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Zazen and scientific research ? 
 
In a few days, the Dürckheim Centre will be celebrating its fortieth anniversary! 
An occasion to review what Graf Dürckheim said on July 12th 1981 – day of the inauguration: 
what interests him in Zen is what the tradition conceals of universally human. 
To the question: What is the main goal of Zen? He answers: 
“Zen teaches us the path to freeing our human being’s true nature of the chains of an I 
dependant of the world. This teaching does not use the means of an analytical or discursive 
thinking, nor does it take the shape of a dogmatic or speculative metaphysical belief, but 
presents itself as a path of experience and exercise.” 
 
To the question: What is the experience of our true nature as a human being? Graf Dürckheim, 
doctor in philosophy and doctor in psychology, proposes an unexpected answer: 
“At the age of three, the sandpit was central to me. It was placed under a large linden tree. 
There, I “weaved” diverse sensorial qualities. There was the tree’s blossoms fragrance, the 
smell of wet sand and the wood warmed by the sun of a small shack where we stored our garden 
tools. There was the tactile sensation of the sand that I shaped in small wooden moulds, and the 
constant miracle of the shape suddenly made and existent. Everything was animated and 
penetrated by the rich blend of sensorial qualities. 
I tried to revive them because they made me feel something grand and nurturing. There was for 
example, the beautiful freshly fallen chestnuts, smooth and shiny. Their smell would mix with the 
autumn leaves on the chestnut tree lane, slightly putrefied, but still faintly crisp. 
The garden was filled with odours. The lanes’ boxwood bushes, the greenhouse’s warm perfume, 
with its palm trees and large bunches of dark grapes ripening. The hay loft, the manure stack in 
the large court, the wonderful smell of the stable and its four beautiful horses, and also the smell 
of the chicken coop or the room where the laying hens settled. 
Near the house, on the way to the fisherman, a stream flowed, with over it, a parapet free bridge 
made of a simple plank. The stream “chuckled” so nicely, and this chuckling rumble which was 
difficult to say if it came from far or near, deeply moved me: it was part of the unforgettable 
childhood imprints. Of course, these sensorial impressions held their specific deep qualities to 
the circumstances where they were lived. Yet, they themselves conveyed the qualities I would 
later designate as – plenitude – order – unity.” 
 
At the age of three!  It is the period of our existence (to which should be added the time of 
pregnancy) during which sensoriality is independent from understanding. The sensorial 
experience is independent from our intellectual capacity to understand, conceive, grasp what is 
intelligible. Our first approach of the reality’s field of conscience is the living-body; “the body  
 
 



 
we are (Leib)”, the field of sensation, is the field of conscience. Our first approach of reality is 
pre-mental and fundamentally free from representations which, later, the thinking-I will think as 
real. By his answer, Graf Dürckheim, renews the fundamentals of the teachings he has received 
during his immersion in the world of Zen in Japan: all starts with an experience. Remember! 
When I was 3. But also, when I was 17 years old (when I went running Sunday mornings in the 
beautiful forest of Soignes) … when I was 25 years old (suddenly sized by a sunset’s beauty) 
…when I was 40 years old (at the Théâtre des Champs Elysée, while listening to Eric Satie’s 
Gymnopédie) … when I was 80 years old (at Théâtre du Châtelet watching the musical “An 
American in Paris” by Gershwin). 
These different existential and ephemeral circumstances are not the cause of the experience 
during which the act of being makes sense. The cause of the qualities of being which are inner 
calm, serenity, simple joy, emanate from our true nature, always present, since, right now I 
breathIn, I breathOut. 
 
To the question: “The experiences you talk about are they not “subjective”?” Graf Dürckheim 
raises concern about the difference between an experimentation done in a laboratory in the field 
of science, and the phenomenal experience that we live as a subject. 
The old sage from the Black Forest answers our question by an anecdote: “I remember, when I 
was in University (even before I could imagine that one day I would end up in Japan) of a lesson 
during which the conference master states that the musical note Do is 256 oscillations per 
second. I allowed myself to answer that the use of the verb “to be” seemed a tad abusive. It is 
impossible to assert such an equivalence. These 256 vibrations per second only represent the 
physical reality of the note released. But man perceives sounds and not waves.” 
Professor Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki, Zen specialist, insists on the fact that: “The scientific study of 
meditation is absurd! A Zen practitioner evolves in the opposite direction to the scientific man. 
Why? Because Zen approaches reality in a pre-rational manner, thus anti-scientific”. 
Talking about his sojourn in Japan, Graf Dürckheim would tell me that “At the beginning of my 
trip in the Far East, I was, how should I say, completely disoriented! It is paradoxical isn’t it. I 
was taken aback, because, what we call the paths to wisdom proposed in the East and the Far-
East, are completely unexpected to our philosophical, psychological and scientific approach. We 
need to ask ourselves how quantitative measures can express what concerns in its own right the 
person immersed in a qualitative experience?” 
 
Question: What is the point in remembering experiences from the past? 
The existential circumstance belongs to the past. But the quality felt during this episode reveals a 
reality that I am all along my existence. The question that emerges from these souvenirs is: what 
should I do to become this man, this woman, the experience has revealed? 
Answer: An exercise! 
“The Way is the technique; the technique is the Way”. 
Which exercise? For example, Zazen. But it could also be Yoga, Taiichi, Tea ceremony (Chado), 
Archery (Kyudo), Calligraphy, etc. 
The technique! Provided it is understood that inner calm, serenity, confidence, joy of being are 
not the fruit of the technique, but the expression and the testimony of a person transformed by 
the technique. 
Question: The technique (Zazen, Aikido, Kyudo, Chado) is inseparable from the person who 
teaches?  
 
 
 



 
The answer to this question necessitates the use of the word… Master! 
The master is the one who shares his, her experience. 
To teach zazen is to share one’s experience. 
A teacher, a coach, has followed a training which allows him/her to offer a knowledge, a know-
how. The teaching of a master is linked to his inner experience, his corporal experience, the 
experience acquired during long years of a personal practice. 
In this sense, it is right to speak about a music master, a dance master, a master in calligraphy, 
and, in Japan, the Zen master, the Archery master. 
The master begins his day by starting anew: the scales, barre exercises. 
Every day, at Dürckheim Centre, participants start afresh the exercises of the “four noble 
attitudes”. This is our way of being as a living-body in all moments of our daily life when we sit 
(za), when we stand (Jû), walking (gyô) and when we lie down (ga). 
“To learn how to practice Zazen, it is important to meet an authentic Master. The master is there 
to tell us we should not separate body and soul and learn about calm and a harmonious soul, 
and the correct attitude to adopt at all moments of our daily life, designated by the expression of 
the four noble attitudes.” (Hirano Katsufumi Rôshi at Dürckheim Centre- 2019 sesshin) 
Here is what K.G. Dürckheim says about Zazen exercise: 
“During my stay in the Far-East a Japanese person asked me one day when it was that I practiced 
this exercise? “One hour in the morning and one hour in the evening” was my answer. 
“So, you still haven’t understood anything” the person said. “If you do not exercise all day long, 
you will get nowhere.” 
This means that the attitude, the way to be sought for by the exercise, needs to govern all actions 
in our daily life”. 
 

 
Jacques Castermane 

	
	
	

Translation from French: Céline Jouenne 
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