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REPORT

Film, mental health, and COVID-19: a case study of the facing
the mind project
Mani Sharpe

Lecturer in Film, the University of Leeds, Leeds

ABSTRACT
Composed of a series of webinars that ran from June to August
2020, ‘Facing the Mind’ was a project developed through
collaboration between the University of Leeds and the Third
Sector, with the specific aim of improving the well-being of a
small group of participants, recruited from the local community.
Taking the project as a case study, the objectives of this article
are thus twofold. Firstly, it will critically reflect on the
interdisciplinary methodology deployed by the organizers, which
combined creative practice with academic discussions associated
with cinematic representations of the face. Secondly, it will
chronicle some of the many logistical, ethical, and pedagogical
challenges faced by the Facing the Mind team in light of the
COVID-19 pandemic, which led to a national lockdown at
precisely the point at which the project was due to launch.
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Composed of a series of webinars that ran from June to August 2020, ‘Facing the Mind’
was a project developed through collaboration between the University of Leeds (North
England) and the Third Sector (a term used in the United Kingdom to describe the
domain occupied by non-profit, non-governmental, and value-driven organizations),
with the specific aim of improving the well-being of a small group of participants,
recruited from the local community. In their original plans, the organizers hoped to
achieve this aim by harnessing the power of two methodologies. One of these was crea-
tive practice, with the team planning to design a range of artistic activities in which par-
ticipants would be invited to partake, as the project developed. According to a recent
report, published the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Arts, Health and Wellbeing, for
example, creativity can have a number of potentially transformative effects on the
mood of an individual, including stimulating imagination and reflection, encouraging dia-
logue with the deeper self, enabling expression, changing perspectives, and contributing
to the construction of identity (2017, 20).

The second, and less conventional, way in which the organisers hoped to achieve their
aim was through academic discussions, rooted broadly in the discipline of film studies,
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and specifically in research on cinematic representations of the face. There were several
reasons why I chose the face as the guiding theme of this project. Faces are universal, in
the sense that everyone is born with one; for this reason, the concept is easily grasped. In
the world of cinema, faces are ubiquitous: from the early days of filmmaking, the face has
always been a recurring image to which directors return, namely through the visual idiom
of the close-up (Steimatsky 2017, 1). In both the cinematic world and the non-cinematic
one, faces operate as a liminal threshold, mediating between the immaterial world of
mental concepts and the material world of objects; between our own defined subjectiv-
ities and the subjectivities of others. For better or worse, faces are often aligned with our
identity: with who we think we are, or who others think we are, generating, in turn, further
questions related to gender and sexuality, ethnicity and race, intelligence and beauty.
Crucially, faces can act to both facilitate disclosure, in the sense that they convey a vast
amount of information through verbal speech or non-verbal expression (the eyes, eye-
brows, lips, etcetera); and to facilitate deception, in the sense that they can be masked,
inexpressive, or duplicitous. Giorgio Agamben, for instance, designates the face as ‘the
location of a struggle for truth’ (2000, 90). Anchored in a belief that encouraging the par-
ticipants to visually represent their faces could help them to articulate and share emotions
that were perhaps too difficult to express verbally, a belief loosely linked to the precepts
of art therapy (Malchiodi 2011), the team thus ultimately hoped to produce two attendant
outcomes throughout the course of the workshops: one, a collective piece of artwork
informed by academic scholarship on the (cinematic) face; the other, an improvement
in participant mental health, measured through feedback, with the former directly contri-
buting to the latter. In its combination of two methodologies – creative practice and scho-
larly research – Facing the Mind can perhaps be best described as an experimental
exercise in participatory praxis, a process by which ideas and theories are grasped
through doing and making. Readers may wish to consult the website set up to support
learning during the project and house the artwork generated after its completion,
which can be accessed here: https://facingthemind.leeds.ac.uk/.

The team itself was made up of four people: Dr Mani Sharpe (Lecturer in Film at the
University of Leeds, responsible for project management, funding, website design, and
academic research); Tom Bailey (project manager for Mojo Film, a production company
and social enterprise based in Leeds; responsible for participant management); Mark
Cruse (a freelance artist, responsible for leading the creative element of the webinars);
and Molly Higgins (graduate of Fine Art and History of Art at the University of Leeds,
hired as a Digital Intern, and initially tasked with producing a making-of documentary
about the project). Facing the Mind was funded by Ignite, a scheme set up by the Cultural
Institute at the University of Leeds, specifically to encourage researchers to craft initiatives
that build relationships between the University and external organisations, in turn pro-
moting engaging and impact-led research.

Taking Facing the Mind as a case study, the objectives of this article are twofold. Firstly,
it will critically reflect on the interdisciplinary methodology deployed by the organizers,
exploring the value of combining creative practice with academic research and discus-
sion. Secondly, it will chronicle some of the (many) logistical, ethical, and pedagogical
challenges faced by the Facing the Mind team in light of the COVID-19 pandemic,
which led to a national lockdown at precisely the point at which the project was due
to launch. In a recent case-study of a participatory film-making initiative, launched with
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young refugees, Katja Frimberger and Simon Bishopp have expressed a desire to ‘aim for a
reflexive research practice, making transparent the epistemological assumptions and
various discursive moments that underpinned and shaped their ‘messy’ practical
project ethics’ (2020, 60). Aiming for a similar degree of ‘transparency’, this article is there-
fore really about two projects: one that took many months to plan, and was meticulously
organized, but did not happen; and one that took merely a few weeks to plan and was
spontaneously delivered, but did happen.

Starting out: first ideas

The roots of Facing the Mind can be traced back to January 2019, when I attended an
acoustic gig night at Inkwell Arts, a creative art space and café based in Leeds,
founded to promote positive mental health and affiliated with the national charity
Mind (https://www.inkwellarts.org.uk/). Intrigued by the concept underpinning the
space, and energised by the inclusive atmosphere, I subsequently enquired as to who
was in charge of the arts programme at Inkwell, before I was put in contact with an
artist named Mark Cruse. Cruse, it transpired, was the individual who had founded
Inkwell Arts, organizing and leading a series of internally and externally funded creative
practice classes there.

My own motivations for setting the project up were multifaceted. On a personal level, I
had previously been in a relationship with an individual who had struggled with poor
mental health, prompting an interest in initiatives used to promote well-being. On an aca-
demic level, I saw Facing the Mind as an opportunity to come to a deeper understanding
of the critical concepts I was in the process of researching, through discussion, dialogue,
and multidirectional idea-exchange. Finally, on a pedagogical level, I was interested in the
practical strategies used by Cruse to deliver plastic art and digital media in the commu-
nity, primarily as, up until this point, my own experience of teaching had largely been
restricted to historical-theoretical film classes taught within various universities, and my
knowledge of film-making (as opposed to film analysis) was limited, at best.

Over the following eight months, Cruse and I engaged in many interesting discussions
about how we could collaborate on a joint creative project. By September 2019, we had
sketched out a clear timetable that we included in our funding bid for Ignite (submitted
and awarded in November 2019). According to these initial estimates, we planned to
deliver the project over the course of six weeks, between April and May 2020, at the Uni-
versity of Leeds and Inkwell, for a handful of participants. In Week 1, we planned to screen
a copy of Ingmar Bergman’s 1966 film Persona (whose narrative famously frames the faces
of the two central female protagonists using a series of highly unconventional formal
techniques [see Coates 2012, 158–181]), in order to provide a platform for discussion.
In Week 2, participants would be invited to attend a public lecture at the University of
Leeds, during which I would introduce the concept of the Kuleshov effect, a famous cine-
matic experiment in which three unchanging close-up shots of a man’s silent face are jux-
taposed with three shots of different objects (a bowl of soup, a dead girl in a coffin, a
woman lying seductively on sofa), thus generating the impression that the man is experi-
encing three different emotions (hunger, sorrow, lust).1 Each of the workshops planned
for Weeks 3–6 would then require the participants to recreate a single shot from the Kule-
shov effect (using equipment housed in Inkwell Arts, and iPads provided by Leeds Library,
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as part of the 100% Digital Scheme) whilst encouraging the group as a whole, to discuss a
range of epistemological, ontological, and aesthetic questions, such as: how have certain
directors represented the face as a ‘window’ to the mind? How do ‘cinematic faces’mirror
our experience of faces in the world – including our own, and the faces of others? Can we
ever ‘know’ what someone is thinking through the surface of their face? What does ‘to
know’ someone mean? The sessions would also include an opportunity for the partici-
pants and organisers to discuss ideas whilst eating together.2 Finally, in November
2019 and February 2020, we welcomed Bailey and Higgins to the team. After completing
a Full Ethical Review of the project3 granted by the Leeds Research and Innovation Service
at the start of March 2020, everything was in place.

Starting over: COVID-19

It was at this point – from early March onwards – that universities began to feel the first
tremors of the COVID-19 pandemic, with lecturers rapidly cancelling in-person classes in
favour of online webinars, until the country was officially placed under lockdown by the
government on 23 March. Likewise, much of the global art therapy community was ‘pro-
pelled almost overnight into navigating how to adapt technology as a primary and essential
platform for delivering services, including how to develop creative and art-based virtual
spaces for therapeutic work’ (Miller and McDonald 2020, 16). For the objectives and out-
comes of Facing the Mind, this predicament proved to be devastating, with immediate
effect. In the first instance, it meant that neither the University nor Inkwell could be used
in order to deliver the lecture or workshops, or screen Persona. Nor could we use the
film-making equipment housed at Inkwell, or Leeds Library. Nor could the participants
and organizers eat together, as planned, or even meet in-person. Nor could Higgins
produce the making-of documentary that she had been tasked with creating. Nor, it
seemed to me, could Cruse and myself rely on the pedagogical scaffolding that we had
spent months meticulously refining before lockdown. Nor could we, finally, and perhaps
most importantly, expect the group to make a collective film – at least not in the format
we had anticipated. Faced with what seemed like a series of insurmountable logistical, ped-
agogical, and ethical challenges, I seriously considered postponing the project until the
2020/21 academic session, with the aim of delivering it as it was originally conceived.

It was only after receiving news that postponing the project might plunge its funding
into jeopardy (due to financial restrictions generated by COVID-19), that the team tenta-
tively began to rethink the timing and format the project, revising it as a series of six, two
hour webinars, due to take place consecutively, for six weeks, in June and July 2020, on
Zoom. Cruse was also justifiably adamant ‘that going ahead with the course online would
have significant benefits for those most likely to struggle with isolation during the pan-
demic’, despite the fact that prolonged exposure to digital screens can cause fatigue.4

One of the first things that I did during this period – from March 2020 to June 2020 –
was to radically revise the form of the theoretical interventions that I aimed to deliver at
the start of each session, giving rise to a pedagogical trajectory that was much less orien-
tated towards a specific creative outcome (the Kuleshov-inspired collective film), and
much more orientated towards a more flexible constellation of learning outcomes,
similar, in fact, to those often used to structure academic modules associated with film
studies. This, of course, was a strategic move, taken in order to resolve the fact that at
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this point, we had no idea what would be logistically-technologically possible in the ses-
sions, given that they were now due to take place online. According to this new pro-
gramme, the sessions would thus be organised as follows. In Weeks 1 and 2,
participants would be invited to study various examples of Early Cinema (1880s–1910s),
focusing specifically on what is often conceptualised as the anti-psychological impulses
of facial expression films, populated, as they are, with what I termed ‘mindless faces’. In
Weeks 3 and 4, I would then shift focus to the poetics of Modern Cinema (1910s–
1960s), examining more specifically how directors began to frame the face ‘as a
window to the mind’, before concluding, in Weeks 5 and 6, with some thoughts on con-
temporary cinema (1960s–), and the concept of the ‘face-as-mask’, especially as it related
to the question of gender.5 We also decided to generate feedback from the participants
during two extra-curricular sessions, conducted orally by Bailey and Higgins on Zoom, in
Week 5. These sessions were to be based upon a series of standardized qualitative (open-
ended) questions composed by Bailey and grouped into four broad sections: How we run
things; Academia & Arts; Creativity and Well-being; Anything Else. The answers were to be
transcribed in anonymous form by Higgins.

Looking back, this decision – to radically alter the theoretical side of the project in an
attempt to compensate for a sudden breakdown in objectives and outcomes – generated
a number of advantages and disadvantages. On the one hand, it provided a certain
degree of clarity in a period marked by instability, especially insofar as the PowerPoint
presentations that I intended to deliver could easily be shared with the group via
Zoom; they could also be recorded so that participants were able watch them again
after the session. On the other hand, these alterations also rendered the pedagogical
foundations of Facing the Mind significantly less collaborative than I had initially
hoped, abruptly placing the onus on Cruse to rapidly devise a series of practical activities
that would not only correspond to this new theoretical trajectory (which was no longer
exclusively focused on the Kuleshov effect), but also accommodate the new technical
challenges posed by working online. Whether the time and energy that I invested in
somewhat chaotically assembling this new programme could, or should, have been
directed towards helping Cruse to craft a revised series of creative exercises, orientated
towards a clearly defined creative outcome, is a valid question.

Finally, it was during this period – from March 2020 to June 2020 – that I decided to
design a website associated with the project, populating it with brief summaries detailing
the historical significance and pedagogical relevance of the twelve films I now intended to
include on this programme (four for each unit, see project website for more details),
alongside a range of academic articles and clips that the participants could read and
watch before the sessions, if desired. As we nervously prepared to deliver Facing the
Mind online, testing equipment, finalising responsibilities, and recruiting the seven par-
ticipants6 who would eventually attend the sessions, the anticipated artistic outcome
of the project – in other words, what we would actually be asking, or encouraging, the
participants to achieve, or create, or even work towards – was still unclear.

Drawing faces and invisible faces: weeks 1 and 2

After such an acute period of instability, it was almost to our surprise that the first webinar,
organised as a two-hour session on a Friday morning, went as well as it did. The webinar
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was essentially organized into three parts. In part one, Tom Bailey outlined the aims and
expectations of the project, emphasising the importance of listening and collaboration in
creative practice, before I delivered a short PowerPoint presentation on ‘mindless faces’ in
Early Cinema, focusing specifically upon Baby’s Dinner (Lumière 1895), and Fred Ott’s
Sneeze (Edison 1894). Skilfully deploying two cameras to alternate between verbal instruc-
tions and visual illustration (Figure 1), Cruse, meanwhile, subsequently delivered what
both the organizers and participants agreed was one of the most effective artistic sessions
offered as part of the project: a simple drawing exercise, based on tracing the proportions
of the human face, and which gave rise to a wonderfully creative collection of sketches
that participants shared with each other during the session, providing constructive criti-
cism, in turn (Figures 2 and 3). In later feedback, participants ‘found that creative sessions
[such as this one] opened up mediums which they often neglected, such as drawing and
traditional media’, encouraging them to ‘pick up pencils and draw for the first time in
years’. In an academic article on the relationship between art and wellbeing, Hester
Parr has likewise drawn attention to the fact that portraiture has ‘been deployed as a strat-
egy of social and therapeutic management since the seventeenth and eighteenth centu-
ries’ (2007, 126).

It was also during this initial session, in Week 1, that we became aware of two compli-
cations that would recur throughout the project: one linked to medium, the other linked
to technology. In our initial plans, for example, we had expressly designed Facing the
Mind to be a monomedia rather than a multimedia project – that is to say, a project
devoted entirely to one artistic medium: film-making. Clearly, asking the participants to
attend the first session with any type of sophisticated, or even rudimentary, digital equip-
ment (for example camera-phones) risked immediately plunging the project into a logis-
tical crisis; and indeed, part of the reason that this initial exercise had worked so well, in
terms of engagement, inclusivity, and accessibility, was because it required nothing more
than a pencil and a piece of paper. Nonetheless, the general consensus amongst

Figure 1. Screenshot from the guided facial portraiture session, delivered on Zoom in Week 1.
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organizers was that creating some type of short film through the sessions was still not
only possible, but preferable. The question, therefore, was how to achieve this, online,
in six weeks.

Figure 2. A sketch produced by one participant during Week 1.

Figure 3. A sketch produced by one participant during Week 1.
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Complicating the situation even further was the issue of technology. During the first
webinar, for instance, I had noticed that two out of the seven participants had entered
the session as disembodied voices, rather than embodied faces, rendering them essen-
tially invisible to the other contributors and organizers, and thus inadvertently raising a
range of ethical and aesthetic questions regarding the visibility and invisibility of the
face, even as I was in the process of introducing them (does showing our face
empower or disempower us? What about when we conceal or ‘mask’ the contours of
our face?). Gentle probing revealed that for one of these participants, this invisibility
was the inadvertent symptom of an inoperative webcam; whilst for the other, it was delib-
erate decision, taken to limit the audio-visual capabilities of their computer, presumably in
order to mitigate the potential symptoms of what is known as ‘Zoom anxiety’.7 For
different reasons, neither of these participants could therefore be expected to share
images of their artwork synchronously with the group as the webinars were unfolding.
Indeed, for the latter, the technology that we had decided to use for the project was a
potential trigger for precisely the type of mental challenges we had set out to tackle.

In the days following the first webinar, Cruse attempted to resolve this technological
dilemma by, firstly, requesting that the first of the two aforementioned participants
send him their graphic facial sketch by email, and secondly, by creating a 2.5D digital
version of it (hovering somewhere between the respective flatness and depth of 2.D
and 3.D art), using the motion graphics software, Adobe After Effects. The following
session of the project was then effectively dedicated to discussing the outcome of this
act of extra-curricular collaboration, in turn, ensuring that the participant in question
was able to ‘exhibit’ their work to the group in the same way as the others had done
the week before, and identifying After Effects as a potential tool that the other partici-
pants could use to develop their own creative practice. The drawback of this act of exhibi-
tion, however, was that it effectively precluded the potential for any kind of creative
activity in the session, generating the impression that little progress had been made
towards the still vaguely understood artistic outcomes of the project, and that the
group – as a whole – was less engaged than in Week 1. ‘It would be helpful to have a
recap of the aims of the project at the start of each session’ noted one participant in
later feedback, before continuing: ‘as it is not clear what the end product is meant to
be, or what we are working towards’. As we will see, similar tensions, between the
needs of individuals and the needs of the collective, between ethics and pedagogy,
and between the importance of showing and the importance of doing, reappeared
throughout Facing the Mind.

Faces, objects, and new materials: weeks 3 and 4

Following the historical-thematic programme that I had sketched out in haste merely a
few weeks before the start of the project, in Week 3 I delivered a short, twenty minute
talk on the Kuleshov effect, to the participants and the other organizers. As we had pre-
dicted in our original plans, this proved to be a popular and flexible subject, opening up
many avenues of investigation, both aesthetic and pedagogic. During the hour-long crea-
tive session that followed my intervention, for example, Cruse conducted a simple yet
effective thought experiment, challenging the participants to, firstly, consider the
emotions, thoughts and feelings, conveyed by the three objects/faces included in
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Kuleshov’s original footage (for example, soup + face = hunger), and then to identify three
different objects that could be used to convey three different emotions.

One of the most unexpectedly challenging aspects of running Facing the Mind online
related to the availability of resources and materials. As previously mentioned, in our orig-
inal plans, we had envisaged directly providing participants with equipment. In our plan-
ning, we had essentially worked backwards, firstly establishing the intended outcome of
the project – a collective film – before then establishing the technology with which, and
the medium in which, the participants would be unequivocally required to work: digital
cameras and moving images. Now working online, with various forms of traditional
media, the organizers found themselves faced with a dilemma: either encourage partici-
pants to attend the remaining sessions with their ownmaterials, as they had notably done
in Week 1 (a pencil and a piece of paper); or attempt to provide them with further
materials, thus increasing the potential for a coherent set of artistic outcomes, yet poten-
tially decreasing the potential for artistic experimentation.

It was directly after our Week 3 session that Cruse, with support from the organizers,
took the decision to pursue the latter option, proposing to design an artistic resource
pack that he intended to use with the group during the creative exercises planned for
Weeks 4 and 5. In this pack, participants would be provided with a template based
upon the six shots featured in the Kuleshov effect, and a range of stock photos, composed
of thirteen different objects, and eleven different faces,8 all of which had been scaled in
order to fit the proportions of the template (Figures 4 and 5). Despite the logistical com-
plications involved in delivering this template to the participants (given that not all of
them had printers, it had to be sent by post), coupled with the fact that it was distributed
three weeks after the project had begun, this template proved to be a highly valuable
pedagogical tool as it provided the participants with a structured but supple framework
in which they could then experiment creatively. Armed with this template, the group

Figure 4. Some physical art resources posted to the participants for the Week 4 session.
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subsequently spent much of the Week 4 session engaging in a range of highly productive
conversations about how meanings and messages can be generated though the simple
interplay between a face and an object alone.

Weeks 5 and 6: artwork or artworks?

Throughout Weeks 1–3, the organizers constantly grappled with the question whether it
would be better to encourage the participants to collaborate on a single piece of collec-
tive artwork – and if so, how – or on various pieces of artwork. As it turned out, the project
naturally veered towards the latter, with many of the participants using Cruse’s Kuleshov-
inspired template as a platform from which they then developed their own creative ideas
in their own time, giving rise to a compelling archive of graphic portraits, Kuleshov-
inspired storyboards, poems, craftwork, paintings, photographs, and collages (Figures 6
and 7). It was also towards the end of Week 4 that the Digital Intern, Molly Higgins, unex-
pectedly revealed that she had begun to produce a series of short films inspired by the
programme that I had rapidly devised before the start of the online sessions (Figure 8).
After much debate, the making-of documentary that Higgins had initially been tasked
with directing was abandoned.9

The more artwork the participants and Digital Intern produced, however, the more the
organizers became aware of a further outstanding issue: until this point, at least, we had
not been able to develop a clearly defined system to archive any of the artistic outcomes
of the project.10 In response, Cruse once again displayed a shrewd skill in proposing crea-
tive solutions to logistical problems, setting up a Google Drive folder onto which the par-
ticipants and the Intern were encouraged to upload their creative endeavours. This
quickly proved to be a formative decision in the final stages of Facing the Mind, primarily
as it created a shared yet private exhibition space that participants could consult outside

Figure 5. Some physical art resources posted to the participants for the Week 4 session.
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of the sessions, taking inspiration from the work of others if desired. It also provided me
with a centralized pool of artwork from which I could draw when developing the website.

Finally, it was in Week 6 that Cruse broke away from the traditional media upon which
he had hitherto relied – namely drawing and collage-making – instead encouraging the

Figure 6. A piece of artwork produced by one participant during the project.

Figure 7. A piece of artwork produced by one participant during the project.
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participants to engage with a piece of editing software called OpenShot. Given that my
own critical interventions had been exclusively devoted to the history of moving
images, there was a clear rationale to this decision, coupled with the fact that some of
the participants had begun shooting short films based on the Kuleshov-templates pro-
vided to them several weeks earlier. Likewise, video technology has often been identified
by academics working in the domain of public engagement as an ‘important element in
social relations, inter-subjectivity and knowledge production’ (Pink 2001, 87), with Sara
Kindon going so far as to stress the ‘transformative potential’ of participatory film-
making practices (2003, 142–53). Nonetheless, the session itself proved more complicated
than envisaged. Some participants had issues with connectivity, or couldn’t access the
software. Others had taken the initiative to download the software before the session,
therefore granting them what seemed like an advantage over their peers, or had down-
loaded the wrong piece of software, complicating the situation even further. Others were
worried about viruses, or not being able to keep up with the procedural steps required to
perform the task at hand, itself based upon testing the Alpha Channels function in Open-
Shot.11 Still others managed to follow the instructions until the programme crashed,
leaving them frustrated and anxious about timewasting. Towards the end of the
session, one of the participants tellingly remarked: ‘it’s not like working with a pen and
a piece of paper’.

Final session: exhibition and elation

In total, Facing the Mind generated a vast range of creative outputs, many of which I was
only vaguely aware, at least until Cruse set up the aforementioned Google Drive, in Week
5. I have already outlined, and indeed, included some of the graphic portraits and idiosyn-
cratic collages produced by the participants in Weeks 1–4. However, by far the most

Figure 8. Still from a short film produced during the project by Molly Higgins.
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impressive output was the collection of short films, shot and edited by certain participants
in the latter stages of the project, which the group watched together, in awe, during a
final virtual session, held in August 2020.

More or less inspired by the face/object dialectic underpinning the Kuleshov effect,
and displaying a dazzling degree of formal experimentation, these short films had taken
different forms. One participant, for example, had spliced silent images of a twitching
eyeball, framed in an extreme close-up, with silent images of a hammer, hovering
over an unbroken mirror. After approximately twenty seconds of rising tension, the
silence of these images is abruptly superseded by a one-second blast of synchronized
sound, as the reflection of the hammer is smashed into fragments. Another participant
had drawn more liberally from Kuleshov’s footage, alternating between two unchanging
photographs: one depicting a female face, the other, a stained glass window in a
church. As the film develops, so too does the scale of the images – from a mid-shot
of the face and a long shot of the window, to a close-up of the face and a mid-shot
of the window, before this perceptual dialectic is finally resolved, when a close-up of
the face is combined with a close-up of the window, depicting Christ on the cross –
all of which generates the impression that the woman is not only looking at the
window in question, but also experiencing some kind of religious epiphany. Another
participant had injected a more melancholic tone into their film, alternating between
static photographs of graveyards, and the inanimate faces of dolls, statues, and
skulls. Still another participant had blurred the specificity of the cinematic medium
even further, basing their film on a beguiling amalgamation of static close-ups of
graphic drawings of faces, exhibited in the Stanley and Audrey Burton Gallery at the
University of Leeds: some human, others non-human, or quasi-human (Figures 9 and
10). Evoking various experiments in avant-garde abstraction and modernist ambiguity,
this short film, in particular, entitled Gallery, reminded me of Chris Marker’s 1962 mas-
terpiece La Jetée/The Jetty, which revolves around a comparable emphasis on static
faces.

Figure 9. A still from ‘Gallery’, a short film produced by one participant during the project.
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Conclusion: impact and legacy

As I hope to have shown, Facing the Mind was an interesting but imperfect project, at
points complicated, convoluted, inspiring and invigorating – sometimes all at once. In
this respect, it was a project that very much supported Stephanie Hemelryk Donald’s
definition of creative practice as ‘almost always involving a team effort’, requiring pro-
longed and persistent skills in ‘listening and negotiation’ (2019, 72), alongside Hester
Parr’s understanding of community-orientated collaborative film-making as ‘never a
straightforward process, nor easy to manage or predict in terms of equality and domi-
nance’ (2007, 130). With this in mind, I would therefore like to conclude by summarizing
the impact of the project, as well as its legacy.

Judging from feedback generated during the two extra-curricular sessions, conducted
orally by Bailey and Higgins on Zoom in Week 5, and transcribed into an anonymised
written document by Higgins, Facing the Mind was clearly most successful when partici-
pants were encouraged to engage in activities associated with the plastic arts: guided
sketching and collage-making, using pencils and paper alone. Upon reflection, these
activities seemed to work for two reasons: firstly, as taking part did not require any special-
ized knowledge or extensive preparation, but also, and perhaps more importantly, insofar
as they appeared to offset, or at least mitigate, the potentially draining effects of online
learning, namely screen fatigue and Zoom anxiety.

It is perhaps therefore unsurprising that the least successful session on Facing the Mind
was the one that attempted to combine online learning with digital skill-building, leading
one participant to state that they found this stage of the project especially ‘challenging
and hard’, and Cruse to generously organize a dozen extra-curricular sessions with indi-
viduals to assist with technical problem solving. Somewhat ironically, however, without
this late shift in focus, the project would not have generated such a dazzlingly ambitious
archive of audio-visual outputs. All of which leaves me, as the person tasked with review-
ing Facing the Mind, with somewhat of a conundrum: would it have been better to devote

Figure 10. A still from ‘Gallery’, a short film produced by one participant during the project.
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this project exclusively to traditional media, thus, in turn, limiting the scope of the artwork
produced, yet optimizing the accessibility of the sessions? Or to have amplified the focus
on digital media and film-making, thus, in turn, dilating the scope of the artwork, yet ren-
dering the sessions potentially less accessible? To these questions I do not have a defini-
tive answer.

Despite the somewhat disorganized delivery of Facing the Mind, one thing that the
participants did emphasize in feedback was that experimenting with artistic creativity
had indeed generated a positive impact on their mental health, and that the activities
offered on the course had, moreover, formed a welcome emotional, and moral, counter-
point to the anxiety-inducing emergence of COVID-19. Where COVID-19 had led to a gen-
eralized feeling of social isolation, Facing the Mind had provided a sense of ‘community’,
even if this community was virtual and ephemeral. Where COVID-19 had led to a spike in
boredom and aimlessness (especially for those who had been deprived of employment
during the many staffing cuts that took place throughout the crisis), Facing the Mind
had provided a source of stimulation and purpose, at once mental and corporeal, aca-
demic and artistic. Where COVID-19 had provoked a range of ‘weird and unsettling’ feel-
ings, Facing the Mind had proved empowering and ‘liberating’, even if ‘creating
something new was different and scary’. Given that the chief aim of Facing the Mind
was to instigate an improvement in the mental health of the participants, such feedback
provided a reassuring indication that it had been a relative success, with COVID-19 render-
ing the project both harder to manage and even more necessary than when we had orig-
inally launched it. As one participant put it: ‘the sense of capacity created by the project
has been a real positive for mental health’.

Finally, Facing the Mind was a project that proved somewhat prophetic, gesturing
towards the myriad ways in which British culture and society has since been altered by
COVID-19. One clear impact of the pandemic, for instance, is that it has led to a national
spike in mental health concerns, catalyzed by the challenges of ‘working from home, tem-
porary unemployment, home-schooling of children, and lack of physical contact with
other family members, friends and colleagues’ (The World Health Organization 2020).
Another is that it has sparked a rise in traditional media practices, with sales of
amateur pencil and painting sets booming; so much so, in fact, that one journalist,
writing for The Guardian, has spoken of an ‘arts and crafts renaissance’ (Wood 2020).
Another effect relates to the legal enforcement of masks in many public places, a law
that has evoked the third unit of the syllabus, entitled ‘the face-as-mask’. But perhaps
the most curious effect of the pandemic is that it has arguably led to a paradigm shift
in how the human face has been conceptualized, not only within the public domain,
with face to face encounters becoming an increasingly rare phenomenon, for example,
in university teaching rooms or GP surgeries, but also within the private domain of the
home, with the stratospheric rise of face-orientated video-telephonic platforms: Microsoft
Teams, Facebook portal, and, of course, Zoom. As one participant succinctly put it:

Facing the Mind made me think about faces, and what may, or may not, be
behind them, about how much of our interpretation can be subjective and prone
to projection, and that we can’t ever be sure of what subjectivities and projections
others bring. Being part of a Zoom class where the focus is mostly on faces on a
screen also made me think about how important a part of communication facial
expression is.
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Notes

1. Footage of Kuleshov’s famous experiment can be seen on YouTube: https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=i8akNCJQz-0

2. Recent scientific research in nutrition has suggested a strong link between food and mood.
See Polivy and Herman (2005), for more details.

3. The organizers spent many weeks ensuring that the project met the ethical protocols of the
University, particularly relating to questions of confidentiality and anonymity. According to
our original plans, for example, the face of a model, recruited as part of the project, would
be used in the collective film. Participants would be provided with forms to ascertain their
consent if they wished to feature therein. The organizers intended to use a separate form
to acquire consent for featuring in the making-of documentary. If quasi-anonymity had
been requested, Higgins was due to deploy non-facial shots of hands or other body parts
of the participant in question; if total anonymity had been requested, they would not
feature in the footage at all. For further details about strategies adopted to preserve the confi-
dentiality/anonymity of participants recruited for participatory film-making projects, see Parr
(2007, 122–123).

4. For more information on digital fatigue and COVID-19 see Alevizou (2020).
5. On Early Cinema and the concept of mindless faces, see Gunning (1997:, 23–24) and Nare-

more (1988:, 34–67). On Modern Cinema and the concept of the face-as-window, see
Werth (2006); Steimatsky (2017:, 27–80); Doane (2003); and Aumont (1992:, 77–100). On Con-
temporary Cinema and the concept of the face-as-mask, see McNeill (2010:, 111–122); Ezra
(2010); Coates (2012:, 1–14, 166–176); and Steimatsky (2017:, 110–126).

6. To recruit the participants, Cruse and Bailey sent out an advertisement/survey to two
mailing lists: one associated with Inkwell, the other with Arts & Minds, a Leeds-based
network set up to promote mental well-being and creativity; both of which targeted
people with existing mental health issues. In this survey, prospective participants were
required to confirm that they had faced mental health challenges; that they were interested
in art; that they lived in, or near, Leeds; and that they possessed an operative laptop, tablet
or computer.

7. Recent psychological studies have identified Zoom meetings as the source of potential
anxiety, catalyzed by the fact that, like other video-telephonic services, it essentially functions
like a two-way mirror, projecting the human face both backwards and forwards towards the
individual and the collective. See Degges-White (2020), for more information.

8. For example, a kettle, a wine glass, a book, an orange; the face of a doctor, a baby, a cat, three
friends drinking beer, etcetera.

9. As the project was moved online, the ethics and logistics of this making-of documentary
became increasingly fraught with problems. At one point, I suggested that Higgins could
combine images of her own face with excerpts of disembodied narration (transcribed from
the feedback sessions she had conducted with the participants), in order to generate the
impression that the participants were figuratively speaking through her. The results of this
audio-visual experiment, however, were extremely disjointed, leading me instead to encou-
rage Higgins to focus on her own creative practice, which, in turn, became a source of inspi-
ration for many members of the group.

10. According to Ania Zubala and Simon Hackett, since the pandemic began, many online art
therapists have struggled with similar questions about how to store potentially sensitive
artwork online (2020, 166).

11. Similar to a Green Screen, Alpha Channels allow the user to merge the foreground of one
moving image into the background of another.
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