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What a Million Monkeys 
Can’t Do

Fighting the Arbitrary

A million monkeys on a million type-
writers can do everything. But they 
can’t do it twice. Repetition, repeat-
ing a theme, counters the arbitrary. 
Creating restrictions, and repeating, 
treating the same subject over and 
over — arbitrary decreases, and the 
monkeys have no chance. Welcome 
to the internet.

A Million?

In this short exercise, I’m looking at 
art from the perspective of the Infi-
nite monkey theorem.

“The quest for 
meaningful 

creation.”

The question is one of quantity 
vs. quality. And it really is a fight 
of quality against quantity. That’s 
what makes it so hard because a 
million is a huge quantity. To get an 
early advantge in the fight, the more 
precise question is, what can’t a mil-
lion monkeys do?

http://behind.lyrois.com/
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Even if the million monkey army 
manages to bring up something 
great, what’s the chance for them to 
do it again? Exactly.

What makes it easy to deal with the 
monkeys, they are not really string-
ing together their keystrokes, they 
are basically hitting one key at a 
time, sequentially, ad infinitum. 
There is no growing body of work, 
no vertical development, just hori-
zontal amassing, similar to sand in 
the desert.

“Arbitrary or 
non-arbitrary, to 
appreciate art, it 

needs to talk to me. I 
need to see an idea, 
a motivation, what 

made you doing it?”

Deliberate repetition is different 
from random, arbitrary repetition. 
By creating a true, “self-relating” 
sequence, by introducing an ele-
ment of repetition of something, the 
dreaded arbitrary recedes and the 
monkeys have no chance to pass for 
real intelligence.

http://behind.lyrois.com/
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Thus, to beat the monkeys, you 
not only have to create two unique 
things, instead, you need to create 
two instances of one unique thing.

Deliberately and repeatedly treating 
the same subject over and over, it is 
the restrictive environment which 
evolves almost by itself and always 
produces surprises, despite and be-
cause of, repetition.

Restriction

Adding repetition or restriction of 
some kind, the monkeys’ chance 
goes way down.

Restrictions refine design. With-
out restrictions, it’s too easy — and 
again — too arbitrary. Especially for 
the monkeys. Finding youself in that 
unlucky place with no restrictions 
whatsoever, you should think about 
inventing some artificial boundar-
ies…

Restrictions lead to creating origi-
nals — make something that is irre-
producible, a Polaroid is an original 
while a photographic or Gicleé print 
is not. Lithographs and similar tech-
niques create originals as well. The 
point here, is not to prevent repro-
duction, but instead to create unique 
originals with a much higher intrin-
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sic value. I want a fingerprint, not as 
a flaw, but as a mark of uniqueness 
of each item in a series.

Graffiti

I always loved Kufi calligraphy, a 
form of script consisting strictly of 
straight lines and angles, exaggerat-
ing verticals and horizontals. Simi-
larly, with old school graffiti you cre-
ated a set of rules and stuck with it 
to stay “in style.” 

Here again, the boundaries of the 
rules are where it’s at. Also, rep-
etition changes, ligatures rock, and 
any sufficiently intelligent idea has 
the inherent means to inspire new 
shapes with traceable genes leading 
back to a non-arbitrary, non-mon-
key, origin. 

Signal, Noise, 
Quantity, or Quality?

Noise. What’s the difference be-
tween signal and noise? More noise 
equals more signal? Really? The 
more noise is produced, the harder 
to discern the signal — if any.

The deliberate elimination of noise, 
an elaborate and creative process by 
itself, is powerful enough to create 
distinctive signal, thus freeing value 
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through structuring and restricting 
noise.

Noise is economically unbearable 
at the point where creating signal 
is cheaper than mining it in infinite 
noise.

“Being a fan of 
an artist is not 

necessarily the same 
as being a fan of 
their work. Most 

often, it correlates 
inversely. It’s the 

difference between 
perception and 

expression.” 

Quality doesn’t come from sheer 
output alone, you need intention 
and context to make distinctive 
quality. Context makes you relate 
your creations to other creations. It 
picks up reference points and pro-
duces commentary, tangents, or 
spin-offs of preceding works.
 
Quantity or quality? Quality is never 
arbitrary, it is hard to achieve and 

http://behind.lyrois.com/
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harder to find. Great quality is too 
often hidden. The task with quality is 
to give it exposure, at the same time 
quantity needs to be contained. The 
trick is to create a market for quality 
— and reinvent it every time quan-
tity creeps in.

Time?

Monkeys need time. Beating them 
is beating time. The faster you are 
at unique creation, the smaller the 
chance for the monkeys to come up 
with something sensible.

What’s easier than working and bet-
ting against infinity? Nothing. Why? 
Infinity is that hard to imagine.

As is context, time is either a se-
quence of inter-depending events, 
actions, and creations, or a succes-
sion of unrelated instances — which 
are essentially worthless because 
any potential connections are ig-
nored.

Another factor is the effect of delay-
ing output. Infinitely typing away vs. 
holding it up for some time makes 
a difference that shows in reducing 
quantity, especially in reducing the 
drowning of quality — if there is 
any to begin with. (See above, and 
below.)

http://behind.lyrois.com/
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Random

While random is great in ideation, in 
inspiration, and in seeding creation; 
structure and structuring plays a big 
role in selection, in revisions, and in 
completion.

“In general, I don’t 
care — but in 

particular, I do 
care obsessively. 

Perfectionism, 
details, research, 

expression.”

Interestingly, the monkeys, while 
being able to replicate any work of 
art or creation in general, they won’t 
produce any specific, original cre-
ation. It needs to be discovered — 
a determination of value from the 
outside.

Imagine an artist being “discovered” 
after his demise — obviously, some-
thing was lacking while he was still 
around. But does this fact diminish 
his — at the time, apparently — vain 
effort?

http://behind.lyrois.com/
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Excellence

Excellence is one of the really hard 
to emulate and almost impossible 
to simulate traits. 

“I adore intelligence, 
it’s like true 

excellence: You 
notice it when you 

see it.”

Accidental excellence sounds like 
an oxymoron — it will have to be 
repeated, recreated in another in-
stance, removing the accidental 
part to give way to true excellence. 
Excellence comes from repetition 
and is repeatable.

Knowledge & Context

The monkeys are and operate unre-
lated to one another. How would a 
setting involving insight and mutual 
awareness influence the potential 
results? Meaningful communica-
tion? Copycat monkeys? Sharing of 
information? Comprehension?

Meaning isn’t derived from incom-
prehension.

http://behind.lyrois.com/
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Information is bred through con-
text, also, ideas need to bounce, 
with at least one of the parties in-
volved having some kind of a plan, 
some sort of comprehension, and a 
sense of meaning.

It’s not so much where an object is 
made than why it is made. Also, for 
whom something is made might 
be significant. Why, when, and for 
whom, are all relevant — as op-
posed to where.

“Acting ‘out of 
character’ is harder 

than it sounds — 
talk about chasing 

shadows, or tails. 
Whatever, you are 

what you are.”

Content is of importance, art today 
is more copying and mirroring than 
thesis and synthesis, at least con-
ceptually. An effect is cheap, but 
expressing a clear message is where 
it gets tricky. This is quite powerful 
because you can’t stop developing 
your style and craft as long as your 
message isn’t perfectly clear. And 
it’s a moving target. 

http://behind.lyrois.com/


10 Lyrois: Beating A Million Monkeys

Medium or message? Nobody pays 
attention to actual content. Only 
personal context counts. That’s the 
point, the medium is irrelevant — 
except for the monkeys — and the 
message is irrelevant unless it is for 
you.

“Artistically, I can’t 
stand the arbitrary 
in collages. … then 

again, my vinyl 
work is some kind 

of collage, you could 
say. But it’s not — 

layers of vinyl, just 
as well as layers of 

paint, do not make a 
collage per se.”

Style or content? We try to cleanly 
divide presentation and content, 
then again, what works better: A 
presentation without content or 
content without any presentation? 
Is manner really more important 
than matter? You can cater to any 
audience with the former and divide 
any audience — highlighting qual-

http://behind.lyrois.com/
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ity — with the latter approach. Poor 
monkeys.

Imagination

Art, on the wall, is ideally an ongo-
ing, continuous inspiration. You can 
never fully grasp it, you can try to 
embrace it, but full grasp will always 
remain elusive, that’s the point and 
the magic of a true piece of art. Try 
that, monkeys!

“You don’t have to be 
an artist to value art. 

Also, you don’t need 
a grand art theory to 

be a great artist — 
and vice versa.”

Creation, in general, comes from 
imagination. Imagination is prob-
ably the one individual trait, at the 
same time, imagination is the meta-
language, though not universally 
understood. Artists are translators, 
matching and multiplying differ-
ent types of imagination. Yours and 
mine. 

http://behind.lyrois.com/
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Making the invisible tangible and the 
incomprehensible a little bit more 
self-evident.

Also, artists temper unlimited imagi-
nation — Imagine being able to 
imagine anything… Making the indi-
gestible more palatable.

Why?

Creative research is blue skies re-
search rooted in insatiable, raw cu-
riosity and the urge to create some-
thing.

The why is more important than the 
how. The monkeys are never going 
to be able to answer why they wrote 
what they wrote. You do. Why is 
the motor, unlimited imagination 
and creative thinking are the per-
fect foundation for elaborate crime, 
paranoia, insanity, or great art and 
entrepreneurship. Why is the deci-
sion.

Monkey Art?

Monkey art is the end of art, the 
end of expression. Which makes the 
monkeys a suitable and much need-
ed catalyst.

Clearly — neither art, nor type, not 
even print are dead. 

http://behind.lyrois.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blue_skies_research
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Blue_skies_research


13 Lyrois: Beating A Million Monkeys

It takes more, much more, than a 
couple of monkeys creating unbear-
able noise to kill art.

“The end of art — 
and type, and print 

— is ultimately 
its fulfillment in a 

different medium or 
state.”

God — and the difference — is in 
the details.

“You do art when 
you make change 

that matters, and do 
it via a connection 

with an individual.” 
—Seth Godin

Ultimately, beating a million mon-
keys is neither cruel, nor unfair.

We tend to be fascinated by stuff 
that seems to get us without con-
text,  unexpectedly, and apparently 
unrelated. Surprise me, monkeys.

http://behind.lyrois.com/


About Lyrois

Lyrois is an art scheme, an experi-
mental brand, and a design meme in 
the making. Lyrois sounds similar to 
the french Le Roi, yet it is otherwise 
unrelated.

In 1997, Alexander Becker drew a 
bunch of shapes, 17 figures gathered 
around the silhouette of a dancer. 
Since then, they come back, year af-
ter year.

Techniques and styles

Literally clear-cut, bold shapes. Con-
trast. Planting frozen vectors in hot-
blooded surroundings. Incorporat-
ing the environment, the dialogue 
with the canvas, into the work. Light 
and shadows, paper-cutting, vinyl, 

graffiti, typography, street-art, vec-
tors, repeating patterns, rapports. 

The original vector-graphics, their 
lines combining fragile leaves and 
powerful graffiti strokes, are never 
altered themselves, their outlines al-
ways remain unchanged. Everything 
else evolves around these iconic 
shapes.

Contemporary materials: vinyl, 
acrylic, and aluminum which are 
recycled from the unused areas in 
industrial sign-making production. 
The waste of huge amounts of vi-
nyl for very-short-term commercial 
and advertising purposes, as well 
as throw-away signage, initially in-
spired the idea to recycle the pre-
cious materials. Reducing the pain 
of building for nothing and nobody. 

The irony that comes with using ab-
solutely non-rotting synthetic ma-
terials in a twisted recycling effort. 
Who would have thought that art 
made from vinyl, Plexiglas, and alu-
minum is in effect reducing waste. 
What an Eco-trip! 

The conceptual tension between 
fine arts and applied arts. The ex-
ploring and exploiting the tension 
between conceptual art and prod-
uct design.
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