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Professor Peter K. BOL, Charles H. Carswell Professor
of East Asian Languages and Civilizations at Harvard
University, is a leading authority on the history of cultural
elites in China from the seventh century to the 17th century.

Part of the US’ baby boom generation, the prominent
historian and sinologist was one of four children raised in a
household that encouraged political awareness. As a child
who liked to ponder, his passion for history budded early
and its revolutionary nature has captivated him since. With
Civil Rights movement and the Vietnam War dominating
the international headlines, there was a scant understanding
of Chinese history and culture outside Asia when Prof Bol
came of age. Intrigued as to why so little was known about a
country that many call home, Prof Bol embarked on an
academic journey that continues to bear fruit today.

After graduating from high school in the US, Prof Bol
spent five years in Europe studying Chinese Language and
Literature at Leiden University in Holland. In the early
1970s, his thirst for knowledge took him to Taiwan where
he had the opportunity to study with a traditional scholar;
he spent almost four years immersing himself in the
Confucian Four Books and Five Classics. It was this
experience that led him from institutional and political
history to intellectual history. Prof Bol’s life as a student
culminated in his graduation with a PhD degree in Chinese
History from Princeton University in 1982.

In the mid-1980s, Prof Bol began his illustrious
academic career at Harvard University. It was there that he
“Digital
Humanities”, first through a collaboration with Fudan

became involved in what we now call the

University on the China Historical Geographic Information
System (CHGIS) project, with the lofty goal of building a
database of historical administrative units stretching across
from the unification of China in 221 BC to 1911 AD.
Providing a base GIS platform, the project enables
researchers to visualize as China’s

digital

maps
demarcations in its rich history.

In 2005, Harvard University recognized Prof Bol’s
pivotal role in driving geospatial analytical support for
teachers and researchers by naming him as founding
director of its fledgling Center for Geographic Analysis.
From 2013, he went on to serve a five-year term as the
University’s Vice Provost, overseeing the establishment of
the envelop pushing HarvardX, a strategic initiative that
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enables faculty to provide learners across the globe with an

impressive range of online learning experiences.
Collaborating with his Harvard University colleague
Professor William C. KIRBY, Prof Bol was also instrumental
in curating ChinaX, a set of 10 HarvardX courses on the

culture and history of China throughout the ages.

The China Biographical Database, a joint project of
and Peking
University, is yet another groundbreaking initiative through
which Prof Bol has helped facilitate digital information

Harvard University, Academia Sinica,

exchange between Asian and Western scholars and bridge
intellectual divides. The ever-expanding publicly accessible
resource offers data on the lives and careers of over 640,000
historical men and women as of this August.

Over the years, Prof Bol has authored numerous highly
regarded articles and books on topics pertinent to sinology
in not only English and Chinese, but also in Japanese and
“This Culture of Ours™
Intellectual Transitions in T'ang and Sung China, which

Korean. Notable titles include

takes readers on an odyssey of the Chinese elites’ collective
culture from the seventh century to the 12th century;
which
Neo-Confucian movement of the Song, Yuan, and Ming

Neo-Confucianism in  History, explores the
dynasties; and Localizing Learning: The Literati Enterprise in
Wuzhou, 1100-1600, the first chronicle of Song, Yuan, and
Ming dynasties’ intellectual history viewed through a local

lens.

As a venerated expert in his field, Prof Bol has forged
strong bonds with his academic peers at various
world-leading universities, including HKUST. For over a
decade he has collaborated on research projects in Chinese
history with colleagues at HKUST. In March 2017, Prof Bol
delivered a keynote speech on HarvardX at an International
Forum on Online Education and General Education,
co-organized by the School of Humanities and Social
Science of HKUST.

Outside of work, Prof Bol enjoys an unobtrusive life
with his wife in Lexington, Massachusetts where gardening
and cooking are among his favorite pastimes. A firm
believer that budding sinologists have a solid grasp of key
source texts, he currently spends his spare time researching
for his next book, a history of learning in China between the
eighth and 18th centuries.

To HKUST, Prof Bol brings advancement and sharing
of knowledge. The University is today delighted to salute
Prof Bol for his commitment to history and education,
enabling cross-cultural understanding between the East and
West.
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