
The Carte du Ciel (1887-1970) 
 
From 1887 to 1947 the Carte du Ciel project was the main line of research of the NAO, which leads 
us to discuss the basis of the project, the Mexican participation in it, its accomplishments and 
failures worldwide, and its effects in Mexico. 
 
The Carte du Ciel program had two main objectives, the creation of a catalogue of the whole sky 
including magnitudes and coordinates of stars brighter than 11.5th magnitude, and the creation of a 
sky map including stars brighter than 15th magnitude. These objectives required many 
observatories located in different latitudes to take part in order to appropriately observe the whole 
celestial sphere. 
 
In 1887, 18 observatories from 11 countries committed to participating in the project. It was also 
required that the telescopes were similar so that each of the tens of thousands photographic plates 
involved had the same specifications. There is some confusion in literature on the name Carte du 
Ciel because it was used for four different things: the program as a whole, the catalogue (herein 
referred to as the “Astrographic Catalogue”), the sky map, and each of the refracting telescopes 
used for taking the plates. 
 
The International Astronomical Union or IAU was founded in 1919 to coordinate the astronomy 
worldwide (Mexico joined the IAU the following year, 1920), and the Carte du Ciel program 
becomes the Commission 23 of the IAU. The Commission dissolved in 1970 once the main 
objective of publishing the Astrographic Catalogue for the whole sky was accomplished. 
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That was no the case for the other project because the sky map never got finished. When the 
project was canceled, only the 50.4% of the map had been published, the plates for another 27.8% 



had been taken, and the ones of the remaining 21.8% were never taken. It was decided then, that 
the researches related to the Carte du Ciel project had to be integrated to the Commission 24 of the 
IAU in charge of stars positions, movements, and distances. 
 
The reason for the cancellation of the Carte du Ciel map publishing was the great amount of 
success obtained by the largest Schmidt camera, located in the Palomar Mountain, with a 1.2m 
diameter mirror. Between 1950 and 1958, two maps of the 70% of the celestial sphere were 
produced with this telescope, one with 936 blue-sensitive photographic plates and the other one 
with 938 red-sensitive photographic plates. This project was named the Palomar Observatory Sky 
Survey and it detected stars up to 21st magnitude, i.e. the detection of objects 250 times fainter 
than the Carte du Ciel project. The area covered by a Palomar Schmidt camera plate is 10 times 
greater than the one covered by a plate used in the Carte du Ciel refracting telescopes. The lesson 
of this experience is that you cannot spend too many years on one project because it is very 
possible that with the technological progress a better instrument is built. 
 
The main accomplishments of the Carte du Ciel program were the following: a) it started a 
worldwide collaboration in astronomy and was the forerunner of the International Astronomical 
Union creation, b) it boosted the development of the photographic plate with astronomical purposes, 
c) it created the Astrographic Catalogue, that includes 4.621.836 stars brighter than 11.5

th
 

magnitude, d) the Astrographic Catalogue, along with the Hipparcos satellite catalogues, has 
allowed to determine the movements of almost a million stars, e) the international commitment to 
carry out the program was one of the reasons that allowed to keep astronomical activity in several 
observatories for many years. 
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The disadvantage of the program for the Tacubaya Observatory, and for other observatories 
that participated in the program, was that most of the limited resources available for 
research went to just one project, which made it more difficult for astrophysical 
development, new researchers training, and astronomy updating. 

 


