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FTER HEMINGWAY,
John Cheever (1g12-1982)
was— for my money—
the 20th century’s great-
gst  Ameri-
can short-story writer, But
Cheever's territory was quite
unlike Hemingway's. In the
Fisenhower and Kennedy

years, he was the laurcate of
the WASP suburbs and the
three-martini lunch: the
America built when the Fed

eral Housing Act and the

G.l. Bill financed a conti- A T

aentwide construction of AL L LLL

homes for veterans return-
ing from World War [1 and Korea,

One "sos Cheever story, “A Miscel-
lany of Characters That Will Net Ap-
pear,” is simply a smart-aleck hst of
things that he claimed had become
mediocre writers' cliches and that he was
banishing from his books—things like

d{pichnni of aleohalics and homosexu-
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als, and “all parts for Maclon Brande.”
Also, Cheever wrote, his readers shou Id
reject " all scornful descriptions of Amer-
wcan landscapes with ruined tenements,
automobile dumps, polluted nvers, jerry
built ranch houses, abandoned miniature
golf links, cinder deserts, ugly hoardings,
unsightly oil derricks...gaudy and fanc
ful gas stations, unclean mote Is, candlelir
tearcoms, and streams paved with beer
cans, for these are not, as they might
seem to be, the ruins of our civilization,
but the temporary encampments and
autposts of the civ ihization that we=—you
and 1=—shall build.”

The prec I.'lj]t'ix is 1o make a mll|‘|11‘ ok
points. First, although two
books aboun Celebratvion,
Florida, the town that

Disney planned, have just

been published amid a loe
of media noise (one— Cel
ebration, U.S.A., by the
I"IL!i-.iL".‘H‘ILl'.I1‘Ii'i'“'l+-i' Ieaim
of Douglas Franiz and
Catherine Collins=—sul-
*Ii{‘.‘l hlf our ;n:rpnu'\
AL here ), it 1% ot some singu

larity. From the Pilgrims

through 1th-century ventures like the
Oneida Community in central New
York and Frederick Law

Riverside near Chicago, to the postwar

(”Hult'd‘\

Levittowns and present-day munu ipalic
vies like Seaside, Florida, America has
been engaged in an ongoing construction
experiment. Indeed, the post-World
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Time-out guide

Those of us in technology-related in-
dustries probably don't need to be told
that our lives are moving st a very high
velocity. Yet finding the time to read
Faster: The Acceleration of Just About
Everything (Pantheon Books, $24), the
latest work from James Gleick, is well
worth the trouble. Acknowledging
that most of his potential audience has
little time to read,
Mr. Gleick's book
iswrittenin an
easy-to-absorb
style with very
short chapters.

The Pulitzer
Prize -winning au-
thor of 1987
Chaos: Making a
New Science and
1992's Genius: The Life and Science of
Richard Feynman, Mr. Gleick is an able
documentarian of the many manites-
tations of the late-20th-century ob-
session with time. He depicts numer-
ous instances of the absurd waysin
which we try to save time, by shaving a
{ew seconds here and there off every-
day tasks, or “multitasking " —driving,
talking on a cell phone, listening to the
radio, and eating breaklast all at once.

Faster s stronges! point is incon-
testable: that our fixation on getting
mare oul of our days is paradoxically
moking us feel like we are getting less
and less out of them. By constantly
trying to find more time to do more
things, we are internalizing this accel-
eration and becoming trapped in a vi-
cious circle. Mr. Gleick touches only
lightly on the cultural underpinnings
of how we understand and experi-
ence time; he is far better at describ-
ing the symptoms than the causes of
the “hurry sickness.” Faster isanex-
cellent snapshot of the mania grip-
ping our culture, butif you're looking
for away toget 25 hours out of every
day, look elsewhere. =

~Peter Rojas



N6 RED HERRING

Talé of iwo media

Digital Babylon: How the Geeks, the
Suits, and the Ponytails Tried to Bring
Hollywood to the Internet (Arcade
Publishing, $26), by John Geirland
and Eva Sonesh-Kedar, accurately
) describes the dis-
appointments of
the first digital en-
tertainment play-
ersas they tried to
deliver original
programming
over the Inernet.
It's an enjoyable
read-if youcan
ignore the excessive referencesto
geeks (programmers), suits (finan-
ciers), and ponytails (creative types).
The ponytails are the obvious he-
roes. Scott Zakarin, who received a
lot of media attention for cocreating
The Spot, the first "Webisodic,” is Dig-
ital Babylon's protagonist: one of the
“artists who saw the Internet as a
powerlul tool for creating new enter -
tainment experiences.” Yet he was
constantly struggling 1o find investors
to back the $50,000-per-month site.
The suits are portrayed as greedy for
demanding revenues and a broader
audience, and the geeks “lacked
marketing instincts.” Later, the au-
thors root for Mr. Zakarin's joint en-
deavor with Brandon Tartikofi (a
ponytail at heart, but a suit because of
his TV success) at America Online's
Greenhouse Studios in 1997
Nevertheless, AOLs Entertain-
ment Asylum was shut down in 1998
because of viewer apathy and budget
cuts. Digital Babylon attributes these
and other early failures to culture
clashes rather than to the newness of
the medium and a lack of viable busi-
ness plans. Hollywood at the dawn ol
the Web was very much like high
schoolin the ‘BOs, when it was
coolest to be a ponytail, OK tobe a
suit, and unbearable to be ageek. *
—Jennifer Lewis
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War [l subdivisions of tract homes

I:tgﬂhn_u further subdivisions and strip
malls are even a histoncal achevernent.
Tn |'|.1ndutg_|'l[, e Lirildrl“n t‘ﬁml Il.'tl.lilh.
Yet within a span of only a few years,
much of this giant nation was impro-
vised into existence in places where there
had previously been vast stretches of va
cant lands. And if all of those who fled
the cities didn't do so because suburina
represented something nearer a demaor
cratic utopia, they were certainly con-
VI |.'d Tht,‘j.- 'd lve 'l'\rnpr lives there
Second, Disney's Celebration is a
reaction against the suburbs' mass
produced developments and fender-to-

What, finally, hath the Eisner-era

Mouse wrought? Not the

Jetsons-style technoville within a
giant, climate-controlled bubble

that Walt originally envisioned.

fender commuters. In  Celebration,
US.A., Me. Frantz and Ms. Collins de-
scnibe 11.5. Highway 192 as “perhaps the
ugliest and most garish stretch of black-
top in America. Less than ten miles from
Walt Disney World...clogged every day
of the year with tourists in
rented minivans,. multiple
outlets of every fast-food
chain known to mankind,
countless T-shirt shops and
tattoo parlors, an Amencan
Gladiators dinner theater,
endless cheap motels™—and
&0 0N, 1N a4 l:ldnv i.':\'i.‘:ﬂll..il.t'!p'
unchanged from Cheever's
s hist of eyesores.

During the '6os, pre-
cisely because cheap motels had prolifer
ated at Disneyland's gates, Walt and Roy
bought 30,000 acres of land 10 gAin soime
Jltt.u‘u,t' \I-']'il."l'l tiu:w.- created L]lil'll"b'
Werld. Flonda peliticians granted the
company near-sovereignty, with powers
iﬂt'llln]”lﬂ 1.11.'1'5“I.$511-"" 2 raise taxes
within its own district and to ssue tax-
free municipal bonds based on the prem-
ise that Walt's Experimental Prototype

19990

Community of Tomorrow, er EPCOT,
would have real inhabitants when it was
buile. But what, fm.i”}r. hath the Eisner-
era Maouse wtuugl‘li.:' Mot the _lL‘[ Sofis-
style technoville within a giant, climate-
controlled bubble thar Walr nnh;in.:“‘}'

envisioned.

PORCH SONGS

No, Celebration is a specimen of

New Urbanism, the neotraditional
movement dedicated to the revivibica-
tion of communities |!13|' SeTTing hormes
closer together and within walking dis-
t.‘lnq_r l|.|l town confers [:1"1‘&:‘1‘]!“‘“'1
houses come in Victorian, Classical,
Colonial, and other styles
based on prototypes in places
like Savannah, Geonna, and
East Hampton, New York.
Garages and driveways are at
the rear of the houses, accessed
through alleys. Front porches
st Meear ﬁ1lh’“'41k‘ arw ln".1|1f
to loster a sense of commu

Mr, Ms,
Collins report that enough of

nity. Frantz and

i drxrlni!.'-r-.] ATTLOTRR 11“.1‘ town's
residents to burn some folks oury the
porches tended to go unused. Also, the
that Disnev
hired had difficulties with deadlines and

CONStruction companics

lh‘l." sy H‘l Lill:nli.‘ l-ﬂL‘UT.’ SOIme J\’Iﬂl‘llll"ll-l"lj:
shoddiness occurred in building the new
hillhl‘\. “-i':uh Ccost a I]'Illl.l
more than the market aver
age. A futuristic campus, the
ihun-'\ |:r:|anl'LLlc', WwWas 1m
tially proposed, as well as a
bt Pt network th rullp;h
Wl"nlil‘t l.'l."lld«i'I'll‘!- 1l."ll.|d L
Celve movies withiout visit-
Ing av wdeo store; kvt b proj
The

I_'uw'ﬂ'-l. L) 1I"|u-1n] l'!l,ul 1h'rl'1 [ ply

ects were shelved

of Disney's biggest selling
points, but a central theme of Celebration,
LLS.A. is that many parents rebelled
against the experimental educational
programs that the company had in
stalled, in favor of back-to-basics graded
methods.

Mir. Frantz and Ms. Collins's ver
dict? Whether despite or because of Dhs-
ney, a real community emerged during
the year they and their children lived in



Celebration. Simple things like “run-
ning into neighbors when you duck
beneath a portico downtown to escape a
sudden rainstorm” contributed. Overall,
returning to their old house in a
cloistered Connecticut suburb was un-

attractive—especially, Mr.  Frantz
thought, the prospect of commuting to
work two hours every day: “a preposter-
ous waste of time after the efficiency of
working at home.” The average subur-
ban household puts 30,000 miles on its
vehicles annually; the authors had
driven their car less than 1,000 miles each
month in Celebration.

“At various points in American his-
tory, the country has struggled to rein-
vent itself,” they write, "It may be we are
at such a juncture now. Dissatistaction
with cities and suburbs is evident.” Suill,
despite the planned mixed-income hous-
ing and public buildings designed by
first-rank architects, Celebration itself
was homogeneously whitebread and
lacked intellectual culture: Ms. Collins
and Mr. Frantz planned to move again

after another year, though they felt they
would like to live in a town “a Jot like
Celebration.”

SIM CITIES

In E-topia: “Urban Life, Jim—But Not
As We Know 1, William J. Mirchell
writes that we may soon become used to
asking, “ s this building really necessary?
Can we wholly or partially substitute
electronic systems instead®” Almost
everyone accepts that an all-encompass-
ing computing infrastructure will emerge.
Mr. Mitchell, dean of MIT's School of
Architecture and Planning, sketches the
ways this could reform our habitats,

Indeed, E-topia suggests that we
should even ger ready for smart
Sheetrock. [ntelligent buildings with
wall-size screens—part of “a world of
things that don't just sit there, but consider
what they are supposed 1o be doing and
choose their actions accordingly™—may
provide peripheral or immersive digital
environments as required. Embedded sys-
tems will use energy resources far more

efficiently. The trend toward instanta-
neous, high-quality connections creating
interdependencies among different global
zones will continue, Simultaneously, the
proliferation of live: work dwellings will
generate new architectural parterns, per-
haps resembling such past models as
those European artisans’ shops behind or
above which their Families lived—and
these will be clustered in neighborhoods
that are walkable and rich in local come
munity life, as in Celebration.

Mr. Mitchell proposes few techno-
logical developments that, taken individ-
ually, are surprising. But cumulatively
his short book is a level-headed argu-
ment that we possess every opportunity
to discard our current unsustainable pat-
terns and “create e-topias: lean, green
cities that work smarter, not harder.” So
take a look at E-topia. It presents a viable,
attractive vision of the civilization that
we—you and [—mught build,

Mark Williams is a science writer living m

Ouleland, Write to markred(pachell net.
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