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drawing from the last quarter of the fi fteenth 
century, now in the National Gallery in Prague (see 
fi gure 1).2 It shows a Gypsy mother holding her 
baby, with the caption ‘Ziginer’ directly above her 
head. She wears a turban and a large cloak knotted 
on one of her shoulders. Such a knotted cloak 
was a typical costume for fi fteenth-century female 
Gypsies. We know this from a most interesting 
French record that was written by an eyewitness 
after a group of 132 Gypsies had arrived in Paris 
in August 1427:

Nearly all of them had their ears bored, with one or 
two silver rings in each … The men were black, their 
hair curled; the women remarkably black, all their faces 
scarred, their hair black, their only clothes a large old 
shaggy garment, tied over the shoulders … In short, 
they were the poorest, most miserable creatures that 
have ever been seen in France.3

Another distinguishing detail is not mentioned 
in the French record, and is not to be seen in the 
German drawing: the Oriental striped patterns in 
their garments, as shown in numerous depictions 
of Gypsies or biblical heathens, as for example in 
some Tournai tapestries from the second decade 
of the sixteenth century4, or later in a woodcut il-
lustration in Sebastianus Münster’s Cosmographei 
oder beschreibung aller länder etc.5 and in some 
drawings by Jacques de Gheyn.6 We can fi nd them 
even in the eighteenth century and still in the nine-
teenth century.7 In all these images, nearly every 
Gypsy woman wears a turban, which is fl atter than 
that usually worn by male Muslims. That turban 
was common for female Gypsy dress—for Muslim 
women did not wear turbans at all.

Once one becomes aware of these character-
istic costume features, one develops an eye for 
Gypsies. More than twenty years ago, Charles 
D Cuttler pointed to the fi rst fl at turban in 
Western art, worn by Mary Magdalene in the 
Master of Flémalle’s ‘Entombment Triptych’ in 

Since Gypsies had no chroniclers of their own, 
their history is diffi cult to reconstruct.1 The origin 
of the Gypsies was a complete mystery until late in 
the eighteenth century, when their derivation from 
India was proved by means of early linguistic com-
parison. Today, it is generally accepted that they 
emigrated from India to Persia during the Early 
Middle Ages, and in the High Middle Ages set-
tled in Byzantine regions. Both cultures left their 
mark on the Romani language, and most common 
foreign terms like Zigeuner, Cingaro, Tzigan and so 
on derive from the Greek atsinganoi (athinganoi), 
which means ‘untouchables’. This term was used 
by Byzantine authors in the twelfth century to 
refer to a Gnostic sect as well as to heathen magi-
cians, bear-trainers and snake-charmers. During 
the fourteenth century, the Gypsies entered the 
Balkans. From the early fi fteenth century they 
travelled through the whole of Europe. In France, 
Gypsies were also called ‘Bohémiens’, because they 
arrived with letters of protection from the king of 
Bohemia, or ‘Sarrasins’ because of their Oriental 
appearance. Since they declared they had come 
from Little-Egypt, they were called ‘Egyptiens’ by 
the French, and ‘Egypteners’ or ‘Heydens’ in the 
Netherlands. The contemporary terms ‘Gypsy’, ‘Gi-
tano’, ‘Gitane’ or some equivalent names in Greece 
and the Balkans derive from those ‘Egyp tians’ 
as well. However, Little-Egypt was a Venetian- 
administered region in the Peloponnese, where the 
Gypsies had settled before being pushed onwards 
by the Turkish wars.

The migration of Gypsies into western Europe 
in the early fi fteenth century coincided with the 
northern Renaissance in the visual arts. The new 
interest in depicting nature, the world and its peo-
ple made the travelling exotics a subject of artistic 
curiosity. So, in early Netherlandish paintings, 
the alleged Egyptians were used as models when 
depicting heathens from the Bible, Egyptians as 
well as Jews. However, their earliest surviving 
depiction as Gypsies per se is found in a German 
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598 Art and Migration

Latingham in Egypt visited Mons, the capital of 
Hainaut, and nearby Tournai, the home town 
of Robert Campin, who was probably the Master 
of Flémalle. The striking similarity of appearance 
between the travelling ‘Egyptians’ and the oldest 
preserved European depiction of a fl at turban is 
unlikely to be a coincidence. Nevertheless, the art-
ist’s intention was not to dress Mary Magdalene 
as an Egyptian but just as a heathen, as he or an 
artist near to him used that striped fl at turban for 
the depiction of the Thracian queen Tomyris as 
well.9 In Eyck’s Ghent Altarpiece from c. 1425–35, 
the Eritrean Sibyl is also painted with such a tur-
ban10, and we fi nd another example in Jacques 
Daret’s The Nativity from c. 1434–35, in the Museo 
Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid.11

In these examples, the exotic appearance of 
the alleged ‘Egyptians’ was a source of inspiration 
for the greatest of the early Netherlandish Masters. 
As Cuttler suggested, some artists who illustrated 
the fi nding of Moses by Pharaoh’s daughter and 
her servants had such contemporary ‘Egyptians’ 
in mind.12 Nevertheless, we can fi nd depictions 
of Israelites dressed like Gypsies in almost any 
episode from the Bible. However, most of them are 
found in pictures of the Exodus from Egypt. For 
example, Israelite women wear typical Gypsy dress 
in the Gathering of the Manna in the Altarpiece of 
the Holy Sacrament by Dirick Bouts in Leuven.13 
A child at the left is wearing an earring, as was 
mentioned in the French record from 1427.

Since the research on fi fteenth-century Gypsy 
costume began some decades ago, a number of 
Oriental women have been defi nitely identifi ed as 
Gypsies—as, for instance, in a dry-point print by 
the Master of the Housebook14, or in the so-called 
Turkish Family engraved by Albrecht Dürer.15 
Nevertheless, there must be many more depictions 
of Gypsies which have not yet been identifi ed. 
A pen drawing in Munich by Martin Schongauer, 
or a brilliant imitator, is an impressive example 
(see fi gure 2).16 Even though this drawing defi nite-
ly depicts a Gypsy woman with one breast bared, 
and with the characteristic knot on her shoulder, 
it is hitherto simply entitled Oriental Woman with 
Turban.

The outfi t of male Gypsies is less specifi c. 
They can appear as beggars, jugglers or mercenar-
ies. From about 1500 onwards, we fi nd depictions 
of armed Gypsy men wearing hats adorned with a 
pheasant’s feather, a traditional sign of mercenary 
soldiers and bandits. An early example is in a copy 
of a drawing by Hans Burgkmair, now in the Veste 
Coburg.17 And we know well-armed Gypsies with 
long feathers on their hats in particular from the 
much later engravings by Jacques Callot.18 As so 

the Courtauld Institute Galleries, London, and 
underlined that this triptych is generally dated 
about 1420, just when a group of Gypsies led by 
a duke called Andrew is recorded in Brussels.8 
In 1421, another Gypsy duke called Michael of 

Figure 1 Unknown artist (Upper Rhein region)
Ziginer/Heiden/Turken (detail), c. 1470–90
13.5 × 17.0 cm
pen and brown ink on paper
© Národní galerie v Praze/National Gallery, Prague
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A particular iconographical tradition in de-
picting heathens similar to Gypsies can be assumed 
in the depiction of an assistant in the Descent from 
the Cross. He has dark skin and black curls un-
der his turban, and sometimes he wears striped 
garments. He is climbing up the ladder, standing 
at the top, pulling out the nails, or just carrying 
the ladder to the cross. The earliest example was 
probably painted by the Master of Flémalle in a 
triptych, which is known only by a small fragment 
in the Städel Museum in Frankfurt and a copy 
in the Walker Art Gallery, Liverpool.23 This sug-
gests that converted heathens, more than just the 
good centurion, played a role in Calvary iconog-
raphy. Other examples are two typically dressed 
Gypsy women with their babies in a fragment of a 
Calvary triptych by the Westphalian painter Derick 
Baegert (see fi gure 3)24; one of them is pointing to 
Saint Veronica’s vera icon, insistently looking out 
at the viewer. Regarding her dark skin, the ques-
tion comes up if they mean just heathens, or if the 
painter knew about any legend of Gypsies in con-
nection with the Crucifi xion of Christ. Such leg-
ends exist but it cannot be proved that they are 
of medieval origin. By the sixteenth century, the 
nomadic life of Gypsies was explained as a punish-
ment for their reported refusal to give shelter to the 
Holy Family in Egypt25, or because a Gypsy black-
smith reportedly forged the nails for Christ’s Cruci-
fi xion.26 However, according to the Gypsies’ own 
versions of that legend, it was a Gypsy who stole 
the fourth nail which was meant to pierce the heart 
of Christ. For that deed, all Gypsies were blessed 
by God with permission to steal without fear of 
damnation.27 Another version of the legend told of 
a Jew who stole the nail, converted to Christianity 
and became the forefather of the Gypsies.28

For the most part, however, Gypsies were rel-
egated to playing the role of Christ’s evil enemies. 
According to a number of reports, they descended 
from condemned or disowned biblical fi gures. One 
was Adam’s son Cain, condemned by God to be 
a fugitive and a vagabond. The second was Ham, 
who was condemned by his father, Noah, and then 
became the father of the dark-skinned peoples of 
Ethiopia, Libya, Egypt and pre-Hebrew Canaan. 
The third was Ishmael, who was dismissed by 
Abraham, together with his mother, Hagar, and 
then became the forefather of the Arabs.

Unsurprisingly, the dark-skinned Gypsies 
were also used to represent morally dubious types 
in Christian iconography. One of the most famous 
painters of evil was Hieronymus Bosch. From 
Bosch’s depictions of beggars and cripples, some-
times closely associated with devils, we can deduce 
that he hated beggars; and it may well be that he 

many mercenary soldiers in early modern Europe 
lived as marauding outlaws, the Gypsy warrior be-
came a model for a type of bandit until the nine-
teenth century. Another type of male Gypsy, in this 
case frequently dressed in rags, can be found in the 
pictures of beggars and blacksmiths, in particu-
lar in the Dutch-Italian paintings by the so-called 
Bamboccianti and their followers.19

Wearing a turban, a male Gypsy is hardly 
distinguishable from a Saracen, but in combina-
tion with scruffy curls he is more likely a Gypsy 
than a Muslim, because wearing long hair under 
the turban is an Indian, not a Turkish or Arabic 
fashion. Hence, some of the pictures of Oriental 
men with messy beards and curls, sometimes 
plaited or wearing bandeaus, turbans or strange 
hats, seem to be depictions of Gypsies. We know 
depictions of such heads from Martin Schongauer 
and his workshop in particular.20 Much earlier, 
in about 1435, Stephan Lochner depicted some 
bearded men wearing similar exotic hats, sitting 
together with two Gypsy-like dressed women in 
the Crucifi xion of St. Andrew, kept in the Städel 
Museum, Frankfurt.21 A reproduction engraving 
by Wenzel of Olmutz suggests that Lochner’s com-
position became very popular due to those exotic 
fi gures.22

Figure 2 Martin Schongauer (workshop?)
Oriental Woman with Turban (Gypsy Woman), c. 1470–90
14.2 × 9.7 cm
pen and black ink
© Staatliche Graphische Sammlung, Munich
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Both pickpocketing and palm-reading are de-
picted in the foreground of the ‘Haywain Triptych’ 
by a pupil of Bosch.33 A Gypsy woman is telling a 
stupid lady’s fortune, while a slim child is search-
ing for her money bag—which is not visible in 
the painting, but survives in the underdrawing.34 
Another depiction of pickpocketing Gypsies is 
to be assumed in the Louvre drawing attributed to 
Bosch which shows a conjuror and his audience.35 
At the right, the conjurer’s wife wears the typi-
cal fl at Gypsy turban. At the left in the crowded 
audience, a man or woman—probably wearing 
a fl at turban as well—is pointing to the conjurer 
and pickpocketing at the same time. Other early 
depictions of Gypsies engaged in palm-reading 
and pick pocketing can be found in a drawing by 
Hans Burgkmair36, or in one of the already men-
tioned Carrabarra tapestries kept in the Castle of 
Gaasbeek.37 Later in the sixteenth century the mo-
tif became a standard detail of numerous Dutch 
and Flemish landscapes from the sixteenth to the 
eighteenth century, or was combined with other 
themes such as the stupid lover or the prodigal son. 
In all these images, the artist’s intention was not 
only to warn against being swindled by Gypsies; 
it was also to criticise the foolish people who be-
lieved in their fortune-telling. According to the 
French record from 1427, the bishop of Paris did 
not condemn the Gypsies, but rather their super-
stitious customers.

Even if such paintings were not primarily in-
tended to foment prejudices against Gypsies, they 
certainly helped them to take root. And such preju-
dices from the time of the early Gypsy migrations 
into Europe have survived far more strongly and 
effectively until today than all the later romantic 
idealisations of Gypsy life created in the nineteenth 
century.
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Figure 3 Derick Baegert
Calvary Triptych (detail from a fragment), c. 1477–78?
113.0 × 97.5 cm
oil on panel
© Museo Thyssen-Bornemisza, Madrid (1936.6)
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