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Amrit Pal Singh;

before selling
NFTs of his
Frida Kahlo,

Malala Yousafzai

and Van Gogh
toy faces for

around 11 lakh,

he had been
licensing them
out to various
companies

Are N\
New Tro

Afad, a bubble or something with
the potential of revolutionising
how art is made, sold, valued and
collected? Medium-agnostic
Indian collectors backing Non-
Fungible Tokens are challenging
traditional art and its practices

SUCHETA CHAKRABORTY

AFEW months ago, Chennai-based
Siraj Hassan, along-time photogra-
pher and videographer with an
interest in 3D illustrations, came
across a post about crypto-art on
social media. It piqued his curiosity
and after some weeks of research,
he decided to turn his artwork into
NFETs or Non-Fungible Tokens and
put them up for sale.

The process, though, wasn’t as
simple as it sounds. Every artwork
needs to first be authenticated by
the blockchain or marketplace. For
this, an artist needs to spend; and
spend not in rupees but in digital
currency. Hassan converted his INR
amountinto ETH or Ether, the dig-
ital currency of Ethereum, which is
acommunity-run technology that’s
home to digital money, global pay-
ments, and applications. While in
the brick and mortar world, artists
meetclients in galleries, NFT mar-
ketplaces have communities called
discord groups where artists meet
collectors and present their art-
work. It took Hassan about three
weeks to make his first sale.

Cryptocurrencies,  including
Bitcoins and Litecoin, have been
around for awhile, with tradersand
investors speaking of the merits of
asingle, global financial world on-
line free of geographical barriers.
With NFTs—unique digital tokens
or certificates linked to artworks—
however, artists have found a way

tier

into the crypto world. “They are
making digital ownership possi-
ble,” says Nischal Shetty, founder of
WazirX, a popular cryptocurrency
exchange platform in India. While
ownership today relates primari-
ly to objects in the real world, he
believes that things might change
in the future. “This is nothing but
online wealth creation,” he explains.
“With a physical painting, there is
no easy way to verify if it’s real or
fake. In the blockchain world, you
can see the entries and determine
[authenticity]. Ownership is much
more transparent.”

But, while owning an artwork
is traditionally associated with a
sense of exclusivity, digital art is
plagued by a problem of plenty, eas-
ily available, shareable and repro-
ducible. Sahil Arora, founder of Kala
Ghoda’s Method Gallery, explains
that though a digital artwork can
bereproduced and shared a million
times, with NFTs, the scarcity factor
still applies. “It’s not really about
the shareability; it’s about the own-
ership despite the shareability and
accessibility. If you link an artwork
with an NFT, it gets tagged with a
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Regulations have not kept
up with the speed at which
technology has been
changing. Despite digital
authentication, issues of
validation may emerge.
Someone may pay a premium
to buy the NFT of a cover
version of a song without
realising that the
person who made the
cover version did not
have the necessary
rightstodo so

Priyanka Khimani

Aparajita Jain's Terrain.art is
India’s first blockchain-powered
online platformin the art market.
“Blockchain and NFTs are addressing
some basic concerns of transparency,
provenance, democratising the art
world and allowing credibility in digital
art,” she thinks. PIC/NISHAD ALAM

piece of code and that protectsyour
copyrightbecause it’s on the block-
chain,” says Arora, who believes that
NFTs are the future the art world
is headed towards and not a trend
having a brief moment of popular-
ity. And he doesn’t believe that the
pandemic and people’s resultant
increased virtual presence is the
reason behind the rise of NFT-
linked digital art. For Arora, itis an
exciting new development that is
here to stay. As a gallerist in India,
however, there are matters of policy
and regulations he has to consider.
He calls ita grey area, pointing out
that the NFT ecosystem is linked
to cryptocurrency, and while cryp-
tocurrency can be bought from an
exchange in India, transactions in it
are technically not allowed or rec-
ognised by the Indian government.
The government has oscillated
in this matter for some time, com-
ments Priyanka Khimani, who
works with intellectual property
rights and runs an entertainment
law firm that deals with issues per-
taining to fast-changing technolo-
gies. Regulations have not kept up
with the speed at which technol-
ogy has been changing. Khimani
also discusses the issues of piracy
and infringement online where
if you take down one site sell-
ing counterfeit products on
a social media page, there
are hundreds that pop up in
return. With NFTs, even
with digital authentica-
tion, validation issues

can still emerge, she

says, explaining that
someone may pay a

Y

premium to buy the NFT
ofacoverversionofasong
without realising that the
personwho made the cov-
erversiondid nothave the
necessary rights to do so.
Or, “withan original draw-
ing, is there enough means
today to prevent someone
from making another
copy, encrypting it as an
NFT and putting it back
on the market?” she asks.
Khimani also raises ques-
tions around ownership
and reproducibility as art
changes form, wondering
what a collector who has

") e
Ranbir Kaleka's
digital works
Cobbler and the
mural at the Ritz-
Carlton, Pune.
Kalekais one

of India’s early

digital artists,
dabbling inthe

art”. Terrain.art, the block-
chain-powered art plat-
form thatJain founded in
late 2019 was started with
the aim of building India’s
first virtual ecosystem of
thiskind withan NFT mar-
ketplace that would have
an educational drive as
well as be supportive of
emerging artists.

That the NFT market-
place has allowed younger
artists to find a footing in
anartworld thatcanbein-
timidating and difficult to
navigate is vouched for by
young talent. Delhi-based

bought an NFT of a piece genre since the Amrit Pal Singh, who has
B early 2000s, and .

of art can do with it. If he is reluctant to worked as a graphic de-

creates luxury items like dabble with NFTs signer, art director and

bags that sell for millions,

where would the original

creator of the artwork that inspired
itstand?

ut despite the copyright
quagmire of the new tech-
nology that legal experts
are trying to wrap their
heads around, for Apara-
jita Jain, director of Delhi’s Nature
Morte art gallery, “this is a disrup-
tive moment for art”. “Blockchain
and NFTs are addressing some ba-
sic concerns of transparency, prov-
enance, democratising the artworld
and allowing credibility in digital

3D illustrator for close to

adecade, shares that prior
to NFTs, there wasn’t a big market
of people buying digital art. Singh
whose ‘toy face’ NFTs sold recent-
ly for %11 lakh on Foundation, an
NFT marketplace, says that while
he is still doing what he had been
doing before, the new platform has
enabled him to monetise his work
significantly. What worked in his
favourwas the fact that his diverse
3D avatars, including of famous
icons like Frida Kahlo and Vincent
Van Gogh had a collectible vibe to

Continued on page 15

SirajHassan's
artworks, partofa
series titled Caged,
soldinthe NFT
marketplace. Created
during the pandemic,
these are dioramas
containing mini-
worlds that centre
around themes of
meditation, isolation
and constraint

Continued from page 14

them. As Meghan Doyle, specialist
in post-war and contemporary art
at Christie’s, points out, NFTs typi-
cally “allow for collectors to engage
withartwork that closely resembles
their lifestyle in an expression of
aesthetic sensibility that can still
remain transient, tech-focused and
ever-accessible”

This new NFT marketplace
saves artists from paying huge
commissions to those auctioning
theirwork. There are benefits to be
reaped in the physical world too. An
NFT market sale has given Hassan,
whose clients often paid him less
than what he asked for, an upper
hand in negotiations. Financial
security also comes in the form of
secondary revenue which this mar-
ket ensures. Hassan explains that
while selling in the crypto market,
artists can set their royalty value,
so that when the art gets resold, a
secondaryrevenue is generated for
the artist even though s/he is not
selling the art again.

utitisnotjustart’s digital
forms that can have NFTs.
Apiece of physical artwork
too canbe owned digitally.
Michael Winkelmann aka
Beeple whose Everydays: the First
5000 Days’s NFT sold at Christie’s
forarecord $69 million—an event
thatsignificantlyamplified the con-
versation around NFTs, attracting
many to it and its purportedly lu-
crativeways—sold the collectionas
a physical artwork too. Both Singh
and Hassan point out that the tech-
nology’s applications are endless.

From music and NBA top shots to
land registrations and college de-
grees, allkinds of experiences now
have their NFT counterparts.

Artadvisorand founder-director
of Indian Art Market (IAM), Priyan-
shi Saxena, points outhowever that
the idea of Non-Fungible Tokens in
the art world is not new, and dis-
cusses the genre of ephemeral art
which revolves around the idea of
buying the experience of a piece.
“The idea shifted from the place
of possession... to just supporting
[it]and working atits propagation,”
she elaborates, citing the example
of Americanartist Sol Lewittwhere
buying a Sol Lewitt artwork could
mean getting a contractand an in-
struction sheet and having Studio
Sol Lewitt come and create the work
onyourwall and destroy it toowhen
you moved house. In India, artist
Shilpa Gupta’s work, she mentions,
has explored a similar idea with
Threat soaps—bars of soap ar-
ranged to resemble awall of bricks,
where visitors were invited to take
the soaps home to use—offering a
similarly non-tangible experience.
Bose Krishnamachari, artist and
founder member and president
of the Kochi Biennale Foundation,
too speaks of art collectorswho are
becoming increasingly medium
agnostic, and cites an example of
one he once spoke to who bought
tattoos, which he sawas “ideas col-
lected by skin”.

Both tokens and Non-Fungible
Tokens have been around for a
while, asserts Saxena, although
the term NFTwasn’'tused for them.
While tokens are what auction
houses were built on, the experi-

ence of going out
on a dinner date
with a celebri-

ty, sold often in
charityauctions,

is an example of
Non-Fungible
Tokens. What has
accounted for their
sudden surge in pop-

ularity though, she thinks,

is their association with
cryptocurrencies  which
continue to be in the news
as celebrities like Elon Musk
put money into them. For artist
Ranbir Kaleka, digital art itself is
enjoying its moment in the sun,
so to speak, for this same reason.
“There’s always abuzz where there
is money involved and the possi-
bility of making money,” says the
artistwho has been creating in the
digital space since the early 2000s.

Priyanshi Saxena draws atten-
tion to how market-based crazes
like these can lead to extremely
inflated prices born out of a de-
mand-based value system. “I am
not saying that the Beeple work is
worth nothing but I am very clear
thatit’s notworth the amountitwas
pegged on,” she states. While agree-
ing that the NFT marketplace may
become analternative space for dig-
ital artworks in the near future, she
is confident that it will not replace
theartmarket. “The structure of the
international art market is too big
to be damaged by this.”

Kaleka throws light on anoth-
er important concern around the
creation of NFTs, namely their im-
pacton the environment given that
cryptocurrency mining consumes
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enormous amounts of energy.
“Art is not supposed to dam-
age anything, it is supposed
tobring people together. But,
this, is making things go the
other way around,” he says,
describing why he is
reluctant to enter it.
Theartist, like Saxe-
na,admits thatthe

NFT marketplace

may exist paral-

lelly and find its
advocates butthere
willalwaysbeaplace
for traditional art and
practices thathave been
around for centuries. “It
[may] contribute to another kind of
visuality. But people [will] still want
something that is handmade be-
cause they see a certain humanised
aspect whether it is the tremor of
uncertainty or the flourish of confi-
dence which comes with using the
brush,” he observes.

Many feel thatitis thelack of this
crucial human element, of physi-
cal togetherness in the midst of the
pandemic thatled toanincrease in
these online experiences. Krishna-
machari says that the need for pro-
fessional consultations in art buy-
ing has also gone down as online
transactions have gained ground.
Foranartistlike himwho, although
open to new creative experiences,
prefers the physical presence of
collectors and artists to the NFT
mode of art-making and buying,
[the trend] iswithouta sustainable
model and hence “momentary”. “I
see it as a kind of bubble””

sucheta.c@mid-day.com

Guwahati's
ot to

Artist Santanu Hazarika doesn't sing, but
he is making his presence felt in the
music world, with his intense album art
for hip hop's finest rappers

AASTHA ATRAY BANAN

FOR the past fewweeks, especially
since social media discovered that
he was dating actress-singer Shruti
Haasan, many have been curious
about artist and doodler Santanu
Hazarika. But, long before social
media fame, Hazarika’s journey
started with him doodling on the
back bench of his class in his Gu-
wahati hometown. Like any other
artist, he had been conditioned to
think he needed a more practical
profession such as engineering
or medicine. So, even though he
was spending all his time mak-
ing sketches, which he'd sell to
classmates, using the money to
buy more comic books (his main
inspiration) he decided to head
to Chennai for mechanical
engineering. “That was a dark
phase for me,” Hazarika tells us
on a phone call.

Hazarika describes his work as a surreal representation of Manga art

But, he found his way back to
artagain.

These days, Hazarika is a visual
artist based in New Delhi and
Mumbai. He gave up engineering
to become the first-ever Red Bull
World Doodle Art Champion in
2014. “I think my parents final-
ly realised that I was not happy
doing this. Winning this contest
made everyone take me serious-
ly,” says the 29-year-old. Within a

fewyears, Hazarika has developed
an enviable roster of clients such
as musician Ritviz and hip-hop ar-
tistes such as Raftaar, Divine and
Nucleya. “Before Iwon the contest,
I'had already started working with
local bands in Guwahati. I would
customise the band’s guitars and
microphones for 3300 and a few
pints of beer,” he laughs, saying he
comes from Assam where there is
arock or metal band at every cor-

Before | won the contest, |
had already started working
with local bands in Guwahati.
| would customise the band’s
guitars and microphones for
%300 and a few pints of beer

ner. “I grew up around music, but
I couldn’t sing, or play an instru-
ment. Yet, I wanted to fit in. So, I
made album art—thatwas myway
of being in the band.”

His inspiration also comes from
South Asian art such as Manga and
Anime. “We got to know of Man-
gacharacters such as Dragon Balls,
before anyone else, and they have
seeped into my psyche. I guess be-
cause the Northeast is bang in the

middle of the trade routes, we got
to know of all this earlier.” And so,
hewould describe his unique style
as a surrealistic form of Japanese
Manga art that is highly detailed.
When we take a look at his work,
we are also caught up in the details,
and the colours and how it makes
us feel—abitlike going to a differ-
ent place. “My other inspiration is
work itself. I spend several hours
working; sometimes, I have sat
at one place for a whole day, just
creating”

Thanks to that dedication, the
future looks bright. Hazarika has
recently collaborated with Ritviz
for a very limited edition kurta,
which will be launched soon and
also another limited edition T-shirt
with DJ Su Real, but he is planning
ondesigning for himself too. “Iam
planning to start an apparel line. I
will also have an exhibition, which
will showcase personal work by the
end of 2021, not work I have done
for others.” As far as his relation-
ship with Haasan goes, we imagine
that it would get hectic with two
creative minds in the house. But,
Hazarika says it’s a connection of
shared opinions and influences.
“We bounce ideas off each other,
and discuss our work. If we see
something that inspires us, we
instantly send it to each other. It’s
a great connection, which among
other things is also built on our
shared love for black and white.”

aastha.banan@mid-day.com




