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Dear Friends, 

In 2026, our nation commemorates the 250th anniversary of its founding—a powerful 

milestone that invites reflection on our shared values, our diverse culture, and our 

boundless creative spirit. At Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum, we are 

seizing this moment to shine a spotlight on the power of design to shape our world 

and our futures—through storytelling, and bold, new initiatives. 

This historic year will see the celebration of our reimagined National Design Awards 

gala, as well as the unveiling of two major exhibitions, Made in America: The Industrial 

Photography of Christopher Payne and Design Across Time. We are thrilled to invite 

you to be part of these major initiatives for the nation’s design museum. Thanks to 

your support, Cooper Hewitt continues to grow in influence and ambition, championing 

innovation, sustainability, and solutions for the future through design. As the 

Smithsonian museum devoted solely to design and together with our generous 

community of donors, we are shaping the next chapter of America’s design legacy. 

We are immensely grateful for your support, and we hope you will join us on May 19,  

2026 to celebrate what’s ahead and to honor the inspiring visionaries and 

changemakers who have made the greatest contributions to various fields of design 

during the last 250 years in America—and into the future. 

With heartfelt thanks for your generous support,  

 

Maria Nicanor 

Director, Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum

A MESSAGE FROM THE DIRECTOR
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WE EDUCATE, INSPIRE, AND EMPOWER 
PEOPLE THROUGH DESIGN.

Housed in New York City’s historic Carnegie Mansion, 

Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum, is America’s 

design museum. As the repository of the nation’s design 

collection of over 215,000 objects, Cooper Hewitt 

develops dynamic exhibitions, education programs, 

events, and resources so that everyone can discover the 

importance of design and its power to change the world. 

Cooper Hewitt is part of the Smithsonian Institution, 

the world’s largest museum, education, and research 

complex. At the center of American civic life, its nineteen 

museums and 150 million objects form a vast community 

of learning and diffuse knowledge to billions of people 

around the globe.
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SMITHSONIAN NATIONAL 
DESIGN AWARDS

Established by the White House Millenium Council in 2000, 
the National Design Awards have, for twenty-five years 
now, recognized innovation, excellence, and leadership 
across multiple design categories. 

Selected by an international jury of experts, the ten 
categories of the awards—Architecture, Fashion, Product 
Design, Landscape Architecture, Interior Design, Climate 
Action, Communication Design, Digital Design, Emerging 
Designer, and Design Visionary—emphasize the power of 
design to improve our world and the designers leading the 
charge at the forefront of their fields. 

Winners Announced February 2026
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SMITHSONIAN NATIONAL 
DESIGN AWARDS GALA 2026
The 2026 Gala Honorees 

For the first time in the Award’s history, a selection 
of individuals and companies will be honored for their 
contributions to various fields of design over the 
past 250 years of our nation’s history. 

Featuring some of the biggest names in design, the 
work of this historic circle of American visionaries 
represents the most transformative contributions 
to various fields of design—from technology, AI, and 
digital innovation to architecture, fashion, media, 
product design, and more.
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EXHIBITIONS AT  
COOPER HEWITT IN 2026

This milestone year is anchored by two major 
exhibitions at Cooper Hewitt: Made in America: 
The Industrial Photography of Christopher Payne, 
a powerful photographic exploration of American 
manufacturing; and Design Across Time, the unveiling 
of a selection of treasures from our permanent 
collection for the first time in over a decade. 

Together, these exhibitions underscore how design 
has and continues to shape the human experience.

Agaton Strom Photography



MADE IN AMERICA:
THE INDUSTRIAL 
PHOTOGRAPHY OF 
CHRISTOPHER PAYNE

The first large-scale photography exhibition at 
Cooper Hewitt, Made in America showcases the 
design process through photography in a way 
that brings the object, the machine, and the 
hand together. Payne’s photographs highlight 
manufacturing as a timeless and fundamental 
function of the design process. The exhibition 
brings together more than seventy large-format 
photographs captured by Payne over a decade-
long photographic journey to learn more about 
the craft of both industrial and artisanal making 
in the United States.

Planned as part of the Smithsonian’s 
celebration of the 250th anniversary of 
America’s Declaration of Independence in 2026, 
the exhibition reveals America’s factories as 
sites of human ingenuity and innovation. Made 
in America tells a celebratory story about 
America’s industrial past and technological 
future, made by hand and machine together.
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DESIGN ACROSS TIME: 
EXPLORING THE 
SMITHSONIAN’S DESIGN 
COLLECTION

In a signature presentation for 2026, Cooper Hewitt 
will unveil an extended presentation of its permanent 
collection to occupy the entire first floor of the 
museum’s Carnegie Mansion. The two-year display 
will showcase a selection of Cooper Hewitt’s historic 
and contemporary design holdings representing the 
national collection of design of the United States. 

Through objects spanning time, geography, and 
discipline—including graphic design, product 
design, fashion, textiles, furniture, wallcoverings, 
digital design, and architecture—visitors will 
discover the breadth of the national collection while 
gaining insights into how design responds to and 
shapes the world around us.





Press and marketing for the National Design Awards and Cooper 
Hewitt’s exhibitions are projected to make hundreds of millions 
of impressions in 2026. Among many, past publications include 
The New York Times, Vogue, NPR, WWD, Architectural Digest, 
Fast Company, Bloomberg Businessweek, and People Magazine.

PRESS BUZZ

data as of 2024

COOPER HEWITT SMITHSONIAN

31
Museums and 
research & 
education centers

10M
Reached through 
Smithsonian media

50M
In-person visitors to 
the nation’s capital 
(2026)

15M
Impacted by 
Smithsonian 
education

170M
Visitors to si.edu

216
Affiliate museums

+86,000 
Annual visitors to 
the museum

+350,000 
Followers on  
social media 

1.1M 
Visits to  
cooperhewitt.org 

6.4M 
Impressions on  
social media 

+3,000 
K-12 students 
reached through 
programs

+80
Public Programs 

REACH AND AUDIENCE
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MINING COOPER 
HEWITT’S VAST 
COLLECTION, 
MUSEUM DIRECTOR 
MARIA NICANOR 
FOREGROUNDS  
30 CENTURIES OF  
GREAT DESIGN  
FOR THE PUBLIC

TEXT BY SAM COCHRAN   PHOTOGRAPHY BY JEREMY LIEBMAN

MARIA NICANOR, DIRECTOR 
OF COOPER HEWITT, 

SMITHSONIAN DESIGN 
MUSEUM, IN ITS 

COLLECTION STORAGE 
WITH A GUFRAM CACTUS 

COATRACK PROTOTYPE 
AND ETTORE SOTTSASS 

CARLTON ROOM DIVIDER, 
AMONG OTHER TREASURES.IN THE MIX

ARCHDIGEST.COM 123122 ARCHDIGEST.COM

The street may be gritty and the building unassuming, but inside this confi-
dential address, not far from New York City, a repository of wonders awaits. 
There are icons of Danish Modernism, American Arts and Crafts, and the 
Memphis movement. There are precious antiques and everyday relics, 
among them dishware, gadgets, and appliances of every era. And there are 
exquisite feats of craft in all imaginable mediums, silver to ceramic, plastic 
to porcelain. It’s a true Aladdin’s cave of the decorative arts—and it’s all 
part of Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum, which maintains the 
space for off-site storage and conservation. 

“All of these items are time capsules of the moment, the person, the soci-
ety,” says Maria Nicanor, the museum’s director since 2022. “We go back to these vaults as 
a source of inspiration. It’s where you see the expanse of the collection but also where you 
realize the expanse of our responsibility.” She takes it seriously. Starting next year, Nicanor 
and her curatorial colleagues will be spotlighting this wealth of treasures in dedicated gal-
leries on the ground level of Cooper Hewitt’s historic Upper East Side mansion. “This is the 
collection of the country,” she reflects. “It has to become available to everybody.” 

The story of the incredible trove began more than 130 years ago, when sisters Sarah and 
Eleanor Hewitt first envisioned a museum for the applied arts at The Cooper Union, the uni-
versity founded by their grandfather Peter Cooper. Based on the Musée des Arts Décoratifs 
in Paris, the initiative was billed as “a practical working laboratory,” a place for students, fac-
ulty, and the public to immerse themselves in design. (It officially opened in 1897.) After the 
school decided, in 1963, to dissolve the museum, the Smithsonian stepped in. Then in 1969, 
the Carnegie Corporation offered its Fifth Avenue mansion. Some of the original furnishings, 
including Andrew Carnegie’s desk, now belong in the collection.

Over time, this vault has swelled to 215,000-plus works spanning 30 centuries. “It’s an 
international collection that happens to be the national collection,” Nicanor explains of 
the mix, which ranges from an ancient Egyptian funereal vessel to a contemporary medi-
cal illustration of the coronavirus—the latter a timely selection by the Digital department. 
(Launched in 2023, that team is the museum’s first new collecting department to be added in 
over 125 years.) Others recent acquisitions include works by the conceptual designer Tobias 
Wong, posters by the Argentinean artist Edgardo Giménez, and lighting by Greta Magnusson 
Grossman. “What creators have we ignored?” she asks. “There has been an evolution as to 
what is deemed decorative arts. We still fill in the gaps.”

Born in Barcelona to a filmmaker father and lawyer mother, Nicanor trained as an archi-
tectural historian and theorist before pursuing museum studies—a path that led her to past 
positions at the Guggenheim, V&A, Norman Foster Foundation, and Rice University. “I 
thought I would be an architect, but I was also very interested in cultural diplomacy,” she 
recalls. “I was also interested in larger systems of cities and how cities work and how those 

stories are told.” The transition to the world of design 
and the decorative arts has been a pivot. “From the 
larger scale you can think of the smaller scale,” she notes. 

“I’m an architectural historian. But I am also a generalist. 
I thrive in the immensity of what we have.” 

If expanding access to Cooper Hewitt’s collection is 
now a top priority, so too is collecting new ideas. “We 
want to bring people together and provide forums for 
exchange,” Nicanor explains, speaking to dual ambi-
tions of growing public programs and improving the 
visitor experience. “We are thinking about how people 
encounter the space, and how that continues—and hap-
pens simultaneously online.” Above all else, she hopes 
the museum emphasizes the important role design plays 
in our everyday lives. “Design is not neutral. It imposes 
feelings and actions, shaping our decisions.” 

Just one object, Nicanor emphasizes, “can tell many 
different stories.”          

T
CLOCKWISE FROM ABOVE NICANOR WITH ANDREW 
CARNEGIE’S DESK FROM THE MUSEUM’S FIFTH 
AVENUE MANSION. VINTAGE STAIRCASE MODELS. 
CIRCA 1974 SCULPTURA TELEPHONE BY DONALD  
M. GENARO. AN INGO MAURER BULB LAMP  
TABLE LIGHT AMONG VINTAGE DEVICES. LATE-
1950s VAN GOGH TEXTILE PATTERN BY ALTHEA 
McNISH. AN EERO SAARINEN MODEL 71 ARMCHAIR 
WITH OTHER SEATING ICONS. CIRCA 1948  
TABLE LAMP BY GRETA MAGNUSSON GROSSMAN.

“THIS IS THE 
COLLECTION OF 
THE COUNTRY.  
IT HAS TO 
BECOME 
AVAILABLE TO 
EVERYBODY.” 
—MARIA NICANOR  
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2026 SPONSORSHIP
LEVELS AND BENEFITS

•	 250TH HOST SPONSOR – $1,000,000
Presenting sponsor for Design Across Time (2 years) AND 
2026 Host Sponsor for National Design Awards (NDA) gala 
(Three tables of 12)

• 	 CO-CHAIR SPONSOR – $500,000
Presenting sponsor for Made in America (1 year) AND 2026  
Co-Chair Sponsor for NDA gala (Two tables of 14)

•	 INNOVATION SPONSOR – $250,000
Major sponsor for Made in America AND Design Across Time 
AND 2026 Innovation Sponsor for NDA gala (Two tables of 10)

•	 CHAMPION SPONSOR – $100,000
Major sponsor for Made in America OR Design Across Time AND 
Champion Sponsor for NDA gala (One table of 12)

• 	 SUPPORTING SPONSOR – $50,000
Sponsor for NDA gala only (One table of 10)

• 	 INDIVIDUAL GALA TICKET $5,000

Photo by BFA/Angela Pham



VISIBILITY & RECOGNITION

•	 Premier recognition across NDA and Design Across 
Time collateral, press materials, invitations, gala 
step-and-repeat, and digital platforms.

•	 Invitation to create a promotional campaign 
centered on Design Across Time and NDA, creating 
dynamic and mission-driven storytelling for 
corporate giving sites, social media, advertising, 
and other promotional channels.

•	 Opportunity to provide a sponsor statement in 
Design Across Time and NDA press kits.

•	 Invitation to provide remarks at NDA gala, the VIP 
opening reception for Design Across Time, and 
at various related programs, events, and press 
previews.

•	 Recognition as a major sponsor of the Smithsonian 
250th campaign and donor wall at the Smithsonian 
Castle on the National Mall during the summer of 
2026.

PROGRAMS & IMPACT

•	 Opportunity to underwrite a series of design-
focused public programs on U.S. manufacturing and 
innovation at Cooper Hewitt during 2026.

•	 Recognition for supporting STEM education 
programs at Cooper Hewitt related to Made in 
America.

ENGAGEMENT & EXPERIENCES

•	 Three premier gala tables of 12 (36 seats) and  
VIP Salon access for all guests.

•	 Opportunity to host NDA winners and special  
guests.

•	 Six invitations to Smithsonian 250th signature 
events.

•	 Two curator-led tours and one Smithsonian  
private tour.

EVENT HOSTING BENEFITS

• 	Two free event rentals at Cooper Hewitt during 
2026.

CORPORATE MEMBERSHIP

•	 One year of Visionary Corporate Membership, 
including 200+ passes and 10 Executive 
Membership cards.

250TH HOST SPONSOR
$1,000,000

Presenting Sponsor for 
Design Across Time (2 years) 
AND 2026 Host Sponsor 
for National Design Awards 
(NDA) gala



CO-CHAIR SPONSOR
$500,000

Presenting Sponsor for 
Made in America (1 year) 
AND 2026 Co-Chair Sponsor 
for NDA gala

VISIBILITY & RECOGNITION

•	 Prominent recognition across NDA and Made in 
America collateral, press materials, invitations, gala 
step-and-repeat, and digital platforms.

•	 Invitation to create a promotional campaign 
centered on Made in America and NDA, creating 
dynamic and mission-driven storytelling for 
corporate giving sites, social media, advertising, 
and other promotional channels.

•	 Opportunity to provide a sponsor statement in 
Made in America and NDA press kits.

•	 Invitation to provide remarks at various programs 
and events.

•	 Recognition as a major sponsor of the Smithsonian 
250th campaign and donor wall at the Smithsonian 
Castle on the National Mall during the summer of 
2026.

PROGRAMS & IMPACT

• 	Opportunity to underwrite two design-focused 
public programs on U.S. manufacturing and 
innovation at Cooper Hewitt during 2026.

•	 Recognition for supporting STEM education 
programs at Cooper Hewitt related to Made in 
America.

ENGAGEMENT & EXPERIENCES

•	 Two premier gala tables of fourteen (28 seats) and 
VIP Salon access for all guests.

•	 Four invitations to Smithsonian 250th signature 
events.

•	 Two curator-led tours and one Smithsonian private 
tour.

EVENT HOSTING BENEFITS

•	 One free event rental at Cooper Hewitt during 
2026.

CORPORATE MEMBERSHIP

•	 One year of Innovator Corporate Membership, 
including 150 passes and 5 Executive Membership 
cards.



INNOVATION SPONSOR
$250,000

Major Sponsor for Made in 
America AND Design Across 
Time AND 2026 Innovation 
Sponsor for NDA gala

VISIBILITY & RECOGNITION

•	 Recognition across NDA, Made in America, and 
Design Across Time collateral, press materials, 
invitations, gala step-and-repeat, and digital 
platforms.

•	 Invitation to create a promotional campaign 
centered on your sponsorship, creating dynamic 
and mission-driven storytelling for corporate 
giving sites, social media, advertising, and other 
promotional channels.

•	 Prominent recognition in event remarks.

•	 Recognition in Cooper Hewitt and Smithsonian 
annual reports.

PROGRAMS & IMPACT

•	 Opportunity to underwrite one design-focused 
public program on U.S. manufacturing and 
innovation at Cooper Hewitt during 2026.

•	 Recognition for supporting STEM education 
programs at Cooper Hewitt related to Made in 
America.

ENGAGEMENT & EXPERIENCES

•	 Two premier gala tables of ten (20 seats) and VIP 
Salon access for eight (8) guests.

•	 Invitations to select VIP Cooper Hewitt and 
Smithsonian events during 2026.

•	 Two curator-led tours for up to 25 guests.

EVENT HOSTING BENEFITS

•	 50% discount on one Cooper Hewitt event rental.

CORPORATE MEMBERSHIP

•	 One year of Leader Corporate Membership, with 
100 passes + 3 Executive Membership cards.



CHAMPION SPONSOR
$100,000

Major Sponsor for Made in 
America OR Design Across 
Time AND Champion Sponsor 
for NDA gala

VISIBILITY & RECOGNITION

•	 Recognition across NDA and either Made in 
America or Design Across Time collateral, press 
materials, invitations, gala step-and-repeat, and 
digital platforms.

•	 Recognition in Cooper Hewitt and Smithsonian 
annual reports.

•	 Recognition in event remarks.

PROGRAMS & IMPACT

•	 Recognition as supporter of STEM education 
programs at Cooper Hewitt.

ENGAGEMENT & EXPERIENCES

•	 One gala table of twelve (12) and VIP Salon access 
for four (4) guests.

•	 Invitations to select VIP Cooper Hewitt and 
Smithsonian events during 2026.

EVENT HOSTING BENEFITS

•	 25% discount on one Cooper Hewitt event rental.

CORPORATE MEMBERSHIP

•	 Partner Corporate Membership, with 50 passes + 2 
Executive Membership cards.



SUPPORTING SPONSOR 
$50,000

VISIBILITY & RECOGNITION

•	 Recognition across NDA collateral, press materials, 
invitations, gala step-and-repeat, and digital 
platforms.

•	 Recognition in Cooper Hewitt and Smithsonian 
annual reports.

•	 Recognition in event remarks.

ENGAGEMENT & EXPERIENCES

•	 One gala table of ten (10) and VIP Salon access for 
two (2) guests.

•	 Invitations to select VIP Cooper Hewitt and 
Smithsonian events during 2026.

EVENT HOSTING BENEFITS

•	 10% discount on one Cooper Hewitt event rental.

CORPORATE MEMBERSHIP

•	 Supporter Corporate Membership, with 25 passes.



JOIN US
SMITHSONIAN NATIONAL 
DESIGN AWARDS GALA 

MAY 19, 2026

at the Smithsonian National 
Museum of the American Indian 
New York

One Bowling Green 
New York, NY 10004
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Andrew Rondinone
Associate Director of Advancement
Cooper Hewitt, Smithsonian Design Museum
RondinoneA@si.edu

FOR MORE INFORMATION, CONTACT:


