
 
Set in a bleak world where hardly anything civilized remains, Emily St John Mandel’s post-
apocalyptic Station Eleven explores how humanity deals with such tragic loss and is able to 
not only survive, but grow in pursuit of a deeper meaning to life. In the face of mass 
destruction and death, there is a divide between the survivors who remember the past, and 
those who do not. For some, memories of the pre-collapse world are what enables them to 
unite as a community and preserve the history of the past. However, for others, memories 
can be more of a burden than a refuge, as it only serves as a reminder of the people and life 
that they have lost. Furthermore, some people can become trapped in their past, repeating 
the same cycle over and over again, unable to live in the present. The ultimate factor that 
allows some individuals to thrive in the post-collapse world though, is not only their 
memories, but also their imagination, which allows them to believe in the existence of a 
better world. Overall, Mandel demonstrates how memories can be both a gift and a danger 
to the characters of Station Eleven, and holding on too tightly to the past will not enable 
humanity to survive in the new world. 

 
Remembering the pre-collapse world is crucial towards maintaining a connection with the 
past as well as with other people. The people at the Severn City Airport are able to bond and 
form a close community by choosing to preserve aspects from the modern world, which 
leads to the creation of the ‘Museum of Civilisation’. The museum showcases a ‘limitless 
number of objects’ with ‘no practical use’ but which people still want to keep, as these 
artefacts are their only links back to their pasts. Clark’s memories of the ‘splendours of the 
former world’ gives him immense gratification, as he realises how things like ‘travel and 
communications’ are ‘taken for granted miracles’ and that ‘all objects (are) beautiful’. Mandel 
highlights the importance of memory, as it is what the community at the airport has turned to 
in order to survive. Their recognition of the beauty in both the useful and the useless objects 
from the past, such as ‘iPhones...stiletto heels and a snow globe’, give them a deeper 
purpose and permits them to lead meaningful lives that are focused on more than purely 
survival. Likewise, Kirsten is always looking for ‘traces of the former world’, such as the 
tabloid photos of Arthur and the book ‘Dear V’. She searches for any mentions of Arthur 
because he is the centre of all her memories from the pre-flu world, and also represents her 
passion for acting. August, as well, looks for ‘books of poetry’ and ‘TV Guide copies’, which 
are aspects of his past he misses and chooses to hold onto because of the joy and comfort 
they once provided him with. The author employs the motif of books to demonstrate how 
they act as a connection to an individual’s past and can remind them of their identity and 
purpose, especially when they feel lost and hopeless in a world overcome by death and 
destruction. Therefore, memories are able to support and bring solace to the characters from 
the novel, as they emphasise the passions and ambitions that are important to preserve in a 
world that revolves around life or death. 

 
 On the other hand, those who are able to remember their old lives and everything they have 
lost may suffer greatly from their memories. The older generations can be buried by their 
memories of the pre-collapse world, being overwhelmed by so much loss and death. Dieter, 
being twenty years old when the apocalypse hit, ‘remember(s) everything’. He dreams of 
seeing ‘an airplane’, as to him, that means that ‘there was still a civilisation somewhere’. 
Mandel utilises the motif of airplanes to symbolise the freedom and humanity that has been 
nearly completely lost, as the post-flu world has become an ‘archipelago of small towns’, 
with everything becoming localised. As Kirsten says in her interview with Francois, ‘the more 
you remember, the more you’ve lost’. This is proven by Dieter dreaming of flight, as he longs 
for his previous life and suffers from the trauma of his memories. Contrastingly, those who 
were younger when the Georgia flu struck do not feel the pain of memories. Alexandra, for 
example, barely remembers anything from the pre-flu world. As a result, she is mesmerised 



by technology and other modern luxuries, a computer screen being ‘a magical thing with no 
memories attached’. Similarly, Kirsten’s ‘memories from before the collapse’ now ‘seem like 
dreams’ of New York City as a ‘sea of electric lights’ and ‘machines that played music’. The 
author contrasts the effect memory can have on individuals, as those who remember may 
end up suffering to a greater extent and are unable to focus on living in the present, whereas 
those who do not remember may be ignorant of the past, but find it easier to adapt living in 
the new world. Thus, whilst memories may not always have a positive impact on the 
characters of Station Eleven, as remembering can cause more pain and suffering, they are 
part of who the characters are and how they evolve in the new world. 

 
Moreover, memories, when combined with extreme ideology can result in individuals 
becoming imprisoned within their pasts and dangerous to the rest of society. Tyler, for 
instance, as a result of his neglected childhood and the loss he witnessed in the first few 
years after the apocalypse, becomes consumed by his memories, seeking reprieve through 
religious absolutism. He ‘(has) the misfortune of remembering everything’, causing him to 
see the world as ‘an ocean of darkness’ with ‘such shadows and horrors’. Mandel makes use 
of intertextuality to depict how Tyler is not only influenced by teachings from the Bible and 
Elizabeth’s belief that ‘everything happens for a reason’, but also the Dr. Eleven comics. Like 
the people of the ‘Undersea’, who ‘spend all their lives waiting for their lives to begin’ in a 
world of ‘perpetual twilight’, Tyler is also trapped in the darkness of memories that contain so 
much loss and death. Being unable to accept the randomness and chaos of reality, Tyler 
turns to religious fanaticism, ruling the cult with ‘charisma, violence and cherry-picked verses 
from the Book of Revelation’, preaching that ‘(they) are the light’ and the flu is ‘a perfect 
agent of death’ that can ‘only be divine’. The writer employs the motif of the light to 
demonstrate how Tyler has used his authority to manipulate an image of hope and meaning 
to instead control the society he has created with cruelty and violence. However, when Tyler 
finally realises the purposelessness of his life, it is ‘too late’, as he is killed and becomes ‘the 
bearer of another…story about walking out of one world and into another’. The author 
emphasises the theme of death to showcase how whereas Tyler may have been a cruel and 
fanatic murderer, he is simply a victim of his memories, being overwhelmed by so much 
death and tragedy. Hence, some characters are so tortured by their memories that they are 
unable to sustain themselves and survive for long in the new world. 
 
 Nevertheless, the defining aspect of humanity that allows people to not only sustain 
themselves but forge ahead and create a new world, is not only their memories, but their 
imagination. Having the ability to hope and dream of a better future is what enables societies 
to flourish in the new world, as they begin to create a new civilisation. This is achieved by the 
Travelling Symphony, who prioritise preserving ‘what was best about the world’ through their 
performances. Despite the ‘new world’ being ‘horrifically short on elegance’, ‘there is still 
such beauty’ in music and forms of art such as Shakespeare’s Midsummer's Night Dream. In 
this instance, Mandel utilises intertextuality to showcase how Midsummers Night Dream is a 
celebration of life and energy, which draws parallels to the Symphony’s main intention of 
bringing joy to communities and hope that a better world exists through their performances. 
The members of the Symphony understand that ‘survival is insufficient’, so although the 
constant travelling may seem like a ‘difficult and dangerous way to survive’, they are willing 
to risk their lives for the sake of keeping art and music alive as well as forming a future 
focused on more than just living to see the next day. Additionally, Kirsten embodies the spirit 
of imagination, as like the people of the Undersea, she ‘dream(s) of sunlight’ and ‘long(s) 
only to go home’. The author contrasts the effect the graphic novel has on Kirsten and Tyler, 
as whilst the comics are a source of comfort and escape for both Tyler and Kristen, Kirsten 
is drawn to not the hopelessness and darkness that Tyler is consumed by, but instead the 
optimism and vision of a utopian future. Kirsten and August also dare to dream of ‘infinite 
parallel universes’ that exist out there, believing in radical alternatives of the current world. 
Consequently, Station Eleven celebrates how humanity has a will not just to survive and 



sustain themselves with memories of the past, but to imagine something better and work 
towards this future.  

 
Ultimately, Mandel criticises those who are unable to move on from their pasts, as the 
characters who are able to thrive in the new world combine what was best about the pre-flu 
society with the skills they have learned in their post-collapse lives. True survivors do not 
hold onto their memories but learn from them before unleashing their imaginations to turn 
survival into revival. Through the novel, Mandel’s positive message is to stress the vitality of 
imagination, especially in the face of adversity, as being able to see the world in new 
perspectives is what leads to true fulfilment and infinite possibilities in an individual as well 
as a society. 
 
 
 


