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Necessary Contradictions: Muybridge and the Frozen Moving Image
	Rebecca Solnit in her River of Shadows: Eadweard Muybridge and the Technological Wild West presents Eadweard Muybridge and his work in photography and motion studies as mix of contradictory and competing impulses.  These conflicting aims – showmanship versus science, creative expression versus business and profit, unguarded intimacy through a distancing gaze, revealing time by the act of embalming it – drive our continuing fascination with the man and his work.  Further, these contradictions connect Muybridge more directly to the moving images of film and video than any assertion of direct technological lineage flowing from him to motion pictures.  In fact, he is more valuable now to the study of the origins and nature of cinema by his coming so close to replicating motion without quite reaching it.  
	This is not to entirely discount Solnits’s placement of Muybridge “at the root, the zero point, the dawn of moving pictures” (242) since of course he was there, rather crucially so.  But any attempt to take the point further runs into trouble for two reasons.  First, it discounts Muybridge’s inclusion in a then expanding field dedicated to capturing and re-creating motion. Secondly, it compresses and limits his achievements to a mere transition along the way to the perfection attained by the Lumiere Brothers (or Edison or Dickson).  In regards to the first point, on page 211, Solnit discounts the work of Etienne-Jules Marey as “a step away from cinema” because his camera combined the sequences of a movement onto a single photographic plate.  For Marey’s supporters however, exactly the opposite is true.  To them it is Muybridge’s use of multiple cameras instead of Marey’s use of one that awards paternity to the Frenchman.  Additionally, what to make of the advances of the wide range of inventors, tinkerers and showman such at C.F. Jenkins, Ottomar Anschutz, Birt Acres, Louis Le Prince, Emile Reynaud, etc., in the capturing and recreation of motion?  Their large variety of technologies devoted to the study and display of movement during the last three decades of the 19th Century reveal the range of possibilities of which cinema is only one (see Brian Winston’s Technologies of Seeing and Deac Rossell’s Living Pictures).  
	Solnit’s use of the phrase “step away from cinema” implies that Muybridge’s work was a step toward cinema. This forces the question of the direction he was really walking?  Was it towards cinema or was it from the magic lantern and the philosophical toys such as the zoetrope and phenakistiscope? On pages 200 to 203 Solnit does lay out the lineage and history of the pre-existing technologies and Muybridge’s adaptation of them in the creation of his zoopraxiscope. But on page 202, she calls his work “utterly new” due to his use of “photographically derived images”.  Here the crux of the issue rests on the concept of “photographically derived” and the extent to which that was both true and whether it represents a change of degree or kind. Descriptions of the zoopraxiscope and its workings are often confused as to the exact proportion of its photographic nature.  Solnit quotes a review of Muybridge’s zoopraxiscope presentation from May 1890 which mentions the exhibition ended “with a number of fine, instantaneous photographic views of athletes in various positions” (202).  Solnit herself says the zoopraxiscope disks used “photographic images and painted images drawn from the photographs”  (203).  The newspaper review can be attributed to sensationalistic journalism, excitement, and a naiveté of the technologies involved.  The confusion in Solnit’s and other modern accounts are harder to fathom and might result from poor research (not likely in Solnit’s case) or an urge to force Muybridge into a teleological narrative of the development of cinema.  
	Her claim that the zoopraxiscope used photographic images is based on a prototype disc in the Stanford collection. The object is a semi-circular arrangement of glass slides of a pacing horse attached together with black tape.  Philip Prodger in Time Stands Still, the catalog for the exhibit which recreated the prototype, says its purpose is unclear, possibly representing “an early experiment in animating photographs […] or it could be that the disc was intended as an early prototype, to demonstrate how a zoopraxiscope might be made” (Prodger, 158).  Regardless of its purpose, it was not a working projectable object and, as Prodger states, “the zoopraxiscope could not be used to project actual photos” (Prodger 154).  So for whatever reasons – to overcome the compression of the device’s spinning disc shutter or to retouch and perfect poorly exposed photos (Solnit, 202) – the discs were in fact hand painted.  Examining the discs clearly displays their inherent connection to the magic lantern and zoetrope in the conception of the machines, layout of the discs, and artistic style of the hand painted images.  To be sure, the depiction of the presented movements was dramatically more precise than earlier devices, and this is certainly due to their fidelity with Muybridge’s sequential photographs.  
	Intriguingly though a number of the discs are only loosely, if at all based on his photographic work.  Monkeys Grabbing Coconuts portrays 5 monkeys climbing up a tree in a jungle setting.  Horses with Riders and Dogs, Running in Two Directions, shows a visually busy foxhunt unlike his photography both in its crowded scale and realization of counter movement.  These two discs are clearly more in the realm of magic lantern entertainment than the scientific world of chronophotography.  Further none of the discs discussed here replicate the gridded background so crucial to the investigative and aesthetic nature of his serial photographs.  The assertion can be made – very, very tentatively – that Muybridge’s work with the zoopraxiscope does not represent a step towards cinema but the apotheosis and achievable limits of the earlier philosophical toys.
	Along this line of argument, it is revealing that Muybridge stopped his work in chronophotography around the time of the “invention” of cinema.  Perhaps this was due to his age as he was 65 years old when the Lumiere Brothers unveiled the Cinematograph, a disastrous exhibition at the Columbian Exposition, or possibly due to an inability to secure funding for future projects.  Maybe this is merely a case of misattributing causation to conjunction, but on some level Muybridge’s project and single-minded obsession to capture time was clearly eclipsed by Edison and the Lumiere Brothers.  This is true not just in terms of technological sophistication, for the aims of Muybridge and the new cinematic apparatus, regardless of all the technical and surface similarities, were fundamentally different.  
	The genesis of the project for Muybridge was, if we accept the legend, Stanford’s interest in horses and the proof that all four legs of the animal were off the ground during a gallop.  Muybridge continued the project so fanatically, if we accept Hollis Frampton’s argument, as a psychological drive to stop time originating in the overwhelming rupture of passion created from his murder of Harry Larkyns (Frampton, 79).  The common thread here is the halting of time, the revelation of an instant for study, contemplation and stockpiling – clearly not the purpose of early cinema.  This places Muybridge closer to the origins and impetus of photography than motion pictures.  In this regard, it is important to note that according to Prodger, Muybridge created the zoopraxiscope to prove the accuracy of his photographic methods in capturing the stages of movement and not purely for the sake of recreating motion (161).
	Obviously though, Muybridge’s chronophotography occupies a hybrid middle ground between still photography and the moving image.  In a way it is neither and both.  In this unfinished space we can more clearly see the often hidden essence of cinema.  The constituent nature of motion pictures – that they are comprised of still images – is made apparent and the close connection between photography and cinema is emphasized and inescapable.  The incomplete nature of his work, from the vantage point and ideological blinders of a present so inherently submerged in a sea of moving images, make visible the obscured structure that creates the lie of motion pictures. 
	The modern response to Muybridge’s work tells us more about how we look at the past than what his work meant to his times.  Now, looking at his photographic sequences of motion, they seem to cry out for us to animate them, to make them move, to bring them back to life in a way Muybridge just quite couldn’t (or didn’t need to).    Obligingly, every single film, documentary, or YouTube video on Muybridge (Thom Andersen’s Eadweard Muybridge: Zoopraxographer, the BBC’s episode of Light Fantastic on Muybridge, James Sheldon’s laserdisc Eadweard Muybridge: Motion Studies) takes it as an axiom that one must bring motion to Muybridge’s photographs.  There seems to be an almost inescapable need to erase the lie that his work uncovers, as if the anxiety his still sequential photographs create is too great to leave unattended.  
	Finally, Solnit’s book ends with a connection of the work and lives of Eadweard Muybridge and Leland Stanford to the emergence of Silicon Valley, computers, and the modern technological world.  But, and here my case is rather tentative and inchoate, whatever crucial place Muybridge had in the creation of the way the early Twentieth Century experienced time and space the subsequent digitization of information, images, etc. has drastically altered the way we now experience time and space.  Solnit aptly describes the collision of industry and art that “annihilated time and space” at the end of the Nineteenth Century, but the implication that this leads directly to our current awareness of the concepts misses the substantive shift of the last 15 to 20 years.
	The jumping off point for this tangent occurred during my reading of Frampton’s article on Muybridge wherein I came across the line “The underlying assumption was that time ‘exists,’ just as fictions like ether and phlogiston were once supposed to exist, on a basis of parity with the paper on which these words are printed” (74).  Except that I was reading not off of paper but from a pdf file on a laptop screen.  
	Muybridge’s work was about fixing time, taking something out of the ineffable flow of time and making it a physical grabbable object.  But the act of digitization reverses the process, breaking down the physical back into the ether of binary code.  For an example from popular culture, I turn to a recent article titled “Steve Jobs and the Portal to the Invisible” in which Jobs is positioned as providing access to the ether through technological devices; the word “ether” is explicitly used in the article.  Further equating technology to the ether is the concept of the “Cloud” or the new disembodied world representing all of the utopian promises of the Internet.
	These issues of physicality and immateriality are especially crucial to the developing field of moving image archives.  We will have to deal with analog material objects in various states of decomposition, digital works in danger of being lost in the electronic ether, and complicated translations between the two.  Muybridge’s paradoxical transformation of the ineffable into physical being becomes an integral point from which to consider these problems.
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