Professor Yau Shing-tung
Doctor of Science honoris causa

Citation

Professor Yau Shing-tung is China’s most prominent mathematician, and has made
pioneering contributions to the fields of differential geometry and physics. He has won numerous
awards including the Fields Medal, the United States National Medal of Science, the Wolf Prize in
Mathematics, and the Shaw Prize in Mathematical Sciences. He is a member of many prestigious
scientific academies, including the Accademia dei Lincei of Italy, the US National Academy of
Sciences, the Chinese Academy of Sciences, the Indian Academy of Sciences, and the Russian
Academy of Sciences. He was the Chairman of the Mathematics Department and a professor of
the Physics Department at Harvard University, and is currently the Director of the Yau Mathematical
Sciences Center at Tsinghua University. Professor Yau has dedicated his life to unravelling the
mysteries of mathematics and physics.

Born in Shantou, in southern China, in 1949, Professor Yau moved to Hong Kong with his
family to escape the civil war and grew up in a farming village in the New Territories. His father, a
university teacher, had high expectations for his eight children, and instilled in them an appreciation
for and understanding of literature and history from an early age. Frequent poetry recitations and
calligraphy exercises inspired Professor Yau’s lifelong interest in literature and history. His father
would often invite students to his home to discuss Chinese and Greek philosophy, planting the
seeds of Professor Yau’s future interest in mathematics.

Professor Yau’s interest in mathematics germinated at Pui Ching Middle School when he
encountered Euclidean geometry, which revealed the beauty and ingenuity of mathematics to
him. In 1966, he entered Chung Chi College at The Chinese University of Hong Kong, majoring
in mathematics. His talent so impressed Dr Stephen Salaff from Berkeley that he was admitted
to the Graduate School at UC Berkeley in 1969. He achieved his first significant breakthrough in
mathematics there, by extending Preissman’s theorem on negatively curved manifolds to non-
positive ones. Professor S. S. Chern suggested he write this work up as his PhD thesis in 1971. He
then started his career at the Institute for Advanced Study at Princeton University.



In 1954, Eugene Calabi had proposed finding Kahler manifolds within a Chern class.
Recognising the implications for general relativity, Professor Yau worked on solving the fully nonlinear
partial differential equations associated with Calabi's conjecture, and proved the conjecture in 1976.
He followed up by solving the positive mass conjecture in general relativity using minimal surfaces
with his student Richard Schoen. For these accomplishments, in 1982, he was awarded the Fields
Medal, the highest honour in mathematics, which can only be given to mathematicians under the
age of 40.

String theory was developed in the 1980s to try to unite quantum mechanics and general
relativity, and the Kahler manifolds found in the resolution of Calabi's conjecture became the
"universe" sought by physicists, now also known as “Calabi-Yau space”. These have since become
central to string theory, illustrating how mathematical beauty can find applications in physics.

Professor Yau's academic career has been illustrious. Holding permanent positions at
Princeton University, Stony Brook University, Stanford University, UC San Diego, and settling
at Harvard University in 1987, Professor Yau joined Tsinghua University in 2022. Inspired by his
father’s words about contributing to one’s people, Professor Yau has devoted himself significantly
to the mathematics community in China, where he has founded research institutes in Hong
Kong, Hangzhou, Beijing, Taipei, Nanjing, and Shanghai that have produced many famous
mathematicians.

Throughout his career, Professor Yau has received accolades and honours in recognition of
his groundbreaking scientific research, and holds honorary doctorates from Columbia University,
University of Waterloo, University of Alberta, National Taiwan University, The Hong Kong University
of Science and Technology, The Chinese University of Hong Kong, and many others.

Mr Chairman, it is my honour to introduce you, on behalf of Lingnan University, to Professor
Yau Shing-tung, the world-renowned mathematician, for the conferment of the degree of Doctor of
Science honoris causa.

Citation written and delivered by Professor Raymond Chan Hon-fu
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