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The Art of Paper Folding: A Brief History of Origami

	Origami, the traditional Japanese art of paper folding, is a craft that has fascinated people for centuries. While commonly associated with Japan, the practice of paper folding has roots that stretch back to multiple cultures, evolving into the refined and symbolic art form we recognize today. The word "origami" itself comes from the Japanese words "oru," meaning "to fold," and "kami," meaning "paper." However, the history of origami is complex, shaped by the availability of paper, cultural exchanges, and the creativity of artists who transformed a simple sheet into intricate designs.

	Paper was first invented in China around 105 AD by Cai Lun, an official of the Han Dynasty. It was a revolutionary invention that gradually spread across Asia, reaching Japan in the 6th century through Buddhist monks. These monks carried paper along with their sacred texts and religious practices, and the Japanese quickly adopted and refined paper-making techniques. Early Japanese paper, known as "washi," was handmade using mulberry bark and other natural fibers, making it both durable and beautiful. However, because paper was a valuable and rare commodity at the time, origami was initially reserved for ceremonial and religious purposes rather than recreational use.

	One of the earliest recorded uses of origami in Japan was in Shinto rituals, where folded paper was used as offerings to deities. The practice of folding paper for religious purposes became deeply embedded in Japanese culture, and even today, Shinto shrines often feature folded paper decorations called "shide," which are zigzag-shaped paper strips used in purification rituals. These early paper-folding traditions reflected a deep connection between spirituality and craftsmanship, as the act of folding was considered a meditative and respectful practice.

	As paper became more accessible during the Heian period (794–1185), origami started to take on a broader role in Japanese society. Samurai warriors, for example, exchanged folded paper tokens called "noshi" as a form of good luck charm when giving gifts. These folded paper ornaments, often attached to presents, symbolized sincerity and good fortune. The use of origami in gift-giving and social customs highlighted its importance beyond religious ceremonies, marking its integration into everyday life.

	During the Edo period (1603–1868), origami flourished as a popular pastime among the general public. This period saw significant advancements in the availability and affordability of paper, which allowed more people to engage in artistic paper-folding. It was during this time that many traditional models, such as the famous paper crane, emerged. The crane, or "orizuru," became a symbol of peace, longevity, and hope, influenced by Japanese folklore that claimed folding a thousand cranes could grant a wish or bring good fortune. This belief was later immortalized in the story of Sadako Sasaki, a young girl affected by the atomic bombing of Hiroshima, who attempted to fold a thousand cranes in hopes of recovery. Her story helped cement the paper crane as an international emblem of peace.

	The Edo period also gave rise to some of the first known written instructions on origami. Books such as Hiden Senbazuru Orikata (Secret Methods of Folding a Thousand Cranes), published in 1797, documented folding techniques and patterns, allowing the art to be more widely shared and preserved. This period marked a shift in origami from a purely oral tradition, where designs were passed down through generations by memory, to a structured and documented art form. It also led to the refinement of folding techniques, making origami more complex and aesthetically sophisticated.

	While Japan played a major role in the development of origami, it was not the only culture to practice paper folding. In Europe, paper folding traditions developed independently, particularly in Spain, where the Moors introduced an early form of paper folding inspired by their mathematical and geometric designs. Spanish "papiroflexia," or paper folding, existed as early as the 16th century and often involved intricate geometric shapes. Some historians believe that these European paper-folding traditions may have influenced Japan during early trade interactions, leading to the exchange of artistic techniques.

	In the modern era, origami has evolved beyond its traditional roots, blending with mathematical principles, engineering, and even science. In the 20th century, a pivotal figure in the popularization of modern origami was Akira Yoshizawa, a Japanese master who revolutionized the art by introducing new folding techniques and standardizing diagramming methods. His work in the 1950s brought international recognition to origami and helped establish it as a legitimate art form. Yoshizawa’s innovations, including wet-folding—a technique that gives models a more sculptural, lifelike appearance—set the foundation for contemporary origami artists worldwide.

	Today, origami is no longer confined to traditional cranes and flowers. It has expanded into modular origami, where multiple pieces of paper are assembled into complex structures, and even into practical applications like space exploration and medical engineering. Scientists and engineers have used origami principles to develop foldable solar panels for satellites, compact medical devices, and even self-assembling robots. The fusion of art and science has propelled origami into a new realm, demonstrating that the beauty of folding paper extends far beyond its cultural origins.

	Despite these advancements, the essence of origami remains deeply tied to its traditional roots. It continues to be a meditative, creative practice that encourages patience, precision, and mindfulness. Whether used for artistic expression, education, or personal relaxation, origami has transcended time and geography, proving that the simple act of folding paper holds profound meaning. The history of origami is a testament to the enduring power of human creativity and the ways in which a humble sheet of paper can be transformed into something extraordinary.

	 


Essential Tools and Materials for Origami

	Origami is a beautiful and intricate art form that requires nothing more than a simple sheet of paper, yet the choice of materials and tools can greatly influence the final result. While traditional origami emphasizes pure folding without additional tools, modern approaches allow for variations that enhance precision, durability, and artistic expression. Understanding the different types of paper, cutting tools, and additional accessories can make the learning process smoother and more enjoyable, especially for beginners. The right materials can also determine how easily folds hold, how crisp the edges appear, and how well the final model maintains its shape.

	The most fundamental element in origami is, of course, the paper itself. Not all paper is created equal, and different types offer varying levels of flexibility, thickness, and durability. Traditional origami paper, known as "kami," is lightweight and pre-cut into squares, often colored on one side and white on the other. It is ideal for beginners because it folds easily and holds creases well without being too stiff. However, as one progresses in the art, different types of paper can be explored, each offering unique advantages. Washi, a handmade Japanese paper crafted from natural fibers like mulberry bark, is a popular choice for more intricate designs due to its durability and textured appearance. Unlike mass-produced papers, washi has a slightly fibrous surface that gives finished models a distinctive, organic look.

	For those interested in complex folds and multi-step models, foil-backed paper can be particularly useful. This type of origami paper has a thin layer of foil on one side, providing extra strength and allowing for sharper creases. It is especially beneficial for advanced models that require repeated folds and refolds without losing structure. Additionally, some artists prefer using heavier paper, such as cardstock, for modular origami, where multiple units are assembled into a larger structure. Cardstock, while not suitable for intricate single-sheet folds, offers stability for geometric designs that need to hold their shape over time.

	While traditional origami relies solely on folding, certain tools can be helpful, particularly for beginners or those working on detailed models. A bone folder or a similar creasing tool can assist in making precise folds, ensuring that edges are crisp and even. This is especially useful when working with thicker paper that may not hold folds as easily. Similarly, tweezers can be a valuable tool for creating tiny folds in miniature origami or working on models with intricate details. Some artists use rulers to measure and score folds, particularly when symmetry is crucial.

	Scissors and cutting tools, while not always associated with classical origami, play a role in some styles of paper folding. Kirigami, for example, incorporates cutting alongside folding to create delicate patterns and three-dimensional structures. In traditional origami, some models may start with a non-square base, requiring precise trimming before folding begins. A sharp craft knife or precision scissors can make these adjustments easier, ensuring that the paper remains clean and undamaged.
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