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The first decentralised blockchain was conceptualised in 2008 by Satoshi Nakamoto. Since the invention of blockchain, the technology has been the biggest accelerator for the transformation of financial services such as the stock market, banking, asset management, and insurance through the creation of a “ledger of transactions on the internet that is secure, tamper-proof, and easily accessible (Jain, n.d.)”. As well as the financial industries, blockchain has considerably changed the music and entertainment industries in terms of payments to artists and tamper-proof transactions ensuring the fair access and payments to and for materials and much more. This essay first begins to explore blockchain and its rapid growth and impact upon industries worldwide. It will then go on to look at exactly how blockchain is used in the industry and will explore whether or not this game changing technology can ultimately save the careers of independent artists.

Blockchain is the technology that enables the whole existence of cryptocurrency. The most commonly known cryptocurrency is Bitcoin - the original cryptocurrency for which blockchain technology was initially invented - which is now almost a household name across many continents. Like the British pound coin, a cryptocurrency is a means of exchange that uses encryption technology to control the creation of monetary units and ensure the transfer of funds. Blockchains are distributed ledgers that track all transactions through the use of a peer-to-peer network. Using this technology, participants are able to confirm transactions without requiring the involvement of third parties. Blockchain technology can be used for settling trades, transferring funds, voting, and many other purposes. Looking at it from a business perspective, it is useful to think of blockchain technology as a kind of new generation software for improving your business. “Collaborative technology, such as blockchain, promises the ability to improve the business processes that occur between companies, radically lowering the “cost of trust.” For this reason, it may offer significantly higher returns for each investment dollar spent than most traditional internal investments (PWC, n.d.)”.

Blockchain architecture is complex and very much bulletproof when it comes to its uses and transactions and has a number of benefits and features that makes it so attractive to many industries across the world. Blockchain evangelists highlight immutability — the ability for a blockchain ledger to remain a permanent, indelible, and unchangeable history of transactions — as a key benefit (Doubleday, 2018). Also data is added to the block after it is approved by everyone in the network and therefore allows secure transactions with no third party input outside of the approved personnel. Those who validate the transactions and add them in block are called miners. Blockchain is Decentralised as well as an open ledger. The ledger is the record of the transactions done and because it is visible to everyone, therefore is called an open ledger and means full visibility for all parties involved. No individual or any organisation is incharge of the transactions, meaning no hierarchy and complete fairness and equality. In a blockchain network, each connection has the same copy of the ledger. Blockchain is a peer-to-peer network. This characteristic enables the transactions to only involve two parties, the sender and the receiver. Thus it removes the requirement of ‘third party authorisation’ because everyone in the network is themselves able to authorise the transactions (GeeksForGeeks, 2020). Blockchain technology also provides the opportunity to make and receive micropayments. These digital payments are much smaller than what the traditional financial system can handle - you can send a very tiny amount of value in a Bitcoin transaction and it will work, even if what you’re sending is only a fraction of one British Pound (or any other currency) (BitcoinJ, n.d.). 

As mentioned earlier, there are many industries that have already jumped onto blockchain and its numerous benefits. The financial services industry has been quick to see and implement blockchain, coming together to develop a standard approach across the Global Financial Services sector through the platform Corda. “The platform, Corda, was developed by R3, a software company that led an industry consortium of more than 100+ global financial institutions and regulators on six continents to develop an open-source distributed ledger system” (PWC, 2018). The Insurance industry has also launched B3i, the Blockchain Insurance Industry Initiative, which has reduced settlement and payment times from weeks to just days (PWC, 2018). 

The music industry has always held somewhat of a tough reputation for all involved - across a large variety of roles. The famous Gonzo journalist Hunter S. Thompson, in 1988 described the industry as “…a cruel and shallow money trench, a long plastic hallway where thieves and pimps run free, and good men die like dogs.” This may be somewhat exaggerated and not entirely correct, but it helps to paint a picture of how many tend to feel about the music industry. This negative image and reputation stems from the exploitation of artists and seemingly never-ending cases of them not receiving their fair share of royalties for their rightfully owned tracks. One strong example of this situation would be the case of Solomon Linda, the composer of the song “Mbube” that - over time - went on to be the very famous “The Lion Sleeps Tonight”. Linda and his group The Evening Birds composed this track in 1939 and ​​for decades, barely received any compensation for the incorporation of his song. That situation finally ended in 2006. After six years earlier, a Rolling Stone story had highlighted the story and tipped the world off to the situation.  Linda’s family then went on to sue Disney upon finding out that the track was being once again remade to be used on the Lion King movie and also the hugely successful stage production, resulting in an out-of-court settlement. Linda, who died in 1962, would belatedly receive a co-writing credit on “The Lion Sleeps Tonight,” and his family would be handed a lump sum for past royalties and a cut of future revenue (Browne, 2019). Underpayment was very often deliberate in the past. Nevertheless, lost income was a result of the cumbersome, byzantine system of music rights registration and supporting laws applicable to both performance and mechanical rights. There have, however, been steps made towards improving these processes, for example The Music Modernization Act, that was passed in 2018 by the House Judiciary Committee in the US, provides many significant improvements through the reform of mechanical licensing laws - aiming to fully support artists and rights owners. There are many problematic systems in place that continue to make this huge part of the industry somewhat taboo and a grey area for those involved, PWC writes in their paper Blockchain: Recording the music industry - How Blockchain technology could save the music industry billions that:

 ...in Europe, there are 28 collection societies that collect the royalties for public performance rights and mechanical recordings across 28 different markets. This lack of transparency combined with the centralised nature of the industry has led to slower royalty payments or inaccurate payments. As a result, there continues to exist a disconnect between the owners of music content, the artists themselves, and the end consumer. This environment has a negative impact on all participants, with a high cost base of administration, revenue leakage for rights owners and complex processes underpinning a convoluted ecosystem. Artists are not the only victims of this antiquated system. Recording companies and music publishers spend significant amounts of their overhead tracking their artists’ rights. Often, artists must wait for up to two years after their work is purchased before they get paid (PWC, 2017, p.2).

With there being a clear-to-see level of shortcomings within the music industry, there are a number of them that blockchain technology can absolutely assist in fixing. Some of which include the low levels of transparency when it comes to copyrights and metadata, the issue with there being too many middlemen leading to minimal payouts for artists, and also the lengthy process an artist must go through to finally receive their royalty payouts. The use of unwanted third-party intermediaries would be abolished, ultimately leaving more money at the hands of artists, who can then establish a direct seller-consumer relationship with their fans through the blockchain technology. When it comes to transparency, the blockchain makes up for a secure way to prove ownership over a specific piece of music, as well as confirm every person who is involved in its copyright.  Through the use of smart contracts (automated programs on the blockchain), musicians could be paid for fractions of a cent/GBP each time a listener pressed play on one of their songs, this would allow royalty payments to be made in seconds instead of the usual multiple of months. Additionally, it can grant all streaming and fan activity data directly to the artists, who are now usually only receiving access to the data their label manager, distributor or streaming platforms are giving them access to (Beamish, 2021). One platform offering the use of blockchain technology to manage and store Intellectual Property Rights is GoChain. Blockchain ledgers store time-stamped records that cannot be changed once created, making them ideal for storing proofs of ownership of digital content. Artists can easily track digital content transactions associated with any digital content, from music to artworks. Blockchain provides a solution for proving and authenticating the time of creation and the identity of the original creator (Gonzalez, 2019). This is a huge step for independent artists, enabling them to protect any of their tracks and original materials should they be used, downloaded or placed anywhere further down the line, this eliminates doubt and the artists will now have solid proof of ownership should any copyright infringement take place. In an interview with Antony Ha in 2016, the CEO of Blockai, Nathan Lands stated that “Blockchain is the perfect solution for providing proof of creation. It’s a permanent immutable record. Meaning, once the record is there, it’s there forever and will never change.” Blockai aims to help artists earn a good living by creating and publishing to the web particularly from websites that share their profit of revenues from creative works - by registering their work so they can protect it from potential copyright infringement. A permanent timestamp on the Bitcoin blockchain from Blockai will help protect every creator with a proof of publishing which arms them when sending notices to enforce websites to remove copyrighted works or otherwise be legally liable.

There are a large number of music based blockchain services already in use, including those mentioned previously, and the number appears to be climbing as the use of this technology considerably increases worldwide. Choon is a popular blockchain based streaming service that utilises the technology to allow its artists to earn cryptocurrency every time their track is streamed - their cryptocurrency of choice for payment is Ethereum. Designed to solve some of the music industry’s most fundamental problems, such as getting more money to the artists, faster payments, and a fully transparent royalty accounting system (Farmer, 2019) - this service is an innovative, modern solution to some of the stand-out issues that are often highlighted within the music industry. 

Another popular technology incorporating the use of blockchain, is MediaChain. MediaChain offers a scalable, decentralised solution for a global rights database for music: a single place to publish all information about who made what song, without having to trust a third-party organisation (MediaChain, n.d.). As a shared metadata network for music, Mediachain offers a uniform interface to data contributed by multiple participants with no central authority. If two parties have information about the same song, using Mediachain's resolver, all participants can use a single identifier for the work, a modular data translator allows them to create their own formats while communicating with each other, and a cryptographic identity layer enables them to filter data by contributor. Because Mediachain is open source and decentralised, all participants remain in control of their data and there is no central point of failure (Walden, 2016).

Another blockchain-based business is the ever-expanding German company named Ascribe. Similar to its competitors, Ascribe offers digital content makers a way to register their work online by ‘ascribing’ original media to the bitcoin blockchain. Once their work is registered on the blockchain it is then time-stamped and published onto a public ledger displaying the metadata associated with each piece of work. This information can then be programmed to do things such as immediately releasing payments to relevant parties in the event of a stream or a download. Soon, their technology will also be able to scan uploaded content for their one-of-a-kind watermark to prove single person ownership and track the use of digital work anywhere online (Feterman, 2015).

All of the discussed aspects in this essay have clearly laid out how the use of blockchain technology can be of huge benefit to the music industry and more specifically - independent artists. Through the numerous uses and benefits of blockchain, there is now means of cutting out middlemen and long wait times for transactions and royalty payments, ultimately meaning that payments made to artists are accurate and fair in terms of what they are owed and also enabling them to be paid without the sometimes months-long wait times for payments. Another key element to this is the use of blockchain when looking at ownerships and rights to music and specific elements of tracks. This has been something that has caused mass problems throughout the process of writing and producing music, and as music is then used and streamed across the internet and worldwide - copyright issues have cropped up and ownership questions raised. Blockchain can create time-stamped ledgers for artists to use should these issues arise anywhere down the line - making it clear as to who has ownership over what and cutting out any mess or confusion when a track is used or re-made at any time.
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