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Forged for everyone. 



In 2025, the Hot Shops worked to send a simple, powerful message: You matter. You belong. 
You are welcome here.

That message took physical form this year. Every renovation, every new program, every open 
door and accessible pathway was an act of welcome. From the long-awaited elevator to newly 
activated studios, to classrooms filled with makers exploring a wider range of visual arts, each 
improvement said to artists, students, and visitors, “This space is for you.”

At the Hot Shops, we believe access to creativity is not a luxury—it is a necessity. And access 
begins with belonging. When a fifth-grade student walks into a studio for the first time, when a 
wounded veteran creates alongside their child, when an artist with mobility challenges moves 
freely through every floor of our building, they receive a clear signal: Your ideas have value. Your 
presence matters.

Through our programs, we see people gain the tools to express themselves, embrace different 
perspectives, and discover the power of their own voice. In a moment defined by division and 
disconnection, this work matters more than ever. Creative expression builds understanding. It 
invites curiosity instead of fear. It reminds us that every person carries a story worth telling—and 
that understanding turns into empathy as we make space for one another.

The following pages tell the story of a year defined by that belief. A year of building—not only 
walls and systems, but pathways, confidence, and community. As we continue to evolve, we 
remain rooted in our mission: to be the place where ideas, dreams, and what ifs are explored, 
created, and shared. Together, we are creating a place where people don’t just make art, they 
discover that they belong.



Let’s create a critical mass of future makers while making a positive cultural impact through our educational and 
public programming and help Omaha retain its creative talent. 

Measurement Report
•	 1,020 Educational Programs for 8,414 creative learners in 2025.  
    - 871 Workshops/Classes reaching 5,175 creative learners. 31 were held at low/no cost for 879 
     under-resourced children and children with disabilities 
    - 70 tours and 79 demonstrations were given to 3,239 individuals
    - 12 CreativeMornings/Omaha events attended by 426 individuals 
    - 3 Mobile Glassblowing Studio visits
•	 44 Gallery Exhibitions
•	 Between 16 to 30 different visual arts programs each quarter that give participants a choice to learn  
    and progress
•	 20 Partner collaborations including: Visit Omaha, Collective for Youth, Open Omaha, Radius Omaha,  
    Boys Town, UNO, Greater Omaha Chamber, Millard Public Schools, Gretna Public Schools,  
    Omaha Public Schools, American Red Cross
•	 50 Activations of the Community Studio and Creation Stations

This year, we took a bold step toward shaping the next generation of artists and creative leaders by launching our 
first formal internship programs for both high school and college students.

Our high school program, the Torchbearer Academy, welcomed two students from Omaha South who now work 
side-by-side with professional artists in mediums they cannot access at school. Participants complete 90 hours at 
the Hot Shops, meeting site-specific and employability competencies while earning school credit. They are also 
developing senior capstone projects rooted in real-world creative practice—projects that will be showcased at the 
Hot Shops in 2026.

Our college program centers on a new, student-led retail gallery space, First Fire Gallery, located at 1312 Izard 
Street. Operated by college art students, the storefront features both student and resident artist work. Open 
approximately 15 hours per week, the shop gives students real-world experience running a creative business—from 
staffing and sales to curation and customer engagement.

These programs are about building a future for young artists here in Omaha. Students gain hands-on experience 
in arts entrepreneurship, connect directly with professional artists, and learn the skills needed to turn creativity into 

Focus Area 

Build a Creative Pipeline
Over the summer we held 16 hands-on workshops for children from 

all over the metro in partnership with Collective for Youth. 



sustainable careers. At the same time, the shop activates Izard Street, bringing new energy to the neighborhood 
and creating additional opportunities for the public to engage with local art.

This student-led retail space may be small, but its goals are big: empowering emerging artists, strengthening the 
creative workforce, and ensuring Omaha remains a place where imagination, opportunity, and community intersect.

Together, these initiatives mark the beginning of a sustainable pipeline—one that moves students from curiosity to 
competence, and from exploration to opportunity.

Expanding Artistic Offerings
We continue to champion diversity in both our artist community and our programming. Each quarter, we offered 
between 16 and 30 different visual art classes, staying true to our mission of giving participants choice in their 
creative journeys. Our Education and Program Manager, Josephine Langbehn develops customized Hot Shops 
programming for groups, like this year for the American Red Cross. These employees work across the country and 
were in Omaha for their yearly conference. She also assists artists in developing classes that follow our curriculum 
requirements, so content is rooted in creativity and students can be assured of the artist’s rich understanding of the 
medium they are teaching.

A standout success was the launch of stained glass classes with instructor Valerie Spellman—now offered eight times 
per month and consistently sold out. Another notable addition was Intro to Bronze Casting, led by new metal arts 
technician Jack Gatzemeyer, injecting fresh energy into our fiery arts programming and expanding what’s possible 
for our community.

Pottery instructor Rob Johnson continues to deepen our ceramics pathway, offering beginning and intermediate 
classes and adding a new advanced teapot-making course this year. We also welcomed new artist Kimberly Maher, 
who recently moved to Omaha from Iowa City and now brings printmaking and bookmaking—two entirely new 
offerings—to our class lineup.

A new glass stamping program, developed by our glass artists, allows us to welcome larger groups for hands-on 
experiences in the hot shop. This fast-paced activity brings participants face-to-face with the furnace, letting them 
feel the heat and witness how molten glass transforms under pressure. Each guest creates a simple glass medallion 
stamped with artwork of their choosing—an unforgettable first encounter with the fiery arts that is both accessible 
and awe-inspiring.
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Build a Creative Pipeline

Workshop, a startup tech company, held an all-company meeting and creative day at the Hot Shops.



Notable Returning Programs
•	 UNO’s Aim for the Stars Camp – A unique math-and-art program that concludes at the Hot Shops with an artist  
	 panel exploring how math is used across creative disciplines, from photography to sculpture and more. Students  
	 then presented their own work to resident artists, building confidence and presentation skills.
•	 Russell Middle School – Advanced art students participated in multi-part painting and printmaking experiences  
	 that mirrored professional studio practice.
•	 Gretna Public Schools – All seven elementary schools returned with every 5th grade class, making the Hot  
	 Shops a shared creative milestone for an entire district.
•	 Art in the Park – over the spring, summer and fall months the Hot Shops travels to the Gene Leahy Mall in  
	 partnership with MECA to deliver a variety of free hand-on art workshops to the community. 

Deepening Education + Equity
We continue to prioritize access to meaningful, hands-on arts experiences—especially for under-resourced youth—
because we know the arts are more than skill-building. They are a catalyst for self-expression, confidence, and 
critical thinking.

This year, in addition to many others, we welcomed:

•	 Radius Omaha, whose students worked with ceramic artist Tim Barry to transform clay into functional cups—		
	 exploring how ideas evolve into form and how personal stories live inside simple objects.
•	 Boys Town, where advanced pottery students learned the full artistic cycle from ceramicist Daniel Toberer, from  
	 mixing clay to firing large-scale vessels.
•	 Collective for Youth, bringing students from across the metro into our studios for hands-on exploratory learning.
•	 Wounded Warrior Project, where veterans and their children created pottery together, reinforcing art as a tool  
	 for healing, connection, and joy.
•	 Castelar Elementary (OPS), welcoming more than 100 second graders.
•	 Cody Elementary, where we brought our Mobile Glassblowing Studio onsite for live demonstrations.
•	 Montgomery County, MO High School, for tours and a stained glass class.
•	 Dundy County–Stratton Schools, for tours, demonstrations, and a Sharpie art workshop.

In total, we hosted 879 under-resourced youth across 31 arts education programs this year.

Across all partnerships, our goal remains the same: to show students that their ideas matter, their voices have power, 
and creativity is a lifelong tool for growth and discovery.
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Matthew Shrader demonstrates glassblowing to Cody Elementary students. 



Focus Area 

Create Space for Artists to 
Connect and Grow

Let’s provide our collaborative of 
creative learners, makers and artists 
of all ages, ethnicities, races, sexual 
orientations, and backgrounds that 
work in a variety of mediums a place 
and opportunity to be creative, 
exchanging ideas and developing their 
voice. 

As Omaha’s largest artist collective, the Hot Shops plays a vital role in making local artists visible year-round within 
our city’s thriving arts and culture scene. More than a building, we are a living ecosystem—one where artists create, 
experiment, collaborate, and share their work with the public every day.

We remain deeply committed to providing opportunities for artists to showcase their work, connect with one 
another, and grow their creative practices. Throughout the year, we hosted events, exhibitions, and programs that 
strengthened those connections and amplified the voices of our artists—both within our walls and across the broader 
community.

Artists Supporting Artists
The Hot Shops has long been a critical resource for visiting and resident artists alike, offering the expertise, 
equipment, and collaborative spirit necessary to tackle even the most complex fiery arts projects. Our unique 
combination of talent and facilities makes us a go-to destination for artists working in specialized mediums such as 
glass, ceramics, and metal.

A cornerstone of this work is our long-standing partnership with Bemis Center for Contemporary Arts. Each year, 
Bemis resident artists are introduced to the Hot Shops as a local creative resource—one that offers technical 
specialists, industrial-scale equipment, and a collaborative environment rarely found elsewhere. This relationship 
benefits everyone involved. Visiting artists gain access to expertise in fiery arts, while our resident artists gain exposure 
to new ideas, perspectives, and experimental practices from artists across the globe.

Bemis resident artist, Owen Leong from Australia, who arrived in Omaha 
with minimal glass exposure, utilized the Hot Shops staff expertise and 

equipment to create his work.

Measurement Report
•	   Provide low-cost working spaces that are well below rental fees currently available in the market  
      Hot Shops’ rates: $1/sq foot - $1.40/sq foot 
      - 60 studios. 100 resident artists 
•	 Hosted 52 events to connect our 100 resident artists with each other and other creatives. We       
      welcomed 50,000+ visitors through tourism and events
•	 Hosted 46 exhibitions featuring 99 artists
•	 Building improvements - ADA Elevator installed, south building roofing and shoring work, fire alarm   
      notification system, brick work on south building, forge cleanout and new studios built, new shared  
      woodworking area.



That cross-pollination is thriving. This year, Bemis residents were once again toured through the Hot Shops to experience 
the full ecosystem of creative support in Omaha. Seven residents sought out collaboration in our glass studio, working 
closely with Glass Studio Manager Matthew Shrader. These exchanges spark innovation, deepen skills, and reinforce the 
Hot Shops’ role as a hub where artists learn from artists.

The Hot Shops also collaborates with the Omaha Entertainment & Arts Awards. For the past two years, Glass Studio 
Manager Matthew Shrader has created custom glassblown trophies for award recipients—celebrating creative excellence 
with works of art that reflect the spirit and craftsmanship of our community.

New Shared Display Areas
In February, we unveiled new shared display areas throughout the Hot Shops. This initiative activates underutilized spaces 
with rotating artwork, giving visitors new reasons to return and offering more opportunities for artists to shine.

We expanded our exhibition footprint from two galleries to six shared display spaces featuring both resident and 
community artists. By year’s end, we hosted 46 exhibitions showcasing 99 artists.

Equally important, we are teaching artists how to present their work professionally. Artists receive guidance on curating, 
hanging, and labeling their pieces, as well as writing bios and artist statements that help the public better understand 
their work. These skills empower artists far beyond our walls, strengthening their careers and confidence in every venue 
they enter.

Events that Connect Artists with the Community
The Hot Shops is where artists and the public meet, and where creativity becomes shared experience.

This year, we helped new organizers reboot the Omaha Summer Arts Festival into the Omaha Art Fair. We also hosted 
a group booth featuring 12 Hot Shops artists who demonstrated and sold their work. It was a powerful way to showcase 
local talent and bring the energy of our studios into the heart of the city.

We hosted 14 public events, including our largest gatherings—the Spring and Winter Open Houses—which brought 
thousands of supporters to shop from local artists and experience live demonstrations. These weekends transform the 
building into a vibrant marketplace of ideas and craftsmanship.

We also hosted six Friday Night Art Fluid events: hybrid exhibition openings and open studio nights where visitors 
explore new artwork, meet artists, and enjoy a drink from our neighbor, Kros Strain. These evenings draw hundreds from 
across the community each month and activate our north downtown neighborhood. We are excited to see them continue 
to grow, building lasting relationships between artists and audiences. 

Our annual fundraiser, Art Factory: After Dark, was a defining moment. Planning was led by Education & Program 
Manager Josephine Langbehn, who galvanized resident artists who were excited to shape the theme, energy, and 
experience of the night. It was a massive lift, made possible by the passion and dedication our artists and volunteers 
poured into it.
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Create Space for Artists to 
Connect and Grow

Our revamped annual fundraiser, Art Factory: After Dark, was a huge success, made possible by the 
passion and dedication our artists and volunteers poured into it. 



Art Factory: After Dark was everything we hoped for and 
more. The building pulsed with energy. Molten metal 
glowed in the forge. Laughter and music spilled through 
the hallways. Creativity was everywhere you turned. It 
was the kind of night our city needed—one filled with 
joy, connection, and the spark that happens when people 
come together to make and experience art.

We said, “Let the Hot Shops be the place that lifts you 
up,” we meant it. Inside our walls there was warmth, 
creativity, and community. This event embodied 
everything the Hot Shops stands for: artists sharing their 
talents, people creating side by side, and a city that 
believes in the power of art to connect and remind us 
what’s possible. 

Renovations that Make an Impact on Artists
Every renovation we completed this year carried a clear 
message: our artists matter. These investments are not 
just about infrastructure—they are about safety, dignity, 
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Create Space for Artists to 
Connect and Grow

Our elevator opening celebration include a ride to the currently 
unused fourth floor where we encouraged artists to dream about 

what’s next for the Hot Shops future. 

access, and respect for the people who create here every day.

A major cleanup in the forge area supported emergency roof and shoring work in the southeast portion of the building. 
This addressed critical safety concerns and reduced long-standing leaks. The work allowed us to reactivate dormant 
spaces, build out two new studios, and create a shared woodworking area that will include safety and skills training. We 
have already welcomed three new artists into these spaces.

Wall reconstruction on the south side of the building made it possible to open our new student-led retail gallery, 
activating a new area of the Hot Shops while giving students real-world experience in creative entrepreneurship.

We installed a new, ADA-compliant fire alarm notification system with sound and light alerts, significantly increasing safety 
for all residents and visitors.

We replaced a 12-year-old glass furnace that had exceeded its lifespan. Funded by the Douglas County Visitor 
Improvement Fund, this upgrade ensures one of our most popular visitor experiences remains safe, reliable, and energy 
efficient. The new furnace includes modern safety features and backup power that protect both artists and equipment.

Perhaps the most transformational improvement last year was the installation of our new ADA elevator. What might seem 
like a simple upgrade is, for us, a giant leap forward. We celebrated far more than a way to move between floors—we 
celebrated access, inclusion, opportunity, and progress.

In true Hot Shops fashion, we didn’t just cut a ribbon—we melted one. With the molten glass ribbon “cut,” we rode the 
elevator to the fourth floor and dreamed together about what’s next. It was more than a ceremonial ride; it was a symbolic 
one. We celebrated not just movement up and down, but the forward motion we made together.

Our new elevator stands as a physical and symbolic reminder of who we are. This moment isn’t just about moving 
between floors—it’s about creating spaces that say, “You’re welcome here. You matter. You belong.”

Paul Smith, Founder and CEO of PGSA, captured that spirit: “The Hot Shops has been a pioneer in making the arts 
accessible to all and creating a welcoming space where individuals from all walks of life can create, experience, and 
participate in the arts.”



Focus Area 

Strengthen & Sustain

Let’s build a strong and broad coalition of support to help us stabilize into the future and renovate the Hot Shops 
into a world-class facility that evokes pride and better accommodates the needs of the future.  

Measurement Report
•	 Ten board meetings were held and one written monthly report was submitted. 
•	 39 outreach and grant submissions. Secured support from 13 major supporters. 
•	 $257,00 capital raised in public donations, sponsorships, grants. Short on $292,000 goal. 
•	 Secured $402,600 in funding for Critical Repairs and Planning project
•	 Monthly financial checks and balances, budget reporting, kept the organization   
      expenses low and build up reserve funds for maintenance and operations.

This year, we completed a full facility condition study, needs assessment, and set of design plans, laying essential 
groundwork for the future of the Hot Shops. These tools are now guiding both near-term improvements and long-range 
planning, ensuring we can continue to thrive within a rapidly changing neighborhood shaped by major development 
around us. We have begun conversations with funders about this vision and how we can remain a vibrant, accessible arts 
anchor amid that growth.

At the same time, 2025 proved to be a particularly challenging fundraising environment. Political uncertainty and 
significant reductions at the federal level led many foundations and donors to shift resources toward urgent human 
services needs. Several funders were candid about their need to pull back, and new prospects asked us not to reapply 
without invitation. Despite continued outreach, we experienced more rejections than in recent years and ultimately 
finished $35,000 short of our annual fundraising goal. It was a difficult reality: when basic needs are not being met, the arts 
are often seen as a luxury.

Against that backdrop, the success of our Critical Repair Campaign was both meaningful and essential. The campaign 
raised $402,600, enabling us to complete urgent safety and infrastructure improvements without depleting our emergency 
reserves. These investments ensured the stability of our building and protected the artists and visitors who depend on it.

The Hot Shops benefits from a diversified funding model that strengthens our resilience. Currently, approximately 28% of 
our budget comes from philanthropic support, while 72% is earned income generated through classes, studio residencies, 
events, and programs. In 2025, this balance allowed us to maintain financial stability. By operating conservatively and 
aligning expenses with revenue, we ended the year in the black.

Community events also play a vital role in sustaining our mission. Our annual fundraiser grew from 3 to 10 sponsors, 
welcomed 295 attendees, and raised $24,000. The Winter Open House—our largest event of the year—drew 4,200 
visitors, generated strong sales for artists, and raised $4,300 for the Hot Shops.

In a year marked by economic pressure and uncertainty, these outcomes reflect both careful stewardship and the deep 
commitment of our community. Together, they ensure that the Hot Shops remains strong, adaptable, and ready for what 
comes next.

The new glass furnace arrives at the Hot Shops with the help of Kiewit Building 
Group. The furnace was funded by the Douglas County Visitor Improvement fund. 



Focus Area 

Community Awareness  
and Outreach

Let’s build our brand awareness and reach to attract more visitors and students. 

Measurement Report
•	 Marketing/Donation booklet created
•	 Social media audience growth of 2,137 over four channels (FB, Insta, LinkedIn, TikTok). 
•	 Monthly email newsletter. Audience of 3,933 and open rates at 14-20% 
•	 267,450 page views on our website and approximately 50,000+ visitors passed through our doors.
•	 Creation of a brand story guide to help us more consistently tell our story

We were very fortunate to receive several stories in the media. 

•	 Visit Omaha Magazine mention
•	 Segment on American Dream 17:07 mark 
	 https://watch.americandreamnetwork.tv/nebraska/videos/the-american-dream-tv-nebraska
•	 Greater Omaha Chamber magazine mention
•	 FNBO 60 sec spot: FNBO-ONE-2025_SuperBowl_60s_Rough-v2-3 on Vimeo
•	 Exhibition at Hot Shops for local LEGO artist:  
	 https://www.wowt.com/video/2025/06/04/exhibition-hot-shops-local-lego-artist/
•	 Omaha Camera Club exhibition:  
	 https://www.wowt.com/2025/09/12/omaha-camera-club-celebrates-100-years-photographs-photographers/
•	 KIOS radio interview and radio spots for Fundraiser and Open House

We were proud to host the Mixin’ It Up exhibition, a group show organized by Shawnequa Linder and 
‘Family Portraits,’ a solo show by Ang Bennett, both Omaha Entertainment and Arts Award Nominees! 

We embraced a serendipitous moment of connection when a mama duck made her nest in a burned-out 
kiln outside the Hot Shops. Our “Baby Duck Watch” social media series quickly captured hearts across 
the community, as followers checked in daily to see how the growing family was doing. The “Forged in 
Feathers” story ended on a joyful note when the mama safely led all her ducklings from the kiln and down 
to the riverfront park. A reminder that even in unlikely places, care, creativity, and new life can take root.

Future planning session with RDG.

https://watch.americandreamnetwork.tv/nebraska/videos/the-american-dream-tv-nebraska
https://www.wowt.com/video/2025/06/04/exhibition-hot-shops-local-lego-artist/
https://www.wowt.com/2025/09/12/omaha-camera-club-celebrates-100-years-photographs-photographers/


The new elevator arrives at the Hot Shops on a snowy day in February 2025

Dan Toberer creates a giant ceramic 
ornament during Winter Open House.

UNO’s Math and Art camp artist 
presentations.

Collaborative art activities at the fundraiser. Tim Barry teaches pottery during our 
summer workshops.

CreativeMornings at the Hot Shops featuring Jack 
Gatzemeyer discussing his artistic process



MISSION 
To be a place where ideas, dreams and what ifs are explored, created and shared. 

VALUES 
We catalyze CREATIVITY through bravery, honesty and hard work.

We accelerate ACCEPTANCE through inclusivity and celebrating the individual.
We build TRUST by providing a safe place to share and develop ideas and creative expressions. 

We create OPPORTUNITY by breaking down barriers, developing voice and building confidence.
We strive for EXCELLENCE and QUALITY in our programs and experiences to the community.

VISION 
To be the most alive, open and original visual arts community in Omaha.

Our “Baby Duck Watch - Forged in Fire” social media series quickly captured hearts across the 
community. After hatching, the family toured by Les Bruning’s Embracing Chaos sculpture on 11th 
Street before moving to the riverfront park. 


