
Two Historical Novels
Historical novels require significant amounts of creative and research work. Over the last two years I have 

published two historical novels: “Resplandor” (Ediciones B Colombia, 2016) and “Santa María del Diablo” 

(Ediciones B Colombia 2014), winner of the 2015 International Latino Book Award for the Best Historical Novel in 

Spanish. 

“Resplandor” tells the story of the Chinese monk, Fa Hsien, who during the fifth century AD traveled to India 

and Sri Lanka in search of sacred Buddhists texts. 

“Santa María del Diablo” tells the story of the first Spanish settlement in continental America, Santa María del 

Darién (1510-1524).  

Both novels were the result of decades long processes from the initial idea to the final product.
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Published March 2016

This map shows the Spanish colonies in Central and the northern part of South America (16 to 

19 century). The location of the first city, Santa María de la Antigua del Darien, is marked with a 

red star.

Outline of the travels of Fa Hsien, between 399 and 413 AD.

The Origin of the Story
When I was six years old, my father took me for the first time to the jungles of 

Chocó (Darién), and the memories of that trip never have left me. During my childhood 

and youth, I returned many times to that place of exuberance and magic. In the early 

nineties, while working as a journalist in Cartagena de Indias, I came across a book 

about Santa María de la Antigua del Darién, the first city established by the Spanish 

conquerors in continental America, and decided that one day I would write a novel 

about that city. 

Santa María only lasted fifteen years, but all the cruel events that took place in 

and around the city are the symbol of the violence and injustices that have shaped 

Latin American history until today. 

The Research
It took me over twenty years to review the literature available about the Spanish 

Conquest in America, particularly about the characters and events related to Santa 

María del Darién. 

My main sources were the book, Urabá Heróico, by  Ernesto Hernández, and the 

complete works by the 16th century chronicler Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo. Oviedo’s 

Historia General is a monumental work ―over 5 thousand pages long―, a treasure of 

information for disciplines such as Geography, Biology, Botany, Zoology, Mineralogy, 

Sociology, Military History, Anthropology, Psychology, and even Theology.  

In the novel I tried to mimic the Spanish of the 16th century. There is twist at the 

end that makes the novel as fantastic as the world the conquerors found when they 

first reached America.

The Origin of the Story
If you have watched “Narcos”, you probably have heard about Medellín. Before 

being in a TV show, the drug cartels in Colombia were very painful realities. In the 

1980’s and 1990’s probably not a single family in the city was spared from having one 

or more of its members being killed. The violence at the time was very similar to the 

one I depicted in Santa María del Diablo. Thirty years ago, Medellín was a city where 

almost any respect for human life had vanished. As a reaction to that, I began a long 

journey in search of a message of dignity and hope.

The Research
Inspired by the desire of being as far as possible from Medellín, Sri Lanka became 

a symbol of a quest: my search of dignity and meaning in life. According to some, Sri 

Lanka is the place where the Earthly Paradise used to be. More than thirty years ago I 

began to gather information about this island also known as Ceylon and Serendib (the 

word Serendipity comes from there). Sri Lanka had a central place in ancient history. 

It is present in literary classics such as the Ramayana, the Arabian Nights, and the 

travels of Marco Polo. One of the most fascinating stories I have found is the one about 

Fa Hsien, a 5th century Chinese monk who traveled 14 years, enduring the most 

difficult conditions, in order to find some sacred Buddhist texts only available in India 

and Sri Lanka. After reading about Fa Hsien’s journey I was determined to write his 

story and to visit Sri Lanka. Resplandor is the testimony of his journey and my 

journey. The book is also a reminder of the message at the chore of Buddhism: the 

necessity of having a deep respect for every form of life  

Writing a novel is not always a continuous process. Months and 

even years might pass before the author can tackle the project. 

But, even when the work seems neglected or abandoned, the 

creative process is still ongoing. 

Each writer works in a different way. For me, it is a very 

personal process involving memories and obsessions, and it takes 

many years before coming to fruition. 

The research work is a meditation on the kind of story we want 

to write. The more you read on the subject, the clearer your 

understanding of the project.

Once an idea has been conceived with passion and 

determination, there is always a search for answers: about the 

structure, about the characters and situations, about the texture 

and the language. When those answers are found, the book is 

ready to come into the world.   


