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OVERVIEW 

The Small Town (Kasaba) is the first of the three films by Nuri Bilge Ceylan, which is described as the 
provincial trilogy. It is also his first feature film. Just like in his short film Cocoon (Koza), Ceylan used his 
family, relatives, and acquaintances as actors. In addition, he took over almost every role in the film's 
production process. He wrote the screenplay, he was the producer, cinematographer, director, and he 
also participated in the editing of the film. The Small Town is a perfect example of a small-budget 
independent film, and it carries traces of Ceylan's life, the places where he grew up, and the people of 
a geography he is familiar with. 

It is possible to find the themes, concepts and subjects of the film in Nuri Bilge Ceylan's subsequent 
films. Rural, home, belonging, poverty, and nature are themes Ceylan likes to deal with. 

CINEMATIC NARRATION 

Shot in black and white in 35 mm., The Small Town bears the imprint of Ceylan’s visual aesthetics 
stemming from his interest in photography starting in his high-school years: a camera that barely moves 
and images that make use of the contrast between light and shadow, alternating between painting, 
photography and cinema. 

Working with amateur actors, giving little space to dialogue, being based on images rather than plot, 
and emphasizing ordinary moments in the characters' lives are elements that determine the style of the 
film. 

CHARACTERS 

Asiye  Eleven or twelve years old. Elementary school student.  
Ali  Eight, nine years old. Asiye’s brother.  
Saffet  In his twenties. Asiye and Ali’s niece.  
Grandpa In his seventies. Farmer. Asiye and Ali’s grandfather.  
Grandma In her seventies. Asiye and Ali’s grandmother.  
Father  In his forties. Asiye and Ali’s father. 
Mother  In his forties. Asiye an Ali’s mother. 

SYNOPSIS 

The Small Town depicts rural life through members of a family living in the countryside. The monotonous 
life in the countryside, the life cycle that repeats without change, the relationship between nature and 
human, the daily life of Asiye, his younger brother Ali and their family are depicted in the film. In the first 
part we watch an ordinary day at school for Asiye, in the second part we watch Asiye and Ali leave 
school and go to their family who are waiting for them in the fields and during this we also watch their 
interactions with nature, and in the third chapter we follow a conversation between family members, at 
times strained, revolving around their memories  

THE PLOT 

Snow.    Children are playing in the snow. Crazy Ahmet is walking towards them. One of the children 
makes a groove in the snowy ground with his foot and makes Ahmet slip and fall. The children 
laugh. Ahmet stands up but falls once more. He laughs with the children. Then he gets serious. Saffet 
looks at what is happening as if he is disgusted. 

Feather   . Roofs and the ground are covered with snow. It is morning. We see the town's scrappy 
houses and streets. In the garden of the primary school, children recite the National Oath before the 
lesson begins. While the students are waiting for the teacher in the classroom heated with a stove, one 
of the children plays a game of holding a feather afloat by blowing on it. The teacher comes. Makes a 
roll call. 



Wet socks.    Saffet sleeps on a sofa. Crazy Ahmet continues to walk outside. The teacher smells 
something in the classroom. He makes the students take out the food they brought for lunch and put 
them on the desks. He smells them all one by one. He finds the moldy food giving off the scent that 
spreads throughout the classroom. The scent comes from Asiye's bag. The teacher asks her to throw 
away her stinky food, criticizing her mother for being careless. He asks another student to read a 
passage from the textbook. The text is about the rules governing community life. At that time, a child is 
running down the hill near the school. It has started to snow. Soon, İsmail enters the classroom with his 
clothes wet from snow. He sits on the chair he puts next to the stove, takes off his shoes and socks and 
leaves it next to the stove to dry. He takes his book and starts following the lesson. The teacher is 
watching the falling snow. Asiye, who had to throw her food away because it had gone bad, watches 
the drops falling from İsmail's socks on the stove and sizzling. The feather they played with before falls 
in front of Asiye. Asiye makes the feather fly by blowing on it. Other students also join the game. The 
feather lands on the teacher's table. 

Lamb.    Asiye is walking to school with her younger brother. Saffet takes care of the lambs loaded into 
the back of the truck, four men slaughter lambs by the roadside, two men cook the lambs they put on 
sticks in a pit fire. Saffet leaves them and goes to the Ferris wheel. 

Donkey.    Asiye and her brother see a stork nest by the road, they pick plums from the tree in the 
cemetery and eat them. They see a donkey tied to a tree. Asiye is not interested in the donkey. His 
brother approaches the donkey and looks at its face, they stare at each other. Flies are landing on the 
eyes of the donkey. He moves away and throws the core of the plum at the donkey. 

A childish day.    Saffet wanders around the amusement park. He gets on the big swinging boat. He eats 
ice cream. He watches people who ride the Ferris wheel. He lies down in the meadow and dozes off. 

Turtle.    Asiye and her brother find a turtle. The younger one waits a long time for the turtle to stick its 
head out. They hear the sound of dogs. Asiye goes away. His brother sees the turtle sticking its head 
out. He goes and turns it over. They see the fog cloud over the swamp and come out 
of the cemetery. They run through the meadow and go to their family who are sitting under trees. Their 
grandpa complains about the high cost of living, saying that shopkeepers want too much money for 
everything. He then talks about his memories back from his military duty and the poverty he witnessed 
during the war. While he talks, his son, who is lighting a fire, intervenes from time to time and corrects 
his father's mistakes and answers the questions asked by the others before his father can get a word 
in. However, he is also getting things wrong. 

Memories of the grandfather.    It gets dark. The family goes on talking around the fire. While the 
grandma is peeling some fruit, they talk about cherries, the absence of cranes, and the snake in the 
cherry tree. Grandpa continues to tell stories. He tells about the hunger they suffered during the war, 
being captured by the British near Baghdad, being taken to Bombay and from there to another place, 
and being put to heavy work. Others are all ears. When Asiye's brother intervenes and tells some events 
before his grandfather, we understand that his grandfather had told these stories many times 
before. Jackal cries are heard. Asiye and her brother are stretched out on a cover laid down on 
earth. Asiye's eyes close. Saffet stands up and criticizes his grandfather for returning to his country after 
the war and not staying abroad. According to him, there is no difference between corn grown elsewhere 
and in their villages; it is meaningless to want to be buried in his own land after death. They talk about 
living away from the village, being a stranger in foreign lands. Saffet says that he does not want to live 
in his village until the end of his life, rotting away. Talking about Mesopotamia, Saffet's older brother, 
states that this region is the "cradle of civilization" and as if he wants to strengthen his claim, he says 
the phrase in both English and French. When the subject of Babylon and Alexander the Great comes 
up, the children ask their father to tell the story of Alexander crossing the sea with his army, which they 
had heard from him before. Their father begins to describe that period like a historian. Saffet criticizes 
these wars and expansionists for “invading states that live in peace”. 

Dream.    Ali falls asleep while listening to Iskender's adventures. He has a strange dream. In his dream, 
his mother performs prayers and he is sick. His mother settles on the wide shelf of the window like a 
turtle, covering her head with her arms and pulling her legs to her stomach. The little boy gets scared 
and screams at his mother to come down from there. Without changing her pose, his mother lets her 
body fall down to the floor. The turtle on his back trashes about. The boy wakes up. 

Grandma silences her son.    His father keeps telling his war stories. Grandma interrupts. She talks 
about her dead son, the pain of Saffet's father's death. Grandpa intervenes and talks about his son’s 
laziness, how he left the village and went away despite his objections. Saffet talks about his father's 



uselessness by saying that his deceased father never took care of him and that it was his mother who 
raised him. His grandfather criticizes Saffet for acting like his father because he either quits or gets fired 
from jobs, and just like him he tries to leave his hometown. 

Saffet's explanation.    Saffet talks about life in town, about things he feels he belongs to, and his 
desires. He finishes his words by saying, “What's wrong with wanting to go somewhere to find work that 
is big, serious, and important for everyone?” His uncle speaks about how his father has looked down on 
them for their poverty. This time Saffet begins to defend his father, trying to prove his uncle's self-interest 
and disloyalty. His uncle gets angry, talks about his struggles to get an education, how hard he 
worked. The family’s mood goes melancholy. Granma is quietly weeping. Grandpa tries to dispel the 
sad mood, defends his deceased son. He has accepted the loss of their loved one, everything that 
happened to them throughout their lives, and the life they lead, by ascribing all of it to the will of Allah. 

Night.    At home, some of them are already asleep and some of them are getting ready to go to bed. 

An ordinary day.    Grandpa is sleeping on the grass. Her school bag on her shoulders, Asiye stops by 
the stream while she passes through the cemetery. Saffet has taken off his shirt and he is spending 
some time there. Asiye slowly dips her hand into the water as if she is about to catch something. The 
image freezes. 

THEMES 

Nature.    In the Small Town, nature is one of the ways of depicting the rural life. The relationship of all 
characters with nature is reflected. The film begins with children who turn the snow-covered earth into 
a playground. They have fun sliding on the ice. While snow becomes a game for the children, it is a 
natural phenomenon that causes Crazy Ahmet to slip and become the object of children's mocking 
laughs.  The shoes and socks of the children who walk to school and back get wet as they go in and out 
of snow. Ismail, who is late for class, first takes off his wet shoes and socks when he enters the 
classroom. He hangs his socks on the wire above the stove of the classroom and puts his shoes near 
the stove to dry. For the children of rural towns, nature and things of nature is an intimate friend that 
sometimes entertains, sometimes teaches, and sometimes becomes a challenge that they have to 
overcome. On the way to their family who waits for them in the woods next to the cornfield, Asiye and 
Ali encounter a donkey, a turtle, steam rising from the surface of the river, the sounds of birds, the wind 
blowing the trees and the weeds, and all these things tickle their curiosity and allow them to observe 
and discover the world out there. For adults, nature means different things. Under the trees, the family 
comes together. Mother and grandmother pick and cook the corn picked from the field, grandma peels 
fruit through the night and feeds her family. Grandfather leans against a tree, lies down on the grass, 
and rest. For grandfather, nature is the quick passage of time, the deep wrinkles on his face. Asiye and 
Ali's father associate nature with science; he describes a tree sapling as a "wonder of nature" and relates 
the length of the branches to the amount of rainfall. For Asiye and Ali's mother, nature is pregnancy, 
birth, and motherhood. She tells Asiye about how she felt when she was pregnant: “It felt like I knew, 
how one should live”. Saffet has contempt for the town, but he is also aware of his devotion to the nature 
of the countryside: “I thought of nothing but getting out of this town until it was time to enlist. But when 
that morning arrived, I felt there were deeper ties connecting me to this town. A subtle scent was 
emanating from the poplars covered with dew drops… I guess I like these quiet mornings, dogs, the 
smell of the earth.” Although its meaning is different for each of them, nature is the main force that 
determines their horizon, their external world, and how they live.      

Migration.    Starting from the 1950s, Turkey has been a country where millions of people constantly 
migrate from rural areas to cities and even to foreign countries in hopes of a better life. Those who want 
to benefit from the health, education and entertainment opportunities of the cities, earn money and 
prepare a better future for their children migrate to big cities. In the Small Town, the theme of immigration 
comes to fore in the conversation they have on the evening of the day the family spends time 
together. They sit around the fire. They talk about memories, past events. Asiye's father has worked 
hard to have an education, he has learned English and passed the exam, went to America and 
completed his education there. Although he had studied for years, he returned to his hometown and 
continued to live there. While he talks about these, he accuses his brother, Saffet’s father, of chasing 
after parliament members, rich businessmen. “Your father always ran away from here.” But Saffet 
defends his father. In his defense of his father, he also tries to justify his own desire to leave: “What else 
could my father do? It feels like you are powerful, that you can move the world. Yet you have to live in 
this prison of a town that the world forgot.” Saffet wants to leave the town behind. Although he does not 
put much effort into it, he says “Trees to your left, trees to your right, what can you do but leave?” and 



tries to justify himself. “I got trapped in this town at the height of my youth…I don’t get the people here 
and their narrow mindedness, I find it alien and stifling. Now tell me, what's wrong with wanting to go 
somewhere to find work that is big, serious, and important for everyone?” In defense of his dead son, 
grandpa reminds them that none of them is perfect. He says to his son, “You’re the only educated person 
in this family, even in this town. You went abroad, learned foreign languages. Yet for all your wandering 
you eventually settled here. Didn’t you have that education to get rid of these fields, these hills? I still 
can’t understand what all that knowledge is good for.” The reckoning that revolves around leaving, 
emigrating, leaving town, and getting stuck in town ends with the words of the grandfather. 

In fact, the theme of migration first comes up when Asiye and Ali stumble upon a stork's nest on their 
way to the cornfield. Flocks of storks follow the same route and travel long distances and migrate. Just 
like people migrating from the countryside to the cities or from poor countries to rich countries. 

Rural.    The theme of rural life is an umbrella concept that encompasses all other themes and motifs in 
The Small Town. The turtle they encountered in the cemetery, the one Asiye told Ali that it would die if 
it is turned upside down, the one Ali waited for its head and feet to come out, then turned it over and left 
it where it was, represents the rural. Just like that turtle, the countryside moves sluggishly and changes 
slowly; withdrawn into its shell, it looks dead. 

Throughout the film, especially in Saffet's statements about leaving and the town, many things are said 
about the stagnation of the countryside, its inability to correspond to the dreams of young people, and 
the unfamiliarity of cities. The roots of the family are in the provinces, the nature is beautiful, but the 
country is stifling, boring, monotonous, like a “prison”. 

CHARACTER ANALYSIS 

Asiye    An elementary school student at the age of eleven or twelve, Asiye is a curious 
girl who loves to observe her surroundings. She is learning the country, and to live in the countryside. 

Observant.    She tries to understand and make sense of her position in the world by observing Ismail 
at school, who is late for class, the water dripping from his socks, the things she sees in nature, and her 
family. Her perspective of nature and everything around her is still fresh. Unlike Saffet, she is not tired, 
stifled, or overwhelmed yet. The film ends with Asiye's dream. Asiye collects corn from the field and then 
puts her hand in the clear flowing water of the stream. The image freezes at that moment. The sound of 
the water continues. We understand that Asiye will also leave one day (water sound = flowing, going) 
but will not be able to break away from her roots just like Saffet or her father (water image = provincial, 
roots, stagnation).  

Ali     About seven or eight years old. Asiye's brother. Like Asiye, Ali is also a curious child. But his 
curiosity is still far from abstractions, culture and meaning. He is still in the process of recognizing rather 
primitive motives, the visible face of humans.              

Sensual.     Exploring nature with his sister, throwing the garbage in his hand at the donkey, turning the 
turtle upside down and leaving it to die, and trying to crush the ant with a stick shows that Ali understands 
the contradiction of life and death with his senses, not by abstraction, and in a sense, that he acts with 
the urge of killing. The fact that he approaches his sister's face at night while sitting around the fire and 
staring at her for a long time, and asking her for corn while his grandmother is crying, also tells us that 
he is sensual. This characteristic of Ali also informs that he will be a part of the masculine culture in 
the provinces (no one stops him). 

Saffet      In his twenties. The nephew of Asiye and Ali. Saffet is a maladjusted character who does not 
have any talent or abilities, who cannot hold on to any job, and in his grandfather's words, is "a good for 
nothing".                  

Maladjusted.    He did not persevere in the jobs that his grandfather found for him through his 
acquaintances, and even angered his superiors, so he was fired or had to quit. He does not like the 
village or the town he lives in, he does not like the people who live there. He wants to leave the town 
and go to the city, but he has not succeeded in it yet because he is not determined and willing to work 
for it. He does not fit in with the environment he lives in, because he does not want to be like the people 
who live there, he does not want to “rot away” in that down like them: "I do not want to rot here until the 
end of my life." When his uncle says “One has to work” he protests: “To work, work what? My grandpa 
worked for so many years and what did he get?” Saffet also does not like to read. He is not interested 
in knowledge, learning, he just wants to live. He says to his uncle, “Okay, maybe I'm an ignorant person, 



I don't know Alexander, I don't understand history, but what good is knowledge if you don't share it with 
anyone? It's not enough to wander about books like mice. Did you learn all that knowledge just for 
yourself?” He gets bored while his uncle tells the war story of Alexander. During the conversation around 
the fire, he objects to the words of his uncle whenever he finds the opportunity, he does not want to 
accept what his uncle tells as true, and he tries to catch him on a mistake. He disagrees with what is 
said about his father and defends him. His uncle has been able to go to the city, even to America, to 
study at a university, and he has learned a foreign language. Saffet is deeply jealous of this, belittling 
his uncle's efforts, saying he was able to have an education because he was lucky. 

Grandpa  In his seventies. A farmer. Grandfather to Asiye, Ali and Saffet. As the eldest of the 
family, he uses his authority wisely. His life experience, his difficulties, and the fact that he had to work 
in his later years had made him both tired and understanding. He is fair and fatalistic.              

Fair.    First Saffet, then Asiye and Ali's father begins to talk about the deceased son, about his negative 
qualities. When his uncle's criticism gets harsh, Saffet defends his father, and the conversation between 
them gets tense. The grandma is crying. Dede says, “Why did you open this subject again? As if you 
are so perfect! ... You Saffet, you have the same problems that your father had. You have yet to make 
something of yourself, it's not clear what you are going to do... As for you, my son, you went abroad, 
learned foreign languages. Yet for all your wandering you eventually settled here. Didn’t you have that 
education to get rid of these fields, these hills?” and prevents both of them from talking about his dead 
son. These criticisms show that he does not distinguish between his sons and that he evaluates each 
of them according to their positive and negative qualities.  

Fatalist.    Asiye and Ali's mother talks about the child of their acquaintance, who died when he was two 
years old, and ask, "What was his sin?". Grandpa answers: “We don't know. Nobody but Allah can 
know. It wouldn't do to know everything. Just know enough to live. What good would it do to know more?  
We lost a child. But what can we do, that is God's will.” 

Grandma In her seventies. Asiye and Ali's grandmother. She is unhappy since one of his sons 
died. She is tired of the war stories her husband and her son tell.              

Unhappy.    She cries quietly when her dead son is mentioned. The war stories they tell which she 
perhaps listened to countless times before are boring her. She interrupts the war story his son is telling, 
saying, "The pain of the death of my boy is still deep inside me, that is what concerns me". Her whole 
life has been spent working. She complains about aches in her body and about how all they do is work. 

Father  In his forties. Father of Asiye and Ali. He went to America and graduated from a 
university there but then he returned to his village and he leads a life no different from his father's. He 
gets angry when his graduation from university and his going abroad is taken lightly.              

Angry.    When Saffet utters words that trivializes his uncle's university degree and his knowledge, he 
responds angrily: “I created myself from scratch, completely from scratch. I said I would read, I was not 
daunted, I endured all the difficulties. I went to middle school in the rain, in the mud, on a donkey’s 
back. Only I know the things I went through in high-school. In the summer, I hoed the earth in the 
fields. Do you think that’s easy? I got into university studying on my own. I learned English on my own, 
passed that Turkey wide exam and went to America." But, while his father is telling his war 
memories, someone asks where Nusaybin is. He reveals that his information is not that reliable by 
answering it is in Iraq. 

Eager to show off his knowledge.    He intervenes frequently during conversations and tries to show his 
knowledge on any subject, attempting to prove that he is not like the others. 

Mother     In her forties. Asiye and Ali's mother. She is a character who likes to live in the 
countryside and finds it dangerous to go out of her village, to be a stranger elsewhere. Motherhood is 
the most important role for her.                

It is unsafe.    Speaking about Saffet's request to leave the town, “Even if you go from here to Çan, one 
feels like a stranger. And who knows how he is going to feel if he goes to a foreign country or something” 
she says. 

Motherhood.    When she gets an opportunity to speak during the conversation around the fire, the topics 
she speaks are about children. She tells about her neighbors' child, who died when he was two years 
old, and the fear that Asiye and Ali felt while looking out the window during a fire in another 
house. However, the mother is a flawed person, just like any other family member. The food that she 



put in Asiye’s lunch box has been spoiled. When the teacher finds out about this, he says, "Tell your 
mother that she should be more careful," and indirectly scolds her. 

 

Asiye is the only kid who notices Crazy Ahmet’s sadness.  

 

 

Saffet spends time in the town fair. There is nothing much to do. 

 

 

Saffet, on his way to enlist.  

 

 

With wet clothes, shoes, and socks, İsmail enters the classroom. 

 


