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NLIKE THE WORLD’S GREAT AND TORTURED ARTISTS,
I’ve never found periods of isolation, loneliness, and
boredom to be inspiring or productive. For me, they
don’t summon the muse; they only beget more of the
same.That’s why I tip my hat to those plucky 19th-
century seamen who first manned the lightships off the
shores of Nantucket.These hardy souls not only en-
dured months of desolation in solitary confinement at
sea, they created a unique art form, both beautiful and
purposeful, known as Nantucket lightship basketry.

In the 18th and 19th centuries, the foggy shores of
Nantucket were some of the most treacherous in the
Atlantic. More than 100 whaling ships and trading
vessels were shipwrecked there. Whaling captains
petitioned Congress to anchor “lightships,” essentially
floating lighthouses, off the shoals around the island

to help vessels navigate the dangerous waters.
Sailors stationed aboard these ships made bas-
kets as a way to pass the time and to earn extra
income.

The earliest forms of Nantucket baskets were
utilitarian creations, made free-form using
wooden splints woven to a round pine-board
bottom. During the 1860s, basket making
aboard the lightships became an art form.
Attached to molds, round and oval baskets were
woven of cane or rattan. Handles were made
from bent oak or hickory, and bottoms were

made of cherry, oak,or maple, hand-turned on a lathe
and beautifully shaped.This cottage industry flourished
with interest from islanders and tourists alike. Fitted
nests of baskets were designed, ranging in size from a
few inches up to nearly two feet in diameter.

Makers such as Captain Charles Ray and George
Washington Ray produced some of the finest exam-
ples of Nantucket baskets ever made. Originally selling
for as little as $1.50, Nantucket lightship baskets now
fetch several thousand apiece, with complete nests
bringing tens of thousands, even six figures at auction.

By 1900,the sailors’pastime of basket making had all
but died out.Back on the island,artisans such as “Mitchy”
Ray and José Formoso Reyes carried on the lightship
tradition;today,contemporary makers still create baskets
by hand. Perfectly woven and delicately polished, they
are beautiful, to be sure.But they’re not for me.

I feel compelled to search for one that holds a cen-
tury’s worth of dust among its lacings. I could tell you
it’s because I like the wear on the handle and the soft
color of the original surface. But in truth, I think it’s an
attempt to bridge the time and distance between my-
self and that forlorn sailor who spawned a thing of
beauty out of sheer isolation, loneliness, and boredom.
Now that’s what I call a light in the darkness.

Catherine Riedel represents Skinner Auctioneers and 
Appraisers of Boston. skinnerinc.com

Early-20th-century
Nantucket artisan

“Mitchy” Ray 
(below left) splits

staves for light-
ship baskets. 
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What LonelinessWrought
The seafarers who manned the Nantucket lightships 

transformed isolation into works of art. | B Y  C AT H E R I N E  R I E D E L

THE G U I D E | home

U

IN
S

E
T

 P
H

O
T

O
G

R
A

P
H

 C
O

U
R

T
E

S
Y

 O
F

 N
A

N
T

U
C

K
E

T
 H

IS
T

O
R

IC
A

L
 A

S
S

O
C

IA
T

IO
N

July/August 2007
www.YankeeMagazine.com

Reprinted with permission from Yankee Magazine, July/August 2007



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (Japan Web Coated \050Ad\051)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages false
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket true
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 400
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 400
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.00000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName <FEFF0068007400740070003a002f002f007700770077002e0063006f006c006f0072002e006f00720067ffff>
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /ENU <FEFF004e0065007700200051007500610064002000500072006500730073003a002000310030002f0038002f00300034>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


