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ON ECLIPTIC MEASUREMENTS AND THEIR
ASTRONOMICAL IMPLICATION
DURING THE HAN DYNASTY

SUN Xiaochun
(Institute for the History of Science, CAS, Beijing 100010 )

Abstract The concept of ecliptic and ecliptic coordinate system were first intro-
duced into astronomical measurement and calculation during the Han Dynasty. This pa-
per investigates the Han measurements related to the ecliptic system: the position of the
winter solstice, the obliquity of the ecliptic, and the longitudinal width of the 28 lunar
mansions. In doing these we illustrate the role and implication of the ecliptic on astrono-
my during the Han Dynasty. The paper also studies the data of the huangdao neiwai du
in the Shishi Xingjing star catalogue, the first star catalogue in China. Our analysis
shows that the huangdao neiwai du is equivalent to the distance to the ecliptic as mea-
sured along the great hour circle, and the data are most probably measured during the
Later Han Dynasty. In the end of this paper, we argue that the development of the e-
cliptic system was due to the influence of the huntian cosmographical theory, which was
to replace the gaitian theory to start a revolution in ancient Chinese astronomy.

Key words ecliptic, obliqyity, huangdao qudu, neiwai du, Huntuan-Gaitian revo-

lution, Han astronomy
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