TOURIST TRAP

Weaving Fish Traps Around the Meéditerranean *
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The distinctive trellis-work
known as nanses are used for inshore day-boat
and hand fishing by artisanal fishermen. They are
still found in places around the coast of the
Mediterranean, where the seas are not too
rough. In Portugal and France, Catalunya, Sicily
and Gozo/Malta, these baskets—for not all the
forms were traps—are still to some extent being
woven by hand from natural materials.
There are many variations in shape and size,
depending on the fish species they were intended
to catch. There is almost a different trap—donut or
barrel or cone shaped—designated for each fish type
caught, such as prawns, cuttlefish, squid, lobster,
crab, eels and small fish. Baskets in this technique

were also made as keeps, longline baskets for lines

fish traps

Some fishermen also made '‘fancy' baskets ' and
miniatures as a sideline: for gifts, personal
satisfaction and sales to tourists.

As a basketmaker, my first experience of this
technique was in Gozo where, with the help of
George Te Berthu, | learnt how.they were made.
Here, almost every local family would consider
lowering one from the rocky shore to catch small
fish sufficient for the evening’s dinner. The Gozo
traps are exceptionally fine and delicate. For these,
the materials used are single strands of esparto
grass over a spiral element of fine flat splint, cut
from stems of Arundo donax, the Mediterranean
cane. Sizes vary from the smallest teardrop types,
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The island rises very steeply from the sea-in places.
In the past, fishermen climbed down almost vertical
cliffs to a_rocky. platform below. Ropes were let
out, with an end loop held on a stone bollard at the
top, sometimes in two or three stages. At night
with a lantern, this was a treacherous activity.

The technique for weaving the traps is unusual,
uniquely ~combining netting with basketry. It is
based on a spiral band and a diamond trellis; the
construction, though delicate looking, creates a
very robust structure. Each intersection of the
weave is knotted with a thread that runs from
crossing to crossing, holding each in place. They are
mathematical in a way that is entirely dependent on




dgment petween the hand and

'_o_f'-theT/e'avgr. With each move the maker
carefully adjusts the spacing, maintaining the tension
and adding and subtracting elements of the grid, to
form the shape and curves as required. Materials
are ones that can be found locally around the
Mediterranean, depending on size and robustness
needed—rush for the trellis, and harder materials
such as cane, myrtle, olive, juniper or pomegranate
stems for the spiral band. Hemp or cotton string
were traditionally used for the continuous line of
knotting, although most fishermen moved to nylon
when it became available.

The diamond weave is especially attractive as it is see-
through. The internal funnel is visible, so that the
structure throws inviting shadows onto the land and

water, where catching fish is a delicate dance
between catcher and caught. This ancient skill
depends on an intimate knowledge of the seasons,
tides and habits of the underwater creatures.

Increasingly, the skills and knowledge of the
construction of these fish traps remain in the hands of
older fishermen. Although endangered, there are
places where younger makers are researching and
recording the details of how these baskets are made
before they disappear. Josep Mercader has spent many
years doing just this, recently organizing the exhibition
Nanses i Pescadors, aiming to show all the variations of
traditional forms made with this triangular mesh fabric
on the Catalan coast. Monica Guilera, a contemporary
basketmaker, lives and works near Barcelona. She says:
‘This is a technique | am in love with, one that is close
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to my culture. Living in a Mediterranean fishermen's
town makes me feel connected with the lives of
fishermen who lived here years ago.’ She has made
small adjustments to work with willow, which has a
different rigidity and taper. She sometimes introduces
palm inflorescence stems into her work, that she
harvests from the palms in her town. This is not
traditional, but works beautifully with the technique.

Makers such as Mercader and Guilera are re-
inventing the forms for a contemporary market,
adapting the technique for functional, sculptural and
interior projects. The hope is that preserving this
knowledge will become a source of inspiration for
creators of new shapes and constructions in fields as
diverse as architecture, engineering, biology, and the
visual arts. *** Hilary Burns




