SHORT SYNOPSIS
For Hawaiians, the hula is not just a dance, but a way of life. Yet while most Americans
know only the stereotypes of ‘grass skirt girls’ from old Hollywood movies and tourist
kitsch, the revival of the ancient art of hula tells of the rich history and spirituality of
Hawai‘i. American Aloha: Hula Beyond Hawai‘i discovers a renaissance of Hawaiian
culture through music, language and dance as it continues to grow in California.
Following three kumu hula, or master hula teachers, the film celebrates the perpetuation of a culture — from the very traditional to the contemporary — as it evolves on
distant shores. With more Native Hawaiians living on the U.S. mainland than on
the islands, the hula is a living tradition that connects generations far from home to
their heritage. Revealing the challenges of cultural survival through the struggles of
Hawai‘i’s past, American Aloha is a proud reminder of the power of reclaiming tradition
for communities creating a home away from home.

PROJECT DESCRIPTION
Few American icons are as well known for their popular kitsch as the hula dance. From
old Hollywood movies to entertainment for tourists, the hip swaying girls in grass skirts
and colorful lei have long masked an ancient cultural tradition. Now, after years of being
shadowed by stereotypes, the hula is experiencing a rebirth that celebrates Hawaiian
culture as it continues to grow on distant shores. American Aloha: Hula Beyond Hawai‘i
shares the stories of Hawaiians on the mainland who are challenging misconceptions to
redefine the evocative storytelling art of the hula through music, language and dance.
Not long ago, the cultural landscape of Hawai‘i was threatened with extinction as it
struggled to survive the drastic effects of Western contact. As the population was decimated by foreign disease, many of the ancient cultural traditions were in danger of
disappearing — especially the hula. Denounced as a ‘heathen’ practice with the arrival
of American missionaries, the hula was soon outlawed and went underground for generations. Hawaiians were discouraged from being proud of their ancestry and soon
even the language was banned. Nearly lost after decades of assimilation following the
illegal overthrow of the Hawaiian kingdom, the hula dance emerged as a symbol of fierce
ethnic pride during the Hawaiian renaissance that swept the islands in the 1970’s.
American Aloha shows the survival of the hula as a renaissance continues to grow beyond the islands. With the cost of living in Hawai‘i estimated at 27% higher than the
continental United States, large numbers of Hawaiians have left to pursue professional
and educational opportunities. Today, with more Native Hawaiians living on the U.S.
mainland than on the islands, the hula has traveled with them. From the suburbs of Los
Angeles to the San Francisco Bay Area, the largest Hawaiian communities have settled
in California and the hula remains an important connection to their home and heritage.
Sounding a universal note of cultural renewal and adaptation, American Aloha takes us
on a journey through the practices and philosophies of some of the masters at the forefront of reclaiming the artistry and meaning of traditional hula. Focusing on the work of
three kumu hula, or master hula teachers, the film explores hula as a way of life—even
for those who no longer live on the islands. From the traditional to the contemporary, the
three teachers represent very different—and sometimes controversial—approaches to
preserving the integrity of the ancient hula while carrying the art form into the future.
The film features kumu hula Sissy Kaio, Mark Ho‘omalu, and Patrick Makuakane who
have been teaching hula in California for over twenty years. From Sissy’s traditional
dancing, to Mark’s cutting-edge music, and Patrick’s innovative choreography, the kumu
hula struggle to perpetuate Hawaiian culture for future generations. With a growing
number of hula halau, or schools of dance, across America and even abroad, American
Aloha reveals the power of reclaiming tradition for communities creating a home away
from home.
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PRODUCTION NOTES
American Aloha: Hula Beyond Hawai‘i brought first time feature directors Lisette Marie
Flanary and Evann Siebens together in a unique collaboration that began when they
created the production company bluestocking films in 1998. Combining Evann’s expertise in making films about dance and Lisette’s cultural connection to Hawai‘i, the team
began a journey documenting the Hawaiian community in California that took over five
years to complete.The result is a film that explores a cultural community and yet also
brings the beauty of dance to the forefront—a true hybrid.
This is the first documentary to give a voice to the large and vibrant community of
Hawaiians living on the mainland. American Aloha is a strong testament to the growing
sense of empowerment felt by the Hawaiian community on the mainland that has often
been judged by the islander community as ‘second-rate’ or ‘not as authentic’.This film
will not only inspire a deeper understanding of Hawaiian culture for a wide audience,
but will also speak to numerous communities who are trying to maintain their traditions
far from home.
Filmmaker’s Statement
from Evann Siebens

Filmmaker’s Statement
from Lisette Marie
Flanary

“As a professional dancer who had no ties to Hawai‘i, my initial interest was in the
beauty of the dance. Impressed by the lyrical movement coupled with the rigor and structure of a unified group, I wanted to visually capture the poetic grace of the hula. I was
also intrigued by the concept of telling stories through dance by ‘talking’ with one’s hands.
Yet the main attraction for me was the concept of dance as the catalyst for a community.
This was the first time I had come across a group of people—men and women, young and
old, from many different cultural backgrounds—who were brought together through
dance.The openness of the Hawaiian community allowed me not only to feel embraced,
but to experience dance as a metaphor for culture in a way that I didn’t in my community
while growing up. This film is the result of a lot of hard work, dedication, eating, dancing, playing music and just ‘talking story’. It’s for people who are Hawaiian-at-heart
wherever they live.”
“Every time someone asks me if I wear a grass skirt and a coconut bra to dance the
hula, I feel as though I might spontaneously combust. As a hula dancer, it’s frustrating
to continually be confronted with popular misconceptions and one of the main reasons
I wanted to make this film was to bash the stereotypes that are ingrained in our culture
by the media. Being born and raised on the mainland, I also felt this common bond with
the community and the stories that they shared with us. While I have always felt a strong
connection to Hawaiian culture because of the time I spent there while growing up,
I also felt that I was an outsider—even though my mother is from Hawai‘i.Through making this film, I began to dance hula in New York City and realized that you don’t need
to be in Hawai‘i to dance the hula. Culture isn’t where you are, but who you are. The hula
really opened a door to my own cultural identity and allowed me to reconnect with my
heritage in a way that I had never explored before.”
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