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Putting On a Brave Face: The Creation of the Hero in Lucy Grealy’s Autobiography 

Works of fiction contain elements of truth through the experiences the author 

incorporates and the universal truths he or she tries to convey. Conversely, works of 

autobiography often contain an element of fiction. The writer is in most cases drawing from 

experiences saved only through memory, the accounts of others and possibly journal entries 

from the time the experiences occurred. While this compromises an autobiography’s historical 

merit, the artistic license involved allows the author to incorporate themes and motifs that 

grasp at the same universal truths pursued in fiction writing. Lucy Grealy’s 1994 memoir 

Autobiography of a Face tells the true story of Grealy’s struggle with cancer and the damage it 

caused to her jaw and, by association, her self image. More important than the veracity of the 

sequence of events are the themes explored through the character of adolescent Lucy. Grealy 

said during the tour that followed the release of the book, “I didn’t remember it. I wrote it. I’m 

a writer”1. By “writing” a memoir instead of simply “remembering” it, Grealy created a persona 

within the book that is distinct from the Lucy Grealy described in Ann Patchett’s companion 

memoir Truth and Beaut2y and in the writing of her sister Suellen Grealy. This essay traces 

                                                 
1 Autobiography of a Face 
2 Patchett, Ann. Truth & Beauty : A Friendship. 1st ed. New York: HarperCollins, 2004. 
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those differences and the effects they have on the reader and the author’s own experience 

after gaining success. 

A Very Adult Child 

 Grealy felt compelled to distinguish her reasons for and methods of writing her book 

because much of its popularity was based on its tragic subject matter. As Patchett says in the 

afterword of Autobiography of a Face, Grealy “was making art, not documenting an event…Her 

cancer and subsequent suffering had not made this book. She had made it. Her intellect and 

ability were in every sense larger than the disease.”3 The book is split between descriptions of 

the physical trials facing Grealy and the mental and emotional journey that she goes through. 

While the surgery scenes provide drama and give the young protagonist ethos she would not 

otherwise have, the bulk of the book takes place inside the mind of Lucy Grealy as her powerful 

young brain attempts to make sense of pain, sickness, isolation and disappointment. What 

remains ambiguous is how much of these thoughts are organic to the child that was Lucy 

Grealy.  

For adult author Grealy, they are sentiments that developed at particular times, but 

were then contextualized later by her adult brain with its own set of skills, values and goals.  

Clearly, 10-year-old Grealy could not have written a book with lines like, “Our fates were 

already perfectly mapped out within us, just as we once waited perfectly inside of our mothers, 

who themselves were held within the depths of their mothers, our great grandmothers.”4 This 

is the purposeful word choice and rhythm of a trained poet. The core of the lessons Grealy 

                                                 
3 Grealy, Lucy. Autobiography of a Face. New York: Perennial, 2003. (p. 231) 
4 ibid 
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learned might have existed in her 10-year-old mind, but the philosophies were only fully 

formed through the process of writing. Grealy admits to this in an interview with Steven V. 

Roberts for radio program The Diane Rehm Show in 2000, saying “It was only through writing 

the book and applying this rigorous aesthetic that I came to understand things about my life 

that I wouldn’t have had I not written about it.”5 

Symbolic Occurrences 

 Literary elements like symbolism and parallelism exist easily in fiction if the author cares 

to include them. In non-fiction the author must make the choice to highlight and heighten 

certain elements for the sake of tone and theme, or commit to letting the story unfold.  One 

occurrence of Grealy likely shaping her memory of an event is in the scene in which she and 

some fellow patients visit their hospital’s animal testing lab. Grealy writes, “I’d never seen so 

many cats in one place, and yet it was eerily silent…As we got close, some of them came up to 

the bars of their cages and rubbed, opening their mouths soundlessly. Years later I learned that 

it is not uncommon to cut the vocal cords of laboratory cats, especially if there are a lot of 

them.”6 This passage, in the context of Lucy’s struggles to be brave and not cry during her 

cancer treatment so that she will not let down her parents, is powerfully symbolic. The 

inclusion of this vignette is, again, Grealy the writer and poet intervening in the story of her 

character, young Lucy. In the Diane Rehm show interview Steven Roberts references Lucy’s 

commitment to “holding nothing back” to which she replies, “You have no idea what I didn’t 

share. There’s a lot of stuff I left out.”7 The experiences included in Autobiography of a Face are 

                                                 
5 Roberts, Steven V.. Lucy Grealy. The Diane Rehm Show. NPR- WAMU,August 30, 2000. 
6 Grealy, Lucy. Autobiography of a Face. New York: Perennial, 2003. 
7 Roberts, Steven V.. Lucy Grealy. The Diane Rehm Show. NPR- WAMU,August 30, 2000. 
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purposeful and specifically chosen to support the book’s themes of struggle for truth, alienation 

and exploration of pain. 

The symbolism behind the masks and mirrors in the book8 is telling because the usual 

script about what is “true” and untrue is flipped. Mirrors, “in promising an unmediated image 

of the face and by extension the self”9 are designed to represent truth, however, they 

prevented Grealy from being herself fully by drawing attention to her difference and therefore 

heightening her self-consciousness. Grealy says in the final chapter of her book, “I didn’t tell 

anyone, not my sister, not my closest friends, that I had stopped looking in mirrors.”10Although 

Grealy feels little or no attachment to her ever-changing face, it is what society most associates 

with her essence as a person. It is what defines her before anything else. When she was able to 

wear a mask on Halloween, as she describes in Chapter Seven of Autobiography of a Face, Lucy 

was able to be the normal kid she was inside. It is in this chapter that the reader first sees 

Grealy’s potential when she is not held back by people’s perceptions of her face and her own 

self-consciousness. She “waltzed up to people effortlessly and boldly,” “asked questions and 

made comments” her companions were to afraid to make and didn’t “understand their fear.”11 

In reference to Grealy’s adult life, Susannah Mintz writes, “Some eighteen years after her first 

series of operations…Her face is an ‘obstacle’ that she can only ‘compensate for, but never 

overcome’”. Mirrors, and society’s obsession with the face and with beauty prevent Grealy 

from achieving the normalcy she requires to live her life in a way that is entirely true to herself. 

                                                 
8 Brown, Sylvia A. 2006. “Scripting Wholeness in Lucy Grealy's "Autobiography of a 
 Face"”. Criticism 48 (3). Wayne State University Press: 297–322.
 http://www.jstor.org/stable/23128789. 
9 ibid 
10 Grealy, Lucy. Autobiography of a Face. New York: Perennial, 2003. 
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According to Sylvia A Brown, Grealy’s book implicitly addresses the question: “how can one 

recoup a sense of wholeness when not merely the body's limitations but a kind of social disease 

reinforces feelings of incompleteness.” 11 Grealy’s subsequent autobiographical works often 

focused on the effects of theses feelings of incompleteness and the sexual relationships she 

pursued in order to compensate.12 For Grealy, visual representations of the self are not 

necessarily a complete picture or even an accurate one. Wearing a disguise can be a way of 

reaching greater truth as can using artistic license in a memoir. 

Fill in the Blanks 

Autobiography of a Face is primarily about the internal struggles and achievements of its 

protagonist. The other characters are hazily sketched out, which allows readers to easily 

imagine Lucy’s life as being in many ways similar to their own. Siblings, parents and friends are 

only seen in their direct interactions with Grealy if they are mentioned at all (Ann Patchett, 

Lucy’s closest friend is notably absent). While this strategy has its benefits, it also had 

frustrating outcomes for Grealy and, “once people had read her story they thought they knew 

her. They filled in any parts that may be missing with details from their own lives, thus creating 

a picture in which the author and reader were intertwined. ”13 Leigh Gilmore makes the claim 

that, “autobiography has traditionally provoked identification of readers with a narrator who 

                                                 
11 Brown, Sylvia A. 2006. “Scripting Wholeness in Lucy Grealy's "Autobiography of a Face".                                                            
Criticism 48 (3). Wayne State University Press: 297–322.
 http://www.jstor.org/stable/23128789. 
12 Grealy, Lucy “Autobiography of a Body.” 2015. Nerve. May 5. 
 http://www.nerve.com/personalessays/grealy/body. 
13 Patchett, Ann. Truth & Beauty : A Friendship. 1st ed. New York: HarperCollins, 2004. 
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seems at once strikingly different from and incredibly representative of reader.”14 By making 

the details of her relationships less than specific, Grealy allows readers to empathize and even 

make assumptions about what isn’t overtly described. 

In an article written for the Guardian newspaper Grealy’s sister Suellen notes that in the 

book, Lucy Grealy’s vantage point is the only one explored and that she was forced to learn 

“how easily readers would accept it as the only true vantage point.”15 Suellen Grealy was 

concerned by the lack of coverage in the book and told Lucy Grealy’s twin sister, “we are 

everywhere.. like the paper it is printed on, though no one knows this but us.” Suellen Grealy, in 

her article, criticizes Ann Patchett for “exposing Lucy's frailties, not apparent in Autobiography 

of a Face” in the book Truth and Beauty, but in the same article, she herself exposes similar 

frailties. She describes her late sister as “infuriatingly disorganized and irresponsible” and as 

having “constant need of approbation and affection, even when Lucy herself ignored, and even 

scorned, those needs in others.”16 The Lucy Grealy described by Suellen Grealy “rarely showed 

interest…in other people's achievements.” This version of Grealy described in her sister’s article 

is also less committed to brave truth than the character in Autobiography. Suellen Grealy 

references conversations wherein the two sisters skate around topics that “might expose us to 

a truth - that Lucy's illness had affected us all”. However, this family secrecy might just be a 

more powerful force than Grealy’s truth. Suellen Grealy admits in her article that she and her 

                                                 
14 Gilmore, Leigh. The Limits of Autobiography : Trauma and Testimony. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell
 University Press, 2000. 
15 Grealy, Suellen. 2004. “Suellen Grealy on How a Book about Her Late Sister Has Hijacked Her 
 Grief.” The Guardian. August 6. 
 http://www.theguardian.com/books/2004/aug/07/biography.features. 
16 ibid 
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siblings have never told their mother of Lucy’s death. When put in this context, Lucy Grealy’s 

preoccupation with finding truth becomes a protest of her family’s secretive ways. This theory 

is backed up my passages in Autobiography in which Grealy claims to have not even known she 

had cancer because it wasn’t spoken of by her family. 

 One of the fascinating things all but missing from Autobiography of a Face is Lucy’s 

celebrity. According to Patchett, “even at Sarah Lawrence, a school full of models and actresses 

and millionaire daughters of industry, everyone knew Lucy and everyone knew her story…The 

drama of her live, combined with her reputation for being the smartest student in all of her 

classes, made her the campus mascot…”17 While in Autobiography of a Face, Grealy describes a 

feeling of belonging at Sarah Lawrence she had never before experienced, and even mentions 

in passing that “everyone was extraordinarily nice and even interested in me” and “I’d gained a 

reputation as one of the better poets on campus”18. This demure and thankful attitude is in 

keeping the character of Lucy, who throughout the first two-thirds of the novel has cultivated 

her persona as a martyr and an outcast. To embrace the new identity of celebrity would not 

only be jarring for readers but would probably go against the view Grealy had of herself 

throughout her life of avoiding mirrors. 

 That celebrity in many ways turned out to be a weak substitute for what Grealy really 

craved; romantic love. While being seen as a “mascot” is a type of love, it is a shallower kind 

that lacks the ability to combat the kind of deep seated loneliness bred in Grealy during her 

years of hospital solitude. In Truth and Beauty Ann Patchett describes the “gawking” Lucy 

                                                 
17 Patchett, Ann. Truth & Beauty : A Friendship. 1st ed. New York: HarperCollins, 2004 
18 Grealy, Lucy. Autobiography of a Face. New York: Perennial, 2003. 
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experienced on a regular basis during their time in Iowa19 and the outright verbal abuse from 

drunken strangers she faced in Aberdeen. In her Diane Rehm interview, Lucy directly addresses 

the kind of attention she received after her memoir was published, “The people who either met 

me after they’d seen me on TV and total strangers all the time are coming up and speaking to 

me as if they knew me and as if they had rights of access to me.”20 According to Patchett, 

Grealy had always been a figure everyone felt they knew, even during the time they both spent 

at Sarah Lawrence during which Patchett knew Grealy, but Grealy didn’t know Patchett21. This 

lopsided relationship with the public was exacerbated during the period after her book became 

a best seller. 

Lucy’s Ending vs. Lucy’s End 

 The ending of Autobiography of a Face attempts to create closure in what was not a 

natural closing point in the author’s life. In its final pages she compares what she “used to 

think“ with what she “know(s) now” but ends the book with the ambiguous sentence “I looked 

with curiosity at the window behind him, its night-silvered glass reflecting the entire café, to 

see if I could now, recognize myself.”22 Brown notes that the “transitory nature of such 

moments when we embrace truth, when we embrace wholeness (one of those "basic things"), 

does not deprive them of reality.”23 Lucy Grealy is aware, if not all the time then at least when 

she remembers to be, that truth is not a destination but moments of clarity. 

                                                 
19 Patchett, Ann. Truth & Beauty : A Friendship. 1st ed. New York: HarperCollins, 2004 
20 Roberts, Steven V.. Lucy Grealy. The Diane Rehm Show. NPR- WAMU, August 30, 2000. 
21 Patchett, Ann. Truth & Beauty : A Friendship. 1st ed. New York: HarperCollins, 2004. 
22 Grealy, Lucy. Autobiography of a Face. New York: Perennial, 2003. 
23 brown 
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At age 31, Grealy still believed that her “real life” had yet to begin because she was still 

in the process of attempting to normalize her jaw. She would continue to do so until her pursuit 

of a functional mouth and more typical face shape culminated in her losing a bone in her leg 

that caused her chronic pain without fixing the problem it was repurposed for24. This, the end 

point of Truth and Beauty is contrastingly concrete and its darkness casts a shadow over parts 

of Autobiography of a Face that would otherwise be fairly innocuous. For example, in 

Autobiography, Lucy describes her use of Codeine: “I was taking pills almost constantly, even 

when I wasn’t in pain. I looked forward to the pleasant sleepy feeling they offered… All this 

came to an abrupt end one day when my mother caught me shaking out no less than six times 

the prescribed number of pills into my palm.”25 She then immediately moves on to the story of 

her next surgery as though her mother switching her back to aspirin was the end of the story. In 

reality, pain killer abuse plagued Grealy throughout her life and her later addiction to Oxy 

Contin26 would lead to the heroin use that killed her in December 2002. 

Conclusion: 

 Although Lucy Grealy saw during her lifetime that people’s takeaway from her book was 

often, “what a brave woman to face cancer like that,” the message she tries to convey through 

the use of her younger self as protagonist is all about the ephemeral nature of truth. In chapter 

three of the book, “truth” is described as “something that existed; it’s just that it lived far 

away.” By the last chapter her realization is “that most truths are inherently unretainable, that 

we have to work hard all our lives to remember the most basic things.” This view of truth as 

                                                 
24 Patchett, Ann. Truth & Beauty : A Friendship. 1st ed. New York: HarperCollins, 2004. 
25 Grealy, Lucy. Autobiography of a Face. New York: Perennial, 2003. 
26 Patchett, Ann. Truth & Beauty : A Friendship. 1st ed. New York: HarperCollins, 2004. 
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something deeper than facts and this commitment to finding and sharing it is the essence of 

Lucy Grealy’s work both in this piece and in her later essays.27 This yearning for truth was 

complicated by the relationship Grealy inadvertently developed with fans of her work. In the 

Diane Rehm show interview she struggles to dissect whether the connection her fans feel to her 

is “false intimacy” and this struggle was evident not only in her public life but in her personal 

life. Grealy was always a kind of celebrity in her social circles but, despite the best efforts of her 

close friend Ann Patchett desired deeper intimacy and emotional honesty than she was able to 

find. It was this unquenchable loneliness that made her work speak to people, but also 

contributed to her substance abuse problems. By putting the character of her childhood self on 

paper she was able to immortalize a more hopeful and impressive version of herself than 

people close to her knew. That Lucy Grealy still exists and inspires even though Grealy herself 

was overwhelmed by her circumstances. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
27 Grealy, Lucy “Autobiography of a Body.” 2015. Nerve. May 5. 
 http://www.nerve.com/personalessays/grealy/body. 
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