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Preface 

 
“As a dancer you’re painting a picture. You put 

into motion our oral history.” 

CECILIA KAWAIOKAWA‘AWA‘A AKIM (2003),  

P. 52. 

 
The present study is dedicated to hula ‘ōlapa. This highly esteemed performance 
practice from Hawaii is rooted in a long standing tradition and culture of Polyne-
sian origin. Hula performance was transmitted from teacher to student strictly 
via oral and performative means. In contrast to European culture pre-contact 
Hawaiian culture did not cultivate writing. No written accounts were in use. 

In order to ensure historical continuity in cultures based on orality, it needs 
specific cultural techniques and requirements. In Hawaiian culture of Polynesian 
origin (kanaka maoli) historical transmission of cultural and particularly histori-
cal knowledge takes place by elaborate means of stylization, effective by shap-
ing decisively both the practice of body gesture and the vocal rendition of oral 
genealogies, stories and epics. The cultural practice of stylization has been de-
veloped by groups of cultural specialists who strictly passed down their 
knowledge from generation to generation. On Hawaii an elaborate oral culture 
emerged through many centuries based on a living and still ongoing tradition. To 
adhere to principles of stylization ensures continuity of cultural knowledge. The 
continuous implementation of stylized means of embodiment is the key in the 
process of practicing and transmitting the Hawaiian tradition of hula and chant. 
Creative variation is part of that process. 

The current publication seeks to uncover core aspects of Hawaiian perfor-
mance tradition based on practices of stylized embodiment, a means and a pow-
erful tool to engender and to transmit embodied knowledge. The approach of re-
search is based on a micro-analytical study of hula ‘ōlapa performance practice. 
This study draws on a wide range of disciplines taking in to account German, 
European, and international Performance Studies, Gestalt-Theory, the discourse 
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on Interart Aesthetics, and the Anthropology of the Senses fostered by David 
Howes. 

Practice as research places in this case study a main source of academic writ-
ing and theory building about hula ‘ōlapa performance practice. The perspective 
of practice as research as outlined in this study is based on the reflection of em-
bodied knowledge, which I as the researcher gained through a long term training 
process of hula ’olapa on Hawaii and in Europe. The long term immersion into 
traditional principles of performance transmission is the key that enables to re-
flect and to write about embodied knowledge thereby discussing the inherited 
sense of the world and related aesthetics expressed and experienced through per-
formance. A process of transformation of the self is inevitably part of this proce-
dure of research. The approach of practice as research as proposed in this study 
is closely linked to studies of dance and theatre traditions from Asian countries. 
In the later case, the perpetuation of stylized embodiment is likewise intrinsically 
part of traditional performing art forms and related techniques of transmission. 

Cultural continuity and development in the history of Europe is tied to the 
impact of principles based on literacy, “the Mittel der Schrift” in German terms. 
The possibility to fix and to transmit tradition by means of writing ensures in 
these cultures historical continuity. This is the fundamental difference to oral 
transmission of culture. Hawaiian culture of Polynesian origin is one form of 
oral culture, which guarantees vivid continuity of tradition by elaborate stylized 
performances through means of embodied knowledge and its ongoing perpetua-
tion from one generation to the next 

I strongly recommend that theater studies at university level in Germany and 
else were takes steps toward research that queries oral traditions and related cul-
tures. Approaches that focus on Asian and Pacific traditions of performance 
practices have become part of academic programs in the US and recently in the 
UK. Fundamental to this research perspective on orality and stylized perfor-
mance practices is to implement courses on performance practices from various 
oral traditions as part of the regular curriculum of theatre studies. 
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Introduction 

 
 
 
Hula ‘ōlapa, a traditional Hawaiian performing art practice, epitomizes a per-
formance aesthetic of the senses based on a delicate combination of chanted oral 
poetry, percussion, and stylized means of embodiment. 
 
The stated perspective on hula ‘ōlapa refers to a quote of kumu hula Maiki Aiu 
Lake saying that hula is: “The art of Hawaiian dance expressing all that we see, 
hear, smell, taste, touch and feel.”1 The statement has been a leading guideline of 
the late hula master kumu hula John Keola Lake, whom I studied with as a regu-
lar hula student at his traditionally run hula school on O‘ahu, Hawai‘i (1997- 
2001). During class kumu hula John Lake recurrently cited the quote of his 
teacher kumu hula Maiki Aiu Lake thereby orally transmitting to his students the 
stated aesthetic understanding of hula. The above stated performance aesthetic 
claim of hula represents a central principle of hula ‘ōlapa performance. Taking 
the lead artistic claim of the hula masters into account I question whether hula 
performance brings into focus the oscillating effect of multi-layered sense expe-
rience which may ideally trigger an experience of aesthetic delight, called “le‘a”2 
in Hawaiian terminology. 

                                                             
1 This quote of kumu hula Maiki Aiu Lake is found in print in the book written by Rita 

Ariyoshi (1998): Hula is Life, Honolulu/Hong Kong: Maiki Aiu Building Corpora-

tion, p. 75. This publication is dedicated to Maiki Aiu Lake’s artistic work and her 

biliography as a hula master. Maiki Aiu Lake is considered to be a pioneer in the re-

vival of traditional hālau and hula practice and the development of the Hawaiian re-

naissance and cultural movement, that emerged on Hawai‘i during the 60s of the 20th 

century. 

2 According to the Hawaiian Dictionary “le‘a” denotes: 1. nvs. Joy, pleasure, happiness, 

merriment; sexual gratification, orgasm; pleasing, gay, delightful, happy, merry; 
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Hula ‘ōlapa is more than a dance to music and chant. Hula ‘ōlapa configures 
an art form of its own. I propose as part of my performance analytical work that 
the performative, referential as well as aesthetic quality of hula arises as an 
emergent in-between situation engendered through an ephemeral constellation of 
organized non-congruent aspects of multiple artistic means – the fleeting, multi-
dimensional confluence of body gesture, the sound of percussion, and chanted 
poetry. My research endeavor reflects upon several inter-relating levels of per-
formance organization analyzing performative, referential as well as aesthetic 
dimensions. Respectively, my aim is to develop a performance analytical ap-
proach that queries the initial claim that traditional hula epitomizes a perfor-
mance aesthetic of the senses. 

The recent debate on interart aesthetics and concepts such as intermediality 
offer theoretical and methodological perspectives to conceptualize interdepend-
encies of heterogeneous performance material and its aesthetic effect relevant to 
my own performance analytical research on Hawaiian hula ‘ōlapa performance 
practice. Core questions are concerned with heterogeneity of combined 
materialities in performance and the notion of “structures of difference” on one 
hand, and issues of degrees of convergence and processes of transgression be-
tween divergent performance materialities on the other hand. The question is 
how various performance materialities are framed and organized in sequence and 
synchrony? What are the interlinking features of such heterogeneous perfor-
mance practice? How to describe the convergent effects of aesthetic experiences 
which are triggered by framed means of performance materiality and their com-
binations in the process of performance? 

Performative means of framing, stylization, and multi-sensory experience 
designate crucial concepts of my methodological framework that guide my sys-
tematic interest to describe interdependencies of heterogeneous performance ma-
terial – percussive sound, words, and body motion – and the sensory impact that 

                                                                                                                                  
delighted, pleased. Cf. manawale‘a. ho‘o.le‘a. To cause pleasure, joy; to praise, 

please, delight, extol; praising, eulogistic. Ha‘i‘ōlelo ho‘ole‘a, eulogistic speech. ‘Ehā 
kaukani ho‘i i ho‘ole‘a iā Iēhowa me nā mea kani a‘u i hana ai i mea ho‘ole‘a (1 Oihn. 

23.5), four thousand then praised Jehovah with the playing instruments I made as 

praising things. (PEP leka). 2. vs. Clearly, perfectly, thoroughly, successfully, Cf. 

kāle‘a, kūle‘a. Ha’i le‘a, to describe fully and clearly; one skilled in clear, full 

explanation. Holo le‘a, to progress smoothly, successfully. ‘Ike le‘a, to see clearly. 

Maopopo le‘a, obvious, clearly evident. Mo‘a le‘a, thoroughly cooked. 3. (Cap.) n. 

The zenith star Arcturus. Also Hōkū-le‘a. See Pukui, Mary Kawena/Elbert, Samuel H. 

(eds.) (1986): Hawaiian Dictionary, 6th ed., Honolulu: UP of Hawai‘i. 
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the confluence of these element combinations have on aesthetic experience. The 
methodological framework reflects upon performance practices applied by hula 
‘ōlapa performers. Stylization designates a crucial performance analytical con-
cept to describe a means of performance practice which closely relates, as I ar-
gue, to the formation of stylized means of body articulation based on extra-daily 
technique. Performative means of framing on the other hand specify principles 
of performance organization that shape and structure the combination of several 
performance elements in sequence and synchrony. Performative means of fram-
ing are based on performance principles transmitted as embodied knowledge. 
They frame, as I argue, a hula composition as a whole. Both, stylization of body 
articulation and performative means of framing engender what I call multi-
sensory experience as part of hula ‘ōlapa performance practice. I discuss these 
stated topics by means of a micro-analytical case study which focuses on one hu-
la repertoire piece called Kaupō ‘Āina. The aim of my analytical endeavor is to 
describe hula ‘ōlapa performance practice as closely as possible. 

In developing my own performance analytical approach I draw methodologi-
cally upon concepts outlined by Erika Fischer-Lichte in her seminal paper on 
Interart Aesthetics (2004), supplementing these with positions from various dis-
ciplines, such as performance and media studies, concepts drawn from a recent 
discourse on intermediality in Germany, frame analytical and interaction-
theoretical considerations developed by Erving Goffman, notions outlined by 
proponents of an anthropology of the senses, aspects drawn from Gestalt-theory 
and visual studies, as well as Asian theater studies. I refer to academic research 
on hula conducted by anthropologists such as Adrian Kaeppler, Elizabeth Tartar, 
and Amy Stillman. I include the work of Ruth Finnegan on oral poetry.  

A main point of reference is my own case study on hula ‘ōlapa that I con-
ducted from 1997 till 2001 on Hawai‘i. I gained the performance knowledge on 
hula ‘ōlapa that I am writing about primarily by means of practice as research. 
Embodiment is the prime mode of this method of inquiry outlined as part of my 
work. 
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1. STUDIES ON TRADITIONAL HAWAIIAN HULA 
 

1.1 A Brief History of Hula and Principle Features of 
Hula ‘Ōlapa Performance Practice 

 
Hula is the generic term to denote a genre of performance practice and an indig-
enous Hawaiian art form that originally developed on the Hawaiian Islands lo-
cated in the Northern hemisphere of the Pacific Ocean. To the present day, tradi-
tional hula embodies and transmits by means of performance practice the oral 
history of Hawai‘i. Hula therefore is central to the perpetuation of Hawaiian cul-
ture. At the courts of the Hawaiian chiefs, hula was practiced as a highly distin-
guished and esteemed form of formal entertainment.3 It was part of the education 
at the courts of the chiefs to excel in the art of hula and oral literature. Depend-
ing on the occasion, hula practices were imparted during ceremonies such as the 
makahiki,4 and at the service of the temples.5 The chiefs were the main sponsors 
of hula and essentially contributed to a vibrant practice of hula on Hawai‘i.6 De-
spite a flourishing hula tradition at the courts, hula was practiced among com-
moners and their families as well.7 Hula pahu and hula ‘āla‘apapa denote two 
distinguished streams of traditional hula.8 They represent treasures of the living 
                                                             
3 See Kaeppler, Adrienne L. (1996): Hula Pahu. Hawaiian Drum Dances, (1993), vol. 1, 

1st repr. Honolulu: Bishop Museum Press, 2 vols., p. 12-13 and p. 230. 

4 The Hawaiian Dictionary’s entry on the term “makahiki” reads as follows: “[...] 2. 

Ancient festival beginning about the middle of October and lasting about four months, 

with sports and religious festivities and taboo in war[...].” See Pukui, Mary Kawe-

na/Elbert, Samuel H. (1986), p. 225. 

5 See Kaeppler, Adrienne L. (1996), p. 6-9 and p. 11. 

6 As an example of chiefly sponsorship of hula I refer to the coronation of King David 

Kalākaua and his wife Queen Kapi‘olani which was held on February 12, 1883. A se-

ries of hula known as the “Queen Kapi‘olani’s lei chants” were composed and per-

formed as part of the coronation’s festivity in honor of Queen Kapi‘olani. See 

Stillman, Amy K. (1996): “Queen Kapi‘olani’s Lei Chants”, published in: The Hawai-

ian History Journal, vol. 30, p. 119-152. 

7 The Beamer family, well known on Hawai‘i, holds a tradition of hula, to name one 

family tradition of hula among others. See Beamer, Nona (1987): Na Mele Hula. A 

Collection of Hawaiian Hula Chants, vol. 1, Laie, Hawai‘i: The Institute of Hawaiian 

Studies/Brigham Young University, ix-x. 

8 Research on hula pahu has been done by Kaeppler (1993), Tartar (1993) and 

Takamine (1994). Takamine compares hula pahu and hula ‘āla‘apapa whereas 
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performance tradition of hula on Hawai‘i. Caretakers of this living tradition have 
been hula masters, known as kumu hula, who passed down their embodied 
knowledge to selected students via rigorous training. The practice of traditional 
hula considerably changed due to colonial impact and the general historical and 
socio-political development of Hawaiian society. Hula was publicly banned for 
many decades of the 19th century. Responsible for this situation was the strong 
influence of the Christian mission on the islands.9 Nevertheless, traditional hula 
practitioners were able to sustain and to adjust their customary practice of hula to 
the conditions that the impact of Western culture placed on them. Hula practi-
tioners integrated Western cultural traits into new ways of rendering hula per-
formance practice. Amy Stillman, a specialist in hula studies, concedes that since 
the 1860s two broad streams of performance practices of hula, termed hula 
‘ōlapa and hula ku‘i, emerged side by side. Stillman summarizes that the distinc-
tion between hula ku‘i and hula ‘ōlapa is determined by the style of presentation. 
 
“In the hula ku‘i (which makes up much of what is called "modern hula" or hula ‘auana in 

the present), Western melodies are sung to the harmonic accompaniment of Western in-

struments such as guitar, ‘ukulele, and piano. In the other performance stream, which 

came to be called hula ‘ōlapa apparently in the early twentieth century, melodies are 

chanted rather than sung, and the rhythmic accompaniment consists entirely of indigenous 

percussive instruments, chief among them the double-gourd ipu, played by a chanter (sep-

arate from dancers) for standing dances, and an array of implements, including slit bam-

boo pu‘ili rattle, feather-decorated ‘uli‘uli rattle, water-worn ‘ili‘ili pebbles, and tapered 

kala‘au sticks, manipulated by dancers (mostly) in seated dances.”10 

 
The use of indigenous percussion instruments and the chanted vocal rendition of 
the mele hula, the piece of poetry which is intrinsically part of any hula reper-
toire piece, designate crucial aspects which define hula ‘ōlapa performance prac-
tice. Hula ku‘i on the other hand is based on Western stringed instruments and 
the use of harmony and singing style to convey the mele hula. Stillman adds that 
both streams of performance practice have nonetheless one aspect in common. 

                                                                                                                                  
Stillman (1998) primarily focuses on the study of hula ‘āla‘apapa and hula develop-

ments since the 1860s. 

9 See Barrère, Dorothy B./Pukui, Mary Kawena/Kelly, Marion (1980): Hula. Historical 

Perspectives. Pacific Anthropological Records. 30, Honolulu: Bishop Museum Press, 

p. 30. 

10 See Stillman, Amy K. (1996): “Queen Kapi‘olani’s Lei Chants”, in: The Hawaiian 

Journal of History, vol. 30, p. 140-141. 
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The piece of poetry, the mele hula, is organized into stanzas of couplets or quat-
rains separated by brief instrumental pattern.11 

During the 1890s, the ruling Hawaiian king Kalākaua instigated a first reviv-
al of public hula performance12 thereby officially disapproving the fact that hula 
was banned due to the influence of Christian morality and values on the islands. 
Hula flourished once again, both traditional and new hula performance practices. 
However, hula lost the Hawaiian governmental and chiefly sponsorship by rea-
son of the US annexation of the Hawaiian Islands in 1898. For many decades 
Hawai‘i was handled as a non self-governing territory to the USA. Hula perfor-
mance was in parts absorbed into the tourist and film industry.13 Traditional hula 
was practiced more or less unnoticed in small circles of Hawaiian families and 
some hula masters did transmitted the embodied tradition of hula under strict 
surveillance to the following generation of hula practitioners.14 Hawai‘i achieved 
US-American statehood in 1959. Fostered by a time of civil unrest during the 
’60s and ’70s and due to tremendous efforts by hula practitioners and supporters, 
hula practice and public performances experienced a second revival, known as 
the second Hawaiian renaissance.15 One important aim of these efforts has been 
to change the highly stigmatized position of hula performance. Practitioners cre-
ated new venues for hula performance geared towards a reassessment of stand-
ards of hula practice and its evaluation according to their own perspective. This 
included the resurgence of hula schools termed “hālau hula.”16 Hālau hula repre-

                                                             
11 Ibid., p. 141. 

12 See Barrère, Dorothy B./Pukui, Mary Kawena/Kelly, Marion (1980), p. 50. 

13 Houston Wong published a critical survey on this subject. See Wong, Houston (1999): 

Displacing Natives. The Rhetorical Production of Hawai‘i, p. 64. 

14 See Kaeppler, Adrienne (1996): Hula Pahu. Hawaiian Drum Dances, vol. 1, (1993) 

1st repr. Honolulu: Bishop Museum Press, 2 vols. Kaeppler’s study distinguishes 

among at least four traditions of hula and representative kumu hula active during the 

early 20th century. The kumu hula and their hula lineages of students discussed in her 

study represent important personalities that secured the perpetuation of traditional hu-

la performance practice during the early 20th century until the development of the 

Hawaiian Renaissance in the ’60s and ’70s of the 20th century. 

15 See Kaepller, Adrienne (1996), p. 227-230. 

16 The term “hālau” denotes, according to the Hawaiian Dictionary “long house, as for 

canoes or hula instruction; meeting house,” see Pukui, Mary Kawena/Elbert, Samuel 

H. (1986), p. 52. 
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sent on Hawai‘i institutions run according to traditional protocol of hula instruc-
tion and transmission techniques.17 

George Naope, a famous and influential kumu hula from the Big Island of 
Hawai‘i, expresses the necessity of self-empowerment of Hawaiians and Hawai-
ian cultural practitioners as follows: “The hula is Hawai‘i. The hula is the history 
of our country. The hula is a story itself if it is done right. And the hula to me is 
the foundation of life. It teaches us how to live, how to be, is the ability to create 
one’s inner feelings and no one else’s.”18 During the early 1960s kumu hula 
George Naope himself was involved to create a new venue to present hula to the 
public, the Merry Monarch Festival, an annually held and large scale hula com-
petition situated on the Big Island. In connection with this new emerging venue 
of hula competition a new set of terms came into use to categorize hula perfor-
mance traditions. “Hula kahiko”19 specifies according to the competition’s cate-
gorization traditional hula, whereas “hula ‘auana” designates so called modern 
hula. The term hula kahiko eclipses at least three streams of traditional hula per-
formance practice: hula pahu, hula ‘āla‘apapa, and hula ‘ōlapa. The second main 
category set up by the committee of the Merry Monarch hula competition is des-
ignated to hula ‘auana which addresses those performance practices so far 
known as hula ku‘i.20 Hula ‘auana implies European stringed music instruments 
and music aesthetics such as harmony, which define the musical set up. Cos-

                                                             
17 See Rita Arioshy’s dedication to kumu hula Maiki Aiu Lake who established as part 

of her own hula school the traditional hālau hula system as the regular framework to 

learn, to practice, and to teach hula. See the forward of the book Hula is Life, (1998), 

p.11-12. 

18 George Naope’s statement (2003) is part of a collection entitled, Hula. Hawaiian 

Proverbs and Inspirational Quotes Celebrating Hula in Hawai‘i, published by Mutual 

Publishing, p.13. 

19 Hula kahiko combines two words. Hula denotes the genre in general while the affix 

“kahiko” specifies hula kahiko in terms of a distinct hula performance practice of old. 

The term kahiko denotes “old, ancient, antique, primitive, long ago, beforehand” to 

follow the Hawaiian Dictionary (1986), p. 112. A discussion on the development of 

hula terminology within the context of hula competitions see Kaeppler, Adrienne L. 

(1996), p. 4., and the essay by Stillman, Amy K. (1996): “Hawaiian Hula Competi-

tions. Event, Repertoire, Performance, Tradition” in: Journal of American Folklore, 

109, no. 434, p. 357 ff. 

20 According to the Hawaiian Dictionary the affix “‘auana” of the compound word hula 

‘auana means, “to wander, drift, ramble, go from place to place; to stray morally or 

mentally. Cf. hula ‘auana,” see Pukui, Mary Kawena/Elbert, Samuel H. (1986), p. 30. 
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tumes incorporate European dressing style. Body posture and gesticulation differ 
distinctly in style from traditional hula. In recent years the terms, hula kahiko 
and hula ‘auana, gained popularity among hula practitioners to differentiate be-
tween traditional and so called modern hula practice. 

In my work I refer to the term hula ‘ōlapa to specify traditional hula perfor-
mance practice which utilizes the percussive instrument called ipu heke and re-
lated traditional techniques of chanting and of hula performance. Doing so, I fol-
low Stillman’s delineation of traditional hula performance practice, which dates 
back to the 19th century as delineated earlier21. I thereby distinguish hula ‘ōlapa 
from hula repertoire and related performance practices that tie into the tradition 
of hula pahu and hula ‘āla‘apapa. The term hula ‘ōlapa has been the designating 
category of traditional hula which has been in use at The World Invitational Hula 
Festival – E Ho‘i Mai I Ka Piko Hula, the venue where I performed Kaupō 
‘Āina, the hula ‘ōlapa repertoire piece and leading analytical subject of my 
study. 

The generic term “hula” denotes a performing art genre as a whole and refers 
to one single composed hula piece at the same time. In case of hula ‘ōlapa the act 
of composing one hula piece involves generating a performance score by inter-
weaving words, percussion, and body motion according to a set of performance 
rules transmitted through a traditionally marked protocol of performance prac-
tice. Kumu hula John Keola Lake emphasized in his teachings that hula compo-
sitions are by definition based on a mele hula, a piece of oral poetry designated 
to function as an integral part of a hula composition. A sole choreography of 
movements thereafter is not considered to be hula. Compositional work is done 
prior to actual performance. Oral and performative modes of transmission of per-
formance provide to hula masters, who are immersed in hula tradition, the 
knowledge to compose hula ‘ōlapa pieces. To consider oral and performative 
principles and rules of performance practice is therefore crucial to my research 
and my understanding about the creative process and the artistic rendition of hu-
la ‘ōlapa compositions as part of an ongoing living tradition of performance 
practice. Hula ‘ōlapa understood as a living tradition of performance practice 
combines both procedures of rigorous training as well as staging public perfor-
mances. The skill of composition according to the protocol of oral traditions im-

                                                             
21 The Hawaiian Dictionary lists as part of the entry on the term ‘ōlapa: […] any dance 

accompanied by chanting, and drumming on a gourd drum.” See Pukui, Mary 

Kawena/Elbert, Samuel H. (1986), p. 283. This designation of the dictionary supports 

Stillman’s distinguished research perspective on the leading performance traits of hula 

‘ōlapa. 
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plies an expertise of performance knowledge including social conventions about 
appropriate style, forms of setting, and classifications of the art socially recog-
nized by cultural practitioners throughout the islands of Hawaii.22 

Each hula ‘ōlapa composition includes a section of oral literature, called 
“mele hula.” A mele hula represents a piece of oral poetry based on “heightened 
language,” following a range of stylistic and formal attributes.23 The term mele 
hula as used in this work denotes in English both the singular and the plural 
mode.24 The subject of the poetry of the mele hula may relate to a wide range of 
topics such as episodes drawn from traditional Hawaiian epics and mythology. 
The poetry of mele hula reflects upon the deeds of mythological and historical 
personalities, historical events as well as culturally significant Hawaiian land 
marks and locations. As I noted earlier, traditional hula on Hawai‘i signifies and 
represents a prime medium to convey and to transmit oral history via perfor-
mance. Hula as a purveyor of Hawaiian oral history functions as a means of col-
lective mind mapping which enables cultural practitioners to convey culturally 
significant aspects of geology, botany, meteorological and oceanological condi-
tions as well as social values, cultural practices and circumstance. 

Two sets of performance specialists, the ‘ōlapa, i.e. the dancer-actors, and 
the ho‘opa‘a, i.e. the percussionist-singers, enact and vocalize the mele hula, the 
verbal domain of hula ‘ōlapa, in pluri-medial terms. This division is fundamental 
to performance organization of hula ‘ōlapa.25 In some special cases the ‘ōlapa 
takes on the function of the ho‘opa‘a, and vice versa. During hula ‘ōlapa perfor-
mances the ‘ōlapa, or dancer-actors, focus primarily on body articulation being 
trained in a highly stylized form of dance-acting while the ho‘opa‘a chants the 
mele hula based on a microtonal form of vocalization. While chanting, the 
ho‘opa‘a play percussion instruments, the double gourd called ipu heke or the 
drums, called pahu, in case repertoire of hula pahu is the subject of the perfor-
mance. 

                                                             
22 See Finnegan, Ruth (1992): Oral Poetry. Its Nature, Significance and Social Context, 

Bloomington, Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, p. 27.  

23 Ibid., p. 25. My understanding of mele hula categorized as oral poetry is based on 

Finnegan’s research on oral traditions perpetuated as part of Pacific island cultures.  

24 In Hawaiian language the definite article “ka” would indicates singular, while “nā” 

specifies the plural mode. 

25 The defining aspect in hula ‘ōlapa performances is the use of the percussion instru-

ment called ipu heke, a double gourd instrument. See Pukui, Mary Kawena/Elbert, 

Samuel H. (1986): Hawaiian Dictionary, p. 283. 
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It requires at least one ‘ōlapa and one ho‘opa‘a in order to form a hula ‘ōlapa 
ensemble. However, the number of ho‘opa‘a and ‘ōlapa, performing jointly as 
part of one performance event, is theoretically speaking unlimited. ‘Ōlapa per-
formers are organized in formations of rows being staggered behind each other. 
Each row encompasses several performers positioned next to each other. The 
number of rows depends on how many performers are involved. Both, the ‘ōlapa 
and ho‘opa‘a performers, who perform publicly together as hula ensembles, are 
for the most part well trained within the philosophy of one hālau hula.26 For the 
purpose of this study, I focus on the general situation of at least one ‘ōlapa and 
one ho‘opa‘a, which applies to a certain category of hula performance practice 
termed by Kaeppler as “standing hula,” hula kū, versus another category distin-
guished as “seated hula,” known as hula noho.27 
 
1.2 Academic Research on Traditional Hawaiian Hula 
 
Academic research, which focuses on traditional hula, follows various perspec-
tives, depending on the scholars’ interest of study. I refer here to four major aca-
demic works on traditional hula. One of the oldest publications on traditional hu-
la is the book Unwritten Literature of Hawai‘i – The Sacred Songs of the Hula 
(1909) written by Nathanial Emerson who covers crucial aspects of traditional 
hālau hula protocol in his work. The book contains an extensive collection of 
“mele hula.”28 Emerson categorizing mele hula in reference to content and cer-
tain performance attributes. Emerson recognizes thereby that mele hula, a type of 
oral literature, is fundamental to an understanding of traditional hula perfor-
mance practice. The anthropologist Adrienne Kaeppler, on the other hand, fol-
lows in her work, entitled Hula Pahu. Hawaiian Drum Dance, vol. 1, a com-
bined historical and dance ethnologically oriented study perspective on hula per-
formance practice. Kaeppler traces the development of traditional hula practice 
starting from its origins during a time of Hawaiian society as it existed prior to 
Western contact and its practices until the second half of the 20th century. She 
conceptualizes traditional hula from a dance ethnographer’s point of view pri-

                                                             
26 The term hālau hula encompasses both a school of hula performance training, lead 

usually by one distinguished hula master, and one ensemble of well trained hula per-

formers. The hālau ensembles present the hula lineages and styles of their hula mas-

ters throughout a diverse range of public hula events on Hawaii. 

27 See Kaeppler, Adrienne L. (1996), p. 926. 

28 I discuss the topic of mele oli and mele hula, see Part II, Analysis I: 5.1.2 Poems and 

Frame Stories: The Interdependence of Source Material and the Mele Hula.  
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marily as a “structured movement system.”29 A third perspective has been out-
lined by the music-ethnologist Amy Stillman in her book entitled Sacred Hula. 
The historical Hula ‘āla‘apapa (1998). Stillman focuses in this analysis primari-
ly on the musical structure of classical hula compositions. The fourth main 
source of reference represents the historical survey titled Hula. Historical Per-
spectives (1980) written by Dorothy Barrère, Mary Pukui and Marion Kelly. 
Taking contextual questions into account, the authors query how political, reli-
gious, and social developments influenced hula practice and its public acknowl-
edgement in the course of the past two hundred years. 

The contribution of my thesis is to conceptualize and analyze respectively 
the interdependence of the so far separately studied performance elements of tra-
ditional hula performance practice, which I categorize as stylized means of em-
bodiment, percussion, and chanted oral poetry. The performance analytical and 
aesthetic perspective of my work recognizes that in hula ‘ōlapa performance the 
three elements, means of stylized embodiment, specific percussive pattern, and a 
refined oral form of poetry closely correlate.30 The leading analytical question is 
to determine how these three specified performance elements of hula ‘ōlapa con-
verge in performance taking performative, referential and aesthetic aspects into 
account. I further query how concepts such as stylization, performative means 
framing, and sensory experience apply to my research interest to describe the 
process of performance materialization of hula ‘ōlapa and its aesthetic appeal. 
The performance analytical perspective stresses an interest in research on princi-
ples of oral culture and its crucial means of transmission based on embodied 
knowledge. 
 

1.3 A Case Study on Hula ‘Ōlapa Performance Practice 
 
My analytical perspective on hula ‘ōlapa performance is based on the critical re-
flection of existing academic research concerned with traditional hula perfor-
mance and the evaluation of my own empirical field-research material. Trained 
in hula ‘ōlapa practice according to traditional training methods, I was able to 
focus on immediate experience and an understanding how practitioners train, 
perform, and reflect upon their art.31 I learned the principles of oral transmission 

                                                             
29 See Kaeppler, Adrienne L. (1996), p. 3. 

30 I primarily focus on procedures of hula ‘ōlapa performance practice. However, I also 

consider historical information as part of my analysis of performance practice. 

31 I was able to grasp principles of oral transmission tied to a strict tradition of perfor-

mance training based on the master-disciple relationship. 
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that are tied to a strict tradition of performance training based on the master-
disciple relationship. This research pursuit I consider to be an important key to 
conduct research on embodied performance knowledge. In my case I studied un-
der the tutelage of the renowned master of hula and teacher, kumu hula John 
Keola Lake.32 I honor the fact that I received the permission from kumu hula 
John Keola Lake, to write about the knowledge, which I gained studying hula 
‘ōlapa performance at his hālau hula.33 

In my research I concentrate on one hula ‘ōlapa repertoire piece, called 
Kaupō ‘Āina, pursuing a micro-analytical approach. I gained my knowledge 
about Kaupō ‘Āina as a hula student and practitioner following traditional train-
ing protocol at Lake’s hula school. The training process implied oral/aural and 
kinesthetic transmission based on a gradual process of embodiment of a range of 
hula repertoire pieces including Kaupō ‘Āina. I was trained to perform Kaupō 
‘Āina in preparation for a hula presentation at The World Invitational Hula Fes-
tival – E Ho‘i Mai I Ka Piko Hula in November 9-11, 2000. I performed the 
piece as a soloist under the division of hula ‘ōlapa. Part of my role as a hula per-
former and foreign student to Hawai‘i was to represent at the festival not only 
Namibia, the country of my birth, but also kumu hula John Lake’s hula school, 
Hālau Mele and Nā Hanona o ka Hālau Hula Pā Ola Kapu. 

For many years Waikīkī Shell has been the main venue of the annually held 
World Invitational Hula Festival. Waikīkī Shell is a stage structure located in 
Honolulu designed for the purpose of outdoor concerts and performances. Photo 
1, see Appendix A, shows the stage situation of Waikīkī Shell from an audi-
ence’s perspective. Waikīkī Shell is part of the Neal S. Blaisdell Center, known 
as the Community Center on the island of O‘ahu. The Department of Enterprise 
Services of the City and Country of Honolulu operates the Blaisdell Center in-
cluding Waikīkī Shell. The latter covers an open air fixed seating area holding 
1,958 people. Additional 6000 people can be placed on the lawn towards the 

                                                             
32 Kumu hula Lake, who passed away in April 2008, was the head of the traditional hula 

school called Hālau Mele which incorporates both students and a well trained ensem-

ble of experienced chanters and hula performers called Nā Hanona o ka Hālau Hula 

Pā Ola Kapu. Prior to his passing away Lake designated successors who continue his 

hula and hālau legacy of kumu hula Lake. Hālau Mele is situated in Honolulu, the 

capital of the US-State of Hawai‘i located on the Hawaiian island of O‘ahu. 

33 Any information about the hula ‘ōlapa composition called Kaupō ‘Āina, the leading 

example of my analysis, is copyright to kumu hula John Keola Lake and representa-

tives of his hālau lineage. The information about Kaupō ‘Āina therefore is restricted 

and not to be used unauthorized. 
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back of the fixed seating area. The stage area is made of a flat pine floor and is 
86’ (wide) x 56’ (deep). The stage ceiling is a series of nine concentric rings 
which are decreasing in diameter towards the back of the stage.34 The web-site of 
the Blaisdell Centre perfectly summarizes what the location is all about: 
 

“The Waikīkī Shell is located at spacious Kapi‘olani Park with Diamond Head for a back-

drop and Waikīkī Beach at the opposite end. This tropical outdoor amphitheatre, built in 

1952, has always been Hawai‘i’s place to see the stars, under the stars. Within the Shell 

grounds and nearer to the ocean is a smaller amphitheatre, home of the daytime hula show, 

and the Diamond Head Greens, a tree-lined lawn area which can be rented for theme par-

ties, receptions, banquets and weddings.”35 

 
For those readers who are unfamiliar with contemporary Hawaiian public facili-
ties the quote shows that Waikīkī Shell is one common and well known location 
on O‘ahu used both for professionally run cultural events and large scale private 
gatherings. 

Paulie Keākealani Jennings is the founder and director of The World Invita-
tional Hula Festival – E Ho‘i Mai I Ka Piko Hula, run as a non-profit organiza-
tion. The title of the festival summarizes the program of the event precisely 
sending out an invitation to hula practitioners around the world “to return to the 
source of Hula.” As follows, I summarize main points of the festival’s mission 
expressed by Jenning’s short essay entitled “‘O mākau keia – Who are we” pub-
lished in print as part of the festival’s program and on-line. She writes: “As hula 
is performed, we offer a venue to those from afar to return to the source of hula 
... HAWAI‘I ... to learn and to share their appreciation and love for our culture 
through hula.”36 As such the event creates a meeting point and context to present 
and foster a practice of hula on an international scale stressing a Hawaiian foun-
dation yet international orientation of hula performance practice.  

My case study on Kaupō ‘Āina represents a “study of the particular,” a no-
tion to be delineated as part of my approach of practice as research.37 The 
study’s perspective reflects the particular situation of mine learning and present-

                                                             
34 Technical information about the concert venue Waikīkī Shell is printed online. See 

www.blaisdellcenter.com/techrental/Waikīkīshell.cfm. 

35 Cited from the official Blaisdell Center Website: http://www.blaisdellcenter.com/ 

venues/index.html. 

36 See Jennings, Paulie K. (2000): “‘O Mākou Keia. Who We Are”, in: E Ho‘i Mai I ka 

Piko Hula. The 2000 World Invitational Hula Festival, p. 8. 

37 See Part I, Methods I: Practice as Research. 
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ing hula ‘ōlapa at the festival stressing the personal and particular historical cir-
cumstance of my close encounter with hula ‘olapa performance. The fact is that I 
immersed myself into a traditionally run hula school as an artist-researcher, 
learning via the master-disciple method. Hawaiian protocol of hula practice de-
mands a long term study of hula, following one school and style of hula teach-
ing. By apprenticing myself to Lake’s school, I am accountable for what I have 
learned, accepting traditional hālau rules. I became accepted as a regular member 
of Lake’s school.38 

I investigate into a micro-analytical and therefore qualitative oriented case 
study of Kaupō ‘Āina out of two reasons. For one, the hula piece Kaupō ‘Āina 
epitomizes the peak of my own study of hula practice at Lake’s hula school 
which included the public performance presentation of the Kaupō ‘Āina  at The 
World Invitational Hula Festival – E Ho‘i Mai I Ka Piko Hula. I was able to rep-
resent Lake’s hula school and style in public. My solo performance as such rep-
resents a moment of time defined by the master-disciple relationship demarcat-
ing and celebrating my accomplishment to a certain degree. Thus, the study of 
hula practice never ends. Among hula practitioners it is considered to be lifelong 
endeavor. Following traditional training protocol it is expected from hula stu-
dents to research on their own in order to deepen their own understanding of hu-
la practice. I spent a lot of time in preparation for the performance of Kaupō 
‘Āina prior to the festival, researching and pondering about this piece. Due to 
this intensity of study I chose to write about this particular piece. 

My analytical work is based on my reflections of Kaupō ‘Āina, the art of tra-
ditional hula in general and its performance aesthetics. During my training and 
the preparatory time to perform Kaupō ‘Āina publicly at the festival I took notes 
and developed a performance protocol, a written account of the piece. Based on 
this preliminary written account I developed the performance score PS 1, see 
Appendix B. As backup, I refer to a video that was taken to document the partic-
ular hula solo presentation of mine at the festival. However, the main source and 
reference in my analysis is the performance score PS 1. PS 1 focuses on perfor-

                                                             
38 In 2007 I initiated the hula school called Nā Hanona o ka Hālau Hula Makahikina in 

Berlin. I am training hula students according to Lake’s hula style and genealogy fol-

lowing traditional hālau protocol. To receive the name which inaugurates a new hula 

school is of highest honor according to Hawaiian hālau values and rules of conduct. It 

means to inherit the schools performance knowledge and to be adopted into the tradi-

tional hula lineage of the hula master. The receiver as in my case holds the responsi-

bility to act as a caretaker of the performance tradition. The artistic work includes 

public hula performances, see Appendix A, photos 6-8. 
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mance structure. The outline of the score features primarily the interrelationship 
of the verbal element – the kāhea and the mele hula – the element of percussion, 
and main structural segments of performance. For the purpose of my analysis, I 
devise a second performance protocol PS 2 which includes photographs of body 
posture, movement pattern of the feet, and gestures. PS 2 supplements PS 1. The 
photographs of PS 2, which visually represent the kinesthetic aspects of Kaupō 
‘Āina, were taken at a studio four months later. I re-enacted the learned motion 
score. The photographs are organized into sets of one to four images, capturing 
gestures and motion sequences respectively. The aim is to show prominent fea-
tures of the pathway of the stylized gestures that I performed during the presen-
tation of Kaupō ‘Āina. 

The second reason I chose to write about Lake’s version of Kaupō ‘Āina is 
considering the fact that it represents a master piece of hula ‘ōlapa composition. 
The mastery of Lake’s artistic work reflects a strategy of how to render a hula 
‘ōlapa composition based on exquisite poetry by taking into account the larger 
framework of oral literature, the legend of Halemano. The legend and source of 
the mele hula of Kaupō ‘Āina originally has been part of oral traditions on 
Hawai‘i. The legend was collected and transcribed into written format during the 
19th century. My analytical interest is to document how kumu hula John Keola 
Lake adapted the written account of oral literature into the tradition of hula prac-
tice. Of interest is how he by doing so rendered a new hula ‘ōlapa composition 
based on traditional principles of performance practice. 
 

1.4 Chapter Outline 
 
My work is divided into two main parts. Part I is dedicated to methods. I discuss 
the method of research applied to my work, key tools of performance analysis 
and my own approach of scoring hula ‘ōlapa performance practice. Part II covers 
my analytical work and case study of Kaupō ‘Āina. 

In Part I, Chapter 2, Methods I, I introduce practice as research, the lead 
method of inquiry based on embodied knowledge and the empirical foundation 
of my work on hula ‘ōlapa performance practice. I refer to the master-disciple 
method developed by Dr. James Brandon in the field of Asian theater studies. 
This principle method of performance research I tie into a broader perspective 
considering concepts from Asian theatre studies, anthropology, phenomenology, 
and culture and performance studies. 

In Chapter 3, Methods II, I outline concepts drawn from Interart and Media 
studies. One prime interest of this discipline is to research combinations and mu-
tual interdependencies among divergent performance elements and its effect, in 



STUDIES ON TRADITIONAL HAWAIIAN HULA | 31 

 

my work analytically termed as convergence. I further discuss the notion of 
intersensoriality, conceptualized by the anthropologist David Howes, and the 
performance theoretical model of the six performance elements devised by the 
theatre scholars Chiel Kattenbelt and Freda Chapple. The diagrammatical outline 
of the Kattenbelt/Chapple model covers multiple relations among the specified 
six elements in performance. I extend the Kattenbelt/Chapple model of perfor-
mance elements by drawing on the performance theoretical work of Erika Fisch-
er-Lichte stressing the perspective of performance materiality as part of perfor-
mance analysis. I also refer to Erving Goffman’s interaction theoretical and 
frame analytical approach, one principle reference in my work to examine com-
binations of various elements in hula ‘ōlapa performance practice and their effect 
taking performative, sensory, referential, and aesthetic aspects into account. The 
conceptual discussion of this chapter demarcates the basic methodological 
framework and performance analytical tools that I apply to the micro-
analytically oriented case study of Kaupō ‘Āina, the leading hula ‘ōlapa perfor-
mance repertoire piece and subject of my analytical work. 

In Chapter 4, Methods III, I develop my own method of scoring which fea-
tures the basic structure of Kaupō ‘Āina, the piece in question. I delineate two 
scores which reflect the sequential order of the piece and main aspects of per-
formance practice. 
 
Part II of my work covers a series of four analytical chapters concerned with 
prime aspects of hula ‘ōlapa performance practice. I reflect in detail upon Kaupō 
‘Āina, the hula ‘ōlapa repertoire piece in question. As part of my analytical en-
deavor I specify conceptually the relation of performance organization, styliza-
tion, and sensory experience discussing the initial aesthetic claim that traditional 
hula epitomizes a performance aesthetic of the senses. 

Chapter 5, Analysis I, is divided into four sections. Section I focuses on the 
mele hula, the verbal element of Kaupō ‘Āina. The research perspective of this 
section is twofold. I query the relation of the verbal element towards the larger 
framework of oral literature on one hand, and I question how the verbal element 
relates to principles of hula ‘ōlapa performance practice on the other hand; Sec-
tion II more specifically identifies performance segments that structure the ana-
lyzed hula composition and which as such frame the verbal element of Kaupō 
‘Āina. I categorize the so called pā segments and discuss how these segments 
function as performative means of framing. Section III is dedicated to the ele-
ment of percussion. I discuss performative strategies of historical adaption of 
older performance practices. Thereby, I verify my proposition that kumu hula 
John Lake’s rendition of the Kaupō percussion pattern embodies a variation rem-
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iniscent of the Kaulilua pattern which adheres to the oldest existing repertoire of 
hula performance practice, called hula pahu. Section IV summarizes my perfor-
mance analytical findings and their historical implications. 

Chapter 6, Analysis II, is dedicated to the performance aesthetics of stylized 
body articulation applied in hula ‘ōlapa performance practice. I differentiate be-
tween three categories of stylized body articulation, the basic body posture, styl-
ized-abstract gestures, and stylized-alluding gestures. The chapter is divided into 
three parts. On Gestures and Stylization Section I concentrates on ‘ai ha‘a, the 
basic body posture. As part of this initial discussion I introduce the notion of 
body posture as a gesture of readiness and presence. These aspects tie into my 
conceptualization of the first principle of stylization evident in hula ‘ōlapa per-
formance practice. On Gestures and Stylization Section II discusses the category 
of stylized-abstract gestures. I focus on hela, one stylized-abstract gesture of the 
lower and the upper body segment. As part of the micro-analytical specification 
of hela I develop my performance aesthetically oriented approach of analysis on 
stylized gestural articulation. I delineate Gestalt-model 1 which focuses on the 
performative materialization and appearance of stylized-abstract gestures and I 
specify the second principle of stylization at work. Consecutively, I tie the per-
formance aesthetic approach of stylized gestures into a larger performance theo-
retical perspective on stylization and embodiment. My discussion on this topic 
covers three concepts: a) Eugenio Barba’s concept of “extra daily technique,” a 
notion drawn from Asian theater studies; b) the notion of stylization of social 
behavior, a sociological and feminist position, which Judith Butler delineated in 
her seminal work on the social constitution of gender; c) Fischer-Lichte’s per-
formance theoretical concept of “displaced re-enactments.” Based on my analy-
sis and general conceptualization of stylization and embodiment I develop my 
performance aesthetic oriented understanding of sensory experience of stylized 
gestural articulation. On Gestures and Stylization Section III analyzes the so 
called makani gesture, one stylized-alluding gesture of the upper body segment. 
This section contains the outline of Gestalt-model 2, which focuses on the con-
figuration of stylized-alluding gestures and the third principle of stylization. 

Chapter 7, Analysis III, is divided into two sections. The first section focuses 
on the division between disciplines, the ‘ōlapa and the ho‘opa‘a. The division yet 
coordinated interaction between the percussionist-singer, the ho‘opa‘a, and the 
dancer-actor, the ‘ōlapa, defines a fundamental means of performative framing 
and structure of difference. I propose that the basic set up instills a fundamental 
source of tension at work in performance which frames and defines how perfor-
mance materialities are engendered during performance. The second section is 
dedicated to sensory sequencing at work in hula ‘ōlapa performance practice. 
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Based on the concept of sensory sequencing I develop a combined approach of 
performance structural and qualitative analysis considering performance 
materialities, their combinations and respective sensory effect. I query how the 
contrastive segmentation of performance material engenders various qualities of 
multi-sensory effects specific to hula ‘ōlapa performance practice. 

Chapter 8 covers Analysis IV. The chapter is dedicated to the significance of 
calls, termed kāhea. My focus of this analytical part is to delineate the perfor-
mance structural, qualitative, referential, and aesthetic function of the four types 
of kāhea. 

Chapter 9 and the Conclusion of this study summarizes the results of my re-
search. 




