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Abstract

Ruzake gila is a trilingual digital exhibition in German, English and Lovari Romani dedi-
cated to the life and songs of Ruza Nikoli¢-Lakatos (1945-2022), a prominent performer
of Lovari Romani music in Austria. The exhibition is the result of a project at the Music
and Minorities Research Center at the University of Music and Performing Arts Vienna
(MDW). Drawing on decades of ethnomusicological fieldwork by Ursula Hemetek, archi-
val collections housed in the Department of Folk Music Research and Ethnomusicology
at the MDW and the Vienna Phonogrammarchiv at the Austrian Academy of Sciences,
as well as expert interviews with family members of Ruza and former collaborators, the
exhibition provides broad access to her songs and related materials in a socio-culturally
and historically contextualized form.

This article shares and reflects on the knowledge and experience gained during the
exhibition’s creation. Beginning with background information on Ruza Nikoli¢-Lakatos,
her life and musical career, as well as the existing literature and materials forming the
basis of RuZake gila, the discussion then traces the project’s development. Further sec-
tions focus on specific aspects of the curatorial work: additional research conducted to
supplement the exhibition, conceptual considerations regarding the exhibition’s con-
tent and design, technical considerations and ethical issues. The article concludes with
reflections on the relevance, possibilities and limitations of digital exhibitions as a con-
temporary means of disseminating research within the scholarly community and com-
municating scholarly understanding to a wider audience. Throughout, special attention
is given to the particularities of work concerning marginalized communities.

Keywords: digital exhibition; Romani music; Lovara; Ruza Nikoli¢-Lakatos; music and
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1. Introduction

Ruza Nikoli¢-Lakatos passed away in Vienna on the night of 3-4 May 2022 at the age of
77. The death of the widely acclaimed singer of Lovari Romani songs and cultural activ-
ist for Romani emancipation was mourned by many in Austria and beyond.* Soon after
her death, the Music and Minorities Research Center (MMRC) at the University of Music
and Performing Arts Vienna (MDW) began making plans to honor Ruza’s musical legacy.®
Since 1989, she had been one of the most important research partners of the center’s
director, Ursula Hemetek. Their close collaboration, which extended far beyond the
realm of scholarship, had resulted in over one hundred hours of audio and audiovisual
recordings of songs, interviews and concert performances. These materials are stored
in the archive of the Department of Folk Music Research and Ethnomusicology (IVE)
at MDW. Hemetek had received the Wittgenstein Award of the Austrian Science Fund
(FWF) in 2018,% which came with a substantial research grant that was not earmarked
for specific activities in advance. Parts of this grant had made the founding of MMRC
possible in 2019 and, alongside funding other research projects at the center, provided
flexible funds to realize a project dedicated to Ruza and her music.

After considering various options, Hemetek and the Deputy Director and Research
Coordinator of MMRC, Malik Sharif, decided to create a digital exhibition centered
around Ruza’s song repertoire. In turn, other partners joined the project team: Manuela
Nikoli¢, Ruza’s daughter; Mozes F. Heinschink, an expert on Romani language and cul-
ture and long-time friend of Ruza and her family, who had made the earliest recordings
of her long before Hemetek’s work; and Christiane Fennesz-Juhasz, an ethnomusicolo-
gist at the Phonogrammarchiv at the Austrian Academy of Sciences (OAW), who has
worked extensively on Austrian Romani music and oral traditions and was also a friend
of Ruza. Later, Eva Leick was hired by MMRC as a project employee and Christian Steiner
of the company DH Craft (Digital Humanities Craft)” was brought in to provide technical
support according to current standards of digital humanities. The result of the ensuing
work, RuZake gila (Ruza’s Songs): A Digital Exhibition Exploring the Musical Heritage of
the Romani Singer RuZa Nikoli¢-Lakatos (hereafter RuZake gila), is available at: https:/
ruzakegila.at (Hemetek et al. 2024).

The purpose of this article is to share and reflect on the knowledge and experience
gained in the process of creating the digital exhibition RuZake gila, situating the dis-
cussion within current discourses of music and minority studies, ethnomusicology, au-
diovisual archiving, research ethics, digital humanities and other relevant fields. Digital

4 See, for example, the following obituaries: Gussak (2022), Initiative Minderheiten (2022), Rroma.org
(2022) and Hemetek (2022).

5 Inthe following, the authors refer to the singer Ruza Nikoli¢-Lakatos simply as “Ruza”. This choice
reflects the close research relationship between the singer and Ursula Hemetek, who is one of the co-
authors and the leader of the project discussed in this article. It is intended as an expression of respect
and familiarity. The exhibition’s title, Ruzake gila, reinforces this sense of intimacy. Similarly, the authors
use the first name “Miso” when referring to Ruza’s husband, Miso Nikoli¢. All other individuals involved,
such as members of the project team and additional collaborators, are referred to by their surnames, in
keeping with academic conventions.

6  See the grant information: https://doi.org/10.55776/72352 (accessed 31 March 2025). The Wittgenstein
Award, presented annually by the Austrian Science Fund (FWF), recognizes outstanding researchers and
raises awareness of their work among the Austrian public. Hemetek’s award was significant for several
reasons: since the prize’s inception in 1996, it was the first time the award went to an ethnomusicologist
and the first time a researcher from an arts university received this distinction. Hemetek was chosen for
her research on music and minorities. From the beginning, her work had been framed as socio-politically
engaged research, with Romani music and its protagonists being one of the major topics.

7 See: https://dhcraft.org/ (accessed 15 April 2025).
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exhibitions—also known as online, virtual, or web exhibitions—have been around since
the first decade of the World Wide Web (see: Rozwadowski 1996; Cody 1997; Silver 1997;
Gelfand 2013). Not surprisingly, they emerged at first in the context of museums and
archives but were in turn also embraced in university-based humanities and social
sciences scholarship as a mode of disseminating and communicating research to the
scholarly community and wider audiences, most commonly in relation to historically
oriented studies of social or cultural issues, phenomena and events. Student-curated
digital exhibitions have also been adopted as a pedagogical tool in higher education in
these fields (see, e.g., McClurken 2011; Marsh 2013; Senier 2014; Fraser and van Arnhem
2016; Cuenca and Kowaleski 2018; MacLeod 2020; Guiliano 2022; Nacca and Lang 2023).
Furthermore, the developing practice of digital exhibition curation has been accompa-
nied by critical reflection and theorization of this practice and its products (see, e.g.,
Rozwadowski 1996; Silver 1997; Kalfatovic 2002; Lester 2006; Khoon and Ramaiah 2008,
2014; Carreras and Mancini 2014; Mateos-Rusillo and Gifreu-Castells 2017, Edwards
2022; Benedik 2023).

Major music archives like the Sound Archives of the CNRS - Musée de ’Homme in Paris
and the International Library of African Music, and also more thematically focused insti-
tutions like the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research with its Archive of Yiddish Folksongs
(“The Ruth Rubin Legacy”), have made their assets fully or in part available online in
recent years.2 However, the format of the digital exhibition, in an emphatic sense where
“objects are carefully chosen to illustrate a theme and tied together by a narrative or
other relational threads” (Kalfatovic 2002, 1),° has not been widely embraced in ethno-
musicology or other branches of music studies. Still, some examples of digital exhibi-
tions on musical topics have emerged in the past two decades, such as:

m  Béla Bartck (1881-1945): Motives and Themes from His Life and Work. A Virtual
Exhibition, curated by Laszlo Vikarius at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences,
Institute for Musicology, Budapest Barték Archives, published in 2004-2005.1°

®  HINeinSEHEN — HERausHOREN: Sound and Video Documents from the Phono-
grammarchiv, curated by Christian Liebl and Katharina Thenius-Wilscher at OAW,
Vienna Phonogrammarchiv, published in 2013.1

m  Beethoven’s Vienna, curated by William Meredith and Patricia Stroh at San Jose
State University, Ira F. Brilliant Center for Beethoven Studies, published in 2016.12

m  Fjleen Southern and the Music of Black Americans, curated by Katie Callam,
Christina Linklater and Carol J. Oja at Harvard University, Department of Music
and Eda Kuhn Loeb Music Library, published in 2021 (see also: Gareis 2023).13

m  The Berkeley Folk Music Festival & the Folk Revival on the US West Coast — An
Introduction, curated by Michael J. Kramer, at Northwestern University Libraries,
published in 2021 (see also: Jepson 2023; Booker 2024).4

8 See: https://archives.crem-cnrs.fr/; https://www.ru.ac.za/ilam/; https://ruthrubin.yivo.org/ (accessed 12
May 2026).

9 See section 5 for a discussion of the conceptual distinction between digital archives, collections and
exhibitions.

10 Available at https://www.zti.hu/bartok/exhibition/en index.htm (accessed 31 March 2025).

11 This exhibition is now only available as a capture in the Internet Archive: https://web.archive.org/
web/20160423101304/http://www.phonogrammarchiv.at:80/wwwnew/ausstellung e.htm (accessed 31
March 2025).

12 Available at https://beethovens-vienna.sjsu.edu/ (accessed 31 March 2025).

13 Available at https://eileensouthern.omeka.fas.harvard.edu/ (accessed 31 March 2025).

14 Available at https://sites.northwestern.edu/bfmf/ (accessed 31 March 2025).

®

iasa journal no 56 September 2026


https://archives.crem-cnrs.fr/
https://www.ru.ac.za/ilam/
https://ruthrubin.yivo.org/
https://www.zti.hu/bartok/exhibition/en_index.htm
https://web.archive.org/web/20160423101304/http://www.phonogrammarchiv.at:80/wwwnew/ausstellung_e.htm
https://web.archive.org/web/20160423101304/http://www.phonogrammarchiv.at:80/wwwnew/ausstellung_e.htm
https://beethovens-vienna.sjsu.edu/
https://eileensouthern.omeka.fas.harvard.edu/
https://sites.northwestern.edu/bfmf/

Eva Leick, Malik Sharif, Ursula Hemetek

m  From the Bridge: A View of Irish Traditional Music in New York, curated by Don
Meade and Rénan Galvin at the Irish Traditional Music Archive, published in 2022.15

m  The Establishment of the CMRC-KSYME in Athens, curated by Nickos Harizanos,
Katerina Tsioukra, Dana Papachristou and Peter Nelson at the Contemporary
Music Research Center (CMRC-KSYME), published in 2024.16

Despite such examples, critical discussion of curatorial concepts and practices in the
context of digital music exhibitions is scarce.!” Drawing on their work on RuzZake gila, the
authors of this article therefore seek to contribute to the development of contemporary
practices of presenting audiovisual archival media in the context of music and minority
studies and its broader disciplinary environment of ethnomusicology and other fields of
music studies.

The next section provides background information on Ruza, her life and musical career,
earlier research and various archival materials that form the basis of RuZake gila. This is
followed by a section tracing the working process within the project, while the remaining
sections focus on specific aspects of this work: additional research conducted to sup-
plement the existing body of literature and archival materials, conceptual frameworks
regarding the content and design of the exhibition, technical considerations and ethical
issues. The article concludes with reflections on the relevance, possibilities and limita-
tions of digital exhibitions as a contemporary means of disseminating research within
the scholarly community and communicating scholarly understanding to a wider audi-
ence.

2. Ruza Nikoli¢-Lakatos: Biography, Existing Research and Archival Materials

2.1 Biography*®

Ruza Nikoli¢-Lakatos (Figure 1) was born on 6 March 1945 in Pdpa, Hungary, into a
Lovari Romani family where singing played a central role. Encouraged by her family, she
began learning traditional Lovari songs at an early age. In 1956, during the Hungarian
uprising, her family fled to Austria. After spending time in refugee camps, they settled
in a caravan community at Vienna’s Ringelseeplatz.!® At age 17, Ruza met her future
husband, MiSo Nikoli¢, who came from a different Romani group. Despite initial resist-
ance from her family, the couple married, had five children and remained together until
Miso’s death in 2007.

Ruza became the leading voice of Lovari songs in Austria. Starting in 1990, she regu-
larly performed with her husband Miso, who accompanied her on the guitar and co-
created many new songs, so-called neve gila. In the late 1990s, they formed the family
musical ensemble RuZa Nikoli¢-Lakatos & The Gypsy Family with their sons, enjoying
national and international success. They released three self-produced CDs recorded in
their home studio: Ruzsa shej, Gelem gelem and E trin worbi (Ruzsa N. Lakatos & The

15 Available at https://newyork.itma.ie/ (accessed 31 March 2025).

16 Available at https://ksyme.omeka.net/exhibits/show/the-establishment-of-the-cmrc- (accessed 31
March 2025).

17 In addition to the exhibition reviews cited above, Frishkopf, Cohen and Ranaweera (2015) discuss a
rather peculiar case of a virtual ethnomusicological exhibition that differs significantly from more
common approaches to scholarly digital exhibitions.

18 For a detailed account, see: Hemetek 2025.

19 From the 1920s to the 1960s, the Ringelseeplatz in Vienna was a site of temporary encampments where
many different Rom*nja groups mingled. For more information, see: http://www.romane-thana.at/img
kapitel-9/0rte am Rand W _AB_1.pdf (accessed 10 April 2025).
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Gypsy Family 1999, 2004, 2005). The deaths of their son Sascha in 2004 and Mi$o in
2007 marked a turning point in Ruza’s life and the end of the ensemble in its familiar
formation.

In 2011, on application by Ruza, the songs of the Lovara were included in the UNESCO
National List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in Austria.?’ Ruza, considered an “ambas-
sador of Romani culture” for her diverse public activities, passed away on 4 May 2022
in Vienna.

5 '!ﬂ‘- 2 i \ S, e "
Figure 1. Ruza Nikoli¢-Lakatos. Photo: Gerhard Maurer, 1991, https://ruzakegila.mdw.ac.at/s/
ruzakegila/item/362 (accessed 8 April 2025).

2.2 Existing Research and Context

Ruzake gila draws on a considerable body of existing research about Ruza and her songs,
primarily by Ursula Hemetek (1992; 1994; 1997; 1998; 2006; 2015; 2022) and by other
scholars such as Petra Cech et al. (2001) and Christiane Fennesz-Juhasz (1999; 2006).
While Mozes F. Heinschink had been making field recordings of Ruza as a private col-
lector since the 1960s, it was Hemetek who initiated more formal research with and
about Ruza. Hemetek first encountered Ruza and her singing in 1988 while watching
an Austrian television documentary on Rom*nja.2! With the help of Heinschink, she was
able to make contact with the singer.?? After establishing a relationship of trust, a long-
term research collaboration developed, with Hemetek documenting Ruza’s songs and
supporting her musical career until the singer’s passing.

20 See the UNESCO website: https://www.unesco.at/en/culture/intangible-cultural-heritage/national-
inventory/news-1/article/songs-of-the-lovara (accessed 8 April 2025).

21 The authors use the term “Rom*nja” instead of the male plural noun “Roma” to refer to the ethnic
minority in a way that explicitly acknowledges gender inclusivity. It is a combination of “Roma” and the
female plural noun “Romnja”. Although this form is more commonly used in German-speaking contexts,
they have chosen to use it here as a way of acknowledging gender identities beyond a male/female
binary.

22 For a detailed account of how Hemetek and Ruza met, Heinschink’s role in this and how their research
collaboration began, see: Hemetek et al. 2024, “About the Project”.
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At the time of Hemetek’s initial interest in researching Ruza’s music, hardly any aca-
demic work existed on Romani music, let alone general information on Romani culture,
language and history.?® The political climate in Austria and the attitudes of the majority
population toward Rom*nja were shaped by a combination of ignorance and deeply en-
trenched prejudice. Paradoxically, while Rom*nja were subjected to discrimination wher-
ever they lived, they were also often praised for their musical talents. Carol Silverman,
for instance, describes this socio-political phenomenon in the Balkans: “In fact, most
Balkan non-Roma do value Rom musical abilities while simultaneously discriminating
against them as a people” (Silverman 1996, 237).

This dynamic applies to Austria as well, albeit to a lesser extent, as Rom*nja were not as
publicly visible as musicians compared to the Balkans (see: Hemetek 2006, 41-42). The
only music style known in public and ascribed to Rom*nja was the so-called “Hungarian
Gypsy music”. Serious engagement with Romani music, including public discourse and
academic research, slowly started in the late 1980s with the emergence of Rom*nja
self-organization and political empowerment. In Austria, this happened most notably
through the founding of the first Rom*nja association in the small town of Oberwart
in 1989 (ROMA - Verein zur Forderung von Zigeunern). This marked the beginning of a
cultural opening, during which various Romani musical styles, including the songs of the
Lovara, were introduced to the broader public for the first time.

The political aim of the Rom*nja movement was to gain recognition as a Volksgruppe,
a legal and political category in Austria that grants specific rights to ethnic minority
groups.?* This goal was achieved in 1993, though it did not put an end to the discrimina-
tion faced by Rom*nja in Austria. A stark reminder of this ongoing marginalization was,
for example, the terrorist attack in Oberwart in 1995, in which a pipe bomb killed four
young Roma. The attacker, a right-wing extremist, was aware of the Rom*nja’s political
campaigns at the time and masked the pipe bomb with a sign reading “Roma back to
India”. The slogan invokes a simplified origin narrative, at odds with the documented
history of Rom*nja migration and expulsion over more than a thousand years.?

From the early 1990s onward, Hemetek also became actively involved in the Romani
movement, applying principles of engaged ethnomusicology to support its political mis-
sion.?s One key strategy was promoting Romani music in the public sphere to enhance
both its visibility and the recognition of its performers. Hemetek’s primary research fo-
cus became the songs of the Lovara, led by their most prominent performer in Austria,
Ruza.

23 Wir leben im Verborgenen (We Live in Secret) (Stojka 1988) was the first publication by a Romani in
Austria. The book, written by Ceija Stojka, is an autobiographical account of her experiences in Nazi
concentration camps.

24 Other ethnic groups recognized as Volksgruppen in Austria are the Burgenland Croats, the Carinthian and
Styrian Slovenes, the Czechs and Slovaks in Vienna and the Hungarians in Burgenland and Vienna. They
are represented by councils that advise the government on minority issues, and they are granted a certain
amount of money in order to preserve their culture. It also means that their minority language should be
part of the curriculum in elementary schools in areas where the minority lives (Hemetek 2006, 43).

25 See: Hemetek et al. 2024, “Phurde bajval phurde”.

26 A detailed account of this process, along with critical reflections on it, can be found in Hemetek’s works
(2006; 2015).
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2.3 Archived Materials

The materials produced during Hemetek’s long-term research with Ruza, made possible
through a collaborative research process built on trust with the singer, are archived at
the IVE. The holdings include approximately 100 hours of audio and video recordings,
together with contextual information and field notes, constituting a treasure of cultural
heritage of Lovari songs.

In addition to Hemetek’s extensive research data archived at the IVE, the Vienna
Phonogrammarchiv at OAW houses another important collection of recordings of Lovari
songs. Christiane Fennesz-Juhasz, the curator of the Romani collections at the Vienna
Phonogrammarchiv, writes about the state of Romani recordings there: “Two decades
ago, our Romani recordings were very few in number, with a total duration amounting to
about one hour. This is not an amazing fact, for until the end of the 1980s, ethnograph-
ic, ethnomusicological or linguistic fieldwork among gypsies [sic] was hardly of interest
for Austrian researchers” (Fennesz-Juhasz 2010, 35).

The lack of interest in Romani culture stems largely from a long history of exclusion
and oppression, culminating in the murder of an estimated 500,000 Rom*nja during the
Nazi era. The marginalized status of this minority worldwide has contributed to their
exclusion from research, making their representation in cultural memory institutions,
particularly sound archives, essential. The situation at the Phonogrammarchiv changed
with the “discovery”? of the private collection of Mozes F. Heinschink: “The Heinschink
collection, compiled since 1960, currently comprises 750 hours of archived recordings
that were made in Austria and during numerous field stays abroad with members of
various Romani communities mainly from East Central Europe, the Balkans and Western
Anatolia, but also from a few countries in Northern and Eastern Europe. In all these re-
cording activities, far more than a thousand individuals—of various ages—were involved,
some of them, of course, only on one single occasion, but many others repeatedly over
longer periods” (Fennesz-Juhasz 2020, 52).

One of the individuals repeatedly recorded by Heinschink was Ruza. These recordings
capture an earlier period of her singing, offering insight into the development of her vo-
cal style over the years.

It could be argued that the archiving and preservation of the Heinschink Collection
at the Phonogrammarchiv and Hemetek’s recordings at the IVE represents a major
achievement in the institutional recognition of Romani cultural heritage in Austria.
However, institutional archives have long been exclusive and largely inaccessible to
non-academic audiences. As a result, the Rom*nja communities involved, as well as the
wider Austrian public, remained unaware of these treasures of heritage. The mere inclu-
sion of a body of cultural documents associated with a marginalized group in an archive
does not automatically lead to wider cultural recognition, let alone the social or politi-

27 The IVE’s primary focus is on teaching and research in folk music and ethnomusicology. Archiving
fieldwork materials was not initially a central goal. Over time, however, the handling of audio and video
documents evolved into a more professional practice. See: https://www.mdw.ac.at/ive/archiv/ (accessed
8 May 2025).

28 Christiane Fennesz-Juhasz writes: “The ‘discovery’ of the Heinschink Collection was an early success
of Ursula Hemetek’s research and we owe it to her initiative that our archive made contact with
Mozes Heinschink. His field recordings constitute the largest collection the archive has ever received”
(Fennesz-Juhasz 2010, 39).
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cal emancipation of that group.? Following the general trend of opening archives to the
wider public and recognizing the interest of marginalized groups, especially minorities,
in reclaiming archival holdings representing their cultural heritage, various efforts were
therefore made both by the Phonogrammarchiv and the IVE to facilitate access to the
archived materials.

The Phonogrammarchiv published several studies on the codification of Romani lan-
guage variants in collaboration with the NGO Romano Centro (Cech and Heinschink
1996), drawing on a repository of knowledge represented by the Heinschink Collection.
Additionally, several volumes focusing on tales and stories told in Romani, all derived
from the archived material, were published (Cech et al. 2001). Three CDs featuring songs
and stories in Romani were also produced in cooperation with the Romani Projekt Graz,*
one of them dedicated to the Lovari traditions (Phonogrammarchive of the Austrian
Academy of Sciences 2002). In 1992, the IVE published Romane gila, a cassette with an
accompanying book on diverse Romani music styles in Austria (Hemetek 1992) and a CD
with booklet in 1994, Amare gila, exclusively dedicated to Ruza (Hemetek 1994/1997).
Some of these recordings were also included in the CD Treasures of Fieldwork (Pietsch,
Kolbl and Saglam 2016). However, as valuable and effective as these efforts may have
been, most of the publications are out of print and publicly available only in selected
libraries, and their format does not necessarily fit contemporary reception practices of
the relevant non-academic audiences.

3. Curating RuZake gila

At Ruza’s funeral on 24 May 2022, conversations about preserving her musical legacy
emerged. For the singer’s farewell, family, close friends, fellow musicians and admirers
of her music gathered, many expressing frustration over the scarcity of her recordings
online and the difficulty of finding her CDs. There was the realization that there would
be no more concerts, no more live performances and few opportunities to listen to her
songs.

During the official eulogy, Hemetek and her long-time research collaboration with Ruza
were mentioned. The acknowledgment highlighted her association with Ruza’s musical
legacy and sharpened awareness of the need to ensure that the songs would not be
lost after the singer’s death. This moment informed the subsequent development of a
project to make Ruza’s songs and their cultural contexts widely accessible.

In 2022, preparations were also underway to celebrate the 30th anniversary of the
recognition of the Rom*nja as an Austrian Volksgruppe. As a long-standing activist,
Hemetek was invited to several meetings of a group of NGOs where various projects
were discussed that each organization planned to contribute to the anniversary. During
an online meeting on 4 June 2022, Hemetek first presented her idea of publishing a
collection of Ruza’s songs to the activist community, where it was met with enthusi-
asm. A project to honor Ruza’s musical legacy seemed appropriate in the context of the

29 Commenting on the situation in Britain, Marsh, Wettermark and Hore remark: “The implicit and explicit
silencing of Romani and Traveller voices in museum and archive collections, and in the wider narrative
of British history, has been increasingly recognised over the last decade. In the pursuit of decolonising
museums and archives, however, institutional recognition of the significant contributions of Romani
and Traveller peoples to the traditional music heritage of the UK and Ireland has largely been absent”
(Marsh, Wettermark and Hore 2024, 1).

30 See: https://www.oeaw.ac.at/phonogrammarchiv/publikationen/audio-und-video-veroeffentlichungen-
des-pha/einzelpublikationen (accessed 8 April 2025).
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celebrations, given the singer’s significance as a representative of the Austrian Rom*nja.
By the end of June 2022, Hemetek and Malik Sharif had completed the first project
description of what would later become RuZake gila.

Hemetek and Sharif continued their discussions during the following months, during
which the basic concept of a digital exhibition was defined: the exhibition should focus
on Ruza’s songs, be accessible to both academic and non-academic audiences and, in
order to reach Austrian and international Rom*nja communities in particular, it should
be trilingual (Lovari Romani, German and English). Plans for accompanying dissemina-
tion activities were also outlined. It quickly became clear that this project could only
be realized in dialogue with those who had been close to Ruza. First and foremost was
Ruza’s family, represented by her daughter, Manuela Nikoli¢. Another key figure was
Mozes F. Heinschink, the godfather of all five of Ruza’s children, and documentarian of
the Heinschink Collection. As mentioned above, the collection is curated by Christiane
Fennesz-Juhasz, who also joined the project team.

The first meeting of this newly founded research group took place on 12 October 2022,
marking the beginning of a series of gatherings over the next few years. These meetings,
held over lunch in a relaxed restaurant setting, became more than just planning ses-
sions: they were moments of shared memories, storytelling and lively exchanges about
the Rom*nja community. Every step in the development of the project was carefully dis-
cussed and the atmosphere made it easy to maintain regular meetings every month or
two. The gatherings carried a touch of a Romani patjiv, a tradition of honoring someone
by inviting them to share a meal and spend time together. Within this setting, creativity
flourished and the project developed rapidly. The concept of a digital exhibition was
refined and its practical details discussed. Each member of the group contributed in
their own way: Heinschink delved into his private archive, bringing new photos to each
meeting. Nikoli¢ searched for documents from her mother’s musical career and family
history. Fennesz-Juhasz explored the Phonogrammarchiv for materials, including audio
recordings, photographs and videos. Hemetek revisited her collection of Ruza’s record-
ings at the IVE. Sharif focused on conceptual issues and project management.

In this sense, the initial preparations for RuZake gila, much like Hemetek’s long-term
fieldwork with Ruza, were part of a collaborative research process centered on dialogi-
cal knowledge production. Research in the field depends on the willingness of research
partners to share their knowledge and creativity, which ultimately shapes the outcome
and process of any ethnomusicological project. As Silverman notes, “collaboration can
happen at every stage — planning, fieldwork, analysis, as well as writing” (Silverman
2018, 81). Hemetek’s 30-year engagement with Ruza exemplified such sustained col-
laboration, and this approach also defined the research process for RuZake gila, includ-
ing the first meetings of the project team over lunch.

During these initial lunch meetings, the requirements for the exhibition were defined in
more detail and its concept and narrative were refined (see section 5). In parallel, Sharif
began to explore the technical options for creating and hosting such a digital exhibition
and to negotiate the necessary technical services and support with MDW’s IT depart-
ment. However, the project remained in the planning stage until June 2023, when Eva
Leick was hired as a full-time project member. Shortly afterwards, a contract was closed
with DH Craft to provide technical support for web design and research data manage-
ment for the exhibition. The work of reviewing and preparing the existing research and
archival materials, translating the Romani lyrics to German and English, conducting ad-
ditional research (see section 4) and creating the exhibition then began.

(26)
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First, a German-only version of RuZake gila was published and presented to the public
during the concert Sa tja patjivake, RuZa (In Your Honor, RuZa) on 3 May 2024 at MDW
(see section 4). In September 2024, this initial version was updated to an extended and
bilingual version (German and English), which was presented to an international, mainly
academic audience at an online event on 22 January 2025. A final, revised and further
expanded trilingual version was published in May 2025. This final version was presented
on 19 September 2025, at a public event held at the Viennese community center oper-
ated by the NGO Romano Centro.

4. Additional Research for RuZake gila

The curation process for RuZake gila required a thorough engagement with both histori-
cal sources in the form of archival materials as well as considerations of contemporary
perspectives. One of the biggest challenges the project team faced in this process was
that Ruza, the person the digital exhibition revolves around, was no longer available
to answer questions or share firsthand memories and experiences. Yet several team
members had directly partaken in Ruza’s musical career and personal life, as well as
the political changes of the time. The lunch meetings allowed the project team to re-
visit past events, interpret them from today’s perspective, and consider their relevance
to the exhibition project. In addition, Hemetek and Leick conducted a series of expert
interviews to gather more information to complement the archival materials. The fol-
lowing section provides a detailed account of this process.

4.1 Amare gila: Re-Visiting Fieldwork with Ursula Hemetek

The project team began the selection process for materials to be included in the digital
exhibition by reflecting on practical considerations, particularly the availability of ar-
chival and documentary materials for specific songs. For this reason, it decided to first
focus on songs that had already been published. The starting point was the CD Amare
gila (Hemetek 1994/1997), which comprises high-quality audio recordings of 18 songs,
as well as supplementary materials in the accompanying booklet. These include song
lyrics in Romani, German and English and musical transcriptions. First published in 1994,
with a revised edition in 1997, the CD serves as a detailed representation of Ruza’s songs,
recorded by Hemetek during her years-long fieldwork with the singer. However, given
its publication date, it neither covers Ruza’s later musical development nor reflects
Hemetek’s ongoing research, or the evolving political landscape in which the songs
must be understood.

After joining the project, Leick revisited the original recordings archived at the IVE from
which the songs released on Amare gila had been extracted and listened to the conver-
sations between Hemetek and Ruza before and after each song. The written documenta-
tion accompanying these recordings—serving as field notes or “log entries”, as Hemetek
calls them—provided important contextual information and references to significant
recording passages. Through meticulous examination of these materials, Leick was able
to identify, or rather, rediscover previously overlooked recordings that Hemetek herself
had forgotten over the years. As Leick’s supervisor and the researcher and documentar-
ian responsible for this field data, Hemetek spent many hours discussing the recovered
material with Leick. Together, they listened to multiple musical versions of each song,
deciding which recordings were best suited for digital publication and which parts of
the recorded conversations between the ethnomusicologist and the singer should be
included in the exhibition.

7
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4.2 Expert Interviews

The project team soon realized that additional “insider” expertise was necessary to
fully understand certain aspects of Ruza’s music and its contexts. This need became
especially relevant when considering the singer’s later works with The Gypsy Family,
published independently years after Amare gila, which Hemetek had only marginally
documented and did not know in depth. For this reason, Hemetek and Leick decided
to invite Manuela Nikoli¢, Ruza’s daughter, for a series of expert interviews. They were
especially interested in understanding how new songs were created and the role Ruza
played in that process. Recordings of these interviews were published as part of the
digital exhibition, foregrounding Nikoli¢’s voice.

Nikoli¢ brought valuable physical materials to the expert interview sessions, which she
allowed the MMRC to archive and publish digitally. These materials included private
photographs, concert posters, letters of invitation to perform, remuneration notes and
a booklet of handwritten song lyrics prepared by her father, the guitarist Miso. Using
these materials, the project team was able to supplement Hemetek’s own documenta-
tion of musical events in which Ruza performed, leading to the creation of an overview
of her public performances.® Although outside the project’s initial scope, this overview
significantly enhanced the research project. Nikoli¢’s contributions further inspired the
project team to expand its original focus to encompass more aspects of Ruza’s life in
the digital exhibition. This led to the creation of a dedicated page featuring a timeline of
Ruza’s life within Ruzake gila.??

The research for RuZake gila also included an interview with folk music scholar and
cultural manager Maria Walcher. Walcher is an expert on intangible cultural heritage
and worked at the Austrian UNESCO Commission for many years. Walcher shared her
insights on how the Lovari songs came to be recognized in the Austrian List of Intangible
Cultural Heritage of the UNESCO Convention in 2011 and the role Ruza played in this.
The edited video of her interview can be found on RuZake gila.®

In addition, expert interviews conducted with Mozes F. Heinschink and Christiane
Fennesz-Juhasz, in more formal settings than lunch meetings, significantly influenced
the curation of the digital exhibition. The most important outcomes revolve around
Ruza’s old songs, the loke gila, that Heinschink recorded beginning in the late 1950s.
These recordings are of exceptional value, as the loke gila and the musical practices
around them are basically extinct in the contemporary Austrian Lovari community.
Despite the lack of contextual sources in some cases, the project team decided to pub-
lish as many of these old songs as possible in the exhibition, including, for example, the
songs “Puter avri, Seje, i zeleno kapuva”** “Nasvali sim, mamo”,*® and “Kana Zos me
khere fele”.3

Another expert interview conducted for RuZake gila was with Ursula Hemetek herself.
Having heard her recollections of the research collaboration with Ruza and her impres-
sions from the field during the last year of her employment at MMRC, Leick felt it impor-

31 Available at: https://ruzakegila.mdw.ac.at/download/files/original/1db7cOae6d53ee8455bac6911fladd
27e55eaa24.pdf (accessed 8 April 2025).

32 See: Hemetek et al. 2024, “Timeline”.

33 See: Hemetek et al. 2024, “Interview with Maria Walcher”.

34 See: Hemetek et al. 2024, “Puter avri, 3eje, i zeleno kapuva”.

35 See: Hemetek et al. 2024, “Nasvali sim mamo”.

36 See: Hemetek et al. 2024, “Kana Zos me khere fele”.
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tant to record and publish them as a formal interview. Leick asked about the beginnings
of Hemetek’s field research with Ruza, her initial fascination with the singer’s work and
how their collaboration developed over the years. The two also discussed Hemetek’s
political activism in promoting Romani rights and culture, as well as her motivation
for starting RuZake gila. The interview, available in the digital exhibition, provides an
explanatory overview of Hemetek’s many years of research.?”

4.3 Concert: Sa tja patjivake, RuzZa (In Your Honor, Ruza)

As additional material for RuZake gila, the project team originally intended to include
recordings from the concert Sa tja patjivake, Ruza (In Your Honor, Ruza), held on 3 May
2024 at the Joseph Haydn Hall of MDW. Conceived as an evening in which musicians
would reinterpret Ruza’s songs in their own unique styles as an exploration of possible
futures of the Lovari song traditions, the concert evolved into a broader tribute. Figures
from the Romani music scene came together to honor her memory, performing not only
re-arrangements of her repertoire, but also their own songs. Although the concert was a
moving event, it differed significantly from the project team’s original concept. For this
reason, it is represented only as a brief entry in the RuZake gila timeline, which includes
a short compilation of video footage of the evening. This marks the final moment cov-
ered by the exhibition’s chronology.®®

5. Conceptual Considerations

5.1 Deciding on a Digital Exhibition

In the early stages of the project, the project team considered various ways to hon-
or Ruza’s musical legacy in a publication. The main options included an open-access
scholarly article or monograph with accompanying audio examples,* the production of
a CD with an extensive booklet, and the curation of a digital exhibition. Two important
criteria guided the evaluation of these options. First, the project should highlight the
archival recordings of Ruza’s singing as the most immediate documents of her musical
practice. Second, these recordings should be made accessible in a way that would meet
scholarly standards and remain engaging to a wider audience, particularly the Romani
community, while inviting diverse engagement with Ruza’s songs and her life.

The idea of writing a scholarly article or book was considered unattractive and aban-
doned early on, as it would both sideline the recordings and address primarily an aca-
demic audience. Although CDs—and earlier vinyl records—of field recordings are a well-
known and proven format of ethnomusicological publication, they are largely obsolete
in the 2020s. While a CD would obviously highlight the recordings, it would also have a
limited appeal in terms of contemporary scholarly and non-scholarly modes of music
consumption. Of course, a CD could be offered simultaneously as an online publication
for streaming or download, but then the physical CD would be largely superfluous.®

37 See: Hemetek et al. 2024, “Interview with Ursula Hemetek about Her Long-Term Research Process with
Ruza Nikoli¢-Lakatos”.

38 See: Concert sa tja patjivake, RuZa (In Your Honor, RuZa), Songs of RuZa Nikolic-Lakatos (1945-2022) at
Hemetek et al. 2024, “Timeline”.

39 Open access publishing of all peer-reviewed publications is a requirement of the Austrian Science Fund
(FWF), which funded the work on RuZake gila.

40 Interms of the “auratic” appeal of the physical medium, which can be a relevant factor for a a
publication that is not only scholarly in nature but also has a commemorative function, a vinyl record
might have been a more appropriate format (see: Tsitsos and Breckenridge 2023). However, the
production of a vinyl record would have been impractical for several reasons and would not necessarily
have met an actual need among the primary audiences of Ruza’s recordings.
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Uncertainty regarding the eligibility of the production and distribution costs of a CD
under third-party funding by the Austrian Science Fund (FWF) also weighed against the
production of a physical sound carrier. Forgoing the production of a physical CD would
also free the project team from having to adhere to the technical and conceptual con-
straints prescribed by the format, among them limited playing time, linear track order
and the need for a separate booklet with accompanying texts and images. While the
project team also considered that a purely online format might exclude potential audi-
ences with CD-oriented listening habits, it decided to curate a digital exhibition as the
most promising option to satisfy its two defining criteria.

The digital exhibition format offers two additional advantages. Firstly, it allows a more
integral and interactive presentation of texts and audiovisual materials than a CD, arti-
cle or book. Secondly, it can be curated as a work-in-progress: while an article, a mono-
graph, or a CD must be complete when it is published, a digital exhibition can be issued
in several stages and continuously expanded or revised (see: Silver 1997, 828). This was
attractive to the project team as it already wanted to publish a contribution during
the 2023-2024 commemoration of the recognition of the Rom*nja as a Volksgruppe in
Austria. Likewise, the progressively built online format also made it easier to gradually
develop a trilingual exhibition with German, English and Romani versions, which the
team considered crucial to reach different audiences on both Austrian and international
levels.

The project team’s fundamental understanding of a “digital exhibition” was informed by
Martin R. Kalfatovic’s (2002) conceptual considerations in this regard. He develops these
in contrast to what he calls “digital collections”, by which he means corpora of digital
materials that are housed by institutions such as archives, libraries and museums and
are made available online: “Though a collection may have an idea behind it [...], what
separates an exhibition from a collection is that an exhibition has a tight connection
between its idea, objects and script that ties them all together. It is this tight connection
that is vital” (2002, 3).#

Accordingly, the goal for RuZake gila was not to make all archival song recordings of
Ruza available online. Although almost all of them have been digitized by the archive
of the IVE and the Phonogrammarchiv, this would have required further care and sub-
stantial work: editing long files of interview sessions into separate files of individual
song performances, transferring these into an appropriate, publicly accessible reposi-
tory, creating metadata for these individual files and so on. This would have resulted in
a sizeable digital collection that might have been of interest to scholars in the field of
Romani music studies. However, the sheer amount of the materials, the formalized and
technical presentation and the absence of narrative or detailed comment would prob-
ably have overwhelmed members of the wider public. As lan Craig Breaden observes,
“the number of audio files offered” is not of “tremendous value, insofar as an excellent,
thoughtful exhibit could be made from a handful of recordings, while a poorly organized
exhibit might contain hundreds of recordings” (2006, 42).

41 Kate Theimer’s (2012) notion of “digital historical representations” would include both digital
collections and exhibitions in Kalfatovic’s sense and could thus serve as an umbrella term.
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5.2 The Narrative of RuzZake gila

Having decided to curate a digital exhibition in this narrower sense, the project team
gave further thought to the connections it wanted to weave into RuZake gila. Since
the exhibition centered on one individual, a biographical narrative would have been a
natural approach. However, there are considerable gaps in the available sources and
the memories of those who knew RuZa, which would have made it difficult to create a
relatively seamless account of her life. In addition, it would have been a challenge to
emphasize the song recordings, which are arguably the most attractive and telling docu-
ments of Ruza’s musical life, within a biographical framework.

Instead, the project members decided to organize the exhibition around selected songs
from Ruza’s repertoire. Each song has its own page, which features a representative
audio recording and in most cases is complemented by one or more additional record-
ings that are different from the primary one. These include, for example, adaptations of
the same song by The Gypsy Family. Sometimes the primary audio is supplemented by
a video recording of a live performance. The main recording is accompanied by a musi-
cal transcription of the vocal line of one verse as well as a full transcription of the lyrics
with a German or English translation. Depending on the song and the available sources,
these basic offerings are supplemented by contextual comments, guitar chord tran-
scriptions, relevant images (e.g. scans of handwritten lyric sheets) or other media (e.g.
excerpts from field interview recordings or relevant literature). This approach made it
possible to avoid a decontextualized and ossified representation of the song recordings
by using the songs as pathways to address their connection to broader themes such as
aspects of Ruza’s life,*? Lovari culture*® or social and political history.*
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Ando foro me gelem Ando tunjariko Bikjindan ma pe lovende Dikh ta koj Sej
Creator Creator Creator Creator
Vocals: Vocals: Vocals: Vocals:
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Figure 2. Screenshot of the song index page with filter function (Hemetek et al. 2024, “Songs”).

42 See e.g.: Hemetek et al. 2024, “Tunjariko sas”.
43 See e.g.: Hemetek et al. 2024, “Kutka tele po fojovo” or “Kana e loli mol pav”.
44 See e.g.: Hemetek et al. 2024, “Gelem, gelem” or “Phurde bajval phurde”.
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Structuring the exhibition around selected songs also provided a practical benefit, as it
enabled the team to draw on existing scholarly CD editions of parts of Ruza’s repertoire.
Revised transcriptions and commentaries from these earlier editions formed the initial
building blocks from which the first version of the exhibition was created. The song
pages are grouped under a top-level “Songs” section (Figure 2) that leads to an index
page from which the individual songs can be accessed. As of spring 2026, the exhibition
includes thirty-seven songs tagged with metadata that can be filtered by people, genres,
places or topics; or through a free search to explore various relationships between the
songs. It should be noted that all the digital objects in the exhibition have extensive
metadata (see section 7). Users can view the publicly available metadata by clicking on
an image or filename, which opens a dedicated page for that item (Figure 3). The display
of metadata is deliberately limited on the main exhibition pages to keep their presenta-
tion clear and uncluttered.

Bikjindan ma pe lovende (1993) b 000/217 e P
Creator
Voeals: .

Rusa Nikolic-Lakatos & Lt
Guitar: s“'ﬂ.m

Milio Nilolié Bikjindan ma ge lovende
Recording: .

Linked resources
Mohmet Emir
© Filter by resource type and property: | Items: Al v
Date Title Class
1993-10-09
Muysical transeription: Bikjind STt

Description e
Song recording during a performance at the Interkulttheater Relruende
Duration (Time)
347
Genre

Slow songs ©
Language
Roman
Rights Holder ®

Music and Arts Vienna &

Figure 3. Screenshot of the metadata page to the item “Bikjindan ma pe lovende (1993)”
(Hemetek et al. 2024, “Bikjindan ma pe lovende (1993)”).

The song pages form the core of the exhibition, which can be thought of as a large and
open exhibition hall through which visitors can find their own route. The filter catego-
ries, selected from the larger set of metadata associated with the songs to represent
broadly meaningful concepts, act as signposts to follow individual interests. However,
a random approach can also provide surprising insights into a variety of musical and
non-musical topics.

A home page titled “Basics” serves as an entry point for visitors. The first parts of the
exhibition that visitors encounter are the exhibition logo, the simple top-level menu (or
hamburger menu on smartphones) and a carousel gallery of high-quality black-and-
white photos of Ruza (Figure 4). A semi-transparent play button is superimposed over
this gallery. When pressed, an audio player opens with a playlist of three sample song
recordings from the exhibition, showcasing each of the three main song genres (loke
gila, neve gila and khelimaske gila).
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Figure 4. Screenshot of the home page, with exhibition logo, carousel gallery and audio player
(Hemetek et al. 2024, “Basics”).

Below the gallery is foundational information about the exhibition, the Lovara, the
Lovari Romani language, the Lovari songs with their themes and motifs and the gui-
tar playing style of MiSo Nikoli¢. Information is also provided on the inscription of the
Songs of the Lovara on the UNESCO List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in Austria. Given
visitors’ limited time and varying attention spans, the project team tried to arrange
the information according to its immediate relevance for understanding the exhibition.
Some subsections can also be expanded to access further information by clicking on
a “More” button. Other top-level sections, titled “About the Project” and “Sources”,
provide background information on the project team behind the exhibition as well as
methodological, bibliographical and technical notes that may not be directly relevant
to non-scholarly visitors. Overall, the basic design concept of RuZake gila can be de-
scribed as largely oriented towards the hypermedia model of digital exhibitions, which
encourages “free exploration” and is “not linear in essence and branching” (Mateos-
Rusillo and Gifreu-Castells 2016, 7).

After the first version of the exhibition was published in spring 2024, the project team
decided to supplement the song-centered core with two additional elements that de-
parted somewhat from the basic concept. One addition was a timeline presenting key
events in Ruza’s life, accompanied by concise textual information and additional media
for each event. Hemetek, Sharif and Leick had originally planned to include a more
conventional biographical account in the exhibition. As the exhibition developed, how-
ever, the whole team concluded that a timeline would be more appropriate for a digital
exhibition and more engaging for visitors. The other addition was a gallery collecting all
the photographs used on the various pages of the exhibition as well as additional pho-
tographs. These additional photos came from the wealth of material that was (re-)dis-
covered during the research for the exhibition but often did not fit neatly into the song
pages or the timeline. The gallery allows visitors to freely explore fascinating and often
rare photographs from different stages of Ruza’s life and different contexts, without the
constraints of a directed narrative.

(33)
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5.3 Aesthetic Aspects

The look and feel of RuZake gila was developed by DH Craft through several iterations of
feedback from project team members on an initial custom theme design. The design is
responsive and adapts to different end devices. It is guided by the principles of usability
and clarity, prioritizes exhibition content and avoids exoticizing or folklorizing elements.
The project team decided on predominantly white or light grey background colors and
sans-serif fonts in black, with blue hyperlinks and a hover effect on menu items. Images
and videos are included where their use is justified in terms of narrative and argument;
ornamental use is avoided. The only exceptions are a light grey silhouette of Ruza in
the background of the website and the exhibition logo. The logo was created by the de-
sign agency schultz + schultz,* based on a rough draft by DH Craft and input from the
project team. It creates aesthetic coherence by combining Ruza’s silhouette from the
website background with a stylized rose, a reference to her name, which means “rose”
in Lovari Romani.

5.4 Trilinguality

The project team envisioned the digital exhibition as trilingual from the very beginning,
with German, English and Lovari Romani versions. In the final version of RuZake gila,
visitors can switch between these three languages.

Given that the majority of the source materials, including field recordings, field notes
and official publications, were originally produced in German, the German version was
the starting point. During the development of the English version, the project team en-
countered several challenges, particularly concerning audiovisual materials that were
exclusively available in German. It opted to include subtitles for videos and provided
written translated transcripts for selected excerpts in the timeline. However, the pro-
ject members chose to not include transcripts or voice-overs for the field interviews in
German on the individual song pages, treating them as supplementary content and leav-
ing Ruza’s voice unaltered. While this decision limits access for non-German-speaking
audiences, the project team assessed that the omission of these specific excerpts would
not substantially hinder the overall comprehension and experience of the exhibition.

The Romani version of the digital exhibition was created toward the end of the project,
once the selection of all relevant materials had been completed. At this stage, the pro-
ject team encountered a different and somewhat unexpected set of challenges: unlike
German or English, Lovari Romani lacks a standardized written form, including consist-
ent conventions for grammar, orthography and register. This raised significant concerns
regarding the feasibility of producing a full translation of the exhibition in a tone that
would be both linguistically appropriate and culturally respectful.

Because most of the project team members are not Rom*nja, they reflected critically
on whether it was appropriate—or even legitimate—to initiate a Romani version of the
exhibition. After careful consideration of these concerns and in consultation with Ruza’s
daughter, the team reached a collective decision: offering the exhibition in Romani
would constitute a meaningful contribution to the Rom*nja community, particularly as
it would reflect the language of Ruza herself and her songs.

Fortunately, the project team was able to hire a translator and native speaker, Gyula
Vamosi, who undertook the complex task of translating most of the texts from English

45 See: https://www.schultzundschultz.at/ (accessed 15 April 2025).
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into Romani, based on the Lovari language variant. The Romani texts in the timeline
were translated by Heinschink and Fennesz-Juhasz, who had also created the German
and English versions of all song lyrics. The translation required the creation of neolo-
gisms for technical terms and the adaptation of phrasing to preserve meaning, since
many terms and concepts could not be rendered directly in Romani. As a result, the
Romani version of RuZake gila represents a rare linguistic document, given the scarcity
of official or public texts available in written Lovari Romani. Furthermore, it serves as a
clear political statement, affirming solidarity with the Rom*nja community by contribut-
ing to the preservation of their language and addressing them directly.

6. Technical Considerations and Issues

The project team decided early on to use Omeka S as the platform for the digital exhi-
bition. Omeka S is widely used in digital humanities and cultural heritage projects and
offers a flexible, open-source framework for managing and presenting collections. A
review of existing exhibitions and published evaluations of the software, led by Sharif,
confirmed that it met the project’s technical and curatorial requirements. In particular,
its robust metadata architecture supported structured documentation of digital assets
in line with FAIR principles (Findable, Accessible, Interoperable, Reusable), within appli-
cable legal and ethical constraints.*

Although Omeka S ultimately enabled the creation of an exhibition that met the pro-
ject’s requirements, the team also encountered significant limitations.*” While the plat-
form offers a range of standard themes, their customization is restricted without ad-
vanced technical expertise.*® Modifications beyond basic adjustments typically require
proficiency in PHP and JavaScript rather than only HTML and CSS. These constraints
should be taken into account when planning an exhibition project using Omeka S. Where
more extensive customization is envisaged and such expertise is not available within the
project team, external technical support may be necessary. For this project, the core
team members received support from DH Craft.

As noted above, the project team intended to publish Ruzake gila incrementally during
the ongoing curatorial process. Although Omeka S supports staged publication, it does
not provide versioning control. Consequently, changes to exhibition pages cannot be
tracked retrospectively in the manner possible with wiki-based platforms. In the con-
text of digital humanities projects that prioritize iterative revision and documentation
of change, this limitation may be significant. In this case, however, it proved manageable
because exhibition components, such as individual song pages, were published only
once finalized. Thus, the exhibition expanded over time, but previously published con-
tent was not subject to continuous revision.

A related problem is that Omeka S does not support multilingual exhibitions that are de-
veloped iteratively. Exhibition sites are monolingual by default, and separate sites must
be created for each version. An “internationalization” module facilitates this process by
enabling duplication of an entire site and integrating a language switch. However, the

46 Lack of metadata is a criticism voiced about other digital exhibitions. See e.g.: Jepson 2023.

47 An additional criticism of Omeka S is that it does not offer differentiated access levels beyond a public/
private binary. This was, however, irrelevant in this case, since the project team only included materials
that could be made fully public, but may be relevant for projects with more complex content and user
structures (see: Risam, 2019, 42).

48 See Svensson (2016, 127-128) for a critique of the standard visual structure and logic suggested by
Omeka.
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module mirrors sites only at the level of the whole exhibition. It does not allow indi-
vidual pages to be mirrored independently, nor can subsequent updates to the original
site be automatically propagated to existing language versions.

This structure is workable when a completed exhibition in one language is translated
into another. However, when an exhibition is being expanded incrementally while si-
multaneously maintained in multiple languages—as was the case with the German and
English versions of RuZake gila—each new page and item must be created manually in
every language version. This significantly increases workload and requires careful docu-
mentation of all changes and additions. For this reason, the Romani version was devel-
oped only after the German and English sites had been finished and no further substan-
tive additions were to be expected.

7. Ethical Considerations

While curating the digital exhibition RuZake gila, the project team encountered a range
of ethical issues that demanded careful reflection and dialogue. These discussions
spanned issues such as navigating copyright and online publication rights, as well as crit-
ically examining which perspectives are given prominence at different stages of the ex-
hibition and how narrative authority is distributed. The CARE principles (Collective ben-
efit, Authority to control, Responsibility and Ethics), developed by the Global Indigenous
Data Alliance (GIDA) to guide the ethical use of data relating to Indigenous Peoples
(Carroll et al. 2020; 2021), served as a guiding framework for the project team’s ethical
considerations. Even though RuZake gila does not concern Indigenous communities as
understood by GIDA, the CARE principles can still be adapted to research contexts in-
volving other kinds of marginalized or vulnerable groups or individuals. It should also be
noted that the project team does not claim to have implemented a “CARE Full process”
(Carroll et al. 2020, 5) addressing the full set of principles, nor did it aim to.

As one of CARE’s aspects, the principle of collective benefit emphasizes the creation
and use of data that reflect community values (Carroll et al. 2020, 6). In this sense,
the team members conceived RuZake gila not only as a tribute to Ruza as a person
and her musical legacy, but also as a project intended to generate broader benefit for
the Rom*nja community, particularly by contributing to their visibility as a marginalized
minority. As mentioned in section 3, this idea was strongly supported by Romani com-
munity organizations in Austria, Ruza’s family and those who admired her music. In that
sense, collective benefit refers to the accessibility of Ruza’s songs for internal and exter-
nal transmission, constituting valuable sources of intangible cultural heritage. The pro-
ject team pursued the objective of collective benefit by presenting carefully researched
and contextualized materials documenting Ruza’s interpretations of Lovari music and
by ensuring the accessibility of the digital exhibition to the wider Rom*nja public. Thus,
the project team understands the exhibition to be, firstly, a repository of information
on Ruza and her distinctive repertoire of Lovari songs and secondly, a contextualized
source of information on the socio-political conditions in which her music emerged.

Respecting a community’s right to control the use of its data, often cultural materi-
als, is central to the CARE principles and is encapsulated in the notion of the authority
to control. In the context of the digital exhibition RuZake gila, this principle presented
some challenges. Publishing materials online inevitably limits control over their long-
term use, interpretation and circulation. The project team proceeded with this limita-
tion and sought to mitigate the associated risks. All materials related to Ruza that were
considered for online publication were reviewed and approved in advance by her family,
represented by Manuela Nikoli¢.
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Authority to control also implies informed consent. This posed another challenge for
RuZake gila: no one on the project team who had experienced the decades-long rela-
tionships between Ruza, Hemetek and Heinschink doubted that the recordings of the
songs were made on a basis of consent and trust. However, these recordings originated
from a time when documenting formal written or oral consent was not a standard prac-
tice in ethnomusicological fieldwork. To address this issue, the project team started
curating its digital exhibition using previously published materials such as the CD Amare
gila. Since Ruza had actively participated in the production of the CD, the team as-
sumed she would have consented to the digitization and wider distribution of these
songs. Nevertheless, it obtained formal written consent from Ruza’s daughter, out of
respect and to comply with legal requirements. The extension of the exhibition beyond
these already published recordings relied on a consensual consultation process within
the project team.

The concept of responsibility, as articulated in the CARE principles, extends beyond
formal requirements such as obtaining informed consent. It reflects a commitment
to transparency, the cultivation of trust and critical self-awareness of one’s own po-
sitionality and power. In the context of working with Indigenous Peoples, Carroll et al.
emphasize the responsibility to “invest in capacity development, increasing data com-
munity capabilities and embedding data within Indigenous languages and cultures, [...]
advanc[ing] [...] self-determination and collective benefit” (2020, 6). In this digital exhi-
bition, the project team not only acknowledged the role of the scholars on the team in
shaping narratives, but also intentionally included community voices throughout the
process. As discussed in previous sections, the project team emphasized research re-
lationships based on trust. Dialogic knowledge production through close collaboration
between the team of scholarly experts and Ruza’s family was central at every stage of
curating Ruzake gila. In addition, the Romani version of the exhibition increases acces-
sibility and promotes collective benefit for the wider Rom*nja community.

The final principle in the CARE framework is ethics, which centers on minimizing harm
and maximizing benefit for the communities involved. This includes considerations of
justice, long-term impact and sensitivity to cultural, linguistic and political contexts. For
RuZake gila this meant that the project team sometimes chose not to publish certain
materials to avoid potential harm. In some instances, this concerned songs that were
also widely performed by other members of the Lovari community. The project team
considered the potential for internal disputes and occasionally opted against publica-
tion to avoid conflict or claims of cultural misattribution.*® Additionally, it deliberately
excluded materials that related too closely to Ruza’s personal life to preserve an ap-
propriate level of privacy.

8. Conclusion

This article has examined the conceptual, technical and ethical considerations involved
in the creation of RuZake gila, as well as the challenges encountered during its develop-
ment. The experience prompts a broader question: to what extent do digital exhibitions
constitute a promising publication format in ethnomusicology and related disciplines?

49 The Lovari songs cannot be said to “belong” to one singer as they are typically passed on orally from
generation to generation. Each singer might adjust the lyrics and musical phrasing according to the
specific context of the performance and their personal preferences of style, with some versions gaining
popularity amongst the wider community. A fitting example for this is the song “Gelem gelem”, that is
exhibited in Ruza’s version on Ruzake gila. See: Hemetek et al. 2024, “Gelem, gelem”.
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A major strength of digital exhibitions, compared to earlier formats such as scholarly vi-
nyl LPs, audio CDs, or multimedia CD-ROMSs or DVDs, lies in their flexibility. This flexibility
extends to the range of materials presented (audio and video recordings, images of vari-
ous kinds, texts), the ways in which they are combined and structured and the possibility
of revising and expanding the exhibition over time. At the same time, this flexibility re-
quires careful planning and design, critical reflection on the exhibition’s aims and limits
in relation to its intended audiences and a disciplined use of available resources. Not
everything that can be done should be done. The extent to which RuZake gila achieves
this balance remains open to assessment.

A digital exhibition can align closely with current reception practices of researchers,
students and broader audiences, particularly in its presentation of audiovisual materials
and contextual information. Furthermore, the exhibition’s online existence can make its
contents more accessible than a publication on a physical carrier in several respects.
Digital exhibitions are typically free of charge and accessible from any location with an
internet connection. In contrast, LPs and CDs must be purchased or borrowed from a
library. Scholarly LPs, CDs and similar items are not typically produced in large quanti-
ties, meaning they can easily sell out or be held by only a few libraries. Digital exhibitions
can also be accessed with widely available devices, without specialized equipment. At
the same time, such accessibility presupposes reliable internet access and appropriate
technical infrastructure, which are not universally available. Of course, the online dis-
semination of the specific exhibition materials must be legally and ethically acceptable,
even if restrictive licenses are employed, since the misuse of materials published online
is always a possibility.

From an economic viewpoint, digital exhibitions may be cost-efficient relative to po-
tential audience size, particularly as they avoid manufacturing and distribution costs
associated with physical media. However, this does not eliminate expenses; rather, costs
are redistributed to initial technical development, hosting, maintenance and possible
future migration. Their sustainability therefore depends largely on long-term institu-
tional support and the use of standard solutions that minimize the need for extensive,
and potentially costly, technical and design services.

Drawing on the example of RuZake gila from the field of ethnomusicological minority
studies, the authors argue that digital exhibitions are a promising format for the schol-
arly and contextualized dissemination of audiovisual archival materials. The aforemen-
tioned advantages, such as the format’s flexibility, ease of accessibility, potential to
reach wider target audiences and sustainability, are especially important for minority
cultures, which are typically absent from or neglected by national institutions of cultural
memory and public discourse. Digital exhibitions constitute one strategy for increasing
the visibility of marginalized groups and their cultural practices. In favorable contexts,
such initiatives can contribute to broader processes of social and political recognition.
Digital exhibitions are also an effective way of recirculating largely inaccessible archi-
val recordings, including contextual information and related materials, among these
groups—at least as far as these materials are suitable for public dissemination.

As of spring 2026, RuZake gila has accumulated nearly 600,000 page views across its dif-
ferent language versions. While the available website analytics cannot tell us how many
distinct users this represents or what drew them, they do suggest substantial interest.
Data on visitors’ browser language settings indicates international interest beyond
German- and English-speaking countries, including countries with significant Lovari
populations, such as Hungary, Slovakia, the Czech Republic and Poland. E-mails sent to
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the exhibition address about Ruza and her music, statements made during a public dis-
cussion at the presentation event in September 2025 and conversations with individu-
als further demonstrate that RuZake gila reaches Romani audiences and is considered
a valuable resource.®® Given its positive reception, the MMRC plans to further explore
the digital exhibition format in future projects. The exhibition also demonstrates the
format’s potential for colleagues working with similar audiovisual materials and contrib-
utes to the wider discussion of how digital exhibitions are curated.
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