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Maggie Shipstead’s 2014 novel, Astonish Me, serves as a profound case study in the intersection of high-stakes 

performance art, historical tension, and the non-linear nature of human memory. While ostensibly a work of fiction 

centered on the world of professional ballet, the text functions as a technical exploration of the human cost 

associated with the pursuit of aesthetic perfection. As a Vintage Contemporariesselection, the novel utilizes a

rigorous narrative structure to dissect the lives of individuals caught in the gravitational pull of genius. This article

provides a comprehensive technical breakdown of the novel’s thematic components, historical context, and

structural mechanics, aimed at literary analysts and enthusiasts of high-performance disciplines.

1. The Theoretical Framework: The Diaghilev Mandate

The title Astonish Me is derived from the famous command given by Sergei Diaghilev, the founder of the Ballets 

Russes, to Jean Cocteau: "Étonne-moi"(Astonish me). This command serves as the theoretical cornerstone of

the novel. In the context of Shipstead’s work, astonishment is not merely a reaction from an audience but a high-

performance threshold that characters must meet or perish within the attempt.

The novel operates on three distinct levels of engagement:

•  The Individual Level: The internal struggle for technical mastery and the physiological limitations of the human 

body in ballet.

•  The Interpersonal Level: The complex dynamics of mentorship, rivalry, and the transactional nature of 

romantic relationships within a closed professional ecosystem.

•  The Sociopolitical Level: The use of ballet as a tool for cultural diplomacy and the mechanics of defection 

during the Cold War era.

2. Narrative Architecture: Temporal Flux and Structural Engineering

Shipstead employs a sophisticated chronological arrangement that eschews traditional linear progression. The 

novel’s structure is built on a series of flashbacks and flash-forwardsspanning from the mid-1970s to the early

2000s. This architectural choice is not arbitrary; it mimics the repetitive and cyclical nature of ballet training—where

the past (the training) always informs the present (the performance).

2.1 The Timeline Matrix

To understand the narrative flow, one must analyze the primary temporal markers used by Shipstead to build

tension and reveal the causal relationships between events.



Temporal Period Primary Setting Thematic Focus Key Technical Milestone

1975 Paris, France The Catalyst of Defection The logistical execution of 
Arslan Rusakov’s escape.

1977 - 1980s New York City Professional Zenith/Decay Joan’s realization of her 
own technical limitations 
versus Arslan’s genius.

2002 California Suburbs Legacy and Domesticity The transition of ambition 
from parent to child 
(Harry’s emergence).

3. Technical Analysis of the Balletic 'Quest for Perfection'

The novel meticulously details the "cruel quest for perfection"that defines professional ballet. Shipstead’s prose

treats the ballerina’s body as a machine subject to high rates of depreciation. The technical breakdown of a

dancer’s life includes the management of physical pain, the psychological toll of constant evaluation, and the rigid

hierarchy of the ballet company.

3.1 The Performance Capability Index (PCI)

Metaphorically, we can assess the characters through a Performance Capability Index, evaluating their technical 

skill against their psychological resilience. In Astonish Me, talent is treated as a finite resource with a specific decay

rate.

The Formula for Artistic Impact:

Let I be Impact, T be Technical Skill, P be Psychological Resilience, and O be Opportunity.I = (T * P) + O

In the case of Joan, the protagonist, her T is high but insufficient for the elite requirements of the New York City 

Ballet (NYCB) soloist tier. Arslan Rusakov, conversely, possesses a near-infinite T, but his P is compromised by the 

trauma of defection and ego, yet his O (the global stage) ensures his Impact remains legendary.

4. Case Study: The Mechanics of the Defection

One of the novel's most compelling sequences involves the defection of Arslan Rusakov. This event is not merely a

plot point but a technical procedure involving high-stakes logistics and emotional manipulation. Shipstead portrays

the defection as a choreographed performance in itself.

4.1 Step-by-Step Defection Protocol

1.  Target Identification: Arslan identifies Joan as a vulnerable yet capable conduit for Western escape.

2.  Logistical Preparation: The use of a getaway car in Paris, coordinated during the chaos of a touring 

production.

3.  Operational Execution: The physical transition from Soviet surveillance to Western soil, requiring precision 

timing.

4.  Post-Defection Integration: The branding of the dancer as a cultural icon, which simultaneously grants 

freedom and creates a new type of captivity to public expectation.

5. Character Relationship Matrix: Dynamics of Obsession

The interpersonal dynamics in Astonish Meare characterized by asymmetrical power structures. The following



table evaluates the core relationships based on their motivational drivers.



Relationship Dyad Primary Driver Power Imbalance Long-term Outcome

Joan &amp; Arslan Obsession / Proximity to 
Genius

Arslan dominates; Joan is 
the facilitator.

Emotional obsolescence 
for Joan.

Joan &amp; Jacob Stability / Compensation Joan dominates via 
secrets; Jacob provides 
safety.

Persistent domestic 
tension.

Harry &amp; Ballet Innate Talent / Genetic 
Legacy

The discipline consumes 
the individual.

Fulfillment of the "Astonish 
Me" mandate.

6. The Psychological Landscape: Failure and Second Acts

A significant portion of the novel is dedicated to the "afterlife" of a professional dancer. Shipstead explores the 

psychological phenomena of identity transitionwhen a career based on physical prowess ends in one’s late

twenties or early thirties. Joan’s move to a California suburb represents a deliberate attempt to down-regulate her

intensity, yet the narrative suggests that high-performance ambition is a latent trait that eventually seeks a new

outlet—in this case, her son, Harry.

6.1 Failure Modes in Artistic Obsession

•  Technical Ceiling: The point where effort can no longer compensate for a lack of innate physical facility (e.g., 

foot shape, limb length).

•  Emotional Burnout: The exhaustion of the desire to be watched or evaluated.

•  Collateral Damage: The erosion of non-professional relationships due to the singular focus required by the 

craft.

7. Comparative Analysis: Shipstead’s Evolving Style

To appreciate the technical depth of Astonish Me, it is useful to compare it with Shipstead’s other major works, 

particularly Seating Arrangements and Great Circle. This comparison highlights her consistent interest in elite

social strata and the technical requirements of specific lifestyles.



Feature Seating Arrangements Astonish Me Great Circle

Primary Discipline Social Etiquette / Old 
Money

Classical Ballet Aviation / Circumpolar 
Flight

Narrative Scope Single Weekend Three Decades A Century

Central Conflict Class preservation The cost of perfection The price of freedom

Technical Detail High (Social mores) Very High (Physicality/Art) Extreme (Aerodynamics/
History)

8. Operational Solutions for Literary Integration

For readers or students analyzing the text, specific methodologies can be applied to extract deeper meaning from

Shipstead’s technical descriptions of dance.

8.1 Field Guide for Reading Ballet Literature

•  Identify the Vocabulary: Look for terms like corps de ballet, arabesque, and épaulement. Shipstead uses 

these not just as descriptors but as indicators of a character’s rank and state of mind.

•  Analyze the Space: Observe how the characters interact with the stage versus the domestic space. In 

Astonish Me, the stage is a place of clarity, while the home is a place of obfuscation and secrets.

•  Trace the Motif of Secrecy: The novel operates on a system of hidden variables (paternity, past actions, 

unexpressed desires). Mapping these secrets reveals the true structural integrity of the plot.

9. Troubleshooting Common Interpretations

When analyzing Astonish Me, certain common pitfalls in interpretation should be avoided to maintain a rigorous

technical perspective.

•  The "Romance" Trap: It is tempting to view the relationship between Joan and Arslan as a simple romance. 

Technically, it is better defined as a symbiotic professional entanglement where emotional needs are secondary to 

artistic identity.

•  The "Inspiration" Fallacy: Ballet novels are often expected to be inspirational. Shipstead avoids this by 

focusing on the mechanical attrition of the career. The novel is a tragedy of the mediocre surrounded by the 

exceptional.

•  Over-simplifying the Suburban Shift: Joan’s move to California is often seen as a defeat. However, from a 

structural standpoint, it is a necessary narrative pivot that allows the second-generation talent (Harry) to emerge in 

a vacuum.

10. Synthesis and Broader Implications

The broader implications of Astonish Me extend beyond the world of dance into the general study of human 

excellence. Shipstead posits that great talent is a disruptive force that creates a "blast radius," affecting everyone

in its vicinity. The novel suggests that the "astonishment" demanded by Diaghilev is inherently unsustainable and

destructive to the domestic stability of the performer.

Ultimately, the work functions as a sophisticated exploration of legacy. It asks whether the sacrifice of personal

happiness is a justifiable exchange for artistic immortality. Through the character of Joan, we see the struggle of



the "almost-great"—those who have enough talent to understand what greatness is, but not enough to achieve it

themselves. This realization is the novel’s most poignant technical observation: the pain of the observer who can

quantify a genius they cannot replicate.

The technical mastery Shipstead displays in Astonish Melies in her ability to render the ephemeral world of dance

with the precision of an engineer. By grounding the high-flown ideals of art in the gritty realities of physical decay,

political maneuvering, and domestic secrets, she creates a narrative that is as structurally sound as it is emotionally

resonant. The novel remains a vital text for understanding the high-performance culture and the enduring human

desire to be astonished.
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