AMERICAN &=
BUILDERS
QUARTERLY

lvz}l\\vzﬁ\\\\y%%\\\‘f% VZ NNV
\/ U1 |1\
/ ~BUMRN

L =

NETFLIX'S NEW CAMPUS MR. DETAILS 34 YEARS & 3 PLANS AT THE SPEED OF DATA
Preview the Los Gatos, CA, Tiffany's retail-design The Whitney Museum's new CyrusOne raises data

modular office space guru, Anthony Robins home was worth the wait centers in record time:

=4




Through award-winning residential and civic projects,

eco-conscious architect David Corban continues to
find ways to celebrate Florida's natural landscape

Interview by Joann Plockova

A David Corban’s architecture school
thesis was “Building in the Wilderness
Environment,” and he has since kept
his designs true to their surroundings.

Photo: Erik Keller

First, talk a little bit about your background.
I'm a Mississippi native. [ was born and raised
[there]. I attended Mississippi State. That had
an impact. [ got a very good architecture edu-
cation there; my professors influenced me, es-
pecially Samuel Mockbee, who later founded
the Rural Studio at Auburn University.

How did he influence you?

I worked most especially with him through
my fifth-year thesis project. He was one of my
critics. I was able to learn a lot from him that
way. The subject of my fifth-year thesis proj-
ect was “Building in the Wilderness Environ-
ment.” The ideals that informed my designs
at that time are still important to me now—
treading lightly on the landscape and integrat-
ing designs within their specific environment.

americanbuildersquarterly.com

APR | MAY|JUN 2015 27




VISION

From Samuel, I learned a strong sense of
regionalism and a belief that all people, not
just the wealthy, deserve an architect’s best
effort. Ever since I started my firm, [ have had
a constant stream of nonprofit clients.

So how did you end up going from Missis-
sippi to Florida?

After finishing school, I moved to Florida. My
grandparents had always vacationed in Flori-
da, and we came down here for spring-break
holidays and I liked it; I liked the beach and
the Everglades. And, when I finished school,
there was a construction downturn in Atlan-
ta and Birmingham—areas where, tradition-
ally, Mississippi State graduates go.

So, I had worked a couple of summers
down here in Florida at a firm in Ft. Meyers.
After I graduated, in 1990, I was offered a job
at that firm that lasted for about a year and
a half. And then I started at [Andrea Clark
Brown Architect] in Naples and worked there
for more than four years. Following that, I
became a partner at [Architectural Network]
in Naples. I was there for about eight years
and built that up into a very successful,
award-winning architecture firm. And then,
about eight years ago, I decided that [ would
do best and have the most success and op-
portunity for doing good design on my own.

How would you describe your approach on
your own?

We [architects] always have an obligation to
our clients, but also there is a kind of unspo-
ken obligation to the larger community and
to the environment. So, I feel strongly that

buildings have to respond to the environ-
ment. As architects, we have to take a lead-
ing role in combating climate change because
buildings and architecture are some of the
largest users of fossil fuels. So, it’s important,
whether it’s in the program or not, to create
buildings that are built for their environ-
ment. And, I also think our buildings should
be a good player within the community. I
don’t think we should do buildings that call
a huge amount of attention to themselves.
They should be part of the context, whether
urban, a natural context, or a more pristine
environment.

How does the context of Southwest Florida
and its landscape inform your work?

I think what we’re trying to do as an archi-
tectural firm is appropriate to the Florida
landscape. For instance, with Grace Place, we
could have done a large 15,000-square-foot
single building, but this nonprofit organiza-
tion is located in the middle of a single-family
neighborhood, so we wanted to give it a more

David Corban, Owner

When Corban and his wife, both sailors, set out to find a
house on the water, what they stumbled on was a unique
site with a small cove and an old boathouse built on

top of it. The siting and the footprint of the boathouse,
which the couple occupied until their daughter came
along, gave the home its striking vertical profile, and its
position over the water helps it catch naturally cooling
breezes, which are further enhanced by operable
windows, an operable shade structure, vented skylights,
and 5- to 12-foot overhangs. The home takes design
cues from the traditional fish camps found throughout
South Florida, and it was recognized as one of the 100
best Florida buildings of the past 100 years by the Flori-
da chapter of the American Institute of Architects.
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Corban says the design of his own
home is one of the accomplishments
he is most proud of in his career.
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In Florida, hurricane codes require homes

to be built to withstand 175 mph winds, with
windows that can't be shattered by flying ob-
jects, so the common architectural approach
is to use small windows and heavy construc-
tion. Corban’s 4,500-square-foot seasonal Old
Naples home, though, built for a Washington,
DC-based couple, is a light and airy structure
designed to stand out from the crowd with
contemporary architecture, natural materials,
and carefully engineered floor-to-ceiling
windows that offer unobstructed views.
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residential scale. Also, some of the residen-
tial projects we’ve done are more appropri-
ate to the Florida landscape than the kind of
mini-castles—the kind of Noveau-Mediterra-
nean buildings that look like they belong in
Spain or the east coast of Florida more than
the west of Florida. So, I think the projects
we’ve done fit better in the Florida landscape.
Buildings that are intended for Florida are
a fairly new thing, and I think it probably
started with Seaside, up in the panhandle,
going back over 30 years ago. It was the start
of people embracing an architecture that
belongs in Florida. That style of architecture
is more historically generated architecture
than what I'm trying to do, however. I want
to use the materials and scale of the Florida
vernacular ... but do it in a 21%-century meth-
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“Treading lightly on the landscape and
integrating designs within their specific

environment [are important ideals]

David Corban, Owner

od, using contemporary materials and things
that we have available to us now. So, I suppose
it’s kind of a modern vernacular.

What are some of your proudest moments
so far as an independent architect?

Probably the biggest one would be when my
home [Haldeman Creek House| was selected
by the AIA Florida as ... one of the top 100
buildings in the last 100 years. So, it’s right
up there with some Frank Lloyd Wright build-
ings and Paul Rudolph. I was very flattered to
get that award and that recognition.

What about bigger projects?

The Cambier Park Bandshell—it has kind of
become an icon of Naples. I think everyone
knows that structure, and we won a state
excellence in architecture award for that.
We found a way to come up with something
interesting; we found things in the program
and the building to do a piece of architec-
ture that solves more problems than what
people expected from it. It was really just
supposed to expand the space and add some
bathrooms, but we also improved the acous-

tics and provided a building that forms an
entrance from Fifth Avenue into the park.

Where is your practice now, and where is
it going?

When I first started practicing on my own, it
was probably the worst time in the world to
do that. We were at the bottom of the mar-
ket; Florida was at the top of the foreclosure
issue, and there was just not much work to
be had out there. But, we pushed through it
by building relationships and working with
nonprofits. When you don’t have a lot of work,
I think it’s good to do pro bono work so that
you're keeping busy and creating relation-
ships, even when you're not getting paid for
it. So, that’s paid off for us, and now we’re
six people, which is not large by many stan-
dards, but we're very busy now. We’re doing
interesting projects, and people are coming
to us for the work we’re doing, ... saying,
“We’re looking for that type of architecture.”
That’s a place where an architect wants to
get to, where people aren’t just finding you
in the phone book and saying, “Okay, draw
up some blueprints”—instead, they’re saying,
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“I like the work you do; I'd like you to do this
project for us.” That’s where we’re at now; I
think that’s a good place to be, and we’d like
to continue along that path, to continue to
work with clients who feel the same about
architecture and the built environment as we
do—and continue to improve the landscape
of Collier County, South Florida, and further
out if possible. H

Grace Place

Located in Golden Gate, Florida, an econom-
ically distressed community east of Naples,
Grace Place is an independent school dedi-
cated to breaking the cycle of poverty through
education. The nonprofit has been a client of
Corban'’s since 2009, when he found it a home
by renovating a former Methodist church into
a multipurpose facility that, through moveable
partitions, can function as five classrooms,
including a music room.

The organization's new campus will
include seven additional classrooms, admin-
istrative offices, a hospitality resource center,
and a family resource center. LEED-regis-
tered, the project includes vaulted ceilings,
operable windows, recycled materials, and an
abundance of natural light.
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