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China, a big player in the world art market 
The United States of America (US), China and the UK are the three largest art markets. In 2017 they 
accounted for 83% of total global sales. The US was by far the largest market, accounting for 42% of 
sales. China was in second place with 21%, and the UK in third with 20%. In any year from now, the 
positions of the US and China may be the reverse.  China already tops others in other elements of the 
art market. For example, the growth of the China art market is the highest in the world. Beijing is 
home to the top three auction houses of the world in terms of the number of art works offered, 
number of art works sold and the value auctioned. China is also closing in on the Art Fair business: 
after the successful launch of Art Beijing, Art 021China Shanghai Contemporary Art Fair and the West 
Bund Art Fair, also in Shanghai are attracting art works and art lovers from all over the world.  
 

 
Why is China’s art market growing? 
The China art market is growing as both the number of collectors of art are growing and the number 
of artists.  Let have a look at both of these drivers. 
As the community of wealthy Chinese continues to grow in size and diversity, collecting art has 
become part of the lifestyle of the rich. Collecting art also has become a form of alternative 
investment, particularly among the younger generation. China has more billionaires than the US or 
Europe.  While the world's top 50 collectors are mostly Americans, about 25% is Chinese and this 
number is growing rapidly. In China, first and second-generation entrepreneurs and corporate 
executives, especially between 30 - 45 are joining the elite art lovers in their country.  Especially, the 
demand for top-quality art work is high in both mainland China and overseas. In 2016 the first 
Chinese artist entered the $100m. club, joining the ranks of Picasso, Modigliani, Bacon, and Munch.  
 All these hungry buyers are fed by a growing number of artists in China. For millennia, art has 
an important position of high reputation in China. Poetry, brush-written calligraphy and painting are 
known as the Three Perfections of life. The position of art in China is still hold high. In the West, we 
are prone to the view that the authoritarian strong regime in China may not be conducive to art as 
(self-)censorship may block free expression: artistic freedom is part and an aspect of the freedom of 
expression - of thoughts, emotions, imaginations and sentiments.  There is no evidence for this 
however. On the contrary, China's contemporary art is flourishing whilst creative artists are actually 
working within authoritarian restraints.  
 
 

China's Contemporary Art 
As art in the life of the Chinese is highly valued, the Chinese government and also wealthy individuals 
are providing many places for artists in residence, where Chinese artists develop and show their 
talents as well as their entrepreneurial skills to bring their art to the market. These hot spots for living 
artists has allowed China to move beyond the art replica villages - albeit that they are still thriving to 
fulfill the ever growing global demand for replicas. Being an artist is a profession in China, is about 
making a living by being creative. 
 
Chinese contemporary art is in high demand in China and overseas. Like elsewhere contemporary art 
attracts the more serious collectors. Art forgery is less an issue with contemporary Chinese art as 
living artists can easily verify their works. Chinese contemporary art 20th- and 21st-century paintings, 
sculpture, installations, photographs, etc. is maturing and thriving. Over time different groups of 
artists distinguished themselves as separate art movements each stressing different meanings 
underlying their art works and each influenced by different motives.   
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After the cultural revolution and after Deng Xiaoping in 1978 opened China to the rest of the world, 
also in the art world, a new time began for China's artists. A new generation of artists in China was 
exposed to Western art history and modern art works, they embraced Modern Art whilst developing 
new art styles in China. Here are some of the more well-known contemporary art movements in 
China.  
 
From the late 1970s to the late 1980s different Chinese avant-garde movements emerged. The art 
works - for example from The Stars Group, which included Ai Weiwei - have a more radical tone of 
social and cultural criticism and stress individuality. In Xiamen. 'Xiamen Dada' appeared, lead by 
Huang Yong Ping. Hewas influenced by other Dada-related Western artists such as the German Joseph 
Beuys, the American musician and philosopher John Cage, and the French artist Marcel Duchamp. 
'Xiamen Dada' are enigmatic art works that subvert the logic of modernization. For example, they 
ridicule the Chinese tendency to ape Western art. Other famous groups are the Grass Society and the 
No Names. 
 
In the mid 1980s, many artists started to abandon avant-garde and voiced their cultural criticism in a 
more realistic or cynical manner, still being influenced by the Western arts. This gave rise to two new 
art waves - Political Pop and Cynical Realism-, both of which are not very popular these days. 
Yet another group of artists -the '1985 new wave group' - broke away from the modern art to that 
date by focusing on the Chinese culture. They argue that "the more we understand the West, the 
more we understand the Chinese culture better and the more we cherish our own culture. Our 
traditional culture, socialist culture and even Cultural Revolution and Maoism are valuable. Only if we 
are able to combine these traditions with the western culture, can we create art of the future… " 
 
Nowadays, the Post-70 ego generation, which consists of young artists raised under China’s One Child 
policy, are less focused on the Chinese society. Their art works often have the self and Chinese 
individuals as subject rather than the collective.  Video and new media art such as computer 
animation and video games are flourishing.  
 
 

The Top 10 China Contemporary Art Must-experience Locations 
Beijing and Shanghai are the most prominent locations for China's contemporary art. They are 
competing with each other for being the most favorite contemporary art city by setting up more 
museums, artist in residence locations, art fairs etc. So where to go to get a good impression of 
China's contemporary art? Here are some suggestions: 
 
In Beiing 
1.  The Songzhuang Art Colony located in Songzhuang Town of Tongzhou in the Eastern suburbs of 
Beijing. More than 2000 artists live here, which makes it the largest art colony in China and maybe 
even in the world. It is the home of painters, sculptors, photographers, writers and new media artists 
representing different art styles:  from avant-garde to new realism, and the most recent new art 
styles. Foreign artist work here alongside Chinese art creators. 

 
2. Danshanzi 798 Art District, a former industrial area inhabited by Bauhaus-style factory buildings 
designed and built in cooperation with East Germany during the 1950's. The biggest attraction here 
may be the Ullens Center for Contemporary Art. The Center was founded in 2007 by Belgian 
philanthropists Guy and Myriam Ullens. It exhibits both art works from foreign and local artists and 
hosts talks, workshops, performance pieces, and film screenings. 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tongzhou_District,_Beijing
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3. Caochangdi, were people are not only exhibiting and selling their work but are also producing their 
art works in the same location. Artists from all over the world come here. It is a more authentic artic 
scene that the commercial 798 Art District.  
 
4. The Arrow Factory, behind the Beijing Temple of Confucius, founded in 2008 by Rania Ho and 
Wang Wei. It is a 15 m2 space which used to be a vegetable stand. It is one of China's most innovative 
galleries.  
 
In Shanghai 
5. The Power Station of Art, founded in 2012 as the first state-run contemporary art museum in 
mainland China, housed in a previously abandoned power plant on the banks of the Huangpu River.  
 
6. The Minsheng Art Museum, founded in 2008 converted from an old steel factory Founded in the 
Red Town Arts Precinct.   
 
7. The Long Museum in Pudong and the West Bund, founded in 2014 by two Chinese billionaire 
collectors Liu Yiqian and Wang Wei. Most exhibitions are of the most reputable  Chinese 
contemporary artists.   
 
 
in Wuhan 
8. K11 Art Village  
K11 art village is a two-story tall building located in Changqing Garden Community, Wuhan. It was 
founded in 2011 and also comprises 11 Artist-in-Residence studios. Check out which exhibitions are on.  
 
in Xiamen 
9. The Chinese European Art Center, founded in 1999. A place for local Chinese and many other 
artists from all over Europe. Various lectures regularly take place within the galleries. 
 
10. A Replica Painting Village 
For decades, graduates of Xiamen's art schools have painted near-identical replicas of famous oil 
paintings by the likes of Van Gogh and Monet. The original Wushipu Oil Painting Village in Xiamen is 
still home to hundreds of painters.  A good alternative is Dafen Oil Painting Village, a suburb of 
Shenzhen in China's Guangdong province. Here artists produce up to 60 per cent of the total global 
volume of reproduction artworks.  
 
Why not plan your visit around the world- famous Art Beijing Contemporary Art Fair on 26-29 April?  
 
Check it out yourself 
o https://www.artsy.net/gene/contemporary-chinese-art 
o https://www.contemporary-art.org/Chinese-Art/ 
o http://cfcca.org.uk 
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