


 
  Castles in the Sand: the Creative Urge 
Everyone is creative in some form or another. Creativity calls upon the labyrinthine mysteries of our self, the exploration of imagination and surroundings, in order to bring something forth: visual, musical or literary symbols. “To be a person is to have a story to tell.... Within each of us there is a tribe with a complete cycle of legends and dances, songs to be sung,” Sam Keen writes in Your Mythic Journey.
It might include the story of our daily dramas, romances, friends, family, village, city, country, planet. It might include the animals and land that we love, as well as our despair and vision. It’s important that in getting into ourselves we get out of ourselves and connect to the world. “Nowhere is this human need to make creation conscious of itself more evident than in the strange human activity to which we apply the general term ‘art’, writes David Leeming (52). 
For good or bad, it’s good to know what we are living out. Finding our story through art, whether by writing in a diary, painting, or speaking to others, is a way to get in touch with ourselves, to aim some light on the hidden agenda of the unconscious realm. Awareness. It’s good to know what urges us on one journey and not another. We write or paint or make music to discover ourselves, to get in touch with our psyches. So this essay delves into the meaning and methods of creativity, which is not just bringing something new into the world but a fresh way of being in the world. 
East, West and In Between
 You can create a work of art that is enduring like Keats’ Grecian Urn, or transitory like a Tibetan sand painting or a Happening in the New York art scene. Or you can, through meditation or knowledge, break through the darkness of falsehood and illusion, as in Plato’s Allegory of the Cave, and touch the realm of truth, of illumination. Creativity allows us to make visible the twilight world of the psyche and fosters the evolution of consciousness. Artists, as fashioners of symbol and myth, reflect the cascade of energies that they help unleash. 
 In ancient Mesopotamia, the ruler Sargon of Akkad had a daughter named Enheunanna, a high priestess. Enheduanna wrote a hymn to the love/war goddess Innana. Referring to the creative process, she says: “I have given birth.” So creativity is truly giving birth to something that wasn’t there before. It’s playing a role in the mysterious, sacred, always-changing world.

The Asian wisdom traditions embrace many ideas on creativity. In Hinduism, art is a sacred occupation and what’s created is sacred or points to the sacred. The brilliance of creativity helps define who we are and connect us to the cosmos. Since the sacred is in all things, then the artist and her creation share in this celebration. In fact, the practice of art is a form of yoga that is connected to the ultimate mysteries of the universe. When we create we take part in creation. 
Satish Kumar, the philosopher and editor, writes in Resurgence Magazine that “Homemaking, cooking, dancing, singing and gardening are some of the art forms that we have neglected at our peril. In the Kama Sutra it is considered essential for a good lover, man or women, to learn sixty-four arts of living and loving. How can you please your beloved if you don’t know how to grow flowers and arrange them attractively beside your bed?” 
 
In our interview, Allen Ginsberg, when asked about creativity, told me a basic Buddhist response: “first thoughts are best thoughts.” His method, and the general philosophy of the Beat Poets, was to write spontaneously, with little or no deliberation. With this path, the artist is to draw, the poet is to write, as the archer shoots the bow: spontaneously. The artist shouldn’t 

have an overly conscious, linear approach to creativity. Go with the flow. The inner self knows what to do and can be trusted. Open yourself up. Listen. Be spontaneous, especially for the first draft. 
The roots of spontaneity are in the Tao, the path of virtue, the all-pervading energy of the universe, the ground of being, the source of all things. The artist must open up to this energy, must live in the flow. Here’s the great Japanese poet Basho living in the flow: 

An old pond;

A Frog jumps in–

The sound of the water.

To study the frog, as a way to understanding, is to lose the mystery. Basho is simply an observer in the landscape who happens to write the poem. 
In one segment of PBS’ Healing and the Mind, Bill Moyers traveled to China and interviewed David Eisenberg, a Harvard-trained medical doctor studying there. Eisenberg was learning about Chinese culture and medicine. At one point, one of his professors was shown making spontaneous brush strokes across a sheet of paper. The professor, while drawing, said he could feel 
the water and the mountain. He really could. This is a beautiful tradition of life as art – there are no walls between the life we live and the art we create. He embodied the tradition of artist as teacher.

I’ve always been uncomfortable with artists who leap at the chance to disgust or shock us. Their methods are usually gimmicky. Like a TV commercial, they create a lot of noise to get our attention. But the work of art should compel us by its layered qualities, power, and truth, not by some gratuitous ugliness added for selling purposes. The shock value of art is usually just shocking with its immaturity and incompleteness. Of course, shock value can wake us from our slumber. But too often, we’re really put into a deeper slumber. I can never understand, for example, why some artists would put dead animals in an art gallery, and why others would want to see it. It’s really group-thinking masquerading as the triumph of the artist. Rather than proving that people are free, it proves that they are repressed. It’s better if art flows from our goodness and authenticity. 
Muses, Sing in Me
It is said that Zeus and Menosyne had nine daughters called the Muses. The Muses are the goddesses who inspire us to create art, literature, and science. While Zeus represents power and authority, Mnemosyne, the goddess of memory, embodies what has been recorded from our experiences. A marriage of these energies ignites creation. The Muses are the foundation, so to speak, of our humanity. They’re the personifications of energies that, from time to time, visit the fortunate person. The Greeks believed that the Muses literally popped into your head, thereby urging you to create. I often tell my writing students that when the muses visit, they’re very fortunate, but that this is only the start of the journey. 
Socrates and Plato believed that creativity was a kind of divine madness given by the gods, similar to the powers of Eros, or sexual love. Creativity and sex are recognized as powerful, daemonic forces. The daemon is a powerful force that can completely overtake a person, stirring the natural impulses. This emphasis on inspiration is very ancient. Creativity seems to come from the gods – that mysterious force beyond and within us. 
So the ancients had a strong belief in the power of inspiration, but they also believed that the artist was copying nature. From the ancients to moderns, there’s a lot of material on copying nature. For example, Leonardo wrote in his notebook “that painting is most praiseworthy which is most like the thing represented.” This idea of art being a copy of reality was predominant in the west up to the Romantics and Modernists. 
Consider that even the Greeks, who imparted the Muses to us, recognized the importance of craft (techne). Every art form demands skill and amazingly hard work. The word poetry is derived from the Greek work poiesis, which means “making.” So the Greeks were well aware of craft and hard work – an important message for the artist. I like to think there’s a time for inspiration and there’s a time for intense effort. I can think of no one who embodies these two aspects more than Peter Matthiessen, the brilliant nature writer and novelist, whom I invited to our to speak at our college. He mentioned the spontaneity of first drafts, as well as the sheer hard work that follows. 
The Romantics
In the late 1700s and early 1800s the Romantics, sometimes closer in outlook to the Orient than to the West, believed that creativity was more internal and spiritual. Romanticism was influenced by the Greeks, Asians, Medieval Troubadours, and much more. I look upon Romanticism as the greatest Western tradition that lost out to materialism and other destructive “isms”, but that it will ultimately triumph along with other spiritual systems, as humanity returns to its embrace of spirit and nature. 

The concept of inspiration has always been around in the West too, but sometimes it got lost. Wordsworth, Blake, Coleridge, Keats, Shelly, Byron, Emerson, and others preached the religion of nature, democracy, spirit, life as a journey, creativity and the value of inspiration. They stood against the machine. They experimented with life. They did not separate art from life. Their lives were bold and heroic, and many of the Romantics died young. The German philosopher 

Schopenhauer believed that art was one of the few ways that we could transcend the harshness of
life. He recognized the primary importance of the imaginary faculties. 

After taking an anodyne of opium which had been prescribed, Samuel Taylor Coleridge fell asleep for three hours and dreamt of a magical place. Upon waking, he began recording his 

vision, but the postman came to deliver mail and Coleridge was detained. Later he wrote Kublai Khan as his memory led him:

In Xanadu did Kubla Khan

A stately pleasure-dome decree:

Where Alph, the sacred river, ran

Through caverns measureless to man

Down to a sunless sea.

A Sketch of Modern Ideas
For thousands of years, humankind has pondered the origins of creativity. But it’s modern times when shelves of material have been written about this subject. Carl Jung, the great psychologist and mystic, embodies many Asian and Romantic notions. Jung coined the term “archetypes,” which are universal symbols of the collective unconscious and the foundation for myth and much of art and literature. The archetypes reflect the very constructs of the mind. Jung believed that the highest creators are in touch with the archetypal realm. He wrote that “the creative work arises from unconscious depths – we might say, from the realm of the mothers... It is not Goethe who creates Faust but Faust which creates Goethe” (222). 
Freud thought creativity was a kind of sublimation, or neurosis; we can’t have what we really desire, so we divert ourselves through creativity. Suzanne Langer, the philosopher, believed that art amounts to our feelings in a symbolic form, a structure. Arthur Koestler, author of Darkness at Noon and The Act of Creation, among other classics, believed that creativity is a leap of consciousness that entails a “trinity of selection, exaggeration, and simplification” (333). 

Howard Gardner, the creator of the Multiple Theory of Intelligences (MI), and head of Harvard’s Zero Project (which studies creativity), believes that “the creator or artist is an 

individual who has gained sufficient skill in the use of a medium to be able to communicate through the creation of a symbolic object” (25). 

The Inspired Life
Where do we get our ideas and images, our inspirations? Memory, people, meditation, inward and outward travel, books, music, pure chance, walking, meditation, desire, hard work, etc. Wherever we can! Often they come in a flash and we may not even be aware of it at the time. “Then, quite, suddenly, unexpectedly, and often in a single burst, the person finds his or her solution,” wrote Stanislav Grof (168). Here’s an example that speaks to this. 
In our interview, the Pulitzer Prize winning-poet Galway Kinnell talked about his poem Oatmeal. Galway was living in a cabin in New Hampshire and one morning he went into a local diner and another man asked him what he usually had for breakfast. This is part of the poem that arose from that inspiration:

I eat oatmeal for breakfast.

I make it on the hot plate and put skimmed milk on it.

I eat it alone.

I am aware it is not good to eat oatmeal alone.

Its consistency is such that it is better for your mental health if some-

body eats it with you. 
That is why I often think up an imaginary companion to have breakfast

 

with.

Stories of creative inspiration abound. What inspires you? Are you open to these inspirations, these visions and instant pictures? Inspirations are windows into the eternity within us. Richard Feynman, the Nobel Laureate in physics and one of the greatest scientists of our time, told how one day in a cafeteria he became curious when looking at a spinning plate. The plate led from one thing to another, in fact to his discoveries about motion. Albert Einstein, while visiting Italy, wondered what it would be like to be on a beam of light. This inspiration led to the great discovery of relativity. Such kinds of inspiration are referred of as Promethean, according to Dr. Stanislav Grof. The “highest form of transpersonal inspiration is the Promethean impulse. This occurs when the scientist, inventor, artist, philosopher, or spiritual visionary has a sudden revelation during which he or she envisions an entire product in a completed form” (169).

New York artist Ed Adler (he’s a friend and former professor) told me how his present cycle of paintings, consisting of multiple images of all sorts of actions, are reminiscent of playing cards he bought as a child. He’s revisiting what once enthralled him -- wild horses, cowboys, musketeers, robots, knights and castles, circuses... One of my former students from Rutgers University, David Yuen, said he was inspired by the notion of being from both “worlds, Hong Kong and the United States.” I’ve noticed that many stories pull in two directions. That’s the case with the themes in The Epic of Gilgamesh, the world’s first book (home vs. journey, mortal vs. immortal, nature vs. culture). Opposing forces create much of art. The German philosopher, Nietzsche, realized that the interplay of Apollonian and Dionysian forces is the basis for art. 
The Beatles
John Lennon asked his son Julian about a drawing he did at school. Julian said it was his classmate Lucy in the sky with diamonds; of course, we know those words found their way into a great song. In fact, there’s so much written about the Beatles’ creativity. Their awareness was oceanic, because they drew inspiration from classical music, blues, jazz, country music, Broadway tunes, sitar music, literature, mysticism, visual art, yoga, hallucinogens, etc. The Beatles are among the most inventive artists of all time and, along with the breathtaking social changes they helped ignite, they inspired. All along, they kept evolving as musicians. They are the greatest example of the marriage of creativity, consciousness, and social change. “What they did together was very strange,” observed Hunter Davies. “By some mysterious alchemy...” (377). 
Alchemy was of course the medieval search for transforming base metals into gold. 
Another creative writing student from Rutgers, Christine Chen, noted that with creativity “you observe and put things together in a wholly new manner. It’s like making soup and adding the spices. You can put it together however you like, fact and fancy combined.” This is akin to what George Martin said about John Lennon who “looked upon writing music as doing little bits which you then join up” (Davies 281). The painstaking combining of symbols is fundamental to art. We already saw how the EOG’s writers and editors combined various stories to create a masterpiece. For sure, the composers wrestled with the story of the actual king Gilgamesh, but they felt inspired to put him in places he could not have seen in real life.


I am inspired by many things. I love to listen to Beatles’ music to get me going. I read favorite authors. Being in nature is inspiring. The novel that I recently began came to me as I ran on a path through the woods. Nature opens us up. The trick is to record your inspiration, or to at least remember the more important ones. But you have to get it down on paper, or it will vanish. 
An inspiration is enough to get us going and can lead to greater discoveries, and can rid us of the hypnotizing influences of daily life. There will be confusion in the beginning, for the germination stage is just an entrance, and it’s a long way to the finish. It takes trust in the process, the knowledge that you’ve done it before and will do it again, that life and art are a mutual journey. The only 
failure in art is in not doing anything. It may take months or years to finish the project, but when it’s finished you know it and can celebrate it. 
It helps to sink into that trance-like state into which creative people delve. The psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, in his book Flow: the Psychology of Optimal Experience, recognizes that when you’re deeply creative you’re in a kind of trance or flow. Nothing seems to matter but fulfilling the artistic inspiration. Solitude and time is needed for flow. 
Nurturing Creativity
All the influences and tensions that helped create a genius such as Leonardo, Beethoven, or Virginia Woolf can never be known. As mentioned, most of it is mysterious, unknowable, the result of a myriad of chance events, but on a more mundane level, it’s obvious that every artist needs a craft and a beneficial environment. It has been demonstrated that “social and personal determinants as a climate of indulgence, safety, friendliness, cooperation, permissiveness, and so on, increased the originality of the students,” writes psychologist Silvano Arieti (8-9). 
There needs to be some tension, but if the pressures are too great the artist might lose faith in the project. (Of course, some artists create masterpieces under the most brutal conditions.) Just like children, we need to be free to create without surveillance, without someone looking over our shoulder. Talent, encouragement, genes, education, an expansive imagination, time, freedom, desire, audience, youthful angst – all these help. 

If Mozart or Beethoven had lived far from the music centers of Europe and if their parents had forbade them to play music, then they wouldn’t be the composers we lionize today. What if Leonardo’s father forced Leonardo to be an accountant? What if he had been expert in Greek and Latin when he was forming his early opinions? Perhaps he might have been too crushed by tradition and not taken the path of originality. What if Virginia Woolf had a mechanical education or her 
family put her out on a farm? What if Ivan Vaughan had not introduced Lennon and McCartney to each other? Would each have been so great? 
Some creative people feel most alive when creating and in fact see creativity as the highest reality; they get in the flow so that time does not matter. Yet many others, such as the novelist Joseph Conrad, see it as a kind of prison. Vincent Van Gogh created his masterpieces out of despair and depression; art was his vivid utopian quest. Richard Wagner, the myth-inspired composer, apparently needed, in order to create, the emotional fire of the break-up of a relationship. 
Creative process, in any form, is a fluid situation, often bedeviling to the artist. Even though we might use an outline, our projects will take us to unseen places. That’s how it should be -- if our work has an inner fire. “The creative process is the process of change, of development, of evolution, in the organization of subjective life,” writes Brewster Ghiselin in his preface to Creativity (12). Creativity is a slippery process. It’s humbling. No matter what you’ve created before, you still feel that creativity is a complex labyrinth. Being lost is part of the discovery. But there are familiar harbors too, and the ecstasy of creation carries us along. 
How each of us arrives at creativity is of course a personal matter, but what’s entailed is some process that includes inspiration, preparation and hard work. The internal critic, or second self, keeps an eye on things and hopefully does not interfere too much. This process seems necessary for creativity. Creativity, in fact, is more circular than linear, and we keep returning to the original inspiration, no matter where we venture. 
Some of the process is conscious while the greater portion seems hidden, sometimes you put something down and you have no idea where it came from. Always it is about making connections and forming metaphors and making it all seem inevitable. Creative success will be achieved if we do not give up and are willing to extend our efforts, past previous knowledge and experiments. It’s amazing how art does that, one of life’s mysteries. Think of the potency and vigor of the cave paintings to the young initiate who looked upon the seemingly-moving shapes of a deer or bear or shaman. The artist uses colors, the writer uses words, the musician uses notes, in magical ways that transport the audience. 
With my students I recently saw a stele, or grave relief entitled Girl With Pigeons in the Metropolitan Museum of Art: a little girl is holding her beloved pigeons to her mouth, perhaps to kiss them. The monument marks her early death, the family hopes she is in a better world, where she can eternally hold her pigeons. That image is evocative and visits me from time to time -- the fragility of life. It’s powerful and sad. 
The Journey 
Henry Miller, one of the great eccentrics and novelists of the 20th century, author of Tropic of Capricorn and Tropic of Cancer, observed that “writing, like life itself, is a journey of discovery. The adventure is a metaphysical one.... he takes the path in order eventually to become the path itself” (178). When we create a painting, a poem, music, sculpture, etc., we go on a journey and the destination is not merely to finish but to discover ourselves along the way. Creativity invites this kind of contemplation, this kind of adventure.

What we create might be vastly different from what we set out to do. This process involves false starts and dead ends, numberless changes, shaping and reshaping, continuous good taste and the harmonizing faculties, the internal editor, and much more. We must allow ourselves immersion in the process like a swimmer in water, and we must keep going forward. Rumi inspires us here:

Work. Keep digging your well... Water is there somewhere. 

If we ever falter, or even get blocked, that’s okay too. We may need the time for reflection, to see the way more clearly, to gather new images and ideas, to allow the unknown aspects of the mind to solve the problem. It’s clear that you can fall asleep with a problem and wake up with a solution, or that you can be vexed by a problem for weeks or longer, but then suddenly eureka – the way is clear. So don’t rush creativity. And let it happen without manipulating or puppeting ideas and images. “Trusting our creativity is new behavior for many of us,” Julia Cameron suggests in The Artist’s Way” (41). 
Creativity is not something limited to our childhoods, not something limited to when we have some free time on vacation. We can infuse our lives with a creative way of being. Thomas Moore says that “art is not found only in the painter’s studio or in the halls of a museum, it also has its place in the store, the shop, the factory and the home” (285). Indeed, we can learn to see from new angles, we can learn to combine ideas and systems in new ways, to make hybrids. 
Think of creative events such as Picasso’s use of African masks in his cubist works, or Miro and Dali’s use of archetypal dream material, or Italo Calvino’s juxtaposition of words and Tarot images to tell the stories that make up the novel The Castle of Crossed Destinies, or Frijof Capra’s linkage of Taoism and modern physics in The Tao of Physics. Think of the avant garde brilliance of dancer Meredith Monk. Or the performance artist Carol Montana, who spent a year tethered to another artist by rope; and now she does Dad Art -- taking care of her elderly father. 

Think of The Epic of Gilgamesh as a melange of many stories told over hundreds of years; the bards and editors, whoever they were, added layer upon layer to the original vision. (The great books of the world’s religions evolved similarly.) The hero had a long quest where he encountered perfect friendship, nature, an ogre and bull, temptations of the flesh, death and despair, the denial of his immortality -- and all of this had to fit together coherently and powerfully. The original inspiration was a roguish king of Uruk who bedded the women and engaged the men in endless competition. Brilliant motifs and stories merged, transforming into an epic of universal truth. 
Creativity can be a new solution to an old problem, or an open, life-affirming act against the deadening paradigms of society. In whatever direction our creative faculties are aimed, we are freeing the chains of conformity and steering towards freedom and awareness, saying yes to our participation in exploratory consciousness and the creation of little worlds reflective of the immense universe. 


No matter how much creative process is studied, it will remain a chaotic and mysterious endeavor, most of which unfolds secretly in the mind, invisible to those studying it, even invisible to the creator. What this all means is that creativity is a mystery, or as James Carse, my former professor, notes in Breakfast at the Victory: the Mysticism of Ordinary Life: “True creativity leaves the question of its origin unresolved” (150). 

Creativity is as mysterious as the mind itself. So what can we do now to foster our creativity? 
Seven Ways to Creativity 
Foster the Imagination. Be more playful and let your imagination roam free. Tell stories. Listen to your dreams: they are messages from the twilight world of symbols and longing. Sometimes we’re stuck in overwork and hyper-rationalism. Sometimes fear gets in the way and we’re afraid of something new and making a mistake. But mistakes are essential, for without mistakes there is no change, no growth, no chance-taking. So cultivate this openness and path-finding. This means to have fun, to create without surveillance; this is something children can teach us. Find ways to be playful, such as games. Find the means to return to innocence, or at least innocent thinking. The Zen 
people call this Original Mind. It’s the mind cleared of its complexity. It’s the mind ready for everything. Look for new sources for inspiration. 

I’ve traveled around the world. I could not, upon returning home from any one of the trips, do anything but write. All the layers of history, culture, and discovery felt overwhelming. But where you get inspiration is up to you. You have to find this yourself. It’s a mysterious process. Find what, according to Leonardo, “expresses the passions of the soul.” So let imagination take flight. Open up. Allow new and crazy things to work through you. How else could John Lennon have come up with I am the Walrus? What does it mean? It doesn’t matter.

Put Aside Time to Create. Many people, as they get older and shoulder more responsibility, find that they do not have the time for being creative. Ralph Waldo Emerson, incredible essayist and public lecturer and one of the founders of Transcendentalism, wrote that he felt a kind of prison fall around him as he got older. But we have to fight this enclosure of time and space, and one way is through creativity. 
Even though responsibilities and thoughts can be weighty, we must find time to continue with what gave us joy and fostered growth: playing an instrument, painting, writing, having group discussions, anything... We must set aside our best time (not our worst) and inform others of its importance to our craft and spirituality; we must shut off the noise, and then settle into a few hours of creativity. For some people, this may mean writing in a journal as a way to keep in touch with your self, while for others this may be the path to a more public display. 

Put aside a place to create. What’s needed is a “room of one’s own,” as Virginia Woolf put it. You may have heard about Carl Jung’s castle. He built a stone structure which became his sanctuary. Here, he returned to ancestral solitude. He had candles and a fireplace, a desk and table. And not much more. In this place of simplicity he found wells of inspiration.

Jung’s castle inspires us to find a place of silence and creativity. It’s a place and a state of mind. It’s really just a place put aside for our sacred time. Recently, I brought my note-

book to a nearby forest where all the trees are aligned as if on a chessboard. The only movements were the wind through the trees and the inspirations through my mind. Often I write at the café or bookstore. 
Set up a plan. If you are serious about improvement and maybe even having a career as an artist, you should consider having a plan that makes sense and is not based on chance. Chances are you won’t get discovered while having a milkshake. You have to work amazingly hard to develop your talents, then just as hard to show others. 

For part of my dissertation I made a short film about artists. The actress in it was very good. She told me that after graduating from college she went to acting school for two years and did nothing else but hone her skills. She did not bother with auditions, she did not worry so much about 
money, she did not worry about fame or whatever actors worry about. She focused on getting better and erasing her weaknesses. 
Another friend, a performance artist in New York City, set an exact schedule for writing characters and sketches and when he would perform; he also secured help from others to handle 

lights, tickets, and so on. Another actor I know, looking to try new ventures, now produces shows at local cafes, offering a venue to poets, singers, dancers and comedians. In short, you have to take stock of your talents and decide what you need to learn and what you want to do with it. Practice a lot. Get advice. Be realistic. And get out there.

As in many endeavors, it’s good to have a plan. You don’t have to follow it exactly. You can look at a plan in two ways: a plan is needed to foster improvement; and a plan is like a road map, which is needed when you’re on the road but a little lost. 
Be on the Path. Cultivate fearlessness and a Taoist sense of being on a path. We need to realize that the monsters are mostly within ourselves. But the fact is that most people, even the worst critics, don’t really care and are not watching you. They do not matter. It’s impossible to create if you think that your parents, or friends, or teachers are looking over your shoulder. Don’t let others or some abstraction like society look over your shoulder, scaring you from a creative path. You are on your path and others are on their path, and a path is about freedom and discovery, not destruction and self-effacement. 
A few years ago, I interviewed Huston Smith, author of The World’s Religions (for Shambhala Sun and Yoga International), and I asked him how people can best be spiritual. He spoke a paragraph on the subject, but what I remember most is when he said “want to be.” 
Be Part of a Community. Join a group of artists, musicians, or writers. There are many reasons for this. A group can inspire you and be your audience. A group can also serve as helpers and advice-givers. I know many poets and fiction writers who find it useful to share their works. Having readers is one of the best ways to improve your skills. Others will consider your work from an objective distance and offer advice. But get many opinions from knowledgeable people. If you create science fiction stories, then find people interested in that. If you compose jazz music, find people who enjoy or create that. 
It’s ironic that quite often novices or seasoned creators don’t look for advice, especially when we consider that nearly all great artists and writers had teachers and advice-givers. Max Perkins was a famous editor who carefully went over the writings of F. Scott Fitzgerald and Ernest Hemingway. If they needed help, I’m sure we do too. 
Understand the Web of Life. It’s important to connect knowledge and creativity throughout our lives. Leonardo, for example, studied plants, anatomy, geology, optics, mechanics, philosophy, music, bird flight, and more. Leonardo’s note-books (5,000 pages in all) are full of amazing notes and illustrations, reflective of one of the most curious people who has ever lived. I borrow Kenneth Clark’s words quoted in Michael J. Gelb’s How to Think Like Leonardo: “It is often said that Leonardo drew so well because he knew about things; it is truer to say that he knew about things because he drew so well.” 
We can be inspired by Leonardo’s wide-ranging mind. We shouldn’t compartmentalize ourselves. We should study everything we can. I’ve noticed that my most interesting teachers and the most interesting writers are very wide-ranging. Of course they have their specialty, but 

their range is immense: the world at large. Otherwise life can become dull and dry up like a river. Keep your life in motion by studying everything you can and connecting ideas, metaphors, feelings. 
 Read the classics. Read contemporary books. Read all sorts of magazines on history, archaeology, science, spirituality, myth, psychology. I especially love The Utne Reader, Archaeology 

Magazine, The Atlantic, The New York Times Science Section, Parabola, Psychology Today, Natural Health Magazine, and many others. I enjoy perusing the shelves at bookstores for new magazines and books. 
Look into joining a biking group, hiking group, etc. Take a class on bird watching or trees or geology or Italian. Take a class on classical music or jazz or early rock and roll. If you want to camp out, try that. Learn about it, find others, then just do it. I could go on about this, but my point is to gain more knowledge through various sources, and to understand the connections among things. The medicine man Black Elk said that everything is part of a circle. We also should look to the larger circle, or the web of life, the net of jewels. Creativity is about making connections. 
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