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NSK in Taipei: Real Wince

Huang Chien-Hung

Imaginary Country

The Slovenian art group IRWIN, part of the larger art collective and virtual state
called NSK (Neue Slowenische Kunst), rode into Taiwan on its reputation for taking
applications, conducting interviews and issuing passports. Comparing this to the fact
that Taiwan cannot be called a concrete national entity, or at least cannot be
represented as such in the world, and we see that NSK existed for a while in a unique
conceptual space, suggesting parallels between the two that are worth exploring. It
could be said that Taiwan is similarly a quasi-state in flux, or a “state in time” as NSK
fashions itself, and furthermore the identity, if not the actual document, conferred by
an NSK passport embodies a common Taiwanese desire to adopt a third identity
beyond “Chinese” or “Taiwanese.”

Although NSK is generally interpreted as an art practice, its significance extends
beyond art and imaginative construction, approaching real nationhood. NSK’s frontier
with reality reveals alternative notions of nation—both possible and impossible—and
suggest relationships between the individual and state that are beyond existing
systems. As a state in time, NSK manifests instability by juxtaposing an art practice,
which operates via virtuality and deploys dynamic imaginative states, with an
operation that verges on reality, namely the issuing of an NSK passport, which is a
symbolic document with ambiguous function. NSK uses art strategies to create a
nation that can change its own significance, has a fluid community base, and eschews
symbolizing any specific territorial borders. Comparatively, Taiwan has not been
conjured out of the imagination; it has, following its long and complex colonial and
post-colonial relationships, a definite territory and a genuine and independent
government. Also unlike NSK, Taiwan possesses a very real history of political and
economic development, and this has been continually hindered by a lack of
international recognition and the impossibility of declaring independence within the
historical context of China. Nonetheless, we can still draw parallels, as the Taiwanese
people are haunted by the perception that their country is merely floating somewhere
in time, and cannot be represented as a country existing in a real place. It is for these
reasons that IRWIN's deployment of its art practice in Taiwan constituted a meeting

of two states in time: NSK, which approaches the limit of national recognition



through artistic imagination and provides an opportunity for its citizens to
occasionally come together; and Taiwan, which has had no choice but to toss the
reality of its existence into an imaginary black hole. While NSK is continually in flux,

Taiwan is forever forced to maintain the status quo.

Since martial law ended in 1987, identity in Taiwan has been an either/or concept,
with China and Taiwan representing the two poles. Struggles between Taiwan's
Chinese Nationalist Party (KMT) and Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) over the
last twenty years have never been productive, nor have they resulted in a feasible
position for Taiwan as a political entity. Rather, each party has exploited Taiwan’s
extremely tense political atmosphere to create support for their election campaigns.
Due to feelings of indeterminate identity and long-term polarization, the expectation
of a third place, perhaps symbolizing a refuge or escape, arose in Taiwanese society to
shake off anxiety. Prior to Chiang Kai-shek's retreat to Taiwan in 1949, alternatives
places in the Taiwanese popular imagination were Japan, representing progress, and
China, representing an ancestral home. Having these alternatives, however, did not
divide society, nor did the need for a third place as a destination for refuge arise.
Furthermore, Taiwan itself became a third place after Chiang Kai-shek's arrival, as it
was then squeezed between two political entities, namely the communist party's
People's Republic of China and the KMT's Republic of China. It was in the 1950s that
Taiwan was relegated to third place status as both political entities claimed all of
China as their territory: the first, the PRC, certainly achieved symbolic and
geographic unity; but the ROC was just a China based on ideas and claims. In other
words, the KMT made Taiwan their temporary physical base for operations merely to
suture the tear in what is normally the seamless integration of the symbolic and
geographic. Taiwan under these conditions, as a purely practical choice and
alternative, or third, place, has been forced to embrace its symbolic representation
from a geographic distance, and for many years now, people who make their lives in
Taiwan have felt compelled to either gloss over or obfuscate this contradiction of not
having a governmental identity. Unresolved position and continual political struggle
have not only formed the unique political consciousness of Taiwanese people, but
also made life one of anxiety over a name. This long-term ambiguity has also resulted
in a weakened concept of nation, even to the extent that people are willing to abandon
both political entities (PRC and ROC) to find refuge from anxiety in various third
place—even though these places rarely confer a sense of national identity. For these
reasons, when NSK came to Taiwan, an extremely unique relationship between the
two became evident. First of all, the NSK passport raised national identity issues

because Taiwan is not a country proper (perhaps it is a double country). The NSK



passport did not immediately appear to be a critique, but rather seemed to overlap
with Taiwan's situation, thus provoking desire for a third place or reminiscence of that
desire in the people of Taiwan. As an art action, NSK did arouse public response in
Taiwan, but it was not regarded as politics floating between the real and imaginary,
and therefore we could say it was not regarded as contemporary art as such, nor as a
global measurement of Taiwan's international political relations. Most people simply
offered evasive assessments of the NSK project, such as “interesting” or “very good.”
Finally, on account of their real concerns and pragmatism based in anxiety over safety
and beneficial results, Taiwanese people for the most part did not want to play NSK's
passport game, and so it was very hard for the NSK passport project to challenge the
frontiers of Taiwanese reality. Of course this situation reflects a temperament that
wishes to uphold political authority along with an open political atmosphere and

acceptance of avant-garde art.

An Operation of (De)nomination

Taking a closer look at IRWIN's art practice in Taipei, specifically the process of
issuing an NSK passport after an interview, we get a clearer picture of the
circumstances of life in Taiwan, the political awareness of the Taiwanese people, and
complex interactions between art and life. Following such a long period of passively
accepting the political status quo and the impossibility of having a name, the arrival of
IRWIN (I'll win?) and the NSK passport may have suggested new ways of thinking.
This might have been done by wordplay or (de)nomination, and would take IRWIN's
art to another level while encouraging another look at the diversity and possibilities of
Taiwan. Continuing with this analysis, however, we come to another question: When
used to look more closely at gaps in reality and its frontier, what kind of mechanisms

are imagination, simulation and appropriation for producing social action and trends?

Discussing name changing in contemporary art circles will no doubt call to mind
Marcel Duchamp, as long ago he used the idea to push past the boundaries of art.
When establishing their group, IRWIN made reference to Duchamp's self-adopted
feminine pseudonym Rrose Sélavy. Rrose Sélavy both suggests that love is a symbol
for life—since it sounds like eros, c'est la vie—and is also a figuration for the
physical appearance of gender, and thus a mise en abime appears between the two.
IRWIN's appropriation or grafting of Duchamp's pseudonym took the form of Rrose
Irwin Sélavy and was later shortened to R IRWIN S, which is pronounced as real
wince. Real wince, with its self-mocking pain and discomfort, stands in ironical

contrast to eros, c'est la vie, and following the fall of the communist party, irony
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became a new and political means of expression in IRWIN's home of Slovenia. Since
completing their 1992 performance/painting Black Square on Red Square Guerrilla
Action, IRWIN has continually staged various art actions based on political parody.
This connection between art and politics, however, is extremely different from a
reference to Duchamp, as his pseudonym relied upon being spoken to extend its
meaning beyond the written word. This difference, however, did not form a
contrasting or oppositional relationship with the written name, but rather constructed a
poetic fissure. This fissure is similar to attempts in his other works, such as the
deferral created by transparency in The Large Glass, or even his attempt to construct a
fourth dimension with Given: 1. The Waterfall, 2. The Illuminating Gas . . .
According to Duchamp, effecting the pronunciation of written words is an ironic
manipulation as it leads us away from their meaning, thus constructing a different
relationship between pronunciation and meaning. Duchamp used an irony similar to
Seren Kierkegaard's, but Duchamp replaced logic with poetry. So we could say that
Duchamp's ideological focus was on a conceptual dialectic rather than political issues
embedded in social or historical contexts. Duchamp's work produces its significance
through an imaginative transition over a gap between two unstable meanings, or even
between meaning and no meaning. In this way, the importance of the Duchampian
does not lie in visual expression, but rather as a precision medium liberating us from
transitions. As Theodor Adorno put it, when the work of art is finished the process is
always erased and the transformation of one thing into another, or deplacement en soi,
is complete. In Duchamp's case however, the traces of nominalism in his work do not
constitute a clean break between the process of creation and finished artwork, but
rather a shift in consciousness, suspension of cognition and ambiguity, and temporal
fluidity. Furthermore, there exists a strange metonymic relationship in the ambiguity
which produces imaginative space, so that what is referred to by the two poles

becomes unattainable desire (objet a).

In IRWIN's case there are also traces of this Duchampian irony, but they don't rely on
conceptual gaps between words and their meanings, but rather on conceptual
transitions in symbolic visual elements. The signs they deploy are interesting if not
profound: communist slogans used for ideological manipulation during the Cold War
were associated with sensory forms, thus rendering almost all visual elements in a
spoken language. Therefore, there was a change in the meaning of language among
the effects produced by inflecting the meaning of symbolic visual elements, and also
because visual expression and language had been highly politicized, shifts in meaning
became instrumental in dialectics, and meaning was reproduced in the service of the

political correctness of the time. So in contrast to Duchamp, IRWIN tends to use
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symbolic visual elements to serve as meaning elements due to their political
experience in the Cold War Balkans. To avoid having their concepts linked to
ideologies, IRWIN also expands the possible gaps produced by their objects, using
references to actual historical experience as a means of focusing image cues in their
art actions. Finally, IRWIN uses visual elements to construct meaning transformations
in the gap between symbolic morphology and what this morphology produces.
Morphology in IRWIN 's projects has various durations, and therefore designated
historical symbols manifest loose meaning transfers for these durations and complete
the unique irony in IRWIN’s political art. For Duchamp, things still had their material
existence, which was stored in the essential nature of the everyday and could be made
to correspond with our desires and impulses through art. For IRWIN the essential
nature of a thing has always been tied to its political specificity, and this nature is
released through art by deploying irony on historic constructs existing in a
systematized world. Duchamp's utopia lay in a hidden world, while IRWIN's lay in

the ability to more freely confront history.

It seems Taiwan has yet to express the emotion real wince, which may be because the
contemporary art world becomes mired in a dialog that can only express support or
opposition when addressing politics or its own inner conflicts and negativity. The
power of creativity cannot dismantle this framework, nor can it generate a different
significance for the production of irony or a gap. It seems we Taiwanese are too
serious due to certain losses, and even if these losses provide material for affecting
tragedy, they also have weakened our faith, worn away our desire to express our
feelings, and left us weary and apathetic. Nonetheless, after encountering Duchamp
and IRWIN and their irony driven politics, we may wonder if it is possible for Taiwan
to find a way out through art. From 2008 to 2010 a variety of interesting themes,
formats and materials appeared one after another in the Taiwanese art world,
including animation, micro-sensible art, political art, frustration art, new media art
and lifestyle aesthetics. These have all been produced and consumed by the younger
generation of artists and backed by eye-catching new technologies. Animation has
promoted the consumption of art and even transformed the manner in which art is
consumed. Micro-sensible art magnifies subtle perceptions of ordinary events. New
media art and lifestyle aesthetics, reinterpreted by cultural creative industries, have
grown by leaps and bounds. Animation art still maintains its commercial appeal by
emphasizing cheerful entertainment. Like kitsch, new media art and lifestyle
aesthetics mostly pander to popular taste and are easy to enjoy. Although
micro-sensible art attempts to encompass every possible perception in both internal

and social realms, as well as create gaps in these various perceptions, perceptions are
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customized rapidly and combine with commercial systems. Among these new
developments, the dialectic formed by political art and frustration art is closest in
spirit to IRWIN's practice, but the former is required by Taiwanese utilitarianism to
solve actual problems, and the latter regards the evasion of political problems as a
symptom of Taiwanese society. The impossibility of irony in Taiwan, regardless if it
is the type deployed by Duchamp or IRWIN, is due mainly to the impossibility of
gaps arising in an art marketplace that blindly assimilates difference, and in 2008 to
2010 period of Taiwanese art development, (de)nomination was only deployed to
package artwork. Although artists making micro-sensible and frustration art played

word games, their works certainly didn't produce the same kind of smile.

The Third Place

This different smile is the product of being hemmed in by China and Taiwan,
specifically their divergent interpretations of history, as well as by the constraints that
a consumer society's positivist tendencies place on imaginative projects encroaching
on reality. Under the cover of its status as an invited, avant-garde, international art
group, IRWIN avoided Taiwanese society's expectation that it might actually be here
to solve political problems with its NSK passport. This avant-garde status actually
allowed locals applying for NSK passports to safely fantasize about a third place, thus
making IRWIN's visit an inevitable turning point in the development of contemporary
Taiwanese art. | am suggesting that the commonly repressed desire for a third place
among Taiwanese was released by IRWIN, but putting it out into the open this way
required intervention from abroad. It is interesting to note that this unique situation of
repression in Taiwan was a necessary precondition for IRWIN's release of third-place
desire, forming a circuit with an extremely dense dynamic structure. We might ask,
however, what were the characteristics of this third place imagery? Compared to other
regions, what special significance was generated by the Taiwanese reaction to the

NSK passport program?

People from the city of Sarajevo reported being able to use the NSK passport to cross
national borders, which meant the border agents only focus on forgeries or were
unable to identify illegal passports from atypical countries. Carried by these Sarajevo
residents, the NSK passport became an art practice that permeated reality. At NSK
passport interviews in London, which were primarily conducted with African visitors,
most interviewees wanted to know if NSK could actually provide a usable passport.
So in London there was air of reality about the project that was based on nothing, and

applicants seemed to hold out hopes in this conflicted state of mind. In Berlin, perhaps
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since most of the participants were artists, the position of the NSK project was
extremely clear: it was an art project intended to make people think. Of course the
descriptions I have provided cannot be considered careful analyses of NSK project
documentary videos, but these features are present in the videos and provide some
interesting contrasts to how the project was perceived in Taiwan. Referring to Alain
Badiou's view of inter-subjectivity with topos, we see that the NSK passport interview
process casts light on different worlds. In Berlin, for example, we see participants'
enthusiasm for art and an extremely precise shared perception. This kind of
perception generally arises from the ability of art concepts to permeate sociocultural
conditions, and is a manifestation of a super-organic world. London participants
expressed an intense desire for assurances that the passport was genuine and were
anticipating some kind of real utopia, which reflected their need for a place to settle
down and was a manifestation of their un-homely world. Sarajevo participants,
knowing the NSK passport was not valid, under unique historical circumstances, were
impelled to alter the possibilities of this document by trying to actually use it, thus

manifesting a chaotic world with a decision full of contingencies.

Taiwanese participants applying for an NSK passport knew that it was part of a
biennial art exhibition, but few thought it was a viable choice for an artwork, as they
had little experience with art concepts permeating sociocultural conditions. Basically,
most Taiwanese people still cannot recognize the possibility of fabricated reality.
Although participants in Berlin acknowledged that the passport was not real, they
directly considered it to be a possible ideal or virtual concept. In contrast, Taiwanese
people, because of limitations caused by an undetermined foundation—Taiwan is
neither an independent organic entity, nor part of a unified, super-organic
conception—were inclined to raise more radically fundamental questions when
confronted with NSK's program. Questions raised were related to world citizenship,
one-world concepts, the necessity of the state, multiple national identities and the
possible negation of the significance of politics. While many references to these
questions can be found in late twentieth and twenty-first century theory, they are not
embedded in the historical fact of Taiwan's conceptual dialectic, but rather are signs
of utopian fantasies or phobias. Questions related to the concept of state or politics
mostly come from the fact that entities issuing directives never acknowledge Taiwan's
national identity, and also that media manipulation and minimizing possible
participation in politics is often required to bind dissociated Taiwanese society
together. When it is difficult for a people to enter into dialog with their government,
power is unidirectional and the country only supervises citizens. When the status of a

nation is unclear and there is distance between the government and its people, citizens
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cannot contact or trust those who govern. Nonetheless, frigid reactions to politics
cannot ensure independence, and torrents of information transmitted by the media
based on their supposition of the people's level of intelligence may conspire with

consumer culture to make people even more ignorant.

Political parties manipulate the opacity of national and personal identities to make
unethical use of society's resources, such that citizens no longer trust politics and have
adopted self-obscurantist, closed-minded attitudes. This is actually a domesticating
strategy that circumvents the necessity of consensus building or typical persuasion. In
the process of dismantling marital law mechanisms in Taiwan, establishing rationality
and rule of law were both extremely valuable undertakings, and strategizing ways to
overcome domination was very difficult for the Taiwanese people. In terms of
individual rights and political authority, however, Taiwanese democracy is a kind of
orderly chaos, where the people must accept a government which lacks apparent
efficiency, and disorder which arises from the intractability of political manipulation.
In this way Taiwan's transition differs from the chaos that overtook the region that
was Yugoslavia after it dissolved. That is to say, Taiwanese society, which is
governed by law that safeguards the interests of the ruling class, does not afford room
for so much flexibility; and this, along with the fact that Taiwan is an island nation,
contributed to the difficulty people had imagining actually using the NSK passport to
cross Taiwan's borders. Because null and void, dispensable or a-political were the
impressions given by the NSK passport, Taiwanese people felt interacting with this
artwork was an opportunity to release political pressure or address politics in a more
lighthearted fashion. Since the situation proposed by NSK's passport was wholly
impossible, people felt free to think about politics in ways that were more creative and
carefree, and I think this was not only the main significance of the NSK passport in

Taiwan, but also a breakthrough for Taiwanese society.

To some extent, this breakthrough has made it possible for people in Taiwan to
discuss current political issues, which is yet another new significance for the NSK
passport. While Taiwan has consistently modeled its modernization on developed
nations in North America and Europe, it differs from them with respect to the stability
of its identity in international society. Introduced into regions where secure identity is
the norm, the NSK passport is more likely to encourage critical thinking rather than
induce experiences of acute confrontation. A passport determines an individual's
freedom to move through international society, and passports issued by more
powerful countries accord more freedom in passing over borders. Due to Taiwan's

dual identity, which is really no national identity in global circles, an intense desire
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for a third place has arisen among its people. This desire, however, stands in direct
opposition to what people have been trained to believe is reasonable under the given
circumstances, so people turn to art for escape and amusement, or even to collective
fictions, casual encounters, self affirmation, games, multiple identities or the idea of a

micro state.

“NSK” looks as if it could be the name of a nation, yet bearing double meaning, is
also an acronym for Neue Slowenische Kunst (new Slovenian art). IRWIN invokes the
topos “state in time” in defining NSK, creating a nation that has done away with
national borders, as well as an image of a nation constructed both in the name of art,
and with the name art. Finally, I hope this image will not remain separate from, but
rather will intervene on reality, such that the image manifests a double meaning in
reality, becoming a precise concept and language operation. Neoliberal ideology has
constructed a world of complete relativism in which the result of struggles between
regional communities are the last word, relationships between individuals are
increasingly negotiated through consumer products, and interaction among
individuals is restricted and monopolized. In a world like this, imagination only
survives when it is commodified, and even then is severely restricted because it
cannot become latent power when manifested in reality. Duchamp's semantic system
relied on appropriating the language of objects to speak about art, and IRWIN
appropriates the language of objects and visual language to create political language.
Neither are retinal art, but rather jump into the fourth dimension, and so produce
conceptual space and rarefied languages instead of a large quantity of easily digested
commodity. Although people in Taiwan can be open-minded and present a wide range
of responses to art games, we still allow our liberation to be governed by others. For
example, many regions and countries lifted restrictions on Taiwanese travelers after
advances due to globalization. This may signal a new phase for Taiwan in the
international community, but this relative freedom to travel may cancel out the

imagination that IRWIN and Duchamp have inspired in Taiwan.
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