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Remembrances from Professor Lao’s Former Students 
 
 

*** 
 
Lao Xiansheng was my Master's thesis advisor. While working fulltime and raising a 
family, it took me quite a few years before I finally reached the stage of writing my 
thesis. However, I had a hard time determining a topic, and at the same time dreaded the 
long writing process in front of me. It was Lao Xiansheng who helped me to come up 
with a topic that combined my librarian skills and my interest in Chinese literature. I had 
never dreamed that writing a thesis could be so rewarding and painless.  
 
In addition, growing up during the Cultural Revolution in China, my education was 
spotty to say the least. I was extremely insecure when meeting with professors. Yet each 
time when I met with Lao Xiansheng, he had a way of making me feel both at ease and 
motivated. 
 
I feel very privileged to have had a professor like Lao Xiansheng, and I will miss him, his 
erudition, his incredible teaching skills, and most of all his kindness toward all of us who 
came to the U.S. from China back in the 80s. 
 
-Zhiwei Bi 
 
 

*** 
 
It is truly sad to learn that we lost another respectful professor. I took Professer 
Lao's "Bibiliography" class in 1993 and learned a lot about Chinese  
 
He served on my dissertation committee and gave me valuable comments on issues 
regarding various editions of Chinese traditional rhyme dictionaries. To me, he was 
a strict instructor in class, but a kind and caring 長輩 who valued Chinese traditions 
outside of class. I will miss him sorely and he will forever be remembered in our hearts. 

 
-Fang-yi Chao 
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*** 

 
I was just going through my old OSU files and was reminded that in addition to taking 
the bibliography course with Prof. Lao, I also did some independent study for Classical 
Chinese with him. He was always kind and patient with me. He was a good teacher and 
mentor. 
 
-Matthew Christensen 
Matthew B. Christensen,  
Professor of Chinese 
Director, Chinese Flagship Center 
Department of Asian & Near Eastern Languages 
Brigham Young University 
 
 

*** 
 
It is indeed a very bad news to hear Professor Lao's passing.  To me, and I think most of 
you would agree with me, Professor Lao 和蔼可亲，有时却令人敬畏，但他的确 

是有骨气、有脊梁的中国文人的象征. 
 
-Baozhang He 
 
 

*** 
 
Professor Lao left us last week. When a middle of the night phone call broke the sad 
news to me, I felt a profound sense of loss, a sadness that can be hardly described by 
words. 
 
I have known Professor Lao for 27 years. He was my doctoral advisor who helped me 
tremendously in my studies. We had many hours of one-on-one tutoring, lively 
discussions on many things we share interests in academic or otherwise, and sometimes, 
we had good laughs together. Even after I graduated and Professor Lao's family left for 
the west coast, we kept in touch for all the years. It was only last month that I received an 
Ecard from him wishing us a happy Chinese New year. I knew he had cancer, but I never 
thought he would leave us so soon.  In my mind, he was always in good physical shape 
and looked well below his actual age. 
 
First and foremost, Professor Lao was a true scholar, in every sense of this noble title. He 
is definitely one of the top experts in the whole country in Chinese history and Classical 
literature. As a Harvard Ph.D., he was also well trained in Western thought, which gave 
him fresh perspectives some great Chinese scholars may lack. As a dedicated teacher for 
several decades, Professor Lao taught generations of students. We can all testify about 
how much we benefited from his expertise and his rigorous training. Professor Lao had 
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every reason to be very proud: many of his students have become established scholars in 
major universities in the U.S. and other parts of the world. His legacy will certainly live 
on. 
 
Professor Lao was also a poet. He wrote many beautiful verses in Classical Chinese style, 
a poetic form so exquisite but difficult to master. It is an art that may well become lost 
eventually.   
 
Professor Lao was a man of wisdom, for sure, but he was also a passionate person, with 
strong convictions.  He was an expert in Chinese history, but he did not shy away from 
offering his sharp and insightful criticism. He had strong opinions on many subjects, 
including politics and current affairs, and he neither hid them, nor minced words in 
expressing himself. Professor Lao was a strict teacher. He had a high standard and always 
expected the best from his students. This sometimes made him a bit intimidating in 
certain occasions, but we all knew that he was tough because he truly cared about 
knowledge and truth. We loved him more, not less for that.   
 
I had always been on his email mailing list and regularly received his poems, comments, 
or forwarded readings he found interesting. I always read his mailings. Now I will not get 
them anymore. 
 
I will miss you, and we will all miss you, Lao Xiansheng. 
 
-Dajiang He                                                 

 
 

*** 
 
This indeed a very sad news.  I was Professor Lao's TA for at least two years and took  
左傳, 國語, 戰國策 with him as two separate independent studies.  To me, he was 
definitely a learned and a father-like kind scholar.  I still remember the family dinner he 
held for our graduate students at his Columbus home during the second year of my study 
at OSU.   Professor Chen, Professor Hsueh, Professor Lao are all gone now but no one is 
left.  I really hope they could get together there in heaven sharing poems and lyrics as you 
they used to do when they were in the department. 
 
-Wenze Hu 
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*** 

 
In my memory, Dr. Lao, or 劳先生, as I used to call him, is a person who is gentle, soft 
spoken and at the same time “proud to the core” as Ms. Cindy Gitter so aptly described. 
Lao Xiansheng is one of the two members in my MA thesis committee, and he taught me 
so much through the numerous talks we had in his office and the thesis writing and 
defense process about not to take “common knowledge” for granted and where and how 
to cross-reference resources. He was always kind and encouraging. I was so touched one 
time during our talk Lao Xiansheng mentioned something he read from the personal 
statement of my OSU graduate study application! (Lao Xiansheng was the chair of the 
graduate studies committee in the year I was applying.) I feel very fortunate to have had 
the opportunity to learn from Lao Xiansheng and other Xianshengs in DEALL in my 
graduate student years. They are the embodiments of enjoy what you do and do it well. 
 
The last time I spoke to Lao Xiansheng was some years ago I returned to OSU for a 
conference and ran into him in the stairs of Cunz Hall, the first thing he said was: "What 
happened to you?! 你发大福啦?!" (Yes, I gained so much weight after my graduate 
student years...). 
 
-Xiaobin Jian 
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*** 

 
Somehow I always hoped I would get to visit with Dr. Lao once more. I will miss him 
very much. 
 
I remember our bibliography course and several independent study courses I took with 
him, reading Confucian and Daoist texts and more. I still recall part of our final exam in 
the bibliography course, a timed search to find (as I can best recall) as many of the 
earliest sources on a famous personage --Dr. Lao assigned to me 司馬光, who I hadn't 
heard of at the time. He was probably being kind to me. 
 
I also remember, as a new MA student, feeling that I had to learn about--and love--
everything associated with Chinese culture; so, one day I asked Dr. Lao about Peking 
opera. He grimaced and referred to it as "caterwauling" and told me to listen to 
Beethoven instead, beginning with the symphonies.  
 
I wish I could sit down with him again, now that I know a bit more and could even better 
appreciate his incredible erudition. 
 
-Nicholas A. Kaldis 
Director of Graduate Studies 
Program Coordinator, Chinese Studies 
Associate Professor of Chinese Studies 
Department of Asian & Asian American Studies 
Binghamton University (S.U.N.Y.) 
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*** 
 
Professor Lao made the world a better place and made me a better student for many 
reasons. 
 
Professor Lao received profound and solid training in Chinese traditions and shared them 
freely with all of us.  One way he communicated with his friends and colleagues was 
through classical poetry. In the appendix below I have collected several groups of poems 
composed by Professor Lao and his friends and colleagues.  It is easy to see how 
outstanding they are and I miss the great tradition.  
 
Quoting Chinese classics was another frequent means of communication for Professor 
Lao. I remember in 1988, my wife was experiencing morning sickness while pregnant. 
She was hospitalized because of her suffering and was sick every day. She couldn’t hold 
down any food and relied solely on an IV for nutrition.  When I told Professor Lao about 
the dire situation and mentioned I was worried that we might not be able to keep the 
child, he quoted Mencius’ saying that: “不孝有三，无后为大 (There are three major 
offenses against filial piety, and the gravest offense is to have no heirs)”. He immediately 
postponed the meeting he had scheduled with me that day and instructed me to go back to 
the hospital to take care of my wife. Both my wife and I were deeply moved. 
 
Another reason is that he was very interested in learning about new technology. In the 
1980s he was one of the few Chinese professors who could use a computer for word 
processing in Chinese because he memorized complex codes to operate PCs.  He was 
very curious about hi-tech innovations and was eager to try new ways of doing old things. 
I remember that one day over twenty years ago, I walked into his office and he was 
delighted to show me his new tool (and toy?), a pen scanner, and demonstrated how to 
use it to copy highlighted text. I was amazed to see he was using that new product. 
 
He was one of three members in my PhD dissertation committee and gave me invaluable 
suggestions in my dissertation writing, including guiding me to find sources in the stacks 
of books from the Thompson Library when there was no database for internet searching 
in the field of Chinese classical language and literature.  In addition, after graduation I 
had the privilege to receive his instructions to edit the collection of poems by Professor 
David Chen, my PhD advisor. In 2009, he came back from California to Columbus to 
visit Professor Chen’s grave and presented flowers to his friend of 50 years. During that 
trip, he conveyed Professor Ying-shih Yu’s condolences, and launched the project of 
collecting and editing Chen’s poems.  Professor Lao reviewed all the poems in that 
collection and instructed me to put them in chronological order. He even wrote his own 
poem to commemorate his friendship with Professor Chen (see the appendix).  That book 
would never have been so extraordinary without Professor Lao’s tremendous 
contributions. His friendship with Professor David Chen also left a deep impression on 
me.  
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I deeply miss Professor Lao, who lives forever in my heart, and I am trying to carry his 
spirit forward and to impart it on the students of Chinese language and culture today and 
in the future. 
 
-Minru Li 
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*** 
 
M. T. Lincoln wrote a sister:  
“In grief, words are poor consolation – silence and agonizing tears are all that is left the 
sufferer.”  
 
Yet as Lao Shimu and Professor Lao’s daughter Cindy said, the best way to remember 
him is to tell the Professor we know and carry on his legacy.  
 
I feel so fortunate to have had the privilege to keep in close contact with Lao Xiansheng 
after my graduation. Lao Xiansheng was such a beloved teacher and mentor, a wonderful 
role model, an amazing inspiration, and a dear father figure to me. When I think of my 
life so far, I think of the many people with whom I have crossed paths. He was one of 
those people who have played a big role in my life. His unfailing support and warm 
encouragement have made what I am today. I always had a sense of security knowing he 
was there who was a living Siku quanshu (Complete Library of the Four Treasuries). It 
gave me a little bit of comfort that I let Lao Xiansheng know before he was gone that he 
could never imagine what he has meant to me and in what profound ways he has shaped 
me.  
 
After my graduation, Lao Xiansheng continued to encourage and help me to publish, 
particularly to pursue and complete my recent book, Red Genesis: The Hunan First 
Normal School and the Creation of Chinese Communism, 1903-1921). In the long 
process of writing and revising this book, Lao Xiansheng helped me tremendously in 
many valuable and concrete ways with his sinological erudition. He offered insightful 
remarks, suggestions, and translations. He had been an enormously invaluable source of 
intellectual guidance, a truly instant reference for me with his incredible knowledge, and 
a reliable mentor who was always there whenever I needed his help.  
 
One time, I asked Lao Xiansheng to look at two places of my English translation of 
Hunan First Normal’s 1918 school anthem. Unfortunately, he had been sick for a few 
days and was leaving for China for the first time in over 60 years. I asked him to put it 
aside for the time being. He ended up translating the entire anthem into English (he said it 
was easier that way) and sent it to me the night before he left for China. I was so touched 
by his caring, thoughtfulness, and kindness. This was only one of the numerous warm 
memories of Lao Xiansheng I have preserved in my mind.  
 
Lao Xiansheng was deeply rooted in the Chinese classics and had made the philosophy 
and history of the Yuan dynasty his specialty. As a Harvard Ph.D., he was also a scholar 
of Western learning. Yet he was very modest. In the initial acknowledgment section of 
my book, I wrote that Lao Xiansheng was one of the best scholars in the whole world in 
Chinese history and Classical literature. When he learned of it, he insisted that I delete 
this sentence. Sadly I had to follow his request. 
  
Lao Xiansheng ‘s works on the Yuan Dynasty, published in the early1980s by the most 
prestigious publishers, demonstrate his achievements in his scholarly pursuit. In one of 
our numerous conversations years ago, Lao Xiansheng said, from his early research he 
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found that the Chinese culture and the Chinese way of life were by and large well 
preserved under Mongol rule. His scholarship was contrary to the prevailing view of the 
Mongols as barbarians who only brought violence and destruction to all aspects of 
China's civilization. I was enlightened by his findings and began to use his research in my 
Pre-modern China and Asian Civilizations classes from that day on. Gladly, his insightful 
view of the Mongol rule was widely accepted by scholars ten years later.  
 
Lao Xiansheng ‘s original thoughts on research and his critical comments on 
historiography inspired and will always inspire my approach to academic affairs. Lao 
Xiansheng was the first scholar to point out that Zhu Xi’s theory of the ruler-teacher 
unity had made a strong impact on Mao, who had sought this unity throughout his life.  

Zhu argued that the ruler as ideal ruler/sage-king, as teacher of antiquity and the Way 
(Dao), and as moral exemplifier had the obligation both to rule and to instruct his 
subjects. Lao Xiansheng states in his work that Mao long had a particular interest in 
being called great teacher among the four “greats” (great teacher, great leader, a great 
commander in chief, the great helmsman). This desire shaped the poems, articles, and 
mass campaigns he launched, including the Yanan Rectification Campaign (zhengfeng 
yundong), the anti-rightist movement, the Great Leap Forward, and the Cultural 
Revolution.  
 
As fellow student Gang Xu says, Lao Xiansheng was incredibly knowledgeable on many 
topics and in many fields, yet was not condescending. During our numerous phone 
conversations, most of the time I asked him questions; he was always kind and helpful, 
sometimes even lovable, and he made me feel both at ease and motivated. On one 
occasion, we talked about the traditional Chinese culture: I asked him many questions, 
such as how he defined this culture, when he began to study the Chinese classics, in what 
ways he studied it, etc. It was clear that this process began very early in his life. But  I 
asked him if people called him a child prodigy, he was so cute and quickly replied “No.”  
 
As another student Dajiang He offered, Lao Xiansheng was a fine poet. He wrote many 
beautiful verses in Classical Chinese style. However, he set his own high standards on 
poetry, as well as on research. When I urged him to publish his poems, he always felt that 
they were not good enough. When I admired a literary allusion or a certain sentence he 
used in the poems so beautifully, he always said that was very common. He said he 
memorized the literary allusions when he was young. They were all there in his mind and 
he just picked one up when it was needed. It was just that simple.  
 
Lao Xiansheng sent me his selected poems only after I begged and only the ones he felt 
could be presented. He only interpreted/analyzed half of them to me before his health 
deteriorated. Alas, I will never have this chance to hear his whole explanation of these 
poems. Likewise, Lao Xiansheng’s holiday greeting cards/slideshows were always the 
best of the season, beautiful and elegant in artistic expression, tasteful, meaningful, and 
rich in intellect. Sadly, I will never get them again. 
  
Lao Xiansheng was such an excellent role model for us, not only rich in knowledge, but 
also noble in character. In the face of his daunting disease, he demonstrated a remarkable 
courage and strength. He never revealed despair or negative feelings. Even after his 
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doctors gave up, he tried some traditional Chinese herbs and told me on the phone that he 
felt better without chemo treatment. His bravery, dignity, and grace have touched and 
inspired everyone who knows him.  
 
Lao Xiansheng, you are terribly missed and will be missed for a long time to come. You 
were greatly respected and deeply loved by all of us, and always will be. May Lao 
Xiansheng rest in peace in heaven. 
 
-Liyan Liu 
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*** 

 
My first quarter of graduate school at OSU was extraordinary and a complete change of 
pace, after three years of dairy farming in upstate New York. So a whole new world was 
opened up to me by our professors of Chinese language, literature, and linguistics in the 
East Asian Languages Department. Dr. Lao was among the first of our professors whom I 
met; a charming, patient man, often a little worried-looking, for good reason, with the 
bunch of us coming in! He was a superior teacher, but in addition to that, Dr. Lao had a 
whole set of practical, yet elegantly handsome, tweedy suit jackets. Some of you may 
recall that it was Galal Walker who introduced me to Scott, with whom it was love at first 
sight!  We were engaged in January of my second quarter at OSU—early 1984—after 
which time Scott spent a year away at Beijing YuyanXueyuan. After we were married in 
1985, we modeled Scott's jacket choices on those that Dr. Lao had in his wardrobe, and 
since then, Scott's jackets have ALWAYS been “Dr. Lao jackets.” 
 
The classes we took over those years were the basis for our appreciation and 
understanding of Chinese language—the way it works, the mysteries of Classical and 
modern, the meaning of linguistics, something I had never imagined could exist. What 
rich and unforgettable times those were, and central to those years was our Dr. Lao. We 
will always have a special place in our hearts and memories for Dr. Lao. 
 
-Rebecca McGinnis 
Coordinator 
Confucius Institute 
University of Maryland 
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*** 

 
As much as I grew to dread the sight of the Mills three-volume reader, CHIN 507-509 
and CHIN 800 were two of my most treasured memories of the M.A. program at OSU. 
 
I always felt that one of the greatest challenges—AND satisfactions—was when you 
could say something that would elicit a smile from Professor Lao--always worth the 
effort! 
 
As someone whose own Chinese professional career has focused on research and projects 
related to being more effective and successful learners and teachers of Chinese, I always 
had been curious about what Professor Lao's teaching background was prior to Ohio 
State. When I first taught at The Chinese School of Middlebury College in the summer of 
1994, I discovered Stephen Freeman's history of the summer schools. And it was a 
pleasant revelation (and frankly, not all that surprising) to see in the book a photograph of 
the faculty from 1969, and a detailed listing of faculty for the initial year (1966) of The 
Chinese School—which included Professor Lao AND his wife. To know that the two of 
[them] were involved in the creation of one of the premier Chinese language programs in 
the world is both impressive and humbling for us of the “younger generation!” 
 
-Scott McGinnis 
Coordinator, Interagency Language Roundtable 
Academic Advisor & Professor 
Defense Language Institute-Washington 
 
     
 

*** 
 
“As a recovering linguist, my classroom encounters with Dr. Lao were limited (outside of 
Bibliography), but I always found him approachable and eager to help. One of the 
highlights of my time at OSU was my opportunity to TA for Lao Xiansheng in his 
Chinese philosophy class - what a treat. I was an undergrad religious studies major, so 
returning to Chinese philosophy and religions was quite welcome. Dr. Lao gave me free 
reign and support and through our regular conversations helped me deepen my 
understanding of our subject matter. He will surely be missed.” 
 
-Charlie Miracle 
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*** 

      
If even one of the things a professor said makes you remember him for life, he is a good 
professor.  So much of what Dr. Lao taught his students in and out of class left permanent 
imprints in our minds that he was without a doubt a great master in deeds. 
 
This tribute would not be complete without giving heartfelt gratitude to Shimu, who was 
the stalwart behind Dr. Lao's formidable presence.  The cliché that "behind every great 
man there is a great woman" definitely applies here.  I started my graduate study at OSU 
in January 1989, and one of the first things I learned from fellow graduate students about 
Dr. Lao was that he had changed a lot since Shimu's stroke in the mid '80s.  They used to 
be very sociable with graduate students, inviting them to their house, drinking, eating, 
and talking about history, literature, politics, and life in general.  It is hard to imagine Dr. 
Lao doing all these by himself, and he also affirmed at every juncture support from 
Shimu.  I always felt certain that no matter how worried and upset Dr. Lao was at school, 
he would be fine after he went home.  Shimu, our salute! 
 
An anecdote I heard from Yanfang confirmed the closeness between Dr. Lao and the 
Chinese graduate students.  Once a fellow student had a life-death situation in the middle 
of the night, and Dr. Lao was the person who was called in.  Later others told me that Dr. 
Lao apparently helped resolve similar happenings more than once.  In the early days 
when graduate students from China were rare both in number and in resources, they 
found in Dr. Lao a trustful, kind, and reliable paternal presence.  Graduate students from 
Taiwan found in Dr. Lao a different kindred spirit.  I enjoyed many walks back to Cunz 
Hall from another building after the Research Method class; he chatted with me about 
bookstores on Chungqing S Road, Academia Sinica, sites around Taipei, and many other 
places.  I didn't know how short a stay he had in that island until much later.  Those short 
exchanges enabled me to see how observant, approachable, and sentimental Dr. Lao was. 
 
I was hoping to enter the Ph. D. program directly, but I had to pass an oral exam with the 
entire full-time faculty in the department as the examiners--a defense before the battle 
even started.  Everything went well until someone asked me a question about Shanghai 
literature.  Dr. Lao followed up and asked me rhetorically, "Of course, you know how 
Shanghai became such an important cultural location, right?"  After I confessed my 
ignorance, other professors joined me in asking Dr. Lao to elaborate.  With a faint grin at 
the corners of his mouth, he enlightened us, "The decline of Suzhou resulted in the rise of 
Shanghai."  To those with some background in modern Chinese literature and history, the 
statement was like a morning drum and the evening bell from a monastery.  Simple, 
direct, yet it elegantly summed up so much bookish learning for me; many things clicked.  
I never thanked him for that lesson. 
 
Not long after that, in April 1989, Beijing became tense with students occupying 
Tian'anmen Square.  Every evening all three news channels were blasting what was going 
on in Beijing.  Chinese students on campus were greatly agitated; Liao Rongrong and 
other students from Beijing were shaken, not knowing where things stood from day to 
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day.  Dr. Lao joined the Chinese students, organizing demonstrations in support of the 
students in Beijing.  I remember receiving copies of information flyers from Dr. Lao in 
my mailbox.  On the bottom, Dr. Lao wrote in his neat handwriting: "This flyer was 
printed with personal funds."  What a proud intellectual!  He was teaching us all how to 
be self-respectful individuals with every gesture and every move in and out of 
classrooms! 
 
 
No minced words or lowered tones 

Everyone cautioned me about the importance of finding the right dissertation 
advisor.  Someone you don't get along with can make you stay in dissertation limbo for 
years and years; but I also wanted to learn something that I didn't know much about, not 
just getting a degree.  So find someone you respect and can work with and who also is 
erudite.  I wrote Dr. Lao a letter, pleading for him to be my advisor.  Dr. Lao did not 
respond right away.  An English major most of my life until that point, I really did not 
have much Chinese training to speak of, except reading literary works that most Chinese 
people would read growing up.  When he eventually agreed to be my advisor, I felt so 
relieved and fortunate.  Like many others noted before, he was a walking dictionary.  No 
question from me would take him a second thought to answer.  I read 
《左傳》、《戰國策》and other Confucian texts with him.  What happy times!  His 
teaching was clear and decisive.  But he taught me much more. 
 
 One day, Dr. Lao and I came back to Cunz Hall together through the side door of 
the building.  We were chatting in normal pitch as we walked through the circular 
hallway of the auditorium.  Suddenly, the instructor from the auditorium came to the 
door, putting a finger across her mouth and said "Shyuuu!"  Dr. Lao stared right back at 
her without any emotion and said, "If you don't want any sound, you should close the 
door!"  We continued talking and walking to the stairs leading to the second floor.  My 
initial uncomfortable feeling for the young woman professor being chided by a senior 
colleague was gradually replaced by awe for Dr. Lao's quick reaction in assessing the 
situation.  He was totally right.  We were not loud, and we were using the public domain 
in a totally appropriate fashion.  Anywhere, anytime, under any circumstance, Dr. Lao 
would not compromise his behavior, or his principles. 
 
 If I have to guess, Dr. Lao could care less about being "politically correct."  One 
fellow American graduate student of my time once felt that she was graded unfairly by 
Dr. Lao in some assignment, and she went to him and told him that she thought that there 
might be a bit of sexism in the matter.  She told me that she was being very respectful but 
Dr. Lao was very angry, denied her charge, and yelled at her.  I could sense that she knew 
"sexist" was not exactly the right word for what she wanted to convey; years later, after 
grading many a student papers myself, I knew it was the Confucian insistence in sticking 
to the "truth" (in small caps) that set off her suspicion that Dr. Lao graded her down 
because she was a woman.  Hierarchical, perhaps.  Sexist, not in the least.  For at the 
same time when this happened, Dr. Lao was tolerating my application of psychoanalysis, 
semiotic, and other contemporary feminist theories to the most ancient collections of 
biographies of women in the world--Liu Xiang's collection from the Han dynasty.  From 
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our numerous discussions of issues major and minor, I knew he would never become a 
feminist as so many male scholars both in China and in the West did; neither was he 
interested to get on the bandwagon.  He had his own professional interest.  But, more 
importantly, he belonged to the old school of intellectuals who felt confident and 
comfortable enough in their own professional pursuit that he felt neither the need to adopt 
a new venture nor the necessity to curb his students from engaging in the new discourse.  
If anything, he often pointed out new possibilities for me to apply my pet theories to 
ancient texts.  I could not find a more suitable advisor for my dissertation! 
 
 Dr. Lao's serious and sometimes tense demeanor could be intimidating not only to 
students but also to junior colleagues.  Shortly after he became my advisor, I was asked 
by a junior Japanese professor why I chose Dr. Lao as my advisor; he commented on how 
even junior colleagues in the department were afraid of Dr. Lao.  Apparently, Dr. Lao 
yelled at someone at the departmental meetings.  I felt as if I were misunderstood myself 
and answered, not without a tinge of pride: "Although Dr. Lao was 'scary' to me in how 
much he knew about Chinese history and literature, he was never too scary to be my 
advisor.  He was in fact more approachable than many others."  I would like to think that 
Dr. Lao was an inside-out traditional Confucianist, and he would neither apologize nor 
tolerate others' dismission for being one.  As a student, I had no ego to this model of a 
scholar-teacher and his erudite.  As a teacher, I seem to have learned only his "scary" 
surface with nearly enough substance. 
 
 Like Xu Gang, Dr. Lao was instrumental in getting me my first job after 
graduation.  When he learned that I was preparing a bilingual Chinese-English recording 
for a position at Wellesley, he asked me what texts I had selected.  I mentioned some 
vague ideas about checking into Bing Xin's writings.  He said approvingly, "Your Shimu 
and I were talking about it at dinner last night.  We thought you should consider 
something from Bing Xin's To the Young Reader (《寄小讀者》).  She wrote those 
letters while she was a student at Wellesley."  I was touched and grateful: he and Shimu 
spent time discussing and selecting works that would advance my future!  How could I 
live up to their expectation! 
 
 Dr. Lao set such a high bar for a professor that when I finally finished my 
dissertation and was on my way to my first academic post, I was terrified, thinking, "how 
could I possibly answer students’ questions like Dr. Lao?"  The realization that I was no 
longer a graduate student and had to respond to students' inquiries as Dr. Lao always did 
with our questions big and small was at once crippling, inspiring, and humbling.  How 
little do I know much of anything in Chinese history and literature!  I remember vividly, 
and now and then still feel, the panic these thoughts gave me in the early days of my 
academic career.   
 
The Last Generation of Traditional Chinese Intellectuals 
 Now and then, I thought how difficult it must be to have so much in his mind all 
the time, even after his retirement: his immediate and extended family, Taiwan, China, 
Japan, the US, and the world.  His concerns for the world around him and the direction it 
headed in general seemed endless.  I wonder how he managed not to go crazy with all 



16 
 

these goings-on, even without personal familial duties and obligations.  The older I get 
the clearer it became to me.  What he carried with him was not only one person's destiny; 
he was, as he aptly put it once himself, one of China's last generation of traditional 
intellectuals.  He carried with him all the "national grievance and family regrets" from the 
May Fourth generation on, if not even earlier ones.  Strictly speaking, that should be the 
generation of his father, Professor Lao Gan.  But that generation hardly had time to sort 
out the national grievance with half-century of international and civil wars plaguing 
China.  Many of Dr. Lao's generation of intellectuals came to the west, absorbed Western 
learning from the most elite institutions, raised their own families, while all the time, 
consciously or unconsciously, reflecting on where they belong in the conundrum of 
Chinese history and Confucian conscience.  Their lives in a "foreign country" is their 
destiny, whether they chose it or not.  It doomed them in a constant sullen mood, viewing 
the world from a place that is indeed "out of one's place."  They were the intellectuals 
with no countries, "intellectual exiles" in effect.  Living outside their own cultural and 
professional basis (and for most of their adult lives barred from returning to or even 
visiting their cultural origins), their existence was hanging in the air--like the orchid 
without a root in Zheng Sixiao's painting and Chen Zhifan's essay.  But their Confucian 
learning also gave them the strength to ferry through whatever tides of social upheavals 
that threaten to succumb their and their families' existence. 
 
 Twice in the past five years, I took groups of students to Inner Mongolia.  The 
second time, we visited Juyan Sea in the west area of the Alashan region, where a wealth 
of Han bamboo-and-wood scripts was found eighty-some years ago.  Dr. Lao's father, the 
late Professor Lao Gan, was a leading scholar in deciphering these scripts.  Standing at 
the bank of the lake, I had heavy and complicated thoughts.  If China had a different 
modern history, this would be one of the sites to be celebrated like Walden Pond in New 
England.  But I also take solace in a minor sense.  I like to think that I was making a link 
that Dr. Lao would condone and appreciate.  At least for a brief moment, the vastness and 
expanse of globalization of ancient Chinese history opened up in front of the eyes of 
those few American students in that remote corner of Inner Mongolia.  They saw, in the 
eyes of their minds, wall building, military affairs, agrarian matters, correspondences, and 
many other activities recorded in those scripts from some 2,000 years ago.  I could not 
say any of them actually understood the significance I tried very hard to relate to them.  
The other part of the trip, however, was much more vivid to them.  These same students 
were "dragged" happily to remote sections of the Great Wall outside Beijing, where we 
hiked at sundown and before sunrise.  Standing on the spine of this dragon wall, I asked 
them to listen to the neighs of the oncoming Mongolian cavalries on one side and the 
rushing steps of the Han border guards and generals on the other.  The Mongols and the 
Yuan dynasty they built in China--this was the history my dissertation advisor was an 
expert on!  Ah, the Mongols!  Everyone understands what that means. 
 
 I so hoped to share all these thoughts with Dr. Lao and Shimu, but I had one last 
academic hurdle to cross over before I wanted to see them. . .  Early this year, without 
knowing that he was in the late stage of his cancer struggle, I finally packed and sent him 
the two CD sets of the Mongolian long songs, throat singing, and morin quur (horse-head 
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fiddle) music that I brought back from Inner Mongolia for him in 2013.  I knew he would 
understand all that I failed to carry them to him in person. 
 
 勞教授，一路好走! 
 
-Sherry Mou 
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*** 
 
I was very sad to learn about the passing of my former professor Yan-shuan Lao, sadder 
at the thought that only days before I learned this unfortunate news I was wondering how 
Professor Lao was doing and was thinking about finding his contact information so that I 
could send along my greetings and sinian. 
 
Professor Yan-shuan Lao’s passing brought back all the memories of my “good and old” 
days at OSU when I was a graduate student. The scenes of taking his Chinese 
Bibliography class completely awed by his knowledge, of sitting in his East Asian 
Thought class as his TA taking copious notes as he lectured, and of chatting with him in 
his office totally amazed (and amused) by the piles upon piles of papers on his desk all 
sprang up in front of my mind’s eye as if all of this had happened only yesterday. In my 
classmates’ and my minds, Professor Lao and my former Ph.D. adviser Professor David 
Ying Chen, also deceased now, were “walking dictionaries.” There seemed to be nothing 
about Chinese literature, history and philosophy that would exceed their knowledge. 
Instead of “professor,” we called them “xiansheng,” a most befitting traditional Chinese 
term of address loaded with awe, respect and admiration for a truly erudite scholar.  
 
Professor Yan-shuan Lao commanded our profound respect and admiration for another 
reason: his integrity and strong moral sense of right and wrong. I would like to mention 
one small detail, which speaks volumes about what a noble man Professor Lao was. One 
day a few students and I met Professor Lao in the lobby of Cunz Hall. Our conversation 
touched upon cars (perhaps because one of us was in the middle of buying a car). We 
talked away about how we preferred Japanese cars. Listing reasons such as they were 
durable, dependable, and reasonably priced. Almost all of the professors, classmates, and 
friends we knew those days were driving Japanese cars. Professor Lao listened and then 
remarked: “I know Japanese cars are pianyi and dependable but I haven’t driven a 
Japanese car in my life and never will, for I just can’t forget about the atrocities that 
Japan committed during the Second World War.” I remember how awestruck we were at 
these words by Professor Lao’s uncompromising principles. Although I couldn’t help to 
have purchased two more Japanese cars since then, each time I bought a car I found 
myself struggling over economic value or principle, and each time my sinian and 
admiration for Professor Lao came back deepened. 
 
Professor Lao set us an excellent example of what a true scholar should be: rich in 
knowledge and noble in character. We will miss him for a long time to come. 
 
-Yanfang Tang 
graduated from OSU in 1993  
Chancellor Professor of Chinese Studies 
The College of William and Mary) 
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*** 
 
Professor Lao will be always in our heart.  He is a great scholar and educator for us. 
 
-Sue-mei Wu, Ph.D. 
Teaching Professor of Chinese Studies 
Dept. of Modern Languages, Carnegie Mellon University 
      

 
*** 

 
The day after I told Professor Lao I was going to Canterbury University in New Zealand 
for a job interview, he asked me what topic I picked for the Chinese culture lecture to 
give there.  I said Confucianism, as it was the topic of my dissertation.  Although he had 
been the chairman of my dissertation committee and provided most guidance on it, he 
disagreed and suggested Taoism instead.  The majority of my audience, he explained, 
could only have limited exposure to Chinese culture, and it would be hard to make the 
“dry” Confucianism interesting as well as meaningful to them with a single lecture in 40 
minutes.  Taoism, on the other hand, is easier for many to relate to and even become 
fascinated by.  I respected his judgment and soon came to agreement with him, and he 
looked somehow relieved.  Then, he took out something from a drawer of his desk - 
transparency copies of Tao Yuanming’s picture and poems he just made ready so I could 
use with the projector to enliven my lecture.  He thought about everything for me before I 
did myself.  I was too deeply touched by this caring and kindness to know what to say.   
  
That was the winter of 1996, and this was only one of the numerous warm memories that 
came to my mind the moment I learned of the sorrowful news of my dear Professor’s 
passing. 
  
Professor Lao was a serious man yet not pretentious.  He was incredibly knowledgeable 
on many topics and in many fields, yet not condescending.  He upheld his own principles 
on many things in life, yet was never judgmental to others.  He taught me so many things 
– history, literature, politics, everyday life… but always treated me and others as his 
intellectual equals, listened to what we had to say, genuinely enjoyed an engaged 
discussion and a good laugh.  He was sensitive and considerate, yet still extremely 
generous in offering extra help to his students.  He also sincerely shared our progresses 
and developments, however small they could be – when we learned some new things, 
argued a good point, got job offers, or had papers or books accepted for publication, or 
simply got any good news in our family life… It’s a blessing to have a teacher, mentor, 
friend and father-figure like Professor Lao to bring out the best in you in life. 
  
I’ve had the privilege to keep in close touch with Professor Lao since his retirement.  He 
moved close to his two children in the Golden State. He and Shimu played an essential 
role in bringing up their four lovely grandchildren.  They also traveled a lot.  When I 
went through again all those emails, photos, holiday greeting cards he sent to my family 
throughout these years, the classical Chinese poems he created and shared (to which I 
was incapable of responding in kind), plus the countless articles on all possible topics he 
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read online first and forwarded (often with comments) to me, among a long list of 
recipients, I knew his retirement life had been highly exciting and fruitful.  In this great 
country, Professor Lao as a scholar, educator, father and grandfather had a very 
successful and productive life.  He taught generations of students (graduate and 
undergraduate), and made important contributions to the study of Chinese history and 
literature.  He made differences in, and left his mark on, the lives of many others 
including me.  He was greatly respected and deeply loved by all of us, and will always 
be.   
 
-Gang Xu 
      
 
 
 
 
 


