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Kumu hula Hökülani Holt-Padilla doesn’t just 

chant, she glistens. Her voice is powerful yet humble and hails 

courageous homage to ancestors who’ve chanted centuries before 

her. Her students, young yet traditional, are nurtured by Holt-

Padilla to persevere in life, no matter how “tough” the struggles 

become along the way. It is apt that the name of her hälau (hula 

school) is “Pä‘ü O Hi‘iaka” — a local plant known to grow and 

thrive in inhospitable places.

While there are textbooks and documents about hula, says Holt-

Padilla, Hawaiian culture would cease to exist without the traditional 

practice. “[The] majority … is from the oral traditions which we pass 

down to each generation. Our practice today is contingent on the 

memories that we share and cultivate with those around us.”

A graduate of Kamehameha Schools and the University 

of Hawai‘i, Holt-Padilla has immersed herself in aiding the 

perpetuation of Native Hawaiian culture for over 30 years. Since 

her hälau’s debut in 1976, she has consistently strived for a higher 

learning of her culture. In 1993, she became the first program 

coordinator of Maui’s Nä Pua No‘eau center for gifted and 

talented Native Hawaiian children. In 1997, she was named the 

Cultural Education Program Manager for the Kaho‘olawe Island 

Reserve Commission. Along with her current position at Maui 

Arts & Cultural Center (MACC) in Kahului, she continues to 

teach others who are dedicated to preserving Native Hawaiians’ 

many cultural traditions. Hula is at the very top of the list.

Pleasurable to watch and enjoy, especially to those visiting the 

islands for the first time, Holt-Padilla wants everyone who watches 

a hula performance to know and remember that hula is more 

than just a dance, more than entertainment. It is a continuation of 

Native Hawaiian life and history.

“Hula is our history, culture and ancestors,” says Holt-Padilla. 

“It’s poems and stories describing our beautiful sunsets and flowers 

and oceans. Where else can you describe that than in Hawai‘i? I 

think many visitors don’t quite understand that aspect of hula. That 

it’s a time-honored tradition meant to be practiced and learned 

here in these islands.”

“Hula,” she continues, “really is just the icing on the cake. It’s 

a moving picture for the words of our ancestors. It just so happens 

that the dance is beautiful in itself to look at.” y

Hökülani Holt-Padilla is the Cultural Programs Director at MACC. For 

more information, visit MauiArts.org. 
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