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T H E  R E F O R M  OF T H E  P R E SE N T  C A L E N D A R  B E G U N . *

B y W I L L I A M  F . R IG G E .

Now that the first step has been taken towards reforming the present 
calendar, it would seem timely to place this long-disputed question in 
its true light. This step consisted in the fact that the Holy See was 
officially invited in July, 1923, by the League of Nations to send a rep
resentative to Geneva in order to express its mind clearly upon the 
subject. The mere presence of this representative would have satisfied 
the delegates, even if he did not bind himself to certain terms. The 
true value of this step, however, lay in this only, that the Holy See at 
once accepted the invitation. Thereupon the Orthodox Patriarch of 
Constantinople and the Anglican Archbishop of Canterbury were 
also requested to send representatives.

1. As the director of the Vatican Observatory begged to be ex
cused, Fr. Gianfranceschi, professor of physics and astronomy at the 
Gregorian University, was appointed the Roman delegate. The Orth
odox Churches sent Prof. Eginitis, of the Athens Observatory, and the 
Anglicans deputed Rev. T. E. R. Phillips, at the time secretary of 
the Royal Astronomical Society. No other religious denominations 
were invited to this first session.

The papal delegate was given an exceptionally honorable reception, 
when at his entrance into the hall all the forty members of the Council 
rose from their seats and the chairman expressed to him his special 
thanks.

When called upon to speak, Fr. Gianfranceschi said that he was em
powered only to report the proceedings but not to express an official 
statement. His own private opinion was that there was no dogmatic 
difficulty in the shifting of ecclesiastical feasts, but that this was prac
tically possible only with the full consent of all the bodies affected, 
and that it was justifiable only on account of important and sure 
improvements in business intercourse. Prof. Eginitis stated that the 
Ecumenical Patriarch was not averse to a reform of the calendar, but 
that he would not come to a decision without consulting his synod. The 
Anglican Archbishop, however, declared himself ready for a change 
in the calendar without more ado.

The main points mentioned by Fr. Gianfranceschi were then dis-

*Based on an article in the Stimmen der Zeit, vol. 106, 1923-24, nos. 3 and 4, 
by J. G. Hagen, of the Vatican Observatory.
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cussed in two committee meetings, and finally embodied in a resolution 
adopted by the general assembly. This resolution was sent to all gov
ernments and all heads of religious denominations with the request to 
return an answer before March 1, 1924. With the appointment of a 
standing committee, which included the three delegates and had as 
chairman a member of the League, this first discussion concerning the 
calendar came to an end.

2. The extent of the problem to be solved will depend upon 
whether merely a rearrangement of the ecclesiastical feasts is projected, 
or with it also a change in the calendar. The first can be effected 
without the second, but not vice versa.

In most quarters fixing the date of Easter would be all that would 
be asked. The chief difficulty at present is its range over five weeks, 
from March 22 to April 25. This shifting carries with it the preced
ing season of Lent and the following one of Paschal Time, and these 
make themselves felt in business, in sport, and in school life. The 
separation of the Easter question from that of the calendar, might, 
however, prove very unsatisfactory to ecclesiastical authorities, who 
would probably hesitate to change the cycle of feasts a second time 
and submit to all the inconveniences that this entails.

However, if further steps are taken and there is a general willing
ness to go on with the reform of the calendar, this much may be taken 
for granted from the very start, that the feast of Easter will not be 
made to depend anymore upon the date of the first full moon of spring. 
With this the Church sacrifices one of its beloved symbols. The Pass- 
over was celebrated on the day of the full moon by the Jews in order 
that they might have its light in their nightly travels at that time, and 
be reminded of their deliverance from the bondage of Egypt by their 
passage through the waters of the Red Sea. The Christian Church has 
always held fast to this outward sign, as well because its new Easter 
is the fulfillment of the old one as because its Divine Founder is the 
Light of the World. As this symbolic sign of the full moon has be
come inconvenient to modern nations on account of its five weeks shift, 
and no kind of nightly travel is necessary for religious purposes, it may 
be relinquished by the Church like any other symbol.

3. The present projected reform of the calendar is essentially dif
ferent from the Gregorian one of 1582. Then there was question of 
cementing the calendar year closely to the solar year. For this pur
pose it was necessary merely to correct the Julian period of leap years. 
This was done in such a happy way that the error, which can never be 
avoided in any system, amounts to scarcely one whole day in three 
thousand years. The present desideratum is not a correction of this 
error, but a greater uniformity within the calendar year itself. The 
same days of the month are to fall on the same days of the week. As 
to whether this is an elegant or inelegant procedure, this is not the 
place to decide. There is question merely of testing the ways and 
means of effecting it.
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In the library of the Vatican Observatory there is a special case 
devoted to the numberless schemes for the reform of the calendar, 
that have been sent to this supposed central station since the World 
War. These schemes are not less divergent than were the answers of 
four centuries ago of emperors, kings, dukes, learned men, academies, 
and universities, that were sent to the Commission of the Gregorian 
Calendar.*

With one exception to be detailed later, all the new calendars agree 
upon one point and upon that only, and that is upon the insertion of 
blind or blank or zero days, or days that are not to belong to any week. 
As the solar year is about one and a quarter days longer than a full 
number of weeks, the new calendar, if it is to be a year of weeks, will 
have each year one day over and in leap years two. What is to be 
done with these supernumerary days? The simplest remedy, one that 
by-the-way called for the least reflection, was not to count these as 
week days at all. The simplicity of this solution appealed at once to 
all reformers, although they knew that the seven days of the week 
have followed each other in unbroken succession since the days of 
Adam, have been conscientiously preserved by patriarchs and prophets, 
and have been sanctified by the new-founded Christian Church in its 
Sunday observance. This time-honored and unbroken tradition would 
be shattered. Of course, the Christian Church is not bound by the 
law of Moses, it could make an exception to the religious observance 
of the seventh day, and at times permit the substitution of the eighth 
day, but it would be only fair to consult the wishes of the Jews on this 
point. And why should not historians also be asked whether they 
would relinquish a method of correcting a doubtful date by its day of 
the week?

These difficulties, however, seemed to make no impression upon the 
calendar reformers, and the scheme of the days of no week worked 
like a charm. But it also connoted a penury of ideas, because it never 
occurred to them that, besides days, other time intervals, such as 
months, could also be inserted in the civil year, as everybody that 
writes about the calendar ought to know from the methods employed 
by the ancients, especially the Jews and the Greeks. If months can 
be intercalated, why not weeks as well ?

Now it has been shown more than twelve years ago, that the inser
tion of whole weeks would not interrupt the succession of the week days 
and would at the same time satisfy the pet idea of fixing the days of 
the year upon the same days of the week. But unfortunately, these 
reformers did not bother themselves about the literature of the subject.

*“The Gregorian Reform of the Calendar” by J. G. Hagen, in the Stimmen 
aus Maria Laach, vol. 87, 1913-14, p. 41, and “The Reform of the Julian Calen
dar” by Roscoe Lamont in Popular Astronomy, X X V II 637. The latter says: 
“ The replies differed widely, no two agreeing, and Hagen says that almost every 
imaginable proposition was made except the abandonment of the seven-day week. 
The commission, therefore, took its own counsel and adopted the plan of Lilius 
with some changes.”
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4. In the Publications of the Astronomical Society of the Pacific, 
X X IV  161, (1912), there is an article by George M. Searle, in which 
the intercalation of weeks is explained in detail. Searle was for some 
years an assistant of Gould at the Albany Observatory. After that he 
became a Catholic and joined the Congregation of Paulists. He was 
then intrusted with the small observatory of the Catholic University 
of America at Washington, and even proposed as director of the Vat
ican Observatory. His election, however, as Superior General of the 
Paulists brought his astronomical career to an end. It was exactly 
at this time that he wrote the article referred to, the general plan of 
which he had.published many years before in the Catholic World.

Searle starts out correctly with the conviction that every rule for 
intercalation must be cyclic, as had indeed ever been the custom in all 
calendars. Who does not know of the Egyptian, Chaldean, and Greek 
cycles, the predecessors of the Julian and the Gregorian? Leap years, 
or years in which an intercalation is to be made, must be known to the 
public without the necessity of a printed calendar.

Now Searle.made the discovery that insertions of whole weeks could 
be elegantly fitted into the Gregorian cycle of 400 years. This cycle 
consists of an integral number of 20871 weeks. For, as each year at 
present has one day more than a full number of weeks, this would make, 
first, 400 days over. Then there are, secondly, 100 — 3 =  97 leap years 
during this period, giving so many days more. There are thus in all 
497 days more than full weeks, and these 497 days maj obviously be 
distributed in 71 full weeks.* These 71 weeks Searle proposed to 
add singly to ordinary years which should each have 52 weeks exactly 
with no day over, that is to say, his ordinary year should have 52 weeks 
or 364 days and his leap year 53 weeks or 371 days.

As to the manner of distributing these 71 leap years in the cycle of 
four centuries, Searle proposed this very simple way. First, every 
fifth year is to be a leap year. But as this would give 80, 9 more than 
71 needed, he said: Secondly, the years whose number is divisible by 
50, however, are to be common years. This would make 8. The ninth 
exception must then be placed somewhere else in the cycle, either in 
the beginning, the middle, or the end. Again, therefore, and more 
briefly, Every year whose number ends in a 5 or a 0 is a leap year, ex
cept when it ends in a 50 or a 00, and when it begins a new cycle. 
This rule is simpler even than the Julian and the Gregorian with their 
division by 4.

5. It is to be especially emphasized that when Searle proposed his 
scheme, he had no idea of changing the months, except in so far that 
one of them was to lose a day, and in leap years one was to be a week 
longer than usual. But his method had the express purpose of making 
every day of the year fall on its same day of the week, without inter-

*400 X  52 are equal to 20800 weeks, and these with the 71 make 20871. Or 
in another way, a Gregorian cycle has 400 X  365.25 — 3 =  146097 days =20871 
weeks.
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rupting the regular sequence of weeks. Whatever shortcoming an in
tercalary week may have in respect to an intercalary day, is fully 
balanced by the retention of unbroken weeks. It has, however, the 
decided advantage, that the error of the Gregorian reckoning here 
loses its entire significance. For if this amounts to less than a day in 
three thousand years, it will not grow to a full week in twenty thou
sand years.

This is certain, therefore, that the permanency of the days of the 
year in respect to the days of the week does not depend upon the 
months. O f course, matters may not rest here, and an attempt will 
be made to unify the months. The two questions should, however, be 
kept apart.

It is not the purpose of this article to enter upon the many methods 
that have been proposed in the rearrangement of the months. It was 
merely to direct attention to this one point that the pet idea of uniform
ity may be realized without disturbing the time-honored sequence of the 
seven days of the week. That all the reformers of the calendar with 
one exception* have proposed the scheme of blank days, or days of 
no week, appears to be due to the fact that they know of no other 
way. Now that this way has been found, these blank days, it is to be 
hoped, will be buried forever. Should Searle’s method be actually 
adopted, he would be the Lilius of the new calendar.

At the coming conferences there will then be two main questions and 
two accessory ones to settle. The main questions are:

1. Shall the date of Easter be fixed without changing the calendar?
2. If the same days of the year are to fall upon the same days of 

the week, is intercalation to be effected by means of blank days or by 
means of whole weeks ?

The accessory questions are:
3. Shall the lengths of the months be changed, and how ?
4. How are the ecclesiastical feasts to be arranged in the new cal

endar ?

While the two main questions are of great importance to all classes 
of people, the two accessory ones may easily be settled by special ones, 
the third, for example, by business men and by banks, and the fourth 
by the Congregation of Rites.

*This one exception is Baron Gustave Bedeus, 1923, who, independently of 
Searle, had conceived the idea of intercalary weeks. But his method o f distrib
uting them is neither simple nor cylic.
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T H E  SECOND STAGE IN T H E  R E F O R M  OF T H E  
P R E SE N T  C A L E N D A R .

B y W I L L I A M  F . R IG G E .

Readers of Popular A stronomy may remember an article that ap
peared in these pages in March, 1924, with the title ‘ ‘The Reform of 
the Present Calendar Begun.” It was there stated that the agitated 
reform was concentrated upon two main questions and two accessory 
ones. The main questions were:

1. Shall the date of Easter be fixed without changing the calendar?
2. If the same days of the year are to fall upon the same days of the 

week, how is this arrangement to be brought about?
The accessory questions were:
3 Shall the lengths of the months be changed, and how?
4. How are the ecclesiastical feasts to be arranged in the new cal

endar?
These questions were sent to all the governments of the world and 

to all the heads of religious denominations by the League of Nations 
sitting at Geneva, with the request to return an answer before March 
1, 1924.

As a year has passed since that date, it will be of interest to mention 
the turn affairs have taken. The substance of this information is 
gathered from an article “ Der Jetzige Stand der Kalenderfrage” by 
John G. Hagen, of the Vatican Observatory, in the Stimmen der Zeit, 
vol. 108 fasc. 4.

The first and second sessions having been held in Geneva in August, 
1922 and 1923, the third was convened in Paris in May, 1924. This 
occupied itself exclusively with the two main questions mentioned be
fore, that is, with the date of Easter and the permanent coincidence of 
the days of the months and of the weeks. Prudent foresight was ex
ercised in first sounding the Holy See upon these points. As two con
fidential inquiries brought only evasive answers, an official invitation 
was sent from Geneva to the Apostolic Nuntio in Bern to have the 
Holy See duly represented in the first session. It was only after this 
had been conceded, that the Greek and Anglican Churches were simi
larly invited. With the old ideas of the Gregorian reform still linger
ing about them, it was thought at first that the question was as before 
an astronomical one, and the three Churches accordingly deputed as
tronomers to represent them. It soon became very apparent, however, 
that the business world had more to say in the matter than astronomy, 
and that the school, sport, and government systems were also affected 
by it.

1. The committee of 1924 was made up in this wise. The chairman
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was M. Le Jonkher, of Eysinga, as a member of the League of Na
tions. Then Gianfranceschi, professor of physics at the Gregorian 
University, Rom e; Eginitis, director of the Athens Observatory; and 
Phillips, secretary of the Royal Astronomical Society of London; as 
representatives of their respective religious denominations. Also the 
French astronomer Bigourdan, and last but not least, Willis H. Booth, 
head of the International Bureau of Commerce.

In passing it may be stated that the invitations mentioned before had 
been sent, not only to each and every government in the world, but also 
to every religious denomination, even to the Jewish Associations in 
Paris and London, the Evangelical Church in Berlin, the Union of the 
Reformed Churches in Zurich, the Christian Science Church in Boston, 
and the Confucius Society in Peking, making 18 corporations in all.

O f all these about twenty had forwarded official responses, and there 
were also more than a hundred schemes proposed by individuals. As 
was to be expected, the official pronouncements were very reserved, and 
even evasive. But the torrent of the individual utterances rushed all 
the more vehemently, because of their irresponsibilities. It is worthy 
of special remark, however, that not a single Church and not a single 
government expressed any desire for reform, and that two or three 
even opposed it. The Jews appealed to their holy books, and declared 
that their sabbath could not be touched.

2. The purpose of the third session was now to sort the schemes that 
had been submitted to it, and to select from the mass of the widely 
divergent proposals the few that showed some unanimity. These were 
in regard to the day, the month, and the year.

The blank day, which is to belong to no week, and is in this way to 
secure the firm coincidence between the days of the months and of the 
weeks, was much recommended, especially by banks and bureaus of 
commerce. It was thought that the religious scruples of the Jews and 
of all that believe in a divine revelation and keep the “‘seventh day” 
holy, might be assuaged by suggesting to them to make this blank day 
a holyday. It remains to be seen whether they will be satisfied with this 
solution.

A change in the months is dependent upon the acceptance or rejec
tion of the blank day. If this is accepted, the year will have only 364 
week-days, which may then be distributed over 12 months so that eight 
of them shall have 30 days and four 31, or over 13 months of 28 days 
each. The 13-month year was rejected by the business world, because 
it could not be divided into halves and thirds and quarters. In any 
case the desire was expressed to make February equal in length to the 
other months, and to give it 30 days.

According to common consent the year was to remain the same, not 
only in its beginning, but also in its intercalation of leap days, and of 
course also in its present reckoning according to the Christian era. A 
transference of New Year’s day to the winter solstice, an intercalation 
of leap days which is to surpass in accuracy the four-century cycle of
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the Gregorian calendar, as well as a reckoning from the correct year 
in which Christ was born, are only theories in the minds of those who 
do not consider themselves constrained to weigh the deleterious con
sequences of such innovations.

According to this frame of mind, Searle’s leap week met with no 
acceptance. This scheme was explained by the present writer in the 
previous article mentioned at the beginning of the present one. It was 
not advocated by him, as he has been misunderstood to have done. 
Briefly, this method put 364 days or 52 full weeks in a common year, 
and 371 days or 53 full weeks in a leap year. Every year whose num
ber ends in a 5 or 0 was to be a leap year, except when it ends in a 50 
or a 00, and when it begins a new cycle or has some other definite posi
tion to be determined later. The objection to Searle’s scheme was that 
the additional week added to a month in a leap year was a great in
convenience, and that the equinoxes and solstices, instead of swaying 
only one day as they do at present, would oscillate over a whole week.

3. How far the question of calendar reform has advanced, may be 
gathered from a few ideas that have been taken from the more than 
eighty communications that were sent in.

The German government had not expressed its mind, up to the last 
session. The Italian, on the other hand, had sent in a five-page paper, 
the principal object of which was a declaration that it would not ex
press itself in the matter. Then the answers of three observatories, two 
academies, and three ministers said that they presented only the princi
pal drifts of ideas. They do not do even that, because the observa
tories gave the views only of their three directors, and the academies 
those of their referees. And this was in general the tone in which the 
governments gave their utterances.

From the religious denominations, notably from those of Constanti
nople and Canterbury, came the answer that they were not opposed to 
a change in the ecclesiastical feasts, provided that uniformity was at
tained. Only the Jews objected to the blank day.

Two memoranda, however, were exceptions to the general tone. 
Their sense deserves to be expressed here explicitly.

The answer from London was that the government of His Majesty 
believes that it can in no wise co-operate in the proposal to fix the date 
of Easter by law, so long as this is not based on the consent of all 
Christian Churches, on the consent of at least the foremost of the civil
ized countries of the world, and on the endorsement of the industrial 
world. As regards the change in the calendar, the government of His 
Majesty fears that great difficulties will arise and it does not therefore 
consider it opportune to accept such proposals when they are not the 
expression of public opinion. For this reason His Majesty’s govern
ment refrains from every expression of its mind, until after the Com
mission has thoroughly studied the question and is in a condition to 
recommend it.

The Vatican replied: It is with great satisfaction that the Holy See
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takes cognisance of the express acknowledgment on the part of the 
League of Nations, that the reform of the calendar, and especially the 
fixation of the feast of Easter, is pre-eminently a religious question, 
and that any change whatever in this matter, although not bound up 
with dogmatic difficulties, would still tend as a consequence to break 
with well-grounded tradition, an act, which without weighty reasons 
of general interest, would be neither right nor desirable. Now the 
Holy See cannot find any reasons that are at all sufficient, for a change 
in the ecclesiastical custom of fixing the feasts, and notably the feast of 
Easter, a custom that has been transmitted to us by a venerable tradi
tion and has had from remote times the sanction of Councils. Should 
it, however, be proved that a departure from these traditions is required 
for the public good, the Holy See would begin to approach the ques
tion, but this only after the previous decree of an Ecumenical Council.

With this the reform of the calendar is laid on the table for an in
definite time, but it is by no means rejected. It stands to reason that 
the usual method of fixing the date of Easter cannot be done away with 
without this decree of the Council. It is also evident that the calendar 
cannot be changed until after the Easter question has been definitely 
settled. On the other hand the bureaus of commerce, the banks, the 
educational associations, and in general the world of business and of 
trade will make every effort to furnish at the .proper time the proof 
demanded by the Vatican.

If there is to be no other change in the calendar, the feast of Easter 
will probably be fixed upon the first Sunday in April, so that it will have 
a run of only one week or 7 days, from the 1st to the 7th of that month, 
instead of the five weeks or 35 days it now has from March 22 to April 
25. If the days of the months are to be permanently connected with 
the days of the weeks, Easter may be placed upon the 1st of April, 
so that its date will not oscillate at all, but will remain perpetually the 
same, as most calendar reformers desire.*


