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Characters : 680.000 spaces included 

 

 

FROM THE 2010 WINNER OF EUROPEAN UNION AWARD A NEW 

GREAT NOVEL  

The ombú is a fibrous tree that regenerates its branches when one 

falls down. It becomes in a metaphor of lightness and fragility for 

everything we believe firmly rooted and established: savage 

capitalism, religious-cultural fundamentalism, a patriarchal society 

and the exploitation of the earth´s natural resources. These four 

convictions (or curses) of our time appear as a backdrop to the 

novel. If the title refers to ashes, it is because it points to a desire 

that is also a possibility.  

From the point of view of the main characters, Helena, Ramón, 

Nabila and Cees, the world becomes a big ship that´s gone adrift 

and needs profound changes. They represent the resistance to a 

model of an inhuman development, which leaves many people 

excluded and left in the lurch. Their universes interweave while 

they work to denounce the limitations of speech and the survival 

of fundamentalism. Inevitably, in some way, they also take part of 

the stagnation in which the four courses are rooted.  

As a counterpoint, there are women and men who watch passively 

and absorbed, unwittingly contributing to the failure of the human 

project, and others that weave networks of domination linked to 

crime and unpunished felony. Transnational ruling classes and 

their servers appear as those who feed the pyre, which has to be 

burned. The Colmenero, a couple involved in “narcomineria” 

business, symbolized greed. They served as a main narrative 

thread that is composes a puzzle where money laundering, natural 

exploitation and harassment of human rights are the pieces. Gold 

appears stained with blood, the sacred is full of white powder. 
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The main four characters face dynamics that make the world an inauspicious place for animal life, including 

humans. Helena is Uruguayan, working on environmental sustainability and sees how her own country is 

torn by a development model that wants to be different, but in the end is just imitating the same policies 

of all the rest, using the paradigm of free market and exploitation of nature. Uruguay symbolizes, with its 

exports of genetically modified soybeans to China, a region where the high cost of economic growth cannot 

be hidden.  

Helena is a key character for Ramón´s transformation. He uses to work on the floor of the Spanish banks in 

Latin-America, but now he dedicates his time and efforts to teaching in the university and fight against 

“capitalism lies” as a member of an NGO. Despite the distance, Helena and Ramón maintain a close and 

ambiguous friendship. Ramon has seen how the process of capital deregulation and other dishonest activity 

drove population to poverty. He is doubly disappointment when he returns to his own country and can see 

the reality: the crisis of value, the dissolution of public policies, the outrage of citizens, the irresponsible 

symbolic play of elites, lack of freedom of expression… He is an outsider: his viewpoint and voice are left 

out of the equation.  

Nabila also participates in this informal network of resistance. She is Tunisian and educated in several 

universities abroad. She was in Central America learning Spanish when she discovered a major case of 

corruption in the church hierarchy. When she returned to Tunisia she worked in the area of women´s rights 

and then went to Syria to face the forgotten conflict. This trip had dire consequences, the same that carries 

the inaction of the international community.  

Cees, a Dutch man who lives in Italy, is helped by Ramón, Helena and Nabila to unravel a web of money 

laundry in Europe. This money came from illegal mining and narcominería in Latin America. He also hides 

another secret that is not revealed until the end of the novel, linked to a history of childhood abuse that 

transform him into an obsessive being.  

This in a scenario that is currently running today, but also happened in the memory. It involves some 

European and Latin American countries and reaches Tunisia. We belong to the same species and this is a 

novel for people who believe in universal stories without borders.  
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