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it is both a personal and professional pleasure to present 

Kikuo Saito’s first exhibition of works on paper. I have 

been lucky enough to have known Kikuo for many years 

and to have seen his work evolve. The works presented here 

span several decades, from the black drawings of the Ash 

Garden Series to the Alphabet series to the recent landscape 

watercolors done in Puerto Rico. Each of them reveals what  

we know to expect in Kikuo’s work: the magical use of color, 

the expressive application of paint, and his deep understanding 

of form.

My sincere thanks go to Karen Wilkin for her insightful essay 

in this catalogue and for her intellectual generosity throughout 

the years I have known her; to Mikiko Ino; to Christa Savino, 

Gallery Director and to Amy Russo, our assistant. Thanks as 

well to the all the people who help make the gallery and our 

exhibitions run so smoothly.

Jill Newhouse



Untitled #31, 2012
Oil and crayon on paper, 19¾ x 15½ inches



At various times in his life as an artist, since he left his native Japan for the 
U.S., in 1966, Kikuo Saito has explored an astonishing variety of activi-
ties and disciplines, employing, with notable success, a remarkable range of 
approaches and mediums. He has worked with wood, designing and con-
structing austere furniture. He has worked with actors and dancers, devis-
ing, directing, and creating the décor and costumes for ambiguous stage 
performances (sometimes on his own, sometimes in collaboration with Peter 
Brook, with Robert Wilson, and with his late wife, the dancer and chore-
ographer, Eva Maier). But mainly, Saito has been—and continues to be—a 
dedicated, inventive painter who turns pigment on a flat surface into enig-
matic images as elegantly constructed as his furniture and as multivalent 
and evocative as his stage pieces. Yet as a painter, Saito has been equally 
restless. In addition to the large oil and acrylic canvases for which is known, 
he has made many series of abstract works on paper, in color and in black 
and white, in the studio, as well as producing more referential, but no less 
free-wheeling watercolors, whenever he travels.

Despite this impressive diversity, there are powerful family resemblances 
throughout Saito’s work in all mediums. Characters from his stage pieces 
have been reincarnated as abstract configurations within his paintings, re-
born as the records of animated gestures that retain the individuality of their 
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sources. The backdrop of a performance has influenced the layout and the 
component elements of other paintings. The slow rhythms of a stage piece 
have somehow been transubstantiated into a slow accretion of marks across a 
surface. And so on. What also unites the majority of Saito’s works, whether 
realized on the stage or on canvas or on paper, is their common mood of 
meditating, in some way, on written “signs.” Whatever their scale, what-
ever other associations they provoke—anything from tangled, untouched 
landscape to the urban, built environment, and a lot in between—his wide-
ranging abstractions always urge us to a consideration of the instabilities of 
language, the mutability of alphabets and signs, and the elusiveness of mean-
ing. Sometimes these allusions are overt. One series played refined, often 
fragmented Roman upper case letters, arranged on a grid, against urgently 
scrawled painterly incidents. More often, while calligraphic line and eloquent 
gesture, at various scales, play important roles in Saito’s paintings, carrying 
with them the memory of handwriting, in various ways, they never resolve 
themselves as legible or intelligible “messages.” Perhaps this quality reflects 
Saito’s experience, when he first arrived in New York, of being plunged into 
a new culture whose signage, press, and printed messages were not only in a 
language unfamiliar to him but also manifest in wholly alien forms.

Because of their intimate size, scaled to the hand, Saito’s works on paper 
make the often oblique associations of his paintings more visible. It’s im-
possible to spend time with these works without thinking about writing in 
the broadest sense of the word—with the exception of Japanese calligraphy, 
which is the one thing that Saito’s paintings or works on paper do not evoke. 



Wristy marks, fluent brushwork, energetic scrawls, stabs and delicate touches 
of the brush all make visible the presence of the hand. Many of the works on 
paper are made on magazine pages whose printed text and headers introduce 
another kind of lettering, deliberately and selectively cancelled by Saito’s ges-
tures. Whether we are confronted by economical configurations of roughly 
stroked black, stacks of broad, unfettered swipes of muted color, or exuberant 
bursts of knotted gestures, we are constantly made aware of the way these ex-
pressive marks were generated: by animated movements of the hand.

The rapid watercolors that Saito makes when he travels share this qual-
ity. In a recent series, made in Sweden, the meeting of water, earth, and sky 
generated palimpsests of loosely layered marks, evocative of a specific place, 
clouds formations, and phenomena of light, yet, at the same time, as much 
about the act of mark-making as any of his abstract works. 

This exhibition, which spans the 1990s to the present, allows us to savor 
the full spectrum of Saito’s work and the many ways he responds to the im-
plications of different materials. Yet, despite the apparent variousness that 
presents itself on first viewing—differences of scale, palette, density, inten-
sity of line—we soon become aware that we are faced with the “handwrit-
ing” of a distinctive individual, expressed in multiple ways, depending on 
his impulse and the physical means at his disposal. The most recent of these 
works on paper, to my eye, seem to be among Saito’s most energetic and ani-
mated to date—which is not to say that I prefer them to his more harmonious, 
restrained earlier work. Far from it. I’d be hard pressed to choose among the 
various types of this inventive artist’s efforts, on paper, on canvas, and on stage. 



Untitled #71, 2012
Oil and crayon on paper, 153⁄8 x 12½ inches





Ash Garden Series #45, 1997
Oil and wax on printed paper, 12¾ x 9 inches





Untitled #40, 2012
Oil and crayon on printed paper, 13 x 10 inches





Untitled #36, 2005
Oil and crayon on paper, 10¾ x 14 inches





Untitled #42, 1999
Oil on printed paper, 14 x 10 inches





Untitled #35, 2011
Oil and crayon on printed paper, 13 x 10 inches





Ash Garden Series #49, 2010
Oil and wax on printed paper, 13 x 10 inches





Untitled #34, 2012
Oil and crayon on printed paper, 13 x 10 inches





Ash Garden Series #53, 2010
Oil and wax on printed paper, 13 x 10 inches





Untitled #38, 2012
Oil and crayon on printed paper, 127⁄8 x 95⁄8 inches





Untitled #70, 2012
Oil and crayon on paper, 153⁄8 x 121⁄8 inches





Ash Garden Series #44, 2008
Oil and wax on printed paper, 13 x 10 inches





Untitled #33, 2005
Oil and crayon, 18 x 133⁄8 inches





Ash Garden Series #50, 2009
Oil and wax on printed paper, 13 x 10 inches





Untitled #41, 1994
Oil and crayon on printed paper, 14 x 10 inches





Untitled #39, 2012
Oil on printed paper, 12¾ x 9½ inches

Untitled #37, 2012
Oil and crayon on printed paper, 13 x 10 inches





Ash Garden Series #52, 2004
Oil and wax on printed paper, 14 x 10 inches





Untitled #30, 2012
Oil and crayon on paper, 17 x 22¾ inches





Untitled #32, 2012
Oil, crayon, and acrylic on paper, 205⁄8 x 15½ inches





KIKUO SAITO

Born in Tokyo, Japan in 1939, Kikuo Saito moved 
to New York City in 1966 where he studied at 
the Art Students League. He pursued work in 
painting as a studio assistant to prominent artists 
such as Helen Frankenthaler, Kenneth Noland, 
and Larry Poons and in set design collaborating 
with such theater notables as Peter Brook and 
Robert Wilson. During this period, Saito was 
known for his own poetic theater pieces comprised 
of wordless drama, costumes, light, music and 
dance. By the 1970s, Kikuo Saito concentrated 
primarily on painting and has been exhibiting 
regularly since then. 

In his painting, Saito integrates the painterly with 
the calligraphic. Using a fully loaded brush he 
interweaves rich painterly gestures over delicate 
washes and an almost hidden grid. Occasionally, 
Saito includes stenciled letters which suggest an 
alternative way of seeing or reading and adds a 
sense of structure to the more unhindered abstract 
strokes. When working on paper, he often uses his 
fingers or whole hand to manipulate the medium.  

Kikuo Saito was an artist-in-residence at Duke 
University in 1996 and a past visiting professor 
at Musashino Art University in Tokyo, Japan. He 
currently teaches at the Arts Students League and 
works from of his studio in New York.

top: Gotland # 72, 2011

Watercolor on paper, 53⁄8 x 8 inches

above: Gotland # 59, 2011

Watercolor on paper, 6 x 8¾ inches
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Watercolor on paper, 5¾ x 7¾ inches

above: Rincon #74, 2011

Watercolor on paper, 6 x 8¾ inches
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