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‘Forget, remember!’: Literature and 
Nostalgia 

Sam Caleb and Niall Ó Cuileagáin  
 
The literary act is almost inescapably nostalgic. That most cliché of opening lines—
‘Once upon a time…’—signals the plaintive longing for time past that is emblematic of 
nostalgia. Indeed, Niklas Salmose and Eric Sandberg use this very cliché as the title of 
their collection on nostalgia in literature, with Sandberg noting that ‘literature is an 
inherently nostalgic art form, frequently if not exclusively retrospective, frequently if 
not always imbued with the particular emotional intensity of nostalgia’.1 Almost every 
culture’s oldest and most repeated stories involve tales of past heroic deeds, and 
contemporary literary culture, despite its awareness of the potential pitfalls of an 
overly nostalgic esprit, maintains its obsession with the past. In L. P. Hartley’s The Go-
Between (1953), it may indeed be ‘a foreign country’,2 yet it is one that his protagonist 
Leo Colston cannot help travelling to; while for Max Morden in John Banville’s The 
Sea (2005), ‘[t]he past beats inside [him] like a second heart’.3 The ineluctability of 
the past drives the nostalgic impulse in literature and, as this issue demonstrates, 
within other artforms, too. 

The late Svetlana Boym’s seminal work on nostalgia has had a marked impact 
on scholarly reappraisals of the subject. In The Future of Nostalgia (2001), Boym 
states that: ‘Nostalgia (from nostos—return home, and algia—longing) is a longing for 
a home that no longer exists or has never existed.’4 To look back nostalgically is not to 
recall the past as it really was, but to elide, distort, and occlude its realities in the light 
of what has happened since. The imprint nostalgia leaves is that of ‘a double exposure, 
or a superimposition of two images—of home and abroad, past and present, dream 
and everyday life.’5  

Boym’s study of what the Soviet Union had left in the wake of its fall asks what 
it is to return to the site of what never quite was—the creation of a communist utopia—
at a point at which the circumstances that had permitted it to be imagined as realizable 

 
1 Eric Sandberg, ‘The Double Nostalgia of Literature’, in Once Upon a Time: Nostalgia Narratives in 
Transition, ed. by Niklas Salmose and Eric Sandberg (Stockholm: Trolltrumma Academia, 2018), pp. 
114-126; p. 116. 
2 L. P. Hartley, The Go-Between (New York: The New York Review of Books, 2002), p. 17.  
3 John Banville, The Sea (London: Picador, 2005), p. 13. 
4 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), p. xiii. 
5 Ibid. 
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appeared to have ceased to exist. Her trawl of souvenirs, ruins, and exiled existences 
speaks to how the nostalgic impulse is most strongly felt at times of socio-political 
rupture. Nostalgia always has an agenda. In its most reactionary guise, it acts as ‘a 
defense mechanism in a time of accelerated rhythms of life and historical upheaval.’6 
Yet, what makes Boym’s interpretation so groundbreaking is that she does not read 
nostalgia as intrinsically conservative in nature. Rather, nostalgia can and should be 
mobilized as a force for radical and revolutionary change. In her words, ‘[o]ne is 
nostalgic not for the past the way it was, but for the past the way it could have been. It 
is this past perfect that one strives to realize in the future.’7 The retrospection nostalgia 
entails can be reversed and made prospective: the ‘unforeseen pasts and future 
anteriors’ nostalgia recovers ‘can still transform our present.’8  

Contemporary western culture—and we might emphasize Anglo-American 
culture—appears at present to be caught in a nostalgic stasis. The two most successful 
political slogans in recent years have focused on the notion of restoring a prior state of 
being: taking back control, making America great again. In such a context it is easy to 
view nostalgia as a tool of the more regressive aspects of right-wing politics, forever 
seeking to reaffirm and re-establish power structures which are perceived, however 
inaccurately, to be in danger of crumbling. Nostalgia might therefore appear to go 
hand-in-hand with a kind of latent imperialism, but it is important to bear in mind 
that nostalgia has been harnessed just as much to fight against imperialism as it has 
been to reimpose it.9 The articles in this year’s issue of Moveable Type each, in their 
own way, grapple with the complexities of nostalgia as both a progressive and a 
regressive force. 
 

* 
 
The advent of western modernism and its perceived rejection of tradition can be seen 
as the beginnings of a deliberate turn against the nostalgic impulse among progressive 
western thinkers. To look back was to reject the modern world and its destabilizing 

 
6 Ibid., p. xiv. 
7 Ibid., p. 351. 
8 Svetlana Boym, The Off-Modern (New York and London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2017), p. 39. 
9 Regarding the latter, see Okaka Opio Dokotum’s chapter ‘Colonial nostalgia’ on contemporary 
Hollywood’s use of nostalgia to mask the evils of colonialism in Hollywood and Africa: Recycling the 
‘Dark Continent’ Myth from 1908-2020 (Grahamstown: NISC (Pty) Ltd, 2020), pp. 90-126, 
<http://www.jstor.com/stable/j.ctvxcrxs1.11> [accessed 6 August 2020]. 
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influence, most especially its dismantling of prior societal hierarchies, in favour of 
safer, known, and more static structures. Such an outlook is apparent in the 
proclamations of the Italian Futurists who draw a distinction ‘between those docile 
slaves of tradition and us free moderns who are confident in the radiant splendor of 
our future’.10 Modernism’s embrace of novelty is most often summed up in Ezra 
Pound’s famous commandment to ‘make it new’—while much focus has been paid to 
the ‘new’ in this declaration, less time has been spent unpacking the ‘it’. This ‘it’ is 
evidently a reference to the past, to inherited traditions, to the idea of rejuvenating 
overly familiar, perhaps even staid, aesthetics. Thus, from its very inception, 
modernism is as preoccupied with the past as it is with the future. Indeed, Susan 
Stanford Friedman argues that at the moment of its seeming rejection, tradition in fact 
becomes ‘a constitutive part of modernity’, with the result that modernity succeeds in 
‘produc[ing] nostalgia for what has seemingly been lost’ as much as it does enthusiasm 
for the future.11 This nostalgic impulse is obvious too in T. S. Eliot’s ‘Tradition and the 
Individual Talent’ (1919) where he advocates what he calls the ‘historical sense’ which  
 

involves a perception, not only of the pastness of the past, but of its presence; 
the historical sense compels a man to write not merely with his own generation 
in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole of the literature of Europe from 
Homer and within it the whole of the literature of his own country has a 
simultaneous existence and composes a simultaneous order.12  

 
For Eliot, this ‘historical sense’ is crucial not only for making one aware of inherited 
traditions, but also for making the poet ‘acutely conscious of his place in time, of his 
own contemporaneity’.13 This view of tradition is patently Eurocentric—it is very 
deliberately ‘the whole of the literature of Europe from Homer’ onwards that is 
relevant to Eliot’s male poet—and indeed Eliot and Pound form two of the pillars of 
right-leaning modernism, which we might expect to be more susceptible to the 
nostalgic impulse. However, even those high modernists more associated with the 
left—or at least less disposed towards outright imperialist visions of literary culture—

 
10 Umberto Boccioni et al., ‘Manifesto of the Futurist Painters, 1910’, qtd. in Marshall Berman, All 
That is Solid Melts Into Air: The Experience of Modernity (New York: Penguin Books, 1988), p. 25.  
11 Susan Stanford Friedman, Planetary Modernisms: Provocations on Modernity Across Time (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2015), p. 156. 
12 T. S. Eliot, ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, The Egoist, 6.4 (1919), pp. 54-55; p. 55. 
13 Ibid. 
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did from time to time dabble in nostalgia. Undoubtedly the most explicit exercise in 
extended literary nostalgia is Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time (1913-1927). 
Proust’s celebration of la mémoire involontaire, set off by the dipping of a madeleine 
into tea, becomes a grand exercise in personal nostalgia, the attempt to search after 
‘lost time’, to return to prior ‘home’ states. Indeed, Catharine H. Savage describes 
Proust’s gargantuan project as being ‘directly inspired by nostalgia’.14 In the 
aforementioned ‘madeleine moment’ in Swann’s Way (1913), Proust’s narrator 
describes ‘the vast structure of recollection’ which rises to the mind with the smell and 
taste of the madeleine, inciting his extended reflection on the past.15 However, even by 
the end of the first volume, Proust’s narrator realizes the complex and imperfect ability 
of memory/nostalgia to truly recapture the past:   

 
The reality that I had known no longer existed. […] The places that we have 
known belong now only to the little world of space on which we map them for 
our own convenience. None of them was ever more than a thin slice, held 
between the contiguous impressions that composed our life at that time; 
remembrance of a particular form is but regret for a particular moment; and 
houses, roads, avenues are as fugitive, alas, as the years.16 

 
In contrast to other stalwarts of modernism, James Joyce is less obviously 

associated with recourse to the past given his insistence on the contemporary 
metropolis as the primary setting for his works. Indeed, in his early unpublished novel 
Stephen Hero (1944), Stephen Daedalus proclaims that ‘[n]o esthetic theory […] is of 
any value which investigates with the aid of the lantern of tradition’.17 Yet, every major 
work Joyce wrote after this is framed in Irish and European literary tradition, each one 
a deliberate, often nostalgic, reflection on a time since passed. The date chosen for 
Ulysses (1922), the 16th of June 1904, is deliberately nostalgic, being the date on which 
Joyce first went out with Nora Barnacle, his lifelong partner.18 While Joyce broadly 
rejected a vision of Irish life that sought its meaning in tales of mythological heroes of 
times past, this is not to say he was not also susceptible to the nostalgic impulse, even 

 
14 Catharine H. Savage, ‘Nostalgia in Alain-Fournier and Proust’, The French Review, 38.2, (1964), pp. 
167-72; p. 167. 
15 Marcel Proust, Swann’s Way, trans. by C.K. Scott Moncrieff and Terence Kilmartin (London: 
Vintage, 2005), p. 54. 
16 Ibid, p. 513. 
17 James Joyce, Stephen Hero (London: Granada, 1977), p. 189. 
18 James Joyce, Ulysses, ed. by Hans Walter Gabler et al. (New York: Vintage Books, 1986). 
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on national questions. His final work, Finnegans Wake (1939), is as much a 
compendium of world history, and most especially of Irish history, as it is a linguistic 
tour de force.19 Terry Eagleton refers to what he calls the ‘terrible twins’ of ‘[a]mnesia 
and nostalgia, the inability to remember and the incapacity to do anything else’, and it 
is this battle which Joyce appears to be acutely aware of in his writing.20 Towards the 
end of the Wake, such a battle between these impulses manifests itself in ALP’s closing 
monologue: 
 

What has gone? How it ends? 
Begin to forget it. It will remember itself from every sides, with 

all gestures, in each our word. Today’s truth, tomorrow’s trend. 
Forget, remember!21 

 
Locked in this battle between the embrace and rejection of memory and nostalgia, 
Joyce instead offers another solution, a glance both backward and forward, an equal 
engagement with worlds ‘past, or passing, or to come’, to quote W. B. Yeats’s ‘Sailing 
to Byzantium’.22  
 

* 
 
Both Joyce and Yeats are writing within the context of a decolonizing Ireland, and this 
fact necessarily complicates their brand of modernism and its use and engagement 
with nostalgia. One way we might consider a turn in nostalgia’s role in literature after 
modernism is by approaching it through those writers who have since reckoned with 
the aftermath of colonialism and slavery. James Clifford notes that decolonizing 
societies ‘have always been both backward and forward looking. Loyalty to a 
traditional past is, in practice, a way ahead, a distinct path in the present’.23 If nostalgia 

 
19 James Joyce, Finnegans Wake (London: Penguin Books, 2000). 
20 Terry Eagleton, Crazy John and the Bishop and Other Essays on Irish Culture, qtd. in Oona 
Frawley, Irish Pastoral: Nostalgia and Twentieth-Century Irish Literature (Dublin: Irish Academic 
Press, 2005), p. 157. 
21 Joyce, Finnegans Wake, p. 614.19-22. It is also significant that ALP’s final commandment to the 
reader of the Wake is to remember her: ‘mememormee!’ (p. 628.14). References to Finnegans Wake 
follow the conventions of the James Joyce Quarterly by citing page and line numbers.  
22 W. B. Yeats, ‘Sailing to Byzantium’, in The Major Works (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 
95. 
23 James Clifford, ‘Traditional Futures’, in Questions of Tradition, ed. by Mark Salber Phillips and 
Gordon Schochet (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004), pp. 152-68; p. 156. 
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in imperial or dominant cultures is often a way to reject change in the modern world, 
for writers in (post)colonial settings, nostalgia for a pre-imperial past provides a 
potential way to bring about such change.24 Nostalgia thus can be as much about 
rewriting and reappropriating the past as it is about reviving a cultural corpse. Edward 
Said emphasizes the key question as follows: ‘how does a culture seeking to become 
independent of imperialism imagine its own past?’25 Frantz Fanon also touches on the 
native’s need to engage with their ancestral past following the colonialist’s presence:  
 

Colonialism is not satisfied merely with holding a people in its grip and 
emptying the native’s brain of all form and content. By a kind of perverted logic, 
it turns to the past of the people, and distorts, disfigures and destroys it.26  

 
If the nostalgic impulse in literature asks us what it is to remember, it also poses what 
it is to forget. The process of looking back in order to recuperate voices lost to the past 
always carries with it the risk that it ‘distorts, disfigures and destroys’ that which an 
author seeks to represent. One might even go so far as to say that nostalgia is an 
inevitable by-product of colonialism, a form of homesickness felt by those whose 
homes have been twisted beyond all recognition.  

George Lamming, writing on the experience of West Indian emigrants in the 
England of the 1950s, speaks of being ‘made to feel a sense of exile by our inadequacy 
and our irrelevance of function in a society whose past we can’t alter, and whose future 
is always beyond us.’27 What does it constitute, then, to feel compelled to engage with 
or reimagine a past in which one’s place within it has so often been marginalized, 
diminished, or wilfully forgotten? Or, to repurpose Toni Morrison’s conception of the 
process of reading and writing, to broach ‘entering what one is estranged from’?28 In 
the Castle of My Skin (1953), Lamming’s uneasy reminiscences of his childhood in 
Barbados, asks what it means to adopt a nostalgic tone for a place in which even those 
who call it home have ‘something nomadic about them, intransit passengers all 

 
24 Indeed, Frank O’Connor’s influential study of the Irish literary tradition emphasizes this nostalgic 
impulse in its very title: The Backward Look: A Survey of Irish Literature (London: Macmillan, 
1967). 
25 Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Chatto & Windus, 1993), p. 258. 
26 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, qtd. in Said, Culture and Imperialism, p. 286. 
27 George Lamming, ‘The Occasion for Speaking’, in Pleasures of Exile (London: Michael Joseph, 
1960); repr. in Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, eds., The Post-Colonial Studies 
Reader, 2nd ed. (London and New York: Routledge, 2010), pp. 14-18; p. 14. 
28 Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (New York: Vintage, 
1993), p. 4. 



Moveable Type 12 (2020) 

 
 

9 

moving within the limits of a given land.’29 Lamming’s text recalls a Barbados under 
colonial rule in which ‘the flow of history’ is alternately ‘undisturbed by any difference’ 
and ‘our lives—meaning our fears and their corresponding ideals—seemed to escape 
down an imaginary drain that was our future.’30 The amnesic quality of Lamming’s 
wavering prose draws into question what occurs to the retrospective gaze when it 
encounters blockages, aporias, and obstructions, and whether the colonial subject is 
able to project their heritage into a vision of a more auspicious future with any 
confidence. As one remembered school lesson has it, emancipation from slavery is 
presented not as a momentous change but a means to obliterate its wrongs and cast 
them benignly: ‘No one there was ever a slave, the teacher said. It was in another part 
of the world that those things happened. Not in Little England.’31 When the past is 
looked back on it is presented nostalgically, in line with a white colonial ideology intent 
on misconstruing history in order to placate colonial subjects and absolve colonists of 
blame. Such blinkered narratives lead the children of the class to prefer to leave the 
past uninspected: 
 

They would forget all about it since it happened too long ago. Moreover, they 
weren’t told anything about that. [...] It was too far back for anyone to worry 
about teaching it as history. That’s really why it wasn’t taught. It was too far 
back. History had to begin somewhere, but not so far back. And nobody knew 
where this slavery business took place. The teacher simply said, not here, 
somewhere else. Probably it never happened at all. [...] The whistle was blown. 
Silence, silence! It came up like a ghost and soon faded again.32  

 
Derek Walcott writes more forcibly on the difficulties encountered when 

postcolonial subjects attempt to escape from the imposition and perpetuation of 
colonial ideologies. In his 1974 essay ‘The Muse of History’, Walcott argues that 
postcolonial literature and history are inextricably bound:  

 
the method by which we are taught the past, the progress from motive to event, 
is the same by which we read narrative fiction. In time every event becomes an 

 
29 George Lamming, In the Castle of My Skin (London: Longman, 1970), p. 242. 
30 Ibid., p. 25, p. 10. 
31 Ibid., p. 57. 
32 Ibid., p. 58. 
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exertion of memory and is thus subject to invention. The farther the facts, the 
more history petrifies into myth.33 

 
From any narrative act can be inferred its deliberate omissions, its supplanting of 
alternative pasts with crudely simplified, inherently fictitious accounts of cause and 
effect. For Walcott, ‘amnesia is the true history of the New World.’34 Such a debilitating 
inheritance traps its writers into taking on either the expiatory mode of ‘oceanic 
nostalgia’ or a register of ‘phonetic pain, the groan of suffering, the curse of revenge’ 
that derives from the ‘admirable wish to honor the degraded ancestor’, yet risks 
‘incoherence.’35  

Is there a way to reconcile these divergent modes of engagement with fraught 
and conflicted colonial pasts? Walcott concludes his polemic by giving ‘the strange and 
bitter and yet ennobling thanks for the monumental groaning and soldering of two 
great worlds, like the halves of a fruit seamed by its own bitter juices’.36 To look on the 
past neither solely with fondness nor with totemic recrimination may provide a means 
to overcome this impasse, no matter how unpleasant this process may turn out to be. 
Approaching postcolonial conditions through nostalgia, as Dennis Walder posits, can 
allow writers to ‘admit [...] the past into the present in a fragmentary, nuanced, and 
elusive way’, and flag ‘the importance of remembering the radical evil of apartheid, 
[...] slavery and genocide’ that mark (and mar) ‘the long histories of empire and 
colonisation, as a part of our contingent sense of who we are in the present.’37  

What happens to the nostalgic impulse when its search for places to conceive of 
as home is confronted by the uncompromising reality that such places have been 
perpetually distanced, displaced, and altered beyond recognition—or, at worst, razed 
and obliterated? On his own impulse to look back on and write his life, Said writes:  
 

 
33 Derek Walcott, ‘The Muse of History’, in Orde Coombes, Is Massa Day Dead? Black Moods in the 
Caribbean (New York: Doubleday, 1974); repr. in Ashcroft et al., The Post-Colonial Studies Reader, 
pp. 329-332; p. 329. 
34 Ibid., p. 330. 
35 Ibid., p. 330. 
36 Ibid., p. 332. 
37 Dennis Walder, Postcolonial Nostalgias: Writing, Representation, and Memory (New York and 
London: Routledge, 2011), p. 16, p. 19. 
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To me, nothing more painful and paradoxically sought after characterizes my 
life than the many displacements from countries, cities, abodes, languages, 
environments that have kept me in motion of these years.38 

 
If nostalgia is a longing for a return to ‘a home that no longer or has never existed’, 
then the condition of the postcolonial exile makes palpable the ambiguities, 
uncertainties, and disorientations latent in the sentiment. Similarly, Saidiya Hartman 
poignantly asks what it means to be impelled to return to a natal land that never was. 
In Lose Your Mother (2007), her memoir of a journey she made to Ghana to trace the 
traumatic history of the Atlantic slave route, she interrogates the nostalgic impulse:  

 
What place in the world could sate four hundred years of yearning for a home? 
Was it foolish to long for a territory in which you could risk imagining a future 
that didn’t replicate the defeats of the present?39 

 
Jack Halberstam has compellingly read Hartman’s text as suggesting that a writer’s 
confrontation with postcolonial trauma ‘requires a certain amount of forgetting, 
repressing, moving on’ or risks psychological damage and scarring.40 Halberstam, 
however, diminishes the appeal Hartman makes to recuperating out of the tortured, 
forgotten pasts of slavery narratives which could be restorative to Black senses of 
selfhood (whether African-American, African, or Afro-Caribbean):   
  

[M]ust the story of the defeated always be a story of defeat? Is it too late to 
imagine that their lives might be redeemed or to fashion an antidote to 
oblivion? Is it too late to believe their struggles cast a shadow into a future in 
which they might finally win?41 

 
The nostalgic impulse infuses Hartman’s text, but it is one that does not try to 
misrepresent the past, unravel its knotty contradictions, or absolve guilt or blame. It 

 
38 Edward Said, Out of Place (New York: Vintage, 1999), p. 217. 
39 Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother: A Journey Along the Atlantic Slave Route (New York: Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, 2007), p. 33. We would like to thank Chinelo Ezenwa for bringing to our attention 
this text and its importance to reappraisals of nostalgia in a submission that, due to COVID-19, we 
were unfortunately unable to publish.  
40 Judith [Jack] Halberstam, The Queer Art of Failure (Durham, NC., and London: Duke University 
Press, 2011), p. 86. 
41 Hartman, Lose Your Mother, p. 192. 
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asks us instead to critically inspect that longing to connect with a past, even though 
the passage of time and the erasure of certain histories in favour of others has made 
that impossible. However flawed or misplaced the nostalgic impulse may be, it may 
itself reveal to us ways to conceive of a future less unjust, less beholden to the 
narratives of those who have claimed to be history’s victors. 
 

* 
 
The brief outline of nostalgia that we have sketched above attests to the complexity 
with which it has been utilized by non-dominant cultures. The articles contained 
within this issue of Moveable Type each tackle nostalgia with oppressed, repressed, or 
subcultural voices in mind.  

In ‘I and the Village: Nostalgia for a Homeland in Yiddish Art and Literature’, 
MC Koch examines how nostalgia has been utilized as part of the nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century Eastern European Jewish experience. Koch’s primary focus is Marc 
Chagall’s 1911 painting I and the Village, which, Koch argues, nostalgically depicts the 
artist’s childhood in the shtetl—the Yiddish term for a Jewish village—and a way of life 
that was quickly waning. Koch expands this study of Chagall to investigate how his use 
of nostalgia ties in with traditional Judaic attitudes towards remembrance as well as 
offering a compelling reading of Walter Benjamin’s adaptation of these traditions in 
his writing. Koch sees the use of nostalgia as a way of ‘coping with modernity’ (31) and 
exemplifying ‘the paradox of the twentieth-century Jewish experience as an historical 
process; that is, the dissolution of and longing for a traditional way of life, and the 
transfiguration of this life into the modern age’ (18).  
 Leila Aouadi also examines Jewish experience—though that in the Middle East, 
rather than Europe—through the lens of nostalgia in ‘Remembering the Lost Eden in 
Marina Benjamin’s Last Days in Babylon: The Story of the Jews of Baghdad’. In this 
article she focuses on Marina Benjamin’s account of her return to her ancestral home 
of Baghdad and the plight of the few remaining Jews there. Benjamin’s journey to Iraq 
unfolds in the aftermath of the invasion of 2003 and the collapse of Saddam Hussein’s 
regime. Aouadi shows how nostalgia permeates the narrative, most especially through 
the author’s focus on the life and memories of her grandmother against a backdrop of 
intense suffering and destruction. Aouadi argues that a ‘Proustian vein […] undergirds 
the narrative’ (38), while ‘the act of narrating/witnessing is transformed into an act of 
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preservation in the face of erasure’ (53). In the face of such personal and collective 
devastation, Aouadi succinctly notes that ‘[t]o remember is oftentimes to survive’ (52). 
 While the positive aspects of nostalgia are demonstrated in the above two 
articles, in ‘“This can’t be the scene”: Nostalgia and Representations of Mod in 
Quadrophenia and Absolute Beginners’, Jamie Zabel delineates the potential pitfalls 
of an overly nostalgic critical perspective. Zabel examines the critical commentary 
around The Who’s 1973 album Quadrophenia, an album that specifically deals with 
Mod subculture, and Colin MacInnes’ 1959 novel, Absolute Beginners, which Zabel 
describes as depicting a ‘pre-Mod’ subculture. Zabel sees both works as demonstrating 
Mod/pre-Mod’s ‘ultimate failure as a subculture’, arguing against the dominant 
critical appraisal (57). Zabel argues that the nostalgia of The Who’s critics, along with 
MacInnes’ own generational nostalgia, ultimately ‘distorts the past, making positive 
qualities stand out and negative ones fade into the background’ (67). 
 The review section of this issue covers our theme across a broad range of the 
latest critical and creative writing, from nostalgia during the English Reformation to 
Ben Lerner’s tackling of present political crises through the lens of the past in The 
Topeka School (2019). 

This issue of Moveable Type was compiled over 2019-20 and, like all other 
endeavours over the past number of months, has also felt some of the effects of 
COVID-19. Some excellent submissions which we had planned to publish had to be 
ultimately withdrawn by the authors due to the pandemic. To those whom we worked 
with at various points and who experienced personal loss and illness as a result of 
COVID-19, we would like to express our sincere condolences and sympathy.  
 

* 
 
Ultimately, nostalgia only takes one so far. Just as in these disorienting times of 
COVID-19, a recognition that past ways of living are no longer relevant, and indeed 
are irretrievable, begins to set in.42 Nostalgia can only do so much before one 

 
42 A number of think-pieces have already begun to appear discussing nostalgia and the COVID-19 
pandemic, with some viewing it as a positive coping mechanism during lockdown. See, for example, 
Matt Johnson, ‘The Psychology of Nostalgia During COVID-19, Psychology Today, 26 May 2020, 
<https://www.psychologytoday.com/ie/blog/mind-brain-and-value/202005/the-psychology-
nostalgia-during-covid-19> [accessed 7 August 2020] and Nicole Johnson, ‘The surprising way 
nostalgia can help us cope with the pandemic’, National Geographic, 21 July 2020, 
<https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/2020/07/surprising-role-of-nostalgia-during-
coronavirus-pandemic/> [accessed 7 August 2020]. In addition, nostalgia for a locked-down existence 
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reconciles oneself to—borrowing perhaps 2020’s most hackneyed phrase—‘the new 
normal’. Our reflection on the past, especially during times of great change, can, 
however, encourage us to take an active part in the creation of this ‘new normal’. As 
the worldwide protests over the brutal murder of George Floyd have shown, this 
change need not just be spiritual or theoretical. Homesickness can be as much about 
recognizing the sickness at the heart of one’s home as it is about lamenting the loss of 
a prior state. 

The past remains a foreign country, and when we travel there, we do so only as 
a tourist passing through, unable to truly inhabit it as we once did. As the sociologist 
Fred Davis writes in Yearning for Yesterday: A Sociology of Nostalgia (1979), 
‘[w]hatever in our present situation evokes it, nostalgia uses the past—falsely, 
accurately, or […] in specially reconstructed ways—but it is not the product thereof’.43 
Nostalgia therefore remains a step removed from the reality of the past and is always 
more a reflection of and a response to our present states than our past ones. It can 
alter how we conceive of our past, and in turn our present, but it never entirely recovers 
the past. It remains, as Proust notes, ‘fugitive’, time lost being lost forever, no matter 
how much one might dwell on it.  
 

  

 
has become another recurring theme following the easing of initial restrictions in many countries. See, 
for example, Caren Chesler, ‘Covid-19 put me and my family in lockdown. I’m feeling weirdly nostalgic 
now that it’s lifted’, The Washington Post, 26 July 2020, 
<https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/covid-19-put-me-and-my-family-in-lockdown-im-feeling-
weirdly-nostalgic-now-that-its-lifted/2020/07/24/bb07d068-c156-11ea-9fdd-
b7ac6b051dc8_story.html> [accessed 7 August 2020]. 
43 Fred Davis, Yearning for Yesterday: A Sociology of Nostalgia (New York: Free Press, 1979), pp. 10-
11. 
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I and the village: Nostalgia for a 
Homeland in Yiddish Art and 
Literature 

MC Koch  
 
This paper addresses nostalgia for the lost homeland of nineteenth-century Eastern 
European Jewry, whose state of exile and lack of national boundaries problematized this 
complex notion. It focuses on Marc Chagall’s 1911 painting I and the Village. The painting is 
viewed, both critically and popularly, as a fantastical image of Chagall’s childhood home in 
a predominantly Jewish town in Eastern Europe, otherwise known as the shtetl. Yet it is 
more than a personal expression of memory and loss. Its transfiguration of the past into an 
idyllic world relates to traditional Judaic notions of remembrance found in sacred texts, 
Walter Benjamin’s reconciliation of these notions with modernist thought, and the birth of 
modern Yiddish literature in the nineteenth century. Through nostalgic depictions in 
literature and art, the shtetl was brought to the popular imagination at the moment of its 
historical dissolution. These fictional representations offered a terrain that could not be 
confiscated and a space, inseparable from the past, in which historical transformation could 
occur. In this respect, nostalgia captured the paradox of the twentieth-century Jewish 
experience as an historical process; that is, the dissolution of and longing for a traditional 
way of life, and the transfiguration of this life into the modern age. 
 

* 
 
Introduction 

 
The past can be seized only as an image which flashes up at the instant 
when it can be recognized and is never seen again.                                       

—Walter Benjamin1 
 

 
During his Russian years (1914-1922), Marc Chagall’s paintings of traditional Jewish 
folk life were criticized as counter-revolutionary by many of his Soviet peers.2 These 
included avant-garde artists such as Kazimir Malevich and El Lissitzky, as well as 
Bolshevik officials.3 The dominant Soviet ideology viewed the past as an obstruction 

 
1 Walter Benjamin, ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’ (1940), in Illuminations., ed. by Hannah 
Arendt, trans. by Harry Zohn (London: Pimlico, [1970] 1999), pp. 245-255; p. 247. 
2 Chagall’s individualist approach to art directly countered the Russian avant-garde’s collectivist 
ideology. This ideological rift developed to the extent that, in 1920, he departed from the People’s Art 
Academy of Vitebsk (despite the fact that he had founded it) on the grounds that his art was not 
sufficiently revolutionary. Aleksandra Shatskikh, ‘Teach, Write, Experiment: Malevich in Vitebsk, 
1919-22’, in Chagall, Lissitzky, Malevich: The Russian Avant-Garde in Vitebsk, 1918-1922, ed. by 
Angela Lampe (London, Paris, and Munich: Prestel, 2018), pp. 117-129; p. 120. 
3 According to Chagall, his street decorations for a Bolshevik celebration in 1918 Vitebsk prompted 
Communist critics to ask what exactly green cows and flying horses had to do with Marx and Lenin. 
Marc Chagall, My Life (New York: The Orion Press, 1960), p. 139. 
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to a promising future. Yet Chagall’s preoccupation with the past interrupted these 
utopian strivings with a certain recognition of what was being lost. The most iconic of 
these paintings, I and the Village, is rendered in Eastern European folk and avant-
garde styles, and marked by nascent forms and unadulterated nostalgia.4 In this 
painting, the eschatological trajectory of progress that gripped modernity dissolved 
into a cyclical movement in which the past—that is, the lost world of Chagall’s 
childhood in the shtetl, the Yiddish term for a Jewish village—melded with 
contemporary, avant-garde aesthetics such as Fauvism and Cubism. The painting’s 
montage of memories and dreams fused the past and the present, producing a vision 
of a strange new world.  

When read within the historical framework of the shtetl’s demise, I and the 
Village was far from counter-revolutionary, and more than a personal expression of 
loss. The painting’s juxtaposition of old and new captured the transformation of early 
twentieth-century Jewish life. This transformation can best be described in terms of 
nostalgia, which, as Svetlana Boym writes, ‘is not always about the past; it can be 
retrospective but also prospective.’5 I and the Village’s Janus-headed perspective 
reflects centuries-old Jewish traditions of remembrance, formed by exilic life. It also 
relates to Walter Benjamin’s reconciliation of these traditions with modernist thought, 
and the birth of modern Yiddish literature in the nineteenth century. These Jewish 
modes of remembrance, both traditional and modern, formed literary and visual 
representations of the shtetl. In these representations, the shtetl was transfigured into 
a mythical Jewish homeland. This homeland offered, to a nationless people, a 
collective space of belonging and transformation in a collapsing world. The rise of the 
fictional shtetl at the moment of its actual demise demonstrates the importance of 
nostalgia as a dual historical process; that is, the dissolution of and longing for a 
traditional way of life, and the transfiguration of this life into the modern age.  
 

I and the Village 

Chagall painted I and the Village soon after his arrival to Paris from St. Petersburg in 
1910. The painting is an elegy to the life in Russia that he left behind. It depicts the 
profiles of a man and a cow mirroring each other’s transfixed gaze. Within this gaze, a 

 
4 I and the Village is on display at the Museum of Modern Art in New York City. A digital image of the 
painting can be found on the Museum’s website: https://www.moma.org/collection/works/78984 
5 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001), p. xvi. 
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timeless idyll emerges that is both self-enclosed and fragmenting. Familiar symbols of 
pre-industrial life are present in the peasant with his scythe, the milkmaid, the row of 
small homes, and an Orthodox Church. Yet these are upturned and distorted by the 
peasant woman dancing on her head, the surreal juxtaposition of the face peering out 
of the village church, and the concentric circles of Orphism, Cubist geometry, and 
Fauvist colourization.6 In this topsy-turvy arcadia, Chagall remembers his homeland 
as a fusion of the latest Parisian art movements with traditional images of folk life. 
This juxtaposition of old and new produces an uncanny space, suspended between 
tradition and modernity. 

Initially, I and the Village forms an effervescent—even cheerful—image of 
Chagall’s formative years in the shtetl. However, the ebullient village scene contradicts 
actual accounts of Chagall’s birthplace, Vitebsk. Vitebsk, a provincial town located in 
modern-day Belarus, was described in drearier terms in a pre-1914 edition of 
Encyclopaedia Britannica as ‘an old town with decaying patrician houses and shabby 
Jewish quarters, half of its 50,000 inhabitants being Jewish.’7 In contrast to Chagall’s 
rendition of a seemingly innocent, harmonious world, Vitebsk’s populace had been 
subject to discrimination, segregation, and pogroms during its oppressive tenure 
under Russian governance.8 

The painting’s cheerfulness also belies Chagall’s melancholic preoccupation 
with his homeland. On closer inspection, the painting’s idyll is fragmented, suggesting 
a state of dissolution. This is the painting’s only evidence of the profound sense of loss 
that motivated Chagall’s obsessively repetitive renderings of the shtetl. Chagall’s 
images of his home are not simply memories, but memories permeated with sadness. 
He described Vitebsk with a disarming sorrow in his memoir My Life: 

 
Green leaves rustling. Your stones. Your graves. Hedgerows, muddy 
rivers, prayers made. All that is before me. No words. It all lies deep 
within me, writhes and soars like my memory of you. Your pallor, the 
thinness of your hands, your dried skeletons bring a lump to my throat. 
To whom shall I pray? How beseech you, beseech God through you, for 

 
6 Orphism (also known as Orphic Cubism or Simultaneism) is an early twentieth-century art 
movement associated with the French artist Robert Delaunay. Coined by the French poet Guillaume 
Apollinaire in 1912, Orphism is derived from Fauvism and Cubism, and is recognizable for its bright 
colors and abstract, circular forms.  
7 Jacob Baal-Teshuva, Marc Chagall 1887-1985 (London: Taschen, 1998), p. 13. 
8 Ibid.  
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a bit of happiness, of joy? I often look at the emptiness of the blue sky, 
I look at it dry-eyed, with pity and sadness […] But enough! Au revoir!9 

 
Chagall’s grief over his homeland, combined with his idyllic images of this same world, 
reveal his conflicted attitude towards it. When living in Vitebsk, he found it stifling and 
voluntarily abandoned it to pursue his art career. Yet away from Vitebsk, during his 
first years in the bustling metropolis of Paris, it morphed into a timeless symbol of a 
lost past. Sidney Alexander described Chagall’s experiences of returning to Vitebsk in 
1914, after four years in Paris: ‘He was “home.” Or was he? Was this dismal town, this 
“unhappy town,” the Vitebsk he had commemorated in rainbow images? Perhaps 
Vitebsk was more desirable the farther away it was.’10  

Why, in the midst of Paris, this backward melancholic glance? Chagall’s 
conflicted relationship to the shtetl was a microcosm of the conflicts facing nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century Eastern European Jewry at large. At the time, Jewish life 
seemed to be Janus-headed—caught between modernity and a world of tradition that 
was swiftly disappearing. The shtetl embodied this contradiction. While it came to 
personify a world of tradition and belonging, for many Jews it was also a symbol of 
backwardness and oppression, at odds with the modern world. Yet even before the last 
vestiges of the shtetl were obliterated by mass emigrations and World War II, it took 
hold in the Jewish imagination as an enclosed Jewish haven. Chagall’s idealized 
depiction of this world that he had so eagerly abandoned exemplifies the way in which, 
through literature and art, the dwindling shtetlach (plural for shtetl) were 
reconfigured into ‘small hamlets saturated with tradition and authenticity, where 
people and livestock freely mingled.’11 Like Chagall’s depiction of Vitebsk, these were 
fictional accounts.  

What was the historical shtetl, and why idealize it? Vitebsk was one of 
thousands of Jewish townships that developed throughout Russia’s Pale of Settlement 
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The Pale of Settlement was essentially a 
sprawling ghetto in Russia to which Jews were confined, as non-citizens, from 1772 
until 1917. In contrast to its legacy as an enclosed Jewish world, the shtetl 
encompassed a multifaceted culture that revolved around intricate economic and 

 
9 Chagall, My Life, p. 20. 
10 Sidney Alexander, Marc Chagall (New York: G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1978), p. 162. 
11 Benjamin Nathans, Beyond the Pale: Jewish Encounters with Late Imperial Russia (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2002), p. 2. 
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cultural relations with the broader Christian population throughout Russia, Poland, 
and the Ukraine.12 Although the shtetlach flourished during the eighteenth century, 
they began to decline in the latter half of the nineteenth century due to a variety of 
factors. These included pogroms, a rise in Russian anti-Semitism, and mass 
emigrations.13 Chagall, like many Jews at the time, left the shtetl at the height of its 
decline. He would live to see it vanish into history. Despite this, Vitebsk lived on in his 
psyche, paintings and memory as the fantastical emblem of a lost Jewish world. In this 
respect, I and the Village is a prototype for the complex role that nostalgia played for 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century Eastern European Jews. The shtetl’s historical 
demise correlated with the emergence of a fictional shtetl in modern literature and art. 
These nostalgic representations were a way of coping with tremendous loss that had 
its roots in centuries of exilic life.  
 

Zakhor: Nostalgia and Exile 

‘My paintings are my memories,’ wrote Chagall.14 Yet I and the Village’s world is 
fictitious; Vitebsk itself is nowhere to be found in this colourful cosmos. As such, 
Chagall’s dreamlike depiction of the shtetl presents a paradox. In it, the comfort and 
joys of home are accompanied by its distortion to the point of unrecognizability, 
thereby rendering it both present and absent. In a word, it is nostalgic. ‘Nostalgia,’ 
Boym writes, ‘[…] is a longing for a home that no longer exists or never existed. 
Nostalgia is a sentiment of loss and displacement, but it is also a romance with one’s 
own fantasy.’15 These opposing sentiments are contained in nostalgia’s etymology. 
Nostalgia is coined from the Greek words nostos (‘return’) and algos (‘longing’ or 
‘suffering’). It means the pain of return, and also the suffering of absence, or no 
return.16 The paradox that underlies nostalgia is evident in Chagall’s shtetl. His 
fictional homeland depicts a point of origin or return that is both preserved and lost.  

 
12 Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern gives an excellent historical account of the shtetl in his 2014 book, The 
Golden Age Shtetl: A New History of Jewish Life in Eastern Europe (Princeton and Oxford: 
Princeton University Press, 2014).  
13 An increasingly suspicious Tsarist regime, along with modernization and increasing xenophobia 
occurring in Russia transformed the once flourishing shtetlach into impoverished villages and towns. 
These towns, along with their Jewish inhabitants, began to be associated via intensifying anti-Semitic 
sentiments with ‘provincialism, timidity and stupidity, ghettoization [...] pedestrian thoughts, coarse 
manners, and bad taste.’ Ibid., p. 52. 
14 Baal-Teshuva, Marc Chagall 1887-1985, p. 264. 
15 Boym, Future of Nostalgia, p. xiii. 
16 Barbara Cassin, Nostalgia: When Are We Ever at Home? (New York: Fordham University Press, 
2016), p. 5. 
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The nostalgia that underscores I and the Village was, on a personal level, 
motivated by the foreignness of Paris and Chagall’s homesickness for the familiarity 
of Vitebsk. However, Sidra DeKoven Ezrahi addresses this paradox in more general 
terms with regards to Jewish identity as conflicted between acquisition and loss. She 
writes,  

 
The modern […] discourse on home, exile and return captures the 
intensified longing for a place of origin as ultimate reference or 
antecedent—the presumption of a paradise whose loss or absence 
preserves it in a kind of negative space.17  

 
In line with Ezrahi’s account, the two sides of nostalgia, or what Barbara Cassin 
describes as ‘rootedness and wandering,’ are also more broadly related to exilic 
experience.18 Historically, Jewish exile refers to the Jews’ centuries’ long displacement 
from their homeland, beginning with the 607 BC Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem. 
The resulting diaspora, or scattering, produced vast geographical and cultural 
disparities. Despite these disparities, Jews maintained a cohesive identity through a 
shared origin and collective memories. That is, this sense of displacement was 
tempered by a transcendental sense of origin and history as the chosen people imbued 
with a unique destiny.  

I and the Village reflects a Judaic worldview formed by centuries of 
displacement and a recognition of the transitory nature of home. Chagall’s paradisiacal 
village was rooted in memory and imagination, yet it existed ahistorically, outside of 
time and space. In this way, if viewed in relationship to his Jewish heritage, Chagall’s 
timeless, fragmented shtetl is not simply a subjective or fictitious account of his 
childhood. In formal terms, the painting’s disparate cultural references produce an 
image of diaspora. These consist of an array of French, Russian, and Jewish styles 
(Cubism, Fauvism, and Russian, and Jewish folk art), along with diverse ethnic and 
religious idioms. The male figure in the foreground wears a cap often worn by Russian-
Jews, yet he also wears a cross necklace. The shtetl background is interrupted by the 
spire of a Russian Orthodox Church. Despite these incongruities, the imagery 
combines to form an ephemeral image of home.  

 
17 Sidra DeKoven Ezrahi, Booking Passage: Exile and Homecoming in the Modern Jewish 
Imagination (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), p. 9. 
18 Cassin, Nostalgia: When Are We Ever at Home? p. 23.  
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Further, in much the same way that Chagall’s childhood memories unfold 
incongruously in I and the Village, Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi notes that ‘the Jewish 
past unfolds before the historian not as unity but […] as multiplicity and relativity.’19 
That is, instead of the Western historical narrative that objectively correlates with a 
chronological series of events, the Jewish past reconciles the disparities of exilic life 
with a subjective world of collective memories and text rather than territory.20 At the 
heart of exile is Zakhor, the act of remembering.21 Zakhor’s centrality in Jewish 
tradition is related to the conditions of exile that privilege memory over place. Rather 
than being fossilized in time or relegated to local ruins, this collective memory infuses 
and forms the present with transcendental meaning. These memories were 
transmitted through generations by prophets and scribes. They focused, often 
anachronistically, on the mystical significance of recurring catastrophes rather than 
on the linear, empirical narratives of conventional Western historicism.22  

For example, the Book of Lamentations, a sacred text lamenting the destruction 
of Jerusalem’s First Temple in 423 BC, illustrates Judaism’s transcendental 
understanding of history. Using strikingly vivid metaphors, this poetic collection 
memorializes the historical destruction of Jerusalem as a divinely inspired event. Just 
as I and the Village transfigured the demise of the shtetl into an ideal origin, the Book 
of Lamentations transformed the besieged city of Jerusalem into a symbolic paradise: 
‘All who pass your way clap their hands at you; they scoff and shake their heads at 
Daughter Jerusalem: “Is this the city that was called the perfection of beauty, the joy 
of the whole earth?”’23 While Lamentations’ idealization of Jerusalem is a common 
motif in sacred Hebrew texts, the central role of nostalgia in exilic life is perhaps most 
poignantly reflected in the 137th psalm of King David. This passage fused the historical 
Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem with Zakhor, or remembrance: ‘By the rivers of 
Babylon we sat and wept when we remembered Zion.’24 
 The result of this fusion produces a poetics of loss and, through remembrance, 
a distant promise of return. Like Chagall’s renderings of Vitebsk, this imagery is at 
once deeply personal, but ahistorical; both psalm and painting reflect a longing for an 

 
19 Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory (Seattle and London: 
University of Washington Press, 1996), p. 96. 
20 Ibid., p. xiv. 
21 Ibid., p. 5. 
22 Ibid., p. 11. 
23 New International Version, Lamentations 2:15. 
24 Psalms 137:1. 
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intangible origin. This preservation of Jewish spaces via collective memory—rather 
than territory—was an ancient tradition, embroiled in exilic experience. As I and the 
Village demonstrates, it continued in the modern era via different terms. This 
continuity occurred in literature as well as in art. Yerushalmi notes:     

 
Much has changed since the sixteenth century; one thing, curiously, remains. 
Now [today], as then, it would appear that even where Jews do not reject 
history out of hand, they are not prepared to confront it directly, but seem to 
await a new metahistorical myth, for which the novel provides at least a 
temporary, modern surrogate.25  

 
As Yerushalmi suggests, novels superseded sacred texts in the modern, secular age. 
Yet they performed a similar function. Out of the ruins of the shtetl, modern Yiddish 
literature constructed a fictitious homeland that, like ancient representations of Zion, 
privileged collective memory and imagination over historical accounts.26 In this 
respect, Yiddish literature perpetuated a long tradition of responding to catastrophe 
via its incorporation into the textual sphere. Through nostalgia, it offered a new 
metahistorical myth that transfigured the past in Jewish imagination. A mythical 
shtetl emerged in this literature that offered an immaterial space of belonging in the 
modern world. 
 

Yiddish Literature and the Mythical Shtetl 

In the nineteenth century, Yiddish literature superseded the use of sacred Hebrew text 
as a means of recording catastrophe and loss. This was particularly true for the novel, 
which immortalized the diverse towns, villages, and even resorts populating the Pale 
of Settlement as a singular, enclosed Jewish haven. The use of Yiddish as a literary 
language for the first time in history reflected a striking historical shift. Patronized as 
the common (or slang) language of the shtetl, Yiddish was a linguistic reflection of 
modern literature’s more secular themes.27 It was opposed to Hebrew, the sacred 
language of the vernacular. The Jewish literature scholar Daniel Miron notes that the 
birth of Yiddish literature revealed the paradox of a modernizing Jewish condition. At 

 
25 Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and Jewish Memory, p. 98. 
26 Ibid.  
27 Benjamin Harshav, Language in Time of Revolution (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
1993), p. 27. 
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once a fallen language and emblem of a collapsing world, it also signified, like Chagall’s 
transfigured shtetl, a new culture emerging from the ruins.28  

Chagall resisted criticisms of his work as literary.29 However, I and the Village 
must be understood in relation to the conscious use of Yiddish by novelists such as 
Shalom Aleichem (1859-1916) and S. Y. Abramovitsh, (1836-1917) who also 
immortalized the shtetl in popular imagination. The parallels between the painting 
and Yiddish literature are both linguistic and formal. Linguistically, Yiddish was 
Chagall’s native tongue. His idiosyncratic use of several different artistic movements 
in the same work reflects Yiddish which, as a fusion language, incorporates several 
different languages into itself.30 Further, Yiddish discourse is, like Chagall’s imagery, 
in essence non-narrative; it is digressive and associative, full of parallels and idioms.31 
Formally, I and the Village’s premodern enclave bears a striking resemblance to the 
shtetl depicted in Yiddish literature—particularly in the writing of Shalom Aleichem. 

Shalom Aleichem, (also known as Solomon Rabinovich), was perhaps the most 
well-known voice to emerge from the Pale. He is considered the literary counterpart 
to Chagall, who was known to admire his work.32 Aleichem’s stories centred on the 
modernization of Eastern Europe’s Jewry. Yet, as in Chagall’s work, Aleichem sees 

 
28 Dan Miron, The Image of the Shtetl and Other Studies of Modern Jewish Literary Imagination 
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2000), p. 50. 
29 Chagall explained in a 1949 interview with J. P. Hodin that he ‘searched for neither poetry nor 
literature nor for symbols. I only try to be myself. To be honest and simple’. J. P. Holdin, The 
Dilemma of Being Modern: Essays on Art and Literature, qtd. in Chagall: Love and the Stage, ed. by 
Susan Compton (London: Merrell Holberton, 1998), p. 16. 
30 Barry Davis notes that: ‘Any language which existed in the same geographical location as Yiddish 
was spoken, entered the Yiddish language, and in some cases the reverse was the case. The influence 
of Polish, Russian, Ukrainian, Romanian, medieval Romance languages, amongst others, can be 
observed. With German, the situation was somewhat more complicated, for Yiddish arose from a 
Germanic substrate.’ Barry Davis, ‘Yiddish: The Perils and Joys of Translation’, European Judaism, 
43.1, (2010), pp. 3-36; p. 8. 
31 Benjamin Harshav, ‘Introduction: The Texts of a Multicultural Artist’, in Marc Chagall on Art and 
Culture, ed. by Benjamin Harshav (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2003), pp. 1-26; p. 22. An 
example of this can be seen in this passage from S. Y. Abramovitsh’s Fishke the Lame:  

 
And it’s then that I, mind you, Reb Mendele the Book Peddler, have my work cut out 
and come into my own, making the circuit of Jewish towns with my cartload of stock, 
from which I furnish the kindred with all the necessaries of the rite of weeping—to 
wit: with Fastday lamentations and Penitential prayers, with Ladies’ Breviaries and 
graveside recitals, with ram’s horns and Festal Prayerbooks. So there you are! 
Because, you see, whilst Jews are sorrowing everywhere and grieve the livelong 
summer away, wearing the season out with weeping, I do business and ply my living. 
But I’ve got off the point.  

 
S. Y. Abramovitsh, Tales of Mendele the Book Peddler: Fishke the Lame and Benjamin the 
Third, ed. by Dan Miron and Ken Frieden, trans. by Ted Gorelick and Hillel Halkin (New 
York: Schocken Books, 1996), p. 14. 
32 Harshav, ‘Introduction’, p. 6.  
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Jews as coping with modernity through looking back. This is especially true of 
Aleichem’s main protagonist, Tevye the Dairyman, who features prominently in 
Aleichem’s series of short stories, Tevye the Dairyman and Motl the Cantor’s Son.33 
Tevye is a simple soul who tends to his animals, observes the Sabbath, and clutches 
desperately to a world of tradition—even as this world collapses around him. Tevye’s 
guilelessness mirrors that of Chagall’s subject in I and the Village, whose dazed 
interaction with the cow seems at odds with his upturned surroundings. Aleichem’s 
shtetl also resembles that of Chagall’s, in that it is rooted both in personal memory and 
an archetypal past.34 He describes it thus: 

 
The town of the little people where I shall take you, dear reader, is exactly in 
the middle of the blessed Pale into which the Jews have been packed as tightly 
as herrings in a barrel and told to increase and multiply. […] Stuck away in a 
corner of the world, isolated from the surrounding country, the town stands, 
orphaned, dreaming, bewitched, immersed in itself and remote from the noise 
and the bustle, the confusion and tumult and greed, which men have created 
around them and have dignified with high-sounding names like Culture, 
Progress, and Civilization.35  

 
While Aleichem mentions the very real poverty and hardships of life endured by 
Russia’s Jewish non-citizens, ‘packed as tightly as herrings in a barrel’ on its western 
borders, he also describes a primitive world, insulated from ‘Culture, Progress, and 
Civilization.’ This world mirrors the self-enclosed cosmos of I and the Village that, like 
Aleichem’s remote little town, is depicted as ‘dreaming, bewitched, immersed in itself’. 
Neither depiction of the shtetl is historically accurate. Rather, these erroneous 
representations are symptomatic of nostalgia which, as Boym describes, and as Tevye 
personifies, ‘is a mourning for the impossibility of mythical return, for the loss of an 
enchanted world with clear borders and values.’36  

 
33 For a recent translation see Shalom Aleichem, Tevye the Dairyman and Motl the Cantor's Son, 
trans. by Aliza Shevrin (Johannesburg: Penguin Books, 2009). 
34 David Roskies, The Jewish Search for a Usable Past (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana 
University Press, 1999), p. 12. 
35 Shalom Aleichem, ‘The Town of the Little People’, in The Old Country, trans. by Julius Butwin and 
Frances Butwin (New York: Crown, 1946), 
https://www.facinghistory.org/sites/default/files/THE_TOWN_OF_THE_LITTLE_PEOPLE_0.pdf 
[accessed 16 September 2020].  
36 Boym, Future of Nostalgia, p. 8. 
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Both Aleichem and Chagall utilize nostalgia to construct a fictitious homeland. 
In doing so, their shtetlach are rendered with a certain levity that obscures their tragic 
undertones. However, the disintegrating world of the Eastern European Jew could be 
a maddening one. It is significant to note that initial fictional accounts of the shtetl 
represented it in a more scathing light—the shtetlach were caricatured not as idylls, 
but as quagmires that offered no escape. In this respect, Chagall’s fragmented, self-
enclosed shtetl was anticipated—in darker terms—by the writing of S. Y. Abramovitsh. 
Abramovitsh, popularly known by his fictional persona, Mendele Moykher Sforim 
(Mendele the Book Peddler), was the first novelist to memorialize the shtetl in 
Yiddish.37 His collections of short stories, Tales of Mendele the Book Peddler: Fishke 
the Lame and Benjamin the Third are situated in three towns in Russia’s Pale of 
Settlement. The towns are described in terms of psychic geographies, rather than as 
existing entities.38 They merge in a seamless continuum, with little regard for real 
geographical distances or distinct boundaries. In this way, they share the same sense 
of fictional Jewish space found in Chagall’s village scene.39 Mendele’s description of 
the Green Mountain of Glupsk exemplifies how even landmarks do more to confuse 
than orient travellers in such landscapes: 

 
[O]ur horses had brought us all the way to the foot of the Green Mountain, 
which lies at the approach of Glupsk.  

Now the Green Mountain of Glupsk certainly wants no introduction[...]. 
For to my infant fancy [it] appeared a thing both marvelous and unsurpassably 
fair—not in the least resembling those pitiful eminences of mere dirt which 
passed for mountains in our neck of the woods; but made of a more noble stuff 
… say of coriander seed and honey, or of the Manna from Heaven, or even of 
the soil of the Holy Land, as are the Mount of Olives and the Lebanon. […] I 
discovered that Green Mountain was a very ordinary mountain—more of a 
hillock really—and quite, quite indistinguishable from any other object of its 
kind in our region […].40 

 
37 Miron, Image of the Shtetl, p. vii.  
38 Dan Miron, ‘Introduction’, in Tales of Mendele the Book Peddler, ed. by Miron and Frieden, pp. vii-
lxx; p. xlvi. 
39 Dan Miron’s description of these towns could, in fact, very well describe I and the Village: 
‘Embedded within a unified continuum, which is only marginally envisioned in terms of 
geographical contiguity and continuity, the three towns […] are juxtaposed, played on against 
the other in a way which allows them to function like pieces of colored glass in a 
kaleidoscope.’ Ibid., p. xlii. 
40 Abramovitsch, Tales of Mendele the Book Peddler, pp. 290-91. 
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Mendele’s description of the Green Mountain reflects his profound 

dissatisfaction with the shtetl, particularly in comparison to the mythical Holy Land. 
He drifts circuitously through this disjointed world, peddling his books and sharing 
stories with his companions; he is the paradigm of the Wandering Jew. His life is a 
metonymy for exilic experience, in which a universe defined by text and discourse 
replaces that of national territory. Mendele’s persona exemplifies the paradoxes of 
Russian-Jewish life at the time. Contradictory, tragic-comic, and caught up in elliptical 
wanderings, he is, as David Roskies describes, a ‘child of the shtetl.’41 Yet he is confined 
to interminable exile within this same ‘closed and self-destructing world.’42 Through 
Mendele, Abramovitsh articulates a more cynical response to a shattered world. In one 
episode, the pitiful attempts of Mendele’s family to maintain cheerfulness after a 
devastating pogrom drive him to a state of frenzy. He wishes to ‘take up one of the 
harps by the waters of Babylon and play an ecstatic tune mixed with sorrow, so that 
suffering Jews might dance until they dashed themselves into madness against the 
rocks.’43 Abramovitsh’s subversion of the image of the rivers of Babylon exemplifies 
the radical shift in Jewish modes of existence that, like Chagall’s topsy-turvy villages, 
were upturned by modernity.  

The striking similarity between these literary and artistic renditions of the shtetl 
suggest that they were not merely based on personal sentiment. Rather, they reflected 
a more collective use of nostalgia as a means of coping with catastrophic loss. Miron 
suggests that the construction of the unalloyed shtetl in modern Jewish imagination 
was a shared attempt to make sense of a way of life that was falling to pieces. In a 
quasi-biblical sense, these accounts (both visual and literary) projected the shtetl as a 
fictional Jerusalem or mini-state. Transformed into an ahistorical myth, these 
representations of the shtetl sustained modern Jewish identity and experience in an 
otherwise ‘cold, harsh, individualist and egoistic’ world.44 These literary attempts to 
acclimate the Jewish past with modern life likewise appear in the writing of Walter 
Benjamin. Although Benjamin was not a writer of fiction, Jewish traditions of 
remembrance formed his understanding of modernity. Benjamin recognized the 

 
41 David Roskies, Against the Apocalypse: Responses to Catastrophe in Modern Jewish Culture 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984), p. 60. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Miron, Image of the Shtetl, p. xii.  
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importance of nostalgia in modern life—not only as a way of coping with catastrophic 
loss, but as a means of transformation.  
 

Stillstellung: The Zero Hour 

As a German-Jewish intellectual and a staunch Marxist, Benjamin inhabited a 
different cultural sphere than that of the Eastern European Yiddish writers and artists. 
However, the distinctive modes of remembrance that we see in these representations 
of the shtetl are reiterated in Benjamin’s writing, particularly through the related 
concepts of the Angel of History and the dialectical standstill, or Stillstellung 
(Benjamin’s neologism, often translated as the zero hour). Both concepts focus on 
nostalgia—the former in terms of understanding history, and the latter in terms of its 
transformative power. Benjamin’s critical fusion of historical materialism and Judaic 
traditions elucidates the dual role of nostalgia in modern Jewish life. 

Benjamin allegorical reading of Paul Klee’s 1920 monoprint Angelus Novus 
articulates his paradoxical notion of progress. He describes this Angel of History in the 
following words:  

 
His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees 
one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls 
it in front of his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make 
whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got 
caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close them. 
The storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned, 
while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is what we call 
progress.45    

 
For Benjamin, progress and ruin go hand in hand. The Angel turns his back to the 
future and envisions history not as ‘a chain of events,’ but as a ‘single catastrophe’. The 
Janus-headed Angel, suspended between past and future, illustrates a Judaic 
understanding of history and progress. Franz Rosenzweig posits the following: 

 
[Jews had] long achieved a condition of stasis through the observance of an 
atemporal law that removed it from the flux of history. As opposed to 

 
45 Benjamin, ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’, p. 249.  
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Christendom, which is ‘eternally on its way,’ the Jewish people experience 
eternity in the midst of history itself.46 

 
This rejection of historicism for collective memory—as seen in the Angel’s backward 
gaze—exemplifies the Jewish emphasis on Zakhor. Benjamin’s application of this 
Judaic mode of remembrance to modernity, via the Angel of History, is evident in I 
and the Village. The picture is suspended, like the Angel, between the past and the 
future. Its upturned, fragmented space mirrors Benjamin’s storm of progress, in which 
the debris of a paradisiacal past forms an image of a strange, timeless, and entirely 
new world. This sense of atemporality ‘in the midst of history’ correlates, more 
generally, with the literary tendency to represent the shtetl as ahistorical in the face of 
its demise. These nostalgic representations were a way of coping with modernity. For 
Benjamin, however, nostalgia was not only a way of understanding historical progress. 
It was also a means of transformation.  

Benjamin’s experience of nostalgia’s transformative power occurred during his 
meanderings through the shops and bazaars of 1926 Moscow. There he encountered a 
kaleidoscopic array of outdated merchandise. He recalled this experience in his 
Moscow Diary:  

 
During the course of my long morning tour, I […] noticed […]: market women, 
peasant women, standing next to their market of wares (sometimes also a sled 
like those they use as children’s wagons here in winter). In these baskets lie 
apples, candies, nuts, sugar figurines, half hidden under cloth. You would think 
that a sweet grandmother had looked around before leaving her house and had 
picked out all the things she could take to surprise her grandchild.47  

 
Benjamin’s wistful take on these quaint vendors is also evident in his 

description of other wares on display: Chinese paper flowers, red and yellow wooden 
toys, weathervanes, and colourful orbs used for decorating trees—the ‘peasant origins’ 
of which were ‘clearly apparent’, according to Benjamin.’48 Like the traditional world 
of the shtetl, which seemed irreconcilable with modern life, this object-world of 

 
46 Franz Rosenzweig, The Star of Redemption, qtd. in Yerushalmi, Zakhor: Jewish History and 
Jewish Memory, pp. 92-93. 
47 Walter Benjamin, ‘Moscow Diary.’ October, 35 (Winter, 1985), 4+9-135, pp. 19-20. 
48 Ibid., p. 20. 
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commodities seemed to have been rendered obsolete by the Revolution. Yet, for 
Benjamin, this object-world was as essential to the Revolution as the worker’s clubs 
and debates that he frequented. Rather than signifying regression, this debris from the 
past evoked a nostalgic experience in which the past collided with the present. This 
produced an uncanny, metamorphic moment brimming with revolutionary potential. 
As Christina Kiaer describes it,  

 
[T]he dreaming collective of bourgeois culture would awaken from the “dream 
sleep” of the commodity phantasmagoria into a socialist culture when the wish-
images of what he called the “ur-past” […] would be made visible in the newest 
technological forms.49  

 
It was in this moment of temporal juxtaposition—or the zero hour—that Benjamin saw 
the potential of the past as offering a portal to a future world.50  

Just as Chagall’s work was regarded as reactionary by the Soviets, Benjamin’s 
experience of the street fair’s object-world as a revolutionary portal surprised his leftist 
peers. The latter held that world revolution necessitated a radical break from the 
past.51 Benjamin recognised, however, the collective power of nostalgia. It was similar 
to that of the revolutionary consciousness that the Bolshevik intelligentsia were 
unsuccessfully attempting to disseminate amongst the Russian people. However, 
Benjamin’s incongruous synthesis of premodern and industrial Russian life offered an 
alternative vision that transcended ideological parameters.52 This vision was, like the 
Angel of History, based on Judaic traditions of remembrance.   

Through the zero hour, Benjamin sought to reconcile the conflict between 
Judaism’s transcendental sense of history and Marxism’s eschatological orientation 
towards a future utopia. Benjamin was aware that Judaic law forbade the aid of 
soothsayers or fortune tellers to see the future. Rather, it encouraged Zakhor through 
the Torah and prayers.53 It was only through remembrance—of its history, traditions, 
and homeland—that future redemption would occur, and the Messiah would be 
ushered in. Benjamin saw this Messianic age as an allegory for Communist utopia. In 

 
49 Christina Kiaer, Imagine No Possessions: The Socialist Objects of Russian Constructivism 
(Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 2005), p. 182. 
50 Boym, Future of Nostalgia, p. 27. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Benjamin, ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’, p. 255. 
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this respect, like Nietzsche, Benjamin resisted modernity’s sense of irreversible time.54 
Rather than the waves of eternal return suggested by Nietzsche, however, in which the 
past replays itself infinitesimally, Benjamin held that, in line with Judaic tradition, ‘the 
past carries with it a temporal index by which it is referred to redemption.’55 That is, 
the past contained the seeds of progress.   

I and the Village envisions this paradoxical understanding of progress. Its 
fragments and idioms of shtetl life evoke the same nostalgia experienced by Benjamin 
in Moscow’s street fairs. Its peasants, milkmaid, and religious references signify an 
obsolete world. Yet, just as the street fairs took on new meaning in the midst of 
revolution, these folk idioms, derived from the past, are reconfigured via the language 
of modern art. Chagall’s shtetl, wrested from its original environment, reflects what 
Boym describes as Benjamin’s ‘impure modernity,’ in which ‘a new language could 
explore the dialects of the past […] sabotaging both the bourgeois common sense and 
the new revolutionary orthodoxy.’56 In this distinctly Benjaminian sense, the shtetl was 
restored and transfigured in the collective imagination at the moment of its dissolution 
into history.57 Through nostalgia, this obsolete Jewish space was preserved in the 
precarious, malleable present of the zero hour. 

 

Historical Transformation 

Benjamin’s revolutionary street-fair and the nostalgic transfiguration of the shtetl in 
literature and art were symbolic attempts to acclimate traditional modes of Jewish 
existence with the modern world. These symbolic representations also mirrored 
history. I and the Village’s fragmented, upturned world depicted a profound—even 
violent—shift in Jewish life. Nineteenth- and twentieth-century life for Eastern 
European Jews was one of unprecedented seismic change.58 In Russia, a disintegrating 
economic situation combined with waves of pogrom and population increase. This 
resulted in the mass migration of Jews from villages and towns in the Pale to larger 
cities in Russia, Palestine, and America. A nationwide famine in the 1860s accelerated 

 
54 Boym, Future of Nostalgia p. 28. 
55 Benjamin, ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’, p. 245. 
56 Boym, Future of Nostalgia, pp. 29-30. 
57 Chagall was not directly familiar with Benjamin’s work (Benjamin’s writing on history occurred 
decades after this painting was created). However, Benjamin was a prominent figure in modernist 
currents of thought. His writing and Chagall’s work intersect in their melding traditional Jewish ideas 
with modernity; Chagall intuitively, and Benjamin intellectually. 
58 Harshav, Language in Time of Revolution, p. 5. 
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the circumstances. In the decade before 1881, over 40,000 Russian Jews migrated to 
America.59 In 1917, the boundaries of the Pale of Settlement were eliminated and the 
Bolsheviks granted Jews full civil liberties and citizenship. In 1941, the last remnants 
of shtetl life came to an end when the German army invaded the Soviet Union. By the 
end of 1942, most of the five million Jews remaining in this area had been murdered.60 
Vitebsk itself was razed to the ground by the Red Army during World War II.61 Chagall 
refused to return to it again.62  

The eradication of the shtetl was countered by the Zionist resettlement of Israel 
in 1948, and new diasporas to America and throughout the world. However, according 
to Benjamin Harshav, the most profound transformation took place internally. It 
consisted in a different way of relating to the world. That is, it involved a different 
understanding of Jewish identity, and resulted in the most radical changes in Jewish 
history that had occurred in two thousand years. The Modern Jewish Revolution, as it 
was termed by Harshav, ‘entirely changed [the Jews’] geography, modes of living, 
languages, professions, consciousness, culture, politics, and place in general history.’63 
Rather than the conventional overturning of a cohesive political system within a 
national territory, this revolution was internal, and overturned a universe founded on 
discourse, collective experience, and self-identification. Harshav notes: 

 
Revolutions are usually sudden political and military acts of overthrowing an 
old regime that governs a society. […] Here the revolution was first of all 
internal. […] This Modern Jewish revolution was not directed against a political 
power structure but rather against a governing semiotics, a set of beliefs, 
values, and behavior, and towards internalized ideals of a new world culture. 
In this respect, it is similar in time and nature to the revolution that occurred 
in modernist art and literature at the time.64 

 
As Harshav suggests, the Jewish Revolution was unique in that it did not occur 

within the bounds of national territory or history. Rather, it occurred in an 
internalised, collective world of memory and tradition. This internal world was 

 
59 Alan Mintz, Hurban: Responses to Catastrophe in Hebrew Literature (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1984), p. 113. 
60 Yehuda Bauer, The Death of the Shtetl (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2001), p. 6. 
61 Baal-Teshuva, Marc Chagall 1887-1985, p. 13. 
62 Ibid., p. 278. 
63 Harshav, Language in Time of Revolution, p. 8. 
64 Ibid., pp. 5-6. 
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envisioned in the shtetl, which contained within itself the Janus-headed perspective of 
history: the violent dissolution of traditional Jewish life, and the transfiguration of this 
life into modernity. The paradox underscoring this cultural phenomenon is captured 
in I and the Village. The painting, produced in 1911 Paris, is not simply an image of 
personal loss. It is a portrait of nostalgia which, as Boym describes, exists ‘on the 
threshold of past and future’.65 Simultaneously anchored in the demise of the shtetl, 
yet prescient, it projected a future world that would come to pass in the transformation 
of Eastern European Jewry into a new culture that extended from Eretz-Israel to 
America. ‘The past,’ said Benjamin, ‘can be seized only as an image which flashes up 
at the instant when it can be recognized and is never seen again.’66 I and the Village 
envisioned the past as a picture—arresting in time, for future generations, the unique 
place of the shtetl within Jewish memories and geographies. While it located Eastern 
European Jewry in a common, utopic domain, its fragmented, self-enclosed forms 
flashed a final farewell to a world in the final stages of collapse. This phantasmagorical 
shtetl arose from an acute nostalgia in the face of loss. Yet through nostalgia, the shtetl, 
which was all but eradicated by the end of World War II, was preserved in Jewish 
imagination through art and literature. It was a material reality, entrenched in history. 
It was also only a facsimile of an interior homeland, profoundly allied with modern 
Jewish identity and its indelible origin, wherever that may be.  

 
 

  

 
65 Boym, Future of Nostalgia, p. 29. 
66 Benjamin, ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History’, p. 247. 
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Remembering the Lost Eden in Marina 
Benjamin’s Last Days in Babylon: The 
Story of the Jews of Baghdad 

Leila Aouadi  
Last Days in Babylon: The Story of the Jews of Baghdad (2007) explores the past life of 
Baghdadi Jews in the first decades of the previous century. In retrieving the splintered pieces 
of her own family’s history in Baghdad, Marina Benjamin embarks on a journey to Iraq after 
the American invasion of 2004. To move beyond war and devastation, Last Days straddles 
the borders between facts and fiction, remembering and forgetting, and in so doing conflates 
memory and history, nostalgia and writing. The mapping of Jewish Iraqi heritage onto the 
colonized landscape becomes a process of identification with the city, whereby Regina’s life, 
the author’s grandmother, is evoked as a sort of index to Baghdad before and after the 
departure of its Jewish minority. The Proustian vein that undergirds the narrative further 
implicates colonialism and its legacy in the ongoing plight of Iraqi people, including the few 
remaining Jews in Baghdad. Nostalgia/memory and reeling off past events from fragments 
cannot be conjugated without the gruesome present of Iraq and the Middle East. In this 
context, memories fail in assuaging the present pain and serve only to foreground suffering 
and helplessness. 

* 
 
Contemporary life narratives of colonized or exiled subjects draw on histories of 
dispossession and displacement. In dramatizing the nostalgic act of remembering past 
lives and lost homes, the autobiographical and fictional rely on memory to reproduce 
the written text; autobiographical memory is shaped by narrative convention, that is, 
the formal order of a story: a beginning, a middle, and an end. Yet memory and 
remembering do not always respect linearity, nor is it always voluntary. While a 
memoir is structured within a storyline in order to be read, the assimilation of 
memories in the textual fabric can be unsettling due to nostalgic affinities and 
historical inconsistencies. The flow of emotions when past events and memories are 
evoked or triggered unravels the functioning of nostalgia as a vessel channelling not 
only joy and pain but also the human need to belong geographically. The dimension of 
time and space in recalling emotions is intertwined with places and embroiled in the 
politics of belonging. Despite being associated more with the idea of absence and 
atrophy, of forgetting as well as remembering, memory has a political nexus and is at 
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the centre of many debates concerning the right to remember and narrate. The 
‘unprecedented politicization of memory’ is a form of appropriating a new meaning to 
the past from present perspectives in the writing of personal accounts.1 Politicizing 
memory continues apace and can be traced in the burgeoning of life narratives by 
women from Middle Eastern origins and minorities, where writing acts are shaped by 
present junctures and devastating wars. Thus, Middle Eastern writing contexts have 
transformed memory into a political will to challenge the present, channel resistance, 
and offer different future visions. 

 The politicization of memory permeates Middle Eastern literature in general 
and life narratives in particular. In her essay ‘Remembering a Baghdad Elsewhere: An 
Emotional Cartography’ (2014), Ella Shohat proposes an autobiographical reading of 
her life and that of her Iraqi family in their host country, Israel, after leaving Baghdad, 
as a trajectory of ‘taboo memories’ and ‘forbidden reminiscence’ and highlights the 
manoeuvring of remembering and forgetting/erasing in the face of exile and the 
immigrants’ need to survive ‘diasporizations’.2 Her reading, which partakes of colonial 
theories, discusses the Arab-Israeli conflict as a cornerstone in forming an Israeli 
national identity and forcing such polarized distinction between Arabs versus Jews on 
its immigrants. The socio-economic division within Israel between Arabs and 
European Jews, who work to discipline, correct, and normalize the young generations 
of Arab Jewish immigrants in the newly formed state, bears witness to the 
marginalization of Eastern Jews within the dominant ‘Euro-Israeli culture’.3 The 
stifling of their memories and ditching of their Arab Jewish identity and language have 
nourished nostalgic affinities with the past and despite being a private enterprise, 
nostalgia has become an act of political enunciation for many Iraqi Jews in Israel.4 
Shohat’s family had to migrate to the USA in order to live as Arab Jews without being 
forced to stifle their Arabness and hide their Baghdadi dialect.  In the same vein, this 
essay explores Last Days in Babylon: The Story of the Jews of Baghdad (2007) by 
Marina Benjamin, a British author whose all-encompassing life narrative retrieves the 
past of the Iraqi Jewish community of Baghdad by incorporating historical, social, and 

 
1 Susannah Radstone and Bill Schwarz, ‘Introduction: Mapping Memory,’ in Memory: Histories, 
Theories, Debates, ed. by Susannah Radstone and Bill Schwarz (New York: Fordham University Press, 
2010), pp. 1-10; p. 2. 
2 Ella Shohat, ‘Remembering a Baghdad Elsewhere: An Emotional Cartography’, Biography, 37. 3 
(2014), pp. 784-790; p. 784. 
3 Ibid., p. 786. 
4 Ibid., p. 784. 
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political events of Iraq and the Middle East. The memoir, though personal, is a political 
pronouncement against colonial intervention and Western hegemony. Benjamin tries 
to make sense of the reductio ad absurdum of the war that is raging at the time of her 
visit to Iraq in 2004, after the collapse of Saddam Hussein’s regime. This essay 
contends that the trip to Baghdad during the war is a journey into the past, an attempt 
to project the stories of Regina, her grandmother, and by implication the Jewish 
community in Iraq, onto the present of a war-mutilated Baghdad.  

To write is both to remember and to forget, to negotiate from present 
positioning the past, whereby memory becomes the reality of the text and despite 
being evasive remains a source of knowledge notwithstanding its factual unreliability. 
Nostalgia in Arabic poetry is rooted in experiences of war and exile. Historically, 
mystic Andalusian poetry exemplifies how Jewish and Muslim Arab poets transformed 
their longing for divine unity into moving elegies in response to the cataclysmic loss of 
Andalusia, an exceptional model of coexistence between different religions in an anti-
Semitic Europe before its capture by the Spanish army and the expulsion of Jews and 
Arabs.5 Jewish Arabs had always been part of Arab societies and culture. Their 
existence in the Middle East and forced mass departure from many Arab countries 
have been the theme of many memoirs by female authors living in exile such as 
Sipping from the Nile: My Exodus from Egypt (2008) by Jean Naggar, Dream 
Homes: From Cairo to Katrina, an Exile’s Journey (2008) by Zonana Joyce, and 
Memories from Eden: A Journey through Jewish Baghdad by Violette Shamash 
(2010), to mention only a few. 

Nostalgia in Arabic literature is a theme and a stylistic device structuring the 
classic Arab poem, the ode, which has a set of conventions, namely remembering the 
camp where the poet used to meet his beloved. The meeting site becomes a symbol of 
love where past images are triggered by the poet’s visits to the place after the departure 
of his beloved, and reads oftentimes as a resuscitation of a time long gone.6 The poet 
visits and revisits familiar places in order to evoke memory, with these sites serving as 

 
5 The term can be seen as problematic but many Jews are natives of the Arab land; for further 
discussion see Ella Shohat’s Israeli Cinema: East/West and the Politics of Representation (Austin, 
TX: University of Texas Press, 1989), as well as Evelyn Alsultany’s interview with Shohat in Arab and 
Arab American Feminisms, ed. by Rabab Abdulhadi, Evelyn Asultany and Nadine Naber (New York: 
Syracuse University Press, 2011), pp. 46-59, and Yahouda Shenhav’s The Arab Jews: A Postcolonial 
Reading of Nationalism, Religion, and Ethnicity (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2006). 
6 It is worth noting that once consummated, this much celebrated love ends in disappointment and 
parting. 
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a substitute for their absent muse/beloved. This in turn triggers the poet’s flames of 
passion whereby the site becomes as necessary as the process of remembering itself. 
The platonic love7 that characterizes much of the old Arab poetry is nostalgic in nature 
due to gender segregation, the nature of nomadic life, and the strict social rules in the 
Arabian Peninsula.8 In ‘Nostalgia and Its Discontents’ (2007), Svetlana Boym 
compares longing for home to nostalgic love, surviving only ‘in a long distance 
relationship’ while Roberta Rubenstein argues that longing for home is but longing for 
time.9 Temporal dislocation is crucial in understanding both critical moments 
regarding the pain of loss and longing that accompanies yearning for a lost home or 
lost love. Just like the Arab poet’s nostalgic love for a fading face, an inchoate 
silhouette, and a vanishing image that they celebrate in their love poetry, nostalgia and 
platonic love share the common ground of restoring an irretrievable past.10 This 
understanding of loss and retrieval as a necessary channel in writing about one’s life 
alongside that of one’s country, family, and community applies to Benjamin’s nostalgic 
love for a Baghdad she does not know and can only revive through her grandmother’s 
stories and her own writing that strives to endow the past with legitimate existence in 
her life now.  

Nostalgia is a lynchpin connecting history and memory in the writing of the 
memoir. To recall the past at times of war in order to understand the present requires 
historical lenses and is the central theme of Last Days. Benjamin, who decides to go 
to Iraq via Jordan, is undertaking a perilous journey across the desert. By passing cities 
such as Ramadi and Falluja, the memoirist experiences the devastating scenes of war 
first-hand and realizes the difference between watching scenes of war on TV from a 
distant and comfortable position in London and coming face-to-face with its gruesome 
effect in Baghdad. Benjamin engages Western presence in Iraq through the lens of an 
old barber who outlived American and British colonialism. According to the barber, 

 
7 Called in Arabic, al hob al othri: hob is love and othri is virgin, which connotes the asexual nature of 
the relation between the poet and his beloved. 
8 For further information on pre-Islamic poetry and Arab Jews’ contribution to literature and art see, 
for example, Classical Arabic Literature: A Library of Arabic Literature Anthology, ed. and trans. by 
Geert Jan van Gelder (New York: New York University Press, 2013) and Norman A. Stillman, ‘The 
Jews of the Medieval Islamic West: Acculturation and its Limitations’, The Journal of the Middle East 
and Africa, 9.3 (2018), pp. 293-300.  
9 Svetlana Boym, ‘Nostalgia and Its Discontents’, The Hedgehog Review 7 (Summer 2007), pp. 7-18, 
p. 7; Roberta Rubenstein, Home Matters: Longing and Belonging, Nostalgia and Mourning in 
Women’s Fiction (London: Palgrave, 2001), p. 1. 
10 It is worth noting here that poets who declare their love and celebrate it in their poems were 
punished by not marrying their beloved and oftentimes ousted by their tribes.  
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the British ‘built Baghdad’ while Americans, who in destroying the regime destroyed 
the whole country, ‘reduced large swathes of Baghdad to rubble’.11 The dangers 
besetting the trip and the worries of her family have not deterred her from travelling 
to the country of her origins and seeking peace and reconciliation despite war in an 
attempt to honour the memory of her grandmother and atone for her long-stifled Iraqi 
heritage. Benjamin, who has tried hard to hide her Iraqi origin during her university 
years, realizes as she grows older that it is her duty to help in preserving her Jewish 
Iraqi legacy, that of remembering and writing the stories of her grandmother, lest they 
are forgotten. 

The past lives of the indigenous Jews of Iraq offer a rich legacy that lasted for 
thousands of years and has to be recorded. The memoirist has never lived in Iraq, yet 
she bears the past of her family as an extension of her identity, a ‘second-generation 
mourner’ of the lost Baghdad.12 Marianne Hirsch argues that remembering the 
traumatic past that our parents or grandparents endured can be healing for both those 
who witness the horrifying events and for their decedents. The pain of losing one’s 
home, or any other pain for that matter, is transmissible and transformative for 
second-generation mourners. Benjamin’s remembering and writing about the loss of 
her ancestral home is made possible by her grandmother’s nostalgic identification with 
Baghdad and the stories she told about Baghdad, referred to by the author as ‘an Eden 
before the Fall’ (12). The act of narrating stories is also conjured by family albums, 
wherein the photo, supposedly stopped at a given time, propels the affective and 
traumatic for generations to come. The photo is pivotal in recording and validating the 
truth value of the biographical act.13 Benjamin, who is elegizing the loss of Jewish life 
in Baghdad in addition to mourning the present condition of people in the country, 
including the handful of Iraqi Jews who remained in the country, validates her account 
by the inclusion of photos of her family posing in the old Jewish quarters of Baghdad 
or while picnicking on the banks of the Tigris (13).14   

 
11 Marina Benjamin, Last Days in Babylon: The Story of the Jews in Baghdad (London: Bloomsbury, 
2007), p. xx, p. xxi. Referred to hereafter in the text as Last Days. Further references will be cited 
parenthetically in the text. 
12 Marianne Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture after the Holocaust 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2012), p. 106.  
13 Marianne Hirsch, Family Frames, Photography, Narrative, and Postmemory (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1997), pp. 5-8. 
14 One of the most important photographs according to the author is that of her grandmother when 
she first married. The photo, featuring Regina, the author’s grandmother in black abaya (chador) on 
the Tigris’ banks, reads as ‘a silent rebuke, reminding me [i.e. Benjamin] that for too long I was never 
much interested in my grandmother’s life’ (pp. 12-13).   
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* 
 

Last Days chronicles the history of Benjamin’s family in Baghdad alongside that of the 
Jewish community. She stops at major turning points in their modern history, namely 
the ‘Farhud’15 (the killing of Jews, also known as pogrom) of 1941 and the ‘Taskeet’16 
(forfeiting Iraqi citizenship and going to Israel) almost a decade later. The killing of 
around two hundred Jews and many more Muslims during the Farhud and the mass 
departure of Iraqi Jews to Israel after much social and political unrest, or what came 
to be known as the Taskeet, led up to the tragic dwindling of their ancient and rich 
culture. The author reminds her readers that Jews lived in Mesopotamia for ‘more 
than 1,000 years’ before the Islamic armies’ arrival and prospered in the land only to 
be uprooted by terror unleased against them after the arrival of many European Jews 
in Palestine, the Declaration of Balfour, and the creation of Israel in 1948, which 
caused, and is still causing, decades of war between Israel and the Palestinians (xvii). 
She underlines that violence against the Jews in Baghdad is a relatively recent 
phenomenon that started with colonial presence and Zionism, unlike their systematic 
persecution in Europe throughout history. 

The Prologue articulates the author’s intentions, that is: the dramatization of 
her grandmother’s life as an extension of the once thriving Jewish community. The 
text as a whole revives her grandmother and mother’s memories about the Mahalla, 
the old Jewish quarter, the teeming streets, the bustling souks and ancient synagogues 
and posits them against the frightened handful of Jews still living in Baghdad, a 
defeated and mutilated city. The Jews there are struggling against ‘persecution, war, 
sanctions’ and the uncertainty of Iraq’s future (228). This destiny, as the composition 
uncovers, is shared by all Iraqis, including Jews. Recovering the past amidst war can 
be both urgent and transformative for the narrator whose personal account 

 
15 The killing of the Jews was called ‘farhud’, see Last Days, p. 142. For a more elaborated discussion 
of the historical events see Mark R. Cohen, ‘Historical Memory and History in the Memoirs of Iraqi 
Jews’, in Ot LeTova: Essays in Honor of Professor Tova Rosen, ed. by Eli Yassif et al. (Beer Sheva: 
Dvir, 2012), pp. 110-137. 
<https://www.academia.edu/37423208/Mark_R._Cohen_History_and_Historical_Memory_in_the
_Memoirs_of_Iraqi_Jews_in_Eli_Yassif_et_al._eds._Ot_LeTova_Essays_in_Honor_of_Professor
_Tova_Rose> [accessed 3 February 2020].  
16 For further information on the mass immigration of Iraqi Jews, see Lital Levy, ‘Self and the City: 
Literary Representations of Jewish Baghdad,’ Prooftexts 26 (2006), pp. 163-211. Benjamin refers to 
Taskeet on p. 228 and to the events that led up to it throughout her book. 
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incorporates the collective memory of the community as it faces erasure. The narrative 
centres on Regina, the grandmother, who was born in 1905 to a wealthy Jewish family 
in Baghdad, and whose life parallels the history of modern Iraq, under Ottoman and 
British rule. Regina’s account, chronicled by the author, is rendered in its minute 
details, the pieces are put together through the memories of many of her family 
members and family albums. Notwithstanding the fact that Regina lived in a different 
time, Benjamin’s account about Iraq in the past is an act of preservation against the 
colonial grip; it is an attempt by the colonized subject to unsettle the American 
hegemony and voice its brutal and devastating presence in Iraq.  

The power of literature to evoke the past in the present through the senses is 
elaborated in Marcel’s Proust masterpiece, In Search of Lost Time (1913-27), where 
the dipped madeleine in the lime tea is a metonym for happy childhood and maternal 
love. The Proustian vein underpins Benjamin’s recollection of her grandmother and 
the depiction of Baghdad during the first part of the twentieth century, the Baghdad 
her grandmother knew. In remembering the past, Benjamin analogizes memories to 
‘visceral snapshots’, and in so doing foregrounds the necessity of the sensory in the 
remembering process (7). This is echoed in the first chapter of Last Days, where 
Benjamin’s memories materialize in the smell of ‘sharp notes of coriander and cumin’, 

the taste of Baklawa, the healing power of hot soup, and the sound of Regina’s loud 
laughs (3). Middle Eastern food, just like the madeleine and the lime tea, triggers a 
train of associations that not only transcends the ugliness of the present moment but 
also obliterates the pain of a crippled Iraq and the suffering of its inhabitants. Rashid 
Street, Souk al-Serai, and the banks of Tigris, for example, are sites of memory as far 
as the past of her grandmother is concerned. She recalls the shops where her mother 
bought her first dress, where her grandfather had his warehouse, and where her 
grandparents used to live. The photograph of Rashid Street in 2004 swarming with 
people, in the Prologue, is an indication that old Baghdad stands defiant amid the 
American occupation and the devastation of war. The Shorja, which Benjamin tells us 
used to be the Jewish Quarter’s largest open-air souk, still stands in its original place, 
enduring the tests of time, unchanged and unyielding (xxiii). The 2004 visit to old 
Baghdad is a journey into her grandmother’s world whereby the author operates as a 
vessel to channel Regina’s memories and bring them to the present. 

Last Days comes quite close to an epic elegy where mourning for the loss of 
Jewish homes and peaceful life features as a lingering grief shared by the exiled Jewish 
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community in London and the current Iraqi landscape. The text elegizes both the 
people and their city by foregrounding abiding identification between Baghdad and its 
grisly legacy of pain and suffering, inherited by both its scattered people and colonized 
inhabitants. Benjamin remembers her grandmother’s gathering with Iraqi friends 
who, just like her, have fled Iraq and come to London to start a new life. Regina and 
her kids have endured daunting prejudices and economic hardships, as well as the 
numbing cold, depressing fog, and ‘England’s legendary biting winds’ (10). On her 
arrival, Regina has tried to reach out to her English landlady by talking about her past 
life in Baghdad and by introducing herself to neighbours, but fails to make English 
friends. When she realizes that the city, its weather, and its people are not interested 
in her story nor in her friendship, Regina, a single mother of three, cocoons in her past 
and survives isolation by creating her own Baghdad in London. 

 Last Days goes to great lengths to describe in detail the gatherings Regina 
holds with   expats like herself where Arabic music is played, Baghdadi food is served, 
and gossip about the Iraqi-Jewish community is exchanged. These getting-together 
scenes of Regina and her friends have stayed in the author’s mind and are propelled 
to the surface when she decides to write a book about Iraq. While touring Baghdad, 
Benjamin draws a nostalgic map that takes her back to childhood memories that are 
shaped by Regina’s stories about Baghdad. The minute rendering of those gathering 
in her grandmother’s sitting room in London establish the symbolic association of 
material activities such as eating Baklawa and listening to Arabic music, and surviving 
the trauma of dislocation and diaspora. Immigrants’ close community ties during the 
fifties in London are underlined in the text in order to underscore their vital 
importance in sustaining both the alienated individual and highlighting the survival 
instinct of minority groups, struggling against racism and the elements (the symbolic 
use of weather is crucial in foregrounding the contrast between the warmth and love 
of Iraq and the coldness and cruelty of England).  

The heaviest of all burdens for wealthy Jewish Iraqi, like Regina, is the loss of 
status when leaving home and racism when immigrating to and living in a 
predominately white country after the Second World War. The manifestations of 
racism and hostility, even when they are not openly carried out, are felt and lived in 
‘the indifference and casual disregard’ of people (10). The trauma of immigration, 
inherited by Benjamin’s family, constitutes a major part of their heritage as second-
generation mourners and serves as a constant reminder of the vulnerability of the 
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immigrant status and the pernicious effects of racism, an enduring legacy immigrants 
and minorities have to live with. Immigrants, such as Regina, are dislocated culturally 
and displaced economically. In losing their privileges and social status as a result of 
moving from a rich middle-class suburb on the banks of Tigris to a poor working-class 
area in London, they find themselves the target of racism, or, at the very least, social 
rejection. Her grandmother’s memories of the trauma of exile and its long-lasting 
effect are cross-generational: the share of pain re-enacts memories of diasporic 
narratives, articulating estrangement and uprootedness. The author’s flashbacks to 
her grandmother’s sitting-room scenes and her work as a shop assistant create specific 
images of a remote yet vivid past. By drawing on the empowering emotional affinities 
with Regina, the author’s insights into her grandmother’s life help to clarify how the 
written text registers the mundane as the essence of what it means to lose a home and 
a country. Underscoring the dialogical relationship between remembering and 
forgetting, and the writer’s constant need to look for images to solidify the evasive past 
denotes the power of words to strike a chord, connecting time with places, emotions 
with things.  

 What kept Regina afloat in London during the late fifties is the ‘tack[ing] up on 
nostalgia and bonhomie’ (10). Nostalgia, as an act of remembering and reliving past 
joys, becomes an act of survival for the Jewish diaspora, by helping them to mitigate 
the pain and attenuating isolation through family and communal support. In his 
article ‘Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire’ (1989), Pierre Nora 
argues that Jewish memory exemplifies the interconnectedness of personal memory, 
collective remembering, and history in the life and continuity of a nation. His theories 
on the lieux and milieux de mémoire uncover the ebb and flow of both collective and 
personal memory as components of identity and national history. Memory for him is 
synonymous with life, in constant movement and evolution, while history, an attempt 
to reconstruct life, is ‘always problematic and incomplete’.17 In other words, memory 
is life, transient and fluid, whereas history is an attempt to capture life from one 
perspective in order to restore/claim it. Though complex, multiple, and individually 
claimed, memory belongs to the community and takes the shape and colour of its 
people. Unless connected to space and solidified in acts of life, memory is consumed 
by history and dies.  

 
17 Pierre Nora, ‘Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Mémoire,’ Representations 26 (Spring 
1989), pp. 7-24; p. 7. 
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The interplay of memory and history coalesces the nostalgic act of identification 
and belonging in Last Days, which exemplifies to an extent how the thriving past of 
Jewish communities in the Middle East, though still graspable within the living 
memories of some Jews and Muslims who lived during that time, is for today’s readers 
so remote as to be almost fantastic. While stressing the lost world of Baghdadi Jews 
and their legacy, an account of better times, prosperous trade, and religious 
coexistence, the current scenes of utter violence that permeate the text undermine the 
nostalgic narrative. Yet the author’s focus on the Iraqi society before the introduction 
of Zionism and colonialism, two processes that caused damage to the land and severed 
the ties of its people, is intrinsically bound with Western intervention in the Middle 
East: 

 
After almost a century of Arab-Zionist conflict, it is difficult for those with no 
direct experience of the Middle East to imagine Jews like my great-grandfather 
as a vital presence in Muslim societies and culture, or at least to appreciate the 
extent to which Arab Jews lived in peaceful co-existence with the rest of the 
Arab world. (20) 

  

The division between Mizrahi/Sephardi (Jews from Arab descent) and 
Ashkenazi (Jews from European descent) is more pronounced in the life of Arab 
Jewish immigrants in Israel. Last Days depicts how Iraqi Jews are housed in camps 
on their arrival and are introduced to their new environment by being taught a new 
language and trained to embrace Zionist ideals, brought by European Jews. This helps 
in the process of their integration in Israel, which is based in part on understanding 
the boundaries between Jewishness and Arabness.18 Benjamin states that Western 
Jews ‘knew nothing about Eastern Jewry’; they see them as Orientals in need for 
Western help and charity and a medium for achieving their dream to establish a 
homeland in Palestine (153). Benjamin underlines this point in order to show how 
division within the social order of societies can lead to racial tension, rifts, and wars. 
Zionism as a European ideological product and its dream to establish ‘Eretz Israel’19 
was rejected by Eastern Jews who ‘had not experienced any crisis of identity except 

 
18 Ella Shohat, ‘Sephardim in Israel: Zionism from the Standpoint of its Jewish Victims,’ Social Text, 
19/20  
(1988), pp. 1-35, p. 25, and Tilde Rosmer, ‘Israel’s Middle Eastern Jewish Intellectuals: Identity and 
Discourse,’ British Journal of Middle Eastern Studies, 41.1 (2014), pp. 62-78. 
19 Eretz Yisrael or Israel can be used interchangeably to refer to the land of Israel or the Holy Land. 
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that in the past they had been the object of philanthropy, and were now to become the 
object of proselytism’ (153). Zionist infiltrators plotted terrorist attacks, stirring up 
religious and racial feuds in an attempt to speed the mass immigration of Arab Jews 
to Palestine, during and after the declaration of the state of Israel in 1948 (151).20 Yet 
Israel used racist and inhumane immigration procedures upon Arab Jews by spraying 
them with DDT, taking their children away, and keeping them in transit camps in the 
middle of nowhere.21  

The narrative reflects on the British and American colonial presence in Iraq and 
their role in alienating minorities and instigating ethnic and religious clashes within 
the same society. British colonial legacy is still carried out by Americans in Iraq and 
elsewhere in the Middle East. Their agenda was, and still is, to create spheres of 
influence in order to rule through division and chaos; the same tactic informs 
American policies on the ground in the Middle East. Imperial policies in the region 
resulted in the birth of many radical movements. Arab nationalism, for instance, 
reacted to imperial presence and gained momentum after the establishment of Israel 
on Arab Palestinian lands in 1948. Islamism or Islamic resistance to colonial presence 
after the collapse of Saddam Hussein’s regime can be seen as a reaction against 
American colonialism, the division of the country, and the corruption of successive 
governments, many of them supported by the USA and its allies.22 Benjamin’s account 
of Iraq during her grandmother’s time—contemporaneous with Certitude Bell (1868-
1926), famous for drawing the Iraqi’s borders in the sand for ‘the young Winston 
Churchill’s edification’ (xix),23 and helping to appoint Faisal as king to the newly born 

 
20 Benjamin’s narrative of Israeli complicity in the terrorist attacks which led to Iraqi Jews’ migration 
to Israel was common among those same departing Jews. See Moshe Gat, The Jewish Exodus from 
Iraq, 1948-1951 (London: Frank Cass, 1997): ‘[t]he belief that bombs had been thrown by Zionist 
agents was shared by those Iraqi Jews who has just reached Israel. Those Jews were convinced that 
the bombs had been thrown in order to expedite their departure’ (p. 177); see also, Nancy E. Berg, 
Exile from Exile: Israeli Writers from Iraq (New York: State University of New York, 1996), p. 164. 
21 Lital Levy states that ‘[s]ome 120,000 Iraqi Jews immigrated to Israel, where they landed in 
makeshift “transit” tent camps’, p. 171. On this point and the reasons for their departure to Israel, see 
Charles Tripp, A History of Iraq (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), pp. 105-6, pp. 124-
26. 
22 See The Creation of Iraq, ed. by Reeva S. Simon and Eleanor H. Tejirian (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2004), p.  43, Charles Tripp, A History of Iraq, p. 37, and Christopher Catherwood, 
Churchill's Folly (New York: Carrol and Graf, 2004), p. 77.  
23 For further information on the role of Bell in the creation of Iraq see, for example, H.V.F Winstone, 
Gertrude Bell (London: Jonathan Cape, 1978), p. 207.  
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nation—reveals how colonialism, be it American, Zionist, or British, has always 
maintained its gains and protected its interest regardless of the human cost.24 

The stories of Regina, the author’s grandmother, have been an important 
component of Benjamin’s childhood in London. Her decision to go back home is 
triggered by the death of her grandmother whose life constitutes a large portion of the 
memoir and serves as a fountainhead of the stories that the composition relies on to 
narrate the past. The author’s visit is a return to the past and a reflection on the present 
of the country amidst the labyrinth of the region’s geopolitics. The memoir sometimes 
takes the form of a travel account, navigating the complexities of the regional politics 
and providing readers with a relatively well-researched book on the history of Iraq as 
a colonized and battered land in the hands of the Turks, the British, and the 
Americans. According to Benjamin, the American invasion is the worst colonial 
presence of all, equalled in atrocities only by the Mongols who destroyed Baghdad, 
burnt its books, and plunged it into centuries of decay (xxi, 44-45). Set against the 
desolate background of the American invasion and its catastrophic aftermath, Last 
Days’ pulse verges towards despair and frustration with the absurdity of killing, 
bombing, and the metallic ubiquity of death. Yet the narrative mood shifts at such a 
formidable pace towards nostalgic recollections of Regina’s time, when Iraq was part 
of the Ottoman Empire. Regina’s character is delineated alongside the thriving Jewish 
Quarter in Old Baghdad where she moves around the city’s teeming and bustling souks 
and its posh commercial streets with joy and pride; she is the same woman who dies 
in London watching from her deathbed the bombing of Baghdad’s suburbs and the 
looting of invaluable treasures from its world-renowned museums, many of the 
artefacts being sold in black markets and online across the world.25  

The memory of Iraq’s past is not depicted as an evasive dream or unchecked 
fantasy. Memory becomes a reality when evoked images from the past surface on the 
present. Henri Bergson’s concept of ‘pure duration’, a major contribution to modern 

 
24 See for example, the author’s account on the riots of 1941 that claimed 200 Jewish lives and many 
more Muslim lives. Benjamin argues that the British did not help their allies, the Jews, abiding by 
their oft-used strategy of placating one’s enemy rather than helping one’s friend (pp. 142-43).  
25 See, for example, Richard Hall, ‘Inside the hunt for Iraq’s looted treasures’, The Independent, 10 
July 2019, <https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/iraq-archaeology-museum-
antiquities-looting-a8996676.html> [accessed 21 September 2020], Robert M. Poole, ‘Looting Iraq’, 
Smithsonian Magazine, February 2008, <https://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/looting-
iraq-16813540/> [accessed 21 September 2020], and John F. Burns, ‘A Nation at War: Looting; 
Pillagers Strip Iraqi Museum of its Treasures’ The New York Times, 13 April 2003, 
<https://www.nytimes.com/2003/04/13/world/a-nation-at-war-looting-pillagers-strip-iraqi-
museum-of-its-treasure.html> [accessed 21 September 2020]. 
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understanding of time and its incorporation in modern and postmodern narratives, 
can help in understanding how Last Days moves in time and space to relate memories 
through recalling past sensations onto the present.26  In this respect, Benjamin 
negotiates different time paradigms in an attempt to capture what Bergson calls ‘pure 
heterogeneity’, which means presenting time without dividing it into blocks and 
constraining it to temporal limitations of past, present, and future.27 The clock time, 
measured quantitatively, is set against the personal time where ‘succession of 
qualitative changes […] melt into and permeate one another, without precise 
outlines’.28 Compared to ‘notes of a tune’, recollections of past moments become 
vessels to relive emotions and sensations as part of life in the present. Bergson argues 
that ‘the more I strive to recall a past pain, the nearer I come to feeling it in reality’, 
foregrounding the function of perception and sensation in invoking the past as 
reality.29 Bergson’s notion of pure duration is a defining moment that impacted Marcel 
Proust who makes the same point when referring to the narrative’s embedded nature, 
that is: moving from the present to the past and vice versa in order to revive past 
emotions through the sensory and affective. Proust argues that the pain felt in the past 
can be re-experienced in the present by remembering through invocation. For him, 
‘what we call reality’ is but ‘a certain relationship between these sensations and 
memories which surround us simultaneously’.30 Last Days can be approached along 
the lines of the Proustian understanding of memory as a nostalgic outpouring of 
conflicting emotions of pain and pleasure spurred by visiting places that house 
endearing souvenirs and revived by the sight of objects that capture moments of joy 
and pain. For instance, Benjamin’s departure to Iraq embodies the functioning of 
memory in the writing process as a stimulating endeavour to remember the past of her 
grandmother and mother in Iraq before their dispersal. The timing, just after the end 
of the major American combat operations that resulted in the destruction of Iraq, is 
both a blessing and a curse. The sheer scale of devastation hasn’t scarred the old city 
where the Jewish heritage still lingers, though in ruins. Old Baghdad with its maze of 
alleys, the Tigris with its enduring presence, and the souks where people move at 

 
26 Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory, trans. by Nancy Margaret Paul and W. Scott Palmer (New 
York: Zone, 1988), p. 104. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid., p. 174. 
30 Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time: Finding Time Again, trans. by Ian Patterson (London: 
Penguin, 2003), p. 197. 
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fascinating paces seem to resist the American invasion: ‘The Old City is one of the few 
places in Baghdad where you won’t see American soldiers’ (xiii). 

 Last Days is a narrative of return with a Middle Eastern twist; the interplay of 
the political in the personal foregrounds the author’s own intent to grapple with why 
Iraq and its people have to suffer at the hands of foreign invaders. Her focus on the 
happy memories of her mother and grandmother are her only reassurance as she 
crosses the desert on her way to Baghdad during the war. In Home Matters, Roberta 
Rubenstein states that home is ‘[n]ot merely a physical structure or a geographical 
location but always an emotional space’, charged with a feeling of longing and 
belonging embodying conflicting emotions, evoking at times disassociations and self-
loathing as well as pride and self-satisfaction.31 The geographical separation is not 
necessarily a displacement in history, and the narration of personal accounts goes 
beyond the concept of history as an academic study of past events, or the truth value 
of what really happened before. According to Rubenstein, nostalgia is more temporal 
while homesickness is more spatial and geographical.32 Yet, both homesickness and 
nostalgia overlap in the writing process and the unpacking of the author’s heavy 
emotional burden. Visiting Iraq after the death of Regina and her reconciliation with 
her Iraqi-Jewish heritage become dauntingly complex within the colonized landscape. 

The text portrays American colonialism as an evil force of destruction and in so 
doing dislodges much of the Western media’s coverage of the war, naively presented 
as a liberating movement or a people’s revolution against the tyranny of a despot. 
Benjamin is sceptical about what Western channels present as the euphoric 
outpouring of masses against the regime and shows that the famous toppling of the 
statue of Saddam Hussein is a staged event (242). Some of the Western viewers, 
though public opinion was against the war on Iraq, are led to believe that the war is 
fought for democracy and freedom. Bearing witness to disappearing histories of past 
thriving communities, bustling villages and towns is a serious attempt to re-write the 
history of Iraq from new perspectives. Memory in literature is at times a metonym for 
history and loss while elsewhere attempting to resist and/or struggle to exist against 
hegemony and its thundering discourse. The authenticity of literature, unlike that of 
history, is the fictionalization of the real whereby cataclysmic events, such the Nakba, 
the Holocaust, the ongoing war in Yemen, Syria, Libya, or Iraq, are dramatized as they 

 
31 Rubenstein, p. 1. 
32 Ibid., p. 3. 
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impact people and trigger them to remember as a collective group in order to outgrow 
their loss and heal their wounds. To remember is oftentimes to survive. 

 Last Days chronicles the life of Iraqi Jews through the lens of an émigré 
daughter living in Britain. By drawing on her mother’s and grandmother’s memories 
of Baghdad during the Ottoman, British, and American colonial presence, the text 
foregrounds the tragedies of Iraqis by focusing on the Jews’ dispersion as well as that 
of others. The disintegration of the social fabric and the severing of blood ties is the 
direct result of continuous colonial intervention and its meddling in Iraqi affairs. This 
article has explored nostalgia as a yearning for the past amidst the ruins of the present 
by underlining the interplay of colonialism and wars, and sectarian violence. Anti-
Jewish violence in Iraq has no historical roots but is the result of colonial policies of 
racial division, religious provocation, and the spewing of poisonous propaganda, 
namely after the declaration of Balfour, and the establishment of Israel.33  

Regina, the centre of the narrative, witnesses all the major events, namely the 
attacks against the Mahalla, the Jewish quarter, and its devastating aftermath. Last 
Days contains within its folds the biography of Regina, her mother, and her daughter. 
Their lives are interlaced with episodes and stories of the author’s own life in London 
and her trip in Iraq where the space still preserves sites of identification and belonging. 
Many of the events are memories and recollections of a long-gone past, spanning the 
lives of three women; but the authorial voice is authentic in its invocation of signposts 
where memories are aligned with geography. The space she claims as home, though 
prey to the vagaries of memories, is always checked by the sensory and grounded in 
the physicality of the land. Thus, the repertoire of stories about Baghdad is a roadmap 
for navigating the alleys of the old city and tracing the past as a reality. 

Because of the peculiarities of their exilic experience, the life narratives of many 
Middle Eastern Jewish authors are often concerned about the history of their families 
in the Middle East at times of great turbulent changes such as the recent works from 
Jean Naggar, Zonana Joyce, and Violette Shamash mentioned earlier. Their works are 
the closest to history, and in their endeavour to reconstruct past events and stories 
that happened in the past, they take their readers beyond today’s wars to an utterly 
different world. Benjamin, in this respect, restores from her exile, through the 
incorporation of a plethora of disciplines, the past of her family and community before 

 
33 Iraq’s Last Jews: Stories of Daily Life, Upheaval, and Escape from Modern Babylon, ed. by Tamar 
Morad, Dennis Shasha, and Robert Shasha, (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), p. 79.  
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they left Iraq. In locating the large part of her narrative in her grandmother’s time, the 
author is intent on touring her readers across a conflict-free Middle East, away from 
the present of a land steeped in power struggle and bloodshed; much of the text reads 
like narrative without geography because the woven stories cannot fit in the 
cartography of Iraq today. The stakes are even higher when the text draws on the 
memory of the disposed, colonized, or immigrant communities in order to consolidate 
one’s identity and revive one’s past. Life narratives become a bulwark against self-
annihilation and a vital source of survival for both the writer and her people. In the 
process of recovering the lost homeland through the truncated memories of its 
scattered people and the ink of its poets, the act of narrating/witnessing is transformed 
into an act of preservation in the face of erasure.  
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‘This can’t be the scene’: Nostalgia 
and Representations of Mod in 
Quadrophenia and Absolute Beginners 

Jamie Zabel 
 
This paper examines critical commentary on The Who’s Quadrophenia as well as Colin 
MacInnes’ novel Absolute Beginners and other prose writing to locate the nostalgia for youth 
culture, specifically Mod, that these texts articulate. Additionally, this paper performs a 
comparative narrative analysis of Absolute Beginners and Quadrophenia which establishes 
that these texts speak to Mod/pre-Mod superficiality and its ultimate failure as a subculture 
rather that its potency as a subcultural form. As a result, a comparison of these two texts 
calls the nostalgia that the album particularly generates into question.  
 

* 
 
Introduction 

On the surface, Colin MacInnes’ novel Absolute Beginners and The Who’s album 
Quadrophenia tell the stories of young white men who find a sense of belonging and 
identity in the Mod subculture, a way to challenge an overbearing and dominant 
parental culture. However, in the end, both of the texts’ protagonists become 
disillusioned; the Mod subculture does not offer the belonging or sense of purpose that 
they thought it would.  

Interpretations of these texts and, to some extent, the texts themselves are 
shaped by particular brands of nostalgia. In Quadrophenia, I will be focusing on the 
nostalgic impulse that resides in the critics and fans of the album. Theirs is a nostalgia 
that uses the album’s narrative to access a particular Mod persona that was, by 1973 
when Quadrophenia was released, largely extinct. Not only does the album give access 
to this lost persona, it has also spurred many commentators to idealize and even 
emulate it. Many who have spoken or written of the album seem to long for a time 
when Mods were, as Pete Townshend once put it, ‘a powerful aggressive army of 
teenagers with transport’.1 In Absolute Beginners, on the other hand, I will be focusing 
on the nostalgic impulse residing primarily with the author. MacInnes was in his 
forties when the novel was published in 1958, and as an adult penning his imaginative 
observations of a newly coalescing group of stylish, energetic young people obsessed 

 
1 Richard Weight, Mod! A Very British Style (London: The Bodley Head, 2013), p. 269. 
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with jazz, he exhibits a nostalgia for youth that is intimately bound up with his hopes 
for the potential of the next generation.2 It is important to remember MacInnes’ age 
at the time of writing his novel because while he believes in youth’s power, it is a power 
that is inaccessible to him. Thus, MacInnes’ narrator becomes his youthful stand-in, a 
personification of the energy and potential that MacInnes believes the developing pre-
Mod youth culture contains and that he nostalgically wishes he himself possessed. 

Despite these interpretations and intentions, the potential and positivity of 
Mod/pre-Mod youth culture goes unrealized in both Quadrophenia and Absolute 
Beginners. When analysed, these texts record the failure, not the success, of Mod as 
an ideal of youth culture, an ideal propagated by nostalgia and never fully realized 
because it never truly existed. This failure has rarely been discussed by the critics of 
Quadrophenia and this is in part, I argue, the result of their nostalgic lens. I assert that 
putting these two narratives into conversation highlights the longing for the past 
which surrounds both and the subsequent failure of the beliefs on which nostalgia for 
Mod culture rests. 

Before continuing, it is necessary to define the term ‘subculture’ or ‘youth 
culture’. To Phil Cohen, as quoted by Dick Hebdige, subculture is a ‘compromise 
solution between two contradictory needs: the need to create and express autonomy 
and difference from parents […] and the need to maintain parental identifications’. 
For Cohen, subculture intends to ‘express and resolve, albeit magically, the 
contradictions which remain hidden or unresolved in the parent culture’.3 Thus, Mod 
as a subculture or youth culture sought to create its own, separate reality and find 
within itself solutions to society’s issues. Another definition of subculture useful to this 
paper is that of Ross Haenfler: ‘A relatively diffuse social network having a shared 
identity, distinctive meanings around certain ideas, practices, and objects, and a sense 
of marginalization from or resistance to a perceived “conventional” society.’4 This 
definition points to the rebellious nature of subcultures, the desire to separate from 

 
2 The group of young people to which the narrator of Absolute Beginners belongs is certainly a 
precursor to the Mod subculture that began in London a few years after the novel was published. For 
the sake of accuracy, since the term had not yet been coined, I will not, where possible, refer to the 
characters in Absolute Beginners as Mods directly. I will instead use the term ‘pre-Mods’/ ‘pre-Mod 
youth culture’ or the more generic term ‘subculture.’ Nonetheless, the reader should be aware that the 
style, appreciation for jazz, and even the geographical location in London of these characters all 
correspond to the later Mod movement.  
3 Phil Cohen, ‘Sub-cultural Conflict and Working Class Community’, qtd. in Dick Hebdige, Subculture: 
The Meaning of Style (London: Routledge, 1981), p. 77.  
4 Ross Haenfler. Subcultures: The Basics (London: Routledge, 2013), < https://doi-
org.ezproxy.library.uvic.ca/10.4324/9781315888514> [accessed 1 August 2020], p. 16. 
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society at large because it no longer meets one’s needs. Mod affiliates were certainly 
motivated by this impulse. They wanted to find a sense of belonging and purpose that 
general society could not offer. The failure of Mod to offer solutions to society’s 
problems or to meet the needs of its members will be analysed in this paper. 

 

Part One: Locating Nostalgia and its Sources in 

Quadrophenia and Absolute Beginners 

Critical commentary on Quadrophenia is almost universally surrounded by a rose-
tinted-glasses type of nostalgia.5 This type of commentary results from scant critical 
analysis of Mod’s representation in the album in favour of an idolization of The Who’s 
Mod aesthetic, a consequence of the majority of commentary on the album occurring 
in magazines or newspapers. That being said, strictly scholarly sources that discuss 
Quadrophenia are not free from this nostalgic bent either. In David Nicholls’ article 
discussing narrative theory in relation to Quadrophenia, a generally useful critical 
treatment of the album, he ends by inserting his highly subjective spin on Jimmy’s 
ambiguous ending in the narrative. While admitting in a footnote that giving his 
personal opinion is ‘dangerously in the direction of narrativization’ and that it is 
possible to form other opinions, he nevertheless states that he believes Jimmy’s story 
ends happily, that the ‘inevitable conclusion’ from analysing the album is that his 
‘mind has been healed and he has become whole’.6 This is a bold statement given that 
earlier Nicholls stressed that his article was about musical narrativity, not 
narrativization.7 Nicholls here exemplifies a naivety prevalent in subcultural criticism 
in which critical distance fails to be maintained due to over-identification with the 
subculture under consideration. The contrivance of a happy ending implies that he 
wants to believe that Jimmy, despite his struggles, survives. 

Other commentators on the album also stray into overly positive rendering. 
Stuart Miller describes the album as ‘transcend[ing] time and place,’ and how 
‘Townshend’s lyrics, with their focus on identity, became a touchstone for countless 

 
5 See, for example, David Benedict, ‘Modern Rockers: The Who's “Quadrophenia” reimagined.’, 
Variety, 4 May 2009, p. 53, and Will Hodgkinson, ‘Quadrophenia is still rocking; 20th-century history 
was set to rock'n'roll, writes Will Hodgkinson.’ The Times, 17 June 2013, p. 10. 
6 David Nicholls, ‘Narrative Theory as an Analytical Tool in the Study of Popular Music Texts’, Music 
& Letters, 88.2 (2007), pp. 297-315; p. 312n37, p. 312. 
7 Ibid., p. 300n16. 
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adolescents then and later’.8 Similarly, in an article in The Listener shortly following 
Quadrophenia’s release in 1973, John Peel confessed to being fascinated by Mod 
culture and style after listening to the album. He said, ‘by the sheer skill of the writing 
and the performance [I was drawn] to feeling nostalgia for an experience which, living 
from 1960 to 1967 in America, I’d completely missed.’9 From the beginning, the album 
gripped listeners and critics with a yearning for the heyday of Mod. Lastly, in 
Quadrophenia, Stephen Glynn recounts how listening to the album not only drove him 
towards an interest in nihilism and eastern mysticism but also inspired him to adopt 
the Mod style of the album’s protagonist.10 From this commentary, it is clear that the 
album inspired an emulation of the Mod style and ethos not only in individuals but in 
entire groups of people, some of whom were quite distant temporally or geographically 
from the original Mod movement and could only access it though media like the album 
and nostalgic articles like those mentioned above. It is little wonder, then, that 
nostalgia for Mod spread until one could say, like ex-leader of The Jam Paul Weller in 
1995, ‘Mod will always be around in some shape or form because it’s so classic…so 
ingrained in our culture and history…Mods rule!’11 

As for Absolute Beginners, it is not the critics that evince a nostalgic gaze so 
much as MacInnes himself through the text. Later in the paper, I will analyse portions 
of the novel in conjunction with lyrics from Quadrophenia to demonstrate their 
portrayal of the failures of pre-Mod/Mod culture as an ideal but, first, I want to briefly 
pull moments from the text that speak to its optimism for the movement. For one, 
MacInnes’ narrator believes that his subculture’s characteristics naturally lead to 
positive qualities like racial tolerance, citing Dean Swift and the Misery Kid’s love of 
jazz as the impetus behind their aid during the Notting Hill race riots, a narrativization 
of the actual Notting Hill Race Riots that occurred in London in 1958.12 Additionally, 
in the beginning, he appears to love his subculture and to find acceptance within it: 
‘So long as you dig the scene and can behave yourself, and have left all [the] crap 
behind you […] when you come in the jazz club door […] you meet all kinds of cats, on 
absolutely equal terms’ (83). The ending scene of the novel also points towards the 

 
8 Stuart Miller, ‘The Who's Pete Townshend Reimagines the Rock Opera with “Classic 
Quadrophenia.”’ Newsweek, 8 Sept 2017, p. 169.  
9 John Peel, ‘John Peel on The Who’s album “Quadrophenia.”’ The Listener, 8 Nov 1973, n.pg. 
10 Stephen Glynn, Quadrophenia (London: Wallflower Press, 2014), p. 4. 
11 Weight, p. 386. 
12 Colin MacInnes, Absolute Beginners (London: Allison & Busby Ltd., 2011), p. 255. Further 
references will be cited parenthetically in the text. 
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narrator’s youthful potential; though there is rampant racism in England, evidenced 
by the riots, he is the one who will meet a plane full of newly arrived immigrants from 
Africa with open arms and will make their experience more palatable. These portions 
of the narrative point to a belief in the power of youth, that they are able to effect some 
kind of positive change, even if it is only for a small group of immigrants.13 MacInnes 
paints them this way from the beginning when his narrator says ‘youth has power, a 
kind of divine power straight from mother nature’ juxtaposing youth with the older 
generation cast into the lamentable role of ‘poor old sordids’ who remember ‘their own 
glorious teenage days’ and are envious of the next generation (14). 

What corroborates the textual evidence and my claim that these aspects of the 
novel reflect part of the author’s mindset is that the idea of youth as a positive force 
was something that MacInnes genuinely believed in. In his prose work, England, Half 
English, MacInnes commends the next generation for their lack of awareness of class, 
their ‘indifference’ to the rules and norms of the ‘Establishment’ as well as their ‘self-
sufficiency […] and instinct for enjoyment’.14 Writing a footnote to his main text in 
1961, he explains that one would often see both black and white English youth being 
close with each other due to having been in schools together for so long and that those 
who had been ‘kids in the 1950s […] may be the decisive factor in the new decade’.15 

MacInnes penned these thoughts shortly after the Notting Hill Race Riots of 1958 
which indicates that he believed youth had an energy that could and, at times, did 
result in the potential for more tolerant and inclusive attitudes. MacInnes’ evaluation 
of this developing youth culture shows that he also believed they were creating a 
culture of enjoyment, a culture that would inevitably result in having a more joyful and 
generally optimistic outlook.16 In his prose, then, MacInnes shows a hope for this 
subculture mixed with a belief in youth’s inherent power which mirror the sentiments 
in Absolute Beginners. But while MacInnes is showing hope for the future, for the 
subcultural movement that would later become Mod, his perceptions are still mired by 
the blinding influence of nostalgia pulling him backwards. Lest we forget, MacInnes 
was in his forties at the time of writing his novel and England, Half English, one of the 
‘poor old sordids’ that his narrator snidely refers to at the beginning of Absolute 

 
13 Noting, of course, that ‘youth’ here does not encompass the immigrants themselves, suggesting that 
the young are being incorrectly imagined as homogenously white. 
14 Colin MacInnes, England, Half English (London: MacGibbon & Kee, 1961), p. 59. 
15 Ibid., p. 59. 
16 Ibid., pp. 58-59. 
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Beginners (14). The youthful, often unrealistic energy and purpose with which 
MacInnes endows his narrator makes the character the antithesis to the supposed 
stagnancy of the elder generation, a generation with which MacInnes must associate 
himself. The narrator, thus, functions as a tool of nostalgic wish-fulfillment, giving 
MacInnes an opportunity to act out what he might have done if he had come of age in 
the 1950s. Again, the influence of nostalgia for an earlier time, in this case, an earlier 
life moment, leads to idealization and even idolization which makes this youth culture 
out to be the divine manifestation of progress, blurring the reality of its more 
problematic associations. 

Despite the idealization that occurs in interpretations of Quadrophenia and in 
MacInnes’ representation of youth culture, the ideal of youth is unravelled in both 
narratives. As I will show in the next section as regards Absolute Beginners, MacInnes’ 
nostalgic hope for youth, while prevalent in his writings, is written alongside an 
awareness, conscious or not, of their flaws. In England, Half English, this awareness 
is evidenced by his admission, albeit grudgingly, that what he termed this youth 
culture’s ‘happy mindlessness’ could leave them vulnerable to ‘crypto-fascisms of the 
worst kind’.17 Critics of Absolute Beginners have addressed this negative reality; for 
example, Nick Bentley highlights the young characters’ slavish dedication to consumer 
products, like their need to acquire the right clothing and music to remain an accepted 
member of the subculture.18 He also addresses the Wizard’s betrayal of his 
generation’s potential by saying that the character ‘pervert[s] the liberatory potential 
of youth culture […] from a discourse of equality towards a negative empowerment 
that resubjugates black culture […] [and empowers] white working-class youth’.19 
Critics of Quadrophenia often lack a similar awareness. What is concerning about the 
lack of critical attention paid to the darker undercurrents of Mod portrayed in 
Quadrophenia is that it leaves key aspects of the album unaddressed. MacInnes’ 
nostalgia, insofar as it exists in his narrative, does not go unquestioned. As the author 
of the text, he is held accountable by those who critique his work; for example, Alan R. 
Goldberg questioning MacInnes’ naivety in envisioning his narrator ‘as the one potent 
force in society’.20 The next section will attempt to close this gap by comparing 

 
17 Ibid., p. 59. 
18 Nick Bentley, ‘The Young Ones: A reassessment of the British New Left’s representation of 1950s 
youth subcultures.’ European Journal of Cultural Studies, 8.1 (2005), pp. 65-83; p. 77. 
19 Ibid., pp. 79-80. 
20 Alan R. Goldberg. ‘Reviewed Work: Absolute Beginners by Colin MacInnes.’ Books Abroad 
(Summer 1961), p. 289. 
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Quadrophenia’s narrative to that of Absolute Beginners to show the problematic 
tendencies of this Mod/pre-Mod youth culture in both of them. 
 

Part Two: A Comparative Analysis of Quadrophenia and 

Absolute Beginners 

 

I: ‘Fascistic Codes’ and Customs21 

An investigation into the narrative similarities of Absolute Beginners and 
Quadrophenia provides insight into the problematic aspects of the Mod subculture 
portrayed in each. First, the Mods/pre-Mods of Quadrophenia and Absolute 
Beginners respectively are portrayed as having a strict aesthetic code as well as 
rigorous requirements regarding acceptable behaviour that suppress individuality and 
make it difficult to belong. In Absolute Beginners, the narrator experiences shame 
about enjoying the H.M.S. Pinafore, a comic opera considered ‘square and soppy’ by 
other young people, with his dad (159-60). He also refuses to tell the Hoplite, a 
member of his subculture, about his attendance at the performance, both of which 
suggest an inordinate pressure to outwardly maintain a certain persona (159-60). This 
persona, while certainly pre-Mod in terms of fashion and outlook, has a variety of 
names in Absolute Beginners including ‘digg[ing] the scene’ (83), ‘know[ing] the 
scene’ (64), and being a ‘swinging character’ (73). The most important goal, according 
to the narrator, is to avoid becoming a ‘mug[:] the vast majority of squares who are 
exploited’ a term that he uses to describe a number of people that he would not dare 
to emulate, including his conformist half-brother Vernon (18, 42). In addition, his 
need to wear his ‘sharpest, coolest ensemble’ to any ‘teenage party,’ speaks to the pride 
he takes in his appearance but also to the requirements he must follow to maintain his 
reputation (134).  

Jimmy shares similar concerns in Quadrophenia’s ‘Cut My Hair’: 
 

Why should I care 
 If I have to cut my hair?  
 I’ve got to move with the fashion 
 Or be outcast.22 

 
21 Weight, p. 270. 
22 ‘Cut My Hair’, in The Who, liner notes to Quadrophenia (London: Track Records, 1973). 
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These lyrics touch on Mod’s strict aesthetic code, a code that had to be maintained if a 
Mod was to avoid being tossed aside by their social group. These portrayals conform 
to actual lived experiences of Mods as well as those who rejected the subculture for 
this very reason. In Weight’s book, Mod! A Very British Style, he presents several of 
these viewpoints. 1970s Mod Eddie Piller called Mod’s extreme focus on style ‘strict 
fascistic codes that apply to dress and ideas’ while Humphrey Ocean, who played bass 
in a band that opened for The Who in the 1970s, said ‘I was never a Mod […] I slightly 
mistrusted [them] because […] it was a code, and I was intrinsically rebelling against 
that’.23 ‘Cut My Hair’ moves on to show an even more open anxiety about not fitting in 
with Jimmy lamenting that he has to maintain this persona against his parents’ wishes 
and that he is ‘work[ing himself] to death […] [for] kids that hardly notice [he’s] 
around’.24 This concern about being accepted is also felt by the narrator in Absolute 
Beginners, as mentioned above, and is symptomatic of a subculture that, as Simon 
Reynolds notes in Retromania, was obsessed with ‘being ahead of the pack… through 
the cultivation of special knowledge: what to wear, where to go, the new dance steps’.25 
A constant awareness of what is new and fashionable as a prerequisite to being 
accepted by one’s peers would prompt the kind of exhaustion Jimmy exhibits in the 
above lyrics. These moments depict Mod as an unfeeling and almost cruel subculture 
in contrast to the nostalgic vision engendered by critical commentary on the album or 
by MacInnes’ narrator’s earlier assertions about the democratic acceptance of his 
subculture. These depictions, one would think, would more likely resist a need to 
emulate rather than encourage it.  

In another song, ‘I’ve Had Enough’, Jimmy shows pride in his Mod aesthetic; 
his jacket is ‘cut slim and checked’, his hair is neat, he rides a ‘G.S. scooter’, and wears 
a ‘wartime coat’, i.e. the Mod parka.26 This pride is similar to the pride MacInnes’ 
narrator has in his ‘full teenage drag’ and its capacity to irritate his half-brother 
Vernon (40). And yet, this pride is short-lived and quickly gives way to exhaustion and 
disillusionment as the aesthetic demands of Mod prove to be too much for Jimmy: 

 

 
23 Weight, p. 270, quoting Eddie Piller and Humphrey Ocean. 
24 ‘Cut My Hair’. 
25 Simon Reynolds, Retromania: Pop Culture’s Addiction to Its Own Past (New York: Farrar, Straus 
and Giroux, 2011), p. 257. 
26 ‘I’ve Had Enough’, in The Who, Quadrophenia. 
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I’ve had enough of dance halls 
 I’ve had enough of pills 
 […] 

I’m finished with the fashions 
 And acting like I’m tough 
 I’m bored with hate and passion 
 I’ve had enough of trying to love.27 

 
As for MacInnes’ narrator, as seen above, his belief in the essential democracy of his 
subculture is troubled by the pressures he experiences which make it necessary to hide 
parts of who he is from those around him. Additionally, as is made increasingly evident 
as the novel progresses, many members of his subculture, including his best friend, 
the Wizard, end up being frighteningly and disappointingly apathetic or even hostile 
to his desire to fight against racial injustice suggesting that racial tolerance is not, in 
fact, a value inherent to his subculture (267-68). The codes and rules of this Mod/pre-
Mod youth culture further subjugate their members, repeating rather than resisting 
the ways in which they perceive themselves as subjugated by the dominant society. 
This undoes the very difference and separation that subculture as a form promises.  

 

II: A Problematic Foundation 

Connected to Mod’s aesthetic and subcultural codes is the need for awareness that 
those codes are based on the cultural appropriation of black music, style, and lifestyle. 
Not only does this appropriation and the lack of accountability for it in both Absolute 
Beginners and Quadrophenia problematize a nostalgia that idealizes the Mod 
subculture, it also gives light to how erasure, conscious or subconscious, is one of the 
consequences of the nostalgic gaze. In LeRoi Jones’ Black Music, he talks about the 
origins of jazz, that it is a  
 

continuous part […] of the historical and cultural biography of the Negro as it 
has existed and developed since there was a Negro in America […] the notes 
mean something; and the something is, regardless of its stylistic 
considerations, part of the black psyche as it dictates the various forms of Negro 
culture.28  

 
27 Ibid. 
28 LeRoi Jones, Black Music (New York: William Morrow & Company, 1967), p. 15. 
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Regarding Billie Holiday in particular, an artist that the narrator of Absolute 
Beginners expresses an admiration for, Jones talks about the ‘final hopeless agony’ 
expressed in her music, the power of her voice (‘none of you cats would dare cross 
her’), and connecting these expressions to her later work expressing ‘a landscape of 
black need, and perhaps, suffocating desire’.29 Jazz and its emotional force are thus 
irrevocably tied to the experience of African Americans in America, an experience that 
white British teenagers would struggle to imagine. However, this does not prevent one 
of the most overt acts of cultural appropriation in Absolute Beginners, the narrator 
listening to Billie Holiday because she had ‘suffered so much in her life she carries it 
all for you’ which makes him ‘quite the cheerful cat again’ (32). He is using the pain of 
another human being to make himself feel better, not to mention one whose 
experience was intimately tied to the struggles and oppression of a culture he is not a 
part of. This is symptomatic of the predominantly white Mods commandeering jazz 
music and its aesthetic. As Norman Mailer points out in his now extremely contentious 
essay ‘The White Negro’, ‘in this wedding of the white and the black it was the Negro 
who brought the cultural dowry.’30 MacInnes and Quadrophenia’s critics’ idealization 
of a subculture which co-opts the legitimate emotional expressions through music by 
another ethnicity for their own gain must be questioned. 

But this ‘cultural dowry’ was not just the music to which the Mods listened. It 
was also black style and the adoption of black experience as a template for how to live 
on the ‘margins’ of society. Both MacInnes’ narrator and Jimmy separate themselves 
from their parents and the lives of their childhood in order to find a place in this 
margin, in Napoli and Brighton respectively. As Hebdige points out, Mods used ‘an 
emotional affinity with black people (both [in Britain] and, via soul music, in the 
U.S.A.)’ to separate themselves from dominant culture, ‘an affinity which was 
transposed into style.’31 This was not only because they enjoyed the music but also 
because, for them,  

 
the Black Man was a constant, serving symbolically as a dark passage down into 
an imagined ‘underworld […] situated beneath the familiar surfaces of life’ 

 
29 Ibid., p. 25. 
30 Norman Mailer, Advertisements for Myself (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1959), p. 340. 
31 Hebdige, p. 53. 
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where another order was disclosed: a beautifully intricate system in which the 
values, norms and conventions of the ‘straight’ world were inverted.32  

 
Simon Reynolds calls this attitude of the Mods toward African Americans ‘a 

white British fantasy of American blackness’, fantasy being the operative term.33 Mod 
idealization of black experience as a template for nonconformist existence is an 
erasure of the actual lived realities of the people they attempt to emulate. Black people 
in 1950s/1960s Britain and America were subject to severe discrimination and 
oppression. In Britain particularly, working-class West Indian immigrants were 
alienated from regular British society and subject to unemployment and poor housing 
conditions while also being the targets of police.34 The Mods believed in a sanitized 
version of blackness, a version where fashion, music, and lifestyle had no underlying 
ties to harsh realities of oppression. The nostalgia that surrounds the Mod subculture 
depicted in Absolute Beginners and Quadrophenia forgets the origin of Mod style 
along with the other problematic aspects of the subculture. The distance, generational 
in the case of MacInnes or temporal/geographical in the case of Quadrophenia’s 
critics, distorts the past, making positive qualities stand out and negative ones fade 
into the background. This distortion is why nostalgia is so corrupting to critical 
interpretations of a text and to the conclusions that can be made about a text. 
Quadrophenia, for example, contains only one offhand mention of black people at all, 
‘though they worked [they] still got the sack’, despite the origins of Jimmy’s fashion 
and lifestyle.35 The impetus among commentators to nostalgize the Mod subculture 
that Quadrophenia and Absolute Beginners reimagine is what impedes a corollary 
critical commitment to accountability. Critics have too often recycled the very 
nostalgia these texts attempt to stimulate. In doing so they have failed to give due 
inspection to how the nostalgic impulse operative in these texts skews, distorts, and 
erases the contribution of oppressed voices and communities to subcultural history.   
 

III: Disappointed Expectations 

Beyond the problematic nature of Mod style and the near-impossible aesthetic and 
lifestyle standards members of the subculture had to attain to remain accepted 

 
32 Ibid., pp. 53-54. 
33 Reynolds, p. 257. 
34 Hebdige, p. 36. 
35 ‘Helpless Dancer’, in The Who, Quadrophenia. 
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members, the subculture also proves itself to be an impotent force in both Absolute 
Beginners and Quadrophenia and not the potent or positive one that MacInnes hoped 
for or that Quadrophenia’s critics portray. In Absolute Beginners, this is clear from 
the riots not having a greater impact outside of Napoli and the narrator’s inability to 
obtain wider media attention to counteract the racial injustices he has witnessed (263-
66). In fact, narrative authority to interpret the circumstances of the riots has already 
been co-opted by Amberley Drove, the quintessential ‘mug’ who opposes everything 
the narrator stands for and who is quick to downplay the riots’ importance (234). It is 
also clear in the circumstances of the ending. As I mentioned earlier, MacInnes 
positions his narrator as being a final hope for welcome for the newly arriving African 
immigrants but this welcoming unravels the very rebellion that the narrator came to 
the airport to accomplish. Not only has he failed to create wider change in attitudes 
towards black Britons, he is also, ultimately, unable to hold to his intention to leave 
England behind for a more racially tolerant shore. He remains stuck in England, stuck 
in the racist and disheartening country that he wished to abandon, and while we 
cannot be sure that he does not leave, his statement that ‘we’re all going up to Napoli 
to have a ball’ suggests that he has accepted the role of gracious host on behalf of the 
arriving African immigrants and is returning to his neighbourhood with them rather 
than leaving the city (285). Perhaps this choice of ending was MacInnes’ attempt to 
resurrect the youthful ideal but, in these final moments, his narrator’s role as the 
imaginative rendering of this ideal is overthrown by his unwillingness or inability to 
act.  

This longing to leave but the inability to do so is very much present in 
Quadrophenia as well. In ‘Drowned,’ Jimmy laments that he has not ‘seen quite 
enough of the world’ and pleads ‘let me flow into the ocean […] let me get back to the 
sea […] set me free’. 36  In this lyric, Jimmy exhibits the same longing to leave England 
that MacInnes’ narrator does through his thwarted attempts to escape to Brazil (281). 
While Jimmy does technically leave England’s shores, his journey is stopped at ‘The 
Rock’, a small formation of rock in the ocean not far from the beach in Brighton, and 
his fate from that point on is uncertain.37 However, the ultimate impotency of Mod in 
the narrative of the album occurs in ‘Bell Boy’ where Jimmy encounters Ace Face, the 
lead Mod who used to be Jimmy’s standard for what was cool and who is now working 

 
36 ‘Drowned’, in The Who, Quadrophenia. 
37 ‘The Rock’, in The Who, Quadrophenia. 
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as a bell boy at a hotel.38 Not only has Jimmy been alienated from his Mod community 
but he now sees Mod’s promised potential for subverting dominant power structures 
for what it is: a lie. The complete degradation of this person that Jimmy had once 
wanted to emulate is evident: 

 
  Bell Boy, I got to get running now 
  Bell Boy, keep my lip buttoned down 
  Bell Boy, carry this baggage out 
  […] 

Always running at someone’s heel 
  […] 

Spend my day licking boots for my perks.39 

 
Whatever agency Ace Face and Mod had, which is given only a brief mention in the 
line ‘remember […] the doors we smashed,’ has been obliterated.40 Ace Face now finds 
himself having to keep his mouth shut and bow and scrape to make a living, a reality 
that is the catalyst for the next song on the album ‘Doctor Jimmy’, Jimmy’s pilled-up 
rampage. As with MacInnes’ narrator, the potential energy of this subculture to change 
something, even the societal circumstances of their own members, culminates in little 
more than a failed rebellion. The nostalgia pervasive in commentary on Quadrophenia 
does not easily allow for an acknowledgement of this failure.  

A last parallel between the narratives of Absolute Beginners and Quadrophenia 
which questions a nostalgia about the pre-Mod/Mod youth culture are the 
protagonists’ rejections of the subculture and its emptied values that occurs near the 
end of both. Mod has revealed itself to be callous, superficial, and, ultimately, 
impotent. By the end of the album, Jimmy is completely disillusioned with his Mod 
lifestyle and flees to ‘The Rock’.41 It is also around this time, according to the narrative 
accompanying the album, that Jimmy pushes Ace Face’s scooter over the side of a cliff, 
a symbolic rejection of his Mod identity and the potential that he once saw in the 
subculture.42 This moment has a parallel in Absolute Beginners. Before the narrator 

 
38 Christopher Ketcham, ‘Fiddling About Becoming a Man.’ The Who and Philosophy, ed. by Rocco J. 
Gennaro and Casey Harison (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2016), p. 77.  
39 ‘Bell Boy’, in The Who, Quadrophenia. 
40 Ibid.  
41 ‘The Rock’.  
42 Ketcham, p. 77. 
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sets out to try and help the victims of the riots, he leaves behind his Vespa even though 
it had just helped him and the Misery Kid escape arrest (265, 258). He also does not 
seem particularly devastated by the Vespa later being stolen (276). Like Jimmy, the 
narrator’s subculture has revealed itself to be a disappointment and the symbol of the 
subculture, the Vespa, must be left behind. These two actions, more than anything else, 
should question the inherent value ascribed to Mod as a subculture. While MacInnes 
believed in the developing pre-Mod youth culture, its lack of agency along with its 
flaws do not escape the narrative and lead to his narrator’s rejection of it. As for 
Quadrophenia, commentators’ tendency to believe that Jimmy has a happy ending 
and to focus on the allure of Mod obscure Jimmy’s disappointment and the equally 
possible conclusion that he has been so alienated from the community that he thought 
would accept him that he contemplates suicide.43 At the very least, Jimmy kills his Mod 
persona and his hope in Ace Face’s agency all in the single moment that he pushes the 
scooter off the cliff. The Mod dream is dead; its superficiality, cruelty, and lack of 
agency make it so. And yet, there is a persistent refusal to acknowledge this fact among 
critics of Quadrophenia. The nostalgic impulse may always shape interpretations of 
the album, but it is an impulse that must be set aside in order to analyse the album 
and its various connotations in its totality. 
 

Conclusion 

Nostalgia and the distortions that it creates is often doomed to fail because it relies on 
a desire for something that is irrevocably lost. As Susan Stewart says in her analysis of 
the cognitive mechanisms behind the collection of souvenirs, ‘the nostalgic is 
enamoured of distance…[and] nostalgia cannot be sustained without loss.’44 This 
distance is something that MacInnes and critics and listeners of Quadrophenia share. 
MacInnes is distanced in age from the youthful subjects of his novel and critics of 
Quadrophenia are distanced in time from the ‘golden age’ of Mod. Whether it is 
memories of lived experience or of an imagined one, it is difficult to accurately assess 
the viability and truth of situations we do not have ready access to. I bring greater 
attention to the nostalgia residing in critics of Quadrophenia not because their 
nostalgia is any greater or less than MacInnes’—that is, of course, a difficult value 

 
43 As supposed by a few critics e.g. Ketcham, p. 86 and Richard Harrington, ‘The Who's 4-Star 
“Quad”’, The Washington Post, 12 November 1996, D2. 
44 Stewart, Susan, On Longing: Narratives of the Miniature, the Gigantic, the Souvenir, the 
Collection (Durham, NC: Duke UP, 1993), p. 145. 
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judgement to make—but because their nostalgic lens prevents a truly objective critique 
of the album taking into account all the aspects of the Mod persona. A questioning of 
one’s own perceptions and the extent to which one is affected by nostalgic impulses is 
essential in subcultural studies to maintain critical distance and to avoid the naivety 
that so clearly presents a danger to the unbiased study of subcultures and the media 
produced by and about them.  
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Making Merry 

Fraser McIlwraith 
 

Nostalgia in Print and Performance, 1510-1613: Merry Worlds. 
By Harriet Phillips. 2019. Xi + 248p. £75.00. Cambridge University Press.  

ISBN 978-1108482271. 
 

In Jan Steen’s 1668 painting The Merry Family, at least three generations pile on top 
of one another around a dining table, disporting themselves in all manner of family 
delights. Meat sits on the table and musical instruments fill the arms of a man and his 
son, while a boy smokes a pipe and a dog wags its tail. It is an image entirely typical of 
Steen, whose work reproduces boisterous and crowded everyday scenes, with a sharp 
eye for pleasure as well as havoc—paintings of his detail everything from the joys of 
schoolroom riots and drunkenness to the chaos of tavern brawls.  

The Merry Family gestures to much of what is at issue in Harriet Phillips’s new 
book, and it can be no accident that it is to the centre of Steen’s painting that the 
reader’s eye is first drawn when looking at its cover—where two women are siting 
reading lyrics together from a loose sheet with affection written on their faces, and 
with the rest of their family joined, happily, in song. It is to scenes such as these, and 
the relationships they suggest, that Phillips’s study of early modern nostalgia will 
return again and again. Broadside ballads, including their representations on the 
stage, are, in many respects, at the centre of this book’s argument, which proposes that 
Elizabethan and Jacobean popular culture was deeply rooted in consumer demand for 
nostalgic fictions, which served to strengthen communal and familial bonds in an 
England still reeling from the shocks of Reformation and Counter-Reformation. Like 
a number of recent studies, amongst which Jennifer Richard’s Voices and Books in the 
English Renaissance (2019) is perhaps most prominent, Phillips’s book emphasises 
orality and communality in its account of how reading cheap printed texts—however 
ephemeral they might appear to modern scholars — facilitated reconciliation and 
healing, as English men and women struggled to make sense of their recent history.  

This book-historical approach—which pays minute attention to the readership 
of nostalgic songs and stories, as well as the material forms in which they circulated—
is coupled with a word-historical approach, which allows Phillips to put pressure on a 
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series of the key terms on which, she argues, early modern writers depended in their 
accounts of the past. Taking a cue from Roland Greene’s recent experiments in ‘critical 
semantics’, Phillips considers the ways in which words such as ‘mirth’ and ‘merry’ 
provided English writers with a mildly kitsch vocabulary which they could use to 
negotiate the recent past. Terms such as these, Phillips argues, were multivalent, and 
could be put to radically divergent uses, depending on the spaces and the contexts in 
which they were spoken. In one of the book’s most illuminating sections, for example, 
it is shown by examining parish records and depositions that attestations to a bygone, 
‘merry’ past could prove highly controversial in the first half of the sixteenth century 
when used in complaint of serious, personal grievances. Yet Phillips argues that, in the 
hands of pamphleteers and ballad-writers, such terms were able to be defused of their 
political charge and adapted so as to make available the notion of the ‘merry world’ for 
the pleasures of nostalgia and communal revelry. Popular culture, in the wake of 
twentieth-century theorists such as Adorno and Horkheimer, tends to be viewed 
cynically as an instrument of control which makes use of nostalgia to stifle affect and 
inhibit the ability of its consumers to engage critically with their past. While citing this 
paradigm, Phillips departs significantly from it in terms of her own critical 
observations, which are far more alive to the genuine human needs—for reconciliation, 
for a communal understanding of national history—which she suggests drove the 
demand for ‘merry’ fiction in a period following decades of political trauma and 
religious upheaval. Indeed, in this study, whatever political resonances the merry 
world may have sought to convey frequently appear secondary to its provisional, 
pseudo-historical, and, ultimately, playfully fictive form, which evokes a quasi-
medieval England comprised of tight-knit communities, and populated by 
interchangeable stock characters including pranksterish priests and disguised kings. 
The England that emerges from the ballads and plays which Phillips discusses is an 
incoherent patchwork of late-medieval tropes and contemporary inventions about the 
recent past—yet, she reminds us, it is precisely this incoherence which allows their 
authors to produce such compelling opportunities for readerly escapism. Making 
extensive use of that figure central to modern notions of kitsch, the collage, Phillips 
characterises sixteenth-century representations of ‘merry England’ in terms of their 
willingness to mingle historical fact with folk-beliefs and fiction, and their indulgence 
of anachronism. A. D. Nuttall’s analysis of Spenser’s ‘pasteboard’ aesthetic is cited 
approvingly at the close of the book’s first chapter, establishing a useful motif early on 
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in Phillips’s book which recurs during her exciting discussion of The Merry Wives of 
Windsor, and Falstaff’s role at the centre of that play’s ‘collage of ageing or discarded 
elements’.1 

Phillips’s reading of this neglected comedy is one of the highlights of her book. 
Nonetheless, one issue which proves troublesome elsewhere in the book’s readings of 
Shakespeare is a matter of terminology. Phillips’s study encompasses the years 1510-
1613, spanning pre-Reformation history and the literature of Jacobean England, and 
including texts written not long after the Union of Crowns, like King Lear. This 
extended chronological sweep might have provided the opportunity to consider, at the 
book’s close, whether ‘merry England’ fictions grew more or less important following 
the succession of a Scottish king to the English throne, and whether or not they might 
have served any significant purpose in paving the way for union in the final years of 
Elizabeth’s reign. In Chapter VI, however, when Lear is under discussion, the term 
‘merry England’ instead fragments into a cluster of terms—‘Lear’s Britain’, ‘merry 
Britain’, ‘merry world’—which are used near-interchangeably. Such expressions are 
nuanced, and have decidedly different resonances to ‘merry England’, with strong 
implications for how we read an author like Shakespeare, who—as the author of 
Scottish and British histories, from Macbeth to Cymbeline—has serious investments 
in their meanings. Greater reflection on the implications of this shift in the book’s 
critical terminology would have been a welcome addition. 

Yet this is a minor complaint to raise against what is an altogether outstanding 
contribution to the study of early modern popular culture and nostalgia. Phillip’s study 
shows ‘merry England’ to be the product of a genuinely participatory, consensual, and 
collaborative process between the producers and consumers of early modern texts, 
and leaves us with the strong sense of a nostalgia geared more towards readerly delight 
than coercion and control. By looking back at Renaissance nostalgia, Phillips’s 
Nostalgia in Print and Performance poses new questions and opens new avenues for 
the study of popular culture in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England.  

Fraser McIlwraith 
University College London 

fraser.mcilwraith.15@ucl.ac.uk

 
1 Harriet Phillips, Nostalgia in Print and Performance, 1510-1613: Merry Worlds (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press 2019), p. 203.  



 

 

‘They’ve a Way of Whispering to ME’ 
Heather Scott 

 

Haunted Selves, Haunting Places in English Literature and Culture: 1800-Present. 
By Julian Wolfreys. 2018. 270p. £64.99. Palgrave Macmillan. ISBN 978-

3319980881. 
 

Do you believe in ghosts? 
‘Non, mais j’en ai peur’. 

 
Marquise du Deffand 

 
It is an ill-fated coincidence that this volume of Moveable Type on the theme of 
‘nostalgia’ coincides with the COVID-19 pandemic. A term imbued with a meditation 
on returning to the way things used to be, ‘nostalgia’ anticipates the longings of 
yesteryear when lockdown’s loss of pattern and place were not a part of daily routine. 
Global death rates have become a fixed headline that permeate screens and radios as 
a static memento of the hold this contagion wields over quotidian existence, whereby 
isolation is a reminder of the solitary experience of illness and death, a measure 
documented in Plague histories and on memorial tablets marking these archaic sites. 
The distance between that time and the present context is punctuated by the most 
important discoveries and advancements—industrialization, vaccination, and 
antibiotic therapy—yet these innovations appear vulnerable in the face of such 
pestilence. Indeed, this is a haunted time. 

Julian Wolfreys’s monograph Haunted Selves, Haunting Places in English 
Literature and Culture: 1800-Present (2018) explores that discordant tension of the 
past sitting on the edge of experience: the Derridean study ‘attempts to grasp self and 
world, self-in-world, world-in-self, while respecting the singularity of particular 
representations [with] local explorations of much greater topics, such as vision, 
representation, and phantasmic and hauntological effect’.1 Obsolete usage of ‘haunt’ 
implies the communication of disease to convey the agency of contagion upon 

 
1 Julian Wolfreys, Haunted Selves, Haunting Places in English Literature & Culture: 1800-Present 
(Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), p. 2. Further references are cited in the main text.  
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unwitting subjects. Contemporary meaning of the word is tied to emotions of 
meditative affect—‘memories, cares, feelings, thoughts’—and more negatively to 
patterns of repetition ‘as causes of distraction or trouble’; further connotations centre 
on the extremes of violation related to pursuit and psychic abuse. Much culture and 
literature fixates on this latter definition, with victims ‘subject[ed] to the visits and 
molestation of disembodied spirits’.2 The definitional spectrum that ‘haunt’ lies on has 
religious connotations, and warranting its own theological study, to which the 
discipline of pneumatology is dedicated, is the third and most mystical person of the 
Trinity in Christian doctrine—the Holy Ghost.3 This etymological discussion merits 
further representation in Wolfreys’s analysis, and its absence is Derridean.  

Wolfreys focusses on Thomas Hardy, Edward Thomas, late Victorian and 
Edwardian ghost stories, neo-Victorian narrative, popular culture of the 1960s and 
1970s, and the writings of Alice Oswald, John Burnside, and Julian Barnes to negotiate 
the experience of feeling haunted through poetry, novels, and art via a 
phenomenological lens.4 Part I of Haunted Selves begins with ‘English losses’ and the 
‘memory of Wessex’ through a selection of novels and poetry by Thomas Hardy to 
consider the ‘aspects of Englishness, facets of cultural and philosophical selfhood, for 
which the name of Wessex serves as synecdoche, rather than as material place directly 
comprehended’ (45). Wolfreys turns to the poetry of Edward Thomas to situate 
spectrality by exploring ‘poetry as poetry’ and ‘language as language’ (86), questioning 
the identity of Thomas as the Georgian poet, the bohemian, and the visionary in an 
effort to recognise how to read a text (88).  

Part II of Wolfreys’s study concentrates on texts by Sara Waters, Peter Ackroyd, 
Peter Carey, Charles Palliser, A.S. Byatt, John Fowles, Iain Sinclair, and others to 
contemplate echoes of Dickens’s and Wordsworth’s London in neo-Victorian texts. 
Within this re-imagined urban setting, language ‘seeks to transform the image from 
within itself; in attempting this, it may be read as attempting to alter modes of 
perception at a fundamental phenomenological level’ (107). Part III of Haunted Selves 
moves from the urban to the rural through John Cowper Powys, Virginia Woolf and 

 
2 ‘Haunt, v.’, OED Online (Oxford University Press) <http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/84641> 
[accessed 28 July 2020]. 
3 ‘Pneumatology, n.’, OED Online (Oxford University Press) 
<http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/146322> [accessed 28 July 2020]. 
4 In philosophy, the term ‘phenomenology’ can be traced to the German philosopher Edmund Husserl 
(1859–1938). Present usage describes various philosophical methods which analyse the structure of 
conscious subjective experience. See ‘Phenomenology, n.’, OED Online (Oxford University Press) 
<http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/142351> [accessed 28 July 2020]. 
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Mary Butts, amongst others, returning again to Hardy, and broadening out to include 
English progressive rock music from the 1960s and 70s to articulate how ‘narrative, 
poetry, and song construct images of pasts that have never been present as such, but 
demand in their projection of images for our consciousness that we bear witness to’ 
(146). Wolfreys’s study concludes (Part IV) by examining tropes of voice, landscape, 
place, displacement, and memory in the writings of Alice Oswald, John Burnside, and 
Julian Barnes to appraise the self-referentiality of ‘writing the landscape […] feeling 
that place, transmitting and translating that place, becoming the place, [and] reading 
become writing’ (197, original emphasis). 

Haunting is not a new field of study for Wolfreys, and in many ways, this book 
is a sequel to his monograph entitled Victorian Hauntings: Spectrality, Gothic, the 
Uncanny and Literature (2002), which questions how ‘ideas of haunting and 
spectrality change our understanding of particular texts’, presenting Derridean and 
historically unanchored readings of writings by Charles Dickens, Alfred Tennyson, 
George Eliot, and Thomas Hardy.5 Victorian Hauntings and Haunted Selves may be 
differentiated by the two-hundred-year date parameters of the latter, as the former 
study concludes by discussing Hardy, and the other begins with him. For Wolfreys, 
Hardy can be categorised as a transitional writer to conceptualise the passing of 
Victorianism to Modernism.  

In Haunted Selves Wolfreys returns once again to Hardy with particular 
strength, and his analysis is well placed as the prolific author of several relevant 
studies: Dickens to Hardy, 1837 – 1884: The Novel, the Past and Cultural Memory in 
the Nineteenth Century (2007) and Thomas Hardy (2009). His monograph Writing 
London: Volume 2: Materiality, Memory, Spectrality (2004) explores twentieth-
century films and texts to consider the relationship between the city, urban text, and 
the individual perspective of these experiences, with readings situated in the 
theoretical contexts of Benjamin, Debord, and Derrida. Wolfreys’s other strength lies 
in critical theory, and most specifically in the work of Derrida. He has published widely 
on the subject with influential volumes including Deconstruction: Derrida (1998), 
Readings: Acts of Close Reading in Literary Theory (2000), Key Concepts in Literary 
Theory (2002), Critical Keywords in Literary and Cultural Theory (2004), Derrida: 

 
5 Julian Wolfreys, Victorian Hauntings: Spectrality, Gothic, the Uncanny and Literature 
(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), p. ix. 
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A Guide for the Perplexed (2007), The Derrida Wordbook (2013), and Introducing 
Criticism in the 21st Century (2015). 

The Derridean reading of ‘haunting, hauntology, [and] spectrality’ (2) 
presented in Haunted Selves is thus characteristic of Wolfreys, and in this approach 
lies the strength of his reading and its density. A whole chapter on Martin Heidegger 
and ‘notions of dwelling and the uncanny’ foregrounds the work to contemplate the 
relationship between the ‘self as haunted and the haunting role of place’ (21); this 
could be abbreviated and more economically placed within the Introduction. This is 
also where Wolfreys reveals a nuanced interpretation of Heidegger’s concept of 
alatheia (disclosedness of truth) to consider how one might perceive the ‘truth of some 
thing’ (29, original emphasis). Language, according to Wolfreys, through poetic and 
indirect means, ‘seeks to put truth to work, and so, in inviting our attention to it, to 
reveal truth […]. Language thus expresses that which remains otherwise inaccessible’ 
(29). Because hauntings present themselves as elusive enigmas articulated through 
language, these memory traces permeate the mind, a character’s actions, and 
‘determine their dwelling’ (34). Disturbed ghosts are the most inaccessible.  

The breadth of Wolfreys’s critical foundation is staggering in Haunted Selves: 
he contextualises his readings within the phenomenological theories of Heidegger, 
Husserl, Merleau-Ponty, Levinas, and Patočka, with other critical views informed by 
Hegel, Kant, Freud, Lacan, Benjamin, Cixous, de Man, and Deleuze, to name a few. 
Wolfreys’s encyclopaedic sweep across Western philosophy and postmodern theory 
impressively lends conviction to his hermetic analyses; conversely, this method is 
unpalatable because of the diverse philosophic positions he draws upon, as stable 
readings struggle to emerge from shifting frameworks. Haunted Selves is ambitiously 
crowded with lore, meditations, and tautologies, and Wolfreys showcases agility across 
an exemplary range of literature, music, criticism, and philosophy. His treatment of 
Hardy is particularly nuanced and discloses a compelling analytical assessment of the 
writer’s poems and novels.  

Heather Scott 
University College London 

h.scott.11@ucl.ac.uk 



 

 

 

Nostalgias of Empire and Economics 
Saronik Bosu 

 
Inglorious Empire: What the British Did to India. 

By Shashi Tharoor. 2018. xxix +295p. $14.75. Scribe US. ISBN 978-1947534308 
 

The Anarchy: The Relentless Rise of the East India Company 
By William Dalrymple. 2019. Xxii+525p. £30.00. Bloomsbury 

Publishing. ISBN 978-1635573954 
 
Shashi Tharoor’s and William Dalrymple’s books continue a debate which was at the 
heart of several anti-colonial movements in India between the 1890s and 1920s. A 
generation of thinkers, led by Dadabhai Naoroji, positioned India’s net 
impoverishment under British rule as an adaptable case study which could then be 
applied across several instances of colonialism. If the tenets of this study were the fact 
of the impoverishment and ways to better the nature of colonial rule, the premise was 
a kind of economic nostalgia. When employed as a deliberate strategy, economic 
nostalgia can repair and sublimate diverse elements of the past into a whole that is 
markedly different from the literal sum of its parts. Tharoor’s book originates in an 
Oxford Union speech that called for British reparations to nations that were once its 
colonies: ‘If India’s GDP went down because it “missed the bus of industrialization,”’ 
he writes, ‘it was because the British threw Indians under the wheels.’1 In layering the 
arithmetic of impoverishment (important to Naoroji’s and Tharoor’s work) with 
metaphors like this, nostalgia does political work. Economist Tirthankar Roy has 
argued that in this instance, the situation which Tharoor reads as total devastation 
was, in fact, a paradox: ‘The migration of millions of Indians from servile labour back 
in their villages to mines, factories and plantations all over the empire created the 
possibility of real freedom […] such freedom came packaged with the brutality of 
colonial rule and (the fact) that the British needed to leave for India to thrive.”2 

 
1 Shashi Tharoor, Inglorious Empire: What the British Did to India (New York: Scribe US, 2018), p. 
34. 
2 Tirthankar Roy, ‘The British Raj according to Tharoor: Some of the Truth, Part of the Time’, The 
Churchill Project, Hillsdale College, 7 Aug. 2020 <https://winstonchurchill.hillsdale.edu/tharoor-
inglorious-empire/> [ accessed 22 September 2020] 
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Dalrymple in The Anarchy sets the precursory scene for this paradox, the 
establishment of the rule of the East India Company by the beginning of the nineteenth 
century. The word “anarchy” superimposes the political horror unleashed in the 
subcontinent due to the expansionist aggression of the Company, onto the gradual 
transformation of the Company itself into what is essentially a prototype of the modern 
multinational. ‘No contemporary corporation,’ Dalrymple writes, ‘could get away with 
duplicating the violence and sheer military might of the East India Company, but many 
have attempted to match its success at bending state power to their own ends’.3 The 
distancing of British exceptionalism from the unsavoury practices of the Company 
took several forms, including Edmund Burke’s famous indictment of Warren 
Hastings, governor-general of British possessions in India between 1773 and 1785: ‘He 
is a robber. He steals, he filches, he plunders, he oppresses, he extorts’.4 Naoroji would 
use British criticism of the Company’s rule to characterize the colonial administration 
of India as un-British, meaning contrary to values that liberal traditions proclaimed.5 
In The Anarchy, and elsewhere, Dalrymple cuts through empire nostalgia that, since 
decolonization in the fifties and sixties, has seen British nationalism as antithetical to 
a proper understanding of the miseries wrought by colonial rule. Prime Ministers 
Margaret Thatcher and more recently Boris Johnson have characterized such 
understanding as symptomatic of ‘wetness’, a sensibility that includes the replacement 
of the spirit of nuanced historical curiosity, with a hard, streamlined nationalism 
immune to ambiguity.  

Normative iterations of Indian nationalism at present do not have much truck 
with the critique of British rule of India. The cultural effects of Mughal rule, real and 
imagined, are a much more widely disseminated bugbear. The political aspect of 
Tharoor’s project has to do with a function of memory, in Britain but also globally, that 
is somewhat related to nostalgia in that it, too, involves a process of selection. He talks 
about imperial amnesia, which has been in the news recently in public conversations 
following the worldwide Black Lives Matter protests and the toppling of Confederate 
and colonial statues in the US and the UK. Tharoor’s suggestions of reparation are less 
concerned with money than with education on colonialism, ‘to teach British 

 
3 William Dalrymple, The Anarchy: The Relentless Rise of the East India Company (London: 
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2019), p. 395. 
4 Ibid., p. 308. 
5 Dadabhai Naoroji, Poverty and the Un-British Rule of India, (London: Swan Sonnenschein & Co., 
Ltd., 1901). 
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schoolchildren what built their homeland, just as German children are shepherded to 
concentration camps to see the awful reality of what their forefathers did’.6 Besides 
education, other symbolic and gestural reparations fall short of the granular material 
reality of what Ann Stoler has termed the process of imperial ruination, a continuous 
and multiform worsening of lives and futures that began with the effects of historical 
colonialism.7 Damage and potential redress, on a local level, are often made invisible 
by the geopolitical scale that sustains competitive moralities in the liberal world order. 
Tharoor uses the phrase “advancing underdevelopment,” in which the opposing 
vectors point to the nature of postcolonial development negotiating with not only 
remnants of colonial political, economic, and cultural infrastructure, but also active 
processes of ruination.  

In describing the inauguration of these processes with the beginning of colonial 
rule, the historical moment where Dalrymple’s book ends, he notes the unique 
combination of economic and political interests that characterized the East India 
Company becoming an “empire within an empire”.8 The aggressive economic policies 
of despotic governor-generals like Hastings and later Richard Wellesley were chastised 
by the Parliament. ‘By the end of 1803,’ Dalrymple writes, ‘[…] Wellesley, the Empire-
building government cuckoo in the Company’s corporate nest, was […] recalled.’9 After 
the Mutiny in 1857, the rule of India transferred from the Company to the Crown, and 
in 1858 the Queen’s Proclamation read, ‘We hold Ourselves bound to the Natives of 
Our Indian Territories by the same obligation of Duty which bind Us to all our other 
Subjects’.10 Dadabhai Naoroji would later base his book on the argument that this 
putative political homogenization and creation of a unified grateful subjecthood across 
the empire, were severely betrayed by unfair and exploitative economic practices. 
Relatedly, imperial nostalgia smooths the transition from a grateful empire to a 
celebratory commonwealth, the latter a ready market for cultural products. The 
sombre note struck at the end of Dalrymple’s book is a response to the jubilant 
nostalgia that is a political cultural force evident in everything from recent debates 

 
6 Inglorious Empire, p. 239. 
7 Ann Laura Stoler, ‘Introduction’, Imperial Debris: On Ruins and Ruination, ed. by Ann Laura Stoler, 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013, pp. 1-38. 
8 Joseph Sramek, Gender, Morality, and Race in Company India, 1765-1858, qtd. in William 
Dalrymple, The Anarchy, p. 388. 
9 Ibid. p. 389. 
10 Queen Victoria, ‘Proclamation, by the Queen in Council, to the Princes, Chiefs and People of India’, 
The British Library, <https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/proclamation-by-the-queen-in-council-to-
the-princes-chiefs-and-people-of-india>, [accessed 22 September 2020] 



Moveable Type 12 (2020) 

 
 

85 

over The BBC Proms to immensely popular films and TV shows like The Crown. His 
and Tharoor’s books, in respective ways, engage in battling its enervating effects.  

 
Saronik Bosu 

New York University 
sb5749@nyu.edu



 

 

 
Guilt by Association 

Claire Watt 
 
The Implicated Subject: Beyond Victims and Perpetrators (Cultural Memory in the 
Present). By Michael Rothberg. 2019. Xiii + 280p. £19.99. Stanford University Press. 

ISBN 9781503609600. 
 

The Implicated Subject (2019) is the latest release by renowned American Holocaust 
historian and memory studies scholar, Michael Rothberg. Situated within debates of 
memory and political responsibility, The Implicated Subject introduces a new figure 
of subjectivity and explains its utility for scholars and activists alike. 

The figure of the implicated subject is suggested as a new way of considering 
political responsibility. Rothberg argues for the breakdown of the binary, nostalgic 
distinction between victim and perpetrator in existing political and ethical discourses. 
Deeming these categories insufficient, he demonstrates that there are often no 
completely innocent nor guilty parties in historical events. Rothberg explains that, in 
interlocking systems of oppression, ‘[T]he innocent, uninvolved bystander is, in most 
cases, an idealized myth’ (202). Treating implication as a grey zone of moral 
responsibility, Rothberg explains that, although a subject may not be a direct agent of 
harm, they may still contribute to, benefit from or be involved within the nexus of such 
harm. Indeed, implicated subjects ‘play essential roles in producing and reproducing 
violence and inequality’ (202). Rothberg highlights the interconnectedness between 
subjects and seemingly geographically and temporally distant phenomena, revising 
nostalgic historical narratives in order to make a case for the pervasion of both 
genealogical and structural implication in events, regimes and their afterlives.  

Rothberg structures The Implicated Subject around historical cases in order to 
demonstrate the application of this new figure of subjectivity, including the Holocaust, 
apartheid, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, the Turkish campaigns against the Kurds 
and transatlantic slavery. Not only does Rothberg engage with academic critics of 
these events, he also conducts close textual analysis of selected pieces of art and 
literature from each period and draws on an impressive array of global artists, writers 
and thinkers, including William Kentridge, Hito Steyerl, Jamaica Kincaid and Judith 
Butler. In each case, Rothberg illustrates the gaps present in concepts such as guilt, 
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responsibility, complicity and solidarity when viewed from within the binary 
categories of victims and perpetrators, offering implication as an alternative critical 
tool of analysis. Countering the recent turn towards nostalgia in war studies, Rothberg 
explains how individuals may be implicated in the ‘machinery’ of ‘political violence, 
economic exploitation, and ecological devastation’ (200) without any awareness of 
their involvement. 

Rothberg begins by situating his argument in a genealogy of previous thinkers 
in order to demonstrate the need for implication to be addressed. Building on the black 
feminist theory of intersectionality, as well as thinkers engaged with National 
Socialism and the after-effects of the Holocaust, including Primo Levi, Karl Jaspers, 
Hannah Arendt and Simona Forti, he points to the overlooked place of implication in 
memory studies. Although Rothberg admits the influence of Marianne Hirsch’s 
concept of postmemory, he argues that the implicated subject goes further towards 
analysing transgenerational justice. 

Rothberg’s fluent prose combines with salient examples to make a cogent and 
clear argument. Although The Implicated Subject tackles ambitious questions, 
Rothberg marshals compelling and useful examples which delineate a solid 
explanation and application of his new concept. 

Rothberg’s examination of the afterlife of transatlantic slavery is particularly 
illuminating. Rothberg asks difficult questions: ‘What is a legacy and who is a 
descendant?’ As such, Rothberg’s concept of the implicated subject engages with 
debates about historical redress, restitution and reparations which have accompanied 
attempts to confront the long-term legacies of slavery. Rothberg’s focus on structural 
implication—how the deeds of the past continue to shape the relations of the present—
helps readers to rethink descent and proximity as implication, in order to address not 
just reparations for loss but how we can address the gain of those who have profited, 
both directly and indirectly, from the history of transatlantic slavery. 

More generally, Rothberg argues that the descendants of perpetrators are not 
perpetrators of the same deeds as their ancestors, but are rather implicated subjects. 
These descendants have a future-oriented responsibility to repair and undo the acts of 
their ancestors, whether they benefit from them or not. Therefore, as opposed to the 
beneficiary, the implicated subject goes beyond the material realm into that of cultural 
and symbolic politics, calling for various forms of working through the past. 
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Perhaps the only shortcoming of the book is the way in which some of its focus 
appears to waver in the central chapters, particularly Chapter 4, towards discussing 
Rothberg’s pre-existing concept of multidirectional memory. However, the conclusion 
brings The Implicated Subject back from this minor detour, ending on a strong note 
in which Rothberg enjoins scholars and activists alike to expand further upon his new 
concept of the implicated subject in their future research.  

Overall, The Implicated Subject is both original and ground-breaking work 
which will be essential reading for scholars of cultural studies, political theory, critical 
race studies and memory studies, amongst other fields. This book allows scholars and 
activists a fresh way of thinking about and thus confronting personal and collective 
responsibility in the face of political violence and human rights abuses, opening up 
new arenas in debates over memory, power and responsibility. The Implicated Subject 
provides a new framework which will advance thinking about the meaning and 
possibility of justice and morality in the examination of not only past but present and 
future events. 

Claire Watt 
University College London 

claire.watt.19@ucl.ac.uk 

 



 

 

 
To Heal or Not to Heal 

Max Fletcher 
 

The Topeka School. By Ben Lerner. 2019. 304p. £14.99. Granta. ISBN 978-
1783785360. 

 
The Topeka School is the second of Ben Lerner’s novels whose front cover his UK 
publisher Granta has designed badly. The US edition of his previous novel, 10:04, 
published by Farrar, Straus and Giroux, follows the instructions laid down in the novel 
by its narrator, a loosely fictionalised avatar of Lerner himself. These stipulate that the 
book’s cover should feature an aerial photograph of downtown New York, in the 
blackout which followed Hurricane Sandy. Perhaps FSG retained copyright over that 
image—I can think of no other reason why Granta would have opted instead for an 
unambitious matt black cover with the novel’s title printed in the manner of a digital 
clock, an image which is in no way anticipated by the narrator and therefore has 
nothing in the way of Lernerian meta-fictional verve. 

In The Topeka School, Lerner reuses the device of anticipating the book’s 
material form within the narrative. Having just downloaded porn on his mother’s 
computer, the novel’s protagonist Adam Gordon, another avatar for Lerner, is 
overcome with anxiety that his mother will discover the image on the computer the 
following day. His anxiety hyper-extends; he imagines this image and his own shame 
projected on ‘screens everywhere’: his girlfriend’s PC, the paintings in his father’s 
study, the electronics department at the mall and, finally, ‘the screens of the future: 
your iPhone, the cover of this book’.1 Unsurprisingly, this time FSG didn’t oblige and 
instead used an image of a twister ripping through a mid-western landscape. This 
does, however, anticipate even better than a pixelated pornographic image the central 
concern of the novel, which is to illustrate how the germs of America’s political crisis 
were already evident in the lives of Midwesterners in the supposedly more liberal 
nineties. Granta, however, misfired again and opted to make the cover resemble a high 
school yearbook for some fictional school in Topeka. Anyone picking up this edition 
from a shelf, therefore, might be forgiven for thinking that this novel is a work of 

 
1 Ben Lerner, The Topeka School (London: Granta, 2019), p. 249. Subsequent quotations will be cited 
parenthetically in the text. 
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nineties nostalgia, and not an unmasking of that era as the root of the trauma that is 
currently dominating American politics. 

In The Topeka School, the past is not another country, it is shockingly familiar. 
Whilst in 10:04, Lerner can look back at the formative moments of his youth—
watching Back to the Future for the first time, hearing Reagan deliver his ‘Touch the 
Face of God’ speech—with a degree of fondness, it is clear that the ascendancy of 
Trump and right wing populism in the years after that novel was published has forced 
him to grapple with the darker elements of his upbringing. No longer a prelude to the 
dazzling, if dizzying, globalisation of 10:04, the eighties and nineties become an 
overture to catastrophe, a moment in which neoliberal reforms stealthily gutted 
American social life of meaning, replacing community with the corporation, altruism 
with the profit motive and communication with competition. If pundits nowadays 
bemoan the divided nature of contemporary political discourse, then Lerner’s 
suburban Topeka offers no nostalgic retreat. While Gordon’s parents are cultivated 
psychologists working at the ‘Foundation’, an incongruous Midwestern hold-out of 
European psychoanalysis, Gordon spends his leisure time in ritualized linguistic 
conflicts like rap battles and a form of competitive debating known as ‘the spread’, 
whose aim is not to reconcile competing visions of the good, but rather to speak so 
quickly and with so much information that your opponent simply cannot respond to 
all of your points, a rhetorical technique which Lerner compares to high-frequency 
trading, Twitter storms and DDoS attacks. The disparate worlds of the novel all 
circulate around a central thread, which concerns a contemporary of Gordon’s, a 
young man with learning difficulties who was bullied at Topeka High, Darren 
Eberhardt. Now that Gordon and the rest of his class are graduating, they decide to 
make amends for their mistreatment of Darren and to invite him into their world. But 
the inclusion is in bad faith, and they end up abusing him further by treating him as a 
curiosity, a kind of talisman, rather than a real person. In the novel’s climax, Darren 
lashes out and throws a pool ball at a girl, seriously injuring her. This is not a spoiler: 
the ball is kept hovering in the air throughout the novel, and the work Lerner does 
throughout the narrative is to answer the question of how we got to that moment, with 
Darren’s retaliation coming to symbolise the rise of Trump. Lerner’s diagnosis of the 
present moment seems to be that, in a country in which language and communication 
has undergone such a sustained assault, it was all but inevitable that violence would 
re-assert itself.  
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The worlds in which Lerner finds evidence of the degradation of language in 
contemporary America are unfamiliar—I can’t think of another novel set in the world 
of high-school debating, for instance—but his placing of communication at the heart 
of the crisis in America is not, even before the rise of Trump. It is the basis, for 
example, of many novels of the New Sincerity, which strive to affirm authentic 
expression in the face of the cynicism of late-capitalism, often, as in the realist novels 
of Jonathan Franzen, for instance, by reviving forms from an earlier, supposedly more 
engaged era. The Topeka School, by contrast, actually attempts to assimilate the 
destructive forms that it strives to resist. In a sense, the novel’s form resembles that of 
the spread in that it continuously collapses boundaries between rational categories, 
leaving the reader disorientated. Lerner’s autofictional style, for instance, blurs the 
distinction between fact and fiction and, while the novel is separated into chapters 
narrated by different characters, phrases and motifs are repeated across them all, 
making their voices blur into one. One particularly disorientating technique is Lerner’s 
layering of temporal frames so that events in the novel’s present seem to be happening 
simultaneously with events in the past, and even events in the future. One 
characteristic passage is the one in which Jonathan, Adam’s father, describes a 
screening of a film adaptation he made of Hermann Hesse’s story, ‘A Man by the Name 
of Ziegler’. Hesse’s story concerns the plight of an ordinary man who takes a 
mysterious pill whose effect only becomes clear when he visits a zoo and finds that he 
can hear the animals viciously mocking their human observers. Having, in Hesse’s 
words, looked into the eyes of a lion and seen ‘the immensity of the wilderness where 
there are no cages’, Ziegler goes mad and is institutionalized.2 In order to adapt this 
story for the screen, Jonathan dresses up staff from the Foundation in turn-of-the-
century garb and uses Midwestern institutions such as the Nelson Atkins Museum in 
Kansas City and the Topeka Zoo to represent their equivalents in turn-of-the-century 
Berlin. We’re never under any illusion that we’re not in Topeka, however: Jonathan is 
constantly drawing attention to the moments when the film’s representational veneer 
cracks and the real locations and the real people behind the costumes peep through. 
But these moments are not failures: in fact, they emphasise, albeit glibly, what 
Jonathan feels to be the continuity between the two time frames, and suggests that 
Ziegler’s madness anticipates the disturbances not only of his own patients at the 

 
2 Hermann Hesse, ‘A Man by the Name of Ziegler’, qtd. in The Topeka School, p. 66. 
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Foundation, but of many suburban Topekans and, indeed, Americans. Like them, 
Ziegler ‘has lost his faith in civilization, which is five years from mechanized warfare; 
he has lost faith in the image of antiquity he inherited from the Renaissance […], in 
religion and science and the “Jewish science” of psychoanalysis; he has lost his reason’ 
(p. 67).  

A disorientating technique—the blurring of time frames—is being used here 
precisely in order to make the novel’s setting unsettlingly clear. If a post-modern 
novelist like John Barth, for instance, were to write this scene, he might have chosen 
to make the film’s failures to immerse its audience in its world into a kind of mis en 
abyme, reminding the reader of her distance from the world of the text, and of the 
distance which representation puts between us and the world more generally. Here, in 
fact, a failure of representation actually reveals a deeper insight into the novel’s world. 
This is a hallmark of Lerner’s style which had been noted by critics like James Wood 
and Nicholas Dames: his novels are only superficially postmodern, in fact they are, in 
Wood’s words, ‘earnestly old-fashioned seekers of the real’.3 

The trouble with this hybrid technique, though, is that the insights it affords are 
often banal. What does the juxtaposition of Hesse’s Berlin with 1980s Topeka give us, 
beyond a display of Lerner’s talent? To start with, for a novel that is ostensibly 
excavating the roots of the Trump’s America, it is profoundly ahistorical. Two time 
periods are juxtaposed with little regard for what the intervening years contained. 
Lerner recognizes his anachronism, acknowledging that Hesse’s Berlin, which is ‘five 
years away from mechanised warfare’, hasn’t yet seen the tragedies that Topekans 
living at the other end of the century would have seen (pp. 66-67). Still, he pursues the 
comparison, disregarding the fact that it would be nine years until the cost of World 
War One would even begin to be known, and almost thirty until the full horrors of 
mechanized warfare would be revealed in the form of the industrial killing of six 
million Jews. More than thirty, in fact, since Lerner suggests that Hesse’s story is set 
in 1909, even though its temporal setting is never made explicit and the story was, in 
fact, published the year before in 1908. It’s fair enough to say that the seeds of the 
contemporary crisis in the West were sewn in turn of the century Europe—mechanized 
warfare and the atrocities of imperialism exposed the darkest sides of reason, and left 
us all ravaged with nothing more to believe in. That’s a familiar, albeit pat, narrative. 

 
3 James Wood, ‘Reality Testing’, The New Yorker, 24 October 2011, 
<https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2011/10/31/reality-testing> [accessed 29 September 2020]. 
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But we don’t really get to grips with the complex ways in which those seeds took root 
and were allowed to grow by simply juxtaposing the moment of their sewing with the 
moment of their harvesting. Was it inevitable that those seeds should have been 
allowed to flower? Was there nothing that could have been done in the intervening 
stages to stem their growth? 

This is an isolated moment, but, towards the end of the novel, Lerner does 
something similar, but in relation to the two periods which the novel is most concerned 
with comparing—Trump’s America and the nineties in which it is largely set. The pool 
ball which Eberhardt throws comes to symbolise the moon, as though it has been 
‘hanging in the air […] all his life’ (p. 4). At the end of the novel, we move to the present 
day, and, though the ball has already been thrown, it is still hanging in the air, but now 
in the form of a ‘star’, Donald Trump, who famously boasted, in relation to his 
harassment of women, ‘when you’re a star, they let you do it.’ The astrological 
symbolism here communicates a sense of tragic inevitability, as though these moments 
of catastrophe are points in the firmament towards which history is ineluctably sailing. 
Lerner’s hybrid style, which collapses boundaries like post-modern fiction but does so 
in the service of representation, necessarily produces this fatalism. In collapsing the 
boundaries between time periods, he is incapable of navigating the real space which 
separates acts, their causes and their consequences. This space is ambivalent, 
precarious and mutable: tragedies are never inevitable and Trump didn’t have to be 
elected. He doesn’t have to be elected for a second term. But the pious melancholy of 
this novel doesn’t offer much hope for change: the cool literary tricks that Lerner uses 
to aestheticize hopelessness simply sweeten our resignation. 

True, Lerner does try to offer a solution to the current crisis. At the end of the 
novel, he celebrates the Occupy movement’s human microphone, which involves 
‘those gathered around a speaker repeat[ing] what the speaker says in order to amplify 
a voice without permit-requiring equipment’ (p. 282). If you watch videos of crowds 
communicating in this way, the first thing you notice is how slow, deliberate and 
precise the speaker needs to be in order to get their message across. If anything, it 
requires speakers to be extremely measured and rational, otherwise confusion sets in 
and the system falls apart. In this sense, it requires a kind of language that is the very 
opposite of Lerner’s, whose dazzling virtuosity does little more than mirror the chaos 
he diagnoses. This novel doesn’t help us move towards a collective kind of speech, to 
heal the broken state of dialogue in the West. Neither does it represent the roots of the 
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current crisis in any but the most general of ways. It keeps the wounds of the past in 
view, but still and unmoving, like the moon or the stars or, indeed, a static image of a 
twister tearing through a midwestern landscape. In that sense, we might say that 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux chose their cover wisely. 
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