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OF RESEARCH THROUGH DESIGN PRACTICE.

ABSTRACT

‘The Evolution of Silence’ is a Web-based archive and interpretive map of the  
Yucca Flat valley of the Nevada Test Site (the site of forty-one years of post-WWII  
nuclear testing in the United States). In this essay I share insight into my process  
of research through design and the role of the artifact in development. The project  
investigates the ways design creates experiences that allow for critical engagement 
with difficult subjects and emphasizes the exploration of the language of maps  
and the principles of interaction. My focus is on experimentation with visual/textual 
language; interpretation, representation and organization of spatial information  
and of archival material; and approaches to creating and sharing knowledge.  
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Screen shot from the Web, ‘The Evolution of Silence,’ 
2008–2015. © Rachele Riley

‘…all archives  
are realized in  
destruction,  
preserved by the 
traces of  
destruction.’

(Lippit, 2005, p.9)



Still from single-channel video, ‘Visualizing the Art of 
War,’ 2005. © Rachele Riley

NOTE 01
In THE SPIRIT OF TERRORISM  
(2002, p. 28), Jean Baudrillard  
describes violence in itself as  
‘banal and inoffensive.’ It is  
‘symbolic violence’ that generates 
a singularity and it is this image 
that stays with us. Real is added 
as a kind of bonus: ‘not only is it 
terrifying, but it is real.’ Baudrillard  
has criticized the medium of  
television for placing viewers  
before a simulated world, where  
the difference between reality  
and fiction has blurred. Televi-
sion news is all surface: a collage 
of fragmented images of images, 
divorced from an original. This 
representation becomes real to 
the viewer.



Screen shot from the Web, ‘The Evolution of Silence,’ 
2008–2015. © Rachele Riley





Screen shot from the Web, ‘The Evolution of Silence,’ 
2008–2015. © Rachele Riley

Screen shot from the Web depicting mannequins, ‘The 
Evolution of Silence,’ 2008–2015. © Rachele Riley

Sedan Crater



Detail from the dataset 
from which jQuery  
dynamically builds the 
web-based ‘The  
Evolution of Silence.’ 
2008–2015.  
© Rachele Riley



the evolution of silence, interface grid sketch, rachele riley, 2011

1a

1b

1c

description
numbers in squares represent images

images are 100 by 100 pixels

red area is the area that is visible (a container box).

light red area is ‘visible’ but hidden due to vertical 
scrolling—which depends on computer‘s browser 
window (see 1c)

if a larger viewing area is possible, would see 
background images behind container grid of crater 
images.

1a
the number of images visible (before 
scrolling horizontally) depends on size of computer’s 
browser window—
never more than 8 images per row are visible

height of grid depends on computer’s browser

1b
shows scrolling horizontally in row 1 to reveal images

1c
shows scrolling vertically after viewing more of row 1 to 
reveal images below in grid

 

question
visiting site
random: what number you see first when you come to 
site (not always at beginning, possible to come to site 
and see image 856, 857, 858, etc). 

randomly determine what numbered image is first 
visible (which dictates the chronological number 
organization of rows before 
and after)
able to scroll up and down afterward and see all images

note
number of images in a row still to be determined.
must be enough to allow for desired horizontal 
movement: between 12–16     
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Sketches/diagrams of interaction, ‘The Evolution of 
Silence,’ 2008–2015. © Rachele Riley

Early iteration in chronological view, ‘The Evolution of 
Silence.’ 2008–2015. © Rachele Riley



Imaging sketch for location/geographic view, ‘The  
Evolution of Silence.’ 2008–2015. © Rachele Riley

Mapping every detonation in Yucca Flat for ‘The  
Evolution of Silence.’ 2008–2015. © Rachele Riley



Javascript (jQuery) code 
excerpted from an  
exploratory/testing  
version of the web-based 
‘The Evolution of Silence.’ 
2008–2015.  
© Rachele Riley

NOTE 02
‘The Evolution of Silence’ was  
installed at the SIGGRAPH 2014 
Conference and Art Gallery  
exhibition, ‘Acting in Translation,’ 
in Vancouver, Canada,  
August 9–14, 2014. Comments 
from viewers were not collected 
systematically, but since I was 
often there presenting the work 
to people, I received feedback in 
person. People seemed to feel 
that the aesthetic was strong and 
engaging. They found that it fit  
the exhibition theme and that the 
landscape evoked a breathing 
being (because of the sound). They 
were surprised by what they uncov-
ered in the content, by the  
number of detonations, and they 
engaged the site to learn more.

NOTE 03 
In REGARDING THE PAIN OF  
OTHERS, 2003, Sontag  
investigates the ‘pleasure in  
flinching’ when looking at images 
of violence. (p. 40) She argues  
that images have become habit-
ual and banal. We have adapted 
to horror in life, and in images. 
In photographs of war, the many 
soldiers represented, with their 
‘numbed faces and their haggard 
bodies,’ remain an aggregate—
anonymous victims. (p. 61) Sontag 
adds that ‘the scale of war’s  
murderousness destroys  
what identifies people as individu-
als, even as human beings’  
and that this ‘is how war looks 
when it is seen from afar, as  
an image.’ (p. 61) Her words strike 
at the heart of the matter as  
I see it: the representation of war 
must address the ‘scale of its 
murderousness,’ the degree of its 
calamity and complexity, and its 
impact on individual human beings 
and their specific environments.



Screen shot from the Web, ‘The Evolution of Silence.’ 
2008–2015. © Rachele Riley
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GRID ORGANIZATION

A
Time continuum, numbered 
•date of detonation

GEOGRAPHIC ORGANIZATION 

B
Geographic location
•site, coordinates
Continuum A–Z 
•name of detonation 
Detonation type
•atmospheric
•underground

OTHER IDENTIFIERS

Purpose of test
Frequency of activity at site
Yield of detonation/impact
Scale/impact (size of crater)
Notes on detonation

Violent Landscape 
Grid and Geographic Views

Detonations
Photos of Sites

Landscape Experienced
Reveal landscape, simultaneous 

views: Aerial and Horizon

Rollover main image to reveal  

pockmarked landscape 

Landscape Explained
Realize quantity, scale of destruction

Rollover and scroll up/down to reveal 

how many craters exist

Identify individual craters

Rollover main image, reveal pockmarked 

landscape, and the names and dates  

of each nuclear test.  

Distinction between underground tests, 

and atmospheric tests; between low and 

high yields.

Emotional Layers:

Cable drawings, graphic diagramming

Video, animation

Sound

Verbal annotations

Contrasts
Single and Multiple
Visible and Invisible
Loud and Quiet
Before and After

Landscape Explained
View landscape in closer detail

Rollover main image, reveal 

pockmarked landscape, click on small  

image to open a (modal window)  

larger image of the crater (or place of 

detonation).

Transformation
Before and After:
Landscape
Mannequins

Impact
Environment
Downwinders
Veterans
Employees

LA Darling Mannequins Stylization
Las Vegas Review Journal Ad (1953)

multiple

single
multiple

single

Detonations
Compared

Concept diagram for 
the web-based  
‘The Evolution of  
Silence.’ 2008–
2015.  
© Rachele Riley
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Detail of drawings, ‘The Evolution of Silence.’ 2008–
2015. © Rachele Riley
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