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The Scottish Mental Health Arts Festival (SMHAF), led by the Mental Health 
Foundation, took place as an online programme from 4 May-31 July 2020. 
Originally scheduled to take place from 4-24 May 2020, the format was 
adapted due to the Covid-19 crisis and UK-wide lockdown resulting in the 
enforced closure of arts venues, postponement of live events, and restrictions 
on large gatherings throughout the spring and summer. It became clear very 
quickly that it would not be possible to deliver the festival in its usual form, 
which features around 300 events taking place in regions across Scotland, 
programmed in collaboration with artists, activists, and local communities. 

It was decided that SMHAF 2020 would take place online over a longer 
period of time, creating space for those involved to adapt and develop new 
creative projects, as well as ensuring that audiences had opportunity to enjoy 
as much of the programme as they could while dealing with the various 
pressures of life under lockdown. It was not possible or desirable to develop 
an online alternative for all events, meaning that some highlights – including 
the Mental Health Fringe Award-winning show, All Of Me by Caroline Horton, 
and the Scotland-wide tour of One Mississippi, written by Mariem Omari and 
directed by Mark Jeary – will be postponed until 2021. However, many other 
scheduled events – including almost all planned film screenings, Eat. Move. 
Sleep. Repeat, curated by Emma Jayne Park and Emily Furneaux, and the 
Writing Awards ceremony – were successfully presented online using various 
platforms and approaches. 

The theme for SMHAF 2020 was Perspectives. This theme was chosen 
in collaboration with our network of artists, activists and mental health 
advocates that develop the festival and its regional programmes. Events 
were curated to focus on three key perspectives that have always shaped 
the festival (and frequently overlap): people with lived experience, artists, and 
marginalised communities. This was reflected in many ways throughout the 
online programme, with the voices of people with lived experience embedded 
across all our events, workshops aimed at supporting creative communities, 
and events and a commission designed to amplify the voices of marginalised 
communities. It was also important that we maintained our commitment 
to sharing perspectives by hosting online discussions and workshops to 
facilitate dialogue, conversation, and learning around mental health. 

INTRODUCTION

Image: Stephen Higham, SMHAF Volunteer

“I will continue to have 
more conversations about 

mental health. I will be 
more vocal about things.”

– Audience Feedback
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Highlights

10,000+ event engagements

75+ events

13 weeks

10 International Film Awards

3 Writing Awards

7 commissioned projects

“In this unprecedented and difficult time, it is more important than ever for 
us to continue to connect with our incredible festival community and bring 

entertainment and important mental health content to our audiences. While we 
were obviously disappointed not to be hosting our annual festival in its usual form 
this year, we are delighted to be able to showcase an online programme of events 

beginning in May, creating opportunities for engagement and conversation and 
supporting artists to create new work. In presenting the festival in this way, we 

are also taking the opportunity to explore ways that we can use digital content to 
make our festival even more accessible in the future and reach a wider audience.”

- Gail Aldam, Arts & Events Manager, Mental Health Foundation

Living With The Lights On - The Film. Mark Lockyer

Though This Be Madness. Skye Loneragan
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International Film Awards 

Selected from around 450 submissions, 10 films were honoured at the 
International Film Awards, which took place online. Filmmakers provided 
written or prerecorded video messages and shared clips and trailers from 
their films to give audience an insight into their work. Jury members also 
provided written comments capturing their reflections. Notable winners 
included Hannah Currie, who won the Short Documentary award for the 
second year in a row with That Joke Isn’t Funny Anymore, which also won 
the BAFTA Scotland for Best Short Film; Hisham Saqr, first-time director 
of Feature Drama award-winner Certified Mail, which premiered at Toronto 
International Film Festival and was scheduled to have its UK premiere at 
SMHAF 2020; and Tania Cypriano, whose Feature Documentary award-
winner Born To Be explores issues relating to mental health, stigma and 
human rights from the perspective of transgender people receiving 
treatment from groundbreaking surgeon Dr Jess Ting.

Scottish director Jen Randall’s film Home, exploring adventurer Sarah 
Outen’s experiences of PTSD, won the Personal Narrative award; Bex 
Singleton’s personal documentary on suicide bereavement, I’ll Love You 
Till The End won the Perspectives award, chosen to reflect the film that 
best captured the festival’s theme; and French Elina Chared won the 
Voices of Experience award for her short graduate documentary about a 
community activist who has been living with voice hearing for many years. 
Following the end of the online screening programme, DELTA 7EVEN was 
announced as the winner of the Grand Jury Prize. Filmed, produced and 
directed by Rosie Baldwin, it follows a post-punk band made up of adults 
with learning disabilities whose united strength and enjoyment of making 
music help them come to terms with the heartbreaking death of one of 
their band mentors. 7 out of the 10 award-winning directors were women, 
demonstrating the festival’s commitment to inclusivity and championing 
women in film.

FILM PROGRAMME

“Using creative outlets to 
shine a light on mental 

health issues is important 
and festivals, such as 
SMHAF, championing 
this allows a platform 
for so many, like those 
who reached out to me, 
to hear these personal 

experiences and help end 
this stigma around mental 

health. Thank you.“

- Freddie Griffiths, 
Winner of Animation 

award for My Dad’s Name 
Was Huw. He Was An 

Alcoholic Poet.

DELTA 7EVEN. Dir. Rosie Baldwin

Award Acceptance Message, I'll Love You Till The End. Dir. Bex Singleton
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SMHAF 2020 Award Winning Films

ANIMATION
My Dad’s Name Was Huw. He Was An Alcoholic Poet., Freddie Griffiths, UK, 7m

COMMUNITY & GRAND JURY PRIZE
DELTA 7EVEN, Rosie Baldwin, UK, 45m

FEATURE DOCUMENTARY
Born To Be, Tania Cypriano, USA, 92m

FEATURE DRAMA 
Certified Mail, Hisham Saqr, Egypt, 95m

HUMAN RIGHTS
On Tangle, Maliheh Gholamzadeh, Iran, 8m

PERSONAL NARRATIVE
Home, Jen Randall & Sarah Outen, UK, 91m

PERSPECTIVES AWARD
I’ll Love You Till The End, Bex Singleton, UK, 30m

SHORT DOCUMENTARY
That Joke Isn't Funny Anymore, Hannah Currie, UK, 12m

SHORT DRAMA
Troubles, Jonathan Harden & Bronágh Taggart, Ireland, 11m

VOICES OF EXPERIENCE
The Voices From Inside, Elina Chared, France, 25m

“DELTA 7EVEN was for me, an absolutely stand out film amongst this year’s 
nominees. It’s a film that celebrates neurodiversity, inclusion, friendship and 
music and becomes a film entirely different to the film it begins as. It is no 
straightforward navigation of grief, and presents the complexities of joy and 

heart break in being human, together. It is too, an ode to the power of music as 
a site for community, language, expression and liberation.”

– Jassy Earl, Photographer, Filmmaker & Performance Maker, & Jury 
Member

That Joke Isn't Funny Anymore. Dir. Hannah Currie.
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Screening Programme 

The festival featured weekly online screenings for a three-month period, 
alternating between a single feature and curated short film programmes 
with a connecting theme. The majority of films were embedded at 
mhfestival.com and made available for the public to view for a week-long 
period, although other methods were also used, including issuing tickets 
to watch one title using a private link, and video-on-demand (VOD) sales 
for two international titles. Despite this flexibility, several selected features, 
including award-winners Born To Be, Certified Mail and DELTA 7EVEN 
were unavailable for screening online. Each weekly screening also featured 
an hour-long informal Q&A with a filmmaker or group of filmmakers, which 
took place on Zoom. As with other Zoom events in the programme, the 
online format resulted in more intimate, conversational Q&A sessions than 
experienced in a typical cinema setting, with more interaction between 
filmmakers and space for audience members to share their own stories. To 
improve accessibility, online screenings were subtitled or fully captioned, 
and most discussions featured BSL interpretation. All screenings were free 
to attend, with optional tickets available for purchase on a pay what you 
can basis. 

Highlights of the programme included the world premiere of Riptide, an 
independent Scottish drama directed by Tim Barrow in which two characters 
with schizophrenia make a powerful emotional connection. The opportunity 
for an online screening was warmly received by the team behind the film, 
and Tim Barrow and cinematographer Robbie Jones took part in a well-
attended Q&A. I’ll Love You Till The End, a powerful and sensitive short 
documentary capturing different perspectives on bereavement from suicide 
– including director Bex Singleton’s own story about the loss of her father 
– reached an audience of over 400 people and provoked a powerful and 
informative discussion in a safe space. During Mental Health Awareness 
Week, our Kindness themed shorts programme featured two of our award-
winners – Toubles by Jonathan Harden and Bronagh Taggart, and That 
Joke Isn’t Funny Anymore by Hannah Currie – and received a combined 
473 unique views , including selling out the allocated 200 tickets for Currie’s 
short documentary. Yoghurt Utopia by David Baksh and Anna Thomson, 
receiving its second public screening, was another successful feature, 
watched by 330 people and popular with audiences due to its charm and 
humour, and our first programme, Self-Isolation, exploring themes of 
anxiety around global events and isolation, provided an opportunity for 
audiences to engage with these issues and find connection with others 
during strict lockdown. 

“This was an incredible 
festival experience. 
Even in COVID times, 
the festival and staff 

made this a very 
special with thoughtful 

experience with 
great programming, 
networking, and Q&A 
sessions. I absolutely 

loved being involved. We 
met great filmmakers, 
saw really important 

films, and I highly 
recommend it.”

– Katharine Sweetman, 
director High Flying 

Jade

“SMHAF championed 
our film since its initial 
programme inclusion, 

were enthusiastic, 
caring and canny 

with their publicity 
for it, and hosted a 

wonderful, enlightening, 
immensely enjoyable 

Q&A. The perfect 
festival to launch our 

film.”

– Tim Barrow, director 
Riptide
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The film programme attracted 3,420 unique views in total, an average of 137 
per programme, plus an estimated 253 discussion attendances, an average 
of 22 per event. The workshops reached an estimated 32 people, an average 
of 16 per event, with almost all tickets booked beforehand. While it is difficult 
to make a direct comparison between online and cinema audiences, this 
represents a significant increase in the number of people reached by our film 
programme and suggests that online or hybrid screenings and discussion 
events are a valuable way to reach new audiences, especially those that 
may find it difficult to attend the events in person. Representatives from all 
but one of the 34 titles screened made themselves available for a virtual 
Q&A, including from Canada, New Zealand and the USA, demonstrating the 
increased accessibility of Q&As for filmmakers when taking part via video 
link. 

Key Statistics

14 screenings

2 industry workshops

3,420 unique views

34 titles screened

11 countries & 4 continents represented

1 world premiere

1 European premiere

Elspeth Turner and Tim Barrow in Riptide. Dir. Tim Barrow.

Yoghurt Utopia. Dir. David Baksh and Anna Thomson

“The discussions on Thursday evenings made the festival content even 
more relatable, helping people to think more about their own mental 

health and the mental health of others.”

– Audience Member
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Filmed Performances

The postponement of All Of Me, winner of the Mental Health Fringe 
Award 2019, and One Mississippi, as well as the cancellation of many 
community-led theatre events, restricted the exhibition of new theatre work 
during SMHAF 2020. However, moving to an online programme opened new 
opportunities to share theatre shows that had previously premiered at the 
festival. Recorded versions of Hysteria by Julia Taudevin, In Her Shadows 
by A Blank Canvas and Jabuti Theatre, and Amy Conway’s Super 
Awesome World were all shown in this way, with new programme notes, 
helping them to reach new audiences. Electrolyte by Wildcard Theatre, 
winner of the 2019 Mental Health Fringe Award, received 1,754 unique views 
during its week-long run, making it the most widely engaged event in this 
year’s programme. 

New Work

An unexpected but very successful addition to the theatre programme 
was Living With The Lights On – The Film. Based on RSC actor Mark 
Lockyer’s widely acclaimed show about living with bipolar disorder, which 
had its Scottish premiere at SMHAF four years ago, the film was produced 
as an entirely new version filmed during lockdown in the space of a few 
weeks, directed and edited by Geraldine Williams, with editing support 
by Emily Benita from SMHAF. Featuring multiple costume changes and 
locations and filmed on an iPhone, the new version was a triumph, earning 
a five star review in The Scotsman. It was screened at mhfestival.com for a 
week, watched by around 400 people, culminating in a well-attended Q&A. 
The festival is now working to support the film to reach a wider audience. 

Though This Be Madness by Skye Loneragan, in which a new mother tells 
fractured stories of mental illness in her family amid constant interruptions 
from her crying baby, was to have toured Scotland as part of SMHAF. To 
further support this project, we worked with Skye to explore how she might 
create an online version of the show from her own living room – where the 
show is set – and to document her progress. Skye is now remaking the show 
as a series of webisodes to be shared on SMHAF’s website in autumn 2020 
– the result will also be used to help promote her rescheduled Scottish tour. 

All of Me’s creators, China Plate, have also successfully applied for Arts 
Council England funding to create an audio version of the Mental Health 
Fringe Award-winning show. This will be shared online on SMHAF’s website 
in autumn 2020, ahead of the postponed UK tour. 

THEATRE PROGRAMME

“I have been an actor for 
many years and have 

been blessed to have been 
involved with some great 
projects but this film for a 
myriad of reasons is the 
best piece of work I have 

ever made. It is beautifully 
simple and I hope it can 
inspire others that even 

on a shoestring ANYTHING 
is possible if you have the 

vision and desire.”

– Mark Lockyer, creator 
of Living With The Lights 

On - The Film
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Working with SMHAF partner See Me, Abi Pirani adapted her performance TRACE into a short 
film to presented in our online programme. The show uses puppetry, poetry and music to 
explore Pirani’s own story of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). Pirani also took part in a 
Facebook Live interview with See Me about the project.

“[Living With The Lights ON – The Film] is a superb example (*****) of what can be achieved by a 
brilliant writer-performer with a smartphone, plus an excellent director and editor…in creating a 
shocking inner journey through mental breakdown that is also a strange, disturbing visual feast, 
full of surreal moments and brilliant thumbnail caricatures. The film’s ending, as Lockyer finally 

reaches a degree of peace with himself, and learns, after all, to value as precious the life he once 
saw as utterly worthless, is profoundly moving; and Lockyer has produced a film that represents an 
outstanding contribution both to this year’s online SMHAF festival, and to the wider emerging world 
of art and performance created in lockdown, during this rare moment of reflection and disruption.”

– Joyce McMillan, Theatre Critic at The Scotsman

“TRACE looks at the longterm impact of adverse 
childhood experiences (ACEs), particularly on mental 

health. Created as a live show, the pandemic has led me 
down a different path. My first film, with specially created 
soundtrack, has come from my living room, a solo effort!”

– Abi Pirani, creator of TRACE

Electrolyte. Wildcard Theatre. Image: Joey Dawson

Living With The Lights On - The Film. Mark Lockyer
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The Writing Awards, held in partnership with Bipolar Scotland, took place 
as an online event which aimed to incorporate many of the elements which 
make the live event so powerful. The shortlisted writers were invited to read 
– or ask others to read – from their work and record them in video or audio 
formats. This gave many of the writers an opportunity to experiment with 
their readings, with entries recorded in various ways, including a spoken 
word poem set to music, and a piece edited together from different women 
reading lines from the work. The shortlisted entries were collected in an 
eBook, illustrated by artist Josie Vallely, which will also be printed at a 
later date. The event was also designed to be accessible, with all videos 
fully subtitled and an accessible text version of the eBook made available 
to audiences.

There were over 160 entries to the writing competition across three 
categories: Fiction, Poetry and Creative Non-Fiction. This new format was 
created to better reflect the range of submissions that we receive and to 
allow an overall winner to be selected in each category. The jury with the 
task of selecting the winning and shortlisted pieces comprised of writers 
Jenni Fagan, whose works include The Panopticon and The Sunlight 
Pilgrims, and Graham Morgan, recipient of an MBE for services to mental 
health; Gordon Johnston and Alison Cairns from Bipolar Scotland; and Rob 
Dickie from the Mental Health Foundation. The prize for the overall winner 
was a mentoring session with Jenni Fagan.

The overall winner was Clare Watson, based in the Scottish Borders, with 
a vibrant and engaging short story titled The Character of Colour exploring 
issues relating to eating disorders and suicide prevention. Catherine 
Wilson, an award-winning poet based in Edinburgh, won in the Poetry 
category with her imaginative poem The Wolf With Wet Paws, and Shirley 
Gillan, a previous winner and Scottish Book Trust New Writer 2020, won in 
the Creative Non-Fiction category with An Egg and Ten Olives, an evocative 
piece of writing based on Glasgow’s refugee community. All inspired by 
the theme of Perspectives, the collection reflects our commitment to 
self-expression, diversity and promoting the voices of people with lived 
experience of mental health. 

WRITING AWARDS

“Mental health or social issues often find their way into my stories as well as, perhaps, a touch of magic here and there. I 
have experienced anxiety and depression in the past and feel strongly about seeing the person beyond the condition. It was, 
therefore, interesting for me to focus on the theme of perspectives. I am never quite sure if my writing is any good, so I was 

utterly surprised and delighted to find I had been shortlisted. Thank you so much to those readers who chose my story.”

– Clare Watson, Fiction & Overall Winner with The Character of Colour

“I’m absolutely delighted 
to be shortlisted for 
the SMHAF Writing 

Competition. I wrote this 
poem at a time where I 
was incredibly isolated, 
and my mental health 

was at a real low. Writing 
was a lifeline. It gave me 
purpose, got me out of 

my head and helped me 
articulate myself.  We 

will always need the arts 
and what they can do 
for our mental health. 

I’m overjoyed not only to 
be shortlisted but to be 
a part of a festival that 
offers connection, hope, 
catharsis and escapism 

when we need them 
most.”

– Catherine Wilson, 
Poetry Winner
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SMHAF 2020 Writing Awards Winners 

FICTION & OVERALL WINNER
THE CHARACTER OF COLOUR

Clare Watson

POETRY
THE WOLF WITH WET PAWS

Catherine Wilson

CREATIVE NON-FICTION
AN EGG AND TEN OLIVES

Shirley Gillan

“I wake, feeling anxious. I go to the dining area, a silent, half-lit place. I try not to look at the night 
staff watching me through the office window, but I approach a gentle nurse, because I need some 
sort of comfort. I want to keep myself apart though I know this is impossible. We patients here are 
all objects of study. I resent this. The nurse gives me the option of taking a tablet to help me settle. 
I consider it, and decide that it will help rest my mind and body. In the coming days, I have to show 
by my demeanour that I am stable; that the Section should be lifted. I know about these delicate 

deliberations. I know about being voiceless here.”

– Extract from A Week One Summer by Angie Wright, Shortlisted in Creative Non-Fiction

“It was a great pleasure 
to read the high quality of 

entries for SMHAF and I hope it 
continues to encourage more 
people to pick up a pen and 

write.”

– Jenni Fagan, Writer & Jury 
Member

Illustration from Perspectives eBook by Josie Vallely

Kate Cross, performing  Broken Cover

Catherine Wilson & Jack Hinks, The Wolf WIth Wet Paws
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Amy Rosa

Artists with disabilities and mental ill-health often have lived experience of 
isolation. At a time when artists were being invited to write about, or create 
work inspired by, living in isolation as a result of lockdown, we wanted 
to ensure that their voices were not being marginalised once again. This 
commission was designed to amplify the voices of people who understand, 
on a deep level, what isolation feels like, in the interests of solidarity, 
empathy and the sharing of wisdom and experience. The call for submissions 
received a big response, with over 80 ideas submitted. The five selected 
artists have been creating work including poetry, prose, photography, music 
and spoken word performance, based on their experiences of isolation due 
to disability, chronic illness, dysfunctional families, or their sexual identity. 
The works are being added to the website over the summer and autumn 
mhfestival.com/2020 as they are completed; to ensure the commission 
was accessible to all, no strict deadlines were imposed. Artists were paid a 
fee of £500 inclusive of costs and materials. 

Selected Artists

Amble Skuse

A musical exploration of how isolation “can create a looped psychological 
experience”. Amble will improvise using an electric violin and EEG sensor 
that will pick up on her brain waves, so that her subconscious reactions to 
the sounds become a part of the music she is making. Amble is a disabled 
composer who works mainly at home in isolation.

Amy Rosa

A series of photographic self-portraits and accompanying creative writing/
spoken text about living with complex post traumatic stress disorder. 
Amy Rosa makes live art, intimate performance, large-scale sculptural 
installations, recorded spoken text and photographic work about her 
experience of the world as a disabled woman living with multiple chronic 
illnesses. 

Amy RosaAmy Rosa

Amble Skuse

MY EXPERIENCE OF ISOLATION: 
ARTIST COMMISSION

Empty pear crates 
poking splinters into my 
socks, packed, neatly. 

Packed in.

I wonder if some of us 
are always waiting.

I wonder how long I can 
do this balancing act.

But I shine, and people 
see my smile, and bask 

in me.

So I hold it all. Packed 
in.

– Amy Rosa, Extract 
from poetry created 
for My Experience of 

Isolation
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Feral Mother , Music video still 'Out of the Box'

James McDermott

A series of performance poems exploring the experiences of being an 
LGBTQ person during lockdown, a situation that has separated many people 
from supportive communities and safe spaces. James is a queer playwright 
and poet whose plays are published by Samuel French and whose debut 
poetry collection 'Manatomy' is published by Burning Eye Books in August. 
James was recently short-listed for Outspoken's Prize for Poetry 2020 in the 
Performance Category.

Feral Mother

An enhanced narrative - part written, hyperlinked with video journal, poetry 
and song – that explores why, after dealing with regular bouts of depression, 
feeling suicidal and suffering severe isolation due to the impact of dealing 
with a severely limiting chronic illness, Feral Mother unexpectedly found 
her mental health and sense of isolation improving during the coronavirus 
crisis, despite the fact that her physical health has not improved and life 
continues to be extremely challenging.

Rebecca Tantony

A series of short poems and stories reflecting on how, as Rebecca puts it, 
“isolation is a narrative in my family history that has spanned generations”. 
Touching on loneliness, independence and the bridge between the two, 
Rebecca will explore the notion of how we sometimes need to revisit a past 
to change it. Rebecca is a writer and facilitator whose work has taken her to 
Turkey, India, America, Sweden, Germany, Spain and Italy.

“We are very grateful to the huge number of artists who took the time to submit a proposal for this 
commission. The range and quality of ideas was highly impressive, and a reminder of how many 

important stories there are to tell about people’s experiences of isolation. We wish we were able to 
support more of these ideas and we hope that they are able to come to fruition in other ways.”

– Gail Aldam, Arts & Events Manager, Mental Health Foundation

“Today I am pale slate, 
the breath of the walls 

enclosing me. I have been 
ill with the symptoms 
no one wants to suffer 

right now. I haven’t seen 
anyone for nearly a 

month and everything 
hurts. With each one of 

my intimate family within 
thirty minutes distance, 

I wonder if we chose 
this separation or if we 
believed that we had no 

other way.”

– Rebecca Tantony, 
Extract from A Recipe 

for Solo Isolation
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Eat. Move. Sleep. Repeat.  

SMHAF associate artist Emma Jayne Park was to have collaborated 
with visual artist Emily Furneaux on a one-day live event in which artists 
gathered together to explore strategies for positive mental health. This 
was reimagined as a series of weekly online Zoom conversations, titled 
Eat. Move. Sleep. Repeat., in which a different guest artist each week 
explored how creative practices can help us to find play in meeting our 
basic needs. These were popular and well received events, with the online 
format allowing Emma Jayne and Emily to invite speakers who wouldn’t 
otherwise have been able to participate, such as Emilie Baltz, a New York 
artist who uses food as a medium (and metaphor) for designing experience. 
Other participating artists included interdisciplinary artist Roland Carline, 
performance artists Toni-Dee Paul and Laura Gonzalez, performance 
practitioner Gillian Jane Lees and visual artist Adam York Gregory. The 
sessions were attended by 37 people in total, with 60 tickets booked. 

Community-Led Programme

Artists and organisations involved in the SMHAF regional planning groups 
also hosted workshops during the festival. Julia James-Griffiths, whose 
show The Box explores the impact that depression can have on an individual 
and those around them and was developed through a series of SMHAF 
events, led weekly Mind To Move workshops on Zoom. The movement 
sessions focused on supporting mental health and wellbeing were well-
received and consistently attracted new and repeat participants throughout 
May and June. 

The Scottish Centre for Conflict Resolution hosted a creative discussion 
event called Perspective & Relationships, as well as a series of blogs with 
creative people on the theme of Perspectives, while Glasgow Gallery of 
Modern Art (GoMA) developed a series of their Saturday Art Club workshops 
to take place during the festival with a theme of mental health, aimed at 
parents and young children.

WORKSHOPS

Eat. Move. Sleep. Repeat.  Image:  Emily Furneaux

Image: Emily Baltz

Mind To Move: Online Workshops

“Following each session 
I felt refreshed and 

buoyant, more creative 
and positive about the 
potential for the sector 
to move forward post-

Covid. Whilst I don't 
feel so positive about 

the development of the 
sector on a daily basis, 
the sessions come to 
mind when thinking of 
new work and positive 

steps forward as a 
freelance artist. It has 
been incredibly helpful 

to be both audience 
member, maker and 

presenter. It has offered 
normalcy despite its 

inherent remoteness.”

– Eat. Move. Sleep. 
Repeat. Participant

“[The classes] made me feel connected to other people and allowed for a 
moment of expression in what was a very tense time where I felt very closed 
off from others and where most of the time I had to shut my emotional side 

down as much as possible to get through the days. The classes allowed for a 
little outlet of safe emotional expression during that difficult time”

– Mind To Move Participant
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VISUAL ARTS

Community-Led Exhibitions

Visual arts exhibitions feature prominently in the SMHAF regional 
programmes. To support work that had been created already, we established 
an online gallery at mhfestival.com/exhibition to showcase a selection. 
Work by four individual artists who had been due to exhibit at SMHAF 2020 
was presented, as well as two group exhibitions Mindscape Art and Drift 
On By, both created by community groups involved in SMHAF programmes 
in Renfrewshire and Ayrshire. Mindscape Art explored how music has 
helped with participants mental health throughout their life, while Drift On 
By was a site-specific outdoor installation in Troon and Irvine. Artists from 
the Edinburgh & Lothians region also developed their own online exhibition 
space titled Unlocked Art Gallery, and hosted the Out of Sight, Out 
of Mind Afternoon Tea, a welcoming event aimed at artists interested in 
contributing to the annual exhibition which takes place at Summerhall each 
October.  

The exhibition also featured work from Reliquary, a participatory project 
by the Mental Health Foundation and See Me. Participants from three 
Stornoway-based mental health organisations worked with Martyn McKenzie 
and Kate McAllan during 2019 to design hand-made wooden boxes whose 
design and content reflected the lives of the people living in them, and these 
were showcased online in place of a physical exhibition. Overall, the online 
exhibition was engaged with by 845 unique users.

Drift On By

Reliquary

Self-Portrait. Jamie King
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Press & Media Coverage 

Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, press and media coverage for the festival 
was more limited than in previous years. However, substantial pieces were 
still published in the Scottish media, including in The Scotsman, The 
National and The List. These included previews of the online programme, 
and an in-depth feature about moving the festival online. Positive reviews 
were published in The Scotsman for Living With The Lights On – The 
Film – given 5 stars – and The Edinburgh Reporter for the premiere 
screening of Riptide. The festival also featured in a piece in The National 
about the impact of Hannah Currie’s documentary That Joke Isn’t Funny 
Anymore, which, in addition to winning the Short Documentary award at 
SMHAF, was widely acclaimed and won the BAFTA Scotland for Best Short 
Film. Media coverage of Mental Health Awareness Week also featured 
SMHAF, including in The Independent. 

Online Engagement 

Despite hosting considerably fewer events, website engagement for the 
SMHAF website – mhfestival.com – increased significantly as a result of 
events being hosted online. From April-July, there were over 43,000 sessions 
created on the website, with over 76,000 pageviews. Approximately 31,000 
unique users accessed the website throughout this period. This represents a 
two- to threefold increase across the various metrics. The website achieved 
peak audiences during Mental Health Awareness Week, a national campaign 
also led by the Mental Health Foundation, reaching 2,786 unique users in a 
single day on the first day Monday 18 May. This highlights the additional 
reach that being connected to Mental Health Awareness Week provides, 
with SMHAF being promoted directly in the Mental Health Awareness Week 
literature and media campaigns for the first time. 

The Scottish Mental Health Arts Festival Facebook page reached 10,341 by 
the end of July, an increase of 628, or 6.5%. Facebook posts reached over 
172,000 people during this period, and received over 10,000 engagements. 
During this period, the @MH_Arts Twitter account gained 237 follows to 
reach over 6,000 followers. The Tweet that generated most engagement 
was to announce the My Experience of Isolation commission, reaching 
9,843 accounts and 189 direct engagements. Throughout this period, the 
Twitter account recorded 297,000 engagements. The Instagram account @
mhfestival reached 2,000 followers, an increase of around 700 from the 
end of SMHAF 2019, and received increased engagement and over 1,500 
post likes during this period. 

FESTIVAL REACH & ENGAGEMENT

“COVID-19 has deprived 
cinema goers of the 
opportunity to watch 

the latest film releases. 
During these troubled 
times most of us need 

an escape of some 
sort and the impact of 
this pandemic on the 

mental health of people 
across the globe is well-

documented.

“However, a new feature 
film by the actor, writer 

and film-maker Tim 
Barrow is presently being 

shown online as part 
of the Scottish Mental 
Health Arts Festival. 

‘Riptide’ has been 
described as a Scottish 
schizophrenia love story 
which will help destroy 

stigma and myths about 
psychiatric disorder. 
But it is, during these 

challenging times, a story 
of hope”

– Mike Smith, The 
Edinburgh Reporter
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Volunteer Engagement

The Talking Heads project provides an opportunity for people with lived 
experience of mental health issues to engage with the arts, gain skills in 
writing and multimedia journalism, connect with artists and mental health 
organisations, and produce creative responses to festival events. A smaller 
project than usual took place this year, giving previous volunteers an 
opportunity to take part again. Following an introductory session on Zoom, 
7 volunteers contributed 10 pieces for the SMHAF website. There were a 
range of creative responses to experiences during lockdown, including 
Creatively Coping, a series of interviews and examples of new work by art 
students whose studies had been interrupted, and Recovery In Lockdown, 
an inspiring piece of writing about living in lockdown while in recovery from 
addiction. Responding directly to SMHAF events, there was an episode of 
Being On The Inside – a podcast established during the Talking Heads 
project in 2019 – featuring Emma Jayne Park, co-curator of Eat. Move. 
Sleep. Repeat., and two video essays exploring PTSD and schizophrenia 
in selected films. In total, these pieces were engaged with by 1,730 unique 
users. 

The festival also engages countless volunteers across the country, 
who make vital contributions to this nationwide arts festival, building 
connections and developing skills in curating, planning and hosting arts 
events. Although SMHAF was unable to go ahead in its usual form, it is 
important to recognise the significant work that went into its planning and 
the delivery of the community-led online programme.  

Creatively Coping. Illustration by Amy Ortiz

Recovery in Lockdown. Image by Ella Duncan.

“So, what’s it like to be 
anxious in lockdown? 
I hate how many of us 
know the answer to 
that question. I hate 

that I can’t articulate it 
properly. It’s scary and 
frustrating; both harder 
and easier than normal 
life; it makes me oddly 
grateful for my ‘normal’ 

anxiety and maybe that’s 
the hardest thing to 
reconcile myself to.”

– Rachel Alexander, 
Talking Heads 

volunteer
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ACCESSIBILITY & LEARNING

Curating an online programme has been an important learning experience 
for the festival. Audience feedback suggests that, for some audience 
members, the move online made the festival more accessible. SMHAF has 
always faced the paradox that some of the people who would benefit most 
from participating in the festival are also the people least able to do so – 
including people with social anxiety, disabilities, chronic illness and long term 
mental health conditions. While we have made concerted efforts to make 
our live events accessible, with pay what you can schemes for example, 
live events can still sometimes present unsurmountable challenges. They 
are also necessarily limited geographically; hosting events online can open 
them up to audiences from across Scotland, especially those living in rural 
areas, as well as other UK and international audiences. This year, we were 
able to facilitate dialogue around mental health and the sharing of creative 
work across national boundaries, featuring international guests in our 
discussions and workshops that we would otherwise not have been able to 
support to attend. Artists, who are often busy with their own projects, also 
reported finding it easier to attend events as audience members due to the 
online format. Accessibility for audiences was also prioritised, with captions 
available for film screenings and other video content, and BSL interpretation 
provided for the majority of discussions.

As a result of this learning, having a strong online programme will be an 
important part of the festival in the future, not as a substitute for live events 
but as an imaginative complement to them – with the two programmed 
alongside each other. Workshops, such as Eat. Move. Sleep. Repeat., created 
an entirely different atmosphere for discussion events among artists, and 
participation from home made engagement more managable. The Zoom 
discussions allowed people to contribute or ask questions in a wider 
variety of ways – by raising a hand, or writing a comment without having to 
speak – which made them, for some people, a more relaxing and inclusive 
experience. Audience members also had the option to maintain their privacy 
if they wished to. 

The Zoom experience did not work for everybody and it is clear that putting 
an event online does not automatically make it more accessible – not 
everyone is comfortable online, and digital accessibility is an issue. Many 
artists and audience members also missed live events due to the lack of 
social contact offered by the online environment, and missing the physical, 
embodied ways in which we normally experience arts events. 

An evaluation is also being carried out by researchers from the Mental 
Health Foundation and See Me, which takes into account perspectives of 
artists and audience members. 

“The online nature of the 
festival enabled me to 
share content through 

sending links to people I 
felt might benefit from or 
resonate with particular 

pieces of work.”

– Audience Feedback

“The Q&A discussions 
promoted improved 

knowledge and 
awareness. It gave people 
the opportunity to engage 

with subjects in more 
depth and achieved a 
greater reach online.”

– Audience Feedback

“Future festivals ideally 
would be a blend of 
online and physical 

activities, so that it would 
be accessible to and 

appeal to the widest of 
audiences.”

– Audience Feedback

“I recognise my own and others’ 
needs for social contact where 

possible. I have really missed that.”

– Audience Feedback

1 8 S M H A F  2 0 2 0 :  C L O S I N G  R E P O R T



SMHAF 2021

The next Scottish Mental Health Arts Festival will take place from 3-23 May 
2021. The festival will continue to coincide with Mental Health Awareness 
Week, hosted by the Mental Health Foundation, as this has helped to 
connect with a host of other activities that take place at this time each year. 

The national team will be planning for SMHAF 2021 throughout the autumn 
and would love to hear from artists of all disciplines who are developing 
mental health themed work that could be showcased next year. Submissions 
are now open for the International Film Competition through FilmFreeway, 
and the Writing Competition will open in autumn 2020. 

We are also seeking to develop new partnerships across the arts and 
mental health and would welcome opportunities to discuss ways of working 
collaboratively with other organisations. Please get in touch to discuss any 
proposals using the contact details below. 

Key Contacts

Gail Aldam, Arts & Events Manager
galdam@mentalhealth.org.uk 

Rob Dickie, Arts & Festival Officer  
rdickie@mentalhealth.org.uk

PARTNERS
The Scottish Mental Health Arts Festival is led by the Mental 
Health Foundation, in association with national partners:

Andrew Eaton-Lewis, Arts Programme Officer
aeaton-lewis@mentalhealth.org.uk
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