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time for my family." With his family as first priority, Ma has
learned well how to balance both the professional and
personal aspects of his fast-paced, ever-changing life.

Yo-Yo Ma, the Performing Musician

While the rest of the world can only speak of Ma in the
most intense superlatives, Ma described himself to the
New Yorker as "just a performing musician." He gives all
credit to the music's composers: "I feel that when a com-
poser writes a piece of music he's translating a human
experience into sound." Ma's intention, as a musician, is
to bring that experience, whether it was written 100, 200
years ago, or just 100 days ago, to the audience through
an imagination based on empathy. "One must go out of
oneself, finding empathy for another's experiences, form-
ing another world."

This is the kind of interpretation, the formidable power
of imagination that has earned Ma deserving acclaim. "I
know my greatest joy as a musician when I am playing a
concert dedicated exclusively to Bach," he explained to
the New Yorker. "Then for a whole evening I'm living in one
man's mind— and a great man's mind. That's how I can
justify being a performer. One is involved in a process that
is larger than oneself."

While he is lauded for his interpretations of Bach, as
well as Mozart and Beethoven, Ma constantly challenges
his own abilities by determinedly expanding his reper-
toire. Ma plays a considerable amount of twentieth cen-
tury music, including Samuel Barber, Benjamin Britten,
William Walton, Penderecki, Lutoslawski, Kirchner,
Carter, Henze, Dutilleux, as well as new American works.
Ma has taken on new projects that push the boundaries of
traditional music. In 1992, he performed with jazz vocal
artist Bobby McFerrin to create Hush, a collection of duets
that paired Ma's cello and McFerrin's chameleon voice.
The same year, he gave a series of concerts at Tanglewood
in Massachusetts in collaboration with the technology
gurus from Massachusetts Institute of Technology's Media
Lab who created a series of computer "hyperinstruments"
with which Ma performed the world premier of a work by
Tod Machover, Begin Again Again.

With over fifty recordings and eight Grammy awards,
Ma's genius has already proven itself both sustaining and
prolific. Whether in collaborative efforts with such
diverse performers as his long-standing colleague, pianist
Emanual Ax, to the jazz pianist Claude Boiling, or playing
solo, Ma's future will undoubtedly include a few surprises.

For his performances, Ma told the New Yorker he has
one simple goal: "I hope that people will want to come to
concerts, and that those who already do will continue to
be excited by the music they hear." Always and foremost,
for Ma, it is the music that should draw audiences and
nothing more. He added, "The listener should develop a
personal relationship to the music."

Sources:

Periodicals

Blum, David. "Profiles: A Process Larger Than Oneself."
New Yorker. May 1, 1989, p. 41+.

"The Courage to Go Forth: Yo-Yo Ma in Conversation."
Economist, vol. 322, no. 7746, February 15, 1992, p. 107-

Eisler, Edith. 'Yo-Yo Ma: Music from the Soul." Strings.
May/June 1992. pp. 58-62.

Kupferberg, Herbert. "Yo-Yo Ma." Stereo Review, vol. 55, no.
4, April 1990, p. 70+.

Thorne, Richard. "The Magic of Yo-Yo Ma." Saturden
Review. July 1981, pp. 55-58.

Other

ICM Artists. 'Yo-Yo Ma." Promotional material. New York.
New York, August 1993.

—Sketch by Terry Hong

Mako
(1933-)

Actor, director

\Yhen veteran actor, Mako, returned from New York
to Los Angeles in 1960, he spent five years doing what he
described to Terry Hong as "small features and next-to-
nothing-parts." During those years, he got to know many
Asian American actors with whom he would meet infor-
mally. "All we talked about," remembered Mako in an
interview with Hong, "was . . . the lack of decent roles for
Asian Americans. Even actors who were more established
than I was were talking about the same thing. So one
thing led to another and eventually it came down to a
group of seven of us who were totally committed to form-
ing an organization."

In 1965, the young group of Asian Americans, under
Mako's leadership, founded East West Players, the first
Asian American theatre in the United States. For the first
time in theatre history, Asian Americans had a venue in
which to perform rewarding roles in realistic settings. Dur-
ing Mako's more than two-decade reign, he "discovered"
such playwrights as Wakako Yamauchi and Philip Kan
Gotanda. Under his artistic direction, the fledgling com-
pany matured into a premiere showcase of Asian Ameri-
can talents.

While he devoted much of his energies to developing
and growing East West Players, Mako continued his career
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as an actor outside the realm of Asian America. In 1966,
he earned an Oscar nomination as Best Supporting Actor
in The Sand Pebbles, starring Steve McQueen. He also won a
Golden Globe Award for the same performance. In 1975,
he received a Tony nomination for Best Actor in the
Broadway musical, Pacific Overtures.

An East/West Beginning

Makoto Iwamatsu, later shortened to just Mako, was
born on December 10, 1933, in Kobe, Japan. "For political
reasons," Mako spent the majority of his childhood in
Japan with his grandparents although the rest of his
immediate family was already living in the United States.
The family was reunited after World War II when Mako
arrived in New York in 1949. "It was a big adjustment com-
ing from Kobe to New York," he recalled to Hong. "I came
from post-war Japan where people had nothing to speak
of, where they were just beginning to reconstruct Japan.
When I arrived in New York, the first thing that came to
mind was how fat, how obese the people were. In post-war
Japan, there were very few fat people. In the US there
were so many."

Mako lived with his parents on the Lower East Side of
Manhattan. "There were so many derelicts and winos on
the sidewalks," he remembered. "I thought this was a very
strange country that had come up victorious in World
War II."

Quickly accepting his surroundings "for what they
were," Mako eventually enrolled at the Pratt Institute in
New York to study architecture. He was asked one day by a
classmate to help in designing and building a theatre set.
Mako was quickly drawn into the theatre world: "It
seemed more interesting than remaining in school . . .
and I became more involved in theatre, artistically and
emotionally," he told Hong. He missed so many of his own
classes that he soon lost his draft deferment and for two
years, he served in the U.S. Army in Korea and Japan. "I
was confused about my future, so while I was in the ser-
vice, I had two years to think about what that future
should be."

In the meantime, Mako's parents had moved to Los
Angeles and upon his discharge, he joined them there and
began studying at the Pasadena Playhouse on his G.I. Bill.
"Acting was the farthest thing from my mind at the begin-
ning . . . but I thought I was young enough to attempt learn-
ing something about theatre and then I could decide if I
should pursue acting," he said to Hong. At the Playhouse,
Mako at first felt overwhelmed. "My initial impression of my
classmates was that it seemed they had done so many things
in theatre, with acting, before having come to Pasadena.
They seemed so seasoned, even though they were only in
their late teens and early twenties. I felt I had nothing and
in essence, I was in awe of these people." The Playhouse's
system of weeding students out each quarter proved to
Mako that he had the talent to continue in acting.

Mako

Following graduation, he returned to New York. "I
wanted to study more. The Method was the rage at the
time. Paul Newman, Marlon Brando were using it. They
were my idols so I wanted to study where they had come
from, The Actors Studio.... I auditioned two years in suc-
cession and didn't make it, but I decided to follow some-
one who was teaching the Method ... and studied for the
next two years," he told Hong.

Making His Own Roles

Mako returned to Los Angeles and was confronted with
the difficulties of being an Asian American actor at a time
when film giants such as Marlon Brando and Alec Guin-
ness were playing the few leading Asian roles, complete
with prosthetic make-up and a pidgin accent, while Asian
American actors could only get negligible roles as house-
boys, gangsters, and No. 1 sons. Mako found small roles in
television, including "McHale's Navy," "Ironside," and
"M.A.S.H.," and a few movies.

In an effort to establish a venue that would give Asian
American actors a chance to perform substantial roles,
Mako—together with James Hong, June Kim, Guy Lee,
Pat Li, Yet Lock, and Beulah Quo—founded East West
Players in 1965. The fledgling company's inaugural pro-
duction was staged in a small church basement in 1966.
Rashomon, a play based on the short story by Japanese
writer Akutagawa Ryunosuke, was well received. Mako
urged director Robert Wise who was then casting the film,
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The Sand Pebbles, to come see the show which eventually
led to the role that earned for Mako an Oscar nomination
and a Golden Globe Award in 1966. "It was a very, very
good experience," Mako recalled to Hong.

By 1968, East West Players found a permanent home on
Santa Monica Boulevard in Los Angeles's Silverlake area.
Under the artistic direction of Mako, East West Players ini-
tially focused on play adaptations by Asian novelists such
as Yukio Mishima. At the same time, the group staged
Western classics by such writers as Lorca and Goldoni, pro-
viding Asian American actors with the opportunity to try
roles that had been previously inaccessible to them due to
their skin color. Soon after, the company began to concen-
trate on plays written by Asian Americans, premiering at
least one original work almost every season. During
Mako's more than two-decade reign, he not only directed
and performed in plays, he even wrote an original produc-
tion, There's No Place for a Tired Ghost, about Japanese
Americans who died in internment camps during World
War II. Since 1977 when East West Players won three Los
Angeles Drama Critics awards for the debut production of
Wakako Yamauchi's And the Soul Shall Dance, the citations
and awards have continued almost every year, including
numerous Drama-Logue and L.A. Weekly Theatre awards.

In 1989, Mako resigned from East West Players after dis-
agreements with the Board of Directors could not be rec-
onciled. He told Hong that in retrospect, two elements
were outstanding regarding his experience: "One—being
able to teach acting, to share my experiences with aspiring
actors, which meant sharing an understanding of the craft
of theatre as well as exposing them to the racist-oriented
conditions of the theatre; and two—being able to develop
a short story writer or novelist into a playwright and mak-
ing them aware of the collaboration that goes on in the-
atre." Although he is no longer involved with the group
he helped found, Mako remains a seminal figure in Asian
American theatre, producing plays on his own—"the right
pieces for which [he] personally sees potential."

A Star, a Star

In February 1994, thirty Hollywood Walk of Fame stars
were dedicated, including one marked for Mako. Asian-
Week columnist Sumi Haru reported that the cheering by
Mako's fans topped those of Sophia Loren's. "We were
proud, happy that one of our own was finally being recog-
nized as an honest-to-God Hollywood star. This means big
time; but, of course, that doesn't mean he'll be offered
better parts or more money," wrote Haru. Mako was
equally realistic as he explained, "In a way, it was anti-cli-
mactic, as opposed to getting an Oscar or a nomination
which opens more doors. The Stars event was sponsored
by the Hollywood Chamber of Commerce as opposed to
the industry and so it has little impact on one's career."

Mako's career, however, remains active. After appearances
in more than three hundred television shows and thirty
plays, after directing more than one hundred performances

and starring in dozens of films, Mako has built a reputation
as a performer, in addition to building his most important
legacy in East West Players. As an actor, Mako talks about the
struggle between taking the less than perfect roles in order
to work and maintaining the idealism of searching for more
meaningful roles. Realistically, Mako himself uses the word
"compromise" in describing his own approach to roles.
"Compromise happens with almost every role, in any job,"
he told Hong. "One learns to compromise one's ideals,
though not sacrifice them. A give-and-take situation hap-
pens every time."

Today, Mako is looking forward to a future of producing
and directing his own projects. "Movies or theatre, it
doesn't really matter," he said. "But it will have to relate to
Asian American history in this country. About Asian Amer-
ican contributions to this country."
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Beckie Masaki
(1957-)

Social worker, women's advocate

.Deckle Masaki is a co-founder and executive director
of San Francisco's Asian Women's Shelter. Founded in
1988 by a small group of Asian activists in the Bay Area,
the shelter provides safe shelter and a wide array of social,
economic, and legal services to women from the Asian
community who are suffering abuse in their relation-
ships. The shelter is capable of housing up to six or seven
families at a time, provides a twenty-four hour telephone
hotline, and performs valuable community outreach ser-
vices, educating the Asian community about domestic vio-
lence and offering victims a badly needed alternative to
enduring it.
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