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Practical Magic:

A Lecture by
Kelley Perumbeti and
the Office of Tangible Space

By Devika Mohanlal

"What struck me most was her insistence that
their studio doesn't operate within a fixed style
or discipline. Instead, they design for people—
for how a space feels, how it supports relation-
ships, how it facilitates conversations and how
it tells a story.”
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The Nave presentation space hummed with
excitement as chairs quickly filled, accompanied
by low drones of conversation that mingled with
the soft whirr of a film projector. The Architecture
Department hosted a familiar face to CCA, Kelley
Perumbeti, co-founder of the Office of Tangible
Space, as a guest speaker in part of last semes-
ter's "Reckoning with the Future” lecture series.
l'arrived about fifteen minutes early with hopes of
catching the talk from the beginning. Kelley was
already there with her business partner, Michael
Yarinsky, and was soon joined by her partner Nitin,
along with several friends, colleagues, and collabo-
rators who supported her. Having researched their
work beforehand, | was eager to say hello and in-
troduce myself. Both Kelley and Michael were calm
and composed, greeting guests warmly as they
trickled in with a quiet confidence that instantly
placed you at ease.

By 5:30 PM, the space was packed, leaving a few
students in the back standing with notebooks in
hand. The lights dimmed and conversation quickly
settled into a focused hush as Kelley walked up

to the podium, visibly energised to interact with
young creatives. From the side rows, Michael, Nitin
and their friends quietly observed with pride. Even
before the lecture began, the atmosphere carried
an unmistakable sense of community, fitting for a
designer whose practice is deeply rooted in collab-
oration and emotional connection.

Kelley began by introducing the Office of Tangible
Space, the design studio she co-founded with
Michael. With offices in Brooklyn and in San Fran-
cisco, their team of six handles projects that range
from interior and spatial design to community and
curatorial initiatives—always, as she emphasised,
with a feeling-first approach.
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What struck me most was her insistence that their
studio doesn't operate within a fixed style or discipline.
Instead, they design for people. They focus on how a
space feels, how it supports relationships, how it facil-
itates conversations and how it tells a story. They call
this approach “practical magic"; embracing real-world
constraints (timelines, budgets, architectural fixtures)
while still creating moments of wonder. It felt refreshing-
ly human—Iess about the ego of a designer's signature
style and more about empathy and curiosity.

Kelley shared that every project begins with deep
research and a mission statement—a kind of emotional
North Star that guides all decisions. This value-based
approach gives their work a consistency that can't be
seen but is often felt. As a fellow creative, | found this
methodology inspiring. It's a gift to begin projects from
intuition rather than form and restraint. The lecture
moved fluidly through a series of projects, each reveal-
ing how the studio’s philosophy translates into physical
space.

The Brooklyn Museum Café project stood out to me
the most. Given only the constraint of “moveable
furniture,” Kelley's team responded with a poetic “island
and stream" concept - a meandering layout of snaking
communal tables combined with custom stools which
were designed in collaboration with ten Brooklyn-based
artists. It wasn't just a café; it became an ecosystem of
local craft and connection.

Then came a tech office in San Francisco where they
balanced the dual identities of technology and nature
through grid motifs and tactile materials. The project
reflected how the city itself feels structured, yet soft.
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Logical, yet open-ended. Other projects like the Whitney
Museum retail space and Brooklinen stores showcased
their ability to work at different scales while keeping
emotion at the center. Whether designing a modular dis-
play system or a family sofa that wraps around an oddly
shaped living room, Kelley's team seemed to weave a
sense of care into every hinge, surface, and curve.

What | appreciated most was how Office of Tangible
Space doesn't separate design from the act of building
community. Kelley spoke passionately about Works in
Progress (WIP), a series of exhibitions she co-found-
ed with designer Kate Greenberg. The project brings
together Bay Area artists and craftspeople to experi-
ment, collaborate, and showcase their process. From
reimagining public benches to co-designing sculptural
screens, these exhibitions aren't about finished objects;
they're about dialogue.

Kelley and Michael were first introduced through her
former studio professor at Parsons, the artist and de-
signer Alan Wexler. Kelley recalled A/D/O in Greenpoint,
Brooklyn, as a formative space in their story. "A hub for
design,” as she described it, complete with coffee, retail,
and exhibitions. It was there over a cup of coffee that
Kelley and Michael discovered a shared set of values
and decided to collaborate.

Kelly concluded her lecture by sharing what's next for
Office of Tangible Space: a new studio opening soon

in Dogpatch, a ceramic dinnerware collection, and a
long-term ambition to design spaces such as museums,
hotels, and public libraries. The kind of civic staples that
anchor communities. Her hope, she said, is to create
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spaces that outlive trends. Places that contribute to the
fabric of society through longevity and meaning.

Walking out of the Nave that evening, | felt a mix of
admiration and motivation. Kelley's talk was a reminder
that design can be rigorous without being rigid. That
research and feeling can coexist. As someone who also
works across disciplines, | often struggle with defining
my “style.” Hearing Kelley speak so confidently about re-
jecting that notion altogether felt like a quiet revolution.

Her phrase “practical magic”lingered in my mind the
rest of the night. It captured exactly what good design
should be. A balance of mind and heart, function and
wonder. For me, the biggest takeaway wasn't about
material choices or spatial layouts; it was about the
approach. To begin every project with intention, to
collaborate fearlessly, and to remember that design, at
its best, is an act of care. Through their work, Kelley and
Michael make the intangible—tangible, turning emotion,
connection, and curiosity into spaces to be felt and
conversations to be had.
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