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LIFE & STYLE

Seattle Architect Alan Maskin Finds
Inspiration and a Vacation in the Same
Boat

He Uses His Ferry Commute to Rough Out Ideas for Projects and Take a Daily Pause

Architect Alan Maskin uses his daily ferry commute for inspiration and as a daily pause in his schedule. Above, he
looks out on the city of Seattle STUART ISETT FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

By HEIDI MITCHELL
Nov. 19, 2014 12:44 p.m. ET

As a partner at Olson Kundig Architects in Seattle, Alan Maskin spends his life
thinking about the relationship between people and their surroundings. His firm
is known for building residences—often for tech gurus, celebrities and art
collectors—that maximize the homes’ natural surroundings. He has also headed
the design of major public buildings, including the Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation Visitor Center, the Microsoft Cybercrime Center and the Bezos
Center for Innovation.

The 60-year-old Mr. Maskin commutes from his restored 1930s beach shack

1of4 11/24/2014 7:36 AM



Seattle Architect Alan Maskin Finds Inspiration and a Vacation in the Sa... http://online.wsj.com/news/article_email/SB1063004588006777340860...

20f4

outside the tiny town of Poulsbo, Wash., a wooded enclave on a peninsula near a
reservation still populated by the Suquamish people, the area’s original
residents. There are no streetlights near his home. “An eagle wakes me up most
mornings when she goes to feed her babies,” he says. But his life turns full-on
urban as soon as he steps off the ferry into Seattle.

Mr. Maskin awakens at 7 a.m., eats and dresses, then drives 15 minutes over a
bridge to Bainbridge Island to catch the 35-minute ferry across Puget Sound.
From there it’s a 10-minute walk to Olson Kundig’s Pioneer Square office.

Most commuters use the ferry as an opportunity to socialize, read, catch up on
email, grab a drink at the bar or enjoy peace in the unofficial quiet section of the
ferry.

When he isn’t spying the occasional orcas or gray whales playing alongside the
boat, Mr. Maskin is sitting at one of the indoor tables by a window with tracing
paper for drawing unrolled in front of him, and solving the problems of his
current project.

“I became an architect because I love to draw, and the ferry commute provides
that time and motivation for me,” he says.
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Mr. Maskin uses the time to rough out sketches for projects. STUART ISETT FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

He tends to use the morning ride’s
rough drawings as initial storyboards
for his team at work to scan, color and
convert to digital models. Recently on
the boat, he sketched a project called
“38 Beams,” which will become the
collectors’ lounge at next month’s
Design Miami, the global design
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forum that runs alongside Art Basel
Miami. Mr. Maskin also worked on an
80,000-square-foot rooftop theme
park for children in South Korea.

He often spends his return commute
editing design-related photographs he
takes using the VSCO Cam camera
app on his iPhone.

A sketch. STUART ISETT FOR THE WALL STREET i
JOURNAL A native New Yorker and 30-year

resident of Washington state, Mr.
Maskin relishes his twice-daily ferry ride. “The way that the Pacific Northwest
light hits the water, muted by the clouds, is mesmerizing,” he says. “The color is
always changing. I could just stare at the sky and the Sound and the sun coming
up over Mount Rainier in the distance and get inspired.”

The ferry between Bainbridge Island and Seattle. STUART ISETT FOR THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

Some of Mr. Maskin’s fellow passengers complain about the commute, even if
they like life on the islands of Seattle, he says. If they don’t catch the ferry to
town, the next one may not leave for another hour. Mr. Maskin isn’t bothered. If
he misses the ferry, there’s an espresso stand with “terrific” coffee in the
morning, and a cafe with local microbrews in the evening, he says.

Mr. Maskin uses his ferry time for inspiration. “The beauty is so staggering.
Riding on it is like going on vacation twice a day,” he says. “My commute
provides a significant pause in my day, and from my perspective, this is rare
anywhere else.”

Being in nature for half an hour on either end of his workday rarely fails to
conjure Mr. Maskin’s muse. “I am forced to slow down for one hour each day, and
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it’s become my most precious personal time,” he says.
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