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Varun Kohli, the founding principal of New York-
based Merge Studio believes that innovative design 
solutions can be sought only through teamwork 
and partnerships at various levels. He deconstructs 
the design process of a unique coffee shop that 
successfully melds two varied ambiences – that of a 
rustic roaster facility and a refined coffee house.
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Problem 
definition 
is key to 
defining the 
direction of a 
design project 
in its early 
stages

Merge (v): To blend together, especially  
in gradual stages; to become combined  
or united

Varun Kohli founded Merge studio 
in new york in 2010; a studio 
fundamentally grounded on principles 
of environmentally responsive design. 
In the short period of its existence, 
the studio has designed multiple 
projects varying in typology, size and 
geographical location. 

The name of the practice, ‘Merge,’ implies 
bringing together of people, ideas and 
thoughts, sciences and arts, technology 
and design. The founding principal 
believes that only through teamwork and 
collaboration at various levels, innovative 
design solutions can be sought. 
“We believe that there are no perfect 
solutions. Instead, we aim to achieve a 
perfect balance of a host of project goals 
and ambitions including programmatic 
requirements, economic efficiency, 
aesthetic desire, human comfort, 
environmental harmony and energy and 
resource consciousness among others,” 
Kohli says. 

The firm’s design motto is clear: 
elegant simplicity.  “We challenge the 
common perception of aesthetics against 
economics,”  Kohli says. “Desirable and 
sophisticated aesthetics can be achieved 
through creative thinking within the 
boundaries of economic constraints.” 

Kohli, who holds a graduate degree in 
sustainable environmental Design (with 
commendation) from the Architectural 
Association school of Architecture in 
London and a Bachelor of Architecture 
from the City College of new york, 
has more than 15 years of experience 
with new york-based architectural 
firms including Beyer Blinder Belle and 
skidmore, owings & Merrill (soM). Prior 
to founding Merge studio, he was an 
associate at soM, where he played a key 
role in integrating environmental analysis 
into the design process. While at soM, he 
led the sustainable design efforts for the 
hill County office complex in hyderabad 
(India), which was awarded the Asia-Pacific 

1. the client wanted 
the design of Paradox 
roasters, a coffee house/
roaster facility with a full 
kitchen, to become ‘an 
attractor, an anchor, and 
an exemplar’

regional Bronze Prize for sustainable 
construction by holcim Foundation in 
2008. he has lectured at harvard Graduate 
school of Design (GsD), where he taught 
a course on “environmentally responsive 
building skins.”

Merge studio currently has six to seven 
projects built or under construction (or 
completing construction) in the us, 
India and Australia. “As a small boutique 
architectural design firm, we are proud to 
have designed, managed and delivered 
projects globally. We have done so, while 
never losing sight of local sensibilities, 
be it financial viability, constructability 
or materiality. Also, in all projects, we 
have maintained the core values of our 
firm – design excellence, environmental 
sensibility and an analytical design 
approach,” Kohli says. 

At Merge, understanding the client’s 
vision, needs and constraints are 
considered most important at the outset 
of a project to accomplish successful 
completion. The founding principal 
believes that a good handle on the 
client’s expectations can help the design 
team to not only achieve these goals 
but also push beyond and advise the 
clients on added value propositions. “our 
process always begins with identification 
and a thorough understanding of 
constraints and opportunities through a 
rigorous analysis of the project’s physical 
and non-physical context. opportunities 
can provide advantage points, but 
constraints can create innovative 
solutions. They are both equally 
important,” Kohli says. 

The approach to any design project is 
analytical and very much process-driven. 
“Problem definition is key to defining the 
direction of a design project in its early 
stages. regardless of the scale of any 
project, we begin with layering unique 
sets of problems dealing with program, 
functionality, aesthetics, energy and 
environment, occupant comfort, financial 
constraints, etc. The resulting design 
solution is almost always unique in its 
visual and performative characteristic,” 
Kohli says. 
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attractor, an anchor, and an exemplar 
within surfers Paradise Transit Centre.” 
While meeting all the functional aspects 
of a coffee house, Paradox roasters 
was envisioned to be “visually and 
functionally open and dissolve the 
boundaries between Paradox and its 
adjacent market and exterior sidewalks.”

“Beyond programmatic requirements to 
seat 60-70 guests, there was a desire from 
the client to create a unique ambience for 
the roaster/coffee house that bordered 
the feel of a rustic roaster facility and a 
refined coffee house,” he says. 

The new coffee house is located 
prominently on the north-east corner 
of the newly refurbished (4217) surfers 
Paradise Transit Centre in heart of Gold 
Coast, Australia. The transit centre, re-
branded as 4217 (the zip code of surfers 
Paradise), was recently redesigned 
by Merge studio to create an organic 
marketplace within a transit facility. 
Paradox roasters was to serve as an 
anchor tenant and set a bar for the 
market ambience both in terms of design 
and activity within the marketplace. 
The café has two main frontages, the 

Project Fact File

Project: Paradox Roasters

location: Gold coast (Queensland), 
Australia

typology: Restaurant/Retail

area: 2,000 sq. ft. 

lighting: Industrial copper pendant 
fixtures, wall-mounted uplights 

Wall Finishes: Zero-latex/ VOC paint, 
featured lumber wood 

team: Merge Studio, Brett Jones 
Design

In an age where the background has 
become iconic, simplicity in design 
form has a visually pleasing and 
calming effect that really catches the 
eye. Instead of form making, Kohli likes 
to focus on details and intricacies at a 
(relatively speaking) micro level, allowing 
development of design solutions that are 
in the realm of “emergent architecture.”

Kohli, who, in 2010, was awarded a 
Professional Achievement Award by the 
society of Indo-American engineers and 
Architects based in new york, discusses a 
recent project – a new coffee house with 
full service kitchen in Australia. 

speaking about the design brief, Kohli 
says the client wanted the design of 
Paradox roasters, a coffee house/roaster 
facility with a full kitchen, to become “an 
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2–4. Paradox roasters 
was envisioned as 
‘visually and functionally 
open’ so as to dissolve 
boundaries between 
Paradox and its adjacent 
market and exterior 
sidewalks
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Beach road which connects the transit 
centre directly to the surfers Paradise 
beach and interior opening into the main 
marketplace concourse. The open plan and 
spill-out nature of the café plan dissolves 
the boundaries between the interiors, the 
internal market and exterior sidewalks.

A robust, 15 kg red-painted coffee 
roaster sets the tone for the industrial 
interior of the café.  The roaster which 
is custom manufactured and imported 
from Italy, becomes an “attractor” piece. 
“By having the roaster centre stage, the 
beautiful piece of machinery attracts 
people from within the terminal as well 
as from outside. The industrial quality of 
the roaster inspired the French-industrial 
aesthetic and furnishings,” he says. 

The French-industrial furnishings and 
custom copper-clad service counters are 
beautifully juxtaposed by an expressive 
suspended raw timber ceiling and wall 
that draws customers deep into the 
space. Industrial design gestures and 
informative artwork all add to the unique 
atmosphere within this coffee shop.
As the coffee roasting facility was to 

Varun Kohli founded New York-based  
Merge Studio, a design practice that has 
its roots in principles of environmentally 
responsive design, in 2010.

  www.merge-ny.com

be located within the bustling organic 
market of surfers Paradise Transit Centre, 
it was important for the space to be open 
and inviting, as well as fit the overall 
aesthetic of the centre. “Implementing an 
open plan helped us fuse the interior of 
Paradox with its surroundings. The use 
of specific colours and materials such as 
copper and wood allowed us to retain 
the quality of semi-industrial space while 
the French-industrial style furniture 
adds a sense of refinement to the design 
language,” he says. 

“even though design and aesthetics 
are always on our minds, through an 
analytical approach, we strive for solutions 
beyond formalistic dogma and into the 
real matter of the built environment to 
explore human occupancy and comfort, 
cultural sensitivity, contextual harmony 
and environmental responsiveness,”  
Kohli ends. •

5. the French-industrial 
furnishings and custom 
copper-clad service 
counters are juxtaposed 
by a suspended raw 
timber ceiling 

The 
industrial 
quality of 
the roaster 
inspired 
the French-
industrial 
aesthetic  
and 
furnishings
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