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Hitler sporting a Karl Marx beard and a
swastika formed with axes are just some
of the provocative pieces starring at the

first show ever by Slovenia’s shock art collec-
tive, NSK. The show launches as the now cult
Slovenian art project again ruffles establish-
ment feathers by staging a pair of unlikely
summer concerts in pariah nation North Korea.
Short for Neue Slowenische Kunst, or New
Slovenian Art, NSK was launched in the former
Yugoslavia in 1984 — four years after the
death of dictator Josip Broz, better known as
Tito, when the socialist federation’s institutions
were falling apart.

NSK since has become synonymous with
provocation and its current exhibition, titled
“From Kapital to Capital”, on display until
August 16, is no exception. It aims to show that
if NSK emerged during communist rule, it
remains “simultaneously as much a critic of
socialism as a critic of capitalism”, said curator
Zdenka Badovinac. This summer the collective
is set to cause a new stir when its musical
wing, industrial rock band Laibach, plays two
concerts in North Korea on an invitation from
Pyongyang.

For decades, the experimental rockers-like
the art collective they helped found-have split
audiences in Slovenia due to their deliberately
ambiguous use of political and nationalist
imagery. Even the band’s name is provocative:
Laibach is the German name for Ljubljana first
used under the Austro-Hungarian empire and
during the Nazi occupation in World War II.
While many accuse the outfit of being fascist,
others argue their music is a critique of totali-
tarian ideology.

From prison to fame  
When it first emerged, NSK quickly gained

notoriety for taking the symbols of totalitarian
or extreme nationalist regimes and re-appro-
priating them, the same way the Dada move-
ment did in Germany in the 1920s. Icons of
sometimes incompatible political ideologies
were frequently juxtaposed for instance. For
example, in the mid-1980s, NSK artists won a
national poster competition using a painting
by Nazi artist Richard Klein and replacing the
flag of Nazi Germany with the Yugoslav flag
and the German eagle with a dove. Such prac-
tices led to Laibach being banned and some of
NSK’s members being thrown into prison.

But in the West, the movement’s provoca-
tions won support. After Laibach was signed to
prestigious British post-punk label Mute - also
home to Depeche Mode - in 1986, the band
developed a worldwide fan base. Its clips
began appearing on the MTV music channel,
which had launched just five years earlier. “It
was something new for Europe - videos pro-
duced in Yugoslavia, a former communist
country,” said Peter Vezjak who was NSK’s head
of video at the time. “I mixed the German film
avant garde and New York’s new independent
cinema with Russian directors and put it all
together in the old tradition of modernism.”

‘Art is fanaticism’ 

Unsatisfied by its artistic subversion of
regimes, NSK went a step further in 1992 — a
year after Slovenia had declared independ-
ence from ex-Yugoslavia by creating its own
nation, the NSK State of Time. More than
15,000 people from all over the globe became
“citizens” and even received their own pass-
ports, featuring the motto: “Art is fanaticism
that demands diplomacy.” Two decades on,
the collective has clearly not lost its taste for
provocation. Laibach will perform in
Pyongyang on August 19 and 20, as part of
70th anniversary celebrations of the Korean

peninsula’s liberation from Japanese colonial
rule. “North Korea is, the way we see it, the
utopian experiment... and we always felt really
good in any kind of utopia,” said Laibach front-
man Ivan “Jani” Novak.

Meanwhile, curator Badovinac suggested
that the totalitarian aspect of Laibach’s per-
formances and videos may have given the
wrong impression to the government of
Kim Jong-un. “The invitation could be based
on a misunderstanding,” she said with a
smile. —AFP
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Director of the Modern Gallery, Zdenka Badovinac, poses in Ljubljana, as part of an exhibition of the Slovenian artists from the
NSK collective (Neue Slowenische Kunst - ‘New Slovenian art’) held at the Modern Gallery. —AFP photos

A view of the exhibition of the Slovenian artists from the NSK collective. 

Photo shows passports during an exhibition of the Slovenian artists from the NSK
collective.

The biting satirical musical that mocks
Mormons has finally come to the
heart of Mormonlandia, starting a

sold-out, two-week run Tuesday at a Salt
Lake City theater two blocks from the
church’s flagship temple and headquarters.
The Tony Award-winning “The Book of
Mormon” has earned rave reviews while
appalling some with its crudeness. But this
will mark the first time the show’s gleefully
naive missionaries come to Utah, where
about two-thirds of residents are estimated
to be Mormon.

The show’s creators, Trey Parker and
Matt Stone of “South Park” fame, told The
Associated Press that bringing the show to
Salt Lake City feels like validation, and also
brings the creative process full circle. Parker
and Stone used to “trip out” on Mormon
stuff while taking Temple Square tours in
the 1990s. They made their first research
trip for the show to Salt Lake City with fel-
low creator Bobby Lopez in the mid-2000s.
They waited to bring the show to Salt Lake
City until they were invited by a theater. “It
feels like a really cool thing that it finally
gets to play Salt Lake City,” Stone said. “It
just feels very much like it’s coming home.”
Though they won’t be able to make it to
any of the showings, they’re hopeful the
show’s jokes will get even bigger laughs in
a crowd likely to be more familiar with
Mormon culture than most audiences. “It’s
like playing ‘Fiddler on the Roof’ to a bunch
Jews,” Parker said.

Despite a series of jokes and jabs that
create a caricature of Mormon beliefs, it’s
not expected to cause much of a stir or any
protests. Some curious Latter-day Saints
may go to see what all the fuss is about,
but most will probably turn the other
cheek and let the state’s non-Mormons rev-
el in the fun, said Scott Gordon, president
of a volunteer organization that supports
the church called FairMormon. “It’s like
going to your own roast . . . that goes too
far,” Gordon said. “Nobody likes to be made
fun of, especially with crude humor.” Yet the
show has actually contributed to a shift in
how Americans think of a religion once
seen as threatening and looking to under-
mine the established social order, said
Matthew Bowman, an associate professor
of history at Henderson State University.

One-line statement
“Instead of the presentation of

Mormons being very sinister and conniving
and corrupt, Mormons are kind of naive,
very nice and very dumb,” said Bowman,
author of the 2012 book, “The Mormon
People: The Making of an American Faith.”
Membership stands at 15 million currently
from just 5 million members in 1982.

Leaders with The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints have remained pretty qui-
et about the show over the years, just
repeating a one-line statement that has
now become synonymous with the show.
“The production may attempt to entertain
audiences for an evening, but the Book of
Mormon as a volume of scripture will
change people’s lives forever by bringing
them closer to Christ,” it reads.

Attendees at the Capitol Theater in Salt
Lake City will see church ads in the playbill
that show a smiling woman with the words,
“The book is always better” and another
with a smiling man, “You’ve seen the play,
now read the book.” The church has also
referred back to a lengthy article it wrote in
2009 when HBO’s “Big Love” was touching
on sensitive Mormon beliefs. Church lead-
ers said then they choose not to call on
boycotts or give much attention to inaccu-
rate portrayals in popular culture to avoid
giving the shows the controversy and
attention they crave. Parker and Stone
aren’t surprised by the church’s tempered
response to their show. They grew up
around Mormons and knew it wasn’t their
style to yell and shout.

Mixed feelings
Parker’s fascination with the religion

began when he was dating a Mormon girl
while growing up in Colorado. He recalls
her family inviting him over for a family
evening, where they turned off the TV and
sang. The musical isn’t their first time pok-
ing fun at Mormons. They made a South
Park episode and a 1997 movie called
“Orgazmo,” staring Parker as young
Mormon recruited into porn. He’s still rec-
ognized for that role more in Utah than
anywhere else. Gordon said he has mixed
feelings about a musical. It has brought
extra attention to Mormonism, and most
Latter-day Saints can take same ribbing.
But he said, “I just wish it didn’t go so too
far.”

Bowman said many Mormons, who gen-
erally shy away from R-rated movies, are
horrified by the vulgarity of the musical.
Others are just disappointed that it’s the
latest in a long line of depictions of them
by outsiders that is offensive, Bowman said.
But that doesn’t mean Mormons don’t go
see it. Parker and Stone started noticing
Mormons, or at least people who knew the
religion well, in the crowds on Broadway
because they could hear snickers at certain
jokes only they would get. “I think it legit-
imizes them,” Stone said. “You’re not really
real until somebody makes fun of you and
makes a big Broadway show about you.
Then you’re really, really part of the
American fabric.” —AP

‘The Book of Mormon’ satirical 
musical finally in Utah

A man walks past signs announcing the “Book of Mormon” musical at the
Capitol Theatre, Monday, in Salt Lake City. —AP photos

File photo shows flowers blooming in front of the Salt Lake Temple, at
Temple Square, in Salt Lake City.

People walk past signs announcing the Book of Mormon musical at the
Capitol Theatre.

Ed Sheeran to star in TV medieval epic 
British singer-songwriter Ed Sheeran, whose music career

has been soaring, will play a recurring role in a television
epic about a medieval warrior, a report said Monday.

Sheeran, who was the most popular artist globally last year on
streaming ser vice Spotify,  wil l  appear on “ The Bastard
Executioner” series on the FX network, The Hollywood Reporter
said. The series, which is being filmed in Wales, follows a 14th
century warrior who becomes a traveling executioner at the
behest of a divine messenger. The ginger-bearded 24-year-old
will play Sir Cormac, “an ambitious and deadly protege of a high-
ranking church elder,” the Hollywood trade publication said.

The series, expected to launch later this year, is being direct-
ed by Kurt Sutter who was behind “Sons of Anarchy,” a crime dra-
ma about a California motorcycle gang. Sheeran was a professed
fan of “Sons of Anarchy” and performed a song for one of its
final episodes. Sheeran is nominated for the top prize at the
upcoming MTV Video Music Awards for “Thinking Out Loud,” in
which he performs as a ballroom dancer. Representatives for the
artist and the network did not immediately comment on the
report. —AFP

Ed Sheeran performing on stage at the Rock in Rio USA music festival
at the MGM Resorts Festival Grounds in Las Vegas, Nevada. —AFP


