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Suzanne Briet’s understanding of the relation of secondary information to primary texts is complex and fascinating.  On the one hand, “secondary documents” are given primacy to truth in modernity—documentation she stresses again and again in her book, obeys the spirit of its modern age, that of “science.”  This spirit is exemplified in documentation by the rapid combination and recombination of information, best exemplified by her belief that documentalists themselves can be creative in their juxtaposition of materials.  Yet, at the same time as she praises documentary systems for embodying the truth of their age, she mourns the “veiling” of the “originary fact” by these very systems and their discoursive structures.

In Briet’s text, the relation of secondary to primary document expresses the relation of science to an expressive potential toward document production.  Briet’s “antelope,” for example, is such an “originary fact,” and either as such a fact, or as shortly after the fact, as it were, lies the primary document, as the initially catalogued fact (this ambiguity is typical of the grammar of “fact” in relation to the real—is the fact presence, or its “simple” representation?).  Through science, the truth of the object is revealed—at least in the modern spirit.  In the humanities, the relation of secondary documentary sources to “initial” documents here parallels the traditional relation of secondary documents to primary ones in literature (criticism to primary texts).  In popular parlance, it is the relation of “theory” to objects (and to “practice” in popular understandings of the natural sciences and in professional knowledge).  The natural object or the original text provides the information (in Bacon’s sense) from which knowledge is unlocked by method.  Textually speaking, the term “method” here means a re-presentation of the object’s presence according to a repeatable rhetorical frame.  In the language of recent information science, Bacon’s notion of information--as a too rich affective power of expression—is reframed as an originary essence that is the epistemic content of the object in relation to that object’s representation in the mind of the “information seeker” or information “use.” 

This paper will investigate the relation of primary to secondary documents in terms of the problem of reading in the humanities and in what Briet, and before her, characterized as “science.”  Briet’s ambivalence toward reducing documentation to secondary texts will be analyzed.

