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Silence is the language of God.
Everything else is a translation.

Thomas Keating

Truman Lowe
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INTRO
Silence about a thing just magnifies it.

Tennessee Williams, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof

Approaching Silence is a collaborative project singularly 
focused around perceptual sound through sculptural 
interaction. Led by contemporary artist Truman Lowe, 
regarded as the ‘preeminent native sculptor of his 
generation’,  Approaching Silence offers an unparalleled 
lens to recognize and understand noise pollution, an 
often overlooked but pervasive source of environmental 
stress.  An assembly of remarkable talent in art, acoustics, 
engineering and technology offer participatory public 
engagement in Approaching Silence – an opportunity 
to experience a moment of silence in an immersive  
structure, illuminating the imperceptible and empowering 
a movement for change.
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SITE
THE ARCHWAY

The Archway on the Brooklyn side of the Manhattan 
Bridge Overpass is one of the loudest public spaces in 
New York City.  Known as DUMBO, this neighborhood 
experiences regular vehicular traffic connecting the 
boroughs of Brooklyn and Manhattan as well as 

significant ongoing overnight construction, exceeding 
acceptable noise levels that have proven to interfere 
with sleep, concentration and focus. Ranging from 64 to 
80 decibels, streets in this area have both daytime and 
evening levels that are considered beyond an annoyance 
or disturbing.  Under the DUMBO Archway, the echo 
from trucks and trains on the bridge, combined with 
echoing noise from passerby and nearby cars, register 
at a troubling maximum of 88 decibels, squealing train 
breaks regularly register at 89.5 decibels and noise from 
passing trains while waiting at the station registers at 
100.3 decibels.
The Archway itself is an amazing 7,000 square foot 
space paved with historic Belgian block, peaking at 45’ 
high. Used primarily for scrap metal storage by the NYC 
Department of Transit until 2007, The Archway has been 
open for public use and enjoyment as a unique art space, 
hosting a wide range of performances and events for the 
past decade. The setting here has informed the genesis of 
Approaching Silence, serving as a critical location to raise 
and magnify our individual awareness of noise as a major 
stressor on our inner and outer consciousness. 
Approaching Silence will be initially located in The 
Archway but fabricated to allow for easy disassembly, 
flat packed for shipping, and sent to other locations for 
quick re-assembly.  Approaching Silence will travel to 
the Rotunda at the National Museum of the American 
Indian’s Alexander Hamilton U.S. Custom House building 
at One Bowling Green in Lower Manhattan following its 
opening at The Archway, as well as other national and 
international venues.

There are some things best contemplated in silence. 
Their proportions are so vast that speech cannot get around them.

Christian Nestell Bovee, Intuitions and Summaries of Thought
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TRUMAN LOWE

Truman Tennis Lowe is a Ho-Chunk sculptor and 
installation artist living in Wisconsin. A professor of fine 
art at the University of Wisconsin, Lowe is the former 
curator of contemporary art at the National Museum of 
the American Indian. He is known for large site-specific 
installation pieces utilizing natural materials.
Many of Lowe’s works also embrace historically 
traditional works of Native peoples from the Winnebago, 
Woodland, and other Native American groups. The 
Headdress Series formed out of his interest in traditional 
Plains Indian regalia and a collection of pedestal and large 
scale sculptures incorporated the architecture of early 
shelters from the Woodlands communities. Many of his 
works have also incorporated other traditional Native 
objects frequently found within museum collections such 
as the work Cradle Board (1977–78) where Lowe used 
photographs found in the Wisconsin State Historical 
Society collections to serve as inspirations and putting his 
own twist on the concept of a cradle board. 
Primitive housing and structures served as a way for 
Lowe to reflect on the disappearance of cultures in time, 
memory and history by way of an aesthetic, reflecting 
a “ghost like” presence of the past.[1]  The sculptural 
aspect of primitive structures, simple yet complex, 
influences Lowe’s contemporary small and large 
installations, giving them a universal and timeless appeal. 
Approaching Silence incorporates these gentle gestures in 
a contemporary structure, offering a powerful realization 
of our ability and right to determine sound and silence in 
our every day lives. 

Silence is sometimes more significant and sublime than the most noble
 and most expressive eloquence, and is on many occasions the indication of a great mind.

JOSEPH ADDISON, The Tatler, February 14, 1709
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ARTISTIC CONCEPT

Envisioned as an immersive conscious-raising experience 
in the tradition of John Cage’s 1952 composition 4’33” and 
the work of James Turrell, Approaching Silence’s conical 
structure will create the opportunity for participants to 
“approach silence” within one of New York City’s loudest 
locations. Distracting, irritating and damaging sounds 
that are freely audible bombard us on a daily basis. As 
invisible waves, rather than physical particles, we become 
habituated to noise over time, making its biological, social 
and environmental effects almost imperceptible.  
Epidemiologic data has proven, however, that noise 
pollution actually raises ones’ risk of serious health 
conditions like hearing loss and heart disease, is 
adversely linked to birth outcomes and diabetes, and 
results in diminished productivity and impaired cognitive 
development, especially in children. As the prevailing 
source of noise pollution in developed nations comes 
from transportation, those who live in dense urbanized 
areas near busy roadways and bridges are at a higher risk 
for long-term exposure to noise pollution. Not only will 
they suffer from these serious health consequences but 
they financially burden an already challenged 
health care system.

Approaching Silence has never been more relevant 
and necessary to empower our communities with 
knowledge and understanding of this social injustice – 
environmental noise exposure is preventable. Without 
a single government entity to regulate noise pollution 
since the Environmental Protection Agency passed 
on its authority to individual states in the early 1980s, 
noise is managed by numerous agencies responsible for 
different sources of noise. Considering today’s regressive 
U.S. agenda on environmental issues, its not surprising 
that these agencies view noise as an annoyance rather 
than a problem, placing it low on their list of priorities. 
With the pressure from transportation, health, labor 
and entertainment industries, all adversely affected by 
noise pollution reduction requirements, it is extremely 
unlikely that measures will be taken in Washington, D.C. 
or even Albany, N.Y. to eliminate or even reduce audial 
disturbances in our environment. 
Approaching Silence will allow for participatory 
engagement to experience The Archway as a new reality 
of calmness and tranquility -  a place for expanded 
awareness and a means to gauge noise and its impacts. It 
will encourage and invigorate community advocacy and 
planning to invest in noise mitigation policies that can 
offset the social, economic and environmental 
costs of noise.

May the stars carry your sadness away,
May the flowers fill your heart with beauty,
May hope forever wipe away your tears,

And, above all, may silence make you strong.
Chief Dan George
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REFERENCES

The sculptural installation’s structural approach 
stems from Truman Lowe’s blending of tradition and 
modernism using grids and wood. 
Reflective of works by Sol LeWitt and Eva Hesse, grids 
are used as representations of mapping systems—a way 
to describe environments and landscapes in a two-
dimensional way. Historically, Europeans and the major 
land-surveying programs that invaded young America 
used grids to systematically distribute equal land areas to 

Simple Mechanical connections, enabling the structure to pack flat, be 

transported and re-erected.

A woven structure will allow for a transperent structure.

Traditional willow sapling structure.

colonists. While Native American communities were not 
traditionally map makers, Lowe uses grids, symbolic of 
archeological digs, as seen in his major landscape works 
such as Effigy I (1984).
Many of Lowe’s constructions are created from willow 
saplings, often the only material used in installations. 
Lowe collects the saplings from Wisconsin farms in the 
summertime, gathering a large amount, peeling off the 
bark, and sanding the resulting sticks to bring out the 
white in the sapling. Flexibility and strength are essential 
with willow, allowing Lowe to bend and manipulate the 
wood to his needs. The use of wood in Approaching 
Silence as the structural element is a natural means to 
create a simple ridged structure upon which a more 
free flowing textured surface can be build, allowing for 
different levels of transparency.  While traditional, this 
material is transformed into a contemporary sculptural 
installation that speaks to the architecture found in the 
city today. 
Incorporating additional elements of stone, glass, acrylic, 
and steel, the sculpture will offer ‘a moment of silence’ 
in response to the bombardment of noise one faces on 
a daily basis - an opportunity to experience art, a place 
where sound dissipates, and time for clearer, broader 
holistic thought. Particularly plaguing urban areas like 
New York City, noise pollution remains unrecognized, 
both in its impact and source. This accessible outdoor 
public art space will illuminate the intensity of sounds 
that are pervasive in every day life for city residents 
and visitors.  

When you become aware of silence, immediately there is that state of inner still alertness. 
You are present. You have stepped out of thousands of years of collective human conditioning.

Eckhart Tolle, Stillness Speaks
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TEAM

As a global leader in acoustic consulting, Arup’s experts 
make the unseen changes that can transform our daily 
experience in diverse environments.
We are responsible for beautiful sound in concert halls 
around the world; also for controlling vibration in 
sensitive laboratory environments. We help reduce the 
impact of noise from airports, highways and stadiums, 
while making sure sound systems are heard with clarity 
in even the busiest transport hubs. Our international 
acoustic design team provides services in architectural, 
building, transport and environmental acoustics. We help 
clients achieve their aspirations in acoustics by guiding 
projects from conception and planning through design, 
construction, testing and commissioning.

SkyDog Projects, founded in 2002, is a collaborative 
creative consulting + production firm specializing in 
grant writing, team building and strategic planning from 
concept to implementation. Our work specializes on the 
intersections of the Arts, Agriculture, Sustainable Design 
and Community Development.

Bone/Levine Architects is an interdisciplinary firm with 
a diverse portfolio of projects ranging in size and type, 
from landmark buildings to residential design. With 
extensive experience in New York City’s building fabric, 
a significant portion of the studio work is devoted to 
the renovation and conversion of existing buildings 
and the improvement of building systems, including 
facade restoration and exterior envelope maintenance, 
and structural upgrading. Studio work also involves 
architectural design, building alterations and additions. 
With the expertise gained from decades of practice in 
the field, B/LA works to achieve creative solutions to 
complex problems.

SITU Fabrication specializes in the engineering and 
construction of experimental and technically demanding 
projects. The company works between art and architecture 
and combines technology and craftsmanship. With each 
project we deploy deep understanding of materials and 
tested techniques to tackle unique challenges. 

Working out of a 10,000 sq ft production shop in 
the Brooklyn Navy Yard, SITU provides digital and 
traditional fabrication methods to artists, architects, 
contractors, developers and branding agencies. Services 
also include design assistance, consulting and project 
management at every stage.

SkyDog Projects

Quiet is peace. Tranquility. Quiet is turning down the volume knob on life. 
Silence is pushing the off button. Shutting it down. All of it.

Khaled Hosseini, The Kite Runner
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Testing Environments

Reverberant Environment
• Approximates Dumbo Arch or semi-enclosed space
• Sound from multiple directions

Dry Environment
• Approximates low-rise street, park or open area
• Ground-level sound from one direction

Experimental Setup

1:10 Cardboard 
Model

Microphone connected 
to sound level meter

Speaker playing 
white noise

SOUND CONCEPTS I
MODEL TESTS

Acoustic engineering advice and model testing were 
a critical part of project launch. Arup created an 
experimental setup to determine the performance of 
the sculptural installation. This rigorous testing was 
conducted in both a reverberant and dry element to 
further enhance the understanding of the sculptural 
installations’ ways of interacting with the sound that 
approached it. These tests led to a wide range of surprising 
discoveries that influenced the design and shape of the 
sculptural installation. 

Nothing was more conducive to the development of observation than compulsory silence.
F. Scott Fitzgerald, Tender Is the Night

•  Approximates Dumbo Arch or semi-enclosed space
•  Sound from multiple directions

•  Approximates low-rise street, park or open area
•  Ground-level sound from one direction

Experimential SetupReverberant Environment Dry Environment
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Hard surface

Acoustic surface

Space of elevated sound

SOUND CONCEPTS I
MODEL TESTS

The model and computer simulations from Arup were 
essential in developing the plan for each section of the 
sculptural installation. The findings informed small 
adjustments, continued refining and design adaptations 
resulting in a complete and balanced sculptural 
expression, performing both as a soundscape site-specific 
installation and as an interesting visual sculptural entity 
evoking ideas in the observer.

I think 99 times and find nothing. 
I stop thinking, swim in the silence, and the truth comes to me.

Albert Einstein

Diagrammatic Plan Evolution

Diagrammatic Section Evolution
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Approaching Silence
2D Raytrace Study – Round 2

Arup Acoustics

Aug. 24, 2015

Proposal A Proposal A Proposal A

Proposal A, rotated Proposal A, rotated Proposal A, rotated Proposal I

Proposal I Proposal I

SOUND CONCEPTS II
RAY TRACE CALCULATIONS

Along with the physical models, Arup conducted 
numerous series of computer based sound tracing tests 
to show the otherwise invisible interaction between 
the sculptural installation and the pathways of sound. 
These studies were used to design a sculpture that would 
allow for a gradual decrease in audible sound and that 
would engage different aspects of the sound forming a 
soundscape.

And silence, like a poultice, comes
To heal the blows of sound.

Oliver Wendall Holmes, The Music Grinder
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SOUND CONCEPTS II
RAY TRACE CALCULATIONS

Approaching Silence begins with exposure to the general 
sound level found inside The Archway (position 01). 
Upon entering the sculptural installation, the participant 
is rapidly flooded with a dramatic increase in the sound 
level (position 02+03), experiencing it as an even louder 
space than The Archway. As one penetrates deeper into 
the sculptural installation the sound level will gradually 
decline (position 04+05+06), eventually dropping below 
the general level of the Archway. Entering the calm center 
(position 07), the sound reduction will feel much greater 
on the participant than the relative reduction to the sound 
found in The Archway.

I sense a threshold: light to silence, silence to light—an ambiance of inspiration, in which the desire to be, 
to express, crosses with the possible light to silence, silence to light crosses in the sanctuary of art.

Louis Kahn

Diagrammatic Plan  
w. indication of position of a person

Sound level Diagram 
w. indication of sound level at position
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FRONT ELEVATION SPATIAL REPRESENTATION

STRUCTURAL CONCEPT

An approximately 12’ tall and 10’ wide shell-like form, 
Approaching Silence will have points of entry and 
exit that cause a gradual reduction of frequency to 
approximately half of what exists outside as one nears 
the center. 
In transitioning in and out of the piece and experiencing 
the associated noise adjustment of -10 decibels, 
participants’ awareness of sound will be heightened, 
leaving them with a greater appreciation and 
understanding of how noise impacts them. Fluctuations 
in the location’s audio levels over the course of the day 
and throughout the seasons will encourage repeat visits 
to the site, allowing participants to have a wide range of 
experiences in a single space.  
The structural concept of Approaching Silence is a 
contemporary response to traditional willow saplings, 
twisted and bent into small sections of a wood frame. The 
slight rotation of the straight pieces creates the illusion 
of a curved surface. The interlocking structural pieces 
creates a ridged framework upon which panels of various 
acoustic properties will be hung to further enhance the 
soundscape. Some panels will be opaque while others will 
be transparent for viewing to the interior of the sculptural 
installation, allowing the structure to be experienced from 
both sides.

I've begun to realize that you can listen to silence and learn from it. 
It has a quality and a dimension all its own.

Chaim Potok, The Chosen
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Approching the entrance of the Sculptural installation 
As seen from inside the Archway during the day
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FRONT ELEVATION SPATIAL REPRESENTATION

ELEVATION &
SPATIAL REPRESENTATION
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As seen from inside the Sculptural installation during the day
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Approaching from the back side of the Sculptural installation 
As seen from inside the Archway during the day
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Approaching the entrance of the Sculptural installation 
As seen from inside the Archway during the night



CONTACT

JOIN US AND BE INSPIRED AT
ApproachingSilence.org

Silence is the perfectest herald of joy:
I were but little happy, if I could say how much.

William Shakespeare, Much Ado About Nothing

http://approachingsilence.org/

