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Problems of the Gregorian Calendar Adopted as Part of the Meiji Reforms: 
What is a Typical Japanese Calendar?

The imperial edict on the reform of the calendar on November 9, 1872, describes how to set leap 

days with the phrase “set a leap day every four years.” Astronomer Masao Uchida and others have 

pointed this out as an imperfection because this approach applies to the Julian calendar and does not 

reflect the fact that the Gregorian calendar omits 3 leap days over every 400-year period.

It is generally understood in Japan that the Gregorian calendar was adopted during the Meiji 

reforms. Although this conventional understanding does not necessarily constitute a mistake, the 

situation at the time of the reform was complicated. The government advocated the use of the solar 

calendar but did not clearly promote the adoption of the Gregorian calendar.

In this paper, I consider the background behind the government’s writing style, which was later 

pointed out as an imperfection. I also confirm the following three points: (1) The Meiji government 

accurately grasped how to set the leap day of the Gregorian calendar; (2) for the government, the 

calendar adopted in the reform was not a complete version and had to be continuously modified; and 

(3) at the time of the reform, there was a strong demand for a calendar unique to Japan to reflect the 

national polity and fit the time sense of the traditional calendar.

The reason for the imperfection in the imperial edict may have stemmed from the fact that further 

reference to leap days could have caused problems. The calendar change happened when Christianity 

was still prohibited in Japan. Therefore, it would have been difficult to calculate a special normal 

year every 100 years according to the Western calendar system based on the birth of Jesus in the 

Christian era because there were strong calls for a calendar based on the national polity. However, if 

imperial records were introduced (as Ichikawa did), the dates would differ from those in Europe. In 

the end, this argument was carried over to 1898, and although the resulting calendar was the same as 

the Gregorian calendar, the calendar rules based on the original from the Japanese Imperial era were 

added.
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