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Pop-ups are an old idea made trendy. Alchemy is an old word made cool. Together they’re turning on the lights in a
downtown stretch that had gone practically dark, making it suddenly feel like The Place to Be in Norfolk. Make that
NFK. Even the old city gets a new tag with this shake-things-up crowd.

Operating out of a former Granby Street furniture store just north of Brambleton Avenue – and only a block up from
where the once-moldy Texaco building is getting new life – Alchemy is an outfit that describes itself as a “community-
driven workspace,” a concept that can be hard to define in traditional terms.

The place is a petri dish of “why not” ideas – perfect for its name, which harkens a mysterious transformation. It’s run
by Charles Rasputin and Careyann Weinberg, a couple of 30-somethings who wear a lot of black and exude a
just-right vibe – mature enough for the establishment, “dope” enough for the young. They rent affordable studio
space to artists, musicians and crafters, and throw together block parties, gallery weekends, offbeat theater shows
and counterculture entertainment.



The goal: Bust out. Fling open creative windows. Make us react, feel, or even re-think.

It’s a road that’s anything but dull.

For Halloween, Alchemy staged a Haunted Gallery, a spooky house that combined local art with a re-enactment of
Norfolk’s 1800s yellow fever epidemic, complete with an authentic embalming table and dirt from a real graveyard.

Christmas brought Unsilent Night. Billed as a “moving sound sculpture” and popular in cities elsewhere, it paraded
holiday revelers armed with boom boxes through downtown, all playing the same New Age-y song.

After that came Dark Matters – a one-night, free admission, Hitchcock-inspired event in an empty Granby Street
storefront. Art and performances explored humanity’s inner struggle. The main attraction: a giant skull assembled
from 1,000 books.

“No day is ever the same around here,” Rasputin says.

He and Weinberg are a couple outside Alchemy as well – two kindred souls in search of a cubicle-free life off the
9-to-5 grid. She’s from Maryland. He’s a local. They met a few years back, when she moved to town to work for an
ad agency and he was struggling to channel the creative notions in his restless brain.

“I was probably headed for trouble,” he says with a grin. “I was kind of a bad boy.”

Alchemy was hatched in the spring of 2013 during a city-sponsored pop-up festival called Better Block. The
city’s objective was to plant an arts district on the beat-up edge of Granby’s lively restaurant row. Landlords of vacant
buildings were persuaded to open up for the temporary shops. Weinberg and Rasputin talked the owners of the old
Quality Furniture store into loaning their place for two weeks. Inside, they cobbled together their version of a party –
bands, a bar and a skateboard area flanked by dozens of booths for budding artists, fledgling chefs and first-time
vendors selling homemade wares like candles and jewelry. A flea market with an organic, urban and heavily tattooed
edge.

“Pop-ups give people – especially young people – the opportunity to test out their ideas,” Weinberg says. “Something
they wouldn’t be able to do otherwise.”

After Better Block, she and Rasputin signed a three-year lease on the 12,000-square-foot building. They applied for
nonprofit status and raised $30,000 in remodeling money through Kickstarter.
Stripped of its 1980s décor – carpet, drywall and drop ceiling were tossed out the door – the place looks
half-finished. That’s just the way its new tenants like it. Bare floors. Battered brick. Exposed pipe. Long, dark curtains
hang from the old drop ceiling’s framework – movable “walls” to divvy up ever-shifting studio space. There’s a stage
in the back with a professional-grade lighting and sound system.

Weinberg has the practical head in the partnership – good at logistics, plowing through municipal red tape, dealing
with the co-op’s “residents.” A typical space rents for $400 a month, but all sorts of terms can be hashed out – by the
hour or day, or in exchange for helping out around the place. In any given week, roughly 100 people are passing
through.
“The more mistakes you make,” she says, “the easier it gets. You figure out what not to do.”

Rasputin refers to himself as “the janitor and the Rain Man. I need her to tell me when an idea I’ve come up with is
whack.” To pull off some of its out-of-the-box events, Alchemy works closely with the city.

“A city is two things,” Rasputin says. “The people who want to see things work, and a big book of rules that pretty
much says no to everything. But if you want to experiment – and maybe wind up with something amazing – you’ve
got to pull back some of those rules. They’ve learned to trust us a little now. At least I’d like to think so.”

Mary Miller, head of the Downtown Norfolk Council, is a fan. Alchemy has been able to draw out a slice of the



Alchemy, a co-op, brings creative types together. Careyann Weinberg and Charles Rasputin rent space and host block parties and other
events.

population
that’s not
usually
involved in
civic life –
the young,
edgy
underground.
“They’re a
pioneer,” she
says of
Alchemy.
“They’re
testing the
waters.”

It’s not easy
to stay afloat.
Weinberg
and Rasputin
work 40 to
60 hours a
week at
Alchemy,
then do side
jobs to make
ends meet.
Fortunately,
both can get
by without
much sleep.
“It’s been a
really tough
two years,”
he says, “but
the bad
doesn’t hold
a candle to
the good.”

Rain Man is
plenty sharp.
Rasputin can talk about urban development and socioeconomics and city codes. But for him, it all boils down to
Alchemy’s shades-of-the-’60s motto: Real power is people.

“Young people need to see possibility,” he says. “If you want them to feel like there’s no place like home, they have to
invest emotionally in their city before they’re old enough to invest financially –
before they go off to college and decide they want to live somewhere else.”

Pop-ups can pave the way. “It’s about community,” he says. “Connecting with trade and art – like we did before the
tech era.”



At a record swap, Ryan Aircraft of Anthems of the Undesirable, a distributor, hauled albums.

The city has
a name for
the arts
district: the
NEON – for
New Energy
of Norfolk.

“If you want
to see
something
change,”
Weinberg
says, “then
do
something
about it.”

And if you
bend the
rules a little,
Rasputin
says, all the
better: “That
energizes
young
people. They
love the
feeling of
getting away
with
something.”
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Alchemy’s walls are movable, though the band Janks has its own space.

are available on Distinction’s tablet and smartphone app, FREE at ,  and . Our app
includes more photos from this story plus other interactive elements.




