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History of Western Art 

Part Four – From Neo-Classicism to Impressionism 
  

Assignment Four – Exercise 2 
 
 
Annotation of two paintings – Painting two 
 
In the Shadow of the Valley of Death 
Roger Fenton 
1855 
Photographic image 
Science and Media Museum, Bradford 
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Comparison of images 
Both images produced with an agenda; to depict the truth of war. Goya very explicit and true to horrors of war 
insofar as possible in a painting.  
Fenton photo might be argued to be more ‘true’ insofar as being an actual photo of a real scene, but arguably not 
‘true’ depiction of the nature of war as not showing any of real realities of war (casualties, actual fighting). Viewer is 
left to infer from ordnance that there has been a battle. 
 Goya’s painting not shown due to brutal nature not being acceptable. Fenton’s sanitised view of war is used as 
propaganda to appease public about an unpalatable conflict. Raises question of what is ‘truth’.  
 
About the image 
Fenton was the first war photographer. This is a shot from the Crimean War, one of a series of over 200 images.  
Fenton was commissioned by the British government to document the war utilising the newly developed medium of 
photography. (Some early daguerreotypes were taken  in Mexico but Fenton’s process was more effective) 
Photos taken on glass plates but required 20 seconds to expose image so static shots were most common. 
Due to need to develop immediately after exposure of the emulsion, Fenton drove in a van converted into a mobile 
darkroom.  
None of shots show any fighting, injured soldiers, army hospitals, fatalities or other aspects of a war. Series could be 
taken to be not of an ongoing war at all. Subjects were photographed singly or in groups, mainly in uniform, often in 
formal poses. Men also posed with horses. Shots of locales, harbour, landscapes. Some shots show tents and 
encampments in distance. 
Nature of shots partly due to limitations of medium and need for long, static exposure. Important part, however, 
also propaganda. War not popular in Britain and government keen to dispel rumours (largely true) of gross 
mismanagement and poor military decisions leading to dreadful casualties and horrendous conditions for soldiers. 
Part may also have been due to sensibilities of Fenton who would almost certainly have seen battles but chose not 
to record them.  
 

Bleak landscape, no vegetation or shelter. Very 
exposed to the elements.  
 

Entirely devoid of people even though this is the 
heart of a war zone. 
 

Cannonballs and 
ordnance litter the 
valley. 
 

No evidence of human 
occupation (tents, fires, 
animals). 
 

Composition is in the 
classic thirds 
horizontally. 
 

The rough track leads the eye right to left until the path disappears in the 
distance, using classic composition of thirds vertically. 
 

Despite lack of people in 
image, it is as poignant 
as, if not more so, than 
Goya’s painting.  
 

It too captures a 
moment in time. 
 


