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“W'w'd cemetery sees
future on vid, online

' DREAM UNDERTAKEN

Gemetery sees future in vid biopics

By CHARLES LYONS

Twen rwentysomethings =it in froat of editing bays inoa large, lodt-
Eike rooem on the second floor of an old Masonic ledpe on a seedy part
af Santa Menics Boubevard, They work quickly, under deadline, Une

Brent and Tyler Cassity

digitizes, the other edits using
Sl 30D modeling equipment
io create cfficts The activity is
not umusual for & post-prodoc-
ity facility — bt how abos
for a cemetery?

For a Iitle more than
40000, you, too, may buy
yourself or a loved one a For-
ever Hiogmphy at a Forever
Thezster mear youw.

Yo supply the video or film
mages, fmvonite sonps, letiens,
certificates and other mensora-
bilia, and Forever will assemble
them imio an intemctive sorap=
book that will be permanently

stored on the Forever Network, sccessible &t Forever Theaiers in
cemetenies around the country amd on the Web ot www, forevernet-

WO, GO,

[f it sounds like a good sales pitch, it is. Business is brisk at For-

Tieem po page 64

Cantinued frow papr
v, begatod near Faramsouitl Stedios in Hollywossd

Under the leadership of brothers Tvler and Brent Cassity — who
I& months age bought the Hodbywood Forever Censetery om of
bankruptey — the desth-care indastry has mnaly gone Hollywood.
In additics 1o tee hiography programs, the Cassitys hive initanzd
Ervbulc D saach Flodbewood Rpeids &5 Hamie MeDaneel, whio conld
mcrl b bumied i Halbywood wihen she died 47 vears ago e re-
suli of moasm.

The Cassstys are tnll, chean-cut, sofi-spoken and masserly men
i ther 30, They corse frosn 51 Los and & kg hine af under-
gakird. 'When thiy wers leemspins, thiy concervd 1B ke of a vi-
sual cemetery. a place where families could come o pry trEbule s
their loved omes while watching testimaninls.

Hant for some vemrs, the hrothers put their dream io rest Brent
atudigd acisg aml politgal scwmes o Bas Bome i, whale Tyle
venbared off o Mew York City, when: he took a lit degree from Co-
lumbaa 11

Years lmer, the Cassitys found themselves emteneg the Tfamily
husinezs with 6 determinaiios o change il

“This Busincis 18 8 very staid business, |0 wass't changing.™ me-
culls Broml,

A mew lile

Hrent and Tyler hegan making video hicgraphies some 13 years
agn, bl anly 18 monihs ape, sk they pagaiéd Forever, hs they
ey 1o s their viskon ralooed. &1 Forever, they heve assembled
same 2, beographies: add those to the more than 10,000 they
have made over the past decade, and the Cassstys are two of the
misl prolifie prodscers workmg in Hollywesd

Bl et this all & bit joo Bep for cemeleriesT

Mot according 1o the Cassitys.

“| think cemeteries throughout history are plapes where people
celehrate lives” explaims Tyler, "W erect memorials so we cam re-
member those who came hefore i, In the J0th cennary, the het
way lo remember someony is by seemg nol their body but thair
body of work — in photographs, film asd video clips, e

Brent added. “*'We think the cenmetery of the futane is going 1o be
& librmry of lives that’s st pas for the famous, bl Tor the faiseae
1o Tarmily aeed [nends™

A fow years ago. when the Cassilty team began puiting touch-
soreers in cometeries and inlking ahowst Web sites from whach fam-
ilizs all over the world could access visual biographies, peaple in
the cemetery business laughed at them

B, ke rue peomeera, e Casaitys hine stayed B course and
wrg guiethy transfiorming the bosiness.

Today, Forever is a cleam, quiet casis where you can feel far
wwry from true deal-making. But if you miss dee flickenng images,
v can slwmys emter ane of the Forever Theaters and take in a
e o s,




THE PULSE OF AMERIGA = HISTORY

“At traditional cemeteries, all yvou have is something carved in
cold stone, There's nothing alive,” ssys Tler, 300 “This way, vou
cin hear that person, see them as they were in life,” says Brent, 33,
The Cassitys have slored about 3,000 of thetr 10,000 biographbes
on the Web al forevemetuwork corn (the others will be digitzzed
from videotape soon). Bub theiss sn't primarily a doteem e In-
eleed, it 18 focused on changing the cemetery by making e blog-
caphy, rather than the remains, e focus of a visit, Eventually
they boge to even insart touchecreens Inko tombstones,

The Cassitys learned the death business from their fathes, who
ran funeral homes when they werne kids. But the biography idea was
their own. In 1588, three vears
after their grandmother died, they
found an audictape of her, The
swieet voice made them happy and
wnil @t the same time. “Why don'® we
have more than this® they won-
dered. It's schmaltzy and, as they
discovered, gond business; Farever
im et by e 811 mvilliom in revenues
this year, up from just ST in
1988, The three-cemetery firm plans
bar aequire 14 mare by year's end,

Forever is doing well becauss
the Casgitys realized befone anyane
elie in their glacially changing in-
dustry that many Amerteans would
lorve bo have thetr own A&E Bragra-
iy, And mot just “the teremdnally
trendy,” as a reporter described
Forever's clients. Earl Essman, 72,
aretived real estate manager and
American Legion marmbser, and his
wifix Marian, 71, decided in the fal
af 1988 that they should make ar-
rangements for their passing. Earl
worked with Forever's head biogra-
pher, Cindy Stafox, o {‘tﬂﬁl‘lik‘ |'|iq:-
tures and stories, He recalled going
to summer camp andd meeting Mar-
inn. He nates on their hio that their
fawarite song even before they met
wis Wherst or When, which Dion &
the Belmonts made a hit in 1960,

HIGH-TECH DEATH MOGULS Tyler and Brent in the marble
maussleum whern they store aehes amd digitized memories

you clevobe less bo a coffin, say, and more toyour life stary. That ap-
praach his made them outeists in their own business, Many tra-
ditenal cemetery owners think the brothers have found o new way
b perpetunte & hoary tradition of mortuary sefence: gouging cus-
toaers by pushing them o punchase nesdless Auffery when they
are low, The Farever biography “sownds to me like an effort to tirm
an exdstentiz] evend inlo a reladl one,” says Thomas Lyneh, a noted
pioset and essayist who rans the Milkord, Mich., funeral comgsany
that his Eather started. (He knows something about turndng mem-
ory intoa retall event: his memode, The Undertakdng, was published
im 1557 andd 1= in paperback, avadlable af @mesoncem for S10.36.)
Lynch fears that the cemetary
trend toward providing bio-kiosks,
celebrity bours or even  bird-
watching sessions will furn these
sacred  places  into  amusement
parks. “Onee you say A cemetery
hins to be a pln-:!l_' ather than the
|'_|In.|:_~q: we pruk gaar ead, vou apen it
1 b the pidiculous,” e s When
toded that the Cassibys’ Creve Coear
cemetery has a filness walk, Lynch
goes even further: “1fwe have a fit-
s winlke, why not a cancert, and if
you have a concert, why not o rap
concert? Why not have a chicken
barbecue for the Rotary Club®”
Well, a5 it turns out, “we do
have rap concerts,” says Tyler Cas-
sty dedlantly, Or at least one, at the
serviceaf D] Rob One (a.kca, Robert
Cory), a prominent fixtare in the
Los Angeles hip-hop world whao
died in March. “The people wha
oot tons define who we are,” zavs
Twler. “For us to define for them
e theey can rememiber sommeomss,
wall, we're just not going to do
that.” The debate comes down bo o
central question: What is a ceme-
tery for? Tradditionalists think tis a
place for rituals of closure, a place
we go Lo for o funeral and returm
o anly on birthdays. The Casaltys
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“I'm gokng Lo give you a quabe,”
Essmman says, explalning why Forever will sucesed. "1t's from Andy
Warhol, ard it poes something lke this: "Everybody 5 entitled lo
L5 minutes of famee.” That béography B golng to be oure.” What
Warhol actually wrote was, “In tse future, everyone will be world
famous for 15 minutes,” Essman got the quole wrong, but he got
the sociclomy right. Many of us believe we have a righd to be famous
MNone of Forovers ¢lients, folks who were dishwashers or lawvers,
actors or plumbsrs, has ever ashed that a biography remain private:

Ame thay will pay a tidy sum for the broadeast. A bare-bones
Forever package, incheding 10 photos and as much as B0 minutes
of sudio recordings to explain the pictures, with ne music or
widen, costs 3800, Those who buay a Platinum Biography can in-
clude 115 phobos, thiress SHES af thieir chaice, an in-haome interviey
with the subject of the bio {if he sn't dead) and these close to him,
and @ videotuped reminiscing party with family and friends. A4
Forever editar than puts it all bllﬂl!‘““.'.r by o movie—for $4,195.

Bait the Cassitys say their product means more than tradition-
i.ll FI.I.1LEH.IJ. |-EI'L"—tI'.H.' l'_'lIIH-iJIH HJII:I F.Imw:m il.ﬂd SETITHITIS — |I'|i|t "«‘u"l." I:lE"
last fo history. The bypical funeral eosts something like 87,000, The
Cassitys dom’t wiand you bo spend less overall, but they would rather

allow ws te keep our dead loved
anes—ar surseles—open o pew interpretations and nesw (if vir-
al) relatianships with great-prandkids they (or we) will never mest
[estesd of hnality, the Casaltys’ cometeries affer a land of mano-
factured [meortality, a heavily edited pedformance of someons’s
lifie that shunts aside what was a cemetery’s forus: the end

And ks there anything wrong with furning a cometery into a
theme park for memorics? Mot in the abstract, though the reality
can be a little ... umreal. Few people tell the whaole trath in their
hiographics. The Essmans, for instance, don’t mention their pre-
vious marmiages, Another client forced Forever's editors to re
move all references to o deceased mather’s mental ilimess,

But bicgrapher Statos says peopde are often unin:nntinnuﬁlj'
honest about themsebves. One man, who prepared his biography
witth his wife, even though both are only in their 5s, described his
wie's besst quality this way: “She'savery hard workes.” Other clients
send regrethul messages via their bias: they wish they had been bel-
ter parents; they apologioe fo freends far a betral. “Ta the memal
cudture right mow, there's so much confession ™ says Tyler. "We're
jusst i part af that.” Maybe, But the Cassitys are also polsed to extend
that memdair culture, for belfer or worse, into all cur deathe. 8

66 TIME, JI7LY 10, M



