
V,'^7V ?^fy :^ ^ r^ ;v ^^»VT^VT^ JV T^^^l^ 1^.^iVf^ ; sV:Vu^:^^fy:SVr^^^iV^V-^^^^V^^

THE REALM OF SCIENCE

*Wm. F. Rigge, S. J.

REFORM OF THE CALENDAR.

HE reform of our present calendar is a subject on

TP which probably more printers' ink has been wasted

during recent years than on any other. Each scheme

proposed—and there are at least seventy-two of them,

as the French Academy testifies—is in the mind of its

originator the best that has ever been devised, it is

the most convenient, the simplest, the easiest—in a

word, it has nothing but advantages, and it is the only

one that can lay claim to this honor.

The writer has no new calendar to bring before the readers

of The Chronicle. He wishes merely to submit to them a few of

the schemes proposed to keep them au courant with events, and

to show them something of the complexity of the subject.

The calendar, as we know, is a scheme of distributing our

days into periods of a week, a month and a year. The year is

nearly 365*4 days long. We take care of the fraction by giving

365 days to each of three years in succession and 366 to every

fourth year, that is, to every year whose number is exactly divis-

ible by four. If we were to do this all the time, that is, make every

fourth year without exception a leap year, we would have the

Julian calendar that Julius Caesar inaugurated nineteen hundred

years ago and that is in use today only in the Russian empire

and its dependencies. This calendar is now known to be er-

roneous. The Gregorian calendar, which has been adopted by

all civilized nations except Russia, even lately by China, corrects

the errors of the Julian calendar by dropping three days in four

centuries, that is, by keeping the same rule of four and making

years ending in 00 leap years only when they are divisible by
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400. Our modern refinement of measurement has detected a

slight error even in the Gregorian calendar, which would be so

well corrected by reducing the years divisible by 4000 to common
years, that the remaining error would not amount to one day in

one hundred thousand years. This is the only true error in the

Gregorian calendar, and because it will not be noticeable until

the year 4000, calendar reformers as a rule never advert to it,

but occupy themselves exclusively with the months and the weeks.

The number of the days in the week, the month and the

year are, as mathematicians express it, incommensurable, that

is, the 365 or 366 days of the year cannot be divided exactly into

equal months of 28, 30 or 31 days each, nor into equal weeks of

7 days each. And first, in regard to the weeks. There are 52

weeks and one day over in common years, 52 weeks and two days

over in leap years. The consequence is that as the seven days

of the week repeat themselves in unbroken order, the days of the

months are continually in successive years falling on other days

of the weeks. This is universally looked upon as an unbearable

inconvenience, not to mention other stronger epithets that cal-

endar reformers like to hurl at the existing scheme. They want

the days of the month to fall always on the same days of the

week, that is, for example, they want Christmas, December 25,

always to fall on a Monday.

There are two ways of bringing this about. The first is to

take a day or two from the year according as it has 365 or 366

days, and then to combine these omitted year days into a 53rd

week when they amount to seven. This method is not favored.

The second way is to make this one day or these two days

days of no week, that is, to wedge it or them in between the Sat-

urday of one week and the Sunday of the next, or between Sun-

day and Monday. This is, I may say, universally applauded.

But there is no agreement as to whether this one day in a com-

mon year is to be the last day of the year or the first, nor whether

the second or leap year day is to be the next to it or six months

away from it, nor whether this one or these two days are to be-

long to any one or two months.
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As the seven days of the week have always followed each

other in unbroken order since the days of Adam, the question

of interrupting them and wedging one or two days between them

every year is not to be lightly answered without long and serious

deliberation. The very reason alleged for doing so, making a

given day of the month always fall on the same day of the week,

is itself very questionable. There is a pleasing variety in our

present system, in having Christmas, for instance, fall on another

day of the week from last year. While we may not like it to fall

on a certain day, we know that this will not happen again for five

or six years, whereas when it always falls on the same day of the

week, that day may not be to our liking and then there will be

no hope of relief. An untried method is not safe.

While the scheme of adjusting the week to the year is read-

ily disposed of by calendar reformers, there is a battle royal on

the months. The first question to be solved is as to whether the

weeks should fit the months also, that is, for example, whether

the 7th, 14th, 21st and 28th of every month in the year should

be Sundays. The battle here begins in real earnest, some ve-

hemently demanding that it must be so, others as stoutly rejoin-

ing that it is impossible.

In order to make the same days of every month fall on the

same days of the week, it has been proposed to divide the year

into thirteen equal months of 28 days each, the extra one or two

days being disposed of in the manner mentioned before. This

would be a most admirable solution except for that thirteenth

month. As thirteen is a prime number, we could not divide the

year into halves or quarters. This kills the scheme for all except

its proposers.

The difficulty of the thirteenth month is solved by other re-

formers to their own satisfaction by taking twelve months of 28

days each and inserting a summer half-month after June and a

winter half-month after December, or again by a spring week

after March, a summer week after June, an autumn week after

September, and a winter week after December. As these weeks

or half-months are not to belong to any of the regular twelve
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months, how shall we hire a laborer for two months when the half-

month or the season week interrupts them. The proposers may
explain away the difficulty, but the common people and the law-

yers, each in their own way, may find the method very devious.

The idea of making all the months consist of the same num-

ber of days is completely abandoned as impracticable by another

class of reformers. But here again there is no unity. Some want

to divide the year into equal quarters of thirteen weeks each, and

the quarters into three months of 4, 4, 5 or 5, 4, 4, weeks each. But

this makes the months very unequal in length, and the continual

use of the adjective of ''long" and " short" is at least awkward,

and its omission may give rise to serious misunderstandings.

The attempt to make the same days of all the months fall on

the same days of the week is then completely thrown overboard

in another scheme, which assigns to the months in each quarter

30, 30, 31 days, so that in the first months of each quarter, Janu-

ary, April, July and October, the Sundays should fall on the 7th,

14th, 21st and 28th, in the second month of each quarter on the

5th, 12th, 19th and 26th, and in the third month on the 3rd, 10th,

17th, 24th and 31st. The rule is to be remembered in that the

first Sundays of the months in each quarter shall fall on the suc-

cessive odd numbers, the 7th, 5th, 3rd.

And again another method proposed is to return to the

months as Julius Caesar had ordered them, and abandon those

we have had ever since his successor Augustus tampered with

them. This is to give 31 days to all the odd months and 30 days

to all the even months except February, which is to have 30 only

in leap years and 29 in common years. This would even up the

months much better than in any other twelve-month scheme.

In all this babel of calendar reforming it is worthy of remark

that the world is christian enough not to reject the week com-

pletely, but only to insert an extra day or two once or twice a

year. The French revolutionists in 1790 divided the year into

twelve months of thirty days each, and the months into three

periods of ten days each, with five or six extra days at the end of

the year. The year began at the autumnal equinox, our Septem-
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ber 24, and the names of the months were changed to Rainy,

Flowery, etc. Napoleon overthrew the whole system and re-

stored the Gregorian calendar.

The changing date of Easter is probably the greatest thorn

in the sides of the calendar reformers. As Easter has a ran of

five weeks, from March 22 to April 25th, they say its variable

position affects business in a disastrous way, and they want it to

be fixed on the first or second Sunday in April.

And then again, some want to begin the year with spring

and put New Year's Day on March first, while others prefer our

March 21st, the day of the vernal equinox.

From what has been said the reader may gather that it will

most likely take a very long time before our present calendar

will be changed. No change of any kind will or can be introduced

by any nation, until it is ratified by all of them. The present war

has put off international amity to a very distant future. And
the multitudinous varieties of the calendars proposed are too

bewildering to attempt a prudent selection. Each scheme has

its defects, and because they have not yet been tried by actual

experience, they may become more galling than the worst in our

present calendar. And lastly, we know our calendar, we are used

to it. And change is always disagreeable in life-long, centuries-

old customs. Even the Gregorian reform, after centuries of de-

liberation, made only two small changes that affected the ordi-

nary citizen, first dropping ten days in 1582, which happened

only once and at once, and secondly dropping the leap year day

three times in four centuries, the first one so dropped not hap-

pening until 118 years after the reform had been ordered. It

did not dare touch the clays of the week nor those of the months.

The chief advantage alleged by each calendar reformer for

his own system is the convenience of finding the number of days

between any two dates. Once his calendar is in general use, this

may probably be true to a greater or less extent, more so, we may

concede, than at present. But besides the repugnance the whole

world will feel towards changing its calendar, all past dates are

beyond recall, and chronologists know infinitely better than the
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calendar reformers what a labor it is to give a modernized date

to an ancient event.

For this reason the chronologists and astronomers have

adopted a calendar of their own, which is applicable to any date,

past, present or future, and therefore serenely independent of

any change that may be forced upon our civil reckonings. This

method uses the so-called Julian period—not the Julian calendar

—it counts by days and not at all by weeks, months or years. The

number affixed to a day may be large, but the convenience and

the certainty of reckoning are all that could be desired. All we

need are three small tables occupying only one page and giving

the century, year and day numbers. The first gives the Julian

day number to the beginning of each century, before Christ as

well as after, Old Style as well as New Style. The second gives

the number of days from the beginning of the century to the be-

ginning of any year in it, and the third the days from the be-

ginning of the year to that of each month. Adding the day of

the month to these three numbers, we have the Julian day num-

ber of the day in question. For example, in finding the number

of days from the discovery of America, 1492, October 12th, to the

day this issue of The CHKOxfcLE appears, 1916, April 20, the

whole process is simplified to this

:

1400 2,232,408 1900 2,415,020

92 33,602 16 5,843

October 274 April 91

12 12 20 20

2,266,296 2,420,974

The difference is 154,678 days.

The converse process of finding a Gregorian date from the

Julian day number is just as rapid. With the help of the Kalen-

dariographische und Chronologische Tafeln of Dr. Robert Shram

it is the work of a minute or two to change any given date in any

calendar whatsoever that any nation has ever used, to the cor-

responding date in any other, and in fact to solve any problem in

chronology.
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No new calendar that any reformer has ever devised can

equal the Julian day number system in simplicity and accuracy.

This system will carry us forward to any date in the future and

will take us back over 6,600 years in the past, and further, if we
use negative numbers. But, of course, on account of the large

numbers it employs, it is not adapted to civil uses, nor was it ever

intended for that purpose. And I have mentioned it mainly for

two reasons, first, for the information which is most probably

new to the reader, and secondly to show why the great scientific

men of the world, especially the chronologists and astronomers,

while they may be personally, are not at all officially interested

in a reform of our present calendar.


