


the-documents.org is an online platform, collecting, describing, presenting and
generating documents of all sorts. It documents documents.

Your path through the collection lead along Swarms, The
Birds, Elevator, Straight in the morning, curvy in the afternoon
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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 
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’.

Paper Knowledge,

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 29.03.2024 18:13,
printed on ____ and contains 4 documents on 10 pages.
(https://the-documents.org/log/29-03-2024-5824/)

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.
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the-documents.orgJuly. Our eight-month-old son has a fever. We have
a hard time getting him to drink enough. The tally
marks on the back of a tortellini-box keep track of
the diapers he wets and the millilitres of milk and
electrolytes he’s able to hold down. 
Stuck inside with worrying parents, a sticker-book
about a farm is his brother’s favourite pass-time.
Tired of having to go back and forth between the
pastures and the sticker-filled sheets we decide to
use my arm as a repository for animals that share a
habitat.
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Notes

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.

1

On the web, discussions on whether Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds (1963)
was shot in colour or in black and white, abound. 

2

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. 

the-documents.orgThis 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.  It shows
birds’ silhouettes, as they can be seen beside
the road.

1

The drawing has a kind of Hitchcock feel to it.  The
birds seem to be spying on each other, as they also
seem to be spying on the unsuspecting passer-by. 

2

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
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the-documents.orgThe building is almost finished. One apartment is
still up for sale, on the top floor. The contractor is
finishing up. There’s a long list of comments and
deficiencies that need to be addressed before the
building can be handed over definitively to the
owner. The elevator’s walls are protected by
styrofoam to prevent squares, levels, measures,
drills, air compressors, chairs, bird cages, etc. from
making scratches on the brand new wooden
panelling. 

In 1932 Brassaï began taking photographs of graffiti
scratched into walls of Parisian buildings. On his
long walks he was often accompanied by the author
Raymond Queneau, who lived in the same building
but on a different floor. Brassaï published a small
collection of the photographs in Minotaure,
illustrating an article titled ‘Du mur des cavernes au
mur d’usine’ [‘From cave wall to factory wall’].
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the-documents.orgOn 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).



the-documents.org Straight in the morning, curvy in the afternoon
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