
 

 

 

 

A TRIBUTE TO TSUTSUMI SEIJI1 

(1927 – 2013) 

 

Forty years ago, the great set designer, director, and theater artist Asakura Setsu 

introduced me to Tsutsumi Seiji.   

 

At that time, Tsutsumi-san was President of the Seibu Department Stores, and I was a 

junior staff member of the JDR 3rd Fund, the American foundation established by 

John D. Rockefeller 3rd that is today known as the Asian Cultural Council.  I had 

never before – or since – met anyone who excelled in so many different fields: 

businessman, poet, novelist, and philanthropist, all rolled into one wonderful, unique 

person!   

 

On a trip to New York in the early 1970s, Tsutsumi-san visited with Porter McCray, 

who was then the Director of the JDR 3rd Fund and who arranged for him to see a 

number of theaters and cultural leaders, including those at Lincoln Center, The 

Museum of Modern Art, and La MaMa Experimental Theater Club.  At La MaMa, he 

met its founder, producer, and director, Ellen Stewart, who quickly became one of his 
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closest American friends.  The information Tsutsumi-san gathered during that visit 

was very useful in planning the design of the Parco Theater in Shibuya, and his 

experience in New York also strengthened his interest in encouraging more effective 

cultural ties between Japan and the United States. 

 

In pursuit of his goal of bringing our two countries closer together through 

exchanges in the arts, in 1983 Tsutsumi-san arranged for a ground-breaking 

endowment grant to be made by the Saison Group to the Asian Cultural Council to 

establish ACC’s Tokyo office, the first of the Council’s four offices in Asia.  At the time 

of that pioneering donation, it was the largest Japanese corporate contribution ever 

made to the arts program of an American nonprofit organization.  Thanks to 

Tsutsumi-san’s leadership, ACC continues to receive support from the Saison 

Foundation and works closely with it through the Council’s offices in Ginza and in 

Morishita Studios. 

 

As a dedicated member of ACC’s board of trustees for the past thirty years, Tsutsumi-

san played a key role in the development and maturation of ACC’s work in Japan and 

elsewhere in Asia.  Thanks to his initiative, the Council has been able to provide close 

to $14 million in grants and program services to more than 1,000 Japanese and 

American artists, scholars, and cultural specialists engaged in a broad range of 

exchange projects and activities.   

 



 

In grateful acknowledgement of his exceptional philanthropic generosity and for 

embodying in such exemplary fashion the Rockefeller family’s tradition of charitable 

giving, Tsutsumi-san was presented with ACC’s Blanchette Hooker Rockefeller Award 

in Tokyo in 2012.  The award was established in honor of John D. Rockefeller 3rd’s 

wife, who served as ACC’s first Chair and who shared her husband’s passion for the 

arts and cultures of Asia.  

 

While Tsutsumi Seiji’s wise counsel and active participation will be greatly missed at 

ACC, we are delighted that Tsutsumi Yuji has recently joined the Council’s board.  We 

are particularly pleased to be able to look forward to his advice and guidance as ACC 

celebrates its 50th anniversary and as the ACC office in Tokyo celebrates its first 30 

years.  

 

As a businessman, Tsutsumi Seiji understood that supporting the arts has a two-fold 

advantage: combining culture and commerce is good for the arts and it is good for 

business.  The fact that he maintained his own creative activity as a writer throughout 

his career as a chief executive is a tremendous tribute to his boundless energy, his 

intellectual acumen, and his irrepressible talent.  At the helm of the Saison Group, he 

led the company through one of the most challenging economic periods of our time. 

As the award-winning poet and novelist Takashi Tsujii, he has left a literary legacy of 

the highest order.  As the person responsible for the creation of the Saison 



 

Foundation and for supporting so many other important cultural causes, he stands 

alone in the world of international philanthropy. 

 

Tsutsumi Seiji’s example – as artist, patron, colleague, and friend – will continue to 

inspire all of us who share his conviction that the arts have the power to transcend 

borders and provide common ground where greater understanding and mutual 

respect can be fostered among people, regardless of their backgrounds, values, or 

points of view. 

 

Richard S. Lanier 

President 

Asian Cultural Council 
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