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EADWEARD MUYBRIDGE:
FRAGMENTS OF A
TESSERACT

“It is the artist who is truthful and it is photography which lies, for in reality
time does not stop.”

—Auguste Rodin, 1911

ERE IS AN irksome paradox of public consciousness: to be

accorded the status of a legend is to be whittled down to a
microscopic point, a nonentity at the intersection of a random hand-
ful of idiosyncrasies, tidbits of gossip, shreds of advertising copy.

To the nonspecialist, René Descartes was the philosopher of a
single motto (just three little words ... and in Latin, no less). He
didn’t like to get out of bed in the morning (rhymes with Belacqua,
Oblomov, Beckett). His taste in eggs was, to putit mildly, revolting.
That Descartes presides over a truly exquisite adventure of the mind,
the marriage of geometry with algebra, is mere impedimenta for
scholars to attend to.

Beatrix Potter, a savante of mycology whose theories of symbiosis
have recently found vindication, is known to some of us, at least, as
the authoress of Peter Rabbit, illustrated; ignorant of her cir-
cumstances, we miss the satire in the little books.
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The Reverend C.L. Dodgson, a crucial figure in the development
of mathematical logic, inventor of a device for recording dreams,
photographic portraitist of Victorian celebrities and young girls, is
survived in public memory by his literary persona, Lewis Carroll.

And of the extraordinary man who chose to call himself Ead-
weard Muybridge, we learn in school only that he was hired as a
technician, by a California nabob, to settle a colossal wager over.
whether a galloping horse, at any instant in its stride, has all four feet
off the ground.

The story is almost certainly a fabrication: Leland Stanford was
keen enough on horseflesh, and took a vast interest in the “scientific
training’ of trotters, but he was neither essentially frivolous nor a
gambler. Nor could the single incident explain the ensuing decade of
personal friendship between Stanford and Muybridge, during which
Stanford gave his full support to projects having precious little to do
with horses, opening to the photographer the engineering facilities
of the Central Pacific Railroad, and even providing legal defense
when Muybridge stood trial for his life.

Eadweard Muybridge was forty-two years old when the associa-
tion began, with the first ‘inconclusive’ photographs of the champi-
on trotter Occident, so we can hardly assume that he sprang, fully
armed, from the brow of his personal Maecenas. How, then, are we
to account for his extending the commission into a lifework? The
cleven folio volumes of Animal L.ocomotion, comprising many hun-
dreds of photographic sequences, show men, women, children,
domestic and wild animals and birds —and even amputees, and per-
sons suffering from nervous disorders — engaged in hundreds of dif-
ferent activities: they constitute a unique monument that is clearly
the work of a man obsessed. And his zoopraxiscope, a machine for
resynthesizing the illusion of motion from the analytic images pro-
vided by his batteries of sequential still cameras, established Muy-
bridge as the inventor of the photographic cinema.

Four generations of artists, of the most diverse persuasions, have
acknowledged the fascination of his work, and it is obvious that
many have learned from it, if only at second or third hand: that
alone justifies our curiosity about the genesis of his sensibility.

Enter Edward James Muggeridge, on April 9, 1830. He is supposed
to have received a good education. Local tradition held Kingston to
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study of the cultivation of coffee.

1877 brought his last major work in still photography proper: an
immense 360-degree panorama of San Francisco, in thirteen panels
taken from the roof of the Mark Hopkins house on Nob Hill. He
had already resumed his studies of locomotion, at Palo Alto, and this
time it was in absolute earnest. He was forty-seven years old.

Had Muybridge left us none of his celebrated sequences, his place as
an innovative master in the history of photographic art would
nevertheless be assured. The huge body of work from his years of
greatest creative expansion, the decade 1867-77, sustains from the
very outset, with almost voluptuous intensity, a markedly personal
vision. Among early photographers of the American West, there is
scarcely anyone (with the possible exception of Timothy O’Sullivan)
to put alongside him: he is the Grand Progenitor of a West Coast
school of view camera photography that has included Edward Wes-
ton, Imogen Cunningham, Wynn Bullock, and others in our own
time. He was, moreover, an indefatigable stereoscopist; his stereo
images, committing him by definition to the most thoroughgoing
photographic illusionism this side of full color, function as a curious
palimpsest to the mature sequences, from which very many of the il-
lusionist strategies available to photography have been rigorously
evacuated.

In his advertising cards for Pacific Rolling Mills, and for Bradley
& Rulofson (neither are isolated instances), he seems to anticipate
much later developments elsewhere in the visual arts. ‘Studies’ of
trees and clouds (the latter emphatically including the sun) predate
by fifty and eighty years respectively the tree photographs of Atget
and Alfred Stieglitz’ late work, the Equivalents.

If any other photographer in the 19th century foreshadows the
20th as massively, that man must be Oscar Gustav Rejlander (1813-
1875); and it is curious that Muybridge’s method for making
the serial photographs has a practical elaboration of a theoretical
scheme published by Rejlander. One wonders whether Muybridge
ever met the man who began with The Two Ways of Life and
ended as Charles Darwin’s illustrator, making The Artist’s Dream
along the way.

But what interests me most, in all this work of Muybridge’s first
career, 1s something that seems to anticipate, almost subliminally,






