
Introduction

The proposed study considers changing hands as an important factor that determines the 
spatial formation and transformation of Crete in the case of Rethymnon. It will examine the 
spatial changes of Rethymnon after the population exchange between Greece and Turkey that 
took place in 1923. However, this exchange of populations is not an operation of changing hands 
for the island, but it isa swap of human beings, languages and religions between two nation-
states. In other words, with the exchange of populations the properties on the island changed 
hands, not the island itself.

The main sources of this study are the exchange catalogues for Rethymnon1 that were created, 
by the Institute for Mediterranean Studies, using the archives of the population exchange 
commission, and partly published online; Rethymnon Municipality records between 1900-1927; 

1 http://digitalcrete.ims.forth.gr
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and the output of the author’s fieldwork between the years 2013-2015 in Rethymnon. In order 
to make up for some missing information, the liquidation requests (tasfiye talepnameleri) found 
in the State Archives of the Prime Ministry of the Republic of Turkey were also used for this 
research.

In this research, two important spatial changes were identified in the old town of Rethymnon 
after the population exchange.The first is the changes of use. It has been observed that the 
changes of use in the old town of Rethymnon occurred on different scales, such as the building 
and the urban scale. With the departure of the Muslim population from the island, a group  
of buildings remained without a community that could use it. And, as a result, the use of some 
buildings mandatorily changed. The uses of mosques, hammams, medreses and tabhanes 
changed in the old town of Rethymnon after the population exchange. Today these buildings  
are used for cultural events such as concerts and exhibitions. 

It was concluded that the changes of use on an urban scale occurred in two different ways. 
The first was a natural outcome of the population exchange: the disappearance of the traces of 
the Muslim population that left the island, in the urban space. The departure of Muslims from 
the island resulted in the extinction of some occupations in Rethymnon, such as fez making, 
fez molding and horseshoeing. Especially along the commercial axis that had a particular use 
of concentration, as well as Petaladika (Πεταλάδικα) Street, the use of the street changed 
automatically. The second kind of change of use on the urban scale was performed by the state. 
Demolishing some mahalles of the Ottoman rule which were created by destroying the Venetian 
squares resulted in the re-opening of the public squares after the population exchange. However, 
some of the re-opened squares turned back into ordinary streets according to the preferences of 
the new users, as in Mavrokordatou Street. At this point, it should be underlined that the user is 
one of the most important figures of the spatial changes that occurred in Rethymnon.

The second type of major spatial change that took place after the population exchange is the 
subdivision of the parcels. Passing an important part of the remaining Muslim properties to local 
people caused difficulties for the refugees to be placed in the city. The subdivision of the parcels 
that is seen in the old town of Rethymnon is considered a consequence of this situation. On the 
other hand, during the fieldwork, it has also been seen that some buildings were subdivided as 
a result of changing needs overtime. The university that was founded in the city and increasing 
tourism also played important roles in these changes.

Rethymnon Refugee Rehabilitation Committee Documents

The main source of this research is the documents of the Rethymnon Refugees Rehabilitation 
Committee, which holds the record of the Muslim properties in Rethymnon after the Treaty of 
Lausanne. 1624 of these documents have been classified and published online by the Institute 
for Mediterranean Studies (IMS-FORTH) within the “Digital Crete” project. For this study a total 
of 2456 documents have been examined, including the unclassified and unpublished ones. These 
documents contain information on the properties that changed hands during the population 
exchange, such as the first and subsequent owners/renters of properties, ethnic identities of  
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owners/renters (such as local, refugee or Armenian), street names, border neighbours; dates, 
ways and costs of changing hands, and simple definitions of the properties. An example of the 
documents is shown in Fig. 1.

The absence of street numbers in the aforementioned properties is the first notable deficiency 
of these documents. Moreover, the street names have changed over time. Therefore, in order to 
match the documents with the existing buildings, it is necessary to know the new street names 
and to have an idea of the principles of the commission for developing at least a simple system. 
Another major deficiency is the lack of knowledge on the total number of documents. For this 
research the documents are divided into two sub-groups: the properties in the city and those 
outside the city. The distribution of the properties that changed hands is examined according to 
the identity of the subsequent owners/renters in both groups (Fig. 2).

It should be noted that the balance between these groups may change at any time, due to 
the large number of documents with indefinite identities of subsequent owners/renters. There-
fore, to make a comment on the issue, the indefinite documents should be ignored. From this 
perspective, the subsequent owners of the properties that changed hands in Rethymnon after 
the Treaty of Lausanne are mainly locals. On the other hand, it is known that the number of  
refugees that migrated from Asia Minor is three times that the number of refugees that left Greece 
during the population exchange (Aktar, 2007). Even in this case the settlement of refugees was  
 

Fig. 1. An example of Rethymnon Refugee Rehabilitation Committee Documents.
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a difficult issue. The problem has 
been further complicated by the 
local population who settled on 
the abandoned Muslim proper-
ties. Nikos Andriotis (2004) asso-
ciates the lootings and conflicts 
between the Christian population 
and the Muslim population in Cre-
te with the agricultural crisis that 
arose in 1821 and states that the 
lootings continued until the popu-
lation ex change in 1923. There-
fore, he argues that the exchange 
commission worked as an approval 
authority for those who looted the 
abandoned Muslim properties, as 
well as to pro vide settlement for 
the refugees. Ne vertheless, even 
if we assume that all of the afore-
mentioned indefinite docu ments 
belong to the refugees, the imbal-
ance between the incoming and 
outgoing populations in Rethym-
non raises the question where the 
rest of the refugees settled down. 
Even if the incoming and outgo-
ing populations had been equal, 
the allocation of 1018 out of 2456 
pro perties to the local population 
was e nough to cause a problem. 
This pro blem could be solved in 
two ways: either by changing the 
existing lots in the city or by con-
structing new settlements out-
side the city for refugees. Both 
solutions imply significant spatial 
changes, but the focus of this study 
is the properties in the old town of 
Rethymnon and the spatial results 
of their changing hands.

Fig. 2. The distribution of the properties that changed  
hands (according to the identity of the subsequent  

owners/renters).
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1425 documents belonging to the properties that changed hands in the old town of Rethymnon 
have been re- categorized according to street names and the identity of subsequent owners. 
Table 1 has been created with this information. 

Table 1. The properties that changed hands in the old town of Rethymnon (according to street names 
and the identity of subsequent owners/renters).



6    ΠΕΠΡΑΓΜΕΝΑ ΙΒ΄ ΔΙΕΘΝΟΥΣ ΚΡΗΤΟΛΟΓΙΚΟΥ ΣΥΝΕΔΡΙΟΥ

In Table 1 it is seen that the re fugees were mainly placed in residential zones and streets that 
changes many hands, such as Nikiforou Foka and Thessalonikis Streets. On the other hand, it is 
also seen that quite a small number of refugees were placed in the most important commercial 
zones that changed many hands, such as Arkadiou, Souliou and Konstantinopoleos Streets. As 
seen in Table 1, the properties in the commercial zones passed to the locals. Furthermore, it is 
also seen that the properties in Agias Varvaras Street passed to the locals. Agias Varvaras Street 
was at the intersection of Megali Porta and Tistsomahalles which were densely inhabited by the 
Christian population in Rethymnon. This situation supports Andriotis’ argument that the refugee 
rehabilitation committee worked as an approval authority against the lootings that took place 
before the arrival of the refugees.

A Case Study in Kolokotroni (Vernardou) Street 

For this research I have examined 15 streets in detail and Kolokotroni Street is taken as  
a sample for this article. This is a residential zone where a considerable number of the refugees 
were placed and properties changed many hands. 35 properties changed hands in Kolokotroni 
Street. The Refugee Rehabilitation Committee documents on the properties in this street 
begin at No.268 and end at No.295. Although document No.292 could not be found in the 
archive, it could be located because the documents followed a certain order. Based on the  
border neighbours of the properties, the “Neighbourhood Relations” graph was drawn (Fig. 3).

This graph includes the names of the first owners, table numbers, boundary neighbours and 
types of properties that changed hands in Kolokotroni Street with the population exchange. In 
this graph the rectangles in red show the properties that did not exist in the archive. Not having 
the necessary documents, their location was estimated from the border neighbours. Each 
rectangle in the graph belongs to a property and has no size. The rectangles should not be 
considered as parcel lines because we have no information regarding this. The horizontal lines 
with circles show the relationships between the floors. For example, in this graph the house of 
Mehmet Perdikaki is on the house and store of Adile Hamam codopoula; but the entrances are 
side by side. Grey horizontal stripes specify uncertain conditions in which the border neighbour 
is unknown; it may well be a street, two Christian properties side by side, or it could also be  

Fig. 3. Neighbourhood relations before the population exchange in Vernardou (Kolokotroni) Street.
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Fig. 4. Religious homogenization.
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a case in which the borders of a property could not be found in the archive. Although this chart 
cannot be superposed on today’s site plan, it is important for understanding the atmosphere in 
Rethymnon just before the population exchange. According to the examined documents, in this 
street 17% of the properties belong to Christians and the rest to Muslims.

The changes in Kolokotroni Street after the population exchange, which aimed at the 
homogenization of the population in both countries, is shown in the graphs (Fig. 4). In these 
graphs the properties belonging to Christians are in blue and Muslim properties are in red. The 
white lines dividing the rectangles specify properties with more than one owner. The white 
diagonal dashed lines specify unknown multiple owners. In the first phase graph, the relationship 
between the Muslims and the Christians before the population exchange in Kolokotroni Street 
is seen. In the second phase graph, the remaining Muslim properties after the population 
exchange are seen. In the third phase graph, it can be observed that local people moved into 
some of the properties left behind by Muslims, yet before the refugees came to Rethymnon. In 
the fourth phase graphic, it is seen that the refugees from Asia Minor settled in the remaining 
properties. Obviously, the religious diversity in the first phase graphic disappeared with the 
population exchange and, as a result, the religious identities in the street were homogenized. 
However, it is also possible to interpret the identity changes after the population exchange in 
Kolokotroni Street as in these graphs in Fig. 5. In these graphs the changes in the street are 
represented through ethnic identities. It is clear in the fourth phase that the street which was 
religiously homogeneous was hybridized culturally. Although religion was seen as a binding 
and homogenizing factor by the nation-states, it seems rather hard to believe that this street 
became homogeneous with the refugees who had grown up in different cultures and different 
geographies. Refugees came from different parts of Anatolia and indeed were different even 
among themselves, so it is possible to believe that the street, having lost its religious diversity, 
was still hybrid.

Spoken languages before the population exchange in Kolokotroni Street are seen in the graphs 
in Fig. 6. Cretan Dialect (κρητική διάλεκτος) was the lingua franca of Christians and Muslims 
on the island of Crete before the population exchange. After the population exchange, three 
different languages began to be spoken on this street: Cretan Dialect, Modern Greek and 
Armenian. The language that held together the Christians and the Muslims living on the island 
before population exchange, became the disintegration point of Orthodox Christians on the 
island after the population exchange. From this point of view, in the case of Rethymnon, the 
idea of homogenization of the nation-states (Greece and Turkey) resulted inanother type of 
hybridization.

According to Rethymnon Refugee Rehabilitation Committee documents, properties Nos 276 
and 349 in Kolokotroni Street changed hands with the population exchange. These properties 
belonged to Ali Skoupentidakis’ wife Fatma Perdikopula. Property No.276 is a storeroom. 
Property No.349 is a house above this storeroom (276) and its entrance is on Epimenidou Street 
(Annex1, Annex2). According to the documents the storeroom consists of a single room. The 
ground floor of the house contains a laundry, a storeroom and a well; the first floor of the house 
contains six rooms, a kitchen, a bathroom and two terraces.
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Fig. 5. Cultural hybridization.
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In Figure 7, the survey plan of this building which shows its status in 1973 is seen. These 
survey plans were created by the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki.2 During the fieldwork 
carried out in Rethymnon in 2013, a simple sketch showing the current status of this building 
was drawn (Fig. 8). By comparing these plans, it was concluded that the house was divided into 
five different student flats with sizes ranging from 20 m² to 60 m². In this case, there are two 
different dynamics affecting this conversion. The first is the presence of the University of Crete 

2 I would like to express my gratitude to Mr. Manos Tsakonas and Rethymnon Old Town Office for providing access to the 
plans.

Fig. 6. Spoken languages graphs in Kolokotroni Street.
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Fig. 7. Survey plan of the building in 1973.
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Fig. 8. Survey plan of the building in 2013.
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which was founded in 1973. The establishment of the university brought a new population to 
Rethymnon. Over time, the students began to live in the old town of Rethymnon due to low 
rents. The second factor that changed the typology of Skoupentidakis’ house is the population 
exchange that caused a mandatory change of ownership and hence led to the change of uses 
and the change of ownership structure.

Today, showing the population exchange as the solere as on for the changes in the ownership 
structure is very difficult. The impact of the bombing of Rethymnon during the Second World 
War (Operation Mercury), the conservation plan caused by the tourism boom during the 
1970s, immigration starting with the establishment of the University of Crete, the development 
of the tourism industry and the ongoing economic crisis in Greece cannot be ignored when 
interpreting the changes in this pattern. Each of these events has changed and will continue to 
change both the social and cultural fabric and the ownership structure. But none has caused  
a mandatory change of ownership as did the population exchange. In this sense, the population 
exchange was a tough and unfortunate complication which led to the change of ownership 
structure. The population exchange, forcing 1,600,000 people to migrate to places they had 
never seen, unwittingly caused another type of hybridization and led to an unrest that would 
continue for generations. Although the Treaty of Lausanne seems a breaking point throughout  
the history of Rethymnon, it resulted in the continuity of hybridization.
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Annex 1. Rethymnon Refugee Rehabilitation Committee Document No. 276.

Annex 2. Rethymnon Refugee Rehabilitation Committee Document No. 349.
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