Rethinking the Torpedo Factory

Consultants recommend changes to improve profitability at city’s premiere waterfront destination.
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Drastic changes could be on the horizon for the Torpedo Factory Art Center, the city’s premiere tourist attraction on the waterfront. According to a set of recommendations issued by a consulting firm earlier this month, the art center should find ways to become more profitable. Suggestions range from lengthening the hours of operation on the first floor to transforming half the central hall into an art gallery to creating a new logo and prohibiting art supplies from being viewed from the windows.

"The Torpedo Factory must improve its sales focus," wrote Vienna-based Management Analysis Incorporated which was paid $99,231 to complete the study. "It seems apparent that there is a mounting expectation that the art center and its tenants should be self-sustaining and contribute more to the economy of the city."

But art and money can be uneasy companions, and many of the artists at the Torpedo Factory are concerned that making drastic changes to the art center might erode its mission. One of those artists is Lisa Schumaier, who has been an artist in residence since 2004. She says that one of the things that attracts people to the Torpedo Factory is the interaction visitors have with working artists, a phenomenon she says might be harmed to converting half of the first floor to a gallery.

"I’m concerned that if we make half the first floor a gallery, people will come and walk through the gallery and leave without having that interaction," said Schumaier. "I want to make sure this is a place where you can wander around and discover artists making art. Right now, a lot of that happens on the first floor."

OPINIONS ARE divided about what should happen at the Torpedo Factory. Some say the existing art center is working, and that making too many changes could dilute the central mission. Others say radical changes are in order to shake up the status quo and create a fresh sense of purpose. Many have mixed emotions, acknowledging that the operation could be improved yet concerned that 

"Any time you have as many people in here, particularly artists as we have, you are not going to have agreement probably on anything," said Susan Sanders, an artist who is a member of the steering committee considering proposed changes. "We are doing our best to balance the needs of the city with the wants and desires of the people in here."

Balancing those needs will be at the center of the debate about to unfold at the Torpedo Factory, which attracts 400,000 visitors annually and provides more than $16.2 million in direct revenues to the city. The study estimates the prime building space occupied by the center represents an annual "opportunity cost" of $1.7 million. Yet according to former Del. Marian Van Landingham (D-45), one of the founders of the art center in the 1970s, some of the Torpedo Factory’s value is difficult to quantify.

"The art center is a major source of revenue for the city, and we provide a great deal more to Alexandria than any so-called opportunity cost," said Van Landingham. "This is a place where art is created, not a shopping mall."
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Half of the first floor in the Torpedo Factory could be converted to a gallery that would be open until 9 p.m. each night, displacing the artists currently renting space there and reducing the space available for events such as weddings and receptions. 

Recommendations

· Creating five-year term limits for artists

· Instituting a system of performance standards for longtime artists

· Closing off about half of main hall to create a new central gallery

· Adding a restaurant to the first floor common area

· Extending first-floor hours to 9 p.m. Thursday through Saturday

· Prohibiting art supplies from being seen from the windows

· Moving the city’s Archeology Museum 

· Creating new signage to attract more visitors

· Installing sculpture along the waterfront side of the building

· Creating a new logo that would replace the 1970s-era emblem
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