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The building includes a 300-seat concert hall to open on Skidaway Island by 2009.

A new nonprofit organization has selected a firm to design a multi-purpose education and performance venue on Skidaway Island.

The Skidaway Community Institute, established last year to promote educational and cultural enrichment, has hired Cogdell & Mendrala Architects to draft plans for a 15,000-square-foot cultural center, which will include a 300-seat concert hall.

"We envision the center will be the cultural hub of the island," said Mary Vernick, president of the institute.

The facility also will have an art gallery, classrooms, conference rooms, a large general-purpose room, a kitchen, administrative offices, restrooms and storage.

The estimated cost is $3.5 million.

The location will be along Commerce Street (next to the Merrill Lynch and SunTrust buildings) in the Skidaway Village Square on land donated by the family of the late J.C. Lewis.

A capital campaign to raise $6 million will begin in January after architects have created a rendering of the center. Construction is expected to start in early 2008. The opening of the new center is anticipated by early 2009.

The campaign will raise funds for the building and seed money for an endowment devoted to helping pay for its annual operating costs, which are estimated to be about $300,000.

"That includes a full-time director, utilities and some reserves," Vernick said.

"This is not a pipe dream. This is a well-thought-out plan made by numbers people."

Vernick said the board of directors has secured challenge grants from wealthy individuals who share the community-minded vision of the institute. The goal of the campaign will be to raise $3 million, which will be matched for a total of $6 million.

Principal architect John Mendrala said a tight budget and firm demands by the institute's board makes for interesting design challenges. The design likely would lean toward something befitting the Skidaway Village Square's eclectic architectural aesthetic, Mendrala said.

"Not too modern and not too traditional," he said. "But of course there's always room for surprises along the way."

Among other requirements, the board wants the building to be green.

Mendrala will create a rendering modeled after a rating system called Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design, which evaluates sustainable site development, water savings, energy efficiency, materials selection and indoor environmental quality.

Vernick said being green is good for the environment, but also good for the budget.

"The building will pay us back in five years or less," Vernick said.

News of the institute's plans to build a 300-seat concert hall is good news to local concert promoters, especially those promoting classical music. The Savannah Music Festival, for instance, has sought an ideal venue for chamber music for years.

The Lucas Theatre for the Arts is too big, making the small crowds drawn to chamber music concerts seem even more diminutive. The rotunda at the Telfair Academy of Arts and Sciences, which holds about 200, boosts fine acoustics, but its flat floor and static lighting are obvious clues it was not intended for musical ensembles.

"The prospect of an outstanding 300-seat facility designed to accommodate a variety of musical performances would be a wonderful addition to Savannah," said Rob Gibson, director of the music festival, in a prepared statement.

Vernick said the facility also may be used by Reel Savannah and the Savannah Film Festival.
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