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WhileAllen Guelzo’s  The Last Invasion gives us the ‘what’ of the battle, Michael 

Shaara's The Killer Angels plumbs the “why.”  Told from multiple viewpoints, this 

character-driven study probes the minds of the combatants, from the commanders to 

soldiers in the line.  Through them, we experience the anguish of generals like 

Longstreet and Buford, who find themselves in the vortex of events beyond their ability 

to control.  But Shaara also gives us the narrow focus of professor-turned –soldier 

Joshua Chamberlain, whose war boils down  to a narrow hillside where he must hold the 

end of the Union line, and  Virginian Louis Armistead,  who  must assault a position 

held by his old friend, Winfield Hancock.     

Sharra’s ability ability to convey the thoughts of men in war as well as their 

confusion-the so-called "fog of battle" is outstanding. The Killer Angels has been 

required reading, at various times, at the West Point, the US Army Officer Candidate 

School,  the Army War College and The Citadel.   He has also spawned an imitator, in 

the person of his son Jeff, he has published  a shelf of novels which mime the format 

without achieving the depth which won his father the 1975 Pulitzer Prize for Fiction.  

Historian James McPherson has called The Killer Angels  “my favorite historical novel” 

whose  “real importance is its insight into what the war was about, and what it meant.”  

  The film Gettysburg (1993) is an ambitious adaptation of Shaara’s novel for the 

screen.   Directed by Ronald F. Maxwell, it stars Tom Berenger, Jeff Daniels, and Martin 

Sheen.  Maxwell managed to retain most of Shaara’s story lines in  the 254 minute 

production, and presents them on an epic canvass with soundly recreates the crucial 

moments of the fighting.    

Originally slated as a TNT mini-series, Gettysburg received the go-ahead for a 

theatrical run when Ted Turner realized the quality of the material he had on his hands.  

One of the longest films ever released by a Hollywood studio, Gettysburg" failed at the 

box-office flop but became a top grosser on  DVD.  It, like the novel, presents us with 

“the rare opportunity to see not only the clash of arms on the field of battle, but the clash 

of wills beforehand.”   


