
Dance Studio Life • dedicated to quality dance education • January 201060

Ph
ot

o 
co

ur
te

sy
 R

ac
he

l B
er

m
an

Hula is not just dancing. 
For many Hawaiians, torn between pride in cultural tradi-
tions and a yearning for Western ways, hula is the em-
bodiment of their culture. Before Western contact and the 
introduction of a written language, Hawaiian culture was 
kept alive through dance, mele (song or poetry), and chant. 
Hula expresses everything Hawaiians hear, see, smell, 
taste, touch, and feel. 

The familiar image of the hula girl—graceful, brown, 
and slender, bedecked with fragrant flower leis, her hips 
swaying while hands gesture—is only a fraction of a 
complex history. The stories told through hula chronicle 
the Hawaiian people’s spiritual beliefs, values, history, 
legends, love of land, and love for one another. Those ro-
manticized, feminized visions, kept alive by tourist kitsch 
and Hollywood images of wiggling in tacky raffia skirts 
and coconut bras, have made it difficult for male dancers 
to carry on the traditions of their forefathers. 

Difficult, but not impossible. For almost 35 years, 
Robert Uluwehi Cazimero has dedicated himself to teach-
ing hula, struggling to overcome deep-rooted stereotypes 
and prove that men can dance. 

the Hawaiian Renaissance
Laying the groundwork for Cazimero was his teacher, the 

great hula master Ma’iki Aiu Lake (1925–1984). Known as 
the “mother” of the Hawaiian Renaissance of the 1970s, 
Lake helped foster a resurgence of Hawaiian music, lan-
guage, and dance. This cultural revolution continues today. 
She is also credited with bringing male dancing back into 
fashion and paving the way for male kumu hula (teach-
ers of Hawaiian dance). In 1972, her hālau (which means 
“school,” with a larger sense of “community”) was the first 
to graduate men to the title of kumu (literally, “founda-
tion” or “source”). One of great respect, this designation is 
awarded only to those who have gone through years of ar-
duous training in rituals dating back to pre-contact Hawaii. 
A graduation of this type and magnitude had not been seen 
in several decades.

At Lake’s bidding, Kumu Hula Robert Cazimero, of 
Hawaiian and Portuguese ancestry, founded the only 
all-male hula school in the Hawaiian Islands, Hālau Nā 
Kamalei (Lei of Children). Already an established musi-
cian, he formed a musical duo with his youngest brother, 
Roland, the same year. Internationally renowned, with 
38 recordings and a Grammy nomination to their name, 
The Brothers Cazimero are trendsetters in contemporary 
Hawaiian music and cultural ambassadors spreading the 
“Aloha Spirit” throughout the world. 

Cazimero met Lake at a young age, accompanying her 
singing on the piano when she was a guest in his high 
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school music class. That fateful day would change his 
life, though it took a few years before he joined her hula 
classes. Even today when he speaks of his kumu, his eyes 
sparkle and well up with joy, nostalgia, and deep loss, 
though she has been gone for 25 years. He misses her 
dearly and lives by Lake’s mantra: “Hula is life.” 

The first to meld traditional and contemporary styles 
choreographically, Lake was also ahead of her time 
pedagogically. She trained dancers in both modern hula 
(‘auana) and the ancient style (kahiko), which had not been 
in the mainstream since the overthrow of the Hawaiian 
Monarchy in 1893. 

Though danced by both men and women, kahiko, ac-
companied by traditional percussive instruments and chant 
dating back to pre-Western contact, is often more virile in 
nature: bombastic, aggressive, and reflective of more ritu-
alistic forms. Traditionally kahiko was performed topless 
with a loincloth or skirt of tapa cloth or ti leaves. ‘Auana 
is more lyrical in nature, accompanied by song (in English 
or Hawaiian) and Western-influenced instruments such as 
guitar and ukulele. Costumes, also Western influenced, 
utilize the familiar flowered mu’umu’u or more festive 
attire. Both forms are danced barefoot and grounded in 
nature, employing the same movement vocabulary, with a 
constant sway of the hips, upright posture, and bent knees 
throughout. Gestures alluding to the lyrics or chants are 
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Above: Kumu Hula Patrick Makuakāne (foreground), a former 

student of Robert Cazimero, with the men of his San Francisco-

based hālau, Nā Lei Hulu I Ka Wākiu.  

Top: Robert Cazimero worked hard to develop his own style of 

manly grace for his all-male hula troupe.

opposiTe: Hawaiian hulu was denounced as “licentious” and 

“heathen” by Christian missionaries in 1820. To
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often repeated on both sides with a “vamp” in between. 
Choreographers of both styles make visible the song’s text 
by skillfully enhancing or obscuring its meaning.

 “The kahiko went over the top when men started danc-
ing again,” says Cazimero. “It was so different, controver-
sial—very sexual, primal, tribal, empowering, intimidating, 
haunting, teasing, and beautiful. It was what Nā Kamalei 
was founded on. Our [ceremonies in 1972] caused a great 
stirring here in the islands, and after I graduated I wanted 
to share what I’d learned. [Our teacher told us], ‘Take what 
I’ve given you and make it better.’ ” 

Lineage
In hula, lineage is extremely important; knowing where 
you came from allows you to move forward. All hula 
hālau adhere to a proverb: “I ulu no ka lā lā I ke kumu.” 
(“The branches of the tree are only as strong as the trunk— 
without our ancestors we would not be here.”) 

Lake’s dream was for Cazimero to teach only men. 
“There was no questioning her; she saw things in all of us 
that we never would have comprehended, let alone ac-
knowledged what would come to fruition,” Cazimero says. 
“I loved her so much; I would have done anything she told 
me. Being in her presence was a celebration.”

Continuing Lake’s teachings, Cazimero in turn has 
graduated several students who are continuing her legacy. 
His responsibility and purpose in life are to make her 
proud. “To this day, not embarrassing my teacher remains a 
concern and a promise.”

History 
The origins of hula are shrouded in mystery and its mean-
ing is surrounded by misrepresentations and misconcep-
tions. Although hula was developed by Polynesians at the 
beginning of the fifth century, it’s impossible to document 
rituals before Captain James Cook’s arrival in the islands 
in 1778. From old lithographs we know that both men 
and women danced in ancient Hawaii, though only men 
performed ritual movement, or hà a, in places of worship. 
Lua, an ancient, bone-breaking Hawaiian martial art, was 
practiced for the art of war. These forms are now incorpo-
rated into what is recognized as hula today, especially in its 
more masculine form of kahiko. 

Branded as “licentious” and “heathen” by missionaries 
in 1820, hula was banned by the high chiefs. But it contin-
ued to be taught and performed clandestinely away from 
missionary establishments. During his reign from 1874 to 
1891, King David Kalākaua proclaimed hula “the language 

Robert Cazimero, left, and his brother Roland have made dozens of 
traditional Hawaiian music recordings and toured internationally as The 
Brothers Cazimero.

Above: The men of Nā Lei Hulu I Ka Wākiu dance a hula ‘auana.

below: The two dozen men in Robert Cazimero’s hula school range in age 
from 18 to 55. They gather each Sunday to share dance, food, song, and gossip.



Dance Studio Life • dedicated to quality dance education • January 201064

Ph
ot

o 
by

 L
in

 C
ar

iff
e

of the heart and therefore the heartbeat of the Hawaiian 
people,” and brought the po’e hula (hula people) out of 
hiding. After Hawaii’s annexation to the United States in 
1898, many parents, in a desire to function in an English-
speaking world, prevented their children from learning the 
Hawaiian language and the hula. 

Because it is constantly evolving, all hula today can be 
considered innovative. At one time, the poetry accompa-
nying the movements was the most important component 
(since there can be no hula without it) and could be inter-
preted on many levels. But as English became the chosen 
language, few Hawaiians understood the songs behind the 
hula, and the choreography had to adapt accordingly. With 
the resurgence of spoken Hawaiian, teachers of hula can 
once again concentrate on melding these two elements.

Hula, cazimero style
Cazimero shook up the state when he began his hālau in 
1975, against great odds. “Coming from a time in the ’60s 

when being Hawaiian wasn’t important and the idea of 
hula was foreign, men dancing was a novelty,” he says. 
“Getting men to dance is just as difficult now. You’ve got 
to be a strong guy to take all the hard work you must put 
up with to learn the style you’ve chosen. Then there’s 
the stigma, the cast dispersions on a man’s masculinity. 
Psychologically it can either make or break you.” His stu-
dents live by another Hawaiian proverb, “Dare to hula . . . 
leave your shame at home.” 

Cazimero does not advertise or audition. Men are hand-
picked to come to rehearsals, traditionally on Sundays, in 
Cazimero’s apartment building in Honolulu, and instructed 
in basic vocabulary and his particular style until deemed 
ready for performing. Cazimero does not take any pay-
ment; instead, his singing career and annual fund-raisers 
cover any expenses the hālau incurs. 

When starting Nā Kamalei, Cazimero worked hard at 
inventing his own style of manly grace, breaking away 
from Lake’s more feminine approach. The vocabulary of 

The kahiko (ancient style of hula) went over the top when 
men started dancing again. It was so different, controversial—

very sexual, primal, tribal, empowering, intimidating,  
haunting, teasing, and beautiful.” —Robert Cazimero

[ ]

The men of Nā Lei Hulu I Ka Wākiu dance a hula kahiko.
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hula movements is the same for men and women; it is 
the way in which the steps are done that differs. Men use 
such stylistic nuances as a closed fist rather than an open 
palm on a particular gesture, a deeper bend of the knees, a 
stronger stance, or sharpness to certain movements. 

Much of hula is based on unison movement. Cazimero 
has an incredible eye for line; particularly how the arms, 
elbows, wrists, and fingers create beautiful shapes that 
complement the male form. He is detailed and precise, 
interested in the overall patterns onstage. But he was also 
criticized for being too avant-garde in his choreography. 
Early in his career, influenced by some of his dancers who 
had trained in other dance forms, he often incorporated 
modern, ballet, and gymnastics into his hula productions. 
After Lake’s death, he returned to the more traditional side 
of the art form.

Members of Nā Kamalei perform at almost all of the 
Brothers Cazimero concerts, dancing for sold-out crowds 
around the world, from their own backyard to New York’s 
Carnegie Hall. They have won most major hula competi-
tions, including the “Super Bowl” of hula, the prestigious 
Merrie Monarch Hula Festival, held each year on the 
Big Island of Hawaii. In celebration of its 30th year, Nā 
Kamalei returned to the contest, taking top prizes in both 
the ‘auana and kahiko categories as well as the coveted 
all-around award, a rare victory for a male hālau.

Although Cazimero teaches only men in Hawaii, he 
usually includes women in his shows. As a master teacher 
he is in high demand and travels often to Japan, a country 
enamored with hula, to share his music and dance. He 
feels validated by his students and strives to be better for 
them, whether passing on ancient dances or choreograph-
ing new works. The primary lessons he learned from his 
kumu were in patience and tolerance. 

According to his dancers, who are fiercely respectful 
and protective of their own kumu, Cazimero is a loving 
tyrant—demanding, gentle, and firm. With no set curricu-
lum, he is spontaneous and creative, employing humor 
and off-color remarks in his teaching style. Because he 
was not much older than his young students when he first 
began, he often needed harsh language to get through 
to them. “There is real power in being a kumu,” says 
Cazimero, “like being a parent.” 

“Coming from a time in the ’60s when being Hawaiian wasn’t 
important and the idea of hula was foreign, men dancing 

was a novelty. Getting men to dance is just as difficult now.”  
 

—Robert Cazimero
[ ]

Above:  “There is real power” in teaching hulu, “like being a parent,” says Robert 
Cazimero. below: Inspired by a female hula master, Cazimero has fulfilled his 
teacher’s dream that he would teach the traditional dance to men. 
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Falling in love with hula
Joining a hālau is a big commitment. More than a tradi-
tional school or dance company in Western terms, it is a 
catalyst for a community to connect through its culture. 
You don’t have to have Hawaiian blood to dance hula—
you become Hawaiian in your heart.

The two dozen men of Hālau Nā Kamalei are 18 to 55 
years of age; they have full-time jobs, families, and lives 
apart from dancing. They are sons, fathers, husbands, 
Hawaiian and non-Hawaiian. They come together each 
Sunday for camaraderie through dance, song, food, and 
gossip. Most of their social interactions outside of hālau 
are spent with hula “brothers.” 

The men of Nā Kamalei find it hard to articulate why 
they connect to hula. For many it is a spiritual key that un-
locked the door to their cultural identity. Their reasons for 
starting to dance are familiar—perhaps a sister or relative 
danced, or classes were available to them in school. Some 
connected through the music or ran across a performance 
that drew them in. Several have described it as “falling in 
love”; hula ignited something powerful in them that defies 
words. They agree that it is “bigger than all of them” and 
feel great pride in dancing, despite any societal stigmas. 
Early on, the senior members of Nā Kamalei settled dis-
putes “in the parking lot” and put up with peer comments 
and sideways glances. They have proved their place in 
history, and as times have changed, the same name-callers 
now have sons who dance. 

Hula today
Hula is a survivor. It has had to adapt because of the many 
social, economic, and political factors in Hawaii’s history 
that stripped it of its masculinity. Hawaiians of old were 
much more accepting of male dancing, becoming less so 
as they became acculturated to Western ideals. But hula is 
about inclusiveness, connecting people to community and 
perpetuating the Hawaiian culture. All who dance partici-
pate in this noble cause.

Mai’ki Aiu Lake believed it was a privilege to have a 
man dance for you. Carrying on the traditions of their 
forefathers, Cazimero and the men of Hālau Nā Kamalei 
have been bringing this privilege to the world for almost 
35 years, proving that hula is more than wiggling in a 
grass skirt. F

nā KamaLei: tHe men oF HuLa

As a filmmaker living in New York City and a hula dancer 
who studies in San Francisco, Lisette Kaualena Flanary of-
fers a unique perspective into the stories surrounding those 
for whom hula is a way of life. Battling Western stereotypes 
and feminized visions of hula, Nā Kamalei: The Men of 
Hula tells a tale of pride and strength in continuing the 
traditions of their forefathers. 

When filming her first documentary feature, American 
Aloha: Hula Beyond Hawaii, Flanary was introduced to 
Patrick Makuakāne of San Francisco, who had once been 
a member of the only all-male hula hālau (school) in the 
Hawaiian Islands. His teacher, the legendary Hawaiian 
entertainer Robert Uluwehi Cazimero, founded Hālau Nāā 
Kamalei during the Hawaiian Cultural Renaissance of the 
1970s and set out to prove that it was “hot” for men to 
dance hula. 

Fast-forward to 2005, the hālau’s 30th-anniversary 
season, and her second film. In Nā Kamalei: The Men of 
Hula, Flanary chronicles months of grueling rehearsals 
in preparation for the prestigious Merrie Monarch Hula 
Festival. Under Flanary’s cinematic artistry and cultural 
sensitivity, the dancers share heartfelt stories of the struggle 
to continue their traditions while facing societal stigmas. 

Interspersed with shots of studio rehearsals and inter-
views with Cazimero and notable member of the hula 
community, we get a glimpse of the men’s lives at work 
and home—a full spectrum of male camaraderie, includ-
ing private rituals, emotional confrontations, inside jokes, 
and their deep bond of friendship. At one dinner table, a 
teenage boy admits for the first time how proud he is of 
his father’s dancing, despite his peers’ teasing. Backstage 
at the competition, the camera captures the men’s ner-
vousness and excitement. When Nā Kamalei sweeps the 
awards, a rare victory for a men’s group, history is made 
and the triumph is tangible. 

Flanary’s films have won several awards and were 
broadcast as part of the Independent Lens series on PBS. 
They can be purchased at www.lehuafilms.com. Flanary’s 
next film will be about hula in Japan.

lefT: Robert Cazimero’s hula troupe has danced for sold-out crowds world-

wide and won most major hula competitions.
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