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My 2012 Connected Communities project reviewed Humanities research from the last ten 

years about the histories, perceptions and representations of Britain’s Romani/Gypsy, Roma 

and Traveller communities in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It emerged from my 

scholarship of nineteenth-century representations of Romanies in British periodicals, 

literature, and visual forms. While largely text-based, the Connected Communities project 

included a lively and successful workshop with photographers, film-makers, liaison officers, 

journalists, cultural sector specialists, educationalists and local authority officers about the 

ways in which contemporary attitudes within and towards these communities draw on 

representations of the past.  

My micro-legacies proposal suggested opening a conversation via Twitter with 

correspondents from the original research (and others who tweet on this subject), by email, 

and in person. The questions of legacy in this follow-on piece of work centred on the visual 

archival legacy that photographers, artists, archivists, writers, and academics have left us, 

and the twenty-first-century, frequently digital, afterlives of historical images.  

A large part of my time on the micro-legacies project was spent re-establishing Twitter 

networks that had flourished under the initial piece of work, and establishing new 

follower/ing connections. I used Topsy, a Twitter analytic tool, to find users who had 

tweeted on the subject of Romani and Traveller identity and politics in the last 6 months to 

widen my network. In general, I found that asking the ‘big questions’ of my research (see 

Figure 1, below, for an example) via Twitter failed to elicit much response, but tweeting 

images myself, or links to images, gained several retweets (bringing the tweet to the 

timelines of one’s followers) and favourites (marking a tweet with a star, often to signify 

agreement or to draw attention to it). Twitter relationships are not necessarily based on 

reciprocity,
1
 but sharing an image or opinion myself was more likely to encourage the kinds 

of contributions I was looking for. Mentions (the use of another Twitter actor's username in 

a tweet) of writers, activists, cultural actors, and academics interested in this field also 

encouraged retweets and favourites. My experience of using Twitter to communicate on 

this subject reflects the findings of previous research into the social network’s usage: 

‘Twitter actors do interact across boundaries [in this case of this article political, but in a 

wider sense disciplinary or sector], but that they prefer to follow and re-tweet like-minded 
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actors’.
2
 My retweets tended to come from other academics or practitioners with similar 

interests.        

 

Figure 1 

My re-engagement with Twitter for this project coincided with media coverage of the First 

World War centenary. Tweeting very specifically about the way in which my research on the 

legacy of images related to current affairs garnered a wider response (see, for instance, 

Figure 2, below). This offers some direction when using Twitter in future in terms of tying 

research engagement (for dissemination and online co-production) to current stories 

gaining attention in the mainstream broadcast and print media, or already trending on 

social media. 

 

Figure 2   

These commemorations also revealed instances of precisely the issue of representation my 

work investigates. In the exchange below (Figure 3, which I observed, rather than 

participated in), non-European men serving in the First World War are visually remembered, 

but they are anonymous and the image source does not feature in the original Tweet. An 

early twentieth-century representation is thus digitally revivified and is circulated in the 

context of remembering the diversity of people caught up in the conflict. The legacy of this 

image is enlisted as part of a political gesture, but the image and circulation rights, and the 

rights of the families of these men to identify them, are still at question, and very polite 

requests for further attribution data are hastily closed down. My original Connected 

Communities research review focused on scholarly work about historical representation; 

Heritage Legacies has enabled me to reconsider the issues raised by non-academic 

contributors to the workshop (i.e. the use and reuse of images published on and offline), 

find instances such as this, and relate that back to the scholarship collected in the research 

review.     
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Figure 3 

Ciara Leeming, a photographer who participated in the workshop as part of the original 

project and who co-produces photography and journalism with Roma and Romani 

collaborators, was a key contact with whom I was able to re-connect through this micro-

legacy funding. We discussed, via email, the politics of representation in photographs by the 

Dutch photographer Peter van Beek. Van Beek posted some of his photographs of Roma 



people on Twitter (and linked to his website) with little context (see Figure 4, below). My 

exploration of the historical construction of the figure of the European ‘Gypsy’ led me to 

problematize the power relations at work in taking and circulating these images, and the 

exploitation of stereotypes surrounding the exotic, poverty, neglect, sexuality, and race to 

produce images that find a ready audience primed by centuries of the same. I was able to 

compare notes with Ciara’s perspective on the way the images are shot, her access to Roma 

communities, and the contemporary world of photography as a profession. The focus of 

Heritage Legacies has enabled me to explore immediately, with non-academic collaborators 

like Ciara, the politics of twenty-first-century representations of European Roma in the light 

of scholarship, while considering what happens next to these images and their subjects.  

 

Figure 4 

In person, the micro-legacies funding gave me the resources to have extremely fruitful 

meetings with collaborators in Sheffield and Liverpool. In Sheffield, I met author Steven Kay, 

who has used his (non-academic) interest in history and sport to imagine the experience of 



Rabbi Howell, the first Romani footballer to play for England. Kay now uses his writing to 

campaign for greater visibility of Howell’s sporting legacy in the form of a headstone and 

representation in the National Football Museum. I have written up our conversation for 

Travellers Times (publication date to be confirmed), an activity that in itself opened up a 

dialogue with the new editor of the magazine and website, Damian Le Bas.  

Kay’s work with Romani prisoners as part of Gypsy Roma Traveller History Month, with 

family historians and Howell’s descendants, with European Roma youth in Sheffield, and 

with Romani communities in the area, as well as his engagement with football clubs and 

anti-racism organisations, prompted a new question. That question has recurred in 

supervising co-producing PGRs, in formulating ongoing co-production and impact work, and 

in discussing the AHRC’s tenth anniversary celebrations (‘Crowd-sourcing the Anniversary’, 

Birmingham University, November 2014). The question is: in Humanities research that 

attempts co-production, what is distinctive about the academic offer? Many of my non-

academic contacts are producing innovative, far-reaching, and ethically-considered projects 

that reimagine the way we remember and represent the histories of Romanies and 

Travellers in Britain; articulating the value of a specifically academic contribution can be 

challenging. This is particularly pertinent when ‘Romani Studies’ (broadly conceived, and 

including what might be termed a ‘Critical Romani Studies’) is largely undertaken by non-

Romani scholars. Reconnecting with collaborators and meeting new contacts outside 

academia with the perspective that the end of a project brings has allowed me to frame this 

question and see its relevance in other areas of my work. It is not an easy question to 

answer, and one that I believe needs to be asked repeatedly as the Humanities makes a co-

production turn that may come to define this set of disciplines in the coming decade. I see 

the formulation of this question about my scholarly practice and relevance as one of the key 

personal legacies of my Connected Communities project, and one that could only be 

realised as I revisited the issues raised at a later date. This is definitely not a question of 

writing academics out of co-production, but of valuing academic skills, training and 

specialism.  

In Liverpool, a morning workshop on the legacies of images in the Gypsy Lore Society 

archives held by Liverpool University Special Collections, organised as part of the micro-

legacies grant, made discussion possible with education practitioners tasked with engaging 

and working with Romani and Traveller young people, an archivist, a curator, and a senior 

academic. We discussed the use and abuse of historical images online (in a similar way to 

the workshop in the original Connected Communities programme had), and the efforts 

made by archivists to provide as much contextual information for images as possible and 

protect the image from separation from that context (e.g. reposting on other sites, use of 

the image to produce objects such as album cover art or textiles). Crucially for the themes of 

heritage legacies, we explored the ethics of exhibiting historical images - with all the 

attendant politics of representational practice in the past - particularly if there is political 

pressure to connect those images to twenty-first-century communities. We asked, ‘if a 



potential legacy of archival images of minority groups (in particular Romanies and 

Travellers) is the reproduction of stereotypes, what are the ethics of display?’ The answers 

discussed centred on: an openness and explicitness about cultural knowledge, world view, 

attitudes, and mores of the decades that produced the images; on specificity and self-

awareness about the narratives being produced in relation to the images; and on co-

production of exhibitions from the planning stage. We talked about allied legacies, or 

legacies in dialogue: one workshop participant had met with resistance when attempting to 

include Romani experience as part of histories of slavery. The collections at Liverpool also 

make a pertinent case study for the legacy of academics and/or collectors: we considered 

whose representations benefit from archival survival and why, and who accesses those 

collections (for instance, in this case, university students, academics, family historians, and 

groups of Traveller school children).             

Heritage Legacy funding has enabled me to reflect on the outputs of my Connected 

Communities research review, which I might not otherwise have done in quite such a 

focused way. It seems that the most useful outputs (in terms of requests for information, 

comments, and online links) have been the bibliography and the podcast. For a future 

project of this nature, I would propose producing an annotated bibliography and a podcast 

that provides a more connected and analytical overview of the field. A research review 

dates quickly, so the funding has also allowed me to follow up on key publications since 

2012 and confirm the widely-held belief that this is a burgeoning field of scholarship and 

journalistic work. Having a specific reason (and, institutionally, funding justification) to 

reconnect with collaborators and broaden that network has strengthened the relationships I 

have with non-academic partners. I consider this process a bridging one, enabling me to 

take knowledge from the Connected Communities review forward to new projects. I can 

demonstrate a sustained interest in the people with whom I worked, communicate with 

them about what they have published or made in the meantime, and hopefully retain the 

good will on which co-production absolutely relies. Legacy funding thus has the potential to 

secure a future for collaboration beyond the initially funded period.   

 


