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Q: What was innovative about the ways in which the American Civil War was represented in photography, and how did this impact upon prior understandings of war and conflict? Refer to specific examples when answering.
In this essay my primary intention will be to explain the innovative ways in which photography captured and memorialised the American Civil War for the public, both during and after the war, and how that impacted upon the understanding of the public with regards to the nature of war, and the individuals involved in it, particularly frontline soldiers. To do this I will refer to a number of different photographs from the American Civil War, captured by a number of different photographers, and compare and contrast them with a selection of photographs and paintings. I will also attempt to delve more deeply into what is conspicuously absent form the photographs, discussing issues around realism and the depiction of African-Americans in Civil War era photography. And finally, I will touch on how photography not only merely captured the American Civil War for historical posterity but possibly even impacted upon its outcome.
The American Civil War was the first major conflict to occur, as Alan Trachtenberg described it, “within the memorializing gaze of a camera”.[endnoteRef:1] Throughout the war some 1,400 individual photographers from both North and South, though primarily the North, created photographs of frontlines soldiers, either in groups or as individuals, of military instillations, and of battle sites such as Gettysburg and Antietam.[endnoteRef:2] To begin with I’m going to look at a particularly famous photograph taken by Timothy O’Sullivan while he was working for the famed Alexander Gardner. The photograph – ‘A Harvest of Death’ – was taken by O’Sullivan shortly after the Battle of Gettysburg in July of 1863. In the photograph the viewer is confronted by the stark, inglorious reality of war, a battlefield strewn with bodies, grotesque and bloated, an image of decay. Alexander Gardner said of the photograph that it “coveys a useful moral: it shows the blank horror and reality of war, in opposition to the pageantry”.[endnoteRef:3] Michael Herr described this kind of scene as “the total impersonality of group death, making them lie anywhere and anyway it left them”.[endnoteRef:4] This would surely have struck a nerve with the general public at the time, a public that was naïve of the reality of war and certain of the camera’s inability to deceive. Two further examples of such gruesome photographs of the dead are both from the ‘The Dead of Antietam’ taken after the Battle of Antietam in September of 1862. The first is ‘Confederate Soldier’ captured by Alexander Gardner[endnoteRef:5] and the second is an untitled photograph from Brady’s exhibition depicting Louisiana Confederates piled along Hagerstown Pike.[endnoteRef:6] In the former photograph Gardner captures an image of a Confederate corpse at a distance just shy of being obscene, as though blending in with the surrounding detritus; and in the latter photograph the Confederate corpses show us what was meant by Michael Herr when he described the ‘response-to-impact’ as “bodies wrenched too fast and violently into unbelievable contortion […] hanging over barbed wire or thrown promiscuously on top of other dead.”[endnoteRef:7] David Douglas Duncan, famed for his coverage of the Korean War for Life magazine in the 1950’s stated that his formula for war photography was;  [1:  Alan Trachtenberg, ‘Albums of War: On Reading Civil War Photographs’, in Representations (No. 9, Winter 1985), p.1]  [2:  Mary W. Marien, Photography: A Cultural History, 2nd edn (Upper Saddle River, New Jersey: Pearson Education, 2006), p.108]  [3:  Mary W. Marien, p.109]  [4:  Michael Herr, Dispatches, (London: Pan, 1978), p.23 cited in Alex Danchev, ‘The Face, or, Senseless Kindness: War Photography and the Ethics of Responsibility’, in On Art and War and Terror, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011), p.34]  [5:  Jeff L. Rosenheim, ‘The Dead of Antietam’, in Photography and the American Civil War, (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 2013), p.8]  [6:  Bob Zeller, ‘Introduction’, The Blue and Grey in Black and White: A History of Civil War Photography, (Westport, Connecticut: Praeger Publishers, 2005), p.xii]  [7:  Michael Herr, p.23 cited in Alex Danchev, p.34] 

“Be close – Be fast – Be lucky
Easy
Always Remember
Be humane
Never close-ups of the dead
War is in the eyes”[endnoteRef:8] [8:  David Douglas Duncan, Photo Nomad, (New York: Norton, 2003), p.151 cited in Alex Danchev, ‘The Face, or, Senseless Kindness: War Photography and the Ethics of Responsibility’, in On Art and War and Terror, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011), p.36] 

In which case Gardner, among others, clearly broke what Duncan viewed as a cardinal rule of war photography, to allow the war dead some dignity, some privacy in death. The fact this was often ignored is in my opinion objectionable even today but must have been particularly shocking to a 19th century audience so unused to seeing realistic images of war dead. None the less, these images have a compelling nature; they challenge the viewer to face what the photographer faced to capture them. By contrast, the paintings of this era did not show the reality of the situation. My first example is the oil on canvas painting ‘Guerrilla Warfare: Picket Duty in Virginia’ (1862)[endnoteRef:9] by Albert Bierstadt in the ‘Luminism’ style which depicts the scene as brightly lit, the landscape as soft and lush, the soldiers uniforms crisp and colourful; in contrast the reality is shown by his brother Edward Bierstadt’s stereoscopic photograph of the same scene[endnoteRef:10]; a landscape that is hard and sparsely vegetated, the soldiers uniforms looking more rough and ragged. My second example is ‘The Bombardment of Fort Sumter, Siege of Charleston Harbor, 1863’ (1865)[endnoteRef:11] by John Ross Key, an oil on canvas painting, and a clear example of the sanitized battle landscapes often found in paintings. There are no close-ups of war dead here, no ‘useful moral’, only the glorious battle. In stark contrast to this is the image taken by George S. Cook on September 8th, 1863 of the Union ironclads at the Second Battle of Fort Sumter. Cook climbed onto the shell-damaged parapet of Fort Sumter, resting his camera on a piece of broken gun carriage and took two photographs while under fire, creating a stereoscopic image, and becoming the first combat photographer in history.[endnoteRef:12] This photograph shows a quite different view of the battle depicted by John Ross Key’s oil on canvas, there are no arcing panoramic views here, the photographer is huddled behind the rubble of a blasted parapet and keenly aware of the mortal danger he is placing himself in. The photograph itself is a testament to the un-sanitized nature of war, immersing the viewer in danger. [9:  Albert Bierstadt, ‘Guerrilla Warfare: Picket Duty in Virginia’, 1862, oil on canvas, 39.37 × 47.31 cm. Available at: < https://www.wikiart.org/en/albert-bierstadt/guerrilla-warfare-picket-duty-in-virginia-1862> (Accessed 18 March 2018)]  [10:  Edward Bierstadt, ‘Picket Guard on the Alert, near Lewinsville, Va.’, Available at: < http://chubachus.blogspot.co.uk/2014/03/union-picket-guard-skirmishing.html> (Accessed 18 March 2018)]  [11:  John Ross Key, ‘‘The Bombardment of Fort Sumter, Siege of Charleston Harbor, 1863’, 1865, oil on canvas. Available at: <http://gcma.org/southbound/> (Accessed 18 March 2018) ]  [12:  Bob Zeller, ‘The Dawn of Combat Photography’, in The Blue and Grey in Black and White: A History of Civil War Photography, (Westport, Connecticut: Praeger Publishers, 2005), pp. 126-127] 

Of course, the realism and visual fact that photography was known for was not always ‘natural’, in fact it was common practice at this time for photographers to stage photographs to depict a broader truth about the conflict. Probably the most famous example of this is ‘The Home of a Rebel Sharpshooter’ by Alexander Gardner.[endnoteRef:13] To create the image Gardner had a Confederate soldiers body moved. To quote Mary Warner Marien;  [13:  Mary W. Marien, p.111] 

“….he had the corpse moved to a stone wall, and supported the dead man’s head on a knapsack so that it faced the camera. The rifle leaning on the wall is a prop that Gardner carried with him.”[endnoteRef:14] [14:  Mary W. Marien, p.110] 

Gardner did not hide the fact he staged the photograph from the public, showing that the photographers of the Civil War era had a level of artistic license closer to the painters of the time than to modern photographers, certainly war photographers. To move a body and stage a photograph today would surely be viewed as unethical and likely end the career of any modern combat photographer, regardless of any appeal to a broader truth. We must also consider the fact that the Northern public were only accepting of this because it was a Confederate soldier. I highly doubt the same leeway would have been given to Gardner staging photographs by posing the corpses of Union Army soldiers. One of the primary reasons for this was a growing concern for the average frontline soldier. 
Throughout the war, Brady, Gardner and others took a myriad of photographs of individuals, both alone and in groups.  This was in an era when, to quote Jonathan Marwil; “Soldiers were not yet ‘our boys’, but they were increasingly regarded as fellow citizens – sons, brothers, fathers – not as the ‘scum of the earth’ derided by Wellington and others”.[endnoteRef:15] This increasing interest in the welfare of frontline soldiers in the era of photography is no surprise since, as Susan Sontag said, “To photograph is to confer importance”.[endnoteRef:16] Take for example Brady’s ‘Camp Scene with Soldiers of the Twenty-second New York State Militia, Harpers Ferry, Virginia, 1862’[endnoteRef:17] in which Union soldiers sit casually in front of a tent, relaxing, barely paying the photographer any attention. These kinds of photographs captured day-to-day life in military encampments, the boredom between the battles, and the soldiers doing regular things, not constantly engaged in battle. A further example of this is the stereoscopic photograph of the men of the 7th New York Militia captured in May 1861 by George N. Bernard and C. O. Bostwick titled ‘Gymnastic Field Sports of the Gallant Seventh, A Four-Story Pile of Men’,[endnoteRef:18] a photograph of a group of playful young soldiers enjoying their downtime before being sent off to battle. These Whitmanesque photographs treat all individuals as important, worthy of memorialization by the camera and so cannot help but humanise their subjects for the viewer. [15:  Brian Marwil, 'Photography at War,' in History Today, Vol. 50, (No. 6, June 2000), p.35]  [16:  Susan Sontag, ‘America, Seen Through Photographs, Darkly’, in On Photography, (London: Penguin Books, 1979), p.28]  [17:  Jeff L. Rosenheim, ‘Missing the Picture, Bull Run, 1861-1862’, in Photography and the American Civil War, (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 2013), p.67]  [18:  Jeff L. Rosenheim, p.64] 

Another group that Gardner, Brady and others photographed was the leadership on both sides of the war, individuals such John C. Calhoun, General Robert E. Lee, General George Armstrong Custer and of course, President Abraham Lincoln. One example of this is Alexander Gardner’s photograph, ‘The President, Major General John A. McClernand, and E. J. Allen, Chief of the Secret Service of the United States, at Secret Service Department, Headquarters Army of the Potomac, near Antietam’[endnoteRef:19] captured by Gardner on October 4th, 1862. Photographs such as these made the public aware of what their leaders were doing throughout the war and what they looked like, after all most people had not seen what President Lincoln actually looked like. Photography in particular helped Abraham Lincoln get elected as President. While the Democrats were busy spreading rumours of his physical ugliness, the statesman like photograph ‘Abraham Lincoln, 1860’ was publicized and it helped Lincoln greatly, he even went so far as to credit Brady for part of his success saying, “Brady and the Cooper Institute made me President”.[endnoteRef:20] [19:  Jeff L. Rosenheim, p.13]  [20:  Mary W. Marien, Photography: A Cultural History, 2nd edn (Upper Saddle River, New Jersey: Pearson Education, 2006), p.107] 

During the war the plight of African-Americans however was not publicized, and slavery was seemingly white-washed. Most of the tens of thousands of photographs have as their primary subject white men, either soldiers or civilian leadership. African-Americans are conspicuous by their absence in the majority of the photographs, and the few they are present in shows them as servants or labourers. The few photographs of military African-American’s tend to be cartes-de-visite of single African-American Union soldiers, appearing upright and professional, weapon in hand, as though they were making a protest point about their dignity, a kind of early raised-fist. Three excellent examples of this are the photographs by Gayford & Speidel of Private Christopher Anderson, Private Gid White, and Private Louis Troutman, all from Company F, 108th Regiment, US Colored Infantry.[endnoteRef:21] As for slaves however, there are even fewer photographs. To quote Mary Warner Marien, “the Civil War did not engender a far-reaching photographic record of slavery and its aftermath.”[endnoteRef:22] In a sense it’s no surprise, the political climate during reconstruction was one of reconciliation between North and South, led by men like General Lee, at the time the topic was somewhat ignored and denied. The images of racist torture inflicted on African-American slaves however are in many ways more potent than images of the battlefield dead, for it is self-evident when looking at them that they’ve suffered far worse and for far longer than the quick death usually guaranteed by the bullets and shrapnel of a battlefield. Probably one of the most famous photographs on this issue is ‘Gordon, a Runaway Mississippi Slave’ or ‘The Scourged Back’ attributed to McPherson & Oliver.[endnoteRef:23] In the photograph the scarred tissue across the mans entire back are testament to the power of a lash and the evils of slavery. [21:  Jeff L. Rosenheim, ‘Cartes De Visite and other paper prints’, in Photography and the American Civil War, (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 2013), pp. 167-169]  [22:  Mary W. Marien, p.108]  [23:  Jeff L. Rosenheim, p.157] 

So, we have explored how innovate photography captured the Civil War, but we should now consider how photography itself impacted upon the course of events in the American Civil War. Brady’s photographers were given access to Union military encampments by Allen Pinkerton, (E. J. Allen, in the above-mentioned photograph with Lincoln and McClernand) the Chief of the Presidential Secret Service. These photographers carried out covert operations photographing groups of soldiers with potential spies in their ranks; photographed vital infrastructure such as bridges, tunnels and railroads; and even made copies of maps and photographed potential battlefields to give Union Generals a strategic advantage.[endnoteRef:24] These activities were clearly early forms of photographic reconnaissance and intelligence gathering, even counter-intelligence, of the kind that would come to play a major role on the Western Front of the Great War half a century later. It is quite possible that these photographs may have played an important or even decisive role in the decision making of military leaders or the outcome of some engagements. [24:  Mary W. Marien, p.110
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[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion then I have looked at the impact of early war photography and its stark realism upon the public during the American Civil War, the contrast between painting and photography, the humanizing effect of photography on the common soldier, the information photography gave the public regarding their leadership, the representation of African-American soldiers and slaves throughout the Civil War period and finally the possibility of photography to have actually impacted the course of events during the Civil War, rather than merely capturing and memorializing them.
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