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Jertiiyq: Journey Beyond the Horizon

_Abstract

The Kazakhstan project at the 60th Venice Biennale (20 April 2024-24 November
2024) was titled Jeriiyq: Journey Beyond the Horizon. According to the curators,
Anvar Musrepov and Danagul Tolepbay, it aimed to stimulate Kazakh decolonial
futurism: “We wanted to create our own Wakanda, our post-nomadic essence, our
‘Kazakhness.” Technology and the future are present in it, but they are not the primary
focus. There is something beyond language, a spirituality, perhaps something
connected to space and the landscape, our identity, which largely determines our way
of thinking.” In these words we see how decolonial futurism functions as a creative
disruptive fiction that mediates between forging spatial identity, geographical

imagination, and decolonial indigeneity.

/

Fig. 1: Sketch for the Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024, exhibition model by Konstantin Petruk, ©
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Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024

1_Decolonial Futurism as Creative Disruption Fiction Making Future

Geographies

“Kazakh Wakanda” is Jeritiyg, also known as Zhér-Uydk, a mythical country of
universal well-being from ancient Kazakh legends about Asan Kaygy. His name means
‘sad’ or ‘melancholic,” and he lived in the 14th and 15th centuries, serving as an advisor
to the founder of the Kazan Khanate, Ulu-Muhammad, and later to the founder of the
Kazakh Khanate, Janibek Khan. Asan Kaygy was also a philosopher, a zhiray (a folk

poet-singer), and a traveler who searched for and glorified Jeriiiyg—the promised land
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where people live without sorrow, penury, or oppression, and where the pastures are so
abundant that birds build their nests on the backs of rams.

It is believed that this socio-utopian legend reflects a specific historical situation in
the mid-15th century, when the decline of the Golden and White Hordes led to the
migration of several tribes to Moghulistan under the leadership of the khans Kerey and
Janibek, and the founding of the Kazakh Khanate.! According to Danagul Tolepbay,
these aspirations resonate not only with the current global situation, in which every
person is searching for their place, but also with the main project of the 2024 Venice
Biennale, Strangers Everywhere, as set by the curator Adriano Pedrosa.?

Thus, geographical imagination finds itself at the center of the project. It connects
the question of identity with decoloniality through spatialization. Like the fiction of
Wakanda’, it consciously strives to go beyond the horizon of existing social systems
and corresponding systems of knowledge, engaging utopian imagination and science
fiction. However, the elements of fiction are not arbitrary: they are based on deeper and
more fundamental components of identity, necessarily including presumably pre-
modern non-Western and non-capitalist elements. The effectiveness of decolonial
futurisms—from Afrofuturism, Sinofuturism, and Ethnofuturism to certain readings of
Russian Cosmism and endeavors to establish “comparative futurism” as a research
field—is rooted in this combination.*

Decolonial futurism is an attempt at a creative disruption, a transgression beyond
the existing social and imaginary systems. Artistic decolonial futurisms often
strengthen the mutual penetration of art and geography. Researchers have already
elaborated on the concept of artful or experimental geography, as well as on art as
geographical practice.> The opposite is also true: “the ‘expanded field” of geographic
knowledge-making now includes creative practitioners, who see their creative practices
as part of the ‘doing’ of geography.”® Furthermore, “we could perhaps claim that
geography is an emerging exhibitionary discipline, the focus of which is the
geographical research exhibition.”” Geographer Denis Cosgrove wrote at the beginning
of the 1980s that “geography takes over landscape from the hands of the painter.”
Today it can take over from the hands of artists decolonial futurism as the practice of
making future geographies.” Forging new spatial identities and future geographies can

happen with speculative artistic imagination or Stérungsfiktionen (‘disruption
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fictions”)—*“experimental drillings into the discursive subsurface of reality.”!® But how

exactly do these disruption fictions work in the project?

2 _Decolonizing Future Narratives through Art

The exhibition Jeriiiyq: Journey Beyond the Horizon was held in the historic building
of the Museo Storico Navale di Venezia (Naval History Museum of Venice), located
on the Riva S. Biasio embankment, next to the Arsenal—the venue of the main project.
Kazakhstan still does not have a permanent or long-term rental pavilion at the Biennale.
The only two national projects of Kazakhstan in Venice were carried out in 2022 and
2024 by different teams and in different venues. The 2024 project featured works by
six artists, spanning from painting to media art, and covering a period from 1978 to

2024 (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2: Entrance to the Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024 in the building of the Museo Storico Navale
di Venezia, photo by Ilaria Zago, © Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024

The exhibition was divided into pairs spread across three small halls. In the central hall,

visitors entering directly from the embankment see works by two already deceased

classics of contemporary Kazakh art (Fig. 3). The work Baikonur-2 by Sergey Maslov

(1952-2002) was created in 2002 with the support of the Soros Center for

Contemporary Art in Almaty and exhibited in the same year at the show No Mad'’s
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Land: Contemporary Art from Central Asia at the Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin
(Fig. 4). Maslov’s installation started from the formal similarity between a yurt—the
traditional dwelling of nomadic Kazakhs—and a rocket (Fig. 4). From this, the artist
imagined an ironic alternative history of Kazakhs as cosmic nomads: that they were
aliens from Sirius who adapted to earthly civilization. A slide-show film inside the yurt,
made up of Maslov’s digital collages, tells this story, mixing imagery of cosmic travels,
UFOs, and traditional Kazakh nomadic lifestyle (Fig. 5.1-5.3). Co-curator of the No
Mad’s Land exhibition, Valeria Ibraecva wrote that it was “a playful, humorous
resolution of the dilemma between the primordial and constructivist explanations of
the origin of ethnic groups in favor of constructivism.”!! It was also the first major
exhibition of Central Asian art abroad, featuring 40 artists. Following 10 years of
independence from the Soviet Union and its Moscow-centric, ideologically driven art
scene, artists from Central Asian countries attempted to develop original art that
reflected their local identities. By breaking away from socialist realism (in other words,
decolonizing themselves from its narratives), they aimed to engage with global art
movements while simultaneously reinterpreting their ancient shamanic traditions!?

(Fig. 6).

Fig. 3: Room with the works of Sergey Maslov and Saken Narynov, photo by Ilaria Zago, ©
Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024
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Fig. 4: Sergey Maslov, sketch for the installation Baikonur-2, 2002, © Elena Vorobyeva and
Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024

Fig. 5.1: Sergey Maslov, part of the installation Baikonur-2, digital collages slideshow, 2002,
© Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024
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Fig. 5.2: Sergey Maslov, part of the installation Baikonur-2, digital collages slideshow, 2002,
© Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024

Fig. 5.3: Sergey Maslov, part of the installation Baikonur-2, digital collages slideshow, 2002,
© Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024
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Fig. 6: Sergey Maslov, Baikonur-2, 2002, installation, recreated in 2024 by Elena and Viktor
Vorobyev, photo by Ilaria Zago, © Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024

Along this path, speculative fictions blended with the revision of traditions, and the
imagination of the future became intertwined with a rethinking of the past. This
combination remains at the core of decolonial futurisms and is even more relevant
today than in 2002, considering the ongoing rise of identity politics and decolonialist
narratives in art and cultural production. For the 2024 exhibition in Venice, 22 years
later, artists Elena and Viktor Vorobyev, friends of Maslov, recreated the iconic red
‘yurt-rocket.” Quite rightly, the curators of the Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024 present it as
an emblematic representation of Kazakh decolonial futurism.

The yurt also inspired architect, sculptor, and inventor Saken Narynov (1936-2023),
whose experimental architectural project Mobile Unit (1979) is exhibited in the same
room as Maslov’s work. It presents a mobile space residential unit, from which modular
building-transformers can be assembled. This unit can be used for various purposes,
such as a dwelling for cattle breeders in distant pastures, for geologists, or colonizers
of other planets. Narynov received a patent for this invention in 1981 and never
abandoned the idea of realizing it. In his practice, Narynov sought to connect art,
architecture, and science in a fundamental way, creating spatial structures that span
from architectural projects to public art (Fig. 7). Interested in non-Euclidean geometry,
the topology of space, and quantum physics, Narynov created objects like the “Mobius

Strip” or the “Klein Bottle” from metal wire. Two of these topological developments,
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or “Top-Art,” titled Six Lives of One Soul (1990) and The End of the Beginning or the
Beginning of the End (2001), are exhibited near his Mobile Unit (Fig. 8).

Fig. 7: Saken Narynov, Mobile Unit, 1979, architectural model, plastic, 80x80x100 cm, photo
by llaria Zago, © Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024

Fig. 8: Saken Narynov, The End of the Beginning or the Beginning of the End, 2001, zinc-
coated steel wire, 100x70x70 cm, photo by Ilaria Zago, © Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024
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Narynov’s approaches may seem far removed from Maslov’s postmodernist,
provocative irony, but both artists combined utopian and science fiction imagination
with a revision of the yurt. This blending of pre-modern and futuristic elements for
rethinking spatial identity is highly characteristic of decolonial futurism. By exhibiting
their fantasies of mobile dwellings together, the curators suggest that the question of
cosmic nomadism can be a central theme for Kazakh decolonial futurism.

Researchers note a close genealogical connection between cosmic and steppe

imagination in the Soviet era:

The Soviet steppe has been closely connected to Soviet spacefaring from its
inception [...]. Together with the agrarian modernity of the Virgin Lands
Campaign, the Kazakh steppe was chosen as the background of Soviet space
modernity and became both the landing ground for victorious cosmonauts and the
drop zone for rocket debris.'?

The curators do not aim to simply distance themselves from the Soviet experience as a
colonial past to be overcome, but rather to reclaim Kazakhstan’s right to it,
reinterpreting it with their own images and creating their own Kazakh modernity. This
has historical justification and corresponds to the urgent task of decolonizing Russian
cosmism.'* As Musrepov says in a personal conversation with the author: “I don’t want
to consider the space program as something that was forcibly imposed on us from
outside. We also participated in it! We also launched Gagarin into space!” The
abundance of disruptive geo-imagination in its utopian, futuristic, and post-apocalyptic
versions leads to the perception of Kazakhstan as the “last earthly frontier [...] where
thousands of plateaus have absorbed thousands of utopias [...] one of the fronts
between Earth and space.”!?

In another room, we meet works by painter Yerbolat Tolepbay and the2vvo, a duo
of Kazakh origin based in Berlin. The two Tolepbay’s (b. 1955) canvases were created
almost 40 years apart (Fig. 9). The first of them, Aqyr yaman: The End of the World
(1985) was titled War at the time of its creation, reflecting apocalyptic anxieties about
nuclear war. The painting is executed in contrasting tones with an abundance of black
paint, but this dramatic depiction of the world is countered by the bright figure of a
baby suspended in mid-air. This can be interpreted as a symbol of hope for a new world,
apocalyptically born from annihilation or the ultimate downfall of the current world

(Fig. 10).

10
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Fig. 9: Room with the works of Yerbolat Tolepbay and the2vvo, photo by Ilaria Zago, ©
Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024

Fig. 10: Yerbolat Tolepbay, Aqyr yaman: The End of the World, 1985, oil on canvas,
183x162 cm, photo by Ilaria Zago, © Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024

Forty years later, and specifically for the Venice exhibition, Tolepbay created a large
canvas, The New Baby: Rebirth (2024). The black figures, which in the 1985 painting
surrounded the baby and symbolized the actual apocalyptic world, have transformed

into sharp abstract forms. According to the curators, over the past 40 years, Tolepbay

11
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has become disillusioned with all ideologies, including communism and Kazakh
nationalism. He has come to believe that a painting can spiritually heal through its
forms and colours, which can convey the artist’s pulse to the viewer. Thus, the conflict
is translated from the level of figures to the level of abstract forms: the fallen world is
now represented by sharp, black abstract forms. However, the baby remains at the
centre, offering hope for a way out beyond the horizon of events, signifying a gesture
of apocalyptic transgression. It also signifies that one of the most important functions
of art today is the production of transcendence.!® As Musrepov said, in a post-religious
contemporary state of society, it is in some sense the role of art to produce an ecstatic

experience, an oceanic Freudian feeling!” (Fig. 11).

Fig. 11: Yerbolat Tolepbay, The New Baby. Rebirth, 2024, oil on canvas, 300x660 cm, photo
by llaria Zago, © Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024
Navigation between the tangible and spiritual realms, as well as between nature and
culture, and tradition and technology, is further explored in the work of the2vvo, a
transdisciplinary artistic duo consisting of Lena Pozdnyakova (b. 1985) and Eldar Tagi
(b. 1987). Their sound installation Presence (2024) delves into throat-singing, an
ancient tradition of Inner Asia’s Indigenous peoples, recontextualizing it within a
modern, globalized, and technologized framework (Fig. 12). Traditionally, throat-
singing is a shamanic technique for communicating with the natural and supernatural

worlds, a form of ‘sonic holography’ that reflects the interdependence between humans

12
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and their environment. The project utilizes another technology, Generative Al, to
transform throat-singing, thereby further blurring the boundaries between the human
and non-human and challenging anthropocentric views. The immersive sound
installation also features rugs for listening, printed with satellite photographs of the
rapidly shrinking Aral Sea, a site of lasting environmental catastrophe in Central Asia
(Fig. 13; Fig. 14). In this way, the audience’s connection to the environment through
‘sonic holography’ that blends traditional and cutting-edge generative cosmotechnics,
takes place in the contemplation of an actual ecological catastrophe. In the context of
the current ecological crisis, the nuclear anxiety of the 1980s, as expressed by
Tolepbay, seems remarkably relevant to more recent critiques of the Anthropocene, as
exemplified by the work of the2vvo. The apocalyptic disruption promised by this crisis
fuels artistic imagination, calling for a transformation of our way of life and our

relationship with the environment.

10:17 o) n—

Fig. 12: the2vvo, excerpt from the generative sound installation Presence, 2024, © the2vvo
and Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024, link to the excerpt from the sound installation:
https://www.on-culture.org/journal/perspectives/jeruiyq/

Fig. 13: the2vvo, sketch of the installation Presence, 2024, digital sketch, © the2vvo and
Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024

13
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Fig. 14: the2vvo, part of the installation Presence, rugs with prints of the Aral Sea, 2024,
print on textile, 230x80 cm, © the2vvo and Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024
In the third hall, we encounter another pair of artists whose projects resonate with one
another and bridge the generation gap, Kamil Mullashev and Anvar Musrepov (Fig.
15). Kamil Mullashev’s (b. 1944) triptych, Earth and Time: Kazakhstan (1978), a
graduation project from the Moscow State Art Institute, has become the artist’s key
work. Mullashev repeated parts of it several times with some mostly unintentional
variations in technique. Two paintings from the triptych presented at the exhibition are
close to photo-realism but deliver a futuro-romantic image of the steppe. In Over the
White Desert (1978), large-scale spherical architecture coexists with a nomad on a
camel, while a just-landed cosmonaut in Youth (2000 [1978]) practically levitates
above the ground with closed eyes against the backdrop of a floating, snow-white
parachute and prancing horses.!® In Mullashev’s vision, the Kazakh steppe of the future
appears as a bright dream in blue and white hues, a space of bliss, fresh wind, and
weightlessness. The latest technologies coexist here with elements of traditional ways
of life, and the environment is clean and comfortable for living. As the curators note,
the triptych, being one of the first futuristic images in the history of Kazakh art,
emerged in the same period as the term ‘Russian cosmism’ came into use. According

to them, it became one of its key images “adding diversity and blurring its mono-ethnic

14
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character

Fig. 17).

—a statement fully in line with the logic of decolonial futurism (Fig. 16,

Fig. 15: Room with the works of Kamil Mullashev and Anvar Musrepov, photo by Ilaria
Zago, © Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024

Fig. 16: Kamil Mullashev, Over the White Desert, 1978, part of the triptych Earth and Time,
Kazakhstan, cardboard, tempera, 86x177 cm, photo by Ilaria Zago, © Kazakhstan Pavilion
2024

15
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Fig. 17: Kamil Mullashev, Youth, 2000 (authorized reproduction of the work from 1978), part
of the triptych Earth and Time, Kazakhstan, cardboard, tempera, 86x177 cm, photo by Ilaria
Zago, © Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024
In contrast to Mullashev’s light and dreamy vision of the early space travel era, Anvar
Musrepov’s (b. 1994) video essay Alastau (2024) presents a post-apocalyptic fantasy.
This is also a graduation project, but created 50 years after Mullashev’s, at the Vienna
Academy of Arts. The video essay, which plays with the genre of horror movies, tells
the story of a post-apocalyptic world without sun, filled with malign spirits. The
surviving tribes have returned to nomadism, shamanism, and rituals, such as alastau, a
Tengrian ritual of purification. The author emphasizes that the video’s “images and
references deeply rooted in Kazakh culture and mythology open up a perspective for
the decolonization of future narratives, creating a mystical parable about escape from
death.”?° Musrepov, who is also the curator of the exhibition, here appears as one of its
artists. This does not only seem as a conflict of interests, but also as a reinforcement of
the artist-curator’s self-assigned mission “to produce our [Kazakh] nomadic futurism,
a local movement in perspective.”?! If a curator is a researcher and activist of decolonial
futurism, then their activity has features of an “identity discipline”—"a field dominated
by scholars who strongly identify with the subject of their scholarship,” and where the

distinction between researcher and researched becomes blurred (Fig. 18).22
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We leave to seek shelter, but we-don't know exactly where
we're faring.

Mb! yXoaMM B nomckax yb6exxuLla, Ho He 3HaeM TOUHO, Ky/a Mbl
naem.

Fig. 18: Anvar Musrepov, screenshot from video-essay Alastau, 2024, © Kazakhstan Pavilion
2024, link to an excerpt from the video-essay: https://www.on-
culture.org/journal/perspectives/jeruiyq/

3_Disruption Promised and Delayed
Conceptually, the exhibition’s field of meanings also pulsates between dialectical pairs:
utopia and dystopia, neo-traditionalism and modernism, the mythological and the
secular, cosmos and earth (steppe), absence and presence. However, the works of the
artists strive to collapse these pairs, as in any decolonial futurism. Examples of such
overlapping are found in the images of the cosmic nomad, the throat-singing produced
with the help of GenAl, or the post-apocalyptic world where shamanism is one of the
advanced cosmotechnics. At the same time, the effort of transcending ‘beyond the
horizon’ of the existing world leads to a new immanence—the land of Jeriiyq.
Transcendence and immanence collapse through spatialization, so geographical
imagination takes center stage in decolonial futurisms. Each of them, including the
experience of the Kazakhstan project in 2024, is an effective strategy for producing
visible statements within the framework of international contemporary art. Yet art that
produces future geographies and spatial identities through creative disruption fictions
is always internally paradoxical due to its pretension to go beyond the horizon of
events.

However, a paradox is also contained in the strategy of implementation of disruption
fictions—in their pragmatics. The Global South, of which Kazakhstan can be

considered a part, is faced with the necessity of producing its own postcoloniality,
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decoloniality, or indigeneity as a condition for being included in the global art world,
which is still dominated by the hegemony of the Global North. Here, we encounter a
dialectic: decolonial indigeneity reinforces the existing hegemony by ‘thinning’ it
through selective inclusion. Moreover, as argued by authors of critical indigenous
theory, such as Jodi Byrd, even radical critical theories of the Global North are based
on the reproduction of indigeneity as the “wild other.”?® This is how the “transit of
Empire” occurs—the transfer of its power from one context to another through the
reproduction of “paradigmatic indigeneity.”>* And, of course, progressive art is a prime
example of this reproduction, especially in institutions like the Venice Biennale, which
is genetically and structurally disposed to the manifestation of identities.

At the level of common sense, many artists from the Global South are pessimistic
about how the revolutionary potential of their performative identities and decolonial
futurisms is co-opted by the multicultural order of cosmopolitan centers, ultimately
serving to maintain the global status quo through selective inclusion.?> On the other
hand, both radical critical theories and decolonial indigenous art constantly strive to
transform or disrupt the hegemony, either by thinning it through inclusions to the point
where it disappears or by overturning it. This dynamic appears to be a repetition of the
dialectical logic of critical theory, aptly expressed by Marx: capitalism breeds its own
gravedigger. Thus, the hope that the subjugated subject will one day become
revolutionary is always preserved, but at the same time, this moment can be indefinitely
postponed. This is the constant paradoxical promise of decolonial futurisms and their
disruptive fictions: the Journey Beyond the Horizon remains as imaginary as it is real,
and as corroborative in relation to the status quo as it is disruptive, just like the figure
of the legendary Asan Kaygy and the promised land of Jeriiiyg. Or like another
legendary figure—the Turkic poet-songwriter, sage, and composer of the ninth century,
Korkyt Ata. His figure, depicted in Musrepov’s video as either constantly gathering
sunbeams or falling apart into them, can be read as a symbol of any ambition to journey
beyond the horizon, which always seems so close and yet so elusive at the same time

(Fig. 19).
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Fig. 19: Anvar Musrepov, screenshot from video-essay Alastau depicting the figure of Korkyt
Ata, 2024, © Kazakhstan Pavilion 2024

_Endnotes

"' Kazakhskaia SSR: Kratkaia Entsiklopediia, vol. 4 (Alma-Ata: Kazachskaja Sovetskaja
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