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Making it new: from factory to arts center

By Jan Shepherd
GLOBE CORRESPONDENT

LEBANON, N.H. — “I love these old buildings, especial-
ly real basket cases like this one,” said C. Stuart White, a
local architect, referring to the AVA Gallery and Art Center
here. Thanks to a $4.5 million makeover of the 19th-centu-
ry landmark, the former overalls factory is now a modern
home for visual arts.

The 34-year-old Alliance for the Visual Arts, or AVA,
bought the H.W. Carter & Sons building in 2003 after 13
years as a tenant in the rambling, 36,000-square-foot
place. Various businesses had rented space there after Car-
ter made its last overalls in 1985.

“When we first came here from Hanover, it was always
my secret wish that some day AVA would own the Carter
building despite its many flaws. And why not? It is so right
for us,” said Bente Torjusen, executive director since 1986.
“It has character, natural light, and a raw, genuine feeling.
The location is ideal.”

Located a block from the green in the center of this
town of about 12,000 residents, and near Interstates 89
and 91, AVA offers classes and programs that draw partici-
pants from Vermont and New Hampshire’s Upper Con-
necticut River Valley communities. In celebration of the
transformation, AVA is hosting open houses with speakers
and tours on Sunday afternoons through Oct. 21. A gala
opening will be held Oct. 26 for the two inaugural exhibits
in the new galleries.

For “Waste to Art,” 50 sculptors, metalsmiths, and

ART CENTER, Page M10
mixed media artists accepted invi-
tations to pick through factory ar-
tifacts and recycle their finds into
wall art, sculpture, jewelry, and
anything else they could imagine.

Paulette Werger, a metalsmith
who moved back into her leased
AVA studio in August, scooped up
small steel washers from buckets
and the floor. She said she
planned to chisel-mark the wash-
ers and accent the strikes with
gold before incorporating them in-
to a handcrafted silver-and-gold
necklace.

“Generation Next” features
work by five recent art college
graduates or students with long-
standing relationships with AVA.

“It’s the past and future brought
together now;” Torjusen said.

Max Scoppettone, 24, an exhib-
itor who graduated in June from
the School of the Art Institute of
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Chicago, has a long history at
AVA. “My mom put me in classes
there before I was in elementary
school,” he said in a telephone in-

terview. For “Generation Next,” he
pays homage to the building’s past
with an interactive puzzle sculp-
ture.

“I want to put visitors in an im-
mersive world of a factory worker
and experience being one. The
puzzle sculpture basically is a rec-
tangular wood box, covered in
plain gray nylon and probably will
have sewn lines on the sides just
like a puffy down vest,” said Scop-
pettone. For sound, he recorded
former Carter workers Eugene Do-
veney and Laura Bosley. “Eugene
used to be a fabric cutter, which is
most relevant to my pragject, and
Laura used to sew zippers [and]
buttons,” he said.

The exhibits’ Nov. 16 closing
party will feature an auction of
“Waste to Art” creations to benefit
AVA. “The idea from the begin-
ning, and our hope, has been that
some of the pieces will be bought
at the auction and donated for
placement here,” said Torjusen.

The building’s restoration had
some crazy wrinkles. When ceil-
ings were removed, sewing nee-
dles rained down. Multiple addi-
tions hid the warehouse H.W.
Carter had built in 1859. The
whole building leaned 6 degrees
eastward thanks to a century of
west winds. Despite inherent

problems in the patched-together,
three-story wood structure, demo-
lition was ruled out. With the con-
tractor, Trumbull-Nelson Con-
struction Co. of Hanover, the
center decided to adapt energy-
saving methods and materials.
“Energy was spent in the 19th
century to build it, although most

of it was manual labor and proba-
bly did not result in much CO2 to
the atmosphere, unlike the con-
struction process today,” said
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White, a partner in Banwell Archi-
tects, Inc., and the project’s lead
architect. “If it were a tear-down,
yow’d be using energy to demolish
and even more energy to build a
new one. ... The energy embod-
ied in the old structure would be
thrown away. Embodied energy is
another factor in considering the
real value of preserving old build-
ings. It’s very significant and
makes you think twice about tear-
ing down.”

Karen Miller, education direc-
tor, showed off changes: original
wood floors, polished and won-
derfully creaky; fabulous natural
light dancing through 140 new
windows; a stone-cutting studio,
an AVA first; spacious and flexible
galleries, a two-level children’s art
studio; and 20 individual artists’
studios on the second and third
floors.

“The renovation gives us more
flexibility. With the separate kids’
area, we now have three studios so
we can increase the offerings for
adults. We’re committed to ex-

Continued on next page
panding teen programs, too. It’s important to make a
place where teens feel comfortable and fit in,” said
Miller. “I'm also very pleased with the new galleries.
The way the spaces flow, the height and the light.”

Other alterations enhanced access and efficiency.
Concrete stairwells were added on the east and west
sides. The east side also gained an elevator tower. In-
sulation and spruce clapboards replaced vinyl siding.
Three liquid propane-fueled furnaces supply heat in-
stead of an antiquated boiler.

“The building was uninsulated,” said White. “It

was heating up all of downtown Lebanon. Now this
building will be the most efficient in the Upper Val-
ley”
Since the building is not air-conditioned, he
adapted sunscreens for the south-facing upper floors
where artists lease studios. “The screens keep the
summer sun off the studio windows, preventing solar
heat in the summer;” he said. “During heating season,
the low-angled winter sun gets partially below the
screen and through the glass, permitting some pas-
sive solar heating. At the first-floor gallery level ‘light
shelves’ provide the same function, yet they also in-
tercept direct beam sunlight and redirect it to the gal-
lery ceiling to get natural light deeper into the space
without causing glare.”

Since purchasing the building, AVA has raised all
but $275,000 of the $4.5 million restoration budget.
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“We continue to raise funds, plan fund-raising events,
write grant proposals. It’s been like a three-ring circus
during the last year,” said Torjusen.

When Torjusen, an art historian and author of
“Words and Images of Edvard Munch” (Chelsea
Green, 1986), joined the center in 1986, the gallery in
Hanover had no room for classes. “That turned out to
be a blessing in disguise,” she said. “We looked
around the Upper Valley on both sides of the river.
The moment I saw the Carter building I knew it was
perfect”

“Now everyone’s proud of the way we’re caring for
the building,” she said. “It’s a gift to the communities
of the Upper Valley to last for future generations”

Jan Shepherd, a freelance writer in Boston, can be
reached at jshep @earthlink.net.

AVA Gallery and

Art Center

11 Bank St., Lebanon, N.H.
603-448-3117

avagallery.org

Tuesday-Saturday 11 a.m.-5 p.m.
Opening celebration of new galler-
ies with “Waste to Art” and “Gen-
eration Next” exhibits on

Oct. 26, 5-7 p.m. Free.
Directions: Lebanon is about
125 miles or 2% hours from
Boston. Take Interstate 93 north
to -89 north to exit 17 (Route 4).
Route 4 west becomes Bank
Street. AVA is about 2% miles
ahead.
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At AVA Gallery and Art Center in Lebanon, N.H., its
director, Bente Torjusen, and its lead architect, C.
Stuart White, stroll through the converted factory.
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F’TOS BY CALEB KENNA/FOR THE BOSTON GLOBE

Renovation of the old overalls factory in Lebanon, N.H., uncovered a warehouse dating to 1859.
Executive director Bente Torjusen had long imagined the building as AVA’s permanent home.
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