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				Enchanted by its rigor, humanity forgets over and again that it is a rigor of chess masters, not of angels.

				—Jorge Luis Borges
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			INTRODUCTION

			The Renaissance died four hundred years ago in the glittering light of the Dutch Golden Age, as the Netherlands became the economic and cultural center of Europe. An epoch defined by the paintings of Michelangelo, the philosophies of Montaigne, and the scientific discoveries of Copernicus had run its course by the late 1630s, when Amsterdam added a booming art market to its merchant empire. The Dutch Republic’s population never exceeded two million people, but something like ten million paintings were produced during the golden age. Even butchers collected paintings, which hung in their market stalls above the meat.

			But symbols of a flourishing economy gilded a wicked reality. Plague ravaged the Netherlands between 1635 and 1636, with cities losing 20 percent of their populations. Death brought new purpose to the living, and survivors found comfort in the beauty that came with money. The tulip market developed alongside the art market to satisfy that demand for beauty; however, the flower merchants were better salespeople than the visual artists, emphasizing the speculative potential of the tulip bulb. The uncertainty of the bulb’s viability and the randomness of reward when it bloomed became an addictive draw for buyers. Soon, merchants were recommending that collectors purchase bulbs on contract so they could trade their stock even before receiving any flower shipments. Prices spiked, and even a single bulb could sell for thousands of guilders or dozens of sheep—the equivalent cost of a large townhouse. Demand rose through the beginning of 1637, when buyers were acquiring their bulbs by weight. The reduction of the tulip market into what critics described as “pound goods” meant that investors no longer required any botanical knowledge to succeed; all anyone needed was a sense of the going rate. It was bad algebra from the start, and the slightest decrease in bulb prices forced the entire economy to collapse, as investors defaulted on loans they had made based on the inflated value of tulips. Everyone from the chimney sweeps to the wealthy noblemen lost their life savings. Priests who had denounced the tulips as symbols of vanity and greed used the market’s demise for their fiery sermons. Artists found new subject material, caricaturing the speculators in paintings where they appeared as ill-mannered monkeys destroying palatial estates cluttered with their wilting bouquets. Jan Brueghel the Younger’s 1640 interpretation of the fiasco graces the cover of this book.

			Rationalism prevailed over the escapism of tulipmania, disproving the theory that one could attach value to seemingly valueless objects—though history hasn’t stopped succeeding generations from retesting the hypothesis. From the prospectors of the 1848 California Gold Rush to the computer whizzes behind the 2000 Dot-Com Crash, the promise of infinite gains from the uncertainty of financial speculation has driven the decision making of powerful men and women whose failures often sprout the next generation of successes. These stories suggest that the importance of market bubbles has less to do with the economics of idiocy and more to do with the social structures that encourage their growth.

			The hallmark of tulipmania reappeared only a few years ago with the arrival of NFTs. Nonfungible tokens were a relatively simple technology for tracking ownership of digital assets, but financial speculation had transformed them into a $40-billion industry, anchoring the broader $3-trillion market for cryptocurrencies in the prestigious art world. That relationship between cultural producers and the market seemed to afford NFTs another layer of value. But how special were these digital tulips? And what made them such powerful economic tools?

			Years earlier, a relatively small collection of digital artists and tech entrepreneurs had conspired to improve the internet through blockchain technology. The original pitch was simple. NFTs could solve two fundamental problems with the online economy by recording transactions for digital goods and providing creators with access to resale royalties. Then it somehow morphed into an ideology of cultural renaissance and economic revolt. NFTs were about creating a decentralized society, where users traded digital artworks like money, and about bankrupting the toxic business model of social-media platforms that siphoned their personal data for profit. And, finally, NFTs reached their apotheosis as icons of an inscrutable religion. This last metamorphosis into babble—investors ranting online about how their digital collectibles had transformed them into “human gods”—demonstrated the full psychological tilt of speculation.

			Had the twenty-first century simply replaced tulip bulbs with another arbitrary form of investment? Most critics said yes. It seemed obvious that the cartoons of bored apes and pixelated punks that were being traded for millions of dollars would soon wilt like the Dutch flowers. However, closer inspection revealed an elaborate financial system being developed through NFTs, which sought to capture the volatility of tulipmania, combine it with the economic potential of the art market, and create a perpetual money machine. It was a moon-shot gamble by the millennials who dominated the digital world, looking to recapture a sense of the financial security that had disappeared in the years following the 2008 financial crisis, when they were young.

			A similar anxiety pervaded the Amsterdam of tulipmania, where an artist named Rembrandt Harmenszoon van Rijn walked among the wretched of Holland. He carried around his copperplate like a sketchbook, tracing the anxious anatomies of Amsterdam’s vagrants with baggy clothes and hunched backs. His fortunes rose alongside the tulip’s, which marked the beginning of his own personal renaissance, when he could afford to purchase a family home in the city center.

			Rembrandt etched himself into the costume of beggars, replacing their features with his own unmistakably broad nose and frizzy hair. Those self-portraits seemed to foreshadow his later years of financial ruin, and history would remember this older version of the painter, who defaulted on his mortgage payments and brought ruin upon himself.

			Through his fascination with poverty, Rembrandt was summoning a pathology that has been stubbornly ingrained in the cultural subconscious for centuries. He was drawing upon the paradoxical realities of pursuing an artistic life in the seventeenth century, which, as today, required artists to operate between the extremities of wealth and poverty. The decisions of a few powerful patrons could make or break careers, and the debt required to become a certified, professional artist was immense. That made an artist like Rembrandt (someone unwilling to ingratiate himself to clients, often declining their requests for better chins and bigger hands) especially vulnerable to the pitfalls of pursuing creative genius.

			Cruelty bookended his career, separated by midlife accomplishments like his 1642 painting The Night Watch, which featured members of a civic militia responsible for patrolling Amsterdam’s streets—a group that likely cleared the alleyways and canals of the beggars whom the artist once sketched.

			Rembrandt shot into the stratosphere of European society after The Night Watch. He could have lived comfortably on the acclaim and commissions, but the artist had a money problem: Rembrandt liked spending his wealth on rarities—even bidding on his own paintings. A court arrangement in 1656 helped him narrowly avoid bankruptcy, though he needed to sell most of his paintings and antiquities, his house and printing press. The Amsterdam painters’ guild was so embarrassed by the famous artist’s dissolution that they instituted a new rule: nobody in Rembrandt’s financial circumstances could trade as a painter.

			Message received: starving artists are unwelcome, because their financial ruin could delegitimize the market. Rembrandt only stumbled after this decree, struggling in the 1660s to hold on to commissions while his romantic partner and son died. Before the end of the decade, he too had passed away and was buried in an unmarked church grave.

			We love Rembrandt because of his painful story. Auctioneers are quick to mention his tortured life when pitching his portraits to their wealthy clientele, because it evokes a pity that seems to justify the insane prices that the artist’s work now commands. Even during the worst months of the pandemic recession in 2020, a collector still found $18.7 million to acquire one of Rembrandt’s self-portraits; it was a record price.

			The contemporary art world has learned from Old Masters like Rembrandt how important mythology is to selling paintings. Artists spin their personal narratives into sales pitches that might reassure collectors that they are worth the investment. Not everyone takes the starving-artist approach, because it typically requires the artist to be dead. Jeff Koons embodies the commercialization of the art world and embraces banality. Banksy hides his identity and uses street art to make political commentary. NFT artists have workshopped their own stories, retrofitting the starving artist into a tech guru leading the next stage of the creative economy. Even the world’s richest gallerist, Larry Gagosian, dutifully practices the art of first impressions; he carefully builds mythologies around his artists and seeks to control the narrative through the museum-quality exhibitions he arranges at his dealership.

			But the greatest mythology is the art market’s own exceptionalism. The perception that culture is somehow above the economy has allowed the industry to exist outside the normal rules of the economy. Wealthy collectors have turned this gray market into a tax haven, an investment opportunity, and a platform for illicit activities like money laundering where their identities are easily concealed from the public record. Those backroom deals have determined so much of the culture that we consume, and the details of those financial arrangements have remained secret. Until those transactions started showing up on the blockchain.
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			Among the abandoned SoHo storefronts in Manhattan, a gallery lit by candles and computer screens illuminated the cobblestone streets, where a lineup of newly minted millionaires anxiously waded through the winter winds to see what their crypto fortunes could buy. The doors opened on December 9, 2021, to a cavernous space in which dozens of guests sipped champagne and devoured morsels of designer sushi as jazz musicians played. There were venture capitalists and supermodels; basketball stars and their sycophants; film scions and political lobbyists; technophobes and technocrats; technobabes and technorats.

			That evening inside Bright Moments Gallery epitomized the new gods and their rituals. They spoke in strange and unfamiliar tongues. Hieroglyphs on the bathroom walls included new terms like “metaverse” and “Ethereum.” Above the toilet was philosophy: “NFTs are the bridge from conceptual art to contractual art.” The messages continued deeper into the gallery, where someone had wallpapered the elevator with hacker mantras like “You can’t spell culture without cult” and “Fear kills growth.”

			Beyond that elevator was a dark cement basement where Tyler Hobbs stood, flanked by two gallery associates: one holding an iPad and the other looking for security threats in the shadows. Clients would join the artist and enter their online wallet information into the tablet, securing the NFTs that Hobbs had coded into existence over the preceding weeks. This precious art cargo had, with the tap of a screen, turned Hobbs into one of the wealthiest artists you’ve never heard of.

			The absurd scene inside Bright Moments Gallery made Hobbs look like a fake. He was a lanky thirty-four-year-old former software engineer from Texas, sitting in an empty cellar below a gallery full of partying supplicants and blank walls. And despite a lack of inventory, attendees upstairs had paid $7 million altogether for ninety-nine original artworks. Rembrandt he was not; Hobbs used code instead of a paintbrush. But he never cared about re-creating the past glories of art history; the romantic vision of a starving artist never held much appeal. Before cryptomania, Hobbs rarely earned money from his artworks. It was nothing more than a passion project. “Digital art was usually a sentence of poverty,” he later explained to me. Nowadays, it’s his bank account.

			The first windfall came seven months earlier, when Hobbs started turning his creations into NFTs. He understood that tokens were traded on the blockchain, a decentralized ledger system recording ownership information to prevent thefts and forgeries. The blockchain could also classify NFTs as unique assets, deriving their price based on rarity and demand. Hobbs learned these dynamics the easy way in June 2021, selling 999 NFTs almost immediately after offering them online and earning nearly $400,000 worth of Ethereum cryptocurrency in the process. He claimed that secondary sales, which typically come with artist royalty fees of between 5 and 10 percent in the NFT world, had brought an additional $9 million into his pocket.

			Hobbs was just one of dozens—if not hundreds—of amateur artists who suddenly found themselves swimming in crypto cash and struggling to understand their own success as more than a combination of hard-earned recognition and dumb luck. He wanted to believe that society’s equation for determining cultural value and the price of art had changed during the pandemic, as people became more accustomed to living online. He wanted to believe that his sudden windfall was a reward for the years he had spent struggling as a starving artist. In other words, he wanted to believe in the fundamental lie that we all believe: merit equals money.

			NFTs united the most conspiratorial corners of the internet: the power brokers and the power hungry, who believed that technology could change the world, one pixel at a time. In their rearview mirror: two financial crises and a raging pandemic that had already killed more than six million people worldwide. Up ahead: the capitalist fantasia of a multibillion-dollar industry summoned by artists and algorithms.

			Hobbs found himself working in the zeitgeist of economic and technological forces. The same financial institutions and wealthy investors who had capitalized on the pandemic recession and the 2008 financial crisis were looking at NFTs as a technology that could perpetuate the rampant volatility and speculation that had contributed to their record profits. Selling securities as art was a guise for laundering those dynamics often found in the unregulated art market. These forces succeeded by asking questions that none of us, including government watchdogs, could answer: What is the value of art? And how do you put a price on something that is traditionally seen as priceless?
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			If tulipmania provided an outlet for the social anxieties that succeeded a devastating plague, then the NFT boom fulfilled a similar function during the Covid-19 pandemic. Lockdowns produced a strange alchemy in which virtual life became reality, and a speculative financial boom entangled the economic, political, social, and medical emergencies of the time. The framework that structured civilization nearly collapsed, and we lived between the creaking gears of recovery.

			Most people were happy to see the old guard in place during this era of uncertainty. President Joseph R. Biden Jr., was the oldest person to ever win the White House, and Congress was controlled by two politicians who were older than him: House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and Senate minority leader Mitch McConnell. The top-grossing film in movie theaters starred a sixty-year-old intellectual property named Spider-Man, and the most successful song on the radio had first been released by the singer Kate Bush in the 1980s. Even the economic challenges were old, combining the stagflation crisis of the 1970s with the poor debt-to-GDP ratios of the 1940s alongside the overvalued tech companies of 2000 and the sovereign debt problems of 2009.

			Life might have continued spinning around the circumference of these historical reference points if uncertainty was not such an effective crucible for change; if the young did not inevitably rise to challenge the old.

			So many questions were left unanswered within their vortex of dada that I experienced inside Bright Moments Gallery and elsewhere throughout my journey of writing this book. The prattling of otherwise intelligent businessmen undermined an extensive reporting effort to outline the NFT industry seriously at the critical moment of its ascension. It made no sense. Grown men were infantilizing themselves in the public eye, claiming that cartoon images of pothead monkeys and pixelated alien dudes would spark a new economic age of digital ownership. The claims were so immediately ridiculous that many government regulators dismissed the industry as a short-lived fad that would perish the way Beanie Babies had. And yet! Their increasingly deranged pitch had attracted nearly $30 billion in venture capital within a period of two years. Younger generations also embraced NFTs as a symbol of their own rising power in society and a definitive breaking point with older models of cultural production.

			The contradictions were obvious, so my journey of discovery began with a few simple questions: Why were investors willing to debase themselves for digital collectibles? How did the economic conditions of the pandemic fuel a speculative market cycle? Who benefited from a digital culture war? And what role would artists play in determining the future of the internet?

			As a reporter with The New York Times, I had already chronicled the market’s development and realized that an even greater story was hidden beneath the headlines. But I also knew that finding the truth would require an extensive investigation unlike anything that would fit neatly into the newspaper’s column inches. So from hundreds of interviews with artists, gallerists, investors, entrepreneurs, academics, fanatics, skeptics, regulators, watchdogs, and even a priest emerged this portrait of the virtual world triumphing over the physical realm.

			Then everything crashed. During the succeeding summer months, when I wrote the majority of this book’s twelve chapters, the cryptoeconomy shredded through nearly $2 trillion, and the once-booming market for nonfungible tokens deflated by nearly 97 percent of its record volume. Suddenly there were NFT collectors being charged with insider trading, international manhunts for crypto developers, and thousands of digital heists. I felt like I was back to where my career had begun: tracking down money launderers and fraudsters in the art market.

			My purpose recalibrated with the changing fortunes of my subjects, and a growing consensus that the tech sector was headed toward another recession. A vision of a more ambitious story emerged, one that would tell uncomfortable truths about how the wealthy enlisted the starving artists as bannermen in their battle to re-create the pre-2008 financial system, building an army of crypto Rembrandts battling for relevance and survival. Over the last forty years, the contemporary art market has served as an economic laboratory for the rich to develop a shadow banking system of alternative assets and hedged liquidity. NFTs were a by-product of those experiments, providing financial tools branded as digital art that could be monetized at lightspeed. The implication of this exchange has been wide-reaching. Even after the secondary market for NFTs imploded, the underlying technology has become a normalized part of the art world and the financial system; it has also helped innovate other industries, like gaming, music, advertising, health care, and logistics.

			The results of what became a three-year investigation are now yours to read. One might consider it only a slim volume in a much longer history of cultural economics, but the story is nonetheless an enthralling case study for those curious to understand the dynamics of speculation, and how the forces of art, technology, and money once conspired to change the world.

			Throughout the book, I have carefully reconstructed scenes and incorporated dialogue drawn from my own interviews and those sourced from publications, financial statements, internal documents, private recordings, investor slideshows, blockchain data, photographs, and videos. Every detail and conversation appearing in these pages has been subjected to fact-checking, and throughout my reporting I have followed the strict rules of journalism that I learned at The New York Times to ensure my impartiality and credibility. I have never directly participated in the cryptoeconomy and have no financial interest in the artists mentioned here. The revelations within these pages were also shared with the appropriate people, giving them enough time and information to comment on my findings. Finally, I owe an immense debt of gratitude to the many sources who spent hours and hours speaking with me. These conversations were frequent, spread across several years, and often came during challenging life events. It’s a great privilege to have gained their trust, and an immense honor that they have entrusted me to tell this story.

			What follows is a largely chronological account of the NFT market’s rise, fall, and reboot. There will be important side quests along the way: a discussion of NFT artworks in light of the historical reception of photography; a look at how World of Warcraft determined the mechanics of the cryptoeconomy; a war between the billionaire Kenneth Griffin and the crypto investors attempting to buy a copy of the United States Constitution; the time a Miami businessman set fire to a priceless Frida Kahlo drawing that he wanted to sell as a digital collectible; the role NFTs played in the fraud perpetrated by Sam Bankman-Fried and his company, FTX; and how cryptocurrencies normalized incredibly risky bets in the financial sector during the March 2023 banking crisis.

			The story includes a baroque cast of characters whose entrances and exits sometimes feel like they are pulled from a nineteenth-century Russian novel. I have done my best to stage-manage their appearances without straying from the truth. But a certain amount of whiplash should be expected; these are eccentric people skilled at using misinformation and needlessly confusing jargon to convince the public of their superiority. Many use pseudonyms to evade scrutiny—yes, there’s a Vincent Van Dough and a Cozomo de’ Medici. Artists have remained at the center of this story despite the noise, and there are four major artists who can tell the tale of NFTs better than anyone else: Tyler Hobbs, Mike Winkelmann, Justin Aversano, and Erick Calderon.

			Each man represented a different kind of starving artist who entered the NFT bubble imagining that his career would be one thing and exited the crash realizing that it had become something entirely different. Their desires were simple at the beginning. One hungered for recognition; another craved wealth. But tokenization had already exposed the fragility of the traditional system that defined artistic value, leaving artists to strike hard bargains with greater economic forces in the technology and finance industries. The requisite struggle to bind art and money together into a single concept—the NFT—provoked the most primal feelings of greed, vanity, doubt, and revenge.
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			Those feelings were palpable inside Bright Moments Gallery as Hobbs took the stage. With every push of a button, he generated another artwork from his algorithm. The jazz band stopped playing, and the crypto hordes quietly sipped their champagne as he grabbed the microphone. He reviewed the newly minted NFTs as they appeared, laughing at the variable quality of the results but always providing his best sales pitch: This one looks great. Now, this is truly something avant-garde. Look at the curves on that one. The code attempts to balance unpredictability and quality, using a series of probability equations to determine the likelihood of characteristics like color, scale, and squiggle. The resulting psychedelic swirl of rectangles that Hobbs calls “flow fields” typically resemble the modernist block paintings of an artist like Piet Mondrian, only if someone dropping acid took a wet squeegee to his 1943 painting Broadway Boogie Woogie.

			The new art slowly consumed the blank gallery walls as Hobbs kept pace, minting the NFTs, which were instantaneously assigned to collectors via the smart contracts that they had signed in the basement. The old-school artists who bore witness to the experiment were gobsmacked. “This is the art of our time,” said Tom Sachs, an artist who spearheaded his own financialized art movement almost thirty years ago by incorporating luxury brands like Hermès into sculptures of McDonald’s value meals. “This is the new avant-garde.”

			Nobody within this audience of the crypto nouveau riche remembered what had occupied the empty storefront before the Bright Moments Gallery had taken over. Maybe it had once been a traditional gallery? Or maybe it was a Prada store? A furniture store? No, a grocery store? None of that really mattered anymore. The crypto hordes had found their own Rembrandt, and the digital art renaissance was beginning—not with a bang, but with a computerized beep.

		

	
		
			1

			THE NEW KING OF CRYPTO

			Mike Winkelmann sank into the sofa as three cameras recorded his meltdown. The dueling identities that had once structured his life were coming into conflict as his fortunes increased by the second. Unseen crypto billionaires were bidding for his soul, or at least it felt that way. His entire artistic career was being auctioned as a compilation of five thousand digital artworks, packaged by the Christie’s auctioneers as a single nonfungible token. The winner would receive this NFT as an online certificate of ownership, a deed to fourteen years inside Winkelmann’s mind. It was surreal watching his own coronation from the couch. The new crypto king was slack-jawed as his net worth continued to rise by the millions on the computer screen, reckoning with the transformation of his art into an ultimate use-case for blockchain technology, bringing the metaverse into the mainstream. Two documentary crews captured his euphoric stupor, memorializing the tight choreography of this historic moment.

			The artist had become a multimillionaire at that moment. It was too much to bear, and suddenly he was bolting for the outdoor patio, away from the living room, where his family had gathered to celebrate his success. Winkelmann needed some air.

			Once upon a time, the promise of a divided life held some appeal. Mike owned a lucrative business turning digital graphics and animations into branded visuals for clients like Louis Vuitton, Apple, and Justin Bieber. The money he earned from those productions allowed him to live in the McMansion suburbs outside of Charleston, South Carolina. He fit comfortably there into the patterns of home, work, and hobby. He was popular with the neighbors, a plucky midwestern transplant with a wide smile, a sailor’s mouth, and a heart of gold. He would sometimes rant about politics, but otherwise focused on family, sitting pretty in a large home overlooking the palmetto trees. Mike understood the value of compartmentalization, because his parents taught him midwestern manners and the importance of staying reserved in the middle-class Wisconsin village where he was born. So he kept his more libidinal thoughts inside a computer running so hot that it needed to be stored in the bathroom on a wood platform over the tub, near a jury-rigged industrial A/C unit that vented its heat into the attic.

			The computer expended its vast amounts of energy trying to contain Beeple, the internet crap monster responsible for Winkelmann’s cult online following. He adopted the name in 2003, after a 1980s toy that looked like the abandoned love child of Sasquatch and Chewbacca, with light sensors that triggered its blinking nose and squeaky voice whenever its eyes were covered by a hand. Winkelmann had just graduated with a computer-science degree from Purdue University in Indiana, but he found programming “boring as shit.”[1] The twenty-two-year-old was more interested in shooting narrative short films through a webcam than working for a software company. The Beeple toy came to symbolize his fascination with the interplay of light and sound.

			In 2007, Beeple started a project that would eventually make him famous. The Everydays series began as a daily drawing habit of crude little doodles that seemed to betray his more corporate, Bill Gates appearance. The drawings were the crass products of a mind feeding on internet bile (racist caricatures, nude women, penis jokes, political satire) and tutored by magical realism (family portraits, animal studies, Jesus smoking cigarettes, Hillary Clinton wearing gold teeth). A year later, Beeple switched to Cinema4D, an animation software that allowed him to manipulate three-dimensional space. For the kid who spent hours at Toys “R” Us playing a demo of Super Mario 64 on the new Nintendo console, it was a dream come true to create realistic worlds on a computer. But it wasn’t until around 2011 that he started fully utilizing the program to experiment with bright colors and blurry shapes with names like Synthetic Bubblegum Tittufux. Around the same time, Beeple started releasing music videos made with Cinema4D as free source material for creative professionals; the artist understood how popular his creations had become only when, on a family vacation to Hong Kong, he saw one of his works projected outside a Hard Rock Cafe.

			A recognizable style finally emerged in 2017, when Beeple fully articulated his fascination with tech dystopias. Importing digital assets from other websites allowed him to create more detailed scenes in only a couple hours. His imagination exploded with skyscrapers stacked atop cargo containers, Santa Claus clones brawling to the death, and cultists worshipping an original Macintosh computer. Celebrity sightings abound in these nihilistic tales of the future: Donald Trump’s head opens to reveal a burger brain; Mickey Mouse holds a machine gun; and Buzz Lightyear lactates in the park.

			All that chaos was contained in Winkelmann’s computer, sitting on a desk with its cables running into the bathroom hotbox. His home office was largely undecorated, with beige carpeting, Walmart bookshelves, and two sixty-five-inch-screen televisions that played CNN and Fox News on mute throughout the day. He was neither the first artist to adopt lowbrow culture (Marcel Duchamp beat him there by nearly a century when he exhibited a signed urinal in 1917) nor the first to immerse himself in mass media (Andy Warhol and his silkscreens of Marilyn Monroe might like a word). What made Beeple special was his evangelism for digital art, his embodiment of the internet’s tendency toward dark absurdism, and his eagerness to build an economy around it. He had already cultivated a network of nearly two million followers on Instagram, and artist friends were repeatedly bugging him to start releasing NFTs. Why not try something new?

			Beeple had everything to gain and nothing to lose.

			In late October 2020, days before the presidential election, he released three artworks on the NFT marketplace Nifty Gateway. One piece was called Politics Is Bullshit, featuring a diarrheic bull tattooed with an American flag with a Twitter bird perched upon its neck. The initial offer for this edition of one hundred images was just $1.00 each.

			“If you need extra convincing from some BS artist’s notes wether you want to spend a dollar on this i will punch you in the god damn face,” Beeple wrote about the offering in the lowercase, typo-ridden idiom of internetspeak. “Smash the buy button ya jabroni.”[2]

			Poof. All gone. Sold. The two other NFTs offered, including one from a video series called Crossroads, went for $66,666.66 each. Even with such a devilish price—decided upon with the whimsy of a speculative market willing to spend whatever—Winkelmann could identify his salvation in the metaverse. The most he had ever made from his artworks was $100 for a small print. Now the artist saw a potential avenue for financializing his digital art, one that built upon the lucrative market for online collectibles that companies like Dapper Labs and Larva Labs had started in 2017 with the release of Crypto–Kitty and CryptoPunk NFTs. Executives behind those products had predicted that digital art would find online buyers, and within the two-month period from November to January 2018, CryptoKitties made $52 million. Mack Flavelle, a founder of the CryptoKitties project, pointed out why: “There’s not that much that people can do with cryptocurrency,” he told the New York Times reporter Scott Reyburn at the time. “We gave them something fun and useful to do with their Ethereum.”[3]

			Winkelmann’s success seemed to fulfill the prophecy that individual artists would benefit from the cryptoeconomy. But the business developers behind crypto companies were looking for the kind of legitimization that no amount of advertising could attain, and collectibles by themselves felt like little more than a bubble. They wanted the approval of legacy companies. They wanted permanence. They wanted cultural capital.
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			Random emails popped into Meghan Doyle’s inbox so frequently that she had developed a script for gently telling people that their supposed treasures were actually trash. Exceedingly few of those inquiries ever translated into credible leads, which could become the blockbuster sales needed to get promoted in the ecclesiastic world of auctions. She had been working as a cataloguer for the Post-War & Contemporary Art Department at Christie’s, a research position that often meant spending 120-hour weeks inside the office during major sales, appraising the value of incoming collections, and color-checking the images of marketing materials. Monitoring the department’s general email was just another one of Doyle’s responsibilities, consuming time that she would rather have spent deep in a museum library’s archives.

			In late October 2020, dozens of crypto enthusiasts were flooding Doyle’s inbox with blockheaded blockchain proposals. Earlier that month, she had been involved in Christie’s first NFT auction, which came paired with a painting called Block 21 by the artist Ben Gentilli. Evoking the foundational text of Bitcoin, the artwork transcribes a section of the cryptocurrency’s source code onto a disk-shaped canvas. More than 320,000 digits of the hexadecimal code form radiating lines of text on the arcs of the painting, which are sprinkled with thirty-two gold-encrusted digits. From a distance, the numbers and letters looked like constellations in the night sky; computer nerds might also notice a resemblance to the famous 1968 Rand Corporation diagram of the internet, which imagines decentralized networks as node clusters. The artist has described his work as a “digital fingerprint carved out of paint,” which links the NFT image’s display to the geographic location of the physical artwork. Depending on where the collector has housed the painting, the NFT image will be displayed in daylight or darkness. The owner can effectively control the visibility of the artwork by changing where it is located—a commentary on the resilience and secrecy of decentralized structures.

			Christie’s was only testing the waters with Block 21, and the sales team relied on Doyle to immerse herself in NFT technology to convey why the artwork might be worth a few thousand bucks. Beyond any necessary blockchain jargon, she peppered in comparisons to everything from the Magna Carta to the Rosetta Stone and Jasper Johns. Such is the logic of auction houses: if you cannot express a painting’s lineage in terms of Michelangelos and sacred texts, then why bother trying to sell it?

			According to insiders, Christie’s executives dismissed Block 21 as a trifle—something to sweeten the doldrums of the unpredictable pandemic market. The physical salesroom was still closed to audiences, and appetites for digital art were peaking as people continued to live and work through their computers. Collectors were already used to purchasing paintings off PDFs and PowerPoint presentations. Then the artwork arrived as Lot 443 in a long day-sale on October 7. A surprise bidding war began over the livestream between anonymous online buyers and private clients over the phones, who immediately catapulted the painting above its high estimate of $18,000. A flurry of two dozen bids ricocheted around the room; after just four minutes, the price had reached $105,000, for a final price of $131,250 including buyer’s fees.[4]

			The sale raised some eyebrows at Christie’s; when the company later released its $4.4-billion earnings report, it claimed that digital innovations would remain a major driver of growth for its business. But ultimately it was only a small success compared with more traditional artworks offered in the same sale; for example, a painting of waterfalls and forest called Shangri-La by the late artist Matthew Wong sold for $4.47 million.[5]

			However, crypto entrepreneurs were paying close attention to the success of Block 21. When NFT prices started surging in 2018 around CryptoKitties and CryptoPunks, Web developers had rushed into the space. MakersPlace became one of the first marketplaces for online collectibles. The company’s chief technology officer, Yash Nelapati, had been the first employee at Pinterest while its executive chairman, Dannie Chu, had led growth engineering at the image-sharing platform. Ryoma Ito, the chief marketing officer, came from a background in e-commerce and believed that NFTs could solve many of the problems he had faced at other startups selling digital goods. When they pitched creators, they often tried to sidestep the jargon about NFTs to explain more simply that the blockchain technology helped defend against piracy by securing and displaying provenance, a new ledger system that would replace physical autographs with digital ones.

			But the company had struggled to onboard customers and creators. Ito said that he personally recruited about three thousand artists for the website, but many left because their artworks never sold and they were still skeptical about the underlying technology. Then—a stroke of luck. In October 2020, around the same time that Christie’s was selling Block 21, opportunity paid a visit to MakersPlace. The comic-book artist José Delbo released a video collaboration named Genesis with the crypto artist Trevor Jones that features a drawing of Batman transforming into an oil painting. A crypto investor nicknamed MaxStealth placed the winning bid of nearly $113,000 in Ethereum, a new record for the NFT marketplace.[6]

			“That was an opportunity to go into the market and tell people to start paying attention,” Ito later told me in an interview. “But trust and legitimacy were the things that we still needed. Working with a huge brand or an auction house could do that.”

			Time was of the essence. Ito created a list of companies and started cold-pitching the art world. Sotheby’s, the largest auction house, was near the top of his list. No response. So he tried reaching out again through specific employees, and with little luck; finally, he was told that the idea of an NFT sale was uninteresting. He encountered similar challenges everywhere he went; most gatekeepers were unwilling to risk their own reputations on a partnership with the volatile crypto market.

			Christie’s was his last, best chance. Over email, Ito finally connected with Doyle in the Post-War & Contemporary Art Department. She was a sympathetic ear, having studied NFTs and blockchain technology ahead of the Block 21 sale. And while most of her colleagues had dismissed the sale as a pleasant fluke, the young cataloguer noticed that the majority of bidders who competed for the artwork were new clients. A relationship with MakersPlace could provide a boon to future auctions if she could convince her bosses to move forward. But that was no easy task.

			“The general consensus was that it was too new, and too much to wrap your head around,” Doyle said. Her managers declined to include NFTs in their upcoming December sale, but she continued her advocacy campaign, until one relented: “If you want to run with this, go ahead.”

			Doyle liked a challenge. She had joined Christie’s through the company internship program after graduating as valedictorian from Pepperdine University in 2018, where she studied Conceptual Art within view of the Malibu shore. Her passion for art history helped fuel her work at the auction house, writing essays for upcoming lots. Within two years, she was promoted three times, until reaching the cataloguer position.

			“Render yourself meaningful,” Doyle said, repeating the advice of senior colleagues who navigated the cutthroat environment at Christie’s by becoming specialists in a specific artist, cultural movement, or medium.

			Doyle might have fallen into NFTs by chance, but she recognized that the technology would become her foothold in the industry. After managers declined to include digital collectibles in the December 2020 sale, the twenty-four-year-old cataloguer started having regular conversations with Ito about plans for another collaboration.

			“We were going back and forth over the holidays about our approach,” Ito said. “Who do we pick to be the champion, the evangelist for NFTs?”

			Thanksgiving and Christmas passed; the collaborators developed their shortlist of artists, including Winkelmann, Delbo, Jones, and an anonymous artist named Pak, who that December had raised $1.3 million in a sale on Nifty Gateway.[7] Appraisals normally begin with an examination of the artist’s sales records. Good metrics include not just rising prices but the volume of sales, the stock rarity, the prestige of collectors, and the comparable data from other artists. The auctioneer’s role is usually similar to that of a real-estate agent attempting to triangulate a competitive price for a Manhattan condo. But NFT artworks lacked substantial sales to outline their market or reasonable prices. The collaborators were mainly speculating on the future. They eliminated Pak from consideration because of his anonymity behind a pseudonym; whoever led the Christie’s sale would need to become a visible spokesman for the blockchain. Jones and Delbo were good options but a little too connected with the comic-book industry to establish a foothold in the world of fine art.

			And then there was Winkelmann. “The guy looks like a high-school math teacher playing on his computer every single day,” Doyle observed. “Buyers could respect that kind of perseverance and diligence.”

			Ito had unsuccessfully courted Winkelmann in the past, but this new opportunity with Christie’s held appeal. He sent the artist a short, vague email about having a chance with a major auction house, keeping the company’s name concealed. Hours later, they were on the phone closing the deal; meanwhile, Doyle had been waiting for the right time to approach her superiors.

			Nobody was coming into the office on January 6, 2021. The holiday season was winding down, and the Covid-19 Omicron variant was still rampaging through New York’s reopened offices. Christie’s headquarters in Rockefeller Center were quiet, with just a few employees at their desks, and security guards manning Reception. Everyone else was glued to their televisions and phones, watching news unfold as thousands of right-wing protesters approached the United States Capitol building in Washington, D.C., with firearms.

			“I sent you an email, but you probably didn’t read it,” Doyle said, grabbing the attention of Noah Davis, the company’s online-art specialist. She explained how, over the last couple months, she had worked with MakersPlace on a new NFT sale idea that would leave behind the physical components of painting that had sweetened the Block 21 auction. The young cataloguer then presented her research on potential artists and buyers, and asked for a slot in the upcoming February sale.

			Davis hesitated. He was both curious and cautious, accustomed to the bold gambles of the auction world after nearly a decade in the business. He had come by way of California, a teenage punk-rock wannabe from Los Angeles who spent his mornings at the prestigious Harvard-Westlake School and his evenings playing in a band with friends in Culver City. Friends described him as the golden prince of the San Fernando Valley—tall with chestnut hair and good looks. A rebellious streak took Davis across the country to New York University, where he studied English, focusing on topics like existentialism and French postwar theater.

			Within the beige offices and bland bookshelves at Christie’s, Davis looked like he belonged to the rigmarole of chic, attractive, but ultimately dull salesmen who lubricated their big auction deals with boozy dinners and bons mots. But underneath his tailored suit, Davis’s more mischievous side revealed itself in tattoos of animals, roses, and other plants. After years of maneuvering through such a stuffy industry, he had come to see himself as an outsider. He had joined Christie’s in 2016 as a lateral move from Sotheby’s, becoming a cataloguer in the Post-War & Contemporary Art Department. A new auction house was his chance to establish himself, but instead he found himself passed over for promotions to the lucrative evening sales. He was mostly quarantined to digital art; the man hadn’t even owned a personal computer since college. Now he was responsible for one of the smallest segments of Christie’s business: First Open, an online category for contemporary art meant to woo new collectors who rarely ever appeared. Davis described the situation as a “digital garage sale.”[8] The paintings and prints that he hocked were as good as goop, which he was expected to transform into a revenue-making enterprise. His goal was to feature increasingly more expensive art by partnering with cultish fashion brands like Supreme, but sales figures still hovered as low as $200,000. It was barely enough to justify his salary.

			Life in the company boondocks was frosty. Davis stood on the sidelines of major changes to the auction house as the boundaries between departments were collapsing and auctioneers became more skilled at goosing auction records.

			In 2017, Christie’s made a Renaissance painting the marquee lot in their November sale of postwar and contemporary art. The anachronism was supposed to convey the immediacy of the artwork’s appeal, even if art historians were more skeptical about its authenticity; nevertheless, the auction house described Salvator Mundi as a genuine Leonardo da Vinci painting, and it sold for a record $450.3 million to Saudi crown prince Mohammed bin Salman. The price overtook the previous benchmark, set by a Picasso painting in 2015, by almost triple. Gasps from the salesroom confirmed the event as peak spectacle, made even more ridiculous in the coming years, as Salvator Mundi remained locked inside the crown prince’s yacht; he refused to exhibit the painting publicly, allegedly because he feared that museums might downgrade the work as belonging to a Leonardo assistant instead of the master himself.

			Restructuring continued in 2020, as Christie’s announced that it would merge its impressionist and modern and contemporary art departments into one office. “Our clients don’t think in categories anymore,” Guillaume Cerutti, chief executive at the auction house, told reporters at the time.[9]

			The decision came at a time when impressionist and modern sales were performing far below their postwar and contemporary competitors. Combining the departments would dump collectors into one pool, changing the dynamics of the market and pushing tastes toward the present. It suddenly seemed that the most expensive artworks had paint dripping off the canvas; the artists were oftentimes women and people of color, and they were in their thirties and forties—shocking for an industry that had exclusively prized dead white men for the majority of its existence. Sales of art sold within three years of its creation date grew 1,000 percent over the past decade to almost $260 million.[10]

			Ironically, the arrival of the ultra-contemporary market occurred around the same time that Christie’s announced that its top lot for the 20th Century Evening Sale in October 2020 would be the remains of a Tyrannosaurus rex, nicknamed Stan, which ended up selling for $31.8 million, the most ever paid for a fossil at the time.

			Many employees were bitter about the changes; they rolled their eyes at the little anachronisms that had become headliners. It was a successful marketing gimmick by the bigwigs to grab attention in a moment when the pandemic economy seemed on the verge of daily collapse. Those who joined the auction house to nerd out on art history hated this new approach, but others, with a sense for business, thrived in the controlled chaos.

			“I have always felt like I am living in the theater of the absurd,” Davis later confided in me. He relished the ridiculous nature of his industry. The auction world was a system of meaningless sales records, an illusion of competition that often boiled down to a handful of rich men who all knew one another competing over the bragging rights of ownership. Connoisseurship was dead. Provenance was a mirage. Dinosaur bones were being sold next to Rothko and Picasso paintings.

			“All I know is that I know nothing,” Davis said, adding that the motto was actually a paraphrase of something Socrates once said and a lyric from a song called “Knowledge” by the California punk band Operation Ivy.

			So, when the salesman considered all the strange circumstances surrounding him, auctioning an NFT sounded perfectly reasonable. “It will be fun and a little weird,” he predicted.

			The auction was less than two months away, and everyone supporting the NFT sale had something to prove. Doyle and Ito started working around the clock, feeling pressure to create the perfect auction. But the most important detail was still missing: what was Beeple going to make? The artist had originally suggested one of his Everydays to commemorate fourteen years of working on the project.

			“Cool, but maybe not as epic as it should be,” Doyle said, declining the proposal.

			Winkelmann returned with a new idea. “I had hit this perfect milestone in this massive project,” he remembered. “And I had just happened to hit 5,000 days of making art.”[11] Instead of offering a single work, he decided to combine everything he had created over the last fourteen years into a single composite, sold as an NFT.

			“He came back to us with a magnum opus,” Doyle said. “With that image in hand, we were able to rally the support that we needed to develop content around the piece and get advertisements in the newspaper. We had a complete story, a complete picture.”

			However, Ito found the level of involvement from Christie’s Marketing Department lacking. Understanding the stakes of this auction for his company, he started trying to make his own luck through outreach with private collectors—“whales,” as they are called in the crypto community. Vignesh Sundaresan was one of the first names on his list.

			In January, Sundaresan could be found on the virtual disco floor with a champagne glass floating about the head of his digital avatar. He was partying hard in the metaverse to celebrate his $2.2-million purchase of twenty Beeple NFTs and the opening of a gallery that he had commissioned Web architects to build in the online world of Origin City. Back then, he was operating under a mysterious persona named MetaKovan, which translates from his native Tamil language into “King of Meta.”

			Sundaresan was a serial entrepreneur in the crypto industry; he had gained his affinity for decentralized finance after a childhood in the Indian city of Chennai, where he dreamed of becoming the next Steve Jobs.[12] He was born there in 1988, and came of age alongside the World Wide Web, which had been released the following year. Then there were a series of false starts, including the creation of “Bitcoin ATMs,” which enabled users to deposit physical cash and receive crypto, and a trading platform called Lendroid, which blew through its $48 million in funding within two years.[13]

			In 2019, Sundaresan started investing heavily in digital properties, buying a digital representation of a diamond-studded Formula One car for an online racing game, NFT artworks, and hundreds of acres in the digital real-estate market. A year later, he started using the name MetaKovan, which he describes as his “exosuit” created for “building the metaverse.”

			At the virtual party in January, Sundaresan, now thirty-three, unveiled a fund called Metapurse for investing in NFTs. The twenty Beeple artworks that he had purchased were bundled into a single asset called B.20, which was then fractionalized into ten million tokens. Buyers of the tokens were told that this would denote ownership over the metaverse’s first large-scale public art project.[14]

			“We were inspired by the idea of not only being able to own historic artwork, like the Mona Lisa, but also being able to own the museum it was displayed in, and then sharing that ownership and experience with the public,” the company said in its newsletter. “Making money with art is fairly simple and not very imaginative. What we want to do is to decentralize and democratize art.”

			Ito had been watching Sundaresan for a while; he understood how the crypto millionaire operated and that he had an affinity for the guttural sci-fi fantasies that Beeple was selling. More important, MetaKovan wanted to leverage NFTs as a financial instrument. He was exactly the kind of person who might want to send a message about the power of digital art by spending millions on an image.

			Gradually, Sundaresan was coaxed into the process. He had some initial worries about going through the Christie’s “Know Your Customer” process, an anti-money-laundering rule that ensures that companies keep records on the essential facts of their buyers and sellers. He expressed his reservations to Ito, fearing that he would be unmasked as MetaKovan because of the digital identity trail. But, eventually, he came to accept that this was a risk involved in doing business with an established auction house, even if the majority of bidders remain anonymous to the public unless they choose to reveal themselves. He was joined by his cofounder at Metapurse—another Indian crypto investor, Anand Venkateswaran—who played more of a backseat advisory role in the acquisition process.

			The marketing juggernaut at Christie’s, which had initially been slow to support the sale, finally kicked into action. Winkelmann’s
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