
Creating an Arts Center…
The Watertown Experience

By Vincent J. Piccirilli, Jr.
Treasurer, The Dorothy and Charles Mosesian Center for the Arts

and Watertown Town Council Vice President
Malden Arts & Culture Summit – March 9, 2019



1. The opportunity – closing of the Arsenal & creating a 
vision

2. Making it happen – public/private partnership and the 
Arsenal Center for the Arts 2005 Grand Opening 

3. Thirteen years later – lessons learned & looking to the 
future with a new name – Mosesian Center for the Arts



Watertown Arsenal, 1939

The opportunity – closing of the Arsenal & creating a vision
…beating swords into ploughshares…



• 1968 the Army ceased operations at the Arsenal; eastern 55 acres 
were sold to the Watertown Redevelopment Authority, western 37 
acres were converted to the US Army Materials Technology Lab

• The elected WRA, Selectmen, and Town Meeting struggled 
throughout the 70’s with lack of long-range planning and inability 
to develop consensus – resulting in a suburban shopping mall.

• Community activists lobbied for an arts center, were unable to 
raise adequate funds to secure a commitment.

• The Arsenal Mall opened in 1983, project included 13 acre Arsenal 
Park, Harvard-Pilgrim, Arsenal Apartments, and Arsenal Condos.



Making it happen – public/private partnership and 
the Arsenal Center for the Arts 2005 Grand Opening



• In 1988 the Army announced closure of the US Army Materials 
Technology Lab – and a second chance emerged.

• With a new form of government, in 1989 the Arsenal Reuse 
Committee was appointed to develop plans & explore options.

• 1995 the US Army Materials Technology Lab formally closed, and 
by 1997 the $100M Superfund remediation was completed.

• 1997 the Reuse Committee presented a plan, and the Watertown 
Arsenal Development Corporation was appointed to buy the 
property from the Army and resell it to a commercial developer.

• 1998 Watertown Arsenal Development Corporation accepted the 
high bid from O’Neill Properties to redevelop the site.



From the Watertown Arsenal Development Corporation final report 
in 2005:



Details from the WADC final report:



September 2005 Arsenal Center for the Arts Grand Opening



Thirteen years later – lessons learned & looking to the future 
with a new name – The Mosesian Center for the Arts



Early years can be difficult – achieving the vision, sustaining 
revenue, establishing programming, and staff turnover.

Some significant milestones since founding:

• Signed a 30-year lease with New Repertory Theater as resident 
company in 2006.

• Merged with longtime partner and tenant Watertown Childrens’ 
Theatre, July 2013.

• Renamed The Dorothy and Charles Mosesian Center for the Arts 
in honor of its major donor family, September of 2016.

• In 2018, became debt-free, paying off the mortgage, personal 
loans, and prior years accounts payable debt.



The Arts Center is a key component of Economic Development.

• Watertown’s 2011 Economic Development Plan envisioned the 
Arsenal corridor redeveloped to higher economic uses.

• Watertown’s 2015 Comprehensive Plan envisioned a future for 
2025 that… “is known for celebrating its unique neighborhoods, 
historic and cultural heritage, and diversity, where visitors and 
residents alike mingle in distinctive local shops and restaurants, 
arts venues, beautiful parks, and active plazas, making Watertown 
known for its eclectic mix of local venues and amenities.”

• Since 2014, there is ~$1B of redevelopment in the 1.8 mile Arsenal 
Corridor.



Elan, 300 
Apts & 
retail

65 Grove 
Bosch & 
biotech

Gables, 
300 Apts
& retail

LINX, 
biotech 

labs

Athenahealth
expansion for 
2K new hires 

Arsenal Yards
250K sf retail

300 Apts
200K sf lab space
150 room hotel

150 room 
hotel



Watertown’s Art Center was built by the community and reflects its 
values, not built by a developer as an amenity for tenants.

Lessons learned:

• Good things take time; don’t give up.

• Community activism is not enough, you need active political 
leadership, and buy-in from the business community.

• You need professional, energetic staff and an active, engaged 
Board of Directors.

• Money matters - success requires you to deliver the mission in a 
financially sustainable manner.



A community arts center that opens doors to excite and inspire diverse 
artists and audiences to create, appreciate, participate in, and grow 

through the literary, visual, and performing arts. 
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