
 

 

“What was lost in the collapse: almost everything, almost everyone, but there 
is still such beauty.” Mandel depicts both the beauty and the savagery of the 
new world. Discuss. 
 
Perhaps nothing exemplifies the beauty of the post-collapse world more than Clark’s 
fascination with the night sky and it’s “increasing brilliance”, shining radiantly in the absence 
of artificial civilisation. It is these “moments of transcendent… joy” through which Mandel 
slowly explores the magic of the mundane. It is the simplest, and arguably most human, 
aspects of life that endure and prevail in the post-collapse world. However, as in all cases, 
darkness exists even amidst “such beauty”. As equally as it was dazzling, the new world was 
difficult, dangerous and death loomed at all times. 
 
For Mandel, there is profound beauty in the ordinary. So much of what makes the survivor’s 
lives “bearable” is not only the recognition, but the appreciation of all the new world has to 
offer. Many characters, namely Clark and Kirsten, possess a “fond[ness] of beautiful 
objects”; a smooth paperweight, an intricate snow globe, even a pair of stiletto heels. All of 
these rendered obsolete by now, yet are nevertheless preserved, being that they represent 
the history of humanity itself. In the same way as the survivors have, these objects too have 
seen “a time worth living in”. However, what distinguishes the old world from the new is the 
value these simplistic items now bear. Prior to the collapse, modern civilisation and its heavy 
reliance on technology served as a great distraction from these such “taken-for-granted 
miracles”. It was then essential, Mandel would suggest, that the Georgia Flu would come to 
remind humanity of the inherent beauty and simplicity that persists all around them. 
Furthermore, it is also the wonders of nature which contribute to the new world’s elegancy. 
Upon anticipation of her death, Kirsten takes pleasure in the “leaves flickering in sunlight” 
and the “brilliant blue of the sky”, echoing Miranda’s tragic, yet beautifully exquisite last 
moments. Mandel endorses these moments of minutiae, along with the little things in life that 
made the struggles of the survivors all the more worthwhile. 
 
Yet, Mandel champions the notion that such wonders exist not only in the physical world, but 
within us all. In fact, what truly accentuates the sheer beauty of the new world is the human 
desire to seek connection and pursue passion. The Travelling Symphony sought refuge in 
the “friendships… camaraderie and Shakespeare”. To them, art was not only beautiful but a 
blissful respite from the reality of their “tarnished world”, and the lavish costumes they wore 
during performance helped to “cast a spell” on this otherwise bleak era. Equally as 
admirable, Jeevan was a man of impetuous passion, in that it “meant a great deal to him” to 
“step forward” in times of crisis. This was a realisation that would only come to him upon 
reflecting on his “directionless life” in the old world. Here, Mandel is once again juxtaposing 
the emanate passion of the survivors with modern civilisation’s lack there of - a world driven 
by “high-functioning sleepwalkers”. On a more basic level, in the new world, individuals 
turned to one another for support and solace. Both the members of the Symphony and those 
stranded at Severen City airport bond through their shared struggles and together, they 
reminisce on the world that once was. Mandel endorses the innate human tendency to 
discover value and meaning, yet too reflects the ways this desire can be warped by city life, 
technology and “corporate respectability”. Nevertheless, in the new world at least, it is a 
craving for purpose which longs to sustain the characters, and in best moments, provide 
them a sense of transcendent beauty.  
 
Indeed, there are a limitless number of remarkable splendours in the post-collapse world. 
But, it is certainly not without flaw. The relentless difficulties of the characters, along with the 
imminence of death, proved to be “a very dangerous life”. The harshness of the new world is 
best depicted through an image of Kirsten, “three knives in her belt”, a vastly different image 



 

to that of the “unadventurous and well-groomed” young girl that now belonged to the past. 
The demoralising and traumatising experiences of the road, particularly Kirsten’s in those 
“blood-drenched years”, is not indulged by Mandel. But nevertheless, the disturbing 
memories these would leave her with, and the emotional impact of such kind, are 
transparent. Much so, Kirsten’s knife tattoos meant she was forever “dragging souls across 
the landscape like cans on a string” - a perpetual reminder of the actions one must take to 
“survive against unspeakable odds”. However, above all, the Prophet is perhaps the epitome 
of the new world’s savagery. His fanatical faith and delusional motto that “everything 
happens for a reason” is merely a justification for his cruelty. Also, his large following, who 
“believe everything the Prophet says”, illustrate the part of humanity led astray in the hopes 
to not only survive, but to tyrannise all who reject their cult mentality. It is undeniable then, 
that Mandel heavily denounces the “absurd standards” of the new world. Particularly, the 
Prophet himself is painted in a despicable darkness, despite his self-proclaimed insistence 
that “[he] is the light… the pure.” In retrospect, it seems that the lawlessness of this new era 
speaks to the essentiality of a civilisation, being the order and tranquility it offers to 
humankind. 
 
A life of primitivism can certainly be beautiful. For many years, survivors live in harmony with 
nature and take pleasure in not only simplistic items, but in mutual comradeship and 
passionate ventures. Inevitably, however, others may seek alternative purpose, in blind faith, 
perhaps. Thus, the new world was also a harsh one, and ridden with complete brutality. It is 
only through the Prophet’s demise, to which his “crazy theology” would be the sole cause of, 
that Mandel captures the triumphant victory of beauty over savagery. Although, whilst it is 
true that beauty exists even in a post-apocalyptic setting, perhaps it is not enough. 
Characters long for the return of an easier and more peaceful time, for the return of 
civilisation. By the end, a “a town… whose streets are lit up with electricity” emerges, 
through which Mandel hints towards the idea that the world may return to a - physically and 
symbolically - lighter period for all.  


