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CYPRIOT CULTURE 
DURING THE LUSIGNAN PERIOD: 

ACCULTURATION AND WAYS OF RESISTANCE 

I would like to start this article repeating a very true 
remark with which Rudt de Collenberg began his lecture in 
the French Cultural Center of Nicosia, on April 27, 1982: 
«Often, he said, it is only toward the end of his/her work 
that a lecturer realizes that the title proposed is somehow 
not exactly appropriate to the subject treated; or that its 
chronological limits might somehow be changed»1. This, in a 
way, is what happened also to me somedays ago, so that now 
I feel I should point out the fact that this article will refer 
mainly to the attitudes of the Greek population of Cyprus 
in relation to the local French society and not the contrary, 
although this may seem at first rather curious, insofar as 
acculturation presupposes the interaction between at least 
two civilizations. 

Having settled this point, let me now define acculturation 
and resistance as used in this paper. Acculturation is con­
sidered here as a cultural transfer and not as an intervention 
of one civilization trying to dismantle another. Consequently, 
resistance must be understood not as a cultural refusal, but 
as the limit of receptivity of the transferred civilization. In 
two words, we are dealing with contacts of a syncretic cha-

1. W. R. R U D T DE COLLENBERG, «Le déclin de la société franque de Chypre 
entre 1350 et 1450», ΚυπριακαΙ ΣπουδαΙ 46 (1982), p. 71. 

6 



82 CATHERINE \SDRACHA 

racter which, by their nature, presuppose that a possibility 
of reception preexists. 

Anyhow, the cultural transfer is the contrary of an one 
way direction: the transmitter is at the same time the re­
ceiver of the cultural exchange. Under this condition, my 
point of view is not that which considers civilizations in con-
flictual, resisting or destructive relations, but two civiliza­
tions in a state of interpénétration. However, this mutual 
influence can not happen in all the levels where a transeultu-
ration is possible. 

After these necessary explanations, let us see who the 
actors of the drama were: We could define them, grosso modo, 
as the representatives of the western and of the eastern civili­
zations, but this distinction would not be sufficient. In rea­
lity, during the period we are referring to, both worlds, the 
oriental and the western one, in Cyprus, were already the 
products of cultural mixtures; at the same time, they were 
also two worlds which were continuing their own cultural 
peculiarities. We must also point out that both of them parti­
cipated in comparable civilizations, which means that the 
conditions governing the cultural process were alike. In spite 
of the fact that they had different religious references, Chris­
tian orthodox on the one side, Catholic on the other, they 
both shared the same faith, facing the «other» world, the 
oriental: Islam. 

The oriental world of Cyprus was not exclusively com­
posed of natives: Cilicians, Syrians, Armenians, Nestorians, 
Jews, and other minorities formed a multi-national but also 
socio-cultural kaledoscope. However, in spite of any dogmatic 
differences between them, the oriental populations and the 
latine population saw eye to eye in the matter of religion. 
As to the Latins in particular, their own civilization was al­
ready a product of mixtures; therefore they were by virtue 
ready to receive cultural loans. On the other hand, the western 
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world (predominantly French) which constituted the domi­
nant society, was itself a world which had already gone 
through a process of cultural mixing in the various oriental 
countries where it had lived, for one or two centuries, before 
arriving in Cyprus. 

Nevertheless, this French world represented a conquest 
imposed manu militari: it was a world which had transferred 
in Orient quasi purely western institutions, mainly the feudal 
system, with all the implied social hierarchies, economic 
foundations, juridical institutions and religious rituals. It was 
also an hierarchical, closed world, to which the local élites, 
the byzantine aristocratic families, had no access at the be­
ginning. We are dealing here with the sphere of the main 
opposition between dominant class and subject population, 
which has been thoroughly analysed by Theodoros Papado-
poullos in many of his works2. 

In Cyprus, the system of the Frankish conquest did not 
possess any of the flexibility it had displayed in Morea and 
other parts of Greece. This lack of comparative flexibility in 
the society of the conquerors determined the ways in which, 
in later years, a social osmosis was to take place in the upper 
level of the conquérant Frankish society, t ha t is in the level 
of its feudal establishment. 

It would be useful to remember, at this point, that the 
French society in Cyprus was mainly an urban society, not a 
rural one, in spite of the fact that its revenues were in great 
part of agricultural, indeed feudal, origin. We must also re­
member that this urban society was not exclusively feudal, 

2. Til. P A P A D O P O U L L O S , Chypre: frontière ethnique et socio-culturelle du monde 
byzantin [ = XVe Congrès International d'Études Byzantines, Rapports et Co-rap-
ports], Athens 1976, pp. 16-23; idem, «Unité et diversité dans l'histoire de Chypre», 
Πρακτικά τον Πρώτου Διεθνούς Κυπρολογικοϋ Συνεδρίου, Γ/Α, Λευκωσία, 14-19 'Απρι­
λίου 1969, Nicosia 1973, pp. 4-5; idem, «Frontier status and frontier processes in 
Cyprus», in TL· Sweet Land of Cyprus, ed. A. Bryer and G. Georghantides, Nicosia 
1993, pp. 19-21. 
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but also commercial or based on small family industries. 
Moreover, last but not least, it comprised the administrative 
personnel, diverse and numerous, so necessary for the insti­
tutional structures (secular as well as ecclesiastical) to func­
tion. 

Because of its nature, the space of urban society was more 
suitable for cultural osmosis. Of course, it was necessary that 
the populations living in the same place should come to 
contact and participate in the same social and institutional 
events, for a cultural osmosis to take place. 

As we have already said, this interaction was difficult 
to happen inside the structures of the feudal society which 
constituted the exclusive space of the French aristocracy. On 
the other hand, we must have in mind that, in spite of the 
fact that this society was ruled by special laws, the Assizes, 
nevertheless, the native rural population which cultivated the 
land of the feudal domains continued the pre-frankish prac­
tices, insofar as the tax system governing these lands was 
concerned: in this way, neither society was completely ex­
clusive, and the dominant one had already adopted forms 
from the pre-existing economic life. A proof of that is that 
we find in standardized texts, written in Greek, descriptions 
of the ways in which the paroikoi were taxed, ways of dis­
tribution, completely similar to what was valid in Byzantium3. 

Anyhow, this continuation of the Byzantine system did 
not necessarily imply a participation of the natives in the 
dominant French strata; it simply strengthened its economic 
domination, while, parallel to that, it did not damage the 
acquired equilibrium among the agricultural world. 

However, this closed stratum lost its consistancy after 
1350, for reasons connected to a demographic decrease, as 

3. SP. IJAMBROS (εκ των Καταλοίπων), «Κυπριακά και άλλα έγγραφα», NE 15 
(1921), pp. 344-347, nos. 66-68. 



Cypriot Culture during the Lusignan Period 85 

has very well been indicated4. As a result of this process, 
non-French families entered into the dominant class, yet, not 
all the new families were accepted in the aristocracy. 

A good example of social osmosis is the case of Helena 
Palaiologina, a powerful representative of the Byzantine im­
perial aristocracy. We must remember that such phenomena 
of mutual cultural interaction take place especially within 
royal courts, quite open to imitation. On the other hand 
though, we must not forget that Palaiologina was herself a 
product of mixtures, resulting from the matrimonial strate­
gies of the Byzantine aristocracy. Though she is a daughter 
of Theodore II, despote of Morea, her mother is a Malatesta5. 

In the political as in the religious sphere, the possibilities 
of cultural contacts were defined by the type of the conquest. 
They, too, were due to pre-frankish situations which suggested 
cultural osmosis, because the Cypriot Church belonged to the 
sphere of the patriarchate of Antiocheia. Anyhow, after the 
conquest, the Orthodox Church lost both its economic basis, 
and its power. This event acted in two ways: primo, towards 
a withdrawal, secundo, towards an attitude favorable to in­
tegrations, which are highly characteristic of an accultura­
tion, both religious and feudal. In two words, we can say 
that the situation was favorable for a process of mutual cul­
tural transfer. That was also true for the conditions existing 
inside the urban society. 

Insofar as it concerns the burgenses, the Law of Assizes 
is characteristic: it submits different national groups to the 
same juridical practice and to the same laws, recognizing at 
the same time their proper identity. Certainly, there still 
exists the question concerning the degree up to which the 

4. CoLLENBERa, «Le déclin», pp. 76-83. 
5. Cf. J. RICHARD, «Culture franque et culture grecque: Le Royaume de Chypre 

au XVème siècle», BF 11 (1987), pp. 400-401. 
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Roman elements inside this law are the result of a mixture 
with the Byzantine law, or, they also come from the West. 

The phenomena of intergration are better asserted where 
the juridical status of the population is concerned. A charac­
teristic case is that of the Byzantine paroikoi who fell into 
the category of serfs after the Frankish conquest. They be­
longed not only to the world of the open country but also to 
the world of the cities. They were equal to the poor; some 
of them were even well off. In an effort to improve the State 
Economy, the French granted them the possibility to buy 
their freedom and, consequently, rise to a higher status, en­
tering the society of free men; they took advantage of it, in 
great numbers. 

Possibilities of social promotion, partial intergration into 
the system of power, perpetuation of certain juridical prac­
tices (for instance, justice administered by a jury in the vil­
lages6), or even practices of the Byzantine private Law may 
also indicate transculturation and, at the same time, they 
suggest the existence of resistances. In other words, they offer 
the limits inside which a social and cultural dualism is made 
possible, without necessarily implying the complete loss of 
the values of the subject society. Nevertheless, we must look 
elsewhere for the interiorization of these contacts. 

Despite the institutional bonds existing between the 
French society in Cyprus and its cradle (mainly in the reli­
gious level), this society was characterized by an intense feel­
ing of locality. This feeling was due, as we have said, to 
cultural mixtures. Anyhow, these mixtures did not comple­
tely result in the creation of a collective cultural identity: the 

6. PAN. J. Z E P O S , Droit et institutions franqucs du Royaume de Chypre [ = XVe 

Congrès International d'Études Byzantines, Rapports et Co-rapportsJ, Athens 1976, 
pp. 4-5; J. RICHARD, Le droit et le» institutions franques dans le Royaume de Chypre 
[=XVe Congrès International d'Etudes Byzantines, Rapports et Co-rapports], Λ-
thens 1979, pp. 6-7. 


