	
	
	


Traditions and Customs of Cyprus

 for Christmas, New Year and Epiphany Celebrations

Christmas 
Christmas is one of the most significant despotic feasts of Christianity, in which the birth of Christ is honored.  
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Christmas Tree

Every house is decorated by the Christmas tree with many colourful balls, bells, lights, and a star on the top. The star represents the star that led the three wise men to Bethlehem. Usually the tree is found in the lounge of house.  
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Traditional Sweets/Pastries 
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Traditional Christmas pastries are “kourampiedes”, “melomakarona”, biscuits, and shortbreads.  “Christmas cake” is also prepared. This includes various traditional “sweets of spoon” such as walnut (karidàki), pergamot, watermelon, etc. and is decorated with small Santa Clouses and confectioner’s sugar.  
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                   Melomakarona                                                kourampiedes
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                  Christmas Cake
Christmas Carols – “Kalanta”

On Christmas days, groups of children travel from house to house singing the traditional Christmas carols, known as “kalanda”. Often the songs are accompanied by metal triangles. The children are given sweets and chocolates or some money as a reward for their singing.

Christmas Day - 25th of December 

Going to church

On Christmas Day, people go to church, wearing their new clothes that are especially bought for this day. After Divine Service, they receive communion, which is known in the Cypriot dialect as “paskazo”. 

After Mass is over, people exchange wishes and kisses then go home and gather around the table in a happy, family atmosphere to eat “avgolemono soup”. This is a soup made of rice, chicken and beaten eggs and lemon. 
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Lunch time

On lunch time family gathering takes place. In a cheerful environment traditional food is prepared such as “souvla” (meat on the grill), turkey, “pastitsio” etc. All the family eats together and celebrates the birth of Christ.
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New Year 

New Year’s Eve 

On New Year’s Eve the family is gathered and waits for the arrival of the New Year while eating traditional food, singing, and having fun. Paying card games is also usual, since people want to test their luck for the New Year.  

At 11.59 o’ clock, 1 minute before the arrival of the New Year, we usually turn the lights off. On 12 o’ clock we turn them on and exchange wishes such as "Happy New Year" and "Xronia Polla" (“May all live long”).   

Vasilopitta (Saint Vasilios pie) 

On New Year’s Eve, housewives bake the traditional pie called “Vasilopitta, in which a coin is hidden. On the arrival of the New Year, the cake is cut into pieces by the master of the house and shared to everybody, starting with the eldest. The first piece belongs to Jesus Christ, the second to the Virgin Mary, the third to Saint Vasilios (Orthodox Santa) and the fourth to the house. The person who finds the coin is considered to be the luckiest member of the family for that year.
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“Ai Vasili Vasilia” (“Saint Vasili King”)
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On the New Year’s Eve, while all are waiting for the New Year, they gather in frond of the fireplace, and each in turn cuts two olive leaves and create the shape of cross. Then, he/she makes a wish and casts the olive leaves into the burning coals. If the leaves burn with a loud crackle and turns over on the other side, the wish will come true; if, however, the leaf burns quietly and slowly, it will not. Usually, young people as Saint Vasilis if their girlfriend/boyfriend loves them, saying:
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“Ai Vasili Vasilia, tche protoliturkita, dikes tchie fanerose, an m’ agapa o/i …” which means “Saint Vasili show me if ….. loves me”. 

If the leaves crackle means that he/she loves her/him; if they burn, he/she does not love her/him. 

This custom is very old but continues to provide fun to everybody. 

Saint Vasilis (Santa Clause)  
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Cyprus Santa is Saint Vassilis. He arrives at every house on New Year’s Eve, when children are sleeping. The gifts are placed under the Christmas tree so that they find them on waking up.

Nowadays, Saint Vasilis also comes at school on the last day before Christmas holidays.  
Saint Vasilis’s Supper

On New Year’s Eve, housewives prepare ‘kolliva’, which is boiled wheat given at memorial services. The supper of Saint Vasilis is prepared. They put the ‘kolliva’ of the Saint in a plate and on top of this they place the ‘vasilopitta’ (the New Year cake – the Saint’s piece) with a lit candle, a glass of wine as well as the wallet of the master of the house. In the evening, Saint Vasilis will visit the house, eat and drink and will cast his saintly eye and blessing over the entire house. Thus, the bread and wine, as in those of the divine offering, will never be lacking in the house and the wallet will never be empty. 

Epiphany - 6 January
Epiphany is one of the most important Greek Orthodox religious feasts of the year. It is also known as the «Feast of the Light», since it commemorates Christ's baptism in the River Jordan, symbolic of the spiritual rebirth of man. 

The main customs at Epiphany are related to water and light, which are both purgative.

Epiphany day

On Epiphany day the entire village would go to church to see the Baptism of Christ (Holy water). In the middle of the church there would be a font with water and the priest would baptize the cross. People drink the Holy water of Epiphany (‘drosos’) after the Holy Communion. In addition, people lit candles and transfer the Holy Light at their houses, fields or farms for blessing. 

After the Epiphany Mass the priest leads a procession down to the nearest river, where a ceremonial baptism is performed. During the ceremony the leading priest throws the holy cross into the sea, representing the Baptism of Christ. In seaside areas young men dive into the water to retrieve the cross, and return it to the priest. 
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Loukoumades

On Epiphany Day, all housewives bake “loukoumades” (or else “kserotiana”) to treat their families. Loukoumades are fried balls made of water and flour, dipped in syrup or honey (are a kind of doughnut). Some of them are thrown on the houses’ roofs, along with sausages, so that the evil spirits (“kalikantzaroi”), would eat and leave. 

They say the following phrase: "Titsin, titsin lukanika, kommati kserotiano, maheri mavromaniko, na fan I kalikatzari, na fasin tche na fiusin”, which means “Sausages and loukoumades are thrown for kalikatzarus, to eat and leave”
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Pouloustrina

On Epiphany Day the adults and mainly the grandparents give the children ‘pouloustrina’ or ‘ploumistira’, which is a small amount of money. Normally, when children meet an adult they open the palm of their hand, saying

“Good morning, today is the feast of the Light, where is my pouloustrina?”. 

(“Kalimera tche ta fota tche tin pouloustrina prota”).
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