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Against
All Odds

an icon reborn
From top: The Models and
Prototypes exhibition at
Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian
Design Museum;
Director Caroline Baumann.

a lesson in design
The Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum (2 E. 91st St., cooperhewitt.org),
the only institution in the U.S. devoted to historic and contemporary design, highlighting the
subject’s importance in everything from architecture to umbrellas, recently reopened after a
three-year, $91 million renovation. The refreshed space—housed in the turn-of-the-century
Carnegie Mansion that was once home to the industrial magnate and his family—brings
with it a renewed focus on using Cooper Hewitt’s far-reaching library, education programs
and extensive collection, spanning 30 centuries, to impart the power of design.
Director Caroline Baumann fills us in on the museum’s fresh start. –Sahar Khan
Why renovate the museum? We were witnessing a

massive and growing interest in design, particularly
in our exhibitions and education programs, with
sold-out shows and lines down the block. There’s a
growing hunger globally to solve world problems
through design. The topic’s popularity led to the
renovation. At the same time, we were thinking,
How do we want to present design to
inspire, educate and empower people?
Visitors are given a digital pen
when they walk into the museum.
Why? The Pen is a global first. It

allows you to create and collect as
you walk through the museum.
You can touch the Pen to the
object’s label and all the
information about said object is
downloaded to your account through a
unique web address printed on every ticket, so
visitors can learn more about those objects at home.
The Pen also allows you to create. You can draw a
zigzag on one of the interactive digital tables, and all
of the corresponding objects in our collection that
have zigzags will come up. It’s like an encyclopedia
of design at your fingertips.

Who are some of the designers in the first
exhibitions? One of the philosophies behind the

first installation is mixing historic and
contemporary design. So we have [lighting designer]
Ingo Maurer adjacent to an 18th century piece. It’s
not chronological, and it’s a new approach to
presenting design, to make people look at color,
form, line and objects in a new way rather
than thinking, OK, this is 1910 and
that is what things looked like.
The same idea extends to the
Carnegie Mansion itself. We’ve
punctuated the mansion with
contemporary gestures—whether
it’s the new admissions desk
designed by Diller Scofidio + Renfro
or the LED lights that’ll go into the
stone pillars on 90th and 91st Streets—
without losing its historic character.

Kehinde Wiley:
A New Republic
About 60 works by the prolific
artist, including Harlem street
life-inspired portraits painted in
classical European styles,
present a nuanced examination
of the politics of representation,
which in Wiley’s expert hands
become statements that
challenge the stereotypes of
race, class and gender roles.
Feb. 20-May 24, Brooklyn
Museum, 200 Eastern Parkway,
brooklynmuseum.org
The 1965 March: Stephen
Somerstein Photographs
Freedom’s Journey from
Selma to Montgomery
In January 1965, 24-year-old
CUNY student Stephen
Somerstein traveled to Alabama
to photograph the Selma-toMontgomery civil rights march
(depicted in new film Selma,
co-produced by Oprah Winfrey)
for his college newspaper. Fifty
years later, his stunning
black-and-white photographs
highlight the gravitas of the
landmark event, capturing
whites taunting the marchers
and the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther
King Jr. speaking to the crowd in
Montgomery. Jan. 16-April 19,
New-York Historical Society,
170 Central Park West,
nyhistory.org

What is the significance of a museum devoted to
design? Design is the common denominator behind

everything in our world, and it’s the force that can
improve our world as well. People are having that ‘aha’
moment where they understand the impact and power
of design to make those changes.
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call to action Stephen Somerstein’s photograph of
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. addressing 25,000 civil
rights marchers in Montgomery, Ala., in 1965.

baumann photo by erin baiano, courtesy of cooper hewitt, smithsonian design museum; rev. dr. martin luther king, jr. photo courtesy of stephen somerstein

Celebrate Black History
Month with a visit to these
thought-provoking exhibits
honoring the talents,
milestones and lives of
African-Americans. –SK

