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About the Book

In the heart of New York City, a group of artistic friends struggles with society's standards of beauty. At the center are 

Barb and Lily, two women at opposite ends of the beauty spectrum, but with the same problem: Each fears she will 

never find a love that can overcome her looks. Barb, a stunningly beautiful costume designer, makes herself ugly in 

hopes of finding true love. Meanwhile, her friend Lily, a brilliantly talented but plain-looking musician, goes to fantastic 

lengths to attract the man who has rejected her --- with results that are as touching as they are transformative.

To complicate matters, Barb and Lily discover that they may have a murderer in their midst, that Barb?s calm disposition 

is more dangerously provocative than her beauty ever was, and that Lily's musical talents are more powerful than anyone 

could have imagined. Part literary whodunit, part surrealist farce, THE UNFORTUNATE IMPORTANCE OF BEAUTY 

is a smart, modern-day fairy tale. With biting wit and offbeat charm, Amanda Filipacchi illuminates the labyrinthine 

relationship between beauty, desire and identity, asking at every turn: What does it truly mean to allow oneself to be 

seen?

Discussion Guide

1. In THE UNFORTUNATE IMPORTANCE OF BEAUTY, both Barb and Lily don disguises, of opposite kinds, to 

hide what they really look like and thereby attract the man of their dreams. Can we consider Barb and Lily as foils for 

one another in the novel? Are their troubles finally the same or different?

2. Barb, Georgia and Lily are all artists. What kind of distinction does the novel make between physical beauty and 

artistic beauty? Which is more powerful? More important? Can one get in the way of the other? Can one serve the other? 

How?

3. Would you consider THE UNFORTUNATE IMPORTANCE OF BEAUTY to be a comedy of manners? A murder 
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mystery? A modern fairy tale? Or all of the above? Why?

4. The novel presents us with two different forms of love: love between friends and romantic love. Which is more 

powerful? More important? What is the relationship between love and beauty in the novel?

5. Which scene in the novel did you find funniest? Why?

6. Would you argue that the love between Strad and Lily is real, even though it is based on a lie? Why or why not?

7. Do you trust that Peter would have fallen in love with Barb even if he had not known what she really looked like? 

Why or why not? Does it matter?

8. Penelope earns her living by convincing customers that they have broken her ugly clay pots. Of this line of work, Barb 

says she ?wouldn?t be surprised if the art of deception became the true art of the piece.? Do you agree with Barb that 

Penelope is a kind of artist in her own right? Why or why not? How does her form of beauty, and art-making, play into 

the themes established by Barb?s and Lily?s?

9. How does the background information that we get about Barb?s parents help us understand her relationship to her own 

beauty? Is it really Gabriel?s suicide that causes her to don her disguise, do you think, or had her mother?s story been 

troubling her as well?

10. How ?happy? did you find the ending? How did it resolve Lily?s and Barb?s more existential problems with the 

nature of physical beauty and of romantic love?

11. How important has physical beauty been in the trajectory of your own life? Do you ever wish you could try on 

another face? What difference do you think it would make? 
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