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Hawaiian Women’s Fashions: Kapa, Cotton and Silk. By Agnes Terao-
Guiala. [n.p.]: Agnes Terao-Guiala, 2019. 288 pp. Illustrated. Bibliog-
raphy. Index. $49.00 paper

Terao-Guiala’s book on Hawaiian women’s fashions is the result of extensive 
research on Hawaiian clothing and history. It is a big, beautiful book, lavishly 
illustrated with line drawings and photos that enrich our understanding of 
the era prior to the overthrow of the Hawaiian monarchy. The last chapters 
discuss Hawai‘i’s contemporary designers who continue traditional Hawaiian 
designs within the global fashion industry. It is in these areas, the 19th cen-
tury, and the 21st century, that the book shines. While there are many books 
on the aloha shirt, this is only the second book produced that covers Hawai-
ian women’s dress. It is a welcome addition to the literature. As a trade book, 
it is written in a comfortable style intended for a wide audience of readers in 
Hawai‘i. It is neither an academic or history book, as there are no footnotes 
and few source citations.

Beginning with a discussion of Hawaiian material culture and of kapa 
designs in pre-contact times, the author sets the frame for examining later 
Hawaiian textile designs and their focus on Hawaiian flora, fauna, and cul-
ture. The shift from wearing kapa to clothing of woven fabric began in 1820 
when American missionary wives arrived and first made garments for royalty 
inspired by their own western styles, but without waistlines. That has remained 
a unique feature of aloha attire. From then on, Hawaiian fashion developed 
through the interplay of western styles and Hawaiian print designs.

This book is as much about history as fashion. Within each chapter, the 
author presents a long discussion of Hawaiian history and key personages fol-
lowed by information on clothing and textiles from that era. The evolution of 
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style lines is presented through stories of significant Hawaiian women from 
the nineteenth century forward as they interacted with missionaries and oth-
ers, then adapted western styles to their own use.

This approach makes for fascinating reading, but along the way, there are 
contradictions regarding terms used, but none are defined. The reader is 
left confused as to the differences between the four basic styles of women’s 
aloha attire, and that was also apparent in the identification of garments in 
the book’s twentieth century photos, where half of the garments labeled as 
holokū would generally be classified as mu‘umu‘u. Key terms need to be 
defined and a glossary of Hawaiian terms is needed for readers unfamiliar 
with the Hawaiian language.

With regard to women’s aloha attire of the twentieth century, there are 
recognized definitions of the types of aloha attire based on the Hawaiian Gar-
ment Industry’s nomenclature, found in academic articles and encyclopedias 
of fashion, and used by the University of Hawai‘i at Mānoa’s Historic Costume 
Collection. The holokū is a long gown, generally with long sleeves; it could 
be loose or fitted and became a formal garment with a train. A mu‘umu‘u is a 
loose day dress with a variety of sleeves and lengths. The holomu‘u is a more 
fitted dress, like a holokū, but without a train. Aloha shirts were made for 
both men and women. Terao-Guiala does not discuss women’s aloha shirts, 
though some remarkable ones were produced in the 1940s and 1950s.

The book’s subtitle, “Kapa, Cotton and Silk”, refers to the dominant fibers 
for fabric used in Hawai‘i’s clothing. Each chapter title begins with which-
ever of these fibers seemed to be most important for that era. Unfortunately, 
rayon and polyester were completely ignored, even though most of the fab-
rics used in aloha attire in the last half of the twentieth century were rayon, 
cotton, polyester and cotton-polyester blends. Rayon was used in the post 
WWII period for about a decade. Aloha attire produced in rayon from the 
late 1940s through late 1950s is highly collectible today and can cost well over 
$1,000.00. Cotton dominated the 1960s, polyester came in during the 1970s, 
rayon came back in the 1980s, and cotton-polyester blends have dominated 
since the 1990s.

There is an issue of balance in Terao-Guiala’s book. While 70% of the 
book is devoted to the 19th century, there is a shortage of information on the 
last 120 years, as only 26% of the book is focused on the twentieth and twenty-
first centuries. For instance, less than three pages were devoted to the 1950s 
and yet this was a pivotal decade for the Hawaiian fashion industry as it grew 
fifteen-fold by 1959. The industry became a major economic force in the state 
of Hawai‘i for the next several decades until outsourcing began in the 1980s. 
Hawaiian fashion trends in the 1990s were not discussed.

Terao-Guiala has taken on a huge task in trying to cover the history of 
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Hawaiian women’s fashion over more than two centuries of history in only 
288 pages. This is a good book to have for those who are interested in Hawai-
ian material culture. If a second edition is planned, source citations or foot-
notes, definitions of garment terms, and photos that have the correct gar-
ment types as well as the decade when those garments were produced would 
make the book a very useful reference book for historians and curators of 
costume collections.
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The Diaries of Queen Liliuokalani of Hawaii, 1885–1900. Edited and 
with Annotations by David W. Forbes. Honolulu: Hui Hānai, 2019. 
xxxvii + 538 pp. Bibliography. Notes. Illustrated. Index. $40.00 cloth

There can be little argument that the editor of this text—over the past several 
decades of in-person archival research—has seen, read, and transcribed more 
material related to Hawai‘i and its history that anyone else of our time and 
likely of the past century. His bibliographic and editorial work has produced 
canonical texts that have benefited countless researchers and delivered a 
greater understanding of Hawai‘i’s past to all. His four-volume Hawaiian 
National Bibliography stands out as an authoritative first stop for any histo-
rian on the trail of an elusive document or looking to broaden their research 
of a given topic. With his latest project, The Diaries of Queen Liliuokalani of 
Hawaii, 1885–1900, Forbes delivers another significant historical resource.

Publication of the diaries of the last reigning sovereign of the Hawaiian 
Kingdom, Her Majesty Queen Lili‘uokalani, adds significant content to the 
study of a life that still yet remains relatively under-explored and misunder-
stood. In a beautifully designed and illustrated book of over 500 pages, diary 
entries of the Queen are interspersed with annotations from the editor that 
offer further information about the many people, places, and events named 
within the diaries. Footnotes add biographical information to names men-
tioned in the original text. While these editorial insertions are a common, 
accepted method of delivering further content and context to the reader, 
they do mark places of outside authorship within an otherwise straightfor-
ward delivery of the subject’s voice.


