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Abstract 
 

During the late 19th century in the region of Xanthi in Greece, the tradition 
of dealing with the monoculture of tobacco combined with livestock farming 
contributed to the development of a rural family economy by the people of Pomaks. 
This led to the formation of the mountainous settlements and their residences. At 
the same time, part of the region's complete identity was associated with its ethnic, 
social and cultural characteristics, from the period of Ottoman domination to 
modern times. However, the physiognomy of the settlements today have been 
gradually altered, with a significant number of residents abandoning them because 
of historical, social, political and economic circumstances over the last 60 years. This 
paper has a number of objectives. First, there is an attempt to record and present 
the physiognomy of the settlements and the characteristics of their architecture 
during the period of great prosperity. Then the specific reasons and procedures 
which have led to the current situation are highlighted and especially the 
problematic practices of piecemeal approach, both by the State and by the 
inhabitants themselves. This fragmentation has the effect of losing the identity of 
the region as a single network of settlements, the alteration of their character and 
their possible degradation. 
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Introduction 

Tobacco production and trade has been the economic development base of Western Thrace 
from the 19th to the middle of the 20th century. This process had a catalytic effect on the organization 
of the region of Xanthi at a regional level, where the urban and rural areas functioned as a tobacco-
producing network.1 An important part of this network was the settlements that Pomaks lived in the 
Rhodope Mountains. 

The Pomaks in Greece, Muslim populations with a particular linguistic orientation, are 
residents of the mountainous regions of Xanthi and Rhodope, located in the border zone with Bulgaria. 
Their exact ethnic origin is a complicated issue because of the many claims of the Thrace area during 
its long history. It has become a subject of redefinition and subject of controversy among the states of 
the region, Greece, Bulgaria, Turkey.2 Interestingly, for the longest period of Ottoman domination in 
ǘƘŜ ǊŜƎƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ hǘǘƻƳŀƴǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ tƻƳŀƪǎ Ψ!ƎǊƛŎŀƴΩΣ ŀ ǘŜǊƳ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ ƻŦ Ψ!ƘǊƛŀƴ 
aŀƘŀƭŀΩΣ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜŘ ōȅ tƻƳŀƪ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ ·ŀƴǘƘƛ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ мтǘƘ 
century.3 After the passage to the Greek administration and the Treaty of Lausanne, they formed part 
of the officially-institutionalized Muslim minority in Thrace. Today, according to unofficial figures, 
around 30,000-35,000 inhabitants live in Greece, of which about 23,000 in the prefecture of Xanthi and 
10,000 in the prefecture of Rhodope.4 
 

                                                           
1 Sinamides, J (2014), pp. 124 
2 Troumpeta, S (2001), pp. 82 
3 Melkidi, C (1991), pp. 16-17 
4 Lalenis, K, Fragkopoulos I, Kioses I, Kipouros S (2012), pp. 121 



ISVS e-journal, Vol. 5, no.1,  

December, 2017 

 

Journal of the International Society for the Study of Vernacular Settlements 2 

 

 
 

Fig. 1. Diagram of Pomak settlements in region of Xanthi. With orange and yellow color the 
settlements, with red city of Xanthi, with blue rivers and springs. 

Source: author 
 
The settlements of Pomaks in Greece are located in the northern mountainous and semi-

mountainous part of the West Thrace region. The mountain zone of their habitation extends from the 
east (prefecture of Rhodope) to the west (prefecture of Xanthi) along the Rhodope Mountains, 
compƻǎƛƴƎ ŀ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ƪƴƻǿƴ ƛƴ ƎǊŜŜƪ ŀǎ ΨtƻƳŀƪƻŎƘƻǊƛŀΩΣ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǾƛƭƭŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ 
Pomaks (Fig. 1). The settlements of Pomaks of Xanthi have been built on the edges of mountainous 
areas and are always adjacent to natural streams of water, with direct (rivers and torrents) or indirect 
ways (springs). Their primary occupation was livestock farming and agricultural production, with main 
crops being corn, potatoes and later tobacco.  

Tobacco production eventually occupied the largest part of the area's inhabitants. As far as 
their organization is concerned, Pomaks seem to have lived in closed, patriarchal communities in their 
broad social environment; population-pure, with relative self-sufficiency (Fig. 2). They relied solely on 
family economy, where all family members engaged in livestock farming and, above all, in agricultural 
production. The social and economic processes are reflected in the space, and the mountain village 
network is confirming this kind of organization. The villages of Pomaks of Xanthi region have a more 
coherent urban composition due to the greater intensity of agricultural production here. On the 
contrary, the settlements of Rhodope region are characterized by sparse construction, with incomplete 
and loose urban fabric, reminiscent of more pastoral settlements than an organized whole, while rarely 
observed organized and clear urban planning. 

 



ISVS e-journal, Vol. 5, no.1,  

December, 2017 

 

Journal of the International Society for the Study of Vernacular Settlements 3 

 

 
 

Fig. 2. Members of family in Pomak settlement Medusa, 1950. 
{ƻǳǊŎŜΥ ¢ŀǎƻǎ ¢ŜŦǊƻƴƛŘŜǎΩ ǊŜŎƻǊŘǎ 

 
The villages were placed relatively close together, but were far from the urban center of 

Xanthi. Connection was difficult, not only because of the kilometric distance, but also of the soil 
geomorphology and the presence of many rivers and torrents (Fig. 3). However, the creation of an 
important network of bridges, which has been common since the Byzantine times in the region, ensured 
communication with the city and the export of their important manufactured goods. 
 
Physiognomy and characteristics of the settlements of Pomaks of Xanthi 

The agglomerations, although largely corrupted, have some features that can give us a clear 
picture of their original physiognomy. These elements compose the overall identity of the mountainous 
residential area. Common elements can be traced to their relationship with the natural terrain, but also 
with different kinds of natural water flow, which have influenced the development and the internal 
network of the roads of the settlements, as well as the structure and shape of the houses. Still a 
common feature is the core assembly with central functions in each village. The most important place 
in this central unit holds the building of worship. Around the mosque, other buildings of public 
character, such as the school or the community officesτwhere they existedτas well as meeting rooms 
(cafes) or very small retail outlets, were often concentrated. It is no coincidence that the public space 
under Ottoman standards was limited to unstructured areas within this central core and the streets. 

 

 
 

Fig. 3. Panoramic views of Pomak settlements (a. Oraion, b. Myce). 
Source: author 
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Fig. 4. Narrow roads in Pomak settlements urban tissue (a. Echinos, b. Medusa, c. Oraion). 
Source: author 

 
Local roads are narrow and the urban tissue is organized in a spontaneous and free manner. 

The sides of these axes are essentially limited on both sides by high stonewalls, with a continuation 
which is interrupted only by the entrance doors to their dwellings or courtyards (Fig. 4). The houses 
have small courtyards particularly in villages where we find great building density. The presence of a 
ǇŜŎǳƭƛŀǊ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŦƭƻƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘǿŜƭƭƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tƻƳŀƪ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ΨŘƛŀǾŀǘƛƪƻΩ 
ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜΣ ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǎǘǊƻƴƎΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨŘƛŀǾŀǘƛƪƻΩ seems like a narrow portico and is a public passage at 
the level of the street where, above and beyond, the enclosed spaces of the house are developed on 
both sides (fig. 5). This prevented the discontinuity of the traffic network within the settlement. 

 

 
 

Fig. 5. 9ȄŀƳǇƭŜǎ ƻŦ ΨŘƛŀǾŀǘƛƪƻΩΣ ƛƴ tƻƳŀƪ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ όŀΦ DƭŀǳƪŜΣ ōΦ YƻǘǘȅƭŜΣ ŎΦ 9ŎƘƛƴƻǎύΦ 
Source: author 

 
Important differences are found in the development of settlements and their location on the 

natural terrain, their density, and the location of the core with the central functions. 
With regard to the relationship of the natural terrain with the mountainous settlements, we 

distinguish locations that developed alongside the banks of a river, either on one side, such as Melivia, 
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Ano Thermes, Glauke or on either sides, such as Smynthe, Myce, Medusa, Satres, or Koundouros. These 
settlements have milder terrain without steep slopes on the ground. Correspondingly, due to their 
siting in more steeply sloping ground, there are locations that developed parallel to the massif calls 
linearly or amphitheatrically.5 They are placed rarely on flat ground, either at a top elevation (Alma, 
Lower Thermes) or in a low valley surrounded by mountain ranges (Centaurus). 

The settlements according to their ǳǊōŀƴ ǘƛǎǎǳŜΩǎ development system can be distinguished in 
linear, centrobaric or dispersed form.6 Agglomerations with linear growth developed on either side of 
a central longitudinal axis, which usually forms the entrance and exit of the settlement (Fig. 6). Some 
of these are Smynthe, Myce, Pachne, Hemonio, Melivia, Medusa, Ano Thermes and Middle Thermes, 
Oreon, Kottyle, Satres. It should be noted how villages that developed on either side of a river always 
show linear growth. On the contrary, the settlements with centrobaric structure grow around a small 
core with central functions and the urban tissue is radially structured (Fig. 7). These are Centaurus, 
Glauke, Kato Thermes, Dimarion, Kyknos, Kottane. Finally, we observe the phenomenon of scattered 
settlements, where groups of houses are organized in small "districts", which can be spaced up to 100 
meters apart, and usually in one of them is the core of the central functions (Fig. 8). Such as Prosilio, 
Chryso, Alma, Mantena. The scattered structure has its origins in the older satellite camps of the 
breeders, who preferred to be close to their pens while controlling wider areas for grazing. This 
phenomenon is now more pronounced in the Pomak villages of the Rhodope prefecture. 

 

 
Fig. 6. Diagrams of linear settlements (examples a. Medusa, b. Smynthe). 

Source: author 
 

 
Fig. 7. Diagrams of centrobaric settlements (examples a. Upper Thermes, b. Dimarion). 

Source: author 
 

                                                           
5 Linearly development we find in settlements such as Pachne, Kottane, Akraios, Dimarion, Theotokos 
and amphitheatrically in Oreon, Kottyle, Mantena. 
6 Roukounis, Y. - Giannopoulou-Roukouni, M. (1985), pp. 142. 
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Fig. 8. Diagrams of scattered settlements (examples a. Alma, b. Mantaina). 

Source: author 
 

In terms of density, the settlements are dense or moderate built in their overwhelming 
majority because of the limitations of the natural relief, where it does not allow uninterrupted 
expansion, depending on the population of the settlement.7 Usually the most populous villages are 
densely built and those are Myce, Echinos, Centaurus, Dimarion, Glauke, Pahne.  

The nucleus with the central functions, depending on the self-sufficiency and size of the 
settlement does not always have the same extent and therefore some of the reported uses may be 
absent. This section is located most of the time in the heart of the village, especially when we find 
centrobaric settlements. Some of these are Smynthe, Myce, Centaurus, Glafke, Pachne, Kotyle, 
Dimarion, Medusa, Upper and Lower Thermes, Oreon, Kottane. But there are also occasions where it is 
encountered in its perimeter, such as Aemonio, Middle Thermes, Kyknos, Melivia. Finally there are rare 
cases where abandoned villages show no traces of corresponding functions, not even a mosque.8 It is 
no coincidence that in these settlements, the residents seem to be engaged solely with livestock 
farming.9 Moreover, because of their extremely isolated position, they were probably inhabited 
seasonally in the year and were served by other nearby settlements. 

Echinos, is the most particular case of settlement, as it is the largest in extent and population. 
Although its structure develops linearly in relation to a central elongated road, two separate districts 
have been created on each sideτǘƘŜ ǳǇǇŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǿŜǊ ΨƳŀƘŀƭŀΩ- each of which has a centerτbarbed 
structure and two independent nuclei with central functions. Commercial uses also spread on the main 
road and beyond the two cores. Because of this phenomenon, a third mosque was probably built, in a 
centrobaric position of the settlement and near the main commercial part of the central axis. 
 
Characteristics and analysis of vernacular architecture of Pomaks 

The architecture in the pomak houses of Xanthi has many elements in common with the 
corresponding mountain residences, as it is shaped throughout the Balkan Peninsula until the Pontus 
region, in the years of Ottoman domination. The basic type of the mountain residence is the two-
ǎǘƻǊŜȅŜŘ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ΨƘŀȅŀǘƛΩ10 on the ground floor and the first floor (Fig. 9).11 

Probably the most important element that has formed the functional organization of the 
pomak dwelling, as in most cases of rural or mountainous settlements in Balkans, is the siting of 
agricultural or livestock production within the building. However, a series of social, cultural and 
economic parameters led to minor changes and different variations, which contributed to the shaping 
of the architectural physiognomy of the mountainous Pomak settlements. 

                                                           
7 Lalenis, K, Fragkopoulos I, Kioses I, Kipouros S (2012), pp. 124 
8 Such settlements are Akraios and Koundouros. 
9 As it is mentioned in Troumpeta, S (2001), pp. 94, in remote settlements, Pomaks dealed only with 
ƭƛǾŜǎǘƻŎƪ ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ мфслΩǎΦ 
10 ΨIŀȅŀǘƛΩ, in ottoman and greek vernacular architecture, is called a semi-open extension of the 
interior, like an oriel, with a south or southeast orientation and it is a space essential to the dwelling 
life, as well as a source of sun and ventilation. 
11 Kizis, Y (1990), pp. 21-22 
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Fig. 9. Typical pomak houses (examples a. Melivoia, b. Medusa). 

Source: author 

 
Fig. 10. DǊƻǳƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǳǇǇŜǊ ŦƭƻƻǊ Ǉƭŀƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƳŀƪ ƘƻǳǎŜΩǎ ōŀǎƛŎ ǘȅǇŜΦ όмΦ {ǘŀōƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƻǊŀƎŜΣ нΦ 

ΨƘŀȅŀǘƛΩΣ оΦ Ƴŀƛƴ Ƙŀƭƭ ς ǳǇǇŜǊ ƭŜǾŜƭ ΨƘŀȅŀǘƛΩΣ пΦ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǊƻƻƳΣ рΦ YƛǘŎƘŜƴύ 
Source: author 

 
The basic unit is rectangular, two-storey and each level is organized according to the local bi-

zonal composition of the traditional residence. Both the ground floor and first floor are divided into the 
ƛƴǎƛŘŜ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ Ŏƻƴǎƛǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳǎ όŜƴŎƭƻǎŜŘ ǎǇŀŎŜǎύ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ΨƘŀȅŀǘƛΩ όsemi-open 
spaces), respectively (Fig. 10). In the pomak dwelling, the ground spaces operated for collateral 
functions and part of the cottage industry, while the upper floor housed family accommodation and 
even some elaborate operations.12 Entrance to the house was usually accomplished through the walled 
courtyard, and in rare cases from the street level. The floor of the ground level was in contact with the 
soil or was paved with stone slabs. The semi-outdoor space functioned as an entrance from the 
enclosed rooms of the ground floor, but also for the upper level. The communication of the two storeys 
and the entrance to the upper level was attained by a staircase of wooden construction, from the 
ΨƘŀȅŀǘƛΩ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŦƭƻƻǊ όCƛƎΦ ммύΦ Lƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ elaboration products and protect the family 
from odors and climatic conditions, the opening of the ladder was closed by a hatch. The enclosed 
ground spaces were used almost exclusively for housing animals and storing agricultural tools, animal 
feeds or fertilizers, but also for the storage or elaboration of tobacco leaves. 

 

                                                           
12 Tentokali, V (1989), pp. 38-40. 


