


Between 1836 and 1914 
more than 2 million 
people from mainland 
Europe arrived by ship 
into Hull, subsequently 
leaving by train for the 
ports of Liverpool and 
Southampton. 
There they would take ships to new 
lives further overseas, particularly 
in the US. This mass movement of 
people through and across Hull, 
many staying in the city only for 
a few hours, ended abruptly with 
the outbreak of the First World 
War. The phenomenon was called 
‘transmigration’.

During Hull UK City of Culture my 
artwork The Train Track and the Basket 
(2017) was installed in the entrance 
to Hull Paragon Station, inspired 
by this historic ‘transmigration’ 
phenomenon. Designs on the arched, 
exterior windows explored the notion 
that skills migrated with the workers 

along transport routes, as well as 
their hopes and expectations. Many 
of the migrants used traditional 
baskets to take their belongings 
on their journey,I and a number of 
basket-weaving patterns and skills 
now present in North America can be 
traced back to northern Europe. The 
imagery refers to various elements of 
this history – the materials with which 
the baskets were made, the plants and 
seeds that migrated along the train 
tracks, and the final destination of 
those who passed through the station. 
The site of the artwork is one where 
the constant movement of people 
today mirrors the weaving process of 
creating textiles and baskets: patterns 
of motion are overlaid with one 
another each time someone enters or 
exits the building. 

In this article I will be looking at the 
two objects conjoined in my title: 
whereby multiple photographs taken 
while walking systematically along 
train tracks are combined with the 
tools and skills of basket-making 

to become fibres in the story of 
transmigration. I will also observe 
a small collection of actual baskets 
once used by mainland European 
migrants on their journey to the 
US, exploring the nature of the 
engagement with these artefacts 
through the glass of a display case 
at Ellis Island National Museum of 
Immigration, New York, US. I will 
conclude by returning to Hull, to 
discuss the artwork The Train Track 
and the Basket. 

A Study in Woven Structure

1. Diagrammatic Drawings

On my studio table a range of books 
and articles on weave and basket-
making provide comprehensive 
chronicles of specialist woven 
construction techniques. One that 
I have looked at often is a book 
from 1965 by Anni Albers called On 
Weaving, which presents a series of 
detailed drawings of early netted 
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techniques. Another is Country 
Crafts from 1994. Compiled by 
the Women’s Institute, it includes 
precisely drawn illustrations of the 
slew and the rand basket-making 
methods. These books convey 
instructions accurately in their 
use of detailed diagrammatic 
drawings. I am interested in the 
drawings’ capacity to symbolise the 
significance of the internal basket 
structure as a placeholder for some 
of the factual and semi-fictional 
histories of transmigration that a 
basket embodies. As dissections 
these diagrammatic drawings contain 
my own notional fibres, constructed 
from multiple photographs of train 
tracks pasted into longitudinal 
composite images. This process, akin 
to collage, positions a train track 
inside the diagrammatic space of a 
basket so that it becomes part of 
the journey towards understanding 
how the basket carries a range of 
meanings and skills in the movement 
of its fibres. 

On first glance a diagrammatic 
drawing appears to be a simplified 
representation of a more complex 
internal structure. By leaping inside 
the diagrammatic drawing as if it 
were a place for movement, the 
basket can be understood both within 
and beyond the formal language of 
its own construction. Its internal 
structure is a journey of interwoven 
fibres derived from the landscapes 
from which they grow. Placing my 
own photographs of train tracks in 
the UK and mainland Europe into the 
outline of these fibres, conveys an 
organisation of specific experiences 
dispersing around the form that are 
no longer connected to one location. 
In some way I am reimagining the 
structure of the basket and then 
dramatising its production.

2. Unconscious Expression

A historical backdrop to the 
phenomenon of transmigration 
through Hull is provided by Nicholas 
J Evans in ‘Work in progress: Indirect 
Passage from Europe Transmigration 
via the UK, 1836-1914’. Evans 
presents statistical evidence to 
suggest that up to 20 per cent of 
the total number of immigrants 
arriving into the US between 1836 
and 1914 passed through the UK, 
with over sixty per cent of European 
immigrants doing so via the ports 
of Hull and Grimsby.II Watching 
archival film footage of immigrants 
taking their first steps into their new 
country at Ellis Island, USA, I know 
from Evans’s statistical evidence 
that at least one in ten of these 
disembarking passengers would have 
taken passage through Hull. Some 
clutch their luggage in woven baskets. 
The solid form of the basket may 
not give away what lies within, but it 
carries the identity of the culture and 
landscape from which it originated. 
To this extent the basket depicts an 
unconscious, outward expression and 
reflection of passenger communities 
and craft-based traditions that they 
carry with them. 

How to engage with a basket 
within a museum collection? 

In his essay ‘On Weaving a Basket’, 
Tim Ingold points out that:

The more objects are removed 
from the context of life-activity 
in which they are produced and 
used – the more they appear as 
static objects of disinterested 
contemplation (as in museums 
and galleries) the more, too,  
the process disappears or is 
hidden behind the product, the 
finished object.III

Taking stock of Ingold’s commentary, 
I make an excursion from my studio 
to visit a willow and basket-making 
centre in Somerset to see for myself 
the people who create them, the 
reeds from which the fibres are 

sourced and the water that gives 
them life, in an attempt to shed 
light on the luggage basket beyond 
its perceivable material structure. 
I subsequently hear that I may be 
able to see two baskets once owned 
by immigrants at the Ellis Island 
Museum of National Immigration. 
I visit, led by a conviction of the 
importance of looking at the baskets 
in reality and to see how they speak 
to me within a museum collection. 
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The museum displays artefacts that 
were once carried into the US by these 
immigrants. On seeing a wooden plane, 
I imagine how the carpenter’s tool would 
have been cushioned in a luggage basket 
during its journey, the shiny surface of 
its handle representing the skills honed 
by years of use. I notice a basket-woven 
quilt and pillow beater, brought to the 
US from Poland in 1923 by Nathan 
Solomon. The interpretation panel states 
that it was given to Solomon by his 
mother so that he could beat his linens 
every Friday morning in preparation 
for the Sabbath. I wonder whether the 
owner had mixed feelings about using 
this object, one that connected him 
to his old country as he began his new 
life in the US. In the next room I finally 
find the two luggage baskets. One had 
belonged to the donor’s mother, who 
had emigrated from Poland in 1915. The 
other had formerly belonging to one 
Augusto Bronstrom who had emigrated 
Sweden in 1907. 

I have brought my large camera and 
tripod, but it is impossible to capture 
an image of each basket without 
reflections bouncing off the shiny 
surface of the museum’s glass cabinet. 
This presentation has not intentionally 
been designed to obstruct the viewer. 
However it seems inevitable that my 
photograph will be disrupted by the light 
in the space and reflections of visitors 
as they come into the room to observe 
the display. I crouch down and get in 
close to catch the scratches and holes 
pitted into the surface of the baskets, 
once small vignettes to the belongings 
inside. Though I persevere with my 
photography the images are still tinted by 
a cast of light from the warmly lit room. I 
now start to appreciate the basket as an 
open-ended site through which I may join 
in as an observer and active participant. 
As I leave Ellis Island I ponder all that 
has been presented to me, and return 
to my work in the spirit of a bricoleur: 
drawings and photographs of train tracks 
and woven structures are combined 
and recombined to metamorphose into 
something new. 
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Above and left: The 
Train Track and the 
Basket. Photo credit: 
Patrick Mateer
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The Train Track and the Basket, 
Hull Paragon Station, 2017

Returning to Hull Paragon railway 
station, the white-painted walls 
inside the entrance are interspersed 
by large, arched windows, their 
shape reminiscent of an upturned 
basket. The station’s entrance seems 
designed for contemplation, the 
open glass doorways suggesting both 
beginnings and endings through 
entry to another space. The First 
World War memorial plaques 
installed on the walls reinforce this. 
At eye height, the names of people 
from Hull who never returned from 
war mark a shift in daily perception. 
With the outbreak of the First World 
War and the passing of immigration 
acts in South Africa and the US, 
the era of mass transmigration from 
Europe via the UK ended overnight.IV 

The station also serves as a busy 
in-between space for those heading 
towards their destination. Each time 
somebody crosses the threshold of 
the open doorways, they are going 
through a type of transition. The Train 
Track and the Basket explores the 
condition of the transparent, open 
doorways as characterising the clarity 
and visibility of what lies ahead, taking 
the exceptional light qualities of the 
station entrance as visual inspiration. 

People may not be inclined to stop 
and look at art in such a location. 
The artwork may appear to simply 
change the light levels in the space, 
depending on the weather or the 
observer’s mood. However, on 
looking up the viewer will see that 
the habitually transparent panes are 
now filled of shadow, line and colour, 
an addition causing an optical shift 
in the building. As individuals weave 
themselves in and out of the space, 
they may on closer inspection see 
the link between what they carry and 
personal expression, recognising the 
new influences they themselves add 
and remove from the locality with 
their journey. 

In the penultimate paragraph of ‘On 
Weaving a Basket’ Ingold inverts the 
general understanding of weaving 
as a form of making, expressing the 
process instead as a condition in 
which to create:

Mind is not above, nor nature below; 
rather, if we ask where mind is, it is in 
the weave of the surface itself. And it 
is within this weave that our projects 
of making, whatever they may be, are 
formulated and come to fruition. Only 
if we are capable of weaving, only then 
we can make.V 

This bold and broad interpretation of 
weaving assists me in approaching the 
space of the Hull Paragon Station as 
a location for understanding woven 
textile creation. The process could be 
compared with the action of double-
weaving: composed of independently 
defined layers as countless patterns 
are created every time somebody 
enters and exits the building, 
moving from one side of the open 
glass doorways to the other. The 
continuous rhythm of warp and weft 
threads as they recede from view and 
then reappear on the back is inspired 
by communities navigating the space 
in similar patterns, while retaining 
their individualism. In this way visitors 
to the station are a live, interactive 
element of the artwork, whether 
they are aware of it or not. 

This likeness stimulates further 
reflection on the migration of 
actual woven technique. It is more 
than likely that some on their 
transmigration through Hull from 
mainland Europe would have known 
the technique of weaving well; 
taking their knowledge of woven 
materials and artefacts on their 
journey, passing on the skill as 
well as absorbing those of others, 
adapting their own techniques to 
the materials available to them in 
a new country. Transmigration is 
thus carried by the idea of textiles 
as people go through the arched 
windowed entrances into Hull railway 
station, inviting a consideration of 

material technological appropriation 
in the context of their life in transit 
and offering an alternative reading 
of European transmigration through 
Hull beyond the limits of literal 
understanding. A large part of the 
artwork may never be noticed, 
and there will be areas that remain 
fragmentary from the viewers 
perspective as commuters go on 
to make their journey. However, I 
argue that the viewer’s senses are 
continuously in play in this transitory 
location, as they make connections 
with each other and weave 
themselves in and out of the station, 
creating the conditions of possibility 
for forging a new understanding 
of woven structure and identity 
relationships, within and through the 
centre of Hull.
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