
Civil War Photographers 

Class One 
The photography of the Civil War stimulates our interest in the 
conflict.  The photographs are routinely used to illustrate the 
conflict.  Unfortunately, the photographs are used without 

explaining how and why the images were made. This class will 
discuss the technology and people behind these images. 
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Instructor – Allen Mesch 

 Over 40 years in the oil and gas industry 

 Adjunct business professor at UTD, TWU and  
SMU 

 Visited over 145 Civil War Battlefields 

 Taken over 4,000 pictures 

 Created Civil War Journeys web site and  
Salient Points blog 

 Published author  

– Teacher of Civil War Generals – Major  
General Charles Ferguson Smith 

– Your Affectionate Father 

– Charles A. Marvin – “One Year, Six Months, and Eleven Days” 

– Current projects – Preparing for Disunion and Ebenezer Allen 

 Married, two children and six grandchildren 

 Taught over thirteen SAIL classes 

 Member of the Plano Library Advisory Board 
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Brady's photographic outfit in the field 

near Petersburg, Va., 1864 

http://www.civil-war-journeys.org/
https://salient-points.blogspot.com/
http://www.archives.gov/research/civil-war/photos/images/civil-war-067.jpg
http://www.archives.gov/research/civil-war/photos/images/civil-war-067.jpg


Daguerreotype [1] 

 Accidently discovered in 1835 by French artist 
and chemist Louis J. M. Daguerre  

 Used mercury to develop exposed images on 
silver plate 

 Prevented the image from darkening (fixed) by 
using a salt solution 

 He produced first successful photographs in 1837 

 Announcements in 1839 of the daguerreotype 
process and William Talbot ‘s calotype mark the 
invention of photography 

 France gave the invention as a gift “Free to the 
World” 
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Daguerreotype Camera 1860's 



Daguerreotype [2] 

 Photography in the United States was 21 
years old when the Civil War started 

 Commercial photography introduced in the 
United States in 1839 

 http://www.photohistory-
sussex.co.uk/dagprocess.htm 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lco8vs
JGQUA 

 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N0Am
be4FwQk  ---- show this video 
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The first authenticated image of Abraham Lincoln 

was this daguerreotype of him as U.S. 

Congressman-elect in 1846, attributed to 

Nicholas H. Shepard of Springfield, 

http://www.photohistory-sussex.co.uk/dagprocess.htm
http://www.photohistory-sussex.co.uk/dagprocess.htm
http://www.photohistory-sussex.co.uk/dagprocess.htm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lco8vsJGQUA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lco8vsJGQUA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N0Ambe4FwQk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N0Ambe4FwQk
http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/0/05/Abelincoln1846.jpeg


Wet Plate Photography [1] 

 The first photograph on glass was 
by Janez Puhar in 1842 

 In 1851, Frederick Scott Archer 
introduced a wet plate process,1 
referred to as the collodion2 process 

 The reaction of silver oxides is the  
underlying theory behind most 
types of 19th century photographic 
processes that use paper negatives 
and wet and dry plate processes 
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New York Herald photographers 

2 Collodion is a flammable, syrupy solution of 

pyroxylin (nitrocellulose) in ether and alcohol 

1  Sensitive silver salts were applied in a liquid collodion, 

rather than precipitated on the surface of a plate. A light-

sensitive plate could then be prepared by simply flowing 

this emulsion across the surface of a glass plate. 



Wet Plate Photography [2] 

 Wet plate photography produced a 
negative image on a transparent 
photographic medium 

 The process allowed an unlimited number 
of prints on albumen paper1 from a single 
negative 

 The process was inexpensive in 
comparison with the daguerreotype 

 The support for the images was glass, 
which was far less expensive than silver-
plated copper, and was more consistent 
than paper for paper negatives 

 It only required seconds for exposure 
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Brady's Photo Outfit - Petersburg, VA, 1864 

1 Albumen, which is egg white, was mixed with ammonium chloride and spread on a 

sheet of paper. When the mixture dried, the photographer could store the paper away 

until he was ready to use it. He then sensitized the paper with silver nitrate, placed it 

over a negative, and exposed it to sunlight. The print was washed, toned in a gold 

chloride solution, fixed in hypo, washed again, and then dried 



Wet Plate Photography [3] 

1. Clean the glass plate extremely well 

2. In the light, pour "salted" (iodide/bromide) 
collodion1 onto the glass plate, tilting it so it  
reaches each corner. The excess is poured  
back into the bottle 

3. Take the plate into a darkroom or orange 
tent (the plate is only sensitive to blue light) 
and immerse the plate in a silver nitrate  
sensitizing bath for 3–5 minutes 

4. Lift the plate out of the bath, drain and  
wipe the back and load it into a plate holder 

5. Load the plate holder into the camera,  
withdraw the dark slide and expose the plate 
from less than a second to several minutes 

6. Develop the plate using a ferrous sulfate based 
developer 

7. Fix the plate with potassium cyanide or sodium 
thiosulfate 
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Barnard's Photographic Equipment 

Near Atlanta, GA, 1864 

1 Collodion is a flammable, syrupy 

solution of pyroxylin (nitrocellulose) in 

ether and alcohol 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G

yf8fQOdvDs ---- show this video 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gyf8fQOdvDs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gyf8fQOdvDs


Ambrotypes and Tintypes 

 The most common photographs were 
individual portraits of soldiers taken by 
itinerant army camp and small-town 
photographers 

 These one-of-a-kind images were made 
on glass or metal, and placed in small 
glass-covered, fold-open wooden or plastic 
cases 

 The images on glass are called 
ambrotypes 

 The metal images are called tintypes or 
ferrotypes (printed on blackened iron) 

 Tintypes were printed on blackened iron – 
ferrotypes 

 More than a million cased images were 
made during the war  
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The Wet Collodion Process 

This is a tintype taken of Thomas Edward Dowler 

about 1863. Enlisted, September 23, 1862; 

Honorable Discharge, Private, Company B, Ringold 

Batallion, Pennsylvania Cavalry, June 01, 1865. 

http://www.npg.si.edu/exh/brady/animate/photitle.html


Carte de Visite 

 The carte de visite, or cdv, was a portrait 
photograph, except it was made with a glass, wet-
plate negative 

 The negative allowed for creating unlimited copies 

 Prints were made on albumen paper, the 
photographic paper of the day 

 Photographers used a four-lens camera to produce 
four cdv negatives on a 7x9 inch glass plate 

 Each negative produced a print that was mounted 
on a card 

 Cdv portraits of generals, statesmen, actors and 
actresses and other 19th century celebrities were 
sold by the thousands 
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Source: Carte de Visite, Wikipedia 

Carte de visite was a small photograph which was patented in France in 1854 It was usually made of 

an albumen print, which was a thin paper photograph mounted on a thicker paper card. The size of a carte de 

visite is 2.125 in × 3.5 in mounted on a card sized 2.5 in × 4 in. The Carte de Visite  became popular after 

publication of Emperor Napoleon III's photos .  Each photograph was the size of a visiting card, and such 

photograph cards were traded among friends and visitors. Albums for the collection and display of cards. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carte_de_visite


Albumen Paper 

 Albumen, egg white, was mixed 
with ammonium chloride and 
spread on a sheet of paper. When 
the mixture dried, the 
photographer could store the paper 
away until he was ready to use it. 

 He then sensitized the paper with 
silver nitrate, placed it over a 
negative, and exposed it to 
sunlight.  

 The print was washed, toned in a 
gold chloride solution, fixed in 
hypo, washed again, and then 
dried.  

 Albumen Paper 

 

3/20/2017 Civil War Journeys 10 

http://albumen.conservation-us.org/library/c20/reilly1978.html


Dangerous Chemicals 

 Potassium Iodide - used with silver nitrate to make silver iodide 

 Potassium Bromide - manufacture of silver bromide for photographic film 

 Silver nitrate - This compound is a versatile precursor to many 
other silver compounds, such as those used in photography. 

 Ferrous sulfate - used as a photographic developer for collodion process images 

 Potassium cyanide - used in gold mining, organic synthesis, and electroplating. 
Smaller applications include jewelry for chemical gilding and buffing. 

 Sodium thiosulfate - Silver halides, e.g., silver iodide, typical components of 
photographic emulsions, dissolve upon treatment with aqueous thiosulfate. It is 
used for both film and photographic paper processing; the sodium thiosulfate is 
known as a photographic fixer, and is often referred to as 'hypo’ 

 Pyrogallic acid or Pyrogallol used as a developing agent in black-and-white 
developers 

 Silver iodide - the compound is a bright yellow solid, but samples almost always 
contain impurities of metallic silver that give a gray coloration. The silver 
contamination arises because it is highly photosensitive. This property is exploited 
in silver-based photography. 
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Stereographs [1] 

 Stereographs were taken in the field 
by nationally known photographers 
and firms such as M. B. Brady, 
Alexander Gardner, George S. Cook 
and the E. & H. T. Anthony Co.  

 Photographs were taken on glass 
plate negatives and printed on 
albumen photographic paper 

 An estimated 5,000 or more 
battlefield, camp and outdoor 
photographs were created for 
military use and for commercial sale 

 The majority were 3-D photographs, 
called stereo views or stereographs, 
taken with a twin-lens stereoscopic 
camera 
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Major Howe and Emma Howe and  

Captain Hill and Julia Hill, c. 1865, 



Stereographs [2] 

 About 70% of all Civil War 
photographs were shot as 
"stereoviews"  

 Cameras were developed with a 
single camera that had two lenses 
(twin-lens camera) and created 
one glass negative with both 
images  

 The images were developed using 
the wet-plate process 

 Stereoscopic photography 
produced two views of image on 
one plate glass. 
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Stereo Viewer [1] 

 Stereoscopy (also called stereoscopic 
or 3-D imaging) is any technique 
capable of recording three-
dimensional visual information or 
creating the illusion of depth in an 
image 

 Two separate images are printed side-
by-side  

 When viewed without a stereoscopic 
viewer the user is required to force his 
eyes either to cross, or to diverge, so 
that the two images appear to be 
three 

 Then as each eye sees a different 
image, the effect of depth is achieved 
in the central image of the three 
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See Stereoscopy – Wikipedia for more information 

http://www.edinphoto.org.uk/0_e/0_early_photography_-_equipment.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stereoscopy


Stereo Viewer [2] 

 Advantages: 

– The focus point of the image is 
changed from its short distance 
to a virtual distance at infinity  

– This allows the focus of the eyes 
to be consistent with the parallel 
lines of sight, greatly reducing 
eye strain 

– The card image is magnified, 
offering a wider field of view and 
the ability to examine the detail 
of the photograph 

– The viewer provides a partition 
between the images, avoiding a 
potential distraction to the user 
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Confederate soldier killed in the 
trenches, at the storming of Petersburg 
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Source: Civil War Photographs, Library of Congress 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/cwp/item/cwp2003000040/PP


Confederate Fortifications 
Yorktown, VA 
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Source: Civil War Photographs, Library of Congress 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/collection/cwp/item/cwp2003000040/PP


Mathew Brady [1] 

 Brady was born in Warren County, New York, to 
Irish immigrant parents 

 Brady studied under the skilled daguerreotypist 
Samuel F. B. Morse in 1841  

 By 1844, he had his own studio in New York,  

 In 1845, Brady exhibited his portraits of famous 
Americans 

 He opened a studio in Washington, D.C. in 1849 

 Brady won many awards for his early 
daguerreotypes 

 As technology evolved, Brady used ambrotype 
photography and the albumen print process 

 In 1850, Brady produced The Gallery of 
Illustrious Americans, a portrait collection of 
prominent contemporary figures 

 Although not financially rewarding, the album 
increased attention to his work and artistry 
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Andrew Jackson was the first U.S. 

president to have his picture taken. 

At the age of 78, just months before 

his death, the sickly president sat for 

Mathew Brady, whom he denounced 

for making him “look like a 

monkey.”  



Mathew Brady [2] 

 In 1856, Brady created the first modern 
advertisement when he placed an ad in the New 
York Herald paper offering to produce 
“photographs, ambrotypes and daguerreotypes” 

 His ads were the first whose typeface and fonts 
were distinct from the text of the publication and 
from that of other advertisements 

 When the Civil War began, Brady produced 
photographs to document the conflict. 

 He brought his studio onto the battlefields to 
capture the action. 

 Brady said, “I had to go. A spirit in my feet said 
'Go,' and I went”  

 His first photographs were taken at the First 
Battle of Bull Run. 
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After the First Battle of Bull 

Run, Brady carried a saber 

given to him for defense by 

New York Fire Zouaves 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/40/MathewBrady1861.jpg


Mathew Brady [3] 

 His staff of field photographers used a 
traveling darkroom to photograph scenes of 
the war 

 Each photograph, even those taken by his staff 
was marked “Photo by Brady” 

 Brady stayed in his Washington office 
organizing his assistants and rarely visited 
battlefields personally probably because his 
eyesight had begun to deteriorate in the 1850s 

 In October 1862, Brady exhibited  
photographs from the Battle of Antietam  
in his New York gallery  

 The “The Dead of Antietam” contained  
graphic photographs of corpses 

 This was the first time that many Americans 
saw the realities of war in photographs as 
distinct from “artists' impressions” 
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Photographs by Alexander Gardner 

See The Battle of Antietam Pictures 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Antietam
http://www.sonofthesouth.net/leefoundation/Antietam/dead-confederate-soldiers.jpg
http://www.sonofthesouth.net/leefoundation/Antietam/dead-soldier-antietam.jpg
http://www.sonofthesouth.net/leefoundation/battle-antietam-pictures.htm


Mathew Brady [4] 

 Brady spent over $100,000 to create over 10,000  
images 

 After the war, Brady’s popularity and practice  
declined when the public lost interest in photos  
of the war 

 When the government refused to buy the collection,  
he was forced to declare bankruptcy. 

 Congress granted Brady $25,000 in 1875, but he  
remained deeply in debt 

 Mathew Brady died penniless in the charity ward  
of Presbyterian Hospital in New York City 

 Brady's funeral was financed by veterans of the 7th New York Infantry.  

 He was buried in Congressional Cemetery in Washington, D.C. 

 Mathew Brady - May 18, 1822 - January 15, 1896 - 74 
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Alexander Gardner [1] 

 Alexander Gardner had a gallery which rivaled Brady's in 
illustrious clientele and prestige 

 Gardner emigrated from Scotland to New York in 1856 
when he was 35 years old.  

 Gardner worked in Brady's studio, where he introduced the 
Woodward Solar Camera, which allowed photographic 
portraits to be enlarged. 

 He was manager of Brady's gallery in Washington, D.C., 
until 1862, when he left to enter the business of mass-
producing carte de visite photographs. 

 Early in the war, Gardner was the official photographer of 
the Army of the Potomac, after which he established his 
own galleries in Washington and New York  

 Among Gardner's distinguished clients were President 
Lincoln and his secretaries, John G. Nicolay and John Hay. 
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http://www.luminous-lint.com/app/vexhibit/_TECHNIQUES_WoodwardsSolarEnlarger_01/4/0/0/
http://www.luminous-lint.com/app/vexhibit/_TECHNIQUES_WoodwardsSolarEnlarger_01/4/0/0/


Alexander Gardner [2] 

 Gardner's April 1865 portraits of Lincoln and his son,  
Tad, were the last before the President's death 

 He also documented Lincoln's funeral and the  
execution of the assassination conspirators 

 After the war, Gardner published his Photographic  
Sketch Book of the Civil War. 

 He closed his Washington gallery, and went West to  
photograph the route of the Union Pacific Railroad 

 He captured some of the most renowned scenes of  
westward expansion as card stereograph views 

 Around 1873, he organized the first Rogues' Gallery  
at the Metropolitan Police headquarters in Washington 

 He continued to be active in photography until his  
death in 1882. 

 Alexander Gardner - October 17, 1821 - December 10, 1882 - 61 
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Abraham Lincoln and son Tad 



Timothy O'Sullivan [1] 

 Timothy O'Sullivan worked for Gardner and 
Brady. 

 O'Sullivan learned the daguerreotype process 
during his time with Brady. 

 He was only 23 years old when he worked as 
one of Brady's field operators at the Battle of 
Gettysburg 

 Harper's Weekly published his Gettysburg 
photographs 

 The images were some of the most provocative 
and influential of the war and provided 
inspiration for Lincoln's Gettysburg Address 

 O'Sullivan spent the remainder of the war as 
Gardner's superintendent of field and map 
work for the Army of the Potomac. 
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"The Harvest of Death": Union 

dead on the battlefield at 

Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, 

photographed July 5–6, 1863, 

by Timothy O'Sullivan 



Timothy O'Sullivan [2] 

 In 1867, he began a three-year assignment as 
photographer with the first government geological 
survey teams to explore the 40th Parallel. 

 He traveled through Nevada, Wyoming, and Colorado, 
photographing life in the West. 

 O'Sullivan was the official photographer for the survey 
of possible routes for the Panama Canal 

 By 1871, he had photographed the 100th Meridian and 
the Native American populations in Arizona and New 
Mexico 

 He served two years as photographer for the Treasury 
Department before dying in 1882 of tuberculosis at the 
age of 42 

 Timothy O'Sullivan - about 1840 - January 14, 1882 – 
42 
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Staged Photographs 

 O’Sullivan relocated a dead 
Confederate soldier from where he 
had fallen on a battlefield to the 
empty cove 

 In death he became an actor in a 
staged photograph   

 What ultimately gave it away?   

 The rifle O’Sullivan used a rifle that 
was not used by sharpshooters  
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Dead Confederate sharpshooter 

at foot of Little Round Top  



Military Photographs 

 During the Civil War, Haley Sims and Alexander Gardner began recreating 
scenes of battle to overcome the inability of recording moving objects. 

 Their reconfigured scenes were designed to intensify the visual and 
emotional effects of battle. 

 Gardner and Mathew Brady rearranged bodies of dead soldiers during the 
Civil War in order to create a clear picture of the atrocities associated with 
battle.  

 Charleston photographer George S. Cook captured what is believed to be 
the world's first photographs of actual combat, during the Union 
bombardment of Confederate fortifications near Charleston – his wet-plate 
photographs taken under fire show explosions and Union ships firing at 
southern positions. 

 There are no records of photographs taken from balloons during the war. 
This is strange because photographs of both Paris and Boston were taken 
from balloons before the war. 
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Solving a Photographic Mystery 
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Source: Civil War Photographs, Library of Congress 

The head is from Grant at his 

Cold Harbor, Va. headquarters 

The horse and man's body 

are from Maj. Gen. Alexander 

McDowell McCook 

The background is from Confederate prisoners 

captured in the battle of Fisher's Hill, VA 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/2007681056/resource/ppmsca.15886


Civil War Photography Websites 

 3-D Anaglyph Photographs 

 3-D Photographs Exhibit 

 The Camera Goes to War – PBS 

 Civil War Photos Net 

 Pictures of the Civil War - The 
National Archives 

 Tom Liljenquist – 700 tintypes 
donated to the Library of Congress 
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http://www.civilwarphotography.org/3-d-anaglyph-photographs-exhibit
http://www.civilwarphotography.org/3-d-anaglyph-photographs-exhibit
http://www.civilwarphotography.org/3-d-anaglyph-photographs-exhibit
http://www.civilwarphotography.org/3-d-photographs-exhibit
http://www.civilwarphotography.org/3-d-photographs-exhibit
http://www.civilwarphotography.org/3-d-photographs-exhibit
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/lincolns/atwar/gal_camera_1.html
http://www.civilwarphotos.net/
http://www.archives.gov/research/civil-war/photos/index.html
http://loc.gov/rr/print/caption/captionliljenquist.html


Summary 
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A Photographer at Manassas, VA 

July 4, 1863 

 In 1837 the first successful photographs was 
created by the daguerreotype process 

 The technology of wet plate photography used 
the reaction of silver oxides 

 Photographers took over a million ambrotypes 
(glass) and tintypes (metal) 

 The carte de visite (cdv) process used a glass, 
wet-plate negative that allowed for unlimited 
copies to be made on albumen paper 

 Stereographs were 3-D photographs taken with 
a twin-lens camera 

 Mathew Brady, Alexander Gardner, and 
Timothy O'Sullivan were the most famous Civil 
War photographers 


