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Abstract: Shirley Hazzard’s The Great Fire (2003) is a profound literary meditation on the 

psychological, emotional, and moral consequences of World War II. Rather than depicting the battlefield 

directly, Hazzard explores the lingering trauma of war through memory, silence, displacement, and 

restrained emotional expression. This research paper examines how post–World War II trauma 

manifests in the lives of characters such as Aldred Leith, Helen Driscoll, and Peter Exley, focusing on 

memory as both a burden and a means of survival. Drawing upon trauma theory, narrative analysis, and 

historical context, the paper argues that The Great Fire represents trauma not as overt suffering but as 

an enduring condition shaping identity, relationships, and moral consciousness. Hazzard’s subtle 

narrative technique, her emphasis on ethical responsibility, and her depiction of love as a healing yet 

fragile force reveal the long shadow of war on personal and collective memory. The novel ultimately 

suggests that while trauma cannot be erased, memory—when allied with compassion and integrity— 

offers the possibility of meaning and renewal in a fractured postwar world. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

World War II remains one of the most traumatic events in modern history, reshaping nations, cultures, and individual 

lives. Literature produced in the aftermath of the war often grapples with the invisible wounds left behind—

psychological trauma, moral disillusionment, and fractured memory. Shirley Hazzard’s The Great Fire stands as a 

significant postwar novel that examines these lingering effects with remarkable restraint and moral seriousness. 

Published in 2003 but set in the immediate aftermath of World War II, the novel reflects on how trauma endures 

beyond the cessation of violence and continues to shape human consciousness. 

Unlike war novels that foreground combat, Hazzard’s narrative focuses on survivors—diplomats, civilians, and 

observers—whose lives are permanently altered by war. The trauma in The Great Fire is subtle, internalized, and often 

unspoken. 

Memory functions as a central motif, revealing how characters attempt to reconcile their past experiences with the 

demands of postwar life. This paper explores how post– World War II trauma and memory operate in The Great Fire, 

arguing that Hazzard presents trauma as an enduring moral and emotional condition rather than a temporary 

psychological disturbance. 

 

Historical Context: Post–World War II Disillusionment 

The aftermath of World War II was marked by widespread displacement, political realignment, and moral uncertainty. 

Although the war ended in 1945, its psychological impact persisted for decades. Survivors faced the challenge of 

rebuilding lives in a world profoundly altered by destruction and loss. Europe lay in ruins, colonial powers were 

weakening, and new political tensions were emerging. 

The Great Fire is set during this transitional moment. Hazzard situates her characters in Asia and Europe, regions 

deeply affected by war and imperial decline. The novel reflects the emotional exhaustion and moral confusion of the 

postwar period, where victory brings little comfort and loss remains unresolved. As historian Tony Judt observes, 
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postwar Europe was haunted by “memories that could not be integrated into a coherent narrative of progress” (Judt 14). 

Hazzard’s fiction captures this historical reality by focusing on individuals who carry war’s memories within 

themselves. 

 

Trauma Theory and Literary Representation 

Trauma theory, as articulated by scholars such as Cathy Caruth and Dominick LaCapra, emphasizes that trauma resists 

straightforward representation. Traumatic experiences are often relived through memory, silence, and repetition rather 

than coherent narration. Caruth defines trauma as an experience that “is not fully assimilated as it occurs” and returns 

later in fragmented forms (Caruth 4). 

In The Great Fire, trauma manifests precisely in this manner. Characters rarely articulate their suffering directly. 

Instead, trauma surfaces through emotional restraint, moral rigidity, and persistent memory. Hazzard’s narrative style—

measured, reflective, and restrained—mirrors the psychological condition of her characters, reinforcing the idea that 

trauma is embedded in language and silence alike. 

 

Aldred Leith: Memory, Integrity, and Moral Trauma 

Aldred Leith, the novel’s protagonist, embodies postwar trauma through his moral seriousness and emotional reserve. A 

British diplomat who has served in Asia during the war, Aldred is profoundly shaped by his experiences. Although he is 

not depicted as a combatant, he bears witness to suffering, injustice, and political failure. 

Aldred’s trauma is ethical as much as emotional. He struggles with the moral compromises of diplomacy and the 

betrayal of ideals he once believed in. His memory of wartime experiences informs his unwavering commitment to 

integrity. Hazzard suggests that trauma can produce not only suffering but also heightened moral awareness. Aldred’s 

refusal to accept corruption or political expediency reflects his internalization of wartime lessons. 

His memory is not intrusive or chaotic; rather, it is disciplined and reflective. Yet this control comes at a cost. Aldred’s 

emotional distance and solitude indicate the isolating effects of trauma. He is unable to fully belong to the postwar 

world, remaining emotionally anchored to a past defined by loss and moral clarity. 

 

Helen Driscoll: Inherited Trauma and Emotional Awakening 

Helen Driscoll represents a different form of postwar trauma—one shaped by youth, loss, and displacement. Orphaned 

by war, Helen’s life is marked by instability and emotional vulnerability. Unlike Aldred, whose trauma is rooted in 

direct experience, Helen inherits trauma through loss and absence. 

Helen’s memory of her parents is fragmented and idealized, reflecting the way trauma distorts recollection. Her 

emotional development is shaped by longing and insecurity. When she encounters Aldred, their relationship becomes a 

space where trauma and memory intersect with love. Through Aldred, Helen gains access to a moral and emotional 

framework that helps her confront her past. 

However, Hazzard does not present love as a simple cure. Helen’s emotional dependence and eventual tragedy 

underscore the fragility of healing in a traumatized world. Her fate suggests that postwar trauma can overwhelm even 

those who seek connection and renewal. 

 

Peter Exley: Disillusionment and Psychological Fragmentation 

Peter Exley offers a darker portrait of postwar trauma. A fellow diplomat, Peter embodies the psychological 

disintegration that can follow war. Unlike Aldred, he lacks moral resilience, and unlike Helen, he cannot transform 

trauma into growth. 

Peter’s memory is marked by bitterness and resentment. He is haunted by failure and loss, which manifest as cynicism 

and cruelty. His behavior illustrates how unresolved trauma can lead to ethical collapse. Hazzard contrasts Peter with 

Aldred to emphasize that trauma does not produce uniform responses; rather, it exposes the moral character of 

individuals. 
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Peter’s decline reflects the broader disillusionment of the postwar era. His inability to reconcile past suffering with 

present responsibility mirrors the failures of political institutions in the aftermath of war. 

 

Memory as Burden and Witness 

Memory in The Great Fire functions as both burden and moral witness. Characters cannot escape their memories, nor 

should they. Hazzard suggests that forgetting would constitute a moral failure. Memory preserves the truth of suffering 

and demands ethical accountability. 

The novel resists nostalgic representations of the past. Instead, memory is portrayed as painful yet necessary. Aldred’s 

reflections on war reveal an awareness that history must be remembered honestly, without romanticization. This 

insistence on truth aligns Hazzard’s work with postwar ethical literature that seeks to confront, rather than suppress, 

historical trauma. 

 

Narrative Technique and the Language of Trauma 

Hazzard’s narrative style is integral to her portrayal of trauma. Her prose is restrained, precise, and emotionally 

controlled. This stylistic choice reflects the characters’ psychological states and reinforces the theme of repression. 

Silence plays a crucial role in the novel. Important events are often implied rather than described. This technique 

mirrors the way trauma operates—through absence and implication rather than explicit narration. As trauma theorists 

note, silence can be a powerful mode of expression in post-traumatic narratives (LaCapra 41). 

Hazzard’s refusal to sensationalize suffering lends the novel its moral authority. Trauma is treated with seriousness and 

dignity, emphasizing its enduring impact on human lives. 

 

Love as a Fragile Response to Trauma 

While trauma dominates The Great Fire, love emerges as a fragile yet significant response to suffering. The relationship 

between Aldred and Helen represents a tentative attempt to bridge the gap between past and present. Love offers 

moments of understanding and connection, but it cannot erase trauma. 

Hazzard avoids sentimental resolutions. The novel’s tragic elements underscore the limits of personal relationships in 

the face of historical trauma. Yet love remains meaningful precisely because it is vulnerable. In a world scarred by war, 

love becomes an act of moral courage rather than emotional fulfillment. 

  

The Great Fire as Metaphor 

The title The Great Fire functions as a metaphor for war’s destructive force and its lasting aftermath. Fire consumes, 

transforms, and leaves behind ashes—much like war reshapes lives irreversibly. The metaphor extends beyond physical 

destruction to encompass emotional and moral devastation. 

Hazzard’s use of this metaphor reinforces the idea that trauma is not extinguished when the flames die down. Instead, it 

continues to smolder in memory and consciousness. 

 

II. CONCLUSION 

Shirley Hazzard’s The Great Fire offers a profound exploration of post–World War II trauma and memory. Through 

characters shaped by loss, displacement, and moral struggle, the novel reveals how war’s impact endures long after its 

end. Trauma is depicted not as spectacle but as a quiet, pervasive condition that shapes identity and ethical awareness. 

Memory emerges as both a source of pain and a moral necessity. Hazzard suggests that remembering is an ethical act 

that honors suffering and resists historical amnesia. While love offers moments of solace, it cannot fully heal the 

wounds of war. Yet its presence affirms the possibility of human connection in a fractured world. 

Ultimately, The Great Fire stands as a powerful postwar novel that challenges readers to confront the enduring 

consequences of violence and the moral responsibility of memory. Hazzard’s work reminds us that the true legacy of 

war lies not only in history books but in the inner lives of those who survive. 
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