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At the age of eleven, Li Cunxin was one of the privileged few selected to serve in
Chairman Mao's Cultural Revolution by studying at the Beijing Dance Academy.
Having known bitter poverty in his rural China home, ballet would be his
family's best chance for a better future. From one hardship to another, Cunxin
demonstrated perseverance and an appetite for success that led him to be chosen
as one of the first two people to leave Mao's China and go to American to dance
on a special cultural exchange. But life in the U.S. was nothing like his
communist indoctrination had led him to believe. Ultimately, he defected to the
west in a dramatic media storm, and went on to dance with the Houston Ballet for
sixteen years.

This inspiring story of passion, resilience, and a family's love captures the harsh
reality of life in Mao's communist China and the exciting world of professional
dance. This compelling memoir includes photos documenting Li's extraordinary
life.
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At the age of eleven, Li Cunxin was one of the privileged few selected to serve in Chairman Mao's Cultural
Revolution by studying at the Beijing Dance Academy. Having known bitter poverty in his rural China
home, ballet would be his family's best chance for a better future. From one hardship to another, Cunxin
demonstrated perseverance and an appetite for success that led him to be chosen as one of the first two
people to leave Mao's China and go to American to dance on a special cultural exchange. But life in the U.S.
was nothing like his communist indoctrination had led him to believe. Ultimately, he defected to the west in
a dramatic media storm, and went on to dance with the Houston Ballet for sixteen years.

This inspiring story of passion, resilience, and a family's love captures the harsh reality of life in Mao's
communist China and the exciting world of professional dance. This compelling memoir includes photos
documenting Li's extraordinary life.
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Editorial Review

From Publishers Weekly
This is the heartening rags-to-riches story of Li, who achieved prominence on the international ballet stage.
Born in 1961, just before the Cultural Revolution, Li was raised in extreme rural poverty and witnessed
Communist brutality, yet he imbibed a reverence for Mao and his programs. In a twist of fate worthy of a
fairy tale (or a ballet), Li, at age 11, was selected by delegates from Madame Mao's arts programs to join the
Beijing Dance Academy. In 1979, through the largesse of choreographer and artistic director Ben Stevenson,
he was selected to spend a summer with the Houston Ballet—the first official exchange of artists between
China and America since 1949. Li's visit, with its taste of freedom, made an enormous impression on his
perceptions of both ballet and of politics, and once back in China, Li lobbied persistently and shrewdly to be
allowed to return to America. Miraculously, he prevailed in getting permission for a one-year return. In an
April 1981 spectacle that received national media attention, Li defected in a showdown at the Chinese
consulate in Houston. He married fellow dancer Mary McKendry and gained international renown as a
principal dancer with the Houston Ballet and later with the Australian Ballet; eventually, he retired from
dance to work in finance. Despite Li's tendency toward the cloying and sentimental, his story will appeal to
an audience beyond Sinophiles and ballet aficionados—it provides a fascinating glimpse of the history of
Chinese-U.S. relations and the dissolution of the Communist ideal in the life of one fortunate individual. 8
pages of b&w photos not seen by PW.
Copyright © Reed Business Information, a division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

From School Library Journal
Grade 6–9—In 1961, just three years after Mao's disastrous Great Leap Forward, Li Cunxin was born, the
sixth son in a family of Chinese peasants who eked out a meager existence on a rural commune. During his
childhood he endured unimaginable poverty and hardships and witnessed the shooting of 15 "counter-
revolutionaries" by Mao's Red Guards. When chosen to audition for Madame Mao's Beijing Ballet Academy
at age 11, ballet became his chance for a good job and enough food for life. Many years of training, two U.S.
trips, one premature marriage, and a defection later, Li joined the Houston Ballet as a principal dancer,
paving his way to international fame. Although told in a rather bland style—mostly in basic declarative
sentences—the information about the country at this time and the danger and angst that accompanied the
dancer's decision to defect will be of interest to teens. This Young Reader's Edition of the adult book
(Putnam, 2004) gives a much fuller portrait than the author's picture-book version, Dancing to Freedom
(Walker, 2008). The black-and-white photos, the abbreviated history, and time line will help students place
Li's life story into historical context. With the current interest in all things Chinese, and with the immigration
debate in full swing, this is a good choice, both to promote an understanding of Chinese culture and to
provoke a discussion about the issues facing today's immigrants.—Nancy Menaldi-Scanlan, LaSalle
Academy, Providence, RI
Copyright © Reed Business Information, a division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Review
“[A] fascinating memoir…told simply but passionately, with subtle humor and unguarded emotion.”—The
Houston Chronicle

“Mix Billy Elliot with Torn Curtain and you’ll have some of the tale in very broad outline…well-paced…full
of adventures.”—Kirkus Reviews
 
“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.”—Library Journal

“The facts of his life are astonishing on their own, but what makes Li Cunxin’s engrossing autobiography so
captivating is his enthusiastic retelling of every twist and turn.”—Vogue (Australia)

Users Review

From reader reviews:

Owen Bourne:

Inside other case, little men and women like to read book Mao's Last Dancer, Young Readers' Edition. You
can choose the best book if you like reading a book. So long as we know about how is important a book
Mao's Last Dancer, Young Readers' Edition. You can add information and of course you can around the
world by a book. Absolutely right, due to the fact from book you can know everything! From your country
right up until foreign or abroad you will end up known. About simple matter until wonderful thing you could
know that. In this era, we can open a book as well as searching by internet unit. It is called e-book. You
should use it when you feel bored to go to the library. Let's learn.

John Bledsoe:

In this 21st hundred years, people become competitive in each and every way. By being competitive
currently, people have do something to make these survives, being in the middle of often the crowded place
and notice by means of surrounding. One thing that occasionally many people have underestimated the item
for a while is reading. Yep, by reading a book your ability to survive enhance then having chance to endure
than other is high. In your case who want to start reading a book, we give you this kind of Mao's Last
Dancer, Young Readers' Edition book as starter and daily reading publication. Why, because this book is
usually more than just a book.

Stacia Cobb:

The experience that you get from Mao's Last Dancer, Young Readers' Edition may be the more deep you
excavating the information that hide within the words the more you get thinking about reading it. It does not
mean that this book is hard to be aware of but Mao's Last Dancer, Young Readers' Edition giving you joy
feeling of reading. The writer conveys their point in particular way that can be understood through anyone
who read that because the author of this reserve is well-known enough. This particular book also makes your
vocabulary increase well. It is therefore easy to understand then can go to you, both in printed or e-book style
are available. We recommend you for having this kind of Mao's Last Dancer, Young Readers' Edition
instantly.

John Hagen:

Do you have something that that suits you such as book? The guide lovers usually prefer to choose book like
comic, limited story and the biggest one is novel. Now, why not attempting Mao's Last Dancer, Young



Readers' Edition that give your entertainment preference will be satisfied through reading this book. Reading
habit all over the world can be said as the means for people to know world much better then how they react
when it comes to the world. It can't be claimed constantly that reading addiction only for the geeky
individual but for all of you who wants to end up being success person. So , for all you who want to start
examining as your good habit, you could pick Mao's Last Dancer, Young Readers' Edition become your
starter.
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