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Project Report
1.

INTRODUCTION

The stereotypical family image - mother, father and two children in a detached or semi-detached
house - is fast becoming a myth. 2011’s census is expected to confirm that a greater proportion of
the UK's households now comprise single parents, adult children living with their parents and
pensioners - A substantial increase from the last census in 2001.
The project explored the shifting dynamic of the 'family unit' specifically the absence of the father
either through work or through breakdown of relationship.
Glasgow based artist Anthony Schrag was invited for a three-month residency between April and
July 2011 to respond to this issue. Anthony is a socially engaged artist who uses the physical
experience of the body within his practise. He has in the past used falling walls, sticky floors,
kidnapped city councillors and climbed buildings to engage the public with art and its role in
societal change.
Anthony decided to explore the issue through a series of performative research projects where he
engaged with a wide and varied public within the town of Huntly. These included amongst others
‘Male Roll Model’, ‘Rent – a – Dad’ and ‘Make Beer Drink Beer’ – and are explored in greater detail
below.
The culmination of his residency was ‘A Perfect Father Day?’ day. Held on Fathers day its aim
was to explore the issues and stereotypes of fatherhood through a variety of games and activities
including Designated Dads, Tug of War and Parade-to-the-Pub. Artist Catrin Jeans was asked to
design and make the Dad Zone for the event.

Deveron Arts / the town is the venue
Project Report - Anthony Schrag - What Use Is A Father?

3

2.

THE ARTIST AND THE SHADOW CURATOR

Anthony Schrag
Anthony is a context-specific event-based, ‘socially engaged’ practitioner developing collaborative
processes that encourage a sense of cultural responsibility. When someone asked Schrag what he
does he used to say: “I climb on things, kidnap people and blow things up.” But now he says: “I
work with people. I like people and I like working with them. They’re my species.”
Born in Zimbabwe and grew up in the Middle East, the UK and Canada. Originally, he obtained a
degree in Creative Writing in Canada, where his first poetry book was published, but forwent the
solitary writer’s life for an interdisciplinary artists fare and completed his MFA in Glasgow in 2005.
He is currently based somewhere in Scotland. Working site specifically, he has had
residencies/exhibited/performed in Hungary, Canada, USA, Mexico, China, Norway, Denmark,
Finland, Germany, and Iceland as well as across the UK, including a “Roving Residency” with
RSA Residencies for Scotland, and was recipient of the 2011 Standpoint Futures: Public residency
award, as well as a Henry Moore Artist Fellowship for a project in Holland. His 2009 residency with
the Gallery of Modern Art (Glasgow) as part of the shOUT: Human Rights and Contemporary Art
caused international media coverage (and death threats!), and he has been the recipient of
numerous awards including The Hope Scot Trust, Creative Scotland, British Arts Council and the
Dewar Arts Award.

David Harding
David Harding, OBE, is an internationally renowned artist, teacher, writer, critic and thinker based
in Glasgow and is a well respected expert on public art both nationally and internationally and first
came to the forefront of the field as the Town Artist in Glenrothes from 1968, after which he went
on to teach at Dartington College of Arts in 1978. He was appointed Head of the new
Environmental Art Course at Glasgow School of Art in 1985. Teaching the course for over fifteen
years he is, with Sam Ainsley, widely credited with its international acclaim. He has written
numerous articles and lectured internationally on public art and education in contextual art
practice, and is an influential commentator and consultant on public art.
David and Anthony met first in 2007 during the PRAKTIKA event, (ironically) hosted by Deveron
Arts, and so their collaborative/mentor/Shadow Curator relationship has been nurtured in Huntly for
many years so it seemed fitting to have them partner on this project, too.
The Shadow Curator’s Report is included at 5. “Shadow Curator Report” below.
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3.

THE WORK

The Project
Anthony’s work seeks to ask the rights sorts of questions and as such the work developed in ways
that encouraged quality engagement with locals that invited them to examine the role of fatherhood
(and of men in general). As the notion of fatherhood/male role model is such an entrenched and
subtle part of society, the artist’s idea was to approach obliquely, with humour and physicality, with
a ‘performative research’ strategy. This strategy incorporates aspects of performance and live art,
and attempts to find an unmediated, relational connection in which participant and artist are equal
partners in a shared experience that encourages ownership and investment in the development of
the concepts being examined.
This ‘action research’ was played out daily in various contexts – organised events, workshops,
conversations in the Square, walks, pubs, schools and other places of Huntly, leading to a lowlevel but over-arching permeation of the question: what use is a father? It was this question that
guided both the project at large, as well as the interpersonal exchanges.
Thus, the majority of the work lies in the ephemeral exchanges, dialogues and challenges he
instigated with inhabitants of the town, and are best explored by reviewing some of the events that
are listed below. Each contains a short explanatory statement about their purpose and intended
audience.
Events + Performative Research
The events listed below are the core actions developed over the three-month residency. While
there was also smaller events (ie, dinner conversations and a ‘best father’ competition in the local
paper) the ones listed below seemed the most effective at engaging and asking the questions that
related to the theme.
Male Roll Model
Instead of approaching the topic with youth in institutionalised settings (schools, workshops, etc) the artist
invited to question the purpose of a male role model by being led up a hill and asked to roll down the hill. The
play on words with “roll” and “role” was intended to hark back to the strong tradition of ‘terrible dad jokes’ but
also allow a oblique approach to topic, and with humour and physicality, and the youth (12-19 years old)
responded well, and discussed the topic in-depth over – what else! – a Swiss Roll. (Note: the artist has a
Swiss father who is obsessed with puns, thus the Swiss Roll, Role Model and Rolling merged in a very
personal context!) A document of this video can be viewed here: https://vimeo.com/24261950 .
Get Lost
This project questioned the idea of a father figure being one that guides his progeny upon the right path, and
helps steer us in the right direction by attempting to get lost on a bicycle tour with local youth. Again, this was
a strategy of ‘performative research’ that set up a situation in which conversations and questions about
fatherhood could develop naturally and responsively from the context of the event. (The artist’s father is also
an Eagle Scout who always carries a compass and knows where he is going!)
Rent-a-Dad
An advert was placed in the local paper offering the services of a “dad” – and any family that lacked a father
(for reasons of work, or other more personal reasons) could contact the artist and ask he do jobs the dad’s
should have done. The artist was invited to clean sheds, fix washing machines, help in the garden, help at
birthday parties, teach someone to ride a bike etc. The idea of having someone playing the role of dad in
such a personal context sparked many conversations, and a family portrait was developed with each family
that engaged in these events
Blind Fishing
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A collaborative with a local fishing festival and explored fishing as the quintessential “dad” sport, and was
influenced by the Artist’s own father who used to take him fishing for many a boring hour by a river. A perfect
way to have quiet conversations about “dadness”.
It Takes A Village
A short film developed by three brothers (13, 10, and 6) in which they tried to name every single male role
model they could think of. This film was later screened at the final event. Please visit
https://vimeo.com/23904383 to view this work
What Use Is A Father
A film in which I asked youth if they could give me their answers about “what use is a father.” This film was
later screened at the final event. Please visit https://vimeo.com/23903446 to view this work
Make Beer. Drink Beer
The artist invited those men remaining in the village (i.e., those that didn’t work away from the home or
overseas) to join him in that manly activity of making beer, as a way to develop conversations about what
issues and joys they faced as fathers, and how they felt the role of fathers was changing.
Tree Climbing
This workshop with the Scouts explored tree climbing as a physical activity that also offered an opportunity
for quiet unencumbered conversation about ‘dadness’ while sitting in trees.
A Sup(p)er Shave
The artist grew a beard and invited young men (who perhaps did not have male role models present) to
shave it off as a way to teach them the manly skill of shaving, but also to explore what a father’s role is to his
son, and what sorts of skills he should pass on.
Constellation of Dadness
These graphs were developed as a way to actively and visually chart the relationships and the artist stopped
people in the street to ask them to contribute, as well as a stall in the local farmer’s market. The graphs
asked participants to chart their relationship with their fathers by comparing their father’s emotional distance
to their geographical distance, for example.
Father’s Group at The Family Centre
In collaboration with the Family Centre, the artist joined the Father’s Group as a way to gain insight to the
issues faced by fathers, as well as to offer support and share his findings. The Graphs proved to be
especially good at instigating conversations and raising questions.
Welcome Home
A series of daily performances at the train station, welcoming back fathers returning to the village. This
began as a solo performance, but slowly, families waiting in cars for their fathers to come home would join
the performance with their own signs. This project formed the basis for the Town Collection work - more
information about that below.
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4.

FINAL EVENT

Perfect Father Day?
As David Harding’s report suggests: It was probably wrong to look for ‘art’ in [this] event. It seems
to me that the artworks took place during the residency and the final day was more of a celebratory
coming together.” And indeed, Anthony had suggested this event was more important as a way to
entrench the findings/questions raised along the way, rather than an art project in-and-of-itself, and
as such, was very successful.
Taking place on Father’s Day, the team designed the day so it contained games, events and sites
that continued to ask questions of fatherhood. It featured:

-

-

-

-

The Dad Zone: designed and organised by Catrin Jeans (commissioned by Anthony Schrag) this
was to be a ‘Dads Only’ site which catered to the stereotypical desires of “dadness” and featured
the beer made by dads earlier in the project, as well as newspapers, a barbecue, and hosted by
Jeans in a Dad Cheerleading outfit.
Designated Dads: those families without fathers, or whose fathers had chosen to spend the day
in the Dad Zone, could choose a designated dad to be their father-figure for the day. Designated
Dads were made up of men, women and children so as to not be proscriptive about or who can
provide the necessary emotional/social/interpersonal care that is supposedly provided by a
father.
Games: These games all explored fatherhood/male role models and featured Walk Like A Dad
competitions, as well as other derivations of popular games that reconfigured the relationship of
the players to question the role of fatherhood (ie, British Bulldog develop into Dad Bulldog, each
person captured becomes a dad.)
Puppet Daddy/Daddy Puppet: two large cardboard puppets were on site to be decorated by
participants into what they felt a father should look like.
Constellation of Dadness: the graphs were on site to continue the conversations about how we
relate to our fathers
The final event of the day featured a tug-of-war between all fathers of the village vs the rest of
the village as a metaphor for the tensions between what fathers assume their role to be, and
what the rest of the village assumes their role to be.

Pub Chat
As a way to develop a critical edge to both the proceedings and the project in general, we
designed a panel discussion featuring local ‘experts on dadnes’. The panel was led by Dr Natasha
Mauthner, a social scientist at Aberdeen University who has researched and written extensively on
fatherhood and familial inter-relationships. The panel speakers consisted of a wide range of
fathers-types, including a local priest, (as representative of a metaphorical ‘father’) a young father
recently divorced, a grandfather, and a middle-aged father.
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We had attempted to engage the leader of the Father’s For Justice campaign, but this fell through
at the last minute due to demands to which we felt were unreasonable and to which we could not
adhere.
As we wanted to keep this information accessible and continue with the dissemination of the
question: what use is a father, this panel was held in the local football club, (as a predominately
male site) and was preceded by screenings of several of the documentary videos (What Use Is A
Father? and It Takes A Village…) and followed by refreshments to encourage the conversation to
continue to develop.

5.

SHADOW CURATOR REPORT

SHADOW CURATOR REPORT – ANTHONY SCHRAG RESIDENCY
David Harding, July 2011
On reflection the role of Shadow Curator on this project seems not to have functioned very effectively for the
very good reason that Anthony Schrag took up residence, began his work and continued to do so right up to
the end. I cannot of course share my experience with other Shadow Curators and it might be a useful idea in
the future, to refine the role by being given some indicators as to how to operate, how to respond drawn from
what previous Shadow Curators have contributed.
Anthony’s residency centred on Fatherhood was an ambitious and risky project. It was ambitious in that it
attempted to engage with something so very fundamental in our humanity an area usually reserved for
lengthy statistical research and analysis by specialist university departments. And risky because it inevitably
had to engage with the real life of people at a very personal and problematic level. That Anthony achieved
so much speaks volumes for his personality, imagination and ingenuity.
His long experience of performance work and his engaging manner enabled him to carry out works that
others would have been unable to do. ‘Welcome Home’ and ‘Rent-a-Dad’ were two such works. ‘Get Lost’
seemed to be aimed at young people and to miss the target group of fathers. The video film of interviews
seemed to be weighted too much towards educated middle class people including members of Deveron Arts.
However these notes are not a criticism of any of the works of the residency. That is not my task here. They
are a reporting of what I have read and was able to witness, albeit, in a very short time
The decision to work of the issues of fatherhood was obviously a pressing one for a town like Huntly
connected as it is to men working on the north sea oil rigs and in the industry as well as the more general
malaise of fathers abandoning their partners and children. Anthony published a very small booklet entitled ‘A
Short History of The Father’ or In Support of Dadness. It seemed to me that this appeared almost
apologetically even although each one is signed and numbered as is done with artists’ prints. This is
surprising since the writing in the booklet seems to be well-sourced and is couched in a fairly academic
Deveron Arts: the town is the venue
Project Report: Anthony Schrag - What Use Is A Father?

8

language. It contains a lot of Anthony’s accumulated views on where Fatherhood stands today. It is an
important part of the range of works produced and maybe deserved more attention in terms of
editing/proofing and the quality of the production.
‘A Perfect Father Day?’ was on the whole a success. The attendance was less than expected due in part to
competing events - a problem that sometimes cannot be avoided. On the other hand I asked myself if I
would have participated in such an event. I’m afraid to say that I probably would not. However that is a
personal attitude and one in which I am the loser. I asked myself where was the ‘art’ in this event and this
was a question that was touched on in the following day’s debriefing. It was probably wrong to look for ‘art’
in the event. It seems to me that the artworks took place during the residency and the final day was more of
a celebratory coming together. It seems to have been agreed that it could have been shorter and that the
simpler and more visual events like the tug of war worked extremely well – anyone could join in and its
obvious simplicity and visual aspect made it very successful. The Graphs were an interesting idea and
maybe they could have been highlighted more with more time for reflection and analysis. As I write I am
beginning to think that maybe too much was going on or expected of the day. The ‘Dad Zone’ was a great
success.
It was generally agreed that the pub discussion was successful and that the panel acted more as a driver of
ideas and not as a dominant force. There seemed to be little reluctance to a broad range of people
expressing their opinions. It really did become a pub chat and this was the aim of the event.
The residency was concluded by Scotrail agreeing to display a ‘Welcome Home’ sign at Huntly Station – a
truly, very, nice touch, endorsing the residency.
Some questions:
How many ‘problem’ fathers were actually engaged with?
Does a residency have to end with an event?
Attendance at the event was less than anticipated partly due to competing other events. This will
often be the case but can it be avoided?

6. MARKETING
Print and Digital
- 1500 printed newsletter invitations distributed locally, sent to art organisations and universities
throughout Scotland, and posted to 500 individuals.
- 3 email shots to 1100 recipients, promoting the different events of this project from artist talk to
Father Day event on a global level; 4 email shots to local participants (300 each) to promote
workshops and research events.
- The project was featured on Deveron Arts’ website, and advertised through our digital media
accounts, mainly on Facebook and twitter.

7. EDUCATION/OUTREACH PROGRAMME
Artist Talk
Anthony gave an Artist Talk at the Empty Shop in late April, and filled the shop to capacity and 50
people from the town and further field came to listen to him speak. He spoke about his practice
and his working methods and how they were successful in eliciting the necessary responses within
socially engaged practices. He spoke briefly of his previous projects with Deveron Arts and how he
had gotten to this point in his working/thinking and the notions behind “socially engaged” practices.
The evening featured many videos and laughs and was completed with a very interesting
discussion about what was the nature of fatherhood and whether or not it was a valid topic for “art”.
Indeed, as response to the e-shot advertising, several invited people had written to Deveron Arts to
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ask “why is this even considered art?!” which tickled Anthony and he approached these individuals
with invitations to explain how/why but also to open the discussion to more traditional practices,
and explore how other people had approached the topic.
The Gordon Schools
The artist developed strong connections with Gordon Schools, even meeting the local school
counsellors to provide workshops with at risk youth as part of the exploration of positive role
models. He als developed a good relationship with the arts dept. and gave two talks to the different
arts classes about his practice and his way of working, and how he had come to make work he did.
His engagement with the youth was excellent in that he was able to meet them on their terms, but
also challenge them to think beyond their experiences and consider the topic seriously, whilst still
managing to maintain a positive relationship. He is still in touch with several of the youth today,
mentoring them as a male role model beyond the scope of just this project.
Attendance Numbers
Below are a list of the groups and individuals that were worked with over the course of the project:
Artist Talk at Empty Shop (40 participants)
School Counsellors of The Gordon Schools + workshop with local youth that they
felt would benefit from a ‘Father Figure’ (3 counsellors, 2 youth)
Local Youth through formal contacts such as the Linden Centre (2 youth leaders, 25
participants)
Local Youth through informal gatherings such as Roll Model or Get Lost (40
participants)
Local Fathers (8 interviewed)
9 local families for the Rent-a-dad project (30 participants in total)
Shell Human Resources (Aberdeen branch) (2 interviews)
The Huntly Family Centre (9 group leaders/counsellors)
Scotrail and Huntly Train Station for Welcome Home (3 families - 9 people in
total/150 commuters)
Artist Talks at the Gordon Schools (2 x 25 students, 4 teachers)
Street Questions - Constellation of Dadness (50 people took park)
Deveron Fishing Festival (1 workshop leader, 4 participants)
Local Fathers for “Make Beer. Drink Beer” workshop (5 participants)
Constellation of Dadness Stall in the Farmer’s Market (150 engaged)
Develop online discussions/forums with the Offshore WIves Club (12 responses)
Local Football Clubs for Kick-Around-A-Lot project (1 leader, 16 participants)
Local Youth for Sup(p)er Shave (10 participants)
Scouts Huntly for Tree Climbing Workshops (25 participants)
Final Event (15 designated dads, 250 participants in total)
Pub Chat (75 participants)
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MEDIA

A media campaign engaging Lesley Booth, a visual arts media specialist has been accompanying
the project from the beginning. The project was featured in the following places:
Press Coverage
cm
08/04/2011
15/04/2011
06/05/2011
20/05/2011

Huntly Express
Huntly Express
Huntly Express
Huntly Express

28/05/2011
30/05/2011
10/06/2011
10/06/2011
17/06/2011
19/06/2011
15/07/2011

P&J
Evening Express
Huntly Express
Huntly Express
Huntly Express
Scotland on Sunday
Huntly Express

Fathers and Familys Feature in Art
Project
Anthony Rolls Out Project
Fathers Figure in Art Plan
Artist's Close Shave
Father of all projects for Deveron
artist
Artist brushes up on Fathers' role
Artist's Search For Best Dad
A Perfect Father Day?
Dad Day Finale
Father of Invention
Fun for Fathers in Project Finale

value

total

54
35.5
44.5
42

£3.50
£3.50
£3.50
£3.50

£
£
£
£

189.00
124.25
155.75
147.00

15
7
16
77.5
8.5
89
45

£5.00
£33.15
£3.50
£3.50
£3.50
£33.15
£3.50

£
75.00
£ 232.05
£
56.00
£ 271.25
£
29.75
£ 2,950.35
£ 157.50

Radio Features and Advertising
17/6/2011 NECR Interview with Anthony Schrag (20 min) and advert throughout the day
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22/5/2012 Huntly Express: Rent-A Dad Scheme
Documentation of the events exist in several self contained video files, online and available in DVD
form, as well as digital still record of all these events exist. A recording of the Pub Chat also exists.
The Town Collection work is constructed from the same material and style (enamelled metal
plating with paint) as the ScotRail branding and is installed at the Huntly Train Station, and was
developed from the “Welcome Home” performances.

9.

COMMENTS/REFLECTIONS/EVALUATION

Performative Research
Anthony writes: For me, this way of working is highly successful, as I am able to maintain a
collaborative relationship with the participant, and they, in turn feel they are able to guide not only
their engagement but their interest in the topic at hand. It allows participants to take ownership of
their concepts and their level of engagement. However, it is often less successful with older
generations, or those who are less comfortable with “art” existing as a question, rather than a
product.
As a methodology for this specific project, it was successful as it aligned with the intentions and
desired outcomes of this project in that it was a “shared examination” of a topic that affected the
entire town. The live events acted as a constant re-engagement with the topic, as well as building
the town’s ownership over the topic.
A Perfect Father Day?
We reiterate David Harding’s comments on his Shadow Curator’s report for the day:
‘A Perfect Father Day?’ was on the whole a success. The attendance was less than expected due
in part to competing events - a problem that sometimes cannot be avoided. On the other hand I
asked myself if I would have participated in such an event. I’m afraid to say that I probably would
not. However that is a personal attitude and one in which I am the loser. I asked myself where
was the ‘art’ in this event and this was a question that was touched on in the following day’s
debriefing. It was probably wrong to look for ‘art’ in the event. It seems to me that the artworks
took place during the residency and the final day was more of a celebratory coming together. It
seems to have been agreed that it could have been shorter and that the simpler and more visual
events like the tug of war worked extremely well – anyone could join in and its obvious simplicity
and visual aspect made it very successful. The Graphs were an interesting idea and maybe they
could have been highlighted more with more time for reflection and analysis. As I write I am
beginning to think that maybe too much was going on or expected of the day
The artist has admitted he has a tendency to over-extend himself and the scope of an event like
this final one - partly, he says, this is due to the absence of any solid objects, and so the “Events”
become the sole focus, and partly because of a desire to be all encompassing. As David suggests,
however, it is better to probably consider the final event as an entrenchment of the engagement,
something that reiterates the over-arching question (what use is a father?), rather than an event
that asked new questions, or began new engagements.
Evaluation
The Deveron Arts team found it very easy to work with Anthony as he was so proactive and he
already works within the context of social engagement. However, the pace (speed?!) at which he
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sometimes worked often led to not enough reflection on the works or planning, but this was a
minor concern.
Anthony Schrag’s final evaluation reads: I don’t think I’ve worked so hard on a project, but nor do I
think I had so much to work for and so much support to make that work. The content (Fathers) was
not something I would have naturally gravitated to, and, indeed, I was hesitant on taking on such a
topic, but the nature of the support offered by Deveron Arts, and the context of a small and
cohesive place like Huntly, and relevance of the topic really pushed me towards doing all the work
I did. It seemed important, and wanted to do the topic justice, and hope I have.
From a professional development perspective, I think the model of “performative research” is one
that I think I might take on in all my future projects, and I am glad I had this time and context to
develop this new and important aspect of my practice. I can recognise strands of it developing in
previous residencies, but I think the nature of working in such a collaborative group with the
Shadow Curator ethos really pushed my understanding of how and why I do certain things.
Not all of the work was successful – the “blind fishing” and the “get lost” projects, while fun for
those who participated, did not fully explore the concepts I was hoping to do. However, I think that
D.A. is a safe place to fail, and that is incredibly important to development. I think I have become
“Huntly Till I Die”

10.

FUNDING and THANKS

Anthony Schrag
Iain Gardiner
Deveron Arts Team
Keith Cockburn
Catrin Jeans
Norma D Hunter

Finks Publishing

Media
Leslie Booth

Partners
Huntly Fishing Festival
Family Centre
Huntly Scouts

Design

Education
Gordon Schools
Linden Centre
Norma D Hunter

A great Thank You to our generous funders for their financial support.
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