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,/tYDER ~EZRA : 
THEMATIC VARIATION IN MIDDLE-MEADOW HOUSES 

Bill Boehm 

The variation form is the form of maximum 
concentration. It enables the composer to 

limit himself to the matter at hand, to go straight 
to the heart of it. The subject matter is a theme, 

which often consists of no more than sixteen measures. 
Beethoven goes as deeply into those 

sixteen measures as if he had gone down a mine 
into the bowels of the earth. 
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W aiting for the packed 
minibus to leave the Pazar 
depot, we are in the 
familiar environment of a 

thousand other Turkish highway towns. 
Hot, crowded, noisy, full of life. Signs of 
traditional or Ottoman Empire architec
ture are scarce. The ubiquitous concrete 
frame/masonry infill structures dominate, 
crowding the narrow, overworked two
lane highway that runs along most of the 
northern coast. Loaded well beyond 
recommended capacity, we join the steady 
stream of traffic on this highway, 
squeezed between the often uninspiring 
Black Sea coast to the north, and the dry, 
rolling foothills to the south. 

The Pazar-Ayder bus leaves only once 
a day, in the afternoon, returning market
going villagers after a day of trading. Our 
fellow passengers are mainly older, 
rugged women, wrapped in colourful 
shawls, some accompanied by younger 
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girls, pretty and fair skinned. There are 
few men, also older, respectably dressed, 
dignified in manner. Tins of oil, loaded 
straw baskets and string-bound boxes 
clog the aisles along with late passengers. 
Weare not the only visitors; several 
German or Dutch backpackers are 
heading for the mountains via A yder. We 
are noticed, but not fussed over. An 
independence and sense of purpose seem 
characteristic of these people; yet their 
apparent aloofness, once broken by a 
greeting, quickly gives way to an 
insatiable hospitality ~ 

Turning off the main highway, we 
leave the sea and the traffic to begin our 
bouncy ascent to A yder. The low foothills 
are uniformly blanketed in deep green tea 
bushes. A large tea-processing plant 
anchors the lower end of the valley, 
transforming the landscape-defining 
vegetation into raw material for the male 
national pastime: tea drinking. 
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The asphalt road narrows, hugs the 
river bed, and eventually gives way to 
gravel, then dirt, as the cash-producing 
tea gives way to sustenance crops and 
steep pine-covered slopes. We stop 
periodically to drink cups of tea, drop a 
passenger at a cross-road, and, once, 
spend 45 minutes watching a bulldozer 
clear us a path through a rockslide. Near 
the end of our journey, in dense pine 
forest, we make a final stop to drink from 
a cold mountain spring, passing to each 
other an old tin cup that stays at the tap. 

We reach Ayder around dusk. Set in a 
wide, relatively flat part of the valley, it 
is temporarily split down the middle by 
a road wash-out. It is surprisingly busy 
with people promenading in the small 
commercial centre of open-faced grocers' 
stands, hotels, bars and restaurants. The 
strollers are mostly Turkish visitors who 
have come for a cure at the famous hot 
sulphur springs. Two sweaty, rather 

Sketch plans and (opposite) elevations of typical Ayder Mezra. 
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dilapidated public baths perch above the 
river, open to women in the mornings, 
and men in the afternoon. These have 
given rise to a knot of two to five-storey 
concrete frame hotels and small 
supporting businesses that stand out 
alongside the traditional architecture. 

Hiking up past the centre, we find an 
old hotel of traditional wooden construc
tion. Beyond it lie open meadows and 
mezra, with heavy fog providing a 
backdrop. Kadej is the 19 year old son of 
the owner of the Hotel Caleyin, and has 
us wait while he sweeps out a room for 
us. Extra pairs of plastic slippers wait by 
the door to the rooms; shoes are not to 
be worn inside. Our room is tiny, but the 
most agreeable we have had, with thick 
soft beds, a magnificent view, and lots of 
cool, fresh air. There is no key for the 
simple iron lock the door, but Kadej 
assures us we don't need one here. A 
spacious, comfortably messy common 
room serves as reception, office, kitchen, 
dining room and living room for the 
owners' family, help, cats and guests, with 
a wood-burning stove in the middle for 
heating water and drying wet clothes. 

T he Mezra is a middle-meadow 
house, used for only a few 
months in late summer/early 
autumn by sheep and cattle 

herders. In section, it accommodates 
storage (above), living room (middle), and 
barn (below), as is common in mountain 
houses of this region. The photographs 
overleafl are of the rear/uphill elevations, 
which constitute both a retaining wall and 
the hearth, (and occasionally a partially 

sheltered outdoor sitting area) generally 
facing the public access. The doors lead 
into the attic/storage area. 

Rarely does one find finer examples of 
thematic variation than in strongly defined 
vernacular typologies such as this. 
Thematic systems, according to John 
Habraken2, contribute to an order of 
understanding the site, indicative of a 
mutually accepted rule system (implicit or 
explicit) among the powers which build 
the site. Thematic systems can be either 
spatial or material. In the case of the 
Ayder Mezra, both spatial and material 
relationships are thematic. The photo
graphs illustrate the material aspect in the 
same wall of a number of houses. From 
these we can observe an explicit set of 
variants generated from an implicit 
structure. 

The structure, or rules of the system, 
is defined by a set of primary, constant 
elements (A-C below left), and a set of 
secondary elements (D-G). Though not 
constant, the secondary elements appear 

frequently enough to help define the 
structure. Their own existence and range 
is dependent upon the configuration of 
the primary elements. All of the elements 
have a range of dimensional, material, 
locational, or numerical possibilities. The 
diagram serves to illustrate this system.3 

Every elevation, then, is a variant of a 
thematic system defined by these 
elements, each of which has its own range 
of possibilities. It is the configuration, or 
arrangement, of these elements that 
allows for infinite variety within an 
understandable theme. Clearly, the rules 
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of this system are not explicit or imposed, 
such as we might find in an urban context. 
Rather they are the result of many 
influences, such as environmental forces, 
material availability, craft traditions and 
way of life. Perhaps the beauty we find 
in vernacular architecture such as the 
Ayder Mezra can be attributed partly to 
the presence of a clear thematic system. 

With the exception of the last two: a 3/, view 
and side elevation of Mezra. 

2 Habraken, Transformations of the Site, Atwater 
Press. 

3 Dimensions are approximate. 
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