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MEET CREATIVE PEOPLE
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MANY OF US human beings, particularly those 
of the female sex, tend to think of ourselves as 
unworthy to pursue a creative passion with any 
sense of legitimacy. Our roles as girlfriends, wives 
and mothers often cloud our creative sight, keep-
ing us attuned to more concretely defined tasks 
and pursuits. The laundry always needs doing, 
the kids always need driving, the dishwasher 
never unloads itself, etc. Working outside the 
home brings along another host of challenges, 
which often bring guilt, followed by a dutiful 
sense of plodding through. And if we have any 
creative aspirations, it’s easy to hide behind those 
other obligations, which really means that we’re 
simply afraid. Afraid of success, afraid of failure, 
afraid of the unknown. 

But, Elizabeth Gilbert, author of the recently 
published The Signature of All Things (2013, Viking 
Adult) and of Eat, Pray, Love (2007, Penguin 
Books) fame, would have us come to a better 
understanding of what fear actually does for us. If 
you’ve been on the planet for the last few years, 
you know that Eat, Pray, Love opened the con-
versation for millions of people to if not exactly 
embrace their fears, at least look more closely 
at their lives, igniting a desire to make changes, 
even small ones. Elizabeth’s own documented 
struggles with the fear of leaving an unhappy 
marriage and then chasing down enlightenment 
through three countries became a rallying force 
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for women worldwide to face down their own 
unhappiness and underlying fears.

“Part of the problem is that we misunderstand 
fear,” says Elizabeth. “We have decided we need 
to conquer or banish or eradicate it from our lives 
to become who we want to be. But it’s not some-
thing that you even want to banish or should 
try to, because it’s part of your humanity. It has 
things to teach you. It unites us, is part of us.”

Instead, Elizabeth works under the theory 
that creativity and fear are more like conjoined 
twins. It’s an intricate relationship where one 
cannot survive without the other. 

“People murder their creativity to kill their 
fear,” she says. “As soon as you kill off one twin, 
the other dies, since they share major organs. 
I’ve made it into a conversation that I con-
stantly have with fear. I’ve learned over time that 
anything you fight only fights you back harder, 
and anything you respect usually quiets down. 
So when fear rises, I say, ‘I know what you are. 
You’re fear. It’s your job to be afraid and you’re 
doing terrific at it. I totally respect that you have 
a right to be here, but I’m not going to let you 

make any decisions. Those have to come from 
creativity and wisdom and reality.’”

Her theory is that as soon as you put your fear 
into perspective, treat it like an irrational tod-
dler that needs validation but not control, that 
simple shift changes the balance of power. It 

was something she grappled with after the huge 
success of Eat, Pray, Love. After reaching such 
heights, how was she to top herself? Could she 
top that success? Should she even try?

“It was such a temptation to just stop work-
ing,” she says. “Then, I wouldn’t have to go 
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through the pain of putting the next book into 
the world and having it get criticized. What if the 
things I worried would happen did happen? But 
then I would never be able to write again, and 
that’s what I loved. Writing is the first and great-
est love of my life.”

Elizabeth mustered her courage and followed 
up her best-selling book with Committed, a what-
happened-next story about her relationship 
with the Brazilian-born Australian citizen Felipe 
(a protective pseudonym), whom she met in 
Indonesia. The book received mixed reviews, but 
Elizabeth didn’t pay any mind. Success and failure 
are both equidistant from normal, she believes, 
and neither is your true identity.

“I realized I had to get back to work quickly to 
break the spell and return to what I love to do,” 
she says. “Once that was done, I felt I had come 
through the trial, like no one really expected any-
thing now. I also had a crazy feeling that everyone 
had already made up their minds about me and 
there was nothing I could do to change their opin-
ion. I was totally free. It was a crazy liberation.”

Elizabeth spent the next three-and-a-half 
years researching and writing The Signature of All 
Things, a Victorian-era novel following the life of 
“polite botanist” Alma Whittaker (a quaint title 
for women botanists) as she stoically pursues her 
passion amidst the gender biases of the age. As 
a writer who found success writing for frequently 
male-dominated publications like Spin, GQ and 
The New York Times Magazine, Elizabeth was 

no stranger to the idea of pushing ahead in the 
world of men. But the topic also ties in quite nicely 
with her running theme of establishing a working 
relationship with fear. 

“There’s never been a better moment to have 
been born female in the developed world,” she 
says. “We’re still not where we should be, but 
we have the best chance of anyone yet to do 
the work we want to do. We are more than just 
caretakers, which is the main role women have 
had for centuries, we have a voice and creativity. 
Do you think having a project that wasn’t 100 
percent great ever stopped a man? I’m con-
stantly encouraging women to put their work 
forward, to get out of their own way.”

Elizabeth feels in every fiber of her being that 
it’s never too late to pursue that creative drive, 
never too late to change the course of your life, 
though she knows full well how difficult it is to 
act on that urge. 

“We’re standing on the shoulders of giants in 
terms of really brave and powerful women who 
came before us and opened these doors for us,” 
she says. “We’re the first women in history who 
ever had any political, creative and biological au-
tonomy. It’s O.K. to say you owe it to yourself to 
bring forth these jewels hidden in you, for your 
own soul and your own reason and your own life. 
I really, really, really believe that.”

Read more about Elizabeth’s books and writing 
at elizabethgilbert.com.

“We misunderstand fear… 
IT’S NOT SOMETHING YOU EVEN WANT  

TO BANISH OR SHOULD TRY TO.  
IT HAS THINGS TO TEACH YOU”

Originally invented in 1840,  
the Petzval lens is revered as 
one of the greatest art lenses 
of all time for its distinctive 
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