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>> Good morning. I am Horacio Castellano Moya. I'm a writer from El Salvador. I write mainly 

novels, short stories, some essays, and some notes or reflections that I published in very small 

books. 

 

I will talk in this location mainly about the voice. The voice and the narration. Many people think 

that I am a writer deeply related with voices because most of my novels, not all of them, but at least, 

let's say from the eleven novels that I have published, at least seven are monologues, which means 

that I have developed voices--different types, different kinds of characters belonging to different 

classes, to different mentalities. 

 

The voice is the most important thing to start to write, for me. I want to explain this. It's not the 

most important thing of the narration or of the piece of fiction. No, it is the most important thing 

that I need to resolve in order to keep writing, or start to write, because I can have a very good plan 

about the plot, I can have a very well defined character, I could have a very nice setting where things 

are going to happen, but if I don't have the voice, I'm lost. 

 

That doesn't mean that the voice has to be a voice of the character because it could be a third 

person narration. But that voice, for me, is important because that voice is going to give the 

atmosphere, the speed or velocity of the narration, and in general, will define relationship between 

the text and the writing. 

 

So, everything is interrelated, every sentence is intertwining in the narration. We do all this 

classification, and all this schematic classification in order to understand procedures, to write. But, in 

the moment of writing for me, once I have the light, once I have the clarity about what I want to do 

and get the voice, then everything comes together, right? I don't have to do even the planning; it 

starts to change. 

 



 

You have some ideas about how this character was going to be and then characters start, because of 

the voice, because of the setting, starts to have like his own or her own life, and sometimes her own 

will or his own will that pushes you as a writer to follow him, right? 

 

How to build the voice? Of course every writer has his own way, but in my case, it has to do a lot 

with intuition more than with a kind of formula that I follow. And this intuition is determined by the  

fact of how much empathy I have with the character or with the narrator. How deeply I am involved 

in seeing the world from the point of view of the character. And if I can do that, I get the voice. 

I have one character that is a killer, because that's the only thing that he knows how to do, but he 

doesn't see himself bad. He cannot be thinking with guilt in this or with all this repentance about 

what he's doing. That's like for a driver to get into the car and drive. And that's why I go back to the 

idea of not judging, not to judge the characters. Your reader? Afterwards, perhaps, and you can 

judge them afterwards. But while you are writing, you should get rid of your judgement, in the sense 

of moral judgement, the sense of what is correct or incorrect in society. What is good thing in 

society and bad thing in society, you just need to see the world from the point of view of the 

character. 

 

If you stop your judgment, you get rid for a while of it, and you go into this character's mind 

emotion, you can feel from inside his own problem. For instance, I have a character that is suffering 

from a disease in the stomach, and he has very bad breath. He's aware of that. And I remember a 

reader that once said to me, "I could feel it! I could feel the breath." 

 

So that means that you go into--and this character was a torturer--so, you should go into it. But that, 

of course is related with the setting because that character is going to see the space. Time and space 

both are conceived in the point of view of the character. 

 

So, that kind of voice influences a lot in setting. Why? Because you can have two characters of the 

same kind of profession, let's say two killers, two soldiers that, after the civil war, they don't have any 

way of surviving and then decided just to go into gangs. But, one of them could have a very small, 



 

say very short voice, and the other one will have a very long voice, and that will influence the setting 

in which each one of them is going to move. And that's coherence, in the sense that you can have 

two characters that have the same kind of profession, or the the same kind of craft, and according to 

the voice, that is an expression of a mentality. Because a voice is an expression of a mentality, right? 

So, what you are creating is a mentality. And what is a mentality? How I understand the world, how 

I see the world, how I hear the world. That's the mentality that you're creating. And so, the two of 

them could have the same job, could be very good partners, could be very good friends. But you put 

them in front of the same car, they would see different things. You put them in front the same 

person, they would see differences in the person. 

 

So, I think that that's very important for the writer, to understand deeply that mentality is not 

created from big ideas or from judgement, but mentality is created from details. So, what detail you 

see in a car for instance, you see there is an old car or there is a new car, or you just think about if it 

is going to be useful to do that, to do this. And with persons, it's even more intense, this difference. 

If two men, two macho men, are in front of a beautiful lady, they won't think the same. You know 

what I mean? And you can have the schematic Idea that these two guys are macho, and they are just 

macho mentality, but once you go into literature, each of them will see different details. And those 

details are related with features of his personality, his mentality. 

 

How you manage setting depends a lot on your writer's temperament, your writer's personality, and 

in a way, how you perceive reality, because you can get real with yourself for a while while you write, 

but in the back there is a way: how you perceive impressions, right, how you get sound, how you get  

images, how you get taste, how you smell? A writer is, as every human being, very specific and 

unique in that sense. 

 

Let me talk about a couple of my books. One book is, in English, The She-Devil in the Mirror. It's a 

whole monologue of an upper class, conservative, and very hypocritical lady in El Salvador, and she 

is just talking about the killing of her best friend. To get that voice, I had to know people that could 

be inspiring for me to get it, right? But I could not think bad of that character. I think that a writer 



 

has to get his opinions and put them in the drawer and then go into the character. And if that 

character, from all the bias and prejudice of the writer, is a depictable character, then you have to 

take all those biases and prejudices and put it in the drawer, and see it as she sees herself. Or he sees 

himself. Right? That's the only way that you can tell a story from the point of view of that character 

that will create empathy. 

 

I saw persons that had stories that could have been interesting for me because they were touching 

me. And then I used that story, that character, to create fiction, not put in the same person with the 

same mentality. But based on that immediate experience, I could create a piece of fiction because I 

don't work completely with imagination. What I do sometimes is that I create what I call the cocktail 

character. That is a character that is based on two or three persons that I know, and I put them 

inside the glass and I shake them. So, what comes out is completely different. 

 

And for me, it's space, too. My first stories, all of them are placed in San Salvador, El Salvador 

where I grew up. I was very naturalistic, I think. But you see the bus stop where things were 

happening. All the description for me was very important to feel the city, to feel the space, the 

setting, and to have a reference to tell the story. 

 

There are writers that work a lot with the ear, and there are writers that work a lot with the eye. 

There are some writers that work with the ear and with the eye. Of course, there are always people 

that are better than we are. 

 

I work mainly with the ear, and that's why the voice is so important. I had the experience of trying 

to create a voice, for instance, in another novel, Tyrant Memory, in which I couldn't. I was going to 

create the voice of this politician, journalist, opposition journalist against the dictatorship in my 

country. And I tried. My idea was to write a novel around him and that he was going to be the voice 

of the novel. 

 

And after tries and tries and tries, I said, "I give up. It's not possible." And then I discovered why. 



 

Because this guy, he was a secret agent. So, his key point, let's say the main feature of his personality 

was secret. Silence. So someone like that, he's not going to tell you what he thinks, how is he at war, 

what he has been doing because he was a kind of Soviet spy in Central America by the time. 

So, then I said, "how," because this story was very interesting for me and was based on that research 

on a very precise period of Salvadoran history at the beginning of 1944 when the dictatorship 

collapsed or was defeated. And then by chance, this is by chance I said, "And what if this story is not 

told by him but by his wife?" But she was not going to be a character in the novel; she was just 

going to be like a secondary character. She was going to show up when he wanted her to show up, I 

mean, as narrator, right? 

 

Then she was the narrator. She was the one that was still in the story. And then I had to build the 

voice, because this was a voice that was very far away in time and in mentality for myself, a very 

conservative, Catholic, and full of common sense lady, that is a grandma, that has some very strict 

concept of family and all these issues. 

 

So I had to go very far away from me. And in the book, the part she is telling is in the form of a 

diary. So it's her diary, right? So, that's why I say that there are many ways of creating a voice, how to 

get a voice. And there are many ways of failing to, I guess, as I explained. 

 

The relationship between the voice and the character--that's another point that seems so obvious, 

but is very, very, very important. And in fact, I'm repeating this example of how a guy whose 

profession asks silence could be just a talkative guy. That could not work, right? 

 

You have to follow your own intuition about it. You have to follow your own intuition about how 

you are going to handle a historical setting, for instance, because maybe if you start to think to much 

about how it's going to be seen by this, how it's going to be seen by this reader or by this friend or 

by this other person, and you want to just make a kind of setting that will be agreeable for all of 

them, then you won't do it. You have to follow your own intuition and then, and your own intuition 

will be determined by your temperament and your way of being. 



 

 

>> We hope you enjoyed those videos. As I was watching them, I was thinking about your novel 

and wondering how you make a voice become real and then how that voice gets translated into the 

setting. 

 

What I really want to know is: what's your secret? 

 

>> I think it really boils down to finding books that can serve as blueprints. And one of the books 

for me has been Edward P. Jones's The Known World. That book is about a county in Virginia in 

the 1800s that had black people that owned slaves. And, because of the very particular way that 

slavery is, of course, tied to commerce, the overarching voice of the book is one of a surveyor. It's 

very 19th century, lay of the land, this is how these people live. And it's an interesting voice because 

it makes things that are very bizarre seem not bizarre. They're very kind of clinical and matter of 

fact. And it leaves the reader to feel very just, frankly, creeped out about being in that setting, in that 

time. 

 

>> Yeah. And that makes me think, I've had a kind of long standing argument with Chinese 

novelists about the writer Ha Jin who wrote the most beautiful book, Waiting, which is just the story 

of a doctor and a nurse trying to figure out a way to get married and that's the whole plot. The 

language is so spare, and the Chinese writers I've argued with about this book, they can't see why an 

English speaker would like such a spare language. And I've often said that when you think about 

writers coming from another language into English, let's say Nabokov from Russian into English or 

Conrad coming from Polish into English or in our own time Aleksandar Hemon coming from 

Bosnian into English, often what they do is make the language more baroque, and that seems 

wonderful and lush and appropriate. 

 

Ha Jin goes in the other direction, makes the language spare and basic, and that seems to serve his 

purpose too. And it's a function of voice, and that voice then becomes that very spare landscape. 

 



 

>> There's definitely a way that I can see how having a more spare voice can actually make what's 

on the page resonate more. I think of Chinua Achebe. He had this similar approach where the 

language is very matter of fact and it's not nearly as ornate as one might expect people, especially in 

sort of the early half of the last century, to write. 

 

But in that language anything that is emotional rings so much louder because it doesn't happen as 

often. Anytime anyone seems to be shouting or anytime someone seems to be upset, it rings that 

much louder for the reader because it's around these moments of very muted observations. 

 

>> So as you undertake your writing assignments this week in voice and setting, we hope that you'll 

think about the different registers within which voices speak. Onward. 


