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approach brought the individuals and their backgrounds to the fore, positioning them 
as important actors within the UK’s folk music heritage. To include both older tran-
scripts and later recordings of singers, the resource is organised around themes rather 
than individual repertoires. For example, on the theme of love, Lucy Carter’s love song 
“Black as Sloe” (see Figures 3 and 4), transcribed from her singing by Cecil Sharp in 1906 
appears next to a 1960s recording of Caroline Hughes singing a version of “Blue Eyed 
Lover.” Using QR codes to connect the printed resource to the online archive, we wanted 
to bring the readers straight from the page to the digitised recordings and the handwrit-
ten manuscripts. In total the resource introduces 18 Romani and Traveller singers and 
musicians, most with direct links to original manuscripts and audio recordings accessi-
ble through the VWML catalogue.22 

In July 2023, we presented a small exhibition based on the resource at Strumpshaw 
Tree Fair, a two-day arts, crafts, and heritage fair held in Strumpshaw, Norfolk. Alt-
hough the public attending this cultural event had a clear interest in heritage, music, 

 
22 An inventory of sound recordings in the VWML archive catalogue initiated by Wettermark 
and Hore in the summer of 2023 identified 81 named Romani, Irish and Scottish Traveller sing-
ers and musicians, the majority of whom had no indication of their heritage in the catalogue 
entries themselves. The inventory only looked at audio recordings, most of which were done in 
the 1950s to 1980s, and did not include most of the individuals whose songs were documented 
in books and manuscript by Edwardian and Victorian song collectors. 

Figure 3. Romani Gypsy Lucy Carter (1830–1912) photographed in Tintinhull, Somerset by 
Cecil Sharp in 1906 (courtesy of Vaughan Williams Memorial Library). 
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and the arts, it was evident from our conversations with visitors over the two days, and 
from the written feedback we collected, that most were completely unaware of the con-
tributions of Romanies and Travellers to the folk song repertoire in England. Even self-
declared folk heritage aficionados indicated a lack of awareness of Romani and Travel-
ler contributions, as their written comments indicated: 

I know of Gypsy and Traveller storytellers and history but little of the old songs and who 
sang them and where . . .. Will definitely delve further into the archives. Such a rich 
heritage that needs to be celebrated (member of the public, 15 July 2023). 

I know lots of the songs as I am immersed in traditional singing. Great learning new 
information about the history and identity of the individual singers whose histo-
ries/identity was often excluded by song collectors . . . this area of research needs to be 
promoted much more (member of the public, 15 July 2023). 

Thank you for bringing these [recordings] to light. I didn’t know this existed and . . . 
would love to listen to more of these songs (member of the public, 16 July 2023). 

I wasn’t aware of the . . . [G]ypsy recordings. I’m interested to learn more. I had no idea 
that these archives existed . . . I shall enjoy my journey listening to the songs (member 
of the public, 16 July 2023). 

On two occasions, visitors talked about their own Romani heritage, and indicated that 
the ‘Gypsy and Traveller Voices’ resource created a new opportunity for them to con-
nect with that heritage. 

Figure 4. A transcription of one of Lucy Carter’s songs, “Black as Sloes” (by kind permission 
 of the Master, Fellows, and Scholars of Clare College, Cambridge). 
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In August 2023, we presented the final resource which we called Singers and Songs: 
Gypsy and Traveller Voices (Vaughan Williams Memorial Library 2023),23 to our focus 
group,24 who were positive about the representation of their heritage in the new mate-
rials. The participants emphasised the pride the resource made them feel in their ethnic 
identity, and also the ways in which it could stimulate intergenerational dialogue, with 
the potential to interest younger Romani and Traveller people in learning more about 
their cultural heritage. A potential barrier our focus group identified concerned literacy 
amongst some older Romani and Traveller communities, who, it was felt, may not find 
extensive text accessible. In response to this feedback, the project team has secured fol-
low-on funding from the University of East Anglia’s AHRC Impact Acceleration Account 
to create a short film in collaboration with Romani-led Patrin Films.25 It is anticipated 
that the resource and the film together have the potential to raise awareness of Romani 
and Traveller contributions to English folk music, traditions and repertoires, and ren-
der them more visible. While we are in the early stages of our project, we hope that by 
countering negative and exotic stereotypes of ‘Gypsy Music’ our collaboration can 
change public perceptions of Romani and Traveller groups and their contributions to 
English music heritage. 

Conclusion 
In this article, we have defined what we believe to be significant problems concerning 
predominant ideas about what ‘Gypsy music’ is, and the lack of visibility of Romani 
Gypsy and Traveller singers in English music archives. We have set out the motivations 
underlying our collaboration on the ‘Romani Gypsy and Traveller Voices in Music Ar-
chives’ ongoing impact project work. By creating opportunities to more easily access 
and learn about a cultural heritage that is widely romanticised, denigrated, or ignored 
in narratives of Britishness, we aim to achieve three broad objectives. First, by raising 
awareness of the positive contributions that Romanies and Travellers have made to 
English (British and Irish) folk repertoires and styles, we hope to create new opportu-
nities for the positive articulation of ethnic identity. Second, we hope to open up spaces 
within which Romanies and Travellers can shape their own representation in public 
arenas. Third, by using music archives to tell new stories, we hope to enable knowledge 
exchange between folk music institutions and Romani and Traveller communities. 

 
23 Singers and Songs: Gypsy and Traveller Voices is available for free download: 
https://www.efdss.org/images/present/Docs/Library/Gypsy-Traveller-Voices-PDF.pdf 
24 For ethical reasons and to encourage freedom of expression, we decided not to record the 
focus group discussions but made notes of comments made by participants. Formal focus groups 
consisting of four Romani/Traveller collaborators were held twice during the project duration, 
and informal chats took place between the project team and focus group collaborators on an ad 
hoc basis. 
25 Patrin Films is a collective of Romani filmmakers. See Patrin Films (n.d.).  

https://www.efdss.org/images/present/Docs/Library/Gypsy-Traveller-Voices-PDF.pdf
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At a time of national and cultural recalibration after Brexit, and ongoing discussion 
around decolonisation and the United Kingdom’s imperial legacies, we argue that the 
time is ripe to rethink notions of a singular ‘English’ (or wider British) folk song heritage 
and instead embrace the notion of a shared heritage. That is, a heritage that includes 
the multitude of Romani and Traveller voices which have sustained and contributed to 
the song repertoires over hundreds of years, and which is as much English as it is Rom-
ani. 
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