
 
 
 
 
 
 

Your 10-Point Guide to Buying Art that you, your home and your 
wallet will fall in love with 

 
 
Buying art can often feel intimidating and confusing, with so many different styles, types of 
artwork, standard of artists, different marketplaces and a contrasts in perceived value. This 
10-Point Guide will hopefully help simplify the art purchasing process and help you on your 
way to starting your own affordable collection. 
 
1. Understand your reason for buying art. 

 
The most important thing to decide is why you are buying art in the first place.  Are 
you buying it for decorative value in order to make your home or work environment 
more aesthetically appealing,?   Do you just love certain styles or a particular  artist 
and want to collect as a hobby, or are you buying it as an investment? Is it a mixture 
of some or all of these?  
 

• If you are looking for art to make your environment more beautiful then think 
about the area you might put it in, particularly the colours, but more 
significantly, light (both natural and artificial).   

• If you have blank walls but are unsure of what will work talk to artists or 
galleries for their ideas; you may be surprised what can be achieved through 
the balance of complementary colours.   

• There are plenty of online tools to allow you to visualise a piece of art in your 
home or workplace environment (such as art visualiser) so that you can 
experiment with different sizes and in different rooms without making a 
potentially expensive mistake.   

• An advantage to dealing with individual local artists is that they may offer you 
the chance to view the art for real in your own home before you purchase. 

• There are also galleries and artists providing an art rental service if you want 
the beauty without the long term commitment. As with many rental schemes 
they will often offer a discount to renters off the purchase price if you fall in 
love with a particular piece and really don’t want to hand it back. 

 
2. Know what types of art make you happy. 
 

What type of art are you interested in? Do you prefer painting, sculpture, ceramics, or 
photography? This review focuses mainly on painting but many of the points will be 
easily applicable to sourcing all kinds of art. If you are interested in paintings, do you 
have a preferred medium, for example oils, acrylics, pastels or watercolour?    

https://artvisualiser.com/


• When it comes to painting there have been various different movements from 
the more traditional painting techniques through expressionism, 
impressionism, fauvism and so on.   
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• They are all interesting to read up on and have been very influential but do 
they have meaning to you? If not, don’t get confused by the terms, search out 
what styles you like, whether that’s abstract, figurative, portrait, landscape, 
seascape, urban or even pop art. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

• Have a search online for the different styles, you’ll find that one or two will 
jump out and catch your eye.  Once they do, then you can start to hone in on 
what type of painting you like and what artists paint in that style or genre. 

 
 
 

Expressionism: Vincent Van Gogh’s “The Starry 
Night” (1889). 

Impressionism: J W M Turner’s “The Fighting 
Temeraire” (1839). 

Fauvism: Henri Matisse’s 
“Woman with a Hat” (1905). 

Abstract: Willem de Kooning’s 
“Interchange” (1955). 

Figurative: Edgar Degas’ 
“Musicians in the 
Orchestra” (1872). 

Portrait: Lucien Freud’s 
“David Hockney” (2002). 

Landscape: Paul Henry’s “A Sunny Day, 
Connemara” (c1940). 

Pop Art: Andy Warhol’s “Marylin 
Monroe” (c1961). 

Seascape: Brenda Malley’s “Ocean Spray” 
(c2020). 

Urban: Johnman’s “The 
Writer” (c2020). 



3. Understand what type of paintings you’d like to buy. 
 
What  is  the  difference   between   oils,   acrylics,   pastel,   print   and   watercolours? 
 

• Compared to watercolour, acrylics, pastel and print, oil paints have more 
pigment in them, allowing richer, more vivid colours.  

• Oil is also much more flexible and can be applied in thick layers to give a 3-
dimensional effect .  It’s often painted with brushes, but also palette knives, 
fingers and other obscure tools to get different 3-dimensional textures.    

• Good quality oil paintings can last hundreds of years, particularly on good 
quality canvas or wood  and  are  very  much  a  long-term  investment.   

• Oil  paints are produced with a vegetable-based oil such as linseed and this, 
combined with the pigment, provides a high gloss finish that is extremely 
durable.   

• Acrylics are water based and can be thinned and brushed just like 
watercolours.  They dry faster and can last longer when sealed with a varnish 
or protective coating.  

• Both oil and acrylic have the same pigments and are both less likely to fade 
with light exposure than watercolours.  Many of the traditional pigments used 
somewhat toxic compounds such as cobalt, cadmium and zinc, although these 
have now generally been replaced by artificial alternatives that produce similar 
hues and are therefore much better for the environment.  

• Watercolour paintings are often less expensive and can fade with light 
exposure over time. Although they tend not to have the same vibrant colour 
qualities, a good artist can produce a very vibrant watercolour through the use 
of layering. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
4. Set a Budget and try to stick to it. 
 

What is your budget?  Art is available at all budget levels but what you will have to 
decide is how much you are willing to spend and whether that is good value for you. 
   

• Prices vary considerably and will depend on the artist or gallery that you buy 
from.  You could easily find a piece of art of the same style, size and quality 
from two different artists; one selling around €500 and another €100,000.  

Watercolour: Steve 
Bradbury’s “To the Railway” 
2020) 

Pastel: Steve Bradbury’s “Metro” (2015) Oil: Steve Bradbury’s “The Bandstand” (2022) 



• Why is that? It’s perceived market value in the way that any other commodity 
item is priced and will often depend on whether a particular artist has been 
found by an ‘exclusive’ gallery or whether they are still emerging as an artist.   

• Ultimately, the value is what you perceive it to be.  If it’s in your budget and 
you want to buy an expensive painting that makes you happy, works perfectly 
in your empty wall space or can be seen as a statement piece then it is 
providing value.  However, that can be equally true from buying from an up 
and coming artist where you can get a real bargain that may also appreciate in 
value over time.   

• It’s also important to decide on whether you want the original or a copy?  If 
your budget is limited then you may have to compromise on size or choose an 
emerging rather than an established artist or start with a print version of a 
painting you love: ‘Fake it till you make it’.   

• You will find that many galleries and artists provide a flexible payment system.  
This usually involves a deposit up front usually about 20-30% and then multiple 
smaller payments; ask the artists or gallery if they provide this. 

 
5. Know where to look for your art. 

 
Where should you look?  Now you know why you are buying, what makes you happy, 
what type and style of painting you are looking for and your budget, you can now focus 
on the various potential avenues for sales:   
 

• Galleries: The advantages of galleries are that they are immediately accessible 
and you can walk in off the street and buy something you love.  Clearly as with 
any form of retail there will be a significant mark up on the product reflecting 
the overhead costs met by the gallery including marketing of the artist.  The 
benefit though is that your art is more likely to be from an established or 
recognised artist and it may have more investment value.  The disadvantage is 
that you are paying a mark-up on price.  Smaller galleries are probably more 
likely to support emerging rather than established artists and these can be a 
good source of newer less expensive art.  If nothing else, it’s always worth 
walking around a gallery to see what styles are on offer, what price ranges they 
have and what catches your eye.  

 

• Art Auctions: If you really want to blow your budget, try one of the art auctions 
such as Christies or Sotheby’s.  These tend to sell on the more established and 
famous artists’ collections and is where the art market can often seem 
overinflated. There are plenty of local auctions, however, where you may find 
a bargain and something that you love, but be prepared to be outbid by 
someone who has equally fallen in love with it. 

 

• Online auctions: You can also try auctions online such as de Vere or Morgan 
White.  Sometimes art can be viewed in showrooms prior to a sale, but more 
often you will be buying blind so zoom in on the image and pay attention to 
the online description, medium used and size. Do some due diligence on the 
artist with a simple search on Google to see who they are, what their paintings 
have sold for previously etc. It should be noted that online prices increased 
significantly during the Pandemic.  Importantly, as with any auction, don’t 



forget to factor in auctioneers fees usually at least an additional 30% of the 
value of the painting added to the price as well as delivery charges.  

 

• Social media: Instagram, Facebook, Etsy, Pinterest are all good sources of art 
from artists worldwide.  Background algorithms mean that the site will hone 
in on your style fairly quickly though so you may not see art that artificial 
intelligence doesn’t predict for you and you can miss the chance to see art that 
might have an emotional but not necessarily easily electronically predictable 
connection for you. Broaden your profile if possible to avoid this happening. 
Start following artists that inspire you or that paint in a style you like.  They 
may produce something that you love.  It’s also important to make a 
connection with the artist, because if you do end up buying from them, the 
painting will have significantly more meaning to you. 

 

• Artists in residence:  These programmes give artists studio space, time and 
income to develop their art.  Often awarded to emerging artists they can form 
part of a background cultural or ‘tourist’ facility.  Usually there will be a 
competitive application process.  Artists’ residencies may also follow a theme 
set by the sponsor.  For example the proposed artists residencies due to start 
in end March 2023 in the Swimming Baths in Dun Laoghaire, Dublin have a 
theme of ‘Home’. Residencies can even have a more social role; New York for 
example, has residencies for their Department of Corrections, Probation and 
the Mayor’s office to combat domestic violence.  More commonly, Artists 
residencies are situated in tourist areas and based in the summer months so 
keep an eye out as you enjoy your holidays. 

 

• Art Fairs: If you don’t have a lot of time to shop for Art, then Art Fairs are an 
efficient way to find multiple artists in one venue.  There are many examples 
in an Irish setting and every year in Dublin, Art Source shows the work of 
hundreds of Irish Artists at the RDS.  Similar shows can also be found through 
the world such as Art Basel in Basel, Switzerland, Hong Kong, Paris and Miami 
Beach; The European Fine Art Foundation in Maastricht, Netherlands and New 
York City; Masterpiece London in London; and the Frieze Art Fair that takes 
place each year in London, Los Angeles, New York City and Seoul. In Ireland, 
artists can also be found on a yearly basis at other venues such as Ideal Homes, 
Gifted or Houzz or Bloom.  All of these fairs involve a significant fee for artists 
to participate  so by their nature are likely to exclude emerging or less 
established artists unable to afford the fees.  

 

• Art Markets & Pop-Ups: You can always talk directly to emerging (and some 
established) artists at art markets such as Merrion Square, the People’s Park 
in Dun Laoghaire or various pop-up shops in local towns.  These are also a good 
source of a bargain as you are usually buying direct from the artist, with less 
overhead costs and some room to bargain.  Try not to ‘over-bargain’ as not all 
artists are financially astute and may be forced into a giveaway just to get a 
sale.  Remember for many, this is their livelihood as well as passion; let’s 
reduce the number of ‘starving artists!’ 

 

https://www.artbasel.com/
https://www.tefaf.com/
https://www.masterpiecefair.com/
https://www.frieze.com/


• Student exhibitions:  These can be another very useful source of art from 
emerging artists.  Colleges will usually hold an exhibition for their degree 
courses and you can assess potential new artists in multiple areas, painting, 
photography, ceramics, sculpture, ceramics, mosaic, collage, etc.  NCAD for 
example typically run their exhibitions at the end of each year.  

 
6. How to increase your chances of finding the right piece. 
 

How do I increase my chances of finding the right piece? Just as in any purchase the 
more research you do, the higher the chance of finding something you like at a 
reasonable price.   

• Look online for artists residencies, join mailing lists for galleries, online art 
platforms, individual artists, art fairs and visit artists’ open studios.   

• Follow artists and galleries on social media and keep looking. You will find 
something you love soon enough.   

• However, if you don’t quite find that one picture that has the spark you desire, 
but you see an artist that paints in a style and genre you like, then approach 
them to commission a piece that has meaning for you.   

• Commissioning a painting isn’t as difficult or daunting as you might think and 
often isn’t much more in cost than purchasing an ‘off-the-shelf’ piece. The 
experience of being involved in the creation can also be exciting in of itself and 
also ensures the extra emotional connection and meaningfulness of the final 
painting. 

 
7. Ensuring you make a good investment.    
 

How do I make a good investment?   Although 
art frequently makes the headlines for huge 
prices paid at auction (in 2022 the highest selling 
painting sold for $195million: Andy Warhol, Shot 
Sage Blue Marilyn, 1964) the reality is that many 
of the artists whose works sell for millions were 
relatively impoverished in their own life time.  
It’s probably best not to speculate in art on the 
basis that you will make a quick return.  If you 
are more concerned about investment value 
then you will pay an additional premium from 
the get go as you are more likely to be buying 
from an established  artist  and/or  a gallery with 

investment credential (usually expensive). If you have the money and opportunity to 
invest at that level, then as an artist, I am never going to discourage you.  
 

• In reality, however, the most important part of buying art is that you like the 
piece, that it is either beautiful to you or it invokes an emotional response as 
something meaningful to you.  In that way it earns its keep even if does not 
significantly rise in market value, so pick something that makes you smile.   

• If you do want the smug satisfaction however that comes from watching an 
investment rise and your budget is limited then you should probably invest in 
newer talented artists who may be out of your reach within a few years as their 



careers flourish!  Of course your career may flourish equally and you can rise 
together! 

 
8. Buying Fine Art Prints versus Original Art 
 

Is it worth buying prints or should I just save for an original? It goes without saying 
that it is always best to have the original if you can.   
 

• Oil paintings have a texture that cannot be recreated in a print version.  
However, particularly if printed on canvas or high quality fine art paper the 
characteristics of the original can be preserved in a good quality copy.  

• Many people want to own something more rare and therefore buy limited 
edition prints for this reason.  These are printed in small numbers, for example 
a run of 30, come with a certificate of authenticity and signed by the artist and 
therefore command higher prices typically. Usually the price will reflect how 
many copies were produced with low run editions priced the highest.   

• Open editions mean that unlimited copies can be produced.  Typically if 
products are sold by a retailer on behalf of the artist these are inherently less 
valuable as they are often more mass produced.  

 
9. Ensure that your purchase will last. 
  

How do I make sure that what I buy will last?  It is particularly important to think about 
the sustainability of your purchase.   
 

• For this you will have to weigh up the different media used to make and frame 
the piece.  In particular good quality canvas and oils are important for longevity 
as cheaper materials can often crack over time.  This also applies to the right 
types of wood and varnishes that help seal either oils, acrylics and pastels.   

• I tend to prefer Giclée printing as a process for producing Fine Art prints from 
original artwork using highly specialised wide format inkjet printers. The use of 
‘Epson Ultrachrome’ pigment inks on pure white, heavyweight ‘Hahnemuehle’ 
German Etching paper or canvas ensures the prints are of archival quality.  

• They are more expensive than prints produced by more traditional methods 
but have many advantages. Not least the fact that in addition to being 
permanent and non-fade, when displayed they are virtually indistinguishable 
from original paintings. 

 
10. Have the confidence to choose art that inspires you. 
 

What if I don’t know very much about art?  I 
often meet people who feel uncomfortable in 
the setting of art sales.  Many people feel that 
they don’t know enough about art or the art 
world to buy original art and worry that they 
may make an expensive mistake.  They feel 
uncomfortable in a gallery setting as they are 
unfamiliar with the art world and worry 
about what is ‘good art’.  The reality is that  Tracey Emin at her exhibition "Tracey Emin ‘My Bed’/JMW Turner" at Turner 

Contemporary, Margate. 13 Oct 2017-14 Jan 2018. Photo: Stephen White, 
courtesy Turner Contemporary. 

 



what is ‘true art’ to some is worthless to others. This will always be the case.  Tracey 
Emin’s ‘Unmade Bed’ is true art to some and a daily teenage bedroom finding to the 
average parent. So don’t worry about art snobbery, trust your judgment, pick a piece 
that has emotional resonance to you so that it makes your home or work better or 
that every time you see it makes you smile.  If you succeed in this your investment 
will have been worthwhile!   

 
 

I hope you’ve found this guide useful.  Good luck in your search! 


