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A New Interpretation for the Guest Star of
A. D. 185

Y.—L. HUANG

The guest star of A.D. 185 is widely thought to be the oldest super-
nova recorded historically. The non-thermal radio source RCW 86 is
proposed to be its remains although no physical property has been found
to indicate that RCW 86 is a young supernova remnant of ~ 1,800 years
old. The supernova hypothesis, in fact, is contradicted by the ancient
record in Xu Han Shu #EEZE in several ways. These contradictions
have been attnbuted, without providing convincing evidences, to the pos-
sible mistakes in writing.

A restudy of this event indicates that the original record of the guest
star is, in all respects, consistent with a cometary apparition. The comet

first appeared in Centaurus which was then located no more than a few
degrees above the horizon and was only visible roughly half an hour

before sunrise. The low elevation of the object made it reveal several
colors due to the large refraction effect of its light through the
atmosphere. The discovery magnitude of the comet may fall between 1
and 4 mag. Its angular size (including the tail length) was roughly 4°35.
The object went out of sight after eight months.

This interpretation is mainly based on the newly discovered meanings
of several specialized terms. For exmaple, ‘ban yan’ $# (half a ‘yan’
£ ) was used to describe the size of the guest star, but the face meaning
‘van’ (mat) can never conform with the requirement of a point-like source
for the supernova hypothesis. A ‘yan’, according to our new study, is
an ancient unit for length and is equivalent to ~9° for ancient Chinese
astronomers. The words i nu’ E%% in the record were also previously
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unrecognized as an astronomical/astrological term for describing stellar
hght and were misinterpreted as ‘tfluctuating’ or ‘scintillated’. A preli-
minary analysis reveals that “xi nu’ may be used only when an object
15 not very bright: the supernova hypothesis, however, implies a daylight
object for the guest star at discovery. The usage of ‘hou nian’ &5 in
describing the disappearance date of the guest star i1s also investigated by
checking the similar usages in ancient literature; a meaning of ‘next year
is found instead of the previously proposed ‘the year after next’.

The selection of the historical event that is used to claim that the
prognostication associated with the guest star has been fulfilled is also
consistent with a comet apparition according to the rules followed by the
ancient astrologers.
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