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Kitora Tumulus Ceiling Mural Desig-
nated “Jdapan Astronomical Heritage”

Of the five murals painted in the stone chamber of the Kitora
tumulus, the ceiling mural was designated as “Japan Astronomi-
cal Heritage” on March 17, 2020. This status is the product of
a system by which the Astronomical Society of Japan recognizes
historic sites and articles having historical significance for astron-
omy and calendrical science. The ceiling mural was appraised as
indicating “not only the level of astronomy in ancient times, but
also telling the influx of scientific knowledge and culture from the
Asian continent to Japan, and as the celestial chart is a genuine
astronomical chart that can stand up to scientific analysis, it is of
extreme value for the history of astronomy.”

The ceiling mural depicts a full-scale Chinese-style astronomi-
cal chart (circular in form) with 74 Chinese constellations com-
prised of approximately 360 stars, along with images of the sun
and moon. The astronomical chart is characterized by having the
north celestial pole at its center, with concentric circles indicat-
ing an inner zone (the field of circumpolar stars), equator, and
an outer zone (the range of observable stars), along with a biased
circle indicating the ecliptic plane of the sun’s path (although the
position is incorrect). These details can only be plotted from long-
term observation.

The ceiling mural was exhibited in the seventeenth public dis-
play event of the Kitora murals held in the Autumn of 2020,
and postcards were distributed commemorating the designation
as astronomical heritage. Also, a planetarium show explaining the
Kitora astronomical chart was held.

The Kitora tumulus astronomical chart is regarded as the oldest
full-scale celestial map currently surviving, and is a resource with
global value. While nowadays we are not familiar with Chinese-
style constellations or (circular) astronomical charts, they were
used in Japan as well prior to the Meiji period. It is hoped that
with this designation as astronomical heritage, there will be an
increase in interest in ancient astronomy and Chinese-style con-

stellations.
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Plaque and certificate of designation as Japan Astronomical
Heritage
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