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ABOUT HOW TO COOK YOUR LIFE 

 

HOW TO COOK YOUR LIFE is a cheerful documentary about the art of cooking and the art 

of cooking your life without burning it, putting too much salt or overcooking it.  

Food and being determine life, and life determines food. Doris Dörrie and the cooking Zen 

priest, Edward Brown demonstrate that eating is more than just the intake of food. Cooking is 

a festival of senses, and an act of love and generosity.  

During the summer of 2006, Doris Dörrie and her crew filmed Edward Brown at his cooking 

classes at the Buddhist center, Scheibbs in Austria and the two Californian Buddhist centers, 

the Tassajara Zen Mountain Center and the Zen Center in San Francisco, where he teaches 

people of all generations.  

His recipes are simple but rich in taste and aroma. HOW TO COOK YOUR LIFE refrains 

from using any commentary. The camera is like a participant of the cooking courses. It 

captures the flour-covered wooden table, the dough, the radishes, oranges and carrots. One 

learns to understand the anatomy and liveliness of yeast: cakes, pizza, bread are being baked. 

The camera joins the lectures of Edward Brown, which are based on the ancient tradition of 

Zen master Dogen, the founder of the Soto Zen School. Already in 1283 Dogen wrote a 

cookbook in which he encourages his readers to discover Buddha in simple kitchen chores, 

like washing rice or kneading dough.  

Practical and entertaining, Edward Brown knows how to translate those philosophical 

thoughts into today‟s zeitgeist.  

What is the meaning of cooking and eating for the community and the individual? Is cooking 

a political act? How does cooking reflect our attitude toward life and the world?  

“So if your left hand is anywhere near the knife, you want everything out of the way, right. So 

you don’t want to have the finger out like this or your thumb out like this, because the knife 

will find it. You think you are keeping your hands out of the way, but the knife will find 

anything that’s sticking out. It’s just what knives do. “ 

Edward Brown is a happy priest, but for sure no saint. To him, the whole world can be found 

in a watermelon. In his pots, rivers and mountains are cooked. Fast food restaurants, organic 

farmers, starving homeless people and a woman who only eats what other people discard. 

Doris Dörrie‟s observations in San Francisco reveal a world of contradictions and diversity.  
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80% of all Americans don‟t eat at home, neither do they cook. If you don‟t know how to 

cook and you are poor, you have to live on cheap and bad food. No time for cooking and 

eating together is a loss of community and culture. To learn how to cook means to experience 

and preserve the richness of one‟s culture and traditions.  

HOW TO COOK YOUR LIFE can change your view on cooking, eating and your own life. 

You will never again cut your vegetables the way you used to.  

 

THE TASSAJARA BOOKS 

The Tassajara Bread Book  

The Twenty-fifth Anniversary edition, “Good bread” needs more than just flour and water, 

milk, or eggs. It requires nurturing and care. In this special edition of the international best 

seller that started a generation of Americans baking, Ed Brown shows how to make – and 

enjoy – breads, pastries and muffins.  

 

The Tassajara Recipe Book  

In a friendly and informal style, Ed Brown presents the recipes that have made the kitchen at 

the Tassajara Zen center famous for more than thirty years. “Ordinary food for ordinary 

people” is the way Brown once described his approach, but there‟s nothing ordinary about 

these culinary offerings. From appetizers to desserts, the over two hundred recipes use the 

freshest ingredients in ways that will tantalize the palates of everyone from down-home 

vegetarians to gourmet cooks. The recipes are interspersed throughout with line drawings, 

photographs of the center and its environs, and Brown‟s own poetry. This revised edition 

includes twenty-nine new and four revised recipes, new photographs, and a new introduction.  

“When you’re cooking you’re not just cooking, not just working on food, you are also 

working on yourself, on other people.”  

“It’s one of the most dramatic things that happens, is that we’re offering food to the Buddha. 

I used to find this, when I was the cook at Tassajara, really annoying. Like, I have got things 

to do. And you want me to put some food in these little doll dishes, and so that somebody can 

put it on the altar, and the Buddha is not even gonna eat it, the Buddha’s not even going to 

smell it. What does the Buddha care whether you put some food there or not? About twenty 

years later, these things take a while sometimes,…but I thought: Wow! What a great thing, 

you put the food on the dishes and you take it up and you put it on the altar, and then you 

bow, and then you turn and you walk away, and the Buddha doesn’t say anything. Doesn’t 
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say: Thank you, nice meal, love the crepes. So what you do is you make your effort, and you 

offer it, and then you (bow): this is my offering, and you leave.”  

 

INTERVIEW WITH EDWARD BROWN 

 

EDWARD BROWN: I was 19 or 20 years old, when I started to cook. I had a lot of fun. 

There is something simple and direct about cooking, and something so esthetically pleasing, 

something primal. We do so many things in our life that are intellectual. I was unhappy in 

school with all its mental exercises of “show me what you know and show me what you have 

learned”. This was not what I wanted for my life. It was absolutely not satisfying. When I 

started cooking, I found something really fulfilling: I could actually do something with my 

body – and it tasted good.  

 

IS INTUITION AN IMPORTANT PART OF COOKING?  

EDWARD BROWN: Yes, sure. But intuition in my world is based on careful observation, on 

carefully sensing the flavors of numerous different foods, spices, and herbs. I always tell my 

students to “catalogue” the taste of what you put in your mouth. So when you compose new 

dishes this information appears as if by “intuition”. It is your thorough study and examination 

of different foods and flavors re-appearing. Of course delight stimulates the process.  

 

YOU HAVE A SPECIAL MINDSET TOWARDS COOKING: COOKING IS A WAY 

TO PRATICE ZEN; IT IS A METAPHOR FOR ATTENTION AND IT IS A MEANS 

TO NOURISH YOURSELF AND OTHERS. 

EDWARD BROWN: Careful attention, sincere and wholehearted effort go a long way to 

making delicious food. The Zen students who cook at Tassajara are not professional cooks, 

but they cook with love and care and that‟s why it tastes so good. If you treat food with care 

and appreciation it shows the heart of the person who handled it. It is like a good parent who 

treats her child with attention, approval, and warm-heartedness, with caring support. This 

child will feel loved and grow-up well with a positive sense of self.  
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MANY PEOPLE ATTEND YOUR COOKING CLASSES. WHAT ARE THEY 

LOOKING FOR?  

EDWARD BROWN: When I started this cooking class in 1985 we had a lot of fun. We 

cooked and I told stories while cooking. Time has passed and today some people are talking 

through much of the class. I often ask myself: Why are they here and how will they learn 

anything if they are talking so much? People get confused and think that happiness is never 

having to really relate to anything.  

Everything would just be there for you. You would not have to feel, sense, think, decide, 

respond, confront. You‟re privileged. When people are not relating to what‟s in front of 

them, the result is an uprooted and lonely society with a lot of disconnect – by cooking for 

others, you can overcome this separateness and nourish yourself and others.  

 

WHAT IS YOUR OPINION ON THE TIME WE LIVE IN? WHAT IS OUR 

APPROACH TO FOOD AND COOKING?  

EDWARD BROWN: It is obvious that here in the USA manual labor doesn‟t count anymore; 

it‟s devalued and not honored. Not only when it comes to cooking, also the carpenter, the 

mechanic, the plumber, the farmer, the gardener and the seamstresses are affected by this. 

Their knowledge and craft are devaluated. We don‟t have time for all those things anymore. 

We are too busy earning money at often uninteresting jobs. If people were to do more simple, 

down-to-earth activities like gardening, sewing or cooking they would feel more satisfied and 

fulfilled, more connected. You won‟t get this from watching television. Working with our 

hands nourishes us. It doesn‟t matter, if you cook or do garden work, it will give you a 

feeling of being connected to the world. You work with the things of this world. Today, if 

you are a successful person, you hire a cook, a housekeeper, you buy your clothes and 

somebody buys your food. Nobody touches a broom anymore to sweep the floor. What are 

hands for? To put chips in your mouth and punch the remote?  

 

ARE WE DISCONNECTING OURSELVES?  

EDWARD BROWN: People feel estranged because they lose connection to the world and to 

other human beings. There is little closeness anymore and people often have few real friends. 

Our lives are too busy, we have a lot of fears but hardly any happiness. So people seek 

fulfillment in entertainment. Many people in the USA watch up to six hours of TV every day 

and again they are all by themselves or if someone else is there, there is little opportunity for 

interaction.  
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Our modern lifestyle shows our inability to be deeply rooted and connected with people and 

things and to bring out the best in ourselves and others. When cooking, you bring out the best 

in the food and you serve it to yourself and others. When watching TV nothing really 

happens, it is pure consumption. It can be fun and a terrific release, but for six hours?  

 

DO YOU HAVE TO LEARN HOW TO COOK?  

EDWARD BROWN: Perhaps you have to learn how to cook, but your willingness to be in 

the kitchen kick-starts the whole process, which means that your willingness to not already 

know and to be finding out is a tremendous asset. Zen Master Dogen stresses that your wish, 

your choosing to cook, and your interest and curiosity along with your passion sparks the 

process of learning. You want to know how to do it, so you study and find out more about 

how to do things. Of course you are “learning to cook”, but you are also becoming the 

embodiment of a cook: seeing, smelling, tasting, touching, meeting, greeting.  

 

SUZUKI ROSHI WAS YOUR TEACHER. DOES ONE NEED A TEACHER?  

EDWARD BROWN: not necessarily, but I think a teacher can help you find the teacher 

within you. The teacher guides you to finding the part of yourself that is a good student. 

When you open your heart and your soul to the world, you learn. A teacher can help you to 

be more conscious of yourself and to inspire you in opening your heart and soul to the world.  

 

DID YOU LIKE BEING FILMED?  

EDWARD BROWN: Yes, I had a lot of fun. Doris was very supportive and positive during 

the filming. It was awesome working with her. It is so rare to meet someone who truly 

appreciates your gifts.  

 

YOU USE A LOT OF METAPHORS. LIKE THE EXAMPLE OF THE OLD 

CRACKED TEAPOT WHICH IS STILL DOING ITS JOB. ARE THOSE 

METAPHORS TYPICAL FOR ZEN? 

EDWARD BROWN: Zen finds poetry in everything, sees the profoundness of the ordinary. 

My favorite sentence of Dogen‟s “Instructions to the Cook” is “Let your heart go out and 

abide in things. Let things return and abide in your heart.”  
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INTERVIEW WITH DORIS DÖRRIE 

 

DORIS DÖRRIE: I met Edward Brown while teaching in Tassajara. I was impressed with his 

undogmatic way of cooking and at the same time to connect it to Zen teachings. When I saw 

him cooking I wanted to bring his knowledge to a broader audience. I believe it might be 

useful for everybody to completely be and live in the moment and at the same time to 

establish, with cooking, a connection of your body to this moment. This is hands-on 

instruction to life, which will never leave you regardless of how bad you might feel. Once 

you have been instructed properly, this knowledge will always stay with you.  

What really convinced me is the fact that Edward connects with teenagers who do not have a 

Zen background. My daughter who was 16 at the time she met him, was fascinated with him. 

I realized that she was experiencing something, which I only taught her minimally. I started 

to think about all the things my mother was good at. Was I able to do them? I still know how 

to cook a goose, but many of the things she knew to prepare are lost. Which knowledge and 

recipes did I pass on to my daughter? The cultural loss is fundamental.  

 

YOUR FILM SHOWS WESTERN SOCIETY WITH ITS EATING HABITS AND 

THE WAY WE HANDLE FOOD. HOW DO YOU SEE OUR SOCIETY? 

DORIS DÖRRIE: it saddens me that we live in luxury and abundance and the rest of the 

world has nothing. I feel miserable when throwing away bread. I know that it is complicated 

to find a solution for a fair and better world, but maybe we can start by having a different 

attitude in our own kitchen.  

 

WHAT KIND OF ATTITUDE?  

DORIS DÖRRIE: To develop respect for food. What does buying cheap meat imply? Not 

only in regards to general meat production, but also in regards to our self-worth. Do we think 

of ourselves so low that rotten meat is good enough for us?  

 

SOME PEOPLE CANNOT AFFORD DIFFERENT MEAT.  

DORIS DÖRRIE: The question is: Do I really have to eat meat? Maybe an avocado is much 

better, healthier and nicer. It is a myth that eating well has to be expensive. Good and healthy 
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food can be cheap if you know what to look for. If you don‟t know what to look for, then you 

are lost and will automatically buy prefabricated and ready-made products. Those products 

seem to be cheaper, but the way they are fabricated is to maximize profits.  

 

THERE ARE TWO THINGS WE HAVE TO RELEARN: TO KNOW THE 

COMPONENTS OF FOOD AND TO REDEVELOP RESPECT FOR FOOD AND 

OURSELVES.  

In the film Edward Brown asks, “What are you willing to spend on food?” and continues 

directly by asking, “What you are willing to spend on yourself?”  

I admit, when I come home and I am tired, I just want to throw myself on the couch and eat 

chocolate. To pull myself together and get an orange or a radish instead is hard at that very 

moment, but if I do so, I am much more satisfied afterwards. The fast and immediate 

satisfaction of needs has something infantile about it. Gorging chocolate keeps us in an 

infantile state of mind.  

 

ARE THE RESPECT FOR FOOD AND RESPECT FOR OUR WORLD 

CONNECTED TO EACH OTHER? 

DORIS DÖRRIE: We mastered the ability to disconnect ourselves. We don‟t think about 

where tomatoes and meat come from. We don‟t think about the correlation of things. I 

believe that we can make the connection between a tomato from Spain and African refugees 

who picked these tomatoes for a starvation wage. This is what they teach in the kitchen in 

Tassajara: We are connected to everything. What does food mean to us? How do we cook 

food and how does food “cook” us.  

 

WHO IS THE JAPANESE BUDDHIST TEACHER IN THE BLACK-AND-WHITE 

ARCHIVE FILM SCENES?   

DORIS DÖRRIE: That‟s Suzuki Roshi, the teacher of Edward Brown. He came from Japan 

to San Francisco in the 1960‟s. At the outset a wild group of hippies were his followers. They 

founded a Zen center in the mountains of California, in Tassajara. Suzuki Roshi follows the 

tradition of Master Dogen, who brought Buddhism from China to Japan in the 13th century. 

Until today the tenzo kyokun, the old text from Master Dogen‟s “instruction for the Cook” is 

sung in the kitchen in Tassajara: “Select the rice and prepare the vegetables by yourself with 

your own hands, watching closely with sincere diligence. Carefully protect these ingredients 
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as if taking care of your own eyes. You should not attend to some things and neglect or be 

slack with others for even one moment. Do not give away a single drop from within the 

ocean of virtues; you must not fail to add a single speck on top of the mountain of good 

deeds.”  

Cooking like Edward Brown does, is realization of these teachings. A request for 

mindfulness; to stay in the moment and not to be carried away into the past or the future.  

 

EDWARD BROWN IS NOT A SAINT. YOU DO NOT PORTRAY A HIGHER BEING 

BUT A HUMAN ONE WHO ALSO STRUGGLES WITH HIMSELF. 

DORIS DÖRRIE: This is what is fascinating about Zen Buddhism. There is no dogma or 

concept. Being open for new experiences and not to differentiate between kitchen or temple, 

the profane or the divine.  

 

THERE IS A WONDERFUL SCENE WHERE EDWARD BROWN LAUGHS AND 

CRIES. HE TALKS ABOUT HIS WEAKNESSES, HIS IMPATIENCE AND HIS 

RAGE IN THE KITCHEN. HE TALKS ABOUT OLD TEAPOTS… 

DORIS DÖRRIE: …Yes, they comfort him. Using the old teapots as an example Edward 

shows impressively how important it is to show your blemishes, your lines, your dents and 

imperfections….Everything that makes you look damaged and weak. But it is important to 

show your weaknesses in order to get in touch with others. If we only show our flawless 

outsides, we can never really get close to one another.  

 

IS BEING VULNERABLE AN ESSENTIAL PART OF ART? 

DORIS DÖRRIE: For me it is! But the fear of being hurt or segregated and not to be part of 

something is increasing. That is why we try to be invincible and polished. If we show our 

weaknesses we become vulnerable. We are terrified of not meeting the standards, not making 

it. I believe that if you publicly voice your opinion you have to be willing to open up, to give 

something of yourself.  

 

ISN’T THIS ALSO THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN ENTERTAINMENT AND ART? 
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DORIS DÖRRIE: Times of cultural downfall were always times when a polished surface 

was more important than the contents. We live in exactly such an era. The polished and 

perfect is always preferred to the dented and imperfect. This applies to culture but also to 

vegetables. We would rather buy a perfectly round tomato than a crooked one. In truth the 

imperfect is most of the time more interesting than the perfect. 

I always expect of art a personal note and expression as well as an individual interpretation of 

the world. This is much more interesting to me than perfection, because perfection is often 

boring and unlively. The Buddhist teacher Suzuki Roshi says that nothing in nature is 

identical. Everything has its own special value. Each one of us is unique but unfortunately we 

put so much effort into being identical. The same weight, the same faces, the same purses. 

This is an expression of great fear. Fear of being punished if you are not perfect. If you don‟t 

fit into this polished surface, you are weak.  

 

HOW IS YOUR FILM STRUCTURED? 

DORIS DÖRRIE: Just like the workshops of Edward Brown, which are divided into cooking 

in the kitchen and lectures, the meetings in the Zendo, where Edward as a Zen master imparts 

his interpretation of the old Buddhist teachings.  

 

LOOKING AT YOUR COMPLETE WORKS, WHERE WOULD YOU PLACE THE 

FILM? IN YOUR BOOKS AND FILMS YOU OFTEN EXAMINE OUR SOCIETY 

AND THE TIME WE LIVE IN… 

DORIS DÖRRIE:..to me this is the job of an artist.  

 

…YOUR FILM IS FUNNY, FULL OF HUMOR AND NEVER DIDACTIC… 

DORIS DÖRRIE:…yes, because I hate to be moralized. I cannot bear it if somebody tries to 

tell me how to live, what to eat etc. But you will always get me with humor. This was one of 

the reasons I liked Edward right away. He is ambivalent and has a great sense of humor. He 

is a Zen priest, but for sure no saint – sometimes even with a raging temper. 

The film is a proposal, an inspiration to a different way of life: to concentrate on the moment, 

to be present…It is a guide to happiness that everybody can try.  
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WHAT IS HAPPINESS FOR YOU? 

DORIS DÖRRIE: The Zen Buddhist answer to this is to live the moment and to concentrate 

on the moment and then to change it into something good. I can decide to be happy. It is just 

a matter of perception. To really live in the moment, to be present in the moment and to feel 

connected, makes me happy.  

 

YOU DO FEATURE FILMS AND DOCUMENTARIES. WHY ARE 

DOCUMENTARIES IMPORTANT TO YOU? 

DORIS DÖRRIE: It is important to me to balance fiction and reality. And I like to listen and 

to observe. Edward is a find, a treasure. A true Zen entertainer and a true artist in the kitchen.  
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BIOGRAPHIES 

 

EDWARD ESPE BROWN – ZEN PRIEST 

Edward Brown was ordained to Zen priesthood by Suzuki Roshi. He has been practicing Zen 

since 1965 and Yoga since 1980. Brown teaches at the San Francisco Zen centers Tassajara, 

Green Gulch and City Center and holds meditation and cooking classes in the USA, 

Germany, Austria, Spain and England.  

He is valued throughout the world as an experienced teacher in Zazen, Chi Gong and 

Mindfulness Touch. Edward Brown is the author of numerous cookbooks among them the 

famous Tassajara cookbooks. “The Tassajara Bread Book” is based on Brown‟s philosophy 

that good bread needs more than flour, water, milk and eggs. Care and attention are 

ingredients that are of the same importance.  

The “Tassajara Recipe Book” is a recipe collection of 30 years of cooking at the Tassajara 

Zen Center. Over 200 recipes from starter to dessert reflect the special care and attention that 

Brown puts into preparing food. Together with well-known cook Deborah Madison he owns 

the legendary “Greens” restaurant in San Francisco.  

“When I was first starting to cook, I asked Suzuki Roshi if he had any advice for me. „When 

you wash the rice, wash the rice, when you cut the carrots, cut the carrots, when you stir the 

soup, stir the soup.‟”  

 

DORIS DÖRRIE - DIRECTOR  

Doris Dörrie was born in 1955 in Hanover, Germany. After studying acting, philosophy and 

psychology in the USA, she studied at the Academy of Television & Film in Munich, where 

she is also an instructor today. In addition to directing, she is a celebrated writer. Her prize-

winning films include: “Straight Through the Heart” (“Mitten ins Herz”, 1983), “Inside the 

Belly of the Whale” (“Im Innern des Wals”, 1984), “Men” (“Maenner”, 1985), “Paradise” 

(“Paradies”, 1986), “Me and Him” (“Ich und er”, 1988), “Money” (“Geld”, 1989), “Happy 

Birthday!” (“Happy Birthday, Tuerke!”, 1992), “Nobody Loves Me” (“Keiner liebt mich”, 

1994), “Am I Beautiful?” (“Bin ich schoen?”, 1998), “Enlightenment Guaranteed” 

(“Erleuchtung garantiert”, 2000), “Naked“ (“Nackt”, 2002) and “The Fisherman and His 

Wife - Why Women Never Get Enough” (“Der Fischer und seine Frau - Warum Frauen nie 

genug bekommen”, 2005).  
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FIDELIS MAGER & FRANZ X. GERNSTL - PRODUCERS 

In 1983, producer and filmmaker Franz X. Gernstl founded the production company 

“megaherz”. Together with his partner Fidelis Mager, he produced Doris Dörries latest 

feature films, “Enlightenment Guaranteed” (“Erleuchtung garantiert”, Bavarian Film Award 

1999) and “Naked” (“Nackt”, German Film Award in Silver, 2003). Gernstl has also won the 

2000 Adolf-Grimme-Award and 2001 Bavarian Television Award for his TV series, “Gernstl 

unterwegs”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


	How To Cook Your Life - Mongrel cover page.pdf
	Distribution
	Publicity




