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FOREWORD
BY STEVEN M. ROSER, DMD, MD, FACS, FRCSED

Throughout my career as a surgeon and educator, I have always believed
that the most successful surgical outcomes begin long before the first
incision. It was therefore with great pleasure that I accepted Dr. C.
Carson Huynh’s invitation to write the foreword for his book, Before
the Scalpel: The Art of True Transformation.

His book delivers a crucial message: true transformation is an inside
job.

Dr. Huynh introduces a clear and practical framework for evaluating
and planning treatment for patients seeking consultation regarding facial
aesthetic concerns. He refers to this framework as the “Three Mirrors”:

The Physical Mirror: How we currently perceive our appearance.

The Memory Mirror: How past experiences shape our self-perception.

The Identity Mirror: Who we believe ourselves to be.

Many patients arrive in our clinic feeling trapped by distortions in
these mirrors, hoping a surgical procedure alone will resolve feelings of
inadequacy. However, Dr. Huynh underscores that the most sustainable
path, and the one that leads to the happiest patients, begins with an
inner transformation that aligns these mirrors. When that foundation is

firmly in place, surgery becomes what he calls “The Final Brushstroke”
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— a confident, intentional act of self-expression rather than a desperate
attempt to fix how one feels.

As one of his mentors during his residency training, I watched Dir.
Huynh develop into a competent and confident surgeon and one who
particularly values the holistic well-being of his patients. The philosophy
presented in these pages reflects the very best of what we strive to teach
in academic surgery.

Whether or not readers ultimately choose to practice aesthetic surgery,
embracing the principles in Before the Scalpel will serve them well.
I wholeheartedly recommend this book to anyone seeking authentic
transformation—both inside and out.

— Steven M. Roser, DMD, MD, FACS, FRCSEd

DeLos Hill Chair and Professor of Surgery

Residency Program Director

Division of Oral and Maxillofacial Surgery

Department of Surgery

Emory University School of Medicine

Chief, Oral and Maxillofacial Surgery Service

Grady Memorial Hospital



INTRODUCTION

WHY A SURGEON WROTE THIS BOOK

I have held a scalpel in my hands for more than twenty years.

I have reshaped noses, lifted faces, and corrected misaligned jaws.

I have repaired the damage that time and injury leave on the human
form.

The outer transformation is almost never the whole story.

I learned this not in a sterile operating room, but on the open ocean.
I was a child, aboard a crowded boat with my father and ninety-six other
souls who had left everything behind in Vietnam. We were robbed by
pirates. We drifted for a week with almost no food, no water, and no
certainty that anyone would find us. In those days at sea, beneath a sky
that seemed indifferent to our suffering, something was forged in me —
a quietness, a resolve, a way of looking at life that I could not yet name
but would eventually come to call the Zen Warrior's way.

We survived. We were spotted by an oil rig worker, brought to a refugee
camp in Malaysia, and eventually made our way to Atlanta, Georgia —
a city that would become home. I grew up here, went to school here,
and eventually earned two doctoral degrees: a DMD from the Medical
College of Georgia and an MD from Emory University School of Medi-
cine, where I also completed six years of intensive surgical residency. I was

selected for a prestigious fellowship in facial cosmetic surgery from a pool
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of more than forty candidates. I have since lectured on facial aesthetics,
published academic book chapters, and been recognized as one of the
Southeast's leading facial aesthetic surgeons.

But none of those credentials are why I wrote this book.

I wrote this book because of what I see in my consultation room
every single day — and what I have learned to ask about it.

Patients come to me from across the country. They sit across the desk,
sometimes nervous, sometimes rehearsed, and they tell me what they
want changed about their face. And then — if Tam doing my job well —
I ask them a second question. Not about their nose or their eyes or their
jawline. I ask them about their life. What is happening inside. Who they
are becoming. What they believe, deep down, about their own worth.

What I have discovered, over twenty years and thousands of surgeries,
is that the patients who heal most completely — whose results last,
whose satisfaction runs deep, whose lives are genuinely changed by what
happens in my operating room — are the ones who arrived already doing
the inner work.

The patients who struggle — not physically, but emotionally — are
often the ones who arrived hoping that the outer transformation would
solve an inner problem. That a rhinoplasty would silence a critic's voice
in their head. That a facelift would restore a love that had faded. That
a new reflection would produce a new self-regard. It rarely does. Not
without the inner work.

This book is for both kinds of patients — and for everyone in between.
It is for the person who has been considering a procedure for years and
isn't sure what's holding them back. It is for the person who has already
had surgery and is wondering why the results feel incomplete. It is for the

person who simply wants to understand the relationship between how
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they look and how they feel — and whether it is possible to be genuinely,
durably, radiantly at peace with both.

I am a surgeon, not a monk. But I have come to believe, with the
certainty of a man who has operated on thousands of human faces,
that true beauty begins somewhere the scalpel cannot reach. It begins
in the mind. In the story you tell yourself about your own worth. In
the courage it takes to look in the mirror — not at the surface, but
behind it — and decide that the person looking back deserves to be seen,
celebrated, and cared for.

That is the inner game this book is asking you to master.

The Zen Warrior is not a passive figure. The Zen Warrior is disciplined,
present, compassionate, and relentless. The Zen Warrior does not run
from transformation — he or she moves toward it deliberately, with clear
eyes and a quiet mind. And in my experience, the Zen Warrior always
heals better. Always.

This is the book I wish every patient could read before their first
consultation. It is the conversation I try to have in thirty minutes that
really deserves hours. It is the philosophy that has guided my practice
from its first day and that I believe, with everything I have seen and done
and survived, represents the truest path to beauty — inside and out.

Welcome. Let's begin — not with the face, but with the self.

— Dr. C. Carson Huynh, MD, DMD, FACS

Atlanta, Georgia

Radiance Surgery € Aesthetic Medicine



CHAPTER 16

THE FINAL BRUSHSTROKE

ON PLASTIC SURGERY AS THE ULTIMATE ACT OF
SELF-EXPRESSION

T here is a question I have been asked more times than I can count,
in more forms than I can catalog. It comes from patients, from
colleagues, from journalists, from the curious strangers who learn what
I do for a living at dinner parties. It comes, sometimes, from my own
interior, on the long quiet drives between the hospital and home.

The question is this: isn’t it shallow?

Isn’t it a retreat from what matters? Isn’t the pursuit of aesthetic
change a capitulation to vanity, to the tyranny of the mirror, to the
cultural noise that tells us our worth is located in our appearance? Isn’t
there something more important to attend to?

I have spent my entire career thinking about this question. And I want
to give you my honest answer, earned over twenty years of operating on
human faces and trying to understand what it actually means.

No. It is not shallow. But the reason it is not shallow is more in-
teresting than the obvious defenses — more interesting, I think, than
the argument that beauty matters, or that confidence has real-world
consequences, or that people have the right to do what they want with
their own bodies. All of those things are true. None of them is the heart

of the matter.
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The heart of the matter is this: for some people, at some moments in
their lives, the decision to change something about their physical appear-
ance is not a retreat from the self. It is the most direct and courageous act
of self-expression available to them. Itis the declaration, made in the only
medium that cannot be misquoted or misread, that they have decided —
finally, completely, without apology — to be seen as who they actually
are.

THE FACE AS A MEDIUM

Every art form is a medium. Paint and canvas. Stone and chisel. Sound
and silence. The medium is not arbitrary — it carries certain possibilities
and forecloses others. A sculptor works in three dimensions because
some truths require volume, shadow, and weight to be fully expressed.
A composer works in time because some truths only exist in movement.

The face is also a medium. It is the medium of human presence — the
surface through which we transmit, receive, and negotiate our existence
in relationship with other people. Before we speak a single word, the face
is already communicating: status, age, health, mood, history, identity. We
cannot opt out of this communication. We can only shape it, ignore it,
or be shaped by it in return.

Most people inherit their face and live inside it passively, the way they
live inside a house they did not choose — arranging themselves around
its features, making accommodations, learning which rooms to avoid.
They do not think of the face as something that can be authored. They
think of it as something that happens to them.

The patients I most admire — the ones I think of, years later, with
something that can only be called respect — are the ones who stopped
living in the face passively and started treating it as a medium. Not in a

grandiose way. Not with the vanity the question assumes. But with the
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quiet, deliberate intention of an artist who has something to say and has
finally found the right form in which to say it.

They are not trying to look like someone else. They are trying to look
more completely like themselves. The distinction is everything.

WHAT ARTISTS KNOW

In the Zen tradition, there is a concept that has no direct English
equivalent but that translates roughly as “the master stroke” — the single
brushstroke in a painting that completes the composition, that brings
every preceding element into coherence, that makes the whole visible in a
way it was not before. The master stroke does not add something foreign
to the painting. It reveals what was always there, waiting to be seen.

I have watched this happen in the operating room. Not often —
perhaps a handful of times in twenty years that I would describe this
way. But I have watched a surgeon’s work — my own work, on the best
days — function in exactly this way: not imposing something new on a
face, but completing what the face was always reaching toward. Bringing
into full expression what genetics, gravity, injury, or time had obscured
or withheld.

When it happens, it is unmistakable. There is a coherence to the result
that goes beyond technical excellence. The face looks right in a way
that transcends measurement or proportion — right in the way that
a sentence can be grammatically perfect and still somehow wrong, or
grammatically imperfect and somehow exactly true. Surgeons who do
this work for long enough develop a sense for when they have found it.
And it is not unlike what I imagine painters feel when the composition
finally resolves.

This is the final brushstroke. Not the last procedure someone has, but
the act — whenever it comes, whatever form it takes — that completes

the story the face was always trying to tell.
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THE COURAGE IT TAKES

I want to be clear about something: the decision to change your face is
not a small thing. Not because surgery is dangerous — in the hands of a
qualified surgeon, the physical risk is manageable and well-understood.
It is not a small thing because it is a public declaration.

When you change something about your face, you are announcing —
to yourself and to the world, whether you say so aloud or not — that the
face you had before was not the face you intend to carry forward. You are
making a claim about who you are. You are staking something.

In a culture that simultaneously idealizes transformation and patholo-
gizes the desire for it, that staking requires real courage. The same society
that sells us anti-aging serums and celebration-worthy before-and-after
photographs will also, in the next breath, ask whether you are com-
fortable in your own skin, whether you are running from something,
whether you have considered that the problem might be in your mind
rather than your face. The cultural message is tangled and contradictory,
and navigating it honestly — finding what you actually want beneath
the noise of what you have been told to want and told to resist wanting
— is among the harder tasks of contemporary self-knowledge.

The patients who arrive at the final brushstroke having done that
navigation honestly — who have sat with the desire, examined it, ques-
tioned it, found it still standing when the interrogation is finished — are
practicing a form of courage that I think is genuinely under-appreciated.
Not the courage of the operating table. The courage of deciding, in the
full complexity of a culture that will judge you either way, that your
self-expression is worth the declaration.

The face you present to the world is not a passive fact. It is, for
those who choose to author it deliberately, a form of speech — the

most personal and irreducible form available to any of us.
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WHAT I HAVE LEARNED FROM THE OTHER SIDE OF
THE SCALPEL

I have operated on thousands of faces. I have sat across from people
at the most vulnerable moments of their relationship with their own
appearance, and I have been trusted with something extraordinarily in-
timate: the right to change what they cannot change themselves.

What I have learned, over all those years, is that the people who arrive
at transformation for the deepest reasons are not the ones who hate
themselves. They are the ones who have such a precise and clear sense of
who they are — such a specific and uncompromising vision of their own
truest self-expression — that a discrepancy between the face they carry
and the face they know themselves to be becomes, over time, intolerable.
Not because the face is ugly. Because it is not quite true.

This is the thing that the shallow-isn’t-it question misses. It assumes
that the desire to change one’s appearance comes from insufliciency —
from not being enough. In my experience, the deepest version of that
desire comes from the opposite: from an abundance of self-knowledge,
a surplus of self-regard, a commitment to one’s own truest expression
that will not settle for approximation.

The artist who keeps working on the canvas until the painting finally
says what they meant it to say is not being vain. They are being honest.
They are refusing to accept a version of the thing that is almost right.

Some of my patients are artists in exactly this sense. They are working
on the only canvas they have. And the final brushstroke, when it comes,
is not the end of the story. Itis the moment when the story becomes fully
legible — to themselves, and to the world.

A NOTE TO THE SURGEON READING THIS

If you have found your way to this chapter as a practitioner rather than

a patient, I want to say something to you directly.
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The work we do carries a weight that the technical training does
not fully prepare us for. We are not simply correcting anatomy. We
are participating in an act of self-authorship — and the quality of that
participation depends on whether we understand what we have been
trusted with.

The patient across from you is not asking you to make them beautiful
according to a standard. They are asking you to help them complete
something. The standard they are working toward is entirely their own,
and your job is to understand it — not impose your aesthetic judgment
on it, not substitute your vision for theirs, but bring your technical
mastery to bear in the service of what they are trying to say.

When you do this well, you are not just a surgeon. You are a collab-
orator in the deepest act of self-expression available to another human
being. That is a privilege I do not take lightly. I hope you do not either.

I began this book with the story of a boat, a child, and a father who
refused to let fear make all the decisions. I want to close this chapter
with a smaller story — an ordinary one, the kind that happens in my
consultation room in one form or another every week.

A woman came to see me. She was in her fifties, accomplished,
clear-eyed, and entirely at peace with her decision. She wanted a facelift.
She had wanted it for years. She had done the inner work. She knew
exactly why.

Iasked her the question I always ask: “Tell me who you are becoming.”

She thought for a moment. Then she said: “I am becoming someone
whose face matches how she feels on the inside. I've always felt like this
person. I’m just ready to look like her.”

That is the final brushstroke. Not the procedure. The clarity. The
decision, made from the deepest available place, to stop carrying a version

of yourself that is almost right — and to finally, at last, be seen.
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Surgery does not make you someone new. At its highest and
most honest, it makes you more completely, more visibly, more

irrevocably yourself. That is not shallow. That is the whole point.



