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This thesis presents an examination of the trope of photography in E. L. Doctorow's latest 

novel, The March, which takes General Sherman's march through Georgia and the 

Carolinas as its subject matter.  The Civil War, as the first major American military 

conflict to be photographed, is the perfect vehicle for the novel’s meditation upon the 

representation of significant political and cultural events.  As this paper argues, 

photography functions in the novel as a metaphor for visual culture in general.  In 

particular, I argue that the discrepancies which the novel posits between the photographic 

record and lived experience function to trouble notions of media transparency.  As the 

novel suggests, the popular conception of photography, which constructs it is an 

irreproachable and infallible medium, has lent itself to political manipulation.  Thus, 

through photography, the novel depicts history as the conventional framing of events for 

posterity, not as a comprehensive record of events. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Framing the Debate 

 

Beautifully illustrating the concerns that are at the heart of this thesis, Clint 

Eastwood’s recent film, Flags of Our Fathers, takes his audience beyond the frame of Joe 

Rosenthal’s iconic photograph, Old Glory Goes Up on Mt. Suribachi, Iwo Jima in order 

to shed light on the problematic representations of war that continue to play an integral 

role in shaping public consensus.  According to Newsweek, “[w]atching Eastwood's 

harrowing film, which raises pointed questions about how heroes, and wars, are packaged 

and sold, it's hard not to think his movie is a commentary on today” (Ansen).  Taking a 

close look at this process of packaging, the film articulates concerns regarding the 

authenticity of the photographic record by exposing the patent artifice of Rosenthal’s 

image.  As the film reveals, pictures of the soldiers hoisting the flag were actually taken 

on two separate occasions; one is taken during the actual combat; and the subsequent one, 

which we are all familiar with, was taken with a larger flag for purposes of propaganda.  

Here, as in the production a Hollywood film, a second take was needed in order to 

manufacture a more marketable product, rendering the scene a literal theater of war.  

Eschewing the panorama of carnage that Eastwood faithfully renders in his film, 

Rosenthal’s photograph offered a comforting fiction to the public.  Through the 

photograph, victory, if the term may be applied to a battle that witnessed huge losses on 

both sides (including three of the men who were in the actual photograph), was declared 

35 days in advance of the battle’s cessation, bringing to mind a more recent “Mission 

Accomplished” scenario that backfired.   
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Following Jean Baudrillard’s conception of the “hyperreal,” Rosenthal’s picture 

erased the distinction between reality and representation by supplanting the referent in 

terms of truth value; the photographic mendacity became public truth.  Wholly divorced 

from the war on which it purported to offer a window and taking on a life of its own, the 

Rosenthal photograph was used by the government in order to sell war bonds.  The 

soldiers who were believed to have been in the second photograph were shipped back 

stateside for the purpose of reenacting the already staged photograph in front of stadium 

audiences, as well as attending fund-raising dinners decorated with ice sculpture 

interpretations of the same heroic scene.  Through this wholesale appropriation of these 

soldiers for economic gain, they became subject to the mercenary rhythms of capitalism 

in which, in the words of one critic, they are “wined, dined, celebrated-and ultimately 

discarded” (Ansen).  Again, here we may profit from recourse to Baudrillard’s 

employment of the concept of the simulacrum, by which he designates a copy without an 

original, in order to understand this troubling reversal whereby the representation takes 

precedence over reality.  Baudrillard argues that “present-day simulators attempt to make 

the real […] coincide with their models of simulation,” thus, as is clearly seen in 

Eastwood’s film, “effectively “substituting the signs of the real for the real” (2). 

Similarly, E. L. Doctorow’s latest novel, The March, raises questions about the 

role of photography in the production of historical knowledge.  However, instead of using 

a twentieth-century military conflict as a vehicle to voice these concerns, Doctorow has 

taken the Civil War as his subject, specifically, Sherman’s infamous march to the sea. 

Through the lens of a troubled moment in national history, The March, like Flags of Our 

Fathers, discloses how the practice of photography, despite the seeming transparency of 
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this medium, has had the converse effect of distancing the public from the material 

repercussions of political policies and actions. Also, as in Eastwood’s film, Doctorow’s 

novel clearly illustrates how photography has become subject to the inverted logic of the 

simulacra: Revealing how photography is necessarily ideologically motivated, The March 

shows how this practice can work to displace the terrors of mechanized combat by 

fabricating reassuring images which themselves become indices of veracity.  Photographs 

are unqualifiedly accepted, reducing alternate narratives to suspect rumor and hearsay.  

Furthermore, photography, as it is employed in these works, is able to mitigate social 

tensions by either preventing or sentimentalizing representations of race and class.  In 

both works the production and dissemination of these images is highly regulated in order 

to govern public responses to national policies.  Josiah Culp, the fictional character 

assigned to Sherman’s campaign as an official army photographer, is preoccupied with 

crafting images that are suitable to political designs, not in addressing the conditions of 

the soldiers.  Thus, as a result of ideological intervention, this carefully circumscribed 

report, with marginal exceptions, is the material from which the public achieves a 

historical consciousness.  These “snapshot” glimpses of complex situations have 

precipitated a reductive and tenuous, if not altogether insolvent, cultural relationship to 

the past. 

As Flags of Our Fathers raises the specter of the past by grounding itself in the 

actual ambiguity surrounding Rosenthal’s photograph,1 Doctorow, though less overtly, 

 
1 According to Peter Griffin, “[s]everal of the soldiers present on the day that American Marines fought for 
control of the heights of Mt. Suribachi have protested over the years that the Rosenthal picture was staged 
some time after the first flag had been hastily raised to the summit […,] some witnesses maintaining that 
Rosenthal provided a larger flag himself and asked the soldiers to repeat the second flag-raising as he made 
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evokes the problematic practices of the actual Civil War photographers.  Indeed, 

historical precedents for Culp are found in the person of George N. Barnard, the actual 

individual who was charged with recording Sherman’s campaign, as well as other 

contemporary practitioners, who worked to impose a meaningful narrative upon the 

indiscriminate violence of Sherman’s march.  Responding to the technological limitations 

of medium, the unprecedented pace and scale of the Civil War, as well as ideological 

imperatives, Barnard and his colleagues frequently resorted to stage-craft in order to 

produce both more persuasive and profitable photographs.  One of the most famous 

images of the era, finding reproduction in history texts and documentaries, Home of a 

Rebel Sharpshooter, taken by Alexander Gardner, was taken after a corpse was dragged 

“some forty yards” from where the soldier had fallen in order to capture the soldier 

leaning against a stone wall with his rifle leaning at a picturesque angle across the frame 

(Sweet 130).  As Timothy Sweet argues, Gardner was attempting to rationalize the 

violence of the conflict through recourse to “to the sentimental icons of home and loved 

ones” (130-1).  Though the Civil War occurred during photography’s infancy, as The 

March illustrates, photographic transparency has always already been compromised.  The 

Civil War was both the first major American military conflict to have been recorded by 

the camera and to have been waged in the industrial era, and, as it is mobilized in The 

March, it provides us a privileged look into the origin of many concerns, beliefs, 

practices, and prejudices that have become wholly naturalized into the American cultural 

consciousness.           

                                                                                                                                                 
photographs” (144-5).  This instance provides a perfect illustration of the repetition of history that 
Doctorow dramatizes in The March. 
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The central contention of this thesis is that The March, through its exhaustive and 

illuminating examination of the troubled relationship between photography and veracity, 

report and reality, ultimately presents an interrogation of history, in terms of both its 

production and reception.  Tersely titling his novel The March, Doctorow seems to 

suggest that not only is the particular historical episode of Sherman’s march under 

consideration, but the conceptualization of history which equates technological 

innovation, e.g., photography, with the progressive evolution of humanity is similarly 

under fire.  In other words, a critique of the pervasive cultural assumption which takes 

history as an index of both technical and ethical improvement, commonly denoted by the 

phrase the march of history, is what is truly at the heart of this complex and multi-faceted 

work.  By repeatedly equating photography with history, The March suggests that the 

same dependency on cultural imperatives that informs photography is present in the 

composition of history as well.  In both cases, objectivity is a myth that is employed in 

order to secure documentary authority.  However, photography, like the art of fiction 

itself, is able to provide the terms of its own resistance by creating the conditions for the 

coexistence of multiple perspectives, short-circuiting the installation of a single, imposed 

meaning.     

Formally, the problematization of this linear model of history may be perceived in 

The March’s blended narratives of historically verifiable personages and fictional 

characters.  Intertextual connections to Doctorow’s earlier novels further distance this 

text from the generic conventions of the historical novel: The latter life of Wrede 

Sartorius, the surgeon attached to Sherman’s campaign in The March, is charted in 

Doctorow’s previous novel The Waterworks, and Coalhouse Walker III, grandson to the 
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Union Army pioneer in The March, is a central figure in his most well-known work, 

Ragtime.  Contributing to the novel’s frustration of historical specificity, Doctorow 

provides his readers with only a sufficient amount of detail to give his novel a veneer of 

verisimilitude.  Though The March is obedient to the general outline of historical events, 

they are represented from unfamiliar angles and fleshed out with Doctorow’s creative 

embellishments.  Rather than sticking to the historical script, Doctorow spends a great 

deal of time representing the unverifiable, psychological lives of his characters.  Indeed, 

Doctorow’s presentation of Sherman’s interior monologue may be better understood as a 

brilliant bit of ventriloquism than as a meticulous recuperation of his inner life. 

Confounding distinctions between fact and fiction, Doctorow’s methodology seems to 

indicate that he is far less concerned with representing the past than shedding light on 

how the present makes sense of the past. As Linda Hutcheon argues, in the work of 

Doctorow, as well as in other postmodern novelists, “[t]he representation of history 

becomes the history of representation” (Politics 58).   

Doctorow expresses his concern for the privileged status accorded to historical 

discourse in his seminal essay “False Documents,” in which he argues that history, like 

other disciplines that ground themselves in verifiability, have obscured their necessarily 

fictional elements.  This essay traces the operations whereby language, since the rise of 

empiricism, has been conventionally split into those discourses which lay claim to 

verifiability and objectivity, and consequently, truth, and those which are the product of 

the imagination.  Doctorow refers to these two discursive forces as “the power of the 

regime” and “the power of freedom,” respectively (16-17).  In order to redress the wrongs 

precipitated by this schism, particularly, the marginalization of the imagination in the 
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production of truth, Doctorow demonstrates how the use of “false documents” in 

literature holds a mirror to the construction of so-called objective discourses.  The literary 

convention of the “false document” has permitted writers since Cervantes and Defoe to 

claim an otherwise elusive authority for their works through “the novelist’s act of 

creative disavowal” (20).  For example, in Robinson Crusoe, Defoe claims only to have 

edited the memoirs of Crusoe, removing himself from the production of the narrative. 

This critical distance lends the fiction writer an aura of legitimacy that is usually reserved 

for nonfiction.  However, this conventional detachment of the author from text, Doctorow 

argues, foregrounds the very processes employed by institutional discourses in order to 

have these texts carry the weight of truth.  Indeed, according to Doctorow, [a]t the highest 

level of scruple and reportorial disinterest there is the intrusive factor of an organized 

consciousness” (23).   

As The March reveals through the trope of photography, Doctorow, in “False 

Documents,” demonstrates that brute events must be subsumed by an organizing 

principle in order for sense to be made of them.  The act of composition, which finds its 

origins in the imposition of a cultural perspective, is an integral part of all narrative 

practices.  According to Doctorow, “history shares with fiction a mode of mediating the 

world for the purposes of introducing meaning, and it is the cultural authority from which 

they both derive that illuminates those facts so that they can be perceived” (24).  The 

vigorous application of literary conventions in non-fictional discourses leads Doctorow to 

the position that “there is no fiction and nonfiction as we commonly understand the 

distinction, there is only narrative” (26).  Doctorow’s argument is consonant with the 

work of historian Hayden White, who argues that the explanatory power of history is 
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contingent upon its more or less successful ability to craft a story from a mere chronicle 

of events, an operation which he terms “emplotment” (83).   

Like the practice of photography, White’s work reveals that there is no definitive 

representation of an historical event.  History is incapable of possessing transcendent 

meaning, as it is formally dependent upon literary conventions.  According to White, “no 

historical event is intrinsically tragic; it can only be conceived as such from a particular 

point of view” (84).  The March brilliantly demonstrates the processes whereby the 

particularly strange and enigmatic events of modern war are made familiar through 

recourse to literary conventions.  The efforts of the photographers to manipulate the 

brutal details of Sherman’s campaign in order to have them conform to the traditional 

narrative of epic, heroic valor, parallels White’s conception of historiography, in which 

events “are rendered comprehensible by being subsumed under the categories of plot 

structure of in which they are encoded as a particular story” (86).    

 Investigating the claim to truth of the perilous reduction of reality 

sanctioned by historical discourse, an example of what Doctorow terms “regime 

language” (“False Documents” 17), The March reveals that any such representation, far 

from being definitive and unalterable, is rather, to borrow from Nietzsche, “a mobile 

army of metaphors […] which, after they have been in use for a long time, strike a people 

as firmly established” (878).  Both the militancy and the mobility that Nietzsche 

perceives in a given representation’s claim to absolute correspondence are highly relevant 

to Doctorow’s novel.  Representations of the Civil War, while being presented as 

objective, are rather a particular “story” which is made possible by “the suppression and 

subordination of certain [events] and the highlighting of others” (878).  Rather than 
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treating Sherman’s March as anomalous and marginal, Doctorow uses this event to 

generate an alternative “story,” one which presents a rich tapestry of heterogeneous 

figures and undermines popular conceptions of the war. 

Before presenting a detailed examintion of The March, I will begin with a brief 

history of the popular reception of photography, particularly in America.  As I will 

demonstrate, the rhetorical construction of photography as an operation undertaken 

through the agency of nature itself obscured the all-too-human motivations of the 

photographer.  The discourse of nature as it was applied to photography situated this 

practice in opposition to the cultural factors that have determined the use of this medium.  

Informing the cultural conception of photography, the startling novelty of this practice 

facilitated its distinction from the conventional practices of engraving and woodcarving, 

those mediums whose documentary capabilities had already come under dispute by the 

time of the Civil War.  This historical context is of great value for a consideration of the 

role that photography plays in Doctorow’s novel.  However, it should become apparent 

that many of the ideas concerning photography in place during the mid-nineteenth 

century remain extant, suggesting that this ostensibly historical novel, whatever 

conscientiousness it extends towards the historical record, would more suitably be 

characterized as a mirror of contemporary American society and its dependence upon 

visual culture.  Indeed, taking myspace, youtube and reality television into account, it 

should be easy to see that the nineteenth-century’s privileging of images over reality 

remains in ideological fixture of American cultural consciousness.   
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CHAPTER ONE 

“And then came Daguerre”2: Photography and Factuality 

 

Offering a direct transcription of reality, the discovery of photography radically 

altered the way individuals encounter the world.  Writing on the occasion of 

photography’s centenary in 1939, Paul Valéry observes that with its advent, “[a] marked 

revision occurred in all standards of visual knowledge” (193-4).  For Valéry, photographs 

offer direct, empirical access to the past: “The mere notion of photography, when we 

introduce it into our meditation on the genesis of historical knowledge and its true value, 

suggests the simple question: Could such and such a fact, as it is narrated, have been 

photographed?” (195)  Positing an identity between the photograph and historical fact, as 

both originate in the external world, Valéry opposes them to the narrative, causal  

explanations which are subsequently used to thread together the unmotivated data of 

history contained in the photographic record together: “All that is left consists of those 

components of the narrative or of the thesis that originate in the mind and are 

consequently imaginary, mere constructions, interpretations, bodiless things by nature 

invisible to the photographic eye […] so that they could not have been observed and 

transmitted intact” (195-96).  Thus, Valéry conceives of the photograph as an innocent 

representation of reality, relegating the work of culture to the interpretations that are 

applied to the ostensibly purely factual information contained in them.  Valéry’s view, 

which “refus[es] to admit ideology into the domain of photographic representation,” is 

 
2 Valéry, 93.  
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informed by the rhetorical construction of photography as an unmotivated, objective 

witness that has been in circulation since its discovery (Sweet 79).     

Publicly unveiled in 1839, the daguerreotype process, which was the precursor to 

modern photography, became the first reliable method for fixing images produced by the 

camera obscura, and from its inception, the discourse of photography has invoked the 

agency of nature in the production of its images.  Joseph Nicéphore Niepce, claimed of 

the “heliography” process he developed during the 1820s that it permitted “automatic 

reproduction, by the action of light” (5).  Described as “the pencil of nature” by William 

Henry Fox Talbot, one of the earliest pioneers of photography, photography has enjoyed 

a discursive construction that has continuously obscured human involvement in its 

operations.  Speculating on the possibility of permanently fixing the images produced by 

the camera obscura, Talbot remarks, “how charming it would be if it were possible to 

cause these natural images to imprint themselves durably, and remain fixed upon the 

paper!” (29)  Here, Talbot voices his optimism in language that reveals the spontaneity 

attributed to the photographic process.  Similarly, the inventor of the daguerreotype, 

Jacques Louis Mandé Daguerre, described his process as one which grants “Nature […] 

the power to reproduce herself” (13).3   

Photography’s documentary applications were quickly perceived as well; in one 

of the first publications concerning photography, Lady Eastlake wrote: “Thus are the 

incidents of time, and the forms of space simultaneously recorded; and every picture 

becomes an authentic chapter in the history of the world” (64-65).  Unlike the transience 

 
3 Many of the primary sources cited in this section were bought to my attention by Laura Barrett’s 
dissertation, Frames of Reference: Fictional Photographs in American Literature, which deftly negotiates 
the multiple valences that have attended the reception photography.  For the purposes of this essay, I am 
foregrounding those voices which have created a cultural space of factuality around the new medium.   
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of human vision, photography preserved a moment in time for infinite contemplation; 

thus, it was able to suggest to its audience that the world is ultimately intelligible.  

Photography externalized memory, its images furnishing a store of documents which 

were readily available to the public, presaging the ubiquity which they enjoy today.  Walt 

Whitman himself contended that photography surpassed the efforts of historical 

narratives, providing incontrovertible truth: “[H]ow much better it would often be, rather 

than having a lot of contradictory records by witnesses or historians-say of Caesar, 

Socrates, Epictetus, others-if we could have three or four or half a dozen portraits-very 

accurate-of the men: that would be history-the best history-a history from which there 

would be no appeal” (Trachtenberg 60).  According to Charles Baudelaire, the camera 

serves as “the secretary and record-keeper of whomsoever needs absolute material 

accuracy” (88).  As a record of reality, the photograph was beyond reproach.  For its 

nineteenth-century audience, photography held out the epistemological promise of an 

ultimately knowable world, one unobstructed by institutional interests and uncolored by 

ideology.  As Edgar Allen Poe writes, the photograph presented a “perfect identity of 

aspect with the thing represented” (38).   

Through its perceived equivalence with its subject matter, photography was 

believed to provide an absolute, external index of history and personal experience, 

surpassing the abilities of human recollection.  Praising photography’s ability to capture 

“the most fleeting of our illusions,” Oliver Wendell Holmes designates the photograph as 

“the mirror with a memory” (73-4).  For Holmes, not only is the photograph equivalent to 

its physical referent, but it is actually superior: “In fact, matter as a visible object is of no 

use any longer, except as the mould on which form is shaped.  Give us a few negatives of 
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a thing worth seeing, taken from different points of view, and that is all we want of it.  

Pull it down or burn it up, if you please” (80).  Presciently anticipating the future role of 

visual culture, Holmes proclaims, “[m]atter in large masses must always be fixed and 

dear; form is cheap and transportable […]. Men will hunt all curious, beautiful, grand 

objects, as they hunt the cattle in South Africa, for their skins, and leave the carcasses as 

of little worth” (81).  Holmes envisions photographic libraries where individuals may 

come in order to procure a vicarious experience: “The time will come when a man who 

wishes to see any object, natural or artificial, will go to the […l]ibrary, and call for its 

skin or form, as he would for a book at any common library” (81).    

The first American reactions to Daguerre’s revolutionary new process also praised 

its unprecedented powers of mimesis, and in addition, they exhibited none of the anxiety 

over artistic production that was manifest in Europe, where a painterly society flourished.  

In an article published by the New Yorker in April 1839, N. P. Willis exults, “[a]ll Nature 

shall paint herself-fields, rivers, trees, houses, plains, mountains, cities, shall all paint 

themselves at a bidding, and at a moment’s notice” (Secrets, 224).  Similarly, Philip 

Hone, a former mayor of New York, claimed that the photograph “is a perfect transcript 

of the thing itself,” a statement which, according to Richard Rudisill, “typified American 

rather than European reaction […] in that he was happy with such direct experience of 

visible objects whereas Europeans often wished to interpose the hand of the artist 

(Rudisill 53-54).  Rudisill posits that “previous pictorial conditioning” rendered the 

American consciousness particularly susceptible to the effects of nature; indeed, nature 

and nation, for Americans, historically have been synonymous (43).  As seen in the case 

of Manifest Destiny, American ideology held that God had marked his purpose upon the 
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canvas of the American landscape.  In order to clearly read the message, verisimilitude 

was essential.  The sublime power of America’s landscape indicated to its inhabitants the 

distinct benevolence that it enjoyed, separating it from the perceived decadence and 

artifice of Europe: “[p]opular imagination singled out certain special wonders, like 

Niagara Falls, as epitomizing the handiwork of God expressly bestowed upon the North 

American continent” (Rudisill, 9).  Thus, the accuracy of representation inherent in 

photography assured its acceptance its America.   

Illustrating the powerful role of photography in America on the eve of the Civil 

War, Abraham Lincoln is reputed to have attributed his election in 1860 to both the 

portrait photograph taken of him by Matthew Brady and his Cooper Union address 

(Rudisill 170).  This famous photograph of President Lincoln was carefully composed 

and widely distributed in order to mitigate the political damage done by personal, direct 

access to the man himself.  Lincoln’s gangly appearance often made him the butt of 

jokes; however, by enlisting the aid of Brady, Lincoln was able to substitute a flattering 

image for direct experience.  Additionally, according to Rudisill, Brady’s photograph of 

the president “did much to create an image of Lincoln[,] suggesting forthright strength 

and compassion equal to the challenge of a rapidly fractionating country” (170).  

Photographers like Brady, by dictating to the public how to see and what was worth 

viewing also had the effect of quickly establishing an identity between photography and 

history.  Indeed as Robert Taft declares, “[b]y 1845, Brady had conceived the idea for 

which he deserves rank equal to the greatest historian of the American scene.  This was 

the project of collecting all the portraits of the distinguished and notable individuals he 

could induce to sit before his camera” (57). Inaugurating a powerful new role for visual 
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culture in informing the political consciousness of Americans, photography may be seen 

as the logical precursor of television and the internet as the supreme arbiters of historical 

and ideological content.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

“[M]aking memory for the future”4: The Photographic Construction of 

Historical Consciousness in The March 

As the first modern war to have been recorded by the camera, the American Civil 

War signaled a distinct break with the past in the representation of significant cultural and 

political events.5  Commenting on this radical alteration, Vicki Goldberg states, “[t]he 

first living-room war was not Vietnam but the American Civil War, which came into the 

front parlor in word and picture, even in photographs, as no war had before” (Lives 20).  

Freed from the limitations of narrative and pictorial practices, photography, during the 

Civil War, offered the public unprecedented, immediate access to the bloody details of 

combat.  In 1862, the New York Times reported that the mere sight of Matthew Brady’s 

images “brought bodies” home from the battlefield of Antietam and “laid them in our 

dooryard and along the streets” (Williams 70).  Thus, Photography, unlike other media, 

has been perceived not so much as a representational practice, but rather as a mechanical 

reproduction of the subject itself.  However, despite the fact that what has been captured 

by the lens has undeniably existed, what Roland Barthes terms the “having-been-there” 

of the photographic subject, the intrusion of ideology into the practice of photography has 

never been truly absent, but only more effectively obscured by the medium’s claim to 

objectivity (Rhetoric 44).  From the Civil War on, images which have been thought to 

most truly epitomize an era, for example, Joe Rosenthal’s famous Old Glory Goes up on 

                                                 
4 The March, 308. 
5 Both the Crimean War and the Spanish-American War had been photographed before the Civil War; 
however, they preceded the development of the wet-plate process which the reproduction of images, 
guaranteeing their greater diffusion (Taft 223-4).   
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Mt. Suribachi, Iwo Jima, have often been the most contrived.  Therefore, photography 

proves the perfect vehicle for E. L. Doctorow’s The March, which scrutinizes the 

ostensibly transparent representations of significant American political events, both past 

and present, in official discourse.  Contrasting the stable images produced by 

photography with the vast upheavals precipitated by the Civil War, The March 

undermines the documentary authority both of history and photography, those practices 

which, employing the same strategies as fiction, shape the chaotic flux of life into a 

coherent and meaningful story. 

 

 

Surgical Focus: The Problematic Documentary Capacity of Photography 

Representations of General William Tecumseh Sherman’s infamous scorched-

earth campaign through Georgia and the Carolinas, the subject of The March, markedly 

illustrate the variance between historical documents and the events which they purport to 

faithfully record.  Indeed, both in word and image, Sherman’s march, which visited upon 

the south all the fury of a Biblical plague, was represented in official documents and the 

photographic record as an organized military operation.  On November 9, 1864, Sherman 

issued Special Field Orders, NO. 120, outlining the foraging policy his army would adopt 

in order to move quickly through Confederate territory.  These orders stated that “the 

army will forage liberally on the country during the march” under the strict proviso that 

“[s]oldiers must not enter the dwellings of the inhabitants, or commit any trespass” 

(Sherman 652).  Sherman, in his memoirs, claims that all the particulars of his orders 

completely correspond to the actual conduct of his army, declaring that “[the] general 
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orders made for this march appear to me […] so clear, so emphatic, and well-digested, 

that no account of that historic event is perfect without them […].  I insist that these 

orders were obeyed as any similar orders ever were” (649).  However, despite Sherman’s 

attempts to represent the march as a model of discipline, his orders had the material effect 

of wreaking a “50-mile swath of destruction” through the South, indiscriminately 

punishing both soldiers and civilians (Newhall vii).  John Bennett Walters, who situates 

Sherman’s march alongside the atrocities of WWII, argues that “it is difficult to escape 

the conviction that these orders were issued by Sherman more for the record than for the 

governing of his troops” (xiii, 154).6  The March foregrounds this discrepancy between 

the record and reality, moving beyond the frame of official discourse in order to reveal 

the “strange currents [that] flowed within the structure of military discipline” (March 11).  

Sherman’s march is portrayed in the novel as the undulations of an infernal creature, “a 

great segmented body moving in contractions and dilations at a rate of twelve to fifteen 

miles a day, a creature of a hundred thousand feet [that] consumes everything in its path,” 

with Sherman as the reptilian, “small brain” that vainly attempts to coordinate the 

heaving masses under his command (61-62).   

The conditions on the ground during the Civil War, as they are described in The 

March, are difficult to reconcile to the clear and affective images presented by the 

historical record, including General Sherman’s memoirs.  Colonel Clarke, an officer 

assigned to a detachment of “bummers,” soldiers who requisition supplies from the 
 

6 In Merchant of Terror: General Sherman and Total War, John Bennett Walters notes the contradictory 
coexistence of the federal government’s attempts to “officially recognize […] the distinction between 
combatants and noncombatants in the Confederacy” and the “personal philosophy of war” adopted by 
Sherman which ignored these distinctions (xi-xii).  Finding this situation only superficially paradoxical, 
Walters notes that though “it is evident that [Sherman] was willing to proceed in the face of official 
pronouncements […,] [i]t is likewise evident that he would not have dared to do so without the tacit 
approval of Abraham  Lincoln and General Grant” (xiii).  
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estates of Southern civilians, unlike Sherman, are unable to provide a satisfactory account 

of his men’s unruly and violent behavior.  Defying the surety and conviction of 

Sherman’s narrative account of his army’s conduct, the “willfulness and self-expression” 

of Clarke’s men “was not something for which he could give a coherent explanation in a 

letter home” (March 11).  Clarke, disclosing the wide margin separating historical 

documents, in particular, Sherman’s Special Orders, from reality, sadly admits, “[e]ven 

the generals issued orders for the sake of the record only” (11).  In a brilliant image that 

discloses the postmodern disruption of monological discourses such as history, Clarke’s 

entourage, after their plundering of one estate, may be seen to undermine distinctions in 

class, gender, race, regionalism, and even temporality: “Sergeant Malone wore the 

Massah’s top hat and cutaways over his uniform.  They had found some old colonial 

militia hats for the slave children.  Private Toller had donned a flouncy dress, and each 

and every man, including two old Negroes, was smoking a cigar […].  Christ, what am I 

leading here, Clarke said to no one in particular” (14).  John G. Parks finds this same 

narrative strategy at work in Doctorow’s previous novel Ragtime, in which “[t]he stable, 

the authoritative, the serious are loosened, mocked, subverted” (Compositions 56).  

Indeed, The March explodes the neatness of documentary evidence with its kaleidoscopic 

presentation of heterogeneous figures.   

In order to render the events of the war comprehensible, Clarke strategically 

adopts a selective vision, one similar to that of the photographer.  Screening himself from 

those aspects of the war which are complex and problematic, Clarke discloses the 

prejudices of the prevailing ideology.  Indeed, as Clarke muses, [t]he best officers knew 

when to look aside,” ignoring those perturbations which challenge images of discipline 
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and order (11).  As a Union officer, Clarke has a vested interest in rendering events 

suitable for posterity and public consumption; thus, he is preoccupied with trying to “put 

the best face on things” (49).  Besides the behavior of his men, the presence of blacks is 

unsettling to Clarke, as it forces a direct confrontation with the grim realities of slavery.  

Like the Civil War photographers, Clarke is unable to accommodate either their physical 

or mental presence, relegating them to the periphery: “As they rode into the grounds he 

immediately saw, and ignored, the slaves standing there” (10).   According to Alan 

Trachtenberg, “just as Northern rhetoric emphasized the cause of ‘Union,’ called the 

enemy ‘rebels’ rather than slaveholders, and made the defeat of succession rather than 

slavery the most prominent war goal, the photographic record tends to banish blacks to 

the margin of visibility – their presence unacknowledged even when plainly there” (110).  

The March reminds us of the true objectives of the Civil War: it was fought 

fundamentally for the preservation of the Union, not the abolition of slavery.7  The 

displacement of blacks from the ‘ideal’ image of America is found also in the sarcastic, 

snapshot sentences at the opening of Ragtime, which describe an impossibly nostalgic 

historical scenario: “Everyone wore white in summer.  Tennis rackets were hefty and the 

racket faces elliptical.  There was a lot of sexual fainting.  There were no Negroes” (3).  

Of course there were blacks in America; however, because they failed to be properly 

taken account of in historical documents, they often fail to enter into popular 

interpretations of previous eras.   

The photograph is generally conceived of as an incontrovertible trace of the past, 

according the practice of photography a powerful position as the custodian of historical 
 

7 According to Hans Kohn, Abraham Lincoln’s “attitude toward slavery was ambiguous […]; his primary 
consideration was not slavery but the maintenance, if need by force, of the Union” (112). 
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events.  Commenting on the cultural work of photography, Barthes avers that “the 

Photograph’s essence is to ratify what it represents” (Camera Lucida 85).  Articulating 

the privileged position of the photograph as an historical document, Calvin remarks that 

“[o]nce he moved on, history would know of [Columbia’s] disaster only what he had 

photographed” (203).  Thus, in the wake of the destruction of this city, Calvin feels 

compelled “to make as many negatives of the ruined city as his supplies lasted” (203).  

As Josiah Culp, the fictional photographer attached to Sherman’s campaign, often 

reminded his apprentice, “[t]ime goes on, things change from moment to moment, and a 

photo is all that remains of the moment past” (203).8  According to Trachtenberg, Civil 

War photography, through its representations of “encampments, harbors, railroads, 

wrecked cities,” significantly “enlarged expectations about the medium in a public which 

had been accustomed to photographs mainly as portraits” (83).  The novel report of 

mundane detail contributed to the seeming transparency of the medium; the wealth of 

historical artifacts recorded by photographers served to increase the practice’s legitimacy.  

Similarly, Sweet  claims “[t]the idea of the documentary photograph was more or less 

inherent in the ‘truthful’ representational capabilities of the medium itself, but the war 

played an important role in its emergence because there was now so much history to 

record” (84).  The power of the photograph as a mode of transmitting information, 

however, requires the alienation of individual autonomy in the transmission of historical 

details and narratives.  As Calvin relates, “Mr. Culp has taught me to look at things, and 

 
8 In Through the Negative: The Photographic Image and the Written Word in Nineteenth-Century 
American Literature, Megan Rowley Williams relates that “from the very first the Civil War was 
characterized by an obsessive concern with recording this conflict for posterity” (66).  Indeed, two days 
after the battle of Bull Run the battlefield was purchased in the expectation that “it could be transformed 
into a profitable tourist attraction” (67-68). 
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that is what I’m doing.  Most people don’t really look at what they’re looking at.  But we 

[photographers] have to.  We have to look at things for them” (200).  As this passage 

illustrates, the Civil War inaugurated an era of vicarious experience; public faith in the 

identity between photographs and events made it possible for historical knowledge to be 

determined by an expert class of practitioners driven by ideological, economic, or 

political interests.  As Susan Sontag argues, at the very moment in history when the 

possibility of an unmediated apprehension of reality became possible, photography 

intervened, securing the status of the image as a form of external memory:  

Reality has always been interpreted through the reports given by images; and 
philosophers since Plato have tried to loosen our dependence on images by 
invoking the standard of an image-free way of apprehending the real.  But when, 
in the mid-nineteenth century, the standard finally seemed attainable, the retreat 
of old religious and political illusions before the advance of humanistic and 
scientific thinking did not-as anticipated-create mass defections to the real.  On 
the contrary, the new age of unbelief strengthened the allegiance to images (153). 

 
Furthermore, the public, as Culp’s pedantic relationship to Calvin suggests, is “taught 

[how] to look at things” through photography (200).  Again, according to Sontag, “[i]n 

teaching us a new visual code, photographs alter and enlarge our notions of what is worth 

looking at and what we have a right to observe.  They are a grammar and, even more 

importantly, an ethics of seeing” (3).  Rather than realizing the status of a natural, neutral 

vision, the camera instructed the public to see according to the ideological imperatives of 

photographer and those who manage the economy of images.  Commenting on the 

didactic role played by photography in its application as a mode of vicarious experience 

at mid-century, Sweet states, “[i]mages of the war were brought home to be contemplated 

in comfort and leisure by consumers whose taste had been educated, prior to the war, by 
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landscape, portrait, and genre photographs and by photographic criticism in magazines” 

(84).   

 The act of recording history chafes against Calvin’s ability to participate in the 

events of the war and to effect morally fulfilling goals.  The narrator reveals that Calvin 

is preoccupied with more than the disinterested documentation of the war: “T[here were 

several] things on Calvin Harper’s mind as he drove through the ruins of Columbia, 

stopping here and there to make a photograph.  No less than Arly, who was sitting beside 

him wearing Mr. Culp’s coat, hat and pistol” (203).  Calvin is obviously bothered by the 

remembrance of his mentor’s death at the hands of Arly, but he is prevented from taking 

action by his acute historical consciousness: “[H]e also felt that he must not leave 

Columbia before he had made as many negatives as possible” (203).  The tension found 

here is consonant with Sontag’s pronouncement that “[p]hotographing is essentially an 

act of non-intervention”: “The person who intervenes cannot record; the person who is 

recording cannot intervene […].  Like sexual voyeurism, it is a way of at least tacitly 

encouraging whatever is going on to keep on happening” (11-12).9  

  Arly, unsure of Calvin’s methods, inquires into his practice of photographing 

ruined buildings, asking, “and what are we looking at now” (200).  Calvin’s response 

reveals his reliance upon the allegorical implications of his photographs in order to 

articulate a message; the static nature of the photographic image prohibits him from 

recording action: “Down the street?  Those granite steps don’t lead to nothing.  A church 

was there.  And what’s left in only that back wall with the bull’s-eye window that you 

can look through” (200).  Similarly, Calvin, when taking a picture of “the old town bell 
 

9 Sontag cites Alfred Hitchcock’s Rear Window as illustrative of how, despite the fact that photography is 
incapable of “intervention,” “using a camera is still a form of participation” (12). 
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lying askew in the rubble of the spire that had held it,” comments, “[t]his was the bell 

they rang every time another state left  the union”: “Whether is pleasures me or not,” 

Calvin continues, “it is part of the historic record.  This bell now fallen here in the dirt is 

like what has happened to the Confederacy.  It is like the ruin of the old slaveholding 

south is lying there, so I got to photograph it, just like Mr. Culp would” (200).  Though 

these photographs may have been composed in complete ignorance of the cultural work 

achieved through the pictorial conventions they employ, they closely mirror George N. 

Barnard’s depopulated images taken in Charleston subsequent to its destruction.  

According to Sweet, Barnard’s photographic representation of Sherman’s campaign, 

which he subsequently published in book-form as Photographic Views of Sherman’s 

Campaign, mobilized the generic conventions of the picturesque, “which valued the 

subordination of parts of the unity to the whole,” in order to symbolically invite Northern 

occupation of the South (78, 160-1).  Influenced by the work of painter Thomas Cole, the 

picturesque mode had come to be characterized in part by the displacement of historical 

specificity from the landscape, allowing it to become a space into which the national 

spirit could be projected.  Barnard drew heavily upon this convention in his photographs 

of the South, “giv[ing] us broken trees and ruined buildings” in order to “invite[ ] the 

kind of contemplative reverie that these signs inspire within the context of the 

picturesque” (139).  

 The climax of the novel, which involves the use of photography to perform an 

assassination, lays bare the close relationship between photography and violence.  Arly’s 

attempt to take the life of Sherman while disguised as a photographer powerfully 

undermines the conception of photography as an innocent and disinterested medium.  The 
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predatory role of photography has been commented on by Sontag, who argues that 

“[t]here is an aggression implicit in every use of the camera”: “This is evident 1840s and 

1850s, photography’s glorious first two decades, as in all the succeeding decades, during 

which time technology made possible an ever increasing spread of that mentality which 

looks at the world as a set of potential photographs” (7).  Mobilizing the rhetoric that 

equates photography with history, Arly proudly boasts to Calvin, “now we are going to 

make history.  I am going to shoot Gen’ral Sherman’s picture” (321).  Exultingly 

deploying a playful double-entendre, Arly shouts to Sherman that “the moment of 

exposure has come” from behind the security of the camera’s black hood, before 

proceeding to extent the “barrel of Mr. Culp’s pistol” “through the socket where [the] 

lens should have been” (324).  Calvin’s earnest attempts to prevent Arly from taking a 

picture of Sherman, including “screw[ing] into the [camera] the wrong [lens] for the 

distance between the camera and the subject,” display a relative naiveté concerning the 

violence implicit in the practice of photography (323).  Indeed, according to Sontag,   

“[t]o photograph people is to violate them, by seeing them as they never see themselves, 

by having knowledge of them that can be symbolically possessed.  Just as the camera is a 

sublimation of the gun, to photograph someone is a sublimated murder” (14-15).      

 

Photography, the Question of Progress,  

and the Cultural Work of Historical Preservation  

Central to The March is the excoriation of the idea of history as the narrative of 

humanity’s progressive evolution; by embodying the march of time in Sherman’s 

campaign, the novel reveals the cost of progress as it is conceived by the American mind.  
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Indeed, the novel’s characterization of the march as a rapacious, mindless mechanism, “a 

nonhuman form of life,” wholly undermines the notion of the heroic march of history, as 

well as the parallel faith in the perceived benefits of the industrialization that was rapidly 

altering the conditions of life during the time of the war (61).  Representations of the 

burgeoning technology of photography in the novel, like its images of the march, 

suggests that history is characterized more suitably as a process of repetition than 

revolution, a proposition which runs counter to popular conceptions of the medium in 

America at the time of the Civil War, some of which still persist in the cultural 

consciousness.  During the mid-nineteenth century, arguments in support of photography 

were situated within the larger context of the exuberant hope for social and spiritual 

progress associated with technological improvement (Marien 61).  As a mechanical 

device, photography was thought to be an unbiased and neutral observer of reality, 

undermining existing domains of power by presenting an incontestable model of truth 

(Marien 6-7).  However, as The March demonstrates, despite rapid industrialization, the 

promise of a concomitant growth of egalitarianism was betrayed by the effective 

maintenance of the status-quo.  Rather than offering a disinterested reflection of 

American society, photography, as it was practiced in America, assumed a didactic role, 

promoting images of “the great and the good” for purposes of emulation (Root 164).  

Matthew Brady, perhaps the most famous photographer of the nineteenth century, 

employed his portrait galleries and publications not for the purpose of disclosing the 

material reality of America, but to uphold “the ideology of American success” 

(Trachtenberg 38).  According to Alan Trachtenberg, Brady’s work “corresponded to an 

idea of American society shared by the established and the rising classes,” eschewing 
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representations of the disenfranchised (38).  Illustrating the use of photography for class 

interests, Calvin Harper, a free black man in The March who serves as an apprentice to 

photographer Josiah Culp, reports “the most famous people […] want their picture taken 

and put on display, or their portrait painted or books written about them, and no matter 

how much of this is done it is never enough for some of these people” (307).  Like the 

work of Brady, photography, in the novel, posits “[l]ikenesses of the famous as a record 

of history” (Trachtenberg 36).   

Though photography is emblematic of the technological innovation of nineteenth-

century America, the endless reproduction of images inaugurated by the wet-plate 

process directly preceding the Civil War epitomizes the reoccurrence of historical 

malignancies that appear in the novel.  David Emblidge accurately diagnoses this same 

condition in Doctorow’s previous novels, arguing that the “central motif” of these works 

“is the idea of history as a repetitive process, almost a cyclical one, in which man is an 

unwilling pawn, easily seduced into a belief in ‘progress’” (397).  Wrede Sartorius, the 

surgeon attached to Sherman’s campaign in the novel, embodies this contradiction 

inherent in modernization.  Expressing the enthusiasm and hope placed in scientific 

discovery, Sartorius predicts that “[s]omeday […w]e will photograph through the body to 

the bones” (59).  However, from the perspective of a woman, his companion and helper 

Emily Thompson, Sartorius’s work discloses the absence of social or spiritual 

improvement in technological advancement; she describes him “not as a doctor,” but as 

“a magus bent on tampering with the world” (190).  During a particularly bloody surgical 

procedure, Emily despairs over the significance of progress, casting science as the 

instrument of the prevailing gender hierarchy: 
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Emily could not bear to look.  But not even the most private regions of the human 
body were beyond this doctor’s blunt investigation.  Emily supposed the modern 
world was fortunate in the progress of science.  But she could not help but feel at 
this moment the impropriety of male invasiveness.  She knew he was working to 
save this poor woman, but in her mind, too, was a sense of Wrede’s science as 
adding to the abuse committed by his fellow soldiers.  He said not a word.  It was 
as if the girl were no more than the surgical challenge she offered (190). 

 
In this instance, technological progress clearly does not equate to social 

improvement; instead, it serves to aggravate previously existing prejudices, echoing 

current scholarship concerning the ramifications of the idea of progress in America.  As 

Eileen B. Leonard finds in her astute analysis of the relationship between technological 

advancement and the role accorded women in society, “technology is typically 

envisioned and implemented within the parameters of inequality that fracture our society.  

In this way, it reflects and even reproduces prevailing social relations, extending rather 

than eradicating the inequality associated with gender, race, or class” (6).10  Similarly, 

instead of documenting the living conditions of women during the war in order to 

generate sympathy or support, photography, in The March, occupies a voyeuristic 

relation to its subjects.  Arly Wilcox, the mercurial figure who appropriates the role of the 

photographer in the novel, while preserving the pretence of his role as disinterested 

observer, is able to “stupidly leer” at Emily Thompson with impunity from beneath the 

“black hood” of his apparatus (208).   

However, despite the voyeuristic relation of photography to its subject, it may 

also provide a site of contestation.  Emily’s poise is able to temper the insidious 

appropriation of her image by Arly. Taking a photograph of social value, as it is to 

 
10 In Women, Technology, and the Myth of Progress, Eileen B. Leonard examines the technologies of 
reproduction, including contraception and In Vitro fertilization, office technologies, and domestic 
technologies in order to illustrate how the rhetoric of progress and improvement conventionally mobilized 
in technological discourses, as it is generated from the male perspective, is gender biased.   
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feature Emily along with the war orphans under her care, Calvin “busied himself […] 

arranging the subjects the way he wanted them” (208).  Revealing how photographs may 

be removed from their original context, Arly, as we have seen, views the scene in terms 

of its erotic value, but is momentarily emasculated beneath Emily’s gaze: “He was 

disturbed to see, miniaturized on the glass, a woman looking into his eyes so as to negate 

all his operative calculations of self-interest. […] Arly felt that she was staring back at 

him as if she knew exactly who he was.  Take your photograph, Emily seemed to be 

saying.  Take us as we are.  We are looking at you.  Take it!” (208).  In his discussion of 

daguerreotypes taken of nude slaves by J. T. Zealy for scientific purposes, Trachtenberg 

notices how the very conventions intended to situate them within an established hierarchy 

actually subverts their intended purpose: “The Zealy pictures reveal the social convention 

which ranks them as inferior beings, which violates civilized decorum, which strips men 

and women of the right to cover their genitalia.  And yet the pictures shatter the mold by 

allowing the[ir] eyes […] to speak directly to ours, in an appeal to a shared humanity” 

(56).11   

   Calvin Harper’s preoccupation with “fixing time in its movements and making 

memory for the future” through photography is understandable given the unprecedented 

rate of change that the nation witnessed during the mid-nineteenth century; however, 

these alterations are presented in the novel as the permutations of already existing 

material (308).  Though slavery is abolished, in the novel, servitude resurfaces in the 

military structure, as Pearl, a recently emancipated slave, finds: “[i]t was so sad, these 

 
11 The Zealy photographs were taken at the behest of the Harvart scientist Louis Agassiz in order to provide 
visual evidence for his theory that whites and blacks share no ancestral connection, further illustrating the 
application of technology for the purposes of ideological reinforcement (Trachtenberg 52-57). 
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men with the rifles on their shoulders making a show of their victory but looking to her 

eyes like they was indentured as she once was, though not born into it” (92).  Not only is 

the promise of progressive liberalism in America indicted, but so is the idealized concept 

of the ancient past.  The weapons change along with the rationale, the novel suggests, but 

imperialism remains the same brutal enterprise.  In the novel, Hugh Price, a British 

journalist following Sherman’s campaign, comments that the Civil War “was so 

impersonally murderous as to make quaint anything that had gone on before”; yet, he 

observes, “some of the ancient military culture endured” (214).  Indeed, Pryce finds that 

though Sherman’s men are “industrial-age killers” possessing “repeating rifles that could 

kill at thousand yards,” “[t]he brutal romance of war was still possible in the taking of 

spoils […].  There was something undeniably classical about it, for how else did the 

armies of Greece and Rome supply themselves” (214-5).  Photography, which in the 

novel is synecdochical for the technological revolution sweeping across America, is 

portrayed as an ineffectual tool for social change.  Laura Barrett, in an examination of the 

trope of photography in Doctorow’s previous piece of “historiographic metafiction,” 

Ragtime, locates a similar tendency for photography to make a superficial claim to 

progress that is belied by the actual conditions of the characters.12  While Calvin 

photographs the ruined cities of the South in front of spectators, Arly “add[s] a 

triumphant yelp […], because he had noticed that people want some indication that 

something had happened, whereas otherwise it was hard to tell” (199).  Change, The 

March repeatedly suggests, is merely an illusion, albeit a necessary one, as Sherman 

 
12 According to Barrett, “Photography in Ragtime tells its viewers how to read events, transforming 
potential chaos into meaningful and politically loaded messages.  Both the lens and the edges of the 
photograph frame the world” (“Compositions of Reality” 806). 
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lachrymosely muses, “this unmeaning planet will need our warring imprint to give it 

value, and that our civil war, the devastating manufacture of the bones of our sons, is but 

a war after a war, a war before a war” (359).  

Despite the relocation of oppressive behaviors found in The March, the novel 

fully engages with the sweeping changes which irrevocably altered the fabric of 

American society.  Indeed, as the first mechanized, modern conflict to be engaged in by 

America, the Civil War serves as brilliant trope for the violent dislocation precipitated by 

industrialization and the expansion of the market economy at mid-century.  The war, as 

depicted in The March, shattered any sense of historical continuity through its 

accelerated, manic pace, effacing all that came before it through its destructive force.  As 

the army swept through Milledgeville, Emily Thompson, the daughter of a Southern 

lawyer remarks that “[i]t was all very efficient, a matter seemingly of a few moments in 

which to flatten the city” (32).  Indeed, as the novel illustrates, the war eliminated an 

entire way of life for the Southern population.  Again, for Emily, “[t]he power of the war 

and what it had done seemed to wipe away her past until this moment” (34).  Lamenting 

the feeble relationship to the past inaugurated by the war, Emily’s uncle, Marcus Aurelius 

Thompson, declares: “What a scant, foolish pretense was a family, a culture, a place in 

history, when it was all so easily defamed” (54).  In the wake of the Civil War, the 

stability of the South’s land-based economy succumbed to the flux and uncertainty of 

capitalist markets, precluding any sense of “steadfastness,” or historical endurance (61).  

The amnesiac state of Albion Simms, a injured Union soldier kept under the supervision 

of Sartorius, perfectly embodies the loss of access to the past effected by the war; having 

had an iron spike driven into his skull by an explosion, he is only capable of living in a 



  

 32

perpetual present in which “[t]here is no remembering” (274).  However, through these 

images of trauma, The March is commenting more on the context of its own production 

than the historical era which it is superficially concerned with.  Indeed, Simms’s loss of 

memory echoes the schizophrenic condition Fredric Jameson identifies with the current 

stage of late capitalism.  According to Jameson, “[w]ith the breakdown of the signifying 

chain […,] the schizophrenic is reduced to an experience of pure material signifiers […,] 

a series of pure and unrelated presents in time” (27).    In these terms, The March is 

making a statement about our own problematic relationship to the past, suggesting that 

“it’s always now for all of us” (275).  Both formally as well as through the use of 

photography in the novel, The March foregrounds what Jameson terms “[t]he new spatial 

logic of the simulacrum” in which is witnessed the loss of the historical referent (18).  

Of course, as the novel goes to great length to illustrate, direct access to the past 

never has been possible, as it must necessarily be mediated.  Through the trope of 

photography, The March discloses the operations whereby brute reality becomes invested 

with meaning by discursive practices, particularly history.  According to Linda Hutchoen, 

Doctorow’s oeuvre falls within the generic parameters of what she terms “historiographic 

metafiction,” as it “self-consciously reminds us that, while events did occur in the real 

empirical past, we name and constitute those events as historical facts by selection and 

narrative positioning” (Poetics 97).  Seeing Doctorow’s work differently from Jameson in 

terms of the possibility of engaging with the past, Hutcheon argues,  

[h]istory is not made obsolete: it is however being rethought- as a human 
construct.  And in arguing that history does not exist except as text, it does not 
stupidly and ‘gleefully’ deny that the past existed, but only that its accessibility to 
us now is entirely conditioned by textuality.  We cannot know the past except 
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through its texts: its documents, its evidence, even eye-witness accounts are texts 
(16).13        

 
Doctorow’s liberties with the historical record serve to foreground the fictional aspects of 

historiography; mixing fact and fiction, Doctorow is subverting those organizing 

principles at play in the discipline of history.  As The March reveals, what makes the cut 

in history is only a fractional element of the past; Doctorow, giving voice to the 

marginalized and the repressed, fashions alternate possibilities in order to reclaim 

historical agency for the individual.   

     Ironically, as an exponent of the industrialization which precipitated this very 

dislocation, photography, through the generation of still images, was able to provide a 

sense of stability to a nation that was reeling from the rapid renovation of both the 

physical and mental landscapes of America.  Commenting on the relationship of 

photography to history, Sontag writes: “Cameras began duplicating the world at that 

moment when the human landscape started to undergo a vertiginous rate of change [….] 

supply[ing] our pocket relation to the past” (15-16).  Photography, as it is mobilized in 

The March, acknowledges the medium’s mitigation of the instability of the mid-

nineteenth century, but ultimately reveals that this feeling of control is illusory.  In 

imagery that is clearly evocative of the cultural work of photography, Sartorius is grateful 

for the stability that concentration on a specific task presents: “How peaceful to 

concentrate on this specific thing.  It assured you that it could be attained” (250).  

However, this moment of repose gives way to the radical relativity of modernization: “On 

 
13 Writing about Doctorow’s previous novel Ragtime, Fredric Jameson argues that “the novel not only 
resists interpretation, it is organized systematically and formally to short-circuit an older type of social and 
historical interpretation which it perpetually holds out and withdraws” (23).  Rather than sabotaging the 
possibility of access the past, The March troubles the transparency of historical discourse by making plain 
the practices which have always been in use to negotiate the past.   
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the march there was no place from which all others were measured.  It was as if the earth 

itself rolled backward under one’s feet, it was as if the armies were strung from the 

floating clouds” (250).  Like the novel’s governing metaphor of photography, the war has 

obliterated the possibility of historical continuity as well as of a stable subject-position 

from which to process the raw material of existence.  Sontag also recognizes how 

photography powerfully foregrounds the fragility of distinctions and the security of 

perspective: “In a world ruled by photographic images, all borders (‘framing’) seems 

arbitrary.  Anything can be separated, can be made discontinuous, from anything else: all 

that is necessary is to frame the subject differently” (22).        

Instead of taking for granted the surface reality of photographs, The March takes 

us to the moment of their creation in order to emphasize how this ostensibly objective 

medium may be used to reinforce state ideology.  The novel presents photographers at 

work tailoring the events of the Civil War to the national consciousness, often resorting 

to artifice in the process.  Josiah Culp equates history with Union rhetoric, marginalizing 

Sherman’s atrocities in order to maintain faith in the nationalist program: “I am a 

photographer licensed by the United States Army, Culp said.  Why do you suppose that 

is?  Because for the first time in history war will be recorded for posterity.  I am making a 

pictorial record of this terrible conflict, sir.  That is why I am here.  That is my 

contribution.  I portray the great march of General Sherman for future generations” (173).  

In history as conceived by Culp, Generals and officers occupy the foreground, and the 

thousands of men engaged in combat are subsumed by the monolithic figure of Sherman.  

Through photography, The March dramatizes the dictum that history is made not found; 

indeed, as Doctorow claims in his essay “False Documents,” “[t]here is no history except 
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as it is composed” (24).  Culp’s method of constructing a meaningful narrative from 

Sherman’s march requires the conscious selection and ordering of the events to be 

represented, and as such, parallels the process involved in the production of historical 

texts.  Commenting on the necessarily fictional character of historical narratives, Hayden 

White states that “no given set of causally recorded historical events can itself constitute 

a story”: “events are made into a story by the suppression or subordination of certain of 

them and the highlighting of others […], in short, all of the techniques that we would 

normally expect to find in the emplotment of a novel or a play” (84). 

Culp, through his emphasis on hierarchy and stability of meaning, raises the 

specter of the actual Civil War photographers and the ideological reinforcement of their 

work.  Indeed, Barnard followed a design identical to Culp’s.  As Timothy Sweet argues, 

“[t]he history illustrated by Barnard’s Views was preinscribed as a simple narrative, with 

a single protagonist (General Sherman), readily identifiable antagonists (Generals Hood 

and Johnston), and a clear conflict and resolution (the surrender of the Confederate 

forces)” (138).  Significantly, one of Barnard’s more famous photographs, Sherman and 

his Generals, an image which is clearly distinguishable from the cheap commercial cartes 

de visites offered to the rank and file, appears in The March: “It was mounted on black 

cloth and framed in silver.  It showed Union army officers posing in front of their 

headquarters tent […].  The caption read: General Sherman and His Staff, Georgia 1864.  

Sherman had to be the one seated.  He was staring straight ahead at the camera” (173).  

This photograph, like the others in Barnard’s Views, serves to monumentalize Sherman, 

and suggests an illusory unity of vision in the prosecution of his campaign.  Commenting 

on the general omission of soldiers from Barnard’s work, Alan Trachtenberg finds that 
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“the pictures reinforce the implied presence of an abstract, strictly disciplined 

community” (103).  However, the reality of war did not always comport to the 

photographic record.  The rowdy legions of men serving ‘under’ Sherman resist the 

hierarchical structure that the images promote as veracious.  When not engaged in 

combat, Sherman is left dismayed by the absence of discipline: “It was as if his fighting 

force had melted and spread over Savannah like some viscid pool of humanity.  

Somewhere in all this there must still be an army” (116-7).   

Through the employment of artifice in the practice in photography, The March 

foregrounds the problematic relationship of photographs to an external reality.  Arly finds 

the stage-props that are employed in the manufacture of Culp’s “pictorial record,” and is 

struck by their radical incompatibility with reality: “He found a rolled up tent and a pick 

and a pile of blue uniforms both blue and gray.  He found rolled-up shades with 

backgrounds painted on them.  He unrolled one: it showed a painted pond with ducks and 

painted trees such as he had never before seen on the face of the earth” (172).  During the 

Civil War, states Sweet, photographers sometimes used props and manipulated the bodies 

of corpses “in order to compose the image for aesthetic or narrative purposes” (107).  

Culp, in like terms, is more concerned both with how convincing an image appears and 

how well it conveys a particular message about the war than with the dispassionate 

cataloguing of events.  According to Miles Orvell, the most desired effect in nineteenth-

century photography was “typification,” the presentation of a “general truth” (77, 82).  

Orvell states that “[w]hat one finds, in short, is that even while the image was presented 

as a ‘document,’ the photographer was constructing a general representation, a 

simulacrum of the real thing […], verisimilitude was the goal, verity was the claim” (95).  
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Photographers sought to enhance the character of reality through the use of artifice, 

creating an image that was more convincing than the material reality, a “conscious 

simulacrum” (Orvell 77).  Arly is quick to catch on to the possibility of passing off a 

fiction as a convincing truth through photography, posing his dead comrade Will 

Kirkland, as a living paragon of soldiery.  Though Will had switched sides during the 

conflict, rendering any single image of the character wholly inadequate, the photograph 

Arly takes provides a credible, reassuring emblem of his valor for posterity.  Arly speaks 

to the photograph of Will as if the image was the actual person, assuring him that he will 

give the photograph to Will’s parents: “they will have this pictorial record of you with the 

rifle across your lap in case there was any doubt in their mind.  And though you are 

sitting there no less dead than you are in your grave […,] they will see you in this pose 

and think you were alive at the this moment of the picture-taking” (201).  In this case, the 

image takes precedent over the original, repressing the flux and uncertainty of meaning 

through recourse to photographic contemplation. 

The presence of artifice in the practice of photography that is manifest in the 

novel ultimately indicts the transparency of history.  Like photography, the novel 

suggests that history is dependent upon the imposition of perspective, the active selection 

and weighing of events that constitute the historical record.  The March breaks the 

illusion of verifiability present in the traditional historical novel by placing known 

personages in contact with the purely fictional characters of Doctorow’s invention, 

confounding the distinction between fact and fiction.  The novel mobilizes Doctorow’s 

philosophy of history that he posits in his essay “False Documents,” in which he declares 
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“there is no fiction or nonfiction as we commonly understand the distinction: there is only 

narrative” (26).   

 

Conclusion 

As The March shows, the Civil War was the first modern American war to be 

photographed, marking the beginning of an ever-increasing public dependency on images 

for historical knowledge.  In the poplar imagination, to look at a photograph is identical 

to directly peering into the past; what is more, the ability to endlessly reproduce these 

images has worked to install an unassailable external cultural memory.  However, despite 

the democratic promise of photography, it has always been complicit in maintaining 

social inequality.  As The March reveals, the unprecedented immediacy of the 

photograph was enlisted by the Union in order to shape the chaotic flux of Sherman’s 

march into a meaningful and familiar narrative of good triumphing over evil.  During the 

Civil War, photography worked to resolve tensions between competing ideologies 

through recourse to ostensibly transparent images of national identity.  Indeed, as Rudisill 

finds, the “pictures [produced by this new medium] were clear affective images reflecting 

and reiterating many impulses toward the definition of an ‘American’ character” (5).  

Tapping into the potential to bring national consciousness into consensus with its 

problematic struggles for territorial and commercial expansion, the government, then and 

now, has taken advantage of the absolute credibility extended to photography.  

Commenting on the complicity of the Civil War photographers like Barnard and the 

national government, Sweet relates that “photographic representations of the war aided 
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political discourse in the project of legitimating the violent conservation of the Union” 

(Sweet 2).   

As Doctorow’s novel has made clear, the powerful sense of transparency 

possessed by photography has always been problematic.  Though Calvin may consider 

photography to be “sacred work,” an enterprise capable of eliding the intervention of 

human interest, it remains necessary to retain an image of those responsible for the 

production and distribution of information (March 308).  The “true world,” The March 

suggests, is not to be found in the static and circumscribed frames of photographs; this is 

an image of one of many possible worlds, one no more veracious than another, as Arly 

sagely pronounces, “we are alive by shifting our way about from one side t’other as the 

situation demands” (64).  Indeed, photography, besides serving as a weapon of 

ideological homogenization, has also revealed the relativity of institutional discourses.  

Truth is a volatile and fluid concept, not easily confined to the reductive representations 

of photographers and politicians.  As The March strenuously reminds its readers, history 

depends upon the conventions of fiction in order to make sense of the past.  Like 

photography, history is conventionally held to possess a transcendent significance, but 

they are both products of contingency and the willful intrusion of ideology.   
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