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“I’m interested in buying your art. 

But how do I know you own it?”





“my conclusion is that whatever 
you put on the internet you lose 
it. Maybe keep the rights, but 
lose the power over it.”

-user on Shapeways blog
[3d printing marketplace]

http://www.shapeways.com/blog/archives/19789-copyright-3d-printing-and-you-what-does-it-all-mean.html



Ownership of digital property
(especially on the internet) is a mess

• Creators – how to get paid? Sharing = losing 
control.

• Collectors / Audience – “not available here”

• Connectors – licensing painful & tedious

• For almost every digital media vertical: digital 
art, photography, 3d, music, videos, .. 



Ownership of digital property
(especially on the internet) is a mess

• Creators – hard to get compensated. Sharing = 
losing control.

• Collectors / audience – no secondary markets

• Connectors – distracted by legals

• For almost every digital media vertical: digital 
art, photography, 3d, music, videos, .. 

Where’s my stuff?

No visibility   Painful legals



Why?

Ownership of digital property
(especially on the internet) is a mess

Some WWW history…







“The current world wide web does 
basically one thing: simple, stupid, 
mindless hyperlinks.” 

-Jeff Atwood,

Coding Horror Blog



original

Uni-directional links:
Attribution but no 
ownership control

The WWW Zero links: Copy with no attribution

or mis-
attribution
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Does it need to be this way?
Some pre-WWW history…



“[Consider] a unified .. service that would 
provide storage and publication services, 
and manage .. royalty payment on a .. fair 
basis that would facilitate unrestricted 
virtual republishing”

-Ted Nelson

-on a vision from 1965

http://xanadu.net/NOWMORETHANEVER/XuSum99.html
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1. Bi-directional links, 
2. Baked-in copyright

The Xanadu design



original

1. Bi-directional links, 
2. Baked-in copyright

Where’s my stuff?

The Xanadu design

Visibility via 
bi-dir. links

Baked-in 
copyright



http://xanadu.net/NOWMORETHANEVER/XuSum99.html

The Xanadu design: 1972 mockup



original

Bi-directional links:
Owner awareness,

“baked-in copyright”

Xanadu

What happened?

1. Complex → hard to build
25+ year effort – “vaporware”

2. The simpler WWW came along

3. And ate its lunch…



original

Uni-directional links:
Attribution but no 
ownership control

Zero links: Copy with no attribution

or mis-
attribution

So now we have 
the WWW, 
warts and all

“HTML is precisely what we were trying 
to prevent -- ever-breaking links … no rights 
management.” –Ted Nelson 



Summary so far

• Ownership of digital property (especially 
Internet) is a mess

• Despite being anticipated since the 60s

• And designed for

• But simplicity of www won out

• Leaving “where’s my stuff?” unsolved 



A new Q:

Can we retrofit
the Internet for ownership?

(and realize the Xanadu aims 
in the process)
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The ascribe idea

1. Auto-discover                
bi-directional links 

2. Easy, secure legals

auto
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Where’s my stuff?

Auto bi-dir. 
links

Easy, secure 
legals



original

The ascribe idea

auto

auto

auto auto

Where’s my stuff?

How (ascribe):

• Crawl the entire internet (220 Tb text)

• Similarity match against creator’s content 
(10G+ images, 3d designs, ..) 

• This is a machine learning problem, at 
Internet scale

• To know when someone’s using your work



Where’s    
doge?







How did doge 
spread?



Oct 2014. 
≈0 copies



techpowerup.com 
≈400 copies





Now. 
≈2200 copies



Paris





original

The ascribe idea

auto

auto

auto auto

Where’s my stuff?

• Easy legals via terms of service: “I claim 
copyright rights” (creator) and “I transfer 
[beneficial-use] copyright rights” (sale).

• Copyright in a box!



Easy legals: snippet of ascribe terms of service



original

The ascribe idea

auto

auto

auto auto

Where’s my stuff?

• Easy legals via terms of service: “I claim 
copyright rights” (creator) and “I transfer 
[beneficial-use] copyright rights” (sale).

• Copyright in a box!

• Secure legals … blockchain?



Blockchain 101

A blockchain is simply a database.
Just a very weird one:
• anyone can add to it,
• and it gets auto-synced,
• nothing can be deleted
• it’s public, and
• It’s terrible by most traditional DB 

measures (throughput, capacity, ..)

On the Bitcoin blockchain (DB), you can buy and sell e-
money called “Bitcoin”.



original

The ascribe idea

auto

auto

auto auto

Where’s my stuff?

• Easy legals via terms of service: “I claim 
copyright rights” (creator) and “I transfer 
[beneficial-use] copyright rights” (sale).

• Copyright in a box!

• Secure legals by time-stamping evidence of 
ownership actions onto a trusted ledger 
(bitcoin blockchain). 

• Special “SPOOL” protocol for ownership: unique 
editions, consign, loan ..

• Time-stamp = evidence for court in case of 
ownership dispute



Cryptographic
Certificate of 
Authenticity



ascribed digital 
art at bitforms 

NYC

Jonathan Monaghan

Escape Pod

2015, 3 editions
ID: 1P1EumqcJoxMMGf79WwdkFn7uCRBeNaCR8

http://ascri.be/1KfMJt0



Creative 
Commons FR

With CC licenses of 
course!



152-year old art museum MAK 
Vienna bought ascribed digital 

art to its collection 

http://ascri.be/1datNRs



Creators register content via ascribe, 
then license it to ikonoTV

(300M TV viewers, 100K+ app users, 
top app)



Where’s my stuff?

Easy, secure 
legals

Visibility



Where’s my stuff?

Easy, secure 
legalsVisibility

Conclusion

Big data &  blockchains* are key to building an 
ownership layer for the internet.

ascribe.iowhereonthe.net



Where’s my stuff?

Easy, secure 
legalsVisibility

Conclusion

Big data &  blockchains* are key to building an 
ownership layer for the internet.

*Scalable blockchains. Stay tuned..

ascribe.iowhereonthe.net


