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Heritage of Migrants in a National Museum
Karolina Nikielska-Sekuła

Institute of Intercultural Studies, Faculty of International and Political Studies, Jagiellonian University,
Kraków, Poland

ABSTRACT
This article discusses the case of migrants’ heritage inclusion into
the mainstream through the lens of theoretical perspectives
originating from both the heritage and migration studies fields. It
presents a case study of the event Jul på Polsk organised by the
Norwegian Folk Museum in the years 2016–2018 and compares it
to the findings from the study focusing on the individual
engagement with Christmas heritage by the Poles settled in
Norway. The aim of the article is to analyse the various impacts of
the institutionalisations of minority heritage. These include, on
the one hand, the opening of the mainstream heritage to
minorities and giving agency to the minorities in shaping the way
their heritage is displayed to broad audiences. On the other
hand, these include selling minority heritage, creating a deficit of
meaning in relation to heritage upon institutionalisation and an
inevitable split between individual engagement with heritage
and its institutionalised imageries, even if the same people put in
force both implementations. In the final section, the article
discusses the responsibilities of the museums regarding the
shaping of national memories as a path for the creation of more
inclusive futures.
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Introduction

The Norwegian Folk Museum of Oslo, with its past exhibitions, sets high standards for
immigrant minorities’ heritage inclusion within the national museums across the conti-
nent and beyond. It acknowledged how the minority culture adjusted to Norway’s living
conditions, presenting an exhibition called ‘a Pakistani Home in Norway’ (2002) that was
excellently described and analysed by Naigub (2013). It also carried out a research project
oriented toward the transnational livelihoods of Norwegian Turkish, Pakistani, and
Bosnian minorities called Norsk i går, i dag, i morgen?1 (2001–2005), with an accompa-
nying exhibition. Almost two decades later, after a significant influx of labour migrants
from Poland, the museum opened up for Polish heritage as well.

This article aims at analysing the way Polish heritage was included in the museum
through a case study of an event called Jul på Polsk (Christmas Polish way). This analysis
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is accompanied by the presentation of the findings from a study focusing on how Nor-
wegian Poles celebrate Christmas in a private setting. The article suggests that there is a
gap between what the event displays as Jul på Polsk, and the way Christmas celebrations
are approached and performed by Poles settled in Norway. Based on the comparison of
institutionalised and private celebrations of Polish Christmas in Norway, it discusses the
dynamic between the individual performances of heritage (Smith 2016) and the folklorist
institutional display of so-called ‘Polish Christmas’ in the museum, reflecting what Smith
(2016, 2021) called Authorized Heritage Discourse (AHD). By doing so, the article pro-
blematises the question of institutionalisation of the heritage of migrant minorities, ana-
lysing the various impacts it can produce: from the inclusion of minority heritage into the
mainstream and its folklorisation, the negotiations between the minority members and
the museum employees regarding the way the inherited knowledge is being adjusted
to surrounding circumstances of a new homeland, to the change in the meaning of heri-
tage caused by the institutionalisation and minority heritage marketisation. The article
discusses the ‘erasure’ of contradicting and nuanced personal performances of heritage
in favour of a synthetic, consensual narrative produced by the museum (see Macdonald
2013; Smith 2016, 2021).

I start the article by introducing a theoretical framework from the intersection of heri-
tage and migration studies to analyse the collected data: a case study of the Jul på Polsk
event and the findings from the ongoing study of Christmas celebrations of Poles settled
in Norway. Subsequently, the cases, along with the context, methods, and findings, are
introduced. The final section critically tackles the issue of institutionalisation of minority
heritage. Ultimately, the article aims to bridge the gap between migration and heritage
fields of study. Migration scholars tend to tackle heritage in a descriptive, rather than
analytical manner, using it often as a synonym for background culture. Heritage scholars,
in turn, while long interested in the heritage of those on the move, often fall into the trap
of methodological nationalism (Byrne 2016) through limiting their analyses to the con-
straints of the nation–states. Instead, this article has the ambition of bringing together the
perspectives from both scholarly traditions in order to adequately discuss the perform-
ance and display of the cultural heritage of migrant persons.

Poles currently constitute the largest immigrant minority in Norway with 121,406
individuals of Polish origin settled there (SSB 2022). The growth in the number of
Poles settled in Norway dates back to the 1970s, but a significant boost in the arrivals
from Poland to settle was observed after the Polish accession to the EU in 2004
(Huang et al. 2016). The majority of the newcomers arrived as labour migrants. Cur-
rently, Poles are scattered across the country. They occupy jobs in most sectors of the
Norwegian economy from highly skilled professionals, service workers, and state insti-
tution employees, to low-skilled workers.

Christmas is one of the most important holidays celebrated in Poland. The celebra-
tions, while consisting of references to religion, focus mainly on a family gathering in
private houses and performing familial traditions. The content of private celebrations
differs across the regions of the country and across families as a result of domestic mobi-
lity, but fits a general frame of eating together during Christmas Eve, decorating houses,
singing/listening to Christmas Carols and exchanging gifts. The AHD of what is labelled
‘Polish Christmas’ is, in turn, quite consistent. A religious dimension of Christmas in
private celebrations is brought up to varying levels according to how religious the
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family is – it may take the form of a joint prayer, church visits, or bible reading. Poles
settled abroad adopt various strategies for Christmas celebrations – some celebrate
with their nuclear families in Norway, some travel back to visit families in Poland, and
others invite their families from Poland to celebrate with them in Norway. These strat-
egies often change yearly.

Theoretical Framework: Bridging the Gap Between Heritage and
Migration Fields of Study

This article departs from a processual understanding of heritage popularised in the last
two decades within the critical heritage studies (Harvey 2001; Dicks 2004; Harrison 2013;
Macdonald 2013; Smith 2016, 2021; Harrison et al. 2020; Holtorf and Högberg 2021).
This tradition sees heritage as a matter of meaning-making performances and practices
relating to the remembering of the past but used for the very purposes of the present
(Harvey 2001: 327; Smith 2016: 12–13). Harvey (2001) concluded that heritage is a
verb, placing human agency in the centre of heritage analyses. Smith announced that
all heritage is intangible, indicating that heritage ‘is not so much a “thing” as a set of
values and meanings’ (Smith 2016: 21; see also Smith 2021: 40) and ‘a cultural and
social process’ (2016: 13). What constitutes heritage are the practices of the actors enga-
ging with the objects and imageries of the past. Had these practices been absent, the
material objects designated as heritage would have been meaningless (Smith 2016: 13).
Heritage has also been analysed as a discursive practice (Harrison 2013) by critical heri-
tage scholars, and linked to Macdonald’s (2013: 268) theorisation of social and cultural
memory as ‘past presencing’ (see Smith 2021: 22).

Contributing to the processual approaches to heritage, I developed elsewhere
(Nikielska-Sekuła 2019) the concept of heritage in becoming in order to grasp the
process of adjusting minority heritage to the circumstances of the urban environment
of mainstream society. Heritage in becoming was inspired by Ingold and Kurttila’s con-
ceptualisation of LTK (‘traditional knowledge as generated in the practices of locality’)
(2000: 184) for the purposes of their research on the Sami population in rural
Lapland. LTK relates the dynamic adjustments of inherited knowledge to the circum-
stances of the everyday surrounding of the actors and is in opposition to MTK (‘tra-
ditional knowledge enframed in the discourse of modernity’) – the genealogical
understanding of heritage as a set of tangible and intangible elements that are passed
down from generation to generation in an unchanged form. The latter resonates with
an AHD concept developed by Smith (2016) within critical heritage studies. Adjusting
the LTK to the urban environment of international migration, which is a focus of this
study, and acknowledging the conceptualisation of heritage as a processual performance
(Harvey 2001; Harrison 2013; Smith 2016, 2021), I defined heritage in becoming as refer-
ring ‘to the situational and processual character of recreating inherited practices within
the current circumstances of the present’ (Nikielska-Sekuła 2019: 1113). The concept of
heritage in becoming proved useful in grasping the dynamic between the genealogical
heritage and the way people engage with it in a new socio-material setting, highlighting
the very process of heritage change under mobility (Macdonald 2013: 214–215; Smith
2016: 15). The concept of heritage in becoming is employed in this article to analyse
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the heritage performance around Christmas within and beyond the national museum’s
context.

Narratives around heritage used for the purposes of national identity have tradition-
ally approached heritage in a genealogical way, contributing to the fixed, unprocessual
image of certain heritage practices that are made into the common understanding of a
shared national identity (see Anderson 1983; Hobsbawm 2012; Hall 1999; Harrison
2013). They resemble what Wagner (1986) called a genealogical approach to history,
and Smith’s (2016) AHD, in which historical objects are meant to serve the purpose of
consistent national narratives, hence presenting a unified meaning supporting the
national myth. This contrasts with polychronic interpretations of heritage on the individ-
ual level (Smith 2021) and is consistent with the idea of heritagisation (Catrina and Isnart
2014): the making of heritage for certain purposes seen by some researchers as a political
strategy to reach various goals (Ashley 2014). As the research at the intersection of heri-
tage and national identity shows, sometimes this goal serves the legitimisation of ethnic
and national diversity within the national narrations. This is salient in the case of Canada
(Leung 2006; Chung and Bains 2020), Australia (Ahmed 2014), and Singapore (Goh
2011) – nations that have long advocated for their national multiculturalism, and gradu-
ally more often observable in other countries in Europe and beyond, where the multicul-
tural ideals are refining the view on national heritage (see Gnecco 2015). Harrison (2013:
177) claims: ‘heritage has been used to establish multiculturalism itself as part of a con-
temporary national origin myths [sic!]’ in certain countries, with varying effects of some-
times masking the inequalities in the name of cultural diversity. In this article, I exemplify
how a non-settler and traditionally homogeneous (Brochmann and Kjeldstadli 2008), but
contemporarily de-facto multicultural (Akkerman and Hagelund 2007: 197–198),
Norway attempts to include minority heritage into the mainstream through the initiat-
ives of the Folk Museum in Oslo.

It is not new to say that the meaning of institutionalised heritage may differ from the
way heritage is interpreted by the individuals as they engage with it (see for example Har-
rison 2013 on official and unofficial heritage). Olsen states:

When cultural artifacts and expressions become embraced by institutions their meaning is
altered. They are infused with new contents, meanings formerly attached are denied access
in the transformational process, and cultural expressions and artefacts are subsumed in cat-
egories where they previously had no place. (Olsen 2004: 31)

Olsen exemplifies how the process of institutionalising minority heritage in the quest for
its inclusion within the national mainstream causes a deficit of meaning. The minority
community no longer recognises the context of their heritage, which in their view
does not match its ‘original’ meaning. In this article, I employ the concept of the
deficit of meaning to shed light on one of the dimensions of Polish heritage inclusion
within institutions such as the Norwegian Folk Museum.

Scholars within migration studies have suggested that the adaptation of immigrants to
the new homeland happens very much incidentally (Alba and Nee 2003; Morawska
2009). What they mean by this is that the acquisition of new practices, values and pre-
ferences over the time spent in the new homeland is done without giving this process
much reflection by the actors: it happens ‘just like this’ (see Morawska 2009). In a
similar mode, some researchers have suggested that migrants carry the tangible and
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intangible elements of their culture and adjust them to the new homeland’s circum-
stances, changing the landscape of the receiving society (Krase 2012; Nikielska-Sekuła
2016). This process happens without an intention to change the new homeland’s cultural
practices and values either, but rather as a result of adjusting individual habits to the new
surroundings. The processes of negotiation between the old and the new, seen from both
perspectives: of migrant actors, and from the side of a receiving society, may lead to a
change in cultural practices among the members of minority and mainstream commu-
nities in the new homeland (Krase 2012; Nikielska-Sekuła, forthcoming).

The relationship the actors maintained between the new and old homeland, is seen in
contemporary migration studies through the lens of transnationality. Transnationality
refers to ‘various kinds of global or cross-border connections’ (Vertovec 2001: 573)
and is an ‘analytic optic which makes visible the increasing intensity and scope of circular
flows of persons, goods, information and symbols triggered by international labour
migration’ (Çağlar 2001: 607). The transnational influences on the cultural practices of
the actors and receiving societies, as well as the dynamic regarding the cultural change
within the societies affected by international mobility, can be analysed through a theor-
etical framework coined by Rapoport et al. (2020). Inspired by Bisin and Verdier’s (2000)
model of cultural transmission, Rapoport et al. (2020) differentiate between three types of
knowledge transmission between the mainstream society, migrants, and migrants’ ances-
tral homelands: (1) assimilation2: ‘diffusion of values from natives to migrants’, (2) dis-
semination: ‘from migrants to natives’, and (3) cultural remittances: transmission of
(cultural) knowledge acquired in the new homeland ‘from migrants to their origin com-
munity’. This framework will support the conceptualisations originating from heritage
studies regarding heritage performances and the inclusion of minority heritage within
the heritage practices of mainstream society that I problematised at the beginning of
this section. The following sections present the analyses of a case study – the Jul på
Polsk event organised for a period of three years annually by the Norwegian Folk
Museum – and compare it with the data focusing on Polish Norwegians’ individual
engagement with Christmas traditions.

Jul på Polsk – ‘Christmas Polish Way’ in the Norwegian Folk Museum in
Oslo

Jul på Polsk was an annual event organised by the Norwegian Folk Museum in Oslo
between 2016 and 2018 (Figure 1). The event focused on Polish Christmas Celebrations
and addressed a broad audience of the Norwegian Folk Museum’s visitors, yet focusing
especially on the mainstream society and Polish minority. It took place on the weekend
close to the 11th of November, which marks Polish Independence Day, yet its pro-
gramme did not focus on this significant national holiday in Poland, but rather on
Christmas traditions. The event was advertised on social media and on the official web-
sites of the museum as a glimpse into how Poles in Norway celebrate Christmas. It fea-
tured workshops and games for children including Gingerbread baking and Christmas
decoration making, Christmas food tasting, a Christmas Carol concert in Polish, and
hosting of Szopka Krakowska: a long-lasting tradition of nativity scene display originat-
ing from Kraków. The highlight of the event was the lighting of the so-called ‘Polish
Christmas tree’ (expert interview) and the singing of carols in Polish and Norwegian.
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The museum entered a partnership with the Polish Embassy in Oslo for the purposes of
event preparations, and Scouts from the Polish Scouting in Norway association volun-
teered during the event.

The data presented in this section were collected through the analyses of the online
and on-site (in the museum) materials focusing on the event such as event pages on
social media and other websites including the official website of the Norwegian Folk
Museum, information boards in the museum, online discussions about the event in
social media and online forums in Polish and Norwegian. This was supported by an
observation on-site during the 2018 event combined with photo-taking. Additionally,
an expert interview with an employee of the Norwegian Folk Museum responsible for
the event was conducted in September 2022. My positionality, as a member of the
Polish Norwegian community, a native of the Polish language, and fluent in Norwegian,
as well as an academic teacher of the Norwegian society course (samfunnsfag), influenced
the analytical work presented below: I was a native to the Polish heritage displayed and
familiar with Norwegian culture and society not only through living in Norway but also
through studying it in an advanced manner. These gave me a deep understanding of the
research subject combined with adequate language proficiency to analyse the collected
data.

Analysing the data collected around the event Jul på Polsk through the lens of the
theoretical perspectives presented in section two brought up five issues with very
different impacts that I discuss below: (1) the negotiations between Polish and Norwegian
heritage that may be regarded as heritage in becoming, yet on an institutional level, (2)

Figure 1. Jul på Polsk’s flyer featuring a picture of Szopka Krakowska styled as Stav Church. Credits:
Norwegian Folk Museum.
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the opening of mainstream heritage to the minority culture, (3) the deficit of meaning
regarding the artificial connection between the Christmas and Polish Independence
Day, (4) the display of institutionalised folklore advertised falsely as a way Poles celebrate
Christmas in Norway, and (5) the marketisation of minority heritage for profit.

Heritage in Becoming on an Institutional Level

It is quite clear that the event was characterised by a polyphony of influences regarding
the Christmas heritage on display. Some of its elements bore the traces of what I call heri-
tage in becoming, yet in an institutionalised form. As an expert from the museum told
me, the content of the event depended very much on the choices of both the employees
of the Museum and volunteers of Polish origin who were invited by the museum to help
out with the event. The negotiations between the two parties were to some extent visible
during the event. If we look at certain circumstances surrounding the event, we can see
that they clearly refer to the tradition of Norwegian Christmas celebrations. The timing
of the event – November – is a very typical month to start Christmas preparations in
Norway in the form of Christmas workshops, learning Christmas traditions in child
care and educational institutions, and annual Christmas meetings at workplaces, even
if the ‘official’ Christmas period starts with the beginning of advent period in December.
It is not the case in Poland, where the advent period itself is seen as a time for Christmas
preparations. In Poland, decorating the house, Christmas tree lighting, Christmas work-
shops and Christmas meetings take place in December, closer to Christmas, and Christ-
mas events continue in January. Despite the attempts of the commercial actors to extend
Christmas to November, this month is not associated by the general population in Poland
with Christmas and is typically seen as the month of All Saints celebrations, and to a
lesser extent, a month of National Day celebrations in Poland. Setting the ‘Polish’ Christ-
mas Day in the Norwegian Folk Museum in November was definitely influenced by the
local customs regarding early celebrations of Christmas, which further shows the first
influence of the receiving society on the event. The second imprint of local Christmas
heritage on the event is lighting the Christmas tree and singing carols around it. This
is typically done at the beginning of advent in Norway in schools, neighbourhoods
and municipalities. The lighting of the Christmas tree is not a tradition in Poland, but
rather a practical act not accompanied by celebrations. Finally, the Jul på Polsk event fea-
tured Szopka Krakowska, a nativity scene ordered and made in Poland. These art pieces
are traditionally inspired by sacral buildings. The one imported from Poland was styled
after the Stave Church, displayed at the open-air museum at Norwegian Folk Museum,
and the figurines were dressed in Norwegian folk costumes. Hence, the Christmas tra-
ditions performed by the Poles were fitted into the mainstream structure of Christmas
celebrations in the receiving society in terms of timing, practices, and even the artefacts
resembling what I called heritage in becoming. The result of this mutual transmission of
knowledge between the Norwegian national institution and the Polish community in
Norway is the unique combination of Christmas traditions labelled as Jul på Polsk and
institutionalised through the display in the national museum. It shows that the
concept of heritage in becoming can sometimes relate to institutionalised heritage. It
is not always possible, yet in this case, the organisation of the event resembled, from
the report of an expert interviewed, a participatory project involving Polish immigrants
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and native Norwegians, which caused heritage negotiations (see also Smith 2016: 15).
Yet, as I present further in the text, what was on a display differed very much from
the heritage in becoming produced by the Poles in Norway in their private celebrations.

Opening of Mainstream Heritage to the Cultural Practices of Minorities

Secondly, singing in Polish during the lighting of the Christmas tree, a very popular tra-
dition in Norway, is a marker of the attempt to refine national Norwegian heritage to
include a multicultural input. This being done by one of the national museums gives a
message of the opening of national heritage to the heritage of new Norwegians, an
idea the Norwegian Folk Museum has promoted for almost two decades through
other projects I reference in the Introduction. It is salient that Norway, as a de-facto mul-
ticultural nation (Akkerman and Hagelund 2007: 197–198), seeks, yet to a lesser extent
than settler and traditionally multicultural societies, the legitimisation of diversity as part
of its national heritage, and does it through forming various transcultural heritages (Mac-
donald 2013: 192–193). I discussed this trend elsewhere using the case of Norwegian
National Day celebrations (Nikielska-Sekuła, forthcoming). While the dominant norm
remains clear and prioritised, the attempts to include minorities within the cultural land-
scape and cultural heritage of Norway are present.

The Deficit of Meaning

A third issue is setting the date for the celebrations on/around November 11th, Polish
Independence Day. This was discussed in online forums and on the event page of Jul
på Polsk on social media by Norwegian Poles, and there were posts by those who
openly believed it to be strange.3 The argument was that Independence Day requires
singing of the Polish anthem rather than Christmas Carols, which in Poland are never
associated with Independence Day. It links to the fact that it is odd to celebrate Christmas
in any form but commercial advertisements as early as November in Poland. The
impression is that while celebrating Christmas in November is accepted by the Polish
Norwegian community because it does not stand in contradiction to the local schedule
of Christmas celebration, for many the clash lies in an artificial connection between
Christmas and the Independence Day of Poland underlined by the organisers. What
looks like a nice and respectful gesture towards the Polish community in Norway,
sparks surprise among some. This can be looked upon through the lens of Olsen’s
(2004) deficit of meaning concept. The original heritage of the group was taken from
them and institutionalised, changing the original meaning in the process and causing
consternation.

Reproduction of Authorised Heritage Discourse (AHD)

The programme of the event promised an experience of Polish Christmas and getting to
know how Poles in Norway celebrate at home.4 Yet, some parts of the programme
resembled mere folklore. The Christmas carols concert, accompanied by Polish regional
dresses worn by the performers is not something people do at home, even in Poland.
Such events resemble the AHD (Smith 2016) of ‘Polish Christmas’ available through
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the TV and musical arrangements organised around Christmas, mostly financed from
public money in Poland. As the expert from the museum pointed out, the concert was
arranged by the Polish Embassy in Oslo and indeed financed by them. Another discre-
pancy regards the food served during the event. While presenting the traditional
dishes served on the occasion of Christmas in Poland, the organisers overlooked the
difficulties the Poles settled in Norway face in obtaining ingredients to make them.
Reportedly, the museum had used similar transnational strategies to obtain the products
to prepare served dishes as the Poles settled in Norway do. Yet, those who fail to organise
these products (and many just do not bother to do that), modify the food served accord-
ing to what is available in Norway, and this aspect of Christmas food consumed by the
Poles in Norway was omitted in the museum. Macdonald (2013: 214–215) warns that the
museums’ ‘challenge is to make sure that they do not overlook more hybrid, transcultural
forms or identities, and also that they do not contribute to further reifying pristine “cul-
tures” and so generating further “exclusions”’. In the Norwegian Folk Museum, the
promise ‘to experience how Poles celebrate Christmas in Norway’ was not fulfilled.
The picture of the Christmas traditions displayed was only partly correct, referring to
the institutionalised image of Polish Christmas heritage and presented in a very genea-
logical form with the omission of the nuances of celebrations by individual actors.

The Marketisation of Minority Heritage for Profit

Finally, as the event was ticketed, it can be looked upon through the lens of the ‘economic
commodification’ (Harvey 2001: 324) of minority heritage. The expert from the museum
I interviewed told me that a similar, but not ethnically marked event was organised yearly
but did not enjoy much popularity. The museum sought to enhance the turnout of visi-
tors and came up with an idea to provide it with a Polish-ethnic affiliation. This proved
successful – the museum, thanks to profiling the event as Polish, gained visitability (Dicks
2004). The number of visitors rose to several thousand and brought the museum a profit.
Viewing heritage as capital and selling it is not new and was described in now-canonical
studies from the cultural heritage field (see Graham 2002). The marketisation of minority
heritage is part of this process, and hence what was observed in the case study aligns with
the common practices of the heritage industry.

Individual Celebrations of Christmas by Poles Settled in Norway

This section builds its argument on 54 interviews with Poles settled in Norway collected
in two batches: between October 2019 –March 2020 and between October 2021 –March
2022.5 The methods of data collection included photo elicitation ‘authodriven’ interviews
(Clark-Ibáñez 2004) combined with in-depth, semi-structured interviews. The compo-
sition of the respondents was as follows: 12 identified as males, 42 as females, they
were aged between 23–48 years old, with the majority in their mid-30s. They had lived
in Norway for 1 to 18 years at the time of the interview, with a majority having been
settled in Norway for 8–11 years. Those in relationships mostly had Polish partners,
but some were mixed couples with Norwegian partners. All respondents were post-acces-
sion migrants, meaning that they arrived in Norway after Poland’s EU accession in 2004.
The overwhelming majority of the participants in the study were settled permanently or
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temporarily in Norway with their partners and families or solo, but without partners left
behind in Poland. A few stayed in Norway on a circular basis as commuters, with their
life centres in Poland. All respondents declared some skills in the Norwegian language,
with around 90 per cent declaring the skills on at least a communicative level. The sample
was dominated by highly skilled professionals and service workers, while low-skilled job
takers were underrepresented with only a few representatives.

The interviews focused on the engagement of the respondents with various cultural
heritages on different levels. This article discusses the thread regarding Christmas cele-
brations and analyses the statements and images focusing on practices, routines and tra-
ditions around Christmas performed by the respondents. In other words, this section
analyses heritage performances (Harvey 2001; Harrison 2013; Smith 2016, 2021) of the
respondents looking at how the actors engage with traditions, objects, values, and
more that relate to Christmas and to which they have access through inherited knowl-
edge, socialised practices, practices adopted later in the life course, cultural imageries
of Christmas (film, literature), commercialised images of Christmas, and more. The
outcome of this engagement is a unique idea of Christmas celebrated in private settings.
Due to the mobility trajectories and European cultural background of the respondents,
the elements of Christmas they have access to and engage with obviously refer to
local, regional and national Christmas traditions originating from Poland and Norway,
the Western commercialised idea of Christmas reproduced by pop culture, and religious
connotations of this event within the Roman-Catholic church (dominant in Poland), and
to a lesser extent, the Evangelical Lutheran Church (dominant in Norway). These further
contextualise the heritage performance of the respondents within the national discourses
of the two countries, each of them regarding Christmas as an important highlight in the
national heritage discourse.

Given this contextualisation, performing Christmas heritage by the actors has a
certain consequence: the outcomes of the engagement with Christmas influence a de
facto change of the national heritage through the assimilation of the new practices, dis-
semination of the inherited practices to the new communities, and cultural remittances of
the new practices to the background communities (Rapoport et al. 2020). Moreover, the
adjustment of the inherited knowledge to the current surrounding circumstances reflects
heritage in becoming: ‘the performance of heritage [that] is constantly in motion, react-
ing and adjusting the remembered and imagined past to the present circumstances’
(Nikielska-Sekuła 2019: 1116).

As a rule of thumb, respondents, including those who shared family ties with Norwe-
gians, either through their own intimate partnership or through more remote family con-
nections, attempted to recreate the ‘traditional’ Christmas – that is the Christmas they
remembered from their childhoods. By doing so, those celebrating with ethnic Norwe-
gians contributed to the dissemination (Rapoport et al. 2020) of their Christmas tra-
ditions to mainstream society. What is considered ‘traditional’ meant different things
for different people and was very often dependent on the region of Poland one originally
came from as well as the traditions that were maintained within the family. For some
respondents, traditions that were encountered after relocation, such as the advent calen-
dar in its multiplicity of forms, as well as gingerbread baking and decorating were the
traditions that were incorporated as completely new upon the engagement with new
Christmas traditions:
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What I learned in Norway and what I started to do here is baking cookies for Christmas and
decorating them, because it is very easy to buy this gingerbread dough here (…). This is what
I had never done in Poland, and only started to do in Norway. (Ela)

For others, these traditions were seen as a continuation (sometimes with insignificant
variations) of the traditions celebrated in their families prior to migration.

Gingerbreads. This is my tradition. This is something I brought here from Poland. I decorate
cookies every year. (…) Once I suggested doing it as an activity for a group of teenagers in
the institution I work for. (Anna)

The gingerbread example clearly shows how what may be taken as a seemingly unified
Christmas heritage of Poles, actually differs on an individual level – the same tradition
can be considered foreign by one, while another claimed it as one’s own.

A tradition more commonly assumed as foreign to what the respondents regarded as
‘traditional’ Christmas was a Rampenissen play – a mischievous Christmas gnome play,
popular also in other countries but not that common in Poland. Many respondents
reported it as something their children follow in kindergarten, and something they
hoped to introduce at home too.

Rampenissen – that is, such … it is a gnome, a little robber. And he makes funny jokes to
children from the first to the twenty-fourth [of December] (…) We don’t practice it yet. I
was supposed to start this year, but somehow I hadn’t had any inspiration yet. (Iza)

A conscious act of inclusion of new elements of heritage in Christmas celebrations of the
respondents is performed during the Christmas visits in Poland when some respondents
import Norwegian products on purpose to serve them on a Christmas table. This strategy
of cultural remittances (Rapoport et al. 2020) has become a tradition for some families
awaiting Norwegian chocolates and marzipan pigs, salmon and mutton, and other pro-
ducts to arrive and enrich their Christmas menu.

You know what, this has already become a tradition…We always bring chocolate [when
coming for Christmas to Poland] because it is good. I bring my dad blueberry jams
because he just loves them and, paradoxically, I bring mustard for my uncle, because it
tastes completely different. We used to bring salmon, but now we don’t bring salmon
anymore, because it’s not of the best quality. I used to bring reindeer sausages and dry
fish and I remember they [my family] were all very shocked that it existed. (Julia)

The conscious change in Christmas menus is not only done upon the visit to Poland but
also when celebrating Christmas in Norway. Some respondents consciously bring new
foods to the Christmas dinner: salmon and other types of fish, seafood, and Christmas
porridge popular in Norway. The motivation behind the inclusion of these products,
classified by the respondents as Norwegian, is usually centred around keen interest
and personal taste preferences, rather than refers directly to identification with the
new homeland’s heritage.

Similarly, certain Christmas decorations, such as Christmas trolls and lighting stars in
the windows, were absorbed by many after relocation and sometimes transferred to the
origin communities in Poland, reflecting both the assimilation and the cultural remit-
tances act as per the knowledge transmission model (Rapoport et al. 2020). Malwina sum-
marises the motivation behind the inclusion of these elements in private Christmas
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celebrations: ‘I include these Norwegian decorations just because they are pretty. It’s not
that I like it because it is Norwegian. It is just pretty’.

Another tradition, popularised among the Poles in Norway through schools and kin-
dergartens of their children, is St. Lucia day set near Christmas time. While many actively
follow the events organised by educational institutions along with their kids, Kasia, for
example, showed pictures of typical St. Lucia day rolls: Lusekatter, made at home by
her and her children (Figure 2).

The examples above present great openness to new Christmas traditions among the
respondents, which results in changing/alleviating the way they celebrate Christmas,
even if the core of celebrations is maintained within the actors’ understanding of what tra-
ditional Christmas is. The inclusion of new habits encountered in Norwegian into private
celebrations reflects the dynamic cultural adaptation, translating not only into heritage in
becoming (Nikielska-Sekuła 2019) but also resembling assimilation – as per the knowledge
transmission model (Rapoport et al. 2020) – including the cultural input into the minority
celebrations. Transferring Norwegian traditions to communities in Poland, in turn, can be
seen through the lens of cultural remittances (Rapoport et al. 2020)

Regarding the recreation of the ‘traditional Christmas’ by Poles settled in Norway, the
room for a dynamic adaptation to the surrounding circumstances is great too. It is not
surprising that not all products that are needed to prepare Christmas dishes popular
in Poland are available in situ in the new homeland. The respondents have developed
several strategies to obtain them, some involving transnational activity. For some,
however, these strategies were not available or did not work, and the need for adaptation
of Christmas habits occurred. The respondents declared the willingness to simply ‘adapt
to the situation’ if needed (Julia) and, for example, modify the recipe of Christmas dishes
to accommodate the local circumstances of the new homeland:

I would say that we try to keep it as close as possible to the original ingredients, but on the
other hand, we do not prepare dishes that [require] typical ingredients from Poland. (Agata)

The outcome of these adaptations is a tangible heritage in becoming (Nikielska-Sekuła
2019), reflecting not exactly the inclusion of the new additions in respondents’ Christmas

Figure 2. Lusekatter – cookies on the occasion of St. Lucia’s day baked by Kasia and her child. Credits:
Kasia.
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celebrations, but rather a practical adaptation of inherited knowledge to the resources of
the surrounding.

The strategies to provide traditional dishes and products for Christmas Eve, when not
travelling to Poland, result in the creation of a market niche focused on catering to the
heritage needs of the Poles (Harvey 2001; Graham 2002). The market in Norway started
slowly adjusting to accommodate the transnational needs of Polish minorities by import-
ing specific Christmas products from Poland (such as poppy seeds pastes). Small, ethnic
shops have long been the main players here, being one of the first to mark and accom-
modate this demand, but soon the mainstream food chains joined in, providing some of
the Polish products not available in Norway, and, closer to Christmas, a specific type of
fish for Christmas Eve that is commonly served in Poland but rarely available in Norway.
On top of that, the Catholic Church in Norway, served by Polish priests, sells the tra-
ditional ‘opłatek’: a thin wafer traditionally shared when exchanging Christmas wishes.
Informal catering services provided by Poles and offering Christmas cakes, soups, dum-
plings and more are also popular all year round, but especially around Christmas.

As exemplified, the actual Christmas celebrations of Poles settled in Norway differ
from what constitutes the AHD of Polish Christmas (Smith 2016). By necessity, the
Christmas menus get adjusted to the availability of the products and resources to
create time-consuming dishes. Curiously, products, dishes, traditions, and decorations
common in Norway are added to private Christmas celebrations of the respondents,
according to the tastes and preferences of the hosts and guests. The picture of Christmas
celebrations of the Poles that I have drawn in this section is dynamic, complex, and pro-
cessual, resembling what Macdonald (2013) calls ‘transcultural heritage’, and going
beyond the AHD (Smith 2016) displayed in the Norwegian Folk Museum.

Discussion and Conclusion

This article discussed the inclusion of Christmas practices regarded as Polish into the sche-
dule of the Norwegian Folk Museum’s event programme and hence the opening of the
national heritage to the heritage of the migrants. While this fits into a positive trend of invol-
ving the heritage of the migrants in the national heritage narrations, the discussed event also
produced other impacts. First, based on a comparison between the content of the Jul på
Polsk and the findings obtained from the study focusing on Norwegian Poles’ engagement
with Christmas heritage, I articulated the gap between AHD (Smith 2016) of so-called
‘Polish Christmas’ displayed in the museum and the practices of Polish families settled in
Norway around this heritage. What might have contributed to this gap is the museum’s
partnership with the Polish Embassy, an institution that represents the official, national heri-
tage narration (see Anderson 1983; Hobsbawm 2012; Hall 1999; Harrison 2013). The gap
between the AHD of ‘Polish Christmas’ displayed in the museum and the individual cele-
brations reflect what Desille (this Special Issue) called intercultural heritage: ‘a neutralised
conceptualisation of migrants’ heritage’ and heritage practices of minorities ‘that are
adopted by public institutions to rebrand and legitimise their migration agenda’ – be it
in the city, as Desille problematises in her article, or on a broader scale. Second, the
event sparked discussions about changing the meaning of Polish national heritage by
linking Christmas to the Independence Day of Poland and hence reflecting what Olsen
(2004) defined as a deficit of meaning in the institutionalised discourse of minority heritage.
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Engagement with Christmas traditions by the actors involved in the preparations of
the event resulted in producing an interesting intercultural heritage (Macdonald 2013:
193) in the form of institutionalised heritage in becoming (Nikielska-Sekuła 2019). It
was done by bringing together the local imagery of Christmas celebrations with what
the organisers have learnt/knew about Polish traditions and how this knowledge was
negotiated between the Polish volunteers and the employees of the museum. A new
hybrid created during the event is, therefore, the result of adjusting heritage knowledge
to the surrounding circumstances, and this process may occur not only on an individual
level, as I exemplified in this article and elsewhere (Nikielska-Sekuła 2019), but also with
regard to institutionalised heritage.

As shown, individual celebrations of Christmas were much less concerned with the
authorised take on Christmas traditions, fully embracing the surrounding of the new
homeland, engaging with new Christmas habits and gladly adjusting existing heritage
knowledge to the resources found in Norway (Nikielska-Sekuła 2019). Private Christmas
celebrations of the Norwegian Poles reflected the assimilation, dissemination and cultural
remittances dimensions of the knowledge transmission model (Rapoport et al. 2020). The
actors accepted the knowledge coming from the receiving society, adding local customs
and products to their Christmas festivity landscapes, and, in several cases, transmitting it
further to their local communities in Poland. Norwegian Poles’ Christmas celebrations
were not a mere ‘mix’ of Polish and Norwegian traditions. They rather constituted a
unique quality produced through inevitable adjustments of the inherited knowledge to
the new circumstances of the present and representing heritage in becoming on an indi-
vidual level (Nikielska-Sekuła 2019). This unique and fascinating heritage was, however,
omitted in the Jul på Polsk display entirely.

The conclusion that the analyses presented in this article bring is that the institutiona-
lisation of minority heritage is rarely done without tensions surrounding it. Does it,
however, mean that we should abstain from the attempts to include minority heritage in
the museums to avoid the possible negative impacts such acts can cause? I answer this
question by contextualising it in the analyses presented above. In the case of the Jul på
Polsk event, the troubling impacts manifested in the form of a deficit of meaning and
through the mistaking of the institutionalised, official heritage narration presented in the
museum with the unofficial one that is exercised by Poles at home. This further resulted
in misleading advertising of the event as featuring heritage that was, in fact, absent
during the event. What is more, the event was ticketed, resulting in unequal access to cele-
brate ‘Polish’ Christmas. On the other hand, the event added to the past efforts of the
museum to open up the national heritage of Norway to minorities. The feedback the
museum received after the event was very positive. The Polish embassy representatives
called it ‘avant-garde’ (information obtained in an expert interview), and the event attend-
ance was high, reaching several thousand attendees, the majority of Polish origin.
Additionally, the organisation of the event, which resembled a participatory project invol-
ving minorities, had a very positive impact on those involved, giving them agency in the
making of their heritage representation for the purposes of such broad audiences and
within an official setting of a Norwegian national museum.

All these positive outcomes pursue the quest of Macdonald (2013), who claimed that
museums have to shift their focus and include migrants. They are to do so because, she
claims, the way societies remember the past influences the feasibility of the inclusion of
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migrants in the present. If migration is included in a common memory of the nation, it is
easier to justify the presence of migrants in today’s vision of society. Going a step further,
future heritage scholars have argued that heritage preservation is done for the purposes of
the future (Harrison 2013; Harrison et al. 2020; Holtorf and Högberg 2021) and ‘plural
heritage ontologies’ can bring us ‘radically different futures’ (Harrison et al. 2020: 6).
Therefore, we should choose wisely what we conserve and how we do it. The
museums that open up the national memories for migrants are participating in shifting
the narration of migrants’ inclusion, and eventually creating more inclusive futures.
What they do was labelled ‘futurabilities’: the ‘capacities of different forms of heritage
practices to generate specific kinds of futures’ (Harrison 2020). Heritage scholars and
practitioners should work to challenge the tensions around minority heritage inclusion
that were flagged in this article because the outcomes of their work give a promising
future perspective that is worth present efforts (Harrison 2013; Harrison et al. 2020;
Holtorf and Högberg 2021). As Harrison (2013: 27) puts it: ‘It is, after all, not only
that our taxes pay for the work of governments in conserving heritage, but perhaps
more importantly, that our futures are imagined and made possible through the pasts
which are produced through heritage in our present’.

Notes

1. Norwegian yesterday, today tomorrow.
2. I am aware of the negative connotation of the word assimilation in Europe and beyond (Alba

and Foner 2015). Assimilation, along with other concepts indicating migrants’ emplacement
into the new homeland (such as integration, acculturation, and adaptation) was problema-
tised and sometimes highly criticised in migration studies. In this text, I use the term assim-
ilation exactly within the presented definition of Rapoport et al. (2020), whose overall
knowledge transmission model is helpful for the conducted analyses.

3. For instance, the discussion on the 2018 edition’s event page on Facebook had a thread in
Polish opened by a user stating that singing the carols on November 11th – Polish National
Day, while ‘the whole Poland will sing the national anthem is out of place’. The thread was
supported by around 5 individual users through commenting or liking.

4. Facebook event page advertised the Jul på Polsk stating: ‘Get to know the Polish Christmas
traditions and experience how Polish families in Norway celebrate Christmas’ (author’s
translation).

5. The research obtained ethical approval from the Norsk Senter for Forskningsdata, reference
number: 184137. The respondents gave informed consent to participate after familiarising
themselves with written detailed information about the project and personal data proceeding.
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