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WORK-LIFE BALANCE

Bend and flex
Workers demanding the right to work differently.
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For love,
not money

Gems in view: Elizabeth Gilbert enjoys the analogy of creating varied styles of jewellery for the mind with her writing. Photo: Marco Del Grande

Elizabeth Gilbert talks to Sue White about
how to combine creativity with a career.

N

ow that she’s an
international name,
best-selling author
Elizabeth Gilbert is
regularly asked by
those keen to break into writing or
other creative careers how to get
to the top.
“My pragmatic advice is not to
ask your art to pay for your life. It’s
a really rare thing if you are
fortunate enough for that to
happen. I think it puts a little too
much pressure on your creativity, to
ask it to pay the gas bill. It’s
important to have another way to
make a living, so that you can do the
work you want to do creatively,
without being stressed by the
outcome,” she says.
It’s talk that Gilbert has long
walked herself in the past.
“For years I was a waitress and
bartender. I worked in bookstores. I

was a nanny. I was a cook on a ranch.
I took any job that wasn’t a nine-tofive office job so I could have the
freedom and liberty to control the
rest of my life,” she says.
Citing herself as lucky to know
that writing was the only thing she
ever really wanted to do (“when
there’s only one thing you want it
makes it a lot easier to know where
to put your energies”), she also
ensured that her side gigs fed the
end goal beyond the bottom line.
“I remember deliberately
choosing waitressing and
bartending because those were
really beneficial to my work as a
writer. They always tell you to write
what you know, but at 22 years old I
didn’t know much. I needed to be
around as many different voices and
interactions and kinds of people as I
possibly could. Working there were
fantastic schemes in which to see

people speaking and engaging and
in conflict with each other, or in love
with each other. I was taking notes
the entire time,” she says.
Although Gilbert’s first
publishing success appears to have
come early, with a short story in
Esquire magazine at aged 24, by that
age she’d experienced plenty of the
rejection with which most creative
types become all too familiar.
“I’d been trying since I was 18,”
she laughs.
Tenacity paid off. That story
helped her get a literary agent,
launch a 10-year career in
journalism, and eventually led to
what she’s become best known for:
novels (most famously Eat Pray,
Love, but also numerous books
before that).
No time has been wasted, though.
“There are so many different
things you can use writing for. One
of those is pure invention. For me,
that’s my highest reach of it. But you
can also use it to write your way
through personal problems, which
is what Eat, Pray, Love was for me,

or make a living, which is what
journalism was for me. All of it helps
the rest of it. Learning how to meet
deadlines, take assignments and be
edited helped me be a better novel
writer,” she says.
Although many in less overtly
creative jobs crave a world where
the work day appears to be about
crafting words on a page, sitting in
front of a sketchpad, or penning a
tune, Gilbert tries to keep her own
creative career in perspective.
“I think one of the reasons
creative people suffer so much is
that they give it more weight than it
maybe should have. There are
things people do in their lives that
are incredibly important in
fundamental ways that benefit
humanity; people who devote
themselves to the care of others,
teachers, doctors, nurses . . . all of
those things strike me as being
extremely important.”
While she remains grateful that
she gets to do something as
‘‘whimsical’’ as writing and that
people care about it, she stays

grounded by remembering the
advice of an unlikely source.
“Tom Waits once told me that, ‘As
a songwriter, the only thing I do is
make jewellery for the inside of
people’s heads.’ That’s a beautiful
way to think of it, and it’s what I do
when I start to get really stressed
about writing, or feel like I’m failing
in a big way. It can be beautiful
jewellery, or strange jewellery, or
clunky jewellery or experimental
jewellery, but it’s just a pretty thing.”
Although her ‘‘pretty things’’ are
now globally known, and it’s unlikely
she’ll need to head back to
waitressing any time soon, Gilbert
doesn’t take it for granted that the
current demand for her work will
always remain.
“The arts are fashion in a way, and
fashion changes and fads change . . .
But I’m happy that it happens to be
there at the moment.”
Elizabeth Gilbert is speaking in
Melbourne on Tuesday, March 4,
and Sydney on Friday, March 7.
bloomsbury.com/au/events/all

Deputy Head of Junior School
Commencing Term 2, 2014
Presbyterian Ladies’ College, Sydney is a Pre-Kindergarten to Year 12 day and boarding
school with an outstanding reputation for excellence in a Christian environment.
The College is seeking to appoint an experienced and
dynamic educational leader as the Deputy Head of
Junior School.
The successful applicant will:
• be able to demonstrate depth and breadth of knowledge
and understanding of the K to Year 6 curriculum,
contemporary issues in education, for girls in particular,
and implications for continuous school improvement
• be able to demonstrate skills and experience in leading,
managing and positively influencing a committed team in
a consultative and collaborative way

Boundary St Croydon NSW 2132

• have strong interpersonal communication and negotiation
skills with the capacity to work closely with students, staff
and parents in a committed learning and service
community
• lead and support the care and well-being of students to
ensure each girl is known.
Please refer to our website, www.plc.nsw.edu.au, for further
details of the position and directions on how to apply.
Applications close 3pm Monday,
24 February 2014.
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