
The Hindu Calendar 
 
 
The Hindu calendar (panchang) lists important festivals and astrological data, such as 
auspicious periods, planetary transits and phases of the moon. Some versions list fast days, 
including the regular ekadashi falling on the eleventh day of each fortnight. For calculating 
dates, the most widely used text is the Surya Siddhanta, written in its current form around the 
10th century. Texts reveal remarkably precise calculations, with units of time of spanning less 
than a fifth of a millisecond.  
 
The Year 
 

The Hindu calendar is based on real months, corresponding to the cycles of the moon. There 
are twelve months of about 29½ days, totaling approximately 355 days per year. The shortfall 
explains why each festival moves back about 10 days from one year to the next. To rectify 
this, a leap month is added every three years. The calendar is therefore lunisolar, based on both 
sun and moon. By the Gregorian calendar, dates vary each year, with up to thirty days between 
the earliest and latest possible dates.   
 
The year, beginning with the Sun’s entrance into Capricorn (Makara), is divided into two 
halves, and six seasons reflecting the phases in Indian climate. There are various ways of 
reckoning the New Year. The most common fall on the day after the dark moon in the month 
of Chaitra (March or April) or the day after the Divali new moon. For numbering the years, 
several eras are used. The most popular are the Shaka Era, counted from 78CE, and the 
Vikrama Era, beginning with King Vikram in 57BCE. In rituals, the priest often announces the 
dates according to the onset of the present age, the Kali-yuga. According to the three systems, 
the year 2000 corresponded to 1922, 2057 and 5102 respectively.  
 
The Month  
 

Within each month, there are two ‘fortnights’, each consisting of 15 “lunar days”. Technically, the 
solar day and the lunar day begin at different times, so each solar day is ascribed a particular lunar 
day, numbered from one to fifteen. There are fourteen days in both ‘the bright fortnight’ (waxing 
moon) and ‘the dark fortnight’ (waning moon). As months average out to 29½ days, occasionally 
a day will be dropped. For example, in one month, the first day of the waxing moon may be 
followed by the third. Less frequently, two consecutive days will be the same lunar day; for 
example, both Monday and Tuesday may be the fifth day of the moon.  
 
There are two main calendars. In the North, the month begins with the full moon, and in the 
South with the new noon. Festivals dates still fall on the same day but the name of the month 
may be different. For example, although Krishna’s birthday falls on the 8th day of the dark 
moon, in the north it’s in the month of Bhadra and in the South it is in Shravana.     
 
The Week and the Day  
The week, as in the West, is divided into seven days corresponding to the seven planets. No 
day is particularly special but each is associated with a specific deity. For example, Monday is 
connected to Shiva, and Tuesday to Hanuman. Hindus often propitiate a deity, as by fasting 
and prayer, on the corresponding day, The day usually begins at dawn, or just before, depending 
on the adopted astronomical and astrological systems. The daytime is divided into 15 muhurtas 
of 48 minutes and similarly the night. For worship and spiritual practices, the morning hours 
before dawn are considered most propitious.  
 


