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DISCOVERING
"MERMAIDS IN
PARADISE" BY
LYDIA MILLET: A
SATIRICAL DIVE
INTO PARADISE

L y d i a  M i l l e t ’ s
M e r m a i d s  i n
Paradise  is  a  novel
that  defies  easy
categorization—part
e c o - s a t i r e ,  p a r t
adventure  comedy,
a n d  p a r t  s o c i a l
commentary. Published
in  2014,  this  sharp,
witty  book  follows  a
newlywed couple on a
tropical  honeymoon
t h a t  t a k e s  a n
unexpected turn when

they  stumble  upon
actual  mermaids.  But
unlike a typical fantasy
tale,  Millet  uses  the
mythical  discovery  to
launch a biting critique
o f  c o n s u m e r i s m ,
environmental  greed,
and the absurdities of
modern  relationships.
For readers looking for
a  story  that  is  both
hilarious  and  thought-
provoking,  Mermaids
in Paradise delivers a
u n i q u e  r e a d i n g
experience  that  has
earned it a place as a
modern cult classic. In
this  article,  we  will
explore  the  novel’s
p l o t ,  t h e m e s ,
characters, and why it
remains  a  standout
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work  in  Lydia  Millet’s
acclaimed career.

The
Premise:
A
Honeymo
on Gone
Wild
The  story  begins  with
Deb,  a  pragmatic  and
sharp-witted  narrator,
and her  new husband
Chip, a laid-back, thrill-
seeking  entrepreneur.
They  jet  off  to  a
tropical  island  resort,
e x p e c t i n g  s u n ,
s n o r k e l i n g ,  a n d
relaxation.  Instead,
they discover that the
resort’s pristine waters
hide  a  secret:  actual,
living  mermaids.  Deb

and Chip, along with a
small  group  of  fellow
tour i s t s ,  become
determined  to  protect
these  creatures  from
exp lo i ta t i on  by  a
g r e e d y  r e s o r t
developer and a team
o f  m e r c e n a r y
scientists. What follows
is a madcap adventure
blending  slapstick
humor  with  genuine
ecological concern. The
n o v e l ’ s  t o n e  i s
irreverent  and  fast-
paced,  making  it  an
engaging read for both
fans  of  literary  fiction
and anyone who enjoys
a well-crafted satire.

KEY THEMES IN
"MERMAIDS IN
PARADISE"

Consume
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rism and
Environm
ental

Greed
At its core, Mermaids
in Paradise is a sharp
c r i t i q u e  o f  h o w
capitalism commodifies
nature.  The  mermaids
are not magical beings
to be revered; they are
seen  as  a  business
oppor tun i t y .  The
resort’s owner plots to
turn them into a tourist
attraction,  while  a
sc ient ist  wants  to
capture them for study
and  profit.  Millet
s a t i r i z e s  t h e
“greenwashing”  of
luxury  resorts  that
claim to be eco-friendly
while  destroying  the
ecosystems  around
them.  Through  Deb’s

cynical  observations,
the novel exposes the
hypocrisy  of  wealthy
vacationers  who  want
t o  “ e x p e r i e n c e
paradise”  without
c a r i n g  f o r  i t s
inhabitants—human  or
otherwise.

Marriage
and
Partnersh
ip Under
Pressure
T h e  e v o l v i n g
relationship  between
D e b  a n d  C h i p  i s
another central thread.
Their  honeymoon—a
s y m b o l  o f  n e w
beginnings—becomes
a  t e s t  o f  t h e i r
compatibility  as  they
face  h i gh - s takes
d e c i s i o n s .  D e b ’ s
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sarcastic,  practical
nature  contrasts  with
Chip’s  opt imist ic ,
somet imes  na i ve
optimism.  Yet  their
p a r t n e r s h i p
strengthens  as  they
navigate  danger  and
moral dilemmas. Millet
handles  their  dynamic
w i t h  w a r m t h  a n d
humor,  showing  how
even the most absurd
situations  can  reveal
the true foundations of
a  relationship.  This
subplot  grounds  the
fantastical elements in
r e l a t a b l e  h u m a n
emotion.

Satire of
Fandom
and Niche
Subcultur

es
One  of  the  novel ’s
most  entertaining
e l e m e n t s  i s  i t s
p o r t r a y a l  o f  t h e
random assortment  of
characters  who  join
Deb and Chip on their
q u e s t .  T h e r e  i s  a
m a r r i e d  c o u p l e
obsessed  with  board
g a m e s ,  a  l o n e l y
heiress,  and  a  former
TV star turned amateur
a c t i v i s t .  E a c h
represents  a  different
facet  o f  Amer ican
eccentricity.  Millet
s k e w e r s  t h e  w a y
people  turn  serious
issues into  hobbies  or
identity  markers—the
“mermaid  protectors”
qu ick ly  become  a
cliquish  group  with
their  own  lingo  and
power  struggles.  This
satirical  lens  prevents
t h e  s t o r y  f r o m
becoming  preachy,
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keeping the tone light
even  when  tackling
dark  subjects.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS: DEB
AND CHIP

Deb: The
Reluctant
Heroine
Deb is  one  of  Millet’s
m o s t  m e m o r a b l e
protagonists.  She  is
pragmatic,  acerbic,
and deeply skeptical of
anything  that  seems
too  good  to  be  true.
Her  voice  drives  the
narrat ive,  and  her
internal  monologue  is
filled  with  wry
observations  about
everything  from  her
husband’s quirks to the
absurdity  of  chasing
mermaids.  Deb  does
not want to be a hero;

s h e  j u s t  w a n t s  a
peaceful  vacation.  But
her  innate  sense  of
justice  and  her  fierce
protectiveness towards
Chip  push  her  into
a c t i o n .  S h e  i s  a
relatable  everywoman
who  finds  herself  in
e x t r a o r d i n a r y
circumstances, and her
growth  from  cynical
tourist  to  reluctant
defender  of  mythical
creatures  feels  both
b e l i e v a b l e  a n d
satisfying.

Chip: The
Optimisti
c
Adventur
er
C h i p  s e r v e s  a s  a
perfect foil to Deb. He
i s  s p o n t a n e o u s ,
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enthus iast ic ,  and
always looking for the
next thrill.  Where Deb
sees  problems,  Chip
sees  opportunities  for
fun. His background in
business and his knack
for  improv isat ion
become crucial  as the
couple  plans a  rescue
m i s s i o n  f o r  t h e
mermaids .  Ch ip ’s
o p t i m i s m  i s  n o t
p o r t r a y e d  a s
foolishness; rather, it is
a genuine strength that
complements  Deb’s
caution. Together, they
fo rm  a  qu i rky  bu t
effective  team.  Their
banter  and  affection
for each other provide
the emotional core that
keeps  the  narrative
grounded  amid  the
growing  chaos.

THE ROLE OF
MERMAIDS: MORE
THAN MYTHICAL
CREATURES

I n  M e r m a i d s  i n

P a r a d i s e ,  t h e
mermaids  themselves
are  deliberately  kept
mysterious.  They  are
rarely  seen  up  close
and  never  speak  or
interact  directly  with
h u m a n s  i n  a
conventional way. This
is  a  clever  move  by
Millet:  the  mermaids
become a blank screen
onto  which  different
characters project their
desires—profit,  fame,
scientific  discovery,  or
sp i r i t ua l  awe .  By
keeping the mermaids
elus ive,  the  novel
emphasizes  that  the
real  story  is  about
human reactions to the
u n k n o w n .  T h e
mermaids  symbolize
the  last  remnants  of
w i l d  n a t u r e ,
uncorrupted by human
society. Their presence
forces  the  characters
to  confront  their  own
values and priorities.
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LYDIA MILLET’S
WRITING STYLE
AND HUMOR

M i l l e t ’ s  p r o s e  i n
M e r m a i d s  i n
Paradise  is  cr isp,
witty,  and  relentlessly
entertaining. She has a
knack  fo r  tu rn ing
mundane  observations
into  laugh-out-loud
commenta ry .  Fo r
e x a m p l e ,  D e b ’ s
descriptions  of  the
resort’s  “eco-friendly”
amenities  reveal  the
t h i n  v e n e e r  o f
sustainabil ity  that
masks  environmental
damage.  The  dialogue
flows  naturally,  and
each character’s voice
is  distinct.  The humor
i s  o f t en  da rk  and
absurd,  reminiscent  of
au tho r s  l i ke  Ku r t
Vonnegu t  o r  Ca r l
Hiaasen.  Yet  Mil let
never loses sight of the
s e r i o u s  t h e m e s
beneath  the  laughs.

This balance makes the
novel  a  page-turner
that also lingers in the
mind  long  after  the
final  chapter.

WHY "MERMAIDS
IN PARADISE"
MATTERS TODAY

Published in  the  early
2010s, the novel feels
even more relevant in
an era of climate crisis
a n d  r a m p a n t
commercialism.  The
idea  of  discovering  a
miraculous  species
only  to  immediately
consider how to exploit
it is tragically plausible.
Millet’s  satire  holds  a
mirror to our society’s
tendency  to  prioritize
short-term  profit  over
long-term  ecological
health.  Furthermore,
the novel’s exploration
of how ordinary people
c a n  b a n d
toge the r—however
clumsily—to  fight  for  a
cause  offers  a  sliver  of
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hope.  It  suggests  that
e v e n  i m p e r f e c t ,
bickering  individuals
can  make  a  difference
if  they  are  willing  to
act.

CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
LEGACY

U p o n  r e l e a s e ,
M e r m a i d s  i n
Paradise  received
positive reviews for its
originality  and  humor.
Critics  praised  Millet’s
ability  to  blend  genre
fiction  with  literary
sophistication. It was a
finalist  for  the  Los
Angeles  Times  Book
P r i z e  a n d
recommended  by
outlets  like  NPR  and
The New York Times as
a  summer  read  with
substance.  Over  the
years,  the  novel  has
ga ined  a  devoted
following,  particularly
among  readers  who
a p p r e c i a t e

environmental  themes
delivered with a comic
touch. It stands as one
o f  M i l l e t ’ s  m o s t
accessible works, often
recommended  as  a
s tar t ing  po int  fo r
newcomers  to  her
oeuvre.

SIMILAR BOOKS
FOR FANS OF
"MERMAIDS IN
PARADISE"

I f  you  enjoyed  the
unique blend of satire,
a d v e n t u r e ,  a n d
environmentalism  in
M e r m a i d s  i n
Paradise,  you  might
also  appreciate:

Hollow
Kingdom by Kira
Jane Buxton – A
witty, post-
apocalyptic novel
narrated by a
domesticated
crow who
witnesses
humanity’s
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collapse. It
shares the same
blend of humor
and ecological
concern.
Swamplandia!
by Karen Russell
– A magical
realist tale set in
a Florida
alligator-
wrestling theme
park, exploring
family, folklore,
and endangered
habitats.
Love and Other
Consolation
Prizes by Jamie
Ford – While not
fantastical, this
novel similarly
holds a quirky,
compassionate
lens on
characters
finding their way
through bizarre
circumstances.
Our Wild Sex in
the Last Old
West by John

Jenkins – For
those who enjoy
offbeat
narratives with a
strong sense of
place and social
critique.

LITERARY
TECHNIQUES THAT
ELEVATE THE
STORY

Millet  employs  several
techniques  that  make
M e r m a i d s  i n
Paradise more than a
simple  comedic  novel.
The  first-person
narration  from  Deb
a l lows  readers  to
e x p e r i e n c e  t h e
absurdity  firsthand
while  maintaining  a
critical  distance.  Millet
a l s o  u s e s
foreshadowing  and
d r a m a t i c
irony—readers  sense
early on that the idyllic
paradise  is  a  facade.
The pacing is excellent:



10

10 Mermaids In Paradise Lydia Millet 2023-02-05

the novel takes its time
developing  characters
and atmosphere before
plunging into action in
t h e  s e c o n d  h a l f .
Additionally, the use of
small  details—like  the
r e s o r t ’ s
“ c o m p l i m e n t a r y
snorkel  gear  made
f r o m  r e c y c l e d
plastic”—creates  a
v iv id ,  be l i evab le
s e t t i n g  t h a t
underscores the satire.

CONCLUSION: A
MODERN
SATIRICAL
MASTERPIECE

M e r m a i d s  i n
Paradise  by  Lydia
Millet  is  a  delightful,
sharp, and surprisingly
profound  novel  that
r e f u s e s  t o  b e
pigeonholed.  It  offers
the thrills of a creature

feature, the laughs of a
comedy  of  manners,
and the insights of an
environmental polemic.
Through the eyes of its
skeptical  heroine Deb,
readers  are  invited  to
laugh  at  human  folly
while  also  feeling  the
urgency  of  protecting
the natural world. The
mermaids  themselves
may be imaginary, but
the  issues  they  raise
a r e  a l l  t o o  r e a l .
Whether  you  are  a
longtime fan of literary
satire or new to Lydia
Millet’s work, this novel
is a worthy addition to
your  reading  list—a
page-turner  that  will
m a k e  y o u  t h i n k ,
chuckle,  and  perhaps
look  a  l i t t l e  more
skeptically at the next
“ p a r a d i s e ”  y o u
encounter.


