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Eat Pray Love: 
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Elizabeth Gilbert

Ms. Gilbert, 

Thank you for sharing Eat Pray Love with me. This is an ambitious travel memoir—so ambi-
tious that “travel memoir” feels like an inadequate way to describe it. Readers are bound to get 
a lot from this book, as I did; it offers not just the escape of a year-long international adventure 
but a fascinating new way to look at the world and a hopeful guide on how to move forward 
after heartbreak and depression. The purpose of this developmental note is to analyze broad 
and narrow aspects of your book, including structure and narrative, and offer suggestions 
to ensure that they all service your principal themes and messages. After sharing my overall 
impressions, I will discuss the unique structure of the book—what works and what could use 
more thought. After that, I will discuss the book’s narrative elements. Each element I discuss 
has its own heading for easy reference. Finally, I will offer my suggested revision steps to help 
you tackle the next phase. 

Overall Impressions
This is an impressive work. You have an excellent way of reading people and places, and you 
create clear snapshots in the reader’s mind. I would expect nothing less from a seasoned travel 
writer. You write about spirituality in a way that is very accessible and inclusive, and I’m sure 
many people who are skeptical about religion and spirituality will find your messages about 
the universe within and self-love compelling. You write about Italy, India, and Indonesia with 
a passion that will make even the most stubborn homebody want to travel. Still, there are 
times when the central message seems to lose focus. Some descriptions and explanations are 
too long, and some potentially illuminating biographical details are withheld. And on at least 
one level, this book may be inaccessible to a large portion of readers. You’ll see a more detailed 
explanation of my impressions below. 
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Structure
Introduction
Immediately from the title, the reader anticipates that the book will be split into three parts—
one each for Italy, India, and Indonesia. Your introduction further details the structure by 
mentioning that each part (or “book”) is split into thirty-six sections. The 108 total sections 
correspond to the beads on a japa mala, a rosary-like string with 108 beads on it. You go on to 
explain that japa malas are important in Hindu and Buddhist meditation, and that the num-
ber 108 is auspicious because three is a sacred number and that 108 is a three-digit multiple 
of three whose components add up to nine, which is itself three threes. Also, the thirty-six 
sections in each book correspond to the fact that you are writing this book in your thirty-sixth 
year. Your explanation of this structure does two things: it introduces the always-present spiri-
tuality of the book, and it gives this book a sense of order and discipline—two traits you say are 
important in a journey of self-discovery. However, the introduction is so heavily focused on the 
spiritual aspect that readers may get the wrong idea about this book. The introduction is the 
first thing the readers will read; a strong introduction should present an accurate and inter-
esting picture of the work as a whole. Though spirituality—specifically Indian spirituality—is a 
central aspect of this book, leaning on it so heavily from the start may turn off some readers. 
Leave the spiritual aspect in there, but also hint at the heartbreak and adventure to come. 
Don’t sell this story short.

The “Beads”
Readers will be delighted by the symbolic significance you inject into the structure of this 
book and elegant order of it all. Indeed, the sections function like beads of story on a narrative 
string; though the beads are often distinct anecdotes or thoughts, this doesn’t take away from 
the cohesion of the narrative as each bead flows into the next. 

That said, the beads themselves often seem arbitrarily structured. Some of the beads are com-
posed of distinct stories or sentiments, while others meander a little more. This isn’t necessari-
ly a problem—in fact, the reader may grow weary of 108 perfectly structured beads. Still, if you 
find ways to focus some of the meandering beads around clear themes, it could help the reader 
follow your line of thinking and create more order in the book, and order is clearly important.

Splitting the story into three parts and 108 beads is a bold, conspicuous choice. I recommend 
further justifying this structure thematically and drawing attention to more things that come 
in threes. Also, you miss an opportunity to mention japa mala beads while you’re in India. 
Mentioning an encounter with them could help explain their use as the inspiration for the 
book’s structure. 

Another concern is that in the creation of 108 beads, you have committed yourself to writing 
more than is necessary for this narrative. My suggestion is to streamline the story by cutting 
some overlong explanations and reflections. A little more curation can help keep the story 
focused on the central theme: your journey to happiness and self-love. For instance, the sto-
ry you tell about the blessing of a Balinese baby in section 105 is interesting, but you spend a 
long time on it, and it doesn’t serve your central message. I recommend cutting this section 
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or else cutting some of the descriptive details and explaining what about it inspires you. Find 
other long sections throughout the book and do the same to them. Keep in mind that you can 
still maintain the 108-bead structure even with deep cuts—there’s nothing stopping you from 
giving a single paragraph or even a single sentence its own bead. 

Chronology
Though you spend a lot of time in flashback (this is to be expected in a memoir), the story 
is told more-or-less chronologically from that poignant moment on your bathroom floor to 
your feeling of total peace on Gili Meno. Presenting the travel narrative in chronological or-
der works, since each new destination peels back a layer until you finally reach the center of 
yourself. The flashbacks mostly work—the only time a flashback got in your way was near the 
end, when you discuss the first time you visited Gili Meno (bead 107). You spend a lot of time 
detailing the spiritual fulfillment you received on that visit, but you don’t spend much time dis-
cussing the fulfillment you felt during your second visit (in the “present”). Because this flash-
back comes so near the end, and because it is so profound, it feels like the emotional climax of 
the whole book—and having the emotional climax technically occur before you embarked on 
this journey undermines the premise of the memoir: that you found yourself while traveling 
around the world. I recommend cutting some of the details from the flashback on Gili Meno 
and shifting some of the past epiphanies to your “present-day” experience of it.

Narrative
Summary
Before I begin the narrative section, I think it’s worthwhile to summarize the story as I under-
stand it. The book opens with you in Italy, then backs up three years earlier to a time when 
you were feeling trapped in your marriage. The next few sections detail your unhappy mar-
riage, your divorce, the rise and fall of a new romance with David, and the planning of your 
year-long spiritual journey around the world. You then leave for Italy, where you fall in love 
with the language and food. The next stop is India, where you take up residence in an ashram 
outside Mumbai and learn the art of meditation and self-love with help from a guru and your 
fellow residents. Finally, you go to Indonesia, where you reunite with a medicine man who 
offers further spiritual guidance. You also find romance with Felipe, a Brazilian expat. Each 
section is peppered with flashback and backstory to provide context. The book ends with you 
finally happy and emotionally balanced while on vacation with Felipe on Gili Meno. 

Withheld Information
There are times when you withhold information that the readers may want to know. One of 
the clearest examples of this is the description of your divorce. You write, “The many reasons I 
didn’t want to be this man’s wife anymore are too personal and too sad to share here” (12), and 
later you mention his emotional cruelty without offering specifics. Since your divorce weighs 
heavy on you throughout the narrative, you should make sure the reader understands the 
scope of your suffering before and during your divorce. This will also help us understand your 
need to escape and the impetus of your spiritual journey. 



4 Eat Pray Love DE Round 2

Another piece that’s missing is your parents. Not to sound too Freudian, but a person’s rela-
tionship with their parents has a huge impact on their emotional wellbeing. Except for a few 
passing mentions, your parents don’t show up in this book. What did your parents think of 
the divorce? You mention in jest that every parent’s fear is that their child will run off to India. 
What did your parents think when you did just that? You mention returning to the states be-
tween your trips to Italy and India to spend Christmas with your family—this is an opportunity 
to get a better impression of your parents and their thoughts on your journey of self-discovery. 
Of course, memoir carries risks: the things you write about could have negative consequences. 
I of course urge you to think about the people in your life who could be affected and ensure 
that you’re comfortable with the final draft. That said, I recommend you push the envelope at 
first—write without regard to others’ feelings—then cut back as you see fit.

Privilege
People read memoirs to A) feel better about their own terrible circumstances B) discover that 
there is a way out of worse circumstances than their own or C) partake in an inspiring, enter-
taining, or intellectually enriching true story. As a memoir author, you have no obligation to 
tailor your story to your readership—your life is your life, and readers will either relate to it or 
they won’t. Still, you must admit that this memoir functions like a self-help book whether you 
intend it to or not. 

You mention that the whole reason you can embark on this spiritual journey is because your 
publisher gave you an early advance on a book about your experiences in these three coun-
tries. Throughout the course of the book, you associate your spiritual awakening with your 
travels. However, most readers will not have the resources or the opportunity to embark on 
such a journey, which could make your brand of self-actualization inaccessible. This, of course, 
is not your fault, and this isn’t meant to be a criticism of the book’s premise. I merely suggest 
that you spend more time acknowledging your unique privilege and explore an avenue toward 
self-actualization that doesn’t necessarily involve traveling for a year. 

In your acknowledgements you write, “I wish I could find a way to properly acknowledge my 
cherished Uncle Terry and Aunt Deborah for all the help they gave me during this year of 
travel. To call it mere ‘technical support’ is to diminish the important of their contribution. To-
gether they wove a net beneath my tightrope without which—quite simply—I would not have 
been able to write this book. I don’t know how to repay them” (p. 334). If they played such an 
important role in your spiritual journey, shouldn’t they have a more prominent role in the nar-
rative itself? At the end of the book you call yourself the “administrator” of your own rescue 
(329), but this isn’t exactly true—others helped somewhat. Acknowledging your privileges and 
all the help you received along the way could allow readers see a narrower gap between your 
epic journey to happiness and their own. Remember, readers will see the self-help qualities of 
this book whether you want them to or not.

Skepticism
Throughout much of the book, you do an excellent job anticipating the skepticism of your 
(mostly Western) readers. The finest example of this is after you arrive at the ashram in India. 
You acknowledge that every parent fears their child will run away to India to join a cult, but 
you explain that to come to the ashram, “you must demonstrate that you are also a sensible 
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and practical human being” (p. 128). In this whole section, you anticipate the average reader’s 
suspicion that the ashram is a shady religious compound, and you sensitively explain its legit-
imacy as if saying to your parents, “relax.” This also goes for your inclusive definition of God 
(p. 13), which you argue doesn’t belong to any one religion; you present God as a piece of all of 
us (and us a part of it) in a way that even nonreligious or nonspiritual people can get on board 
with. Yes, this is your actual view of God, and it has nothing to do with anticipating potential 
nonbelievers’ skepticism, but it works all the same.

However, you neglect to anticipate the Western reader’s skepticism of Eastern medicine. You 
mention that Ketut Liyer, the Balinese medicine man, sees to the medical needs of the peo-
ple through prayer and herbal medicines. At one point, you quote him as saying, “I fix love 
problem with mantra and with magic drawing, bring love to you. Also, I learn black magic, to 
help people if bad black magic spell on them” (233). There is no satisfying explanation of the 
efficacy of Ketut’s remedies, and there is no qualification for what he means by “black magic.” 
Since this medicine man is the reason you went to Bali, you should explain why you believe his 
remedies to be legitimate and effective. Many of your readers will likely be openminded about 
Eastern medicine, but they will expect some explanation for “black magic”—especially since 
you provide such eloquent explanations for other potentially controversial aspects of the story.

Figurative Language
Your use of figurative language is evocative for the most part. Here is a quick, effective way 
to describe the beautiful chaos of Naples: “I instantly love Naples. Wild, raucous, noisy, dirty, 
balls-out Naples. An anthill inside a rabbit warren, with all the exoticism of a Middle East-
ern bazaar and a touch of New Orleans voodoo” (78). There are times when the figurative 
language doesn’t quite hit the mark. Take, for example, your description of a Balinese baby’s 
father: “Dad is a handsome young man in a sarong; he has the muscular calves of a Soviet war 
hero’s statue” (p. 229). Most readers will probably have a difficult time picturing this—and 
why is it specifically a Soviet war hero? Why bring up war during a baby’s blessing? I suggest 
reviewing some of your more colorful metaphors and determining whether they are truly ac-
cessible to the reader and whether they are appropriate given the mood within the immediate 
context.

Tense
All of the events that occur definitively in the past are told in the past tense, while the travel 
narrative is told in the present tense. While this is an effective way to separate backstory and 
flashbacks from the main travel narrative, there are times with the tense shift seems jarring. 
And this basic rule doesn’t always hold, either—section fifty-four, for example, is told in the 
past tense even though it is part of the travel narrative. Section forty-six travels forward in 
time to an event that takes place after the travel narrative, yet it is still told in past tense. My 
recommendation is to either be very strict about your insistence of telling the travel narrative 
in the present tense or make the whole story in the past tense. The shift between travel narra-
tive and reflection should be evident by the context.
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Revision Steps
You are clearly a strong writer who is no stranger to revisions. Still, it can be difficult for any 
writer to face a new draft. I know it’s easy to let the old draft languish in the drawer when 
left to your own devices, so I’m going to give you homework. If you’re unsure where to begin, 
begin here:  

1. Comb through every long explanation and flag it.

2. Determine whether there’s a more concise way to express the flagged explana-
tions and cut or conflate accordingly. One way to approach this is to make more 
of the “beads” distinct thoughts or anecdotes.

3. Change the “present” travel narrative tense into the past tense.

4. Spend a day freewriting about your parents. If you’re unsure where to begin, 
start by writing about that Christmas you spent at home between Italy and 
India. 

5. Go down the list of reasons why you wanted to divorce your husband. Keep in 
mind that you don’t need to share all of them.

6. Free write your feelings about Eastern medicine and why you believe Ketut’s 
method to be as or more effective than Western medicine. 

7. Revisit the flashback near the end. See if you can shift the emotional climax of 
the story into the present action.

8. Read the book carefully and reevaluate figurative language.

Eat Pray Love is an emotionally epic travel memoir. Your path from a deeply unhappy mar-
riage to total balance and happiness is thrilling to be a part of. You have a clear love for travel, 
and virtually every line about your travels bursts with an appreciation for these places. The 
reader may have nearly as much fun reading about your travels as you did living them, but 
perhaps the most effective aspect of this book is your treatment of spirituality. Though you 
participate in a very specific type of spirituality, you write about it in such a way that is acces-
sible to people of all faiths (or no faiths). In your view, spirituality boils down to accepting that 
God (whatever that means) is within you—that you are beautiful and you deserve happiness. 
As I’ve explained above, I feel that your story will be more compelling if you eliminate extra-
neous details, focus more on emotionality, and acknowledge the unique privileges that allowed 
you to embark on this journey. Good luck with revisions, and let me know if you need further 
clarification on anything. 

Best, 

T. J. Carter   


