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CULTURED TRAVELER

In Rwanda, Looking to Art to Soothe

Slide Show | Scenes from Kigali’s Arts Scene Rwanda’s capital city is home to many galleries and performance
spaces.

By RACHEL B. DOYLE
May 30, 2014

“There’s no way you’ll find it yourself,” the artist Strong Karakire told me on the
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phone, when I asked for directions to his studio in Nyamirambo, a lively
neighborhood in the Rwandan capital of Kigali where dirt roads climb the steep
hills past modest dwellings. “Just wait at the petrol station, and I’ll come get you.”

A few minutes later, Mr. Karakire zoomed up on the back of one of Kigali’s
ubiquitous motorcycle taxis and collected me. On that balmy November day, the
trip to his studio wound through labyrinthine alleys and a bustling fruit and
vegetable market where sellers laid out their wares on colorful blankets. Tinny
strains of dance music emanated from idling minibuses adorned with
photorealistic portraits of hip-hop musicians, and small children trying to play
soccer on the uneven, sloping red earth in front of a green-and-white mosque
shouted out excited greetings as we passed by.

We turned at a high brick wall and immediately came upon one of Mr. Karakire’s
creations. A jumble of discarded loafers and strappy sandals had been glued to an
oddly shaped slab of cardboard mounted on the bricks and spray-painted blue and
red. Nearby was a small garden, full of spiky potted plants, pink geraniums and a
ladderlike structure hung with a nest of silver-treated wine bottles and firewood.

Twenty years after a genocide left an estimated 800,000 people, mostly Tutsi
men, women and children, dead over a period of 100 days, Rwanda is on the rise.
Its economy is growing; tourism is increasing. And unexpectedly, an art world is
flourishing in Kigali, the pleasant million-person capital of lush hillsides and
flowering trees. Mr. Karakire is one of the many young artists forging an art scene
in the city, where numerous galleries, art-focused community centers and
independent studios have popped up in recent years. Some works are inspired by
the country’s devastating recent past, while others, brightly painted and
optimistic, look to the future.

Strong Karakire in his studio in Kigali, Rwanda.
PETE MULLER FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES
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The lively art scene has turned this once-quiet and traumatized city into a place
where not just art openings but also literary readings, dance performances and
concerts take place regularly in the courtyards of galleries, and artists give
lunchtime lectures at cooperative working spaces. A number of tech start-ups and
a fashion collective run by fledgling designers have also found a toehold in the safe
and almost eerily tidy Rwandan capital.

The artists here are largely self-taught, and some, like Mr. Karakire, are still
trying to work through difficult experiences from their country’s past. “I’m doing
art like therapy,” he said from inside his three-room studio hung with both
abstract and figurative paintings, mostly in dark colors. “It’s the way I choose to
live,” added the wiry-framed artist who listens to techno music while he works.

During the genocide unleashed by Hutu extremists from April to July in 1994, Mr.
Karakire’s father and two of his older brothers, both students, were murdered by
neighbors in Nyamirambo, the Kigali neighborhood where he lives. He was 8
years old and hiding in an orphanage with his mother. Another brother was in the
rebel army that liberated this Central African country after more than three
months of bloodshed. This year Rwanda is marking the 20th anniversary of the
genocide with a series of educational events.

Today the growing art scene provides a lens into the country’s complex history
and allows visitors to explore intriguing areas of Kigali and beyond. The arts
venues stretch across the undulating hills of the modern capital and range from
independent studios in humble neighborhoods like Nyamirambo to polished

http://www.kwibuka.rw/events
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galleries in Kacyiru, an embassy district, to the imaginative metal sculptures in an
overgrown yard fronting an art cooperative in Kimihurura — the Uburanga Arts
Studio (250-788-605-924; bakunziart.com/uburanga-arts-studio) — a happening
area where young Kigalites go clubbing.

Exhibitions are also held in Kiyovu, at the grand Hôtel des Mille Collines (250-
252-576-530; millecollines.net), a safe haven during the genocide that was
depicted in the 2004 film “Hotel Rwanda”; at Heaven (heavenrwanda.com), an
upscale restaurant; and at a quirkily decorated shared working space called the
Office (250-725-633-423; theoffice.rw).

Finding these destinations might take a bit of effort. Several years ago, English
became an official language alongside Kinyarwanda, usurping French, and the
Francophone street names became numbered. While being an Anglophone visitor
is much easier now, most locals do not use the new street names, and thus most
galleries in Kigali can be found only by getting turn-by-turn directions from the
nearest landmark.

Art institutions did not even exist in the country a decade ago. But in 2006 an
improbable decision was made to convert a former royal palace into the country’s
first contemporary art museum. The location chosen for the establishment
surprised many: The neo-Classical building atop a scenic hill that now houses the
National Art Gallery is in the southwestern city of Nyanza, about 90 minutes from
Kigali; it once served as the stately home of the Rwandan Supreme Court.

The directors of the new museum faced a challenge: How does one build a
contemporary art collection from scratch in a country where there were very few
arts practitioners? The solution they arrived at was to hold yearly art contests for
Rwandans, where the winning works were bought for the museum’s collection.
Each competition required artists to submit works that addressed a theme tied to
the country’s horrific history. The 2006 topic was “peace and tolerance” and in
2007 artists worked under the rubric “Not to forget, to remember.”

http://bakunziart.com/uburanga-arts-studio
http://millecollines.net/
http://heavenrwanda.com/
http://theoffice.rw/
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“No one was aware of the importance of art in this heavily hurting society,” said
Lia Gieling, a former curator at the National Art Gallery. “It was very important
to demonstrate how artists could contribute to healing and reconciliation.”

The contests helped to jump-start the Rwandan art scene, and after three rounds
and several donations, the museum’s collection grew to about 125 paintings,
sculptures and installations. The Rwandan artist Jean Claude Sekijege, who died
in 2007, created some of the most intriguing works there. One of his sculptures is
made of burlap, plastic and twine and depicts an ostrich with bound feet. Another
remarkable work is a painted plaster cast of a woman’s torso, her arm made from
the metal barrel of a rifle.

My taxi driver, Fidel, who had never visited an art museum before, walked up to a
life-size sculpture of a white dove steering a motorbike and began to pat it
appreciatively. The museum staff members, dressed in elegant traditional yellow-
and-orange cloth dresses, did not bat an eye — apparently this is such a common
reaction at the National Art Gallery (Rwesero Hill, Nyanza; museum.gov.rw)
that visitors are not reprimanded. Fidel said he enjoyed looking at the art,
especially the motorbike sculpture by Epaphrodite Binamungu, although he was
disappointed that the personal effects of the former king, who died under
suspicious circumstances in 1959, were housed in a different palace.

The ride from Nyanza back to Kigali passed through misty valleys and craggy hills
laden with eucalyptus trees and dense vegetation. Women carrying bundles on
their heads crossed terraced fields blanketed with electric green rice paddies and
apiaries. The road often curved sharply, allowing for panoramic views of the
dramatic Rwandan countryside. Suddenly, all those landscape paintings of rolling
hills that I’d seen in Kigali made more sense.

The city galleries and exhibition spaces display a riot of colors and artistic styles.
Paintings are often hung with only inches of space between them or lean in stacks
against the wall. Artists work and sometimes live on the properties, and are

http://museum.gov.rw/
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regularly on hand to explain their work. In some of the galleries, community
outreach — art classes for orphans and neighborhood kids, programs focused on
helping those with HIV or disadvantaged women — plays an important role.

The Inema Arts Center (250-783-187-646; inemaartcenter.com) opened in 2012
in a split-level house with a blocky, colorful design painted on it. In the back of the
property, the 13 resident artists splatter paint and build installations, and
members of a women’s cooperative make jewelry and accessories to sell in the
gallery’s gift shop. Three times a week there are performances of the Rwandan
traditional dance styles — amaraba for girls, intore for boys — in a courtyard
overlooked by eyes painted on a high wall.

The artist Emmanuel Nkuranga founded the Inema center with his brother
Innocent Nkurunziza after they traveled to the United States for artist residencies
and toured the Museum of Modern Art and the Guggenheim in New York. The
blueprint for this contemporary gallery in Kigali, which focuses on emerging
artists, was the thriving Ivuka Arts gallery in Kacyiru (250-783-594-382;
ivukaarts.com), which both men had been affiliated with, but the New York trip
provided impetus to get it off the ground. Mr. Nkuranga sees encouraging a
vibrant art scene in Rwanda as his mission. Equally important, he believes, is
“creating a movement in the city for those who don’t have an awareness of art.”
Most of the proceeds go to the artists. “We don’t want stories about starving
artists anymore!” he said.

On my visit, a 23-year-old artist named Timothy Wandulu showed me around the
gallery and explained his own installations made of recycled materials. Using the
work space at the gallery, he had built a small house from Inyange (stork) brand
milk cartons, and had made furniture from multicolored plastic jerrycans. “When
we came to Inema we had problems with water and had to bring it in plastic
bottles,” he said. “So I made an installation.”

Carole Karemera, an actress and musician who is active in the city’s cultural scene,

http://inemaartcenter.com/
http://ivukaarts.com/
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said she sees the Rwandan art world as a “bridge between the past and the future.”

“Our past is not glorious at all, but we are gloriously present,” she said. “We are
excited about who we can become.”
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