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Babel’s Monkeys is an art work by Luis Sarmento
Ferreira that consists on the cyclical rewriting of the
biblical episode of The Tower of Babel (Genesis
11:1-9-King James Version) using words from the real-
time stream of Twitter public feeds. The work is pre-
sented on a wooden plinth with a built-in monitor on
its top face. The object evokes both the shape of a pulpit
or lectern and the one of a reading table with a book
rack. This relates to the religious nature of the text be-
ing displayed in the monitor and to the influence of
Jorge Luis Borges’ The Library of Babel to this work.

1.0RIGINS

In The Library of Babel, a short story by Jorge Luis Borges,
a library is imagined which consists of books containing
all possible combinations of twenty-five symbols (a
twenty-two-letter alphabet, the space, the comma and
the stop) “namely, all which it is given to us to express:
in all languages.” (Borges, 2009, 71). This all comprehends
everything that is possible: every historical fact and fic-
tion; every prediction of the future, including the correct
one; everything written in extinct or still to be invented
languages as well as their translations. In his prologue to
Fictions, Borges (2009, 9) points at the origins of a ran-
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dom combinatory mode of thought, which in its turn
cannot be dissociated from a timeless mode of thought
about the origins of all things.

Fig.1 Babel’s Monkeys (more media
at http://spiritbit.com/web/projects/
babelsmonkeys)

Borges’ choice of Babel as the setting for a space with
its limits in infinity is very probably related to the biblical
episode The Tower of Babel (Genesis 11:1-9). This narrative
tells of a human attempt to approach God by means of
a tower designed to reach Heaven. God’s reaction to this
human enterprise takes the form of attributing differ-
ent languages to the people and their dispersion over the
whole span of the Earth.

An increasing portion of our time is spent nowadays
clicking on digital device’s keyboards, which continually
generates a huge amount of short texts. This reminds
us of the ‘infinite monkey’ theorem, which, in one of its
many formulations, states that an immortal monkey
pressing a typewriter’s keys at random would eventually
produce Shakespeare’s complete works. The probability
of achieving a significant text through a random combi-
nation of characters is so low as to be considered impos-
sible by human standards. However, as one or more of
the variables is made to approach infinity, the probability
of obtaining such a text not only increases, but tends to
inevitability.

That contemporary massive text production feeds a
collective human memory, built of scattered fragments,
lacking an index and often left unread: A memory of
Babel, written in a potential infinite process by a massive
amount of human beings and stored not in a library but
in internet servers.
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2.HOW IT WORKS

In Babel’s Monkeys, Genesis 11:1-9’s text is cyclically
rewritten, using as a basis a continual flux of words and
sentences collected, as nearly as possible in real time,
from what is being written at any given moment in the
public listings of the Twitter internet platform. The pro-
gram is made in Processing using Yusuke Yamamoto’s
Twitter4j library.
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The algorithm replaces, one by one, the displayed
words of the text for the ones in newly collected twit-
ter sentences. These sentences may be written in any
language. Whenever, in this universe of words, a word
appears that is also contained in the Genesis 11:1-9’s text,
the word is highlighted and stays unchanged and in its
place. The “unfound”words remain in constant muta-
tion. As time progresses, the number of words originated
in twitter decreases as the words of the text that is be-
ing “written” slowly replace them. At the instant the last
word is found, the complete Genesis’ text disappears and
is replaced by a new amalgam of twitter sentences that
restarts the process of text construction. Approximately
twice a day, Babel’s Monkeys reproduces the Tower of
Babel narrative in an infinite cycle.
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