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Francesca Ashurst  

I was gripped by this novel, moved to 

tears by the end and haunted by the 

story of Danny Kelly who dared to 

dream.  

This is a novel about loss and restitution, it is 

a powerful sometimes challenging read 

posing important questions about class, 

identity, sexuality and race.  

This is the story of a gifted young Australian 

swimmer, a working class lad of mixed 

heritage, selected for a sports scholarship to 

an elite private school where he endures 

humiliation and bullying from the rich, 

privileged boys. Danny’s strategies for 

dealing with this, encouraged by his coach, is 

to ‘give it back’ and never let them see his 

pain. His mantra becomes ‘I am the best, I am 

the fastest’ and he puts all of his energies into 

becoming a potential Olympic Champion, 

dreaming of winning gold at the 2000 Sydney Olympics.  

When Danny loses an important race he spirals out of control, he doesn’t have 

strategies for dealing with failure. Watching his fall from grace is 

heartbreaking, he really does become a lost soul. As the narrative unfolds it 

becomes clear that Danny is representative of all those who become divorced 

from their place in society, be it family, friends, class, or ambition. 

Christos Tsiolkas has written a brilliant novel which goes to the heart of what it 

means to lose everything and yet ultimately find redemption. 



Angela Hunt 

‘Barracuda’ is the new book by Christos Tsiolkas, the author of The Slap.  

‘Barracuda’ is a book about bullying but mostly about how the concept of 

winning can affect a person’s mind. 

It starts in Glasgow where the unnamed person is surprised to find himself 

immersed in swimming, but we don't know why.  Fast forward to February 

1994 where we meet swimming coach Frank Torma and the young man Danny.  

The Coach sees Danny is being bullied at this, his new school, and advises 

Danny to "fight" back. 

Soon Danny finds he has a strong talent - swimming, which has won him the 

scholarship to this private school.  His training regime is relentless and he soon 

finds himself being told that he may be the next best thing in the pool.  

Unfortunately, at his first international meet, he has a melt down and ends up 

coming fifth and pretty soon he turns on everybody and everything around him. 

At first, at the prologue, I wasn't convinced this would be as good as ‘The Slap’.  

But as I read on, I found this book engrossing.  I didn't really get convinced by 

the character of Danny until about a quarter of the way through, when Danny 

takes over the narration and we start to see things through his eyes. 

Christos Tsiolkas has written a book which stands proudly beside his other 

novel, which, I hope, will get as many plaudits as ‘The Slap’ did.  I loved the 

way the reader is drawn in, slowly at first, then it grabs you. I loved 

everything about it, good and bad.  The disillusionment Danny shows, 

how he drives friends and family away from him, and how he has to try and 

mend those bridges is touching.  At over 500 pages, this book might not suit 

everybody but I loved it.  If you are looking for a book to settle down with, a 

book that draws you in, then buy ‘Barracuda’.  A wonderful book. 

 

Beth Townsend  

Christos Tsiolkas is a love him or hate him type of author. ‘The Slap’ caused 

plenty of controversy and became one of my favourites of the year and 

Barracuda too has plenty of moments that will have some readers wincing. 

Tsiolkas has taken his writing somewhere new with Barracuda, he still packs no 

punches but there’s added depth and feeling in the characters which makes it a 

much more rounded novel. The theme of competition is all-encompassing 

throughout the novel. Even outside of the swimming pool its clear Tsiolkas has 

setup a number of oppositions that the reader simply has to read on to find out 



more about. 

Danny is Tsiolkas’ most complex character to date. He has everything and 

nothing, is both short-sighted and exceptionally deep. The format of the novel 

means we’re given titbits of the future as we see Danny’s swimming career 

blossom.  

Like in his other novels Tsiolkas maintains his preoccupation with Australian 

national identity, with Danny’s combination of Celtic-Greek blood and his best 

friend being Turkish. There’s scope to have a real conversation about national 

identity in the wake of reading Barracuda, especially for Australian nationals I 

feel. 

Barracuda is an intense, thrilling read that taught me a lot about 

human nature and the desire to win. 

 

Sue Broom  

A riveting read - the Icarus story for the 21st century and a 

fascinating portrayal of modern Australia.  

An Australian boy from a working class immigrant family wins a scholarship to 

a public school on the strength of his talent for swimming.  Initially snubbed by 

pupils born into this privileged world, hating them yet craving their acceptance 

and esteem, he determines to excel in the swimming pool and to show no 

weakness in or out of the pool.  For several years he succeeds in this.  He starts 

to believe himself invincible, always a winner.  Then he competes in his first 

international event, defies his coach’s advice, and finds that he is not the best, 

not even the second best.  For Danny it has to be all or nothing.  Nothing it is, 

then. 

What follows is a searingly honest narrative of an angry young man’s shock 

that the glittering future he saw for himself is denied him.  He behaves badly, he 

hurts friends and family, he pays the price.  But, gradually, he grows up. 

You could say this is the Icarus story for the 21st century - there are plenty of 

references to the power of Australian sunshine and sporting success, the 

experience of flying high and of falling, though mercifully no drowning. 

I found this a riveting read.  First person narration throughout, we see 

everything through Danny’s eyes.  The author shows us the self-absorption of a 

teenage boy so well and Danny’s slow realisation that life is not all about him is 

skilfully handled.  Powerfully descriptive writing, particularly relating to water 

and swimming.  A fascinating portrayal of modern Australia - on the one hand 



as complacent, arrogant and insular as the public schoolboys, on the other hand 

open, generous and cosmopolitan. 

 

Margaret Madden  

Daniel Kelly's Olympic dreams are shattered.  One race has changed 

the course of his life.  How can he ever recover from such a loss?  

This is the story of Daniel Kelly.  His dreams of winning Gold, in swimming at 

the 2000 Sydney Olympics, for Australia have just been dashed and his public 

meltdown after the race has knock-on effects far beyond anyone's imagination. 

The novel is an exploration of the life of a gifted child.  The pressures of early 

morning training, high expectations from both adults and peers and lack of a 

normal childhood. 

Daniel is the son of a Greek Mother and Irish/Scottish Father.  His mixed race 

status seems to be a huge cross to bear and when he wins a scholarship to a 

posh private school, he feels that he has to prove himself even more than the 

other swimmers on the team. 

The relationship with his coach is a very important part of his life and like most 

teenagers, he does not realise how important until it is too late. 

Chronic bullying and lack of understanding from his Father causes Daniel's 

temper to gain momentum and by the time he is trying out for the Australian 

Swimming Team, he is losing his focus. 

With his life's sudden change, he quickly spirals out of control and becomes a 

victim of circumstance.  Drink, prison, sexual degradation and extreme 

loneliness and self-loathing become his new routine. 

The writing in this novel is just simply amazing.  Not for the faint 

hearted, the story can be dark and twisted but the prose and depth of characters 

far outweigh the bad language and dark sexual references.  A long book, over 

500 pages, but I could not wait to get back to it each time I placed it down.   

Christos Tsiolkas is way ahead of any other modern fiction writer when it 

comes to tackling the gritty thoughts of our current generation. 

You can follow Margarets blog at: http://bleachhouselibrary.blogspot.co.uk or on 

Twitter @MargaretBMadden. 

 

 



Alan Brown  

During adolescent change, teenagers are vulnerable. This edgy book 

highlights a journey to self-destruction of a young man whose well 

established sporting individuality and identity are threatened.  

This book tackles the difficult topic of maturing identity in adolescence. The 

backdrop to the story is a private school to which the main character has won a 

swimming scholarship. Without this the working class parents of Danny would 

not be able to send him to this school? 

Danny's raisin-d'être is shaken by a poor sports' performance. 

This is not a book to relax with because there is a bold narrative and full 

sensory descriptions. Further edge is added by the use of occasional obscene 

language, a variety of tenses to describe the story and a non-chronological 

structure. 

The complex threats to the identity and image of the adolescent are brought out 

by the addition of class society threats, the pigeonholing of identity within 

sports in a school environment. Danny is unsettled by these and other factors so 

that he even uses physical answers to try and solve his problems. 

Barracuda has not been a book that I have enjoyed but it is one that I am 

pleased to have read. Memories of teenage times are evoked when life, people 

and society are so new to the changing individual and confidence is so fragile 

 

Linda Hill  

Raw human emotion spirals out of control as Danny Kelly learns 

what is important in life.  

Not having read Christos Tsiolkas before I wasn't sure what to expect and 

having been immersed in ‘Barracuda’ I'm still not sure if I loved or loathed the 

novel.  

Tsiolkas captures human emotion, relationships, self-delusion, hope and failure 

so well that the reader swims with Danny and experiences his breakdown from 

promising young man to jaded adult alongside the character himself. He is able 

to create a sense of place incredibly effectively and the structure of the plot with 

the first person adulthood and third person childhood works well.  

However, I found some of the events distasteful and some of the writing 

disjointed. I wasn't sure if the mixed tenses within the same sentences were used 

for effect (in which case for me they didn't work, but rather jarred and 



interrupted the flow of the novel) or whether the proof copy needed considerable 

editing. Similarly, repetition is sometimes used fabulously to convey Danny's 

emotions and at other times feels careless.  

I'm left with a sense of unease after reading ‘Barracuda’. I'd recommend it to 

other readers who can form their own view but think Tsiolkas's style may be 

like Marmite and polarise opinion. 

 

Nicola Crisp  

A boy in Australia gets up at 4.30 every morning to train - his dream is to be a 

champion swimmer, it is all he ever thinks about. This book is a fascinating 

insight into what drives a child to train so hard, how he and his 

family handle the pressure, and, most interestingly, how they are 

affected when it all goes wrong.  

I found this book a little difficult to get into at first, as it jumps between different 

stages of Dan's life, without clearly indicating when they are, relative to each 

other and relative to the big disaster that you know happens because it is in the 

blurb! But that actually becomes part of the story's appeal. You know that 

something will go wrong in front of everyone, presumably at a swimming race, 

and you very soon find out something else bad that happens to Dan, but you 

don't know the details. I thought that it would be disappointing knowing so 

much early on, but was pleasantly surprised that the story was still gripping, 

mostly because you don't know the details. And even when you reach the details 

of the two big events, you want to keep reading because you want to know the 

consequences that is what this book is about. Also, the brief glimpses you get of 

various different stages of Dan's future all have him facing difficult choices, and 

you want to know what decisions he will make. Some of the language and 

descriptions are quite graphic. You might need an Australian dictionary for a 

few of the words as well. But overall I found it an interesting story and I was 

definitely hooked. 

 

Jane Pepler  

A stunning book, which leaves you thinking about it long after 

finishing it.  

This is the story of Daniel Kelly, a talented teenage swimmer set to make it all 

the way to the Olympics. All Danny has ever done is swim, he is consumed with 

a passion for the water. Danny seems to be heading for great success when he 



wins a scholarship at a prestigious school to further his swimming ambitions. 

Danny finds it hard to fit in at his new school, he feels the opposite of the 

talented golden boys on the swim team. He is from much humbler beginnings 

and is struggling with feeling rejected by his father and his general confusion 

over his sexuality and the sense of who he actually is and what he wants to 

make of his life. 

During the novel Danny completely reinvents himself. The novel is split into two 

sections. Towards the end of the first section, Danny reaches a crisis point and 

experiences a real fall from grace. What follows in the second half of the novel is 

the fallout from this incident and how it affects Dan and makes him into a 

different person for the next part of his life. 

The book is not for the faint hearted, it is full of colourful language and sex. It is 

a tough book about a young man who has many obstacles to overcome. 

There are many strands in this book - the life of a family with a gifted child, the 

pressures of competitive sport in Australia, sexuality, society. I thought it was 

fantastic. 

 

Katie Hoare  

‘Barracuda’ is a very cleverly written novel by the author of ‘The 

Slap’ about a young man wanting to become a swimming superstar.  

An emotional rollercoaster and gripping read.  

It is about a young man who wishes to become a swimming superstar in 

Australia.  He is given a scholarship to go to a private school so that he can 

train to become the best, and is given the name Barracuda by his school peers.  

However, he does not fit into this school, and feels out of place - making only 

one friend, whilst other students bully him due to the different social strata that 

he comes out of.  The story goes on to tell not just of the problems he has at the 

school, but also the impact it has on his family and friends outside, his own 

resentments and prejudices.  Things start well with the swimming, but then 

starts going wrong and effects the direction of where the rest of his life goes - 

which is not for the best.   

The book is very cleverly written with chapters that are presented like snippets 

from a journal spanning a period of eighteen years, in a dual narrative - very 

smoothly and cleanly intertwined in the first and third person narrative.  The 

reader sees how the world views the protagonist from the outside, and how the 

protagonist views the world.  You are aware of his passion, determination and 



drive for competitive swimming, combined with his own emotional struggles 

and turmoil with his family, school, friends and his life in general.  An 

emotionally charged and very good read. 

You can follow Katie on Twitter at @boggedoff. 

 

Sarah Pybus  

Interesting story, but a potentially irritating protagonist.  

I haven't read 'The Slap’, so didn’t know what to expect from this author. The 

protagonist, Daniel, encounters a whole range of issues that will speak to 

different readers, from dealing with your sexual orientation to feeling 

estranged from your family. From the outset, I found myself identifying with 

him on several levels – the general awkwardness of adolescence, punishing 

yourself for past mistakes, the difficulty of finding your place in the world and 

even the amazing feeling that swimming can give you. 

However, as the story went on, I found myself sympathising less and less with 

Daniel’s issues and began to find him increasingly self-absorbed and irritating. 

Any of us can become obsessed with one particular goal to the exclusion of all 

else, and of course he struggles in his new school environment, but by the end I 

struggled to care at all about whether he would manage to turn his life around, 

and sympathised more with the family that has to put up with him. 

The constant jumping between different times in his life was also a little 

confusing at times, and I wasn’t always able to figure out at what point in his 

life an incident had taken place. There is plenty that is good about this 

novel, so it’s a shame that the main character began to grate on me 

so much. 

 

Richard Hamlin  

‘Barracuda’ affected me in a number of ways as I read it; it’s 

intriguing, shocking, violent, tender and at times poignant.  It’s a 

very relevant book.  

Did I enjoy it?  I’m not sure; it’s most certainly a worthwhile read and I am 

convinced that it will receive critical acclaim, yet I have a nagging thought that 

Christos Tsiolkas wrote certain passages for his own gratification. It is a 

graphic novel, both in terms of language and sexual content that borders on 

authorial self-indulgence. 



 

The story focuses on the life of Daniel Kelly, from youth to adulthood, as he faces 

his own demons and those of the Australian society in which he lives.  Danny is 

an extremely gifted but self-doubting, angst ridden swimmer who isn’t clear 

where and how he fits in society.  His fall from grace is sharp and 

uncomfortable and allows the novel to dissect themes of class and social 

standing, race, self-identity, belonging and family.  The story is well told, 

focusing on key phases Danny’s life, flitting back and forth throughout the time 

span of the novel.  Tsiolkas expertly weaves the story around key life changing 

events, giving the reader early notice of what will befall Danny and then, often 

much later, detailing the actual circumstances.  The journey is far more relevant 

than the destination for much of the story. 

For some, the authorial style of this novel will be ground breaking, for others it 

will be distasteful.  Arts and literature constantly evolve and necessarily so, 

however a week after finishing this novel, and having had time to fully reflect 

on it, my overriding memory is that of style over content. 

You can follow Richard on Twitter:  @IamDrBaldhead 

 

Sara Fanner  

Danny Kelly wants to be a swimming champion.  At his new school, his place 

won on a scholarship for swimming, he feels the odd one out. He believes his 

swimming skills are all he’s got.  With an emotionally aloof father, but fully 

supportive mother, and a coach that tells him he can win; Danny makes a 

national championship competition – only to come 5th in the race that really 

counts. 

An exploration of competition, and family bonds and loyalties, Tsiolkas’ novel is 

written with broad strokes of aggression. Danny’s anger is the anger of a 

thwarted child. Tsiolkas’ writing is visceral, his language pungent. We are 

dragged through the water with Danny. We feel his humiliation, we cringe at 

his discomfort. The novel is tinged throughout with the emotional insecurity and 

desperation of adolescence. Danny is disappointed, testosterone fuelled- how 

does he find his way in the world now his dream is wrecked? 

 Tsiolkas paints landscapes we can recognise, suffused with smells and sounds 

we’d almost forgotten, dragging us back to the 1990’s and eventually catching 

up with the present day. Flitting through Australian cities, Europe and Asia, 

Tsiolkas’ characters are racially and sexually diverse, each searching for their 



own place in a changing world. There is in addition, an obvious love for 

Australia that runs through Tsiolkas writing, edged with a resentment of his 

perceived complacency of the country’s inhabitants.  

For anyone who has ever wanted to win, or been a teenager, or been 

part of a family, ‘Barracuda’ is a novel to delight in and be 

challenged by.  

 

Sarah Harper  

‘Barracuda’ immerses you in the world of competitive swimming as 

experienced by young Dan.  He lives and breathes only to swim.  His focus 

and drive to win are all consuming and earn him a scholarship at a prestigious 

school but Dan is never accepted by the golden boys who inhabit that world.  

Dan's is a working class family and he himself must work harder than ever to 

prove his worth on the swimming team and be the strongest, fastest and best 

swimmer there.  But Dan's swimming career doesn't go to plan and his life 

spirals out of control. 

Christos Tsiolkas uses exceptionally powerful imagery, allowing us to 

experience Dan's feelings as they wash over him.  He describes how Dan feels 

physically and mentally and the way in which the water shifts and moves 

around his body when he swims.  Dan is an exceptional character, he has 

strength and determination but there are undercurrents of violence and rage.  

Some of his experiences are unpleasant but compelling none the less.  

An intense read. 

 

Phyl Smithson  

I watched the TV series, ‘The Slap’, based on the story from Christos Tsiolkas.  

Having now read my first book by the same writer, ‘Barracuda’, I have found a 

new ‘must read’ author.  His writing is powerful, thought provoking, 

challenging and ultimately, very compelling. 

‘Barracuda’ follows the life of Daniel, every aspect of which is dominated by his 

evident talents as a swimmer.  His ability in the pool attracts a sports 

scholarship which results in him moving into the never-previously-experienced 

privileged, wealthy upper-class world of Melbourne.  In every touch point at 

‘C***s’ School (Daniel’s self-name for his new school), he is at conflict.  He is 

working-class, is used to classrooms being locations for teacher abuse, telling it 

as it is etc. 



His demeanour does not break down any barriers with the elite around him.  He 

consciously sets out to rebel against everyone and as a result, attracts nothing 

but trouble.  Only in the pool does he show his own talents which supersedes 

wealth and privilege.   

The problem is, he is fallible and this is at the heart of ‘Barracuda’.  If you aspire 

to achieve the ultimate goal, in Danny’s case, a gold at the Sydney Olympics, 

you open yourself to the potential of failing.  And Danny does.  And that is at the 

heart of the story.  How Danny’s life spirals out of control.  His tendency to hit 

out at anything and anyone when he experiences the ultimate humiliation is 

intense.  He takes no prisoners. 

The to-ing and fro-ing between Danny the schoolboy, Danny the angry and 

aggressive teenager with a massive chip on his shoulder and Danny the man in 

his 30s who achieves tendency and emotional generosity.   

Read ‘Barracuda’.  It’s just too good to miss. 

 

Rachel Hall  

‘Barracuda’ tells the story of a teenage boy, Daniel Kelly, from a working-class 

background who gains a sports scholarship to a private school by way of his 

exceptional talent for swimming.  For Dan, it is all about being the strongest, 

the fastest and the best in the pool.  He, and his family, make great sacrifices in 

pursuit of his dream and for Dan, success as a swimmer defines him.  In one of 

his first big meets as a teenage boy at a major international swimming 

championship, Dan fails to achieve was he sees as his ultimate destiny - winning 

and dominating in the pool.  From here the book tells the story of the impact of 

this failure on his life and future.  It is his devastation that drives him on and 

has such an impact on his family life and friendships, ultimately resulting in 

Dan committing an act of unspeakable violence.  Can Dan get through this and 

become what he eventually realises his father is - "a decent man", and achieve 

some sort of redemption? 

 I found ‘Barracuda’ to be every bit as gripping and emotionally involving as 

Christos Tsiolkas' previous best seller, ‘The Slap’.  The fact that the book would 

appear to be about sports may put some readers off, but this novel is so much 

more than that.  Swimming is purely used to hinge the story upon; the book is 

itself a tale of a teenage boy who fails in his ultimate ambition, and the impact it 

has on his life.  It is his inability to cope with this that drives him forward and 

goes on to have such an impact on his life as a boy and as a man.   The fact that 

the story traverses between three different periods - Dan's teenage years, his life 



post his schooling, and his ultimate manhood helps to keep the reader engrossed 

and wanting to read more.  I found ‘Barracuda’ to be a compulsive read 

and was thoroughly surprised by just how moving and emotionally 

involving I found it to be. 

 

Megan Williams  

‘Barracuda’ is a strongly charged, deeply moving account of one 

young man’s failure in one small but significant moment of his life 

and the repercussions this has which echo for years afterwards.  

Tsiolkas sets up the novel in a very clever way so from the outset you know that 

disaster will strike but you’re just not sure when, so I found myself reading the 

novel with a nervous energy, dreading the life changing moment. The skill 

Tsiolkas has applied to the novel’s structure ensures that you’re drawn into a 

thick, somewhat uncomfortable, web of Danny’s life, and unable to escape. 

Through the workings of his novel Tsiolkas makes a powerful and in places 

hard-hitting commentary on Australia and what life is like for its first and 

second generation immigrants, through the worlds in which Danny moves and 

the opinions expressed by some of the novel’s well-honed characters, I was given 

a view of Australia that I’d not previously been privy to, and I found this 

fascinating.  

‘Barracuda’ is emotionally striking, and I was greatly impressed by the depths 

that Tsiolkas mined to render Danny so tangible and palpable to his readers. I 

have rarely met a character in a novel that I felt I knew and understood so well 

as the Danny Kelly that Christos Tsiolkas has created, this made the tale a joy to 

read. This novel is a real tour de force and has something that every reader will 

take away with them. 

You can follow Megan’s blog at: http://themawoflife.com/ 

 

Barbara Gaskell  

A book about expectations, ambition, loss and discovery. I was 

engrossed and found myself emotionally connected with Danny.  

Danny has worked all his young life to fulfill his swimming ambitions. He had 

confidence "he would win it because he deserved it" but also a vulnerability - his 

value was in being the golden boy, the winner. So when life does not go 

according to plan “he had been holding his future in his clasped hands. Dust. It 

is all dust", he is left not just with the loss of his Olympic dream but the loss of 



himself. There is a poignant moment when he is aware of how low he has 

become as he surveys the aftermath of his drunken incontinence "he lives in the 

shame, he reeks of it". I did find the ending slightly disappointing as it felt a bit 

unreal. However this did not detract from my overall enjoyment of the book.  

 

Donna Smith 

Firstly let me say that this book is absolutely nothing like ‘The Slap’, which I had 

struggled to read and could not finish.  ‘Barracuda’ in contrast was absolutely 

brilliant, it had me gripped from the opening chapters, and I was always 

desperate to get back to reading it, and sad when it was over.  The story of 

Danny Kelly was so brilliantly told I could imagine him all the way through, 

this incredibly driven, selfish, desperate, passionate, disturbed child star.  His 

overwhelming shame at his failure is deeply written in his mind that nothing 

and no one could get through to him, and yet the ending, the realisation that he 

is loved and respected was so touchingly heartfelt I could cry.   

This book has touched me in a way others have not recently, I believe 

it will stay with me for a long time.  His relationship with his best friend 

Demet was truly wonderful, and his school "friendships" with Taylor et al so 

highly charged with adolescent sexual tension it was so very good to read.   

Thank you Christos Tsiolkas for giving the world this book!  

 


