
ES DEVLIN
SUSPENSION OF DISBELIEF



In Fall 2023, Cooper Hewitt will present Es Devlin: Suspension of Disbelief (working title), 
an immersive, experiential mid-career retrospective of stage designer and artist Es 
Devlin’s extraordinary practice. 

This visionary exhibition will trace how Devlin’s designs glide across genres—theater, 
opera, pop tours and concerts, museum and gallery installations, Olympics closing 
ceremonies, fashion shows, and more—and traverse audiences and scale, from solitary, 
contemplative work to collective, stadium-sized experiences. It will reveal Devlin’s 
process and boundless imagination in her collaborations with some of the foremost 
theater and opera directors, actors, artists, performers, musicians, choreographers, and 
fashion designers. And it will highlight her visionary use of technology as storytelling 
device.

Devlin centers the audience in the ritual of live performance. An artist of audience 
engagement, she molds anticipation and focuses the eye to hold an audience’s attention 
through bold gestures, form, light, scale, and language. Her monumental works are 
triumphs that redefine collective, shared experience, made all the more profound by its 
erasure during the pandemic. Her designs heighten the joy of live events, deepen the 
narratives on stage, and resonate with audiences long after the lights go back on.  
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ABOUT ES DEVLIN
Es Devlin is an artist and stage designer, an “architect of temporary space.” She 
creates large-scale installations and stage sculptures that elicit emotional response 
and perspective shift in the minds of her audience.

Her latest mirror maze, Forest of Us (2021), is part of the inaugural exhibition at 
SUPERBLUE Miami alongside new works by James Turrell and TeamLab. Devlin’s 
Imperial War Museum commission, I Saw the World End (2020), invited audiences 
to engage with opposing views on massive LED screens, while her monumental 
sculpture, Memory Palace (2019), mapped our perspective shifts over 73 millennia.

Devlin developed her deep understanding of audience engagement through 
collaborations in theater (The Lehman Trilogy), opera (Carmen on the lake at 
Bregenz), Olympic ceremonies (London and Rio), and on some of the most 
renowned stage sculptures (with Beyoncé, The Weeknd, Billie Eilish, U2, and Kanye 
West) seen by mass audiences around the world.

Devlin has displayed her work in Trafalgar Square, at the Serpentine, the V&A, and 
the Metropolitan Museum. She is the first woman to design the British pavilion for 
the World Expo, opening October 2022. Her practice is the subject of a Netflix 
documentary on “Abstract: The Art of Design.” In 2015, she was made an Officer 
of the Order of the British Empire (OBE).
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ABOUT COOPER HEWITT
Cooper Hewitt is the design museum of the Smithsonian Institution, the world’s largest 
museum, education, and research complex. Its purpose is to educate, inspire, and 
empower people through design. 

Located in the historic Carnegie Mansion on New York City’s Museum Mile, Cooper 
Hewitt stewards a diverse and comprehensive design collection that comprises more 
than 215,000 objects spanning 30 centuries, from ancient Egyptian ceramics and textiles 
to 3D-printed objects and digital code. 

Through a broad range of exhibitions, research, education programs, events, online 
tools, and more, the museum connects audiences with scholarship inspired by its 
collection and with innovative contemporary designs from around the world—including 
initiatives such as Provocations: The Architecture and Design of Heatherwick Studio, 
Joris Laarman Lab: Design in the Digital Age, and The Senses: Design Beyond Vision.

As a pioneer of interactive museum experiences, Cooper Hewitt engages audiences 
within and beyond the museum walls—enabling greater access, personalization, 
experimentation, and connection for everyone.

https://www.nytimes.com/2015/08/02/arts/design/the-price-of-thomas-heatherwicks-imagination.html
https://www.architecturaldigest.com/story/joris-laarman-cooper-hewitt-3d-printing-furniture-future
https://archive.curbed.com/2018/4/26/17272526/cooper-hewitt-museum-the-senses-exhibition-sensory-design
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EXHIBITION OVERVIEW
Opening Fall 2023

The exhibition will be installed in the Mandel Design Galleries, Cooper Hewitt’s primary 
exhibition space on its top floor. Like the work it showcases, the exhibition will be highly 
immersive and experiential. Audiences will gain access to Devlin’s process, will be 
enchanted by objects and unexpected storytelling devices, and will marvel to learn 
about the stage design underlying performances they may well have attended. An 
online exhibition will expand access to content and themes beyond the galleries while 
also allowing virtual and physical visitors alike to dive deeper into Devlin's work.

Devlin’s design process will be highlighted by never-before-seen models, sketches, 
annotated scripts, and process materials, which will be featured alongside large 
production images, projection-mapped scale models and sets, video of performances, 
immersive installations, and sound elements. The artist’s voice, and perhaps those of 
her collaborators, will draw out stories of projects throughout the exhibition, connecting 
audiences to the designer and her process.

The exhibition’s narrative arc will follow Devlin’s twenty-five-year career, opening with a 
film installation by and about the artist. Audiences will then step into the Studio space, 
which represents the core of Devlin’s practice and acts as a central spine for the 
exhibition from which the other exhibition sections emanate. The surrounding galleries 
will showcase a selection of projects.
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FILM INSTALLATION
Audiences will encounter Es Devlin’s work in a 360-degree film installation in the introductory gallery. The immersive, 
short film by and about Devlin will shift between the artist’s mind and her hands, the spaces of ideation and creation. 
Surrounded by projection and sound, audiences will be initiated into Devlin’s world, introduced to her voice and 
practice, before entering the exhibition galleries. 
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THE STUDIO
The center gallery will evoke Devlin’s studio, revealing her intimate, southeast London workspace. Clad in white, the Studio 
walls will be lined with shelves containing personal sketches, artifacts, artwork, process models, and relics from past projects. 
Projection mapping will be deployed to animate and enchant objects, a technique Devlin has used in stage designs such as 
Girls and Boys (top and bottom images on left). The Studio is the connective thread for the entire exhibition, through which 
visitors will weave into and out of the surrounding galleries.
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THEATER and OPERA 
Devlin’s theater and opera practice will be explored through kinetic, projection-mapped models, sketches, and soundtracks 
from her early local theater work to recent major productions. Featured projects may include (clockwise from top left): Don 
Giovanni (Royal Opera House London), The Lehman Trilogy (Park Avenue Armory), Chimerica (Almeida Theater London), 
The Hunt (Almeida Theater London), Ugly Lies the Bone (National Theater London), Light Shining in Buckinghamshire (Royal 
National Theater Lyttleton), Parsifal (Royal Danish Opera Copenhagen), Carmen (Bregenz Festival), and more.
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POP and STAGE SCULPTURE
The scale and sound of audience shifts dramatically in this section. Devlin’s stage sculpture practice for live music and stadium 
tours will be explored through sketches, video, and illuminated, kinetic and projection-mapped models. These galleries will 
examine the grand scale of an Olympic stadium alongside the collective intimacy of fans gathered to hear one voice. Featured 
projects may include (clockwise from top): Beyoncé’s Formation World Stadium Tour, Adele’s World Arena Tour, London Olympics 
Closing Ceremony, Lorde’s Coachella / Glastonbury performance, the Miley Cyrus Bangerz World Arena Tour, and more.
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PERSONAL REFLECTION
Evocative of Devlin’s practice, audiences will move from the noise and scale of work in the Pop and Stage Sculpture 
section into a quiet, exploratory installation encouraging personal reflection. Here, audiences become the protagonists. 
Shifting from a collective experience to a personal one, visitors will walk through a recreated section of Devlin's Mirror 
Maze (2016), a pivotal work that defined an expansion in her practice. An anteroom space will prepare visitors for this 
change in scale.
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PERSPECTIVE SHIFTS
In the final galleries, we will bring the exhibition up to the present by introducing Devlin’s most contemporary work centered on 
generating the perspective shifts required in our present moment. The works in this space explore communication, connectivity, and 
our shared responsibility for both the past and the future, whether examining the memory and history of humans on Earth, the 
speculative legacy of the Anthropocene, or the beauty of our collective words joining together in poetry. Featured projects (clockwise 
from top left) may include Poem Pavilion (2022), Memory Palace (2019), Please Feed the Lions (2018), Poem Portraits (2018), Forest of 
Us (2021), Forest for Change (2021), and Mask in Motion (2018).



“The work is not so much 
an end in itself, but a kind 
of recording process.”

– Es Devlin
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PROCESS LAB and WORKSHOPS
In the Process Lab on the museum’s first floor, Cooper Hewitt will invite audiences to 
engage in hands-on experiences, taking inspiration from Devlin’s own rigorous design 
process. Via full-scale video recordings, Devlin will walk audiences through various 
participatory prompts, for example inviting them to take sheets of paper from the center 
tables, tear and hold them up to the light to reconsider space and unlock creative ideas. 
The Process Lab display cases will be filled with Devlin’s sketches and early, iterative 
models. The bookshelves will contain Devlin’s favorite books for audiences to thumb 
through for inspiration.

Additional participatory workshops throughout the run of the exhibition will offer 
children, teens, and adults exposure to various aspects of Devlin’s stage design practice, 
such as storytelling, sketching, model making, digital image making, and more. 

Local practitioners in New York will be invited to give talks and host workshops that 
intersect with Devlin’s practice, bringing the local community together under the 
inspiration and influence of Devlin’s work, as showcased at Cooper Hewitt.
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GARDEN INSTALLATION
Devlin proposes a new monolithic temporary structure in the garden at Cooper Hewitt 
for the duration of the exhibition. The structure will house a 45-foot wide, projection-
mapped sculpture EGG, Devlin’s 2018 meditation on Manhattan.

The EGG is a map of part of Manhattan extruded within a thirty-foot-wide, concave, 
elliptical hemisphere. As Devlin explains, “The semi-ovoid terminates in a horizontal 
plane of mirror presenting the illusion of completion in reflection. The city is at once 
recognizable and abstracted into an organic symmetrical form: a mysterious oyster or 
brain within an elliptical shell. Each facet of the sculpted surface forms the canvas for 
projection that treats the city as a shape-shifting organism, composed of infinite stories. 
A hand meets a world; thought extrudes into form; Manhattan is mirrored; architecture 
shows the city to itself.”



CURATED 
COLLABORATIONS
IN THE GARDEN
As an exhibition supplement, Devlin proposes a 
series of curated collaborations within and around 
the temporary garden structure during the course 
of the exhibition.

The sculpture and garden could be offered as a 
canvas to a sequence of artists, musicians, 
choreographers, and dancers. Miniature 
Manhattan could be painted with sound and light 
by a diverse series of eyes and voices, or the 
garden might be enlivened by the spectacle of 
dance. Curated collaborations would add the 
element of live performance in complement to the 
exhibition.
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SUSPENSION OF DISBELIEF
To coincide with the exhibition, Thames and Hudson have commissioned a major mid-career retrospective book on Es Devlin, 
to be co-published with Cooper Hewitt. This ambitious, sculptural book will explore Devlin’s 25-year practice, featuring 
sketches, cut-outs, pop-ups, gatefolds, as well as interviews with her collaborators including Virgil Abloh, Bono, Brian Eno, 
Neil Tennant, Nicolas Ghesquière, and many more.
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REACH and IMPACT
As part of the Smithsonian, Cooper Hewitt’s reach and impact span from 
its New York City campus to around the globe. Through the Smithsonian 
network, which includes 19 museums, 9 research centers, and the 
National Zoo, Cooper Hewitt creates exceptional design resources and 
ensures they are accessible to lifelong learners everywhere. 

In 2020, over 23,000 unique users accessed Cooper Hewitt’s education 
materials via the Smithsonian Learning Lab; more than 38,000 activity 
books were distributed through community partners; and over 42,000 
digitized collection objects were made accessible to the public through 
Smithsonian Open Access, receiving over 5.5 million views.
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New York Times; Vogue; TED; Netflix; BBC; The Guardian

ES DEVLIN RECENT PRESS

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/18/arts/design/superblue-miami-immersive-art.html
https://www.vogue.com/article/virtual-preview-es-devlin-exhibition-design-about-time-fashion-and-duration
https://www.ted.com/speakers/es_devlin
https://www.netflix.com/gb/title/80057883
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p08dgw0n
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2020/aug/06/es-devlin-and-machiko-weston-i-saw-the-world-end-review
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COOPER HEWITT RECENT PRESS

Vogue; The New Yorker; W Magazine; The New York Times; Hyperallergic; Architect Magazine; Elle Décor; NPR; Blooloop

https://www.vogue.com/article/willi-smith-street-couture-exhibition-and-digital-archive-cooper-hewitt
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/culture-desk/a-thriving-digital-space-for-willi-smith-streetwear-genius
https://www.wmagazine.com/story/suzie-zuzek-lilly-pulitzer-cooper-hewitt-rizzoli-book
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/25/arts/design/nature-climate-change-cooper-hewitt-review.html
https://hyperallergic.com/595718/e-mcknight-kauffer-rizzoli-cooper-hewitt/
https://www.architectmagazine.com/awards/the-cooper-hewitt-smithsonian-design-museum-names-2020-national-design-award-winners_o
https://www.elledecor.com/life-culture/a34248392/cooper-hewitt-national-design-awards-2020/
https://www.npr.org/2020/12/22/949309231/what-does-it-mean-to-have-an-emoji-acquired-by-a-museum
https://blooloop.com/museum/in-depth/carolyn-royston-cooper-hewitt/
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GET INVOLVED 
Cooper Hewitt is honored to present the first mid-career retrospective of Es Devlin, 
and we invite you to join us in bringing this visionary project to life. 

Devlin’s work redefines physical and collective experience in the digital age, inspiring 
new modes of engagement and ways of connecting with places, ideas, and each 
other. Together, we can celebrate the power of shared experiences and the designers 
that enable them. 

Cooper Hewitt’s programming, expertise, and impact provides opportunities for 
mission alignment, brand visibility, access to resources, and more. 

To discuss support and recognition opportunities, please contact Veronica Bainbridge, 
Cooper Hewitt’s Chief Advancement Officer, at BainbridgeV@si.edu.


