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CALLIGRAPHIC ABSTRACTION EXHIBITION AT SAM’S 
ASIAN ART MUSEUM OPENS MAY 9 
 
May 9 – Oct 4 2015 
 

 
 
SEATTLE, WA – Calligraphic Abstraction is about beauty. It’s a celebration of 
one of the oldest artistic traditions – and what can be seen just by looking. 
Opening on May 9 at SAM’s Asian Art Museum, the exhibition presents 36 
outstanding works selected from collections of the Seattle Art Museum and 
private collectors to showcase this art form that has thrived for thousands of 
years. 
 
In East Asia, calligraphy is more than a means of written communication; it 
lies at the core of arts for learned minds. It also has profound connections 
with philosophy and literature, as scholarship on calligraphy to date has well 
explored. For those who are not versed in the language or familiar with the 
culture, however, calligraphy can be better appreciated as abstract art for its 
beauty—compositional structure and flow of lines, for example—rather than 
to attempt to decipher the meaning of the words.  
 
With representative works ranging from Islamic to archaic Chinese style, to 
contemporary artist Xu Bing’s invented writing system, and the Pacific 
Northwest artist Mark Tobey’s calligraphy-inspired work, the first gallery of the 
exhibition provides an overview, conveying that calligraphy can be appreciated 
as abstract art across cultures.  
 
The striking juxtaposition of two primary categories of Japanese calligraphy—
kana and kanji—is featured in the second and third galleries. The elegance of 
kana calligraphy lies in its line, flow, and rhythm. Paper decoration is also part 
of the beauty. Many works have elaborate backgrounds, embellished with silver 
or gold flakes, or adorned with printed patterns deliberately chosen to match 
with the calligraphy.  
 

http://www.seattleartmuseum.org/Exhibitions/Details?EventId=34249
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Kanji calligraphy, akin to Chinese counterpart, emphasizes the overall 
composition in addition to each individual line. The style is more masculine 
compared with kana calligraphy, hence the term “otokode” or man’s writing. 
The juxtaposition of kana calligraphy (or “onnade,” woman’s writing) with kanji 
calligraphy offers a balanced view of Japanese calligraphy through some 
superb and rarely seen examples from private collections.  
 
The exhibition is organized by the Seattle Art Museum. Presenting sponsors are 
the Office of Arts & Culture and the Tateuchi Foundation. Supporting sponsor 
is the Blakemore Foundation. Additional support from the Contributors to the 
SAM Fund. Official Airline Sponsor is Delta Air Lines. 
 
 
Image credits: Waka poem, Hon'ami Koetsu, Japanese, 1558 – 1637, 54 7/16 × 17 5/8in. (138.2 × 44.7cm), Private collection. Waka poem 

by Kakinomoto Hitomaro, Shōkadō Shōjō, Japanese, 1584 – 1639, 40 15/16 × 16 15/16in. (104 × 43cm), Private collection. Moon Rabbit, 

Inoue Yūichi, Japanese, 1916 – 1985, 70 7/8 × 49 3/16 in. (180 × 125 cm), Private collection. "Arranging a flowering cherry" haiku and 

five other poems, 1929, Kawahigashi Hekigotō, Japanese, 1873 – 1937, 60 7/8 × 55 1/8 in. (154.7 × 140 cm), Private collection. 
 

ABOUT SEATTLE ART MUSEUM  
As the leading visual art institution in the Pacific Northwest, SAM draws on its global collections, 
powerful exhibitions, and dynamic programs to provide unique educational resources benefiting 
the Seattle region, the Pacific Northwest, and beyond. SAM was founded in 1933 with a focus on 
Asian art. By the late 1980s the museum had outgrown its original home, and in 1991 a new 
155,000-square-foot downtown building, designed by Robert Venturi, Scott Brown & Associates, 
opened to the public. The 1933 building was renovated and reopened as the Asian Art Museum. 
SAM’s desire to further serve its community was realized in 2007 with the opening of two stunning 
new facilities: the nine-acre Olympic Sculpture Park (designed by Weiss/Manfredi Architects)—a 
“museum without walls,” free and open to all—and the Allied Works Architecture designed 118,000-
square-foot expansion of its main, downtown location, including 232,000 square feet of additional 
space built for future expansion.  
 
From a strong foundation of Asian art to noteworthy collections of African and Oceanic art, 
Northwest Coast Native American art, European and American art, and modern and contemporary 
art, the strength of SAM’s collection of more than 25,000 objects lies in its diversity of media, 
cultures and time periods. 


