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The 15th Scottish Mental Health Arts Festival took place from 3-23 May 
2021, featuring around 180 online and outdoor events across Scotland, and a 
new artist commission. Overall, it reached estimated audiences of over 9,000 
people. Led by the Mental Health Foundation, SMHAF 2021 was funded by 
Creative Scotland, See Me, Scotland's programme to tackle mental health 
stigma and discrimination, Thrive Edinburgh, Edinburgh HSCP and NHS 
Greater Glasgow & Clyde, and supported by partner organisations from 
across Scotland. The annual festival aims to support the arts, explore how 
engagement in the arts can help prevent mental ill health and challenge 
preconceived ideas about mental health.

The theme for 2021 was ‘Normality?', chosen based upon a widespread 
desire among our national network of artists, mental health activists, and 
community groups to question the value judgements associated with a 
word that has appeared frequently in the media in the wake of the Covid-
19 crisis. The programme set out to explore what ‘normality’ means to 

people experiencing mental ill health, whether getting back to ‘normal’ 
is considered desirable after the pandemic, and how a new 

‘normality’ might better support our mental health as a 
society. It was a theme that resonated strongly with 

artists, people with lived experience of mental ill 
health, and audiences. 

The theme of 'Normality?’ was inspired by 
a wave of media stories referring to ‘the 
new normal’ or ‘returning to normal’ 
and a desire to challenge the value 
judgements often associated with use 
of this word. What if the ‘old normal’ 
was damaging your mental health? 
Or what if being isolated and unable 
to work was always ‘normal’ to you 
because of anxiety, illness or disability? 

A festival exploring 'Normality?' feels 
like a kind of manifesto, a plea for a new 

kind of normality that is healthier and 
fairer.

INTRODUCTION

HIGHLIGHTS
 ● 9,000+ ESTIMATED AUDIENCES

 ● 180 EVENTS

 ● 21 DAYS

 ● 10 INTERNATIONAL FILM AWARDS

 ● 3 WRITING AWARDS

 ● 8 ARTIST COMMISSIONS Routes Back to Normality, Bazooka Arts
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The festival was originally planned as a live events programme, complemented 
by online activity to enhance accessibility and reach. This model was designed 
to build upon learning from the 2020 festival, which took place entirely online 
during the frst Covid-19 lockdown in the UK. Audience and artist feedback 
suggested that for some people, including people experiencing social anxiety, 
disability, chronic illness, and long-term mental health conditions, as well 
as people living in rural communities and those with caring responsibilities, 
found the online festival more accessible than face-to-face events and were 
able to participate more fully in a wider range of programming. 

The announcement of the second lockdown made it clear that it would not be 
possible for many events to take place in person, even with reduced audience 
numbers as had been anticipated. Less than 40 out of 180 events were able 
to go ahead in person, and these were all aimed at engaging small groups 
in creative activities, mainly in outdoor settings. Despite these challenges, 
the festival featured programmes from 12 regions across Scotland, some of 
which were as substantial and diverse as they are in typical years. The core 
programme, including the International Film Awards programme, Writing 
Awards, and a series of curated discussion events, all took place entirely 
online. 

COVID-19 CONTEXT
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I N T E R N AT I O N A L  F I L M  AWA R D S 

The International Film Awards took place as an online ceremony, 
including a prerecorded video and live event. Streaming on the opening night 
of the festival, it was hosted by BAFTA Scotland-winning flmmaker and 
mental health campaigner Gail Porter, featured an exclusive performance 
by Withered Hand, music by Francis Macdonald, and was produced by 
Hannah Currie and Production Attic. The video stream was watched by 172 
viewers on the night, and audiences had the opportunity to catch up across 
various platforms throughout the festival. The ceremony was followed by 
a live reception hosted on Zoom, which was attended by more than 60 

flmmakers, festival partners, and audience members. 

The award-winning flms were chosen by a jury which included 
flmmaker and mental health campaigner Hannah Currie, 

flmmaker and flm educator Yasmin Al-Hadithi, flm and mental 
health academic Tobias Dietrich, See Me representative 
Karen Lally, and Mental Health Foundation representatives 
Gail Aldam, Chris Maguire and Susan Solomon. They were 
presented with a shortlist of 28 flms, narrowed down from 
396 submissions to the annual competition.  

Award-winning flms included international documentaries 
Judy Versus Capitalism, directed by renowned Toronto-

based experimental flmmaker Mike Hoolboom about the life 
of Judy Rebick, and Neighbors, a Croatian flm by Tomislav 

Žaja that follows a group of people readjusting to normality 
after decades in a psychiatric institution. Scottish award-winners 

include Harmonic Spectrum, a Scottish Documentary Institute 
short by Austen McCowan & Will Hewitt, Is It Me by Christopher 

T. McGill, and A Glimpse, the debut short flm by acclaimed playwright 
Zinnie Harris. 

The Grand Jury Prize is awarded to a flm considered by the jury to combine 
outstanding cinematic achievement with an authentic and impactful 
exploration of mental health. This year’s winner was the Mid-Length 
Documentary award-winner Love Bound, a Danish documentary directed 
by Vibe Mogensen. It follows a group of parents in group therapy sessions 
designed to help them support their adult children with mental illness. It 
is an intense and emotional flm which explores the impact that enduring 
mental illness can have on the unconditional bond between parents and 
children and asks profound questions about how the mental healthcare 
system can best support young people and their families, in Denmark and 
countries around the world. 

F I L M  P R O G R A M M E

Judy Rebick in Judy Versus Capitalism, dir. Mike Hoolboom
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“My angle to making this flm is based 
on personal experiences. I am a next of 

kin, and I am an artist. That the flm resonates 
with you is a joy and comfort to me. It cannot be a 

fner award. 

I would like to thank the participants in the flm, the next of 
kin group and their children, who were brave enough to stand 
up who were brave enough to stand up and break taboos. And 

thanks to the flm crew who found And thanks to the flm 
crew who found the work so important also, because they 

themselves have relationships they themselves have 
relationships with mentally ill people.”

– Vibe Mogensen, director of Love 
Bound

AWA R D  W I N N E R S 

ANIMATION: Grab My Hand: A Letter to My Dad, Camrus Johnson & Pedro 
Piccinini, USA, 2019

ANTI-STIGMA: Imogen, Matt Shea & Lola Young, UK, 2019

COMMUNITY: Mind Yersel, Bonnie MacRae, Scotland, 2019

EXPERIMENTAL: Letter to My Mother, Amina Maher, Iran, 2019

FEATURE DOCUMENTARY: Neighbors, Tomislav Zaja, Croatia, 2018

HUMAN RIGHTS: Judy Versus Capitalism, Mike Hoolboom, Canada, 2020

MID-LENGTH DOCUMENTARY: Love Bound, Vibe Mogensen, Denmark, 2020

PERSONAL NARRATIVE: Is It Me, Christopher T. McGill, Scotland, 2020

SHORT DOCUMENTARY: Harmonic Spectrum, Austen McCowan & 
Will Hewitt, Scotland, 2021

SHORT DRAMA: A Glimpse, Zinnie Harris, Scotland, 2020

“Of all the awards that 
Imogen’s flm could have 

received, the Anti-Stigma award is 
the one that would have been most 

important to Imogen.”

– Diane Goldie, Imogen's 
mother
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. Zinnie Harris. Credit. Robert Pereira Hind.
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S c r e e n i n g  P r o g r a m m e 

The flm programme was hosted on the VOD platform INDY On Demand, 
which operates using Shift72 infrastructure. Each feature flm and shorts 
programme were available to rent for a week-long period during the festival, 
an approach designed to make screenings accessible for people to watch 
in their own time.  pay what you can pricing structure, with tickets ranging 
from free to £6, and passes granting access to the entire programme were 
also available. 

The programme was curated around the overall festival theme of 
‘Normality?’ and other important themes connected to mental ill 
health. Short flm programmes explored ‘Normality?’, in relation to 

neurodiversity, sexual orientation, trauma, and long-term health conditions, 
the connections between Nature and mental health and wellbeing, Lived 
Experience, and Grief. Further feature selections included Dead Souls’ 
Vacation, a bittersweet documentary that follows a once-successful 
Georgian musician as he struggles with poverty, mental health, and living in 
a claustrophobic apartment with his elderly mother, and Certified Mail, an 
award-winner at SMHAF 2020 by Egyptian director Hisham Saqr exploring 
post-natal depression and suicide.

Each screening was accompanied by a live Q&A or panel discussion, held 
on Zoom. These were initially held as closed discussions, replicating the 
model used successfully in our frst online festival, aimed at creating a safe 
and confdential space for participants and audience members. However, 
following lower than expected audience numbers in the frst week, these 
were subsequently recorded and streamed through our social media 
channels to increase public engagement and create a lasting record of the 
conversations. 

Hosting the Q&As online meant it was possible for representatives from 
most flms in the programme to attend, joining the conversation from 

countries including Canada, Denmark Georgia, Germany, Greece, the 
Republic of Korea, and the USA. Guests included notable Canadian 
activist Judy Rebick, the subject of Mike Hoolboom’s flm Judy 
Versus Capitalism, acclaimed playwright Zinnie Harris, presenting 
the world premiere of her debut short flm A Glimpse, and comedian 
and mental health advocate Jeff Ayars, director of Borderline 
Coffee, alongside the flm’s writer and actor Susanna Stahlmann. 
Several screenings and discussions were held in partnership, 

including with festivals Alchemy Film & Arts and Africa in Motion, 
and mental health organisations, including Flourish House and The 

Loss Project.

“We were thrilled to have DEAD 
SOULS' VACATION selected for the 

SMHAF 2021, which turned out to be one 
of the most rewarding festival experiences 

during the pandemic! Big thanks to the 
programmers!”

- Parachute Films
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Grief Q&A
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F i l m  Wo r k s h o p s 

To complement the screening programme, there were opportunities to 
engage with participatory workshops and a further discussion event. 
SMHAF hosted an edition of DOCMA, a documentary workshop led by 
flmmaker Yasmin Al-Hadithi that invites participants to create their own 
1-minute flms. This edition was themed around Normality? and Nature, 
the theme for Mental Health Awareness Week, and involved participants 
from organisations including Dundee Healthy Minds Network, Flourish 
House, North Ayrshire Wellbeing & Recovery College, and RAMH, as 
well as professional flmmakers and members of the public. 

Inspired by many artists making the transition from stage to screen during 
the Covid-19 pandemic, Screen Test was an opportunity for writers and 
flmmakers to engage in a workshop that explored working across the 
two mediums. It was hosted by poet, playwright, performer and flmmaker 
Hannah Lavery, with creative exercises led by two flmmakers presenting 
their debut shorts at SMHAF 2021, acclaimed playwright and flmmaker 
Zinnie Harris and Greek actor and flmmaker Elpida Stathatou. 
There was also a showcase of work produced through FilmMedicine, a 
programme developed by Amy Hardie at the University of Edinburgh to 
give postgraduate students from various backgrounds an opportunity to 
create a flm. The selection aimed to bring a fresh eye to our understanding 
of illness, the body and the mind, and all the flmmakers represented took 
part in a well-received panel discussion. 

“I will continue to seek 
out festival and workshop 

opportunities after having such a 
good experience with SMHAF and 

DOCMA.”

- Audience Feedback

“The writing exercises 
were really great, seemingly 
simple but could conjure rich 

seams of creativity. It was lovely 
to hear [mental health] spoken about 
as human experience, as tapping into 
universal experience, rather than any 

focus on any labels or othering.”

- Audience Feedback

Grief Q&A
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There were over 300 entries to the annual writing competition, held in 
partnership with Bipolar Scotland. This represented a signifcant increase 
on previous years and demonstrates the growing stature of the competition 
for writers, both aspiring and established, in Scotland and further afeld. 
Writers were invited to submit work exploring mental health and the theme of 
‘Normality?’ across three categories: Fiction, Poetry and Creative Non-Fiction. 
The jury, featuring acclaimed novelist Kirstin Innes and representatives 
from the Mental Health Foundation and Bipolar Scotland, selected 11 writers 
for the shortlist and one winner in each category. The overall winner was 
Laura Barbour, whose powerful short story ‘Egg’ explores the impact of 
sexual violence on a survivor’s mental health. 

The Writing Awards ceremony took place as a live online event, hosted 
by acclaimed novelist Kirstin Innes. Hosted on Zoom, each of the winning 
writers read an extract from their work and were given the opportunity 
to speak about what being recognised in the competition meant to 
them. Although it took place on Zoom, there was a warm and supportive 
atmosphere throughout the evening with positive comments posted on the 
chat after every reader. The event also featured an exclusive performance by 
musician Blue Rose Code, who spoke powerfully about the impact mental 
health has had on his life and work. The winning and shortlisted entries were 
published in an eBook, designed and illustrated by Glasgow-based Emily 
Wylde.

Entrants to the writing competition also had the 
opportunity to take part in free masterclasses 

led by professional writers. These were held 
online in July and were led by poet Tawona 

Sithole, author Kirsten Innes, and author 
and mental health campaigner Graham 

Morgan. The workshops were attended 
by 82 people in total, an average of 27 
people per workshop. 

W R I T I N G  AWA R D S

As Anna enters the kitchen, Isobel is aware that 
Anna is looking at her. She is still again. Why haven’t 

you put the heating on, mum? It’s November! She bypasses 
the beginnings of protests and turns the wall switch on. A faint 

rumble starts up somewhere beneath the floorboards.

The heat of the early August evening had been cloying. In the day, 
Isobel had attempted some light gardening but the sun was relentless. 
She had decided on an earlier bedtime and settled into a bed that had 
become lopsided over time. She left her bedroom window ajar in the 

vain hope of a breeze. The skin stretched across her chest held 
the garden heat. It had still been light as she dozed off.

- Extract from 'Egg' by Laura Barbour
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WINNERS

FICTION
LAURA BARBOUR, 'EGG'

SHORTLISTED: EMILY GIFFORD, 
JENNY HULTON & STEVE WADE

POETRY
ELLENA LOUGHREY, 'THE WORLD'S TESTIMONY'
SHORTLISTED: STEPHANIE POWELL & ANGIE WRIGHT

CREATIVE NON-FICTION
HANNA LOUISE, '50 DAYS'

SHORTLISTED: ELAINE LOCKHART, NICHELLE 
SANTAGATA  & HEATHER STILL

Sober is strange because I 
haven’t met myself yet.  Because 

the world is burning and I’m rising like 
a phoenix from the ashes.  Because I know 

that I couldn’t have done this under any other 
circumstances.  For the frst time I’m trying to 

remember each moment instead of drinking to forget, 
but I’m ffty days sober and my future looks as blank 
as my diary.  No flights have left this airport for weeks 

now, and every day I wonder who the hell I’m going 
to be if I make it out of this waiting room alive.

- Extract from 'Fifty Days' by Hanna 
Louise

Illustration by E
mily
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My Normality was a series of eight new £500 commissions, open to 
artists of any discipline and based anywhere in Scotland. With these 
commissions, we wanted to explore one of the big questions raised by the 
Covid-19 pandemic: what is ‘normality’? It aimed to reach artists who are 
marginalised in various ways, including due to disability, sexuality, race, age 
and class. 

Artists were invited to submit proposals for projects addressing mental 
health that could be showcased online, exploring the following brief: 

There has been much discussion over the past year of adjusting to a ‘new 
normal’, or of things ‘returning to normal’ at some point. But what if you 
feel that society’s perception of ‘normality’ doesn’t include you? What if 
your experience of ‘normality’ results in, or exacerbates, illness and stress? 
What if being ignored, marginalised, or discriminated against is so ‘normal’ 
to you, and to those responsible for it, that it is barely acknowledged? And 
what is the mental health impact of all this?

Six commissions were originally advertised but eight were eventually 
selected due to the quality and diversity of the applications. To date, seven 
of these commissions have been published and will remain available to 
view on the SMHAF website. The artworks have been engaged with by an 
estimated 1,400 people via our website and video and audio works have 
also been shared and promoted on our social media channels.

ARTIST COMMISSION: MY NORMALITY

“Being commissioned by SMHAF to create 
Vessels was an unexpected and meaningful 

gesture for me. My favourite-cafe-to-write-in had 
just re-opened, and I found myself there, teary-eyed, 

watching the theme of this new piece play out in real time - 
the Normality of daily life and the question of what Normal is. 

My spoken word poetry has always been a form of expression and 
reflection, but it was especially cathartic in this instance to translate 
these feelings onto paper because the “real world” was right there. 
I turned to analogy as comfort, stories of ships and great voyages 

manifesting as a way to process the feelings, symptoms and 
experience of living with mental illness and trauma. It does no 
good to pretend these things don’t affect me. But I also believe 

there is a way to exist, even thrive, in a world that feels 
full of tidal waves.”

- Eilidh Morris

Portrait of Cynthia Gentle, by Nikki Kilburn

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

https://www.mhfestival.com/projects/my-normality


S e l e c t e d  A r t i s t s 

B o n n i e  M a c R a e  

Bonnie is a writer and director from Dundee who makes flms exploring 
people’s mental health stories. For My Normality Bonnie will create 
Answer Machine, a short documentary highlighting the mental reality of 
endometriosis, sound-tracked by voicemail recordings from women living 
with the condition, “shining a light on their normality, the fght to have their 
pain believed, having to justify themselves before being offered appropriate 
help”.

D j a n a  G a b r i e l l e

Singer-songwriter Djana Gabrielle has written and recorded This is Our 
Battlefeld, a song inspired by the death of George Floyd in the US. The song 
explores how, for people of colour, “the casual everyday racism we encounter 
is part of our normality”, and how this experience was exacerbated for Djana 
by an emotionally draining lockdown.

E i l i d h  M o r r i s

Eilidh is a Dundee-based artist who writes and performs spoken word 
poetry as an expression of their mental health issues, abuse, and recovery 
experiences. Vessels is a fve-minute spoken word flm created by Eilidh in 
collaboration with musician Johnny Threshold, and flmed in Dundee and 
Tayport.

I o n a  R o b e r t s

Iona is a visual artist who describes her work as “a pilgrim, a pathway for me 
to reach and fnd my way home”, and who has spent lockdown “responding 
to the local landscape, journaling and drawing my dreams and memories, 
exploring further my inner landscape as well as the external world”. Iona 
has created a new series of framed mix media drawings as “a cathartic map 
of my inner world”.

“I hope the documentary will 
allow those who participated to 

feel that, for once, they do have a voice. 
I am so grateful to them all for opening 

up in such a candid, honest way. And to the 
Mental Health Foundation for supporting a 
story no one seemed to want to tell, until 

now.”

- Bonnie MacRae

Train Dreams, Glasgow Central, by Iona Roberts
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J a c k  We b b

Like Stone is a new dance flm by Jack 
Webb, a dancer and choreographer who was 
worked and performed internationally with various 
companies and choreographers. Jack says: 'Exploring the concept of My 
Normality, Like Stone follows a life lived in soft focus.”

J o r d y  D e e l i g h t

Jordy Deelight is an Edinburgh-based artist who creates autobiographical 
work professionally for theatre and television. During the 2020 lockdown 
Jordy began taking two courses of medication – one for cystic fbrosis, one 
for depression – that had transformative effects on their life. Their 25-minute 
flm Two in the Morning, One at Night looks at the transformative ways in 
which kaftrio changed their cystic fbrosis physically and mirtazapine 
helped them deal with their mental health and work through their past 
trauma with online therapy.

I s l a  C o w a n

Isla Cowan is a playwright and theatre-maker who suffered anorexia nervosa 
from the ages of 14 to 20. Though she is now classifed as ‘recovered’, she 
says that intrusive negative thoughts about food and her body are still part 

of her normal everyday life. Isla has created Consumed, a new spoken-
word audio piece addressing disordered eating.

N i k k i  K i l b u r n

Photographer and writer Nikki Kilburn is interested in 
exploring “how identity and lived experience creates 
complex realities”. For My Normality, Nikki has created 
a collection of “fve empowered portraits of womxn of 
colour with a lived experience of racialised trauma” 
accompanied by an audio narrative of their voices 
telling their stories, in order to show “how the lived 
experience of racialised trauma creates othering and 
stigma”.

“It was really 
important for me to 

remain true to the identity and style 
of each womxn in their portrait and spoken 

word narrative. We worked together to co-create 
how we would capture their visual representation 

and narrative. Each portrait was carefully created based 
on how each womxn wanted to tell their story and my 

self-portrait transforms the dehumanising racism of white 
supremacy into an act of power. Whilst weaving the spoken 

narratives together I was mindful to stay true to each 
womxn's individuality and elevate shared lived experience. 
The music, lyrics and my spoken word poem throughout 

the audio piece created a context for the stories to be 
knitted within. This process has been a beautiful, 

enriching healing experience for us all.”.

- Nikki Kilburn

Still from Like Stone, by Jack Webb
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L I V E  E V E N T S

Still from Like Stone, by Jack Webb

G a t h e r i n g 

This remote residency saw SMHAF's 
associate artist Emma Jayne Park 
bring together people whose work is 
focussed on the importance of gathering to 
discuss different ways of belonging, sharing and 
being in a community. After a year in which ‘normal’ modes of sharing 
space with our communities has been interrupted, many artists who focus 
on bringing people together have been pushed to revisit the basis of their 
work. The residency involved three freelance artists, who came together 
to meet for a few hours each week for fve weeks to share their practice, 
experiences and hopes for the future. It culminated in a public event - part 
conversation, part workshop, for those curious about what it means to be 
together and how we create ways to belong in both our permanent and 
transient communities.

Towa rd s  a  M e n t a l  H e a l t h  A r t s  N e t wo r k 

Over the next year, the Mental Health Foundation, in partnership with See Me 
and with support from the Baring Foundation, will develop a Mental Health 
Arts Network. This project aims to bring together creative people who 
explicitly address mental health through their work to offer peer support, 
share good practice, develop opportunities for research and creative projects, 
build and share knowledge, and establish connections. This introductory 
event was facilitated on Zoom by SMHAF Associate Artist Emma Jayne 
Park and featured provocations from cultural practitioners Halina Rifai 

and Lewis Hou, who both have particular interest in mental health 
and wellbeing. The event was well-attended, reaching a wide range 

of artists and people involved in creative projects connected to 
mental health. It was successful in instigating a conversation 

about what artists want from the network and identify some 
of the key tensions that might arise in its development. The 
project will proceed over the next year through a series of 
live discussion events and seminars with guest speakers 
from across the UK doing innovative work in this feld. 

“It may be the only Zoom event 
I've ever not done other tasks in the 
background of! The format was truly 

engaging and interactive, and enjoyable 
as a result.”

- Audience Feedback

““I thought the way Emma [Jayne-
Park] started the event, by letting 

everyone know that whatever way in which 
you wanted or were able to participate in the 

event was fne - with camera, without, letting us 
know what to do if you weren't comfortable with 

talking - was excellent. She gave the event a very 
open, welcoming, relaxed feeling right from the start, 

which makes it way easier to participate if you're 
having a bad mental health day.”

- Audience Feedback
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' N o r m a l '  C o nve r s a t i o n s 

As it was not possible to support a live performance programme at SMHAF 
2021, we hosted two conversations with artists exploring different topics 
related to mental health and the theme of ‘Normality?’. 

What is the climate crisis doing to our mental health? brought 
together performance artist Katy Dye, whose latest project, Climate Grief 
Karaoke, invites people to sing songs expressing their emotions towards 
environmental breakdown, visual artist and founder of Climate Change 
Creative Fadzia Mwakutuya, and Dr Gary Belkin, founder of the Billion 
Minds Institute, which highlights the “social climate” crisis of climate change. 

What is a ‘normal’ way to be an artist? featured Skye Loneragan, 
an award-winning writer and performer, Amble Skuse, a composer and 
violinist who lives with chronic fatigue syndrome, and Jordy Deelight, an 
Edinburgh-based artist who creates autobiographical work. They discussed 
whose voices are excluded by working practices in the arts and what a 
year of lockdown has taught us about how to support and nurture creativity 
better. 

Taking place as closed Zoom discussions to ensure confdentiality, these 
conversations provided valuable opportunities for people working in the 
creative industries to connect with others who share similar interests, and 
to talk about some of the key issues affecting artists and their mental 
health during the Covid-19 pandemic.

“I liked the range of experience and 
geography of the panellists, as it gave 
a great mix of perspectives on art and 

climate change.”

- Audience Feedback
Katy Dye, Panellist in 'Normal' Conversations

The Alma Project, Art at Porty
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O v e r v i e w

Increasing engagement from our regional programmes was a key 
priority this year, as community-led activity had been greatly reduced 

at our online festival in 2020. This broadly successful and the 
festival featured programmes curated by 12 regional planning 
groups, featuring around 150 individual events. 

These included familiar events that had been reproduced 
for online audiences, including Real Talk: Storytelling for 

Wellbeing, which took place via Zoom and was recorded as a 
podcast, the Mad Jam Open Mic Night, supported by Thrive 

Edinburgh, which took advantage of the online format to develop 
a link with Thrive Amsterdam, and the Mindspace participatory art 

project in Renfrewshire, which developed into a Facebook group to share 
artworks and maintain connections, as well as a physical display. 

Programme highlights included Home: A Performative Space, an 
immersive participatory performance that took place via Zoom using objects 
from participants own homes, the online premiere of Healing the Loss, a 
new flm by the After a Suicide Working Group in the Borders, created 
in collaboration with Alchemy Film & Arts, CHIME to Recover: Back to 
Normality?, a week of diverse creative activities produced by members of 

North Ayrshire Wellbeing & Recovery College, and the premiere 
of Imagined Bodies, a new flm by Think Circus exploring 

body image and capability. There was also opportunity to 
get involved in a wide range of creative workshops, 

usually taking place via Zoom, including Mind to 
Move, a mindful movement workshop led by 

Julia James-Griffiths, Six Word Stories, 
creative writing workshops led by See Me 
Community Champions Bridget Dickson, 
Liam Rankin and Chik Duncan, Creative 
Writing for Wellbeing, led by Helen 
Boden in the Borders, and Creative Café 
from Your Couch: Nature & Normality, 
a three-day event led by Clydesider in 
West Dunbartonshire, involving botanical 
illustration, nature photography and process 
painting. 

R E G I O N A L  P R O G R A M M E S

The Alma Project, Art at Porty

Sketch and Wander from Your Sofa
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Regional programmes also connected effectively with Mental Health 
Awareness Week, which took place from 10-16 May and explored the 

theme of Nature. This inspired numerous outdoor creative workshops, 
including Wellbeing of the Woods, two photography walks led by 

Becky Duncan in Pollok Country Park and RSPB Lochwinnoch, Sketch 
& Wander for Wellbeing, a group walking workshop led by artist Lynn 
Fraser, Creative Nature for Wellbeing, a series of online workshops 
hosted by the Beacon Arts Centre that gave people the tools to take part 
in creative activities outdoors in their own time, and Turning the Tide, a 
new short flm recorded by participants from North Ayrshire Wellbeing 
and Recovery College on a local beach, which premiered at their online 
event Hope Through Film alongside other shorts.

E x h i b i t i o n s

The Scottish Mental Health Arts Festival website hosted an online 
exhibition featuring artworks from individual artists and community 
groups from across Scotland. The exhibition included collaborative 
multimedia exhibitions from The Alma Project, AIMS Advocacy, Angus 
Creative Minds, Bazooka Arts and Project Ability 's Reconnect workshop. 
Individual artists featured included: CL Gamble, a disabled, non-binary 
artist who shared a piece created using their blackout poetry technique; 
Erin Colquhoun, who released a series of creative video workshops called 
Let’s Create; Lindsay Oliver, an artist living with a progressive illness 
and unable to use her stronger hand; bodypainting artist Lynn Fraser; and 
Rachel Louise Burney, a disabled artist living with Friedreich’s Ataxia 
presenting works inspired by a traumatic accident during lockdown. 

In addition to the online exhibition, several physical exhibitions were able to 
take place, usually outwith traditional gallery spaces. These included the 
annual Passing Time poetry exhibition, displayed at train stations around 
Renfrewshire and Inverclyde, two exhibitions in the Highlands at The Bike 
Shed in Inverness and Farr Bay Inn Coffee Shop in Bettyhill, 
an exhibition by MECOPP Gypsy/Traveller Carers 
Project at Porty Light Box in Edinburgh, and 
Collective Creativity, an outdoor exhibition 
by patients at Leverndale Hospital. 

A Breath of Fresh Air

The Clootie Tiree, a f lm by After a Suicide Working Group, S
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Alien Shielded Nation by Rachel Louise Burney
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We b s i t e  E n g a g e m e n t

There were 11,700 website users at mhfestival.com during a two-month 
period covering the build up to and duration of the festival. There were 
40,600 pageviews during this period. This represented a decrease from the 
online festival in 2020, which attracted 18,000 users and 46,000 pageviews 
over the same period. There are likely to be a range of factors influencing 
this, including hosting the flm programme, one of the most high-profle 
components of the festival, on the external INDY On Demand site, and the 
easing of lockdown restrictions opening up possibilities for face-to-face 
social and leisure activities during the period the festival took place. Despite 
reduced overall usage, website users spent longer (+49%), visited more 
pages (+29%), and returned to the website more frequently (+7%) compared 
with 2020. 

S o c i a l  M e d i a

Audiences engaged with the festival on social media, accessing news, 
booking links and online events through Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. 
During April and May, Facebook [@mentalhealtharts) page reached over 
10,800 followers by the end of SMHAF 2021, an increase of around 500 from 
2020. Instagram (@mhfestival) followers increased to 2,600, an increase 
of 600 from 2020. Posts across the two channels reached 178,000 people, 
with over 12,200 engagements, including Likes, Comments, Shares and Link 
Clicks. This represented a small increase across all fgures from the 2020 
online festival. Twitter (@MH_Arts) followers grew to 6,600, an increase of 
around 600 from 2020. During April and May, Twitter posts reached 371,000 
people, with over 700 mentions. The most popular Tweets announced the 
programme launch and the beginning of the festival. In addition to this, 
many of the festival's contributors and regional programmes promoted the 
programme across their own social media accounts. 

F E S T I VA L  R E AC H  &  E N G AG E M E N T

The Clootie Tiree, a f lm by After a Suicide Working Group, S
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P r e s s  a n d  M e d i a  C o v e r a g e

Press coverage of the festival was strong in the Scottish media, with 
substantial pieces focusing on the festival programme and theme of 
‘Normality?’ in The Scotsman, The List and The National. The Herald 
featured an interview with Blue Rose Code, who performed at the Writing 
Awards, in which he talked candidly about his experiences with mental 
health and how music helps him manage it. There were also a number 
of positive reviews for A Glimpse, the debut short flm by Zinnie Harris, 
including in ArtMag and The Courier, and a review for the Lived Experience 
shorts programme in The Psychologist. The National and the Glasgow 
Times featured interviews with Zinnie Harris about her flm, which is based 
on personal experiences with miscarriage. 

There was also strong media coverage of the My Normality commissions, 
which will continue to be released throughout the summer. In addition to 
pieces about the commission overall in The Scotsman and The National, 
Dundee-based artists Bonnie MacRae and Eilidh Morris participated in 
interviews with The Courier and on BBC Radio Scotland’s Mornings 
show. Local press featured pieces on local festival events, including the 
Northern Times and the Inverness Courier. The Daily Record featured 
pieces on the programme in Renfrewshire, with a focus on the Mindspace 
exhibition, Lanarkshire, with a focus on a Wishaw-based youth charity that 
participated in the festival. 

Ta l k i n g  H e a d s  P r o j e c t

The Talking Heads project brings together a team of volunteers to 
develop creative responses to the festival and its events. Due to 

the Covid-19 lockdown, the Talking Heads project took place 
on a smaller scale compared with previous years, engaging 

fve volunteers who collectively produced eight pieces over 
the course of the festival. These included podcasts by 
Nina Abeysuriya, who interviewed Kate Stevens of the 
Beacon Arts Centre about their project Creative Nature 
for Wellbeing for her podcast Being on the Inside, and 
Michael McEwan, who interviewed members of the 
Well Happy Band, musician Michelle Connolly, and writers 
Sasha Greene and Angela McCrimmon for two episodes of 

Mind Matters. Written articles included a piece by Rachel 
Alexander on anxiety and normality during lockdown, a 

conversation between volunteer Bilyana Palankasova and 
artists Clare Robertson and Stefanie Blum about their project 

Home: A Performative Space, and two pieces on the theme of 
Nature by Nic Saunders. 

“I think we have all been 
exposed to our own mental health 

over recent months. I’m delighted the 
flm is being shown as part of [SMHAF] – 

it’s the perfect place for it.”

- Zinnie Harris, quoted in   
Glasgow Times

“I would say this will be probably 
more important than all the rest of 

my gigs to date because I have battled 
with mental health issues for a long 

time and I know how hard life can be for 
people like me.”

- Blue Rose Code, quoted in     
The Herald

“The idea of rest and stopping 
and almost giving yourself over and 

trusting in the process of doing nothing is 
almost revolutionary, it’s like an act of revolt to 

actually stop. I think fundamentally, that’s really 
important, regardless of whether or not you’re 

coming along as a participatory art person or you’re 
taking time in your life to slow down.”

- Clare Robertson, quoted in a Talking 
Heads interview by Bilyana 

Palankasova
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https://www.thecourier.co.uk/fp/entertainment/2290369/a-story-no-one-wants-to-tell-from-anxiety-to-endometriosis-dundee-artists-tackle-the-new-normal-in-short-films-for-scottish-mental-health-arts-festival/
https://www.mhfestival.com/news/22-talking-heads/776-podcast-creative-nature-for-wellbeing
https://www.mhfestival.com/news/22-talking-heads/754-podcast-mind-matters
https://www.mhfestival.com/news/22-talking-heads/750-what-is-normality
https://www.mhfestival.com/news/22-talking-heads/750-what-is-normality
https://www.mhfestival.com/news/22-talking-heads/775-performative-space-interview-with-clare-robertson-and-stefanie-blum
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S M H A F  2 0 2 1  PA RT N E R S

The Scottish Mental Health Arts Festival is led by the Mental Health Foundation. It is supported 
by the following national partners:

S M H A F  2 0 2 1  T E A M
Gail Aldam, Arts & Events Manager
galdam@mentalhealth.org.uk 

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

S M H A F  2 0 2 2
The next Scottish Mental Health Arts Festival will take place during May 2022. 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 throughout the autumn and invite organisations and artists of all 
disciplines who are developing mental health themed work to get in touch. Submissions are now open for 
the International Film Competition through FilmFreeway, and the Writing Competition will open in 
the autumn. 

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. 

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

Emily Benita, Film Co-ordinator Peter Jahn, Marketing Officer
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