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Abstract:

This study addresses the importance of examining the engagement between NFTs and computer art called cryptoart.
The research goal is to fill in the lack of discussion regarding the aesthetics of cryptoart in mainstream
commentaries by questioning and analyzing the validity of cryptoart as an art form. This paper extends Bautista's
(2014) and Zhang et al.’s (2012) work to frame the postmodern qualities of cryptoart and its levels of complexities
based on computational aesthetics. Sample works were analyzed through identification and classification from two
curated NFT marketplaces - SuperRare and Art Blocks. The results show that while the cryptoart space is being used
to leverage postmodern practices such as connecting artists and audiences and enabling them to see and understand
one another as creators of value, and enabling further exploration of the collaborative relationship between artist and
computer, the cryptoart explosion threatens to make all art the art of making money - however, works produced by
the artist-computer relationship through Generative Adversarial Networks (GANS) is a promising entry-point for
leveling up the conversation around Al and artists in the cryptoart space with discourse grounded on how computers
could now generate visual outputs and evaluate their aesthetic value automatically. This study could frame the
aesthetic design of computer algorithms, simulation, and visualization involved in cryptoart production, where
artists, buyers, and collectors are highly engaged. The study also found that the usability and visibility of cryptoart
works are enhanced through the GANSs and that it can feasibly aid computational aesthetics.
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1. Introduction

The latest computing and communication
infrastructure that artists are exploring today is the
blockchain (Catlow et al., 2017). While the internet has
democratized artistic practice in the digital era (Ryan,
2014), the blockchain is now considered the “new
internet” ripe for disruption and speculation (Sharma,
2018). The blockchain is being used to reintroduce
notions of scarcity into the freely reproducible digital
realm (O’Dwyer, 2018). These smart contracts can hold
assets, cryptocurrencies, and non-fungible tokens or
NFTs. NFTs can represent photos, animated GIFs,
audio, and other digital files, thus birthing a new art
form called cryptoart (Franceschet et al., 2021).

Simply put, cryptoart is a media plus token, which is
the NFT. The media here is considered in the form of
computer art. Computer art uses digital techniques in
“multimedia, virtual reality, computer vision, and
digital sound” (Marcos, 2007) and operates its
approaches, contexts, and experiences to “non-linearity,
virtual, and augmented reality, telepresence, net
communications, database, and 3D visualization”
(Chambel et al.,, 2007). Computer art is being
monetized more than ever as scarce digital commodities
with the emergence of NFTs.

Cryptoart is basically “rare” computer art. This is
because when computer art is “tokenized” or “minted”
on the blockchain, it is at once certified as “one-of-a-
kind” and irreplaceable (Eng, 2020) — essentially giving
it economic value (Bailey, 2018a), making it prone to
speculation. Moreover, cryptoart has been described as
art native to the blockchain with its own aesthetic and
represents a new and important movement (Bailey,
2018b). It is defined by Finucane (2020) and
Franceschet et al. (2021) in four sections: 1) subject
matter usually has something to do with cryptocurrency
or blockchain technology and is typically still or
animated; 2) distributed by blockchain technology and
incorporates cryptocurrency in how it operates; 3)
produced works are often in close collaboration with the
machine, and 4) it’s completely immaterial so that it
only exists in digital form through tokenization.

However, what is noticeable in these descriptions is
that there are no mentions of aesthetics, which
supposedly is the foundation of the production,
interpretation, understanding, and enjoyment of art

(Hermerén, 1993; Ranciere, 2009). Seemingly, the
descriptions of cryptoart are anchored more on
structural and physical forms. Also, Bailey (2018b) did
not clearly expound on what aesthetic cryptoart
possesses in his definition. With the emergence of
cryptoart, the arts were given another monumental shift
in perspective given the absence of aesthetic value,
along with a shift in the essence of what an art medium
can be.

2. From 19th-Century Salons to NFT

Marketplaces

The culture surrounding the rising popularity of
cryptoart can be compared to that of 19th-century
salons, where artists debate art and exhibit their work.
Designed to both encourage the development of the fine
arts while serving as an outlet for young artists and
broaden the dissemination of works of art through
exhibitions extended to a public audience (Richman-
Abdou, 2020), it is not far from the concept of digital
platforms where artists can create, exhibit, and sell their
works, called NFT marketplaces. Also, similar to how
art movements like Der Blaue Reiter (Erster Deutscher
Herbstsalon), Salon Cubists (Salon des Indépendants),
and Impressionists (Salon d’ Automne) have established
and participated in salons to leverage their art and its
production, artists specializing in different fields have
flocked to NFT marketplaces to achieve the same end.

Indeed, artistic practices change as society,
discovery, and technology change. According to Catlow
et al. (2017), several things happen when artists
approach new technologies: “by making connections
that are neither necessarily utilitarian nor profitable,
they explore the potential for diverse human interest
and experience; they discover expressive and
communicative potentials of its tools, devices, systems,
and cultures; they make difficult concepts more
feelable, legible and fascinating.” Thus, some see
cryptoart as a new form of art that democratizes the
practice and provides accessibility and cultural
recognition to people who are not art-savvy enough to
go into an art institution (Wang, 2021). Goltra (2020)
sees the rise of cryptoart as the trapping of critical
cultural exchange between technology and artists,
where artists are given a chance to represent themselves
through works of art that reflect digital-native themes
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that support the belief that digital culture is already
valuable and legitimate. Indeed, technology changes the
landscape and brings art to a new dimension.

2.1. The Problem with Cryptoart

Apart from the seeming lack of aesthetic value,
cryptoart has also been dismissed as overvalued
(Zeilinger, 2018). When works are highly valued, they
typically have a critical framework with information
drawn from history, culture, aesthetics, and philosophy
explaining why they command such high values.
However, much of the discourse about the value of
cryptoart is that it simply exists in the blockchain,
which has also been hailed as a haven for plagiarists,
tech opportunists, and scam artists, where distinctions
between art and financial assets collapse (Zeilinger,
2018). As an example, the SuperWorld marketplace has
referred to itself as an NFT Salon, stating that it is not
just a marketplace but also “a place where content
creators of all kinds can showcase and sell their work,
gain exposure, and build a devoted following on
blockchain” (SuperWorld, 2021). However, this is a
reductionist view of the traditional structure of the
salon. Salons were an essential place for exchanging
ideas (Kreye, 2014), and yet SuperWorld does not have
such function and merely acts as a storefront for the
exchange of digital assets. The culture surrounding the
blockchain has indeed steered the conversation away
from aesthetic values and instead has led art to descend
into a mere profit-making mechanism (Liu, 2021). In
the words of Cooper (2022), making digital art “scarce”
through the blockchain “is a crime against nature and a
sin against humanity” because “the whole point of the
internet is to allow people to send information to each
other for almost nothing.”

Because it is profit-oriented, the market has been
oversaturated with low-quality pieces, with newer
artists ignoring the integrity of their works, focusing
instead on producing as much as they can (Liu, 2021).
Making art on the blockchain has created a form of
unprecedented acceleration — cryptoart is never slow
and quiet (Marraccini, 2022). As a result, cryptoart is
seen as vapid and amateurish, existing in an
environment that does not develop intellectual depth,
self-awareness, and aesthetic uniqueness (Storming the
Ivory Tower, 2021). When quantity is prioritized over
quality, the aesthetic value is compromised. Aesthetics
is essential because it plays a fundamental role in
guiding attention toward cultural objects and charging
them with value and significance at all levels of cultural
expression (Porter, 2021). Benjamin (1969) recognized
the valuable democratic potential of art’s move toward
exhibition value as compensation for its aura
diminishing through mechanical reproduction. This is
rapidly propagated by the emergence of the NFT
marketplaces and the further devaluation of aesthetic
uniqueness.

2.2. A Postmodernism Framework

As mentioned, cryptoart is essentially computer art
in the blockchain. As such, it also reflects many
computer art approaches that are considered
postmodern (Humphries, 2003; Chambel et al., 2007),
Therefore, the criterion to validate cryptoart as an art
form would be postmodernism.

To inquire about the aesthetic value of cryptoart and
whether it can be established as an art form, the
postmodernism framework adapted from the work of
Bautista (2014) that investigated the postmodern beauty
of computer art through the levels of complexities by
Zhang et al. (2012), will be extended in this study to
describe the aesthetic value of cryptoart. Bautista
(2014) acknowledged postmodernism as the most
appropriate theoretical tool in studying computer art
(also cryptoart) because it delineates the roles of the
audience as viewers of art, the artists as the creators of
art, and the community they live in. It reflects the
contemporary situation and is simple and clear in
format and execution, characterized by a multiplicity of
styles, techniques, subject matter, and presentations
(Cappadona-Apostoles, 2009). It does not follow any
dominant schools or styles (Herrero, 2005) and is
reflective of artistic, cultural, and cognitive
developments (Chambel et al., 2007). Taylor (2014)
also found that postmodernism is considered the “new
systemic cultural norm” in which, through its
advancement in various cultural discourses, it has
become an important instrument in the analysis of
computer art.

2.3. Computational Aesthetics and the Levels of
Complexities

The levels of complexities by Zhang et al. (2012)
will also be adapted in this study, which is based on
computational aesthetics that seeks to investigate how
modern technologies could help in the field of arts,
especially in enhancing its expressive powers to
increase our understanding of aesthetic evaluation,
perception, and meaning (Bautista, 2014). Feijs (2019)
also applied Zhang et al.’s (2012) study on the levels of
complexity in the development of their program to
generate work resembling Piet Mondrian’s work.
Meanwhile, in developing an automated system to
convert piano compositions into paintings, Ali et al.
(2021) also related Zhang et al.’s (2012) levels of
complexity in their rules-based approach involving
minimal human participation and encoding of aesthetic
rules to generate abstract paintings automatically. These
studies prove that computational aesthetics can be
applied to many areas, such as fine art and music, and
enable the appraisal of beauty and the automatic
generation of aesthetic images.

2.4. Scope and Limitations
Since we are seeing an entanglement between NFTs
and computer art, it is important to examine this new
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engagement and address the lack of discussion about
the aesthetics of cryptoart in mainstream commentaries.
While Bautista has found that artists work at more
complex levels when producing computer art while
attributing the postmodern qualities of indirect human
agency, de-authorship, and  multiplicity  of
interpretations (Herrero, 2005), the purpose of this
study is to determine at what level of complexity do
artists work in producing computer art in the realm of
blockchain technology with the added attribute of NFT,
and if they retain their postmodern qualities in this
market-driven environment.

Other issues with cryptoart, including ownership
rights and the medium’s carbon emission and its
damaging effects on the environment, are excluded in
the discussion.

3. Methodology

This paper is a case study of the postmodern
qualities and levels of complexities of cryptoart works
and productions that will be investigated from two NFT
marketplaces - SuperRare and ArtBlocks.

SuperRare is a curated marketplace in which the
projects’ metadata are stored off-chain. It has been
described as a “social network for art creators and
collectors” arguing that collectors and artists should be
able to easily interact with each other (Tran, 2020).
SuperRare is mainly focused on conceptual computer
art, where many NFTs are abstract and complex. Users
can see the top collectors and artists, how many pieces
have been bought or created, how much has been spent,
the history of the artwork’s owners, and a description of
the art.

Meanwhile, Art Blocks is a marketplace for “on-
demand, on-chain, generative media platforms”
(Peaster, 2021). In Art Blocks, a collector can pick a
style and pay, and a randomly generated version of the
content is created by an algorithm. The result can be
anything from a static image to an interactive piece. Art
Blocks has three distinct projects: 1) Curated, which are
generative projects hand-picked by the Art Block team;
2) Playground, which is for artists who have been
previously on Curated projects, so they no longer must
go through the “curated” process again; and 3) Factory,
where artists can launch projects quickly without the
strict verification process involved in curated projects.

The two platforms have been chosen for their overall
market share and the difference between their
operations’ nature and their shared similarity in curating
more conceptual and complex forms of computer art.
Several other NFT marketplaces are larger like
OpenSea, more decentralized, and act as a virtual world
like Decentraland or employ a gas-free protocol
(meaning artists can create NFTs for free) like
Mintable. Since these marketplaces are non-curated,
they are excluded in this study.

The two NFT marketplaces host several artists and

projects from diverse backgrounds and fields. For the
SuperRare marketplace, the top 50 highest priced works
are analyzed from January 2018 to November 2021,
while in the Art Blocks marketplace, all 41 completed
projects from their Curated collection from January
2018 to November 2021, as well as 9 completed
projects from the Playground collection are included in
the analysis, to round up to 50 Art Blocks projects.
Other works by the selected artists that have not been
minted on the blockchain are therefore not considered
cryptoart and are excluded in the discussion.

This case study of SuperRare and Art Blocks is
based on 1) the availability of information and
description of works provided in the marketplace; and
2) the availability of information on the artists’ process
culled from the artists’ personal Twitter accounts, blogs,
online cryptoart magazines, and Discord servers. This is
to identify the individual artists’ intentions, focus,
artistic processes, and attitudes. If text is not available,
the artwork is excluded from the sample.

For SuperRare, the highest valued works were
chosen to provide insight into why these works demand
such high prices in a postmodern framework. For Art
Blocks, the completed projects from two collections,
Curated and Playground, assure that the samples are
more conceptual and have been well received by buyers
and collectors.

A table of interpretations of postmodern qualities
and the levels of complexity, and the qualitative content
analysis of the data collected will be discussed in the
next section. The table of interpretation for each
marketplace includes the following:

e SuperRare: Represents the top 50 highest
valued in the marketplace from January 2018 to
November 2021, level of complexity, human
participation, applicability/nature of work, and artistic
process commonalities.

e Art Blocks: Represents the latest 50 completed
projects from the curated and playground collection,
level ~ of  complexity, human participation,
applicability/nature of work, and artistic process
commonalities.

These tables of interpretation present what cryptoart
contributes to visual culture and provide salient points
to a purposeful discussion on the quality and aesthetic
values of cryptoart beyond simply fuel for financial
speculation. The aesthetic factors considered in the
interpretation are the following (Bautista, 2014):

e  Art media or material used

e Visual design because of the manipulation of
elements and principles of art

e  Art content or subject matter

By subjecting cryptoart to these aesthetic factors, its
levels of complexity and postmodern qualities can be
identified.

The postmodernism framework to describe these
aesthetic factors is itemized in Table 1.
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Table 1. Postmodern qualities (Bautista, 2014)

Postmodern qualities

Cappadona-Apostoles (2009)
identifiable community.

e Reestablish the audience both as a human being and as a member of a cohesive and

e Participative, interactive, and collaborative - makes the audience feel as if they are part of

an interesting community

o Reflective of the contemporary situation
e Simple and clear in format and execution, characterized by multiplicity of styles,
techniques, subject matter and presentations

Herrero (2005)

e Community functions like an independent art world; there is a great consideration of

individual member's various activities, validation of art by institutions, recognition of artists
and their works, identification of exhibition venues, art galleries, etc.
e Meaning is inconclusive - open to a multiplicity of interpretations brought about by

different vantage points

e Follows no hierarchy and values de-authorship
e Doesn't follow any dominant school or style; it is random
e Shifts in intellectual practices among artists

The levels of complexities are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Levels of complexities (Zhang et al., 2012)

Level Human
Participation

Means of Computer Support

Applicability

Level 1 Full

Artists could use existing software to draw paintings manually. Various visual components such as

Painting and graphic design tools

digital brushes, variable-size canvas, palette of colors, and commonly used visual elements may be

selected from a database.

Level 2 None

Level 3 None

Artists need only to provide various attributes and styles, like mathematical formulas, as inputs. The
computer program can automatically generate the desired visual outputs.

This has two general approaches — generative and transformational. With the generative approach,
paintings that mimic an original artist’s style can be produced through computerized rules and

Fractal art, limited styles of
painting

Domain-specific or style-specific
paintings and design

algorithms. With the transformative approach, digital images are transformed using a two-dimensional
non-photorealistic reading (NPR) into technical illustration, cartoons, watercolor painting and

sketches, as well as abstract paintings.
Level 4 Minimal

visual formats.

This is the aim of computational intelligence where the machine is creative enough to generate highly
aesthetic visual forms through the automatic conceptualization of complex information to abstracted

Automated abstract painting and
graphic design

4. Results and Discussion

The available texts culled from the marketplace
descriptions, artist’s websites, online interviews, blogs,
and online magazine articles were sufficient to deduce
the level of human participation, means of computer
support, and artistic process and production, hence the
levels of complexity and postmodern qualities can be
ascertained through identification and classification.
The available tags of the tokenized artworks were also
used to identify their nature and applicability.

SuperRare works are mostly Level 1 conceptual
computer art, with subject matter relating to
cryptocurrency and blockchain culture. With full human
participation, digital illustrations, with fifteen works,
and 2D and 3D animations, with twenty-three works,
are the prevailing categories, with the presence of the
postmodern characteristic of pluralism - using pastiche,
kitsch, repetition, and appropriation of works of art,
characterized by a multiplicity of styles, techniques, and
subject matter (Cappadona-Apostoles, 2009). Stylistic
aesthetics are heavily influenced by nostalgia drawn
from the culture of 60s and 70s psychedelia, 80s punk,
and 90s pop culture. The sample from SuperRare
reflects a low level of complexity works and yet has

commanded high values since the artists are already
renowned and have a following in the creative field
even before the NFT bubble. The artist videodrome,
robness, xcopy, and hackatao have multiple works
included in the sample because of their reputation in
their respective creative fields. Seven works are Level
3, where there is the bare minimum human participation
of setting parameters in the code, while the algorithm
takes care of the artistic production and produces
generative art.

The presence of Level 4 artworks in SuperRare is
from a series of Al-generated works using Generative
Adversarial Networks, or GANs. GANs use machine
learning algorithms to build new literature, poetry, and
art forms (Wang et al., 2017). They are composed of
two neural networks designed to think like a human
brain - the “generator,” responsible for creating the
work, and the “discriminator,” responsible for
identifying the uniqueness of the work (Goodfellow et
al., 2014; Wang et al., 2017). For example, videodrome
describes his work as “artwork generated by a GAN
trained on thousands of nude portrait oil paintings.”
videodrome describes the process as a form of feedback
loop in which the discriminator constantly compares
whether the images in the dataset sent by the generator
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is “fake” or “real.” The generator uses the feedback to
adapt and generate images that will deceive the
discriminator. The machine failed to learn proper
human anatomy and started generating surreal blobs of
flesh. However, such accidents are often the most
important roads to creative discovery. Not unlike
traditional artmaking, the GANs might have produced a
perfect rendition of a traditional nude painting if the
discriminator had been more “discriminating” (Bailey,

2018a). Works with GAN display Level 4 complexity in
which the machine is given autonomy in the creative
process. It also reflects the postmodern quality of
appropriating and reconfiguring previous works of art
into a new object and creating an object capable of
independent thinking (Bailey, 2018a), where meaning
becomes inconclusive and open to a multiplicity of
interpretations brought about by different vantage
points (Herrero, 2005).

Table 3. SuperRare summary of analysis

No. of Level Postmodern Qualities Nature Avrtistic process
works
38 1 * Reflective of the contemporary situation Digital illustrations, Artists used computer software to
(Cappadona-Apostoles, 2009) collages, 2D and 3D create digital images or reconfigure
* Simple and clear in format and execution, animations existing digital images to create new
characterized by multiplicity of styles, ones.
techniques, and subject matter (Cappadona-
Apostoles, 2009)
7 3 « Shift in intellectual practices among artists Generative art Artists used generative code to
(Herrero, 2005) explore the potential of
programming as an expressive
language in the framework of
generative and process art
5 4 » Meaning is inconclusive - open to a Al art Produced by GAN trained on

multiplicity of interpretations brought about by

different vantage points (Herrero, 2005)

thousands of nude portrait oil
paintings

In Art Blocks, the artist creates a generative script
that specifies how many iterations will be available to
be generated by the script, which is typically around
500-1000. A script is run to generate a new output once
a collector decides to purchase an iteration. What output
would be generated will surprise everyone, collectors
and artists included. This reflects the postmodern
qualities of participative, interactive, and collaborative
since the projects make the audience feel like they are
part of an interesting community (Cappadona-
Apostoles, 2009).

The Art Blocks platform has three key features that
point toward the future evolution of generative art: 1)
Joint creation that leads to the community formation
where collectors act as participants in the creative
process; 2) On-chain projects enjoy security guarantees;
and 3) The Playground gives access to any generative
artist to launch generative media projects where the on-
chain data can be used as building blocks to create new
projects. These three key features make Art Blocks
function like an independent art world. Individual
members’ various activities are excellently considered,
and artists and their works are recognized (Herrero,
2005). This communal attribute is precisely why some
projects have similar parameters and traits. Moreover, it
creates collaborators out of collectors and buyers too by
making them participate in project completion every
time they purchase a token or create a mint.

All Art Blocks projects are generative art therefore
the range of complexities is between Levels 3 and 4.

Generative art refers to work produced by letting
machines taking over some of the decision-making
through the activation of a set of rules by the artists
(Boden & Edmonds, 2010; Bailey, 2018c). Galanter
(2003) defines it as “any art practice where the artist
uses a system, such as a set of natural language rules, a
computer program, a machine, or other procedural
invention, which is set into motion with some degree of
autonomy contributing to or resulting in a completed
work of art.” As opposed to an algorithmic way
(instructs the computer to “do A,” then “do B,” then
under certain conditions “do C,” otherwise “do D”),
generative art is from a set of specified rules or
constraints (“A should always be bigger than B,” “C
must never equal D”) (Boden & Edmonds, 2010).
Forty-four projects from Art Blocks are Level 3
generative art, eleven of which have an added animated
and interactive element. For each of these projects,
thousands of NFTs are slight variations on a character
(see Algobots or Nimbuds), created by putting them
through a program that algorithmically randomizes
layers with different accessories, expressions, or colors.
This requires no human participation, and the machine
is left on its own to generate the work.

However, similar to SuperRare, Art Blocks Level 4
projects are also created by GANSs, with six projects
included in the sample. In Level 4 works, the output
space of the algorithm is varied enough to justify the
thousands of iterations generated from it, with each
output offering something completely new that teaches



505

the system about what else is possible. The Art Blocks
project Fidenza uses this system termed long-form
generative art. The logic behind long-form generative
art is that the generated works are more sophisticated to
ensure that poor results are extremely rare (Hobbs,
2021). This gives collectors and viewers a clear idea of

precisely what the program can generate, whereas, in
short-form generative art (mostly Level 3), the output
has most likely been cherry-picked for the best,
representing a limited view of the algorithm (Hobbs,
2021).

Table 4. Art Blocks summary of analysis

No. of Level  Postmodern Qualities Applicability/  Artistic process

works Nature

44 3 * Reflective of the contemporary situation Generative art ~ The artist defined parameters and
(Cappadona-Apostoles, 2009) variables for visual composition to
* Participative, interactive, and collaborative - make generate unique imagery through each
the audience feel as if they are being part of an iteration
interesting community (Cappadona-Apostoles, 2009)

6 4 « Participative, interactive, and collaborative - make Al art, Long- Artists work with GANs and long-form
the audience feel as if they are being part of an form generative art in which the algorithm

interesting community (Cappadona-Apostoles, 2009)
* Reestablish the audience both as a human being and

as a member of a cohesive and identifiable
community (Cappadona-Apostoles, 2009)

generative art  corrects and checks itself thereby assuring
consistency with each visual output and

that bad results would be extremely rare

5. Conclusion

The results show that cryptoart has become trend-
centered curiosity with shared practices and
methodologies. Today, artists are bringing more ideas
and methods to cryptoart, ranging from memes and
other internet native genres, which are noticeable
aesthetic traits of the most highly valued Level 1 works
in  SuperRare. This pre-occupation with techno-
nostalgic styles surrounding digital trends looks more
like a commodity fetish and advocates the “art of
money’s sake” sentiment. This study has also found that
most cryptoart is hardly compelling and aesthetically
underwhelming, with the sample being dominated by
Level 1 works with the previously mentioned shared
themes and styles. It can be concluded that what truly
matters to the buyers is the certification itself, and,
unfortunately, not the work that’s being certified. As
Brooks (2021) observes, cryptoart, as the visual
manifestation of cryptocurrency, is aesthetically
impoverished in that it “combines the nuanced social
awareness of computer programmers with the soulful
whimsy of hedge fund managers. It is art for people
whose imaginations have been absolutely captured by a
new kind of money you can do on the computer.”
However, the study also found that Level 4 works
produced by GANs are proof that the relationship
between artists and technology has transcended the
outdated outlook that computers are simply a tool for
creating art, as they have become ideation partners
(Goenaga, 2020). With Al, artists can lay down the rules
in the dataset that will be fed to the GAN, as opposed to
more traditional generative art where there is no room
for interpretation (Bailey, 2018a). In the words of Smith
and Leymarie (2017), “we can now begin to think of the
machine not as the artist’s subject matter or medium,
but as creator or co-creator.”

This study agrees with previous studies (Zhang et
al, 2012; Smith & Leymarie, 2017) that have
concluded that the machine’s capacity to automatically
generate various forms of visually aesthetic expressions
by autonomously learning the techniques of traditional
visual art helps beautify outputs and products. However,
what these previous studies have missed was the boom
of NFT marketplaces and they did not individually
analyze each cryptoart work in a curated marketplace
and frame this phenomenon in a postmodern and
computational aesthetic lens. This study shows that the
cryptoart space in the blockchain can feasibly aid
computational aesthetics in studying how computers
could now generate visual outputs and evaluate their
aesthetic value automatically. The results have opened
up a discourse on how Level 4 works in the blockchain
can level-up the aesthetic and postmodern discourse in
NFT marketplaces so that they can be more like 19th-
century salons that operate beyond financial profit.

While cryptoart represents a community of
multidisciplinary artists historically excluded from the
traditional art world, the resulting culture of the space is
worrying — there needs to be more room for dialog
about art and the artists behind it. This study addresses
that lack by using the levels of complexities based on
computational aesthetics and could frame the aesthetic
design of computer algorithms, simulation, and
visualization that are involved in cryptoart production
where artists, buyers, and collectors are highly engaged.
As technology and art infuse more into business
practices, digital art should do more than provide
stimulus in aestheticized production cycles. As
Zeilinger (2018) argues - “if contemporary art wants to
participate meaningfully in discourses on digital capital,
it must recognize an obligation to engage its subjects
critically, whether it is performatively (i.e., through
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technological means) or through narrative inflection and
subversion.”

It is worth noting that some artists have used
blockchains to make conceptual art and treat them not
just as marketplaces but as media. Myers (2014/2017)
launched Art is in 2014 (Figure 1), where it uses the
Ethereum network to define the concept of art.
Essentially, the idea is that people can pay a certain
price equal to how certain they were about the
correctness of their definitions. It is a creative way of
pointing out that art needs to be defined and that the
people who define it are those who have the most
capital.

The Definition Of Art

Artis good because it is epistemologically critiquing identity.
Artis bad because it is logically defined by identity.

Art is moral because it is psychologically embracing of identity.
Art is immoral because it is childishly embracing of emotion
Artis creepy because it is sophisticatedly reacting to emotion.
Artis interesting because it is conservatively reacting to emotion
Art is boring because it is liberally commenting on critique.

Art is paradoxically ironically commenting on critique.

Art is slightly creepily embracing critique.

Art is somewhat radically embracing aesthetics.

Artis very queerly resolving aesthetics.

Artis totally problematically resolving aesthetics.

BEBO®~NOows»wnNR
R °

Figure 1. Art definition (Myers, 2014/2017)

Art shows that the reality of what is in that
blockchain is actually more elitist instead of egalitarian
in terms of who has the technological understanding
and financial capacity. While the cryptoart space is
being used to leverage the postmodern practice of
connecting artists and audiences and enabling them to
see and understand one another as creators of value
while furthering the collaborative relationship between
artists and computers, the NFT explosion threatens to
make all arts the art of making money. Zeilinger (2018)
argues that the rapid advancement of financial
technologies that assimilate digital art into the
ownership-based sphere of the global art market
appears to be an extension of neoliberalism tendencies
and cognitive capitalism. However, digital art can also
be “an important zone of resistance where artists and
creative communities have an opportunity to help shape
blockchain technologies in ways that challenge
conventional perspectives on ownership and the
enclosure of cultural commons” (Zeilinger, 2018, p. 3).

This study has confirmed that cryptoart is indeed a
facet of postmodernism, thereby requiring critical
discourse not only in aesthetics but also in form,
content, and concept. It can act as a primer for artists,
buyers, and collectors who aspire to enter the cryptoart
space so that they can leverage the conversation in NFT
marketplaces. However, this study could not address
how NFTs challenged the relationship to
dematerialization and  distribution  that  were
fundamental to computer art and, by extension,
cryptoart. Extending this study to include discussions
on these points in the SuperRare and Art Blocks
contexts would offer a more comprehensive insight into
the shifting concept of art on the blockchain and the

various forces that shape it.

The future requires new forms of critical
interventions beyond superficial and artistic gimmicks.
As Rodchenko (1920/1921) puts it, “Down with art that
aspires to be nothing more than a spot of beauty on the
ugly lives of the rich”.

6. Recommendations for Further Studies

Other recommendations for future studies are as
follows:

e Descriptive case study of other generative art
(Level 3) and art made by GANs (Level 4) in the
cryptoart space outside of SuperRare and Art Blocks
and mapping the evolution of the relationship between
artists and computers in blockchain technology.

e  Explore other artists and their conceptual works
that use the blockchain as a medium and not just a
marketplace and discover ways to extend the expressive
and communicative range of tools, devices, and systems
offered by blockchain technology while exploring
diverse human interest and experiences that make
connections that are neither utilitarian nor profitable

e Critique and analysis of works in larger and
non-curated NFT marketplaces like OpenSea, Nifty
Gateway, Rarible, or Decentraland.

e An aesthetic framework that describes the
different genres and stylistic forms of cryptoart found in
marketplaces (e.g. GIF art, glitch art, trash art,
cyberpunk, psychedelia, etc.).

e  The development of an informed critic system
situated on the blockchain itself to create a space for
dialog, qualitative judgment, and critique.
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