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Introduction
We are going to speak about Geishas. What is a Geisha?  What are they represented in Japanese society? And, what is their way of life and their customs?

First of all, a Geisha is defined as  a Japanese woman dedicating her life to practice traditional arts. The Geisha’s word means  an “art person”,  however,  a Geisha is called Geiko in Kyoto and their trainees are called Maiko. In fact, the name depends on where are you living in Japan. For instance, a trainee is not called Maiko in Tokyo but a Hangyoku or an Oshakusan.

According to a famous geisha, called Mineko Iwasaki,  a geisha must have the delicacy of a flower but also, the strength and the suppleness of a willow.
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The instruction to become a Geisha is very long and difficult. Today, some of girls choose to follow this instruction in order to be a Geisha. Contrary to in the past, when some of humble families sold their children to the geisha’s houses, called Okiya.

The training is made up of three steps. First, the young girls are Shikomi, they must do heavy household chores and they are on service for Geisha. Before this step was very long when, now, it just lasts some months. Then, after a dance examination, these girls become Minarai, they stop the household chores and they follow an education more artistic. They notably learn to do the ceremony of tea. Lastly, they become Maiko, the last step before to be a Geisha. During this period of training, each Maiko is assigned to a Geisha in order to pass his knowledge on.

As the training of Shikomi, it lasts shorter than it was at the beginning of the century. The Maiko become Geisha, after an exam and a ceremony, called “mizu-age”.

In a first time, we are going to see geishas’ history, then, the role of the geisha, and to finish, the geisha’s appearance.

I. The geishas’ history
Geisha's first tracks go back up from the end of 8th centuries. Indeed, in 794, the Japanese emperor Kammu, the admirer of Chinese civilization, built a new capital, Kyoto, on the model of the capital of China. In this period, girls danced on Buddhist prayers  while being the mistresses of warriors and noble people too. This mixture of traditions, pleasures and aestheticism were going to lead, little by little, to the geisha’s art.

However, the real birth of the geishas dates from 1600, when Shogun Tokugawa settled down to Edo, that is mean Tokyo, to be able to exercise his military dictatorship. Their roles then became clearer. At the beginning, Geishas were dancers and musicians. Moreover, that is important to clarify, as surprising as it can appear, that first geishas were men. They corresponded to the jesters in Europe in the Middle Ages. So, they were there  in order to amuse. 

In 1700, a shogunal decree wanted to regulate this new job and it obliged geishas to live in " reserved areas ". In front of this forced grouping with the prostitutes, some of geishas decided to leave their establishment of training, called Okiya, and they gathered together into schools. 

The opening of the tea’s houses in the pleasures areas in 1712 marked the beginning of geisha’s job. However, at that time, men were still in the majority as geisha, and  women are thus called onna geisha, that is mean woman geisha, or  geiko in Kyoto. But, during 1750s, women quickly became more numerous than men, and they thus were called otoko geisha to differ from women.

In 1779, geisha’s job was officialized by the Japanese government. And in the meantime, the kenban, which is a registration agency, was created with the intention of listing geishas and making respect the law. This law clarified that only the recognized prostitutes could have sexual relations with their customers, it was banned to the geishas.

From 1800, geishas were only women. And, it is at that period that geishas were going to be more and more numerous. However, in 1842, the Tempo reform banned the prostitution and  the pleasures areas, where a lot of geishas gathered. But, only 9 years later, these areas were opened again. Then in 1886, the government fixed an official price list for the geishas’ activities in order to keep the control over their activities.

Till the beginning of 20th centuries, geishas were considered as the forerunner of  fashion, to such an extent that with the westernization of Japan in the years 1920-1930, geishas were dressed and danced  like western girls, they were nicknamed dansu geisha. But, a lot of them were opposed to this modernization and were settled in guardians of the Japanese tradition.

During the World War II, the pleasures areas were closed by the government during one year, from 1944 till 1945, and geishas were sent to factories in order to help the country in wartime.

At the end of this war, several laws were voted as the total ban of the prostitution which allows to differentiate geishas and  prostitutes. Moreover, there also were the laws concerning work and compulsory education which prevent girls becoming maiko  under 15 years old.

At the end of 20th centuries, geishas’ number decreased strongly. Indeed, in 1965, the Foundation for the development of the arts and the traditional musics of Kyoto counted 65 maiko in this city, and this figure even fell in 25 maiko 10 years later. However, the last figures have showed an infatuation for maiko because they are about a hundred in 2008 in Kyoto.

II. The role of the Geisha

A Geisha is a Japanese woman who entertains people (usually men), with classical Japanese arts. She is skilled in singing, dancing, playing musical instruments for example: shamisen. Serving food, drinks like sake, and tea, and practiced in conversation. 

The word Geisha is written in Japanese, and means an artistic performer, or an entertainer. The traditional age of a geisha to start their training is three years and three days. She becomes apprenticed also known as a maiko to a senior, often retired Geisha, and during this many years long apprenticeship she is called a Maiko, which means a child dancer.
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a maiko and a geiko
A geisha girl is essentially a professional hostess pulled in the Arts of the Entertainment. Traditionally, even today in spite of the number increasing love marriages, the entertainments and the exits of the Japanese man take place without his wife and take place with her working relations.

Geisha girl are generally several when it is about a banquet. Their role consists of; enter other, to serve the sake. They can agree to drink it with the dinner guests but are not authorized to share the food. During the evening, they dance, sing, recite traditional poems either play of a kind of lute, the shamisen, or still the drum or the flute. 
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They open doors, serve the tea according to the tradition. All their talents are made to enchant a banquet, a meeting, a meal and are very useful to break the mirror with customers gathered (combined) to discuss a contract or a political wedding ring for example. However, the high price of the services restricts this possibility to companies or influential parties and to the rich men. Geisha girl enter only very rarely the life of average Japanese.  

The role of a Geisha is extensive. Geisha were traditionally trained from early childhood. Geisha houses often took girls from poor families, and took the responsibility of raising and training them. They worked first as maids and then as assistants to the house's senior Geisha to contribute to their expenses. They train themselves in various traditional arts, maintain many different relationships with men and they also entertain at business banquets or parties. However there are two things a Geisha will not do. They will not prepare or serve food and they will never have a one night stand.
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It is a must for a Geisha to train themselves in various traditional arts that included several styles of singing in the hanamachi (Geisha community), classical dancing and playing the shamisen. A Geisha's work includes entertaining guests at expensive tea houses. They serve drinks, talk with guests and perform. Today it is common for Geisha women to be models or go on International tours.
Geisha are not prostitutes, but they do maintain many different relationships with men. Although it is appropriate for a Geisha to have a patron that she is involved with sexually, emotionally and economically a she may choose not to do so. 
Geisha's earn a considerable amount of money by entertaining at business banquets or parties. They have conversation and they perform for the guests. Geisha may perform "Tachikata" or "Jikata". Tachikata mainly do traditional Japanese dance. They are usually the maiko girls. Jakita mainly sing or play instruments. They are usually the older Geisha women. During these banquets and parties Geisha pay special attention to the Guest of Honor. Geisha do not discuss anything that is said at one of these events.

III. Geishas ‘appearance

Geishas wear a silk kimono called obede.  There are not the same for all geishas, indeed kimono color changes; it depends on season or geishas’ age. For example young geishas wear bright color whereas the oldest (more than 30 years old) wear unobtrusive color. Kimono changes too in relation to seasons: in winter kimono is called awase and it lined with crêpe, in summer the ro is only in silk like the hitoe in autumn.


In the back, the kimono is tie by a silk belt called obi. This obi is differently tied depending geisha’s age the oldest put it in knot and maiko put it in traine with a knot there which goes back up to shoulder blades. To make this knot many metres of tissue are necessary. The knot in the back distinguishes the geisha of the prostitutes which put  their knot in front of to remove it easily several times in the evening. 
To put a kimono and a obi is difficult. Furthermore all the kimonos are in the same size it is often necessary to fold up it. Kimonos are expensive because they are made and painted in the hand, it is a meticulous work. During the important ceremonies geishas wear a kimono different from the traditional. It is up to their okiya (their house), it is black with the blazons of the okiya.Concerning the underwear, geishas wear a koshimaki or " cover hips ", a simple band of fine tissue rolled up around hips, then a suit. This suit must be in accordance with the colors of the kimono, because it appears to two places: at the level of ankles when the geisha ride up her kimono to walk, and at the level of the collar. This collar is traditionally sewn every morning to the suit chosen by her then unstitched in the evening to be washed. He is red as the color associated with the childhood for maiko, and white for geishas more experienced.
Geishas wear in the feet  socks (tabi) and sandals in wood (geta)
The make-up of geishas is the same than a maiko. The face is completely white, and cover by  an oil called bintsuke-abura. The make-up is spread with a brush in bamboo, then dabbed with a sponge. In the past, this make-up contained some lead, consequently geisha suffered from diseases and from problems of skin. Nowadays, her make-up is on base of rice powder. The nape of the neck is also white, and a part of her skin appears. 
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Cheeks, eyes and lips are made up by pink and by red. Eyebrows and outline of eyes with a kohl.
Do the make-up is difficult, and the maiko are often helped by their okâsan or by a make-up woman when they begin; after they have to learn to make their make-up alone. During  their career, they decrease the quantity of make-up;  Geishas of more than thirty years old wear almost no more make-up, just for special occasions.



The hairstyles of the geisha are Japanese traditional buns. They are made at a specialized hairdresser's and have to last one week. To not flatten their hairstyle, geishas have to sleep on   "relaying-nape of the neck", the takamakura.

To make buns it is necessary to pull their hair a lot, it’s why ancient geishas have a baldness. Nowadays geishas use wigs to avoid losing their hair. 
The typical hairstyle of maiko is called momoware; it’s a bun divided in two and in the middle there is a red silk. Geisha older wear other types of bun as the marumage. Buns are decorated with combs and hairpins called kanzashi.
Conclusion
To conclude, they were Japanese Courtesans who entertained with arts of dance, music, poetry and calligraphy, and an educated wit. Due to isolation within closed districts the Tayu became highly ritualized and more removed from changing society.  It’s important to know that geisha is not a prostitute because there remains some confusion, even within Japan, about the nature of the geisha profession. Geisha are portrayed as prostitutes in much Western popular culture. However, geisha do not engage in paid sex with clients. Their purpose being to entertain their customers is it by reciting verse, playing musical instruments, or engaging in light conversation. Geisha engagements may include flirting with men and playful innuendos. However, clients know that nothing more can be expected. In a social style that is uniquely Japanese, men are amused by the illusion of that which is never to be. The geisha knew how to impose their intelligence; their competence has a population easy of the country.
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