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peripatetic communities to assimilate into the dominant society, they have managed to 
preserve their autonomy. Through their purity systems, they create and sustain bound­
aries between themselves and the settled population, systems which also operate within 
peripatetic communities in the construction of boundaries between Travellers and 
Gypsies, different families units, economic groups, gender categories and generational 
sub-groups. The human body, which is divided into clean and defiled parts, serves as 
the basis for purity concepts. This metaphor is extended to encompass the natural and 
supernatural surroundings, regulating actions and emotions (Douglas 1966, Okely 
1983:77-104). Gypsy and Traveller groups apply these regulations in a diverse and 
flexible manner, enabling them to adapt to changes whilst preserving their separateness 
from the dominant cultures that surround them. In many instances, the prejudices of the 
dominant society strengthen the boundaries marking Gypsy and Traveller groups, 
making them almost impossible to cross even if the members of peripatetic groups 
were inclined to do so (Mirga 1987:253). 

5. Without land of their own and a rather bleak past history, the social memory of 
Gypsies and Travellers tends to concentrate on the experiences of the three living 
generations, whilst events outside living memory become integrated into a repertoire 
of shared myths, folk stories, proverbs and other forms of verbal art. Their social 
memory favours the preservation of happy events, whilst unhappy experiences are 
either retained as personal history or as an expression of non-specific, widely shared 
human experiences of sorrow, grief and loneliness. This attitude is a parallel at the 
psychological level of their orientation toward non-possession and the ideal of 'travel­
ling light' (N' Shrein:j:r 1994:60). 

Some shared characteristics in the musical practices of 
Hungarian Roma and British Traveller communities 

There are two main type of performance contexts for Gypsy and Traveller communi­
ties: 1) musical performances oriented toward the musical needs of outsiders and 2) 
musical performances oriented toward the in-group. Some groups participate in both 
types of performance context, whilst others perform only for the in-group. For centu­
ries the Hungarian Romungro Gypsies have performed for the dominant society, where 
their musical activities have been primarily instrumental (Sarosi 1978). Whilst they 
also perform for the in-group, their in-group musical practices have only recently been 
documented (Lange 1993). Among the Hungarian Vlach Gypsies, musical practices are 
primarily vocal and oriented toward in-group performance (Kovalcsik 1987:45, Kertesz 
Wilkinson 1998: 118), though this has been changing over the last few decades with the 
emergence of a few professional Vlach Gypsy bands. For the most part the Romungro 
perform Hungarian popular music mixed with a number of popular international pieces 
on their traditional instruments, configured as a violin-viola-double bass string band 
with an additional clarinet and cimbalom. The Vlach Gypsies have developed a unique 
musical tradition which draws on Hungarian and Balkan musical styles (Hajdu 
1958: 17). They sing a number of Hungarian songs alongside adapted Rom songs from 
the surrounding culture, and they have recently incorporated materials from the Balkan 
and Mediterranean regions. In the last three decades they have started taking up 
instruments, including various types of lutes, double bass and traditional percussion in 
the form of water cans, chairs and other household items. Because Eastern Europe 
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remained agricultural well into the 20th century, Gypsies still play an important role in 
communal celebrations, both in rural and urban settings (Sarosi 1978, Rice 1994:29-
30, Manuel 1988:121-7). Nevertheless, they have a low social status, which corre­
sponds both with their ethnic origin and marginalised position in society and with the 
ambiguous attitudes of the dominant culture towards music and musicians (Merriam 
1964:140, Baumann 1978:45). Currently in Britain it is possible to hear recently 
formed professional Scottish Traveller singers (MacColl and Seeger 1986, Munro 
1984:205-32 ), but Gypsy and Traveller musicians were known to have played for 
outsiders in the early part of 19th century, when "feasts, fairs, wakes and weddings 
formed a central feature of rural social life" (Mayall 1988:55). 

Musicians working professionally and semi-professionally need to adapt their 
musical material to the requirements of their audiences; yet among Gypsies and 
Travellers adaptations are also a typical feature of in-group music-making (Kennedy 
1975:747, Court 1985:49, Munnelly 1975:3-5, Carroll 1975:31-35, MacColl and 
Seeger 1977, 1986). In her discussion of the Irish Traveller repertoire, Court implied 
that they adopted their material more or less at random, performing anything from 
"from Irish and English ballads, bawdy music hall songs, ... to American commercial 
love songs and Country and Western" (Court 1985:49). Closer investigation, however, 
reveals that their songs express Traveller sentiments, just as Hungarian Vlach Gypsy 
songs, be it at a communal or a personal level (Kertesz Wilkinson 1996:225-33, Carroll 
1975:31-32). It is also important to note that the performers themselves distinguish 
between the various genres in their repertoire (Kertesz Wilkinson 1998: 118-21). As 
Carroll (1975:34) reported, this may even be demonstrated in performance, as an Irish 
Traveller did when he delivered the song 'Barabara Allen' once in the traditional style 
and then in the country-western style. 

For Gypsy and Traveller communities the transformations they impose on the 
musical materials they appropriate constitute a primary means of expressing the 
uniqueness of their identity. Commonly they either add or subtract musical sections to 
achieve various ends: the addition or suppression of verses, words or phrases may be 
used to mark the mood of the performer or to accommodate the melodic structure 
(Kertesz Wilkinson 1994, Munnelly 1975:7); the melodic structure may be altered, 
such that some lines are left out while others are repeated, as reported by Shield 
(1993: 114) amongst Irish Travellers. Temporal alterations are also common to .both 
groups; these may be very idiosyncratic (Kertesz Wilkinson 1990a: 193-202, 1998: 165-
70, alternating between accelerated virtuosic displays to extremely slow deliveries 
(Kennedy 1975:746, Kertesz Wilkinson 1994:143-290). The textual alterations of the 
Irish Travellers, as reported by Munnelly (1975: 14), often dismember the existing 
poetic rhyme scheme (Munelly 1975:8); such textual alterations often blur meanings 
both amongst the Hungarian Rom Gypsies (Kertesz Wilkinson 1992: 115) the Irish 
Travellers (Kennedy 1975:747). 

Important performance stylistics involve the use of particular vocal timbres, which 
again mark differences between Gypsy and Traveller communities and the dominant 
population. In Hungary such markers include the use of 'thick' voices for women and 
either 'course, deep or high' voices for men (Kertesz Wilkinson 1998:123), whilst in 
Ireland the 'high-pitched and nasal' vocal qualities of the Travellers are very different 
from the "more intimate, heavily ornamental style fleuri common in the Irish language 
Sean- Nos singing" (Munnelly 1975:6). Phrase endings in Hungary typically involve 
strong final tones that are emphasised by pauses before they are emitted, whereas Irish 
Travellers employ a "glottal stopping, a kind of audible punctuation" (Munnelly 
1975:7), to end their phrases . 
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An intense emotional involvement with the performance is also typical for both the 
Gypsies and the Travellers. Though crying during performance is avoided in Hungary 
to prevent the 'heart from breaking', singing is aimed at moving the audience (Kertesz 
Wilkinson 1994), amongst the Irish Travellers, however, some are often moved to tears 
through particular song (Munnelly 1975:14). It is typical in men's performances 
amongst Scottish Travellers performances can provoke tears among men through the 
associations they elicit of those absent at the event, whilst women weep over senti­
ments expressed in the words of the songs themselves (Munro 1984:204). Alterations 
may take place because of the intentionality of the singer (Porter 1974:7-26), as the 
songs move from a general message to a personal one (Kertesz Wilkinson 1992: 115), 
suggesting that the importance of 'truth' (Stewart 1989: 86-87, 91-98) among the 
Vlachs, referred to as 'real' among the English Travellers (Willy Guy pers. comm.), is 
yet another feature common to both Gypsy and Traveller performance practices. 

Gypsies and Travellers are also unique in that they are carriers of both old and new 
traditions, performing songs and other forms of verbal art that have been discarded by 
the host populations whilst also appropriating the latest hits of the world-music 
repertoire. This approach to repertoire is pregnant with meaning, expressing simulta­
neously their similarities and differences in relation to the dominant society whilst also 
affirming their global citizenship. 

Summary 

It is expected that the following aspects will be found shared between two Gypsy 
groups: 

1. The Roma and Irish Travellers select musical materials and styles from the 
dominant cultures, upon which they impose transformations coherent with their 
ethos. 
2. Distinct elements of Gypsy and Traveller aesthetics are superimposed on the 
local musical styles as a means of marking boundaries between the particular 
community and the host society. 
3. The transformations are aimed at demonstrating musical virtuosity and/or 
expressing intense emotions. 
4. The musical items (the songs) acquire strong associations with particular 
people, which allow them to articulate inter-personal relations within the particular 
community. 
5. Clear distinctions are made between musical expression and ordinary speech, in 
which musical performance is seen to be an expression of the 'real' and the 'true'. 
6. Musical traditions articulate within a particular community with other expres­
sive forms (verbal arts, dance, material culture, spatial organisation etc.) in the 
construction of Gypsy and Traveller identity. 
7. Through their musical performance practices, Gypsies and Travellers articulate 
a concept of global citizenship which simultaneously affirms their unique ethnic 
identity and their relation to the host society. 

Without doubt, there are numerous aspects of Gypsy and Traveller musical perfor­
mance awaiting further and deeper examination; but the inventory of parallels dis­
cussed in this paper provides clear indications that many of the shared expressive 
devices in the performance practices of Gypsy and Traveller communities can be 
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linked to their common values based on the specificities of a nomadic ethos. 
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