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Black-and-white version of the colorful outside cover of
Nast’s lllustrated Almanac for 1871.
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THOMAS NAST’S
ILLUSTRATED ALMANACS,
1871-1875

Ross E. Davies'

Editor’s note: More than 300 pages of this year’s Green Bag Almanac
& Reader are devoted to reproducing in their entirety all five of Thomas
Nast’s “llustrated Almanacs.” Our reproductions are not perfect:
(1) some of the pages are damaged (a few might even be missing);
(2) all of them are presented in a slightly smaller size than the origi-
nals; and (3) the vividly colorful, 1960s-ish, psychedelic cover of the
1871 edition (reproduced in black-and-white on the page facing this
one and on the outside front cover of this Almanac & Reader) is avail-
able in color only in the electronic version on the Green Bag’s website at
www.greenbag.org. Poverty (here the Green Bag’s) limits opportunity,
and full-color printing is expensive. What follows below is a short his-
tory of Nast’s almanacs, which is nowhere near as entertaining as the

almanacs themselves.

One of the first advertisements for the first edition of Nast’s Almanac
appeared on October 29, 1870 in Harper’s Weekly. The ad was just a small
block of text that declared, “You Want a Copy of Nast's Comic Almanac
for 1871,” and provided instructions on where and how to buy it." That
early notice of Nast’s Almanac appeared in Harper’s Weekly would have
come as no surprise to the contemporary reader in 1870, because Harper’s
was at that time the publishing home of renowned caricaturist Thomas
Nast, the founder, editor, and illustrator of the new almanac that bore his
name.” Harper and Brothers (hereafter “H&B”), publisher of Harper’s
Weekly, was also the publisher of Nast’s Almanac throughout its five-year
run.

From the beginning, Nast’s Almanac was well-received. Positive re-
views of the first edition — the full title of which was “Nast’s Illustrated
Almanac for 1871” (reproduced in its entirety on pages 106-178 above) —
quickly followed the October 1870 announcement in Harper’s Weekly. For
example,

" Professor of law, George Mason University; editor-in-chief, the Green Bag.

L HARPER’S WEEKLY, Oct. 29, 1870, at 704; see also N.Y. TRIB., Oct. 29, 1870, at 6.

2 For more on Nast’s prominence and importance in American journalism, law, and
politics during the second half of the 19th century, see Thomas Nast’s Crusading
Legal Cartoons, by Renee Lettow Lerner, on pages 59-78 of this Green Bag Almanac &
Reader. Also see generally ALBERT BIGELOW PAINE, TH. NAST: His PERIOD AND HIs
PICTURES (1904).
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Our American Doré, Mr. Thomas Nast, has made an illustrated alma-
nac which takes the lead of any comic effort before attempted in this
country. Those addicted to fits of melancholy should invest twenty-five
cents in this laugh-provoking affair.?

The contents of the 1871 almanac were indeed interesting and amusing,*
ranging from a rather violent version of the story of Mary and her lamb
(“Mary’s Funny ‘Little Lamb’”) to silly historical and Shakespearean vi-
gnettes. And they were generously sprinkled with “105 illustrations by
Nast” the famous editorial artist, including such gems as a sketch of
Elizabeth I in which the Queen bears a striking resemblance to Mr. Punch
(that is, the 19th-century English version of the classic, irreverent puppet
and cartoon character) and a rendering of Sir Francis Drake as a musta-
chioed waterfowl.

But it was with the second edition — “Nast’s Illustrated Almanac for
1872” (reproduced in its entirety on pages 230-312 below) — that Nast's
Almanac really hit its stride with respect to both content and marketing.
Most importantly, Nast enlisted several famous friends to provide signed
works for his almanac, including:

Mark Twain (aka Samuel Clemens), who contributed a carica-
ture biographical sketch of Benjamin Franklin (“The late Ben-
jamin Franklin”) and a page of silly “Advice to little Girls”;

Charles Dickens, who provided an excerpt from The Pickwick
Papers (“Sam Weller's Moral Tale”); and

Josh Billings (aka Henry Wheeler Shaw, in his time a literary
celebrity nearly on a par with Twain), who offered ludicrous
advice on “How tu pick out a good Hoss.”

And Nast drew original illustrations for all of them. The 1872 almanac
also included a wild and entertaining version of Red Riding Hood and the
wolf (“Ye true Story of Little Red Riding-Hood”)

In addition, H&B conducted a marketing campaign on a much larger
scale for the 1872 almanac than it had for the 1871 edition. Advertisements
placed in other publications made use of some of the earlier friendly
commentary (see, for example, the ad in the October 19, 1871 Zion’s Her-
ald, reproduced on page 218 below).® H&B also devoted more of its own
ink and paper to selling the almanac, an effort that reached its peak with a
full page of excerpts and promotional chitchat in the “Supplement” sec-
tion of the October 7, 1871 issue of Harper's Weekly (a battered copy of
which is reproduced on pages 216 & 217 below).

3 Book Notice, PHRENOLOGICAL J. & SCIENCE OF HEALTH, Dec. 1870, at 438.

* And still are to at least some modern readers.

5 See JACK DAVID ZIPES, ED., THE TRIALS AND TRIBULATIONS OF LITTLE RED RIDING
HOOD 43, 188-92 (1993) (“In [the Alfred Mills version of Red Riding Hood in the
1872 Nast’s Almanac,] bedlam and confusion are the results of careless actions by a
vain Red Riding Hood and her lamb, who follows her to granny’s house in a wolf’s
skin. Mills uses the traditional story to poke fun at political issues of the day, and
Thomas Nast, the famous German-American illustrator, supplied appropriate illus-
trations.”).

¢ See also, e.g., Advertisement, N.Y. TIMES, Nov. 4, 1871, at 12.
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Finally, there are a couple of slivers of evidence that in 1872, at least,
Nast’s Almanac went through more than one printing. In one version of the
1872 almanac there is a full-page advertisement for “Books of Travel and
Adventure” by Paul B. Du Chaillu. In another version, that page is occu-
pied by two half-page advertisements for the “American Guide to
Europe” and “Harper’s Phrase-Book” (reproduced on page 219 below),
and in yet another version, that same page is occupied by a full-page ad-
vertisement for “Harper’s Library of Select Novels” (reproduced on page
220 below).

Like its predecessor, the 1872 Nast’s Almanac was well-received. The
Maine Farmer, for example, opined that,

Some of the best things Nast has ever done are to be found in this little
pamphlet; and from the initial page, where Time is turning round the
Four Seasons, to the last, where the traveller [sic] is amazed at four fin-
ger posts all pointing in differing directions, and all reading “[] to New
York;” the one hundred and thirty-two illustrations form a study that
will keep off the blues, for one year at least.”

The next three Nast’s Almanacs (those for 1873, 1874, and 1875, repro-
duced below on pages 388-446, 570-628, and 690-746 respectively) also
seemingly turned out well. Nast continued to attract work from Clemens,
Dickens, Shaw, and others.® And public commentary remained positive.
According to the Daily Phoenix of Columbia, South Carolina, for example,

“Nast’s Illustrated Almanac, for 1873,” is the title of a comic publica-
tion, which has just been put forth by the Harper’s. There are some
capital hits in it.

Similarly, Godey’s Lady’s Book & Magazine said of the 1875 almanac,

It seems scarcely necessary to say that the illustrations of this almanac
are exceedingly humorous in their character, while the letter-press
matches excellently well with them.’

Moreover, according to Nast biographer Albert Paine, Nast's royalties for
the 1873 almanac amounted to $1,200 — a substantial sum at the time.'
And yet the series came to an unexplained end in 1875. Too bad.

7 Editor’s Table, MAINE FARMER, Nov. 25, 1871, at 2.
% Clemens seemed quite happy to be a participant in Nast’s almanac project. He
wrote to Nast in praise of the 1873 edition:

The Almanac has come and I have enjoyed those pictures with all my soul
and body. Your “Mexico” [illustrating the calendar for June 1873] is a fifty
years’ history of that retrograding chaos of a country, portrayed upon the
space of one’s thumbnail, so to speak, and that “Sphinx in Egypt” [illustrat-
ing October] charms me. I wish I could draw that old head in that way.
PAINE, TH. NAST: HIs PERIOD AND HIS PICTURES at 263 (quoting a “letter Clemens
wrote”).
® Local Items, [Columbia, SC] DAILY PHOENIX, Nov. 3, 1872, at 2; Literary Notices,
GODEY’s LADY’S BOOK & MAGAZINE, Dec. 1874, at 566; see also, e.g., Books and
Authors, CHRISTIAN UNION, Oct. 29, 1873, at 347 (1874 almanac); Lizzie Chester
Atwood, My Christmas Present, CHRISTIAN UNION, May 5, 1875, at 379 (“It wasn't a
Nast’s almanac either. So I was rather badly off for reading.”); contra New Publica-
tions, BOSTON DAILY GLOBE, Oct. 14, 1873, at 2.
19 PAINE, TH. NAST: HIS PERIOD AND HIS PICTURES at 266.
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Top half of page 948 of the October 7, 1871 Harper’s Weekly Supplement.
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Bottom half of page 948 of the October 7, 1871 Harper’s Weekly Supplement.
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From the October 19, 1871 issue of Zion’s Herald.
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Advertisement appearing in place of “BOOKS OF TRAVEL AND ADVEN-
TURE” in another edition of the 1872 Nast’s Almanac.
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Another advertisement appearing in place of “BOOKS OF TRAVEL AND AD-
VENTURE" in yet another edition of the 1872 Nast’s Almanac.
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