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My subject is Elizabeth Barrett Browning's use of the forum of the
annuals and gift books to challenge typical representations of women and
femininity in these publications. Barrett Browning skillfully extended the
parameters of the genre in feminist-rather than 'feminine'-directions. I
shall focus on two contributions, spaced a decade apart, to two very different
types of annuals-first, the 1838 Finden's Tableaux, an elegant drawing
room book for which publishers commissioned verbal texts, accorded only
secondary status, to accompany engravings of noted paintings; and second,
the 1848Liberty Bell, a collection of abolitionist writings sold by the Boston
Anti-Slavery Bazaar. Despite the markedly different characters of the two
annuals, Barrett Browning exploited their contexts to similarly innovative
ends.

Elizabeth Barrett's earliest contribution to the annuals was "A Romance
of the Ganges" in the 1838 Finden ~ Tableaux, marketed for Christmas of
1837. Though she had enjoyed some su~ in publishing-two anonymous
collections of poetry and numerous works printed in periodicals
anonymously or over her initials-because her father forbad using her name
in print, Barrett had not established the reputation she had desired since
girlhood. She was hardly a name to conjure with when, at age 32, she
responded to a request from her friend Mary Russell Mitford, who was
editing Finden's Tableaux.

Like many reviewers and more prominent writers who contributed to the
annuals, Barrett expressed fairly low esteem for this type of publication. She
declared that she did not "hold any kind of annual, gild it as you please, in
too much honour and awe.". Though the annual offered access to audiences
and critics, by 1837 it also had come to represent a standard of mediocrity
and predictability deplored by reviewers. Fraser's Magazine, assessing the
season's annuals, scathingly rehearsed the typical formulae which promoted
"prostitution" of artistic talent in the engravings and "miserable mediocrity"
in the writing:

A. . . woman badly drawn, with enormous eyes . . .and an exceedingly
low-cut dress-pats a greyhound, or weeps into a flower-pot, or
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