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ON AN APPLICATION OF THE THEORY OF 
GROUPS TO KIRKMAN’S PROBLEM.

By W. Burnside.

In the solution of Kirkman’s problem it is convenient 
from some points of view, first to form a complete set of 
35 triplets of the 15 symbols and then to consider the possi
bility of dividing them into 1 sets, each containing all the 
symbols and representing a day’s walking order according 
to the popular way of presenting the problem.

A complete set of triplets of a given number n of symbols 
is a set such that every pair of symbols enters once and no 
pair enters more than once in a triplet. In order that this 
may be possible n must be of the form + 1 or 6m + 3 : and 
conversely it has been shewn recently by Mr. E. H. Moore 

Ann., XLIII.) that if n has one of these two forms it 
is always possible to form a complete set of triplets and that 
in at least two distinct ways.

The problem it is proposed here to deal with is that of 
determining those solutions of Kirkman’s problem which are 
unchanged by as great a number of permutations of the 
15 symbols as possible. It will be seen that when this 
limitation on the problem is introduced, the solution is no 
longer of the extremely tentative nature that has marked all 
attempts at the solution of the problem in its general form·; 
and it appears possible that a corresponding method may 
perhaps be applicable to the general problem.

The permutations of the 15 symbols which leave a solution 
of the problem unchanged necessarily form a group; for if 
the solution is unchanged (the 7 days walks being of course 
permuted among themselves) by any two permutations, it is 
unchanged by any combination or repetition of these permu
tations.

The only primes that can enter into the order of a permu
tation of 15 symbols are 2, 3, 5, 7, 11, 13. A permutation of 
order 11 or 13 could not, however, possibly permute the 

- 7 days walks among themselves, and also could not leave 
each day’s walk unchanged, and tlierefore it is only necessary 
to consider permutations whose orders contain 2, 3, 5 and 7 
as factors.

It may further be shewn that no permutations of order 5
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can leave a solution unchanged. To prove this the forms of 
permutations which can change a complete set of triplets into 
Itself must be considered. Such permutations must, In fact, 
either permute all the 15 symbols or they must keep either 
1 or 3 of them unaltered.

Thus, if such a permutation keeps 2 symbols unaltered It 
must also keep that third symbol which enters with these two 
into a triplet unchanged, while if It keeps 4 symbols unaltered 
it must keep each symbol which enters with any two of these 
with a triplet unchanged, and this may easily be shewn to 
lead to all the symbols being unchanged so that the permu
tation reduces to identity.

A permutation of order 5 which can change a complete 
set of triplets into itself must therefore be of the form

(1.2.3.4.5) (6.7.8.9.10) (11.12.13.14.15).
The corresponding set of triplets must contain 10 triplets, 
each having a pair of symbols from the first bracket, 10 each 
having a pair from the second, and 10 each having a pair 
from the third bracket, and finally 5 triplets each having one 
symbol from each bracket. Now if from this set of triplets 
a solution could be obtained which is transformed into itself 
by the above permutation, it would be necessary that 5 of the
7 days’ walks should be interchanged cyclically by the 
permutation, while the other two were changed into them
selves. But the above partial analysis of this set of triplets 
shews at once that only one day’s walk can be formed which 
is transformed into itself by the permutation, namely that 
consisting of the 5 triplets each of which has one symbol from 
each bracket of the permutation.

It follows therefore that there can be no solution which is 
transformed into Itself by a permutation of order 5 ; and that 

■ the order of a group of permutations which can transform a 
solution into itself must be of the form 2"3^7^

If now c were greater than unity there would be at least 
two commutative permutations of order 7, one not being 
a power of the other, which would transform the solution 
into itself. But two such permutations of order 7 of 15 
symbols can only be commutative when each consists of a 
single cycle of 7 symbols, the symbols in the two cycles 
being all distinct. Each of these would by itself leave
8 symbols unchanged,-and therefore as has been shewn above 
could not transform the set of triplets into itself. The index c 
must therefore be zero or unity.

Next, if b were greater than unity there would necessarily
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be a permutation of order 9, or two commutative permu
tations of order 3 which would leave the solution unchanged. 
Since a group of order 9 cannot be expressed transitively in 
terms of 7 symbols, this set of permutations would have to 
transform one day’s walk into itself, and the rest among 
themselves in sets of three. But since a group of order 9 
cannot be expressed at all in terms of 3 symbols, at least one 
permutation of order 3 contained in it would necessarily 
transform four day’s walks each into themselves; and this is 
impossible for it would involve changing 8 triplets into 
themselves, namely the two in each of the four days’ walks 
which are not interchanged cyclically. It follows from this 
reasoning that the index b is either zero or unity.

Lastly, if a were greater than 3 there would be a group of 
order 16, which permuting the 7 days’ walks among them
selves would necessarily transform one into itself. One of 
the 5 triplets would then remain unchanged by all the 
permutations of the group, and the remaining 4 would be 
permuted among themselves. Since, however, a group of 
order 16 cannot be expressed in terms of 4 symbols, at least 
one permutation of order two would leave all 5 triplets 
unchanged, and since this involves that the permutation 
consists of 5 transpositions and therefore leaves 5 symbols 
unchanged, it is impossible. It follows that a is not greater 
than 3, and that the greatest possible order of a group of 
permutations which can transform a solution into itself is 
2*.3.7 or 168.

A complete set of triplets must now be formed which shall 
be transformed into itself by a group of 168 permutations. 
This group will contain a permutation of order 7 and, as seen 
above, such a permutation must be of the form

Without loss of generality one of the triplets containing 8 may 
be taken as ‰1, and the remainder will then proceed from 
this by the permutation S.

Suppose now, if possible, that no triplet contains 3 symbols 
from the second bracket in 8. Then from the triplets con
taining 12, 13, 14 there proceed by the application of 8 21 
triplets containing every pair of the 7 symbols 1,2^3,4, 5, 6, 7, 
The remaining 7 triplets must therefore each contain 3 symbols

* The notation is here changed partly in view of the form of the result, and 
partly to avoid double figure symbols.
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from the first bracket of S. A set of triplets which is trans
formed into itself by S must therefore contain a set of 7 
triplets consisting entirely of symbols taken from one of the 
two brackets of ∕S, and again without loss of generality this 
may be assumed to be the first bracket. This set of 7 triplets 
must proceed from either abd or abj~ by the application of 
for if ab occurs with either c, e or y, S will produce in each 
case triplets containing a common pair of symbols: moreover 
this set of triplets is evidently a complete set for the symbols 
a, b, c,d,e,f,g.

There are now 3 remaining triplets containing α, namely 
those in which a enters with the 6 symbols 2,3,4, 5,6, 7. These 
6 symbols may be arranged in 3 pairs in 6 different ways, but 
it may be at once verified that 24, 37, 56 ; 26, 34, 57 and 
27, 36, 55 are the only ways which do not, on the application 
of >S, lead to triplets containing a common pair.

Hence, all types of complete sets of triplets which are 
transformed into themselves by S arise from the application 
of S to one of the sets of 5 contained in the table

In any case the complete set of triplets contains within it 
a complete set of triplets of the 7 symbols α, ό, c, c?, e,/", y, and 
of no other set of 7 symbols; and the permutations which 
transform it into itself must therefore form an intransitive 
group permuting α, ό, ..., y and 1, 2, ..., 8 respectively among 
themselves.

The question therefore presents itself: by what permutations 
is a complete set of triplets of seven symbols such as

abd^ bce^ cdf^ deg^ efa^fgb^ gac
transformed into itself? To answer this question it may be 
noticed, first that in all 30 such complete sets can be formed, 
for when one of the 5 remaining symbols has been chosen to 
go with αZ>, it is found that the other 6 triplets may be put 
together in 6 different ways; secondly that any one of these 
30 complete sets can be transformed into any other by a 
suitable permutation. Hence the order of the permutation- 
group by which any one is transformed into itself is 7 1 ÷ 30 
or 168.

Now there is only one group of permutations of 7 symbols 
of order 168, which is the well-known simple group of this 
order, first recognised in analysis as the group of the modular
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e q u ati o n f or tr a nsf or m ati o n of  t h e s e v e nt h or d er. H e n c e,  if 
a s ol uti o n of Kir k m a n ’s pr o bl e m c a n b e f o u n d w hi c h  is 
tr a nsf or m e d i nt o its elf b y  a  gr o u p  of  t h e gr e at est  or d er  w hi c h  
h as  b e e n s h e w n t o b e  p ossi bl e,  n a m el y 1 6 8,  t his gr o u p  m ust  
b e  is o m or p h o us wit h  t h e a b o v e  m e nti o n e d  gr o u p.

N o w  it is w ell  k n o w n  t h at t his si m pl e gr o u p  of  or d er  1 6 8  
c a n als o b e  e x pr ess e d as a  tr a nsiti v e gr o u p  i n 8  s y m b ols, a n d  
t h at it c a n b e g e n er at e d  fr o m a n y o n e  of its o p er ati o ns  of  
or d er  7 c o m bi n e d wit h  a n y o n e  of  its o p er ati o ns  of  or d er  2.  
C o nsi d eri n g  it first i n c o n n e cti o n wfit h  t h e c o m pl et e s et of  
tri pl ets of  7 s y m b ols writt e n  a b o v e,  t h es e fr o m t h eir m o d e  of  
f or m ati o n ar e c h a n g e d i nt o t h e ms el v es b y t h e c y cli c al  
p er m ut ati o n  of  or d er  7,

8'  ≡  ( a b c d ef g ∖

a n d a  p er m ut ati o n  of  or d er  2 w hi c h  c h a n g es  t h e s et i nt o Its elf 
c a n b e d et er mi n e d  at o n c e b y  s u p p osi n g t h e s y m b ols of  o n e  
tri pl et t o r e m ai n if p ossi bl e  u n c h a n g e d. T h us,  if α,  b  a n d d  

‘r e m ai n u n c h a n g e d, a ef  a n d a g e ^ b e e a n d bf g ^ d ef  a n d d e g ^  
m ust,  e a c h  p air  of  t h e m, b e  i nt er c h a n g e d or  r e m ai n u n c h a n g e d,  
a n d a n y  o n e  of  t h e t hr e e p airs  of  tr a ns p ositi o ns

( √) ( e c)(∕ y), ( e y)( c∕)

will  pr o d u c e  t his r es ult.
H e n c e,  i n p arti c ul ar,  t h e gr o u p  of  or d er  1 6 8 w hi c h  tr a ns

f or m t h e s et of  tri pl ets i nt o its elf c a n b e  g e n er at e d  fr o m

8'  ≡  ( a b c d ef g } ^ T'  ≡  a b d  ( ef } f g cf

T a ki n g  n o w t h e first of  t h e c o m pl et e s et of  tri pl ets gi v e n  
b y  t h e a b o v e t a bl e, t h e 2 8 tri pl ets, e a c h of  w hi c h  c o nt ai ns  
o nl y o n e of  t h e s y m b ols «,  ό, ..., y,  m a y  b e  writt e n  i n t h e 
f or m

α  t 8 1  2 4  3 7  5 6

b  8 2  3 5  4 1  6 7

c  8 3  4 6  5 2  7 1

d  8 4  5 7  6 3  1 2 ..............................(II).

e  8 5  6 1  7 4  2 3

/ 8 6  7 2  1 5  3 4

g  8 7  1 3  2 6  4 5

T h e  7 s ets of  4 p airs i n t his t a bl e ar e p er m ut e d a m o n g  
t h e ms el v es c y cli c all y b y t h e p er m ut ati o n  ( 1 2 3 4 5 6 7), s a y 8 "  
e x a ctl y as t h e s y m b ols α,  έ, ..., g ^ pr efi x e d  t o e a c h s et of  
p airs  ar e  p er m ut e d  b y 8' ; a n d it r e m ai ns t o s e e w h et h er  a  

w w w.r ci n. or g. pl



1 4 2 M R.  B U R N SI D E,  O N  A N  A P P LI C A TI O N  O F  T H E  

p er m ut ati o n  T' ∖  of  or d er  t w o, of  t h e s y m b ols 1, 2,  ..., 8,  c a n  
b e  f o u n d w hi c h  will  p er m ut e  t h e s ets of  p airs  i n t h e s a m e w a y  
t h at T'  p er m ut es  t h e s y m b ols pr efi x e d  t o t h e m.

S u c h  a  p er m ut ati o n T " , if it e xists,  will  n e c ess aril y  wit h  
S "  g e n er at e  a  p er m ut ati o n gr o u p  of  t h e 8  s y m b ols of  or d er  
1 6 8.

Si n c e  T "  is t o c h a n g e i nt o t h e ms el v es t h e s ets of  p airs  t o 
w hi c h  α, b a n d d ar e pr efi x e d, a n d si n c e t h e s y m b ols  
8,  I, 2,  4  e nt er i nt o e a c h of  t h es e s ets i n t w o p airs,  T "  m ust  
c o nt ai n eit h er t h e tr a ns p ositi o ns ( 8 1) ( 2 4), ( 8 2) ( 1 4) or  
( 8 4)( 1 2) t a k e n wit h'  ( 3 6)( 5 7), ( 3 7)( 5 6) or ( 3 5)( 6 7). T h e  
c o n diti o ns t h at t h e li n es pr efi x e d  e a n d  f ar e i nt er c h a n g e d 
b y  T ",  a n d als o t h os e pr efi x e d  c a n d  g,  s uffi c e t o d et er mi n e  it 
c o m pl et el y  as

( 8 4) ( 1 2) ( 3 5) ( 6 7),

a n d t h e 7  s ets of  4  p airs  ar e  t h er ef or e p er m ut e d  a m o n g  t h e m
s el v es b y  t h e p er m ut ati o ns

S " ≡  ( 1 2 3 4 5 6 7), 7 ’"  ≡  ( 8 4) ( 1 2) ( 3 5) ( 6 7),

e x a ctl y as t h e s y m b ols pr efi x e d t o t h e m ar e p er m ut e d  
b y 8'  a n d T'. T h e  c o m pl et e s et of  3 5 tri pl ets is t h er ef or e 
c h a n g e d i nt o Its elf b y  t h e i ntr a nsiti v e gr o u p  of  p er m ut ati o ns,  
or d er  1 6 8,  g e n er at e d  b y

> S' ≡( α δ c(∕ ζ∕ y)(l 2 3 4 5 6 7) 8,  ⅛ α 5i∕( e∕)( c y)  ( 8 4)( 1 2)( 3 5)( 6 7).

Of  t h e ot h er  5  t y p es of  c o m pl et e  s ets of  tri pl ets gi v e n  b y  
t h e first t a bl e, it will  b e f o u n d b y  a si mil ar i n v esti g ati o n t h at 
t h e s et arisi n g fr o m

a b∕ ^  « 8 1,  « 2 6,  « 3 4,  « 5 7

b y  o p er ati o n  of  8  is als o c h a n g e d i nt o its elf b y  a gr o u p of  
1 6 8  p er m ut ati o ns,  a n d t h at t h e r e m ai ni n g f o ur ar e n ot. T h e  
gr o u p  e x c e pt  as r e g ar ds t h e s y m b ols i n w hi c h  it is e x pr ess e d  
is n e c ess aril y  t h e s a m e i n t his s e c o n d c as e as i n t h e first, s o 
t h at it is n ot  a  disti n ct  s ol uti o n.

Fi n all y,  t h e arr a n g e m e nt  of  t h e s e p ar at e d a y ’s w al ks  fr o m 
t his s et of  tri pl ets h as t o b e c o nsi d er e d. N o  d a y ’s w al k  or 
s et of  5  tri pl ets c a n c o nt ai n  t w o tri pl ets o n e  of  w hi c h  pr o c e e ds  
fr o m t h e ot h er  b y  < S,  as t h e s ol uti o n c o ul d n ot t h e n b e tr a ns
f or m e d i nt o its elf b y / S'. H e n c e,  t h at d a y ’s w al k  w hi c h  
c o nt ai ns a b d  m ust  c o nt ai n o n e  tri pl et fr o m e a c h v erti c al  li n e 
i n t a bl e II. At  t h e s a m e ti m e si n c e c, e, ∕J g m ust  all b e  
r e pr es e nt e d, it m ust  c o nt ai n o n e  tri pl et fr o m e a c h h ori z o nt al  
li n e of  t h e t a bl e e x c e pt t h e first, s e c o n d a n d  f o urt h.
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It is e asil y v erifi e d t h at t his is o nl y  p ossi bl e  i n t w o w a ys,  
c orr es p o n di n g  t o

a b d  a b d

c 4 6  c 5 2

e 2 3 a n d e 6l

/ 1 5 / 3 4

^ 8 7  y 8 7.

T h e  t w o s ets of  7 d a ys ’ w al ks  pr o c e e di n g  fr o m t h es e b y  
t h e o p er ati o n  of  S  ar e  t h e n t h e o nl y t w o s ol uti o ns fr o m t h e 
c o m pl et e  s et of  tri pl ets c o nsi d er e d w hi c h  ar e tr a nsf or m e d i nt o 
t h e ms el v es b y  t h e p er m ut ati o n S. If n o w  t h es e ar e writt e n  
o ut  at  l e n gt h it is f o u n d t h at t h e s e c o n d is tr a nsf or m e d b y  T  
i nt o a  n e w  s ol uti o n, w hil e  t h e first, or

I II III I V V  VI  VII

a b d, b e e , c <∕, d e g, ef a , f g h, g a c,

c 4 6,  i∕ 5 7, e θl,  fl 2, gl 3,  a 2i =,  6 3 5,

e 2 3  , / 3 4, y 4 5,  a 5 6,  b ^l,  c 7 1,  ¢ 7 1 2,

/ 1 5, g 2 &,  b ^ ∖,  c ^ 2,  √ 6 3,  e 7 4,

g Sl,  α 8 1,  b % 2,  d S 4.,  e 8 5,

is c h a n g e d i nt o its elf, t h e p er m ut ati o n of t h e d a y ’s w al ks  
c orr es p o n di n g  t o T  b ei n g

III V V  (I VII)  (III VI). .

• T h e  s ol uti o n t h us o bt ai n e d is t h er ef or e t h e o nl y  disti n ct  
s ol uti o n w hi c h  is tr a nsf or m e d i nt o its elf b y t h e m a xi m u m  
gr o u p  of  or d er 1 6 8. M or e o v er,  if t h e gr o u p  is gi v e n b y  its 
g e n er ati n g  p er m ut ati o ns  as  a n  i ntr a nsiti v e gr o u p  of  1 5  s y m b ols,  
i nt er c h a n gi n g t h e m i n t w o s ets of  7 a n d 8 r es p e cti v el y, t h e 
s ol uti o n is u ni q u e. T o  t h e g e n er ati n g  p er m ut ati o ns  S  a n d T  
of  t h e 1 5 s y m b ols, t h er e c orr es p o n d f or t h e p er m ut ati o ns  of  
t h e d a y ’s w al ks

(I II III I V V  VI VII)  a n d  III V V  (I VII)  (III VI).

N o t e .— T h e  s ol uti o n t h us arri v e d at is o n e t h at is gi v e n  
b y  al m ost e v er y  o n e  w h o  h as  off er e d  s ol uti o ns of  t h e pr o bl e m.  
T h e  o bj e ct  of  t his p a p er  is t o c all att e nti o n t o a n i nt er esti n g 
pr o p ert y of  t h e s ol uti o n, a n d t o t h e m et h o d  b v  w hi c h  it is 
h er e  o bt ai n e d.
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