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In Japan the occasion of Beiju, for an 88th birthday, is celebrated with style and honour . The
Beiju of Akira Yoshizawa was of particular importance to origami enthusiasts and folders
everywhere, being marked by a grand retrospective exhibition of Yoshizawa's work. It was held at
the Matsuya department store in the Ginza area
of Tokyo from 6th-l9th October 1999.
The Ginza is an expensive and fashionable
shopping area, something like Bond Street in
London. Credit cards be left at home if you visit
this brightly lit and stylish part of Tokyo, unless
your will power is very strong indeed. The
Matsuya is one of many department stores here.
The Japanese department store is somewhat
di erent from its English counterpart, as it
displays and tempts you to buy luxury goods of
the very highest quality, most of these sporting
top designer labels from all over the world. To be
present at the daily opening of a Japanese
department store is something like watching the
changing of the guard in Whitehall: all assistants
are immaculately dressed and perform
seemingly ritualistic movements. They bow and
wish you "good morning" as you enter the store
or arrive at their particular oor.
Many department stores in Japan have
accompanying exhibition areas, and the Matsuya
Ginza's is on the top oor, along with several
restaurants o ering a wide variety of cuisine. The
Japanese newspaper Asahi Shimbun sponsored
the exhibition, and I had the great privilege to be
present at its opening as one of Mr Yoshizawa's
six guests from overseas.
To give you a avour of the exhibition, some of the photographs from the catalogue are published
here, with permission of the Asahi Shimbun.
The day before the opening, I was able to see a little of the installation of the exhibition. It had a
labyrinthine layout with custom-built and beautifully lit display areas. The slightly fragile gure of
Yoshizawa was seen supervising the hanging of a ying dinosaur. As we walked through the
exhibition we saw that carpenters were still completing some of the display platforms, and fellow
guest Eric Joisel and I wondered if all would be complete in time. Large boxes containing exhibits
were being opened and precisely arranged, exactly as shown on large colour photographs on the
outside of the boxes. As we returned to the entrance, a couple of hours later, the position of the
dinosaur was still being adjusted...
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The following day, despite our fears, the exhibition was complete. Outside there was a kiosk
where visitors bought their ticket to enter (900 yen or about £5 sterling). A beautiful catalogue was
available, featuring exquisite photographs of about 100 - or a tenth - of the exhibits in the show.
You could buy postcards, posters, videos, origami books (by Yoshizawa of course) on leaving the
exhibition, in the same way as galleries in the West.

The exhibition was divided into various sections and themes. Every exhibit, apart from some
exceptions, was the sole work of Akira Yoshizawa himself. Always the models were displayed with
the utmost care and economy, and there was no overcrowding. Large and small models existed
happily together, and it was always possible to study the detail and nesse of the smallest model.

To begin with there was a collection of prehistoric animals, dinosaurs and reptiles, followed by
insects; animals from Australasia; dogs; monkeys; elephants; big cats; birds; peacocks; chickens;
sea creatures and sh; indeed virtually any imaginable living creature. All exhibits displayed the

remarkable touch of the creator Akira Yoshizawa, frequently portraying the character and inner life
of the subject.
Later the exhibition visitor could see (crowds permitting) a large diorama entitled ‘The Four
Seasons of Japan" which had rst been seen at a display of Yoshizawa's work in Seville in 1993: a
large continuous, gradually changing panorama showing scenes of traditional country activities:
peasants planting rice in the spring; the summer celebration of special festivals; the harvesting of
the rice and browning of the colours of the trees in autumn; and skating and snow in wintertime.
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Other scenes describing Japanese festivals,
celebrations and traditional stories followed,
accompanied by the carefully preserved exhibit made
by Yoshizawa for the CDO's special exhibition to mark
the centenary of Pinocchio in 1984, A similar folding
screen exhibit showed the story of Jack and the
Beanstalk, and another series of more threedimensional exhibits described the story of Peter and
the Wolf with all details and characters faithfully
reproduced.

The nal section of the show featured human gures and masks, sometimes sad, sometimes
laughing, sometimes sneezing or yawning, sometimes displaying other emotions. A new selfportrait of Yoshizawa reminded me of his rst self-portrait from the 1950’s. The new one was more
up to date, showing Akira Yoshizawa in the late 20m century

Visitors were encouraged to participate in the exhibition by folding a penguin and adding it to a
large display of Arctic animals including a superb Polar Bear. The instructions for folding the
penguin were given out with the entry ticket.

My personal favourites from the exhibition? Di cult to decide! I loved the Romulus and Remus
scene, much smaller than I had imagined from photos I had previously seen. A tiger with raised
paw was frozen as if sni ng the air in pursuit of prey. Memorable too was a seemingly carelessly
folded face: this looked like a simple diamond base, its volume and expression absolutely
characteristic of Yoshizawa’s mastery.
The only exhibits not folded by Yoshizawa himself were by the special guests:
Eric Joisel (Paris) : mask, rats, and hedgehogs
Jonathan Baxter : (Charlotte USA) sword sh, dog and crane transformation
Carlos Pomaron : (Zaragoza, Spain) mask, planes and star
Michael LaFosse : (Boston USA) frog, turtle and gold sh
David Brill (Poynton UK) : horse, masu and Folding doesn't damage your health.
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We had each written a special message for Akira Yoshizawa and this was displayed along with our
photographs.
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The special guests (who also included Susanna
Wellenberg from Munich, and Richard Alexander
from Boston US), were treated to a whistle-stop
ve day programme of events organised by Mr
Yoshizawa, his wife and sister in law, Miss Tamiko
Kikugawa. Included were several special
banquets: I recommend sukikaki! We were taken
to a special paper factory where we were able to
try our hand at making paper in the traditional
Japanese way, then a full day guided tour of
Tokyo, and a visit to Yoshizawa's private studio
where we saw other precious examples of his
work.
L-R Akira Yoshizawa, Jonathan Baxter, Makoto Shiokawa, David Brill, Michael LaFosse, Eric Joisel, Richard Alexander, Carlos Pomaron

After spending some days in Nagano Prefecture, I was able to return to the Matsuya before I left
Japan. This was the last day of the exhibition, and Akira Yoshizawa had been in attendance every
day except one, despite a two hour journey from his home. I was amazed to learn that the total
attendance was in excess of 59000 people over the 12 day course of the exhibition

I’m extremely grateful to all who made this visit to Japan so memorable.

