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In 1871, Eadweard Muybridge (1830–1904) traveled on the steamship 
Shubrick from San Francisco to the headlands of Point Reyes, some 
thirty-four miles north. With a small party, he landed on the beach at 
Drake’s Bay, so called because this inlet is supposed to be the stopping 
place of the British navigator during his Pacific voyage of 1579, and 
made his way to the top of the cliff to create a portrait of the lighthouse 
which had recently been erected there (fig. 1).

This picture has been praised as a masterpiece of romantic reverie. 
Several qualities of the image are essential to this interpretation, includ- 
ing the positioning of the figures so that they do not interact with one 
another but gaze down at the crashing surf, and the fact that the horizon 
dissolves into an inchoate, misty abyss whose depth and distance are 
impossible to fathom. It is Muybridge’s ability to inspire this kind of 
metaphysical association that has caused his work to be identified with- 
in the immense archive of nineteenth-century landscape photographs 
as works of art. While he is perhaps best known for his motion studies, 
Muybridge is also a celebrated recorder of the western landscape.  
His 1868 and 1872 images of Yosemite, produced using large glass nega- 
tives called “mammoth plates” carried into the park on mules and 
sensitized and exposed in the field, have been praised as unsurpassed 
masterpieces (fig. 2).1

Muybridge is generally known as a photographer who is able  
to make the unseen seen, especially in the motion studies he began 

1
Eadweard Muybridge, 
First Order Light- 
House at Punta de los 
Reyes, 1871. Albumen 
print from plate  
glass negative, 7 × 9 in.  
(17.78 × 22.86 cm). 
United States Coast 
Guard Historian’s Office, 
Washington, DC.
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producing in the early 1870s and continued making at the University  
of Pennsylvania in the 1880s.2 Indeed, he may be as famous for 
inventing the technological means of capturing individual moments  
of human and animal locomotion—batteries of cameras whose 
shutters were triggered by trip lines—as for the images themselves.  
But in the lighthouse pictures, what is notable is the unavailability  
of detail, particularly in the skies and seas that make up the back-
grounds of the compositions.

Point Reyes is the westernmost spot on the West Coast of the 
continental United States, visible on a clear day from fifty miles off- 
shore, and thus a significant landmark for those traveling by sea, as 
many still did at the time of Muybridge’s exposures. This prominence 
is hardly obvious from his views of the building, however. For while  
it is clear from the composition that the light stands on, indeed takes 
up most of, a point jutting out over the sea, the background offers only 
a hint of sea and sky, with no horizon line to separate them. Indeed, 
the frothy water down below has the same tone and texture as the 
billowy clouds, reminding the viewer that both are composed of the 
same material elements.

While lacking a pleasing depiction of recessional space, the view 
is not without visual interest. Stymied in an attempt to penetrate the 
scene further, the viewer is prompted to look down, study the details of 
the rocky cliff in the foreground, and notice how the massive rocks 
below give way to a more sculpted and controlled plane of a road 
edged by cut boulders at the top. The rock in the right foreground with 
its white ring facing directly out catches our attention, especially as the 
rock just behind it seems to be another piece cut from the same 
boulder. One might see this as an articulation of the mastery of man 
over nature, a minor version of the achievement better represented by 
the lighthouse itself that is the focus of the composition.

Tiered like the cliff, the lighthouse looks solid and stable. We can 
see the rivets holding the exterior together, and the door facing the  
cliff is further protected from the elements by a protruding metal 
doorframe. The railing on the balcony comes up to the armpits of the 
man standing there, again offering a reassuring sense of security,  
and the light itself is secure within a double enclosure—exterior rail 
and interior casing of windows, covered with a slanting roof whose  
top is the only touch of whimsy in the scene. The light, as we can see, 
is massive, much taller than a human figure. The composition shows 
the bulb unobstructed in all directions, reminding us of the power  
of the light, a first-order Fresnel lens, whose compact form achieves 

2
Eadweard Muybridge, 
Falls of the Yosemite, 
1872. Albumen print  
from plate glass negative, 
21 1⁄4 × 16 3⁄4 in. (54.0 × 
42.5 cm). Yale University 
Art Gallery, New Haven, 
Connecticut. Gift of 
Harrison H. Augur, B.A. 
1964, 1980.27.3. 
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3
Eadweard Muybridge, 
Point Reyes, from 
Light-House Looking 
South, 1871. Stereo-
graphic albumen print 
from plate glass negative, 
3 × 3 in. (7.62 × 7.62 cm) 
(each exposure). 
Bancroft Library, 
University of California, 
Berkeley, BANC PIC 
1971.055: 834-STER.

projection power by incorporating rings of prisms on each domed 
surface to capture and reflect more light from the internal source than 
the bulkier lenses which preceded it.3

In his 1873 catalog of photographic views, Muybridge lists thirteen 
whole-plate (seven-by-nine-inch) views of Pacific coast lighthouses and 
seventy-two stereoscopic views of the same subject. In both groups, the 
Point Reyes light is prominently featured; it comes first in the catalog 
listing, and while there is only one large print of each venue, no fewer 
than fourteen of the stereos depict this site. This is more than any other 
lighthouse included in the group. When examined as a whole, these 
images share many qualities with the photograph with which I began. 
In particular, most show the lighthouse or the point from close range 
in compositions that lack a background or horizon line, in many cases 
dedicating a significant portion of the composition to a milky, impene-
trable sky, as, for example, in the view from the lighthouse looking 
south (fig. 3). Under the right conditions, this point of view might have 
revealed a glimpse of the Farallon Islands or a whale breaching in  
the gulf, but this photograph is impenetrable; the eye catches on the 
rough cliff face in the immediate foreground whose consistent texture  
gives no clear sense of the scale or distance of each crag. Presenting  
a drop-off immediately inside the bottom frame, the picture offers 
viewers no purchase on the view, undermining the sense of mastery 
offered by other western landscape photographs of the period such  
as the images made by Timothy O’Sullivan (1840–1882) for the United 
States Geological Survey.4
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4
Caspar David Friedrich, Der Wanderer über dem 
Nebelmeer (Wanderer above the sea of fog), 1818.  
Oil on canvas, 37 × 29 in. (94.8 × 74.8 cm).  
Hamburger Kunsthalle, Hamburg. On permanent 
loan from the Foundation for the Promotion of the 
Hamburg Art Collections.
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Does this lack of the vanishing point essential to picturesque 
landscape representation signal aesthetic failure? Muybridge scholars 
have folded the potentially aberrant lighthouse photographs back  
into the artist’s oeuvre by linking them to the same kind of aesthetic 
experience of nature that has been found in Caspar David Friedrich’s 
(1774–1840) haunting depictions of lone observers contemplating  
the sublime vastness of the North Sea, such as the 1818 Wanderer above  
the Sea of Fog (fig. 4). For example, Philip Brookman writes of Point 
Reyes, from Light-House Looking South (1871), “[Muybridge] brings 
forth at once both the moment fixed in the photograph and the eternal 
nature of time. . . .The structure’s symbolic relationship to the natural 
world—the light is a warning signal to sailors about a physical danger 
they do not see—is transcended by the vastness of the ocean. The 
sailor’s journey is one, like that of Odysseus, with no ground on which 
to stand, no horizon, and no safe harbor in site.”5 In this interpretation, 
the figures positioned in the composition take on the role of the Roman- 
tic Rückenfigur marveling at nature. This Romanticism is similarly 
evoked by Muybridge biographer Rebecca Solnit, who describes “his 
pleasure in observing natural phenomena for their own sake . . . [as] 
evidence of his persistent passion for the mutable, the fleeting, and the 
unstable” enabling the abstract conception of time as an unending 
series of moments.6

The problem with this interpretation is that Muybridge’s figures 
are not “above the fog” like Friedrich’s heroic wanderer but are stuck 
within it, a fact that is reinforced when looking at his other depictions 
of Point Reyes. Whether he looks north, south, down at the water,  
or out to sea, there is no getting “above the fog,” and this Odysseus-like 
predicament was, for Muybridge’s patrons, the United States Coast 
Survey, far from allegorical. Point Reyes is the second foggiest place in 
North America, and the difficulty of seeing in this region is testified  
to by the numerous carcasses of ships that came to lie on the seafloor 
surrounding it, twenty-one in the three decades preceding the illumi-
nation of the Point Reyes light.7 The San Francisco Chronicle 
described the waters of the region as “a land of wrecks,” and one letter 
to the Lighthouse Board listed the total costs incurred there in the 
1860s alone (the damage or loss of seven vessels) as $756,827.8 As one 
book offering navigational advice noted: “Sailing vessels from the 
northern coast are sometimes two and even three weeks without 
observations on account of the density of the fogs.” 9

From this perspective, it might be said that the fog in Muybridge’s 
pictures is less about metaphor than it is about materiality—offering  
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a record of the geographical and climatic conditions of the Pacific coast 
and the instruments used by Muybridge and his employers to engage 
this environment in a way that met their own needs. Significantly,  
we might also think of the fragments of silver fixed to the surface of an 
albumen-coated piece of paper that present the image of fog to us as 
material. And we might further recall that making a photograph in 
foggy conditions unsettled the photographer’s confidence in the oper- 
ation of his tools. As a result, I would argue that these photographs do 
not demonstrate mastery over that environment but, rather, document 
a struggle and negotiation between human and nonhuman forces in 
the environment. In yielding information about this engagement, they 
offer an opportunity to gain a deeper understanding of the material 
practice of photography even as they unsettle complacent narratives 
about the ease with which nature can be pictorially claimed and 
controlled by human beings. As my investigation of the Pacific coast 
environment and period writings about its significance will demon-
strate, Muybridge’s photographs document what political theorist Jane 
Bennett would later call “the negative power or recalcitrance of things.” 
The best interpretation of this body of work requires moving beyond  
an exclusive focus on the image maker and his or her human patrons, 
critics, and collaborators to an understanding of how each interacts 
with the natural world and vice versa.10

By considering the landscape to be a potentially interfering factor 
in the making of images of the American West, I want to complicate  
an older argument, which has asserted that a visual representation of 
space as already known and owned was sufficient to control geographic 
territory, advanced in the work of scholars such as Albert Boime, Alan 
Trachtenberg, Nancy Anderson, and W. J. T. Mitchell.11 These scholars 
have made a vital contribution by identifying the key role played by 
aesthetic landscape representation in the conceptual work of westward 
expansion, but their reliance on a notion of conquest through image 
making belies the fraught and often failing negotiations with nature 
that were frequently involved in the work of expansion. Focusing on an 
example that challenges the confidence in Manifest Destiny expressed 
by the painters and photographers they discuss, my work serves to under- 
mine our sense of the inevitability of American settler colonialism.12

As I will argue, Muybridge’s work at Point Reyes is very revealing 
about the specific challenges involved in depicting the Pacific coast  
for American sailors in the second half of the nineteenth century.  
In meeting these challenges, Muybridge engaged the visual culture  
of navigation that had emerged from earlier attempts to envision the 
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unfamiliar, but the resulting work may best be understood as a sign of 
negotiation, not mastery. I will show that Muybridge’s visual strategies 
not only reveal his own culture’s insecurity about how meaningfully  
to frame the Pacific, but they also open up opportunities for a careful 
viewer to see that this coastal landscape was not nearly as alien to 
members of other cultural groups.

From the moment of its origins, photography has been celebrated as 
an artifact made simultaneously by man and nature. While we have 
moved on from William Henry Fox Talbot’s notion that photographs 
are drawn by the “pencil of nature,” we still cling to photography’s 
indexicality—Peirce’s term denoting the physical relationship between 
that which is photographed and the resulting image—as its defining 
quality. This line of thought has produced extraordinary photo 
criticism, particularly in Roland Barthes’s work on how photographic 
meaning is produced both through what is self-consciously put into  
a picture by the photographer and by the “punctums” that may occur 
because of details in the scene outside of the image maker’s control  
or even consciousness.13

As long as there has been photography there have also been 
interferences in the direct communication between object and image 
that this kind of analysis implies. In our digital age when retouching 
the celebrity image is frankly expected, we are most sensitive to those 

5
Eadweard Muybridge, 
Point Reyes, Moonlight 
Effect Looking South, 
1871. Stereographic 
albumen print from 
plate glass negative,  
3 × 3 in. (7.62 × 7.62 cm) 
(each exposure). 
Bancroft Library, 
University of California, 
Berkeley, BANC PIC 
1971.055: 839-STER.
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interferences which are intentionally placed there, such as the wide- 
spread phenomenon of spirit photography in the nineteenth century  
or other early forms of photocollage. Muybridge was certainly alert  
to the potential of retouching; he frequently created composite prints 
that borrowed information from two different negatives, as in his 
presentation of a moonlight effect at Point Reyes in an image that was 
undoubtedly taken on the same foggy day as the other Point Reyes 
photographs already discussed (fig. 5). By 1871, Muybridge was an 
experienced and persistent camera operator. He even developed new 
tools keyed to the challenges he faced. For example, in 1869, he 
patented what he called a sky shade, a device that could be attached  
to the frame of a camera to limit the exposure of a portion of the 
negative by casting the top part of the lens in shadow, solving a 
persistent problem facing landscape photographers: the fact that the 
blue light of the sky was exposed more quickly than the rest of the 
negative, resulting in pictures that showed no atmospheric details.

At the same time, it would be wrong to suggest Muybridge or 
anyone else exercised complete control over the photographic process 
at this time. Elsewhere, I have discussed another kind of intervention 
which occurred because damage to the negative created marks in  
a finished photographic print that were unconnected to the scene in 
which the photograph was made.14 The fingerprint in the late print  
of this Carleton Watkins (1829–1916) photograph (fig. 6) is not the 
result of self-conscious manipulation but, rather, a reminder of the 
usually unmarked material processes that occur between the moment 
of exposure and the finished print encountered by the viewer of a 
so-called straight photograph.

These processes occurred both in the camera and in the dark-
room. When one considers the steps Muybridge undertook to create 
his Point Reyes images, it is easy to see that there were many oppor- 
tunities for such things to happen. Muybridge traveled to Point Reyes 
on a ship moving through uncertain seas and landed at a beach from 
which his equipment would have been lifted by rope to the top of  
the peninsula. At any point in this process, his wooden box camera 
could have been jostled in such a way to create a slight crack at a joint 
that would allow light to leak in, a glass plate for a negative could  
have cracked, chemicals could have spilled. Once he had set up a shot,  
he prepared and exposed a negative and then packed everything up  
for the precarious trip back to his darkroom.

Avoiding damage to equipment was only one obstacle in  
Muybridge’s way in making these pictures. The photographer also 
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grappled with atmospheric conditions that influenced the effective-
ness of the chemical operations involved in making his exposures. 
Marcus Aurelius Root (1808–1888), a noted photographer and writer 
based in Philadelphia, wrote about the necessity for photographers  
to understand the impact weather had on their practices in the field 
and darkroom: “Changes of weather affect the action of the sunbeam 
upon the chemical coating which receives the impression, and 
accelerate or retard the development of such impressions,” and he  
tells of a colleague whose work was impeded during damp weather so 
much that he was, to quote Root, “(technically speaking) ‘lost in the 
fog.’” 15 Root notes that the presence of some “fleecy clouds and 
vaporous haze” is beneficial because of its ability to dilute the bright-
blue light of a clear sky. The underlying lesson is that the photographer 
needs to understand atmospheric conditions, such as humidity and 
what Root calls “electricity,” and work with them in order to produce 
the desired result. Root’s words remind us that Muybridge would have 
had to adjust the chemistry used to coat his negatives and assess the 
modifications needed in his shooting practice to give the fog which 
surrounds Point Reyes the pictorial form he desired.

My discussion so far has focused on confronting fog as an atmo-
spheric condition. But in the history of photography, the term also 
refers to a cloudy passage in the visual field that does not index the 
weather. Photographic fog is defined as a coating that appears on a 
negative obscuring the recorded image. As M. Carey Lea (1823–1897), 
whose writings Muybridge followed in the professional journal the 
Philadelphia Photographer, notes, “Fogging is a trouble that affects 
different operators very variously; some are very frequently, others 
almost never affected by it. The learner may expect to be frequently 
troubled; the experienced operator will have learned how to avoid it, 
except, perhaps, when he works under unusual conditions, or with 
chemicals different from those which he habitually employs.”16

Fogging took many forms, ranging from a negative that was 
completely blank, or one in which an image disappeared over the course 
of developing, to negatives that when developed had only a narrow 
tonal range. In addition, fogging could occur in isolated parts of an 
image. Lea diagnosed three potential sources of photographic fog: 
issues with the camera, in particular a camera that leaked light onto the 
unexposed negative; issues with the chemistry of the emulsion or the 
developing baths, ranging from old or inactive materials to mistakes in 
preparing solutions; and problems with “the atmosphere of the dark 
room,” which could stem from the presence of fumes or dampness.17

Conjuring in Fog
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Carleton Watkins, 
Section of the Grizzly 
Giant with Galen  
Clark, Mariposa Grove, 
Yosemite, 1865–1866, 
printed ca. 1876. 
Albumen print from 
plate glass negative,  
20 9⁄16 × 16 in. (52.23 × 
40.64 cm). Metropolitan 
Museum of Art,  
New York. The Elisha 
Whittelsey Collection, 
The Elisha Whittelsey 
Fund, 1972, 1972.643.3.
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Chemical fogging can be quite obvious. But in some of  
Muybridge’s Point Reyes images, it is difficult to determine what  
kind of fog we are seeing (fig. 7). While the veil across the expansive 
background of a distant view of the lighthouse seems to be a record  
of vapor seen, the relative lack of tonal range and clear focus in the 
rocks in the foreground seem to signal what Lea would call an  

“operational failure.” This becomes clearer when showing the image 
next to the close-up of the lighthouse, in which both the details of  
the foreground and the richness of color are more dramatic (see fig. 1). 
Interestingly, both prints are darker in the lower-left corner than in 
other portions of the image, which may record a distinctive aspect  
of Muybridge’s handling of the plates or reflect the inability of his  
lens to expose his negatives evenly. What we see in this corner of  
the view is something not visible to Muybridge at the site—fog or 
another kind of “failure” that indexes not Point Reyes but the materials 
from and through which such an image is produced. This kind of  
fog might be an artifact of the other kind—a disruption of the image 
caused by the humidity in the air at Point Reyes—or bring into our 
consciousness another environment altogether, perhaps the inside of 
Muybridge’s camera or the darkened room on Montgomery Street  
in San Francisco where the glass plate from which the pictures were 
made sat in a bath.

The ability to respond to material challenges was presented by 
Root and Lea as part of the photographer’s job, a construction that sees 
picture making as the act of a human in control of his tools and 
surroundings. But given the frequent occurrence of failure, it could  
be more effective to think about a photograph as the product of what 
has been called “distributed agency.”18 Robin Kelsey has argued  
that photographs can be seen as “vitally address[ing] . . . the material 
conditions of [their] production.”19 Building on (and departing from) 
Rosalind Krauss’s earlier writings on nineteenth-century photography, 
Kelsey reminds us that the cameramen of Muybridge’s generation 
approached their work with a keen sense of the specific task at hand  
as well their own pictorial ambitions. For Timothy O’Sullivan, for 
example, the conditions of his work were structured by the record- 
making and propagandistic needs of the Wheeler Survey in the 
American Southwest. Kelsey takes into account not only the research 
done by the surveyors but also the material mode of conveying that 
research in illustrated reports as structuring conditions for O’Sullivan’s 
work. Such things are also important to take into consideration in 
coming to terms with Muybridge’s photographs for the US government. 
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However, I would argue that the environment in which the images 
were made can also be seen as a contributor to the photographs.

But first, what was the task, broadly speaking, that Muybridge was 
executing in making these pictures? The records of Muybridge’s 
commission to make these photographs are incomplete. The Light-
house Board files in Washington, DC, include a letter from Muybridge 
to Colonel R. S. Williamson negotiating fees for the task of making 

7
Eadweard Muybridge, 
First Order Light-House 
at Punta de los Reyes, 
1871. Albumen print  
from plate glass negative, 
7 × 9 in. (17.78 × 22.86 cm). 
United States Coast 
Guard Historian’s Office, 
Washington, DC.
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pictures of new lighthouses when they are completed.20 According to 
Muybridge scholar Gordon Hendricks, some of the earlier lighthouses 
had been documented by a different firm that no longer wanted the 
job.21 Muybridge asked for a daily fee of twenty dollars for time and 
expenses and in return offered to send two prints of each light and 
additional views when requested, with multiple prints furnished for an 
additional cost. The board saved money by asking Muybridge to 
accompany the tender ship Shubrick on its annual trip to supply and 
maintain the Pacific coast lighthouses. Muybridge undertook the 
commission in January of 1871, when nineteen of the projected 
twenty-one lights had been completed and lit. The images from Point 
Reyes were submitted to Washington in early May of that year.22

As this timing indicates, these photographs were not made as a 
means of facilitating the siting or construction of the lighthouses but  
as evidence of their completion. As such, it would be wrong to think  
of them as “scientific” pictures. Indeed, as Robin Kelsey and Jennifer 
Tucker have pointed out, the tendency of later scholars to interpret 
pictures made under the auspices of nineteenth-century scientific 
endeavors as contributing to that scientific research is generally inac- 
curate. For example, the photographers on the United States Geologi-
cal Survey projects were generating promotional materials and 
documents of work accomplished, not providing evidence to support  
a geological claim.23 Muybridge’s pictures served a similar promo-
tional purpose at least once. In March 1874, the Lighthouse Board 
supplied images (and presumably information) for an article promot-
ing American lighthouses published in Harpers New Monthly 
Magazine. Author Charles Nordhoff praises the board for making the 
American lighthouse service “at the head of all for its excellence of 
different devices for relieving navigation risks.” 24 Nordhoff goes on  
to explain the particular challenges offered by the Pacific coast 
environment and to champion the board’s ability to respond to these 
challenges by making different choices about building design in 
different locales. Illustrations of thirteen different lighthouses and 
buoys demonstrate this variety and an engraved copy of Muybridge’s 
Point Reyes photo appears among them. The fact that the United 
States Coast Guard historical collection has exhibition prints of many 
of Muybridge’s photos, mounted on heavy stock with printed titles  
that identify the view but not the photographer (see fig. 7), suggests 
that these images circulated, perhaps for other illustrations or for 
inclusion in an exhibition of the board’s work.25 The modern Coast 
Guard absorbed the lighthouse service in 1939.
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Muybridge claimed that “the careful execution and surpassing 
excellence of his work has occasioned his being employed during 
several years by the U.S. government in the production of the numer-
ous views upon this Coast, required by the Treasury and War 
Departments.” 26 However, it is likely that Muybridge’s relationship to 
the government was convenient and informal, based not only on the 
quality of his work, but also on his availability and location close to  
the work. The logistics of the assignment were coordinated by George 
Davidson, who was director of United States Coast Survey activities  
in the Pacific. The Coast Survey worked closely with the Lighthouse 
Board, sharing many key staff members. For example, when Congress 
created the Lighthouse Board in 1852 as a division of the Department 
of the Treasury responsible for constructing and maintaining light-
houses and other navigational aids, the group included Alexander 
Dallas Bache, who was the superintendent of the US Coast Survey.

This agency was created in 1807 to enhance American navigation 
and naval defense by producing a consistent and systematic study of 
coastal waters using the latest scientific methods. Science in the service 
of commerce was considered an appropriate federal investment in  
the Early Republic, when there were misgivings about the appropriate 
extent of governmental patronage. Because of this, the Coast Survey 
(and, to a lesser extent, its military complement and sometime rival, 
the Army Topographical Engineers) attracted some of the best scien- 
tific minds of the time. Especially under Bache, great-grandson of 
Benjamin Franklin and founder of the American Academy of Sciences, 
the Coast Survey became the organization taking on the most complex 
and ambitious work on the continent, with many figures going on  
from the agency to found science departments at major universities. 
Davidson had been a student of Bache’s when the latter taught at 
Philadelphia’s rigorous Central High School, and he followed his men- 
tor into the Coast Survey. He was sent to California to produce reliable 
navigational charts shortly after the Gold Rush made them essential, 
and except for a break during the Civil War, he conducted the rest  
of his career from San Francisco, publishing several editions of The 
Pacific Coast: Coast Pilot of California, Oregon, and Washington 
Territory (hereafter Pacific Coast Pilot),27 producing numerous charts, 
and conducting the first American exploration of Alaska in 1867.  
Like Bache, he had broad scientific interests, at one time holding the 
presidency of the California Academy of Sciences.

It is unclear how Davidson came to hire Muybridge for the 
lighthouse commission. Perhaps they shared information about Alaska 
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before Muybridge’s trip there in 1868. The encounter may have 
occurred at the Mercantile Library, an organization established in  
1852 to foster conversations about literature and science. Muybridge 
served as a director of the library and donated copies of his photo-
graphs of California scenery. The California Academy of Sciences, 
where Davidson served as president in 1871, may also have been the 
site of an encounter between the two men. Or the commission may 
have been the result of a referral from a member of San Francisco’s 
elite, many of whom were commissioning Muybridge to document 
their properties in the late 1860s and early 1870s.

The Coast Survey and Lighthouse Board came to Muybridge 
within the context of a multipronged effort to tame the Pacific coast 
environment by making accurate visual representations of it in the 
form of maps and charts and using lighthouses, fog signals, and 
channel markers to direct mariners past its often undetectable hazards. 
The particular dangers of the Pacific coast are the result of its environ-
ment. It is often the case that when humanists and social scientists 
discuss the Pacific, or the Atlantic, for that matter, it is the objects that 
transcend the ocean that take focus, whether they be exotic trade 
goods, human chattel, Enlightenment notions, or works of art. The 
ocean is an arena in which societies interact, sometimes peacefully 
and profitably and just as frequently with conflict. We discuss the 
China trade, the Pacific theater of war, and Pacific empire as expres-
sions of human desires and ambitions. But as we move further into  
an Anthropocene—a term used to describe the historical period in 
which human activities began to significantly affect the operations of 
the natural environment 28—it is vital to also consider how we might 
look at human interactions with natural systems in earlier periods  
and reconstruct the roles played by aspects of the environment in these 
social histories. Such investigations would not only reveal how the 
Pacific ecosystem helped shape the social conflicts and negotiations 
that took place within it, but might also offer models from the past that 
could help envision future human-nonhuman interactions.

The topography and weather of the Pacific coast of the Americas 
are intimately related, as the fog is an artifact of the geological forma-
tion known as the Pacific Coast Ranges, a line of mountain ranges that 
extend down from Alaska through South America along the edge of 
the American continents. These peaks, the result of plate tectonics, 
trap moisture blown in off the ocean by the prevailing westerly winds 
(“Westerlies”) along much of the coastline. Pacific waters may be 
thought of as making up a vast ecosystem held together by prevailing 
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winds and currents that circulate plant and animal species throughout 
the ocean. These winds and currents also served to propel trade vessels 
across the waters, bringing them west along the equator and driving 
them back toward the Americas along the northern and southern 
reaches of the Atlantic. Like the whales that inspired so much human 
exploration of the Pacific, other creatures are also disseminated 
throughout those waters, including mollusks, algae, and the birds that 
feed on them. Pacific peoples mastered these natural forces enough  
to themselves follow the prevailing currents for hundreds of miles, and 
when whaling and the China trade brought European ships into the 
region, they, too, followed the circular paths inscribed by natural 
forces, generally without making landfall along the most mountainous 
areas of the Coast Ranges. The Manila Galleons, the Spanish trading 
ships that helped fuel the economy of the Spanish Empire by bringing 
the China trade to Mexico, depended on a knowledge of and coopera-
tion with these natural forces.

John Law has argued that it is impossible to understand the 
Western oceanic expansion of the early modern period unless “the 
technological, the economic, the political, the social and the natural 
are all seen as interrelated.”29 His explanation of the Portuguese 
dominance of the early spice trade draws on the fact that the Portuguese 
mobilized and combined elements of all these categories. Law inter- 
prets the specific tools through which exploration was carried out as 
providing an example of Latour’s conception of distributed agency that 
collectively, in Law’s words, “extract[s] compliance from the environ-
ment.” 30 Law explains the essential qualities of tools that offered 
material support of long-distance control: they must be portable and 
durably designed to survive and adapt to the instability of sea travel. 
Fitting under this umbrella are five things: seaworthy vessels; astro-
nomical knowledge communicated through tables and charts that mark 
the movement of the sun and stars throughout time and space and 
indicate how to take measurements; geographical knowledge similarly 
documented in charts, maps, and journals; instruments for taking 
these measurements such as astrolabes and quadrants; and skilled 
human navigators with both the physical and mental acuity to manage. 
For Law, the agents involved in long-distance maritime control can be 
summarized as “documents, devices, and drilled people.” Charts and 
other graphic navigational aids that visualized the natural hazards of 
the ocean were a key component of human competition in the region, 
and these things were closely guarded; each commercial or national 
interest developed and kept close control over its own resources.
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As soon as it was a nation, the United States eagerly entered this 
sphere to sponsor its own oceanic surveys. The first Yankee whaling 
ships came to the Pacific in 1791, and in 1828, the United States 
Congress voted to send an expedition to the Pacific with the purpose  
of developing commerce and fishing there by making reliable docu-
ments of its own. This act resulted in the United States Exploring 
Expedition of 1838–1842.31 In addition to maps and charts, good 
navigation relied on physical objects to guide ships through coastal 
waters. One of the early acts of the United States was to support its own 
military and civilian navigation by founding the United States Light-
house Establishment, an institution within the Department of the 
Treasury, in 1789. The first federally built lighthouse was erected at 
Cape Henry at the entrance to the Chesapeake Bay in 1792. Fifteen 
years later, feeling a demand for better and more extensive charting of 
American waters, the United States also established the Coast Survey. 
The agency worked with the Lighthouse Board (the heir of the 
Lighthouse Establishment) to choose locations for Pacific coast lights. 
Throughout the early nineteenth century, the need for lighthouses, 
beacons, and buoys was a regular refrain in political speeches, includ-
ing Andrew Jackson’s State of the Union in 1834.32

By and large, the early economic development in the Pacific 
didn’t require coastal charts or supports for coastal navigation. While 
there was some Spanish and Russian settlement along the Pacific coast, 
ocean travel did not include the need to develop major ports along 
these shores or to develop navigational aids to help manage traffic 
arriving from multiple directions. This changed with the US annex-
ation of California and the onslaught of vessels seeking port during  
the Gold Rush. The coastal fog, combined with the treacherous shoals, 
islands, and submerged rocks that are the marine extension of the 
Coastal Range, increased the frequency of wrecks and necessitated the 
federal establishment of navigational aids. In 1849, the Coast Survey 
extended its work to charting the 1,300 miles of US coastline (8,900 
miles counting bays and inlets). The work began with taking measure-
ments of the depth of channels into and out of major ports (fig. 8) and 
proceeded with the proposal of locations for a series of lighthouses 
which would facilitate the traffic into California harbors. Within two 
decades, the survey put this knowledge into the hands of all citizens. 
George Davidson’s Pacific Coast Pilot, first published in 1869 and 
revised and expanded twenty years later, was an almanac-like book 
combining a narrative description of a region and its hazards; demo-
graphic, ethnographic, and historical information; and advice  
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for navigators, including descriptions of landmarks and suggestions  
for proceeding in a wide array of conditions of weather, season, and 
time of day.

Navigational aids were particularly important because the 
development of ocean-worthy propeller-driven iron steamships meant 
that travel could be conducted without relying on winds and currents. 
But the coastal environment held dangers even for these ships.

The fact that West Coast lighthouses were planned in the early 
1850s and were only finished being built when Muybridge made his 
pictures in the 1870s gives a hint at some of the challenges involved in 
extracting environmental compliance from the region. There were 
social factors—during the Gold Rush, workers often abandoned the 
Coast Survey for the lure of riches in the goldfields, and Civil War 
service called up many of the experienced engineers, including 
Davidson, and the Coast Survey continually faced legislative opposi-
tion to the appropriations needed to support its operation.33 But the 
ecosystem provided its own challenges. Law does not consider nature 
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an actor in the system of distributed power he describes. Yet it is helpful 
to think about how natural forces resisted the human control of the 
Pacific coast.

The Coast Survey’s work was more about groping for knowledge 
than asserting control. This is well illustrated by the fact that much  
of its research was achieved by a practice called “sounding.” The very 
name of this procedure, which involved lowering a weighted line to 
determine the depth of a channel and the nature of the seafloor, 
reminds us of navigation’s reliance on all the senses working together: 
sounding appeals as much to the sense of feeling as it does to hearing, 
and moving forward relies on cross-referencing sensory experiences, 
since different atmospheric conditions affect not only sight but also  
the movement of sound waves. But the thick atmosphere of the Pacific 
coast confounded the senses. Fog not only denies sailors the ability  
to detect obstacles using sight; it also impairs hearing, as it changes  
the direction and strength of sound waves. In 1858, for example, the 
Lighthouse Board determined that the weather at South Farallon 
Island rendered the lighthouse frequently useless and had a fog signal 
installed, only to find the latter was also unreliable due to the atmo-
sphere’s interference. 34

Because of these conditions, the coastline was routinely described 
as unmanageable and the Coast Survey was viewed with skepticism. 
Before the Farallon light was finished, an article stated that it “could  
be of no use in entering the harbor in foggy weather, and probably but 
little any other time.”35 Further up the coast was the challenge of 
opening safe passage into the mouth of the Columbia, where the roiling 
encounter of ocean and river offered unpredictable hazards. “Mere 
description can give little idea of the terrors of the bar of the Columbia,” 
wrote Charles Wilkes, commander of the United States Exploring 
Expedition. After losing a boat there, he called it “one of the most 
fearful sights that can possibly meet the eye of the sailor.”36 When the 
project of erecting lighthouses began, the Lighthouse Board itself 
faced this problem, losing The Oriole, a ship full of supplies en route  
to build the light at Cape Disappointment on the Washington coast  
at the mouth of the Columbia River in 1853.37

This circumstance helps explain why each Pacific coast light had 
the different architectural features described by Nordhoff. On the 
Atlantic coast, most lighthouses are tall, slender beacons that extend 
into the sky with an attached keeper’s residence. Many eastern lights 
were built from the same architectural plans. But on the Pacific coast, 
the location of a beacon dictated the height and shape of the tower  
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as well as the proximity of the keeper’s home. As a result, a light  
might appear as a tower or be nestled into a cliff face. This develop-
ment only occurred over time, however, as a result of trial and error.  
In the beginning, the Lighthouse Board set out to efficiently and 
inexpensively install six lighthouses all based on plans drawn up by the 
Baltimore architectural firm Gibbons and Kelly.38 But this model 
proved unequal to the conditions in at least one location and had to  
be redesigned.39

Fog was a particular challenge for the Pacific lighthouse project 
that took years and experimentation to tackle. When a light was erected 
at Point Loma in 1855 according to the architectural plan generally 
used for Atlantic coast lights, it proved to be so tall that it was usually 
obscured by fog. A similar issue occurred at Point Bonita, on the north- 
ern side of the entrance to San Francisco Bay, and the Lighthouse 
Board moved the building two decades after it had been erected. Point 
Bonita’s fog signal also met with problems, as its construction was 
hampered by a series of landslides.40 The Lighthouse Board also 
encountered problems because the erection of navigational aids was 
occurring at the same time as American settlement of the environment 
instead of decades or centuries later, as had been the case in the East. 
At Point Loma, construction was delayed because of the need to build 
an eight-mile road to transport the materials to the site from the city  
of San Diego across the bay. Only later did planners realize that the 
point was too narrow for a cistern,41 so there was a need to cart water to 
the light. Similar poor planning resulted in the need to rebuild lights, 
because when expensive Fresnel lenses arrived from France for 
installation, it was discovered that the buildings were too small to 
accommodate them.

Point Reyes was the site of similar challenges. The stumpy light- 
house represents an attempt to keep the beacon below the fog line.  
So is the fact that the light itself was built on a ledge three hundred feet 
below the top of the cliff—a feat that required hauling materials first 
up to the top from the beach in Drake’s Bay and then lowering them 
down over the point. While the light was located on a natural rock 
shelf, it was determined that the fog signal needed to be as close to  
the water line as possible to be audible in thick weather, meaning that 
workers had to blast another shelf further down the cliff. As in San 
Diego, making space for a cistern to store the water needed to operate 
the steam-driven fog whistle necessitated further work. While solutions 
to these challenges were found, it is difficult to characterize the Pacific 
coast environment as “compliant” with the desires of the Coast Survey. 
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Rather, geological, meteorological, and oceanographic factors inter- 
fered with the agency’s progress, exerting force over both the activity  
of the surveyors and the visual and architectural results of their work, 
and they continue to affect the navigational activity involving them.

This factor sheds light on Muybridge’s lighthouse pictures. 
Photographs that document the completion of the lighthouses as well 
as the challenging terrain in which they were erected could provide 
valuable endorsements of the work of the Coast Survey and Lighthouse 
Board with which to rebuke skeptical legislators. As Robin Kelsey has 
argued, one of the “veiled” messages of archives of Geological Survey 
photographs in the nineteenth century is their implicit work as promo- 
tional material for the agency itself. “The reason for this,” he writes,  

“is not merely that some degree of self-presentation among social entities 
is unavoidable but also that archives, especially publicly funded ones, 
rely on political support for their maintenance and growth.”42 Present-
ing themselves as neutral records, survey photographs circulated to 
legislators, public officials, and the general public as evidence of the 
success of the surveying project and the need for its continued support. 
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Muybridge’s photographs of lighthouses fit these criteria, and the value 
of giving visible form to this challenging environment could explain 
some of the ways in which Muybridge’s composition eludes the norms 
of the picturesque.

In addition to their promotional use, Muybridge’s photographs 
may have been distributed by the Coast Survey to navigators to 
supplement the visual information on charts and maps made by the 
agency before the lighthouses had been built. Before the advent  
of radar, navigators relied on making visual contact with landmarks 
as much as following the information given on charts. The Coast 
Survey’s work often began with the production of drawings called 

“coast profiles” that traced the outlines of the cliffs, harbors, and 
islands that served as heading points for setting a course. West Point 
alumnus James McNeill Whistler (1834–1903) produced such 
drawings during his employment at the Coastal Survey in 1854–1855 
that demonstrate the desired characteristics of such work (fig. 9). 
Such pictures were not only for information gathering but were also 
shared with mariners. For example, one Coastal Survey publication 
shows the outline of the northern California coast with coast profiles 
incorporated to correspond roughly with their geographic location 
(fig. 10). To facilitate visual apprehension of location, the Pacific 
Coast Pilot offers bearings between different landmarks and visual 
descriptions of each site such as Point Reyes from a variety of 
approaches—north, south, or west—so that a navigator would not 
find himself in the same position as Richard Henry Dana, author of 
the wildly popular memoir Two Years before the Mast, who described 
making a landing in San Francisco Bay wholly by accident after 
having charted a course for Monterey, a town 120 miles to the south, 
because of a lack of familiarity with the region.43 The completion  
of the lighthouses gave navigators additional visual information to 
use in steering; even when a light was not lit, the profile of a building 
on the coast—in the case of the Pacific lighthouses, a distinctive 
building—could provide information that would be useful in confirm- 
ing a ship’s location. Although Muybridge was unable to make 
photographs from the deck of a ship because of the long exposure 
times needed by his camera making it impossible to get a sharp image 
from a floating surface, his photographs are careful to describe the 
direction in which a view is taken, a precaution that would have made 
the photographs a valuable supplement to a navigator’s resources. 
Significantly, coast profiles usually eschew unnecessary detail. George 
Davidson’s drawings for the 1869 Pacific Coast Pilot avoid shadows  
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or other signs that could point to a specific time of day or year, and 
his emphasis on the outline of a coastal form downplays any sense  
of recession or distance from the shore to the peaks on the horizon. 
The qualities of Muybridge’s photographs that lack aesthetic beauty 
might be seen to have more value when used in this way.

The value of the Point Reyes images for sailors is meaningful not only 
to explain what they show but also what they don’t. By turning his 
camera toward the coastline, Muybridge turned away from the interior 
of Point Reyes, refusing the viewer information about how other 
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human communities negotiated the natural conditions of the region 
and each other. Considering how other groups extracted environmen-
tal compliance from this area helps illuminate alternatives to the  
ways in which Muybridge and his patrons sought to exercise control 
and to represent the accomplishment of this goal. It also helps us  
see the unfolding of settler colonialism in the region—first with the 
Spanish displacement of indigenous peoples and again with Ameri-
canization—as an emplaced historical process that played out not 
only because of the region’s rich natural resources but also in negotia-
tion with nature.

While Anglo-Americans were only just becoming masters of a 
Pacific environment in the post–Civil War period, there were other 
populations around the Pacific who had long since developed ways  
of working with the currents, winds, rocks, and fogs. We might see  
this in the rich and varied use to which indigenous people of northern 
California put the tree that thrives in fog, the coast live oak. The 
original Miwok inhabitants of Marin County developed many cultural 
traditions around acorns, which served as a staple food. Miwok 
basketry is linked to the gathering, cooking, and presenting of acorns, 
and both baskets and nuts feature prominently in ceremonial life.  
For centuries, Coast Miwok people moved through the Point Reyes 
landscape from bluff to beach in seasonal cycles that did not require 
building roads or blasting shelves or developing foghorns or other 
means of countering the effects of foul weather.44

Muybridge did not make pictures of indigenous people in Marin 
County, though he did document the Sierra Miwok community in 
Yosemite. This is likely because the Coast Miwok people had been 
dispossessed, first through Mexican land grants to what the ranchers 
called “unclaimed” territory and then due to an 1861 federal law claim- 
ing US title to all California territory not protected by prior Spanish 
land grants. Many Miwok people had been forced to leave the area 
during the Americanization of California; others remained as squatters 
or wage laborers on ranches owned by Anglos, often intermarrying 
with the European immigrants who came to the area to work in the 
dairy industry, as curator Theresa Harlan has demonstrated in an essay 
on photographs of the family of Coast Miwok Bertha Felix Campigli.45 
But this does not mean that Miwoks accepted this alienation from a 
familiar ecosystem placidly. The years when Muybridge executed his 
work at Point Reyes were marked by the spread of the Bole Maru cult,  
a local adaptation of the Ghost Dance, a pan-Indian movement 
predicting a disastrous end of the world and, with it, settler colonial 
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culture. The landscape that extended behind the photographer as  
he made his exposure was dotted with sweathouses and sites of Miwok, 
Pomo, Wintun, and Maidu congregation.

In another piece of writing, I have explored the colonial strategy 
of choosing a point of view that eschews depicting the violent conflicts 
that accompanied the imposition of American power over a Pacific 
landscape.46 As I explained in my reading of The Wreck of the “Ancon” 
in Loring Bay, Alaska from 1889, the painter Albert Bierstadt (1830–
1902) chose a vantage point turned away from a salmon cannery, 
denying the industrialization of the coast and the bitter battles among 
native, Chinese, and Anglo workers that accompanied it, and instead 
presenting the viewer with a seemingly peaceful wilderness waiting  
for conquest to reach out a gentle hand (fig. 11). Only the wrecked ship 
points to the submerged dangers lurking in this environment.

Turning away from Marin County to look out onto the sea, 
Muybridge, too, eschews an image of human struggles against nature 
and one another. Maps of the time show the boundaries of the ranches 
crowded onto the Miwok homeland. The rectangular shape of these 
ranches shows a new relationship to the landscape, one not defined by 
ecology—Miwok bands divided territory by watershed—but by rigid 
lines that cut across natural features. The establishment of ranches in 
the region began in 1834, with a grant made to Irish-born Mexican citi- 
zen John Reed from the Mexican government. As one rancher observed, 
the climatic conditions, including heavy dews, encouraged a “great 
luxuriance to the wild oats and other grains and grasses,” which suppor- 
ted all kinds of grazing animals, such as the local elk and black-tailed 
deer.47 By the time of the American takeover, there were twenty 
ranches on the land, the majority in the hands of Americans who had 
purchased or wrested them from the original grantees through expen- 
sive court battles.48 By 1870, white landowners were consolidating 
smaller ranches and using the majority of the space for dairy farming, 
and Marin became the leading county in California in the production 
of both butter and cheese for decades.49 The foggy conditions of the 
peninsula enriched the grazing land, but the introduction of cattle 
transformed the varied ecosystem as the animals grazed away the brush 
that had sustained local grazing species and reduced the sustainability 
of the coast live oaks.50 Pastures dried up for several months each  
year, so acres were cultivated for grains—oats, hay, or barley—to cover 
the difference, further threatening indigenous plant life.

In picturing Point Reyes, Muybridge didn’t record an indigenous 
ease with the coastal environment or an Anglo destruction of it. But  
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he does have one photograph that hints at richer Pacific social and 
natural history. Among the exposures from this commission is one 
titled The “Heathen Chinese” Abalone Merchant at Drake’s Bay (1871) 
(fig. 12). Muybridge’s language characterizes the figure as alien and 
evokes the anti-Chinese sentiment brewing in California at the time. 
But, in fact, this gatherer looks quite at home, using familiar tools to 
engage in a familiar act. While Muybridge’s motivation may have  
been to present a picturesque view—something Anthony Lee identi-
fies as one means of controlling Chinese Americans by viewing  
them through an aestheticizing Western lens—the photograph also 
reminds us that some aspects of Chinese life persisted on both sides  
of the ocean.51 Abalone is a mollusk that is distributed throughout  
the world’s oceans, but most species are found in the waters of the 
Pacific Rim where abalone has been harvested by humans for thou-
sands of years. A staple of the Miwok diet, abalone was also a 
particularly important foodstuff in coastal China. Thus it is possible  
to see the man in Muybridge’s photograph having enough familiarity 
with this environment to continue a cultural practice despite his 
relocation across the sea.
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The majority of Chinese people in America came from the 
southeastern region of that country, especially Guangdong Province. 
This is a region that was active in international trade since the fifteenth 
century and housed Macao, the first European settlement in China. 
The Chinese were not only familiar with the Pacific ecosystem; they 
were also experienced in traversing its waters. While Anglo-Americans 
in California sought to impose order on the Pacific, the ships they  
used to get there were frequently staffed by mariners who hailed from 
coastal China. Pacific Islanders, too, were part of these crews, as  
the Polynesian Queequeg signed on to Melville’s Pequod—a Pacific 
whaling ship—suggests. Such sailors made up the “drilled people”  
who supported American control of the Pacific, to use Law’s term. Yet  
the fact that they shared across lines of national identity a knowledge  
of interacting with the ocean environment supports a more complex 
notion of international competition in long-distance maritime control 
than Law’s study allows. It also undermines the conceptualization  
of control as something that can be imposed without this knowledge.

Other objects of visual culture support this reading of Pacific 
navigation. A true contextualization of Muybridge’s photographs 
might involve not only an archive of charts, maps, and measurements 
that brought the Pacific into view for American audiences, but also  
the material objects that already existed in his time that testify to the 
already-accomplished collaboration with the Pacific environment  
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by the peoples who had inhabited it for centuries. As Mary Malloy 
demonstrates, Pacific trade networks routinely circulated objects made 
of coastal materials (grasses, shells, furs) and commercial goods (coins, 
pottery, printed cloth) among Alaska, the Hawaiian islands, the coast  
of California, and Southeast China at this time—for instance, one 
could find examples of Tlingit weaving near the site of Muybridge’s 
photographs at the Russian settlement of Bodega.52 While Muybridge 
seems to have cut this history of complex negotiations between humans 
in the natural environment and between humans and the natural 
environment out of his pictures, like fog, it creeps back into the frame 
when the viewer begins to look closely.

In many ways, the interpretive project I have undertaken here draws 
on one of art history’s older methodologies. In his classic text Art and 
Illusion, Ernst Gombrich defined the art historian’s job as interpreting 
a work in light of the two tasks faced by artists— “making,” or imagina-
tive/expressive invention, and “matching,” or using a preexisting  
visual schema to render the work legible to its audience. As Gombrich 
puts it, “Every artist has to know and construct a schema before he  
can adjust it to the needs of portrayal.” 53 As I have argued, the balance 
in Muybridge’s Point Reyes photographs, which have often been 
interpreted as expressive inventions, lies in the latter field. Muybridge, 
a man who undertook ocean voyages many times before visiting Point 
Reyes and who traveled on this trip with the sailors most likely to  
make use of his images, undertook his act of picturing in relationship 
to the visual culture of navigation. Christopher Wood has argued that 
Gombrich’s work paved the way for the study of visual culture that  
has allowed art historians to ground their readings of works of art in a 
broad array of visual sources, as I do here.54 But my goals for this essay 
go beyond finding a simple explanation of why Muybridge chose to 
compose and expose these pictures this way.

In this reading, I have explored how thing theory might enrich  
our understanding of the act of picturing. Building on Robin Kelsey’s 
call for understanding photography in relation to the “material 
conditions of its production,” I seek to expand the field of materiality 
being considered.55 Seeing Muybridge’s photographs of Point Reyes  
as the product of distributed agency helps explain some of the distinc-
tive visual features of this work that has so far eluded interpretation. 
But, more importantly, by offering an opportunity to think about the 
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difficulty with which a photographer, like other Americans of  
Muybridge’s generation, struggled to extract compliance out of the 
Pacific coast environment, these photographs give us a record of 
human activity that does not presume human autonomy. Moreover,  
by suggesting some other ways in which people in the same region 
engaged the nonhuman forces of this environment, I hope I have 
illuminated that the triumphant narrative of American expansion that 
is frequently seen as confirmed by visual culture is not only not inevi- 
table; it is not accurate. By focusing on the stumbling progress of 
lighthouse building and the difficulty with which sailors, surveyors, 
and photographers struggled to impose control over the material envi- 
ronment of the West Coast, I hope I have shown that, like the work of 
the Coast Survey, which reduced but did not eliminate the number  
of shipwrecks along the obdurate Pacific coast, Muybridge’s pictures 
only partially bring this landscape under control.
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