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TO PIXAR AND BEYOND


 


From the brink of failure to one of the best film companies in the world: the remarkable story of Pixar’s improbable success.


One day in November 1994, Lawrence Levy received a phone call out of the blue from Steve Jobs, whom he’d never met, offering him a job running Pixar, a little-known company that had already lost Jobs $50 million. With Pixar’s prospects looking bleak, it was with some trepidation that Levy accepted the position. After a few weeks he discovered that the situation was even worse than he’d imagined.


Pixar’s advertising division just about broke even, its graphics software had few customers, its short films didn’t make any money and, on top of all that, Jobs was pushing to take the company public. Everything was riding on the studio’s first feature film, codenamed Toy Story, and even then it would have to be one of the most successful animated features of all time…


Full of wisdom on bringing business and creativity together, and recounting the touching story of Levy’s enduring friendship with Jobs, To Pixar and Beyond is a fascinating insider’s account of one of Hollywood’s greatest success stories.





MORE PRAISE FOR TO PIXAR AND BEYOND



“What a delightful book about the creation of Pixar from the inside. I learned more about Mr Jobs, Pixar and business in Silicon Valley than I have in quite some time.”


Andrew Ross Sorkin


“A fascinating look at one of the most innovative companies of the early 21st century.”


Publishers Weekly


“To Pixar and Beyond is a finely sketched insider’s account of the hard-fought success of a pathbreaking company. Lawrence Levy goes surprisingly and refreshingly deep on the business details behind Pixar’s creative achievements. He also shows an intimate side of Steve Jobs that will delight the mercurial businessman’s many admirers.”


Adam Lashinsky, author of Inside Apple


“Part business book and part thriller—a tale that’s every bit as compelling as the ones Pixar tells in its blockbuster movies. It’s also incredibly inspirational...This is a must-read book for anyone who cares about corporate culture and wants to learn how to build a business, as well as everyone who loves Woody, Buzz, and all of the other beloved Pixar characters. I loved this book and could not put it down.”


Dan Lyons, bestselling author of Disrupted





TO PIXAR AND BEYOND


My Unlikely Journey with Steve Jobs to Make Entertainment History


Lawrence Levy
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For Hillary, Jason, Sarah, and Jenna





PROLOGUE



“HEY, STEVE, YOU UP FOR A WALK?” I ASKED OVER THE phone.


It was the fall of 2005. Steve Jobs and I had asked each other that question countless times over the past ten years. But this time was different. Steve had turned fifty earlier that year and the burden of cancer and surgery was taking its toll. For a while now we had kept our talks and walks light. Steve had enough on his hands at Apple. In the past year he had introduced a new line of iPods, including the brand-new iPod shuffle and iPod nano that continued to usher in a new era of music listening.


Today, though, I had something specific on my mind. I was on Pixar’s board of directors, having previously served as Pixar’s chief financial officer and a member of its Office of the President. I had been considering this particular matter for a while, and I felt it was time to broach it. Steve had been feeling a little better lately. This was as good a moment as any.


“Sure,” he said. “Come on over. I’m around.”


We lived in Old Palo Alto, a neighborhood just a mile or two east of Stanford University in California’s Bay Area. Steve’s house was just a few minutes’ walk from mine. It sat on a corner lot, a beautiful, Tudor-style country cottage, brick walled, with a steep-sloped slate roof. I entered from the back gate and went through the kitchen door where, as was usual, an array of delicious-looking fruits and snacks sat on the long, rustic wood table. I said hello to the family chef, who was warm and welcoming, and made my way through the kitchen, down the hall, to Steve’s office.


“Hi, Lawrence,” Steve said with a smile, as he looked up and saw me.


“Still up for that walk?” I asked him. “We can sit if you like.”


“Let’s go for it,” he said. “Be nice to get some fresh air.”


Walking the streets of Palo Alto was a tonic for Steve. He loved the air, the architecture, the climate. The weather was clear and warm as we strolled down the flat streets lined with oak, magnolia, and ash trees, past the variety of architectures, from small ranch houses reminiscent of an earlier era to large remodeled estates that reflected Silicon Valley’s growth. After we caught up for a few minutes, I brought up what I wanted to discuss.


“I’d like to talk about Pixar’s stock price,” I said.


“What’s on your mind?” Steve asked.


“I think Pixar’s at a crossroads,” I said. “Its valuation is too high to stay still. If we have any miss, any miss at all, even a small one, Pixar’s value could be cut in half overnight, and half of your wealth will go with it.” I paused and then added, “We’re flying too close to the sun.”


We had enjoyed an incredible run: ten years of one blockbuster after another.


“Either Pixar uses its sky-high valuation to diversify into other businesses,” I went on, “just like Disney did, or . . .”


“Or we sell to Disney,” Steve finished my sentence.


“Yes, or we sell to Disney, or anyone else that offers the same opportunity for diversifying and protecting Pixar as Disney does.”


But we both knew no other company did.


“Let me give it some thought,” Steve replied. “I hear what you’re saying.”


A few months later, on January 25, 2006, Pixar and the Walt Disney Company announced that Disney would acquire Pixar for a price of $7.6 billion. At that time, Steve owned the majority of Pixar’s stock, making his share of Pixar worth several billion dollars. Ten years later, due to the precipitous rise in Disney’s value, those Disney shares almost quadrupled in value.


When I first started talking to Steve about Pixar, a little more than ten years earlier in late 1994, the company had burned through almost $50 million of his money, with little to show for it. The value assigned to Pixar’s stockholders on its financial statements at that time was negative $50 million. Now, Steve’s investment in Pixar had made him one of the wealthiest individuals in the world.


My tenure at Pixar lasted from my first conversations with Steve in 1994 until the sale to Disney in 2006. This opportunity was one of the great privileges of my life. Although much has been written about Pixar’s legendary creative and production processes, my side of the story looks at Pixar from a different angle. It is about the strategic and business imperatives that enabled Pixar to flourish.


It is perhaps easy to look at Pixar’s film accomplishments and imagine that they emerged in a blaze of creative glory, that Pixar was created as a storytelling, artistic utopia. This wasn’t my experience of it. The making of Pixar was more akin to the high-pressure grinding of tectonic plates pushing up new mountains. One of those plates carried the intense pressures of innovation: the drive for artistic and creative excellence in storytelling and the invention of a new medium, computer animation, through which to express it. The other of those plates carried the real-world pressures of survival: raising money, selling movie tickets, increasing the pace of production. These two forces ground ceaselessly against each other, causing many quakes and aftershocks.


This is the story of how the little company that made the world fall in love with toys, bugs, fish, monsters, cars, superheroes, chefs, robots, and emotions emerged from the forces at work beneath it. It is about the choices and the absurd bets and risks that made it possible. It is about the tension between creative integrity and real-world necessities, and how that tension shaped those involved with it—Steve Jobs; Pixar’s creative, technical, and production teams; and me. It is a story about what it means to put the creative impulse first, and why that is so very hard to do.


This is also a story about how, through the eyes of a two-thousand-year-old Buddhist philosophy called the Middle Way, I came to see Pixar in a larger context. How I learned that the tensions at Pixar were the very same forces that lie at the heart not just of making great films, but of living great lives, building great organizations, and freeing our inner capacities and creativity.


If I learned anything at Pixar, it is that story comes first. Pixar’s creative leader, John Lasseter, used to say, “Great graphics will keep us entertained for a couple of minutes; it is story that holds us in our seats.”


This one began with a phone call.


Lawrence Levy
March 2016
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WHY WOULD YOU DO THAT?


ONE AFTERNOON IN NOVEMBER 1994, THE PHONE IN MY office rang. I was the chief financial officer and vice chairman of the board at Electronics for Imaging, a Silicon Valley company developing products for the burgeoning field of color desktop publishing. It was a clear and cool fall day in San Bruno, California, near the San Francisco airport. I picked up the phone, not knowing who it might be. The last thing I expected was to speak to a celebrity.


“Hi, is this Lawrence?”


“Yes, it’s me.”


“This is Steve Jobs,” the voice on the other end of the line said. “I saw your picture in a magazine a few years ago and thought we’d work together someday.”


Even in those days, when the downfall of Steve Jobs was a favorite topic around Silicon Valley eateries, a call from him was enough to stop me in my tracks. Maybe he wasn’t as hot as he had been before his unceremonious departure from Apple ten years earlier, but our industry had never had a more charismatic figure. I couldn’t help but feel a spurt of excitement at realizing not only that he knew who I was, but that he had actually called me.


“I have a company I’d like to tell you about,” he said.


NeXT, I immediately thought. He wants to talk about NeXT Computer. Jobs’s latest venture, supposedly his long-awaited second act, had been famous for its eye-catching cube-shaped workstations, but it was also rumored to be on shaky ground, especially after it was forced to close its hardware business not too long before. My mind raced: he wants to turn NeXT around; that could be an exciting challenge. But what he said next caught me off guard.


“The company is called Pixar.”


Not NeXT. Pixar. What in the world was Pixar?


“That sounds great,” I said, not wanting to reveal how little I knew about Pixar. “I’d love to hear more.”


We agreed to meet.


As I put the phone down, my first reaction was shock. A call from Steve Jobs out of the blue? That was startling. But the initial thrill faded rapidly; rudimentary research revealed that Pixar had a decidedly checkered history. Steve had acquired ownership of Pixar when George Lucas spun it off from Lucasfilm eight years earlier. He then apparently poured millions of dollars into the company in the hope of developing a high-end imaging computer and accompanying software. The result: not much. Pixar had long abandoned the quest to develop an imaging computer, and it was not clear to anyone I talked to what was sustaining Pixar now.


Moreover, Steve Jobs may have been Silicon Valley’s most visible celebrity, but that made it all the more glaring that he had not had a hit in a long time—a very long time. His last two products before being stripped of all responsibilities at Apple in 1985—the Lisa and the original Macintosh computers—had both been commercial disasters, and the NeXT Computer was regarded by many observers as the triumph of hubris over practicality. It had been heralded as a technological marvel, but it had been unable to compete with the likes of Sun Microsystems and Silicon Graphics that sold less expensive, more compatible machines. More and more, Jobs was looking like yesterday’s news. When I told friends and colleagues that I was meeting Steve Jobs about Pixar, the most common response was “Why would you want to do that?” Still, I was intrigued, and there would be no harm in a meeting. I followed up by calling Steve’s office to arrange a time.


Despite his reputation, I was excited to meet Steve in person, although I really didn’t know what to expect. Would I encounter the mercurial tyrant Silicon Valley loved to vilify, or the brilliant genius who led the personal computer revolution? Our meeting was in NeXT Computer’s ostentatious headquarters in Redwood City, California, where, upon arrival, I was ushered into Steve’s office. Rising from behind a commanding, book-strewn desk, wearing his trademark blue jeans, black turtleneck, and sneakers, Steve, a few years my senior, greeted me like he had been waiting to see me for years.


“Come in, come in,” he said excitedly. “I have so much to tell you.”


The conversation needed no warm-up. Steve jumped in, exuberantly telling me about Pixar—its history, its technology, and the production of its first full-length film.


“Only a few minutes of the film is finished,” he said, “but you have to see it. You’ve never seen anything like it.”


We hit it off immediately. For almost an hour I sat in a chair on the other side of his desk, listening carefully as Steve sketched out the role he hoped I would play. He explained how he wanted someone on the ground at Pixar while he was at NeXT, someone to run the business, to hone the strategy, to take it public. He described how Pixar had revolutionized the field of high-end computer graphics and was now focused on producing its first feature film.


Steve quizzed me about my background, my family, and my career. He seemed impressed that I’d studied law at Harvard; had been a partner at Wilson, Sonsini, Goodrich & Rosati, Silicon Valley’s largest law firm, which had taken Apple public many years earlier; and that I had created a new technology transactions department there, the first of its kind as far as I knew. He also liked that I had personal experience taking a company public. I felt he was testing my pedigree; it seemed important to him that I be a solid citizen. I was glad that he seemed to like what he heard.


The conversation proceeded effortlessly. But even while we were clearly hitting it off, a gnawing unease was growing within me. If Jobs had in mind taking Pixar public, he must have some serious notions about Pixar’s business and strategic plans. He never mentioned them, though. I thought about whether to ask if he had numbers or a business projection I could see, but he was driving the agenda, and I decided this wasn’t the time to interrupt. He was sizing me up to see if he wanted to meet again. When Steve eventually asked, “Can you visit Pixar soon? I’d love it if you could,” I felt pleased. I thought it would be fascinating to at least see what Pixar was all about.


By the time I was halfway home, though, my mind was back on the business issues; he should have mentioned them, and I should have pushed to hear about them. We had made a personal connection — better than I could have imagined—but how did I know Steve wasn’t putting up another “reality distortion field” for which he was notorious? That phrase had long been associated with Steve’s ability to make others believe almost anything, regardless of the business or market realities. Maybe he was weaving another fantasy, this time about Pixar. If I took this job and Pixar flamed out, as everyone I had spoken to seemed to think it would, the career I had so carefully built, along with my reputation, would take a huge blow.


Worse still, the more I looked, the more there seemed to be no end of individuals who felt burned by Jobs’s excesses. A year earlier, there had even been a book published, Steve Jobs and the NeXT Big Thing by Randall Stross, a scathing critique of Steve’s behavior and business practices at NeXT. I didn’t want to risk being a Steve Jobs fall guy. But I decided it was better to be patient. This wasn’t the time for decisions. The next step was in sight: a visit to Pixar.


Pixar was located in Point Richmond, California. I had never been to Point Richmond, never even heard of it. I had to look on a map to find where it was. Point Richmond was a tiny town between Berkeley and San Rafael. My heart sank as I mapped out how to get there. From Palo Alto, it was a ride up 101 north to San Francisco, then onto the Bay Bridge via 80 east, then 80 veered north and went past Berkeley, then onto 580 west to Cutting Boulevard where Pixar was located. I tried to tell myself that this was manageable, that it wouldn’t be too bad. Inside, however, I was full of doubt. These highways were among the most clogged in California. Driving to Pixar would not be fun.


I had always worked hard to be home for my family. I had two children—Jason, who was nine, and Sarah, who was six—and my wife, Hillary, was pregnant with our third. The demands of my career hadn’t made it easy to be home at the right times, but I had done my best to pull it off. I was part of my children’s lives, read to them at night, helped with homework, drove them to school. I knew how much discipline that took. I didn’t think I could take a job that might put this in jeopardy.


I was pretty dejected when I put down the map.


“I don’t know about this,” I said to Hillary one evening. “It’s too far away. I don’t see how we can pull it off and remain living here. And it makes no sense to move. It’s far too risky for that. Who knows how long this might last? If it flames out, I think we’d want to be here.”


Hillary and I had met as undergraduates at Indiana University. I started there at seventeen, a year after my family immigrated to Indianapolis from London, England, where I’d grown up. Hillary was petite, with blue eyes, wavy brown hair, and a pretty face with a cute, pointy chin. She was sweet-natured, grounded, and insightful. We had married while we were both in graduate school. We liked to say we grew up together because our twenties were a time of much change.


We had both attended graduate school in Boston, after which we worked in Florida for a little while, where my family then lived. After a couple of years there, we moved to Silicon Valley so I could try my hand at practicing law in the emerging world of high tech. With our one-year-old son in tow, we went west on our own. Hillary had a Master of Science degree in speech pathology and worked at Stanford Medical Center, where she specialized in rehabilitating stroke and head trauma patients who had language deficits. We talked through all our major decisions together.


“Don’t worry about Pixar’s location yet,” she suggested. “I wouldn’t dismiss the opportunity out of hand. Check it out. It’s not time for a decision yet.”


I arranged a meeting at Pixar and a few days later set out for my visit. As I approached San Francisco on Highway 101, I could see its impressive skyline appear before me: the rolling hills densely filled with homes, the broad cluster of shining office buildings in the financial district, the low clouds on the coast side that would burn off later in the day. It was a dramatic and stunning approach. As the highway split into two directions, one leading through the city toward the Golden Gate Bridge, the other heading onto the Bay Bridge toward Berkeley on the other side of the bay, I moved to the right lanes for the Bay Bridge.


The beauty of the city suddenly gave way to the reality of the clogged lanes merging onto the Bay Bridge. As I drove over the aging spans, I couldn’t help but think of the Loma Prieta earthquake that five years earlier, in 1989, had caused part of the bridge to collapse, killing one person among the almost sixty who died in that earthquake. The surreal images of the slice of road that had fallen down from the top part of the bridge became alarmingly fresh as I thought about crossing that bridge every day. Once across, I could see the traffic build up on the other side of the road as the cars coming into San Francisco stopped at the long line of tollbooths. The backup seemed to last for miles. This would be my drive home. My worst fears were confirmed. How could I take a job with a commute this horrendous?


It was small consolation that if I did this drive every day, I’d certainly have time to listen to the radio. Bill Clinton was president and the Democratic Party had just lost control of Congress in the midterm elections. The news was abuzz about a coming showdown between Congress and the president. There was also plenty of good music to hear. My car radio had been playing Whitney Houston, Boyz II Men, Mariah Carey, and Céline Dion. Elton John’s “Can You Feel the Love Tonight” from the past summer’s smash film The Lion King was also a hit. But no matter how much I was interested in the news, or enjoyed pop music, my plan was not to sit in the car listening to them for two or three hours a day.


Even worse, as out of the way as Point Richmond was, there was nothing to make up for it in terms of scenery. When arranging the interview, I had heard Pixar’s after-hours answering machine proudly proclaim that Pixar was “across the street from the refinery.” That was no understatement. Pixar was literally across the street from a Chevron oil refinery. I could see the tall smokestacks and mass of machinery and pipes.


Things did not appear much better as I pulled into Pixar’s parking lot, in which spaces were scant. Pixar was in a one-story, ordinary office building with no remarkable features. Its lobby was equally unremarkable, small, poorly lit, with a display case against one wall that showcased some of Pixar’s awards. It could not have been more of a contrast from the contemporary, sleek offices where Steve worked at NeXT. As I entered the main door, I thought to myself, “This is it? This is Pixar?”


My host for the day was Ed Catmull, cofounder of Pixar. Pixar’s other cofounder, Alvy Ray Smith, had left the company a few years earlier. Ed had been recruited by George Lucas in 1979 to start the computer division of Lucasfilm that would eventually be spun off as Pixar. As Ed’s assistant walked me back to his office, I noticed how dreary the place seemed: a worn carpet, plain walls, and poor lighting. Ed’s office was a good size, with a wall of windows on one side and a large bookcase on the other. I glanced at books on math, physics, animation, and computer graphics. Ed had a desk at the far end of the office, and a couch at the other. He invited me to sit on the couch, and he pulled up a chair to sit across from me.


Ed was a little shy of fifty, with a slight build and a thin beard. He had a quiet, even demeanor, authoritative and inquisitive at the same time. He asked me about my background and experience, told me a little of Pixar’s history, then the conversation turned to Pixar’s present situation.


“As you know,” Ed said, “we’re making a feature film due out in November. We’re also selling RenderMan software and making commercials. But we don’t really have a business plan for building the company. We could really use some help sorting that out.”


“How does Pixar fund its business now?” I asked.


Ed explained how it was very much just month to month. Disney paid for film production costs while sales of RenderMan software and animated commercials brought in some revenues. That wasn’t enough to cover Pixar’s expenses, though.


“How do you cover the shortfall?” I asked.


“Steve,” Ed explained. “Every month we go to Steve and tell him the amount of the shortfall, and he writes us a check.”


That caught me by surprise. I understood that Steve was funding Pixar, but I hadn’t expected it to be in the form of a personal check each month. Normally an investor puts in enough money to last six months, a year, or even more. Going to an investor every month for money was unusual, and probably not much fun, judging from my knowledge of investors in companies that were running out of cash.


Ed shifted just a bit in his chair and added, “It’s not an easy conversation to have with Steve.”


“Not an easy conversation” was an understatement. Ed explained that getting Steve to approve Pixar’s spending could be torturous. I got the sense that Ed had grown to dread it.


“Why is it so hard?” I asked.


“When Pixar was spun out from Lucasfilm, Steve wanted to invest in a hardware company,” Ed explained. “We were developing a highend imaging computer. Animation was merely a way to showcase the technology. In 1991, we shut down Pixar’s hardware division.”


This was my first real glimpse into the details of Pixar’s history. My meeting with Steve had focused more on the future than the past.


“Steve never had his heart set on a company that was telling stories,” Ed went on. “He’s resisted it. It’s been a struggle to keep investing in story and animation.”


I had not realized that Pixar had morphed so drastically away from Steve’s initial vision. Pixar’s history was starting to look a lot more checkered than I had imagined.


“So, he doesn’t support what you’re doing?” I asked.


“He does now,” Ed said. “Steve was on board when we negotiated with Disney to make a feature film. He was a big help in making it happen. But he still gets frustrated at having to keep funding the rest of Pixar.”


“How much has he invested in the company?” I asked.


“Close to fifty million,” Ed said.


Fifty million! That was a huge number by Silicon Valley start-up standards. No wonder Steve griped when he had to put in more.


I enjoyed talking to Ed. He wasn’t pulling any punches with me on our first meeting, even though what he was saying wasn’t making me feel great about this opportunity. Pixar felt like a company that had meandered from here to there but never found its way. Why would I join a company that had been struggling for sixteen years and whose payroll was paid every month out of the personal checkbook of its owner? If I became CFO, it would be me going to Steve for that money every month. That didn’t seem like a lot of fun.


I found Ed to be thoughtful, smart, and easy to talk to. His reputation in the computer graphics industry was stellar; he was definitely someone from whom I could learn, and with whom I’d enjoy working. But that wouldn’t be enough. I had not realized how dire Pixar’s financial situation was. It had no cash, no reserves, and it depended for its funds on the whim of a person whose reputation for volatility was legendary. True, I didn’t yet have an offer for this job, so it wasn’t as if I even had a choice to make. But I felt myself less and less certain that if I did, it would make any sense to take it.


It was also becoming clear that even if Steve had embraced Pixar’s moves into doing more stories and content, he hadn’t set out to do that. I knew that his well-publicized efforts to make a new computer at NeXT had failed. I hadn’t known that his original vision for Pixar had also floundered. This meant that both of Steve’s bold attempts to make computers after his departure from Apple had gone nowhere. It felt like he had two strikes against him. One more and he might be out for good.


We were interrupted by Ed’s assistant, who put her head in the doorway.


“The screening room is ready,” she said.


“Let’s head over there,” Ed said. “We’ll show you what we’ve been doing.”
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GOOD SOLDIERS


THE ENTRANCE TO PIXAR'S SCREENING ROOM WAS AN UNremarkable door in one of the main hallways that ran through Pixar’s offices. Behind it was a windowless, darkened auditorium. The room was about the size of a small theater, like one might find at the back end of a local cinema multiplex. At one end, to the right, was a big screen. At the other end, to the left, was a room with a window, behind which I imagined was a film projector. It was what was in between that was surprising. Instead of traditional rows of viewing seats, the room was filled with rows of old couches and armchairs. It looked like someone had picked up furniture left at the end of driveways to be given away and had dumped it all in this room. It seemed comfortable, the kind of place where you might take an afternoon nap, but was this the mission central of a studio doing serious work?


“This is our screening room,” Ed noted. “Every day the animators gather here with John Lasseter to review their latest work on our film.”


Ed invited me to take a seat and said he’d like to show me some of Pixar’s earlier work first. The lights went down and two of Pixar’s short films were played on the big screen, Luxo Jr. and Tin Toy. Luxo Jr. was about the relationship between two lamps, a parent and a child. Tin Toy was about a one-man-band toy trying to escape from a baby. It had won an Academy Award for Best Animated Short Film in 1988. Both of these films were a marvel of computer graphics and whimsy. They illustrated the beginnings and the evolution of computer animation. They had elements that were simple about them, even crude, but I found myself drawn into the plot, actually rooting for a lamp and a toy.


Next up was the main event, a screening of a few minutes from the beginning of Pixar’s first feature-length film project. Ed explained that it didn’t have a final name yet but went by its working title, Toy Story. There were many caveats.


“Keep in mind that not all the scenes you will see are completed,” Ed cautioned. “Some of the animation isn’t done, so you’ll see a few characters moving across the scene as solid blocks. The lighting isn’t complete, so you’ll see dark or awkwardly lit spots. And not all the voices are final; some are makeshift stand-ins by Pixar employees.”


With that, the lights in the room went black, I settled into my armchair, and the film began to roll.


“Pull my string. The birthday party’s today,” were Woody’s first words. Woody, a computer-animated cowboy doll sitting on the computer-animated bed of his computer-animated owner, Andy.


In the next few minutes, in this ramshackle theater, in this unremarkable building across from an oil refinery, in this company that was hanging by a shoestring, I witnessed a level of creative and technical wizardry that I could never have imagined.


The beginning of the film takes place in the bedroom of a little boy named Andy whose birthday party is that day. The bedroom is a typical boy’s room, with blue wallpaper dotted with white clouds and toys strewn all around. Except for one detail. When the humans aren’t around, the toys come alive. And today they are in a panic over being replaced by Andy’s new birthday presents.


Woody, Andy’s favorite toy, is the ringleader, trying to calm everyone down. There is a moment when Woody sends a troop of little green army men to scout out Andy’s birthday presents. In this sequence, the army men are approaching the door of Andy’s kitchen when they hear Andy’s mom coming and must freeze in place so she does not see they are alive. Andy’s mom opens the door, notices that Andy has carelessly left his now-lifeless plastic army men strewn all about, accidentally steps on one of them, and kicks the rest aside. In that moment, when she steps on that soldier . . . in that moment as I sat in that theater . . . in that moment something happened that I would never have imagined. I cared about that plastic soldier.


I cringed at seeing the soldier injured, and I needed to know if it was okay. A few seconds later, the toy army men are up and about again. The stepped-on soldier is wounded but okay. He tells the others to go on without him, only to hear his comrade say, “A good soldier never leaves a man behind,” and he carries him to safety.


“My goodness!” I thought to myself. “What is this?”


The clip ends when the toys first meet Buzz Lightyear. Andy brushes aside Woody from the prime spot on Andy’s bed and puts Buzz there instead. Woody is trying to act as if everything is fine, telling the other toys that they just have to make friends with the new toy. As Woody approaches Buzz, we see Buzz come alive for the first time.


Buzz blinks his eyes and says, “Buzz Lightyear to Star Command. Come in, Star Command.” Buzz believes he is an astronaut on a mission. Now, here I am sitting in my armchair as the audience. I have just bought into the delusion that these toys are real. And now I’m believing that this one toy, Buzz Lightyear, is himself delusional for not realizing he is just a toy.


This was insane.


As the clip came to an end, Ed looked over at me. “What do you think?” he asked.


“Ed, I hardly know what to say. This is extraordinary. I’ve never seen anything like it. The leap from the short films to here is remarkable.”


“Thank you,” Ed replied. “We’ve got a very long way to go to finish the film but you can begin to see what it might look like.”


“This is going to amaze audiences,” I added excitedly. “They’ll have no idea what to expect. It’s fantastic.”


“I hope so,” said Ed. “We’ve got a lot riding on it.”


The lights went up and I found myself back in the makeshift screening room, still sitting in an old beat-up armchair. But for ten minutes I’d been transported somewhere else. Andy’s room. A world where toys lived. Had feelings. Had problems. I had no idea who was behind it all, but somewhere in this building there were magicians at work.


“Can I show you around?” Ed asked.


“Of course,” I replied. I didn’t know if I’d be working here or not, but I certainly didn’t want to pass up the chance to see how this magic was done.


The first stop was Pixar’s animation department. We walked into a large open space filled with cubicles, each of which had been built and designed by its occupant to reflect his or her artistic sensibility. The area looked like a cross between a college dorm and a Halloween theme park. It was littered with old furniture, artwork, and odd collections of toys, balls, colored lights, anime, models, posters, comic books, and all manner of paraphernalia. Each animator sat in a space of his or her own design, in front of one or sometimes two large computer monitors. Some of the animators had full-length mirrors on the wall nearby.


“Why the mirrors?” I asked Ed.


“Animation is really all about acting,” Ed explained. “Before the animators animate a character on screen, they will often act out the part in front of a mirror so they fully understand the movements they need to create on screen.”


Ed walked me to Pixar’s storyboard department where rows upon rows of large cork boards were filled with index cards on which appeared hand-drawn scenes from the movie. Each storyboard represented a sequence from the film, and there seemed to be an endless number of them stacked against every wall, and every spare scrap of space. The quality of each drawing was remarkable, and there were thousands of them, all drawn by hand, all telling a little piece of the film’s story.


Then we visited the film lab, a darkroom almost filled from wall to wall by a mysterious machine that sat in the middle. The machine looked like a flat, metallic table with a large microscope type of device on it. It was an imposing machine, something you’d expect to see in a big university or government lab. I couldn’t quite understand its purpose, something to do with transferring images to film. Apparently it had been hand-built by Pixar.


I was then taken to a room called the renderfarm, whatever that meant. It was a huge bank of computers whose function, apparently, was to draw the computer-generated images that made up each frame of the film.


“Just one of these images can take hours to render,” Ed explained, “and we have to do over a hundred thousand of them for the film.”


The scale and detail of what I was observing were staggering.


Ed then brought me back to the animation area, and we sat down at a table that had been set up in one corner. Here I was to meet John Lasseter, Pixar’s creative lead. John had directed Pixar’s short films, and he was the director of Toy Story.


John was maybe a couple of years older than me. I was struck by his bright and boyish sensibility. He wore jeans and a Hawaiian shirt, was a little stocky, with short, slightly receding hair. He had a twinkle in his eye, as if he were perpetually at the ready to play a prank.


“Thank you for coming to visit,” John started, graciously. “Steve seems excited that you might be a great fit. I’d love to hear about what you’ve been doing.”


And with that John listened attentively as I described my career so far. I told him about my law practice, and how I’d left to join one of my clients. John was interested in why I left.


“I enjoyed practicing law,” I explained, “but it could be a grind, and I didn’t love billing my time in six-minute increments. I looked at my start-up clients and to me they were on an adventure. One, Echelon Corporation, was developing sensors to make buildings smart. It was exciting technology; I yearned for the kind of adventure they were on.”


Soon, the conversation turned to Pixar.


“John, the film clip I saw is extraordinary,” I gushed. “I had no idea this was going on at Pixar.”


“Not many really get what we’re doing yet,” John said. “We have this rare blend of the technology and the creative sides of filmmaking. I’m directing a film that’s breaking ground technically, but I’m not a technology person. It’s a partnership. I tell our technology team what I’d like creatively, and we go back and forth to try to make it happen. I don’t get everything I want, but we work it out. Our technical team is brilliant, amazing. It’s like a marriage.”


“It sure shows in that clip that I saw,” I replied. “I can’t wait to see more. And what about Pixar as a company? How do you see its future?”


John thought for a moment. His countenance shifted slightly; he became just a bit more serious, as if what he was about to tell me wasn’t easy to say.


“I’ll tell you,” he started. “The effort that our people have put into this company is beyond extraordinary. It’s not been easy. Not easy at all. People have hung in there year after year, doing work that amazes me every single day, sacrificing for this company, and not asking much for doing it.”


John had become really passionate about what he was telling me. “These are brilliant, creative, dedicated people, from the top to the bottom of Pixar,” he continued. “I want to see them gain the recognition and reward that they deserve. It has always been a struggle. But I want Pixar to succeed for them, for all of us.”


By this point, John’s voice was all but quivering with emotion. It was as if he were the flag bearer for a deep injustice that needed to be corrected.


We talked a little more about Toy Story. John explained how the idea had emerged from his earlier short films, how excited he was that Tom Hanks and Tim Allen had signed on to be the voices of Woody and Buzz, and that Randy Newman was doing the music.


These were some big names. Tom Hanks had just come off a string of successes that was making him one of the world’s biggest stars — Sleepless in Seattle, Philadelphia, Forrest Gump—and the coming summer he was slated to star in a film with a lot of buzz, Apollo 13. Tim Allen had a hit TV show, Home Improvement, that was in its third season and experiencing great ratings. Randy Newman had enjoyed a stellar career as a recording artist and a composer of film scores.


“They are a coup!” I said. “You must be ecstatic.”


“I am,” John said. “And they are so amazing to work with. And the rest of the voice cast is amazing too. We’ve been very lucky.”


As we were wrapping up, it was hard for a Silicon Valley guy like me not to feel a little starstruck. The movie business was light-years away from anything I’d done. And here I was having a conversation about how great the voice casting was for a company I might join. It felt a bit surreal, like I was on a Hollywood studio tour rather than interviewing for a job.


As I sat there with John and Ed, my experience of the day was suddenly giving birth to a new feeling. These two leaders had dedicated themselves for years to their crafts, with almost no commercial success and recognition. I had no idea how, when, or where they might succeed, but one thing was becoming clear to me. They were winners. I might not know how that victory would come, but I was quite confident that, for them, somehow it would.


Ed then introduced me to Pam Kerwin, Bill Reeves, Ralph Guggenheim, and a few others on Pixar’s leadership team, and before I knew it my visit was over. As I left the building, however, it didn’t take long for my starstruck bubble to burst. I was now back in Pixar’s dreary parking lot, with a view of the oil refinery across the street and a long, traffic-filled drive ahead of me.


There wasn’t much point in jumping to conclusions yet; after all, I didn’t know if I would even receive an offer. It certainly depended on how Ed, John, and others I had met felt about me. At the personal level, I felt it would be an honor if they did want me to join the team. But at the professional level, Pixar remained an enigma. There was so much that was great about it, but there was an even greater number of red flags. No matter how impressed I was with Steve, Ed, John, and what Pixar was doing, my job would be to build its business, make it a commercial success, maybe even take it public. This would require much, much more than my watching a few amazing minutes of a film.


Moreover, I didn’t have a feeling for this business. Filmmaking was foreign to me. It was alluring to see Pixar’s work, but I was no closer to wrapping my head around it than I had been when Steve first called me. In my head, a great film, great technology, even great acting talent, did not translate into a business strategy. No one had articulated what business Pixar was in, and Ed had hinted at resentments with Steve from Pixar’s past. I wasn’t at all sure if it would be a good idea to get in the middle of that. And I certainly didn’t want to join a company simply because I felt a little starstruck.


The next day Steve called me on the phone.


“Your meetings at Pixar went great,” he said. “They liked you and really thought they could work with you. I’m really happy about that. How did you feel about it?”


“Thanks, Steve,” I replied. “I’m thrilled to hear that. It was an excellent visit. I was very impressed, blown away actually.”


I wasn’t sure how much or how many of my doubts to reveal to Steve. It seemed he was working his way toward making me an offer, which I didn’t want to jeopardize even if I wasn’t sure what to do. But I had to say something about it.


“I still have questions about Pixar’s business,” I said. “The products, technology, and team seem amazing. But I’m not certain where the business growth comes from.”


“That’s what we have to figure out,” said Steve. “Pixar has this amazing collection of talent, doing work that no one has seen before. Now it’s time to turn that into a business. I think you would be great for this. How about we get together and discuss you coming on board?”


I was excited to hear this. No matter what I thought about Pixar’s business potential, I felt more than a little flattered that they wanted me to join the team. Steve and I met a couple more times, including at a dinner at his home with Hillary and Steve’s wife, Laurene. The time for a decision was not far off. I needed to get closer to figuring out what I would do.


I turned for advice to my old friend and mentor Efi Arazi, founder and CEO of Electronics for Imaging, where I was still CFO. It was Efi who had given me my big break in business.


Efi was just shy of sixty, an Israeli-born entrepreneur who was heralded as one of the fathers of Israel’s high-tech industry. The company he had founded in Israel, Scitex Corporation, revolutionized the field of color printing and graphic design. Ironically, Efi was often described as the Steve Jobs of Israel, partly due to his pioneering efforts in the Israeli high-tech field, partly due to his flamboyant and larger-than-life character, and partly because, in 1988, he had abruptly left the company he founded because it lost its way after its early successes.


Efi then moved to Silicon Valley with dreams of founding a new company that would continue the revolution in digital color printing. That company, Electronics for Imaging, was located in San Bruno, California. Shortly after its founding, Efi had contacted my firm’s senior partner, Larry Sonsini, in search of a lawyer. Efi needed someone with experience crafting complex technology deals. Larry asked me to take the assignment. We first encountered Efi when we drove to the offices of his new company, about a half-hour drive north from my office in Palo Alto.


Efi greeted us in the lobby. He was tall and strikingly handsome, with deep blue eyes and curly hair that was heavily receding. He was immaculately dressed in tailored pants and a perfectly fitting silk shirt, and he had a distinguished, almost regal walk. Despite a somewhat thick Israeli accent, he was also very well spoken in English.


“Greetings,” Efi said. “May I offer you some libation?”


“Who says ‘libation’?” I thought to myself.


So began a collaboration that would take Efi and me all over the world making deals with the titans of the office automation industry, companies like Canon, Xerox, Ricoh, and Kodak. Developing fair arrangements with these enormous companies was no small task for tiny Silicon Valley start-ups. In fact, my entire law practice was built around doing this. The habit of corporate giants like these was to try to tie up the start-ups every which way they could, often blocking their freedom to become independent, thriving companies. The large corporations often had impenetrable walls of bureaucracy that were stifling to the far nimbler start-ups. My job was to make sure these little start-ups got fair deals.


As Efi and I spent more and more time together, a friendship blossomed that extended beyond business. Efi, who was over twenty years my senior, became like a favorite uncle in my family. He loved to fly sport kites, two- or four-string kites that could be made to fly exquisite patterns, and he would sometimes take my family kite flying at San Francisco’s beautiful Marina Green where views of the Golden Gate Bridge and San Francisco formed a stunning backdrop.


When I began to question whether I wanted to continue to practice as a lawyer, it was Efi who gave me my first opportunity.


“You could come work for us,” Efi said.


“In what capacity?” I asked.


“Whatever you want,” he said. “We’ll find something that works.” “It’s intriguing,” I replied. “But I don’t think I’d want to do so in the capacity of your lawyer. If I’m going to practice law, I’m in a great place to do it. If I come on board, I’d like to expand what I do.” “You can expand as much as you want,” Efi said. “I’ll give you the chance to develop yourself in business, and as long as you can handle it, you can keep growing.”
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