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UNDERSTANDING THE HEART OF
THE BESTSELLER: WHAT IS
MEMOIRS OF A GEISHA ABOUT?

If you have ever picked up a book that
transports  you  to  another  world,  you
know the power of a compelling story.
Memoirs of a Geisha by Arthur Golden
is one such novel. Published in 1997, it
became  an  instant  international
sensation, later adapted into a visually
stunning  film  directed  by  Rob  Marshall.
But for many, the core question remains:
What is Memoirs of a Geisha about?
At  its  simplest,  it  is  a  fictional
autobiography that follows the life of a
young girl  sold into the floating world of
Kyoto’s  geisha  district  in  the  years
before and after World War II. Yet, the
novel  is  far  more  than  a  simple  plot
summary;  it  is  a  deep  exploration  of
beauty, sacrifice, love, and resilience.
This article will peel back the layers of
this beloved story. We will  explore the
central narrative, the key characters, the
major  themes,  and  the  historical
backdrop that gives the tale its texture.
By the end,  you will  have a  thorough
understanding of  what  this  novel  truly
represents, beyond the kimono and the
teahouse.

The Core

Narrative: From
Poverty to the
Okiya
The story begins in a poor fishing village
called  Yoroido,  where  a  young  girl
named Chiyo lives with her ailing mother
and elderly father. Chiyo’s life is harsh
but  familiar  until  tragedy  strikes.
Following  her  mother’s  death  and  her
father’s inability to care for her,  Chiyo
and her older sister Satsu are sold into
the Gion district of Kyoto. This marks the
beginning of Chiyo’s transformation into
a geisha.
Upon arrival, Chiyo is placed in an okiya,
a  geisha  boarding  house,  run  by  the
formidable Mother  and her  two geisha
daughters.  The  okiya  is  a  strict  and
unforgiving environment. Chiyo is forced
to work as a maid, enduring the cruelty
of  Hatsumomo,  a  beaut i fu l  but
venomous geisha who sees Chiyo as a
rival. Hatsumomo’s jealousy stems from
the potential she sees in Chiyo’s striking
grey eyes—a feature that marks her as
special. This early conflict sets the stage
for  Chiyo’s  struggle  to  survive  and
eventually  thrive.
The  turning  point  occurs  when  Chiyo
encounters a kind, wealthy man known
as the Chairman. He sees her crying in
the  streets  and  offers  her  a  treat  and
some  money.  This  brief  moment  of
k indness  fue ls  a  deep,  l i fe long
infatuation.  From  that  day  forward,
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Chiyo’s  primary  motivation  becomes
becoming a geisha so that she can one
day  enter  the  Chairman’s  world.  This
romantic longing is the emotional engine
that drives the entire novel.

The Path to
Becoming a
Geisha: Training
and
Transformation
What is  Memoirs of  a Geisha about in
terms of the geisha training itself? The
novel dedicates substantial space to the
rigorous  and  often  brutal  process  of
becoming a geisha. Chiyo is eventually
taken  under  the  wing  of  Mameha,  a
legendary  and  elegant  geisha  who
becomes  her  mentor.  Mameha  sees
Chiyo’s potential and negotiates with the
okiya  owners  to  begin  her  formal
training.
This training is a central element of the
plot.  Chiyo  learns  traditional  dance,
music,  tea  ceremony,  and  the  art  of
conversation.  She  must  master  the
delicate balance of being charming yet
reserved, alluring yet inaccessible.  The
novel details the physical and emotional
sacrifices  involved,  from  the  painful
application  of  makeup  to  the  strict
regulations  on  her  time.  A  significant
milestone  is  the  mizuage  (a  girl’s
coming-of-age ceremony), which in the
book is intertwined with the sale of her
virginity  to  the  highest  bidder—a
practice known as a patron’s rights. This
section of  the story  is  often the most
debated,  as  it  deals  with  the complex

and  sometimes  exploitative  nature  of
the geisha world.
Through  Mameha’s  guidance,  Chiyo  is
renamed  Sayur i  and  becomes  a
celebrated  geisha.  Her  success  is  not
just  due  to  her  beauty,  but  to  her
intelligence, discipline, and the strategic
choices  made  by  Mameha.  The  novel
shows that being a geisha is not simply
about entertainment; it is a career built
on  connections,  financial  acumen,  and
performance.

Major Themes:
Love, Duty, and
the Price of
Beauty
Beyond the plot, understanding what is
Memoirs of a Geisha about  requires
examining its major themes. The most
prominent  is  the  conflict  between  love
and duty. Sayuri’s love for the Chairman
is  a forbidden dream. She is  told that
geishas cannot marry for love; they are
meant to serve and entertain men, not
to  own  them.  This  creates  a  painful
tension  throughout  the  narrative.  She
must navigate a world of patrons, rivals,
and  manipulative  men  while  secretly
nurturing a hope that seems impossible.
A n o t h e r  k e y  t h e m e  i s  t h e
commodification  of  beauty  and
femininity. Sayuri’s body and talents are
assets  traded  in  a  complex  economic
and social  system.  The novel  explores
how she uses her appearance and skills
to  survive  and advance,  but  also  how
this commodification limits her freedom.
The contrast between the artificial world
of  the  geisha  district  and  the  harsh
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realities of war and changing times adds
depth to this theme.
Resilience and survival are also central.
Sayuri  endures  poverty,  cruelty  from
Hatsumomo,  wartime  scarcity,  and
personal  heartbreak.  Her  story  is  a
testament  to  human  endurance.  She
constantly  adapts,  using  her  wit  and
charm to protect herself and her loved
ones. The narrative makes it clear that
her success is not a fairy tale but a hard-
won victory over circumstances.

Key Characters
That Shape the
Story
To fully grasp what is Memoirs of a
Geisha  about,  one  must  understand
the  characters  who  define  Sayuri’s
world.

Sayuri (Chiyo): The protagonist.
She is observant, intelligent, and
driven by a single desire. Her voice
is both naive and wise, reflecting
her journey from a helpless child
to a powerful woman.
The Chairman: The object of
Sayuri’s affection. He is a
successful businessman and a
patron of the arts. He represents
the unattainable ideal, and his
kindness sets Sayuri on her path.
His character embodies the theme
of longing.
Hatsumomo: The primary
antagonist. She is a stunningly
beautiful geisha whose jealousy
and cruelty make her a memorable
villain. She represents the dark
side of the geisha world: petty,
vindictive, and ultimately self-

destructive.
Mameha: Sayuri’s mentor. She is
the epitome of a skilled and wise
geisha. She uses subtlety and
intelligence to navigate the
complex social dynamics. Mameha
is the guiding light in Sayuri’s life.
Pumpkin (Hatsumomo’s
protégé): A foil to Sayuri.
Pumpkin is less talented and
initially sympathetic, but she
becomes an instrument of
Hatsumomo’s vengeance. She
illustrates how the system can
corrupt even the kind-hearted.
Nobu: The Chairman’s business
partner and a powerful patron. He
is physically scarred and brutish,
yet he develops a genuine
fondness for Sayuri. His role is
crucial in the plot’s love triangle
and manipulation.

Historical and
Cultural Context:
Fact vs. Fiction
A  common  question  readers  have  is:
What is Memoirs of a Geisha about
in  terms of  historical  accuracy? Arthur
Golden  based  the  novel  on  extensive
research and interviews, but it is a work
of  fiction.  The  geisha  world  depicted  in
the book is glamorous but also ruthless.
The novel has been criticized by some
former geishas, such as Mineko Iwasaki
(who  later  wrote  her  own  memoir,
Geisha,  a  Life),  for  misrepresenting
certain customs, particularly the sale of
a geisha’s virginity and the harshness of
the okiya system.
While  the  book  provides  a  compelling
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window into a secretive world, it should
not  be  taken  as  a  strict  historical
document. The real geisha culture is an
art  form  rooted  in  centuries-old
tradit ions  of  music,  dance,  and
hospitality. Golden’s novel romanticizes
and dramatizes  this  world  to  create  a
suspenseful,  emotional  story.  The
set t ing—pre-war  and  post -war
Japan—adds  a  layer  of  authenticity,
showing  how  the  once-thriving  geisha
districts struggled to survive the ravages
of war and modernization.
The  cultural  details  are  rich:  the
elaborate  dance  performances,  the
r i tua l i zed  tea  ceremonies ,  the
significance  of  the  kimono’s  collar  and
obi.  These  elements  are  not  mere
decoration;  they  are  integral  to
understanding  the  prec ise  and
hierarchical  nature of  the geisha’s life.
The  novel  effectively  uses  these  details
to immerse the reader in a world that is
both beautiful and confining.

The Role of War
and Change
The  narrative  spans  from  the  1930s
through the post-war period. World War
II  is  a  pivotal  event  in  the  story.  It
disrupts  the  floating  world,  forcing
geishas  to  abandon  their  kimonos  for
utilitarian  work  clothes.  The teahouses
close, and many geishas are evacuated
or  forced  into  factory  work.  Sayuri
herself  survives  the  bombing of  Kyoto
and  must  use  her  survival  skills  in  a
world that no longer values her art.
This  section  of  the  book  answers  a
deeper aspect of what is Memoirs of a
Geisha about: the death of an era. The
old Japan, with its strict social codes and

hidden  beauty,  gives  way  to  a  more
Americanized,  commercial  society.  The
post-war period sees the return of some
geisha traditions,  but  they are  forever
altered.  Sayuri’s  ability  to  adapt—by
leveraging a relationship with a powerful
American general—shows her resilience,
but  it  also highlights  the compromises
required to survive.

Conclusion: A
Story of Illusion
and Reality
In  answering  what  is  Memoirs  of  a
Geisha about, we discover a story that
is both intimate and epic. It is not merely
a rags-to-riches tale or a forbidden love
story. It is a nuanced exploration of how
a woman navigates a world that defines
her by her beauty and her service, yet
manages  to  carve  out  a  measure  of
independence  and  achieve  her  heart’s
desire.  It  is  a  story  of  sacrifice,
ambition, and the pursuit of love in
a world where love is a luxury.
Arthur Golden’s novel invites readers to
step into a world of silk and shadows, of
whispers  and  performances.  It  raises
questions  about  identity,  agency,  and
the price we pay for our dreams. While
highly  fictionalized,  it  has  sparked
genuine interest in Japanese culture and
the lives of geishas. Whether you read it
for  the  romance,  the  history,  or  the
sheer  drama,  Memoirs  of  a  Geisha
remains a compelling narrative that asks
us to look beyond the painted face and
see the real person beneath. The book
reminds  us  that  every  life  is  a  story
worth  telling,  even  one  that  must  be
whispered behind a fan.


