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INTRODUCTION: THE BESTSELLING LEGAL THRILLER
THAT CAPTIVATED MILLIONS

Few novels have captured the public imagination quite like The
Pelican Brief. A taut, gripping legal thriller, it pits a young law
student against the highest levels of power and conspiracy. But
behind every great story is a great author, and readers often ask:
who wrote The Pelican Brief? The answer is John Grisham, a
name synonymous with the modern legal thriller. However, the
story of how Grisham came to write this novel, and how the book
became a cultural phenomenon, is almost as compelling as the
plot itself. This article delves into the author, the book’s origins,
its impact, and the legacy of a novel that defined a genre.
Understanding who wrote The Pelican Brief means exploring
John Grisham’s rise from a small-town lawyer to one of the best-
selling authors of all time. It also means examining the elements
that made this book a runaway success: a fast-paced narrative, a
strong female protagonist,  and a chilling portrayal  of  political
corruption. Let’s unwrap the story behind the story.

JOHN GRISHAM: THE MAN BEHIND THE BESTSELLER

From Mississippi Lawyer to
Literary Sensation
John  Grisham  was  born  on  February  8,  1955,  in  Jonesboro,
Arkansas, but grew up in Southaven, Mississippi. After earning a
degree in accounting from Mississippi State University and a law
degree  from  the  University  of  Mississippi  School  of  Law,  he
practiced criminal and civil law for nearly a decade in Southaven.
It  was during this  time that  Grisham began writing fiction,  often
waking at 5 a.m. to write before heading to his law office.
His first novel, A Time to Kill (1989), was inspired by a real court
case and a disturbing story he overheard.  The book received
modest  initial  sales,  but  when  it  was  picked  up  by  a  major
publisher  and  later  became  a  successful  film,  Grisham’s  career
took off. By the time he wrote The Pelican Brief,  he had already
become a household name with The Firm (1991), which spent 47
weeks on The New York Times bestseller list. So, who wrote The
Pelican Brief? It was Grisham at the peak of his early creative
powers, building on the momentum of his first two novels.
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The Writing Process for The
Pelican Brief
Grisham wrote The Pelican Brief  in  1991,  it  was published in
1992. The novel was born from a simple what-if scenario: what if
two  Supreme  Court  justices  were  assassinated?  Grisham,  a
lawyer with a keen sense of legal procedure and political intrigue,
crafted a story that felt both plausible and riveting. He has said in
interviews that he outlines his books carefully,  but allows the
characters to drive the narrative. The protagonist, Darby Shaw, a
brilliant  law  student  at  Tulane,  devises  a  legal  theory  (the
“Pelican  Brief”)  that  posits  a  conspiracy  behind  the  murders.
Grisham’s research into Supreme Court operations, the FBI, and
the Department of Justice gave the novel an authenticity that
critics praised.
The author’s distinctive voice—tight prose, short chapters, and
cliffhanger  endings—is  fully  on  display  in  The  Pelican  Brief.
Grisham’s ability to make complex legal concepts accessible to
the general reader is one reason why his books have sold over
300  million  copies  worldwide.  When  asked  who wrote  The
Pelican  Brief,  many  readers  also  think  of  the  film  adaptation,
but  the  novel  remains  the  definitive  version.

THE PLOT OF THE PELICAN BRIEF: A SUMMARY

Before diving deeper into the author’s background, it helps to
understand  the  story  itself.  The  Pelican  Brief  opens  with  the

assassination of two conservative Supreme Court justices in a
single  night.  The  FBI  is  baffled.  Darby  Shaw,  a  second-year  law
student,  writes a speculative brief  outlining a theory that the
murders were orchestrated by a wealthy oil tycoon with ties to
the President. She calls it the Pelican Brief because it involves a
pelican-shaped island off the coast  of  Louisiana,  where a critical
environmental lawsuit originated.
Darby’s brief reaches her professor, who shares it with an FBI
contact. Soon, the brief is leaked, triggering a chain of events:
Darby becomes a target, her professor is murdered, and she goes
on  the  run  with  the  help  of  investigative  journalist  Gray
Grantham. Together, they unravel a conspiracy that reaches the
White House. The novel is a classic chase thriller,  with Darby
using  her  legal  mind  and  Grantham’s  journalistic  instincts  to
survive.
The question who wrote The Pelican Brief is often asked by
readers who are struck by the novel’s prescience. Written before
the era of 24-hour news and social media, it explores themes of
media manipulation, judicial independence, and the dangers of
concentrated power. Grisham’s legal background allowed him to
craft a credible yet thrilling scenario.

THE RECEPTION AND LEGACY OF THE PELICAN BRIEF

Critical and Commercial



Who Wrote The Pelican Brief 3

3

Success
The Pelican Brief debuted at number one on The New York Times
bestseller  list  and  remained  there  for  several  weeks.  It  sold
millions of copies worldwide and cemented Grisham’s reputation
as the master  of  the legal  thriller.  Critics  praised the novel’s
pacing, its strong female lead (a rarity in the genre at the time),
and its sharp critique of corporate greed and political corruption.
Some  noted  that  the  plot  required  a  certain  suspension  of
disbelief,  but  most  agreed  that  Grisham’s  storytelling  was
addictive.
The  film adaptation  followed in  1993,  directed  by  Alan  J.  Pakula
and starring Julia Roberts as Darby Shaw and Denzel Washington
as Gray Grantham. The movie was a box office success, grossing
over $195 million worldwide. While the film took liberties with the
plot  (changing character  names and condensing timelines),  it
introduced the story to an even wider audience. For many, the
film only deepened the curiosity about who wrote The Pelican
Brief and what other works the author had produced.

Influence on the Legal
Thriller Genre
John Grisham did not invent the legal thriller—authors like Scott
Turow had already achieved success  with  Presumed Innocent
(1987)—but Grisham democratized it.  His  books were shorter,

faster,  and  more  accessible.  The  Pelican  Brief  in  particular
showed that a legal story could be a high-octane thriller without
sacrificing legal detail. The novel inspired a generation of writers
to explore similar themes: the lone crusader against a corrupt
system,  the  power  of  legal  reasoning  as  a  weapon,  and  the
human cost of political games.
Grisham’s success also paved the way for other lawyer-authors
like David Baldacci, Michael Connelly, and Brad Meltzer. When
readers  ask  who wrote  The  Pelican  Brief,  they  are  often
directed  to  Grisham’s  entire  catalog,  which  includes  over  40
novels.  Yet  The Pelican Brief  remains  one of  his  most  iconic
works, a benchmark for the genre.

EXPLORING KEY THEMES IN THE PELICAN BRIEF

Legal Intrigue and
Intellectual Heroism
One of the novel’s central themes is the power of a single legal
document—the brief—to shake the foundations of power. Darby
Shaw is an intellectual heroine: she uses her legal training, not
physical strength, as her primary weapon. Grisham’s portrayal of
her  intelligence and resourcefulness was groundbreaking at  a
time  when  female  leads  in  thrillers  were  often  relegated  to
damsels in distress. The brief itself becomes a character: a piece
of paper that everyone wants to suppress or steal.
Understanding  who wrote  The Pelican Brief  helps  readers
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appreciate  why  the  legal  details  are  so  precise.  Grisham’s
experience  as  a  trial  lawyer  is  evident  in  every  scene:  the
deposition tactics, the use of precedent, the way lawyers think.
He  demystifies  the  legal  process  for  the  layperson,  making  it
thrilling  rather  than  tedious.

Political Corruption and
Media Responsibility
Another theme is the collusion between big business, the White
House, and the judiciary. The villain, Victor Mattiece, is an oil
baron  who  wants  to  drill  in  a  protected  wetlands  area.  He
manipulates  the  system  from  the  top,  using  money  and
connections  to  achieve  his  ends.  Grantham,  the  journalist,
represents  the  media’s  role  in  exposing  truth—a  role  that
Grisham treats  with  both  idealism and  skepticism.  The  novel
suggests that truth can prevail, but only at great personal cost.
Grisham’s view of the media was shaped by his own experiences.
After the success of The Firm, he became a public figure and saw
how the media machine operates. When asked who wrote The
Pelican Brief, Grisham often reflects that the novel was partly a
reaction to the Watergate era and the growing cynicism about
government. His skepticism resonates even more today.

JOHN GRISHAM’S OTHER WORKS AND THEIR
CONNECTIONS

If you are asking who wrote The Pelican Brief, you may also

be  interested  in  Grisham’s  other  novels.  They  often  share
thematic DNA with The Pelican Brief. For example:

A Time to Kill (1989) – A tale of racial justice and a young
lawyer’s moral stand.
The Firm (1991) – A young lawyer discovers his law firm is
a front for the mob.
The Client (1993) – A boy witnesses a crime and becomes
a target.
The Rainmaker (1995) – A rookie attorney takes on a
corrupt insurance company.
The Runaway Jury (1996) – A jury is manipulated in a
high-stakes tobacco trial.

Each of these novels features a protagonist who is an outsider—a
student,  a  young  lawyer,  a  journalist—fighting  a  powerful
institution. Grisham’s formula is effective, and The Pelican Brief is
often  considered  the  purest  example  of  that  formula:  a  lone
individual using the law as a shield and a sword. So, who wrote
The Pelican Brief?  The same author who wrote those other
page-turners, and who continues to write into his 70s.

THE ADAPTATIONS: FROM PAGE TO SCREEN

The Film Version
As  touched  upon,  the  1993  film directed  by  Alan  J.  Pakula  stars
Julia Roberts and Denzel Washington. The screenplay (written by
Pakula)  simplifies  the  plot—for  instance,  the  character  of  Gray
Grantham  is  turned  into  a  journalist  from  a  Washington
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newspaper, while the novel had him as a freelance investigative
reporter.  The film also removes some subplots involving the law
school and certain minor characters. Despite these changes, the
film  captures  the  core  tension:  a  woman  on  the  run  with
information  that  could  topple  a  presidency.
Fans  of  the  book  often  debate  whether  the  film  does  justice  to
the source material.  Those who ask who wrote The Pelican
Brief  are  often  surprised  to  learn  that  Grisham  had  limited
involvement in the adaptation. He has said that he prefers to let
filmmakers  do  their  own  work,  and  he  rarely  participates  in
screenwriting. The film remains a faithful—if streamlined—version
of Grisham’s vision.

The Audiobook and Other
Media
In addition to the film, The Pelican Brief has been adapted as an

audiobook, narrated by various actors. The audiobook versions
are popular among commuters and fans of the legal thriller who
want to experience the novel in a different format. The question
who wrote The Pelican Brief is less relevant in audiobook form
except  for  credit,  but  the  author’s  voice—the  pacing,  the
twists—translates  well  to  audio.  Many  audiobook  listeners
become curious about the person who created the story and seek
out Grisham’s biography.

WHY THE QUESTION “WHO WROTE THE PELICAN
BRIEF” STILL MATTERS

Over  three  decades  after  its  publication,  The  Pelican  Brief
continues to sell strongly and attract new readers. In an era of
streaming and constant digital distraction, a well-crafted thriller
still has the power to capture attention. The central question of
who wrote The Pelican Brief is more than a trivial pursuit; it
leads to  a  deeper  appreciation of  craft,  background,  and the
cultural moment that birthed the novel.
John Grisham is a master of suspense, but he is also a storyt


