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The Emperor’ s Children is a witty examination of New
York’ s literary beau monde, which begins at a precarious
moment in history—after the burst of the 1990s economic
bubble and before September 11. The despot of the title is

Murray Thwaite,a famous journalist who made his name in the
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Vietnam era. His “children” include his beautiful daughter
Marina and her two closest friends from Brown, Danielle, a
quietly appealing television producer,and Julius,a cash-strapped
freelance critic. The three of them have tried their best to
transform their own lot. Into this fold are another two
characters, Ludovic Seeley, a smarmy Australian magazine
editor and “Bootie” Tubb, Murray’ s clever but self-righteous
nephew, whose dream of revolution turns out to be even more
dangerous to his Uncle.

Deftly switching between six points of view,Claire Messud
manages to propel her novel forward, completing in the end a
tragic-comedy of clashing ambitions,compromised loyalties, and
the love/hate relationship between the powerless and the
powerful. The “9+11”,in the novel, seems a bit anti-climatic
when it does occur. But the story’s power lies apparently not in
what happens to these people but rather in what those
characters think happens to them. Messud’s ironies are adroitly
applied in her revelation of their carefully nurtured personal
myths and what each has at stake in preserving them.

Screening Committee of

the Annual Best Foreign Novels,21st Century
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