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Media Release 
 

December 30, 2009 
 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE 
 

 

 
Touring Geisha Exhibit Arriving at the  

Okotoks Art Gallery | At the Station 
 
 
From Geisha to Diva: The Kimono of Ichimaru, a collection of 24 magnificent, rare kimonos 
and other personal effects that once belonged to Ichimaru, a geisha turned popular singer and 
entertainer in 20th Century Japan, will be on display at the Okotoks Art Gallery at the Station 
from January 8 - March 7, 2010.  
 
This travelling exhibit, organized by the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria with funding assistance 
from the Department of Canadian Heritage’s Museum Assistance program, showcases 
intricately patterned and embroidered kimonos from the 1930s to 1970s.  It also features obi 
(waist sashes), wigs, hair combs, fans, sandals and other belongings of Ichimaru.   
 
The show tells the story of the elegant and accomplished entertainer who rose from a 
background of poverty to become one of her country’s national treasures.  It also provides 
insight into women’s history in Japan, and how gender roles, cultural values and stereotypes 
affect ideals of artistic expression. 
 
A public opening reception with refreshments will be held at the gallery on Friday, January 8 
from 7 – 9pm.   
 
Further details are available at the Okotoks Art Gallery or by visiting www.okotoksculture.ca. 

 
-30- 

 
MEDIA CONTACTS 
 
Ron Ulrich       
Team Leader, Cultural and Historical Services   
Town of Okotoks      
403.995.2776 | rulrich@okotoks.ca 
 
Barry Till 
Curator of Asian Art 
Art Gallery of Greater Victoria 
250.384.4171, ext 226 | btill@aggv.bc.ca   
 
 

http://www.okotoksculture.ca/
mailto:rulrich@okotoks.ca
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About Ichimaru 
 
Known for her ‘nightingale-like voice’, Ichimaru was one of the first Japanese celebrities of the 20th 
century. During a career spanning 7 decades, she recorded thousands of Japanese folk songs and was 
instrumental in preserving traditional Japanese music during a time when Japan was undergoing 
unprecedented social and cultural changes. 
 
Born into a poor family, Ichimaru entered geisha life at the age of 14 or 15. Determined to become the 
most accomplished entertainer she could, Ichimaru left her home province for Tokyo where she could 
study with the best teachers. In a very short time she became one of the most famous geishas in Tokyo 
and was praised for her beauty, elegance and skills as a singer and shamisen player. 
 
Her fame as an entertainer spread outside of the geisha districts and in 1931 the Victor Recording 
Company signed Ichimaru to an exclusive recording contract. 1933 was a very important year for 
Ichimaru’s singing career. She recorded three songs in a row that became major hits and elevated her to 
superstar status in Japan. Following this success, Ichimaru gave up the geisha life and became a fulltime 
recording artist. 
 
Ichimaru continued to produce hit records throughout the 1930s and 1940s. She recorded traditional 
music but also commissioned music and lyrics by famous contemporary composers and poets. Noting 
the growing popularity of jazz music, she worked with an American composer to record the “Shamisen 
Boogie Woogie”. The Second World War interrupted her recording career but only for a short while. She 
issued her first new recording in 4 years in 1948 and in 1949 starred in her own radio program, the 
“Mitsukoshi Calendar of Songs”. It remained on the air for the next 10 years. In 1950, Ichimaru 
performed in Hawaii. She was the first Japanese performer to be invited abroad following the end of the 
war. 
 
Ichimaru continued to perform and record into the 1990s. She 
was a popular guest on national television and always appeared 
in traditional kimono. Although Ichimaru only spent a short 
period as a geisha, she maintained the time honoured ways and 
dress of the geisha throughout her life. Tradition was very 
important to Ichimaru and in her later years she devoted herself 
to promoting and teaching traditional music. In 1981 she was 
awarded the 4th Imperial Order of Precious Treasures by the 
government of Japan for her work in preserving the music from 
the Nakamura school of Edo Ko-uta. 
 
When Ichimaru died in 1997 at the age of 91, she left a lasting 
legacy of music and artistry. The kimono and belongings in the 
exhibit From Geisha to Diva: The Kimonos of Ichimaru are a 
testament to her taste, refinement and dedication to preserving 
the traditional ideals of Japanese culture. 
 
 
Essay courtesy of the Royal Alberta Museum 
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About Geishas 
 
Westerners often misunderstand the concept of Geisha and think of them as something immoral, 
tawdry or even medieval. In Japan however, the occupation of geisha has a long and honourable history. 
 
Geishas were high class, well-educated hostess courtesans, who entertained wealthy, sophisticated and 
powerful Japanese gentlemen who wished elegance, culture and brilliant conversation in an atmosphere 
of refinement. The geisha created a wonderful romantic mood for the enjoyment of men who were 
pampered and fussed over like kings. Association with geisha was desired not necessarily for sexual 
purposes but for their charming and gentile company.  They were status symbols for the wealthy and 
provided an air of respectability. The geishas aspired to provide an exclusive dream world of luxury and 
romance. Their great attention to their personal appearance and their incredible devotion to perfection 
in the classical arts and in conversation has made them highly respected guardians of Japan's traditions. 
 
Since their early beginnings, geishas have entertained and were trusted by men of intellect like actors, 
poets and artists, and men of power like samurai, wartime generals, captains of industry, entrepreneurs, 
cabinet ministers, aristocrats, and even men of the imperial household. In their presence, some of the 
nation's most important business took place with ideas being freely discussed - deals were made, wars 
planned and plots hatched. These men knew they could trust the geishas' code of silence not to divulge 
what they overheard. A geisha's livelihood heavily depended upon discretion and confidentially and part 
of the erotic appeal of these women was to do with this secrecy and mystery. 
 
The geisha profession has lasted so long in Japanese society because it was infinitely more than just sex, 
it was an admired art form. In 1956, when the government abolished legal prostitution in Japan, those 
cultivated ladies, the geisha, were left exempt, implying to a large extent that they should not be linked 
to the oldest profession but more to that of exotic entertainer who sells her art rather than her body. 
 
 

The Language of the Geisha 

 
The word Geisha literally means art-person, or person of the arts.  Geisha are traditional Japanese artist-
entertainers. In the Kansai region the terms geiko and, for apprentice geishas, maiko have also been 
used since the Meiji Restoration (1869). Geishas were very common in the 18th and 19th centuries; they 
still exist today, although their numbers are dwindling.  The geisha community was known as karyukai 
meaning "the flower and willow world".  The geisha households were called okiya. 
 
The geisha played three types of instruments: 
• The shamisen - a three stringed banjo-like instrument. 
• The tsutsumi - a small drum played on the shoulder. 
• The kodaiko - a small drum played with wooden sticks.  

 
Their dances nihon buyo or jiutamai were much revered in the geisha arts and were partially derived 
from the No and Kabuki theatre of the day. 

Essays courtesy of the Royal Alberta Museum  
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About Kimono 
 

The kimono was influenced by the Chinese Hanfu through extensive cultural exchanges between the 
two countries starting in the 5th century.  The modern kimono began to take shape during Japan's Heian 
period (794–1192 ce). Since then, the basic shape of both men's and women's kimono has remained 
essentially unchanged. 
 
Traditionally, all women's kimonos are basically one size. Tucks and folds in the fabric accommodate 
different body heights and shapes.  Kimonos are made from a single bolt of kimono fabric. The bolts 
come in standard dimensions, and all the fabric is used in the making of the kimono.  All traditional 
kimonos are sewn by hand, and the fabrics from which they are created are also frequently hand made 
and hand decorated.  To clean, the kimono are often taken apart, washed, and then re-sewn. 
 
Various techniques such as yuzen dye resist (made with a rice paste), shibori, as well as hand painting 
are incorporated into the kimono which governs where the pattern is distributed and if it is a singular or 
a repeating pattern.  Repeating patterns that cover a large section of the kimono are traditionally done 
with the yuzen resist technique and a stencil. 
 
There are styles of kimonos for various occasions, ranging from extremely formal to very casual. The 
level of formality of a woman's kimono is determined by the shape, pattern and fabric, and also the 
color.  Silk is the most desirable, and most formal, fabric, while cottons and polyesters are more casual. 
 
Kimonos can be expensive. A woman's kimono 
may easily exceed US$10,000; a complete 
kimono outfit, with kimono, undergarments, 
obi, ties, socks, sandals and accessories, can 
exceed US$20,000. A single obi may cost several 
thousand dollars. 
 
There is also a thriving business in second-hand 
kimonos in Japan.  Women's obis, however, 
remain expensive items. Even secondhand ones 
can cost hundreds of dollars, and they are 
difficult for inexperienced people to make. 
 
Kimonos are never wasted. Old kimonos are 
recycled in various ways: they may be altered to 
make kimonos for children; the fabric may be 
used to patch similar kimonos; larger pieces of 
fabric may be used for making handbags and 
other similar kimono accessories. 
 
 
 
Essay courtesy of the Royal Alberta Museum
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About the Exhibit 
 
HOW THE ART GALLERY OFGREATER VICTORIA THE COLLECTION 
 
One of Japan’s most famous entertainers, the popular Diva/Geisha, Ichimaru, died in 1997.  She willed 
most of her belongings to a close friend and confidante named Mrs. Fumi Suzuki of Tokyo.  Mrs. Suzuki 
had a friend in Vancouver named Yoshiko Karasawa, who persuaded Mrs. Suzuki to donate a good 
portion of Ichimaru’s kimono and other personal items to the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria, which has a 
reputation as having one of the finest collection of Japanese art in North America. Yoshiko Karasawa”s 
husband, Michael Audain, sponsored the exhibition catalogue and the exhibition would be held at the 
Art Gallery of Greater Vicotoria in the Fall of 2001. Subsequently, the exhibition would travel to several 
major locations in Canada and the US. 
  
First Tour Schedule 
        1.   New Brunswick Provincial Museum, Saint John   (late April to June, 2003) 

2. Vancouver Museum (September to January  2004)  
3. Asian Art Museum of San Francisco  (summer 2004)   
4. Morikami Museum, Delray Beach, Florida  (October 5 to December 5, 2004)  
5. Trammell & Margaret Crow Museum of Asian Art, Dallas, Texas   (January to early June, 2005) 
6. National Geography Society Museum in Washington, DC (February to April 2006)  
7. Royal Alberta Museum in Edmonton (May to July 2006)  
8. Louisiana  State University Museum of Art, Baton Rouge (May to July 2007)  
9. Art Gallery of Hamilton (May to August 2008)  

 
Second Tour Schedule 

10. Okotoks Art Gallery (January 8 to March 7, 2010)  
  
 
BARRY TILL, CURATOR OF ASIAN ART, ART GALLERY OF GREATER VICTORIA 
 
The From Geisha to Diva: The Kimono of Ichimaru exhibit was curated by Barry Till, Curator of Asian Art 
at the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria.  Barry Till received his B.A. and M.A. degrees in far Eastern Studies 
at the University of Saskatchewan, Canada and started a D. Phil at Oxford University. His studies were 
interrupted when he was awarded an exchange scholarship to China in 1977, where he spent three 
years studying and doing research work in Chinese archaeology at the University of Nanjing.  He was 
selected as a model student (san hao xuesheng) by the Nanjing University professors. In 1980 he worked 
at the Far Eastern Department of the Royal Ontario Museum and in 1981 he became Curator of Asian 
Art at the Art Gallery of Greater Victoria until the present.  Barry has lectured on numerous museum and 
university tours throughout China, Mongolia, Tibet, India, Vietnam, Cambodia, Burma, Japan and other 
parts of Asia, and speaks fluent Chinese.  He travels to Asia at least once a year for the past twenty-eight 
years lecturing on private jet tours for various museums, universities, and companies. He has written 
more than 60 exhibition catalogues and over 50 articles on Asian art for academic journals.  He has 
organized more than 200 exhibitions on Asian art, many of which have travelled throughout Canada and 
occasionally the US. In 2008 he received an award for distinguished service from the Canadian Museums 
Association. 
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Exhibit-Related Programming 
 
OPENING RECEPTION 
Friday, January 8 | 7 to 9 pm | Cash Bar 
Sponsored by the Wine Station and Yokozuna Sushi Bar and Grill. 
 

ADULT PROGRAMMING | ART.AFTERDARK@OAG 
Thursday, January 14 | 7:00 to 9:00 pm | Cash Bar 
Barry Till, curator of the Geisha to Diva exhibit, will discuss the role that geishas played in Japanese 
society over the past two centuries, with an emphasis on the famous Geisha/Diva Ichimaru, and her 
fascinating life and collection of kimonos.   Registration required. 
 
Thursday, February 4 | 7:00 to 9:00 pm | Cash Bar 
Dr. Rochelle Yamagishi will discuss the vibrant history of four generations of Japanese in southern 
Alberta from the Issei pioneers to the Yonsei generation today.   Registration required. 
 
 

FAMILY PROGRAMMING | OKAY CLUB@OAG 
Saturday, January 9 | 1:30 to 3:00 pm 
άLǎ ƛǘ ŀ .ƛǊŘ ƻǊ Lǎ Lǘ ŀƴ !ŎǊƻŎŀƴǘƘƻǎŀǳǊǳǎΚέ 
Students will learn and practise the art of origami, in the Japanese tradition.  Registration required. 
 
Saturday, February 6 |1:30 to 3:00 pm 
άtƻǘǘŜǊȅ tƭŜŀǎŜ ς WŀǇŀƴŜǎŜ ¢Ŝŀ .ƻǿƭǎέ 
Students will make tea bowls from clay and return the following Saturday after they have been fired to 
glaze them.  Registration required. 
 

 
SENIORS PROGRAMMING | SENIORS.SUNDAY@OAG 
Sunday, January 10 | 1:30 to 3:00 pm 
ά¢ƘŜ !Ǌǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ DŜƛǎƘŀέ  
This sentence is missing words: The word “geisha” literally means art-person, or person of the arts and 
in Japanese society.  Geisha like Imchimaru are traditional artist-entertainers.  Participate in some of the 
traditional Japanese arts that the Geisha would have learned, including calligraphy and dance.   
Registration required. 
 
Sunday, February 14 | 1:30 to 3:00 pm 
ά¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ WŀǇŀƴŜǎŜ ¢Ŝŀ /ŜǊŜƳƻƴȅέ 
The Japanese tea ceremony is highly ritualized and is an art unto itself, known as temae.  Other arts, 
such as calligraphy and the wearing of traditional kimono are also part of the traditional tea ceremony.  
Participants will be able to participate in the centuries-old Japanese tea ceremony.  Traditional Japanese 
sweets will also be served.  Registration required. 

 
For further information about our programs or to register for a program, please call 
403.938.3204 or visit our website at www.OkotoksCulture.ca
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53 North Railway Station | Okotoks, AB 
Phone:  403.938.3204 | Email:  culture&heritage@okotoks.ca 
www.OkotoksCulture.ca 
 
 
HOURS AND ADMISSION 
Monday to Friday   10:00 am to 5:00 pm   
Saturday and Sunday   Noon to 5:00 pm   
Statutory holidays   Closed     
 
Admission to the Okotoks Art Gallery is by donation.  Free parking is available at the Gallery. 
 
GALLERY SHOP 
The Shop is the perfect place to find unique gifts, including one-of-a-kind pieces of jewelry, 
contemporary art and art cards.  The Gallery Shop carries a great variety of Japanese themed products 
that complement this exhibition including gifts, books, silk scarves, Sushi sets and teapots just to name a 
few. 
 
FOOD AND BEVERAGE 
No food or beverage is permitted in the Gallery.  Several restaurants and coffee shops are located within 
a short walking distance in Olde Town Okotoks.  For further information, visit 
http://www.okotoks.ca/downtown/index.html.  Free parking is available at the Gallery. 
 
Fresh sushi and traditional Japanese food is available in Okotoks at Yokozuna Sushi Bar and Grill, one of 
the opening reception sponsors.  Sake is available at The Wine Station. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The Okotoks Art Gallery | At the Station is operated by 
the Town of Okotoks 

mailto:culture&heritage@okotoks.ca
http://www.okotoks.ca/downtown/index.html

