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A Historical and Anthropological Study of
Kyoto's Geisha Districts Gion: the
Transmission and Transformation of "Arts"
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Yukiko Matsuda

Historians usually regarded the geisha districts as the brothel district under
the state-regulated prostitution system in modern Japan. They focused on how the
legal system had transformed individual’s life style from a macro point of view.
Meanwhile, anthropologists examine the unique customs and traditional
entertainments of geisha, and they are more interested in the creative practice of
individual geisha. Based on the historical and anthropological study both
diachronically and synchronically, this thesis first shows how the following three
systems were established and transformed: 1. landownership and maintenance of
landscape, 2. reproduction of geisha by apprenticeship, 3. the style of
entertainments connected to patrons. These three systems have transformed Gion
into the geisha districts in Kyoto under the state-regulated prostitution system in
modern Japan. Then, this thesis discusses how to maintain Gion as a geisha district
by the female managers of ochaya (the special kind of shops which specialize in the
geisha entertainments) when the three systems have been collapsing after the
second World War. The conclusion of this thesis suggests that the female managers
have played a major role in transmitting and renovating the tradition of Gion in
order to respond to the expectation of their customers and to maintain their
hometown as a geisha district through their good business. This thesis argues that
their daily way of business is their “Arts” of transmitting and transforming the

tradition in modern capitalist society for last one hundred fifty years.



