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Throughout the nine weeks that I was in Germany I visited Kunstvereins in 

Hamburg, Hannover, Wiesbaden, and Dresden. That said, my exploration of the 

Kunstvereins in Hamburg and Hannover were purely done as an observer, just another 

viewer of the gallery space, while in Wiesbaden and Dresden I got a behind the scenes 

look at how a gallery is run. Although my exposure to Nassauischer Kunstverein 

Wiesbaden, (NKV), was much briefer than that of riesa efau, Kultur Forum Dresden, it 

was amazing to see how the galleries may have had a slight difference in their goals, and 

the strategies they used to attain those goals. Although both NKV and riesa efau were 

creating a meaningful and valuable connection to their community, while also engaging 

the wider international community and benefitting a variety of artists, the way the 

galleries are run could not be more different.  

This observation made me consider how differently galleries are run depending 

on the variety of factors defining their particular context. I hadn’t previously considered 

the amount of details someone opening a gallery must consider in order for the space to 

be successful, based on whatever terms the creator intends. The issues of geographical 

location, as well as specific location within the city/town, the audience, political climate, 

financial contributions and more, not only shape a gallery’s intent, but they also change 

how it is administrated and how it represents itself to its local community and the world. 

Although NKV and riesa efau are extremely different in the details of their operations, 

this is merely due to how different the cities of Wiesbaden and Dresden are from one 

another. Perhaps all of the Kunstvereines in Germany are very united in structure, but 
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they shift dramatically based on contextual information. Both galleries are tailored 

around their environment and they do reach their respected audience through the use of 

contemporary content that is relevant to that particular gallery’s context.   

Despite having over 280,000 residents, making it a relatively large city for 

Germany, Wiesbaden has the air of a small town. It’s increasing population starting in the 

1900s is attributed to its hot springs, which not only made the city an attractive place to 

live, but it also created a vacation location for wealthy residents of other cities. The 

population growth thrived from the bathhouse and spa industry that grew out of those hot 

springs, creating a strong and powerful economy. Because Wiesbaden was such an 

attractive city, it was named capitol of the region Hesse after World War II, despite 

Frankfurt am Main being much larger and containing more government offices. This fact 

spared it from excessive bombings in WWII, making Frankfurt the larger target in the 

region. Although Wiesbaden did receive some destruction, a large majority of its 

historical buildings still stand. The unusually early economic strength that was followed 

by a political movement pushed Wiesbaden into becoming one of the most expensive 

cities in Germany. This is a stark contrast to Dresden, which may have regained a lot of 

political, economical, and cultural significance since reunification, but this strength is 

seen more in relation to the rest of Germany, and isn’t as overly visible in the daily life of 

a Dresdener. Although Dresden’s Altstadt, (old city) with its ornate historical buildings, 

may appear to located in an place with a high cost of living, the simple location in the 

east dictates an inexpensive standard of living. 
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Dresden’s population of over 500,000 is not only impressive for being a city in 

the east, but it is also one of the only cities in Germany to have more inhabitants than 

ever since World War II. Its mean age of 43 is one of the lowest in Saxony, (the region it 

is the capitol of), which can be contributed to it’s emerging influx of the younger 

generation. The reconstruction of so many historical buildings in the city, as well as 

government incentives to bring companies to eastern cities is causing a much-wanted 

type of gentrification in Dresden. Young artists and musicians see the allure of a beautiful 

and inexpensive place to find work, and are flocking to the metropolis and feeding the 

economy. Many cities in Germany close down at night but Dresden is one of the few that 

has late shops open, creating a bustling nightlife that attracts a young and creative 

generation. This nightlife creates a perfect environment for gallery exhibitions to thrive. 

The growing economy even allows for many of the industries that were instrumental in 

Dresden’s pre-World War II wealth, (which disappeared under communism), to begin to 

redevelop. Today, one of Dresden’s main infrastructures is tourism, due to its historical 

buildings that were masterfully rebuilt after the firebombing of World War II that 

destroyed most of the city.  

Both Wiesbaden and Dresden are home to beautiful and historical architecture 

and urban development, but each gallery’s target demographic is very contrastive. 

According to their website, NKV’s mission is to “offer young creative artists a platform 

for their first curatorial practice”. Selecting artists from abroad as well as local areas, the 

gallery is interested in promoting young and experimental art to its members. The 

majority of NKV’s membership is from the relatively older generation, and is interested 

in NKV due to its alternative selection of artists and exhibitions. NKV focuses on it’s 
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exhibitions, and is run out of a three-story building, most of which is gallery space. It has 

roughly a dozen people on staff, with almost everyone participating in the different jobs 

as they need to be done. Riesa efau’s facilities are larger and offer a more diverse usage, 

and there are more staff with more specific roles at the Kunstverein. 

Comprising of several multi-story buildings, riesa efau’s facilities are made up of 

multiple floors of offices, classrooms, studios, a computer lab, two galleries, two large 

storage spaces, as well as an apartment for a resident artist. Riesa efau staffs a few dozen 

people, with their office floors having the layout of what I would imagine a design firm 

or media outlet to have. Riesa efau’s goal is to not only teach art to the masses, but to 

help people everywhere experience and live art. The majority of work on display is 

centered on the idea of art’s connection with society and other similar international 

themes of interaction between media and culture. Riesa efau holds discussions, lectures, 

film screenings, as well as weekly instructional classes that vary from practices as diverse 

as videography to screen-printing.  They offer classes to a large range age groups or years 

of experience, with membership being just as diverse.  

While NKV works to help emerging artists by exposing them to perhaps a more 

experienced (and wealthier) local group in the art world, Dresden works to teach and 

expand the number of young artists, and expose them to a diverse sample of the 

metropolitan population. Both galleries are interested in the same level of international 

artwork and input, as well as focusing in the promotion of young and experimental artists. 

The more widely sweeping influence of riesa efau is made possible not only by the city’s 

larger and more concentrated population, but also the city’s population of youth, which 



Claire Strautmanis 

WorkArt Program 

Summer 2013 
can be contributed to the economic growth that arose after the Berlin Wall’s 

deconstruction.  

Although both galleries are very interested in promoting up-and-coming artists 

whose work challenges more traditional definitions of art, the context of the organization, 

including the diverse audience, changes the means by which they can attain this goal. The 

work shown at NKV is not only incredibly experimental and well imagined, but also it 

brings diverse art to its relatively smaller and less diverse community.  That said, my 

experience with NKV was less intimate and took place over a much shorter period of 

time than that of riesa efau Kultur Forum Dresden, a Kunstverein I would like to 

elaborate on more independently.   

One event that riesa efau was participating in during my employment was the 

Internationale Dresdener Sommerakademie. This is a two week workshop that is hosted 

by several organizations all over Germany at the same time ever year. Artists from 

different European countries are admitted to attend either two-week or one-week class 

under masters of drawing, painting, illustration, linocut, etching, photography, video, 

masonry, and wire sculpture. A team of interns who are also from different countries are 

brought into the gallery to help with the program and classes, doing everything from 

organizational work to modeling for the drawing classes. At the conclusion of the paid 

course, students are given a group exhibition of the work made throughout the program, 

as well as a certificate of completion that is well known among artists in Germany.  

Even though the Sommerakademie attracts artists from several neighboring 

countries, local Dresdeners as well as residents of other German cities make up most of 
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the participants. This year the subject matter in several of the international students’ work 

surrounded Czech and German as well as Polish and German negative relations, an issue 

I hadn’t even been aware of. Even several local German’s admitted to knowing nothing 

of the confrontations that had been occurring between the neighboring countries. This 

two-week program not only brought a variety of artists from all over Germany to teach 

local and international students, but it also brought issues from all over into the minds of 

the other artists and the gallery’s audience. 

The events, exhibitions, and projects that riesa efau establishes and participates in 

are incredible resources for their local community. They engage a wide range of ages and 

cultures while both uniting them and embracing their differences. They work with local 

muralists to paint buildings with blank facades; the neighborhood in which they are 

located is one of the most mural-filled regions of the city. They work with other non-

profits outside of their institution to bring art straight to the community; during my stay 

they were affiliated with an organization that placed shipping containers full of art 

supplies into public squares, where they taught arts and crafts to children, or anyone who 

wanted to elarn. Riesa efau is a successful integration of a professional and communal 

gallery space created as non-profit community arts organization.  

 

 


