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Proto-objects

Michael Schwab

Proto-objects are embryonic epistemic artefacts. Their root is in what
Hans-Jorg Rheinberger (1997) calls ‘epistemic things’; that is,
epistemically underdetermined material traces emergent in otherwise
well-controlled set-ups or ‘experimental systems’. Rheinberger’s
investigation into twentieth-century empirical science suggests that
experimental systems operate across two different spaces: the
graphematic space of research and the representational space of
science. Knowledge is gained as epistemic things become better
understood to the degree that they can be deployed as ‘technical
objects’ in the same or alternative experimental systems set up to trace
further epistemic things. However, in experimental systems, technical
objects may operate as epistemic things again should new questions
arise. Hence, the difference between epistemic things and technical
objects is functional, not material.

This functional characterisation lends a hybrid material status to those
epistemic things that can be technical objects (and vice versa). To
highlight its hybridity, Bruno Latour (1993) following Michel Serres
(1982) settles for the notion of ‘quasi-object’. They use this term to
stress that quasi-objects only sometimes operate as proper objects
while, at other times, their being-object seems suspended as the focus
of the action moves on. For Latour, being prolific is one of the key



properties of these quasi-objects, which is the reason why he refers to
them also as ‘monsters’, ultimately collapsing Rheinberger’s distinctly
separate spaces — a distinction or, rather, a ‘purification’ that for Latour
exists only from a modernist vantage point.

Proto-objects are too graphematic to register as quasi-objects, a
graphematicity that is artistically developed and often poetically
protected. In other words, while proto-objects like all epistemic things
may suggest meaning, this meaning is sought in the imaginary as
speculation not as direct action in the world. Although proto-objects
cannot be protected from becoming quasi-objects or even proper
objects, many artists seek strategically to delay this process. Therefore,
proto-objects, although artistically informed, do not appear as works of
art.

| first used the term 'proto-object' in a 2012 book chapter (Schwab 2012)
that utilises Hans-Jorg Rheinberger’s research on ‘experimental
systems’ for possible epistemologies and methodologies of artistic
research. It was developed from my artistic investigation into my own
brain activity, which was recorded as | was exposed to a succession of
one hundred pictures, randomly chosen from the history of art (from
1420 to 1912). The initial EEG scan took place as part of the research
project ‘Wissen im Selbstversuch |/ Knowledge through Self-
Experimentation’ (2009-10, Pl: Yeboaa Ofosu) at the Hochschule der
KiUnste Bern (CH) and was carried out by Dr. Thomas Koenig at the
Universitatsklinik fir Psychiatrie und Psychotherapie Bern (CH). The
raw EEG data was statistically analysed and geometrically transformed
with the help of Padraig Coogan, Leon Williams (both Royal College of
Art, London, UK), Michael Klein (Universitat Heidelberg, D), and David
Pirrd (Kunstuniversitat Graz, AT). This work resulted in the construction
of one hundred three-dimensional ‘proto-objects’, each corresponding
to what was deemed significant in my cognitive response to each
particular picture.

To enhance further the proto-objects | commissioned four independent
collaborators to respond to my initial work. Einar Torfi Einarsson
transformed the proto-objects into scores to be interpreted and played
by any kind of instrument; the contemporary artist Florian Dombois has
been using the one hundred proto-objects to develop a ‘language of



things’, in which he writes poetry; the architect Miguel Figueira
modified Van Gogh’s Pont de Langlois (1888) on the basis of the
proto-object that corresponds to that painting; and Taslim Martin used
one proto-object as the template for a creamer and sugar set. The
multiplicity of the imaginary space opened up by those artists, who
continue the real, poetic, and ironic play set in motion by the EEG scan,
makes tangible how invested proto-objects are but also how removed
they are from the proficiencies of quasi-objects. Better than any single
representation of the three-dimensional coordinates of the
proto-objects, their multiplicitous amplification helps further to
destabilise any fixed representation while their graphematic potential is
enjoyed.

Latour, Bruno. 1993. We Have Never Been Modern. Translated by
Catherine Porter. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Rheinberger, Hans-Jorg. 1997. Toward a History of Epistemic Things:
Synthesizing Proteins in the Test Tube. Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press.

Schwab, Michael. 2012. '‘Between a Rock and a Hard Place’. In
Intellectual Birdhouse: Artistic Practice as Research, edited by Florian
Dombois, Ute Meta Bauer, Claudia Mareis, and Michael Schwab,
229-47. London: Koenig Books.

Serres, Michel. 1982. Parasite. Translated by Lawrence R. Schehr.
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Michael Schwab (* 1966), artist/artistic epistemologist (D/UK)
Proto-objects since 2009
Installation/art commission

hitp://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/186304/186305
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99 (9503)
Gogh, Vincent van
Langlois Bridge at Arles, 1888

The virtual objects made by the EEG scan of mental responses may evolve through
multiple-axis 3D metal printing and robot fabrication into large-scale steel architectures.
This enables the construction of a full-size bridge complementing Langlois Bridge near
Arles, which Van Gogh depicted in the image that triggered the mental response in the
first place. In languages such as French and Portuguese, bridges are considered in
engineering and architectural parlance "works of art". An architectural approach to the
virtual objects may choose Van Gogh’s bridge as a point of entry.

Miguel Figueira (* 1969), architect (PT)

a.k.a. Van Gogh Bridge 2015

Bridge design/photomontage
hitp://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/186304/221228
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Florian Dombois (* 1966), artist (D/CH)
Geometry/Love from: Language of Things, 2015

Poem
hitp://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/208382/208383



Figures become physical instructions for performance, instructions that are specific yet
unpredictable in their potential cancellations and multiple pathways. An unstable musical
object with a plurality of results emerges. Force of action or physical dynamics (F), the
location of hands in relation to an instrument (L), and the amount of active fingers (A) and
their individual as well as relative spread (S) form a parametric space approachable by any
instrumentalist. Here, points equal postures and lines become paths, indicating physical and
figmental actions and options.

action on instrument
X o .
F L familiar territory
towards (extremes)

A
A
St 2
6
4 5
12 ’ *\°
IR ———— - 0 ...... ; "_.é ...... -
2
3
-4
5
6 Sz
L
ﬁgure.187 2 figure 197
(top view) FY approaching instrument (right view)

beyond familiar territory
away (from grounding)

Parametric indicators (F, L, A, S) are placed on each figure denoting starting points. Perform-
ers choose any path from these points to another nearby point. The resulting paths are a set
of simultaneously performed changing values (-6 to +6). Negative numbers indicate how the
performer approaches an action both mentally (imagining it) and physically (movement of
hands and fingers close to the instrument), positive numbers indicate action on the instru-
ment (e.g., where and how the instrument is played).

Einar Torfi Einarsson (* 1980), composer (IS)
Underdetermined figures (for any combination and kind of instruments) 2015

Score
hitp://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/186304/221229
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Taslim Martin (* 1962), sculptor/designer (UK)
The ambassador is spoiling us, 2015
Porcelain

hitp://www.researchcatalogue.net/view/186304/221230







PROTO-OBJECTS INVENTORY

15

Cézanne, Paul - Stilleben
mit Frichtekorb, 1888-18g90

Poussin, Nicolas - Pan und
Syrinx, 1637

Durer, Albrecht -
Versuchung des HI.
Antonius, 1521

Davis, John Scarlett -
Haigerloch, Gesamtansicht,
um 1840

Murer, Christoph - Die
klugen und die térichten
Jungfrauen, Blatt 5: Die
Torichten, 2. Halfte 16. Jh.

Hals, Frans - Drei Kinder mit
Ziegenbock und Wagen, um
1620

Morgner, Wilhelm - Einzug
Christiin Jerusalem, 1912

Doré, Gustave - Illustration
zu Taines »Reise in die
Pyrendeng, 1855

17

19

21

23

25

27

29

31

Goyay Lucientes, Francisco
de - Schwarzrand-Album :
»Uberlege es dir gut«, 1803—
1812

Boucher, Frangois - Studie
eines Hahns, um 1740

Cortona, Pietro da - Coriolan
vor Rom, um 1635

Menzel, Adolf Friedrich
Erdmann von - Madchen mit
Glasin der Hand, 1889

Manger, Michael - Kalender
des Jahres 1590 mit den
Zehn Geboten und dem
Vaterunser, oberer Teil, 1590

Meister der Liebesgarten -
HI. Anna Selbdritt, 1440-145

Klimt, Gustav - Auf dem
Bauch liegender weiblicher
Halbakt, 1906

Rembrandt Harmensz. van
Rijn - Portrat des Abraham
Francen, um 1656

13



14

33

35

37

39

43

45

47

Schnorr von Carolsfeld,
Julius - Ruth auf dem Acker
des Boas, 1826

Altdorfer, Albrecht - HI.
Margareta, auf dem Teufel
stehend, 1509

Schultes, Hans d. A. - Folge
von »Portrats Augsburger
Geistlicher«, Matthaus
Herbst, 1585

Corot, Jean-Baptiste-
Camille - Madchenakt in
Landschaft, 18351840

Direr, Albrecht - Krénung
der Heiligen Jungfrau, 1.
Viertel 16. Jh.

Meister CS - Fassade des
Doms zu StralRburg, 1548

Longhi, Pietro -
Hirtenjunge, um 1740

Flegel, Georg - Stilleben mit
Nelken, um 1630-1635

49

51

53

55

57

59

61

63

Meister des Albrechtsaltars -
Albrechtsaltar, rechter
Standfligel: 4 Tafeln zur
Lauretanischen Litanei, um
1437

Rembrandt Harmensz. van
Rijn - Joseph deutet seinen
Mitgefangenen Traume, um
1633-1635

Eyck, Hubert van - Genter
Altar, Altar des Mystischen
Lammes, rechter
AufRenfligel, mittlere
&ullere Szene: Jungfrau der
Verkindigung, vor1426—
1432

Gerung, Matthias - Tirken
toten Christen; der Papst
verfolgt die Armen, 2. Halfte
16. Jh.

Hogarth, William -
lllustration zu »Reisen durch
Europa, Asien und Teile
Afrikas« von Aubry de la
Motraye, Prozession durch
das Hippodrom zu
Konstantinopel, 1723-1724

Sérusier, Paul - Der Talisman
(Landschaft mit dem Wald
der Liebe in Pont-Aven),
1888

Kulmbach, Hans SuB von -
Portrat der Bianca Maria
Sforza, 1513

Goyay Lucientes, Francisco
de - Zeichnungen nach
Veldzquez: Portrét des
Infanten Don Carlos, um
1778-1779



65

67

69

71

73

75

77

79

Hertervig, Lars - Waldsee,
1865

Weigel d. A., Hans -
Herzog Albrecht von
Bayern zu Pferd, 2. Halfte
16. Jh.

Renoir, Pierre-Auguste -
Mutter mit Kind im Grase
sitzend, um 1890-1891

Bruegel d. A, Pieter -
Volkszahlung zu
Bethlehem, 1566

Kéappeler, Bartholoméus -
Wunderbare Entdeckung

von Mehl bei Mihlhausen,
drei Meilen von Wirzburg
entfernt, 1594

Durer, Albrecht - HI.
Fridolin, 1514

Kappeler, Bartholoméus -
Erscheinung am Himmel
Uber Augsburg am 8. Marz
1590, 1590

Bruegel d. A., Pieter - Die
Blinden, 1562

81

83

85

87

89

91

93

95

Daubigny, Charles-Frangois -
Der Bauernhof, 1855

Holzer, Johann Evangelist -
Entwurf fir ein Deckenbild
mit der Allegorie der Kinste
und Wissenschaften, vor
1740

Raffael - Stanza di Eliodoro
im Vatikan fir Papst Julius 1.,
Wandfresko, Szene:
Befreiung Petri, Detail, 1513—
1514

Bronzino, Angelo - Portrat
der Giovanni de Medici als
Kind, 1545

Perugino, Pietro - Beweinung
Christi, 1495

Altdorfer, Albrecht -
Handschrift »Historia
Friderici et Maximiliani«: Der
Stammbaum des Kaisers,
1508-1510

Long, Edwin - Der
Heiratsmarkt von Babylon,
1875

Veronese, Paolo - Die
Auffindung Moses, 2. Drittel
16. Jh.

15
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97

99

101

103

105

107

109

Tizian - Das Konzert, um
1512

Gogh, Vincent Willem van
- Die Anglois-Briicke bei
Arles (Die Zugbricke),
1888

Franzosischer Meister um
1650 - Drei Putten auf
Wolken, um 1650

Marées, Hans von -
Studien zum »Goldenen
Zeitalter«, um 1879

Meister E. S. - Zwei
ornamentale
Querfillungen, 1440-1467

Rethel, Alfred - Portrat der
Mutter des Kunstlers, um
1836

Rubens, Peter Paul -
Gemaldezyklus fir Maria
de' Medici, Konigin von
Frankreich, Szene:
Friedensschluf in Anger,
um 1622-1625

Merian, Caspar - Bad
Sachsa, Kloster
Walkenried von Siden,
1654

113

115

117

119

123

125

127

Bosch, Hieronymus - Der
Garten der LUste, linker
Flugel: Die Schopfung, um
1500

Daumier, Honoré - Der
Kupferstich-Liebhaber, um
1857-1860

Burkel, Johann Heinrich -
Landschaft mit
Bauernwagen, 1834

Ingres, Jean Auguste
Dominique - Aktstudien von
liegenden Ménnern, um
1808-1810

Velde, Adriaen van de -
Liegende junge Frau, Akt, 2.
Halfte 17. Jh.

Adam, Michael - Der
»Krogel«, 1901

Botticelli, Sandro - Die
Auffindung des
enthaupteten Holofernes,
147271473

Schoen, Erhard - Portrat
Friedrich, Kurfurst und
Herzog von Bayern, 1. Halfte
16. Jh.



129

131

133

135

137

139

141

143

145

Springer, Cornelis -
Libeck, Breite Straf3e mit
Rathaus im Sommer, 1874

Russischer Kupferstecher
um 1813 (Ausfihrung) -
Terentewna erledigt einen
Franzosen mit dem Schuh,
1813

Goyay Lucientes,
Francisco de - Tagebuch-
Album : »Jetzt bist du am
Ende deiner Leidenc,
1803-1824

Raffael - Stanza della
Segnatura im Vatikan fir
Papst Julius II.,
Wandfresko: Die Schule
von Athen, 1509-1510

Berger, Thiebold -
Erscheinung am Himmel
bei Ingolstadt, Nirnberg
und Regensberg, 1554

Tesdorpf, Ebba -
Hamburg, Kalkhof auf der
Wandrahmsinsel, 1882

Bronzino, Angelo -
Fresken der Kapelle der
Eleonora da Toledo im
Palazzo Vecchio in
Florenz, Medaillons im
Gewdlbezwickel, Szenen:
Allegorien der
Kardinaltugenden, Detail:
Justizia, 1540-1541

Zimmermann, Hans -
Wunderbares Gewéachs
gefunden bei Augsburg,
1569

Perugino, Pietro -
Madonna mit HI. Johannes
dem Taufer, um 1497

147

151

153

155

157

159

Turner, Joseph Mallord
William - Kéln, Sudliche
Partie des Rheinufers mit
Ankunft eines Postschiffes,
1826

Daumier, Honoré - Zwei
Advokaten, 2. Drittel 19. Jh.

Daumier, Honoré - Szene aus
einer Komadie von Moliére,
um 1860

Mayer, Alexander - Der
Schwur von Luzern 1587,
1586

Campin, Robert - Der
Schéacher Gesinas am Kreuz,
Fragment, um 1420-1440

Englischer Lithograph um
1830 (Ausfihrung) -
Monsieur Louis als Clown,
um 1830

Stimmer, Tobias - Der grof3e
SchieBstand bei Stral3burg,
1576

Turner, Joseph Mallord
William - Odysseus
verspottet Polyphem, um
1829

Schwarz, Carl Benjamin -
Leipzig, Hallesches Tor, 1804

17



18

165

167

169

171

173

175

177

179

Hals, Frans - Portrat der
Maria Pietersdr. Olycan,
um 1638

Manet, Edouard -
Schenke, 1878

Hobbema, Meindert -

Wassermuhle, 2. Halfte 17.

Jh.

Meister | R - Geometrie, 2.

Halfte 16. Jh.

Gongalves, Nufio -
Vinzenz-Altar, Fligel: Die
Ritter mit kniendem
Stifter, 1465-1467

Sawrassow, Alexe]
Kondratjewitsch - Winter,
um 1870

Anshelm, Thomas - Maria
und HI. Dorothea, 1512

Wehme, Zacharias -
Portrat des Joachim von
Beust in Planitz, 1585

Arldt, Carl Wilhelm - Halle
(Saale), Burg
Giebichenstein, 1848

183

185

187

189

191

193

195

197

199

Hogarth, William - Folge
»Das Leben einer Dirneg,
Erstes Blatt: Ankunft in der
Stadt, 1732

Stor, Niklas - Turkischer
Reiter, um 1529

Heemskerck, Marten van -
Portrat einer Familie, vor
1532

Stor, Niklas - Zwei Turken
mit einer gefangenen
Christenfamilie, 1530

Steudner, Johann Philipp -
Die Marterwerkzeuge Christi,
17. Jh.

Schultes, Hans d. A. - Folge
von »Portréts Augsburger
Geistlicher«, Johann
Berlacher, 1586

Englischer Lithograph um
1851 (Ausfihrung) -
Weltausstellung. Der
Kristallpalast von innen, 1851

Holzschneider aus der
Druckerrei Estivill aus
Barcelona - Meerestiere,
1810-1820

Degas, Edgar Germain
Hilaire - Siesta im Salon,
1876-1885
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