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A R T I S A N
P R O F I L E

E
xamine one of Lise Bech’s beautiful baskets
and you will also breathe in the sweet,
distinctive scent of Scottish willow, grown by
her on a moorland hillside on the Ayrshire-
Lanarkshire border and woven into organic
shapes that cross the divide between
traditional and contemporary. Lise, originally
from Denmark, has been based in Scotland
since the 1980s, learning, teaching and

developing the craft of basketmaking that she
discovered while working as an occupational
therapist. It’s long been associated with therapeutic
treatment for both mental and physical health (you
don’t need to be suffering
from a specific injury or
grief, she says – anyone
can do it for two or three
hours and benefit from the
rhythmic, calming process),
but Lise took it several steps
further, reversing the usual
order of things by leaving
her job in therapy to become
a basket weaver and pursue
a full-time career in willow.

In what seems like a
one-woman campaign for
European unity, Lise, who
first came to the UK in 1969,
fell in love with England,
married a Welshman,
went to Northern Ireland to
learn willow weaving from
established maker Alison
Fitzgerald, then settled in
the southern Scottish uplands, where she planted
100 willow cuttings given to her by Alison. “I have
always wanted to be in control of my raw materials,”
Lise says, “and I loved the fact that Alison was
growing her own willow.”

Her career since then has grown almost as
organically as the material itself. Practising her
craft and working with other makers and teachers,
she became part of the Scottish Basketmakers’
Circle, and her own willow has influenced her
designs. “When I started, you could buy only
one variety, from Somerset, but because I had

planted 15 varieties, I had a whole palette of different
colours to work with, from purples and browns to
greens, golds and creams.”

It changed her landscape, too. That first willow
bed attracted huge biodiversity, from songbirds
to hedgehogs, and another one created a living
screen to hide the open-cast coal mine that
appeared at the other end of her valley. Scotland’s
damp, temperate conditions are perfect for growing
it, and the different colours and thicknesses lend
themselves to a variety of uses, from baskets to
sculpture and wall work. In 2004, a professional
development grant from the Scottish Arts Council let

her take a year out from
fulfilling her order book,
studying with contemporary
makers in Germany and
California, and creating new
designs in a departure from
traditional shoppers and log
baskets. These fluid, flexible
shapes – inspired by her
interest in ceramics as much
as by the versatility of willow
– got her into the Chelsea
Craft Fair in 2005, and its
replacement show, Origin at
Somerset House.

Lise still teaches, and
currently has a new crop of
students as part of a big
craft community in Fife.
January saw a major
exhibition of her work at
the Scottish Gallery in

Edinburgh, she was involved in spring shows at Ruthin
in North Wales and Castle Douglas in Scotland, and
also had an exhibition in France in the summer. And
she is constantly adapting to new sources of
inspiration: “I’ve got 20-inch privet sticks growing at
the moment and I wonder what I could use them for.”
Everything she makes is a one-off – “That’s where the
joy comes in” – and she can even see herself
combining willow with elements such as paint, wool,
ceramic and gold leaf in the future. “Post-
basketmaking,” she calls it, as she prepares to give
the tradition yet another update.

“I planted
15 willow

varieties, so
I had a palette
of colours to
work with”

WORDS BY CAROLINE ATKINS

FOR MORE INFORMATION AND TO SEE LISE’S DESIGNS, VISIT BECHBASKETS.NET
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