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Just as parents tel l  chi ldren not to play with their food, orderly
society frowns on people playing with paper. Paper is for records,
reports ancl statistics, it is for ntoney, and that's serious. But not to
Eric Joisel. In pictures and video (sadly, all we can look to since his
untimely passing in 2010) he seems unable to suppress a consranr,
rollicking grin.

Mr. Joisel was born near Paris in 1956. An early study of history
and law later gave way to his artistic benl. He practiced sculpture,
painting, and pottery diligently for years, before discovering Akira
Yoshizawa, Japan's great patriarch of origami who both established it
as a high art and made it accessible through his 18 books. The artist
promptly discarded everl'thing he'cl made to devote himself to paper.

Despite growing fame he eschewed the title artist, insisting he was
simply a goocl technician. And though i t  was in the Louvre and
fetched fortunes worldwide, he designated what he did as being "for

children", perhaps for him the height of praise. Though he had no
chi ldren of his own, videos show him lovingly tutoring them in his
wizardry. Nonetheless, his notebooks reveal years of planning, and
his notes record weeks on encl of actual folding. Whatever origami
was to Eric Joisel, it wasn't a pastime.

He adopted the wet paper style of Master Yoshizawa, whereby the
essential geometric patterns are augmented by moistening the hands
and gently worrying the paper into rounder shapes. Origami always
starts with a flat, seamless, quadrangle, so the value of the method is
clear - supremely few straight lines exist in nature. But its appeal for
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M r .  J o i s e l  w a s  m o r e  t h a n  a x i o m a t i c .  F o r  a  m a n  w h o  l i v e d

abstemiously, Eric Joisel was a sensualist.  He often held up his

French nationality as a set of inevitable qualities that took rein of his

senses ,  equat ing  i t  w i th  madness ,  over indu lgence,  and s l igh t

masochism (summoning the qualities essential to spending all one's

days folding paper into elaborate, fanciful forms). One sees in archival

footage that for him, media assumed life through the conduit of the

hands. The pleasure he felt  in the touch upon his skin f ired his

imagination, which then flowed back through it. In the case of paper,

making it ripple and turn, bind and release, flowing purpose into each

fold, and each fold flowing movement into the form. One of his early

masterpieces was a hedgehog, the starkest of textures, prickly and

sparse, though its ingenuity and daring aren't the point. The point is,

in fact, the point, and if you cannot/eel the hedgehog, it is a point you

don't get. His first hedgehog is said to have taken six years to perfect.

Years later he'd make a huge rhinoceros. Where once soft, flaccid

paper formed the spiny hide of the hedgehog, it now formed the thick

leather armor of the jungle dweller.

His obsession with texture reached its apotheosis in figrres from

the Commedia dellarte. The 16th century theatrical style brought

many innovations to the stage, but most important to Mr. Joisel were

its gorgeous, f lowing costumes. Here was the very chal lenge of

origami: Our bodies are rigid and spindly, and our movements mostly



describe force vectors, like the geometric forms on which origami is

based. But drape bodies and see with dramatic flourish how those

movements comport us in space. The Master's wet paper technique
gave him the tool to create textures, and through that to lead us to
whimsy. This may be what most separates Eric Joisel from others, for
whom origami is mainly about the object or the idealized thing it
represents. Eric Joisel offered a third way. One can easily look past

his virtuosity to see l i fe i tself  unfolding, act ion ensuing, f igures

moving, dancing, perhaps loving, laughing, and enjoying life as he

did. His paper figures evince moods frankly hard to put on paper.b
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1. Crane Viking, 2. Untitled, 3. Captain, 4. Instrumenls lrom
the "Spanish 0rchestra" series,5. Pangolin,6. Snail, Z Arlequin,
the artist's beloved "Arlecchino"
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Eric Joisel (1956-2010, Enghien-les-Bains, France) Numerous international
exhibitions, including: Louvre, Paris, 1998; first Japanese exhibition '1999,

Tokyo, by invitation of Master A. Yoshizawa. www.ericioisel.com
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