org is an online platform, collecting, describing, presenting and
generating documents of all sorts. It documents documents.
Your path through the collection lead along Stopwatch,

Schelp, The Authenticity in the woods of the Bosque Protector de
Arraiján, Gatun Locks, Dust, Mushroom Picking Prohibited,
Dust, Populus, Investment, Crocodile Copy, A Fever Dream,
Crocodile Copy, Mushroom Picking Prohibited, Gold Varnish,
Schelp, Straight in the morning, curvy in the afternoon, It’s
Pouring, Gatun Locks, Estuary, Sea glass, F 6, Dome, A Seismic
Change, A Fever Dream, Backpack, Anraum, Mammoth Tree and
the Golden Spurs, Magnifier, Mammoth Tree and the Golden
Spurs, Pipe, Dome, Pipe, Dome, A Seismic Change, The Birds,
Border, Essie

02.06.2022

What constitutes a ‘document’ and how does it function?
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the etymological
origin is the Latin ‘documentum’, meaning ‘lesson, proof,
instance, specimen’. As a verb, it is ‘to prove or support
(something) by documentary evidence’, and ‘to provide with
documents’. The online version of the OED includes a draft
addition, whereby a document (as a noun) is ‘a collection of data
in digital form that is considered a single item and typically has
a unique filename by which it can be stored, retrieved, or
transmitted (as a file, a spreadsheet, or a graphic)’. The current
use of the noun ‘document’ is defined as ‘something written,
inscribed, etc., which furnishes evidence or information
upon any subject, as a manuscript, title-deed, tomb-stone, coin,
picture, etc.’ (emphasis added).
Both ‘something’ and that first ‘etc.’ leave ample room for
discussion. A document doubts whether it functions as
something unique, or as something reproducible. A passport
is a document, but a flyer equally so. Moreover, there is a
circular reasoning: to document is ‘to provide with
documents’. Defining (the functioning of) a document most
likely involves ideas of communication, information, evidence,
inscriptions, and implies notions of objectivity and neutrality –
but the document is neither reducible to one of them, nor is it
equal to their sum. It is hard to pinpoint it, as it disperses
into and is affected by other fields: it is intrinsically tied to the
history of media and to important currents in literature, photo
graphy and art; it is linked to epistemic and power structures.
However ubiquitous it is, as an often tangible thing in our
environment, and as a concept, a document deranges.

the-documents.org continuously gathers documents and
provides them with a short textual description, explanation,
or digression, written by multiple authors. In Paper Knowledge,
Lisa Gitelman paraphrases ‘documentalist’ Suzanne Briet,
stating that ‘an antelope running wild would not be a
document, but an antelope taken into a zoo would be
one, presumably because it would then be framed – or
reframed – as an example, specimen, or instance’.
The gathered files are all documents – if they weren’t before
publication, they now are. That is what the-documents.org,
irreversibly, does. It is a zoo turning an antelope into
an ‘antelope’.
As you made your way through the collection,
the-documents.org tracked the entries you viewed.
It documented your path through the website.
As such, the time spent on the-documents.org turned
into this – a new document.
This document was compiled by ____ on 02.06.2022 20:58,
printed on ____ and contains 37 documents on 78 pages.
(https://the-documents.org/log/02-06-2022-4013/)
the-documents.org is a project created and edited
by De Cleene De Cleene; design & development by
atelier Haegeman Temmerman.
the-documents.org has been online since 23.05.2021.

Notes

•

•

De Cleene De Cleene is Michiel De Cleene and Arnout De Cleene.
Together they form a research group that focusses on novel ways of
approaching the everyday, by artistic means and from a cultural and critical
perspective.
www.decleenedecleene.be / info@decleenedecleene.be
This project was made possible with the support of the Flemish
Government and KASK & Conservatorium, the school of arts of HOGENT
and Howest. It is part of the research project Documenting Objects,
financed by the HOGENT Arts Research Fund.

Sources

•
•
•

Briet, S. Qu’est-ce que la documentation? Paris: Edit, 1951.
Gitelman, L. Paper Knowledge. Toward a Media History of Documents.
Durham/ London: Duke University Press, 2014.
Oxford English Dictionary Online. Accessed on 13.05.2021.

He’s wearing a digital watch. It looks like a Casio.
It’s impossible to read the time, no matter whether
you are studying the high-resolution scan of the
negative or the negative itself, with the aid of a
loupe and lightbox.
The device had a stopwatch function. When we
were around eight and ten, we used to compete in
trying to start and stop the stopwatch in the shortest
possible interval. The smaller the gap, the closer to
zero. Sometimes he would also have a try. We once
managed to get it down to 00:00:00:03. Neither of
us dared to press ‘reset’ and try again.

Notes
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Halfway March my dad started finding empty clam
shells on the banks of the Zuidlede along
the pasture where he used to herd sheep. He had
never seen this type of clam before. There were
easily seventy of them along a hundred
metre stretch of riverbank.
He brought two specimens to someone he knows in
the neighbouring provincial domain. She would
look into it, she said, and that she would probably
pass it on to someone at the educational department.
Yesterday he (my dad) received a printout of
the Dutch wikipedia-page on the
Brakwaterstrandschelp (Rangia Cuneata).
On the page Paul (who sends his regards at
the bottom of the document) traced around
the scallops with a blue ballpoint pen.
My dad added in capitals – also with a blue
ballpoint pen – that the Rangia Cuneata is
an invasive species, native to the Gulf of Mexico.
The first time it was observed in Europe was in
Antwerp in August 2005, most probably they
reached Europe in the ballast water tanks of
large ships.
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The Authenticity bunkered crude fuel in the Panama
Bay. She navigated back and forth between the
artificial island Isla Melones and ships leaving or
waiting to enter the Panama Canal. On February
14th 2015 she had been moored for a couple of days
near the Centennial bridge when the AIStransponder momentarily signalled the ship’s
position in the woods of the Bosque Protector de
Arraiján. Afterwards no signal of the ship was
received for 41 days, until she reappeared near the
port of Bahia Las Minas, at the other side of the
Panama Canal.
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Sources
Notes

First published in: De Cleene, M. Reference Guide. Amsterdam: Roma
Publications, 2019

Marine Traffic, Authenticity (Caribe Trader, PA), latest position,
09°01’40,71” N 79°38’18,59”W, viewed 14.02.2015,
http://www.marinetraffic.com

org
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On March 23th 2015, a high pressure system above
Panama Bay blew strong winds landwards. At the
Gatun locks, one of the webcams overlooking the
Canal neglected the traffic and briefly captured its
own images. The ship’s presumed passage through
the Gatun locks wasn’t recorded by this camera and
the AIS-transponder did not save any data of the
ship’s transit from the Pacific to the Atlantic side of
the canal: the Authenticity managed to swap oceans
undetected.
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On February 16th 2016, the transponder still signals
the ship near the port of Bahia Las Minas. The
current is calm, the ship has been practically
immobile for a year.

Notes

First published in: De Cleene, M. Reference Guide. Amsterdam: Roma
Publications, 2019
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Webcam Gatun Locks, Panama Canal, http://www.pancanal.com
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Ten years ago, in November, I drove up to Frisia –
the northernmost province of The Netherlands. I
was there to document the remains of air
watchtowers: a network of 276 towers that were
built in the fifties and sixties to warn the troops and
population of possible aerial danger coming from
the Soviet Union. It was very windy. The camera
shook heavily. The poplars surrounding the
concrete tower leaned heavily to one side.
I drove up to the seaside, a few kilometers farther.
The wind was still strong when I reached the grassy
dike that overlooked the kite-filled beach. I exposed
the last piece of film left on the roll. Strong gusts of
wind blew landwards.
Months later I didn’t bother to blow off the dust that
had settled on the film before scanning it. A
photograph without use, with low resolution, made
for the sake of the archive’s completeness.
The dust on the film appears to be carried
landwards, by the same gust of wind lifting the kites.
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I must have driven past this rocky landscape about
sixteen times, going back and forth between
viewpoints and the house the parents of a friend let
me stay in. On the last day, I left early for the
airport, pulled into a lay-by, took my tripod and
camera out of the trunk of the red Volkswagen Polo
rental car and made two photographs.1 It was only
when I got home, had the film developed, scanned it
and was removing dust particles from the file, that
I discovered the hand painted text on the rock:
‘PROIBIDO BUSCAR SETAS’.

Notes

1.
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Ten years ago, in November, I drove up to Frisia –
the northernmost province of The Netherlands. I
was there to document the remains of air
watchtowers: a network of 276 towers that were
built in the fifties and sixties to warn the troops and
population of possible aerial danger coming from
the Soviet Union. It was very windy. The camera
shook heavily. The poplars surrounding the
concrete tower leaned heavily to one side.
I drove up to the seaside, a few kilometers farther.
The wind was still strong when I reached the grassy
dike that overlooked the kite-filled beach. I exposed
the last piece of film left on the roll. Strong gusts of
wind blew landwards.
Months later I didn’t bother to blow off the dust that
had settled on the film before scanning it. A
photograph without use, with low resolution, made
for the sake of the archive’s completeness.
The dust on the film appears to be carried
landwards, by the same gust of wind lifting the kites.
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A Sunday stroll near my parents’ house. Along one
of the roads between the fields, old poplars have
been felled. Young trees have been planted. Each
one has a baby blue coloured label, identifying them
as Poplar tree, and, more specifically, the ‘Vesten’
cultivar. This cultivar is planted since it is one of
the cultivars known for its resistance with regards to
bacteria, diseases and insects. The tags on the trunks
have staples keeping them together. They’re like
bracelets. Come spring, the expanding diameter of
the fast growing poplar species’ trunk will tear
them apart.

Sources

•

•

Steenackers, M., Schamp, K., & De Clercq, W. (2018). De INBO
variëteiten van populier, een aanwinst voor de Europese populierenteelt.
Silva belgica : tijdschrift van de koninklijke belgische
bosbouwmaatschappij = bulletin de la société royale forestière de
belgique, N°4/2018, 40-47. [5].
https://purews.inbo.be/ws/portalfiles/portal/15044340/Dossier_populier_I
NBO_KBBM.pdf
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The oldest coin in the collection has darkened over
time, but upon inspection, the text ‘AD USUM
BELGII AUSTR’ (left) and the contours of a
(female) head (right) can be discerned. A quick
search learns it stems from the middle of the 18th
century. The coin was made and used in the
Austrian Netherlands, reigned by Maria Theresa,
who is the one depicted. My mother recollects
finding it in the backyard when she was a kid.
About 40 years later, the euro was introduced. The
ringbinder with my mother’s coin collection was
taken from the shelf. A dilemma came to the fore:
we wondered if we should keep one of each existing
Belgian coin and banknote and put them in the
binder, alongside Maria Theresa, or if we should
exchange them for the new European currency. The
decision to keep a coin of five Belgian francs was
not difficult to make, but as the amount raised, the
answer was increasingly hard to give. This was an
assessment of the old currency’s emotional and
projected historical value, compared to its current
financial worth. It was a decision based on
investment principles.
To accentuate the value of the Maria Theresa
kronenthaler of 1 liard, I put the coin on a pile of
red post-it-notes when photographing it. Coins like
these are sold on eBay for prices ranging from 0,70
euros to 16 euros.
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Our one year old’s favourite toy he’s not supposed
to play with is the HP Officejet Pro L7590 All-inone in my office. I have given up on forbidding him
to play with it. We have a new game: he brings me
one of his other toys, we put it on the flatbed, close
the lid – as far as possible –, press the button
‘START COPY – COLOR’ and wait for the print to
come out of the machine. When we place the
original onto the copy, he laughs. So far we have
copied his blue pacifier, his planet-earth-bouncyball and his rattling crocodile.
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During the night, both of us get unwell. One of us is
shaking, intensely and relentlessly. The windows
are open. For minutes that seem to be hours, it feels
like it’s freezing. We get extra blankets. Then, it
gets too hot.
One of us dreams about coccodrillos. It starts out
with a single animal, like the one we saw in the
National Archaeological Museum, escaping from an
aquarium, and ends with lots of little ones crawling
all over the place. It’s impossible to know how
many have escaped.
The other dreams about seismologist Luigi
Palmieri’s unfortunate assistant and his family’s
quest to redeem his good name. To deprive him of
the burden and guilt set upon him by Luigi
Palmieri’s report of the 1872 eruption of Vesuvius,
the assistant’s offspring were building a monument
just below the observatory in which their greatgrandfather fell asleep. The monument was
permanently, and continuously, unfinished.
We both dream of hearing fireworks in Naples.
In the morning, we’re slightly alarmed that we both
got sick and feverish at the same instant. It’s the
middle of January, and the weather has been
summerlike all week. A gentle morning breeze flies
in from the Neapolitan bay while we wait for the
bus to take us to the airport.

Sources

•

First published as part of De Cleene De Cleene. ‘Amidst the Fire, I Was
Not Burnt’, Trigger (Special issue: Uncertainty), 2. FOMU/Fw:Books,
25-30
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Our one year old’s favourite toy he’s not supposed
to play with is the HP Officejet Pro L7590 All-inone in my office. I have given up on forbidding him
to play with it. We have a new game: he brings me
one of his other toys, we put it on the flatbed, close
the lid – as far as possible –, press the button
‘START COPY – COLOR’ and wait for the print to
come out of the machine. When we place the
original onto the copy, he laughs. So far we have
copied his blue pacifier, his planet-earth-bouncyball and his rattling crocodile.
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I must have driven past this rocky landscape about
sixteen times, going back and forth between
viewpoints and the house the parents of a friend let
me stay in. On the last day, I left early for the
airport, pulled into a lay-by, took my tripod and
camera out of the trunk of the red Volkswagen Polo
rental car and made two photographs.1 It was only
when I got home, had the film developed, scanned it
and was removing dust particles from the file, that
I discovered the hand painted text on the rock:
‘PROIBIDO BUSCAR SETAS’.

Notes

1.
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I’m taking a scan of a family photo album given to
me after my grandmother passed away, wanting to
write something about the marvelous portraits
inside. The genealogy is only partly clear to me: I
recognize my dad as a kid, my uncle, my
grandmother, her brother in the laboratory he (said
he) ran. He smelled of cigars and severe perfume.
The older photographs present people I don’t know,
but must be my ancestors. My grandmother told me
stories1 that, historically, reach further back than the
figures I recognize in the photographs. There are no
names and no dates in the album. The first two
pictures seem to be the oldest ones.2 I retract them
from the album pockets in which they were slid to
check if something is written on the backside. When
I take the album away from the scanner’s glass
plate, particles of leather, gold varnish and sturdy
cardboard come loose. I place a sheet of paper on
the glass plate and press ‘scan’ again.

Notes

1

2

Once she (my grandmother) went home from school, sick, with her
bicycle. She studied to become a nurse. The school was in Brussels,
about 60 kilometers from her native village M. The milkman’s van
tipping over in front of my grandmother’s parental house. A milk
covered street. My great-grandfather, physician and mayor at M.
Something happened during the Second World War having to do with
telephones or radios when she was still a kid.
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Halfway March my dad started finding empty clam
shells on the banks of the Zuidlede along
the pasture where he used to herd sheep. He had
never seen this type of clam before. There were
easily seventy of them along a hundred
metre stretch of riverbank.
He brought two specimens to someone he knows in
the neighbouring provincial domain. She would
look into it, she said, and that she would probably
pass it on to someone at the educational department.
Yesterday he (my dad) received a printout of
the Dutch wikipedia-page on the
Brakwaterstrandschelp (Rangia Cuneata).
On the page Paul (who sends his regards at
the bottom of the document) traced around
the scallops with a blue ballpoint pen.
My dad added in capitals – also with a blue
ballpoint pen – that the Rangia Cuneata is
an invasive species, native to the Gulf of Mexico.
The first time it was observed in Europe was in
Antwerp in August 2005, most probably they
reached Europe in the ballast water tanks of
large ships.
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On a pile of fresh hospital sheets, near the radiator,
the tangerine curtains and the black marble window
sill (the window looks out over the parking lot),
underneath the two-day-old bouquet of flowers and
next to a pile of magazines with a handwritten note
on top (about a syrup that relieves slime and tastes
like oranges), lie two sheets of paper.
Earlier that day the physiotherapist had come by.
Twice. Once in the morning and once in the
afternoon. He had each time drawn the first line, as
an example. A straight line in the morning, a curvy
line in the afternoon.
With a ballpoint pen my grandfather, who is
recovering from an accident, diligently copied the
examples (31 in the morning, 5 in the afternoon).
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In his debut novel ‘De Metsiers’ Hugo Claus
employs a multiple narrative perspective. In the
copy I picked up in a thrift store, there’s a
bookmarker between pages 44 and 45 where the
perspective shifts from Ana to Jim Braddok. It’s
pouring. The pink piece of paper lists 9 sessions at a
driving school. There’s a total of 20 hours, taught
alternately by Johan and Guy.
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Notes

In 2000, 2006 and 2017 the twenty-sixth of December was a Tuesday.
(Earlier years are improbable, since the Euro was not introduced yet.)

Sources

Claus, H. De Metsiers. Amsterdam: Uitgeverij De Bezige Bij, 1978.
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On March 23th 2015, a high pressure system above
Panama Bay blew strong winds landwards. At the
Gatun locks, one of the webcams overlooking the
Canal neglected the traffic and briefly captured its
own images. The ship’s presumed passage through
the Gatun locks wasn’t recorded by this camera and
the AIS-transponder did not save any data of the
ship’s transit from the Pacific to the Atlantic side of
the canal: the Authenticity managed to swap oceans
undetected.

the-documents.o

On February 16th 2016, the transponder still signals
the ship near the port of Bahia Las Minas. The
current is calm, the ship has been practically
immobile for a year.

Notes

First published in: De Cleene, M. Reference Guide. Amsterdam: Roma
Publications, 2019

Sources

Webcam Gatun Locks, Panama Canal, http://www.pancanal.com
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In between two cities along the Belgian coast, water
has run from the dunes (and the Second World War
Heritage site scattered among them), underneath the
coastal road and tram rails, to the beach. It has
formed a small S-shaped estuary, bound to
disappear due to the increasingly harsh wind
coming from the coast of Britain, blowing Northeasterly, and hammering down on the levee.
The vibrations of the empty Ostend-bound tram
passing just before the photograph was taken, had
no visible impact on the estuary.
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At the beach of Cap d’Antifer in Normandy one can
find ‘sea glass’ between the pebbles: pieces of
broken glass that have naturally weathered by being
tumbled by the ocean, over and over. Sharp edges
and smooth surfaces vanish. The historical origin of
the glass pebbles (glass bottles, a shipwreck)
erodes. Only the colour of the pebbles gives an
indication of their history, be it vaguely. Varieties
of green sea glass are common, but other colours,
such as red (Shlitz beer bottles) or yellow
(interbellum Vaseline containers), are more rare and
have to be sought after attentively.
It’s 4.15 PM. The tide is pushing three people
towards the cliffs.
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In his Handboek Varende Scheepsmodellen
(Handbook Sailing Ship Models) André Veenstra
explains the different classes in ship modelcompetitions. There’s a wide variety. For static ship
models the most important one is ‘truth-to-nature’.
A jury compares the model to photographs of the
actual ship and brings into account categories such
as amount of work, degree of difficulty, scale ratio,
construction execution and painting.
The most interesting class – according to Veenstra –
is F 6. In this particular class, a number of
participants with different boats will form a team.
Together, they will perform a certain ‘act’ with a
maximum duration of ten minutes. During the act,
they mimic a slice of reality. Such as, for example,
‘rescuing’ and towing a ship in distress;
extinguishing a fire on a tanker or oil rig, lichen
and/or tow the sunken wreckage to the harbor, stage
a naval battle, etc.
Page 262 shows a photograph of such a mimicked
slice of reality. The caption explains: ‘Image 14.15.
The Dutch demonstration in the F 6 class during the
European Championship of 1975: the oil rig is set
on fire by a motorboat with terrorists. The fire is
extinguished and the oil rig is quickly towed to a
safe harbor by tugs. The show was performed by six
people and took a very creditable fourth place.’
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A visit to the Royal Observatory of Belgium, in
Ukkel. Most of the domes are damaged and need
repairing. Only a few telescopes are in use. It is
difficult to find a good spot from which to film
the site. When we asked the people at the Royal
Meteorological Institute – the Observatory’s
neighbouring institution – if we could access their
building’s roof to film the observatory, the answer
was ‘no’.
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Notes

I (M.D.C.) remember there was a fire nearby. We couldn’t see
the flames, but a tall dark plume of smoke rose above the trees lining the
site. We didn’t insist any longer and ceased our attempt to access the
roof, hoping we might find a good spot to film the smoke with a dome in
the foreground.

Sources

Kesteloot, J. Leerboek van Cosmografie voor Middelbaar en Lager
Normaal Onderwijs (derde vermeerderde uitgave). Brugge: Firma Karel
Beyaert, 1948.
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The road down from the top of Mount Vesuvius,
at Atrio Del Cavaillo. The sun sets. The last tourist
bus has headed down. Then the headlights of
the guardian’s car swing their way down. It must be
freezing. I am holding an orange-sized piece of
petrified lava, probably stemming from the 1872 or
1944 eruption. A kilometer further down the road,
the old Observatory is empty. Nowadays, monitoring seismic changes is done in a research centre
in the city of Naples. Their seismographic registrations can be followed online, in real time. Two
headlights swirling along the slopes, underneath me,
are coming upwards.
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During the night, both of us get unwell. One of us is
shaking, intensely and relentlessly. The windows
are open. For minutes that seem to be hours, it feels
like it’s freezing. We get extra blankets. Then, it
gets too hot.
One of us dreams about coccodrillos. It starts out
with a single animal, like the one we saw in the
National Archaeological Museum, escaping from an
aquarium, and ends with lots of little ones crawling
all over the place. It’s impossible to know how
many have escaped.
The other dreams about seismologist Luigi
Palmieri’s unfortunate assistant and his family’s
quest to redeem his good name. To deprive him of
the burden and guilt set upon him by Luigi
Palmieri’s report of the 1872 eruption of Vesuvius,
the assistant’s offspring were building a monument
just below the observatory in which their greatgrandfather fell asleep. The monument was
permanently, and continuously, unfinished.
We both dream of hearing fireworks in Naples.
In the morning, we’re slightly alarmed that we both
got sick and feverish at the same instant. It’s the
middle of January, and the weather has been
summerlike all week. A gentle morning breeze flies
in from the Neapolitan bay while we wait for the
bus to take us to the airport.

Sources

•

First published as part of De Cleene De Cleene. ‘Amidst the Fire, I Was
Not Burnt’, Trigger (Special issue: Uncertainty), 2. FOMU/Fw:Books,
25-30
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_44A6588.dng
At 13:26:43 I took a photograph of a concrete
building without windows in an industrial zone just
south of Brussels.
_44A6590.dng
At 16:46:15 I photographed a succession of office
buildings in the same industrial zone.
_44A6589.dng
I must have walked about 1 kilometer between the
concrete building without windows and the section
of the industrial zone with the offices. At 13:43:49,
the camera, safely stored in my backpack, recorded
0.4 seconds of the 20 minutes it took me to get
there.
In The Snows of Venice, Alexander Kluge wonders
whether he can take the liberty to conjure up what
the sky looked like on 31 December 1799, as
Schiller made his way to Goethe’s house. He goes
on by saying that, historically, there’s a ‘LACK OF
SENSORY ATTENTION AT CRUCIAL
MOMENTS’.1 There are exceptions, though, like
the cameraman that was sent out to document the
fireworks on New Year’s Day 2000. The camera
was turned on prematurely. The batteries were used
up by midnight, but ‘certain gray tones, however,
filtered through the cracks of its protective case,
conveyed the motion of the walking cameraman, the
transportation. The incompletely shut, lowinformation container was documented exactly […]
To this day it provides inexact testimony as to the
qualities of the leather of a twenty-first century
carrying case and the precise sensitivity to light and
dark demonstrated by a twenty-first century
recording medium.’2

Sources

1
2

Lerner, B., Kluge, A. The Snows of Venice. Leipzig: Spector Books,
2018, p. 53
Ibid.
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During the one day course Safety and Avalanches,
teacher G.T. shows pictures of different
manifestations of snow and ice. If one learns to read
them, one can deduce the wind direction when
hiking or skiing in mountainous terrain.
Wind direction is crucial for assessing the stability
of the snow. G.T.’s examples are of Austrian origin.
He speaks about ‘Anraum’: displaced snow can get
stacked horizontally against an object, such as a tree
or a cross. The snow ‘grows and builds into the
wind’. Counter-intuitively, the snow points to the
side the wind is coming from. One can expect
dangerous terrain in the direction of the ‘unbuilt’
side of the object.
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Between the rhinos and the kangaroos in the
Antwerp Zoo a wooden footpath curves through a
grove of Sequoiadendron Giganteum trees. In the
middle of this Californian forest, visitors find the
giant slice of a felled tree of the same species. It
was brought to the zoo in 1962 and was approximately 650 years old at the time. Eleven labels point
out significant moments in history on the tree’s
growth rings. They range from zoo- and zoologyrelated moments (for instance: ‘1901: The Okapi is
described as a species’, or ‘1843: Foundation of the
RZSA and opening of the Zoo’, or ‘1859: Darwin
publishes The Origin of Species’, etc.), to cultural
and historical milestones (‘1555: Plantijn starts
publishing books in Antwerp’, or ‘1640: Rubens
(baroque painter) dies’, or ‘1492: Columbus in
America’). Another label points to the last growth
ring and reads: ‘1962: this tree is felled and this
tree disc is installed at the Zoo.’
The label pointing to the centre of the tree implies
a simultaneity between the tree’s first growth year
and the Battle of the Golden Spurs in 1302.

Notes

On closer inspection the slice seems to consist of two halves that were
put together like a jigsaw puzzle. The resulting gap is skilfully patched
with what appears to be wood from the same species – possibly even the
same mammoth tree.
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(‘Slice of more than three meters in diameter, sawn
from a Mammoth-tree, given by California to
the botanical garden of New York, and presented
there’)
Thiery describes the ‘patriarchs’ of the plant world.
This slice of a Sequoia, which fell in 1917 in
Yosemite National Park, is 1694 years old. A
woman of the New York Botanical Institue, where
the slice of the patriarch is presented, counted the
rings. If one would look at the picture with a
magnifying glass, Thiery writes in a footnote,
the reader (with good eyes and a fair amount of
knowledge of the English language) would be able
to read the labels indicating the important global
events the tree witnessed. They are transcribed and
translated by the author. The end of the Roman
occupation of Great Britain. Columbus arriving in
America. The Declaration of Independence. This is
a lie: the text is illegible, even when using
a magnifier.
In the photograph, the slice, as on view in the New
York Botanical Institute, is presented upright. To
prevent it from rolling away, two small triangular
slices of wood were posited at the left and right side
of the slice. The type of wood of these slices,
nor the age of the patriarch from which they stem,
are known.

Sources

Thiery, M. Het woud. Een proeve van plantenaardrijkskunde. Gent: De
Garve, s.d., p. 59.
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Between the rhinos and the kangaroos in the
Antwerp Zoo a wooden footpath curves through a
grove of Sequoiadendron Giganteum trees. In the
middle of this Californian forest, visitors find the
giant slice of a felled tree of the same species. It
was brought to the zoo in 1962 and was approximately 650 years old at the time. Eleven labels point
out significant moments in history on the tree’s
growth rings. They range from zoo- and zoologyrelated moments (for instance: ‘1901: The Okapi is
described as a species’, or ‘1843: Foundation of the
RZSA and opening of the Zoo’, or ‘1859: Darwin
publishes The Origin of Species’, etc.), to cultural
and historical milestones (‘1555: Plantijn starts
publishing books in Antwerp’, or ‘1640: Rubens
(baroque painter) dies’, or ‘1492: Columbus in
America’). Another label points to the last growth
ring and reads: ‘1962: this tree is felled and this
tree disc is installed at the Zoo.’
The label pointing to the centre of the tree implies
a simultaneity between the tree’s first growth year
and the Battle of the Golden Spurs in 1302.

Notes

On closer inspection the slice seems to consist of two halves that were
put together like a jigsaw puzzle. The resulting gap is skilfully patched
with what appears to be wood from the same species – possibly even the
same mammoth tree.
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The 48-inch Oschin Schmidt, a renowned reflecting
telescope at Palomar Observatory, California, was
used for the Palomar Observatory Sky Survey
(POSS), published in 1958, one of the largest
photographic surveys of the night sky.
Based on the man’s pipe shadow’s direction, thrown
onto the telescope, there is reason to believe an offcamera flash was used to make the picture.
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A visit to the Royal Observatory of Belgium, in
Ukkel. Most of the domes are damaged and need
repairing. Only a few telescopes are in use. It is
difficult to find a good spot from which to film
the site. When we asked the people at the Royal
Meteorological Institute – the Observatory’s
neighbouring institution – if we could access their
building’s roof to film the observatory, the answer
was ‘no’.

the-documents.o

Notes

I (M.D.C.) remember there was a fire nearby. We couldn’t see
the flames, but a tall dark plume of smoke rose above the trees lining the
site. We didn’t insist any longer and ceased our attempt to access the
roof, hoping we might find a good spot to film the smoke with a dome in
the foreground.

Sources

Kesteloot, J. Leerboek van Cosmografie voor Middelbaar en Lager
Normaal Onderwijs (derde vermeerderde uitgave). Brugge: Firma Karel
Beyaert, 1948.
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The 48-inch Oschin Schmidt, a renowned reflecting
telescope at Palomar Observatory, California, was
used for the Palomar Observatory Sky Survey
(POSS), published in 1958, one of the largest
photographic surveys of the night sky.
Based on the man’s pipe shadow’s direction, thrown
onto the telescope, there is reason to believe an offcamera flash was used to make the picture.

the-documents.o

org

Pipe

type

date

filename

size

author

scan

14.05.2021

Foto_2021-05-18_221027.jpg

2,5MB

Arnout De Cleene

category
astronomy, mirror

20:57:30

A visit to the Royal Observatory of Belgium, in
Ukkel. Most of the domes are damaged and need
repairing. Only a few telescopes are in use. It is
difficult to find a good spot from which to film
the site. When we asked the people at the Royal
Meteorological Institute – the Observatory’s
neighbouring institution – if we could access their
building’s roof to film the observatory, the answer
was ‘no’.
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Notes

I (M.D.C.) remember there was a fire nearby. We couldn’t see
the flames, but a tall dark plume of smoke rose above the trees lining the
site. We didn’t insist any longer and ceased our attempt to access the
roof, hoping we might find a good spot to film the smoke with a dome in
the foreground.

Sources

Kesteloot, J. Leerboek van Cosmografie voor Middelbaar en Lager
Normaal Onderwijs (derde vermeerderde uitgave). Brugge: Firma Karel
Beyaert, 1948.
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The road down from the top of Mount Vesuvius,
at Atrio Del Cavaillo. The sun sets. The last tourist
bus has headed down. Then the headlights of
the guardian’s car swing their way down. It must be
freezing. I am holding an orange-sized piece of
petrified lava, probably stemming from the 1872 or
1944 eruption. A kilometer further down the road,
the old Observatory is empty. Nowadays, monitoring seismic changes is done in a research centre
in the city of Naples. Their seismographic registrations can be followed online, in real time. Two
headlights swirling along the slopes, underneath me,
are coming upwards.
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This is the spread one sees upon opening the bird
field guide that once stood, as the stamp indicates,
in the library of a psychiatric institution.1 It shows
birds’ silhouettes, as they can be seen beside
the road.

the-documents.o

The drawing has a kind of Hitchcock feel to it.2 The
birds seem to be spying on each other, as they also
seem to be spying on the unsuspecting passer-by.
The composition of the scene is marvelous. The
electric wires, the tree, the wire fence, the double
framed list with the birds’ names, handsomely
positioned in a birdless patch, at once superimposed
on the telephone wires, and pushed to the
background by the skylark.
Imagine seeing this scene. What are the odds: to see
the silhouettes of Europe’s twenty most common
species of birds in one glance, from your car’s
window, as you are driving home at dusk.
Before closing the book, the last spread seems to
show the birds fleeing, maybe attacking.3

Notes

1

2

The stamp indicates that, at the psychiatric institution, the book was part
of the sublibrary for the Catholic Brothers of Charity. The crossed-out
part indicates that there was also a separate physicians’ library, to which
the book might have originally belonged.
On the web, discussions on whether Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds (1963)
was shot in colour or in black and white, abound.

3

Sources

Peterson, R.T., Mountfort, G. & P.A.D. Hollom. Vogelgids voor alle in
ons land en overig Europa voorkomende vogelsoorten (J. Kist, transl.).
3d ed. Amsterdam/Brussels: Elsevier, 1955.
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Belgium, approximately 1.5km from the French
border, photograph made on 16.06.2018.
The European flag symbolises both the European
Union and, more broadly, the identity and unity of
Europe. It features a circle of 12 gold stars on a blue
background. They stand for the ideals of unity,
solidarity and harmony among the peoples of
Europe. The number of stars has nothing to do with
the number of member countries, though the circle
is a symbol of unity.1
1.

Coat of arms of Gmina Puck, a rural district in
Puck County, Pomeranian Voivodeship, in
northern Poland.
2. Illegible.
3. F.C. Hansa, Mecklenburg, Pommern, FC Hansa
Rostock is a German association football club
based in the city of Rostock, MecklenburgVorpommern. They have emerged as one of the
most successful clubs from the former East
Germany and have made several appearances
in the top-flight Bundesliga. Hansa Rostock’s
official anthem is “FC Hansa, wir lieben Dich
total”. Hansa struggles with hooliganism,
estimating up to 500 supporters to be leaning
towards violence. The club’s logo consists of
a red sailing ship with a blue sail showing the
Rostock Griffin.
4. Mon École Écologique.org is an organization
for environmental conservation. On 07.01.2021
there was no website listed on this URL.
5. Illegible.
6. Illegible, apart from ’1962’ in the middle.
7. Innocenti Bruderschaft, EL, 2018, a community
of German Lambretta Innocenti riders and
aficionados.
8. Imag’Ink, Bretignolles Sur Mer, Tatoueur, 06
06 44 13 51, a French tattoo shop.
9. Illegible.
10. Hardly legible, the only word that can be made
out is ‘Futbolom’: Russian for soccer.
11. Kaluga on tour. Kaluga is a Russian city 150km
southwest of Moscow. It is often called the
cradle of space exploration thanks to the city’s
most famous resident: Konstantin Tsiolkovsky.
12. Hansa Ultras, F.C. Hansa. The Ultras are a
group of F.C. Hansa fans (see: ‘3’).
13. Illegible because ‘12’ was stuck over it.
14. Illegible.
15. La Hutoise is a regional student-association for
higher education students from the Belgian
town of Huy and its surroundings. Its aim is to
bring together students from Huy in a spirit of
camaraderie and to perpetuate student folklore.
Sources
The logo consists of a two headed bird of prey
1 https://europa.eu/european-union/about-eu/symbols/flag_en
with a cap on each head. The bird wears a scarf

13. Illegible because ‘12’ was stuck over it.
14. Illegible.
15. La Hutoise is a regional student-association for
the-documents.o
higher education students from the Belgian
town of Huy and its surroundings. Its aim is to
bring together students from Huy in a spirit of
camaraderie and to perpetuate student folklore.
The logo consists of a two headed bird of prey
with a cap on each head. The bird wears a scarf
over one shoulder and holds a glass of beer in
each paw.
16. F.C. Hansa, Grimmen. The F.C. Hansa logo
(see ‘3’ and ‘12’) is combined with the coat of
arms of Grimmen: a griffin on a pile of 10
bricks. Grimmen is a German town in
Nordvorpommern on the banks of the river
Trebel.
17. Illegible.
18. Heil Hansa. To the left of this text the F.C.
Hansa logo (see ‘3’, ‘12’ and ‘16’), on the right
a logo consisting of a black bull with his tongue
out and a golden crown on his head.
This controversial sticker lead to several arrests
in the run-up to the match between F.C. Hansa
Rostock and Bayern München in February
2020. Supporters of F.C. Hansa had attached
this sticker to public buildings on their way to
the stadium.
19. Illegible because ‘16’ was stuck over it.
20. The Cuban flag.
21. Illegible.
22. Illegible.
23. Kaluga (see ‘11’).
24. De Veterinnen, a round, black sticker with
a red print of a head wearing a round hat and
a carnivalesque collar with a carrot for a nose.
No further information found.
25. Zlombol 11. Zěombol is a yearly charity car
rally racing event that starts in Katowice
Poland. Contesters must drive a car that was
built or designed during the communist era.
The destination of the 2011 edition was Loch
Ness.
26. F.C. Hansa, Mecklenburg, Pommern, identical
sticker to ‘3’, see also ‘12’, ‘16’, and ‘18’.
27. Torpedo Moscow, only for white. Football club
Torpedo Moscow is a Russian professional
club based in Moscow, founded in 1930. Some
fans of the club wave far-right symbols and
banners, both during and outside of matches.
Massive fan-protest ensued when the club tried
to sign a black player in 2018. The player’s
contract was cancelled.
28. Heil Hansa. See ‘3’, ‘12’, ‘16’, ‘18’ and ‘26’.
29. Illegible.
30. Illegible.
31. Illegible.
32. Illegible.
33. F.C. Hansa. Variation of ‘3’ and ‘26’ with a
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31. Illegible.
32. Illegible.
33. F.C. Hansa. Variation of ‘3’ and ‘26’ with a
circle of yellow crops around the logo. See also
‘12’, ‘16’, ‘18’ and ‘28’.
34. Live animals, contents: Rivne UA. These
stickers are required by the International Air
Transport Association for airline cargo pet
travel. Rivne is a city in western Ukraine (UA)
with an international airport. The sticker does
not specify the transported animal but displays
a dog, two birds, two fish and a turtle.
35. Illegible.
36. Illegible.
37. Illegible.
38. Illegible, apart from ‘lska’ on the bottom.
39. Norrland Fly Guys, Reading Water. The sticker
displays a minimal landscape with two pine
trees, and a shed on a chunk of floating ice,
a single four-point star shines in the sky.
Norrland is the northernmost part of Sweden.
No further information found. Whether the ‘fly
guys’ own airplanes or are involved in fly
fishing is unclear.
40. This sticker displays – what appears to be –
a smiling potato in front of an enlarged snow
crystal. No further information found.
41. Traumsucht is an artist collective from Berlin.
Their website lists German rap-artists
42. Illegible.
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I bought my son a gift while abroad: a toy turtle
named Essie whose perforated shield projects stars
onto the ceiling in blue, green or amber. ‘8 actual
star constellations’, the box proclaims.
The manual explains how to power up the turtle and
what the four buttons on Essie’s back do. The small
document (recto: Chinese, verso: English)
concludes with some ‘Words from Little Turtle
ESSIE’. In it the turtle shifts from direct speech to
illeism1 and back.

Notes

1

The act of referring to oneself in the third instead of first person.
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