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THE ENDURING WISDOM OF THE TAO TE CHING BY LAOZI GIA FU FENG JANE
ENGLISH

Few texts in human history have managed to distill the complexities of existence into such elegant
simplicity as the Tao Te Ching. For over two millennia, this ancient Chinese classic has guided
emperors, poets, philosophers, and seekers toward a life of balance, humility, and effortless action.
Yet, for many modern readers, the key to unlocking its profound teachings lies not just in the words
of Laozi, but in the hands of those who translate them. Among the myriad English versions available,
one  stands  out  for  its  unique  blend  of  textual  fidelity,  poetic  grace,  and  visual  artistry:  the
translation by Gia Fu Feng and Jane English. This edition of the Tao Te Ching By Laozi Gia Fu
Feng Jane English is not merely a book; it is an experience, a meditative journey that invites the
reader to see the world through the lens of the Tao.
This article explores the unique qualities of this celebrated translation, delving into the backgrounds
of the translators, the visual elements that accompany the text, and the enduring relevance of the
Tao Te Ching in our modern world. Whether you are a longtime student of Taoism or a curious
newcomer, understanding what makes this particular version special can deepen your appreciation
for one of humanity's greatest spiritual treasures.

Understanding the Source: The Tao Te
Ching by Laozi
To  fully  appreciate  the  translation  by  Feng  and  English,  one  must  first  understand  the  source
material. The Tao Te Ching (also romanized as Dao De Jing) is traditionally attributed to Laozi, an
ancient Chinese philosopher who is said to have lived during the 6th century BCE. The title itself can
be broken down into three essential components: Tao (or Dao), meaning "the Way"; Te (or De),
meaning "virtue" or "integrity"; and Ching (or Jing), meaning "classic" or "scripture." Thus, the title
can be understood as "The Classic of the Way and Virtue."
The text is composed of 81 short chapters, written in a highly condensed and poetic style. Unlike
many philosophical works that rely on logical argumentation and systematic exposition, the Tao Te
Ching communicates through paradox, metaphor, and aphorism. It speaks of the ineffable nature of
the Tao—the ultimate source and principle of all existence—and how a wise person, or sage, aligns
themselves with this natural flow. Key concepts include wu wei (effortless action or non-action), pu

(the  uncarved  block,  symbolizing  simplicity),  and  the  strength  of  softness  and  humility  over
aggressive force.
This inherent ambiguity in the original Chinese text is both a challenge and a gift for translators.
Every character in Classical Chinese carries a wealth of meaning, and its interpretation can vary
significantly  depending  on  context  and  philosophical  inclination.  This  is  why,  as  we  will  see,  the
choices  made  by  Gia  Fu  Feng  and  Jane  English  are  so  significant.

Who Were Gia Fu Feng and Jane English?
The story behind Tao Te Ching By Laozi Gia Fu Feng Jane English is almost as compelling as
the text itself. Gia Fu Feng was a Chinese-American scholar and a dedicated practitioner of Taoism.
He was also a student of the renowned monk and translator Xuanzang and was deeply immersed in
the spiritual  traditions  of  both  East  and West.  His  understanding of  the  text  was  not  merely
academic; it was experiential. He lived the principles he studied, bringing a rare depth of insight to
his translation work.
Jane English, on the other hand, brought a different but equally vital skill set to the project. She was
a physicist by training, with a PhD from the University of Wisconsin. Her scientific background gave
her a unique appreciation for the patterns and interconnectedness described in the Tao Te Ching.
More importantly for this project, she was also an accomplished photographer and artist. Her vision
was to create a translation that was not just linguistically accurate but also visually and spiritually
resonant.
The collaboration between Feng and English began in the late 1960s and early 1970s. They worked
together for several years, with Feng providing the deep, intuitive understanding of the source
language and the philosophical framework, and English focusing on the poetic clarity of the English
phrasing  and  the  overall  presentation  of  the  book.  Their  partnership  was  a  true  meeting  of
minds—one rooted in the ancient traditions of the East, the other in the modern, analytical spirit of
the West. The result is a translation that feels both timeless and refreshingly contemporary.

What Makes This Translation Unique?
When you pick up a copy of  the Tao Te Ching By Laozi Gia Fu Feng Jane English,  you
immediately  notice  that  it  is  different  from  most  other  editions.  The  most  striking  feature  is  the
inclusion of Jane English's black-and-white photography. These are not merely decorative images;
they are carefully chosen to reflect the themes of the chapters they accompany. A photograph of a
solitary tree in a misty landscape, a close-up of water flowing over stones, or an image of a simple,
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weathered artifact—each picture serves as a visual koan, inviting the viewer to contemplate the Tao
in the natural world.
This  integration  of  text  and  image  is  one  of  the  most  celebrated  aspects  of  the  book.  The
photographs do not illustrate the text in a literal way; rather, they create a mood and a space for
reflection. They slow the reader down, encouraging a more meditative and receptive state of mind.
This aligns perfectly with the teaching of the Tao Te Ching itself, which is not meant to be read
quickly but to be pondered and felt.
Another notable feature is the layout. The English translation is presented alongside the original
Chinese characters, with a calligraphic rendering that is itself a form of art. For readers who know
Chinese, this is invaluable. For those who do not, it provides a visual reminder of the text's ancient
origins and the beauty of its written form. The layout is clean, uncluttered, and generous with white
space,  allowing  each  poem  to  breathe.  This  design  philosophy  is  a  direct  reflection  of  the  Taoist
principle of simplicity and emptiness being more valuable than clutter and excess.

Comparing the Feng and English
Translation to Others
It  is  helpful  to  understand where the Feng and English translation fits  in  the broader landscape of
English versions of the Tao Te Ching. Some of the most popular translations include:

Stephen Mitchell's version (1988): Very free and poetic, but controversial among scholars
for its significant departures from the original text. It is more of a creative interpretation than
a faithful translation.
D.C. Lau's translation (1963): An excellent, scholarly version that is meticulously accurate.
It is ideal for academic study but may feel dry and less accessible for casual reading.
Gia Fu Feng and Jane English (1972): This version strikes a beautiful balance between
scholarly accuracy and poetic accessibility. It is more faithful than Mitchell's but far more
lyrical than Lau's. It is the version most often recommended for spiritual seekers and general
readers who want a translation that is both trustworthy and inspiring.

The key difference lies in the intention. The Tao Te Ching By Laozi Gia Fu Feng Jane English is
not trying to be a definitive academic text. Instead, it aims to be a companion for meditation and a
guide for living. The language is simple and direct,  avoiding obscure jargon. For example, the
famous opening line of Chapter 1 is rendered as: "The Tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao."
This is a clear, powerful, and memorable phrase that captures the essential paradox of the original.

Key Themes in the Tao Te Ching and Their
Modern Relevance
The teachings contained in this edition of the Tao Te Ching remain remarkably relevant today. At a
time when our lives are often characterized by speed,  noise,  and constant striving,  the text's
emphasis  on  stillness,  simplicity,  and  letting  go  offers  a  powerful  antidote.  Here  are  a  few  key
themes  that  resonate  deeply  with  contemporary  readers:

WU WEI: THE ART OF EFFORTLESS ACTION

One of the most misunderstood concepts in Taoism, wu wei does not mean laziness or passivity. It
means acting in such perfect alignment with the natural flow of events that effort is not wasted. It is
like  a  surfer  riding  a  wave  rather  than  trying  to  fight  the  ocean.  In  our  professional  and  personal
lives, wu wei encourages us to identify the path of least resistance, to trust our intuition, and to act
with  grace  and  efficiency  rather  than  brute  force.  The  Feng  and  English  translation  captures  this
beautifully, emphasizing the sense of ease that comes from living in harmony with the Tao.

THE VALUE OF HUMILITY AND GENTLENESS

Chapter 76 in the Feng and English translation states: "When he is born, man is soft and weak; in
death  he  becomes  stiff  and  hard."  The  text  consistently  elevates  the  qualities  of  water—flexible,
yielding, and humble—over those of stone, which is rigid and brittle. In a world that often rewards
aggression, self-promotion, and dominance, the Tao Te Ching reminds us that true strength comes
from gentleness, and true power from service. This is a profoundly counter-cultural message that is
especially needed in our polarized times.

RETURNING TO SIMPLICITY

The concept of pu (the uncarved block) is central to Taoist practice. It refers to a state of original
simplicity, before we have been shaped and conditioned by society, expectations, and ego. The text
encourages  us  to  "unlearn"  our  complicated,  artificial  desires  and  return  to  a  more  natural  and
authentic way of being. This theme of decluttering—not just our homes but our minds and hearts—is
strikingly similar to the principles behind modern movements like minimalism and mindfulness.

How to Use This Translation for Daily
Practice
The Tao Te Ching By Laozi Gia Fu Feng Jane English is perfectly suited for a contemplative
practice. Here is how you can incorporate it into your daily routine:
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Read One Chapter Per Day: With 81 chapters, the book provides nearly three months of1.
daily material. Read the chapter slowly, out loud if possible. Let the words wash over you
without trying to analyze them.
Contemplate the Photograph: Before reading the text, spend a minute looking at the2.
photograph that accompanies the chapter. Notice the light, the texture, the composition. How
does it make you feel? What does it suggest about the chapter's theme?
Journal Your Insights: After reading, write down a single phrase or idea that stands out to3.
you. Reflect on how it applies to a specific situation in your life that day.
Practice Wu Wei: Pick one area of your life where you have been forcing a result. Spend the4.
day practicing "effortless action" in that area. See what happens when you let go of the need
to control the outcome.

This approach turns the book from a passive reading experience into an active spiritual practice. It
allows the teachings to slowly permeate your consciousness and influence your actions in a gentle,
organic way.

The Legacy of a Unique Collaboration

The  impact  of  the  Feng  and  English  edition  on  Western  culture  has  been  significant.  Since  its
publication in 1972, it has remained one of the best-selling and most beloved translations of the Tao
Te Ching. It is often the book that people cite as their first introduction to Taoism, and for many, it
remains  their  favorite.  The book's  popularity  is  a  testament  to  the  power  of  its  collaborative
creation. Gia Fu Feng's deep understanding of the text and Jane English's artistic vision combined to
create something that was greater than the sum of its parts.
It is also a testament to the timelessness of the source material. The Tao Te Ching speaks to a
fundamental  human  longing  for  peace,  meaning,  and  connection  with  something  larger  than
ourselves. This translation removes the barriers of time and culture, allowing the original wisdom of
Laozi to shine through with remarkable clarity and warmth. The simple, elegant language of Feng
and English makes the profound paradoxes of the Tao accessible without dumbing them down.

Conclusion: A Timeless Guide for the
Journey
In a


