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4.5 Collecting
and blockchain
In 2014, artist Paolo Cirio launched Art Commodities,89 89 Paolo Cirio, Art
(2014).
a project that addresses the financialization of art by Commodities
All quotes in this paraproposing an innovative system that considers the graph, unless otherwise
are extracted
artwork both as a financial asset and as an object with stated,
from http://
social and cultural significance. As Cirio points out, artcommodities.com
although the economic value of the artwork should be
driven by its symbolic value, these factors have been
reversed: the market price being for many an indication of the
quality of the artwork. (SEE CHAPTER 2) The artist strongly criticizes
this model and presents a solution that aims to turn the system
upside down:
ArtCommodities.com aims to build an art investment
market whose social impact increases its potential for
economic returns. As the social relevance and impact
of a work increases, so does its market value. Today's
primary art market logic is highly dysfunctional and
poor-performing over the long term. Art collectors are
endangered by incentives on short-run profits and the
selling of quick, aimless, and trivial art, instead of being encouraged by an independent oeuvre of lasting
quality and thought-provoking art. […] Overvaluation
and mispricing of easily digestible and entertaining
art is becoming more and more prevalent, a situation
that misguides the investors and harms the whole art
world, which is the real source of value. The present
conservative model is often unsustainable, leading to
collapse, and creating losses for its investors.
(Cirio, 2014)
Cirio, whose work habitually aims to infiltrate and disrupt structures and systems of power (be it political, financial, or informational), consciously plays with a language that attracts art
investors in order to convince them that buying socially and culturally relevant art is profitable. The artist envisions a Smart Art
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Art Commodities has remained in beta version and, at the time
of this writing, has not developed into an online marketplace.
As a hybrid between a critical artwork and a viable model for a
commercial platform, it has manifested primarily as a conceptual
piece in the form of graphs and texts. In its current form, the model itself presents a provocative reflection on the financialization
of contemporary art, and points to alternative ways of selling and
collecting art enabled by digital media. (SEE 4.2) However, what it
interesting to us at this point is how Cirio developed his model
using blockchain technology, at a time when it was still not integrated in the art market, and saw the possibility of creating a radically different system, based on abundance instead of scarcity,
and in sharing the artworks instead of keeping a unique object at
home or in a storage room. Many of the solutions envisioned by
the artist are currently being applied by several platforms offering
artwork certification and new forms of art investment to collectors. These will be discussed in this chapter, but first let’s take a
look at what blockchain technology can do.
(SEE 4.2)
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Market, in which artworks are sold through the project’s website
as digital files, in large editions at low prices. Each piece is certified to be original and unique through a series of digital signatures that are embedded in the artwork itself and also used in a
certificate of authenticity and an ownership contract. A public
encryption key allows the buyer to certify the ownership of the
artwork. In this manner, the artwork can be endlessly reproduced
and shared, because every copy contains information that indicates who owns it. Collectors are encouraged to share the files
and produce printed copies in order to favor its distribution and
discussion, since, according to Cirio, the artwork will increase its
economic value by gaining social and cultural relevance. Similarly
to how Rafael Rozendaal’s websites are meant to be publicly available, and in this way gain recognition for the artist and the collector, (SEE 4.3) Paolo Cirio’s project states the double goal of bringing
cultural values to the front and “democratizing” the art market by
bringing “quality art to the masses at affordable prices.”
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Paolo Cirio. Art Commodities, 2014.
Diagrams of the economic models and certification system.
Inkjet print on tracing paper, 21.5 x 27.9 cm. Courtesy of the artist.
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already facilitate experiencing artworks in simulated environments
or as virtual objects in a real space, while connected digital frames
and smart TVs display an endless sequence of artworks in the manner of a dynamic canvas, or even by occupying a whole wall.(SEE
4.3) Certain artworks will still retain their exclusivity, even if they
are available on these devices, but, generally speaking, art will be
further accessible and affordable to all. In this chapter, we will see
some examples of digital art that you can currently buy or access
on a (relatively) low budget, as well as forms of distribution that
reach a wider audience. At the end of this part of the volume, you
will find a troubleshooting guide, listing the most common situations you might come across while owning a digital artwork, along
with suggested solutions. This information will help you understand
what you can do with the art you bought and can be useful if you
plan to actually build a collection. You will also find references to
other types of artworks that are discussed in the other part of the
book and that you may want to consider on your path to becoming a
digital art collector.
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Paolo Cirio. Art Derivatives, 2020.
Screenshot of online marketplace.
Courtesy of the artist.
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A hack to democratize
the art market
Artist Paolo Cirio has frequently addressed the
structure of the art market in his work and sought
ways of disrupting it, using digital technologies,
in order to establish a different system that would
be less hierarchical, more sustainable for artists,
and less prone to speculation. In 2019 he created
Derivatives, a series artworks created with over
100,000 images and auction records obtained
from Sotheby’s. Each piece in Cirio’s project
consists of a photograph of an auctioned artwork
with the hammer price covering most of the image, so that the amount becomes more prominent
than the artwork and even impedes seeing it in
full. The resulting composition, automatically
generated by a custom software, is uploaded to
the website Art-Derivatives.com, where anyone
can buy it as an artwork by Cirio at a fraction
(0.00001%) of the original artwork’s auction
price. Since the artworks are automatically generated from the data obtained by the artist, some
artworks that have been auctioned more than
once will be sold as different pieces, each with a
different hammer price inscribed on the image,
which is finally what makes the derivative unique.
In order to acquire one of Cirio’s artworks, the
buyer must sign a sales agreement establishing that
the piece cannot be resold within a period of five
years, and that from that moment, its value will
increase five times every five years from the initial
price. The selling price, however, will be increased
ten times if the original artwork is not auctioned
or fails to sell at auction. Once the derivative is
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bought, the agreement is transferred to the collector with a series of cryptographic signatures that
can be used to certify its ownership. The agreement also specifies that the derivative (a high resolution digital image) can be printed or displayed
in any form the collector chooses to, as long as the
original file is not distributed.
This elaborate system for selling digital files
is based on both practical and conceptual requirements. On the one hand, Cirio is selling collectors
a series of artworks for which he must provide a
certificate of authenticity and a controlled form
of distribution that makes financial speculation
possible after five years. He must also specify the
liability for the use of appropriated images, which
rests on the artist, but may also affect the collector,
depending on how she uses or resells the derivative.
On the other hand, the artist aims to criticize the
financialization of art by mimicking the dynamics
of the art market with a set of reproductions of the
same artworks used as financial assets by investors,
and to do so he needs buyers to play along.
Thus, a collector who buys one of Cirio’s derivatives gets a unique digital file at a very low price,
and the promise to be able to resell it in five years
for five times what she initially paid. Since the artist
has set the prices of his derivatives at a very small
fraction of the original price paid at auction, the
collector who aims to use the digital files she owns
as financial investment may see her riches increased
by a few cents or a couple of dollars. Speculating
with these artworks does not make much sense,
financially, but it is a very interesting experience to
buy any number of derivatives in order to learn how
pricing in the art market works, and particularly
how it affects your purchasing decisions.
If you go to Art-Derivatives.com, you will see
a large number of thumbnail images of artworks,
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all with a price inscribed on them in big white
letters. Below each thumbnail is the selling price of
the derivative, which is below $1 for most items but
can go much higher. As you browse the derivatives,
you may find one that refers to an artwork you’ve
always wanted to possess, or one in which the combination between the image and the white numbers
is aesthetically pleasing or conceptually interesting. Buying a derivative means it is no longer available to anyone else, only you will have it. It is, in
fact an original artwork by Paolo Cirio that comes
with a certificate of ownership, and it costs next to
nothing. Buying is easy, just a click on the PayPal
button and a transfer of a few cents (plus transaction costs) from your bank account. You won’t even
notice it on your balance. Once you decide to buy
one, you may find it addictive and look for more
artworks, probably some by your favorite artists.
And then it hits you: the derivative of a
beautiful color field painting by Mark Rothko
costs $500.95, because its owner paid $50 million
for it. Even at a 0.00001%, some prices are more
than you are willing to pay. Not just because these
are digital files, but because the average price
sets what is deemed more or less reasonable, and
some amounts (in this case, it could also be $50
or $150) seem too high. If you were to play this
game with your friends, where each of you buys as
many derivatives as you want, there would soon
be comparisons among the prices paid (which are
conspicuous) and a certain competition to get the
most interesting pieces before they are gone. This,
in the form of a somewhat simplified parody, is
what wealthy collectors do.
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