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To an abstract mathematician such as Professor Shiu
Yuen Cheng, nothing contains more beauty than an
elegant theorem and the reasoning that leads up to it. Like
a creative artist at an easel, the insights into life’s mysteries
uncovered through statements, axioms and proofs offer a

wondrous key to knowing how and why the world works.

Professor Cheng has never wanted to keep his gift for
fathoming these enigmas to himself. Instead, he has
devoted a lifetime to drawing out simplicity from
complexity and seeking to share the joys of such
knowledge. Over the past 40 years, he has brought the
wonders of calculus, differential geometry, and game
theory, along with the core role that mathematics plays in
social development, to the young, gifted or simply
interested.

Introduced to Euclid at Pui Ching Middle School, the
smitten youngster went on to study mathematics at the
Chinese University of Hong Kong. Later, as a doctoral
student at the University of California, Berkeley, he was
supervised by world-renowned mathematician Shiing
Shen Chern whom he deemed an outstanding example of

a “true Chinese scholar”.

It was a lesson Professor Cheng never forgot,
dedicating his own career as an academic to showing how
to achieve at the highest levels and be an honorable person.
First NYU, Princeton and UCLA in the United States and
his alma mater in Hong Kong were the beneficiaries of this
perspective. Then in the mid-1990s, he joined HKUST. As
a dynamic start-up university with a goal to be world class
in research and education, and a specific focus on science

and technology, it proved a perfect match.

Starting out at HKUST as Head of the Mathematics
Department in 1996, Professor Cheng became Dean of
Science in 2004, and later stepped up to serve as Acting
Vice-President for Academic Affairs and Deputy to the
President. In addition, he served on the University Court,
Council and Senate. He was made a Chair Professor in
2005 and an Emeritus Professor in 2014.

Professor Cheng’s research was of the highest order,
devising novel theorems on Riemannian geometry, the

study of curved surfaces, and being recognized for his
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contributions globally. In 2007, he was awarded the Chern
Prize at the of Chinese
Mathematicians for his exceptional achievements in the

International Congress
geometric study of eigenfunctions and eigenvalues of
Laplacian. In 2012, he was elected a Fellow of the
American Mathematical Society.

Regarded as brilliant by his peers, he was equally
respected by those he taught, being voted one of HKUST’s
Best Ten Lecturers by students five years in a row. Despite
differential geometry being one of the most difticult of all
mathematical areas and Professor Cheng’s eminence in his
field, he was able and ready to bring his discipline down to
earth. In 2008, he initiated and taught the Mathematics in
Civilization common core course to show how often
milestones in human history have been linked to the world
of math.

A stream of further endeavors demonstrated his rare
all-round capabilities as a communicator, organizer and
advocate, as well as his willingness to contribute. These
included helping to organize Saturday afternoon schools
and summer camps at HKUST for talented school
students and serving on the Board of Directors for the
Hong Kong Academy for Gifted Education. He was also a
longstanding and active member of the Committee on
Mathematics Education for Hong Kong’s Curriculum

Development Council.

Prof Cheng has a sincere love for what he did and a
wish to pass this on to the next generation. Both of his two
sons benefited and went on to become mathematicians.
Many others have been similarly inspired. As one
colleague recollects, a trip to Professor Cheng’s office, even
when Dean, usually meant an encounter with a potential
young Euclid from high school being patiently mentored
in between meetings. The fortunate young people now are
the front-runners at Tsinghua University where Professor
Cheng has become Associate Director of the Yau

Mathematical Sciences Center.

A favorite maxim is the Sung Dynasty saying, “i &
JB ¥ - 3% 7L B 4" - “Respect other people, continue
to improve through learning”. Professor Cheng’s work
and life show he has certainly lived up to this. As a
veritable scholar and gentleman, HKUST is proud to

honor him today.
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