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Organisation Details: 

This is an AHRC funded research networking project between Coventry University and 
the Herbert Art Gallery and Museum - www.theherbert.org  

Project Title: 

‘Digitising experiences of migration: the development of interconnected letter 
collections’  

Please visit our project blog for more information: 
http://lettersofmigration.blogspot.fr/p/project-overview.html 

Project Background: 

Letters are a rich resource for teaching and learning, transcending disciplinary and 
methodological boundaries. Until recently correspondence research has concentrated 
on letters written by more privileged members of society, but interest has been growing 
in the letters of emigrants, belonging to all social classes. Emigrant letters are 
expressive and indicative of correspondents' identities, values, preoccupations and 
beliefs; they are a powerful source of information and understanding about migration 
issues. Although many of these letters have now been digitised, not all are properly 
archived; some are reduplicated and others are in danger of being lost. The 
documentation and preservation of such letters is a particularly pressing need.   

The digitalisation process has made the letters more accessible to academics and the 
general public, and has also increased their searchability. Unfortunately, however, 
emigrant correspondence projects have almost always evolved independently of one 
another, and although project teams have been successful in tackling important 
research questions relating to social history and immigration studies they have not 
joined forces, or engaged with stakeholder groups from other disciplines. Moreover, 
relatively few projects have moved beyond the digitisation stage to exploit text content 
and enhance usability and searchability through the use of corpus techniques and tools. 
Different letter collections cannot easily interconnect if they are simply digitised without 
annotation and markup, and some search pathways through the material will remain 
unavailable if software tools are not employed to process this encoding.  

http://lettersofmigration.blogspot.fr/p/project-overview.html


This project aims to bring together various stakeholder groups working with emigrant 
letter collections to discuss issues and challenges surrounding digitisation, build 
capacity relating to correspondence annotation and the use of corpus tools, and initiate 
the process of interconnecting resources to encourage cross-disciplinary research. 
Central to this will be the development of a system of correspondence annotation and 
markup to represent the linguistic, structural, discoursal, contextual and physical 
properties of the letters, thus offering different layers of meaning and 'ways in' to the 
texts.  

Project objectives: 

1) To improve interconnectivity between existing digital collections of migrant 
correspondence, and develop a blueprint for greater connectivity across a wider 
range of digital correspondence archives. 

2) To provide a forum to address the complex issues surrounding the accessibility, 
intellectual property rights and privacy of all those contributing to the creation of 
digital correspondence collections  

3) To encourage and investigate new ways of organising, interpreting, and using the 
various types of information embedded within digitalised migrant correspondence 

4) To improve access to digital resources of interest to academics, the general public, 
and a broad range of cultural and creative industries 

5) To promote international collaboration within the digital humanities 

We are organising a one day end of project symposium, followed by a week-long 
exhibition at the Herbert Art Gallery and Museum, Coventry in May 2014 to disseminate 
our project activities.  

It is anticipated that our project will benefit both academic researchers and the public 
sector, by promoting access to information within and across a range of digitised 
emigrant letter collections. We intend to engage with schools, immigrant community 
groups, museums, public libraries and heritage centres, offering a series of one day 
workshops in conjunction with the exhibition itself (workshop topics are still to be 
agreed, but we are thinking along the lines of using letter collections in, for instance, 
creative writing/song writing, or to look at language change and variation, or to explore 
family history or migration history etc.). 

Our aim is to raise public awareness of digital letter collections and demonstrate to the 
various stakeholder groups how these collections might be used in ways relevant to 
their own communities, as a source of information about family history, as a resource for 
cultural studies, and as a stimulus for creative work. 



Desired outcome of KED project: 

What underpins our project is the idea of collaboration and working across disciplines – 
we are open to any research suggestions that promote this way of working and we 
would be interested to hear the candidate’s perspective on what we’re doing and to see 
how their area of expertise might contribute to the project. Possible contributions the 
candidate might make are: 

1. A piece of research on one of the letter writers (a space in the exhibition which 
looks in more detail at the life/experiences of a particular author). 

2. A piece of research which looks at ways of visualising experiences of migration - 
looking at how letters might be brought to life through art and music, for instance. 

3. Focusing on the digital aspect of the project, looking at what’s gained/lost when a 
manuscript is digitised. 

Suggested Schedule: 

An exhibition sub-committee has been put in place consisting of historians, curators, 
linguists, and digital humanities experts. We will be meeting in January 2014 to discuss 
ideas relating to the design, organisation and promotion of the exhibition. We will be 
able to discuss possible contributions the candidate might make to the project at this 
stage. We are very much open to suggestions on this; if the candidate has ideas about 
how they might bring the exhibition to life, make the letter collections more 
accessible/meaningful to the public, or how we might demonstrate ways in which letter 
collections might be used in the creative industries, then we’d love to hear them.  

Project contact: 
For more information or any questions please contact Emma Moreton 
EMAIL: emma.moreton@coventry.ac.uk 
EMAIL: elm673@bham.ac.uk  
SKYPE: emma-l-moreton 
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