
Introduction – Letters of Chris Pirsig 1977-1979 
 
Chris began practicing Zen with Katagiri Roshi and his family at Minnesota Zen Center. He went 
to California in early 1976, at age 19, for what became almost four years of study and practice 
with San Francisco Zen Center. 
 
He began at Green Gulch, spent the summer of 1977 at Tassajara, then was based at City Center 
through 1979 while enrolled at San Francisco State College.  As described in the letters below, 
he was engaged in the full City Center program and prepared for lay ordination in late 1979.  He 
sat sesshins, including one in October 1979, and mentions taking an Abhidharma course with 
Reb Anderson that year.   
 
Whenever Katagiri Roshi came to San Francisco, Chris attended his lectures, including one on 
Abhidharma at Genjoji, Sonoma Mountain Zen Center in fall 1979.  He was devoted to Katagiri, 
who had encouraged him to go to San Francisco and presented him with a calligraphy he made, 
probably on Chris's 20th birthday. 
 
Chris’s letters report on the opening of both Greens Restaurant and the Tassajara Bakery in San 
Francisco, where he worked. He wrote monthly to his father and me from mid-1977 through 
1979.  Bob was paying his living expenses and requested that Chris complete a monthly list of 
expenditures and income large and small.  Each letter was thus accompanied by a financial list 
for the previous month, and they are so presented here.  They form a picture of the life of a Zen 
Center student in the late 1970s. 
  
Arranged by Wendy Pirsig, August 2020 
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Chris died on November 17, 1979 
Robert Pirsig’s letter (transcribed from a handwritten draft) 
 
 
Dear Richard Baker Roshi and other good friends of Christopher Pirsig at the San Francisco Zen 
Center, 
 

I have just heard of Christopher’s death and am in great pain.  But in the center of the 
sadness is a welling up of gratitude to all of you for making the last years of his short life such 
good ones. 

The last words he said to us concerned zazen, which, as you know, was the center of his 
life.  He said, “When the pain comes don’t try to work around it, work through it.  If you try to 
work around it you can’t make it.”  It is standard advice but the way he said it, with his whole 
being, made it original.  It was a summation of something he had solved in his own life. 

So we are working through the pain now and will honor him by continuing the Buddha 
way as best we can.  This morning at zazen I felt for a moment that we were sitting together 
again, as we often had in the past. 

There are new Christophers being born all the time and they need all of you so badly.  
Please continue to be as kind to them as you were to this one when they present themselves at 
your door. 

 
Thank you, 
Robert M. Pirsig 
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