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To understand Serge Alain Nitegeka’s rigorously austere
paintings it is necessary to engage with the story behind his spiky,
confrontational installations. Based in South Africa, Nitegeka is
a forced migrant from Burundi, the diminutive war-torn nation
sandwiched between Rwanda and the Democratic Republic of
Congo. His installations manifest his traumatic childhood; works
that ask viewers to become active participants by encouraging
them to physically clamber through a network of oblique wooden
beams and packing boxes. Nitegeka’s art is not merely biographical,
rather it speaks of wider globalized forces of human migration
spurred by poverty, war and ecological change, as well as the more
positive forces of trade, travel and cultural exchange. His work
takes part in the thoroughly international discourses of contemporary
art, borrowing from the high modernist heritage of abstraction

- the formal rigour of Piet Mondrian's grids come to mind - and
rethinking it from the point of view of a contemporary African artist.

Nitegeka’s paintings often depict elements of his installations
in close-up, collapsing the spatialized energy of painted wooden
beams and panels into a graphically intense surface. If his installations
seek to conjure the migrant's experience of transience and
disorientation in the body of the gallery goer, his paintings are
instead attempts to preserve and memorialize bodies of work that
are often site-specific. The painting Barricade I: Studio Study Vill
(2014), for example, references a work presented at the Armory
Show in New York in 2014: a veritable spider’s web of black-painted
wooden beams and coffin-like packing crates filling the booth. His
paintings have a complex, reciprocal relation to these environments.
Indeed, his installations can themselves be considered to be
exploded paintings, enveloping the viewer in visual slabs of pine
painted in black, red or simply left raw.

Nitegeka's works can be considered vital dialogues that fuse
painting and sculpture into allegories of migration and modernity.
In the exhibition Black Passage at Stevenson Gallery in Cape Town
(2015), Nitegeka presented a series of painted boxes, resembling
packing crates, alongside an array of wall-mounted paintings. Here,
the painting Fragile Cargo XI: Studio Study IV (2015) related directly
to the sculpture Fragile Cargo (2015), operating as an extension of
the work onto the plane of the gallery wall. The very title of the work

‘fragile cargo’ suggests that, here, art may be a proxy for human
bodies on the move. In this sense, Nitegeka's art is an instance of
what has been termed ‘migratory aesthetics’ - a term used in the
writing of Mieke Bal or T.J. Demos, which explores the conception
of modernity as a force of displacement (from country to city, from
poverty to opportunity), and in which art objects are a synecdoche
for the uprooted individual. While it would be crass to compare the
luxurious realm of art objects to the traumas of forced migration,
we may surmise that both are nevertheless subject to the same
forces of global unrest, desire and displacement. Nitegeka's work
powerfully situates some of the multiple tensions of globalization
today within the field of an expanded notion of painting.

- Colin Perry
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Zarricade |: Studio Study Vill, 2014
Fainton wood
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Faint on wood
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