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The Book That Promised Immortality

There is a particular kind of promise that doesn’t announce itself as a promise at all. It arrives dressed in the language of failure, candour, and hard-won lessons. It comes in a well-designed hardcover, endorsed by the most respected names in business and creativity, and it tells you — with remarkable specificity — exactly how one company cracked the code that every other company had failed to crack. It doesn’t claim immortality. It simply describes a system so carefully, so honestly, that immortality is what the reader walks away believing in.

Ed Catmull’s Creativity Inc, published in 2014, was that book.

It wasn’t a brag. That was the thing. Catmull was careful, reflective, almost self-deprecating in the way he laid out what Pixar had built. He talked about fear, about the near-disasters, about the films that almost weren’t. He named the mistakes. He described the ego battles. He didn’t pretend the culture was perfect — he described it as a practice, something that required constant vigilance, something that could always unravel if you stopped paying attention.

That’s what made it so convincing.

And the world believed it. MBA classrooms adopted it. CEOs underlined it. Innovation consultants cited it in every third slide. The Brain Trust became a model. The Post-Mortem became a template. “Culture of candour” entered the vocabulary of organisations that had never made a single animated film. Creativity Inc didn’t just describe Pixar — it certified it. Here, the book seemed to say, is proof that creative excellence can be institutionalised. That it can outlast any single individual. That if you build it right, it endures.

Now open your browser.

Look up the opening weekend box office for Elemental.

Look up what happened to Lightyear.

Look up the date Ed Catmull retired. Look up why John Lasseter left. Look up how many people Pixar laid off in May 2024, and what percentage of the studio that represented, and note carefully that it was described — with no apparent irony — as the biggest restructuring in Pixar’s history.

Then come back.

This book is not an attack on Ed Catmull. He built something genuinely extraordinary, and Creativity Inc remains a remarkable document. It is, in fact, the reason this post-mortem is worth writing at all — because the gap between what that book promised and what subsequently happened is not a small gap. It is not a gap easily explained by a pandemic, or a bad CEO, or a few misfiring films.

It is a chasm. And chasms have reasons.

What follows is an attempt to find them.




A Note on Process

This book was researched, argued, and written with the assistance of AI — specifically Claude, made by Anthropic. The ideas, the analysis, the structure, and the conclusions are mine.






I

THE GOLDEN ARCHITECTURE

What Made Pixar Extraordinary
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In 1979, George Lucas had a problem he didn’t fully understand yet.

His visual effects company, Industrial Light & Magic, was producing breathtaking work for the screen — but the pipeline was slow, expensive, and entirely dependent on physical models and optical printing techniques that hadn’t fundamentally changed since Stanley Kubrick shot 2001. Lucas believed computers would eventually transform this process. He wasn’t sure how. So he did what instinctively smart people do when they sense a future they can’t yet see — he hired someone to go find it.

That someone was Ed Catmull.




Catmull arrived at Lucasfilm with a PhD from the University of Utah, a mind wired for both mathematics and aesthetics, and a conviction — unusual at the time, almost eccentric — that computers would one day render images indistinguishable from reality. He wasn’t a filmmaker. He wasn’t a businessman. He was a computer scientist who happened to care deeply about visual art, which made him a strange and valuable hybrid in an industry that kept those two worlds in separate buildings.

The computer division Catmull built inside Lucasfilm was small, expensive, and perpetually difficult to justify on a spreadsheet. It produced research, not revenue. Lucas tolerated it. Then, in 1986, when Lucas was navigating a painful divorce and needed to liquidate assets, the division was sold.

The buyer was Steve Jobs.

He paid five million dollars — a number Jobs himself later described as a mistake, though in the opposite direction from what most people assumed. He thought he’d overpaid. He was wrong by several billion.

Jobs renamed the company Pixar.




What Jobs acquired was not, at that moment, an animation studio. It was a hardware company with cinematic ambitions and a small team of people who shared an unusual combination of traits — deep technical expertise, genuine artistic sensibility, and an almost irrational belief that they were working toward something significant. The Pixar Image Computer, the product Jobs intended to commercialise, found modest traction in medical imaging and intelligence applications. It did not make Pixar rich. For years, nothing did.

The animation department — the part Jobs was least interested in — was the part that mattered most.

John Lasseter ran it. If Catmull was the mind of Pixar, Lasseter was its nervous system — restless, expressive, emotionally intuitive in a way that technical people rarely are. He had been fired from Disney Animation in 1983 for championing computer animation at a studio that wasn’t ready to hear it. That dismissal, in retrospect, looks less like a rejection and more like an origin story. Lasseter arrived at Pixar carrying something useful — the specific frustration of someone who had seen the future clearly and been turned away at the door.

Together, Catmull and Lasseter formed a partnership that was neither obvious nor easy to replicate. Catmull created the conditions. Lasseter inhabited them. One built the greenhouse; the other grew things inside it.




The short films came first.

André and Wally B in 1984. Luxo Jr. in 1986 — the film that gave Pixar its logo and its soul, two minutes of a parent lamp watching a child lamp play with a ball, somehow moving in a way that had no business being moving at all. Tin Toy in 1988, which won the Academy Award for Best Animated Short Film and, more importantly, caught the attention of Disney.

These films did something strategically important that nobody at the time framed as strategy. They demonstrated, repeatedly and publicly, that Pixar’s technical capability and its emotional storytelling were not separate achievements — they were the same achievement. The computer wasn’t a tool for making things look impressive. It was a medium for making audiences feel something. That distinction, intuitive to Lasseter and Catmull, was genuinely radical in 1988.

Disney came calling. A development deal followed. Then, after years of negotiation, creative tension, and at least one moment where the entire project nearly collapsed, came the film.




Toy Story opened on November 22, 1995.

The reviews reached for adjectives they hadn’t needed before. The box office — $394 million worldwide against a $30 million budget — was extraordinary by any measure. But the number that mattered most wasn’t financial. It was the response of audiences who had no framework for what they were experiencing. This was the world’s first computer-animated feature film, and it didn’t feel like a technological demonstration. It felt like a movie. A genuinely, emotionally overwhelming movie about loyalty and obsolescence and the terror of being replaced — themes that landed differently depending on whether you were seven years old or thirty-five.

That gap — between what the technology was doing and what the audience experienced — was the essential Pixar trick. And it wasn’t a trick at all. It was the result of years of deliberate, sometimes painful, creative iteration by people who refused to let technical novelty substitute for human truth.




Jobs took Pixar public the week Toy Story opened. The IPO raised $140 million, briefly making Pixar worth more than Disney Animation — the studio that had fired Lasseter twelve years earlier.

What Catmull understood, and began articulating in the years that followed, was that Toy Story was not the achievement. Toy Story was evidence of the achievement. The real accomplishment was the construction of an environment in which a film like that could be made — and made again, and again, with different directors, different stories, different emotional registers, without the quality collapsing each time.

Most studios had a hit. Hits were not rare. What was rare — what Catmull considered the actual problem worth solving — was the sustained capacity to produce work of genuine quality across time, across personnel changes, across the inevitable failures that preceded every success.

He spent the next decade building the answer to that problem. The Brain Trust. The culture of candour. The belief that early, honest, sometimes brutal creative feedback was not a threat to the director’s vision but its best protection. The institutionalisation of the post-mortem — the discipline of examining what went wrong without allocating blame, so that failure became data rather than shame.

None of this was accidental. And none of it was easy. What looked from the outside like a charmed run of creative success — A Bug’s Life, Monsters Inc., Finding Nemo, The Incredibles, Ratatouille, WALL-E, Up — was, from the inside, a continuous negotiation between ambition and doubt, between the film the director imagined and the film that actually worked.

Catmull’s central insight — the one that would eventually be written into Creativity Inc and distributed to boardrooms around the world — was deceptively simple: talent is not enough. Environment is everything. Give smart, creative people the wrong environment and they produce mediocre work. Give them the right one and they surprise themselves.

The golden run of Pixar films between 1995 and 2015 was his proof of concept.




What nobody asked, in those years of unbroken admiration, was a quieter question.

What happens to the environment when the environmentalist leaves?
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There is a moment in almost every Pixar post-mortem — the structured review sessions held after each film’s release — where someone says something that would be career-ending at most other companies.

They say the film didn’t work. They say a creative decision made eighteen months ago, championed by someone still in the room, was wrong. They name it specifically. They explain why. And then the room moves on, because the point isn’t to assign blame — the point is to extract the lesson before it disappears into the relief of a successful opening weekend.

That practice — unremarkable in description, almost impossible in execution — was the visible tip of what Catmull had constructed. Understanding what lay beneath it is the only way to understand what Pixar actually was, and what it was not.


Catmull’s foundational belief was that most organisations unknowingly optimise for the wrong thing.

They optimise for the appearance of confidence. They build cultures where admitting uncertainty is read as weakness, where surfacing problems is conflated with causing them, where the incentive at every level is to project competence rather than achieve it. The result is organisations that are technically functional and creatively inert — full of intelligent people performing certainty they don’t feel, hiding problems that compound quietly until they can no longer be hidden.

Pixar was designed as an explicit rejection of that model.

The Brain Trust was its most celebrated mechanism. A standing group of Pixar’s most senior creative minds — Catmull, Lasseter, Pete Docter, Andrew Stanton, Lee Unkrich, Bob Peterson, among others — who would watch rough cuts of films in production and respond with complete honesty. No softening. No diplomatic preamble. No “this is just one perspective.” The agreement that made it function was equally important: the Brain Trust had no authority. Its feedback was not directive. The director of the film in question was under no obligation to implement a single suggestion.

That last element was not incidental. It was the mechanism’s entire architecture.

By removing the Brain Trust’s power to mandate, Catmull eliminated the defensive crouch that makes honest feedback useless. A director receiving notes from people who control her career hears those notes through a filter of survival. A director receiving notes from peers who have no authority over her next job can actually listen. The candour became possible precisely because the stakes of any individual session were lowered.

What remained, underneath the lowered stakes, was something much harder to manufacture — genuine mutual investment in the quality of the work. The Brain Trust members weren’t performing feedback. They had all made films. They knew what a broken story felt like from the inside. Their notes came from that knowledge, not from aesthetic preference or political positioning.


Running parallel to the Brain Trust was a practice that received less attention but was arguably more revealing about Pixar’s culture: the post-mortem.

After each film’s release, before the team dispersed, Catmull insisted on a structured examination of everything








































