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The book has also been a sustained attempt to provide alternatives to the main
explanatory models for early Chinese religious imagery — for example, the
progression from a Western-influenced style to fully sinicized Buddhist images. In
order to pursue this goal, the study sought to understand the extant works as the result
of choices made from a multiplicity of possibilities available to patrons and makers at
a specific place and time. This is not to say that the well-known narrative of the
sinicization of Buddhist art in China is incorrect but to suggest that such a theoretical
scheme subsumes an unruly body of evidence into an easily digestible story, one that
continues to have wide acceptance.----

One question that remains is this: at what point does a word or cultural practice
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stop being a loan from a foreign culture and become Chinese? This is not
inconsequential — such a question can only be answered by recognizing that
essentialist categories such as Han or non-Han as well as theories of influence operate
as arbitrary and abstract terms through which a construction of Chinese art history is
framed. Without an understanding of why certain choices are made and the processes
by which some visual or linguistic elements are used and others ignored, the
insistence on the priority of foreign influences or native Han forms, even the
insistence on developing an analysis based on such a simplistic division, reduces any
effort toward understanding the dynamics of cultural interaction to an intuitive if not

political choice.
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