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			INTRODUCTION

			This little book is the founding text of China’s ancient and enduring religious philosophy, known in the West as Taoism. Taoism, with its history of two and a half millennia, is usually depicted in stark contrast with China’s other main traditional philosophy, the secular ideology known in the West as Confucianism, whose founding text is another equally short early work, The Analects of Confucius (Lunyu).1 Broadly speaking, we may say that Confucianism as it evolved in subsequent centuries emphasized the need for order, respectful harmony within family and society, coded ritual, precise terminology, clearly delineated duty, and structured hierarchy in daily life. Taoism, on the other hand, emphasized inner freedom, meditation, and the Self-Cultivation of the individual, surrender to the spontaneous rhythms of nature, primordial intuition, and exploration of the mysteries of the human condition and the wonders of the cosmos, listening to the silent music of the Tao.

			The Tao and the Power (Daodejing) is attributed to a shadowy figure known as Lao-tzu (the Old Master),2 while the book known as The Analects contains the enigmatic and often delightfully eccentric sayings, as recorded by his circle of disciples, of a well-documented historical personality, the peripatetic teacher Confucius (Kongzi, 551–479 BC).3 Confucius lived toward the very end of what is known as the Spring and Autumn period (771–ca. 475 BC), during which the Zhou dynastic royal house, forced to move its capital eastwards in 771 by the incursions of the Quanrong or “Dog” barbarians, began to suffer the erosion of its central authority while several lesser states contended for power. The more stable earlier half of the dynasty (the Western Zhou, ca. 1046–771 BC) had previously seen the gradual emergence of a written culture and the appearance of such formative pre-philosophical compendia as the oracular Book of Change (the I Ching), with its sixty-four Hexagrams and its wide-ranging and thought-provoking prognostications, and the Book of Songs, with its enchanting repertoire of early folksong and dynastic hymns.4 These collections were eventually to be enshrined as Classics in the official Confucian canon, often undergoing tortuous ideological distortions in the process. Meanwhile in the southern state of Chu, shamanistic poets had begun to sing with a very different and less restrained voice, one that venerated magic, nature, and the supernatural, in which the individual yearned for erotic and mystical union with the divine.5 This was the earliest outpouring of Chinese expressive lyricism. Taoism had much in common with this softer and more exotic southern world, and many have claimed that it had its origins there, whereas Confucian thought grew out of the harsher climes of the central plain and the north, especially the rocky eastern area of the states of Qi and Lu (homeland of Confucius), which now form the Province of Shandong.

			TWO MASTERS: LAO-TZU AND CONFUCIUS

			Legend has it that the two Masters met more than once, Lao-tzu being somewhat senior to Confucius. In a probably apocryphal chapter of the later The Book of Taoist Master Zhuang, their encounters are described with a mischievously mocking Taoist sense of humor.

			Confucius had reached the age of fifty-one and still had not “heard the Tao.” Finally he went south to Pei and called on Lao-tzu.

			“Ah, here you are!” said Lao-tzu. “I’ve heard of you as a worthy man from the north. Have you attained the Tao?”

			“Not yet,” replied Confucius.

			“How have you sought it?”

			“I sought it through rules and regulations. Five years went by and I could not attain it.”

			“How else did you seek it?” asked Lao-tzu.

			“I sought it in the Yin and the Yang. Twelve years went by and still I could not attain it.”

			“Of course not!” replied Lao-tzu. “The Tao cannot be sought in this manner . . . The perfecti of olden times wandered freely in the wilds, they found nourishment in the fields of Simplicity, they took their stand in the garden of No-Giving. They abode in Non-Action, and found easy nourishment. Their wanderings brought them to the True Tao. This was their Wealth . . .”

			Confucius called on Lao-tzu again and this time asked him about the Virtues of Benevolence and Righteousness.

			Lao-tzu replied:

			“When chaff from the winnowing fan blinds the eyes, then Heaven, Earth, and the Four Directions all appear to be out of place. The sting of a mosquito or of a horsefly can keep a man awake all night. Similarly, these so-called Virtues of yours do nothing but muddle the mind and cause confusion. Let the world cleave instead to Simplicity and the Uncarved Block. Let it move freely with the wind, and abide in Inner Power. Don’t go around huffing and puffing, beating a big drum as if to chase an errant child! The snow goose needs no daily bath to stay white. The crow needs no daily ink to stay black . . .”

			When Confucius returned from this visit to Lao-tzu, he was silent for three days. His disciples questioned him, saying:

			“When you met Lao-tzu, what advice did you give him?”

			“Finally,” replied Confucius, “I have set eyes on a Dragon! A Dragon that coils to show off the extent of its body, that sprawls to display the patterns on its scales. A Dragon that rides on the Breath of the Clouds, and feeds on the purest Yin and Yang. My mouth simply fell open in amazement. How could I possibly offer such a Dragon advice?”6

			Sima Qian (ca. 145–86 BC), the Grand Historian, recorded a similar encounter, in his biographical sketch of Lao-tzu.

			Lao-tzu was from Quren Village in the southern state of Chu. His name was Li Dan, and he was the Zhou Official Archivist. Confucius went to Zhou to ask him about the Rites. Lao-tzu said to him:

			“You speak of men who have long decayed together with their bones. Nothing but their words has survived. When a Gentleman is in tune with the times, he rides a carriage; when he is out of tune, he makes his way disheveled as he is. I have heard that just as the best merchant keeps his stores hidden so that he appears to possess nothing, so the True Gentleman conceals his abundant Inner Power beneath an appearance of foolishness. Rid yourself of Pride and Desire, put aside your fancy manner and your lustful ways. They will bring you nothing but harm. That is all I have to say.”

			After he had taken his leave of Lao-tzu, Confucius said to his disciples: “Birds fly; fishes swim; animals run. These things I know. Whatsoever runs can be trapped; whatsoever swims can be caught in a net; whatsoever flies can be brought down with an arrow. But a Dragon riding the clouds into the Heavens—that is quite beyond my comprehension! Today I have seen Lao-tzu. He is like a Dragon!”

			Lao-tzu cultivated the Tao and the Inner Power. He advocated the hermit’s life, a life lived in obscurity. He lived in Zhou for a long time, but when he saw that the Zhou dynasty was in a state of decline, he departed. When he reached the Pass, the Keeper of the Pass Yin Xi said to him: “You sir are about to retire into seclusion, I beseech you to write a book for me!” So Lao-tzu wrote a book in two parts, treating of the Tao and the Power, in a little over five thousand words. And then he went on his way . . . No one was able to tell who he really was, no one knew where he went to in the end . . . He was a recluse.7

			The two accounts differ in many ways, but they have in common the vision of Lao-tzu as that transcendent, most auspicious and most powerful creature, a Dragon. He is portrayed as someone with a truly remarkable charisma, someone whose mana made a deep and lasting impression, a Great Man, a genuine Immortal riding the clouds. Truly, in the words of the I Ching:

			The Dragon

			Flies in Heaven.

			Draco Volans in coelo.

			It profits

			To see a Great Man.

			The Great Man is the Dragon. The Yang which has been slowly accumulating is suddenly transformed, it attains perfect freedom. The soaring flight is free, effortless, and unhampered. The Sage simply takes off, following the Tao as naturally and instinctively as if it were an Edict of Heaven.8

			THE HUNDRED SCHOOLS

			In both of these little books, The Analects of Confucius and Lao-tzu’s The Tao and the Power, the Chinese literary language reached a new level of coherence and expressive power; it acquired the potential to articulate more complex and subtle ideas. They were most probably both compiled at the beginning of the period of still further intensified turmoil and civil war known as the Warring States (ca. 475–221 BC), which witnessed the final disintegration of the Zhou dynasty and the ultimate unification of China under the harsh totalitarian rule of the northwestern state of Qin. These chaotic centuries saw the rise of many contending schools of thought across China, the so-called Hundred Schools, all of whom were “Disputers of the Tao,” claiming to possess a recipe, a Way, or Tao, for both the individual and the ruler, for living and statecraft.9 One such school, known as the Legalists or the School of Law (fajia), advocated a drastic totalitarian solution to government, and this was the way of thinking followed by the Ruler of Qin, infamous builder of the Great Wall and (according to some) burner of the books.10 A short work from this same period, The Art of War (Sunzi bingfa), is attributed to another shadowy figure, a strategist known as Master Sun (Sunzi, more familiar in its old spelling, Sun-tzu). It is a startlingly Machiavellian treatise in praise of cunning and subterfuge, which cleverly exploits some of the softer and more attractive kungfu-like maxims of early Taoism.

			Military dispositions take form like water: water shuns the high and hastens to the low. War shuns the strong and attacks the weak. Water shapes its current from the lie of the land. The warrior shapes his victory from the dynamic of the enemy.11

			TAOISM AND CONFUCIANISM IN HISTORY

			The thinking of Confucius was further developed by two later Confucian figures, Mencius (Mengzi, or Meng-tzu, ca. 372–289 BC) and Master Xun (Xunzi, or Hsün-tzu, ca. 310–235 BC), whose books contain more sustained philosophical argumentation than is to be found in The Analects. In a similar way, the Taoist master-raconteur Master Zhuang (Zhuangzi, or Chuang-tzu, fourth century BC) and his followers brilliantly elaborated the leading ideas of The Tao and the Power. Other Taoist compendia followed (such as The Book of the Huainan Master, and the later Book of Master Lie).12 Under the Han dynasty (206 BC–AD 220), Confucianism eclipsed Taoism to become established as the dominant state ideology of China, remaining so for over two thousand years, with the occasional hiatus. Chinese public life was thenceforth rooted in the precepts of Confucianism, and every educated individual had to pass a series of grueling examinations on the Confucian canon. But Taoism continued to flourish nonetheless, with monasteries and hermitages on every mountain, and proliferating lineages of Masters and Schools teaching a variety of meditational practices, guiding the seeker toward the Tao. It was in effect the all-pervading undercurrent of Chinese culture, later fusing with other ways of thinking, helping to give birth to the school of Buddhism known as Chan (Zen in Japanese) and deeply influencing the Neo-Confucian revival of the Song dynasty (960–1279).

			ART AND LITERATURE

			Taoism also permeated the Chinese literary and artistic worlds. The painter Zong Bing (375–443) captured the Taoist ideal of artistic inspiration:

			The Sage embraces the Tao and responds harmoniously to things . . . And so I dwell in leisure and nourish my Breath-Energy. I drain my wine-cup, pluck the qin, I unroll painted scrolls and gaze at landscapes in silence. Though seated, I travel beyond the four borders of the land, never leaving the realm of nature, and responding in my solitude to the call of the wilderness. Cliffs and peaks rise before me to soaring heights, and dense groves of trees extend amid clouds into the furthest distance . . . Every delight in the universe comes together in Spirit and Thought. What else do I have need of? I give full and free rein to Spirit. That is all. What could be more important than this?13

			In his “Twenty-Four Modes of Poetry,” Sikong Tu (837–908), like so many writers in all periods of Chinese history, traced the source of all literary creation to the Tao:

			The Tao of Nature

			Stoop down and there it is;

			Seek it neither right nor left.

			All roads lead thither—

			One touch and spring is present.

			It is like coming upon flowers in bloom,

			Like gazing at the advent of the year . . .

			I am like a hermit on a lonely hill . . .

			My words are scant and beyond emotion,

			In the distant Harmony of Heaven . . .

			Free

			Through the Tao I return to Breath-Energy,

			Free and unrestrained,

			Flowing like the wind of Heaven,

			Lofty as mountains and seas,

			Sun, moon, and stars before me . . .14

			Music too was Union with the Tao, especially the delicate music played on the seven-stringed qin.

			If you wish to play the qin, you must light incense, and sit in silent meditation. Empty the mind of outward thoughts. Poise Breath and Blood in Perfect Harmony. Your soul may now commune with Spirit, and enter into that mysterious Union with the Tao.15

			Over the centuries, many a Chinese scholar-official would return from his government yamen or official workplace to the seclusion of his private studio or zhai, where he would quietly practice a sort of “weekend Taoism,” writing occasional verse, indulging his love of painting and calligraphy, playing a game of Go, plucking the strings of his qin, and enjoying the other pastimes of the leisured man of letters, all of which had as their goal the fusion of the individual with the Tao of the cosmos. He did not feel this to be incompatible with his sterner weekday Confucian public persona. Any complete study of traditional China, and indeed of contemporary China, any understanding of the complex light and shade of Chinese society and culture, requires a knowledge of both these strands: the Confucian and the Taoist.

			ORIGINS OF THE CHINESE CLASSIC

			What of the original Chinese text of The Tao and the Power itself? Its origins and authorship are (appropriately enough) shrouded in the mists of legend and mystery. It has always been associated with the name of Lao-tzu. But as we have already seen, China’s great historian Sima Qian concludes that “no one was able to tell who Lao-tzu really was, no one knew where he went to in the end . . . He was a recluse.”16 He was in other words a Chinese hermit, of the kind one sees in innumerable later Chinese landscapes, a tiny figure communing with Nature, dwarfed by mighty mountains and waterfalls. Isabelle Robinet has given this brief modern account of the book (brief because there are indeed so few reliable facts):

			The work is ascribed to Lao-tzu, who allegedly gave it to a border guard named Yin Xi as he left the Middle Kingdom to go to the west. Scholars have long debated its authorship and date. Some think that it is not the work of a single author, some maintain that most of it originated as oral tradition during the Warring States period (475–221 BC).17

			Arthur Waley (1889–1966) comments in a similar vein that parts of the work seem to stem from early Taoist hymns, from what he calls the “general stock of early Taoist rhymed teaching.” D. C. Lau, writing in 1963, argued that the work was an “anthology compiled by more than one hand.”18 I tend toward this view. We now know for sure (from irrefutable archaeological evidence) that a text of the Classic existed at least as early as the late fourth century BC. (The slightly different “received text” or vulgate, with its division into eighty-one chapters, dates from the Han dynasty, several centuries later.) In 1973 and 1993, early copies were found in two separate excavated tombs. Two were written on silk and are almost complete. They are datable to before 168 BC, and were excavated in 1973 at Mawangdui in the suburbs of Changsha, capital city of the modern Province of Hunan, from the tomb of a marquis of the southern state of Chu. Another more fragmentary copy, written on bamboo slips, was excavated in 1993 at the village of Guodian in southern Hubei Province, near the site of the ancient capital of Chu. It is datable to just before 300 BC, and was found in the tomb of a lesser dignitary, probably a Royal Tutor.19 Since my own understanding (and hence translation) of the book is primarily based on the later commentaries of Heshang Gong (the River Master) and Magister Liu Yiming, the text I follow is in the main theirs, the later received text, although very occasionally I have made reference to variations found in the silk or bamboo texts.

			A WORDLESS TEACHING

			Beautiful Words are not to be Trusted. Many Words are soon spent. To be sparing with Words is the Tao of Nature. The Taoist practices a Wordless Teaching.20

			The Tao and the Power proclaims at the very outset the inadequacy of Words to communicate the Mystery of the Tao, to convey the deeper Knowledge that is No-Knowledge.

			The Tao that can be Told is not the True Tao. Who Knows does not speak; Who speaks does not Know. Many Words Harm the Person. If the Mouth keeps opening, if the Tongue keeps wagging, Misfortune will surely follow.21

			And yet its Five Thousand Words boldly attempt to Tell the Untellable. This dilemma has haunted would-be Tellers (and Translators, or Re-Tellers) of the Tao down the ages, to the present day. A recently published glossary entry for the Word Tao reads like a brilliant (and somewhat inebriated, Humpty Dumpty–like) parody of this dilemma.

			To say that the Tao is the origin, totality, and animating impulse of all that is, ever was, and ever shall be is inadequate, for this would exclude what is not, never was, and never shall be . . . It is ultimately Ineffable . . .22

			Despite the sheer scale and Ineffability of its subject, The Tao and the Power has been read by millions of Chinese readers down the years, has provided them with abundant spiritual nourishment, and is still avidly read today. It is still felt to be relevant. “At a time when officials of particular nations on earth are vying to vaunt the ability of their leadership, or the merit of their incomparable power,” wrote the great scholar Anthony C. Yu in 2003, “even in the looming shadow of catastrophic conflict, the wisdom of The Tao and the Power seems ever more compelling and urgent.”23 It is one of the most powerful attempts to find Words for a Wordless Truth. It has had a profound and lasting influence on Chinese ways of thinking; it has molded the Chinese Heart-and-Mind. That’s why it has survived.

			THE TAO

			The single word Tao (or Dao in its modern spelling), from which the term Taoism is derived, is shared by many Chinese schools of thought. One of its literal meanings is “way” or “road.” In later centuries, in common parlance, Tao came to mean little more than what we would call the Art, or Fundamental Principle: the Tao of Music, the Tao of Tea, the Tao of Painting or Calligraphy or Poetry, etc. Another old and fundamental meaning of the word is to “tell” or “say,” to verbalize, to find Words for ideas, somewhat akin to the logos of early Western philosophy. Hence the word play of the book’s opening line: the Tao that can be verbalized or Tao-ed is not the True Tao. Joseph Needham gave his own inimitable explanation of the word:

			Tao is the Order of Nature, which brought all things into existence and governs their every action, not so much by force as by a kind of natural curvature in space and time. It reminds us of the logos of Heraclitus.24

			Richard Wilhelm, the German sinologist, rhapsodized (very much in the style of the Book and its Commentators):

			Tao is earlier than Heaven and Earth. One cannot tell whence it comes . . . It rests upon itself, it is immutable, rapt in eternal, cyclical movement. It is the beginning of Heaven and Earth, in other words, of temporal and spatial existence.25

			THE TAOIST

			The Tao itself cannot easily be Told. But can we at least say a bit about what a Taoist, a Seeker of the Tao, is like, what a Taoist thinks and does, how a Taoist lives? The trouble is, as the Book itself reminds us, such people can only be seen with great difficulty. They don’t identify themselves in public, they don’t shine, they don’t show off their Tao, their Inner Power. They are essentially incognito. One can at best form a vague impression of them.

			Of Old Taoists were Subtle and Marvelous, Darkly Connected, Deep beyond all Knowing. Since they could never be Known, let us tell how they seemed: Hesitant, as though crossing a stream in winter . . . Melting, like Ice at first Thaw; Simple, like a Block of Uncarved Wood; Broad as a Valley; Murky as Mud.26

			The Taoist often appears drab and undistinguished.

			I alone am forlorn and quiet, I am listless, with no place to go, a poor rustic with no Home, a derelict.

			The Taoists keep their Light hidden.

			As the old saying goes: The Light of the Tao seems Dark. The Taoist glows with a Contained Light, the Dark Light of Spirit.27

			The Taoist’s Knowledge is the Inner Knowledge of the Initiate, of the Adept. With it the Taoist Understands everything.

			Without setting foot outside the door, the Taoist Knows All-under-Heaven. The Taoist Understands with the Knowledge of Spirit, has no need to set foot outside, has no need to look through the window. The Taoist sees with the Vision of Spirit, Darkly One with the Tao of Heaven-and-Nature. The Taoist Understands everything with the Inner Eye, sees the Tao everywhere, in everything.28

			THE POWER

			So the Taoist is hard to spot and describe, and the Tao itself is Untellable and therefore Untranslatable. (The word itself is indeed best “retold”—i.e., “transliterated”—as Tao.) But what can be said of the Power of the Tao, the second word, Te (modern De), of the Book’s title, The Tao and the Power, or Tao Te Ching (modern Daodejing—a title it acquired only after many centuries)? In Waley’s words, it is a “latent” power, an inherent “virtue” (in the old sense). It is the Inner Power or mana attained by the Taoist Adept through Self-Cultivation, “by virtue” of which, by emanating which, the Taoist can mysteriously influence everyone and everything in the Universe. The Dutch scholar Jan Duyvendak (1889–1954) called it a “magical life-force, the influence radiating from one link to the next in the interminable chain” of Cosmic Resonance and Correspondence which is the Tao. The Taoist tunes into this life-force, which operates or emanates without conscious effort. It is also described variously as the Power of the Infant, the Power of Not-Contending, the Power of Non-Action. Every Taoist reader of this little text, every Seeker of the Tao, accumulates a reservoir of this Energy and Power, this gentle Source of Strength. It is a Power that makes itself felt in everyday life, and although the teaching of the Classic is often mystical and enigmatic, its applications are deeply practical and unpretentious. The Taoist mystic or perfectus has a wonderful sense of humor, a twinkle in his eye. He knows, after all, that governing a large state is like cooking a small fish.

			COMMENTARIES, THE LINEAGE OF THE LIGHT

			Ever since the text of The Tao and the Power first began circulating, right up to the present day, many hundreds of Chinese Commentators have tried their hand at making its deliberately misty “meaning” clearer, at “adumbrating” the Tao.29 One of these was the eighteenth-century practicing Taoist monk Liu Yiming, whom I personally find most compelling. Here is a brief extract from his Commentary:

			The Five Thousand Words of The Tao and the Power give us inklings of the Origin, of the Mother, they reveal the Inner Working of the Spiritual Mysteries of the Tao. The Root of the Tao lies in Embracing the One, in Non-Action. The Tao is Soft and Gentle, it does Not Contend. Through Emptiness and lasting Calm, through a Return to the Root, a Return to Simplicity and Purity, to True Life-Destiny, the Taoist reaps the full Benefits of Life. Taoist Self-Cultivation enables All-Under-Heaven to be well Ordered, to be at Peace. For every person, from the Son of Heaven to the humblest commoner, this Truth Prevails: that to bring Order to Others one must first Order Self, that Self-Cultivation is the Root of all.30 [. . .] Hold Fast, Forget Words, Nurture Breath-Energy, be at Peace with Nature, with the So-of-Itself, be Calm and Still.31

			This and many other Commentaries have a strange language of their own, they transmit a powerful message, they are a link in what the Classic itself calls the Lineage of the Light. It is my sincere hope that as the reader progresses through my translation of the text and its Commentaries, these at-firstsight-impenetrable Taoist improvisations around a Wordless Teaching will gradually acquire a Resonance and become more meaningful.

			TWO CHOSEN COMMENTARIES

			To Know the Spirit of the Valley, seek guidance from a True Teacher. Without such a Teacher, all is vain speculation, and the Spirit will remain elusive.32

			Two Chinese Commentators, separated by roughly two millennia, have served as my principal Teachers and Guides for this new version. They were both concerned to apply the teachings of Lao-tzu to the Taoist Practice of Self-Cultivation. The first, Heshang Gong, the River Master, is a figure every bit as legendary as Lao-tzu himself. The legend is worth giving.

			The River Master is said to have lived during the reign of fifth Emperor Wen (203–157 BC) of the Western Han dynasty. The Emperor greatly venerated Lao-tzu’s The Tao and the Power. He heard tell of a Hermit called the River Master, and sent emissaries to summon him for clarification of certain obscurities in the scripture. The River Master insisted on seeing the sovereign in person at his hermitage, and eventually Emperor Wen sought him out and found him seated in a humble hut by the banks of the Yellow River. There he haughtily demanded instruction. The Master by way of response at first remained seated motionless where he was, then clapped his hands together, and rose a hundred or so feet into the air. He remained there floating in mid-air, and eventually addressed a string of mysterious words to the Emperor. The Emperor fell to his knees, this time begging for enlightenment. The Master, impressed at last by the Emperor’s humility and sincerity, presented him with his Commentary on The Tao and the Power written on two silken scrolls. “Go home and read this carefully,” he said, “and you will be able to put all doubt behind you. It is many hundreds of years since I first wrote this Commentary, and you are only the fourth person ever to read it—do not divulge a word to another living soul.” With these words the Master vanished, and a thick mist descended, shrouding everything in darkness. The Emperor knew that he had encountered a True Immortal, a Perfectus of the Tao, and gave orders for a terrace to be constructed in the hills to the west of the River, in the hope of sighting him once more. He never did see him again however, but treasured the Master’s Commentary for the rest of his days.33

			The second Commentator I have followed is Liu Yiming (1734–1821), whom I have already quoted above. He will be familiar to readers of my translation of the I Ching, in which I gave lengthy extracts from his I Ching Commentary. Magister Liu, as I call him, was a High Master of the Quanzhen (Complete Reality) Taoist sect, and was known by various other Taoist names, including Master of Primordial Enlightenment (wuyuanzi) and Vagabond of Simple Silk and the Uncarved Block (supu sanren). He also wrote, among many other things, a Commentary on the Ming dynasty novel Journey to the West. He was a remarkable individual, who brought to his reading of both the I Ching and The Tao and the Power insights from his own life in the Tao. During his late teens, he suffered a nearly fatal illness, and was restored to health by a Taoist monk. This changed his life. He set off wandering around remote areas of China, “seeking the Tao,” until at the age of twenty-two, in the northwest, he encountered a Taoist Hermit known as the Old Man of the Valley of the Sacred Shrine, who initiated him into the discipline of neidan, or Inner Alchemy. This branch of Taoist Practice is no mystical mumbo jumbo, but a carefully thought-out and long-established method of Self-Cultivation or Self-Development, “a technique of enlightenment, a method of controlling both the world and oneself, a process of existential and intellectual integration.”34 In many ways, it is startlingly modern. After many further years of Self-Cultivation of this sort and more wandering around in China’s remoter regions, encountering another Teacher, doing all sorts of odd jobs, Liu finally settled in his own hermitage in the mountains (he called it his Den of Freedom, zizai wo), offering Taoist teachings and macrobiotic medical advice to all comers. He wrote large quantities of Taoist-inspired verse, which I find extremely reminiscent of the zany “Won-Done Song” chanted by the Taoist monk in the first chapter of the novel The Story of the Stone (after all, Liu was a near contemporary of that novel’s main author, Cao Xueqin).

			Men all know that salvation should be won,

			But with ambition won’t have done.

			Where are the famous ones of days gone by?

			In grassy graves they lie now, every one.35

			It is so easy to imagine Liu as one of the disheveled monks with whom that novel’s hero Jia Bao-yu wanders off into the snow in the very last chapter, chanting:

			Who will explore

			The supremely Ineffable

			Vastly Mysterious

			Wilderness

			To which I Return? 36

			Magister Liu wrote two Commentaries on The Tao and the Power, a long and rather involved one (Daodejing huiyi) and a much shorter one for the benefit of readers who found the long one too complex (Daodejing yaoyi). I have consulted both, translating them first in their entirety, and then running them freely into one.

			I have substantially simplified and shortened both of these Commentaries, trying to avoid unnecessary and unhelpful repetition (of which there is a great deal) and steering clear of arcane alchemical interpretations, which would have made this a very different book.37 What I present is essentially my personal condensation of their Taoistic ramblings, with a view to casting light on the spiritual message of the original text, making it meaningful and relevant today.

			RHYME

			Three quarters of the Chinese text of The Tao and the Power, as the Swedish philologist Bernhard Karlgren has shown, rhymes, when read according to the reconstructed phonetic values of Ancient Chinese. This gives it an underlying resonance, making it memorable and chantable. Take for example Chapter 6, the Valley Spirit. In modern Mandarin the rhyme is partly detectable, but the older pronunciation (approximate values in square brackets) makes the rhyme even more obvious:

			Gu shen bu si [si]

			Shi wei xuan pin. [bj’i]

			Xuan pin zhi men, [muen]

			Shi wei tian di gen. [ken]

			Mian mian ruo cun [dz’uen]

			Yong zhi bu qin. [gien]38

			I have not attempted a rhyming translation. But I have tried to keep my version as terse as possible, choosing a simple vocabulary, with an inevitable admixture of Taoist “terms for the initiate,” which I have usually capitalized. I have also broken the main text into short centered lines, to indicate something of the poetic and aphoristic quality of the Chinese original. This quality is both daunting and inspiring for the translator. It is after all the poetic magic and music that brings us closer to the Ineffable Inner Core of meaning. As Waley memorably wrote, it “flings across intervening space a mere filament such as no sober foot would dare to tread . . . Its Inner Power so intoxicates us that, endowed with the recklessness of drunken men, we dance across the chasm, hardly aware how we reached the other side.”39 It would require a far greater gift than mine to recreate the ancient poetic Power of these Chinese lines, to capture their “dearest freshness deep down things,” “the achieve of, the mastery of the thing.”40

			IMAGES AND THEMES

			The Tao and the Power employs powerful Symbols and Images to point to the Ineffable, and weaves around its central Wordless Teaching a mesmerizing cycle of Taoist Themes. The Themes are makeshift Names (“the Names that can be Named are not True Names”) for aspects of Taoist Teaching. They form an interlocking code for stages in the spiritual process, for the “existential and intellectual integration” of Self-Cultivation. All of these Images and Themes are connected; they are part of an organic system of ideas. To Understand One is to Understand All. For example, it is hard to Understand the significance of Water as a principal Image and Symbol of the Tao without Understanding the related Themes of Non-Action and Not-Contending, and vice versa. The book proceeds in an intuitive, poetic, non-logical, zigzag, often repetitive, and sometimes incoherent fashion. To help readers new to this whole Taoist way of thinking, and to illustrate certain of the book’s key Images and Themes, I have selected and grouped together certain striking terms from both the original text and the Commentaries and appended them at the end of my translation, in the section I have called my “Florilegium of the Tao.”

			TAOISM TODAY

			In 1968, the Beatles recorded George Harrison’s classic song “The Inner Light,” which they later released as the B-side of “Lady Madonna.” Harrison’s lyrics are a simple variation on Chapter 47 of The Tao and the Power. Similarly, the opening lines of his 1970 song “All Things Must Pass” also derive from the Taoist Classic. They were inspired by a reading of the LSD guru Timothy Leary’s 1966 Psychedelic Prayers after the Tao Te Ching, and go back ultimately to Chapter 23 of The Tao and the Power:

			A whirlwind doesn’t last all morning,

			A cloudburst doesn’t last all day.

			In other words, the Tao is still alive and well. It is constantly being recast in a host of different shapes, and has continued
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