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Introduction: Dislodging Nostalgia

Lauren Wagner

Nostalgia þoats to the surface as a by-product of change.  A nostalgic sensation 
can only result from a temporal and spatial dislocation, be it forced or voluntary, 
so that the past separates itself as a meaningfully different entity from the pres-
ent as a time and place when (and where) óthingsô were better. Yet nostalgia is 
more than memory: in our nostalgic longings we do not simply imagine the past, 
we act on it.  We desire the source of a memory, mourn for its disappearance, and 
take pleasure in revitalizing it through reminiscence.  In this dynamic the past 
becomes a catalytic element, intertwining with the present and reshaping it in a 
dialectical tug-of-war over versions of histories, presents and futures. 

Therein lays the potency of nostalgia: in attaching ourselves to the possibili-
ties of the past, the perfection of the lost homeland or golden age, we become 
further detached from the details of now.  As a result, a barrage of sentiments, 
emotions and affects come into play: fear, resulting from changing landscape or 
perceived changes in landscape from the óperfectô past; desire for that past, de-
sire that necessitates action to recapture it; longing for distant imagined futures 
that bear little resemblance to the present; tension between the former and the 
coming generations regarding what will be retained and what will be lost.  Rely-
ing on traces, irrespective of what their source might be, nostalgia exerts force 
on the present, pulling possible futures towards an untenable past. 

If we take nostalgia as the longing to reverse the effects of change, it embod-
ies an inverse project to that of globalization, reproducing at the same speed 
and gathering momentum off the same energy.  If we are indeed becoming more 
mobile, more detached, then the reaction is an increasingly nostalgic populace, 
in which the spatially and temporally untethered look to distant homes, pasts and 
imaginings to make sense of the present and the uncertain future.  As such, nos-
talgia becomes a key concept to understanding change and resistance to change 
in this historical moment when globalization arguably moves faster than ever.  In 
this issue of Text, Practice, Performance we have gathered pieces that bring this 
concept closer into view by examining fragments of nostalgia spread from Aus-
tin, Texas, to central Beijing, from the ñMayan Rivieraò through ñMexiforniaò 
to Next Year in Jerusalem, manifested in social practice and emerging across a 
range of cultural forms and expressions. 

To open, Vicky Ma recounts the popularity of Chinese author Wang Shuoôs 
novels set during the Cultural Revolution and their pertinence to present-day 
readers, revering Maoôs years as a time of stability in the face of transition-
ing to a market economy.  Jose Martinez exposes the deployment of desire and 
nostalgia in U.S. anti-immigrant discourses, critiquing the soft border between 
academic and popular analyses of recent developments in Western capitalism.  
Taking Hollis Framptonôs 1971 ýlm (nostalgia) as her subject, Shira Segal ex-
plores junctures among memory, nostalgia and identity through the tangibility 
and malleability of photographs. For our centerpiece, Scott Webel and Jen Hirt, 

curators of Austinôs Museum of Natural and Artiýcial Ephemerata, have pro-
duced hand-tinted photographs from their recent exhibition, ñCrystallization 
and Drift, or How Things Pattern and Scatter.ò Their edited captions situate the 
exhibits in relation to complicated human and natural histories, reminding the 
observer how objects enter and leave the terrain of the everyday, following their 
own ephemeral life cycles and entering the internment of lossðuntil they are 
(re)discovered.  Next, co-editor Ken MacLeish explores the signiýcance of me-
morialization of the present, exempliýed by commemorative projects conceived 
and created during the war in Iraq.  Then, contributor Kyeann Sayer interpolates 
her auto-ethnographic experience as a tourist in the Mayan Riviera nostalgic for 
her eco-activist roots.  Co-editor Jerry Lord provides the book review for this 
volume, on Pamela Ballingerôs History in Exile: Memory and Identity at the 
Borders of the Balkans. Finally, former editor Miriam Robinson Gould closes 
the issue with a short narrative, ñEitz Chayimò (the Tree of Life), that reþects 
on her familyôs history of migration and connection to homelands in the United 
States and Israel. 

We are proud to announce the development of substantially enhanced online 
content for this yearôs issue.  In addition to electronic copies of all the articles, 
the original color photographs from the Museum of Ephemerata will be avail-
able, along with streaming audio of Gould, also a semi-professional storyteller, 
performing her contribution.  Web-based forums for reactions, commentary and 
critique designed to facilitate conversation between readers and authors are also 
planned for the site.  We invite contributors and readers to engage with these 
materials far beyond the publication date, to keep discussions fresh and current 
along with the stage in which they are set.  So, with our eyes on the past and our 
minds in the present, this volume of TPP proceeds onward.
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