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“NIHONMACHI” Show to be Performed In Memory of Mako
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SAN FRANCISCO (August 15, 2006) - “Nihonmachi:  The Place to Be,” a new musical journey about California's Japantowns featuring nostalgic Japanese and American songs, will be performed in memory of the late, legendary actor Mako, the Los Angeles-based Grateful Crane Ensemble has announced.
“As Asian American theater artists, we realize that Mako paved the way for all of us,” said Soji Kashiwagi, playwright for the “Nihonmachi” show.  “With deep respect and gratitude, the Grateful Crane Ensemble is honored to perform our “Nihonmachi” show in tribute to Mako--our mentor and friend.”
Mako, who passed away on July 21, 2006, at age 72 after a brief bout with cancer, was a founding member of the East West Players (EWP) in Los Angeles.  Along with a distinguished acting career that included Academy Award and Tony Award nominations, Mako served for 24 years as artistic director and friend to thousands of Asian American actors, playwrights and theater artists, including many of the people involved with the “Nihonmachi” show.
“I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for him,” said Chris Tashima, director of the “Nihonmachi” show, and Academy Award winner for the short film, “Visas and Virtue.”  Without him and East West Players, there would be no “Visas and Virtue,” there would be no Oscar.  “I don’t know what I’d be doing.  I don’t think there’s anyone who single-handedly affected so many people’s lives.”
Danny Yamamoto, an original member of the popular Asian American band Hiroshima and featured taiko player in “Nihonmachi,” talked about the impact of losing a driving force in the Asian American entertainment community.  “He’s one of our legends, pioneers, icons.  He was one of our trail blazers.  He really understood artistic integrity.  In my mind, it’s really like losing a father.  He was a presence—the Rock.”
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Merv Maruyama, a veteran actor/performer of 26 years who plays the part of the Issei grandfather in “Nihonmachi,” got his start at EWP in 1980 and studied under Mako. “Everything I know about acting is through Mako,” he said.  “In the sense of observing and trusting in the process of developing a character, he really taught me the importance of taking acting seriously.  While it can be a lot of fun, there’s a lot of hard work and concentration involved in presenting a character in a believable way on stage.”
For singer/actress Keiko Kawashima, who will be featured on a number of the Japanese songs in the show, Mako provided her with a basic foundation and approach to her craft. “Mako taught us that acting starts with your attitude and work ethic,” said Kawashima, who has 19 years of theater experience.  “That means not just acting a certain role, but doing all the things that help you prepare for it, and by observing people and everyday things in life, and how you can apply that as an actor.  Also, he taught us about respect for others and respect for the space in which you perform.”

Along with actors on stage, Mako also provided guidance to those who served behind the scenes.  Scott Nagatani, Musical Director of the Grateful Crane Ensemble and the “Nihonmachi” show, worked with Mako for many years on EWP musicals.  “Mako was mentor and friend, leader and father to many, myself included,” said Nagatani, who has been playing the piano for 45 years.  “He was always friendly to musicians and seemed to enjoy our company.  He once said to me, ‘Music is powerful, man.  Just one note can affect me, and the stage play in a powerful way ... I hear a note, and things happen.’  I got it, but it took years to appreciate the simple profoundness of what he said.”
For “Nihomachi” producer Irma Escamilla, Mako gave her a theatrical home.  “EWP was a righteous place to learn your craft and practice it,” said Escamilla, who has worked in theater for 30 years.  “It’s a rare thing to walk into a fully functioning theater that offered opportunities to not just practice, but learn in a safe, nurturing atmosphere.  He was there to nurture talent, both on stage and behind the scenes.”
That talent included playwrights as well.  From Wakako Yamauchi, Hiroshi Kashiwagi, Frank Chin, Philip Kan Gotanda and Rick Shiomi to name a few, Mako opened his doors to Asian American stories and the people who tell them.  “Mako nurtured playwrights,” said Soji Kashiwagi.  “He encouraged us.  He gave us a voice, and the strength to stand up and tell our stories with pride and dignity.  As a playwright, I can’t thank him enough for that.”

As for the “Nihonmachi” show to premiere in San Francisco’s Japantown later this month, cast and crew members believe Mako would have been happy to see it.  “Because so many of the people he worked with are in this show, I think he would recognize the things that we do that he trained us to do,” said Merv Maruyama.  “And community was very important to him.  I think what he would like the most will be the smiles on the faces of the audience—and that he had a hand in creating that on a much grander scale.”
Presented by the Japanese Cultural and Community Center of Northern California (JCCCNC), the show will have its world premiere in conjunction with the 100th anniversary of San Francisco’s Japantown on Friday, August 25, 2006, at 7:00 p.m., and Saturday, August 26, 2006, at 11:00 a.m. at the JCCCNC.  

The Saturday morning show is sold out, however, tickets for Friday evening’s show are available at $25 general admission, $20 for seniors and students, and $15 for groups of 15 or more.  For tickets and information, call the JCCCNC at 415.567.5505.  
About CCLPEP

The California Civil Liberties Public Education Program (CCLPEP) was created in 1999 as the result of the passage of the California Civil Liberties Public Education Act (A.B.1914 and A.B. 1915) sponsored by Assemblymember Mike Honda. The legislation creates the California Civil Liberties Public Education Program, (CCLPEP). Its purpose is to provide competitive grants for public educational activities and the development of educational materials to ensure that the events surrounding the exclusion, forced removal and incarceration of civilians and permanent resident aliens of Japanese ancestry will be remembered and so that causes and circumstances of this and similar events may be illuminated and understood.  Since its inception the CCLPEP has funded nearly 200 projects related to the Japanese American experience during World War II.

About JCCCNC

Envisioned by the Japanese American community, JCCCNC will be an everlasting foundation of our Japanese American ancestry, cultural heritage, histories and traditions. The JCCCNC strives to meet the evolving needs of the Japanese American community through programs, affordable services and administrative support and facilities for other local service organizations.  The JCCCNC is a 501(c)(3) non-profit community center based in San Francisco.
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