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SEEKING ZEN IN JAPAN
Interview with Brigitte D'Ortschy 1964
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After the Japanese text, you can find the
English translation
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Seeking Zen in Japan

In the past years, Zen has experienced something of a boom overseas.
There are now not a few foreigners who come to Japan in search of Zen.
Brigitte D’Ortschy is an architect who came two years ago from Germany
to Japan, the fond hope of many years, in order to study Zen. She spoke

as follows regarding Zen.

Picture: D’Ortschy-san practicing Zen at Jomyoji Temple in Kamakura.

People often ask me why I came to Japan. When asked that question, I
simply answer, “for Zen.” But actually, it’s a little different. When I
was still in Germany, I hardly knew anything about Zen. I simply felt
instinctively that there was a truth there that I had been seeking since
my youth. My spirit at that time was similar to the desperate state of
Faust, that character of the famous Goethe. I had studied everything I
could get my hands on, including physics, medicine, philosophy and
theology. But I had to realize that none of these Western disciplines
could provide a solution to the basic problem of life and death. I
therefore decided to travel to the East. That was 15 years ago. And it
was thirteen years later that I was ﬁna}ly able to depart for Japan, my

destination.

Upon arriving in Japan, I felt that the first thing I had to do before
anything else was to become accustomed to everyday life in Japan.
Although I was already in my middle years, I felt like a six-year old child
who had to learn everything in life from the very start again, whether it
was language or customs or ways of understanding. One of the most
trying tests for me was to get my stiff Western legs used to sitting for five

hours at a stretch on the floor in Japanese fashion.

But my real practice started six months later when I met an American
who had practiced Zen for twelve years and attained enlightenment, in
addition to meeting Yasutani Roshi and his Dharma successor Yamada

Sensel.



Since then, my Zen practice has been proceeding very smoothly and
naturally. More recently, I have realized that I am now proceeding on a
path that I have searched for all my life. The satori of Zen is the goal I

have been searching my whole life.

One thing that is different is that I am not dealing with saints and sages
who lived and died in the distant past, but with living human examples.
This is a great aid and a great inspiration for me. The intensity and
zeal of my fellow practitioners, sitting in silence next to me, seems to be a
mysterious power that exceeds my own limitations. If I were alone, I
would certainly not be able to stand up to sitting in zazen for such long

hours.

My daily life is busy enough. At present I am living in North Kamakura
1n a small cottage on the property of a university professor. Through my
contacts with this family I am absorbing Japanese life and customs all

the time.

Since I am an architect, one of my special pleasures is to walk around
and view examples of traditional Japanese architecture. More recently
I have begun study of Chinese characters (Kanji). The living ideas
contained in the characters brings me away from my abstract way of

viewing things and inspires me even more to practice zazen.

Someday I might obtain the experience of satori. But even though that
ultimate goal is still in the far distance, I already feel that I have been
amply rewarded with what I have studied and learned in Japan up to

now.

Kamakura 1964



If this article is protected by copyright, please mail
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