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Fiona Graham made :
pan) cadlines around theworld
82 When she became the first
~ Westernerto complete the
harsh training regime and qualify as 2 geisha
in Japan. Now Fiona reveals how she ldﬂdﬁ,d |
one of thern{)st secretive careers on earth s BSR4
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Asageisha, Fiona

. visitsteahousesand
5 restaurants

was onfy 13 when 1 first
visited Japan. Twasan
exchunge student and the
plan wis to experience life
with a Japanese family and
go toschool there fora
vear. Even though itwas

incredhibly hard leaving my friends
and family behind in Australia at
such a young age, Ivas soexcited
I knew nothing about fapan
before going and 1 couldn't speak
the language, but assoonas |
miovetl in with my Japanese family

feel welcome and they could speak
alirtle English, but I picked up
Japanese very quickhy: | was only
riseant to stay a vear, but I didn'e
want toleave. I'd travelled the
country and my new family had
macle me fead like one of theiroan

I missed home and all my
friends, butl'd made new ones
too, and Hoved Japen so much |
staved onwith my new family and
finishect high school there:

I then gota place ar one of
Japan’s oldest universities, Keio
University in Todon, tostudy social
psyehology: | was the first Western
girl to be admined full-time, sol
feltvery privileged. I'went home
twice ayear iosee everyone back

in Tokyo, | loved it. They macde me

in Australia, and they often visitied,
1o00. | honestly didn't miss my old
lifie, as Tthought my new one was
serexciting and unusual. When
| graduated, I'd been in Japan
almiost 10 years and knew
everything about is culure., In
particutar, 'was fascinated by
geisha, and their secretive lives
After lesving universiny |
becamee a documentary filnuaker,
and when I was 23, the film
Memoirs Of A Gedsha was
redeased. | reallv wanted tomake
mv o film about geisha -a

Tmissed home and all
my friends and family

clocumentanv—and decided the
pestway todo that would be o
becomic a real geisha myself

Geisha-in-training

However, | had noidea whar
Bevesning apeisha imolved o bow
I'd even goabout looking it it
S0, in fae 2006, Lgotin wouch with
SCHNE Contacts at Keio Universiy,
vsee it they could help

[ knew gening inside the peisha
wiord wasn 't easy, an 030k i
months of mectings with people
high up in the geisha communin
Many of the meetings were o see

hiow serious Twas about

hecoming a geisha, ancd )
whetherI'd keep thedr

can takeuptoan hour

Applying make-up

GEISHA: THE FACTS

| | " career. There are now up to
2,000 geisha, and applicants
are being turned away.

W In 2000, the harsh training
regime meant there were only
700 geisha and apprentices
left in Japan. In desperation,
several geisha houses went
online to recruit newcomers.
Together with the fact that
traditional customs, like
wearing kimonos and
drinking sake, are becoming
‘cool’
again,
beinga
geishais
NOW Seen
asa
worthwhile,
well-

intoan 'okiya’ or geisha
house, owned by a geisha
‘mother’, where they begin
training, which can take
anything up to five years. They
are expected to do housework
and study everything from

i dance to how to walk daintily,
€, g sit with their feet tucked

! beneath them and make

polite small talk.

B Geishawhowant tomarry
paid 48  areexpected to leave the

i profession, although several
single geisha continue to
work today aged 90 or older.
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scruting - buteventually, in Aprl
last vear, | was invited to become
anapprentoe and move intoa
grisha house with 1 peisha
‘mother’ in Asakusa, Japan,

My geisha mumwas amEzing
~from the moment I met her, |
respected everythingabout her
lunderstoad the gamble she
was taking by hiring me. She was

risking her reputation by training

A Western gitl - something thar

had never been done before.
Tknew my training would bea

challenge, but Iwas determined

‘Geisha hel
into a£10,)

o suceeed as the world's first

Wisstern geisha, [knew I'd hive to
lesve noermal life behind but Twas

ready forit, and mv friends and
family were really supportive. |

gota book deal to write about my

Cxperiences as s00n as Istared

my wiining, and thankfully that

patict for all my fessons,
linherited a kimono from a

Japanese fmily I'd kiown fora
long time. It was very expensive —

kimones can cost as much asa
new carand I'd never have been

able toafford it without their help

International Exclus

trackitions, Inever got feedhback—
irwaslike being under continuois

Making The
Geisha Grade

Inorder to be accepted asa
maiko o ‘apprentice getsha’,
WOMEn must meet the
following reuirements:

¥ Besingle,

W Beshorter than 5ft 3in-ary
tallerand it's believed they
won't beagraceful dancer

¥ Weigh at least 65t 111b,
tocopewith dancingin
heavy kimonas. :
BCommittouptofiveyears
ofintense training.

B Have their parents’
permission to become
ageisha.
WAccept the traditional
lapanese lifestyle, including
wearing kimonos andsleeping
on futons ratherthan abed.

M Agreeto obey their
geisha ‘mother’ and
‘sisters’ atall times,

Ve

Ineeded a geisha name, so |
tried to find one with an English
transktion, so fumilyand friends

knewwhatitmeant. Inthe encl. my

geisha mum named me ‘Sayuki
meaning transparent happiness'

Daily routine
yrout

During miy training, I'd wake up
and run errands for the higher
geisha before gening ready.
Putting on my davtime kimono
and doing my hairand make-up
wasafine art and ook abouran
hour, but warching the other
grisha helped. I'd spend my clays
Boing from a music class toa

edme
0 kimono

dincing class toa singing class. By
evening I wis exhausted, but | sl
hadto help theolder geisha ger
ready for parties at teahonses -
where business people meet, drink
tea and sake, and geisha perform.
As my training progressed, [ was
allowed to go with them to watch
Astime wenton, I el
transformed. [ became really
lachvlike, but lakso had rolearn
tobe a performer, A geishaisn't

Japan'sversion of a prostituge like

CVEMVOne assumes — [ was trained
to play instruments including the
drum, the samisen and the fue
until I was note-perfect, and taught
iy perform Japanese dances
Trving o balance dancing in 4
kimono while being elegant and
feminine was hard, but 1 pracised
constanty T'wasn'ta natural so it
ook a long time and my legs have
gat sotoned because T have o
keep them bent to bakince

But surprisingly. the hardest
part of training was the discipline
and the hierarchy berween
geisha, The attitude they have
towards one another is nothing
like: what we have in the West
and it was difficulr o gerused o
Forgetting which geisha was more
important was the worst thing
Feould do. 1 greeted a lesser
geisha first, my geisha motherwas
so disappointed — it was the worst
punishment, because letting her
down made me feel awful.

| never got any extra help
because I'wasa foreigner In fact,
Iwas probably pulled up more,
because my teachers often forgot
Iwasn't word-perfect in Japanese.

fue {2 bambooflute).

There were many timees | felt fike
giving up because I'wasn't sure Il
ever become a real geisha, But
fust worked as hard as1 could to
impress my geisha mum, because
y furure by in herhands,

The big debut

Eventually, after eighr months
of hard work and life-changing
experiences, Fwas told Twas ready
tomtke my debut. There were no
tests involved, it's down to vour
geisha mother o decide when
vou've had enough training.

In December kast vear, ather
geisha helped me get readyin
a beautiful blue, white and gold
kimono worth nearty £10,000.
I felt amazing. lintroduced myself
ds i new geisha todmportn:
people like government officials,

¥ A
PlayingInstruments &
Geisha must learn to play several musical -

Instruments perfectly, induding the samisen
(& three-stringed lute), the drum, and the

e

P B
barnisters and lawyers, visiting
about 100 weahouses, perf; g
and being the perfect geisha
prove my training was complete.
Tourists and locals were fscinated.
At theend of the day; Loollapsed
on my futon—a traditional flat
Japanese bed ~ exhausted but
relieved my training had paid
olf. Twasabona ficle geisha It
wasa fabulous feeling 1o have
accomplished something so rare,
Thelaststepwas mosigna
coniract with the Geisha
Assoctation tobe able o work,
By signing I agreed to follow the
code ofbehaviour and neverzalk
about my customers, give their
names, or discuss conversations,
Now, I'work as a peisha full.
time. It's a gresat honour and
Thave to pinch myself daily, as 1




Duties
(Geisha

Geisha undergo hours
oftraininga dayto

ensure they'reskilled ko
atdifferent tasks. . sslytel

ind intelligent. his ancient Japanese traditio
ashyman, preparing and se

malltalk, and lasting a
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