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Photographs are the popular historicism of our era; 
they confer nothing less than reality itself. (Alan Trachtenberg)

With reference to the above statement, assess the contribution of war 
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Synopsis

that visual constructions are not inferior to written 
history, but in the palpable record of the past scenes 

Three case studies substantiate this essay’s conviction 

and the wider pool of historical evidence, has led 

Essay

contribution to the historical record.  



present visual actuality, the historical interpretation 

is debated by historians as they surpass actuality, 

for while they convey a palpable visual reality, they 

historical truth. 

Photographic History 
of the Civil War, 
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no different to that inherent in written scholarship. 

constructed record. 

Roland Barthes’ essay The Reality Effect refutes French 
historian Thiers’ belief that history should show no 

appropriate to Hurley’s visual constructions, for Hurley 

cannot deliver objective, visual authenticity, as while 

personal view of the war in its entirety, rather than the 

Over the Top

Over
the Top

p.6). The scene, as a whole, therefore can be viewed as 



(1997, p.170). Hurley believed that it was historically 

due to both the indexicality of each palpable sector of 

another parallel between visual and written history. While 

inclusive truth.  

experienced by the soldiers (Brothers, 1997). The record 

veraciously represent the whole reality. 

Death of a Militiaman

substantiates “the desired belief of a particular historical 

allusion that it cannot help but constitute an historical 
source replete with evidence of attitude, belief and 

had no historical purpose, but has nevertheless led to 

but does not invalidate further contributions to the 
historical record.  Narrative processes shape all historical 
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Appendices
Photos not shown for copyright reasons
Appendix 1: Gardner’s “A Harvest of Death at 
Gettysburg, July, 1863”
Appendix 2: Hurley’s “Over the Top” (October 1917)
Appendix 3: Capa’s “Death of a Militiaman” (1936)
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