international 

body of ‘city stories’.40 London films covered by Brunsdon provide a changing local 

perspective of a global metropolitan city. For example, the discourse of the swinging 

London of the 1960s was epitomised by Antonioni’s Blow-Up of 1966, reflecting the 

preoccupations of the 1960s and this is a type of representation that was used to attract 

people to the city as well. ‘London’s other dark side, the East End and the gangsters, the 

Ripper’41 and ‘mixing of classes in the underground’42  are also among the city story 

themes used by Brunsdon, providing a global understanding for local perspectives. These 

dimensions of city stories show the complexity of a global city, London.  

Brunsdon also proposes ‘genre’ as a critical category to structure these different Londons 

as an idea and this supports Mennel’s study, which focuses on genre-related 

developments of such films. Brunsdon does this by revealing relationships between genre 

categories such as film noir, romantic comedy and science fiction and London districts in 

relation to such genres.43 As a result, there are different London stories according to each 

genre.  

The city stories of the Istanbul films I have chosen refer to the specific stories of the city 

spaces and the tensions between its historic properties and aspects of modern human 

relationships. These prominent properties of city films, which I have proposed and 

presented above, will help in my analysis of Istanbul films. In the two films I have chosen 

for my study from the 1930s and 1950s, I will look for the city film and production 

references for stories of multicultural spaces and cosmopolitanism. 

                                                 

40 Brunsdon, 2007, p. 14. 
41 Brunsdon, 2007, pp. 149-161. 
42 Brunsdon, 2007, p. 133. 
43 Brundson, 2007, pp. 149-172. 
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Studies on Istanbul in Films 

After discussing the reasons why Istanbul is so iconic, this section explores Istanbul’s 

filmic capacities and qualities by presenting the scholarly discussions of Istanbul’s 

representation in cinema.  

Istanbul is recognised as an iconic city internationally due to a number of factors. First 

and foremost, its settlement history dates back to 6000 BC. After its Greek colonisation 

(400 BC), Istanbul became the capital for the Roman (300 AD), the Eastern Roman (600 

AD), the Byzantine (900 AD) and the Ottoman Empires (1453-1921), which attracted a 

mixture of people from many different countries and continents who came to live in the 

city. This historic and cultural depth and richness represents Istanbul as an important 

cosmopolitan centre of the world. Istanbul’s geographical location is another factor that 

makes it iconic. It is the city where Europe and Asia face one another across the 

Bosphorus. The Golden Horn, which is an extension of the Sea of Marmara into the 

European side of Istanbul, is recognised as the historic core of the city. The Roman, the 

Byzantian and the Ottoman Imperial Palaces, as well as their major public buildings, are 

on the Historic Peninsula, which form the southern side of the Golden Horn. They are 

considered to be the distinguished landmarks of exotic Istanbul.  

Since the 19th century, Orientalist writers such as Lady Montague (1837, 1977), Miss 

Pardoe (1839, 2010), de Lamartine (1853-1854, 2008), Loti, (1876, 2010) and Orientalist 

artists such as Anton Ignaze Melling (1819, 2012), William H. Bartlett (1839, 2012) and 

Amadeo Preziosi (1842-1882, 1999) have been attracted to the city; through their 

writings, etchings and paintings they represented and documented the exotic spaces of 

Istanbul. Orientalism was the conceptual framework used by the West to construct 

Ottoman culture and Istanbul between the 18th century and the first half of the 20th 

century (Konrad, 2011).44 They all reflected on the mystical identity of Istanbul and 

inspired people to visit the city. Said refers to artists who positively construct the ‘Orient’ 

                                                 

44 Konrad, 2011, section 18 - section 41. 
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as being related to ‘exoticism, glamour, mystery and promise’.45  

Later, beginning with the late 19th century, the famous Orient Express from Paris arrived 

into the Orientalists’ iconic Sirkeci train station. Visitors coming by train entered the city 

from the Bosphorus side, climbed the Pera Peninsula ridge and faced the Historic 

Peninsula. They stayed at the hotels in Pera and had the views of the Historic Peninsula 

and the Golden Horn cityscapes as their main impressions of Istanbul. These were the 

places the Orientalists drew and also wrote about. In 1908, the Baghdad Express was 

initiated and built by Germans, linking Istanbul’s Anatolian train station, Haydarpaşa, to 

the Middle Eastern cities of Aleppo, Amman and Baghdad. This extended the Orient 

Express into the Middle East. Another iconic landmark, the Galata Bridge, was rebuilt as 

a modern structure in 1845 across the Golden Horn, joining the two Peninsulas. The first 

documentaries of the Lumière brothers on Istanbul were recorded in these exotic parts of 

the city.  

In 1973, the Bosphorus Bridge, linking the European and Asian sides of Istanbul across 

the Bosphorus, was completed and, like the Orient Express of the 19th century, the 

European Motorway E5 crossed into Anatolia. Thus, a new representation of Istanbul as 

‘the city where the two continents meet’ came into being. Since the mid-1980s, Istanbul 

has also become very active in terms of international cultural events, with its 

International Music Festival (since 1994), International Istanbul Film Festival (since 

1982), as well as its International Art Biennale (since 1987). In 2010, Istanbul was one of 

the three Cultural Capitals of Europe46 selected by the European Commission, which 

formally endorsed the city as an international cultural hub.  

Today, the new influx of foreigners such as Palestinians, Iraqis, Libyans, Syrians, 

Georgians and Chechens, fleeing the civil war zones around Turkey, continue to add to 

the cosmopolitan nature of Istanbul, thereby increasing the capacity of the city for global 

                                                 

45 Said, 2003, p. 341. 
46 Following the EU Resolution in 1999 enlarging the ECOC Project to include non-member countries, Istanbul 

was found ready on 11 April 2006 to be the European Capital of Culture 2010 along with Peç (Hungary) and Essen 

(Germany). Conceding the view of European Parliament and approval by the Council of Cultural Ministers of the 

European Union, on 13 November 2006 Istanbul was finally announced to be the European Capital of Culture for 

2010. 
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intrigues and espionage.  

From the above discussion, I conclude that Istanbul is a globally iconic city due to its 

historic depth, geographic significance, thriving art and culture scenes and cosmopolitan 

mixture of people with a significant potential for intrigue and espionage, which is 

relevant to this study. In the next section, I am going to introduce the arguments of 

Turkish scholars on Istanbul as represented in film.    

A Discussion of Literature on the Representation of Istanbul in Cinema 

Until now there has been only one booklet and chapters written for two international 

books by Turkish scholars on Istanbul’s films. However, there are no foreign publications 

that present a discussion on the topic. The booklet,  Istanbul, Not Constantinople: The 

Representation of Istanbul in American Cinema by Tuna Yılmaz (2009), experiments 

with the basic design notions of light, colour and sound to understand Istanbul in films.  

This approach is influenced by Yılmaz’s earlier training as a landscape architect. He 

discusses the use of basic design concepts to analyse the cinematography of the two films 

he has chosen, Jules Dassin’s Topkapi and Alan Parker’s Midnight Express. Yılmaz 

argues that if people understand the importance of these tools in cinematic representation, 

then it might be possible to design and market an Istanbul fit for global competition,47 

which means Istanbul needs a better cinematic city ‘branding’ in order to compete with 

other such cities of the world to attract visitors. However, he does not cover city film or 

city branding discussions or relevant tropes in general, but refers to mises-en-scène from 

the two mentioned films and concludes that both filmic representations of Istanbul prove 

negative for the city’s image.  

In their introduction to Orienting Istanbul: Cultural Capital of Europe? (2010), Deniz 

Göktürk, Levent Soysal and İpek Türeli argue that Westerner’s ‘search for authenticity’ is 

one of the reasons why Western culture tries to understand and represent Istanbul. They 

point out that, since the 1900s, Westerners have regarded Istanbul as a significant place 

                                                 

47 Yılmaz, 2009. p. 89. 
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of  ‘authenticity’ in terms of the cityscape and everyday culture.48  

Here, authenticity refers to the verisimilitude of a cinematic city with respect to the      

cityscape and everyday culture. The examples of the authentic aspects of the cityscape in 

Istanbul include the Grand Mosque, the Grand Bazaar, the Historic Peninsula and the 

Golden Horn. One or more of these cityscapes is always included in the constructions of 

Istanbul as a cinematic city, usually shot with an aerial gaze. This is also the case for both 

of my case studies.  

The examples of authentic aspects of everyday culture of the city space in Istanbul 

include the belly dancers, the call to prayer, street vendors and funerals. These are used in 

the films I studied. Both authenticity dimensions are usually abstracted from the real city 

spaces and then they are reconstructed in a new unity or continuity according to the story 

of the film or the identity of the cinematic city constructed in each film. This constructed 

authenticity provides the verisimilitude properties of the cinematic city film of Istanbul. 

Göktürk et al., in search of Istanbul’s identity, mentions Orhan Pamuk’s autobiographical 

book, Istanbul: Memories and the City. For Pamuk, Istanbul ‘breathes melancholia 

(hüzün) and longing for the lost glory of the former imperial city’.49 Engin Işın rejects 

this perspective in The Soul of a City: Hüzün, Keyif, Longing, and instead emphasises the 

concept of pleasure (keyif), which he sees all over Istanbul in the population’s daily life 

during his photographic tours of the city.50 Göktürk et al., while discussing these 

conflicting visions of Istanbul, override both Pamuk and Işın and claim that ‘Istanbul is 

now branded as a confused, complex and an incomplete city’.51  

These three identities, joy, melancholy and being confused in the context of an East-West 

amalgam, define the representation of the ‘authentic soul’ of today’s Istanbul for the 

above writers. However, these are derived more from literary texts. Below, I will develop 

my discussion of the filmic identities of Istanbul through discussions by Turkish 

researchers of film. In my study of the spy films of Stamboul Quest and 5 Fingers, I will 

                                                 

48  Göktürk, D. et al., 2010, p. 8. 
49 Pamuk, 2006, p. 4.  
50 Işın, 2010, pp. 35-51. 
51 Göktürk. D. et al., 2010, p. 16. 
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try to see whether the Westerner’s gaze represents Istanbul as a place of mystery and 

adventure rather than melancholy and joy. 

İpek Türeli (2010), in Istanbul Through The Migrant’s Eyes, introduces two migrant 

melodrama films 40 years apart. She discusses the trope of ‘the individual in relation to 

the city’ in the context of city film studies. Halit Refiğ’s Gurbet Kuşları and Nuri Bilge 

Ceylan’s Uzak are among the best known examples of internal (rural to urban) migration 

films. Here, another such trope which is very significant in representing the change in the 

city across time is the ‘entry to Istanbul’. In Gurbet Kuşları, the entry is from the iconic 

Haydarpaşa train station on the Anatolian side of Istanbul. During the 1950s and 1960s 

this train station was the main entry point for nearly all Istanbul films, with the usual 

arrival mise-en-scène of shock, surprise and enjoyment of the view of the Bosphorus, the 

Historic Peninsula and the European shores for the incoming migrant. The Haydarpaşa 

station, with its scale and position in relation to the city, emphasises the importance of 

arrival. However, in Uzak, the entry of the migrant starts within an anonymous Istanbul 

neighbourhood and it could be any other city rather than Istanbul. This is to show the 

anonymity of post-modern Istanbul and the alternatives of the individual and the city 

relationships provided by the city today. This is also in opposition to the regular sequence 

of events that represented the entry to Istanbul starting with the Haydarpaşa train station.  

This trope is taken as a significant one in analysing the two foreign espionage films 

discussed in this study. In both Stamboul Quest and 5 Fingers, the train enters Istanbul in 

a mise-en-scène consisting of either the classic Historic Peninsula image used as a 

backdrop or through an atmosphere of Orientalist, mysterious smoke. In both films, there 

is danger preceding the entry to the city: in Stamboul Quest, the train’s surroundings are 

bombed and in 5 Fingers, there are agents with guns on the train.   

I believe that the other city film concept introduced by Türeli (2010) to discuss the two 

films can be formulated as the ‘relationships between migrants and urbanites’, which is 

an example of the ‘social and power relationships in the cinematic city’ space. Gurbet 

Kuşları depicts the difficulty in relationships in the city between migrants and urbanites 

due to their different backgrounds. This alienation is based on the dichotomies of 

Istanbul, such as the poor vs the rich and modern settlements vs squatter settlements of 
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the city.  

Uzak, on the other hand, does away with the dichotomy of the migrant and the urbanite, 

as well as the squatter settlements, and emphasises the new complexity of social and 

psychological relations that have emerged as a consequence of Turkey’s neo-liberal 

economy, social restructuring and new city identities.52 Istanbul is now mainly a city of 

migrants, and the differences between the new and the old migrants are subtle. 

Differences between the looks of the characters and the geographies they live in are not 

very noticeable and there are no squatter settlements in the film but anonymous apartment 

districts. The spectators must make their own distinctions, since everyone is a migrant 

now. The emphasis is more on the social effects of the city on human relations and the 

fact that the individual feels alienated and distant towards others and towards this 

homogenised city. Türeli’s analysis of Uzak refers to two contexts of city stories, that is 

the complex power relations between different classes continuing in different city spaces 

of Istanbul and the individual’s human condition among these. In these films, there are no 

buildings as landmarks, but only cityscapes, the first one being the Bosphorus and the 

second one the Golden Horn. My study of Stamboul Quest and 5 Fingers will reveal what 

foreign films show us in terms of city stories, including the mentioned cityscapes.  

Deniz Bayraktar and Elif Akçalı in Istanbul Convertible: A Magic Carpet Ride Through 

Genres (2010) discuss a comedy, Organize İşler (Magic Carpet Ride, 2005). The film, 

written and directed by Yılmaz Erdoğan, is about a small-time criminal and his gang. 

This film refers to the power relations between the lawless poor, acting powerful in 

certain areas of the city, and the rich who are powerful normally but cannot influence 

others in those parts of the city.  

Istanbul is one of the main characters, with its strong visual presence, its colours and 

textures. In order to develop a strong visual presence of Istanbul, the ‘aerial gaze’ trope is 

used extensively. ‘The camera flies over the Bosphorus from almost every possible angle; 

it zooms in and out of the historical peninsula, the city centre and the new suburbs, 

                                                 

52 Türeli, 2010, p. 147.   
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producing spectacular images...’.53 These ‘authentic’ scenes of  Istanbul are the product 

of cinematography, editing and the use of new mises-en-scène of Istanbul rather than 

Istanbul landmarks only.  

In the two case study films I will examine the establishing shots of Istanbul which are a 

variation of the aerial gaze. This gaze of the Western eye creates a postcard effect and 

familiarises the viewer with the city through its iconic landmarks represented within these 

shots. These shots in Stamboul Quest and 5 Fingers can be seen as the predecessors to the 

aerial gaze that Bayraktar discusses for Organize İşler mentioned above. 

In her article, Projecting Polyphony: Moving Images, Travelling Sounds (2010), Deniz 

Göktürk discusses Fatih Akın’s documentary, Crossing the Bridge. In this film, Akın 

explores the widely varied music of Istanbul and, for him, Istanbul through its music is 

constructed as open, diverse and complex. Furthermore, Göktürk argues that Crossing the 

Bridge offers a counter-perspective to both Orhan Pamuk’s Istanbul, which is laden with 

melancholy, and with Nuri Bilge Ceylan’s Istanbul, which deals with the displaced 

migrant in the city and the resulting alienation. She says that this documentary, on the 

contrary, highlights ‘...the present-day dynamism and a polyphonic utopia fuelled by 

migration’.54 The Istanbul of Crossing the Bridge is a stage where ‘foreigners’ and the 

‘indigenous’ people play and perform together. In fact, the ‘local’ culture, where music 

plays an important role, proves to be multifaceted and polyphonic in itself. This film 

provides a city story of its day, showing the mixture of cultures and their musical 

production. I will also examine how the music used by Westerners in  the two films I 

analyse helps to construct the city’s identity.   

A darker side of Istanbul is discussed by Asuman Suner in New Turkish Cinema: 

Belonging, Identity and Memory (2010). Suner examines another melodrama, Tabutta 

Rövöşata (Somersault in the Coffin, 1996), directed by Derviş Zaim. For Suner, the film 

characters of recent Istanbul films are marginal and the city spaces they use are restricted. 

Therefore, the city of Istanbul becomes a confining, dark space. Tabutta Rövöşata 

                                                 

53 Bayraktar and Akçalı, 2010, p. 165. 
54  Göktürk, 2010, p. 185. 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/B000F6IIJO/twitch-21
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portrays the lives of homeless people around Rumelihisarı, one of Istanbul’s oldest 

neighborhoods on the Bosphorus. The Istanbul represented in this film is different. The 

iconic Bosphorus is there, but Mahsun, the main character, has nothing to do with the 

beauties of the Bosphorus or the city itself.  

Even when Mahsun drives around Istanbul, it is foggy and dark. The cinematic beauty of 

the old Istanbul seaside mansions and fishermen’s boats seen during the day is in conflict 

with the sad story that is taking place around them. This means that although they are 

sharing the same cinematic capacities, they do not share the same cinematic qualities. In 

this film, we see that Istanbul has turned into a source of sorrow and despair as opposed 

to its mythical image of the city of lights, magnificence, power and hope. The film 

touches on the issue of ‘the individual in relation to the city’ in the context of important 

Istanbul landmarks along the Bosphorus. 

These discussions provide a restricted identity for Istanbul. Istanbul filmic identity is 

defined by the respective genres of these films, which are mainly melodrama and 

comedy. Also, the films in terms of their content refer to local stories that make them 

parochial and do not refer to global Istanbul stories.  

A different representation of Istanbul in films that needs investigating is the international 

and global constructions presented through the spy genre. There has been a significant 

increase in the number of spy films related to Istanbul in the last decade, such as The 

Accidental Spy (2001), The International (2009), Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy (2011) and 

Skyfall (2012). These films show Istanbul as a city of global territories of intrigue, where 

international agents and terrorists reveal and use the complexity of the city, including 

both its traditions and modernity. The varying representations of the identity of Istanbul 

and its cityscapes in these foreign spy films show that the city capacities offered by 

Istanbul are interpreted differently by these films in terms of the city space qualities they 

construct. My contribution will be to show how the early foreign espionage films started 

to represent Istanbul and how this representation changed according to the changing 

international relationships between Turkey and the West. 
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Spy Genre Films  

In order to explain how I will study Istanbul spy films, I would like to begin by 

discussing certain properties such as the idea of ‘verisimilitude’, which is a core concept 

in discussing what a genre is.55 According to Steve Neale, ‘systems of films’ and also 

what the audience expects, along with how the audience construes these films, bring 

about the genre’s properties of verisimilitude.56 ‘Verisimilitude’ encompasses the likely 

and acceptable codes of action which bring about the image of being authentic for that 

genre.57 When formulated for this study, the spy genre’s verisimilitude properties include: 

espionage or counter-espionage spies, spy networks, spymaster, agency, agency director, 

controller of the spy, the presence of secret information and documents to be handled by 

the agencies or the spy, passing of vital information to the opposite side or to colleagues, 

and purloined documents.  

Genres are revealed through their filmic stories, which are represented through related 

tropes. The very early espionage film, Fritz Lang’s Spione (Spies, 1928) had tropes in it 

which became widely used in later spy films. These tropes include a secret headquarters, 

agents known by a given number, glamorous foreign agents who fall in love with the 

hero, car chases and train travel. In the 1930s, Alfred Hitchcock’s thrillers made 

espionage films very popular. He also introduced city references and travelogue tropes 

into his spy films. These films were The Man Who Knew Too Much (1934), The 39 Steps 

(1935), Sabotage (1937) and The Lady Vanishes (1938). The subjects of these films 

involve innocent civilians getting accidentally involved in international intrigue. These 

films all represent espionage in the context of cityscapes and rural environments in 

England and make references to the travelogue property. The films made in the 1940s and 

early 1950s are about spies of the Allies working in occupied Europe and also in exotic 

cities in the periphery of war, such Istanbul and Casablanca, which emphasise the 

international travelogue aspect of these films. It was in the 1960s, during the peak of the 

Cold War, that spy films once more became very popular. During the Cold War, 

                                                 

55 Neale, 1990, p. 45.  
56 Neale, 1990, p. 46. 
57 Neale, 1990, p. 47. 
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Hitchcock made his second set of espionage films in the USA, including North by 

Northwest (1959), Torn Curtain (1966) and Topaz (1969). These films provided more 

emphasis on cinematic cities by using a multitude of locations across the espionage 

locations of America, South America, Eastern Europe and Northern Europe.58  

On the other side of the Atlantic, Len Deighton’s novels were made into the Harry 

Palmer series and John le Carré’s realistic spy novels, The Spy Who Came in from the 

Cold (1965) and The Deadly Affair (1966) were made into Cold War thrillers.59 These 

showed the ambiguous and not so idealistic sides of espionage and counter-espionage. 

During the same period, Ian Fleming’s 007 novels were adapted into films, making James 

Bond globally popular. They opened the vision of cinematic settings to exotic cities such 

as Jamaica and Istanbul, and also constructed more futuristic places such as those in 

space. James Bond’s popularity led to the Eurospy films, which form an interesting sub-

genre for Istanbul cinematic city studies since there are six of them with rather complex 

constructions of Istanbul.60 Terrorism became the new villain in the Bond and Eurospy 

films as the Cold War ended.  

John G. Cawelti and Bruce A. Rosenberg in The Spy Story (1987) argue in a more 

conclusive manner that the spy story is the main popular genre of the 20th century. They 

say that espionage, conspiracy and other covert secret activities made the 20th century 

‘the age of clandestinity’.61 Current spy films of the 21st century deal more with global 

terrorism or with Middle Eastern terrorism than the previous spy films did. This changing 

complexity of spy films indicates the genre’s evolution and continuous redefinition in the 

formation of the genre’s corpus.  

                                                 

58 Alfred Hitchcock in the trailer of North by Northwest acts as a travel salesman and suggests that the public 

should visit American cities for their summer vacation. He says ‘A quiet little tour of 2000 miles, a holiday fun 

trip’ and continues ‘with a train, an old fashioned way’, which is a way to emphasise the travelogue aspect of spy 

films. He mentions the places the film travels as New York, Chicago and Mount Rushmore, where espionage 

action takes place between American and Russian agents in the film. In North by Northwest Trailer 

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ub98bHdoFWI), (accessed July 20, 2013). 
59 Wesley Britton, 2005, pp. 132-133. 
60 Istanbul Eurospy films are: Agente 077 dall'Oriente con Furore (From the Orient with Fury, 1965), Da Istanbul 

Ordine di Uccidere (From Istanbul Orders to Kill, 1965), Estambul 65 (That Man from Istanbul, 1965), Coplan Sauve 

sa Peau (Coplan Saves His Skin, 1968), Coplan FX 18 Casse Tout (1965) Asso di Picche Operazione 

Controspionaggio (Operation Counterspy, 1965) and Destino Estambul 68 (Destination Istanbul, 1967).  
61 Cawelti and Rosenberg, 1987, p. 2. 
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Istanbul as a City of Espionage in Films  

World Film Locations: Istanbul (Köksal, 2012) discusses films dealing with international 

intrigues taking place in Istanbul. Ahmet Gürtuna, in his chapter, City of Intrigues: 

Istanbul as an Exotic Attraction, says that Istanbul films are seen as film noir because of 

the ‘espionage and intrigue capacity of Istanbul’.62  Gürtuna names the same three films 

as mentioned in Britton (2006)63 and Thompson (2002) – Background to Danger, Journey 

into Fear and 5 Fingers – as possessing these qualities, alongside From Russia with Love, 

Topkapi, L’immortelle, and Midnight Express. However, Gürtuna does not present, 

analyse or evaluate these films in terms of their noir, espionage genre links or city film 

links. 

Kirsten Thompson in her 2002 lecture at Mithat Alam Film Centre, Boğaziçi University, 

Istanbul, titled Spies on the Move: Journeys of Desire referred to Istanbul espionage films 

made in the 1930s and 1940s.  

Thompson argues that under the influence of the cycle of British thrillers of the 1930s, 

especially Alfred Hitchcock’s The Man Who Knew Too Much, The 39 Steps, Sabotage, 

Secret Agent (1936), The Lady Vanishes and Carol Reed’s Night Train to Munich (1940), 

‘American cinema increasingly adopted the profitable genre of the thriller, a hybrid genre 

that brings together sub-genres of the spy, adventure and investigative journalist sub-

genres’.64 She then argues that international exotic capitals formed the spectacular sites 

for American cinematic adaptations of British novels, such as those written by Eric 

Ambler (Journey Into Fear, 1940), Graham Greene (The Quiet American, 1955) and 

Agatha Christie (Murder on the Orient Express, 1934), many of which featured stories of 

geopolitical intrigue, cities and spies. Thompson says that the espionage films represent 

the West’s conquering the East through espionage agencies and spies. She also says that 

                                                 

62 Gürtuna, 2011, pp. 24-25. 
63 There are three major books on the history of spy genre films. Two of the books, The Great Spy Films 

(Rubenstein, 1979) and Beyond Bond: Spies in Fiction and Film (Britton, 2005), do not refer to Istanbul. However, 

the third book, Onscreen and Undercover: The Ultimate Book of Movie Espionage (Britton, 2006) mentions three 

Istanbul-related films, all on the Second World War: Background to Danger (1943), Journey into Fear (1943) and 

5 Fingers. These films are briefly mentioned without any evaluation. In this study 5 Fingers will be covered as a 

case study on the WWII period. 
64 Thompson, 2002, npag. 
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the West, with the help of the ‘ideology of a travelogue’, makes the target country a place 

of desire, as well as fighting. This is very similar to the Orientalist position of defining 

the East with its allure and danger. I agree with Thompson’s assertion that spy films 

include a significant travelogue dimension. This is represented both by the use of exotic 

cities and also by the transportation means the spy uses to travel, which extends the 

espionage space and is usually the train. Train travel is one such aspect which I am going 

to discuss in detail in the following case study chapters, in addition to the Istanbul’s 

exotic city qualities. I consider the train not only as a dimension of the travelogue but also 

as a cosmopolitan setting. This was emphasised by Thompson (2002) in using the title 

Spies on the Move: Journeys of Desire. In her paper, Thompson presents espionage films 

related with Turkey and travel, such as Journey to Fear (ship from Istanbul to Sohumi), 

Background to Danger, (train from Haleppo-Ankara-Istanbul) and 5 Fingers (train from 

Ankara to Istanbul).65 

Train travel to Istanbul is mainly represented by the Simplon Orient Express. It became a 

symbol of late 19th and early 20th century Orientalism, with the train bringing people of 

the West to see the wonders of the nearest oriental city of Istanbul. The train was also a 

context of intrigue and espionage. Peter Ustinov, in the documentary on the Orient 

Express, first refers to what Kipling said, ‘East and West will not meet’, and then adds 

‘but the Simplon Express makes them meet’.66 

 

Methodology 

Since, my interest lies in Istanbul as a cinematic city, I first studied city film literature 

(Barber, Brunsdon, Clarke and Mennel) to derive tools to understand city and film 

relationships. These tools are five conceptual dimensions for studying cinematic Istanbul. 

They are ‘the iconic features of the city that represent its identity’, ‘the represention of 

                                                 

65 Thompson also refers to Alfred Hitchcock’s The Man Who Knew Too Much, The 39 Steps, Sabotage, Secret 

Agent, The Lady Vanishes and Carol Reed’s Night Train to Munich in order to explain the travelogue aspect of 

thriller films. 
66 McGreevy, John, Peter Ustinov on the Orient Epress (1991) (http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rgpmE5MtgkY) 

(accessed August 2, 2013). 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rgpmE5MtgkY
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social life and the way it is depicted in the city’, ‘the personal experience of the city’, 

‘city tropes and mise-en-scène’ and finally ‘the idea of a city’ or ‘the story of a city’. I 

used them in the interpretations of my case studies. 

In order to understand how films represent Istanbul I chose a genre approach and decided 

to study foreign espionage genre films made on Istanbul. My genre approach is based on 

the arguments of Neale. 

In this study I specifically aim to establish how Istanbul representations in films are 

affected by the conceptual frameworks used by foreign film makers with respect to the 

West’s international relationships with Turkey. In order to answer this question, I studied 

two Istanbul spy films. These films are selected due to their themes, which are the two 

world wars and their representation of the West’s changing relationship with Turkey. The 

first one, Stamboul Quest, involves WWI espionage activity across Berlin and Istanbul. 

The film was mainly shot in the studio, but compares Ottoman and Western environments 

in the context of successful set designs. The second spy film is 5 Fingers, which is about 

the Cicero Affair during WWII. 5 Fingers was shot on location in Istanbul and provides a 

good example of a city film using a large number of iconic Istanbul settings as well as a 

large number of city spectacles.  

To support my arguments, I studied the chosen films by doing textual analysis of the 

significant mise-en-scènes involving the spy protagonist and the cinematic city space of 

Istanbul by studying composition, framing, shot type, lighting, set design, costume, 

make-up, and dialogue. The mise-en-scènes I selected represent a strong ‘idea of 

Istanbul’ in cinematic terms. Textual analysis is done in order to reveal how each mise-

en-scène carries layers of meanings that refers to the main cinematic narrative of each 

film. In Stamboul Quest this analysis is done while comparing settings and spaces across 

Berlin and Istanbul, such as spy headquarters, hotels and nightclubs of the two cities. In 5 

Fingers the textual analysis is done while going through the settings and spaces of the 

Istanbul chase. Train mise-en-scènes are studied in both films as a dimension of the 

travelogue aspect of spy films besides the exotic city itself. I also provided studies of the 

production and reception properties of these films through my research into the 

newspapers and film magazines of the time.  
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To establish an understanding of the database for my study, I used the Turkish National 

Library Archives in Ankara and the British Film Institute’s Film Archives in London. In 

the London archives, I watched the espionage films related with Istanbul. In the Ankara 

archives, I viewed the film journals and newspaper articles. But there was not much 

printed material on the two films I studied. Nevertheless, I was able to access the 

newspaper libraries and found relevant information on the production and reception 

properties. I also studied the press books while researching the films’ marketing 

strategies. Although there was not much information in the press books in relation to my 

analysis, they informed my work. 

 

Structure 

This thesis has three chapters following this Introduction. Chapter Two examines how 

Stamboul Quest’s Orientalist framework represents WWI Istanbul through the 

movements of Annemarie, the spy. Since most of the film is shot in the studio, the 

Orientalist cinematography is discussed through the set designs of contrasting Berlin and 

Istanbul scenes. 

Chapter Three examines the influence of the Westernisation-modernisation framework of 

5 Fingers, which replaces the Orientalist framework of the representation of Istanbul. In 

this context, Istanbul landmarks, markers, spectacles and cityscapes are revealed by the 

movements of Diello, the spy. Since the film’s Istanbul scenes are shot on location, the 

mises-en-scène involve real settings, and therefore also act as a documentary.  

The Conclusion summarises, compares and discusses the analysis, production and 

reception properties of the two films studied, as well as the changes in the conceptual 

framework of the spy genre corpus. Here, the main discussion is on how these two films 

represent Istanbul and how further studies of Istanbul spy films can be developed.  
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Chapter Two 

An Orientalist Postcard Fantasy from 1934: A Dark WWI Istanbul 

Representation in ‘Stamboul Quest’  

In the previous chapter, I developed my approach to studying Istanbul as a cinematic spy 

city. I also argued that Orientalism is the framework used by Hollywood to characterise 

Ottoman Istanbul. In this chapter, my aim is to discuss  the representations of WWI 

Istanbul in Stamboul Quest within this framework and in the context of the espionage 

genre.  

I have chosen Stamboul Quest because it was the first foreign espionage film to be set in 

Istanbul. My main argument is that the construction of Istanbul in this film is 

significantly influenced by Orientalism and orientalist stereotyping, as discussed by 

Shohat (1997), Said (2003) and Konrad (2011). In fact, Orientalism is a conceptual 

framework used by Western culture to construct an understanding of the relationships 

between the East, referring to the Ottomans, Turks and Arabs in general, and the West. 

For Said, ‘Orientalism (is) a Western style for dominating, restructuring and having 

authority over the Orient’.67 On the other hand, some Eastern cultural behaviour has been 

positively received by the West, for example, drinking Turkish coffee, wearing kaftans, 

constructing hamams (Turkish baths) in homes, Ottoman sofas, Ottoman pillows, textiles, 

embroidery, etc. This fashion, starting with the 17th century, of imitating aspects of 

Turkish art and culture is called turquerie.68  

A supporting argument for my analysis is that in this film Istanbul’s cityscapes (the city 

silhouette, the Golden Horn), places (the nightclub, the charity party), people and their 

gender (the women of the East and the West, bellydancers, soldiers and officers) and 

activities (espionage and bellydancing) represent Istanbul as an Oriental city of espionage 

while contrasting it with modern Berlin spaces.  

                                                 

67 Said, 2003, p. 3. 
68 Konrad, 2011. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turkish_culture
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After outlining the plot of the film, I will introduce the film’s production and its 

reception. I will then analyse how Stamboul Quest constructs Istanbul as a filmic city, 

firstly, by contrasting spy offices, hotels and nightclubs across Berlin and Istanbul. 

Secondly, the train journey from Berlin to Istanbul will be analysed as a travelogue aspect 

of the film, which will be followed by the presentation of female gender spaces across the 

two cultures.  

 

The Context 

In the context of international politics, after WWI, the countries of the Allied Forces 

regarded Germany as a possible threat to future peace. In his book World War One, 

Norman Stone writes that the British Prime Minister Lloyd George said, during the last 

days of WWI, ‘if peace were made now, in twenty years’ time the Germans would say… 

by better preparation and organisation they would be able to bring about victory next 

time’.69 The Depression of the 1920s greatly affected the German economy and this led to 

social unrest in Germany, which increased the possibility of a German backlash.70 As a 

result, in the 1930s fear of another war with Germany increased and the Germans were 

seen as an international threat. In his book A History of Europe, John Morris Roberts, 

referring to Germany, says ‘She had been defeated, had undergone political revolution 

and she had lost much territory. But she had not been destroyed’.71  It could be that 

looking at the past, as in Stamboul Quest, was seen as a way of constructing the future of 

possible conflicts between nations and their espionage and counter-espionage activities. 

Therefore, one can say that Stamboul Quest was constructing WWI events in order to call 

attention to the coming events of the international conflict that people were expecting.  

In terms of the relationships between the West and Turkey, Turkey, from mid 1920s 

onwards developed as a modern nation. However, at the time of the production of 

Stamboul Quest, Turkey was still not a part of any of the Western alliances and the 

                                                 

69 Stone, 2007, p. 156. 
70 Roberts, 1997, p. 486. 
71 Roberts, 1997, p.486. 
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western nations were still distant to Turkey and easily depicted it as an Oriental country. 

Stamboul Quest’s representation of Istanbul is strongly influenced by this distancing. 

The Plot                                   

Stamboul Quest begins in Berlin in 1915. The German high command is suspicious of the 

possibility that the British are receiving insider knowledge from the Turkish commander 

on the fortifications of the Dardanelles. Von Sturm (Lionel Atwill), the head of German 

intelligence, is trying to find out whether Ali Bey (Henry Gordon), the Turkish 

commander of Istanbul, is a traitor. Von Sturm assigns agent Kruger (Leo G. Carroll) to 

the task. At the same time, the German spy Annemarie (Myrna Loy), code name Fräulein 

Doktor,72 returns after completing her mission in France. She informs von Sturm that she 

met fellow spy Mata Hari in Paris and that Mata Hari has fallen in love and, therefore, 

can no longer be trusted. Annemarie also says that Kruger is a British double agent and as 

a result, Kruger is arrested. Another patient waiting at Kruger’s dentist is an American 

medical student, Douglas Beall, (George Brent) and he is also taken into custody, but is 

later released. Von Sturm orders Annemarie to go to Istanbul and find out about 

commander Ali Bey’s deeds. He also wants Annemarie to check whether Beall is a 

foreign spy or not.  

Annemarie arranges to meet Beall informally and the two enjoy being together. Later, 

Beall invites Annemarie to his hotel suite, where he tells Annemarie that he has fallen in 

love with her. Annemarie is also attracted to Beall and she realises that he is not a spy. 

Throughout the film Beall is characterised as a relaxed and happy American. This brings  

a light tone to the film. The next day, Annemarie boards the train to Istanbul and Beall 

follows her and uses Annemarie’s assistant’s entry visa to get into Turkey. In Istanbul, 

Annemarie finds a way to attract commander Ali Bey’s attention and accepts his dinner 

                                                 

72 Fraulein Doktor (1887-1940) was Germany’s most famous female spy during WWI. She is sometimes identified as 

Elsbeth Schragmuller or, as in this film, called Annemarie Lesser. She received her PhD from the University of 

Freiburg. There are four films made on the espionage activities of Fräulein Doktor (Williams, 2013). The first feature 

film, Stamboul Quest, about her is the subject of this chapter. In 1939, Mademoiselle Docteur, a French production, 

was directed by the expatriate German film director G.W. Pabst. English director Edmund T. Greville also filmed an 

English-language version, Mademoiselle Doctor (1937). In the 1958 version of The 39 Steps, Fräulein Doktor organises 

the assassination of Lord Kitchener and harms the British war plans (Williams, 2013). 

http://www.answers.com/topic/mata-hari
http://www.answers.com/topic/double-agent
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invitation; she poses as a British agent and negotiates for vital information. Annemarie 

arranges for Beall to be framed as a spy in order to gain Ali Bey’s trust. Von Sturm 

comes to Istanbul after becoming concerned by her behaviour towards Beall. According 

to the plan, Beall is supposedly executed by a firing squad, but in reality a French 

prisoner is to be substituted. Ali Bey negotiates for the information on the fortifications 

and tattoos the information on Annemarie’s neck and shoulder with invisible ink. She 

then writes a cheque for his services. Later, Ali Bey is arrested. Von Sturm, in order not 

to lose Fräulein Doktor, tells Annemarie that he was unable to make the switch and that 

Beall was shot. Annemarie loses her sanity and is confined to a nunnery where the 

opening scene of the film takes place. In the final scene we see that Annemarie is reunited 

with Beall, who was actually not shot.  

 

Production  

The 1930s Greta Garbo female spy film Mata Hari (1931) became MGM’s most 

commercially successful film of the year, netting a profit of nearly $1,000,000.73 In 1934, 

Stamboul Quest was released by MGM, who probably wanted to repeat the success of 

Mata Hari. (However, Stamboul Quest’s box office profit would only be $235,000.)74 

Actor C. Henry Gordon, who played the head of the French spy intelligence in Mata 

Hari, was recruited to play the head of the Turkish military intelligence, and Leo 

Birinsky, who was one of the story writers of Mata Hari, was asked to write the story. 

MGM employed prolific director Sam Wood, who went on to direct a popular Marx 

Brothers’ film, A Night at the Opera (1935) a year later. MGM brought in actress Myrna 

Loy and actor George Brent, who were seen as on the rise at the time. The press also 

joined in the enthusiasm, seeing this film as the other MGM production to keep an eye 

on, alongside their box office insurance of the Laurel, Hardy and Jimmy Durante 

comedy, Hollywood Party (1934).75  

                                                 

73 Vieria, 1999, p. 52 and Ellenberger, 2009, p.114. 
74 Leider, 2011, p.136. 
75 Anon, New Movie Magazine November 1933, p.55. 
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Stamboul Quest’s locations were created at the MGM studios in Culver City, California, 

save for the authentic establishing Galata Bridge footage of Istanbul used at the very 

beginning of the film. Similar scenes to this footage became a common cityscape element 

in other Istanbul spy films to follow, including 5 Fingers, From Russia with Love and The 

International.           

Director Sam Wood, who joined MGM in 1927, not only directed but also produced his 

first film, The Fair Co-Ed (1927), the same year. Similarly, he both directed and 

produced Stamboul Quest. The kind of production he brought together for this film relied 

heavily on exotic visuals of the East to attract viewers. Wood’s films, such as It’s a Great 

Life (1929) and The Girl Said No (1930) have typical Hollywood back lot sets with an 

Art Deco influence. Stamboul Quest mainly uses an exotic set design with some Art Deco 

elements. 

Historian Bevis Hillier characterises Art Deco as an extremely modern style that used 

symmetry and uncurved straight lines, which corresponded to the needs of mass 

production and was suitable for designs that used the new materials of the time.76 Lucy 

Fischer argues that late Art Deco, called ‘Style Moderne’, had an influence on all areas 

related to film form between the late 1920s and the middle of the 1930s.77 Art Deco as a 

symbol of ‘luxury, glamour, exuberance, and faith in social and technological progress’ 

also used Oriental representations.78 Like Fischer, Bergfelder et al. also point out that in 

Art Deco the influence of the Orient is clearly visible.79 The Art Deco usage in this film 

refers to the way settings are constructed rather than the use of Art Deco symbols. The art 

director Cedric Gibbons, besides set design, also had influence over the production 

process in general. He was described by Bergfelder et.al. (2007) as an important 

supervisory figure in general of the production process, who would now be given ‘the 

professional title “production designer”’.80  Gibbons was known for his Art Deco taste 

(Brown, 2008). However, in his set designs for this film Gibbons used a more Oriental-

                                                 

76 Hillier, 1968, p.13. 
77 Fischer, 2003, p. 24. 
78 Fischer, 2003, p. 32. 
79 Bergfelder et al., 2007, p. 258. 
80 Bergfelder et al., 2007, p. 12. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bevis_Hillier
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Arabic style, using cultural symbols of the Arabic world, such as Arabesque window 

frames, pointed domes, pointed arches, Arabic music, etc., rather than using à la Turca 

properties such as the Turkish spherical domes, simple arches and Turkish classical 

music. Another significant contributor to the production of the film was veteran 

cinematographer James Wong Howe, who was employed by the studio right after 

working with Myrna Loy on another MGM production, The Thin Man (1934). It is 

apparent in the film that Howe’s work also served the overall vision which seems to have 

driven Stamboul Quest’s Orientalist aesthetics. His deep long shots reveal the Oriental 

qualities of the scenes while also focusing on the Oriental life pieces in the mises-en-

scène. 

 

Reception 

The reception of Stamboul Quest was generally positive and the critics mentioned the 

acting and the setting as attractive factors for the audience. The New Movie Magazine 

wrote that Myrna Loy was now officially a star after the film’s release.81 ‘...The best role 

of her career...’ was what The Hollywood Filmograph said about her performance.82 

Photoplay claimed that Lionel Atwill was at ‘his menacing best’ in the role of Herr von 

Sturm and more praise was to follow.83 Picture Play Magazine thought all the four lead 

actors had never done better work before.84 Obviously, the choice of cast was a very good 

one and the cast’s professionalism contributed positively to the film’s intentions and 

message along with its success.  The review of the film in Hollywood Filmograph 

mentions that the film provided everything the audience demanded in entertainment: 

romance, suspense and mystery.85 These aspects were re-emphasised in Film Daily’s 

review, which mentioned the setting as ‘glamorous’ and the film itself as ‘a combination 

                                                 

81 Anon, The New Movie Magazine November 1934, p. 34. 
82 Anon, The Hollywood Filmography January-October 1934, p. 5. 
83 Anon, Photoplay September, 1934 in July 1934-31 December 1934, p. 53. 
84 Anon, Picture Play Magazine October, 1934. p. 51. 
85 Anon, Hollywood Filmograph 7 July 1934, p. 5. 
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of intrigue, romance and suspense’.86;87 According to the latter journal, the film was so 

popular that they had to extend the film’s run in the theatres. Hollywood  magazine 

described the city as ‘colourful’,88 which in this context means having new dimensions of 

city life for the foreign viewers, with ‘belly dancing’, ‘the eastern folklore group’ and 

‘turquerie’, which all show Istanbul as Oriental and different from the usual western 

environments.  

In Turkey, the only reference to Stamboul Quest is from the September 5th, 1935 edition 

of Cumhuriyet, the main national newspaper at the time, in which the paper quotes an 

unnamed official who worked at MGM’s Istanbul headquarters. The quote reads as 

follows ‘We sent MGM certain pictures for reference and then asked a few cuts to be 

made to the film’s script to help prevent offending Turkish audiences and they were 

helpful and did not hesitate concerning the proposed cuts’. 89 It should be noted that either 

the newspaper or the unnamed official mistakenly refers to Stamboul Quest as ‘Duest’ 

and confirms that MGM had in fact, contacted Istanbul with regard to the film. Stamboul 

Quest involved politics, the Turks and the Ottomans. The reason for not screening the 

film in Turkey may have been politically motivated, as Turkey was pursuing a politics of 

neutrality at the time, and, therefore, may not have wanted to remind the public of the 

countries that took part in WWI. The new Turkish government also may not have wanted 

to share the representations of the Ottomans, since they were representing the former 

regime which the Republic had dissolved. Meanwhile, MGM in their studio publicity 

called Fräulein Doktor ‘the most successful spy in German service during World War I’. 

That is, she was better than the male spies as well.90
 

Tammy Proctor (2003) in her study of women’s intelligence work in WWI argues that 

starting with Mata Hari the female spy/seductress, symbolising women’s  ‘natural skills 

for duplicity’ has become a cultural icon ‘that still informs our visions of gender, secrecy, 

                                                 

86 Anon, Film Daily’s 7 July 1934. p. 4. 
87 These words were later to be associated with spy films set in Istanbul by producer Barbara Broccoli (2011) in 

the making of the documentary for From Russia with Love. She describes Istanbul as an ideal setting of romance 

and intrigue. 
88 Anon, Hollywood, 4 September 1934, p. 8. 
89 Anon, Cumhuriyet, 5 September 1935, p. 6. 
90 Kostilibas and Loy, 1988, p. 23. 
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and sexuality today’.91 

 

Filmic Analysis 

Representations of the City Spaces 

Istanbul is represented, in Stamboul Quest, firstly through the use of Istanbul cityscapes, 

such as the Arabic-Oriental city silhouette that acts as the background image for the 

opening titles (Fig. 1), the Galata Bridge (Fig. 2) in the Golden Horn shot, which shows 

the crowded and disorderly atmosphere of the Eastern City and the Bosphorus panorama 

(Fig. 3) with ships in the distance behind the charity party setting’s colonnades. Secondly, 

it constructs the city space through landmarks such as the Istanbul fortifications 

representing militarised Istanbul (Fig. 4).  

In the Production section, I have mentioned that the director, art director and the 

cinematographer of Stamboul Quest, all contributed to the development of an Orientalist 

space of Istanbul films. Throughout the film, director Sam Wood establishes a scene, its 

setting and environment, first by presenting it with a long shot that gives a sense of the 

Orientalist mise-en-scène to the viewer. Then, director Wood either stays on the 

characters present in the scene with a semi-moving camera or uses two-shot close-ups of 

them. 

Bordwell, Staiger and Thompson in The Classical Hollywood Cinema argue that ‘the 

long shot… establishes the total space…’ and that ‘this is by the far most common 

method’.92 They also mention that, in order to establish the deep space in his films, lenses 

wider than 50 mm were used by the director of photography James Wong Howe to 

increase the depth of the film in Transatlantic (1933) and Viva Villa! (1933).93 This is 

how Wong Howe presents Istanbul spaces and mises-en-scène in Stamboul Quest. 

In addition to this, set designer Cedric Gibbons’ Eastern-style window frames, exotic 

                                                 

91  Proctor, 2003, pp. 5,7 in de Schaepdrijver, 2013. 
92  Bordwell, Staiger and Thompson 1988, p. 63. 
93 Bordwell, Staiger and Thompson, 1988, p. 344. 
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rugs and a coffee table with exotic objects such as cezve (a specific type of pot used to 

make Turkish coffee), Turkish coffee cups and a small water pipe on an oriental coffee 

table give the impression that they were carefully placed and positioned for the camera by 

someone with a taste for turquerie. Such items, seen in Ali Bey’s office at night, are all 

introduced in these long shots. Here, Wong Howe’s camera often becomes fluid to reveal 

the Orientalist set design of Cedric Gibbons. The movement is kept almost at invisible 

camera level and is used just enough to give the viewer a glimpse of a copper bowl with a 

crescent and star on it.  

 

 

Fig. 1: Oriental Istanbul Silhouette through Arabesque Window Frame 
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Fig. 2: Cosmopolitan Galata Bridge on the Golden Horn. Istanbul Cityscape and Landmark 

 

Fig. 3: Bosphorus Panorama as Istanbul Cityscape 
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Fig. 4: Istanbul Fortifications as a Militarised Landmark  

 

Analysis of the film reveals a consistent use of city space scenes, creating a symmetrical 

narrative between the settings of Berlin and Istanbul, mainly referring to the mises-en-

scène and set designs prepared in the MGM studios by Cedric Gibbons.94  Ramirez 

(2012) argues that when Gibbons was the art supervisor at MGM, he promoted the Art 

Deco style through his work, and this helped to promote the wide recognition of the Art 

Deco style.95 Ramirez also provides important clues on how cinema used Art Deco and 

writes that Art Deco visually depends on two properties: one is the aerodynamic style 

with its streamlined surfaces,96 the other is the emphasis on ‘architectural identifier’ 

elements of staircases, bathrooms and bedrooms 97  

In Stamboul Quest, Gibbons does not use streamlined surfaces, but he does use the 

                                                 

94 Bergfelder et al., 2007, pp. 254. 
95 Ramirez, 2012, p. 187. 
96 Ramirez, 2012, p. 187. 
97 Ramirez, 2012, p.206. 
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bedroom in the Berlin Hotel and the stairs of the night-clubs of both Berlin and Istanbul 

in the context of Art Deco. In terms of the representation of Oriental or exotic set designs, 

Ramirez points out that The Thief of Baghdad (1924), by using an Arabic architectural 

lexicon, led to the use of ‘Islamic sets in many films of Hollywood’. He mentions that 

this lexicon includes ‘horseshoe arches, bulbous domes and pseudo stalactites’.98 We see 

these being used in the introductory scene and the hotel view scene of Stamboul Quest.  

Lucy Fischer argues that interior décors of Art Deco used Babylonian and Assyrian 

ziggurat types of set designs.99 Fischer refers to Hugh Ferris, who in 1929 mentions that 

these ziggurats were popular in Art Deco interiors of restaurants and theatres as 

ascending levels.100 This type of level change is used in Stamboul Quest by Gibbons in 

the set designs of both the nightclubs of Berlin and Istanbul.  

The cinematography of Stamboul Quest, consisting mainly either of soft lighting to 

romanticise the setting or dark lighting with long cast shadows to indicate mystery and 

danger, serves the representation of an Orientalist Istanbul in this film. It is also important 

to look at how Wood’s approach to Orientalism is reflected in the film. Stamboul Quest 

begins with Wood’s conception of what Istanbul should look like to the viewer: a 

postcard image of the Orient, a silhouette of Arabic architecture seen through a window 

fronted by an Arabic-style balcony. The credits of the film are played over this image, 

accompanied by Arabic music completing the exotic fantasy promised to the audience. 

We also see that the window and the balcony which look out on to the city silhouette are 

dark and the cityscape is presented in soft grey colour. This atmosphere and the window 

tightly framed by the exotic balcony signify looking out at the open frontier from an 

entrapped location, in this case Istanbul. The film lets the audience know that this 

particular Arabesque ‘Orientalist window’ will be the framework for Istanbul’s 

representation in the film. This example shows how the West constructs Istanbul and the 

Orient as a monolithic culture, and in both cases as an Arabesque rather than an à la 

Turca Orient, by using misleading representations for the Ottoman settings without 

                                                 

98 Ramirez, 2012, p. 147. 
99 Fischer, 2003, p. 17. 
100 Fisher, 2003, p. 17. 
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differentiating between Turkish and Arabic cultures regarding the ‘décor’.  

Istanbul is thus established as a place where one feels trapped in the dark, but where one 

can still enjoy its postcard-like beauty with exotic sights. This is a constant theme that 

runs through the whole film from the beginning to the end, Istanbul as a romantic yet 

dangerous city. For example, the lighting in Ali Bey’s office is dark to underline the 

threat that Annemarie is exposed to; however, beams of light focus on and brighten 

certain turquerie objects, such as an exotic coffee table and the other objects on display, 

so the lighting does imply the double Orientalist fantasy of danger and allure to be real 

for this film.    

After the prologue, the set represents a convent, filmed in overexposed bright lighting. 

The convent contrasts with the mosque representations of the first scene and involves the 

duality of Christianity and Islam. This duality is emphasised by the contrasting Arabic 

music in the opening Istanbul scene and the classical choral music in the convent. These 

opening scenes immediately provide visual and sonic basis for a cultural contrast between 

Eastern culture and Western culture that gradually develops during the film. The Eastern 

city of Istanbul is dark, with no people, and is represented by only a silhouette and with 

non-polyphonic Oriental music in the background. The Western setting of the convent is 

visible and orderly and the nuns in white gowns solemnly walk in the convent grounds. 

The convent scene is filmed with bright lighting that presents a peaceful atmosphere. This 

is an Orientalist contrasting of the two cultures exemplified through their religious 

symbolisms.  

Next, the film moves to Berlin, where modern Berlin is presented through von Sturm’s 

office, which is filled with maps and chemistry sets that indicate knowledge and 

advanced science. The chemistry set in the office is used to decipher the invisible ink that 

Annemarie uses to carry information out of the foreign lands she works in. Later in the 

film, this office will be contrasted with the Istanbul office of the Ottoman espionage chief 

Ali Bey, where he dismisses claims of usage of invisible ink as ‘black magic’, hence 

creating a comparison between the two office spaces: Ali Bey’s is shown as backward, 

whereas von Sturm uses scientific methods in a modern space of enlightenment. In this 

scene, since Fräulein Doktor is yet to return from France, von Sturm briefs Agent Kruger 
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regarding the job. When Kruger is asked whether he knows Istanbul, he depicts the Turks 

as ‘atrocious men, fat women and thick coffee’. This is a more literal Orientalist 

construction of the properties of Istanbul space by negative stereotyping of the people of 

the city. The first three scenes thus create the Orientalist look of the film.  

Later, when the story moves from Berlin to Istanbul, the set design changes to the exotic, 

which was hinted at in the title sequence. The city signage used early in the Berlin scenes 

is now replaced by Arabic writing on the Charity Party wall, which becomes a prelude to 

Ali Bey’s introduction. Ali Bey, who is the antagonist in the film, is introduced through 

the mysterious Arabic signs, which are foreign to Western audiences. In the next scene, 

behind the garden wall, at the charity party, Ali Bey’s position as the authoritative force 

of Istanbul space is established in a long shot at the event that depicts the hierarchy 

within Istanbul society. The hierarchy shows foreigners and military figures in the first 

two rows, viewing the performances at the event, with the rest of the seats being taken by 

other members of society. When Ali Bey is introduced, descending a couple of steps in a 

shot that starts off from a low angle, all the people from different backgrounds and 

positions pay their respects to him. The gestures and body language of both foreign 

commanding officers and Turkish soldiers alike further establish this man of the East as 

the definitive authority figure.  

In a crowd of people dressed in dark or greyish colours, Annemarie, who is dressed in 

white to signify that she represents purity and enlightenment, is the only one who is 

indifferent to Ali Bey. She takes her place in the row right in front of Ali Bey and begins 

to antagonise him from the very first instant by blocking his view with her hat. This is a 

prelude to things to come, as Ali Bey is going to be blinded by his lust for this pure 

woman dressed in white and this is ultimately going to lead to his demise, since his 

attraction is going to lead him to make mistakes. Here, Annemarie is presented as the 

enlightened, calculating Western female who is going to turn this first encounter into a 

carefully planned first step of espionage. Throughout the film, the lighting relies heavily 

on either creating a dark atmosphere that engulfs characters, which underlines constant 

danger, or romanticising the atmosphere in overexposed imagery. In one of the 

romanticising scenes, Annemarie is on the colonnaded terrace at the charity event, where 
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the overexposed light engulfs her. In this scene she is almost a ball of light and Ali Bey 

tries to win her heart, being attracted to this alluring glow.  

In the following section, in order to reveal the representations of Istanbul’s espionage 

headquarter, hotel and nightclub spaces, I will compare them with the similar spaces of 

Berlin in the film. In each city space, I will show how the spy protagonist is constructed 

through the mise-en-scène of the spy genre and in terms of the filmic city qualities of 

Istanbul as represented through Orientalism.  

The Offices of Espionage Headquarters 

In the film, there are two intelligence headquarters. One is the office of the head of 

German intelligence, von Sturm, shown at the beginning of the film, and the other is the 

office of the Turkish commander of military intelligence, Ali Bey, shown later on in the 

film. These offices represent the important cultural differences of their users. In von 

Sturm’s office in Berlin, there is a globe, many maps (Fig. 5) and a cabinet of chemicals 

used as part of a mini-laboratory that von Sturm uses to read the invisible ink message 

Annemarie brings him (Fig. 6). The venetian blinds cast striped shadows over von Sturm 

when he is talking about the new counter-espionage mission, which is to find the party 

responsible for the information leak regarding the Dardanelles. These shadows reference 

the secretive nature of von Sturm’s line of work, which has to do with living in the 

shadows and working from this dark place without being noticed. Hence, the presentation 

of the workspace in the film is an expression of the actual nature of espionage. 

Even though there are shadows cast from the venetian blinds, Annemarie is never framed 

in these shadows. This mirrors her self-confidence and the knowledge she has about Mata 

Hari and Kruger, who are both double agents. She is the source of light and knowledge 

and, therefore, she is the source of female inclusion in modernity in this space. When 

Annemarie is first introduced to the viewers, she is disguised in peasant’s clothes, 

covering her head with a shawl. This is a hint that her next job will take her to the East, in 

this case Istanbul, and that she will have to enter that city under another identity (Fig. 7). 

Also in general terms, this introduction is a reference to her job of counter-espionage, 

which involves false identities. 
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When von Sturm and Annemarie are talking, von Sturm is shot from high angles and 

Annemarie from low angles. This is appropriate since Annemarie is standing up and 

looking down at the sitting von Sturm. Another reason for Annemarie’s low angles is that 

in this scene her service is valuable to von Sturm. She has knowledge which he does not 

have, that is, Agent Kruger’s betrayal of the secret service. This knowledge not only 

makes her superior to von Sturm, but also with Kruger out of the plan it makes her the 

only candidate to carry out this counter-espionage mission.  

 

Fig. 5: Berlin Intelligence Headquarters 
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Fig. 6: Laboratory in von Sturm’s Office 

 

Throughout the scene, Annemarie is confident as she briefs von Sturm about Mata Hari’s 

situation possibly being compromised, as Mata Hari has fallen in love on her last mission. 

Annemarie keeps calm and it is von Sturm who is excited and acts animatedly in her 

presence. Later, when Annemarie is taking a bath in von Sturm’s office, the camera films 

her from the doorway and not from the inside of the bathroom. So Annemarie, as a 

woman, has her privacy respected in this space: the camera does not intrude on her, but 

keeps at a distance. The message given is that of an enlightened Berlin office space that 

values science, advancement, global espionage activities and respect for modern female 

gender. 

In Istanbul, Ali Bey’s dismissal of new techniques using invisible ink and his attempt to 

rely on the superstition of others are represented in his room by dark lighting and long 

shadows that underlie Ali Bey’s sinister character. The mood created for the room is that 

of a dark entrance (Fig. 8) and the mise-en-scène for this is that of an Orientalist fantasy. 

There is a water pipe standing in the middle of the office of top military intelligence        
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(Fig. 9). The office door, the wooden window frames and the columns are all in Arabic 

style, which under the dark light create the visual impression of a mysterious Orient. 

Annemarie enters Ali Bey’s office by walking through a corridor almost completely 

devoid of light and this scene features every component of the Orientalist iconography. 

We see dark lighting that defines a twisted espionage space that belongs to the fearful 

Turk character of the film. Annemarie is dressed in light colours and, as she walks in the 

dark abyss of the corridor leading to Ali Bey’s office, she depicts a ray of hope in this 

space she is trapped in. There is hope, because she knows that everything will go 

according to plan if she can trick him. When she is in the room, dark shadows fall on 

Annemarie for the first time. This is because she now has the burden of Beall, whose 

freedom is in her hands and on her conscience. But also the darkness signifies the height 

of Ali Bey’s power at his own headquarters.  

 

                

Fig. 7: Annemarie in Disguise in Introductory Shot 
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Fig. 8: Annemarie’s Entrance to Ali Bey’s Office 

               

Fig. 9: Orientalist Office Mise-en-scène  
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At the beginning, Ali Bey and Annemarie, who are both standing up, are filmed in two-

shots. This emphasises the fact that even though Ali Bey has an advantage over 

Annemarie, it is she who has a plan and if her plan succeeds, she can prove that Ali Bey 

is guilty. This makes a balance between them, visually expressed by the two-shots of 

them together at the same angle. As the scene unfolds, this time it is Annemarie who acts 

in an animated and anxious manner, constantly putting her hand over her forehead, 

signalling her distress. Here, we sense that this Istanbul space does cause her discomfort; 

and she never makes eye contact with Ali Bey. Her shots in von Sturm’s office, in which 

she is lit up brightly while facing the camera, are replaced by shots with her back turned. 

As she slumps into a chair, it is now she who is filmed from a high angle. Even when she 

is shot in front of a light source, in this case a lamp, which mirrors the shot of her in front 

of the hotel window, it does not produce the former’s dreamy effect, but a tense one.  

The set design has an excess of Hollywood’s idea of Orientalist iconography, with 

objects like Turkish wall tiles, water pipes, cezves and rugs. The long-shots used in this 

office are motivated to further reveal the turquerie objects described earlier, which 

otherwise do not get much screen time (Fig. 10). The deep-focus shots, which also serve 

the aim with even more objects in focus, are presented in the foreground. Ali Bey’s long 

and very ornate Middle Eastern clothing contrasts with his Francophile behaviour when 

he parts ways with Fräulein Doktor and wishes this is not farewell but ‘au revoir’. This 

mise-en-scène uses ‘embellishing set designs’ which Affron and Affron (1995) describe 

as ‘...powerful images that serve to organise the narrative; it exhibits an elevated level of 

rhetoric’,101  which enrich the filmic space. The last shot of Annemarie in this space and 

in Istanbul is her nervous breakdown shot, in which she looks directly into the camera 

and in a hypnotic voice she repeats what Beall has told her earlier that ‘war is about 

killing and that you mustn’t use women in war’. Annemarie leans forward as she speaks 

these words, as if trying to persuade the viewer of the truth of her words. This part, which 

is almost like a public service announcement to the viewers, may have been put into the 

scene because of the public’s fear of another war with the Germans.  

                                                 

101  Affron and Affron, 1995, p. 82.  
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In Stamboul Quest, the dark, dim lighting with long cast shadows is especially evident in 

the espionage spaces of von Sturm’s and Ali Bey’s offices, where the faces are usually 

presented with fragments of shadows. This could be read as a reference to the several 

identities the agents assume in the film, and consequently, we can say that the lighting 

comments on the spy himself and his identities.   

 

Fig. 10: Further Turquerie Iconography in Ali Bey’s Office 

 

Similarly, the non-symmetrical framing and the fluid camera hints at the unsettling nature 

of espionage; and the mise-en-scène emphasises this atmosphere, especially in Ali Bey’s 

office, when the long-shot presents Annemarie as rather small and vulnerable compared 

to the large dark office filled with exotic artifacts.  

Hotel Rooms 

A second type of space that contrasts between the two cities is the hotel rooms used by 

Annemarie and Beall as settings of espionage romance in Berlin (The Excelsior Hotel) 

and in Istanbul (The Imperial). The hotels and hotel rooms refer to an important 

dimension of the film’s travelogue aspect. Istanbul hotels located on the Pera-Galata 

Peninsula all have a view of the Golden Horn and the Galata Bridge, which puts them in 
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an exotic location, and in most films a view of the Historic Peninsula is added to these. 

The opening Istanbul hotel scene, where Annemarie is introduced to Istanbul, starts with 

the important shot of the Galata Bridge, which also provides the only real image of the 

Istanbul space in this film. The three scenes at this point: the cityscape view of the Galata 

Bridge from Pera, the hotel in Pera and the hotel bellboys in oriental outfits such as the 

fez and a kind of baggy trouser called şalvar (Fig. 11) establish the cinematic cityscape of 

Istanbul and emphasise its Oriental atmosphere. This was the usual image given to 

foreigners who got off the Orient Express. Annemarie registers at the hotel, under a false 

name because of the task she is undertaking, and her lover Beall is registered as her 

servant.  

Four bellboys shown carrying their luggage establish the Orient as in the service of the 

West, since the number of the bellboys attending to their needs seems to be more than 

required and their behaviour comical. The comical space quality is explored further as 

Beall keeps mocking local customs and mimics the gestures of the local people. The shot 

of Beall and Annemarie in the Istanbul hotel, where lighting emphasises their love, is 

significant. The first use of this kind of lighting is at the hotel when Annemarie and Beall 

are alone in the room and he brings her flowers. She is shot behind the mosquito net 

around her bed, in a close-up as the light coming from the window illuminates her, 

creating a romantic image of Istanbul. However, later on in the film, in the Istanbul Hotel, 

she briefs von Sturm about the espionage mission’s progress in the same room when the 

light is low. This once more underlines Istanbul’s double aspect, of both romance and 

danger. 

On the other hand, in the Berlin Hotel, the couple freely enter the room together. Here the 

room has a well-lit spacious atmosphere, with a gramophone record player of the day, a 

plentiful liquor cabinet and Western art on the walls. As Beall courts Annemarie, we are 

introduced to the Western traditions of entertaining a guest, where Beall offers her a 

cigarette and some sherry. The record player that provides the romantic music shows the 

modernity of this space and the fireplace adds to the romanticised iconography of the 

atmosphere. There is no Art Deco streamlining in the interior decoration. In terms of 

Ramirez’s categories of Art Deco style settings used in buildings, we see that the Berlin 
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Hotel contains a bathroom with all the new electrical gadgets and the viewer also sees the 

bedroom. There is no shot of a bathroom in the Istanbul hotel. The close shot of the hotel 

bedroom in Berlin shows a luxurious hotel bedchamber; on the other hand, the bedroom 

of the Istanbul hotel has a simple bed with armless wooden chairs. These scenes contrast 

Western richness and Eastern modesty in terms of hotel spaces in the two cities.  

 

Fig. 11: Orientalist Hotel Depiction in Istanbul 

Nightclubs 

One of the urban spaces constructed across the two cities in this film is the nightclub. The 

earliest foreign film that I could find to depict the nightclubs of Istanbul in an exotic 

manner and as a space of espionage is Stamboul Quest. This depiction is seen in later 

films of the decade like The Crouching Beast and became a common Istanbul mise-en-

scène that is still used to this day, as in one of the most recent spy films set in the city, 

Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy. 

In this film, the city of Istanbul is presented as masculine, with a heavy presence of 

military and male figures. The city mise-en-scène is also full of manly objects. The 
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nightclub functions as an extension of this masculinity, where the entertainment is 

viewing the belly dance of the exotic woman. When the camera pulls back after the first 

shot, establishing the dancer performing on a Turkish carpet, we see the audience mainly 

consisting of men gazing at the dancer. This also underlines Ali Bey’s frustrated sexual 

attraction to Annemarie, someone he can only gaze at. Inviting her to a private space 

within the club away from the others cannot help to change this. Ali Bey still has no 

power over this Western woman spy, even in this private space assigned to him, which 

would have allowed him to be with any other woman. Hollywood’s objectifying of 

women in this film is reserved not for Annemarie only, but for the belly dancer who 

works in a nightclub in Istanbul. 

As discussed before, Gibbons designed both the Berlin and Istanbul nightclub settings 

with many level changes and stairs linking them. In the Berlin cabaret, these level 

changes create a kind of entrance podium to show off the costumes of the ladies and 

present the couples visually as they enter the club. In this nightclub scene Annemarie and 

her companion enter from the top level in a very well-lit atmosphere (Fig. 12) and 

continue until they sit down at a table across from Beall. In Istanbul, the ziggurat-like 

staircase of the nightclub creates the raised podium for the belly dancer (Fig. 13). Both 

designs create a dynamic scene and increase visibility, which embellishes the mise-en-

scène. The word Cabaret, written on the door at the entrance is in Art Deco style, is the 

only explicit reference to the style in the film. This prepares the viewer for the Art Deco 

design inside. Therefore, it is a total design becoming a part of the narrative. 

In Berlin, Beall is in the position of a spectator to Annemarie and her date’s argument. 

Later he finds himself in the same situation in Istanbul, when Ali Bey and Annemarie are 

on a date. In Berlin, Beall gets himself involved in their affair and makes a point of 

defending her, which leads to their being together in his hotel room. This scene presents 

the club as a public space, where if a woman is mistreated, the ungentlemanly behaviour 

is unacceptable and people react to it. In Istanbul, however, when he tries to intervene, 

Beall finds himself in a position in which he is unable to do anything. This presents the 

Istanbul club as a space governed by patriarchal values, in this case Ali Bey’s orders, 

since it is his men who prevent Beall from intervening. 
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Fig. 12: Berlin Night Club Entrance, Annemarie at a Raised Podium Position 

 

 

Fig. 13: Istanbul Night Club, Belly Dancer at a Raised Podium Position  
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The first shot of the Istanbul nightclub is an eye-level shot of the belly dancer dressed in 

exotic clothing with a number of big, long necklaces, armbands and bracelets. She is 

looking directly into the camera, in other words the viewer’s eye (Fig. 14). The position 

of the camera and the eye contact enable the audience to become one of the patrons in the 

nightclub.102 This is one of Stamboul Quest’s travelogue aspects, enabling the viewer to 

experience the exotic location without actually being there. The nightclub population is 

predominantly male and behind the dancer there is a group of musicians who are playing 

a mild and exotic version of a Turkish song. The musicians, all wearing turbans and 

dressed in similar Orientalist fashion, are sitting on the same Turkish carpet the dancer is 

performing on. The smoky interior of the club and the soft lighting of the space create an 

exotic setting of fantasy where the belly dancer entertains the audience. The curtains that 

lead to private chambers, which only certain clients have access to within the club, create 

a layer of mystery to this fantasy that forbids access to outsiders.  

                                                 

102 The costume of the belly dancer in Stamboul Quest does not refer to Mata Hari’s in the film Mata 

Hari (1931). Mata Hari’s dancing costume is designed and contextualized with far-Eastern references. 

Her dance is also presented as part of a greater spectacle (Fig. 15). The Stamboul Quest’s belly dancer 

costume is local. However, the studio must have thought of the Mata Hari scenes’ visual effect and 

repeated it in this film. 
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Fig. 14: The Oriental    

 

                     

Fig. 15: Mata Hari (Garbo) Dances in a Far Eastern Spectacle in a Paris Nightclub (Mata Hari, 

1931)  
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Trains 

In this section, I will discuss the train linking Berlin to Istanbul, as the second dimension 

of the film’s travelogue aspect and as a cosmopolitan setting of espionage in addition to 

the first dimension of the exotic city. When travelling to the Orient, trains become an 

object of modernity, a route, a journey for fulfilling something within a modernist 

travelogue, as well as a metaphor for modernity and luxurious cleanliness that is 

sometimes used to show a contrast with the East’s backwardness, dirtiness and its 

uncivilised lifestyles. An important setting of the travelogue trope in Stamboul Quest is 

the Orient Express. The Orient Express to Istanbul was run by Compagnie Internationale 

des Wagons-Lits from 1895 to December 1976. It became a standard context for intrigue 

and espionage activities en route to and from Istanbul, with its sleeper compartments and 

dining car used in films such as Secret Agent, From Russia with Love and Murder on The 

Orient Express. In these films, the train is a moving piece of civilisation crossing through 

less civilised terrains of the Balkans and Turkish territory.103 

In this film, the spy romance and intrigue capacities of the Orient Express are revealed 

during the ride from Berlin to Istanbul through the developing love affair between 

Annemarie and Beall under the air bombardment by the Allied Forces. An extreme 

example of danger and violence in trains is provided by the bombing of the train. In the 

film, the bombing brings forth the strength of romance between the protagonist spy and 

her lover while they both try to help the wounded on the train.  

In films involving the train, the boarding scenes usually illustrate middle-class people 

entering a new, modern and civilised environment after passing through the hustle and 

bustle of the train platforms. The mise-en-scène of the sleeper compartments and the 

dining carriages also extends the modernist lifestyle with its décor and modern 

                                                 

103 As will be presented in the next chapter, the Orient Express had its extension into Anatolia: one line going to 

Ankara, called the Ankara Express. Another line into the Middle East was called the Berlin-Baghdat Express, linking 

Europe and Istanbul and further to the southeastern cities of Turkey, and then to the Ottoman regions of Haleppo, 

Amman and Baghdat. The Baghdat Express line from Istanbul onwards was actually built by the Germans to control 

their Middle East hegemony. Wagons Lits Company operated the Orient Express and had three different lines. 

However, films of intrigue take place usually on the line that connects Paris to Istanbul, which is also called the 

Simplon Orient Express. Murder on the Orient Express (both in the 1974 and 2011 versions), From Russia with Love 

and Travels with My Aunt (1972) all take place on this Orient Express route.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Compagnie_Internationale_des_Wagons-Lits
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Compagnie_Internationale_des_Wagons-Lits
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furnishings of that period.   

In Stamboul Quest, there are romantic scenes in the comfortable sleeper carriages and an 

important mise-en-scène between Annemarie and Beall in the dining car. However, in the 

context of this film we have a rather unique reference to the class differences among the 

train passengers. Here, the class difference is a reflection of the urban-rural groups on the 

train. It is again a stereotyping of the two groups of passengers. As a result, in the film the 

train becomes a moving modern, cosmopolitan space that connects the West and the 

East.104  

The first group is the upper-class Western passengers riding in the carriages and using the 

dining car, whereas the second is a mixture of a rural group of people occupying the non-

sleeper carriages. This second setting is the place where the American, Beall, chooses to 

sit after arguing with Annemarie in the luxurious restaurant carriage. Beall shares his 

wine and caviar with these people and in exchange receives local food and friendship. 

Just as the stress decreases and everyone is happy, the bombing of the train by the enemy 

starts. This leads to the scene where Beall and Annemarie come together.  

The introduction of the dining car with its modern service is at the beginning of the 

journey when they are still in Western territory. As they move further from the West and 

get nearer to Istanbul, the modern clean space is replaced by chaos as a plane bombs the 

train. After the bombing scene, the lighting is dark until the scene where Beall and 

Annemarie kiss, a scene that is again lit with bright lighting that emphasises the romantic 

relationship of the two characters. The train not only represents the modern era of 

crossing the borders easily, which is important in espionage activity, but it also represents 

many possibilities of intrigue and danger, as constructed by spy films such as 5 Fingers 

and From Russia with Love. Annemarie is mostly filmed within the shadows in the 

compartment with Beall, until she tells Beall a part of her plan and their romance is 

                                                 

104 The Orientalist trope of the city’s backwardness and dirtiness and uncivilizedness, as opposed to the train’s 

cleanliness, civility and modernity, is well constructed in films such as Murder on the Orient Express (1974). The 

city, the hotel and the train contain a cosmopolitan group of people of the West. In the group, there is a Greek, a 

Russian Princess, Hungarian diplomats, Italians, an English couple, etc. The Istanbul hotel and the Sirkeci train 

station becomes a melting pot of Eastern and Western European cultures. The Sirkeci train station is depicted in an 

Orientalist style, but the train is western Art Deco. 
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sparked. This is because she has secrets that she cannot tell Beall, leaving her a mystery 

to him. As their romance flourishes, Annemarie is also framed with bright lighting. 

The train station in Berlin shows military figures among civilians dressed in fashionable 

clothes. We see a couple kissing before the train leaves; when Beall points out that it is 

not natural to say goodbye without kissing, Annemarie says this is an unnatural time and 

that war is war. Then, we see the soldiers board the train and the romance of the couple is 

immediately replaced by the military presence. Like the last shot in Ali Bey’s office, this 

scene reminds the viewers that the danger of another war could be near and that at the 

time of war, priorities change. 

The Western Female Spy’s Movements in Berlin and Istanbul 

An important Orientalist element in Stamboul Quest is the contrasting stereotyping 

between the modern foreign female spy and the Ottoman belly dancer. I would like to 

show how the modern female gender characteristics of Annemarie are represented 

through a number of significant spaces across Germany and Istanbul.  

The first example is the scene in the intelligence chief von Sturm’s office, where 

Annemarie shows uninhibited behaviour. While reporting on her activities in France, she 

is also undressing in the bathroom to take a bath while the door is open. Annemarie 

removes her clothes with striptease like movements and throws them at von Sturm (Fig. 

16), who catches them in the air and then uncovers the hidden writings on the clothes 

using chemicals. Although von Sturm looks preoccupied with what he is doing rather 

than looking at her, the viewer’s gaze is aware that the undressing scene takes place in the 

German Intelligence chief’s office.  

Another scene showing the supposed liberty of women in Western settings is when 

Annemarie goes to a nightclub in Berlin together with one of her colleagues, acting as an 

arguing pair. In fact, this tension is an act put on to attract Beall’s attention in the club, so 

that she can be with him to test whether Beall is a spy or not. In the scene at the cabaret, 

Annemarie wears a revealing evening dress with a big wide-brimmed top hat from under 

which she looks around, seeking the support of a gentleman, and she attracts Beall’s 

attention. The elegance of the setting is emphasised with music by Johann Strauss, the 
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modern décor and the well-lit and spacious cabaret hall. There are female patrons in the 

club, as well as female cigarette sellers. This relaxed female image and gender equality in 

Western spaces continue in the next scene when Annemarie and Beall ride in a taxi to 

Beall’s hotel and Annemarie, as a modern woman, continues to flirt with him in the taxi, 

as well as in his hotel room. Later in the hotel, she lies down on a couch ready to make 

love because she finds Beall attractive; however, they are disturbed by a note from von 

Sturm. The note is written to inform Annemarie about Mata Hari’s arrest in France. 

Annemarie, with a very anxious look on her face, leaves the hotel room immediately. The 

next day on the train to Istanbul, although Annemarie wants to go to Istanbul alone, she 

ends up staying with Beall in the same sleeper compartement.  

These scenes across Berlin’s modern city spaces of intelligence headquarters, nightclub, 

Berlin taxi and the hotel, as well as the sleeper car, all refer to a modern female who is 

able to move around freely. This gender equality for Annemarie continues in Istanbul, 

where she enjoys special freedom in public spaces. The restrictions on the public 

movements of Turkish women in the city do not apply to Western females coming from 

abroad, neither do they apply to Ottoman females of non-Muslim origin, whom we see in 

the charity event and the nightclub scene in the film. 

As a result of such special rights, in the summer charity party mise-en-scène in Istanbul, 

Annemarie, again with a big hat, sits in the front row with other foreigners right in front 

of Ali Bey, purposefully hindering his vision of the stage. It is important to emphasise 

that Turkish women of the time would not have been allowed to behave in such a way, 

nor would they have been able to appear in public. Later in the nightclub in Istanbul, 

Annemarie is alone with Ali Bey at the table, watching the belly dancing which takes 

place under the gaze of a large group of male patrons. There are only two other women in 

the hall. They must be non-Muslim Ottomans or foreigners, because Muslim Ottoman 

women were not allowed to visit nightclubs. During the night in the fortifications, in the 

heavily decorated room of Ali Bey, Annemarie without any hesitation slips open the top 

of her dress to bare her shoulder for Ali Bey to write the details of the Dardanelles plans 

with invisible ink. The viewers’ attention is once more drawn to the significant difference 

between the exposure of the Eastern and Western female body (Fig. 17).  
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Fig. 16: Annemarie Undressing in von Sturm’s Office  

 

                                    

Fig. 17: Annemarie Baring Her Shoulder in Ali Bey’s Office 
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Here, the difference between the Western and the Eastern women is that the Western 

women are free to act as they like in public. In addition, they are also allowed easy 

involvement in public space. Eastern women, on the other hand, are depicted as not 

having any choice of being present in such space. 

Ottoman Women, Belly Dancing and Females Constructing Oriental City Space            

In the above section, Muslim Ottoman women were mentioned as not being present in the 

urban spaces of Istanbul. Perhaps because of such exclusion from city spaces, 

Orientalism stereotypes Eastern women as repressed women, passive concubines or 

odalisques (‘odalık’ in Turkish).105,106  

Similarly, the belly dance provides imagined possibilities of identity for female gender in 

the Orient. Foreign films set in Istanbul generally include the belly dance scene in order 

to display an Oriental spectacle and its space, but they also reconstruct the Turkish female 

as ‘Oriental’. The significant oriental female space is the nightclub, where belly dancing 

takes place and the dancer displays the erotic female body. In this film, the dance with its 

actions is a more Turkish-style belly dance, but with unusual nakedness for a Turkish 

dancer. Therefore, we can call it a chengi dance.107 Chengis were the Romani people 

living in Ottoman lands.  

Other than the apparent male gaze on the belly dancer in the Turkish nightclub, there are 

two scenes involving Annemarie that can be considered an objectification of women in 

general. These two scenes occur in the office space of Von Sturm and Ali Bey, 

respectively. Both spaces are defined by masculinity as they belong to male figures of 

power. In both scenes, Annemarie, who is the only female character who has a significant 

                                                 

105 Kanlı, 2009, pp. 561-569. 
106 Odalisques are represented in the photographs of Roger Fenton (1858), or in the painting by Jean Auguste 

Dominique Ingres (1862) and related either with the Harem or the Hamam, as in the paintings of Jean-Leon 

Gerome (1876, 1885). All of the seclusion attempts of the female body due to religion or to Oriental men’s 

dominance were countered by the full revelations of the body through the imaginations of the artists and made 

Eastern women erotic for the male gaze. 
107 Ozdemir in Oriental Belly Dance argues that the Turkish classical dances as performed by the chengis, who 

were the female gypsy dancers of the Ottoman era, also hint at early belly dance. Although these gypsies adopted 

the Islamic belief, they were reluctant to obey the religious rules and held on to many of their own traditions. The 

chengis were the agents of the entertainment industry for the Ottoman Empire and were sexually liberal (Ozdemir, 

2002, pp. 36 and 44-45). 
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amount of screen time other than the belly dancer, takes off her clothes to reveal her 

upper body with the camera’s emphasis being on her neck and shoulders. This can be 

considered objectification because her body is revealed in the presence of the powerful 

male’s gaze. The first is in von Sturm’s office in Berlin, when Annemarie is giving von 

Sturm a piece of her clothing which contains a secret message written on it. The second is 

in Ali Bey’s office in Istanbul, when she allows Ali Bey to write on her body with 

invisible ink. But in both cases, the emphasis on her upper body is underlined as the 

camera frames Annemarie, especially in Ali Bey’s office, where she has her back turned 

to him, bending forward as her shoulder and neck are exposed to Ali Bey, who is more 

interested in keeping Annemarie company rather than paying attention to the details she 

is giving him regarding the transaction. 

Mulvey says that in film production, ‘images’ or visuals come first and the making of the 

‘image’ leads to strong interest in what is seen. She adds that the most important 

‘fetishistic object’ in cinema is the ‘image of women’.108 Mulvey also argues that on the 

screen many different fetishes come together and they all focus on the erotic body of the 

female star exhibiting a ‘perfect image of femininity’.109 I will analyse the exposed neck 

shots in the above contexts. The exposed neck shots reflect the ‘sexual value’ that 

Mulvey writes about, since in Ali Bey’s office the sexual tension rises due to the neck 

being exposed. Ali Bey attaches fetishistic value to these shots, as the look in his eyes 

resembles that of a mesmerised man; the framing is motivated by his gaze focused on her 

bare shoulder and neck as he writes the secret information on her body with the invisible 

ink. His fetishised gaze on her upper body underlines the sexual tension on Ali Bey’s 

side, even though there is no suggestion of sexual interest on the part of Annemarie. The 

objectification of the female in this scene is taken further as Annemarie is presented in a 

vulnerable position with her back turned to him. This image becomes a comment on her 

helpless position against Ali Bey, her bowing down to his masculine power. This is also a 

way of consciously using her body to manipulate Ali Bey.  

The cultural differences and stereotyping of the female gender and the female body 

                                                 

108 Mulvey, 1996, p. 13. 
109 Mulvey, 1996, p. 8. 
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address the differences of religious systems of the Turks and the Westerners. Islamic 

interpretations of the Ottoman period kept women out of the urban contexts. Ottoman 

women were expected to fully cover their bodies in public, since in Islam it is a sin to 

reveal the body. However, Christianity did not force the female to cover the body 

entirely. We can see this in Christian religious paintings and sculptures, where the body is 

revealed as appropriate for the theme. Therefore, the belly dance, which reveals the 

hidden female body of the Orient, becomes significantly more attractive than the Western 

female body which has few restrictions on it. The female protagonist of this film reveals 

differences in female gender constructions between Berlin and Istanbul, as well as 

differences within female gender constructions between Western and Eastern females in 

the Istanbul space.  

           

Conclusion        

Orientalism constructs an understanding of the East as ‘backward’ and ‘traditional’ in 

order to perceive Europe (or the West) as ‘modern’ and ‘progressive’.110 However, Said 

also argues that ‘An Oriental lives in the Orient, he lives a life of Oriental ease, in a state 

of Oriental despotism and sensuality, imbued with a feeling of Oriental fatalism’.111 This 

description fits in very well with Ali Bey’s character and behaviour, and Ali Bey is the 

major representative of the East in this film. 

On the other hand, as I have mentioned in the Introduction of this thesis, imitating aspects 

of Turkish art and culture is called turquerie. Stamboul Quest uses turquerie items in 

order to strengthen the Orientalist constructions of Istanbul interiors. Istanbul was chosen 

for this film’s setting because it provided what Vasey labels as ‘picturesque exotica’.112  

In Stamboul Quest, Ottoman culture is oversimplified to an Arabesque type. Matthew 

Bernstein, in the Introduction to Visions of the East: Orientalism in Film, states that in the 

late 19th and early 20th centuries Western cinema adopted the concepts of Orientalism. 

                                                 

110 Said, 2003. 
111 Said, 2003, p. 102. 
112 Vasey, 1997, p. 195. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Turkish_culture
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Filmmakers saw the popularity of Orientalism and decided to use it in films to attract 

audiences.113 We can see that Istanbul, as an exotic city, was thus an appropriate spy film 

setting, but it was cinematically constructed as part of a monolithic ‘Orient’, without any 

differentiation between the Arabic and the Ottoman cultures. 

Another interesting dimension of Stamboul Quest’s production is the probable political 

motivation behind it. World politics and also political interest in WWI in the late 1920s 

and early 1930s may be the reason why WWI films were made in the 1930s. Britton 

(2005) says that people were not very interested in spy stories in the United States before 

the 1930s; he mentions that Major C.E. Russell was asked, in a Radio Theatre interview 

broadcast from Hollywood, to give information on the background of ‘information 

gathering’ and make this profession known to the public to get support for it.114 Major 

Russell was from the U.S. Army Intelligence and had written an espionage manual.115 

According to him, patriotic spies were crucial to world peace and he emphasised that a 

country could prepare for enemy attack if it had information concerning enemy plans.116 

Major Russell wanted to promote the profession of intelligence gathering, which up until 

then was not of much interest to the general public,117 and intelligence gathering was 

possible through espionage and counter-espionage.118 This chapter’s case study, Stamboul 

Quest, made in 1934, starts with written descriptions of espionage and counter espionage 

right after the entry titles, which reiterate Major Russell’s words.  

In Stamboul Quest, Istanbul is visited and constructed by non-Oriental people, making 

the city spaces become cosmopolitan city spaces. This film provides mise-en-scènes and 

tropes of all the Orientalist dualities: the more significant ones are Islam versus 

Christianity, Turks versus others, Istanbul versus Berlin and Eastern women versus 

Western women. Berlin is represented as clean, orderly, spacious, fun, with well-dressed 

modern men and women, listening to Western classical music. In contrast, Istanbul is 

represented as an Oriental city, dark and dangerous with oriental music, belly dancing 

                                                 

113 Bernstein and Studlar, 1997, p. 3. 
114 Britton, 2005, p. 3. 
115 Britton, 2005, p. 1. 
116 Britton, 2005, p. 3. 
117 Britton, 2005, p. 5. 
118 Britton, 2005, p. 3. 
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and exotic entertainment. It is also shown as being militarised and having harsh men and 

an absence of local women. 

The landmarks, districts and spectacles that we see in the film are important elements in 

analysing Istanbul. The view of the Galata Bridge from Pera is the only shot of Istanbul 

in this film. Pera is where the 19th and the 20th Century Western quarters, including the 

Levantine district, are located. Thus, the Galata Bridge is the only real landmark and 

cityscape presented to the viewer. In terms of city spectacles, the film provides references 

to the Istanbul spaces where there are marching armies, garden parties, nightclubs and 

belly dancing. Furthermore, important travelogue aspects of spy films, such as the trains 

and the hotels, are constructed as cosmopolitan spaces: both as refuge and also as 

workstations for the protagonists. 

The ‘Orient’ is a two-sided concept: on the one hand it is used as a negative quality and 

on the other hand it is used as a more positive concept. Such qualities are reflected in this 

film and they construct Istanbul both as a frightening city with undependable others, but 

also as an exotic place with sensuous qualities, as in its exotic city silhouette and the 

turquerie in its settings. There is the ‘lure and appeal’ of the mystical Orient, as well as 

references to the ‘despotism and violence’ of the aggressive and deceitful men of the 

Orient. Apart from the Western female’s modern existence against the absence of 

Ottoman women, the female spy-related places across Western and Eastern spaces are 

constructed and contrasted through an Orientalist representation.  

Dimensions of Istanbul as Represented Through Stamboul Quest 

A more specific filmic representation of Stamboul Quest shows that Istanbul is 

characterised as an Oriental ‘setting of international intrigues’, where German, Turkish 

and English intelligence agencies are involved. We can conclude that Istanbul is 

presented firstly as a ‘cinematic city of espionage’, which is in danger due to the traitor 

Ali Bey, whose acts will open the naval passage of the enemy to Istanbul; and also as a 

city defended through counter-espionage by the acts of the German Intelligence and 

Annemarie in particular.  

Secondly, because of the joint military presence of the Turkish and German defence 
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forces in Istanbul, the city is presented as ‘a militarised city’. This representation is 

supported by visible military presence even in places of entertainment, such as the Shiraz 

Garden charity party and the nightclub, in addition to significant scenes shot in the 

context of fortifications using Turkish military personnel, during the visits of Annemarie 

to Ali Bey and Ali Bey’s arrival at the fortifications. The interior scenes of the 

fortifications are shot with noir lighting, reflecting the atmosphere of militarised 

environments as dangerous and unpredictable.  

Thirdly, in terms of gender constructions, Istanbul is portrayed as ‘a male dominated city’ 

in all of its settings, because there are no Turkish females present but only foreign 

females are seen.  

The fourth categorical representation of Istanbul is as ‘a romantic spy city’. Spy Fräulein 

Doktor, while using a false identity, comes to Istanbul with her lover Beall as she is 

embarking on an important counter-espionage activity. This is a significant indicator of 

being in love without taking into consideration the dangers involved. Romance is taken as 

a critical act for espionage activity. Fräulein Doktor warns von Sturm of Mata Hari’s love 

affairs in Paris and proposes that wrong communication codes be sent to Mata Hari so 

that she can be arrested by the French in order to avoid her becoming a risk in future 

operations. On the other hand, Fräulein Doktor finishes her operation without ending her 

own romantic affair. The film becomes ‘a romantic drama’ when von Sturm lies to her by 

saying that Beall is dead and Annemarie loses her sanity while in Istanbul.    

Finally, the fifth representational characteristic of Istanbul is its ‘exotic city identity’ with 

strong Orientalist references. We can conclude by saying that the integration of the above 

representational dimensions identify Istanbul as a complex, cosmopolitan, oriental city of 

espionage and romance.  

The next chapter analyses and discusses 5 Fingers’s representation of Istanbul in the 

context of WWII. The film was made during a period when Turkey was becoming a 

strong ally of the West. The implications of this process are reflected in these Istanbul 

representations. 
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Chapter Three 

Portrayal During The Cold War: A Westernised WWII Istanbul 

Representation in ‘5 Fingers’ (1952) 

This chapter discusses filmic representations of Istanbul in the context of WWII 

espionage activities. My focus will be the 1952 film 5 Fingers. My argument is that this 

film represents Istanbul as a historic, chaotic, cosmopolitan and Westernised city, and 

that this representation by Hollywood is informed by the Cold War discourse of the time. 

During this period Turkey aspired to become a member of NATO, and was courted by 

the United States as an ally of the West. Against this historical context, 5 Fingers can be 

seen to promote Turkey to the Western public in a positive way.  

There are only a few foreign espionage films set in WWII Istanbul. Background to 

Danger (1943) and Journey into Fear (1943) were made during the war and portray 

German attempts to win over Turkey as an ally. References to Istanbul are minimal and 

the studio sets mostly represent Istanbul according to stereotypical Orientalist visual 

tropes. 5 Fingers is based on the real espionage activities of the British ambassador’s 

valet in Ankara and Istanbul during WWII.119 Allan Booth, in his discussion of the 

development of spy films, argues that the film is ‘...sophisticated in its dramatization and 

successful in making a significant statement about espionage in war’ and points out the 

‘...moral ambiguity of espionage (that) would become the dominant theme of spy films 

adapted from the novels of Greene, Deighton and LeCarré’.120  

My study of 5 Fingers begins with an introduction to the Cold War context of the film, 

which influenced Hollywood’s depiction of Istanbul, as well as the historical background 

to espionage activities in Turkey and Istanbul during World War II. I will then briefly 

sketch the film’s plot, its production and its reception.  

My filmic analysis focuses on how Istanbul is represented through the movements of the 

film’s main protagonist, Diello. Specific spaces in Istanbul, and their extensions such as 

                                                 

119 Tekeli and İlkin, 2013, p. 615, and, Britton, 2006, p. 72. 
120 Booth, 1991, p. 146. 
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train journeys and stations, are looked at in detail to illuminate the film’s patterns of 

representations.  

 

Context 

Turkey decided to become a part of the West after its War of Independence (1919-

1922).121 Bernard Lewis has argued that ‘…while other nationalists looked to Russia for 

sympathy and support against the West, Turkey looked to the West for help against 

Russia, and continues to see in the West and in the Western way of life the best hope for 

the future’.122 This meant change in values in terms of gender issues, changes in the 

alphabet and adopting Western ways of dressing. During WWII, there was pressure on 

Turkey from both the Allies and the Axis for Turkey to enter the war on their side. 

Following WWII, the Soviet Union became an active player in Eastern Europe and in the 

Middle East; consequently, both the United States and Turkey perceived the Soviet Union 

as a threat to the security of the region.123 In order to prevent the USSR from pressuring 

Turkey and Greece into becoming part of the Communist block, the US decided to give 

both countries financial aid.124 NATO was founded on April 4, 1949 to stop Russian 

expansion125 and 5 Fingers was made in 1952, the same year that Turkey entered 

NATO.126  

The film was, at least in part, an attempt to promote to Western audiences the modern and 

stable new Republic of Turkey. It also made the West aware of Turkey’s position in the 

political arena, through a film based on a true story showing Turkey’s neutrality during 

WWII. Owing to this neutrality, Istanbul provided a safe haven for emigrés trying to get 

away from the war zones, and it was an important location for espionage. In his book, 

Istanbul Intrigues (1989), Rubin points out that seventeen intelligence organisations 

                                                 

121 Lewis, 1968, pp. 264-278. 
122 Lewis, 1968, p. 484. 
123 Armaoğlu, 2012, pp. 503, 512 and 623. 
124 Roberts, 1997, pp. 513, 514 and Armaoğlu, p. 539. 
125 Armaoğlu, 2012, pp. 544-545. 
126 Armaoğlu, 2012, pp. 505-506 and 546. 
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competed for critical information in the city127 and that more than 200 people in Istanbul 

earned their livelihood by selling intelligence information to both the Axis and the 

Allies.128 Istanbul was the centre of a land route connecting southeastern Europe and 

Asia.129 German agents were able to get to the Middle East through neutral Turkey, while 

Allied agents were able to enter occupied Eastern Europe through Istanbul.130  

In 5 Fingers, the Germans are trying to get official and secret information about the 

activities of the Allies from the British ambassador’s valet, code-named Cicero.131 In real 

life, Cicero was of Albanian descent but a Turkish citizen and his name was Elias 

(Elyesa) Bazna. Bazna worked for various diplomats as driver and servant. Eventually, he 

started to work for the German Albert Jenke, who married the sister of the Nazi Foreign 

Minister, von Ribbentrop. Jenke was given a high-ranking position in the German 

Embassy in Ankara when von Ribbentrop was appointed. Later, Bazna got a job in the 

British Embassy as the valet of the Ambassador Knatchbull-Hugessen, and from then on 

he began his spying activities.132 The information that Bazna obtained from the 

Ambassador’s safe reached the Germans after Turkish Intelligence had seen the contents. 

Some believe that the Turkish Intelligence had control over Bazna,133 but it was never 

fully clear who Bazna actually worked for.134 He later died in poverty.135 The name used 

in 5 Fingers for Elias Bazna is Diello.  

 

The Plot  

The film opens at an evening reception given by a Turkish Minister at the state guest 

house. The German ambassador Count Franz von Papen (John Wengraf) is talking with 

Countess Anna Staviska (Danielle Darrieux), the French widow of a pro-German Polish 

                                                 

127 Rubin, 1989, p. 5. 
128 Rubin, 1989, p. 165. 
129 Rubin, 1989, p. 116. 
130  Rubin, 1989, p. 49. 
131 Rubin, 1989; Tekeli and İlkin, 2013. 
132 Rubin, 1989, pp. 234-235. 
133 Tekeli and İlkin, 2013, p. 617. 
134 Rubin, 1989, pp. 246-247. 
135 Rubin, 1989, p. 24. 
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Count, about espionage. During the same evening, in the German Embassy building, a 

stranger comes up to the German Military Attaché Moyzisch (Oskar Karlweis) and says 

he wants to sell some photographs of top-secret British documents. The stranger is 

Ulysses Diello (James Mason), the valet of the British ambassador Sir Frederick Taylor 

(Walter Hampden) in Ankara. After getting von Papen’s approval, Moyzisch and Diello 

meet and from then on the code name of Diello is Cicero. The first film roll that Diello 

gives Moyzisch has the minutes of the Allies’ Teheran conference and he receives 

£20,000 for it. Afterwards, Diello goes to see Countess Anna Staviska. Diello tells Anna 

that he will provide a luxurious life for her if she agrees to hide his money and she 

accepts his offer. Diello continues to secretly photograph the documents in Sir Frederic’s 

safe in the British Embassy and sells them to Moyzisch.  

The British send agent Travers (Michael Rennie) and the Germans send agent von 

Richter (Herbert Berghof) to Ankara to investigate the Cicero affair. During this time, 

Diello uses Anna’s villa as an office and their relationship turns into a love affair. Diello 

and Anna obtain false passports and tickets to leave Ankara together. On the day that 

Diello and Anna are to leave Ankara, Diello finds out that Anna has left for Switzerland, 

taking all the money with her. Left without any money, Diello gets in touch with 

Moyzisch and says he will obtain photographs of the plans for Operation Overlord and 

give them to Moyzisch in Istanbul.  

While Diello is in the process of photographing the Overlord documents, the alarm of the 

safe goes off and Diello is seen as he is fleeing the Embassy. He gets on the night train to 

Istanbul and is followed by the British and German agents. In Istanbul, Diello manages to 

get away from the foreign agents and gets on a boat to South America. At the end of the 

film, he is arrested in Rio because the money the Germans had given him turns out to be 

counterfeit. 

 

Production 

No popular spy films were being made at the time of 5 Fingers’ production. However, a 

year earlier, 20th Century Fox had put out the WWII film, The Desert Fox: The Story of 
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Rommel (1951), also starring James Mason. The film was ‘a critical and commercial hit’, 

but was criticised for the heroic portrayal of the Nazi general Rommel.136  This portrayal 

was due to the fact that, during the Cold War era when the film was made, West Germany 

was seen as an ally in the fight against communism. It was around this time that the 

German official L.C. Moyzisch, who was the link between Cicero and Franz von Papen, 

wrote Operation Cicero (1950), his memoirs of the Cicero spy affair. With the release of 

the book, 20th Century Fox decided to turn the story of Cicero into a film, which they 

thought would be another hit with the audiences after their recent successful WWII 

film.137  5 Fingers was made with an emphasis on the Nazi spy and from the angle of 

betrayal because of the criticism regarding the portrayal of Rommel in The Desert Fox 

and the ambivalence towards Germans at the time, due to Germany’s division into East 

and West Germany. On the other hand, from a cinematic point of view, I believe that the 

studio wanted to keep the same key people such as James Mason, Joseph L. Mankiewicz 

and Norbert Brodine from the cast and crew of The Desert Fox to make the Cicero story, 

because it was a filmic success. It can also be argued that 20th Century Fox made 5 

Fingers because they were trying to find another star vehicle for James Mason. Cicero, 

like Rommel, was a controversial and ambivalent character.  

At the time, Hollywood was interested in British culture and bought the rights to various 

British novels.138 Hollywood filmmakers were also interested in British actors who were 

popular in Britain and asked many of them to make films in Hollywood, including James 

Mason.139 Film companies from England and the USA cooperated with each other, which 

made it easy for actors to work in Hollywood.140 Mason was the most popular actor in 

Britain in the 1940s. He had a background in the theatre in England, making people take 

his work seriously within the European context.  Some of his other well-known films are 

The Prisoner of Zenda (1937)141 and Pandora and the Flying Dutchman (1951).142 In 

1947, Mason moved to Hollywood and became one of the greatest film stars in the US. 
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Andrew Spicer says British actors are regarded by Americans as being ‘…snobbish, 

emotionally repressed and deviant…’ and they are often asked to play the part of the 

villain. He goes on to say that in the Hollywood films of our day we still see British 

actors cast as villains and from their intonations we can infer ‘…ruthless arrogance…’ 

and ‘…authority…’.143  

Britishness is represented through the sophisticated villain with refined tastes. This 

sophisticated Britishness later became an archetype character trait to be used in spy 

films. Like other British stars, James Mason’s ‘Britishness’ was due to his image that 

was constructed in his previous films such as The Man in Grey (1943) and The Seventh 

Veil (1945). In The Seventh Veil, Mason played the part of a bachelor guardian who was 

a strict disciplinarian without mercy. He had first become an international star after the 

success of The Seventh Veil (1945), in which he had the lead role. This film was also 

very well received in the USA. Characteristics of Mason’s roles in his British films 

were ‘cool intellectualism, sexual attractiveness and bravado’ and his characteristics in 

his British roles continued in the roles he played in Hollywood.144 Mason’s star persona 

as a serious actor, as seen in Rommel, assured the public that 5 Fingers was a serious 

film exploring a serious theme.  

As a result, Mason brought prestige to 5 Fingers and guaranteed box office success. He 

was also familiar with spy work set in Istanbul from his 1936 film, Secret of Stamboul. 

Sarah Street argues that the acting style of James Mason was ‘controlled’ with ‘emotional 

complexity’ and that his voice was unique.145 This is both due to the sophisticated villain 

image, as well as due to the complexity of the spy role.  

When the film’s director, Joseph L. Mankiewicz, started production on 5 Fingers for 20th 

Century Fox, he had been working with the studio as a writer and director since 1946 and 

had directed ten feature films up to that point. During his time with 20th Century Fox, 

Mankiewicz enjoyed great success by winning four Academy Awards in total for Best 

Director and Best Writing and Screenplay back-to-back in 1950 and 1951, first for A 
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Letter to Three Wives (1949) and then for All About Eve (1950). Therefore, he was a good 

choice as a director for this film. Even though 5 Fingers was also a significant success, it 

was the last picture Mankiewicz directed for 20th Century Fox. Mankiewicz spent ‘about 

seven weeks in Turkey during the early summer of 1951, … planning and filming on 

location, mostly for a chase sequence…’.146 Production started on the 17th of August, 

1951 and ended on 23rd of October, 1951. Mankiewicz’s departure from 20th Century Fox 

was announced on 27th of September, 1951. Wires, notes as the reason for Mankiewicz’s 

departure, that ‘Director apparently wanted more of the extensive footage he had shot on 

location used in the final editing’. 147 

Norbert Brodine, who had worked as a director of photography on visually atmospheric 

films, such as the film noir classic Kiss of Death (1947) and who also worked on The 

Desert Fox, was brought in as the cinematographer.148 Norbert Brodine’s inclusion shows 

that 20th Century Fox wanted to replicate the visual success of the previous films. In 

addition to these credits, 5 Fingers’ scriptwriter Michael Wilson was a co-winner of the 

Academy Award for Best Adapted Screenplay for A Place in the Sun (1951).149 

According to Wires, Wilson was aware that this film project involved the studio’s ‘semi-

documentary features from the 1940s’. To put this context and the importance of the spy 

story across to the audience, he used a ‘sober voice and title declarations’. Wires also 

argued that the scenes which were filmed in Turkey added to the authenticity.150 This 

reference is to the authentic locations of Istanbul, the new spatial relationships among its 

people, places and activities. In other words, authenticity mainly refers to the filmic 

references to Istanbul’s cultural and social life at the time of the story, also including the 

real physical locations of its time. The art directors of 5 Fingers, George Davis and Lyle 

R. Wheeler had worked with Mankiewicz on All About Eve, for which they received a 

Best Art Direction, Blackand White nomination at the 23rd Academy Awards.151 
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The Wagner piece in the beginning of the Ankara scenes in the state guest house and the 

Turkish classical music in Hakim’s restaurant in the beginning of the Istanbul scenes are 

like introductions to each city’s main atmosphere. These show that Ankara is constructed 

as a fully Westernised city with Western classical music, whereas in Istanbul Turkish 

classical music, as in the case of Ottoman settings, provides a historical context for 

Westernised human relationships. There are also scenes with diegetic sounds in both 

cities, but especially in the Istanbul street scenes with the sounds of moving vehicles and 

the street vendors. The original score composed by Herrmann for 5 Fingers becomes 

apparent in the 10-minute-long Istanbul chase scene. Herrmann previously worked for 

Orson Welles, including on Citizen Kane (1941), for which he received an Academy 

Award nomination for Best Score for a Dramatic Picture.152 

Danielle Darrieux, who starred in Rich, Young and Pretty (1951), a Hollywood film, had 

the lead female role in 5 Fingers. Later, she returned to acting in France and starred in La 

Maison Bonnadieu (1951). However, she was invited back to America to play the role of 

the French-born Countess Anna Staviska opposite James Mason in 5 Fingers. Film 

companies wanted to keep national characteristics of the actors and actresses in films 

when using foreign actors in order to have international popularity for their films.153 With 

all these successful credits to their name, the cast and the crew were a good team to work 

on this real and intriguing story. They were successful, popular and they would be able to 

attract global attention both due to the plot and also due to the international cast. Many of 

the European actors who moved to Hollywood had great influence on the history of 

American cinema. They were also the means whereby world audiences were exposed to 

‘Europe and the European stereotypes’.154 These actors came from many different 

countries and cultures in Europe and this encouraged the cosmopolitan aspect of 

Hollywood films, which were meant for international audiences of all ages.155 However, 

British actors in particular were encouraged to come to Hollywood to boost the film 
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sector in both countries.156 The Milliyet newspaper in 1951 reported that auditions were 

held at the Atlas Film Theatre in Istanbul for parts and that members of the State Theatre 

and Opera were present in large numbers.157 We can thus infer that professional Turkish 

actors played the characters seen in the exterior scenes, which made these scenes more 

authentic. These decisions concerning the cast could also be seen as a message of 

unification to countries which were seen as potential allies just as the Cold War was 

starting. This practice, which was evident in 5 Fingers, created a cosmopolitan 

atmosphere for the film. Eventually, this became a standard practice for future Cold War 

spy films like Estambul 65 and Agente 077 dall'Oriente con Furore. Not only did the 

actors in these films come from different countries ranging from Italy to Israel, but, the 

films were also now co-produced by companies from different countries who worked 

together on the production. Tim Bergfelder suggests that convenient international travel 

had made it possible for German-speaking actors to work easily on both sides of the 

Atlantic and continue with their ‘global careers’.158 Today, this is true for many actors 

who come from all over the world. So we can speak of a truly ‘international’ film 

industry whose roots go back to the 1920s.159 The majority of 5 Fingers was shot at the 

20th Century Fox sound stages, however, as the title card announces all exterior scenes 

were filmed in Turkey, enabling the film to have a better representation of the city 

properties of Istanbul. This information provided by the title card emphasises the 

promotional strategy of the studio for the film. It means exterior scenes and the inclusion 

of items in use during this period in Turkey reinforced the authenticity of the film. 

Istanbul scenes were shot on location in and around the Haydarpaşa and Sirkeci train 

stations, the Şişhane district, the Galata district, the Nuruosmaniye Mosque, the Grand 

Bazaar, the Golden Horn and the Galata Bridge.160 In this film, the Beyoğlu Municipality 

Building is used as the Nazi Consulate in Istanbul, with the interiors being shot there as 

well. The windows of this building look onto the Bosphorus, which further established 

Istanbul as a picturesque city.       
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Reception 

5 Fingers received favourable reviews with director Joseph L. Mankiewicz in particular 

getting praise for his direction. Praising the film, The Times of London wrote ‘its 

particular contribution to the (spy) legend is unfailingly entertaining.161 Arthur Knight 

wrote that it was ‘One of the highest, fastest and most absorbing spy melodramas since 

Hitchcock crossed the Atlantic’.162 The Saturday Review’s Hollis Alpert noted that 

Mankiewicz was a ‘talented director of intrigue’, counting him alongside Alfred 

Hitchcock and Carol Reed, two directors who had made classic spy films like Secret 

Agent and The Third Man (1949) in the past.163 Alpert was not alone in his praise for 

Mankiewicz for making a Hitchcockian espionage thriller: the New York Times critic 

Bosley Crowther wrote that Mankiewicz was able to make a ‘silken spy’ film of the 

classic kind that Hitchcock was known for. He also said that the director was able to 

create a good atmosphere for a spy film through good acting from the cast and the well-

written dialogue.164 In the same article, Crowther suggested that Mason’s ‘suave’ 

character was played well and that the ‘story is a fantastic piece of spy work’.165 He also 

added that the ‘urbane romance’ thought up by the writer and the director worked well 

within the film. When Crowther was commenting on the film’s Istanbul setting, he said 

‘with exteriors filmed in Turkey, the picture has a pungent atmosphere’. By making this 

comment Crowther emphasises the strong effect of the film on the emotions of the 

audience. This film is both vivid and genuine in the sense of its effects on the emotions 

and the senses of the audience due to the scenes shot in historic settings along with 

traditional city activities, which make the audience experience these. The film also shows 

the modernised everyday lives of the modern people of the day and these two different 

representations of Istanbul lead to tension. This tension is both appealing and disturbing 
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at the same time. 

The Hollywood Reporter reported how the film fulfilled the audience’s expectations, 

calling it ‘interesting and compelling’.166 The daily trade journal Variety claimed that 5 

Fingers ‘gains pace near the midway mark’ and continued from then on with ‘thrills and 

tension’.167 It should be noted that the mentioned ‘midway mark’ coincides with James 

Mason being followed to Istanbul and with the start of his pursuit in the city by the 

British and German counter-intelligence agents. Hence, this adds to the image of Istanbul 

as a setting of adventure and thrills.  

From the only available Turkish review of the film in the daily paper Milliyet, we learn 

that 5 Fingers did not impress Milliyet’s anonymous reviewer as it did his fellow critics 

from the foreign press.168 The Turkish reviewer for Milliyet believed the film could have 

been made by any other director and that the outcome would have been the same. The 

anonymous writer of the review claims the only part of the film which is interesting for 

Turkish audiences is the fact that 5 Fingers takes place in Turkey. The article reminisces 

about the film crew coming to Istanbul to shoot the exterior scenes and adds that those 

parts feel a bit ‘rushed’.  It is surprising that the reviewer’s one vital note on the film is 

the rushed feeling of the Istanbul sequence. This does make sense within the film’s 

structure, since the Istanbul segment makes up the second act of the film and is built 

around one long chase sequence that leads to a brief third act set in Brazil. As a result, the 

rushed feeling of the Turkish set scenes is related to the film’s reality. But at the end of 

the review, the writer does confess that the film is ‘exciting and could be sat through 

without getting bored’ and that ‘especially the last scene is spectacular’. Foreign critics 

who wrote about 5 Fingers when it first came out in 1952 focused on its genre aspects 

and not necessarily on its location; the reviews are almost like a celebration of the return 

of the spy film. The lack of mention of the exotic and real locations of Istanbul in these 

reviews, unlike in the reviews of Stamboul Quest, means that the Orientalist gaze upon 

the Turkish city’s culture and representation was not as important in 5 Fingers as it was 
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in Stamboul Quest. So it is evident that the film was received as a high concept spy film 

and its travelogue aspect was downplayed.  

The film was nominated for two Academy Awards in 1953, Mankiewicz for Best 

Director and Wilson for Best Screenplay and the Mystery Writers Guild presented its 

Edgar Award to Mankiewicz.169 This shows that the cinematic contributions by the 

director and the screenplay writer of the film were appreciated by the Academy, and it 

confirms that the reception of the film by their peers was significantly positive. 

  

Filmic Analysis 

Before going into a detailed analysis, I would like to point out that the film opens with 

two scenes that resemble the opening scenes of Stamboul Quest in terms of comparing 

Eastern and Western cultures. These scenes in 5 Fingers, right after a credit sequence, 

first introduce us to the Western context through a scene of the Westminster Parliament 

building along the Thames, with its highly ordered and formal architecture and 

impressive spires (Fig. 1). Then, we are introduced to Istanbul, with a Historic Peninsula 

shot from such an angle that it provides a sense of urban chaos and we are informed that 

it is the Turkey of 1944 (Fig. 2). In this way, the contrasting properties of the East and the 

West are represented. However, this does not lead to an Orientalist emphasis in later 

scenes. This shot of Istanbul makes the city seem attractive by being different for 

Western audiences and emphasises the travelogue aspect of Istanbul as an exotic city. My 

analysis regarding space in 5 Fingers was inspired by Ginette Vincendeau’s book on 

Pépé le Moko,170 since both films, Pépé le Moko and 5 Fingers, have similar exotic 

locations and in both films, the two major protagonists Pepe (Pépé le Moko) and Diello (5 

Fingers) are desperate to leave the city by running through its various exotic settings to 

reach the seafront. The purpose of my use of Vincendeau’s style is to analyse the image 

to understand its deeper meaning. I used a similar methodology to create my own  
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Fig. 1: London: Westminster Parliament Buildings and Environment 

 

 

Fig. 2: Istanbul: Hectic Eastern Urban Environment 
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subtextual readings from the imagery in 5 Fingers. Both films are constructed on mises-

en-scène where the protagonists do difficult escape moves. My textual analysis, as in the 

Pépé le Moko book, is structured on understanding each significant mise-en-scène 

involving Diello during the descent and also on revealing what is behind the particular 

mise-en-scène that relates to the film in total.  

The desperation on their faces and in their behaviour is visible. The only way they can 

escape from the dangerous situation that will lead to their demise is by way of sea. Both 

for Diello and for Pepe water symbolises hope. Diello’s descent to the seafront is 

successful and he is able to get on the boat. Pepe, on the other hand, descending down the 

steps reaches the waterfront. However, he is unable to board. He is shot and dies as he is 

looking at the ship. Both runs reveal the cinematic cityscapes. Also, the case study I have 

chosen has a similar visual grammar to that of Pépé le Moko, which allows a similar 

analysis of the film I examined. 

Representation of Istanbul 

The representations of Istanbul are significantly revealed to the viewer through the big 

chase sequence in the city that takes place at the end of 5 Fingers. While Diello is being 

pursued by the German and British agents, the scenes of the chase show the city’s iconic 

settings. There are four key scenes that make up this sequence. The first one introduces 

the audience to one of the most ‘cosmopolitan’ districts, Galata, and its tower dating from 

the 14th century. After that, we are introduced to the second one, the late Ottoman city 

landmark, the Nuruosmaniye Mosque (1755), through two local traditions. They are the 

‘funeral procession’ where we see ‘chaotic’ Istanbul and the mosque-goers’ practice of 

taking off their shoes before entering the mosque. The third scene is set in the popular 

tourist attraction of the ‘exotic’ Grand Bazaar (15th-17th centuries). The fourth scene 

shows the ‘timeless’ iconic image of the Golden Horn, the Historic Peninsula and the 

Galata Bridge, which is still used in foreign films set in Istanbul as the first location 

establishing shot. The four historic scenes I have mentioned not only refer to the filmic 

quality of Istanbul but they also have another meaning in reference to Diello. Diello, who 

has a history with the city, is saying farewell to Istanbul through visiting iconic locales 

which will forever be lost to him as he will have a new life and identity in Rio. The chase 



 

81 

 

sequence, besides acting as a quick travelogue of Istanbul’s historic spaces, also provides 

a strong sense of movement for the film and in addition shows how Turkish 

Westernisation affected representations of these settings. 

The Galata District and Hakim’s Restaurant 

The confrontation of the espionage groups and Diello that starts the chase takes place in 

Hakim’s restaurant in Galata. The Galata district was founded by the Genoese as a colony 

along the Bosphorus. Later, during an expansion of their colony in 1348, they built the 

Galata tower as a watchtower for their ships trading in this area. Since the 18th century, 

the area has developed as a territory of the Jewish community of Istanbul, with the 

Turkish population surrounding the district. Galata is also at the end of the Pera district, 

where the Levantine population lives. 5 Fingers’s introductory shot of this district shows 

the iconic Galata Tower in a long-shot at the end of the Jewish quarter (Fig. 3). The Neve 

Shalom Synagogue, an important place of worship which opened in 1951, is also on this 

street. This shot shows a mixture of people who are mainly street vendors, such as the 

man who is selling walnuts and the man who is selling cold water. Besides the sound of 

the cars moving on the road, these men call out to advertise their ware, thus providing the 

diegetic sound for the Galata scene and thereby making it more exotic. All these 

properties of the environment including the people, places, movement and history make 

the scenes of this district reflect the cosmopolitan and complex nature of the city. 

The garden of Hakim’s Restaurant and the pavement in front are all used by people in 

modern attire, of both genders, enjoying themselves and having drinks. This scene 

epitomises modern Turkey (Fig. 4). The street leading to the Tower is full of light, but the 

entry to Hakim’s Restaurant, seen from the same point, is dark. This is similar to the 

following scenes where there is always a dark passage from one important setting to 

another. The scene showing the passage from the outside to the inside (Fig. 5) of Hakim’s 

Restaurant represents the passage from a modern city setting to a more exotic interior 

with some turquerie used as décor. The scene also shows clients consisting of modern 

men and women being entertained in the midst of the historic cosmopolitan legacy of 

Genoese, Jews and Turks, depicting multicultural lifestyles in new Istanbul, which are 

now Westernised.  
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The last shot at Hakim’s restaurant is when Diello is being escorted by the British agents 

from the top of the stairs in the restaurant gardens. This is symbolic in that it is the last 

moment when Diello has the advantage. The descent down the stairs represents his 

personal descent that he foresaw earlier in the film. This scene leads to the pursuit of 

Diello by the agents through Istanbul, which depicts the city as a labyrinth for foreign 

agents. The chase from the top of Pera and Galata, which are multi-cultural districts, ends 

at the Golden Horn, another cosmopolitan district with a population of Turks, Greeks, 

Arabs and Jews. In between these nodes Diello passes through Turkish settings, which 

are captured in the ‘Funeral and the Mosque’ and the ‘Grand Bazaar’ scenes. In the end, 

Diello gets out of the labyrinth and escapes. The first shot that tilts down from the top of 

the stairs of Hakim’s Restaurant to the bottom along with Diello is a clue to his future 

demise. The long shot also adds to the dramatic aspect, because from then on Diello is 

seen as being smaller in size on the screen. Within the same shot, after the tilt, a pan to 

the right shows the city’s texture, with Turkish women in modern clothes enjoying the 

outdoors with their boyfriends and husbands. The second shot is also a long shot of 

Galata’s Büyükhendek Avenue with the Neve Shalom Synagogue, leading directly to the 

Galata Tower, where we see both traditionally dressed street vendors and people in 

Western clothes. Their seemingly equal numbers show that this part of the city is a 

location open to everyone and is a melting pot of different cultures.  
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Fig. 3: Galata District with Galata Tower at the end of the Jewish Quarter:                                

Modern People in a Historic Setting 

 

Fig. 4: Hakim’s Restaurant on the Pavement: People of Istanbul in Modern Attire and a Good 

Gender Mix  
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Fig. 5: Hakim’s Restaurant with Historic Décor and Modern Gender Mix 

 

The Funeral and the Mosque Scene 

The famous Nuruosmaniye Mosque is the historic venue where these scenes are set.  The 

sounds of the city, with the call to prayer for a funeral and the melancholic melody of the 

classical Turkish music in the Hakim’s Restaurant scene, are a fitting valediction for 

Diello, who is to leave the city soon. The next shot is a mid-close-up of Diello walking 

under the close control of the British agents, observing the approaching funeral 

procession (Fig. 6). He is shot in mid-close-up for two reasons. The first is to show Diello 

internally calculating how to use this situation to make his escape. From his facial 

expression we understand that he is about to do something; but that look, with the way his 

body is positioned, can also be interpreted as Diello’s paying his final respects to the city 

before leaving. The second reason for the mid-close-up is to establish the tradition of the 

funeral to the foreign filmgoer: that is, you pay your respects at a funeral by taking off 

your hat and slowly bowing your body. After the mid-close-up, the camera cuts to one of 

the English agents, who has a facial expression that shows he does not quite grasp the 

tradition but automatically takes off his hat in order to blend in with the crowd. Diello is 
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influential and can blend in easily in this part of Istanbul. The duality between the past 

and the present in the city is apparent in this funeral procession scene. There are street 

peddlers engaged in very traditional types of trade such as the selling of candlesticks and 

rosaries and traditional shoeshine boys, side by side with people dressed in modern 

clothes. The contrast between traditional roles and new roles is well emphasised through 

the physical composition of the scene. Modern people are in the centre of the scene and 

traditional street peddlers are in the periphery of the shot as if they are sidelined by the 

new order of modernism (Fig. 7). The next long shot of the funeral and the people there 

confirm this as Diello runs and disappears in the crowd, whereas the agents act frantically 

and are out of place as they walk right into the funeral procession (Fig. 8). Eventually, the 

chase takes Diello to the Nuruosmaniye Mosque, which is presented in a long shot to 

establish it as one of the city’s landmarks and also to show that it is big enough to give 

Diello refuge from the agents pursuing him. The way Diello leans against its walls and 

touches them with a facial expression of happiness can be seen as the happiness of a 

person physically making contact with a loved one for the last time. 

         

Fig. 6: Turkish Funeral Procession with Westernised People  

 



 

86 

 

 

Fig. 7: Modern Funeral Procession Approaching with Traditional Peddlers on the Sides  

 

Fig. 8: Chaotic Funeral Procession: The Old and the New Social Groups and Spies 

 



 

87 

 

From Diello’s point of view, in a mid-close-up, we see the German agents trying to get 

inside the Mosque, but their facial expressions are as blank as the British agents’ in the 

previous funeral shot, since they are unable to enter the Mosque. The German agents 

cannot get into the Mosque because the people around the entrance do not allow the 

agents to enter with their shoes on (Fig. 9). Within the theme of Diello’s farewell to the 

city subtext, this is the last goodbye, the last prayer at the holy place before the rebirth in 

the water with a new identity. The Mosque is an important setting of Orientalism in 

foreign Istanbul films, and is usually shot from a distance to provide the silhouette effect 

of the city. In this respect, 5 Fingers is different in that Diello enters the Mosque and 

hides in its courtyard and the Mosque is represented in more detail; we also see that the 

Nuruosmaniye Mosque seems nearly empty and the few people there are dressed in 

Western clothes (Fig. 10). We see that these scenes are important in presenting the 

changes which took place in Istanbul between the two World Wars. 

It shows that in certain events, such as funerals and mosque attendance, the new  

 
 

Fig. 9: German Agents Denied Entry to Mosque 
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Fig. 10: Nuruosmaniye Mosque with Few People Dressed in Western Clothes 

 

Istanbul acts according to traditional codes and that foreigners are expected to respect the 

codes as well. After establishing the city’s cosmopolitan and historic textures and 

Diello’s history with it in the Galata scene, the funeral and mosque scenes reflect on the 

complex identity of the city.  

The Grand Bazaar Scene 

In this scene, Travers follows Diello to the Grand Bazaar. The Bazaar is a typical Eastern 

space with a complex mixture of tradesmen and with goods from the Orient. The mid 

close up shot of the Bazaar serves the purpose of showing Diello blending in with the 

crowd in one of the oldest Bazaars of Istanbul. The next mid-close-up shot is used to 

attract the attention of the foreign audience since there are turquerie objects. 

Agent Travers becomes the avatar of the potential tourists watching this film. As he faces 

the shop windows, looking for Diello, he is positioned to look like a Western tourist who 

is window-shopping. In the next close-up shot of Travers, he has an amazed look on his 
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face. He is still looking for Diello but, within the context of the Grand Bazaar, Travers is 

looking around in wonder at this space of East meets West, as a carpet seller tries to 

engage him.  

The Bazaar is traditionally represented as sensuous with people in oriental garments, 

spices, tradesmen’s exaggerated oriental behaviour and peddlers’ noise. Normally, the 

building of the Bazaar, with its architecture of vaults and curves of shops and lighting 

from the roof, adds to the Oriental atmosphere. However, in 5 Fingers there are no 

peddlers and no exaggerated behaviour of tradesmen present who would Orientalise the 

place.  

The way the items are displayed is very restricted and they are mainly in the shops. There 

are no items for sale in the middle of the halls, which used to be the standard Bazaar 

image. On the contrary, the Bazaar is shown as a modern trade domain through the 

appearance of the users and the way they shop (Fig. 11). In the Bazaar shots, the oriental 

building is not emphasised but hidden: the scenes are shot in such a way that there is a 

very dark space around the shopping activity, which acts as a black frame. Artificial light 

of the display windows surrounds the crowd of shoppers in the middle. This modern 

lighting attracts attention and also decreases the effect of the natural light entering from 

the windows above, which is the oriental way of lighting.  

This scene is similar to the funeral scene’s representation of the modern in the middle and 

the traditional in the periphery. The presence of many men and women in modern clothes 

in the urban life of the Bazaar represents modernisation. There is a visible crowd in the 

Bazaar, and this crowd is helpful in Diello’s escape from the English agent. Although the 

Bazaar is shown as a place of modern trade, the few turquerie items of copper in one 

corner of the Bazaar hint at its exotic nature (Fig. 12).  

In this scene the light comes from the roof windows, increasing the exotic atmosphere of 

that space. The scene also reaffirms Istanbul as a complex city. Meanwhile, the Bazaar is 

transformed from an Eastern setting to a Western setting of trade, through the style of 

lighting which focuses on the modern human interactions taking place in the middle of 

the Bazaar. The way the items are displayed in the shops rather than in the middle of the 
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Bazaar and the artificial lighting in the Bazaar now emphasise the Westernised aspect.  

 

Fig. 11: Oriental Bazaar as a Westernised Venue with Artificial Lighting Emphasised. 

Bodies of Both Genders as a Major Component of the City Space 

 

                                        

Fig. 12: Bazaar with Natural Light Highlighting the Turquerie Items  
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The District of Old Houses, the Golden Horn and the Galata Bridge Scene  

After the Bazaar scene, Diello runs towards the Golden Horn and passes through an old 

Ottoman housing district called Zeyrek (Fig. 13). This district, like the Mosque and the 

Bazaar, was also used as a major setting in From Russia with Love. This housing district 

is impressive with its three-storey wooden houses. At the beginning of this scene, the 

camera is positioned at the top of a hill as Diello runs to the bottom, carrying on with his 

descent until he reaches the waterfront. The German agents appear in a taxi looking for 

Diello, but as we understand from their facial expressions in the close-up shots, they 

come across as tourists appreciating the historic old houses. This again emphasises the 

travelogue aspect for the audience.  

As Diello reaches the waterfront, first he is shot from behind in an alleyway that also 

gives a glimpse of the Golden Horn and the Galata Bridge to the viewer (Fig. 14). This is 

as if to underline the last steps before the death of Diello and his rebirth as Mr. Antonini, 

the new identity he will assume in Rio after this scene. After Diello passes through the 

district of wooden houses from a very narrow passage, there is a sense of freedom present 

in the atmosphere. 

 

Fig. 13: Zeyrek, an Old Istanbul District with Mainly Wooden Houses 
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Fig. 14: A Gate from Darkness to Hope and to the Glittering Waters of the Golden Horn and Galata 

Bridge 

 

Here, we see Diello in a reverse shot coming through that opening and running. Later, 

however, we see him casually getting on a small boat without any of the stress of the 

previous scenes. This passage from the setting of the old dark housing, which is rather 

parochial, to the cosmopolitan setting of the sunlit Golden Horn plays on the same duality 

of dark space versus well-lit space. The long shot revealing the scenery is again 

motivated to fully show the audience the offerings of the city and it could be said that 5 

Fingers is the first spy film to use Istanbul’s sights in this manner. The Golden Horn is 

the place where the history of Istanbul began (see Introduction ) and also, as Gürata 

argues, where most of the foreign films of intrigue are visually related to  the city as they 

create an Istanbul opening or ending for the film.171 

5 Fingers, in this sense, repeats the classical usage of the district. This scene emphasises 

                                                 

171 Gürata, 2011, p. 25. 
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the timeless quality of Istanbul. At the end of this scene, it is in this iconic scenery where 

the point of view shots of both Von Richter and Travers intersect, when Diello is leaving 

on the ship to South America and everyone’s gaze is on the Golden Horn. The British 

agent Travers looks on from the iconic Galata Bridge (Fig. 15) and the German agent 

Von Richter looks on from the German Consulate with a view of the Bosphorus (Fig. 16). 

Diello introduced them to Istanbul and now, as he leaves, their own limited knowledge of 

this city comes to an end. Their passivity mirrors the beginning of the Istanbul part of the 

film, when the agents were only spectators to the city before they met Diello. The film’s 

audience, through Diello, has also got to know the complex city of Istanbul. One of the 

final scenes is that of Diello appreciating the Golden Horn and the Historic Peninsula 

from the deck of the ship as he is leaving, with his back turned to the agents and the 

viewers (Fig. 17).  

 

Fig. 15. Frustrated English Intelligence Officer Travers on the Galata Bridge,                                          

Looking at Diello’s Ship  
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Fig. 16. Frustrated German Intelligence Officer von Richter Throwing Away Operation Overlord 

Plans; Scenery Showing the Opening of the Golden Horn to the Bosphorus, Signifying Diello’s 

Escape 

 

 

Fig. 17. Diello’s Departure from Istanbul through the Golden Horn Facing the Historic Peninsula. 

This scene provides the audience with a panoramic view of the timeless qualities of the Roman, 

Byzantine and Ottoman landmarks.  
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Representations of Istanbul Settings in Comparison to Ankara Settings  

Significant representations of Istanbul spaces are emphasised through comparisons with 

those of Ankara. In this context, we see that Diello’s espionage moves in Ankara take 

place in formal, bureaucratic and diplomatic settings indoors, which are fully Western. 

Istanbul espionage activities, on the other hand, are set in informal outdoor settings that 

are historical and are presented during the continuous movement in the city.   

In order to give an idea of the Ankara settings, I would like to start with the Ankara 

opening scene, which takes place at an evening reception given by a Turkish minister 

(Fig. 18) for the foreign diplomatic corps in ‘neutral Ankara’. At the reception, the first 

thing we notice is a reception hall decorated in Western style with a female opera singer 

dressed in fashionable Western clothes (Fig. 19). This instantly contrasts with the earlier 

representation of Turkey in previous films that have settings designed in an oriental style 

and women dressed in an oriental fashion or belly dancers (Stamboul Quest, The 

Crouching Beast).  

 

Fig. 18: Ankara: Turkish Minister’s Evening Reception; a Relaxed Mixture of Genders 
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Fig. 19: Opera Singer at the Turkish Minister’s Ankara Reception 

 

Apart from being represented in contrast with Istanbul, Ankara in the film is the place 

where Diello is introduced as a spy. Diello comes across as being suave and as possessing 

refined tastes when he is with Moyzisch in Ankara.  

Early on in the film, the British spy Travers and the German spy von Richter, who are 

sent to investigate Cicero’s true identity, travel from Istanbul to Ankara by train. Towards 

the end of the film, Diello travels from Ankara to Istanbul by train in order to meet with 

Moysich in Istanbul. The German and British agents, who are following him, are also on 

the same train. These scenes taking place in the trains and in the train stations emphasise 

the representational differences of Ankara and Istanbul. Istanbul departures and arrivals 

are depicted with exotic scenes. But Ankara, through its train station, is depicted as a 

fully Westernised modern city without any exotic dimensions to its representations. 

Ankara Train Station and the Istanbul Express 

As I have mentioned earlier, the Istanbul Express in 5 Fingers establishes the espionage 

travelogue aspect. This train is an extension of the Orient Express into Anatolia. Diello’s 
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travel begins at the Ankara train station and continues with tension between the English 

and the German espionage groups. It ends with the train’s entry into Istanbul: a dramatic 

entry with a curving movement and the Historic Peninsula silhouette seen behind a smoke 

screen produced by the train’s locomotive (Fig. 20). 

The train station and the train represent modernity and the Ankara train station itself 

represents modern Turkey. The interior of the station reflects modern Western 

architectural characteristics. It has Art Deco detailing represented strongly in the tubular 

railings on the large doors on the entry and platform sides of the main hall and the ticket 

office facades on the other two sides of the hall.172172 

 

Fig. 20: Ankara Express Entering Istanbul with the Historic Peninsula Silhouette in the Background  

 

The first time we see the Ankara train station is when the British and the German counter 

espionage agents arrive there. They take the Anatolian Express from Istanbul and we see 

                                                 

172 The Turkish State Railways website presents the train station as an example of Art Deco 

(Anon.,http://tcdd.net/ankara-gar  accessed 12 August, 2014). 

http://tcdd.net/ankara-gar
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a shot of the train moving against a backdrop of Istanbul, with the Byzantium walls and 

the smoke of the train in a night shot filled with soft lighting (Fig. 21). This scene, similar 

to the Istanbul arrival scene mentioned above, creates an exotic image of Istanbul. It is 

immediately followed by the next shot of the modern Ankara train station’s main hall, 

which is lit entirely by natural light from the ceiling above, revealing its modern interiors. 

The hall is full of people wearing Western clothes, rushing either to their trains or to the 

station exit; this presents Ankara as a modern city inhabited by people with no time to 

lose. The interior scene of the Ankara train station was shot on location and filmed in a 

wide shot with no editing, which gives it a documentary feel, while the shot pans with 

people who have arrived moving to the exit (Fig. 22). The train station is a part of a 

mechanised modern city, with people running about their business, symbolising the 

pieces of the modern age machinery. This also fits in with the adamant behaviour of the 

two agents arriving in Ankara, who are sure that they are bound to solve the Cicero affair. 

                            

Fig. 21: Ankara Express along the Bosphorus, Leaving Istanbul for Ankara  
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Fig. 22: Modern Ankara Train Station Receives Incoming People  

 

In the outside shot of the station, we see a close up of von Richter anxiously waiting to be 

briefed by the agents who are waiting for him.173 

This outside shot transforms the documentary feel into a genre sensibility, as we see other 

agents dressed in hats and overcoats involved in espionage activity. The second time we 

see the Ankara train station is when Diello is trying to board the train to Istanbul. 

Both of these scenes create a cinematic symmetry that symbolises spy movements 

regarding Istanbul. The symmetry revealed in the departure scene is further evident as we 

briefly see an establishing shot of people in the station, in a wide shot. However, here we 

see them moving towards the departures area, not towards the exit. The passengers are 

not walking in an orderly manner as in the arrival scene, but randomly, reflecting the 

                                                 

173 It is interesting that von Richter arrives as a Swiss businessman dealing in tobacco. This is a cover used by 

American spies both in Journey into Fear as well as in Background to Danger and playing with the popular image 

of the idea of Turkish tobacco in the Western world. 
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chaotic situation between the agents (Fig. 23). In this scene the British and German 

agents are in distress, as Cicero is now identified but not caught. The next shot is close-

ups of these agents, this time waiting for Diello, not von Richter or Travers. The 

following shots, making up the train station sequence, are point-of-view shots of the 

agents as they look for Diello.174 

Through these two separate scenes, the modern train station of Ankara becomes a 

landscape of surveillance and spy activity. The Istanbul train station is not shown in detail 

in the film; it is represented by the train’s arrival or departure under the smoke of the 

train. 

 

Fig. 23: Ankara Train Station as Diello Leaves the City 

 

                                                 

174 There are similar tense espionage surveillance scenes in Background to Danger, also taking place again in the 

Ankara train station, North by Northwest, taking place in the Chicago train station, and From Russia With Love, 

taking place in the Istanbul train station. 
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In both cases this creates a mystic image of Istanbul in contrast to Ankara, due to the 

inclusion of historic cityscapes in the train scenes in Istanbul. In the last Ankara train 

station scene, Diello, as the successful master spy figure, suddenly appears from the 

underground and manages to jump on board the train in a refined manner while the train 

pulls away from the station. This last shot of the station acts as a prelude to the scenes in 

Istanbul, where Diello will turn into a spy in constant motion.  

The train ride from Ankara to Istanbul is depicted in detail. The first scene of the Istanbul 

Express in Ankara is when the British agents board the train and we see a Turkish soldier 

in full battle gear. This reminds us that, as well as the spy wars, there is a real frontline 

war also going on at the same time. The British agents look for Diello, going from door to 

door within the carriage, and they encounter people talking in different languages. The 

scene emphasises the movement of foreigners to Istanbul, the open multi-cultural spy 

city. It also refers to the train as a cosmopolitan setting in motion due to this mixture of 

people from various cultures. The train in Turkey, as constructed by foreign films, always 

has cosmopolitan associations, such as in Background to Danger, Murder on the Orient 

Express and From Russia with Love. The presence of the agents and Diello turns the train 

into a tense espionage setting.  

In the morning, Diello goes to the compartment of the German spies. Although Diello is 

in danger, he manages to dominate the situation and has the others obey his rules for a 

rendezvous in Hakim’s Restaurant in Istanbul’s Galata district. This makes the train 

become an extension of Istanbul’s representation as a spy city that Diello knows very 

well. Here, he is dominant and can be his true self. He will start his Istanbul adventure by 

announcing cosmopolitan Galata as the meeting point for everyone involved.  

 

Conclusion 

I would like to conclude by comparing certain aspects of 5 Fingers with Stamboul Quest. 

5 Fingers’s representation of Istanbul differs from that of Stamboul Quest, mainly due to 

its Westernised depiction of the city rather than the Orientalist one used in Stamboul 

Quest. Although the city locations in 5 Fingers are historic, the human relationships in 



 

102 

 

those locations are modern. This is represented by the Western clothes and the 

Westernised behaviour of the population and also through the equal and free use of space 

by both genders. For example, the men in 5 Fingers behave in a Westernised way 

towards women and not in an oppressive manner as Ali Bey behaves in Stamboul Quest. 

Similarly, there are no belly dancers in 5 Fingers, whereas the belly dancer’s scene is 

important in Stamboul Quest to establish the spirit of Orientalism. Instead, women are 

seen in every setting of Istanbul’s everyday life.  

In 5 Fingers, we see that even the turquerie objects used to depict Orientalist sensuality 

in dark Oriental settings in Stamboul Quest are sold in the Grand Bazaar to Turks as well 

as foreigners as standard items. The Oriental city of Istanbul in Stamboul Quest is dark, 

dangerous and depicted mainly through indoors. However, the Westernised Istanbul in 5 

Fingers is modern, chaotic and exotic, and is shot mainly in sunlight.  

Both 5 Fingers and Stamboul Quest establish Istanbul as an international space. Stamboul 

Quest does this through the Western spies and foreign military coming to the city. 

Whereas 5 Fingers, while including foreign spies as an international contribution to the 

city, also refers to the cosmopolitan district of Galata, with its population mixture of 

Genoese, Turks and Jews, as well as Levantines from nearby Pera. Therefore, in 5 

Fingers the city is both de-militarised and cosmopolitan. 

5 Fingers also refers to the historic depth and richness of the city through on-location 

filming of Istanbul sites, but without becoming Orientalist. Even in scenes taking place in 

historic venues like the Mosque and the Bazaar, there are Westernised relationships 

among modern inhabitants. These settings are complex and interrelated with one another, 

as revealed by Diello’s run. In this context, the Galata district is shown right after the 

German Consulate building, which is actually the Beyoğlu municipality building, at the 

edge of Pera district, where there are modern cars, modern women, street cafés, trams and 

street vendors. The Beyoğlu and Pera districts are contrasted with the Nuruosmaniye 

Mosque and its surroundings, where we see the funeral procession and the small Mosque 

congregation scenes. This contrast reveals two different periods of the city. Pera and 

Galata represent the Westernisation period and the Nuruosmaniye Mosque and its 

surroundings represent the pre-Westernisation period. Another contrast in the 
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representation of Eastern and Western environments in Istanbul is between the Grand 

Bazaar (Eastern background) and the Golden Horn (Western background). The Historic 

Peninsula silhouette from the Golden Horn is more than an urban texture or exotic 

reference: it refers to a timeless mixture of civilisations. From 5 Fingers onwards, the 

Grand Bazaar, Nuruosmaniye Mosque, Zeyrek and the Golden Horn have become iconic 

locations of Istanbul spy genre films.  

On the other hand, in 5 Fingers, the Istanbul train stations of Sirkeci and Haydarpaşa, 

both modern buildings, are not represented as they are. Instead, they are represented as 

exotic environments through scenes showing the departure or the arrival of the Ankara-

Istanbul Express either in the midst of the ruins of the Roman walls or through the old 

Ottoman houses. The train is shown under the clouds of smoke from the locomotive. This 

is an exotic representation of Istanbul, while using a modern means of travel, the train. 

In 5 Fingers, Istanbul’s further representations are presented through the comparison with 

those of Ankara. The exterior settings of Istanbul, which are anonymous contexts for the 

free movement of Diello and the other spies, replace the official governmental settings of 

Ankara. Diello’s disappearance from the gaze of the German and the British agents in the 

early scenes of his stay in Istanbul adds to the notion of Istanbul as a city of free 

movement. Here, anyone who knows the city can easily disappear, whereas in Ankara 

everyone knows everyone else and, therefore, is not free. The espionage domain of 

Ankara is represented across days and nights through the movements of Diello. These 

movements follow different routes and as a result, Ankara is represented as a fragmented 

space. However, the espionage domain of Istanbul is represented through a single day, 

with Diello’s movement revealing individual and public spectacles along one long 

traverse of the city, in which he goes through cosmopolitan districts, chaotic city 

spectacles and significant landmarks, revealing a complex city.  

This complexity is emphasised by two main cinematographic means. One is the play of 

light in relation to space. This is seen in the use of light in the street at Galata and in the 

darkness of the entrance to Hakim’s Restaurant, emphasising the passage from the 

westernised public Istanbul setting to the semi-private and exotic indoors. Another 

example is the Westernised artificial lighting in the Grand Bazaar, lighting up the 
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consumer-oriented shopfronts. This contrasts with the natural light beam coming in from 

the topside windows when the scene shows turquerie items being sold. In another scene 

the dark atmosphere of the old abandoned housing district contrasts with the following 

scene of the view from the housing towards the cosmopolitan Golden Horn, which is 

shown under bright light, symbolising hope. 

These representations help the construction of positive Turkish and Istanbul identities in 

Western minds. Istanbul becomes attractive as being both exotic, with its settings and city 

spectacles, and also safe and friendly, because of the Westernised relationships of its 

people. 

In 5 Fingers, the chase and the gaze of the protagonist reveal the details of Istanbul 

locations which have a multi-cultural context. This sort of pursuit has become a model for 

Istanbul espionage films such as The Accidental Spy, The International and Skyfall, but 

with increasing pace and violence. In 5 Fingers, the pursuit has a natural rhythm and the 

spy’s gaze relates the audience to the textures of the settings. Diello’s gaze enters into the 

city spectacles at eye level, revealing detail and a sense of topography and providing a 

sense of urban continuum. At this point, Istanbul becomes an espionage setting controlled 

only by the spy, Diello. This is further emphasised by the British agent McFadden: after 

searching for Diello and not being able to find him, McFadden returns to the car parked 

in front of the German consulate in which Travers is waiting. There, McFadden makes an 

important comment: ‘This city is created by Allah, primarily for the convenience of spies. 

Nobody ever found anybody in Istanbul’. 

I believe the production was well planned, since the critics received the cast and the 

crew’s performance in a positive way. There were also two Oscar nominations and two 

awards for the director and the screenplay writer. The critics’ reception of 5 Fingers 

concentrated more on the espionage activity side of the film and not on the cinematic city 

of Istanbul, which may mean that the film was perceived as being neutral with regard to 

its city context, as there was no emphasis on Orientalism. The film’s critics were more 

interested in the actor James Mason and director Mankiewicz because of their well-

known personas. From the 1960s onwards, in films such as From Russia with Love and 

Skyfall, Istanbul as a cinematic city was significantly emphasised by filmmakers and by 
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the media, and the city became internationally iconic.   

In conclusion, 5 Fingers was made during a period when Turkey was an ally of the 

Western powers and Hollywood stereotyped the Turks and Istanbul as being modernised. 

As a result, the film redefines Istanbul’s cinematic identity, using a new set of properties 

that relate more to the Westernisation-modernisation framework than to the framework 

used by Stamboul Quest, which was under the influence of Orientalism. 
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Conclusion 

This study has aimed to reveal Istanbul spaces and their filmic representations through an 

analysis of Istanbul city films of espionage. In the Introduction, I have covered the 

previous work done both in the general area of city film studies and also on Istanbul film 

studies and my review revealed that there are no comprehensive Turkish studies of city 

films and no published foreign studies of Turkish city films. Istanbul film discussions by 

Turkish academics are mainly carried out on films of melodrama and comedy: as a result, 

the duality of joy and melancholy appears as the main property of Istanbul. Consequently, 

I have proposed that alternative Istanbul representations should be studied through 

foreign Istanbul-set spy films. For this, I chose to examine two spy films, Stamboul 

Quest, about WWI, and 5 Fingers, about WWII. 

In the same chapter I covered the discussions on city films by scholars such as Mennel, 

Brunsdon, Barber and Clarke. Their contributions to the ‘city film’ topic are especially  

significant in terms of revealing the relationships between historical developments in 

cinema, genres and the way the cities are represented. They all emphasise the importance 

of genre in city film studies. Similarly, I have selected a genre approach to study Istanbul 

films. In my research, I have demonstrated that there are five properties of city films 

which help to understand them better; these are mainly drawn from the works of the 

above scholars.  

Firstly, in order to establish validity, city films should refer to iconic landmarks, markers, 

cityscapes and spectacles of the city involved. In this context, Stamboul Quest uses only 

the cityscape of the Galata Bridge and its surroundings by using actual footage of that 

area. There are no other landmarks and all the other cityscapes are set designs of an 

Arabesque style. In this sense, we can say that Istanbul in this film is narrowly 

represented. On the other hand, 5 Fingers uses very significant landmarks such as the 

Galata Tower and the Galata Bridge, as well as the cityscapes of the Golden Horn, the 

Historic Peninsula, the Pera Peninsula and the city spectacles of an islamic funeral 

procession in Pera and the Grand Bazaar shopping. The use of such filmic elements in 5 
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Fingers represents Istanbul as a complex city. The other two properties, which I call the 

interaction of the ‘individual’, in this case the spy protagonist, and the ‘major social 

groups’ with the city, reveal the human aspect of the filmic city. In the espionage films I 

have studied, the spy in both cases interacts and reveals the city’s properties, as expected 

from a protagonist of a city film. The spy Annemarie reveals various city spectacles of 

the day, such as the ‘charity garden party’ and the ‘Ottoman night club’. The first 

highlights the military emphasis even in a garden party and the second, with the belly 

dancer, ‘the Oriental’, shows one of the most Orientalist images of Istanbul. Annemarie 

represents the then popular female agent and also emphasises the Western woman’s 

freedom in an Oriental city. On the other hand, in 5 Fingers, the spy Diello knows 

Istanbul and reveals various significant city spaces by contrasting historic settings with 

modern daily life. He does this while making transactions in a restaurant at his base in 

Galata and as he starts the spy chase in the funeral crowd in Nuruosmaniye Mosque. 

Also, such Istanbul settings are revealed while he is hiding in the anonymity of the crowd 

in the Grand Bazaar. These are all good filmic examples of the spy interacting and 

revealing the filmic properties of Istanbul.  

In both films, we have the espionage and counter-espionage groups as major social 

groups interacting with Istanbul. In Stamboul Quest, the emphasis is on the German 

counter-espionage network, which is well organised and works scientifically, and as a 

result, directs the spy activities in Istanbul. Turkish espionage does not believe in science, 

is disorganised and relies on the amorous acts of its chief Ali Bey. Ali Bey and his 

intelligence group are represented in dark, noir representations of the city settings; these 

are again all related to the narrow Orientalist representations of the city. On the other 

hand, although 5 Fingers takes place in Istanbul, the film does not refer to Turkish 

Intelligence; but we have the modern, westernised Istanbullians as the main social group 

enjoying the historical city settings and providing the important human aspect of the new 

Istanbul city spaces. Meanwhile, groups of English and German agents are chasing 

Diello, who is shown to have an earlier, informal network that helps him in his escape. 

The modern Turks and the intelligence groups together construct Istanbul in this film as a 

rich spectacle.  
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In Stamboul Quest, the ‘city story’, which is the fourth property of city films, is the story 

of Orientalist Istanbul spaces. They are represented mainly through indoor scenes, 

whereas 5 Fingers shows numerous settings of Istanbul, such as the Galata Tower, the 

Nuruosmaniye Mosque, the Grand Bazaar, Zeyrek and The Golden Horn, which all refer 

to different historic city stories of the city’s multicultural life-styles coming together to 

depict a more cosmopolitan story of the city.  

Finally I have also used the properties of ‘the use of cinematic city tropes and mises-en-

scène’ in my textual analysis of the films. Some of the city film tropes used in both films 

are ‘the entry to the city’ as revealed in the train entries to Istanbul, and ‘aerial gaze’ as 

revealed in cinematic city gazes in both films. I have analysed the mises-en-scène that 

reveal these tropes besides the spy tropes. The results of this analysis provide the contents 

of my second and third chapters. Consequently, I can say that my five analytical 

properties for city films have helped to better understand and analyse these Istanbul films. 

The second chapter, by using the above properties, deals with how Stamboul Quest 

represents Istanbul’s Oriental space properties while contrasting them with the city of 

Berlin, which was a modern Western city of its time.  

In Chapter Three, I have studied the representations of WWII Istanbul through my 

analysis of 5 Fingers, which was made when Turkey was entering NATO. Therefore, 

Hollywood presented an Istanbul populated by modern and Westernised people. In this 

film, there are far more city landmarks and spectacles used in comparison with Stamboul 

Quest.  

In both films, the other travelogue aspect, besides Istanbul as the exotic location, is the 

train, which acts as a context of spying and violence. The train also plays an important 

role of bringing cosmopolitanism to Istanbul, with its multicultural mix of passengers in 

both films.  

 

The Changing Genre Characteristics of Spy Films 

Here I want to present how Stamboul Quest and 5 Fingers represent the spy genre. These 
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Istanbul espionage films about WWI and WWII fit in very well with spy genre 

verisimilitude expectations, as there are spy protagonists, espionage groups, false 

documents, searches for the spy, espionage operations, etc. Stamboul Quest relates a story 

of the women spies of its day and the coming WWII. 5 Fingers deals with the coming 

Cold War and the changing attitudes towards espionage. Changing attitudes to espionage 

and counter-espionage also redefine the genre corpus of spy films and the two films differ 

from one another significantly in this respect. Stamboul Quest starts with written 

descriptions of espionage and counter-espionage right after the opening titles. It says ‘As 

long as there have been wars, there have been spies. Ferreting out enemy plans, positions 

and preparations… The penalty of death if caught… Honored if successful. A risky 

business but a glamorous one. This is called Espionage.’ This is the idealistic and basic 

definition of espionage. 

On the other hand, 5 Fingers represents the act of espionage in a multi-dimensional way. 

The film puts forth the conceptual properties of being a spy and the act of espionage in 

general, through various espionage agents’ interpretations. For example, when Diello first 

meets Moyzisch in the Embassy, he presents himself as a spy. Moyzisch asks whether 

this is his life time’s work. Diello says no and adds that he is a spy because he wants to 

live a better life with the money he is going to earn from espionage. Countess Staviska, 

with whom Diello collaborates, has similar beliefs about spying and money. In the 

opening cocktail party scene, von Papen talks to Countess Staviska and the Countess says 

she can help the Germans by providing information from other countries if the Germans 

can help her in having a proper place to give parties. These comments are far from the 

heroic introductory presentations of espionage in Stamboul Quest. This implies that 

espionage may have different frameworks and messages from which to discuss such 

issues. The new ambiguous qualities of espionage are later propagated through films 

based on works by Len Deighton, e.g. Funeral in Berlin (1966) and Le Carré, e.g. The 

Spy Who Came in from the Cold (1965). 
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Cinematic Representations of the City and Their Influence on City Branding   

In more recent times, ‘branding’ has become a popular term in the context of cinematic 

city discussions linked with films and cities, and it is of relevance here in the Conclusion 

while discussing more recent films that use city settings. The concept of branding also 

explains the impact on the public of filmic representation of cities such as Istanbul. In this 

context, city branding is a means of emphasising the ‘qualities of cities’ as the major part 

of their ‘identities’, which attracts the attention of the residents, visitors, artists, writers 

and filmmakers. Interest in the uniqueness and attractiveness of city space has increased 

and as a result of this some countries use ‘touristic branding’ through films to promote 

cities that are already well-known, like Paris, New York, London, etc., while others have 

devised branding strategies for new cities.175 Consequently, branding has been used 

widely in the film medium and very effectively to create ‘city images’. This has become a 

way of constructing cinematic cities. In The Idea of Hong Kong: Structures of Attention 

in the City of Life, Stephanie Donald takes film as the main factor in making images for 

the ‘idea of the city’, which brands the city.176 She argues that in cinema this concept is 

explored in narrative, iconic landmarks, and local characters; and this writer also 

mentions genre portrayal’s importance in branding the cities. The example provided by 

Donald in detail is the action films of Jackie Chan, which brought Hong Kong into the 

forefront of world cinema as the ‘action hub’ of the world. Furthermore, Donald (2006) 

also argues that foreign mediators play a significant role in branding cities. My study of 

Istanbul in films shows that foreign mediators, in this case the producers and directors of 

foreign spy films, branded Istanbul as a ‘city of intrigue and espionage’, while also 

introducing the significant landmarks and spectacles of the city. 

Donald, Kofman, and Kevin, in Introduction: Processes of Cosmopolitanism and 

Parochialism, discuss the processes of changing from ‘parochialism’ to 

‘cosmopolitanism’, while analysing them in terms of their relationships to cities and to 

‘multiculturality’.177 Donald et al. argue that the city is branded as global when 

                                                 

175 Donald, H.S and Gammack, J.G., 2007, pp. 56-61. 
176 Donald, 2006, pp. 63-64. 
177 Donald et al., 2009, p. 1-13. 
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multiculturality and cosmopolitanism are represented in films as properties of the 

cinematic city.178 The international espionage subject matter of the foreign films 

Stamboul Quest and 5 Fingers takes Istanbul city stories out of the category of parochial 

city stories and puts them into the category of international (Stamboul Quest), multi-

cultural and cosmopolitan (5 Fingers) city stories, thereby branding Istanbul as a global 

city.  

In the next section I propose new studies of Istanbul as an espionage setting. My 

discussion on them will also refer to different kinds of branding in these new films.     

 

Further Istanbul Films and Suggested Studies on These Films 

In the Introduction chapter, I have proposed a broader view of Istanbul city films. 

Although this study is limited only to two spy films about the WWI and WWII periods, I 

believe that the studies of Istanbul spy films and related categories of my analytical 

framework can be used for a variety of related research topics. One such topic could be a 

detailed study of From Russia with Love, which is a later period Istanbul spy film. This 

film was produced right after the Cuban crisis of 1962, when Turkey was a staunch ally 

of NATO. This study would be a significant contribution to Istanbul spy films, since it 

refers to and uses period settings that were not represented before, such as the Byzantine 

Basilica Cistern (6th century), through which the subterranean historic Istanbul is 

introduced, and the Byzantine Hagia Sophia (6th century), which is not only shown as a 

building but also used as an urban espionage context. As a result, Istanbul’s cosmopolitan 

settings are broadened both in terms of numbers and historic periods. This film has 

further branded Istanbul as a timeless city of intrigue with its Byzantine, Ottoman and 

Turkish Republican settings and landmarks. 

Another interesting study would be on the significant number of Eurospy films of the 

Cold War era in relation to Istanbul, which I mentioned earlier. These films were all 

produced after From Russia with Love and they use Istanbul extensively, including the 

                                                 

178 Donald et al., 2009, p. 1-13. 
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narrow historic streets and the docklands around the Golden Horn, as well as the new 

Istanbul suburban districts that had not been not used before. These new cityscapes 

introduce popular environments rather than the spectacular and monumental landmarks. 

They use the new Istanbul environments from both the richer, as well as from the poorer 

parts of the city. Consequently, these representations have branded Istanbul as a Euro-spy 

city with an attractive urban texture. 

Kirsten Thompson, at the end of her talk in Istanbul in 2002, without any supporting 

argument, said that Istanbul had lost its previous role as the axis of intrigue. However, 

nineteen months after her presentation, Thompson was proved wrong. On November 20, 

2003, the Istanbul bombings by Al-Qaeda took place. In February 2012, ABC News’s 

Chris Cuomo prepared an extensive report on Turkey and Istanbul espionage activities 

(Cuomo, www.abcnews.com, 2012). In his report, Istanbul Still Center for Smuggling 

Secrets, Cuomo says that the reason for Istanbul being such a city is due to the fact that it 

remains a key crossroads for spies and smugglers because of its location. Cuomo wrote 

that Turkey has borders with eight countries and this enables smuggled goods and secret 

agents to move easily without being detected. This news programme and other newspaper 

articles on Istanbul as an espionage city re-branded Istanbul as a centre of espionage.179 

Therefore, it will be interesting to study later period Istanbul spy films, as it is still a 

popular location for spies and intrigue due to the global situation of terrorism and 

conflicts in the Middle East. A study of twenty-first century films of international intrigue 

and espionage taking place in Istanbul could start with The International and Skyfall. It 

would be interesting to study them because they both refer to the representations and 

branding of Istanbul in the new world order. The new order as represented in these films 

has global terrorism (Skyfall) and global financial power struggles (The International), 

                                                 

179 An article in the daily Hürriyet’s Sunday supplement (16 September 2012) by a well-known political analyst, 

Murat Yetkin (Yetkin: www.hurriyet.com), labels Istanbul as Casus Oyunlarının Sisli Sahnesi (Foggy Stage of Spy 

Games). His article argues that the reason for Istanbul being an active espionage setting is due to its history, 

location, and the presence of different cultures in the region. For more recent evaluations of the situation, an 

example is from the Turkish daily newspaper Milliyet’s article Casusların Kenti Istanbul (Istanbul, City of Spies) 

(www.milliyet.com.tr) of 10 September 2012, which stated that during the summer of 2012, Iranian spies were 

very active in Istanbul. The article, however, also states that this is nothing in comparison to Istanbul’s golden age 

of espionage during the Second World War. It says that at the time the agents followed were not ‘no-name agents’, 

but well-known spies. For example, one was able to see the famous Nazi agent ‘Cicero’ and the double agent Kim 

Philby at the Park Hotel bar in Istanbul. 

http://www.abcnews.com/
http://www.hurriyet.com/
http://www.milliyet.com.tr/
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using Istanbul as an exotic setting in general, as well as referring to the rising political 

turbulence around Turkey. Due to new developing political situations, both films 

represent women in Istanbul as fully covered in black chadour but with an increasing 

presence in the two films. Another Istanbul suspense film, Taken 2 emphasises this 

Middle Eastern representation, so much so that the major historic location in Istanbul is 

an Ottoman Külliye, a complex of social, cultural, commercial and religious buildings of 

the Ottoman period.  

Akser (2014) recently argued that Skyfall and Taken 2 ‘... present Istanbul as a slow 

Oriental city energized by the Western hero.’180 He added that Skyfall returns to 

Orientalism by using Istanbul as a setting with historic monuments and people in 

traditional clothes.181 Akser’s article is from a very recently published book Whose City is 

That? Culture, Design, Spectacle and Capital in Istanbul182182 which contains articles on 

various dimensions of Istanbul’s different facets. In it there is only one article in relation 

to Istanbul films and its argument as given above relates the recent Istanbul films to the 

new Orientalist outlook. 

All three films introduce a new concept of aerial gaze of Istanbul, taken from the top of 

the Bazaar. The rooftop of the Bazaar thus becomes a well-represented and well-

recognised Istanbul cityscape, similar to the Golden Horn or the Historic Peninsula. 

These films have branded Istanbul as a global city of the Middle East. 

Trains and train stations in Istanbul spy films or spy films in general would be another 

productive area of research, since trains play a significant role in the development of the 

spy story, while creating a sense of cosmopolitanism. This research area can be extended 

to the representations of the train and train stations in Istanbul films in general.  

 

                                                 

180 Akser, 2014, p. 36. 
181 Akser, 2014, p. 36. 
182 Koçak and Koçak, 2014. 
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Significance of the Study 

Istanbul films by Turkish filmmakers have tried to look into local problems such as those 

of different social groups in the city, especially migrants undergoing social change. This 

resulted in the making of melodramas or comedies. In these films there is no reference to 

the historic multiculturality of Istanbul and the different cultural settings. Fatih Akın’s 

documentary Crossing the Bridge was the first film to direct our attention to this aspect of 

Istanbul by documenting the music of its ethnic minorities. On the other hand, Istanbul as 

constructed in Stamboul Quest is an internationalised city of the Orient due to the 

presence of foreign spies and in 5 Fingers the city is represented as cosmopolitan through 

references to its mixture of multicultural settings.  

This study is a first in looking at filmic representations of Istanbul through the analysis of 

Istanbul espionage genre films. My approach and coverage of Istanbul films and foreign 

espionage films present a new way of looking at how Istanbul is represented. At the 

moment, there is no such study done by Turkish researchers and also no published 

foreign research on this topic. 

I have argued and shown through my filmic analysis that Istanbul representations are 

constructed in general through the understanding and representational frameworks used 

by the filmmakers, which identify Turkey, Turks and Istanbul according to the changing 

international relationships between the West and Turkey.  

When we look at the reception of both films by the foreign press at the time, we see that 

it was very positive. In terms of direct references to Istanbul, however, there were only 

very few comments on Stamboul Quest. Similarly, the Turkish press also had one article 

on each film, without any serious comments. Although neither film has been discussed in 

detail by foreign and Turkish academics until this study, both films were produced by 

directors, technical staff and actors who were recognised internationally at the time of 

their filming and 5 Fingers was also nominated for Academy Awards recognition. As a 

result, I believe that these two spy films were effective in revealing Istanbul spaces and 

their representations are still watchable. I also believe my study brings them back to the 

attention of film researchers.  



 

116 

 

The significance of my study in this area is, therefore, through the conceptual city-film 

discussion in general, and on early Istanbul espionage films in particular. Finally, I hope 

that the conceptual framework I have proposed to study city films will be used, discussed 

and developed in other cinematic city studies. 
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