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Print the Legend: Photography and the American West. By Martha A. 
Sandweiss. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002. 416 pages. $39.95 
(cloth). 

River of Shadows: Eadweard Muybridge and the Technological Wild 
West. By Rebecca Solnit. New York: Viking, 2003. 305 pages. $25.95 
(cloth). 

Visualizing Stories of Time and Place 

STEVEN HOELSCHER 

The University of Texas at Austin 

Long before American living rooms became inundated by images of distant 

wars, their parlors brimmed with photographs of conflicts closer to 
home. The Modoc Indian War of 1872-73, a bloody confrontation that 
captured national attention when a small band of Modocs (numbering 
between fifty-five and seventy) held off more than one thousand United 
States Army troops for seven months, counted among the first to be 
photographed.1 With war-related stereographs for sale from two leading 
San Francisco publishers and engraved reproductions of those photo- 
graphs appearing in both Harper's Weekly and Frank Leslie's Illus- 
trated Newspaper, Gilded Age audiences could hardly miss viewing 
scenes of California's "most spectacular Indian war." 

The long exposure time and the inherent difficulty of preparing and 
developing wet-plate negatives onsite meant that neither of the war's 
two photographers - Louis Heller and the more famous Eadweard 
Muybridge - could document actual battle scenes. But they did pro- 
duce an impressive range of images that show soldiers; army camps; 
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202 AMERICAN QUARTERLY 

regional landscapes, including battlefield sites; Indian scouts who 
worked for the U.S. Army; and captured Modoc Indians after the 
conflict. Among the images produced by Muybridge is a stereograph of 
a Native man hiding behind one of the region's fabled lava-bed rubble 
heaps. Kneeling bare-chested with knife, ammunition case, and long 
hair in clear view, he aims a rifle at an unseen enemy. The photograph's 
title appears to confirm what viewers might suspect: here is a "Modoc 
Brave on the War Path" (fig. 1). 

Yet all is not what it would seem to be. The attentive viewer might 
wonder about the meaning of the carefully placed military hat atop the 
rubble pile or the U.S. Army belt slung casually across the man's 
shoulder. The viewer might also recognize the subject from another 
photograph in Muybridge's series as one of several Warm Springs 
Indian scouts - definitely not a "Modoc Brave" - working on behalf of 
the United States military in its brutal campaign against the Modoc 
nation. 

Muybridge's deceptive "Modoc Brave" photograph has recently 
been reproduced in slightly different formats in two quite different 
histories of photography in the American West. For Martha Sandweiss, 
in Print the Legend, it is the dissonance between visual image and 
printed word that is of greatest interest - that is, the way in which the 
stereograph's caption transforms a Native collaborator "into the enemy 
by literary sleight of hand" (243). Rebecca Solnit, in River of Shadows, 
visualizes this and other photographs in Muybridge's Modoc War series 
as an "act of witness" in the "journey to modernization," as an index of 
the "transformation of a world of presences into a world of images" 
(122-23). One sees in the stereograph evidence for the contingent 
nature of a photograph's meaning, while the other uses it as an 
illustration of our increasingly disembodied world. Both books tell 
intriguing stories about the nineteenth-century American West, stories 
that are at once complementary and at odds. Reading them in tandem 
offers insights into the role of photography in visualizing stories of that 
time and place, and of other geographies created at the intersection of 
imagination, visual technologies, social power, and the material condi- 
tions of everyday life. 

* * * 

That photography would play a vital role in shaping popular under- 
standings of places like the American West was long predicted but slow 
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VISUALIZING STORIES 203 

Figure 1. "A Modoc Brave on the War Path." Stereograph by Eadweard 
Muybridge, from the series The Modoc War, now part of the Lone Mountain 
College collection of stereographs stereo number 1626. Courtesy of the Bancroft 
Library, University of California, Berkeley. 

in coming to fruition. As early as 1858, William Lake Price, for one, 
believed that "photography has already added, and will increasingly 
tend to contribute, to the knowledge and happiness of mankind." By its 
seemingly magical ability to create detailed and realistic images 
directly from nature, the new technology promised to make the world 
known; through photographs, "the aspect[s] of our globe, from the 
tropics to the poles . . . are made familiar to us."2 

Different media - prints, paintings, drawings, maps, and literature - 
had also described the world, of course, but photographs enjoyed the 
advantage of fusing two contradictory features. On the one hand, as a 
means of mechanical reproduction, photography has always seemed 
objective - true to life and unmediated by artistic whims or flights of 
fancy. "They were a record of the real," Susan Sontag writes, "incontro- 
vertible, as no verbal account, however impartial could be, since a 
machine was doing the recording."3 On the other hand, photographs 
always contained a point of view; they could be endlessly manipulated 
and pressed into the service of any number of concerns. The result is 
that photography's surreptitiousness allows its images to be "both 
objective record and personal testimony, both a faithful copy or 
transcription of an actual moment of reality and an interpretation of that 
reality - a feat literature has long aspired to, but could never attain in 
this literal sense."4 
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204 AMERICAN QUARTERLY 

One of the great contributions of Print the Legend is that it shows 
how difficult this feat was to accomplish and that, in the early years, 
photography came up short in the crowded "visual marketplace" of 
nineteenth-century America. First daguerreotypes, then early wet-plate 
photographs, "utterly failed to capture the public imagination" (20), 
this despite the new medium's astonishing accuracy. The problems 
were manifold. The daguerreotype was hindered most significantly, of 
course, by its irreproducibility; because it could not be copied, the 
small single plate was difficult to experience in a shared or collective 
form. Second, the physical form of the metal daguerreotype plate 
meant that linking graphic image with printed words was problematic. 
The few inscriptions added to the fragile plates were necessarily brief 
and often illegible. The wet-plate, or collodion, process promised to 
solve these dilemmas by making it possible to produce multiple paper 
prints from a glass-plate negative. Though the technique made it 
remarkably arduous to work in the field - wet-plate photography 
required a daunting array of equipment and chemicals, and demanded 
that the glass-plate negatives be developed onsite in a portable dark 
tent - it provided a way to make photographs much more accessible to 
a variety of viewing publics. 

This technological saga of photography's development is by now 
well known. What makes Sandweiss's account so striking is her skillful 
linkage of technology, material form, economic imperative, and cul- 
tural utility. Until photographs could be printed on paper, their distribu- 
tion was bound to be limited and other print media were certain to carry 
greater cultural and economic weight; equally, if not more, importantly, 
"until photographers could link words to their pictures, photography 
remained ill-equipped to become a tool of mass communication" (206). 
This, in essence, is the crux of her book. Although photography offered 
a new way of visualizing the world through optical-chemical means, it 
relied utterly on words to convey meaning and narrate stories. "Photo- 
graphs can describe," Sandweiss writes, "but they rarely explain" (160). 
Photography's sleight of hand might position it better than literature to 
transcribe and interpret the world, but it needs words for the work of 
interpretation.5 

From this single premise unfolds a rich and superbly documented 
argument about the importance of narrative in the photography of the 
American West. Herself a supreme storyteller, Sandweiss draws from a 
wide range of photographers who recorded all sorts of activities in the 
region for diverse audiences. Some, like Andrew J. Russell's 1869 
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picture of the golden spike ceremony at Promontory Point, Utah, or 
Timothy O' Sullivan's 1874 photographs for the Wheeler survey, are by 
now iconic images of the nineteenth-century West. Others, like the 
photographs of Humphrey Lloyd Hime, who documented exploratory 
expeditions in Canada, will be less familiar to many readers. These and 
many other photographers made pictures in stereograph and mammoth- 
plate formats. Their images were sold as stand-alone series and as part 
of photographic albums, they were printed in government reports and 
reproduced as engravings in nationally circulating magazines, and 
many were shown as glass lantern slides for public entertainment. In 
each of these formats there remained an interdependence between 
image and text that enabled photographs to narrate "a single, powerful 
story about the inevitable and triumphant growth of the American 
nation" (161). Rather than tell new stories, photographs of the nine- 
teenth-century American West retold familiar ones of manifest destiny, 
of westward expansion as necessary and inevitable, and of national 
development as a benign endeavor. 

This was important labor performed by photographs. They may not 
have replaced the dramatic Wild West shows, the melodramatic dime 
novels, or the genre paintings that similarly conveyed stories of this 
"new land," but in complementing these other media, they were vital to 
giving concrete foundation to an imaginative geography. Photography, 
Joan Schwartz and James Ryan argue, has long been of signal 
importance in endowing images of places like the American West with 
"solid purchase as part of the 'real.'"6 The stories these pictures told - 
in concert with the words that introduced them, that captioned them, 
that explained them - added up to "an epic adventure narrative in 
which heroes struggle against tremendous obstacles to lay the path that 
American civilization will follow" (189). 

Print the Legend might well be called Martha Sandweiss's magnum 
opus, so brilliantly does it demonstrate the power of locating photo- 
graphic history in the social, political, and economic contexts that 
created visual images and that provided the setting for their interpreta- 
tion. The book derives from the painstaking archival research that is 
necessary for such a project, and it follows two decades of writing on 
the topic of nineteenth-century Western photography. Yale University 
Press has spared no expense in its production, lavishing the book with 
exquisitely printed duotones on heavy, glossy paper. If there is one area 
where the book falters, it is in Sandweiss's uncertain conclusions about 
the role of photographs in constructing memory. After nearly 350 hard- 
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won pages detailing the production and circulation of dozens of images 
in their historical-geographical context, her brief description of photo- 
graphs as contemporary lieux de memoire, or sites of memory, seems 
almost an afterthought. To be sure, much can be said about the 
subsequent use and abuse of historic photographs (Sandweiss's own 
deconstruction of Ken Burns's documentary The West serves as a prime 
example), but her conclusion that the greatest value of historic photo- 
graphs lies "in the ways in which they elicit stories from their viewers" 
(343) seems facile. Based on the evidence of Print the Legend, one 
might surmise that it is not contemporary viewers' own stories that are 
of greatest value - photographs as memory - but the way in which 
photographs can help diverse viewers understand the dynamic life- 
worlds and contexts of their original and successive storytellers and 
audiences - photographs as history. 

Despite its hesitant conclusion, Sandweiss strikes me as too good a 
historian to be lured too far into presentist concerns about our 
purportedly shared "collective imagination" (343). This, conversely, is 
the precarious terrain on which Rebecca Solnit travels. Her goal is to 
trace the long-term reverberations of photography on our understanding 
of time and place and, crucially, on how that medium has directly 
transformed both. River of Shadows is unabashedly about the present, 
as it uses the life of one photographer as a "doorway" between a lost 
world and the one we inherited. 

Few photographers make for better biography than Eadweard 
Muybridge, whose tumultuous life brought the humble immigrant into 
contact with some of the richest and most powerful men in the world; 
who murdered his wife's lover, then survived his trial with an insanity 
defense; and whose achievements in art and science made him an 
international star. In Solnit's telling, each of these components is 
constitutive of a singular experience: "The alienation that is a hallmark 
of Muybridge's personal life is evident in his photographs; the indepen- 
dence of vision in the photographs also characterized his maverick life" 
(152). It is, of course, his virtuosic and at times enigmatic career as a 
photographer of western landscapes, of San Francisco panoramas, of 
Central American coffee plantations and ruins, of California's dramatic 
Indian war, and, most famously, of human beings and animals in 
motion that gives his life such resonance. Few photographers accom- 
plished as much, and not surprisingly, Muybridge has been subject of at 
least three serious biographies, an opera by Philip Glass, and the 
inspiration for generations of subsequent photographers. 
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What's new about Muybridge in Solnit's story is his role as agent of 
change in the American transition to the modern world. Although the 
photographer has been sometimes called the "father of cinema" for his 
motion studies on Leland Stanford's Palo Alto racetrack, much more is 
attributed to him here. Following on the heels of writers like Marshall 
Berman and David Harvey, who have written extensively on the 
changing experience of space and time under conditions of modernity, 
Solnit looks to the massive upheavals of the nineteenth century as the 
basis for that change. Also like Berman and Harvey, she links cultural 
form with technological development, environmental modification, and 
capitalism itself.7 Where she departs from writers like Harvey is in her 
humanistic focus on the individual artist. "The modern world, the world 
we live in," Solnit writes, began in the 1870s, "and Muybridge helped 
launch it" (4). 

This is a lot to credit to one photographer, but Solnit's case is a 
compelling one. Muybridge successfully transformed photography into 
a scientific instrument that froze motion; this key event revealed a 
secret world of speed heretofore unseen and not quite believed. Just as 
the railroad helped people move faster than nature and the telegraph 
allowed for near-instantaneous communication, Muybridge's photogra- 
phy contributed to that grand nineteenth-century project of "the annihi- 
lation of time and space."8 "With photography," Solnit observes, people 
"would come to see faster, to see what had been hidden in time, and 
then to reconstruct those moments in time. It was as though a veil had 
always surrounded the most basic acts, and Muybridge's photography 
was [to tear] that veil away forever" (83). 

The repercussions of tearing away the veil shrouding time were, 
indeed, "colossal," but what makes Solnit's book so interesting is that 
she takes her argument one step further and examines the effects of 
stopping time on place. If time itself took on a new texture with 
breathtaking technological change, place, according to Solnit, dis- 
solved. Photographic reproduction would make images of the world as 
readily available as "the Manchester mills made cotton fabric" (22). 
Many Victorians embraced the way in which photographs of the 
material world seemed to eclipse their subjects, none more so than the 
great champion of the stereograph, Oliver Wendell Holmes. "Form is 
henceforth divorced from matter," Holmes approvingly observed. "In 
fact, matter as a visible object is of no great use any longer, except as 
the mould on which form is shaped. Give us a few negatives of a thing 
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208 AMERICAN QUARTERLY 

worth seeing, taken from different points of view, and that is all we 
want of it."9 

While postmodernists like Jean Baudrillard and Umberto Eco might 
join Holmes in celebrating the dissolution of the real into the image, 
Rebecca Solnit sees this as a harbinger for our current malaise of 
placelessness, of our "brave new world of images rather than things" 
(83). Muybridge's early landscape photographs of Yosemite and ex- 
traordinary panorama of San Francisco - two projects devoted to the 
loving depiction of place - give way to photographing anonymous 
bodies against plain white or black backgrounds devoid of geographical 
specificity. "Muybridge, a man who had spent his life photographing 
somewhere, whether it was a cliff face or a war zone or a pleasure 
garden, was going to give the rest of his life over to nowhere, to the 
neutralized places in which he could match the machine speed of 
photography to the cadences of bodily movement" (183). Her story is 
one of decline and loss, where "places were being homogenized, where 
a network of machines and the corporations behind them were dispelling 
the independence of wilderness, of remoteness, of local culture" (22). 

River of Shadows is an angry book. It's also one suffused with 
romanticism for Muybridge's city of San Francisco, Solnit's own city, 
and for a time before it was invaded by Silicon Valley. In this respect, 
the book is an unlikely companion to Hollow City: The Siege of San 
Francisco and the Crisis of American Urbanism, her biting examina- 
tion of the ravages wrought by the high-tech industry on her city's 
beleaguered working-class communities. With the deft touch of a 
cultural critic seeking to provoke, Solnit angrily condemns the "dis- 
placement, distraction, and a kind of transcendental disembodiment" 
emanating from the Palo Alto racetrack where Muybridge first stopped 
time (256). 

It's tempting to go with Solnit, and others certainly have. William 
Leach, in his bitter denouncement of "the destruction of place in 
American life," only echoes Lewis Mumford, who long ago warned of 
America's permanent crisis of modernity, of an ever more "abstract and 
fragmentary" landscape that left Americans in the 1920s with "a 
blankness, a sterility, a boredom, a despair."10 Provocative as it is, 
Solnit's declensionist narrative hits a major roadblock when rubbed 
against Sandweiss's "picture stories" that also add up to historic 
change - change that is dramatic and often burdened by inequality, but 
that isn't shackled to moral indignation. 
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The principal difference between these two storytellers, however, is 
one less of political sensibility than of method. Lost in Solnit's 
sweeping generalizations about "the American imagination of nature" 
(92), the Indian culture's belief that "it was exactly where it ought to be 
and had everything it needed" (180), or our sorry world, "in which 
people live entirely in representation" (252), are the contextual details 
that make all the difference. I like Rebecca Solnit best when she takes 
a seemingly innocuous concept like landscape and shows the hidden 
link between aesthetics and social power embedded within it. But she 
persistently neglects the very lessons of photographic interpretation 
that Martha Sandweiss takes such pains to demonstrate. "The meaning 
of photographs, or pictures in general," Sandweiss notes, "is rarely self- 
evident, and the cavalier use of historical images as illustrations in 
historical texts . . . frequently undercuts the careful logic and attention 
to rules of evidence with which the literary argument has been built" 
(7). Far too many photographs in River of Shadows are used merely as 
"illustrations," as visual images that go uncommented on as if their 
meaning was intrinsic and patently obvious. 

When specific photographs or series are described in detail, Solnit 
relies on an aesthetic, instead of a contextual, analysis. Nowhere is this 
more evident than with Muybridge's Yosemite photographs, especially 
his well-known 1872 mammoth-plate views. Judged to be "pure" (98), 
the work of "an utterly original genius" (99), and so singular that 
"nothing in landscape photography had come remotely close . . . and 
not much since has" either (88), Muybridge's landscapes appear sui 
generis, disconnected from the practices, paradigms, and workaday 
concerns of other nineteenth-century photographers. While Timothy 
O' Sullivan "made the most subtle and incisive of survey photographs" 
(40), he was apparently no match for Muybridge, who was "thinking 
about landscape and photography in more sophisticated ways than his 
peers" (50). Carleton Watkins's landscapes, in comparison, are "radiant 
with a mysterious serenity" (45), wherein "the visual suddenly speaks 
of solidity, of silence, of warmth" (46). But where Watkins "captured 
the eternal, Muybridge chased the evanescent"; as men, Watkins is 
deemed "tranquil," and Muybridge, "turbulent." These character at- 
tributes led to Muybridge's Yosemite photographs, judged by Solnit to 
be "precarious, disturbing, unsettled" (46). 

The problem with such a stylistic analysis is that, while engagingly 
written, it says nothing about the objectives of these photographers, 
about the different market concerns that drove the production process, 
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or about contemporary viewers' understanding of their images. Rather, 
it skates dangerously close to the methodological thin ice identified 
long ago by Rosalind Krauss - namely, the mistake of retroactively 
constructing a photograph's meaning to fit present-day notions of 
aesthetics.11 Sandweiss is devastating in her critique of this method: "it 
illustrates the ways in which nineteenth-century photographs, un- 
moored from their original dockings, can become free-floating and 
ahistorical images, made to mirror the interests of latter-day critics" 
(188). Not only is artistic intention difficult to uncover for nineteenth- 
century photographers, but even stylistic questions are hardly a settled 
matter. It took no less an authority than Helmut Gernsheim to deter- 
mine that a portfolio of twenty-five mammoth-plate photographs, long 
thought to be the work of Eadweard Muybridge of 1872, are in fact 
those of Carleton Watkins.12 

Few places have been as endlessly imagined as the American West, and 
photography was there at the beginning of Euro- American domination 
to help tell its stories. Those stories, as western historians have long 
pointed out, were neither innocent nor without material consequences, 
as they provided the justification for a centuries-old "legacy of 
conquest." We would be wise to continue looking at the photographs 
that narrated such a monumental story, and to remember the circum- 
stances of their creation and reception, as the grip of photography on 
our geographical imaginations has only seemed to tighten. It's nearly 
impossible to think about places like Iraq, Afghanistan, or "Ground 
Zero" in New York without summoning images - still and moving - of 
those disparate geographies. But we would also do well to treat those 
images with the skepticism they deserve, for on their own they explain 
nothing. Like Muybridge's "Modoc Brave," photographs of today's 
conflicts confound, inform, and deceive; they tell everything and 
nothing. Life without them is unimaginable. 

NOTES 

1. The photography of the Modoc War is well documented in Peter E. Palmquist, 
"Photographing the Modoc Indian War: Louis Heller versus Eadweard Muybridge," 
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History of Photography 2, no. 3 (1978): 187-205. For important discussions of earlier 
American wars to be documented by photography, see Martha A. Sandweiss, Rick 
Stewart, and Ben W. Huseman, Eyewitness to War: Prints and Daguerreotypes of the 
Mexican War, 1846-1848 (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1989); 
and Alan Trachtenberg, "Albums of War," in Reading American Photographs: Images as 
History: Mathew Brady to Walker Evans (New York: Hill and Wang, 1989), 71-118. 

2. William Lake Price, quoted in Joan M. Schwartz, "The Geography Lesson: 
Photographs and the Construction of Imaginative Geographies," Journal of Historical 
Geography 22, no. 1 (1996): 16-45. 

3. Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (New York: Farrar, Straus, and 
Giroux, 2003), 26. 

4. Ibid. The conflation of reality and its photographic representation is a hallmark of 
photographic visualization, and one that lies at the center of most discussions of the 
medium. For a useful historical overview of this discourse, see Joan M. Schwartz, 
'"Records of Simple Truth and Precision': Photography, Archives, and the Illusion of 
Control," Archivaria 50 (2000): 1-40. 

5. This central point, it might be noted, is not lost on Sontag, who continues: 
"whether the photograph is understood as a naive object or the work of an experienced 
artificer, its meaning - and the viewer's response - depends on how the picture is 
identified or misidentified; that is, on words" (Sontag, Regarding the Pain, 29). 

6. Joan M. Schwartz and James R. Ryan, "Introduction: Photography and the 
Geographical Imagination," in Picturing Place: Photography and the Geographical 
Imagination, ed. Joan M. Schwartz and James R. Ryan (London: I. B. Tauris, 2003), 6. 
By invoking the phrase "imaginative geography," Schwartz and Ryan are expanding on 
the influential work of Edward Said, who described how "the Orient" was constructed 
by European colonizers as a set of complex and contradictory ideas and images that 
often bore little concrete resemblance to the actual place; see Edward W. Said, 
Orientalism, 2nd ed. (London: Penguin, 1995). 

7. Marshall Berman, All That Is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1982), and David Harvey, The Condition of 
Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change (Oxford: Basil 
Blackwell, 1989). 

8. Nearly forty years ago, Leo Marx observed that in the nineteenth century "no 
stock phrase in the entire lexicon of progress appears more often than the 'annihilation 
of space and time,' borrowed from one of Pope's relatively obscure poems: ('Ye Gods! 
Annihilate but space and time, / And make two lovers happy.')" {The Machine in the 
Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America, 35th anniversary ed. [New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2000], 194). 

9. Oliver Wendell Holmes, "The Stereoscope and the Stereograph" (1859), reprinted 
in Photography in Print: Writings from 1816 to the Present, ed. Vicki Goldberg 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1981), 112. 

10. William Leach, Country of Exiles: The Destruction of Place in American Life 
(New York: Pantheon, 1999); Lewis Mumford, The Golden Day (Boston: Beacon, 
1957 [1926]), 275, 281, 25, 80-81. Interestingly, Leach also traveled to the golden hills 
around Stanford University to introduce his screed against contemporary placelessness. 

11. Rosalind Krauss, "Photography's Discursive Spaces: Landscape/View," Art 
Journal 42 (winter 1982): 311-19. 

12. The photographic collection of the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center 
at the University of Texas at Austin contains a portfolio with a note by Helmut 
Gernsheim that the photographs, credited originally to Muybridge, are actually those of 
Watkins (American Scenery, F868 Y6 W384, Harry Ransom Collection, Photographic 
Division). 
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