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FRANCISCO VARELA 
 
Interview 8 September 1983 
 
in Alpbach, Austria 
 
Louwrien Wijers: I would like to start with the effect of meeting the 
Dalai Lama on you, if you could say something about that? 
Francisco Varela: The effect of meeting the Dalai Lama. Ehm… I 
guess I basically was very much touched by his human quality, 
more than anything else. We had quite a lot of time, you know, as 
things go with people like him, to talk about scientific issues, and 
that was interesting. But it was just interesting. Like he has 
especially a quality of being very ordinary, and very humble, and 
very accessible, and very earthy, ehm… spacious. He was quite a 
good teaching, a good living teaching. And he is certainly quite a 
special man, a lovely man. So, ehm… basically that is what I would 
like to say about the meeting. 
Louwrien: And anything ʻscientificallyʼ or about his thinking that 
had an impact on you? 
Francisco: I did not feel that I had a major insight, or a radical 
change of view, because of the conversations. He was very 
cautious, because he was talking to people who didnʼt have any 
background in Buddhism and he doesnʼt have much background in 
science. So, the whole conversation was just sort of a timid 
scrimmage on conceptual boundaries, rather than, you know, real 
interesting dialogue. I can see that, if that was trigged for a long 
time with the same group of people in a non-public place that that 
could eventually lead to something, but it would take that kind of 
circumstance. He is also impressive in his inquisitiveness for 
Western science and especially, I think in his case physics is really 



                                                                                                                                        

 

2 

his thing. He loves physics. He really liked it when he was talking 
about particles and quarks, and asked what happened with this. 
And he wanted more explanations about what happens when a 
particle is taken out of this molecule. You could see that he could 
not get enough of that. So, he and David Bohm got along very well 
actually. I think there were similarities between the two of them,  
more than with anybody else in the crowd. 
Louwrien: Is that so? 
Francisco: Hmm, because David seemed to understand him much 
more easily. He was resonating more with Davidʼs Implicate Order 
idea. I tried several times to get him to talk about brain. 
Louwrien: Yes. 
Francisco: Which is my pet theory, and he wasnʼt, he was listening, 
but he obviously is much more tuned into physics, than into brain. 
Which is surprising in one sense for somebody who starts from sitting 
meditation and does so much observation of his own mind. 
Louwrien: But, you think mind and brain are connected? 
Francisco: Absolutely, ha, ha, ha, ha. 
Louwrien: And consciousness? 
Francisco: Sure. 
Louwreien: Did you read His Holinessʼ interview with John F. 
Avedon? 
Francisco: No. 
Louwrien: There he says that consciousness and brain are absolutely 
not connected. 
Francisco: Well, that is not the impression I have from our 
conversation. His answer to the relationship between brain and 
consciousness, as I understand it - I am sure that is very 
unidimensional - is that it is important to distinguish different levels of 
consciousness. 
Louwrien: Absolutely. That is of course clear. 
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Francisco: There is a level of consciousness that is related with brain 
and if you destroy it, then there is something that is not there 
anymore. 
Louwrien: Thatʼs right, thatʼs right. You are working in this field where 
consciousness is connected with brain? 
Francisco: Itʼs the only field we can do experiments in. Can you do 
experiments on after death? 
Louwrien: I would think so. 
Francisco: You think so? 
Louwrien: I think so. Iʼm not sure, but I have a strong feeling that it is 
possible. 
Francisco: You know science is very limited. There are only a few 
things you can do. And the things you can do, are these things that 
you can repeat over and over again. And as far as I know there is only 
one death. I mean really. 
Louwrien: Iʼm not sure. 
Francisco: All right, as a working hypothesis I would say that I only 
die once. 
Louwrien: That? 
Francisco: I will only die once. 
Louwrien: Hmm. Anyway, how do you… 
Francisco: I know there is a lot of ignorance there, but from the point 
of view, or as far as I can extend a scientific framework, thatʼs it. 
Louwrien: But then, how do you… I hear you are a student of 
Trungpa Rinpoche? 
Francisco: Yes, that is correct. 
Louwrien: Then, how do you integrate the two things? I mean, 
Buddhism and what you are working on? 
Francisco: Ha, ha. That is what we have been talking about for the 
last five years. 
Louwrien: Iʼm sorry to bring it up again. 
Francisco: You see, I am very interested in that question, but I donʼt 
think that is has an answer, or that I can say, well, I integrate it in this 
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way. For me the fundamental thing is that, ehm… there is a tuning in 
to doing science and I like to do it, and there is a whole learning and a 
whole tradition, and it has a richness and it has a dignity to it and a 
beauty to it, and I like that, and I enjoy doing it. On the other hand, 
there is another part of me who also connects with Buddhism and 
perhaps on a little more deep level having to do with this universal 
human existence and all the rest of it, you know, the Four Noble 
Truths, as always. And to the extent that I feel connected to both, and 
I do both, you know, as a Buddhist practitioner and as a scientist. 
Then the question arises of course: How do these connect? Then that 
becomes an ongoing process that is not solved. So, there are certain 
things where I have been trying to make some connections. But it is 
far from easy. It is like, you know, when in the last part of the 18th 
century people started discovering Sanskrit, say William Jones and 
others, they started discovering Sanskrit. The problem of translating 
Sanskrit into English, that was a fifty-year long process of many 
people involving them-selves to getting some kind of a result. I am 
sure it is going to take just as long with science and Buddhism. It has 
to be done by people who have a respect for both sides. 
Louwrien: Yes. You seem to be a symbol of this meeting here. 
Francisco: I hate to be a symbol. 
Louwrien: You do both. You are an example in this context. 
Francisco: You know, people like Rupert (Sheldrake) he also is a 
person engaging in his own personal work and he is a good scientist. 
Louwrien: He also gives off a very refined feeling for both, the 
spiritual and science. 
Francisco: That is what I like about his work too, that he respects 
both sides. So, but that takes a long time. On the points where I feel I 
have been able to be more… to integrate the two things, is at the level 
of perceptual consciousness and an understanding of perception from 
the point of view of the Buddhist teachings, Abhidharma, sitting 
practice, and from the point of view of brain physiology and such. 
When it comes to the more general or deeper, whatever questions 
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about consciousness itself, then I really have nothing to say. 
Honestly." 
 
"You sound like the Dalai Lama", a voice at the table says. Then many 
speak and laugh together. Somebody even imitates the Dalai Lama in 
Tibetan. Then Francisco comes in again. 
 
Francisco: Yeah, I mean, we… I can blurb something or other, but it's 
not really good. 
Louwrien: I am thinking: are you doing any tantric practices? 
Francisco: Yeah. 
Louwrien: I am not supposed to ask this question, I know, but I am 
asking because then one deals with consciousness on so many levels 
and with going to emptiness completely. 
Francisco: Yeah, it deals with consciousness on many levels, so 
does basic, simple, good Buddhist sitting practice. And you talk about 
emptiness, and that experiential connection with that experience. 
The concept of emptiness is very real to me and I am not about to 
discount it, but does it connect with science? So, really I have nothing 
to say. 
Louwrien: No?  
Francisco: No! No! I don't know how it connects, if it does connect. 
Louwrien: I was expecting that exactly there one would find the 
connection. 
Francisco: No. Because, in science, precisely emptiness doesn't 
have a place. The only possible connection I see, is in this idea that I 
was trying to say a little bit about, today in the panel discussion, that 
once you really are serious about taking the observer into the picture, 
then you have a situation where there is a circularity and this foot 
strap between mind and world, and brain and world, and therefore 
you are into a situation where there is no absolute grounding. So, you 
are naturally into a more 'shunyata' kind of approach to things. But 
that is kind of approach to things. But that is really a very superficial 
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level of emptiness. At the deeper level of emptiness, as His Holiness 
was talking about, the 'Clear Light'- consciousness I don't know. 
Louwrien: No connection? 
Francisco: It is not that there is no connection. There is no possible 
counterpart in contemporary science at all. This is what I say: It will 
take time! So, I rather start from simpler things such as, perceptional 
consciousness, and first get something more grounded there, and 
then try to tackle the more difficult things. You know, it is sort of being 
very pragmatic about it. Rather than being very daring and saying: 'Oh 
'shunyata' is like a vacuum, you know, it's like morphogenetic fields, 
or whatever it is. I respect you honestly doing that, but let's start 
simpler. I think one can be much more effective by concentrating on 
simpler things. Are you disappointed?  
Louwrien: No, no, no, I find that very good. I put the question to the 
Dalai Lama yesterday: Does our time need the highly evolved 
practices - I did not say tantric practices - and an insight in 
emptiness? And then His Holiness gave a completely different answer 
and said: “Kindness and a warm heart are the best practice.” So, he 
turned it completely around. And you just did the same thing as the 
Dalai Lama did. Iʼm happy about it. 
Francisco: It is true, I mean, for a while I was very excited about the 
possibility of building all these kinds of bridges and for a long time I 
have felt that there was a lot that could be said. But when you try to 
really work out the details and be respectful of both traditions - say 
'shunyata' - you know, you can't just take 'shunyata' period. There is a 
whole context in which it is sitting. 'Shunyata' as the ground of 
Alayavijnana consciousness and then the other set of 
consciousnesses. Well, that is a point of view where the assumption 
comes at the end, right. It arises out of Alayavijnana. Well, you can't 
really just talk about that without really respecting the fact that you 
have this manifestation out of unconditioned space into a visual 
perception. Well, from the scientific point of view that is completely 
upside down. So, what are you going to do? Are you going to say: 
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They have nothing to do with each other? No, you have to first of all 
realize, what are the assumptions of both of them? And then through 
the examination of the assumptions try to re-understand both of them, 
until you create some kind of a dialogue. You know, the best 
metaphor that I have in mind is: ' What happened when Buddhism 
came to Japan?' Then the local dominant culture was warriorship. 
The Japanese were just masters of war, probably as much as we are 
masters of science and technology. You know, it took four hundred 
years before you had a new breed, which is the connection between 
Zen and Samurai. The true Samurai tradition is neither. There is a 
kind of transformation of the idea of dealing with the world with the 
eyes of the world. And in Buddhism, certainly, Zen Buddhism has its 
own thing. You don't know whatever that shape will be in the West. 
We have not the slightest idea. We have to wait.  
Louwrien: Some time. 
Francisco: Some time, if we can make it. We may just blow ourselves 
off the planet, that's all. That is why His Holinessʼ style of just 
appealing to kindness and a warm heart and no aggression, is so 
important. 
Louwrien: I know, I know. 
Francisco: Much more important than, what is the relationship 
between emptiness and our time. 
Louwrien: Absolutely, I agree with you completely. 
 
Fritjof Capra comes into our dialogue saying to Francisco: I am a 
great fan of yours. You don't even know. 
 
Francisco: Oh, I do know. 
Frit jof: Really? I am really agreeing with you, on many levels. It was 
great, because a lot of times you have the expertise to actually add 
things up that I say or think, you know, with more concrete examples. 
I have to listen to the tape to remember. We had fun. 
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Francisco: I enjoyed it. 
Frit jof: Really, it was great fun. 
 
 
 
Transcript: Louwrien Wijers, Sept/Oct 2011 

 
 
___________________________________________________ 
 
The Tibetan Buddhist teacher of Francisco Varela, Chögyam 
Trungpa Rinpoche (1939-1987) was a meditation master and 
holder of both Kagyu and Nyingma lineages. He was the eleventh 
Trungpa tulku, a supreme abbot of the Surmang monasteries, 
scholar, teacher, poet, artist and originator of a radical 
representation of the Shambala vision. Trungpa Rinpoche 
founded the Naropa University and established the Shambala 
Training method. Regarded as a mahasiddha by many senior 
lamas, he is seen as having embodied the crazy wisdom (Yeshe 
Chölwa) tradition of Tibetan Buddhism. Other students of Trungpa 
Rinpoche were David Bowie and Allen Ginsberg. 
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