
 

Visible and Invisible Illnesses 

 I created this project to illustrate the similarities and differences between visible and 

invisible illnesses. I chose to make crochet versions of the characters from Ghosts by Raina 

Telgemeier because both characters are afflicted with an illness of some sort. Maya, the younger 

sister, has cystic fibrosis and needs an oxygen tube to breathe properly, while her older sister 

Catrina suffers from anxiety, which is a mental illness instead. When I read Telgemeier's graphic 

novel I was struck by how perfectly these two sisters portray both sides of the visible and 

invisible illness spectrum. The other text I used to analyze the differences between how these 

illnesses are treated is Lucy Grealy's Autobiography of a Face, a memoir about her battle with 

childhood cancer. Although she beat her rare form of cancer, the surgeries left her with a third of 

her jaw removed, which served as a visual indicator that something was different. I used quotes 

from both of these pieces for inspiration. I think there are more similarities than there are 

differences between visible and invisible illnesses, and that they are in fact interrelated - it's 

impossible to separate them completely.  

 I felt that an art project would be the best way to illustrate this point because of the visual 

nature. These dolls are crocheted amigurumi style, which is a craft of Japanese origin that's 

essentially small stuffed toys such as food, animals, or dolls. I followed a pattern by crochet 

designer Beth Weber for the doll body and designed my own patterns for the clothes, hair, and 

accessories. I chose to give Maya a breathing tube here as she has near the end of Ghosts as an 

outward sign of her illness. Cat's illness, on the other hand, is a mental one. The only outward 

sign of Cat's anxiety is her hair, which is parted on the side so she can hide behind it. I 

photographed these dolls in different settings that I felt helped spotlight their illnesses. In the first 

picture, I did my best to imitate the cover of Ghosts  - the dolls are outside on an overcast day, 



 

much like the weather in Bahía de la Luna. Maya loves living close to the ocean, and the sea 

breeze is good for her health, but Cat prefers the sunny weather back home in California, which 

is likely better for her mental health. In the second picture, they're are sitting on a cliff with Cat's 

arm protectively around Maya to show how she watches out for her little sister. In the third 

picture, the dolls have their arms around each other to show the emotional support they give each 

other. At first glance it might look like Cat is holding Maya up, but Maya is the one who really 

gives support to Cat, helping her take deep breaths and calm down. I wanted these pictures to 

illustrate the various ways the sisters are there for each other as well as illustrate their differing 

illnesses.  

 Physical and mental illnesses are similar in that they limit what people are able to do. 

Maya's illness, cystic fibrosis, affects breathing and digestion, and during the book she needs to 

start wearing an oxygen tube to help her breathe properly. She is unable to do everything that a 

person with "normal" lungs can do, including her sister - for instance, the girls go on a ghost 

hunt, and Cat worries that "Maya's not supposed to chase anyone...her lungs can't handle it!" 

(Telgemeier 76) It's difficult for Maya to accept these limitations as she's a spirited kid. When 

Cat describes her sister's breathing treatments, she says they loosen the mucus in her lungs, but 

that Maya's "soul doesn't need any loosening" (15). If Maya had her way, she would probably be 

out adventuring all the time, but her lungs prevent her from doing so. Cat, on the other hand, has 

the opposite problem - she's in perfect physical health and is able to try new activities, but she's 

too anxious to do so. She stays in the house when Maya and her new friend Carlos explore the 

town, and lingers behind when Maya wants to go on a ghost tour. It's her anxiety that holds her 

back, despite the fact that her physical health permits her to do these things.  



 

 Visible illnesses are easier to understand for the outsider, and because of this, people treat 

the two kinds differently. There's a stigma around mental illness that comes partially from the 

idea that people should just "think their way out of it." Since mental illness is all in your head, 

the notion is that the person afflicted should be able to fix themselves by changing their thought 

process. People with depression should "look on the bright side"; people with anxiety should 

"just stop worrying." However, we would never tell a person with cystic fibrosis to "just get 

better already," because we recognize that there's nothing they can do about the fact they're sick. 

In Ghosts, the oxygen tube and breathing treatments give people an outward sign that Maya's not 

healthy, and give her a built-in excuse to decline certain activities. Nobody would give her a hard 

time for not joining them on a hike, because they can see Maya can't breathe very well. Her 

breathing tube acts as a sort of "proof of illness." Mental illness, on the other hand, is impossible 

to prove, and mentally ill people can be accused of faking their illness for attention. We are more 

likely to be lenient with physically ill people and respect their limitations because it's difficult to 

ignore an outward sign of illness. 

 People can consider themselves defined by both physical and mental illnesses. Because 

an illness can become such a central part of someone's life, it can become part of their identity. 

Lucy Grealy talks about this in her memoir Autobiography of a Face, which discusses the 

physical aftereffects of her childhood cancer. Her surgeries left her with part of her jaw missing, 

a fact that is impossible to hide, although she did her best by trying to hide behind her hair and 

holding a hand in front of her face. In the first chapter, "Pony Party," she writes that she began to 

feel "I was my face, I was ugliness" (Grealy xv). Her face became the thing that defined her. This 

is partly because the experiences leading up to her surgeries were such a large part of her 

childhood that they shaped her development in a way, but also partly because of how people 



 

looked at her now after her face no longer fit their idea of "normal." She writes that "they were 

uncomfortable because of [her] face" (xix). It's natural to internalize these ideas and consider a 

visible illness as part of your identity.  

 Mental illnesses can just as easily become part of someone's identity. Because the illness 

is "in your head," so to speak, it affects how you think about things and perceive the world. Our 

thoughts are a huge part of our identity, so anything that changes the way we think is reflected in 

our identity to a certain degree. Generalized anxiety disorder, for an example, causes a constant 

state of worry even when there's nothing to "worry about," which can cause people to become 

more cautious and avoid activities that may have otherwise interested them simply because their 

stress level is too high. We see this in action with Cat in Ghosts. Mental illness can also have 

very physical aspects: for example, some people with anxiety experience panic attacks, which 

can cause dizziness, a racing heart, numb hands, and even breathing difficulties. What started all 

in one's head can have a physical manifestation. 

 Because of this, it's impossible to completely separate visible and invisible illness. 

Although they may seem like two vastly different categories, there is actually quite a bit of 

crossover between them. Lucy Grealy's face was such an integral part of her life that it affected 

her personality as well - she used her face as something to blame for her unsatisfactory life. She 

sunk into depression and despair because of her outward appearance, and told herself that if her 

face looked normal, she would finally be happy. She underwent dozens of operations in her quest 

to do so, and writes that "each time I was wheeled down to the surgical wing...I'd think to myself, 

Now, now I can start my life, just as soon as I wake up from this operation." (Grealy 186) Her 

depression was causing the most problems, but she looked to her face as the source of all evil - 

she felt that if she was "pretty" or "undamaged" (186), then she would finally be happy. Her face 



 

caused her to be deeply unhappy, which led to more problems, showing how a physical illness 

can turn into a mental one. Lucy's face became a part of her identity and personality. 

 My crochet project shows an intentionally simplistic view of visible and invisible 

illnesses - one sister has one type, the second sister the other type - because I wanted to show 

how Cat and Maya are a unit. Just like a single person can struggle with both mental and 

physical illness, Cat and Maya struggle with both of these things as well. Cat worries about 

Maya's health, which contributes to her anxiety, and Maya tags along with Cat wherever she 

goes, which is problematic for her lungs. I thought it was easier to see the connection when 

looking at two separate characters, rather than one person. 

 I also wanted to illustrate how Cat and Maya support each other with their respective 

illnesses. I focused on this in the second and third pictures. Cat gives Maya her sweatshirt 

(Telgemeier 74), carries Maya to the hospital (101), and plays Maya's favorite song when she's 

sick (116). In turn, Maya notices when Cat's having an anxiety attack and reminds her to breathe 

(177) - she doesn't judge her older sister for failing to properly use her healthy lungs. Maya is the 

only one who can really calm Cat down. The sisters recognize that they have different needs 

because their illnesses are also extremely different, but instead of letting that divide them, they 

step up when the other one needs them. My goal with this project was to illustrate not so much 

the difference between visible and invisible illnesses, but the similarities and connections, and 

Cat and Maya's relationship shows that perfectly.   

 


