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U INTERVIEW

T
he world is fascinated by the word geisha, and rightfully 
so. This ancient Japanese tradition has always had an air of 
mystery and intrigue surrounding it. Geisha translates to 
“a person of the arts” where women in Japan spend years 

devoting themselves to training at a special school for a chance to 
become a geisha. They learn the art of entertaining, conversing and 

tea. Singing, dancing and playing instruments are just a few of the 
things they do, and they do them all with utmost grace and elegance.
We got a glimpse inside this exclusive, mystery-filled world, and saw 
it through the eyes of the world’s first ever Western geisha, Sayuki.
U: It is very rare and unusual for a Westerner to become a geisha. 
Why and when did you decide to pursue this career and lifestyle?
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 I am especially grateful to some of the senior geisha who are helping to instruct my young charges 
and offer advice. 
U: The tradition is said to be in a decline. How do you feel about that? And what can you do to 
make the geisha tradition more relevant today?
S: There were around 80,000 geisha in the 1920s, so it has been declining for nearly 100 years. 
At the same time, the geisha who survive today are top class and really dedicated to their arts. 
The tradition has become a traditional art form, and as such, should be valued and protected. I 
believe that the most beautiful of traditions should be preserved in their original state and not 
diluted or cheapened by modernizing. But in order for this to happen, it is important to modernize 
communications. Anyone anywhere in the world can easily book a banquet through contacting 
my website (sayuki.net). And by being the introduction for new customers, I can increase the 
amount of work for my young trainees and geisha sisters. 
U: You’ve been living in Japan for a while and are quite taken with it. What is it about this 
country that attracts you the most?
S: Japan has a very beautiful sense of aesthetics and the geisha world actively lives that day to 
day. Many traditions that have been lost to modern Japan still remain in the geisha world, from 
the exquisite hand-painted and embroidered silk kimono, to the wonderful architecture of the 
wooden tea-houses and the culture that values being in the moment and treasuring the uniqueness 
of each season. 

U: You have a Doctorate in Social Anthropology. Do you 
ever consider going back to your old life and your career?
S: In my second year as a geisha, I was offered a part-time 
lecturing position at the prestigious Keio University. I 
lectured in geisha studies there and it was a wonderful way 
to be able to continue my academic career and at the same 
time introduce a generation of young, mainly Japanese 
students to the geisha culture. 
U: As a foreigner, how have you impacted the exclusive 
world of geisha? Does being a foreigner put any pressure 
on you to excel as a role model?
S: To be the first to do anything changes history in itself. 
I am only a foreigner because Japan does not accept dual 
nationality. I grew up in Japan as a teenager and the color 
of my skin should not prevent me, or anyone else who has 
grown up in Japan, from participating fully in Japanese 
society. But yes, I am a role model to some, and I know that 

some young girls have made the decision to become geisha because of me. That is a responsibility 
that I feel every day. 
U: How long does it take you to get ready?
S: About an hour and a half. I am getting faster over the years! It takes about half that time for 
the makeup and half to wear the kimono. I like to try to get ready early so I can always brush up 
on playing the songs I will perform that night and go into the banquet feeling ready and relaxed. 
U: What’s the average day like for a geisha?
S: I normally correspond with customers and organize events and such in the morning. I dedicate 
the afternoon to lessons and practicing the flute, shamisen (Japanese musical instrument) and 
singing. And in the evenings, I work at banquets. I am traveling more these days, and at the end of 
July, I will travel with three other geisha to perform at the famous Hyper Japan event in London. 
Geisha entertain anywhere they are called, and now that I am able to travel with my geisha 
sisters, I very much welcome invitations to travel overseas. If I travel alone, I usually do talks and 
show footage of my life as a geisha. When I travel with my geisha sisters, we perform at Japanese 
restaurants, hotels or other venues. 

S: I am an anthropologist and was 
making documentaries at the time. 
I planned, and still will complete, 
a documentary about the geisha 
world from an insider’s perspective. 
U: Is it what you expected it to be?
S: I could not, and no-one on the 
outside, could have any expectations 
of this world. There is very little 
accurate information about the 
geisha world. But it was a wonderful 
thing to find after becoming a geisha 
that I was actually becoming a 
musician. I supported my studies as 
a university student by playing the 
flute, and now as a geisha, I am able 
to do what I loved so much then: to 
earn a living by playing music. 
U: It has been almost six years now 
since you’ve been formally accepted 
as a geisha. What has changed for 
you since then?
S: My first four years were 
spent as an Asakusa geisha. 
I am very privileged to have 
been allowed to debut as 
the first white geisha in 
Japan and grateful to my 
geisha mother and the 
many Asakusa geisha who 
attended, and still attend 
my banquets. I separated 
from Asakusa two years 
ago at a time when my 
geisha mother retired due 
to illness, and the only 
hangyoku in Asakusa quit 
at the same time. I very 
often called the Asakusa hangyoku 
to my banquets, and felt the loss, so 
I wanted to try to help ensure that 
another hangyoku could be trained. 
I asked if I could have my own 
house within Asakusa, something 
that is allowed by Asakusa rules for 
geisha with four years of experience. 
But they decided that they would 
not allow a foreigner to become a 
geisha mother. I now have my own 
independent geisha house, with two 
young geisha in my house. I have had 
huge support from individual geisha 
in almost every geisha community 
in Tokyo and I work together at 
banquets with these geisha.
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