Notes for ‘An Emergent I’ - Introduction, Notes #1/11: Hakuin
Ekaku, Rinzai Zen, & Introspective/Embodied Meditation, & Notes
#2/11: The Japanese Art and Way of Hara & Somatic Attention,
rough notes v0.1
‘Of the essentials of preserving life, nourishing the breath has no peer. When the breath is
exhausted, the body dies, when the people are downtrodden, the nation collapses.’
Zen Master Hakuin Ekaku, Letter to a Sick Monk, 18th century Japan, Yampolsky translation.
‘This elixir field, located in the sea of vital energy, the lower back, the legs, the soles of the feet it is all my true and original face. How can that original face have nose holes?’
First line of the Naikan Koan, Zen Master Hakuin, Yasen Kanna (Appendix to Wild Ivy, Waddell
Translation), 18th century Japan
‘Breathing to the heels: The true person of ancient times slept without dreaming and woke
without care. Their food was plain. Their breathing was deep. The true person breathed to their
heels. Most people breathe to their throats. Bent and tight, they quarrel and vomit words. Their
desires are old and deep, but they are shallow when it comes to knowing the opportunities of
heaven.’
Zhuangzei, one of the two founding books of Chinese Taoism along the Tao Te Ching, 4th
century BC
(Translation in Story 44, ‘The wisdom of the Tao’, Deng Ming-Dao)
“As you breathe in, experience the whole body,
As you breathe out, experience the whole body.”
The Satipatthana Sutta’s meditation guidance, attributed to the Buddha in India.
Translation from ‘Breathing through the whole body’ by Will Johnson
"I wanted to change the world. But I have found that the only thing one can be sure of changing
is oneself."
Aldous Huxley
“Hence, you should stop searching for phrases and chasing after words. Take the backward
step and turn the light inward. Your body-mind of itself will drop off and your original face will
appear.”
Dogen, 13th Century Zen Master and Founder of the Soto school of Zen, Recommending
Zazen to all people
‘..... wanting good government in their states, they first established order in their own families;
wanting order in the home, they first disciplined themselves.’
Confucius, born 551 BC, The Great Digest
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Background to these notes
These notes concern some speculative ideas regarding the physiology of parts of how the brain
and body are controlled, and a research project I have been undertaking on myself about things
we might be missing in our current understanding of this. I thought it would be good to share
some of this so others who might be interested can pick up threads, and also consolidate my
thoughts. I mostly gathered these notes together from old notebooks during my easter break
whilst pondering some questions, so they are not at all polished, and won’t make full sense until
the rest is written. They lack commentary + explanation of why I think they are interesting,
except in a few places.
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For the past 5 years I have become interested in some questions around different views of
health, zen buddhism & eastern medicine, breathing, the brain:body connection, embodied
mechanisms of cognition, and their links to my neuroscience work. I hinted at this in the
prologue to my book in 2018, a ‘Semi-Monocular I’ - “[My operation], and two other experiences
around then, fundamentally changed my sense of self, my thoughts as a scientist, and ultimately
this book…. We shall come to this question of embodiment and the mind:body link.” One of
those experiences was seeing in 3D for the first time.
The narrative of my book (An Emergent I) in part concerns how I taught myself to see in 3
dimensions (having been born with a cataract) and almost completely cured an illness I had,
that was thought to be genetic but never showed up in whole genome sequencing (prologue of
book here).
However, I figured it will be some time until I can write this up fully as I am currently
preoccupied, so I thought I would post some of my notes in rough form now.
These are just a loosely organised set of notes (a small subset) that I intend to use to finish
writing that book. This is not intended as a fully polished version or a clear narrative with lots of
explanation and links to neuroscience - that will come later as much of it is strewn across
various old notebooks, as will some of the specific experiments I think this hints at. Some of the
most interesting parts (to me) of this journey relate to why the notes below (as well as others)
held the secret to learning to see in 3D, and how I found this path, but that is for the book itself! I
also need to learn to draw well to illustrate this properly, which I am trying to do…...
(For any eager minded readers who have read the prologue to my memoir, think why the mental
habit I described on page 9/10 of the pdf version of ‘A semi-monocular I’, of consciously
correcting the displacement between my two eyes, would lead to sickness if the bulk of the
thoughts in the notes below are true, and why learning to see in 3D would correct this sickness.)
This is the first of at least 10 sets of notes in this area, which I will then combine, along with
neuroscience & AI notes, with my own story of learning to see in 3D, and experimental
predictions, in my book. They are one narrative.
At the core is the view that the control of the somatic location of attention within the self could be
a critical part of health and cognition.
A couple comments, in part to try to assuage concerns I have gone completely mental in posting
this…..
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1. First, these are just notes and not intended to be compelling/scientific yet. One must
venture to the edges to see where the center might need to go to find explanations for
experiences that current paradigms don’t explain well1.
2. Second, we explore things which appear at face value to make little sense in terms of
modern science, but are conserved across several traditions. Its worth noting that
practices like fasting are conserved across many traditions from millenia ago, but until
recently were ridiculed or at least dismissed by western science. Now fasting’s effects for
health are being unravelled. Likewise with meditation (currently largely) for mental
health2. I think the same may be true of some of the historical practices/methods in this
series of notes - they offer experiences potentially hinting at as-yet unknown
mechanisms in Physiology - per Da Vinci: ‘Although nature commences with reason and
ends in experience it is necessary for us to do the opposite, that is to commence with
experience and from this to proceed to investigate the reason.” We have largely
forgotten the notion of consilience in science, that multiple independent sources
converging on similar conclusions is itself evidence absent any single piece being
‘scientific’3. I’ll post notes on later on causal inference, especially in the context of the
COVID19 pandemic.
As you cannot see the value of controlling the breath without practicing meditating for some
time, so too I think with these practices. I do not expect those who stumble on these notes to be
able to immediately relate to it. Some may be false paths, but some might lead to something
interesting. I don’t claim any of it is definitely true yet (with my scientific hat on at least),
experiments are needed! But just because something does not fit in our current scientific
paradigm does not mean it is not true. This also hits on different epistemological approaches in
east and west: ‘What is meant by eastern wisdom is never a mere condensation of theoretical
knowledge but the fruit of ripe experience, confirmed and proved by faithful, patient practice.’
(pg. 9, Durckheim). I intend to make as much of it scientific as truth allows, but this will take
time, and other endeavours exist also…..
These notes are disorganised, incomplete, partly redundant - some parts could equally well go
in other sections/other note collections for instance. This is for use in writing a book, legible
enough for me to read whenever I can immerse myself in said pursuit… throughout the text,
sections in photos highlighted with pencil are usually the parts to be read. This text is not
meant to be well written - no attempt to have a strong narrative, control tension/surprise
etc made. If you read this and think ‘if this is the book he is planning, he is in trouble’ - fear not!
These are notes with some commentary as padding, and contain little to no attempt to explain
why I think they are valuable as yet.
At an extreme, though Newton & Boyle’s alchemy appears insane now, we forget that some of
its methods turned out to foreshadow modern chemistry - Youtube - The secret life of Isaac
Newton, 26 minutes in).
1

2

One I read recently: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/17439760.2019.1610480
science and history, consilience (also convergence of evidence or concordance of evidence) is the
principle that evidence from independent, unrelated sources can "converge" on strong conclusions.”
3

“In
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I will say, though, that I have minded these topics more intensely, and with increasing intensity,
than any other these past 4 years, with the exception of COVID and one other cherishment and
dream4. These past months I made breakthroughs I dreamt of hourly these past 4 years, namely
of seeing readily in 3D, though much is to be done.
I’ll post 2 page summaries people might actually read later. This note has been written in some
haste and is incomplete but I posted on my blog that I’d post it by today, so it must go up….
The first set of notes contain an introduction to the meditation practices I (in combination with
some dance movements) used to learn to see in 3D, the second set relates to the japanese art
and way of hara, where good character and care/compassion, as well as health and strength,
are linked to attention to the lower part of the body. I end with a recent science paper that I think
aligns with some of this. Later notes bring in a range of other things that align with this and
explore much new ground!

A note re-Hara and being unwell
I repeat this later on in section two, but this might all make a little more sense if I post this at the
beginning.
This is a normal CT scan plucked from google images.

4

I hoped cherishment was a neologism but apparently it used to be a word then died. Now it is back to
life… I shall collect cherishments henceforth….. Enwonder remains my favourite neologism :)

5

The first image is a more normal lower abdomen. There is clear space between the vertebrae
and the outside. ‘47’ is roughly the hara region. Numbers are from original image online ad not
relevant here
And now we can see my own Hara (lower abdomen), in a scan just before my surgery. See how
there is almost no space between the vertebrae and the skin of the stomach - the Hara region is
nearly completely empty. I note for later that I was told by a doctor that a marker of Ehlers
Danlos syndrome is a very prominent aortic abdominal pulse, which I had - the pulse can be
seen and felt very easily. This was likely, I suspect, because of an empty hara leading to the
Aorta being right up against the surface muscles.
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My scan just before surgery, late 2016. Note the compression of the major abdominal branch of
the aorta can be seen - just before the post-constrictive bolus around half of the way up the
image. In contrast to the scan above, there is very little space between the vertebrae and the
skin at the front. The Hara is empty. This led to great pressure on my insides, including horrible
reflux into the throat and mouth. Note this is not a ‘thinness’ per se solely in loss of body fat, but
a loss of core internal volume. I’ll do some calculations on this versus other randomly found
images online later.
After a colonoscopy the main comment i had was ‘your intestines seem very compressed;. You
can see that in the image above. But doctors did not pay more attention to this feature, though I
remembered it and stored it as a clue...
Here these two images are side by side:
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Typical CT scan on left, my scan on right (december 2016, shortly prior to my emergency
operation).
My intention is to be rescanned in 6 months to a year, when I think the picture on the right would
look like the left one. It should already look >75% of the way there, but I cannot see in 3D all of
the time currently and need to practice intensively to finish the work. The abdominal region,
posture, and general physical form are dramatically different when seeing 3D (and movement is
much more normal, and taller, smoother, and lighter in step). When I see in 2D I backslide closer
to the image on the right relatively quickly (a few hours) and need to sit and meditate to return to
the lost position, and so making a decisive breakthrough is important. This was part of my
motivation for doing Sesshin, as well as a desire to become a more formal pupil of Zen,
progress in which is one of my core life goals.
In essence much of my life and effort these past 4 years has been going into correcting this,
learning to see in 3D, and becoming a zen buddhist as best I can. And those three things are
one and the same. As I made great progress on this this past 6 months, far faster than before, I
decided to begin gathering notes to explain it, as I am finally almost completely convinced I shall
reach my intended place of mind and feel the job is finally mostly complete for seeing in 3D
(though I still cannot read fine text or hold 3D vision during tasks requiring a lot of attention). I
hope my own experience could provide motivation to others who are struggling and encourage
them to partake a similar one, and to make the initial investment needed to begin seeing change
through the practices zen buddhism advises for health.
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Notes part 1 - Hakuin Ekaku, Rinzai Zen, &
Introspective/Embodied Meditation
“There is one way of breathing that is shameful and constricted. Then, there’s another way: a
breath of love that takes you all the way to infinity.”
Rumi, 13th Century Persian Poet and Islamic Scholar
“When we discover that the truth is already in us, we are all at once our original selves.”
Dogen, 13th century, founder of the Soto School of Zen
“Nirvana is right in front of you.
This very place is the Lotus Land. This body is the body of Buddha.”
Hakuin Ekaku, Song of Meditation
Along with Witold Pilecki, Hakuin Ekaku is the person whose writings changed my life more than
any other. Whenever I travel for more than a night, I take one of his books. Soon we will come to
Hakuin’s meditations for healing sick monks, from the 17th & 18th century.

“Breathing through the whole body”: The Satipatthana Sutta of the
Buddha
But first we should first briefly go back farther to the Buddha, the origins of Buddhism, and the
Satipatthana Sutta (‘The Discourse on the Establishing of Mindfulness’). It is the key text of the
Pali Canon of Theravadan Buddhism (Zen is from the the other major line of buddhism,
Mahayana). It is difficult to date precisely but it certainly precedes the birth of christ, at least
2000 years before Hakuin.
It is relevant to us because of its description of meditation, containing parts which are largely
forgotten (even within the Theravadan school itself). It contains the following advice for
meditation (emphasis mine):

“Go to a quiet place in the wilderness,
The forest,
Or even a room in an empty building
Sitting down in a posture of meditation,
Keeping the spine upright and erect,
Begin by observing the breath in front of the body
Remain aware as you breathe in
9

Remain aware as you breathe out
Notice if the breath is long or short
As you breathe in, breathe in through the whole body
As you breathe out, breathe out through the whole body
Feel how the breath calms and heals the body
Like a skilled potter watching clay turn on a wheel
Notice how each inhalation turns into an exhalation
Only to turn back again into an inhalation
Over and over and over again”
The Satipatthana Sutta’s meditation guidance, attributed to the Buddha in India.
Translation5 from ‘Breathing through the whole body’ by Will Johnson. See also here
The bold text is the key part for us for now, though the rest will become relevant as we explore
how the breath can modulate the distribution of tension across the body in later notes.
The exact translation can be quibbled with.The words ‘experience’ and ‘breathing’ are used
interchangeably - I contacted the author, who admitted ‘experience’ may be a closer translation,
but these two concepts are closely related in zen buddhism so the difference maybe more acute
in the western mind than the east.
The key point here is that even at the origins of Buddhism, the notion that the location of
attention and breath is critical for meditation were present, and further that this heals the body
as well as the mind. Whilst we are often taught in western meditation to focus on the nose, the
Buddha himself said one must attend the entire body when meditating. This notion of the
location of somatic attention will flow throughout almost all of the notes I will be publishing and is
at the core of how I learnt to see in 3D and I hope change myself for the better substantially.

Rinzai Zen, Zen Sickness and the exhaustion of the Vital
Breath
Zen, and buddhism in general, aims to transform, and ultimately forget, the sense of self, to
become one with your surroundings, free from attachments. It eliminates selfishness. But our
focus here is on the explicitly physical aspects6 of Zen, which receive relatively little attention in
the west. For this, Hakuin Ekaku is key.
The exact translation can be quibbled with.The words ‘experience’ and ‘breathing’ are used
interchangeably - I contacted the author, who admitted ‘experience’ may be a closer translation,
but these two concepts are closely related in zen buddhism so the difference maybe more acute
in the western mind than the east.
5

6

Note this is a dualistic phrase which zen rejects, as it sees no difference between mind and body.
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The Zen Master Hakuin Ekaku was a monk of the Rinzai school in Japan, living from 1686 to
1769. He is widely regarded as the most important zen master of the past 500 years. It is
Hakuin who devised the famous koan ‘what is the sound of one hand clapping?’, and who
revived Rinzai Zen from a state of near complete decline in the 17th century.
Almost all monks in the Rinzai Zen lineage today can be traced to Hakuin. Hakuin trained
several of the most important Zen masters of the Rinzai tradition, including Torei (author of the
Inexhaustible Lamp of Zen, which was to be his last will and testament). The Rinzai school, for
all intents and purposes, is now the Hakuin school of Zen Buddhism.
The Rinzai school is one of the two major branches of Zen Buddhism in Japan. The Rinzai
school is particularly noted for its emphasis on the role of the body in achieving enlightenment,
but also the role of breathing in curing disease, which is a reason it is of particular interest for
these notes. This role of breathing in health is common across the east, but reaches a high level
of development in Rinzai where it is a core element to normal practice.
Some of this emphasis comes from addressing the illnesses that the training of a zen monk can
cause. Rinzai in particular is famed for its discipline and rigour, and the harshness of its training
is extreme, even relative to other Zen traditions. There is a modern, western view of Zen as
embodying calm, relaxation, and peace. But that is the end of the process, not the beginning. As
Hakuin writes:
“Should you desire the great tranquility, prepare to sweat white beads.”
In 17th century Japan, zen training, especially in the Rinzai school, was extremely strict warrior-like, as Hakuin describes elsewhere. Hakuin writes in third person of the harshness of
training:
“Students… welcomed the stinging blows from [Hakuin’s] stick. The thought of leaving
never even entered their minds. Some stayed for ten, even twenty years, totally
indifferent to the possibility they might have to lay down their lies at Shoin-Ji [Hakuin’s
temple] and become dust under the temple pines…. Hunger awaited them in the
morning. Freezing cold lurked for them at night. They sustained themselves on greens
and wheat chaff…….Would a single one of these monks have remained at Shoin-Ji even
a moment if he had not been totally dedicated to his quest, grudging neither his health
nor life itself?”
Idle talk on a night boat, Wild Ivy (xxxiii, Waddell intro).
We can see in a description by Torei7 the image of Hakuin:

7

Torei was one of Hakuin’s greatest pupils, and he wrote ‘The undying lamp of zen’, a classic in Rinzai
literature.
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Here is that effigy sculpture of Hakuin at Shoin-Ji:

Statue of Hakuin Ekaku at Shoin-Ji, the monastery he made a center of zen training in 17-18th
century Japan.

We can see Hakuin’s admiration of a warrior-like attitude here (true meditation is a state of
meditation involving focus on the lower body, which we outline below, and which hakuin says is,
literally, the only form of true meditation):
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Much of this strictness remains in Japanese zen today, though likely milder. Even today, Monks
undergo several Sesshins per year: essentially continuous meditation interspersed with food
and tuition with little sleep for a week, and suffer strikes from the master to stiffen their resolve
and shed the ‘black demon’ of sleep. In zen, this treatment comes from love on the part of the
teacher, but is still very at odds with our image of buddhists serenely sitting smiling at all times.

A zen teacher carrying the stick used to strike pupils in a modern zen monastery
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We get a sense of the absolute dedication zen monks have to their koans, meditation practice,
and disciplines and thus achieving enlightenment (removal of all selfish thoughts) in a letter
Hakuin wrote:

For those interested, there is a modern memoir of life in a japanese zen monastery by Kaoru
Nonomura, titled ‘Eat Sleep Sit: My Year at Japan's Most Rigorous Zen Temple’. Nonomura
tells of the physical abuse suffered by monks in modern (Soto Zen) monasteries, driving the ego
out of the body. Likewise, In ‘The Empty Mirror’, Janwillem Van de Wetering tells of how he
routinely got just 4 hours sleep per night. There is also an interesting (old) documentary on life
in a zen monastery (Zen - Principles and Practice).
We get a sense of Hakuin in his autobiography, Wild Ivy, in his burns of other monks peddling
false zen:
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Perhaps my favourite section:
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There is something slightly english about Hakuin’s sense of humour, which is itself very distinctly
Zen.
As an aside, Hakuin was an artist and poet as well as a teacher, and wrote through poetry of the
need to let go to reach the decisive enlightenment:
The monkey is reaching
For the moon in the water.
Until death overtakes him
He’ll never give up.
If he’d let go the branch and
Disappear in the deep pool,
The whole world would shine
With dazzling pureness.
– Hakuin
See https://wonderfulbuddha.wordpress.com/2012/09/07/the-monkey-is-reaching/ for an
examination of this poem. I’ll post more on Zen art and aesthetic later, which is misinterpreted
solely as simplicity in the west.
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Zen Sickness and the Exhaustion of the Vital Breath
The dedication of zen monks to their cause described above, especially in Rinzai zen, could
lead to a severe and debilitating illness known as the zen sickness. We will examine later how
this might relate to modern stress-related illnesses and burnout. For now, lets focus on Hakuin’s
description of it.
Throughout this, its important to remember that this is based on the experience of one of the
greatest masters of meditation in history, taught to countless zen pupils in decades to follow. It
may not seem ‘scientific’, but I suspect Hakuin knows more about the experience of breathing
than western science does.
Hakuin describes himself becoming gravely ill through overexertion in his twenties. While not
recognised in modern western medicine, the symptoms he describes resemble the loose
grouping of unexplained conditions in western medicine such as fibromyalgia, irritable bowel
syndrome, chronic fatigue syndrome, poor digestion, cold legs, burnout, and the physical
manifestations of depression. These all remain largely elusive to cure by western medicine. As I
suffered from all these symptoms and much more, Hakuin’s claim of having found a perfect
cure, which he staked his reputation on, aroused my interest strongly, especially for reasons we
shall see later. These symptoms did not disappear after my operation, leading to give up on
western medicine and place my faith in Hakuin and zen, a faith that was repaid more than I
could dream.
Hakuin tells of the onset of his sickness during his intense search for enlightenment, which
consisted of gruelling meditation for months if not years:
“Never for a moment was I remiss [from meditation]. Regularly and without fail I sat for
eight incense sticks of zazen [zen meditation] each night. While crossing over the
mountainous country of Echigo and Shinano provinces, and into the southern suruga, I
experienced Satori’s [enlightenment experiences] great and small, in numbers I could
not even count.
Unfortunately, shortly after that the heart fire, unbeknownst to me, began to rush upward,
oppressing my lungs, parching them of their essential fluids. Before I knew it, I had
developed and incurable disorder of the heart.
I began to mope around in a dark, melancholy state. I was always nervous and afraid,
weak and timid in mind and body. The skin under my arms was always wet with
perspiration. I found it impossible to concentrate on what I was doing. I sought out dark
places where I could go to be alone and just sat there motionless like a dead man.”
Later he writes:
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“My feet and legs were always ice-cold: they felt as though they were immersed in
tubs of snow. There was a constant buzzing in my ears, as if I were walking beside a
raging mountain torrent. I became abnormally weak and timid, shrinking and fearful in
whatever I did. I felt totally drained, physically and mentally exhausted.” (p76, Wild Ivy)
He described how no available medicine or therapy had any effect. Elsewhere he describes
digestive problems, and icy cold legs, two symptoms I had especially prominently alongside
several of the above.
Hakuin described the cause of this ailment, and indeed ailments in general, as ‘exhaustion of
the vital breath’. I will come to this more later. But essentially my reading of it, when combined
with my own experience, is hakuin is describing a deficiency of a critical kind of breathing
correlating with broad restorative physiological properties. I believe he is correct. I believe this
breath, amongst many things, fills the lower most part of the abdomen - the Hara. I believe that
my corrective habit of aligning the two eyes led to me selectively lacking this type of breathing
by drawing attention into my head several times a second. Hence the compression of my
abdomen shown in the images above.

Curing Zen Sickness through Introspective meditation: Naikan
and Nanso meditations
This section was written in a hurry as I promised to post this on my blog by tomorrow and am
busily preparing for my travels. There is a lot I haven’t put in - if you give up on it, head to
section 2 of the notes.
I became deeply interested in Hakuin and zen sickness in december 20166. I was quite sick at
this time, weighing around 67kg (im 6 foot 3), spending a great deal of time in bed and having
medical scans and tests taken. I had an emergency operation shortly after. I had the symptoms
Hakuin described, and these did not disappear after my operation.
In a book I asked my parents to buy me, the Art of Zen, I read the following, of advice Hakuin
received to cure his illness. In the text below the heart fire can roughly be translated as mental
energy or focus - it is more nuanced but this will do for now.
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1st block of highlighted text8, the Hermit Hakuyu’s advice to Hakuin
I will tell the full story later, but I began reading all I could to follow up on this, running through
different zen books over the next 2 years. I found two by Hakuin that were central to this,
fortunately two I found relatively soon after (2017). One is his autobiography, Wild Ivy (Waddell
translation), the other a collection of his letters (Yampolsky translation). I first saw in 3D in 2018
based on practices found in these books, though it has taken enormous efforts to go beyond
those first glimpses and be able to see it relatively routinely now (with qualitative jumps earlier
this year).

8

‘Your meditation has been too unmeasured and your asceticism too strict…. When the five activities - obtaining
nourishment, movement, perception, study and realization of the purpose of life - are out of harmony, then the
structure of the body goes wrong…. The man of character looks after the needs of the body in a reasonable way….
Facing your previous overmedication, you are now seeing severe sickness…. Gather together the flames of your
heart and place them under your navel and below your feet, then your whole chest will become cool….. energetically
fill the lower part of your body with spiritual energy, this is essential for nourishing life.’
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Two major sources, 18th century Japan - Hakuin’s Wild Ivy (translation Waddell), and selected
writings (translation Yampolsky). Hakuin’s other works have references to this but these are the
two key books.
One of them, Yampolsky translation, has an essay which I read countless times this past 4
years, holding it at times like a kind of prayer book in dark times:
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From the Orategama, Hakuin

I remember dreaming and dreaming of giving up and going to live in a monastery, but I felt I had
to keep my science career alive and recover from the damage illness had already done. I should
have gone to the monastery as I could have been quickly cured there. Instead I ventured and
taught myself.
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Hakuin examines a range of meditations methods and guidance across buddhist lineages to
improve health in his texts. I will focus on the core parts most central to Rinzai.
At the core of Hakuin’s teaching is the practice of concentrating attention and breathing
from below the navel (the belly button) into tanden region (lower Hara - see notes 2).
He gives two meditations - Naikan and Nanso. The first is more closely a koan (there are two
forms of it), the latter a purer meditation. A koan is a riddle for which no rational or sensible
explanation can be found - “what is the sound of one hand clapping?” is a koan we are all
familiar with (invented by Hakuin). It is a Naikan-like instruction which Hakuyu is referring to
above by saying ‘gather the fires of your heart, place them beneath your navel’. One must find
the meaning in these strange sounding phrases through experience of trial and error, just as I
found a mental dial to correct the displacement between the two eyes.
Here is a description by Hakuin of the consequences of lacking this focus into the lower body, a
focus he calls true meditation.
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This description above of the area below the navel through true meditation as being ‘pendulous
and well rounded, somewhat like a new ball that has yet to be used’ is the precise opposite
of the situation I had and is shown in the scans above. I could place my fingers right up under
my ribs, as there was no outward pressure at all from my abdomen. Part of this is why my
posture was terrible.
I’m avoiding too much commentary here, but in essence what Hakuin is saying here is: if you
keep strong focus in the lower part of your body (and thus fill it with breath), wellness will come,
if you do not, the consequences in the lower paragraph will come. I note again that my habit of
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correcting the displacement between the two eyes continually, every few seconds, drew my
focus away from my lower body.
Again, a consequence of this meditation physically, which will link with notes section 2, is a
fullness in the lowest part of the abdomen (true meditation is a phrase Hakuin uses to describe
this focus on the lower body):

The process Hakuin advised to achieve this is from the Naikan meditation, which is outlined
below in Idle talk on a night boat. The 4 instructions in bullet points are the 4 elements of the
Naikan koan, all relating to bringing the mind down into the lower body. If a monk fell ill in the
monastery from zen sickness, they were given this and nanso meditation to recover.
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I first saw three dimensions whilst doing an experiment studying the effects of this meditation.
When Hakuin advises in the sections above keeping ‘true meditation’ and ‘introspective
meditation’, it is this practice he is speaking to. He says that a true monk must never be away
from such thoughts as these, never allowing the mind to rise above its natural place in the lower
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abdomen. We will see in the second section of the notes that this was far more central to
traditional japanese culture in general than simply a narrow buddhist teaching. Today, for me to
see in 3D, I must keep this naikan koan in mind relatively often. To keep my eyes together, I
focus on the naikan koan, rather than on the corrective habit I found when I was age 12. With it
come many changes in character and physical movement as well as perception.
Again this may sound very odd to western ears, but a core and vital part of Rinzai zen training is
the systematic lowering of the location of somatic attention.
The other critical meditation given by Hakin is the soft-butter, or nanso, meditation, which
used to be quite famous in traditional japan in the 19th century.
The nanso meditation appears most famously in chapter 4 of Wild Ivy, with the retelling of the
conversation with a hermit Hakuyu who taught him the meditation (this may be an invention by
Hakuin) - fuller text & story here at buddhismnow:
“Furrowing his brow, [Hakuyu] said [to the young Hakuin] with a voice tinged with pity,
“Not much can be done. You have developed a serious illness. By pushing yourself too
hard, you forgot the cardinal rule of religious training…….. You will never regain your
health unless you are able to master the techniques of Introspective Meditation. Just as
the old saying goes, ‘When a person falls to the earth, it is from the earth that he must
raise himself up.’”
“Please,” I said, “teach me the secret technique of Introspective Meditation. I want to
begin practising it, and learn how it’s done.”
With a demeanour that was now solemn and majestic, Master Hakuyu softly and quietly
replied, “Ah, you are determined to find an answer to your problem, aren’t you, young
man? All right, I suppose I can tell you a few things about Introspective Meditation that I
learned many years ago. It is a secret method for sustaining life known to very few
people. Practised diligently, it is sure to yield remarkable results. It will enable you to look
forward to a long life as well.”
“What you must do is to cut back on words and devote yourself solely to sustaining your
primal energy9. Hence, it is said, “Those who wish to strengthen their sight keep their
9

“Vital energy translates the term ki (Chinese, ch’i), a key concept in traditional Chinese thought and medical theory.
It has been rendered into English in various ways—for example, vital energy, primal energy, breath, vital breath, spirit.
Ki-energy, circulating through the human body, is vital to the preservation of health and sustenance of life and plays a
prominent part in the methods of Introspective Meditation that Hakuin learned from Master Hakuyu. The “external”
alchemy of the Taoist tradition involved the search for a “pill” or “elixir” of immortality, the most important element of
which was a mercury compound (cinnabar). Once found and taken into the body, it was supposed to assure
immortality and ascent to heaven, commonly on the back of a crane.
Hakuyu’s instruction is concerned rather with the internal ramifications of this tradition, in which the “elixir” is
cultivated in the area of the lower tanden, the “elixir field” or “cinnabar field,” also called the kikai tanden, “the ocean
of ki-energy,” the centre of breathing or centre of strength, located slightly below the navel. Hakuin describes the
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eyes closed. Those who wish to strengthen their hearing avoid sounds. Those who wish
to sustain their heart-energy maintain silence.”
The Soft-Butter Method:
“You [Hakuyu] mentioned a method in which butter is used,” I said. “May I ask you about
that?”
Master Hakuyu replied, “When a student engaged in meditation finds that he is
exhausted in body and mind because the four constituent elements of his body are in a
state of disharmony, he should gird up his spirit and perform the following visualisation:
“Imagine that a lump of soft butter, pure in colour and fragrance and the size and shape
of a duck egg, is suddenly placed on the top of your head. As it begins to slowly melt, it
imparts an exquisite sensation, moistening and saturating your head within and without.
It continues to ooze down, moistening your shoulders, elbows, and chest; permeating
lungs, diaphragm, liver, stomach, and bowels; moving down the spine through the hips,
pelvis, and buttocks.
“At that point, all the congestions that have accumulated within the five organs and six
viscera, all the aches and pains in the abdomen and other affected parts, will follow the
heart as it sinks downward into the lower body. As it does, you will distinctly hear a
sound like that of water trickling from a higher to a lower place. It will move lower down
through the lower body, suffusing the legs with beneficial warmth, until it reaches the
soles of the feet, where it stops.
“The student should then repeat the contemplation. As his vital energy flows downward,
it gradually fills the lower region of the body, suffusing it with penetrating warmth, making
him feel as if he were sitting up to his navel in a hot bath filled with a decoction of rare
and fragrant medicinal herbs that have been gathered and infused by a skilled physician.
“Inasmuch as all things are created by the mind, when you engage in this contemplation,
the nose will actually smell the marvellous scent of pure, soft butter; your body will feel
the exquisite sensation of its melting touch. Your body and mind will be in perfect peace
and harmony. You will feel better and enjoy greater health than you did as a youth of
twenty or thirty. At this time, all the undesirable accumulations in your vital organs and
viscera will melt away. Stomach and bowels will function perfectly. Before you know it,
your skin will glow with health. If you continue to practise the contemplation with
diligence, there is no illness that cannot be cured, no virtue that cannot be acquired, no
level of sagehood that cannot be reached, no religious practice that cannot be mastered.
terms in Orategama: “Although the tanden is located in the three places in the body, the one to which I refer is the
lower tanden. The kikai and the tanden, which are virtually identical, are both located below the navel. The tanden is
two inches below the navel, the kikai an inch and a half below it. It is in this area that the true ki-energy always
accumulates.”
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Whether such results appear swiftly or slowly depends only upon how scrupulously you
apply yourself.
“I was a sickly youth, in much worse shape than you are now. I experienced ten times
the suffering you have endured. The doctors finally gave up on me. I explored hundreds
of cures on my own, but none of them brought me any relief. I turned to the gods for
help. Prayed to the deities of both heaven and earth, begging them for their subtle,
imperceptible assistance. I was marvellously blessed. They extended me their support
and protection. I came upon this wonderful method of soft-butter contemplation. My joy
knew no bounds. I immediately set about practising it with total and single-minded
determination. Before even a month was out, my troubles had almost totally vanished.
Since that time, I’ve never been the least bit bothered by any complaint, physical or
mental.
“I became like an ignoramus, mindless and utterly free of care. I was oblivious to the
passage of time. I never knew what day or month it was, even whether it was a leap year
or not. I gradually lost interest in the things the world holds dear, soon forgot completely
about the hopes and desires and customs of ordinary men and women. In my middle
years, I was compelled by circumstance to leave Kyoto and take refuge in the mountains
of Wakasa Province. I lived there nearly thirty years, unknown to my fellow men. Looking
back on that period of my life, it seems as fleeting and unreal as the dream-life that
flashed through Lu-sheng’s slumbering brain.
“Now I live here in this solitary spot in the hills of Shirakawa, far from all human
habitation. I have a layer or two of clothing to wrap around my withered old carcass. But
even in midwinter, on nights when the cold bites through the thin cotton, I don’t freeze.
Even during the months when there are no mountain fruits or nuts for me to gather, and I
have no grain to eat, I don’t starve. It is all thanks to this contemplation.
“Young man, you have just learned a secret that you could not use up in a whole lifetime.
What more could I teach you?”
Here, the instructions are given again in more detail, this time in Letter to a sick monk, including
a pre-visualisation about the composition of the egg (which, though it may sound eccentric, can
be tremendously helpful as I will describe later):
‘There is still another remedy especially efficacious for debilitated people. Its properties
for relieving exhaustion of the vital breath are particularly wondrous. It counteracts a rush
of blood to the head, warms the legs, settles the bowels, and brightens the eye,
augments good wisdom, and is effective in casting aside all evil thoughts. The recipe for
one dose of the soft butter pill [is as follows]: one part of the ‘real aspect of all things’,
one part of ‘the self and all things’, and the ‘realization that these are false’, three parts
of the ‘immediate realization of nirvana’, two parts of ‘without desires’, two or three parts
of the ‘non-duality of activity and quietude’ , one and a half parts of sponge-gourd skin,
and one part of ‘the discarding of all delusions’. Steep these seven ingredients in the
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juice of patience for one night, dry in the shade and then mash10. Season with a dash of
Prajna-Paramita11, then shape every thing into a ball the size of a duck’s egg and set it
securely on your head. Practitioners who are just beginning their study should not
concern themselves with the properties of the medicine nor the amount used, but should
merely contemplate the fact that a delicately scented soft butterfish object the sizeof a
duck’s egg is suddenly on their heads. When sick person wishes to use this remedy he
should spread for himself a thick cushion, hold his back straight, adjust his eyes, and sit
in a correct posture. He should then shift gently to position himself properly, and set
about meditating.
After repeating three times the words ‘of the essentials of preserving life, nourishing the
breath has no peer. When the breath is exhausted the body dies; when the people are
downtrodden the nation collapses.’, one can truly begin this contemplation. Those who
have this duck egg with the consistency of soft butter on their heads feel a strange
sensation as the whole head becomes moist. Gradually this feelings flows downwards:
the shoulders, elbow, chest, diaphragm, lungs, liver, stomach, backbone and buttocks all
gradually become damp. At this time the various accumulations in the chest, and those
of lumbago and constipation all drop down at will, as water flowing naturally to a low
place. This sensation is felt throughout the body, and it circulates moving downward,
warming the legs, until it reaches the soles of the feet, where it stops. The practitioner
should then repeat the same contemplation. The overflow that penetrates downward
sinks in and accumulates until it steeps the body in warmth, just as a good physician
gathers together various aromatic herbs, brews them, and pours the concoction into the
bath. The practitioner feels that his body from the navel down is steeped in this moisture.
When this contemplation is being practiced, because it is induced only by mental activity,
the sense of smell becomes aware of exotic odors, the sense of touch becomes
wondrously acute, and the body and mind become attuned. Suddenly the accumulations
dissolve, the bowels and stomach are harmonized, the skin becomes radiant, and the
energies increase greatly. If this contemplation is conscientiously brought to maturation,
what disease cannot be cured, what magical art cannot be performed, this is indeed the
secret method for maintaining health, the wondrous art of longevity.
This treatment was first devised by Shakumuni Buddha. In the Middle Ages it came
down to the Chih-i of the tender school, who used it widely as a treatment for extreme
exhaustion. His elder brother Ch’en Ch’in was saved from the brink of death by it, yet
seldom in this degenerate age do we hear of this miraculous treatment. How sad that
people today seldom gain knowledge of this way. When I was in my middle years I heard
of it from the hermit Hakuyu, who maintained that the speed of its efficacy lay only in the
degree to which the practitioner endeavored. If one isn't laggard one may obtain long
life. Don’t say that Kokurin [Name of forest in which Haukuins temple was located, he is

10

I will comment later on this section, which may seem very odd to western ears.

Prajna-Paramita = the highest of six paramitas, or perfections. They are charity, maintenance
of commandments, patience, perseverance, meditation and wisdom (prajna).”
11

32

referring to himself] has become senile and is teaching old-woman’s zen12. Perhaps if
you just get to know it, you will clap your hands and laugh out loud. Why? ‘Unless you
have seen disorders, you do not know the virtues of an honest minister; unless you
have accumulated wealth, you do not know the virtues of an honest man’.
These meditations were at the core of how I learnt to see in 3D and, strange as it may sound, I
agree with what Hakuin writes.

Beyond Rinzai
I have not explored thoroughly or closely the other major branch of Zen, the soto school, having
only read of it incidentally (for example via memoirs), or looking at parts of Dogen’s writings.
Here is some text from online regarding the embodied cognition aspects of meditation in Soto
Zen. Note there are similar practices in other buddhist lineages, which I will examine later.
“For

Dogen, on the other hand, the objective of zazen is just to sit in kekka-fuza
correctly—there is absolutely nothing to add to it. It is kekka-fuza plus zero.
Kodo Sawaki Roshi, the great Zen master of early 20lh century Japan, said,
“Just sit zazen, and that’s the end of it.” In this understanding, zazen goes
beyond mind/body dualism; both the body and the mind are simultaneously and
completely used up just by the act of sitting in kekka-fuza. In the Samadhi King
chapter of Shobogenzo, Dogen says, “Sit in kekka-fuza with body, sit in
kekka-fuza with mind, sit in kekka-fuza of body-mind falling off.”
Meditation practices which emphasize something psychological—thoughts,
perceptions, feelings, visualizations, intentions, etc.—all direct our attention to
cortical-cerebral functions, which I will loosely refer to as “Head.” Most
meditation, as we conventionally understand it, is a work that focuses on the
Head. In Oriental medicine we find the interesting idea that harmony among
the internal organs is of greatest importance. All the issues associated with
Head are something merely resulting from a lack of harmony among the
internal organs, which are the real bases of our life.”

12

Old women’s zen is a term used a lot in 18th century japan to describe false teachings. Even in 17th
century Japan Hakuin recognised the oddness of what he was saying and felt the needing to give a
disclaimer…...
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Because of our highly developed cortical-cerebral function, we tend to equate
self-consciousness, the sense of “I,” with the Head—as if the Head is the main
character in the play and the body is the servant following orders from the
Head. However from the point of view of Oriental medicine this is not only a
conceit of the Head, but is a total misconception of life. Head is just a small
part of the whole of life, and need not hold such a privileged position.
While most meditation tends to focus on the Head, zazen focuses more on the
living holistic body-mind framework, allowing the Head to exist without giving
it any pre-eminence. If the Head is overfunctioning, it will give rise to a split
and unbalanced life. But in the zazen posture it learns to find its proper place
and function within a unified mind-body field. Our living human body is not
just a collection of bodily parts, but is an organically integrated whole. It is
designed in such a way that when one part of the body moves, however subtle
the movement may be, it simultaneously causes the whole body to move in
accordance with it.”
https://www.buddhistinquiry.org/article/zazen-is-not-the-same-as-meditation/

NB - I find that working on a computer drives my thoughts into my head, whilst being away from,
for example reading a book or writing on pen and paper, helps bring them out. I put some notes
on this in my blog on nice paper journals.
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Notes part 2 - The Japanese Art and Way of Hara
The location of the mind: The Japanese ‘Art and Way of Hara’
This section concerns the traditional Japanese Art and Way of Hara, which places the lower
abdominal region, the Hara, at the center of mental and physical life, in a similar way to that
which westerners place the head at the center.

We did not always perceive our thoughts as coming from our heads
Attention is garnering increasing attention in neuroscience and AI, but it is usually considered
exteroceptively (the external world). The intent of this section is primarily to highlight parts of
how the attention can move within the body (introspectively).
We can begin by getting ourselves out of our heads, where most of us in the west are habitually
stuck. As a teenager I remember reading a quote in Joao Magueijo’s ‘Faster than the speed of
light’ about how academics view their bodies as something which exists to transport their heads
around. This is largely true of much modern neuroscience (though this is changing), and our
own perception of self.
If you ask most people in the west where they perceive thought as coming from, they will say a
point between their eyes, even if they shut their eyes. But why?
That thought comes from the brain wasn’t always so obvious to us. There is no reason our
brains should perceive thought as coming from our heads - we perceive pain in our feet as
coming from our feet despite the actual processing occurring in our heads. Why should thought
be so tied in the western introspective experience to the head?
We forget that thought found its location only gradually, and this strong link between the head
and thought may be a recent development in our body image. The link between the head, the
brain, and thought, was not obvious to our ancestors, and became clear only when people
noticed that head injuries lead to mental disturbances (see chapter 2 on my blog here).
Modern Westerners13 might suggest their thoughts come from slightly lower down - their heart,
where westerners used to feel their soul as coming from.
But very few would suggest their thoughts come from their abdomen. In traditional Japanese
culture, however, this was the case - the traditional Japanese perceived the abdomen as
central to thought. Further, the location of attention into this region was central to their
13

By westerner I mean loosely someone educated in the culture/knowledge base of the western world.
Lets not be nitpicky on definitions.
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philosophy of life, health, and wellbeing. We first explore this, then turn to its role in Rinzai Zen
Buddhism, and broader buddhist teachings.

Traditional Japanese society placed the abdomen (Hara) central to
experience and behaviour
Japanese culture evolved relatively independently of our own - if you watch a documentary on
post-war Japan and the process of semi-enforced americanisation these stark differences
become clear. For example, physical contact such as hugging a family member was not normal
in traditional Japan (for example see this link).
Its notions of health and disease differed likewise. Here we explore how body image and
perception of self differed in some ways dramatically. These notes concern the Hara, the ‘elixir
field’ that zen master Hakuin Ekaku refers to in later sections of these notes, a region in the
lower abdomen. We particularly explore what Yamaoka calls Hara as ‘the philosophy of life’ for
traditional Japanese.
There is now much attention on mental health. It is also increasingly recognised that physical
and mental health are linked. In traditional Japanese culture, these were closely linked in the art
and way of Hara (sometimes this is referred to as traditional japanese medicine). The divide
between mental and physical health in the western mind did not exist with the japanese, which
rather emphasised their connection.
The notes below are predominantly from one book - ‘The art and way of Hara’, from 1973 by
Seigen Yamaoka, an American from a Japanese family postwar. There are others such as the
‘Vital Center of Man’ by Karlfried Graf Dürckheim (a German ambassador to Japan in the
postwar period), and ‘Head, Heart & Hara: The Soul Centers Of West And East: The Soul
Centres of West and East’ by Peter Wilberg, but my notes on the latter are currently halfway
across the country and Durckheim’s is a much harder read, though ive put a fair amount of it
in14. Their accounts of mid-20th century Japanese culture are largely very consistent with one
another, so far as I can discern. Like Christianity in much of the west, the theme explored has
faded in modern Japan - though the term ‘hara’ remains in use, like an appendix from an earlier
culture lingering in the present body of language.

14

It has a lot more of a spiritual bent, and a lot of it I cannot translate into anything sensible (yet) - maybe
I will be able to eventually.
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Seigen Yamoaka’s 1973 book ‘The Art and Way of Hara’ - (now out of print - needs
reprinting!15), and Durckheim’s 1956 book ‘Hara: The Vital Center of Man’

The Hara is defined in slightly different ways, but is loosely the abdomen16. It can be defined
broadly, as the part of the body below the ribs and the above the pelvis, or more specifically as a
more focussed region under the navel (belly button) (corresponding to the Tanden (also present
in the chinese language, as Dan Tien) - link here). For now these distinctions are not critical, but
become so.

15

People who wish to read it, ping me I can photograph the pages.
The Japenese have a richer language for describing the abdomen than we do. They also have Fukubu,
and also ‘Onaka’. Onaka literally means ‘the honored middle’ and is the word used by children and what
Durckheim calls ‘the common people’. Hara, Fukubu and Onaka all mean the area from the below the
stomach to the lower abdomen. The kikai is the region below the navel, corresponding roughly to the
tanden, which is included by Onaka, Fukubu and Hara.
16
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As Yamoaka writes:
The Hara is situated in the middle of your body and is the vital mid-point which balances
the upper and lower portions of your body. It is like the center point of a teeter-totter,
except of course that your body is vertica. Situated at the mid-point, your hara is
relatively stable and constant and, therefore, it is the center of balance for your entire
body.” (pg 15, Yamaoka)
For the traditional Japanese, this Hara point is central to their philosophy of life: the hara is
both the physical and mental center. To them, the physical body and mind are as one.
Durckheim writes:

38

There are several terms used for this: the ‘center of the body’, ‘hara’, ‘vital center of man’, ‘elixir
field’ etc etc. If you hear any mystical sounding words in these notes, generally the first
assumption is that we are talking about the Hara. The fine minutiae we can deal with later.
The Hara is a site of very powerful muscles, and has key roles in zen breathing (Tanden Soku).
In later notes we shall explore how the location of attention of the mind within the body alters
how these muscles are used, altering the broader body movements, and the pressures on the
internal organs, using the east asian martial arts as an example.
But lets first begin with the overlapping themes of Hara’s proposed relation to thought, to the
characteristics of thought, and to character.

Hara in Japanese language and character
Though westerners perceive thought as coming from their heads, aspects of our language
reflect feelings from the gut. We speak of ‘gut instinct’ and people ‘not having the guts for it’. Our
cranio-centric minds seldom reflect on why.
Links between the abdomen and aspects of character in western language date back at least to
the bible:
“In biblical times, it was felt that the ‘bowels’ were the seat of kindness, pity, compassion,
and courage” pg 8 Yamaoka.
I think this quotation comes from Colossians 3:12, which is the closest I could find:
‘Put on therefore, as the elect of God, holy and beloved, bowels of mercies, kindness,
humbleness of mind, meekness, longsuffering’
We use these phrases casually without reflecting on what it means for our sense of self. Up until
recently I paid little attention to the sensations of my body, unless in pain. I was extremely
cerebrocentric (or as Hakuin would say, my heart fire was in my head).
The Japanese also have phrases for pain from their stomach - Hara Ga Itai means ‘the
stomach aches’, and Hara Ga Haru means ‘the stomach is distended’. These lets call
‘physiological signals’, relating to some likely event ongoing in those regions.
But in traditional Japan the link of the abdomen with character, emotion, and mental state
was far deeper and more developed. The ‘Hara’ is used to describe personal
characteristics. In Japan:
“It is a compliment to be called hara no hito (a person of hara). This does not mean
that you have a special hara, but that you are a person of courage, will power, strength,
determination and character. On the other hand, if you are referred to as hara ga nai
hito, (a person with no hara), you are considered to be a coward and lack of
39

determination. In american slang, you would be a person with ‘no guts’ or someone ‘not
having the stomach’ for something” (pg 4, Yamaoka).
Durckheim writes of this also:

P37 durckheim
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Continuation of the above, now p38
Yamoaka goes on:
“If you were noted as having hara ga oki (a grand hara), then people would think of you
as being broad-minded, understanding, compassionate, and generous. Conversely, if
they said of you, hara ga chiisai (a small hara), it would mean you were stingy,
small-minded, and cowardly.” (pg 4/5 Yamaoka)
41

“It is a compliment when people refer to you as hara ga kirei (clean hara). You would
be considered to be someone with a clear conscience and very honest. Someone with a
hara ga kuroi (black hara) is dishonest, unfaithful, and untrustworthy.” p5, Yamaoka
“Japanese often point to their hara as a sign of integrity. I have often seen a person point
to or pat his hara, saying “makashitoke” (leave it to me). He means, of course, for us to
place our trust in him - he will place his hara on the line so to speak.” pg5, Yamaoka
“Reference is also made to hara in giving direction. For example, Hara wo kimete
(determine your hara), means we should clearly define what we are going to do. Hara
wo suete (settle the hara) means that we should calm down or become settled.”
“The Japanese often express anger by saying, hara ga tatsu (hara is standing). If a
japanese person had difficulty trying to figure out someone, he would say, hara ga yome
nai, (you can’t read his hara).”
This led to the notion of Hara as something to be trained, developed, in order to develop
character, beginning to reach this notion of Hara as a center of practice, like an instrument, not
merely a signal/correlate:

Durckheim
We will return to this notion of training the sense of Hara to alter character & behaviour shortly.
Here is some extended text (pg45-47) from Durckheim covering a range of uses of the phrase
Hara in Japanese traditional language - can be skipped:
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The next example can be skipped easily as well but is an interesting cross-reference to Chinese
culture:
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The centrality of Hara to Japanese culture and sense of honour also led to an extreme: it was
the center of their ritual suicide tradition. People would kill themselves by ‘showing their guts’,
cutting their own bowels open with a sword (as performed by a top general after the Japanese
surrender in World War 2). This was often when they had been dishonoured. The incision is
made here because, as Durchkeim says, ‘for the Japanese it is the actual seat of life’.
It is called Seppuku (also known as Hara Kiri). Two illustrations below.

A staged photograph of ritual Seppuku suicide with an assistant
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“General Akashi Gidayu preparing to carry out Seppuku after losing a battle for his master in
1582. He had just written his death poem, which is also visible in the upper right corner. By
Tsukioka Yoshitoshi around 1890.” (Wikipedia)

Finally for this section, Hara was not a static trait, but something to be worked on and
developed, like learning to play an instrument, a skill at which one’s measure and fitness for a
role could be assessed. I spent much of my attention on this these past years through Hakuin’s
meditations and it was an immense aid during the challenges of last year.
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From Durckheim

An example on Hara from WW2 in Durckheim

An example on Hara from WW2 in Durckheim
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Chapter 9 of Yamaoka has discussion of Hara in the newborn, and the naturalness of it. I will
come back to this topic with respect to breathing in later notes.

Hara in Control of Mind/Tension release & Meditation
Much of Japanese traditional culture, perhaps all, centers in some way around meditation17. The
tea ceremony, its religious tradition, martial arts, the art of archery. Yamaoka writes of Hara with
respect to this that ‘I believe that the way of Hara is the key meditation practice’18. This is
strongly in the line of Rinzai Zen thought.
Yamaoka and Durckheim both strongly describe Hara, and the mental focus/attention upon the
physical region of Hara, as being core to the release of physical tension, and by implication
mental tension due to lack of duality in japanese notions of mind tension. This notion of the
location and distribution of tension over the body is central to a wide range of these notes, and
I’ll go into it in much greater depth later. For now, I’ll touch on a few examples only, drawing
mostly from Yamaoka as it is more directly exposited there.
Focus on the Hara is purported to be crucial for Mushin (‘No Mind’) - the silencing of the
mind/internal commentary that is important to achieve not just in meditation itself, but also in
forms of meditation in movement - the japanese martial arts (P45, Yamaoka). I’ll deal with this
more physical aspect in detail a later set of notes.
Yamoaka, page 51 says:
“One is told to to think things through by ‘setting the hara’ (horo wo suete). If you cannot
decide on a course of life, you are told to ‘determine your hara’ (hara kimete).”

In the next quotation from Durckheim we can see how thoughts + impulses are viewed as being
‘dismissed’, rather than built up, by being mentally sent to the hara region. Ie, thinking about this
lower abdomen is viewed to resolve the tension, like a reservoir. This relates in part to the
notion of the triple burner in chinese traditional medicine which we will cover later. In other parts
of the text we can see that tensions not sent to the Hara are built up around the body, for
example in the neck, gradually causing illness as they accumulate.

You can define meditation in many ways - Wikipedia defines it as ‘Meditation is a practice where an
individual uses a technique – such as mindfulness, or focusing the mind on a particular object,
thought, or activity – to train attention and awareness, and achieve a mentally clear and emotionally
calm and stable state.’
18
Yamaoka has helpful advice to start meditation: do not fear to stop running (pg 52, Yamaoka).
17

50

From Durckheim
My constant habit of placing my mind in my head due to double vision blocked this tension
dissipating role of the hara, leading to musculoskeletal problems which resolved through
meditation.
Yamoaka ascribes this perceived hardiness of the Traditional Japanese to this training in
directing tension to the Hara (Yamaoka, p21). I have not sourced but I certainly recall hearing
this elsewhere, perhaps around WW2 documentaries.

Getting acquainted with Hara: a simple exercise to feel the tension relieving
properties of Hara focus
I’ll simply paste 3 successive pages verbatim from Yamaoka for this as he is concise. This is a
very useful exercise for ‘feeling’ one of the purported cognitive functions of the Hara region.
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For me this was very effective in highlighting the interplay of tension distribution and somatic
attention.
Yamoaka gives a series of practices to demonstrate breathing from the Hara. The link between
Hara & breath will be a recurring theme of these notes. Here is the first practice given:
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Note this shares common elements with Hakuin’s Naikan, though they are not identical and
Naikan is more nuanced.
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We will see later that the location of the breath within the Hara is so fundamental to the training
of a Rinzai zen monk that they wear a special belt, the obi, to give sensory feedback to help
keep the center of the breath, and thus the mind, in the hara region. (these are now also fashion
devices in Japan).

My own Obi belt, to be worn around the hara region. See later blog notes for the anatomy of
breathing.

An Obi belt worn by a zen monk artist, circling the Hara.
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Given the Hara’s training in Zen, it is therefore unsurprising that we can tie this Hara breathing
directly into the practice of meditation. I will reproduce this as a full practice from Yamaoka,
should you wish to practice Hara meditation…..
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I notice that when I pray the feeling in the Hara region is similar to that given by zen buddhist
meditation. I would pray even if I were an atheist, even if only for this Hara finding ability.

Physicality of Hara, & my own medical scans: Hara in Health, its fullness,
and the Mind:Body connection
‘There is no psychic structure and no inner tension which is not reflected in the body.’ p10,
Durckheim
As above, the Japanese placed the Hara central to notions of health and disease. Yamaoka
writes:
‘The Japanese people may seem to be overly concerned about their stomach, but I
believe their approach is more correct than ours. The stomach is the center of our
physical, mental, and social wellbeing. For sound mental, physical, and social health, the
stomach should be like a finely-tuned violin. When the stomach is over-tuned or
under-tuned, problems rise.’ Yamaoka pg 13
‘Your stomach is generally the first organ to react to any input to the mind; if your mind is
constantly worried about something, your stomach will react negatively in some way…
your stomach may be considered as a gauge which reflects all the subtle and irritating
influences brought upon your mind. ’ Yamaoka pg 14
This was recognised by western science long ago also. Hippocrates said good health begins in
the gut, something we are increasingly rediscovering.
This extends beyond the modern focus on the microflora into muscular tension. Jennifer Wolkin
in ‘The Mindful Approach to Those Very Real Butterflies in Your Stomach’ writes…
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“In the 1950’s Dr. Thomas Almy, a prestigious gastroenterologist, snapped a picture of a
live colon responding to the proverbial “butterflies in the stomach.”...Dr. Almy invited a
student to take part in an experiment where he used a sigmoidoscope to look inside the
student’s rectum and colon. A bystander complicit in the experiment said something
about cancer of the colon. Upon hearing this, the student concluded that he must have
cancer, at which time his colon started to change color, tense up, and contract rapidly.
When the student was reassured that cancer was not his diagnosis, his colon regained
its natural color, and relaxed.”
I found another old study on this at larger scale, Almy (same Almy that Wolkin referred to
anove), Kern and Tulin 1949 - ‘Alterations in Colonic Function in Man Under Stress: II.
Experimental Production of Sigmoid Spasm in Healthy Persons”. Its behind a paywall and I no
longer have access but the abstract says:
“In 45 experiments on 39 subjects who had no clinical disorder of the colon, the
functional state of the sigmoid colon was studied either by proctoscopic observation or
by inlying balloons. When subjected to cold pain, compression of the head,
hypoglycemia, or the discussion of troublesome life situations, about one-half of these
persons exhibited marked increases in the contractile state of the sigmoid colon. In all of
those who reacted thus, there were associated bodily changes and emotional reactions
which indicated that the person was under stress. Of those whose sigmoid colon did not
react, only two gave evidence of a general reaction to stress. With all four experimental
stimuli, the colonic response of the subject seemed to be related to his attitude toward
the stimulus: i.e., it occurred only when the stimulus was regarded as a threat to
security.”
Further notes by Wolkin in footnote19.
As we go forward we will see this also extends to the postural muscles supporting (and
comprising) the hara, and how a healthy Hara is central to good posture. The shape and
“Stress-induced changes in the physiological functions of the gut include changes in: gut
motility, mucosal permeability, visceral sensitivity, gastric secretion, and the gut microbiota.
Changes to gut microbiota is called dysbiosis, which may lead to disease. Many of these
stress-induced changes account for the symptoms seen in many gastrointestinal disorders.”
“Many of the patients I treat come see me because having a disorder like IBS primes
them for stress that maintains the original symptoms. For example, while stress is a clear
player in the origin of FGIDs, “gut-focused” thoughts, emotions, and behaviors start to
create stress that reinforces the underlying pathophysiology (i.e., slows motility, visceral
pain). For example, my patients with FGID have become hyper-vigilant of their
heightened visceral pain and then begin to catastrophically appraise their abdominal
sensations. Also, their quality of life starts to significantly decrease, many times leading
to anxiety and depression.”
19

60

fullness of this hara region was used as a key marker of in Japan for health & wellbeing. A more
prominent, solid hara is seen as a sign of good health, a hollow hara, of illness. I read, but
cannot find the notes, that traditional japanese doctors would palpate the fullness of the
abdomen and its shape as a central, perhaps the central, determinant of health and wellbeing.
I’ll explore later my own hara in depth in later notes, but will also briefly touch on this now.
First, we can see a full Hara in the Vitruvian man, the ideal man, by Leonardo Da Vinci
(expanded view below):
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The Vitruvian Man, Leonardo Da Vinci
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The fullness of the Hara in the Vitruvian man, with a clear protrusion in the lower waist area.
We can see a randomly selected Hara region from google images, in a scan (this is shown to
contrast with my own Hara region, shortly prior to my operation):
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The first image is a more normal lower abdomen. There is clear space between the vertebrae
and the outside. ‘47’ is roughly the hara region

And now we can see my own Hara, in a scan just before my surgery. See how there is almost
no space between the vertebrae and the skin of the stomach - the Hara is nearly completely
empty. I note for later that I was told by a doctor that a marker of Ehlers Danlos syndrome is a
very prominent aortic abdominal pulse, which I had - the pulse can be seen and felt very easily.
This was likely, I suspect, because of an empty hara leading to the Aorta being right up against
the surface muscles.
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My scan just before surgery, late 2016. Note the compression of the major abdominal branch of
the aorta can be seen - just before the post-constrictive bolus around a third of the way up. In
contrast to the scan above, there is very little space between the vertebrae and the skin at the
front. The Hara is empty. Note this is not a ‘thinness’ per se solely in loss of body fat, but a loss
of core internal volume. I’ll do some calculations on this versus other randomly found images
online later.

The images above illustrate a point I will elaborate in some detail throughout the book: The
fullness and volume of the hara region as a marker of physiological wellbeing, both ‘physically’
and ‘mentally’. In essence, my argument will be that the continual double vision and
displacement of attention from the lower body to the upper body led to a ‘neglect’ of the hara,
and thus ill health. This will take many chapters to explain in the book. Filling that area, bringing
my mind into it, through meditation and exercise, created a more normal body image and
reference frame for my eyes to work together and see 3D from.
Here these two images are side by side:
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But back to japan….
The Japanese would pay special care to the wellness of the abdomen. For example, they felt
the Hara region should always be kept warm. Yamoaka writes:
“Continuous drinking of cold liquids is not good for your stomach. The Japanese people
are generally very careful of this….. If the stomach should cool off, because we have
kicked off the blanket, for example, it is probable that we will have diaorrhea in the
morning. In Japan is has always been thought that cooling the stomach means poor
stomach care” pg 11 Yamaoka
The Japanese would also wear Hara Maki (Hara wrapper) to keep the stomach warm in winter
(note that the japanese did not have central heating):
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A Hara Maki - an article here
The Japanese link poor Hara health to a wide range of digestive illnesses, including IBS-like
symptoms, reflux, bad breath, and mental attention and care of it as their cure. They also claim
that broader illness, such as cold extremities, as well as mental health, can be resolved in this
way.
Though in the west we now idolise a flat stomach:
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….in Japan a slight protrusion was preferred, a prominent Hara:
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We can see how a contemporary description of Napolean described what is in effect a
prominent Hara (durckheim):
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Note that the Emperor = Napoleon

Durckheim also shows images of statues from ancient times (the Buddha), european religious
art etc, each with a prominent Hara:
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Yamaoka says of classic statues of the Buddha:
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As well as the above, classic european art also did not idolise flatness of stomach as we do now
also, the classic ‘model figure’ is a modern invention….. more on that in a later note.
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Hara, Practice, Movement, and Posture
There are separate notes on hara and its role in movement, via an integrative study alongside a
range of other disciplines such as martial arts.
But I’ll comment a little on it in part, as its effects on movement were one of the most striking to
me in my experience producing a marked change in bodily coordination, posture etc.
This section is simply a collection of photos at present as I have not had time to
curate/organise, but I committed to posting this by today so…. Skip if too tedious.
First, we can see a grace like trait ascribed to those with Hara (and note the link between
mental state and movement patterns):

Durckheim

As discussed above, practice and meditation is a central feature of Japanese life. As Yamaoka
says: ‘The cardinal point of all practice is the acquisition and consolidation of the vital
body-center’ p31…….. .‘Only what is done with Hara succeeds completely” p34
This is reflected in haragei:
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Sections on how different habitual postures reflect different habits of mind - we will return to this
in a later post.
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Yamaoka chapter 3 is essential for this. We shall see how a strong focus on Hara is critical to
graceful, effortless yet upright posture. Along with movement, there also comments on
sensation, but I will leave this for now20.

This emphasis on the lower body dates at least to 13th century
Japan:
This, from my teacher Meido’s book ‘hidden zen’, is an amusing example from a 13th century
Japanese text (whether it was intended to be humorous in 13th century Japan is unclear!):

There are notes in Durckheim about how sensory perception changes with a focus on Hara,
and the author links this with experiences under the psychedelic drug Mescaline (a similar drug
to LSD) via comment on Aldous Huxley. More on that later.
20
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Relevant 21st century research: Bodily maps of emotion
Our sense of self is much less perfect than we perceive. Many severe anorexics genuinely feel
they look fat. Many with Parkinson’s tilt to one side, without perceiving this. In ‘Tactile Toe
Agnosia and Percept of a “Missing Toe” in Healthy Humans’ Oxford Neuroscientists Nela Cicmil,
Achim Meyer, and John Stein find that almost half of people cannot identify which of their middle
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toes is being touched when they are unable to see it visually (see on BBC radio 5). Yet we do
not perceive this inability until it is pointed out to us through such a test21.
At the core of this is the notion, best described by F.M. Alexander, that what we feel as normal
may not be healthy. Our internal model of the self, and that optimal for health and wellbeing,
may be very misaligned. The neural control of the body may be in error, causing bodily illness. I
cover this in later notes.

‘Bodily maps of emotion’, Lauri Nummenmaa et al 2014 - PNAS
I imagine the casual reader will not readily devote large amounts of time to exploring the
practices below advocated by Hakuin and Hara practice until there is more scientific proof (there
are shortcuts, but that is for later).
So it is useful to consider a piece of scientific evidence hinting at some of this. Its the only one in
my notes to hand, though there are other hints out there. The paper is ‘bodily maps of emotion’,
published in PNAS in 2014.

The paper explores how different emotional states trigger sensations in different parts of the
body. The paper is very well-cited (600+), but I can’t see much direct follow up on it as of yet22
The abstract of the paper reads:
‘Emotions coordinate our behavior and physiological states during survival-salient events
and pleasurable interactions. Even though we are often consciously aware of our current
emotional state, such as anger or happiness, the mechanisms giving rise to these
subjective sensations have remained unresolved. Here we used a topographical
self-report tool to reveal that different emotional states are associated with
topographically distinct and culturally universal bodily sensations; these sensations could
underlie our conscious emotional experiences. Monitoring the topography of

NB: there is an interesting/eccentric book on altering the body image through meditation
called ‘On having no head’, in which the author describes, as the title suggests, him perceiving
having no head, and gives guidance to meditations that recreate this sensation in others.
22
Note there are two additional papers from these authors I have not had time to study:
1. ‘Maps of subjective feelings’ PNAS 2018
2. ‘Bodily maps of emotion are culturally universal’ 2020
21
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emotion-triggered bodily sensations brings forth a unique tool for emotion research and
could even provide a biomarker for emotional disorders.’
They begin:
“When strolling through the park to meet with our sweetheart we walk lightly with our
hearts pounding with excitement, whereas anxiety might tighten our muscles and make
our hands sweat and tremble before an important job interview. Numerous studies have
established that emotion systems prepare us to meet chal- lenges encountered in the
environment by adjusting the activa- tion of the cardiovascular, skeletomuscular,
neuroendocrine, and autonomic nervous system (ANS) (1). This link between emo- tions
and bodily states is also reflected in the way we speak of emotions (2): a young bride
getting married next week may suddenly have “cold feet,” severely disappointed lovers
may be “heartbroken,” and our favorite song may send “a shiver down our spine.”
They then conducted an experiment:
“Participants (n = 701) were shown two silhouettes of bodies alongside emotional words,
stories, movies, or facial expressions, and they were asked to color the bodily regions
whose activity they felt to be increased or decreased during viewing of each stimulus.
Different emotions were associated with statistically clearly separable bodily sensa- tion
maps (BSMs) that were consistent across West European (Finnish and Swedish) and
East Asian (Taiwanese) samples, all speaking their respective languages.”
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Figure 2, Nummenmaa et al 2014 - PNAS
Of particular note for the next section & particularly the Naikan Koan, note how
happiness and love are the only emotions with significant activation of the lower body.
Note also how depression and sadness are linked to less sensation in the lower body. The Hara
is especially active in love.
This from Hakuin’s letters in 18th century Japan, found throughout his teachings:
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Notably, the valence of emotions clusters with their body representation:

Hierarchical structure of the similarity between bodily topographies associated with emotion
words
There is an interesting section of the discussion I will explore more later, as well as various other
parts:
“Prior work suggests that voluntary reproduction of physiological states associated with
emotions, such as breathing patterns (20) or facial expressions (21), induces subjective
feelings of the corresponding emotion. Similarly, voluntary production of facial
expressions of emotions produces differential changes in physiological parameters such
as heart rate, skin conductance, finger temperature, and muscle tension, depending on
the generated expression (22). However, individuals are poor at detecting spe- cific
physiological states beyond maybe heart beating and palm sweating. Moreover,
emotional feelings are only modestly associated with specific changes in heart rate or
skin conductance (23) and physiological data have not revealed consistent
emotion-specific patterns of bodily activation, with some recent reviews pointing to high
unspecificity (9) and others to high specificity (8). Our data reconcile these opposing
views by revealing that even though changes in specific physiological systems would be
difficult to access consciously, net sensations arising from multiple physiological systems
during different emotions are topographically distinct.”
I think if some of the traditions of the east are correct, then this is the tip of the iceberg in the
role of somatic maps and control in cognition, health, and wellbeing, and that it extends well
beyond emotional maps.
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The figures above relate to how emotions drive bodily sensation. But it is critical to consider
the inverse: how targeted attention to different parts of the body can drive emotional
changes. It may function as a cycle. This is the core of what these notes will explore, and
extend toward patterns of health & disease.
I think those who can develop experiments in tractable experimental organisms to assess this
will find very interesting things.
Later we will look at how this might be harnessed technologically to accelerate these
phenomena and devise new therapies. I have ideas.
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Appendix - Notes from Okada Torajiro (Durckheim Appendix)
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Some sayings I picked out…..
‘From getting-up time until bedtime you must be awake. Keep your posture in Hara, come what
may, and you will be alert in the right way’
‘People did not know before that there was a method of developing intelligence, physical health,
and morality all at the same time. Therefore they laughed at my teaching.’
On breathing
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‘Sit quite still, breathe gently, giving out long breaths, the strength in the lower belly.’
‘Only because there is no strength in the belly does one get out of breath when running.’
‘He who swims with Hara will make good speed.’
‘Breathing through the mouth is a sign of decline’.
‘Many of our people breathe through their mouths. But the whole people should breathe through
the nose and press the breath down into the tanden.’
‘Tanden breathing is the beginning of tanden practice and the foundation of Seiza. With each
breath one should gather one’s whole strength in the tanden.’
‘When exhaling one should not give out the breath entirely. One should keep enough back to
enable one to speak a few words.’
‘One breath after the other with the whole body strength of tanden - this isl ike a chisel which
gradually shapes all the muscles fully, organically.’
‘Ordinary people breathe eighteen times a minute. Less than ten are sufficient for those who
practice seiza. But if one can manage with three a minute it is really good.’
‘Let the heart f the whole body be completely empty and only here (pointing with his finger to the
pupil’s tanden) let there be strength’
‘Like a five-story pagoda - so faultless should your posture be.’
‘Gather your strength in one point only - in the lower belly.’
‘In your head is no tanden. DO not put so much strength in your head.’
‘It is useless if you cannot keep it up for thirty minutes.’
‘The trunk (koshi) should be taut and firm.’
‘When the base is strong the extremities are easily controlled.’
‘Do not try to free yourself from all thoughts. SImply be watchful and keep your strength in your
belly’.
‘There are people who half close their eyes when they go nto the summer sunshine. They are
weak people.’
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‘Push your back collar stud out’.
‘If one takes care only to pull in the chin paying no attention to the pit of the stomach and to the
trunk, the chest will gradually protrude…… when the chest protrudes a person becomes
obstinate and selfish - self-centered.’
‘Your posture is twisted because your minds are twisted’
‘’The feet are the kindling, and the belly the stove.’
‘You should always have your head cool and your feet warm.’
‘When there is no force in the tanden the head gets hot and the feet get cold. The hot-heated
and the cold-footed is either over sensitive or ill. Such people do not have themselves in hand.’
‘A man of strong body and peacefully feeling will certainly have a cool head and warm feet. He
has his strength from Hara.’
Learning and teaching
‘Look to it to be taught as little as possible. If you ‘sit’ you will understand quite by yourself.’
Therapeutics
‘An old woman, fet sharp pains in her hips during the Seiza posture. She thought she was
suffering from a bone disease. Later, to her great surprise, she realized that she was completely
healed’
‘Why do your feet ache? Because there is no force in your lower belly.’
‘(To those whose hands were too cold.) It is because you are putting no strength in your lower
belly.’
‘’I have such a headache.” No answer. “Oh! The back of my head!” Still no answer. Then, in a
deep voice, “Try sitting, and watch.”
“Kurosegawa (a sumo wrestler) felt ill though it was part of his profession always to be in
training. For a long time he found no cure. After sitting for two weeks he was healed. Good
eating an sport by themselves are useless.”
“The weaker one is the less appetite one has and the more one desires ‘tasty’ food. Rough food
must become for us a feast.”
“Seiza means to give up one’s I”
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“When one sits, a good meal and a good bed are being prepared. The good cook and the good
mattress are within oneself. WHen one sits, a lovely cool wind blows in summer, an in winter a
cozy fire burns on the heath. The cool wind and the warm hearth are within oneself”.
“The way… it is within oneself. If one goes on sitting quietly the way will be revealed.”
“I have met all my misfortunes as though they were my honored teachers. Therefore I have no
place for pity toward anyone who complains, no matter how unhappy he may be.”
Result and effect
“The voice must come from the belly.”
‘If there is no strength in the tanden, vices such as jealousy, envy, wrath, greed, and distrust
appear.’
‘Pride, laziness, moodiness, suspiciousness - all these come from lack of force in the belly.’

Durckheim also has an appendix on Sato Tsuji, a philosopher of Hara, but I have not yet studied
this closely. To return to…….

97

