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REFLECTIONS OF A COLLECTOR 

kurt a. gitter

In July of 2016, Kurt Gitter submitted to Impressions a lengthy 
memoir of his decades of collecting, principally Japanese art. Our  
initial communications that summer evolved into a conversation that 

went on for the next year and a half. We thank Dr. Gitter and his wife and 
collecting partner, Alice Yelen Gitter, for granting Impressions this exclusive 
interview in the midst of their many other projects (figs. 1, 2a, b). As he 
prefaced his responses to our exchange:

My 2015 retirement from my fifty-year practice as an ophthalmologist-
retinal eye surgeon has afforded me significant time for careful 
reflection on one of my greatest passions, the collecting of Japanese 
art. At first, I started thinking more about the facts of my background 
and initial exposure to Japan and its cultural traditions. Eventually, I 
came to see that my collecting has as much to do with the remarkable 
relationships I have developed with numerous individuals—dealers, 
collectors, scholars. It is my hope that these reflections convey my  
deep love of the art and culture of Japan and the privilege I feel to  
have pursued this passion with the help of so many.

Was there a precise start to your interest in Japan?

Just after June 1963, I finished my internship at Maimonides Hospital 
in Brooklyn and immediately was drafted into the U.S. Air Force. I was 
twenty-six and married to the late Millie Hyman. We had three young 
children (our fourth was born later). I soon found out I would be serving 
for two years as a flight surgeon on a medical team of three doctors at 
Hakata Air Base, twenty miles from Fukuoka city on the island of Kyushu, 
Japan. The air base consisted of several tactical fighter squadrons and a large 
listening center in a highly secured underground facility, from which our 
troops monitored foreign communications in Chinese, Russian, Vietnamese 
and other languages. The military continued to need physicians between the 
end of the Korean War and the start of the Vietnam War, which is why I 
was drafted, along with thirty-two other medical interns from Maimonides 
Hospital, even though the regular military draft was suspended until 1969. 

All works are in the Gitter-Yelen Collection 
and all photos are courtesy of the Gitter- 
Yelen Collection, unless otherwise noted.

Fig. 1. Detail of Yamamoto Baiitsu. Flowers 
and Grasses of the Four Seasons. Japan. Late 
Edo period, 1830s–50s. Pair of six-panel 
folding screens; ink and color on paper.  
(See figure 28)
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Did you and your family live in quarters on base?

Unlike most other military personnel, we lived off base in the tranquil rice 
village of Saitozaki, a five-minute drive by car. Our Japanese house was 
complete with tatami, ofuro Japanese tub and a lovely garden with views  
of the Japan Sea. The rent was sixty dollars a month, with the dollar worth 
three hundred sixty yen. We lived within the culture, which was unusual  
at the time (fig. 3). This was still the postwar era and less than twenty years 
after the cessation of war—hence, most military were content to remain  
on base. 

Would you describe how you “lived within the culture”? 

Our lives in Japan were full, not only with our three young children but also 
with forming friendships with both Americans and Japanese by exploring 
the area beyond our base, first in Kyushu and, later, Kyoto and Tokyo. At 
the time, Millie and I knew very little about Japanese art, but an interest 
in the culture, gardens and food quickly led to an admiration for the 
people and their lifestyle. We enjoyed visiting the local prefectural capital, 
Fukuoka, and during our time there, we studied the language and often 
visited museums, temples and shrines. 

As your interest and knowledge deepened, did you begin to buy art during 
your Kyushu stay?

The first art purchases we made were Japanese ceramics—both folk pottery 
and early Korean wares. We bought a haniwa standing warrior sculpture in 
1964 from Taniguchi Taiji, a Kyoto dealer on Shinmonzen Street (fig. 4). 
Although there were innumerable objects for sale at low prices in the early 
1960s in Japan, this sculpture commanded a steep four thousand dollars, 
which we did not have. In order to finance the purchase, we sold our 
Miserere series of fifty-eight prints by Georges Rouault, which we had 
acquired using money gifted to us for our 1958 wedding. In the long run, 
this ended up being a bad deal fiscally, as the Miserere series is now worth 

Fig. 2a. Alice Yelen Gitter (b. 1952), Kurt  
Gitter (b. 1937) and their daughter, 
Manya-Jean, celebrating Kurt’s eightieth 
birthday in 2017.

Fig. 2b. Installation view, “Unfolding Worlds: 
Screens from the Gitter-Yelen Collection,” 
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston. 2015



171I   M  P  R  E  S  S  I   O  N  S    3 9 :  P A R T  O N E  O F  D O U B L E  I S S U E

©
2018 Japanese A

rt Society of A
m

erica, Inc.

significantly more than the wonderful haniwa. Fortunately, I still own and 
adore the sculpture.

We also bought a couple of Zen paintings by the Kyushu monk-artist 
Sengai Gibon (1750–1837). Thus began my forty-year fascination with 
Zenga, imagery by Edo-period Zen masters, who spoke directly to me in  
a nonreligious but strongly pictorial manner (fig. 5).

Did you later continue your Japanese-language studies?

Minimally, and only on and off before trips to Japan. I reviewed language 
texts but never became fluent. Nonetheless, I could always communicate 
sufficiently for traveling and purchasing art without a translator. 

When and where would you say you started collecting seriously?

I began in earnest around 1969, during a return visit to Japan to deliver 
a series of medical lectures at an international conference on ultrasound 
and retinal angiography. In 1965, I had returned to civilian life to begin 

Fig. 3. Kurt Gitter with children Gregory, 
Linda and Ricky, near their home in 
Saitozaki, Japan, in 1963

This photo was taken by Kurt Gitter’s first 
wife, the late Millie Hyman Gitter of New 
Orleans, whom he first met as a boy at 
summer camp in Pennsylvania. Their four 
children, Linda Leigh Gerstley, Gregory 
Gitter, Ricky Gitter and Doug Gitter (not 
shown), have among them eleven children. 

Fig. 4. Haniwa Warrior. Japan. Kofun period, 
6th century. Earthenware. H. 64.5 cm 
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my residency in ophthalmology at Wills Eye Hospital in Philadelphia. 
The competitive hospital program accepted six residents a year and paid a 
fifty-dollar monthly salary. My three years at Wills were jam-packed with 
surgical training and research. During that time, I received a National 
Institute of Neurological Diseases and Blindness grant to study ophthalmic 
ultrasound, which absorbed me. 

After my Philadelphia residency, I went home to New York City to join the 
faculty of the New York Medical College, teaching at both the Manhattan 
Metropolitan Hospital and Flower Fifth Avenue Hospital, where I helped 
develop the laser, angiography and ultrasound facilities. 

Would you tell us a bit about your parents and your earlier life  
in New York? 

I was born in Vienna on March 14, 1937, exactly one year before the German 
annexation of Austria. Fortunately, my mother, father and I emigrated to 
the U.S. in late 1938, as my parents had applied for a visa during a pleasure 
trip to America in 1935 at the insistence of an uncle, who had emigrated to 
the States in 1936 after reading Mein Kampf. My younger sister, Dorothy, 
and I spent our childhoods in New York City, first in Washington Heights 
on the northern end of Manhattan. I began my education at Ramaz School, 
a Jewish Day School in Yorkville on the Upper East Side. For high school, 
I transferred to the Barnard School for Boys in Riverdale, which later 
amalgamated with the Horace Mann School. In 1958, I graduated as a 
premed student from Johns Hopkins University after four wonderful years, 
taking as many courses in Western art history as my curriculum permitted. 
I finished medical school at the New York Downstate Medical Center in 
Brooklyn in 1962. 

Fig. 5. Sengai Gibon. Hotei Yawning. Japan. 
Edo period, late 17th or early 18th century. 
Hanging scroll; ink on paper. 29.5 x 48.4 cm. 
Purchased from Tanaka Daizaburō in 1981
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My parents gave up successful lives, professions and all personal property 
in order to leave Austria. My mother, a psychotherapist in New York City, 
held a PhD degree in psychology from the University of Vienna, having 
trained with Alfred Adler (1870–1937). My father, a diamond dealer in 
Europe and later a foreign-stamp dealer in New York, had graduated from 
the business school at the University of Liège in Belgium. Both sets of 
my grandparents, three uncles and many other relatives who remained in 
Europe were later murdered by the Nazis. 

After New York and Japan, how did you get to New Orleans, where you 
had a long practice as a retinal surgeon? 

In 1969, at Millie’s request, we moved to her hometown of New Orleans, 
after having lived since our 1958 marriage in fifteen different places through 
medical school, residency, the military and a six-month fellowship at St. 
Mary’s Hospital in London. We divorced in 1983, and Alice Yelen and I 
married in 1986. During the past forty-nine years, I have resided mostly in 
New Orleans, although Alice and I have an apartment in New York City. 
I’ve been active in clinical research, ophthalmology, lasers, angiography and 
ultrasound, publishing extensively in those fields since the late 1960s. I was 
a clinical professor of ophthalmology at both Tulane and Louisiana State 
universities and served as president of the International Macula Society 
from 1998 to 2001.While Japanese art is my passion, it is the proceeds of my 
medical practice that have financed my acquisitions. 

What is it about New Orleans that has kept a native New Yorker there  
for so long?

From 1969, I developed a referral retina practice here in New Orleans, 
and it is where all of my children grew up. Later, I met my dear wife 
and collecting partner, Alice Yelen, here. Over the course of forty years, 
she held many leadership positions at the New Orleans Museum of Art 
(NOMA), including Assistant Director for Education and Senior Curator 
for Collections Research. Among her professional accomplishments was 
a groundbreaking 1995 exhibition, “Passionate Visions of the American 
South: Self-Taught Artists from 1940 for the Present.” Our mutual interest 
in the arts—she academically and I as a collector—has nourished and 
enriched our collection of Japanese art and works by self-taught American 
artists over the thirty-two years of our marriage—and still counting.

Although Alice and I are both originally from the northeast, we have been 
very active and have made many lasting friends in the local art, medical and 
Jewish communities, and feel comfortable in this environment. Also, our 
daughter, Manya-Jean (b. 1990), grew up here.

You just mentioned that you and Alice also collect art by American artists 
without formal training. How do they relate to your sensitivities toward 
Japanese art?

Alice and I have a deep reverence for artistic expression that was untutored 
or self-taught and—to us, an authentic reflection of the human spirit.  
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c. In 1987, we were captivated by a show at NOMA on the art of Sister 
Gertrude Morgan (1900–1980), a self-taught artist and itinerant preacher 
who sermonized regularly about Jesus the Lord, scripture and the Book 
of Revelation. We ended up purchasing some of her works from a private 
collector in 1988 (fig. 6). The energy in the works of the self-taught artists 
evokes qualities similar to the Zenga paintings we had collected, and, 
although vastly different stylistically, in our eyes they share a boldness and 
forthrightness. Works by untutored artists were the first non-Japanese art 
Alice and I purchased, and they inaugurated an enjoyable ten-year period 
of regular weekend travel with Manya-Jean and a Toyota pick-up truck 
throughout much of the American South.1 

Has your interaction with contemporary artists in the American South 
extended to contemporary artists in Japan?

Yes. Just as meeting with American self-taught artists and learning about 
their work informed our collection, our personal relationships with Japanese 
potters, including visits to their homes, have broadened our appreciation 
of that art form. Our visit to the home and studio of Kakurezaki Ryūichi 
(b. 1950) in Okayama in 2004 stands out in my mind; we were able to see 
most of his works in his storehouse. After acquiring several pieces and 
ordering a few more, we shared a wonderful sushi dinner seated on tatami 
and served on Kakurezaki’s pottery. I asked him if we could acquire a large 
Shigaraki-style bowl I had noticed on the grounds surrounding his home. 
He answered that he could not sell it, as it was being used as a fishpond. 

Fig. 6. Sister Gertrude Morgan. New 
Jerusalem. United States. 1972. Acrylic  
and ink on paper. 22.2 x 27. 94 cm 
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But, when his shipment arrived months later, the large 
fish bowl was included among the works as a gift, which 
now sits outside our study center (fig. 7).

How did you come to know other contemporary 
ceramic artists in Japan?

Our dear friends Joan and Fred Baekeland, who were 
in the avant-garde of American collectors and dealers 
handling contemporary ceramics, introduced us to 
the charming Sidney Cardozo (1916–2002). Sidney 
taught English in Tokyo and had a deep knowledge of 
contemporary ceramists, especially Kitaōji Rosanjin 
(1883–1957); he organized an exhibition of Rosanjin’s 
work for the Japan Society, New York, in 1972. We would 
visit him soon after our arrival on each trip to Japan. 
Joan Mirviss, in New York, and Robert Yellin, a dealer in 
Kyoto, helped foster our enthusiasm for contemporary 
Japanese ceramic art. But we also met artists, such as 
Koike Shoko, through other dealers in Japan, notably 
the Yanagi and Yabumoto families (fig. 8). And we 
have benefited greatly from our friendship with Halsey 
and Alice North, dedicated New York collectors of 
contemporary Japanese ceramics, who frequently host 
private dinner parties for Japanese potters.

Were there Western contemporary artists, other than the self-taught ones 
already mentioned, who have had roles in your collecting story?

I first met the New York figurative painter Philip Pearlstein (b. 1924) in 
1958, after I purchased one of his large landscapes, now owned by my son 
Ricky (figs. 9a, b). The transaction was four hundred dollars, payable over 
four years. Philip introduced me to the lower-Manhattan club where local 

Fig. 7.  Kakurezaki Ryūichi. Bowl. Japan. 
Heisei period, 1990s. Bizen ware, stoneware. 
Diam. 91.4 cm

Fig. 8. Koike Shoko (b. 1943). Shell Vase. 
Japan. Heisei period, 2003. Stoneware with 
white and silver glaze. 19 x 39 cm. Acquired 
from the artist in 2008
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Fig. 9a. Philip Pearlstein in Italy. c. 1985. 
Courtesy of Philip Pearlstein

Fig. 9b. Philip Pearlstein painting a portrait 
of Alice Yelen Gitter in New York. 2017

Fig. 10a. Stephen Addiss with his calligraphy, 
Horse. September 19, 1989, Lawrence, KS. 
Courtesy of Stephen Addiss 

Kurt Gitter describes Stephen Addiss as 
a highly accomplished scholar, professor, 
artist, calligrapher, potter and haiku 
poet—“quite the Renaissance man.” 

Fig. 10b. Guests at a 2006 symposium at the 
Institute of Fine Arts, New York University, 
honoring Stephen Addiss, who celebrated 
his seventieth birthday the year before. 
There was a major blizzard and storm 
when they were to celebrate in 2005, so the 
symposium was postponed to 2006. Back 
row from left: Audrey Seo, wife of Stephen 
Addiss, Alice Yelen Gitter, Kurt Gitter, 
Frederick and Joan Baekeland, Stephen 
Addiss, Robert Sawers. Front row: Mia 
Sawers, Sylvan Barnett, William Burto 

Joan and Fred Baekeland, relates the author, 
“shared our personal joys at many openings 
of various exhibitions of Japanese art, as 
well as numerous personal anniversaries 
and events.” And “wonderful objects” were 
purchased in London from Robert Sawers, 
who “primarily dealt in Japanese prints but 
who also has a deep appreciation for Zenga 
and Nanga art.” 
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artists such as Alex Katz, Al Held and Charles Cajori discussed their art. 
And with Philip, I also went to the Cedar Bar around the corner, where 
many of those artists socialized. Philip and I have maintained sixty years of 
close friendship—from way back when he took me to exhibitions by then 
up-and-coming artists Jasper Johns and Robert Rauschenberg. Philip’s 
paintings and his own eclectic collections of American folk art, sculpture, 
Japanese prints and a variety of American art spread throughout his loft-
studio have made a strong visual impression on me.

From your comments, it is clear that your many friendships with people in 
the art world have deeply inflected your tastes and pleasures in collecting, 
and that you have made an effort to build relationships with an extensive 
group of collectors, scholars and dealers involved in your fields of interest. 
Here, may we touch upon just a few more acquaintances from this wide 
and diverse group, starting with those in America?

It is important to say that my collecting has been self-guided for the most 
part. I have never professionally engaged a scholar to seek out works in the 
marketplace on my behalf or to visit dealers with me or to make purchasing 
decisions. But I have often asked scholars for their opinions on works I 
have viewed, and shared with them my own concerns or enthusiasm for 
individual objects. 

I engineer my own homework, generally visit dealers with my wife, trust 
what my eyes see and take responsibility for what I buy. For me, looking at, 
learning about and discussing art has been a lifetime source of joy.

Around 1972, I met Steve Addiss (b. 1935) in New York through Joan and 
Fred Baekeland. Steve transformed himself from internationally known 
folk singer to Japanese art lover to collector to scholar, writer and artist. He 
started graduate school in the fall of 1971. Eventually, he became a teacher, 
retiring recently from the University of Richmond, Virginia (figs. 10a, b). 
His continuing interest in Zenga coincided with my initial response to this 
energetic and exciting art form, and we spent a good deal of time together 
both here and in Japan. We each made many contacts in Japan in the 
1970s, including with the entire Mizutani family of art dealers in Kyoto—
Nisaburō and his children Yoko and Shōichirō, and Nisaburō’s younger 
brother, Ishinosuke. Steve and I were the only foreign guests at Shōichirō’s 
wedding at the Miyako Hotel in Kyoto in 1976, where he sang. In those 
early years, we both spent hours viewing and learning about Zen and 
Nanga paintings at Shōichirō’s Shūkōdō Gallery and at Ishinosuke’s home 
across the river on Mushinokoji-dori.

Steve wrote several catalogues for Gitter Collection exhibitions organized 
by the New Orleans Museum of Art, the first among them, Zenga and 
Nanga: Paintings by Japanese Monks and Scholars, in 1976 (fig. 11). As a 
professor at the University of Kansas, he also had an enormous effect on a 
younger generation of scholars in the United States.2

John Powers (1916–1999) also had a positive influence on my early collecting 
of Japanese art. We met in 1971, and he often wrote to me detailing objects 
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he thought might interest me. I rarely followed his advice on purchases, 
but we did buy a diptych by Utagawa Kunisada (1786–1865) from him 
in 1972; it was published in Kokka in 1991 (fig. 12). I found John to be a 
captivating character with an electrifying personality and wide interests 
in music, writing, real estate and art. In 1978, he also encouraged me to 
buy an investment property in Basalt, Colorado, not far from his home in 
Carbondale, a deal that turned out quite favorably.

We shared almost forty years of friendship with Willard (Bill) Clark 
(1930–2015) and his wife, Libby. About twenty-four years ago, Alice, 
Manya-Jean—then a baby—and I traveled to California to visit Bill and 
Libby (fig. 13). Manya’s doll Ruthie was lost during the trip; after we arrived 
at the Clark ranch, our hosts started calling all the local gas stations on  
the route we had driven to retrieve the doll. Although Ruthie was not 
recovered, we appreciated Bill and Libby’s enormous efforts and sensitivity. 
In 1997, Bill and Libby came to New Orleans for my kanreki, or sixtieth-
birthday celebration, to which I wore a red tie and hat, an ensemble given 
me by Peter Drucker, who had worn it at his own kanreki. 

Peter Drucker (1909–2005), a renowned business management guru, 
embodied the image of a supremely informed European gentleman and 
scholar (fig. 14). Peter grew up in Vienna, from which my family and I 
also emigrated, so his stories and memories of the intellectual and cultural 
ambience of Vienna always held a fascination deep within me. I admired 

Fig. 11.  Hakuin Ekaku (1685–1768). Virtue 
(Toku). Japan. Edo period, 18th century. 
Hanging scroll; ink on paper. 117 x 55.5 cm

Acquired from the American dealer Harry 
Nail in 1974, this work was a star in Gitter’s 
1976 exhibition in New Orleans. The words 
at the top state: “It’s no use saving money 
and leaving it to your children: they’ll just 
spend it all. It’s no use leaving books, either: 
they won’t read them. It’s better instead to 
quietly accumulate virtue and pass it on to 
them. That’s something that will long be 
prized.” (Translation from Zenga—The Return 
from America: Zenga from the Gitter-Yelen 
Collection  [Tokyo: Asano Laboratories, 
2000], p. 86.)

above  
fig. 12.  Utagawa Kunisada. Women Repre-
senting the Four Social Classes. Japan. Edo 
period, c. 1836–38. Pair of hanging scrolls; 
ink, color and gold on silk. Each 125 x 54.1 cm

<
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his carefully chosen collection, which I first saw in his 1979 exhibition “Song 
of the Brush” at Japan Society Gallery in New York. We shared similar 
interests in Edo-period painting. As busy as Peter always was lecturing, 
writing and collecting, he never hesitated to discuss Japanese art with me. 
I usually called him after each visit to Japan to describe the objects we saw 
or purchased and he, likewise, would relate similar stories. On our last trip 
to see Peter and Doris in California, Peter, then in his nineties and wearing 
thick aphakic cataract glasses, proudly hung up by himself each new 
painting he wanted to share with Alice and me.

What about your special association with NOMA and its former director 
John Bullard?

In 1974, I was elected to the Board of Trustees of NOMA. John Bullard  
(b. 1942), the museum’s then recently hired director, began with me to 
develop a comprehensive collection of Edo-period art for the museum  
(fig. 15). For many years, most of the museum’s Japanese pieces were our 
personal gifts to the museum, but over the next few decades the museum 
itself acquired major Japanese works and hired a curator for such art in 1985. 
The museum began an ongoing program of quarterly thematic installations 
assembled from its own collection, augmented with works from ours. These 
rotations continue to the present. 

NOMA initiated three major exhibitions featuring our collection, which 
went on to travel widely: “Zenga and Nanga” in 1976; “A Myriad of Autumn 
Leaves: Japanese Art from the Kurt and Millie Gitter Collection” in 1983; 
and “An Enduring Vision: 17th–20th-century Japanese Painting from 
the Gitter-Yelen Collection” in 2002 (fig. 16). Each of these exhibitions, 
accompanied by a scholarly catalogue, was enriched by international 
symposia bringing together American and Japanese scholars and graduate 

Fig. 13. Willard (Bill) Clark at his home  
in Hanford, CA, with a pair of Edo-period 
battle screens. c. 1985. Photo: Kurt Gitter 

Fig. 14. Peter Drucker in his home office, 
April 21, 1999. Photo: Aflo Co. Ltd.

opposite 
fig. 15. John Bullard and Kurt Gitter with 
Anzai-san of Anzai Ryokan, where the 
Gitters often stayed, near Kiyomizu  
Temple, Kyoto. c. 1983

Gitter recalls, “I took many trips to Japan 
with John Bullard, whose keen memory 
and informed appreciation of art objects 
is quite remarkable. He remembered every 
name and important object he ever saw, 
and his grasp of Japanese art, in addition 
to his impressive knowledge of American 
and French painting and photography, is 
outstanding.”

Fig. 16. Kamisaka Sekka. Autumn Flowers 
and Grasses. Japan. Meiji period, early 20th 
century. Hanging scroll; ink and color on silk. 
129.5 x 70 cm. Purchased from Yamanaka 
Takeo of Yamanaka Seikadō, Tokyo, in 1998
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students. Circulating these shows and bringing 
scholars to NOMA to see its collection put it on 
the national map for Japanese art. 

What happened during the devastating 
Hurricane Katrina of August 2005?

John Bullard and NOMA played a crucial role 
in our collection’s survival during Hurricane 
Katrina. We had extensive damage to our home 
and art study center. While our self-taught 
American art collection experienced tremendous 
loss, amazingly, only a handful of Japanese 
paintings displayed on the first floor of our home 
were destroyed by mold and eighteen inches 
of water. The bulk of the collection remained 
untouched inside our study center, despite ten 
inches of water there. 

We left the city prior to the hurricane for our 
apartment in New York. During our thirty years 
in New Orleans, we had never encountered 
any flooding or water damage. The damage 
to city facilities in general was so extensive 
that we spent most of that year in New York; 
fourteen-year-old Manya-Jean transferred to 
the Heschel School in Manhattan for that 
academic year. John Bullard offered to take all 
our paintings and screens and house them in 
the air-conditioned museum, which was closed 
at the time and one of the few secure places in 
New Orleans with electricity. Our collection 
was laid out on the floor of several museum 
galleries, allowing for restorative exposure to air 
circulation as recommended by conservators.

Please tell us about the Gitter-Yelen 
Foundation and study center you  
just mentioned.

In 1997, Alice and I formed the Gitter-Yelen 
Foundation. We acquired an adjacent home to 
house our collection and serve as the Gitter-
Yelen Art Study Center for Japanese art and 
American self-taught art (fig. 17a). Over the 
ensuing decades, we have hosted more than  
a hundred scholars, including around forty  
from Japan, who stayed at the center studying 
the collection in depth. We also started a series 
of lectures by visiting scholars for individually 
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chosen groups of educators and enthusiasts, and especially local art 
professionals, which may often involve hands-on access to objects.  
These interactive programs also built community use of NOMA and  
its exhibitions. In recent years, we have hosted professors and graduate 
students from several universities, including Harvard, Columbia and 
Princeton, for multiday study sessions that may serve as the basis of a 
subsequent university seminar and/or exhibition (fig. 17b).

Beyond the actual study center, we also created a website––called 
<manyoancollection.org>, one of the first collections to provide online 
access––of approximately one thousand Japanese works of art, both 
paintings and ceramics. The website provides detailed exhibition and 
publication information, installation photos, lists of donations, news and 
announcements, as well as new acquisitions. 

Who manages the website for you? And who serves as your curator, 
handling the day-to-day business of correspondence, cataloguing and 
general collection management?  

Over the course of the past twenty years, we had several curators developing 
our database and working as collection managers, including Tanya Ferretto, 
Maiko Behr and Junko Kamata. Since my retirement, I have been doing 
that work myself, updating the website, but with difficulty. I have a Tulane 
graduate as my administrative assistant. For decades, I had personal office 
staff—Ramah Marshall and Leigh Anne Gleghorn—who aided in my 
communication and correspondence with Japanese contacts.

Please tell us about the naming of your collection, Manyo’an.

The staff at the Freer Gallery of Art in Washington was always willing to 
show multiple works in storage, and they spent an enormous amount of 
time educating me during the early 1970s. Harold Philip Stern, the director, 

Fig. 17a.  Gitter-Yelen Art Study Center,  
New Orleans 

Fig. 17b. Yukio Lippit (right) with two of 
his Harvard graduate students viewing 
paintings at the Gitter-Yelen Art Study 
Center in 2016. Courtesy of Yukio Lippit  

“Yukio Lippit has been to the Gitter-Yelen  
Art Study Center with Harvard graduate 
students on several occasions. I’ve watched 
his skillful techniques in action.

“Kio can sit with his students for long 
periods of time discussing in great detail all 
aspects of any work. It is a real pleasure to 
watch and learn from these sessions. In 2014,  
the Israel Museum in Jerusalem mounted 
‘Unfolding Worlds: Screens from the 
Gitter-Yelen Collection.’ Kio, together  
with Miriam Malachi, the museum’s Asian 
art curator, helped choose the sixteen 
screens and co-authored the catalogue.  
The exhibition was so well received that  
the next year, the Museum of Fine Arts, 
Houston, expanded it to include twenty- 
six screens and some of our Japanese 
contemporary ceramics, displayed in their 
beautiful seventeen-thousand-square-foot 
Mies van der Rohe building.”
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became a close friend and mentor. He even shared one of the few remaining 
weeks of his life at our farm outside New Orleans before his death, much 
too early, in 1977. While there, he gave us a plaque that read in Japanese, 
Manyo’an, “A Myriad of Autumn Leaves,” which then became the name 
of our collection and website and the title of the exhibition organized by 
Steve Addiss and NOMA in 1983. During the 1980s and early 1990s, I was 
privileged to serve on the Visiting Committee and later the Board of the 
Freer|Sackler. I was always impressed with the academic environment at 
the Freer and felt honored to be associated with that prestigious institution. 

Tell us about your farm. 

We have a forty-six-acre farm across Lake Pontchartrain, about one hour 
from our home in New Orleans. Our land consists of rolling pastures for 
a small herd of cows, a three-acre pond and a tranquil wood-cabin-style 
home with a porch and lovely views. The home contains a portion of our 
self-taught art collection and is a wonderful place of respite. 

Please continue telling our readers about other important scholars of your 
acquaintance abroad.

No one has been more closely involved with our collection than Kobayashi 
Tadashi (b. 1941), now the director of the Okada Museum in Hakone 
(fig. 18). I like to think that my scholarly training in medicine allows me 
to understand his scholarly approach to art. Kobayashi and I have been 
close personal friends since 1980. He has always had an interest in foreign 
collections, including those of the Clarks, Prices and Feinbergs. I would 
sometimes ask his opinion on objects by sending photos, but never went to 
galleries or dealers with him. 

In 1997, Kobayashi-sensei introduced us to Hirose Mami and Yamashita 
Yūji, who, with the curator Yajima Arata, organized “Zenga—The Return 

Fig. 18.  Kobayashi Yasuko and Kobayashi 
Tadashi (back row) with Kurt and Alice in 
Tokyo. c. 1990
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from America: Zenga from the Gitter-Yelen Collection,” for the 
Shoto Museum of Art in Tokyo in 2000. In 2002, Kobayashi, who 
was then teaching at Gakushūin University, Tokyo, served as guest 
curator of  “An Enduring Vision,” working with NOMA’s curator 
of Asian art, Lisa Rotondo-McCord. Kobayashi also edited the 
catalogue for our 2010 exhibition in Japan, “Returning Home: 
Edo Paintings from the Gitter-Yelen Collection,” organized by 
NHK Television for travel in Japan. 

Kobayashi had free reign of our collection when making decisions 
about which objects to include in his exhibitions. I always trusted 
his learned opinion and knew he would create shows that drew 
thoughtful and innovative connections within our collection. He 

and his second wife, Yasuko, have stayed with us often, and Alice and I 
made the trip to the opening of the new Okada Museum. 

In November 1983, Sasaki Jōhei, now the director of the Kyoto National 
Museum, was one of several visiting scholars who attended the opening 
of “A Myriad of Autumn Leaves” at NOMA. He spoke on Ōkyo and 
Maruyama-Shijō painting at the museum’s international symposium 
chaired by Professor John Rosenfield of Harvard (fig. 19). He also con-
tributed an important chapter to the catalogue for our 2002 exhibition,  
“An Enduring Vision.” 

Sasaki and his fiancée, Masako, visited us again at our home in New 
Orleans in 1990, just before our daughter, Manya-Jean, was born (fig. 20). 
They wrote in advance to ask if they might get married in the gallery of our 
home. They exchanged their private marriage vows on our anniversary with 
only Alice and me as witnesses. We will always remember that honor. That 
evening, after their wedding, we had a small party for local New Orleans 
museum friends and art lovers. We invited a local Jesuit priest who blessed 
the newlyweds in soft-spoken Japanese and had all of us in tears. Masako, 
an accomplished artist who teaches art history at Kyoto Saga University of 
Arts, informed us that she was related to Okakura Kakuzō, who was head 
of the Asian department at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, in the early 
twentieth century, and was the author of The Book of Tea. Later, Masako sent 
us a small drawing of Manya-Jean, Alice and me that still hangs in Manya’s 
bedroom. Every year in Kyoto we renew our ties and interests. 

Kōno Motoaki, at that time a professor at Tokyo University and a key 
editor of Kokka, has been a friend since the mid-1970s. In 2002, he came 
to New Orleans with Kobayashi and Wakisaka Atsushi, the chief abbot 
of Rinkain, a sub-temple of Myōshin-ji Temple in Kyoto. Their arrival 
was a day in advance of the “Enduring Vision” symposium at NOMA. 
The weather suggested an impending hurricane, so all restaurants were 
closed. Alice improvised a pasta meal at home. We all drank heartily, and, 
when it was time to go to their hotel, I drove them in our van, which got 
stuck in high water. Although Kōno felt it made more sense to swim back, 
fortunately, another truck stopped and drove us back to our home where 
everyone spent the night. The next day, the weather cleared and Kōno gave 
a brilliant talk on Sōtatsu at the symposium. About fifteen years ago, his 

Fig. 19. Left to right: Sasaki Jōhei, Hosomi 
Yoshi, Kōno Motoaki, Kurt Gitter, Mizutani 
Ishinosuke and Jack Hillier at the 1983 Gitter 
symposium for “Myriad of Autumn Leaves” 
at the New Orleans Museum of Art 
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daughter, Mai, now a urologist in Japan, lived with us in New Orleans for 
a few weeks during several mini-internships that I facilitated in different 
surgical subspecialties. 

Whenever we visit Tokyo we try to see the three K’s: Professors Kobayashi, 
Kawai Masatomo and Kōno Motoaki.

In Europe, or when he is in the U.S., I like to visit with the Dutch 
connoisseur and collector Willem Dreesmann (b. 1946), whom I met during 
the late 1970s at the gallery of the Tokyo dealer Yabumoto Sōshirō (1914–
1987). In recent decades, we have met in Florence, Paris, London and 
Amsterdam (fig. 21). Willem studied Japanese art at Leiden University  
and can read and speak Japanese fluently. His knowledge of Zenga and 
Nanga is extensive, and he collects European master drawings as well as 
Edo-period painting and calligraphy. Additionally, he is a serious musician 

Fig. 20. Sasaki Masako and Sasaki Jōhei in 
Kyoto. c. 2010 

Fig. 21. Willem Dreesmann and Alice Yelen 
Gitter in Paris. c. 2000
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and plays classical music on his grand piano for up to an 
hour daily. 

You have been making trips of two or more weeks to 
Japan annually since 1969 to learn, to enjoy and to buy. 
Would you give us a sense of your major sources?

My most important source for purchasing and for 
learning was Yabumoto Sōshirō, who skillfully and 
pleasantly introduced me to the world of Zenga, Nanga, 
Maruyama-Shijō and Rinpa painting (fig. 22). Leighton 
Longhi’s fine profile of Yabumoto for the 2011 issue of 
Impressions allows me to be brief about him here. In 
each meeting, “Tokyo Yabumoto” would show numerous 
examples of each artist and explain their merits, their 
meanings and calligraphic interpretations. I stayed 

with him once at his Kyoto residence. One of our most memorable outings 
is when he took me to a painting auction at Tessaidō in Kyoto. The other 
Japanese dealers were surprised to see me there, as only registered Japanese 
art dealers were permitted to participate. Yabumoto-san sat in the back 
of the room, a decision I found puzzling, as it was very difficult to see the 
paintings being displayed on a tilted table. Despite that, he bought several 
works. When I asked him how he could buy a painting that he could not 
even see clearly, he said the mounting was worth what he paid for the object 
and he could see the mounting well enough from that distance. 

His younger brother, Shōgorō, known as “Osaka Yabumoto,” was a major 
dealer there with an enormous inventory. I once asked him, “Do you have 
any paintings by Ike Taiga?” His answer was, “Hyaku ga arimasu” (I have 
a hundred). He then proceeded, with the help of two or three assistants, 
to hang them all for us! These early opportunities to see large volumes 
of paintings by individual masters began to decrease with each passing 
decade. Not until we visited Felice Fischer’s 2007 Taiga exhibition at the 
Philadelphia Museum of Art did I see as many masterpieces by Taiga as we 
did in Hyogo Prefecture in 1974 (fig. 23). 

Fig. 22. Yabumoto Sōshirō in his gallery  
in Tokyo 

Fig. 23. Ike Taiga. Bamboo. Japan. Edo period, 
18th century. Six-panel folding screen; ink 
on paper. 134.5 x 51.8 cm each painting and 
calligraphy scroll

Gitter acquired this screen from Yabumoto 
Sōshirō in 1976 and was pleased to lend it to 
the Philadelphia Taiga exhibition in 2007. 
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I also remember a 1974 visit to Osaka Yabumoto with the 
scholar James Cahill. We spent the day viewing many 
wonderful pieces, and in the end, I bought a beautiful 
Baiitsu and a Taiga painting. Yabumoto then invited Jim 
and me to a local inn, a ryokan, for dinner. While there, 
I asked our host how he decides when to buy an object, 
to which he answered, “I look at the painting carefully 
and then I envision the stack of ten thousand yen notes it 
would require and easily decide which I prefer.”

Two Blind Men Crossing a Log Bridge, which I purchased 
from Osaka Yabumoto in 1974, has always been a signature 
painting of our collection (fig. 24). As an ophthalmologist, 

it seemed appropriate for me to live with this masterpiece by Hakuin. The 
concept of blind men crossing a log bridge without falling speaks to our 
shared human universal attempt to live within the vicissitudes of life.    

Most gallery visits during the early years could last anywhere from one to 
three hours, examining many objects and hearing about each of them in 
detail. Some dealers preferred to show one piece at a time, while others 
would bring out multiple works by a single artist in order to demonstrate 
the artist’s individual characteristics. We communicated in a mixture of 
Japanese and English. I photographed objects of personal interest and took 
copious notes because little material was published in English at the time. 

Tanaka Daizaburō became a warm close friend and a great teacher— 
particularly in the realm of the artist Hakuin and other Zenga masters  
(fig. 25). Hakuin went on to become a particular focus of my collection  
(see also figure 11). On each trip to Tokyo, Tanaka would greet me at the 
Hotel Okura or his gallery with small presents of fruit or candies and often 
gift us with his own ink paintings. On one memorable occasion in the late 
1980s, Tanaka, Alice and I traveled together to Numazu, a small city at the 
base of Mount Fuji, where we stayed overnight at his home. The following 
day, we visited Ryūtaku-ji, one of the most important Zen temples where 
Hakuin had lived and worked. There we experienced mushiboshi, the annual 

Fig. 24. Hakuin Ekaku, Two Blind Men 
Crossing a Log Bridge, Japan. Edo period, 18th 
century. Hanging scroll; ink on paper. 28 x 
83.8 cm. Acquired from Osaka Yabumoto 
in 1975 

Inscription:

 Both inner life and the floating world   
  outside us

 Are like the blind men’s round log   
  bridge—

 An enlightened mind is the best guide.

   Translation by Stephen Addiss

Fig. 25. Alice Yelen Gitter and Tanaka  
Daizaburō at the opening of “Zenga:  
The Return from America: Zenga from 
the Gitter-Yelen Collection” at the Shoto 
Museum, Tokyo. 2000 
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October airing of paintings. Tanaka-san is a spiritual ninety-one-year-old 
gentleman who embodies the true meaning of Zen in his life. In May 2016, 
Alice and I visited his home in Shinjuku, Tokyo, where he now lives quietly 
in retirement with his wife. We were moved to see each other, and after a 
few photos he pulled out a sketch of Daruma he had recently drawn and a 
bag of chestnuts. We reminisced for a very pleasant hour.

I met Setsu Iwao (1937–2000) in Tokyo in 1978. He sold me a marvelous 
Muromachi-period Shigaraki jar (fig. 26). But we declined his beautiful 
landscape by the literati painter Uragami Gyokudō (1745–1820) in a circular 
format, which he offered for three million yen. Eight years later, we bought 
it in Kyoto from Mizutani Shōichirō for several times the original amount 
(fig. 27). One always thinks retrospectively––particularly about what one 
does not buy. 

In Osaka, I had close relations with Arimura Yoshio and Marui Kenzabūrō 
(b. 1934), both superb dealers and gentlemen who sold me some of our 
most important works of the last fifteen to twenty years, including a pair of 
screens by Yamamoto Baiitsu (fig. 28). Viewing art in Marui’s traditional, 

Fig. 26. Storage Jar. Japan. Muromachi 
period, 16th century. Shigaraki ware; 
stoneware with ash glaze. 32.2 x 29.8 cm
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Meiji-period Japanese home in central Osaka amid imposing modern 
skyscrapers was always a reminder of how traditional Japan met modern 
life (fig. 29). Marui visited New Orleans many times and even attended 
the opening of our 1995 exhibition of American self-taught art at the 
Birmingham Museum of Art. Although a fierce winter storm hit during 
his visit and delayed the opening by several days, we luckily all stayed at 
the same hotel and were granted private entry into the museum; nothing 
else was open. After three days of viewing the folk art collection multiple 
times and studying the catalogue, Marui gained an impressive knowledge of 
American folk art and simultaneously became a lifelong, dear family friend.

There are many more dealers I could name. And I always enjoyed walking 
and browsing on my own. Wherever I found a painting of interest displayed 
in a window, I entered. In the early years, I introduced myself, but by the 
1990s, after several exhibitions of our collection in Japan, I found they 
knew my name and readily pulled out good material, often to compare with 
works by similar artists in our own catalogues. 

Fig. 27.  Uragami Gyokudō. Spring Land-
scape. Japan. Edo period, early 19th century. 
Hanging scroll; ink and light color on silk. 
45 x 33.7 cm. Purchased from Mizutani 
Shōichirō, Kyoto
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Did you also work with Westerners dealing in Japan, such as Harry 
Packard, whom we have profiled in these pages?

Indeed. By the time I met Harry Packard (1914–1991) in the late 1970s, 
he was already a living legend, having sold the bulk of his collection to 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art in 1975. Harry was eccentric, studious 
and committed to finding out as much as he could about any object that 
interested him. His close friend Joe Brotherton (1918–2012) was a cultured 
gentleman who loved Japanese art and had the greatest respect for Harry. 
Joe later represented Packard on numerous sales proposals to American 
museums. He and his wife lived in San Francisco but bought a house next 
door to Harry and the prominent Kyoto dealer Yanagi Takashi in Ōhara, 
the northern suburbs of Kyoto. After Joe’s death, Yanagi Takashi’s son 
Koichi bought that house. Sometimes when I was meeting with Yanagi 

Fig. 28. Yamamoto Baiitsu. Flowers and 
Grasses of the Four Seasons. Japan. Late Edo 
period, 1830s–50s. Pair of six-panel folding 
screens; ink and color on paper. Each screen 
167.2 x 372 cm. Purchased from Arimura 
Yoshio in Osaka in 2001 
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Takashi or another dealer in Kyoto, Harry would unexpectedly appear and 
sit through the entire session as if he had been invited (fig. 30).

In his later years, he would visit us in New Orleans, usually at the end of 
March, to enjoy the beautiful Louisiana springtime. He often stayed up 
reading in the library or viewing paintings until after midnight, waking 
mid-morning for breakfast. He also liked swimming in our pool and 
dining well. Despite his very successful sale to the Met, Harry was always 
surprisingly frugal––traveling by bus from Phoenix to New Orleans. 

We visited the Packards at their home in Ōhara, and occasionally bought 
objects from Harry (fig. 31). Even though his wife, a tennis champion, was 
many decades Harry’s junior, sadly, she died of cancer before him, leaving 
two lovely children, Hana and Jin, who now live in California. Hana was 

Fig. 29. Marui Kenzaburō and his wife in 
Osaka. c. 1990 

Fig. 30. Yanagi Takashi and Kurt Gitter in 
Kyoto. 1998

Gitter characterizes Yanagi Takashi as 
“formal and elegant in manner, and engages 
one-on-one with great attention. He always 
has a plethora of great art available to show 
and sell and is uniquely able to finalize 
multiple transactions simultaneously behind 
different closed doors at his gallery.”

Fig. 31. Left to right: Packard’s daughter 
Hana; Kurt Gitter holding baby Manya-Jean; 
Packard’s son Jin; Alice Yelen Gitter; 
Packard’s wife, Hideo; and Harry Packard  
at his home in Ōhara, Kyoto. c. 1991
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Fig. 32. Fukuda Kodōjin. Landscapes from 
White Cloud Album and Colored Cloud 
Album. Japan. Meiji period, late 19th or  
early 20th century. Four pages from  
a pair of albums; ink and color on silk.  
32 x 40.3 cm each. Purchased in 1997  
from Shibunkaku, Kyoto

born with congenital cataracts and Harry called me for advice as soon as 
they realized her eye problem. I recommended a Japanese eye specialist who 
operated on her within a month or so after her birth. He installed artificial 
lenses; she developed as a normal, sighted child.

I am pleased to hear that the dealer Klaus Naumann will be interviewed  
in Impressions. He is a longtime Tokyo resident with whom I have enjoyed 
a thirty-nine-year relationship. Klaus always has been generous and 
informative about the workings of the Japanese art market. I admire how 
assiduously he evaluates an object before acquiring it. 
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Because your collection has been published and exhibited widely over 
several decades, our questions have centered on the more personal, and 
perhaps lesser known, aspects of your collecting history. We’d like to 
continue our conversation by asking how you describe the direction of your 
tastes, starting with Zenga that we touched on earlier.

The energy and spontaneity that exuded from the brushes of Zen monk-
painters of the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries reminded me of the 
bold Abstract Expressionist action painting that I saw in New York in  
the 1950s and 1960s. Nanga—Japanese literati painting—resonated with  
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me similarly. I think these positive feelings evolved after seeing the 
exhibition “Scholar Painters of Japan: The Nanga School,” curated by  
Jim Cahill at Asia House in New York in 1972.

Also affecting our affinity for these two schools in the early years was 
their availability. Millie and I, and later Alice and I, took careful notes and 
photographed all of the objects, building our own archive and resources, to 
help make decisions about what to purchase. We bought from Mizutani 
Shōichirō a pair of Nanga-school screens by Tani Bunchō, previously 
owned by Harry Packard. In the 1990s, we became enamored with the 
work of Fukuda Kodōjin (1865–1944), a dynamic twentieth-century Nanga 
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artist and haiku poet (fig. 32). In recent years we have acquired many of his 
works and are excited to learn that this artist will soon be the subject of an 
exhibition at the Minneapolis Institute of Art.

What about paintings that use more color and emphatic design, such as 
those in the Rinpa style?

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, our collection expanded to Rinpa 
paintings. One of my favorites is Sakai Hōitsu’s Triptych of Flowers and 
Rising Sun (fig. 33). In more recent years, Alice and I added a significant 
collection of paintings, objects and woodblock prints by Kamisaka Sekka 
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Fig. 33. Sakai Hōitsu. Triptych of Flowers and 
Rising Sun. Japan. Edo period, after 1824. 
Hanging scrolls, triptych; ink and color on 
silk. Each scroll 104.4 x 40.9 cm. Purchased 
from Tokyo Yabumoto in 1977 

(1866–1942) that appeared in “Kamisaka Sekka: Rinpa Master, Pioneer 
of Modern Design,” curated by Donald Wood and exhibited at the 
Birmingham Museum of Art, LACMA and the Kyoto National Museum 
of Modern Art in 2003 (see figure 16). 

Quite different from many of our other holdings is a vivid, large-scale 
mandala that we bought from Koichi Yanagi in 2008 showing pilgrims at 
the Kumano Nachi Shrine (fig. 34). 

Why did that particular mandala appeal to you?

This large Buddhist painting depicts the many classes of people visiting 
this ancient sacred ground in bold, vibrant colors. It also displays numerous 
temples and the famous Nachi waterfall. In addition to its historical and 
deeply religious themes, the mandala exhibits a folk art aesthetic that Alice 
and I admire.
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What about other recent entrants to the collection?

We have always sought works by Japanese eccentrics, such as Itō Jakuchū 
(1716–1800). A 2003 find is a black-and-white elephant by Jakuchū 
belonging to Tazuke Shigeo, a Kyoto dealer I had never previously visited 
(fig. 35). Hans Thomsen, of the University of Zurich, who was living in 
Kyoto at the time and had written his dissertation on Jakuchū at Princeton, 
was kind to look at the Jakuchū with me; I had it remounted in Kyoto with 
Hans’s help. This almost darumalike elephant demonstrates how Jakuchu 
fits both in the Zenga and Eccentric traditions. 

Did you make any serious mistakes as a collector, and if so, how did you 
handle them?

All collectors make mistakes or change their feelings about purchased 
objects. I have occasionally traded pieces back, but not too often. The 
Japanese atelier system of teaching students makes this a challenging 
field in which to collect, and it requires careful, lifelong study. Students 
throughout the centuries copied the works of their masters, often 
legitimately using their seals and signatures, representing the atelier in 
which they learned. Centuries later, with no art historical documentation 
distinguishing students from masters, collectors must always be careful 
when assessing works. It can be really difficult to be absolutely certain 
about authenticity. What I did learn, however, is that over time scholarship 
changes while the painting remains the same.

We salute your Board service to Johns Hopkins University; Jewish 
Federation of Greater New Orleans; the Macula Foundation; the 
American Museum of Folk Art; and our sponsor, JASA. Please tell us 
about additional honors that stand out for you in particular. 

Foremost is the Distinguished Service Award I received in 2014 from 
the United States-Japan Foundation in Washington, presented by 
Alexandra Munroe and George Packard, the director of the US–Japan 
Foundation. They acknowledged my championing of Japanese art of the 
Edo period (1615–1868) and my contributions to American appreciation 
of Japanese culture. Significantly, where all prior awards were made to 
major political or business figures, I was the first award recipient to be 
recognized in the field of the arts, and who does not work professionally 
under an umbrella organization committed to government or international 
business or education. The award is accompanied by a ten-thousand-dollar 
philanthropic contribution in my honor, which I donated to SAIS, the 
School of Advanced International Studies of Johns Hopkins University. 

The other significant recognition we have received is that the art journal 
Kokka devoted an entire issue to our collection in 2012.

What advice do you have for beginning collectors?

Collecting over the past fifty years has been fascinating and rewarding. At 
this time, the number of available works is smaller and the cost of quality 
objects has greatly escalated. I am sure new areas of creativity, such as 
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c. Fig. 34. Nachi Shrine Pilgrimage Mandala 
(Kumano Mandala). Japan. Momoyama 
or early Edo period, late 16th or early 17th 
century. Hanging scroll; ink and color on 
paper. 152.1 x 164.5 cm 
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Japanese contemporary ceramics, sculpture and design will become exciting 
fields for young collectors to pursue. I also hope that all periods and styles 
of Japanese art will remain available to collectors. 

Would you tell us what plans you have made for the future of 
your collection? Will it be sold at auction or given/bequeathed 
to one or more museums?   

Over the years we have gifted many works to a number of 
museums. We are in the process of determining how we will 
disperse our collection. Additionally, we believe that allowing 
some objects to return to the general public via auction will 
help the Japanese art market remain vibrant—and most 
important—allow these works to find new, appreciative homes. 

Thank you for engaging with our readers and with us. Any final 
acknowledgments or observations?

Above all, I am grateful to Alice Yelen Gitter for her integral 
role in shaping our mission and using our collection and 
donations to help show the diversity, originality and beauty  
of Japanese art that has brought us so much joy. I acknowledge 
my five children and the late Millie Gitter for their participa-
tion in the long process of building the collection. I am also 
grateful for how the Japanese culture and lifestyle have positively 
influenced my family and provided us with a lifetime of warm 
memories. The lasting friendships, fascinating exposure and 
meaningful personal exchanges across cultures are the most 
treasured result of the past fifty years. 

NOTES

1. Two hundred and three works from our collection of American art were 
exhibited during 1995–96 at the Birmingham Museum of Art; the Southeastern 
Center for Contemporary Art (SECCA) in Winston-Salem, NC; and the 
DeCordova Sculpture Park and Museum in Lincoln, MA, complete with  
a beautiful catalogue entitled Pictured in My Mind. In 2003, Alice and I gave 
a large group of works by self-taught southern artists to the Louisiana State 
Museum, New Orleans. Since then, we have donated significant bodies of  
self-taught works to others, including the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston and 
the New Orleans Museum of Art.

2. Among others, Steve trained: Donald Wood, the Senior Curator and Virginia and  
William S. Spencer III Curator of Asian Art at the Birmingham Museum of Art;  
Patricia Graham, an independent scholar and art appraiser; Karen Gerhardt at the  
University of Pittsburgh; Richard Wilson at the International Christian University in  
Mitaka, Tokyo; and Matthew Welch, Deputy Director and Chief Curator at the Minneapolis 
Institute of Art.

Fig.  35. Itō Jakuchū. Elephant. Japan. Edo 
period, 1795. Hanging scroll; ink on paper. 
120.9 x 56.6 cm. Purchased in 2003 from 
Tazuke Shigeo, Kyoto


