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About the Book

From a desperately poor village in northeast China, to a career that took him across the world, this is the incredible story 

of Li Cunxin --- a story that almost vanished, like so many other peasants? lives, amid revolution and chaos. At age 11, 

Li was chosen by Madame Mao?s cultural delegates to be taken from his rural home and brought to Beijing, where he 

would study ballet. In 1979, the young dancer arrived in Texas as part of a cultural exchange, wary of class enemies and 

prepared to ?serve glorious communism.? It didn?t take long for him to fall in love with America --- and with an 

American woman. Two years later, through a series of events worthy of the most exciting cloak-and-dagger fiction, he 

defected to the United States, where he quickly became known as one of the greatest ballet dancers in the world. This is 

the remarkable story of his journey.

Click here for the movie website.

Discussion Guide

1. How are fate and destiny shown as a common theme throughout the book?

2. Do you think Li did so horribly in his first year at the Beijing Dance Academy because he lacked talent or because he 

was homesick?

3. When the Bandit wanted to make Li his Blood Brother (p 182., Li was hesitant at first because he didn?t think he 

could live up to the Bandit?s expectations of him as his brother. Do you think it was their shared emotional need to feel 

like part of a family at the Academy that made him finally agree? Why or why not?
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4. The hardships of commune life seem exhausting and relentless, but Academy life was not much easier. Which would 

you choose and why?

5. Some of Li?s teachers at the Academy were very encouraging and motivational to the students and some were not. 

Discuss some of the varied teaching styles and why you think they differed so much. Do you think this had to do with 

the Cultural Revolution or different personalities?

6. Li is a very emotional boy, often breaking into tears when he is sad or unsure of things. How does this differ from 

Western preconceived notions about people, especially men, in communist China?

7. Discuss Li?s first trip to Houston and his defense of, and eventual confusion about, Chairman Mao?s Cultural 

Revolution.

8. Do you think personal or artistic freedom were Li?s main objectives to return to America?

9. Was Li?s harrowing experience at the consulate in Houston, prior to his defection, a necessary move by the Chinese 

government, especially their threatening to harm to his family? Even with China?s updated ?open-door policy,? do you 

consider this a scare tactic, or required for the country?s communist ideals?

10. When Li?s marriage to Elizabeth ends in divorce, Li blames himself, saying he ?...didn?t understand love in Western 

culture...? (p. 346.. Do you agree? Discuss how Li?s guilt plays a role throughout the book.

11. Discuss Li?s conflict with his freedom and the price he paid for it.

12. Do you think Li would have been as disciplined and dedicated to ballet if not for the intense work ethic he was 

trained with in China?

13. ?Taste the mango? was a phrase that Li followed from his days at the Academy, when Teacher Xiao mentored him to 

excel. Discuss some of the important things in Li?s life and career that would not have been possible had he not made 

that phrase one to live by.

14. Li?s fourth brother, Cunmao, has a very different sense of duty to his family than Li (p. 429.. How so? Why do you 

think these brothers handled their family situations so differently? Did Li?s leaving for the Academy have everything to 

do with it, or was it something else entirely?

15. Li?s niang and dia instilled pride, courage, dignity, and love in him. How do you think his life would have been 

different had he not done everything for his family? Discuss how this mentality in China is different from Western 

culture. Do you think this is still the way of thinking in China, which is more heavily Western-influenced now?

Author Bio



Li Cunxin was born in a village near the city of Qingdao, in northern China. At 18, he was selected to perform with the 

Houston Ballet, leading to his dramatic defection to the United States. Li, who has performed as a principal dancer with 

the Houston Ballet and as a principal artist with the Australian Ballet, now lives with his wife and their three children.

Critical Praise

"Fascinating reading?unfolds with honesty, humor, and a quiet dignity. This book has wide appeal, for it concerns not 

only a dancer?s coming of age in a turbulent time but also individual strength, self-discovery, and the triumph of the 

human spirit."
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