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A “time conscious” people are we; a “time conscious” age is ours! We are surrounded 

with timepieces to give us information accurately as to the time—personal watches, electric 

clocks in the home, large clocks on buildings, in stores and stations, and the official announce-

ment over telephone and radio. It is difficult to conceive of an era in which people depended 

upon the sun-dial for the “time”. However, we need reverse the calendar only two centuries to 

find civilized humanity dependent upon the sundial rather than upon a mechanical recorder as a 

clock or watch. 

One of the earliest records of the sundial is found in II Kings 20:8-11, where the prophet 

Isaiah asked the Lord to reverse the shadow of the dial of Ahaz ten degrees as a sign to the sick 

Hezekiah that he would be healed. 

Anaximander of Miletus is credited with having invented the sundial as we commonly 

know it—a horizontal plate with a vertical style as indicator. In 340 B.C. Berosus of Chaldea 

invented a hemisphere with a small bead projected from the center whose shadow cast within the 

hemisphere, indicated the hour of the day. This hemispherium as it was called is still widely used 

in the Orient, and small models of it are carried around as we carry a watch. 

The systematic Romans made wide use of the sundial and instituted a uniform method of 

interpreting the time of the day when introducing the duodecimal system by dividing the day into 

twenty four hours. At night the time was recorded by means of a “water clock” which consisted 

of a flower pot like arrangement that slowly allowed the water to drip out. The inside was 

graduated into hours. 

Most of the churches and cathedrals of Europe which were constructed between the 12th 

and 18th centuries have one or more Mass Clocks engraved in the exterior, generally on the 

south, south-east, or south-west sides. Some of these churches have as many as four Mass Clocks 

to be used for the different seasons of the year depending upon the position of the sun. Usually 

one of the radiating lines was deeper and more sharply cut and it was called the Mass Line 

because it designated the time when Mass was to begin—usually 9:00. 

In the sixteenth century Spot dials were invented which reversed the principle of using 

the shadow to indicate time. A small slit-like opening was left in the masonry of the building 

which allowed the sunlight to enter. The path of the ray of light was followed in the dark room 

within. 

The peer of all sundials was called the heliochronometer which was a modification of the 

Spot dial. A thin wine ran lengthwise through the center of the slit and several cogwheels 

permitted a very fine adjustment which enabled the reader not only to determine the hours but 

also the minutes and seconds. These instruments were used by the French railroad to set their 

clocks and watches in the early 20th century. 

Although sundials were never commonly used by our colonists, they did use the noon 

mark which consisted of a line placed on the lintel or on a window casing in such a manner that a 

shadow covered it at noon. 

One of the outstanding sundials is the Great Dial at Jaipur (India) which covers one acre. 

The style, whose shadow designates the time, is 100 feet long and can be ascended by means of 

steps! It was built in 1724 by the Rajah of Jaipur. 

In San Francisco's Cypress Lawn Memorial Park is a Flower sundial. The style consists 



of a cypress tree and the plate is an arrangement of flowers carefully and accurately designed 

into numbers. 

The Sultan of Morocco owns a sundial gun which is made up of a magnifying glass 

attached to a gun with a thin slit filled with powder. When the Sun reaches its noon position its 

rays set off the charge. Several European towns still have these sundial guns. They were fre-

quently used on ships in the 17th and 18th centuries. 

To avoid confusion an International Conference on time was held in 1884 at Washington, 

D.C. Here it was decided to divide the earth into 24 standard zones of 15 degrees each. Time was 

to be figured on the basis of the prime meridian of Greenwich, England. Our country is divided 

into four standard zones—Eastern, Central, Rocky Mountain, and Pacific Standard. 

In our present age of mechanization and speed watches and clocks play an extremely 

important role. Time marches on, indeed! Can you imagine our factories, our transportation 

system, our economic life: in fact, any phase of our daily living dependent on the sundial today. 

It would seem that we are further removed from our dependence upon the “light bearers” as 

instruments of time? However, as long as “time” continues the sun will be the luminary of the 

day created by God as the psalmist writes, “The Sun to rule by day and the moon and stars to 

rule by night.” 
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