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To your Future Self, and to mine





We shape our buildings; thereafter they shape us.

Winston Churchill
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Preface Practical Magic


In October 2020, two miraculous things happened to me that were way outside what I was accustomed to manifesting in my life: First, a journalist wrote an article for the Washington Post about my work. Then, the article came to the attention of a book publisher, who contacted me to ask if I wanted to write this book.

It seemed like such an anomaly because just four months before, I had felt stuck in many areas of my life, especially my career. I had been working primarily as a stylist, creating compelling spaces for magazine photo shoots and event clients. In recent years it had started to feel like a big piece was missing; I was creating chic spaces, but my soul was left wanting. Deeper questions were percolating inside me, but I didn’t know how to marry them with my established styling career. I was trying desperately to shift the stuckness and confusion, to no avail. So I did the only thing that, as an interior designer, I felt a sense of clarity about: I reupholstered five pieces of furniture in my living room. At the time, I had no idea this choice would significantly change the course of my career, and my life. Now, in retrospect, I understand why.

When I decided to redo the furniture, I was in full-on scarcity mindset. My partner, Mike, and I were living off our savings, our work having gone poof in the pandemic. With twins in Zoom kindergarten classes, the upholstery, already in not such great shape, was soon destroyed. Those sofas were hurting my heart—and messing with my self-worth—every time I looked at them. I longed for more beauty in my home.

But I kept hearing my Ukrainian immigrant father’s voice: Don’t waste money on stupid stuff. Who cares about the furniture? Save money for more important things, like food! This is what my ancestral “inner scarcity” voice sounds like. I was petrified with uncertainty.

But then something else rose up: a voice I have come to think of as my “Future Self” voice. It came from a woman inside me who had moved through my current crisis and was now living in the home of her dreams, with a career that connected her design work with her soul. I might not have had faith in myself in that moment, but I somehow had faith in her. So I took a deep breath and just did it.

A string of fortuitous coincidences occurred soon after I made this move, including the article and invitation to write the book you are holding in your hands. What floored me the most was how it all just came to me. It felt as if I had stepped into a new reality that was very different from the one I’d felt trapped inside.

I began to wonder if, perhaps, the furniture had something to do with it—if there was a correlation between the emotional shifts that the reupholstery made possible and the events that were unfolding.

On a surface level, you could say I was simply reupholstering pieces of furniture. People reupholster furniture all the time. So what? Yet, on a wider, creational level, the choice was an unconscious declaration to the universe: “I am READY.”

I was as surprised as anyone that this Future Self thing actually worked. Could there really be a cause-and-effect relationship between the design choices I was making for my home and the doors opening in my life? Asking this question is what turned me from a stylist and interior designer into a Spatial Alchemist.

An insatiable curiosity to test out exactly how this approach worked kicked in. I made more moves in my house, both big and small, that were designed to disrupt unwanted psychological patterns. I was tracking how these moves affected both my sense of self-worth and my ability to meet my emotional needs, and how that carried over into other parts of my life. Working in concert with my home allowed my life to expand and deepen more within the next three years than in the previous two decades spent engaging in a wide range of healing modalities. I was beginning to understand that my home was the missing link. By previously designing my home based on style and function alone, I hadn’t been tapping into its full potential.

This realization was the birth of Spatial Alchemy. As I began integrating these principles more and more with design clients and through online teaching, I noticed a commonality: Unexpected doors began to open in people’s lives that they would trace back to the shifts they were making in their home. They had tapped into the alchemical power of their environment, working on the level of energy in addition to the level of aesthetics, and magical things were happening in their lives.

When you design your home to align with your deepest intention for yourself, you are deciding to call this intention forth. Like me, you are telling the universe, “I am READY.”
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When your home is aligned with your desired future, you step into that reality with more ease. I styled this tableau with symbols meant to intentionally magnetize more abundance.







Introduction My Journey to Spatial Alchemy


Alchemy predates science. In the medieval period, among other pursuits, alchemists experimented with turning base metals such as lead into far more precious, highly sought-after materials, namely gold and silver. The practice was not, as you might think, born strictly out of greed or a lust for wealth. On the contrary, alchemy was a quest toward spiritual enlightenment and rebirth, with the lead and the gold as stand-ins for the self. You are the lead. You are also the gold. To paraphrase Paracelsus, a sixteenth-century Swiss-German physician and alchemist, you only transmute without what you have first transmuted within.

In my heart, I am an alchemist. Like the medieval practitioners of alchemy, I believe in the upleveling of everyday materials into substances of higher value. When I realized that it was possible to turn metaphorical lead into gold, I found my burning passion. Since then, it has been how I approach everything I do in my professional life, and in my home, too.

It works like this: Take one rather familiar thing, unlock its composition, and then experiment with the essential ingredients and proportions, adjusting them until the once ordinary thing is transformed into something extraordinary. This new substance is infused with new meaning and greater worth and emits a higher energy and more magnetic appeal than the substance you started with. In the context of my Spatial Alchemy practice, the material is you—and the laboratory for conducting its transformation is your home.

In one way or another, I’ve been practicing Spatial Alchemy my whole life. As the daughter of psychiatrists—my father was a cognitive behavioral therapist and my mother a psychodynamic therapist—I grew up steeped in the language of brain health. Psychology was the everyday mode of conversation in our house, where we regularly discussed emotional awareness.

Yet my childhood was spent in a constant state of flux. After my family came to the United States as refugees from the Soviet Union in 1977, we moved around every two years. While my parents were settling in and stepping into their American dream, I never managed to feel fully settled. As I’ll go into in more depth in the pages that follow, I eventually learned to turn this core wound into gold. How? Through the power of my home. I came to recognize how I could design my surroundings not only to emotionally regulate myself but also to expand what’s possible in my life. We will explore that process in full later in this book, but for now, a bit of background.

From a young age, I found myself drawn to the world of interior design. In the fifth grade, I discovered the home decor section at the local library. Every day after school, I would pore over books filled with photographs of grand residences all over the world. When I turned fifteen, my parents gave me a budget to redecorate my bedroom, and I proceeded to refresh the whole house.

Though I went on to study clinical psychology at university, my love for interior design held sway, leading me to a job as an assistant in the decorating department at House Beautiful upon graduation. My design work landed on the cover when I was just twenty-five, a major coup at a time (the late 1990s) when magazines were still the primary arbiters of style.

But craving a level of depth that magazines were not providing, after a few years I moved to London to pursue a master’s degree in scenography (essentially, installation art and set design) at Central Saint Martins. Studying theater helped me put the human element at the center of my ideas and design from there. It trained me to visually narrate how characters and spaces change over time. For the next two decades, I brought my design and theater backgrounds to bear for commercial and editorial clients. As a freelance interior stylist, I designed compelling interiors within the context of whatever brief was thrown at me, creating any style the client asked for.

In my personal life I was involved in various forms of traditional therapy (psychotherapy, cognitive behavioral therapy, and Jungian therapy among them) and studied many different disciplines, incorporating science (quantum physics, brain chemistry, neuroaesthetics, clinical psychology, and more) in equal measure with spiritual practices (shamanic rituals, Tantra, Kabbalah, and others). I wanted to explore the edges of consciousness and get to the heart of how personal transformation is accelerated. What I found was that when you combine the paths of science (logic) and spirituality (heart-wisdom) with the objective of transforming your life, you begin to expand more rapidly than with either study alone.

As I brought these teachings and discoveries to bear on my own life, Spatial Alchemy was in its research and development phase, largely a response to a few big questions: How can I take my findings from all the disciplines and theories I’ve been studying and put them into practice? Can I translate the insights gained from therapy and other healing modalities into my physical environment—aka my home—to uplevel my life? And can I do this for interior design clients, too? The answer, I was thrilled to discover, is a resounding yes.

In the pages that follow, I’ll show you how your aha moment in therapy can crystallize in the layout of your living room. That your subconscious communicates through the art on your walls. That it’s possible to gain traction in your career by rearranging your home office. I believe that if we can transmute the ordinary into the extraordinary through the process of refinement, as the ancient alchemists did, we can better not only our homes but ultimately ourselves.
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When I decided to reupholster several torn and frayed pieces of furniture in my former living room, even though it felt extravagant, everything started to shift for the better in my life. For me, this crystallized the connection between the home and the psyche, and led to the birth of Spatial Alchemy.







The Foundations of Spatial Alchemy


At the core of my approach to interior design is one radically simple idea: Your home is a tool for personal transformation and positive change. By tapping into its full potential, you may in turn harness your own. I see the home as a portal between our inner world and the big, crazy, uncontrollable world beyond it. Home is the one place that you can actively and immediately shape.

In consultations with both friends and clients, I began to understand why most people struggle with interior design: They look outward to the space first, rather than inward. With Spatial Alchemy, instead of focusing only on the function and aesthetics of a space, I aim to help people deepen their awareness of who they are becoming. We see how we can refine and reposition what they already own, to meet their current needs and desires more easily. In this way, you can move from wanting something in the future to creating a sense of already having it. When you cultivate a relationship with the energy you want to embody, through your home, you start to see more of it coming into your life, in profound and often unexpected ways.

Designing our homes with the intention of stepping into the most fulfilled version of ourselves allows us to address our needs and desires all at once, on all levels—spiritual, emotional, mental, and physical. The true power of home design lies in recognizing—and seizing—the opportunity to build the life you want, starting from the interior and working your way outward. As within, so without.

You may be wondering whether the way you design your most intimate spaces can really affect the way you move through the world. Without a doubt, it can make your life more fulfilling, efficient, rewarding, and productive, shifting you out of “stuckness” and stagnancy. Using your home as a dynamic, interactive tool keeps the opportunities for growth flowing.

In applying the basic principles of Spatial Alchemy to your living space, you are creating a system that tips your inner scale. Self-worth is the “gold” that alchemists speak of. It’s the precious substance that leads you to the next level of intuitive awareness, which allows you to play the game of life with joy and skill. And it all starts with examining the essential elements that make up you.


The Process


Throughout this book, you’ll be taken through the steps that I use with my clients to transform their lives by strategically shifting their homes. It is written and designed as a linear progression that builds on itself as you undertake each step. The effects will compound once you begin recognizing how upgrades in your home kick-start a domino effect in other aspects of your life.

This process unfolds in several stages and begins with a set of questions to help you clarify your intentions for your life. The point is to conjure your Future Self—a term you’ll see used frequently in this book. You’ll then take this Future Self energy and learn to plug it into your home. Here’s how it’s done:

Tapping into the Future Self starts with articulating your desires. To create clear and concise intentions for yourself, first identify where your home is supporting that Future Self energy and where it is sapping it.

The next step is to disrupt your old patterns. Take note of any outdated identities and mindset patterns that reinforce your personal status quo, then dissolve them by removing items from your home that represent those identities. This often takes more than one round; keep in mind that it’s a progression, not a one-time upgrade.

Once you’ve cleared your home of things that are no longer serving you, it’s time to seed your new patterns. To consciously design your spaces for the emerging Future Self identity you want to bring into being, introduce a few new items that will help embed those new patterns and start to generate momentum.

Next, you’ll address how to meet your emotional needs by putting together a home that responds to what you long to experience more of in your life. The goal is to build an emotionally secure base from which to grow and expand.

Finally, after going through all the steps of dissolving old patterns and solidifying new ones (known as solve et coagula, which you’ll learn more about starting here), you can claim your pleasure by way of the home. Pulling it all together in a way that turns you on and brings you the most delightful, feel-good energy is a key to accelerating your transformation.
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Life Science 101

Your home is your laboratory, and you are the life scientist. You are looking for a cause-and-effect relationship, assessing the correlation between what you are doing in your home and what is shifting in your life. Throughout this book, I’ll be encouraging you to center your focus on your Future Self as you approach the design of your home. I see your Future Self as a state of being as much as a state of having. It is the state that you feel viscerally in your body when your intention for yourself becomes a reality. I will ask you to engage in exercises along the way, each geared to give you actionable advice and takeaways you can apply to your home as you engage in the process of Spatial Alchemy. For now, however, let’s begin with a moment of self-reflection, to help bring clarity to the effect your home has on both your body and your psyche.

Imagine for a moment what happens when you neglect your home. You may find yourself living with things that literally get in your way, holding on to chipped or broken items that you put off replacing, unconsciously settling for less than what you truly want to live with. It’s easy to see how this scenario would fail to motivate or excite you.

Now reverse that vision. Picture what it would be like to proactively set up your house guided only by how you want to feel.

Let’s say your life is feeling very chaotic and you are looking for more support. As a proactive measure, give yourself what you want to receive. Rather than simmer in a state of perpetual longing, begin to design, step by step, the feeling of “I’m already supported” into your home. What does that feeling look like when anchored into form? What styling choices would you make to make your home feel more supportive? As a first, very small step, you might incorporate balanced, symmetrical pairs of items in focal points throughout your home—bedside lamps, for example, or candlesticks on the mantel. You are learning to program your environment to achieve a specific outcome. Soon, more balance begins to come into your experience. Life starts to feel more ordered, in both expected and unexpected ways.

In my experience, it is faster to make changes in my physical surroundings than it is to change myself. If I am shifting my home with specific big-picture intention, it will have more of an effect on my life than if I design for style alone. When you focus on making your home resonate with who you are becoming, you begin to see it in a different way. It goes from an inanimate collection of objects to a deeper extension of you, a living being whose essence reflects your personal narrative as well as your future.

Some of this may sound a little heady, even trippy, if you are not familiar with energetics or have never worked with them, but bear with me. Even among the biggest skeptics, the process starts to make sense once you begin playing around with it.
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It’s important to note that you don’t have to buy anything new in this process. Instead, you can use what you already have in a more conscious way, adjusting and calibrating. Once you begin to feel the results of these shifts, you start to generate momentum toward more of the things (in this case, feelings) that you want.

How will you know you’re on the right track? When you notice yourself feeling more alive and attuned to more pleasure in your home. Next come more recurring signs, symbols, and coincidences. Each of these is a marker of the universe speaking back to you, in response to your raised awareness. You are strengthening your understanding of the way that “matter” (the stuff that surrounds you within your home) affects energy (the way you feel inside), and how this has everything to do with how you present yourself to the world at large. In essence, this is what the ancient alchemists called transmutation—and what I call modern-day magic at work.
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This chair’s fuzzy texture soothes my nervous system, and the upholstered arms invite nestling. Sitting here, with my feet on the ottoman, I feel as if I’m being held. The chair’s sculptural shape keeps it from feeling overstuffed and dominating the room.




Your Home Has Your Back


Your relationship with your home is primal, fundamental, and foundational to your whole being, naturally forming the template you carry throughout your life. Before you can bring your Future Self into being, however, you’ll need to look to your past.

No matter our background, most of us begin adulthood by caring for ourselves the way we were cared for as children. Our childhood experiences influence how we establish our adult homes, and how much care we attach to them. How were you cared for? If your childhood longings were not met at home, know that teaching yourself to flip the script and fulfill them for your adult self is possible—and invaluable. The key comes in awareness.

Many of us are not aware of the emotional baggage we carry from our earliest days. We may have unresolved feelings, fears, or self-doubt perpetuated by the harsh voice of the inner critic. Over time, feelings of unworthiness can affect our emotional growth and development, manifesting in unwanted patterns, lack of motivation, confusion, and stagnation.

When we teach our adult selves to feel and regulate our emotions, we exist in a space of conscious response rather than being hemmed in by unconscious reactivity. We develop agency over our responses, meeting challenges with an open heart, having confidence in our decisions, and feeling secure in our ability to develop healthy and meaningful relationships.

It took me forty-five years to allow myself to experience a deep sense of intimacy with my home. Growing up, I longed to be held, and I yearned for tenderness. I was raised by busy parents hustling to make a living. Our Soviet immigrant family moved constantly. No matter which home we were in, the space itself never felt stable or particularly emotionally supportive. I never sensed that my home had my back. In adulthood, I gradually learned to develop a relationship with my home built on a solid foundation of emotional well-being—where I now have the capacity to feel secure, nurtured, inspired, and restored, the way that any good parent would make their child feel. This is how I’ve come to know that re-parenting can impact every aspect of life. When we begin to consciously design our homes, we consciously shape ourselves, regardless of our past.

As a first step in my re-parenting process, I tried to imagine what it might feel like for my house to give me a hug. What would that look like? In response, I placed a chair near the front door, in a spot where I can sit as soon as I enter, so I’m not hopping on one leg taking off my shoes. This telegraphs an immediate welcome and attention to my needs. I brought in what I've termed an “emotional regulation chair” in the living room, where I retreat when I feel distraught or emotionally drained. I placed baskets of fuzzy blankets and
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Building a Secure Base










	

	

	




An Introduction to the Four Realms
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Exercise The Three Questions



	



Question 1 What do you long to experience more of in your life?



Question 2 Why do you think you don’t yet have what you want?



Question 3 How are those patterns materializing inside your home?





What to Do When the Answers Don’t Come Easily
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Making Room for Love




Fig. 1 No Man’s Land



Fig. 2 Together but Alone



Fig. 3 Starting to See the Connection
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