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ON THE

ORIGIN OF THE GYPSIES.

The origin, as our old English has it, of the ' outlandish

persons calling themselves Egyptians or Gypsies,' and consti-

tuting ' a strange kind of commonwealth among themselves

of wandering impostors and jugglers,' is, at least, a sub-

ject of great curiosity, not to say of etymological import.

Although their first appearance in Europe be coeval with

the century which mtnessed the discoveiy of the New
World and the new passage to the Indies, no one thought

of ascribing to them a Hindu origin, and this hypothesis,

the truth of which I now propose to examine, is but of very

recent date. Their Hindu origin was not for a long time

even suspected ; it has of late years, however, received general

credence, and, I think, justly. The arguments for it consist

in the physical form of the people, in their language, and in

the history of their migration. I shall examine each of these

separately.

The evidence yielded by physical form will certainly not

prove the Gypsies to be of Huidu origin. They are swar-

thier than the people they live among in Europe, and this is

all that can be asserted. The Hindus are all more or less

black; and assuredly no nation or tribe of Hindus now

exists, or is even known to have ever existed, as fjiir as the

Gypsies of Europe. It is nowhere asserted that the Gypsies

were a blacker people than they now are, when they first ar-

rived in Europe above 400 years ago. In the features of the

face the Gypsies certainly reseml^le Hindus, but so, also, do

all the genuine people of Europe. The Hindus have no other
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colour of the eyes, of the hair, of the head, and of the

l)eard, than bhick. The most prevalent colour of these with

the Gypsies is dark, but not unfrequently there are to be

seen with them grey and blue eyes, fair and even red hair,

—

that variety in the teguments, in short, which is the charac-

teristic of the European race. The Gypsies are, in fact, a

mixed race; in blood far more Europeans than Hindus.

They are, indeed, expressly stated by historians to have been

joined, soon after their arrival, ' by a number of idle proselytes,

who imitated their language and complexion, and betook

themselves to the same acts of chiromancy, begging, and

pilfei-ing.' There are no salient points of physical character

that -will give to the Gypsies a descent from the Hindus, who

themselves, but for the black colouring matter of the skin

and other teguments, might often pass for Europeans.

It is on language, then, chiefly that we must rely for

evidence of the Hindu origin of the Gypsies, and even this is

neither very full nor satisfactory. The dialects spoken by the

different tribes of this people, although agreeing in several

words, differ very materially from each other. They are, one

and all, rude and imperfect jargons ; for the Gypsies arrived

in Europe totally ignorant of letters, and have, consequently,

no record, hardly even a tradition, of their own origin.

Besides the genuine Indian Avords to be found in the lan-

guages of the Gypsies, they all contain a large intermixture

of foreign terms, consisting of words of tlie languages of the

people tliey dwell or have dwelt among,— of Persian, of

Arabic, of Turkish, of Greek, of Hungarian, and of various

Sclavonian tongues; these being, in some cases,—as, for

example, in the Persian,—more numerous than the Hindu

words. This is what was to be looked for from their 400

years' residence in Europe, and from their sojourn among

Oriental nations in theu' necessarily slow journey westward.

But, supposing the Gypsies to have proceeded from a
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Hindu nation, the question has to be decided to whicli of

them
;

for there are, excluding mountain and other wild

tribes, at least a score of principal nations, each speaking-

its own peculiar language. We may safely exclude at once

from the number the four languages of Southern India

usually called the Dravidian ; both on account of their

remoteness from the western frontier of Hindustan, as well

as because it is not alleged that any words peculiar to

their tongues are to be found in the Gypsy vocabularies.

On the same ground, we may leave out of our consideration

the people speaking the language of Orissa and that of

Bengal
; and thus we shall include, in all, a present popu-

lation of some eighty millions, as not likely to have furnished

the emigrants that finally became the Gypsies.

The Hindus of the Punjab, of Moultan, and of Scinde,

being border nations, and speakhig distinct languages, are

naturally those to whom European writers have been dis-

posed to ascribe the origin of the Gypsies ; and the first of

these, speaking the Hindi or Hindustanee tongue, the most
current of all the languages of India, seems, upon the

whole, the most likely. Sir Henry Rawlinson, indeed,

goes much further in this matter than I can follow him,

for he names the very tribe from which the original

Gypsies emanated. This he makes to be the Jats, at pre-

sent the most numerous people of the Punjab ; whose language

is Hindi, and whom he considers to be the same with the Getce

of the Greeks, a Scythian people said to have settled on

the banks of the Indus sliortly after the beginning of the

Christian era. According to him, this genealogy is corro-

borated by the resemblance in sound which the most com-

monly adopted names of the Gypsies, such as Gitano and

Tsingane, bear to the words Geta3 and Jats.

Now this hypothesis, it appears to me, will not bear a

close examination. I am not aware Avhat historical evidence



8 OKIGIX OF TIIF, GYPSIES.

may exist for the assumed migration of the Geta^, noAV con-

sidered to be a European people ; but it cannot be Hindu,

since the Hindus have no reliable history which would carry

us so far back as the first century of the Christian era. It is

not to be forgotten, too, that the Jats are as black as any

other Hindus ; while their supposed ancestors, the Scythians

or Thracians, must have been white, and even their supposed

descendants of both the Gypsies hardly of darker com^jlexion

than the native inhabitants of Southeni Europe.

As to the resemblance in sound, it appears to me to be

botli slight and fortuitous. The Avord Get^ is taken from

the Greek, and hence its initial letter in no way corresponds

in sound with the first letters of the word Jat, but is a

totall}^ difterent consonant, so that the resemblance in sound

between the two words is reduced to the single letter T. It

is nearly the same when we compare the word Tsingane with

that of Jat ; and as to Gitano, the Spanish name, it is, I

believe, generally admitted to be a mere corruption of ' Eg}-])-

tian,' and not even so corrupt a one as our own Gypsy.

The following list of Gypsy words contains all that I have

been able to collect, and which seem traceable to the Hindi

or Hindustani language as it has been spoken for several

centuries, and certainly long prior to the first arrival of the

Gypsies in Europe. The time and the manner in which

this language was formed, it may be remarked, much cor-

respond Avith those in which our OAvn tongue Avas constructed ;

the arriA'al of the Mahomedan conquerors in India, who

formed it, corresponding in time nearly A\ith that of the

Normans in England, Avhile the language spoken by the

Hindus of Upper India corresponds Avith the Anglo-Saxon,

and the Persian with Xorman French. The parallel has,

indeed, been ali*eady pointed out by an eminent scholar and

pLilos()])lier, Sir James Macintosh.

The words referred to have been taken from Mr. Mars-
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den's short vocabulary in the ' Philosophical Transactions ;

'

from Mr. Borrow, contained in his account of the Gypsies

of Spain ; and from the elaborate collection of Dr. Pott, pub-

lished at Halle in 1844.

Of all those who have -written on the Gypsies, Mr.

Borrow is the only one who claims to have a practical

and familiar acquaintance with their language. His trans-

lations of words, therefore, may be considered reliable ; but

it is very different with his etymologies, which are often

groundless or whimsical.

The sources of the words of the list are marked by the initial

letters of the names of the languages to whichthey are traceable.

The letter s. indicates words that are Sanskrit only ; s. h. those

that are equally Sanskrit and Hindi
; p. h. those that are at

once Persian and Hindi ; and h. those that areHindi only.

English
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English
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English
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Tlie total niiml)er of words in tliis list traceable to the

Hindi language, with its large Persian element, amounts to

no more than 112. To these must, however, be added the

numerals, for which a special Hindi origin cannot be claimed

for the language of the Gypsies, since they are of the same

Indian source as those of the greater number of the languages

of Europe, ancient and modern. The Gypsy numerals, as

tar as I have been able to discover, extend, vdth the exception

of the word for ' score,' or twenty, only to the digits. They

are as follows, ^vith their Sanskrit originals, in three different

dialects :

—
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exist ill the language of the Gypsies are by no means so

numerous as the Latin ones which are found in the Welsh and

Armorican, or in the Irish and Gaelic.

The most copious vocabularies of the Gypsy speech

hitherto made do not amount to a complete language at all,

nor indeed to the fourth part of any tongue, however meagre

and rude. Dictionaries have been already framed of the lan-

guage of the cannibals of New Zealand, which contain three

times as many words as the vocabulary of Mr. Borrow—the

fullest that has come under my notice.

There will be found wanting in the Gypsy language

classes of words which are indispensable towards proving it

of Indian parentage. Most of the prepositions, for example,

which express the relations of nouns are of this description,

and all the auxiliary verbs are so. There are absent from

it two terms which ought to be Indian, if the Gypsy lan-

guage were of Indian origin. Thus, the names for rice and

cotton, the peculiar products of India, are represented, not by

Hindu words, but by terms of untraceable origin. It is the

same with the names for 'wheat,' for ' iron,' for 'copper,' for

' brass,' for ' tin,' objects familiar to the Hindus in any age

that we can fancy the Gj^Dsies to have emigrated from India.

In the same manner the names of the days of the week are

not Hindu, but either fabricated or dra^vn from some un-

known tongue. We miss altogether the names of the

' heaven' and the ' heU' of Hindu mythology, although they

are found in the languages of the remote islands of the Indian

Ocean.

Notwithstanding all such evidence, I find it stated on the

authority of a public functionary— Her Majesty's Consul in

Moldavia—and as late as 1856, that an English traveller from

India, versed in the Hindi language, conversed freely with the

Gypsies of that country, who are numerous and the predial
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slaves of the Boyarcls. It is not improbable that the Gypsy

language of Moldavia may contain more Indian words than

any dialect of Europe; but I am disposed, making every

allowance for this, that the Consul, who was himself unac-

quainted both with the Gypsy and Hindi tongues, was misled

into a rash conclusion. The great probability is, that the

traveller in question understood a word of the Moldavian

Gypsy language here and there, and that the Gypsies ex-

,
pressed their pleasure and surprise at his unexpected

knowledge. The Celts of Ireland and of Scotland speak

substantially the same language, but without previous study

are unintelligible to each other. The Welsh and Armorican

are essentially the same languages, and yet the people of

Wales and Lower Brittany are, without study of each other's

dialects, mutually unintelligible. It is not, then, likely that

the Moldavian Gypsies should have understood a European

speaking Hindi to them in a foreign accent, even supposing

their own language to have been originally Hindi.

The names which the Gypsies have assumed themselves,

or which have been given to them by strangers, will not

much help us in tracing their origin. Not one of them can be

traced to any Hindu language. The French call them Bohe-

mians or Egyptians, and we ourselves Egyptians—both words

founded on popular errors respecting their origin, and the last

of them propagated by the unscrupulous Gypsies themselves.

The Swedes and Danes make them to be Tartars, and the

Dutch are content to denounce them as heathens, Ileyden.

The farthest country east, to which we can trace a specific

name for the Gypsies, is Persiai, through which they must have

passed in their transit, and in which it is known that they

sojourned. Their name in Persia is Zengari and Jimagine

;

this through the Turkish, which has adopted it, to be the source

of most of the names by which they are called in the lan-

guages of Europe, however much these may be corruf)ted.
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Thus in the Moldavian we have them as Tzigani, in Hun-

garian as Chingari, in German as Zingener ; in Italian under

the different forms of Zingari, Zingani,- Cingari, and Cingani,

and in Portuguese Cigari. I think it even highly probable

that the most frequent name which the Gypsies give to them-

selves, Sicalo or Sicaloro, is no other than a gross corruption

of the Persian word.

Attempts have indeed been made by some etymologists to

represent the last two syllables of the first of the forms in

question as the adjective kala^ black, in Sanskrit; but no

Indian nation or tribe is known by this epithet, nor is it

likely that the Gypsies, after quitting India, and dwelling

among people fairer than themselves (and all the people they

sojourned among Avere so), would assume a name which

expressed a depreciation of themselves. It seems, indeed,

unUkely that a rude wandering people like the Gypsies should

ever have had a genuine national or tribal name of their o^vn

at all. In France and England they feigned themselves

Egyptians, and in Moldavia they assume the same pedigree

by calling themselves ' People of Pharaoh.' In Turkey they

take the name of Rum, which is but the Persian corruption

of the Latin Roma, applied by Oriental nations to the

Turkish empire.

From the evidence of languages, then, it cannot be shown

that the Gypsies are a Hnidu people. The language of the

Gypsies contains a very few words which are Hindi or

Hindustani, without being at the same time Sanskrit ; while

the majority of its Indian words are both Sanskrit and

Hindi, but in the mutilated form of the latter. It contains,

besides, a considerable number of words which are common

to the Persian and Hindi ; the first of these, if not picked up

in the route of Gypsies through Persia, received along with

the latter through the medium of the Hindi. This, which

would give but a comparatively recent origin to the connec-
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tion of the Gypsies with India, is the utmost tliat can ))C'

safely asserted.

Of the migration of the Gypsies from India, there is

assuredly no record in Indian history. In almost every

part of the wide bounds of Hindustan, there exist wander-

ing tribes without fixed habitations, much resembling in

manners the Gypsies of Europe. They are dancers, musicians,

practise small handicrafts, are foul feeders, and ever among

the lowest of the people. They do not, however, practise

palmistry or other form of foretelling ; for in this they have

serious rivals in some of the upper classes. Some European

writers have fancied that the Gypsies may have emanated

from these vagrants, but the supposition appears to me to be

destitute of probability. So poor and degraded a people

would possess neither the means nor inclination to attemj^t

emigration ; nor are they the people that a conqueror -would

select as captives to people his own under-peopled dominions.

Besides this, the Indian Gypsies have no peculiar language

;

each usually speaking the tongue of the nation over whose

lands they wander.

If we have no record of the departure of the Gypsies

from India, neither have we of their arrival in any Asiatic

country^ before they reached Eui'ope. It was not, as already

stated, until comparatively very recent times that an In-

dian origin was ascribed to them. The celebrated Italian

historian, antiquary, and philologist Muratori tells us in his

' Antiquities of the ^Middle Ages,' tliat Wallachia and the

neighbouring regions were their native country, and th.at

they did not issue from their hiding-places before the year

1400. They made their first appearance in Saxony in 1417,

in Italy in 1422, in France in 1427, and in IJavaria in 1440.

There is not, that I am aware of, any record of their first

arrival in England; but in 1530 the}'- were denounced ])y

statute as rogues and vagabonds, and commanded to quit
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the realm: so that at this time they must have lieeii ah-eacl}-

for some time, and in considerable numbers, in the country,

to have thus attracted public and parliamentary notice as a

nuisance.

The accuracy with, which the arrival of the Gypsies in

Europe is narrated, even so early as the beginning of the

fifteenth century, is a good illustration of the wide difference

which exists between the truthfulness and precision of the

European nations, and the fabulous and careless character of

the Eastern nations, and is worth adverting to briefly. Italy

and France, the two most civilised countries of the time,

afford the best examples. In his ' Antiquities of the Middle

Ages,' Muratori informs us that there arrived in the city

of Bologna, on July 18, 1422, a chief calling himself

Duke Andrea, accompanied by one hundred followers of his

tribe,—the Duchess professing great skill in fortune-telling.

In another work, ' Annale d' Italia,' the same writer ob-

serves :
' It deserves mention, that in the present year (1422)

were seen for the first time in Italy the Chingani or Chingari,

a filthy people, of horrid look (gente sporca ed orrida di

aspetto), who related many fables concerning their own

origm, claiming Egypt for their native country.'

The account of their first appearance in France, as given

by Moreri in his Dictionary, is still more particular. They

arrived, he says, in Paris, on Sunday, August 19, 1427,

to the number of twelve, with, a Duke and Count at their

head ; and, at an interval of twelve days, this party was even

followed by others of their tribe, amounting (men, women,

and children) to 120. The magistrates would not permit

them to enter the city, but located them at the village of

Tia Chapelle, on the St. Denys road. There they plundered

the lower orders of the people, by pretending to tell fortunes,

and were quickly expelled.

Moreri describes their personal appearance, when they
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were probably of darker complexion than they are at present,

after farther admixture of European blood. ' Their personal

appearance/ says he, ' was singular. The men had a dark

complexion (teint noir) with crisp hair (cheveux crej)us).

The women, besides their dark faces (visage noir), which

they left entirely exposed, had two long tresses of hair

which hung on their shoulders.'

In both France and Italy, their first appearance, it will

be noticed, was in an inland city, in both of which they

began at once to tell fortunes ; a fact which supposes, of course,

some acquaintance with the language of the people whose

fortunes they pretended to predict. From these two facts

it may be inferred that the Gypsies were in France and Italy

for some time before their aj)pearance in Paris and Bologna.

Most probably they came to Italy from Wallachia, through

Servia, Bosnia, and Dalmatia, crossing the Adriatic ; but

what internal commotion led to their adventure is unknown.

From Italy, where they were seen five years before they

reached France, they probably found their way into the

latter country. The first notice of the arrival of the

Gypsies in Germany— namely, 1417 — dates earlier by five

years than their arrival in Italy, and by ten than their

arrival in France. The route which they Avould necessarily

pursue in this case would be from Wallachia and Moldavia,

through Transylvania and Hungary.

If the Gypsies were originally an Indian people (and there

is no other evidence of their having been so than a few

words of an Indian language), they were most probably

captives, carried ofi" by some western invader with the

hope of peopling his own desert lands. It is a practice

known to have been followed by several Indian conquerors,

even down to our own times, when it was had recourse to, on

a large scale, by Hyder Ali and his son. Some writers have

imagined that the ])arty who led the Hindus who became the
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Gypsies into captivity was Timur, but apparently for no

better reason than his great celebrity. The allegation is,

however, refuted by reference to dates; for Timur's two

invasions of India took place in 1408 and 1409, which,

without making any allowance for a long transit through, and

long sojourn in, interanediate countries, is by eight and nine

years later than the first issue of the Gypsies from their

retreats in Wallachia.

The Gypsies, then, cannot be traced to any Hindu people

by physical form or authentic record. We connect them

with India only through language, and even this not by struc-

ture or phonetic character, or by a copious vocabulary, but

solely through a small number of words. These are, in a few

cases, peculiarly Hindi, but in the majority traceable to the

dead Sanskrit
;
yet truncated in the manner in which they are

found to exist in Hindi, now and for several ages past the

most prevalent of the languages of Upper India.

I will venture farther to assert that the whole number of

Indian words, of whatever description, to be found in the most

copious vocabulary of the Gypsy language, will not be found

by any means so great as the number of Latin words which

exist in the Celtic tongues, while they fall far short of the

nuinber of Sanskrit words to be found in the Malay and

Javanese languages. To insist, then, that the Gypsies are

Hindus, because their dialects contain a few Indian words, is

as unreasonable as it would be to say that the Welsh and

Irish are Italians, or the Malays Hindus. They are, in reality,

a mixture of many nations.

From all that has been stated in the course of this paper,

I must come to the conclusion, that the Gypsies, when above

four centuries ago they first appeared in Western Europe,

were already composed of a mixture of many different races,

and that the present Gypsies are still more mongrel. In the

Asiatic portion of their lineage there is probably a small
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iiitusioii ol' Hindu blood; but thi.s, 1 think, is the utmost that

can be predicated of their Indian pedigree. Strictly speaking,

they are not more Hindus in lineage than they are Persians,

Turks, Wallachians, or Europeans ; for they are a mixture of

all of these, and in that in proportions impossible to be

ascertained

.
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