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Foreword
Have you ever tried to fold a napkin and found yourself
forgetting the steps and having to learn it all over again? If so,
you are certainly not alone. This can always happen, but if you
are called upon to teach the folding sequence to someone else you
will be forced to go over the procedure in your mind and retain
it. And if you are very lucky, you might suddenly have a flash of
inspiration and come up with a new variation that you find even
more appealing than the model you actually set out to fold.
This is exactly how it was with napkin folding for 500 years.
Models were forgotten and then recalled again at a later date,
often in new and modified forms, breathing new life into old
designs and reviving their popularity.
Regardless of this, what is probably of more interest to napkin
folders is the question of why people fold at all. No doubt a
psychologist would be the best person to ask, but in my opinion
napkin folding – indeed, any kind of folding – is something that
appeals most to those who appreciate the small things in life.
Some people find that unimportant things can suddenly take
on a great significance, while matters that seem to be of crucial
importance can fade into nothing from one moment to the next.
People like this are able to be happy and content with what they
have. By adopting their outlook we can devote ourselves to the
history of napkin folding, a seemingly lost art but one that can
be reborn at any time. In the same way we can also let our own
creativity “unfold”.
Before anyone can read about the history of napkin folding, there
has to be a book on the subject. Several years ago I wrote just
such a book in German. It would give me great pleasure if this
modest work can help to generate new enthusiasm for napkin
folding, not only among children but also among adults from all
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Research into the Art of Folding
In search of a suitable approach
To historians specialising in gastronomy and table culture or the
decorative arts, the art of napkin folding, which goes far beyond
the context of the meal itself, is normally regarded not as a separate
field of study, but as just one aspect of the more general topic of
table culture.
Very few people have studied napkin folding from the point of
view of the actual folding techniques. If napkins are mentioned
at all, it is not because of the way they are folded, and if sources
relating to folding techniques are given they are merely listed in
a bibliography and never subjected to proper analysis. Yet the
surviving historical descriptions are highly informative.
The earliest references are relatively brief and isolated mentions
in reports of court banquets, with no attempt to explain how the
folding was done. Later we find a few isolated pages or chapters
devoted to the subject within more comprehensive tomes.
These include specialised works on related topics such as
housekeeping, cookery and carving, or the training of domestic
or courtly servants and cooks, as well as general encyclopedias,
dictionaries, newspapers, fashion journals, travel books, diaries,
fine literature and advertisements. Monographs focussing solely
on napkin folding did not really start to appear until the last third
of the 19th century.
On the other hand there are publications which, while they do
not deal explicitly with napkin folding, do nevertheless contain
illustrations of fully laid tables with folded napkins, and these are
also useful for research into the art of folding.
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In short, the sheer variety of forms in which this sort of material
was published is an indication of how different styles of napkin
folding came into and went out of fashion. These publications
contain a wealth of information that is relevant to the history of
folding – how the fabric was treated, folding techniques and
methods, different categories of folded models, and so on.
There are several possible reasons why such little attention has
been paid to the art of napkin folding in scholarly and academic
research to date:
1.
Folded napkins, like edible table centrepieces, water
fountains and pyrotechnic displays, were ephemeral works of art
that were proudly shown off in all their splendour at special events,
but ultimately had only a short lifespan. When the time came for
guests to use their napkins, the artistic forms simply disappeared.
To ensure that the starched linen would last as long as possible
there were strict rules about how the napkins were to be cleaned
and stored, and particular attention was paid to the sheen of the
fabric, which could only be maintained by special pressing and
smoothing processes.
This is why anything that might have been left of these folded
works of art has been lost forever. Because the actual napkins
were kept, either for subsequent re-use, as was originally the case,
or later on for “preservationist” reasons, it was not possible to
leave them folded. Unlike other table accessories (cutlery, glass,
porcelain, ceramics, etc.), no original examples of napkin folds
have survived to the present day, and the only way to study the
history of napkin folding is through books and illustrations.

The History of Napkin Folding
Origins and development
Folded forms exist in nature. The earth’s surface is a part of the
larger universe, which, with its continuously alternating mountains
and valleys, appears to the observer as a landscape criss-crossed
with countless folds. The prominent significance of these forms
for all living things on earth may have something to do with the
coining of the terms “mountain fold” and “valley fold” in the art
of paperfolding. On a smaller scale, the creases in our skin, which
also perform a vital function as they allow movement, are another
example of natural folds.
The faculty of movement was itself something which people sought
to imitate using various folded forms and folding techniques,
especially in clothing, which is almost like a second skin that has
to be able to accommodate the movements of the human body as
efficiently as possible. Above all, though, it is undoubtedly the
beauty of flowers and their unfolding blossoms that has always
been a source of fascination for us and has inspired us to portray
and reproduce the same kinds of folded forms in art.
We can see how the petals are controlled by a special folding
mechanism that enables them to open and close in an ever-repeating
cycle. The same properties have been replicated in engineering,
as for example in the design of bellows, which are man’s logical
development of a natural folding structure. Although it is always
the same fundamental folding principles that are exploited, the
forms have become increasingly complex, and only the most
efficient methods will suffice.
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Over time, many extraordinarily sophisticated refinements were
made and the techniques were handed down from one generation
to the next, leading to the development of individual folding
traditions. Links between different countries also brought about
cross-border exchanges, resulting not only in mutual cultural
enrichment, but also in the constant recurrence of particular
techniques and forms in different places with a variety of
materials.
The simplest and most natural kind of folding was done with
textiles, leather, parchment, papyrus and other natural materials,
and the practice must surely date back as far as the materials
themselves. A much greater degree of complexity is found in the
folds used in clothing, an art that was already developed to quite a
high level by the peoples of Ancient Egypt. Their elaborate pleating
techniques can still be admired in actual pieces of clothing that have
survived to the present day, as well as in stone sculptures. Pleating
was not only functional but also aesthetically very sophisticated
(Fig. 14).
In addition to pleated clothing, archaeologists have also found
ancient examples of folded papyrus used to make maps, amulets
and written documents such as letters and bills for goods, all
folded in logical and practical ways (Fig. 15 ff.). The concepts and
reasoning behind the folding methods, including respect for the
natural grain of the material and the idea of protecting the edges
by folding them inside, are still observed in everyday life even
today.

Linen bed sheets and tablecloths, for example, are first folded
lengthwise and then widthwise. In the case of ancient Egyptian
letters the folds had a practical purpose but were often also
associated with magical powers. Understanding the hidden
meanings requires thorough research. Dr. Myriam Krutzsch of
the Papyrus Collection at the Egyptian Museum in Berlin has
done valuable work in this area and has discovered that the
folding techniques not only helped to preserve the documents
but also had symbolic significance.
Along with continuously evolving social needs and folk customs,
folding traditions went through many different phases of rising
and falling popularity. Fashions came and went in periodic waves
and were a determining factor for the revival of forgotten folded
forms in high cultures, and in this way Medieval Europe too
became a hub for the development of artistic folding techniques.
Linenfold panels and parchment panels, for example, were
carved wooden decorations for furniture and wooden fascias
made to imitate parallel pleats in fabric and parchment, with
hanging formations running in sideways, diagonal or lozengetype arrangements.
The first known examples date back to 12th century Spain
(Gimeno: Plegado de servilletas, 2001, p. 3 f.), but it was not until
the Renaissance that their popularity began to soar, especially
in France. These wood carvings tell us a number of things
about clothing fashions, and served as inspiration not only for
contemporary dressmakers but also later on in the art of napkin
folding.

Fig. 14: (left, see image credits):
Fragments of pleated linen from
Ancient Egypt

Fig. 15: (right, see image credits):
Letter in Demotic script with papyrus
binding and clay seal (recto and verso).
Folded stick, unrolled.
Elephantine, 3 B.C.
Papyrus (22.2 cm x 4.3 cm x 0.05 cm)
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Above: Three tables, the one in the foreground displaying five folded table centrepieces.

Plates 1-3 with illustrated instructions: 1: Long folding 3: Scale folding 2: Correct
finger positions for efficient folding
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Scores of new books were
published, leading to renewed
interest in folding at all levels
of society and to a revival of
the old traditions. Artists and
engineers developed a new
taste and liking for folded
forms, and in the 1970s the
old practice of folding table
napkins found popularity once
more.

Fig. 48: Fritzsche 1887, p. 88 f. (detail)

Fig. 49: From the anonymously published
Kunst [ca. 1890], p. 17 (detail)

Fig. 50: (left): Philp
[1855], p. 74 (detail)

Fig. 51: (3 photos):
Fritzsche 1894, pp. 60 f.
108 f. and 144 f. (details)
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In fact, since many of the
designs were actually those
that had been devised in the
early part of the 20th century,
it was more a rebirth of an old
tradition than a new art form.
Fig. 52: Fritzsche [8ca. 1902],
portrait photo

Fig. 53: (3 photos): Fritzsche 1887 (twice) and 1894

Fig. 82: (6 photos; cf. Fig. 36): Glorez 1699/1701 (details)

The technique of curved folding (Rundfalten) developed over
many centuries in many different cultures around the world. From
the 17th century onwards there were books in German offering
recommendations on how to practise curved folding.
The first known mention in print is in Harsdörffer’s Trincir-Buch
(1652). In the part where he explains scale folding he says “it is
possible to make curved folds” (page 4), and later “curved folds,
also known as wavy folds” (page 306).
Klett also mentions curved folds: “Secondly, the copperplate
shows curved folds, which should also be uniform, and using this
approach many beautiful figures can be made from napkins and
tablecloths, including flowers and lozenge patterns.” (Trenchierund Plicatur-Büchlein, 1677, page 107).
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A folded portion consists of two adjacent hexagonal cross-sectional
areas with the second one rotated through 60° to give a regular
hexagon on the inside and a regular dodecagon on the outside
when seen from the end. The perimeter of a folded portion must
have an even number of edges (the mountain and valley folds
always alternate) and there are twice as many edges on the outside
as on the inside. If the shape on the inside is a hexagon, the shape
on the outside will be a dodecagon. This is the form that Mona
Lisa’s sleeves appear to have.
The asymmetrical angles in the corners of the folded portion cause
the whole of the folded structure to shift round from one folded
portion to the next, so that the corners of the inner hexagon are
overlaid with edges to create a rounded and broadly circular
form.

these folds are not just a random result of the arms being held in
a particular position. In fact the folded structure was carefully
worked out before the sleeves were sewn, and Leonardo must have
studied it in great detail in order to reproduce it in the picture.
What we have here is an example of the style of pleating later used
to make what magicians know as “Troublewit”. In Leonardo’s
painting the sleeve on the right forearm has seven visible segments,
corresponding to 14 folded portions.
Even if part of the left forearm is hidden beneath the right hand,
we can assume that it too has 14 folded portions, and the same
must also apply to the upper arms. In all, this would mean 32
folded portions, because 32 is a number that is easily calculated
and folded by repeatedly halving the length of the sleeve (1 - 1/2 1/4 - 1/8 - 1/16 - 1/32).
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Because the edges in the various folded portions are of different
lengths, the final shape of the sleeve is not a cylinder, but a
truncated cone that tapers towards the wrist, making the diameter
smaller at the wrist than at the shoulder. The lower end of the
sleeve is folded in a particularly ingenious way.

With the exception of closed folding, which lived on in paperfolding
and cut-and-fold work, and a simplified form of scale folding that
managed to survive in napkin folding, the elaborate techniques
were forgotten.
A notable 19th century descendant of the table centrepiece was the
accordion pleated priest’s alb. Although they were not intended
as table centrepieces the folding techniques and representational
qualities reflected the same concept, and they could be folded in a
dove-like form as a symbol of the Holy Ghost.

Fig. 101: (see image credits): Objet trouvé (Lost and Found).
An alb folded and bound in the form of a dove; 19th century.

Fig. 100: Double-headed eagle

arches and magnificent table fountains spouting real water or
wine. The centrepieces had to be removed before the food was
served, but new figures could be brought in and put on display
between courses. The various pieces were carefully positioned and
symmetrically arranged in ways that would indicate the social
status of the guests.
Because of the huge expense involved in the preparation of these
folded table centrepieces, coupled with increasing competition
from the flourishing porcelain and faience industry that was
particularly strong in Saxony, the fashion gradually started to die
out in the latter half of the 19th century.
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Mountains
Mountains have always represented dominance over the land.
In Renaissance and Baroque times this kind of symbolism was
often exploited, and at banquet tables it was common practice to
fashion mountain forms from materials such as sugar, butter and
also linen. Individual napkins would be put together to construct
entire mountain ranges with anything from five to twelve peaks,
depending on the social status of the guest. Sometimes mountain
ranges were even made by folding the tablecloths themselves.
However, creations of this type were purely for decoration, and
when the food was brought in the tablecloth would simply be
flattened out and spread normally over the table. The oldest
illustrations we have of these table decorations are in Harsdörffer’s
Trincir-Buch (1652, pages 324-327) (Fig. 103) and Klett’s Trenchierund Plicatur-Büchlein (1677, plate relating to page 114) (Fig. 102), the
latter being a particularly spectacular example. Individual napkins
were also folded to represent mountains (Fig. 104).

Fig. 102: (cf. Fig. 35): Klett 1677/1724
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Twin Folds
Twin Folds are also related to Layer Folds but are characterised
by their double structure. The napkin is folded over and over
on itself (not rolled) to form a flat cylinder, and then the two
ends are opened, folded back in the opposite direction and
squashed flat, using the structure’s axial symmetry to produce
a double design. Most of the models in this category have the
form of double boats or envelopes.

Nevertheless, some envelope folds did survive into the 19th
century, and were later even mass-produced by prison inmates for
commercial purposes. This gave rise to the prison jargon expression
“Ich musste jahrelang Papier falten” (“I had to spend years folding
paper”). The principle of squashing the open ends of a roll in the
manner characteristic of Twin Folds was also used from the early
19th century onwards in industrial processes for manufacturing
three-dimensional paper bags, although in this case only one end
is squashed to form the base while the other end remains open.

The oldest known example is what Harsdörffer called Ein
doppeltes Schif (Double Boat) (Trincir-Buch (1652), page 311).
The folding techniques used in the Baroque period increasingly
followed parallel lines of development, one with fabric napkins
and the other with paper envelopes displaying similar degrees
of complexity.
However, in keeping with the Enlightenment ideal of trying
to unify the arts, there was a reaction against this kind of
complexity, as evidenced by a comment made by Julius
Bernhard von Rohr (Einleitung zur Ceremoniel-Wissenschafft Der
Privat Personen (1728), page 339 f.):
Some make a special ceremony and art of delicately
folding and binding their letters according to their own
fancy, in almost the same way that napkins are folded;
but this kind of affectation, or rather dalliance, is more
appropriate for sending a billet doux to one’s Lisimene
than for conveying a letter to a distinguished minister
or other person of high standing. It is enough that the
letter be properly cut and folded; no further ceremony
is needed, for distinguished persons, or rather their
secretaries, have better things to do than unfolding the
quaintly contorted letters of idle people.
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Blintz Folds
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This is the earliest known example of a baptism certificate, although the form itself
undoubtedly dates back even further. Baptism certificates were a German-language
descendant of the horoscopes that were traditionally presented to children at birth. With
the introduction of Sir Isaac Newton’s laws relating to planetary motion, horoscopes were
deprived of any kind of scientific basis, and the old belief in biblical ideas of geocentricism
also found itself on shaky ground. Nevertheless, thanks to support from the church, the
practice of compiling horoscopes managed to survive among German-speaking peoples
in the form of Christian baptism certificates. Horoscope predictions were transformed
into desires for a pious, virtuous and healthy life, with the creases of the folded baptism
certificate matching the lines drawn on the horoscope.

Teaching and Education

The mutual influence of folding techniques for fabrics and paper
There has always been a certain amount of cross-fertilisation
between the methods used to fold paper and those used to fold
fabric, and it is impossible to understand the development of one
set of techniques without considering the development of the
other. By the time the knowledge of papermaking reached Europe
(the first paper mill was set up in Xàtiva, Spain, in 1056, and the
first German mill was built in Nuremberg in 1390) there was
already a well-established European tradition of folding in the
field of clothing design, and it was found that folding techniques
used with cloth and thin parchment could also be applied to
paper. The quality of pliability that made paper an ideal material
for learning the art of folding also facilitated the development of
new techniques for folding garments and napkins.

art of meat carving (Fig. 123 f.). Later there were even university
courses, such as those offered at the University of Padua. Around
the middle of the 17th century, experts in German-speaking
regions, like Hans Mayr in Nuremberg, began to offer training in
napkin folding for the general public. In 1705 the theologian and
pedagogue August Hermann Francke introduced napkin folding
into the school curriculum at the Paedagogium Regium in Halle
(Saale), Germany (see Fig. 40).
Up until the middle of the 18th century the only published material
available to help carvers and credenzieri develop their creativity

Anybody wanting to learn how to fold napkins would first
familiarize himself with ways to fold a sheet of paper so as to
overcome the difficulties that beginners typically experience
with being precise, making sharp creases and generally folding
neatly. Folding techniques and the methods for teaching them
were regarded as two inseparable elements. While many people
saw folding as little more than a hobby, others considered it a
true art form for talented individuals and also a good educational
tool. Since theoretically anyone could design their own models
in fabric, the art evolved from generation to generation as
folding techniques, styles and models as well as applications and
manipulative possibilities were continually swapped between
the two mediums of fabric and paper.
Napkin folding originated in Italy in the 16th century and was
initially taught as part of the training given to people learning the
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Fig. 123: (see image credits): Hans and Paul Vredeman de Vries: Palatial architecture with
gallant scenes and banquet. Flanders 1607 (detail)

Folded baptism certificate 4 (1827): Twist fold
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Troublewit
Towards the end of the 17th century, the use of paper as a practice
medium for napkin folding exercises gave rise to a particular kind
of amusement which is known today in the world of origami as
Troublewit.
The term refers to a sheet of paper that has been accordion pleated
and reverse folded, and is used to create three-dimensional objects
which, with slight adjustments, can be quickly transformed into
other shapes. As a form of entertainment it was especially popular
in Europe in the early part of the 18th century (Fig. 130).
The first description of Troublewit was in a book called Sports and
Pastimes by “J.M.” (probably James Moxon), published in London
around 1676, where it is referred to as “A sheet of Paper called
Trouble-Wit”.
Instructions later appeared in many other books, such as Jacques
Ozanam’s Récréations mathématiques et physiques (1723), Pablo
Minguet’s Engaños a ojos vistas (1733), Giuseppe Antonio Alberti’s
I giochi numerici (1747) and Crailsheim’s Die zehenmal hundert und
eine Kunst (1766).
In this way the technique gradually spread to many different
countries, and towards the end of the 19th century it was often
used by conjurers in their performances. At the same time the
technique itself continued to be applied to cloth napkins in homes
and restaurants (Fig. 129).

Fig. 129: (2 images left): Kunst Servietten
zu falten, [anonymous, published before
1894], page 11 f. (details)
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Horse and Rider
During his time as a student between 1809 and 1812 the German
painter Adolf Senff was a domestic tutor for the family of another
painter, Gerhard von Kügelgen, at what is today known as the
Kügelgenhaus in Dresden. Many years later, in his Jugenderinnerungen
eines alten Mannes (1870), von Kügelgen’s son Wilhelm recounts
how Senff taught them paperfolding. It was Senff who, taking the
traditional European figure of the Crow, invented the model now
referred to in German as the Ross und Reiter (Horse and Rider). First
he showed the children how to fold the rider and horse separately,
and then he joined the two together by making a slit in the back of the
horse. In all, 33 of the actual models he folded and painted himself,
evidently dating back to between 1810 and 1812, are preserved in
the Germanisches Nationalmuseum (German National Museum) in
Nuremberg, including 16 foot soldiers, 8 riders and 9 horses from
different regiments of the Royal Saxon Army. These are the oldest
folded figures in the world that can be attributed to a named person.
A generation later, around 1845, more examples were folded, 12
of which (6 riders and 6 horses) can be seen in the Museum für
Sächsische Volkskunst (Museum of Saxon Folk Art) in Dresden (Fig.
131 f.). It seems likely that these were made by Wilhelm von Kügelgen
for his own children, in which case the large letter “B” that appears
with a crown on the saddle cloth of one of the horses may well be the
initial of his son Benno. The traditional Crow that had inspired Senff
was adopted with other traditional models by followers of Friedrich
Froebel as a folding exercise in their kindergarten programmes.
Although Froebel’s ideas on education met with serious opposition in
German-speaking countries, they were well received in Holland and
Belgium, and so it is surely no coincidence that the basic form of the
Crow was published in Belgium as a napkin fold in the book L’art de
plier les serviettes de table (1889) by Agnès Verboom (Fig. 133).
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Fig. 131: (5 photos; see image
credits): Adolf Senff: Riders from
various regiments of the Royal
Saxon Army, known since 1912
as the Ross und Reiter (Horse
and Rider). Paper models
folded from a double blintz
base, probably around 1845
by Wilhelm von Kügelgen in
Dresden.
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