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A Journey in Space and Time
SASKIA DE WIT

Delft University of Technology

‘The city and the myth’ suggests a defining interrelation 
between the contemporary city of Çanakkale and what is 
believed to be the setting of the mythic Troy. However, it is not 
so straightforward to say anything conclusive about the impact 
of the myth of Troy on the city of Çanakkale, and that has mainly 
to do with geography. 25 kilometres of rolling agricultural fields 
separate the contemporary city from the archaeological site. Is 
the myth really the myth that belongs to this city? Can this 
friendly midsize city with its pleasant coast, derive its identity 
from the myth? And if not, then how does the myth of Troy 
influence contemporary Çanakkale?

Embarking on a workshop with the aim of exploring the 
narrative potential of the myth and the site, I set out with the 
assumption that the myth of Troy would overrule everything in 
Çanakkale (possibly informed by the fact that I had booked a 
hotel bearing the name Pelit Troya). I had expected a singular, 
romanticised, official narrative, defining the city’s formal 
identity, and erasing or overpowering the multitude of informal 
and multiple memories that make a city. Such an overpowering 
image, I assumed, would beg for unearthing those multiple 
counternarratives of the city. But this was not the case at all.
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We travelled from Istanbul, a true metropolis with 15 to 20 mil-
lion inhabitants, to the midsize city of Çanakkale of 300.000 and 
many tourists, to Troy, whose last inhabitants left around the 
year 500, current number of inhabitants zero. Human inhabit-
ants, that is. From Istanbul to Çanakkale we crossed the Bospo-
rus, negotiating the daily traffic jams, along the Sea of Marmara, 
over the mountain ridge with its endless fields of sunflowers, 
and the ferry from the Gallipoli peninsula the Çanakkale. The 
next morning something interesting happened. 

For half an hour we drove away from Çanakkale, until we 
discovered that the driver was taking us to the Gallipoli 
battlefields to the north, assuming that is where one goes when 
visiting Çanakkale. The battlefields are a reminder of the 
military campaign in World War I, led by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. 
In Turkey the campaign is regarded as a defining moment in the 
history of the state, a final surge in the defence of the 
motherland as the Ottoman Empire retreated. It formed the 
basis for the Turkish war of Independence and the declaration of 
the Republic of Turkey eight years later, with Atatürk as founder 
and president. Clearly, the myth of Troy was overruled by a 
different myth…

Instead of Troy, the battlefields have become the number one 
tourist destination, just as distant from the city, but more promi-
nent on people’s mind. Instead of the battleships of the invading 
Greeks, we see container boats continuously crossing the Darda-
nelles Strait, determining the image of contemporary Çanakkale 
with its lively shipping industry. Tourists come for seafood and 
peynir helvasi and stroll along the sea promenade. 

The open, rural landscape that separates the Troy excavations 
from the city denies any form of a connection between the two 
locations, and the only visual reference to the myth in the city is 
a large Trojan horse statue. So, instead of trying to tone down a 
dominant presence, I discovered myself doing the exact 
opposite: searching for hints, clues and linkages that could 
expose a possible connection between the city and the myth, 
that could overcome a physical, temporal and mental distance, 
trying to discover the here in the there, the then in the now, the 
heroic in the prosaic. 

The sea is conspicuously absent in Troy. Such an obvious pres-
ence in the war narratives and myths, and so defining in con-
temporary Çanakkale, with its seaside tourism and cargo boats. 
We even arrived by ferry. But it is absent from the landscape of 
the Troy excavations.
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is surprising. Tourists take selfies with the dwarfs as if they are 
an important local icon. What will the photo tell them about 
Çanakkale when they get home? Is Disney’s Snow White the con-
temporary version of Helena of Troy?

Stray dogs are everywhere. These large, well-fed and content 
creatures are sleeping at sidewalks in Istanbul, at the roadside 
restaurant between highway entrances and exits, in little urban 
parks in Çanakkale, inside the Troy Museum, all over the archae-
ological site. The same sleeping dog seems to appear and reap-
pear, crossing boundaries of space and time, and it is not hard to 
imagine it at the feet of the Trojan hero Hector.

There is no singular, large story that bridges the 30 kilometres 
and 3000 years between Troy and Çanakkale, that can clear the 
mists of fiction, myth, and fable. It is only through the messy 
heterogeneity of all those micro-stories that we can see possible 
connections and relations shimmering through…

What still connects Troy and Çanakkale is the wind. Çanakkale is 
littered with trash. It is the wind that carries it everywhere, tear-
ing open garbage bags, and spreading their contents through 
the streets. It is the same wind that blows all along the western 
coast. The same wind that filled the sails of the mythical Greek 
boats and brought them up to the Trojan shores. The same wind 
that – joining forces with the sea currents – filled the Troja bay 
with sediments thousands of years ago, transforming the port 
city of Troy into an inland town. 

Searching for contemporary signifiers or symbols of myths and 
historical narratives, the first and most straightforward are stat-
ues. In Çanakkale the myth of Troy is represented by the Trojan 
Horse at the harbour, a giant steel and fibreglass film prop from 
the 2004 movie Troy. Not far from the horse are two colorful fi-
breglass statues of Snow White’s dwarfs, looking at the sea. And 
compared to the horse, they receive an amount of attention that 

<
The statues of Snow White’s Dwarfs receive almost as much 
attention as the one of the Trojan horse, mixing old and 
contemporary myths, fiction and fable, high and low culture, 
here and anywhere.


