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Abstract

Meteorological records extracted from three ancient Chinese
chromicles are presented. These records cover a time span
from 2187 B.C. to 3 A.D. Some interesting climatological vari-
ations are noted.

1. Introduction

Meteorological and astronomical phenomena have at-
tracted the attention of men throughout their history. In
particular, thunder and lightning, hail, strong winds,
and periods of drought and floods were watched and re-
corded with great interest. Being unable to understand
these phenomena, men in prehistoric times assumed that
supernatural forces of their gods must have caused them.
It is therefore not surprising that ancierit religious books
contain numerous records of meteorological and astro-
nomical events.

In most books on the history of meteorology (Frisinger,
1977; Khrgian, 1970; Middleton, 1965; Schneider-Carius,
1955; among others) reference to such ancient records
is confined to writings of the Greeks, the Israelites, the
Romans, the Egyptians, and the Persians. Little atten-
tion has been given to the ancient records of the Chinese,
except for a short summary paragraph given by Khrgian
(1970). It is the purpose of this short article to add to our
knowledge of ancient Chinese weather ohservations by
listing some weather records for the time 2187 B.C. to
3 A.D. as found in three ancient Chinese Chronicles, in
the hope that these records may be of use to the histori-
cally interested meteorologist, and in particular to the
climatologist.

It is not hard to understand why meteorological as well
as astronomical events were cited in historical chronicles
if one recalls that in ancient China the emperors were
considered Sons of God. Therefore, only God himself
can condemn and punish the Emperor (and along with
him his subjects) in case he did evil and did not obey
Him. Obviously, thunder, lightning, or the appearance
of a comet were signs that God was irritated, and hail,
floods, or droughts were expressions of God’s punish-
ment. These acts of punishment were carefully recorded
as historically important events.

Unfortunately, these Chronicles were written in an-
cient Chinese grammar which is not used anymore in
present-day Chinese language. Due to their grammar the
chronicles are extremely difficult to read, and their con-
tents are only accessible to language experts, most of
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whom are not interested in the scientific records con-
tained in the Chronicles.

Apart from records in ancient Chronicles, meteoro-
logical records are also found in the form of divine in-
scriptions on animal bones and tortoise shells. Often,
these inscriptions are in the form of a question to the
Gods, such as: “Will the God give much rain in the
eighth month?” Other inscriptions are in the form of
actual records, such as: “Rain from day Ting-Yu to the
day Chia-Yin (18 days in the 9th month). Wittfogel
(1940) analyzed numerous meteorological records on such
“oracle bones,” of the Shang dynasty (1751-1111 B.C))
and found that the records made numerous references
to rain and snow periods, as well as periods of drought.
From his analysis he found that during the time of the
Shang dynasty the climate was warmer than it is at
present. A similar conclusion was reached by Hu (1944)
who also studied inscriptions dating from the Shang
dynasty. Apart from basing his conclusion on direct mete-
orological observations during that time, Hu deduced
indirectly what the climate was at that time by analyzing
inscriptions referring to the cultivation of bamboo and
rice, and to the presence of buffalos and elephants.

2. Remarks on the present listing of
meteorological records

The records listed in Section 3 are extracted from the
following three ancient Chinese Chronicles: Chu Shu
Chi Nien (Bamboo Album); Shih Chi (The Book of
History); and Han Shu (Chronicles of the Han Dynasty).

The first book was probably written around 300 B.C.
by an anonymous author and originally consisted of
engraved bamboo pieces bound together by ropes. The
book was recovered from the grave of King Shian of Wei
who died in 297 B.C. The other two books were written
by Shih-Ma Chien (145-86 B.C.) and Pan Ku (32 to 92
A.D.), respectively. The cities, cited in these three
records, were located almost entirely in Northern China.
Since the names which these cities had are not in use

TaBire 1. Capital cities in China
1. Pu-Pan 2233-2183 B.C.
2. An-Yee 2183-1751 B.C.
3. Po 1751-1398 B.C.
4. Ying (Near (2)) 1398-1111 B.C.
5. Hau (Chen-Chou) 1111-770 B.C.
6. Lo-Yang (Chen-Chou) 770-246 B.C.
7. Sian-Yang (near Si’an) 246-206 B.C.
8. Chan-An (Si’an) 206 B.C.-25 A.D.
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