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This dissertation examines 376  English almanacs printed from 1595 to 

1640 for the extent to which they provided basic, everyday information 

that ordinary citizens sought to increase their agency and place in the 

world. These almanacs, appearing annually, had highly conventional 

content features repe ated in many different editions. Analysis of  twenty  

of these components show  pattern s that make  it possible for a resea rcher 

to systematically discern the information needs and appetites of many 

people who may not have been  represented in the written record. 



 
 

Because these almanacs were inexpensive and printed in large numbers , 

they are estimated to have been in one of ever y three households in 

England in this period, making them the most common print product of 

the day.  

Since  the almanacs were a monopoly of the Worshipful Company of 

Stationers , the printer õs and bookseller õs guild, their conventional, highly 

structured con tent can be read as coherently  responsive to the almanacs õ 

many buyers and users. The considerable importance of the revenue 

from exclusive almanac production to the guild õs financial stability 

provided incentive for responsiveness to the public. The compo nent s 

analyzed , including various forms of calendars, geographical , historical  

and health information , and modes of calculation and measurement , 

show a consistent pattern even though individual almanac brands 

flourished and expired  during this 45 -year peri od. This analysis  

explicates  the value of these component features to the almanacs õ users 

and contends it  enhanced their agency . Almanacs õ predictive astrological 

content, this dissertation argues, complemented their access to 

information by framing a plan ning process for the coming year , as well as 

enabling agency -enhancing play  or rehearsal . The almanac , also a 

gateway to improved literacy,  is presented as  the essential, indispensable 

information tool for the ordinary people who played a significant role in 

the civil wars period (1641 -60). Without the information base and 

expectation of annual publication  provided by the almanacs, this 



 
 

dissertation contends , the public would not have been prepared to 

recognize the difference between everyday life and new  developments , the 

routine and the unusual ð nor the  value of actual news when regularly 

provided . The almanacs enabled  and prepared  ordinary people in 

England to  be receptive to what came to be  called journalism.  
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News has been the environment in which I have lived since I was a 

college daily newspaper òheeler ,ó or freshman apprentice. Like many 

others, I knew it when I saw/heard/experienced it ð except when I didn õt  

òknowó it , which became increasingly embarrassing  as my connection to, 

and investment of self -esteem in, journalism grew to a vocation.  

Also , like many others  who became journalists , my roles as a 

consumer and producer of news developed concurrently and were (by 

me, at least) easily confused. I participated as both producer and 

consumer in what Nicholas Carr and Jay Rosen productively have called 

the òbundle ó of sectional special features and service journalism that 

along with hard news make up the weekly or daily newspaper. 1 

But , of course , I never thought a great deal about what news was . 

It was, well, what I was doing . As a producer, I  have felt its absence 

acutely whenever I was temporarily out of a news job, a void always 

compensated for on my part by enhanced consumption. That should 

                                                             
1 bƛŎƘƻƭŀǎ /ŀǊǊΣ ά¢ƘŜ DǊŜŀǘ ¦ƴōǳƴŘƭƛƴƎΥ bŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ bŜǘΣέ 9ƴŎȅŎƭƻǇŀŜŘƛŀ .ǊƛǘǘŀƴƛŎŀ .ƭƻƎ  !ǇǊƛƭ тΣ 
нллуΣ ƘǘǘǇΥκκǿǿǿΦōǊƛǘŀƴƴƛŎŀΦŎƻƳκōƭƻƎǎκнллуκлпκǘƘŜπƎǊŜŀǘπǳƴōǳƴŘƭƛƴƎπƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊǎπǘƘŜπƴŜǘκ ά! ǇǊƛƴǘ 
ƴŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀƴ ŀǊǊŀȅ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘτƭƻŎŀƭ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΣ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎΣ ƴŜǿǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜǎΣ 
ŜŘƛǘƻǊƛŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ŎƻƭǳƳƴǎΣ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘǎΣ ǎǇƻǊǘǎ ǎŎƻǊŜǎΣ ǎǘƻŎƪ ǘŀōƭŜǎΣ ¢± ƭƛǎǘƛƴƎǎΣ ŎŀǊǘƻƻƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ 
ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ŎƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎƛƴƎτŀƭƭ ōǳƴŘƭŜŘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘΦέ wƻǎŜƴΩǎ 
ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŎǊŜŘƛǘƛƴƎ /ŀǊǊΣ ƛǎ ŦǊƻƳ Ƙƛǎ ōƭƻƎΣ άtǊŜǎǎ¢ƘƛƴƪΣέ CŜōΦ муΣ нлмоΣ 
ƘǘǘǇΥκκǇǊŜǎǎǘƘƛƴƪΦƻǊƎκнлмоκлнκǎƻƳŜπǎƘƛŦǘǎπƛƴπǇƻǿŜǊπǾƛǎƛōƭŜπƛƴπƧƻǳǊƴŀƭƛǎƳπǘƻŘŀȅκΦ 

http://www.britannica.com/blogs/2008/04/the-great-unbundling-newspapers-the-net/
http://pressthink.org/2013/02/some-shifts-in-power-visible-in-journalism-today/
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have been a clue : producer and consumer melded at some critical 

juncture where information became ònews.ó  

As a consumer, its absence was a quotidian ache  to me . It dates 

me quite precisely to say that the ache was felt most strongly in the 

morning. If I had be en of the previous generation, it would be the evening 

paper that would most likely have been my solace , and set my news 

clock . Several generations still earlier, a weekly newspaper would have 

marked out  my  different temporal framework , with a less information -

stuffed  life  and little or no broadcast technology to hurry and harry the 

print model . 

When I was writing or editing stories in a newsroom environment, 

however, it was never hidden from me that news does not take place in a 

vacuum, nor can it b e presented in one. Every particle of ònewsó ð the 

unusual, the noteworthy ð had to be surrounded by a bodyguard of the 

everyday, the contextual ð the ordinary that made these facts 

extraordinary. Like most reporters, I learned by painful error  and 

editori al reproof  just how much of this ancillary information needed to be 

included in a news account in order for the noteworthiness of the new 

fact  or facts  to be comprehensible to the public for whom it was 

intended.  

Later, I spent several years as editor of a  newspaper about  

newspapers ð Publishers õ Auxiliary , the service publication of the 
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National Newspaper Association. Recurrent stories about the trials and 

triumphs of smaller newspapers, daily and weekly, revealed a starker, 

more bare -bones anatomy of how news emerges, and is published, from 

the substrate of events  and routines  in a community.  That  raised 

questions that  led to my first stint in journalism graduate school, the 

master õs degree program at the journalism school of the University of 

Maryland  College Park õs j -school, before it acquired the Merrill monicker.  

At a certain point I stopped being a kibitzer and became a teacher 

of journalism at various high er-ed levels. And  some of my unexamined 

and unanswered questions about the composition and nat ure of this 

stuff called ònewsó began to intrude . I continued to work in the trade at 

the same time, so molecules of information coalesced into live forms of 

news in front of my eyes while I was teaching and learning.  

All this while, the newer technology began to release news from the 

time -boundedness , the traditional news cycle,  imposed by previous forms 

of technology . It was at that point that the òbundle ó known as the 

newspaper was reveal ed more cle arly as an artifact of printing ð rather 

than a complem ent to human cognitive capacity, which , equally clearly , 

has many different  strings to its bow.  

 Having passed my three score and ten in the increasing ubiquity of 

computer screens, my own news craving has become redistribu ted across 

the day õs timeframe. Because I am a creature of habit , I still stumble out 
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to the driveway for the morning paper while the kettle heats to boiling . 

But I generally have fired up the laptop well before I have gotten much 

past the A -section front.  I get news ð real news ð from s ocial media as 

well as news of the legacy variety. And I am scarcely alone. The 

unbundling continues apace.  

I and those of my age have experienced  a unique informational 

transition. Television was new when I was a pre -teener, and radio õs 

presence  was movin g from the ornate set  encased in dark wood that 

furnished  the nation õs living rooms inexorably to the car radio, where it 

has remained  protected from the threat  of the small  screen. Every  one of 

these news -consumer perceptual sets, I hardly have to note, is pegged to 

a timeframe: frequency, regularity, expectations, familiarity. And every 

one is also pegged to a form  of news, without which it seems unlikely the 

calendrical quality of a news habit ð an awareness of ne ws at all ð is 

possible.  

These two factors ð a news form, and a timetable to which it 

conforms ð hardly seem possible without one another. And our 

definitions of forms of news ð paper, broadcast, online ð are 

synchronically pegged to the technologies that encompass the content 

and help define the structure.  Those technologies, we can see from our 

twenty -first century vantage, successively enabled more frequent, as well 
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as just plain more, news, altering the temporal framework in which our 

news experience takes place.  

These questions ð the manner in which news and its forms help 

define and reproduce one another ð have obviously taken me beyond my 

roles as consumer and pr oducer into the history of news, and brought 

me back to student status.  And my increased fascina tion with the way 

people learned to feel a need for news, and seek it ð and the way others 

accidentally or purposefully began to provide regular, periodic news for a 

price and as a profession ð has led me to the prehistory of news.   

My exploration ha s led me to conclude that a public for news had 

to acquire  a broad, consensual notion of what constituted normal life 

before that public would effectively recognize the tidings of the unusual 

that constitutes news. That is still required today as it was in  the 

prehistory of journalism. In the first several centuries of printing, which 

coincided with the early modern era , that consensus on the everyday was 

not furnished by Erasmus, or Bacon, or Shakespeare, whose books sold 

only among the lettered elite. It was provided by a mass -circulation, 

essentially nonfiction product: the annual almanac.  
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The early modern almanac used by ordinary people in England is a 

quite humble material object. Its role in providing information  about 

everyday life to everyday  people in the early modern period  (generally  

bounded as 1500 -1800 C.E.) , wh en deliberately -created periodical news 

products were sporadic or absent, is large because its circulation was 

large.  Understan ding why early modern English  people of all social 

classes  suddenly s eized on the instantly popular ònewsbooks ó of the civil 

wars period (1641 -1660 ) is impossible without recognizing the impact of 

the ubiquitous annual almanac  that preceded them .  

An unprepared, sudden audience for newsbooks,  regularly 

published, though hardly objective, weekly propaganda pamphlets  was 

unlikely, despite the obvious stimulus and potential for personal hazard 

brought by a fight for control between King and Parliament that ranged 

over most of the emerging nation.  These newsbooks proliferated rapidly 

on both sides of the conflict until Londoners could pick up a different, 

freshly printed weekly publication every day of the week. In each case, 

the paper (almost always) ha d the same nameplate as in the previous 

week, as the publishers and editors rapidly realized the value of a trusted 

name. And the customers paid a penny or two for these products, despite 
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their generally partisan stance, thereby helping to fulfill the (mod ern)  

definition for journalism  as a professional undertaking . The speed of 

their proliferation made it highly probable  that their audience, their 

public, was ready to obtain  regular  printed information at a price , 

fulfilling our understanding of journalism  as a profession for which 

practicioners might get paid. Recognizing a regular, trusted name on a 

publication and paying a small amount for it were both practices learned 

from purchasing an almanac every year.  

Denis McQuail õs oft -cited definition  of the pr int newspaper  was 

best  applie d to what he called the òhigh bourgeois daily newspaper ó of 

the mid - to late 19 th  century, but it hinges crucially on the notion of is 

criteria for journalism products were regularity, a price on the cover  or 

òopenly for sale ,ó multiple purposes including information and 

entertainment, a nd a "public or open character. ó2 The òprice on the 

coveró launched  these regular, distinctively -named news products , the 

newsbooks,  into the sphere  of journalism. McQuail õs definition was 

clearly keyed to the mid -nineteenth  century, when other war news, 

spanning oceans, spurred the emergence of big -city daily news giants 

and organizations . There was at that point little  question that an 

information product for which millions were willing t o pay hard money 

entailed a profession, a culture and an industry.   

                                                             
2 5Ŝƴƛǎ aŎvǳŀƛƭΣ aŀǎǎ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅΣ нƴŘ ŜŘΦ ό.ŜǾŜǊƭȅ IƛƭƭǎΣ /!Υ {ŀƎŜ tǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ мфутύΣ фΦ 
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Less apparent is the degree to which this 19 th -century òhigh 

bourgeois daily newspaper ó and its successors through the middle of the 

20 th  century have served as a template for extending the history of 

journalism both backward and forward from what now begins to look like 

a relatively brief window of newspaper dominance . Our understanding of 

òjournalism, ó conditioned by that model, begins to  lose applicability when 

extended to  the Anglo -American journalism history canon in the first half 

of the seventeenth  century.   

In James I õs England, like Elizabeth õs before him, regular domestic 

news publication was forbidden. The earliest kin to an English 

newspaper evaded that stricture in 162 1 by importing only foreign news  

from the Thirty Years õ War, in a newspaper -like pamphlet labeled (after a 

Dutch counterpart ) a coranto . The English corantos, which lasted off and 

on through the 1620s, fell in and out of  official disapproval but never 

published domestic news. Their appeal to Protestant English readers was 

fresh news of that catastrophic war in Europe between Catholic Spain 

and Austria  on one side  and Protestant parts of Germany and Sweden on 

the  other .3 King James I was under pressure to join the battle on behalf 

of Protestantism and the corantos were an irritant to authority. Relatively 

                                                             
3 WƻŀŘ wŀȅƳƻƴŘΣ¢ƘŜ LƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊΥ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ bŜǿǎōƻƻƪǎ мспмπмспф όhȄŦƻǊŘΥ hȄŦƻǊŘ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ мффсύΣ ŜǎǇΦ рπмл ŀƴŘ флπфсΤ WƻǎŜǇƘ CǊŀƴƪΣ ¢ƘŜ .ŜƎƛƴƴƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ bŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊ мснлπ
мссл ό/ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜΣ a!Υ IŀǊǾŀǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ мфсмύΣ пπуΣ рΤ !ƴŘǊŜǿ tŜǘǘŜƎǊŜŜΣ ¢ƘŜ LƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ bŜǿǎΥ 
Iƻǿ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘ /ŀƳŜ ǘƻ Yƴƻǿ !ōƻǳǘ LǘǎŜƭŦ όbŜǿ IŀǾŜƴΣ /¢Υ ¸ŀƭŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ нлмпύΣ мфтπнллΦ 
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few copies , no more than 1,250 and as few as 400 per issue, were likely 

to have been printed. 4  

The core custo mer of such òjournalism ó was still, most  likely , the 

educated elite. This leave s the question: how was a wider public for news 

to develop a taste for , and a capacity to absorb,  the news that  would 

suddenly become a near -necessity when hostilities between King and 

Parliament began?  

History is Silent about Non -elite Publics for Information  

That question,  raised by this brief account , is  met by a crashing 

silence in the historical record. What ordinary people sought in the way 

of information, before they had newsbooks to buy as the war began, is 

unknown because they themselves were nearly mute beneath the 

considerable chatter of those educated and well -off persons who wrote 

most of what we know of the early modern period.  Carl Bridenbaugh 

called the  latter  òth e over-recorded privileged order. ó5 Part of the task is 

to find ways to hear those muted voices. Modern researchers have 

trouble understanding those evidences of the non -elite culture that we do 

discern. But , as Clifford Geertz said,  

The truth of the doct rine of cultural (or historical ð it is the 

same thing) relativism is that we can never apprehend 
another people õs or another period õs imagination neatly, as 

                                                             
 4άΧƴƻǘ ƴŜƎƭƛƎƛōƭŜ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǊŀΦέ  CǊŀƴƪΣ Beginnings of the English Newspaper), мнΦ 
5 .ǊƛŘŜƴōŀǳƎƘΣ ±ŜȄŜŘ ŀƴŘ ¢ǊƻǳōƭŜŘ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘƳŜƴ мрфлπмспн όbŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΥ hȄŦƻǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ мфстύΣ мтΦ 
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though it were our own. The falsity of it is that we can 
therefore never genuinely apprehend it at  all. 6  

A search for the prehistory of news in early modern England leads, 

this project will argue , to the most popular nonreligious product of print 

culture, the annual almanac. Cheap, portable, often printed with extra 

space for a customer õs own scribbling and scheduling, these almanacs 

appear ed to have sold enough copies  each year  so that one in three 

families might have a current one for their use. Each year. Regularly.  

The purchase was often stimulated by  the same popular name on the 

cover as last year õs.7 

England õs population in 1601 was estimated at just above four 

million, meaning a million households or fewer (some were extended with 

live -in servants and apprentices).  Unlike southern Europe õs, English 

families were characteristically small,  nuclear rather than extremely 

large , the typical household being about 4.5 persons. Though industry 

was growing, especially in mining and the external trade of cloth 

products, most English still worked the land. 8 An estimate of 300,000 or 

more almanacs printed per year underlies the òone in three households ó 

                                                             
6 /ƭƛŦŦƻǊŘ DŜŜǊǘȊΣ [ƻŎŀƭ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΥ CǳǊǘƘŜǊ 9ǎǎŀȅǎ ƛƴ LƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘƛǾŜ !ƴǘƘǊƻǇƻƭƻƎȅ όbŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΥ .ŀǎƛŎ .ƻƻƪǎ 
мфуоύΣ ппΤ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ {Φ 9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘ .ƛǊŘΣ ά{ŜŜƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ !ǳŘƛŜƴŎŜΣέ ƛƴ 9ȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ 
/ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ IƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ ŜŘΦ .ŀǊōƛŜ ½ŜƭƛȊŜǊ όbŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΥ wƻǳǘƭŜŘƎŜΣ нллуύΣ фнΦ 
7 .ŜǊƴŀǊŘ /ŀǇǇΣ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΣ мрллπмуллΥ !ǎǘǊƻƭƻƎȅ ϧ ǘƘŜ tƻǇǳƭŀǊ tǊŜǎǎ όLǘƘŀŎŀΣ b¸Υ /ƻǊƴŜƭƭ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 
tǊŜǎǎΣ мфтфύΣ ноΤ /ȅǇǊƛŀƴ .ƭŀƎŘŜƴΣ ά¢ƘŜ 5ƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎƪǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ŜŎƻƴŘ IŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ŜǾŜƴǘŜŜƴǘƘ 
/ŜƴǘǳǊȅΣέ Studies in Bibliography xi (1958): 108-117. 
8 .ŀǊǊȅ /ƻǿŀǊŘΣ ¢ƘŜ {ǘǳŀǊǘ !ƎŜΥ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ мслоπмтмпΣ оǊŘ ŜŘΦ ό[ƻƴŘƻƴΥ [ƻƴƎƳŀƴΣ нллоύΣ муΣ млΦ 
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statements by Capp and others. 9 The families who bought these 

almanacs were not all elites ð in fact, most would have had to be what 

are here summarily called  non -elites: the families of smallholding 

yeomen, husbandmen and laborers of the countryside and artisans and 

tradesmen of the towns and cities. Presumably , they had common school 

experience and that included the teaching of  reading. A few youngsters 

from these ordinary families may have gone on to grammar schools and 

been taught some writing as well, perhaps even a smattering of Latin. 

But virtually none had gone to one of the two universities,  Oxford and 

Cambridge,  or to London õs Inns of Court where reade rs in law were 

prepared. 10  University -educated elites certainly bought and used 

almanacs as well, and historians know that because the ir references to 

almanacs  have entered the historical record.  But they don õt begin to 

account for 300,000 or more  almanac copies per year . 

As this inquiry shows , there is much that remains un known about 

why the almanacs sold as they did. But because they did appear serially, 

under popular brand names, the component features they offered and, 

especially, the manner in  which those feature offerings changed from 

year to year, can help provide an understanding of what kinds of 

                                                             
9 wƻƎŜǊ [ƻŎƪȅŜǊΣ ¢ǳŘƻǊ ŀƴŘ {ǘǳŀǊǘ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ мпурπмтмпΣ оǊŘ ŜŘΦ όbŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΥ tŜŀǊǎƻƴ [ƻƴƎƳŀƴΣ нллрύΣ рммΤ 

YŜƛǘƘ ²ǊƛƎƘǘǎƻƴΣ 9ŀǊǘƘƭȅ bŜŎŜǎǎƛǘƛŜǎΥ 9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ [ƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ όbŜǿ IŀǾŜƴΣ /¢Υ ¸ŀƭŜ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ нлллύΣ олπпнΣ ŜǎǇΦ онΦ 
10 [ŀǿǊŜƴŎŜ {ǘƻƴŜΣ ά¢ƘŜ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ мрслπмсплΣέ tŀǎǘ ϧ tǊŜǎŜƴǘ ну όWǳƭȅ мфспύΥ поπ
псΦ 
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information the public sought and what appetites were whetted for the 

eventual appearance of ònewsó publications.  Research can grasp  what 

ordinary people wanted to know  in the pre -news period , based on 

evidence of their buying behavior . This dissertation is designed to furnish 

that insight, which has been missing from other scholarly studies.  

Because the English almanacs were a lucrative monopoly of the 

London -based Stationers õ Company, the guild of printers and 

booksellers , it is  highly likely  that those year -to-year changes in 

almanacs were anything but  random . Instead, they almost certainly 

reflect ed the printe rsõ and booksellers õ sensitivity to public taste reflected 

in hard sales figures . The Stationers õ Company was a cadre of 

businessmen struggling to do well in the new, uncertain ambience of 

early capitalist development.  Their lucrative almanac monopoly  added to 

their revenue. Because the almanacs were managed with an eye to profit, 

the bulk of the evidence of change and continuity in component features 

of almanacs reflect ed the ir  usersõ appetites for information  as expressed 

in sales . 

Early modern a lmanacs õ role in the increasing age ncy and 

empowerment of ordinary  people, in England and elsewhere, was 

complex and intertwined with some other, less ubiquitous forms of print 

culture , as well as the historical events of the decades just before the 
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civil wars. 11  As historians increasingly  have realized, the utility and 

growing accessibility of information propelled many such social changes. 

This project is part of that story.  

Scope and Pu rpose: Publics for Information Become  Publics for 

News 

The goal of this dissert ation is to demonstrate that  almanacs, an 

important part of  the material popular print culture of early modern 

England , helped provide the ground work  for a public conception of, and 

appetite for, periodical news publications before such publications 

appeared in 1641 at the outset of the civil war period.  Specifically, a 

major part of that preparatory work (though by no means  all) was 

accomplished by th e publication of the  utilitarian, highly popular annual 

almanac. This project will argue  that  

1. Almanacs, as a lucrative monopoly of the printers  and booksellers  

guild ð an early capitalist enterprise ð received extraordinary attention 

and management to ensure they met public demand for useful content, 

and  

2. Almanac s anticipated the ònewsbooks ó of 1641 -1650 , which are 

generally counted the first (domestic) òjournalism ó in English, by creating 

                                                             
11 ¢Ƙƛǎ ŘƛǎǎŜǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛƭƭ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ .ƭŀƛǊ ²ƻǊŘŜƴΩǎ ǳǎŀƎŜΥ ¢ƘŜ άŎƛǾƛƭ ǿŀǊΣέ ǎƛƴƎǳƭŀǊΣ ŘŜƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƳŜŘ 
ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ YƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ tŀǊƭƛŀƳŜƴǘΣ мспнπпсΤ άΨǘƘŜ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǿŀǊǎΩ ǿƛƭƭ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎΣ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ 
ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭΣ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мсплǎ ŀƴŘ мсрлǎΦέ .ƭŀƛǊ ²ƻǊŘŜƴΣ ¢ƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ /ƛǾƛƭ ²ŀǊǎΣ мсплπмссл ό[ƻƴŘƻƴΥ 
²ŜƛŘŜƴŦŜƭŘ ϧ bƛŎƘƻƭǎƻƴΣ нллфύΣ άtǊŜŦŀŎŜέ ǳƴǇŀƎŜŘΦ 
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repeat customers for a regular, re current  publication through òbranding ó 

and the presentation of measurably popular features, and  

3. Almanacs  generated a public  for information and news among non -

elites ð working folk who used literacy at a variety of levels  ð that 

extend ed their use  well beyond the narrower compass of the educated 

elite whose writings and actions are disproportionately represented in the 

historical record.  

 These arguments will be addressed in the form of research 

questions.   

Key Questions: Almanacs, their Makers, and their Public  

1.  Did the widespread purchase and use of almanacs in pre -civil wars 

early modern England affect the growth of a public for information?  

1a. Did the Stationers õ Company leadership manage its  monopoly on 

the almanac trade to maximize profits and customer base?  

1b. Did annual alm anacs, studied previously  mostly for astrological 

forecasting, actually also provide distinct component features with 
factual information useful in everyday life?  

1c. D id  the year -to-year changes in component features offered in 

annual English almanacs 15 95-1640 provide evidence of public 
preferences and the Stationers õ response to public appetite for 

information ð and what kind ð as reflected in sales figures?  

 

The early modern period  is generally rounded off to have begun at 

1450 C.E. and extended to bet ween 1700 and 1800 C.E. ð the final date 

is much more a matter of taste  and usage among historians. It is  notable  



мр 
 

that the ca. 1450 start date for the period on which most agree is roughly 

also the date when movable -type printing was òinvented. ó  

Printing entered England, in the common understanding, with 

William Caxton in 1476 , who had  learned the trade in France. N ot far 

behind him came translations of European almanacs ð an almanac was 

one of the ur -printer Gutenberg õs first commercial undertakings. 12  

The low -cost (generally two pennies) almanac became a staple possession 

of up to one in three English households of the seventeenth century. This 

was very high media penetration for an age of emerging literacy among 

the peasant, working and artisan non -elite classes whose labors 

supported the comparatively easy lives of (often university -educated ) 

economic and social  elites.  

Almanacs emerged quickly as a genre, with conventions and 

typical format features, and even at their low price were a lucrative 

business . From the late sixteenth century on, almanacs were a monopoly 

awarded by the crown ð first to a partnership of two printers, but then (in 

1603) to the guild of printers and booksellers that had been earlier 

incorporated (in 1557 ) as the Worshipful Company  of Stationers. It is 

that monopoly (patent or royal license)  that made  the almanac trade of 

the early seventeenth  century a unique tool for investigating the 

inf ormation appetite of non -elite e arly modern English peoples.  

                                                             
12 !ƴŘǊŜǿ tŜǘǘŜƎǊŜŜΣ ¢ƘŜ .ƻƻƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ όbŜǿ IŀǾŜƴΣ /¢Υ ¸ŀƭŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ нлмлύΣ пфΤ /ŀǇǇΣ 
9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΣ нрπнсΦ 
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Almanacs themselves were mostly s mall, unprepossessing booklets of  

forty or  forty -eight pages, almost always printed in the òoctavoó format 

that folded two -and -a-half (for  forty pages) or three (for  forty -eight pages) 

full sheets of paper into a 3.5 inch  wide  by 5.5 inch  high  book format. 

They were generally divided into the òkalendar ó section in front,  and a 

òprognostication ó that was the back of the book. The òkalendar ó provided  

a page for each month ruled vertically in a half -dozen columns ; the dates 

of the month ra n vertic ally down the left -hand edge of the page. In the 

columns one found material relating to each day ð saints õ days, feast 

days, phases of the moon, perhaps sunrise times, sunset times or both, 

symbols of planets and houses of the zodiac packed in to show the 

astrological bent on that day, or other entries. The first few pages of the 

front or òkalendar ó section also displayed regular single -page component 

features ð a one -page timeline of important historical events since the 

Creation, a list of that year õs feast days with dates, very often an image of 

a nude human body (the òZodiacal Body ó) surrounded by signs of the 

zodiac and lines drawn to show which zodiacal sign affected which part 

of the body.  

After the kalendar, roughly halfway through the book, there wa s 

ordinarily a second cover page for the òprognostication ó followed by some 

stock features, including accounts of the seasons of the coming year and 

what might be expected in the way of weather and diseases for each. A 

second series of monthly entries, par agraph -style, might also follow, 
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often structured by phases of the moon and perhaps offering real 

predictions about day to day weather. But the prognostication section, as 

well, contained many other popular features that had little to do with 

prediction an d much to do with facts of the past and present ð lists of the  

 

 

Figure 1 : Perkinsõs almanac for 1631, showing the last calendar page and the 
second title  page, for the òPrognosticationó section. It promotes, among other 
things, Perkinsõs expanded historical timeline òsince the Creation.ó  © The British 

Library : Digital images produced by ProQuest LLC as part of ProQuest® Historical Newspapers. 

www.proquest.com 
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reigns of monarchs of England for the purpose of dating legal documents, 

tide tables, the dates of opening and closing of the quarterly court terms, 

a list of fairs held all around the country, arranged by month and date, 

or a set of guidelines  for getting  from one place to another by road, with 

the order of towns to pass through and the distance from one to the next 

(most routes eventually led to London).  Each of  these features w as 

typographically distinct, with paratextual layout devices and imagery 

that made them easy to look for and hard to miss.  

Almanacs were cheap print, and printed on cheap paper. Less care 

in their composition is often evident, compared to more expensive and 

elite works. But modern readers will recognize in the unusual internal 

speci alization and compartmentalization of these little books a òbundle ó 

of features that was seldom seen elsewhere, and an early avatar of the 

large, complex daily newspapers of the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries, or the visually tooled, articulated modern  school textbook.  

These almanacs were not only distinguished by their typographical  

and paratextual  devices but by the very fact of their annual -ness. The 

prerequisites for  the precursor or precursors of weekly journalism  in time 

of war  revolve d around anticipation  and repetition . Books, pamphlets 

and religious publications of the day were one -offs, often popular but 

self -contained. Some popular authors like Thomas Nashe or, much 

earlier, Erasmus became sought -after and their books sold well ð bu t 
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their appearance was irregular, and customers didn õt know when  to 

expect the next one.  

Almanacs, as their production by the Stationers remained 

routinized, came out every November to be sold for the following year.  As 

Joad Raymond pointed  out: òSerialit y has significant implications. Most 

importantly it creates the expectation of future news, of updates. 

Secondly, and consequently, it encourages future consumption, perhaps 

enhancing appetite. ó13   

A great deal was packed into these little pocket -sized book s and 

every issue õs production  must have involved decisions about what  

features  to include and what to exclude  for lack of space. This decision 

factor steer s part of this inquiry. What information , and in what highly 

conventionalized forms,  did th e mostly non -elite customer base appear  

 to favor in its almanacs ? Answers to that question help further 

understanding of how these humble two -penny products fashioned a 

public for information, and for news.  

Definitions: News as a Compound of Routine and Unusual  

News, all journalists understand, is the new or novel cast against 

the background of the everyday. Without understanding of the routine ð 

the background, the way the world ordinarily works ð no account of the 

                                                             
13 wŀȅƳƻƴŘΣ άbŜǿǎΣέ ƛƴ ¢ƘŜ hȄŦƻǊŘ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ tƻǇǳƭŀǊ tǊƛƴǘ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ ǾƻƭΦ мΥ /ƘŜŀǇ tǊƛƴǘ ƛƴ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ 
LǊŜƭŀƴŘ ǘƻ мсслΣ ŜŘΦ WƻŀŘ wŀȅƳƻƴŘ όbŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΥ hȄŦƻǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ нлммύΣ оулΦ 
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unusual can be fully understood.  This is no new  insight, but it seldom 

gets scrutiny as an historical phenomenon.  Mitchell Stephens observed 

that ò[t]  he news is not about life but about a peculiar subset of life ð 

those dramatic moments when the spell of daily reality is broken by the 

death of a dicta tor, a defection or a drowning. ó14  

  Almanacs, in their regular annual appearance and presentation of 

broad facts about the world, cumulatively built this prerequisite  

understanding , this anatomy of the world -that -is,  in their growing public.  

That slow -buil ding, comprehensive understanding encompassed not only 

the natural world and the economic lives of ordinary people but the 

emerging notion of national identity coupled with a view of the scope and 

texture of the kingdom, beyond the user õs immediate neighbo rhood, 

village or town.  

A significant source of the increase in personal agency and political 

participation on the part of this wider, non -elite public came not only 

from the advent of news but from the elements of print culture that 

prepared that public f or news and democratic participation. This project 

argue s that the annual almanac was at the center of this development  of 

                                                             
14 aƛǘŎƘŜƭƭ {ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎΣ ! IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ bŜǿǎΥ CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 5ǊǳƳ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ {ŀǘŜƭƭƛǘŜ όbŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΥ ±ƛƪƛƴƎ tǊŜǎǎΣ мфууύΣ 
мппΤ /Φ WƻƘƴ {ƻƳŜǊǾƛƭƭŜ ŀǇǇǊƻǾƛƴƎƭȅ ǉǳƻǘŜǎ ¢ƻŘŘ Dƛǘƭƛƴ ƛƴ ¢ƘŜ ²ƘƻƭŜ ²ƻǊƭŘ ƛǎ ²ŀǘŎƘƛƴƎΥ άΧŘŀƛƭȅ ƴŜǿǎ ƛǎ 
ΨǘƘŜ ƴƻǾŜƭ ŜǾŜƴǘΣ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ǳƴŘŜǊƭȅƛƴƎΣ ŜƴŘǳǊƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴΦέ {ƻƳŜǊǾƛƭƭŜΣ ¢ƘŜ bŜǿǎ wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΥ 
/ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 5ȅƴŀƳƛŎǎ ƻŦ 5ŀƛƭȅ LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ όbŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΥ hȄŦƻǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ мффсύΣ нсоΤ YŜǾƛƴ WΦ .ŀǊƴƘǳǊǎǘ 
ŀƴŘ WƻƘƴ bŜǊƻƴŜ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ άΧƻƴŜ ƻŦ ώƴŜǿǎΩǎϐ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘ ǾŀƭǳŜǎΥ ǘƘŜ ǳƴǳǎǳŀƭ ŀǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘΣέ ¢ƘŜ 
CƻǊƳ ƻŦ bŜǿǎΥ ! IƛǎǘƻǊȅ όbŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΥ DǳƛƭŦƻǊŘ tǊŜǎǎΣ нллмύΣ ррΦ 
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competent agency  for non -elites , a unique attribute of the early modern 

period.  A news public must have a use for news, a view of a personal 

future being fashioned very much in the present -as-possibility, and 

requir ing  current information to thrive.  

Plan of this D issertation  

Chapter 1  has outlined  the historical problem: how did a public for 

news grow without the  presence  of news ? The premise is that news is a 

subset of the broader category of information , which was valued by early 

modern people of all social levels but not yet fully commodified . 

Infor mation was unevenly accessible to different social levels, but 

ordinary non -elites had cheap print, above all the annual almanac, 

available. News, understood as information whose immediate value may 

quickly vanish with events, must be set against knowledge of the routine, 

the everyday, in order to be recognized for wh at it is.  And almanacs 

offered this kind of knowledge.  

Chapter 2  reviews the literature that bears on these matters and 

on the historical context to be elaborated in the succeeding chapters. 

There is a  heavy concentration by English historians on the early  modern 

period as a critical point in their nation õs growth to empire, as well as an  

extensive and rich analysis of òprint culture ó as a linchpin of early 

modern Europe õs unique stages of development. However, attention to 

the cheap print stratum of print culture and its role in non -elitesõ 
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emergence as self -aware players in this era is has been slim or lacking, 

particularly with respect to almanacs and their stunningly wide use by a 

supposedly near -illiterate level of society.   

Chapter 3  recounts t he histo rical method and underlying theory 

employed in this project . The òsocial cognitive ó active -reader media 

theory of Albert Bandura is aligned with th e diffuse but productive media 

effects theory called òuses and gratifications, ó with its two -way focus on 

bot h producers and users  as a double -edged entry to  the overall 

investigative premise.  A definition of an òinformation public ó is discussed 

and elaborated. Methodologically, what õs often labeled òhistory from 

belowó provides strategies of inference that can b e applied to cheap print 

and its users, especially in the (all too typical) absence of a direct record 

from the non -elites being considered. The universe of surviving almanacs 

from 1595 -1640 is described and an analytical method outlined.  

Chapter 4 contextualizes these concepts and consequen ces in the 

history of the period 1603 -1641 in England. The broad p olitical changes 

and conflicts and the specific role of print culture in the public 

perception of those changes and conflicts  are set out. The chap ter also  

describes the role of the Stationers õ Company  in  the print culture and its 

dependence on almanac profits , a point  central to this inquiry.    

Chapter 5  focuses on the almanacs , their tradition s and the genre 

that the Stationers inherited. An outlin e of the different features in the 
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almanacs 1603 -1641 provides an overview of the panoply of information 

types regularly  provided by almanacs. Other forms of print that jostled 

almanacs in the marketplace are referred to briefly . 

Chapter  6, an extended analytical section,  show s how individual 

almanac  brand sõ content was  managed. It begins with  a portrait of  the 

genre as it had developed in the decade before 1603. Next comes t he 

period 1603 -1640 with  the roughly 375 annual editions that appeared 

consecuti vely for at least three years a s the focus. I ndividual component 

features are analyzed as they appear, disappear and reappear in the 

individual brands and in the Stationers õ Company õs overall product line 

during that nearly five-decade span. The alignment between almanac 

content and  the course of a lived year for ordinary early modern English 

peoples is pr esent ed. The patterns of appearance of component features  

are examined as indications  that  different types of content inferrably 

were accept ed or rejected by the almanac -buying public ð the users.  

Chapter 7 draws the project õs conclusions  from the analysis of 

almanacs from 1595 to 1640  to show  how early modern non -elites 

emerged as  a public for information . That public õs enhanced  readiness to 

be a public for news is asserted as a result in significant part of almanac 

use.  Understanding that news , this dissertation contends,  depended on a 

public that had already absorbed some of the òbackground ó from its 

consumption and use of alma nacs. Some similarities to other periods, 
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including our own, when  new or emerging media encounter changing 

needs of publics  are discussed.  The research opportunities presented by 

the limits  of this project are also described.  

Early Modern Almanacs and Everyday Life in England 1595 -1640  

 

òIf this history has a moral, it is perhaps that news, like love, will 

find a way ó15  

This project examines a slippery, fluid and dynamic era. It is 

important to recognize that early modern non -elites were, by many 

accounts, still struggling to achieve some sense of collective, possibly 

even a rudimentary class -based, consensus about ordinary life and its 

extraordinary tragedies and variations. This co nsensus expanded slowly 

beyond villages and towns to patchily inhabit the emerging nation. This 

consensus about what was normal in everyday life is the gate through 

which  news ð the unusual ð finds a way  into the print culture of ordinary 

people . 

Even as a lmanacs provided information for growing communities of 

practice about each yearõs trade fairs and the roads that threaded 

through England from fair to fair, they also warned that each season 

brought its typical pitfalls ð mishaps and tragedies, diseases (of humans, 

crops and animals) even misbehavio r or mismanagement by landlords  

that could  turn a prosperous year to a failing or lethal  one.  In this sense 

                                                             
15 aŀǘǘƘƛŀǎ {ƘŀŀōŜǊΣ {ƻƳŜ CƻǊŜǊǳƴƴŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bŜǿǎǇŀǇŜǊ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ мптсπмснн όbŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΥ hŎǘŀƎƻƴ 
.ƻƻƪǎΣ мфссύΣ омуΦ 
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the almanacs, sometimes no  more than pro forma  religious in character, 

nevertheless san g the same tune as the preacher: e xpect the worst and 

youõll never be disappointed.  Every almanac user knew that disease 

would take many souls in the year to come, and the almanac was right 

there to outline  (for instance)  which maladies were most common in 

which of the four seasons. The question was not: would there be 

extraordinary events ? The question was: whose names would be on the 

list?  

But , though  those almanacs warned against complacent 

expectations of a lucky life , they spread a positive sense of 

contemporaneity  among their users from end to end of the nascent 

nation,  a refle ctive  understanding : as their view widened to encompass 

more and more of the nation, so it became clear that  more and more of 

their fellows grasped everyday life pretty much as they did. Their 

awareness of the popularity and ubiquity of the brand -name almanacs 

they bought every November, and of their  widening  use by others , was a 

material aid to this sense of contemporaneity  and shared experienc e. 

Brendan Dooley, editor of an antholog y around this concept, described  it 

as 

 éthe perception, shared by a number of human beings, of 

experiencing a particular event at more or less the same time. 
é the observers in question may be out of sight or earshot of 

one another and still imagine themselves as a group.  é At the 
very least, i t may add to a notion of participating in a shared 

present, of existing in a length of time called ònow.ó é It may 
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contribute to individuals õ sense of community, or their 
identification with one another. With good reason, 

anthropologists and historians hav e identified it as a hallmark 
of modernity. ó16   

If there was a nascent public sphere emerging in early modern 

England ð as some scholars have asserted ð this is what it look ed like. 

Almanac users gained an understanding that even the difficult chances 

of li fe could be reined in with a heightened management of probabilities  

that came with better information . There was a growing notion that 

anticipation and preparation could be practical and proactive within the 

overall orderly unfolding of the future within t he framework of year, 

month, week and day as laid out in the two -penny book in the 

householder õs pocket.  

The almanac õs role, this project argue s, was to give some order to 

that grasp of the everyday that anchored behavior and practice even 

when the course of events made orderliness look shaky and frayed. Even 

in wartime, almanacs (which were  then,  if possible , even more popular) 

represented the order against which disorder might be understood. 

Disorder, as it grew, finally brought forth a weekly news produc t , the 

ònewsbooks, ó that showed specifically, in the new, speeded -up calendar 

of wartime, how the everyday order was threatened.  Without the 

grounded understanding of the world õs materiality  imparted  to a wide 

                                                             
16 .ǊŜƴŘŀƴ 5ƻƻƭŜȅΣ ŜŘΦΣ ¢ƘŜ 5ƛǎǎŜƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ bŜǿǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 9ƳŜǊƎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ /ƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀƴŜƛǘȅ ό.ǳǊƭƛƴƎǘƻƴΣ 
±¢Υ !ǎƘƎŀǘŜ tǳōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎΣ нлмлύΣ ȄƛƛƛΦ 
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non -elite public  by annual almanacs, these wartime messengers of the 

unusual  ð counted the first òjournalism ó in English ð could not have had 

the effect they had or gained the popularity they  manifestly did . 
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!ÌÍÁÎÁÃÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅÉÒ #ÏÎÔÅØÔ 

  
This pr oject aims to show that early modern English almanacs, a 

hugely popular annual product  in the first half of the seventeenth 

century that were  purchased (often regularly in November) by up to one 

in three households in England every year ,17  were instrumental in 

forming a non -elite public for the kind of information that became 

ònews.ó The argument he re is that the almanac provided that  emerging  

public  of ordinary people  with substantive factual backgrounding for the 

new forms of news publica tions that sprang up in wartime.  

The literature that bears on this effort sorts itself into  first,  works 

offering direct consideration of almanacs and their makers and second, a 

variety of other writings and inquiries that helpfully converge on the 

subject . The convergent inquiries include wider examinations of the 

development of print culture, studies focusing on literacy and active 

readership, the growing business of printing and publishing in England õs 

                                                             
17 wƻƎŜǊ [ƻŎƪȅŜǊ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀōƻǾŜ п Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ƛƴ мслмΤ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ όŀǘ ŀƴ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴύ 
ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŀ Ƴƛƭƭƛƻƴ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎΦ YŜƛǘƘ ²ǊƛƎƘǘǎƻƴ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ 
ƪƛƴǎƘƛǇ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΤ ǎŜǊǾŀƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇǊŜƴǘƛŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘΣ ǎƻ ŦƻǳǊ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǇŜǊ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŜŜƳ 
ǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƳǇƻǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ .ƭŀƎŘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ оллΣллл ǘƻ пллΣллл ŀƭƳŀƴŀŎǎ 
ǿŜǊŜ ǇǊƛƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ мссо όŦƻǊ мсспύ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ wŜǎǘƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǾƛƭ ǿŀǊΦ [ƻŎƪȅŜǊΣ ¢ǳŘƻǊ ŀƴŘ {ǘǳŀǊǘ 
.ǊƛǘŀƛƴΣ рммΤ ²ǊƛƎƘǘǎƻƴΣ 9ŀǊǘƘƭȅ bŜŎŜǎǎƛǘƛŜǎΣ олπпнΣ ŜǎǇΦ онΤ /ȅǇǊƛŀƴ .ƭŀƎŘŜƴΣ ά¢ƘŜ 5ƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
!ƭƳŀƴŀŎƪǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ {ŜŎƻƴŘ IŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ŜǾŜƴǘŜŜƴǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅΣέ  ммс ŦƻƭŘ ƻǳǘ ŎƘŀǊǘ ǊŜŎǘƻΦ 
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early seventeenth  century and features of social and  political history in 

that era, the prelude  to the civil wars  that took place 1641 -60 . 

Scholarly consideration of  almanacs as such  is rich but rare . With 

some exceptions, relatively little has been written directly about 

almanacs, and much of that has been  of bibliographical , rather than  

wider , interest. Almanacs õ relative ly  low priority in the literature seems, 

on consideration, to reflect the preoccupations of scholars with other 

(perhaps more elevated ) topics, at least up to very recent times. Most 

interest  in early modern print culture has focused on print products  as 

literature or as advances in knowledge. Almanacs are lumped, instead, 

with the òcheap print ó that appealed to common tastes. It is exactly their 

role as popular, cheap print that puts them at the center of this project. 

Their broad popularity  and odd infusion  of astrology in a deadly -serious 

religious era have drawn limited  serious  scholarly inquiry, and much of 

that bears on their role as popular information vehicles as well.  

 Almanacs  in Early Modern Historical Writing  

The most useful and relevant work focusing  on early modern 

almanacs c ame from Bernard Capp, Eustace Bosanquet and Keith 

Thomas. Bernard Capp õs account of the English almanacs of three 

centuries, from their fi rst appearance to their waning toward the 

end of the eighteenth century , is central to this inquiry. No 

researcher before or since has gone so deeply into the almanac as a 

material phenomenon of print culture and social impact.  No other 
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examination of almanacs  since his 1979 study has done more than 

nibble around the edges of his masterwork. Capp õs work has made 

this project possible, but the singularity of English Almanacs 1500 -

1800: Astrology and the Popular Press 18  results in this project õs 

relying on it to a n extensive  degree, and the debt is gratefully 

acknowledged . 

Because this project õs focus is on almanacs as information 

vehicles and precursors of news , Cappõs work provides both an 

opportunity for rich and productive  extension from his effort and a 

quite different analytical model . Though Capp touche d frequently on 

the way almanacs developed during this period, the factors that 

could have a role in that development were inconsistently 

addressed. His approach, in displaying almanacs as instances of the 

popu lar press during this period, somewhat flattened  the picture of 

their development and deal t  only sporadically  with the important 

commercial incentives that shaped the large and important business 

of almanacs  and their relation to  a public .  

This project , instead,  sees the English almanacs of the first 

half of the seventeenth century as showing development as a genre 

in response to a public. For Capp, by contrast, the genre was largely 

                                                             
18 /ŀǇǇΣ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΣ мрллπмуллΥ !ǎǘǊƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tƻǇǳƭŀǊ tǊŜǎǎ όLǘƘŀŎŀΣ b¸Υ /ƻǊƴŜƭƭ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 
tǊŜǎǎΣ мфтфύΦ 
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static  al though ind ividuals occasionally stood out. He saw  the 

Stationer sõ Company monopoly on almanacs as peripheral  and gave 

the almanac -buying public comparat ively little attention . Cappõs 

account, however, presented a rich and valuable thematic approach, 

setting almanacs in the religious and political context of the day, 

and in the emerging science of which astrology was both a working 

model and a blind alley.  His 2004  article on òThe Potter Almanacs, ó 

a private collection , provided  a tight summary of the almanacs õ 

essence. 19  

Eustace Bosanquet , working in the early twentieth  century,  was 

among the first  bibliophiles to catalog almanacs. H is English printed 

almanacks and prognostications;  a bibliographical history to the year 

1600 20  discusse d the earlier survivors  of the genre . Capp, whose book 

contained  the most complete catal og of almanacs through 1800, note d 

that Bosanquet, within his chosen dates, was the earlier craftsman who 

set the bar for completeness. Cyprian Blagden, an important historian of 

the Stationers õ Company, in addition uncovered and explicated a rare 

find of records of almanac printing and distrib ution in one critical year 

(1663 ), a disc overy  that empirically placed almanacs as among the most 

                                                             
19 .ŜǊƴŀǊŘ /ŀǇǇΣ ά¢ƘŜ tƻǘǘŜǊ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΣέ 9ƭŜŎǘǊƻƴƛŎ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ [ƛōǊŀǊȅ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ όнллпύΥ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ пΣ 
ƘǘǘǇΥκκǿǿǿΦōǊƛǘƛǎƘπƭƛōǊŀǊȅΦǳƪκŜōƭƧκнллпŀǊǘƛŎƭŜǎκǇŘŦκŀǊǘƛŎƭŜпΦǇŘŦΦ 
20 9ǳǎǘŀŎŜ .ƻǎŀƴǉǳŜǘΣ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ tǊƛƴǘŜŘ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎƪǎ ŀƴŘ tǊƻƎƴƻǎǘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎΥ ! .ƛōƭƛƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
Ş̂ŀǊ мслл ό[ƻƴŘƻƴΥ .ƛōƭƛƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅκ/ƘƛǎǿƛŎƪ tǊŜǎǎΣ мфмтύΦ 

http://www.british-library.uk/eblj/2004articles/pdf/article4.pdf
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widely popular cheap print products. 21  

Almanacs were part of an overall experience and sensibility of non -

elites that sk ewed significantly different from the life -experience of their 

òbetters ó in the elite classes. Keith Thomas õs Religion and the Decline of 

Magic include d almanacs in his broader overview of the factors in the 

everyday lives of these ordinary folk  in a day w hen Christianity outside 

the schools remained something of a civic veneer over folk practices that 

spoke to far more intimate relations between humans and nature. His 

observations on almanacs, because of their orientation  toward popular 

response and use , served the purpose of this project in some respects as 

much as Capp õs more directe d work , which reference s Thomas as friend 

and mentor. 22  

Other writers have focused on  almanacs of the period in pursuit of 

slightly different goals. Patrick Curry in Prophecy and Power: Astrology in 

Early Modern England  aim ed to rescue the astrological craft from 

historical oblivion and show that the guidance of the heavens was 

acknowledged by many powerful figures before and after the restoration 

of the monarchy in 1660. Inclu ded in his study  are such influential 

almanac compilers as William Lilly  (published 1644 -1682) .  Ann Geneva 

                                                             
21 Blagden, ά¢ƘŜ 5ƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎƪǎΣέ 108-117. 

 
22 /ŀǇǇΣ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΣ моΤ Keith Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic: Studies in Popular Beliefs in 

Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century England (London: Penguin University Books, 1973). 
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in Astrology and the Seventeenth Century Mind  also s ought  to establish 

the influence of astrology in the era, providing a  lengthy chapter on òThe 

Starsõ Chiefest Ambassador, ó Lilly, and his virally popular almanac, 

Merlinus Anglicus Jr. 23  Curry and Geneva õs apparent desire to restore 

astrology to at least plausible status among objects of study overstated  

the superstardom of individual almanac brand -makers and made their 

studies thematically less helpful for this dissertation than those of 

Thomas, Blagden and others . 

Don Cameron Allen õs The Star -Crossed Renaissance: The Quarrel 

about Astrology and its Influence in England  represented  the excursion of 

a scholar of literature into astrology õs role in the literature of the time . It 

was framed by the conflict between religious belief and astrology starting 

with  Italian renaissance thinkers. Allen  was generally scornful of the 

astrologers and almanac -makers themselves, picturing them as writers of 

less than genius who  plodd ed in the same track year after year. He s aw 

almanacs as properly the butt of witty parody, suggesting that when 

Restoration wits found popularity with parodies of famous  astrologers 

like Lilly, òthe burlesque almanac [became] an established form of 

literature, and the astrologers õ professional compilations had fathered a 

child more respectable than themselves. ó 24  Allenõs perspective illustrate d 

                                                             
23 tŀǘǊƛŎƪ /ǳǊǊȅΣ tǊƻǇƘŜŎȅ ŀƴŘ tƻǿŜǊΥ !ǎǘǊƻƭƻƎȅ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ όtǊƛƴŎŜǘƻƴΣ bWΥ tǊƛƴŎŜǘƻƴ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ мфуфύΤ !ƴƴ DŜƴŜǾŀΣ !ǎǘǊƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ŜǾŜƴǘŜŜƴǘƘπ/ŜƴǘǳǊȅ aƛƴŘΥ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ [ƛƭƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
[ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǘŀǊǎ όaŀƴŎƘŜǎǘŜǊΥ aŀƴŎƘŜǎǘŜǊ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ мффрύΦ 
24 5ƻƴ /ŀƳŜǊƻƴ !ƭƭŜƴΣ ¢ƘŜ {ǘŀǊπ/ǊƻǎǎŜŘ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜΥ ¢ƘŜ vǳŀǊǊŜƭ ŀōƻǳǘ !ǎǘǊƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ Lǘǎ LƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ 
9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ό5ǳǊƘŀƳΣ b/Υ 5ǳƪŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ мфпмΣ ǊŜǇǊƛƴǘŜŘ bŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΥ hŎǘŀƎƻƴ .ƻƻƪǎΣ мфссύΣ нпоΦ 
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the difficulty almanacs hav e had gaining a place in the scholarly canon of 

the era.  

Louise Hill Curth focuse d on case studies of medical advice as 

found in almanacs. She explore d the relation of medical practice to 

astrology and to almanacs in English almanacs, astrology, and popul ar 

medicine : 1550 -1700 . Curth was in turn mentore d by Capp, and her 

work provided  much valuable peripheral material on the production, 

compiling, and sale of almanacs throughout the seventeenth century. 25  

Adam Smyth, also writing from the  perspective  of a scholar of 

literature , is among an increasing number of scholars examining the 

expression (òlife -writing ó) of everyday folk in their diaries, commonplace 

books and almanacs. Not all everyday folk, of course, could write or were 

writers, so his work s hifts the focus to the  emerging bourgeois  òmiddling 

sortó who occupied social ranks between the poorer agricultural laborers 

and journeymen and the university -educated elite. He was particularly 

interested in  popular almanacs  that  were òblanks, ó providing a double -

page monthly calendar with printed entries on the left page and a blank 

page for appointments, notes and financial jottings on the right. Smyth õs 

article,  òAlmanacs, Annotators, and Life-Writing in Early Modern 

England, ó later expanded in a chapter of his Autobiography in Early 

                                                             
25 [ƻǳƛǎŜ Iƛƭƭ Curth, English Almanacs, Astrology, and Popular Medicine: 1550-1700 (New 
York: Manchester University Press, 2007). 
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Modern England , examine d almanacs closely for the visible engagement 

the owner/users had with their material, portable calendars. 26  

In a related study  that served as a real stimulus to this present 

project, Neil Rhodes claim ed in òArticulate Networks: the Self, the Book 

and the Worldó that the almanac was a prime example of the 

òRenaissance Computer,ó a kind of òknowledge technologyó that served 

as a òportable compendium of universal knowledge for the man in the 

cobbled lane.ó27  Many of the essays in Rhodes and Jonathan Sawdayõs 

anthology The Renaissance Computer  took an oblique and rewarding 

perspective on the tools for agency that early modern peoples of all 

classes found in print culture.  Rhodesõs especially fertile observation 

about early modern almanacs encompasses both the individual agency 

and the wide sense of collective participation that will be asserted about 

those almanacs: despite the fact that it was reproduced more or less 

exactly in thousands of copies every year, in its functioning features and 

especially the inviting space for self -expression in the blanks, the 

almanac is òparadoxically, a kind of book which was reproduced in 

enormous quantities to a standard formula, but whi ch also exists in 

thousands of unique versions, ó Rhodes said. 28  

                                                             
26 Adam Smyth, ά!ƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΣ !ƴƴƻǘŀǘƻǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ [ƛŦŜ-Writing in Early Modern England,έ English Literary 
Renaissance 38, no. 2 (2008): 200-244; Smyth, Autobiography in Early Modern England (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010). 
27 Neil Rhodes and Jonathan Sawday, eds., The Renaissance Computer: Knowledge Technology in the First 

Age of Print (New York: Routledge, 2000), 185. 
 
28 wƘƻŘŜǎΣ ά!ǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜ bŜǘǿƻǊƪǎΣέ ƛƴ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ /ƻƳǇǳǘŜǊΣ мурΣ мусΦ 
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Several researchers have explored almanacs as they illustrate both 

traditional and changing notions of time in the early modern era. Alison 

Chapman examine d the Protestant adaptation of medieva l notions of 

time . Stuart Shermanõs Telling Time: Clocks, Diaries and English Diurnal 

Form 1660 -1785  detail ed the way non -elites began to see and manage 

time as money or opportunity, rather than an unchanging stretch on 

earth before death. Anne Lake Prescott add ed valuable observations on 

the  way almanacs adapted (or did no t  adapt ) to the ten -day calendrical 

gap between the Gregorian calendar used across the Channel and the 

old -style Julian calendar that the English retained until 1752. 29   

 

Almanacs as a Genre of Cheap Print  

As òcheap print, ó almanacs are peripherally considered in broader -

gauge works on print culture, a modern label for study of a phenomenon 

that was by  this  pre -civil wars era about two centuries old. Print culture, 

as noted, has had something of a class bias as it developed as a separate 

area of study. The understandable bias of scholarship  has been toward 

the elite products of any era õs best writers and thinkers . An example, not 

overdrawn, comes from Adrian Johns õ The Nature of the Book. Witho ut 

                                                             

29 !ƭƛǎƻƴ /ƘŀǇƳŀƴΣ άaŀǊƪƛƴƎ ¢ƛƳŜΥ !ǎǘǊƻƭƻƎȅΣ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎǎ ŀƴŘ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ tǊƻǘŜǎǘŀƴǘƛǎƳ,έ Renaissance 

Quarterly 60, no. 4 (2007): 1257-1290; {ǘǳŀǊǘ Sherman, Telling Time: Clocks, Diaries and English Diurnal 
Form 1660-1785 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996ύΤ !ƴƴŜ [ŀƪŜ tǊŜǎŎƻǘǘΣ άRefusing Translation: 
The Gregorian Calendar and Early Modern English WritersΣέ The Yearbook of English Studies 36, no.1 
(2006). 
 

http://www.jstor.org.proxy-um.researchport.umd.edu/stable/3508731
http://www.jstor.org.proxy-um.researchport.umd.edu/stable/3508731
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apparent irony, Johns asserted : òLearned scholars and gentlemen alike 

had to commit their tomes to be printed in the midst of almanacs, 

pamphlets and (in the case of Newton õs Principia ) pornography. ó30  

A recent,  database -grounded study of medical information 

available in the vernacular to ordinary folk in early modern England 

explicitly excluded  almanacs  from the canon of relevant print works . 

Asserting (accurately)  that almanacs were òcomplex works with quite 

variable amounts of health information, ó Mary E. Fissell  nonetheless  

expelled  fro m òThe Marketplace of Print ó those  cheapest and most 

accessible print products .31   

Only in the last few decades have studies of cheap, popular print 

begun to gain some traction within the wider study of print culture. This 

parallels  the change in historical studies represented by òhistory from 

below ,ó 32  an attempt to capture the experien ce and the roles of ordinary 

people  in those many historical eras when, because they did  not produce 

much writing, they did not  not much enter the record.   

Anthony Grafton, in a wide -ranging survey of the òhistory of ideas ó 

in the second half of the twenti eth century, observed that  

                                                             
30 !ŘǊƛŀƴ WƻƘƴǎΣ ¢ƘŜ bŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ƻƻƪΥ tǊƛƴǘ ŀƴŘ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aŀƪƛƴƎ ό/ƘƛŎŀƎƻΣ L[Υ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
/ƘƛŎŀƎƻ tǊŜǎǎΣ мффуύΣ мллΦ 
31 aŀǊȅ 9Φ CƛǎǎŜƭƭΣ ά¢ƘŜ aŀǊƪŜǘǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ tǊƛƴǘΣέ ƛƴ aŜŘƛŎƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ aŀǊƪŜǘ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ Lǘǎ /ƻƭƻƴƛŜǎΣ ŎΦ 
мпрлπŎΦ мурлΣ ŜŘǎΦ aŀǊƪ {ΦwΦ WŜƴƴŜǊ ŀƴŘ tŀǘǊƛŎƪ ²ŀƭƭƛǎ όbŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΥ tŀƭƎǊŀǾŜ aŀŎaƛƭƭŀƴΣ нллтύΣ мммΦ 
32 9ǊƛŎ Hobsbawm, άhƴ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŦǊƻƳ .Ŝƭƻǿ,έ in History from Below: Studies in Popular Protest and 

Popular Ideology, ed. Frederick Krantz (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988), 13-28; reprinted in 
Hobsbawm, On History, 201-216 (New York: The New Press, 1997). Citations follow reprint. 
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During the 1990s é intellectual history took its own material 
turn. In the 1980s [Robert] Darnton and other scholars, 

primarily Roger Chartier and Carlo Ginzburg, had created a 
new history of books and readers. This study used a great 

range of evidence to reconstruct the ways in which the great 
books of a given period had actually been shaped, printed, and 

marketed, and in which books of lesser quality had actually 
been sold and read.  Early historians of the book tended to 

argueé that the experience of large numbers of readers, to be 
reconstructed from the records of publishers, could shed a 
bright light on such endlessly debated problems as the origins 

of the French and English revolutions. 33  

 

The ordinary folk who are purchasers a nd users of cheap print are 

both important to this project  and  hard to get in focus. Occasionally, 

individuals emerge from what relatively few  record s exist . In Ginzburg õs 

The Cheese and the Worms , he explored the Inquisition õs records of 

òMenoccio, ó a lit erate Italian peasant of the sixteenth century who avidly 

developed transgressive interpretations of both permitted and suspect 

books, and who cheerfully retailed his interpretations to the astonished 

inquisitors. He was burned  at the stake  for his honesty .34   

The advent of òhistory from below ó in the world of media and 

communications beg an  with these scholars and this òmaterial turn ó in 

the history of ideas.  They asked to  what extent were òMenocciosó not the 

exception, but  rather  characteristic of an active  readership among non -

                                                             
33 !ƴǘƘƻƴȅ DǊŀŦǘƻƴΣ ά¢ƘŜ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ LŘŜŀǎΥ tǊŜŎŜǇǘǎ ŀƴŘ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΣ мфрлπнллл ŀƴŘ .ŜȅƻƴŘΣέ ƛƴ DǊŀŦǘƻƴΣ 
²ƻǊƭŘǎ aŀŘŜ ōȅ ²ƻǊŘǎ ό/ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜΣ a!Υ IŀǊǾŀǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ нллфύΣ нмм όƳȅ ƛǘŀƭƛŎǎύΦ 
 
34 /ŀǊƭƻ DƛƴȊōǳǊƎΣ ¢ƘŜ /ƘŜŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƳǎΥ ¢ƘŜ /ƻǎƳƻǎ ƻŦ ŀ {ƛȄǘŜŜƴǘƘπ/ŜƴǘǳǊȅ aƛƭƭŜǊΣ ǘǊŀƴǎΦ WƻƘƴ ŀƴŘ 
!ƴƴŜ ¢ŜŘŜǎŎƘƛ όbŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΥ tŜƴƎǳƛƴ .ƻƻƪǎΣ мфунύΦ 
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elite people of the early modern era?  This project draws on their ideas.  

Cheap Print in the Framework of Print Culture  

For the historian approaching print culture from the media or 

journalism disciplinary framework , the way into the information, and 

news , appetites and practices  of ordinary people often begins with a book 

called  A History of News: From the D rum to the Satellite. 35  This account by 

Mitchell Stephens  focus ed on how peoples from the very earliest times 

had conveyed critical information, came to recognize some of it as time -

sensitive news, and valued and sought it out . The book õs thesis, that  

human impulses and needs eventually brought news to print , is crucial . 

Well before news was produced by journalists,  in Stephens õs narrative,  it 

was for people at all social levels the  orally transmitted  òneed to know it 

right now ó component of a wider base of information. And without that 

background information, ònewsó is less comprehensible and less 

valuable.  The òhistory of news ó consequently was  a history about the 

information that is  the precursor of news  and from which it springs.   

This dissertation  encompasses forms of print that were neither 

elite nor high art. And because the history of print culture (at least until 

recently) has been written by academics and intellectuals, and written 

about their counterparts in the early modern era who wrote or read the 

products of early modern print culture, much cheap print prod uced for 

                                                             
35 {ǘŜǇƘŜƴǎΣ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ bŜǿǎ όNew York: Viking Press, 1988). 
 Φ 
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non -elite publics has gotten scant attention.  The growth of a print 

culture began with print but the human motives for information -seeking 

preceded it and shaped it.  

 The canonical works in print culture  are, expectably,  scholars 

writing not about  ordinary readers but about the work of other, older 

scholars. They  start with Elizabeth L. Eisenstein õs pathbreaking The 

Printing Press as an Agent of Change (1979 ) in which she argued for the 

unique impact of the press as providing reliable and stable te xts (which 

manuscripts did not) . Equally important for Eisenstein was  the more 

rapid distribution of that reliable print and its critical role in building a 

real òRepublic of Letters ó that transcended national borders. Almanacs 

and other cheap print, however, did not  figure separately in her account; 

scholarly and scientific writing was foregrounded, along with the work of 

Continental scholar -printers like Plantin, of Antwerp, or the Aldine press 

of Venice. Eisenstein argued  that the impact of printing on the advance 

of European civilization had, before her, been far underestimated. T hat 

was her cause. 36  

Plenty of qualifications were offered in the wake of Eisenstein õs 

bold assertions. Adrian Johns, two decades later in The Nature of the 

Book, suggested that Eisenstein õs view of print õs òfixity ó (reliability from 

                                                             
36 9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘ [Φ 9ƛǎŜƴǎǘŜƛƴΣ ¢ƘŜ tǊƛƴǘƛƴƎ tǊŜǎǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ !ƎŜƴǘ ƻŦ /ƘŀƴƎŜ όbŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΥ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ 
мфтфύΣ ŜǎǇΦ сомΣ срфΦ 
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copy to copy of an edit ion) foundered on  the fact (which he demonstrated ) 

that many changes took place during  the process of printing the full run 

of copies of an individual book. This meant  not all copies would be 

identical so the French correspondent might think he knew, but w ould  

not real ly , what his German friend was really  reading (both, of course, 

reading in Latin). 37  

  Robert Darnton in òWhat is the History of Books? ó and D.F. 

McKenzie in òA Sociology of the Text ó saw a process more extended, with 

more encounters, than Eise nstein õs appear ed to be. Darnton proposed a 

òcircuit ó traveled by texts, out from printer and author, received by 

reader and kibitzer(s) and then travel ed back to author and printer with 

responses, polite or otherwise. 38  Unlike  in the manuscript era , the 

potential readership  for print  was of unknown size  and reader  response, 

collective or individual, a matter of nervous speculation for the new 

capitalists of print. From their point of view, several hundred copies of a 

book  for which no -one had asked  were a huge risk unless authored by a 

proven best -seller like Erasmus.  

 The French Annales School historian  Roger Chartier  spearheaded 

a return to consieration  of the  reading act, in which recipients of text 

                                                             
37 WƻƘƴǎΣ bŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ƻƻƪΣ ŜǎǇΦ млπммΣ моπмпΦ 

38  5ŀǊƴǘƻƴΣ ά²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ .ƻƻƪǎΚέ 5ŀŜŘŀƭǳǎ мммΣ ƴƻΦ о όмфунύΥ срπупΦΤ 5ώƻƴŀƭŘϐ CΦ aŎYŜƴȊƛŜΣ 
ά¢ƘŜ {ƻŎƛƻƭƻƎȅ ƻŦ ŀ ¢ŜȄǘΥ hǊŀƭƛǘȅΣ [ƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ tǊƛƴǘ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΣέ ƛƴ ¢ƘŜ .ƻƻƪ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ wŜŀŘŜǊΣ нƴŘ 
ŜŘΦΣ ŜŘǎΦ 5ŀǾƛŘ CƛƴƪŜƭǎǘŜƛƴ ŀƴŘ !ƭƛǎǘŀƛǊ aŎ/ƭŜŜǊȅΣ нлрπном όbŜǿ ̧ƻǊƪκ[ƻƴŘƻƴΥ wƻǳǘƭŜŘƎŜΣ нллсύΦ 
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òappropriated ó it, perhaps well beyond the ear ly modern writer õs intended 

meaning.  Chartier extended the insights of Michel de Certeau, who saw 

readers and other users òpoaching ó from  a text to create qualities and 

meanings  for themselves  that went  well beyond author õs or publishers õ 

intentions. 39  Cha rtier õs work , like de Certeau õs was  empirically grounded  

in close readings.  

The magisterial The Coming of the Book  produced  in 1958 

(translated into English just as Eisenstein õs work appeared in the late 

1970s) by Lucien Febvre and Henri -Jean Martin serve d as a foundational 

template for continental studies of print culture like Chartier õs. The 

authors  focus ed on print as part of a business and public culture but  

steer ed clear of an exclusive focus on works and activities of scholars 

and their printers. They include d those books and pamphlets (and 

almanacs) brought  from cities  to the country folk by the colporteur , the 

French ped dler  who was the counterpart of the English traveling 

salesman, the chapman .40   

                                                             
39 wƻƎŜǊ /ƘŀǊǘƛŜǊΣ ¢ƘŜ hǊŘŜǊ ƻŦ .ƻƻƪǎΥ  wŜŀŘŜǊǎΣ !ǳǘƘƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ [ƛōǊŀǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ CƻǳǊǘŜŜƴǘƘ 

ŀƴŘ 9ƛƎƘǘŜŜƴǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎΣ ǘǊŀƴǎΦ [ȅŘƛŀ DΦ /ƻŎƘǊŀƴŜ ό{ǘŀƴŦƻǊŘΣ /!Υ {ǘŀƴŦƻǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ мффпύΤ  

/ƘŀǊǘƛŜǊΣ CƻǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ aŜŀƴƛƴƎǎΥ ¢ŜȄǘΣ tŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ !ǳŘƛŜƴŎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ /ƻŘŜȄ ǘƻ /ƻƳǇǳǘŜǊ όtƘƛƭŀŘŜƭǇƘƛŀΣ 

t!Υ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ tŜƴƴǎȅƭǾŀƴƛŀ tǊŜǎǎΣ мффсύΤ  /ƘŀǊǘƛŜǊΣ ά[ŀōƻǊŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ±ƻȅŀƎŜǊǎΥ CǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ¢ŜȄǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

wŜŀŘŜǊΣέ ƛƴ ¢ƘŜ .ƻƻƪ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ wŜŀŘŜǊΣ нƴŘ ŜŘΦΣ ŜŘǎΦ 5ŀǾƛŘ CƛƴƪŜƭǎǘŜƛƴ ŀƴŘ !ƭƛǎǘŀƛǊ aŎ/ƭŜŜǊȅΣ утπфу όbŜǿ 

¸ƻǊƪκ[ƻƴŘƻƴΥ wƻǳǘƭŜŘƎŜΣ нллсύΤ aƛŎƘŜƭ ŘŜ /ŜǊǘŜŀǳΣ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ tƭǳǊŀƭΣ ǘǊŀƴǎΦ ¢ƻƳ /ƻƴƭŜȅ όaƛƴƴŜŀǇƻƭƛǎΣ 

abΥ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ aƛƴƴŜǎƻǘŀ tǊŜǎǎΣ мффтύΦ 

 
40 [ǳŎƛŜƴ CŜōǾǊŜ ŀƴŘ IŜƴǊƛπWŜŀƴ aŀǊǘƛƴΣ ¢ƘŜ /ƻƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ƻƻƪΥ ¢ƘŜ LƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ tǊƛƴǘƛƴƎ мпрлπмуллΣ ǘǊŀƴǎΦ 

5ŀǾƛŘ DŜǊŀǊŘ ό[ƻƴŘƻƴΥ ±ŜǊǎƻ ώǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƛƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴϐΣ мфусύΦ CƛǊǎǘ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ мфру ŀǎ [ΩŀǇǇŀǊƛǘƛƻƴ Řǳ ƭƛǾǊŜΦ  
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A close look at French almanacs was provided by G eneviève 

Bollème in Les Almanachs Populaires Aux XVII et XVIII Siècles: Essai 

dõHistoire Sociale . Bollème õs study  provide d important insights into the 

role of astrology, time and medical advice in the lives of  those  ordinary 

folk across the Channel  who wer e almanac users .41  

 Other scholars discussed or examined  how reading and writing 

change d the thinking and practices of the participants in print culture. 

Peter Burke and Asa Briggs in A Social History of the Media and Jack 

Goody in The Logic of Writing and the Organization of Society , as well as 

Walter Ong in his groundbreaking, Marshall McLuhan -influenced Orality 

and Literacy  treat ed audiences as publics  to some extent created or 

shaped by print . For Ong, textuality (compared to orality) is a brain -

changer,  creating the context for longer and more complex chains of 

reasoning that were dynamically self -enhancing. 42  For all these scholars, 

the textuality of reading and writing acted in an evolutionary fashion 

within individuals and cultures.  Burke elaborated o n the development of 

distinct spoken and print cultures in Languages and Communities in 

Early Modern Europe. 43  Other relevant works on Continental parallels in 

                                                             
41 DŜƴŜǾƛŝǾŜ .ƻƭƭŝƳŜΣ [Ŝǎ ŀƭƳŀƴŀŎƘǎ ǇƻǇǳƭŀƛǊŜǎ ŀǳȄ ·±LL Ŝǘ ·±LLL ǎƛŝŎƭŜǎΥ Ŝǎǎŀƛ ŘΩƘƛǎǘƻƛǊŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭŜ όtŀǊƛǎΥ 
aƻǳǘƻƴ ϧ /ƻΦΣ мфсфύΦ 
42 !ǎŀ .ǊƛƎƎǎ ŀƴŘ tŜǘŜǊ .ǳǊƪŜΣ ! {ƻŎƛŀƭ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aŜŘƛŀΣ ŦǊƻƳ DǳǘŜƴōŜǊƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ ό[ƻƴŘƻƴΥ tƻƭƛǘȅ 
tǊŜǎǎΣ нллнύΤ tŜǘŜǊ .ǳǊƪŜΣ ! {ƻŎƛŀƭ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ YƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜΥ CǊƻƳ DǳǘŜƴōŜǊƎ ǘƻ 5ƛŘŜǊƻǘ ό/ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜΥ tƻƭƛǘȅ 
tǊŜǎǎΣ нлллύΤ WŀŎƪ DƻƻŘȅΣ ¢ƘŜ [ƻƎƛŎ ƻŦ ²ǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ hǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅ όbŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΥ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ мфусύΤ ²ŀƭǘŜǊ WΦ hƴƎΣ hǊŀƭƛǘȅ ϧ [ƛǘŜǊŀŎȅΥ ¢ƘŜ ¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎƛȊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊŘ ό[ƻƴŘƻƴΥ 
wƻǳǘƭŜŘƎŜκbŜǿ !ŎŎŜƴǘǎΣ мфууύΦ  

43 .ǳǊƪŜΣ [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜ όbŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΥ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ 
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the development of print culture included Henri -Jean Martin õs The 

French Book: Religion, Absoluti sm and Readership 1565 -1715  and Natalie 

Zemon Davis õs Society and Culture in Early Modern France , in particular 

the chapter òPrinting and the People. ó44  David T. Pottinger õs The French 

Book Trade in the Ancien Regime 1500 -1791  provided important 

comparisons between the printing guild structures in England and 

France. 45  

In a work preliminary to Orality and Literacy , Walter Ong traced 

the effects of changes in post -medieval rhetorical studies in the 

universities of Europe and the consequent ripples in the emerging 

educational systems in Ramus, Me thod, and the Decay of Dialogue .46  Ong 

saw the popular French rhetorician and teacher Peter Ramus (1515 -

1572) and his graphic, schematic method of arranging knowledge in 

textbooks as bluntin g the edge and ruining the temper of classic 

Renaissance scholarship. Ramus õs visual method  became widespread in 

sixteenth - and seventeenth -century schoolbooks and Ramism õs 

trademark brackets ð among other things, a space -saving layout device ð 

were scatte red generously through  the English almanacs  under study 
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44 IŜƴǊƛπWŜŀƴ aŀǊǘƛƴΣ ¢ƘŜ CǊŜƴŎƘ .ƻƻƪΥ wŜƭƛƎƛƻƴΣ !ōǎƻƭǳǘƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ wŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ мрурπмтмрΣ ǘǊŀƴǎΦ tŀǳƭ 
{ŀŜƴƎŜǊ ŀƴŘ bŀŘƛƴŜ {ŜŀƴƎŜǊ ό.ŀƭǘƛƳƻǊŜΣ a5Υ WƻƘƴǎ IƻǇƪƛƴǎ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ мффсύΤ bŀǘŀƭƛŜ ½ŜƳƻƴ 5ŀǾƛǎΣ 
{ƻŎƛŜǘȅ ŀƴŘ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ CǊŀƴŎŜ ό{ǘŀƴŦƻǊŘΣ /!Υ {ǘŀƴŦƻǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ мфтрύΦ 
45 5ŀǾƛŘ tƻǘǘƛƴƎŜǊΣ ¢ƘŜ CǊŜƴŎƘ .ƻƻƪ ¢ǊŀŘŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ƴŎƛŜƴ wŜƎƛƳŜ мрллπмтфм ό/ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜΣ a!Υ IŀǊǾŀǊŘ 
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ мфруύΦ 
46 hƴƎΣ wŀƳǳǎΥ aŜǘƘƻŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 5ŜŎŀȅ ƻŦ 5ƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ό/ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜΣ a!Υ IŀǊǾŀǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ мфуоύΦ 
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here . 

As the educational process, increasingly fueled by print, became 

formalized and situated in grammar schools, paratextual devices (many 

derived from Ramus and his canon) to guide the reader/user through 

extended reasoning and categorizing of nature entered the printing of 

textbooks. Ann Blair has shown that beginning several centuries before 

Ramus, typography and the categorizing medieval mentality were put in 

harness as òfinding features of print ó by scholars who aimed to preserve 

and simplify the immense n ew quantities of information being generated 

by university education and print. Brackets and tabular layout on the 

page, indexes, tables of contents and summaries, even navigational cover 

design , became printer -publisher standards of practice. 47  These featu res 

also became part of the paratextual strategy visible in the pages of 

almanacs. Ongõs lament for the end of the medieval tradition of dialogic 

disputation in education nevertheless  acknowledged that the 

diagrammatic pedagogy of Ramus made its mark. The use of òRamist ó 

brackets and other typographical devices to organize complex relations 

among facts  and ideas  turn ed up not only in English schoolbooks but  

also  in English almanacs as enablers of advancement for those with 

varying levels of literacy. òParatext ó not only provide d navigability but 

                                                             
47 !ƴƴ .ƭŀƛǊΣ ¢ƻƻ aǳŎƘ ¢ƻ YƴƻǿΥ Managing Scholarly Information before the Modern Age (New Haven, CT: 
Yale University Press, 2010); Rhodes and Sawday, The Renaissance Computer; Helen Smith and Louise 
Wilson, eds., Renaissance Paratexts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011); Gerard Genette, 
άLƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ tŀǊŀǘŜȄǘΣέ ǘǊŀƴǎΦ aŀǊƛŜ aŀŎƭŜŀƴΣ New Literary History 22 (Spring 1991): 261-272. 
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identifie d a material print object by genre or purpose. Not  only the 

textuality of print but the manner of presentation  and genre signifiers  

were enfolded in  the òreading act ó that was increasingly accessible  to 

ordinary people through cheap print products.  

The size of the public for cheap print is hard to determine for the 

period studied in this dissertation . The degree of literacy enjoyed b y 

various social strata (and across genders) is disputed, though scholars 

generally agree it was low  among the less -educated.  Data on numbers of 

children who were schooled ð and to what level ð remain  skimpy, but 

some were provided by Lawrence Stone in his 19 64 article, òThe 

Educational Revolution in England .ó48  Stone suggested that literacy in 

the late sixteenth century was reasonably high, especially among urban 

men. David Cressyõs 1980 book, Literacy and the Social Order , made 

more specific estimates  largely based on the proportion of those who 

could write their names versus those who òmade a markó as seen in 

some long lists that all citizens were required to sign. 49  By that measure 

a half to three -quarters of male skilled tradesmen, such as weavers or  

butchers, qualified as literate. Cressyõs findings, like Stoneõs, were 

critiqued; Keith Thomas and Barry Reay both argued that literacy was 

not an either/or status and that there were òliteraciesó at various levels 

                                                             
48 {ǘƻƴŜΣ άEducational RevolutionέΦ 
49 5ŀǾƛŘ /ǊŜǎǎȅΣ Literacy and the Social Order: Reading and Writ ing in Tudor and Stuart England 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980). 
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spread across the spectrum of early mode rn English people  regardless of  

the ir  ability to write . Reading ability , they suggested,  could keep on 

improving with use after schooling had ended. 50  R. A.  Houston, in 

Literacy in Early Modern Europe , noted that reading and  then  writing 

were taught at diff erent school levels, not concurrently, and that many 

young students were pulled out of school by their parents to work after 

they had learned some reading but before writing entered the 

curriculum.  Boys and girls attended the òhumblestó elementary schools 

together but òwomenõs literacy wasé everywhere inferior to that of 

malesé51  This projectõs focus on the accessibility and navigability of the 

almanac favors the incremental improvement to literacy at every age and 

occupational level that is represented in T homasõs òliteracies.ó 

Print Culture õs Materiality  

The evidence on which print culture theory is grounded bring s the 

inquiry  back to  the venerable warehouse of bibliography. Important, 

painstaking work underpins (and sometimes undermines) the 

revolutionary change agents, circuits and active readers of theory.  

Andrew Pettegree õs The Book in the Renaissance  follow ed the 

material trail fr om the manuscript era . It showed how book preparation 

                                                             
50 YŜƛǘƘ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ aŜŀƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ [ƛǘŜǊŀŎȅ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ,έ in The Written Word: Literacy in 

Transition, edited by Gerd Bauman, 97-131 (New York: Oxford/Clarendon, 1986); Barry wŜŀȅΣ tƻǇǳƭŀǊ 
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(including manuscripts)  became industrialized and secularized as it 

ebbed away  from the monasteries  toward the urban universities . The 

major and minor changes  of the first two centuries of printing  saw an 

increased reach for print as scholarly  and textbook  publishing gave way 

to popular works . Pettegreeõs treatment of  English print culture relegated  

it to the margins, which in many ways is where it belong ed (as we see 

from Marjorie Plant, below, as well) .52  With the possible exception of 

William  Caxton , England õs first printer 53 , no English printing houses of 

the stature and quality of the continental giants Aldus Manutius  or 

Christophe Plantin 54  stood forth through the period being examined here . 

Pettegreeõs expert development  of the manner in which the Reformation 

lit a fire under the cause of mass literacy carries continuing relevanc e for 

this study. English P rotestantism õs internal struggle, the capstone of the 

era under consideration, shows th e reach of that Lutheran impulse.  

Marjorie Plant and H.S. Bennett focus ed on the English print ing  

trade,  however paltry it might  seem next to the continental examples  55 . 

Their work definitely predated  the full flowering of today õs print culture 

studies and  was firmly embedded in the bibliographical tradition. When 

in Plant õs estimate English printing caught up with its continental rivals 
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at the beginning of the seventeenth century,  it òwas not due to progress 

at home so much as to a falling from the previo usly high standard 

abroad. ó56  Bennett õs exhaustive account of popular as well as lit õry 

publication from the beginning of English printing to the civil wars is 

essential backdrop, and Plant õs steadily businesslike narrative  from the 

beginnning  of printing , its ancillary factors like paper,  and the printers 

complements the different foci of Blagd en and Gadd, below.  

The Worshipful Company of Stationers  

Britain õs guild of printers and publishers, the Worshipful Company of 

Stationers, figures importantly in this  investigation. The investigator 

quickly found  that revered craftsmen l ike the Continental titans were not 

found in the Stationers õ Company  of London . Like printer and bookseller 

guilds all over Europe, the Stationers õ Company was an early capitalist 

forma tion that also constituted in England one of the earliest 

manufacturing industries ð in the sense of turning out large numbers of 

virtually identical products using a mechanical process in which 

individual craft had a decreasing role.  Starting with its  for mal recognition 

in a  1557 royal charter , the Company õs leadership tried to limit the 

number of master printers maintaining presses in order to keep prices 

high, and keep work scarce to keep labor costs low ð despite the fact that 

their charter and their la ter privileges were granted on the premise they 

would help to care for the less fortunate among the guild õs members.   It 
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рл 
 

also granted them a monopoly over the craft of printing and confined all 

printing in England (save for two specialized, limited univers ity presses) 

to the political and commercial capital city of London.  

The Stationers created a corporate benefit entity, the English 

Stock, that received royal patents enabling a company monopoly on 

certain high -value staples of the trade, including some re ligious 

materials like psalters, some school textbooks, ballads and ð most 

importantly to this inquiry ð all almanacs printed in England .57  

Critical sidelights on the compa ny were earlier provided by 

bibliographers including Edward Arber, W. W. Greg, E. Bos well and 

William A. Jackson, who provided reliable editions of , and commentary 

on, the Stationers õ Company internal records. 58  

Many earlier bibliographic specialists had dealt with the Stationers 

as the quarrelsome  but essential  printers and purveyors  of the great 

literature of the Tudor and Stuart period. Cyprian Blagden õs study, The 

Stationers õ Company: A History 1403 -1959 , is a forthrightly corporate 

history Blagdenõs approach, and Ian Gadd õs more recent work, focuse d 

on the Company as a profit -seeking corporate entity, struggling for status 
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among London õs professional guilds .59   

The Stationers õ Company was empowered by civil and religious 

authorities to enforce not only internal regulations about the numbers of 

printers and presses in London, but  also the censorship regime. How 

rigorous was it  at that second duty, and how much pressure was on 

them from those authorities? Sheila Lambert, historian of seventeenth -

century Parliamentary procedure , and Cyndia Clegg , another literary 

scholar,  deflated some myths about the rigor  and consistency  of 

censorship .60  Joad Raymond, Jason McElligott and Michael Mendle 

augmented and, sometimes, disputed that strand  of the research.  The 

earlier scholarly consensus that the state applied rigorous and consistent 

censorshi p with the Stationers as willing enforcers has, it is fair to say, 

been muddied if not shattered in more recent years. 61   

Robin Myers, official archivist of the Stationers õ Company in the 

modern era, edited (often with Michael Harris) many volumes of articles 
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Myers and M. Harris (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1987), 1-29; Lambert, ά{ǘŀǘŜ /ƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tǊŜǎǎ ƛƴ 
Theory and Practice: The Role of the SǘŀǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΩ /ƻƳǇŀƴȅ ōŜŦƻǊŜ мсплΣέ in Censorship and the Control of 
Print, eds. R. Myers and M. Harris (Winchester, UKΥ {ǘΦ tŀǳƭΩǎ tǊŜǎǎΣ мффн), 1-32; /ȅƴŘƛŀ /ƭŜƎƎΣ tǊŜǎǎ 
/ŜƴǎƻǊǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ WŀŎƻōŜŀƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ό/ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜΥ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ нллмύΦ   
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1641-1649 (Oxford: Clarendon Press 1996), esp. 92-95; Jason McElligottΣ ά'A Couple of Hundred 
Squabbling Small Tradesmen'? Censorship, the Stationers' Company, and the State in Early Modern 
England,έ Media History 19, no. 1-2 (2005): 87-104. 
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about the English book trade; Aspects of Printing from 1600, Censorship 

and the Control of Print and Spreading the Wor d: the distribution networks 

of print 1550 -1850  were examples. 62  Myers and Harris õs collection of 

scholars provided details of how printers and booksellers did their 

business and spread their work throughout England when the printing 

trade was with two univ ersity exceptions confined to London.   Invaluable 

information about the university press at Cambridge that became a 

sudden rival to the Stationers õ almanac monopoly in the 1620s and 

1630s came from the first volume of David McKitterick õs A History of the 

Cambridge University Press , covering the period 1534 -1698. 63  

A Political Dimension   

 An extension of the notion of the active audience or òactive reader ó 

offers  several applications  of public sphere frameworks . Jurgen 

Habermas õs portrait of the late 18 th -early 19 th -century layering of a self -

aware, information -consuming civic culture  positioned  between the 

idealizations of òstateó and ògovernedó has been  pushed back into the 

early modern era  by political historians.  David Zaret, Steve Pincus, Peter 

Lake, Jason Peacey and Brendan Dooley  participated in the retrofitting of 

Habermas .  

Pincus and  Lake summarized:   
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The ôpublic sphere õ has been mov ing backward in time. The 
term ôbourgeois  public sphere õ originally referred to a 

particular kind of Enlightenment discussion.  However, 
òpublic sphere ó now appears frequently in articles and 

monographs  referring to the Restoration, the Interregnum, 
the Civil War, and it is even invading  the Elizabethan and 

early Stuart periods. ó64  

 Zaret, in a 2000 book, Origins of Demo cratic Culture: Printing, 

Petitions and the Public Sphere in Early -Modern England , found  that the 

rapid -fire interactions of dueling pamphlets and newsbooks in the civil 

wars era and later create d a òdialogic ó dynamic that invited  more and 

more self -aware participants into the  political mix. For Pincus, it was  

coffee-house culture that swell ed the sphere; Peacey  argued  in Politicians 

and Pamphleteers  (2004) that Parliament was first off the mark in hiring 

professional polemicists t o address òa politically aware mass reading 

public é which could no longer be ignored. ó65  Though many of these 

participants in political  discourse were the educated elite, a greater and 

greater number of common folk appeared to be joining in as the nation 

rumbled toward conflict in the 1630s.  Whether the almanac trade 

responded to this increased rhetorical heat, or offered a refuge from it, is 

part of the narrative.  

                                                             
64  [ŀƪŜ ŀƴŘ tƛƴŎǳǎΣ άwŜǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ tǳōƭƛŎ {ǇƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣέ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƻŦ .ǊƛǘƛǎƘ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎ прΣ 
ƴƻΦ н όнллсύΥ нтлπнфнΤ ǉǳƻǘŜ ŀǘ нтлΦ 
65 Wŀǎƻƴ tŜŀŎŜȅΣ tƻƭƛǘƛŎƛŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ tŀƳǇƘƭŜǘŜŜǊǎΥ tǊƻǇŀƎŀƴŘŀ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ /ƛǾƛƭ ²ŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ LƴǘŜǊǊŜƎƴǳƳ 

ό!ƭŘŜǊǎƘƻǘΣ ¦YΥ !ǎƘƎŀǘŜΣ нллпύΣ осΤ {ǘŜǾŜ tƛƴŎǳǎΣ άΨ/ƻŦŦŜŜ tƻƭƛǘƛŎƛŀƴǎ 5ƻŜǎ /ǊŜŀǘŜΩΥ /ƻŦŦŜŜƘƻǳǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 
wŜǎǘƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜΣέ ¢ƘŜ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƻŦ aƻŘŜǊƴ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ стΣ ƴƻΦ п όмффрύΥ ултπуопΤ 5ŀǾƛŘ ½ŀǊŜǘΣ 
hǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƻŦ 5ŜƳƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜΥ tǊƛƴǘƛƴƎΣ tŜǘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tǳōƭƛŎ {ǇƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅπaƻŘŜǊƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ 
όtǊƛƴŎŜǘƻƴΣ bWΥ tǊƛƴŎŜǘƻƴ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ нлллύΦ 
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 Brendan  Dooley  is editor of The Dissemination of News and the 

Emergence of Contemporaneity i n Early Modern Europe , which  explore d 

the recent and provocative  title term  òcontemporaneity, ó which he define d 

as òthe perception, shared by a number of human beings, of experiencing 

a particular event at more or less the same time. ó66  Dooley and Sabrina 

Baron curated a group of studies in The Politics of Information in Early 

Modern Europe  that focused on not only print but manuscript 

newsletters and other channels that were building the discourse in 

England and on the Continent during t he ruinous Thirty Years õ War 

(1618 -1648).  Daniel Woolf õs fertile speculation on the changing 

perception of time  and how to use it  resulting from the impact of more 

and more news -type information is a fertile concept in this project . 67   

As for the culture o f cheap, popular print that is the core of this 

inquiry,  it is extensively treated  by contributors to the new vol ume  1 of 

The Oxford History of Popular Print Culture , entitled Cheap Print in Britain 

and Ireland to 1660 . Among other entries, Lauren Kassell õs roundup of 

the latest findings on òAlmanacs and Prognostications ó along with Simon 

Schafferõs detailed focus on popular almanacs õ role in his òScienceó entry 

                                                             
66 5ƻƻƭŜȅΣ Emergence of Contemporaneity. 
67 ²ƻƻƭŦΣ òNews, History and the Construction of the Present in Early Modern England,έ in ¢ƘŜ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ 

LƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΣ ŜŘǎΦ {ŀōǊƛƴŀ !Φ .ŀǊƻƴ ŀƴŘ .ǊŜƴŘŀƴ 5ƻƻƭŜȅΣ улπмму ό[ƻƴŘƻƴΥ 
wƻǳǘƭŜŘƎŜΣ нллмύΦ  
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effectively capstone the more recent  literature on almanac s.68  

The relationship between òcheap print ó and popular culture has 

been explored in many earlier works, including especially Margaret 

Spufford õs Small Books and Pleasant Histories: Popular Fiction and its 

Readership in Seventeenth -Century England . H.W. Ben nettõs third volume 

in English Books and Readers , covering 1603 to 1640, was a staple in 

th is study . Bernard Capp has written on òPopular Literature ó among 

numerous pertinent works in Barry Reay õs anthology Popular Culture in 

Seventeenth -Century England  and important work on everyday readers 

and the low -cost books they read is found dispersed  within other 

anthologies that predominantly focus on the well -known literary figures 

of the era. 69  Other works that helpfully focus on the cheap print that 

competed wit h almanacs for attention from ordinary readers include 

Tessa Watt õs Cheap Print and Popular Piety  1550 -1640 , which focuse d 

especially on the ballads of the era. 70  Joad Raymond õs thorough 

Pamphlets and Pamphleteering in Early Modern Britain  covered the 

combative genre that was almost the opposite number of the depoliticized 

almanacs. 71  Essays in Books and Readers in Early Modern England: 

                                                             
68 wŀȅƳƻƴŘΣ hȄŦƻǊŘ IƛǎǘƻǊȅΥ {ŎƘŀŦŦŜǊΣ офуπпмсΤ YŀǎǎŜƭƭΣ полπппнΦ  

 
69 {ǇǳŦŦƻǊŘΣ {Ƴŀƭƭ .ƻƻƪǎ ŀƴŘ tƭŜŀǎŀƴǘ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎΥ tƻǇǳƭŀǊ CƛŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ wŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ {ŜǾŜƴǘŜŜƴǘƘπ/ŜƴǘǳǊȅ 
9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ό/ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜΥ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ мфумύΤ .ŜƴƴŜǘǘΣ .ƻƻƪǎ ŀƴŘ wŜŀŘŜǊǎΤ /ŀǇǇΣ άtƻǇǳƭŀǊ 
[ƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜέ ƛƴ tƻǇǳƭŀǊ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ {ŜǾŜƴǘŜŜƴǘƘπ/ŜƴǘǳǊȅ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ ŜŘΦ .ŀǊǊȅ wŜŀȅΣ мфуπнпо ό.ŜŎƪŜƴƘŀƳΣ YŜƴǘ 
¦YΥ /ǊƻƻƳ IŜƭƳΣ мфурύΦ 
70 ¢Ŝǎǎŀ ²ŀǘǘΣ /ƘŜŀǇ tǊƛƴǘ ŀƴŘ tƻǇǳƭŀǊ tƛŜǘȅ мррлπмсрл ό/ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜΥ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ мффмύΦ 
71 WƻŀŘ wŀȅƳƻƴŘΣ tŀƳǇƘƭŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ tŀƳǇƘƭŜǘŜŜǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ .Ǌƛǘŀƛƴ ό/ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜΥ /ŀƳōǊƛŘƎŜ 
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Material Studies , edited by Jennifer Anderson and Elizabeth Sauer, 

focused on specific instances  of òreaders, booksellers and collectors ó 

such as the preservers of cheap print  and  the annotators of books ; 

Stephen Orgel õs afterword was especially valuable. 72   

The net effect of this tapestry  of attention to popular print has 

been to widen the historically accepte d range of public participation in 

the flow of events and ideas. The non -elite people who would surprise the 

gentry with their autonomous political engagement were learning the 

dimensions of their agency and empowerment as they learned more 

about the dimension and qualities of their political, social and natural 

environment. The likelihood that print, and print of the cheapest, was 

instrumental in this significant change has been growing with this 

scholarship.  

Electronic Resources are Primary  

The commu nications researcher  based in the United States  is, 

however, contemporaneously blessed when it comes to the primary 

source, the almanacs that have survived from 1595 to 1640. The trek 

from library to library by English researchers like Bosanquet and Capp 

to inspect these ephemera  has been  turned into a journey of a single 

(well, a few) clicks by the database Early English Books Online  [EEBO] . 

                                                             
¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ tǊŜǎǎΣ нллоύΦ 
72 hǊƎŜƭΣ ά!ŦǘŜǊǿƻǊŘΥ wŜŎƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜΣέ ƛƴ .ƻƻƪǎ ŀƴŘ wŜŀŘŜǊǎ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΥ aŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎΣ 
ŜŘǎΦ WŜƴƴƛŦŜǊ !ƴŘŜǊǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ 9ƭƛȊŀōŜǘƘ {ŀǳŜǊΣ нунπнуф όtƘƛƭŀŘŜƭǇƘƛŀΣ t!Υ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ tŜƴƴǎȅƭǾŀƴƛŀ tǊŜǎǎΣ 
нллнύΦ 
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All the almanacs that have survived the period are recorded in the 

Short Title Catalog  [STC2],73  now also available o nline. Many, though  not 

all, of them are displayed page by page and image by image in EEBO. In 

charting the features of almanacs from 1695 to 1640, the researcher has 

found occasional disconcerting and inconvenient gaps  in EEBO õs 

almanacs . In 1608, for exa mple, three of seven almanacs catalogued by 

Capp and STC are not represented in EEBO; in 1616, four of thirteen  

almanacs and in 1635 four of eleven. Some choice items among surviving 

(mostly late -Elizabethan) almanacs held by the Potter estate have been 

bought by the British Library but have not yet appeared on EEBO. 74  

Nevertheless , 375  surviving almanacs  fitting the survey parameters  

are available for inspection on EEBO from the 45 -year period selected, 

and they are the material for this project. From 1595 to 1615 there are 

108 almanacs analyzed; from 1615 to 1625 124; and from 1625 to 1640, 

146. A detail ed chart of the occurrence by year  of twenty  of the most 

frequently offered features in almanacs appears with the analysis and 

discussion.  

This dissertation argues that a lmanacs ð as a material cultural 

product, as an economic phenomenon and as a piece of òmental 

furniture ó of print cultur e purchased by a startling number of early 

                                                             
73 ά!ƭƳŀƴŀŎƪǎΣ tǊƻƎƴƻǎǘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ YŀƭŜƴŘŀǊǎΣέ ƛƴ !Φ ²Φ tƻƭƭŀǊŘ ŀƴŘ DΦ wΦ wŜŘƎǊŀǾŜΣ ! {ƘƻǊǘπ¢ƛǘƭŜ 
/ŀǘŀƭƻƎǳŜ ƻŦ .ƻƻƪǎ tǊƛƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΧΣ нƴŘ ŜŘΦΣ ǊŜǾΦ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƭΦ ōŜƎǳƴ ōȅ ²Φ !Φ WŀŎƪǎƻƴ ŀƴŘ CΦ {Φ CŜǊƎǳǎƻƴΣ 
ŎƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ōȅ YŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜ tŀƴȊŜǊ ώм ǾƻƭΦϐ ό[ƻƴŘƻƴΥ .ƛōƭƛƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ мфтсπмффмύΣ мрπол όƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊ 
ŎƛǘŜŘ ŀǎ {¢/нύΦ 
74 /ŀǇǇΣ άtƻǘǘŜǊ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΦέ  
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modern people in England ð are underexamined themselves . True,  they  

appear as a relevant  side issue for many other scholarly endeavors  

concerning the print culture of the early modern period in England and 

elsewhe re. Nevertheless, t hey have been  a surprising overlooked major 

player in the lives of many  in that era . 

  



рф 
 

 

#ÈÁÐÔÅÒ σȡ 4(%/29 !.$ -%4(/$ ÉÎ 3ÅÁÒÃÈ ÏÆ Á 0ÕÂÌÉÃ 

/ÒÇÁÎÉÚÅÄ ÂÙ $ÉÓÃÏÕÒÓÅ 
This project will help illuminate  the creation of a public for 

information that sought and acquired an information utility ð an 

annual almanac ð in demonstrably large quantities. The theoretical 

framework  adopted  for evaluating the engagement of early modern 

non -elites with useful informa tion ð almanacs in this case ð includes  

¶ Analysis of a posited human appetite for, and process for 

absorbing, valued new information in line with Albert 

Bandura õs social cognitive theory of mass communication ;75  

¶ Explanation of broad -spectrum media consumption behavior 

that is encompassed by the òuses and gratifications ó theory of 

media consumption 76  and  

¶ Analysis of how these frameworks in tandem explai n a 

maturing public that returned  for 300,000 or more  two -penny 

almanacs once a year, and made indiv idual selections  among 

numerous almanac òbrands ó available .  

                                                             
75 Bandura, ά{ƻŎƛŀƭ /ƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ aŀǎǎ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣέ in Media Effects: Advances in Theory and 
Research, 3rd ed., eds. Jennings Bryant and Mary Beth Oliver, 94-124 (New York: Routledge, 2009). 
76 9ƭƛƘǳ Katz, Jay G. Blumler and Michael Gurevitch, άUtilization of Mass Communication by the 

IndividualΣέ ƛƴ The Uses of Mass Communication: Current Perspectives on Gratifications Research, eds. Jay 
G. Blumler and Elihu Katz (Beverly Hills, CA: Sage, 1974), 19-34. 
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This theoretical framework offers new insights into the media 

behavior of seventeenth century English non -elites despite their near -

disappearance from the  historical record, based on strategies o f 

inference developed by social history or òhistory from below ó schools.  

Explaining and documenting the emergence of a public for 

information in early modern England that was primed to be a public 

for the news when  the newsbooks appeared in 1641 requires a n 

extended explication of ònewsó as used here ð as a compound of the 

routine and the unusual. As Bandura and others demonstrate d, fresh 

events are cognitively managed by the media user in concert with the 

already -known, the òbackground. ó The new informatio n may rattle or 

reshape the schemas (conceptual clusters) already resident in 

working or accessible memory, if it is different enough from the 

routines of perception to provide contrast. So ònews,ó the new, 

acquires its flavor and urgency by contrasting no tably with the 

everyday or routine, the information already stored.  

These are human cognitive faculties, perhaps somewhat diversely 

present depending on era and culture but unlikely to have been 

absent in early modern people whatever their nationality or level of 

education and literacy. In the earliest proto -journalism of the 

seventeenth century as in today õs, the proper mix of background and 
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ònewó information constituted  a struggle  for journalists , w ho evolved 

strategies like the inverted pyramid often deployed  in years to come.  

An array of media theory might not be appropriate for an effort in 

fairly straightforward, well -documented history concerning media use 

by early modern elites who left a written  record of their activities. But 

that is not what this project is about. To successfully infer media use 

by ordinary folk  based on the qualities, features and publishing 

history of a surviving genre, this inquiry will have to presume that in 

their way, the se non -elites practiced information -seeking behavior 

like modern media consumers ð though perhaps on a reduced scale 

to match their reduced opportunities. This inquiry further argues 

that our subjects will have sought information for purposes broadly 

like todayõs purposes for  seeking complex, contextualized news ð 

information for successful conduct of their  lives .  

Also in the mix is  information that contributes to play, or the 

forms of learning that fiction can offer . Astrology was one of the areas 

where p lay was never far from science, fact and faith. As Margaret 

Spufford observed, òit  is highly unlikely that either intellectual doubt 

or tension between religion and astrology was necessarily felt by the 

humble in the late seventeenth century. ó77   

                                                             
77 {ǇǳŦŦƻǊŘΣ {Ƴŀƭƭ .ƻƻƪǎΣ мптΦ  
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Bandura õs account of the mechanisms of information -seeking, and 

the account of motives and practices in matured versions of uses and 

gratifications research, combine to inferentially outline the behavior 

of early modern English peoples of the ordinary sort who were 

purchasers and users of the annual almanac.  

Bandura õs Social Cognitive Theory: Information -seeking Behavior  

Among the unfolding descriptive models of the way humans of 

all eras and classes process information, Albert Bandura õs work has 

held up well since h e applied cognitive psychology to uses of mass 

communication. 78  It beg an  with the òextraordinary capacity for 

symbolization ó of humans and propose d a dynamic model of human 

information management, with complex stored concepts about things, 

ideas and events that are systematically modified as new information 

is processed. People òtransform transient experiences into cognitive 

models that serve as guides for judgment and action. ó79  

Although Bandura õs complex descriptions of reasoned 

processing have the ring of post -Enlightenment òrational choice ó 

conduct, his model include d factors of personal affective arousal, as 

well, in the process of information management for decision. The 

human capacity for symbolization, Bandura importantly sa id , allows 

                                                             
78 Bandura, ά{ƻŎƛŀƭ /ƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ aŀǎǎ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣέ 94-124.   
 
Φ  
79 .ŀƴŘǳǊŀΣ ά{ƻŎƛŀƭ /ƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜΣέ фпΣ фрΦ 
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information ð inc luding that from all sorts of media ð to be used to 

model or one might say rehearse behavior scenarios before actually 

risking them.  

An individual õs personal response s to social norms ð total 

acceptance, rejection or somewhere in between ð are also factor s in 

modeling behavior. So the components of the social cognitive media 

theory include, at least at the input end, the emotive and sub -

rational qualities that, since Bandura, have come to the fore in newer 

research on decision -making and behavior. 80  In addi tion, Bandura õs 

theoretical developments were clearly bent toward the agenda of 

correcting social wrongs and improving collective behavior ð a positive 

factor  no doubt compatible with early modern religious injunctions 

but one  that may have  applied much le ss in the low -information 

environment experienced by early modern non -elites  than it does in 

the modern era . Bandura asserts  that ò[m] odeling influences must, 

therefore, be designed to build self -efficacy as well as convey 

knowledg e and rules of behavior .ó81  That applies not only to 

Bandura õs project of facilitating social improvement  through 

information  (by governments, NGOs or other sources) 82  but also to 

                                                             
80 wǳƎƎƛŜǊƻ ƛƴŦǊŀ ƴƻǘŜǎ ŀ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ŜƳŜǊƎƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǳǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŀǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘΥ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ 
άŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƛƴǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 
ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ƻǊŘŜǊ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŜŘƛŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊΦέ  
81 .ŀƴŘǳǊŀΣ ά{ƻŎƛŀƭ /ƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜΣέ ммпΦ 
82  LōƛŘΦ ά¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻǳǎ ŀǇǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŎƻƎƴƛǘƛǾŜ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ŀǊŜ ŀƛƳŜŘ ŀǘ ŀōŀǘƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 
ǇǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎΣέ ммпπммрΦ 
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the non -elites of the early modern period. Self -efficacy was what they 

sought, and they fashioned ð on their own ð their information 

strategies to achieve it, with the help of almanacs . Self -efficacy, a 

modern psychological term, to early modern people simply meant 

applying yourself to make things better than they would have been 

without the application. Pr overbs like òenough is as good as all ó 

reflected this incremental, improving approach to everyday practice, 

and they were commonplace observations scattered throughout the 

almanacs. 83   

The users of media adopt management strategies (and sources 

of information) for a number of reasons in Bandura õs scheme, and he 

acknowledge d that not all these are purely rational ones. Commodity 

fetishism and status seeking are clear factors : òSome of the 

motivating incentives derive from the utility of the adoptive behavior ó 

whereas ò[m]any innovations serve as a means of gaining social 

recognition and status. ó84  Even in the early modern period, a certain 

commodity fetishism was emerging, and almanacs ð often the only 

secular book in the household ð may well have serv ed as the ordinary 

families õ perceived passport to respectability compared to the learned 

elite.  
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Other social factors interact similarly in Bandura õs information -

seeking scheme, including social norms (as above). Bandura õs web of 

òtriadic reciprocal causat ionó among personal, environmental and 

behavior determinants is what ma de his scheme attractively dynamic 

and oriented toward òself -efficacy. ó85  This inquiry õs focus on the early 

modern period shifts the emphasis a bit, perhaps. Bandura õs scheme 

was  grounde d on a contemporary, high - information environment 

where some of the environmental and behavior determinants may be 

more stable. Still, the early modern social environment saw rapid 

changes in information access and quality and consequent gains in 

self -effi cacy and quality of environmental surveillance for more and 

more non -elites.  

The changes in cognitive processing that Walter Ong 

hypothesized as a result of written language and its proliferation in 

print in the early modern era are not incompatible with a  Bandura -

type portrait mapped to the early modern era. 86  In fact it i s the 

argument here that Ong õs premise ð that written language allows for 

more complex chains of reasoning ðoffer s an explanatory correlate to 

the increase in self -efficacy a mong the non -elites of the pre -civil w ars 

era. It was these yeomen and struggling merchants who formed 
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Cromwell õs quite singular New Model Army and otherwise r epresented 

the constituency of p arliamentary forces, even when t heir leaders  

stumbled. Their increased access t o print in turn enhanced their 

literacy, and complex but highly navigable utilitarian devices like the 

almanac advanced  the level of literacy higher with frequent  use.  

Bandura õs theory  has explanatory power for media in the 

realms of both political and p ersonal behavior because it keyed  into 

the important value of information prioritized over experience. The 

experiment of putting oneself at risk ð in war, in business, in farming 

ð can be irreversible and sometimes fatal. Measuring the risk more 

precisely b y observing (or hearing or reading about) the experience of 

others in similar situations allows mental rehearsal of critical 

decisions.  

Bandura did  not, it should be noted here, explore the element 

of play that frequently enters these mental transactions. The 

symbolization process that utilizes the experience of others to 

rehearse potential actions of one õs own are always, in a sense, 

fictionalized to fit them to one õs vision of one õs own future behavior. 

And fiction certainly provide d advisory input for individuals then and 

does so now  for individuals , whatever their social status. As Margaret 

Spufford has said, fiction was included in òthe mental furniture of the 

English peasantry and the printed influences at work on the non -
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gentle r eader before 1700.ó87  Almanacs, along with their factual 

content, provided the fictional play terrain of astrological prediction.  

The Wider Range of òUses and Gratifications ó Theory  

It is this fictionalizing element ð the element of play ð that can 

be profi tably grafted onto Bandura õs utilitarian cognitive processing 

scheme by the addition of the òUses and Gratifications ó [U&G] theory 

propounded  by Elihu Katz, Jay  G. Blumler and Michael Gurevitch. 88  

Where the social cognitive framework was  soberly about infor mation 

and news, U&G provides for a broader spectrum of media modes, 

including fiction in various forms, ev en if the variety is collected 

between the same covers or (in the era U&G was formulated) 

presented at different times on the same television screen.   

As the moving parts of such a formulation  are assembled , U&G  

has real explanatory power, though admittedly diffuse and perilous, 

because it provides not a snapshot but a dynamic , like Bandura õs, but 

embracing more media modes and more types of satisfactions than the 

social cognitive scheme by itself.  

The original formulation by Blumler, Katz and Gurevitch articulates 

a number of related but distinct goals of an active audience:  

òTo match one õs wits against others, to get information and advice f or 

daily living, to provide a framework for one õs day, to prepare oneself 
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culturally for the demands of upward mobility, or to be reassured about 

the dignity and usefulness of one õs role.ó 89  

There is admirable  flexibility in the variety of motives and 

sati sfactions provided in the original. It must be said that subsequent 

work in U&G has somewhat distorted that original emphasis on both the 

uses  and the gratifications involved in engagement with communication 

media. In fact, the history of both theoretical approaches has clearly 

been ð as is frequently the case ð quite distorted by the inevitable 

surplus of research cash available for exploring persuasion of audiences, 

inducing them to buy either material goods or political slogans.  

Thomas E. Ruggiero õs anal ytical and thorough review in 2000 of 

U&Gõs first quarter -century was in part designed to show that the early 

years of online  computer  activity stimulated a revival of a somewhat 

moribund theory. Interestingly, his account offer ed many aper çus  that 

make U& G ð an audience -centered approach ð highly applicable to 

recovering the voices and media appetites of a quite stratified early 

modern society õs non -elites. 90  

Similarly, LaRose et al. s aw a direct connection between these two 

theories largely because of thei r respective dynamism. Another study 
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aimed at orienting U&G research toward Internet use, theirs in fact 

provide d insight into how these essentially experimentalist theory 

regimes map onto earlier historical eras in print culture. Speaking of 

user motivati ons, LaRose and his colleagues sa id  anticipation of gains 

from media use echo òan important mechanism in social -cognitive 

theory, enactive learning. ó They continue d: 

 Enactive  learning describes how humans learn from 

experience. In the social -cognitive view, interactions  with the 
environment (the media environment, in this case) influence 
media exposure  by continually reforming expectations about 

the likely outcomes of future media consumption  behavior 
(after Bandura, 1986). Seemingly, this represents th e same 

process that  describes the relationship among gratifications 
sought, media behavior, and gratifications  obtained 

(Palmgreen et al., 1985) é.. Individuals use their capacity for 
forethought to  plan actions, set goals, and anticipate 
potential behavior al consequences. 91  

 Ruggiero note d that Karl Erik Rosengren, in the 1970s, made the 

kind of connection being asserted here with the cognitive and 

psychological processes that complement those information -seeking 

categories named above by Katz et al.  

Rosengren (1974), attempting to theoretically  refine U&G, 

suggested that certain basic needs interact with personal 
characteristics  and the social environment of the individual 

to produce perceived problems and  perceived solutions. 
Those problems and solutions c onstitute different motives 
for  gratification behavior that can come from using the 

media or other activities. 92  
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The internal dynamic of the social cognitive media use regime ð 

triadic reciprocal causation ð analogizes nicely with the evolved U&G 

dynamic of  gratifications sought and gratificatio ns achieved. Ruggiero 

identified  that as a refinement to keep  the theory coherent and provided  

a closed action, matching Rosengren õs òperceived problems and perceived 

solutions ó above. In both cases the med ia user or media public operated  

on the engine of anticipatio n and the media culture responded  with an 

array of choices that are regular, iterative and expectable.  If there is 

innovation, it presumably must be offered in a measured way, within the 

public õs comfort zo ne.  

So an important factor in the reception of any regular, iterative 

media form like the almanac or ð later ð the newsbook is expecta tion . 

That element was added in what was probably  a crucial adaptive move 

by researchers in the 1990s, pivoting off òexpectancy value theory ó in 

earlier res earch. ò[M]any U&G researchers have included some aspect of 

expectancy in their models  and have turned to established theories of 

expectancy to explain media consumption ,ó Ruggiero sa id , citing 1995 

research by Raybu rn and Palmgreen, who he contended  òcombined U&G 

with expectancy value theory to create an expectancy value model ó of 

gratifications sought and obtained. 93  This clearly has a tie -in with the 

portrait of social -cognitive theory in LaRose et al.  
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Media users o f early seventeenth  century  England  (before 1641 and 

the newsbooks) had a wide choice of printed offerings but only one  ð the 

almanac ð was offered anew on a regular basis, and therefore 

òexpectable. ó Purchasers and users of those almanacs had a distinct, but 

limited, range of choices due to the Stationers õ Company õs position 

astride the gates after 1603. This dissertation will present evidence that 

the Stationers sought an optimal number (usually ten to fifteen ) of 

almanac  brand s, varying slightly in their  specific features, to fuel the 

widest audience and largest number of purchasers of almanacs that 

could be achieved.  

The expanded choice for almanac users enhances U&G õs value in 

the inquiry. Ruggiero concluded  that òU&G  continues  to be exceedingly 

useful in explaining audience activity when individuals are most  active in 

consciously making use of media for intended purposes. ó 94  

U&Gõs value in assessing media use by non -elites in early modern 

England is a matter that this project will demonstrate . Ruggiero in 2000 

believed  the bumps and bruises consequent on the theory õs quarter -

century of evolution and refinement have shown its durability and value:  

Thus, if anything, one of the major strengths of the  U&G  

perspective has been its  capacity to develop over t ime into a 
more sophisticated theoretical model. Historically,  the focus 

of inquiry has shifted from a mechanistic perspective õs 
interest  in direct effects of media on receivers to a 
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psychological perspective that stresses  individual use and 
choice.  95 

  As individuals engage with print media, the utility of the media and 

the gratifications they provide interact to solidify habits of usage and 

expectations involving both content and form or genre.  The òmassó aspect 

of the media involved, the genre and brand identities of the product, in 

turn create a uses -and -gratifications mass consciousness beyond the 

individual and the individual õs sense of agency: a self -aware public. 

When, as in the case of almanacs and newsbooks, a regular rhythm or 

temporal pattern of use is overlaid, habits are consolidated and the 

public becomes both more complex and more populated ð and even more 

self -aware.  

Often viewed as simplistic, in reality a n almanac is a complex, 

articulated product with different sections dedicated to fulfilling different 

needs (including, sometimes, needs for play as well as rehearsal for 

decision -making). The public it serves seeks similar gratifications and 

through its commercial transactions and choices creates an almanac 

canon to serve that public õs various needs and wants, uses and 

gratifications.  
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Publics and their Development  

How is a public different from an audience, in respect to 

almanacs? Refocusing media theory on the seventeenth century in 

England, we find t he audience is (as in the rawest of U&G 

approaches) aware only of the value of a media choice . Potential 

almanac purchasers might choose  the popular but distinctly secular 

Bretnor almanac over the also -popular but decidedly pious Allestree 

almanac, for instance.  A public , in contrast,  is composed of audience 

members who are also aware of their participation  in a larger group ð 

regular buyers of Bretnor, say, or of Allestree ð and may well think of 

themselves (if only momentarily) that way.  

The buyers  choosing between  the Allestree or Bretn or almanacs 

would  also have thought  of themselves as residents of their town, as 

farmers or as merchants, as travelers to fairs, consumers of medical 

advice and treatment , litigants in common court,  and the like ð a 

number of other kinds of publics involve d in  everyday lives.  Almanac 

publics overlapped in seeking the kinds of information available in 

the v arious components, or features, that are  analyzed in this project.  

As members of this public  became increasingly aware of their 

wider environment, the almanac they purchase d every year provide d 

an absorbing  and familiar cross -section and guide  to those other 

aspects of life. The almanacs õ all -purpose annual framework 

replicated in print  that posture of future -oriented self -efficacy that 
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came to character ize the emerging non -elite classes of the early 

modern era. 96  

Bandura, in a 2000 update on his broader social cognitive theory 

of hum an action, specifically embraced  a collective action mode as 

part of the model.  ò[P]erceived collective efficacy is not  simp ly the 

sum of the efficacy  beliefs of individual members.  Rather, it is an 

emergent group - level property. ó Referring to today õs social conditions, 

he continue d:  òSocial cognitive theory extends the conception of 

human agency to collective agency. People õs shared beliefs in their 

collective power to produce desired results are a key ingredient of 

collective agency. ó97  

Bandura õs discussion here does not extend to media use, so one 

must extrapolate  from his media regime  to conclude  that the beliefs 

collectively held by this group derive from information available to all 

members. The self -efficacy advice available in early modern almanacs 

was cheap -print culture õs widest offering to this emerging public.  

The rich collaborative work of McGill University õs 2005 -10 

òMaking Publics ó project, which mapped contemporary theories of 

publics onto the early modern era, yield ed fertile observations from 
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participants. Some of the participants, notably editors Bronwen 

Wilson and Paul Yachnin, wen t on to contribute to the 2010 volume 

Making Publics in Early Modern Europe: People, Things, Forms of 

Knowledge.  98  

One of their fellow researchers, Brian Cowan, acknowledge d that 

most discussions of public -making amount to extending Habermasõs 

concept of nineteenth -century bourgeois citizenship backward through 

the eras to postulate conscious group behavior and exchange related to 

the social changes of those periods : 

Post-Habermasian histories of public making take care to 
recognize that they are studying a pluralistic process of interest 

formation, of active recruitment to encourage new members to 
join a given public, and of claims to the legitimacy of these new 

interest groups.  Publics tend to form around things of interest, 
broadly conceived - some thing s are material, other things 
might be practices, ideas or beliefs. 99   

 
The quite material almanac was the Stationers õ Company õs 

bundle of interest formation, or what Richard A. Lanham call ed an 

òattention structure, ó a device that òteach[es] how to attend t o the 

world. ó100    Around that sort of object, multiplied to 300,000 per year, 

a public or publics can organize themselves.  

                                                             
98 Bronwen Wilson and Paul Yachnin, eds., Making Publics in Early Modern Europe: People, Things, Forms 

of Knowledge (New York: Routledge, 2010). 
 
99 /ƻǿŀƴΣ άhƴ tǳōƭƛŎǎΣέ ƘǘǘǇΥκκǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΦƳŀƪƛƴƎǇǳōƭƛŎǎΦƻǊƎκǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘκǿƘŀǘπŘƻπȅƻǳπ
ƳŜŀƴκǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎΦǇƘǇΚƴҐмоΣ ǇƻǎǘŜŘ άнлммπлсπмнέΣ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ мн {ŜǇǘΦ нлмпΦ 
100 wƛŎƘŀǊŘ !Φ [ŀƴƘŀƳΣ ¢ƘŜ 9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎǎ ƻŦ !ǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴΥ Style and Substance in the Age of Information 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), мпΦ 

http://project.makingpublics.org/research/what-do-you-mean/thoughts.php?n=13
http://project.makingpublics.org/research/what-do-you-mean/thoughts.php?n=13


тс 
 

One difference that can be establish ed between òaudience ó and 

òpublic ó is that a public has a temporal dimension that an audience 

(in the sense of spectators at a one -off performance event) does not. 

Public and audience are both aware of their standing as consumers of 

a commodity  for entertainment or utility. But the public engages with 

some frequency with the commodity  (information) it seeks, and if 

there is regularity and brand identity involved, a public and the 

media producers are in what could be called  an implied contract 

relationship. òKeep giving me value for my tuppence, ó the public 

implicitly says, òand I will keep spending it. If not, goodbye. ó 

For the early modern English yeoman or urban artisan and his 

family, this compact with a regular producer of information would 

have been an entirely new experience and one that was largely re -

examined every November when  it was time to think about buying an 

almanac for the next year. And the almanac trade, from its English 

Stock overseers to the printers and booksellers to the compilers, had 

to be prepared to meet that decisional moment with a winning array 

of product s. 

How d ifferent  are publics  from audiences? Paul Yachnin  note d 

that Habermas and those who worked his soil typify the making of 

publics as introducing  

 òincreasing numbers of ôprivate õ persons into public space, 
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speech, and action by inviting them to take part in forms of 
association that were both public and not public ð public in the 

sense of being open to strangers and oriented, if fitfully, toward 
political matters; and not public because of the non -

purposiveness of their political dimension and because  of their 
distance from what counted as real public speech and action in 

early modern society ð real public speech and action having to 
take place within a sphere defined largely by the social elite. 
Early modern publics were thus easier of access than was  the 

public sphere itself. ó 

Jeffrey S. Doty amplifie d Yachnin õs observation that the publics provided 

easy access to agency:  òPublics are the social means in which those 

usually excluded from power or influence can judge. In the form of the 

public, judgments by non -elites can have demonstrable political and 

social effects. ó 101   It i s likel y that the act of judging started  at the level of 

collective consumer behavior ð deciding which almanac to buy, for 

instance.  

One of the important observations here is the ease of access 

provided by emerging publics. Unlike totally self -conscious communities, 

they do  not continually define themselves and exclude òothers ó but 

absorb willing members who happen to be participating in the same 

discourse or materiality as characterizes the group . 

So the public had easy access to the material two -penny 

almanac, in our frame of reference, but also easy access to an 

emergent self -aware group of almanac users that, in the framework of 

òcontemporaneity, ó shared an understanding of what other almanac 
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users bought their product for, what use they had  for it , what 

information they sought.  The group shared a t more or less the same 

time , because most users bought their almanacs in November every 

year , in a process that was itself replete with publicness and 

pageantry.  

In this inquiry, the public being sought is, in this era, the public least 

heard from. How do historians penetrate that veil of years ? 

 

Theory of a Method: òHistory from Below ó  

 An important dimension of this inquiry  is recovering  the voice of 

the ordinary people . In the early modern era, it was the rare member of 

the non -elite who left  self -consciously public traces investigators can 

follow: a newsbook editor like the ex -artisan John Dillingham, for 

instance ð a tail or who began moonlighting as a manuscript newsletter 

writer  ð during the Engl ish civil w ars.102  Rarely, too, d id  the literate 

artisan leave more than scraps of òlife -writing, ó as Adam Smyth and 

others characterize the practice. Singular exceptions like  Carlo  

Ginsburg õs òMenocchio ó or  Nehemiah Wallington, a wood -turner and 

joiner (carpenter) of London who obsessively read newsbooks and 

wrestled with the events of the day in his remarkable journals, tend to 

prove the rule: non -elites are for the most part silent in the  written 
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historical  record. 103  The argument here is that the work of historical 

recovery of these voices outside the traditional record can draw on 

outside disciplines like the study of popular culture, emphatically 

including print culture. But historical method itself has independently 

grown shoots in this direction, though never without controversy.  

 The particular historical task of having the closest possible 

encounter with those whose voice has been damped by boundaries of 

class, gender or l iteracy has stirred specific strategies. In his essay, òOn 

History from Below, ó Eric Hobsbawm focuse d on the òtechnical problems, 

which are both difficult and interesting, ó involved in what he alternatively  

calls ògrassroots history. ó It was Hobsbawm õs arg ument  that such history 

did not  become relevant until the eighteenth  century, when the 

previously ignored common folk  made their presence felt politically, òthe 

moment when the ordinary people become a constant factor in the 

making of [major political] dec isions and events. ó And the technical 

problems were ameliorated in some respects because the French 

Revolution not only pushed common people to the political forefront, òit 

documented them by means of a vast and laborious bureaucracy, 

classifying and filin g them for the benefit of the historian in the national 
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and departmental archives of France. ó104  

  In the absence, in earlier periods, of this positive evidence, 

though, a great deal must be inferred either from skimpy birth -and -death 

records or by interpret ing silences. Hobsbawm sa id , interestingly, that 

the analytical steps for the latter òI confess, I think I learned from the 

social anthropologists. ó105  Propping detailed knowledge of the era against 

some hunch -following, the historian hypothesizes that peasa nt cultures 

will engage in òprimitive rebellion ó below the ruling -class radar, activities 

including banditry, or collective refusal of work or tribute under the guise 

of òcollective ritual and collective entertainment ó like a fiesta  or, as 

Bakhtin and his followers would have it, carnival. These òdisparate social 

phenomena, generally treated as footnotes to history, ó occasionally show 

up as official reports from the hinterlands, often enough to òconstruct a 

model which makes sense of all these forms of beha vior.ó106   

Finally, the historian seeks other fragments of the record that can 

confirm the hypothesis. The primitive rebellions have been, in fact, 

signature recoveries of the lost past on Hobsbawm õs part, because òone of 

our tasks is to uncover the lives an d thoughts of common people and to 

rescue them  from Edward [E.P.] Thompson õs ôenormous condescension of 
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posterity. õ ó 107   

 S. Elizabeth Bird õs recent  examinations of media consumers õ 

autonomy and agency in appropriating and decoding the encoded 

content of mass media represent another form  of valorization by 

researchers . As print in early modern England broke the information 

monopoly of class distinctio n, so  Internet use opens new avenues for 

personal agency  of wider,  active audience s beyond one -way broadcast 

modes . Again, the theorization of the active reader implies, even requires 

that information -seeking behavior is an acknowledged constant in all 

per iods.  Emerging non -elite members of early modern English society 

became quite clear about their needs in times of peace and war. Their 

almanacs, tools for agency, helped them manage the transition from 

stability to conflict, though they may not have provi ded the new kind of 

ònewsó that they needed , starting in 1641. 108  

Almanacs, on this accounting, are not responsible for much 

disturbance of the political sphere. That was their passport for  traveling 

under the radar of authority. If researchers must look for  any such 
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wƻǳǘƭŜŘƎŜΣ нллуύΣ ŜǎǇΦ фсΤ .ƛǊŘΣ ¢ƘŜ !ǳŘƛŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ 9ǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ [ƛŦŜΥ [ƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ aŜŘƛŀ ²ƻǊƭŘ όbŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΥ 
wƻǳǘƭŜŘƎŜκ¢ŀȅƭƻǊ ϧ CǊŀƴŎƛǎΣ нллоύΦ  
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disturbances in the public sphere  as Hobsbawm  proposes , how much 

can still be discern ed? Sheila Lambert and other analysts of the role of 

various power centers in the early seventeenth  century suggest that the 

Stationers õ Company was, yes, compli cit in the regime of censorship, but 

that the censorship regime itself was flaccid and episodic. She sa id  òthe 

most notorious incidents of censorship or repression come in 

intermittent bursts, often in response to the requirements of the 

diplomatic situati on.ó For instance, news in the corantos of the 1620s, 

though restricted to news from overseas, nevertheless irritated the 

Spanish ambassador sufficiently to cause several revocations of their 

makers õ license to publish.  

Lambert  conclu ded that print took very little part in the ongoing 

political ferment . Her stance  is difficult to reconcile with the conventional 

wisdom, on which this project is to some extent grounded. She argue d 

that òthe Stationers õ Company played no very significant rol e in enforcing 

state control of the press é it cannot be too often stressed [that] the 

printed word played only a small part in the dissemination of political 

ideas.ó 109   

But how about nonpolitical ideas, social practices and their 

changes, and cultural cons ensus below the level of politics?  Increasingly 

these factors are seen not only as part of the fabric of history, but part of 
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history õs motive force. And they are deeply represented in, and 

representative of, those voiceless non -elites who bought almanacs  in 

such startling numbers, and who became part of the altogether novel 

New Model Army that might have been the most significant feature of the 

Civil Wars. As Michael McKeon sa id, òwith the outbreak of the English 

civil wars if not before, print can õt plau sibly be seen as a strictly elite 

medium. ó 110  

Method: A Narrative  View of Almanacs õ Development 1595 -1640  

The argument for almanacs õ central role in preparing a public for 

news will be made here as a narrative account. The surviving canon of 

almanacs from 1 600 to 1640 offers a range of about 600 annual editions, 

differently named . Some are solitaries: appearing once only, or perhaps 

twice separated by several years. This project õs approach will be to look 

only  at brand -name annuals  like the almanacs of Thomas Bretnor, 

Richard Allestree, Daniel Brown e, Edward Pond and many others that 

have survived in òruns ó from three straight years to dozens of years. 

Because almanacs from 1603 to 1640 were a lucrative monopoly of the 

printer õs guild, their makeup and t he changes they under went  from year 

to year can be plausibly seen as carefully considered from a business 

point of view, and aimed at expanding the customer base. Almanacs that 

appeared for fewer than three consecutive years offer little opportunity to 
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evaluate change, and are omitted from the group examined here.  

Again, it  is important in this discussion to remember that an 

incomplete record is being examined. The almanacs that have survived to 

be held by major libraries, and that are catalogued in Bernard Capp õs 

magisterial account and in the English Short Title Catalog  [ESTC], 

represent our data set.  Those chosen for analysis are ones that appeared 

three or more years consecutively 111 . Their pattern of survival encourages 

the researcher to view that set as showing the outlines of the genre in 

this period.  Additionally, such a parameter allows for inspection of year -

to-year changes within one almanac brand.  It is possible that an 

almanac series of high popularity and fertile innovation emerged, thrived 

and vanished without leaving a trace in the record ð but given the 

pattern o f survival, it seems highly unlikely.  The data set is further 

winnowed by the availability of imagery on the database Early English 

Books Online, [EEBO ]. This essential collection of early print provides 

imagery of those 375 almanacs chosen and available for this study .   

The methodological surmise here is that a òbrand ó that ha d at least 

three consecutive annual editions among the survivors provides enough 

of a series to be analytically useful. Of the roughly 375 almanacs 

examined and analyzed for this project, some were rather short -lived and 

others had very long runs , indeed. The characteristic features and self -
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presentation of those almanacs make a narrative. Almanacs c ame and 

they went , but the popular informational component features of these 

almana cs ha d a life of their own that will be charted in this inquiry. 

Twenty distinct and recurring components, or features , of various sorts 

have been chosen  for examination . As almanacs developed (see Chapter 

4) the features differentiated and assumed specifi c, recognizable form 

marked by clear design aspects (often tabular and/or ruled) . The 

occurrence of these component features in any given almanac year will 

be enumerated in a table, with  the recording of the occurrence of that 

feature in that year depend ent  on its being clearly headed or 

recognizable.  

For example, eclipses ð an important phenomenon for astrological 

prediction ð are counted as a component feature in this analysis. 

Sometimes, however, eclipses are mentioned in one or two sentences 

within ano ther feature, such as the quarterly/seasonal section. But if an 

eclipse or eclipses are not clearly, separately headed, the eclipse feature 

is not counted for that year, that edition.  

Component features õ ups and downs  from 1603 to 1640 , steered by 

the Sta tioners õ Company õs overall control of the market and its 

leadership õs incentive to maximize the almanacs õ reach, allows much to  

be discerned about the information appetites of the emerging non -elite 

members of society . These ordinary people  made  the Englis h civil wars a 
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distinctly different kind of conflict , bottom -up as much as top -down, and 

join ed the audience for newsbooks and the emerging public for news.  

For purposes of analy sis, this project looks at the period 1595 -

1640 in three sections . The period 1595 -1603  exemplifies how the late 

Elizabethan almanac took  its form, and how different author/compilers 

established personal brands and specialty features under the umbrella of 

Watkins and Roberts. This pattern, already established, was elaborated  

on as t he Stationers t ook  over the trade in 1603 and (with some evident  

fumbles) develop ed a stable of òbrands ,ó named almanacs  that ha d 

diverse kinds of appeal, with component features associated with each 

brand, that maximize d and saturate d the potential market  for the two -

penny annual.  Numerous new titles were added from 1603 -1615, and 

nearly all the Watson and Roberts titles  except the long -lived Dade 

franchise  drop ped out of the business. The ups and downs in the 

deployment of component features in the almana cs is the most  

discernibl e of the full survey period . 

The almanacs, all titled  after their compilers, considered in this 

first 1595 -1615 period are  below, with dates their almanacs were 

published : 

 [1595 -1603]  Watson  1595 -1605; Frende 1585 -99;  Gray  1588 -1605;  

Thomas Johnson  1598 -1604;  William Woodhouse  1602 -08;  Pond 1601 -

12;  Mathew  1602 -14;  John Dade  1589 -1615 , [after 1603 ] White  1613 -

40;  Jeffrey Neve 1604 -25;  Gresham  1603 -07;  Hopton  1606 -14;  Alley n 

1606 -12;  Bretnor  1607 -20 , Thomas Rudston 1606 -13;  John Woodhouse  
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1610 -40;  John Johnson  1611 -24;  Keene 1612 -17;  Burton  1613 -21;  

Upcote  1614 -19  

The period 1615 -1625 mark ed the latter part of James I õs rule , 

ending with his death and the accession  in 1625  of Charles I. During this 

stretch, some of the best -known and longest -running almanac brands 

were established and the genre was clearly becoming entrenched in the 

practice of its audience. New features became popular  and older ones 

faded, but stability was clearly becoming a principle  and some of the 

brands  appear ed to have staked out specific  component features as their 

claim to popularity.  The titles of the period 1615 -1625, some continued 

from the previous period and some new, were: 

Allestree 1617 -25>; Bretnor <1616 -19; Brown 1616 -25>; Burton <1616 -

21; Wi lliam Dade 1616 -25>; Einer 1620 -26; Frende <1616 -24; Gilden 

1616 -25>; John Johnson <1616 -24; Keene <1616 -17; Jeffrey Neve 

<1616 -25; Perkins 1625>; Ranger 1616 -25>; John Rudston <1616 -

20,24 -25>; Sofford 1618 -25>; Upcote <1616 -19; Vaux 1621 -25>; White 

<1616 -25>; John Woodhouse <1616 -1625>  (< indicates began publishing 

before 1615;  > indicates continued publication after 1625 ) 

During this middle period, 1615 to 1625, the managers of the 

almanac trade developed  a range of almanac types that fill ed out the 

potential of the genre and extend ed its public.  Most changes were minor 

and component stability was being established.  This  analysis includes 

225 almanac editions  issued by 1625.  

The last arbitrary period , 1625 -1640 , began with  the year Charles I 

succeeded his father and end ed as political conflict was shading toward 
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military confrontation between the king and Parliament. Those years 

included  the period of òpersonal rule ó from 1629 to 1640 that further 

soured Charles I õs relations with Parliament and the wider nation . 

During this period the almanacs coped competitively with  several other 

print genres. The rise and fall of the total number of almanac editions the 

Stationers õ Company produced over this part of the timeline reflect ed this 

competition. Some of the competition came from more expensive òhow -toó 

books that included much of the advice in the annual almanacs but in 

expanded form, and were intended to be bought only once  rather than 

every year . More a direct threat within the genre, the Univer sity of 

Cambridge wangled from the Privy Council in 1623 a qualified right to 

print almanacs. In the 1625 -1640 period Cambridge was printing as 

many as six or seven annual almanacs in some years.  

The almanacs surveyed  from  1625 -1640 are listed below. 

Cambridge almanacs, which have been spot -checked for content 

comparison, are in italics  and not included in the survey.  

Allestree 1617 -40; Br owne <1626 -31 ; Booker 1631 -40 ; Butler 1629 -32 ; 

Clark 1628 -38 (Cambridge) ; Dade, Willia m <1626 -40 ; Dove 1627 -40 

(Cambridge) ; Gilden <1626 -32 ; Kidman 1631 -38 (Cambridge) ; Langley 

1635 -40 ; John Neve 1626 -40 ; Perkins 1625 -40 ; Pierce 1634 -40 ; Pond 

1625 -40 (Cambridge) ; Ranger 1626 -31 ; Rivers 1625 -40;  John Rudston 

<1626 -28 ; Sofford <1626 -40 ; Swall ow 1628, 33 -40 (Cambridge) ; Twells 

37 -39 (Cambridge) , Vaux <1626 -38 ; White <1625 -40 ; Winter  1633 -35, 37 -

38 (Cambridge);  Woodhouse, John <1626 -40  

In the absence of substantial  documentary record of Stationers õ 
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officials õ decisions or deliberations  about their profitable monopoly in 

almanacs , this analysis makes several assumptions about the entire 

prewar period 1595 -1640  during which the Stationers õ Company 

dominated  the almanac trade.  

First, the surviving copies of the Stationers õ popular almanacs  are 

a fair representation of the range and scope of the almanacs published in 

this period. 112  Second, this surviving group of almanacs is not a random 

assortment , but can be viewed as illustrating the deliberate strategy of 

the Stationers õ Company to maximi ze the appeal of the genre by 

managing a stable of annual almanacs with varying kinds of appeal to 

varying segments of their growing public. Because the printers and 

booksellers in the company were in a position to get regular feedback 

through sales of eac h annual array of issues of this cash cow, year -to-

year tinkering with this strategy is presum ed to be  highly likely, even 

without a record of such decision -making. Changes  ð which features 

appear ed in which brand -name almanac  ð would be part of this strat egy, 

and reflect it . Since almanacs  are still available for inspection today, 

these changes  and continuities are our surviving evidence for how this 
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commercial dynamic  played out against the domestic and political 

background of the era.  

Twenty Component Fe atures in the Survey  

The component features  that commonly appea red in almanacs 

1595 -1640 and  chosen for survey and analysis are:  

1.  Quarterly or seasonal entries, a four -season prediction  

 
2.  Monthly predictions/astronomical configurations (in the 
òprognostication ó or back of the book  

 
3.  Monthly predictions that include ògoodó and òeviló days, a 

significant subset of (2)  
 

4.  òbicalendar ó ð cross -referenced Julian and Gregorian 

(continental) calendars  
 

5.  òBlank ó ðforty -eight page format , generally affording  two pages 
for each month in front section calendar with white space for 

memoranda, journalizing etc.  
 

6.  òSortó ð forty -page format , with one calendar page per month in 

the front section of the book  
 

7.  Court T  erms ð a calendar for the year õs sessions of civil  (and 

sometimes also ecclesiastical) courts  
 

8.  Royal Timeline ð chronological list of English monarchs with 
dates of accession and end of reign  

 

9.  Creation Timeline ð chronol ogical account of events since the 
creation  of the world ; historical chronicle  

 

10.  Tide tables ð table for, or calculation methods for, high tides 
at London Bridge and (usually) conversion factors for other tidal 

rivers and ports  
 

11.  List of fairs ð a list of the trade fairs and markets in England 
and Wales, generally grouped by months of the yea r 
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12.  Roads and routes ð a verbal description of routes from one 
major town to another, showing intervening towns and mileage  

 

13.  World cities ð a list of major world cities with compass 
headings and distance from London  

 

14.  Legal documents ð model wills, deeds and  legal materials  
 

15.  Physical òelections ó ð medical advice keyed to astrological 

prediction  
 

16.  Physical elections/husbandry ð agricultural advice coupled 
with medical advice, both framed in astrological prediction  

 

17.  Eclipses ð events of significance in astrology , generally 
treated separately  

 

18.  Zodiacal Body ð woodcut image of nude human male body 
surrounded by zodiacal signs with lines indicating which body 

part is influenced by which house of the zodiac.  
 

19.  Calculators and mnemonics ð a variety of helper features 
including coin conversion charts, loan interest tables, ways to 

calculate moonrise and set, etc.  
 

20.  Gazetteers ð lists of counties, cities, parishes etc. in England 

and Wales  

The almanacs that contain each of these features are tracked year 

by year from 1595  to 1640 in the analytical chart, along with  the number 

of almanacs in which each feature appears in each year.  This method 

extracts from the pattern of almanac publication the independent 

patterns  of these component features, which were sought by individu al 

almanac users as they replaced this year õs almanac with the next one 

late in the year.  The features represent specific òchunks ó of information, 

identified by their format and distinctive headings.  
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Several component elements that could be called òfeature só have 

been omitted from this survey because they are so consistently present. 

Almost all  almanac s open ed on the first page with a list of the movable 

feast days for the year, highlighted by Easter. This  was a compact 

presentation and often shared the page with some other element. What 

was called the òkalendar ó ð the monthly accounting in the front of the 

almanac ð was also ubiquitous  in every copy. The kalendar, with its 

ruled columns, either appeared as  one page per month in the òsortsó or 

as two facing pages in the òblanks, ó with one page fulfilling the nickname 

by offering white space for memoranda and jottings.  

Almost no almanac could contain all of these  twenty  features, 

whether  forty or  forty -eight  pages, so every almanac õs lineup of 

component features represent ed a conscious choice by compiler, printer 

or Stationers õ Company manager.  Later in th is discussion, compiler John 

Booker will be heard complaining about the variety of features that fickle 

customers wanted. 113  His aggrieved point was that no one compiler could 

satisfy everyone. The Stationers õ Company managers of the almanac 

trade, however, tried  to do so. They wanted to ensure  that nearly 

everyone interested in purchasing an almanac could find  one that had 

just what she or he wanted. The chart, giving  features õ frequency, shows 

how that goal appears to have worked out  in practice over nearly five 
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decades. 

There is little direct evidence about the reception of almanacs by 

their non -elite users i n early modern England.  Some of the òblanks ó are 

scribbled in to fascinating extents; others are untouched by their users õ 

pens. The latter may be almanacs that were never sold but wound up in 

someoneõs ð a bookseller õs, a collector õs ð probate inventory.  The 

amalgam of media theory set out in this chapter underpins the 

assumption that these almanac customers deliberately sought 

information to improve their lives and increase their self -efficacy and 

agency in their seventeenth -century world. And further, th is project 

assumes that a full panoply of utilitarian motives on the part  of these 

almanac users included  gratifications amounting to play, or exercise of a 

fictional spirit, and that the strange appeal of astrology as a significant 

focus of almanacs provi ded that playful, experimental element.  The 

analytical method employed here is designed to tease out both of those 

factors from the evidence of surviving almanacs from 1595 to 1640 and 

map the information needs of the users of cheap print that  sought them 

and bought them.  
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 #ÈÁÐÔÅÒ τȡ #/.4%845!,):!4)/. ɀ )ÎÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȟ -ÏÎÏÐÏÌÙ 

ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ 4ÈÒÅÁÄ ÏÆ 0ÒÉÎÔ #ÕÌÔÕÒÅ  
 

To understand the importance of almanacs, attention is required to 

the social dynamic in the era stretching from Elizabeth I õs last decade to 

the beginning of the English civil wars in 1643 . It wa s an era  suf fused 

with questions of information.  From gossip to print, from pricey Latin 

epitomes of all knowle dge to that minimalist encyclop edia the two -penny 

almanac, access to critical inf ormation for protecting and advancing a 

household, village or other social unit mattered immensely to people at 

all levels of society . 

Power ð economic, religious and political ð obviously was operative 

and significant in this period. But the growth of inf ormation a vailable to 

the lower and middle levels of early modern English  society became  an 

effective brake on those at the higher levels w ho held the preponderance  

of power. The growth of an informed public ð an information public ð in 

this period sharpened the ever more widely perceived contrasts between 

rhetoric and practice  and between have and have -not classes  in the 

reigns  of James I and Charles I. The estrange ment of non -elite , deeply 

Protestant/Puritan  religious sensibilities from the official ch urch õs 

practice was for example widened by more personal reading of the Bible 

and by harsh pamphlet warfare, not always in pamphlets licensed by the 
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authorities. Engli sh Protestants agitating for going to the rescue of 

embattled Protestants in the Thirty Years õ War, r esistance to Charles I õs 

tactics  in the 1630s  for funding the government without Parliament õs 

approval,  and the active everyday task  of gaining personal an d civic 

agency in a consumer society  of widening inequality ð all were pinned to  

access to  better information  for those in the lower levels  of society . The 

fear that showed through the contempt Sir William Walker (below) had 

for William Lilly õs public, the  òcredulous multitude, ó indicates the power 

that information conferred on the otherwise powerless.   

No ònewsó as today õs communication scholars would understand it 

was produced; that would wait for active civil hostilities to begin. Instead, 

an  incremental  grounding in the facts of the everyday, the skills and 

practices of normality is what grew steadily  in the five decades from 1595 

to 1640. And print culture and its almanac trade were at the center of 

this ð actually, rather revolutionary ð change.  

This p roject is about almanacs and their role in this growth of a 

public for information , primarily among the middling and lower social 

orders.  But it is  important to acknowledge that a rich river of print 

culture  and other communication  of which they were only part was 

engaging English readers and users more each year through this period. 

As Peter Lake and Steven Pincus assert ed,  
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A variety of media ð print, the pulpit, performance, circulating 
manuscript ð was used to address promiscuously 

uncontrollable, socially heterogeneous, in some sense ôpopular õ, 
audiences. Such activity implied the existence of ð indeed, 

notionally at least  called into being  ð an adjudicating public or 
publics able to judge or determine the truth of the matter in 

hand on the basis of the information and argument placed 
before them. 114   

THE EARLY INFORMATION SOCIETY IN STUART ENGLAND  

Robert Darnton wrote of an òearly information society ó in studies of  

prerevolutionary France. 115  Itõs hard to imagine a society in which 

information was not  valued, of course, going all the way back to early 

human societies where social organization  and cooperation ð sharing of 

inform ation ð was required to establish and maintain a community 

surplus of grain or other staples . Social o rganization also provided  

division of labor, hierarchy and  the consequent opportunity for gaining 

advantage through violating social norms of behavior. So  òcheat 

detection ó116   and its communication was required to reinforce norms 

and prevent the gain of unrecoverable power by the cheaters.  For many 

early modern communities, literacy was unnecessary to manage this and 

other social  duties. David Cressy quote d the popular poet  Nicholas 

Breton õs (1545 -1626) observation that òour chief business in the 

country, ó to òplough and harrow, sow and reap é brew and bake ó can be 
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learned òall without book, ó nor is òbookó required for participating in the 

routines of cheat d etection, when òwe be jurymen to hang a thief, or 

speak truth in a man õs right éó117      

The routines of reinforcing norms in the social order are older than 

print, writing, or even speech ð but each of those technologies  has in its 

turn extended the effectiv eness and reach of those routines. Though non -

elites could get along without literacy,  as Breton õs observation indicate d, 

they correspondingly had  little role in the historical record other than 

what those who are  literate said  about them.  They were less likely  than 

Bridenbaugh õs òover-recorded privileged order ó118  to have left personal 

evidence of their works and days.  

The relevance and pertinence of elite  observations to an 

understanding of the everyday lives of illiterate or only modestly 

educated p ersons varie d considerably. When elites le ft  written 

representations of those they consider ed their inferiors, considerable care 

must be taken with the evidence those representations provide.  

Jason Peacey, for instance, report ed on the contempt the upper 

classes had for the almanac audience. William Lilly, certainly the most 

popular almanac -maker of the 1640s, rode his popularity to publish the 

antiroyalist tract Monarchy or no Monarchy  in 1651, two years after the 
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beheading of Charles I. A furious Sir Wil liam Walk er, in response, wrote 

to arch -royalist Sir Edward Hyde that though Lilly was òa person below 

the thoughts of a gentleman or loyal person, yet you know how much his 

pen hath prevailed with the  credulous multitude. ó The awareness , even 

fear,  of a f irmly established non -elite public for almanac makers and 

their information  show ed through the contempt  here. 119  

The history of early modern Britain, an emerging nation -state that 

underwent wrenching changes in economic  and thus social and political  

relations from 1550 -1700 and the even more wrenching rebellion against 

and execution of a monarch, bears significantly on the shape of 

information and its dissemination within the kingdom. Print culture was 

transformed  ð and transformative ð in more than one way, including the 

way almanacs related to the growing public for information.  

Within that increasingly cosmopolitan society, a multileveled 

òinformation society ó was always in formation , stratified by v arious needs 

and various capacities . For many el ites, information included arts that 

gratified them and patterned forms of information that helped them 

achieve, or maintain, a dominant role in society.  

But t he total participants in the information society included all 

social groups, and in their tiers they were largely parallel to the tiers of 
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power in everyday economic lives. In 1550, the early modern English 

social landscape had emerged from medieval social relations, but custom 

still tempered the effects of capitalist practices in the relations betwe en 

landlords and their tenants. Between those two levels, yeomen and 

husbandmen, with some control of their land, prospered because they 

could generate surplus to sell in growing local or regional trade networks. 

The cloth trade, the nation õs principal exp ort activity, spread from towns 

into rural areas on a cottage industry basis. Population growth gradually 

overcame intermittent disease and harvest failures and spurred the 

growth of the economy 1550 -1600 , but growing inequality created a 

broad class of ne arly landless laborers dependent on wages. This 

economic insecurity reduced household formation and fertility so that by 

1640 , population growth had nearly ceased. The political consequences 

of inequality ð again, stemming from increased information about oneõs 

own station in life and  social  justice issues proceeding from that  

understanding  ð caused some, though obviously not all, of the social 

dislocation  that preceded the civil wars.   While entrepreneurs and 

landlords prospered conspicuously, Wrightson su mmarize d that òA 

commonwealth based on households had become one in which a 

substantial segment of the population was no longer able to sustain a 

household without periodic public assistance. ó120  
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For many of the òsmallfolk ó in the rapidly changing lowest sli ce of 

that information society, information was often material accumulated in 

self -defense. It might be the òneck verse ó (often a Bible verse) that, when 

memorized, protected one against casual execution for vagrancy or worse 

when wandering far from the ho me village and familiar bailiffs. The òneck 

verseó was accepted as  evidence of literacy and therefore elevated the 

suspect stranger above the level of vagrancy. In an era when as much as 

a quarter of the population was roaming the roads looking for work an d 

existing any way it  could, traveling strangers needed the protection that 

information could provide. 121  

This  could be the ability to read or stumble through basic 

instructions on home remedies to treat illness of oneself or family 

members. Such information  was available in how -to books about the 

medical practices of the day ð some were even being published in 

English, rather than the Latin favored by the medical practicioners õ guild, 

the College of Physicians. 122  Bridenbaugh observe d that the expense of 

licen sed doctoring meant òmore than half the population had to confine 
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their medication to home physic .ó123  The least expensive access to such 

material, though, was and had been the two -penny almanac.  

Or the protection of information  could be found in the ability to 

puzzle out deed documents ð or know someone who could ð to avoid 

having property casually appropriated by nobles, gentry  or the 

government. This became critical during any of the many òenclosure ó 

disputes of the late sixteenth -early seventeenth centuries. Landlords 

appropriated what had been common land (though admittedly part of 

their ownership) in order to put it to òbetter use. ó124   But as customary 

indenture to land and lord  and the reciprocal obligations that implied  

fractur ed to a  memory, the proliferation of written records meant that 

information  ð for instance, the chart of monarch õs reigns in almanacs 

that helped date wills and deeds ð became the owner õs manual for a 

complete and less entangled life. 125   

Fear of the law õs reach mo derated among non -elites in the 

seventeenth century and was replaced by a comfort with the legal 

system. Derek Hirst observe d:  

Despite the law õs mystification in obscure forms and archaic 
language, acquaintance with the law, and not merely as 
victims, was  widespread . é ordinary villagers were 

sufficiently knowledgeable to use the law skillfully against an 
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assertive state in the 1630s [Charles I] and the 1650s 
[Cromwell õs Protectorate ] alike. 126  

 Increasing comfort with the legal system may have come in part 

with the almanac õs list of the court quarter -sessions, one of the most 

frequent component features in the annual volumes.  

Such  examples bracket ed the lives of an increasing number of 

individua ls. Some felt themselves  to be  in a better class than family 

memory recalled, and found information a key to agency, status and 

advancement. Many o thers found themselves òtumbling  up and down in 

the world ,ó trapped in a vise of scarce employment where by s ome 

calculations wages had fallen so far behind prices that even working 365 

days a year they could not provide for their families. 127  Tenants were 

experiencing a generation -long tendency for landlords to raise rents after 

a century of stagnant rents by cust om. Only yeomen and husbandmen ð 

who had fairly large (in the former case) or at least adequate (in the latter 

case) land to produce a surplus were exempt from chronic hard times. 

For the cottagers and laborers, farther down the scale,  information could 

mean the difference between mere hunger and starvation. 128  

Hence, a public for information  emerged . Publics for information, 

similarly stratified, have existed throughout human history. But this, the 

early modern  English  information public, was the first one i n history that 
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engaged widely with print culture to stabilize and make more accessible 

the plenum of information. The new public represented, one could say, 

the first time that an active information public , collectively seeing  the 

value of literacy , engaged with an industrial -grade, mass -produced 

information product (cheap print, i ncluding especially the almanac)  that 

could match demand with supply.  

This information public, made up of the non -elites  or ordinary 

people  of England in the first half of the sev enteenth century, was 

shaped by the specific events, social practices and ruling policies of the 

era before the civil wars began in earnest in 1641.  When those religious, 

civil ð and class ð disputes rose to the lev el of conflict and monarch and 

Parliament armed against one another, a threshold was reached. But it 

took  forty years and two kings to get there.  

The Jacobean  Interval: James I follows Elizabeth I  

A widespread sigh of relief was given  by many across the related  

(but not united)  kingdoms of England/Wales, Scotland and Ireland when 

Elizabeth I õs long reign ended with her death in l 603 and  James VI of 

Scotland, with his smidge of Tudor ancestry, peacefully succeeded to the 

English throne as  James I .129  He took over a kingdom in which a 

religio us settlement of deliberately loose Protestantism was beginning to 
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fray while  the economy was improving slightly, in fits and starts, but the 

gap between haves and have -nots was widening.   

England õs population growth (from 4.1 million in 1601 to 5.2 

millio n in 1656) meant that mouths to feed consistently exceeded food 

production in the early decades  of the seventeenth century , bringing 

inflation and misery. But the population growth was spotty; plague years 

like 1603 and 1625 wiped out  around twenty  percent  of London õs 

population in each instance .130  The usual paradox of plague ð high 

mortality, followed by a shortage of workers and bidding up of wages ð 

gave the emerging national economy staggered opportunities to recover 

and improve, and òEngland slowly outst ripped much of the rest of 

Europe in its ability to feed and employ a growing population. ó131  The 

last real famine, according to Hirst , was in 1623, and it was restricted to 

only a few counties.  

Still, the persistent gap meant that the everyday economy was 

seldom far from the edge of crisis. Along with the many folk wandering in 

search of work, many were also poor in place. James I õs inherited poor 

law policy  was inexpertly applied by his administ ration .132  The fast -

growing population, paradoxically, was held down also by later marriages 

and fewer children resulting  from the perennially hard economic times.  
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James I  had less luck than Elizabeth I at raising funds to manage 

this difficult patch of Eng lish development . What Derek Hirst call ed the 

last best chance to reform public finances died with Sir Robert  Cecil, a 

counselor inherited from Elizabeth whose grand reform bargain with 

Parliament failed to gain traction two years before his death in 1612.  133  

Hirst suggest ed that the òabsence of an agreed [foreign] enemy allowed 

localism é free rein, ó134  and made Parliament less likely to grant subsidy 

to the king ð that and increasing evidence that James, ever generous to 

his favorites, was not a wise spender of the public õs money .  

Most historians include the financial disarray that peaked in 

Charles I õs reign (1625 -41) as a principal cause of the civil wars . The 

resentments raised by Charles õs frantic attempts to raise money without 

Parliament were  considerab le. C.V. Wedgwood observed  òthe measures 

taken [in the late 1630s] to increase the royal revenues were a principal 

reason for the dwindling respect in which the government was held. ó135  

Public information about James I õs louche habits and unthriftiness 

was l argely oral  and in manuscript newsletters , but information about  

the Protestant cause in the Thirty Years õ War  circulated in print . 

Protestant England saw Frederick, the Elector  Palatine  and erstwhile 

King of Bohemia (now the Czech Republic, more or less) and spouse of 
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Jamesõs popular daughter Elizabeth , second in line to the English 

throne , as a heroic fighter against the looming threat of Catholic Spain 

and the Holy Roman Empire . Regula r ð soon, more or less weekly ð news 

pamphlet s called òcoranto só filled with  continental news appeared on 

London õs streets  in 1621 . Several members of the Stationers õ Company 

saw to translation and printing of foreign news, mostly from Dutch 

language  publi cations .136  

The popularity of the se (more or less) weekly  corantos, 137  early 

versions of news papers , identifie d pent -up demand on the part of those 

who did  not get ot her news on paper. The breakthrough of the corantos 

into the marketplace was an important index  of the salie nce of the 

continental war to ordinary Britons (as they were beginning to think of 

themselves). 138  Because James I did  not interven e actively to aid his 

son -in -law despite considerab le public pressure, the coranto s always had 

the potential  to discomfit the powerful. In 1632 the corantos were 

outlawed  and periodical news went back into the realm of manuscript 

where it would remain until 1641.  

The year  1621 saw the country òslipping into the deepest 

depression of the century, ó139  In the catastr ophic continental war, 
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Jamesõs daughter and son -in -law were defeated and driven  into 

permanent exile. But James still rema ined reluctant to take on Spain, 

and t he domestic religious conflicts were exacerbated by the perceived 

refusal to confront  the Catholic power s. Domestic religious conflicts 

flowed out of a  strong current of dissent and anti -episcopal feeling that 

animated man y of the country õs Protestants, who perceived a top -down 

religious structure that looked, to  them  (radical Protestants  or Puritans) , 

like òpopery.ó140  

When Charles I succeeded his father in 1625 , James I õs assertion 

of divine right power  was redoubled  in the son, who had spent months in 

Spain as a youth, vainly wooing the Infanta Maria An a and experiencing 

the  formal, ceremonial , cosmopolitan  court  of Philip III, which  made his 

father õs seem rude. As king, h e tried to replicate that elegance in his 

own. 141  Appointment of Arminian bishops who seemed to lean toward 

Catholic practices had alienated peop le and Parlia ment, and Charles I õs 

marriage to a French Catholic princess , who brought her own entourage 

of priests and advisors, did not ease public fears that popery was 

insinuating itself at the top  of both political and religious hierarchies in 

England. .  
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In 1629 C harles I  sent Parliament home and thereafter indulged in 

eleven years of òPersonal Rule ó that required a frantic levying of taxes 

and impositions decried by an increasing number of his subjects as 

illegal. Charles had not inherited a well -run kingdom from his father, but 

his own poor administrative skills and reliance on favorites made it no 

better. When he finally moved to call  a new Parliament in 1640, in order 

to get the revenue he desperately needed  to deal with the rebellious 

Scots , the voters returned  a body that was ready to resist.  

 Charles I õs rule foundered on questions of finance , faith  and 

authority. His various tax and assessment schemes had roiled the gentry 

of the countryside, many of whom got their information from 

subscription manuscript newsletters often re -circulated among 

themselves. 142  Charles defended and promoted an Archbishop of 

Canterbury , William Laud , an Arminian , seen by the growing 

Calvinist/P uritan strand in the English church as leaning toward 

Catholic sensibilities. Many pamphlets  on religious topics  flew like òpaper 

bullets ó and writers and publishers were sentenced to public shame an d 

physical mutilation if not worse ð creating a group of  popular civic  

martyrs  as in the case of Henry Burton, John Bastwick and William 
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Prynne .143  

 After  Charles I  was forced to call the  new Parliament in 1640, t he 

return of the legislators found the commun ication gap with the crown as 

wide r than  ever, and soon the lower house and the court were involved in 

vigorous combat ð in print , a òwar of words ó described by Michael 

Mendel . Parliament was still uneasy with making its own workings 

public. As Joad Raymon d argue d, the 1641 decision and vote of the 

House of Commons to pass what it  called the òGrand Remonstrance ó ð a 

bill of particulars against the king  that  amounted to an indictment ð was 

difficult  enough. T he later vote on whether or not to print and publi cly 

distribute  this statement against the king was even harder for the 

leadership to win. 144  Parliament was no more used to the transparency 

that came with widespread print dissemination of its doings than was 

Charles I.  

Print in Politics, Elizabeth I to Charles I  

Print culture grew along with the active public. The general 

historians of the period have var ied in their labeling of the new, active 

non -elite populace. Barry Coward argue d that òpublic sphere ó is too 

linked to the eighteenth -nineteenth century  bourgeois era of which 

Jurgen Habermas wrote, and cho se òpublic opinion. ó Hirst prefer red  to 
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include the civic newcomers in the broader òpolitical nation. ó Others like 

Zaret, Pincus and (marginally) Lake (as noted in an earlier chapter) 

asserted  that òpub lic sphere ó has analytic power that helps historians 

understand this unusual convergence.  

Whatever one chooses to call this public, print had a  crucial  role in 

its growth. During the 1595  to 1640 period being analyzed here, 

disputatious pamphlets were rife . Some were printed legitimately and 

licensed; others were not. The famed òMartin Marprelate ó pamphlets that 

rattled the Elizabethan religious authorities in the late 1580s were 

clandestinely printed and the subject of much official searching and 

seizing, but the authors remain in dispute  to this day . The series of 

pamphlets attacked the hierarchical Church of England structure, with 

its rooms full of bishops and ceremonial adornments, from the 

perspective of Presbyterians who sought a plainer, more indepen dent  

organization that emphasized preaching, consistent with Calvinist 

doctrine. 145   

Print culture also swelled the consumption of less controversial 

material. Ballads, how -to instructional books, pamphlets recounting 

politics or travels overseas, romances a nd òpleasant histories, ó popular 

medical books (another òhow -toó) and even cheap playbooks were in 

considerable circulation. But, as Joad Raymond summarize d, forty  to 
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fifty  percent of the print products before the civil war s were religious ð 

prayer books, psalters and sermons, a great many sermons. Total 

publications per year  flirted with the number 500 as early as 1610 

(about doubling the output of 1570) and were almost never fewer than 

500 after 1620 (there was a large hicc up in 1626). After 1640, for 

reasons obvious (war) and not so obvious (comparatively little 

censorship), the numbers shot to over 4,000 per year. 146  

Not all these books and pamphlets were cheap, of course. But 

cheap print, Anna Bayman assert ed, was not restr icted to those low of 

income. òthere was no sharp division between popular and elite culture 

in this [seventeenth -century] era. This is nowhere more obvious than in 

popular print culture, which was in large part produced, and rapaciously 

consumed, by the e lite.ó147    

Annual almanacs continued throughout this period to be the most 

numerous single print product ; by the typical estimate 300,000 or more 

copies were sent to booksellers in cities and towns every November, 

providing a tight package of fact and predi ction for the coming year. 

Through out  James I õs later years a dozen or more different name -brand 

almanacs were printed every year.  

Nearly all this printing (barring pirate d editions) was produced by 
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the Worshipful Company of Stationers, since 1557 incorpor ated as the 

exclusive g u ild for printing , publishing and selling books,  and happy 

proprietors of many monopolies over  the printing of various genres in the 

book trade. Their path through the difficult years of the first two Stuart 

kings was cushioned by th eir lucrative monopoly on the high -volume, 

low -cost annual almanac.   

 THE STATIONERS AND THEIR ALMANACS  

The Stationers, though governed by a c ourt of officers, pivoted on 

the fifteen to twenty -five òmaster printers ó for whom the rest worked. 

Master printers owned presses and operated print  shops  ð the term 

òmaster ó was no guarantee of skill, but certainly of economic power in 

the guild. The masters and the Court focused intently on efficient 

business practices and increasing guild and individual reve nue.   

The Station ersõ Company, one of the emerging capitalist formations 

among London õs many guilds, ma intain ed ð and sometimes fumbled ð a 

delicate relationship with the crown, Privy Co uncil and religious 

authorities. The relationship  highlight ed the sin gular nature of print, the 

dangers that authorities saw in it and the accommodations made by  both 

sides. The Company õs register of approved publications kept by a 

succession of clerks  showed  careful manage ment of the self -censorship 

that was the price the company paid for its exclusive hold on printing in 

London, and therefore virtually throughout the realm . Most entries 

identifi ed not only printer and title but also the licenser (usually a cleric ) 
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who gave print publications  the imprimatur  (òit is to be printed ó). The 

records of the Court of the Stationers õ Company ð their executive 

decisions ð showed  an equal solicitude for protecting  and nurturing  the 

profitable English Stock company formed within the guild that was 

designed to maximize prof its on profitable monopolies including the 

almanacs. 148  

 Cyprian Blagden õs 1960 narrative account based on the Stationers õ 

records  made it plain  that stationers, both on the printing and the 

bookselling side,  kept car eful track of sales and returns. The Stat ionersõ 

almanacs were a diverse line with different component features to attract 

an optimally wide customer base. Therefore, i t defies common sense that 

the guild leadership did  not carefully consider what features remained 

popular, what had fallen out of favor as evidenced by slacking sales, and 

what innovations might restore popularity to tattered brands.  On 

October 8,  1611, the Court of the Stationers õ Company appointed a 

committee of veteran printers to oversee an improvement in the quality 

and workmanship ð including paper quality ð of printed almanacs, which 

they were to see was òbetter done, ó incident to raising the price per copy 

in future. 149  This evidence of the importanc e of almanac business to the 

Company  stands out even more when set against Ian Gadd õs more 
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general observation: òIndeed, it seems that  [in all printing endeavors]  the 

Company did not generally concern itself with the quality of 

workmanship. ó150  

The Stationer sõ Company was, in the early decades of the 

seventeenth century, a full -fledged and emerging -capitalist corporation 

operating in the early modern milieu of similar trad e groups, the London 

guilds or livery companies. The way  the Company printers and 

bookse llers (on the face of it, natural economic antagonists in the 

òcircuit ó from creators to users and return 151 ) managed their role in the 

Cityõs volatile  economy influenced  their behavior in the matter of their 

meal ticket, the annual almanacs . 

 The Worshipful Company of Stationers, who did business as 

òstationers ó preparing and selling manuscripts from before the arrival  of 

printing in England, was chartered  under that name  by Mary  I and Philip 

II in 1557, during the brief and turbulent Catholic interregnum before  

Elizabeth I put England on a more or less steady Protestant course. The 

charter gave the Company  qualified sole right to printing throughout the 

country, which was in practice confined to the City of London ð if it  could 

enforce it. 152  Tha t  bargain included the Stationers õ right to inspect 
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printing establishments and sometimes shipments from overseas ð not 

only for illegal printing of popular books òregistered ó by other Stationers õ 

members , but also (on behalf of Crown and Church) to ferret  out 

sedition. A chilling matter -of-fact entry in the Stationers õ Court Book  for 

December  6, 1596 recounts the disciplining of òEdward Venge and his 

complices ó for illicit printing of, among other items, almanacs (at this 

time a òpatent ó or monopoly of the  printers  and guild members  Richard 

Watkins and James Roberts). Invoking specific Star Chamber rulings 

against this òdisorderly printing, ó the Court ruled that Venge õs press and 

type be òsawed in peece(s) melted and defaced and made unserviceable 

for prynt inge.ó153  

Along with their police powers , the Stationers could flourish the 

legend òcum privilegio regali ad imprimendum solum .ó (by royal privilege to 

be the only printers)  on the title page s of their products 154  The Crown õs 

purpose  in extending these privileges  was to enlist the printers and 

publishers in the task of suppressing political discussion that the 

authorities deemed  dangerous. The Register often ð but by no means 

always ð identified the authorit ies who had signed off on t he book or 

pamphlet being registered  prior to publication . This authorizing process 

generally consisted of two steps, one internal to the Company, and one 
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external.  The external authorizing process was pre -publication licensing, 

the early modern version o f censorship. Most often the licencers for the 

press  were designees of the Bishop  of London , a power derived from the 

Star Chamber decree of 1586 intended to clamp down on printed 

materials with content that the church and the state found dangerous . 

Only wi th their authority would the book or pamphlet  (in theory)  be 

printed.  The other part of this process was one that was internal to the 

Company and was intended to protect the economic interests of 

Stationers rather than address concerns of church and state.   The was 

entrance into the Company õs Register which like the system of òprivilege ó 

in the Paris guild of printers and publishers, 155  served as a form of 

copyright before such laws were established.  This process was 

supervised by the Wardens of the Company.   Some items were registered 

as place -holders to keep others from pirating them; some of the 

registered items do not appear to have been printed. 156  The Stationers õ 

register  gives us glimpses into early seventeenth century attempts to 

control the contents of  printed matter as well as attempts of the trade 

guild to protect its craft and its members.  

 The Stationers, in the teeming business culture of London, 

were by no means included among the most powerful livery companies, 
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as Ian Gadd  made clear. They ranked in the bottom third of the livery 

companies, based on their position in ceremonial parade order. 157  Their 

collaboration with the ruling authorities throughout their early history 

was no doubt intended to raise their profile and their pote ncy in The 

City.  And it made them just like the rest of the livery companies , and 

guilds all over urban England, in Keith Wrightson õs summary:  

The guild system was in essence a system of control. Its 

basic purpose was to regulate competition within limite d 
local markets in a manner which would ensure the livelihood 
of guild members. This was attempted in the first instance 

by controlling entry to the trade. Rules were laid down 
restricting the number of apprentices permitted, the fees to 

be charged for tak ing them, and the length of time they must 
serveé.. Secondly, the conduct of masters [the top echelon 

of the guild] was regulated. éThirdly, attempts were made to 
control labour and labour relationships. ...it involved the 
setting of wages and conditions o f labour and the placing of 

restrictions upon labour mobility. 158   

The Stationers  may be contrasted  in their parvenu  status  among 

London õs guilds  with the printers and booksellers of Paris, who early 

gained high status among the city õs and the nation õs guild s. David 

Pottinger note d that in 1563 ( less than a decade after  the Stationers õ 

Company of London  were getting their first royal charter from Philip  II  

and Mary) the Paris booksellers were among the top half -dozen of the 

cityõs guilds and had an ex officio  member in rotation on the Court of 

Commerce set up by Charles IX to settle commercial disputes in the city, 
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giving them òan assured position among the guilds. ó159   

 The English Stationers were perhaps a little institutionally 

insecure, hungry for status and  money, and as H. S. Bennett observed  

long ago  òthey were on the qui vive  to exploit every turn of the national 

fortunes éó160  A culture that was both conservative and acquisitive 

emerged within the Stationers, and specifically in the top -tier òCourt ó 

hierarc hy of Masters, Wardens and Assistants. The power placed in the 

sometimes errant or corrupt hands of treasurers and beadles tended to 

benefit the organization õs more powerful members .161  Historians have 

disagree d, however, on the degree of cooperation or resi stance that 

Stationers offered to the authorities õ censorship regime  ð and on how 

consistently rigorous the authorities were in applying the regime to  

authors, printers and booksellers . At moments of particular political 

tension or crisis, where it was con sidered print might have an 

inflammatory role, the state cracked down on print publication with all 

the tools at its disposal, including the expectation that the Stationers õ 

Company would also police the content of print.  At other more politically 

calm mo ments, this duty was ignored.  

The rigor of censorship  is particularly relevant because  according 

to many accounts  the earlier almanacs  (c. 1540 -1570) were thought 
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dangerous  by those in power because  of their prognostications of the 

social and political fut ure.  òThe sixteenth century, ó Capp reported, 

òwitnessed the gradual suppression of dangerous political material in 

alomanacs through a combination of censorship, licensing and the self -

restraint of timid compilers. ó 162  Were the almanacs de -fanged by the 

booksellers and printers? The award of lucrative patents provided an 

incentive for self -censorship  on the part of the Company as well as 

individual producers . The compilers (authors) of the almanacs clearly 

had strong views, especially in religious areas. As Capp point ed out, 

almanacs had to read the currents of political change in England with 

care when conflicts became hot. 163  

William Parron, an Italian astrologer who worked for Henry VII, 

was circumspect in his predictions about the future fates of most 

European regimes and òreserved his prophecies of disaster for the remote 

and infidel Ottoman Empire. ó However, the most common English 

almanacs of the first half of the sixteenth  century were translations of 

those produced by  the Laet family, Flemish astrologers whose 

prognostications included hints of misfortune for the mighty ð one of 

their prophecies apparently was taken to have successfully predicted the 

downfall of Cardinal Wolsey in Henry VIII õs reign. The second half of  the 
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sixteenth century, however, was dominated by native astrologers òaware 

of their precarious legal status ó and òpolitical speculation diminished 

considerably. ó164  

Richard Buckminster, for example, compiled almanacs for most of 

Elizabeth õs reign  (1567 -1599 ). In his 1568 almanac, printed by òJohn 

Kyngston for Garet Dewes, ó he made distinct  social and political 

predictions, foreseeing  discord among the powerful and the possible 

deaths of important men (no names or other identifying characteristics 

provided , as was standard ). There was also the unexceptional contention 

that òmuch poore folk are like to be oppressed by the riche and 

wealthy .ó165  Three years later Buckminster was being printed by Richard 

Watkins, who that  same year partner ed with fellow Stationer James 

Roberts to gain the first almanac privilege granted by the crown. Under 

Watki nsõs management, Buckminster õs more risky  social and political  

predictions vanished by 1571.  Buckminster took care to point out in his 

front -of-the -book message to the ògentl e readeró that he was providing 

òfor thy behoof and profit, ó medical and husbandry advice, òbut be not 

curious to seke in these work es those thyng es which neither pleasure 

nor profit e thee.ó Quoting Seneca, he continu ed that òit shall not hurt 

thee to passe over those things it is not lawful for thee to know, or 
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knowyng them, shal not profit thee. ó He finished òI could have combred 

thee with many mo re matters, but because they are nothyng profitable 

for thee, I cease f rom troubling thee. ó 166  A better washing of hands in 

public is hard to imagine. Buckminster was announcing that he was 

getting out of his former business of social  and political prognostications  

(as weak tea as they may have been ). When such a monopoly was 

granted  by authorities , there was usually a political quid pro quo.   

  The 1557 award of the charter to the Stationers  was confirmed a 

few years after the death of  Mary  I by her  successor, her half -sister 

Elizabeth I.  Ian Gadd said  the charter òhad immense totemic power ó for 

the Company, but note d the downside of chartered incorporation:  òWhilst 

incorporation articulated an absolute rhetoric of unity, stability and 

perpetuation, a company õs incorporated status made it vulnerable to 

litigation, lobbying, institutional poverty, devolutionary desires of groups 

within it or the whims of monarchs in a way that a less definable group 

of tradesmen was not. ó 167  

When in 1603 James I confirmed the Stationers õ chartered status 

once again ð and a warded the  Company the  exclusive privilege for 

printing almanacs and other best -sellers that became the basis for the 

separately chartered English Stock  company within the guild  ð political 

                                                             
166 .ǳŎƪƳƛƴǎǘŜǊ мртмΣ ώ{¢/н пннΦрϐ ǎƛƎΦ !ƛƛ Ǿ ŀƴŘ ǾнΣ 99.hΣ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ н ϧ оΣ ώ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ Lƭƭƛƴƻƛǎ ¦ǊōŀƳŀπ
/ƘŀƳǇŀƛƎƴϐΣ ƘǘǘǇΥκκƎŀǘŜǿŀȅΦǇǊƻǉǳŜǎǘΦŎƻƳκƻǇŜƴǳǊƭΚŎǘȄψǾŜǊҐ½офΦууπ
нллоϧǊŜǎψƛŘҐȄǊƛΥŜŜōƻϧǊŦǘψƛŘҐȄǊƛΥŜŜōƻΥƛƳŀƎŜΥмтссумΥн Φ 
167 DŀŘŘΣ άΨ.ŜƛƴƎ [ƛƪŜ ŀ CƛŜƭŘΩΣέ пнΣ слΦ 

http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88-2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:image:176681:2
http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88-2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:image:176681:2


мнн 
 

prognostication  in almanacs  was at a low ebb. òBy the early sevent eenth 

century, ó Capp sa id, òmany almanac -makers were omitting political 

speculations altogether, from principle as well as prudence. ó The 

principled aspect stemmed from a continuing dispute within the 

astrological trade itself over òjudicial astrology, ó th at portion of 

astronomical calculations that might provide specific predictions about 

future events and specific persons rather than (more safely) 

characterizing future periods, places and classes of society as more or 

less favored, more or less at hazard,  because of major perturbations in 

the heavens. 168  

Many of the astrologers overtly said that judicial astrology did  not 

comport with religious tenets. For them, òthe stars rule man, but God 

rules the stars ó and no explicit prediction gained through òcasting a 

figureó (calculating the effects of the stars) could be accurate because the  

divine will could override it. 169  Clearly , this was also a good hedge against 

being wrong, and it was repeated faithfully by compilers through the next 

century.  

Not until the beginning of hostilities in 1642  and the essential 

collapse of censorship did politics re -intrude in a major way in the 

almanacs. Those compiled by John Booker, William Lilly and George 

                                                             
168 /ŀǇǇΣ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΣ мсΣ мулπунΤ !ƭƭŜƴΣ {ǘŀǊπ/ǊƻǎǎŜŘ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜΣ ŜǎǇΦ ŎƘΦ м ŀƴŘ млрπммнΦ 
169 /ŀǇǇΣ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΣ мосΦ 



мно 
 

Wharton, all distinctly partisan astrologers , predicted victory for th eir 

chosen side.  Lilly and Booker were pro -Parliament; Wharton a member of 

Charles I õs wartime circle.  

An Aid to Everyday Life  

In that 1603 -1641 period  under Stationers õ Company 

management , most almanacs settled into a routine of providing 

serviceable advi ce on everyday matters, framed in a document that laid 

out the year to come, in its sameness and difference s.  The potential 

stimulus of social and political change as suggested in predictions of 

future strife took a back seat to the everyday requirements of ordinary, 

non -elite life ð farming, health, staying solvent or getting ahead. Instead 

of, or in addition to , prediction, many almanacs provided retrospect, in 

the form of a one-page timeline  of historical events dating from the 

Creation but noting compa ratively recent episodes like the Gunpowder 

Plot of 1605,  a Catholic conspiracy that aimed to kill James I and 

decimate his Parliament in a large explosion. For the largely anti -Catholic 

common folk that was a sure -fire reminder of a persistent danger to t he 

realm. 170   

What ma de the almanacs õ plenum of information ð and the public 

for which it was issued ð a force for change had in part to do with the 

corporate management by the Stationers õ Company õs leadership of the 
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entire almanac trade.  The persistent self -dealing and collaboration with 

power that characterized the Stationer sõ leadership began with the initial 

1557 charter . By the time of James I õs accession,  a long -term ascendency 

of the booksellers over the printers in the leadership of  the Company was 

well developed .  The 1603 privilege was awarded to the Company , rather 

than individual printers, for many popular  and profitable  products 

including almanacs. In that same year, 1603, came the Stationers õ 

incorporation of the English Stock,  the joint stock company 

encompassing almanacs, textbooks and some religious book genres that 

were the core privileges  and lucrative heart  of the 1603 royal patent. 171  

The creation of this stock company and its resolute dedication to a 

long -term profits cush ion for the Company was to be a stabilizing factor 

in the guild õs long and mostly successful run through the se venteenth 

and ensuing centuries (the Company still exists today). 172  Managing the 

public õs access to these ubiquitous, utilitarian products for the  conduct 

of religious, educational and practical living also made the Stationers, in 

effect, a choke point for the publicness  of mass information in Stuart 

England.  

Cheap Print, but Who õs the Winner?  

Through the critical years of this  period, c. 1615 -1640, the almost 

                                                             
171 .ƭŀƎŘŜƴΣ {ǘŀǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΩΣ трπтсΤ DŀŘŘΣ άΨ.ŜƛƴƎ [ƛƪŜ ŀ CƛŜƭŘΩΣέ млмπлтΦ 
172 .ƭŀƎŘŜƴΣ {ǘŀǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΩΤ [ŀƳōŜǊǘΣ άtǊƛƴǘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘέ ƛƴ aȅŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ IŀǊǊƛǎΣ !ǎǇŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ tǊƛƴǘƛƴƎΣ 

мπнфΦ 

  



мнр 
 

inevitable struggle between printers ð who wanted the best price for their 

product ð and the booksellers ð  who wanted low wholesale  prices  and  

therefore  high er retail margins  ð went the booksellers õ way. More and 

more, they took over  the òpublisher ó role that organically emerged as the 

book trade grew and management of titles, genres and relations with 

authority grew with it. The booksellers and publishers also accumulated 

power within the Company  at the expense of the printers and th eir fellow 

artisans, the compositors and bookbinders. This trend was not unique to 

the Stationers õ Company,  as Bridenbaugh pointed out: òat the opening of 

the seventeenth century. é the guilds were splitting into producers and 

purveyors, and the latter wer e gaining almost complete control of the 

industries. ó173  And as the booksellers triumphed (a trend visible as early 

as 1582, Blagden sa id ) printers were more and more at their mercy ð an 

imbalance that ended only with the collapse of the censorship regime in  

the early 1640s, when the printers flourished with new untrammeled 

business and were as strong as they had been for a century. 174  Part of 

the censorship regime depended on the Company õs limiting the number 

of master printers who could operate print shops.  At the end of the 

sixteenth century this number was fixed at twenty and the collapse of 

civil and religious administration in 16 41 allowed anyone trained in the 

craft ñand even some untrained ñto set up printing operations of their 
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own.  

 This internal battle didn õt remain internal. In some hot religious 

publishing disputes of the early seventeenth  century, disgruntled 

authors like Ge orge Wither lambasted the booksellers õ dominance in the 

Stationers õ Company :  

òé the Bookeseller hath not only made the Printer, the Binder, and 

the Claspmaker a slave to him: but hath brought Authors, yea the 

whole Commonwealth, and all the liberall Scien ces into bondage. 

For he makes all professors of Art, labour for his profit é and in 

such fashion, and at those rates, which please himselfe. ó 175  

 Wither,  who was not an almanac compiler,  had managed to secure 

a royal patent requiring that his versions of ps alms be included in all 

psalters. On this point he  carried on a long feud with Stationers õ 

leadership. Michelle O õCallagh an in her Oxford Dictionary of National 

Biography  article on Wither  note d that òThe monopoly on the English 

psalter was held by senior members of the company. ó Wither, up against 

the financial interests of the Company õs most powerful members, 

outlined his grievances in  1624 in  A Schollerõs Purgatory .176 . A poet and 

sometime satirist, he oscillated in his life between being favored by the 

very great ð Charles I and (apparently) Charles õs sister  Elizabeth,  the 

erstwhile Queen of Bohemia, as well as Cromwell during the protectorate 
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ð and alienating his benefactors through incautious publication, often 

landing in prison.  But he had a voice at the time he needed it and 

needled the Stationers mercilessly. 177   

Wither lived a  long and varied  life that  extend ed into the 

Restoration, publishing copiously;  but his battle with the Company in 

the 1620s illuminated  specifically  the increasing dominance of 

booksellers  and the overall profit motive  in the Stationers õ equation late 

in James I õs reign and  early in  Charles I õs.  It reinforces  the likelihood 

that those who had their fingers on sales figures also made the call on 

which almanacs to print, how to ad apt them to public taste  and how to 

keep them cheap . 

 The effect of the guild õs tacit control somewhat belie d H.S. 

Bennett õs observation that òNo man could well complain in Elizabethan 

England that knowledge was hidden from him. Once he had learned to 

read, the way was open .ó  Given the degree of control and collaboration 

in the trade, Bennett õs romance of univer sal access seems more a mythic 

gesture than a sound claim.  John Calvin had asserted that astrology was 

a design for disclosing knowledge that God did not want man to have. 178  

Between the authorities, the Stationers õ complaisant self -censorship and 

the bookse llersõ protection of their best -sellers against interlopers, 
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Calvin õs religious injunction  had plenty of help from the earthly sphere.  

 By 1587, when the Stationers were trying to manage the perpetual 

volatility of their business and (when pressed) treat t heir less fortunate 

brothers rightly, the Court  of the Company  decreed that òstanding 

formesó were to be discouraged. This meant that pages of set type should 

not be left intact (in order to quickly print more copies of an edition 

should it prove popular) but should be disassembled so as to maintain a 

level of work (and a supply of always -scarce type) for the compositors. 

The exceptions were telling: the òdouble impressions ó that were permitted 

(therefore letting the formes stand for at least a while) were the staple 

moneymakers, the grammars and òaccidenceó (schoolbooks) ð and , 

interestingly, the almanacs. 179  It is not likely a coincidence that these 

were the linchpins of the 1603 patent and of the  establishment and 

profit -taking of the  English Stock.  

Even th e restrictions on standing formes for other, non -excluded 

print jobs could go by the board depending on the era being examined . 

D.F. McKenzie observe d:   

éthe loss of much ephemera of the 16 th  and 17 th  centuries 
(almanacks, school texts, and many other books required in 
multiple editions by the several Stocks of the Stationers õ Company) 

has perhaps made us unmindful of the volume of such work. é 
the major evidence of large editions, far in excess presuma bly of 

the limits set, is the complaints from journeymen.  The Company 
regulations of 1587, designed for the benefit of the journeymen, 

sought to provide further work by restricting the use of standing 
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formes and by limiting impressions to 1500 copies of s ome books 
and 3000 of others [ here he cites Greg , Companion to Arber , 43]. 

These were of course Company regulations enforced, if at all, by 
those least likely to gain from them. The workmen are further 

complaining in 1614, and in 1635 an organized protest is made 
about the extraodinary number of books printed at one impression 

and the abuse of standing formes. The alleviation of the 
journeymen õs distress may have been procured by the restriction of 
standing formes to the Psalter, Grammar and Accidence, 

Alma nacks and Prognostications, but one doubts it. 180  

 Bernard Capp was more straightforward  about it: despite the 

English Stock õs avowed purpose to make more work for the less -

fortunate printers and apprentices in the trade, much type for the biggest 

meal ticke t, the almanacs, was left standing, sometimes for more than a 

year, and doubtless used for more than on e edition of the lucrative 

publications .181  The English Short Title Catalog õs bibliographers caught 

Elizabeth Allde (widow of Edward Allde, a longtime alma nac printer)  for 

example,  using the same  type and forms for the  front -of-the -book 

calendar pages for three different almanacs she printed in 1631. 182  

Ian Gadd note d the steady erosion of equality in the Company 

under the financial pull  of the English Stock. More and more, in the late 

1620s, the yeomen , ordinary journeyman printers , supposed to be 

represented on the Stock õs board were replaced by liverymen (well -off 

senior stationers ). And , he add ed, printer George Wood, a member, in 

1621 òalleged that the English Stock was in the hands of ômen of other 
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trades, brought in by tricks õ and that ôproctors, cheesemongers, keepers 

of bowling -alliesõ and the like é ôso they be moneyed men õ joined the 

company ôby favour or purchase. õ ó183   

The prin ters had their own agenda. Since their petition for a 

charter in 1557, t he Stationers õ leadership  had periodically (in 1586, 

1615 and 1637) gone back to the crown  asking to have the total number 

of printers, print houses or presses ð or all three ð kept lo w by law to 

enrich those already in the business and cut out the up -and -coming 

journeymen and newly freed apprentices clamoring for paid work. Too 

many printers would mean a decline in the price of printing as desperate 

journeymen outbid the guild õs establ ished senior members. 184  It would 

also defeat the interests of the crown in limiting capacity for producing 

printed materials. Within the Company, though, the booksellers and 

publishers had the opposite goal ð lower the price of printing to improve 

their mar gin and keep their products competitive. The fact that prices for 

books, pamphlets and other printed products had stayed low (as Tessa 

Wattõs research determined) 185  well into the seventeenth century 

indicates that the booksellers and publishers were either selling the 

product at or below cost, or that they were winning the internal battle to 

keep the price of printing low.  
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The plain fact is that the English Stock was a genuine meal ticket, 

and the haves increasingly were not  willing to share the bounty with the 

have-nots  as time went on . Ironically, their  request for the monopoly on 

popular products like the almanac, and their sanctioned creation of the 

English Stock to multiply the revenue from that monopoly, was made to 

authorities on the grounds that the poor members of the Company  

needed charity and wo rk.  But the eventual effect instead was to further 

disempower them.   

The large runs of almanacs and other lucrative titles like the 

psalters and the grammar or òaccidence,ó as noted by McKenzie above, 

were almost certainly enriching  the Stationers õ leaders hip at the cost of 

violating the prohibition agains t, for instance, òstanding form s.ó Only the 

ongoing  power struggle between printers and booksellers, one can guess, 

would have tempered the senior printers õ attempts to reduce the number 

of print shops and  keep the cost of printing high. The booksellers, after 

all, wanted the cost of printing low.  The journeymen and apprentices 

were least well treated, and McKenzie õs account  of their frequent protests 

illustrate d the continuing inequality in the guild.  

In 1 643, civil conflict was under way, the royal censorship regime 

had collapsed and Parliament was only inconsistently monitoring the 

printers õ output. The Stationers had no official backup for their supposed 

role as enforcers of official censorship  ð nor for  their right to their 
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registered claims, or rudimentary copyright . Facing loss of much of their 

control of the trade because of the collapse of the royal government and 

thus regulatory authority  and proliferating piracy of printed works , the 

Stationers mad e a òHumble Remonstrance ó to Parliament for relief. They 

argued that a healthy printing industry was òa necessary part of the 

cultural hegemony of the state. ó Not only printing, the Company 

continued, but òwell ordered ó printing must be assured. The Statio ners 

handed Gadd his dissertation title with the statement that printing was 

unhealthily bloated, òBeing like a field o õerpestered with too much 

stock. ó186  

 In this appeal they invoked what is now call ed generically òthe 

tragedy of the commons, ó the notion that a resource had to be controlled 

and meted out by some authority because if left open for exploitation by 

all, it would suffer the fate of a òcommons, ó or public grazing area, 

stripped bare by the c attle of every resident. A standard capitalist 

argument for ownership of property as versus the open, public quality of 

a commonwealth available to all members of society was invoked on 

behalf of the most powerful stratum of the Stationers õ Company. 187  The 

metaphor was echoed, not surprisingly, by the Merchant Adventurer õs 

Company, monopolists of the lucrative Netherlands trade, who pushed 
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back against an attempt to ease access to joining the company with òto 

ad more persons to bee marchants adventurers  is to put more sheep into 

one and the same pasture which is to serve them all. ó188  

 In the previous century, increased appropriation of open, 

presumably òcommon ó fields and lands had brought rebellious words 

and actions from common people who were generally  the victims . The 

commons were in fact the property of noble or gentry landlords who from 

1550 increasingly reclaimed with òenclosure ó what traditionally had been 

open to the use of all in the village or manor area. The incentive was 

increasing pasturage f or raising more profitable sheep as England õs cloth 

trade took off. Invocation of the spirit of ownership had increasing power . 

As the carnage and lapse in lawful behavior  of the civil wars began, the 

nascent industrial capitalists of The City prioritized property  over the 

òcommonwealth ó tradition  of reciprocal obligation between the propertied 

and landless classes , and the Stationers defended their right to òcopy,ó or 

intellectual property, the early version of copyright represented by an 

entry in the Register.  In the Stationers õ deliberations and decisions, 

however, there  is very little evidence that any kind of civil conflict is going 

on. Nevertheless,  the disruption of well -established distribution networks 

in towns and cities outside London, in a co untryside now roiled by 

combat , had to be affecting cheap -print aspects of the business like the 
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almanac trade . Despite their self -serving òHumble R emonstrance ó (which 

went nowhere  with the legislators ), the Stationers had  to  ride out the civil 

war s era wi thout  the express help of Parliament , attempting to take on 

the role of  licensing authority. 189  Parliament had other concerns, such as 

war.  

This broad -strokes look at  the Company õs essential traits, 

development and practices glosses over the variant episodes  in the life of 

the guild, such as the rowdy behavior of Eliz abethan printers like John 

Wolf , who was disciplined numerous times  for piracy (printing others 

work and selling it)  and whose unrepentant push -back against the Court 

eventually led to his taking a leadership role himself. 190  In the almanac 

trade, however, the practical problem the Company  faced was balancing 

its  inner impulse for  efficiency and cost -cutting against the n eed to grow 

a customer base in a cheap -print information public with widely different 

tastes and needs in both factual, calendrical material and the quasi -

fiction of astrological prediction. A compromise extending the model 

developed by the almanacs õ pione er monopolists, Richard Watkins and 

James Roberts, was its  choice.  

A Plenum of Almanacs ð the Stationers õ Solution  

Why so many brands of almanacs? Almanac users were diverse in 
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terms of  urban versus rural living, artisan versus agricultural vocation, a 

graded spectrum of religious practices and intensities and a still -

parochial consciousness of locality rather than nationality. And, as Anna 

Bayman  and others have said, popular and elite culture had not at this 

time begun to  diverge , so almanacs as a genre aim ed to  appeal to elite 

and non -elite alike. 191  

To come up with offerings that would sell among this varied public 

for information, the Company appropriated the already -extant stable of 

name -branded almanacs established by the decades -old patent exercised 

by Richard Watkins and James Roberts that it  took over in 1603 . 

Watkins õ and Roberts õs strategy had proved successful . The Queen õs 

Printer, Christopher Barker, wrote a report to the crown in 1582 in 

which his Company colleagues did not come off well. Most of the patents 

(monopolies) enjoyed by individua l members, he said, were stifling the 

trade and beggaring the journeymen printers who could use the 

opportunities that would open up if privilege were abolished. Barker, who 

did rather well by his own exclusive privilege for printing the Bible and 

prayerbo oks, suggested that many of those privileges  held by colleagues 

would make more money for the trade if openly competitive. Marjorie 

Plant observed òthere was only one patent which he [Barker] admitted to 

be profitable to its holder. That was the one held b y Richard Watkins for 
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almanacks and prognostications, ôa pretty commoditie toward an honest 

mans lyving. õ ó 192  

The controlled number of different almanacs, which had narrowed 

to a half -dozen or so during the era of Watkins and Robert õs monopoly, 

was judicio usly expanded by the Company õs English Stock  to  a dozen in 

the early years after James I õs 1603 patent was awarded , and then  to 

nearly twenty  in the 1620s and ô30s. This allowed the guild to experiment 

wi th different variations ð some blanks and some sorts , some heavy on 

prognostication in the back of the book and others full of service features 

in the front of the book. These formats could be tested by sales without 

putting large amounts of capital at risk with  just one almanac  that had  a 

huge print run . Even when the university printers at Cambridge 

managed in 1623 to wangle a limited patent for almanacs from friendly 

members of the Privy Council  and get a piece of the monopoly , the 

number and range of Stationers õ almanacs and their component features 

main tained stability, and the choices for consumers remained broad. 193   

The Stationers took over a business in which different almanac 

brands were already engaging the public as a group.  Almanacs by John 

Dade, Walter Gray, Edward Gresham, Henry Hill, Thomas Johnson, 

William Mathew, Jeffrey Neve ( from  1604), Edward Pond, Robert Watson 
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and William Woodhouse were published both before and after the 1603 -

1604 transition. 194  They constituted the going market for popular 

almanacs and a fair guess would be that the St ationers were careful not 

to rock the boat during their transition to monopoly operation until a 

clear message from the customer base helped them decide which to 

continue, which to discontinue and what new brands might be tried. In 

fact , some of the almana c lines mentioned above were apparently 

discontinued not long after the 1603 -1604 transition ð whether by the 

compilers õ decision (or death) or by the Stationers õ leadership will 

probably remai n unclear. Gray, for instance, wa s last sighted in 1605, as 

was Watson; Gresham in 1607. Copies of Thomas Johnson õs almanac 

only survive from 1602 and 1604. It is important, particularly with 

almanacs printed before 1600 , to remember that this is  a canon of 

survivors . Almanacs, once they were  covered by patent  after 1571 , were 

almost never entered  in the Stationers õ register , as all the non -patent 

items were required to be , so there is no record of almanacs that may 

have been printed but have not survived to be today õs rare books. 195   

 Specific features like cour t  quarter -session  terms and listings of 

fairs  would appear and disappear in Company almanacs as the branded 
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array sorted itself  out and developed sub -markets among the English 

households who spent two pennies a year on this paper staple of early 

modern lif e. òSome of the more basic almanacs, ó Louise Hill Curth 

acutely noted,  

 é would have appealed to semi -literate readers, while 

others were aimed at a more mainstream audience. Other 
almanacs were differentiated by locale, profession and 

religious beliefs é. In all cases, however, the aim was to 
develop and encourage ôbrand loyalty õ in order to maintain a 

sati sfied customer base. 196  

òThe almanac trade developed steadily in the seventeenth century 

under the control of the Sta tioners õ Company, ó Capp observed . òThere 

was increasing specialization ó as brands became known for one or 

another feature, such as lists of fairs and agricultural advice, historical 

chronologies, prices of commodities and gazetteer -like lists of parishes 

and counties .197  

Of òcheap print ó strategies of the era more generally, Michael J. 

Braddick wr ote:    

It is possible to say something about these questions on the 
basis of the internal evidence of the cheap print itself ð to the 

extent that these are market -responsive product ion s, their 
contents can reasonably be interpreted as attempts to reach 

or foster particular markets . é [And later] The business of 
cheap print was clearly market -responsive  in some 

fundamental ways, suggesting the consumers helped to 
create print culture, that they were  not simply passive 
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recipients. 198   

Evidence that almanacs responded to feedback from users was 

sparse, but it i s clear from the way individual brand -name almanacs 

changed from year to year that some changes were made purposefully, 

not at random.  John Booker , the  radical parliamentarian compiler of  

almanacs , complained in 1648  that the customers õ choosi ness 

complicated the compilers õ decisions .  òThis man will have the fairs, 

another the highways é This man will know nothing but when to sow, 

set, plant, plough etc. ó199  The individual compiler, hoping to produce a 

top -selling almanac, had a dilemma when portioning out these features 

in a forty - or forty -eight -page almanac. The Stationers õ problem was 

much reduced because it  could  offer many different forty - or forty -eight -

page combinations and satisfy a wide range of almanac purchasers 

whom Booker, by himself, could not. On the other hand, juggling 

features across a range of almanac brands from a dozen to nearly twenty 

must have presented its own problems  for the English Stock õs managers.  

  

The persistence of titles in the almanac trade itself demonstrates 

that continuity and continued growth were goals sought by the managers 

of the almanac trade, or English Stock as it was called within the 

Stationers õ corporate society. òFamilies ó like the Dades , Woodhouses  and 
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Rudstons  put out long runs of the annual product that crossed 

generations. Almanacs by John and then William Dade appeared  (i.e., 

have survived for)  nearly every year from  1589 to 1700. Generic names 

like Pond, Dove and Fly sought out repeat customers year after year. 

Literary figures of the day like the playwright Ben Jonson expected their 

audiences to recognize top -selling almanac names like Allestree and 

Bretnor. 200  For the city or country family in England, these recurren t 

names  would have been as comforting as the rhythms of nature or 

industry on which they de pended, and which the almanacs  ð full of 

advice on nature and agriculture that was, importantly, couched in 

calen drical sequences ð reflected.  

Before newsbooks  appeared with the same name every week, 

almanacs appeared with the same name every year, and the familiarity 

appeared to provide a comfort zone for the customers . Louise Hill Curth 

quoted  a verse from one 1662 almanac (òBird, ó possibly made -up to 

match the popular òSwallowó and òDoveó series) that linked its name to 

repeat business: 201  

 To please all sorts I õme fitted with a N ame 
  And if so be, my Book do please most men,  
 You many  [sic] be sure, next year I õle write agen.  
  

Shakespeare õs Rosalind said farewell to the audience of As You 
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Like It  with the common adage òA good wine needs no bush. ó 

Increasingly, though, it did. The notion that a wine -shop sign, often 

incorporating a bush, was unneeded in the  increasingly crowded towns 

of early seventeenth -century  England , might  not have been a bsorbed 

without a wrinkled brow, so Rosalind unwrinkled them with an 

amendment that òto good wine they do use good bushes. ó202  Likewise, 

the branded almanac gained visibility on crowded booksellers õ tables and 

shelves.   

This strategy  ð a òlineó of almanacs offering a measured diet of 

different popular component features ð satisfied , as much as possible, 

the Stationers õ essential impulse to cut costs and work efficiently  and to 

maximize the customer base and generate repeat business . The scale 

problems that would have been presented by one almanac printed in 

300,000 or more copies targeted at a N ovember deadline were certainly 

eased by this strategy . Those problems would have included having 

enough type standing by in fea ture formats to enable several print shops 

to turn out that many copies. Early modern print shops did  not stock 

endless fonts of  type.  

And the single almanac would have presented the dilemma of  

which John Booker spoke: h ow could  the Stationers  have create d one 

almanac to please everyone without printing many more than  forty or  
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forty -eight pages? Instead, the Watkins and Roberts mo del, expanded, 

provide d a varied array of products that did not compete  significantly  with 

one another  but satisfied every niche in the market.   

A Perennial Business Tool: Cost Containment  

Almanacs as a genre may have hit a sweet spot in the economic 

history of print culture in Britain. Tessa Watt note d of the period 1550 -

1640:  

 òTaking into account the general inflation, books were 
becoming more affordable during our period. Book prices 

remained steady from 1560 to 1635, when other 
commodities more th an doubled in price and wages rose by 

half to two -thirds. ó  

Although Watt acknowledge d  òIt is almost impossible to measure what 

was ôaffordable õ to an individual, ó a building tradesman who would have 

shelled out a fifth or more of his daily wage for a two -penny volume in 

1560 would in 1640 have paid more like a tenth of his daily; she 

conclude d òa regular twopenny purchase begins to look more 

affordable. ó203  Stable book prices in the midst of rampant swings of 

wages and prices, each trying to keep up with th e other must have made 

printed products look like an old -fashioned bargain. Not all accounts of 

wage rates in this period are as generous as Watt õs, however; Keith 

Wrightson õs estimates were well below the shilling -a-day that would have 

to be paid to make a two -penny almanac amount to only a tenth of a 
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dayõs pay. Increasing , overall national prosperity was creating a class 

structurally bound to exploitatively low wage rates. 204  There were some 

who were priced out of even a two -penny almanac.  Capp observed : òthe 

Company maintained some check [on the pressure to raise prices] by 

curtailing strictly the length of each item. An inflated almanac would 

simply price itself out of existence. ó205  

Low cost and its maintenance were clearly indicated for gaining a 

wide audi ence. The Stationers õ Company managers of the almanacs  

tended to keep costs low by controlling  the most expensive part of the 

product ð the paper, often imported because English -made paper was 

based on wool rags and of low quality compared to the more vari ed rag 

base furnished by Continental clothing habits and styles. The paper was 

mostly doled out  from the Stationers õ Hall to individual printers 

specifically for the individual jobs by the managers of the English Stock.  

Other methods for keeping the price of almanacs low included 

limiting the size of the almanac and paying the compilers at extremely 

low rates. Allestree was not the only compiler who chafed at the page 

restrictions on his product. Louise Hill Curth report ed that where as 

some superstars like William Lilly could get the pagination they wanted,  

Other, less fortunate, authors often complained about the small 

amount of space that they were allocated. Vincent Wing begrudged 
the ônarrow scantling õ of paper that he was allowed, while John 
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Partridge confessed that he was forced to end his almanac, having 
ôfilled up my allowance of paper. õ Lancelot Coelson was luckier, and 

thanked his Printer for agreeing to ôPrinte close, and give me a little 
roomõ. 206   

Capp observed  that òMost astrologers accepted as a ôlawõ that ôan 

almanac is to three sheets confined éõ ó meaning  forty -eight pages or 

less, generally. 207  

Since their charter had been awarded in 1557, t he Stationers õ 

Company emerged (as did other London g u ilds) as a capitalist enterprise, 

justifying its existence to authority by claiming social benefits; justifying 

its privileges as the enablement of internal charity even as power and 

money was markedly redistributed toward the top leadership of the 

company ; struggling with the optimization of a monopoly position in 

some products. The growth of the almanac trade from 1595  to 1640 has 

been presented in this dissertation as something of a paradigm of this 

phenomenon. As happened in brief intervals in the histo ry of other new 

technologies ð British and American telegraph and telephone systems; 

monopolies in the extension of railroads ð monopoly may have 

accelerated the access to the technology for  a vast public in a short time.  

Many historians read the confluenc e of the Lutheran Reformation and 

the movable type press as illustrating this explosive quality. 208   This 

appears to have been what happened with the almanacs. As historians of 
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the genre have explored, the monopoly on almanacs had a half -life of 

effectivenes s followed by a long decline as their utility was overtaken by 

other, more effective versions of the technology, like Britain õs genuine, 

recognizable newspapers of the late Restoration . Empire s, even those 

fueled by royal patents, wax and wane . 209  

At the same time, a different form of subversion was being enabled 

by monopoly and greed. The English Stock and its benefits and 

beneficiaries were being fattened by sales of a learning tool and practical 

device, the almanac, that would have a role in buil ding an information 

public ready  to discern the value of news in hazardous times.  
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When that devout Christian mathematician and astronomer of 

Derbyshire, Richard Allestree, managed to get his almanac accepted  for 

printing in 1616, it was quite in the standard pattern. It was certainly 

printed around November of that year, but dated 1617. After some pages 

of preamble, his almanac marched through the months of that year with 

a page per month in the little bookle t, just six -and -a-half inches high and 

less than four inches wide. Pages for, for instance, February and March, 

faced one another. The second half of the forty -page booklet included his 

òChristian prognostication ó for the year, fourteen  years into James I õs 

reign.  

Allestreeõs almanac must have sold well enough to allow for his 

second, 1618 edition, which showed little change, repeating the calendar 

pages, the prognostication and a number of tables and strategies for 

measurement and ð crucially for country folk ð how to plan for moonlit 

nights, when outdoor agricultural work was possible. Only one bow in 

the direction of his mostly nonscholarly audience was clear ð the dates 

on the calendar pages were now in Arabic numerals, not Roman as in 

1617.  Additionall y, his calenda r page columns now included one for the 

Gregorian calendar date ð the first of the Julian month being the 

eleventh  of the month across the Channel.  
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His 1619 almanac continued to reflect his devout personality ð 

unusually, Allestree disavowed the influence of the stars on events and 

attributed all to the predestinate Calvinist  God of nonconformists, with 

the conformation of the heavens as a secondary indicator of the deity õs 

will. But the 1619 version also showed a marked change. It had been 

tr ansformed from a  sort  almanac  to a blank, and increased in size to  

forty -eight pages. Each calendar page was now on the left side of the 

open booklet, and the right -hand page was blank except for a four -line 

inspirational poem at the top and the dates of the month running 

vertically down the page õs left -hand margin. The blank space invited  user 

participation and planning, or inscribing the events of importance, day 

by day.  

Since the first  blank had appeared around 1571, many other 

almanacs had adopted that style  off and on , an adaptation  which made 

the book mu ch more like the òplanner ó stil l in wide use today . Many of 

the òblanks ó that have survived ð including some of Allestree õs long run 

through 1643 ð show heavy use by owners, including many notes about 

historical events, travels and mercantile calculations.  Others, 

interestingly, are bla nk as the day they were purchased.  
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Figure 2 : Richard Allestreeõs 1631 almanac, a òblankó with the right-hand page 

annotated, presumably for an August sales  or buying  trip to various town fairs.   
© The British Library : Digital images produced by ProQuest LLC as part of ProQuest® Historical 

Newspapers. www.proquest.com 

 

Was it Allestree õs decision to adopt this format? It meant dropping 

some features from his almanac, which remained at  forty -eight pages. 

Adding eight pages but committing  twelve more pages of the book to the 

double -sized calendar would mean four pages of features would have to 

go. Present in 1618 but missing in 1619 were handy tables of weights 

and measures, several woodcut diagrams of eclipses and astrological 

phenomena and some extended ess ays on how to use various tables in 
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the edition. Allestree õs hyper -religious approach had already been 

publicly attacked by fellow compiler Thomas Bretnor, only a few years in 

the business but rapidly becoming one of the most popular compilers, 

and Allestr ee expended some of his precious space in 1619 rebutting 

Bretnor õs charges.  

 Notably, Allestree  complained in his first, 1617 edition that he had 

spent the two previous years vainly trying to reduce his almanac copy to 

satisfy a printer/publisher õs presc ri bed number of pages: òthat I had 

written more than could be printed within two and a half sheets of 

Paperémy labors would never be admitted to the Presse. ó210  

So why make this change?  Answers to those questions ð answers 

that can be, at most, informed infer ence ð engage all the parts of this 

inquiry. In general, the argument here is that changes like this were 

often made at the suggestion (or orders) of the Stationers õ Company 

managers who oversaw the production of all English almanacs after 

1603 . They were made because of a belief, perhaps well -grounded, that 

the change increased popularity and sales among the almanacs õ large 

public of non -elite users by providing a wider range of choices of 

almanacs as a group.  
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The complicated historical and social context in which Allestree 

compiled almanacs from 1617, about the middle of the reign of King 

James I, until 1643, after the collapse of relations between Parliament 

and James õs successor, his  son Charles I, bears on  this story. 

Nevertheless, the almanacs of 1603 -1640, beginning with the Stationers õ 

Company õs lucrative 1603 exclusive patent for printi ng and selling them, 

stayed almost entirely out of the fray, well  below the level of hot rhetoric 

in the pamphlet wars of the period. 211   The monopoly status of the  

almanacs effectively removed them from the jurisdiction of any proactive 

censorship on the part of the church or the state.  

However, Allestree was  entering a newly crowded field. Using a 

biblical metaphor, he said his delayed entry was also attributed to the 

fact that òone had stept in before me. ó In fact, 1615 began a few years  of 

considerable turnover in the almanac market  overseen by the governors 

of the English Stock for the Stationers . From a conservative nine  

(surviving) almanacs in 1615 the number j umped to fourteen  almanacs 

in 1617. After a little more than a decade of enjoying the monopoly on 

almanacs, the Stationers may have decided there was more trade out 

there than a half -dozen titles could appeal to. Eleven new titles entered 

the almanac marke t in 1616, followed by Allestree the next year. It 

appeared that more than one had stepped in before him.  
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Who were the  purchaser/users of the new, larger crop of  almanac s 

and what did they want from their two -penny booklets?  Because the 

Stationers were al most certainly more interested in making money than 

in pushing a political agenda, their almanacs were tooled to meet the 

taste of ordinary folk who, like the almanac makers, were keeping their 

heads down as political and religious disputes played out, and  focused 

on making in a living in difficult times. What helped them was 

information.  

  How was this evolving, recurrent uses -and -gratifications 

transaction negotiated among almanac authors (òcompilers ó), the 

printer/publishers, and a public for information ? That information 

public was cultivated  by annual almanacs as well as other publications 

in advance of the appearance of even more complex and institutionalized 

instances of news in  print culture . Almanacs like Allestree õs had a major 

part in imprinting an idea of, and appetite for, periodical ð regular ð 

portions  of information in a broad, non -elite public that sought 

increasingly sophisticated, complex and useful information  to enable  

increasing personal and group agency . When news publications emerged 

in times  of conflict, this public would have the information base, the 

understanding of the everyday world, to effectively interpret what was 

important and critic al about the news being offered ð an important tool 

in trying t o negotiate the mental and physical terrain of civil war, for 

example.  
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Frames for Examination and Analysis  

Following ð most explicitly ð the approach of Jonathan Sawday and 

Neil Rhodes in The Renaissance Computer , this project views almanacs 

and their articulated structure  as utilities as well as objects of print 

culture, sought and purchased by users as well as readers, self -gratifiers 

as well as scholar -grinds.  The almanac was  also a material production of 

a nascent industrial -capitalist production se ctor ð the printing and 

publishing industry . Almanacs offered a complex anatomy of component 

features, recognizable and stimulating to users,  and competed robustly 

with their competitors on the bookstall stand. Almanacs vied  for 

bookstall space and public attention (among the cheap print) against the 

unitary and linear but grey, low - imagery presence of the rhetorically 

òhotó one-off religious and political pamphlets. 212  In terms of content, 

these disputatious pamphlets were th e ancestors of the newsbooks of the 

post -1641 future. But neither those  contemporary  pamphlets nor th ose 

forthcoming  newsbooks of the civil wars  displayed the diverse, complex 

bundle of utilitarian component features of the almanac. The contrast 

between th e richly articulated but rhetorically underwhelming almanacs 

and their plain -looking but hot -speaking newsbook counterparts echoes 

the interplay between background and foreground, between the everyday 

context, or routine, and the newsworthy unusual, in an individual õs 

learned grasp of ònews.ó  
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The Material Almanac: Anatomy of a Genre  

The òalmanack ó published in England in the last years of Elizabeth 

Iõs reign and those of her Stuart successors, James I and Charles I, was 

already an established genre, with r ecognizable sections and component 

service features ð and regularity of publication ð that clearly 

distinguished it from th ose one-off polemical pamphlets and current -

history news pamphlets that shared the world of emerging print culture 

in the early seventeenth  century.  Popular fiction also competed with all 

these offerings, and helped accent the contrast they made with the sober , 

practical  almanac. Margaret Spufford, in her study of cheap popular 

early modern fiction in print, said : òIf the reader of twopenny and 

threepenny publications did get any accurate information , it came from 

the almanacs, which appear to  have been the practical guides. ó213  

The routines of printing in octavo or (rarely ) the smaller  duodecimo 

format ð based on ho w many times a standard printed sheet might be 

folded to become a book or a òsignature ó section of a book ð mean t that 

many almanacs were  forty to  forty -eight pages. Most almanacs were 

printed on the cheapest (though still like ly imported) paper stock and it 

is rare to see a surviving almanac copy with typography and layout that 

show care and craftsmanship as a priority.  

The octavo almanac, in the range of  four inches across and less 
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than six inches tall, was touted for pocket use. A less -common but still 

widely used almanac was printed on one poster -sized page and designed 

for display on the wall of home or commercial est ablishment for quick 

reference ð like today õs wall calendar.  

Common features of these almanacs made them superficially much 

alike and  pro bably put the compilers on their mettle to come up with 

distinguishing characteristics. Whether or not these efforts  at diversity  

made a quality difference  from one almanac brand to the next , the 

compilers, speaking usually in the first person, were not sh y about 

asserting that the irs was superior.  

Don Cameron Allen observe d, condescendingly , that òAt the death 

of Queen Elizabeth, the English almanack and prognostication was 

completely standardized; it could almost be compiled by formula. ó214  

Variations within  th at  formula can aid  understand ing of  how almanacs 

were used by their largely non -elite information public.  

The usual paradox familiar to today õs marketers applies: The 

customer wants a familiar, recognizable pattern (hence Allen õs òformula ó) 

but i s on the lookout for differences that make one offering preferable to 

another. So that õs the truth of Allen õs point: it  is easy to describe a 
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òtypical ó almanac of the period.  

A Bundle of Component Features  

Many almanacs began with a table of major feast d ays, frequently 

showing both the English (Julian, òOld Style ó) dates and the reform 

Gregorian dates, which Britain  did no t adopt until 1752. The ten -day 

difference between the monthly calendars was important for anyone 

whose goods traded across the Channel .  

Other early, front -of-the -book matter included historical or royal 

timelines , calendars for that year õs courts and Star Chamber meetings, 

and a òZodiacal Bodyó ð a woodcut of a nude male human body, more or 

less anatomically correct, surrounded by names  or images of the twelve 

signs of the zodiac. 215  Lines connect ed each sign with the body part of 

which the  health (or lack of it ) is, supposedly,  uniquely affected by the 

sign. Some versions of the figure showed the belly opened to display the 

organs affecte d.  

The preliminary matter was followed by the calendar. Generally in 

a forty -page sort, each month had its own page, in tight, ruled 

tabular/column form showing the days of the month, saints õ and feast 

days, dominant planetary and zodiacal influences and o ther features that 

fit in what was usually about six or seven available columns. They might  
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include brief weather prognostications, daily high tides at London Bridge 

or a column of the equivalent Gregorian date observed òbeyond the sea ó 

(i.e. just across t he English Channel). 216  
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Figure 3 : Perkinsõs 1631 Almanac, Zodiacal Body  and first calendar page   
© The British Library : Digital images produced by ProQuest LLC as part of ProQuest® Historical 

Newspapers. www.proquest.com 

 

After the twelve monthly calendar  pages, many almanacs bega n 

their òprognostic ation ó section with what amounted  to a second cover 

page. What follow ed usually include d a discussion of any eclipses for the 

year covered, an explanation o f the four seasons or òquarters ó in terms of 

th e influence of the heavens and how that might affect weather, crops, 

human and animal illness and (infrequently) e ven vaguely described 

social and political events . Often an eclipse õs motions across the 
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occluded body were shown in an elaborate diagram with  times of first 

contact, full eclipse and the eclipse õs end ð a showy display of the 

astrologer/astronomer õs degree of skill. Eclipses were certainly 

considered the most portentous events of the heavens, and their effects 

often were forecast  over months -long periods.  

The prognostication section often finishe d with practical helpers ð 

tables to calculate tides in other places in and out of England ; a month -

by-month calendar of the fairs all across the land; a table showing the 

compass heading and distances o f major world cities from the city of 

London; routes between major towns of Britain with interim villages and 

the distances between them.  

Each of these features was distinguished by a style of layout and 

design ð some quite widely used across the almanac offerings, and others 

distinctively associated with the individual almanac õs òbrand. ó Often the 

choice of  traditional  òblackletter ó gothic -style type or  more modern  

òroman ó type was typical of the feature õs appearance. As Bernard Capp 

has pointed out, much  of this type was kept òstanding ó in made -up pages 

from year to year for easy addition to an almanac (despite a Stationers õ 

prohibition against this practice as eroding the job prospects of 

compositors  and incurring the cost of multiple fonts of type ).217  

So the divisions of the òbundle ó that made up the individual 
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almanac were visually quite apparent to the user ð a òparatextual ó 

articulation or  òthe means by which the text makes a book of itself and 

proposes itself as such to the readers, and more general ly to the public. ó 

These vari eties of paratext were  a distinctive feature of an almanac õs 

characteristics  that gave each component feature its own identity, 

enhanced its utility  and navigability  and allowed users to improve their 

literacy through these non -textual helpers. 218   

The general layout of the English almanac between the late 

sixteenth and the tumultuous middle of the seventeenth century was the 

most consistently varied, articulated and diverse -featured of any genre in 

the growing book trade and in t he print culture that was spreading from 

a narrow elite to a wider society. Navigating an almanac was very easy 

compared to using many other products of print culture.  

The closest competition in this vein appear ed to be the popular 

how -to books ; but even t hose as translated and marketed by the 

indefatigable Gervase Markham , for example, were  by comparison set in 

solid type as were most books of the era. Markham õs 1616 Cheape and 

Good Husbandry for the vvell -ordering of all beasts, and fowles, and for 

the generall cure of their diseases  was well indexed but otherwise was set 

solid, with a few decorated -capital chapter headings. Markham õs best -

selling The English Huswife , Wendy Wall showed , went through nearly a 
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dozen editions starting in 1615 and slowly added  a detailed, nearly 

index -like  table of contents in succeeding editions, cementing its use as a 

reference. 219  But the distinct visual identity of almanac component 

features was singular.  As a popular visual genre, the almanac õs rich 

diversity of forms and segmentation would not be matched until the 

nineteenth -century daily newspaper emerged as a typographically 

diverse, segmented offering. 220  

The almanac  seemed a natural illustration of an i ncreasing need 

for useful information in a widening public that was shaking off the 

mentality of the medieval period and slowly seizing both personal and 

collective agency as its due. The non -elite public identified here ha d 

always produced the bulk of the  goods that fuel ed the economy of the 

emerging nation. Now that public was increasingly, as well, a consumer  

of goods in an extended marketplace. 221  Ordinary English peoples õ new 

existence on both sides of the cash nexus was providing the awareness of 

agency  and contemporaneity  ð a sense of being in a public . 

Recent work on branding suggests that brands are typical of a low -

information society, substituting for the more discriminat ing  forms of 

consumer choice associated with highly informed seekers of goods. In the 
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early modern era, brands were a stabilizing factor for a generation new to 

a role as consumers of others õ products. 222  An important analytical 

consideration with  respect to  th e Stationers õ line  of almanacs was that 

brands only emerge as essential when there is more than one version of a 

commodity available for choosing.  

Even so, individual characteristics were associated with brands 

even in the early seventeenth  century . The early development of day -by-

day predictions of ògoodó and òbadó days in each month pioneered by 

Watson and John Dade and refined by Bretnor made the ir almanacs  top 

sellers and made them near -celebrities, name d in popular plays.  

As Neil Rhodes and Jonathan Sa wday put it, the almanac is a tool 

kit between covers for the ordinary non -elite Briton, and a schoolbook as 

well. Most of the almanacs õ compilers were educated ð mathematicians, 

surveyors and tutors of those arts ð and missed no chance to 

demonstrate thei r learning. The almanacs õ users, along for the ride, 

seldom put the ir  book down without knowing a little more than when 

they picked it up  ð including vocabulary and reading skills. It was, 

Rhodes sa id, òthe information superhighway ð or cobbled lane, at any 

rate ð of the later sixteenth century. ó 223  
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The growth of almanacs both in number of brands and in number 

of purchasers in the 1595 -1640 period show ed them meeting the 

information needs of ordinary pe ople in consistent, specific ways. Some 

of the almanacs õ component features define d and articulate d the coming 

year in civil society at various levels. Some aid ed in extending users õ 

ability to mentally map their world, human and geographic, in an 

emerging  nation -state. And some provide d insight into the workings of 

nature and of the body, normal and otherwise. But that consistent, 

conventionalized genre of almanacs did not appear all at once or without 

stumbles and conflicts.  

Development of English Almanac s: Slow Path to Monopoly  

Cheap print in the form of the almanac took its time getting to 

England ð and the halting path of that genre was not an isolated 

instance. The first book printed in English (by William Caxton, England õs 

first printer) was actually printed in France. 224  Printing came late  to 

England, as shown on a time -scale map in Lucien Febvre and Henri -Jean 

Martin õs Coming of the Book .225  

Marjorie Plant outline d the situation  thus : 

The truth was that at the time of the invention of printing 

England was economically of little importance. é. The 
revival of learning, spreading northwards and westwards 

from Italy, reached her after the rest of Europe had become 
readjusted to the new intellectual spirit.   
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Though the sixteenth century õs religious wars  and  later the 

ruinous  Thirty Years õ War (ca. 1618 -1648) gradually degraded the 

supremacy of Continental printing, the English never quite caught up, 

Plant later noted . òIn order to realise to the full our international 

unimportance as producers of books during  the whole of this period we 

have only to glance at the statistics of new works shown at the Leipzig 

[book] fair.ó Of 731 new works shown at the 1616 fair, only four were 

English. 226  

And as Capp detailed , astrology and almanacs were equally slow 

getting to l ate medieval England,  which he called  an òastrological 

backwater. ó227  Most early almanacs were Continental imports. But it was 

an English printer, Thomas Hill, who in 1571 hit on the strategy of 

expanding the calendar section by interleaving blank pages òso that long -

term almanacs could be used as diaries. ó228  Thus the  popular blanks 

began to appear.  

The òbundle ó of utilitarian features that came to characterize the 

seventeenth -century almanac developed slowly and unevenly, however. 

Capp point ed out that some of the earliest, and most down -market, 

almanacs focused heavily on medical advice:  

Erra Pater  was the most successful of the handbooks aimed at the 

bottom end of the market for almanacs. Like the Kalendar of 
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Shepherdes , its primary function was to explain astrological 
medicine and inform the reader how to ensure that he òshall never 

have infirmities of body. ó é. Information of a similar kind appeared 
in A Perfyte Pronostycacion Perpetuall (c. 1555), which was aimed 

specifically at òthe ignora ntó and òthem which knoweth not a letter 
on the book. ó 229  

Almanacs as a genre were also slow to emerge as annual 

periodicals. Like the Perfyte Pronostycacion Perpetuall , mentioned above, 

many early almanacs were designed to provide long -term astrological 

advice stretching over many years, and functioned as a print -based 

calculator for the clever user to predict the alignment of planets, stars 

and houses of the zodiac at theoretically any time, in any year.  

Such a òperpetual almanac ó was clearly a cost advantage to the 

buyer ð if the buyer were fluent in its use. But the almanacs that came to 

rule the market from the 1580s through the civil wars era and into the 

eighteent h century were annuals. It seems likely that a convergence of 

maturing public appetite for information,  continued low cost  for the 

books  and the economic interests of the publishers brought about that 

trend. For the printers, selling one two -penny almanac that worked for 

the user õs lifetime was nothing like the bonanza that selling a two -penny 

almanac once a year would be.  It is not wrong to call almanacs  the first 

periodicals. 230  

The component features that became the face and anatomy of the 
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annual almanac a rrived piecemeal as the genre became English. The first 

almanacs were translations from Flemish almanacs produced by 

generations of the Laet family. The 1534 Laet almanac was set almost 

solid, with little white space or paragraphing, and provides only monthly 

weather, day by day, in addition to a great deal of attention to eclipses 

and their consequences. The 1541 Laet offering showed slightly more 

white space but still very l ittle typographical contrast or diversity. It 

contained one table of numbers for calculating movable feasts õ dates for 

any year, and the solid type was otherwise relieved only by a woodcut of 

the sun with facial features, about the size of a half -dollar, i nset into an 

account of a solar eclipse. 231  

The first English compiler õs almanac ( Boorde, 1545) survives only 

as a title page, but subsequent almanacs by Anthony Askham began to 

improve the navigability and accessibility of the genre with white space 

and tab ular presentations. H is 1556 annual  included pages of tabular 

numbers to be used with a walking -stick to tell the time of day  and 

calculate building heights ,232  and his calendar pages began to resemble 

the high late -Elizabethan style with tabular entries, la cking only the 

vertical column rules.  That Askham 1556 edition was printed by Thomas 
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Marshe, who for twenty  years would print increasingly innovative 

almanac versions  under various names  and may be one of the unsung 

heroes of almanac development.  

Marshe a lso printed Lewes Vaughan õs 1559 almanac, which 

showed full vertical rules on the tabular calendar pages and novel 

typographic variety, with large, recognizable header type for the sections 

on eclipses, monthly weather and the terms for court sessions ð one of 

the first appearances of that component feature, which would become 

one of the most commonly used in almanacs up to 1640 and beyond. 

Other features that were emerging from the muddle to have distinctive 

identities were the  Zodiacal B ody, getting one o f its first appearances 

here, and profuse woodcut diagrams detailing eclipses and the changes 

of season. Also appearing with clear distinguishing headings were  

seasonal diseases, predictions of dearth and plenty for crops and staples, 

and vague but for ebod ing social prognostications of bad luck for some 

social and occupational classes.  Another longtime favorite  component 

feature , though not as compact or widely used as the court session 

terms, was the month -by-month calendar of fairs that first showed up in  

Rochefort õs 1560 almanac, as Bosanquet recorded .233  

Marshe also printed an early almanac by John Securis  (published 

1562 -1581) , one of the more  popular almanacs to have survived from the 
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earlier half of Elizabeth I õs reign . That Securis  1568 almanac shows a  

classic ruled monthly calendar of the sort that was ubiquitous in the 

1603 -1640 genre and continues a trend begun with Vaughan  of an 

elaborate letter code for types of good and bad days (astrologically) for 

various activities in physick and husbandry. A c olumn in the monthly 

calendar pages was reserved for those codes, considerably economizing 

on the need for astrological textual matter.  

In 1571 the partners Richard Watkins and James Roberts received 

the first of three consecutive patents for exclusive pri nting of almanacs 

that would make them the master builders of the genre until the 1603 

the Stationers õ monopoly was put in place . They printed John Securis õs 

1574 almanac, which has survived complete and shows even more of the 

shape of the genre as it woul d appear at the turn of the century. 

Mounslowe õs 1581  almanac  present ed an historical timeline, though 

abbreviated. Other component features that populated  the almanacs of 

the next century were still to emerge, but the almanacs, especially in the 

hands of printers like Marshe, Watkins and Roberts had begun to show 

the unique typographical and layout innovations that made  them 

recognizably a genre for the information -seeking buyer of cheap print 

after 1603. Many of the classic component features would be mad e 

distinctive , and tailored for accessibility and utility,  by Watkins and 

Roberts in the last decade of Elizabeth I õs reign.  These almanacs clearly 

appealed in many different ways  as they sought their annual two -penny 
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price from this widening p ublic.  The component features, measured out 

among the various almanac brands for maximum penetration of a 

growing public, are a key.  

Astrology and the Advancement of Science  

 Prognostication was always popular, though we can easily 

overemphasize its importance to cus tomers and the degree to which it 

was credited by them. Along with Capp and Thomas, Curth and Deborah 

Harkness 234  included almanacs in their accounts of the growth of 

medicine and science in the era, because they were vectors for advice to 

ordinary folk and  because the stance of astrologers represented, or was 

taken to represent, the advance of science.  This foregrounding of 

something like systematic, empirical knowledge is credited with 

considerable improvement of the general public õs understanding of 

natur e and the human body in the early modern period.  

Astrology õs linkage with measures of time (the sun and moon, 

dictators of the calendar) and measurement of nature (tides, seasons, 

weather phenomena, husbandry) as well as the human body was 

displayed in di stinct component features in the evolving almanacs of the 

late Elizabethan and early Stuart periods . In their astrological, 

òprognostication ó content almanacs offered a convergence of old -school 

folk magic and nascent science to match the emerging science of the day, 
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which was insinuating itself into the everyday of getting and spending for 

many. Astrology represent ed itself as a master science of the universe 

without risking its credibility with many readers and users, and 

additionally claim ed to be compat ible with religious faith of several 

stripes. For those already predisposed to buy into the non -religious 

supernatural, the almanacs òadded the autho rity of print to popular 

belief,óCapp said.   

 He added that  òThe a strologers believed themselves,  and to a 

considerable extent, were believed) to be on the side of progress, 

modernity and scientific rationalism. ó Keith Thomas said  that astrology 

was intellectually òseductive é in principle there was no question it could 

not answer. ó Febvre and Martin reported  th at at the same time in France 

òastrology é was regarded as a perfectly rational subject. ó  And Thomas 

noted  further  that òAs Auguste Comte was to recognize, the astrologers 

were pioneering a genuine system of historical explanation. ó 235  

 Christopher Hill observed, however, that there õs a residuum of 

practical folklore in the ònew science, ó so that òwe cannot separate the 

early history of science from the history of magic. ó Astrology, with its 

mathematical tools and kinship to astronomy, in its way amounted  to a 

comforting systematization of some of the magic otherwise draining from 
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older belief systems that in their time , Capp said,  òdeveloped partly as 

attempts to explain the creation and operation of the world é [and] 

strengthen man õs position in his stru ggle against the environment. ó 236  

This linking of new knowledge with proverbial common wisdom through 

an established  òsystem of the world ó like astrology cannot have been a 

drawback for the ordinary folk who were almanac users, as much as it 

mi ght have cram ped the style of a scholar.  

 Many observers appear ed to feel that a belief in stellar influence 

was deep and wide in the period. Don Cameron Allen, as usual the least 

likely to speak in half -measures , sa id : 

òThe high and the low, the rich and the poor, the  learned and the 
ignorant, the pious and the impious shared a common belief in the 
influence of the stars. There were, of course, gradations in the 

fixity of this faith, but the scholar of the twentieth century must 
not lose sight of the fact that in the s ixteenth century disbelief in 

the essential hypotheses of the astrologer was the exception rather 
than the rule. ó237  

For almanac users and readers who for  reasons of religion or ògradation 

of beliefó did not buy completely into these notions, it was alternat ively 

possible that (as often happens today) astrological prognostication 

operated as a  kind of entertainment, or play, providing the pleasures and 

utility of fiction , not necessarily held in the same stead as science, but 

comforting nonetheless . Itõs like ly that this was icing on the cake for 
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many almanac òusers,ó for whom the annual editions provided tools for 

agency. They were able to absorb and use time -tested advice (some of 

which appeared verbatim, year after year, in many brand -name 

almanacs) on ever ything from how to purge and bleed as home medicine, 

to when to geld sheep, and  when to cut hair in the family. It is not likely 

that any almanac user who waited until the rising influence of Taurus 

and Libra to cut his or her hair ð because it would grow faster rather 

than more slowly as the compiler  suggested it would under the influence 

of declining houses ð ever felt short -changed by the result. 238  

Almanacs and the Ordering of Time   

Almanacs were first and foremost instruments of time. The coming 

year was described, defined and articulated in a number of different 

temporal dimensions  ð seasonally, monthly and by lunar phases 

(weekly), and daily. The past was not omitted; types of hist ory were 

prominently featured as well.  

All these dimensions were aligned with both religious and secular 

calendars; the tightly packed columnar monthly calendar in the front of 

the book enumerated saints õ days, the birthdays of kings and queens, 

the alignm ent of planets and zodiacal houses one to another, natural 

features like the daily tides, and phases of the moon. Each way to 
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measure the year was dealt with redundantly in most almanacs ð  

 

 
 

Figure 4 : Perkinsõs 1631 almanac showing pages 10 and 11 of 13 devoted to his 
historical timeline. This feature, presented by most almanac compilers as just one 
very compressed page, was Perkinsõs claim to the attention of the almanacõs 

public.   
© The British Library : Digital images produced by ProQuest LLC as part of ProQuest® Historical 

Newspapers. www.proquest.com 

 

 

monthly in those front -of-the -book columnar calendars and in a different 

layout in the prognostication, enumerating weather and agricultural 

information. The civic future was encompassed in a page of county court 
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session days for the coming year; the civic  past in a timeline of the reigns 

of monarchs and a similar timeline of historical events since the 

Creation.  Specifically of the almanac and its users, Stuart Sherman 

argue d that òAstrology claimed to order the whole field of time, ó and in 

the use of the ubiquitous  blank almanac,  users  òwere purchasing a 

reference work that ranged through time õs three modes ó in that it 

òsystematized the past é. Facilitated the present é [and] predicted the 

future. ó 239  

Astrology  was not the only aspect of time engaged by the a lmanacs, 

though the relations between the calendar and the sun and  moon were 

inextricably bound . Almanacs dealt with time, instrumentally, like a 

device or tool, and  many of the component features in them had little to 

do with prediction and everything to do with the way the coming year 

was scheduled ð religiously, as a civic order, personally and in the 

regular routines of nature. The sorts, which provided no extra space for 

the user to annotate the volume, offered an unfolding account of the year 

in all t hose respects.  

 The blanks ð almanacs constructed like today õs monthly planners 

ð show evidence that they were used by many for that purpose.  Alison 

Chapman  quoted  a contemporary observer on  the opportunities 

presented by this new sense of time:  
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In 1612, J ohn Monipennie wrote, òwho is there that maketh not 

great account of his almanac to observe both days, times, and 

seasons to follow his affairs for his best profit and use. ó [They 

provided]  a more secular framework in which marking astrological 

time was linked both to the movements of the human bod y and to 

what Monipennie calls ôprofit and use. õ The proliferation of 

sixteenth - and seventeenth -century almanacs seemingly allowed 

men and women to observe time with new ardor. 240  

 This interactivity with the instrumental almanac was specific  and 

different. Daniel Woolf  suggested that the òreconstruction of the present ó 

by individuals in the early modern period took on a new quality,  one in 

which a sense of agency grew  because where as medieval time had 

incorporated a past and future in which the present was just òan instant 

rat her than a duration, ó the early modern present grew to become a 

measurable time in which one could accomplish something, help  or 

advance oneself. 241   

Keith Thomas contend ed that the expansion of print  itself  provided 

something of the same w idening of personal horizons: òthe vast 

expansion of print gave the ordinary reader new models to imitate, a 

greater awareness of the past and  other societies, a wider sense of the 

possible , and a general consciousness that things might be other than 

they were. ó242  
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 For moderns,  it is important to realize how persistently another, 

older early modern  sensibility was pushing against this expansion o f 

perspective ð a consciousness of mortality and the brevity of humans õ 

years that was demonstrably ingrained in the almanacs õ users . A taste of 

that  sensibility comes through when an almanac compiler bids t he 

reader farewell and expressed  hope that he  would  be allowed to return 

the next year with a new edition.  Within that scope, however, there 

remained a sense that more could be accomplished personally and in 

society every year, and the almanac enabled that.   

Almanacs õ Structure and Paratextuality: Li teracy Device?  

 The almanac s delivered these diverse features to users not through  

(or not only through)  elaborate argumentation or appeal to scriptural 

authority, but with a paratextual quality , about which authorities 

disagree . Genetteõs umbrella term fo r variations in the appearance of a 

print text  was largely limited to what is called òfront matter ó like title 

pages and tables of contents. Genette õs minimalist approach was  

challenged  and elaborated  in various ways in Helen Smith and Louise 

Wilson õs anth ology, Renaissance Paratexts . Moving outward from 

Genetteõs focus , contributors to that volume zero ed in on all visual ways 

in which a text is annotated by variation and difference, typography and 
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illustration, white space and not. Still,  the essential òtransaction aló 

nature of these variations was  emphasized. 243   

Genette asserted  elsewhere that òthe paratext, in all its forms, is a 

fundamentally heteronomous, auxiliary, discourse devoted to the service 

of something else which constitutes its right of existence,  namely the 

text.ò244  That is, authors are engaging and aiding reader/users with these 

paratextual devices, which may have beauty but always have function in 

the reader -encounter. In the case of almanacs, the design variations, the 

recognizable typography of popular features like the tabular timeline 

since the Creation or illustrat ions like the Zodiacal Body beca me 

conventions of the genre and navigational aids as users employ ed the 

book as a device of utility, and a reference. Don Cam eron Allen õs 

òformula ó became  something of a visual catechism for the regular user.  

 The almanac was the supremely navigable print product of its era, 

divided into distinct parts like a reference volume, typographically laid 

out along lines that would be familiar to today õs textbook designer, and 

frequently tricked out with the seventeent h-century version of 

Technicolor: rubrication, or red -ink ed type.  Distinct conventions in the 

almanacs  grew from Laet to Vaughan to Securis and the versions 

produced by the printers Watkins and Roberts under their exclusive 

patent after 1571. In their hal f-dozen or so brands they had a very 
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salable, mature òlineó of offerings in the last decade of Elizabeth I õs reign. 

By the time the almanacs were handed over to the Stationers õ Company 

monopoly management in 1603, they were as predictable as a genre as 

Don  Cameron Allen dismissively asserted they were. And that provided a 

comfort zone for the potential purchasers, who could choose among 

slightly variant brands looking for the combination of component 

features they wanted and  the navigability that attracted them.  

 Neil Rhodes  referred  definitionally  to the se paratextual features  as 

òarticulation, ó and they confirm ed Chartier õs notion of the òdefinitive 

triumph of white [space] over black [ink] ð the introduction of breathing 

space on the page é . [which ] echoed the intellectual or discursive 

articulation of the argument in the visual articulation of the page. ó The 

ultra white -space alm anacs known as blanks additionally afforded a 

chance to engage directly with the printed text and respond to it. 245  It 

seems arguably likely that the almanac õs compact presentation of 

graphics (the astrological body; eclipse diagrams), tabular and indicative 

layout for bulk material (annual fairs, roads between towns, the monthly 

calendars) and print large and small altogether s erved as a scaffold for 

improving literacy, whatever the skill level of the user.  

 Until much later when the daily newspaper began routinely to 
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appear in sections headed with different topics , and filled with 

conventional and routinized service features , t he almanac was far more 

specifically divided into parts with  different appearances and uses th an 

any other widely used print, certainly of its era. These practices 

introduce d a dynamism to text that allow ed users to upgrade thei r 

òliteracies ó bit by bit. T he blanks,  inviting expression for the user,  

furthered the process.  Time was opening up,  along with a wider 

òsurveillance of the terrain, ó in a text -tool -device providing a field of 

agency  for the individual.  

  It  is important to understand literacy as pr ocess as well as 

snapshot of co mpetency, as Keith Thomas pointed  out. òThe pressures to 

acquire some rudimentary literary skill we re relentless ó in everyday 

life. 246  Early modern almanac users would have responded by gaining a 

little more overall literacy an d competence with each resort to the 

almanac.  For Thomas ð and for this account ð the human field is strewn 

with different òliteracies ó and none of them was standing still.  David 

Cressy summarized the advantages of print literacy even for the non -

elite:  

Works on husbandry which reported successes in soil 

improvement, lawbooks for the layman with abridgments for 
the statutes and model instruments for legal actions, tables 

of tides and calendrical, medical and meteorological 
information of the sort found in  almanacs, all put valuable 

information into the hands of people who could profit from 
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it. 247   

Cressy might have noted, but did  not, that the husbandry and  (after 

1640)  legal information available in other forms of print were provided 

(albeit in abbreviated form) in almanacs as well.  

People in the early modern era who were experiencing a 

broadening of their own life -chances and sense of agency as the array of 

paths  to prosper widened and beckoned were likely to learn  the 

functional literacy they needed increm entally, day by day.  Not every child 

(and certainly few female children) even went to the earliest schools, and 

the temptation for families in the almo st perpetual hard times of the 

early m odern era was to give in to the òopportunity cost ó argument and 

move children from schooling to work. 248  

  The almanac  provid ed an articulated , symbol -based device that 

could manipulate time and space to enhance an individual õs chances to 

prosper. It  also served as a schoolhous e for advancing one õs literacy, 

linking literac y and agency to practice in a way that helps define the 

gateway offered by the early modern era for many previously 

subordinated peoples.  

 There could very well have been a reason to purchase an almanac 
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even if the owner (or family members who also used th e product) was not 

fully literate. Daily use could be daily schooling. Tessa Watt, quoted by 

Angela McShane, noted that òmany more people could get through the 

text of a broadside ballad than could sign their names to a Protestation 

oath.ó 249  

The argument here is that almanacs õ social ubiquity, patterned and 

responsive provision of everyday information and clear evolutionary 

reshaping to meet their users õ wants and needs provides evidence of 

participation ð in discourse and its use, if not always in politic al action. 

Almanacs õ clear penetration into the non -elite sector of society ð their 

purchase, year after year, by folk many of whom were marginally literate 

ð gives modern researchers material evidence of a dynamic two -sided 

relationship between an informa tion public and the tools of incremental 

information acquisition and use.  
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#ÏÎÔÉÎÕÉÔÙ ÁÎÄ #ÈÁÎÇÅ 
 

When the Stationers õ Company took over the almanac business 

from their longtime member James Roberts 250  in 1603, all the elements 

of the annual offering that Allen amusedly said could be composed  òby 

formula ó were in place , and the formula appeared to be effective and 

attractive. This routinization of the almanac õs appearance gave it a 

distinctive, articula ted quality unlike most printed products of the day. 

Many component features were recognizable because they were tabular, 

ruled, or styled differently  than the solid -set text so characteristic of 

other cheap print of the day. The sections on physick, as we ll as some 

others, were full of brackets after the fashion of the French textbook 

innovator Peter Ramus, showing relationships among the elements of 

nature and the human body.  

Ong argue d that Ramus õs innovations were òpart of a large -scale 

operation freeing the book from the world of discourse and making it over 

into an object, a box, with surface and ôcontent. õ ó251  Elizabeth Tebaux 

asserts that English òtechnical writing, particularly wor ks printed after 

1550, reveal applications of text technology to page design that suggest 
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that even in the late sixteenth century readable visual design was the 

writer õs intent. ó252  

In the prehistory of journalism, the assembly of the components of 

news by o rdinary people, the non -elite, beg an  with these kinds of 

learning. Tudor and Stuart England  contrasted with Europe, where t his 

kind of timely news of current events wa s being purveyed by, for 

instance, the German weekly Zeitungen and other somewhat regular  

periodicals 253  . 

Capp and others made  it clear, however, that with some singular 

exceptions the almanac trade stayed under the political radar.  On a 

different path , this dissertation  shows , almanacs systematized, 

regularized ð and periodized ð the everyday , an essential prerequisite of 

news . Andrew Pettegree assert ed that the òdomestic ó began to establish 

itself as news alongside the political in the early sixteenth  century. He 

contend ed Antwerp õs city decrees about the rules for selling produce or 

animals on the market allow us to  

detect the beginning of a news culture that touches on domestic 
affairs. This was an aspect of news that had previously bubbled 

along as the domain of word -of-mouth gossip, rather separate 
from the great events captured in international correspondence 

and print. In the sixteenth century matters close to home began 
to impact on the news prints. 254  
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When James I was installed  in 1603 , however,  he retained Elizabeth õs 

top minister Robert Cecil , soon created first early of Salisbury,  and there 

was no substantial change in the informal circulation of  domestic news  

in manuscript rather than print  throughout his and his son Charles I õs 

reigns . If there w as pent -up demand for the domest ic in news , as 

Pettegree suggested , in  continental Europe, almanacs provided a 

domestic form of information for the English .  

What interests the analyst of journalism õs prehistory  is the way 

component features  of the almanac  were deployed and  which ones, year 

by year, appeared and disappeared in how many  of the popular name -

brand almanacs. These patterns of change were indicators of an 

emerging information public õs appetite  for information  and responses to 

that appetite from the compilers, pri nters and publishers of this lucrative 

cheap -print sector of the book trade.  As detailed in Chapter 3, a bout 375 

almanacs have been  examined in this analysis in regard to  the 

appearance or absence of twenty  specific features. Almanacs published 

between 1595 and 1645 that appeared consecutively for three or more 

years were selected, with the exception of those published by the 

Cambridge University printers from 1624 to 1640 (which were spot -

checked for compar ison ). 

During the period being examined ð 1595 to 1645 ð the almanac 



муп 
 

trade and the almanac format and content narrative underwent 

significant changes and met ð or dodged ð significant challenges. The 

production and compilation of English almanac s was somew hat 

consolidated even by 1595, when the printers Watkins and Roberts held 

the royal p atent, or monopoly,  for producing them . Watkins and Roberts  

appeared to successfully defend  their monopoly  in the way that counted 

most : their names are on nearly all the surviving almanacs from 1571, 

when the patent was granted, until 1603 , when the Stationers õ 

Conmpany directly assumed the monopoly over almanac publication .255   

The integration and (at least presumptive) coordination of all 

almanac production by the Worshipf ul Company of Stationers 1603 

play ed out visibly in the following decade. The Stationers õ Company came 

quickly to depend on the stability of income that was provided by 

almanacs as a linchpin of the joint -stock company  known as the English 

Stock . That enti ty, officially chartered entirely within the Stationers õ 

Company , encompassed almanacs  and other regular best -sellers 

including religious texts and schoolbooks. 256  

Timeframes for Analysis  

For purposes of analy tical discussion , this project divided  the 

period  1595 -1640  in to  three sections . The period 1595 -16 03  exemplifie d 

how the late Elizabethan almanac took  its form, and how different 
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author/compilers established personal brands and specialty features 

under the umbrella of Watkins and Roberts. This establish ed pattern  was 

elaborated as the Stationers t ook  over the trade in 1603 and (with some 

clear fumbles) develop ed through 1615  a stable of òbrands ,ó named 

almanacs  that ha d diverse kinds of appeal, with component features 

associated with each brand, that could  maximize and saturate the 

potential market for the two -penny annual.   

The period 1615 -1625 , the latter part of James I õs rule ending with 

his death and the accession  in 1625  of his son Charles I , saw . some of 

the best -known and longest -running almana c brands established , and 

the genre clearly bec ame entrenched in the practice of its audience. New 

features became popular  and older ones fade d, but stability clearly 

became  a principle  and some of the brands appear ed to have staked out 

specific  component features as their claim to popularity.  

During this middle period, the managers of the almanac trade 

develop ed a larger range of almanac types that fill ed out the potential of 

the genre and extend ed its public .  From 1595 -1625  this analysis 

include d 225 alm anac editions . The number of Stationers õ almanacs 

surviving from 1615 to 1625 never went  below a dozen in any given year.  

The last period , 1625 -1640 , began  the year Charles I succeeded 

his father  James I  and end ed as political conflict was  shading toward 

military confrontation between the king and Parliament. It include d the 
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period of Charles I õs òpersonal rule ó from 1629 to 1640 that soured the 

kingõs relations with the wider nation  even further . During this period the 

almanacs coped compe titively with  several other print genres. The rise 

and fall of the total number of almanac editions the Stationers õ Company 

produced over this part of the timeline reflects this competition. Some  of 

the competition  came from more expensive òhow -toó books t hat included 

much of the advice in the annual almanacs but in expanded form, 

design ed to be bought only once  and consulted over a long period of time . 

More a direct threat within the genre, the University of Cambridge 

wangled from the Privy Council in 1623  a qualified right to print 

almanacs. In the 1625 -1640 period Cambridge printed  as many as six or 

seven almanacs in some years .257  

Th is examination of 375  surviving , continuous  almanacs  shows 

the deliberate strategy of the Stationers õ Company to maximize the 

appeal of the genre by managing a line  of (aspirationally, long -running) 

annual almanacs with varying kinds of appeal to different  segments of 

their growing public. Because the printers and booksellers in the 

company were in a position to get regular feedback through sales of each 

annual array of issues of this cash cow, year -to-year tinkering with this 

strategy is presum ed to be  hig hly likely, even without a record of such 

decision -making. Changes  ð which component features appear in which 
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brand -name almanac  at different points in time  ð reflect ed this strategy . 

Because the se almanacs  are still available for inspection today, changes  

in them  are the  surviving evidence of how this commercial ly driven 

cultivation of a public for information  dynamic ally  played out against the 

domestic and political background of the era.  The component features of 

almanacs, which had developed slowly out of the sixteenth -century 

almanac canon, took  on independent careers. Their persistence as 

almanac  brand s came and went  shows their specific importance to the 

information public that was purchasing brand -name almanacs and 

sought out their favorite features.   

It must be conced ed that there are potentially confound ing factors 

with in this broad assertion  about a grand strategy of Stationers õ 

Company almanac managers . Many annual issues of almanac s that have 

survived from 1595 -1645 show evidence that the individ ual printer of an 

almanac autonomously may have inserted material  for convenience  to 

make  the issue  come out to its  forty or  forty -eight pages. Certainly 

compilers ð most of whom delivered their copy early in the previous year, 

May or June ð were frequently quick to complain about the material  not 

submitted by them  that showed up in their almanacs when finally 

printed in time for the November release of the following year õs 

editions. 258  Few if any compilers ð even those living in London, the center 
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of activity  for the printing trade ð were apparently able or allowed to 

oversee their work into  print as Erasmus and other luminaries of the 

earl iest  age of print had done  and contemporary authors in a literary 

vein often still did .259  

Printers õ responsibilit y for their almanacs õ quality, as with all other 

printing of this era, was inconsistently enforced. Though some of the 

almanacs in this period featured the names of some of the master 

printers of the day , most  did not. 260  In 1634, the same year that the Priv y 

Council order to register almanacs was promulgated (and apparently 

ignored), the Court of the Stationers õ Company ordered that the name, or 

at least the initials, of the printer of any almanac must appear on the 

cover. The loose quality of supervision an d sometimes unfortunate 

autonomy of the printer who was assigned  the work was demonstrated in 

that the Court made the  above rule òwhereby the company  may know by 
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нллоϧǊŜǎψƛŘҐȄǊƛΥŜŜōƻϧǊŦǘψƛŘҐȄǊƛΥŜŜōƻΥƛƳŀƎŜΥнплстΥммΤ /ŀǇǇΣ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΣ ппΣ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ άwǳǘǘŜǊέ 
ǿŀǎ ŀ άƴŀǳǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƘŀǊǘέ ōǳǘ IƻǇǘƻƴ мсмл Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ ƴƻ ǎǳŎƘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜΣƴƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƻǊǘ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ōȅ 
.ǊƛŘŜƴōŀǳƎƘΣ ±ŜȄŜŘ ŀƴŘ ¢ǊƻǳōƭŜŘ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘƳŜƴΣ нооΣ ǿƘƻ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǊǳǘǘŜǊέ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ 
ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǘŜǊƳ ŦƻǊ άǎŀƛƭƛƴƎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƛƻƴǎέ ǳǎŜŘ ōȅ ōƭǳŜπǿŀǘŜǊ ŎŀǇǘŀƛƴǎ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŀƴŘ 
ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ƭŀƴŘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ²ŜǎǘΦ 

259 tŜǘǘŜƎǊŜŜΣ .ƻƻƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜΣ уоΦ /ƻƳǇƛƭŜǊ WƻƘƴ ±ŀǳȄΣ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ мснп ŀƭƳŀƴŀŎΣ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ 
άCǊƛŜƴŘƭȅ wŜŀŘŜǊǎέ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ мсно ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴΩǎ ŜǊǊƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƻƳƛǘǘŜŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ άŀƭƭŜƎŜŘΣ ŎŀƳŜ ƛƴ ǘƻƻ 

ƭŀǘŜέ ōǳǘ ŀǾŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ [ƻƴŘƻƴ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ƻǾŜǊǎŜŜ Ƙƛǎ ŀƭƳŀƴŀŎǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƴ ƻƴ άŀƴŘ ǎƻ ǉǳƛǘ ƳŜ 
ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƪŜ ŎŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƻǘƘŜǊǿƛǎŜ ōŜŦŀƭƭ ƳŜ ƘŜǊŜŀŦǘŜǊΦέ ±ŀǳȄ мснпΣ ǎƛƎΦ .нΣ ƛƳŀƎŜ мм 99.h ώ.ǊƛǘƛǎƘ 
[ƛōǊŀǊȅϐΣ ƘǘǘǇΥκκƎŀǘŜǿŀȅΦǇǊƻǉǳŜǎǘΦŎƻƳκƻǇŜƴǳǊƭΚŎǘȄψǾŜǊҐ½офΦууπ
нллоϧǊŜǎψƛŘҐȄǊƛΥŜŜōƻϧǊŦǘψƛŘҐȄǊƛΥŜŜōƻΥƛƳŀƎŜΥнплстΥммΦ  
260 ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ мр ǘƻ нр άƳŀǎǘŜǊǎέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ƻƳǇŀƴȅΣ ƴƻǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ǘƻ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΦ aŀǎǘŜǊǎ ƻǿƴŜŘ ǇǊŜǎǎŜǎ 
ŀƴŘ ƻǇŜǊŀǘŜŘ ǇǊƛƴǘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴǎΤ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǇǇǊŜƴǘƛŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅƳŜƴ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƳΦ 

http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88-2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:image:24067:11
http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88-2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:image:24067:11
http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88-2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:image:24067:11
http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88-2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:image:24067:11
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whom they [the almanacs] were printed. ó261   And D.F. Mackenzie and 

many other scholars have shown that printers were likely to share their 

work with others when the volume was heavy. 262  Considering that 

almanacs were all pointed, from the production standpoint, at a delivery 

date in November, it is e asy to imagine near -gridlock in the trade at some 

periods in October or even earlier. The name Edward Allde appears on (or 

is attributed to) as many almanacs as any other printer during the first 

quarter of the seventeenth  century  (he died in 1627  and  his widow 

Elizabeth õs name appears as printer on many subsequent almanacs) . But 

as Ian Gadd notes in Allde õs entry  in the Oxford Dictionary of National 

Biography , òThe Short -Title Catalogue  associates him with the 

production of over 700 items during his career ; however, he mostly acted 

as a ôtrade printer õ, printing material for others. ó263  

The Stationers had petitioned for their almanac privilege in part on 

the basis that poorer members of the company needed work and this 

monopoly could be their salvation. Many of these members were 

journeymen recently òmade freeó of the company through apprenticeship 

or other means; many may not have had the skill of the master printers. 

Gaps between the compilers õ wishes and the product of the individual 

print shop were inevita ble, one would think; the question is, did this 

                                                             
261 WŀŎƪǎƻƴΣ /ƻǳǊǘ .ƻƻƪΣ ннм όƳȅ ƛǘŀƭƛŎǎύΦ 
262 aŎYŜƴȊƛŜΣ tǊƛƴǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aƛƴŘΣ ŜǎǇΦ ртπсмΤ /ŀǇǇΣ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΣ пнπоΦ  
 
263 LΦ DŀŘŘΣ ά!ƭƭŘŜΣ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ όмрррȄсоςмснтύΣέ hȄŦƻǊŘ 5ƛŎǘƛƻƴŀǊȅ ƻŦ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ .ƛƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ όhȄŦƻǊŘ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 
tǊŜǎǎΣ нллпύ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ му aŀȅ нлмпΣ ŘƻƛΥмлΦмлфоκǊŜŦΥƻŘƴōκосоΦ 



мфл 
 

happen often enough to distort this  dissertation õs intended portrait of a 

deliberate, market -driven range of almanac types?  This analysis will help 

answer the question .  

Competition from Within and Without the Genre  

During this 1625 -40 period, òhow -toó books on an increasing range 

of household and vocational activities burgeoned . Many of these works, 

though more expensive than almanacs by far, overlapped them in their 

everyday utility  if one wanted depth and  detail. Almanacs, in some 

respects, appealed to those who wanted , or could only manage,  the short 

version. And the price difference appears to have been significant.  Izaak 

Walton, whose The Compleat Angler  (1653) is considered a paradigm of 

the elegant ho w-to manual, warned readers that they  òmayé learn 

something that may be worth thei r money, if they be not needy. ó264  

Though the most popular how -to manuals came out in many successive 

editions, it should be stressed, they did not share the regularity and 

per iodic ity of annual almanacs, a distinguishing characteristic and one 

that made them unique in their ability to create and sustain a public for 

information. Natasha Glaisyer notes that production of this how -to genre 

òlargely did not take off until the midd le of the seventeenth century. ó265  

but the indefatigable Gervase Markham, who made a career of how -to 

books, brought out his first edition of The English Hus wife  in 1615 and it 

                                                             
264 DƭŀƛǎȅŜǊΣ άtƻǇǳƭŀǊ 5ƛŘŀŎǘƛŎ [ƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΣέ ƛƴ wŀȅƳƻƴŘΣ hȄŦƻǊŘ IƛǎǘƻǊȅΣ рммΦ 
265 DƭŀƛǎȅŜǊΣ рмлΦ 
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went through ten editions by 1695. 266  

The corantos  ð small, cheap and riding the wave of events ð 

presented an early challenge to the  Stationers õ annual almanacs , about 

two decades into their monopoly opportunity . It was one that they pretty 

clearly dodged. By the time the corantos came on the scene, the almanac 

genre was established and, in its variations, understood by its public for 

what it was. Being not newsy was no handicap; the almanac answered to 

and referenced a different kind of calendar, and both wider and more 

articulated expanses of time. It w as still easier to accommodate an 

information public to the macro and micro rhythms contained in a year, 

and for a nation still largely agricultural the rhythm of a weekly update 

of news from Europe held an entirely different, rather than a competing, 

attr action.  Almanacs made no apparent move to present current events 

in Europe in response to the corantos.  The pent -up demand for news 

from the Continent was somewhat assuaged by these translated Dutch 

periodicals, but they had to have been an additional buy for the almanac 

user, not a substitute.  

In fact, both in their popularity and in their economic utility to 

their Stationers õ Company overseers, the almanacs were sensitive to what 

Stephen Greenblatt called the òpressures of genre. ó Almanacs were 

establishe d in a representative role that did not include heroic or warlike 

                                                             
266 ²ŀƭƭΣ άwŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ IƻƳŜΣέ ƛƴ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ tŀǊŀǘŜȄǘǎΣ мупΦ 
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themes. Greenblatt observed that a humane author  like Sir Philip Sidney 

(who wrote Arcadia , a romance of upper -class deeds) was nevertheless 

unable to be sympathetic to oppressed and rebelli ous poor folk because 

it would burst the conventions of his chosen genre and the social class 

distinctions on which it was grounded. 267  Those rebels, who when at 

home and at peace may well have bought an almanac every year, saw the 

world as well as the calen dar differently and chose their genres 

accordingly.  

A different and closer challenge emerged to the Stationers õ captive 

genre in the 1625 -1640 period: the competition with the press at 

Cambridge University . Cambridge managed to get a limited piece of the 

almanac trade and, desperate for revenue and business, ran with it. T he 

privilege was awarded in 1623 , two years  before Charles I succeeded 

James I and two years after  corantos (with  foreign news only) began  to be 

published in England. But the threat from the university press appear ed 

to have had a wider impact.  

By 1625, Cambridge was publishing two almanacs . One was 

Edward  Pondõs, a development that might have meant that  Cambridge 

was paying better for comp ilers than the Stationers . Pond (who had been 

compiling an almanac for the Stationers beginning in  1601)  in 1 612  had 

                                                             
267 {ǘŜǇƘŜƴ DǊŜŜƴōƭŀǘǘΣ άaǳǊŘŜǊƛƴƎ tŜŀǎŀƴǘǎΥ {ǘŀǘǳǎΣ DŜƴǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ wŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ wŜōŜƭƭƛƻƴΣέ ƛƴ 
[ŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ /ǳǊǎŜΥ 9ǎǎŀȅǎ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜ όbŜǿ ¸ƻǊƪΥ wƻǳǘƭŜŘƎŜΣ мффлύΣ млуΦ 



мфо 
 

bolted their stable of almanacs  quite publicly , labeling them  as 

cheapskates  in his  last edition . By 1627 the Cambridge stable of 

almanacs was up to four, and in 1628, five. From 1633 to 1637, 

Cambridge published six almanacs every year, and the effect on the 

Stationers õ Company õs fortunes wass certainly visible. During many 

years in this period a reduced number of Stationers õ almanacs and a 

conservative approach to innovation were apparent. There is a fair 

chance,  however, that the almanacs that they did publish may have been 

printed in greater numbers, so reduction in the sheer number of brand -

name almanacs did  not necessarily mean lower pri nt runs or revenue.  

The Company had a distribution network and contacts with booksellers 

that Cambridge would have had trouble matching.  The Stationers had 

shown themselves shrewd businessmen so far, and could well have been 

hanging back, waiting for Cambr idge to experience its own crisis of 

overproduction. After 1638, the number of Cambridge almanacs dropped 

to four.  

Anatomy of the Almanacs: Features and Innovations  

Most almanacs 268  were divided into a calendar and a 

òprognostication ó (roughly half and half)  and the front and back of the 

                                                             
268 ¢ƻ ǊŜǎǘŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊŀƳŜǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘȅΥ ¢ƘŜ ŀƭƳŀƴŀŎǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ǘƘƻǎŜ {ǘŀǘƛƻƴŜǊǎΩ 
/ƻƳǇŀƴȅ ŀƭƳŀƴŀŎǎ ǎǳǊǾƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŎƻƴǎŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ ȅŜŀǊǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ мрфр ŀƴŘ 
мсплΦ ¸ŜŀǊ ōȅ ȅŜŀǊΣ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǎǳǊǾƛǾƛƴƎΣ ŎƻƴǎŜŎǳǘƛǾŜ ŀƭƳŀƴŀŎǎ ƴǳƳōŜǊŜŘ ŀǎ ŦŜǿ ŀǎ ƻƴŜ ǘƻ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƛƴ мрфрπмсло 
ōǳǘ ǎǿŜƭƭŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǎ Ƴŀƴȅ ŀǎ ǘƘƛǊǘŜŜƴ ƻǊ ŦƻǳǊǘŜŜƴ ǇŜǊ ȅŜŀǊ ƛƴ мсмтπмуπмфΣ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΦ {ŜŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƘŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ 
ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜǎ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴŎȅΦ 
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book were separated by a unique second title page  signaling the 

beginning of the prognostication. The second title page  also afforded the 

compiler and printer a chance to make statements that were not 

immediately evident on the front of the almanac, where the text must be  

ultra -inoffensive. Most of the time  (at least before the 1634 Privy Council 

ruling) , if a printer was identified for the volume, his or her name 

appear ed on the second cover. However,  it i s apparent  from front and 

second front imprints that sometimes the front and back of the book 

were printed in different shops.  

The front cover, the first sales point for the user looking for the 

same òbrand ó that he or she enjoyed the previous year, br andished the 

compiler õs last name and the year date at the top of the presentation. 

Some covers had ornate frames with mythological or heraldic cameos, 

others were simple pattern borders. Text below the compiler õs name and 

date varied, but almost invariabl y located the almanac geographically, 

saying it was compiled for the latitude and longitude of a county or city ð 

and it was by no means always London. The full name of the compiler 

and his credentials (òpracticioner of physic ó or òteacher of the 

mathemati csó) anchored the bottom along with the identity of the printer 

(after 1603, òfor the Company of Stationers ó) and sometimes òCum 

Privilegio, ó shorthand for by license from the monarch.  

Arranged with the front of the book monthly calendar were other 
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compone nt features that made each almanac the unique bundle of 

distinct utilities that it was. This analysis will group these  component  

features ð with some functional overlap  ð under three categories 

representing how the information was probably used by the cons umer 

whom this preamble has pictured . That would be  a rising early modern 

English  person, consumer, producer of goods for sale, seeking new forms 

of agency in a growing mercantile nation -state where entrenched social 

classes are being shaken by change  but loosening of social bonds and 

reciprocal obligations create d hazards . The broad categories  

encompassing component features  are:  

¶ the calendarized, articulated and elaborated civic year;  

¶ events , places and the enablement of mental  mapping  of 

them  in the growing òGreató Britain;  

¶ understanding and mastery of nature and the body, or a 

òsystem of the world. ó  

Component Features Group: Defining, Dividing and Articulating the 
Civic Year  

The main work of an annual almanac was, of course, to display  the 

year in all its numbers, divisions and sectors: time management and its 

anticipation, a key component of agency. For early modern English 

people this was a civic year that included the religious calendar, helping 

to locate movable feast days (pre -emin ently Easter) and placing them in 

the context of other, more secular engagements. The individual might 
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want the calendar to keep track of each  month . The civic aspect applied 

because every event in the calendar was communal or official, and 

involved others .  

The feast days were generally on the first inside page of any 

calendar ð when they are missing it was most likely  a printer õs omission  

or last -minute  and wrongheaded space -saving option. The feast 

calendars, which could be handled in a half -page and com bined with 

other brief memoranda , were so commonly present they are not tracked 

in this analysis. But sometimes they sported a cosmopolitan refinement, 

as discussed below.  

The component features of the almanacs that are tracked in this 

category include the  front -of-the -book monthly òkalendar, ó either sort or 

blank; the quarter -session court terms; the timeline of English 

monarchs õ reigns, the furnishing of parallel Julian and Gregorian 

calendar dates and the listing of the year õs fairs in England and Wales,  

which ha d a foot both in this civic category and in the next one.   

Above all , the coming civic year was articulated by the  front -of-the -

book  òkalendar, ó one or two pages devoted to each month, with the dates 

arranged vertically in the left -most column in a way recognizable to 

Anglophone persons of all eras. Whether forty -page sort or forty -eight -

page blank, this calendar represented the orderly unrolling of the next 

year. Because the extra page of a blank invited self -writing, Stuart 
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Sherman sa id : 

For many  families, the almanac and the Bible comprised the 
entire household library, and the almanac, like the family 

Bible, offered a venue for self -recording. People not only read 
it; they also wrote in it the data of their lives. 269  

 

Other regular almanac feature s catalogued in this analysis (see the 

chart of features and their frequency) contributed mainly to this categor y 

of marking out the boundaries, intervals , potential civic problems and 

civic solutions  of the year to come.  One component featu re of the 

alman acs of this pre -civil wars period that was least likely to be left out 

was the table  or account  of quarter -session court terms ð a notice of the 

dates when quarterly civil courts would meet during the year. If an 

almanac user were to be the target or initiator of litigation, knowing 

these dates was essential . J.A. Sharpe, who examined court records at 

the county and parish level, observe d that : òOnly recently é has 

realisation spread of the importance of the law and legal institutions not 

just to elite politics and the political nation, but also to the everyday life 

of large sections of the general population. ó270  

That  òlaw-mindedness, ó Sharpe noted, was uniquely characteristic 

of English society .271   It persisted in the early modern period and 

                                                             
269 {ƘŜǊƳŀƴΣ ¢ŜƭƭƛƴƎ ¢ƛƳŜΣ рсΦ 
270 WΦ !Φ {ƘŀǊǇŜΣ ά¢ƘŜ tŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ [ŀǿΣέ ƛƴ tƻǇǳƭŀǊ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ {ŜǾŜƴǘŜŜƴǘƘπ/ŜƴǘǳǊȅ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ ŜŘΦ .ŀǊǊȅ 
wŜŀȅ ό.ŜŎƪŜƴƘŀƳΣ YŜƴǘΣ ¦YΥ /ǊƻƻƳ IŜƭƳΣ мфурύΣ нпрΦ 
271 {ƘŀǊǇŜΣ ƛōƛŘΦ нпсΣ ǉǳƻǘŜǎ wƻōŜǊǘ aǳŎƘŜƳōƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ CǊŀƴŎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ 
ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿ ƘŀŘ ŜǊƻŘŜŘ ŀ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ CǊŜƴŎƘ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ 
ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǿΦ  
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mushroomed in the p eriod treated in this project.  

 

 

Figure 5 : Court quarter -session terms in John Woodhouse õs 1624  

almanac , showing Ramist brackets in the  page design  and strong graphic 
identification with the feature . © The British Library : Digital images produced by ProQuest 

LLC as part of ProQuest® Historical Newspapers. www.proquest.com 

 

 
éeven for persons of moderate property, contact with the 

law, via bonds, deeds and contracts could be frequent. é 
County society was to some extent focused upon, and in 
large measu re organized by, the court of quarter sessions, 

where many decisions about local government were enforced 
by indictments or recognizances. 272   

                                                             
272 {ƘŀǊǇŜΣ ά[ŀǿΣέ нпсΦ 
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During this period (1560 -1640) òthere occurred what has been 

described as a ôgreat, and probably unprecedented, increaseõ in the 

amount of litigation entertained by the two main common -law courts at 

Westminster. . . .[and] away from the centre, it seems that most courts in 

the localities were also experiencing an upsurge in their business. ó273   

The degree to which the  law, and its representatives, suffused the 

liv es of ordinary folk in England wa s made plain by C. V. Wedgwood:  

Justice was administered throughout the kingdom in a 
multitude of small local courts, and the governors of 

England, in all that affected the dai ly life of the subject, were 
the local justices of the peace ð small gentry in the 

countryside, aldermen in the cities. At Quarter Sessions the 
justices, gathered together in the county town, fixed the ra te 

of wages and discussed the state and needs of the  county. 
They were competent to try all crimes except treason or 
offences by the King õs servants. . . .  

 Between sessions the justices saw to the daily affairs of the 
village, apprenticed boys to trades, disciplined unruly 

servants, ordered idlers into the fields at harvest time, 
licensed or suppressed alehouses, punished rogues and 

vagabonds, put bastard ch ildren out to nurse, sent lewd 
women and incorrigible beggars to the house of correction, 
relieve d the sick, poor and disabled, e ncouraged lawful and 

discouraged unlawful sports, and saw to the maintenance ð 
such as it was ð of roads and bridges. 274  

It is  not difficult to understand why the court terms component 

was one of the most consistent features in the almanacs of the period, 

even when other apparently popular features were juggled by the 

compilers, the printers, or both. As Wedgwood note d, òAs plaintif f or 
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defendant, as witness or surety, or as a minor official of the court, the 

great majority of the population would be at one time or another directly 

involved with the law. ó275  

The growth in written documentation of agreements  and contracts , 

clearly conne cted with the growth in engagement with the law in general, 

pointed as well to another feature  in this civic category  that was less a 

constant in almanacs  than the court terms , but certainly showed up 

often: a timeline of the reigns of English monarchs, co nveniently 

including a column showing how many years had elapsed since each  

reign began and ended . Those making contracts or deeds often identified 

past years by their location in a specific reign. òIn the fourteenth year of 

the reign of King Henry VIII ó might be the peg on which a past 

acquisition of property was identified in history. 276  

Despite the apparent public embrace of law as the birthright of 

òfree-born Englishmen ó and a stay against abuse by elites, lawyers did 

not escape the lash of public sentim ent in almanacs or in other popular 

literature like ballads. 277  Still, among the self -advertisements that were 

the most common adverts in pre -civil wars almanacs, several compilers 

or their associates promoted their readiness to assist reader/users with 

                                                             
275 ²ŜŘƎǿƻƻŘΣ YƛƴƎΩǎ tŜŀŎŜΣ мофΤ /ŀǇǇΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŘƳƻƴƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǎǳŎƘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘƭŜǎǎƭȅ 
ƭƛǘƛƎƛƻǳǎ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊ ǿŜǊŜ ǊƛŦŜ ƛƴ ŀƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΣ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀŘŀƎŜπƘŜŀǾȅ ŀƴŘ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǊŀƭƭȅ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜ 
ǾŜǊǎŜǎ ŀǘƻǇ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƭŜƴŘŀǊ ǇŀƎŜǎΦ /ŀǇǇΣ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΣ млсπлтΦ  
276 /ŀǇǇ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ŀōƻǳǘ мртм ƛƴ ŀƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΦ /ŀǇǇΣ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΣ олΦ 
277 /ŀǇǇΣ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΣ млтΦ 



нлм 
 

the drawing up of contracts, though the word s òlawyeró or òbarrister ó 

were never mentioned. 278   

The table of court terms, often laid out in organized grid -like form 

because there were four òterms ó with gaps between them,  frequently 

appeared in the front of the almanac , on the first right -hand  or recto 

page, matched on the left or verso  page by the feast days calendar of 

imp ortant dates of the coming religious year.  

Of the 225 almanacs surveyed between 1595 and 1625, there were 

eight years in which every  almanac surveyed contained the court terms 

entry. In only one year (1607) did the proportion fall to two -thirds of the 

almanacs; in the remaining years of this period the proportion was 

always higher. From 1625 to 1640, every surveyed almanac had at least  

one page of court terms for seven of those years, and in seven more 

years, only one of the almanacs lacked court terms. In 1626, eight of ten 

almanacs had court terms.    

The timeline of monarchs õ reigns got a slower start in this period 

(1595 -1625) and o nly three times appeared in more than half the 

almanacs in a given year. From 1625 -40 they appeared more in demand, 

being in half or more of the almanacs every year except 1634 and 1636.  
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The utility of model legal documents for use by those who wanted 

to a void both lawyers and a challenge to their wills or contracts would 

seem obvious, and such model documents appeared in almanacs ð but 

not until the second half of the century. The almanac called òFlyó first 

included a model will in 1658, Capp said, and no almanac surveyed in 

this project from 1595 to 1640 provided this feature. 279   

Overlapping between this civic category  of component features  and 

the next  (geography and national idea of Britain)  were several features 

that helped establish both the divisions o f the next year and the sense of 

location in an emerging nation -state and an increasingly explicable 

material world. The most popular, even though long and difficult to fit 

into an edition, was the  month by month  list of fairs throughout England 

and Wales.  Taking up generally five to six pages, it was an anatomy of 

the commercial and mercantile year as well as establishing geographical 

patterns for the emerging nation -state.  

In 1598, for which  three almanacs survive, all three carried the 

fairs list. Thoug h the feature was sporadic through 1604, when three of 

the eight surviving almanacs carried fairs, it appeared in at least one 

almanac every year until 1625, with the exception of 1608 and 1609. 280  

As the Stationers produced a steady ten to twelve  surviving almanacs per 
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year in 1612 and the years following , fairs  listings  were present in t hree, 

four and even five of each yearõs almanacs through 1625. After 1626, the 

fairs listings appeared  in two of the longer -running almanacs, Sofford 

and John Woodhouse, eve ry year. If a small tradesman in Charles I õs 

reign needed this year õs listings, he knew what names to look for on the 

cover of his almanac.  

The emergence of mercantilist opportunism at the village level that 

was reflected in the fairs listings  also  extended to increased trade with 

the Continent . Catholic Europe  was ten days òaheadó of England, which 

had stuck to the older  Julian calendar . France and Spain , among 

England õs trading partners , had adopted the newer, corrected calendar in 

the late sixtee nth  century. Many almanacs showed both systems in their 

calendars, with the monthly page showing Julian dates in a column on 

the far left and Gregorian dates  (òthe forrein accompt ó) in a column on 

the right side of the page. The first of every Julian month  was already the 

eleventh  of that month across the Channel. After 1606, half or more of 

the almanacs in any given year provide d this cosmopolitan dual calendar 

in their monthly calendar pages. In many almanacs, as well, the feast 

day calendar (described ab ove) was dual, showing the (Protestant) feast 

days for across the Channel as well as those for Julian -calendar 

England.  
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Component Features Group: Locating Citizenship, Civitas, Nation  

The ordinary almanac user also counted on the annual to provide 

detailed  information on her or his identity as a citizen of the emerging 

nation as well as how each household was situated physically and 

economically in the village or town. The fairs listings ha d a role  in that 

information , as well. Other component features cont ributing to this 

aspect of everyday life were timelines of history, both the list of events 

from the date of the Creation and that showi ng reigns of England õs 

monarchs, and  gazetteers that provided the names and some information 

about the cities and towns of the nation or more rarely about the world õs 

great cities.  

England õs fairs, one of the consistent attractions of the annual 

almanac, created in their aggregate display not only a different, rich and 

productive month -by-month map of the year õs commercial calendar  but a 

mental map of the breadth of the kingdom and the opportunities for 

buying and selling. The society was slowly converting from one in which 

people and families  made most of what they used to one in which they  

bought a good deal of what they u sed from others. 281  Division of labor 

was taking hold in a pre -industrial time. The fairs, and the opportunity 

to travel to them, provided a cornucopia of the material goods of others 

(and a wider sharing of gossip and social norms).  
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Many almanacs also provided a map of England  in words , or at 

least a òmapó enabling one to get around in England. The component 

feature typically headed  òThe geographicall description of waies from one 

town to another, all over England, and thereby how to travel from any 

one of them to the citty of London ó showed the order of towns and 

mileage on a number of different journeys. Each town õs distance from the 

next one in the sequence was shown, and as promised, most of the 

journeys converge d on London, the commercial metropolis . The feature 

(called òroads and routes ó in the chart of features and their frequency) 

never achieve d the prominence and ubiquity of the fairs listing in the 

almanacs. It appear ed for the first time in the 1595 -1625 period in two 

editions of 1602. It was sporadic throughout the period and only in 1621 

and 1622 appear ed in more than two of the almanacs.  

The sheer space that had to be allocated to the feature ð generally 

six to eight pages, like the fairs list ðmade it hard to fit into a forty -page 

sort for even the most ingenious printer without omitting other, more 

popular single -page features. But from 1617 to 1624 there was at least 

one almanac each year, and often two or three, in which the footloose 

almanac user could find òwaiesó from here to there. Fr om 1625 to 1640 

there was never a year when one or more almanacs did  not feature the 

roads guide. The most consistent was the long -running almanac 

compiled by Samuel Perkins (1625 -1643) ð again, a brand name to seek 

if one want ed that road guide in his or her almanac.  
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If there w as a spur to keep the Stationers in the business of 

almanacs with fairs and the roads guide during the 1625 -1640 period, it 

was significant competition from the Cambridge album by Peregri ne 

Rivers. As Bernard Capp noted , the name was  almost certainly made -up 

to take advantage of Cambridge õs acquisition  of the Pond almanac series 

after the long hiatus following Pond õs squabble with the Stationers over 

low compensation for almanac compilers and his leaving the business in 

1612. 282  It was one of several water -oriented almanac brands taking off 

from òPond.ó Riversõ accomplishment was fitting both the roads guide 

and the fairs list into the same almanac ð a rarity. The lists were set in 

three columns per page and made liberal use of the brack ets associated 

with Ramist organization . 

A less common feature, somewhat similar to the òroads and 

routes, ó was a list of towns, parishes, cities and counties. This gazetteer, 

as it  might be called  now, provided a static layout of the towns large and 

small that appeared dynamically in the òroads and routes. ó It appeared 

sporadically, starting in 1611, was absent in 1616 and 1622, and never 

appeared in more than two almanacs in a given year. It seeme d mainly  a 

signature feature  for the almanac of John White, a long -running and 

otherwise decidedly ordinary, conventional entry that nevertheless lasted 

from 1613 to 1651 where  some more adventurous compilers 
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experimented themselves out of business . 

A cosmopolitan variant of the gazetteer feature appeared first in 

Thomas Bretnor õs 1607 almanac, which was  also Bretnor õs first  offering . 

It  was a list of major world cities with their compass headings and 

distance from London. Places in the New World such  as Virginia were 

included. It  is tempting to see this feature as a stimulus to a wider 

understanding of the round earth by non -elites who made up a great part 

of the almanacs õ public. But the fact is that Bretnor, from 1607 to his 

last annual in 1619, was  almost the only compiler to include it. For 

several years Bretnor õs feckless competitor Daniel Browne offered the 

one-page table of world locations, but he abandoned it and after 

Bretnor õs departure from the scene in 1619 only one other compiler 

(Vaux) of fered it, for just one year (1622). From then to 1640 it remains 

absent from the surviving Stationers õ almanacs.  

A sense of one õs location in Britain ð let alone Britain õs location in 

the world ð would seem to be an important role for an information source  

and navigation tool  like the annual almanac. As seen here, though, the 

list of fairs ð something of a gazetteer in itself ð as well as the roads -and -

routes guide were persistently present in the almanacs but not with the 

near -ubiquity of the one -page tabl e of court terms or the one -page list of 

reigns of the English monarchs. Part of the difference was use of  space: 

one-page features were much easier to fit into the puzzle of an optimal 
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forty - or forty -eight -page almanac than were features  like fairs or ro ads-

and -routes  that consumed at least four pages, if not six or eight.  

During the 1615 -1625 period the proportion of almanacs that 

provided one of the two back -of-the -book features, fair listings or roads 

and routes, seemed to wobble but there was never a year after 1612 

(when the number of consecutive almanacs under Stationers 

management reached double digits) when both were absent from the 

available almanac inventory. From 1617 to 1625, each of these 

component features was available in at least one surviv ing Stationers 

almanac.  In the 1625 -40 period the roads guide was not in any surviving 

almanac in 1628 and 1631 -32 and the fairs listings likewise  were 

missing in 1635. 283  

Space was also, one would think, the reason that maps almost 

never appeared in a pocke t-sized octavo almanac with pages that 

measured no more than four by six inches. The prose narrative of fairs, 

of routes from town to town, or even lists of counties and their towns, 

stood  in for maps, though scholars tend to agree that the cartographic 

representations òworked to create national unity, while obliterating 

topographical and local difference. ó284   
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One singular exception, again, was the almanac of John White. 

In 1648, after the  period  covered by this study  and during the actual 

civil wars, White õs edition added a map to his gazetteer. He had 

previously called the text gazetteer  a òCatalog of Shires, Cities é and 

much else but now called the package a òGeographical Epitomie. ó285  

The map , on the left -hand page,  showed the boundaries of the shires 

and numbered them for reference to the list on the facing page. No 

other feature, not even  the name òLondon, ó appeared  on this small 

and Spartan map. Th e gazetteer list, which had in previous editions 

taken up nearly two  pages itself, was now set in minuscule type to get 

all fifty -two  shires on the facing page. And in a one -city nation, several 

columns were set aside to show the distance in miles of each shire 

from London, as well as its compass heading from the nation õs major 

city.  

For early modern English people, a sense of where one was in the 

emerging nation -state also involved a sense of history. Almanac users 

could turn to the chronologies or historical timelines that appeared with 

high frequency in almanacs of this period. They were  supplemented by 

                                                             
όнллнύΣ упΦ 

285 ά! /ŀǘŀƭƻƎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ {ƘƛǊŜǎΣ /ƛǘƛŜǎΣ .ƛǎƘƻǇǊƛŎƪǎΣ aŀǊƪŜǘ ¢ƻǿƴǎΣ tŀǊƛǎƘŜǎΣ wƛǾŜǊǎΣ .ǊƛŘƎŜǎΣ /ƘŀǎŜǎΣ CƻǊǊŜǎǘǎ 
ŀƴŘ tŀǊƪǎ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ 9ǾŜǊȅ tŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ {ƘƛǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎŘƻƳ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣέ ²ƘƛǘŜ мснс ώ{¢/н рнтΦмрϐΣ ǎƛƎΦ 
/нΣ 99.h ƛƳŀƎŜ мфΦ ώ²ƻǊŎŜǎǘŜǊ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ [ƛōǊŀǊȅΣ hȄŦƻǊŘϐΣ 
ƘǘǘǇΥκκƎŀǘŜǿŀȅΦǇǊƻǉǳŜǎǘΦŎƻƳκƻǇŜƴǳǊƭΚŎǘȄψǾŜǊҐ½офΦууπ
нллоϧǊŜǎψƛŘҐȄǊƛΥŜŜōƻϧǊŦǘψƛŘҐȄǊƛΥŜŜōƻΥƛƳŀƎŜΥмрлррнΥмфΣΦ 

http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88-2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:image:150552:19
http://gateway.proquest.com/openurl?ctx_ver=Z39.88-2003&res_id=xri:eebo&rft_id=xri:eebo:image:150552:19


нмл 
 

the separate chronology of royal reigns that were mentioned above. Those 

monarchy timelines were mainly provided, as noted  earlier , to facilitate 

dating of legal documents (òin the fourteenth year of the reign of Edward 

IVó). But they underpinned popular understanding of the realm as 

having an unbroken sequence of rulers who provided continuity and 

(mostly) stability as well as majesty. Peter Burke note d that the almanac 

historical timelines provided a sense, as well, of the material world õs 

continuity, since most began with the consensus date of the Creation 

and included Biblical events as well as moments of national triumph . 

One such event with a high frequency of appearance was  òthe Camp at 

Tilbury .ó That denote d a sign ature moment for Elizabeth I , who  appeared 

in person  and in armor  to rally defenses against the  1588 Spanish  

Armada and pronounced her breakthrough line, that though a woman 

she possessed òthe heart and stomach of a King ó).286  As Burke further 

observe d, the timelines also memorialized the òhistory of the everyday ó ð 

notes on when cultural pivot points considered routine in the sixteenth 

or seventeenth centuries were first introduced, such as gunpowder and 

printing, horse -drawn stagecoaches and tobacco. 287   

The historical timelines also, however, buttressed the almanacs õ 

deployment of astrology, astronomy, medicine and mathematics as 

evidence of a system of the world that could be grasped and used. Ryan 
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J. Stark, who analyzed the changes in the historical timelin es in the 

Jonathan Dove almanac series put out by the enterprising Cambridge 

University printers, quote d Robert Markley õs observation that the 

timelines òreveal ôa master narrative [é] demonstrating the providential 

ordering of history õ ó and noted  that An thony Grafton òcharacterizes 

Renaissance chronologies as providing a visual scheme of a metaphysical 

order.ó288  

The timelines, generally tidily laid out on one page, were a high -

frequency feature throughout the pre -civil wars period. Between 1604 

and 1625 th ey were absent only in 1608, a year that may represent an 

overproduction crisis, when additionally only three of the six almanacs 

for which copies survive appear on E arly English Books Online. 289 . After 

1610 the timeline was always in at least half of the al manacs, and 

frequently two -thirds of them.  

As Stark point ed out, the timelines sometimes became the 

compiler õs pièce de resistance  ð certainly the case for the Dove series, 

which expanded the timeline to six pages in 1636 and continued  into the 

1640s (when for a time the Stationers appear to have seized back the 

Dove franchise in the comparative lawlessness of wartime and the end of 
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wŜŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ олΣ ƴƻΦ н όнллсύΥ прΦ 
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print controls). 290  That was not, however, as Stark appeared  to think, an 

innovation of the Dove series; th e equally long -running and popular 

Sofford almanac showed six pages of òMemorable Accidents ó (events) in 

1630 and seven pages in 1641. Sofford õs chronology departed from the 

standard one -phrase -and -a-date format and offered  short descriptive 

paragraphs of three to five lines  for each event . Doveõs remained terse 

and thus included more actual events , mostly Biblical. But these two 

were the exceptions; most almanacs õ timelines were one -pagers with few 

variations in the highlights of history. 291  

All these repres entations of the emerging nation -state, its  past and 

its present , converged to provide the growing almanac public with a 

sense of not only the individual õs but the collectivity õs role in the scheme 

of things, a widening arena of agency.   

Compon ent F eature s Group: Mastery of Nature and the  Bodyñ A 
òSystem of the World ó 

Some of the most common component features of the almanacs 

1595 -1640 combined generations of direct material experience of the 

everyday with highly structured astrological prediction to synthesize a 

kind of science -like , apparently coherent  information system about the 

natural world and the human body. For the almanac users, the familiar 

rhythms of nature and the mathematical rigor of astrology often 

                                                             
290 {ǘŀǊƪΣ ά5ƻǾŜΣέ рлπрмΦ 
291 {ƻƳŜ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘ ǊŜŎŜƴǘπƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƛƳŜƭƛƴŜ ŜƴǘǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ /ƘŀǊƭŜǎ LΩǎ ǊŜƛƎƴ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳōǘƭȅ ǊŜƳƛƴŘ ǊŜŀŘŜǊǎ ƻŦ 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎΤ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ мснрπпл ŀƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΣ ōŜƭƻǿΦ 
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reinforced and confirmed one another.  

The component features that are grouped in this category include 

the image of the Zodiacal Body, the back -of-the -book revisi tations to the 

calendar of the q uarters or seasons section and the monthly entries, 

eclipses, advice on physick (medicine and health ) and husbandry 

(agricultural and animal care knowledge), tide tables, and calculators 

and òreckoning ó tables.  

Early modern peoples in Europe followed many paths from 

subservience to agency, but that transition, however traveled, was the 

hallmark of change  that is associated with the Renaissance. Even as 

elites gained still more splendid status, the emerging role and 

independence of non -elites made them more uneasy on their perches. 

One acknowledged element of this change was the path of literacy and 

access to printed information. Information from the almanac, as well as 

from many other sources print and nonprint, including the communal  

orality of lay sermons , the gossip of taverns  and coffee houses, 

broadened the ordinary English household õs grasp of the ma terial world, 

the nation and its  locality õs place in them. The astrological lore that 

inevitably saturated every almanac brought, along with its penumbra of 

superstition, a sense of system  that dovetailed with the increasing 

scientism that was capturing th e attention of elites. Ordinary people of 

the early modern era had new systems for understanding their world, 
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nature and their own bodies. These first few centuries of early modern 

empirical inquiry  and theoretical speculation  often stumbled down 

scientific and medical blind alleys. But today õs researchers should  not 

overlook the fact that  to the early modern perspective , more and more of 

the world seemed to make  sense every year , more and more of it was 

predictable and managea ble with each year, with each almanac edition . 

Astrology, with its connection to astronomy and mathematics, 292  partook 

of that sense of a òsystem of the world, ó as Sir Isaac Newton later 

subtitled his Principia Mathematica . 

The singular image that more than anything else represented the 

almanac genre to its customer -users fused these notions of system and 

the connection of the material world with the motions of the heavens. 

The Zodiacal Body, the most common illustration in the almanacs of this 

era, ha d roots in the work  and iconography  of the early Christian fathers 

although  by the fifteenth  century had come  to represent to readers the 

most modern of science ð showing  άan aspect of most precisely co -

ordinated and sound knowledge, founded upon an accura tely determined 

and predictable order of the heavens. ó 293  The nude anatomically correct 

male  body  was graphically and verbally keyed to those houses of the 

zodiac that influenced various body parts and òwasé the epitome of an 

                                                             
292 /ŀǇǇ ǎŀƛŘ ά¢ƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŀǎǘǊƻƴƻƳȅΣ ŀǎǘǊƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ƳŀǘƘŜƳŀǘƛŎǎ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘƭȅ 
ǘƘŜ ŎƭƻǎŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ŦƛŜƭŘǎΦέ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΣ мфΦ 
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aŜŀƴƛƴƎΣέ WƻǳǊƴŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ²ŀǊōǳǊƎ ŀƴŘ /ƻǳǊǘŀǳƭŘ LƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜǎ мм όмфпуύΣ уΦ 
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exact science. ó294  It was a real rarity to see it missing from the English 

almanac of the day, and it generally introduced  the monthly calendar 

pages in the front of the book.  The condition of the ð often very crowded ð 

image, surrounded by text about the relationship between organs and 

houses of the zodiac, was sometimes markedly worse than the rest of the 

typography and likely indicated a small number of well -worn woodcuts 

being widely shared among print shops.  

In the period 1595 -1625, there were ten years in which every 

surviving almana c used the Zodiacal Body image, and most of them were 

before 1610. After 1610, as the number of almanacs the Stationers 

published each year increased to a dozen or more, one or two each year 

would drop the image. This, arguably, wass exemplary of a wider p ractice 

by the Company to fill out the market with editions appealing to different 

tastes. The Zodiacal Body was almost invariably posted on the left -hand 

page (òpage four ó) facing the first of twelve calendar pages. When it was 

dropped, one can surmise, i t was so it could be replaced by one of the 

other equally popular one -page staples such as the court terms, timeline 

of monarchical reigns, or historical timeline from the Creation.  

The highly recognizable Zodiacal Body imagery was so emblematic of 

an almanac, though, that its omission risked a hasty customer õs 

dismissal of the whole book as not  being  in the g enre that was sought. 

                                                             
294 .ƻōƻǊΣ άaƛƴƛŀǘǳǊŜΣέ 3. 
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Capp noted that  

A number of Stuart compilers derided the Anatomy é but they 
generally inserted the figure, conceding its popu larity with the 

ordinary buyer, who without it òwith contempt would straight 
refuse to buy/the book, and ôtis no almanac contend. ó 295  

The way in which the almanac enabled increased control of the 

present and future with its division and articulation of the year to come 

is bound to puzzle moderns with its apparent redundancy. The year was 

divided into months and days by the conventional c alendar in the front of 

the book. Then, in the back -of-the -book òprognostication ó section, it was 

divided into quarters (seasons) and ð often but not always ð one more 

time into months again. One way to view this multiperspectival year is as 

both a merger and a dissection of the everyday, numerical calendar , and 

the religious calendar of feasts and saints õ days,  with one that referenced  

different and slightly mysterious rhythms linked to astrology.  

The monthly calendar in the front of the book was divided into 

vertically ruled columns and sometimes very, very busy  in appearance , 

with each column devoted to a different element connected to the days in 

the left -hand column, including, frequently, phases of the moon for the 

month. All of those elements were hi ghly practical information 

predictable in advance. The moon, seen by moderns more as romantic 

decoration, was precious illumination to farmers and workers in that 
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light -poor early modern period. Knowing the moon õs phases helped plan 

hours of work.  It might  also predict when animals in the herd or 

members of the family were more likely to give birth.   The calendar was  a 

tightly -packed page of practical information.  

In addition , a column  of the calendar page  might  be filled with 

astrological symbols  denoting  planets and houses of the zodiac  and their 

relations on that specific day , inviting the user to parse their interac tions 

to foretell the date õs events for him - or herself.  The prognostication 

section frequently offered instructions to the almanac user on how to 

judge the future encounters of the planets and their effect on the future. 

It is difficult to know how many almanac users viewed that information 

as solid prediction and how many saw it as a playful exercise. But John 

White, as well as Gilden and several of the later compilers of almanacs  

published 1625 -1640 by the Cambridge University printers, specialized 

in a compact two -page table showing (with planetary symbols) the 

alignment of the planets and zodiacal relationships for every day of the 

coming year. This table, printed back to back on one page, was the last 

page of Whiteõs almanac and the user was in vited  to tear it off and carry 

it around for constant reference. 296   

 Astrological data purport edly calculated specifically for the coming 
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year appeared in the quarters (seasons) and in the monthly entries. 

These were among the regular component features most deeply 

implicated with the astrological, predictive side of the almanac õs appeal. 

In the almanac õs articulated offerings, these feature s contrasted sharply 

with the quite certain unrolling of the planned year in the calendar 

pages, the tide tables, the court terms, and the fairs list. These were 

beyond prediction, a sure thing in the routine of the year to come.  

As suggested, the quarter s and the monthly entries in the back of 

the book echoed the calendrical, scheduled pattern of the routine entries 

with which they were just contrasted. That routinized format, however, 

encompasse d content from astrological prediction that carrie d much of 

the message of the òfi gure -casteró or astrologer who was  the compiler of 

the almanac. In these two features the compiler both extend ed his 297  

authority into the rigor (and uncertainty) of astrological prediction, and 

cloak ed that authority in the fami liar ex perience of the everyday.  

  The quarters , or seasons, were almost without exception solid -set 

in paragraph form, with an account of the planetary motions that defined 

each season, usually some poetic descriptions of the particular season õs 

phenomena (new g reenery for spring or bitter cold and ice for winter) and 

ordinarily a list of the particular diseases and afflictions associated with 
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that time of year. Again, though the quarters were ostensibly newly 

calculated for each year, the language in many editio ns duplicated that 

of the previous year, often word for word. Critics  like William Perkins (in 

Four Great Lyers , 1585)  noticed and dec ried this, and it i s hard to 

imagine the repeat  usersõ not noticing it as well. 298  Nevertheless, quarters 

were one of the re al constants in the prognostication section of any 

almanac. Other than in 1610 and 1611, no more than two almanacs in 

any given year made do without a distinct, headlined quarters section, 

and from 1625 -1640 only three years saw two almanacs minus the 

quar ters feature ð 1626, 1631 and 1636. The rest of those years saw only 

one almanac missing that feature. Despite (or perhaps because of) their 

unchanging and routine nature, they were ubiquitous. They carried part 

of the weight of some important astrological  aspects ð òphysick ó and 

òhusbandry ó that were not so tightly connected to the calendar, weaving 

the whole of the almanac into greater coherence.  

Monthly entries were less a constant, but not much. They showed 

a more open layout, with an individual paragra ph for each month, 

January to December. Because they generally took more space than the 

quarterly entries, they may well have been harder to fit into the  usually  

jam -packed almanac format. The monthly entries could be tight ly 

composed  into just a few pages but in some cases they instead offered 

                                                             
298 !ƭƭŜƴΣ {ǘŀǊπ/ǊƻǎǎŜŘ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜΣ ммсΤ /ŀǇǇΣ !ƭƳŀƴŀŎǎΣ онΦ 



ннл 
 

some of the most attractive typographical layouts in almanacs, with 

plenty of white space, typographical variation within each entry and 

occasionally small woodcut images or dingbats  distinguish ing one month 

from the next.  

Often the monthly paragraph  entrie s were topped with schematic 

descriptions of planetary motions and relations for that month. Usually 

they included lunar phases, for they were keyed to the maker of months 

ð the moon. Sometime s they offered the riskiest of all predictions ð next 

yearõs day -by-day weather, or òDisposition of the ayre. ó More criticism 

was heaped on almanacs for their manifestly bad long -range weather 

forecasting than for nearly any other pec cadillo. When one wond ers how 

much credibility ordinary folk who purchased almanacs assigned to 

astrology, the contrast between the weather predictions for the year and 

what the user actually lived through had to be telling.  



ннм 
 

 

Figure 6 : John Woodhouse õs 1624 almanac with monthl y entries providing  
husbandry advice and planetary /zodiac interactions.  © The British Library : Digital 

images produced by ProQuest LLC as part of ProQuestÈ Historical Newspapers. www.proquest.com 

 

Most interesting and provocative were those compilers who set 

forth ògood days/evil days ó during each month ð the closest that 

compilers would come to òjudicial astrology, ó which made predictions 

about what might happen to individual humans and the practic e of 

which was  viewed with great suspicion by religious authorities. 299  In 

many cases, the good and evil days referred to illness and its treatment, 

most particularly  in relation to phlebotomy (or bloodletting). On those 
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