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THE HISTORY OF MUSICAL DEVELOPMENT IN HAWAII 1
By EMERSON C. SMITH

Let us try to gain a better understanding of Hawaiian music by discussing
the way in which it developed from the ancient chants, and the important part
that the ali'i, or chieftains of the Hawaiian people, played in that change. The
several steps in the development will be illustrated by representative chants
and songs.
ANCIENT CHANTS
The ancient mele, or chants, of the Hawaiian people were a very early form
of Eastern music. The music of the East has always been primarily vocal music,
and the Hawaiian mele were vocal, for they were simply poems chanted to a
rhythmic accompaniment. The primitive nature of this accompaniment is proof
that the Hawaiians left their traditional home in Hawaiki before they were
exposed to the influences which moulded the music of the Egyptians, Hebrews,
Greeks, Hindus, and Chinese. Where and when the Hawaiians departed from
an origin land is controversial, but some students might infer, solely from the
evidence of the complex rhythms and primitive melodies of their music, that
they may have left the Mediterranean area and the date of their departure may
have been not later than about 4000 B.C., and that they may have left the Asiatic
mainland not later than 1000 B.C.
We know that rhythm preceded melody, and that the more complex rhythms
were the earlier. When music developed to the point where it was written in
musical notation, the kaleidescopic rhythms gave way to regular rhythms in the
familiar 2/4, 3/4, 4/4, 6/8, etc. time. Helen Roberts, in her book Ancient
Hawaiian Music has shown some old chants in musical notation. One of these
shows the time signature changing from measure to measure as follows: 4/8,
4/8, 6/8, 4/8, 4/8, 5/8, 6/8, 4/8, 5/8, 4/8, 3/8, 4/8, 6/8! The first persons
who tried to reduce Hawaiian songs to musical notation attempted to force these
constantly changing rhythms into a single time signature. We can see evidence
of this in early song collections, where many songs are only 13, 14, or 15
measures long, instead of the natural 16 measures.
The melodies were likewise primitive. The Hawaiians had no scales, in the
sense we think of scales. Their chanting was on a few tones, usually only two
or three, but when the chanter had chosen the tones to be used, they were used
faithfully throughout the chant. If one is willing to say that the repeated use
of a selected small group of tones establishes a scale, then the Hawaiian people
had a large number of scales.
The people of the East have the ability to hear, use, and enjoy very small
tone intervals, and the use of small intervals was a characteristic of ancient
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Hawaiian chants. If we define a "half-tone" as a minor second, then you will
understand when we say that Hawaiian music used intervals as small as "one
third-tones" and "quarter-tones."
Though the musical accompaniment was primitive, the mele, or poems, were
highly developed and complex. The real meaning, or kaona, was frequently
expertly hidden in figurative language. Some writers have led us to believe that
mele have as many as half a dozen hidden meanings, and that one could strip
the outer more obvious meanings to reveal other and more devious meanings,
much as one would peel an onion. That is not true. Not all mele had hidden
meanings — indeed most of them did not — but there was never more than one
hidden meaning. That was difficult enough. It would tax the ability of any
modern poet to conceal the real meaning in beautiful similes, while at the
same time using the difficult Hawaiian type of rhyme which is now called
"linked assonance."
These mele were very important, for through them the Hawaiian people
preserved their entire history and genealogy right up until the 1820's. The same
thing happened in Europe during the Middle Ages where minstrels, troubadours
and minnesingers recorded all events of that day in song.
It is axiomatic that the oldest history of every nation is found in its folk
songs, its nursery rhymes, and its chants. The chants of Hawaii are excellent
examples of the preservation of ancient lore for incredibly long times. All
people have legends relating to dragons, and the Hawaiians are no exception,
though their dragons were beneficent creatures called mo'o. All nations have a
legend of a great flood, which the Hawaiian people know as the Sea of Ka-Hinali'i. Many nations have a remembrance of the sun standing still, as recorded in
Joshua 10:13 and in Isaiah 38:8. The Hawaiian people have a similar legend,
which tells how Maui lassoed the sun and held it until his mother's kapa dried.
Many of you know of the Kumulipo, the Hawaiian creation chant composed
about 1700 A.D. Its first four lines are:
At the time when the Earth became hot,
At the time when the heavens turned about,
At the time when the sun was darkened
To cause the moon to shine.
Parallel passages found in the legends of many other lands describe an event
which some believe was a world-wide catastrophe that occurred in 687 B.C.
For every epic poem of the stature of the Kumulipo there were thousands
of lesser mele of every sort — mele oli for narratives, mele inoa to recite the
genealogy and achievements of a person, mele kanikau or dirges, mele kaua or
war chants, and mele hula to accompany dancing. There were mele for every
possible occasion.
One of these was the Mele Kahea, or chant of greeting. When a beloved
friend or relative came to visit, one of the older members of the household would
come to the doorway and call or chant a greeting to the visitor. Mrs. Mary
Kawena Pukui has given us this example:

