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Abstract: 

This paper examines the interplay of trauma, memory, and artistic performance in Emily St. 

John Mandel's Station Eleven, arguing that the Traveling Symphony’s theatrical rituals 

function as a critical mechanism for mediating collective trauma in a post-pandemic world. 

By analyzing the novel's non-linear narrative and its emphasis on cultural preservation, this 

study posits that Mandel redefines survival as an act of communal storytelling, where 

Shakespearean performances and graphic fiction become vessels for processing grief, 

reconstructing identity, and resisting nihilism. The research employs a dual theoretical 

framework, integrating Judith Herman's trauma recovery model with Rebecca Schneider's 

performance theory, to interrogate how art transforms into a "repertoire of memory" that both 

archives and transcends loss. 

 

 

Keywords: Trauma theory; collective memory; performative resilience; post-apocalyptic 
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Introduction: Surviving the Unspeakable 

Emily St. John Mandel’s Station Eleven (2014) opens with a performance: the 

sudden death of actor Arthur Leander during a production of King Lear, an event that 
unwittingly prefigures the collapse of civilization by the Georgia Flu. This juxtaposition of 

art and catastrophe frames the novel’s central preoccupation—how humanity grapples with 

trauma when the familiar structures of memory, identity, and community dissolve. Trauma 
theory, as articulated by Judith Herman in Trauma and Recovery, defines traumatic events 

as those that “overwhelm the ordinary systems of care that give people a sense of control, 

connection, and meaning” (33). The Georgia Flu pandemic in Station Eleven operates as 

such an event, a “structural trauma” (Caruth 6) that fractures linear time and collective 
identity. Survivors like Kirsten Raymonde and Clark Thompson are left suspended between 
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the “pre-” and “post-” Pan worlds, their memories of airports, smartphones, and celebrity 

culture rendered spectral. 

 
The Symphony’s motto, “Survival is insufficient,” borrowed from Star Trek: 

Voyager (Mandel 119), encapsulates the novel’s thesis: mere biological survival cannot 

sustain humanity. Instead, Mandel suggests that art becomes the medium through which 
trauma is ritualized and communal identity rebuilt. This argument aligns with Diana Taylor’s 

concept of the “repertoire”—embodied practices like performance that transmit cultural 

memory in the absence of written records (20). For the Symphony, staging King Lear in 
derelict gas stations and abandoned towns is not nostalgia but a “rehearsal” (Schneider 2) of 

survival, a way to confront the unspeakable through the fictive lens of tragedy. 

 

Critics like Stephanie Haddad (2021) have noted how post-apocalyptic narratives 
often privilege individualism, but Station Eleven resists this by framing trauma as a 

collective condition. Kirsten’s fragmented memories—symbolized by her tattooed “stars on 

her left wrist, a tiny knife on her right” (Mandel 47)—are mirrored in Clark’s Museum of 
Civilization, a shrine to pre-Pan artifacts, and the Prophet’s cult, which weaponizes trauma 

to manipulate followers. These competing approaches to memory reveal Mandel’s 

ambivalence: art can heal, but it can also distort. As Miranda, the creator of the Dr. 

Eleven graphic novels, reflects, “I remember damage […] and then escape” (Mandel 119), 
underscoring the duality of artistic escapism and confrontation. 

 

This paper argues that the Traveling Symphony’s performances function as a liminal 
space (Turner 95) where trauma is both archived and transcended. By integrating Herman's 

stages of recovery—safety, remembrance, reconnection—with Schneider's theory of 

performance as a "reenactment of loss" (15), the analysis demonstrates how Mandel 
redefines survival as an ethical practice of communal storytelling. 

The Anatomy of Trauma in the Post-Pan 
The Georgia Flu is not just a biological catastrophe but a cultural and temporal one; 

as Clark Thompson reflects, "No more Internet. No more social media, no more scrolling 

through litanies of dreams and nervous hopes and photographs of lunches, cries for help and 

expressions of contentment and relationship-status updates” (Mandel 32). This erasure of 
digital memory underscores the pandemic’s dual role as a destroyer of lives and a disruptor 

of collective identity. The survivors are left adrift in what Marianne Hirsch calls a “post-

memory” landscape, where the past is inaccessible yet inescapable (The Generation of 
Postmemory 5). 

 

The novel’s non-linear structure mirrors this temporal dislocation. Mandel 

juxtaposes pre-pandemic scenes of Arthur Leander’s Hollywood fame with post-apocalyptic 
vignettes of Kirsten’s nomadic existence, creating a narrative that resists chronological 

coherence. This fragmentation reflects the survivors’ psychological state, as they oscillate 

between nostalgia for the lost world and the urgent demands of the present. For instance, 
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Kirsten’s memories of her childhood are hazy, marked by “gaps” and “darkness” (Mandel 

58), suggesting the selective amnesia often associated with trauma (Herman 37). 

Kirsten Raymonde, the novel’s protagonist, embodies the complex interplay of memory and 
survival. Her tattoos—“stars on her left wrist, a tiny knife on her right” (Mandel 47)—serve 

as somatic markers of her trauma, each symbolizing a life taken in self-defense. These tattoos 

function as what Bessel van der Kolk describes as a “body keeps the score” phenomenon, 
where trauma is inscribed physically as well as mentally (The Body Keeps the Score 21). 

Kirsten’s inability to fully recall her actions—she remembers “the knife, but not the 

stabbing” (Mandel 47)—highlights the dissociative effects of trauma, as her mind shields her 
from the full horror of her experiences. 

 

Similarly, Jeevan Chaudhary, who witnesses Arthur’s death and later survives the 

pandemic, grapples with survivor’s guilt. His decision to isolate himself in a remote cabin 
reflects Herman’s first stage of recovery: establishing safety. However, his eventual return 

to society and his role as a medic suggest a tentative move toward reconnection. Jeevan’s 

trajectory illustrates Mandel’s nuanced portrayal of trauma as a condition that is neither static 
nor uniformly debilitating. 

 

In contrast to Kirsten and Jeevan, the Prophet represents trauma’s darker potential—

its capacity to distort and destroy. A former child actor named Tyler, the Prophet, exploits 
the vulnerability of survivors by constructing a religious narrative around the pandemic. His 

cult, which preaches that the flu is a divine punishment, exemplifies how trauma can be 

weaponized to manipulate and control. As Kirsten observes, “He’s dangerous because he 
believes” (Mandel 255), highlighting the Prophet’s fanaticism as a product of his own 

unresolved trauma. 

 
The Prophet’s fixation on Miranda’s Dr. Eleven comics, particularly the Undersea—

a fictional dystopia—reveals his inability to distinguish between reality and fantasy. This 

blurring of boundaries aligns with Caruth’s assertion that trauma “is not locatable in the 

simple violent or original event in an individual’s past, but rather in the way that its very 
unassimilated nature…returns to haunt the survivor” (Unclaimed Experience 4). For the 

Prophet, the Undersea becomes a metaphor for his own submerged pain, which he 

externalizes through violence and coercion. 
 

Judith Herman’s Trauma and Recovery provides a useful lens for understanding the 

novel's portrayal of trauma. Herman outlines three stages of recovery: establishing safety, 
remembrance, and mourning, and reconnection with ordinary life. In Station Eleven, these 

stages are reflected in the characters’ journeys. Kirsten’s participation in the Traveling 

Symphony represents a form of reconnection, as she uses performance to process her grief 

and rebuild communal bonds. Similarly, Clark’s Museum of Civilization can be seen as an 
attempt at remembrance, preserving artifacts of the lost world as a way to mourn its passing. 

However, Mandel complicates Herman's framework by suggesting that recovery is neither 

linear nor guaranteed. The Prophet's cult, for instance, represents a failure to move beyond 
the first stage of safety, as its members remain trapped in a cycle of fear and dependency. 
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This ambivalence underscores the novel's broader thesis: that trauma is a collective condition 

requiring collective solutions but one that resists easy resolution. 

 
Memory as a Fragile Archive 

Clark Thompson’s Museum of Civilization, housed in the Severn City Airport, serves as a 

literal and metaphorical archive of the pre-pandemic world. The museum’s collection—
ranging from iPhones and credit cards to tabloid magazines—reflects what Pierre Nora 

describes as lieux de mémoire, or “sites of memory,” where cultural artifacts are preserved 

to anchor collective identity (Realms of Memory 7). However, Clark’s Museum is also a 
mausoleum, a testament to what has been irrevocably lost. As he reflects, “The more you 

remember, the more you’ve lost” (Mandel 248), underscoring the bittersweet nature of 

memory in a post-apocalyptic context. 

 
The museum’s static nature contrasts with the Traveling Symphony’s dynamic 

performances, highlighting the tension between preservation and adaptation. While Clark’s 

archive freezes the past in glass cases, the Symphony’s Shakespearean productions 
reinterpret it, suggesting that memory must be actively engaged to remain meaningful. This 

duality aligns with Hirsch’s notion of “postmemory,” where the second generation inherits 

memories of trauma they did not directly experience (The Generation of Postmemory 5). For 

the Symphony, performing King Lear becomes a way to process the collective grief of a 
world they barely remember. 

 

Kirsten Raymonde’s relationship with memory is deeply personal and somatic. Her 
tattoos—“stars on her left wrist, a tiny knife on her right” (Mandel 47)—serve as physical 

markers of her trauma, each symbolizing a life taken in self-defense. These tattoos function 

as what Bessel van der Kolk describes as a “body keeps the score” phenomenon, where 
trauma is inscribed physically as well as mentally (The Body Keeps the Score 21). Kirsten's 

fragmented recollections of her childhood—her memories of Arthur Leander are "like a 

dream, she'd almost forgotten" (Mandel 58)—reflect the dissociative effects of trauma as her 

mind shields her from the full horror of her experiences. 
 

Kirsten’s reliance on Miranda’s Dr. Eleven comics further illustrates how memory 

is mediated through art. The comics, which depict a dystopian Undersea, become a lens 
through which Kirsten interprets her own world. As she tells August, “I’ve been thinking 

lately about immortality. What it means to be remembered” (Mandel 119), suggesting that 

memory is not just a personal archive but a form of immortality. This interplay between 
individual and collective memory underscores Mandel’s broader thesis: that memory is both 

a burden and a bridge, requiring constant negotiation. 

 

Miranda Carroll, the creator of the Dr. Eleven comics, embodies the dual role of 
memory as both escapism and confrontation. Her graphic novels, which she describes as “a 

place to escape to” (Mandel 119), reflect her own struggles with trauma, particularly her 

failed marriage to Arthur Leander. The Undersea, a fictional dystopia within the comics, 
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becomes a metaphor for Miranda’s submerged pain, as well as a prescient allegory for the 

post-pandemic world. 

 
Miranda’s final act—sending the last issue of Dr. Eleven to Arthur before her 

death—suggests a desire to reconcile with her past. As she writes, “I remember damage […] 

and then escape” (Mandel 119), highlighting the tension between remembering and 
forgetting. This ambivalence resonates with Cathy Caruth’s assertion that trauma is “not 

locatable in the simple violent or original event in an individual’s past, but rather in the way 

that its very unassimilated nature…returns to haunt the survivor” (Unclaimed Experience 4). 
For Miranda, art becomes a way to confront her trauma, even as it offers a temporary escape. 

Marianne Hirsch’s concept of “post-memory” provides a useful lens for understanding the 

novel’s portrayal of memory. Hirsch defines postmemory as the relationship that the 

“generation after” bears to the traumatic experiences of their predecessors, which are 
“mediated not by recall but by imaginative investment, projection, and creation” (The 

Generation of Postmemory 5). In Station Eleven, the second generation of survivors—those 

who were children during the pandemic—inherit memories of a world they barely remember, 
reconstructing it through art and storytelling. 

 

Pierre Nora’s theory of lieux de mémoire further illuminates the novel’s exploration 

of memory. Nora argues that modern societies, lacking organic memory communities, create 
“sites of memory” to anchor their identities (Realms of Memory 7). Clark’s Museum of 

Civilization and the Traveling Symphony’s performances can be seen as competing lieux de 

mémoire, each offering a different approach to preserving the past. While the museum 
freezes memory in static artifacts, the Symphony reanimates it through performance, 

suggesting that memory must be actively engaged to remain meaningful. 

 
Performing Humanity 

The Symphony’s performances of King Lear and A Midsummer Night’s Dream serve as a 

form of trauma ritual, allowing survivors to process their grief and reclaim their humanity. 

As Kirsten reflects, “People want what was best about the world” (Mandel 119), suggesting 
that Shakespeare’s plays offer a connection to the pre-pandemic world’s cultural richness. 

The choice of King Lear, with its themes of loss and redemption, is particularly poignant. 

When the Symphony performs the storm scene, the audience—composed of survivors who 
have endured their own tempests—finds catharsis in Lear’s lament: “Blow, winds, and crack 

your cheeks! Rage, blow!” (Mandel 48). 

 
This communal experience aligns with Victor Turner’s concept of the “liminal,” a 

transitional space where social norms are suspended, and new identities can emerge (The 

Ritual Process 95). For the Symphony’s audiences, the performances become a liminal space 

where they can temporarily escape the harsh realities of their world and imagine new 
possibilities. As Turner notes, liminality is often marked by “play,” and the Symphony’s 

productions embody this playful reimagining of the past. 
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The Traveling Symphony’s motto, “Survival is insufficient” (Mandel 119), 

encapsulates their dual role as both artists and scavengers. While they perform Shakespeare 

and Beethoven, they also carry knives and trade for necessities, embodying the tension 
between creation and survival. Kirsten, for instance, is both an actor and a fighter, her tattoos 

symbolizing the lives she has taken to protect herself and her troupe. This duality reflects 

Rebecca Schneider’s argument that performance is not a retreat from reality but a “rehearsal” 
for it (Performing Remains 15). 

 

The Symphony’s performances also challenge the binary between high and low 
culture. By staging King Lear in gas stations and abandoned towns, they democratize 

Shakespeare, making him accessible to audiences who might never have encountered his 

work before. This democratization is a form of resistance against the cultural elitism of the 

pre-pandemic world, as well as a way to rebuild communal bonds. As Kirsten observes, 
“What was lost in the collapse: almost everything, almost everyone, but there is still such 

beauty” (Mandel 57), suggesting that art can find beauty even in ruin. 

 
The Prophet’s cult serves as a foil to the Symphony, exposing the dangers of 

weaponized storytelling. While the Symphony uses art to heal, the Prophet manipulates 

narratives to control and destroy. His fixation on Miranda’s Dr. Eleven comics, particularly 

The Undersea, reveals his inability to distinguish between reality and fantasy. As Kirsten 
notes, "He's dangerous because he believes" (Mandel 255), highlighting the Prophet's 

fanaticism as a product of his own unresolved trauma. 

 
The Prophet’s cult also underscores the ethical dimension of storytelling. While the 

Symphony’s performances foster empathy and connection, the Prophet’s sermons breed fear 

and division. This contrast aligns with Judith Herman’s assertion that trauma recovery 
requires the creation of “safe spaces” where survivors can share their stories without fear of 

judgment or retribution (Trauma and Recovery 181). The Symphony’s performances, with 

their emphasis on communal participation, embody this principle, while the Prophet’s cult 

represents its antithesis. 
 

Rebecca Schneider's theory of performance as "reenactment" provides a useful lens 

for understanding the Symphony's role in the novel. Schneider argues that performance is 
not a mere imitation of the past but a way of "rehearsing" it, allowing participants to confront 

and reinterpret their histories (Performing Remains 2). For the Symphony, performing 

Shakespeare becomes a way to rehearse the trauma of the pandemic, transforming it from a 
source of pain into a site of collective meaning. 

 

This process aligns with Judith Herman’s stages of trauma recovery. The 

Symphony’s performances provide a “safe space” for survivors to remember and mourn their 
losses, fulfilling Herman’s second stage of recovery. By fostering communal bonds, they 

also facilitate the third stage: reconnection with ordinary life. As Kirsten reflects, “We travel 

because we want to, because it’s what we know” (Mandel 119), suggesting that the 
Symphony’s nomadic existence is not just a survival strategy but a way of life. 



Impact Factor:8.175 (SJIF)   SP Publications ;Vol-7, Issue-2(February), 2025 

International Journal Of English and Studies(IJOES) 

ISSN:2581-8333  An International Peer-Reviewed and Refereed Journal 
__________________________________________________________________________ 

 

132 

 
Case Study—Dr. Eleven and Miranda’s Escapism 

Miranda’s creation of Dr. Eleven is deeply intertwined with her personal struggles, 
particularly her tumultuous relationship with Arthur Leander. The comics, which depict the 

adventures of a scientist stranded on a space station, serve as a refuge from her failing 

marriage and the emptiness of her corporate job. As Miranda reflects, “I was trying to make 
something beautiful” (Mandel 119), highlighting her desire to transcend the mundanity and 

pain of her everyday life. 

 
The Undersea, a dystopian world within the comics, becomes a metaphor for 

Miranda’s submerged emotions. The Undersea’s inhabitants, who communicate through 

song, represent a longing for connection and expression that Miranda herself struggles to 

achieve. This aligns with Hillary Chute’s argument that graphic narratives often serve as a 
“space of witness” where creators can process trauma and articulate unspeakable experiences 

(Graphic Women 12). For Miranda, Dr. Eleven is not just a story but a way of bearing 

witness to her own pain. 
 

For Kirsten Raymonde, Dr. Eleven becomes a lifeline to the pre-pandemic world and 

a tool for navigating the post-apocalyptic landscape. Her attachment to the comics—she 

carries them with her at all times—reflects Marianne Hirsch’s concept of “postmemory,” 
where the second generation inherits memories of trauma they did not directly experience 

(The Generation of Postmemory 5). Kirsten, who was a child during the collapse, inherits 

Miranda’s art as a way of understanding a world she barely remembers. 
 

The comics also serve as a source of hope and resilience for Kirsten. The Undersea’s 

motto, “Because survival is insufficient” (Mandel 119), becomes a guiding principle for the 
Traveling Symphony, encapsulating their belief in the transformative power of art. Kirsten’s 

interpretation of the comics, however, is not static; she reimagines them to fit her own 

experiences, suggesting that memory is an active, creative process. As she tells August, “I’ve 

been thinking lately about immortality. What it means to be remembered” (Mandel 119), 
underscoring the interplay between memory and identity. 

 

The Prophet’s appropriation of Dr. Eleven reveals the darker potential of art when 
divorced from its original context. A former child actor named Tyler, the Prophet, uses the 

comics to construct a religious narrative around the pandemic, portraying the Undersea as a 

divine punishment. His cult, which preaches that the flu was a cleansing fire, exemplifies 
how art can be weaponized to manipulate and control. As Kirsten observes, "He's dangerous 

because he believes" (Mandel 255), highlighting the Prophet's fanaticism as a product of his 

own unresolved trauma. 

 
The Prophet’s distortion of Dr. Eleven also reflects Cathy Caruth’s assertion that 

trauma is “not locatable in the simple violent or original event in an individual’s past, but 

rather in the way that its very unassimilated nature…returns to haunt the survivor” 
(Unclaimed Experience 4). For the Prophet, the Undersea becomes a metaphor for his own 
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submerged pain, which he externalizes through violence and coercion. This misuse of art 

stands in stark contrast to Miranda’s original intent, underscoring the ethical dimension of 

storytelling. 
 

Hillary Chute’s work on graphic narrative provides a useful lens for 

understanding Dr. Eleven’s role in the novel. Chute argues that the visual and textual 
interplay of comics creates a unique space for representing trauma, allowing creators to 

“witness” their experiences in ways that traditional narratives cannot (Graphic Women 12). 

Miranda’s use of the Undersea as a metaphor for her emotional struggles exemplifies this 
dynamic, as the comics’ visual imagery conveys what words alone cannot. 

 

Cathy Caruth’s trauma theory further illuminates the novel’s exploration of memory 

and art. Caruth contends that trauma resists straightforward narration, often manifesting as 
fragmented, repetitive, or symbolic representations (Unclaimed Experience 4). 

Miranda’s Dr. Eleven comics, with their recurring motifs of isolation and connection, 

embody this fragmented narrative structure, reflecting her own unresolved trauma. 

 
Conclusion: The Symphony as Necessary Fiction 

 

Emily St. John Mandel’s Station Eleven closes not with resolution but with a fragile 
glow: “He could see the lights of the Symphony” (Mandel 333), a fleeting image that 

encapsulates the novel’s meditation on art as both a tenuous and vital force in the aftermath 

of trauma. This paper has argued that the Traveling Symphony’s performances are neither 
escapism nor naive idealism but a “necessary fiction”—a term borrowed from Rebecca 

Solnit (Hope in the Dark)—through which survivors reconstruct communal identity, process 

grief and resist the collapse of meaning. 
 

The Symphony’s mantra, “Survival is insufficient,” serves as the novel’s thesis, 

rejecting nihilism while acknowledging the lingering weight of loss. Their performances 

of King Lear and A Midsummer Night’s Dream function as what Diana Taylor terms a 
“repertoire” of cultural memory, where embodied acts like theater transmit history more 

effectively than static artifacts (The Archive and the Repertoire 20). Kirsten’s tattoos, Clark’s 

museum, and Miranda’s Dr. Eleven comics further illustrate how trauma becomes inscribed 
on bodies and texts, blurring the line between individual and collective memory. Yet Mandel 

resists romanticizing art’s power. The Prophet’s cult, with its weaponized narratives, stands 

as a cautionary tale, revealing how trauma can distort storytelling into a tool of control. 
 

Mandel’s ambivalence toward art’s redemptive potential mirrors Judith Herman’s 

assertion that trauma recovery is a “dialectic” rather than a linear progression (Trauma and 

Recovery 155). The Symphony’s nomadic existence—performing in gas stations, 
scavenging for supplies—embodies this tension. Their art does not erase pain but ritualizes 

it, creating what Victor Turner calls a “liminal space” where survivors can confront loss 

without being consumed by it (The Ritual Process 95). This aligns with Kirsten’s reflection 
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that “hell is the absence of the people you long for” (Mandel 195), a line that underscores 

memory’s dual role as a source of anguish and connection. 

 
The novel’s non-linear structure, juxtaposing pre- and post-pandemic timelines, 

reinforces its thesis: trauma fractures time, but art can reassemble it into new narratives. 

Miranda’s Dr. Eleven comics, for instance, evolve from a personal escape into Kirsten’s 
survival text, illustrating Hillary Chute’s argument that graphic narratives serve as “sites of 

witness” for unspoken trauma (Graphic Women 12). Similarly, Clark’s Museum of 

Civilization and the Symphony’s performances represent competing approaches to 
memory—one archival, the other embodied—yet both underscore the human need to 

preserve fragments of the past. 

 

In a world increasingly shaped by pandemics, climate crises, and digital 
dislocation, Station Eleven resonates as a parable for our time. Mandel’s insistence that “we 

long only to go home” (Mandel 333) speaks to a universal yearning for belonging in the face 

of rupture. The Symphony’s flickering lights, like Shakespeare’s plays or Miranda’s comics, 
are fragile but enduring reminders that art does not solve trauma—it makes it survivable. 
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