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assTrAKT: Autor tekstu skupia si¢ na tym, jak w projekcie
artystycznym zapoczatkowanym przez grupe stowenskich
artystow Neue Slowenische Kunst, polegajacym na trans-
formacji grupy z kolektywu artystycznego w organizm
panstwowy, zacierane s3 granice mi¢dzy autonomicz-
nym dzielem sztuki a politycznym zaangazowaniem.
Zarysowuje kontekst powstania Nsk oraz krotka historie
dziatalnosci grupy przed rozpoczeciem projekeu Pafistwa
w Czasie, markujacym poczatek przemiany kolekeywu

w Panstwo. Szczegdlna uwage zwraca na paszporty NSK,
keére pdzniej staja si¢ przyczynkiem do ewolucji projekeu.
Analizuje paszporty jako narzedzia mimetyczne, shuzace
urzeczywistnieniu materialnych aspekeow panstwa,

oraz obiekey artystyczne, o okreslonej estetyce i tech-
nice wykonania. Dalej przedstawia, jak paszporty NSK
staly si¢ wehikutem do dalszych przeobrazen projekeu

w organizm wymykajacy si¢ spod kontroli artystéw.
Przedstawia przypadek wykorzystania paszportow przez
osoby z Nigerii, ktore mialy postuzy¢ emigracji do Europy
oraz inicjatywe uniezaleznienia Pafistwa NSk od tworcow
poprzez zgromadzenie posiadajacych paszport. Odnoszac
przypadek Nsk do wspodtczesnych teorii dotyczacych
partycypacji w sztuce, zastanawia si¢ nad znaczeniem pro-
jekeu dla dalszej hybrydyzacji sztuki i policyki.

assTract: The author of the text focuses on how the art
project initiated by the group of Slovenian artists Neue
Slowenische Kunst, consisting in the transformation of the
group from an artistic collective to a state organism, the
line between an autonomous work of art and political
engagement is blurred in. It outlines the context of the
establishment of NSK and a brief history of the group’s
activity before the State in Time project, marking the
beginning of the collective’s transformation into the State.
It pays special attention to the NSK passports, which later
become a contribution to the evolution of the project. It
analyses passports as mimetic tools used to materialise the
material aspects of the state and as art objects with specific
aesthetics and production technique. It then presents how
the NSK passports became a vehicle for further transfor-
mations of the project into an organism beyond the artists’
control. It presents the case of the use of passports by peo-
ple from Nigeria, which were to allow emigration to Eu-
rope, and the initiative to make the NSK State independent
of its creators through a gathering of passports holders.
Relating the case of NSK to contemporary theories on par-
ticipation in art, it considers the significance of the project
for further hybridisation of art and politics.
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Boris Groys, attempting to describe the political transformation which
the Nsk State fits in, said, ”But anarchy and institutional critique are good
when there are art institutions. In Eastern European countries though,
art institutions are not very strong — and the art market is not especially
powerful. In chis situation artists have to create art institutions them-
selves — together with the state that is theoretically responsible for main-
taining these institutions™. Leaving aside the validity of this diagnosis
of the Eastern European art field, I would like to use this quote to locate
NSK in an unobvious spot on the spectrum of art references to institu-
tions, or perhaps in their case rather of institutional over-identification.
However, art institutions are a secondary point of reference here, instead
of them, the group operates directly on the organism of the state.

NSK is a creation with a long and rich history, marked by changes
not only in style or subjects taken up by artists, but also by changes in
the organisational formula. The original Neue Slowenische Kunst col-
lective celebrated its fortieth anniversary in 2024, and the group itself
is inscribed both in the history of Slovenian contemporary art and in
the broader Eastern European canon. One of the widely problematised
aspects of the work of Nsk, and especially of IRWIN, a part of it, is the
subject of defining the idiom of Eastern European art®. In my analysis,
however, I will focus on the later period of the group’s work, from the
start of the project “Nsk A State in Time” in 1992. This project attracted
researchers operating on the line between art studies and alternative
political forms. For me, a particularly interesting issue is the tension in
this project between the status of an art work, whether in the categories
of Joseph Beuys’s “social sculpture”, a participatory project or “relational
art”, and the status of a political project: utopia, heterotopia or temporary
autonomous zone’. I am inclined to accept this hybrid and flickering form

1 B. Groys, “Nsk: From hybrid socialism to universal state”, e-flux journal #67,
Nov. 2015, p. 41.

2 For instance, the following publications S. Bell, “Laibach and the Nsk.
Aestheticising the East/West Nexus in Post-Totalitarian Europe”, Kyntypa/
Culture 2014, no. 4, Nov., pp. 105114 or S. Bell, “The Aethetics’ of the NSK”,
European Journal of Theatre and Performance 2019, 1, Jan.; G. Gasparavicius,
“How the East saw the East in 1992: NSk Embassy Moscow and Relationality in
Eastern Europe”, Public Art Dialogue 2013, 3.2, pp. 220—241. A very significant
and comprehensive work on the subject is the book by J. Szczepanik, Geografia
artystyczna Neue Slowenische Kunst. Wieloaspektwosc i kolektywizm, Gdansk
2014.

3 Among the studies on the subject, it is worth mentioning the already cited text
by Boris Groys, in which he looks at the Nsk State in Time not as an artistic or
even social project, but as a political formation using the language of art for its
propaganda purposes. Connor McGrady sees similar possibilities in the project
in the text The Nsk State and the collective imaginary. In it, he compares the
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of the project as an asset allowing it to escape simple categorisa-
tions and absolute control of its authors towards social guidance.
The project “Nsk — A State in Time” was born in 1992 within
the framework of a Slovenian group of alternative circles, active
since the 1980s and taking the name Neue Slowenische Kunst®*.
In its early days, the group quickly developed sound and uncom-
promising aesthetics and practice, referring to the repressed
history of Slovenia’s Germanness and the fascist aesthetics from
the language of state propaganda, thus questioning the partisan
and anti-fascist founding myth of Yugoslavia. In doing so, they
consciously apply over-identification® with a state organism, the
abstracted idea of a total state. This served to highlight the super-
ficiality of declarations and the shallowness of the regime’s prop-
aganda at the time. The second point of reference was the “retro
principle”, that is, drawing from past movements and mean-
ings, such as the visual strategies of totalitarian states or symbols

NSK State to emancipation movements, the movement of micronations
or the creation of autonomous zones in squats and occupations around
the world. Playing with Hakim Bay’s popular term, Stevphen Shukaitis,
in his 2011 text Temporary hegemonic zones (https://www.metamute.
org/editorial/articles/temporary-hegemonic-zones accessed 19 Dec.
2024) examines the project of the state in time as the “cemporary
hegemonic zone” of the title and describes how the strategy

of overidentification, crucial to NsK as a collective, is also present

and politically fertile in the creation of a democratic speculative

state organism. It is also worth reading Barbara Orel’s text State,
transnational citizenship and the transformative power of art: The NSK
State in Time. There, she clearly shows, using the example of the NSk
Pavilion in Venice in 2017, new potentials and possibilities not only

of interpretation, but also of using the institution of the State in Time
for further political purposes, in this case by giving the paranational
NsK pavilion into the hands of people with experience of migration
and refugeeism, and aid organisations

4 'The full list of groups throughout the history of the group: Laibach,
IRWIN, Scipion Nasice Sisters Theatre (later changing into Red Pilot and
Cosmokinetic Theatre Noordung), New Collectivism, Retrovision and the
Department of Pure and Applied Philosoph.

5 S.Zivek, “Why Are Laibach and Nsk Not Fascists?”, in: Z. Badovinac,

E. Cufer, and A. Gardner (ed.), NSk from Kapital to Capital. Neue
Slowenische Kunst — an Event of the Final Decade of Yugoslavia, London
2015, pp. 202-204.

6 IRWIN, “Retro Principle The Principle of Manipulation with the Memory
of the Visible Emphasized Eclecticism — The Platform for National
Authenticity’, in: Z. Badovinac, E. Cufer, and A. Gardner (ed.), NSK from
Kapital to Capital..., op. cit., p. 469.
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of avant-garde movements. Identifying with historical avant-gardes,
creating for grand projects of combining art and life, engaging in great
political and social schemes, including the totalitarian state’.

The crucial point in the history of Nsk was the disintegration
of Yugoslavia and the subsequent birth of new nation states. It was
a moment when the old strategies of referring to the total state, its
aesthetics, practices and political obligations began to exhaust them-
selves, or rather started to gain the potential of a safe cynical distance,
which may be a threat to effective criticism®. To quote Slavoj Zizek:
“What if (...) the dominant actitude of the contemporary “post-ideo-
logical” universe is precisely the cynical distance toward public values?
What if this distance, far from posing any threat to the system, desig-
nates the supreme form of conformism, since the normal function of the
system requires cynical distance?” The only logical consequence of the
disintegration of the totalitarian state and the birth of new nation states
was the establishment of own state. In 1992, the NsSK — A State in Time
project was born. In its founding statement,' IRWIN group, operating in
visual arts in the already historic Nsk™, and Eda Cufer, proclaim a tran-
sition in their historical identification with the avant-garde into what is
for them the most traumatic moment also giving vent to its founding
desire — incorporation into the state apparatus. This is how the State in
Time was created, transitioning from these experiences to a position not
so much of collectivising individuality, but of individualising collectivi-
ty. The state of new art. Its public and spectacular proclamation took
place in May 1992, together with the opening of the first temporary Nsk
embassy in Moscow" . In the spirit of the Russian apt-art, the IRWIN

7 More on NsK in the 1980s in the chapter “Initiation: The Early 1980s and the
Emergence of the Nsk Groups” in: Z. Badovinac, E. Cufer, and A. Gardner (ed.),
NSK from Kapital to Capital...,op. cit., pp. 28-114; on the methods of overi-
dentification and retrogardism, see the chapter Was ist Kunst? (Actually existing
retrogardism.in. A. Monroe, Interrogation machine: Laibach and the NSk State,
London 20035, pp. 44-79.

8 L. Arns, “Mobile states/shifting borders/moving entities. The Slovenian artist’s
collective Neue Slowenische Kunst (NSKk)’, in: Z. Badovinac, E. Cufer, and A.
Gardner (ed.), NSk from Kapital to Capital..., op. cit., p. 225.

9 S.Zivek, “Why Are Laibach and NSK...”, op. cit., p. 203.

10 E. Cufer, IRWIN, NSK State in Time, in: Z. Badovinac, E. Cufer, and A. Gardner
(ed.), NSk from Kapital to Capital..., op. cit., p. 501.

1 At the time of the establishment of The NSK State in Time, the Neue Sloweniche
Kunst collective also officially ceases to exist, but separate groups that previously
constituted NSK, i.e. Laibach, IRWIN, etc., remain. In the text, when I refer
to “historical NSK”, I mean members of the groups who constituted the no longer
existing collective.

12 A. Monroe, Interrogation machine..., op. cit., p. 179.
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group and other guests were invited to a residency in Moscow in a pri-
vate apartment, during which lectures, seminars and artistic events were
held®. It is also a special moment because it marks the beginning of the
history of the first NSk passports.

At first, the passports and diplomatic visas were issued for free
in a limited number to mark subsequent events around the idea of an
embassy or consulate. A new event in a new place was associated with
a new stamp in the passport. In 1993", the passports also became avail-
able by order, “Citizenship is open to all people, regardless of national,
sexual, religious or other status or affiliation.””’, currently at the price
of €32.00". According to the IRWIN group, in the introduction to the
book summing up the project “Nsk A State in Time”, the passports were
initially bought mainly by people from Europe and the United States and
served as artifacts marking the participation of its holder in the world
of contemporary art, they were more of a symbolic gadget to provide
distinction" than documents in the proper sense of the word"®. How-
ever, we can also find references to the ways in which the passports
are used as something more than a gadget. From the website contain-
ing information about the passports, we learn that they are “subversive
documents of unique value”. I would like to examine two ways, which

13 Including the spectacular event “Black square on a red square”, returning into
Russian public space with Malevich’s suprematism which has been dragged
through muck and mire. More in: G. Gasparavicius, How the East saw the East
in 1992, op. cit.

14 M. Bruinen, The first global state of the universe. A discussion of the NSK State
in Time as a social artwork, B.A. thesis, archive of Utrecht University, Utrecht
2020, p. 6, hteps://studenttheses.uu.nl/bitstream/handle/20.500.12932/41313/
Bruinen_5974011_Thesis_2020rDF.pdf?sequence=1 [accessed 19 Dec. 2024].

It is one of two sources where I found this date, the other is an enigmatic item
from the IRWIN group website hteps://www.irwin-nsk.org/works-and-projects/
state-in-time/[accessed 19 Dec. 2024], where the entire “state in time” project
is dated 1993 and illustrated with a passport. No other comments. Everywhere
else the “90s” are given, but this date seems the most likely after the
production of the first passports within the framework of the “Nsk Embassy
Moscow”, the Residency ended on 10 June 1992

15 From https://passport.nsk.si/en/about_us [accessed 19 Dec. 2024].

16 From hueps://passport.nsk.si/en/how_to_get_an_NSK_passport [accessed
19 Dec.2024].

17 Distinctions in this context were problematised by P. Bourdieu, Dystynkcja.
Spoteczna krytyka wladzy sqdzenia, trans. into Polish by P. Bilos, Warszawa
2005.

18 IRWIN, “NSK State in Time’, in: State in Time, Ljubljana — New York 2014, p. 8.

19 From the website https://passport.nsk.si/en/the NSK passport [accessed 19 Dec.
2024].
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seem dominant to me, in which this subversion manifested itself in the
later years of the project. Not only as an artifact, but also as a marker
of belonging to a civic community.

The first way, although predictable, was not foreseen on the scale
on which it happened. Passports made to international specifications
by the same securities printing works as official Slovenian passports®, in
the same elegant black polyurethane and leather cover, are items that, in
addition to the mimesis of the official passport, can themselves become
a functioning document. Fiction, or rather a suprematist artistic act, mak-
ing the elusive existence of the State in Time real also in the minds of its
citizens, acquires the potential to materialise in a new way, by gaining the
recognition of a person needing to cross a border, and later of an official
who stamps the passport. Apart from cases of people using NSK pass-
ports to cross borders during the Bosnian war, * they were not generally
used for travel. It was not until around 20062009 that passport issuers
noticed a large and constantly growing number of applications from
Nigeria, and more specifically from the city of Ibedan®*. It was assumed
that applicants from there must have mistaken NSK passports for a pass-
port of a European country. In 2010, 25% of the NsK citizens* came from
Nigeria*!. Despite the completely unforeseen and potentially dangerous
nature of how the passports came to be used, the group did not decide
to limit their distribution in any way, although this option was consid-
ered®. Wherever information about ordering a passport was posted it
would be accompanied by a disclaimer saying that it was not a legal docu-
ment and that possession of one did not guarantee residence in Slovenia.
Advertising was purchased on Nigerian radio and television. A residency
was also held, in cooperation with cca Lagos. As part of a series of events
accompanying the residency in the city, lectures and information sessions

20 IRWIN, NSK State..., op. cit. 7.

21 L. Arns, “The Nigerian connection. On NSK passports as escape and entry
vehicles”, in: IRWIN (ed.), State in Time, New York 2014, p. 94. More on the
contexts of the usefulness of passports in: A. Monroe, Interrogation machine...,
op. cit., p. 255.

22 1. Arns, “The nigerian connection...”, op. cit., p. 91.

23 Ibidem, p. 92.

24 You can still find questions on the Internet about the possibility of entering
Slovenia with an Nsk passport from that time. I also think that the visible
attempts to explain the project even in the form of a forum post are interesting
heeps://www.city-data.com/forum/europe/278496-nsk-passport-migrate-slove-
nia.html [accessed 19 Dec. 2024].

25 Public discussion... in: IRWIN (ed.), State in Time, p. 105
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for passport holders were organised®. According to Stevphen Shukaitis®,
this was a response that accepted the ambivalence of the moment when
art connects with life in a fully aware and responsible manner. Both the
project and those who wanted to participate in it in a way other than the
one intended were taken seriously.

The second aspect I would like to focus on here, perhaps more
obvious, refers to the progressive relationalisation and inclusion of the
project’s “audience,” in this case passport holders, in its framework and
the community that is emerging around it. The project by a long-standing
and well-established art group with a strong conceptual background can
easily be inscribed in the art tendencies of the 1990s described by Nico-
las Burriaud in Relational Aesthetics®®. It seems to me that the initial
phase of the project in particular ficted into this model with its embassy
events in its emphasis on the experiences of the participants here and
now. The queue to the passport office, the more or less formal locations
of embassies that seem to take themselves deadly seriously, the scenogra-
phy of a government office. This corresponds to the model of the work as
“an interstice in the social system”®, a venue for a non-systemic meeting,
exchange of ideas, a respite from the dominant model of interaction and
building relationships. The service model of the passport office also coin-
cides with the concept that realist art produces a cultural and ideological
apparatus that accompanies the transition from a goods-based economy
to a service-based economy®. Artists produce experiences, impressions
and relations, in this case wrapped in state-building foil.

The project of the state in time, as its name suggests, starts
to change over the years. Not at the initiative of the organisers (mainly
members of the IRWIN group), but through successive waves of interest
in the project from new citizens. The history of the activities of groups
associated with the historical Nsk begins to be codified*, subsequent

26 From the website https://nskstate.com/article/towards-double-conscious-
ness-nsk-passport-project/[accessed 19 Dec. 2024]

27 S. Shukaitis, TEMPORARY HEGEMONIC ZONES, 2011, https://www.metamute.
org/editorial/articles/temporary-hegemonic-zones [accessed 19 Dec. 2024].

28 N. Bourriaud, Estetyka relacyjna, translated into Polish by L. Biatkowski,
Krakéw 2012.

29 Ibidem, p. 43.

30 C. Bishop, Antagonism and relational aesthetics, archive marginalutility.org,
2004, p. 54.

31 Significant in this respect was certainly the international fame of Slavoj Zizek,
who wrote and spoke about the example of NSk on many occasions, and
monographs written by foreign curators/theoreticians such as Interrogation
machine..., op. cit. and L. Arns (ed.), Irwin: Retroprincip 1983-2003, Frankfurt
am Main 2003
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embassies and exhibitions of the popular group are held as part of large
events and art institutions and the number of passport holders gradu-
ally grows. In the 2000s, the project slowly, seemingly spontaneously
begins, to emerge from under the control of the historical Nsk group and
becomes a platform for citizens. Both a state in which control is taken
over by inertia and an artistic common good for like-minded people,
whether in aesthetic sensitivity or in reflections on speculative statehood
and conceptual political art.

Until about 2006, the website www.retrogardereadingroom.com
is actively operated, and shortly afterwards www.nskstate.com run by indi-
viduals who were not members of the IRWIN group or other members
of the historical NSk, began to operate and remains active today. In 2007,
the first event related to the State in Time organised completely from the
bottom up was reported, namely the NSk embassy in Reykjavik®*. At the
same time, a phenomenon such as Nsk Folk Arg, i.e. art created using the
State in Time idiom by people not associated with the historical NSk, was
officially recognised. It usually refers to the visual and thematic keys of the
original groups, sometimes taking on more conceptual forms*.

The culmination of this stage seems to be the first Nsk citizens’
congress held at the Haus der Kulturen der Welt, the Berlin House
of World Cultures. As part of an open recruitment process, 30 delegates
were selected from among the holders of the State in Time passports (as
well as several observers of the proceedings) who were to make a deci-
sion on the future of the Nsk State. Members of the historical Nsk
participated in the congress only as guests. The people selected in the
recruitment process were divided into working groups and during three
days of facilitation workshops they were to work on new solutions and
arrangements within the state and ultimately take control over the state
as its citizens, although in the end this did not happen. The group work
resulted in two official final documents and one counter-document, and
the impressions and reports from the congress display a mixture of curi-
osity and disappointment®*. Nevertheless, it was an important step on

32 https://nskstate.com/article/reykjavik-embassy-nsk/[accessed 19 Dec. 2024].

33 Here, the most interesting thing seems to be the establishment of the “NSK
State Reserve”, a body responsible for the production and analysis of the
operation of the currency produced within the NSK state. This is a grassroots
activity that members of the historic NSK support and cooperate with. More at
https://nskstate.com/article/nk-new-life-old-money/[accessed 19 Dec. 2024].

34 More about the congress in S. Shukaitis, op. cit.; C. McGrady, The First NSK
Citizens’ Congress in Berlin. A Summary. State of emergence. A documentary
of the First Nsk Citizens’ Congress, Leipzig 2011; and in a film by IRWIN group
and I. Zupe, Time for a New State. First Congress of NSK State in Time Citizens,
Berlin 2011.
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the way to emancipating the project from its authors. After the congress,
there was increased activity in terms of creating and exhibiting Nsk Folk
Art. In addition to including it in exhibitions of works by the historical
NsK, the NSk Folk Art Biennale was established, which has had 3 editions
so far®?, interrupted by the covip-19 pandemic. The individuals creating
NsK Folk Art have been designated as NSk State Artists.

This coincides with what Ewa Majewska considers to be the deter-
minant of an effective participatory art project. In the essay entitled Czy
istnieje sztuka apolityczna®® she points out, arguing with Claire Bishop?’,
that the right criterion for assessing the effectiveness of participatory
art is how it includes project participants, and assessing the quality and
degree of participation may be a criterion for effective social or politi-
cal action. As a positive example, she mentions the persons participat-
ing in Roman Dziatkiewicz’s Orgies, who “risk hurt and failure, but also
shape new formulas of collectivity, inspiring both new artistic practices
and other forms of action in culture”®®. The waiver of authorship present
in the historical Nsk for a long time seems to contribute to this model
of participation, the creation of new collectivities and the hybridisation
of the fields of institutional and political fiction and artistic reality.

I think that this development perfectly illustrates how, in its sur-
prisingly long existence, this project may show changes in the idioms in
which engaged art projects have operated in recent years. What began
as a play on the independence of Slovenia and other former Yugoslav
republics has turned into a vehicle for thinking about alternative models
of statehood and a platform for political art. The ongoing stage of the
project demonstrates separation of control over the project from the
historical NsK, it is delegated as a supporting and mediating entity in
the undertakings around the project. Perhaps the State in Time indicates
not only the main dimension of the existence of this work, but also its
long-term and changing nature. It is neither frozen in time, nor does it
aspire to eternity, it simply exists in time.

35 More at https://nskstate.com/topic/nsk-folk-art/[accessed 19 Dec. 2024].

36 E.Majewska, “Czy istnieje sztuka apolityczna? Uwagi o politycznym skutku
sztuki, kolektywnosci i partycypacji”, in: Skutecznos¢ sztuki, ed. T. Zatuski, £6dz
2014, p. 218.

37 C. Bishop, Artificial hells. Participatory art and the politics of spectatorship,
London — New York 2013

38 E. Majewska, “Czy istnieje...”, op. cit. p. 233.
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