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Dead Matter and Living Memory: 
Three Ways of Looking at 

the Higashi Honganji Hair Ropes1

This article examines Higashi Honganji ’s famous hair ropes in the context of 
shifting understandings around the place of the material body in religion. It 
suggests that the ropes drew on a premodern religious repertoire in which hair 
was recognized as a material form of both personality and generative power; hair 
donation thus allowed female donors to incorporate themselves into the space of the 
temple by participating in its construction. It presents the temple as using the ropes 
in a variety of ways to distinguish that sacred space from the disenchanted world 
of the modern marketplace. Finally, it argues that modernist understandings of 
religion as properly disembodied have shaped contemporary efforts to deemphasize 
the materiality of the ropes, effacing the presence of the bodies of female donors in 
the process. 
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In 1864, Higashi Honganji, the head temple of Jōdo Shinshū’s Ōtani branch, was 
destroyed by fire for the fourth time since its founding in the early Tokugawa period.2 
The temple thus marked the beginning of the Meiji period with a restoration project 
of its own. One of the ropes used in the construction remains on display today, 
preserved inside a glass case. What makes the rope worth seeing is the material out 
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1. I thank Monamie Bhadra, Becky Mansfield, Thomas McDow, Juno Parreñas, Noah 
Tamarkin, and this article’s anonymous reviewer for their kind and constructive 
feedback on earlier drafts of this piece. I express my special gratitude to Sarah Van 
Beurden, who discovered the donations to the Smithsonian and the British Museum 
discussed later in this paper and whose own work gave me a lens through which to 
interpret these donations. 

2. Jōdo Shinshū, or the True Pure Land School, is one of several Japanese schools of 
Pure Land Buddhism. Like other forms of Pure Land, Shinshū orients itself toward 
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of which it was made: human hair. A bilingual plaque explains the history of the 
Higashi Honganji hair ropes to visitors. The Japanese version reads as follows: 

When hauling out and transporting the enormous timbers, there were many 
incidents of ropes breaking during transport. For this reason, stronger ropes were 
required, and so women’s hair was twisted together with hemp and plaited into 
hair ropes. Fifty-three hair ropes (kedzuna 毛綱) in total were donated, from all 
across the country; the largest was 110 meters long, 40 centimeters in diameter, and 
weighed approximately one ton. One can imagine how much hair would have been 
needed.

With bland authority, the plaque invites us to understand that ropes of human hair 
were required for practical reasons and that the followers who made donations were 
responding to this need. 

Still, visitors sometimes see the rope differently. In “The Formless Hair Rope,” 
Ōtani-ha priest and scholar Hirose Takashi recalls having stopped to admire the 
newly installed case and plaque—“I was used to seeing the hair rope…but the fresh 
writing on the label caught my eye” (Hirose 1979: 203)—when four or five young 
women came along: 

…one of them exclaimed, “Gosh, this is all human hair!” She stared at the hair rope 
in the glass case like it was something spooky.... “It must have been hard to collect so 
much hair.” “But I wonder if all the hair came from believers, like the sign says.” “No 
way!” “This sign is just marketing for the temple.” Strangely, while they were talking, 
each one unconsciously touched her own hair. It was as though they were afraid 
someone might cut it off. “Grotesque (gurotesuku), isn’t it?” they concluded. (Hirose 
1979: 203)

Hirose dislikes this way of looking at the hair rope, identifying it as symptomatic of 
the “hollow spirit” of the modern age (Hirose 1979: 203-204). This paper will argue 

the figure of Amida Buddha, who is understood to have undertaken a series of forty-
eight vows establishing a paradise at the western edge of the universe. Rebirth in this 
paradise or “pure land” guarantees liberation from the suffering of birth and death. 
Shinshū is distinguished from other Pure Land schools in part on the basis of the 
view expressed by the founder, Shinran, that Amida is particularly solicitous of “evil 
people”—those of us who are incapable of securing rebirth through our own effort and 
so have no choice but to rely wholly on Amida’s grace. The Ōtani branch is named after 
the site of Shinran’s mausoleum; Honganji, or the Temple of the Original Vow, points 
to Amida’s eighteenth vow, in which he promises to make rebirth in his pure land 
available even to those who can manage to do no more than call his name. 



Curley: Dead Matter and Living Memory 99

that in fact Hirose’s way of seeing the hair ropes is born out of a particularly modern 
kind of discomfort with materiality and that the sightseers register something 
important about how hair mattered to nineteenth-century donors. 

Good hair and bad hair

An article in the September 10, 1880 issue of the Asahi Shinbun notes a detail that is 
sometimes obscured in English accounts: the ropes were made of women’s black hair 
( fujin no kurokami 婦人の黒髪). This detail speaks to the value attached to women’s 
hair in premodern and early modern Japan.

The only part of the body to grow in abundance past adolescence, hair was 
understood as a substantive form of the generative power located in the reproductive 
body, particularly the female reproductive body. This was reflected in an enduring 
popular understanding that “recognized a mysterious power in women’s hair, and 
held that women’s spiritual abilities were represented by their hair” (Takatori 
1982: 153), making women’s hair useful for a variety of ritual purposes: it was tied 
to the gates of fertility shrines (Hearn 1894: 482), slipped into amulets to ensure 
that traveling family members would return home safely (Wacker 2003: 247), and 
knotted into the bowstrings used by mediums (Sasamori 1997: 91). At the same 
time, the pollution associated with the female reproductive body was a source of 
disgust and hair, as an unruly bodily excretion, also served as a figure for lack of 
self-control: Zeami gives the mad princess Sakagami 逆髪 “blueblack hair [that] 
grows skywards” (Matisoff 2006: 183); the two-mouthed woman depicted in the 
Ehon hyaku monogatari (1841) uses her black hair to deliver food into the gaping 
maw in the back of her head; and in a popular tale associated with the Pure Land 
monk Ippen, the hair of two wives forced to live under the same roof takes the form 
of serpents when they sleep, “writhing together and hissing and biting” as each 
attempts “to devour...the other” (Hearn 1894: 426; Foard 2006: 394n30). 

Managing oneself required managing this powerful material. In early modern 
Japan, only those not fully integrated into human society—children, mediums, 
outcasts—wore their hair loose (Iijima 1987: S43; Howell 2005: 81). For women 
across the class spectrum, long but carefully dressed hair was a marker of moral 
virtue and social position (O’Brien 2008: 1319). Forced cutting of the hair was used 
to punish women for failing to adequately control the reproductive body, whether 
publicly, in cases of prostitution, or privately, in cases of sexual misbehavior and 
adultery (Katsuura 2002: 122-25). Voluntarily cutting one’s hair, however, was 
a way to transcend the reproductive body and so escape samsara—to cut one’s 
hair, it is said, is to “cut off the root of lust” (Kumamoto 2004: 479). For some 
women, tonsure was an opportunity to renegotiate their embodiment, with the 
ordination ritual understood as having the power to “symbolically (or magically) 
transform women into men” (Faure 2003: 102). For others, it was an opportunity 
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to renegotiate their social connections—at the divorce temple Mantokuji, women 
could compel divorce proceedings by consenting to have their hair cut as a form of 
temporary ordination (Wright 1997: 367). In both cases, deciding what to do with 
one’s hair was in an important sense deciding what to do with oneself.

Because it is intimately connected to the self and yet easy to cut, hair comes 
in handy when one wishes to make a gift of oneself. But its ambivalent value also 
makes it an ambivalently valued gift. 

On the one hand, hair donation resonates with practices of discarding the body 
(shashin 捨身) or turning the body into an offering to the Buddha—using one’s blood 
to copy a sutra, for example, was understood as a form of discarding the body (Fister 
2000: 232). Here the gift benefits the giver: in accepting the devotee’s sacrifice, the 
Buddha establishes a karmic bond (kechien 結縁) with that person, ensuring his or 
her liberation. Funeral rituals allowed people to wait until the moment of death to 
discard their bodies, establishing a bond with the Buddha by having their remains 
interred beneath Buddhist altars. Proximity led the deceased to merge with the 
Buddha: he or she received the prayers directed toward the Buddha image and the 
image absorbed whatever pollution was attached to the remains of the deceased 
(Gerhart 2009: 106). Even temples that barred entry to living women accepted the 
remains of the female dead for burial. Funeral ritual thus made it possible to cast off 
the pollution associated with the generative female body as well as that associated 
with the corpse. Bernard Faure notes, for instance, that the hair of the imperial 
consort was interred at Mudōji; the commemorative vow written for the occasion 
asserts that she has already attained rebirth in a male body (Faure 2003: 116). 

On the other hand, hair donation resonates with practices of creating and 
keeping relics—bodily fragments of unusual liveliness that we recognize as “both 
persons and things” (Geary 1986: 169). The liveliness in those fragments was 
understood as contagious: statues of the Buddha were animated by having relics 
placed inside them; statues of Buddhist masters were animated by having hair 
implanted in their heads (Fister 2000: 228; Levine 2005: 333n44). Portraits 
of (relatively) ordinary people too could be imbued with life in this way. The 
seventeenth-century nun Bunchi, for example, incorporated her deceased father’s 
hair and nails in memorial images dedicated to him. For Bunchi, Patricia Fister 
writes, those fragments “are her father” (Fister 2000: 230). If funeral ritual relies on 
an understanding that the pollution associated with the material body can dissipate, 
rituals involving relics rely on an understanding that the essence of the person 
persists in bodily material. 

We see both of these understandings at work in the practice of embroidering 
devotional images using hair. Massive pieces using donated hair like those attributed 
to the seventeenth-century Jōdoshū monk Kūnen are among the most spectacular 
examples of Japanese hair embroidery, but hair work was more commonly produced 
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by women using their own shorn hair (Uchida 2011: 41).3 Amida’s descent was 
a favorite subject of hair embroidery (ten Grotenhuis 2011: 884). By knotting 
their hair into the image of Amida, women instantiated the karmic bond that 
would ensure his arrival at death. For this reason, Uchida Keiichi suggests that we 
understand hair work as a form of memorial service (2011: 42), and Fister suggests 
that we understand it as an inverted funeral rite (gyakushu 逆修)—a preemptive 
funeral held for oneself (2000: 235). Cutting one’s hair to use in the embroidery 
gestured toward tonsure and so toward discarding the body; in this sense, if hair 
suggests “wild, untamed sexual energy,” then its use in embroidery “can be seen as an 
attempt to control or transform that ‘negative’ power” (ten Grotenhuis 2011: 891). 
But hair embroidery works because the image is understood to be enlivened by the 
generative (but polluting) power present in the devotee’s hair. If Amida shows up to 
pull her into the Pure Land he manifests out of his body, it is because she has pulled 
him into this world with the power of hers. 

The ambivalent set of meanings attached to hair as a material and the complex 
ritual repertoire informing hair embroidery are also present in the hair ropes. 
Takatori Masao argues that the use of human hair ropes was never merely 
pragmatic but should be understood against the backdrop of long-established 
practices of women offering their hair to the gods (1982: 154). For Shinshū women, 
there were good reasons to understand the hair ropes in more specifically Buddhist 
terms, as an inverted funeral rite that would allow them to secure birth in the Pure 
Land in the next life by rehearsing it in this one. 

Seeing the hair ropes as bodily relics

In the absence of direct accounts from the donors, it is difficult to confidently 
identify their motivations. However, against the explanatory plaque’s suggestion 
that the need for human hair ropes was discovered following “many incidents of 
ropes breaking during transport,” we can gather from newspaper accounts that hair 
ropes were in use almost immediately: rebuilding formally began in 1879, the 1880 
Asahi Shinbun article mentioned above describes an already finished hair rope, and 
an article in the April 28, 1881 issue of Yomiuri Shinbun notes a “parade” of shaved 
heads in Kyoto as a result of rope donations. In fact, Aoki Kaoru explains, hair 

3. Jōdoshū, or the Pure Land School, is the school founded by Shinran’s teacher, Hōnen. 
On the Tokugawa-period arguments between Hōnen’s followers and Shinran’s 
followers around which group could claim the right to characterize itself as the 
shinshū—the true school—see Hikino 2011.
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ropes had been used decades earlier in the 1829 rebuilding of a Pure Land temple in 
Nagoya, after which the practice of using them in temple construction had spread 
widely across Japan (2005: 19). Higashi Honganji’s use of hair ropes might be 
seen in this light not strictly as a matter of practical necessity but as tapping into a 
popular form of Buddhist devotion.

In guessing what this kind of devotional offering meant to Jōdo Shinshū women, 
it is helpful to consider some of Shinshū’s distinctive characteristics. The fact that 
the founder, Shinran, chose to marry and have children, identifying himself not 
as a master but as an ordinary follower in a community of followers has been and 
remains central to Shinshū identity. The early Shinshū movement dispensed with 
much of the institutional structure and ritual discipline of monastic Buddhism, 
developing instead as a loose network of horizontally organized confraternities. 
By the late medieval period, however, Shinran’s descendants had succeeded 
in consolidating this network around Honganji, the site where Shinran was 
memorialized (Dobbins 1989: 84). Shinran himself came to be understood not 
as an ordinary person but a living incarnation of Amida and the role of mediating 
the relation between Amida and the devotee was taken on by the head priest of 
Honganji, Shinran’s blood relative and lineage holder. The affective bond that linked 
followers to Amida through Shinran and Honganji was conceived in terms of hōon 
報恩: literally “repaying a kindness,” here hōon describes the surge of gratitude that 
arises in response to Amida’s freely offered gift of salvation (Callahan 2011: 100, 
142). The yearly memorial service commemorating Shinran, called the hōonkō 報
恩講, would become the most important event in the Shinshū calendar (Dobbins 
1989: 150). By coming together at Honganji for the memorial service, followers 
affirmed their connection to Shinran and rehearsed the happy gathering that would 
someday take place in Amida’s Pure Land. This future birth in the company of 
other followers was referred to as kue isshō 倶会一処 or “gathering together in the 
same place.”4 

At its height, the Ishiyama Honganji outside Naniwa (present-day Osaka) was 
a virtual city-state. In 1580, Oda Nobunaga destroyed the temple and humbled 
the sect, burning Honganji to the ground. Relocated to Kyoto, Honganji flourished 

4. The phrase comes from a passage in the Shorter Sukhāvatīvyūha Sutra in which 
Śākyamuni describes the numberless great bodhisattvas living in Amida’s land, 
explaining that living beings should aspire for birth in the Pure Land because “in that 
land one will be able to meet in one place persons of such high virtue” (Gómez 1996: 
19). On the absence of the phrase and the significance of the concept in Shinran, see 
Watanabe 1999. 
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once more during the Tokugawa period, even as the state encouraged the internecine 
rivalry that led to the establishment of the Nishi Honganji and Higashi Honganji 
as independent branches. This flourishing was due in part to Shinshū's success in 
developing popular forms of funeral ritual. Mark Blum writes that early modern 
followers on both the Higashi and Nishi sides saw “the physical temple as well 
as the grave site of the founder as embodying a unique soteriological power, and 
they clamored to bury their dead either at the founder’s grave site or within the 
Honganji grounds” (Blum 2000: 193). By the middle of the eighteenth century, both 
Nishi and Higashi Honganji had to expand in order to accommodate the demand 
for burial space. By the middle of the nineteenth century, Higashi Honganji had 
established an office wholly dedicated to processing burial requests (Blum 2000: 
196). The ritual logic operating here was, again, one of merging. Burial at Shinran’s 
grave site allowed one’s remains to merge with his relics; burial within the temple 
allowed one’s remains to merge with his sacred image (Blum 2000: 195). Burial at 
Honganji also came to be referred to, however, as “gathering together in the same 
place” (Blum: 2000: 195), suggesting a conceptual link between the merging of the 
bodies of all the followers in death, at Honganji, and the gathering together that was 
to take place after death, in the Pure Land. The central place Honganji held in the 
imagination of followers is apparent in the choice on the part of some early modern 
Shinshū communities to forego any other kind of funeral ritual. After ensuring that 
some portion of the deceased’s remains were sent to Kyoto for interment, the rest 
were simply discarded at the site of cremation (Bernstein 2006: 106).

On one level, the hair ropes are just one of a number of “gifts in kind” made by 
followers toward the rebuilding. Like the timber donated by followers in Hokuriku 
or the roof-tiles sent by followers in Mikawa, donating hair to the ropes was a way 
to participate materially in the construction of the temple. The idea that the new 
buildings might be understood as a gift from followers across the country—“their 
own creation in very truth” (Hearn 1895: 819-20)—resonates both with an 
understanding of Shinshū as an egalitarian community of friends and fellow 
practitioners and with an understanding that one’s gratitude to Amida might 
spontaneously express itself in the form of a gift to the temple.

On another level, however, hair activates a set of associations that timber and 
roof tiles do not. By donating their hair to the hair ropes, women were sending 
their material remains to Higashi Honganji before they died, allowing them to 
rehearse—and so ensure—the merging of their remains with the body of Shinran. 
The institution affirmed an understanding of the hair ropes as a mechanism for 
bringing the bodies of donors into the inner precincts of the temple by doing just 
that: tourist accounts from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries indicate 
that one or more of the ropes hung from the beams of one of the temple’s two main 
buildings before and possibly shortly after its formal reopening (Scidmore 1891: 
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236, Hearn 1894: 154, Del Mar 1904: 158, Edwards 1906: 31).5 In this way, the 
hair ropes performed one of the two movements we see in hair embroidery: as 
remains brought into the space of the temple, they became the locus of an intimate 
bond between the body of the donor and the body of the founder, allowing Amida to 
pull the donor into the Pure Land. The pollution of the female donor’s reproductive 
body, localized in her black hair, was purified through her incorporation into the 
temple. 

At the same time, in both their form and function, the hair ropes concretized 
the image of gathering in one place. By donating her hair, each donor effectively 
donated a piece of her body in which her essence as a living person was 
concentrated—the donated hair stands in for the donor herself. That donated 
hair was bound up with the hair of hundreds or thousands of other followers from 
the same region, gathering all the donors in a single rope, and all fifty-three ropes 
were then deposited at Higashi Honganji, gathering all the donors from across 
the country in the same place. For an individual donor, it must have been possible 
to understand the act of donation as enmeshing her in a community of followers 
on multiple scales. Because the act of cutting her hair made her donation visible, 
it affirmed her connection to other female followers in the local community who 
had likewise donated their hair. Because it was widely known that hair ropes were 
being collected from across the country, her donation affirmed her connection to 
a translocal community of followers. And because as an act of devotion it signaled 
her good standing in the community of followers, her donation affirmed her 
connection to the transcendent community of good people she would meet in the 
Pure Land. As a material location in which followers are bound together, the hair 
ropes rehearsed the same event the temple buildings rehearsed, and so reiterated the 
conceptual link between “gathering together” in this life and “gathering together” 
in the next life. In this way, the hair ropes also performed the second of the two 
movements that we see in hair embroidery: they pulled a divine other-worldly 
presence into this world by giving Amida and Shinran fixed sites in which to dwell. 
The generative power of the female donor’s reproductive body, localized in her 
black hair, was here channeled into the creative work of bringing Higashi Honganji 

5. Walter Del Mar and A. Herbage Edwards publish their travel memoirs in 1904 and 
1906 respectively but do not indicate when they visited Higashi Honganji, although 
Edwards writes that the temple was “finished a few years ago” suggesting that he was 
perhaps there in the late nineteenth century (32). A photo book of famous Ōtani-ha 
places published in 1902 shows a hair rope coiled on an octagonal platform (Ikura 
1902: n.p.).
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back to life. The hair ropes thus allowed a second kind of merging of donor and 
Buddha: as the force driving the construction of the temple, she becomes—like 
Shinran—Amida’s representative in this world. The ordinary female donor is then 
simultaneously the recipient of Amida’s grace and a mechanism for Amida’s activity 
in this world. 

Understanding the hair ropes as a metonym for the temple opens up the 
possibility of preserving Shinran and Honganji at the center of the Shinshū 
imagination while decentering Shinran’s descendants in favor of ordinary lay 
devotees.6 The lay Buddhist modernizer Takashima Beihō explores this 
destabilizing possibility in his didactic story “The Two Words ‘Original Vow’: The 
Tale of the Hair Rope.” Takashima’s heroine is fifteen-year-old Okiku, a young girl 
growing up in a village in Echigo. Hearing about the rebuilding of the head temple, 
Okiku realizes that she must be courageous and make a donation, sacrificing the 
black hair that “her kind mother”—since deceased—“had every morning combed 
smooth” (Takashima 1931: 2). When she delivers her hair to the temple, she realizes 
that “every woman in Echigo had followed her... and no man could help but be 
deeply moved” (Takashima 1931: 4). Five years later, Okiku, now “in the bloom of 
youth,” is invited to the capital for an audience with the abbot of Higashi Honganji. 
He receives her with praise and gratitude, “tears shining in his eyes” (Takashima 
1931: 4). “Look!” Takashima writes,

How strong, how great, the power of one sweet young girl’s faith.... To cut her black 
hair—a woman’s very life—is no easy deed. And yet the power of faith in a single 
invocation allowed her to do it with the greatest of ease, delighting in it. The hongan 
of Honganji is explained in terms of being saved by the marvelous original vow, [but] 
really its fundamental meaning lies here: in offering one’s life, body and mind, with 
such pure faith... (Takashima 1931: 5)

6. There has been a longstanding and generative tension in Shinshū between, on the 
one hand, the affective investments the community makes in Honganji and, on the 
other hand, its self-understanding as an egalitarian community of friends and fellow 
practitioners. We see the latter self-understanding invoked in a powerful way in the 
claim made by activists representing outcaste groups (burakumin), which had been 
subject to systematic discrimination by the Ōtani-ha, that it is they—and not the 
high-ranking priests “with their colored robes and brocade collars”—who have been 
“the true companions of Shinran” (Main 2010: 159). One of the striking features of the 
development of the modern Ōtani-ha, Jessica Main points out, has been its ability to 
accommodate this kind of critique (Main 2010: 161). 
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Takashima cloaks his references to the female reproductive body in sentiment, 
but he draws an explicit connection between the power of Okiku’s “pure faith” 
( junshinna shinkō 純真な信仰) and her purity as an “untouched girl” (mukana 
ichishōjo 無垢な一少女) (Takashima 1931: 4). This contagious power spurs the other 
women of Echigo to donate their hair and the men to donate their labor. Okiku’s 
relative social marginality and the power of her faith to inspire faith in others makes 
her an effective double for Shinran—no surprise that Takashima sets his tale in 
Echigo, the site of Shinran’s exile and the place where he found his first followers. 
This doubling is confirmed by Okiku’s visit to the head temple, where the usual 
dynamic of repaying kindness is inverted: here it is the head priest who is moved 
to tears by a gift freely given, and the ordinary follower who is the recipient of a 
spontaneous expression of gratitude. By sacrificing her hair, Takashima tells us, 
Okiku recaptures the significance of the words “original vow,” duplicating Shinran’s 
experience of “returning to the original vow” and so recovering “the historical 
foundation of Shinshū and the cornerstone of its faith and doctrine” (Takashima 
1931: 5). The metaphors of foundation and cornerstone that Takashima uses here 
point to the articulation between reconstructing the temple buildings and returning 
to the spirit of the founder. In this story of the hair rope, it is Shinshū women 
who are the inheritors of Shinran’s lineage: their bodies, rather than a patrilineal 
bloodline, bring him back to life. 

Seeing the hair ropes as ritual tools

Although modernizers like Takashima were critical of the Shinshū institution, the 
hair ropes were available to the modernist imagination only because the temple 
decided to keep and display them. This decision was first made at a moment when 
Higashi Honganji was struggling to carve out a space for itself within a secular 
regime. The ropes continued to do important work toward creating such a space 
long after the reconstruction of the temple was complete.

In one sense, the young sightseers are right: from the beginning, the hair ropes 
were a form of publicity. Not only did their sheer size suggest the massiveness of the 
temple’s community of followers, they also worked as a tourist attraction, drawing 
visitors to the temple and enhancing its reputation. If Nishi Honganji’s collection 
of treasures gathered by abbot Ōtani Kōzui in the course of his archaeological 
expeditions across Asia spoke to that temple’s cosmopolitanism, then Higashi 
Honganji’s hair rope spoke to its populism.

In another, more important sense, Hirose is right: putting the hair ropes 
on display allowed the temple to demonstrate its gratitude to the followers who 
had supported the rebuilding project. Treating the ropes as precious objects 
to be preserved within the temple ref lects an understanding on the part of the 
institution that the affective bond between followers and temple should be mutual. 
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Recognizing the followers as having made the rebuilding of the temple possible is 
also to recognize their benevolence. 

But there is an additional logic more specific to the turn of the century operating 
in the way the temple makes meaning of the hair ropes as what art historian Wu 
Hung calls “ritual tools.” Hung explains that ritual tools have a paradoxical quality 
in that they must resemble ordinary tools and yet remain recognizably other than 
ordinary: “a ritual object is an ax, pot, or bowl, but it should not be an ax, pot, or 
bowl in a common sense” (Hung 2015: 241). One way to achieve this is through 
making a tool “costly” by making it out of precious material or in a way that requires 
special skill. Costly tools represent “a prodigious amount of human energy frozen 
in...small objects”; possession of such tools thus signifies “the ability of their owner 
to control and ‘squander’ such human energy” (Hung 2015: 243). The primary 
work of the ritual tool is to display this capture of human energy. English-language 
accounts from the turn of the century sometimes suggest that Higashi Honganji 
graciously accepted donations of hair from those women who had no money to give.7 
I think this misunderstands the key function of the hair rope as a crystallization 
of the social power of the institution (Hung 2015: 238). The hair ropes were 
made of material that was free and abundant, but because this material so directly 
represented human energy, they were nonetheless “costly” to produce, in Hung’s 
sense—they display the temple’s command of the energy of its followers.

This use of ritual tools affirms the act of construction as a form of ritual labor. 
Fabio Rambelli has suggested that in premodern Japan, “ritual labor marked every 
phase of construction work,” following an understanding that “any construction is 
a violation of the cosmic order (the sacredness of space and time), and atonement 
must be performed to restore the broken harmony” (Rambelli 2007: 190); the early 
modern period sees a shift to a vision of labor as producing cosmic harmony, with 
the laborer operating “in collaboration with the deities of the Buddhist pantheon” 
(Rambelli 2007: 207). Given its history of disastrous fires, Higashi Honganji 
must have recognized construction work as an activity with uncertain outcomes 
(Rambelli 2007: 190)—indeed, the plan for the new building included a water line 
running from the Lake Biwa canal to the temple’s roof. The hair ropes point back to 
traditional tactics for safeguarding against disaster, serving as a magical counterpart 
to the technological innovation of the water line. As ritual tools, they mark the 
work of construction as a form of devotion, and so enlist Amida’s assistance in the 
construction effort; hanging them inside the temple after the work of construction 
is complete likewise draws upon a readily recognizable Japanese ritual grammar in 
which sacred spaces are established through the use of ropes.

7. See for example Scidmore 1891: 236, Holmes 1901: 321, Del Mar 1904: 158.
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These traditional tactics persist into the contemporary period. They acquire 
new meanings, however, in the context of new kinds of economic relations. Writing 
about early modern and modern examples of the “fetishization of tools and labor 
process,” Rambelli suggests that we might read this fetishization as an attempt 
“to ‘un-alienate’ and re-enchant labor, especially at a time of social and economic 
transformations toward a mature form of capitalistic economy” (Rambelli 2007: 
207). Like many other Buddhist institutions, Higashi Honganji struggled with 
the transition to a market economy. It was deeply in debt when the reconstruction 
project began, requiring the support of the Kyoto prefectural government in order 
to “modernize its financial system” (Tsuchikane 2016: 124), and the Ōtani-ha 
continued to experience ongoing financial challenges during the Meiji period.8 It is 
in this context that the hair ropes are held up as a figure for voluntary labor. Even 
as resources were actually flowing to the temple through the city, centering the hair 
rope allows the temple to be framed as “the gift of the people to Kyoto”:

For no small part of the actual labor of building was done for love only; and the 
mighty beams for the roof had been hauled to Kyoto from far-away mountain-
slopes, with cables made of the hair of Buddhist wives and daughters. (Hearn 1895: 
819-20)

The idea that Higashi Honganji was built for love and not for money distinguishes 
the enchanted space of the temple from the disenchanted marketplace. The temple 
can be fondly imagined as a refuge from the atomization and alienation of modern 
life—a last site of collective belonging. In this nostalgic vision, the hair rope’s 
seamless fusion of body and tool represents a longed-for fusion of life and labor. 

Sending the hair ropes overseas

One lasting effect of the positioning of the hair ropes as a sign of voluntary labor 
is that although they represent the crystallized labor-power of Higashi Honganji’s 
followers, it is anathema to think of them as objects of economic value.9 In a letter 

8. An announcement in the May 30, 1909 issue of Japan Times, for instance, notes that 
the Ōtani household plans to sell certain “treasures and curios” in light of the “financial 
readjustment” of the temple. 

9. Writing about the popularity of handmade hair work ornaments amongst nineteenth-
century American consumers, Helen Sheumaker suggests that here too, the appeal 
of hair work was its capacity to invoke a “cozy, emotional world” set in contrast to 
the  “cold-hearted transactions, unfeeling commerce, and unsentimental profit” of the 
market (Sheumaker 1997: 431).
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to John F. Swift, then United States Minister for Japan, American missionary V. 
Marshall Law describes his first efforts to acquire samples of rope for delivery to the 
Smithsonian and the British Museum:

As many sight-seers had already made efforts to beg or buy pieces of these ropes to 
no purpose, the writer suffered many a quiet “smile” from his friends, who, while 
they were astonished at the writer’s audacity, felt that they knew perfectly well that 
he would never get a piece of those ropes. (Papers 1890: 593) 

Law succeeds thanks to the intervention of “the leading Buddhist priest of Japan, 
Hiramatz Rei” (Papers 1890: 593); the British Museum acquisition record indicates 
that a section of hair rope was presented to the museum by Law and “Buddhist 
priest Hiramatsu Rei” (Franks 1891: 68). This is almost certainly Hiramatsu 
Riei, a popular traveling lecturer and an influential figure in the Ōtani hierarchy. 
Hiramatsu and Law appear to have succeeded by assuring the temple that the 
sections of rope would not become Law’s private property; in Swift’s letter to the 
Smithsonian, he explains that the “the priests of the temple” intended the section 
of rope “as a gift to the people of the United States, positively declining to allow 
any private person to have what they regarded as a sacred thing” (Papers 1890: 593). 
In its own note to the Smithsonian, the Honganji Office of Rebuilding Affairs 
frames its gift to the museum as reiterative, explaining that the hair ropes were a 
“unanimous” presentation from “faithful laymen and laywomen of every place” to 
the temple (Papers 1890: 593). 

The idea here seems to be that “sacred things” ought not circulate within the 
market as privately owned commodities. In fact, of course, buying and selling 
sacred things was and is an important part of religious life in both Japan and the 
West. Law’s notion that this is not the case—that it is a matter of common sense 
that sacred things should not be commodified—seems to me to rely on an implicit 
understanding that in a context in which market relations define ordinary life, 
sacredness can be conferred upon a thing by a refusal to sell it. Gifts too are, in 
this context, “defined as what market relations are not” (Parry 1998: 466). The 
double framing of the hair ropes as gifts—first from the faithful to the temple, and 
then from the temple to the people of the United States—is a way of making their 
sacredness legible outside the context of the temple. They are saturated with a mood 
of enchantment created through the suspension of the rational operation of market 
relations. 

For Law, Higashi Honganji’s success at creating this mood is evidence of its 
success as a religious institution—“the religious people of America,” he writes, 
“can learn a lesson of personal sacrifice and devotion from these followers of the 
Buddha” (Papers 1890: 593). For some of his Christian contemporaries, such success 
is disturbing. In the September 1891 issue of The Medical Missionary, a Dr. W.N. 
Whitney writes offering a photograph of the hair ropes for the edification of readers; 
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the editors note apologetically that they cannot publish the photograph, explaining 
that it is “too dark in color as well as in another sense” (Whitney 1891: 200). A piece 
in the November 1891 issue of Missionary Guardian laments the fact that 

this vast amount of human hair, the largest mass ever gathered together in the 
world’s history, was given to make the necessary ropes wherewith to hoist into their 
places the beams of a temple erected to a GOD WHO NEVER HEARD OR 
ANSWERED A PRAYER, the cost of the temple being seven millions of dollars. 
(“Two Tons” 1891: 350)

The hair ropes appear in this light as prurient things, dangerous to look at, and 
Japanese Buddhism as a religious fetishism in which followers waste vast sums 
of wealth on worthless material. And yet, it is Christians whom the Missionary 
Guardian ultimately charges with lacking religious feeling. Christian women, the 
editorial suggests, would surely not sacrifice their hair and, more to the point, 
Christian men have not sacrificed their money:

[think] of the millions of wealth piled up by Christians; of the millions of perishing 
ones in heathen darkness; of the thousands of young people ready to go, but who 
cannot be trained or sent for the lack of means. (“Two Tons” 1891: 350)

This self-critique relies on an elision of bodily material and material wealth. 
Japanese Buddhists, in their realm of enchantment, can achieve the religious aims 
of transforming private bodies into a communal body and private wealth into 
communal wealth. Their Christian counterparts cannot—they are, in the Missionary 
Guardian’s assessment, better at capitalism but worse at religion. Here too then, the 
hair ropes are read not only in terms of “dark” atavistic magic, but also as evidence of 
the intimate, non-self-interested relationship between the temple and its followers. 

The possibility of commodifying the hair ropes surfaces once more in the 
October 1914 issue of Japan Magazine, which notes two instances of hair dealers 
approaching religious institutions: first, a priest at an unnamed Shinto shrine is said 
to have entertained a request from “a certain hair dealer” to purchase hair presented 
as a votive offering until parishioners “raised vigorous objection” and “the offer had 
to be declined”; second, Higashi Honganji, described as having just one hair rope, 
is reported to have sold this “magnificent rope” to a dealer “for a great price, thus 
enhancing the temple’s depleted treasury” (“Hair” 1914: 344). This story does 
not ring true—the hair used in the ropes was unlikely to have been in a condition 
such that it could command a high price from a dealer and in any case the temple’s 
own diligent effort to produce a record of its ropes would have posed an obstacle to 
surreptitiously selling one of them. However, the circulation of the rumor speaks 
to an understanding that it would be scandalous for the temple to capitalize on the 
faith of its followers. This in fact reaffirms the temple’s own framing of the hair 
ropes as pure gifts that should not be sold. 
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The hair rope is now displayed next to one of the wooden sledges used to pull the 
timbers. Together, these tools “convey to us today the efforts of all the followers in 
rebuilding the two halls” (Shinshū Honbyō 2006: 31). This is an implicitly gendered 
arrangement—the rope specifically represents the effort of female followers and 
the sledge the effort of male followers. In this way, it resonates with nineteenth-
century nostalgia for an enchanted premodern order in which productive labor was 
an extension of reproductive labor, uniting male and female in the act of creation 
(Harootunian 1988, 262). The hair rope much more than the sledge, however, is 
suited to the task of representing of unalienated labor: it shows us in an unmediated 
way the perfect continuity between worker and tool, and so between worker and 
work. Law writes that the hair ropes told him “an eloquent story of the self-sacrificing 
devotion of the followers of this religion” (Papers 1890: 593). In fact this story of self-
sacrificing devotion itself tells a story about Higashi Honganji as a sacred space in the 
modern sense: a place in which the rationalizing logic of modernity never took hold, 
and so an enchanted place built through self-directed, shared labor. The promise the 
temple makes is that this enchantment persists into the present. 

Sanitizing the hair rope

Hirose’s critique of the young sightseers reflects their apparent refusal to access that 
mood of enchantment. Instead, he says, they are trapped by a “modern” tendency 
to reduce the human being to “no more than a body” (Hirose 1979: 206). Hirose 
contends that it is this concentration on the material body that renders the hair 
rope “grotesque”—if  you fail to look past material form, “the hair rope is, for you, 
nothing more than a grotesque remnant (ibutsu 遺物) of the past” (Hirose 1979: 
207). The final sections of this paper will explore how the contemporary institution 
has deemphasized the materiality of the hair ropes, culminating in Hirose’s 
assertion that the true hair rope has no form.

The sightseers chose an apt word when they called the hair rope “grotesque.” 
Grotesque is also the word Mikhail Bakhtin uses to describe the body that 
disregards “limits between the body and the world,” allowing it to become “building 
material” (Bakhtin 1984: 313). In contrast to the sterile ascetic body, the grotesque 
body exudes and absorbs, transgressing its own boundaries in an ongoing process of 
transformation. Laughing at death, the grotesque body identifies its own stuff with 
the eternal stuff of the material cosmos (Bakhtin 1984: 336). For medieval and early 
modern Japanese Buddhists, the grotesque body was something to be managed but 
not wholly rejected. Relics, for example, relied on an understanding that the most 
sacred bodies were open to the possibility of fusion with other bodies and that in 
such fusion, they could produce more of themselves. Asking why contemporary 
spectators find relics alluring, Robert Sharf suggests that we too are fascinated 
by their materiality, and our own: relics, he writes, “confront us in the starkest 
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10. Recent examples include a 2009 exhibition in Osaka sponsored by the Asahi Shinbun 
on the theme “Touching the Essence of Shinran” and a 2010 exihibition at the 
Tonamishi Museum on the theme “Shinshū Rooted in Everyday Life.” 

possible way with our irreducible ‘thingness’” (Sharf 1999: 90). For Hirose, however, 
thingness is something to be overcome. This reflects a modernist understanding 
of religion as properly oriented toward a transcendent, disembodied realm of 
spirit. Given such an understanding, the presence of the material body in everyday 
religious life becomes an embarrassing problem, motivating an effort to remove the 
traces of that presence. Hugh Urban, writing about the modernization of Hindu 
Tantra, refers to this as a process of “deodorization” or “sanitization” (2003, 134). 
How does one sanitize a relic?

One tactic might be to send it to a museum. When Hiramatsu and Law donate 
sections of the hair rope to the Smithsonian and the British Museum, they begin a 
process of positioning the ropes as cultural artifacts, lifted “away from their origin” 
and into the ethereal realm of “human and world heritage” (Van Beurden 2018: 
1195). This process continues into the present, in the temple’s display of the hair 
ropes in traveling exhibitions around Japan.10 There are two museum technologies 
that work to sanitize: glass cases, which prevent direct contact with displayed objects, 
and labels, which establish fixed meanings for those objects. In earlier kinds of 
exhibition spaces, handling was permitted and labels with minimal information were 
preferred, on the understanding that knowledge was to be produced in the moment 
through “civic conversation” (Bennett 1998: 347). In the museum, by contrast, 
experts master objects through reason behind the scenes while visitors see objects 
“at a safe distance, properly explained” (Brenna 2014: 49). This sensory regime 
dematerializes the object by emphasizing the visual over the tactile and knowing 
over sensing (Bennett 1998, Yamaguchi 1991). Where grotesque objects might shed 
or exude, glass cases establish a clear boundary separating the museum’s pedagogic 
objects from their spectators, and labels introduce what Tony Bennett calls a second 
screen, “a filter of words between sight and its objects” (Bennett 1998: 351). The same 
regime disciplines visitors: the arrangement of glass cases directs our bodies and 
the labels train us in a practice of quiet reading. Again the aim is sanitization—to 
“cleanse the eyes of the public so that, in absorbing the lessons of those objects, they 
might be effectively instructed in the meaning of history” (Bennett 1998: 347). 

Higashi Honganji’s attunement to museum norms is reflected in the supporting 
documents accompanying the donations: two tables prepared by the Office of 
Rebuilding Affairs listing the names of the provinces that donated ropes and the 
number of ropes donated by each, and the length, circumference, and weight of each 
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11. This is an achievement, insofar as this position—with its implication of original 
ownership—is almost always occupied by Western collectors. We might note again 
here how, in their engagements with emergent international networks of travel and 
collection, the Nishi and Higashi Honganji seem to mirror one another: Nishi 
Honganji sponsors three expeditions into Central Asia to collect Buddhist treasure 
and bring it to Japan, while Higashi Honganji parcels out some of its Buddhist treasure 
to Europe and the United States.

12. Recently, the temple has supplemented this display with a third technology borrowed 
from the space of the museum—a diorama depicting tiny followers dragging timber 
across a snowy mountain landscape. 

of the remaining ropes. These tables provide the objective facts to be used in the 
preparation of an appropriate label, illuminating what would otherwise be obscure 
matter. The Office of Rebuilding Affairs explains that it has produced them “for 
the sake of the memory of the future” (Papers 1890: 594). In both their form and 
their function, the tables represent rational mastery of the object, which is why it 
is significant that it is the temple that prepared them. As a museum piece, the hair 
rope becomes an artifact of the past—a piece of “heritage”; in the same stroke, the 
temple is positioned as, like a museum, a modern institution oriented toward the 
future (Van Beurden 2018: 1193-94). This skill at producing expert knowledge 
allows the temple to retain some of its title to the donated hair rope via Hiramatsu, 
who appears alongside Law in the acquisition record as having “presented” it to the 
British Museum.11 

At the same time, the transformation of the hair rope into a pedagogic object 
mutes the rope’s female donors. In the transaction between institutions, the intimate 
knowledge the women who made the ropes have with respect to their creation and 
purpose is unintelligible. What is worth knowing are the objective facts that only 
the bureaucratic institution can produce. 

Higashi Honganji creates a small museum in its corridor when it borrows 
the technologies of glass case and label.12 These technologies are not neutral—
they establish a new context for the hair rope. For Hirose, this new context is an 
appropriate one. The hair rope is, for him, a historical artifact: it enables us “to 
feel the living breath of history supporting us” and we honor our ancestors by 
understanding our history (Hirose 1979: 205). The young sightseers, however, 
do not behave as though they are in a museum. Hirose tells us that the charm of 
the temple is that it is so quiet—“not many are aware that this quiet place exists 
so close by” (Hirose 1979: 202)—but the sightseers engage in loud conversation. 
Hirose admires the glass case but the sightseers find a way around the prohibition 
against touching by touching their own hair. Hirose dutifully stops to read the 
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explanatory plaque but the sightseers doubt the label’s authority, preferring their 
own explanation. Hirose sees in the hair rope a pedagogic object suited to silent 
reflection but the sightseers register it as something sensational that prompts a 
visceral response. Because they resist the neutralizing effects of the museum space, 
they see the rope’s thingness. 

Seeing the invisible hair rope 

Hirose responds to this resistance with a second sanitizing tactic of his own: he 
identifies the hair rope as a symbol (shōchō 象徴) “of the prayers of our ancestors” 
(Hirose 1979: 207). Urban notes the use of this tactic in modern Hindu Tantra, 
with references to the body interpreted as symbolic ways of talking about mental 
and spiritual states (Urban 2003: 142). Alexandra Walsham likewise observes that 
evangelical and Protestant Christians made room for mementos of the sacred dead 
as “memorials or commemorative tokens,” charged with a power that was “spiritual 
and emotional rather than material and miraculous”; this framing made it possible 
to tolerate relics by treating them “as ‘signs of remembrance only’” (Walsham 
2010: 134). For Hirose, the hair rope commemorates not the individual women 
who donated their hair to the ropes but a single great action—the undertaking of 
a sympathetic vow for the salvation of other human beings (ningen no higan 人間の

悲願) (Hirose 1979: 205)—that culminated in the construction of the temple. It 
happens that at Higashi Honganji, this vow took the form of the hair ropes, but the 
same vow drove the construction of every one of Japan’s Buddhist temples, and so we 
should understand them all as having been built with “formless hair ropes” (Hirose 
1979: 207). When we mistakenly concentrate on the form—the hair, which is dead 
matter—the temple is no more than a mausoleum. When we stop concentrating on 
that dead matter, we see through the form to the formless. In this mode of seeing, 
the temple comes to life for us, animated by the breath of history. The eyes that can 
see the formless hair ropes are purified eyes—the eyes of faith. 

Looking at the hair rope this way allows Hirose to see past the bodily presence 
of individual donors. He does allow that some donors might have offered their hair 
reluctantly; in a striking image, he suggests that this emotion remains trapped in 
the material—“perhaps the ropes include some hair wet with tears” (Hirose 1979: 
204). If there is “sadness and disagreement” in the ropes, however, these feelings are 
(counterintuitively) apparent only from the perspective of “cold intellect” (Hirose 
1979: 204). From the transcendent perspective of the spirit, entering into a world in 
which we can grasp the truth of the formless “without need for explanation” (Hirose 
1979: 205), those private feelings disappear. This is because the vow expressed in 
the form of the hair rope “transcends individual feeling” (Hirose 1979: 205), linking 
together individuals in their shared humanity. The binding together of individual 
bodies here figures the binding together of individual persons in the pursuit 
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of a single project, subsuming individual differences in experience, motivation, 
gender, sectarian affiliation, and so on, under the rubric of the “human.” It is by 
effacing these individual differences that the hair rope can become legible as the 
symbolic expression of a universal human spirit, laboring across time and space. 
In this refined vision, the material specificity of Higashi Honganji’s hair rope is 
subordinated to the transcendent, disembodied immateriality of the formless hair 
rope, which is the truly religious hair rope. 

The reward for cultivating the spiritual vision necessary to see the formless hair 
rope is the recovery of our own human spirit: “the true heart of the human being” 
(Hirose 1979: 207). In his criticism of the young sightseers, Hirose suggests that in 
their focus on the materiality of the hair rope, they reflect a modern tendency to see 
the human being as no more than a body or no more than a thing. This tendency, 
he explains, reflects a failure to connect with the vivifying breath of history, instead 
understanding the world in terms of chance or contingency, in which we ourselves 
are “no more than physical bodies (buttai 物体),” living “according to instinct” (1979: 
206). The heart of reverence (raihai 礼拝) lies in gratitude toward the ancestors for 
all the ways their efforts support us in the present and so in the feeling of a deep 
connection to history (1979: 207). This connection to the breath of history gives us 
life. Elegantly linking the ability to look beyond the material hair rope toward the 
immaterial hair rope with the ability to move from a meaningless world of things 
toward a meaningful world of human activity, Hirose’s vision of the temple as a 
space in which it is possible to become human (again) resonates with earlier visions 
of the temple as a site of refuge from the alienating effects of the market. 

The bright line Hirose draws between the material and the spiritual, however, 
leaves little room to entertain any continuity between the acts of production and 
reproduction or an understanding of the material hair rope as in some sense lively 
matter. This story of the hair rope instead offers a religious vision that transcends 
the vulgar, material body. The sanitizing effects of this extend beyond the hair rope 
itself: not only is the true hair rope not a collection of body parts, the true human 
being—the human being who pledges the great vow—is a disembodied universal 
subject. In this way, even as he calls for re-enchantment, Hirose’s formless hair rope 
suggests a firm separation between pure life and the messy business of production 
and reproduction. 

What the sightseers saw

I want to close by saying a few words in defense of Hirose’s young sightseers. They 
serve, in his essay, as the representatives of modern anomie—coldly intellectual and 
unable to connect with the past. At the same time, he implies, paradoxically, that 
they are excessively moved by the hair rope: they see the hair in front of them as 
connected to their own, giving rise to the sensation that someone might come and 
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cut their hair too. The suspicious counter-reading of the rope that the sightseers 
produce is not, in my view, correct. That is, it does not reflect the complex set of 
meanings with which nineteenth-century Shinshū women were engaging when they 
made their donations. But the act of imagination reflected in the sightseers’ gesture 
of touching their own hair nonetheless speaks to their recognition of the way hair 
mattered to those earlier women. The connection they make between their own hair 
and the hair of the rope’s donors reflects both an acknowledgment of hair as imbued 
with profound personal meaning and their affective access to the way in which the 
grotesque body calls into question the spatial and temporal limits of the individual 
person. In this sense, the sightseers make good on the promise the hair ropes once 
made: to extend the life of each donor by entangling her with others. 

Higashi Honganji’s early positioning of the hair ropes as ritual tools requires 
seeing that the ropes are made of hair, but it also directs our attention away from the 
individual donors. Instead it centers the temple itself as the site where the energy of 
those individuals is captured and maintained. The story it tells of the hair ropes as 
museum objects likewise centers the temple as the possessor of objective knowledge 
of the rope. Hirose’s reading of hair ropes as symbols for something formless or 
invisible takes us still further in this direction. He asks us to turn our gaze away 
from material form toward the formless and away from material bodies toward “the 
breath of history.” The contemporary institution continues to work hard to manage 
the thingness of its ropes, asking us to understand the act of donation as religiously 
motivated at the same time that it asks us to understand the material donated as 
having no special religious meaning. 

Following the gaze of the young sightseers, by contrast, directs us back to the 
hair and so back to the individual donors. Hirose suggests that for the sightseers, 
the rope is a dead thing. I would contend that their reaction to the rope suggests 
quite the opposite: insofar as they feel a connection between their own hair and 
the hair on display, for them the rope is invested with life. With the gesture that 
indicates this connection—looking at the hair rope while touching their own hair—
they collapse both the spatial distance between their bodies and the rope and the 
temporal distance between the present moment and the moment of the temple’s 
construction. Hirose characterizes this gesture as strange. But the possibility of 
mobilizing the material body and its affects to produce this kind of mysterious 
connection is at the heart of Buddhist practices of ritual binding and merging, and 
at the heart of Pure Land images of how one might cross the vast spatial distance 
that separates the ordinary person from Amida Buddha, and at the heart of Hirose’s 
own vision of recognizing, with gratitude, the efforts of one’s ancestors. In their 
insistence on seeing the hair rope as connected to themselves, the sightseers re-open 
the possibility of recognizing the hair ropes as relics—both persons and things. 
Their way of looking at the hair rope is well-suited to the object itself. 
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