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A Celebration of Tradition (with caution!)

Just as the coronavirus pandemic put a stop to

many major events in Japan last year, even the
olympics, Hawaii had to cancel an olympic-level event
of their own, the Merrie Monarch Festival. While
this event celebrating hula, the traditional Hawaiian
dance form, is usually held every April, the special
circumstances of the previous year saw the event
cancelled. This year, with coronavirus measures in
place, the competition got the green light and was
held in July.

Started in 1968 and held in Hilo, Hawaii, The
Merrie Monarch Festival is a week-long hula dance
competition considered to be the "olympics of hula."
The hula competition portion is separated into three
parts, Miss Aloha Hula, a women'’s solo portion, group
Kahiko (ancient Hawaiian hula), and group Auana
(modern hula). The judge’s panel consists of highly
respected kumu hula (hula masters and teachers)
and cultural experts that scrutinize every bit of each
halau’s (group) performance, from their oli (chants)
to the authenticity of their costumes. At the end of
the competition, scores are tallied and the best halau
get awards in the form of beautifully made traditional
instruments.

Serious changes to this year’s competition were
made to make sure the competition could be held in
these unprecedented times. The decision to invite no
spectators and to pretape performances were two
of the most obvious changes made this year. While
the festival is usually held live in front of hundreds of
people, special times called for special measures!

The Merrie Monarch Festival is an event that
celebrates not just hula, but Hawaiian culture as a
whole. The festival can still be viewed online, so search
"Merrie Monarch 2021" online if you’re interested in
learning about Hawalian culture. Hopefully it can go
back to being held in-person next year!
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