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FOREWORD

This translation of the Tao Te Ching was one of the first books I edited at Alfred A. Knopf. I was sitting quietly in my office one day in October 1971 when the receptionist called to say that Gia-fu Feng and Jane English had arrived with a manuscript. There is one thing you learn very early on if you are an editor: Try to read part or all of a manuscript before you discuss it with the author. Otherwise there is little to talk about, since the author has read it but you have not. In this case, not only had I not read anything by these people, I didn’t even know who they were. However, something stopped me from saying, “Tell them to leave the manuscript. I’m busy now. I’ll be in touch when I’ve read it.” I found myself walking out to greet them and returned to my office with a small Ho Chi Minh–like figure, complete with wispy beard, and his tall, strong American companion. I sat them down and asked them what had brought them to see me.

They told me that Macmillan, whose offices were across the street, had published Gia-fu Feng’s first book, Tai Chi, a Way of Centering, and I Ching but that his editor had left and the young man who had read the new manuscript and liked it would also be leaving at the end of the week. The young man told them that there was therefore no one at Macmillan with any enthusiasm for the book and he recommended that they show the manuscript to me. I was very taken aback. I had met this young editor a couple of times but did not think that he was aware that I practiced the ancient Chinese exercise of tai chi chuan. When I mentioned this to Gia-fu and Jane, they expressed surprise and delight. The editor at Macmillan had not known about this but had simply felt that I might be open to the possibility of publishing their new book, which was a translation of the Tao Te Ching. He was right. I sat and turned the pages in wonder. Each chapter was accompanied by Chinese calligraphy and an exquisite photograph or two. I persuaded them to leave the manuscript with me so that I could show it to the editor-in-chief. When I took it to him, he saw right away that the photos were magnificent but he pointed out that I knew nothing about publishing photographic books. I agreed with him but said that I had a hunch about this book. He believed me for some curious reason, I offered Gia-fu and Jane a contract, and I started work on the project immediately.

As I studied the translation, I realized that it had quite a way to go before it would measure up to the photographs. I consulted other translations and was astounded to discover that Lao Tsu’s Tao Te Ching had been translated into English more often than any other book except the Bible. Still, the more versions I read, the more I realized how inaccessible many of them were. I don’t read Chinese and could not compare any of them with the original. So I chose a dozen translations ranging from Arthur Waley’s historically accurate version to Witter Bynner’s lyrical poem, which seemed to take liberties with the text while perfectly expressing its spirit.

I would study how each of the twelve translators had rendered a particular sentence and then return to Gia-fu’s translation to see what he thought it meant. Then I would find a way to express his understanding in a simple, natural way and in words that had not been used by other translators. It was the opposite of plagiarism! Finally, I would read each page aloud to a young Mexican friend and if it did not read well or if she looked puzzled, I would adjust the words or the cadence until the meaning was clearly delivered. I then sent batches of the new text to Gia-fu who would approve (or occasionally disapprove) of what I had done. I have the suspicion that he thought that this was the normal editorial process, which it is not.

Eventually the time came to write jacket copy for the book. This is the moment every editor dreads because you have to find a way to express the essence of the work in a few sentences so that the reader will grasp immediately what the book has to offer. I was daunted at the prospect of reducing this classic from the sixth century B.C. to a single paragraph. Weeks went by and finally I had only twenty minutes left. I sat down at the typewriter and my mind went blank (not deliberately). I waited a little while and then began to type. I was amazed at what appeared on the page, and after all these years I am still amazed:


Accept what is in front of you without wanting the situation to be other than it is. Study the natural order of things and work with it rather than against it, for to try to change what is only sets up resistance. Nature provides everything without requiring payment or thanks. It does so without discrimination. So let us present the same face to everyone and treat them all as equals, however they may behave. If we watch carefully, we will see that work proceeds more quickly and easily if we stop “trying,” if we stop making an extra effort, if we stop looking for results. In the clarity of a still and open mind, truth will be reflected. We will come to appreciate the original meaning of the word “understand,” which means “stand under.” We need to serve whatever or whoever stands before us, without any thought for ourselves. Te—which may be translated as “virtue” or “strength”—lies always in Tao, meaning “the way” or “natural law.” In other words: Simply be.



The rest is history (recent history). The book was very well received and friends would often recommend it to me as something I might like or tell me how it was the one book they had taken with them to a cabin in the mountains. My name was not in the book and they had no idea that I had been its midwife, so I would smile and say that I was familiar with the book and felt that way too. Perhaps the final word came from Time magazine, where it was described as “the Tao Te Ching gussied up with photographs.” As I said to the reviewer, who came to work at Knopf many years later, “What you wrote is true, but until it was gussied up with photographs, the Tao Te Ching had been around for twenty-five hundred years and Time magazine hadn’t bothered to review it.” And now, in 2011, it has sold more copies than any other English translation—more than a million copies in North America—and it continues to sell several hundred a week.

It wasn’t until a couple of years ago, when I read Carol Ann Wilson’s book Still Point of the Turning World, the biography of the late Gia-fu Feng, that I learned how Gia-fu and Jane’s translation came into being. Gia-fu owned both ancient and modern Chinese versions of the Tao Te Ching and, to begin with, he translated both versions character by character and compared the two. He then shared one chapter each day with the students of the Stillpoint community, which he had founded five years earlier. Each morning the group studied the text as a spiritual exercise, exploring its ideas and refining the language, and Jane made sure that Gia-fu’s “Chinese” English was transformed into standard American English.

By the time the chapters were typed up, the idea of a book in which the translation was enhanced with photographs and calligraphy had taken hold. This seemed obvious to both Gia-fu and Jane. Jane remembers that even before she met Gia-fu, “I would think of my photographs as Chinese landscape paintings and imagined where the calligraphy would go. In my photographing I was intuitively going around and beyond words and seeing the ineffable, sometimes called Tao, through nature. I especially delighted in creating photographs that teetered on the boundary between being and non-being—tree branches that delicately merge with the sky, fog almost obscuring a mountain, details of shells or grass that are almost unrecognizable. All this was for me a way to go beyond the too static ‘thingness’ of ordinary consciousness, a doorway to a vastness that seemed to be my native land.”

So Jane set up a darkroom in the basement, where she worked on the photos and the layout, while in another room Gia-fu took up his brush and wrote page after page of elegant calligraphy, which he had learned as a child from an eminent classical scholar in Shanghai.

In 1989 we decided that a smaller format (without the photographs and calligraphy) would be easier for people to carry around with them and so we published a study edition with an introduction, notes, and a bibliography by Jacob Needleman.

Over time all languages shift and some words and phrases become less immediate than they were a generation or so earlier. It is almost forty years since I worked on this translation, and the English language has changed in many ways. Jane English and I have stayed in touch ever since she and Gia-fu arrived in my office with the manuscript, and in the summer of 2010 she asked me to help her refresh and renew the translation with an eye to eliminating gender-specific language and other infelicities. In the 1970s we were still using man and he when referring to each member of the human race. Until the middle of the twentieth century the Chinese did not use pronouns (classical Chinese did not indicate gender, number, case, tense, or mood, all of which were inferred from the context), and Jane felt that it would be good to hew closer to this than we had done in the first edition, and find alternatives to the sexist language. Jane English, Carol Wilson, Jacob Needleman, and I took a long, clear look at the translation to see where we needed to adjust a word or a phrase. The result is this new edition, which remains faithful to the original text while using contemporary language that rings true for our time. In the new illustrated edition, Jane has replaced more than half of the original photographs with others that she has made in the ensuing years. And in this smaller text-only edition, Jacob Needleman has revised and updated his introduction and notes to reflect the changes in the translation.

    When the twenty-fifth-anniversary edition of the illustrated version was published in 1997, Jane invited me to include the story of its publication (which I have recounted above). She wrote in her preface: “Like the sage in the Tao Te Ching who ‘work without recognition’ (Ch. 77), Toinette was an integral, but not mentioned, part of the creation of this book.” This time around, as we worked on the “re-vision” of the text, Jane asked me to expand the story into a foreword to the two new editions and show how the Tao had been at work in the very publication of the book. She also said to me that she felt that the translation was really “your baby” and that she wanted to add my name to hers and Gia-fu’s as one of the translators of the book. This is a great honor and I offer her a deep bow.

—Toinette Lippe
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