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THE INTERNATIONAL BESTSELLERThe extraordinary memoir of a peasant boy raised in rural
Maoist China who was plucked from his village to study ballet and went on to become one of the
greatest dancers of his generation. From a desperately poor village in northeast China, at age
eleven, Li Cunxin 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, only 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 his story, told in his own inimitable voice.THE BASIS FOR A
MAJOR MOTION PICTURE

From the Back CoverThe passionate, unapologetically outspoken, tough-as-nails star of
Lifetime's phenomenal hits Dance Moms, Abby's Ultimate Dance Competition, and Abby's
Studio Rescue offers inspirational, tough-love guidance for parents who want to help their
children succeed and for readers of all ages striving to become the best they can beIf you want
to help your kid reach the top, you can find no better coach than Abby Lee Miller. While some
may criticize her methods, no one argues with her results. Her kids excel, her teams win, and her
alumni go on to Broadway careers.This straight-talking guide provides clear and proven advice
for achieving success. Each chapter is organized by "Abbyisms"—Abby's term for her unique
and effective philosophies on hard work, competition, and life. Abby answers difficult questions
from real moms, shares all the stories fans want to hear, and includes vignettes from shining
graduates who give their take on her singular approach and how it helped them make their
dreams come true.From figuring out your child's passion to laying the groundwork for an exciting
future career, Abby knows how to achieve optimal results in the dance studio and beyond.About
the AuthorAbby Lee Miller is the owner, director, and chief choreographer of the world-renowned
Abby Lee Dance Company. She is also the star of Lifetime's Dance Moms, Abby's Ultimate
Dance Competition, and Abby's Studio Rescue. Abby has been teaching dance since she was
fourteen years old and started her own competition team, targeted at winning. She's been doing
so ever since.
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Mao's Last Dancer, Young Readers' Edition



Richard R. Tryon, “Incredible co-incidences of an old man!. From 1972 to 1986 my avocational
interest led me to become the Chairman of the National Academy of the Arts in Champaign, IL.
Lacking proper funding, we suffered many deficiencies but none of our students suffered from
cold, overwork, or lack of food in our school. We graduated 11 H.S. classes of students from all
over the world who came to us to live and study ballet and/or music. Some of our graduates may
still be performing professionally.A second connection to Li Cunxin came in 1991-92, when I
traveled to Beijing and to such places as Shandong province's city of Quindao. Nearby we
visited farms and watched wheat being cut with cycles, scythes, and a 1950 vintage tractor
pulling a small combine. 800,000,000 Chinese peasants worked with primitive tools to be able to
survive with a very low productivity. Wheat was carried in bundles to be crushed by oxen turning
big round stones on a concrete pad so that men with pitch forks could toss the straw up into the
air so wind would blow it aside and leave grain to be swept up into piles and be scooped into
baskets! I could have met Li Cunxin's dia in a field where we determined that our biodegradable
plastic could allow early germination of corn so harvest would happen in time to plant a cash
vegetable crop and still plant winter wheat to pay the rent for using the People's land. Using non-
degradable plastic film causes soil pollution that eventually interferes with growing the crops, but
farmers had no choice to survive.The life in those communes gave no real life support to its
people and when the great cultural leap came to pass, 20 million starved. For a young boy of 11,
to be picked out in a freezing winter school because he might be used as a candidate for
Madam Mao's notion to create a Beijing ballet school was nothing more than responding to an
order- bring in some number of candidates and run crude tests to determine which ones could
be forced to learn ballet for the Emperor's current replacement, the communist known as Mao
Tse Tung.Having studied Chinese history at every opportunity since 1941, when I read of the
adventures of Richard Haliburton, I knew enough to respect their ancient culture and even
discoveries so important to my major career field of print technology. I draw these conclusions
from reading this book:1.From pure chance, Li Cunxin, thanks to his parents, took the story of
the frog in the bottom of the well and the chance to escape the seemingly perpetual past of his
farm environment. Thanks to his determination to overcome the many teaching deficiencies, Li
managed to learn and discover a lot on his own to the point of being far more recognized than
his early teachers had expected. It was not his natural physical talent or cultured experience in
the arts that carried him to success, but some key encouragement that combined with his great
will power.Like all of us, Li made mistakes, mostly tactical, not strategic, along the way and
learned from them. His accomplishments are legendary because they are real. His sense of
humility and family show how material wealth was not his goal- helping his family was his first
and constant goal before he was taken away and ever since!To get confused by his need to deal
with bureaucratic error and stupidity that could have snuffed out his life in a way that nobody
would have ever known what happened. Among millions lost to make the shift that put China



today into a first class power state, Li had to find a way to survive on his own. He proves that
individualism is superior to collectivism and it is not surprising to me that the Chinese are able
today to still act like communism is in control and plans every life. That is no longer true.
Freedom to invest and take risk has become the key to the far higher standard of living today. But
Chinese know when to let it happen without observing why!That Li has recovered from an early
marriage that happened to fit into an initial romantic adventure plot is not worthy of much
negative comment. That both parties can and have met years after each had remarried without
much more than a sense of appreciation for what happened to them in a way that did not destroy
either one is apparent. That they each found more mature mates and have since made
successful families come forth is the goal of all reasonable adults. Keep in mind that his
excellent command of English was not present when he first married.That they both achieved
both professional and private success makes this story extra delightful. That the ending of his
parents lives produced profound evidence of how new material success does not need to
destroy family relationships. Americans have a lot more experience at failing in this regard and
we should applaud and respect what Li and Mary have shown to explain why so-called mixed
racial relationships can work when each brings determination, willingness to communicate and
patience to work for success. These attributes are often obviously deficient among so many
cases of couples who fail in America to avoid divorce.I must now obtain the DVD, I hope, of
evidence of their fine ballet skills and interpretation in recorded performances.”

Cap'n Bob, “Superb account of a glorious life. When my wife and I moved to Texas in the early
1980's, the Houston Ballet's performances were a refreshing antidote to the Southwest's
unrelenting commercialism and fixation with football and barbecue. Under Ben Stevenson's
lively direction, this troupe of superb athletes pushed the bounds of gravity with grace and
verve. Among the foremost in their number was a supple young oriental dancer who was
obviously feeling his way toward familiarity with American culture, but always showed
uncommon spirit, sensitivity, and vitality in his approach to movement. This was Li Cunxin
(pronounced Shwin-Sin). He became our favorite male dancer, and his photos are on our walls
today.This marvelous autobiography by Mr. Li opened our eyes to the unimaginable gulf he had
to leap in order to appear before us. When he was plucked from among millions of other
peasant children to attend Beijing Dance Academy, the train ride to Beijing was his first. His
meals at the Academy were the first time he'd ever had enough to eat. His untrained tendons
and muscles were ruptured repeatedly by the contortions he was forced into. Beijing's approval
for him to leave China on scholarship to Houston Ballet Academy was China's first such
concession to an artist in almost forty years. The first time he ever felt air-conditioning was on
the plane to America. His first automobile ride was from the Houston airport to Ben Stevenson's
house. And so on - the simple dance outfit purchased for him upon his arrival cost the
equivalent of two years of his father's salary in China.The book contains hundreds of poignant
reminders of the risks Mr. Li took in breaking the bounds of his peasant heritage and infuriating



both the Chinese government and his American friends when he defected. His indomitable will
to survive and succeed is an inspiration to all those who have seemingly impossible aspirations.
He tells the old fable of a frog trapped deep in a well, yearning to jump out and see the world
beyond but knowing it will never happen. Mr. Li made it out of his well, and became a prince
among dancers. His triumphant return to China to perform Romeo and Juliet, with his wife Mary
McKendry dancing as Juliet, his entire family in the audience, and half a billion Chinese
watching on television, is a spine-tingling culmination to his career.”

Suzanne Dobbins, “Gripping, inspirational and genuinely moving. When he was 11 years old, Li
Cunxin was selected from his peasant community and sent to Beijing to study dance at the
Beijing Dance Academy. Mao’s Last Dancer is Li’s moving memoir of his rise from near
starvation to being one of the top ballet dancers in the world.Wow! What can I say about this
wonderful book. I loved it from start to finish. Li Cunxin’s life is like a fairy tale. He was born into
Communist China, taken away from his family at a young age, and given a gift that would change
his life forever – dance. Li understood the only way he could help his family was by working hard
at the Academy. He strove to be the best. Then one day he received an important opportunity.
He was allowed to take part in a summer dance program in the United States. The memoir
shows the world unveiling itself to Li as he realizes the grand deception Mao’s government has
forced upon its people. He loves the freedom (and wealth!) of the West, and once tasting it,
never wants to go back. Li’s defection to the United States in 1981 made world headlines.This is
a memoir that has all the elements I could ever want. It is gripping, inspirational and genuinely
moving.  I cheered for Li and I cried for him.  This is a book I will definitely recommend to others.”

Joe Edge T, “A Heart Warming Book of Achievement Against All The Odds.. This book is a
wonderful read. Cunxin has so much determination, and inner strength that it is quite humbling.
The description of life in rural China in the 60s and 70s makes a memorable impression. The
rural poor, which was nearly everyone, lived a very small notch above starvation. Their lives
were dominated by hard, hard work with very little light relief. Cunxin remains modest although
his achievements are amazing. There was a very strong family bond which persists throughout
although he could only see his people once a year, for Chinese New Year.I cannot recommend
this strongly enough.”

Mrs. Susan Hill, “A definate page turner.. This book was chosen to read by our book club. I would
not have chosen the book myself, but I was pleasantly surprised. The story is about a boy born
into a peasant's family in China where poverty, hard labour in the fields and starvation were the
norm, and growing up under Mao's regime. He is chosen from many thousands of school
children to attend Madame Mao's ballet school at the age of eleven, where he eventually
realises that this is his opportunity to be something other than a peasant farmer.I would definitely
recommend this book.”



K Sheard, “Loved reading this book. A great insight into China and how families were effected
after the cultural revolution.It contains a lot of historical information in an interesting way.It is an
emotional book, that takes you on a journey with the author.Really enjoyed this book and I
couldn’t put it down. I would recommend to anyone who enjoys a good read.”

Cheeky Chops, “Honest, true, inspiring and historically relevant. A beautifully honest and simply
written account of a lucky yong boy, who succeeded beyond expectation due to his own, as well
as imposed determination. Historically relevant, this ought to be on the school curriculum. One
glaring omission, was the lack of mention of the 1989 Tiananmen Square Massacre. I think I
know why he left that out. Read the book and decide for yourself. This is one that really should
be made into a carefully treated movie - a fringe movie perhaps. Certainly nothing more main
stream style  than the direction of Scumdog'.”

Jo Willis, “An enlightening and heartwarming book.. For anyone with a love of dance and an
interest in social history this is a "must read". It tells of the harsh conditions endured by millions
in China during Mao's revolution, and of the determination to succeed of a young peasant boy
and his eventual defection and success.”

The book by Abby Lee Miller has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 1,006 people have provided feedback.
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