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Translation 

 

Ink Art in Chinese Private Collections since the 1980s  

Zhao Li – Professor, Department of Humanities, Central Academy of Fine 

Arts, Beijing 

 

In the 1980s private collecting in China entered its first historical 

period of rapid development, due principally both to the general cultural 

atmosphere of liberated thinking of that time and to the implementation of 

the policies of Reform and Opening. Most notably, the easing of systemic 

restrictions on the art market and, following this easing, the early stages 

of competition between businesses managed by state-owned enterprises, 

collectives, and individual managers provided diversified resources for 

private art collections in China, as well as differentiated services. 

Entering the 1990s and the attendant social developments surrounding the 

construction of a market system as the central goal, private art collecting 

maintained its rapid pace of development while forming a diverse platform. 

The entrance of auctions, galleries, art fairs, and other Western modes of 

the art trade built, for Chinese private collections, broadened channels 

for resources and professionalized service platforms. 

 

Chinese private art collecting since the turn of the millennium has 

existed in a condition of development at scale, motivated by factors such 

as the stable development of society, politics, and the economy; the 

continued growth of social and individual wealth; and the price effects 

brought on by the rapid development of the domestic art market. Development 

at scale is expressed in a variety of ways. First, there is the growth of 

private collectors in numbers. According to incomplete statistics, the 

numbers of hobbyist art collectors in China is already upwards of one 

million, some 50,000 of whom have joined regional collector organizations. 

Second, there is the widening distribution of private collections. In 

recent years such collections have spread from the open cities of the 

southern coast towards the cities of the interior and the west, forming a 

broad structure or configuration. Third, there is the comprehensive 

coverage of territories of focus for private collections. That is to say, 

Chinese private collections have expanded past the previous emphasis of 

Chinese painting and ceramics, particularly in the ongoing trend towards an 

interest in contemporary art. Fourth, there is the internationalization of 

domestic private collections. Along with the continued growth of the 

collecting power of the domestic market, there has appeared not only the 

phenomenon of “returning from abroad” (referring to the influx into China 

of Chinese cultural relics and art objects that had been distributed 

abroad) but also, and more significantly, the reversal of the accumulated 

abuses of the one-way export of Chinese cultural and art objects. At the 

same time, the initial steps of private collections toward international 

expansion have, through the demonstration of the “China price,” raised the 

status and profile of the country in the international market. 

 

Beginning in the late 1970s, domestic ink painting collecting was 

initiated in the open cities of the southern coast, then developed around 

the twin cores of Beijing and Shanghai linked to Shandong and the Wu area, 

and finally, in the 21st century, gradually extended into the province-

level cities of the central and western regions, a process of evolution and 
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expansion that, to some extent, occurred in parallel with the developmental 

processes of Reform and Opening. In the gestation period of the 1980s, the 

Guangdong region took the lead in the economic boom following the 

establishment of the Shenzhen Special Economic Zone. Combined with 

proximity to Hong Kong and Macau, which allowed for frequent and convenient 

personal mobility and the dissemination of mutual cultural influence, this 

encouraged the interaction of the Hong Kong-Macau taste with Lingnan 

temperament, thus forming a collecting atmosphere that was rather special 

for its time: neat and delicate over free and expressive, color over ink 

and wash, figurative over abstract, pleasant sentiment over desolate mood. 

Aside from this, at the same time there appeared xiaopinhua - small scale 

elaborate paintings produced to meet the demands of Hong Kong interior 

design, representing a counterforce of the overseas commercial market 

towards domestic art production and influencing, to a large degree, the 

direction, level, and quality of private collections in the 1980s. In the 

1990s private collections of Chinese painting began to be focused in 

Beijing and Shanghai, in part because opportunities for cultural exchange 

in these two places were growing day by day, facilities for public art 

services were increasing, and art education institutions and producing 

artists were relatively centralized, but also in part because the 

components for art auctions, galleries, and fairs in both were complete, 

making exchanges on the art market relatively active. After the mid-1990s, 

following the ceaseless development of private enterprise on the eastern 

coast, the two provinces of Shandong and Zhejiang gradually entered the 

arena as the purchasing power of private industry grew, ultimately forming 

by the late 1990s what is called the “four-footed structure” of Beijing, 

Shanghai, Zhejiang, and Shandong. Although the players of private 

enterprise in both Shandong and Zhejiang entered the market at basically 

the same time, they are as different as they are similar. In both 

provinces, traditional concepts remain persistent, as with the shared 

pursuit of painting and calligraphy from the masters that powered a gradual 

rise in prices on the domestic market. Additionally, collectors in both 

places persevere in concepts of place, tending to purchase works by artists 

of the same region, which has allowed the works of artists from Shandong 

and Zhejiang to circulate beyond singular market conditions. On the other 

hand, Zhejiang collectors tend to concentrate more on the investment value 

of artwork and excel both at mastering opportunities for entering the 

market and at discovering dips in the market, while Shandong collectors do 

not significantly appreciate ancient painting, instead focusing on early 

modern through contemporary painters. 

 

In the fall of 2003 private Chinese painting collecting suddenly 

showed its strength and initiated a major movement in the domestic art 

market. Looking back on this key point in time, we can clearly see that its 

true support was the reality of a dramatic growth in social and personal 

wealth, while the large-scale entrance of social floating wealth into the 

art market caused a sudden jump in prices. Private collectors of Chinese 

painting since 2003 have been concentrated in the industries of financial 

investment, property development, energy, and manufacturing, and involved 

capital has exceeded 100,000,000 RMB. This massive expansion of capital 

has, to a large extent, promoted professionalized development, including 

not only the systematization of collecting itself but also the appearance 

of professional groups of experts, professional operation and management 
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teams, and professional art institutions. In fact, because the capital 

behind private collections originates in industries where the wealth effect 

has been most pronounced in recent years, particularly in finance and 

development, which are greatly affected by government policy, and energy 

and manufacturing, which are intimately tied to macroscopic economic 

changes, such collections of Chinese painting have gradually become more 

and more closely related to politics and the economy. 

 

Through research into Chinese private collections of ink art since 

the 1980s, it is not difficult to discover that the primary elements 

influencing collecting are personal taste, regional affiliation, cultural 

tradition, art exhibitions, scholarly research, the art market, and other 

aspects. 

 

1. Personal taste 

 

For current collections of Chinese painting, personal taste has had a 

relatively large influence. Collecting as a personal hobby has been evident 

through the progression from the fever for modern and contemporary Chinese 

painting of the 1980s, through the thirst for early modern Chinese painting 

of the early 1990s, into the fever for ancient painting of the mid- to 

late-1990s, and finally to the fever for early modern and modern Chinese 

painting since 2010. This demonstrates, if obliquely, that private 

collecting began in a humble position, but, through a process of historical 

inquiry resembling remedial education, has managed to raise its powers of 

artistic appreciation. 

 

2. Regional affiliation. 

 

In the 1980s and 1990s regional affiliation was a more common 

influence, at one time manifesting itself in a special phenomenon by which 

regionally revered artists, referred to as “local ration tickets,” even 

surpassed those artists collectively acknowledged by the art community, 

referred to as “national ration tickets.” This reflects the reality of 

narrowness of vision of lack of professional level of private collectors 

during that time. Since 2003 regional affiliation has declined as a 

determining factor in purchases of art, but in a portion of the market it 

does continue to play a role. Insofar as this has pushed the market prices 

of some artists blindly upward and contributed to a bubble in the market, 

this can be seen as a reflection of the uneven distribution and development 

of maturity in domestic private collections. 

 

3. Cultural tradition 

 

Private collecting of Chinese painting has experienced, since the 

1980s, a process of re-evaluation spanning the ignorance and indifference 

that follow a break with tradition, the blind deference and bias that 

accompany the renewal of tradition, and the objective analysis and rational 

judgment of absorption and understanding. Representative here is the unique 

phenomenon of the so-called “royal wealth,” which commenced in the mid- to 

late-1990s with the fever for Shiqu Baoji. This trend has only gradually 

receded since 2010, while average prices have witnessed a movement of 

almost 30% back to previous levels. 
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4. Art exhibitions 

 

The influence of exhibitions over domestic collecting of Chinese 

painting is increasing by the day. Because the lack of relevant exhibitions 

in the 1980s and 1990s directly affected the blind and incorrect valuation 

standards of private collections in that period, many collections 

understood market price as a direct system of consideration. Since 2000 

domestic art museums have continuously delivered all categories of 

exhibitions, as with the Twentieth-Century Chinese Painter and Calligrapher 

Research Exhibition Series at the Art Museum of the Beijing Fine Art 

Academy. This exhibition series led to the recent collecting fever for the 

Beijing-Tianjin school, also propelling the markets for artists like Pang 

Xunqin (1906-1985), Li Hu (1919-1975), and Sun Zongwei (1912-1979). As with 

Li Keran (1907-1989) and Wu Guanzhong (1919-2010), it is often the case 

that touring exhibitions in China and abroad provide valuation and academic 

standards for collections.        

 

5. Scholarly research 

 

The relationship between private collections of Chinese painting and 

scholarly research is increasingly intimate. Throughout the 1980s the two 

were completely isolated, leaving it until the 1990s for a number of more 

important cases to appear: events like the “Four Masters Academic 

Conference” (1992)  and “Cultural Revolution Art History Research” not only 

spurred on objective historical approaches and scientific methodologies, 

reapproaching the scholarly direction and structure of 20th century Chinese 

art history, but also newly affirmed the historical standing and scholarly 

value of Huang Binhong (1965-1955), Pan Tianshou (1897-1971), and New 

Chinese Art in recent art history. Finally, such events also contributed to 

collectors’ interest in these artists and artistic phenomena. 

 

6. Art market 

 

Currently, the domestic art market is positioned in a key period in 

the transformation from immaturity to maturity, as indicated by the 

signpost of professionalization. Professionalism in the art market lies in 

the professional ability to discover value and the active prediction of 

developmental trends. In the market for new ink art, taking Beijing’s 798 

art district as an example, the number of galleries dealing in contemporary 

ink art doubled to eight in 2012, while the number of galleries exhibiting 

contemporary ink reached 23, an increase of 73% year on year during the 

same period. In the auction market, China Guardian has organized a 

“Contemporary Ink Painting” sale for 10 years, and in 2012 launched a “New 

World of Contemporary Ink Painting” sale that even included the work of new 

ink painters born in the 1970s. Aside from China Guardian, Beijing Poly 

Auction, Beijing Council International Auction, and Beijing Hanhai Auction 

also held contemporary ink sales in 2012. Examining sell-through rates and 

hammer prices, we note a healthy state of enthusiasm and focus amongst 

buyers. The chairman of China Guardian’s Chinese painting department 

believes that “its potential in the market is now slowly revealing itself”. 

 


