


DIRECTOR’s statement

The youngest of the Hawaiian islands, Hawai‘i Island (or, the Big Island) captures so much 
of what makes Hawai‘i, my home, special. Birthplace to the �rst King of Hawai‘i, it is the sacred 
home to Hawai‘i’s only active volcano and its highest peak, Mauna Kea, atop which 
activists today still �ght for the right to speak for their ancestral lands. And yet, like the rest of 
Hawai‘i, this culture and land has mostly been commodi�ed for tourism and export.

At the turn of the 20th century, my own great-grandparents landed on the Big Island from 
Japan to work on sugar plantations. They toiled from sun up to sundown, living under dreadful 
conditions and labor contracts.

Born in the city of Honolulu, I am often haunted by these previous generations. I have reaped the 
bene�ts of their labor and pain while never fully confronting their forgotten historical traumas. 
I’ve heard the familial whispers: great grandma �eeing the island in the middle of the night, 
multiple suicides, and generations of drugs and abuse. But as is the case in Asian culture, these 
things were not things spoken of or shared. I sometimes dream of these faceless ancestors, 
watching me and I’m unsure of whether they are protecting me or judging me for my ignorance.

This �lm is an attempt to confront this past. To use cinema as a means to look at something that 
has been looked at many times before -- the islands of Hawai‘i -- and to �nd that which is still 
unknown. It is in this spirit of narrative as process that this �lm was born.

This �lm is a result of over a year of exploration and collaboration. Our research included 
mo‘olelo (talk story, interview) with locals, old timers and the newly arrived; with Native 
Hawaiians, Asians, and haoles (foreigners). We spent time at local events and community 
gatherings. We volunteered, got our hands dirty. All the while, I was learning about the roots 
of my family while our lead, Alex, was learning about the cultural foundations of the place 
where he grew up. We were both �nding that which was still unknown within our home.

My hope is that our �lm communicates the strangeness, the joy, and the moving beauty of 
nature that our team experienced on this island. Furthermore, this �lm serves as the �rst major 
illustration of the processes and themes I wish to expand on and explore in my future work. 
These themes include native cinema from a decolonial eye; slow, devotional cinema that 
interrogates and provides a respite from Western storytelling tropes; cinema as a space for 
introspection and healing.

Sincerely,

Christopher Makoto Yogi
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THE FILM

“The quality that we call beauty … must always grow from the realities of life, and our 
ancestors, forced to live in dark rooms, presently came to discover beauty in shadows, 
ultimately to guide shadows toward beauty’s ends.” - Junichiro Tanizaki

Shot in pastoral countrysides of the Big Island of Hawai‘i, AUGUST AT AKIKO'S is a quiet 
�lm �lled with deep undercurrents of history and mythology. Capturing the daily lives 
of a tight-knit community of locals, the �lm immerses the viewer in the shape-shifting 
landscape of a place we all think we know, but really know little about: Hawai‘i.

synopsis

How does one confront an unspoken ancestral and familial history? Cosmopolitan 
musician ALEX ZHANG HUNGTAI (Dirty Beaches) returns to the Big Island 
of Hawai‘i having been away from his home for close to a decade. Armed with just a 
suitcase and a sax, Alex arrives on the gorgeous, lush Hāmākua coastline.
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Upon arrival in Nīnole, his grandparents’ hometown, he �nds that his grandparents’ old 
house has been leveled and development of a new property has already begun. He quickly 
realizes that Hawai‘i is no longer the island of his childhood memories.

Alex arrives at Akiko’s Bed and Breakfast in the small ghost town of Wailea Village. Akiko, 
the innkeeper and  “mayor of Wailea”, has converted old Japanese plantation homes into a 
Buddhist sanctuary. She provides Alex with a room in the house of the now-deceased 
local postman -- a house not unsimilar to the home his grandparents would have spent 
their lives in.

On island, living in the shadow of his ancestors, Alex slowly adapts to this quietly magical 
place. Alex’s unexpected spiritual guide on this journey is his lively, generous host, Akiko. 
With her, Alex communes with the land, learns to dance at the Japanese festival of the dead, 
visits the center of the sacred Kīlauea Volcano, and experiences �rst-hand locals’ e�orts to 
pay tribute to the past through song, spirit, and work. Alex’s journey of self and artistic 
discovery manifests itself in music that he creates while on the island. He slowly opens 
up; he learns to breathe, to move, to slow down, to �nd the source of home within.
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the creative team

Christopher Makoto Yogi (Writer/Director) is from Honolulu, Hawai‘i. He is a Sundance 
Institute fellow and a Time Warner fellow. His debut feature �lm, "August at Akiko's", 
had its World Premiere at the International Film Festival of Rotterdam in 2018. 
Richard Brody in the New Yorker called it “transcendently inventive” while Guy Lodge 
in the Guardian wrote it was a “beguiling Hawaiian reverie”. It is distributed by Factory 25. 
His next feature �lm in-development, "I Was a Simple Man", participated in the Sundance 
Screenwriters and Directors Labs, IFP Film Week, and received a Jerome Foundation grant. 
Chris' short �lms include the experimental documentaries "Occasionally, I Saw Glimpses of 
Hawai‘i" and "Makoto: or, Honesty", and the �ction �lm "Obake (Ghosts)." His 2009 �lm 
"Layover, on the Shore", was awarded Best Hawaiian Short at the Big Island Film Festival. 
Chris is a graduate of the USC School of Cinematic Arts MFA program. In 2009 he was a 
fellow in the Kyoto Filmmakers Lab, sponsored by Toei and Shochiku Studios and the 
Museum of Kyoto. In 2013, he participated in Visual Communications' Armed with a 
Camera Fellowship.

Sarah S. Kim (Producer) is a �lmmaker born in Busan, South Korea, raised in Los Angeles 
and currently living in New York. She received her BA at UCLA School of Theater, Film 
& TV for production and MFA from the City College of New York, where she studied 
under Chantal Akerman. She has produced both documentary and narrative �lms, 
including an international co-production period feature shot in North Korea. 
Previously, she worked as a screener in the programming committee for AFI 
(American Film Institute) Fest, the Sundance NHK award and Sundance Documentary 
Fund, and worked as program coordinator for the Los Angeles Asian Paci�c Film Festival 
and the Korean American Film Festival New York. She also has many years of experience 
working as an editor for Mnet TV and Yahoo Digital. She's a recipient of the Motion 
Pictures of America Association Award, Peter Stark Memorial Award, Armed With a Camera 
Fellowship, and the New York Women in Film & Television scholarship award.

Alex Zhang Hungtai (Music/Talent), formerly known by his stage name Dirty Beaches, is a 
Taiwanese-born musician who spent his formative years in Honolulu, Hawai‘i. As Dirty 
Beaches, Alex released a number of albums, including Badlands, which was subsequently 
nominated as a long-list nominee for the Polaris Music Prize. Alex has also recorded 
several original �lm soundtracks, such as for the documentary “Water Park” and “Who Is 
Arthur Chu?” In 2016, he starred in the �lm “A” and in 2017 was featured in Showtime’s
“Twin Peaks: The Return” and starred in Ana Lily Amirpour’s short �lm, “Yo! My Saint” for 
Kenzo. In 2018, he starred in Christopher Makoto Yogi’s feature debut, “August at Akiko’s”.
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Akiko Masuda (Talent) is a 3rd generation Japanese woman, born in Honolulu in the 40’s, 
long before freeways, shopping malls, email, and cell phones. Akiko is a writer of 
children's books, student of tai chi, and zen meditation, and makes some "mean" French 
toast. She is storyteller, hostess, housekeeper, and loves using her weed whacker and 
leaf blower to maintain the garden, citrus orchard and breadfruit grove in the backyard. 
She is also president of the WAILEA VILLAGE HISTORIC PRESERVATION COMMUNITY. Akiko 
has been living in Wailea Village since' 91, the �rst person to buy in this quiet, peaceful 
country village in 35 years. Wailea is a wee, still-intact, plantation village, with about 12 
households which have seen very little change, a �eeting �ashback in time. 

Eunsoo Robin Cho (Cinematographer) is an award-winning cinematographer born and 
raised in Seoul, Korea. Eunsoo’s most recent project is the South Korean feature �lm, "Love,
Lies.” Eunsoo is a fellow of the Talent Campus at Berlinale and Project:Involve at Film 
Independent. She received her MFA from the University of Southern California School of 
Cinematic Arts.

Jose Asuncion (Cinematographer) is an award-winning �lmmaker whose works have aired 
on AMC, MTV3, The Documentary Channel, PBS and garnered honors from the Academy 
of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, as well as the Academy of Television Arts and Sciences. 
He earned his M.F.A. in Film Production from the USC School of Cinematic Arts in 2008 
and was a fellow in Film Independent’s Documentary Labs.

Sung-Rok Choi (Sound Design) has worked with the top �lm directors in South Korea, 
including Park Chan-Wook, Hong Sang-Soo, and Bong Joon-Ho. Sung-Rok and Chris have 
collaborated on numerous projects over the years.
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CREDITS

Featuring:

Alex Zhang Hungtai as Alex
Akiko Masuda as Akiko
Kinuko Arakaki as Herself
Phoenix Yamashiro as Himself
Easten Tanimoto as Himself
Steve Iwamoto as Grandpa Migita
Robbie Kane as Grandma Migita
Akemi Bischo� as Alex’s mother
Ciara Lacy as Post O�ce Worker

Written and Directed by Christopher Makoto Yogi
Produced by Sarah S. Kim
Executive Produced by Chris Choi, Cris Clatte, Sarah S. Kim, James Sereno, Joshua Strickland
Co-Produced by Co-Creative Studios, Vince Keala Lucero

Director of Photography Eunsoo Cho
Additional Cinematography by José Asunción
Assistant Camera Seulki Kim
Edited by Christopher Makoto Yogi
Production Sound by José Asunción, Easten Tanimoto, Tom Visser
Sound Design and Mix by Sung Rok Choi
Visual E�ects by Uladzimir Taukachou, Valeriy Nabilskiy
Legal Counsel William Kwok

Original Music by Alex Zhang Hungtai
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PRESS

VARIETY REVIEW
https://variety.com/2018/�lm/reviews/august-at-akikos-review-1202695077/
“Cool and calming as a summer sea breeze”
“Its breezy, benevolent warmth stays with you after its immediate details begin to fade.”
“A soul-deep love letter to a state that Hollywood tends to more glibly romanticize”

THE GUARDIAN
https://www.theguardian.com/�lm/2018/feb/11/sundance-now-rotterdam-streaming-i�r-unleashed-festival-gems

“Beguiling Hawaiian reverie”

THE NEW YORKER
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/richard-brody/highlights-from-the-2018-maryland-�lm-festival
“Transcendently inventive”
“Yet another bold proof of the �rst-shot principle, the notion that many great �lms can 
be recognized as such from their opening images”
“As for Yogi, he may not play the saxophone but he plays the cinema”

BLOGGERS
https://www.splicetoday.com/moving-pictures/the-silent-power-of-august-at-akiko-s
“August at Akiko’s is a trance-inducing vision.”

https://review�lmreview.wordpress.com/2018/08/24/august-at-akikos-2018/
“Nothing short of transcendent.”

https://aarspace.wordpress.com/2018/02/04/august-at-akikos/
“Christopher Makoto Yogi’s storytelling is so organic and understated, yielding an honest, 
richly inhabited cinematic experience.”

LETTERBOXD REVIEWS
https://letterboxd.com/�lm/august-at-akikos/

“A singularly patient and quiet revelation with Lynchian traumas bubbling underneath. 
Great performances by both leads, and the ending is an amazing jazz ri� on 
Apichatpong-level self re�ection and transformation. See it if you can.”

“AUGUST AT AKIKO'S purposefully does not abide by the mainstream American movie 
standards of Hollywood or for that matter, Western cinema, which has seldom portrayed 
Asians and Asian diaspora in an accurate or even �attering light... AUGUST AT AKIKO'S is the 
epitome of melting the barrier between audience and �lm, and that's an experience I'm 
particularly grateful for”
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AUGUST AT AKIKO’S, ONE YEAR LATER
From Chris’ Blog: https://www.nahwave.com/news/2018/8/27/august-at-akikos-one-year-later

August 27, 2018

      “The quality that we call beauty … must always grow from 
      the realities of life, and our ancestors, forced to live in dark rooms, 
      presently came to discover beauty in shadows, ultimately to guide 
      shadows toward  beauty’s ends.”  
        — Junichiro Tanizaki, In Praise of Shadows

      One year ago, I and a band of merry �lm pranksters boarded 
      an interisland �ight from O‘ahu to the Big Island of Hawai‘i. 
      We would spend over a month in the jungles of eastern Hawai‘i 
      Island, cut o� from the world around us, living and breathing 
all shades of green. The goal was to return with a feature �lm, but little did I know that I would have one of 
the most transformative creative experiences of my life -- one that not only would make me fall in love with 
�lmmaking again, but would open my heart and my mind, and glimpse a new creative path forward.

Wailea Village, Nīnole, and Hāmākua -- when my producer Sarah and I visited these old plantation towns 
a year earlier on a location scout trip for another �lm in development, I Was a Simple Man, something 
stirred deep within me; the feelings of déjà vu were overwhelming. Akiko, our host at Akiko's Buddhist 
BnB, where we were staying, told me that people often felt this when they arrived at this area of Hawai‘i 
Island. There is mana in these parts, she said.

Months later, back in Honolulu, I was doing some ancestral research on my family and I discovered that 
my great-great-grandfather on my mother's side landed in Nīnole when he immigrated from Japan at 
the turn of the 20th century. My great-grandmother, who I only remember as a smiling, wheelchair-bound 
old lady with swollen feet, was born in Hāmākua. This �oored me: this area that had shook my insides was 
where my family �rst planted their roots when immigrating from Japan. I had no idea. Years later, the 
story goes, they would abruptly �ee the island in the middle of the night, escaping to O‘ahu for reasons 
that no one knows. My great-grandmother would talk of being a little girl woken in the middle of the 
night then absconding without her belongings -- the image of her doll's clothing still hanging on the 
laundry lines seared into her adult mind.

A month or so later, I then discovered that my grandmother on my father's side was also from Nīnole. 
A �erce woman, valedictorian of her high school, tennis champ, my grandmother loomed large in my 
youth and I loved her dearly. For whatever reason, she too spoke very little of her time on Hawai‘i Island, 
of her childhood in Nīnole. Her life story started after she left Hawai‘i Island for Maui.

Upon discovering that both sides of my family had unspoken histories on this island, I knew that I 
needed to return to this place that was so shrouded in familial mystery.
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When I �rst asked Alex Zhang Hungtai if he'd like to return home to collaborate with me on a project 
on Hawai‘i Island, he talked to me about his experiences in Beirut. He said that he could feel 
the historical trauma in the ground, that it was there beneath his feet, and even though everyone 
around him went about their lives as if it wasn't there, he could feel it was there, always.

I knew then that this was what I wanted our �lm to explore: the ways in which historical trauma, 
colonial trauma, remains in the land. Nature as a concept not detached from history and family but instead 
interconnected, enmeshed with everything. More than this, I had a feeling that the �lm wasn't only going 
to be about pain and trauma, but also about the ways in which this historical pain can ultimately become 
the wellspring of creativity and ecstatic joy.

On a personal level, ancestral trauma is a strange thing. Born in Honolulu, the city, I am often haunted 
by previous generations, the ones who immigrated and toiled on the plantations. I have reaped the 
bene�ts of their labor, while never fully confronting their forgotten histories. I’ve heard the familial 
whispers: multiple suicides, mental institutionalization, severe addiction, and violent abuse. But as 
is the case in Asian culture these things were not things spoken of or shared. I sometimes dream of these 
faceless ancestors, watching me, and I’m unsure of whether they are protecting me or judging me 
for my ignorance.

      “They abandoned their bureaucratic and social identities 
      to assume their magical identities.” 
        — Alejandro Jodorowsky, Psychomagic

      There were �ve of us living in a small plantation home at 
      Akiko's BnB. I was furiously rereading Bresson's Notes on a 
      Cinematograph and Junichiro Tanizaki's In Praise of Shadows. 
      Alex introduced me to Alejandro Jodorowsky's Psychomagic 
      and we discussed using theater and poetry to reveal hidden 
      identities. These three books would form the philosophical base 
of our work. I wanted the �lm to be bold, but with a sense of childlike play and wonder. I wanted us to 
embrace chance, embrace surreality, and embrace the imperfect. Punk, zen, and mother nature, as one.

Together we lived as a family, taking turns cooking meals, meditating at the crack of dawn, then spending 
our days exploring, listening to the people, the forests, the wind. Ideas came fast and furious from Akiko, 
from Alex, from our DPs Eunsoo and José, from Sarah our producer, from Easten our sound man -- 
we explored them all in a deeply collaborative process.

I began to see the �lm as a river and we were riding it. Wherever it took us is where we would go. Months 
later I would come across an old zen saying that trying to �nd nirvana is like "looking for the ox while 
riding the ox". This is how I now feel about �lmmaking.
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        Randy Takaki is an artist whose art I have deep 
        respect for. He had died a year earlier but we 
        had been in contact with his family and they 
        graciously said that we could come and shoot 
        his studio, untouched since his death. We weren't 
        sure what we were going to get, but I loved his 
        work so I wanted to see it. The shoot didn't go 
        well, we didn't get much of anything -- but I know 
        that Randy was there. And I don't think he was 
        happy that we were in his studio. Easten later 
        said that he had heard disembodied voices in 
his headphones. Doors slammed on us, unprovoked. Before we left, Mrs. Takaki, Randy's mother, grabbed 
me by my face and looked deep into my eyes "looking for ghosts", then started weeping. This was about 
halfway through our shoot and I spent the rest of the time questioning if I was alive, or not.

      
        Mr. Howard Pe‘a and his family hold a monthly 
        meeting called Ho‘oponopono, a traditional 
        practice passed down from indigenous teachers 
        in which Uncle Howard leads his students through 
        personal forgiveness and healing. He began 
        doing this work with incarcerated and 
        institutionalized Hawaiians and now shares
        the teaching with all who are willing to re�ect 
        and learn. Akiko invited Sarah and me to 
        participate in one of these sessions. Sitting under 
        a tent outside of Uncle Howard's home, next to 
his taro farm, his dogs sleeping next to our feet, we ate potluck food and listened. In his powerful yet jolly 
way, Uncle Howard spoke to us about the island's history and the blood that �owed through our veins. 
Sarah and I found the Pe‘a family so generous and moving that we decided that we wanted to �lm a 
session with Alex sitting in. 

The scene didn't make the �nal cut of the �lm (a lot of wonderful scenes did not), but Uncle Howard's 
teachings course through the �lm. I realized that this �lm was not just a �lm, but a form of ho‘oponopono 
itself and would ultimately become cinematic space for personal re�ection. If you as an audience member 
are willing to come open, slow down, to look inward, then we would provide a space for quiet and healing. 
A space to think and wait. To �nd meaning in silence and the mundane. To maybe drift o� to sleep. To give 
you an opportunity to empathize with a tree, a rock, a frog.
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      “Don’t run after poetry. It penetrates unaided through 
      the ellipses.” 
        — Robert Bresson, Notes on a Cinematograph

      There are so many more stories like these. Every morning, I 
      woke up with such overwhelming gratitude that I felt like 
      crying. I was thankful for the process, for my team, for the 
      people we met. Any work of art is an expression of a collective 
      consciousness and the process in which it is made, and 
      because we remained curious, open to our senses, our unknown 
memories, I could feel then that we had something special. Something di�erent. The �lm's journey into the 
world is only just beginning, and I hope it lives a long life, but what I will hold onto are those six weeks, 
one year ago, where we all abandoned our ritual selves in order to inhabit our magical selves; where we 
learned to stop, look, and listen; where we asked of the island, and she answered.


