
Arts& 
Culture

Foster the expansion of the artistic and cultural assets in the 
Lexington region by effectively using existing resources 
and talent to attract and expand new opportunities. 



Lexington is a small but culturally vibrant, independent 
city situated in the Valley of Virginia between 
the larger, more urban centers of Staunton and 
Harrisonburg to the north and Roanoke to the south. 
With the presence of Washington and Lee University 
(W&L) and Virginia Military Institute (VMI) within City 
limits, Lexington has developed a unique character 
centered around small-town charm while emphasizing 
the importance of arts and culture in the community. 
As with most university communities, Lexington has a 
longstanding tradition of artistic, musical, and cultural 
endeavors that continues to influence and inform the 
local arts and culture scene today.

The goals and strategies included in this chapter aim 
to transform Lexington into an even more vibrant 
cultural hub than it is today. The strategies are founded 
in the understanding that successful arts and culture 
initiatives are coordinated regionally; rely on citizen 
involvement, not just public investment; sustain and 
enhance local identity and character; contribute 
to a strong local economy; and can build a more 
inclusive community. Many venues, organizations, 
and initiatives relating to arts and culture in the 
Lexington community exist within or operate across the 
neighboring localities of Rockbridge County and the 
City of Buena Vista. As such, extensive cooperation 
and coordination is encouraged across a broad 
range of governments, institutions, and organizations 
to achieve the desired goal of this chapter.

	▷ Introduction

This chapter builds on the City’s long-standing 
support of the arts in the community. By first 
examining the current status of arts and culture 
initiatives,  this chapter makes recommendations 
for how Lexington can further expand and support 
these initiatives and integrate the arts more fully into 
both community life and the built environment. This 
assessment: 

Identifies existing assets, initiatives, and gaps 
in the City’s ability to facilitate the growth of 
arts and culture in the community;

Suggests a series of strategies to structure 
improvement; and,

Makes formal recommendations for action to 
be considered by the Planning Commission 
and City Council.
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Arts and Culture Working Group
An arts and culture working group was tasked by the Planning Commission in early 2019 with examining the existing 
conditions of arts and culture in the Lexington community, as well as setting forth a series of recommendations for 
improvement to be considered by the Commission. The working group’s assessment remains relevant today and directly 
influenced the development of the 2025 Comprehensive Plan. In conducting their assessment, the work group asked the 
following questions: 

	▷ Community Engagement

	► What local and state 
laws might need 
to be reviewed 
to realize certain 
objectives?

	► How can diversity be 
promoted within the 
Lexington arts and 
culture community 
to include people of 
all ages and cultural 
backgrounds?

	► What actions can 
be taken by the City 
to improve arts and 
culture infrastructure in 
the immediate future 
as well as long term?

	► How can the 
development of an 
enhanced arts and culture 
infrastructure serve the 
economic goal of driving 
tourists to the area while 
ensuring that locals feel 
included and involved in 
the process?

	► How can the City of Lexington 
best cooperate with 
other local governments, 
educational institutes, 
and non-governmental 
organizations to achieve the 
desired goal of the chapter?

Arts and culture is important to the Lexington community. Nearly 30 percent 
of Comprehensive Plan survey respondents indicated that culture and 
events was one of the most valued characteristics of their community. As 
an economic driver, growing Lexington’s arts scene may also support two 
areas of concern for City residents identified through the Comprehensive 
Plan survey – lack of job opportunities and lack of shopping and services.  
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	▷ Planning Context

About  the P lan Planning Framework Planning E lements Implementat ion Appendix|  Lex ington Comprehensive P lan 204059

Existing Conditions

Lexington’s arts and culture venues, organizations, 
and initiatives are fundamental to the high 
quality of life enjoyed by residents. Not only do 
these organizations improve the community as 
a place to live, work, and play, they support the 
local economy by attracting tourism, driving 
events-related spending, creating jobs, and 
generating revenue through meals and lodging 
taxes. 

As defined by the City’s arts and culture working 
group, arts and culture generally include festivals, 
live music events, public art exhibitions, dance 
performances, food, and a variety of recreational 
activities. The area’s three institutions of higher 
learning are major contributors to and hosts of 
events and performances. Outdoor recreation 
is also a major component of the City’s culture 
given Lexington’s idyllic location situated 
between the Blue Ridge and Shenandoah 
Mountains.

In addition to existing venues, organizations, 
and initiatives, Lexington is home to dozens of 
independent artists, musicians, builders, artisans, 
professors, people skilled in crafts and trades, 
and an overall abundance of human capital 
and talent who contribute immensely to the 
community’s arts and culture scene.

Existing Assets

Lexington boasts a wide range of community 
arts and cultural assets. From museums and 
performance arts to its historic physical 
character and annual events, Lexington affords 
residents and visitors a unique blend of history 
and tradition along with the energy of a college 
campus and a vibrant downtown. Although 
not an exhaustive list, Map 6.1 details arts and 
culture events, venues, organizations and other 
assets, which create a strong foundation for the 
goal and strategies presented in this chapter.
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The City’s existing arts and culture assets 
can be classified as museums, historic 
sites, venues & event spaces, green 
spaces & parks, and community-based 
organizations & initiatives. Although not 
an exhaustive list, this map shows the 
concentration of assets available to the 
Lexington community.

The greater Lexington Region is host to 
additional assets such as: Southern 
Virginia University, Virginia Horse Center, 
Boxerwood Nature Center and 
Woodland Garden, Rockbridge Artisan 
Produces, Rockbridge Symphony, and 
the Shenandoah Ballet just to name a 
few. 

Map 6.1 Arts & Culture 
AssetsMap 6.1 Arts & Culture Assets

The City’s existing arts and 
culture assets can be classified 
as museums, historic sites, venues 
& event spaces, green spaces 
& parks, and community-based 
organizations and initiatives. 
Although not an exhaustive list, this 
map shows the concentration of 
assets available to the Lexington 
Community. 

The greater Lexington Region 
is host to additional assets such 
as: Southern Virginia University, 
Virginia Horse Center, Boxerwood 
Nature Center and Woodland 
Garden, Rockbridge Symphony, 
and the Shenandoah Ballet just to 
name a few. 



	▷ Partnerships & Initiatives

In addition to identified arts and culture 
assets, Lexington supports arts and culture 
through several partnerships and initiatives, 
including:

Boards and Commissions

Several of Lexington’s boards and commissions 
deal directly or indirectly with arts and culture 
in the community: The Architectural Review 
Board, Cemetery Advisory Board, Regional 
Tourism Board, and the Rockbridge Regional 
Library.

Downtown Enhancement Plan

The Downtown Enhancement Plan was 
accepted by City Council in 2013 with the 
goal of creating an attractive, vibrant, 
walkable, and bikeable Downtown. The plan 
recommends a variety of public improvements 
that contribute to green infrastructure, 
including street trees, green space, and 
bicycle/pedestrian connectivity. The City 
allocates $15,000 per year to implement the 
plan.

Zoning Ordinance

The zoning ordinance includes 
regulations for the Downtown 
Historic Preservation District and the 
City’s residential historic districts. The City 
received a grant from the Virginia Department 
of Historic Resources to develop a set of 
design guidelines for its historic districts. The 
new guidelines were enacted in 2019 and 
amended in 2022. 

Media Organizations

There are several media organizations that 
help promote arts and culture opportunities 
in the City of Lexington. These sources 
include The News-Gazette, The Rockbridge 
Advocate, WLUR-FM 91.5 radio station, and 
others.

Main Street Lexington

Main Street Lexington is a volunteer-based, 
non-profit organization established in 
2013. The organization works to enhance 
economic prosperity and cultural vitality 
of the downtown Lexington area. Several 
events sponsored by Main Street Lexington 
are intended to bring arts and culture into the 
City and into downtown specifically.
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	▷ Needs Assessment

Lexington has long supported arts and culture throughout the City and, as demonstrated through 
existing programs, has a solid foundation for bolstering investment in community arts and culture. 
However, the existing conditions analysis performed by the arts and culture work group identified 
the following opportunities and areas in need of improvement. The goal, objectives, and strategies 
that follow are intended to address these existing gaps.

Limited diversity of cultural and artistic 
expression in the community in terms of 
promoting a wide variety of content for 
individuals of all ages and backgrounds.

Multiple underutilized spaces (such as 
alleys, abandoned buildings, bridges, 
vacant lots, entry corridors, etc.) 
throughout the City that could benefit 
from visually-engaging public art 
installations.

Lack of clear, organized leadership, 
vision, communications infrastructure, 
and funding for stimulating arts and 
culture initiatives in both the private and 
public sectors.

Limited information and resources 
for promoting outdoor activity and 
recreation in the community.

Limited space for workshops, classes, 
camps, and other small events.

Examining Lexington’s history in the 
context of its rich artistic and cultural 
contributions rather than focusing on 
political or military history.
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Values Objectives

AC 1.1 Improve the accessibility and inclusivity of civic, arts, and cultural facilities, venues, and activities with the goal that they will 
be more diverse and universally accessible.

AC 1.2 Support affordable housing, flex live/work spaces, and resources for artists and artisans creating new businesses in Lexington.

AC 2.1 Encourage the development or designation of community space(s) as a general arts and culture center for the greater 
Lexington community, capable of hosting both national and local artists as well as other community events.

AC 2.2 Adopt tax incentives for the renovation of underutilized spaces and buildings (e.g., Cultural Enterprise Zones — tax incentives 
and subsidies to attract cultural organizations and private investors).

AC 2.3 Consider amending the zoning ordinance to create an arts/entertainment overlay district.

AC 2.4
Work with community organizations to promote cultural tours that showcase the arts, culture, and area architecture through 
coordinated festivals, live music events, and other celebrations of local culture (e.g., host monthly mini-festivals that highlight 
one particular aspect of arts and culture). 

AC 3.1 Use public art to revitalize, define, and enhance the character of Lexington and its neighborhoods.

AC 3.2 Improve the aesthetic quality of the City’s entrance corridors to be more inviting and appealing to visitors and locals alike. 

AC 3.3 Support the temporary re-use of vacant/underutilized building, facades, and sites for art exhibitions, events, and murals. 

AC 3.4 Include an arts and culture component in development requests for proposals for city-owned sites, when appropriate.

AC 4.1 Streamline the public art/mural installation process to promote public art in the City.

AC 4.2 Examine local regulations related to street festivals (food trucks, arts, music, food, drink, booths, etc.) to more easily 
accommodate special events.

AC 4.3 Streamline the event registration/permitting application to be more easily accessible and user-friendly. 

AC 5.1 Promote partnerships between local and regional government, local businesses, organizations, schools, university art 
programs, and charitable foundations to enhance event, programming, and facility development.

AC 5.2 Establish an independent Arts and Culture Community Council to better facilitate arts and culture programming, initiatives, 
funding, and promotion between organizations and institutions in Lexington and Rockbridge County.

AC 5.3 Publish an arts and culture directory of programs, services, and funding available in the Lexington area.

Use art and culture as a placemaking tool in the 
community.

Encourage and support citizen-led arts and culture 
events and initiatives.

Citizen 
Engagement

Provide resources and support for arts and culture 
in the greater Lexington region. 

Management & 
Collaboration

Local Identity & 
Character

Strategies

Support a strong local arts and culture economy.

Foster access to arts and culture in Lexington.

Sustainable 
Economy

Accessibility & 
Diversity

Arts & Culture
Goal: Foster the expansion of the artistic and cultural assets in the Lexington region by effectively using existing resources and talent to attract 
and expand new opportunities. 
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