
Henning M. Lederer | MA Digital Arts FT | +44 (0)7551 960 327 | www.led-r-r.net

Self-Negotiated Unit // MSN 2 // Research 016 // Babylon

1

TOWER OF BABYLON

The reason why I came up quite quickly with the 
“Tower of Babylon” as a part of my theoretical 
research for this unit is because of the symbolic 
meaning of this biblical story: There is the 
construction and set up of a huge tower-like 
complex, the hubris and megalomania of reaching 
the stars, and in addition to that the confusion of 
languages and by this destruction or impossibility 
of finishing this building. Growth and expansion, 
madness and destruction, the Tower of Babel as 
a synonym for the boundless human ambition to 
spread – terms that are basic phrases for my current 
idea.

“Babylonian subjects can be found throughout European art and culture from ancient times to the 
present. The myth of Babylon, recorded in the Bible as the story of Babel, illustrates the innermost 
fears of man in a timeless way. For thousands of years, Babylon has served as a metaphor for the 
darker sides of civilisation: repression and lack of freedom, terror and violence, hubris and madness.”
(BABYLON, MYTH AND TRUTH, Pergamonmuseum, Berlin, 2008)

This document contains some facts and 
information about this story and its history, but I 
decided not to focus on this story in depth as it is 
not that important for my current ideas any more 
and as there is an enormous and also contradictory 
background of this topic. Nevertheless I think 
it is necessary to mention a basic framework of 
this story as a part of my background and initial 
beginning.

THE TOWER OF BABEL AND THE CONFUSION OF LANGUAGES

Babylon
Babylon was a city-state of ancient Mesopotamia, sometimes considered an empire, the remains 
of which can be found in present-day Al Hillah, Babil Province, Iraq, about 85 kilometers south of 
Baghdad. All that remains of the original ancient famed city of Babylon today is a mound, or tell, 
of broken mud-brick buildings and debris in the fertile Mesopotamian plain between the Tigris and 
Euphrates rivers, in Iraq. Although it has been reconstructed, historical resources inform us that Babylon 
was at first a small town, that had sprung up by the beginning of the third millennium BCE (the dawn 
of the dynasties). The town flourished and attained prominence and political repute with the rise of 

Pieter Bruegel the Elder, c. 1563

Hartmann Schedel, Babylon, 1493
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the First Babylonian Dynasty. It was the “holy city” 
of Babylonia by approximately 2300 BCE, and the 
seat of the Neo-Babylonian Empire from 612 BCE. 
The Hanging Gardens of Babylon were one of the 
Seven Wonders of the Ancient World.

The form Babylon is the Greek variant of Akkadian 
Babilu (bāb-ilû, meaning “Gateway of the god(s)”, 
translating Sumerian Ka.dingir.ra). In the Hebrew 
Bible, the name appears as לבב (Babel), interpreted 
by Book of Genesis 11:9 to mean “confusion” (of 
languages), from the verb balbal, “to confuse”.

The Tower of Babel
The Tower of Babel (Hebrew: לבב לדגמ Migdal 
Bavel Arabic: لباب جرب Burj Babil) according 
to chapter 11 of the Book of Genesis, was 
an enormous tower built at the city of Babel. 
According to the biblical account, a united 
humanity, speaking a single language and 
migrating from the east, took part in the building 
after the Great Flood. (…) The people decided their 
city should have a tower so immense that it would 
have “its top in the heavens”. However, the Tower 
of Babel was not built for the worship and praise 
of God, but was dedicated to the glory of man, 
with a motive of making a ‘name’ for the builders. 
(…) God, seeing what the people were doing, 
came down and confounded their languages and 
scattered the people throughout the earth. It had 
been God’s original purpose for mankind to grow 
and fill the earth. (…)

The building of the Tower of Babel and the 
Confusion of Tongues (languages) in ancient 
Babylon is mentioned rather briefly in Genesis 
11:1-9 (King James Version) as follows:

1 And the whole earth was of one language, and of one speech. 2 And it came to pass, as they journeyed from 

the east, that they found a plain in the land of Shinar; and they dwelt there. 3 And they said one to another, Go 

to, let us make brick, and burn them thoroughly. And they had brick for stone, and slime had they for mortar. 

4 And they said, Go to, let us build us a city and a tower, whose top may reach unto heaven; and let us make 

us a name, lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth. 5 And the Lord came down to see 

the city and the tower, which the children built. 6 And the Lord said, Behold, the people is one, and they have 

all one language; and this they begin to do; and now nothing will be restrained from them, which they have 

imagined to do. 7 Go to, let us go down, and there confound their language, that they may not understand 

M. C. Escher, Tower of Babel, 1928

In contrast to many other depictions of the biblical story, 
Escher depicts it as a geometrical structure and places the 
viewpoint above the tower. This allows him to exercise his 
skill with perspective, but he centred the picture around the 
top of the tower because that was the focus for the climax 
of the action. He later commented:

“Some of the builders are white and others black. The work 
is at a standstill because they are no longer able to under-
stand one another. Seeing as the climax of the drama takes 
place at the summit of the tower which is under construc-
tion, the building has been shown from above though from 
a birds eye view.”
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one another’s speech. 8 So the Lord scattered them 

abroad from thence upon the face of all the earth: and 

they left off to build the city. 9 Therefore is the name 

of it called Babel; because the Lord did there confound 

the language of all the earth: and from thence did 

the Lord scatter them abroad upon the face of all the 

earth.

The phrase “Tower of Babel” does not actually 
appear in the Bible; it is always, “the city and its 
tower” or just “the city”.

“Gustave Eiffel (1832-1923) built his iron tower 
for the World Exhibition of 1889 as a gigantic 
monument to the nineteenth-century belief in 
progress, though at the time its construction drew 
protests from the artists. Their famous manifesto 
described it as “useless and monstrous”, “a new 
Tower of Babel.” Even today the Tower of Babel 
is a synonym for a colossal type of architecture, 
whose ambition knows no human bounds. Thus 
New York, in the skyscraper-obsessed building 
spree of the 1920s, was given its epithet of New 
Babylon, something reflected in the architecture of 
power featured impressively Fritz Lang’s Metropolis 
(1927). This negative significance of the tower 
as cathedral of evil, an expression of the pride 
and delusions of grandeur of its legendary builder 
Nimrod, loves on in popular culture, in Sauron’s 
tower of Barad-dûr in the film version of Tolkien’s 
Lord of the Rings (2001-2003), for instance.”
(BABYLON, MYTH AND TRUTH, Pergamonmuseum, Berlin, 2008)

Links
http://ldolphin.org/babel.html
http://www.unmuseum.org/babel.htm
http://www.livius.org/es-ez/etemenanki/etemenanki.html

Wieza Babel (Tower of Babel), Stanislaw Kubicki, 1918

Cornelis Anthonisz. Theunissen
The Fall of the Tower of Babel, 1547


