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The following information is provided in response to a question raised by Mr. Vihstadt 
via email dated July 9, 2014, regarding the Virginia Square Black Box Theater.   
 
Question 1: How many other Black Box Theaters does the County have in total and 
how many are owned, operated or otherwise assisted or subsidized by the County, in 
whole or in part?   What is the annual operating and/or subsidy cost to the County of 
these theaters, broken down by theatre?    How many FTE's are attributable to these 
theaters? 
 
Response: The operating costs for each of the black box theaters operated by the 
County are part of larger budgets with costs shared among partners (County 
departments and APS) on a case-by-case basis.   No one theater has a separate 
accounting of costs and revenues, and thus the annual subsidy required for any given 
theater is not easily discerned.  The theaters not only share operating costs within a 
facility, but also personnel costs within and among facilities.  The FTE numbers 
provided below reflect solely the AED/Cultural Affairs technical staff who support the 
theaters and/or the supported arts groups.  The FTE numbers are low because the 
theaters are located in larger facilities where staff is also supervising other spaces, AED 
staff can service multiple theaters from a technical perspective, and many of the 
supported theater groups have their own technical staff.    
 
The county operates the following Black Box theaters: 
 

 Gunston Theatre Two: Requires a 0.75 AED FTE. The utilities costs and a 
significant amount of the maintenance costs are born by APS.  The County does 
contribute an estimated $75,000 a year per custodial; however this is merely an 
estimate, since it is rolled into a larger custodial cost sharing agreement that 
incorporates the theaters at Gunston One and Thomas Jefferson as well.  
 

 Theatre on the Run:  Requires a 0.25 AED FTE. This theater is housed at 3700 
S. Four Mile Run, which is a building shared by AED and DPR.  At Theatre on 
the Run, the utilities and much of the maintenance comes from the DES budget, 
and further investigation would be required to estimate the amount of that cost 
associated solely to the theater as the theater is not separately metered. 
 

 Artisphere Black Box:  It is also difficult to isolate operating costs for the black 
box (percentage of electricity, lease expense, etc.) as part of the overall 
Artisphere budget.  The programming of the Artisphere black box theater is 
closely related to other spaces -- for example, the ballroom and the black box are 
difficult to use at the same time.  Artisphere staff has estimated that the annual 
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cost of the black box theater is $320,000, with approximately $205,000 in net tax 
support required.  However, repurposing the black box space may not have a 
direct impact on the operating subsidy required by the facility as a whole, 
depending on what uses, if any, were put in the space.  

 
It is important to note that use of County-operated black box theater facilities have been 
viewed as an important, in-kind service piece of the Arlington arts grants.  It is very likely 
that use of these facilities by Arlington supported arts groups do result in required 
operating subsidy. 
 
Question 2: How many Black Box Theaters are owned or operated, in whole or in part, 
by APS?  Please list them.   
 
Response: 
 
APS operates black box theaters in the following schools: 

 Washington-Lee HS 
 Yorktown HS 
 Wakefield HS 
 HB Woodlawn 
 Kenmore MS 

 
Question 3: How many Black Box Theaters in Arlington are owned and/or operated via 
private/non-profit theater companies?   Please list them.   
 
Response:   
 

 Signature Theater has two black box theaters within its facility.  The building that 
houses Signature Theater is owned by the County and leased to Signature 
Theater.  That lease includes terms for the sharing of some building costs with 
the building’s other tenant, Shirlington Library.   
 

 Synetic Theater has a black box theater.  Synetic operates out of a privately 
owned and operated space; the County has no involvement with this facility. 
 

Question 4: Has any sort of market study or analysis been done that addresses the 
economic viability of a Black Box Theatre at Virginia Square?   If so, please share.   If 
not, explain why not and under what circumstances the County would commission such 
a study.     
 
Response: The vision for a black box theater in Virginia Square originated from the 
Virginia Square sector planning process.  Virginia Square is identified as a cultural 
center, and the plan specifically called for the development of a new black box theater.  
A black box theater was part of two previously approved site plans at 3901 N Fairfax 
that were never built, and is now a component of the site plan approved in March 2012 
allowing the construction of an office building.  The most recent approval significantly 
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progressed the concept of the black box theater design and identified construction 
responsibilities of the developer in greater specificity than had been the case in previous 
approvals.  Following County Board approval of the most recent site plan, County staff 
worked closely with the developer on the detailed design of the interior fit-out of the 
black box theater.   
 
During this time the County Manager also established a joint Economic Development 
Commission/Arlington Commission for the Arts task force, staffed by AED, which 
produced a May 2013 report on the pros and cons of several business plan options.  
This report reflected the broad understanding that a business plan must comprehend 
the true wants of the community and the objectives that the facility shall serve.  
However, the research and analysis contained in that report would not constitute a 
market analysis.  In any case, it is highly unlikely that a black box theater in any location 
under most (if not all) business plans would not require some form of subsidy, either by 
the County or by an eventual end user. 
 


