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ABSTRACT 

 

Tian Xu was born in Jiaxing City in Zhejiang Province in China, the older of two 

children.  His father, who was from a wealthy family, was a dean; his mother began work in a 

silk factory and rose to become a CEO until the Cultural Revolution sent her to a labor camp.  

The Cultural Revolution caused the whole family much suffering: his parents had to endure 

“reeducation”; the family had to move to a shack; and Xu’s schooling was negatively impacted 

(he took up the game of Go as a means of keeping himself challenged mentally).  He felt that his 

schooling had been inadequate, but with his family’s support he prepared himself for the 

national examination to enter college; this examination was reinstituted after the end of the 

Cultural Revolution. 

Xu decided to major in genetics at Fudan University in Shanghai, China, and he studied 

under C.C. Tan.  When a famous mathematician, Shiing-Shen Chern, returned to Xu's 

hometown from University of California, Berkeley, Xu resolved to go to the United States, 

initially enrolling in the City College of New York.  His first impressions of New York City 

were not good, and so he decided to leave, being accepted at Yale University where he entered 

Spyros Artavanis-Tsakonas’s lab.  Though he had left China planning to return, he ultimately 

decided to remain in the United States, with the exception that he returned to China to marry 

Wan Yu, whom he had met when he was a student at Fudan.  Xu stubbornly resisted learning 

English until he was in Gerald Rubin’s laboratory at University of California, Berkeley; he had 

gone there at Artavanis-Tsakonas’ instigation, as the lab was the best in Xu’s field.  Xu found 

the mentoring and lab-management styles of Artavanis-Tsakonas and Rubin very different. 

He accepted a principal investigator position at Yale and strove to overcome his 

difficulties in writing English.  At Yale he helped develop a successful introductory genetics 

course as he considered it very important to spur student interest in science.   

Xu concludes the interview talking about his interest in spending a sabbatical in the 

Amazon, studying ants, in which he has always been interested, after which he discusses his 

leisure activities, which revolve primarily around spending time with his daughters and his wife.  

He also talks about patents and intellectual property; wanting to conduct innovative research 

projects; ethical questions in science, especially issues surrounding cloning; the need for both 

collaboration and competition in science (he himself collaborates with Gabriel G. Haddad on 

locating genes responsible for hypoxia resistance); and issues of ethnicity and gender in 

American science.  The interview ends with an explanation of his current research on cancer and 

the LATS and DRPLA genes; his motivation for pursuing science; the advantages and 

disadvantages of being a principal investigator; and an evaluation of his professional and 

personal goals. 

 

 

 

 

 
 



 

 

UCLA INTERVIEW HISTORY 

 

INTERVIEWER: 

 

Helene L. Cohen, Interviewer, UCLA Oral History Program. B.S., Nursing, UCLA; 

P.N.P., University of California, San Diego/UCLA; M.A., Theater, San Diego State University. 

 

TIME AND SETTING OF INTERVIEW: 

 

Place: Xu’s office, Yale University Medical School, New Haven, Connecticut. 

 

Dates, length of sessions: July 11, 2000 (116 minutes); July 12, 2000 (107); July 13, 2000 (98). 

 

Total number of recorded hours: 5.5 

 

Persons present during interview: Xu and Cohen.  

 

CONDUCT OF INTERVIEW: 

 

This interview is one in a series with Pew Scholars in the Biomedical Sciences 

conducted by the UCLA Oral History Program in conjunction with the Pew Charitable Trusts’s 

Pew Scholars in the Biomedical Sciences Oral History and Archives Project. The project has 

been designed to document the backgrounds, education, and research of biomedical scientists 

awarded four-year Pew scholarships since 1988. 

To provide an overall framework for project interviews, the director of the UCLA Oral 

History Program and three UCLA faculty project consultants developed a topic outline. In 

preparing for this interview, Cohen held a telephone preinterview conversation with Xu to 

obtain written background information (curriculum vitae, copies of published articles, etc.) and 

agree on an interviewing schedule. She also reviewed prior Pew scholars’ interviews and the 

documentation in Xu’s file at the Pew Scholars Program office in San Francisco, including his 

proposal application, letters of recommendation, and reviews by Pew Scholars Program national 

advisory committee members. For technical background, Cohen consulted J.D. Watson et al., 

Molecular Biology of the Gene. 4th ed. Menlo Park, California: Benjamin/Cummings, 1987; 

Bruce Alberts et al., Molecular Biology of the Cell. 3rd ed. New York: Garland, 1994; Horace F. 

Judson, The Eighth Day of Creation. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1979; and recent issues of 

Science and Nature. 

The interview is organized chronologically, beginning with Xu’s childhood in Jiaxing 

City, China, and continuing through his undergraduate work at Fudan University, his graduate 

work at City College of New York and Yale University, his postdoc at University of California, 

Berkeley, and the establishment of his own lab at Yale University. Major topics discussed 

include the impact on Xu and his family of the Chinese Cultural Revolution, his decision to 

come to the United States for graduate study, and his current research on cancer and the LATS 

and DRPLA genes 
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