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Here We Go Again: Video StandardsWar 2010

Andrew Updegrove

Think of the words "standards war," and
unless you're a standards wonk like

m...oh, never mind...you're likely to think

of the battle between the Betamax and

VHS video tape formats. That's because videos are
consumer products that just about everyone uses,
and therefore the bloodshed in that standards war
was not only shed in public view, but the some of the
blood that was shed was shed by the public (i.e.,
those that bought video players supporting Betamax,
the losing, but arguably superior, format). Fast forward (pun intended) to the
present, and the trademarks "HD DVD and "Blu-ray" may ring a bell - and that's no
coincidence.

Why? Because different industries have different business models and strategies
that involve standards, and these often perpetuate over time - decades, in this
case. In the case of the consumer electronics sector, that culture has too often
been one of a patent-based, winner take all effort to cash in big time while your
competitors take it on the chin. And it's not just media formats, either. As I noted
in a blog entry a few weeks ago, we're seeing the same type of behavior in eBook
readers. Since there's only one market, and the market demands one format to
win in the end, that means that the camp that owns the bundle of patents
underlying the winning format standard wins a bonanza.

Why? because the losers must pay through the nose for the license rights to build
the players that implement the format standard that wins. The winners, on the
other time win twice: once, by receiving the royalties, and again, because their own
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players have a lower cost to produce, because they don't have to pay royalties to
themselves.

So guess what? Here we go again, but with a bit of a twist this time.

One thing that is different this time around is that it's the content owners, and not
the consumer electronics firms that are pushing hard for a solution, so it's not
patent royalties and the ability to sell a new generation of electronic devices that is
driving the action.

Instead, what's involved are two different approaches intended to help content
vendors somehow survive in the face of plummeting revenues and a continuing
plague of piracy while allowing legal content owners to watch videos on whatever
device they want, wherever and whenever they want, without having to carry
around the original media on which they purchased, for example, a movie.

That's a hard problem to solve. If the content vendor wants to protect itself by
using "Digital Rights Management" (DRM) technology to prevent you from sharing a
single purchase with your 1,000 closest friends, it may also add a feature that may
prevent you from transferring the same movie to your laptop as well, and especially
if you download the video, rather than buying it on fixed media. Yes, the
technology is getting more sophisticated, allowing you to perhaps copy a video or
music download (or a copy of Word or an eBook, for that matter) to an approved
number of devices, or share it with a certain number of friends, but that still isn't
the same as being able to use your purchase as you wish without thinking about it.

That's becoming more of an issue,

because as consumers get more and Why have two different
more used to listening and watching
content on more types of devices, they approaches at all”?

become more and more unhappy about

having their freedom to make use of their purchase as they wish restricted. As a
result, they may be more likely to opt for an illegal copy than a legal one.
Meanwhile, broadband Internet services have now become widespread enough that
streaming media has become widely feasible, so "cloud" hosting of your purchases
has become practical as well, so there are even more reasons why you'd like to be
able to watch that video on every device with a screen you own. Finally, with the
advent of MP3 downloads, a whole generation of consumers is quite comfortable
with never purchasing music or videos on fixed media at all.

In the face of this reality, the industry has come up with a pretty practical solution:
pay once for a video, and the seller will track your ownership for you, and make
that information available to anyone who hosts the same content anywhere. If
you're in a hotel, say, and want to watch a video you've already purchased, the
video service provider for that hotel can just check your record to see if you've
already purchased it, instantaneously and invisibly. If you have, then you're good
to go. Or, of you're sitting in an airport, just log on to the Internet and watch it on
line.

Pretty neat solution, if you think about it. But how to make it happen?




That's where the standards war, or in this case, a variation on the theme comes
up. In one camp, we see a several years old alliance called the Digital
Entertainment Content Ecosystem, or DECE, which includes five out of six of the
major movie studies (Warner Brothers, Paramount, NBC Universal, Sony and Fox),
together with an impressive array of players in almost all of the affected sectors:
software and hardware companies (e.g., Microsoft, Intel and Cisco), consumer
electronics vendors (Sony, also a content owner), mobile device vendors (like
Motorola and Apple, cable companies (including Comcast, Cox Communications and
Liberty Global) and video and player distributors (e.g., Netflix, and Best Buy).

That's a pretty imposing lineup, by any
measure, and I can vouch from personal
experience that this represents quite an @
accomplishment. Why? Because each of '

these companies had to be convinced by the s E
founders that DECE would make money for
them, that the project was viable, and that
they should support this approach rather than

another, or be content to just sit on the sidelines and watch what happened before
making a commitment.

This week at the mammoth Consumer Electronics Show in Las Vegas, DECE
announced 21 new members, as well as the fact that its members have agreed on
the format specification they will use to enable the program (so far, it will support
Adobe's Flash Access, CMLA-OMA, Marlin, Microsoft's PlayReady and Widevine).
The "digital rights locker" that will hold purchaser data will be hosted by a company
called Neustar, which is developing the backend software now.

And in the other camp? Well, to start with, there is the remaining major studio:
Disney. And then there's, well, maybe nobody. But everyone's expectation is that
Disney's partner in combat is Apple, which has not joined the other group. Apple
CEO Steve Jobs, incidentally, remains Disney's largest single shareholder, as a
result of the sale of Pixar to Disney (Amazon is also notable by its absence from the
DECE member roster). According to one report, the Disney plan may rely on an
Apple approach called MobileMe. Disney also made an announcement last week at
CES, saying that it would take KeyChest live before the end of the year, and would
announce other participating companies shortly.

In principle, the approaches are somewhat similar, but technically each takes a
different in approach. The similarity is that each is based upon a "digital rights
locker," or central repository of purchaser data. In the case of Disney, that
repository is called the "KeyChest."

After that point, however, the two approaches diverge. In the case of the Disney
approach, existing standards will be used to make the system work. But in the
case of DECE, both content and devices will need to implement a new format
standard created by DECE. And while the DECE format will rely on DRM, the
KeyChest system will not - or not necessarily, anyway. But it isn't incompatible
with DRM, either, so a content vendor can still add DRM features to the content that
it sells. And, of course, just like DECE, the Disney approach will only work with
download services that decide to participate in the KeyChest program.
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Why have two different approaches at all? I expect that there are multiple reasons,
but from what I've read, one is that the DECE approach is intended to make it more
likely that consumers will want to buy, rather than merely rent, new videos, while
the Disney approach will work well with rentals, which some think will be the wave
of the future.

The fact that Disney is pushing a different technology doesn't make this a standards
war from a purely technical sense, because Disney stresses that its approach would
be compatible with DECE. Unfortunately, it comes out the same way, because for a
new standard like DECE to succeed, it almost has to become universally adopted.
The fact that Apple, which has soundly thumped the content owners with its iTunes
store, isn't in the DECE camp has that group concerned, because if Disney and
Apple don't actively implement DECE, then content purchasers may never get on
board the DECE bus. After all, if Apple and Disney don't implement DECE, then
someone buying DECE compliant content won't be able to fully take advantage of
DECE's portability on. And if consumers don't demand DECE, then why bother to
implement it at all?

So there we are. With the multiyear HD DVD Blu-ray battle still a recent memory,
we have a new standards face off in video, just as we do in eBooks, and just as it
looks like we may in on-line print, where a new consortium led by the News
Corporation and others is launching a standards-based "digital newsstand." All of
these devices, of course, are targeted at you and I, and each has the potential to
not only extend the woes of the music/video/print vendors behind these standards
battles, but to waste your money and mine as well.

Does that strike you as a shame? Me to.

So if you've still got a Betamax in the back of your closet, you might want to finally
throw it out. After all, you may need the storage space soon for yet another wave
of consumer electronic equipment that has been rendered obsolete by a needless
standards war.

Bookmark the Standards Blog at http://www.consortiuminfo.org/newsblog/ or set up an
RSS feed at: http://www.consortiuminfo.org/rss/
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INTRODUCING:

The Alexandria Project, Chapter 1.
Meet Frank

Andrew Updegrove

On the morning of Sunday, December 12, a morbidly
obese Corgi named Lily was sniffing a tree on 16th
street, in the Columbia Heights neighborhood of
Washington, D.C. A cold, insistent drizzle was falling,
but Lily didn't care, because Lily was sniffing at her
favorite tree. Indeed, the meager processing power
of Lily’s brain was wholly occupied with sampling the
mysterious scents wafting up from the damp earth,
for this was the favorite tree of every other dog in the
neighborhood as well

Something more annoying than the rain was nagging at the edge of her senses,
though. At last the sounds began to penetrate.

“C’'mon, Lily! Hurry up!”

Lily turned her head. The distraction was coming from the individual at the other end
of Lily’s leash. She eyed him briefly, noting the sockless feet jammed into worn, black
loafers. Above bare ankles, a pair of pajama-clad legs disappeared into a rumpled
raincoat, out of which extended an arm holding an umbrella. The umbrella sheltered a
stubbly, forty-something face topped by thinning black hair pulled back in a ponytail.
Lily decided that the face did not look happy.

“Ah!” thought Lily. “That would be Frank.” Relieved, she returned to the important
work at hand.

“C’mon, Lily!” repeated Frank.

The fact that Frank’s face was not happy was not particularly remarkable. Even in
pleasant weather, Frank usually towed a personal raincloud over head, incessantly
dwelling on the minor miseries of his life. Not long ago, that cloud had turned jet-black
when Doreen, his mother, entered a retirement home. After helping her move in,
Frank prepared to leave.

His mother stood by the doorway of her new apartment, lower lip atremble as she held
Lily in her arms with difficulty. It was clear that she was decompensating rapidly. No
use dragging things out, Frank thought. Transitions are difficult, and best dealt with
quickly.

“"Well, Mom,"” he said, "I guess I'll be leaving now.”




With a sudden lunge, Doreen thrust Lily into Frank’s arms. He stepped back with
surprise into the hallway, too horrified to allow himself to grasp the obvious.

“The home doesn’t allow pets,” his mother blurted. ™“I never could have taken the
plunge if I didn’t know Lily would be safe with you. Now don’t you worry; I've made
you her legal guardian, so it's all set. Now go! Get out of here, before I change my
mind.”

Frank desperately wanted her to change her mind. But his mother had already
slammed the door in his horrified face. Despite her impressive girth Lily was only three
years old, and acknowledged his existence only by barking. He could hear his mother
sobbing on the other side of the door, and felt like crying himself.

That had been two long, loud months ago, and he was still in mourning.

“Come on!” Frank hissed. At last, Lily turned away from the tree, looked up at him
reproachfully, and barked.

"OK, OK,” Frank said, and fumbled in his pocket. He held a dog treat up for Lilly to
see. “"OK?"

Lily seemed satisfied, and began looking for just the right place to do what at last
needed to be done. At last, Lily squatted, looking blankly ahead. Frank sighed with
relief.

A blue plastic bag inverted over his free hand, Frank scooped up Lily’s grudging gift.
He handed over the biscuit, jerking back with fingers barely intact.

Frank watched Lily happily crunch away. “Isn't that just the story of my life?” he
thought bleakly. “Every day I give her a cookie, and every day she gives me a bag of
crap.”

Making his way back through the rain, Frank reflected that his day generally went
downhill from there.
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Lily shook herself mightily inside the door, wetting what little of Frank was still dry.
Satisfied, she planted her substantial hindquarters firmly on the floor, looked at Frank,
and barked. Frank sighed, picked the dog up, and carried her up the stairs to his
second floor flat.

As he climbed to the top, his rising eyes met a pair of fuzzy pink slippers, and then a
floral house dress, followed by folded arms draped with a bath towel. At last, the
angry face of his across the hall neighbor appeared. Not for the first time, Frank
noted the uncanny resemblance his neighbor bore to North Korean president Kim II-
Jung, only with hair curlers.

“*Morning, Mrs. Foomjoy,” Frank offered as Lily twisted wildly in his arms. He deposited
the dog at her feet.




“Shame on you!” Mrs. Foomjoy barked as she knelt to massage Lily with the bath
towel. “Poor, dear wet baby!” she crooned.

“It's raining, Mrs. Foomjoy,” Frank observed. “Lily hasn't learned how to use the indoor
facilities yet.”

“Then why isn’t she wearing the lovely rain jacket I gave her?” she snorted. “What is
wrong with you? You don't deserve a dog like this!”

Frank couldnt have agreed more. Lily groveled at
Mrs. Foomjoy’s feet, and then leaned to the side until
gravity obligingly rolled her over onto her back.
Whining ecstatically, the dog gazed up adoringly with
goggle eyes as Mrs. Foomjoy rubbed her stomach.

His neighbor grabbed the leash from Frank’s hand
when she stood up. “I'll see to the welfare of this
dog!” she snapped. A moment later, her door
slammed shut, leaving Frank standing alone in the
poorly lit hallway, a warm, blue plastic pendulum
swinging slowly from side to side in his hand. Startled but relieved, he entered his own
apartment, and softly shut the door.

Frank hung his dripping raincoat on the hook in the linoleum floored hallway. At one
time, his apartment’s décor might have been described as “late Twentieth Century
divorced middle aged male.” Now the most obvious theme was pervasive clutter. He
poured a cup of coffee and sat at the small table in the small kitchen and looked at the
large laptop screen that stared blankly back at him. With resignation, he turned it on.

Normally, the sound of a computer booting up would have struck him as cheerful; the
imperceptibly soft whir of the cooling fan spinning up to speed; the blinking lights at the
edge of the keyboard; the screen phosphorescing with a pearly glow. After all,
information technology - IT - was not only his profession, but a major part of his way
of life. Computers provided Frank’s preferred link to the world outside. Digital links
were safer, he thought, bringing him about as close to his fellow man as he usually
wished to be. Closer than that, and things were apt to become unpredictable.

Which brought him back to the night before. Be honest, he mused ruefully. You got
what you deserved. Or didn't get what you didn't deserve, to be more precise.

Frank sighed. Should he, or shouldn’t he check his email? The rational side of his brain
said, yes, what's there is there. Deal with it.

But the other side of his brain had a different suggestion: “"Go back to bed,” it
whispered, “It's Sunday. You don’t have to deal with anything today.” That was true,
he thought. Who knows what might happen by Monday? There could be a typhoon by
then. Or maybe giant pterodactyls would erupt from a wormhole in the Mall, sending
tourists streaming for the safety of Metro stations. That side of his brain was lobbying
strongly to take two aspirin, pull the covers back over his head, and let reality take care
of itself for another twenty-four hours.




Frank sighed again. He might as well see sooner than later what people from his office
had posted on line. A few clicks later and he was at Mary the receptionist’s Facebook
page. Yes, there were pictures from the party. Lots of them. Later would do just fine
after all, he decided. He snapped the laptop shut without turning it off.

The sad thing was, Frank had actually been looking forward to the Library of Congress
IT Department Holiday party. He had brought his daughter Marla with him, a
Georgetown University grad student, and he appreciated the great impression she
always made on his co-workers. Unlike her Dad, Marla was self-assured. She worked
the crowd like a pro, chatting and shaking hands, laughing and poised. How could he
feel anything but proud of her? It was hard not to drink a bit more than usual as he
watched from the security of the bar in the rear of the function room.

More to the point, Frank had been looking forward to making Marla feel proud of her old
man as well. Everyone knew that the Director of IT at the LOC was going to announce
his choice to head an important security initiative mandated by no less than the
Cybersecurity Subcommittee of the House Committee on Science and Technology.
Frank figured he had the job all sewed up. After all, he was, or at least at one time had
been, a recognized cybersecurity expert — a McArthur “Genius” Award recipient, no less
- for his creative work in the early days of computer networking.

So when his boss stood up and tapped on his glass, Frank sat up straighter. He
listened as his boss welcomed the spouses, thanked his staff for their work that year,
and told a few jokes at his own expense. At last, he began to make the announcement
that Frank was waiting for.

And then it happened. One moment, Frank was looking sideways to see the reaction on
his daughter’s face when the announcement was made, and the next he was hearing
someone else’s name instead. And not just any name, but Rick Wellesley’s name -
“only out for himself” Rick, a person who had never had a creative thought in his life,
someone who had even briefly reported to Frank when he first came to the LOC. Rick
Wellesley? How could this be happening?

But it was. There was Rick, standing and basking in the applause, glancing briefly and
triumphantly in Frank’s direction. Frank was stunned, his face burning. And then
angry. Without a word to his daughter, he stood and walked to the bar, turning his
back on the party as George finished up. Knocking back another drink, Frank felt
foolish as well as angry. Everyone must have turned to look at him, he thought, but he
was afraid to turn around to find out. He stayed at the bar until Marla came looking for
him.

Sitting now in his kitchen, Frank felt his face burn again. After all, he thought,
everyone had expected the job to go to him. Then, with a wrenching feeling, he had a
worse thought - what if no one had expected him to get the job? Maybe he was the
only one in the whole damn department who hadn't seen it coming. Maybe everyone
had been laughing up their sleeves at him as they watched him bask in his expected
glory, just waiting for his jaw to drop when he realized that he had been skunked by
Rick. Of course that had been the case, he thought wretchedly. He was convinced of
it.
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And why not? What had he really done in the last 20 years? Sure, he’d become a star
at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology - just “"MIT” to anyone in the know. He'd
enrolled at the age of 16 after skipping two years of middle school, not that skipping a
few grades was unusual at MIT. But as an undergraduate he’d been part of Project
Athena, an ambitious effort to create a campus-wide distributed computing system for
the whole university. Of course, the goal for the project’s corporate sponsors was to
use MIT as a testbed. Later, they hoped to productize the design and hopefully make a
ton of money.

Frank had locked immediately onto the security
challenges that such a system would present. He
already had privileges to use MIT’s gateway to the
government-funded Advanced Research Projects
8 Agency Network - the now-famous “ARPANET” that
was the precursor to the Internet. Only select
institutions had access to it then, but he connected the
dots immediately between where Project Athena and
the ARPANET together could eventually go. It hit him
between the eyes that this was the start of something
big. Linking terminals together around a campus was
today’s goal, but the next step would be to connect those networks together all over
the world via the telecommunications networks that already existed, using ARPANET
technology.

But then what? How would you reliably restrict access to any particular data to one
person, and not let it be seen by someone else? MIT was already a hotbed of hackers.
If students already went to any lengths to break into restricted sections of university
computers just for fun, what would criminals, or enemy countries, not do to break in to
classified @ computers, once someone had linked everything together?

Frank tackled that issue with gusto his senior year, if not discipline. He was a big
picture guy, and what a big and exciting picture it was! The idea of wide area networks
was brand new, and big ideas were needed to make sense of it all; the details could
come later. When Frank graduated, he stayed on at MIT, nominally in a PhD program,
but for all practical purposes he lived at a terminal in the Project Athena lab, surviving
on coffee and code like so many other young computer engineering students back in
the day.

Luckily for Frank, he found a mentor that reined him in enough to keep his ideas from
flying off into every direction, and pushed him mercilessly to get most of the good ones
down on paper in some sort of coherent order. His mentor was an engineer lent by the
sponsoring companies to help oversee the project, and he and Frank hit it off. Often
they talked till all hours, the older man channeling Frank’s enthusiasm and helping him
follow his insights down the right paths.

Frank never completed his doctorate, but he did finish his Masters Thesis - and by
anyone’s account it was brilliant. He anticipated just about every security challenge
that would arise over the next 20 years as the Internet took off. He also suggested at
a high level most of the solutions that were later refined and implemented to deal with
a massively networked world. Even today, his thesis remained an obligatory
foundational reference in just about every new network and Internet security paper
written.




His thesis also brought him to the notice of the mysterious keepers of the MacArthur
Fellows Program as well — the unknown judges that every year contacted the select few
out of millions who they had decided, “show exceptional merit and promise for
continued and enhanced creative work.”

Receiving a MacArthur Fellowship - a “Genius Award,” as everyone called it - had been
the high point of Frank’s professional career. And as a practical matter, it also brought
the end of it, because the payments of $25,000 every three months for five years gave
him the freedom to do whatever he wanted to - including get married.

Unfortunately for Frank, whatever he wanted to do seemed to change every other
week. It wasn’t long before his work at Project Athena suffered. He no longer listened
to his mentor, and people began to notice that his assigned tasks no longer got done.
Instead, he would plunge from one question that intrigued him to another, never
getting very far with any of them. And his new-found fame and already well-nurtured
ego led him to be even more obnoxious that he had been before. Soon, the other guys
in the lab were not only annoyed with his failure to meet his commitments, but sick of
hearing his latest revelations about security- or any other topic on which he had
decided he was now the world’s leading expert. And there were many such topics.

Eventually, it was his mentor that took him aside and told him that if he didn't shape
up, his days in the lab were numbered. That conversation occurred late one afternoon
over a cup of coffee in the corner of a deli in Kendall Square, and Frank didn't take it
well. What right did some middle aged, middle-management type with a degree from a
state school in the Midwest have to tell a certified Genius anything about anything?

Probably a lot, Frank reflected now regretfully, gazing at his closed laptop. Like the
immature idiot he was then, he had cleared his things out of the lab that night and
never returned. Eventually, the MacArthur Fellowship money ran out, and with a wife
and young daughter, Frank had to get more serious about working. Or at least he
should have. His thesis and award carried him from job to job for awhile, but when the
bottom fell out of the economy, great resumes were soon a dime a dozen.

And by then, even his resume was getting pretty long in the tooth. Frank had no
“continued and enhanced creative work” to show for his five years of subsidized,
random behavior. He’'d never written another paper, and it was others, and not him,
that turned his thesis ideas into real protocols and products. As the jobs got scarce,
reference checks counted a whole lot more, and the feedback about Frank always came
back the same: brilliant, arrogant, unfocused, unreliable. Of course, that was more
charitable than what his soon-to-be ex-wife was saying. But he hadn't listened - even
to her.

Frank usually tried not to think much about the years that followed. The startup that
had signed him up as Chief Technical Officer and the VCs that fired him; the time spent
without a job at all; the rut he fell into for years after his wife moved out with his
daughter, when he said the hell with everything and everybody: punching the clock in
whatever high school, small business or municipal IT department would take him on till
he got fired again. Then wait till his unemployment ran out and look for something else
he could do in his sleep, until even that became too much to be bothered with.

Through all that time, though, people who really knew him would still seek Frank out,
and he maintained a low-key consulting business on the side to help pay the bills.
Among the elite in the world of security, Frank still had the reputation of a wizard, able
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to come up with the kind of amazing insights that would make the most impenetrable
problems suddenly transparent. An emailed plea for help describing something dense
and dark that had already defied all of the usual tricks would generate a response from
Frank an hour or two later, usually beginning, “It strikes me that...” and ending with, “I
suggest you try..” Invariably, what Frank suggested worked. But requests for his
ongoing assistance went unanswered.

Eventually, it was his daughter Marla that set him back on his feet. One Friday when
he was out of work again, Frank picked her up for their weekend together. But
something was wrong; something was clearly on her mind. His normally chattering
preteen wasn't saying a word. As they walked, she looked down at her feet. Then she
looked up as if to ask him a question, only to look down again. After a while, Frank got
irritated. “Marla, if there’s something you want to ask me, just ask it already!”

But Marla still paused. Then she said, “Dad, you know I'm in a computer class now,
don't you? It's something you have to take in eighth grade.”

“Yes,” he said, surprised. “So?”
“Well,” she said, and stopped. He waited, now curious.

“Well,” she started again, “"Today we took a tour of a big technology company, and we
all had to sign in and wear these name tag things. One of the people that worked there
gave us a tour, and when she saw my name, she asked if I had a father named Frank,
so of course I had to say ‘yes.”

“Uh huh.” said Frank, not liking where this was going.

“Well...” Marla paused again, and then the words came rushing out. “She said that she
went to school with you and you were the most brilliant person she had ever known and
that you’d gotten a big award for being a genius and she wanted to know what you
were doing now.” Marla stopped abruptly for a long moment. “And I didn't know what
to say.”

Frank wished this could be all over, and now.

But, Marla, of course, needed an answer. “Dad, the guide said you really used to be
somebody.”

Frank looked away, and tried to think what to say. And then Marla finished him off
“Dad, she wasn't telling the truth, was she?”

Frank felt as if he couldn’t breathe. His daughter thought so little of the father she
knew that she needed to know the guide had made a mistake? Or was it that she
would be too ashamed of what he had become to be able to deal with the truth? He felt
sick.

By then, they were standing in front of the door of his cheap apartment building. The
traffic rushed past the garbage cans and trash piled up on the curb, and Frank took it
all in. The sights, the smells, his life — they all fit together perfectly, he thought. Still,
he couldn’t think of a word to say to the young girl beside him.
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Finally, Marla put her hand on his arm. “Dad, let’s go upstairs,” she said softly.

That was ten years ago. The next Monday he sucked it up and called George Lambert,
his old mentor, and asked for a job. George was now the head of the IT department at
the Library of Congress now, and Frank called him out of the blue to ask if they could
get together for coffee.

George had been as gracious as Frank had been
uncomfortable. Frank had sent his resume along by
email, for what it was worth, and George cut straight to
y the chase.

"L “You know I'll need to bring you in at the bottom,
i Frank. Can you deal with that?”

) | Frank was prepared. “Sure, sure, George. I'll be fine
P with that.”

George nodded, brows furrowed. Then he changed the
topic. “How’s that cute God daughter of mine these
days? I can’t even remember the last time I saw Marla.”

“She’s great,” said Frank, suddenly determined; it helped to remember why he was
sitting here. “Just great. We get together every weekend. She’s in eighth grade now.
She’s smart as a whip and gets straight As.”

They chatted about family for a few more minutes, and then George looked at his
watch. They both stood up, and shook hands.

"I won't let you down,” Frank said as he looked George in the eye for the first time.
"I know you won't,” his new boss said. But Frank could tell he was only being polite.
-0000-—0001-0010—0011- 0100 —0011 —0010—0001—0000—

Sitting in his kitchen, Frank reflected that he'd been as good as his word. But not much
better, he made himself admit. Yes, he’d rarely missed a day of work, and no one
could say he hadn’t earned his paycheck. And yes, he’d earned every promotion he’d
been given.

But the promotions had been few, and ended long ago. Frank still had tremendous
insights into IT architecture, and he remained as interested as ever in new
developments in security. His cubicle at the LOC was stacked with articles, and he read
voraciously on line. For anyone in the office with a thorny problem, Frank was the go-
to guy who could always solve it, provided it was a discrete issue and he could do
tackle alone. Sitting at a keyboard and given a problem at the code level to fix, Frank
was still The Man - the harder the better, just bring it on. Three hours, eight hours or
twenty hours later, he’d still be going at it until an elegant and creative fix was in place.

Management level work, though, was something else again. Every time George gave

him a shot at a long term project with a couple of others to supervise, Frank would
stumble. Somehow, he could never pull it all together.
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Half the time, he'd be up in the clouds thinking big thoughts that went wildly beyond
the task at hand, and the rest of the time he’d be down in the weeds, diving down rat
holes as one thought after another occurred to him that usually had little to do with the
task at hand. The folks he was supposed to be supervising never knew what they
would be doing from one day to the next, or what, if anything, Frank did with the work
they did complete. Ultimately, George always had to take the project back. Of course,
it didn't take long before the big projects stopped coming, and Frank settled into the
solitary niche where he stayed.

But Frank wasn’t done beating himself up. Admit it, he demanded of himself, you were
relieved when the projects stopped coming. You've been marking time for years now,
and that’s all you’ll ever do. What right did you have to think George would throw this
project your way?

But this had been a security job, dammit. That (and the drinks he’d had) were what
had led him to corner George in the cloakroom the night before.

“I'm sorry, Frank,” George had said, slowly wrapping his scarf around his neck. "I
thought about letting you know ahead of time, and then didn’t. I guess I should have.”

“Can the crap, George!” Frank barked. “Rick can’t find his own ass with both hands in
a well-lit room. What were you thinking?”

George buttoned his overcoat, and reached for his hat. “Of course Rick can’t hold a
candle to you when it comes to security, Frank. There’s nobody I've ever worked with
who has the insight and ideas that you do. And everybody knows nobody covers his
butt like Rick.”

Frank let his breath out with a rush in exasperation as George settled his hat on his
head. “So then why..?”

Now George turned and glared at him as he pulled on his gloves.

“Frank, you may know security, but when it comes to understanding people and how to
manage them, you haven’t got a clue. Yes, Rick is one hell of a weasel. But one thing
you can rely on a weasel to do is to watch out for themselves. That means that if you
give him a job to do and tell him his job is on the line, by hook or by crook, he'll get it
done. And I can’t say that about you.”

Well, what could Frank say to that? Worse, he'd asked George for an explanation, and
now there was nothing to but listen to what Frank already knew was the truth.

“How many chances have I given you over the years, Frank? I can’t remember, can
you?” Frank looked away.

“You're twice as smart as I am,” George continued. “You should have had my job by
now! But that’s never going to happen unless you grow up and perform. And if you
think I'd stick my neck out for you with Chairman Steele grandstanding in the House
and looking for the next poor bastard to eviscerate in front of the cameras in a
committee meeting, well, you're just delusional. Good night, Frank.”
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There hadn’t been anything Frank could say to that, of course, and he was relieved as
George walked away. Furious at himself, George and Rick, in roughly that order, he
stalked back to the bar.

Frank decided that was about as much of the night before as he was up to reliving; he’d
leave the scene with Rick for his next exercise in psychological self abuse. It had all
escalated so stereotypical anyway; Rick’s approach to him and his smarmy
condescension, his insult in response. Ok, enough.

Frank felt the anger well up again, and with it, a sense of purpose. Screw the jerk; just
because Rick got the project, that didn't mean that Frank couldn’t still show him up.
After all, Frank had been so sure he had the spot in the bag that he'd already started
writing up his proposal. No way was Rick going to be able to pull this job off; George
would realize that soon enough, and then there’d be no one to turn to but Frank.

Frank snapped open his laptop and punched the keys with fury, rushing through the
complicated log in sequence that would take him into the heart of the LOC’s security
system, where his proposal was archived. Highlighting the file name, he hit the entry
key, leaned back, and waited for the proposal to display.

Except it didn’t. Frank leaned forward and hit the enter key again. Still nothing.
Perhaps his laptop had frozen. But now, when he down-arrowed, his cursor moved.

Then Frank noticed that something on the screen was changing: the background color
was beginning to warm up, turning reddish, orange and yellow, as if the sun was rising
behind it. Now that was different! Frank watched with growing astonishment as the
colors began to shimmer, and then coalesced into shapes that might be flames. Yes,
flames indeed - but not like a holiday screen-saver image of a log fire — this was a real
barn-burner.

Frank wondered what kind of weird virus he’d picked up, and how. After all, he was an
IT security specialist, and if any laptop was protected six ways to Sunday, it was his.
So much for whatever he had planned for today; he’d have to wipe his disk and rebuild
his system from the ground up.

He was about to shut the laptop down when he noticed that the flames were dying
away. Now what? An image seemed to be emerging now from behind the flames as
they subsided. Frank leaned forward; the image became a tall building, maybe some
sort of lighthouse. Underneath, there was a line of text, but in characters he couldn’t
read. Truly, this was like no virus he'd ever seen. He reached for his cell phone, and
took a picture of the screen just before it suddenly went blank.

Frank was impressed. Whoever had come up with that one certainly had a sense of
style. A weird one, but hey, graphic art wasn’t the long suit of most hackers.

Frank got a pad of paper and a pen from his desk, and punched up the file directory
again, highlighted his proposal, and pressed the Enter key again. This time, he would
watch more closely and take notes.

But all that displayed was this message: “File not found.”
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Frank tried again - no luck. He did a word search on the document title. Nothing. His
proposal was gone.

Now, Frank was alarmed. After all, the directory he was staring at was in the
innermost sanctum of the Library of Congress computer system, and the LOC was the
greatest library in the world. Within its vast holdings were books that could be found
nowhere else in the world. Recently, the Library had even begun digitizing materials,
and then destroying the physical copies. If someone had been able to delete files in the
most protected part of the Library’s computer system, what else might be missing?

Frank raced through a random sampling of sensitive directories; hard to tell for sure,
but everything seemed intact. He checked the server logs for the Library’s indexes,
holdings and other user-accessible resources: everything seemed undisturbed, with no
meaningful changes in the amount of data stored.

Frank drummed his fingers on the table in the cramped dinette. How to begin figuring
this one out? Then he noticed his cellphone, and sent the picture of the screenshot to
his laptop. The picture wasn’t great, but now he could tell that the letters were Greek.
He cropped the image until just the text remained, then ran it through a multiscript
OCR program. Finally, he pasted the new version of the same text into a translator
window. No luck - all he got was a “cannot translate” message.

Frank’s fingers drummed again. He reopened the drop down menu in the translator
screen, and on a hunch tried “Ancient Greek.” This time, the screen blinked.

Frank looked, and then he blinked, too. But the translation still read the same:

THANK YOU FOR YOUR
CONTRIBUTION
TO THE ALEXANDRIA PROJECT

You can Find the Further Adventures of Frank

here and on Twitter
Copyright 2010 Andrew Updegrove
Sign up for a free subscription to Standards Today at

http://www.consortiuminfo.org/subscribe/2.php?addentry=1
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CONSIDER THI S

#62 The New Y orker Story
(J.D. Sdlinger, R.1.P)

Andrew Updegrove

R THE ™ wemmas If you cared about writing when you were growing up

and are now, say, between 45 and 60, then during

NEW YORKER your formative years you likely felt an obligation to

read The New Yorker. Or at least be able to sound
like you did.

Back then, the now venerable magazine was under
the direction of its second editor, William Shawn
(1951 - 1987), and was still at the height of its
reputation, although its powers were then already
waning. In any given issue, you were apt to find the
latest work of the leading authors of the day: writers
like John Updike, John Cheever, Vladimir Nabokov and
Philip Roth, to name a very few. Indeed, for an
author, becoming a regular contributor to the pages of
The New Yorker was synonymous with making it as a
writer, period.

Under Shawn, the light fiction of the famous humorists that had graced the pages
of the magazine in its first decades - authors like William Benchley, James Thurber
and S.]. Perelman - was less welcome than it had been under the leadership of
founding editor Harold Ross. But the magazine continued to set the industry
standard for non-political, single-pane cartoons via the contributions of artists (Ross
always referred to his cartoonists as “artists,” and justly so) like Peter Arno, Edward
Koren, William Steig and Gahan Wilson.

The wonderful work of these artists, and the striking cover art that they and others
contributed, ensured that The New Yorker was accessible to everyone, even if they
just looked at the pictures (much like another magazine then enjoying its heyday,
and paying top dollar for great cartoons by famous artists. That magazine was
founded by Hugh Hefner, and was also popular with a significant percentage of the
population during its formative years).

But whatever the work - whether short commentaries in the Talk of the Town
section, new fiction by a famous author, or poetry, anything that appeared in The
New Yorker from the very beginning was invariably knowing and sophisticated. And
so it had been foretold: Harold Ross famously (and emphatically) proclaimed in the
1925 prospectus that preceded The New Yorker’s launch that the magazine, “was
not intended for the old lady in Dubuque.”

During the magazine’s first half century, a wonderful array of staff and contributing
writers made the magazine dazzle with talent and style that was not afraid to be
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both sly as well as sophisticated. And while Ross may have shunned the old lady in
Dubuque, he never lost touch with the kind of people he rubbed elbows with and
enjoyed during his roustabout youth as a cub reporter out West and his army years
in France during World War I.

But under the (to me) too-precious eye of William Shawn, the magazine became
perhaps too impressed with itself. Staff writers like Brendan Gill, who rode the
coattails of the magazine throughout their entire career as a distinctly minor light
on the literary scene, basked in the reflected glory of Shawn’s refined approach.
Gill fawned over Shawn to the point of embarrassment in his 1975 book, Here at
the New Yorker, just one of at least 25 full-length treatments of the magazine,
many by its own writers.

Gill’'s book was less about the magazine,

Eh‘?ughé thg” aG_Fflaea”d to the J'OtYS _ff Once upon a time, a roustabout
eing Brendan Gill, and an opportunity

to settle scores with (justifiably) better nam.ed Haro'd Ross created a
known literary figures than himself, such magic magazine that managed

as the brilliantly witty but personally to define sophistication while

difficult James Thurber (who he labeled remaining accessible to

as “malicious”) and that rube from the everyone

frontier, Harold Ross, that had hired him

and for many years had paid his salary

(Gill clearly believed that the unfinished Ross was unworthy to be editor of Gill’s
magazine).

But I digress. Indeed, while The New Yorker was a standard in its own right (I use
the past tense advisedly), this essay is not about the magazine, but about a type of
story that flourished under the exquisitely refined guardianship of William Shawn -
a type of story that came to be called by some, “a New Yorker Story.” And also
about the author that perhaps did most to popularize that type of tale, before
withdrawing from the scene, to observe, but not to publish, from his secluded aerie
in New Hampshire.

What was a New Yorker Story? Think of any of the last works that J.D. Salinger
shared with an unworthy world before he removed himself from the scene of public
letters to write only for himself. Or think of a Seinfeld episode, only without the
humor. Or of a shaggy dog story (as in, you can't tell one end from the other).

Indeed, the concept of a New Yorker story was intended to be as minimalist as
possible, and with as little, or no, explanation for whatever identifiable conclusion
(if any) might lie at the end of the piece. No dénouement allowed for the fiction
that made Shawn’s eye sparkle with editorial avarice! Instead, a typical plot line
might run as follows:

A young woman comes home to her apartment. Dreamily, she
removes her coat and drops it carelessly on a chair. She stares out
of her window at the bright colors of spring, reflecting on the
perfection of the whirlwind relationship she is experiencing with a
dashing young man she met on the streets of Paris. Never before
has she known such bliss and fulfillment.
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Turning away from the window, she notices a single red rose in a
bud vase on the table in her almost barren flat; beside it is a small
note card, a had written message can be seen: "My love for you will
survive the end of the world.”

Suddenly, she knows that for her, the relationship is over.

Ready to lose your lunch? Yes, I was too, back then. In fact, there were good
reasons why many only read the cartoons during the Shawn years.

Perhaps we should not be too harsh on
Shawn for nurturing fiction writers willing to
write New Yorker stories. Those were, after
all, the hay days of Truffaut and Bergman in
film, and of Kandinsky, de Koonig and Pollock
in art. Even in theatre, Samuel Beckett’s
Waiting for Godot was setting expectations of
obscurantism never before seen on the
theatre stage. And in modern symphony?
Don’t ask.

How could someone with Shawn’s
refinement, someone living in New York after
all, do otherwise? Traditional fiction must
have seemed hopelessly quaint and artless unless it, too, could achieve (at least)
the obscure. But the unique value of The New Yorker, of course, had never been to
mimic a museum show catalog. Its reputation had been made on providing
accessible sophistication that, to the extent it took itself too seriously, was also
willing to chide itself for its own self-indulgence.

Of course, the days of William Shawn are now long gone. And so, too, are the glory
days of the magazine he transitioned from its peak to its present reality. A
succession of editors succeeded him, and while some have wrought worthwhile
changes, the magazine has never succeeded in rescaling the heights of influence
from which it once so effortlessly reigned.

Today, the single piece of fiction that appears in each issue is more accessible, but
the authors whose work appears do not have the stature of those of yore. Besides
its several short poems and its (still wonderful) artwork, it continues to offer
worthwhile and well written reviews, and a meaningful percentage of serious work
by authors like Seymour Hersh. But its effort to return to light fiction (most issues
include a “Shouts and Murmurs” piece, a category resurrected from the Ross years)
as resulted in a series of formulaic, and sometimes embarrassing, set pieces. And
much of the regular diet of articles are about not much at all, written in the same
spare prose perfected by New Yorker contributor John McPhee, but lacking the
same Spartan wit and turn of phrase that McPhee doles out sparingly to light up an
entire page of prose.

Perhaps J.D. Salinger was more prescient than eccentric, despite the long-held
consensus to the contrary. After all, Shawn tried to put the inaccessible on a
pedestal as proof of his, and his magazine’s sophistication, and devalued The New
Yorker’s reputation in the process, losing much of its audience in the process.
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Salinger may have known that the public would abandon him, too, once it realized
that The Catcher in the Rye was an accidentally accessible fluke that he would not
be willing, or perhaps even able, to provide to them again.

Happily, we do not see much of the The New Yorker Story in The New Yorker
anymore. But unhappily, we don’t have The New Yorker of its glory years to look
forward to each week, either.
What a shame.

Copyright 2010 Andrew Updegrove
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