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Nostalgia for Utopia

UEMURA Hiroshi

This article treats our sensibility to places,
regulated historically by some artistic topoi. The author
picks up an example model of that sensibility, a modern
disease called “nostalgia”. It occurs from our absence
from the old familiar homeland, where we should have
lived satisfactorily and where we should return.

The nostalgia, named in the late 17th century,
expanded its meaning and became a sort of senti-
mentalism of modern urban habitants who long for their
younger age. But it is also a sensibility to place, in two
senses: as its original definition, nostos (=return home) +
algos (=pain, sickness), the nostalgia is an eagerness for
place; and in its contemporary and less medical usage,
the nostalgia is related rather to a sense of lost time, but
this sense of missing a time is not a lament for
ephemerality of life but rather a reminiscence of lost
surroundings, of the place where one’s young happy days
had been spent. We can say the nostalgia results from the
separation between the place where we are and the place
where we should be. In other words, our body’s errantry
from its assumed original place brings the nostalgia.

Around the turn of the 18th - 19th centuries,
when the topos of nostalgia was widely used in literature
and theatre, a new concern for the mental anomaly has
arisen. The somnambulism, which is often connected
with the nostalgia, is noted as a result of separation
between the body and the imagined body. The force of
imagination makes a somnambulist believe his body
situating in a place where he ought to be. It is just the
same way that the nostalgia is a symptom of the pursuit
for the native land, where the ties of blood should assure
an organic and authentic life. By the way, this ideal life is
the very product of our alienated (and always alienating)
body.

Different from the artistic fopoi, such as Locus
Amoenus and Return to home, which are as old as those
appear in Homer’s Odyssey, the nostalgia as an artistic

topos is, in fact, a very modern one, reflecting the

WY [1- PETAD/ZE2LY -] EH 18

alienated situation of our body begun in the early 19th
century. The nostalgia is a quest for our idealized origin.
But it is in principle impossible, thus the nostalgia is

necessarily that for utopia.
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