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Fortifications at Yorktown, Virginia, during the Peninsula Campaign of 1862.
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Photography in the 

American Civil War

One hundred and fifty years ago, a rapidly evolving imaging 
technology came to a divided nation where citizens were fighting 
each other on bloody battlefields. The rest, as they say, is history.

or most of recorded human history, one person stood between armies and the people 
for whom they were fighting: the artist. The painter or sculptor was the intermediary 
who decided whether to make one side or the other look heroic, to hide the mistakes of 

the commanding officers and to disguise the gore of the slain bodies.
Then, in 1861, a new technology came along that allowed the public to see un-staged, hon-

est images of people, places and things outside their field of vision. As 11 southern states seceded 
from the United States and tried to form their own nation, photography made it possible for 
civilians to watch the bloody four-year-long civil war as it progressed. Ordinary Americans could 
purchase copies of landscape scenes from the battlefields and have inexpensive portraits of their 
family’s soldiers made—the social media of the era. They could even see the faces of wounded 
troops and the carnage of the deceased.

The earliest photographs appeared a few decades before the American Civil War, but just as the 
conflict heated up, new technology enabled the wider distribution of photographs. Before 1851, 
photographers had to fix original images on the sensitized metal plates at the back of a camera. 
Each unique image could not be copied.

Beginning in the 1850s, however, glass-plate negatives gave photographers the ability to make as 
many copies of each photograph as desired. By the time the first Civil War shots rang out, families 
could have multiple images of the heroes they sent off to battle, and people on both sides of the 
conflict could see what their generals actually looked like, down to the wrinkles around their eyes.

Surprisingly, as many as 70 percent of the war scenes were captured in stereoscopic photographs, 
says historian Bob Zeller, founder of the Center for Civil War Photography. “You can see all sorts 
of incredible details in these 4- by 10-in. stereo negatives,” he says.

The new photographic processes were still slow and cumbersome. Photographers could not cap-
ture the action at the height of a battle, and they had to lug their smelly, dangerous chemicals out to 
the battlefield and process their images immediately after they took them. Nevertheless, Civil War 
photographers showed their contemporaries more details of war than they ever had seen before.
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Early types of positive prints
In the 1840s and 1850s, as politicians in 
the North and South hotly debated the 
issues leading up to the Civil War, Ameri-
cans were introduced to the first popular 
type of photography: the daguerreotype.

Named for French inventor Louis 
Daguerre, the daguerreotype’s substrate, 
canvas or “film” was a silver-coated copper 
plate exposed to iodine fumes, then placed 
in the back of a camera and illuminated. 
When subsequently exposed to the fumes from heated mer-
cury, the latent image would emerge as the silver would adhere 
to the regions of the plate that were exposed to light. The result 
was a unique, detailed positive print that could be seen only 
from certain angles.

Daguerreotypes fascinated Americans of the mid-19th cen-
tury, and many of the photographers who would later chronicle 
the American Civil War got their start in the business making 
them. In major cities, the public flocked to galleries to see por-
traits of famous people. In the 1850s, the expense and impracti-
cality of daguerreotypes led to their replacement by new types of 
photographic processes: the calotype, the ambrotype, the tintype 
(also known as the ferrotype) and the albumen print.

The calotype process uses silver-salted paper to make a 
paper negative. In theory, one could make a large number 

of positive copies by contact-printing the 
negatives onto other sheets of light-sensitive 
paper. In practice, calotype prints lacked 
some of the fine detail of daguerreotypes. 
Also, sometimes the texture of the negative 
paper would leave unwanted marks on the 
positive print.

Still, the world’s first war photographer 
made calotypes. During the Crimean 
War, Great Britain was allied with other 
European powers against the Russian 
Empire for control of the declining Otto-

man Empire. In 1855, Roger Fenton (1819-1869) traveled to 
the Crimea on the behest of England’s Prince Albert, who 
ordered him not to photograph any dead bodies. Working out 
of a wagon, Fenton took more than 300 calotype photographs, 
mostly portraits of the allied officers and landscapes of British 
army encampments.

Wet-plate collodion process
The wet-plate collodion process, invented by Frederick Scott 
Archer in 1851, was the method for making the types of photo-
graphs popular during the American Civil War. The difference 
was in the substrate: ambrotypes, as well as commercial portrait 
and landscape prints, required glass-plate negatives, while 
tintypes were printed on black-lacquered iron (not tin).

The wet-plate collodion 
process, invented by 
Frederick Scott Archer 
in 1851, was the 
method for making the 
types of photographs 
popular during the 
American Civil War. 

Library of Congress 

Bealeton, Va. Noncommissioned officers’ mess of Co. D, 93rd New York Infantry.
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Ambrotypes, in fact, were the original glass negatives, framed 
with a black background—paper, velvet or enameled metal—
that turned the negative into a positive to the viewer’s eye. Some-
times portraits were hand-colored, and some photographers used 
colored glass for richer detail. The ambrotype became obsolete 
during the American Civil War, however, as photographers 
figured out more profitable ways to use glass-based negatives: 
printing cartes de visite and stereoscopic views.

Each carte de visite was a thin albumen-paper print, usu-
ally 54 × 89 mm, attached to a thicker backing card 64 × 100 
mm (2.5 × 4 inches) in size. Just before the war broke out, 
photographers devised cameras that could hold four lenses to 
take four small, essentially identical images on a single glass 
negative. As Missouri historians William Garrett Piston and 
Thomas P. Sweeney wrote, “The CDV [carte de visite] format 
was inexpensive and sturdy, an ideal image for soldiers to send 
to their families or trade with friends.” Producing these cards 
for the 2.1 million Union soldiers and 1 million Confederate 
soldiers was good business for the photographers, who charged 
anywhere from $1 to $5 for a portrait sitting. Civilians could 
also purchase widely copied card images of the famous generals 
and statesmen of the war.

In 1859, two Bostonians, poet-physician Oliver Wendell 
Holmes and photograph dealer Joseph Bates, invented a simple 
handheld stereoscopic viewer, which popularized stereo-view 
prints of landscapes. “That was to the stereo industry what the 
Model T was to the car industry,” Zeller says. Indeed, many 
famous Civil War images were taken as stereo views, either by 
using dual-lens cameras or by moving the camera slightly to 
the side and taking a second picture. People eagerly purchased 
copies of the stereo scenes or viewed them in public galleries.

In all these imaging processes, the surface of the glass or 
metal plate had to be kept wet from the time of its creation 

until the image was fixed. If the plate dried out, no image 
would appear. Thus, only professionals had the chemical know-
how to take photographs.

Modern-day photographer Rob Gibson still uses the wet-
plate techniques of the 1860s to capture portraits of the cus-
tomers who visit his studio in Gettysburg, Pa., just up the road 
from the Civil War’s most famous battlefield. Gibson makes 
his own processing chemicals based on 19th-century recipes. 
(See sidebar.) 

In the field, in the studio
Thousands of photographers documented the American Civil 
War both on the battlefront and the home front. At least 300 
followed the course of the Army of the Potomac, which was 
the largest of the armies fighting for the Northern cause. Oth-
ers stayed local, photographing battlefields when the war came 
to their region and making money from portraiture at other 
times. Mathew Brady (circa 1822-1896) was the most famous 
photographer of the era. However, many of the war photo-
graphs attributed to Brady were taken by his many employees, 
while Brady mostly stayed in his Washington, D.C., studio.

Scottish immigrant Alexander Gardner (1821-1882) became 
Brady’s chief assistant early in the Civil War, then left him to go 
into business with his brother James. The Gardners followed the 
Union army up and down the Eastern states and photographed 
the battles of Fredericksburg (December 1862) and Gettysburg 
(July 1863) and the siege of Petersburg (June 1864 to March 
1865).

The photographers competed for attention with traditional 
sketch artists from Northern newspapers and magazines. The 
artists drew scenes of battles, marches and camp life and sent 
them to their publishers for conversion into engravings a few 
weeks later—this was considered “breaking news” for the 

Modern tintype photog-
rapher Rob Gibson flows 
collodion—a mixture of 
nitrocellulose, iodides, 
bromides, ether and alco-
hol—over the anodized 
side of a thin aluminum 
plate. In a darkroom, he 
immerses the plate in a 
silver nitrate bath, which 
converts the iodide in the 
collodion to silver iodide, 
making it sensitive to light. 

Next, he poses his 
subjects and focuses the 
image projected onto a 
translucent glass plate. 

Working by the dim light 
of a red-glass window, 
since the wet plates are 
only sensitive to light up 
to 440 nm, Gibson inserts 
the sensitized plate into 
a plate holder. He installs 
it into the camera and 
removes the protective 
opaque slide. The image 
shows Gibson holding 
one of his Dallmeyer 
camera lenses. 

The lens cap is removed 
and the film is exposed 
for 11 to 15 seconds. 

In a darkroom, Gibson 
places the plate in the 
developing solution, 
then a stop bath, and 
finally a fixing bath. 
Then he applies a coat 
of a varnish to protect 
the final image. 

HOW TO MAKE A TINTYPE

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 
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1860s. Photographers lugged along more 
equipment than the sketch artists: chemi-
cals, plates, cameras, tripods, tents and a 
horse-drawn wagon (which doubled as a 
field darkroom). One photographer, George 
G. Rockwood, published a blueprint for 
his field van in the August 1865 issue of 
the Philadelphia Photographer. The diagram 
depicted a sink with a gravity-fed water 
tank, shelves and racks for chemicals and 
plate holders, and a small yellow-glass window providing 
“safe light” for the developing work.

Art historian Anthony W. Lee wrote: “In experienced 
hands, a single, usable picture took 30 minutes to obtain. 
Working in teams, as Gardner often did, sometimes made 
the process a little faster, but not much. It took five long days 
for Gardner and Gibson to make about 70 pictures at Antie-
tam, an average of one every 30 or 40 minutes during the 
best daylight hours. Even when conditions were ideal, mis-
haps—cracked plates, under- or overexposure, uneven coating, 
incomplete rinsing—happened all the time. There was rarely 
100 percent yield on any shoot.”

Photographers started making money right from the 
beginning of the Civil War: the occupation of Fort Sumter 
in Charleston, S.C., by U.S. Army Major Robert Anderson 
in December 1860, and the fort’s successful attack by Con-
federate troops in April 1861. Aided by the South Carolina 

governor’s wife, a Charleston-based photog-
rapher, George S. Cook, crossed to the fort 
on February 8 and photographed Anderson 
and eight of his officers. He immediately 
made copies of the glass-plate negatives 
and shipped them to two of his friends in 
New York, photographers Thomas Faris and 
Edward Anthony. (The latter had built up 
the largest American photographic supply 
house of the time.) Copies of the Anderson 

photo became best-sellers for the New York photographers, 
and a woodcut based on the photo was featured on the cover 
of Harper’s Weekly, one of the most prominent 19th-century 
magazines, six weeks after it was taken.

A pair of Charleston photographers, James M. Osborn and 
Frederick E. Durbec, went to Fort Sumter after its capture and 
took at least 43 stereo images of the damage done by the bom-
bardments. These artists carefully chose scenes that had objects 
in both foreground and background to maximize the 3-D effect.

As militia units from the Northern states set up camp 
around Washington in 1861, Brady and his staff photogra-
phers took many “illustrations of camp life,” which showed 
soldiers grandly posing in front of their tents, rifles at the 
ready. Anthony, the big entrepreneur in New York, sent one 
of his best photographers, George N. Barnard, and his stereo 
print shop manager, Jacob F. Coonley, to document the Union 
soldiers camping near Baltimore and Annapolis, Md.

Both the war and the 
photographic coverage 
reached an “epochal 
moment,” in Zeller’s 
words, in September 
1862, at the Battle of 
Antietam in Maryland. 

Bodies in front of the Dunker church after the Battle of Antietam, September 1862. 

Alexander Gardner/Library of Congress 
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In July 1861, Brady himself is believed to have attended the 
first major battle, Bull Run, in northern Virginia. In the confu-
sion following the exchange of fire and the Union’s unexpected 
retreat, neither Brady nor anyone else managed to take any 
photos. Journalists covering the battle later claimed they saw 
Brady wearing a white linen duster and carrying a large box of 
apparatus on his back. No photograph of this backpack camera 
kit exists, but Brady did get his own portrait taken after the 
battle, with dust on his white jacket and a sword protruding 
from underneath it. Northern photographers did not get around 
to taking panoramic shots of the Bull Run battlefield until the 
spring of 1862, long after the armies had marched away.

After photographing Bull Run, photographers got closer to 
the action during the so-called Peninsular Campaign in Virginia 
in 1862. James F. Gibson, one of the photographers working 
for Brady, took photos of Professor Thaddeus Lowe preparing a 
hot-air balloon for observation flights on behalf of the Union. 
(Although a balloon-borne camera had captured a photo of 
peacetime Boston in 1860, no aerial images of Civil War scenes 
are known to exist.) Gibson also captured a startling stereo-
scopic image of a farmyard at Savage Station, Va., where badly 
wounded members of a New York regiment were resting and 
waiting for medical care after the battle of Gaines Mill. To its 
19th-century viewers, the picture had all the ripped-from-the-
headlines immediacy of today’s cable news reports.

Both the war and the photographic coverage reached an 
“epochal moment,” in Zeller’s words, in September 1862, 
at the Battle of Antietam in Maryland. Alexander Gardner 
recorded 45 stereoscopic glass negatives—the first photograph-
ic images of dead American soldiers on the battlefield. In mid-
October, the images from those negatives went on display in 
Brady’s New York gallery, where an unnamed New York Times 
reporter wrote of the “terrible distinctness” of these images.

End of the war
Toward the end of the war and shortly thereafter, physicians used 
medical photography to document some of their more notable 
cases from the battlefield. Amputee-soldiers posed with their 
stumps showing, and patients who underwent reconstructive jaw 
and shoulder surgeries were captured in before-and-after images.

In 1866, Gardner published a leather-bound collection of 
100 carefully printed images that he and his assistants had 
taken during the conflict. Titled Gardner’s Photographic Sketch 
Book of the War, it came out in a print run of 200 copies that 
cost the then-extravagant sum of $150 each ($1,700 in today’s 
dollars), and it was considered a commercial failure. Its images 
of combat death appeared as war-weary Americans on both 
sides of the conflict were trying to put their lives back together. 
Today, historians prize the collection, especially since Gardner 
credited the assistants who took some of the pictures.

Legacy of American Civil War photography
For many decades, Zeller asserts, historians focused their 
energy on written accounts of the war and used photographs 
as “window dressing,” instead of objects of study in their own 
right. Starting in the 1970s, historian William Frassanito start-
ed examining photographs of the battle of Gettysburg in detail 
and came up with new insights into the action on the second 
day of the three-day clash. Many famous image reproductions 
in books, television documentaries and museums use only half 
of pictures originally taken as stereoscopic views, so that most 
people have no idea that the originals were viewed in stereo.

Today, Zeller’s Center for Civil War Photography and 
other repositories, such as the U.S. Library of Congress and 
National Archives and Records Administration, have digi-
tized Civil War photographs to make them more accessible 
to the public than ever before. Digitizing allows scholars to 
zoom in on details, while the originals are 
safely preserved.

Today, smartphones and social media 
blast images of conflict and civil strife 
around the world in a matter of seconds or 
minutes. But the driving impulse is the same 
one that drove the hardy wet-plate photog-
raphers out into the fields of Antietam, Get-
tysburg and Appomattox 150 years ago: to 
document history as it really happened. t

Patricia Daukantas (patd@nasw.org) is a freelance 
science writer who specializes in optics and photonics.

      ONLINE EXTRA: For an expanded image gallery, additional infor-
mation on tintype photography and further resources about the Ameri-
can Civil War, see the online version of this article at www.osa-opn.org.
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Tintype of the 
author.

The 150th Pennsylvania Infantry camp 
on Belle Plain, Virginia, March 1862.


