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For some time, Kikuo Saito has been following two parallel paths in his paintings and paper

works. One leads to a terrain inhabited by fluent calligraphy, bold gestures with the brush,

and delicate traces of line—a population of unnamable, widely varied painting incidents that

the artist disposes against expanses of luminous color like a director moving performers

around a stage. Evocative of the natural world, with its associations of growth and change,

these rich constellations of gesture are also plainly deliberate, as well as spontaneous—evi-

dence of the work of a particular wrist and arm. While Saito’s sensitivity to the material qual-

ities of paint makes it clear that his marks exist mainly as events on the surface of the can-

vas or paper, space in these works is often ambiguous. Shifts in the density, scale, chroma,

and intensity of Saito’s urgent gatherings of strokes and scrawls suggest that each pictorial

incident—however forthrightly inscribed—occupies an individual spatial position in relation to

the others. In a typical picture of this type, whether on canvas or paper, a thick swirl of hot

pink, apparently executed as rapidly as a signature—for example—can seem to break free of

the ground as if to escape the attraction of an explosive, washy patch of pale yellow, while

fragile strokes of dull blue seem to retreat from our sight.

Saito’s other path leads to pictures conceived as frontal “screens.” The literal two-dimen-

sional surface of the canvas is asserted by rows of elegant, freely drawn Roman letters,

arranged as if conditioned by a vanished grid. There’s a curious parallel with the way the

American Cubist, Stuart Davis, referred to the role of lettering in his paintings of the 1950s,

even though Saito’s unstable, loosely painted pictures are the diametric opposite of Davis’s

syncopated assemblies of brightly colored, clean-edged, unbroken shapes. Describing what

he called his “Alphabet Syntax”—his use of illegible scripts, letters, and signage as pictorial

objects—Davis said, “Letters Lock Scale/Letters Lock Color/Letters as Front-Back.” Saito

does not seem to have been particularly interested in Davis’s work, but in his paintings, as in

Davis’s, letters play multiple roles. As in Davis’s work, letters in Saito’s pictures collapse
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depth. But instead of becoming independent compositional elements, as they do in Davis’s

images, Saito’s letters seem inseparable from the subtly modulated expanses on which they

are inscribed. Yet they also measure off the dimensions of canvas, creating an internal sense

of order, to the point of seeming to have determined the proportions of the painting.

Occasionally, the variations of the weight of the line describing the letters and the small

notes of color associated with them play against the declarative flatness and regular rhythms

of the implicit grids, but for the most part, Saito’s “alphabet pictures” read as minimally

inflected, confrontational, entirely two-dimensional sheets of transparent color—like walls

covered with judiciously placed, severe, and disciplined graffiti. If the “calligraphic gesture”

paintings evoke the natural world, the “alphabet pictures” are explicitly about the man-made.

Both the “calligraphic gesture” pictures and the walls of Roman letters may have their

origins in Saito’s history. His repeated investigations of alphabets, scripts, and calligraphy—

both readable and unreadable—may be a metaphor for his experience, as a very young man,

of arriving in New York from Japan and being forced to deal not only with a new language,

but also with new visual equivalents for that language. The two opposing motifs of freely dis-

posed gesture and ordered lettering also owe a great deal to Saito’s parallel practices as both

a painter and a director of mysterious, poetic performance pieces. If the half-glimpsed, unin-

telligible, but somehow pregnant “handwriting” of earlier calligraphic paintings seemed to

refer to Saito’s fascination with the graphic manifestations of language, subsequent series

appear to allude to other experience. The most apparently self-referential clusters of strokes

in his recent “calligraphic gesture” paintings often have their origins in shorthand references

to the characters in Saito’s haunting performances, transformed and made independent by

their new context. The screens of letters, similarly, derive from the set for one of his most

poignant, lyrical efforts, an imaginary journey extrapolated from a Carpaccio painting. But

whatever their genesis, both the lush, gestural drawing with the brush and the detached, dis-

embodied letters take on new meanings when they are reassembled within the confines of the

canvas; their significance, both conceptually and formally, seems to have only the most tan-
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gential relationship to their associations with theater. Yet no matter how elusive or unidenti-

fiable these various elements may be, they retain a sense of presence as compelling as that

of performers on a stage.

The threads of both Saito’s calligraphic and alphabet paintings have been combined,

with remarkable effect, in his most recent works. These ravishing pictures are animated by

the tension between the complex space implied by the exuberant brush marks and scrawls—

which establish a multiplicity of locations within a vast, fluctuating visual universe—and the

orderly letters—which make their unequivocally flat presence felt at irregular intervals.

Counter-rhythms and new tensions are established by the fragments of color tossed back and

forth between the lyrical swirls and neatly tailored letters. But since the range of hues that

describes and enlivens both calligraphic elements and letters is, at once, like and unlike the

floods of color that surround them, chroma further shifts space; letters fray and all but dis-

appear, their delicate shapes subsumed by the physicality of engulfing swirls of color. The

sumptuous calligraphic events and fragile drawing pull us into the fictive space of the can-

vas; the letters—even the most eroded vestiges of letters—hold us at bay by retaining their

character as elements imposed on the surface.

The result is a group of powerful pictures that resist interpretation. They seem charged

with meaning, yet their evident significance is not only wordless, but also difficult to describe.

It’s as if we were watching a deeply moving, unfamiliar play performed in a language we do not

speak. The actors’ words escape us, but the emotion rings true. Or perhaps a better analogy

would be with one of Saito’s own theater pieces, in which everything is suggested by visual

means and movement, rather than by narration; multiple strands of oblique meaning unfold

and then intertwine, while half-glimpsed allusions tug at the edge of our consciousness.

Ambiguity reigns and yet we are elated and deeply moved, our emotions and intellects stirred—

just as we are when we are confronted by Saito’s enigmatic and beautiful new paintings.

Karen Wilkin, New York, April 2006
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3. Orange Mist, 2006, Oil on canvas 43 x 693⁄4 inches

 





4. Snow Bird, 2003, Oil on canvas 391⁄2 x 27 3/4 inches

 





5. Renzo, 2006, Oil on canvas 531⁄2 x 425⁄8 inches

 





6. Winter Red, 2004, Oil on canvas 605⁄8 x 421⁄4 inches

 





7. Untitled, 1997, Crayon & oil on paper 10 x 14 inches

 





8. Untitled, 1994, Crayon & oil on paper 10 x 14 inches
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