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THE SPIRIT OF RAIZEN:
THE LESSON OF A
BAMBOO DOLL

Craig Fredrickson

EOPLE OFTEN TELL ME THAT KAIZEN

means continuous improve-

ment. They say it as if they
are quoting a management manual, as
something you can measure with a
chart, audit in a process, or add to a
quarterly report. Whenever | hear it, |
think of my Japanese sensei, Akira, and
a story he told me more than thirty
years ago.

He never liked that definition.

“Western people,” he used to say, “treat
kaizen like a toolbox. They use it to fix
what is wrong. But kaizen isn’t a tool. It
is a way of seeing.”

THE BAMBOO LESSON

He told me about a vacation he
once took with his wife, driving
through the northern island. They
wandered without hurry, stopping
whenever curiosity asked them to.
One afternoon they came upon a
small roadside shop where an elderly
artisan made dolls from the fibers of
bamboo. He described the shop as
having large pieces of green bamboo
organized by size and species. Strips
of bamboo fiber hung from the
ceiling so as to dry properly.

Summer 2026 ® Issue No. 62 | 17



https://shantiarts.co/SPAQ/SPAQ62/images/SPAQ62_SUM26_DIGITAL_IMAGECREDITS.pdf

wig A=
T oan
7

e

Ni Zan, Parasol Trees, Bamboo,
and Elegant Rocks, before 1374

18 | Still Point Arts Quarterly

While his wife admired the
finished dolls, graceful figures that
seemed almost alive, Akira found
himself watching the man at work.
That was Akira, always watching,
always learning. The craftsman sat
before a low table, drawing a small
knife along a stalk of bamboo, cutting
it into thin strands, and then sorting
each fiber into two piles. The motion
was slow, rhythmic, unhurried.

After a few minutes, curiosity
overcame him. “Why do you separate
them?” Akira asked.

The man didn’'t answer. He merely
sliced the end from a stalk, handed the
cross-section to Akira, and said, “Look.
Then he turned back to his work.

Akira studied it, turning the piece
in the light. He offered a guess; the
craftsman smiled, shook his head
gently, and kept cutting. Another guess,
another quiet “No.” Silence settled
between them like dust in sunlight.

”

Then, suddenly, Akira saw it: among
the hundreds of fibers, some ends
were just a shade darker than the rest,
almost invisible until the light caught
them at the right angle.

The old artist smiled and nodded.
Those darker fibers, the man
explained, were slightly more flexible
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than the pale ones. The best dolls, he
said, used only these special strands.
A collector could feel the difference
the moment a doll was lifted in the
hand.

Then the artisan showed him how
to find them, how to slip the knife
under the surface, how to feel the
tension change. He moved with the
care of someone tracing a lineage older
than words.

“These bend when they must,” he
said. “The others are too proud. They
break.”

Akira watched as the man separated
the darker from the lighter fibers, two
small piles forming on the table. When
he asked what became of the rest, the
craftsman shrugged. “They go to the
garden,” he said. “Mulch for next season.
Nothing is wasted, but not everything
belongs in a doll.”

Before leaving, Akira and his wife
bought one of the figures. It was small,
simple, perfectly balanced. Its beauty
rested in the quiet assurance of having
been made well.

WHAT REMAINS

Years later, when he told me the story,
Akira pointed to that same doll on a

“|ife itself is a kind of

bamboo stalk. Each
clag offers fibers of

varging strengtlﬂ, some
reaclg for shaping)

and some destined for
mulch. Grace is the
hand that teaches us to
know the difference.”

shelf in his study. We had poured our
second sake, something from Niigata
he’'d been saving.

It sat among other objects hed
gathered over a lifetime: a smooth river
stone from Kyoto, a cracked teacup his
grandfather had mended with gold, a
single calligraphy brush worn to a stub,
a small wooden box that held nothing
but belonged to his first teacher. Each
item had earned its place, not through
beauty or rarity, but because it carried
a lesson he wasn’t ready to forget.

Afternoon light fell across the doll.

“That old man taught me kaizen,
he said. “Kaizen is learning to take
a process apart, remove the waste,
and reassemble what remains into
something beautiful. The doll is more
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beautiful than the bamboo stalk
because someone learned how to see
what should stay and what must go.”

He paused, then smiled. “It’s the
same with people,” he added quietly.
“Most of life is learning which fibers
to keep.”

THE LEssoN CONTINUES

Akira-san, my teacher, is old now. He’s
spending most of his time fishing the
rivers and streams of his homeland,
perfecting, I'm sure, the kaizen of
an effortless cast to some tight-
mouthed yamame (“trout”).

That conversation in his study
took place decades ago, yet | hear
it every time someone recites a
slogan about efficiency. The Western
version of kaizen measures progress;
Akira’s version listens for harmony.
One begins with dissatisfaction; the
other with gratitude. One tries to
control outcomes; the other cultivates
relationships between maker and
material, teacher and student, person
and process.
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| have repeated his story to
engineers, managers, and students who
speak of improvement as a race. | tell
them about the doll, the two piles,
the quiet craftsman who taught with
silence. Then | tell them that kaizen is
not about speed or output, but about
watching and seeing. It is the patient
art of noticing the almost invisible
difference between what bends and
what breaks.

The older | get, the more | realize
that life itself is a kind of bamboo
stalk. Each day offers fibers of varying
strength, some ready for shaping, and
some destined for mulch. Grace is
the hand that teaches us to know the
difference.

In my own work, whether shaping
words, guiding people, or mending the
rough edges of an ordinary day, | find
myself returning to that image of Akira
standing in that shop, holding a cross-
section of bamboo, studying its hidden
rings until the meaning reveals itself.

He was right. Kaizen is not a tool.
It is a way of seeing, a discipline of
attention, a devotion to the small
perfections that make something, or
someone, whole.

And in a small hillside village outside
Nagaoka, in the quiet study of a great
teacher, a single bamboo doll still
catches the afternoon light, reminding
its owner that even the humblest
process can become, in patient hands,
an act of beauty. ¥
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