
A Fund for New Work The Creative Work Fund  
invites letters of inquiry for projects featuring media or  
performing artists

Britney Frazier performs 
in Superheroes, a play 
about the crack cocaine 
epidemic, created by Sean 
San Jose in collaboration 
with The Cutting Ball 
and based partly on Gary 
Webb’s investigative 
 journalism into the 
relationship between the 
CIA and Nicaraguan drug 
traffickers. Photo by 
Chase Ramsey

Responding to several years of declining support for artists and new art works, four Bay Area foundations 
launched the Creative Work Fund in September 1994. Since its inception, the Fund has awarded $12.1 
million in grants. Currently, the Creative Work Fund is a program of the Walter and Elise Haas Fund that 
also is supported by a generous grant from The William and Flora Hewlett Foundation.

The Fund awards grants for artists and nonprofit organizations to create art works through  
collaborations. It celebrates the role of artists as problem-solvers and the making of art as a profound 
contribution to intellectual inquiry and to the strengthening of communities. Artists are encouraged  
to collaborate with nonprofit organizations of all kinds.

Four principles guide the Fund

• Artists’ creativity merits philanthropic support.
• Individual creativity is the source of cultural richness and diversity.
• The arts can be a powerful vehicle for problem-solving and community renewal.
• Collaborative efforts among artists, organizations, and their constituents can generate a  

productive exchange of ideas and bring the arts to new audiences.

In August 2018, the Fund will award approximately $600,000 in grants to nonprofit organizations  
and collaborating media or performing artists. Grants will range from $10,000 to $40,000. Projects  
are expected to be completed within two or three years, but those of longer duration will be considered.
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Who Is Invited?
Creative Work Fund projects feature one or more artists collaborating with nonprofit 501(c)(3) 
nonprofit organizations of all kinds. The Fund encourages the artists and organizations to “come 
together” for the sake of this collaboration: Artists should not submit a request to collaborate with an 
organization if they are members of its paid staff or serve on its board of directors.

The principal collaborating artists must live in Alameda, Contra Costa, Marin, Monterey, Napa, San 
Francisco, San Mateo, Santa Clara, Santa Cruz, Solano, or Sonoma County and have lived there for at 
least two years. Collaborating organizations also must be based in one of the 11 counties.

A media arts or performing arts project may culminate in any form, but it must feature a lead artist 
with a strong track record as a media or performing artist. The Creative Work Fund uses the  
following definitions for these eligible artists:

• Media artists create narrative, documentary, animated, or experimental time-based works using 
audio, digital, film, and video media. Computer arts also are included in this category. (Please 
note that this category does not include journalism, and the Fund considers still photography in 
its visual arts category.)

• Performing artists create or execute work in dance, opera, performance art, theater, and vocal 
and instrumental music. (Spoken word artists should apply as literary artists in a future year.)

In either category, artists and organizations should plan projects and prepare and authorize their 
letters of inquiry together. If a project will use a fiscal sponsor, that sponsor also must review and 
authorize submission of the letter.

Artists and organizations may submit one proposal per category per deadline and may receive no 
more than one Creative Work Fund grant every three years. Past Creative Work Fund grant recipients 
also must have finished their projects and had their final reports approved before submitting new 
letters of inquiry.

The Fund seeks
• Projects in which the creation of an artwork is central

• Projects in which the artist functions primarily as an artist, not as a teacher, an art therapist, or  
in another capacity

• Projects in which an active, authentic working partnership between the artist or artists and the 
organization is central to the work’s development

• Projects that engage the organization’s constituents in the artist’s work

• Projects that draw upon artists’ creativity and problem-solving abilities

• Projects through which the making of art can strengthen a community, draw attention to an 
important issue, or engage audiences in new ways

• Projects that challenge artistic imagination and organizational thinking

• Projects that will be presented in Alameda, Contra Costa, Marin, Monterey, Napa, San Francisco, 
San Mateo, Santa Clara, Santa Cruz, Solano, or Sonoma County

•  Projects that designate at least two-thirds of the grant funds to the principal artists and their  
direct expenses for creating the work. 

Media artist Austin 
Forbord collaborated with 
Amie Dowling, Reggie 
Daniels, and Community 
Works West to create  
Separate Sentences, a 
dance/theater film based 
on the physical memories 
of formerly incarcerated 
men and how incarcera-
tion affects families, espe-
cially fathers’ relationships 
with their sons. Photo by 
Austin Forbord



The Fund will not consider
• Commissions of new works by artists in which the applicant organization and 

artists are not collaboratively engaged in the making of those works

• Projects in which the lead artists and collaborating organizations are not based 
in the eligible counties or those with multiple artists, most of whom are based 
outside of  the 11 counties

• Projects that do not feature the artist(s) centrally as demonstrated by the project descriptions 
and budget allocations

• Projects from lead artists or organizations that were awarded Creative Work Fund grants in 
2015, 2016, or 2017

• Projects from artists or organizations that have not completed projects and fi nal reports for 
previously awarded Creative Work Fund grants.

Further consideration
Applicants receiving signifi cant grants for the same project from the Walter & Elise Haas Fund, Th e 
Hewlett 50 Arts Commissions, or Th e Wallace Alexander Gerbode Foundation Special Awards in the 
Arts Program are less likely to be supported.

Applicant artists may apply with a nonprofi t entity that uses a fi scal sponsor.

Ana Teresa Fernandez 
collaborated with Galeria 
de la Raza and other 
digital media artists 
to create La Llorona 
Unfabled: Stories to 
(re)tell to little girls, an 
installation that explored 
themes of immigration and 
included video projections 
on the exterior of Galeria 
de la Raza’s building 
and cross-generational 
conversations. Photo by 
Ana Teresa Fernandez

Tessa Willis collaborated
with Krista DeNio, Jaime 
Cortez, ABD Productions/
Skywatchers, and local 
youth artists to create 
Tender Nights: Mul-
timedia Performance 
Walks Th rough the 
Tenderloin in partnership 
with the THIS IS WHAT 
I WANT festival. Photo 

by Robbie Sweeny
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deadlines and key dates
September 2017

Once you know who your collaborating partners will be, avoid the rush, complete a brief applicant 
eligibility quiz, and request a grantseeker account at the Creative Work Fund application portal, 
creativeworkfund.org/apply. Th ese steps are easy to complete, but it takes the Fund a day or two to 
approve your status and assign your user name and password. Don’t wait until the last minute.

You may start your letter of inquiry online, save it as a draft , then return to fi nish and submit it later. 
Artists and organizations use their individual grantseeker accounts to collaboratively develop and 
submit a joint letter.

If you are not able to submit your letter of inquiry online for technical reasons, call (415) 402-2793 
well in advance of the deadline to make other arrangements.

 December 1, 2017
Letters of inquiry must be submitted by 5 p.m. by visiting the grantseeker portal on our Website 
creativeworkfund.org/apply. You should receive an email confi rming that your letter was received. 
If you do not, check your email spam and junk fi lters. If it’s not there, call (415) 402-2793.

February 9, 2018
All organizations and artists who submitted a letter of inquiry are notifi ed by email whether or not 
they are invited to submit full proposals. Th ose who are invited to submit full proposals will receive 
detailed instructions. 

April 6, 2018
Full proposals from invited artists and organizations must be received online by the Creative Work 
Fund by 5 p.m.

August 3, 2018
Th e Creative Work Fund emails grant announcements and award letters. 

Letters of inquiry are 
accepted via the online 
grantseeker portal. Artists 
and organizations begin 
at creativeworkfund.
org/apply with eligibility 
quizzes.

Filmmaker Laurie 
Coyle collaborated 
with Chicana/Latina 
Foundation in research-
ing the background for 
Adios Amor, a fi lm 
about Maria Moreno, 
a little-known, heroic 
organizer of California’s 
migrant farmworkers 
in the 1950s. Photo 
by George Ballis/Take 
Stock Images of Change
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December 1, 2018
Before undertaking a Creative Work Fund project, artists and organizations 
should agree to shared responsibilities, copyright assignment, distribution  
rights, and royalty payments for the new work. Key participants in each selected 
project must prepare and sign off on a memorandum of understanding. Grants 
are paid to the collaborating 501(c)(3) organizations as soon as signed  
paperwork is received. Memoranda of understanding must be received from 
2018 grant recipients by early December and must be submitted online.

Project duration
Ideally, a Creative Work Fund project will be completed in two or three years, 
but the Fund is willing to support longer and shorter collaborations.

Final reports
Final reports are due three months after the project’s estimated ending date. Grantees must submit 
two final reports (one prepared by the artist and one by the organization) describing the project and 
how they used the grant funds. Final reports should include documentation of the finished projects.

How to Apply
Overview of application process
Days or weeks before beginning your letter of inquiry, the applying nonprofit organization and lead 
artist should complete brief eligibility quizzes and set up  grantseeker accounts at creativeworkfund.
org/apply. If you are eligible to apply, the Creative Work Fund will respond with your username and 
password within a day or two.

Organizations and artists should jointly prepare and approve submission of a letter of inquiry of no more 
than 10,500 characters. The character count includes spaces between words. A summary budget also 
should be prepared and submitted. Your project team members may begin drafting the proposal within 
your grantseeker account at creativeworkfund.org/apply and save it as a draft to complete at a later time.

The lead artist prepares a professional resume of no more than two pages to include with the inquiry.

Letters and artists’ resumes should be submitted online no later than 5 p.m. Pacific Standard Time 
on Friday, December 1, 2017. (Be sure to press “Submit” and indicate that both the lead artist and the 
collaborating nonprofit organization authorize the letter’s submission. If your letter is in the grantseeker 
portal in draft form, the Creative Work Fund cannot review it.)

Each of the authorizing partners will receive a confirmation of receipt via email. If you do not receive the 
confirmation receipt, check your spam filter and — if necessary — call the Creative Work Fund, (415) 
402-2793, to confirm that your request was received.

Once received, letters are screened by category by two to four readers. Based on their feedback, the 
Creative Work Fund will select approximately 25 finalists in each category — media arts and performing 
arts.

Van-Anh Vo, pictured 
here playing the dan 
t’rung, a traditional 
bamboo xylophone, 
collaborated with Asian 
Americans for Community 
Involvement to create The 
Odyssey: From Vietnam 
to America, a multimedia 
work based on stories of 
Vietnamese boat people 
and recognizing the 40th 
anniversary of the fall  
of Saigon. Photo by  
Christine Jade



Aft er letters are reviewed, invited projects receive detailed guidelines for preparing full proposals and a 
summary of the readers’ comments. Full proposals restate and expand upon the ideas presented in the 
letter of inquiry, incorporate responses to the reader comments, and include documentation illustrating 
the quality of the artists’ work, detailed budgets, and additional background information about the 
organizations.

A media arts panel and a performing arts panel, each composed of arts professionals, review the fi nalists’ 
proposals and recommend projects to be funded. Representatives of the foundations that support the 
Creative Work Fund then consider and sign-off  on the fi nal awards.

Letter of inquiry checklist
 Complete a brief grantseeker eligibility quiz and request a grantseeker account at creativeworkfund. 

 org/apply. Both applying nonprofi t organizations and their proposed lead artists should complete  
 quizzes.

 Complete identifying information about your lead artist and nonprofi t partner at this Website.

 Write a narrative of up to 10,500 characters with a short (two-page maximum) bio or vita for the lead  
 artist. (Save your draft  frequently in the grantseeker portal.)

 Complete a summary budget for the project using the online form.

 Double-check your draft . Both the artist and the nonprofi t representative must indicate that they  
 authorize the submission.

  Submit the fi nished letter by 5 p.m., PST, Friday, December 1, 2017.

  Watch for your confi rming email to arrive. Call (415) 402-2793 if it is not received.

  For letters of inquiry, please do not upload manuscripts, music fi les, or other documentation. Please  
 do not cut and paste illustrations or Web links into the body of your letter.
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Th e late Kathak master
Pandit Chitresh Das, 
pictured here, and 
fl amenco dancer 
Antonio Hidalgo Paz 
collaborated with 3rd 
i Films to create Yatra: 
Journey from India to 
Spain, a multimedia 
presentation incor-
porating traditional 
dance and fi lm. Photo 
by Edward Casati 

Musician and composer 
John Calloway and 
the San Francisco 
Community Music 
Center collaborated to 
create El Son de la 
Mision, a musical 
exploration of the history 
of San Francisco’s 
Mission District from 
the 1960s to the present. 

Photo by Tom Ehrlich
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Letter of inquiry narrative instructions
The letter of inquiry narrative, no longer than 10,500 characters, should include:

 Project description including information about how you will collaborate

 Amount requested (between $10,000 and $40,000) 

 Description of the organization

 Information demonstrating the range and quality of the artist’s work

 Description of how the artist’s work relates to this project

 Rationale for the collaboration between the artist and organization and a  
 brief explanation of why the project is appropriate now

 Discussion of how the work will reach audiences.

The letter of inquiry screening and proposal-award decisions will be based on
• Evidence of the range and quality of the artist’s work

• Evidence that the project is an authentic collaboration between the artist and the organization

• Evidence that the project stretches organizational thinking and artistic imagination

• Demonstrated capability of the organization in its field

• Evidence of fiscal responsibility and sound organizational management

• Feasibility of the proposed project, based on required materials, timeline, and budget.

Guillermo Galindo, 
Angel Exterminator/
Exterminating Angel, 
courtesy of the artist. 
Galindo collaborated with 
photographer Richard 
Misrach and the San 
Jose Museum of Art on 
Border Cantos, a visual 
and sound installation 
plus public performances. 
Photo by Richard Misrach

 

Filmmaker Susan Stern 
collaborated with The 
Center for Elderly 
Suicide Prevention to 
create The Self-Made 
Man, an award-winning 
documentary that  

explores right-to-die  
issues through the 
story of Stern’s father, a 
successful entrepreneur. 
Photo: Stern family 
archives
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Choreographer Amara 
Tabor-Smith, theater  
artist Ellen Sebastian 
Chang, and others are 
collaborating with Chapter 
510 Ink on House/Full of 
Black Women, a multi- 
episode, site-specific, ritual 
performance exploring 
themes of displacement, 
well-being, continuing 
abuse, and human  
trafficking in Oakland. 
Photo by Robbie Sweeny

 

Additional Information
Website
In addition to the application information provided in these guidelines, creativeworkfund.org 
includes descriptions of previously funded projects and frequently asked questions. To receive 
announcements and reminders about webinar and seminar dates and future deadlines, register your 
information on the Website’s contact page.

Webinars 
To assist applicants, the Foundation Center and the Creative Work Fund are presenting one-hour 
informative Webinars on the following dates:

• Wednesday, August 30, noon-1 p.m. 
• Monday, September 25, 6-7 p.m. 
• Tuesday, October 10, noon-1 p.m.

To register for a Webinar, visit the calendar section of grantspace.org/Classroom/Training-Calendar, 
scroll through to the event date, and click on “How to Apply to the Creative Work Fund.”

Application seminars 
Annually, the Creative Work Fund hosts seminars for potential applicants. In 2017, these will take 
place in September. Find details about these opportunities — in locations ranging from Richmond to 
Santa Cruz — on the Website at creativeworkfund.org/applicant-seminars.

General information
For additional information about the Creative Work Fund, call Frances Phillips, Program Director, 
or Faiza Bukhari, Program Associate, (415) 402-2793.

The Creative Work Fund 
c/o The Walter & Elise Haas Fund 
One Lombard Street, Suite 305 
San Francisco, CA 94111 
(415) 402-2793 
creativeworkfund.org


