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NĀ KUMU HULA MANA'O O HULA
Gathering of Kumu Hula
Ho'oūlu Lāhui Cultural Fair

Carson Community Center 

Carson, California

November 29, 1997
This event brought together representatives of hula hālau spanning southern California from San Diego to Oxnard for a day of sharing thoughts on hula. The event provided an open forum for discussing challenges that are faced in teaching, performing, and perpetuating hula in southern California, and ways those challenges might be addressed. The discussion was closed to the general public; this allowed the kumu hula a time and space to exchange fruitful discussions among themselves. 

The gathering was scheduled during the 6th Annual Ho'oūlu Lāhui Cultural Fair, sponsored by the Hawaiian Community Center Association. Support was provided by a grant from The Fund For Folk Culture Conferences and Gatherings Program, underwritten by the Pew Charitable Trust.

The following set of questions were passed out among participants. They provided a general guide for the day's discussion, which ranged widely, freely, and at times frankly.

· What challenges are there in maintaining excellence in hula performance?

· What challenges are there in teaching hula?

· What challenges are there is accessing resources for teaching and performing hula?

· How sufficient are existing opportunities for performance?

· Are competitions constructive?

· How might noncompetitive performance opportunities be developed?

· What are the roles of perpetuation and creativityin hula as taught and performed on the mainland?

· Should a distinct "Southern California" hula identity be encouraged that does not depend on following leads from Hawai'i?

· Is there a need for a directory of resources?

Attendees:
Kunewa Mook, Hula Halau 'o Kamuela 'Elua

Sissy Kaio, Hula Halau o Lilinoe

Berna Lehua Riveira, Hula Halau o Lilinoe

Lanakila Ani, Halau Kau Ike O Lani

Maile Nauta, Halau Kau Ike O Lani

Judy Kalehua, Halau Kau Ike O Lani

Anne Kehaulani Rust, Ote'a / Lei Hulu

Sylvia Nona Oshiro, Ote'a Polynesian

Pilialoha Christensen, Ka Hale Hula O Pilialohaokalani

Macky Keanuenueokamakaohana Wright, Ka Hale Hula O Pilialohaokalani

Rolanda Reese, Hula Halau Na Meakanu O Laka o Hawai'i

Kelly-Ann Pumehana Hatchard, Ka Hale Hula O Lanikea

Debbie Ka'iinialana Kerr, Ka Hale Hula O Lanikea

Karen Kealoha Finneran, Pualani's Hula Studio

Barbara Pualani Finneran, Pualani's Hula Studio

Kawika and Leinani Vilorio, Kawika 'o Leinani

Keali'i Ceballos, Keali'i O Nalani

Kehaulani Wilson, Napua Ilima o Kehaulani

Ianeki Cabasao, Napua Ilima O Kehaulani

Clarice Wahineali'i Nuhi (Organizer), Halau Ka Pa Hula 'O Wahineali'i

Amy Ku'uleialoha Stillman (Facilitator), University of California at Santa Barbara

Mohala K. Reed (Recording Secretary), 'Ahahui o Lili'uokalani Hawaiian Civic Club of Southern California

report
The proceedings can be summarized in four broad areas of challenges:

A. Teaching

B. Venues 

C. Creativity

D. Resources

A. Challenges in Teaching Hula
Nā kumu hula were unanimous in acknowledging that teaching hula involved teaching an entire culture, and not just dance movements and routines. There was much sharing about difficulties and frustrations faced when trying to instill knowledge, respect and love of the Hawaiian culture to students, because here in California, these students are not surrounded by Hawaiian culture when they leave hula class: "How do you keep your students focused on your purpose in a world that is not Hawaiian?" Another kumu noted: "Everybody works fulltime. There is a difficult balance, being in the work world, then going back to hula. But hula provides a balance to the stressful work world."

Challenges in defining and maintaining focus drew much discussion. One kumu said "You need to recognize what you are and what you want to do. You must determine your position, whether it is to share your culture, to perpetuate it, or just to be." Another kumu said "you must know where you're going, what your commitment is." One kumu declared that kumu hula aren't made, they are born; the same kumu acknowledged later in the conversation that Hawaiians have been fortunate that people not of Hawaiian ancestry have become keepers of the Hawaiian culture. Defining one's priorities and purposes are essential in the foundation of a decision to be a kumu hula; once decided, it is crucial to seek out resources and do research. Several kumu commented on how performing kept students focused on the reasons why they are doing what they're doing. One kumu spoke of difficulties in maintaining a focus, for those who sought to hire her group to perform often have misconceptions of what hula is. 

There was consensus with the remark "Hula is a dance that has to be heartfelt. It is not just a dance; it includes other things like leimaking, and costumes." Another kumu was more specific: "The most important thing is to get behind the culture. Hula steps are just the dance portion. What counts is the mana'o, the language. I teach the language of hula." 

The question "What challenges are there in maintaining excellence in hula performance?" led to a general discussion of how excellence in hula might be defined. Some comments include: "Excellence is to be worthy of respect," and "Excellence is to be respected by one's peers." Nā kumu hula spoke of coming to terms with themselves first, in order to come to terms with what could be expected from students. One kumu said "the excellence that people see is what the kumu wants them to see." Another kumu spoke of soul searching: "What can I share and give to my haumana so that they can understand and share the culture? I must find my inner self first in order to teach my students."

Choices must be made in teaching: "Perseverance is necessary through tough times and good times. You hope haumana will grasp things you throw out, but you are not a failure if it doesn't happen. There are peaks and valleys in teaching." 

There must be compromises: "The kumu know the "old school" style of teaching, and the standards that are set, but present-day kumu cannot teach that way. Students must make the commitment to learn what a kumu has to offer, and discipline is needed." Another kumu said: "It's hard to instill culture and a sense that it is taught a particular way if it is not part of their culture."

Nä kumu hula discussed the necessity to be selective in who they teach. One kumu said "it's important to figure out how much to give out. Haumana do come in for the wrong reasons. We have to recognize how much to share, and how much to protect." Another said that "by emphasizing that culture is being taught, and not just dance, the serious students are eventually separated out." One kumu spoke of having to explain explicitly the differences (especially in commitment required) between a halau and the more casual recreational dance classes taught through municipal parks and recreation programs as well as dance studios. Another kumu described how students are not allowed to join the halau immediately, but instead must attend classes on a trial basis for one and a half months, in order to understand what level of commitment is required. Students come from many different ethnic backgrounds; what matters to nā kumu hula is a student's willingness to learn what the kumu has to offer: "As long as someone is willing to learn the culture, those who want to stay do want to learn." Two kumu described how they interview prospective students and have them fill out registration forms, on which students must answer why they wish to study hula.

One kumu spoke of the greater importance of instilling values in children before they reach adulthood. Another kumu remarked on the challenges of placing students in age groups, because of the wide age span that results in classes. One voiced the importance of letting children learn to enjoy the hula before beginning to work on specific technique: "Once they get good enough, then you can push them." Several spoke about challenges in teaching teenagers; others spoke about challenges in teaching men who want to learn quick, and who move in and out of hula quickly. One kumu remarked how women are slower to learn because they want to, but they become keepers of the culture.

There was some reflection on business aspects of hula: "How can a teacher turn anyone away? It is a business, after all." Another pointed out "You don' t make money at hula; you do it for the love of it." Yet another pointed out that "one ho'ike is not enough to cover expenses of entering a competition."

The matters of arts funding and non-profit status was raised. The topic of grants attracted much interest among nā kumu hula--in learning about what grants are, what they can be used for, and how to get them--as well as the non-profit status (501[c]3) needed to obtain many grants. Nā kumu hula were encouraged to take advantage of the Hawaiian Community Center Association (HCCA) non-profit status; in turn, nā kumu hula were encouraged to support HCCA's activities as well. Clarice Nuhi shared with the group some background on the process of securing the grant to sponsor this particular gathering; the facilitator also spoke briefly about the availability of funding for non-profit arts organizations, for arts programming and for enhancing abilities to perpetuate cultural traditions. 

B. Challenges in Venues for Hula
Much discussion focused on hula competitions and their role in teaching and perpetuating hula. The consensus is that hula competitions provide na kumu hula with a valuable sense of purpose and a goal to achieve excellence. One kumu said "we all share the same purpose; it's the interpretation that differs." According to another, "competition helps you realize that what you're teaching is viable. Parents saw what it is I am trying to do validated at E Hula Mau."

Nā kumu hula who enter competitions use the experience for them and their students to learn from each other, and to grow: "Competition makes the teacher work harder." Also: "The kumu grows with the students. The commitment is from the students as well." Another kumu was more explicit: "Competitions are the only platform for how to perfect dancing, how to rehearse; how to be disciplined." This kumu acknowledged that the atmosphere at the non-competitive Ho'olaule'a event [held annually in Lawndale] is a lot different. One kumu described a perspective from the audience: " I see time and discipline in a group on the floor. I cannot pick out one dancer; there is poetry in motion . . . Quality energy has been used; that energy is not wasted. Quality time has been given."

Nā kumu hula were divided on the importance of winning in hula competitions. One kumu spoke of serious commitment to winning, of not going to a competition just to play. Others spoke of the importance to maintain a sense of who they are before going to competition. 

Participating in a hula competition draws halau students closer. One kumu said "E Hula Mau forced my students to get to know each other." Another said that the families learned the 'ohana spirit. 

In spite of the predominant role of hula competitions, there is an acknowledged need for non-competitive events and performance opportunities. These venues must be on a concert performance level. One kumu cited the Prince Lot Hula Festival, the premiere non-competitive event held each July in Hawai'i, and the absence of tension at that event: "It was awesome, bordering boredom, but not if you understand hula."

The facilitator spoke of the concert planned for Feb. 22, 1998, at Carpenter Performing Arts Center on the campus of California State University, Long Beach. This event will be unprecedented in showcasing southern California halau and the hula traditions as practiced and perpetuated here in California.

The facilitator also inquired about the previous format of the pageant presentation in Ho'oūlu Lāhui Cultural Fairs in prior years, in which numerous halau took the opportunity to share their hula in a non-competitive atmosphere. That format was dropped in favor of a workshop program format, but the organizer said that HCCA could return to the pageant format with multiple halau participation if that is what nā kumu hula wish.

On teaching spaces: Some discussion centered on challenges of finding appropriate spaces in which to teach hula, and staying there. One kumu described having to move several times.

Another kumu spoke of recommending to prospective students that they begin studying in a halau close to them, before traveling distances to study with another halau.

C. Challenges in Understanding the Place of Creativity in the Hula
What room should there be for creativity in California that does not follow models from Hawai'i? This question occasioned reflection on the status of hula performers in California in general. It appears to be a common experience for groups to hear comments such as "your group is so good--for mainland." One kumu spoke of being regarded differently: "we are distinct; we are looked upon differently. In Hawai'i, we're told 'you're from the mainland.' It's as if we're second class citizens." 

Another said: " We go through more layers. We have to pull from ourselves things that kumu in Hawai'i don't have to. We have to overcome. It's a different environment."

Nä kumu hula noted that the renaissance of Hawaiian culture has occured on the mainland as well as in Hawai'i. One kumu observed that twenty to twenty-five years ago, there was only Polynesian entertainment. Now the community has grown; there are resources now were not available twenty years ago. 

There was agreement that mainland halau try to do hula more conservatively: "We're careful about creativity in order not to be scrutinized. We can't be flamboyant. We have to be careful. If we're as outrageous as Kamalei [Sataraka], if we're from the mainland, damned if you do, damned if you don't." One kumu related being chided one year for something incorporated into that group's performance, but when a Hawai'i group did something similar onstage the next year, it was evidently accepted then. 

Nā kumu hula acknowledged that the experience of Hawaiians living in California is being incorporated into hula as taught and practiced here. One kumu asserted: "We have people in the halau who write mele of our experiences here. We are distinctive in our hula here." Another said: "My life is here, it's going to be reflected in my hula." Yet another kumu said: "we're going to see more California-born hula, more than transplants." Yet another summed it up thus: "we need to not emulate but move forward on our own."

One discussant mused "are we shortening the gap with Hawai'i, as if we were there? Or are we widening the gap?" One response: "California is narrowing the gap. I'm not sure Hawai'i is narrowing the gap."

It was noted, too, that there seems to be more interest in Hawai'i on what's happening in E Hula Mau. In northern California, the hula scene is thought to be stronger, because groups there are in closer proximity with each other.

Hula has evolved in creativity. One kumu spoke of how hula kahiko used to be boring and slow; now it's been pushed too fast. Anyone can learn kahiko now. Some songs were meant only for certain people to perform; now, it's open. It's wonderful. As long as we remember the basic hula steps,we'll be all right. Now, hula is appealing to the eye. There is a strength in men coming back; it's more exuberant.

One kumu asked " should there be another category for creative hula in competition?" Another noted that despite the creation of new chants in the style of hula kahiko, there is no need for a new category. There was a suggestion that there should be a separate category for comic hula. The proverb "'A'ohe i pau ka 'ike i ka hālau ho'okahi" was cited as nā kumu hula acknowledged that judging is according to different standards, according to what judges were taught. One kumu asserted that judges should be rotated; another responded "you're going to have a lot of confused kumu"! This reinforced the notion that kumu have to stay true to their hula.

Noting that the hula kahiko has changed, two kumu who enter competitions regularly commented that it's who the judges are that determines what stays in hula. Yet one kumu said "we choose what portion of hula to perpetuate in halau. Judges choose what goes in, but the kumu have the responsibility to decide what to teach."

It is, everyone agreed, important to stay within the realms of hula. Stick to the source, keep the piko intact. And also, do not copy other halau; every halau has their own style of dancing.

D. Resources
Much discussion centered on the shortage of Hawaiian language expertise and resources here in California. One expressed frustration: "I like what I'm doing, but I have to go home [to Hawai'i] to get sources." There was a perception among kumu from San Diego that resources are concentrated in Los Angeles. 

The importance of access to resources in Hawai'i was emphasized, and several kumu spoke of making numerous phone calls and writing letters to family relatives in Hawai'i. Several kumu conduct research at Bishop Museum Archives. Kumu consult with other kumu hula and with masters to ensure the correctness of text and pronunciation in mele and oli. Many felt that it was important here on the mainland for everyone to share mana'o and resources.

Nā kumu hula expressed interest in learning about resources available via computer, especially Hawai'i-related sites on the Internet, and accessing the University of Hawai'i Library and Bishop Museum Archives online.

There was overwhelming agreement that a directory of resources is greatly needed. Such a directory would include more than contact information of people teaching; a list of kumu hula and halau in southern California was included in the program for the Ho'oūlu Lāhui Cultural Fair, and reference was made to the updated directory of halau across the mainland in the November 1997 issue of Kapalakiko Calendar of Events. Items for inclusion in a directory might include artisans and instructors in relevant arts, crafts, and language; sources for natural fibers; sources for costuming materials including fabric and accessories; seamstresses; sources for musicians and music recordings; a listing of relevant sites on the World Wide Web; a bibliography of books on hula, myths and history; and information on learning how to access mele data at Bishop Museum Archives.

Summary
There was unity in the mana'o that one does not need to be in Hawai'i to be Hawaiian. One result of this gathering was the reinforcement of a strong sense of community among nā kumu hula. In the words of one kumu, "We all need each other; we can't stand alone." All of the kumu expressed gratitude for the opportunity to share personal experiences and to get to know each other outside the context of hula competitions; all agreed that it was important for each to support the endeavors of others. 

A senior kumu implored all to be mindful of the basics of hula: "all of us can learn from each other; and to do this, we must do it with open minds." 
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