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This document contains notes from a lecture at the MIT 
Media Lab, April 16th 2018, delivered at the invitation of 
Miriam Simun. 

The presentation begins with a work series by Miriam, 
Agalinis Dreams , which resulted in an limited edition artist 
book,  What is Known , edited and published by Avant.org. 

I was asked to speak about artificial scarcity from an 
aesthetic standpoint, particularly works that engage 
blockchains as a medium for art production. 

Miriam’s work is used as a template, to discuss various 
theoretical aspects of how money and art are valued, and to 
foreground a number of conceptual practices important for 
understanding contemporary blockchain-based artwork. 

Much of this presentation owes to Rob Myers’ writings 
published on his personal blog and Furtherfield.org, 
connecting the blockchain and conceptual art, as well as the 
work of Furtherfield’s Director, Ruth Catlow, and others. 

 

 

Thank you 

Furtherfield : Rob Myers, Ruth Catlow 

MIT Media Lab : Miriam Simun, Agnes Cameron, Kalli Retzepi 



 

Agalinis Dreams , Miriam Simun (2014-2017) 

 
 

The  Agalinis acuta , sometimes called the sandplain false 
foxglove, is the only species of flower federally protected in 
New York State. 

 
The  Agalinis  blooms at sunrise for only an hour, once per 
year. Within the span of a week the entire population will 
have completed its reproductive cycle. 
 
Several factors have lead to the  acuta 's declining population 
including the disruption of coastal habitats from real estate 
development and the early effects of climate change. 
 
The flower is now close to extinction, recent surveys 
estimate only a few hundred flowers remain. 



 
 

         
 

Flowers are distributed in small patches throughout the 
northeast. Here you can see their concentration along the 
Long Island coastline. 
 
Miriam Simun, an artist whose work engages the realities of 
extinction through sense and memory, has worked closely 
for the past several years with botanists, conservation 
biologists, and land trust members to document their work 
and what may be the last of these flowers. 
 
Miriam's work looks to historicize the flower's likely 
extinction using montage and documentary film techniques 
to situate the event within deep time. 
 
 
 



 
One of the few remaining sites where the  Agalinis  has 
survived sits on a land trust held by this private estate in 
Montauk, NY. The flower is only made more appealing due to 
its limited access. 
 
Recently, scientists took genomic fingerprints of the  Agalinis 
and several related species, finding that a second flower, the 
Agalinis decemloba , native to the southeastern United 
States, was nearly genetically indistinguishable. 
 
Nicola Twilley remarks in a 2014 New Yorker piece on Simun's 
work, "the fact that it exists in the first place turns out to be 
a legal fiction." 
 
Among Miriam's primary considerations with this project are 
the incongruencies between scarcity and value. 

  
Miriam worked with 
International Flavors and 
Fragrances, one of the 
largest fragrance companies 
in the world, to perform 
chromatographic analysis on 
a sample of the blooming 
flower to identify essential 
aromatic compounds. 
 

 
 



 
With the help of a perfumer, 
Miriam created a limited edition 
fragrance that replicates a scent, 
previously available only to 
pollinating bees.  
 
Commercialization of the 
perfume, paradoxically, becomes 
a means of promoting a story of 
the flower's threatened 
existence. 

 
In a performance held in 2014 year, Miriam invited visitors to 
experience a facsimile of the flower, a fragrance and apéritif 
designed through the same process of chemical 
decomposition. 
 
The cocktail, 
administered as visitors 
examine a replica of 
the flower in bloom, 
presents its extinction 
as a matter of cognitive 
access. 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Miriam is now beginning to clone the 
Agalinis , in hopes of perfecting the 
technique such that flowers could be 
widely sold as houseplants. In so 
doing, she can examine how scarcity 
produces value by way of 
modulating accessibility. 
 
Avant.org is now working with Miriam 
to commercialize the flower and 
draft a marketing brief which will be 
used for pitching and subsequently 
published as artist materials. 
 
 
 
   

 



 

 
 
 

Where does art fit on this 2 x 2? 
 

 
Art   =   Ideas   ×   Energy   ×   Time   ×   Money 

 
 
Sadly, if artists want to be paid, they must often make work 
that resembles (and can be traded for) money. 



 

What is Money? 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Money and the Mechanism 
of Exchange , William 
Stanley Jevons (1875) 
 
● Medium of exchange 

● Unit of account 

● Standard of deferred 
payment 

● Store of value 
 

Money's a matter of 
functions four, 

A Medium, a Measure, a 
Standard, a Store. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 

David Graeber 
 
● Anthropologist at LSE, anarchist, activist, credited with 

coining the phrase “we are the 99%” 
 
 
   Debt: The First 5000 Years  (2011) 
 
● Informal community 

indebtedness becomes 
mathematically precise, 
enforced debt through the 
introduction of violence 

 
● States have a “monopoly 

on violence” 
 
● Money and barter came later to handle situations of low 

trust involving strangers or those not considered 
credit-worthy 

 
 

debt & credit   →   money   →   barter 
 
 
● Inverts narrative given in standard economics texts 

dating to Adam Smith 



 
 

“society was rooted above in the ‘love and amity’ of friends 
and kin, and it found expression in all those forms of 
everyday communism (helping neighbors with chores, 
providing milk or cheese for old widows) that were seen to 
flow from it.” 
 

“communism is the foundation of all human sociability. It is 
what makes society possible.” 
 
This idea later described by journalist Richard Swift as a type 
of "reciprocal economy" making use of the "ethic of 
reciprocity" or "Golden Rule." 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Nick Szabo 
 
● Computer Scientist, legal scholar, cryptographer 

● Satoshi Nakamoto? 

● Coined the term “smart contract” 

● Longstanding interest in creating a better form of money 

● Inventor of BitGold 
 

 

 
“Numerical measurement and counting like 1-2-3-4-... (as 
opposed to visually mapping sets of objects) were not 
necessary for SoV or media of wealth transfer to evolve.” 

 
“If you define it that broadly and vaguely, then unit of 
account may have been practically universal. A better 
specified definition is needed.” 
 

“Graeber's theory [...] is that early money  accompanies  debt, 
it doesn't itself usually take the  form of  debt.” 

 
 
 



 

  

 
 
 
 
Shell beads, the original  
“proof of work” ? 

 
store of value  →  record-keeping 

 
 
● Money is finite & excludable 

● Consensus account of ownership 
 

“Economists generally take for granted that underlying legal 
institutions function perfectly, and thus tend to have a very 
poor understanding of trust minimization.” 
 

“The precursors of money, along with language, enabled 
early modern humans to solve problems of cooperation that 
other animals cannot -- including problems of reciprocal 
altruism, kin altruism, and the mitigation of aggression.” 
 
 

Graeber & Szabo both arrive at importance of: 

1. reciprocal altruism 

2. trust minimization 



 

What is Art? 
 

 
 

Jesse Prinz & Angelika 
Seidel, thought experiment: 

● Visit the Louvre to see 
the Mona Lisa 

● Arrive near closing, told 
the painting has been 
completely incinerated 

● One end of the museum, 
ashes are in a pile on the 
ground 

● Opposite end is a perfect 
replica, even experts can’t 
distinguish 

● Which do you visit? 

 
 
80% of respondents said they would rather see the ashes 

 

Art that elicits an emotional response, i.e. the artwork’s 
“aura,” is part of its intrinsic value. 



 

Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction (1935) 
 

 
 

“Even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is 
lacking in one element: its presence in time and space, its 
unique existence at the place where it happens to be. This 
unique existence of the work of art determined the history 
to which it was subject throughout the time of its existence. 
This includes the changes which it may have suffered in 
physical condition over the years as well as the various 
changes in its ownership.” 
 
● Mechanical reproduction alters the cultural context, thus 

the work’s “aura,” it’s unique aesthetic authority is 
absent from the copy. 

 
● The ritualization of art-reproduction can free “the work 

of art from its parasitical dependence on ritual” (and 
privatization). 



 

Marshall McLuhan 
Gutenberg Galaxy  (1962) 

“The new monarch would gladly have passed Acts of 
Uniformity, in the spirit of the printing press to extend not 
only to religion and thought but to spelling and grammar. 
Today in the electronic age of simultaneity all these policies 
have had to be reversed, beginning with the new drive for 
decentralism and pluralism in big business itself. That is why 
it is so easy now to understand the dynamic logic of printing 
as a centralizing and homogenizing force. For all the effects 
of print technology now stand in stark opposition to the 
electronic technology.” 

 
The Medium is the Message , Marshall McLuhan (1964) 

“An abstract painting 
represents direct 
manifestation of creative 
thought processes 
as they might appear in 
computer designs. What we 
are considering here, 
however, are the psychic 
and social consequences of 
the designs or patterns as 
they amplify or accelerate 
existing processes. For the 

‘message’ of any medium or 
technology is the change of 
scale or pace or pattern 
that it introduces into 
human affairs.” 
 

 



 

Media Reproduction Typologies   (paraphrasing Rob Myers) 

 
In  Languages Of Art  Nelson Goodman describes two types 
of art,  allographic  and  autographic : 
 
A work of art is “ autographic  if and only if the distinction 
between the original and the copy has meaning; or rather, if 
even its most exact reproduction does not have the status of 
authenticity.” (Nelson Goodman,  Languages of Art ) 
 
● Allographic  art has a notational score and is distributed 

by reproduction, like a novel or a DVD. The copy of an 
allographic  artwork is a  print . 

 

● Autographic  art is a unique original artwork, like a 
painting or sculpture. The copy of an  autographic 
artwork is a  fake . 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Resale Rights 
 
Droit de suite  ("right to follow" in French) is a right granted 
to artists or their heirs to receive a fee on resale of their art. 
 
 

 

First-sale doctrine  is a legal 
limitation on the rights of 
copyright or trademark 
owners. The doctrine 
enables the distribution 
chain of copyrighted 
products, library lending, 
giving, video rentals and 
secondary markets for 
copyrighted works. Also 
referred to as the "right of 
first sale," "first sale rule," or 
the "exhaustion rule." 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

The Artist’s Reserved Rights Transfer And Sale 
Agreement , Seth Siegelaub (1971) 
 

 

Attempted to protect the 
rights and interests of 
artists as their work 
circulated within the art 
system. 
 
Contract required artists 
approve of any exhibition of 
their work, and collectors 
agree to give the artist a 
resale royalty of 15% of the 
increase in price over the 
initial sale. 

 
 
 

“The Agreement for has been written with special awareness 
of the current ordinary practices and economic realities of 
the art world, particularly its private, cash and informal 
nature, with careful regard for the interests and motives of 
all concerned. It is expected to be the standard form for the 
transfer and sale of all contemporary art, and has been 
made as fair, simple and useful as possible.” 
 



 

Dematerialization of the Art Object 
 

Artists' Magazines: An Alternative Space for Art , Gwen 
Allen (2011) 

“And yet the dematerialization of art did not, as the critics 
predicted, result in the evaporation of art into thin air, but 
produced, in lieu of traditional art objects, a strange subset 
of documents, texts, photographs, maps, lists, and diagrams 
– which served as evidence, as stand-in, as archival trace of 
the artistic act. With its reliance on textual and photographic 
documentation, conceptual art ushered in a dramatically new 
set of exhibition practices – practices that no longer 
revolved around the display of unique objects but were 
instead based on the reproduced page. Lippard later 
recalled, "one of the things we often speculated about in the 
late sixties was the role of the art magazine. In an era of 
proposed projects, photo-text works, and artists' books, a 
periodical could be the ideal vehicle for art itself, rather than 
merely for reproduction, commentary and promotion." 

 
Tokenization and its Discontents , Rob Myers (2017) 

“The history of Conceptual Art’s dematerialization of the art 
object shows that the art market loves nothing more than 
finding ways to make the previously unsaleable into financial 
assets. As Wark points out, ‘We tend to think that what is 
collected is a rare object.’ There’s nothing rarer than 
something that doesn’t actually exist.” 



 

Shapolsky et al. Manhattan Real Estate Holdings, 
a Real-Time Social System, as of May 1, 1971 , 
Hans Haacke (1971) 

 
 

“ A Real Time Social System as of May 1, 1971  chronicles the 
fraudulent activities of one of New York City’s largest 
slumlords over the course of two decades. The work 
comprises 146 photographs of Manhattan apartment 
buildings, mostly tenements; maps of Harlem and the Lower 
East Side; photographs and charts documenting real estate 
transactions; and texts with information about the location, 
ownership structure, and financial histories of the buildings.” 



 

Six Conditions of Art Production , Adrian Piper 
(1975) 
 

 
 

Piper, one of the few women of color recognized within the 
overwhelmingly white male field of early conceptual art, 
chooses here the pricing and distribution of artwork as her 
subject, indicating the implicit politics of financial inclusion. 



 

Caleb Larsen, A Tool to Deceive and Slaughter 
(2009) 
 

 
 

 

 

The sole function of Larson’s black box is to auction itself on 
ebay after each resale, using the infrastructure of the digital 
economy to create a self-propagating, serialized 
performance. 



 

My Collectible Ass,  McKenzie Wark (2017) 
 

“Perhaps one could think of three stages in the evolution of 
the artwork, each of which has its own kind of rarity and 
collectability. The first stage we now think of as that of the 
old masters. The second stage is that of modern art. The 
third stage begins with what we call contemporary art, but is 
perhaps only now starting to reveal its true form. 

What might be more interesting is to consider how the very 
properties of  spreadability  that characterize digital objects 
can be turned to advantage to make them collectable as 
well. Paradoxically, an object whose image is very widely 
spread is a rare object, in the sense that few objects have 
their images spread widely. This can be exploited to create 
value in art objects that are not in the traditional sense rare 
and singular. The future of collecting may be less in owning 
the thing that nobody else has, and more in owning the 
thing that everybody else has.” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Åzone Futures Market  (2015) 

 
In 2015, I was invited to 
participate in an 
exhibition put on by the 
Guggenheim Museum, 
“Åzone Futures Market,” 
curated by Troy Therrien, 
which took the form of a 
digital trading platform. 
 

 
Ethereum had just launched, and the exhibition was 
intended to provide a discursive space to address the 
cultural implications of a decentralized, autonomous, 
trustless, and financialized society. 
 
With a collaborator, Dan Taeyoung, we wrote a trading 
algorithm which quickly accumulated enough virtual 
currency to dominate the market. While I was working on a 
second piece of software, intended to compete with the first 
algorithm, I was asked to stop because we had crashed the 
exhibition server. 
 
 
 



 

Numeral Corporation , Sam Hart (2015) 

 
 

Since I was no longer able to develop my competitive 
trading botnet as part of the Åzone Futures Market. I 
decided to instead push the project conceptually, fabricating 
a web of shadow financial structures around the futures 
market, with unspecified, morally ambiguous aims. 
 

 
 

I was particularly interested in the power of derivatives as 
financial and conceptual instruments. In the way risky 
mortgage-backed loans had been combined and 
re-packaged as salable assets, to what extent could an 
artwork be abstracted from its original form? 



 

Hito Steyerl,  If You Don’t Have Bread, Eat Art!: 
Contemporary Art & Derivative Fascisms  (2016) 

 

“If art is an alternative currency, its circulation also outlines an 
operational infrastructure. Could these structures be 
repossessed to work differently? How much value would the 
alternative currency of art lose if its most corrupt aspects 
were to be regulated or restructured to benefit art’s larger 
communities? How about even a minimum of rules in the 
market—gallery contracts, resale-time minimums, artist fees, 
remunerated internships? Introducing blockchain public 
records for the production, transaction, and locating of 
artworks in order to reign in tax fraud and money 
laundering? Declining the most mortifying sponsor and 
patron relationships instead of artwashing fossil extraction, 
weapons manufacturing, and banks 
bailed out with former cultural 
funding? How about asking for fees 
on resales similar to those asked on 
photocopies to pay for art workers’ 
health insurance? Or on any offshore 
art-related transaction? Could art as 
alternative currency not only 
circulate within existing systems but 
even launch not-yet-existing 
economies (publics, institutions, 
markets, parallel art worlds, etc.)?” 



 
 

 

What is Bitcoin? 
 
A shared, ordered record, published at a controlled rate. 
 

 
Since the Bitcoin “document” is immutable, it’s also a good 
place to keep transaction records. 
 

What is a Smart Contract? 
 
 

self-executing, 
self-enforcing 
transaction protocol 

 



 

Ethereum Art Market , Rob Myers (2014) 
 

 

 
“This contract […] allows you to offer the artwork for sale 
either to a specific individual or generally, or to transfer it to 
a specific individual.” 
 
 

“The various modes of tokenization represent potential ways 
of making a living in, critiquing, or even transforming the 
artworld in an era of the continuing expansion of the sphere 
of private property and financialization under technocapital.” 
 



 

Ed Fornieles,  Studio Certificate Program  (2018) 
 

 
 
 
 

“The Certificate Program has been developed by Ed Fornieles 
studios as a means to raise funds for the development and 
production of new work in exchange for future profits.” 

 
 



 

Tokenized Artwork 
CryptoKitties, Axiom Zen (2017) 
 

 
 

“Each CryptoKitty is represented in the form of a non-fungible 
ERC-721 token, which allows for each entity to have specific 
cattributes. Based on the limited number of cats going into 
circulation and their limited genomes, there is a limit of 4 
billion total cats that can be bred. Each cat will have a 
distinct visual appearance (“phenotype”) determined by its 
immutable genes (“genotype”) stored in the smart contract. 
Because cats are tokens on a blockchain, they can be 
bought, sold, or transferred digitally, with strong guarantees 
of ownership.” 



 
Death Imitates Language , Harm van den Dorpel (2016) 
 

 
Rsplease 

 

 
Fuzimok 

 
Yelalaoui Rsplease Fuzimok 



 
 

“Each of these works is generated by inheriting sequences of 
information — a sort of DNA — from its ancestors. These 
‘genetic’ codes determine which elements appear in the 
work and in what form or constellation. The population 
changes over time by means of subjective ('natural') 
selection by the artist: micro feedback or 'likes' about which 
of the works can live on, which ones should die, and who 
can procreate. This feedback, combined with visitor statistics 
and simulated aging, causes the genetic program to mutate 
and (arguably) improve over time.” 
 
One Token , Sam Hart, Jared Pereira, & Saraswathi 
Subbaraman (2017) 
 

 
 
What happens if we reduce a currency to a circulating 
volume of exactly one? No longer a medium of exchange, 
we arrive at something else, an object defined by exclusivity 
rather than shared utility. 



 

2C E6 85 DC 0B A7 9F 2C 71 CD 47 52 E2 77 CC 
D2 96 DB 9B 67 51 F4 34 FD 20 A4 0C 86 5A 02 
65 B7 D7 68 B6 FB E5 79 31 03 B6 48 76 26 63 1F 
19 DC E0 2C C5 CD 74 A4 80 36 A5 56 83 EF 59 
2A E8 31 , Lars Holdhus (2017) 
 

 
 
5000 cryptographic tokens were minted to authenticate 
every artwork produced during Lars Holdus’ natural life. This 
painting’s facade discloses the private key belonging to its 
own token, such that the owner of the artwork can never 
display the work in its entirety without giving it away. 



 

Plantoid,  Okhaos (2015) 
 

 
 

 
“A Blockchain-based life form.” 

 

(paraphrasing Rob Myers again) 

 
Self-propagating artwork that uses smart contracts to 
manage resources, reproduce, and participate in the 
artworld. 

Plantoid is structured as a Decentralised Autonomous 
Organization (DAO) that combines the functions of artwork, 
artist, and dealer into a single art system. 



 

terra0 , Paul Kolling, Paul Seidler & Max 
Hampshire (2016-present) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

terra0  is a prototype self-owned, augmented forest being 
established at 52°27'39.8"N 13°50'22.9”E, 30km east of Berlin. 
 
 



 
 
“ terra0  wants to provide a base layer for managing natural 
ecosystems and resources in situations where none of the 
governing parties can be trusted to properly do so. This will 
be done via creating meshes of interacting decentralized 
autonomous organisations (DAOs), which will tokenize the 
natural assets of the ecosystem they are responsible for, and 
properly manage them via virtual interfaces and 
management agreements with the token holders.  terra0 
imagines a future whereby ecosystems will be made resilient 
without the need for physical, human interference. 
 
 

 
 



 

David Graeber 
 

“The one thing that all these misconceptions have in 
common, we will find, is that they tend to reduce all human 
relations to exchange, as if our ties to society, even to the 
cosmos itself, can be imagined in the same terms as a 
business deal. This leads to another question: If not 
exchange, then what? In chapter five, I will begin to answer 
the question by drawing on the fruits of anthropology to 
describe a view of the moral basis of economic life; then 
return to the question of the origins of money to 
demonstrate how the very principle of exchange emerged 
largely as an effect of violence--that the real origins of 
money are to be found in crime and recompense, war and 
slavery, honor, debt, and redemption.” 
 
 

McKenzie Wark 
 

“Attempting to lock the information in the digital work to 
some material form or situation may create more problems 
than it solves. As Cory Doctorow has argued, relying on 
digital locks does not really empower the artist or the owner. 
It empowers the makers of digital locks.” 

 
 


