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Remembering Professor Yan-shuan Lao 
 
The passing of Professor Yan-shuan Lao has left us reduced in knowledge and spirit.  It is 
possible that the universe might be a tiny bit tidier though. 
  
When I think of Professor Lao, I imagine layers. When I visited his office in Cunz Hall, I 
was fascinated by his piles and stacks of books and papers. There was usually an open 
chair to occupy, but every other surface was covered by decades of print of every 
conceivable variety that always seemed on the verge of an avalanche.   
  
I feel fortunate that Professor Lao was willing to share his incredible knowledge of the 
Chinese tradition of text and interpretation. He often was an instant reference for me. I 
would sit in his chair and ask a question and he would look around that office, thrust his 
hand into the midst of some pile and bring out a book or paper that pertained to my 
concern. His filing system seemed primarily based on strata with secondary 
characteristics of paper type and mustiness guiding his hand. He knew the layers in his 
office and was disturbingly accurate in instantly retrieving the item he had in mind. He 
would hand it to me and I would note it down or make a quick Xerox copy and be on my 
way. 
  
After I asked Professor Lao about something, he was unlikely to let it go in one pass. 
Hours or days after discussing a concern, he would mention another aspect of the issue or 
hand me another book or paper.  I seem to remember month-long engagements with Yan-
shuan over various issues in texts or historical critiques. Again, he operated in layers, 
getting deeper and deeper into an ongoing discussion.  Of course, I was not able to follow 
him through all the levels. I even admit to sometimes avoiding him when I thought I had 
reached my capacity to engage in a mutually beneficial exchange on a particular matter. 
However, I did get a sense of the dimensions of his scholarship and his caretaking of the 
tradition he gained from his family, culture, colleagues, and training. 
  
I remember Professor Lao as a complicated and passionate man. In our efforts to expand 
our programs, he might have yelled at me more than any other person in my post-military 
life. His anger was short-lived and relenting. Usually followed by a fleeting smile and the 
mention of some shared interest that led to yet another layer of our interactions. I like to 
think his anger was directed at those things and persons he was fond of. Everyone who 
knew him feels the loss. 
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