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The Cognition and Image of Frost in Han Dynasty
Wang Xingguang and Zhang Fan

Abstract: Frost is a common atmospheric phenomenon, which was valued in Han Dynasty. The Han people’ s
cognition of frost is mutually connected in nature and culture. On the natural level, there are three main theories about
the formation of frost in Han Dynasty: Frost is changed by dew, yinqi congeals into frost, moisture from the ground
turns to frost when it is cold. Frost descent evolved from phenology to time sequence image, forming“Frost’s Descent”
in the twenty—four solar terms. The Han people did not realize the existence of frost, so they regarded frost gas as
deadly, which also affected the Han people’s cognition of the relationship between frost, farming and diseases. At the
humanistic level, the heaven kills by dropping frost, so the monarch should also act in accordance with heaven to
execute and punishment. The natural characteristics of “frost”, cold and killing, have been extended to mean
punishment and killing in political culture. Under the comprehensive influence of the natural characteristics of frost, the
differences of Han people’ s interpretation of the text of the Spring and Autumn Annals, the differences of academic
schools and realistic political demands, the visions of “meteorite frost not killing grass”and “meteorite frost killing beans”
are respectively interpreted as the heavenly commands of the emperor not executing orders, court officials’ arbitrary
power and severe punishment of heaven. The Han people’s cognition of frost can be regarded as a case of the ancient
people’ s exploration of atmospheric phenomena, showing the ancient way of thinking about the whole and connection,
as well as their attitude of respecting, imitating and not yielding to nature.

Key words: the Han Dynasty ; frost; solar terms ; disaster
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