
THE ARCHITECTURE ISSUE
HIDDEN GEM THE ART OF THE

NAPKIN SKETCHA HISTORIC RETREAT ON MDI 
GETS A VISIONARY REVAMP

DESIGN FOR DESIGNERS
A HOUSE IN THE WOODS 
SINGS A MODERN SONG +



207-772-3373
mainehomedesign.com

If whole or part of this article is reproduced online, we ask that

a link back to MaineHOME+DESIGN be placed. Thank you.



66 MAINEHOMEDESIGN.COM 

 WE GAVE MAINE ARCHITECTS AND 
DESIGNERS A NAPKIN, A PEN, AND A DRINK — 
HERE’S WHAT THEY CREATED IN 30 MINUTES

P H OTO G R A P H Y  BY  C H R I S T I N A  W N E K
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In an op-ed for the New York Times in 2012, Michael Graves wrote, “It has become 
fashionable in many architectural circles to declare the death of drawing… What 
has happened to our profession, and our art, to cause the supposed end of our 
most powerful means of conceptualizing and representing architecture?” The 

legendary architect acknowledged that the computer is needed to present data as 
well as to produce complex construction documents, but an architect’s hands should 
never become obsolete as a creative tool. Throughout history, some of the most iconic 
designs have been conceived on a napkin, scrap of paper, or placemat. Architectural 
sketches are part of the designer’s thought process and the result of the mind, eyes, 
and hands working together. MH+D and PSA (Portland Society for Architecture) put 
out a call to Maine designers to come meet us for a drink at Novare Res Bier Café in 
downtown Portland to create a napkin sketch of their own. Four prompts were passed 
out, and each designer could do as many or as few sketches as they liked within the 
time given. Here are the results. You can see additional sketches from the night at  
mainehomedesign.com.

The napkin sketch is often the most exciting architectural 
drawing of all. It is a quick ideation of structure, circulation, 
and composition—a simple exercise that shows how design 
professionals express their creative solutions.
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PROMPTS

 A HOUSE YOU DREAMED 
YOU WOULD LIVE IN AS A KID

 A DESIGN THAT DOESN’T 
DIRECTLY TOUCH THE 
GROUND

 A NEW GATHERING SPACE 
IN DEERING OAKS PARK

 A DESIGN UNDER 500 
SQUARE FEET

Each guest was asked to create 
a drawing based on one of the 
following prompts:
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CALEB JOHNSON
AIA, FOUNDER & PRINCIPAL AT 
CALEB JOHNSON STUDIO

PROMPT:  A DESIGN THAT DOESN’T 
DIRECTLY TOUCH THE GROUND

“In an ideal world of drinking, sketching on 
napkins, and socializing with friends, buildings 
float and their occupants can indefinitely invest 
in them to meet their clans’ needs; moving them 
from one location to the next while watching 
clouds of birds and antique electric airplanes float 
by, all in perfect harmony, without an ounce of 
carbon emissions and lots of airborne lounging 
time on the deck.”
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PATRICK BOOTHE
AIA, LEED AP BD+C, DIRECTOR OF 
OPERATIONS/PROJECT MANAGER 
AT CALEB JOHNSON STUDIO

PROMPT:  A HOUSE YOU DREAMED 
YOU WOULD LIVE IN AS A KID

“For as long as I can remember, I have always been 
fascinated by vertical living. Growing up in rural 
Ohio, I remember riding by grain silos and thinking 
how cool it would be to pop a bunch of windows 
and a spiral stair in there. It would be a perfect lair, 
with each level serving a different purpose. Truth 
be told, I have some previous experience with 
this exercise: I had drawn this section sketch once 
before when I was about 10 years old on my handy 
wide-ruled notebook paper. My mom framed the 
drawing and sent it to me when I graduated from 
architecture school. When I shared this new sketch 
with her, she said, “I don’t remember the jail for 
your big brother?!” 
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DAVID DUNCAN MORRIS
AIA, NCARB, DIRECTOR OF DESIGN 
AT CALEB JOHNSON STUDIO 

PROMPT:  A DESIGN THAT DOESN’T 
DIRECTLY TOUCH THE GROUND

“As a kid, I was fascinated by the Robinson family’s 
treehouse in The Swiss Family Robinson and these 
sketches represent a long-imbedded pondering of 
what it would be like to live in the canopy and soar 
above the ground. Water is life to me, so I’ve added 
it into my fantasy.”
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ROB WHITTEN
AIA, FOUNDER & PRINCIPAL AT 
WHITTEN ARCHITECTS

PROMPTS: (CLOCKWISE FROM TOP) 
A DESIGN THAT DOESN’T DIRECTLY 
TOUCH THE GROUND, A DESIGN UNDER 
500 SQUARE FEET, A NEW GATHERING 
SPACE IN DEERING OAKS PARK

“Napkin sketches are always fun, and they’re a 
great way to share ideas. The informal materials 
and casual settings encourage spontaneous, 
open communication; just hold it lightly and 
let your hand and eyes do the talking. Nothing 
ventured, nothing gained. Be sure to pin up 
those early sketches to keep the energy and 
spirit in sight as the design is developed.”
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JENNY DILLON
ARCHITECTURAL DESIGNER AT 
CALEB JOHNSON STUDIO

PROMPT: HOUSE YOU DREAMED 
YOU WOULD LIVE IN AS A KID

“In hopes of articulating my childhood 
vision, this napkin sketch house is 
full of fun shapes and spaces. As you 
journey toward this home, the front 
facade is whimsical with an oversized 
circular entry door and matching circle 
windows. Once inside, you venture up 
the very tall spiral staircase to find a 
grand observatory equipped with an 
impressive telescope for stargazing. The 
right side of the plan shows an interior 
garden/aviary that spills out to the 
exterior gardens where you can roam the 
perfectly manicured trees and hedges 
and take a rest by the gurgling fountain. 
My architectural influences were Rolie 
Polie Olie and Meet the Robinsons.” 
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RUSS TYSON
AIA, PRINCIPAL, AT 
WHITTEN ARCHITECTS

PROMPTS: (TOP AND BOTTOM) A 
DESIGN THAT DOESN’T DIRECTLY 
TOUCH THE GROUND (MIDDLE 
DESIGNS) A HOUSE YOU DREAMED 
YOU WOULD LIVE IN AS A KID

“Sketching on a napkin is fun and 
challenging. The semi-papery medium 
forces you to be less precise and 
instead more instinctive with each 
blotchy stroke. What results is a 
conceptual depiction of what’s on your 
mind that invites you toward further 
thought and exploration.”
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LIZ TRICE
PRINCIPAL AT MAINE 
COOPERATIVE DEVELOPMENT 
PARTNERS

PROMPTS: (TOP TO BOTTOM) NEW 
GATHERING SPACE IN DEERING 
OAKS PARK, HOUSE YOU DREAMED 
YOU WOULD LIVE IN AS A KID, A 
DESIGN THAT DOESN'T DIRECTLY 
TOUCH THE GROUND

"I love the idea of creating spaces that 
allow us to enjoy nature wherever we are!"
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GEORGE WORKMAN
PRINCIPAL LANDSCAPE 
ARCHITECT AT GEOWORK+DESIGN

PROMPTS: (TOP TO BOTTOM) 
DESIGN THAT DOES NOT DIRECTLY 
TOUCH THE GROUND, HOUSE YOU 
DREAMED YOU WOULD LIVE IN AS 
A KID, DESIGN THAT DOES NOT 
DIRECTLY TOUCH THE GROUND

“An evening of repast with colleagues 
is a joy when ordinary table napkins 
can become a tableau vivant of freely 
expressed ideas.” 
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NICK ACETO
PRINCIPAL LANDSCAPE 
ARCHITECT AT ALA  

PROMPTS: A NEW GATHERING 
SPACE IN DEERING OAKS PARK

“I chose the third prompt, a new 
space for Deering Oaks Park, 
drawing inspiration and direction 
from the other three because 
that’s what we do as designers: 
combine, synergize, and create new 
and unexpected things that solve 
important problems. I envisioned 
canopy homes, assembled and 
inserted gently within the tall 
hardwood canopy, scattered 
throughout the park. The canopy 
homes would be homes for the 
unhoused, in the heart of the park, 
integrated within the urban forest.”
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RYAN STOKES
SENIOR PROJECT MANAGER AT 
WRIGHT-RYAN

PROMPT: A DESIGN THAT DOESN’T 
DIRECTLY TOUCH THE GROUND

“It was such a pleasure to be able to sit down, 
sketch and share a drink with the Whitten 
Architects team. Thank you to PSA and MH+D for 
putting on this great event at Novare Res.” MH+D




