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As we edge towards International Women’s Day 2022, I veer back to those BC (Before 

COVID) and 3G (3 Generations of Women Artists Perform) times when I initiated and co-

curated this annual exploration of feminism and performance art. Marking International 

Women’s Day as part of Perth and Kinross Women’s Festival, 3G was held annually 

between 8 March 2016 and 8 March 2020 at Threshold artspace, Perth Theatre and 

Concert Hall. It featured artists’ talks and scholars’ presentations alongside live and screen 

performances by three generations of international women artists.  

3G 2020 was not only the last in-

person event at Perth’s Threshold 

artspace before the global COVID 

outbreak struck. It also marked the 

15th and last birthday of the 

artspace before it closed to the 

public. An artspace at the 

threshold of womanhood or a 

teenage girl who has grown up to 

be recognised by its elders, 

including SCAN – the network of 

contemporary art in Scotland and 

by ICOM UK – the International 

Council of Museums, as Perth’s 

one-of-a kind museum and space 

of contemporary art. A 15-year-old 

who proudly looked after 350 

works in its collection by over 150 

artists from over 30 countries. A 

young woman who could claim 

that 50% of its museum collection 

which we had been 
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commissioning, producing and acquiring since 2005 was by women artists with the latest 

arrivals of works by Jenny Hogarth, Louise Robertson, Katherina Radeva and Marlene 
Millar. Equality of representation was achieved at 15 year old youngster Threshold 

artspace, if not at the old lady National Galleries of Scotland where women artists make up 

only 5% of the collection.   

3G 2020 built on the success of the first four 3Gs. The focus on the three generations of 

women artists remained a strong feature. Over the years more than 20 seminal live and 

screen performances have been featured including by Scottish and international artists 

Karolina Kubik, Natalia LL, Tanja Ostojic, Mare Tralla, Lala Rasic, Selma Selman, 
Maja Zeco, Federica Marangoni, Elaine Shemilt, Roswitha Chester, Katrina 
McPherson, Marlene Millar, Madelon Hooykaas, Karine Polwart, Pippa Murphy, Sian 
Moir, Danielle Reekie, Kate Clayton and Jenny Hogarth. Artists, poets, art historians, 

activists and fellow curators also contributed along the way including Lada Wilson, Kirstie 
Peacock, Rachel Weiss, Richard Layzell, Jim Mackintosh, Jon Blackwood, Pernille 
Spence, Catherine Spence, Laura Leuzzi and Amy Bryzgel. As one of the 3G reviews 

stated in HASTA Magazine “We should support initiatives such as 3G and art venues like 

the Threshold artspace, precisely because they are located in Perth and not in London or 

New York.” 

I grew up on the other side of 

Europe from Perth – in Sofia, 

Bulgaria – where International 

Women’s Day was celebrated as 

an annual ritual of paying lip 

service to women’s rights with 

symbolic gestures such as men 

presenting women with red roses 

or those in power issuing official 

condescending speeches. I 

suspect that International 

Women’s Day is still an 

‘institution’ in these parts of 

Europe if judging by a recent 
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BBC documentary about Russia which also featured Russia’s President Vladimir Putin and 

his televised toast on 8th March 2018 to all women across the country along the lines of 

“Happy International Women’s Day, dear women of Russia. Continue to serve beside your 

men and your children as you have always done!”  

As we approach International Women’s Day 2022, I would like to conjure up a different 

image through the new generation of women artists hailing from this part of the world, 

including the young Russian artist Anna Suvorova who won the global design competition 

run by the International Women’s Day 2020 campaign with her mural inspired poster or the 

Bulgarian-born performance artist and filmmaker Albena Mihaylova-Bendji and her 

Fictional Biographies – a storytelling quartet in tune with deep time and circadian rhythms 

presented as a four-channel cinematic installation.  

A film essay in four chapters about water and sand, trees and rocks, Fictional Biographies 

is also a tender portrayal of four women threading on the edge, searching for life’s 

meaning amongst deserts, oceans, ashes and mountains. These are women in their prime 

whose screen lives dwell in multiple, liquid and fragmented narratives and performances 

for the camera. They all appear to have reached a moment of reckoning contemplating 

different existential crises: how could we survive in a world turned into a desert with none 

of our life support systems; how could we enable the transit to a fairer and just life for the 

climate and war refugees fleeing the Global South; how could we honour the loved ones 

we have lost and reach for new heights of connections, music and art.  

A cornerstone in 

Bendji’s practice, 

Fictional Biographies 

reminds us that living 

within the boundaries of 

our shared home, 

means we see our 

planetary and personal 

edges ebbing, 

crumbling and eroding 

made evident by the 
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artist’s choice of film locations: the shifting sand dunes and dust plumes of the Sahara; the 

sublime and fragile summits of the Alps and the Rhodope Mountain or the shrinking 

Mediterranean Sea coastline at the forefront of climate injustices and migrations.  

Fictional Biographies is built on the four pillars of the environmental, feminist, social and 

political justice, which have been delineating Bendji’s practice since 1985 when she 

emerged as the leading female performance artist in Bulgaria. We can trace the escalation 

of the dissidents’ unrest in the country not through the historical archives but through the 

trajectory of Bendji’s performances. If the Bulgarian political regime felt unbearable that 

even suicide by stoning would have been preferred to living unequal and oppressed under 

socialism (Burial, 1988), by the time when the ‘velvet’ revolutions swept Eastern Europe, 

socialism was entirely unfit to wear (The Dress, 1989); breathe in (The Breathing 

Exercises, 1989) or identify with (Burning the Documents, 1989) judging by Bendji’s 

participatory performances set on a cliff edge by a woman artist on the verge of a nervous 

breakdown trying to draw a breath of fresh political air and escaping the interior confines of 

the bastion of socialist realism through gestures of political resistance referencing 

historical acts of self-immolation.  

Fast forward to 

International Women’s 

Day 2022, following 

over 30 years of 

transition from 

socialism to disaster 

capitalism, we look up 

to anthropologists like 

Kristen Ghodsee and 

artists like Bendji – 

also one of the four 

founding members 

and instigators of the 

Women on the Edge 

Artists Collective – to 

take stock of the shock 
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of neo-liberalism which failed two-third, primarily female, majority of East Europeans, 

amongst those the protagonists depicted in Fictional Biographies. We look up to female 

artists and gender non-conforming creatives like the the 59th Venice Biennale 2022 Artistic 

Director Cecilia Alemani not only “to challenge the male figure as the centre of the 

universe” but to assure us that there is another alternative now.  

This essay is based on Iliyana Nedkova’s contribution to the exhibition catalogue Personal Structures accompanying the 
exhibition Personal Structures hosted by the European Cultural Centre at Palazzo Mora, Venice 23 April – 27 November 
2022 and featuring the installation Fictional Biographies by Albena Mihaylova-Bendji with a related programme of talks 
and screenings presented by AM Contemporary, Basel. 

For further details please see https://iliyananedkova.wordpress.com/ and https://www.am-contemporary.com/ 
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