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History Through a Lens

The idea that a photograph tells a story has been a fundamental concept since the beginning of photography itself.  The use of photography has greatly affected the general population's interpretation of major historical events.  The juxtaposition of Roger Fenton’s photography and the photography of James Robertson during the Crimean War exemplifies this notion.   These two photographers created two distinct interpretations of the mood and condition of the Crimean War.  Both provided stories through images.  The population then gathered from the photographs what they saw and felt as truth.  In many ways, “to photograph is to appropriate the things photographed.  It means putting oneself into a certain relation to the world that feels like knowledge—and, therefore, like power” (Sontag, 4).  Photographers help shape the way past events transcend through time by giving people this power.    

The time period in which both of these photographers lived did not allow for technologically advanced photographic manipulation.  Because these methods were not available, the primary method on hand for Fenton and Robertson was where they pointed their cameras.  In a time overcome with war, there are endless areas to focus a photographer’s lens.  In a dissonantly contradictory way, one particular photograph can capture or define a year, an entire war, or a person’s identity in the eyes of the viewer.  Knowing this, a photographer can easily paint endless pictures of a period based on what they photograph.  In the same way, two photographers can create entirely different stories of war and struggle.  This is evident through the contrast of Roger Fenton and James Robertson’s photography of the Crimean War.

Commissioned to photograph the results of the war in Crimea, Roger Fenton photographed the war without capturing the literal conflict.  With the exception of The Valley of the Shadow of Death Fenton steered away from struggle and upset.
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ROGER FENTON, The Valley of the Shadow of Death, 1855. Paper Print.  Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.


In The Valley of the Shadow of Death, Fenton exhibits an eerie feeling of death living in the depths of this photograph.  The point of view creates a feeling of the road’s infinite existence.  The road leads endlessly away from the viewer, but also invasively toward them.  This metaphor of certain and inescapable death gives the viewer a deep sense of fear and vulnerability.  The area where this photograph was taken had been a place of death and suffering for many soldiers.  Fenton captured the sense of loss and absence of life through this image.  While the image is incredibly poignant, it became an exception among Fenton’s photographs of the Crimean area.  The majority of his photographs lack the suggestion of struggle, fear, and suffering in a time of crisis.

Roger Fenton’s work in Crimea, as a whole, can be summarized as less offensive and invasive than Robertson’s.  “Fenton’s photographs were less explicit.  Most did not make direct reference to the war’s calamities…” (Marien, 89).  He chose not to photograph injured or deceased soldiers or damage to cities from battle.  Photographs such as Lieut. Colonel Shadforth & the 57th show soldiers sitting together relaxing and talking.  These soldiers are depicted out of harms way.  No element of danger or fatality is exhibited in this image.  The image focuses on the feeling of togetherness and fellowship among the soldiers rather than the conflict that has sent them there.
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ROGER FENTON, Lieut.Shadforth & the 57th, 1855. Film Copy Negative.  Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.


Furthermore, Fenton’s landscapes created a sense of tranquility and calm in Crimea.  In Head of Harbour, Balaklava, the landscape seems without chaos.  The harbor is operating without any interruption or distraction.  No signs of destruction or suffering are present.  From this photograph, there is no way to draw a sense of impact from the war.  This omission of the harshness of war enables the viewer to disconnect from the reports of death and believe the image of normalcy.  Fenton is able to include portions of the town’s landscape while excluding the harshness of war.

These images of Crimea are important because their publication easily misleads the viewer.  The viewer is not forced to wonder if Crimea is calm and safe.  The photograph tells them that it is.  The photograph is real.  A viewer can believe the photograph and its story more easily than tales of death and turmoil because words are more easily fabricated than photographs.  It is the belief that photographs are all inclusive that gives the photographer a powerful voice in the media.
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ROGER FENTON, Head of Harbour, Balaklava, 1852-1860.  Film Copy Negative. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.


In contrast to Robert Fenton’s work, James Robertson focused on the less comforting images of wartime.  Robertson did not hesitate to expose the destruction and brutality of war.  In his photographs he broke away from the everyday images and dove into the cruelty and devastation of war.  His photograph, Russian gun emplacement during the Crimean War, shows the destroyed area where soldiers prepared for battle.  The way that lives were changed and ruined by war is much more evident in Robertson’s images.  It is as if Robertson tried to include the more undesirable element of Crimea’s reality.  The inclusion of this aspect gives a more complete concept of the war when combined with Fenton’s images.  While these images may be harder to view, they are more realistic in their presentation of the time of suffering.
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JAMES ROBERTSON, Russian gun emplacement during the Crimean War 1855 salted paper print. Gernsheim Collection. Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, University of Texas at Austin.

Further, the dark feeling of this photograph and its extremely high horizon line give the audience a feeling of being trapped in the danger and sadness of this war.
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Robertson was more intent on capturing images that would otherwise be impossible for the viewer to imagine.  His photographs did not show everyday events or soldiers relaxing.  His images were of destruction and war.  In Interior of the Redan, the viewer is able to see, almost first hand, the land, houses, and lives destroyed by these battles.
JAMES ROBERTSON, Interior of the Redan, June 1855. Salted paper print. Gersheim Collection. Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, University of Texas at Austin


This photograph evokes a sense of remorse or sadness in the viewer.  It is through these images that the viewer is able to voyeuristically experience the detriment of war.  Outside of these photographs, a viewer who had never experienced war would be unable to grasp this reality.  

Both of these photographers challenge their viewing audience by capturing the history of the Crimean War.  When these photographs were displayed together, they created a pushing and pulling of emotions.  While Fenton’s photographs resonate a calm, normal atmosphere, Robertson jolts the viewer with unsettling images of cruelty and destruction.  The viewer must balance juxtaposing images and emotions until some kind of balance is met.  They must ask what has happened.  While the images appear to capture the truth of the war, it was impossible to capture everything.  Which images hold more meaning?  Only the viewer can answer this question.  

Photographs seem to hold more value in the eyes of the viewer because they appear more honest than articles, speeches, or even texts.  This feeling of truth in photograph gives the photographer power to influence.  What they include and what they leave out of a photograph can shape an opinion of an entire era.  Fenton’s decision to exclude gruesome images from his collection shapes his audience’s view of the war.  Likewise, Robertson’s audience is influenced by his choices.  


Furthermore, Fenton’s landscapes and group shots of soldiers, even through their basic elements, provide comfort and reassurance to their viewers.  The distant landscapes help the viewer feel far from the struggle.  Also, the group shots of soldiers talking and relaxing paint a picture of unity and comfort among those who are submersed in the battle.  These choices create an aesthetically comforting mood to the images.  These images appear similar to ordinary shots outside of wartime.  This familiar style of photography helps reinforce the similarity between Crimea during wartime and a peaceful area.  The soldiers are there, but they are not threatened or strained.  They are neither hungry nor lonely.


Robertson, however, creates images in which the landscape is filled with the unknown.  His photographs are overwhelming to the viewer.  His audience must view his landscapes more closely in order to see the intricacies of the destruction.  So much of the photography is introducing the unknown elements of war that the audience is left stunned.  Rather than zooming in on one destroyed cannon or a few guns resting against a home, Robertson shows a large landscape with seemingly endless destruction and ruin.  These images show the viewer a very negative and threatening vision of war.

Even though the juxtaposition of these artists’ photographs can become confusing to their viewers, the mixture is important.  If only one of these photographers had documented the Crimean War, that part of history would have been depicted less accurately.  The most important idea to understand is that the photograph may have infinite meanings and strength, but can rarely capture the entirety of a movement, war, or era.  

The photograph helps the viewer mix visual truth with a personal interpretation of reality.  One can never understand every aspect of a war’s impact, but having a personal opinion and a grasp of the events of the time is exceedingly important.  However, the power lies first in the hands of the photographers because “the photographer is not simply the person who records the past but one who invents it” (Sontag, 67).   Since photographs, such as those of Fenton and Robertson, play such a monumental part in the shaping of public opinion, it becomes especially important that viewers recognize this power.  The power not only to record history, but to define it.
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