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Geisha   

Ancient Japan embraced sexual delights (it is not a Shinto religious taboo) and men were not constrained to be faithful to their wives.  After the imperial court moved the capital to Heian-kyō (Kyoto) in 794 the conditions that would form Japanese Geisha culture began to emerge and Kyoto became the home of a beauty-obsessed society.Shirabyōshi  Skilled female performers, such as  dancers, thrived. The ideal wife was a modest mother and manager of the home, but by Confucius philosophy and custom love had secondary importance. For sexual enjoyment and romantic attachment, men did not go to their wives.  In 1617 the Shogun constructed "pleasure quarters" within walls in big cities where prostitution would remain legal and in which "yūjo" ("play women") would be classified and licensed. 

The pleasure quarters quickly became glamorous entertainment centers, offering more than prostitutes. The highly accomplished courtesans of these districts entertained their clients by dancing, singing, and playing music.  The first woman known to have called herself geisha was, in about 1750, was a skilled singer and shamisen-player named Kikuya who was an immediate success, making female geisha extremely popular in 1750s Fukagawa. As they became more widespread throughout the 1760s and 1770s, many began working only as entertainers, not prostitutes (other prostitutes did work legally in the pleasure cities). The geisha who worked within the pleasure quarters were essentially imprisoned and strictly forbidden to sell sex.  They entertained as beautiful artists, dancers, musicians, and knowledgeable female companions.  By the 1830s, the evolving geisha style was emulated by fashionable women throughout society and the height of geisha culture was during the Meiji era of reform from the 1870s to World War II in the 1940s.  There was a very strict ranking system with the highest geisha being served and catered to by the lowest ranking geisha in a cutthroat system of apprenticeship and privilege.    The highest ranking Geisha were extremely expensive and it became a sign of high status for a business man or government official to spend time and money on a geisha.  

“Memoirs of a Geisha” is a 2005 movie about the life of Nitta Sayuri.  The movie tells the story about how Nitta left her fishing-village as a child and became one of Japan's most celebrated geisha.  The story is fiction, but like the “Last Samurai” it has incredible scenes showing the training, make-up, clothing, cutthroat completion, strict ranking system, traditional dances, entertainment, and other aspects of the life of a geisha in Meiji Era Japan.  
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Tokyo Geisha with Shamisen, circa 1870s
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Sumo (相撲, sumō) is a competitive full-contact sport where a wrestler (rikishi) wins by (1) forcing another wrestler out of a 15 feet wide circular ring (dohyō) or by (2) forcing the other wrestler to touch the ground with anything other than the soles of his feet. Many ancient Japanese traditions have been preserved in sumo, and even today the sport includes many ritual elements, such as the use of salt purification, from the days when sumo was used in the Shinto religion. 
Sumo is still a very popular professional sport in Japan.  The Sumo Association employees all the wrestlers and there life is highly regimented, with rules laid down by the Sumo Association. Most sumo wrestlers are required to live in one of the 54 "sumo training stables." All aspects of their daily lives—from meals (to gain weight) to their manner of dress (always a silk kimono in public, making them immediately recognizable) —are dictated by strict tradition.  There are no weight divisions in Sumo – small wrestlers compete against big wrestlers!  There are six skill-levels in professional sumo: makuuchi (maximum 42 wrestlers), jūryō (fixed at 28 wrestlers), makushita (fixed at 120 wrestlers), sandanme (fixed at 200 wrestlers), jonidan (approximately 230 wrestlers), and jonokuchi (approximately 80 wrestlers). Wrestlers enter sumo in the lowest jonokuchi division and, ability permitting, work their way up to the top division.  Professional Sumo are well paid by the Association – the makuuchi make $30,000 per month and the lowest-level jonokuchi make $11,000 per month!
1851 image of Sumo                                                                                         American Sumo wrestler:  

6’8” tall, 514 pounds!
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