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INTRODUCTION


THE GOOD OLD DAYS?


I was a very nostalgic child. Melding fairy tales with Horrible Histories, I spent hours imagining myself transported back in time to invented and romanticized versions of the seventeenth, nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. I was an avid reader of Enid Blyton’s novels and begged my parents to divert me from my 1990s London primary to a boarding school in 1950s Cornwall. My pleas went unanswered, so I went to my uniform-free state school every single day in pleated skirts and white blouses, desperate to return to a world I’d never even inhabited. Somehow, I still managed to make friends. As an adult, however, I cut these emotional ties to history and developed a new, much more cynical relationship with the past. I did a history degree, then another, and then another. I became hardened to history, a steely academic who rejected sentimentality. In my personal life, I also ceased to be nostalgic. Instead, I enjoyed the present and looked to the future. I like to think of myself as progressive, and I’m certainly an optimist. But, despite these political and temperamental tendencies, here I am writing a book in defence of nostalgia. Or, at least, a book that treats the feeling and phenomenon with respect and attempts to do justice to its complexity, power and remarkable ability to shapeshift.


If you consult a dictionary, nostalgia’s definition is relatively straightforward. It is an emotion, ‘a wistful or excessively sentimental yearning for return to or of some past period or irrecoverable condition.’1 Psychologists have a similar understanding of the term, and, while they acknowledge its complexity, they consider it a stable scientific category. It is ‘a complex emotion that involves past-oriented cognition and a mixed affective signature’.2 Or, in lay terms, a bittersweet feeling in response to the past. It’s prompted when you think about, reminisce over or dwell on a memory. And, usually, we’re not just talking about any memory, but a fond, personally meaningful one. You might view this memory through ‘rose-tinted’ spectacles, but it also might provoke a feeling of sadness or grief: you miss, long or lament for a lost moment in time. You might even wish to return to it. The joy of reminiscence is jumbled up with a sense of loss, regret or pain.


Nostalgia is, then, about much more than just remembering the past. After all, memory is fallible, unreliable even. Nostalgia is an emotional state – we are nostalgic for moments in time that we invest with meaning. Some periods of history – whether personally or collectively experienced – are made to carry more significance than others. We might deliberately or unconsciously manipulate our own pasts, consolidate memories of very different times and places, and reconstruct that information to align more closely with our current values, ethics or sense of self. Nostalgia is part of that reconstruction. It takes things that happened and suffuses them with feeling, glosses them in gold and bathes them in rose-tinted light.


While there are generic, general definitions of the emotion, nostalgia also takes various forms. There’s the nostalgia for things you yourself have experienced. You might feel wistful about your own childhood, teenage years or university days. And there’s the nostalgia, like mine, for a time before you were born or can recall – an urge to travel back to a distant period of the past. Depending on who you ask, which experts you consult, nostalgia might be deeply personal – an individual emotional experience. Or it could be a collective one, something prompted by rituals and shared experiences, written about in the press and cultivated or exploited by politicians, for example. This collective version of nostalgia is just as often a genuine feeling as it is an abstract concept. When you read newspaper articles that wax lyrical about a very different past, the author might not be in the throes of nostalgia themselves at the very moment of writing. Maybe they weren’t experiencing the feeling at all, but knew the effect that writing about nostalgia might have on their readers.


But, even if we focus, just for a moment, on nostalgia as an emotion experienced by an individual, it – indeed, like all human feelings – is more complicated than it might first seem. Today, most scientists of emotions locate them firmly in the mind. Pioneering work conducted in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries suggested that emotions are related to a group of structures in the centre of the brain, called the limbic system.3 Emotions, for many neuroscientists and psychologists, are thought to be innate, biologically bound and recognizable across cultures and communities. Much like the Disney/Pixar movie Inside Out, we are all governed by the joy, fear, anger, sadness and disgust that inhabit our brains. These ‘basic’ emotions are distinguishable from an individual’s facial expression and in their physiological processes, like when our hairs stand on end or our hearts race.4


For the past fifty years, this concept of emotions has been championed by the psychologist Paul Ekman. Certain emotions, according to Ekman, appeared to be universally recognized, regardless of time, place or cultural context. Deviating slightly from Pixar’s model, Ekman first proposed six basic emotions: anger, disgust, fear, happiness, sadness and surprise. Later in his career, he suggested that more universal emotions may exist beyond these six. Other psychologists have suggested amusement, awe, contentment, desire, embarrassment, pain, relief, sympathy, boredom, confusion, interest, pride, shame, contempt, relief and triumph. Basic emotion theory is, however, less about the precise number or identity of the universal emotions, and more about whether or not feelings are standard across history, cultures and species; whether or not they’re inherited and evolutionary; and whether or not they are physical responses to things that happen to or around us.5 This brain model of how we feel and communicate – the idea that emotions are hardwired into our neurotransmitters – is now widely shared in medical, scientific and psychological circles. But it isn’t uncontested. What emotions are, and what they mean, has changed dramatically over time, and varies according to who is doing the analysis and investigation.


Many historians, for example, are broadly opposed to basic emotion theory, partly because it takes a relatively reductive approach to the subtleties and varieties of feeling.6 In his recent, expansive history of human emotions, Richard Firth-Godbehere isn’t convinced by Ekman’s theory: ‘his six basic emotions . . . came from a small set of American faces, which he then imposed as a framework over the expressions seen in the rest of the world.’7 Basic emotion theory, as he points out, distils the grand diversity of human behaviour, styles of expression and feelings to a short, restrictive list.


And it isn’t just historians who are sceptical. Science writer Leonard Mlodinow’s book on the psychology and neuroscience of emotion, Emotional: The New Thinking About Feeling, discusses the limitations of Ekman’s general ideas. Contradicting the older notion that feelings are ‘innate hardwired responses to a set of archetypal stimuli’, he cites the emotions researcher James A. Russell, who instead claims that ‘different languages recognize different emotions. They carve up the domain of emotion differently.’8 Various studies of anger exemplify this point. In 1970, the anthropologist Jean L. Briggs published her ethnography of an Inuit community. Briggs found that the community – the Utku people – not only rejected what she and her American compatriots called ‘anger’, but had no equivalent term or concept.9 More recently, the psychologist Lisa Feldman Barrett has argued that anger is not a single, internal instinct, but rather a ‘diverse population of experiences and behaviours’. Both Feldman Barrett and Russell take a theoretical approach to emotions as psychological constructions.10 In other words, the great variety of language, culture and personal experience shape ‘core’ feelings into many different forms. ‘The varieties of anger,’ Feldman Barret writes, ‘are endless.’11 To what degree emotions are biological or cultural is still very much up for debate in psychological circles (and, to an extent, in historical ones too), but, as Mlodinow puts it, science has not yet identified ‘truly objective criteria to reliably determine whether a person or an animal is in one emotional state or another’.12


But, to step away from these academic debates for a moment, it’s clear that the language we use to describe emotions does tend to be imprecise and individual. Feelings are subjective and we do not know what one person’s anger feels like to them and how much it has in common with our own experience of rage. It is also possible to distinguish between expressions of feeling that take widely recognizable forms (a scream of terror, or floods of tears) and a feeling state that is internal and profoundly personal. Our emotional language is also expansive. Rage, anger, fury and ire all describe something, but do they all describe the same thing?13 The rich vocabulary of emotions hints at the often incommensurate variety of human feeling.


Nostalgia, like anger, has many related terms. It is associated with memory, but also yearning, homesickness, reminiscence, longing and regret. While most English-speakers will have an intuitive sense of what nostalgia means, that sense might not be shared by people encountering the term in other languages and from different cultures. Nostalgia also has some cognate words in other dialects. Sehnsucht is a German noun, roughly translated as longing, desire, yearning or craving. It’s a feeling about the imperfect and unfinished elements of life, paired with a yearning for an ideal alternative – a kind of strange backward utopianism. C. S. Lewis called it an ‘old ache’, or the desire for ‘our own far-off country’.14 German also has Ostalgie, a nostalgia specifically for aspects of life in communist East Germany (see Chapter Eight: Political Nostalgias for more on Ostalgie). It is a portmanteau of the German words Ost (east) and Nostalgie (nostalgia). Portuguese’s saudade is similar, an emotional state of melancholic longing for some much-loved thing or person. It is felt especially acutely when the object of desire is either unreal or does not reciprocate the intense feelings. The Welsh word hiraeth means a deep longing for something, especially one’s home or homeland, and specifically in the context of Wales or Welsh culture. Emotions are intricately intertwined with the language we use, and different words have different meanings, however subtle. It is almost impossible to translate these words precisely. Many of these terms have no exact parallels in any other language, and, as a result, neither do these feelings have identical twins in other cultures.15


In the same way, the English word nostalgia captures something both geographically precise and culturally specific. This makes writing a biography of nostalgia, one that at least attempts to look beyond the anglophone cultures of Britain and North America, tricky but not impossible. I have had to do more than simply follow the appearance of the word in texts of different languages, but look instead at what the term is taken to mean or imply, and pay close attention to the context and specificity of circumstance. Even between two countries that share a common language, like Britain and the United States, nostalgia can mean quite different things, and is shaped by their respective societies, political dynamics and cultural norms.


The word nostalgia also captures something historically specific. Because, if emotions and the language we use to describe them can alter according to place, then they can also shift across time. The past is a foreign country, after all. Nostalgia is perhaps the best example of how malleable emotions and their terminology have been, but other feelings have also shifted. The Regency heroines of Jane Austen novels were frequently ‘vexed’, but how many of us experience the same sense of vexation today? Some emotions are new. How about FOMO, or ‘fear of missing out’? It only entered the dictionary in 2014 and means the feeling of anxiety we experience when we think an exciting or interesting event may be happening elsewhere; it is often aroused by posts seen on social media. One hundred and fifty years ago, ‘depression’ referred to a mood, not a mental illness. In the early fifth century, monk and theologian John Cassian wrote about an ancient Greek emotion called acedia. A mind ‘seized’ by this emotion is ‘horrified at where he is, disgusted with his room . . . It does not allow him to stay still in his cell or to devote any effort to reading.’ He feels both an intense ‘bodily listlessness’ and a ‘yawning hunger’. Cassian and other early Christians called acedia ‘the noonday demon’ and it arose from the spatial and social constrictions of a solitary monastic life.16


The comings and goings of different emotions and the words we use to describe them presents a problem. What is the biographer supposed to do with descriptions of nostalgia (as we know it) before the word began to be used in the modern sense? Because before the twentieth century, ‘nostalgia’ did not mean the kind of historical longing we now know. Does that suggest people’s internal lives were different too? Back in the eighteenth century, for example, did people feel a longing for the past in quite the same way as they do today? And, if so, did they call it something else? As discussed, historians and some psychologists agree that modern emotion words do not name universal or natural, biologically bound entities. Modern-day ‘anger’, for example, probably wasn’t felt by ancient Greeks and Romans (who spent a lot of time describing exactly what different feelings felt like to them), because they lived in very different worlds. Their overarching ‘mental and moral frameworks’, as the historian Thomas Dixon puts it, ‘differed so fundamentally from ours’.17 For example, Aristotle described a passion he called orgeˉ. While key components of modern-day anger, according to philosopher Martha Nussbaum, are physical or bodily – including elevated heart rate, raised temperature and enraged facial expressions – orgeˉ was all about thoughts.18 Specifically, the belief that someone has been wronged, combined with an intense and overwhelming desire for revenge. Like anger, the history of nostalgia is one of radical variety and change. To paraphrase Dixon, there is no one thing in the world, either past or present, to which the English word nostalgia invariably refers.19 There is not one, but many nostalgias to investigate.


Emotions have a history, even though the study of that history is only a relatively recent undertaking. But it is incredibly difficult to fully understand the internal workings of people’s emotional lives, especially the feelings of those long dead. There are plenty of emotions in the written traces individuals leave behind, but they do not provide us with unmediated access to their feelings. Instead, they offer us insight into how people chose to craft their emotional personas. I am not suggesting that, when people sat down to write a furious letter or record their sorrow in their diary, they were being deliberately artificial or writing with future historians in mind. But, rather, that we are all subject to the emotional codes of conduct implicit in our societies and influenced by cultural standards and modes of expression. This book is, therefore, an account of nostalgia’s social, political, cultural and scientific life, not an exercise in collective psychobiography.


*


While all emotions have their own histories, there are few feelings as ubiquitous, and as tricky to pin down, as nostalgia. One of the reasons for its elusiveness is that nostalgia can’t seem to sit still. Perhaps more so than other feelings, it is always changing and has undergone a particularly radical transformation. Just a hundred years ago or so, it was not merely an emotion, but a sickness, something that afflicted servants in seventeenth-century Switzerland, attracted the attention of medicine’s finest minds in eighteenth-century England and killed American Civil War soldiers in their thousands. Today, things are different. Nostalgia no longer affects the body, only the mind. Nostalgia is no longer a fatal diagnosis. In the twenty years between the First World War and the end of the Second World War, it changed from being a sickness acquired by a yearning for a distant place, into a relatively benign longing for a bygone era. Now, for many people, it is little more than a fond feeling for the past – a mostly harmless condition experienced by antiquarians and sentimentalists.


What, then, was the nostalgia of yesteryear? How did it differ from the feeling we know today? When did it change and why, and what does this shift tell us about the history of the world? After all, as a bit of London graffiti acknowledged in 1974, ‘Nostalgia isn’t what it used to be.’20 These questions are at the centre of this book. To answer them, I’ve taken a broad chronological sweep. And I’ve had to write not just a biography of an emotion, but a biography of a disease, with a bit of science writing, cultural commentary and political analysis thrown in as well. The narrative ranges widely, from the wild-flower-covered slopes of the Swiss Alps in the seventeenth century, to the ships that carried enslaved people from West Africa to the Caribbean, to the ports and barracks of nineteenth-century Egypt, to interwar sprites and spirits on the Isle of Man, to Jewish refugees in wartime New York, to Lebanese psychoanalysts in the Swinging Sixties, to the Nazi revival of 1970s Berlin and to the election campaigns of Donald Trump, America’s forty-fifth president.


Nostalgia’s story begins in the seventeenth century, when, in 1688, the Swiss physician Johannes Hofer coined the term.21 Derived from the Greek nostos, or homecoming, and algos, or pain, Hofer first identified it as a disorder afflicting European mercenary soldiers fighting far from home. Sufferers experienced acute longing, a kind of melancholia, and were desperate to return to a familiar but distant object or place. The Swiss milking song, ‘Khüe-Reyen’, was a particular trigger and its impact so debilitating on the armed forces that its playing was punishable by death. Young women who left home to work as domestic servants, men in their twenties and children sent to the countryside to be nursed were all susceptible to this acute form of homesickness. It plagued the Alps and spread through Europe – an emotional pandemic with prominent peaks in autumn when the falling leaves prompted melancholics to think of the passage of time and their own mortality.


In nineteenth-century Europe, it was one of the medical profession’s most studied conditions. This mysterious disease caused lethargy, depression and disturbed sleep. Sufferers also experienced bodily symptoms – heart palpitations, contusions and dementia. For some, the illness proved fatal – its victims refused to eat and slowly starved to death. In the 1830s, for example, one Paris resident died, suffocated by the despair of having to leave his cherished home. He succumbed to a ‘profound sadness’ and a ‘raging fever’, just hours before his house was due to be demolished.22 Nostalgia, the sickness, was widespread throughout Europe and travelled via the ships carrying enslaved Africans to North America. At this point, it had not yet acquired the positive association with trivial self-indulgence that it has now. Instead, it had the power to kill and disable, and it was treated with gravity.


And yet, nostalgia was not just something experienced by individuals. It was a social and political condition, vulnerable to misuse, one that reflected the anxieties of the age. Nineteenth-century French doctors were intensely and perhaps bizarrely concerned by nostalgia. They considered the disease a product of the country’s peculiar preoccupation with the past. This made sense for a nation undergoing radical change. Like in many other European countries, canals, telegraph cables and railways were wrapping France in a new net of communication. Peasants were now working far from home and travelling to big cities distant from the humble villages of their birth. Wars fought abroad were fostering a new sense of national identity and a commitment to land and territory. It is not surprising that the French felt adrift, disconnected from their past and increasingly wistful about a rapidly disappearing culture and community.23


One of the most confounding things about nostalgia is not just its transformation from disease to emotion, but also its slow conversion from something associated with place, to a feeling connected to time. In 1680s Switzerland and in 1830s Paris, nostalgia and homesickness were approximate synonyms. But, towards the end of the nineteenth century, the two parted ways and began to mutate. They shed their medical associations and, as a result, were taken much less seriously. This tells us a great deal about what was going on in this period of global history.24 The divorce of nostalgia and homesickness, and the degradation of their shared severity, were products of capitalism, colonialism and international warfare.


The decades either side of 1900 were a period of mass migration. Colonial soldiers set off from London, Paris and Brussels seeking wealth and making homes in distant, tropical places. Refugees sought solace from war, genocide and pestilence. And migrants travelled far, searching for new places to set up shop, find friends and make families. But with travel came homesickness. In the late 1930s, Kathe Kupferberg was one of about 20,000 Jewish women who came to Britain from Nazi-occupied territories on a domestic-service visa. In her diary, she described how, on her day off, she would go on long walks down strange streets, feeling desperately alone: ‘Suddenly a terrible wave of homesickness constricted my heart and I burst out in tears. I felt ashamed to be crying there out in the open, but I had nobody I could pour my heart out to.’25 In the nineteenth century, homesickness was a noble condition because it demonstrated a commitment to your family and your deep emotional roots. It was a virtue, a sign of sensitivity. But, as the twentieth century got underway, homesickness became increasingly infantilized and trivialized. An emotion that tied people to the place they were born no longer worked in an increasingly global world – one with porous borders that relied on a mobile workforce.


The early twentieth century also witnessed nostalgia’s transformation from a disease into a relatively benign emotion. In the first few years of Queen Victoria’s reign, two new words entered common English parlance: ‘emotion’ and ‘scientist’. And, by the end of the nineteenth century, human emotions – including nostalgia – were objects of scientific study. In 1898, an American psychologist, Linus Ward Kline, conducted a study of 176 people.26 A four-year-old boy moved with his parents to a new neighbourhood. Before they had even unpacked their belongings, their son was struck by an acute bout of nostalgia. ‘Let’s take the cows and go back home,’ he implored. Unlike his medical predecessors, Kline interpreted this less as a sickness and more as a relatively normal emotional response to change. In 1900, the American Journal of Sociology made the first known use of ‘nostalgia’ in its modern sense: ‘It is reason and convenience that lure him from the time-hallowed; it is nostalgia that draws him back. A little novelty charms, but a general invasion of the new makes the world look bleak and dreary.’27 And as the twentieth century progressed, more and more psychologists and psychoanalysts took up the scientific study of nostalgia, taking over from physicians and, in the process, slowly transforming it from a deadly sickness to the much more benign feeling with which we’re now so familiar. The 1964 edition of the Concise Oxford Dictionary of Current English was the first to define nostalgia as a ‘sentimental yearning for some period of the past’.28


By the 1970s, nostalgia was everywhere. No longer a threat to body and mind, it had become something of a fad. Writers from across Europe and North America worried about what the journalist and businessman Alvin Toffler called a ‘wave of nostalgia’.29 This ‘wave’ travelled across the Atlantic, flooding France, Britain and Germany with old-fashioned films, 1950s music, and journalists wringing their hands over the state of society. In the seventies and into the eighties, nostalgia continued to plague the West. It dominated the airways, transformed the way people dressed and decorated their homes, and altered people’s professional and political lives. And, as com-panies and cultural producers cottoned on to its commercial power, they began to exploit the emotion’s seductive qualities. Just because nostalgia was no longer deadly, it did not mean that it was no longer complicated.


Nostalgia started cropping up in television adverts in the 1970s, when household names like Hovis and Cadbury’s ran innovative campaigns designed to remind people of a simpler time and evoke a rapidly vanishing world. This kind of marketing strategy remains popular. From ‘Keep Calm and Carry On’ posters to retro kitchen scales, nostalgia still has selling power. Etsy stores sell online browsers a rose-tinted vision of the past by way of knick-knacks, vintage clothes and trinkets. Some of the most popular television programmes from the last few years have capitalized on viewers’ fond feelings about the 1980s, complete with references to Ghostbusters, My Little Pony and The Clash. Advertising executives argue that nostalgia works in this way because it makes people feel good. It is, they believe, a grounding force, something that calms our nerves and makes us part with our money.


Nostalgia has the power to make you buy things, but it can also change the world you choose to live in. For some, nostalgia is more than just a passing feeling. It prompts people to remake their surroundings, to take themselves back in time and live as their predecessors did, complete with Victorian dress, 1940s appliances or 1970s wallpaper. From the couple who went viral for living as though they were in the nineteenth century (see Chapter Seven: Reinventing the World), to the ‘mummy bloggers’ posing in Regency dress, to the people who re-enact famous battles, the past has a powerful allure – an attractive quality that reshapes personal and social lives, and transforms the landscape and infrastructure of towns and cities worldwide.30


In the late twentieth century, nostalgia was taken up again by psychologists and neuroscientists. They studied it in laboratories, conducted surveys of chronic nostalgics and watched when bits of their brains lit up on MRI scans. They used portraits of friends, old postcards and evocative smells to make people feel nostalgic, and then studied the effects of this emotion on their mood and behaviour. Some psychologists have devoted a lifetime to the exploration of this elusive emotion. These scientists claimed (and still do) that they could ‘see’ nostalgia on brain scans and in questionnaires. It was counted and categorized, and people have made whole careers out of its study. Unlike historians, most psychologists now say that nostalgia is felt by pretty much everyone, regardless of when or where they live, and that it is an overwhelmingly positive experience. It serves a range of emotional functions. It boosts people’s mood and increases their sense of meaning and purpose. It raises self-esteem and enhances experimental subjects’ optimism for the future. It can improve perceptions of friendship and social support, nurture sentiments of protection and love, lower anxiety and prompt friendly behaviour.


Luckily, some of this scientific work found a useful application. In the world of business, the idea that feelings of nostalgia are pleasurable means that organizations’ human-resources departments can also use the emotion to cultivate community. In recent decades, companies have deployed nostalgia to foster commitment and belonging, encourage staff loyalty and boost workplace well-being. Some of this is done cynically by organizations who use cheap emotional tools to soothe employee stress instead of offering better pay, improved working conditions or increased autonomy. If you can make your staff feel nostalgic by reminding them of the good old days, then they’re likely to stay longer, put up with lower pay and feel better about their working lives (or so the management consultants say . . .). Nostalgia is also a benign by-product of places like hospitals, railway stations and coal mines – places where employees have spent many years, built up a lifetime of experience and watched the working world change around them. Unlike many other workplaces, hospitals, railways and coal mines have traditionally been centres of the local community – industries and organizations that employ the majority of a village’s or a town’s residents. People have historically invested strong, positive feelings in the places where they work. After all, while nostalgia might be bittersweet, it is usually more sweet than bitter.


But, if nostalgia is pleasurable for the individual experiencing the feeling, its reputation as an influence on politics and society is not so honeyed. Despite all its changes, it still carries its own emotional baggage and, even after it lost its capacity to kill, nostalgia continues to be blamed for a range of perceived sins. Some left-wing commentators have criticized recent populist movements for their nostalgic appeals to a mythic bygone age. From Brexit to Donald Trump’s attempts to ‘Make America Great Again’, nostalgia persuades, deludes and charms people into making electoral decisions. Even the EU chief negotiator, Michel Barnier, blamed Brexit on Britain’s ‘nostalgia for the past’.31 For many, it is a fundamentally (small-c) conservative emotion, one held by people unwilling to engage with modern life – the proverbial ostriches with their heads in the sand. It is, according to sociologist Yiannis Gabriel, ‘the latest opiate of the people’.32 Populist movements worldwide are repeatedly criticized for their use and abuse of nostalgia. The images these movements paint of the past are often condemned for being overly white and overly male. However, nostalgia is not just a condition of the Right. The Left is also accused of an emotional and nostalgic commitment to things like the Paris Commune, the Soviet Union and the United Kingdom’s National Health Service (NHS). Nostalgia is indeed a political engine. It powers people – on both sides of the political spectrum – to vote in certain ways, advocate for certain services and protest certain policies. And, perhaps most intriguingly, the politics of nostalgia seem particularly potent today.


In the twenty-first century, nostalgia has been dogged by associations with populism and intellectual vacuity. But perhaps it needs some rehabilitation. Nostalgia not only offers us a crucial and illuminating case study of how the meanings and experiences of feelings mutate over time, it also acts as an alert system. When we see it in a public and political debate, we should pay attention. What do we find when we really look at nostalgia? What experiences is it being used to long for and lament? What does its deployment and expression tell us about what society and individuals value at any given time? And can we move away from seeing those with a tendency towards nostalgia as sick, sentimental or stupid?


Nostalgia is everywhere, a source of both pain and pleasure, and it explains so much about modern life. This book, therefore, uses one emotion as a lens to consider the past and present of science and medicine; the changing pace of society; our collective feelings of regret, dislocation and belonging; the conditions of modern and contemporary work and industry; and the politics of fear and anxiety. Expressions of nostalgia are one way we communicate a desire for the past, dissatisfaction about the present, and our visions for the future. In this way, this is not only a history of a dangerous emotion, but an analysis of what we are doing now, how we feel about it and what we might want to change about the world in which we live.










CHAPTER ONE



MILKMAIDS AND MERCENARIES


In 1788, a student from Bern – one of the thirteen cantons of the Old Swiss Confederacy – moved to Göttingen in present-day Germany to study medicine.1 Göttingen’s university had been founded in 1734 and had already established some quaint traditions and quirky customs. When students were awarded their doctorates, for example, they were drawn in handcarts from the university to the Gänseliesel fountain that stands, to this day, in front of the old town hall. There, they had to climb the fountain and kiss the statue of the Gänseliesel (‘goose girl’). Sadly, the Swiss student studying abroad never quite made it to graduation. Almost as soon as he arrived at university, he took to his bed, convinced that his aorta was about to burst. No one could convince him otherwise, and he remained bed-bound, supine with misery and fear. Finally, his father sent for him to return home. The student leapt from bed and ran all over the city, fizzing with joy and anticipation. He said goodbye to the few friends he had made in his short time in Göttingen and set off. Just days earlier, he had been unable to move – stricken with nostalgia, sick with melancholy. But it did not take much for him to recover, just the mere thought of returning to Bern was enough to reinvigorate the young man.


The Old Swiss Confederacy (or the Republica Helvetiorum) and its constituent thirteen cantons existed from the time of the Thirty Years’ War (1618–48) until Napoleon’s invasion in 1798. This was an ancien régime, a place where aristocrats and oligarchs ruled with unimpeachable authority, except for the occasional economic or religious revolt. At the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648, the Swiss Confederacy gained legal independence from the Holy Roman Empire. Then, as France grew into a great European power, the Confederacy turned to this affluent neighbour for trade, protection and cultural inspiration. But Switzerland retained its own identity and its own national character. This was a rural landscape and its inhabitants depended on its trees, soil, mountains and rivers for their sustenance and sense of self. Visitors to the Old Confederacy wrote lengthy passages in travel volumes about pleasant valleys covered with vineyards and orchards, and small walled towns nestled beneath mountains that were treacherous to climb. The plains around Geneva and Savoy were planted with walnut trees – great multitudes of them – and tourists described how, on every autumn Sunday, the locals would go out to walk among the trees, harvesting the nuts and celebrating the season of plenty.


The roads to Basel were flanked by vertiginous peaks, and the country’s central cantons were crowded with mountains of great scale, some as high as 12,000 feet above the surface of the sea. It was to this extraordinary altitude that the country owed the fineness and subtlety of its air and atmosphere. One visitor recalled that, whenever the Swiss were abroad, however ‘bold and hardy’ they might be, they felt a kind of anxiety and uneasy longing for the fresh air they had inhaled since birth.2 This reputation for refined atmospheres propelled doctors to send the sick and infirm from across Europe to recuperate among the wild-flower meadows and pine forests of the Swiss mountains until well into the twentieth century. Even today, the worried wealthy spend their money and time in luxurious spas, bathe in spring water and inhale the sweet Alpine air to cure them of their ailments. The country has long had a reputation for attracting the affluent, and, in the eighteenth century, it was, in general, a wealthy place. Roadside inns offered travellers feasts of trout, carp, beef, veal, fowl, pigeon, butter, cheese, turnips, apples and peaches, together with good wine, and all at a very reasonable price.3


Even the peasants who lived in the present-day capital, Bern, were relatively well off. The city’s houses were mostly made from white stone, and grand piazzas branched off the main streets. The gables of shops and houses provided walkers with ample protection from wind and rain, and visitors remarked how easy and pleasant it was to stroll along the broad pavements.4 According to local legend, the city is named for a bear. On the day that Bern was founded, in 1191, the Duke of Zähringen had vowed to name the city after the first animal he encountered while hunting. The beast appears on the city’s coat of arms and, since the fifteenth century, bears have been kept in two enclosures filled with tall trees to distract them from their captivity. Bern’s historic old town is now a UNESCO World Heritage Site, and it still has its bears, although they have been moved to a more humane enclosure closer to the city’s perimeter. From Alpine meadows full of flowers to its well-nourished and occasionally bear-infested cities, early modern Switzerland was, by all accounts, a place you would miss if you spent too much time away from home.


The young student who was so anxious about his health had only just embarked on his medical degree, so he might not have understood much about his own condition. And yet nostalgia as a medical diagnosis was widely known in eighteenth-century Europe. Sufferers experienced intense and debilitating longing, a kind of melancholy, and were desperate to return to their families or place of birth. The condition spread across Europe, eventually setting sail aboard ships to the early colonies in North Africa, South Asia and the Americas. And yet it was specifically Switzerland, the stricken student’s much-missed home, that had, a century before, been the birthplace of nostalgia.


The sickness was first identified by the doctor Johannes Hofer. Born in Mühlhausen in present-day Germany on 28 April 1669, Hofer undertook almost the reverse journey of the homesick student who would set off to study in Göttingen over one hundred years later, leaving home to attend university in Basel and graduating in 1688. His final thesis was a dissertation on nostalgia, or homesickness, completed at the end of the summer term, in June.5 Having identified the disorder among Swiss mercenary soldiers, Hofer was moved by the stories of afflicted youths who (unless rapidly returned to their native land) ‘met their last days on foreign shores’, and devoted his studies to their mysterious ailment, which he called La Maladie du Pays.6 As he saw it, nostalgia was a kind of pathological patriotic love, an intense and dangerous homesickness (or Das Heimweh in Hofer’s native German). It was an illness associated with being uprooted, a sickness of displacement, a kind of sadness or depression that arose from the desire to return to one’s home. Writers and physicians observed the powerful pull exerted by the family and particularly by one’s parents. Sufferers lamented the geographical distance between themselves and their mother’s kitchen, and they grieved because they had been ‘abandoned by the pleasant breeze of their native land’.7


Hofer was concerned that this dangerous, even fatal, disease had not yet received sufficient attention from medical experts. He endeavoured to describe and detail the condition, and to identify its causes, characteristics and possible cures. He defined nostalgia as a disease of the imagination, a mental or emotional disturbance. Victims held a constant vision of their native land in their mind’s eye – they were obsessed with sweet but painful memories. Signs of imminent nostalgia included sad and wistful wandering about, scorn for foreign habits and foods, distaste for strange conversations, a natural tendency towards melancholy, and repeated displays of passion for their homeland. Symptoms of the disease ranged from continued sadness, thinking only of the fatherland, disturbed sleep, either ‘wakeful or continuous’, ‘stupidity of the mind’ and a low tolerance for cruel jokes or even the slightest injustice, to depleted strength, diminished sight or hearing, fevers and a lack of interest in food or drink.8 It was these last two symptoms that most often led to the patient’s eventual death.


Victims of nostalgia, as Hofer identified, were primarily young people and adolescents sent to alien lands, regions and cities. Constitutionally timid people were particularly vulnerable and were more likely to be overcome by their memories of the ‘sweet fatherland’ and a loathing of foreign climates. These sensitive youths did not know how to get used to strange manners and foods. Students – due to their age and intellectual disposition – were at greater risk. They were so vulnerable that they did not even have to leave Switzerland to succumb to nostalgia. Hofer described the case of another young man from Bern who spent his youth studying in Basel. Throughout his time at university, he suffered from sadness and was afflicted with a continuous burning fever. The family with whom he lodged feared the worst, anticipated his death and uttered public prayers for his eternal salvation. Eventually, he was taken to a doctor who diagnosed him with nostalgia and instructed him to return home immediately. Upon embarking on the return journey, he already seemed improved. With every mile travelled away from Basel and towards Bern, his strength increased and his symptoms abated. Almost as soon as he arrived, the half-dead patient began to draw breath more freely, engage in conversation more easily and show a ‘better tranquillity of mind’.9


Even trips to the local hospital or neighbouring village could provoke nostalgia in flighty or highly strung young men and women. In his dissertation, Hofer recounted the case of a country girl who, in 1688, was clambering over a rocky outcrop, halfway up an Alpine slope, when she slipped and tumbled down several feet. Seriously injured, she was carried away to hospital, where she lay, unconscious, for many days. Physicians plied her with remedies and performed surgeries, and gradually she healed. Once better, however, she awoke and sat straight up in her hospital bed. Realizing that she was no longer in the mountain village of her birth, homesickness took hold. She spat out her foods and medicines and wailed, ‘Ich will Heim; ich will Heim (I want to go home, I want to go home).’ She said nothing else, turned listlessly to the wall and responded to no one. Eventually, her parents came to collect her. Almost immediately, her mood and condition improved and, within a few days back in her own home, she returned to full fitness, entirely without the aid of further medical care.10


*


This version of nostalgia – one that posed a serious threat to people’s health and survival – is very different from the one we live with today. Nostalgia no longer affects the body, just the mind. We no longer call it a malady of memory or attempt to treat nostalgic patients with brisk walks and bloodletting, and it is no longer a fatal diagnosis. Nostalgia has obviously changed, but so has the world around it. People in the past inhabited a different internal universe. A sharp distinction between mind and body is a relatively recent invention, and in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the boundaries between sickness and ‘the passions’ (as emotions were then known) were blurry and easily crossed. Much more so than today, early modern doctors worked at the intersection between the physical and the psychological.


Throughout the long history of medicine, practitioners have grappled with this question of the relationship between mind and body. Today, we might speak of emotional health or well-being, and doctors acknowledge that feelings might affect our mental health or even provoke mental illness. This relationship between emotions and the physical body is an increasingly prevalent part of today’s medicine and culture. Self-help books and academic studies suggest that feelings like stress and anxiety increase mortality rates and even play a role in the onset of heart failure.11 But, in Hofer’s world, emotions were seen as particularly dangerous, posing a potentially acute threat to healthy physical function. Take anger, for example. In early modern medical texts, the emotion is discussed as a key component of health and disease, and it had the capacity to mutate from an infuriating mental state into something bodily. Spanish physician Alvarez de Miraval (who died in 1598) warned patients against the damaging effects of anger on physical health.12 He stressed that rage could cause heart palpitations, make people spit or cough blood, and produce fevers and epilepsy. In contrast, the English medical writer William Corp recommended anger as a potential treatment for disease, particularly if those illnesses were the product of excessive cold or a depressive state of mind.13


Medical texts in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries urged their readers to suppress their pride, rage, envy, malice, grief and fear because an overemotional state could weaken the body and provide the perfect conditions for disease to fester. Any excess of passion or emotion was thought to deplete the body’s reserves. One author reminded readers that they should avoid ‘wrath, anger and envy,’ and that they even needed to, ‘use mirth moderately.’14 It was not just negative feelings that could cause ill effects; anything that could send people over the emotional edge was a potential cause for concern. Some people were predisposed to intense feeling. Those born in April or November were thought to be hot, dry and choleric – prone to pride and boldness, and quick to ‘mock, scorn, quarrel, game, drink and wench, and sometimes steal’.15 Their heightened emotional state put such people in particular danger of falling ill and was thought to lead to fevers and debauchery. The sins of passion could even cause a person to go insane or succumb to an early death.


This interpretation of the emotions relied on a very different understanding of the body. Early modern medicine depended on a reworking of ancient Greek and Roman theories. In this system, all diseases were explained by imbalance – by bodily substances or fluids out of kilter with each other. In antiquity, Hippocrates and his follower Galen combined craft knowledge with ancient science and philosophy to produce a systematic explanation of the behaviour of the human body in times of both sickness and health. Key to this explanation was the role of the four ‘humours’: black bile, yellow bile, phlegm and blood (‘humours’ comes from the Latin for fluid or liquid). The various combinations of these humours in different people determined their ‘complexions’ or ‘temperaments’, their physical and mental qualities and their dispositions: ‘It cannot be denyed but our minds are affected by our humours.’16 The ideal person, in a state of ideal health, had an evenly proportioned mixture of the four, and a predominance of one produced a person who was sanguine (from the Latin for blood), phlegmatic, choleric or melancholic. Each complexion had specific characteristics, and the words carried much weight that they have since lost. For example, a choleric man was not only quick to anger, but also yellow-faced, lean, hairy, proud, ambitious, revengeful and shrewd.


The humours also dictated disease. An excess of one fluid or another could explain someone’s symptoms. Cancer, for example, was an excess in black bile congealing in a certain part of the body, amalgamating into a malignant tumour. Each humour had its own characteristic or complexion: hot, cold, wet and dry. Curing an illness involved identifying the imbalance in humour or complexion and rectifying it. A cold injury or illness must be treated with a cold remedy and vice versa. These ideas still circulate today. People might be described as ‘hot headed’ or they might ‘catch a cold’ from the temperature of the air or the changing season. When these humours were in balance, health prevailed; when they were out of balance, disease took over. People and their physicians collaborated to keep the humours in check and restore equilibrium by adjusting diet, exercise and the evacuation of bodily fluids.


Most early modern doctors had to undertake a university degree to practise medicine, and would study for a similar length of time to physicians today. However, the degree involved a broad education and only a fraction of the time was spent learning actual medicine. They were also taught ethics, Greek, natural philosophy and law. This broad, gentlemanly education was supposed to turn the physician into a well-rounded and scholarly man – fit for polite society. After all, most of his patients would be drawn from the upper echelons, the only ones who could afford his services. Most of the medical component of his training was book or lecture based, with students reading and hearing about the ancient humoral theories of Galen and Hippocrates. Until the nineteenth century, physicians received very little practical education (whereas surgeons have always learnt mostly by apprenticeship).


Some of the early modern doctors’ tenets chime closely with our own. It was just as important to them to prevent illnesses as it was to cure sickness. They tried very hard to keep the body in balance by regulating rest, diet and the environment.17 But, if prevention failed and disease took hold, then physicians had a broad arsenal of potential remedies at their disposal. They recommended moderation, advised gentle exercise, championed a balanced diet and urged their patients to get enough sleep. Medicine in this period was a protracted, voluble affair, with friends and relatives, doctors, divines and other healers lingering over how patients ate, slept and defecated. Compared with the hectic schedules of today’s doctors, time spent with sufferers was ample. Physicians were, however, realistic about how much use they could be in cases of severe ill health. They saw themselves as acting in partnership with patients and their bodies. Diseases were – according to this way of thinking – often self-limiting and possessed their own internal logic. The doctor’s job was just to guide biology in the right direction. The humours would go awry, the body would display troubling symptoms and then order would return. Humans had a remarkable ability to return themselves to health – even without clinical assistance.


It is not all that surprising, then, that the physician’s role was primarily to assist the body’s own healing power in the resolution of disease. The medical man must – in most cases – allow ‘nature’ to take its course and leave the body alone to right itself: ‘The judicious physician . . . confides in nature.’18 At most, he should provide only minimal interference. The very best doctors did little more than watch over their patients attentively, calmed their nerves and anxieties, and buoyed their mood if they slumped. They might ply the sick with tonics and pills, but they were only ever intended to assist the body in its natural healing. This was true for mild, short-term ailments, such as the common cold, and for severe, chronic maladies, like gout. Doctors had to work with the body, not against it, and their remedies were often conservative.


These ideas about healthcare, emotions and the body informed Hofer’s attitude towards nostalgia and the remedies he recommended. He was very clear about the malady’s prognosis: it was potentially fatal, particularly if left untreated. To return order and balance to a stricken nostalgic, he prescribed an unspecific combination of dietary adjustment, warm baths and a change of circumstances. Only very rarely did he recommend more extreme treatments, such as bloodletting and purgatives. In such cases, patients should ingest mercury or arsenic, and leeches could be applied to veins. In line with pre-modern ideas about the importance of supportive, holistic remedies, he also included recreational therapies such as outdoor exercise and pleasant conversation, especially in nostalgia’s early stages.19 If these methods failed and the disease advanced, then nostalgia could only be resolved by a return to the victim’s homeland. If this was not possible – for example, if the patient was conscripted to an army or under employment as a domestic servant – then the outlook was grim. In such cases, the malady was incurable, if not deadly. Sometimes, the patient might be so far gone that they refused the trip home. These circumstances were particularly dire. But often patients could be much improved by little more than hope. If doctors and friends could promise to take the patient home, they might rally enough for the journey to be undertaken safely. In these instances, the patient should be taken away, however weak and feeble, without delay, ‘by a travelling carriage with four wheels, by a sedan chair, or by any other means’.20 The journey alone could prove restorative.


*


Hofer might well have been the first to name and diagnose nostalgia, but he was certainly not the last. The disease spread through Europe, preoccupying the minds of medical men and incapacitating the continent’s youth. As it travelled, it acquired new meanings, identities, treatments and emotional baggage. It became more closely tied to ideas about national character and was mixed up in the new tendency for early modern Europeans to take trips and move abroad. We might think that the populations of the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries tended to be stationary and remain in their respective cities, towns, villages or hamlets for much, if not all, of their lives. Travel, unaided by the steam or electricity of later centuries, was slow, arduous, hazardous and expensive. For the poor, their universe mostly remained small. But, for anyone with sufficient disposable income, the early modern world opened up, criss-crossed by the paths of previous travellers who journeyed for fame, fortune and curiosity.


The pursuits of people like the English adventurer and diplomat Sir Robert Shirley and his Circassian wife Teresia, who travelled from the court of King James I in England to that of the Persian Shah in the early 1600s, were unusual, but not unheard of. Idiosyncratic travellers such as Thomas Coryate populated the early modern world. In the seventeenth century, he walked almost 2,000 miles across Europe, visiting forty-five cities and ending his journey in the Mughal court in India.21 People like Shirley and Coryate were exceptionally well travelled, but, while they were adventuring, other humans, animals and goods were also journeying increasingly far and increasingly frequently. Merchants carried spices and silks across deserts; aristocrats travelled leisurely from archaeological sites to great cities; and kings and queens colonized distant lands.


In 1710, Hofer’s dissertation was reprinted by a little-known Swiss doctor called Thomas Zwinger as part of a new medical compendium. While much the same as the original text, Zwinger added a story about a sweet Swiss melody which produced pathological homesickness in anyone who heard it. He even added the musical notes, so that readers could play this disease-inducing tune for themselves. ‘Kühe-Reyen’, a milking song played on the horn of an Alpine herdsman as he drove his animals, was thought to be such a trigger, and its impact so debilitating on the armed forces, that its playing among mercenaries was punishable by death: ‘Instances are not wanting, that on the recruits for the Swiss regiments piping or singing the cow-brawl, a common tune among the Alpine boors, the old soldiers have been seized with such a passionate longing after their country . . . so that to prevent desertion, the singing or piping of this tune has been suppressed. In the Piedmontese service, every offence of this nature is punished with the gantlope.’22


The ‘gantlope’ later became known in English as the ‘gauntlet’. Running the gantlope or gauntlet was a military punishment in which the culprit had to run, stripped to the waist, between two rows of men who struck at him with a stick or a knotted cord.23 Jean-Jacques Rousseau included the ‘Kühe-Reyen’ in his Dictionary of Music (c. 1778), commenting on the tune’s ability to make the listener ‘burst into tears, desert, or die’.24 This was not just a piece of music, but a dangerous aide-mémoire.


Nostalgia seemed peculiarly Swiss – it was first identified by Swiss doctors, and foreigners remarked on the disease’s unusual prevalence in the mountainous country. One German doctor even blamed the famed Alpine air. He suggested that the Swiss were so acclimatized to their home atmosphere that it made them unable to breathe properly in other places. In a brief essay, published in 1705 and again in 1719, yet another Swiss physician, Johann Jakob Scheuchzer, took issue with these accusations, angered by any implication that Swiss lungs were in some way inferior. Instead, the patriotic Scheuchzer insisted that there was nothing inherent in the bodies of Swiss people that made them prone to nostalgia, but instead it was the result of sudden changes in altitude. He argued that, if anything, the problem was that Swiss air was too refined. When people accustomed to the superior mountain climate descended to the lowlands, the subsequent increase in atmospheric pressure forced an excess of blood into their brains and hearts, slowing down the circulation of bodily fluids.25 In sensitive young people, these changes could bring about a serious case of nostalgia. Just as the passions could invoke physical illness, so bodily changes could prompt chronic or fatal emotional disturbances.


Another doctor from Bern, Albrecht von Haller, also thought that nostalgia was an unfortunate side effect of rapid changes in altitude. He recommended an unusual, if logical, cure. He suggested that sufferers from the sickness should be put in tall towers so that they might be elevated to almost Alpine heights. Haller also developed another explanation for nostalgia’s strangely Swiss character – and, in doing so, delivered it to the world of literature and myth. Written on his return to Switzerland after medical studies in the Netherlands, his poem ‘Die Alpen’ (‘The Alps’) portrays the Old Swiss Confederacy as a new Utopia – an earthly paradise comprised of honest, simple and virtuous peasants shielded from the pressures of the increasingly chaotic and modern age by glorious, protective mountains.26 He also identified a couple of things about nostalgia that have proved remarkably enduring. Much as we do today, Haller saw nostalgia as patriotism gone wrong. It was prompted by an intense love of your home nation and the pain caused by leaving your old way of life behind. There was clearly something about eighteenth-century Switzerland that made its inhabitants slightly sentimental. It was also a troubled response to a rapidly transforming world and a too-quick change of pace. When they left the cosseted enclaves of the Alpine slopes and encountered the increasingly busy world of eighteenth-century Europe, the Swiss wanted to retreat, alarmed by the hectic modernity they found abroad.


While nostalgia was first thought to affect only the Swiss, before long the diagnosis was also applied to Scottish and French soldiers serving overseas and to English students enrolled in foreign universities. Because nostalgia was increasingly associated with altitude, all highlanders, irrespective of their nationality, were potential victims. But nostalgia was not confined to those who lived in mountainous regions.


Nostalgia first appeared as a term and diagnosis in the English language in 1729. In his essay on medicine in the Bible, the English historian and doctor Jonathan Harle identified it as a pathological ‘desire of being at home’ which was frequently encountered by Swiss physicians. According to Harle, a range of different personal circumstances could get you out of conscription to the Swiss army and prevent outbreaks of nostalgia. Anyone who had recently ‘marry’d wives’, ‘built a new house’ or ‘planted vineyards’ was exempt, so that their ‘minds not droop when they went out to battle, and hanker after what they had left delightful at home’.27


Prolific German travel writer Johann Georg Keyssler journeyed through Bohemia, Hungary, Switzerland, Italy and France in the 1750s. In the hefty, four-volume tome he published in English on his return, Keyssler also described nostalgia as a kind of homesickness, something that especially afflicted people from Bern (but could be experienced by others elsewhere).28 The British physician Thomas Arnold similarly described nostalgia in the 1780s as an ‘vehement’ desire to return to one’s parents and to one’s native land.29 Unlike the Swiss doctors who identified the pleasures of their country’s landscape as one of the causes of homesickness, Arnold criticized nostalgics as the ‘offspring of an unpolished state of society’ and argued that it mostly affected the inhabitants of ‘dreary and inhospitable climates’.30 The English have long made a habit of denigrating their European neighbours.
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