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Among Drystone Walls, Babbling Brooks and Lush Green 
Meadows

Nostalgia in the Gardens of Astrid Lindgren’s Näs

Helene Ehriander & Maria Nilson

The new gardens at Astrid Lindgren’s Näs opened in 2016. The gardens consist of 
a number of interlinked horticultural spaces that are rooted in Astrid Lindgren’s 
life and career. The gardens cover a large area and are the result of many years of 
work, as a wealth of plants have been gathered and artworks have been specially 
commissioned to stand in harmony with their natural surroundings. The gardens 
are open to the public for a limited period each year and are recreated for each 
season. In this chapter, we discuss Karin Eliasson and Robert Blombäck’s book 
Trädgårdarna på Astrid Lindgrens Näs [The Gardens at Astrid Lindgren’s Näs] 
(2017) from the perspective of nostalgia.1 We study how the Näs gardens project, 
the text of the book and, above all, the photographs in the book connect to 
Lindgren’s life and works. While we have visited Astrid Lindgren’s Näs at various 
times of the year to experience the gardens, it is Eliasson and Blombäck’s book on 
which our analysis focuses.

The nostalgia we encounter in Eliasson and Blombäck’s book can be 
illuminated by what Svetlana Boym calls restorative nostalgia, which seeks to 
reconstruct the past in as much detail as possible, and is somewhat different 
from the nostalgia we find in Lindgren’s own texts, which Boym would define as 
reflective, in that it looks back on the past with a sense of longing.2 The borders 
are not absolute, however, and both Lindgren’s own work and the book on the 
gardens at her childhood home can be understood from both these concepts of 
nostalgia. It is not possible to discuss Eliasson and Blombäck’s book with the 
aid of Boym’s definitions of nostalgia without also reflecting on both Lindgren’s 
possibly nostalgic view of her childhood and the places she associates with it and 
depicts in her writing, and the nostalgia readers and visitors experience as they 
remember reading Lindgren’s books and watching film adaptations, or listening 
to Astrid Lindgren’s voice (for example at the beginning of every episode of the 
television series Emil i Lönneberga). Now and again in this nostalgic universe, these 
become linked and the reader of the garden book and visitors to the gardens are 



99

joined with Astrid Lindgren so that her experiences are to some extent also ours. 
We discuss whether the garden book primarily sets out to safeguard the values 
of the past (restorative) or if the gardens and the text and photographs in the 
book are used as a point of comparison that illuminates important sustainability 
issues, not only environmental but also social and cultural, that are relevant today 
(reflective).3 This is studied with the aid of examples from Eliasson and Blombäck’s 
book, and we conclude with our own reflections on how we might interpret and 
understand nostalgic notions about Astrid Lindgren’s life and work based on the 
garden project as described in the book.

The concept of nostalgia
As we have seen, nostalgia is a multifaceted concept and we can understand it 
in various ways. The word nostalgia is a combination of the Greek nostos, which 
means homecoming, and algos, meaning pain. Today, it is perhaps more associated 
with a somewhat sentimental longing for, say, a childhood home or games one 
played when one was young. Boym, whose book The Future of Nostalgia is a key 
work in the field of nostalgia research, has a broader perspective on the term. She 
differentiates between two very different forms of nostalgia:

Restorative nostalgia puts emphasis on nostos and proposes to rebuild 
the lost home and patch up memory gaps. Reflective nostalgia dwells 
in algos, in longing and loss, the imperfect process of remembrance 
[…] Restorative nostalgia manifests itself in total reconstruction of 
the past, while reflective nostalgia lingers on ruins, the patina of time 
and history in the dreams of another place and another time.4

If we simplify Boym’s complex theory, restorative nostalgia is more emotionally 
involved, and reflective nostalgia is more distanced and problematised.
In her book Litterära resor: Turism i spåren efter böcker, filmer och författare 
[Literary Journeys: Tourism on the Trail of Books, Films and Authors] (2011), 
Carina Sjöholm examines nostalgia, among other things discussing the “Bullerby 
syndrome” (or Noisy Village syndrome), an idealised notion of a Sweden that does 
not exist and has never existed.5 This notion is closely associated with small scale, 
tradition and community, and Sjöholm quotes historian the David Lowenthal’s 
assertion that “nostalgia is memory with pain removed”.6 In Nostalgia: En känslas 
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historia [Nostalgia: The History of an Emotion] (2001), Karin Johannisson, 
former Professor of the History of Science and Ideas at Uppsala University, is 
largely critical of nostalgia. She initially asks herself what nostalgia really is: “Is 
the epidemic of nostalgia a sign of cultural impoverishment, reality replaced with 
replication, the present with memory? Is it a critique of civilisation, an utopia, 
an escape or what?”7 She discusses the history of the term, how nostalgia was 
long viewed as a disease of homesickness that often struck soldiers at the front, 
and its problematic links to nationalism. Nostalgia is often linked to memories 
of “home” and “it almost always carries with it issues of identity, community 
and belonging”.8 Although Johannisson discusses many different perspectives 
on nostalgia, she concludes her essay thus: “In nostalgia, fakery and falsification 
always lurk.”9 The sociologist Luc Sante follows the same train of thought when 
he writes that nostalgia shows contempt for the past by taking its artefacts and 
memories out of their true historical context and placing them in a new nostalgic 
situation.10

In her contribution to the edited volume Platser för en bättre värld [Places 
for a Better World] (2009), Cecilia Trenter calls nostalgia “the dream of what 
once was”.11 She emphasises that the nostalgic perspective unavoidably involves 
a comparison between then and now, in which the past is always superior to the 
present: “That people wish to relive history does not mean that they wish to live in 
another time or relive a part of their life – childhood, for example – but rather that 
they wish (preferably collectively) to gather around memory.”12 She also refers to 
a study of how museum visitors relate to the past that “shows that nostalgists are 
both those who long to return to a peaceful time they remember from experience 
and those who, while having never experienced that place or time, nonetheless 
hold it in greater esteem than the present”.13 The memories shared by visitors to 
the gardens at Astrid Lindgren’s Näs include Lindgren’s recollections of a happy 
childhood there, filled with games, the memories that form the foundations for 
her fictional tales and that have become the reader’s and visitor’s own childhood 
memories and reading experiences, given that the Lindgrenesque world has 
coloured so many Swedish childhoods.

Gardens and nature
In 2013, the cultural centre at Astrid Lindgren’s Näs began work on creating a 
garden that would in various ways both reflect Lindgren’s work and attract more 
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visitors to Näs. Literary tourism changes places, and any attempt to broaden the 
visitor base requires making connections to the author’s work that will appeal to 
visitors:

A garden that bears Astrid Lindgren’s name cannot be just any 
garden. It has to be a garden with character and attitude. Our aim 
is for the garden to arouse feelings, to be a place of inspiration with 
room for thought and conversation. For each new green room we 
have created, we have chosen a theme with roots in Astrid Lindgren 
– her life, her person, her Småland or her work.14

The commission to construct the garden went to Karin Eliasson. In the book 
Trädgårdarna på Astrid Lindgrens Näs, she presents her work to create a garden 
that, in various ways, is linked to both Lindgren’s childhood and her work. The 
book is sold in the giftshop at Näs and can be viewed as a guide to the gardens 
for visitors interested in learning more. It can be read as a book for gardening 
enthusiasts but also as an exhibition catalogue that explains and provides 
background information on everything the visitor can see during their tour of the 
gardens. Eliasson also quotes liberally from Lindgren’s own writings. The book is 
richly illustrated with specially commissioned photographs by Robert Blombäck, 
as well as many older photographs from Astrid Lindgren’s private photo albums. It 
is in many ways an interesting and beautiful book that fulfils a number of different 
purposes. One important function is of course to present the gardens and describe 
the construction process, including everything from the choice of plants to how 
irrigation is managed. Another at least equally important function is to connect 
the work of designing and building and the finished gardens to Astrid Lindgren’s 
life and work. After all, this is not “just any garden” but a Lindgrenesque garden 
that must recreate for visitors the atmosphere of her books and films and their 
memories of Astrid herself.

Astrid Lindgren is one of the few children’s writers that almost everyone 
in Sweden recognises and the vast majority admire. Her books have been read 
by generations and her films are constantly repeated on television. One key word 
in Lindgren’s works is childhood, something associated with both Astrid’s own 
happy and idyllic childhood at Näs and the fictional childhoods she recounts 
in her stories. In her biography of Lindgren, Margareta Strömstedt writes that 
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she only ever drew her childhood in bright colours: “For Astrid Lindgren, this is 
not nostalgia but a completely tangible reality, some kind of powerful and living 
wellspring from which she daily drew both the will to live and the joy of writing.”15 
Naturally, Lindgren wanted to be read, but she deliberately avoided fame and only 
made her voice heard in the public discourse when she considered it important 
and necessary. She was a literary celebrity from the beginning of her career and 
her name quickly became both a brand and a stamp of quality. Literary celebrity is 
special in that it acquires and possesses cultural capital through the combination 
of literary, commercial and mass media success. The media also contributed to 
increasing Lindgren’s cultural capital and a synergistic effect was created by her 
appearances in the media, where she could promote her work in various contexts 
to a wider public that might not otherwise have been interested in literature.16 
The symbolic values associated with Lindgren are all significant to the creation of 
a Lindgrenesque garden as a tourist attraction for both adults and families with 
children.

Astrid Lindgren has not been associated with gardens in other contexts, 
although she was often associated with the countryside and the occasional 
Stockholm park. She was not an enthusiastic gardener herself and her characters 
prefer to play in the woods and fields, even if they might find a swing hanging 
from a tree or a fruit-laden cherry tree in a garden appealing. In the 1940s, at 
the suggestion of Erik Palmgård of the Association of Rural Economy and 
Agricultural Societies, a large new garden was planted around Astrid Lindgren’s 
childhood home at Näs and the nearby rectory. Although Lindgren had long since 
left home, her parents still lived in the house. Kajsa Althén and Elisabeth Essen, 
who have written about land use at Näs, underline that this change may have 
given the rectory a more “villa-like character compared to its earlier mansion-like 
appearance”.17 This highlights the fact that a building’s setting in a garden affects 
the entire environment and how it is perceived, which also naturally applies to the 
newly created gardens at Näs.

To create a garden that imitates nature, as parts of the new gardens do, 
involves an interplay and balance between nature and culture, order and chaos. 
Nature must be tamed, shaped into a garden while still seeming natural, put in 
order, be made controllable and able to withstand many visitors. A garden is 
associated with orderliness and, to some extent, restricted growth in the form of 
mowed lawns, flower beds, and weeding. To attempt to recreate and mimic nature 
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in a garden may sound paradoxical and challenging, and indeed Astrid Lindgren’s 
gardens at Näs exist in a tension between the tamed and the wild. The gardens 
are at least in part a representation of the natural surroundings we associate with 
Lindgren – an artistic and considered reconstruction of cultural heritage.

With regard to nature, Lindgren has said that when remembering her 
childhood her first thought is “not of the people. But of that beautiful world that 
framed my days then and filled them with such intensity that as a grownup you can 
hardly comprehend it”.18 This quotation is taken from the photographic memoir 
Mitt Småland [My Småland] (1987), which highlights natural environments 
of importance to Lindgren’s life and work in a way that is both idealised and 
characterised by what Boym calls restorative nostalgia. In Mitt Småland, the 
kind of life that Lindgren lived, mostly outdoors in natural surroundings, and 
the activities she enjoyed there, are presented using rhetoric coloured by our 
perception of a bygone age on which we look back with yearning. The cover 
shows Lindgren herself striding through woodland covered with white wood 
anemones. New photographs of Vimmerby and the surrounding countryside by 
Jan-Hugo Norman are mixed with photographs taken during Astrid’s girlhood 
and illustrations from her books. Cow pastures, grazing sheep, moss-covered 
boulders, drystone walls and mirror-like lakes covered with waterlilies, this is the 
natural and cultural landscape on which the book focuses, while from the town 
of Vimmerby, in addition to Näs, we are also shown cobbled alleyways, white-
trimmed wooden houses and churchyards with backlit gravestones. The boundary 
between nature and the production landscape of agrarian society is blurred, and 
today it is difficult for us to conceive of how close they were only a century ago. 
Nostalgia is striking, in both words and pictures, and to the present-day reader 
the production landscape of cows and sheep might well be regarded as “nature”. 
The above quotation continues with a Lindgrenesque poetic description of nature 
infused with yearning for something lost as the child Astrid grew up and moved 
to the big city, and as society changed:

Wild strawberries among the rocks, carpets of blue spring flowers, 
meadows full of cowslips, special places where blueberries could 
be found, the forest where dainty pink flowers were nestling in the 
moss, the paddocks around Näs where we knew every little path and 
every little stone, the creek with the waterlilies, ditches, streams and 
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trees – I remember all this more than the people. Stones and trees 
were our friends, almost like living creatures, and nature enclosed 
and nurtured our games and dreams.19

The interesting thing about Lindgren’s texts is that they simultaneously express 
a longing to return to a vanished landscape and a critique of the contemporary 
hierarchical society.

The gardens as an idea and a tourist attraction
Astrid Lindgren’s Näs opened for business in its current incarnation in 2007 and 
is very much part of the literary tourism linked to Lindgren’s life and work. Dieter 
K. Müller, who has studied interest among German tourists in the landscape 
described by Lindgren, writes that within “literary tourism, tourist attractions 
consist of places that are mentioned in or play some role in the understanding of 
or origins of the literary work”. He goes on to discuss “markers” as something that 
attach “meaning to an object” and create interest and awareness concerning the 
place amongst potential visitors: “In addition to being a marker for a place worth 
visiting, the literature also creates or influences images of a place or landscape. 
These images represent people’s perceptions of the place, which affects their 
relationship with and behaviour towards that place.”20 In summary, Müller also 
states that visits to places of literary interest can satisfy the visitor’s interest in 
the author’s life, works and important events in the author’s life; they can have a 
special significance for the visitors and recall childhood memories.21

In his 2009 article “Astrid Lindgrens upplevelselandskap: Där sagor blir 
verklighet och verkligheten blir sagor” [Astrid Lindgren’s Experience Landscape: 
Where tales become reality and reality becomes tales], Per Strömberg expresses 
a concern that the municipally owned experience landscape around Astrid 
Lindgren’s Näs was part of a larger “Astridified” experience economy in which 
Lindgren’s “fairy tales” were translated into a cultural and economic context: 
“Through Lindgren tourism, her writings and tableaux of the Småland landscape 
have transformed Vimmerby into a thriving small town. At the same time, 
commercialisation may risk carrying us further and further from the source, her 
books; it is after all from there that we get our unique industry.”22 He concludes his 
article by underlining that, in Astrid Lindgren’s way of combining landscapes with 
experiences, the narrative is never “far from the real landscape, as the landscape 
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of Småland appears in her children’s books. Vimmerby is Astrid Lindgren and 
Astrid Lindgren is Vimmerby.”23

In her book on literary tourism, Carina Sjöholm discusses the development 
of both Astrid Lindgren’s World and Astrid Lindgren’s Näs and the tension in 
Vimmerby regarding how best to manage Lindgren’s legacy.24 Whereas Astrid 
Lindgren’s World largely caters to children, Astrid Lindgren’s Näs is more intent 
on attracting adult visitors with a permanent exhibition about Lindgren’s work, as 
well as temporary exhibitions and lectures and a library stocked with literature by 
and about Lindgren. The investment in the gardens can be seen as an attempt to 
attract the same families with children who flock to Astrid Lindgren’s World to 
visit Näs as well, given that the gardens include a number of installations designed 
for children, such as the stream they can jump over just as Astrid did as a girl. It 
might also be viewed as a deliberate step towards highlighting Lindgren’s stories 
that, as Per Strömberg was at pains to point out, are the foundation on which the 
town’s tourist industry rests.

The gardens at Näs are not “just any garden”; through their various themes 
they communicate values that are associated with Lindgren, and visitors learn about 
the traditions and games of previous generations, as clearly illustrated in Eliasson 
and Blombäck’s book. In an article on places in and visitors to Astrid Lindgren’s 
world, Konstantin Economou and Rakel Hergli ask questions about what these 
places look like and how they are represented, as well what they communicate 
and how they are used.25 They also explore the relationships between Lindgren, 
the stories and places, and underline that, as the majority of visitors are already 
familiar with both Lindgren and her stories, the modern construction that is the 
“Astrid Lindgren tourist attraction” becomes a place “we perhaps already know”.26 
This implies that the gardens must relate to visitors’ expectations and anticipation 
regarding the relationship between memory and place and what they will be able 
to experience there. In the planning and execution there is a conscious effort both 
to preserve and to renew a “horticultural heritage” and to include places in which 
both children and adults can be activated. One example of this is the playpen for 
“the playful person”. This relates back to how Lindgren writes about play in her 
stories. According to Eliasson: “In the Noisy Village books, which are so close to 
Astrid Lindgren’s own childhood, play is basically never-ending. There is a stream 
of fantasy, inventiveness and adventure from morning till night.”27 Play may be 
broadly defined and, as Eliasson observes, play is a way for children to learn to 
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understand the world, create experiences and prepare for the various trials of life.28 
The now almost classic quotation from Lindgren’s Samuel August from Sevedstorp 
and Hanna in Hult (1973) is of course included: “And we played and played and 
played so much it’s a wonder we didn’t play ourselves to death.” Meanwhile, in 
the garden book we see photographs of happy, active children playing in modern 
clothes, connecting past with present through play as an eternal value.29

While the playpen is clearly intended to build a bridge between Lindgren’s 
childhood and these present-day playing children, the text also discusses the 
dilemma inherent in preserving and working with wild plant material. Eliasson 
writes: “The gardener’s challenge may never be more starkly expressed than it is 
here in the lush playpen, to work both with and against nature, to control the 
natural power of growth with a gentle hand.”30 Here, information about botany 
and gardening coexists with reflections on both Lindgren’s childhood and her 
fiction, at the same time as the “experience” of play is described as vital for the 
child. There is room here for both a yearning for another time and “nostalgic 
contemplation”, given that children no longer have the same opportunities to play 
in natural surroundings and now spend so much time on organised activities and 
using smartphones and iPads. By reading the text and looking at the photographs 
in the book and experiencing the playpen oneself, ideally in the company of 
children, one can achieve the type of experience that literary tourism strives for. 
Sjöholm writes: “It is often said that the ultimate experience should educate 
people in some way, provide entertainment and some form of escapism and be 
wrapped up in an aesthetic package that combines these elements in an attractive 
manner.”31

Eliasson’s chapter on the playpen contains a number of ideas that are 
interesting to consider. One deals with the significance of being in a place where 
Lindgren herself once lived. Even though the playpen is not located exactly where 
Lindgren herself played, it still creates a personal link to her and the characters 
who play in her stories. This builds bridges to the Children of Noisy Village and 
creates connections to cultural heritage and ideas about sustainability in both text 
and images, as Eliasson and Blombäck describe and depict the work of creating 
the playpen and the final results. There is also a strong connection to Småland and 
by extension a “Swedish” identity.32
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A stone wall in Småland
Nostalgia is also strongly associated with national identity, perhaps most of 
all its creation. By “remembering” a country’s history, by recreating something 
as simple as the act of jumping across a stream, for good or ill a yearning to 
return can be transformed into a sense of community. In “Dialects of Nostalgia: 
Downton Abbey and English Identity”, Rosalía Baena and Christa Byker discuss 
how Julian Fellowes’ television series not only depicts an idealised bygone era, 
but also creates a form of collective nostalgia that makes us feel both proud to 
be English (even those of us who are not) and a yearning to return to the period 
in which it is set (even though we are well aware of that era’s flaws). ”Especially 
collective nostalgia can promote a feeling of community that works to downplay 
or deflect potentially divisive social difference (class, race, gender and so on) even 
if only temporarily.”33 At the same time as we reject the hierarchical society that 
Downton Abbey depicts, with all its faults from class divides to patriarchal gender 
patterns, we can still yearn to live in that world.

This longing for a bygone age that on one level chooses to turn a blind eye to 
how things “really” were can also be found in Eliasson and Blombäck’s book, which 
includes an interesting chapter on drystone walls richly illustrated with beautiful, 
atmospheric photographs of backlit stone walls. The newly constructed gardens 
incorporate both old drystone walls and new artistic interpretations, including 
a variation built with split logs and covered with turf. Called WoodFlow,34 
this sculpture arouses associations of something flowing smoothly through the 
landscape – unlike the heavy, grey stones laboriously laid one by one to create a 
drystone wall. This chapter quotes Lindgren’s own words:

My forefathers, who without exception were Småland farmers – 
what masses of stone they must have broken from their barren soil 
and how they must have toiled. I still sometimes go to look at a long 
drystone wall that my grandmother built with her own hands.35

This quotation from Lindgren is infused with reflective nostalgia: Lindgren 
remembers her grandmother; she feels an attachment to this stone wall but also 
considers the hard labour that it represents. Eliasson’s text highlights both the 
cultural value of the stone walls and the biodiversity they facilitate, there are facts 
about the difference between single and double walls and she too mentions the 
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hard labour involved in building them and yet, largely thanks to the very beautiful 
and atmospheric images of backlit drystone walls, this section is strikingly 
romantic and bewitching. Drystone walls are material evidence of a bygone era 
but are no longer presented solely in their original context but also as part of our 
“cultural heritage” and something as “beautiful”.36 

Boym writes: “Restorative nostalgics don’t acknowledge the uncanny and 
terrifying aspects of what was once homey. Reflective nostalgics see everywhere the 
imperfect mirror images of home, and try to cohabit with doubles and ghosts.”37 
We might say that Lindgren, who recalls her grandmother’s hard work, is able to 
enjoy the stone walls without falling into the trap of uncritically yearning for the 
past. The rest of us, who perhaps do not have a grandmother who built a stone 
wall, must distance ourselves from the beautiful images of stone walls in order to 
remember that they are also a memorial to a hierarchical society in which it was 
the poor who toiled.

Play and freedom
In one of the garden spaces, a meadow has been recreated. There are a couple 
of reasons for this: firstly, the meadow is in itself an interesting biotope and 
part of an ancient cultural landscape; and, secondly, according to Eliasson and 
Blombäck’s book, the meadow symbolises freedom. Eliasson describes the work 
of restoring an old meadow and how they created a new part of the meadow, two 
examples of labour that tests the patience. She also links the meadow to values 
such as diversity and freedom in Lindgren’s work: “Freedom is one of the most 
important themes in Lindgren’s works. Her stories vibrate with freedom: freedom 
from oppression, freedom to play, freedom to discover, freedom to be who you 
want to be. The freedom that is a prerequisite for development and diversity.”38

Close to the meadow is an artwork by Patrick Dougherty titled The Seven 
Wishing Jars, where children and adults can write down a wish on a slip of paper 
and attach it to the one of the jars. The meadow is also linked to vagabonds 
and their free way of life, and Lindgren’s “Luffarvisan” [The Vagabond’s Song] 
is quoted in its entirety with a photograph of the author sitting in a meadow, 
perhaps the one that has now been restored.39 After a fact-packed section about 
bees, there is a spread titled “Ängen är åkerns moder” [The meadow is the mother 
of the field], with photographs of wild flowers and a traditional haystack. Here 
too it is interesting to reflect on the ideas presented and what has been chosen to 
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exemplify the freedom found in Lindgren’s work. It is well known that in various 
contexts Lindgren advocated for children to be given a great deal of freedom. 
She also stated in several interviews just how unique her own parents were in 
many ways, allowing their children far more freedom than was usual during 
the period she grew up in. It is also interesting that “Luffarvisan” emphasises a 
sense of freedom to such a degree, of being able to go where one pleases without 
answering to anyone.

There is an undeniable passion for the freedom of life on the road in her 
novel Rasmus and the Vagabond (1956). Vivi Edström writes: “The theme of the 
vagabond provides the author with an opportunity to indulge in experiences in 
nature.”40 Young Rasmus and Oskar the vagabond eventually leave the life on the 
road behind them and return home. The freedom-loving Oskar is not “a genuine 
vagabond […] In fact, Oskar is a highly competent crofter,” writes Edström.41 
The life of the vagabond may be free, but it is a life of poverty and hardship. The 
life of a crofter is hard, but there is one bonus. On the final page of the novel, 
Rasmus ponders: “He had a home. The walls of the cottage were worn and shiny, 
almost like satin. What a beautiful house it was! With a thin, dirty little hand, 
Rasmus lovingly stroked the walls of the house that was his home.”42 The life of 
a vagabond is in a way a free and wonderful life, and the relationship between 
Rasmus and Oskar is both loving and respectful but, in the end, it is the home 
and Martha, who immediately sends them down to the lake to wash, that makes 
a happy ending possible. On the one hand, we can argue for the importance of 
keeping the story alive and creating opportunities for both children and adults to 
experience a haystack and lie stretched out in a meadow dreaming of the vagabond 
life; after all, such visual memories are an important part Lindgren’s work. On 
the other hand, it provides a somewhat one-sided picture when “Luffarvisan” is 
taken out of context and without comment presented as a romanticised symbol 
of freedom.

Nostalgia and social criticism
One way to understand Boym’s different definitions of nostalgia is to use them 
to study the Emil books, which undoubtedly have a nostalgic bent. Just as in the 
Noisy Village books, Lindgren uses her own memories and her father’s stories of 
his childhood as a foundation – and the books express a fair amount of yearning 
for a bygone age. That said, there is also potential for subversion and a possibility to 
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decipher criticism of the society the books depict; for example, Emil’s engagement 
in the plight of the paupers in the workhouse and the depiction of the farm 
labourer Alfred’s limited opportunity to decide over his own life. And there is also 
a hope that society will change. We know that Emil will grow up to be chairman 
of the municipal council and therefore be in a position to implement reforms 
to improve life for a poor farm labourer and for the paupers crammed into lice-
infested building, robbed of their Christmas snuff and abused by the warden. 
It is simultaneously hopeful and nostalgic, but tends towards Boym’s reflective 
nostalgia, as the longing for the past includes a critique of it.

Much of this social criticism is however missing from film adaptations of 
the Emil books, as Anders Wilhelm Åberg discusses in the article “Remaking the 
National Past: The Uses of Nostalgia in the Astrid Lindgren Films of the 1980s 
and 1990s” (2011). He points out that the films about Emil and Noisy Village 
express a more fervent yearning to return to the past, with a streak of what we 
might call sentimentality that is significantly less pronounced in Lindgren’s own 
texts, and that the film adaptations exhibit much closer links to what Sjöholm 
describes as “Bullerby syndrome”, a longing to return to something traditionally 
and authentically Swedish.43 In the same volume, Corina Löwe writes about film 
adaptations of Kalle Blomkvist and discusses similar problems. The films place 
considerably more emphasis on staging what might be considered “Swedishness”: 
“devotion to nature, devotion to the home country and the home environment, 
empathy for children, and the sense of belonging to the community. Nostalgia 
is the instrument in the films to convey the relationship to the society.”44 This 
nostalgia described here is similar to what Boym calls restorative nostalgia. The 
critical dimension has disappeared in the adaptation from one medium to another.

In the description of both Lindgren’s texts and her childhood presented 
in the garden book, it is possible to glimpse representations of nostalgia as both 
restorative and reflective; however, if the nostalgia in Lindgren’s own texts is 
multilayered and in some cases is capable of social criticism and subversion, in 
the garden book it is more one-dimensional. When Boym discusses nostalgia, 
she emphasises the need to recognise that different projects have different points 
of departure: “Restorative nostalgia evokes national past and future, reflective 
nostalgia is more about the individual and cultural memory.”45 In Astrid Lindgren’s 
World, adults and children encounter Lindgren’s characters “in real life”, played 
by actors, making it easy to inhabit her fiction. At Astrid Lindgren’s Näs, that 
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sense of belonging must be created by other means. Eliasson and Blombäck’s 
book is aimed at adult readers and, as an artistically and aesthetically appealing 
tome about an ambitious gardening project, it naturally has no ambition to offer 
a critical and nuanced image of Lindgren’s work. On the contrary, it is the entire 
project’s raison d’être and the garden books aesthetic to show an appealing tourist 
attraction to those who visit Näs or who are considering doing so. Every genre 
must be assessed according to its possibilities and limitations. Gardening books 
are generally intended as beautiful, artistic coffee-table books to brighten up the 
autumn and winter, allowing the reader to browse, enjoy and plan for the spring 
and summer while the rain falls and the wind blows outside. If we were to adopt a 
tougher line, however, it is something of a gamble to “isolate” a selection of images 
of stone walls and meadows from Lindgren’s nuanced texts and recollections in 
order to create something that appeals to the modern tourist who (perhaps) will 
only see the surface of the beautiful backlit drystone wall divorced from historical 
context. This entails the risk that the nuances of Lindgren’s texts, whether 
fictional or autobiographical, will be lost in translation, in which case we may find 
ourselves caught up in an uncritical and, in this day and age, glaringly problematic 
nostalgia. Still, the opportunity for nostalgic contemplation is available to the 
reader and visitor who is motivated and interested in reflecting, and one should 
not underestimate the possibility that the gardens will show the way to other 
literature about Lindgren’s works and to the stories she herself wrote. Once there, 
they will also find important ideas about sustainable development represented 
in everything from children’s games to plants that are particularly favourable for 
important bee colonies. Questions for consideration, with or without elements 
of nostalgia, are posed directly and indirectly concerning how we should use our 
planet in the best way to ensure that future generations and all other living things 
can grow, prosper and thrive and enjoy a good life. Although rooted in the past, 
this nostalgia also points forward and may inspire thoughts about how we should 
live in an environmentally, socially and culturally sustainable manner in the future.

Finally, it is also interesting and important to discuss what preconceptions 
this material contributes to the image of Astrid Lindgren as an author as well as a 
celebrity and “an ordinary Smålander”, to her work and the childhood that formed 
the foundations for her abundant creative output. Those who buy or borrow the 
book about the gardens at Astrid Lindgren’s Näs have a keen interest in Lindgren 
and are likely to count themselves among her admirers – most of them unaware 
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that they are both consuming and contributing to a production of nostalgia. Their 
expectation is that the gardens will bring them closer to Astrid Lindgren and that 
their appreciation of her will be affirmed. The fact that Lindgren has inspired her 
own gardens means that she is significant, and this creates a circle of expectations, 
tributes and nostalgic experiences that continue to contribute to the construction 
of Astrid Lindgren the icon and celebrity and create a yearning for both the 
fictitious universe she created and the values she stood for.46
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