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Julie Wragg  

An elegantly written story of the world 

of ballet, talent and the search for 

perfection.  

Joan is a young dancer who realises she's 

already reached the peak of her career and 

will never get beyond the corps de ballet. Her 

brief fame from helping the great Soviet star 

Arslan Rusakov defect and the resulting love 

affair are long over and she take

out by marrying the reliable Jacob. They move 

to California with their son Harry, but has 

Joan completely given up her hopes for ballet?  

It becomes apparent that Harry is a prodigy.  

His ongoing obsession with Arslan Rusalov 

and his desire to be a top class dancer draws 

the family back into the intense world of ballet 

and opens up secrets from Joan’s past.

The story flits backwards and forwards in 

time, shifting narrators to show differing 

views, although Joan remains the central character.  

demanding world of dance is described beautifully; the egos, demanding 

schedules and the perpetual struggle to improve.  I thoroughly enjoyed this 

novel and although the “twist” wasn’t a surprise, the story is so involving I still 

wanted to know how things would be resolved.  All the characters have their 

flaws and some seem very lightly sketched.  The younger Joan is an empathetic 

character, but once she becomes a mother she seems more distant and merely 

an extension of Harry.  However, I d

with her determination, persistence and her love for Mr K. 

Overall, it’s a fascinating and captivating read.

Lovereading Reader reviews of  
by Maggie Shipstead  

Below are the complete reviews, written by Lovereading members.

An elegantly written story of the world 

of ballet, talent and the search for 

Joan is a young dancer who realises she's 

already reached the peak of her career and 

will never get beyond the corps de ballet. Her 

brief fame from helping the great Soviet star 

Arslan Rusakov defect and the resulting love 

affair are long over and she takes her ticket 

out by marrying the reliable Jacob. They move 

to California with their son Harry, but has 

Joan completely given up her hopes for ballet?   

It becomes apparent that Harry is a prodigy.  

His ongoing obsession with Arslan Rusalov 

o be a top class dancer draws 

the family back into the intense world of ballet 

and opens up secrets from Joan’s past. 

The story flits backwards and forwards in 

time, shifting narrators to show differing 

views, although Joan remains the central character.  The insular and 

demanding world of dance is described beautifully; the egos, demanding 

schedules and the perpetual struggle to improve.  I thoroughly enjoyed this 

novel and although the “twist” wasn’t a surprise, the story is so involving I still 

know how things would be resolved.  All the characters have their 

flaws and some seem very lightly sketched.  The younger Joan is an empathetic 

character, but once she becomes a mother she seems more distant and merely 

an extension of Harry.  However, I did have a sneaky admiration for Elaine, 

with her determination, persistence and her love for Mr K.  

Overall, it’s a fascinating and captivating read. 

Below are the complete reviews, written by Lovereading members. 

The insular and 

demanding world of dance is described beautifully; the egos, demanding 

schedules and the perpetual struggle to improve.  I thoroughly enjoyed this 

novel and although the “twist” wasn’t a surprise, the story is so involving I still 

know how things would be resolved.  All the characters have their 

flaws and some seem very lightly sketched.  The younger Joan is an empathetic 

character, but once she becomes a mother she seems more distant and merely 

id have a sneaky admiration for Elaine, 



Catherine Price  

A love of ballet inspires and informs every page of 'Astonish Me'. 

Maggie Shipstead explores the consequences of committing one's life 

to the pursuit of perfection, onstage and off.  

How does it feel to dedicate your life to the pursuit of ballet perfection? And 

worse - to know that ideal can never quite be reached, 'something that never 

quite shows itself, never solidifies into something that can be looked at and not 

just glimpsed'.  

Joan knows that she will never progress beyond the corps de ballet, but fame for 

her comes when she helps the brilliant Russian dancer Arslan Rusakov to defect 

to America and their brief passionate affair has consequences that reach into 

the next generation.  

Long after Joan's career has ended her son takes over the spotlight, but as he 

finds the artistic success that eluded his mother, the interpersonal relationships 

around him become more intense and his secret is revealed. 

Maggie Shipstead's knowledge of the physical strains and emotional challenges 

of competitive ballet make this a fascinating read, but the dramatic twist is the 

least suspenseful aspect of the book, and ultimately the ending is a little weak. 

Nonetheless this is a great read for anyone with an interest in this beautiful but 

unforgiving world. 

 

Jane Birchall 

‘Astonish Me’ is a thoroughly engrossing, intelligent read about a 

dancer's hopes and dreams and of having to face the realities of life.  

I had previously read and enjoyed Maggie Shipstead's first novel ‘Seating 

Arrangements’ and hoped this would be as good. I was not disappointed.... 

I was totally caught up in the story of Joan, a young ballet dancer and her 

relationships - with Arslan Rusakov, the Russian dancer she helps to defect, 

with her fellow dancer Elaine and later with her husband Jacob and her son 

Harry. 

Joan's character was plausible - her desire to be a great dancer, and to be with 

the man she loved - but dreams are not always realised and she has to deal with 

a life different to the one she dreamt of. 

Ballet has always interested me - a magical and mysterious world - so the 

setting appealed to me and was a major theme of the book.  Its themes also 



encompass relationships, emotions, and secrets. 

The book is written in an unusual way - jumping backwards and forwards in 

chronology slowly piecing together the jigsaw of her life.  This definitely worked 

and kept me gripped. 

‘Astonish Me’ is a thoroughly engrossing, intelligent read, particularly if you 

have an interest in the ballet world.   

Can’t wait for her next book! 

 

Sarah Hamid  

This is an enjoyable novel, written in a refreshing style with an original use of 

language. It came as no surprise to me that Maggie Shipstead is a graduate of a 

writing course, as she seems to me as if she's been taught how to structure her 

writing. This is not a criticism as the book has a pleasing symmetry in its 

portrayal of the relationships between the characters: Joan and Arslan, Harry 

and Chloe, Chloe and Arslan. The ending of novel also cleverly mirrors the 

beginning. 

I found the theme of not being "good enough" easy to identify with - have we not 

all felt like this at some time? Joan and Chloe are not outstanding ballet 

dancers; Arslan and Harry are. I also thought the book represented the 

dissatisfaction with life well; the idea of settling for what you can get, as in the 

case of Elaine and Mr. K.  

I liked the insight into the sacrifices dancers make - the stress they put on their 

bodies, especially their feet, and the pressure to keep lean and fit. 

Less is definitely more with regard to the language in this story. The spare 

descriptions of pregnancy are spot on. I also think the portrayal of Arslan 

makes him hard to get to know and therefore intriguing. 

I would have liked the author to explain the theme of defection more thoroughly. 

I am in my 40s and have a dim recollection of news reports of people escaping 

from behind the Iron Curtain, but no more. 

Being a teacher, and also a mother, I found myself smiling at the descriptions of 

the gifted children and particularly the parental view of this. 

Overall, I found this a satisfying read which left me feeling I wanted 

to find out more about the world of ballet and the theme of defection. 

 



Cathy Small  

Great writing and a thoroughly enjoyable read.  

This was the first time I have a read a book by this author and I found the 

interweaving love story and ballet history throughout the book fascinating. It 

takes a basic ballet girl into the love of an amazing dancer and follows through 

their complicated story. This story shows if you persist you will be successful in 

fulfilling your dreams but once you get that success you may find it is not what 

you really wanted. Great writing and a thoroughly enjoyable read. 

You can follows Cathy on Twitter: @small_cathy 

 

Sue Broom  

Ballet has always been a mystery to me but I thoroughly enjoyed 

being immersed in their world as described here.  Powerful writing, 

great characters and a riveting story.  Loved it.  

What was I doing at five years old?  Why wasn’t I lacing up the ribbons on my 

pumps, fluffing out my pink tutu and learning to stretch my body to its limit?  

Ballet has always been a mystery to me but Maggie Shipstead has convinced me 

that I would have loved it as much as the characters in this book do.  Far too late 

for me in reality, but I thoroughly enjoyed being immersed in their world as 

described here.  She manages to convey the all-consuming intensity of ballet 

and the emotion and physicality of the people who devote their lives to it.  Very 

few achieve their childhood ambition to become superstars.  Many are 

disappointed to discover that their talent is only mediocre, maybe overstretch 

themselves and end up injured, or simply grow old and weaken.  The same 

applies to their passionate personal lives and the author gives us a real sense of 

how difficult it must be for them to combine the ballet world with a stable home 

and family, and their reluctance to settle for mundane everyday life.  Powerful 

writing, great characters and a riveting story.  Loved it. 

 

Evelyn Love- Gajardo - Twitter: @gajarlove 

Fascinating study of ambition and talent in the world of ballet.  

I was never going to NOT like this book - I love ballet and am fascinated by 

what drives dancers to succeed.  It's not hard to tell what it's based on-anyone 

familiar with the world of American ballet would know. The novel presents the 

harsh reality of the lives of professional dancers and the hard work and 



dedication that goes into their seemingly effortless performances, and doesn't 

hide things like eating disorders and drug use. The book focuses on the dancers' 

lives, the nature of talent and ambition and the cost of not being quite good 

enough. 

All in all, a great read for anyone who likes ballet. 

 

Berwyn Peet  

Fascinating and unusual story with a ballet background.  

A good read - especially if you like ballet. It's a very original and engaging story 

about Joan, a young American dancer, who helps a Russian ballet star, Arslan, 

defect to the west in 1975. The book is cleverly structured and moves back and 

forth in time but over the following 25 years we see her life - marriage to a 

childhood friend, the growing realisation that her son, Harry, is a talented 

dancer and Arslan coming back into the story. The characters are memorable 

and very well drawn and the story is compelling but the book is also about the 

choices and sacrifices needed to be a great dancer and about the nature of 

talent. 

 

Elaine Robertson 

‘Astonish Me’ by Maggie Shipstead is a brilliant book about people, passion and 

ballet. I am not a ballet fan, but I still enjoyed the book greatly. In fact, 

I came to appreciate the ballet world thanks to Shipstead’s descriptions of the 

hard work, blood, sweat and disappointments, as well as the pretty costumes 

and beauty of the dance. 

‘Astonish Me’ tells the story of Joan, a ballerina who has loved to dance since she 

was a child. She falls in love with the dazzling Russian dancer Arslan Rusakov 

and helps him defect to the west. However she then suffers the bitter 

disappointments of realising that she will never be prima ballerina nor the 

leading lady in Arslan’s life. 

She then begins a relationship with her friend Jacob, a psychology graduate, 

marries him and has a son, Harry. Joan’s love of dance never leaves her and she 

becomes a ballet teacher. But when Harry decides his future lies in the world of 

ballet, Joan is forced to re-enter Arslan’s world with dramatic consequences. 

The reader considers the decisions Joan takes as she tries to take control and be 

the star of her own show rather than a supporting act in her own life. The 



story is elegant, involving and a joy to read. 

 

Angela Rhodes – Twitter:@tessrhodes  

‘Astonish Me’, follows Joan a promising young American ballet dancer, through 

her life, switching back and forth between years, so quickly I had to keep 

checking the year.  

Her character is unemotional, she “lacks empathy" as Jacob, her friend tells her, 

Jacob, is wonderful,  you feel safe when he is around as Joan is calculating and 

a bit of a snob.  

The great storytelling is the way Maggie opens your eyes to the mysterious 

world of the "Ballet Dancer".   If you buy this book thinking you are going to 

read something like ‘Black Swan’, which is a great film, think again.  This is so 

much more, this is real!  You feel for the dancers, and as you get to know 

Joan and her story you care what happens, you feel her pain,  her 

enthusiasm for dance, for life, and come away breathless but that little 

bit of you that wanted to be a graceful ballet dancer, stays!   

You want Joan’s story to carry on.  I would love a sequel. 

 

Megan Williams  

‘Astonish Me’ is a novel steeped in the world of ballet that explores 

complex emotions, family ties, and relationships.  

‘Astonish Me’ is a tale that unfurls in and around the world of ballet, which I 

found to be fascinating, complex and grueling, and ensured I was riveted from 

the start. Shipstead takes us on a journey which spans several decades, as we 

follow Joan from her early days as a young ballerina up to the point in her life 

when she’s a mature woman with a fully grown adult son, Harry. Ballet 

remains the constant thread throughout the novel which weaves all of its 

characters together as we follow them on their journey through the 70s up to 

the 00s.  

Although Shipstead’s novel is grounded in the world of ballet this merely 

provides the canopy under which Shipstead explores complex emotions, family 

ties, relationships and just how these things define us as a person. As with her 

first novel ‘Seating Arrangements’, Shipstead mines real depths in her 

characters, plunging them into situations that are painfully real and poignant, 

leaving the reader with a feeling that you too have explored a new part of 



yourself and your emotions.  

‘Astonish Me’ is a very different novel from the highly-successful prize-winning 

‘Seating Arrangements’, but still infused with Shipstead’s brilliant writing skill, 

wit and emotional depth. 

 

Sarah Mustafa 

‘Astonish Me’ is the story of Joan, a young American ballet dancer infatuated 

with Arslan Rusakov, a Soviet ballet star.  Competing for his affections, Joan 

makes a bold play for Arslan, one which leaves a lasting impression on him, as 

he chooses Joan to help him when the time comes for him to defect to America.  

Together in America, they reignite a love affair which quickly sours and Joan 

leaves ballet and turns to Jacob, a man who adores her, for solace.  Slowly she 

settles into Californian life with Jacob and their son, Harry.  Joan's yearning 

for the world of ballet never diminishes and when Harry begins to show great 

promise, she is drawn back to the world that so enveloped her with one final act 

with Arslan still to play. 

Maggie Shipstead's book is a cleverly observed one about ballet, lost 

love and relationships in all their various guises.  I really enjoyed 

this book, which kept me engaged right to the end. 

 

Laura Anne Paton  

A very entertaining and engaging read. Although mainly about ballet I 

felt the other main theme was deception; whether of themselves, the authorities 

or of those closest to them. 

The passages describing ballet were written with great insight into the technical 

and personal demands this art form makes. I found this of particular interest as 

whilst reading this I happened to attend a couple of ballet performances. 

The main characters were quite diverse and no matter how you felt about them, 

Maggie skillfully led you to a deeper understanding of their motives and drives. 

I would highly recommend this book. It is a worthy follow up to Seating 

Arrangements. 

 

Carolyn Huckfield  

This is a story of talent and how to use it or give it up... It is also a look inside 



family life and how betrayal can affect everyone around you  

A really enjoyable American novel centred around Joan who is a ballerina with 

New York ballet company. The detail of the life of professional dancers is 

fascinating and illuminating. For anybody who did ballet as child it is an 

amazing read. The life is tough and competitive and Joan gives it all up to have 

a baby boy called Harry-I got the feeling that she never believed in herself as a 

dancer and never trusted herself enough to find out. She marries long time 

friend Jacob who is in love with her when her long time ballet dancer partner 

dumps her for the prima ballet dancer. 

Jacob and Joan build a life in southern California where Joan teaches dance. 

The contrast of her two lives are beautifully told by the story weaves from the 

1970’s through to the eighties.  

This is a story of talent and how to use or give up on this gift. It also tells us how 

professional ballet can use people and discard them. 

Even if you are not interested in ballet it is a great read that is a 

fascinating portrayal of self-absorption and the deception of others 

as well as yourself. 


