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The Library of Babel 

 

Every book in Jorge Luis Borges' fictional Library of Babel has 410 pages, 

40 lines per page, 80 characters per line, and 25 different possible 

characters. The books in this library represent every possible combination 

of those pages, lines, and characters.  The number that represents the total 

of all the books in the library has approximately 1.8 million digits. That's an 

unusually large number and this is no ordinary library. There are more 

books in the Library of Babel then there are atoms in the universe.  On the 

shelves of the Library of Babel one can find every book that has ever been 

written, every book that has yet to be written, every revision, and every 

misprint of every book that ever was, or ever will be, written.  Most of the 

books, however, contain nothing but nonsense. There are endless rooms 



 

2 
 

where the shelves are filled to the ceiling with books containing only 

gibberish. There are also books that have only zeroes and ones; books that 

contain only the letter ‘s’; books with just one word printed over and over 

again. There are countless books that appear to be the correct copy of a 

known work but have a single character misplaced.  Each book is unique 

but some appear to be more unique than others. There is only one book, for 

example, that has not a single printable character: 410 pages of nothing 

but spaces. Of course, there are many that come close, but none that 

appear to match its subtle simplicity. Imagine the one book that has 

nothing but spaces on every page but one. In the center of that page there 

is one word: 'entropy', a rare book indeed, but there's one like it for every 

other word in every language in Borges' fictional universe. And there are 

untold numbers more that approach that perfection but never quite 

succeed.  There are also volumes and volumes, filled with what appears to 

be unreadable text, but on second viewing turn out to be a perfect 

replication of yet another known book printed entirely in reverse. 

 

 

Borges’ library, in a finite way, embodies my understanding of our infinite 

universe. In Borges’ library universe, all possible combinations have been 

manifested. In our infinite universe, relatively few possible combinations 

have been manifested, and on balance, the entirety of the possible universe 

is as yet, and will likely remain, forever unseen. 

 

To that end, let this be my statement of purpose: 

 

The universe… is a vast array of infinite variation. While much of that 

variation already exists, most of it does not nor ever will exist.  Or rather, 

most of it exists only as having the potential to exist.  As humans, we have 

the unique ability to knowingly create things that were not here before and 

in doing so are privy to the notion that there is an immense reservoir of 

things that have not yet nor ever will be seen. 
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Cult of Deception 

 

To be a rank and file member of the Cult of Deception is to lack the 

appreciation that you’ve abdicated your interests to the leadership of the 

Cult of Deception. To deny the existence of the Cult of Deception is to 

confirm ones own membership in the Cult of Deception.  
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Metabolism 

 

 

 

 

Alpha Channel 

 

There are maybe sixty unique images on the four panels of Alpha Channel. 

Each panel was printed from a file measuring 7500 x 19200 pixels. The files 

are large because I’m a nut about clarity and resolution. If you start with a 

large file, then you can pack in more pixels per inch when you make the 

print. These files were printed at 300 pixels per inch. Look as close as you 

like and you’ll not see any aliasing on the edges. 
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The term alpha channel refers to the mechanism used to control the opacity 

of pixels in a graphic image. Each pixel in an image is composed of three 

color components (r, g, b – red, green, blue). Each of these colors is 

represented by one byte of computer memory and their combined values 

(0-255, 0- 255, 0-255) dictate the color of the pixel. Since there are 8 bits 

in a byte, a colored graphic image is sometimes referred to as a 24 bit 

image (3 pixels x 8 bits = 24). If you need to control the transparency, or 

more specifically, the opacity of an image you need to add one more byte 

to each pixel. This additional byte is referred to as the alpha channel and it 

can range from 0 (no color or transparent) to 255 (all color or opaque). If 

you’ve ever heard the term 32 

bit graphics, this is what is 

being referred to. 

 

All the images on this sculpture 

use 32 bits per pixel. The 

reason is because I need 

the background to be 

transparent. Think of each 

image as residing in a 

rectangular frame. All the 

visible pixels (the lines and 

colors that you can see) have 

an alpha channel value of 

255. All the rest have a value 

of 0. Using this method I can 

easily overlay one image on top 

of another. 

 

While the individual images in Alpha Channel come from a variety of 

sources I tend to think of each of them as a brush stroke or, alternatively, 

as representing a single unit of data. Take your pick. There’s no particular 

meaning to this sculpture other than to illustrate my love of computer 

graphics, iconography, and information. 
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Corner Condition 

 

The term corner condition refers to an atypical situation that may result 

from the unlikely confluence of multiple simultaneous events. In level A 

software, if not properly exorcised during testing, a corner condition may 

result in catastrophic failure. In an art show, however, it’s all just good fun. 

Everything in this room is a corner condition. In fact, everything I do is a 

corner condition. My sole purpose in life is to manifest the unlikely. 

 

To visualize the 

concept, imagine a 

circle inscribed within 

a square drawn on a 

dart board. Throw a 

hundred darts at the 

board and most will 

land within the circle. 

Every dart that lands 

outside of the circle 

but inside the square 

can be seen as an 

analogous 

representation of a corner condition. It’s not a likely scenario, but it’s a 

scenario nonetheless and sooner or later it will happen.  

 

In a strange inversion of assumed probability, and in a universe of infinite 

variation, it turns out, that most of what we see in everyday life is really 

corner conditional stuff. With all matter naturally seeking higher states of 

entropy (i.e. disorder), the likelihood of a house, or a cell phone, a bird, a 

robot, or a tree, manifesting itself is extremely remote. Most of the matter 

in our universe exists within the circle on that hypothetical dart board. The 

entirety of human civilization, however, exists in the furthest reaches of the 

corners of the board and is the result of a series of extremely long chains of 

unlikely events: a veritable bonanza of corner conditionality. 

 



 

7 
 

Surrogate and Cluster Flux 
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Pandelusional Bloom 

 

Much of my work seems to fall into the dual categories of transmitter or 

receiver. Some are simply both – transceivers. The implied functions are 

interchangeable but the suggestion remains the same. Think of a flower, or 

a radio telescope, a cell tower, a 

speaker, a microphone. 

Broadcasting and/or receiving 

sunlight, or radiation, or some sort 

of analog signal. It’s all very fanciful 

and ultimately meaningless, but it’s 

an anchor or a starting point from 

which my pandelusional convictions 

can grow. I don’t necessarily tell a 

story or create anything new, but, 

nonetheless, it’s all simply fiction. 

 

There’s an old architectural adage 

that goes - form follows function. 

I’ve twisted that idea a bit and I like 

to say that form follows fiction. I 

like to make it up as I go, 

appropriate the tools and ideas and 

technologies of modern culture, 

while seeking some fleeting sense of purpose or utility. Once a piece is 

complete, I’ll surround it with a fabricated mythology by giving it a pithy or 

suggestive title. This way, if I do end up telling a story, it happens in 

reverse. I build meaning into the work after the fact. If I can’t find the right 

words sometimes I’ll just make up new ones. 
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Chronic Evolutionary Fatigue 

 

I think of my work as representing terminal nodes on the farthest reaching 

branches of the vast evolutionary tree of life. Even though the sculptures 

have no living footprint, they nonetheless were conceived in the mind of a 

living being and can be seen as a 

natural extension of the endless 

bifurcating whims of time. 

Every choice I make while 

constructing a sculpture is an 

arbitrary branch of this age old 

process. Each piece is a mutation 

of some preexisting 

condition or idea, and as such 

belongs to an essentially infinite 

class of alternate creations that will 

most likely never be seen. I can 

easily get lost in this train of 

thought.  

 

On certain days, however, I 

struggle with the idea of whether 

the sculptures are actually 

‘terminal nodes’ or are they 

something else. There’s no DNA, no mating ritual, no union of partners, and 

no physical gestation or birth. But what if a like-minded soul sees one of 

these pieces and is inspired to create something of their own? Isn’t the 

intellectual growth that takes place in another’s mind a form of 

reproduction, an extension of that evolution? This is not a new idea. We’re 

all familiar with memes that we see on social media. The term meme, 

coined by the evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins, refers to a cultural 

idea that exists in print or in one’s mind. Memes have a life span, 

reproduce, and mutate in much the same way as living organisms do. Some 

believe that memes are a natural, evolutionary extension of DNA based life. 
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Chronic Evolutionary Fatigue is a tongue in cheek allusion to slipping down 

this rabbit hole of ideas. The piece itself is the least resolved of all the 

sculptures in the show. I monkeyed around with it for weeks. Adding and 

subtracting elements, changing the base, the orientation, colors, on and 

on... It’s still not really done. All my sculptures are mutations, and, like any 

mutation, each one is a variation, based on the alteration of some 

preexisting thing. Everything in this room is a mutation. 

 

 

Scary Opticon 
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Eight Bit Bible 

 

There are eight bits in a byte and a single byte can represent any one of 

256 different characters. Let the eight light tubes in this sculpture represent 

a byte. Since one byte represents one character of text, if I cared to, with 

this sculpture, I could encode any desired manuscript and spell it out one 

character at a time. I don’t care to do this but I still love the idea. Instead, 

I’ve just inserted a wave function to let you know that these tubes are well 

under my control. Every so often, the wave function stops and a series of 

patterns appear… 

 

01000101  =  69  =  ‘E’ 

01001001  =  73  =  ‘I’ 

01000111  =  71  =  ‘G’ 

01001000  =  72  =  ‘H’ 

01010100  =  84  =  ‘T’ 

00100000  =  32  = space char 

01000010  =  66  =  ‘B’ 

01001001  =  73  =  ‘I’ 

01010100  =  84  =  ‘T’ 

00100000  =  32  = space char 

01000010  =  66  =  ‘B’ 

01001001  =  73  =  ‘I’ 

01000010  =  66  =  ‘B’ 

01001100  =  76  =  ‘L’  

01000101  =  69  =  ‘E’ 

 

 

Image Mixer Executable 

 

The digital mono-prints on the gallery walls were generated using a home 

grown software application I refer to simply as the Image Mixer. The Image 

Mixer has several 2D and 3D utilizations but mostly I use it to rotate, 
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translate, scale, and colorize a collection of imported images. The output is 

largely determined by initial conditions.  

 

 
 

The following description summarizes how it works. I first create a text file 

listing all the initial parameters for each of the imported images. In this 

case I’m using nine image files and I keep reloading the files until I’ve 

reached a maximum of 150 images. This means each image will be used 

approximately sixteen times. Each image is given a set of initial 

parameters: for example location, translation increment, rotation, rotation 

increment, size, color and color increment. Other settings control an 

algorithm that helps to define the overall appearance of the simulation.  

 

Once the executable begins, the pattern just keeps evolving. I’m not 100% 

certain but I don’t think it every actually repeats itself. I let it run and I 

watch. If I don’t like what I see I mess with the initial parameters. If I like 

what I see I can stop the simulation, run it forward or backward, and stop it 

at the exact spot I want to capture. When I’m ready to capture an image, I 

zoom in to the desired magnification and, through an automated series of 

shifts and screen captures, piece together a large output file of the desired 

size and resolution. 
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The files created to print the images in this show are 12,900 pixels x 

12,900 pixels and use approximately 634 MB of disc space. Printing at 300 

pixels per inch gives me the desired dimensions of 43 inches by 43 inches. 

 

I then call my friend Bob Tursack at Brilliant Graphics and deliver the files 

to have them printed. Printing large format canvases is a slow and tedious 

process, so I’m happy to turn it over to the professionals. After I receive 

the finished prints on canvas I treat them with several coats of acrylic latex, 

stretch them, and frame them. 

 

I refer to the canvases as digital mono-prints because each one is exclusive 

and there are never additional copies made. If I decide to create additional 

prints, I have a nearly endless supply to choose from, and each new canvas 

would represent a singular and unique work of art.  

 

Charles Emlen 

610-348-3956 

chasemlen@gmail.com 

https://emlen.com 
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