The World of Flower and Willow, photographs by Margarida Correia

The Japan project was very special. I went to Osaka, Kyoto and Tokyo for a few months before coming to New York (2000-01). I photographed Maikos (young trainee Geishas) getting ready in their traditional environments and at some social events. When they decide to be Maikos, the girls move into a house and a family with history and tradition, a “wardrobe” of clothes and objects which have been handed down from one generation to the next, which have special symbolic meanings; they go through a number of rituals in these places to get ready and to transform themselves – make-up; hair; they way they dress, move and act….









Margarida Correia

When Margarida Correia travelled to Japan to photograph Geishas (Gueiko), who even today play a pivotal role in Japanese society, she knew that it would be easier to find the tourist’s “cliché” than to infiltrate their mysterious and select circles. The privilege of getting to know a Geisha is the reserve of business tycoons; leading politicians and performers, a domain in which extreme wealth counts for little: one needs an introduction by an habitué of “the world of flower and willow”, as it is known to insiders.
The expression takes us back to a period in which Japanese courtesans were nicknamed “flowers”, because of the rich silks and brocade they wore on their outfits, whilst the more sophisticated Geishas, who wore subtly-designed kimonos were compared to the willow-trees growing along river banks. Both were used to entertain powerful elites and their peers, conserving the traditional arts of Japan, like the actors of the Kabuki theatre.
 Trained to be as gracious and supple as a willow, and also to be “strong in spirit”, Geishas have adroitly withstood Japan’s swift social, political and economic changes, whereas courtesans disappeared altogether from urban Asian life. The English writer, Lucy Moss, who lived in Japan from 1994 to 1999, helps define Geishas’ place in today’s society: “Geishas are like actresses. They sell their clients the dream of a perfect woman and make them feel powerful and attractive”.

Person of the arts
Geisha literally means “person of the arts” and although the first records of this word date back to 1751 in Kyoto
 and 1762 in Edo (current-day Tokyo), we know that it originates in the 17th century and more precisely the start of the “Tokugawa Era”
, when the first provinces which made up Japan were unified, fostering a period of political stability, economic growth and burgeoning culture. Geishas are thus linked to a kind of “Japanese renaissance”
, the aim of which was to cultivate and promote certain cultural rituals, such as Ikebana (flower arranging) and the Tea Ceremony (introduced from China by a Buddhist monk), providing them with the status of traditional Japanese arts.
In fact, nowadays it is widely accepted that Geishas’ forebears were the twelfth-century shirabyoshi: dancers, who were probably also the lovers of the nobles and warriors who enjoyed their performances. The term geisha only came into use some time thereafter, but has always been linked to entertainment. Originally, it only described men who performed some form of cultural entertainment (also known as hokan or taikomochi). When this form of artistic entertainment became the exclusive domain of female performers, regulations were gradually introduced, including boundaries for courtesans and prostitutes. In the eighteenth century, these areas became known as yoshiwara (pleasure blocks).
Geishas, however, were always classified as a higher class of “professional entertainers”. They were clearly set apart from prostitutes (accepted in Japan until 1957), basing their services on their knowledge of dance and music, even taking on the role of “confidants of power” in the tea-rooms where they were employed (ocha-ya). At the beginning of the Meiji restoration
 political meetings were held in Kyoto’s discrete ocha-ya, similarly, today’s Liberal Democratic Party of Japan often holds debates and negotiations in Tokyo’s reserved ocha-ya or in the city’s most exclusive restaurants (ryotei).
Nowadays, Geishas still live in predominantly female communities, who build their career on this “way of life”, which harnesses a whole urban culture accessible above all to those who have been initiated. Each neighbourhood still has its geisha houses (oki-ya), with their respective tea-rooms, and often a small theatre (kaburenjo), which together form a Hanamashi
, in other words, a region of Japanese Geishas. There are also small shops selling all the accessories Geishas need: fabrics for kimonos; shamisens
; fans; combs, and cosmetics.
Osaka-Kyoto-Tokyo
Geishas live in broadly the same urban setting in these three cities which Margarida Correia visited during her month-and-a-half-stay in Japan. Margarida travelled to Osaka, Kyoto and Tokyo on a scholarship from the Fundação Oriente, a triangle of obligatory references for anyone interested in the history of one of the most fascinating figures of Japanese culture.
As a Western woman travelling to Japan for the first time, she began her journey in Osaka, with the aim of getting to know the various customs and practices. She then went on to Kyoto, where she produced most of the images included in her project on Geishas, an initial selection of which are now on display. In the first capital city of Japan, the Portuguese consul gave Margarida invaluable help, without which she would have quite easily been restricted to the exotic and fanciful ideas Westerners have of the lives of Geishas.
First of all, she watched a Geisha dance show in a small theatre, bringing her into contact with the images which, nowadays, are broadcast to a wide, and above all, foreign audience, in particular, through the festivals marking the seasons, which are the Geishas’ main public performances.

Hotel
By booking a photo session in a local hotel, Margarida Correia gained access to one of the oldest Geisha rituals. She was interested in the services they provide as hostesses of a formal dinner, where they are expected to be conversant in the arts, the ultimate aim of which is to make a gathering of the elite more pleasant.
This gave rise to some of the portraits in the current series “Gueiko and Maiko”. They were taken at a hotel in Kyoto, after having hired a group of Geishas and young apprentices to take part in a short professional photographic sitting. They are all set against the same background, which clearly draws out their faces. The angle of their faces to the camera varies as they subtly turn their entire bodies. They remind us somewhat of the first profile portraits in the history of photography. This position emphasises the shadows and brings out their facial features in an obviously orchestrated scene. These conniving and successful images evoke the unbreakable link between the Geishas and the world of theatrical performance. Each face is a white mask, eyes and eyebrows marked out in black, and the lower lip stands out in a deep peony red. They look like Kabuki actors.
Almost all of them are maiko, the only Geisha in the group identified by her wig. As in any party for which they are hired, where a senior Geisha is present, the younger ones must ensure a pleasant ambiance. Learning how to act in the various situations is a lengthy process: it takes several years to fully grasp the finer details of etiquette, as well as the games and ceremonies commonly performed at parties in tea-rooms; the tunes and lyrics of the ballads belonging to Geishas traditional repertoire, and the various dances which they should know how to perform alone (many of which are taken from Kabuki plays). When they have completed their training, the apprentices should know how to tell a story by mime, varying the game of love through their imagination.
Modern Geishas are not bought when still children and taken to the oki-ya, where they would rely on a danna (patron) for their future well-being, as was the case up to the Second World War. Nowadays, most are expected to start their training during their adolescence and of their own free will. There are even some examples of non-Japanese women, such as the American anthropologist, Liza Dalby, who have taken up this training in order to study Geisha communities, to the point of becoming Geishas themselves, adopting the corresponding name which indicates their new social position.

Hairdressers
A second photographic session was held in the famous Gion geisha district of Kyoto and is directly linked to the images of “Gueiko and Maiko”. This time, it was the hairdressers salon which acted as a backdrop for the elaborate hair-styling. This brought the photographer closer to the legendary rituals of these women, using a register adopted by photo-journalists. The hairstyle and accessories denote the level of training and status of the portrait subject . Appearances follow a complex code in the strict hierarchy of Geishas. Thus, the long-standing attention granted them in Japanese iconography comes as no surprise, highly celebrated in Japanese xylographs as “images of the floating world”.

House
The series of photographs chosen by the artist for this first presentation of her project also includes some images taken in a house in the Gion district where young Maiko live, and who were hired to sit for the photographic session. Initially, they move around with bare faces, on the undertaking that they will not be photographed without make-up. Then, everything they need for the following few hours of exposure is moved into one of their bedrooms, allowing us to become intimate with their gestures and objects.
This is perhaps why the ensuing project
 highlighted objects linked to the personal history of the portrait subjects and which were re-used in different times and spaces, weaving different emotional ties, belonging to another world, no longer that of flower and willow, but also disappearing.
Lúcia Marques, August 2005
� Margarida Correia in “Interview with the artist in New York”, Storm on-line magazine, Issue 21, January-February 2005.


� The theatre which came to known as Kabuki was originally played by exiles living on the dry bed of the river Kamo, in Kyoto. Until the mid-19th century they were disparagingly called kawara kojiki, “the river-bed beggars”. They were the Geishas’ natural allies, and at times, even their friends or lovers. They were the main types of performers during this period.


� Quoted by the journalist Ricardo Koiti Koshimuzu, in his article “Gueixa” in the on-line newspaper http://www.nihonsite.com


� Also called “capital city” as it was the first capital city of the Japanese Empire.


� Also known as the “Edo Period” (1603-1868), which marked the end of four centuries of civil wars, when General Ieyasu Tokugawa proclaimed himself the country’s sovereign. In 1868, Emperor Meiji led a new government, and renamed Edo as Tokyo (which literally means “Eastern capital”), thereby ushering in the “Meiji era”.


� This was the term used by the English journalist, Lesley Downer, who lived in Japan for ten years and has written some excellent historical novels, such as Madame Sadayakko: the Geisha who seduced the West. Downer claims to have been influenced by the American, Arthur S. Golden’s best-seller, Memoirs of a Geisha, originally published in 1997 (which is also known to have inspired Steven Spielberg to make a film on the subject, although the project has yet to go beyond the drawing-board).


� It began in 1868 (cf footnote 5).


� The main meaning of which is “flower city”.


� A three-stringed musical instrument similar to a banjo, often played by Geishas.


� The May “Kamogawa Odori” festival in the Pantocho quarter of Kyoto, for example, which is widely advertised in guide-books and travel agencies. It commonly features the Kabukiesque: a play performed by Geishas based on the Kabuki repertoire, but which inverts tradition, given that women play all the roles, including the male ones. Women were forbidden from treading the boards for two and a half centuries, with Kabuki being restricted to male actors, who until the end of the nineteenth century also played the female roles (and were thus called onnagata). The first Geisha women were called onna geisha.


� Even today, when a Japanese woman becomes a Geisha, she uses only her given name and not her surname, as if it were a stage name, thereby denoting her new social position.


� Traditionally in ukiyo-e art, i.e. of “images of the floating world”, which flourished in the Edo period. The first of such artistic productions were posters made by artists, such as Utamaro and Sharaku, on the theme of urban pleasures, and later, including Hokusai and Hiroshige, devoted in particular to landscapes and the beauty of nature.


� The project has already been presented in the Visual Arts Gallery of New York, as an end of course project for the Master’s degree studied at the School of Visual Arts (cf. Biography and www.miaphoto.schoolofvisualarts.edu/thesis2004 ).





