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Introduction
I first met David at my first BOS convention in October1983 at the Cobden Hotel, Birmingham. When I joined the 
BOS council in 1985, I also met him at BOS Council meetings in Birmingham and we often shared part of our train 
journey home, since the train to Grimsby passed through Sheffield. These journeys allowed me to become better 
acquainted with the man, whose reputation as an origami academic was well-known. Befitting his profession as a 
lawyer, he was reserved and always spoke thoughtfully, but you could easily sense the passion he had for so many 
varied aspects of life. He would speak knowledgeably on a huge range of subjects and he became my “origami 
wikipedia” (this being in the days before the internet). Despite his vast range of expertise, he simply presented facts 
and never sought any kind of recognition or eminence. 

We also corresponded through a kind of private magazine produced by a group called FOLD (explained on page 
40) and in those treasured documents, I and a few lucky others learned a great deal about David’s life, interests and 
origami expertise. Whenever we met, I usually had a series of questions lined up for him and rarely did I come away 
without fresh knowledge and insight. He always insisted you find evidence for your conjectures! So many times 
over the past couple of years I have thought of a fresh question and realised with sadness that there is probably 
nobody alive who could have given me a better response.

One memory of David is still fresh in my mind. At a Council meeting in the 80s, I sat opposite him and noticed 
after a while, not a young man and tired by his journey, he appeared to have fallen asleep. I nudged Mick Guy 
who smiled and explained “he does this, we wake him up if we come to any legal issues”. Another was when David 
accompanied myself and my wife to a village in Germany called Landshut. He tripped over a kerb and fell face-
down onto the pavement, banging his head and smashing his glasses. We took him to nearby pub and revived him 
with some schnapps, but he wanted no further treatment and made no complaint when many of us would have!

When I volunteered to put together this tribute to David, I had a fair idea of the difficulties I would face. Given his 
prolific output, choosing what to include would take some time. A healthy amount of his articles have been placed 
on the BOS website and there are many more still to be added, but I have tried not to duplicate too much of that 
material. Then there was the massive gallery of images that he and others took. It’s taken me over three years to 
finalise and as you can imagine, this is but a snapshot of his life. I hope that it will allow the many people who never 
had the chance to meet him to get to know a little more about the man and his life.

Nick Robinson
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A friendship...
My meeting with David in London ‘65 began a friendship which was to last over forty five years. It was 
circumstance that bought us together as we sought to keep the BOS afloat in the very early years. As Secretary, 
I would often have to walk down the road to a public phone box to share a problem or an opportunity with 
him. Wise advice always followed. I do wonder whether, if we had just been a group of Paperfolders, that the 
Society would have evolved in the way it has. Although David, as a collector of many things had many packs 
of paper, he very rarely folded any of it. At that first meeting at Rosaly’s, her mother, Lillian, was very much in 
charge, ‘requesting’ that everyone around the table teach something. Lillian did not take any prisoners and so 
David was obliged into explaining the possibilities of the stretched bird base. 

Later I noticed he was talking to Lillian and taking copious notes which would be used at a later date. Further 
interviews would follow at every other meeting he attended, thus building up a picture of the key figures 
at the time. As a family when staying with Sue’s brother, who also lived in Grimsby, we would take the 
opportunity to visit David and his wife Margaret who lived nearby. There was always a warm welcome there 
and we got to know each other in a more informal setting. 

David’s considerable library was often a talking point with Margaret wondering where the next incoming pile 
of books was going to be housed. It was here that he showed me the Internet for the first time, quickly realising 
what a difference this was going to make in his areas of research. David (I never ever heard him referred to as 
Dave) was very well educated but did not possess the silly British sense of humour that some of us had. 

From time to time this led to an amusing reference to David but always in a loving way. I remember Sue 
penning a small poem following David’s public praise of one of Mandy Weaver’s cakes. The last two lines went, 
“David Lister stood up tall and made a speech about it all!” Both caring and articulate, David has left the origami 
world with a wonderful legacy. Anyone who knew him senses the gap he has left. We are very grateful that he 
chose origami as one of his interests. 

Mick Guy 

 

David Lister with Mick Guy 1999
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Note of own interest in Paperfolding for Peter Pluta of Poland 

I was first taught simple folded paper models such as the hat 
which changes into a ship when I was aged about 4 and was always 
fascinated that several things could be folded from the same 
piece of paper. Then, when I was aged 12, I found the Flapping 
Bird in a book and for over sixty I have never stopped folding 
flapping birds.

I began to study paperfolding seriously when I was 23, when I 
was shown the Chinese Junk. I bought my first book of folding 
three years later. In 1964 I began to write to Lillian 
Oppenheimer at the Origami Center in New York. She put me in 
touch with other paperfolders in England and in August, 1965, 
we formed the Origami Portfolio Society in which an envelope of 
folds, contributed by each of the members, was passed round by 
post. This became the British Origami Society in October, 1967. 
I have taken a full part in the Society ever since. For two 
years I was Chairman and from 1999 to 2002 I had the honour to 
be President.

In my professional life I was a lawyer, but have now been 
retired for twelve years. I have many other interests, including 
heraldry and flags, Arthurian history and literature and the fine 
arts; but origami remains my first interest. I am married and 
have three grown-up children and five grandchildren. I live in 
Grimsby, where I was born, on the east coat of England.

I am not a great folder, but think of myself as a student of 
origami. The history of origami has been my first interest. But 
I am also interested in the mathematics of folding, traditional 
models, letter-folding and origami tessellations. I have 
accumulated many books, magazines and articles. As well as 
origami, they extend to other paper crafts and other related 
topics, such as recreational mathematics, tessellations and 
Arabic abstract pattern. I have written articles on the history 
and other aspects of paperfolding for ‘British Origami’ and 
other magazines. For several years from 1997 to 1985 I was a 
member of the private magazine, FOLD for which I wrote several 
longer articles on origami history. I am a subscriber the 
Internet discussion group known as Origami-L, to which I have 
made many contributions to it about all aspects of folding.

I am a member of several origami societies and have often 
travelled abroad to origami conventions, including the United 
States and Japan. One of my greatest pleasures was to get to 
know Akira Yoshizawa and to write about him and his folding.

David Lister

07 March 06
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Introduction
Today we habitually use the word ‘origami’, but that is 
merely the Japanese word for paperfolding. Yet folding 
is not restricted to folding paper. Leather and cloth are 
obvious alternatives and the folding of cloth must have 
an important place in any history of paperfolding. It 
was probably folded before paper. 

Despite its stiffness it is even possible to fold papyrus 
and the earliest example of ‘paper’ folding we have is 
of an Egyptian map, probably dating from Hellenistic 
times, now in a museum in Milan. It shows a Nubian 
gold mine and is folded just like a modern road map. 
Even so, the material that is pre-eminently suitable for 
folding is paper. We cannot give a date when paper 
itself was first folded, but we can, at least be sure that 
it could not have happened before paper was freely 
available, so the dates paper-making was introduced 
into different countries indicate the earliest possible 
dates that paperfolding could have happened there.

It is popularly assumed that the Japanese ‘invented’ 
paperfolding, but despite many confident assertions, 
nobody knows. Evidence of folding for recreation 
before 1600 AD is virtually non-existent. The first to fold 
Paper may well have been the Chinese.

Paper was invented in China and good paper suitable 
for writing and presumably for folding was made 
before 100 AD. Knowledge of paper making was taken 
to Korea and from there Buddhists took it to Japan 
there to Japan, where it arrived around 550 AD. The 
Japanese greatly improved the quality of the paper 
they made and it would certainly have been suitable 
for folding. It is often suggested that paper would have 
been too expensive fold but there would be cut-offs 
and discarded sheets to play with. But nobody thought 
to record such a trivial thing.

Knowledge of how to make paper was brought to the 
Middle East by the Arabs soon after 751 AD and was 
then carried by the Moors along the coast of North 
Africa. From there the Moors took it to their conquered 
territory of Spain, where it reached Cordoba in 1036. By 
1144, it was made by Christian Spaniards in Valencia. 
Paper-making reached France in 1189 and Italy in 1260 
but did not reach Germany until 1388 or England until 
1490. Nevertheless there was a widespread European 
trade in paper so that paper was available even where 
this was not made.

A History of Paperfolding
Background
This document was commissioned by Nick Robinson for a chapter in his book 
‘The Origami Bible’ (Collins & Brown April 2004). He takes up the story: 

‘I was very keen to give wider exposure to David’s knowledge and finally an 
editor agreed to include content other than the usual folding instructions. I 
pushed them up to 5000 words, which horrified David, who had hoped for far 
more. He did finally agree to it. He was always pained to be restricted in any way 
when setting out his thoughts. On June 25th he wrote to me as follows:

I thought I should report on my progress so far. It is proving to be a heavy task, 
and hasn’t flowed at all easily. It’s what I call a Beethoven job rather than a 
Mozart one. But I’m making progress.

I still have a lot of editing and condensing of the first draft to do, but to my 
mind it is taking shape. I have concentrated more on the history of origami 
itself and not so much on the oranisations behind it.

At present I have written 7145 words and there are still one or two insertions to add. Obviously I will have to shorten 
it somewhat. You indicated a length of ‘about 5000 words’. How rigid is that? Could I go up to 6000?

The final word count was 7272...

The document is presented here may differ slightly from the published edition (the book is out of print) but 
remains the most substantial article of David’s on the subject ever published. This is the last draft within David’s 
archives and contains some passages that were clearly short of a final edit, but is all the more interesting for that, 
since the final version may have suffered from several editors’ cuts.’
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Despite this, however, we do not have any firm 
evidence of paperfolding in Europe before 1600. 
Perhaps surprisingly, the same applies to Japan, where 
the first evidence of recreational paperfolding as 
opposed to ceremonial paperfolding does not appear 
until after 1600 AD.

When evidence for paperfolding eventually becomes 
available to us, it appears around the same time in 
both Japan and Europe. Was it discovered in one 
country and spread from there or was it discovered 
independently in different places? Despite frequent 
assumptions that paperfolding came from the East to 
Europe, there is no evidence one way or the other. 

It is usually assumed that paperfolding was first 
practised in the East, whether in China or Japan 
and that it was taken from there along the land or 
sea routes to Europe. It is is equally possible that 
paperfolding was independently discovered in Europe. 
Or, unlikely as it may seem, was first invented in the 
West and taken to the East. We simply do not know.

The Japanese Tradition
The picture we have of early paperfolding in Japan 
is no more than a few scattered glimpses of a 
very diverse miscellany of utilitarian, religious and 
ceremonial folding. The Japanese used paper in many 
ways.

Dring the Heian Period (794 - 1185 AD) the cultivated 
classes took pleasure in letter-writing and it was 
considered to be discourteous to send a letter unless it 
was folded in a precise manner. A cultured men would 
carry a ‘tato’ which was a simply folded paper wallet 
in which he would carry papers used for writing or 
for handkerchiefs. Paper was used for was a wrapping 
material as for medicines and spices and the wrappers 
tended to become formalised.

Formalisation was always a tendency in Japan. 
In the Muromachi period (1333 - 1600) Japanese 
society became governed by rigid codes of etiquette 
regulated by schools of etiquette, such as the 
Ogasawara School. In particular the giving of presents 
was closely circumscribed and etiquette demanded 
that every gift, especially of flowers, should have its 
own special kind of paper wrapper. These wrappers, 
known as ‘tsutsumi’ were fan-shapes and elaborately 
pleated. Following the Muromachi period, tsutsumi 
continued in use throughout the Edo period (1600 - 
1868), but they have declined rapidly in modern Japan. 
Even today tsutsumi survive in the formal betrothal 
gifts that are sometimes still exchanged by Japanese 
families at the formal betrothal ceremony that takes 
place when a couple agree to marry.

 One surprising formal gift was of abalone which was 
the stretched flesh of a shell fish, known as ‘noshi 
awabi’. To give it implied that it was an auspicious 

occasion. The wrapper was 
a ‘noshi tsutsumi’. 

Later the abalone was 
replaced by a symbolic 
yellow strip of paper and 
the ‘noshi tsutsumi’ became 
a mere symbol with its 
name shortened to ‘noshi’. 
Miniature ‘noshi’ are still 
customarily attached to 
gifts in Japan today, much 
as in the West, we would 
attach a gift tag.

Another use of paper 
in Japan was in the zig-
zagged paper streamers 
known as o-sheda and 
goheii which still decorate 
Shinto shrines and other 
sacred places. They are 
made by a cut-and-fold 
techniques. o-sheda usually hang from a sacred rope 
marking the boundary of the sacred place. They were 
probably derived from strips of cloth and probably 
originated in the Heian Era (794 - 1185). A goheii is 
double zig-zag attached to a rod which stands within 
a shrine, big or small, where it denotes the presence of 
the deity honoured there. 

Another early ceremonial use of paper was very 
different. Paper was to protect the mouths of flasks 
containing rice wine or sake. It was smoothed down 
round the neck of the flask and tied with a cord. 
The smoothing down makes a series of creases 
radiating form the centre of the paper and it has been 
suggested that the discarded covers were fancifully 
thought to resemble butterflies. They then became 
formalised and it became customary to decorate flasks 
and other containers used for sake with butterflies 
folded in pairs known as the mecho (female) and ocho 
(male) butterflies. 

In a traditional Japanese wedding, sake is sipped by the 
bride and groom to seal the contract and the mecho 
and ocho butterflies are still associated with weddings 
today. These butterflies are the nearest kind of folding 
in ancient Japan to modern recreational folding that 
existed in ancient Japan. 

We glimpse in the butterflies modern origami 
models folded from the ‘waterbomb’ base. Japanese 
commentators find it difficult to put a date on the 
origin of the butterflies. Some suggest the Muromachi 
Period (1333 - 1600), but they could possibly date from 
the Heian Era (794 - 1185). Although we do not know 
their dates, but we do know that the butterflies have 
been folded for many centuries.

Noshi



As befits his surname, David was an inveterate list-maker. It’s perhaps telling that the only items 
crossed off this list from 1966 are origami-related... According to his wife Margaret, the final item on 
David’s lists was usually “Make new list”!






