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As we go through life watching season follow season and seeing the calendar pages moving forward toward an
unknown future, we are tempted to believe the two are connected. That the calendar is as natural as the
revolution of the earth around the sun. Yet they are indeed quite different. The movement of the earth, the moon
and the planets are indeed natural phenomena., but the calendar is an artificial construct, created by human
beings to demark time.
People based the earliest calendars on the moon. Observing the twenty-nine and a half day cycle repeat itself
over and over seems a logical way to demark time. Unfortunately, the lunar cycle does not match the solar year.
This necessitated changes. Over time different groups made different modifications, creating a plethora of
calendars over time and distance. Some of these will impact our genealogical research.
French Revolutionary Calendar
The French Revolutionary Government created one of the more recent calendar innovations. Established in
October, 1793 the calendar used the day of the proclamation of the Republic. Thus Day 1 of Year I was September
22, 1792 but no records were made using it until Year II. The calendar established 12 months, each consisting of 3
weeks or decades of 10 days each. The extra 5 days (or 6 in a leap year) were added at the end of the year as
special holidays celebrating the ideals of the revolution. Each of the 12 months had a name, suggestive of the time
of year.
Because the calendar was created by the state it was used on all civil records including the Germanic areas of
Alsace and Lorraine. It was not widely popular as it gave only one day of rest in 10 unlike the prior calendar that
gave one day in 7. It caused confusion and difficulties in communicating with the rest of Europe. Napoleon
abandoned the calendar on January 1, 1804 (or in the Year XII by its own reckoning).
Julian and Gregorian Calendars
The ancient Roman calendar consisted of twelve months. The first (March), third (May), fifth (July) and eighth
(October) months had 31 days each; all the other months had 29 days except February, which had 28. Periodically
an extra month of 27 days partially overlapping February was added to bring the calendar. Over time, adding the
extra month became inconsistent and the calendar became a confusing mess.
This chaos caused Julius Caesar to order a calendar reform, subsequently known as the Julian Calendar. He
realigned the year, making it start in January and added two extra days each to January, Sextilis (August), and
December (making them 31 days in length) and one extra day each to April, June, September and November.
February was left at 28 days or 29 in the leap year. The leap year occurred every fourth year. Subsequent reforms
renamed the months Quintilis and Sextilis to July and August for Julius and Augustus Caesar. The pattern of having
a leap year once every four years resulted in a year of 365.25 days. The actual solar year is slightly shorter. This
didn’t cause any significant problems for a long time, but eventually the seasons started getting out of alignment.
More importantly, for the church at least, the religious festivals were happening at the wrong time of the year. To
rectify this situation, Pope Gregory XIII instituted the calendar we use today in 1582. People went to bed on
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Thursday, October 4th and awoke the next morning on Friday, October 15th.
The Roman Catholic countries (and areas of Germany) adopted the new calendar almost immediately, but
because the change came 65 years after the Reformation, the Pope’s writ did not hold sway over the Protestant
nations in northern Europe. It also did not extend to the Eastern Church or to other parts of the globe that had
their own calendars. Although the entire world eventually adopted the calendar, the process took many hundreds
of years. [See figure 1]
Depending on the time of adoption, the date written in the record might be in the old calendar. While typically this
will only be a difference of ten or eleven days, it could still be confusing if the date was said to be on a Sunday, but
a look at the calendar indicates that date was on some other day of the week. It could also complicate calculating
someone’s date of birth based on their death date.

Figure 1: Dates of adoption of the Gregorian Calendar1
Liturgical Dates
As genealogists, we often research using church records—thus we must consider the possibility that some of the
dates will be written as liturgical dates rather than calendar dates. Thus you might find that something happened
on Misericordia or Septuagesima. What on earth does that mean.?
To understand the dating process you must first understand the church (or liturgical) year (see the chart in figure
2). The calendar of the church is based on the two most important festivals of the church, Christmas and Easter.
Christmas is a fixed date. It is celebrated on 25 December every year. Easter,
on the other hand, is variable. It is celebrated on the first Sunday after the
first full moon of [Northern Hemisphere] spring. Thus, it can fall on any date
between 22 March and 25 April.
The church year begins four Sundays before Christmas with the Season of
Advent (if Christmas Eve falls on a Sunday, it is Advent IV). There are twelve
days of the Christmas Season, which means Epiphany always falls on January
6. The time after Epiphany begins the Sunday after Epiphany and lasts until
Lent [possibly as many as nine Sundays. The last Sunday before Lent is
Transfiguration. Lent always has six Sundays but they are counted back from
Easter Sunday. The Easter season contains seven Sundays (including Easter
itself). It is followed by Pentecost (one Sunday), Trinity (one Sunday), and
then the time after Pentecost [formerly called the time after Trinity]. Like
the Epiphany season, the time after Pentecost is variable in length possibly Figure 2: The Liturgical Calendar.2
including up to twenty-eight Sundays.
If you find a date such as Epiphany III, you will need to find a calendar for that year (either Julian or Gregorian
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depending on which was in use) and count Sundays after January 6 to find the date. Likewise, if you see a date
Trinity XII you will need to find the date of Easter and count forward.
To confuse matters further, each Sunday of the year has its own name. The names come from the first words (in
Latin) of the Introit (opening prayer) of the service for that day. If you see a named Sunday in a record, first consult
the chart in Figure 3 to determine when that Sunday occurs. Then find a calendar for the year and count the
Sundays from a fixed date (such as Christmas or Epiphany) or Easter (which can be discerned from a Google
Search.) You might also find a date such as “the Feast of St. Joseph.” Google the saint to learn when their feast
day falls on the calendar.
Hebrew Calendar
The Hebrew (or Jewish) calendar is an ancient near eastern luni-solar calendar (meaning the months are lunar but
the year is solar) used through centuries of exile by Jewish people to calculate the dates for holidays and festivals.
As an important part of Jewish identity, it may be used in Synagogue records and to record dates of death on
cemetery headstones. It might also be used in family papers and documents.
Although a normal year consists of twelve months, occasionally an additional month is added so that the religious
festivals stay in their prescribed season. Likewise days may be added or subtracted from certain months to
accommodate religious requirements such as “Yom Kippur, may not fall on a Friday or Sunday, and the Sabbath
cannot precede or follow it”.
Odds and Ends
Julian Dates do not have any significance for genealogical research, but many people confuse them with the Julian
Calendar. The dating system begins on Monday, January 1, 4713 BC and one number is added for each day since
then. It is a dating system used by astronomers and sometimes in computer systems.
7ber, 8ber, 9ber, 10ber are abbreviations sometimes used in church records to indicate the month. They refer to
September, October, November, and December respectively. In Latin, the names for those months mean seventh
month, eighth month, ninth month, and tenth month although they are the ninth, tenth, eleventh, and twelfth
months on our calendar.
Carolingian Months came about because Charlemagne, as emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, invented new
names for the months that gave them a Germanic spin. These months Wintarmanoth, Hornung, Lentzinmanoth,
Osarmanoth, Winnemanoth, Bracthmenoth, Heuvimonath, Aranmanoth, Wiramanoth, Windumenanoth,
Herbistmanoth, and Heiligmanoth, can be found on church and other documents in rural areas in Switzerland,
Germany, and possibly Austria. They correspond with our own months, January through December.
The Quaker Calender was instituted because of their desire to avoid using month and day of the week names
associated with pagan gods. Following the practice in England in the 17 th Century, they new year began on Lady
Day (25 March). The months were named first month, second month, etc. and the days of the week were first day,
second day, etc. When England switched to the Gregorian Calendar, they switched along with it but still kept the
names for the months and days.
Converting Dates
Many websites will help convert dates from one calendar to another. These are some of the best.
Date of Easter
French Revolutionary Calendar

http://5ko.free.fr/en/easter.php?y=17
https://stevepugh.net/revcalendar.html

Hebrew/Jewish Date Converter

www.chabad.org/calendar/converter_cdo/aid/6225/jewish/Date-Converter.htm

Julian Date Calculator

www.keisan.casio.com/exec/system/1227779487

Julian/Gregorian Calendar Converter

https://planetcalc.com/7083/
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Figure 3: Liturgical names of Sundays of the year.
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