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Alchemy Film & Arts is a cultural organisation invested in film as a means of generating discussion, 
strengthening community, and stimulating creative thought.

We bring the highest quality experimental film to Hawick and the Scottish Borders, celebrating artistic 
excellence through a diverse range of year-round events – including exhibitions, commissions, residencies 
and an internationally renowned annual film festival.

Founded in 2010 by Dr Richard Ashrowan, Alchemy has grown to be an enduring fixture in the Hawick 
landscape. We are one of 121 organisations to receive regular funding from Creative Scotland and the only 
organisation to receive such funding in the Borders. In summer 2019, we launched Film Town – a community 
filmmaking initiative working with local partners to deliver training and development in the form of workshops, 
screenings, and an open-access common room.

Alchemy’s continued existence in a town of 14,000 people poses a significant challenge to urban-centric 
models of cultural and artistic provision. We seek to deinstitutionalise the art experience: repurposing 
Hawick’s disused industrial and retail spaces plays a key part in our curatorial strategy. We have delivered 
events in warehouses, parks, empty offices, agricultural barns, community halls, country houses, remote 
bothies and even a horsebox.

Alchemy curated Scotland’s presentation at the 2017 Venice Biennale, commissioning Rachel Maclean’s Spite 
Your Face in partnership with Talbot Rice Gallery and University of Edinburgh. Since then, we have continued 
to work with both established and emerging artists, including Hanna Tuulikki, Tereza Stehlíková, Onyeka 
Igwe, Rhona Mühlebach, Ela Orleans and Jacques Perconte. Our recent partners have included San Francisco 
Cinematheque, EYE Filmmuseum and Ann Arbor Film Festival. We also partner with LUX Scotland to select 
candidates for Cove Park’s experimental film and artist moving image residencies.

ABOUT ALCHEMY FILM & ARTS



TRUSTEES’ REPORT
‘Everything changes and nothing stands still’  
- Heraclitus, Greek philosopher, a very long time ago. 

Change is the only constant in life and here at Alchemy Film 
& Arts, 2018-2019 was indeed the year that everything 
changed and nothing stood still. 

In late 2018, our Creative Director and Founder Dr Richard 
Ashrowan moved on from Alchemy after more than nine 
years at the helm. His astonishing legacy - and the outcome 
of his many years of commitment, passion and sheer 
graft - is an organisation that not only delivers an annual 
internationally renowned film festival in Hawick and 
supports the best of experimental filmmaking, but is more 
and more engaged with our local community. 

Our Chair, Keith Alexander, who had been at Richard’s 
side from the earliest days of Alchemy, also decided to 
enjoy more of his retirement and we are very grateful for 
his steady hand, steering us through our transition period 
before stepping down in May 2019.

Our new Creative Director, Michael Pattison, was already a 
friend to Alchemy and part of our programming team when 
he took over from Richard Ashrowan to deliver the 2019 
edition of Alchemy Film and Moving Image Festival. The 
ninth edition of the festival presented 147 moving-image 
works in Hawick over 5 days, across 8 programme strands, 
in more than 10 venues, clocking up over 6400 event visits, 
breaking Alchemy records.

Michael brings an understanding of and a capacity 
to articulate the meaning, impact and importance of 
experimental film that leaves us in no doubt that our 
reputation for bravery, quality and inclusivity will remain 
intact. His first and our ninth festival, amongst other things, 
introduced a new logo and tagline of Embrace the Strange – 
a tongue-in-cheek dare to newcomers to experimental film. 

Our Programme Manager, Rachael Disbury, joined us in 
2018 through our funding as an RFO with Creative Scotland. 
Rachael is hugely experienced and skilled in all areas of arts 
and culture management from her previous role at Deveron 
Projects in Huntly. We are very lucky to have someone in 
post with her organisational skills, capacity for strategic 
thinking and personal drive. Our latest news is that she 
has just recently moved into a Production Director position 
with us, taking on a joint management overview of Alchemy 
with Michael. 

We are now through our first year of RFO funding and 
are pleased to have been able to introduce our expanded 
programme, revise our website, improve our financial 
management systems and develop more robust policies 
including an Equality, Diversity and Inclusion Action Plan. 

Our Exhibitions Programme this year was curated via open 
call submissions – open to everyone. The selected artists 

were all women at varying points in their careers. One 
hundred and fifteen volunteers were involved in this 
Exhibitions Programme, and a further 915 people attended 
the showcases. One of the exhibitions was a specially 
commissioned new artwork by emerging artist Rhona 
Mühlebach, made in Hawick, with local contribution and 
engaging with local themes.

We have looked outwards to build relationships, partner, 
work with and support other organisations in the film-
making world this year. We curated two programmes for the 
Glasgow Film Festival and we were on the selection panel 
for Cove Park’s Moving Image Residency. We were also 
involved in Margaret Tait 100 celebrations which featured 
in our festival via a commissioned poem, a talk, a screening 
and a film walk. 

And I’m very pleased say that we continue to work with 
the Borders-based Moving Image Makers Collective 
who launched their self-curated On the Move touring 
programme, with our support. 

Moving further afield, eight artists travelled to Morocco to 
take part in our residencies and we were pleased to present 
four of the resulting films and an installation at this year’s 
festival. This is one example of the many ways that we are 
working to bring together all of the strands of what we do 
and present them through the lens of our Alchemy identity. 

Towards the end of the 2018-2019 cycle, we engaged Tom 
Swift as our Film Town Coordinator. His role is to develop 
and deliver community based workshops and we have been 
very impressed by his energy and ability to engage with, 
and inspire, a diverse range of people. 

A year of fundraising has meant we can sustain our Film 
Town community filmmaking project into next year and 
reach out to help build skills and confidence across a range 
of groups who may otherwise never consider the skills and 
experiences film opportunities could encourage. As well 
as involving our community in filmmaking, these projects 
will help build our volunteer pool from within the Hawick 
community. Our many long term and new volunteers have 
continued to support us through all our strands of delivery 
– we can’t thank them enough and know that we would be 
a very different and lesser beast without them.

And finally, I write as the newly appointed Chair of the 
Alchemy Board. A Trustee since August 2017, I am so 
proud to be part of this team and I feel privileged to be 
part of creating Alchemy’s future as we head towards 
our 10-year anniversary in 2020. We will be finding 
ways to look back and celebrate our history and we 
look forward to an equally exciting next 10 years! 

Sue Briggs 
September 2019



GROWTH & ECONOMIC IMPACT
Since 2010, Alchemy Film & Arts has brought thousands of artists and film lovers from all over the world to 
Hawick, Scottish Borders. Visits to our Hawick-based events have grown from 778 in 2011 to 6,417 in 2019, 
in addition to 27,000 visits to Rachel Maclean’s exhibition at the Venice Biennale, which Alchemy curated in 
2017. Submissions to our flagship annual event, Alchemy Film and Moving Image Festival, have grown from 
33 in 2010 to 1100 in 2019. 

Such growth is both reflected and enabled by our three-year RFO (Regular Funded Organisation) status, 
awarded in 2018 by Creative Scotland. With additional funding from Esmée Fairbairn Foundation, Robertson 
Trust and Regional Screen Scotland, and in-kind support from LIVE Borders and event-specific sponsors, 
Alchemy continues to go from strength to strength in working to the benefit of Hawick and its communities.

Alchemy Film & Arts contributed a minimum spend of £346,105 to 
Hawick in 2018-19. 

In 2019, Alchemy Film and Moving Image Festival alone brought a 
minimum of £293,978 of economic benefit to Hawick. Alchemy’s 
other annual activities can be estimated at a further £52,127 on 
materials, accommodation and hospitality. Alchemy’s core funding 
brings money in from outside the Scottish Borders.

Our 2019 visitor survey asked festival attendees to estimate how 
much they spent per day on food and drink, accommodation, 
shopping, tickets and other activities in Hawick.
The average spend per day, per person, was £81. Of this, £27 was 
spent on food and drink, £22 on accommodation, £15 on shopping, 
and £17 on other activities. Visitors attended for an average of 3 
days, i.e. £243 per visitor.

Multiplying the total ‘visitor days’ by the average visitor spend per 
day, we get a total festival visitor spend of £259,848 over the festival 
period in the town. Alchemy itself spends a significant amount 
of money within the local economy, including £9,000 on local 
accommodation; £5,130 on materials and hospitality; plus staff and 
volunteers, estimated at a cash value of additional spending within 
Hawick of around £20,000 for the festival period.

A further £12,127 was spent on accommodation, hospitality and 
materials within the town in 2018-19 towards Alchemy’s year-round 
activities, with an additional estimated £40,000 cash spending from 
staff, volunteers and artists. 



EXHIBITIONS
Alchemy Film & Arts’ Exhibitions Programme 2018-19 brought groundbreaking experimental film 
installations to Hawick town centre through the distinct work of four artists. The programme attracted 915 
attendees, and 115 volunteers were involved in its development and delivery.

Onyeka Igwe‘s three-screen installation opened the programme, provoking conversations around the 
histories and consequences of British colonialism in 1920s Nigeria and the agency of women and dance in 
protest. Hanna Tuulikki‘s audio-visual installation also focused on choreography and movement, evoking 
the lines of river-flow with the body. Tereza Stehlíková shared her ongoing project which explores the 
relationships between four generations of women in her own family, bringing questions surrounding the 
transferral of memory and tradition through families to Hawick High Street.

Rhona Mühlebach’s new Alchemy-commissioned film installation set in Hawick, focusing on the 
relationships between female horse riders, their horses, and the equestrian culture of the Scottish Borders, 
completed the programme in March 2019.

Onyeka Igwe | No Dance, No Palaver
6 – 19 September 2018 | Unit Four, Hawick



Tereza Stehlíková | Four Generations of Women
26 January – 8 February 2019 | 53 High Street, Hawick

Hanna Tuulikki | SOURCEMOUTH : LIQUIDBODY
7 – 20 December 2018 | Peter Scott, Hawick



COMMISSIONS: MADE IN HAWICK

Alchemy Film & Arts commissioned artist Rhona Mühlebach in January 2019, to create a new film installation 
set in the Scottish Borders. Inspired by both Western classics and the Borders Reivers, Rhona began filming 
her fiction-based The River, the Horse and the Woman in January 2019, collaborating with local riders and 
drawing upon the unique vistas of Hawick’s surrounding landscape.

With more horses per head of population than anywhere else in Scotland, as well as a rich heritage of tracks 
and trails dating back thousands of years and traditional boundary ride-outs taking place annually, horses are 
as characteristic to the Scottish Borders as its rivers and architecture.

Rhona’s The River, the Horse and the Woman takes the form of an imaginative multiscreen video installation, 
inspired by the deep-rooted history and connection between the Scottish Borders and horses. The film 
features Rhona in character as The Narrator, telling the story of a river, a horse and a woman. Not as tame 
as the narrator initially thought, the horse-and-rider protagonists quickly take over the show, rendering the 
narrator redundant. The River, the Horse and the Woman was screened in Hawick as part of Alchemy Film & 
Arts’ Exhibitions Programme 2018-19. 

Rhona Mühlebach | The River, The Horse and The Woman
30 March – 12 April 2019 | 53 High Street, Hawick



COMMISSIONS: MT100
The ninth edition of Alchemy Film and Moving Image Festival culminated on Monday 6 May 2019 with a Film 
Walk to Hawick’s Wilton Dean Village Hall, where writer, actor and director Gerda Stevenson delivered a new 
poem, commissioned by Alchemy Film & Arts, in tribute to Margaret Tait‘s 1956 film Orquil Burn. Whereas 
the film traces an Orcadian burn from sea to source, Gerda’s literary response follows it in the opposite 
direction: two readings, one before the film and one after, gave a symmetry in parallel to the circular walk. 

Margaret Tait directed Gerda in Blue Black Permanent (1992), the director’s only feature film and the first 
ever made by a Scottish woman. Gerda also attended this year’s festival to deliver Quiet Defiance, her talk on 
Tait’s legacy, on Sunday 5 May.

Alchemy’s Film Walk was the first event be held in the Scottish Borders as part of Margaret Tait 100, the 
ongoing celebration of Tait on the occasion of her centenary.

Orquil Burn
(after a film by Margaret Tait)

I rise in a quiet place, tranquil, like my name,
where the lone owl swoops above constellations
of bog cotton and sphagnum moss; water drips
from roots, and I trickle by gravity’s instinct,
meander through abandoned peat banks
to curlew’s call, past orchids and butterwort,
no thought of my own utility;

till I’m commandeered –
diverted to power a mill,
a handy back-up plan
when the wind blows herself out,
and for a while Orkney lies still.
I’m bridged, dammed and fenced –
barbed wire marks men’s borders;
even my name is implicated:
‘liquor’ lurks in its letters
as I’m piped to the distillery.
I learn to flow the man-made way
in straight lines, by Caldale Camp,
its concrete wartime hearths
bereft of walls in desolate ranks,
declaring dereliction to the sky;

But flowers still come to soften my banks,
yellow mimulus and meadow sweet,
and boys gather round me to play
in the ‘deep places’, they say, deft fingers
weaving iris-leaf boats – green vessels gliding slow,
stalking each other to childish cries of ‘Torpedo!’ –
echo of battles a stone’s throw from my estuary,
where I plunge over rocks into the tidal to and fro,
and mingle among history’s wreckage
in salty Scapa Flow.

Gerda Stevenson



Alchemy Film and Moving Image Festival is the flagship annual event of Alchemy Film & Arts. Founded in 
2010 as a three-day event featuring 33 films, it has grown to be one of the leading festivals of experimental 
film and artists’ moving image. Encompassing 10 installations, five expanded cinema performances, 11 shorts 
programmes, a filmmakers’ symposium and our much-loved final-day film walk, the 2019 edition screened 
147 works across five intense days.

Alchemy takes pride in balancing support for established and emerging artists, and in its policies of inclusion 
and equality: a core percentage of our festival programme each year consists of work submitted via open call. 
Likewise, in addition to our ongoing efforts to keep ticket prices as low as possible, we also offer fee waivers 
for artists unable to pay submission fees.

FESTIVAL: EMBRACE THE STRANGE





TOURING: ON THE MOVE
Moving Image Makers Collective (MIMC) is a group of filmmakers based in the Scottish Borders. MIMC 
emerged from the Scottish Borders Community Filmmaking Initiative, a series of workshops run by Alchemy 
Film & Arts in 2014.

MIMC members come from a diverse range of backgrounds and meet monthly to present new work for peer 
feedback. They are dedicated to an ongoing and collective process of moving image exploration.

Members of MIMC have exhibited widely since 2014 and recently - with Alchemy’s support - the group has 
curated On the Move, a touring programme which saw its world premiere in May 2019 at the ninth edition 
of Alchemy Film and Moving Image Festival, and continues to tour in the UK and internationally, bringing 
Borders-made films to wide ranging audiences.

SCREENINGS 

Dec 2019 - Filmhuis Caviar, Amsterdam
Dec 2019 - CCA, Glasgow
Nov 2019 - Pix Film Gallery, Toronto
Oct 2019 – Star and Shadow Cinema, Newcastle
Aug 2019 – Supernormal Festival, Braziers Park
Jun 2019 – Borders Book Festival, Melrose
May 2019 – Duns PlayFest, Duns
May 2019 – Alchemy Film and Moving Image Festival

Alchemy Film & Arts is now preparing to launch Film Town: a community-oriented creative learning 
programme focused on community filmmaking initiatives working directly with partners and participants in 
Hawick, including the development of Common Room, a communal space providing free access to resources 
and knowledge exchange. 
 
Alchemy wants to utilise its skills and resources to maximise the reach and benefit film and creative opportunity 
can have on various communities in Hawick. Film Town will provide young people, people living in social 
deprivation, and other pockets of society, with free access to creative skills that are directly applicable to 
design, critical thinking, media roles and creative expression. 

FILM TOWN



www.alchemyfilmandarts.org.uk


