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1. Introduction 

 
 
 
“Wer hat an der Uhr gedreht?” [Who reset the clock?] was the title of an article in 
the German magazine Focus with reference to the Oscar nominations of Hugo Cabret 
(Scorsese, 2011), Midnight in Paris (Allen, 2011) or The Artist (Hazanavicius, 2011) 
in 2012 (Brand and Pauli, 2012, p. 83 [o.t.]1). Nostalgic, say the authors, are the times 
in which we live. And indeed: nostalgia is everywhere! Films appeal to nostalgia, 
music appeals to nostalgia, and advertisements call upon the nostalgic feeling.2 Also, 
in German and Spanish television the nostalgic look back is ever present. Just as 
Kompare (2005, p. 221) states, “[t]he ‘old,’ ‘new,’ and the ‘newly old,’ continue to 
merge on the TV-time machine”. Even if you just focus on international programmes 
broadcasted in both countries between 2009 and 2011, with reruns such as Knight 
Rider (NBC, 1982), The A-Team (NBC, 1983), Alf (NBC, 1986) or The Avengers 
(ITV, 1961), remakes like 90210 (The CW, 2008), Burn Notice (USA Network, 
2007), and Hawaii Five-0 (CBS, 2010) or period dramas, such as Downtown Abbey 
(ITV, 2010), Borgia (Sky Italia, 2011), The Tudors (BBC2 et al., 2007) or Mad Men 
(AMC, 2007), you will come up with a list of programmes that take their inspiration 
from the past on a wide range. 

Even though you may certainly state that not every one of these formats is per se 
nostalgic and provokes nostalgia in its audiences, the previously quoted interview 
section (see Page 8) exemplifies that the different programme categories are 
classified as nostalgia texts by audiences. At the same time, they are associated with 

                                                             
1  On the following pages, my own translations of non-English quotes are marked with the 

abbreviation “o.t.”.  
2  This shall not mean that our times are marked by a higher degree of nostalgia than others. 

Wilson (1998, as cited in Storey, 2001, p. 244) highlights, for example, that the “‘evidence 
[especially Hollywood films from the 1920s onwards] from the past that pastiche and 
nostalgia have been pervasive in popular culture throughout the twentieth century and 
indeed earlier appears to contradict Jameson’s belief that ‘nostalgia mode’ is peculiarly a 
feature of his postmodern era’”. 
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the feeling of nostalgia. We can state that across the boundaries of genres, nostalgia 
is a decisive characteristic of contemporary television fiction and its reception is “not 
only”, as Feyerabend emphasises in a more general context of contemporary 
nostalgia, “on a national level but indeed on a more global or transnational scope” 
(Feyerabend, 2009, p. 5). However, the phenomenon, as far as the interrelation 
between text and reception is concerned, is only minimally investigated by media 
and television studies, not to mention the lack of country comparative studies. 

Although, so it can be argued, an interdisciplinary approach is needed in order to 
investigate nostalgia in television adequately, the different disciplines, which meet 
on the subject of nostalgia, only barely enrich each other. This study wants to 
contribute its part to such a synthesis of the disciplines and collaborate in the process 
of filling the gap regarding the lack of investigation into the interrelation of text and 
reception. The questions whether nostalgia is reactionary or progressive and if it 
impedes innovation or not will be set aside (for further reading see e.g. Keightley and 
Pickering, 2012, pp. 133 ff.). It is rather about grasping the characteristics of 
‘nostalgic objects’ and their reception in the field of television. The main questions 
are: What is nostalgia in television? And: How can the phenomenon be grasped 
theoretically? Further sub-questions already reflect the later composition of the work. 
The following questions will be posed: What are the ‘genres’ of nostalgia? What 
textual characteristics does it have? How far does a nostalgic text prefigure nostalgic 
emotions? And finally: How are the nostalgic texts received from within the frames 
of different groups of audiences and against the background of different lifeworlds? 
In the end, against the backdrop of a specific sample of nostalgia texts and a specific 
group of recipients, a first picture of nostalgic television fiction and its reception in 
Germany and Spain will be drawn. 

The overall frame of the investigation is inevitably enhanced by the researcher’s 
own disciplinary background in media and communication studies. An important 
influence is ‘reception aesthetics’, which sees the investigation of the interrelation of 
text and reception and its respective socio-cultural contexts as inevitable (see e.g. 
Mikos, 2001; Chandler and Munday, 2011, p. 358). 

In order to investigate the questions mentioned above, the study consists of three 
main parts: Part I provides the theoretical background for the investigation; Part II is 
dedicated to the television analysis of a total of six examples from different nostalgia 
‘genres’; and Part III investigates the reception, conducting focus group discussions 
with two different age groups from both Germany and Spain. 

First some basic definitions of nostalgia are provided. Here, the study highlights 
the origins of the term and major connotative changes it went through. Specific 
meanings in the German and Spanish cultures are also considered. Already at this 
point, bridging the gap between text and reception appears to be necessary. The 
questions of how we can explain nostalgia concretely and which approaches in order 
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to explain the phenomenon exist are focused on in the following section, the review 
of literature. By means of using the discourse, many aspects can be clarified. First 
characteristics of nostalgia can be explained. At the same time, however, an analysis 
model that enables us to investigate the interrelation of nostalgia on the level of the 
text and nostalgia on the level of reception is not provided. Due to that fact, two 
additional chapters, titled Two ‘archives’ – nostalgia’s relationship to the past and 
Aesthetic emotions – on nostalgia’s relationship to the present, which deal with 
memory studies and the study of aesthetic emotions, supplement the existing 
investigations on nostalgia. 

The understanding of nostalgia as an emotion is central. The study here departs 
from such authors as Jameson (e.g. 1991), who describe postmodern nostalgia as 
being explicitly affectless. Correspondingly, the subject is approached. Inspired by 
investigations of suspense and television (see e.g. Mikos, 1996; Haible, 2003) in the 
context of which it is assumed that suspense is a “complex network of spectator’s 
cognitive and emotional activities that might have been stimulated by various textual 
characteristics” (Mikos, 1996, p. 37), this investigation of nostalgia also considers 
both cognitive and emotional aspects. Text, reception and the interrelation between 
the two will be investigated, just as Eder (2005) argued in the context of the 
investigation of emotions and media in general (Bartsch et al., 2007a, p. 10). In the 
interdisciplinary working method, cognitive psychology and its investigation of 
aesthetic emotions will also be central. 

The integration of theories on aesthetic emotions into the investigation of 
nostalgia has not been entirely neglected in media studies. Cardwell (2002), for 
example, considers the emotive characteristics of nostalgia. Her work is an important 
point of reference for this study as well. But if we want to bridge the gap between the 
nostalgic text and the nostalgic emotion, we need to go further. 

In the focus is Tan’s (1996) approach on aesthetic emotions, which, although not 
developed for television, has proven to be transferable. Depending on the respective 
object of appraisal, the author basically distinguishes between two different forms of 
emotions: First, the so-called “fiction emotions” or “F emotions” that find their 
stimulus on the fictional level of the text, and secondly, so-called “artefact emotions” 
or “A emotions” that are provoked by the artefact level. The categories will serve to 
combine the different approaches to nostalgia. On the one hand, on the basis of Tan’s 
‘radical object-centrism’, the discourse is taken into a new ‘order’. The different 
studies on nostalgia are, so to say, unravelled and combined. On the other hand, the 
theory of aesthetic emotions works as a bridge in whose context the existing studies 
may be made applicable to an investigation of both the cognitive and emotional 
components in nostalgia. In doing so, the first section of the work generates the 
framework for the further investigation of nostalgia in different ‘genres’. First 
‘modules’ of analysis for nostalgia are generated. Basically, and in using and 
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‘continuing’ Tan’s terminology, ‘F nostalgia’ and ‘A nostalgia’ and further 
empathetic and non-empathetic sub-groups are assumed. 

In the second and third part of the study, the framework is applied, and 
assumptions are investigated. The main aim here is to identify nostalgia in television 
fiction, more precisely in television series in the form of reruns, remakes and period 
dramas, and its reception by German and Spanish audiences from two age groups. 
The focus has mainly been set for practical reasons and in order to limit the empirical 
domain. Regarding the ‘genre’ selection, it can also be stated that other programme 
forms in television are marked by the ‘look back’.3 However, we can assume that 
television series in their different occurrences play a special role as potential triggers 
of nostalgia. It was and is not only one of the main “pillars” of European television 
(Prado and Delgado, 2010 [o.t.]), according to García-Muñoz et al. (2012, p. 349), 
television fiction in general is also “one of the most highly appreciated genres 
amongst audiences”. As Smith highlights, television series in particular “may engross 
millions [of audiences] for years or even decades, forming a vital part of the affective 
and everyday life of a nation” (Smith, 2006, p. 1) and beyond, as the study will show. 
With, as Moragas and Prado (2000, p. 185) state, American fiction being a “common 
denominator”, especially the television series is a programme form that has long 
since been traded worldwide. This makes it again appropriate for country-
comparative (reception) research. 

At the same time the study focuses on two different age groups from Germany 
and Spain. By doing that, “culturally specific meanings” (Pickering and Keightley, 
2006, p. 934) of nostalgia and differences against the background of different 
memories can be taken into consideration. With a view on the media memories, 
mainly ‘overlaps’ between the age groups are expected (see also Volkmer, 2006c, 
pp. 256 ff. on generational entelechies in the global public space). By selecting these 
two countries, two ‘memory communities’ were chosen in which the experience of 
fascism, respectively its memory, can be considered to have left its mark on possible 
nostalgias.4 Due to the focus on international broadcasts, questions of representation 
                                                             
3  With regards to German television, we may, for example, refer to so-called historytainment 

formats, such as Die Burg [The Castle] (ProSieben, 2005), Schwarzwaldhaus 1902 [The 
Black Forest House 1902] (Das Erste, 2002) or shows such as Die DDR-Show [The GDR 
Show] (RTL, 2003), as they have been named by Bleicher (2007) in the broader context of 
self-references in media. Similar formats can be identified on Spanish television, such as 
the living-history format Curso del 63 (Antena 3, 2009) or its new Curso del 73 (Antena 
3, 2011) edition, the Spanish adaptations of the British format That’ll teach ‚’Em (Channel 
4, 2003) or the television show Los mejores años de nuestra vida [The best years of our 
lives] (TV1, 2009). 

4  As Schlipphacke (2010, p.14) states with a view on Germany and Austria, “nostalgia after 
Nazism is fraught with the burdens of history” (2010, p. 15), even though the “taboo on 
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do not have to be posed in the light of this – it is the reception study where the 
different contexts are taken into account. Different connotations of nostalgia among 
different groups of recipients, as they can be identified on the basis of the 
questionnaire, are set into interrelation to provoked nostalgias or non-nostalgia. The 
focuses will enable us to study the range of possible triggers of nostalgia and different 
influential factors for their reception on a broad level. 

In Part II, first of all the broader category of ‘nostalgia film’, respectively 
‘nostalgia television’, is described and fragmented into sub-categories. It can be said 
that Tan’s ‘radical object-centrism’ is decisive here as well. Thus, based on the 
existing writings, the ‘fragmentation’ concentrates primarily on the different objects 
on the macro-level. Different ‘genres’ of nostalgia – more precisely: reruns, remakes 
and period dramas – are separated and described more closely against the special 
German and Spanish backdrops, too. The ‘modules’ as distinguished on the basis of 
Tan’s theory are then re-combined with a view on the characteristics of each ‘genre’. 
In doing this, each sub-chapter contains an introduction, which reflects upon 
potential nostalgia objects within the respective ‘genres’. 

The ‘modules’ are then applied in the television analysis of two ‘genre’ examples 
each. In order to be able to compare possible similarities and differences between 
Germany and Spain, it has been focused on those television series that were 
broadcasted in both countries, among them the German and Spanish reruns of Knight 
Rider (NBC, 1982) and The Avengers (ITV, 1961) and their respective remakes as 
well as the two period dramas Mad Men (AMC, 2007) and Borgia (Sky Italia, 2011). 
Those series have been chosen that can be seen as exemplary for their category. Apart 
from that, the respective first-runs, and respectively “premakes”5, of the selected 
reruns and remakes fall into the so-called “reminiscence bump” (Eysenck and Keane, 
2005, p. 266), and in the “formative” years of each age group, namely those years 
that, with reference to the literature, can be assumed to be best remembered, 
respectively to be especially decisive in the formation of a generation (Volkmer, 
2005, p. 236; Volkmer, 2006a, p. 6). In the light of this, differences in the reception 
of the two different age groups are already assumed. Further clues on potential 
differences between the countries can be found when making a contextualisation of 
                                                             

nostalgia” “does not foreclose nostalgic longing” (Schlipphacke, 2010, p. 31). 
Schlipphacke investigates this on the example of contemporary literature and film. 
Regarding the Spanish context, with Morgan-Tamosunas (2000, p. 116) it can be stated 
that “the historical associations of Francoist period cinema with perceptions of 
manipulation, misinterpretation and the privileging of a highly prescribed socio-cultural 
and ideological discourse, have […] produced critical wariness of the [costume drama] 
genre”. 

5  This term has been proposed by Oltmann (2008) in order to point to the source of 
inspiration of a remake. It shall also be applied in this study. 
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the respective series into the respective German and Spanish backgrounds in the 
course of the television analyses. In part, a consideration of the public discourse in 
the form of newspaper articles in both countries allows further assumptions. The 
question if the nostalgia on offer in the text does indeed provoke nostalgia in its 
audiences is scrutinised in Part III. 

Based on questionnaires and focus group interviews with two different age 
groups from both Germany and Spain, it is here where the results of the television 
analysis are set in relation to the reception and where further characteristics of 
nostalgia in television are scrutinised inductively. Again, Tan’s ‘object-centrism’ 
will lead this. In particular this means that the potential triggers and objects of 
appraisal in the context of which nostalgia is developed are now in the focus. A final 
conclusion will shortly reflect on the applicability of the theoretical framework and 
further need of research. 

If we want to investigate nostalgia in television comprehensively, many aspects 
from the general characteristics of nostalgia and its dependence on different memory 
communities, aspects of archive and genre, textual aspects, emotive aspects to the 
concrete process of reception have to be recognised. Only an interdisciplinary, multi-
method approach can cope with that task. This study wants to collaborate in the 
process of filling this gap. It summarises, combines, modifies and explores. Against 
this “explorative” backdrop it cannot be excluded that limitations may arise. This is 
taken into account by a systematic exposure of working steps in the course of the 
study and an explicit reflection of possible shortcomings in its end. In any case, in 
the following chapters the work will provide first responses that help to better 
understand the interrelation between ‘nostalgic texts’ and the nostalgic reception, on 
the basis of which further studies may follow.




