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Things could’ve turned out very differently 

for singer-songwriter Yuna. When the then 

24-year-old was faced with the pivotal de-

cision between practicing law or pursuing 

her creative ambitions full-time, she turned 

to her family for guidance. “I told them I 

was going to be a lawyer because I thought 

that’s what I was supposed to,” she says 

while sipping a generous mug of coffee 

at her home in LA. “And they said to me, 

‘Don’t waste your time, Yunalis. Do some-

thing different: Do what you love.’” 

Giving their only child the green light to 

embark on a less-than-conventional career 

in a foreign land wasn’t an easy decision for 

her parents, but Yuna heeded their advice, 

forfeited the world of litigation and dou-

bled down on her efforts at breaking into 

the music industry. Since then, she’s secured 

a record deal with US-based Fader Label, 

traded the tropical weather of her native 

Malaysia for the equally sunny climes of 

Southern California and has released three 

successful studio albums with a fourth in the 

works. “People were surprised that I want-

ed to risk everything I had back home to 

move to the States, and it was really scary 

diving into the unknown,” says Yuna, now 

29. “But I was hungry for something new.  

It was something I had to do.” 

Born Yunalis Mat Zara’ai and raised in 

the Subang Jaya district of Kuala Lumpur, 

Malaysia’s bustling capital city, Yuna’s child-

hood was steeped in music. As a kid, her 

mother would shepherd her to auditions 

while her father—a lawyer and Ameri-

can-music aficionado—took her to studio 

jam sessions and taught her how to play 

the guitar. Despite her natural talent, Yuna 

decided to emulate her father and charted 

a course bound for the high courts of Ma-

laysia. But she soon realized that something 

wasn’t quite clicking. “I went to hearings 

and court proceedings and spent so much 

time in document rooms where it’s just files 

after files after files of black, white, brown 

and the odd pink highlighter,” she says. To 

counter the monochromatic legal grind, 
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Malaysian singer-songwriter Yuna now may live on the 

opposite side of the globe, but she’s determined to evolve 

while staying true to the cultural roots that got her to 

Hollywood in the first place.

On a Grander Scale

Left: Even though her location is constantly 
changing and her sound is evolving, Yuna focuses 
on remaining resolutely herself. “People are 
smart—they can tell if you’re faking it,” she says. 
“I don’t really know how to be someone else. 
What you see me doing on stage, that’s me.” She 
wears a turtleneck by Sandro, jacket by COS and 
jewelry by Annie Costello Brown.
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Yuna began writing songs at the age of 19 

as a creative outlet and started making mu-

sic seriously during her final year of college.

After getting her start performing for 

smaller audiences at jazz cafés and indie 

rock concerts, Yuna established a solid lo-

cal fan base. Within a couple of years, she 

was selling out televised performances to 

crowds in the thousands and had devel-

oped a fervent international digital follow-

ing. “I had fans from Paris and South Caro-

lina listening to my songs online, and I was 

like, ‘What? Someone from Minneapolis is 

listening to me?’” Her soon-to-be manag-

er was also an internet listener and made a 

beeline for her hometown to sign her. 

At first, Yuna was skeptical. She had a 

strong and supportive following in Malay-

sia, and though it was thrilling that peo-

ple from far-flung locations were listening, 

she was apprehensive about leaving the 

comfort and security of her home country 

(not to mention the safety net of a law ca-

reer). When she finally decided to take the 

plunge and move to Hollywood at the urg-

ing of her parents, she found that adjusting 

wasn’t as straightforward as cramming for 

her final exams. Cultural differences aside, 

Yuna was quickly thrust into a host of unfa-

miliar situations regarding her music career, 

such as working with different producers 

and having infinitely more voices chiming 

in on the direction her path should take.  

For someone who had always written her 

own music, this proved to be a challenge. 

“I didn’t necessarily have the confidence in 

my sound and in myself that I do now. I had 

to catch up and adapt really, really fast. But 

that’s my personality: I like challenges and 

being scared of things,” she says.

Yuna credits growing up in Malaysia’s 

unique cultural environment and the sup-

portive atmosphere nurtured by her parents 

as instrumental to her growth. The sense of 

discipline, friendliness and courteousness 

that she embodies are characteristics deep-

ly ingrained into the cultural fabric of her 

homeland. “We’re very low-key; Malaysians 

aren’t out there, and I think I have a lot 

of that in me too,” she says. It’s this quiet 

sense of self-assurance that’s allowed her 

to gracefully sidestep the Hollywood party 

scene—one that’s riddled with the kind of 

late-night soirees that aren’t Yuna’s deal. 

“Being in Hollywood, I try to find a 

balance that goes with my character,” 

Yuna says. “I don’t drink. I don’t smoke.  

I don’t do drugs. I’m not really a party ani-

mal. That’s just who I am, and I want to be 

able to showcase that.” She’s never felt 

any pressure to emulate the larger-than-life  

personalities that dominate the entertain-

ment industry and instead prefers a quiet 

night in over a raucous post-gig after-party. 

“People are smart—they can tell if you’re 

faking it. I don’t really know how to be 

someone else. What you see me do on 

stage, that’s me,” she says. “We shouldn’t 

be so easily influenced by other people. I 

was raised to be that way.”

Although she’s maintained her laid-back 

personality, Yuna’s overcome her timid na-

ture when it comes to standing up for her 

creative vision. “I’m not afraid to speak my 

mind now. This is my thing: I want to be able 

to sing what I want to sing and say what I 

want to say and not have people force- 

feeding me lyrics. I don’t want to be a ra-

dio,” she says. When it comes to lifestyle 

choices, Yuna sticks to her guns, but she’s 

also committed to challenging herself to 

develop as a performer—on her own terms. 

Acknowledging the volatile nature 

of the mainstream music world, Yuna has 

worked up the courage to diversify her 

sound in an effort to safeguard her longev-

ity. “I was a purist who didn’t want to add 

any hip-hop beats or anything that would 

compromise my acoustic sound, because I 

was scared of what people would say about 

me,” she admits. “But now I don’t give a 

damn. There’s so much more for me to ex-

plore—both musically and in life. I can’t stay 

the same. I have to grow and keep evolv-

ing.” For her forthcoming album, she’s col-

laborating with a hip-hop producer who’s 

worked with the likes of Miguel and Jhené 

Aiko, which is strides away from her pop 

and jazz upbringing. “It’s very urban and 

beat-driven, but it’s still ‘Yuna,’” she says. 

“It’s really hard, but I try to evolve while 

staying true to myself at the same time.” 

Another aspect of her identity that Yuna 

has protectively held on to is her religion. 

“I’m a Muslim girl. I don’t hide it and I’m 

not vague about it, but that’s just one part 

of who I am,” she says. “I think the world 

is ready for more diversity and should em-

brace it.” She’s proud to be a role model 

and ambassador for her faith and views this 

as less of a burden and more of an innate 

responsibility. But that doesn’t mean that 

she hasn’t been met with certain challeng-

es. “I try to evolve, but I can’t exactly go 

anywhere with my image,” she says of her 

conservative fashion choices and the hijabs 

she uses to cover her hair in public. “Oth-

er performers can re-create themselves by 

changing their hair or how they dress, but I 

only have my sound. I can’t really play with 

the shock factor, and I don’t want to. That’s 

just not me as a person.” She’s also found 

some media outlets are quick to put her in a 

box or classify her music solely based on her 

religious beliefs. “It gets complicated when 

people label me as a Muslim pop star, be-

cause my beliefs have everything to do with 

me as a person but nothing to do with my 

music,” she says. 

Yuna has now grown accustomed to the 

rhythm of a life lived between continents. 

Though her family still lives in Malaysia, 

her career is firmly anchored in LA where 

she’s fostered a close-knit community. 

When she gets some downtime she often  

heads back to Kuala Lumpur, but if she can’t 

make it across the Pacific, she gets her fill 

of Malaysian food like roti canai and mee 

goreng at The Grove in West Hollywood. “I 

miss Malaysia in general when I’m away,” 

she says. “Other than my family, I probably 

miss my neighborhood the most.” Back in 

Subang Jaya, Yuna runs two businesses: 

November Culture, a boutique that sells a 

line of hijabs that Yuna designs herself, and 

a terrarium store that she started with her 

mother. “Malaysia is my home home—it’s 

private, it’s very personal and it’s family,” 

she says. And while Yuna’s career in LA 

shows no signs of slowing down, it’s com-

forting for her to know that her greatest 

support system (and a traditional home-

cooked meal) is a mere plane ride away. 

Above: Yuna recalls the beginnings of her career as a performer: “I was opening for this huge indie rock 
band in Malaysia and their fans were like, ‘Who is this girl?’ Coming from that, I feel like I’m okay—I can 
take a couple of strangers in the audience.” She wears a turtleneck by Pari Desai, tunic by COS, coat by 
Archi and jewelry by Annie Costello Brown.



Left: Since moving to the States, Yuna’s audience has grown along with her confidence. “I usually don’t 
get stage fright anymore,” she says. “If I’m performing in front of 5,000 people in a stadium I do, but 
some of my first performances were in jazz cafés for 50 people.” She wears a top and dress by Pari Desai 
and necklace by Crescioni.
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