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INTRODUCTION
Offering centuries of tradition and craftsmanship, Asia produces some of the most 
sought-after works in the art market. Each country on the continent offers a unique 
perspective through history, religion, philosophy, and culture. These countries participate 
in a multitude of customs and traditions that directly influence the market for Asian art.

Asia is also a vital part of the global art market. According to the 2017 TEFAF Art 
Market Report, Asia was responsible for 40.5% of global auction house sales in 2016. 
The report also concludes that the art market in Asia is worth nearly $10 billion dollars.
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Market trends are a primary factor in 
determining the value of and demand for 
a work of Asian art. According to Noah 
Kupferman, Managing Director at Shapiro 
Auctions, “[There are] several collecting 
categories within Asian art that have 
certainly experienced torrid growth in terms 
of prices realized.” Kupferman says those 
include Chinese ceramics, Chinese furniture, 
Himalayan sculpture, and contemporary Indian 
and Southeast Asian paintings, in particular.

In the market today, collectors seek a number 
of unique pieces ranging from antiquities to 
contemporary art. Some of the most popular 
collecting categories include woodblock 
prints, Buddhist figures, porcelain wares, 
and snuff bottles.

TODAY’S MARKET

“There are several collecting 
categories within Asian 
art that have certainly 

experienced torrid growth in 
terms of prices realized.”

— Kupferman



Asian Art &
Antiques 
BY REGION



The market for art and antiquities in China has grown exponentially since it emerged onto the 
global art scene in the mid-2000s. In terms of auction revenue, China is a top-ranking international 
marketplace (due in part to its rising prosperity). According to the 2017 TEFAF Art Market Report, 
China’s share of the art market in 2016 had grown to 18%, behind only the United Kingdom at 24% 
and the United States at 29.5%.

Popular types of Chinese art in the market include:

• Ceramics

• Lacquerware

• Porcelain vases

• Jade carvings

Chinese works of art often feature images of nature, such as bamboo, florals, birds, and 
landscapes. Pieces also often depict prominent historical or religious figures and events.

According to ArtPrice’s annual art market report for 2016, 20th century Chinese painter Zhang 
Daqian is the “world’s top auction performer” and “epitomizes the power of the Chinese market, 
which alone accounts for 38 percent of global turnover.” Other top-selling contemporary Chinese 
artists include Zeng Fanzhi, Cui Ruzhuo, and Ai Weiwei. The popularity of Chinese art has driven up 
the prices of high-quality and rare pieces dramatically.

ASIAN ART & ANTIQUES BY REGION 

ARTS OF CHINA

• Ritual bronze

• Funerary figures 

• Silkscreens

• Textiles

• Snuff bottles

• Contemporary paintings

• Ancient books & manuscripts

• Hanging scrolls & hand scrolls
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There are a number of Japanese artworks and antiques that are 
highly valued, such as armor, swords, modern ceramics, and 
signature metalwork sculptures. Although Japan’s market share 
has remained relatively small since the 1990s, Japanese economic 
policies and the erosion of the yen have recently energized its 
art market. According to the 2017 TEFAF Art Market Report, 
auction sales in Japan grew by 101.5% in 2016. Furthermore, 
dealer growth in Japan was high in 2016. Much of this growth is 
caused by an increase in international demand for post-WWII and 
Contemporary Japanese art, as well as antiques.

Popular types of Japanese art in the market today, include:

• Netsuke

• Woodblock prints

• Screen & scroll paintings

• Textiles

• Bronzes

Japanese art encompasses a range of defining themes and 
elements from the country’s rich history with its neighbors. 
From Korea, Buddhism influenced Japan’s artistic development 
throughout the 6th and 7th centuries. The Chinese Tang style 
defined Japanese art in the 8th century. In general, the most 
common themes in antique arts include Buddhism, nature, and 
spiritual imagery. Contemporary Japanese art often explores the 
concept of identity and grapples with the aftermath of WWII.

Emerging and established contemporary Japanese artists include 
Minol Araki, Nobuyoshi Araki, Koichi Enomoto, Mikasi Kawai, 
Yayoi Kusama, Daido Moriyama, Mr., Takashi Murakami, Hideaki 
Kawashima, Hiroshi Sugimoto, Yoshitomo Nara, and Aya Takano.

ASIAN ART & ANTIQUES BY REGION 

ARTS OF JAPAN

• Porcelain

• Calligraphy

• Ink paintings

• Antique dolls

• Contemporary painting
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Unlike China and Japan, both of which have been intertwined with Western art for several centuries, 
Korean art rose to prominence very recently. Only a handful of Korean artists were internationally 
known until the 21st century, but the market for Korean art is now reaching maturation.

Following the Asian financial crisis of 1997, Korea became more accessible to the global marketplace, 
piquing interest in contemporary art from the region. The art market’s staggering success in 2004 led 
to international recognition for even more Korean artists.

Popular types of Korean art in the market include:

• Ceramics

• Painting

Korean art maintained a distinct style throughout history, but shares motifs, techniques, and 
mediums with that of China and Japan, notably an interest in depicting nature. According to Korean 
artistic tradition, the act of creation is considered more important than the final product itself, a 
philosophy which results in characteristically simple and unembellished pieces. Korean potters, for 
example, focused on highlighting the raw materials used rather than technical perfection.

Popular contemporary Korean artists include Nam June Paik, Lee Ufan, and Lee Bul.

ASIAN ART & ANTIQUES BY REGION 

ARTS OF KOREA

• Lacquerware and metalwork

• Screens and scrolls

• Textiles

• Silkscreens
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Contemporary Southeast Asian art is becoming 
increasingly more sought-after by collectors. In 
November 2013, a work by Indonesian artist Lee Man 
Fong sold for $4,661,642, and it remains the most 
expensive work of Southeast Asian art ever sold at 
auction. More recently, in October 2015, “Bathing in the 
Shower” by the late Indonesian artist Hendra Gunawan 
sold at Sotheby’s in Hong Kong for HK$9.7 million ($1.3 
million). The price was five times higher than the most 
expensive Southeast Asian painting sold in Sotheby’s 
first auction for the region in 1996.

Some of the most popular types of South and Southeast 
Asian art include sculpture and ceramics.

The visual arts in Southeast Asia have followed two major 
traditions: the indigenous magical and animist tradition 
and the Indian tradition. Buddhist and Hindu imagery 
is common in both. The contemporary Southeast Asian 
art market includes diverse forms of art as a result of the 
number of socio-political movements within the region. 
The region’s broad cultural heritage is reflected through 
explorations of national identity, community, cultural 
understanding, power, and religion.

A number of notable modern and contemporary artists 
have emerged from Indonesia, Vietnam, the Philippines, 
Thailand, and Malaysia. Because of Indonesia’s diverse 
collection of talented contemporary artists, which include 
Eko Nugroho, Nyoman Masriadi, Yusra Martunus, and 
Agus Heru Setiawan, its artistic community has made a 
significant impact on the Southeast Asian art market.

ASIAN ART & ANTIQUES BY REGION 

ARTS OF  SOUTHEAST ASIA



South Asia’s art market, India specifically, suffered greatly following the economic collapse of 
2008. Since then, the market has been centered in Mumbai and Delhi, showing signs of resurgence. 
According to the 2017 TEFAF Art Market Report, auction sales in India grew 110% in 2016 and 
average prices were 57% higher than previous years.

Art in the South Asian region explores moral and ethical beliefs, government, and social tropes. 
Indian art is often made of wood, brick, clay, stone, and metal. Sculptures illustrate the importance 
of dharma, and images of deer are common as the animal represents the doctrine of ahimsa. These 
social beliefs and others, such as the spirit of devotion, faith, and respect for moral standards, are 
often depicted in South Asian visual arts.

A handful of notable contemporary Indian artists, including Rashid Rana, Bharti Kher, and Jitish 
Kallat, are now internationally renowned. These artists and others produce highly collectible types 
of South Asian art and artifacts like miniature paintings and Buddhist and Hindu sculptures.

ASIAN ART & ANTIQUES BY REGION 

ARTS OF SOUTH ASIA
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Building 
Your Collection

In addition to the market trends explored 
above, there are a number of factors that 
affect the value of Asian art. These include 
materials used, condition of the piece, 
provenance, and authenticity.



Collectors of Asian art must be aware of the rules surrounding certain natural materials that are 
commonly used. 

Materials commonly used in Asian Art include:

• Ivory

• Porcelain

Jade is historically the most sought-after material in China because it is equated with purity, 
indestructibility, and power. Carved ivory has been popular since ancient times, but government 
restrictions on the ivory trade have diminished its presence in auction sales. This, in turn, has driven 
prices up for wood netsuke and other netsuke materials as artists and consumers look for alternatives.

MATERIALS

• Bronze

• Jade

• Era-specific ceramics

• Netsuke materials
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TIPS FOR 
NEW COLLECTORS 

For those looking to begin a collection of Asian art, the 

following types of works are a great place to start:

CHINESE EXPORT CERAMICS: ceramics created 

for export to the West are generally affordable. The 

category used to have its own dedicated auction sales, 

but they now often appear in Americana or Decorative 

Arts auctions.

JAPANESE IMARI WARE: Imari porcelain was 

traditionally created in the town of Arita and exported 

to Europe from the port of Imari in the 17th and 18th 

centuries. Like Chinese export pottery, Imari ware is 

accessible and relatively affordable.

MODERN & CONTEMPORARY JAPANESE PRINTS: 
prices for quality prints are lower than original paintings 

and sculpture. There is a style for every aesthetic, and 

authenticity can be readily confirmed.

“Antiques in general can sometimes present difficulties 
with questions of authenticity. But look and look and look 

again, and don’t forget to ask questions.”

— Kupferman
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If you have the budget for higher-end pieces and you know your tastes, consider exploring the 

following areas of Asian art:

• Mark &  Period Chinese ceramics

• White jade

NEXT STEPS FOR SEASONED COLLECTORS 

• Antique Buddhist bronzes 

• Hardwood furniture

• Antique snuff bottles

• Netsuke materials
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TIPS FOR BUYING
Asian Art Online
You can now easily buy Asian art and antiques from 
online marketplaces like Invaluable; however, you 
may not have the chance to inspect the object in 
person before you purchase it. 



7 tips for  
BUYING ASIAN ART ONLINE

EXAMINE CONDITION & PROVENANCE
• Prior to making a purchase, always ask about the condition of the object and from where it 

was acquired. 

• Older works of art are likely to have undergone some repair. Sculpted details on ancient 
statues may be worn down from handling over time, and some pieces have been reassembled 
using various forms of restoration. These factors inform the value of your potential purchase. 
Consider the extent and quality of the repair work when deciding how much the artwork is 
worth to you.

• Research into a work’s provenance also adds value to a purchase. Works may have been 
passed through generations of a family or belonged to a collector of historical significance 
years earlier. This is especially important when adding works of cultural significance to 
your collection because countries often have rules about the export of important objects. 
Understanding the history of the work is just as important as analyzing the quality of the piece.

“When bidding online, do your due diligence. That means getting as much information as possible 
about the condition of the work, the provenance, and of course the authenticity,” says Kupferman. 
“There are specialists in each field who collectors should get to know to ask for help, if and when 
they need it.”

IF YOU’RE BUYING AT AUCTION, REGISTER TO BID A FEW DAYS AHEAD
Each auction house has its own registration requirements. For example, on Invaluable, you must 
register to bid with each auction house on the platform and be approved. The entire process is 
straightforward, but is better done a day or two in advance of the sale.

FAMILIARIZE YOURSELF WITH THE TERMS AND CONDITIONS
• How does the auction house or gallery handle taxes?

• Will a buyer’s premium be added to the purchase price?

• How will the item be shipped?

• How much time do you have to pay for the item?

• How do you contact the auction house or dealer with questions?

ASK FOLLOW UP QUESTIONS
If you have any other questions, ask them. If the answer is not satisfactory to you, do not bid or buy

Want to Learn More? Visit our Price Archive. 
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7 tips for  
BUYING ASIAN ART ONLINE

RESEARCH PAST PRICES
Make sure your bid or offer is competitive, but not so high that you’d be significantly overpaying.

DON’T BID UNLESS YOU’RE SURE
All sales at an auction are final. For larger items, the auction house will provide a list of good art 
handling or shipping companies.

Remember: issues commonly arise when it comes to determining the authenticity of Chinese and 
Japanese paintings. Works bearing artist signatures and period marks (the mark on a piece that 
corresponds to its actual date of creation) are often more valuable.

TAKE CARE OF YOUR WORKS
• Like any investment, maintenance plays a substantial role in value. In order to best enjoy and 

preserve your purchase, take care of your work based on its age and medium.

• Refrain from purchasing any art that is in poor condition, especially when it comes to 
Japanese prints, scrolls, and screens. The only exception to this is if you are certain the piece 
is rare and can be properly restored by specialized conservators.

• The better condition a piece is in, the more value it will generally have. Issues like hairline 
cracks and indications that a work may be a reproduction will compromise an item’s worth.

• REMEMBER: The value of a piece can significantly increase if you know where it was 
purchased and who has owned it, which makes documentation and record-keeping crucial 
when collecting.

Want to Learn More? Visit our Price Archive. 
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ABOUT INVALUABLE
Invaluable is the world’s leading online marketplace for 
fine art, antiques and collectibles. Working with more 

than 5,000 of the world’s premier auction houses, dealers 
and galleries, Invaluable helps buyers from more than 180 

countries connect with the things they love. 

Explore Asian Art on Invaluable 

SHOP NOW
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