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Dovecot Studios and Scottish Opera are working in partnership for the first time. Scottish Opera has 
commissioned prominent artist Alison Watt to create a new design for a major new tapestry to be woven in 
collaboration with Dovecot Studios. The completed tapestry will hang over sweeping new walls connecting 
the old Theatre Royal with the new foyer spaces currently under construction in Glasgow.  

The project is being led by Dovecot Master Weaver Naomi Robertson and will be the first full scale tapestry 
project Junior Weaver Freya Sewell will have the opportunity to weave following the completion of her 3 year 
apprenticeship training this autumn. Alison Watt has collaborated with Naomi Robertson and Dovecot to 
create the tapestry based on her design.  Work on sample making, colour choosing and artist collaboration 
began in January this year with weaving beginning in August 2013.  This is the first time Alison Watt has 
worked in tapestry.  The tapestry design called ‘Butterfly’ uses striking yellows, pinks and golds with the artist 
taking inspiration from an obi, the sash worn as part of a Japanese kimono.   

Alison Watt on the inspiration for 'Butterfly' “I was very aware of Madama Butterfly playing an important role 
in the history of Scottish Opera. It was the first opera Sir Alexander Gibson conducted for Scottish Opera and 
also his last. It was one of his favourite operas. I had wanted to create a piece which echoed the great drama 
and atmosphere experienced through live performance and from the beginning Madama Butterfly has always 
been my inspiration. It's a work which has such an impact on the senses and I wanted to create an emotional 
landscape with my work; to find a way to evoke the powerful themes of love and loss which pour from 
Puccini's masterpiece. I was particularly influenced by the music of the overwhelming climax of Act 2 when Cio 
Cio takes her fate into her own hands. This is such a startling scene visually, but also one of melancholic and 
majestic beauty musically. When I was shown an exquisite silk obi by Scottish Opera Head of Costume, John 
Liddell , the design for my idea began to take shape in my mind. I envisage the design as being vertical in 
order to be seen from each level of the new building.” 
 
Naomi Robertson spoke about the collaborative process “It is always extremely exciting to create a new piece 
of work in collaboration with an artist; and working so closely with someone of Alison’s calibre on a new 
design, created specifically for tapestry, has been particularly rewarding. The sampling process, where we 
worked together in intensifying the colour choices, took us a number of months and it was a creative 
challenge to find the most suitable technique for the weaving itself that could achieve seamless gradation of 
colour. The fact that the medium was somewhat unfamiliar to Alison meant we had a particularly close 
working relationship, learning from each other’s practices and making creative choices collaboratively.   The 
challenge of representing Watt’s dynamic yet beautiful design has been a career high”. 

 
General Director of Scottish Opera Alex Reedijk said “I was keen to commission an artwork for the new foyers 
which would showcase the work of Scottish artists, in a medium that would be in sympathy with the old and 
the new architecture, and echo the artisan skills that are central to the performing arts. Tapestry is a rich and 
tactile traditional artform, created by weavers who have such a deep understanding of their craft, and is the 
perfect bridge between the 21st century natural materials of the new foyers and the 19th century lush, gilded 
interior of the auditorium.” 
 
David Weir Director of Dovecot Studios commented “Alison Watt’s Butterfly is Dovecot tapestry at its best, 
drawing together many rich ingredients: a beautiful new architectural space; a commissioner with a vision for 
art as integral to the experience of the Theatre Royal; and a large scale tapestry borne of an intelligent and 
thoughtful collaboration between an internationally established artist Alison Watt and Dovecot’s Master 
Weaver Naomi Robertson and her team. A wonderful experience that has resulted in new directions for both 
artist and weavers and promises a powerful and dramatic tapestry, full of subtle gradations of colour and 
texture, to celebrate the new-look  Theatre Royal Glasgow in 2014; the fruits of a year-long project that will be 
enjoyed by visitors for many years to come.” 
 

A collaboration between Dovecot Studios and Scottish 
Opera sees acclaimed artist Alison Watt working in tapestry 
for the first time. 
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Notes to Editors 
 
1. The tapestry will take approximately 9 months to weave and will be woven by up to 3 weavers at any one 
time 
 
2. The tapestry dimensions are approximately 5.6m X 4.2m 
 
3. The Theatre Royal project will cost £12.45million. Over 96% of the funds required have already been raised 
through support from the Scottish Government, Creative Scotland, Glasgow City Council, Heritage Lottery 
Fund and an array of Trusts and Foundations, as well as support from individual donors.   
 
4. The new look theatre will be complete by summer 2014, in time for Glasgow’s hosting of the 
Commonwealth Games. 
 
Image credits 
 
Here’s a link to a Dropbox link where you will find a number of images 

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/hqs0kd1jipgzhaq/C7NzHOs0Pl?n=66891343 

 
All of the images have the same image credits which should be 
 
 ’Alison Watt, Butterfly tapestry on the loom (detail).  Dovecot Studios 2013’  
 
About Dovecot  
 
Dovecot is a specialist tapestry studios at the heart of a landmark centre for contemporary art, craft and 
design based in the centre of Edinburgh.   
 
In August 2008 Dovecot moved to new workshops in a renovated Victorian Swimming Baths on Infirmary 
Street in Edinburgh’s Old Town. As well as providing a permanent home for Dovecot’s tapestry studio, the 
building also houses two stunning gallery spaces which delivers an international programme of exhibitions 
exploring contemporary art, craft and design. Events, gallery and meeting space rental, café and shop all 
contribute to making Dovecot a dynamic creative centre in the city.  
 
Dovecot Studios was originally established in 1912 by the Marquess of Bute; the two founding weavers from 
William Morris’ renowned tapestry workshops at Merton Abbey passing on their skills to successive 
generations of weavers through a formal apprenticeship scheme that continues today.  
 
Dovecot’s tapestry studios continue to work to commission, producing tapestries and tufted rugs for private 
and public collectors working in collaboration with leading international artists, designers, curators, architects 
and specialist interior designers.  Recent commissions and projects include work with Alan Davie, Patrick 
Caulfield, Claire Barclay, Barbara Rae, David Poston, Peter Saville, Victoria Crowe and Peter Blake.  
 
Although Dovecot has evolved through the decades, the studios remain true to William Morris’ ethos of the 
artist craftsman and unique in its highly creative collaboration between artist, weaver and commissioner: a 
potent dialogue that is special to each project, where human interaction and the hand-made combine to 
create outstanding tapestry. The list of artists with whom and for whom the studios worked and continue to 
work is extraordinarily rich: the British Library, National Museums of Scotland, Kings College Cambridge, 
PepsiCo’s HQ in New York, are amongst some of the many collections in which Dovecot tapestry now hangs. 
The Dovecot Foundation, a not for profit organisation, has been established to continue to support and 
develop the skills of the studios through apprenticeship and an evolving programme of collaborations with 
both established and emerging artists and designers.  
 
About Alison Watt 
 
Alison Watt was born in Greenock in 1965 and studied at Glasgow School of Art from 1983-88. From 2006 to 
2008, Watt was the Associate Artist at The National Gallery in London, an intense period of work culminating 
in the spectacular solo exhibition Phantom (2008) which explored her enduring fascination with one 
particular painting in their collection, Zurbaran’s ‘St. Francis in Meditation’ (1635-9). 
 
Watt’s work first came to public attention in 1987 when she won the National Portrait Gallery’s coveted 
annual award and in the late 1980s and early 90s she became well known for her paintings of figures, often 
female nudes, in dryly painted, light-filled interiors. Watt’s exhibition Fold in 1997 at Edinburgh’s Fruitmarket 

https://www.dropbox.com/sh/hqs0kd1jipgzhaq/C7NzHOs0Pl?n=66891343


Gallery marked a turning point by introducing fabric alongside these figures, simultaneously suggesting a debt 
to the 19th century painter Ingres as well as pointing to the possibilities of abstraction. Shift, her exhibition at 
the Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art at the end of 2000, took these ideas a stage further still with 12 
large works, each depicting swathes of fabric alone. These exquisitely painted canvases edge further towards 
the abstract yet had a strange, almost sexy quality which suggested a human presence, or at least absence. 
Shift was also significant as Watt was at that time the youngest female artist to be awarded a solo exhibition 
at SNGMA. 
 
In 2008 Alison Watt had a solo show, Phantom, at The National Gallery, London presenting work produced 
during her time there as Associate Artist (2006-8) and was awarded an OBE in the same year. Her work has 
been widely exhibited and is held in many prestigious public and private collections. Recent exhibitions 
include Dark Light, Ingleby Gallery, Edinburgh and Pier Art Gallery, Orkney (2007); Autoriatratto, Uffizi 
Gallery, Italy and Reflecting Glenfiddich, The Fleming Collection, London (2011).” 
 
Alison Watt is represented by Ingleby Gallery, Edinburgh 
 
About Scottish Opera 
 
Scottish Opera is Scotland’s national opera company and the largest performing arts organisation in Scotland. 
It was founded by Alexander Gibson and was inaugurated with a production of Madama Butterfly at the 
King’s Theatre in Glasgow. In 1974 Scottish Opera purchased the Theatre Royal Glasgow, which reopened in 
1975 as Scotland’s first national opera house. The Orchestra of Scottish Opera was founded in 1980. 
  
Notable achievements include the world premiere of James MacMillan’s Ines de Castro at the 1996 Edinburgh 
International Festival and complete Ring cycles at the 2003 Edinburgh International Festival, which won the 
2004 South Bank Show Award for Best Opera Production. Recent commissions include Five:15 Operas Made 
in Scotland, part of a five-year research and development project to find the next generation of opera-
makers, composers and librettists; and The Lady from the Sea, Clemency and the double bill of In the Locked 
Room and Ghost Patrol which were premiered at the 2012 Edinburgh International Festival. Ghost Patrol 
went on to win a Southbank Sky Arts Award for Opera. 
  
Scottish Opera is committed to bringing the widest possible range of opera, performed to the highest 
possible standards, to the maximum audience throughout Scotland and the UK; each year it performs in 
Glasgow, Edinburgh, Aberdeen and Inverness and over 50 other theatres, village halls and community 
centres.  It also operates an extensive programme of outreach and education work which involves over 
10,000 primary school children a year, as well as many other activities including adult learning and 
Unwrapped taster sessions. 
 
Scottish Opera’s income is derived from public subsidy, box office and private and commercial support. It is 
funded by the Scottish Government. 

 

For additional press details please contact: 
Gary Smith, Marketing Manager, Dovecot Studios, 0131 550 3660, garysmith@dovecotstudios.com 
or 
Kenny Young, Press Manager, Scottish Opera, 0141 242 0511, kenny.young@scottishopera.org.uk 
Emma York, Press Officer, Scottish Opera, 0141 242 0552, emma.york@scottishopera.org.uk 

 


