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Category: Domestic Arts & Sciences – Basket Weaving 

German basket-making has an established history of well over a thousand years. How long Germans 

have made willow baskets is anyone’s guess because baskets disintegrate, as any organic material does. 

German researcher Carl Schuchardt posits a connection between basketry and clay pots because ancient 

baskets were sealed with clay. Prehistoric pottery has been found in Serbia, southern Hungary, Italy and 

Switzerland that contains the impression of woven mats. 

As a corollary, “Basketry is implied [in the Iron Age, 800 B.C. to 5th Century A.D. in England] by the 

impressions of basket-work on a pot from Dun Croc a Comhdlhalach, on North Uist, and some kind of 

matting made from rushes was found in a pit at Worlebury, Sumerset. These few survivals do scan 

justice to the fact that basket-making and matting must have been common occupations during the 

prehistoric period, particularly in those areas in which pottery was scarce.” (Barry Cunliffe, 

Communities in Britain, Fourth Edition, 2005 pg. 488.) 

 
Figure 1: Author with Willow Basket 

 
Figure 2: Orden der Krancken Warterin from Im Frauwenzimmer 
Wirt vermeldt von allerley schönen Kleidungen vnnd Trachten der 
Weiber 
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There is a quote from about a wicker (willow) boat being used in the 6th century, “The bay in which St. 

Columba and his followers landed in Iona is called ‘the bay of the wicker boat,’ from the description of 

the vessel in which they crossed from Ireland in the year A.D. 563.” (W. Maxwell, Iona and the Ionians, 

1857, pg. 13.) 

Basket Makers 

There is evidence of a basket maker’s guild in Bergedorf, Germany, from 1595 to 1866. In 1570, a full-

time basket maker is mentioned for the first time. 

By comparison, the name of the earliest known basket maker in England is Johanne Hoo, who was 

found in the Suffolk Poll Tax records of 1381. While basket makers were members of the Brewer’s List 

in the 13th century, they did not become an officially recognized guild, The Basketmakers Company, 

until September 1569 (ibid, pg. 112).  

Baskets in Artwork 

Paintings and illustrations show baskets of many different shapes and sizes used for everything from 

boats to making cheese to gathering apples to holding sewing kits. Before paper and plastic, baskets 

were the all-purpose container and means of carrying belongings. There are many German baskets found 

in late-period German illustrations in “Habitus praecipuorum populorum tam virorum quam foeminarum 

singulari arte depecti, 1577” and in “Im Frauwenzimmer Wirt vermeldt von allerly schnen Kleidungen, 

1586.” These documents show baskets with greater detail than the woodcuts in the earlier part of the 16th 

century.  
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Images from Women’s Fashion: Im Frauwenzimmer Wirt vermeldt von allerly schönen Kleidungen, 

1586. 

 

Figure 3: Augsberger Maid with Lidded Basket 

 

Figure 4: Frankfurter Maid with Backpack 
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Figure 5: Netherlandish Maid with Lidded Basket 

 

Figure 6: Frankfurter Maid with Lidded Basket 

Other market-style baskets made similarly to my basket are in paintings by Joachim Beuckelaer (1530-

1574). 

Materials 

The basket that I have reproduced is made from willow. Examples of other basket materials used at the 

time include oak “splits” or “splints”, bulrushes, vines, and grasses. However, willow was and is the 

most sturdy and long-lasting natural material available for baskets. As I discovered, willow is sturdy for 

a reason: it is thick and hard to bend. There is nothing recreational about weaving a willow basket. The 

willow basket on display is without a doubt the most difficult basket I have ever constructed. I have read 

in several books that willow baskets were almost always made by men. After making my basket, I do 

not doubt those claims! 
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Willow is a characteristic species of swamps and low meadows. It is also found in forest openings, open 

forest understories, and along forest margins. It prefers rich, moist soils and is found on floodplains and 

wetlands. The willow I used in my basket is a red osier grown on a private farm in the midwest. Willow 

should be harvested in any season except winter. It is dried to let it shrink, and then soaked for a day or 

two before the basket is woven to make it pliable. 

Tools 

 The scissors are used to cut the willow.  

 Utility knife is used to split willow. 

 The bodkin is used for making spaces between the weaving to insert new willow branches.  

 The rapping iron is to tamp the willow into place. 

Construction 

I made this basket in a class given by Bonnie Gale, an English basket maker who now lives in New 

York. My large carrying basket has a 26-spoke base with thin lengths of willow twined around them. 

 

Figure 7: Cut the bottom crosspieces to length 

 

Figure 8: With a utility knife, cut a slit in the center of each 

crosspiece 
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Figure 9: Insert the spine into the crosspieces 

 

Figure 10: Insert spines into all the crosspieces 

 

 

Figure 11: Start twining narrow willow tips around the 

basket bottom 

 

Figure 12: Separate the end spines and insert diagonal 

willow twigs into each corner where necessary 
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Figure 13: When the bottom of the basket 

is done, insert the pieces of willow that 

will make up the sides of the basket 

This is a photo of the teacher on the 

left and one of my classmates. 

 

 

Figure 14: Bend the sides of the basket up and tie into place 

so that you can begin weaving 

For the sides, I used the “French Randing” 

technique as shown on page 40 of “The Complete 

Book of Baskets and Basketry” by Dorothy Wright. 

In this weave, there can be any number of stakes. 

The rods should be of the same length and 

circumference, as far as possible. The butts of the 

rods lie in side at the start and rods are worked outs 

to the useful parts of the tips which also end inside. 

The rows were pushed down with the side of a 

screwdriver. The ends were cut with sturdy basket 

scissors. 
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Figure 15: French randing 

I did not take photos of the 

weaving up the sides because it is 

repetitive and exactly what is 

shown in the photo at the left. 

The photo below shows a closeup of the randing technique. It also shows the main stave of the handle 

stuck inside the basket. It’s the white piece in the center. 

 

Figure 16: Closeup of French Randing 

The handle is made from a sturdy stave shoved 

into one side of the basket. Then, a bunch 

(literally) of rods are inserted with the stave, and 

twisted around the stave. Then the entire bunch 

with the stave in the center is bent over and 

inserted into the other side of the basket. 

 

https://amiesparrow.files.wordpress.com/2012/03/178_closeup_french_randing_website4.jpg
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Figure 17: Using the bodkin 

The figure at left shows the bodkin jammed into 

the basket to make room for inserting the 

remaining ends of the vertical willow wythes. 

Summary 

Willow basket making is hard work, requires a lot 

of hand-strength and is very expensive. A 

thorough understanding of what it takes to make a 

willow basket makes me more than happy to pay 

the price to buy an authentic basket rather than 

make my own. 

While it would be nice to learn how to do the 

cross-hatched basket weaves seen on many of the 

German baskets shown in the reference images, I 

believe I will leave that to others to investigate. 
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