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What’s lighter than the mind? A thought. Than thought? This bubble world. What, than this bubble? Nought.

—Francis Quarles, Emblemes, 1635, in the midst of Tulip mania



“Crypto forever,” scrеams your stupid boyfriend

Fuck you, Kevin

—Lana del Rey, “Sweet Carolina,” 2021








PROLOGUE [image: ]


On November 15, 2022, Sam Bankman-Fried was sitting alone in his $30 million, twelve-thousand-square-foot penthouse in The Bahamas when he received a message from someone he thought of as an old friend. Sam had received a lot of messages that week: from livid investors, anguished employees, harried lawyers, all begging him to call them back. It was after midnight, and he hadn’t gotten a full night’s sleep in ages. His eyes were strained from staring at spreadsheets that, no matter how many times he refreshed them, showed he was sinking into an $8 billion hole.

But Sam liked and trusted Kelsey Piper, especially because they were part of the same philosophical community called effective altruism. So he stayed up with her, chatting for over an hour via direct messages on X, the platform then known as Twitter, before returning to the spreadsheets and then eventually passing out.

The next day, Sam was scrolling Twitter when he came across their conversation posted on the news site Vox. Piper, he had somehow forgotten, was a journalist. She claimed that they weren’t really friends at all but had merely met at professional conferences. And now the offhand answers Sam had sent her were going viral on Twitter, because they debunked the entire persona that he had cultivated for years.

While Sam had long waxed poetic about devoting his life toward the betterment of humanity, he told Piper that his philosophizing was part of a “dumb game we woke westerners play… so everyone likes us.” He had spent hundreds of hours and at least $93 million in Washington cozying up to politicians and regulators, but now crassly dismissed them: “Fuck regulators…. They can’t actually distinguish between good and bad.” And the messianic image he and others had cultivated promising a crypto-induced utopia? “Some of [this decade’s] most beloved people are basically shams.”

The interview pulled back the curtain, revealing the sociopath behind the curly haired saint. It not only threatened to crush his reputation but also that of cryptocurrency writ large. Sam Bankman-Fried had played an instrumental role in convincing millions of people across the world that crypto was a beacon of transparency, democracy, and financial uplift. World leaders, tech gurus, and famous quarterbacks had supported him and shared in his optimism. Now, in the cruel light of Sam’s honesty, crypto looked a lot more like a con, a phantom, a giant Ponzi scheme.

Sam scrolled through torrents of loathing on his social media accounts, from people who accused him of losing hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of their investments. “My childrens future is forever changed. We trusted in you and your site and we were robbed,” messaged one FTX customer to him. “Please give me back my $20,000. I have a new baby now 4 months old and all my money was there,” wrote another. All told, Sam had somehow lost more than $8 billion of customers’ deposits. It wasn’t so long ago that he was running a $32 billion crypto empire and receiving messages telling him how many lives he and crypto had improved across the world. Where did it all go so wrong?
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This is the story of how a cutting-edge technology—designed to create a fairer, more rational global financial system—was corrupted by greed, opportunism, and the whims of a very few powerful individuals, replicating the same predatory dynamics that its advocates promised to eliminate.

On March 11, 2021, a collection of digital artwork by an artist named Beeple sold for $69 million worth of cryptocurrency. Crypto fanatics hailed the sale as the harbinger of a new global order, in which crypto would usher in imminent revolutions across art, finance, politics, and gaming. Exactly twenty months later, on November 11, 2022, the powerhouse crypto exchange FTX—led by industry wunderkind and benevolent philanthropist Sam Bankman-Fried—filed for bankruptcy in a humiliating $8 billion collapse, marking the end of a boom-and-bust cycle that had played out like a fever dream.

Sam was the poster child of this internet money uprising. While crypto had made him the world’s richest person under thirty, he preferred to talk about how crypto was benefiting those most in need, “banking the unbanked” and leading to “financial inclusion” and “equitable access.” His ardent supporters went even further, claiming that crypto would lead to universal wealth and become the bedrock of a new era of the internet that would be fairer, friendlier, more empowering.

In the midst of a suffocating pandemic, this rose-gold vision soon captured the hearts of artists, investors, and gamers across the world, many of them risk-seeking idealists who thought they had finally discovered an oasis outside the traditional strictures of analog society where they could pursue their passions—and make untold riches in the process. They included the Nigerian artist Owo Anietie, who became an overnight NFT millionaire, and the Hong Kong−based financial analyst Christine Chew, who followed Sam to The Bahamas to join FTX.

But while Sam monologued about leading people like Owo and Christine toward new horizons, he was actually building a Jenga tower of insanely risky financial instruments on a foundation of mistakes borrowed from the 2008 financial crisis—and replicating many manias that had swept up societies throughout history. As Bankman-Fried built out his own centralized, speculative vision of cryptocurrency, crypto builders like Ethereum founder Vitalik Buterin watched in dismay as a tool initially created with the goal of narrowing power imbalances warped toward unfettered gambling.

When FTX crashed, many crypto enthusiasts loudly argued that its demise had nothing to do with crypto itself. But the same set of values that had expanded the bubble caused it to burst. Sam’s colossal failure crushed crypto’s momentum and much of the goodwill that it had collected from mainstream investors during its magical expansion. “FTX was one in a string of failures, but it was the most significant,” one former crypto executive who had a front-row view of FTX’s rise and fall—and who I’ll call Mark—tells me. “If the exchange you deemed the most trustworthy is going through that, what does it say about everyone else?”

In the wake of FTX, American regulators slammed down hard on crypto with lawsuits and criminal charges. One crypto exec after another has been slapped with steep fines or the threat of jail time. A digital art movement that was supposed to spur a creative renaissance found itself mostly defined by digitally rendered monkeys that once sold for millions, now worth a fraction of that. And some of the people crypto was supposed to uplift were chewed up and left to fend for themselves.

In 2024, however, a funny thing happened: Crypto’s prices once again lurched upward, recovering many investors’ losses and emboldening crypto fanatics anew. Many enthusiasts now argue that the saga of Sam Bankman-Fried is an irrelevant story of the past and beg the world to move on. But the industry’s continued obsession with price increases, and its embrace of shady projects, suggest the most vocal crypto backers have learned very little from the crash at all. Given their repetition of past mistakes, it’s entirely possible that we’ll look back at the SBF-induced pandemic-era crash as not the big one, but the one preceding it.

There will always be another bubble and another burst. This book is the story of crypto’s craziest sequence yet—and, I hope, offers some warnings for the future of the industry, which is hell-bent on exposing many more investors to its risks and volatilities. The book traces how a new technology with legitimately good ideas turned into something far worse than what it sought to replace, thanks to modern capitalist dynamics and age-old human flaws of ego and arrogance.
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CHAPTER 1 [image: ] Gas Money


On the morning of February 11, 2021, the twenty-five-year-old artist Owo Anietie sheepishly climbed into the passenger seat of his neighbor’s Toyota Camry and hitched a ride to work.

Owo normally took an Uber or the bus into his job at an ad agency in Lagos, Nigeria, but he was a bit strapped for cash these days. He had just taken out a loan to cover a full year’s rent for a new apartment, because in Lagos there was no option to pay month-to-month. He spent a chunk more to fill out his new space with some cheap furniture, including a chair and a rickety plastic table. His older brother and roommate Nsikak was in between jobs and had just borrowed money from a friend to buy a mattress, which rested on the floor.

And on top of his current debt, Owo had one more big expense looming. He was about to cough up $100—a hefty portion of his $650 monthly paycheck—to upload a piece of artwork onto a website.

The website was called KnownOrigin, and the $100 was the price of creating something called an NFT. When Owo initially heard about the fee, he thought it was a scam. It seemed absurd to pay for an image upload when everyone else posted their artwork on Instagram for free.

But Owo had recently learned that artists from around the world were making hundreds, thousands, or even millions of dollars from selling NFTs. A new market for digital art had somehow sprung to life during the pandemic. Owo had always considered himself a risk-taker—and he wanted in on this new and inexplicable action.

“We might struggle for a minute,” he told a skeptical Nsikak. (Technically, both brothers went by Owo, as it was their shared family name.) Two days later, they were sitting around in their mostly bare living room when the younger Owo got a notification. His artwork, which depicted an ancient African mask wearing a COVID-19 mask, had just sold on KnownOrigin for $669 worth of the cryptocurrency ether, to a collector in Australia. After fees, .425 ether, or about $568, materialized in Owo’s crypto account, which he then withdrew and converted into the Nigerian currency, naira. Owo and Nsikak jumped around their house, ecstatic and in disbelief.

“My brother and I went out, bought a cheap bottle of Captain Morgan, drank our asses off, and slept,” Owo recalls. He bought some food and groceries, then stowed away the several hundred dollars that remained. “I thought this might be the only money I make from this thing,” he says.



Several days after his first sale, Owo called his mom and told her he had just sold artwork on the internet thanks to a new technology. His mother, an administrator in the civil service, didn’t really know what he was talking about, but wished him luck. After all, this was just the latest impulse decision that Owo had made in his twenty-five years in the world. And most of them, however improbable, seemed to work out.

Owo was born in Akwa Ibom, one of the southernmost states in Nigeria, in 1995 and raised with his brother and sister in a one-bedroom apartment with no indoor kitchen. Every night, all four of them, plus a cousin or four depending on who was around, would clear the furniture out of the living room, lay out mattresses, and sleep side-to-side.

Owo’s upbringing wasn’t rich, but it was happy: filled with love and art and dreams. Owo’s mother made a steady living working for the state government. But electricity in their town was spotty, and outages were frequent. These blackouts forced Owo and his friends out of the house, where they would entertain each other with tales tall and long. “In the evening, everybody comes out and you just tell stories,” Owo says.

Owo sports tidy dreadlocks, a clean fashion sense, and a wide smile—and his storytelling prowess is obvious from the moment you meet him. He’s a garrulous conversationalist who modulates his deep voice with inflections to punch home the dramatic parts of a story. One of those stories he heard in his youth was about a man who was challenged to outdrink the rest of the village, did so, and then hopped on his motor-cycle and drove home. When the man’s friend, concerned about his safety, hurried after him, he found the bike lying in the dust outside his friend’s home—and his friend, unharmed and oblivious, chugging another bottle.

Such stories were entertaining, but reinforced the bounds of Owo’s provincial world. In contrast, Owo was awed by movies—especially because opportunities to watch them were so rare. If he was lucky enough to catch a full film at his neighbor’s house on a night when the power never flickered, he would then be tasked with conveying it in full to his friends on the playground the very next day.

“You had to be able to narrate the story in such a way that you could do all the reactions, all the movements: the way Rambo jumped off the cliff, bounced through the branches, and had to land,” he recalls, his eyes widening dramatically. “You had to narrate it in such a way that they can see the movie through you.”

As Owo honed his narrative instincts, he also learned how to create visual art. His family was full of artists who encouraged him to take lessons. He was soon copying entire X-Men comic books, borrowed from his neighbor’s father, onto printer paper, which he would distribute to his friends. Later, he created and sold his own comics based on the movies he would watch, like Rambo and Drunken Master, starring Jackie Chan.

When Owo was eight, he thought of another use for his artistic skills. If he could trace paper bills to look exactly like real ones, why couldn’t he use them to buy things? One of his friends from school loved the idea, and paid him to draw bills worth 10 and 20 naira, with the intention of taking them to the market at night, when it might be too dark for vendors to tell the difference. Before they could embark, however, a family friend got wind of the scheme and shut it down. While the experiment ended prematurely, Owo had made 10 naira off his friend. It would not be the last time he turned his art directly into currency.

As a teenager, Owo excelled in painting portraits in bold, expressive strokes. But his heart’s desire was to become a creator of cinematic universes like Marvel’s Stan Lee. Lee’s work had started out as comic books and then transcended the medium into international blockbuster films. Stan Lee set a high bar—but Owo felt he had all the composite skills to pursue a similar path. He could draw comics, craft suspenseful plotlines, birth charismatic protagonists, and wield his considerable powers of persuasion to convince people to buy into his vision. He had seen Black Panther galvanize interest in African culture all over the world. But Black Panther had been written by Americans. Owo wanted to further that franchise’s mission, seen from his own authentic point of view.

But coming out of Akwa Ibom to become an international artist, much less a cultural juggernaut, was an improbable if not impossible dream. The region had a rich tradition of artisanal masks and fabrics, but Owo wanted to create in Photoshop and 3D modeling software. And he was completely lost when it came to forging connections that might get him closer to Hollywood—or even art galleries in Lagos.

So Owo went to work in advertising, first creating simple church fliers, then brand logos and television campaigns. All the while, he made more personal digital art on the side. But doing so in Lagos was an unpredictable and painstaking experience. Internet outages could halt projects while they were being rendered, erasing hours of work. “Lagos is like you’re living in the devil’s armpit: It’s smelly, stinky, and everybody’s trying to drag you down,” Owo says. “But in a way, the energy helps you be creative.” From his apartment, Owo created intricate digital works of glaring neon colors with hulking architectural structures or shiny, metallic humanoids walking through washed-out landscapes. These vivid images earned him praise and a small following of supporters on Instagram.

In late 2020, as Owo continued to hone his craft and digital fan base, he saw lots of people on Twitter talking about a new app called Clubhouse, which allowed groups of all sizes to join virtual audio rooms and chat with each other for hours. There were rooms for politics, sports, gardening, film trivia, and much more. Its audio-only nature made it particularly conducive for artists, as it allowed them to doodle and create visual art while their phones sat next to them, voices blaring away. When Owo downloaded the app, he quickly found that people were “talking day and night about NFTs, every day.”






CHAPTER 2 [image: ] A Chance to Be Free


Five thousand miles away, across the Atlantic, I was listening to the same conversations. As a culture reporter for Time magazine, I was always on the lookout for strange new trends at the intersection of art and technology. In March 2019, I had been the very first reporter to interview a nineteen-year-old Atlantan named Lil Nas X, whose tinny song “Old Town Road” was blowing up on a newly ascendant app called TikTok. A year later, I wrote a feature on the musicians experimenting with artificial intelligence, well before the generative AI boom.

In late 2021, most of the people I knew were spending most of their time at home. England had just entered a national lockdown due to a new coronavirus wave. The U.S. had just passed 10 million infections and 250,000 deaths. To cope with stress, isolation, and Zoom fatigue, people sought novel forms of entertainment and social connection. That included Clubhouse, a decidedly lo-fi bit of technology similar to the AIM chat rooms of my adolescent years. In January 2021, Clubhouse’s weekly active user base doubled to 2 million within weeks. It was as if Twitter’s unruly communal energy had popped off the screen.

After downloading the app, I found it was full of audio rooms where artists were raving about NFTs, which were allowing them to get funded for their artwork like never before. I was bewildered—and transfixed. I could go for minutes without understanding a single sentence. But I kept listening because of their passion and conviction. It seemed clear to me that a new kind of global culture was unfolding in real time.

NFTs, I soon learned, were essentially a file type, like PDFs or JPEGs. Unlike those mediums, each NFT contained a bit of code that established its origin, recorded its transaction history, and ensured it was unique. NFT stood for “non-fungible token.” Unlike JPEG files of memes that were copied and circulated around the internet countless thousands of times, the code of two distinct NFTs was never the same.

The unique data that each NFT possessed allowed, for example, a photographer to prove that they had snapped a historic photo. When a photographer “minted” an NFT on a digital database called a blockchain—usually by uploading it onto a platform like SuperRare or OpenSea, which triggered a “smart contract”—they generated a digital paper trail that proved they had created the image. They would then be able to challenge forgeries or duplicates and to hard-code royalties into the image every time it was disseminated digitally.

In the social media age, artists and other content creators essentially worked for free for the benefit of large corporations like Meta, which hid the algorithms that determined what got promoted and what didn’t. Artists tossed their labors of love into an infinite digital ocean—and then were expected to relentlessly hype themselves on platforms that paid them crumbs, if anything, for their content. Now NFTs presented a fundamentally new way to protect and monetize digital intellectual property.

Owo already knew most of this. He was generally familiar with NFTs because he had done some motion design work for crypto firms to earn some cash in 2020. As he listened to Clubhouse, he became convinced that NFTs could solve many of the problems he faced as a Nigerian artist. For the very first time, he might be able to make money from his artwork from international collectors, build a lasting digital porfolio, and conjure a self-sustaining career path. Owo’s main goal was to get to Hollywood: to create movies just like the ones he had turned into comics as a kid. In Clubhouse rooms, he was now in the same spaces as people who were living his dream. The distance from Lagos to Los Angeles, which had seemed nearly insurmountable as a child, now felt insignificant. He felt like he was on the barricades of a technological and cultural revolution.

“That period was really wild,” recalls his brother Nsikak. “We barely slept, and he was always on Clubhouse, drinking energy drinks to stay up all night. He would get really excited: ‘I just met this guy! I met this guy!’ ” During one stretch, Owo let Clubhouse play for seventy-two hours straight. Nsikak could hear the voices murmuring from the other side of the bedroom wall well into the small hours of the morning.

Owo’s mind was in the metaverse, but his body was still in Nigeria—and his obsession came with a tangible cost. Because the electricity grid cut out so often in Lagos, Owo relied on a generator, which cost some $40 in fuel a week—especially if he was constantly charging his phone and creating art on his computer. When fuel was especially scarce, Owo hunted for oil going from filling station to filling station, eventually carrying it home in a yellow twenty-five-liter jerry can.

One of the artists on Clubhouse that Owo particularly admired was the thirty-nine-year-old Wisconsinite Mike Winklemann, who went by the pseudonym Beeple. While Beeple wasn’t especially famous to most people, he was something of a cult idol to digital artists, who closely followed his quest to release a new piece of art every single day. He had now achieved an unbroken streak of thirteen years, which he had begun when he was twenty-five. Beeple started with simple pencil sketches of cartoonish faces with bulging eyes and bulbous noses. His technique and craftsmanship gradually improved, but his subject matter mostly remained childish and intentionally repulsive. He made a crea-ture with Mark Zuckerberg’s face, metallic spider legs, and robot breasts (October 8, 2019); Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton French-kissing with wet tongues (October 31, 2019); Joe Biden with giant breasts coming out of a birthday cake (June 20, 2020). Some people dismissed his artwork as an insipid exercise in pure shock value. Others argued it offered perceptive commentary on authoritarianism, abuse of power, and the omnipresence of mass media.

Beeple didn’t think all too hard about the art’s deeper meanings. He strove first and foremost to improve every day, and to create from a place free of restraint or shame. “People take their work way too seriously sometimes,” he would later explain. “We’ve lost the sense of just creating to create, like you did when you were a kid.”

Beeple released a new entry in his Everydays series for more than a decade, including on his wedding day and the day on which each of his two sons was born. His perseverance paid off. His shocking subject matter and bold execution cut through the noise of social media. By 2020, he was racking up tens of thousands of likes every day on Instagram from his million-plus followers.

In late 2020, Beeple’s friends and fans kept telling him that he needed to start turning his work into NFTs. Beeple thought that NFTs seemed a bit like magic beans, and he didn’t understand crypto at all. But his friends were making money from these beans: thousands and thousands of dollars. And when they explained it to him more, he was gradually persuaded. Beeple was the textbook example of an artist who had grown immensely popular on Instagram but wasn’t directly profiting off those posts. He liked the idea of finally assigning a value to the work he created every day and the assurance that this art would permanently exist on a deeper layer of the internet called the blockchain. New NFT platforms were serving as both marketplaces and quasi-galleries, allowing digital artists to display their work in unprecedented ways. And when Beeple considered NFTs in the context of an earlier epoch-changing technology, everything clicked. “I realized, ‘Wait a second. This isn’t new. This is exactly like when photography was not considered art, and then it became art,’ ” he said.

Thanks to his renown on social media, the demand for Beeple NFTs was immediate and voracious. One of his first NFTs—an image that changed depending on who won the November presidential election—sold for $66,666.66. A few weeks later, he closed a $3.5 million sale of a collection of puerile artwork: of Jabba the Hutt placentas, Shrek nudes, hulking 3D toadstools from Mario. Friends and family gathered in his backyard in Charleston, South Carolina, to shower him with champagne. Beeple was now the top dog of a new, high-flying art scene, and his success was forcing juggernaut institutions like Christie’s and Sotheby’s to re-evaluate their entire mindsets about what deserved their attention.

Beeple’s success invigorated Owo, because he had been a fan of Beeple way before Clubhouse. Owo long had admired the VJ art loops (repeating visual sequences) that Beeple created for concert backdrops, as well as the radical persistence of the Everydays series. In 2020, Owo started his own Everydays series, too, believing that its structure would be artistically motivating as well as a good personal brand strategy in a digital age that rewarded saturation. Now Beeple’s sales seemed proof that he, too, was on the right path.

“It felt like a win for every visual artist,” Owo says. “Because we’ve seen athletes win. We’ve seen musicians and actors win. But visual artists were struggling. To see someone like Beeple win, it was a win for all of us, because people started to take us seriously.”

There were more success stories every day. In February 2021, Owo listened as the Seattle-based teenage artist Victor Langlois, who went by FEWOCiOUS, narrated as he raked in more than $1 million in NFT sales. Langlois grew up as a transgender male in an abusive household. Social-service authorities sent him to live with his grandparents when he was twelve. Painting colorful, Picasso-esque abstracted faces served both as an escape and unbound expression. Now his NFT art was making him rich and renowned.

“This technology is really giving this person a chance to be free,” Owo told his brother as they listened to Langlois celebrate.

In February, the monthly sales volume of the NFT marketplace OpenSea catapulted to $86 million, compared to $8 million the month before. An artwork of a flying Nyan Cat meme sold for $580,000. The bull run—stock market slang for a period of rising prices—was on.

That month, Owo nearly went broke minting his first NFT. He wasn’t sure if he was ever going to sell another one, but he sure as hell was going to try to milk this craze for all it was worth. A new chapter of his art and his life had begun.
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To Beeple and Owo, the calculus was simple. Before NFTs, they were uploading art on social media for free. Now they were uploading art and raking in hundreds (for Owo) or millions (for Beeple), and serving as beacons for other artists to make the same leap.

But to really understand how their success was possible, you have to take several steps back into how crypto works. Wading into crypto often feels like an endless chain of jargon, each layer more convoluted than the next. Crypto aficionados, who sometimes call themselves “crypto natives,” describe the learning curve as “going down the rabbit hole,” as if financial technology education is just as mind-expanding as Alice’s foray into Wonderland. It’s decidedly not—but it’s also unfortunately important to this story.

Understanding Beeple’s success requires understanding another man named Vitalik Buterin. It’s not an overstatement to say that he made the NFT frenzy possible. Vitalik, who was twenty-seven when the 2021 crypto bull run kicked off, can be considered the godfather of all modern mainstream crypto activity and one of its most important philosophers and builders. But although his ideas would underpin the NFT craze, it caught him completely off guard.

In 2011, Vitalik was a nerdy, withdrawn teenager in Toronto when his father told him about bitcoin. Bitcoin was the first cryptocurrency, born in the ashes of the 2008 financial crash. In the mid-00s, New York financial institutions had packaged risky subprime mortgages into financial products, which they then sold to investors with the promise of high returns. But when homeowners were unable to repay their mortgages, the value of these financial products plummeted, sending banks and financial institutions into tailspins. The Dow Jones more than halved, while unemployment in the United States more than doubled.

After the U.S. government bailed out the banks to the tune of $700 billion, public trust in institutions cratered. Established financial players had been caught using dirty tactics to accumulate and hoard wealth, but were largely shielded from the consequences. For everyone else, traditional pathways to success were seemingly being whittled away. Thousands of protesters flooded downtown Manhattan in the Occupy Wall Street movement, railing against the besuited executives above.

Meanwhile, as the internet became increasingly central to work and play, a handful of tech corporations learned to exploit consumer data and identities for ad revenue. The internet was supposed to bring humankind together and democratize knowledge, but instead it had created a new fiefdom of billionaires with an outsize influence over public discourse.

Bitcoin emerged into the world as a protest against these consolidations of wealth and power. Up until that point, money was only issued and its supply controlled by the central banks of governments. Bitcoin, in contrast, would be an independent digital money system, operating outside of the whims of any government or corporation.

Similar ideas had been tested before. In 1994, the computer scientist David Chaum launched eCash, an anonymous digital currency that was used by several thousand customers in the U.S. for small online payments. But the system was plagued by slow transaction times and regulatory resistance, and still required banks to adopt it. ECash’s issuing corporation DigiCash went bankrupt in 1998.

While eCash was independent from governments, it was still controlled by one corporation. In contrast, Bitcoin’s founding document, known in the tech world as a white paper, laid out a vision in which the currency would be minted and supervised by its users. The paper was written in 2008 by someone (or someones) named Satoshi Nakamoto, whose real identity remains unknown. Satoshi wrote in the paper that Bitcoin would operate on a new technology that would later come to be known as a blockchain: a public, digital journal of all transactions.

The Bitcoin blockchain, Satoshi wrote, would start as a blank slate. Transactions would be added to the ledger when watchdogs approved them using cryptography, the art of securing information through code or mathematical puzzles. Cryptography has long been used to safeguard information—including by ancient Egyptian and Mesopotamian merchants—and has become increasingly important to protecting secrets in this digital era.

The watchdogs approving the transactions—known as miners—would be financially rewarded for their work in a safekeeping process known as proof of work. Each transaction would be added onto the next one in a constantly expanding, un-editable record, with all parties incentivized to monitor its activities. The collective infrastructure recalled other peer-to-peer networks that were popular (and legally questionable) at the time, including Napster, LimeWire, and BitTorrent.

Satoshi’s vision for bitcoin was a currency that could be created without a central bank and sent across the world without middlemen like Visa and PayPal. Instead of having to trust the stability and veracity of the bookkeeping of the U.S. government or any of the banks that had screwed people over by selling subprime mortgages during the early 2000s, the blockchain would present a singular, unbiased, unyielding truth that anyone could verify. Sending money on the blockchain would also be anonymous—at least, until it was time to use a financial institution to turn cryptocurrency back into hard cash.

Two months after publishing the white paper, Satoshi created the Bitcoin blockchain network as open-source code, for anyone to interact with. On the very first Bitcoin block, they inserted a headline from that day’s London Times (January 3, 2009): “Chancellor on brink of second bailout for banks.” As governments and the moneyed elite seemingly conspired to once again bend the financial order in their favor, Satoshi offered a pointedly different financial vision of the future—one controlled by the people themselves.

But why did bitcoin hold any value? How could someone just spin up a new currency—and actually use it to pay for stuff?

Early adopters quickly pointed to the fact that most monetary systems are based on collective belief, anyway. Gold had inherent physical value as a metal, but was worth far more due to its scarcity and aura. The U.S. used to be on the gold standard, but for the last ninety years has been based only on faith in the U.S. financial system. So, too, bitcoin’s success rested on social acceptance. Enough people had to believe that it had value; that this new decentralized monetary system was more efficient and fairer than the old ones it hoped to replace.

And bitcoin, just like gold, would be scarce, Satoshi declared. There will only ever be 21 million coins of bitcoin created. Bitcoin didn’t start with any value, but if people bought into Satoshi’s premise and then bought bitcoin for real money, value would be injected into the network, and the worth of each coin would increase, slowly but surely. This economic structure, Satoshi argued, would make it both inflation-resistant and potentially exponentially valuable over time.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, many of bitcoin’s early adopters were libertarian: belonging to an ideology of maximum individual freedom and minimal government intervention. Bitcoin seemed like the Holy Grail to the Cypherpunks, a 1990s libertarian-leaning group who dreamed about using encryption technologies to take back power from governments and corporations. Many of those ideologues quickly flocked to the technology, believing it would rid society of its paternalistic ills.

Bitcoin also drew the interest of participants in the black market, who suddenly could pay for drugs and weapons in a seemingly secure and anonymous way. Drug enthusiasts could send money across international lines without having to put down a credit card or bank account number, or make any sort of declaration about their identity. Bitcoin became the main currency for dark web marketplaces like Silk Road, a digital warehouse for everything from fake IDs to stolen credit cards to opiates, illegal weapons, and child pornography.

Bitcoin served as a lifeline for WikiLeaks, Julian Assange’s archive for classified documents that revealed state and corporate secrets. When faced with financial blockades, WikiLeaks raised money through bitcoin. It also sparked attention in countries with unstable currencies. In Argentina in the early 2010s, government mismanagement, fiscal deficits, and high public spending led to runaway inflation. When the population started to exchange their pesos for more stable U.S. dollars, the Argentinean government banned such conversions, as they weakened the peso even further. Bitcoin, suddenly, was an alternative, uncensorable currency that could safeguard people’s savings while pesos lost value every day.

The demand for bitcoin from Argentina and other countries with volatile currencies led to the rise of consumer-friendly PayPal-like online platforms where you could trade in your pesos or dollars for bitcoin. Crypto exchanges, as they became known, were soon a key part of the ecosystem, allowing people to turn their money from crypto to fiat (government-issued currency like dollars or pesos) and back again.

In its first few years, bitcoin was far from mainstream and dismissed by many as magic internet money. Still, a curious mix of people across the world swapped their real dollars for these new digital ones: By 2012, there were over fifty thousand active Bitcoin addresses. And the more people adopted bitcoin, the more its price went up.



In Toronto, Vitalik Buterin became enthralled by bitcoin and its potential. “Bitcoin has legitimately revolutionary properties,” he wrote in his own newly formed publication, Bitcoin Magazine, in 2013. “Bitcoin allows users to transfer money instantly around the world essentially for free, semi-anonymously and without restrictions.”

Vitalik was a lonely teenager who understood math much better than he did humans. As a budding coder and mathematical savant, he was innately drawn to bitcoin’s cryptographic ingenuity. But its decentralist goals also resonated given his family history. Vitalik was born outside Moscow in 1994, a few years after the fall of the Soviet Union. Monetary and social systems had collapsed; the parents of his mother, Natalie Ameline, lost their life savings to rising inflation. She and Vitalik’s father, Dmitry Buterin, were computer scientists who cared for baby Vitalik in a university dorm. There were no disposable diapers available, so his parents washed his cloth diapers by hand. Dmitry told me in 2021: “Growing up in the USSR, I didn’t realize most of the stuff I’d been told in school that was good, like Communism, was all propaganda. So I wanted Vitalik to question conventions and beliefs.”

Vitalik grew up with a turbulent, teeming mind. Dmitry says Vitalik learned how to read before he could sleep through the night, and was slow to form sentences compared with his peers. Instead, he gravitated to the clarity of numbers. At seven, he could recite more than a hundred digits of pi, and would shout out math equations to pass the time. In search of opportunity and stability, the family moved to Toronto in 2000, the same year Putin was first elected president.

When Dmitry learned about bitcoin in 2011, he became intrigued by the idea of an alternative global money source that was outside the control of authorities, and he shared articles with his precocious son. Vitalik was at first skeptical, but he was interested in learning more. In order to better understand bitcoin, he began to write about it for the magazine Bitcoin Weekly, for which he earned 5 bitcoin a pop (back then, worth about $4; in March 2024, about $300,000). To continue to test bitcoin’s usefulness, Vitalik came up with a business model in which he would upload the first paragraph of an article online, and only publish the rest if the community sent over two and a half bitcoin to his digital wallet for his work.

There were lots of readers who were willing to pay, because information about this new technology was scarce and Vitalik was a pithy, articulate writer. In one tongue-in-cheek article titled “Five Reasons You Should Not Use the Internet,” he penned an op-ed as if he were a scornful nineties web critic, whose dismissals of the soon-to-be dominant technology mapped neatly onto those of the crypto critics of Vitalik’s own era. “People are starting to use the internet to stream video to each other, but the result is a horrendously inefficient use of bandwidth that is rapidly using up billions of dollars of infrastructural investment,” he wrote mockingly. “If only users were willing to submit to the truly minor inconvenience of having to wait a few hours to watch.”

By 2013, nineteen-year-old Vitalik was a full crypto convert, and dreamed of leveraging Bitcoin’s underpinning blockchain technology for all sorts of uses beyond currency. If a digital dollar could be exchanged over a blockchain, why not a science paper, a work of art, a vote for a council member? What if everything that we did over the internet could instead be completed over a blockchain, thus cutting Big Tech and its invasive data and surveillance practices out of the equation?

So Vitalik created the blockchain Ethereum, an elegant, open-ended system that would become the basis of a huge swath of crypto activity. He proudly stated in his white paper for the new blockchain that it would host a “substantial array of applications that have nothing to do with money at all.”

The shorthand for the new digital world Vitalik hoped to build would soon be known as “Web 3.” Web 1.0 was the clunky 1990s internet in which users read information, but rarely interacted with each other. Web 2.0 was the 2000s internet driven by user-generated content on centralized platforms like Facebook. While Web 2.0 platforms propelled unprecedented social connection, they also became warped by ugly incentives: Facebook’s auditors warned in 2020 that its algorithms might be “driving people toward self-reinforcing echo chambers of extremism.”

Web 3, then, signified a new era of online activity, which would unshackle the world from Big Tech’s dominance. In this new landscape, individuals might be able to cut out the middlemen, earn money by broadcasting their voices, making art, or writing new computer programs—all of which they actually owned. Maybe, Vitalik argued, Ethereum could provide the infrastructure for decentralized versions of Uber, Airbnb, and eBay, which would direct all profit back to individual suppliers while lowering prices for customers.

Vitalik hoped Ethereum would improve society for those on the margins. “We as cryptocurrency developers should be taking advantage of this perhaps brief period in which cryptocurrency is still an idealist-controlled industry to design institutions that maximize utilitarian social-welfare metrics, not profit,” he wrote in 2014.

But as much as Vitalik wanted to shape Ethereum, he felt it was more important for it to not need him at all. If Vitalik became the chief coder or CEO of Ethereum, then it would be no different from the corporations he was trying to replace. He even fought bitterly with some of his Ethereum cofounders who wanted to retain major leadership roles and financial stakes in the blockchain. “I deeply believed in decentralization as this holistic vision, and was negotiating down the percentages that both myself and the other top level founders would get because I wanted to be more egalitarian,” he told me in 2022. “And that made them upset.”

Vitalik fired some of those founders, and thanks to Ethereum’s flexibility and ease of construction, it soon became the first all-purpose blockchain to gain widespread usership. The programs written on it, called “smart contracts,” were open-sourced, meaning that anyone could use or improve them. Developers loved Ethereum because it was a new programming frontier for them to explore: By 2018, sixty-six thousand developers were writing programs on it. Entrepreneurs loved it, too, because it proved an easy way to crowdfund ambitious technological projects. One technologist who became fascinated by Ethereum and crypto overall was Harper Reed, a Chicago-based fintech entrepreneur who had worked at PayPal and also served as Barack Obama’s chief technology officer during his re-election campaign. Reed had navigated a labyrinth of headaches while creating fintech startups: dealing with banks, payment providers, card processors, and other middlemen. “But in crypto, it was like, ‘Oh, we could build an e-commerce platform, but don’t have to have any of the parts,’ ” he says. “It’s fast and limber, and allows someone to offer their products and get paid directly instead of having to be behind Temu or Amazon.”

Before long, entrepreneurs and developers were not only building on Ethereum but also building competing blockchains and cryptocurrencies, many of which emulated Vitalik’s creations. Over the 2010s, thousands of cryptocurrencies were created, which rose and fell in bursts of activity. But generally, the top two cryptocurrencies remained constant: bitcoin, the standard-bearer, and ether, the currency of Vitalik’s rapidly expanding digital universe.

As crypto prices rose upward, a brasher, younger set of traders smelled blood—and quickly made a fortune by completing all sorts of risky trades on Ethereum, Bitcoin, and other blockchains. One of those traders was a Hong Kong−based Californian named Sam Bankman-Fried. In June 2019, his trading firm Alameda Research bragged that it was trading $600 million to $1 billion a day in crypto. While these numbers were eye-popping, Sam was still just one in a crowd of rapidly rising hustlers, who were playing games with currencies created out of thin air and were hailed as geniuses for it.

Vitalik never measured the success of Ethereum through numbers. At the end of 2017, the cryptocurrency market cap hit half a trillion dollars—about the GDP of Sweden—which seemed proof of its widespread adoption. But Vitalik wasn’t satisfied. “How many unbanked people have we banked?” he asked on Twitter. “How many Venezuelans have actually been protected by us from hyperinflation? How much actual usage of micropayment channels is there actually in reality?”

To each of those questions, he had a simple answer: “Not enough.”
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Vitalik Buterin’s brainchild Ethereum went through several fits and starts until 2020, when COVID-19 emerged and rocked the world, hobbling countless institutions. The values of bitcoin and ethereum were slashed in half in March 2020, as investors pulled their money out of risky assets.

But as governments sent out stimulus checks and made it easier for people to obtain credit, one prominent investor, Paul Tudor Jones, predicted in May 2020 that their actions would lead to massive inflation. Bitcoin, in contrast, he argued, would serve as the ideal hedge—a counter bet against the rest of the market—because it was unconnected to any governmental whims and was hard-coded precisely to fight against inflation. Jones himself said he held more than 1 percent of his assets in bitcoin. Other power players like Elon Musk jumped in too, with Tesla announcing it would accept bitcoin as payment for its products.

Jones’s statements, combined with Musk’s decision, were demonstrative of how interested individuals can exert outsize influence over the value of crypto. When they persuade people to buy in, the demand increases, so the price goes up. Essentially, they can speak value into existence, which brings in even more cheerleaders who might have even more impact.

So between May 2020 and January 2021, the cost of buying one bitcoin jumped from $9,000 to $34,000, and then surged to $60,000 in March. The cost of buying one ether, the currency of Ethereum, ascended from $200 to $1,200 to $1,900 over the same time frame.

This leap in prices was turbocharged by the unprecedented circumstances of the pandemic. Some people had lost their in-person jobs and desperately sought shortcuts to stay afloat. Others worked remote jobs, but grew bored at home and dove into digital hobbies that could trigger much-needed hits of dopamine. Crucially, both subsets of people were boosted by stimulus checks, which essentially served as free money to play with. Investors were further emboldened by low interest rates, which allowed them to borrow money at little cost. Many put their money into real estate, stocks, and all kinds of speculative investments. “Speculation” happens when investors put money into a high-risk asset hoping it will increase. Speculation has long been a central part of capitalist markets, but it tends to accelerate when easy access to money meets a technology boom. Many bubbles have formed around legitimately transformative technologies, including railroads, the machine gun, and the fire engine.

Darker psychological undercurrents played a role, too. As the pandemic approached its one-year mark with seemingly no end in sight, a simmering, jagged resentment grew worldwide. In Washington, thousands of rioters who denied the results of the 2020 election stormed the Capitol on January 6, searching for politicians to intimidate or worse. Weeks later, day traders who congregated on the social network Reddit launched an unprecedented short squeeze on GameStop. Wealthy Wall Street hedge fund managers had bet the stock of the video game store would lose value, given that nobody bought video games from stores anymore. But the hedge funds’ bet against the store left them vulnerable, because if the stock were somehow pushed upward, then they could stand to lose billions. Reddit users realized that if they all banded together and bought the stock, they could successfully wage war against an economic ruling class that seemed to be more powerful than ever. That year, Federal Reserve data showed that the wealthiest 10 percent of American households now owned 89 percent of all U.S. stocks. The Financial Stability Board found in 2021 that the shadow banking economy, which included hedge funds and private equity firms, had actually grown since the 2008 crisis, despite repeated regulatory attempts to reel it in.

People across the world felt powerless: physically, politically, economically. They felt that the current systems were broken and manipulated by those in power to retain their influence. So they hard-charged toward new systems that might bring freedom.

Owo Anietie, in Nigeria, was one of those rebels. Another was twenty-five-year-old Shin Yeu Chew, who also went by Christine. Christine had bright dyed hair; she loved yoga and reading and dance music; and she hated her job working at a private equity fund in Hong Kong. She had initially entered the finance world for a few reasons. The first was to follow in the footsteps of her parents, who both worked in finance and held high expectations for her. “I thought working in finance would make my parents love and appreciate me,” she says.

The second reason was that during college, Christine had stumbled across the philosophy of effective altruism, which explored how individuals might best impact the world. Popular EA blogs like 80,000 Hours made the case that one way that idealistic young people with fancy degrees could improve the world was not by working at nonprofits, but by earning as much money as possible through finance, and then donating it all to vetted causes. This idea made sense to Christine: the more money she could give, the more she might help the world.

So upon graduating—she had spent her childhood between Taiwan, Hong Kong, and the U.S.—Christine dutifully applied to finance jobs and got hired by a private equity fund.

But while the job was prestigious and paid well, Christine became disillusioned with the firm’s seemingly singular purpose for existing. “If we raised another billion, the money is basically just going into making the founder even richer,” she says. “It doesn’t really go into changing the world for the better.”

In January 2021, Christine’s sister was working in crypto and suggested she learn more about the technology. Before long, Christine was spending hours on Twitter, reading articles and watching videos, and combing through white papers and NFT project mission statements. These crypto enthusiasts argued that they could build a fairer world—and benefit lots of smaller investors in the process. “I had never felt that kind of passion for my day job,” she says. “I believed that we were about to create a financial world potentially equal to that of the central and federal banks—where people who didn’t have access to banks in Latin America or in Turkey could become more financially empowered.”

She started investing in various cryptocurrencies, startups, and, of course, NFTs, which she saw as the Trojan Horse to get everyday people onto the blockchain. As she invested her own money, she switched jobs and became an analyst for the Hong Kong crypto venture capital firm Genesis Block Ventures (GBV), where she analyzed which crypto startups to champion.

Many other people plunged with her down the crypto rabbit hole. A CNBC study in mid-2021 found that 11 percent of a polled group of 5,530 eighteen- to thirty-four-year-old Americans used their stimulus checks to buy crypto. And much of that crypto, in turn, was used to buy NFTs on Vitalik Buterin’s blockchain, Ethereum. NFTs could only be bought and sold with crypto, entwining the two asset classes together: Anyone who wanted to participate in this new NFT cultural craze had to buy and hold crypto first.

On March 11, 2021, the NFT craze ascended to staggering heights when a collection of five thousand of Beeple’s Everydays sold for $69 million at the venerable Christie’s auction house. The auction’s bidders were not traditional art collectors but crypto bros: Thirty of the thirty-three active bidders were new to Christie’s, and twenty-four of them were under forty years old. In the minutes before the gavel came down, Beeple watched the price jump in increments of $10 million every few seconds.

With his oft-repulsive creations, Beeple was probably not the most worthy artist to lead the movement. Even Anand Venkateswaran, a core member of the crypto fund (Metapurse) that bought Beeple’s $69 million Everydays, was more or less ambivalent about the artwork. “The artwork is almost irrelevant,” Venkateswaran told me later. “Beeple is a conduit to what happens around him—that’s all he is. The idea was to divert focus onto the NFT space.” Essentially, he wanted to wield Beeple’s hype—and Metapurse’s deep pockets—to bring NFTs mainstream.

Beeple himself was exceedingly aware that this new set of collectors did not share the same priorities as his old ones. “It was a completely different group of people, to be quite honest, that had never really thought about art,” he says. “But they also had a bunch of fascinating ideas for the technology in terms of its artistic possibilities. So I sort of tossed myself into this crypto world.”

Whether or not he realized it, Beeple’s values aligned deeply with those of crypto mavens like Venkateswaran. Beeple’s Everydays were an act of furious self-belief that prized creation above all else: to wrangle something new into the world, no matter the consequences. Beeple, to his new fans, was an Ayn Rand-ian hero, working outside of gatekeepers and institutions, charting an untrod path and earning riches through diligence, growth, and social media showmanship. And the disdain he received from critics and old school collectors only strengthened his crypto bona fides: Who had given them the authority to make the rules? It was time to create new value systems. Their new world would not rely on subtlety or expertise but on memes, maximalism, middlebrow pop culture, shock value, and unashamed self-branding.

By the time the dust had settled, Beeple, who was still driving around in a Toyota Matrix assessed at $830 by insurance, was suddenly the third most valuable living artist behind Jeff Koons and David Hockney. Leaders across finance, art, and crypto quickly claimed the watershed moment for their own. CNBC journalist Robert Frank proclaimed NFTs a new financial asset class on Squawk Box. Guillaume Cerutti, the CEO of Christie’s, compared Beeple’s sale to that of Da Vinci’s Salvator Mundi in 2017, gushing on CNN: “Yesterday, it was something of the same magnitude: this feeling to discover a new world and that clearly, there will be a before and an after.”

And crypto leaders threw their weight behind a man who hadn’t heard of NFTs just a few months prior. Beeple’s lack of understanding of crypto barely mattered, as they had been waiting for a vessel of mainstream appeal for years. The underbidder on Beeple’s Everydays was the crypto entrepreneur Justin Sun, who had created the blockchain TRON. And on the day of the Christie’s launch, Changpeng Zhao, the CEO of Binance, the largest crypto exchange, eagerly joined a Clubhouse room with Beeple to encourage him and sing his praises. “I do believe very strongly that NFTs have crossed the tipping point—that there will be a solid user base around it,” he said happily. “Crypto opens new doors, big doors, for creators around the world…. With this new level of interest and funding, we’re gonna see better art.”
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Many artists were thrilled by this newfound attention. “A lot of critics describe it as being a gold rush or a big hype bubble,” the experimental artist Andrew Benson told me in March 2021. “But I see it as being the solution we needed for a long time. It’s going to enable me to keep doing the kind of work I want to do already.”

“I do believe that it’s going to be a net positive for everybody,” Beeple told a documentary crew in early 2021. “It’s like the internet. You can fight against it, but it’s going to fucking happen. You can figure out how to use it for good, or you can bitch and moan and get run over by it.”

But why did it make sense for the collectors? Why, exactly, were people suddenly spending hundreds, thousands, or millions of dollars on digital art? After all, anyone could navigate to Beeple’s sale page and hit right-click “save” on his artwork. That person could then make it their phone background, print it out, or put it on their wall—for the price of nothing at all. Online skeptics mocked these poor rubes who had seemingly been conned into paying for things that could be downloaded for free.

But the rise of NFT sales in 2021 makes a whole lot more sense when viewed through two drastically different contexts: the newfound wealth sloshing around crypto and hundreds of years of art history.

Let’s start with art history. Many art critics and historians viewed NFTs as a clean break from the modern art market. But in many ways, NFTs only confirmed a long-held truth: that the value of art has never truly been about aesthetics or how a piece might look on your wall.

In 2008, economics professor Don Thompson wrote a book on the subject: Its title was The $12 Million Stuffed Shark: The Curious Economics of Contemporary Art, which referenced a famous bit of taxidermy-sold-as-art by Damien Hirst. Thompson spent years studying the art world and concluded that lore, personal narrative, perceived scarcity, and the machinations of power players were much more important factors toward an artwork’s price tag than sheer aesthetics. For instance, Thompson found that a work sold during a daytime art auction was worth on average 20 percent less than a work sold during more prestigious evening auctions, which served as fêtes for wealthy collectors to see and be seen. The stamp of approval from a magnate like Charles Saatchi could instantly double a work’s price.

Provenance and personal lore, of course, played major roles in a work’s value. In 2003, thirty-two drip paintings were discovered in a storage locker in East Hampton, New York. Some art historians who examined them asserted that they were created by Jackson Pollock, but others disagreed. Appraisers were flummoxed. If the canvases were indeed Pollock’s, they would be worth as much as $275 million. If not, they would likely go for $100,000: a seismic price cut for an aesthetic difference indiscernible even to the trained eye.

So why would a collector pay so much more for a real Pollock? The answer lies in an intangible feeling: the assumption that they would own a piece of history created by a twentieth-century master in the midst of a legendary artistic journey. Owning a Pollock confers instant credibility and astonishment from visitors. It also serves as a strong economic investment, given the resale market for such a rare canvas. Some pieces of rare art only appreciate in value over time, as their legend grows.

Similar dynamics exist in fashion. People will pay far more for an authentic Louis Vuitton handbag than a knockoff, even if the most eagleeyed designer can’t distinguish the stitching. NFT enthusiasts argued that all of these factors remained true in NFT art. Just as it’s understood that a Pollock or Louis Vuitton reproduction shouldn’t be worth the same as the real thing, neither should a copy of Beeple’s digital Trump painting. You could frame the Beeple on your wall, but if you didn’t have the blockchain record of ownership, then anyone with an internet connection could discover that your “ownership” was a sham. You could enjoy the cartoon for its audacious aesthetics—but the value of fine art has never really been about that.

In fact, some artists started to argue that NFTs weren’t just as valu-able as their physical predecessors, but more so, because they solved the eternally vexing problem of artistic authenticity. The art market has long been flooded with scams, especially as contemporary art became more conceptual as opposed to technical. Anyone could re-create one of Duchamp’s readymades, for example, by mounting a bicycle wheel onto a stool. The value of Duchamp’s own work, then, lay in its rebellious ingenuity and the fact it was conceived by a brilliant iconoclast. There needed to be a new way to both price and verify these works.

In 1968, the conceptual artist Sol LeWitt created an analogue NFT of a sort while experimenting with artwork drawn not on canvas but walls: constellations of sharp geometric lines crisscrossing entire rooms. Because such patterns could be executed by anyone, it was theoretically difficult to tell whether a wall piece had been created by LeWitt himself.

So LeWitt started to sell certificates of authenticity, which contained instructions for executing the art and a signature certifying its uniqueness. LeWitt declared that the artworks were only complete with the accompanying certificate, and that if someone sold off the certificate but left the adorned room intact, those walls ceased to be LeWitt artwork.

More recently, the modern artist Felix Gonzalez-Torres received six-figure bids at Christie’s in 2003 for installations in which he placed thousands of fortune cookies in large piles. In order to prevent fakes, Gonzalez-Torres also issued certificates. Another museum could have bought the same number of fortune cookies wholesale and piled them up themselves. But that work would not have been a Gonzalez-Torres creation, and therefore wouldn’t have been worth nearly as much as the original conceit and execution.



So the idea of people paying a premium for art for indiscernible aesthetic reasons wasn’t new at all. But in 2021, the value of NFTs exploded thanks to recent breakthroughs in crypto tech and economics. Four years earlier, Ethereum researchers had launched the technical standard for NFTs, differentiating them from the fungible cryptocurrencies that had existed before. (For example, one bitcoin—which is fungible—will always be exactly equal to another bitcoin.) In the following years, developers and project creators would gradually learn how to use NFTs—and then build new technology to streamline the process of creating and releasing them.

NFTs weren’t going to be sold en masse until there was a market for them. And in 2021, that market materialized, thanks to a whole cadre of crypto investors who had suddenly become unfathomably rich thanks to widespread adoption and interest in cryptocurrencies. Ether had increased fifteenfold between March 2020 and March 2021, making it a far more successful asset than any significant company listed on the New York Stock Exchange.

This newfound wealth had strange and unexpected ripple effects. It allowed Frances Haugen to quit Facebook, move to Puerto Rico, and become a whistleblower against the company, disclosing internal documents that revealed the company’s knowledge of the harms it perpetrated. But most other members of this new crypto elite wielded their magic internet money with less purpose. Many cashed out their crypto into houses, boats, cars, and jewelry. Buying a Lamborghini, especially, became a common boast among crypto millionaires on social media.

But while these investors upgraded their worldly possessions, they also faced intense pressure to keep their money inside cryptocurrency. Due to classic supply-and-demand dynamics, cryptocurrencies like bitcoin and ether gain in value when more people buy into them. If too many crypto investors take their money out of crypto, the price goes down, which hurts everyone’s wallet.

So the growing community of crypto holders on social media, particularly Twitter, soon developed war cries demanding other investors keep their assets inside the crypto ecosystem. Their main refrains were “HODL,” a meme-ifed misspelling of “HOLD”; “GM,” for “good morning”; and “WAGMI,” which stood for “We’re all gonna make it.” Those who “HODL”-ed and held on to their crypto investments were hailed for having “diamond hands.” Conversely, those who pulled their money out of crypto were accused of having “paper hands” (the opposite of “diamond hands”) and relentlessly mocked. Beeple himself was criticized for converting his ether earnings from the Christie’s sale back into cash.

Before 2021, there simply wasn’t much for normal consumers to do inside of the crypto ecosystem except buy other cryptocurrencies. (In addition to bitcoin and ethereum, a slew of other cryptocurrencies had been created on their own blockchains.) That all changed with the emergence of NFTs. These colorful images baked artistic invention and meme culture right into a crypto-native asset class. They enticed finance novices while re-energizing experienced traders sick of staring at the same boring spreadsheets. “Instead of looking at candlestick charts, I can look at beautiful artwork,” the NFT investor Danny Maegaard, who had bought and sold millions of dollars’ worth of NFTs by March 2021, told me that month.

In the midst of the pandemic, NFTs became a salve for sheer boredom: a hobby with moneymaking potential. Crypto enthusiasts also argued that NFTs were proof that crypto wasn’t just penny stock gambling, but was already helping artists and would soon reshape every part of society. Maegaard told me NFTs would have a much broader appeal than cryptocurrencies because they could be integrated into insurance, art, events, and music.

In particular, NFTs resonated with the trading card community, which had long perceived massive value in flimsy bits of cardboard. A company called NBA Top Shot, which sold basketball highlights on the blockchain, was soon raking in hundreds of millions of dollars a month in 2021. Similarly, the VeVe marketplace made a killing off of digital collectibles licensed from film franchises like DC Comics. Before NFTs, collectors preferred to spend their money on physical cards or figurines. But during the pandemic, the opportunities to show off physical possessions was severely limited. A LeBron James GIF, in contrast, could garner praise and admiration across social media while its owner was stuck at home alone.

The concept of the metaverse—immersive visual worlds for gaming, shopping, and socializing—sparked the public imagination, especially as the pandemic dragged on. Teenagers already spent hours a day in games like Fortnite and Roblox, forming flourishing communities and shelling out for virtual goods that they didn’t really own. Why couldn’t they buy a virtual sword or a plot of land in a place where they spent so much time and then sell it later?

So metaverse real estate, with NFTs representing plots of land, boomed in metaverse worlds like Axie Infinity and Decentraland. In February 2021, Danny Maegaard sold a tract of virtual land in Axie Infinity—a game world in which cartoon monsters battled each other—to another investor for a record $1.5 million. For Maegaard, the sale served as an ironclad justification for the amount he was spending on JPEGs and virtual land. “In the beginning, everyone was like, ‘Who is this poor Danny guy? He’s completely overspending,’ ” Maegaard told me. “I kept saying, seriously, watch this space.”

NFTs were also boosted by a new class of financial influencers, who used platforms like YouTube and TikTok to dole out investment advice. These influencers found rabid audiences in a younger generation who dismissed the idea of old-school financial advisers as quaint and unnecessary. A 2021 study from the investment firm TIAA found that one-third of those polled trusted social media content, influencers, and celebrities for financial advice. Some of the influencers who rushed to meet this demand for financial knowledge were well intentioned and well researched, and hoped to democratize financial knowledge for those who had previously been shut out. Others were just in it for the hustle, paid by financial projects for promotion and incentivized by search algorithms to promote the wildest and most controversial investments that might garner outrage clicks. Both archetypes contributed to a growing cottage industry of crypto and NFT influencers, who implored their followers to buy into the latest NFT project before it was too late—while sometimes profiting directly off the hype they created.

All of this activity was extremely good for artists. Not only did the fundamentals of NFTs make sense to them, thanks to art history, but there was now a huge subset of new collectors who had boatloads of crypto to spend on a cause they believed in.

The spending intensified. Eleven days after Beeple’s Christie’s sale, Twitter cofounder Jack Dorsey sold an NFT of his first tweet for $2.9 million. A few days after that, Sam Bankman-Fried’s FTX bought the naming rights to the Miami Heat arena in a $135 million, nineteen-year deal.
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Vintage Mozart’s The Children With No Name: Eden sold for $469 on July 16, 2021. LIAM VRIES, A.K.A. VINTAGE MOZART
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In early 2021, Owo Anietie was the lone African NFT artist in many Clubhouse rooms. But this rapidly changed. Hundreds of other artists across the continent arrived over the coming months, forming a vibrant digital art scene that fought for attention and respect in a mostly lily-white space.

The first African NFT artist that Owo befriended was a Zimbabwean named Liam Vries, who went by Vintage Mozart. In his hometown of Harare, Liam worked at graphic design firms while, on the side, creating dreamy psychedelic collage art inspired by Afrofuturism, an artistic movement that combined African aesthetic traditions with sci-fi and technology. Liam hoped to sell prints of his work, but had no idea how to go about it or what market would accept him. Etsy didn’t even allow Zimbabweans to set up digital shops.

Liam was long accustomed to the everyday restrictions that Zimbabweans faced. In order to make ends meet in a broken economy, both his parents had resorted to forms of cross-border trading arbitrage: His mother bought and sold food out of South Africa, while his father filled up oil drums at the Zambian border. It was precisely because their economy was so cobbled together and at times extralegal that crypto made sense to many Zimbabweans. In 2019, the World Economic Forum published an article by UN regional program adviser George Lwanda, who touted crypto as a potential solution to the country’s hyperinflation, lack of banking access, and widespread distrust of the central bank.

In early 2021, Liam bought an old iPhone specifically to download Clubhouse, as it was unavailable on Android devices, and was soon listening for hours a day. Liam and Owo met on the app and quickly formed a close friendship. They admired each other’s work and bonded over their love of Afrofuturism. They also shared frustrations over how few Africans they met in the space, and how no one seemed to be working to rectify this. Many of the most famous NFT artists were white men: Beeple, Tyler Hobbs, Trevor Jones, Justin Roiland. NFTs were supposed to be an equalizing global force—and while they were creating new pathways to digital stardom, the faces of this new world looked awfully like those of the old one.

Casual racism reared its head in crypto communities all the time. In February 2021, users of the cryptocurrency tracking app Blockfolio—which was owned by Sam Bankman-Fried—received notifications containing a racial slur against Black people. “We are sad to announce we closure of our services to all black people and N——, with immediate loss of all funds,” a message read. Sam wrote on Twitter that the messages were the work of a “competitor” who had gained access to an employee’s account in an act of sabotage. He apologized and vowed to lead a security review of the company. But a bad taste lingered for many Black NFT enthusiasts.

In response to these racial dynamics, artists created a handful of Clubhouse rooms tailored to people of color, most notably one called Black NFT Art. There, Black Americans, Caribbeans, Black British, Africans, and countless others from across the diaspora gathered to learn from each other, banter, flirt, and share their work.

In these conversations, artists talked about the resistance they had faced in traditional art settings: the challenges in staging gallery shows, affording art school, or convincing collectors that work showcasing subjects of color was valuable. In contrast, this new era of NFT art allowed them to create from anywhere in the world and find buyers online, many of whom were happily ignorant of the hyper-specific value systems and snobbery of the traditional art guard.

Crucially, most NFT platforms also allowed artists to earn royalties on every secondary sale. Artists traditionally profit only from the first sale, while collectors can later resell their works for ten or even a hundred times the original price if an artist becomes famous in the intervening years. But thanks to hard-coded smart contracts, artists could guarantee themselves a percentage of every single NFT resale—usually paid out in the cryptocurrency ether—for years to come.

In March, Liam minted his first NFT: a cosmic GIF of the mythological angel Azraelle, covered in serpentine body paint and surrounded by crashing lighting. It sold twenty-six hours after minting, following a bidding war, for $1,583. Liam was astounded, but also extremely frustrated by the process of putting his work on the blockchain. In Zimbabwe, where Liam lived, crypto was largely illegal: The country had banned financial institutions from trading in cryptocurrency in 2018, citing “risk of loss due to price volatility, theft or fraud, money laundering and other criminal activities.” To sell his NFT, Liam had to go through a convoluted and covert process that included a cousin’s PayPal account in the UK.

In May 2021, Owo and Liam talked about how there should be a space specifically for African NFT artists, who faced legal and social barriers to entering crypto. Liam ran with the idea, and together with Michael “Kwame” Brako—a Ghanaian-born forklift-driver-turned-animator living in California—launched a recurring Clubhouse room called the African NFT Community. It quickly gained traction, because there were so many African artists who had grown tired of mostly listening to white artists. “Imagine you have three hundred people that felt that they were ignored. So it was kind of like a loser’s club,” Liam says.

These rooms were wildly successful—and helped get African artists paid. “Someone would go up and say, ‘I’ve got this piece available’—and then a collector would come up and say, ‘I’ve just bought it,’ ” Liam recalls. “There was a rush, and people were excited not about the money, but the art.”

As momentum built and more members joined, the room morphed into a more formalized collective, complete with a server on Discord—a social platform heavily utilized by crypto natives—a website, and a treasury that helped new NFT artists pay transaction fees known as gas fees. Newcomers volunteered to spearhead various efforts. Artists live-streamed themselves sculpting as other members DJed music sets, blaring Black diasporic music from Rema and Major Lazer. Members of the community promoted and bought each other’s work, gave each other tips for navigating certain marketplaces, and collaborated on artwork. They also walked newcomers through the painstaking process of actually minting an NFT, which included creating a crypto account on an exchange like Binance or FTX, setting up a MetaMask wallet (a popular digital wallet for storing ether), moving ether from the exchange to the wallet, and then paying hundreds of dollars in gas fees.

In these post-Beeple months, artistic communities rapidly formed all over the world. There was Art Blocks, a movement of generative artists who created art through code; Friends with Benefits, a social club for creatives; and the Mint Fund, a global incubator for artists of color. “When it comes to crypto, we haven’t been part of the initial folks that have created or perpetuated a lot of the growth,” Ameer Carter, the creator of the Mint Fund, observed around that time. “We have to continually fight for exposure, visibility, and the right to participate in a very big way.”

While there were many kinks to be ironed out and structures to dismantle, a euphoric optimism prevailed among many NFT artists of color who were not only making money for the first time but also forming close bonds with like-minded friends and collaborators over the internet. Owo and Liam were both working at ad agencies at the time, and would text all day long to commiserate about their jobs and the fragile state of their countries. Owo would give Liam tips about graphic design; Liam would give Owo suggestions about NFT marketing. They even started collaborating on NFTs, with Liam adding his signature psychedelic flair to Owo’s muscular 3D creations. “We had the same vision,” Liam says.

As Owo and Liam began to accumulate wealth in crypto and bring other Africans aboard, leaders like Vitalik Buterin and Sam Bankman-Fried cheered them on. Both Vitalik and Sam directly benefited, economically and otherwise, from the increase in crypto activity on the continent—and they also espoused the beneficial impacts that crypto might have there. Sam’s interest in Africa stemmed from his learnings from the effective altruism community, which sought to devise a system for how people could do the most good for the world. EA lead-ers often talked about how much cheaper it was to save lives in Africa with basic medicine compared to more complicated problems elsewhere. Sam began parroting that language: He told Vox in March 2021 that Africa was “where the most underserved globally are and where there’s a whole lot of lowest-hanging fruit in terms of being able to make people’s lives better.” He was particularly invested in the distribution of anti-malarial pills, which he said could prevent deaths by donating “single-digit thousands of dollars per life.” As Sam grew in fame and stature, he made a point of mentioning this statistic in many of his interviews. On FTX’s homepage, an animated video declared that thanks to crypto, “people in developing countries with greater barriers to banking can access new financial opportunities.” The video showed a shaggy cartoon version of Sam standing in front of a smiling crowd of mostly people of color.

In March, Sam delivered a keynote speech by Zoom at the 2021 Blockchain Africa Conference. Sitting at his desk in Hong Kong, his eyes flitting across his many screens, he talked about how crypto would facilitate financial inclusion and allow migrants across the diaspora to send back money to their families in Africa. In the following months, he poured millions of real dollars into crypto marketing and ads on the continent, which encouraged thousands of artists and investors to start minting NFTs and open up FTX accounts.

Vitalik, for his part, traveled to South Africa, Zambia, and Kenya for hackathons (feverish cram sessions in which programmers built computer programs together) and other Ethereum-related events, and tried to promote blockchain uses that could circumvent broken colonial systems. At a Zambian open market, he bought a purple cloth laptop bag speckled with white and green elephants, which became a part of his travel starter pack as he toured the globe.

Vitalik was surprised by the rise of NFTs, which dominated the blockchain that he had dreamed up eight years before. But as more and more newcomers flocked to his platform, he remained cautiously optimistic that this strange new asset with nebulous value would become a force for good in the world. “The NFT industry could be a significant boon to artists, charities, and other public-goods providers far beyond our own virtual corner of the world, but this outcome is not predetermined,” he wrote on his blog two weeks after the $69 million Beeple sale. “It depends on active coordination and support.”



Thanks to both top-down funding and organic growth, some African artists thrived. In the summer of 2021, Liam Vries, in Zimbabwe, and Michael Brako, in California, sat squarely in the center of the African NFT movement and raked in hundreds of dollars at a time from sales of their art. Liam was one of the first artists in Africa to sell multiple editions of his NFTs: batches of the same artwork to multiple buyers, as if he were selling limited prints of a photography collection. While the approach lessened the scarcity of each work, it also lowered the price point for buyers and allowed smaller collectors to enter the NFT market.

By June 2021, the price of ether—the main cryptocurrency used to buy and sell NFTs—was over $2,000, or roughly ten times what it was the year prior. Africa’s cryptocurrency market had grown by 1,200 percent and by $105.6 billion over the same time frame, making the continent the third-fastest growing crypto economy in the world. The African NFT Community grew to over six hundred members. To many, it was a beacon of hope: a new community in which they could exercise their will, spearhead projects, and shape its direction as they saw fit.

Also in June 2021, El Salvador’s president Nayib Bukele announced that his country would be the first to make bitcoin legal tender, saying in a statement that the decision would “bring financial inclusion, investment, tourism, innovation and economic development for our country.” After years of lurking in the shadows of finance and culture, crypto had finally broken through on the global stage.






CHAPTER 7 [image: ] Planet of the Apes


One day in May 2021, Owo Anietie and Liam Vries, aka Vintage Mozart, tuned into a Clubhouse room cohosted by Q, one of their favorite NFT influencers. Q was a huge champion of Black NFT artists and would soon become a major collector of both of their works. This time he was talking about a very different kind of NFT project, made up of ten thousand cartoon monkeys. These monkeys wore facial expressions that suggested an utter indifference to the world around them. Many could barely open their eyes. Some smirked, while others stuck their tongues out limply. The project was low-energy by name and nature.

The Bored Ape Yacht Club, its boosters argued, would be a new kind of crypto community: one part fan club and one part investment club. It would birth a series of characters that might become crypto’s version of the Marvel Cinematic Universe. Q scooped one up for 0.2 ETH, or about $590.

Liam was immediately repulsed by the Bored Ape Yacht Club. He thought the art was bad and didn’t connect with his vision of the NFT space as a haven for independent artists. Owo, on the other hand, was intrigued by the audacity of the artwork’s commercial vision. But he didn’t have hundreds of dollars to spare to buy one.

Within months, however, these Apes were improbably worth more than a million dollars apiece, and practically defined the NFT space to the mainstream observer. Apes were held aloft on The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon and served as avatars for Eminem and Snoop Dogg in a music video. Hollywood writers built stories around them; hour-long lines formed outside pop-up restaurants selling branded Ape smash burgers.

As the hype around the Bored Apes spiraled upward, the project reoriented the entire NFT medium. While early Bored Ape enthusiasts insisted that their simians were vehicles for the democratization of artistic creation, what they really set in motion was a shift away from artists and toward hyper-capitalist NFT investment-social clubs. Their rise ushered in a new set of core values for the crypto mainstream: hype, wealth-signaling, exclusivity, and sheer, proud idiocy.



The Bored Ape Yacht Club once had loftier ambitions. Creators Greg Solano and Wylie Aronow hoped to make a collective art project in which NFT buyers would be able to contribute to a digital quilt. They hoped it would look something like a Mondrian: a blank space filled with bold, colorful shapes. But a friend advised them against the idea, saying that the first thing that buyers would draw on the digital canvas would be penises. The democratization of art was a nice idea in the abstract—but often failed to live up to its ideals when applied to the untamed and juvenile internet jungle.

So Solana and Aronow turned away from art and toward building a collection that more closely emulated one of the most successful NFT projects of the moment, CryptoPunks. CryptoPunks were a series of eccentric pixelated characters, and were the prime example of an NFT genre known as profile picture projects, or PFP projects. PFPs are exactly as described: Each NFT is an image of a single character, usually an animal, framed in a way that resembles a profile picture on Facebook or Instagram. PFP projects could be minted quickly and cheaply by creating a set of visual layers—like background color, clothing, and mouth shape—then stacking them up on each other in different combinations using code to generate thousands of variations.

One of the first major NFT PFP projects in 2017 was CryptoPunks, algorithmically generated characters whose lo-fi, punk rock aesthetics hewed toward crypto’s countercultural self-conception. A few months later came CryptoKitties, cartoon pets whose runaway success clogged the young and inefficient Ethereum blockchain with so much activity, they threatened to crash the entire network. In August 2021, Visa shelled out 50 ETH, or about $165,000, for a CryptoPunk, as a way to signal their newfound commitment to the trend. While CryptoPunks weren’t exactly the pinnacle of artistic achievement, their founders and community still allied themselves with the art world. The Punks’ creators, Matt Hall and John Watkinson, also created a project called Autoglyphs, a generative art experiment inspired directly by one of Sol LeWitt’s illustrated walls (the creator of the 1960s NFT precursor). Most NFT artists felt that they and the Punks belonged to the same conceptual movement—and that as a whole, NFT culture genuinely centered on artists and increasing their autonomy.

But the Punks also soon gained steam as an investment tool. The more that crypto people thought the Punks were cool and likely to become a major piece of crypto history, the more their value went up. Solano and Aronow saw the Punks’ upward price movement, and realized that most NFT buyers didn’t want to simply buy art and hold it. Instead, they wanted to make money off their purchases like they had with meme stocks (e.g., GameStop).

Traditional art isn’t particularly tradeable: its value is too subjective, and it takes too long for artists to create, distribute, and insure. Creating a PFP project of programmable characters instead would allow them to set up a trading card−like system, in which each character had different attributes that clearly delineated its rarity and thus its value. And because these characters would be algorithmically generated, they would be easily reproducible at scale. While Liam Vries might spend weeks on a single NFT artwork, mixing various mediums together, a whole collection of thousands of PFPs could be created in the same time frame—and be sold to thousands of eager collectors.

So at the end of April 2021, Solana and Aronow created the Bored Ape Yacht Club, a set of ten thousand generated cartoonish apes created through code. The Apes stooped to the tastes of a rebellious twelve-year-old, wearing brightly colored pieces of clothing and evoking the right amount of materialism and sleaze. Each Ape had a unique combination of attributes, including paisley shirts, smoking jackets, cigars, and halos. And unlike the art of Liam or Owo, these Bored Apes were designed specifically to serve as profile pictures, so that their marketing model would be built directly into their online usage.

Aronow and Solano’s Yuga Labs served as the Bored Apes’ production company. The company did not release the Apes and walk away but kept the community constantly engaged through a relatively new concept in the NFT space known as “utility.” When newcomers were told about NFTs, they invariably asked what they were supposed to do with a piece of expensive art they couldn’t hang on their wall. Aronow and Solano wanted to provide many answers to this question—and to turn NFT ownership from a single purchase into a rolling commitment and a source of shared identity.

The Apes, they decided, would carry many benefits for their buyers. First, the duo resurrected the initial “digital quilt” idea, rebranding it as a bathroom graffiti wall. Only those with an Ape were allowed to doodle on the digital canvas. Next, they decreed that whoever bought an Ape would acquire its IP rights. The buyer could then use the Ape’s likeness in branded products, comic books, and TV shows. This dangled the hope in front of buyers that they, too, could create media empires of their own. Having an Ape was not the end goal but the starting point: an investment that encouraged even more investment.

The Apes started at around $200 a pop, and all 10,000 sold out in days. Their images quickly populated Twitter, replacing their owners’ human profile pictures. The community then got to work covering the virtual bathroom wall with drawings of Charmander, Donkey Kong, and the “Cool S” found on countless grade-school notebooks. As predicted, the very first image drawn was an ejaculating dick. This raucous energy made the Bored Apes the it-brand of the moment, an exclusive club with a line out its digital door. Suddenly every Ape owner was a small-scale Paul Tudor Jones—incentivized to make as much noise as possible, because their investment would appreciate with each new big Ape sale.

The hype around the Apes bewildered many of the NFT artists who had given birth to the movement. “It was very surprising to me,” Beeple says. “At that point, I was like, ‘Guys, this is just a complete copy of CryptoPunks. What are we talking about here?’ ” (Beeple wasn’t so far removed from facing disdain from a previous set of gatekeepers himself and would eventually come around on the project.)

Yuga Labs proceeded to augment the hype by releasing a whole universe of Ape-themed characters. To create a collection of secondary NFT creatures at first seemed risky, because a huge part of the allure of these PFP projects was their perceived scarcity. There are and will only ever be ten thousand CryptoPunks, just as there will only ever be 21 million bitcoin. As more and more people coveted one of these finite assets, each individual piece would be harder to obtain, and thus more valuable.

But Yuga Labs, in contrast, proceeded to send new Ape variations and companions to Ape holders: squashy cartoon dogs in the Bored Ape Kennel Collection, and Mutant Apes, whose skin melted off of their zombie-fied faces. These bonus NFTs indicated that Ape investors would not only own one static NFT but also receive a continuous stream of valuable digital assets. Suffice to say, it worked: the dogs themselves, which were ostensibly pets of the fictional Apes, were soon selling for more than 1 ETH, or $4,000, a pup.

Yuga Labs promised that Bored Ape holders would receive access to exclusive merch and in-person events. Meanwhile, Bored Ape holders took their IP licenses and created craft beers, animated YouTube series, and skateboard decks. One owner started writing stories on Twitter about his Ape, which he dubbed Jenkins the Valet. Jenkins, the owner wrote, was a lower-class striver who served as butler, confidant, and fixer for the Yacht Club’s high rollers: He was the club’s glue guy and witness to its many shenanigans. Other owners were ecstatic about the idea of building lore around their NFTs, so a fictional universe about the Yacht Club soon unfurled around Jenkins, tweet by tweet. Before long, Jenkins the Valet was Bored Ape’s everyman, and a kind of metaphor for the entire NFT movement: With a little bit of shrewdness and self-promotion, you, too, could will your way from humble beginnings into riches and stardom.

But as the Bored Apes became the de facto brand of the NFT movement, criticism mounted. NFT artists realized that the formula for success had changed: that hand-creating art was no longer good enough. And with investors no longer even pretending to care about artistic aesthetics anymore, some corners of the Bored Ape Yacht Club looked awfully like a multilevel marketing scheme—in which the only way that an investor made their money back was to convince someone else to buy Ape spinoffs at a higher and higher price.

Vitalik Buterin, who was at first enthusiastic about NFT art, sensed that the Apes were different and watched their ascent nervously. In July 2021, he referred dismissively to the more gamble-y aspects of crypto as the “apes” and the “orangutans,” and warned that the increasingly reckless games being played by crypto “degenerates”—a self-anointed label for the full-throttle traders who lived and breathed on crypto’s bleeding edge— were “actually increasing the financial instability and the risk this whole thing is going to collapse.”

Sam Bankman-Fried also initially cautioned against the NFT-as-clout trend, telling CNBC: “It could lead, frankly, to sort of a sour taste in people’s mouth if there’s a crash, and no one ever quite figured out what it was.”
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