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Guiding Questions

What are frontispiece portraits?

How did their conventions develop and
change over literary history?

How have writers used them to assert their
authorship and promote their work?

How might this history inform our

approaches to viewing the author portraits in
Ray Allen Parker’s Panoply at BAM:

Ray Allen Parker, Leaves of Grass: Walt Whitman (2021), oil on canvas,
Permanent Collection, Arkansas State University Collection.



frontispiece

“an illustration preceding and usually facing the title
page of a book or magazine” (Merriam-Webster)
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Carl H. Pforzheimer Collection of Shelley and His Circle, The New York Public Library. "Frankenstein: or, The modern
Prometheus; to which is added vol. 1 of FE Schiller's The Ghost-Seer." New York Public Library Digital Collections.



https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/b3fb8df5-e0c9-458f-e040-e00a18064389

The Frontispiece Portrait in Literary History

“From the 1520s onwards, the number of books of living scholars and
poets published with an author’s portrait increased rapidly . ... By the
18th century the frontispiece portrait had become the most common
type of image in books.”

“[ T]hey were also instruments for the production of authority and
reputation”—tools for ensuring both “prestige” and “publicity.”

(Hole Rofller, “The Frontispiece Portrait and Its Critics,” pp. 127, 124)



The Frontispiece as Promotion

“[AJuthors deploy non-narrative print
artifacts to shore up desired readings and
anchor their books in print tradition.”

For many books, the frontispiece image
served as “graphic self-promotion.”

(Janine Barchas, “Prefiguring Genre,” pp. 118, 123)

William Faithorne, Katherine Philips (née Fowler), line engraving, 1667,
NPG D22901, National Portrait Gallery, London.
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“Leaves of Grass, 1855.” Walt Whitman at the Lilly. Indiana University Bloomington.




Samuel Hollyer, Walt Whitman (1854), steel
engraving after a lost daguerreotype by Gabriel
Harrison, Library of Congress, LC-USZ62-82184




Brady’s National
Photographic Portrait
Galleries, [Walt Whitman,
half-length portrait, seated
in chair, facing left] (1862),
albumen print on carte de
visite mount, Library of

b Congress, LC-DIG-ppmsca-
. 08541.
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Dante Gabriel
Rossetti, correction
notes, pencil on
engraver’s proof, The
Browning Collections,
L0229, Armstrong
Browning Library.

1. 0. Barlow, Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1859),
engraving of an ambrotype by Louis Cyrus Macaire
and Jean Victor Macaire-Warnod, The Brownings’
Correspondence, EBB34.
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Frontispiece and Title Page, Aurora Leigh, 4th ed. (London: Chapman and Hall, 1859), in Megan Van Horn, “Images of
Elizabeth Barrett Browning.” Nineteenth-Century Research Seminar. Armstrong Browning Library. Baylor University.



The Frontispiece Portrait as Expression of Genius

“Portraits of literary authors have their own unique set of
conventions. Key elements include the tools of the trade—the pen,
inkpot, paper, book, and sometimes writing desk. The pose
expresses the author’s mental state, typically one of absorption or
melancholy, and physiognomy, which a painter might exaggerate
to signify the sitter’s genius.”

(Michele Martinez, “Elizabeth Barrett Browning and the Perils of Portraiture,” pp. 63-64)
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“The Author’s Image: Frontispiece Portraits.” Framing Identity: Representations of
Empowerment and Resilience in the Black Experience. William L. Clements Library.



The Frontispiece Portrait as Assertion of ldentity

“Engraved portraits . . . served as particularly appropriate openings to
slave narratives, a genre centered on confirmations of identity and
celebrations of free individuals emerging from an institution that
strove to keep such individuality invisible, blank, and unformed.”

(Ed Folsom, “Portrait of the Artist as a Young Slave,” p. 425)



Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, Manuscripts, Archives and Rare Books
Division, The New York Public Library. "Narrative of the life of Frederick Douglass, an
American slave (frontispiece and title page).” New York Public Library Digital Collections.
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"Narrative of the life of Frederick Douglass, an American slave (frontispiece
and title page)." University of Michigan Library Online Exhibits.



https://digitalcollections.nypl.org/items/f2caf3f0-0a87-0130-2bbb-58d385a7b928.
https://apps.lib.umich.edu/online-exhibits/items/show/8543

The Frontispiece as Legacy

“The circulation of her image was used to
shape her own brand of authorship—and ...
has continued to shape how we think and
write about her in the present day.”

(Sarah Creel, “[Re]framing Eliza Haywood,” pp. 25-26)

Frontispiece, The Life and Letters of Emily Dickinson, by Martha Dickinson Bianchi
(Boston & New York: Houghton Miftlin Co., 1924. Internet Archive.



https://archive.org/details/dicklife_544424/page/n7/mode/2up

Ray Allen Parker’s Panoply: 26 Painted Lives

Ray Allen Parker, American Slave:
Frederick Douglass (2022), oil on
canvas, Permanent Collection,
Arkansas State University
Collection.

Ray Allen Parker, Because I could
not stop for death: Emily
Dickinson (2022), oil on canvas,
Permanent Collection, Arkansas
State University Collection.




Ray Allen Parker’s Panoply: 26 Painted Lives

As we’ve seen, historical frontispiece portraits reflected the aims of authors,
editors, or publishers. Panoply, on the other hand, offers an avid reader’s view.
How does this perspective shift inform our viewing of the exhibition?

In Panoply, Parker emphasizes a specific work for each author. What does it
mean for a book to influence a portrait (rather than a portrait, as paratext,
shaping a book)? Do your own readings of these books affect your experience?

How are portraits like these similar to and/or different from author photos
that we see on book covers or dust jackets today? What do such conventions
say about the changing priorities of authors, publishers, or readers?
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