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A critical review of a historical novel should address two questions:  (1) To what extent does the author explain the historical event which is the focus of the novel and (2) how plausible is the author’s description of the inner life of the characters she has elected to portray.  The reviewer’s task with respect to The News From Paraguay is more complicated because the book is a combination of a romance novel and an historical novel.  This creates a thematic tension in the book because the romance novel customarily is grounded in fantasy while the historical novel should be grounded in fact.
In the romance novel motivation of the characters is usually so obvious that no explanation of their conduct need be given.  Sex appeal, money and power explain everything.   On the first page Ella dropped a parrot feather and Franco picked it up.  By page 8 they have their clothes off.  At page 15 the two are ship-bound on the Atlantic headed for Rio del Platte.
But Miss Tuck did not set out to write a mere bedroom thriller.  She set her book in an exotic little known country and focused on one of the most senseless and brutal wars of the 19th Century.

Paraguay has been described somewhere as “an island surrounded by land” located in a lost corner of the world.  Yet it has held a peculiar fascination for the literati set.  Voltaire, Thomas Carlyle and Joseph Conrad use it as settings for some of their writings.  Graham Greene set three of his books in the country.  Elizabeth Nietzsche, sister of Friedrich, and herself short-listed three times for the Nobel Literature Prize, actually moved to Paraguay with a troop of would-be colonists to establish a New Germany there.  Like Ella Lynch she sent back to Europe glowing reports about the wonderful country and the successful colony she had established.  But her reports were false.  The new colony was a disaster.  Within a generation most of the settlers had returned to Germany.
Paraguay also had an attraction for the religiously inclined.  The Jesuit Order actually ruled the country as well as part of Bolivia for 150 years until King Ferdinand expelled them from Latin America in 1760.  The Jesuits had established a series of missions in the area which are principal tourist attractions today.  Last week’s Plain Dealer Travel Section had a story on them.  Some of you may remember the 1986 movie The Mission  starring Robert DeNero which dealt with the missions and which also contained some dramatic footage of the Iguassu Falls.  Today, with the Jesuits gone, Paraguay has become the world center of the Mennonite religion.
The central historical event of the novel is the War of the Triple Alliance.  It began in 1864 but its root causes can be traced back to the conquest of Latin America by the Spanish in the early 16th Century.  Spain had dominion over the whole continent save for Brazil which the Pope had awarded to Portugal in 1494.  Lima in Peru and Asuncion in Paraguay were the administrative centers for the Spanish.   For 300 years all of the present countries of Latin America were colonies of Spain or Portugal.  In 1806 Napoleon attacked the Iberian Peninsula.  Spain was defeated and the colonies saw an opportunity to escape its rule.  One by one they achieved independence usually to fall under dictatorial rule.

The history of Brazil was different.  When the Portuguese royal family saw Napoleon coming they departed en masse to Rio de Janeiro.  They even brought along their 10,000 member court.  Brazil overnight became the world’s second biggest empire.  It became very prosperous both because of its colonies and its rapidly growing sugar industry which was farmed by millions of African slaves.
Latin American society was essentially racist.  The ruling class was limited to foreign born whites or their direct descendants.  An elaborate classification system of racial pedigree was maintained on all citizens.  Those with any African blood were at the bottom.  Indigenous indians were next.  Then persons of mixed white and indian ancestry were assigned to separate categories depending on the proportion of white blood they supposedly had.

The other Latin American countries noted Brazil’s economic success and surmised that the imperial form of government might be the answer.  The Mexican upper classes staged a revolution in 1863 and imported Austrian Archduke Maximillian who ruled as emperor for four years until he was executed by a firing squad and became the subject of Manet’s famous painting.

Carlos Lopez thought Paraguay should become an empire and sent his son Franco to Paris to mingle with the royalty and acquire a European polish.  Franco did little of either but he spent a lot of money buying whatever struck his fancy and picked up a pretty Irish girl in the park.  Ella was a 19-year-old widow lately abandoned by her aristocratic boyfriend.  Ella followed Franco back to Paraguay and bore him six children during their 15 year relationship.  She never suggested they make it a lawful union and neither did he.  But Franco did offer to marry the princess of Brazil.  The emperor, Don Pedro, treated Franco’s offer with contempt and refused to discuss it.  This was a snub Franco couldn’t stand.
The War of the Triple Alliance was a tragic misadventure started by Franco.  Brazil had invaded Uruguay in 1864 and Franco chose to claim that his country was threatened.  He declared war on Brazil and with a small force invaded western Brazil when there were no local troops to oppose him.  He proclaimed a stunning victory and brought his forces back to attack eastern Brazil.  In doing so he crossed Argentine territory which upset the Buenos Aires government.  I should add that in a 1776 governmental shuffle Spain had shifted the viceroyalty from Asuncion to Buenos Aires and Paraguay was slowly sinking into diplomatic insignificance.  Argentina and Brazil discussed the situation and decided to jointly attack Paraguay.  They even persuaded Uruguay to join the fight with them.  Between 1866 and 1870 there were nine major battles in the War of the Triple Alliance.  Paraguay lost every one of them.  It also lost half its male citizens (including Franco) and a considerable amount of its territory.
The novel unfolds through disconnected set pieces of journal entries, letters and narration.  Sentence fragments are deployed without much stylistic effect, technical consistency or discernible pattern.  In one part we find snippets of Ella’s personal diary and letters.  Other sections describe events that took place during that time with accuracy and efficiency bringing the story neatly to life.
This writing style is unusual but not unique.  Ms. Tuck makes a half-hearted acknowledgment to William Trevor in one of her untitled initial pages.  She quotes him as follows:



Stranger and visitor, she has written in her diary the news



from Ireland and visitor, she has learnt to live with things.

I couldn’t determine from where in Trevor’s writings this quotation was taken or what it actually means.  Trevor did write a 1988 book entitled The News From Ireland but if the quoted language was in it I couldn’t find it.

This style of writing – narration by dispatch you could call it – brings its own sense of realism to the story.  The antics of Ella and Franco, given their roles in Paraguay society, would be news under most definitions.  And we learn most news in short fragments from the page of newspapers or from the six o’clock news on TV.  So most of our knowledge of current matters is acquired as a series of discrete events rather than a continuous narrative.  As a matter of fact psychologists tell us we comprehend our own lives as a series of discrete events and that our concept of self is not a continuum.

Ella is portrayed as a vapid, insipid character with few deep feelings except perhaps for her horse.  She is the mother of six children but they play only bit parts in her life.  Franco doesn’t dominate her life either.  She views his activities as head of state with almost a detached indifference.  She has more interest in her marble palace, her grand piano and her China dishes.
Franco is a greatly flawed leader, a despot who virtually destroys the country’s economy in an effort to establish Paraguay as a continental power.  His hubris costs the lives of many young men; torture and starvation bedevil the survivors, while Franco skirmishes desperately, his decimated troops dwindling before the advancing Brazilians.

Franco stripped his people emotionally and economically; anything remotely useful was transformed into weaponry.  Unto his death, Franco refused to be intimidated by the forces that pursued him through the jungle.  He disappeared into the brush, his family not far away.  Ella survived with four of her sons and returned to Paris.

Discussion Questions

1. Was the emotional relationship Ella had with her horse Mathilde greater than any other one she had?  Was she basically an affectless character?
2. Are all the characters in the book shallow, or is the problem that the author doesn’t spend much time with any of them?
3. Did the peculiar narration style – fragments of letters, diaries, etc. – seem contrived?  Would a conventional narration form have produced a better book?
4. The author placed this quotation at the front of her book:  “Stranger and visitor, she has written in her diary the news from Ireland and visitor, she has learnt to live with things.”  What does this statement mean?  Why does the author quote it without explaining the context in which it was made?

5. Does the novel contain too many walk-on characters and peripheral events?  Di you as a reader wonder why the author mentioned them, inasmuch as she did not develop many of them?
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