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“Dovecot Studios are emphasising that Archie Brennan
was ‘unrecognised’, and making out that this is his ‘first
show’. Both are untrue,” says Clare Henry. “They also
want to turn him into a ‘Pop Artist’. I am not sure what
he’d make of that! Yes, he knew Paolozzi well and he
chose ordinary subject matter for his tapestries: chains,
trucks, tea towels and celebrities instead of unicorns and
garlands, but so did everyone else in the 1960s and early
70s. To my mind, he is neither ‘Pop’ nor ‘unrecognised’ –
except in his home town.”

T

he current Dovecot exhibition of eighty
visually stunning tapestries by Archie
Brennan has been long anticipated. He
is, without doubt, the most significant weaver
of the twentieth century. Innovator, pioneer
and above all, a teacher, he championed weaving as fine art. Brennan’s legacy to contemporary tapestry is unparalleled. He died two
years ago. This major retrospective, delayed so
often, has now become a memorial.
Scotland is lucky to be able to claim the man
who changed the course of modern weaving.
Born in Edinburgh, he grew up near the original Corstorphine Dovecot Studio workshop
and began his seven-year full-time apprenticeship there in 1948, age just 16, (1948-54
Edinburgh Tapestry Co.), then becoming its
Director from 1962 to 1977. “I loved it there. It
was a lucky chance that the Dovecote, the one
and only tapestry workshop in Britain, was actually near where I lived. I always wanted to be
an artist, or a pilot!”
He went on to establish the Edinburgh
College of Art’s tapestry department, 196277. Meanwhile, he became Chairman of the
British Craft Centre 1975-77 and President of
the Society of Scottish Artists 1976-77.
Already a bodybuilder, and a former Mr
Scotland, he always carried a newspaper cutting in his wallet that showed off his muscular
19-year-old self – and which he showed me
often! His body-building also demonstrated
his determination and ambition. Brennan beat
his childhood friend Sean Connery to the Mr
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Scotland title in 1953. Archie encouraged
Connery to do some life modelling at the art
school. Connery eventually opted for acting
instead.
Over the next sixty years, Brennan travelled
the globe, setting up tapestry departments,
teaching, teaching and above all, weaving...
every day. Much of his artistic output reflected
his global perspective. Worldwide the name
Archie Brennan is still well known and beloved by former students and students of students, from Alaska’s Bear Creek to the Baffin
Islands, Paris, France to Papua New Guinea,
New York to New Zealand. Says David Weir,
former Dovecot director, “He was so generous
with his time and brilliant as a guiding light
as I set out to reimagine the Dovecot Studios
for the twenty-first century in the refurbished
Infirmary Street Baths in central Edinburgh.
He was a global citizen of tapestry!”
This is why I find it all the more irritating
that the Dovecot publicity emphasises Archie
as “unrecognised’, making out that this is his
‘first’ show. Both are untrue. They also want
to turn him into a ‘POP” artist. I am not sure
what he’d make of that! As the show has taken seven years to achieve – and that only at
Dovecot and not also, as originally scheduled, at the National Museum of Scotland and
planned as a more extensive joint exhibition
– we shall never know.
Archie died two years ago, so he cannot
pontificate. Yes, he knew Paolozzi well and he
chose ordinary subject matter: chains, trucks,

MUHAMMAD ALI, Archie Brennan,
1973, Tapestry. (Courtesy Dovecot
Studios. Current location and
photographer, unknown).
PORTRAIT OF MR NOBLE, Archie
Brennan, 1981, Tapestry, (Courtesy
Dovecot Studios: © Antonia Reeve
Photography). (Opposite page).

ARCHIE BRENNAN
TAPESTRY GOES POP!
Until Saturday 26 June 2021
Monday - Saturday, 10am- 5pm
Dovecot Studios
10 Infirmary Street
Edinburgh EH1 1LT
www.dovecotstudios.com
@dovecotstudios
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‘AIRPORT (PEOPLE WAITING)’,
Archie Brennan, 1977, 175.3 x 528.3
cm (Above). This tapestry was
commissioned by the British Airport
Authority (BAA) for Edinburgh
Airport’s Smoking Lounge. It is
now missing, and was last seen in
BAA’s Edinburgh offices circa 2012.
Photographer unknown.
MR BOWARD’S GRAND DAUGHTER,
Drawing Series, Archie Brennan, 2001,
Tapestry, Courtesy Dovecot Studios,
Photography: © Kenneth Gray).
(Right).

MUHAMMAD ALI, Archie Brennan, 1975, Tapestry, (Image ©
National Museums Scotland, courtesy Dovecot Studios.)

tea towels, celebrities etc., for his tapestries instead of unicorns and garlands, but so did everyone else in the 1960s and early 70s. To my
mind, he is neither ‘Pop’ nor ‘unrecognised’ –
except in his home town! He is uniquely Archie
Brennan, and there never was, and never will
be, anyone like him.
If you want to get a taste of his articulate,
easy-going and informative chats, look him
up on YouTube from 1993 when he was in
Auckland, New Zealand, far, far away. Even
there, Brennan is at home, explaining his love
of weaving – “You are weaving illusions... this
is a favourite piece, just a hand towel hanging,
very distilled... with weaving you have to begin
at one edge... You can’t change your mind. The
first part happens, and you move on. It’s like
living. Yesterday’s done. Get on with today.”
Drawing was also a huge part of his life. He
was a terrific draughtsman. He attended life
drawing classes wherever he was. His partner
for the last thirty years, tapestry artist Susan
Maffei, believes his tapestry drawing series of
some eighty to one hundred nudes is very important – twenty per cent of his output of five
hundred and two tapestries. “We drew one day
every week,” she says. In fact, when I re-met
Archie in Upstate New York, where we lived
on either side of the Hudson River, it was his
weekly visits to a life drawing class that facilitated our lively lunches.
He also liked drawing from TV, embracing
the idea of preserving a quick image in the
“very slow medium” of weaving. This pro| 20 |

PARTICIPATION, Archie Brennan, 1977, Tapestry woven at Dovecot Studios. (Image Courtesy of Dovecot Studios). Portrait of Archie
Brennan (below) , © The Archie Brennan Project, 2017. All rights reserved.

“Quite simply the practice of
woven tapestry has been an
obsessive passion my entire
adult life. It is my creative
language, and I love, hate,
delight and struggle with it
each day, all day. It is a vehicle
to convey concept, comments,
harmony, discord, rhythm,
growth, and form in a unique
manner. Simply put, it is what I
do.” — Archie Brennan

duced many contemporary images, and social comment, like the table of all-male ugly
board members, all supposed experts, from an
American TV series. He was interested in how
little it took to make a recognisable face, be it
Princess Diana or Muhammad Ali.
Brennan was a huge sports fan and made
many tapestries of famous sports people.
“I have a great admiration for people who
stretch themselves a great deal,” he told the
BBC in 1977. “I think there’s a special kind
of dignity in doing that.” Commissioned to
make a tapestry for Edinburgh’s Meadowbank
Stadium, he featured runner Brendan Foster
and tennis player Virginia Wade, who had won
Wimbledon that year.
Tapestries can take months, if not years, to
complete. Brennan once said: “The real characteristic of tapestry weaving is its very slowness. It’s a counter to modern life; you savour
every bit of it.”
He was always particularly interested in
technique. He pioneered weaving from the
front, not the back, and encouraged students
to do so, too. One remembers him arriving at
a class in New York and saying as he walked
in, “You’re all facing the wrong way!” Working from the front allowed for impetuous and
imaginative moves. This fundamental change
is now commonplace and used everywhere.
I first saw Brennan’s work in 1970 and was
thunderstruck. It was so bold, graphic, strong,
with such amazing pattern. I visited the
Dovecot in 1985 to see Frank Stella creating a
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SYNTHESIS, Archie Brennan, 1978. Tapestry, (Courtesy Dovecot Studios,
Photography: © Kenneth Gray).

huge series for Pepsi-Cola. Memorable experiences both. I returned to the Dovecot often,
loving every occasion – formal cutting-off ceremonies or casual visits.
The original old Corstorphine building was
a cavern of wool in myriad jewel-like colours. I often wonder what it was like when
Brennan arrived in drab post-war 1948 with
muted thread and medieval-style tapestries to
work on. Founded in 1912 by the Marquess
of Bute, it recruited weavers from William
Morris’ workshops. The Marquess commissioned large tapestries for Mount Stuart
House, his home on Bute. By the 1950s, the
Dovecot was working with Henry Moore,
Graham Sutherland, Paolozzi and Hockney.
Archie’s daughter Sara, herself a weaver, told
me his family were all good with their hands:
making, mending, and the working of things.
His grandfather was a saddle maker. His father
was a welder who made many of the new generation metal looms when he retired. Brennan
even had one of his dad’s looms in Upstate
New York. Susan says Archie told her his father loved to draw and encouraged all his children to do so. He also said that he always held
yarns for his mum as she wound balls of wool
for her knitting – somehow later to connect
with his textile appreciation.
Not all of his five hundred-plus tapestries
can be located today. Some may be lost for
good. The one that used to hang in the smoking lounge at Edinburgh Airport ‘got lost’.
Commissioned by British Airports Authority
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THE WINE CASK, Archie Brennan,
1974, (Ardkinglas Collection, courtesy
Dovecot Studios, Photography: ©
Shannon Tofts). (Below right)

in 1977, this huge, impressive tapestry, an
important mural-sized public artwork, has
disappeared! It was last seen in BAA’s offices
in 2012. As Brennan’s daughter Sara says, “It
is fascinating that such a major tapestry can
just vanish. It’s either rolled up somewhere,
on someone’s wall or was accidentally thrown
away. Hopefully one day someone will get a
wonderful surprise.” It’s over five metres wide
– that’s rather a large thing to just lose.
Brennan was witty, hardworking, adventurous, a perfectionist, generous with his knowledge. This true creative genius transformed
tapestry from a method of slavish, rigid reproduction, replication and restriction into one of
innovation, imagination, immediacy and wit.
At long last, he has some proper recognition in
his hometown. I only hope National Museums
Scotland will now step up with an appropriate
response.
Best to end with Archie’s own words, perhaps: “Quite simply the practice of woven
tapestry has been an obsessive passion my
entire adult life. It is my creative language,
and I love, hate, delight and struggle with it
each day, all day. It is a vehicle to convey concept, comments, harmony, discord, rhythm,
growth, and form in a unique manner. Simply
put, it is what I do.” ■
CLARE HENRY was The Herald’s art critic in Scotland
(1980-2000) and, from New York (2000), art critic for The
Financial Times. She is a Fellow of the Royal Society of
Arts and a regular contributor to Art North. @clrhenry.

ARCHIE BRENNAN: TAPESTRY GOES POP! is co-curated
with National Museums Scotland and supported by the
Dovecot Foundation, the William Grant Foundation and
The Cordis Charitable Trust. www.dovecotstudios.com.
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