Hula Its History and Cultural Significance 
By Marc Silver
Hula: More Than a Dance, It’s the Heartbeat of Hawaii
If you're heading to Hawaii, you’ll probably see hula performed at a luau or hotel show. But here’s something most visitors never realize, what you’re watching is just the surface. Hula isn’t just entertainment. It’s a living, breathing expression of Hawaiian identity, spirituality, and history.
The Sacred Origins of Hula
The roots of hula run deep in Hawaiian mythology. One story tells of Laka, the goddess of hula, who first danced on Molokai. Another says Pele, the fiery volcano goddess, asked her sister Hiʻiaka to dance for her. Either way, the message is clear, hula started as a sacred offering to the gods, not a show for tourists.
Back before the written word reached Hawaii, hula was the primary way to pass down knowledge. Movements, chants, and gestures carried meaning, telling stories of creation, genealogy, nature, and more. Hula wasn’t just art. It was education, spiritual practice, and community memory rolled into one.
Hula Kahiko: The Ancient Dance
The oldest form of hula is called hula kahiko. It’s powerful and rhythmic, accompanied by chants (mele) and traditional percussion instruments like the pahu (sharkskin drum) or ipu (gourd drum). Dancers trained under the watchful eye of a kumu hula (hula teacher) in a hālau (hula school). Learning hula was, and still is, a disciplined commitment involving much more than learning steps. It’s about learning values, language, and the Hawaiian way of seeing the world.
Suppression and Survival
When American missionaries arrived in 1820, they didn’t understand hula’s cultural importance. They labeled it “heathen” and “indecent,” pressuring Hawaiian leaders to shut it down. In 1830, Queen Kaʻahumanu banned public hula performances. But hula didn’t die. It went underground. Dancers kept it alive in secret, protecting their cultural treasure for future generations.
The Merrie Monarch’s Bold Reclaiming
Fast forward to the late 1800s. King David Kalākaua, known as the "Merrie Monarch," saw the threat of cultural loss and took action. He famously declared, “Hula is the language of the heart and therefore the heartbeat of the Hawaiian people.” He restored hula to public ceremonies, using it to strengthen Hawaiian identity in the face of American influence. Today, the Merrie Monarch Festival in Hilo, Hawaii’s most prestigious hula competition, carries on his legacy.
The Birth of Hula ʻAuana: A New Style Emerges
In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, hula evolved. Western instruments like the guitar and ʻukulele blended with traditional Hawaiian music, creating hula ʻauana (modern hula). This newer style features flowing movements, melodic songs, and costumes that sometimes include the now-iconic (but not historically accurate) grass skirt.
Hula ʻauana helped keep hula alive during Hawaii’s transition to U.S. territory, adapting to changing times while still carrying Hawaiian stories and values.
Hula Meets Tourism: A Complicated Relationship
Tourism exploded after Hawaii became a U.S. state in 1959. Hula shows became a staple at luaus, hotels, and cruise ships. On the upside, this helped keep public interest in hula alive and created jobs for practitioners. On the downside, the “hula girl” image plastered on postcards and advertisements often reduced hula to little more than a kitschy sideshow.
While many tourist shows are respectful, they rarely capture hula’s deeper spiritual and cultural meaning. True hula isn’t about wowing the crowd with flashy moves. It’s about telling stories, preserving knowledge, and honoring tradition.
The Hawaiian Renaissance: A Cultural Reawakening
In the 1970s, Native Hawaiians began reclaiming their language, land, and cultural practices. Hula stood front and center in this movement. Hālau hula flourished. New generations of Hawaiians began learning hula kahiko again, digging deep into chants, protocol, and traditional values.
The Merrie Monarch Festival became more than a competition. It became a platform to showcase both kahiko and ʻauana styles, honoring the past while celebrating the future.
Hula Today: Living Tradition, Global Reach
Today, hula thrives not just in Hawaii but around the world. You’ll find hālau hula in places like Japan, California, and Europe. Some of these groups are led by Native Hawaiian teachers, helping ensure cultural respect and authenticity. Others raise questions about cultural appropriation and loss of meaning. It’s a balancing act between sharing the beauty of hula and protecting its roots.
What Makes Up a Hula Performance?
Watching hula becomes much more meaningful when you understand the elements at play:
· Mele – The song or chant that sets the story.
· Oli – A chant often performed without dance to open or bless the space.
· Instruments – Like the pahu, ipu, and feathered rattles called ʻulīʻulī.
· Movements – Foundational steps like kāholo (a traveling step), uwehe (a quick lift of the knees), and ʻami (hip rotations).
· Implements – Tools like pūʻili (split bamboo sticks) or ʻiliʻili (smooth stones used as castanets).
· Costumes – From pāʻū (traditional skirts) and lei, to more modern or theatrical interpretations.
Each part has purpose. Nothing is random.
Why It Matters
Hula is more than a photo op. It’s about aloha (love), mālama (caretaking), lōkahi (unity), hoʻomana (spirituality), and ʻohana (family). It connects people to their ancestors, their land, and their community.
When you watch hula in Hawaii, take a moment to go beyond the surface. Look past the costumes and the smiles. See the stories being told. Feel the connection to the land, the gods, and the people who have kept this tradition alive for centuries.
That’s the real magic of hula, the heartbeat of Hawaii.
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