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First,   we   were   introduced   to    truthiness .   Then   came    alternative   facts .   Most   recently,   we   seem   
sludged   in   straight-up   gaslighting   bullshit.   I’d   like   to   invent   a   succinct   way   to   say   we’ve   become   
avatars   in   fantasy   worlds   of   our   own   creation,   but   until   then,   Nancy   Baker   Cahill’s   notion   of   
trustless   trust    brings   friction   to   the   otherwise   lubed   slope   of   the   real.   
  

How   did   we   get   here?   Sure,   it’s   hard   to   find   common   ground,   and   perhaps   even   more   difficult   to   
agree   on   the   things   about   life   that   we   see   from   different   perspectives.   At   its   core,   a   handshake   
is   the   physical   embodiment   of   trust.   It’s   a   recognition   that   you   and   I,   we’re   here   together,   in   this   
specific   place   and   time,   and   committed   to   common   purpose.   At   the   very   least,   we’ve   crossed   
the   threshold   of   beginning   to   trust   one   another.   It’s   human,   and   contractual,   and   it’s   often   more   
about   what   we   don’t   know,   than   what   we   already   know   about   one   another.   
  

There’s   a   famous   case   that   began   with    a   handshake   in   New   York    —   Pennzoil   executives   
reached   agreement   to   acquire   Getty   Oil   Co.   in   1984   with   a   handshake   —   yet   Texaco   made   a   
sweeter   offer   sometime   later   that   Getty   reneged   for.   Pennzoil   cried   foul,   and   their   handshake   
won   out.   A   Texas   jury   awarded   Pennzoil   $10.53   billion   in   damages   —   double   the   value   of   their   
original   deal.   The   largest   civil   verdict   in   United   States   history   rested   on   the   weight,   and   trust,   
embodied   by   a   handshake.   Houston   attorney   Joe   Jamail   sold   the   jury   an   epic   morality   tale   —   if   
we   can’t   trust   the   handshake,   society   has   lost   its   foundations.   
  

Today,   that   seems   pretty   quaint.   Our   society   can’t   agree   on   basic   facts   spanning   the   
environment,   science,   justice,   or   public   life.   When   there’s   no   objective,   common   truth,   where   
does   one   choose   to   place   their   trust?   In   the   realm   of   contracts,   we   stretch   even   further,   relying   
on   switchbacks,   liquidated   damages,   and   endless   contingencies   to   outmaneuver   our   
counter-parties.   
  

In   this   scaffolded   economy,   it’s   pretty   easy   to   get   lost.   The   constructs   of   value,   purpose,   and   
even    meaning    are   forms   of   trust   that   might   be   lost   if   it   weren’t   for   artists.   These   are   the   
currencies   of   their   work   —   artists   imagine   and   enact   new   possibilities   to   find   solid   ground   in   a   
world   turned   to   quicksand.  
  

I’d   like   to   think   Nancy   Baker   Cahill’s    Contract   Killers    offers   a   way   to   see   through   the   accelerating   
uncertainties   of   the   value,   purpose,   and   meaning   of   artworks   on   the   blockchain.    Contract   Killers   
makes   real   the   abject   disintermediation   of   the   non-fungible   token   as   a   form.   In   her   work,   we   get   
what   we   came   for,   and   see   the   possibilities   of   a   media   and   contract   form   in   formation.   In   the   
end,   it's   a   bright   signal   that   in   the   age   of   trustless   trust,   where   we   choose   to   align   ourselves   is   
an   ethic   and   a   craft   —   a   values   statement   of   how   we   choose   to   be   in   the   world.   Here’s   what   I   
know:   
  

Trust   Artists.   
  

-Hesse   McGraw   
Executive   Director,   Contemporary   Arts   Museum   Houston   
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