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The Five Hundred Lohan Painting of Daitokuji from the Viewpoint of Social Life
of an Art Object
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The Daitokuji 500 Luohans has circulated between and transcended a number of

disparate contexts across time and space until the present. Because of its unique biography, the
500 Luohans naturally gives rise to many art historical themes, including the relationship of
Buddhist painting production to local society, the reception of foreign art, institutionalization of
art in relation to antiquities, and comparative art history. Furthermore, it offers eloquent visual
testimony to issues of concern to the other humanities fields, including Buddhology, history,
religious studies, and cultural anthropology. This study explored the historical role of the
Daitokuji 500 Luohans from the perspective of an art historical biography attentive to the social
life of things and the consequences of transregional circulation. It offered new humanistic
approaches to the study of art objects by demonstrating the ways in which a single artwork could be
responsive to both local and global contingencies.
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