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The artificial ground freezing method has been widely used in shield end reinforcement and
connecting channel reinforcement of urban subway tunnel in water-rich soft soil. Accurate
quantification of micropore change and redistribution due to freeze-thaw is important to
understand frost heave and thaw settlement of soft soils including mucky clay and silty
clay. This paper presents Mercury Intrusion Porosimetry (MIP) data for mucky clay and silty
clay specimens before and after freeze-thaw and compression. MIP tests were conducted
on the soil samples of undisturbed soil, frozen-thawed soil, compressed soil and
compressed frozen-thawed soil. The pores of clays were divided into five groups
according to the diameter, including 1) macro pore, 2) medium pore, 3) small pore, 4)
micro pore, 5) ultramicro pore. Micro pores and ultramicro pores account for more than
80% of clays’ total pore volume and pore surface area. The pore distribution
characteristics of mucky clay and silty clay were studied, and the pore volume and
pore surface area distributions’ capacity dimension was estimated. The particle contact,
pore changes of clays due to freeze-thaw and compression were analyzed quantitatively.
Total pore volume and pore surface area of clays increased due to freeze-thaw, and
decreased due to compression correspondingly. The distribution of clays’ pore volume
and pore surface area have statistical self similarity, and it is effective to quantify the
microstructure changes of clays due to freeze-thaw and compression by estimating
capacity dimension, which can provide a new way to reveal the internal micro-pore
change of clays due to freeze-thaw and compression quantitatively.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The artificial ground freezing method (AGF) has been widely adopted in urban subway construction
in Ningbo, a coastal city in eastern China, which is located in a soft soil area that is rich in water
(Wang et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2018; Fan et al., 2019). However, the AGF would cause frost heaves
and thaw settlement in water rich areas (Yamamoto and Springman, 2014; Marwan et al., 2016). The
key problem to be solved is to reduce the thaw settlement deformation caused by the AGF (Civan,
2000; Jin et al., 2010; Shen et al., 2018). For soft soil, due to its unique soil structure, the change in the
microstructure before and after the freeze-thaw is the fundamental cause of macro thaw settlement
deformation (Yamamuro and Wood, 2004; Cuisinier et al., 2011; Lieb-Lappen et al., 2017).
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At present, the research methods for investigating soil
microstructure mainly include mercury intrusion porosimetry
(MIP), gas absorption operations (BET), energy dispersive
spectroscopy, computed tomography (CT), and scanning electron
microscopy (SEM) (Yamamuro and Wood, 2004; Grimstad et al.,
2010; Cuisinier et al., 2011; Gu et al., 2013; Lopes, 2016; Lieb-Lappen
et al., 2017). Among them,MIP has been widely used due to its large
measurement range and good repeatability of measurement results
(Romero and Simms, 2009; Lubelli et al., 2013; Lopes, 2016; Wang
et al., 2016). Cui and Tang (2011) usedMIP to study the evolution of
the pore size distribution of natural structures in soft soil during
compression, and proposed the concept of the pore structure
damage potential, which is used to characterize the variation in
the pore distribution with load. Tang and Yan (2015) revealed the
micromechanism of the effect of freeze-thaw cycles on soil strength
through mercury intrusion tests and scanning electron microscopy.
In addition, the application of MIP in studies of soil microstructure
has included the following aspects: 1) the variation law of the soil
pores under different degrees of compression (Cudny and Vermeer,
2004; Liu and Zhang, 2014; Jarvis et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2020), 2)
the consolidation and dynamic load conditions based on mercury
intrusion tests (Dean et al., 1987; Jiang et al., 2014; Tang and Li,
2018) and SEM analyses (Kang et al., 2003; Cui and Jia, 2013), 3) the
micropore characteristics and their changes with engineering
properties such as compression deformation and seepage
consolidation (Kawaragi et al., 2009; Le Runigo et al., 2009;
Aldaood et al., 2014; Yi et al., 2015; Lei et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2020).

Fractal theory is a very popular, active new theory (Mandelbrot,
1967). Themost basic characteristic of fractal theory is to describe and
study objective things from the perspective of fractal dimension and
mathematical methods, that is, to describe and study objective things
using the mathematical tools of the fractal dimension (Mandelbrot,
1983; Avnir et al., 1985; Avnir, 1989; Moore and Donaldson, 1995;
Zeng et al., 1996; Liu et al., 2011). It breaks away from the traditional
barriers of one-dimensional line, two-dimensional surface, three-
dimensional shapes, and even four-dimensional space-time. Its
results are closer to the description of the real attributes and states
of complex systems, and they are more in line with the diversity and
complexity of objective things. Since Tyler (Tyler and Wheatcraft,
1992) introduced the use of fractal theory in the study of soil
structures, many scholars have carried out fractal research on the
quantity distribution, mass distribution, volume distribution, surface
area, and contour line of particles in geotechnicalmedia (Peyton et al.,
1994; Zeng et al., 1996; Cai et al., 2010; Caruso et al., 2011; Zhang

et al., 2015; Zhao et al., 2017; Wang and Guo, 2019), and many
important achievements have been made in the study of the
microstructure of non-freeze-thaw soils. However, research on the
microstructure of frozen soils hasmainly focused on the compression
deformation of disturbed perennial and seasonal frozen soils, the
shear damage, and the change in the soil properties under freeze-thaw
cycles (Zhang and Zhang, 2006; Tang and Yan, 2015; Ding et al.,
2019). Numerous qualitative studies have been carried out in
combination with mercury intrusion tests, SEM image processing,
and CT scanning technology (Chunhua et al., 2005; Bornert, 2010;
Hamamoto et al., 2016; Ding et al., 2019). Because of the large
number of micro parameters, it is difficult to establish a macroscopic
quantitative expression based on the microstructural parameters that
reflects the actual engineering problem.

The structure of the disturbed soil has changed, and its
microscopic particle state, interparticle contact state, and pore
characteristics cannot fully reflect the structural characteristics of
the undisturbed soil. Little research has been conducted on the
micro-mechanism of undisturbed artificial frozen and thawed
soils. Tang et al. (2011) (Zhou and Tang, 2015a; Zhou and Tang,
2015b; Tang and Yan, 2015; Jie and Tang, 2018; Tang and Li,
2018; Zhou and Tang, 2018) compared and analyzed the
micromechanisms of the dynamic characteristics of frozen and
thawed dark green silty clay by combining the microstructure
scanning pictures of the soil before and after freezing. Taking the
fourth layer of muddy clay in Shanghai as the research object, we
studied the influence of the soil freezing temperature on the pore
diameter, pore shape, directivity, porosity, and surface void ratio.

Many achievements have been made in the study of the
microstructure of rocks and soils, while little research has been
conducted on the micro-mechanism of the thawing settlement
characteristics of undisturbed artificial frozen-thawed soils.
Systematic research on the pore distribution and variation law
of undisturbed soft soil, frozen-thawed soil, compressed
undisturbed soil, and compressed thawed soil is still lacking.
Therefore, through MIP tests and based on fractal geometry
theory, quantitative and qualitative research was carried out.
Therefore, it is necessary to study the pore distribution
characteristics and the micro-mechanism of thaw settlement.

2 EXPERIMENTS

2.1 Soil Samples
Mucky clay and silty clay samples were obtained from 12 to 35 m
below the ground surface using a thin-walled sampler (11 cm ID)
and carefully transported to the laboratory from a site in Ningbo,
China. Table 1 presents the soils’ index properties.

TABLE 1 | Soil index properties of the tested samples.

Engineering index Value

Mucky clay Silty clay

Water content, ω (%) 51 39
Natural bulk density, ρ (g/cm3) 1.67 1.82
Void ratio, e 1.43 1.08
Specific gravity, GS 2.69 2.68
Liquid limit, LL (%) 43 44
Plastic limit, PL (%) 20 21
Plasticity index, PI 23 23

TABLE 2 | Test groups and samples.

Mucky clay Silty clay State of samples

M1 S1 Undisturbed samples
M2 S2 Compressed samples
M3 S3 Frozen-thawed samples
M4 S4 Compressed samples upon freezing-thawing
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2.2 Apparatus for the Freeze-Thaw
Simulation
Figure 1 shows a schematic of the apparatus designed to simulate
the freeze-thaw process using the artificial ground freezing
method (AGF). It consists of a temperature controlled
environmental chamber, a specimen tube, top and bottom
plates, a makeup water device, a loading device, and a
temperature and vertical displacement monitoring system.

The main steps of the experiment are as follows: 1) The
undisturbed soil sample was cut into a cylinder with a diameter
of 79.8 mm and a height of 50mm using a soil cutter. 2) The soil
specimen was packed into a tube and wrapped with an insulation
layer. Then, the tube was placed in the environmental chamber with a
constant temperature. The top and bottom plates were connected to
the cold liquid circulation pipeline, the displacement sensor was
installed, and the temperature of the thermostat and the top and
bottom plates was set to 1°C. The sample was held constant for 6 h,
and the temperature and deformation were monitored. 3) When the
initial temperature of the sample equally reached 1°C, the water
supply pipeline was opened, the water level of the water supply device
was adjusted, and the freeze-thaw test began. 4) The temperature of
the bottom plate was adjusted to −10°C, and the sample was frozen
from the bottom to the top. The temperature of the environmental
chamber and the warm end was maintained at 1°C. The initial water
level was recorded, and the water level, temperature, and deformation
was recorded in real time. The frost heave test was completed when
the height change of the sample was less than 0.02mm in 2 h 5) After
the frost heave test, the upper and lower cold plate supply and the
water supply device were closed, and the temperature of the
environment box was adjusted to 20°C to simulate the thawing of
frozen soil in a natural environment. The temperature and

deformation were recorded in real time. 6) Within 2 h, the height
change value of the sample was less than 0.05mm, and the test was
complete. The components of the instrument were dismantled, the
sample was removed, and the next test was carried out.

2.3 Consolidation Test
To study the compressibility of undisturbed and frozen-thawed
soils, the maximum compressive load was set to 600 kPa based on
the burial depth. The test was carried out according to Standard
GB/T50123-2019 for the Geotechnical Test Method. Additional
details can be found in references (Morgenstern and Smith, 1973;
Chai et al., 2004; Cui and Jia, 2013; Zhang et al., 2016).

2.4 Mercury Intrusion Porosimetry
Mercury intrusion porosimetry (MIP) was used to observe the
change of the soil’s micropore after the freeze-thaw and
compression. The MIP test was carried out using an Auto-
pore 9,500 mercury porosimeter with a pore size range of
5–360,000 nm. The mercury injection test samples were
prepared by the liquid nitrogen vacuum freeze-drying method,
which had little effect on the microstructure of the soil samples.
As shown in Table 2, the specimens were prepared under four
different test conditions (undisturbed samples, compressed
samples, frozen-thawed samples, compressed samples upon
freezing-thawing) and were immersed in mercury. The
mercury was gradually pressed into the pores of the specimens
by applying pressure on the mercury. MIP is a common method
used to study the pore size and distribution of solid materials such
as rocks and soils. The testing process is divided into two stages:
low pressure and high pressure. The pore size measurement
capability ranges from several nanometers to several hundred
microns. The experimental principle is that non-wetting liquids
(such as mercury) will not flow into the pores of solid materials
without external pressure. An assumption was made that
cylindrical flow channels with a radius r exist in the soil, and
the radius of the pores are intruded by mercury under an applied
pressure, p. For a cylindrical pore, theWashburn Equation can be
used to calculate the pore radius (Washburn, 1921).

p � −2σ cos α/r (1)
where p is the applied external pressure (psia); σ is the surface
tension coefficient of the mercury (N/m), taken as 0.484 N/m at
normal temperatures; α is the infiltration angle of the mercury into
the soil, taken as 130°; and r is the radius of a cylindrical pore (m).

3 RESULTS AND ANALYSIS

3.1 Freeze-Thaw Characteristics
The freeze-thaw properties and the physical properties of soft clay
were obtained through freeze-thaw tests and are presented in
Table 3.

3.2 Compression Characteristics
The e-p curves obtained from the compression tests on the mucky
clay and silty clay samples before and after the freeze-thaw are

FIGURE 1 | Schematic of the freeze-thaw simulation apparatus. 1-Cold
plate, 2- Specimen tube, 3- Makeup water, 4- Loading device, 5-
Displacement transducer, 6-Warm plate, 7-Temperature transducer, 8-Soil
sample, 9- Loading rack, 10-Environmental chamber.
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shown in Figure 2. The overall curve can be divided into two
stages by the red line in the figure: the rapid decrease in the void
ratio and the slow decrease in the void ratio. During the process
of clay compression, when the load is small, the compression
mainly destroys the structure of the soil sample. The freeze-thaw
action destroys the original skeleton structure of the soil and
reorganizes it into a new structure. For the mucky clay and silty
clay samples, the reduction in the void ratio of the soil after the
freeze-thaw and compression was greater than that in the
undisturbed soil. In addition, the compression coefficients of
the mucky clay and silty clay samples after the freeze-thaw were
reduced by nearly 20%, which indicates that the structure of the
soft clay was disturbed by the freeze-thaw, and its
compressibility was decreased.

3.3 Analysis of the Mercury Intrusion
Porosimetry Test Results
According to the shear’s pore size division theory (Shear et al.,
1993) and the microstructure and pore size characteristics of clays
in the Ningbo area, the pore size of clays can be divided into the
following five categories according to the diameter (d): 1) macro
pore (d > 20 μm), including intergranular pores and some
intragranular pores; 2) medium pore (10 μm < d < 20 μm),
mainly intragranular pores; 3) small pore (2 μm < d < 10 μm),
including intragranular pores and some intergranular pores; 4)
micro pore (0.1 μm < d < 2 μm), mainly intergranular pores; and
5) ultramicro pore (d < 0.1 μm), mainly intragranular pores.

3.3.1 Mercury Intrusion Characteristics of Clays
According to the principle of MIP, different mercury injection
pressures correspond to different pore sizes. A complete mercury
injection test includes two processes: mercury injection and
mercury withdrawal.

Figures 3A,B show the cumulative mercury injection and
mercury pressure curves of the mucky clay and silty clay,
respectively. The mercury injection curves of the mucky clay
and silty clay can be divided into three stages. The two soils
exhibit the same trend: the first stage pressure was less than
100 psia, the second stage pressure was 100–10,000 psia, and the
third stage pressure was greater than 10,000 psia until the set
pressure value reached 300,000 psia. The overall curve shows that
in the first stage, the mercury pressure was small, and the amount
of mercury injection increased slowly. In the second stage, the
mercury injection pressure increased continuously, and the
cumulative mercury injection volume increased rapidly. In the
third stage, the mercury pressure continued to increase to the set
value, but the cumulative mercury intake growth was gentle at
this stage. Only the first stage of the thawed silty soil stopped at
300 psia, and the increase rate in the second stage was higher than
that in the other two stages, which is likely due to the
heterogeneity of the soil samples.

In the mercury withdrawal stage of the mucky clay and silty
clay samples, the curve was smooth. The mercury pressure
decreased continuously in the mercury withdrawal stage, and
the cumulative mercury injection volume did not return to 0. The
mercury injection curve and the mercury withdrawal curves are
not closed, which indicates that some mercury remained in the
soil pores after the mercury withdrawal stage. The residual
amount remaining in the pores is related to the pore
characteristics of the soil samples. The larger the pore size and
pore volume, the greater the residual mercury content.

3.3.2 Distribution of the Cumulative Pore Volume and
Pore Surface Area
According to the cumulative distribution curve or differential
curve of pore size corresponding to different pressures in mercury
injection experiment, the cumulative pore volume or pore surface

TABLE 3 | Freeze-thaw properties and physical properties of the specimens.

Freeze-thaw properties and
physical properties

Mucky clay Silty clay

Frost heaving ratio, (%) 13.64 16.54
Thaw settlement coefficient, (%) 15.85 17.91
Density of undisturbed soil, (g/cm3) 1.67 1.82
Density of frozen-thawed soil, (g/cm3) 1.72 1.76
Moisture content of undisturbed soil, (%) 51.39 39.23
Moisture content of frozen-thawed soil, (%) 48.21 37.57

FIGURE 2 | e-p curves for the soil specimens before and after the freeze-thaw.
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area can be calculated. Figure 4 shows the curves of the
cumulative mercury injection versus pore size for the mucky
clay and silty clay. As can be seen, the pore volumes of the silty
undisturbed soil, compressed undisturbed soil, and compressed
thawed soil are mainly distributed in the less than 6,000 nm pore
diameter range, while the pore size of the frozen-thawed soil is
mainly distributed in the less than 1,000 nm pore diameter range.
The pore volumes of the clay undisturbed soil, compressed
undisturbed soil, and compressed thawed soil are mainly
distributed in the less than 6,000 nm pore diameter range, while
that of the frozen-thawed soil is mainly distributed in the less than
2,000 nm pore diameter range. The results show that the pore size
of soft soil decreases and the proportion of micropores increase.
The curve for the mucky clay and silty clay thawed soils after
compression plot above those of the frozen-thawed soils, which
indicates that the compression improved the pore connectivity and
decreased the pore volume of the large-diameter pores.

Figure 5 shows the curves of the cumulative pore surface area
versus pore size for mucky clay and silty clay. The pore surface
areas of the mucky clay and silty clay are mainly distributed in the
pores with pore diameters of less than 1,000 nm.

3.3.3 Pore Distribution Characteristics of the Soil
Samples After the Freeze-Thaw and Compression
The total pore volumes and the total pore surface areas of the
mucky clay under different conditions are shown in Figure 6A
and Figure 7A, respectively. After the freeze-thaw, the total pore

volume and the pore surface area decreased. Total pore volume
and pore surface area of the samples was shown in Table.4,
compared with the undisturbed soil, the pore volume and pore
surface area of the thawed mucky clay soil decreased by 20.49 and
8.03%, respectively. The pore volumes and surface areas of the soil
samples were decreased by the compression. The pore volumes of
the undisturbed soil and the frozen-thawed soil decreased by 5.47
and 5.73%, respectively, and their pore surface areas decreased by
2.45 and 7.66%, respectively. As the volume of the soil sample
decreased after the freeze-thaw, it can be concluded that the soil
particles are incompressible, so the pore volume inevitably
decreased. With decreasing pore volume, the proportion of the
pore volume accounted for by the small pores increased, so the pore
surface area decreased. The freeze-thaw process transformed the
pores larger than the mesopores into micropores and
ultramicropores, decreasing pore sizes smaller, and it transformed
the pores within some of the aggregates into pores between and
within the particles. The pore surface area of the sludge was mainly
distributed in the micropores. Although some of the pore volume
accounted for by the pores larger thanmicropores, their pore surface
area can be ignored. For mucky clay, the proportion of
ultramicropores in pore surface area is high, up to about 70%.
The remaining 30% of the pore surface area is almost microporous.

The total pore volumes and total pore surface area
distributions of the silty clay under different conditions are
shown in Figures 6B, 7B, respectively. The pore volume and
pore surface area of the silty clay increased after thawing, and the

FIGURE 3 | The cumulative mercury intrusion amount of different pressures. (A) Mucky clay, (B) Silty clay.

FIGURE 4 | The cumulative pore volume at different pore sizes. (A) Mucky clay, (B) Silty clay
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pore ratio of the clay was increased by the freeze-thaw process.
Compared with the undisturbed soil, the pore volume and pore
surface area of the silty clay increased by 9.99 and 15.62% due to
freeze-thaw, respectively. The pore volume of the undisturbed soil
and the thawed soil decreased by 7.33 and 10.11%, respectively;
and the pore surface area decreased by 32.43 and 22.47%,
respectively due to compression (shown in Table 4). The
freeze-thaw process transformed the pores larger than the

micropores in the silty clay into micropores and
ultramicropores, increasing the pore size, even if the pores
within some of the aggregates were transformed into pores
between and within the particles. The pore volume ratios of
the micropores and ultramicropores increased after compression
of the undisturbed and frozen-thawed soils, whereas the
proportion of the micropores decreased, that is, the
transformation of the small pores into micropores and

FIGURE 5 | The cumulative pore area at different pore sizes. (A) Mucky clay, (B) Silty clay.

FIGURE 6 | The pore volume distribution. (A) Mucky clay, (B) Silty cla.

FIGURE 7 | The pore area distribution. (A) Mucky clay, (B) Silty clay.
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ultramicropores. The pore surface area of the clay is mainly
distributed in the ultramicropores and micropores, accounting
for 99%. Compared with the micropores, the area distribution
ratio of the ultramicropores is larger, about 80% for the
undisturbed soil and the compressed undisturbed soil and
about 70% for the frozen-thawed soil and the compressed
thawed soil, which indicates that the freeze-thaw process
decreased the surface area of the ultramicropores, creating
pores larger than micropores.

4 FRACTAL QUANTITATIVE
CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SOIL
MICROPORES
4.1 Computation of the Capacity Dimension
Fractal features are usually expressed as the fractal dimension.
The fractal dimension D is used to quantitatively describe the
complexity and irregularity of the different fractal graphics. The
larger the D value, the richer the details. In this paper, the fractal
dimensions of the pore volume distribution and the pore surface
area distribution were calculated using the capacity dimension
method as follows:

D � − lim
ε→∞

lnN(d)
ln(d) (2)

In the calculation, D was the particle size or pore diameter, ln
D was taken as the abscissa, and lnN(d) was the logarithm of the
pore volume lnv(d) or the logarithm of the pore surface area
lnA(d), which was larger than the pore diameter, was taken as the
ordinate. If there is a linear segment in the curve, the pore volume
distribution and the pore surface area distribution has fractal
characteristics. The negative slope value of the stable straight-line
section was taken as the fractal dimension value of the pore
volume distribution and the pore surface area distribution. The
pore size, pore volume, and pore surface area were directly
obtained from the mercury injection test.

The geometric meaning of the fractal dimension of the pore
volume distribution and the pore surface area distribution are as
follows: the larger the fractal dimension, the more uneven the
distribution of the pore volume, and the larger the pore volume
(or pore surface area), the smaller pore diameter. Based on the
pore volume, the pore surface area of soft clay, and the linear

correlation degree in a specific particle size range, the self-similar
interval was determined. Finally, the pore diameter range was
determined to be 0.4–3.5 μm for pore volume distribution, and
0.01–0.25 μm for the pore surface area distribution.

It was found that the pore volume distribution and the pore
surface area distribution of the soil have fractal characteristics.
Taking the calculation of the pore volume distribution fractal
dimension of the mucky clay as an example, the pore volume of
the mucky clay is mainly distributed in the less than 0.1–2 μm
pore diameter range, but there are still a small number of pores in
the 2–10 μm pore diameter range, so the upper limit of the pore
size is 2.5 μm. By taking ln (d) as the abscissa and lnv (d) as the
ordinate, the regression line was obtained, and the negative
number of the slope of the straight line was taken as the
fractal dimension. In a linear regression, when the number of
test points is more than 10, the correlation coefficient is greater
than 0.95, which indicates that the correlation is very good. When
the lower limit of the aperture range was 0.05 μm, the linear
regression correlation coefficient was less than 95%; and when the
lower limit was 0.10 μm, the linear regression correlation
coefficient was greater than 95%, which meets the
requirements. Therefore, the lower limit is 0.1 μm, and the
fractal dimension is 0.589. The larger the fractal dimension,
the more uneven the distribution of the pore volume; and the
smaller the pore diameter, the larger the pore volume.

4.2 Fractal Quantitative Characteristics of
the Soil Pore Volume Distribution
According to the method described in the previous section, the
pore volume of the silty soil under various states has fractal
characteristics within the pore size range of 0.1–2.5 μm. The
fractal dimension regression curve of the pore volume
distribution of the silty soil for under different states is shown
in Figure 8A.

As can be seen from Figure 8A, the fractal dimension of the
pore volume distribution of the undisturbed soil is smaller than
that of the frozen-thawed soil; that of the compressed
undisturbed soil is slightly smaller than that of the
undisturbed soil; and that of the compressed thawed soil is
smaller than that of the frozen-thawed soil. The fractal
dimension of the pore volume increases by 75.38% after the
freeze-thaw, and the fractal dimensions of the pore volume
distributions of the undisturbed soil and the frozen-thawed
soil decreased by 15.95 and 66.11% due to compression,
respectively. The fractal dimension of the pore volume
distribution of the frozen-thawed soil is larger than that of the
undisturbed soil, which indicates that the pore volume
distribution in this pore size range is uneven due to the
freeze-thaw action. The pore volume distribution of the
smaller pore size is greater than that of the slightly larger pore
size. The fractal dimension of the pore volume distribution
decreases after compression, which indicates that the
distribution of the pore volume in each pore size range is
made more uniform by the compression. In particular, the
distribution of the pore volume tends to be more uniform
after compression. The fractal dimension of the pore volume

TABLE 4 | Total pore volume and pore surface area of the samples.

Samples Total Pore Volume,
(ml/g)

Total Pore Surface
Area, (m2/G)

M1 0.2698 8.7751
M2 0.2558 8.5649
M3 0.2145 8.0702
M4 0.2055 7.4956
S1 0.2841 7.0484
S2 0.2647 5.3223
S3 0.3125 8.1481
S4 0.2838 6.6531
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distribution is approximately positively correlated with the
proportion of the pore volume in this range. The larger the
proportion of the pore volume in this range, the larger the fractal
dimension of the pore volume distribution.

The pore volume of the silty clay is mainly distributed in the
less-than-0.1–2 μm pore size range, but there are still some pores
in the 2–10 μm pore size range, so the upper limit of the pore size
is 3.5 μm. Taking the undisturbed silty clay as an example, the
correlation coefficient is only 88% when the lower limit is 0.1 μm,
and the correlation coefficient is greater than 95% until the lower
limit of 0.4 μm. The pore size range is 0.4–3.5 μm. The fractal
dimension of the pore volume distribution of the silty clay is
shown in Figure 8B.

Figure 8B shows that the pore volume integral dimensions of
the thawed clay soil and the undisturbed soil are very similar, and
the pore volume distribution fractal dimensions of the
undisturbed soil and the frozen-thawed soil increase slightly
after compression, but the increase is not very significant. The
fractal dimension of the pore volume distribution of the silty clay
decreased by 19.79%, and the fractal dimensions of the pore
volume distributions of the undisturbed soil and the frozen-

thawed soil decreased by 4.51 and 32.81%, respectively. The
fractal dimension of the pore volume distribution of the
frozen-thawed soil is smaller than that of the undisturbed soil,
which indicates that the pore volume distribution of the clay
within this pore size range is homogenized by the freeze-thaw
action. The fractal dimension of the pore volume distribution is
increased by compression, which indicates that the pore volume
distribution of the clay is non-uniform in this pore size range due
to compression. In particular, the pore size range tends to bemore
uneven after compression. The fractal dimension of the pore
volume distribution is approximately positively correlated with
the proportion of the pore volume in this range. The larger the
proportion of the pore volume in this range, the larger the fractal
dimension of the pore volume distribution.

4.3 Fractal Quantitative Characteristics of
the Soils’ Pore Surface Area
The pore surface areas of the mucky clay and silty clay soils are
mainly distributed in the less-than-0.1 μm pore diameter range,
and the proportion is greater than 60%. The method of

FIGURE 8 | Capacity dimension distribution curve of the soil pore volume. (A) Mucky clay, (B) Silty clay.

FIGURE 9 | Capacity dimension distribution curve of the soils’ pore surface area. (A) Mucky clay, (B) Silty clay.
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calculating the fractal dimension of the pore surface area
distribution is the same as that for calculating the fractal
dimension of the pore volume distribution. By taking ln(d) as
the abscissa and the natural logarithm of the hole surface area
lnA(d) as the ordinate, the regression of the straight line was
obtained, and the negative value of the slope of the straight line
was taken as the fractal dimension. It was found that there is a
good linear relationship in the 0.01–0.25 μm range. The larger the
fractal dimension, the more uneven the distribution of the pore
surface area, that is, the smaller the pore diameter, the greater the
pore surface area.

The numerical value of the fractal dimension of the pore
surface area of the mucky clay soil does not vary significantly,
and it has a certain regularity. As shown in Figures 9A,B after
thawing, the fractal dimension of the pore surface area
distribution increases slightly, and the fractal dimensions of
the pore surface areas of the undisturbed soil and the frozen-
thawed soil increase slightly. As shown in Figure 9B, the
numerical value of the fractal dimension of the pore surface
area of the silty clay soil does not vary significantly, and it has
a certain regularity. The fractal dimension of the pore surface
area distribution slightly increases after thawing, and it
decreases slightly after the compression of the undisturbed
soil and the frozen-thawed soil. The fractal dimension of the
pore surface area distribution of the silty clay is 2.08% larger
than that of the undisturbed soil, and the fractal dimensions of
the pore surface area distributions of the undisturbed soil and
the frozen-thawed soil decrease by 4.90 and 10.66%,
respectively. The fractal dimension of the pore surface area
distribution of the frozen-thawed soil is greater than that of
the undisturbed soil, which indicates that the pore area
distribution of the clay within this pore size range is non-
uniform due to the freeze-thaw action. The fractal dimension
of the pore surface area distribution increases after
compression, which indicates that the pore surface area
distribution of the clay is uniform in this pore size range.
In particular, the pore size range of the frozen-thawed soil
tends to be more uniform after compression.

5 LIMITATIONS AND ENGINEERING
IMPLICATIONS

The soil skeleton structure is a function of the three-dimensional
stress on the stratum, and in the natural state, it retains its
inherent structural, shape. In this paper, to determine the
change in the soil pores under freeze-thaw action and
compression more accurately, original soil samples were tested.
We ignored the influence of the disturbance on the soil pore
structure caused by the sampling and the sample preparation
processes. Furthermore, as the sample size of the MIP is small, to
avoid the influence of the structural differences between the soil
samples in different states, for all the states, mercury intrusion
tests were run in triplicate and the three groups of parallel test
data were averaged.

6 CONCLUSION

This study 1) presents micropores test data obtained from MIP
tests conducted on undisturbed samples, compressed samples,
frozen-thawed samples, and compressed samples upon freezing-
thawing; 2) analyzes the quantitative changes in the micropores of
mucky clay and silty clay after freeze-thaw and compression; and 3)
establishes the quantitative relationship between the pore volume
and pore surface area based on the fractal dimension. The
following conclusions are drawn from the results of this study:

1) Freeze-thaw action and compression have different effects on
the pore characteristics of mucky clay and silty clay. The
results show that the pore volume and pore surface area of the
mucky clay decreased by 20.49 and 8.03% due to freeze-thaw,
respectively, which is in accordance with the law of the smaller
pore ratio. The pore volume and pore surface area of the
thawed silty clay soil increased by 9.99 and 15.62% due to
freeze-thaw, respectively, which is in line with the law of the
larger pore ratio. After compression, for the mucky clay, the
pore volumes of the undisturbed and frozen-thawed soils
decreased by 5.47 and 5.73%, respectively; and their pore
surface areas decreased by 2.45 and 7.66%, respectively. For
the silty clay, the pore volumes of the undisturbed clay and the
frozen-thawed soil decreased by 7.33 and 10.11%, respectively,
and their pore surface areas decreased by 32.43 and 22.47%,
respectively.

2) Micro pores and ultramicro pores account for more than 80%
of clays’ total pore volume and pore surface area. The
proportion of the micropores in the pore volume is about
three times that of the ultramicropores. The pore surface area
is also mainly distributed in the micropores and the
ultramicropores, accounting for about 99% of the total
pore surface area. The proportion of the micropores in the
pore surface area is about four times that of the
ultramicropores.

3) Both the pore volume distribution and the pore surface area
distribution have fractal characteristics. The pore volume of
the mucky clay has fractal characteristics in the 0.1–2.5 μm
pore diameter range, the pore volume of the silty clay has
fractal characteristics in the 0.4–3.5 μm pore diameter range,
and the pore surface area has fractal characteristics in the
0.01–0.2 μm pore diameter range. The fractal dimension is
positively correlated with the proportion of the pore volume
and the pore surface area.

4) The fractal dimension of the pore volume distribution of soft
soil is smaller than that of undisturbed soil, and it decreases
after compression. The fractal dimension of the thawed clay
soil is smaller than that of the undisturbed soil, and it increases
after compression.

5) The fractal dimension of the pore surface area distribution of
soft soil is similar to that of undisturbed soil, and it increases
after compression. The fractal dimension of the thawed clay
soil is larger than that of the undisturbed soil, and it decreases
after compression.
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