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Ashes by Ilsa J. Bick is a gripping young adult novel that intertwines elements of horror,
survival, and psychological depth. Released in 2011, this book marks the beginning of
Bick's "Ashes" trilogy, captivating readers with its intense storytelling and vivid character
development. Set in a post-apocalyptic world ravaged by a mysterious phenomenon that
turns people into mindless, flesh-eating creatures, "Ashes" explores themes of loss,
survival, and the moral complexities faced by those navigating a new and dangerous
reality. This article delves into the key aspects of the book, including its plot, characters,
themes, and critical reception.

Plot Summary

"Ashes" opens with the protagonist, Alex, a teenager grappling with personal loss, as she
embarks on a backpacking trip in the wilderness of northern Wisconsin. The story quickly
escalates when a catastrophic event occurs: a mysterious electromagnetic pulse (EMP)
strikes, leading to the collapse of society. This pulse affects different age groups in varied
ways; adults and those over a certain age become violent and monstrous, while young
adults and children remain unaffected.

As the world descends into chaos, Alex finds herself in a fight for survival. She encounters
a young boy named Tom and a former soldier named Peter, who join her on her journey.
Together, they navigate the treacherous landscape filled with both the transformed and
the desperate survivors. The trio faces numerous challenges, including:

1. Survival against the transformed: The once civilized adults have turned into flesh-eating
creatures, forcing Alex and her companions to adapt quickly to their surroundings.
2. The struggle for resources: Food, water, and shelter become precious commodities, and
the group must scavenge and outsmart other survivors.
3. Moral dilemmas: As the story progresses, the characters confront ethical questions
about humanity, loyalty, and the lengths they will go to protect one another.

The narrative is rich with tension and suspense, as Alex, Peter, and Tom are forced to
make difficult choices that test their humanity in a world where survival often comes at a
steep price.

Character Analysis

The character development in "Ashes" is one of its standout features. Each character is
fleshed out with distinct personalities, backstories, and motivations, allowing readers to
connect with them on a deeper level.

- Alex: The protagonist, Alex, is a resilient and resourceful teenager. She struggles with
the grief of losing her parents and the burden of her past, which includes her struggles
with mental health. Throughout the novel, her character evolves from a vulnerable girl



into a brave survivor, showcasing her growth as she faces the horrors of her new reality.

- Peter: A former soldier, Peter brings strength and experience to the group. He serves as
a protector and mentor to Alex and Tom, but he is also haunted by his past, which adds
complexity to his character. His military background provides valuable skills for survival,
but his moral compass is often tested in this lawless world.

- Tom: The young boy who joins Alex and Peter is a symbol of innocence amidst chaos. His
presence serves as a reminder of what is at stake, and his interactions with the older
characters often highlight themes of hope and the responsibility of protecting the
vulnerable.

The dynamics between these characters create a rich tapestry of relationships, filled with
tension, camaraderie, and emotional depth.

Themes

"Ashes" is not just a survival story; it delves into profound themes that resonate with
readers. Some of the central themes include:

1. Survival and Humanity

The struggle for survival is at the heart of "Ashes." The characters are constantly faced
with life-or-death situations, forcing them to confront their humanity. In a world where the
line between right and wrong blurs, the characters must navigate their moral compass.
The novel raises questions such as:

- What does it mean to be human in a world where humanity has failed?
- How far would one go to protect loved ones?
- Is survival worth sacrificing one's ethics?

2. Grief and Loss

Alex's journey is heavily influenced by her past experiences with grief and loss. The
emotional weight of losing her parents is a driving force behind her actions and decisions.
As she faces new losses in the post-apocalyptic setting, Bick explores the impact of grief
on mental health and the ways individuals cope with trauma. This theme resonates with
readers who have experienced their own losses, providing a sense of connection and
understanding.

3. The Nature of Evil

The transformation of adults into monstrous beings serves as a metaphor for the darker



aspects of human nature. Bick examines what happens when societal norms collapse and
individuals are left to their primal instincts. The novel poses thought-provoking questions
about the nature of evil and whether it is inherent in humanity or a product of
circumstances.

Critical Reception

"Ashes" received positive reviews upon its release, praised for its engaging plot and well-
developed characters. Critics highlighted Bick's ability to create a tense atmosphere that
keeps readers on the edge of their seats. The book's unique premise, combining elements
of horror with a coming-of-age story, set it apart from other young adult novels in the
genre.

Readers appreciated the depth of the characters and the exploration of complex themes,
particularly the moral dilemmas they faced. Many also noted the emotional impact of
Alex's journey, making the story relatable and impactful.

However, some critiques pointed to pacing issues in certain sections, with some readers
feeling that the narrative occasionally meandered. Despite this, the overall reception of
"Ashes" has been largely positive, and it has garnered a dedicated fanbase.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "Ashes" by Ilsa J. Bick is a powerful and thought-provoking novel that
captivates readers with its blend of horror, survival, and emotional depth. Through the
experiences of Alex, Peter, and Tom, Bick explores themes of humanity, grief, and the
moral complexities of survival in a post-apocalyptic world. The character development,
rich themes, and gripping plot make "Ashes" a standout entry in the young adult genre,
establishing it as a must-read for fans of dystopian fiction. As the first book in a trilogy, it
lays the groundwork for further exploration of its characters and the world they inhabit,
leaving readers eager for more.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of 'Ashes' by Ilsa J. Bick?
'Ashes' follows the story of Alex, a teenage girl who embarks on a harrowing journey of
survival after a catastrophic event turns much of the population into zombie-like
creatures. As she struggles to navigate this new world, she encounters other survivors and
must confront both external dangers and her own inner demons.

How does 'Ashes' explore themes of survival and



humanity?
In 'Ashes', Ilsa J. Bick delves into the complexities of survival in a post-apocalyptic world.
The characters face moral dilemmas that challenge their humanity, forcing them to make
difficult choices that blur the lines between right and wrong. The narrative examines how
extreme circumstances can alter human behavior and relationships.

What are some of the character dynamics in 'Ashes'?
The characters in 'Ashes', particularly Alex, Tom, and Ellie, showcase a range of dynamics
from friendship and loyalty to betrayal and conflict. Their interactions highlight the
struggles of maintaining trust and connection in a world where survival often comes at a
steep price.

How does the setting of 'Ashes' contribute to the overall
atmosphere of the novel?
'Ashes' is set in a desolate, post-apocalyptic landscape that heightens the sense of danger
and desperation. The vivid descriptions of abandoned towns and the wild, untamed
environment create a tense atmosphere that reflects the characters' struggles and the
stakes of their survival.

What makes 'Ashes' different from other dystopian
novels?
'Ashes' stands out in the dystopian genre due to its unique blend of horror elements,
psychological depth, and character-driven storytelling. Bick's focus on the emotional and
psychological impact of trauma on the characters, combined with the fast-paced, gripping
plot, offers a fresh take on survival narratives.
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