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Cooking practices as an indication of heat use in
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ABSTRACT: The study of traditional architecture from the bioclimatic point of view has to be
complemented by the examination of everyday life of the relevant period because it can provide
indications of people’s energy needs and the way these were satisfied. Within this context, fire use
for heating and cooking in the Cyclades group of central Aegean islands is examined and
conclusions about heating and cooking levels people expected are drawn. The author traces signs
of energy use reflected on the local traditional architecture and embedded in cooking practices.
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1. INTRODUCTION
While studying the vernacular architecture of
Cyclades islands, I came along books of foreign
travelers who visited the islands in past centuries and
described places and local life.
Descriptions
presented in these books are valuable, because they
have preserved images of a bygone world, but also
because they have focused on issues that a local
person would have not described, rating them
unimportant.
This study was initiated by comments on daily
food, cooking and space heating that were collected
from numerous old written sources. Food production
and processing, as well as space heating, in
geographically isolated communities, are directly
related to their subsistence. In my opinion, the
investigation of such vital activities can lead to
conclusions on the limits of heat energy available
locally. Furthermore, prevailing life conditions are
revealed, this being a sound prerequisite for the
understanding of local architecture.
Among travelers who visited Cyclades special
mention is made to J. Pitton de Tournefort and J.
Theodore Bent.
Tournefort, a professor of
botanology, was on a scientific mission to the Levant
from April of 1700 to June of 1702, while Bent, an
amateur archaeologist, visited Cyclades in 1874 and
1875. Both writers are reliable and despite the
interval of 175 years between their visits, the local life
conditions they have described show remarkable
similarities.

2. KEY FACTORS
Environmental conditions and fuel availability, as it
will be explained, have influenced decisively heating
and cooking in Cyclades islands. Key factors related
to the geography, the climate, the vegetation and the

installations for heating and cooking, necessary for
the understanding of conditions that have existed are
presented in the following paragraphs.
Geography. The Cyclades group of islands is
0
0
located between parallels 38 05’ to 36 20’ N and
0
0
meridians 24 15’ to 26 00’ E. It is consisted of a
large number of islands with surface areas in the
range of 428 sq. km., for the largest Naxos, to 3 sq.
km. for Delos and even less for the numerous islets.
In general, their surface is rocky and mountainous
with highest peaks located on the island of Andros
(1003m) and on the island of Naxos (1002m).
Individual islands have been populated and deserted
repeatedly during their long history, extending back to
prehistoric times. According to data collected in
1852, the earliest and closest to the era described by
travelers mentioned in this paper, 20 islands were
inhabited with a total population of 138.621 people
[1].
Climate.
The climate of the region is
characterized by mild rainy winters and warm dry
summers, with profound the influence of the
surrounding sea in damping temperature fluctuations.
Although freezing temperatures and snowfall are
rather rare, high humidity in winter months is a source
of discomfort. Heating is required in winter. In
summer, steady, intense and lasting northern winds,
called the Etesians, cool the environment but also
disrupt outdoor life.
Vegetation and firewood availability. Natural tree
vegetation in the Cyclades islands is sparse. Patches
of green color on the typically rocky landscape can be
identified as groups of shrubs and a large variety of
surface covering indigenous plants. Although there is
evidence of forest existence in the historical past,
practically all forested areas have been eradicated
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due to extensive agriculture, intensive pasture,
overexploitation, wars and wildfires.
In the past, cypress and mainly juniperus
phoenica, a cedar-family tree with rot resisting wood,
were considered invaluable for building. Flat roof
construction, a characteristic of the local vernacular
architecture, was preferred among other reasons
because of the limited quantity of wood it demanded.
In Santorini and Anaphi, which were practically
treeless, vaulted roofs even eliminated the use of
wood in construction.
Under these circumstances it is comprehensible
that natural-grown tree-wood was too precious to be
available for burning. On the other hand, it was
unthinkable to cut, or even prune cultivated trees like
olive, fig and various fruit, which farmers grew with
intense effort. A vivid example showing how far a
farmer could go to protect a tree, is its encirclement
with a stonewall windshield, as it was done in
Pholegandros for single lemon trees. In the same
spirit, it is recorded that uprooting of mulberry trees,
once abundant in some of the islands, was decided
only when sericulture was eliminated due to silkworm
disease.
People practically had no choice other than to
collect dried brushwood for burning, from their island
or the surrounding islets. Very hard work provided
fuel for consumption, but at the same time the
environment was degraded.
Limited alternatives
were charcoal produced from tree branches and
shrub roots, olive stones left after oil extraction, any
piece of wood washed up on the seashore, even dry
cow dung. Mastic-oil extracted from the seeds of the
mastic tree (pistacia lentiscus) and olive oil was used
as fuel in oil lamps.
Imports of firewood -when rough seas, piracy and
wars did not obstruct navigation- eased conditions,
but imported fuel was not an option for everybody due
to cost.
Indicative of the situation regarding the lack of
wood is the comment of Th. Bent, attending a local
marriage, who notes “(friends) bring with them
presents of food and wood, which last commodity is
exceedingly valuable in Sikinos, where few trees
bigger than a fig tree grow” [2].
Fireplaces and ovens. The use of fire was, as in
any other place, essential year round for cooking and
in wintertime for heating. As described above, in
Cyclades the available fuel was mainly dried
brushwood, a rapid burning, high volume and low
calorific value combustible material. Therefore, the
islanders had to use this fuel in the most efficient way,
a practice based in experience transferred from
generation to generation.
In 1700, when Tournefort visited the islands, most
of the inhabitants lived in fortified settlements. These
were usually two storey houses built in contact behind
a strong external wall that encircled the complex.
Kastro (castle in Greek) was the name given to these
very crowded places, where every family had to share
a single room for all its needs. Just one fireplace
designed to serve the needs of cooking and heating
year round was built in a corner of the room.

When conditions improved, people moved out of
fortifications, but they retained the practice of
constructing a single fireplace for cooking and
heating, regardless the number of rooms in the
house. In case they needed to heat any other room
they had to use clay pot braziers burning charcoal
and/or olive stones. Adjustments in fireplace design
to adapt to various needs were made. For example,
hoods were enlarged to create space for smoking
meat products. In upland villages of Andros and
Naxos the fireplace was transformed into a small
room covered by its hood, where people could sit next
to the fire. An interesting concept was that of an
open-air kitchenette with fireplace under the shade of
vine covered trellis, for summer use, as found in
some traditional houses of Andros.

Fig.1. Traditional oven built under a shed, in Andros
island
An oven was explicitly built for cooking: it is much
more energy efficient than the fireplace but it
demands a significantly larger quantity of fuel to burn.
In Cyclades it is dome shaped, with base radii ranging
from approximately 0.70m to 1.00m and a height that
determines its characteristics. Generally, if the height
is less than its radius higher temperatures are
achieved compared to an oven with the opposite
dimension ratio. Factors contributing to the overall
shape of the oven are also the heat capacity of the
building materials (volcanic and granite stones, bricks
and broken pottery), their size and mechanical
properties, and the quantity of fuel required to burn
[3].
Before baking, the oven was filled with dry
brushwood and set on fire until its inner surface was
thermally charged. Ashes and burning particles were
removed, or pushed aside, and the food demanding
the higher temperature, such as bread, was placed
first. The remaining heat was not wasted: food baked
in lesser temperatures followed, and after that it could
be used for preparing biscuits, drying fruit and nuts,
even sterilizing grains.
Although essential, not every house had its own
oven in the time period we examine. In villages and
small settlements people had the possibility to share
the use of an oven, provided they supplied the fuel.
Interestingly, the islanders had discovered that larger
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ovens were more fuel-efficient. For this reason
agricultural houses found in the fields of Anaphi had
ovens with base diameter of approx. 3.0m, to be used
for baking large quantities of barley biscuits few times
a year. A second, smaller oven was occasionally built
for regular use [4]. In Santorini, another of the islands
with acute fuel shortage, travelers have repeatedly
recorded that people used to bake barley biscuits only
three to four times a year. Large, community owned
ovens were specially built for this purpose.

Fig. 2. Set of ovens in Anaphi. The larger one is for
baking biscuits. Photo source [5]
Ovens were usually placed in the yard of the
house, oriented according to prevailing winds for
better combustion and dissipation of smoke.
Architecturally, the visual impact of the oven’s dome
is significant as it enriches the prismatic geometry of
the building forms prevailing in Cyclades islands.

3.
FOODSTUFFS
AND
COOKING METHODS

PROCESSING-

Comments on heat use during food processing
that follow, are based on the identification of
islanders’ diet, as recorded by travellers in the past
and remembered by locals to this day. Foodstuffs
th
th
available from the 18 to mid 20 centuries are
grouped according to nutritional characteristics, with
emphasis on the preferred processing-cooking
method. Summaries of the data are shown in Table 1.
a. Bread. Mostly barley and in lesser degree a
mixture of barley and wheat were the cultivated grains
in all Cyclades islands. Bread was baked in ovens,
built primarily for this purpose, usually once a week,
every Saturday. By re-heating bread slices in lesser
temperatures biscuits suitable for long time
preservation were produced. Thus, barley biscuits
became the only option in islands like Santorini and
Anaphi, where people could not bake often due to
lack of fuel. Biscuits were valuable for sailors,
travelers and all people in periods of intense
agricultural occupation.
“Barley-Bread and dry’d Figs are the principal
subsistence of the Boors and Monks of the
Archipelago” comments in 1700 Tournefort [6]. In a
similar tone J. Bent in 1884 observes “It is almost
impossible to believe in the atomic diet on which a

Greek can subsist until you have been days with a
muleteer, whose only food is olives and a crust of
bread; and yet he never gets tired” [7].
It is
remarkable that bread remained the primary food of
th
the islanders up to the middle of the 20 century.
b. Pulses. Chickpeas, split peas, broad beans,
beans and lentils were the main sources of proteins in
the islander’s diet. Pulses could easily be dried for
yearlong preservation, but as a consequence they
needed a lot of fuel to cook. Cooking methods
adopted were remarkably heat efficient: For example,
in Siphnos, a specially made earthenware pot was
filled with pre-soaked chickpeas and water, its’ lid was
sealed with dough and was placed in an oven, after
baking bread, to cook overnight in the remaining heat.
In Santorini, the favorite option was to cultivate split
peas, dry and grind them. The resulting flour was
rapidly cooked in a fireplace demanding little fuel.
Fava puree or fava as it is generally known, is
associated even today with Santorini, and can be
identified as a prime example of food optimally
adapted to local conditions [8].
c. Vegetables. Onions and garlic were commonly
preferred, because they could be cultivated in arid
fields and be easily dried for yearlong consumption.
Tomatoes, especially those of the arid variety
cultivated in Santorini, were sun dried and preserved
dry or in vinegar. Wherever irrigation water was
available, records show that many other vegetables
had been cultivated. Generally, vegetables were
consumed fresh or preserved, eliminating fire use for
processing.
d. Olive. The olive tree has played since ancient
times a vital role in the Mediterranean diet. Olives
were either preserved in brine for eating or pressed to
extract highly nutritious oil. In both processes no fire
use was needed.
e. Meat. Initially, it must be noted that islanders
were following closely religious rules related to meat
consumption.
Greek Orthodox Christians were
fasting for a number of days that added to almost half
a year, during which they did not eat meat. The same
rules applied for game and poultry consumption,
being more relaxed for seafood. Greek Catholic
Christians, a sizeable community in the Cyclades,
were required to fast for approximately one fifth of the
year. A (welcomed) consequence of fasting was the
reduction of fuel needed for cooking meat.
Every house used to grow a pig, which was
slaughtered late autumn to provide the year’s cooking
fat and meat. Pork meat preserved in salt and fat
was advantageous also for the fact that it needed
limited, or no cooking. The strive to save fuel in meat
processing can be detected in local recipes: for
example, in Andros and Tinos sausages were
smoked in the hoods of fireplaces, while in fuelimpoverished Mykonos were just salted and air-dried.
[9]
The need to consume a slaughtered animal in
short time, made lamb, goat and beef meat suitable
mainly for religious or family feasts, when a large
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number of people had to be fed.
In such
circumstances, it can be said that the amount of fuel
used emphasized the importance of the event.
Alternatively, Tournefort mentions that in Santorini
beef was soaked in vinegar wherein salt was
dissolved and then exposed in the sun to dry for
seven or eight months. It was eaten dry or boiled
[10].
f. Game. Migratory birds flying seasonally in large
numbers were the prime game in the islands.
Reasonably, people wanted to preserve their catch to
consume later in the year.
The available
preservatives were salt, collected from the sea, and
vinegar, made from locally produced wine. Preserved
game had the added advantage of little or no need of
cooking.
Tournefort comments on this issue that in
Myconos “their pickled Quails are execrable; …the
Natives admire ‘em, because it saves the Expence of
Fire to dress ‘em” [11]. Also, J. Bent agrees after 184
years with Tournefort’s remark that Anaphi “has not
wood enough to cook the partridges which abound”
[12].
g. Poultry. In Tinos and in lesser degree in
Andros and Mykonos, farmers raised large numbers
of doves for their meat and manure, which was used
as a fertilizer. Even today, elaborately decorated
dovecotes in the fields witness this past activity.
Doves were preserved in vinegar for yearlong
consumption and sometimes, according to records,
for export. Pickled doves needed little or no cooking.
Chickens were available but they were preferred
as egg layers, especially when game and doves were
plentiful. In case slaughtered, they were cooked in
the oven as prime food.
h. Fish.
Despite the fact the islands are
surrounded by the sea, fish has not been identified as
basic food: islanders being mainly farmers depended
on agriculture for their sustenance. Octopuses, sea
urchins, shellfish and cuttlefish were in demand in the
long periods of fasting. Among these, sea urchins and
shellfish could be consumed fresh, while the hard to
cook octopus was dried in the sun, to be grilled or
stewed later. Fish were baked in the oven or stewed.
Salt-based preservation of fish was a limited option.
i. Fruit. Among the plants on which the islanders
literally relied their subsistence were the fig tree and
the grape vine. Figs were eaten fresh late summer,
or were sun-dried in large quantities to be available
yearlong as a food of high nutritional value. Grapes
were consumed fresh in summer till late autumn, and
depending on the vine variety could also be
preserved for winter. Wine and vinegar production
relied on grapes, following a process in which nothing
was wasted: even grape skins were distilled to
produce the alcoholic drink raki and the seeds were
given to the poultry.
Almond trees were preferred for their adaptability
to the dry environment and the natural preservation of
their fruit. Quince was the only fruit to be baked,
especially when hard to eat fresh. Finally, melons

and watermelons were consumed fresh, but their
availability depended on irrigation water.
j. Milk products. Sheep and mainly goat milk
could either be consumed fresh, or preserved in the
form of cheese or yoghurt. Farmers produced white
cheese by straining the curd of milk and pressing it
into a wicker basket. Salt was added for longer
preservation. Little or no heat was needed for the
process.
k. Sweets. Honey, collected from earthenware or
wicker beehives, was the basic sweetener available.
The other option was molasses, produced by boiling
grape must until it thickened. Both sweeteners could
be preserved for long time.
A popular sweet was the pasteli, a mixture of
honey and sesame seeds baked in the oven to
solidify. An alternative was the halva, made of
sesame oil and honey and cooked with constant
mixing.

4. CONCLUSIONS
The study of Table 1 reveals that the majority of
foodstuffs could be consumed fresh, dried or
preserved, in a way that demanded limited or no use
of heat for processing. Having secured daily bread or
biscuit supply, especially in summer, people could live
with fresh, and in lesser degree, preserved produce.
This was also practical from the point of view that the
available food could be carried away in the fields, or
even in the boat, where they were working. In
present time terms it was “fast-food”. Cooked food
was reserved for Sundays, a practice that created
tradition.
Life pattern and the islanders’ diet practically
th
remained unchanged from the beginning of the 18
th
century to the end of the 19 , extending also up to the
th
middle of the 20 century. During World War II
occupation of the islands, traditional diet and cooking
patterns proved valuable for saving people from
famine.
The introduction of the petrol cooker first, followed
by the liquefied gas cooker and the electric
refrigerator had a profound influence in cooking and
preservation of food. Cooking in the kitchen became
easier and the use of ovens faded, especially when
bakeries provided low-cost bread.
Meat and
perishable food could be stored in the refrigerator,
limiting traditional methods of preservation based on
salt and vinegar.
Despite the changes, I have the strong impression
that dietary habits still remain rooted with islanders:
this can be detected in their food recipes, which use
mainly local ingredients and the traditional cooking
patterns. Probably this had to be expected, as the
islanders themselves developed their diet in the
course of centuries, in a process that tried to adapt
optimally to existing conditions.
I really wish that architects followed the islanders’
spirit of respecting traditional values when building in
such environments…
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a. Bread
b. Pulses

Chickpeas
Split peas (fava)
Broad beans
Beans
Lentils

c. Vegetables

Onion
Garlic
Cucumber
Tomato
Eggplant

d. Olive

Olive oil
Olives

e. Meat

Pork
Lamb/goat
Beef

f. Game

Quail
Red-legged partridge
Turtle dove
Woodcock
Wild pigeon

g. Poultry

Pigeon
Chicken
Octopus
Sea urchin
Shellfish
Cuttlefish
Various fish
Fig
Grape
Almond
Quince
Melon

■
■
■
■
■

White cheese
Yoghurt

■
■

Honey
Must → molasses
Honey-sesame cake
Halva

■

k. Sweets

j. Milk
products

Barley bread
Barley & wheat bread
Barley bread biscuits

h. Seafood

Fresh

i. Fruit

Foodstuffs

Preserved

Dried

Baked in
oven

Stewed

Boiled

■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■
■

■
■
■

■
■

■
■
■

■

■
■

■
■
■
■
■
■

■

■
■

■
■
■

■

■
■
■
■

■
■
■
■

■
■

■

■

■
■
■

Table 1. Foodstuffs consumed in the Cyclades islands versus main processing - cooking methods
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