
 

How does Mandel present art’s significance?  
 
Within the novel ‘Station Eleven’, Emily St John Mandel explores life in a post-apocalyptic 
world, particularly its impact upon one’s interpretation of and connection to art. Mandel uses 
art as a reflective device, holding a mirror up to society in order to interrogate the ways in 
which we live. This is first apparent as Mandel posits that individuals can become unified 
through the common appreciation of art. Furthermore, Mandel explores how art provides a 
significant tool for the pursuit of fame and celebrity, ideas that are immaterial but significant 
in the post-apocalyptic society. Therefore, through the use of a non-linear narrative, Mandel 
emphasises art as a transcendental force that allows for creative expression. 
 
1. Mandel celebrates the solace that individuals can find post-apocalypse in the 

relationships forged through the collective appreciation of art. The importance of art 
and its relationship with human connection is symbolized through the “Travelling 
Symphony” characterized by Mandel as a “collection of petty jealousies, neuroses, 
undiagnosed PTSD cases, and simmering resentments [that] lived together”. Through 
this Mandel demonstrates how art can unite even the most lost individuals in a bleak 
post-apocalyptic world.  In a world rendered obsolete as a result of the “Georgia Flu”, 
the Symphony emblemizes how performance and expression can provide individuals 
with relief from the bleak reality of life. Kirsten after the troupe’s performance of “A 
Midsummer Night’s Dream” and as the “audience rose for a standing ovation” could 
feel “her soul being pulled upward out of her chest”. This metaphor highlights the pure 
elation that can be experienced through art, particularly through group collaboration. 
Mandel further accentuates this sense of solace that people can feel through a 
collective appreciation of art as Kirsten reflects on finding the Symphony revealing it felt 
like “a new heaven and a new earth”. Through this allusion Mandel celebrates the 
humanity that lies the shared bonds forged through a common appreciation of the arts. 
Mandel ultimately emphasizes this notion of art as a tool for human connection Kirsten 
becomes separated from the symphony and realizing “Hell is the absence of the people 
you long for”. Through her careful diction, the allusion to “Hell”, Mandel reveals how 
without the Symphony life for Kirsten is painful and bleak. Thus, Mandel exposes the 
lack of meaning in life when deprived of connection and art. Therefore, the significance 
of art is a key preoccupation of Mandel and through her portrayal of the Symphony she 
reveals how individuals can unearth a meaning and purpose to life through collectively 
engaging with art. 

 
2. Mandel uses art to explore the dichotomy of celebrity, a pursuit of notoriety and fame 

through performance that raises one’s social status whilst simultaneously 
dehumanising them. The significance of art is reiterated by Mandel through a thematic 
emphasis on the notion of celebrity, how social status still carries material value in an 
immaterial post – apocalyptic world.  In lieu of smart phones and the gratification of 
social media, the post-apocalyptic society of ‘Station Eleven’ moves beyond the 
“splendours of the former world” to instead find celebrity on the stage. In a bleak pos-
apocalyptic society, in which individuals are deprived of the technology that punctuated 
life pre-collapse, “celebrity still carried a certain currency” as people looked to the stage 
for entertainment as there was “still such beauty”. Thereby, Mandel champions the 
permanent nature of art as a direct live experience and it’s immaterial value to life. 
However, despite the “beauty” of performance, through her characterization of Arthur 
and his role as “King Lear” a reflection of society and its values, Mandel laments the 
modern worlds lust for social appraisal and celebrity. As Arthur begins to experience 
success through his acting Mandel portrays him as “becoming extremely, unpleasantly 
famous”. Through this Mandel presents the conflicting nature of celebrity as Arthur had 



become consumed by the "money, fame and immortality". Mandel further accentuates 
the duality of one’s pursuit for celebrity through performance as Arthur is depicted as a 
“tired king at the end of his reign”. Through this allusion to Arthur’s role as Lear, Mandel 
highlights how a life of greed and indulgence in shallow luxuries can be extremely 
draining. Whilst Mandel acknowledges the harmony that can be found through 
appreciating art on the stage, she ultimately warns of the dangers of celebrity and the 
underlying its underlying corruption.  

  
3. In her novel ‘Station Eleven’ Mandel celebrates the enduring nature of art, its ability to 

survive through crisis, and how the preservation of art is significant to the rebuilding of 
civilization. Through the Kirsten’s appreciation for the symbolic “paperweight”, a “lump 
of glass”, that survived through the “Georgia Flu”, Mandel highlights the sentimental 
value of art. Despite being “of no practical use whatsoever” Kirsten “found it beautiful”, 
furthering the notion that art can provide one with solace throughout crisis. Thus, 
Mandel celebrates the empowering nature of art, particularly how it can retain its moral 
value throughout contexts. Mandel reflects on the enduring nature of performance 
through the “Travelling Symphony” as they could perform “modern plays” but the 
“audiences seemed to prefer Shakespeare to their other theatrical offerings”, as people 
seem “to want what’s best about the world”. Thus, Mandel depicts how theatre is not 
transient but rather has the power to transcend generations and ultimately act as an 
anchor for the rebuilding of civilization. Mandel accentuates the importance of 
preserving art through Clarke as he sets up the “Museum of Civilization” in which he 
stored obsolete technological items from the past. People stored away their “iPads, a 
selection of laptops” even “a number of impractical shoes, stilettos mostly, beautiful and 
strange” despite having “no real value”. Thereby, Mandel portrays how individuals in a 
bleak post-apocalyptic society could discover comfort through preservation, providing 
hope that one day society could forge ahead and start anew. Mandel’s characterization 
of Miranda also emphasizes the importance of preserving art. Miranda finds fulfillment 
through her creation of the “Dr Eleven” comic books as it made her “happy” because 
“it’s peaceful, spending hours working on it”, elucidating the importance of books. The 
solace that Kirsten receives through appreciating the comics further reveals how art 
survive through time and ultimately positively impact on different individuals. Therefore, 
Mandel depicts how the preservation of art can provide individuals with contentment in 
a crisis and thereby act as the bed-rock for the regeneration of society. 

 
Mandel’s ‘Station Eleven” ultimately serves as a reflection of humanity and the way in which 
we respond to crisis. Throughout the novel Mandel utilizes art as a tool in which she reflects 
the way society lives. The significance of expression is celebrated by Mandel through her 
depiction of the genuine bonds that individuals can find through a collective appreciation of 
art. However, Mandel, also exposes how one can become plagued by greed in a pursuit of 
stardom on the stage. Furthermore, Mandel champions how art can allow for reflection and 
it’s preservation if key for individuals to rebuild civilization.  
 


