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Yan-shuan Lao: Learned Scholar and Concerned Intellectual 
 

By Ying-shih Yu 

I first came to know Yan-shuan in the fall of 1957 when he joined the Ph.D. Program in 
East Asian Studies at Harvard. Growing up in a distinguished family with a long tradition 
of learning, he had been given the education of a young “gentleman” (君子) generally 
cultivated in Chinese humanities of the classical past. Under the profound influence of his 
father, the eminent historian Lao Gan (勞幹), it was only natural that he chose Chinese 
history as his major in college. It was also his good fortune that he found at the National 
Taiwan University a most sympathetic and sagacious adviser in the person of Yao 
Congwu (姚從吾), known in the Western Sinological world as Yao Schi-ao, a scholar of 
world renown specializing in the Yuan Dynasty under Mongol rule. It was Yao who 
initiated him into the study of both Yuan history and the Mongolian language.  
 
The intellectual backgrounds, given above, account for the fact that when Yan-shuan 
arrived at Harvard he struck all of us in the East Asian circle, faculty and students alike, 
as an already well-accomplished scholar. I clearly remember that, from our early 
discussions, I was deeply impressed by his combination of intellectual power, historical 
sweep, and capacity for penetrating analysis. At Harvard, he continued to study Yuan 
history and Mongolian language with Professor Francis W. Cleaves, a leading authority 
on Mongolian studies under whose guidance he completed his doctoral dissertation in 
1962. 
 
As a historian of Yuan China, his research project focused primarily on the roles of 
Southern Chinese literati in the reunified empire under Mongol rule, with special 
attention being directed to their remarkable achievements in the arts, philosophy, and 
letters. He published several lengthy learned essays on this subject in English as well as 
Chinese, and thereby practically opened up a wholly new branch of research in Yuan 
history. His trailblazing article entitled “Southern Chinese Scholars and Educational 
Institutions in Early Yuan: Some Preliminary Remarks” (in English), for instance, was 
greatly appreciated by fellow scholars when it appeared in 1981 and remains a work of 
fundamental importance in the field. 
 
In recognition of his unique achievement in a rather difficult field of scholarship, Harvard 
University invited Yan-shuan to teach Yuan history in the fall term of 1976-1977 in 
visiting status. During the same semester, we also offered a joint course on late imperial 
China, which opened my eyes to his extraordinary ability as a teacher. His lecturing was 
a blend of solid scholarship, subtle wit, and controlled passion. To his students, generally, 
he always remained a conscientious, sympathetic, and stimulating teacher. Our last 
togetherness at Harvard for a four-month period was a happiness in life that I will never 
be able to forget. 
 
Finally, I must emphatically point out, Yan-shuan was not the type of scholar who always 
insisted on the need to keep scholarship pure and simple to the degree of refusing to be 
concerned with whatever is going on in the world in which he was living. On the 
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contrary, following the tradition of the Confucian elite (士), Yan-shuan firmly and 
unswervingly believed that the scholar ought to be held responsible for the moral and 
cultural order of his world. As a result, he often brought his immense knowledge of 
Chinese history and culture to bear on his observations on everyday happenings in 
present-day China. His extreme disapproval of the Beijing regime was developed out of 
the understanding that Mao’s party, from the outset, had made every effort to demolish 
not only the Chinese humanistic values but also the modern universal ones introduced to 
China since the beginning of the 20th century. They did this deliberately in order to 
establish and maintain a totalitarian control of China under one-party dictatorship. In the 
numerous telephone conversations between us during the last decade, China’s freedom 
from totalitarianism had been the main topic of our deliberations. Needless to say, our 
views on this matter turned out to be almost identical.  
 
Now, with Yan-shuan’s departure from this world, I have lost my most valued and like-
minded friend. 


