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Notable Asian Americans

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 Bolling, 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.”
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—Sketch by Terry Hong
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Actor, director

When 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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