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Before the Civil War, death and war on camera was unknown. Alexander Gardner, a 

photographer at the time, broke this barrier. In 1856, Gardner had emigrated from Scotland and 

worked alongside Matthew Brady; by 1863, he separated and established his own studio in 

Washington.1 Originally both practicing daguerreotype, the first photographic process, Gardner 

and Brady began practicing paper print by the time of the Civil War, which was the new and 

developing photographic process. This new process allowed for more creative capturing. Many 

photographers, including Alexander Gardner, began to capture beyond the norm. As the medium 

changed, chances to capture the new, the different, and the unexpected, grew. Although change 

was good, debates arose, discussing the idea of if artists began taking too many creative liberties 

or not. When discussing Alexander Gardner, scholars debate if his photographs should be 

considered fabricated because of the changes he made when framing his photographs. 

 Some authors believe that Gardner displayed unmediated truths to the public through his 

work. Elizabeth Athens, an Art History historian, and doctoral graduate of Yale University, 

explains that Gardner succeeds in presenting an accurate account of Civil War history. She 

describes the photographs as affording an “infallible guarantee of [their] fidelity,” in which the 

images presented “truth [and] not some artist’s imagining of it.”2 Athens argues that Gardner’s 

work achieved the goal of presenting a true account of battlefield happenings. However, 

evidence from other scholars suggests that Gardner moved bodies to fit the frame of his personal 

lens, thus fabricating his photos. Kristilyn Baldwin, another scholar of History, argues that the 

photographs taken by Gardner in 1863 were “falsified images” and that the “body of the 

 
1 Frassanito, William A. Gettysburg: A Journey in Time. New York: Scribner, 1975, 24. 
2 Athens, Elizabeth. “Relic, Photograph, Text: Picturing History in Gardner’s Photographic Sketch Book of the 
War.” History of Photography 41, no. 1 (January 2, 2017):  76. 
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decedent was moved” before the photograph was taken.3 By moving the body, Baldwin argues 

that Gardner was employing his own imagination to create an artful display of war. She further 

connects photography to the art form of sketching, explaining that Gardner’s photos “reveal 

levels of subjectivity” and “reveal … views of their [creator], the war, and society of the time.”4 

It is inevitable that a photographer’s perspective comes out in their work, as a photographer’s eye 

is what frames the photo; however, an artist’s subjectivity is not always extremely prevalent—

nor does it have to be. A discussion forms on how far a photograph can venture from objectivity 

before an artist’s subjectivity is changing the narrative. Although Athens is arguing that Gardner 

took no artistic liberties that changed the truth, Baldwin directly challenges her by pointing to the 

subjectivity photography has. Susan Sontag in Regarding the Pain of Others supports Baldwin’s 

perspective how “[p]hotographs tend to transform, whatever their subject; and as an image 

something may be beautiful—or terrifying, or unbearable, or quite bearable—as it is not in real 

life.”5 The narrative changes when an image is transformed and influenced by its taker in a 

drastic way.  

Through multiple photographs of Alexander Gardner’s, like “A Sharpshooter’s Last 

Sleep” (1863) and “Home of a Rebel Sharpshooter” (1863), Gardner introduced America to the 

truth of war, or more particularly, to his truth. Although he was capturing the atrocities of war, 

his veracity was different than the realities of war. Gardner altered the story by manipulating 

bodies to fit his conceptual scheme of what war was and how it should be presented. As he took 

photos of the Civil War battlefields, he told a narrative that was “intended to tell a full, accurate, 

 
5 Baldwin, Kristilyn. “The Visual Documentation of Antietam: Peaceful Settings, Morbid Curiosity, and a Profitable 
Business.” Military Affairs, 1862, 3. 
4 Baldwin, Kristilyn. “The Visual Documentation of Antietam…,” 3 
5 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003), 78. 
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and compelling narrative” of the war.6 However, not all scholars agree that he told a truthful 

story, for many of Gardner’s photographs were “inaccurate, falsified images.”7 Scholars debate 

on if a different historical narrative was told by the moving of bodies for an aesthetic frame. 

 Alexander Gardner’s changing of the historical narrative may not have been purposeful. 

Although the moving of a body is conscious, the impacts of the movement could have been 

unintentional. Elizabeth Athens discusses how Gardner’s goal was to bring the “beholder a direct 

sensory experience capable of shuttling him or her to the moment and place” where war was 

unfolding.8 In an effort to achieve this, Gardner manipulated his photos, and therefore his 

subjectivity came through to affect his viewers. Athens explains Gardner’s ambitious seeking to 

“bridge” the “rifts” and “produce an historical record that could be at once communal and 

individual, cultural and artefactual.”9 That, coupled with his “self-conscious photographic 

artistry and impulse to control,” led him to transform the violence that was in front of him. 

Gardner was attempting to tell a story, but by moving the bodies to keep with his desired impact 

he was altering the narrative he was conveying.10 The moving of the corpse gave an impactful 

and dramatic effect that Gardner believed would not have occurred unless he manipulated the 

body and objects in his images.11 However, that leads to the question of if the artistic and 

dramatic narrative is the tried and true account of the Civil War—in other words, the accurate 

depiction in photograph and caption. There is argument that even though Alexander Gardner 

changed the scene in front of him, he was still presenting the Civil War in an accurate manner. 

 
6 Athens, Elizabeth. “Relic, Photograph, Text: Picturing History in Gardner’s Photographic Sketch Book of the 
War.” History of Photography 41, no. 1 (January 2, 2017): 76. 
7 Baldwin, Kristilyn. “The Visual Documentation of Antietam: Peaceful Settings, Morbid Curiosity, and a Profitable 
Business.” Military Affairs, 1862, 3. 
8 Athens, Elizabeth. “Relic, Photograph, Text…,” 77. 
9 Athens, Elizabeth. “Relic, Photograph, Text…,” 77. 
10 Baldwin, Kristilyn. “The Visual Documentation of Antietam…,” 8. 
11 Peterson, Anne E. “Alexander Gardner in Review.” History of Photography 34, no. 4 (October 25, 2010): 358. 



 4 

Writer Anne E. Peterson, Curator of Photographs at DeGolyer Library, SMU, states that the 

photograph of the fallen soldier in Alexander Gardner’s “A Sharpshooter’s Last Sleep” still had 

the same “startling” impact on its receiving 

audience.”12 (Figure 1) Other scholars disagree and 

explain Gardner’s images to have “stirring visual 

accounts” of war, but emphasize and acknowledge 

the caveat that he “falsified” photographs by 

“posing” fallen soldiers.13 Jonathan Snyder notes 

“significant ethical questions about the images.”14 

William Frassanito, a Civil War Historian, coveys his viewpoint, which aligns with Snyder, 

when he explains that as “initial suspicions [are] aroused” and “additional contradictions” 

surface, doubt in accuracy raises.15 Both Frassanito and Snyder find issue with the falsification 

and ethical concerns, and note how even the slightest skepticism slowly develops until the 

photos’ precision is a hot-topic and highly distrusted. Frassanito asks questions about uniforms 

and misaligned captions. The two photo plates that he is referencing is Incidents of the War. A 

Harvest of Death (plate 36) and Field where General Reynolds Fell. Battle-Field of Gettysburg 

(plate 37).16 Plate 36’s caption describe fallen Confederate soldiers as “paying for treason with 

their lives” and dying alone, far from home; Plate 37 writes about Union members dying 

 
12 Peterson, Anne E. “Alexander Gardner in Review.” History of Photography 34, no. 4 (October 25, 2010): 358. 
13 Snyder, Jonathan. “The ‘Make-Believe’ War: Necessary Fictionalization in Alexander Gardner’s Photographic 
Sketch Book of the Civil War.” War, Literature & the Arts: An International Journal of the Humanities 26 (January 
2014): 1. 
14 Snyder, Jonathan. “The ‘Make-Believe’ War…,” 1. 
15 Frassanito, William A. Gettysburg: A Journey in Time. New York: Scribner, 1975, 21. 
16 Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 20540 USA. “The Case of the Moved Body | Does the Camera Ever Lie? 
| Articles and Essays | Civil War Glass Negatives and Related Prints | Digital Collections | Library of Congress.” 
Web page. Accessed March 18, 2021. 

Figure 1: Plate 40. A Sharpshooter’s Last Sleep. 
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peacefully, as if asleep and waiting to wake.17 In the analysis, not only are these captions 

contradictory, but the soldiers—in both photographs—are clothed in confederate uniforms.18 The 

Library of Congress provided the 

comparison photos and labeled the 

reappearing people and items to demonstrate 

the manipulation (Figure 1 and 2).19 

Evidence like this demonstrates the fictive 

story that permeates every part of Gardner’s 

work as he searches for recognition. Author 

Ernest B. Furgurson agrees, writing that 

Gardner moved the bodies to “dramatic” 

places to make photos have a better chance for fame.20 Journalist Michael Ruane supports 

Furguson’s idea by denoting Gardner’s lugging of soldiers’ bodies on blankets to more 

“photogenic” locations.21 Both authors further corroborate the idea that Alexander Gardner’s 

work was less about accuracy and more focused on the “lucrative business” that photographing 

war could bring.22 However, history should be—and is—not about being famous but rather about 

 
17 Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 20540 USA. “The Case of the Moved Body | Does the Camera Ever Lie? 
| Articles and Essays | Civil War Glass Negatives and Related Prints | Digital Collections | Library of Congress.” 
Web page. Accessed March 18, 2021. 
18 Frassanito, William A. Gettysburg: A Journey in Time. New York: Scribner, 1975, 22. 
19 Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 20540 USA. “The Case of Confused Identity | Does the Camera Ever Lie? 
| Articles and Essays | Civil War Glass Negatives and Related Prints | Digital Collections | Library of Congress.” 
Web page. Accessed March 18, 2021.  
20 Furgurson, Ernest B. “Alexander Gardner Saw Himself as an Artist, Crafting the Image of War in All Its 
Brutality.” Smithsonian Magazine. Accessed March 18, 2021. 
21 Ruane, Michael E. “Alexander Gardner: The Mysteries of the Civil War’s Photographic Giant.” Washington 
Post, December 23, 2011, sec. Local. 
22 Peterson, Anne E. “Alexander Gardner in Review.” History of Photography 34, no. 4 (October 25, 2010): 357. 

Figure 2: Plate 36. Incidents of the War. A Harvest of Death 

Figure 3: Plate 37. Field where General Reynolds Fell. Battle-
Field of Gettysburg. 
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presenting facts. Regardless of motivation, Alexander Gardner produced a falsified version of 

history by moving bodies. 

 If one is to disregard the conversation of ethics in moving fallen soldiers’ bodies, the 

question of an altered narrative still stands tall. Gardner, by relocating the bodies for his 

photographs, changed the framed photo of what war was in 1863. Although he was 

photographing aspects of the Civil War, he was changing the story that was present to make it 

more “dramatic” and “photogenic” for his audience.23 Susan Sontag explains how Gardner’s 

manipulations impacted the told story in Regarding the Pain of Others, as she discusses how 

many wartime photographs were staged. Through the example of Felice Beato and his capturing 

of a courtyard strewn with rebel bones, Sontag explains how alterations give false narratives. 

Although the massacre that Beato was photographing did occur, the bones captured in frame 

were not naturally left there; instead, he meticulously placed the bones to convey the realities of 

the massacre.24 

Changes like those made by Beato in the framing process are dangerous. It is true that the 

action of taking a photo involves much more than just capturing what is in front of the eye; the 

photographer must also take into account the amount of exposure, the distance from the subject, 

and much more. Furthermore, photography is understood to be the most raw and accurate art 

form, as it is capturing what is in front of the lens. However, if artists continue to frame photos to 

what they perceive as the “right” or “real” idea, even though they fabricated the concept from 

their imagination, then a false narrative is formed. This is exemplified through the differing 

stories of Alexander Gardner and Timothy O’Sullivan’s works. Although they worked and 

 
23 Furgurson, Ernest B. “Alexander Gardner Saw Himself as an Artist, Crafting the Image of War in All Its 
Brutality.” Smithsonian Magazine. Accessed March 18, 2021; Ruane, Michael E. “Alexander Gardner: The 
Mysteries of the Civil War’s Photographic Giant.” Washington Post, December 23, 2011, sec. Local. 
24 Susan Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others (Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2003), 54. 
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photographed at the same time, together, there still were “curious inconsistencies” within their 

images.25 It is strange for images to have such variance when the photographers were seeing the 

landscapes together, further exemplifying the probable lack of truth in their works. Since 

Gardner and O’Sullivan worked alongside each other, these differing or contrasting narratives 

posed challenges on deciding whose narrative was the true display of the Civil War. If both were 

documenting the Civil War without alteration, their pieces should have more alignment than the 

deviation seen, and the differences particularly outlined by William Frassanito. 

As witnessed in the reactions to Alexander Gardner’s photographs of Antietam, it can be 

discerned that the American people react in shock and piqued interest when seeing dead bodies. 

Alexander Gardner was the first to bring death on camera with his work under his first employer, 

Matthew Brady. Impressed with the reactions from death on camera, Gardner began to search for 

ways to produce photos that would resonate with his audience; he was now motivated 

extrinsically by the desire to catch a “famous photo.”26  However, his actions in altering bodies 

were not required to gain attention. Gardner, a skilled photographer, could have captured 

meaningful images without touching a body. Jonanthan Snyder delineates Gardner’s interest in 

the potential responses his audience would have when his photographs would hit the market.27 

Alexander Gardner felt that his photos would cultivate a “strong emotional response” from the 

audience, so he focused his lens on the fallen.28 However, the moving of bodies forty feet from 

 
25 Frassanito, William A. Gettysburg: A Journey in Time. New York: Scribner, 1975, 21. 
26 Snyder, Jonathan. “The ‘Make-Believe’ War: Necessary Fictionalization in Alexander Gardner’s Photographic 
Sketch Book of the Civil War.” War, Literature & the Arts: An International Journal of the Humanities 26 (January 
2014): 4; Furgurson, Ernest B. “Alexander Gardner Saw Himself as an Artist, Crafting the Image of War in All Its 
Brutality.” Smithsonian Magazine. Accessed March 18, 2021. 
27 Snyder, Jonathan. “The ‘Make-Believe’ War: Necessary Fictionalization in Alexander Gardner’s Photographic 
Sketch Book of the Civil War.” War, Literature & the Arts: An International Journal of the Humanities 26 (January 
2014): 4. 
28 Snyder, Jonathan. “The ‘Make-Believe’ War: Necessary Fictionalization…,” 4 
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the original place of death was not required: there would be a shock and horrific beauty within 

the photographs regardless.29 

It is true that when one takes a photo that they are inevitably placing their perspective on 

the subject. The photographer is given the chance to choose the lighting, the angle, and what they 

are capturing. Some subjects are instructed by the photographer to ‘tilt the head’ or ‘drop the 

chin,’ but it is as minimal of interference of the natural as possible. In the case of Alexander 

Gardner’s work, he changed the narrative in front of his eyes entirely. By deliberately moving 

bodies, Gardner did not participate in minimal interference. He changed the narrative and his 

work “suffered an almost continuous history of heretofore unrecognized misinterpretation.”30 

Mark Meigs corroborates this view stating that within the photographs, Gardner “supplied the 

gun,” as “no sharpshooter used [the] kind of gun” that appears in his work.31 Historical studies of 

the Civil War elucidate information of soldier like, like the type of gun soldiers used. For 

historical facts to not align with historical photographs exemplifies the dangers of manufactured 

photography—the type of photography Gardner participated in. Moreover, Meigs denotes that 

Gardner developed “elaborate” stories that were “entirely invented.”32 Historians are to tell 

stories of the past—which very well may be intricate and complex— but these narratives should 

always be told factually. Gardner, aiming to tell the historical narrative through photos, wholly 

transformed the historical narrative of the Civil War by forcefully modifying the story to fit his 

conceptual idea of Civil War atrocities. 

 
29 Frassanito, William A. Gettysburg: A Journey in Time. New York: Scribner, 1975: 187. 
30 Frassanito, William A. Gettysburg: A Journey in Time. New York: Scribner, 1975, 21. 
31 Meigs, Mark. “Photographic Histories of the Civil War and the First World War and Rebirth.” European Journal 
of American Studies 7, no. 7–2 (March 29, 2012), 7. 
32 Meigs, Mark. “Photographic Histories of the Civil War…,” 7. 
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Alexander Gardner also fabricated the captions that went along with his work. Through 

these two alterations, Gardner completely transformed the historical narrative that he was telling 

the public. In doing so, viewers of his work looking to his photographs for the truth of the Civil 

War are receiving falsified information, and therefore a changed historical narrative. 

Disregarding the ethical issues of moving a fallen soldiers’ body, Gardner presents history 

through his eyes. Although the art of photography calls for some subject manipulation, it 

demands it to be a minimal change of the natural— particularly in photographing historical 

scenes. Therefore, the moving of bodies forty feet from their original place of death for 

“dramatic” touch is too much interference and changes the story.33  

  

 
33 Peterson, Anne E. “Alexander Gardner in Review.” History of Photography 34, no. 4 (October 25, 2010): 358. 
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