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“Bridge of Spies” 
 

 Sneezing and shivering, lawyer James B. Donovan (Tom Hanks) wanders the wintry 
streets of early 1960s East Berlin. Only recently has the Wall been erected, massive channels of 
concrete and barbed wire carving the city in two. Armed with only a few words of German, Do-
novan struggles to locate his East German contact amongst the blizzardy midnight alleyways. 
His mission is crucial: secure the release of Francis Gary Powers—an American U-2 spy plane 
pilot shot down over Soviet airspace. To this end, the United States has authorized Donovan to 
negotiate a prisoner exchange for Rudolf Abel, a Soviet spy captured in Brooklyn. Callous, stone
-faced government men have warned Donovan not to try any funny stuff: they are only interested 
in a one-for-one exchange. But much to his contact’s amazement and the CIA’s fury, Donovan 
insists on a two-for-one exchange. The Soviets must also cough up Frederic Pryor, an American 
economics graduate student accused of espionage whose only crime was being on the wrong side 
of Berlin when the Wall went up. 
 
 Here is the central conflict in Steven Spielberg’s superb new historical drama, Bridge of 
Spies (2015): the desperate, selfless need to do right in the face of adversity. The East Berlin 
negotiations dominate the second half of the film while the first involves Donovan’s criminal 
defense of Abel during his espionage trial. Donovan gets roped into both assignments against his 
will. For one thing, he’s an insurance lawyer whose only experience with criminal law was a 
brief stint as an aid to the prosecution at the Nuremberg Trials. For another, he has no interest in 
traveling away from his family to spend time in hellish East Berlin. But both times Donovan’s 
sense of duty and righteousness commits him. During Abel’s trial he argues that, even as an 
enemy combatant, his civil rights guaranteed by the United States Constitution are sacrosanct 
and inviolable. While in Berlin he demands the return of Pryor since he was innocently arrested 
on preposterous charges. 
 
 The film establishes curious parallels to the Old Testament story of Esther, a Jewish 
orphan living in bondage during the Babylonian Exile who suddenly becomes the new queen of 
Persian king Ahasuerus. Much like Donovan, she is a stranger in a strange land who 
unexpectedly—and unwillingly—finds herself thrust into a high position of political power. Also 
like Donovan, she puts her life at risk to negotiate for the release of her people. The scale of their 
negotiations might vary—despite severe Cold War tensions only three people are being traded in 
East Berlin while Esther saves the entirety of the Jewish people from a genocidal plot 
orchestrated by Ahasuerus’ prime minister Haman—but they are both driven by a steadfast 
commitment to do the right thing. Just as Esther brings about the fulfillment of God’s justice for 
the Jews, Donovan reaffirms the basic tenets of American justice—freedom, equality, and liberty 
under the law. 
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