Sarah A. Gordon
Modeling Philadelphia Womanhood
Miss Edmundson: Age 23 yrs, Wt 111 lbs, Ht. 5 ft. 2 ½ in. Shoe #2 ½. Hips (max) 37 ½. Waist 26. Across shoulders 37 ½. Bust, 33 ½. Labored for 3 ½ hours.

These are the statistics recorded by photographer Eadweard Muybridge to identify a female model, who walked, ascended and descended stairs, picked up a hankie and threw water from a bucket, all in the nude, before his battery of cameras. The year was 1887, the location was the grounds of the Veterinary Hospital at the University of Pennsylvania, and the project was the creation and compilation of over 20,000 images of humans and animals in motion. 

While the ostensible purpose of the series was to research the musculature of human and animal movement, I argue that the eleven bound volumes that resulted from Muybridge’s collaboration with faculty of the University of Pennsylvania in fact served as a status object that emphasized the prestige of the University in three ways: the expensive publication showcased the wealth of the University; the technological novelty of the pictures exemplified the innovative research funded by the University; and the circulation of otherwise unacceptable images of nudes among appropriate individuals secured the privileged position of the University in society. The female nudes in the series were thus crucial to the goals, appearance and results of the work.

In this paper, I will argue that images of Muybridge’s nude female models, whose identities beyond their measurements are largely lost to history, construct narratives of Victorian Philadelphian womanhood that enforce established gender roles while providing for the fantasy of escaping them. In this way, the pictures support the University’s promotion of itself as arbiter of knowledge and standards in urban society, while simultaneously undercutting that very position. 

Although shot in narrative order, Muybridge’s Animal Locomotion pictures were ultimately assembled in the order of a traditional anatomical atlas, from simplest movements to most complex. Nonetheless, the narrative element of the pictures persists, as throughout the volumes one sees serial photographs of women performing domestic tasks, serving others, taking positions of prayer, and caring for children.  While these actions portray the ideals of Victorian womanhood, the fact that they are undertaken in the nude counters their effectiveness as prescriptive images. Animal Locomotion also includes images of women smoking cigarettes together, teasing and undressing one another, and dancing in pairs, behavior that even when performed fully dressed fell outside of feminine norms of the time. This paper will consider the ways in which the contradictory messages of these images bolster the status of the University and maintain certain gender roles while also introducing imagery that provides a glimpse of the forbidden. 

In addition, the paper will stress the discrepancy between treatment of and actions performed by middle class women and lower class artists’ models, both of whom modeled for Muybridge. It becomes apparent through an examination of Muybridge’s notebooks that the artists’ models were treated less formally and performed less proper actions, so that the fantasy of escape from gender ideals was restricted to the lower class. Thus, the images of objectionable female activities modeled by women in these photographs may have in fact served only to reinforce class distinctions among Philadelphia women.

