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About this Guide 
 
The following author biography and list of questions about Century’s Son are intended as 
resources to aid individual readers and book groups who would like to learn more about the 
author and this book. We hope that this guide will provide you a starting place for discussion, 
and suggest a variety of perspectives from which you might approach Century’s Son.  
 
About the Book 
 
In the small college town of Hayden, Illinois, Morgan and Zhenya have settled into a remote and 
loveless marriage. He is a former labor organizer who now is content as an ordinary garbage 
collector, and she is a political science professor and the daughter of a prominent Russian 
émigré. The suicide and Morgan and Zhenya’s son, Philip, have left the pair emotionally 
withdrawn, lacking even the courage or initiative to separate from each other. Their surviving 
child, Emma, has become a teenage mother and refuses to reveal the identity of her child’s 
father.  
 



 

Into this unhappy mix marches the Century’s Son, Peter Ivanovich Kamenev, Zhenya’s 
exasperating—and entertaining, and famous—father. A Russian writer and an impresario of 
history, Peter Ivanovich claims to have had the opportunity to assassinate Joseph Stalin, to have 
marched with Martin Luther King, Jr. in the American South, and to have visited a strip club 
with Arkansas governor Bill Clinton. Unfortunately, Zhenya has discovered several 
inconsistencies in her father’s outsized history, and she also discovers the limits of her patience 
with his neediness and self-dramatization.  
 
Peter’s arrival, though it tears at the family, also rejuvenates it. He forces Morgan and Zhenya to 
confront themselves, their children alive and dead, and their lives past, present, and future, as 
lived, as planned, and as imagined. He embraces Emma and her child; he recognizes and exploits 
all of the small hypocrisies and foibles of daily life. His deceitful, smooth-talking energy 
invigorates and infuriates everybody around him. Intricate, beautifully observed, and delicately 
wrought, Century’s Son confirms Robert Boswell’s position as a peerless chronicler of domestic 
life.  
 
Praise 

 
“A capacious, complex novel. There’s so much going on you can’t miss a line, but you wouldn’t 
want to.”—Chicago Tribune  
 
“[Century’s Son] is utterly compelling… Perhaps the loveliest surprise of this terrific novel is 
how easily Boswell moves from the absurd to the tragic without comment, excuse, or 
explanation.”— Washington Post Book World  
 
“Unexpectedly deep and effective… Against an increasingly interconnected work, Boswell sets 
his vision of one family’s painful, incomplete, unorthodox but still stirring return to life as an 
irremediably private matter.”—New York Times Book Review  
 
“There is no novelist in America now who writes about emotional secrets and the hoarding of 
private passions with more feeling and insight than Robert Boswell. He writes with a particularly 
acute generosity of spirit about all his characters, high and low, human and animal’ if the word 
‘humane’ means anything, in an age of terror, we will have to learn, or re-learn, its definition 
from books like this.”—Charles Baxter, author of The Feast of Love 
 
“If Oprah hadn’t curtailed her book club, she might consider this novel…It’s a human, plain-
spoken, and insightful novel about human foibles and, ultimately, a certain kind of 
redemption.”—Boston Globe  
 
“Stunning… Cross Anne Tyler with Michael Chabon and you’d get a cast something like this 
one Boswell has bread.”—Milwaukee Journal Sentinel  
 
 
 



 

About the Author 
 
Robert Boswell is the author of the novels Mystery Ride, Crooked Hearts, American Owned 
Love, and The Geography of Desire, as well as the story collections Living to Be A Hundred and 
Dancing in the Movies. He and his wife, the writer Antonya Nelson, and their two children 
divide their time between Las Cruces, New Mexico and Houston, Texas, where Boswell and 
Nelson teach writing at the University of Houston.  
 
Discussion Questions 
 

1. If Century’s Son is a book about history both large and small, public and personal, how 
does each character deal with the weight of his or her past, and what, by the end of the 
novel, have they learned about where their pasts can take them?  

2. Does Morgan and Zhenya’s neighbor, Roy Oberland, perceive himself as an honorable or 
dishonorable man? Do you believe that he loves Emma, loves and respects his friends 
Morgan and Zhenya? What similarities are there between Roy and Morgan’s co-worker 
Danny Ford?  

3. What are the trees of Forest Avenue, and the proposed widening of that avenue, 
metaphors for? What does Zhenya’s opinion about the felling of the trees say about her 
character?  

4. If Emma is not a great high-diver, she is a good one. What do her parents, grandfather, 
and lover think of her as an athlete? What does it mean to leap off that board?  

5. How do names function in the novel? Morgan has no first name; Peter Ivanovich has 
many; his daughter Zhenya’s name is literally determined by her father’s heritage; Emma 
will not speak the name of her child’s father… Discuss.  

6. Why do you think the author chose to narrate portions from the point of view of 
Morgan’s dog?  

7. What secrets to Boswell’s characters keep? Are their secrets the same thing as their 
histories? Is keeping a secret the same thing as lying?  

8. Are these people’s visions of themselves faithful to how they are portrayed in the novel?  
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