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INTRODUCTION:
THE FINAL ACT OF
THE CIVIL WAR

W h e n  K e n  B u r n s
released  his  landmark
documentary  series
The Civil War in 1990,
it forever changed how
Americans  understood
their  most  painful
national  conflict.  The
nine-episode  saga,
narrated  by  David
M c C u l l o u g h  w i t h
haunting musical score
b y  J a y  U n g a r  a n d
masterful use of period
photographs ,  has
become  a  touchstone
o f  h i s t o r i c a l

storytelling. Among the
collection,  Ken Burns
Civil War Episode 8,
titled "War Is All Hell,"
stands as perhaps the
most  emot iona l ly
c h a r g e d  a n d
consequential  hour  of
the series. This episode
covers the final year of
the  war ,  f rom  the
a u t u m n  o f  1 8 6 4
through  the  spring  of
1865 ,  a  pe r i od  o f
u n p r e c e d e n t e d
destruction,  desperate
battles, and the tragic
a s s a s s i n a t i o n  o f
Abraham  Lincoln.  For
anyone  seeking  to
understand  the  true
cost  of  the  Civil  War
and the way it shaped
the  nation,  Episode  8
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offers  an  unforgettable
journey  through  the
war’s  grim  climax.  Its
title,  borrowed  from
G e n e r a l  W i l l i a m
Tecumseh  Sherman,
perfectly  captures  the
brutal,  unflinching
r e a l i t y  t h a t  t h e
documentary presents.

WHAT MAKES
EPISODE 8 UNIQUE
IN THE SERIES

Ken Burns Civil War
Episode 8  differs from
earlier  installments
because  it  focuses
almost  exclusively  on
the war’s final, grinding
end.  Where  previous
episodes  bui l t  the
narrative  around  set-
p iece  bat t les  l i ke
A n t i e t a m  a n d
Gettysburg,  Episode  8
turns to a new kind of
warfare—total war. The
episode’s  pr imary
e v e n t s  i n c l u d e
Sherman’s devastating
March to the Sea, the

fall  of  Petersburg  and
R i c h m o n d ,  L e e ’ s
s u r r e n d e r  a t
Appomattox  Court
House,  and  Lincoln’s
assassination at Ford’s
Theatre. Burns uses his
signature technique of
slowly  panning  across
Civil  War  photographs
wh i l e  l e t te r s  and
diaries  are  read  by
actors,  creating  an
i n t i m a t e  a n d
h e a r t b r e a k i n g
connect ion  to  the
peop le  who  l i ved
through  these  events.
T h e  r e s u l t  i s  a n
episode that feels less
like  a  history  lesson
a n d  m o r e  l i k e  a
personal  mediation on
the meaning of war.
T h e  e p i s o d e  a l s o
benefits  from  the
narrative  arc  that  has
been building over the
previous  seven  hours.
By  the  time  viewers
reach Episode 8,  they
have  fo l lowed  the
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stories of  soldiers and
civil ians  from  both
North  and  South.  The
cumulative  weight  of
those  stories  makes
the events of 1865 feel
a l l  t h e  m o r e
devastating.  Burns
does  not  shy  away
f rom  showing  the
exhaustion and despair
of  the  Confederate
Army,  nor  the  grim
determination of Union
forces under Grant and
S h e r m a n .  T h e
documentary’s success
lies  in  its  abil ity  to
ba lance  mu l t i p l e
perspectives  without
tak ing  s ides ,  and
Episode  8  is  perhaps
the  finest  example  of
that  balance.

THE TITLE AND ITS
MEANING: "WAR IS
ALL HELL"

The title of Ken Burns
Civil  War Episode 8
comes from a famous
speech  Sherman gave

i n  1 8 7 9  t o  t h e
graduating class of the
Mich igan  Mi l i ta ry
Academy:  "War  is  all
he l l . "  The  phrase
succinctly  summarizes
Sherman’s  philosophy
of  warfare,  which  he
put into practice during
his campaigns through
G e o r g i a  a n d  t h e
Ca ro l i nas .  I n  t he
e p i s o d e ,  B u r n s
explores the moral and
human  implications  of
t h i s  a p p r o a c h .
Sherman’s  March  to
the  Sea—a  285-mile
swath  of  destruction
f r o m  A t l a n t a  t o
S a v a n n a h — i s
presented  not  as  a
glorious  campaign but
as  a  brutal  necessity
that  broke  the  will  of
the  Confederacy.  The
documentary  uses
firsthand  accounts
from  Union  soldiers
who  described  the
burning of  homes and
destruction of crops, as
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w e l l  a s  S o u t h e r n
civilians who witnessed
the horror. Burns does
not  glorify  Sherman;
instead,  he  shows  a
man  aware  o f  the
terrible  price  of  his
strategy but convinced
that  only  total  war
could  end  the  conflict
quickly.
The phrase "war is all
h e l l "  r e s o n a t e s
t h r o u g h o u t  t h e
episode, culminating in
the final scene of Lee’s
surrender, where Grant
t rea ts  h i s  f o rmer
enemy  with  dignity,
a n d  L i n c o l n ’ s
assassination,  which
throws the nation into
renewed grief. The title
b e c o m e s  a  l e n s
through  which  the
en t i r e  ep i sode  i s
viewed:  war  is  not  a
romantic  adventure
but  a  brutal,  hellish
e x p e r i e n c e  t h a t
changes  everyone  it
touches.

SHERMAN’S
MARCH TO THE
SEA: TOTAL WAR
ON DISPLAY

O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
gripping  sequences  in
Ken Burns Civil War
E p i s o d e  8  i s  i t s
coverage of Sherman’s
March to the Sea. The
episode  begins  in  the
late  autumn  of  1864,
after  Sherman  had
captured  Atlanta.  He
then  abandoned  his
s u p p l y  l i n e s  a n d
marched  h is  army
across  Georgia,  living
off  the  land  and
destroying anything of
military  value.  Burns
uses letters from Union
soldiers to convey the
mixture  of  excitement
and moral unease they
felt.  For  example,  a
s o l d i e r  w r i t e s  o f
"burning  a  hundred
miles  of  railroad"  and
"sending the smoke to
heaven."  Meanwhile,



Ken Burns Civil War Episode 8 5

5

S o u t h e r n  v o i c e s
describe  the  terror  of
seeing  blue  columns
approaching,  knowing
their  homes would  be
lost.
The  documentary
highlights the scale of
t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n :
S h e r m a n ’ s  m e n
destroyed  bridges,
factories,  telegraph
lines,  and  confiscated
food and livestock. But
Burns  also  includes
a c c o u n t s  o f
k i n d n e s s — s o m e
soldiers  gave  food  to
starving  women  and
children. This nuance is
typical  of  the  series,
avoiding  one-sided
condemnat i on  o r
c e l e b r a t i o n .  T h e
aftereffect  of  the
march,  as  depicted  in
Episode  8,  was  the
near-total  collapse  of
t h e  C o n f e d e r a t e
economy  and  morale.
The march also set the
stage  for  the  final

c a m p a i g n  i n  t h e
Carolinas, which Burns
covers  later  in  the
episode.  By  focusing
on the human cost, the
documentary  ensures
t h a t  v i e w e r s
understand  the  march
not as a statistic but as
a  lived  experience  of
b o t h  v i c t i m s  a n d
perpetrators.

THE SIEGE OF
PETERSBURG AND
THE FALL OF
RICHMOND

While  Sherman  was
marching  through
Georgia,  Grant  was
locked  in  a  grinding
siege  of  Petersburg,
V i r g i n i a ,  w h i c h
protected  Richmond.
Ken Burns Civil War
Episode  8  devotes
significant  attention  to
t h i s  c a m p a i g n ,
portraying it  as a war
of attrition that drained
the  Confederate  army
of  men  and  supplies.
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The  episode  uses  the
diary of a Union soldier
named  Elisha  Hunt
Rhodes,  who  wrote
v iv id l y  about  the
trench  warfare  that
foreshadowed  the
horrors of World War I.
Burns also features the
story of a Confederate
soldier, Captain William
T.  Mumford,  whose
letters  home  express
growing  despair.
The  fall  of  Petersburg
i n  A p r i l  1 8 6 5  l e d
d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e
e v a c u a t i o n  o f
Richmond.  The scenes
o f  R i c h m o n d
burning—set  to  the
mournful  fiddle  tune
" A s h o k a n
Farewell"—are some of
the  most  powerful  in
the entire series. Burns
shows  photographs  of
the city  in  ruins,  with
the  Capitol  building
scarred  by  fire.  The
episode  captures  the
symbolism: the capital

of  the  Confederacy
reduced to  ashes.  For
Northern  viewers,  it
w a s  a  m o m e n t  o f
t r i u m p h ,  b u t  t h e
d o c u m e n t a r y
undercuts that triumph
b y  s h o w i n g  t h e
suffering  of  Southern
civilians.  A  woman’s
diary  entry  describes
watching  her  home
burn  and  feeling  "a
strange  mixture  of
sorrow and relief." This
complexity  is  what
makes  Episode  8  so
remarkable.

APPOMATTOX: THE
SURRENDER THAT
ENDED THE WAR

The centerpiece of Ken
Burns  C iv i l  War
Ep i sode  8  i s  t h e
surrender of Robert E.
Lee to Ulysses S. Grant
at  Appomattox  Court
House on April 9, 1865.
Burns  presents  this
event with a mixture of
s o l e m n i t y  a n d



Ken Burns Civil War Episode 8 7

7

h u m a n i t y .  T h e
documentary  recounts
the  famous  details:
Grant  in  h i s  mud-
spattered uniform, Lee
in  his  finest  dress
sword,  the  terms  of
surrender that allowed
Confederate soldiers to
return home with their
horses and mules. The
readings  of  Grant’s
memoirs  and  Lee’s
farewell address to his
army are accompanied
by photographs of the
McLean  House  where
the  surrender  took
place.
Burns  emphasizes  the
emotional  response  of
the  soldiers.  Union
troops began cheering,
but  Grant  ordered
them  to  stop,  saying,
"The war is  over.  The
r e b e l s  a r e  o u r
countrymen  again."
T h i s  m o m e n t  o f
m a g n a n i m i t y  i s
highlighted  as  one  of
the  finest  in  American

history.  The  episode
also includes the story
of Confederate soldiers
lining  up  to  lay  down
their  arms  and  the
Union  soldiers  sharing
their rations with them.
I t  i s  a  p ro found ly
moving sequence that
reminds viewers of the
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f
reconciliation  even
a f t e r  i m m e n s e
bloodshed.  Yet  the
documentary does not
ignore  the  lingering
bitterness.  A  Southern
diarist  writes  that  she
could  not  look  at  a
Union  flag  without
weeping.  Burns leaves
viewers with the sense
tha t  Appomat tox
ended  the  fighting  but
not  the  pain.

THE
ASSASSINATION
OF ABRAHAM
LINCOLN

J u s t  d a y s  a f t e r
A p p o m a t t o x ,  t h e
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nation  was  shattered
by the assassination of
Abraham Lincoln.  Ken
Burns  C iv i l  War
Episode 8 devotes its
final  act  to  this
tragedy,  using  the
familiar  narrative  of
John  Wilkes  Booth’s
plot,  the  shooting  at
Ford’s Theatre, and the
subsequent  manhunt.
But  the  documentary
d o e s  m o r e  t h a n
r e c o u n t  f a c t s ;  i t
explores the emotional
a f te rmath .  Burns
includes the diary of a
young  woman  named
Mary  Boykin  Chesnut,
who  wrote  from  the
South:  "This  is  the
worst blow yet." In the
North, Walt Whitman’s
poem "O  Captain!  My
Captain!"  is  read,
conveying the depth of
grief.
T h e  e p i s o d e
underscores  the  irony
of  Lincoln’s  death.  He
had  lived  to  see  the

war’s  end  and  had
begun  planning  for
Reconstruction,  which
he  envisioned  as  a
process of healing and
j u s t i c e .  H i s
assassination  threw
t h o s e  p l a n s  i n t o
disarray  and  set  the
stage  for  the  bitter
Reconstruction era that
followed.  Burns  uses
p h o t o g r a p h s  o f
Lincoln’s  funeral  train
and  the  crowds  that
l ined  the  tracks  to
show  how  the  nation
mourned.  The  final
i m a g e s  o f  t h e
episode—a  dissolve
from  a  photograph  of
Lincoln  to  the  empty
chair  where  he  once
sat—are haunting. The
documentary  makes
clear  that  Lincoln’s
death  was  the  last
great  tragedy  of  the
Civil  War,  one  whose
consequences  would
echo  for  generations.
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THE EMOTIONAL
IMPACT OF
EPISODE 8: MUSIC,
PHOTOGRAPHY,
AND NARRATION

What  elevates  Ken
Burns  C iv i l  War
Episode  8  beyond  a
mere history lesson is
i t s  use  o f  a r t i s t i c
elements.  The  music,
especially  "Ashokan
Farewell,"  which  plays
t h r o u g h o u t  t h e
episode,  becomes  a
character in itself. The
violin melody evokes a
deep sense of loss and
yearning,  perfectly
complementing  the
images of ruined cities,
weary  soldiers,  and
grieving families. Burns
also uses period songs
l ike  "When  Johnny
C o m e s  M a r c h i n g
Home" and "The Battle
Hymn of the Republic,"
each  carefully  placed
t o  h e i g h t e n  t h e
emotional  arc.

The narration by David
M c C u l l o u g h  i s
m e a s u r e d  a n d
empathetic,  never
l a p s i n g  i n t o
sentimentality.  He
reads  key  passages
from letters and diaries
w i t h  a  s e n s e  o f
gravitas  that  makes
the voices of the past
feel  immediate.  The
use of photographs is,
of course, the hallmark
o f  t h e  s e r i e s .  I n
E p i s o d e  8 ,  B u r n s
chooses  images  that
convey the exhaustion
and  desolation  of  the
war’s  end:  a  gaunt
Confederate  soldier,
t h e  s h a t t e r e d
l a n d s c a p e  o f
Richmond, the faces of
f reed  s laves .  The
camera  slowly  pans
across  these  pictures,
allowing the viewer to
study  the  details  and
imag ine  the  l i ves
behind  them.  This
technique  forces  the
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audience  to  confront
the reality of the Civil
War in a way that no
textbook could.

THE LEGACY OF
THE EPISODE IN
HISTORICAL
MEMORY

Since its  release,  Ken
Burns  C iv i l  War
Episode  8  has  been
praised  by  historians
and  viewers  alike  as
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
effective  portrayals  of
the war’s final chapter.
It  has  been  used  in
classrooms  across  the
United  States  to  help
students  understand
not just the events but
the human dimensions
of  the  conflict.  The
episode’s  focus  on
reconciliation alongside
tragedy  offers  a
balanced  perspective
that is rare in popular
culture. It does not shy
away from the brutality
of Sherman’s march or

the horror of war, but it
also  celebrates  the
nobility  of  Grant  and
Lee’s  mutual  respect
a n d  t h e  n a t i o n ’ s
capacity for renewal.
Moreover,  Episode  8
serves as a cautionary
tale. It reminds us that
even after a war ends,
the  work  of  peace  is
f r a g i l e  a n d  t h a t
violence  can  leave
last ing  scars .  The
a s s a s s i n a t i o n  o f
Lincoln, coming just as
t h e  w a r  e n d e d ,
illustrates  how quickly
hope  can  be  snuffed
out.  In  our  own time,
when  the  count ry
remains  divided  over
issues  rooted  in  the
Civil  War,  Episode  8
offers  a  powerful
reminder  of  what  was
lost—and  what  was
saved.  It  forces  us  to
ask  what  we  owe  to
those who suffered and
to  consider  how  we
remember our national
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tragedy.

CONCLUSION: WHY
THIS EPISODE
MATTERS

Ken Burns Civil War
Episode  8  is  more
t h a n  a  h i s t o r i c a l
documentary;  it  is  a
profound meditation on
the cost of war and the
resilience of the human
spir i t .  Through  its
c a r e f u l  b l e n d  o f
photographs,  music,
and firsthand accounts,
it  brings  the  final  year
of the Civil War to life
in  a  way that  is  both

educational and deeply
moving.  The  episode
teaches  us  that  while
war may be hell,  it  is
also a crucible that can
forge  moments  o f
grace—whether  in
Grant ’s  generous
terms  at  Appomattox
or in the shared grief of
a  nation  mourning  its
leader.  For  anyone
seeking to  understand
the  Civil  War  and  its
endur ing  l egacy ,
E p i s o d e  8  i s  a n
essential  watch.  It
reminds us that history
is


