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can take that same ukulele, with its four 
strings and its limited range of just two oc-
taves, and produce a spot-on instrumental 
rendition of the classic rock-classical opera 
collision that is Queen’s “Bohemian Rhap-
sody.” And the fact that Jake Shimabukuro, 
now 35 , can do that, has earned him moni-
kers like   “the ukulele’s Jimi Hendrix” and 

“the ukulele’s equivalent of Segovia, Django, 
Stanley Jordan, Leo Kottke and John Mayer 

… all rolled into one.”
You would be forgiven for thinking that 

sounds ridiculous. Even if you did, Shima-
bukuro still wouldn’t care.

“I’m not offended by people who don’t 
take the ukulele seriously,” he says from the 
Hono lulu airport, where, just after daybreak, 
the Hawaii native will depart for a series of 
performances that will take him from Cali-
fornia to North Carolina. “I love it, actually. 
One of the best things about being a touring 
ukulele player is that people have such low 
expectations.”

Well, not everyone has low expectations. 
Certainly not the tens of thousands who 
snapped up Shimabukuro’s 2011 album, 
Peace Love Ukulele , which debuted at No. 1 
on the Billboard World Albums Chart. And 
not the 10 million people who have watched 
Shimabukuro’s mesmerizing rendition of 
George Harrison’s “While My Guitar  Gent ly 
Weeps” on YouTube. That performance, 
recorded in 2006 for a New York TV show 
called Ukulele Disco and uploaded soon af-
ter, launched Shimabukuro’s career out of 
Honolulu co7 ee shops and onto stages and 
recording studios all over the world. He has 
toured with Jimmy Buffet, played along-
side Cyndi Lauper, and recorded with both 
Bela Fleck, the acclaimed banjo virtuoso, 
and  Yo-Yo Ma, arguably the world’s great-
est  cellist. “I really owe everything to the 
Internet,” Shimabukuro says. “I wouldn’t be 
where I am today if not for YouTube.”

Where he is today is at the lead of a grow-
ing ukulele movement that owes everything 

to the Internet as well. Thou-
sands of ukulele hobbyists have 
uploaded their best efforts to 
YouTube, and ukulele blogs 
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little four-stringed ukulele. 
Jake Shimabukuro does not 
care. Feel free to call it a 

child’s toy. Even though his is an expensive 
custom-made model, he’d agree. After all, 
he started playing when he was a child. His 
mother gave him his fi rst instrument — a toy 

— when he was 4. Hooked from the fi rst notes, 
he couldn’t put the thing down. His parents 
had to pry it from his hands just to get him to 
come to the dinner table or do his homework.

If it had been any other stringed instru-
ment — a violin, a cello, maybe even a zither 

— they might have called him a prodigy. But 
they didn’t, because just about anyone, even 
a 4-year-old, can quickly learn to make a 
ukulele produce a simple, jan-
gly, harmonic chord that nicely 
backs up a singer’s melody.

Not just anyone, however, 
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Though ukulele sensation
JAKE SHIMABUKURO just 

wants to make people smile 
with his music, his singular 

talent has music fans taking 
him — and his instrument 

— very seriously.
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now abound, as do ukulele apps that help 
novices learn their instruments and keep 
them in tune. Popular musicians are in on 
the trend too. Everyone from pop-country 
princess Taylor Swift to indie darlings 
Beirut to grunge guru Eddie Vedder have 
recorded songs prominently featuring uku-
leles. Vedder even made the instrument the 
centerpiece of his last album, titled, simply, 
Ukulele Songs. As a result, ukulele sales are 
soaring. The National Association of Music 
Merchants says ukuleles now account for 
more than 3 percent of all so-called “fretted 
instrument” sales, with 600,000 ukuleles 
being purchased annually at a total cost of 
about $42 million, up from $33 million in 
2009. Shimabukuro can be credited for a lot 
of those sales.

“Jake, and YouTube in general, have been 
great at generating excitement for the uku-
lele,” says Russ Hayes, founder and propri-
etor of Sound Uke, a retail ukulele shop in 
Lakewood, Wash. “But Jake is key because 
he is showing the capability of such a humble 
and basic instrument. I think that gives folks 
hope that they, too, can do great things with 
the ukulele.”

Great things, maybe. But “Bohemian 
Rhapsody” or Leonard Cohen’s “Hallelujah” 
or classical piano compositions? No. Only 
Shimabukuro does that. Though he may be 
best known for covering everyone from Mi-
chael Jackson to Adele, Shimabukuro com-
poses much of his own music and doesn’t 
limit himself to any one style. “Growing up 
I was a big fan of Bruce Lee,” he says, “and 
he embraced all styles of martial arts. So I 
remember saying to myself, ‘If Bruce Lee 
played the ukulele, how would he approach 
the instrument?’ That’s why I embrace all 
styles of music.”

There’s another reason Shimabukuro 
doesn’t limit himself, and it has to do with 
something the ukulele virtuoso can’t do: 
sing.

“I’m a terrible singer,” he says. “Tradi-
tionally when you’d play the ukulele, you 
would strum the chord and you would sing a 
song. But when I started, because I couldn’t 
sing, no one could recognize the song I was 
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MUSIC NOW YOU KNOW: In 2009, Shimabukuro 
 performed in front of the Queen of England.

playing. So at a young age I decided I had to 
find a way to strum the chord and play the 
melody — the part you’d normally sing — at 
the same time.”

Shimabukuro plays the instrument 
with a strumming technique that can be 
both fast and loud — which a rock guitar-
ist might call “shredding” — and slow and 

quiet.  Sometimes simultaneously. On “Let’s 
Dance,” a flamenco tune he composed, he 
uses both techniques, slapping the strings 
at the base of the instrument with one hand 
and gently plucking the strings along the 
neck of the ukulele with the other. Close 
your eyes, and the resulting sound is as if 
two guitars were playing. Open your eyes, 

Frequent American Way contributor JOSEPH GUINTO is 
now in the market for a ukulele. And world peace.

and you see the other thing that’s made 
Shimabukuro a draw: He’s intense. The-
atrical. Typically dressed like a rocker, in 
jeans and a graphic T-shirt, Shimabukuro 
does everything one of those guys might do 
except for smashing apart his instrument at 
the end of the performance.

“In Hawaii there have always been people 
who could play the ukulele really well and in 
a similar style to Jake,” says Ryan Esaki, who 
runs a website out of Hawaii called Ukulele 
Underground. “But the di!erence with Jake 
is that when he performs, he exudes so much 
passion for the instrument you can feel his 
energy just being in the audience.”

That passion is palpable not just when 
Shimabukuro plays but also when he talks 
about the ukulele. He’s something of an 
evangelist for the instrument, claiming that 
the world would be a better place if every-
one played the ukulele. “I know that sounds 
funny,” he says in a laid-back, Hawaii-meets-
hippie accent. “But it’s so true. The ukulele is 
the instrument of peace. You can’t possibly 
be angry when you’re strumming a ukulele. 
You have to smile when you play it and when 
you hear it. It brings happiness to people.”

Laughs, too. The ukulele is not just the 
instrument of peace; it’s also one of comedy. 
In the 1960s, Tiny Tim famously parlayed a 
falsetto singing voice and a twangy ukulele 
into a career. Today, comedy and the ukulele 
still go together: In California, a band called 
the Ooks of Hazzard has become famous 
for its goo"all performances, and halfway 
around the world from there, a group called 
the Ukulele Orchestra of Great Britain is 
noted for its intentionally absurd shows that 
feature musicians in formal wear playing 
such compositions as the theme from Shaft 
all on ukuleles. Now, how are you supposed 
to take the instrument seriously after wit-
nessing something like that?

Shimabukuro, who has an album due out 
in October and a PBS documentary about his 
life that will air in 2013, still doesn’t care. “I 
love that the ukulele is not intimidating,” 
he says. “If most people think of it as a toy, 
I embrace that because I think that people 
should not be afraid of music and of trying 
to play music for themselves. I could sit with 
a person for three minutes and I could teach 
them a whole song on a ukulele. It is that easy 
to play.” 
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