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Serial Logic: Muybridge as Muse 

by Kirsten Swenson

Sol LeWitt discovered Eadweard Muybridge’s photographs when he moved to New York 
City in 1953. “One of the biggest influences was when I first came to New York, a friend 
of mine … had gotten this from an old artist who had died, and he had a first-edition 
Muybridge,” LeWitt recalled in a 1974 interview, referring to Muybridge’s book  
The Human Figure in Motion.1 This accidental inheritance was enormously consequential. 
“The work of Eadweard Muybridge has had a great impact on my thinking,” LeWitt 
noted in the catalogue for his mid-career retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art,  
in 1978.2 Muybridge’s sequential photographs of humans performing everyday move-
ments—ascending stairs, picking up a piece of paper, running—modeled a conceptual 
approach that informed a central tenet of LeWitt’s career: “The idea becomes a machine 
that makes the art.”3  

LeWitt arrived in the city fresh from the Army—he was drafted and served in 
Korea after graduating with a BFA from Syracuse University. Between college and the 
Army, he spent a year touring Europe. Throughout his studies, travels, and service, LeWitt 
pursued an interest in figurative representation: he studied printmaking at Syracuse, 
sketched fellow travelers and servicemen, and illustrated the Fortieth Infantry Division’s 
newsletter. In New York, he embarked on a career in commercial illustration and layout 
design, attending classes at the Cartoonists and Illustrators School (now the School of 
Visual Arts). He was employed through the 1950s by diverse companies including 
Seventeen magazine and the architecture firm of I. M. Pei. In 1960, LeWitt quit commer-
cial work to focus on art, returning to the example of Muybridge to launch a new phase 
of his artistic life.  

British-born Muybridge was known for his photographs of the American West 
when Leland Stanford hired him in 1872 to photograph a galloping racehorse. Stanford’s 
aim was to visualize each individual component in the sequence of the horse’s gait, a  
feat that Muybridge achieved six years later by running tripwires across the racetrack to 
activate a line of twenty-four cameras. These now iconic photographs signaled a transfor-
mative moment in modernity. As Rebecca Solnit has written, kinetic form that was  
“as invisible as the moons of Jupiter before the telescope” could now be seen. It was “as 
though [Muybridge] had grasped time itself, made it stand still, and then made it run 
again, over and over.”4 Muybridge was not concerned with animation, narrative, or time, 

 
Left: Sol LeWitt in his studio, New York, c. 1964.



though his motion studies were often viewed through a spinning zoetrope to simulate 
moving pictures. Muybridge was singularly obsessed with turning movement into a 
sequence of static images, allowing the close study of the physiology of motion.5 

Muybridge’s success with Stanford’s challenge would lead to the 1887 publication 
of a sixteen-volume set, Animal Locomotion, an Electro-Photographic Investigation of 
Consecutive Phases of Animal Movements, commissioned by the University of Pennsylvania. 
This atlas of locomotion included 781 plates, each comprised of sequential photographs of 
simple actions. All were taken in 1885 using a system of electrically controlled cameras 
tripped in sequence, capturing the movements of animals and humans set against a black 
backdrop demarcated with a white grid. The pictures were organized into volumes 
according to categories of animals, with human subjects divided into groups of male and 
female, nude and semi-nude. For late-nineteenth-century artists, from Rodin to Gérôme, 
Muybridge’s capture of the body in motion allowed a new naturalism in representation.6 
For LeWitt, his serial logic, perfunctory process, and methodical presentation of the sub-
ject were the revelation, suggesting generative alternatives to expressionism. As LeWitt 
explained the impact of Muybridge: “The logic of the serial image was the important 
thing to me. At first it was the image, but then it became the fact of seeing things from 
three different angles, as they emerged and changed. It had a beginning and an ending.  
A kind of philosophical realism.”7 

In 1953, the year LeWitt arrived in New York, the Museum of Modern Art 
acquired Willem de Kooning’s Woman I (1950–2), a vigorously painted, psychologically 
fraught female figure, emblematic of abstract expressionism’s delivery of an “emotional 

kick,” as LeWitt described the viewer’s expectations of expressionist work.8 Introspective 
portrayals of emotional conflict and alienation defined much prominent figurative work 
in New York in the 1950s. Woman I was celebrated alongside Giacometti and Dubuffet, 
also subjects of gallery exhibitions and installations of the permanent collection at 
MoMA. It was against this backdrop that LeWitt, as an emerging figurative painter,  
discovered a profound alternative when he encountered the photographs of Muybridge. 

Plate 271 of Animal Locomotion (fig. 2) hung in a frame on LeWitt’s studio wall. 
The subject, a woman described only as “Arising from the ground with a paper in left 
hand,” was grouped in a volume with other “Females (semi-nude and transparent drap-
ery).” The model was photographed with Muybridge’s precise electro-photographic sys-
tem. Though the viewer may wonder why the model is on the ground, tempting us to 
project a narrative, Muybridge’s aim was to produce a neutral tableau with minimal intrin-
sic meaning.9 This evacuation of emotional content—the very history and biography that 
freighted de Kooning’s women—paired with the sequential narrative of a simple action 
(“arising from the ground”) was formative for LeWitt. A text written to accompany his 
own work Serial Project #1 (ABCD) (1966) might also describe Muybridge’s Plate 271: 

 
Eadweard Muybridge, The Attitudes of Animals in Motion, 1881. Plate D, showing Muybridge’s arrangement  

of 24 cameras for instantaneous photography.

 
Photograph of one of the three batteries of cameras, with plateholder,  

used by Muybridge to produce the Animal Locomotion images, circa 1887. 
© University Archives, University of Pennsylvania.



 
The aim of the artist would not be to instruct the viewer but to give him 
information. … He would follow his predetermined premise to its con-
clusion avoiding subjectivity. Chance, taste, or unconsciously remem-
bered forms would play no part in the outcome. The serial artist does not 
attempt to produce a beautiful or mysterious object but functions merely 
as a clerk cataloging the results of his premise.10 

 
The sequential logic of Muybridge’s photographic series stood in lieu of historical,  
biographical, or didactic import. This example helped form LeWitt’s concept-based 
approach in the 1960s that led to abstract works like Serial Project #1 (1966)— a gridded 
base with a sequence of structures, both open and closed, arranged according to a  
predetermined system. Though the figure disappeared from LeWitt’s work after 1964— 
it was “discarded,” as he put it, “to simplify things rather than make things more compli-
cated”—for several years he produced works that incorporated the figure in direct  
homage to Muybridge.11  

The earliest extant painting series in LeWitt’s œuvre are canvases from 1960  
containing nested squares or rectangles in contrasting tonalities with figures carved into a 
field of thick paint using the handle of the brush or other sticklike implement, or crudely 
painted in a primary color set off against a murky field (Somersaulting Figure, 1961; Boxer, 
Running Man, Running Figure, all 1960). The figures, frozen in motion, run, box, and  
somersault, and are all drawn from LeWitt’s copy of The Human Figure in Motion.  
They present action outside of narrative and conjure time in a static image; from just a 
single “frame” abstracted from a Muybridge sequence, we understand the preceding 
action and that to come.  

Two large-scale paintings from 1960 are both titled Run. Energetically applied 
small strokes and daubs of paint in primary colors and in black and white are paired with 
repeated text and image. The vigor of execution performs the dynamism of the theme:  
“A PICTURE ABOUT RUNNING” LeWitt wrote in the upper-right corner of one 

 
Sol LeWitt, Serial Project, I (ABCD), 1966. Baked enamel on steel units over baked enamel on aluminum,  

20 x 163 x 163 inches. Gift of Agnes Gund and purchase (by exchange). The Museum of Modern Art. 
Digital Image © The Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA / Art Resource, NY.



canvas (fig. 5), with the words “RUN” and “RUNNING” and the image of a running 
figure interwoven within an allover patchwork of color. The running figure, midstride,  
is painted after a single frame of a running man from a Muybridge sequence and func-
tions as a basic grammatical unit: a pictographic statement of “RUN.” The potential for 
dramatic action implied by a running man is contradicted by emphasis on the literal: the 
act of running in the absence of any narrative context, no race or chase. 

LeWitt began to expand the picture plane into real space in 1962 with constructed 
paintings like Run I (fig. 6), in which squares recede into coffers or project as platforms 
from the canvas, offering true spatiality rather than the illusion of depth. Here, LeWitt 
assimilated multiple sources. He recalled “understanding … what [ Jasper] Johns was 
doing, with three-dimensional things were three dimensional, and two-dimensional 
things were two dimensional. I thought this was a very good idea. Then I thought, ‘Well, 
it should be applied to [ Josef ] Albers.’”12 Also based on a Muybridge photograph, Run I 
communicates the idea of “run” through the word itself, an arrow pointing in the direc-
tion of motion, and a running figure. LeWitt soon eliminated painted emblems and 
words, opting for empty boxes—some receding into the picture plane, others protruding 

assertively into the viewer’s space (Wall Structure, White, 1962, fig. 8). The proboscis-like 
projections of some wall structures draw the viewer’s gaze inside the painting, though 
peering into their apertures or peepholes yields nothing to vision but a black void.  

LeWitt’s interest in forms and images drained of affective drama nonetheless 
entailed curious peering into boxes, and in the case of his 1964 “Muybridge boxes,”  
there was something to see. Muybridge I (fig. 10) and Muybridge II both appear exter-
nally as long black rectangular boxes. The interior of each box is segmented into ten 
compartments, each with a small peephole. Inside each compartment, the peephole 
reveals a frame of a nude woman. In Muybridge I, the camera is stationary as the woman 
advances, the first shot revealing her entire figure, and the last a close-up of her navel  
(see following pages). In Muybridge II, the role of camera and woman are reversed, and 
this time the camera advances on a seated nude whose entire figure, head to toe, fits into 
the initial frame. By the third frame, her head is eliminated, and the camera’s focus is 
revealed by the final frame to again be the woman’s navel, where it rests. The viewer’s 
encounter with each image in the sequences is made instantaneous by bulbs inside the 
boxes that flash at random—the image is hidden in darkness between brief bursts of 

 
Sol LeWitt, Run IV, 1962. Oil on canvas and painted wood, 63½ x 63½ x 3½ inches. 

Glenstone Museum, Potomac, Maryland. Photo: Ron Amstutz.

 
Eadweard Muybridge, Running at full speed. Plate 62 from the series Animal Locomotion.  

Collotype, printed 1887. 83⁄4 x 131⁄8 inches, image.



exposure, disabling prolonged looking. The model’s expression and pose avoid any hint  
of solicitation, in contradiction with the voyeuristic format. But unlike Muybridge’s sub-
jects who demurely avert their gaze, LeWitt’s model stares matter-of-factly at the camera, 
asserting her subjective presence. 

Muybridge’s serial photographs of locomotion introduced narrative in its most 
elemental form—a sequence of events—without imparting specific meaning. Yet narra-
tive did not imply a narrative arc, with rising action and denouement. A contemporary of 
LeWitt’s, the artist Dan Graham, described the suspension of narrative in Muybridge’s 
sequential photographs as void of causality: “The model isn’t going anywhere. Her task 
isn’t completed—no work is done. It isn’t possible to see an interaction between her 
‘actions’ and the things supposedly acted upon.”13 The Muybridge figures seemed some-
how contemporary to Graham in 1967, representing an existentially disconnected sense  
of time in which “Every thing is in the present—present entirely on the surface.  
No moment is created; things—moments—are sufficient unto themselves. Things are  
separated from other things and no thing is more important than any other thing.”14  
In Muybridge’s photographs nothing is produced, no closure is possible.  

The significance of Muybridge for LeWitt and others in the 1960s was, in 
LeWitt’s words, part of “a search for a more objective method of organization” in reaction 
to expectations that art be composed with “great sensitivity.”15 Looking back to this late-
nineteenth-century photographer was, paradoxically, a way to reinvent modernism in  
different terms. The work of art no longer instructed the viewer what to think or how to 
feel; the viewer produced by the work of LeWitt, and Muybridge, was asked to find 
meaning according to their own priorities. This conceptualization of the work of art reg-
istered new mindsets and ways of looking at the world, aligned to the powerful social 
upheavals of the decade. LeWitt succeeded in defining major new directions for art in the 
1960s, and Muybridge was his muse.  

*    *    *  
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Sol LeWitt, Schematic Drawing for Muybridge I, 1970. Black and white offset lithograph, 51⁄8 x 121⁄4 inches, sheet. 

LeWitt Collection, Chester, Connecticut.  



The work of Eadweard Muybridge has had a great impact on my 
thinking. This piece [Muybridge I, 1964, fig. 10] was done after some 
years of thought and experimentation and was the source of much of 
the serial work. At this time there was a search for a more objective 
method of organization as a reaction against the idea that art was 
composed with great sensitivity by the artist throughout the production 
of the work. This reaction eventually led to a theory of art that offered 
the idea that the original conception (perhaps intuition) of the work of 
art was of primary importance; the work would be carried through 
without deviation. It proposed the notion of the artist as a thinker and 
originator of ideas rather than a craftsman. Others, perhaps more able, 
could carry out the artist’s design. If one used an analogy to music,  
this would place the artist in the role of a composer rather than player. 
Of course, the artist could also carry out the idea.* 

—Sol LeWitt 

*Quoted in Sol LeWitt (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1978), p. 77.
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1. Eadweard Muybridge, A: Ascending incline. B: Ascending incline with a 50-lb. dumbbell.  

C: Descending incline. D: Descending incline with a 50-lb. dumbbell.  

Plate 489 from the series Animal Locomotion, 1887. 

The model is Muybridge himself.





2. Eadweard Muybridge, Arising from the ground with a paper in left hand. 

Plate 271 from the series Animal Locomotion, 1887.





3. Eadweard Muybridge, Elk; trotting. Plate 692 from the series Animal Locomotion, 1887.





4. Eadweard Muybridge, Dancing ( fancy). Plate 193 from the series Animal Locomotion, 1887.





5. Sol LeWitt, Run, n.d., (c. 1960)



6. Sol LeWitt, Run I, 1962

Before doing this work, I did three-dimensional paintings using words  
and figures. These figures were taken from single frames of Muybridge’s 
serial photographs. As the colors advanced and receded visually the 
forms did so physically, projecting from the frontal plane or receding 
behind it. These pieces are referred to as structures because they are 
neither paintings nor sculptures, but both.* 

—Sol LeWitt 

*Quoted in Sol LeWitt (New York: Museum of Modern Art, 1978), p. 50.



7. Sol LeWitt, Wall Structure, 1962



8. Sol LeWitt, Wall Structure, White, 1962



9. Sol LeWitt, Structure with Standing Figure, 1963



10. Sol LeWitt, Muybridge I, 1964 

The following pages show the first and last peephole views of the interior photographs,  
which were taken by Barbara Brown, Los Angeles.





11. Sol LeWitt, Buried Cube Containing an Object of Importance But Little Value, 1968



12. Sol LeWitt, Modular Wall Structure, n.d.



13. Sol LeWitt, Modular Structure, 1971



14. Sol LeWitt, Model for Five Cubes on Twenty-five Squares, 1977 

All combinations of five cubes on a five-by-five square base arranged in either of two exclusive systems:  

Sides Touching (opposite, 571 possibilities) or Corners Touching (following pages, 251 possibilities).





CHECKLIST 
 

1-4. Eadweard Muybridge, Animal Locomotion, 1887 

An Electro-Photographic Investigation of  

Consecutive Phases of Animal Movements,  

Commenced 1872—Completed 1885 

Sixteen folio volumes 

19 x 24 inches, each sheet (approx.) 

 

Collotypes, printed by the Photo-Gravure Company, 

New York, for the University of Pennsylvania, 1887 

 

1. Plate 489, Movements, Male, A: Ascending incline.  

B: Ascending incline with a 50-lb. dumbbell. C: Descending 

incline. D: Descending incline with a 50-lb. dumbbell. 

85⁄8 x 131⁄2 inches, image 

 

2. Plate 271, Movements, Female, Arising from the  

ground with a paper in left hand 

71⁄4 x 161⁄2 inches, image 

LeWitt Collection, Chester, Connecticut 

 

3. Plate 692, Animals and Movements, Wild Animals  

and Birds, Elk; trotting 

91⁄4 x 123⁄8 inches, image 

LeWitt Collection, Chester, Connecticut 

 

4. Plate 193, Movements, Female, Dancing ( fancy) 

67⁄8 x 161⁄8 inches, image 

 

5. Sol LeWitt, Run, n.d., (c. 1960) 

Acrylic on canvas 

595⁄8 x 595⁄8 inches 

 

6. Sol LeWitt, Run I, 1962 

Oil on canvas, painted wood 

61 x 61 x 81⁄4 inches 

 

7. Sol LeWitt, Wall Structure, 1962 

Oil on canvas, painted wood 

21 x 21 x 55⁄8 inches 
 

 
 

8. Sol LeWitt, Wall Structure, White, 1962 

Oil on canvas, painted wood 

447⁄8 x 447⁄8 x 21 inches 

 

9. Sol LeWitt, Structure with Standing Figure, 1963 

Painted wood, black and white photographs,  

light-bulb with electric wiring 

28 x 12 x 12 inches 

 

10. Sol LeWitt, Muybridge I, 1964 

Painted wood with ten compartments containing  

photographs by Barbara Brown, Los Angeles,  

and flashing lights 

105⁄8 x 101⁄2 x 961⁄8 inches 

 

11. Sol LeWitt, Buried Cube Containing an Object  
of Importance But Little Value, 1968 

Black and white photographs mounted on board 

125⁄8 x 101⁄2 inches 

 

12. Sol LeWitt, Modular Wall Structure, n.d. 

Painted wood 

191⁄8 x 94 x 41⁄8 inches 

 

13. Sol LeWitt, Modular Structure, 1971 

Painted wood 

241⁄4 x 241⁄4 x 10 inches 

 

14. Sol LeWitt, Model for Five Cubes on  
Twenty-five Squares, 1977 

Painted wood in 6 parts  

Overall: 111⁄2 x 27 x 27 inches 

Each Block: 53⁄4 x 53⁄4 x 53⁄4 inches 

 

All Sol LeWitt artworks are from the  

LeWitt Collection, Chester, Connecticut,  

Courtesy of Paula Cooper Gallery, New York. 

 

 

 

 

Right: Sol LeWitt in his studio, New York, c. 1964.



 
Eadweard Muybridge, Running, 1881. Albumen print. 

Iris & B. Gerald Cantor Center for Visual Arts at Stanford University; Stanford Family Collections. 
The runner is Muybridge himself. 

 
Front endpaper: Eadweard Muybridge, Jumping; pole vaulting. Plate 165 from the series Animal Locomotion.  

Collotype, printed 1887. 7 x 16 inches, image. 
 

Rear endpaper (opposite): Sol LeWitt, Run I (detail), see fig. 6. 
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