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THE POLISH TATARS. By L. Bohdanowicz: A Lecture delivered to the Royal Anthropological Institute; 7 December,1943. Cf. MAN, 1944, 36. Illustrated.
96
Amongthe nationalminoritiesof Poland there united in 1386. At that time the Grand Duchy of
existed a Tatar tribe small in number, in all Lithuania was a great country stretching from the
some thousands of souls, inhabiting the region of Baltic to the Black Sea, and towards the East up to
Vilna. Unlike the other regions inhabited by the the source of the Oka, a tributary of the Volga. Being
peoples of this race, it had never been touched by the obliged to defend itself against its neighbours,
Tatar invasions. I shall examine the following Lithuania began in 1319 its policy of alliance with the
questions:
Golden Horde and as a result the Tatars soon partici(1) Why and how did the Tatars come to settle in pated in war at the side of the Lithuanians. As the
Poland ?
Lithuanians were pagan before the union with
(2) How was it that this small Islamic island, the Poland, the question of religious differences did not
most westerly, isolated among Christian communities, arise. The Lithuanians themselves were, moreover,
and never very numerous, yet preserved its religion not very numerous (according to historians, they then
intact during centuries, in an epoch which had never numbered about 250,000), since the population of the
known religious tolerance ?
Grand Duchy was composed mostly of Slavonic
(3) Lastly, what are the distinctive traits of this elements, i.e. White Russians and Ukrainians; and
tribe, both from the physical and from the psychologi- the Grand Dukes therefore conceived the idea of
cal point of view ?
establishing Tatars in the country to ' strengthen ' the
Everyone agrees that these Tatars came from the Lithuanian elements.
Golden Horde, whose Empire was created about
The first authentic Act concerning the establish1240 by Batu, the grandson of Jenghiz Khan, and ment of the Tatars in Lithuania is dated 1391, but it
had dominated Russia during two and a half cen- can be assumed that the first colonies had settled
turies, with its capital at Sarai, not far from the somewhat earlier. With the decline of the Golden
mouth of the Volga. But it is now necessary to Horde at the end of the fourteenth century, civil wars
define the term 'Tatar.'
were another cause of considerable Tatar immigraThe Chinese call a Mongolian tribe by this name, tion into Lithuania. The partisans of a defeated
and later the term came to apply to the whole army Khan often sought refuge in Lithuania, their tradiof Jenghiz Khan, although the majority were Turkish tional ally. A third but minor source of immigration,
in race and the Mongols appeared mainly among the dating from the beginning of the sixteenth century,
officers. When Batu's army established itself in consisted in the prisoners taken in wars against the
south-eastern Europe, it became mixed with an Khanate of the Crimea.
amalgam of peoples, most of whom were also Turkish,
The Grand Dukes of Lithuania received the Tatars
and dominated by the Polovtsy, another Turkish on the following basis: they were given land in return
people. Thus we see that the population of the for the military service they would render in case of
Golden Horde, to, whom the term 'Tatar,' originally war. These simple warriors were established in
applied to a Mongol tribe, was finally attached, was villages which had, at the beginning, a purely Tatar
chiefly of Turkish origin and contained only a small character. Nobles were granted estates of a size
proportion of Mongols. This is often not understood, correspondingto their degree of nobility in the Golden
but we may remember that the name of Russia is of Horde, or to the distinction of the service which they
Scandinavian origin and originally applied to a had rendered their adopted country. These estates
Scandinavian tribe, part of which settled in the North could not ha-ve been very large if one considers that,
of Russia, and whose Prince, Riurik, founded the first according to the census of 1630, the Lithuanian
Russian dynasty.
Prince of Sloutck had to provide more than 700 armed
We can now discuss the circumstances which led to horsemen, while the richest Tatar only had to furthe settlement of certain Tatars in Poland. It is nish 8.
above all well to remember that Poland then consisted
The rights of the Tatars to the land had a clearly
of two parts: Poland proper, and Lithuania, which feudal character. It could be defined as a sort of
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usufruct in perpetuity, since the Tatars could not
acquire or cede their land in any way without authorization from the Royal power. For this reason they
were sometimes called ' Royal Tatars,' or, in Western
terminology, direct vassals of the King. This right
of usufruct to the land was transformed in time into a
right of property pure and simple.
In the Middle Ages the Polish Tatars enjoyed almost
all civic rights. Thus, for example, the noble Tatars,
owners of estates, had the right to possess serfs. I
have said 'almost ' all rights, since they did not enjoy
political rights up to the time of the Polish partitions,
i.e. up to the end of the eighteenth century. They
did not participate in elections to the Central Diet, or
to the provincial diets. The Jagellonic Kings had
shown a tendency to make the rights of the Tatar
nobility conform to those of the Polish nobility, but
after that dynasty died out there was a reactiouary
movement in relation to the Tatars. This was due to
Jesuit influence, and had begun at the beginning of
the seventeenth century, in the reign of Sigismund III
Vasa (a Prince of Swedish origin), who was an imtransigent Catholic. But the Tatars had shown themselves to be so loyal during this epoch, which had
been troubled by perpetual wars between Poland and
Turkey, Sweden, Russia and the Cossacks of the
Ukraine, that finally, towards the third quarter of the
seventeenth century, in the reign of John Sobiecki,
Tatar rights were completely restored.
It is worth noting, in passing, th-at the percentage
of nobles was rather high among the Polish Tatars,
probably as a result of the civil wars in the Golden
Horde. The Book of Armorial Bearings of their
noble families, published at Vilna in 1929, contains
several hundred pages and it is certainly not complete. Certain families had been able to prove their
genealogy back to the beginning of the fifteenth
century. Among them there were even descendants
of Jenghiz Khan; the best known of these was Hadji
Girei, founder of the Khanate of the Crimea, the
grandson of Tokhtamysh, Khan of the Golden Horde
and celebrated rival of Tamerlane, as well as two
tzareviches, Punski and Ostrynski. A scientific
study of the noble Tatar families of Poland would
certainly be an interesting contribution to the history
of the Golden Horde, a history which is yet to be fully
written.
In receiving the Tatars, the Grand Dukes of
Lithuania had guaranteed them complete religious
toleration. In each Tatar village there was a mosque,
and also in certain towns. There had even been
more: there exists a legend, supported by some
historians, according to which, up to the beginning
of the sixteenth century, Tatars had the right to marry
Christians without changiiig their religion and on
condition that the children of these marriages kept
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the faith of their fathers. One explanation of this
privilege is that the Tatars usually- arrived in the
country without women. The custom would account
for the fact that later certain Tatar families had
Slavonic names, as a result of their ancestors having
adopted the family names of their Christian wives;
and also for the fact that fairly soon, in any case
towards the middle of the sixteenth century, the
Tatars had forgotten their mother tongue. Thus the
Polish Tatars possess a whole literature in the White
Russian and Polish languages, but written in Arabic
letters.
As for military service, in case of general mobilization the Tatars formed their own regiments, commanded by their own chiefs. This tradition was
maintained right up to recent times. The Tatars had
participated in all the wars of Poland, serving her,
according to the words of one writer, ' witn a devotion
' extending to sacrifice.' The Tatars had especially
distinguished themselves during Poland's struggle for
independence. During the insurrection called the
Confederation of Bar, the Tatar general Jusuf Bielak
had defeated the Russians in the only battle won by
the insurgents in Lithuania. During the insurrection
of Kosciuszke, in 1795, they had put into the field six
regiments of cavalry, and had distinguished themselves during the defence of Vilna.
We may note as a curiosity that it is to the Polish
Tatars that we owe the name of a type of cavalry
called the Uhlans. Ulan was the flame of an old
noble Tatar family famous in the military annals of
Poland. In the first half of the eighteenth century,
a Colonel Ulan commanded a regiment of Tatar
cavalry which so pleased the then King of Poland,
August of Saxony, by its exercises and its equipment,
that he established in Saxony a similar regiment
called Uhlans. From Germany this type of cavalry
was later introduced to Poland and to Russia. The
British counterpart is the Lancers. A Captain Ulan
commanded the squadron of Polish Tatars attached
to Napoleon's Guard. The last descendant of this
family, a cavalry general, died at the beginning of this
war, at Vilna.
Before the war of 1914-18 one used to call these
Tatars Lithuanian for, as we have seen, they had
settled in territory formerly Lithuanian. But since
Lithuania separated from Poland after the last war,
they are now appropriately called ' Polish Tatars.'
It is thus the fraternity of arms which explains
why, during the epoch of violent struggles of Christianity with Islam, there flourished a Muslim minority
in Poland which enjoyed almost all rights of citizenship.
From what has been said one can see that the Polish
Tatars engaged, above all, in two professions:
agriculture and war. This tradition was maintained
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up to our time, with but the difference that from the
end of the eighteenth century they also began to enter
civil careers, especially the administration and law, as
judges and barristers, as well as other liberal professions such as medicine and industry. Curiously
enough there have never been traders among them.
The tradition of army service largely explains the
drop in numbers of the Polish Tatars. They suffered
very heavy losses during the last great war and the
civil war which followed in Russia. We do not know
the exact number of Tatars in the ranks of the
Imperial Russian army in the last war, but it must
have been high as they provided 20 generals, which is
a very considerable proportion for a people of 25,000
souls. In the Russian revolution of 1917-20, the
Polish Tatars were bound to take an active part, as
the intellectual classes were prominent in the independence movement of the Tatars of the Crimea and
Azerbaijan. General Sulkiewicz, for example, was
head of the Crimeanregional government in 1917, and
then chief of staff of the Azerbaijan army. He paid
with his life for his devotion to the cause of his coreligionists, as he saw it.
After the last war the Tatars found themselves
divided between three states: Poland, Lithuania, and
Russia. Most had returned to Poland where, at the
beginning of this war, they numbered about 7,000.
Their division among three states had obviously
weakened their national strength, but the re-establishment of Poland gave them advantages which
largely compensated for this weakening. In fact a
free Poland opened up before them an opportunity to
fulfil their cultural and religious aspirations.
One of the first acts of the Polish government in
relation to the Tatars was the establishment of an
autocephalous Muslim church, in the form of an
autonomous Muftiate. This act had important consequences. Before the re-establishment of Poland,
the Polish Tatars depended in religious matters on the
Muftiate of the Crimea, which took little interest in
their fate, so that the Polish Tatars were completely
deprived of religious direction. The creation of the
new Muftiate changed all this. Above all the
Muftiate began to raise the cultural level of the irnam8,
creating courses of advanced re-education for this
purpose. In addition young men began to be sent to
Cairo to attend the courses in Muslim theology at the
University of El Azhar. Furthermore the Muftiate
published prayer books in two languages: Arabic and
Polish. At the beginning of the present war there
were 17 mosques and 3 houses of prayer in Poland.
Attached to each mosque was a school where the imam
taught the children the Arabic alphabet, the rites,
and prayers.
The establishment of the Muftiafe had also helped
the Polish Tatars to maintain relations with their
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co-religionists abroad. They were now represented
at all Islamic congresses, and the Polish Mufti made
frequent journeys abroad, in order to enter into
personal contact with his colleagues.

FIG.

1.-

POLISH TATAR MOSQUE

The Polish Tatars are very deeply attached to their
religion. For this reason mixed marriages are not
encouraged. A Tatar who changes his religion
immediately ceases to be a member of the Muslim
community. Divorces, though they take place in

FIG. 2.

POLISH TATAR GRAVE AND MONUMENT

accordance with the rules of the Chariat (i.e. the
formalities are reduced to the minimum), are very
rare, and one can say without exaggeration that the
Tatars are devoted to family life. The proportion of
large families was very considerable before the last
war, but the rise in the cost of living after the last war
led, as everywhere else, to a reduction in the number
of large families.
Tatar women differ little from Polish women, in
that for instance a number have studied at universities, and one has taken up an academic career. In
accordance with Muslim tradition. however. Tatar
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women pray separately from the men at the mosques.
As far back as one can go into the past of the Polish
Tatars, one finds no polygamy among them.
Having become completely polonized, the daily life
of the Polish Tatars, especially in the towns, is
determined by the trend of the Polish surroundings.
The strict observance of the Muslim rites is therefore
relaxed in the towns. It is not the same in the
country, where the rites are more strictly observed;
thus, for example, Tatars living in the country do not
work on Fridays. But if, on summing up, one
observes a certain relaxation in the observance of the
rites among the Polish Tatars, one can, on the other
hand, say without exaggeration that they adhere
firmly to the moral principles of their religion.
Despite their reduced numbers the Polish Tatars
have, thanks to the - considerable proportion of
intellectuals among them, played quite a noticeable
role in the cultural and political life of Poland.
Among them there have been judges, university
professors, officers of high rank,'senators, etc.
I must specially mention the 'cultural movement'
among the Polish Tatars. In principle the cultural
movement of a national minority aims at the -recreation, or the development, of its own culture.
This cannot be the case among the Polish Tatars; who
have forgotten their mother tongue, and being, not a
national, but simply a religious minority, cannot
pretend to create a culture of their own: for it seems
that a specific culture presupposes, as a fundamental
condition, the possession of one's original language.
The aim of the cultural movement of the Polish
Tatars is more modest: it is to enrich Polish culture
by the addition of values which are the result of the
Muslim religion and of a study of their history. It
goes without saying that the cultural activity of
Polish Tatars in other spheres is a part of Polish
culture proper, of which I will not speak here, nor
mention their cultural activity before the re-establishment of Poland in 1918. In general, before this
epoch, their cultural movement never had a systematic and organized character, but was rather sporadic
and individual. This is explained by two main
causes. In the first place, before the re-birth of
Poland, the intellectual class of the Polish Tatars had
been scattered throughout Russia, and, in the second
place, the Russian government of that epoch did not
regard manifestations of this kind, among national
minorities, with a favourable eye. The renascence
of Poland had, as I have said, opened a new era to the
Polish Tatars from this point of view, since the Polish
government not only tolerated their cultural movement, but supported it by various measures.
It was organized in the following way: in each
centre containing a sufficient number of Tatars, a
cultural association was organized. The work of all
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the associations was co-ordinated by a central
committee, and consisted above all in the organization
of conferences on political, religious, and historical
questions, in the dissemination of literature, in the
publication and collection of books, in the maintenance of contact with Muslims abroad, and in contacts with Muslims coming to Poland. During
holidays a troupe of young people made theatrical
tours.
The most interesting form of cultural activity was
the publication of books and periodicals. This began
with the publication of the Armorial which we have
mentioned. As for periodicals, there were altogether
three: The Islamic Review, a quarterly founded in
1930 in Warsaw by Vassan Girei Djabagui, a journalist
of Caucasian origin, related by marriage to the Polish
Tatars. It was mostly devoted to religious questions.
In order to encourage its circulation abroad, the
principal articles were summarized in French. The
Tatar Life, founded in 1934, was the organ of the
Muftiate and appeared at Vilna. It was chiefly
concerned with the daily life of the Polish Tatars.
The Tatar Annual, founded in 1932 and edited by
Arslan Kryczynski, also summarized its principal
articles in French. The difference between these
three publications lay in that the Annual had a
scientific character, while the other two were more
popular. To Tatar Life only Polish Tatars contributed, while the others were open to other Muslims;
Polish scientists also wrote in the Annual. Lastly,
there was a difference from the point of view of size.
The Annual ran to some 300 to 400 pages, while the
other Journals had only some 24 to 32 pages each.
Most of the articles in the Annual dealt with the
past of the Polish Tatars. The last volume consisted
of a monograph on the Polish Tatars by Stanislas
Kryczynski, a man of Tatar origin. This preoccupation with the past is not surprising. Circumstances
long prevented the Polish Tatars from realizing their
cultural aspirations, and as a result their beliefs
became too superficial, and the consciousness of their
origin and particular history was weakened. It was
thus natural that, as soon as circumstances changed,
they turned to the study of their religion and their
past in order to find there factors which would
strengthen their religious sentiments, and better
enable them to resist the influence of other religions.
They also turned to the study of their special origins
and their history. In this work the place of honour
should be accorded to the article entitled 'The Post'War Nationalist Movement and the Polish Tatars,'
published as a leading article in the first issue of the
Tatar Annual, and written by the President of the
Central Committee of the Cultural Associations,
Olguierd Kryczynski. It summarizes the ideology, of
the Polish Tatars and is, in addition, an interesting
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contribution to the philosophy of Islam and of the and those Tatars who had attempted to defend their
post-war period. Apart from this, the Central mosque were shot without trial.
As for the physical traits of the Polish Tatars, we
Committee of the Cultural Associations published
several books about Islam, translated from foreign are in a position to summarize them, thanks to the
languages, among them that of Lord Headley, work of an eminent Polish anthropologist, Julian
entitled The Power of Islam. On the initiative of the Talko Hryncewicz, professor at the University of
leaders of the cultural movement, young Tatars Cracow. His work was published in 1907 under the
devoted themselves more and more to the study of title, The Polish Mmlims or Tatare, and contained the
oriental languages and general questions. Before results of examining 91 Polish Tatars, all males
the war, this cultural movement had already de- belonging to the lower or middle classes. Here I may
veloped in an interesting manner, which enabled one only give the conclusions:
to contemplate the future with confidence.
(1) Polish Tatars are generally of medium height.
We do not possess much information about the
(2) They have long legs and a short body.
position of the Polish Tatars under German occupa(3) They are generally of a dark type.
tion. But Ali Woronowicz, formerly a student at the
(4) Their skull is brachycephalic.
University of El Azhar, who had been appointed
(5) Their foreheads are narrow.

L
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GROUP OF POLISH TATARS

Imam of Warsaw just before the war, was dismissed
(6) They are broad-faced; the orbits are wide;
by the Germans and replaced by another Muslim, who the nose is small, more often fine than flat, straight and
was not even of Polish Tatar origin. In December, moderately long; the mouth is medium, the lips
1939 the French and Polish papers in Paris published sharply defined, the chin prominent or rounded, the
the news that Arslan Naiman Mirza Kryczynski, eyes stand out, and the lobes of the ears are well
Vice-President of the Tribunal of Gdynia and editor developed.
of the Tatar Annual, was shot by the Germans to(7) They do not age prematurely. Their hair
gether with other hostages in that town. His brother begins to turn grey fairly soon, but it rarely becomes
Olguierd, Vice-President of the Court of Appeal of quite white, even at an advanced age. They retain
Vilna and Director of the cultural movement, was their hair, even up to a great age. They begin to lose
deported by the Russians to the interior of Russia. their teeth fairly soon, but not in considerable
The Arab daily El Harb published the news, a year numbers until they are past 60. It has been conago, that as soon as well-known Tatars refused to cluded that they belong to a mixed race, from the
collaborate with the Germans, the latter replied with following facts: (1) They are generally of medium
brutal repression. Leading Tatars were sent to con- height; (2) the colour of their skin, hair, and eyes
centration camps, where many died after torture. generally shows a mixed type; and (3) the group of
The Mosque of Slonim was converted into a garage, skull types among which, at the side of brachy-
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cephalic there often appears a meso-cephalic type and
more rarely the dolicho-cephalic. This variety of
types is also observed in the dimensions of the forehead. Thus, for example, among those of medium
occiput one meets both straight and large noses, while
among low faces one meets long ones. This mixture
of traits is indeed confirmed, as we have seen, by the
origin of the Polish Tatars. Before their arrival in
this country the Tatars had already been a mixture
of races. Having settled in Poland, it became more
difficult for them to isolate themselves from the surrounding elements: thus there were mixed marriages
with the native population during the first period of
their existence in the country. And as, among the
Tatars established in Poland, there had already been
representatives of all the peoples which had composed
the Golden Horde, there came about that mixture of
various groups which prevails to the present day.
From the types examined it is clear that the Polish
Tatars once possessed a great proportion of Mongol
blood, which then spread among the local natives.
Thus, for example, of the 91 individuals examined,
16 were of much less than average height, had
shorter heads, larger prominence of face, aquiline or
flat noses and slanting eyes, which are characteristic
traits of the Mongolians.
The result of my own observations is that the
members of the upper classes were more often of
Turkish type, while the peasants were generally more
Mongolian.

ROYAL ANTHROPOLOGICAL
Song and Dance in Malekula.

Summary of a Commurnica-

n7~ tion by John Layard, M.A., D.Sc.;

4 April,

1944.
As in other parts of Melanesia the artistic genius
of the natives may express itself in a variety of ways, for
example in carving and inlay, or in the esoteric ritual of
secret societies, so in the Small Islands and coastal
districts of Malekula it expresses itself primarily in
drama, music, and formal dancing.
Whatever the origins of these Malekulan art-forms, the
ihstitutions that they now chiefly serve are, on the one
hand, the great megalithic religious cycle called the Maki
together with the Mortuary Rites for those who have
atained high Maki rank, and on the other hand Initiation. While music in the form of singing permeates all
aspects of life (so that there are special branches of
unaccompanied vocal music all having their own
proper forms such as love-songs, children's songs, songs
having to do with fishing, sailing, bird-life, and gardening, and above all the secret incantations of magic) what
might be called the classical music of these islands is
bound up with dancing and the highly specialized technique of orchestral performance on the slit-gongs. There
are a number of these ritual Song-and-Dance cycles, each
with its own complicated gong-rhythms, which accompany all major ritual activities. Sometimes they are
performed during daylight, but more often at night
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To what conclusion do we come as the result of all
the data ? We have seen that the Polish Tatars are
a remnant of the Golden Horde, detached from the
original body and lost in the midst of.a Christian
population. It is in this fact, it seems to me, that the
importance of a study of their characteristics lies.
An investigation into the originof this tribe, and above
all, into the alliance between the Polish-Lithuanian
Kingdom and the Golden Horde throws a light on the
history of the Horde, a question of great importance
if one remembers that the Golden Horde dominated
Russia during two and a half centuries, and left
numerous traces of its institutions, customs, and
languages, and in the blood of her peoples. In other
words, without studying the history of the Golden
Horde in detail we cannot understand Russia.
Secondly, the Polish Tatars, having become completely polonized, represent a synthesis of some
Asiatic and some European elements. In other
words, they represent an example of the possibility of
the complete adaptation by a people of purely Asiatic
origin to conditions of European life. And if those
are right who, as the result of the two wars which
Europe has suffered during thirty years, deplore the
fallibility of European civilization, in so far as it is
based on materialistic foundations, and preach the
need for Europe to turn towards Asia, the cradle of all
religions, then the example of the Polish Tatars may
be of interest again.

INSTITUTE:

PROCEEDINGS

during the full moon, when singing and dancing continue
uninterruptedly from dusk till dawn, each night or consecutive group of nights being devoted to a single cycle.
One cycle has to do with the erection and consecration
of a new set of these great gongs, the orchestra of which
is led by an old man playing on a mother-gong, which
may be anything up to twelve feet high, accompanied by
a number of smaller gongs each beaten in a different
rhythm, so that at times there may be as many as four
interlocking rhythms sounded at once, while the feet of
the dancers beat out a fifth rhythm and their vocal music
is sung to a sixth. Other such cycles have to do with
commemorating the ancestors, others with mythical
subjects, yet-others extolling the founders of the various
forms of initiation rite, and so on. These songs are sung
partly in unison and partly in harmony. Each song
starts off with a refrain, so that one song may last from
ten minutes to a quarter of an hour. No one song may
be repeated during the same night, so that on any one
night from 50 to 70 are sung, all belonging to the same
cycle. Taking all these ritual Song-and-Dance cycles
together with the innumerable secular songs, every native
knows all or parts (and at any rate the tunes) of at least
500 songs, and experts know many more. New songs are
constantly being invented, and the best of these become
incorporated into the general repertory while others die
out. Any one may invent a new song (often coming to
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