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wo calligraphy scrolls and a wash 
of black ink depicting an eagle 
standing on a pine tree. Subtle, 
restrained, almost Zen-like in its 
simplicity. Yet this 1946 artwork 
by Chinese master Qi Baishi was 

sold at auction in Beijing in 2011 for US$65 million 
(AU$61.9 million). Though the artist may be virtually 
unknown outside his homeland, the painting’s value 
is a salutary reminder that Chinese collectors and 
investors are willing to pay whatever it takes.

According to research firm Artprice, art sales 
in China have soared from 9 per cent of global art 
auction revenue in 2008 to around 40 per cent in 
2011. Top Beijing-based auction houses Poly  
and Guardian recorded a combined revenue in 2011 
of US$3.1 billion (AU$2.9 billion).

The market may have cooled in 2012, but 
wealthy Chinese collectors determined to acquire 
authenticated period ceramics and decorative arts 
continued to push prices ever higher. Works from  
the Qing Dynasty, especially the period 1735–96, 
were a particular focus, and an exquisite pair of yellow 
ground famille-rose double gourd vases (pictured 
above) sold at Sotheby’s Hong Kong in October 
2012 for HK$107 million (AU$13.1 million) – almost 
double the pre-sale estimate. The vases, linked to the 
Qianlong Emperor, have impeccable provenance and, 
as Hajni Elias, a deputy director at Sotheby’s, explains: 
“Every aspect of the design, delicately painted with 
an impressive array of colours, conveys an auspicious 
message and is filled with lucky symbols.”

The Chinese art market has grown dramatically  
in recent years, with savvy collectors flocking 

to invest in their cultural heritage. 
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such as New York’s Guggenheim. As these artists’ 
international credentials are established, so their 
investment potential increases. Zhang Xiaogang’s 
Bloodline: Big Family No. 1 (1994), for example, 
which sold at Sotheby’s in October 2008 for  
HK$23 million (AU$2.8 million), almost tripled  
in value when auctioned three years later. 

Chinese collectors don’t necessarily shy away 
from iconic Western art either. In 2011, a Chinese 
patron paid US$21.4 million (AU$20.3 million) at 
auction for a 1934 Picasso painting, Women Reading.

As Kevin Ching, chief executive officer of Sotheby’s 
Asia, remarked: “Collectors from this region have 
become a significant force in our salerooms worldwide.” 

Further reshaping the art landscape is the 
increasing number of Chinese names on the lists  
of the world’s best-selling artists, as well as growing 
investment in China from companies like Sotheby’s, 
which recently became the first international fine art 
auction house in the country after signing a joint-venture 
agreement with the Beijing GeHua Art Company.

The world order is changing in the global art 
market – and China is at the forefront.   

“Collectors from this 
region have become 
a significant force 
in our salesrooms 

worldwide.” 
Kevin Ching, chief executive officer, 

Sotheby’s Asia

Traditional brush paintings, always highly valued by 
Chinese collectors, have also generated stellar prices. 
In 2010, an ink and watercolour landscape, Achensee 
Lake (1968), by 20th-century master Zhang Daqian, 
earned 100.8 million yuan (AU$15.4 million) – more 
than six times the pre-sale estimate – while his 
1947 painting, Lotus and Mandarin Ducks (pictured 
right), sold for HK$191 million (AU$23.9 million) the 
following year, the artist’s best auction result to date.

The market for contemporary Chinese art, often 
collected by younger buyers, has also experienced 
exponential growth, especially for key artists who 
have exhibited internationally and whose work 
has been acquired by high-profile museums, 
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Zhang Daqian  
(Chang DaiChien, 1899–1983) 

Lotus and Mandarin Ducks
Dimensions: 184.5cm x 95cm
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This pair of double gourd 
vases sold at auction  
for AU$13.1 million
Height: 17.7cm
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