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“The definitive history of the studio” created by the larger-than-life team of Spielberg, Geffen,
and Katzenberg (Los Angeles Times). For sixty years, since the birth of United Artists, the studio
landscape was unchanged. Then came Hollywood’s Circus Maximus—created by director
Steven Spielberg, billionaire David Geffen, and Jeffrey Katzenberg, who gave the world The Lion
King—an entertainment empire called DreamWorks. Now Nicole LaPorte, who covered the
company for Variety, goes behind the hype to reveal for the first time the delicious truth of what
happened. Readers will feel they are part of the creative calamities of moviemaking as LaPorte’s
fly-on-the-wall detail shows us Hollywood’s bizarre rules of business. We see the clashes
between the often-otherworldly Spielberg’s troops and Katzenberg’s warriors, the debacles and
disasters, but also the Oscar-winning triumphs, including Saving Private Ryan. We watch as the
studio burns through billions of dollars, its rich owners get richer, and everybody else suffers.
LaPorte displays Geffen, seducing investors like Microsoft’s Paul Allen, showing his steel against
CAA’s Michael Ovitz, and staging fireworks during negotiations with Paramount and Disney.
Here is a blockbuster behind-the-scenes Hollywood story—up close, glamorous, and gritty.  
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ROBERT PENN WARRENA Note to ReadersHow do you tell the DreamWorks story? Few
corporate figures, politicians, or celebrities are more determined to control what’s written about
them than blockbuster movie director Steven Spielberg, inexhaustible studio executive Jeffrey
Katzenberg, and billionaire music mogul David Geffen. These are the men who, in 1994,
founded DreamWorks, the much-touted movie studio (the first created in sixty years), where
they labored, in varying degrees of togetherness, until recently. Despite the fact that their
products depend on publicity and exposure, and that their carefully tended reputations have
been created, to a degree, in partnership with the press, all three rejected my entreaties to
interview them for this book. These are not peacocks who drop their plumage for Oprah or
Barbara, or nearly anyone, particularly when the story doesn’t end with them smiling
triumphantly as the credits roll.As the DreamWorks partners know all too well, journalism in
Hollywood is a tricky business. It is often a tool to be enlisted “on background,” when there is an
ax to grind or an agenda to advance. Media relations in Hollywood often involve unspoken trade-
offs. If the powerful get buffed and polished, they give: beneficial “friendships,” exclusive scoops,
trips on the private jet or yacht. But just as easily as VIPs can bestow favors, so can they take
them away. When Claudia Eller, a business reporter for the Los Angeles Times, wrote that
DreamWorks was in less than stunning shape, Katzenberg and DreamWorks marketing head
Terry Press met with the Times’ editor in chief and managing editor, complaining that she treated
their company more harshly than others. The point was clear: DreamWorks was not going to
take things lying down. To make the point all the more clear, Katzenberg and Press—the latter, at
that point, had a close, personal friendship with Eller—stopped speaking to her for several years.



DreamWorks’ relationship with the press wasn’t just convenient, it was necessary. The company,
after all, was built on buckets of hype, beginning with its first press conference at the posh
Peninsula hotel in Beverly Hills, upon which hordes of media descended to catch the first
glimpse of the self-proclaimed Dream Team. As a private company (the animation division went
public in 2004), DreamWorks never owed anyone numbers, in the form of balance sheets or
quarterly earnings. Its inner workings were always a mystery. So it relied on the press to spin its
usually self-glorifying view of its ventures.Self-aggrandizement was, of course, what one
expected from three of the greatest showmen in Hollywood, and if DreamWorks excelled at
anything, it was putting on a performance. In its early days, the new venture became famous for
its inches-thick press releases and extravagant press conferences—such as the one held in an
airplane hangar to announce plans for a state-of-the-art studio (a vision that never came to
pass). Spielberg was always front and center as the poster child and a symbol of affability and
goodwill. Katzenberg was on hand to explain the brass tacks. And Geffen was a soothing—and
intimidating—reminder that an especially demanding billionaire was overseeing the whole
operation.But as the DreamWorks story turned out to be much less than its founders envisioned,
all that hype took its toll. By setting the expectations so high, on so many levels—the plan was to
be a sprawling, multimedia venture that made better product (movies, TV shows, music) than
the rest of Hollywood—it was all but impossible to live up to its promise. Tom Hanks once joked
that the inevitable reaction to DreamWorks’ first film, given who was behind it, would be: “Is that
it?” By the time DreamWorks’ live-action studio was sold to Paramount in 2005, the same
question could be asked of the entire studio.There was, certainly, an inspiring nobility in
DreamWorks’ desire to rewrite the rules. The company’s stated mission was to put art first; it was
proclaimed the new United Artists, the prototypical inmates-running-the-asylum studio formed in
1919 by Douglas Fairbanks, Mary Pickford, Charlie Chaplin, and D. W. Griffith. But too often the
attempt to do more, do better, smacked of hubris and egos that had long ago lost touch with
reality as mere mortals know it.The power that Spielberg, Katzenberg, and Geffen wield in
Hollywood—and their effective demonstrations of it—breeds extreme fear and trembling in a
town that thrives on hyperbole and drama. “There’s a very strong fear element,” confided one
insider who has a long history with DreamWorks. Both Geffen and Katzenberg are known to
have long memories when it comes to keeping score, and when an enemy is declared, the war is
no mere skirmish. Years before onetime superagent Michael Ovitz was toppled from his perch
atop the Creative Artists Agency, Geffen told friends he was going to “destroy” Ovitz, with whom
he had a tempestuous past. “Watch me,” he said.Ovitz undoubtedly had a hand in his own fall,
but Geffen fueled the process, trashing Ovitz for years and creating the perception that he was
very damaged goods; the result of these effective theatrics was estimable. As Ovitz himself
loved to say of Hollywood: “Perception is everything.” Similarly, when Geffen turned on Bill and
Hillary Clinton, after years of serving as the former president’s biggest Hollywood donor and
champion, it was not pretty. Or private. “Everybody in politics lies, but they do it with such ease,
it’s troubling,” Geffen told New York Times op-ed columnist Maureen Dowd, whose column was



considered—at least where Hollywood contributions were concerned—a watershed moment in
the 2008 race for the Democratic presidential nomination, turning things in Barack Obama’s
favor. Dowd neglected to question her source’s own credentials as an arbiter of integrity. Not to
mention that some speculated that should Geffen buy the Los Angeles Times (a possibility at
the time), she would be one of his first hires.Few people in Hollywood are willing to cross these
men, for fear of risking a premature close to a career or some other form of revenge. At one point
during my tenure at Variety, where I covered the company, DreamWorks felt I was asking too
many informed questions—thanks to a certain source whom I regularly called for briefings.
Through a semi-elaborate baiting system—referred to within DreamWorks, by some, as a
“massive sting”—the chatty source was identified and blackballed by the studio. DreamWorks
employees who divulged too much were met with similar treatment. One former executive
confided that when too many stories about the company started showing up in the press, Geffen
addressed the staff, laying down threats: “I’ve got phone records,” he said. “I’ll go through them
and find out who’s talking. We’ll get you.” (Granted, talking to the press is verboten at most
Hollywood studios, but at DreamWorks, the fact that it is David Geffen making threats makes it
more chilling.)Katzenberg made dozens of calls, warning sources not to talk to me for this book,
a reality that made telling the DreamWorks story a delicate, difficult process. (At times I
wondered who was working harder to make contact with people—Katzenberg or myself.) As a
result, many of the more than two hundred people I interviewed only felt comfortable under the
veil of anonymity, and even they were anxious. I got used to nervous glances toward restaurant
entrances, quick exits.My attempts to change the minds of the DreamWorks’ partners about
being interviewed were futile. In one of my few conversations with Katzenberg, he expressed his
anger that I had set out to “profit” from his “story”—a saga, mind you, that he has spent years
sharing with reporters for the purpose of articles and books that have benefited him enormously.
But then, the story of Katzenberg’s rise at Disney, where he’d been studio chairman under
Michael Eisner, shows him in a far better light than his less-than-sentimental education at
DreamWorks.Well into the reporting of this book, I encountered Katzenberg at the premiere of
Shrek the Third on a Sunday afternoon in the summer of 2007. He was charming enough about
his reticence (perhaps because we were in public, not on the phone), but still firm. Standing in
the theater lobby, telling every passing mother and child to enjoy the show, he appeared
approachable. When I went up to him and introduced myself, asking, yet again, for an interview,
he looked startled for about a tenth of a second and then regained his composure. Digging into
the enormous tub of popcorn he was holding, he smiled widely and shook his head: “Not a
chance, not a chance.” Then he moved on to shake more hands.One episode in particular
stands out when I think about the experience of writing this book. It was a Saturday—a gray,
misty spring morning—and I was meeting a source at a restaurant off Pacific Coast Highway.
Driving north on the slim coastal strip that outlines the western edge of Southern California, I
caught glimpses of surfers in slippery black wetsuits bobbing idly, waiting for the waves. On my
right, there was a kitschy Italian restaurant, a dilapidated surf shop, a KFC—the kinds of places



that make much of Malibu seem more like a backwater beach town than a setting for Paris
Hilton’s beach parties.I pulled into the nearly deserted parking lot. It was still a few hours before
noon. As I got out of the car, I spotted a man walking briskly toward me.“Nicole?” he asked.“Yes,
hi.” We shook hands. “Thanks for agreeing to—”“Not here,” he said brusquely. “Too many people.
Come with me.”I followed him as he walked to his car and signaled me to get in. “Damn Malibu,”
he said. “You can’t go anywhere without seeing people.”Starting to feel nervous myself—What
the hell have I gotten into?—I nonetheless opened the door and got in the car. He pulled back on
PCH, and for the next two hours, I listened to my source as we sped along the California
coastline—past a dreary, industrial-looking naval base in Ventura County, then back south, past
Pepperdine, then north again.When I was finally dropped off, my head was aching from so much
time spent in such a small, tension-filled space. Nearly numb with exhaustion, I got in my own
car and drove to Neptune’s Net, a fish shack popular with the Harley-Davidson crowd. After
ordering a grilled cheese and a Diet Coke, I opened my notebook. For the next hour I sat in an
orange linoleum booth, among heavy-metal T-shirts and tattooed arms, reviewing my notes and
recalling the trepidation of my source. Driving home, I still couldn’t determine what it was I was
getting into, but I was overcome with a sense of resolve. There was no question as to whether
there was a good story here.Why bother banging my head against the fortress wall? More than a
few people advised me not to write this book, including fellow journalists, who warned me that I’d
never eat lunch, dinner, or breakfast in this town again. But with each slammed door, I became
more determined. As stated, DreamWorks used the press to its advantage whenever possible.
But what about a story without the DreamWorks spin? That’s the story I set out to write.The
DreamWorks tale reveals the movie business just as it is, at the industry’s highest levels, where
its most fleet-footed operators do their thing. At the heart of the book is a mystery. Just what
happened, given the massive amounts of money involved, the unprecedented combination of
talent, the confidence of so many observers (and the DreamWorks partners themselves)? A
glance at the cast reminds us that DreamWorks’ team was comprised of three players driven by
ambitious self-interest and accustomed to living, first and foremost, according to that self-
interest. Spielberg was the center around whom DreamWorks revolved. But his agenda
frequently led to imprudent, money-losing ventures (the aforementioned state-of-the-art studio;
nonmovie divisions such as video games and arcade centers, which fizzled). Most damaging to
DreamWorks’ bottom line, the director’s most commercially successful films were directed for
other studios. Anyone who expected Geffen or Katzenberg to be able to keep him wholly vested
in his own company was quickly set straight. A studio head by name, perhaps, Spielberg was
always an artist first, and he expected to be treated like one.Then there was Katzenberg, an
ambitious, self-promoting studio executive, who imagined himself as an infallible animation
maestro, and whose quest for revenge against Disney (and especially Eisner) after his break
with that company too often became a guiding principle at DreamWorks. In 2005, wanting to
beat the DVD track record of Pixar’s The Incredibles (Pixar then had a distribution deal with
Disney), Katzenberg overpredicted sales of Shrek 2 DVDs, leading to class-action lawsuits and



a Securities and Exchange Commission investigation of DreamWorks Animation. Both were
ultimately dropped, but DreamWorks Animation’s stock has yet to fully recover from the
debacle.One of Katzenberg’s strengths was running a movie studio, as he had done at Disney
and, before that, Paramount. Yet he was exiled from DreamWorks’ live-action studio by his
partners, who didn’t trust his creative instincts (his record in live action was far more mixed than
in animation). The live-action studio, it was made clear from the get-go, was Spielberg’s turf. To
run it, the director relied on his trusted friends, the husband-and-wife team of Walter Parkes and
Laurie MacDonald, whose highbrow taste fit with his hopes to win Oscars. But the couple had
virtually no studio experience; both were self-proclaimed creative types who were, first and
foremost, producers (Parkes was also a screenwriter).As for Geffen, here was a shrewd operator
who, according to his biographer, had tried to buy up his employees’ stock before selling his own
company. Geffen was relied on as the “business guy.” But, having already secured his legacy
and wealth (he was a billionaire when DreamWorks was formed), he had no interest in dealing
with the innumerable headaches of a sprawling multimedia start-up. He took care of Spielberg’s
business, tended to investors, and masterminded partnerships and deals. But he rarely
appeared fully engaged until things hit rock bottom, or he felt he had been intolerably wronged.
(Ask Paramount executives about this phenomenon.)These were not groupthink guys, or team
players. They were lone wolves who came together and locked arms in the face of crisis and
catastrophe, but who otherwise tended to their separate fiefdoms. They were performers who
knew how to dazzle, rich men accustomed to spending other people’s money. They knew how to
make the story sparkle, at least from the outside. But what about behind the façade?People ask:
Was DreamWorks a failure? After all, the studio won several Academy Awards—American
Beauty and Gladiator both took home Best Picture. Then there were animated hits like Shrek,
which was not only wildly successful (the film grossed $484 million worldwide) but artistically
groundbreaking. Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan is one of his best films, and resulted in a Best
Director Oscar. But by the time the live-action studio was sold to Paramount, DreamWorks had
shuttered or reduced its nonfilm divisions. The dream of being a huge multimedia venture was
over, in part because the economics of the company never made sense. There was always
enormous overhead even though there was no reliable supply of revenue in the form of a film
library. In 2003, in the wake of its most financially disastrous release, the animated film Sinbad,
DreamWorks came close to bankruptcy. Paul Allen, the Microsoft billionaire who provided the
lion’s share of the company’s backing (he initially invested $500 million, in 1995, in the
company), was called on for help. In 2009 Allen ultimately walked away with an amount
estimated at more than $1.2 billion on a total investment of $700 million. Technically, he did not
lose money. Nor did he make very much, considering that his rate of return was more in line with
a savings account than private equity associated with the likes of Spielberg, Katzenberg, and
Geffen. Like so many others, Allen had much, much higher hopes when he signed on to be a
part of the dream.Drawn by the reputations of its principals, and its pledge to be different,
employees came in droves to join DreamWorks. They took pay cuts, gave up valuable stock



options and the kind of bonuses that are considered standard in Hollywood, in order to proudly
serve at a creativity-first kind of place, where there were no job titles and Spielberg sat in
residence. Early on, a Utopian environment prevailed. Employees enjoyed the lack of studio
bureaucracy: at DreamWorks, if one had an idea, one went and executed it. For a time, it
seemed, those ideas were actually judged more for their artistic integrity, as the company
attempted to move beyond stale formulas.But DreamWorks changed, unable to sustain itself
according to such ideals. By the end, too many promises were never realized. When the live-
action studio was sold, Spielberg, Katzenberg, and Geffen—who had each invested $33 million
to found the company—took away $175 million apiece. Employees who were hoping to share in
that windfall were disappointed, especially considering Katzenberg’s ongoing promise that the
troops would ultimately be rewarded for their toil (his justification for DreamWorks’ no-bonus
policy).Granted, it wasn’t employees who’d ever put money into the company. But, again, the
expectation made it feel unfair. There was similar grumbling when certain, but not all, executives
profited handsomely in the IPO of DreamWorks Animation, which raised close to $1 billion in its
first day of trading. DreamWorks’ marketing team, which helped push Shrek riches into the
stratosphere, was told that it was not technically a part of the animation studio and thus not
subject to the same stock rewards. Meanwhile, Katzenberg’s stake in his company soared up to
$336 million the day DreamWorks Animation went public; Spielberg’s and Geffen’s each hit $312
million.The three kings of DreamWorks represent the last generation of Hollywood raised on the
visions of Samuel Goldwyn, Louis B. Mayer, and the other outsize, sometimes outlandish,
personalities who built Hollywood. Since then, the landscape of the entertainment business has
shifted dramatically; the golden age of those colorful men has been replaced by the corporate
age, an era in which movies have more in common with amusement parks and video games
than the old classics. But the company came to be in an era of plenty, before Enron and
Sarbanes-Oxley, the 2002 legislation that cracked down on accounting practices at public
companies and that greatly affected Hollywood, which is mostly owned by New York
conglomerates. It was a freewheeling time—eons before the collapse of Lehman Bros. et al.—
when money seemed to grow on palm trees. Executives in charge rewarded themselves royally,
and got away with it: In 1996 Michael Ovitz was fired from the Walt Disney Company after only
fourteen months as its president, and given a $140 million parachute for a job not well done. At
Sony, in the early ’90s, Peter Guber and Jon Peters became infamous for their pocket-lining
prowess.But the times are changing. Wall Street is not the only industry suffering from a massive
hangover. Although the change has gone largely unnoticed by the people who buy movie tickets,
fewer dollars are circulating in an industry where agents and executives have, for so long,
bumped up budgets by offering astronomical fees for stars. DVDs no longer pay the bills. A
hundred million dollars at the box office no longer necessarily signifies a hit. Suddenly, it’s not
enough to be Spielberg—these days even he’s hearing the hitherto unfamiliar sound of the word
“no,” and has been forced to sustain his company with his own funds—a career first.An
exploration of what occurred at DreamWorks helps us understand how we got from there to this



most uncertain time. It’s a story of movies, money, and the game of Hollywood as it is played by
masters. But most of all it’s a candid close-up of the big performers who have made Hollywood
into the glorious, awful, magical, and treacherous place it is.So. Enjoy the show. Turn the page if
you want the tale from the beginning.IStarting Up1The Emperor in AugustIn “the industry” there
are the pictures, and then there is the big picture: the movie-like drama of ambition and
retribution that is Hollywood life. In the course of this performance, skinny kids from the outer
boroughs are transformed by force of will and sleight of hand into moguls and billionaires. Kings
leave the stage against a backdrop of subtle maneuvers. Fathers and sons wage war. Deals and
negotiations become dramas staged by players adept at manipulating realities. What motivates
them? Of course: money and power. But there is more. They crave the special kind of recognition
that comes with ruling their world.IN THE FALL OF 1994, during the warm, dry months when
Hollywood’s most ambitious project in decades—a new super-studio called DreamWorks—was
in its inception, a monarch was preparing for his bows. For much of the previous half century,
Lew Wasserman had been chief of MCA/Universal, the town’s most formidable entertainment
conglomerate. The onetime theater usher was inextricably linked with the myths and the
memories, the scandals and the lore that define Hollywood. His grandeur had both intimidated
and inspired. Jack Valenti, former president of the Motion Picture Association of America, would
refer to him as “Zeus.”Many of Wasserman’s would-be heirs had modeled themselves after the
slender man with the bright-white pompadour and signature black-framed glasses. These men
had waited in the wings for the old king’s inevitable drift from center stage. That moment seemed
near at hand. The old guard was fading. For Sale signs announced opportunities. Foreign
investors were calling. Ownership had become the obsession. It was not enough now to occupy
the corner office; it was necessary to own it, the building, the lot. This was the New New
Hollywood. The dealmakers had replaced movie stars as the jet set. Americans consumed box-
office rankings with more interest than reviews. Vanity Fair and The New Yorker gave studio
executives’ exploits the scrutiny once lavished on Elizabeth Taylor’s romances and the latest
Kennedy rumors.At the talent agencies, there were whispers: superagent Michael Ovitz, who
had built Creative Artists Agency (CAA) into the ruling talent agency, was now positioning
himself for his own starring role. He wasn’t the only one.On the morning of October 10, a rare trio
—Steven Spielberg, David Geffen, and Jeffrey Katzenberg—drove up the long driveway off
North Foothill Road in Beverly Hills. Their destination: the glass-walled mansion where Lew
Wasserman lived with his wife, Edie, Hollywood’s first lady. It was located, fittingly, next to Frank
Sinatra’s old place. Here, where the palms sheltered perfect flowers and the license plate on the
white Mercedes roadster read MCA 1, it was almost possible to hear the voices of Old
Hollywood, the patter of Bob Hope, the crooning of Bing Crosby. The halls were lined with
paintings by Degas and Matisse. But the art most remarked upon by visitors was the portrait of
Wasserman by Bernard Buffet, a gift from Alfred Hitchcock.Walking toward the entrance, the
three men would have missed the backyard’s ornamental pond, home to hundreds of brilliantly
colored Japanese koi, which reliably spawned after visits from President Bill Clinton, for whom



the Wassermans had held fundraisers. “You have the same effect on fish as you do on women,”
Wasserman once told his friend. (Later, when Clinton asked what could be done to get more
movies made in Arkansas, Wasserman replied, “Not much.”)The visitors were on a diplomatic
mission requiring deference and grace. They hoped to present to Wasserman—godfather,
benefactor, friend of popes, mobsters, Reagans and Monroes—their plan for the first new
Hollywood studio in sixty years. Wasserman’s ways were writ large in this town and few had
taken more cues from him than the three men now making their approach. Schooled in the arts
of éminence grise, they understood what was to be gained through observation of and
counseling by the elders, the Lears, Prosperos, and Don Corleones, who tended to exact both
obeisance and gratitude in complicated ways.Wasserman, whose brass knuckles had long been
replaced by polished fingernails, was the undisputed Hollywood paterfamilias. Yet time was
finally having its say. Eighty-one years of age, he had been hospitalized for cancer, but the state
of his health was not the only thing under scrutiny by observers. Once the master of the
negotiating table, Wasserman had been slipping since 1990, when he had, albeit reluctantly,
sold MCA to Japan’s Matsushita. Call it a disaster—“the dumb thing I did,” Wasserman admitted.
It took time for those accustomed to his flamboyant imperiousness to adjust to the fact that Lew
Wasserman and his deputy, MCA president and COO Sidney Sheinberg, were lacking what
Hollywood most prized in its patriarchs: absolute control.Wasserman’s guests hoped to inherit
part of his legacy. They had large ambitions that had only recently converged on the idea of
creating, together, a company, and their joining forces in this new venture would have a major
impact on Hollywood, and major implications for Wasserman. Geffen’s and Spielberg’s
respective music and film companies, Geffen Records and Amblin Entertainment, were under
the MCA/Universal umbrella. Spielberg, who called Wasserman his “guardian angel,” had barely
left the Universal lot since, as a college kid self-conscious about his “schnoz,” he’d sneaked past
the gate using a briefcase as a prop. Anything vaguely resembling a defection on Spielberg’s
part would not be welcome news to the studio. There was enough trouble with the
Japanese.Picture a sunny California day with Steven Spielberg whizzing through the Universal
lot. His sports car hits a speed bump and he bangs his head. By the next morning, all the speed
bumps on the lot have been removed. The vignette, perhaps apocryphal, suggests the lengths
to which MCA/Universal had been willing to go to make Spielberg feel protected and at home.
The director was closest with Sheinberg, who got him his first directing job (on TV’s Night
Gallery), in 1969. But according to Connie Bruck’s When Hollywood Had a King, the director
maintained that it was Wasserman who had saved him when guest star Joan Crawford found out
he was a first-timer. “I could tell,” recalled Spielberg, “that Joan was going to . . . raise hell. Lew
had been her manager, he was the one who got the call.”Wasserman told his diva to behave, as
it was she who was in danger of being replaced. “From that day on,” said Spielberg, “Joan
Crawford treated me like King Vidor.”Wasserman, who believed in investing in the best, had
been prescient. Since his beginnings, from Jaws and E.T. on, Spielberg had brought in billions.
As a director, he alternated between extraterrestrial fare (Close Encounters of the Third Kind),



thrill rides (the Indiana Jones series), and dramas (Empire of the Sun, The Color Purple). As a
producer, he offered family fun (Back to the Future, The Goonies, Gremlins). His maturation held
further magic: the previous year, his movies had won ten Oscars, three for the year’s highest-
grossing film (Jurassic Park), and seven for the most acclaimed (Schindler’s List). Never had he
been more revered.Spielberg called MCA his “homeland,” and so Wasserman and Sheinberg
had made it, building a $4 million complex on the Universal lot to house his production company,
Amblin. Homey and eucalyptus-shaded, it was modeled on George Lucas’s Skywalker Ranch,
and was similarly awash in splendid gadgetry. Spielberg, seemingly satisfied and quite
productive, rarely left home. His life was as comfortable as his stonewashed jeans; his contracts
were off the charts, and included an enormous portion of back-end grosses, a percentage of a
movie’s ticket receipts. On Jurassic Park, he took no money up-front, but received 15 percent of
the first-dollar gross, or fifteen cents on every dollar off the top that went to Universal.No money
upfront was risky, but Spielberg flops were rare. E.T. and Jurassic Park remain among the top
twenty of the highest-grossing movies ever. Because of this track record, he and Universal
basically split the profits on films he produced. When Jurassic Park grossed $914 million
worldwide, Spielberg took home about $300 million, as much as Universal. Spielberg also
received extraordinary revenues from ancillary rights (namely, home-video profits) and
merchandising. And in a deal unheard of anywhere else in Hollywood, he was granted 2 percent
of ticket receipts from Universal theme parks, which amounts to $30 million a year.But so much
was changing, for all the men. Spielberg knew that the Universal of Wasserman and Sheinberg
was fading. Yet his own future was still filled with the promise of further ascension.Sitting in the
luxurious den overlooking the sloping backyard, Wasserman listened as Spielberg described a
studio of the future that produced movies, TV, music, and more. The perpetual wunderkind was
forty-seven years old, bespectacled and with a lightly graying beard. Wasserman took it in, but to
him there was presumably something more noteworthy than the new studio. He must have been
surprised by Geffen and Katzenberg’s seduction of Spielberg, whose interests had never
previously involved the risky business of ownership, in an industry of volatile change.Geffen’s
involvement with the venture was easier to discern. Like Wasserman, he had started out as an
agent. The child of a depressive father and a mother hospitalized for emotional problems after
the loss of her extended family in a concentration camp, Geffen was known for his way with
talent. The high-voltage currents of artists seemed compatible with his mercurial intensity. He
took care of those he represented (Joni Mitchell, Jackson Browne), while screaming down
disbelievers and aggressively cajoling the record executives he wrangled into submission.
These days, he moved companies (his record label had gone to MCA for 10 million shares of
MCA stock, valued at around $545 million). But Geffen had never stopped respecting talent, the
soul of the industry, and connecting with those driven souls who possessed it. With the help of
Katzenberg he was suddenly in business with the most commercial talent in town: Steven
Spielberg. It was a triumphant moment.Spielberg told Wasserman that he wanted to go beyond
formulas and films made to order by marketing departments. MCA was the inspiration, of course,



said the director. But MCA was not, at least these days, known for its artistic innovations.
Spielberg wanted to go Wasserman one better. He wanted to go everyone one better. He was,
after all, Steven Spielberg, accustomed to advancing the game.The new partners were thinking
state-of-the-art, so cutting edge they couldn’t quite articulate as yet all that the new enterprise
would entail. But it would all come together. Failure wasn’t written into the scripts these three
worked from. Their falls from grace had been quickly erased from Hollywood’s collective
memory. They were the glory boys, whose world was part ruthlessly pragmatic, part romance.
From themselves they expected, as did many others, only further spectacular feats.How many
callers had Wasserman seen arriving at his gates? Now, here he was, the waning patriarch,
shifting into that most unrewarding of roles: benevolent good sport. So he turned up the
enthusiasm, taking what was later described as delight in what he was hearing. After being given
assurances of the partners’ loyalty, and a discussion of MCA/Universal making a distribution
deal with the new company, the old tough guy seemed to drift a bit. He showed the men
keepsakes, like his drawings by Walt Disney, and began to speak tenderly, nostalgically, about
the old days, when defeat was unknown to him, and Hollywood was Hollywood.2The End of
MagicREWIND TO THE MOMENT that many would call the real beginning of DreamWorks: April
3, 1994, when Disney president and COO Frank Wells died in a helicopter crash. The beloved
executive had served as the mollifying glue (a “marriage counselor,” as Katzenberg would put it)
between Katzenberg and his boss of nearly two decades, Disney CEO Michael Eisner. With
Wells gone, things went sour quickly.Katzenberg had aggressively angled for Wells’s job. When
he didn’t get it, he was gone.The departure of the forty-three-year-old Katzenberg, who as
Disney Studios chairman was known for back-to-back power breakfasts, air kisses, and
animation blockbusters, left Hollywood with the sense of a blood feud. Katzenberg’s ouster was
like “a man being kicked out of his homeland. It was biblical,” remarked a colleague. In the
aftermath, Disney was a divided territory. In firing Katzenberg, not only had Eisner pulled off an
attention-grabbing power play, he was withholding a multimillion-dollar bonus payment that
Katzenberg believed was owed him by contract. Now this was high-concept. Katzenberg had not
so much worked at Disney as lived the company, seven days a week, for a decade. Now he had
been stripped of that identity by the man he had long been driven to please. His own father was
distant, complicated. From Eisner, it had always seemed, Katzenberg had been determined to
extract what had been missing in that relationship.Arriving in 1984, after a successful stint at
Paramount, where Eisner was COO and Katzenberg head of production, the two had
transformed Disney from a has-been studio, where WASPs in pastel cardigans drank gin at
lunch and took off early to head for the greens, into a corporation that no longer seemed like an
anachronism. Suddenly there were hits, like Down and Out in Beverly Hills and Ruthless People
—movies for grownups, with hip plots and carefully leavened spice quotients. Old favorites—
classic Disney films—were repackaged and, for the first time, resold. Share prices rose. New
divisions and theme parks opened. Katzenberg had a hand in the company’s resurgence, but
he’d made his true mark in animation. Because of his passionate, sometimes crazed,



commitment, the Disney brand was restored, with The Little Mermaid, Beauty and the Beast,
Aladdin. And then: The Lion King. Released just two months before Katzenberg’s exit, the film
broke every record for animated films, grossing $700 million at the worldwide box office and
contributing another billion-plus in merchandising and ancillary revenues. With this blockbuster,
Jeffrey Katzenberg was beginning to look—a bit too much for some—like the king of the Disney
jungle.Alternately lovable and annoying, Katzenberg is the manic, crazy-making kid-brother
type. At fourteen, while other mischief-makers at his summer camp tipped over canoes,
Katzenberg—who would come to be known as a bit of a cardsharp—dealt out an illegal hand
and walked off with the other campers’ allowances. Rather than suffer the subsequent
punishment of standing by the flagpole, he cut out.At Disney, there were no flagpoles and no
poker. Katzenberg worked feverishly and expected the same dedication from others. He
demanded seven-day workweeks, driving his employees hard (“You never knew if he was gonna
hug you or kick you,” said Lion King producer Don Hahn). His proven ability to keep to the bottom
line had earned him a reputation for stinginess. But Katzenberg had admirers on and off the lot,
including a cadre of hard-driving female loyalists. He was the kind of always-on achievement
junkie that Hollywood considered its own breed. But unlike some, Katzenberg actually delivered
more than lip service, with seemingly never-ending hours in executive offices and editing suites.
And he was quick to thank those who sweated it out with him, even if it meant making three
hundred phone calls a day.“Jeffrey really likes to do things that make people feel good,” said
Penney Finkelman Cox, a producer who worked with Katzenberg at Paramount on Terms of
Endearment. “He likes to keep people happy. He never asks of others what he wouldn’t do
himself.” But so single-minded was he that he had no qualms about bending or blurring
inconvenient truths when necessary. “He has no limits about what he’ll lie about or say,” says a
source. “That’s really his gift.” He liked to think of himself as tough and straightforward, and
enjoyed playing the role of cutthroat executive. He once told screenwriter Dale Launer that
Disney was the best place to work because “Here, we don’t stab you in the back. We stab you in
the chest!” Launer came to respect Katzenberg, but at first he flinched.As CEO of the most
recognizable entertainment company in the world, Michael Eisner reaped the benefits of his
underling’s gung-ho enthusiasm. How high could he make Jeffrey jump? There seemed to be no
limits. Smooth and perceptive, Eisner was successful at manipulating Katzenberg’s ambition. Yet
as the years passed, Katzenberg started proving himself wilier than his boss. The bad days
began when the protégé began looking for more—of everything, naturally. After the death of
Frank Wells, Eisner’s number two, Katzenberg seemed the logical successor.But that wasn’t, as
it turned out, how it played out. Even though Eisner had stood on a snowy Aspen street and
promised Katzenberg the title if . . . he held back. Katzenberg knew there was trouble when,
subsequently, Eisner had a heart attack, requiring surgery, and Katzenberg was not among the
first to be alerted. During Eisner’s recovery, it was CAA’s Michael Ovitz he wanted at his bedside.
Unlike Wells, who Eisner said “carried a piece of paper in his pocket that said, ‘Humility is the
best virtue,’” Katzenberg did not do self-effacement. It was always, no matter what, about



Katzenberg. He worked for his own glorification, not the team’s. Stories about Jeffrey’s magic
touch were now regularly appearing in the press; the accounts could make it seem that Jeffrey
was singularly responsible for Disney’s new direction. (Disney publicist Terry Press, an inveterate
“Jeffrey Girl,” played a hand in this.) The coverage did not sit well with Eisner and Disney’s board
of directors.Eisner had legitimate concerns when it came to Katzenberg. The man whom he
famously, and rather patronizingly, dubbed his “golden retriever” could—at the beginning, at least
—seemingly will movies past the $100 million mark, land any star, cut any deal. But leading a
public company required the kind of cool-headed shrewdness that pacified Wall Street. Jeffrey—
whom the Wall Street Journal described as “creative but unpolished”—was pure Hollywood.
Eisner rightly judged Katzenberg’s tendency toward self-aggrandizement as anathema to the
board of directors, especially Roy E. Disney (nephew of Walt). But Eisner’s reluctance to reward
his longtime protégé was ultimately considered unfair by many observers.So came the rebellion,
during which Katzenberg—more popular than his boss, around town and with the press—played
to the balcony, orchestrating coverage, making certain no one mistook him for the villain. The
day he was forced to resign, Claudia Eller, a reporter for the L.A. Times, who had been on the
Disney lot for a movie screening, was brought into Katzenberg’s office by Terry Press. As a
stream of shocked executives entered the room offering their condolences, some of them
weeping, Eller dictated notes over the phone to her colleagues at the paper. But this was just Act
I.Next move: Katzenberg would strike back, and quickly. It was expected in a town raised on The
Godfather—parts I and II. Counseling him was his ally and mentor, David Geffen. A shrewd
strategist and brutal foe, Geffen had been encouraging his friend’s quest for ascension at
Disney, and feeding the press in Katzenberg’s favor. But Geffen had misjudged Eisner.Who
could say for certain what game Geffen was playing? Here was a cunning macher who lived to
maneuver all the players on the board according to whatever scenarios he was advancing.
“People are always calling him, spilling their guts out,” said a source. “There is no deal he is not
privy to. [And he uses] every piece of information to further himself and his investments.” Waves
of change were rolling, and Geffen would ride them—to the bank or wherever his preferred
destination. He was following the evolving situation not just at Disney, but at MCA, closely.
Wasserman’s job wasn’t what interested him: Geffen, who liked working behind the mirror, had
outgrown offices. But if there was going to be a power vacuum, he would help determine who
filled it, and Hollywood’s future, in which he certainly planned to figure.CAA’s Michael Ovitz, a
persistent fly in Geffen’s ointment, was getting too big, too full of himself. He had driven stars’
prices up to the point that some considered dangerous, and he was starting to broker not just
the big deals but the biggest. In 1989, after helping Sony buy Columbia, he had attempted to set
himself up as that company’s new chief executive. These days he was gazing at Wasserman’s
post at MCA/Universal, a company he’d helped sell to Matsushita. Geffen, who had a large
financial stake in MCA, didn’t like it.Katzenberg and Geffen had met years back, when
Katzenberg was an assistant to Barry Diller, then chairman of Paramount. Katzenberg had been
charged with meeting Geffen’s plane at LAX and, sensing that this was not a man inclined to



wait for the Vuitton, had whisked him through customs so fast that Geffen blinked—and saw
himself. In Hollywood, nothing beats narcissism for inspiring a lasting relationship.Katzenberg’s
battle with Eisner punched Geffen’s buttons. How many times had Geffen endured his own
battles with ungrateful father figures: music moguls Ahmet Ertegun and Clive Davis, Warner
Communications CEO Steve Ross. The six-foot-three, ruddy-cheeked Disney chieftain had
grown up with silver and suits, boasted about books he had actually read. Geffen sped through
memos, traffic, people. He remained the scrappy Jewish kid from Brooklyn’s Borough Park who
had kept his ambition upfront and his sexual orientation a secret.If there was a show to come,
Geffen, slugging it out in Katzenberg’s corner, would rev it up. And the members of the press
were waiting to see just when the story would break. “Ever since Jeffrey stepped down from
Disney, we’d been hearing rumblings,” said Alan Citron, then a reporter at the Los Angeles
Times. There were hints suggesting that Katzenberg would be moving on to something
illustrious, possibly a new company. “It was like, OK, when’s the next shoe going to drop? We’d
been obsessively chasing the story, concerned we’d get beat by the New York Times or the Wall
Street Journal.”In newsrooms across the country, the chase was on.3Mr. Spielberg Will See You
NowSTEVEN SPIELBERG’s main residence is a warm, bustling manor awash in iconography,
souvenirs from the director’s own films and mementos. Among the kids’ toys and baseball caps
hang original Rockwells and Remingtons overlooking treasures such as the balsa-wood
Rosebud sled from Citizen Kane.Jeffrey Katzenberg was not headed there for the tour.Among
Katzenberg’s tangled strands of strengths and weaknesses was a cord of will. “No” was never an
option. And on this day in late August, as he drove to Spielberg’s in his black Mustang soon after
his break with Disney, Katzenberg was calling on the personal determination that had so rarely
failed him. He had worked with Spielberg on the wildly successful 1988 film Who Framed Roger
Rabbit, which Spielberg executive-produced. And in 1994 the two had partnered in opening the
whimsical submarine-themed L.A. restaurant Dive! Now Katzenberg wanted to join forces with
Spielberg again, in a much more special union.The director had already rejected his first
overture, just days before. Katzenberg knew what he was up against. Spielberg’s setup at MCA/
Universal was simply too good to be true.Spielberg’s wife, the actress Kate Capshaw, once
described her neighborhood, the Pacific Palisades, as “sidewalky,” conjuring up the image of
young mothers pushing prams. But the Spielbergs’ place is a sprawling estate overlooking the
Riviera Country Club where Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn once teed off (their film Pat
and Mike was filmed at the club). Neighbors include Tom Hanks, Tom Cruise, and Arnold
Schwarzenegger. In this setting, Spielberg had achieved a perfect mise en scène.After his 1989
breakup with his first wife, the actress Amy Irving (The Competition, Yentl), he had wed the
blond, petite Capshaw—who had, fittingly, originated as an elementary school teacher (née
Kathleen Sue Nail) in Missouri. Their family included five children (two of their own; one each
from their previous marriages; and an adopted son). Capshaw relished playing the lead in
Spielberg’s real-life movie. Unlike Irving, she seemed unfazed by red carpets.Spielberg was
disillusioned by marriage after his breakup with Irving, but Capshaw did what it took to convince



him to, again, exchange lifelong vows. She put her career aside and started couples therapy with
Spielberg. Realizing that, even more than most famous people, Spielberg kept careful watch
over his fortune, she offered to sign a prenup. She even converted to Judaism. “Kate made it
clear she’d be a different kind of woman—a supporting, loving, and present wife,” one source
says. “What Amy was not.”Jeffrey Katzenberg also had a marriage of sorts in mind. After driving
off the Disney lot for the last time, Katzenberg had set up an office on Maple Drive in Beverly
Hills. Inquisitive well-wishers like Ray Stark—discoverer of Streisand, producer of Neil Simon—
were unable to divine his next move. Things grew even quieter after Katzenberg started his
campaign to secure Spielberg. The dialogue had begun, innocently enough, just after the news
broke of Katzenberg’s ouster. Friends, such as Barry Diller, had called offering their
support.Spielberg checked in from the Bahamas, where he was vacationing with Robert
Zemeckis, a close friend and the director of Roger Rabbit. In the background, Zemeckis called
out: “You guys should do something together!”But Spielberg proffered only his encouragement,
quoting the last line of Back to the Future, spoken by Christopher Lloyd. “Where you’re going,
you don’t need roads,” he said in classic Spielbergian style.“What do you mean you?”
Katzenberg said. “I’m talking we.”Later, when Geffen called, Katzenberg told his friend that he
never wanted to work for anyone ever again. “Well, good. Start a company. Do whatever you
want,” Geffen told him. “You can do it.”“Should I do something with Spielberg?” Katzenberg
asked.Geffen didn’t think twice. “Are you kidding? If I were you, I’d do it in a second.”So
Katzenberg started putting it together—at last, his show. Slaving away on financial models and a
business plan were his new team, which consisted of Sandra Rabins, former head of production
and motion picture finance for Buena Vista International, and half a dozen members of Price
Waterhouse’s entertainment division. Peter B. Frank, the head of Waterhouse, had offered
Katzenberg $50,000 of essentially free services toward his next endeavor.As Rabins and Price
Waterhouse ran the numbers, Katzenberg started making house calls.Katzenberg knew that
snagging Spielberg would take ingenuity. Despite his laid-back image, Spielberg was a man who
wanted everything—and made sure he got it.The public Spielberg still recalls the shy kid from a
broken home, all “skinny wrists and glasses,” in his words. He wears those former insecurities on
the brims of his trademark baseball caps. Memories of classmates sneezing “Hah-Jew!” when
he passed still seem to linger in his consciousness, along with his recollection of trying to
gentilize his nose with duct tape. (“I thought if you kept your nose taped up . . . it would stay . . .
like Silly Putty!”)Yet whatever else he may be, Spielberg is an intense power player who cares
deeply about financial matters. Says a former agent from CAA, the agency that represents the
director: “He’s probably the toughest person who ever lived, with the added aggravation that he
wants everyone to like it. It’s that star thing. He has people around who make his wishes come
true before he expresses them. There’s a whole phalanx.” Sid Sheinberg attested that “there is
no better businessman in Hollywood than Steven.” And Spielberg affirmed, to the New York
Times, in 1992: “I am a tough negotiator.” Not that Spielberg himself liked to negotiate. He hated
actually dealing with business matters, preferring to play the role of menschy, likable artiste—the



dirty work was left to his team of agents, lawyers, and managers.As a business partner,
Spielberg’s name would attract the best of everything, including investors. But he, in turn,
demanded the best and was accustomed to getting it. His universe genuflected before him. CAA
lived in mortal fear of its star client ever deserting, and would do anything to prevent it. How
many decades had passed since anyone had told Spielberg the truth, a commodity his coddlers
worked strenuously to keep from him if it was less than reassuring? Amblin had been created to
serve its star resident to an almost surreal degree. Screenwriter Richard Christian Matheson
tells the story of a jaunt around the Amblin campus with Spielberg: “Every once in a while, from a
rock or a tree, you’d hear, ‘Steven, your two thirty is here.’ Obviously, there were microphones
among the rocks that talk, because you’d hear a voice saying, ‘Steven, do you want something?’
He’d say, ‘Guys, do you want some Popsicles?’ And then he would say to nobody, ‘Bring us
three root-beer Popsicles!’ The whole place was obviously tracking his whereabouts.”It wasn’t
like he’d gone Howard Hughes. But Spielberg had resided within the insular world of the very
famous for a very long time. No environment was more conducive to Spielberg’s vision of things
than his movie sets, where everyone’s unwritten job was to intuit what the director wanted even
before he did—and to deliver.“Three to four times a day, I’d be standing right next to him and
he’d turn to me with a new idea that was so good and right,” said producer Bruce Cohen, who
has worked as Spielberg’s assistant director. “And then I’d be on a mad scramble, because if
anything that is involved—costume, wardrobe, actor, line of dialogue, special effect, prop—that
we don’t have, now Steven wants them, and do I have them ready?” Says another source,
“There’s a lot of tippy-toeing around him, a lot of talk of when’s the right time to ask Steven,
whose people are very protective of his creative process. You know that when he’s chewing his
hand, it’s not a good time. He puts most of his fingers into his mouth and gnaws—that’s the sign
that he’s thinking deeply; a sign not to go near him.”On that August afternoon, as Katzenberg
met with Spielberg in his home, it became clear that, despite their differences, they had a lot in
common. Both had existed under the aegis of older mentors. Neither had ever felt completely in
charge of his destiny. For Spielberg, this truth seemed to touch a nerve, as Katzenberg pitched
his version of an exciting new reality. The more Spielberg thought about it, the more enamored
he became of the concept of his company. Despite his ironclad, Michael Ovitz–negotiated
contracts, Spielberg had always essentially been a director for hire, working for one studio or
another. By this time, he was the father of a growing household of kids, not to mention Oscars.
He was ready to truly become the patriarch. Ownership, as outlined by Katzenberg, suddenly
seemed less an option than a responsibility. On another level, he had grown tired of being “the
blockbuster guy.” Schindler’s List had proved that he could be just as serious a moviemaker as
his longtime friend and rival Martin Scorsese, the critics’ choice. For too long he had been
marooned in the suburbs, where kids hid aliens in the closet.Wasserman had had his day. It was
now the younger generation’s turn to take the helm. People talked of Ovitz as the new king of
Hollywood, and yet Ovitz was Spielberg’s agent. He was the guy who was making the movies
that made the money for everyone. It was time to claim what was rightfully his—the position of



Hollywood’s acknowledged ruler.One wonders at what point the company that Katzenberg was
envisioning for himself became the latest extension of the Spielberg empire. One ponders just
how Katzenberg reconciled the fact that Spielberg’s own dreams about the venture would
inevitably collide with, actually eclipse, his own. Spielberg, meanwhile, had his own issues to
resolve.Somewhere buried in the undercurrents of the conversation was Katzenberg’s
reputation. The tightfistedness that had become synonymous with Katzenberg could hurt a
studio seeking to create long-term relationships with talent, not to mention relations with
agencies, including Spielberg’s very own. During the Eisner-Katzenberg reign, negotiations
between CAA and Disney were high-stakes battles with one side or the other always upping the
ante. On one occasion, an ordinarily steely CAA representative was reduced to sobs—her
assistant plying her with Kleenex—after an hour of negotiating a writer’s fee with Helene Hahn,
head of business affairs at Disney and another Jeffrey Girl, known as Attila the Hahn. The brutal
haranguing was over just $5,000, but nobody budged. Finally, Disney split the difference, take it
or leave it. After hanging up with Hahn, the agent called Katzenberg, a friend, and said that she
hoped their relationship was worth more than $2,500. Katzenberg replied tersely: “I have to
make many $2,500 decisions every day.”Filmmakers were also insulted by Disney’s obsessive
thrift, particularly after they had delivered films that profited the studio. After Good Morning,
Vietnam, Ovitz upped the price for director Barry Levinson’s follow-up. Disney demurred, so Rain
Man went to United Artists and won the Oscar. After the Zucker brothers received no financial
merci for Ruthless People, they, too, left. Screenwriters bristled not just about dough, but about
Disney’s creative interference.“The ‘Disney Notes’ were notorious,” said Dale Launer. “They were
extensive notes, like thirty to forty pages . . . Jeffrey had a big hand in it.”Then there was
Katzenberg’s rough-around-the-edges style. If an executive couldn’t secure rights to a book, or
lost a project in a bidding war, Katzenberg would bellow, “Rip it off!”Still, Jeffrey’s penuriousness
had its advantages. It was, after all, his energy and thrift that had been instrumental in Disney’s
turnaround. Even more importantly, Spielberg knew that in any partnership, Katzenberg would
be the workhorse. Sparing him from the business details he so loathed.Yet Spielberg couldn’t
ignore that the “homeland” to which he was so attached was threatened. Wasserman was not a
young man, and even Sheinberg was approaching an age when, in Hollywood, the winds begin
to whisper, Palm Springs, Palm Springs. Their corporation was turning Japanese, and the
foreigners were not giving their American underlings free rein. Ovitz had masterminded the deal,
which had become so deplorable that Sheinberg and Wasserman had scheduled a showdown
with Matsushita in Hawaii to discuss a possible buyback. The situation at MCA also reminded
Spielberg of the friction and politics inherent in Hollywood corporate culture, making
Katzenberg’s proposition of building an independent, self-run studio all the more
seductive.Although Katzenberg made substantial headway with Spielberg, he did not land the
director that afternoon in Pacific Palisades. Spielberg had more thinking to do: Capshaw, for one,
would need convincing. Spielberg once confided to a colleague that “if it wasn’t for my wife” he’d
routinely direct movies back to back, as he’d just done with Schindler and Jurassic Park. And



how was Capshaw going to feel about him being a studio owner, a job that would demand much
more of his already overtapped time?“I love Jeffrey. But I never want you to become Jeffrey,”
Capshaw had told her husband. “I don’t want you in that lather of workaholism.”When Spielberg
assured her that her fears were unfounded, and even said that he would be home every day by
5:30 P.M., Capshaw softened—though she was not placated until Spielberg made it clear to
Katzenberg that these stipulations were contingent on his involvement.Katzenberg, meanwhile,
had his own contingencies. He wanted to bring in another partner: enter David Geffen.4Geffen
Slept HereBY THE END OF SEPTEMBER, the company was starting to look real. Katzenberg
had wrangled not just Spielberg but Geffen. For the moment. There was much to discuss if the
partnership was to be finalized. They needed to talk, but in private, something that was
impossible in L.A., given the spotlight on Katzenberg since his departure from Disney.When
Katzenberg realized that they would all be in Washington, D.C., for a September 27 White
House dinner honoring Russian president Boris Yeltsin, he suggested a summit.After the dinner,
Katzenberg and Spielberg returned to the Hay-Adams Hotel. Geffen, overnighting across the
street in the Lincoln Bedroom, was expected later. But after midnight, still no Geffen.Finally he
called, explaining that he’d been held up by the Clintons; Bill could go on all night. “But it’s one
o’clock in the morning!”“I don’t care!” Katzenberg bellowed. “Get over here now!”Ten minutes
later, the phone rang again: “I can’t get over there,” Geffen said. The White House was closed for
the night; there was no one around to let him out.“David,” Katzenberg began, “you pick up the
phone, you dial operator . . .”Moments later, another call. A Secret Service agent had advised
Geffen that it was best to stay put.“I’m a hostage . . .” he told Katzenberg.So how did the unlikely
duo become an even unlikelier threesome? Spielberg may have respected Geffen’s flair for
making fortunes, but he could not exactly be called one of the dealmaker’s acolytes. In producer
Julia Phillips’s juicy tell-all, You’ll Never Eat Lunch in This Town Again, Geffen called Spielberg
“selfish, self-centered, egomaniacal, and worst of all—greedy.”And while bringing the strange
and satirical off-Broadway musical Little Shop of Horrors, about a man-eating plant named
Audrey II, to the screen, there had been ugly screaming sessions over the film, which Geffen
was producing and Spielberg executive-producing. Spielberg ended up walking off the picture,
taking his credit, so valuable to studio marketers, with him.A different sort of complication
existed between the men when it came to Steve Ross, the impresario of Warner
Communications in the 1970s and ’80s. Both Spielberg and Geffen had admired Ross and
counted him as an important adviser in past years. But they showed their feelings in remarkably
different fashions.Ross had become close with Spielberg in 1982, when he was determined to
break Universal’s hold on the director. To do so, he offered Spielberg $23 million for the video-
game rights to E.T., a deal derided by some as ridiculously generous. Ross didn’t see it that way.
As one former Warner executive told Connie Bruck in her biography of Ross, Master of the
Game, “Steve’s viewpoint was, so what if I overpay by $22 million? How can you compare that to
the value of a relationship with Spielberg? And I think he was dead right.”For Spielberg, Ross
was an older sophisticate, someone who could take him beyond TV and Oreo cookies. “Steven



was a young man, in his early thirties, with no business sophistication,” Terry Semel, the former
chairman of Warner Bros., has said. “He found Steve, who was much older, so fascinating. Steve
Ross was into things we knew only a little about—art, planes, homes.” Spielberg had found
another father figure, one who also presented a mutually beneficial business bond.Ross had
known Geffen longer; the friendship dated back to the latter’s early days in music. Geffen had
sold his first label, Asylum Records, to Warner Communications in 1972, where it was merged
with Elektra Records. Years later, when he’d switched gears and become a movie executive, it
was Ross who paved the way, setting Geffen up in the executive suite at Warner Bros. Yet
Geffen’s periods of peaceful coexistence with Ross had been punctuated by moments of
hostility. Most publicly Geffen had excoriated Ross for Warner’s drooping stock in front of other
top executives at a companywide meeting in the early 1970s. (He told another executive, “You’re
a failure! You should quit!”) Geffen’s antics caused Warner’s general counsel David Horowitz to
remark, “Who would have the effrontery to treat the chairman in this way?Ross had been more
predisposed than most to Geffen. He had granted him favorable deals even when they were ill-
advised. But in 1989, when Geffen abruptly sold Geffen Records to MCA, severing ties with
Warner and Ross, he finally managed to drive Ross past forgiveness.Geffen’s vilification of Ross
in the press, even as the older man lay dying of prostate cancer, offended Spielberg, the good
son, who remained at Ross’s side, attending the funeral along with Quincy Jones, Paul Simon,
and Barbra Streisand, who sang at the service. Geffen received no such invitation. Nor was he
asked to the less private memorial—the guest list was several thousand names long—at
Carnegie Hall, though he attended anyway.At the time that Katzenberg came calling, Geffen and
Spielberg’s relationship suggested that of rivalrous siblings. But their feelings for Ross had also
connected them. And as they moved on without those who had previously guided them, it was
not incomprehensible that they would look to each other. It would often be said that Spielberg
and Geffen came together “over Jeffrey”—an explanation that suggests generosity and loyalty to
their friend. But both needed the other in ways that transcended Katzenberg.Spielberg saw
Geffen as battle-ready and time-tested. As he considered life without his ties to Sheinberg and
Wasserman, he would have seen Geffen as his latest insurance policy. Then there was
Spielberg’s awe at Geffen’s wealth. His billion-dollar fortune was quite a bit more than
Spielberg’s own $600 million net worth. For a man who considered these things with care, for
whom, as one source said—“it’s always about money”—it surely must have pained him that the
hot-tempered Geffen outranked him so conspicuously.Always knowing what buttons to push
when it came to getting his way, Katzenberg had needled Spielberg: “If you’re so successful,
how come Geffen has more money than you?” Kim Masters reported in Vanity Fair.Consider the
buttons pushed.And Geffen’s involvement would serve Spielberg in another important way. For
years, his closeness to Ross had served as an implied threat to Wasserman and Sheinberg: do
the boy right or he’d be gone. In a similar way, Geffen’s less-than-loving relationship with
Spielberg’s agent, Michael Ovitz, made a Geffen association appealing. Ovitz and Geffen would
be a check on each other, keep them working for Spielberg rather than using him for their own,



sometimes hard to discern, interests. He would have the toughest, shrewdest guys in the
business taking care of him and keeping an eye on each other.As for Geffen, Katzenberg’s
banishment from Disney was not just an opportunity to help a friend—to “give Jeffrey a job”—but
to create his own platform, one that would keep him in the game.Immediate acquiescence,
however, was not Geffen’s style. First there would be a performance.“No, I don’t want to do that,”
Geffen had said emphatically when Katzenberg clued him into the fact that he and Spielberg
were about to come courting. “What, are you crazy?”“Well, would you at least talk to us?”
Katzenberg, ever persistent, prodded.To which Geffen replied that he was not averse to talking,
but: “I don’t want to talk to you about that.”Then: “I mean, I’ll talk to you.”“Why don’t you just meet
us at Steven’s house tomorrow?” Katzenberg suggested. “Come over at twelve o’clock, we’ll
schmooze, and maybe we can just pick your brain.”“OK,” Geffen said. “But I’m not interested in
this, Jeffrey.”Why would the newly minted billionaire want to give up afternoons by the Pacific for
such aggravation? Geffen had more than lived up to the title King David, bestowed by his
Ukrainian-born mother, Batya, a bossy, opinionated force of nature who transformed her skill at
corset- and brassiere-making into a business that got her family off government assistance
when her depressed, ineffectual husband could not. Her son, who had grown up sleeping on a
couch, or tied to his mother with a rope while she slaved, made himself up using her example,
supplemented by movie matinees, trips to see the Rockettes, and biographies of Louis B. Mayer.
The latter he read in California, where he had followed his big brother, Mitchell, and enrolled at
Santa Monica City College. (Though, if anyone inquired, he studied at UCLA.)Despite his
Machiavellian tendencies and ruthlessness, Geffen—like his mother—also adheres to
unflinching standards and his own brand of integrity. Not everyone understands his code of
ethics, but he holds to it, punishing violators mercilessly. Geffen’s evaluations of people,
situations, and deals allow for no gray areas or in-betweens.“Be careful. David is scary,” one
attorney advises, without unnecessary elaboration. Scary David, Mad David, and, most of all,
Vengeful David stories are plentiful in Hollywood. Those who know Geffen personally do not
bother to deny his ability to frighten. But they also add that much of the persona is just that—an
act, a façade he uses to get exactly what he wants, fast. His friends claim that Geffen is simply a
veteran Hollywood performer, playing the part of a mogul in a highly theatrical world. “People find
him so intimidating in the mainstream,” said Jeff Yarbrough, former editor in chief of the Advocate
in Los Angeles. “If you ask about David, it’s ‘Oh, he’s so mean, so nasty, so off-putting.’ The truth
is, he isn’t any of that. That’s more a character he plays.”By the time the new company was being
discussed, Geffen had beaten cancer, come out as gay, seen friends such as Calvin Klein
through financial disaster. He had created Asylum and Geffen Records—groundbreaking labels
led, respectively, by iconic acts such as the Eagles and Guns N’ Roses. His days were spent
flipping through his investment portfolios, fielding interview requests. Everyone wanted the
mogul of Malibu, who regularly dialed President Clinton and who flew the world in his Gulfstream
IV, perpetually changing destinations as boredom set in. His Beverly Hills estate, the former
home of Warner Bros. cofounder Jack Warner, which Geffen had paid $47.5 million for in 1990,



was being exquisitely Geffenized with the help of designer Rose Tarlow. But he wanted to be
more than a rich, respected fixture; he wasn’t chemically suited to sitting on the sidelines.
Geffen, his friends say, is determined to stay relevant. A new company could keep him in the
picture.And then there was Ovitz.CAA, which Ovitz had cofounded in 1975 with a group of fellow
William Morris dissidents (Michael Rosenfeld, Ron Meyer, Bill Haber, and Rowland Perkins),
dominated the town with its superstar client list and “packaging of projects.”Initially, Haber had
been the agency’s go-to guy, but Ovitz had transformed himself from intense TV agent to intense
film lord. His agency’s culture bore his imprimatur, but its discipline, the clean professional feel
that added reassurance in a business based on incalculables, was inspired by Lew
Wasserman’s MCA style. Ovitz’s Armani-suited “foot soldiers” had drawn their tactics from the
old king’s army: they traveled together in entourages, dressed in similar shades to signal a
united front in crowded rooms. Ovitz’s minions delighted in coming across as menacing. They
made no bones about the fact that their mission was to conquer and, if necessary, destroy. (If
opposed, they would “blow your brains out,” as Ovitz warned in a 1989 letter to screenwriter Joe
Eszterhas, who had threatened to defect.)Signing Spielberg, who had up to then operated
agentless, had been one of the great coups of Michael Ovitz’s expanding career. For Geffen,
partnering with Spielberg in a new company would be a way to set his foot squarely in Ovitz’s
territory. In effect, he would be stealing Ovitz’s star client from behind his back.Ovitz was
changing what it meant to be an agent. His reach was broadening into new territories, even
beyond the MCA/Universal sale. He’d advised Coca-Cola on branding strategy, and there were
further plans for expansion.Geffen nursed a vivid spectrum of resentments against the CAA
chieftain—from the superagent’s supposed homophobia to a brouhaha over the first feature film
that Geffen produced, 1982’s Personal Best, which had cost Geffen millions. The latest outrage
was Ovitz’s moving in as broker on the MCA/Matsushita deal. Geffen wasn’t interested in
encountering another first-class manipulator operating behind the scenes.Geffen had done self-
help. He had fire-walked with Tony Robbins, read the Book of Miracles with Marianne
Williamson. But antagonism remained the best restorative. Battling Ovitz kept him hungry.
According to producer Howard Rosenman, Geffen fumed of Ovitz: “I’m gonna kill that
motherfucker. It may take me years, but I’m going to destroy him. Watch me.”Screw the
beach.Geffen strode into the Hay-Adams at 6:30 A.M. after his nightlong captivity in the Clinton
White House. He hadn’t been impressed by the Lincoln Bedroom. Lincoln, in his opinion, should
have slept at the Mayflower. But he was wide awake, ready to talk, ready to be Geffen. It was
decided that the three would each kick in $33 million to build a multimedia company. The rest—
they were thinking billions—would come from investors. For Geffen and Spielberg the
contribution was negligible, but not for Katzenberg. Eisner was still withholding the former studio
chief’s bonus (estimated at more than $120 million). Katzenberg would be forced to mortgage
two of his homes to come up with the money.The rest of the details would be figured out back in
L.A.—quickly. It was time to put on a show.5The AnnouncementEARLY IN THE DAY on October
11, around the time Spielberg and Co. were paying their respects to Lew Wasserman, Alan



Citron of the Los Angeles Times and his colleague Claudia Eller heard a rumor that there was
news dropping on the Katzenberg front. Something was about to break. The confirmation came
in the form of a release, faxed at 4 P.M., by Katzenberg’s newly hired PR man, Harry
Clein.Prompted by the coy one-page release, which disclosed only that Katzenberg was holding
a press conference the following morning, the phones began ringing all over, bringing excited
inquiries from the New York Times, the Wall Street Journal, Variety, the Hollywood Reporter.But
the mystery was short-lived. Within a few phone calls, Citron and Eller had divined what
Katzenberg was up to. Or, at least, who he was up to it with: Steven Spielberg and David Geffen.
The mention of Spielberg’s name upped the ante. And raised the question: Why?The pressure
was on the journalists to get the scoop.“Everybody was calling,” said Clein, who did his best to
ignore everything.Citron and Eller worked the phones nonstop for more details. By day’s end
they had their story.“We didn’t get anything from the DreamWorks partners,” Citron said. “We got
it from a lot of little people who had little bits of information.”Jeffrey Katzenberg’s home in Beverly
Hills, where he lived with his wife, Marilyn, and their twins, Laura and David, was like many in
America’s most expensive neighborhoods. There was the guesthouse, the swimming pool, the
shrubbery carefully attended. But in keeping with his self-styled image of suburban Everyman
who chooses Mustang over Lexus and dines at Hamburger Hamlet, Katzenberg’s residence was
not as eye-catching as the neighbors’, with their tennis courts, White House-level security gates,
and immigrant squadrons snipping back the bougainvillea. The place lay on the south side of
Sunset Boulevard—alternately referred to, with slight shudders, as “the flats” or “the slums.” This
was not the hills, or Bel Air, where the fabulous reside in more untouchable splendor.Unlike other
Hollywood royalty, Katzenberg did not treat his home like a trophy or a personal showcase; it
was not jam-packed with museum-quality art or high-tech gadgetry just in from Japan. This was
Katzenberg’s “business house.” (The others, the ones to be mortgaged to pay his way into the
new partnership, were a beach place designed by Charles Gwathmey, located near Geffen’s,
and a ski chalet in Deer Valley, Utah.) It was more about work than family or play. At least
according to those who inevitably found themselves sitting around his kitchen at 7 A.M. on a
Saturday or Sunday discussing release strategies or faulty story lines.The décor was white on
white, with hard, clean surfaces and no flourishes (aside from a few pieces of African art). The
clue to character here was, in fact, characterlessness. No bold statements or rough edges
provoked questions of taste. It was like many a Disney product—designed to be inoffensive, if
not inviting, to any possible audience.Visitors are hard-pressed to recall specific details, other
than the cleanliness, which observers stress when describing the Katzenberg manse. One guest
recalls tracking dirt in on the gray carpet and a maid materializing within seconds. Yet beneath
the soft hum of the vacuum and the hissing of sprinklers, an impression was being
communicated, reassuring observers that the man of this house was not likely to run up budgets
or disappear on tequila-soaked weekends in Puerto Vallarta. The place said: Conservative,
Corporate, Disciplined, No Big Spender. And, as Michael Ovitz was so fond of repeating, in
Hollywood, “perception is everything.”It was here, on October 11, 1994, that Katzenberg found



himself watching his fantasies become Hollywood history. What more could he, a man who
seemed to crave public triumphs and revenge served boldface, have wished for than to be
partnered with these giants? Michael Eisner would be suitably chastened by his former
subordinate’s spectacular comeback. But Katzenberg was entering terrain of rugged complexity
where expectations were huge. Whatever his past experience, partnering with Geffen and
Spielberg was bound to be fraught with complications. Katzenberg had already labored under
the burden of one difficult man. How would he fare under two even more demanding and self-
regarding figures? What about the independence he had hoped for in his new incarnation? Was
he trading the possibility of true advancement for momentary one-upmanship?That evening,
there was enough ambition flowing through the Katzenbergs’ uncluttered halls to compensate
for the absence of Picassos. Spielberg and Geffen were gathered in the home’s very white
screening room along with Spielberg’s lawyer, Bruce Ramer, for whom the mechanical shark in
Jaws had been nicknamed. Harry Clein was in attendance, too. They were there to discuss the
next morning’s formal unveiling of their partnership, the still-nameless studio venture. But the
mood in the room was not celebratory.As Clein put it, “the money shot had been given away.”
The press had been tipped off. The bombshell had been dropped. They had lost the element of
surprise, not to mention control, a commodity they always made sure they had.“Are you sure
people are going to come tomorrow?” asked Spielberg, giving voice to his old insecurities. “Why
should they? It’ll already be in the news.”No worries, Clein assured everyone. People would
come. But a tinge of deflation lingered. After all, this was show business; the drama
mattered.Everyone was convinced the news had been leaked by Ovitz, whose reputation as a
manipulator rivaled even Geffen’s and who hadn’t been included in any of the company’s
planning, despite his status as Spielberg’s agent. Already, Geffen was making it clear what the
new order was going to look like. Having been given no role, Ovitz presumably decided to play
the spoiler, just as Geffen had, allegedly, in 1990, leaking the news of MCA’s deal with
Matsushita. It had been Ovitz’s deal, his moment. Welcome to Hollywood.Arriving twenty
minutes after everyone else, Ovitz was not greeted with warmth. As the three partners pored
over the press release that would be sent out the next day, officially announcing the new
company, he had little to say.“He was kind of the fifth wheel,” said Clein. “Because he wasn’t
needed. Everything was done without him. So it was like, What’s he bring? Why’s he coming
over? . . . My feeling was that he was there because he felt he couldn’t not be there.”Ovitz,
meanwhile, had his own secrets. Though no one knew it yet, he had been meeting with Michael
Eisner about a job at Disney, the very job that Katzenberg had so hoped to obtain.“The
announcement” was held on the morning of Wednesday, October 12, at the Peninsula hotel in
Beverly Hills, the regal emblem of the New Hollywood, a commanding, cream-colored palais
near the I. M. Pei–designed CAA headquarters. The venue suggested the presence of royalty. “I
felt,” said Harry Clein, “like I was giving a wedding.”Spielberg, Katzenberg, and Geffen gathered
in the green room behind the spacious Verandah Room, where the announcement would be
made. Spielberg still hadn’t shaken his doubts about the draw.“Are you sure they’ll show up?



Look, it’s all right here!” he said, waving the Los Angeles Times. A front-page story trumpeted
the new alliance, quoting an unnamed source who didn’t beat around the bush: “They will make
history,” declared this observer, “by starting another studio.”Geffen, nursing a ginger ale, was
sick to his stomach. Not for years had he experienced this kind of crazy. “What a drama queen!”
commented an observer, as reported by Kim Masters in Vanity Fair.Katzenberg was rehearsing
his lines, pacing back and forth as, outside, the ballroom filled. Beyond the usual throng of
reporters, the trio’s star power drew Hollywood big shots like International Creative Management
president Jim Wiatt and United Talent Agency partner Jim Berkus. These players were not
typically on view outside the gilded confines of their headquarters or the clubby exclusivity of the
Grill, the power-lunch headquarters off Dayton Way in Beverly Hills. Standing among the ranks
of scruffy journalists and cameramen, they looked, with their black Armani suits, perfect haircuts,
and chunky Rolexes, like they had just drifted in from some VIP funeral. When Ovitz and his CAA
partner Ron Meyer came into the room, Citron steered clear, not wanting to add credence to the
rumor that Ovitz had fed reporters the news of the partnership.At 9 A.M. Katzenberg, dressed in
khakis and a blazer, a yellow polka-dot tie against a dark blue dress shirt, and oversized
glasses, took his seat at the front of the room, flanked by Spielberg and Geffen, also in
khakis.The men’s casual attire belied the anticipatory mood among those assembled as,
blinking into the glare of spotlights and clicking cameras, Katzenberg spoke: “There’s a pretty
giant misunderstanding here,” he began. “The reason that we wanted to have this press
conference this morning is to announce that the next Dive! restaurant opening will be in Las
Vegas on April 15.”A wave of laughter swept the room.Katzenberg then introduced his partners.
“I look at the three of us,” he said rather emotionally, “and I figure this has gotta be the Dream
Team. Certainly, it’s my Dream Team.”Spielberg read a prepared statement: “Hollywood studios,”
he said, “were at their zenith when they were driven by point of view and personalities. Together
with Jeffrey and David, I want to create a place driven by ideas and the people who have them. I
regard Jeffrey and David as pioneers. I’d like to be one, too.”Geffen closed the show. “I’ve always
been on my own,” he began, “and this is a great opportunity for me to work with partners and
start something new and get excited about working once again.”When a reporter asked how they
would divide up duties, Geffen quipped, “I’m going to direct Jurassic Park 2.” Spielberg
responded by saying he’d be happy to let Geffen direct if in exchange he could become a
billionaire.Katzenberg, slipping into the sort of hyperbole that would define this day and so many
after, announced: “There’s an opportunity for us to have a revolution.”Exactly what kind of
revolution was a matter of conjecture, however.There was talk of being “different” and “artist-
friendly,” but few specifics were discussed. Katzenberg’s career at Paramount and Disney had
been, rather famously, fairly artist-unfriendly. As for Spielberg, what he actually stood for,
personally, beyond virtuoso filmmaking and commercial success, was hard to articulate. The
new company was something of a blank slate, reflected in the fact that it didn’t, as yet, even have
a name.Presentation wrapped, there were no champagne toasts. First order of business: the
new company needed a home. A development known as Playa Vista (Beach View) was a



possible studio site. The 1,087 acres of marshland, located just north of LAX, on L.A.’s west
side, had been a headache for developer Robert F. Maguire since his company, Maguire
Thomas Partners—responsible for the city’s tallest skyscraper, the seventy-three-story Library
Tower—took a controlling interest in it in 1989. The site was a hot zone for environmentalists who
did not want to see one of the city’s last wetlands turned into condos, and a California recession
had made any kind of real-estate development a dicey proposition. Maguire was desperate for a
star tenant to lure others to the site.Playa Vista had a cinematic backstory, suitable for press
mentions: in the 1940s, eccentric billionaire Howard Hughes had built his infamous two-hundred-
ton Spruce Goose—a giant seaplane—in a hangar on the site, after which, he’d taxied it down to
Long Beach Harbor and lifted the thing seventy feet in the air for a brief thirty seconds before it
bellied back into the Pacific.To help land a tenant, Maguire had hired ICM chairman Jeff Berg
who, upon hearing of the new venture, immediately spread the word about the site. Spielberg
excitedly imagined an actual, old-fashioned Mayer-meets-Goldwyn studio—and Playa Vista was
conveniently located, close to his home in the Pacific Palisades. So, after announcing their plans
for a new studio, the partners sped west toward what they hoped was the place where their
destinies would unfold.After the press conference came nonstop calls—Tom Hanks
congratulated Spielberg, Robert Zemeckis phoned from New York, where he was working on the
Oscar campaign for Forrest Gump. Yet one voice remained deafeningly, defiantly silent.
Intending to fix this, Katzenberg dialed Joe Roth, his replacement at Disney. “You get that
psycho to call me!” he bellowed, referring, of course, to his former boss. “This is about making
things better. So when I stand in front of a hundred journalists, I can say, ‘The first call I got was
from Michael Eisner.’ Which is what I’ll do. I’ll completely exaggerate what he said.”Later
Katzenberg could not remember if Eisner ever managed to pick up the phone. But even absent
the man whom Katzenberg, after everything, seemed to envision as some sort of proud father,
the lines were humming.For Clein, the fun was just beginning. “Every weekend I was getting
calls,” the publicist said. “Something was always breaking over the weekend, and it was usually
rumors . . . For months, I was just putting out fires.”The New York Times, suddenly no gray lady,
kicked up its heels and declared the new union “the biggest merger of talent since Charlie
Chaplin, Mary Pickford, Douglas Fairbanks and D. W. Griffith founded the United Artists movie
empire in 1919.” The Times wasn’t the only one to weigh in on the news. “Oscar Winners
Merging Talents,” swooned the Chicago Sun-Times. “Merger of the Titans” chimed the Dallas
Morning News. “Young Hollywood Moguls Take On Industry Giants” (the Guardian). And the
inevitable, perhaps: “Three Men and Their Baby” (the Orange County Register). Over the next
ten days, Variety and the Hollywood Reporter would run twenty stories combined about the new
endeavor. A photo shoot was lined up with Annie Leibovitz for Vanity Fair. Time would do a cover
story.“Because of the incredible things these guys had achieved, the press got swept up,” Citron
said. “They were such rock stars. It was like a supergroup had been formed.”With this, Citron
says, went the assumption that “supergroups only make good music.” Not many people, he
recalls, were asking: How is this going to work business-wise? Do the economics make sense?



Indeed, DreamWorks’ unannounced ally that morning was the media. The press was continually
fascinated by the personalities firing up the new studio. Hollywood, a town where a lack of
charisma can be fatal, was increasingly turning into the territory of anything-but-polyester
personalities.The sense was that the new partnership was a sure bet. As Barry Diller would tell
Vanity Fair: “To put it in the L.A. context—typhoons, floods, fires, pestilence—these guys are so
good, plague couldn’t stop them. Investing in them is gold.”DreamWorks was, from day one, a
grand stage where the big acts were guaranteed to scheme and scream. The only other
company that even came close to topping its cult of personality was Miramax, the scrappy indie
turned heavyweight indie whose flair for hip, sexy, often truly innovative fare almost certainly
helped inspire Katzenberg, Spielberg, and Geffen’s vision of what their studio might become.
Miramax was enmeshed in the DNA of studio cofounder Harvey Weinstein, a sweaty, expletive-
slinging tough guy. His fantasies—for himself, perhaps, as much as for his company—were
grandiose, never sleep-inducing. Weinstein drew reporters—alternately charming and
manipulating them—like an open bar. More polished and pedigreed than Harvey, perhaps, but
like him, the newly anointed triumvirate knew how to put on a show.And isn’t that what
Hollywood is all about?6E.T., Phone Home“IF A MOVIE IS EVER MADE about DreamWorks,
Walter Parkes, whom one associate describes as “a Shakespearean actor holding forth on the
Globe stage,” can play himself. At the time of the company’s formation, some might have said he
already was.Parkes has the chiseled good looks of a leading man, a Yale diploma, and the kind
of overpowering self-confidence that is indigenous to Hollywood. Winding down after a pitch, he
is inclined to utter, “I just gave myself goose bumps!” before running his fingers through his
million-dollar hair. Director Barry Sonnenfeld has apparently joked that “Walter gets everything
because of his hair.”But on that October morning after the press conference at the Peninsula,
even the locks of Samson could not have been of help to Parkes. Cohead, along with his wife—
the equally suitable-for-casting Laurie MacDonald—of Spielberg’s production company, it was
up to Parkes to face the folks at Amblin, who were wondering what the news about Spielberg’s
new endeavor would mean for them.Parkes stood before his staff in the same screening room
where an edgy comedienne named Whoopi Goldberg had once convinced Spielberg that she
was perfect for the role of Miss Celie in The Color Purple. As the thoughts of those gathered
alternated between past and future, Parkes offered no Shakespearean utterances to camouflage
the fact that the golden child had bolted.Bruce Cohen, who had started out as Spielberg’s
director trainee on The Color Purple, was, at this time, executive-producing To Wong Foo
Thanks for Everything, Julie Newmar, in Nebraska. Feeling nostalgic, he couldn’t help but
remember the March morning after that year’s Oscars, when Spielberg had his retribution for
prior Academy snubs by winning not one but ten shiny golden gentlemen, for Jurassic Park and
Schindler’s List (the latter snagged Best Picture and Best Director). The moment had been
exquisite for Spielberg. For nearly two decades, the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and
Sciences had thrown shade on the director, evidence of a troubling hostility that vexed him
deeply.Spielberg’s career had always seemed a case of too much, too soon. After Sid Sheinberg



got hold of his short film Amblin’, released in 1968, a seven-year contract had materialized. But,
said Allen Daviau, cinematographer on Amblin’, “there were always people calling for his blood.”
Daviau recalls the reaction in L.A. in 1971, when word filtered back over the Atlantic that
Spielberg’s first feature-length film, Duel, was making waves in European theaters: “Ah, well,”
cynics kvetched. “Give it another week.”The Oscar slights had started in 1976, when Spielberg
failed to secure a Best Director nomination for Jaws. The omission seemed personal, given the
acclaim for the film from critics and audiences, and the fact that Jaws was up for Best Picture—a
major coup for a blatantly commercial film. It hauled in $129 million, the first time in history that a
film crossed the $100 million mark.So certain had Spielberg been of Best Picture and Best
Director nominations that he’d invited a camera crew to watch him react as nominees were
announced. When it was revealed that his name was absent from the list of directors—which
included Milos Forman (One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest), Sidney Lumet (Dog Day Afternoon),
Robert Altman (Nashville), and Federico Fellini (Amarcord)—the cameras captured the director,
face in his hands. “I can’t believe it!” he exclaimed. “They went for Fellini instead of me!”It was the
beginning of a long cold spell. E.T., The Color Purple, and Empire of the Sun all failed to win
Best Picture Oscars. In 1986, when The Color Purple was completely shut out of the Academy
Awards—winning not a single statuette, despite eleven nominations—Spielberg, who had not
been nominated for Best Director, was devastated.Given this history, in March of 1994, when the
Academy finally came around to honoring Spielberg, it was especially delicious. So reverentially
did he treat the awards that, on the morning after the show, he asked his staff to gather in the
Amblin courtyard, where all the trophies were displayed. “It was this beautiful day, and the sun
was beating off [the Oscars],” said Cohen. “We were all there together, and Steven thanked us
for being part of the family and for what we had all created together. It was amazing, to the point
where you kind of wondered if this was going to end. It was like, This must be the end, because it
doesn’t get any better than this.”Parkes wasn’t being coy in his brief message to Amblin’s
personnel—some of whom were sobbing—on that dark morning. He simply had little to add to
what had been communicated. When the inevitable questions were asked about the future of the
company, he honestly said he didn’t know. He and MacDonald had themselves only just heard
what was up. The night before, they had returned home to a message from Steven and headed
to his place. After breaking the news, Spielberg had said that he wanted them to be a part of the
proposed venture; they were his most trusted lieutenants and good friends, with whom he
socialized in the company of stars such as Tom Hanks and Rita Wilson, Martin and Nancy
Short.Spielberg’s intentions were a matter of speculation to the staff at Amblin. There was
Geffen; that they knew. There was Katzenberg. Whatever was coming would not be a stress-free
affair; there would be politics and control battles, given the competing egos involved. Spielberg’s
domain had been a kind of haven, where questions of rulership were never an issue: no
Amblinite ever had to wonder whose preferences mattered most. Was this new situation—a big-
business-to-be built for such an outsize cast—really the best next act for their boss? Did he
know what he was getting into? Jealousy wasn’t the only emotion Spielberg generated in those



close to him. He also aroused feelings of protectiveness. The director’s Hollywood life had been
filled with guardians and parent surrogates. Were Katzenberg and Geffen up to the challenge?
And what about Spielberg himself? Hollywood fame may be the best way to avoid growing up.
Troubling realities and mere practicalities are carefully filtered and subdued. But if Spielberg was
to develop as a partner, a would-be Mayer or Goldwyn, if he was to grow into a Wasserman-like
role, change was required.Could Jeffrey, who was more likely than the peripatetic Geffen to be
left with working out day-to-day dynamics at the new company, help smooth Spielberg’s
transition to chief executive? Was he up to the sort of subtleties required? As for Geffen, would
he really put in the time?Worrisome to many observers was the fact that Spielberg’s stated
intention was to keep working for other studios. It was as if he wanted to simultaneously step
forward into larger challenges (of the sort that did not necessarily play to his strengths) while
remaining safely rooted in his empire. Something, it seemed, had to give, even for Steven
Spielberg.Steven Spielberg is a complicated man wrapped in a patina of extreme likability. Born
in Cincinnati in 1946—not 1947, as he has sometimes said—to a family he watched split apart,
he is the son of Leah, a former concert pianist, and Arnold, a workaholic engineer. The senior
Spielberg’s disappearance from his son’s existence began before the latter’s career accelerated.
(“I didn’t care for Indiana Jones and I hated 1941,” the elder Spielberg told the Wall Street
Journal. “When I told Steven, he said, ‘Don’t talk to me, Dad.’”)Spielberg’s maternal
grandparents were Orthodox, but his family was, he said, “storefront Jews” who did not attend
temple. The director has spoken of feeling like an “alien” while growing up, always haunted by his
parents’ eventual breakup, which occurred when he was a teenager. He was especially
saddened when the situation repeated itself with his 1989 divorce from Amy Irving, as the
couple’s adored son, Max, was only four years old.The director lists his parents’ divorce and his
own from Irving as the most difficult times of his life. Yet other fissures also stung. Before Parkes
and MacDonald arrived, Amblin was run, for nearly a decade, by another husband-and-wife
team, Kathleen Kennedy and Frank Marshall, who tended to Steven’s day-to-day affairs and
were referred to, at Amblin, as the “parents.” (Having real-life partners running things added to
the family quality that Spielberg so craved in his work life.) Kennedy, in particular, who had
started out as Spielberg’s assistant, understood that working for Spielberg wasn’t just about
being able to execute; it was about cushioning him from harsher truths, which some might term
“reality.” Her style, when it came to getting Spielberg’s wishes across to others, was forceful
diplomacy. Athletic and scrubbed, she did not throw tantrums or phones—her steely
forthrightness was enough. “Incredibly efficient,” one source calls her, “one of those steam
shovels who just rolls over people.” (Frank Marshall, the good cop, is described as “a pussy
cat.”)Something else Spielberg appreciated: there were no limits to what Kennedy would do.
When a severe hurricane struck Kauai, where Jurassic Park was filming, wiping out all
communication and leaving the filmmakers stranded in the storm, Kennedy ran to the local
airport (streets were blocked by fallen trees) and talked a pilot into flying her to Honolulu, where
she arranged for the cast and crew to be flown to safety.In 1991 Kennedy and Marshall decided



to leave Amblin to become independent producers. Although Marshall had directed
Arachnophobia at Amblin, his ambitions as a filmmaker never seemed to be taken altogether
seriously by Spielberg, who, one source said, was once surprised to walk into Marshall’s office
and notice that he wasn’t the only director on site who was being sent scripts.Marshall left first
and set up a production company at Paramount, with the idea that Kennedy would follow. But,
according to an Amblin source, Spielberg was so upset over the prospect of her leaving—
considering it a kind of desertion—that in retaliation he forced her to delay her departure,
causing tension between them. When Kennedy finally did leave, in 1993, the rupture was
described within Amblin as “the divorce.” Marshall himself denied any friction. “Kathy always
wanted to stay as long as she had to, until the transition after Jurassic Park. It was all very
amicable, and all part of the plan,” he said.The separation would not, in any case, be final, but
those who witnessed it may have questioned Spielberg’s ability to approach his closest
professional relationships dispassionately.Over the years, sequestered at Amblin, Spielberg had
grown accustomed to being the focus of his universe. He could seem strangely wary of the world
as most mortals experience it, and his passion for secrecy sometimes suggests near-paranoia.
Amblin, with its Southwestern style, has jokingly been dubbed Taco Bell, but to others it was
more like the Alamo, a fortress preparing for a siege.When Michael Kahn, Spielberg’s longtime
editor, viewed footage in the screening room, a black cloth was draped over the projection-booth
window to hide the screen. In Spielberg’s office, hanging above his desk, a Plexiglas half-moon
kept sound from reverberating so that his phone conversations remained ultraconfidential. When
an assistant once asked what the funny thing over Spielberg’s desk was, a security guard
referred to it as a “cone of silence.” Another was told that it “channeled sound waves.”One
Amblinite described the company’s script department as a “vault.” Every document that left the
office—scripts, development reports, even memos—was coded, so that should it somehow get
into the wrong hands (i.e., someone outside the company), the person responsible for the
breach could be identified. When Spielberg wasn’t at Amblin, live-cam images were streamed to
his home. There were also measures to protect against earthquakes or attacks, as Spielberg
believed in being prepared. A never-used motorcycle remained permanently parked at his office
so that, in the event of the unthinkable, he had a getaway. Employees were given survival kits
including jump suits, gas masks, and other essential emergency gear.On that fateful morning,
Walter Parkes actually had little to say to the Amblin tribe, because so little about the new
company had been discussed or decided. Indeed, less than a month had passed since the
inspiration had hit. Not many more than a half-dozen meetings between the three players had
preceded the press conference.Which provoked the question: Why? Why announce so soon, so
much, so big?Lost in the swirl of hype were some of the partners’ less auspicious endeavors:
Despite his mastery of the music business, Geffen’s foray into the corporate branches of
moviemaking had been a debacle. In 1975 Steve Ross chose his volatile protégé to cochair the
live-action division of Warner Bros. with Ted Ashley. But while Geffen’s personality was
refreshingly devoid of bullshit, his brashness offended colleagues and filmmakers alike. Clint



Eastwood was famously incensed when he was told to cut twenty minutes from The Outlaw
Josey Wales. Eleven months after his arrival, after a falling-out with Ashley, Geffen was gone.
Since then his track record as a producer had been mixed. While he discovered a kid named
Tom Cruise and cast him in Risky Business and, later, Interview with the Vampire, there were
also more forgettable pictures, like M. Butterfly and The Last Boy Scout.Katzenberg’s history
was just as checkered when it came to the live-action realm. After his initial success at Disney,
Katzenberg’s reputation was crippled by two staggering disasters: Dick Tracy with Warren Beatty
and Billy Bathgate with Dustin Hoffman.Despite the aura, Geffen and Katzenberg were not by
any means infallible. No one in Hollywood ever is, whatever their publicists say. But in this case,
the studio’s creative promise rested with Spielberg.Yet, the director’s motives for becoming
involved were the least easy to discern. Those inclined to monitor his doings were bewildered by
his desire to give up his unparalleled power and autonomy at Universal and enlist with partners,
particularly these intense characters, in what was essentially a start-up business.“I was
surprised, quite frankly, because he didn’t need that,” said Richard D. Zanuck, who produced
Spielberg’s big-screen debut, The Sugarland Express, as well as Jaws. “Steven can do
practically anything he wants to . . . and nobody’s going to say no to him. I was surprised that he
would, coming from that position of strength, want to deal with all of the ancillary attachments
and problems and things that go with running an operation.”Producer Mark Johnson, who in the
mid-1980s had collaborated with Spielberg on Young Sherlock Holmes, had a similar reaction. “I
thought it was surprising on Steven’s side,” he said, “because I thought, Why does he want to do
this? He’s Steven Spielberg. He can do anything he wants. He has a great situation at Amblin, he
can make any movie he wants as a producer, as a director. Why does he want to now bring on
the whole burden of having to be a company and having profit-and-loss statements and having
to worry about so many people? What does it give him that he doesn’t already have? I didn’t ask
him that, because it was an obvious question and he had obviously answered it enough to
himself, but I never quite understood it. And I think a lot of people felt the same way. It was like,
we understand kind of what David Geffen wants and we understand what Jeffrey wants, but why
does Steven want to do this?”Making that strained morning all the more worrisome for Parkes
and MacDonald was their utter lack of interest in being executives at a full-fledged studio. They
considered themselves, foremost, filmmakers, artists, creators. Before Amblin, Parkes—an
Oscar nominee for writing WarGames—had been a screenwriter who went on to produce films—
including Awakenings with Robin Williams and True Believer with James Woods. MacDonald, a
former Columbia Pictures executive, eventually became his producing partner. At modest-sized
Amblin, they had been able to devote themselves, for the most part, to the creative and
producing tasks they preferred, despite their management obligations. At a larger venture, this
would be much less possible to pull off.If Parkes and MacDonald felt uneasy, Amblin employees
were even more jittery. Their comfy “campus” on the Universal lot was a cross between Xanadu
and Camelot, where all the offices had fireplaces and where there was a game room packed
with video games, a masseuse named Julie, and a Jacuzzi. The chef was more than willing to



produce a club sandwich or a plate of spaghetti Bolognese to placate any afternoon
munchies.Meetings, often impromptu, took place on couches and in stairwells (this was partly
out of necessity; it was hard to get Spielberg to sit still for very long). Pets—including Spielberg’s
own mutt, Potter—were welcome and even catered to. Mike, who ran the mailroom, doubled as
a dog walker. At year’s end came a lavish holiday party, for which fake snow was imported.
Staffers received bonuses and generous perks from Spielberg: Cartier-Bresson photographs,
trips to Aspen, Armani suits, antique watches. Then, as now, Spielberg has an assistant whose
sole job is to handle his prodigious gift giving (and receiving).Amblin was a place no one ever
wanted to leave; it kept the rest of Hollywood, with its crass, corporate rituals, at a safe distance.
So rigorous in its isolation, it was often referred to as “the Vatican.” But now, it seemed, Rome
was burning, Geffen was fiddling, and Katzenberg was set to corporatize the place. “It was like,
wow. This is real. Amblin is changing,” recalled Peter Hirschmann, a production assistant.
“Amblin was this Utopia, this perfect place. I thought I was going to spend my whole life there. To
have that world turned upside down . . . It was definitely a shock to the system.”Sensing
something potentially imperfect, Marvin Levy, Spielberg’s longtime publicist, dispersed an
internal memo that afternoon. “It was on Amblin letterhead, and it was about how the press
conference went,” said Hirschmann. “It ended with something like, ‘We should all be proud of this
place called Amblin.’ It was a combination of reassurance at an uncertain time, but it was also
supportive of the future.”But Amblin was no longer the future.7Animated
CharactersKATZENBERG’S NEW OFFICE at DreamWorks SKG—as the company was finally
christened in January of 1995, three months after the initial press conference at the Peninsula
(SKG stands for the principals’ surnames)—was at Amblin, DreamWorks’ temporary base of
operations. Geffen’s domain was on one side (though he still spent considerable time in his
Beverly Hills office), and that of Helene Hahn (one of the first of many Disney arrivals—after an
acrimonious parting with Michael Eisner) on the other. In keeping with the balance of power
among the partners—one of whom was a little more equal than the others—Spielberg’s most
spacious lair was upstairs, guarded by a squadron of assistants and littered with iconic pieces of
Spielbergalia, including the whip from Indiana Jones, the typewriter from Schindler’s List, and a
fireplace mantel loaded up with award hardware.Katzenberg himself had no time for toys. He
was in the process of building his identity anew, slamming the door on the lions and the
mermaids. Rather than surrounding himself with memorabilia, Katzenberg hung up World War II
propaganda posters espousing the virtues of hard work.When he wasn’t darting off to meetings
or multiple meals with potential recruits, he could usually be found in the office of Penney
Finkelman Cox and Sandra Rabins, who’d been charged, along with Amblinite Bonne Radford,
with building the new animation studio. “Jeffrey kind of moved in,” said Rabins, who’d passed on
her business-operations duties to former Paramount chief financial officer Ron Nelson when he
joined DreamWorks. “The joke was that we could never get any work done because he was
always there charging around.”Katzenberg would show up with his lists of things to do and
people to call. He’d sit on the sofa and down his Diet Cokes as his longtime assistant, Cynthia



Park, placed calls. “He was relentless in his energy for calling people,” said Finkelman Cox, a
soft-spoken, girlish brunette. “He’d call anyone he knew, he sort of knew, he thought he knew,
and pitch them his vision of the world over the phone.”Already, there were believers. The
television studio Capital Cities/ABC was ponying up $100 million in development funds to
partner with DreamWorks on television shows—and, in an unprecedented move, ABC was
giving SKG a cut of advertising revenues. Prestigious talent was also lining up to do business
with the Dream Team. Family Ties creator Gary David Goldberg—a pal of Spielberg and
Katzenberg—had signed an $11 million, four-year production deal to generate shows for the
new studio. His cushy package was an advertisement for DreamWorks’ largesse toward artists
(a distinct break with Disney’s penny-pinching and a signal of Katzenberg’s metamorphosis). But
it was also testimony to the drawing power of DreamWorks’ best marketing tool: Fox Television
had actually offered Goldberg a similar deal worth more money, but Fox didn’t have
Spielberg.Although Katzenberg’s experience in the TV business was limited—at Disney he had
overseen TV, but the day-to-day running of the division was left to Disney TV chairman Rich
Frank—it became yet another DreamWorks artery that fell under his purview, and yet another
unit that he set out to build from scratch. Rather than hire a seasoned executive, Katzenberg
would run the division himself. The sense was that his work ethic, plus Spielberg’s creative aura
(if not his actual labor), would be enough. It didn’t seem to matter that, by Spielberg’s own
admission, his track record in TV was “lousy.” Aside from ER, which was going through the
ratings roof, Spielberg’s forays into television had mostly missed the mark in the form of shows
such as Amazing Stories, Earth 2, and seaQuest DSV, an underwater thriller series that critics
dubbed “Das Bomb.”It was a week after the ABC deal was announced that the company finally
unveiled its name. Spielberg, musing over what to call it with Walter Parkes, had taken a piece of
Amblin letterhead and written down “The Teamworks Company.” He’d then passed the paper to
Parkes, who shook his head. “The word ‘dream’ should be in it,” Parkes said, and wrote down
“Dreamland.” Spielberg then had his aha! He snatched the paper back and wrote:
Dreamworks.But in keeping with the partners’ preferred backroom style, most details
surrounding the new company remained locked up tight behind Amblin’s high-security gates.
Information, it was clear, was on a need-to-know basis, and for the most part, the principals
didn’t want anyone, especially the media, to know anything at all—at least not until it was time for
another carefully orchestrated press conference. When, in late January, Variety printed the
company’s business plan—a document whose pages had been individually coded, so that in the
event of a leak, the culprit could be identified—“there was hell to pay,” said a source.The brief
envisioned DreamWorks as a vast multimedia empire involved in not just live-action and
animated movies, television, music, and interactive games, but TV animation, publishing, theme
parks, live entertainment and theater, and merchandising.As for actual product—what everyone
was salivating for—there were few tangibles. Movies wouldn’t be ready for some time. The first
live-action films—the output would start with three and, by 1999, expand to nine a year—weren’t
expected for another year. An animated feature wouldn’t arrive until 1998. This meant that profits



would be years away, too, both for the partners and the employees, who, however, would be
given stock in DreamWorks, which, over time, Katzenberg promised, would grow into a sizable
reward. DreamWorks’ motto was, effectively: “Help us grow, and so will you.”The plan was most
definitely to grow, and grow big, with animation planned as DreamWorks’ cash cow. According to
the business plan, animation would eventually account for over 43 percent of DreamWorks’
earnings. In eight years, this would mean $355 million in pretax income, compared to the $230
million that was predicted to come from live-action films; TV and music were expected to
generate $65 million and $95 million, respectively. With characteristic swagger, Katzenberg told
potential investors that DreamWorks’ animated movies would do at least 80 percent of Lion King
business. Considering that The Lion King, whose revenues by now had neared the $2 billion
mark, was more cultural phenomenon than mere hit movie, it was one of Katzenberg’s more
presumptuous claims. And in making it, Katzenberg was again taking the lion’s share of credit for
the film’s success. He had confidence in his ability to replicate that success, or at least come
close. At a collective-bargaining meeting with the Animation Guild, he told one guild member
matter-of-factly: “I’m the only one in this business who understands feature animation.”When
Eisner and Katzenberg joined Disney in the early 1980s, animation had not ranked high in their
plan to reinvigorate the company’s motion picture division. It was actually Roy E. Disney,
ultimately one of Katzenberg’s major detractors, who first convinced Eisner and Katzenberg to
take a harder look at the department that had given birth to Mickey Mouse in 1928. “That’s your
problem now,” Eisner had uttered as he pointed Katzenberg in the direction of the so-called ink-
and-paint building, which at the time housed a clubby, conservative bunch made up largely of
evangelicals and Reagan right-wingers.Katzenberg swept out the antiques and picked up the
pace, ordering that The Black Cauldron, floundering for over a decade, be edited into
submission posthaste. Such tactics might be standard in live action but unheard of with
animated films, whose every cel is painstakingly rendered, each requiring days’, even weeks’,
worth of work. The Disney animators—aghast—knew that nothing would ever be the same
again. Animation producer Don Hahn described Katzenberg’s arrival as “World War III at the
studio.”Cauldron elucidated a significant difference between live action and animation: the
potential for a studio executive to exert absolute control. With live action, executives are involved
in development—polishing scripts, hiring directors and casts. Producers and directors take over
when shooting begins (though no project is immune from studio executives’ notes, and, in some
cases, less subtle interference). Animated films, on the other hand, never leave the building, so
to speak; an executive can oversee every single frame of the movie. Katzenberg saw his
chance.He became increasingly involved in the making of each of Disney’s animated films. His
participation escalated over the next decade as he transferred the live-action model of
filmmaking to animation, beginning the process of creation with scripts (rather than drawings
and storyboards), by hiring live-action screenwriters to provide them. Katzenberg also became
convinced—by way of Geffen, actually, a Broadway aficionado—that the future of animated
movies was in musicals, and he set about recruiting a slew of production executives from the



theater world. Marking the beginning of a rich and fruitful relationship, Katzenberg hired Geffen’s
friends, lyricist Howard Ashman and composer Alan Menken, to write music for The Little
Mermaid. For the first time in Disney’s history, the company was employing animation executives
with zero history in the medium.Katzenberg’s formula also included signing major actors to voice
characters in animated films. Robin Williams played the genie in Aladdin. Angela Lansbury and
Jerry Orbach had parts in Beauty and the Beast. The Lion King was awash in A-listers: Matthew
Broderick, James Earl Jones, Jeremy Irons, Nathan Lane, Whoopi Goldberg, and Cheech
Marin. Katzenberg made deals in which actors were paid nominal fees to lend their voices—
work that typically took no more than a few days in the recording studio.But if Katzenberg won
over stars, he had less luck charming animators. “Some people liked him and some thought he
should stay the hell out,” said one artist. On more than one occasion, veteran animator Glen
Keane had said to Katzenberg: “It’s a good thing you can’t draw—then there would really be no
living with you!”After his first meeting with a crew of artists from the independent animation
studio Pixar—which had a $26 million deal to produce three computer-animated films for Disney
—to discuss Toy Story (the first of those films), Katzenberg said: “Everybody thinks I’m a tyrant. I
am a tyrant. But I’m usually right. I will give you a chance, if you think I’m wrong, to change the
direction, but you’d better be right.” The Disney animators confirmed Katzenberg’s claim. “All of
the people backed up what Jeffrey had said, that you better believe he’s a tyrant, there’s no
question about it, but his instincts are usually right on,” recalled Pixar’s Alvy Ray Smith. “They
had seen instances of somebody sticking to their guns and changing the direction and it worked
—but if it didn’t work, their heads would roll.”The initial perception at Disney had been that
Katzenberg had latched on to animation because it was a place to make his mark, and the
artists resented this. Yet as the hits started rolling in, the Disney chairman began to earn
credibility in the studio. During a storyboard meeting with a group of animators and executives
working on The Little Mermaid, no one could believe it when Katzenberg got up and, assuming
the role of the mermaid Ariel, began prancing around the room in order to convey the tone that
he was looking for.“Jeffrey became the mermaid—unashamed and totally submerged in it. He
made us totally believe,” said Marty Katz, head of physical production at Disney. “It was the first
time I ever saw him let go of his persona and become an actor and do something this vulnerable.
He was great. From then on, the animators gained more confidence in his ability to understand
their process.”But though he was able to work with the artists, there was no mistaking
Katzenberg for anything other than the demanding executive whose perfectionism was
conveyed in his lintless suits and starched shirts. On the occasions he wore jeans, they were
ironed. When he instituted attendance-required meetings on weekend mornings (the origin of
his famous edict, “If you’re not going to show up on Saturday morning, then don’t bother showing
up on Sunday”), the animators were incredulous. Disney had become Mauschwitz.Max Howard,
a theater manager turned animation supervisor on Who Framed Roger Rabbit, said of his twelve-
year stint at Disney (he left in 1995): “It was unbelievably hard to work there. It was amazingly
difficult. There were constant changes and always deadlines. It was always: ‘Draw faster! Do it



quicker!’ . . . We were growing the company 20 percent every year. There was constant turmoil
and change and growth.”Those who have worked with Katzenberg cite his proven instincts for
sensing trouble spots. “Jeffrey is a Hollywood hotshot, but yet there’s something about those
Hollywood guys, they have a knack for knowing what’s working and what’s not working,” said
animator Floyd Norman, a longtime Disney artist. “When you’d pitch to Jeffrey, he’d say, ‘Nah, it’s
not there yet, it’s not moving me, it’s not happening. Go back and do it again.’ You’d show him
again, he’d say, ‘Well, I hear the lyrics but I don’t hear the music.’ That means he’s not happy; it’s
still not working. You’d do that until Jeffrey would say, ‘Now you’ve got it.’ You need a guy with
that kind of movie savvy, a Hollywood gut feeling that the old moguls had.”Yet Katzenberg’s input
worked best in limited doses, according to several people who have worked with him over the
years. Things tended to lose their vision and creative purity when he was omnipresent. “If Jeffrey
gets too close, it suffocates the project,” Howard said. “He takes over everything and everybody.
He’s in editorial, he’s here, he’s there, he’s got an opinion . . .” Therefore, “One of the rules with
Jeffrey is that you don’t do all the notes.”At DreamWorks, animation was not just Katzenberg’s
way to make his mark, it was his tool for wielding vengeance against Eisner. Taking down
Disney’s core animation business (and moneymaker, thanks in large part to Katzenberg) would
hit Eisner where it hurt the most. That Katzenberg was using his new company as a revenge
vehicle was clear to everyone. “DreamWorks, I mean they are driven,” Rupert Murdoch, the
chairman and CEO of News Corp., has said. “I mean, they are about the destruction of Disney.”
And Katzenberg’s battle with his former mentor was fast becoming an all-out war, one in which
Eisner was not about to roll over. When Geffen had approached Eisner about Katzenberg’s
unpaid bonus, he had been flatly rebuffed. “He’s not entitled to anything,” Eisner said when
Geffen first suggested a settlement of $60 million.“This is going to get settled,” Geffen warned.
“And it won’t be for $60 million. Each time, the price is going to go up.”Since then, however,
Katzenberg had come up with evidence that he was, indeed, entitled—to tens of millions of
dollars: a smoking-gun memo written by Frank Wells that spelled out what was contractually
owed him. The scent of litigation was heavy in the air. But before a court date was set,
Katzenberg set out to deplete Disney’s talent pool. He flattered Disney animators shamelessly
and offered money—mid-six-figure salaries, in line with what only Disney’s top animators
received. Bonuses, in some cases, neared the million-dollar mark. DreamWorks dangled long-
term contracts—as opposed to the usual per-picture contracts—and promises of profit
sharing.“He was negotiating to get people from Disney, from a secure, stable thing, so he had to
make it worthwhile to take that risk,” said Ken Harsha, an animator who came over to
DreamWorks from Disney. “Jeffrey did very good to make it as enticing as possible.”“He was out
to get the Disney staff,” said another one of Katzenberg’s recruits. “He had a whole list. John
Musker [a Disney animation director] did a cartoon of Katzenberg running down his phone list,
phoning all the animators from Disney, reading off the same thing, but putting a different name in
place for each call.”Katzenberg left no detail to chance. Prospective hires also met with
DreamWorks’ star marketing tool: Spielberg. Although he would not play a significant role in



animation, the message was clear: at DreamWorks, it was artists who were running the show.“It
was part of the sell,” said animator Tom Sito. “He would put you in a room alone with Spielberg.
He would say, ‘Oh, Steven’s here! Wanna talk to Steven?’ You’d be like, ‘No, really, I gotta get
going.’ And he would say, ‘No, you wanna talk to Steven!’“‘But I’ve got to get back to . . .’“No! You
want to talk to Steven!’”When DreamWorks’ animation division officially opened for business on
February 5, 1995, with a staff of ten, four of the company’s five artists were Disney alums—that
number eventually grew to over two dozen. The original quartet consisted of artists Kathy Altieri,
Brenda Chapman, Richard Chavez, and Lorna Cook. Katzenberg had also snagged Lion King
composer Hans Zimmer, making him the head of DreamWorks’ music department.Disney, for its
part, was not dealing well with the exodus. When one artist gave his notice, animation head
Peter Schneider exploded: “You’re totally without honor!” He took the resignations as a betrayal
and stopped speaking to members of the DreamWorks camp. “Peter was pretty angry,” said one
source. Although Katzenberg’s feud was with Eisner, “it was Peter’s people who Jeffrey was
picking off. It was Peter who took it very personally.”Katzenberg also capitalized on Schneider’s
missteps. According to Penney Finkelman Cox, when Schneider was quoted in a newspaper
article that could be read to imply that Disney animators were more or less interchangeable,
Katzenberg made copies and sent it to dozens of animators at Disney. Artists would be artists at
DreamWorks, he promised, not cogs in a production wheel.Attempting to stanch the flood, Eisner
—who rarely dealt with animators—began calling, saying how much their work meant to Disney.
When one animator asked Eisner what drawings in particular he admired, Eisner drew a blank.
The animator soon hightailed it to DreamWorks.Artists were not the only targets of Katzenberg’s
talent-seeking missile. Throughout the spring and summer of 1995, key members of Team
Disney were making their way to DreamWorks, including general counsel Kathy Kendrick; TV
animation executives Gary Krisel and Bruce Cranston; marketer Peter Adee; and, at the end of
the year, Terry Press, so crucial to Katzenberg’s media relations. Press and Katzenberg were
practically family. Press’s father had passed away when she was young, and when she married
Andy Marx (grandson of Groucho), Katzenberg gave her away at a wedding held at his home.
The dynamic between the two was described by one colleague as “special—hardcore. They
would finish each other’s sentences.”Besides being an innovative marketer and genuine movie
freak (she had studied film history at UCLA), Press, who had gotten to know Katzenberg on Dick
Tracy, was able to be candid and tough with Katzenberg in a way that others—particularly other
women—were not. “Terry is on the wavelength of certain powerful men, and is unafraid to speak
the truth to them in a way they’re not accustomed to hearing,” said Bill Higgins, of Variety, who
was close to Press in her Disney days. “It’s like a therapist. She says things in a way that makes
them want to hear more.”Two people Katzenberg was unable to lure were Dick Cook, Disney’s
head of marketing and distribution, and Rich Frank, who ran Disney’s television division and who
was responsible for the immensely successful show Home Improvement. Over the summer of
1995, Frank stepped down from Disney, reminding Eisner that his contract stipulated his leaving
with his stock options and retirement benefits intact. Eisner threatened to sue. Only when



reassured that Frank wasn’t heading to DreamWorks did Eisner back down and fork over Frank’s
$30 million in stock options. The agreement did not extend to other members of the Frank family,
however, and Katzenberg hired Frank’s son, Darryl, a young executive at CBS, to run
DreamWorks’ TV division with Dan McDermott, formerly of Fox.“DreamWorks was building its
ranks, and it was a big talent drain out of Disney in almost every department,” said one former
Disney executive. “Michael and [Disney president] Joe [Roth] were feeling like, as contracts
expired, off people went to DreamWorks. It was hard to know in their ranks whom to trust.
Information was flowing faster than they wanted it to. They felt they were training everyone to go
over and run that company.”Katzenberg lured people with enthusiasm and promises—
DreamWorks was the promised land—but little in the way of concrete details or job descriptions.
The lack of titles at DreamWorks added to the amorphous quality of what people would actually
be doing. It also caused friction as individuals tried to sort out their responsibilities. In some
cases, people hadn’t been told that they would be sharing their job with someone else
(Katzenberg was a big believer in department “coheads”). But that muddled quality was
precisely the point—DreamWorks employees were encouraged to wear many hats, and to
gravitate toward the job they were most suited for, as opposed to adhering to the confines of a
job description.This noncorporate interpretation of the workplace lured people in droves,
regardless of the fact that it usually meant a pay cut. (When it came to executives, as opposed to
creative talent, DreamWorks took a start-up approach to salaries.) For Disney executives,
farewell meant kissing goodbye hefty stock packages at a company that was at its height.
Although DreamWorks gave its employees shares of phantom stock, they were worth little
compared to the millions of dollars that some Disney executives were giving up. Something else
DreamWorks was not handing out was end-of-year bonuses, a standard, and not insignificant,
perk at major studios, which offered bonuses ranging from 30 percent to 50 percent of a studio
executive’s annual salary. Katzenberg—so concerned about his own Disney bonus—explained
the policy by saying that DreamWorks was in its infancy, and stressing that its employees would
prosper as the company did, through stock and other benefits.This philosophy also extended to
filmmakers. One of DreamWorks’ headline-grabbing innovations was its promise to offer gross
participation—i.e., a percentage of box-office revenue—to screenwriters, which had traditionally
been reserved for a select group of actors and directors. The inspiration had come from Walter
Parkes, who saw it as an effort to extend goodwill to fellow screenwriters. DreamWorks was also
setting up a program whereby writers would be contracted to the studio to work on scripts and
share in a gross-profit pool. The pledges were short on specifics, but the town lapped it up.
These were, as it happened, the good old days.“The writer deal was a way to differentiate
themselves as a different kind of studio, so people would want to work there,” said one agent.
“Psychologically, it was a great move. I can’t tell you the number of writers going out with scripts
who’d say, ‘We gotta go to DreamWorks first, because they give you gross points!’”Even on non-
Disney recruits, Katzenberg worked his magic. Dylan Kohler, a techie-artist prodigy who’d
worked on developing Disney’s Computer Animation Production System (CAPS) and as a rookie



artist on Beauty and the Beast, began receiving calls from DreamWorks at his office at Warner
Bros.’ animation studio. Katzenberg wanted him to run DreamWorks’ technology division and
offered to double his salary. After Warner’s offered to top that, a bidding war broke out, but
Kohler decided to stay at Warner Bros. out of loyalty. Two weeks later, he got a message at
home. “Look,” Katzenberg said. “I know you’re not onboard, but I’ve got this meeting set up, and
we need someone to represent us for technology. Would you mind just coming over and sitting in
on it?”Days later Kohler found himself at the Amblin office, sitting next to Spielberg and Ed
McCracken, CEO of Silicon Graphics, as Katzenberg poured him a Diet Coke. Spielberg was
telling a story about how he’d had access to his own T-1 line in Poland to edit Schindler’s List.
Unfortunately, when the O.J. Simpson car chase wrought nonstop coverage, his satellite link was
taken over and his access was blocked.“I’m thinking, ‘So he’s editing with a Polish editor over a
T-1 line and he knows what that is, so he knows networking,’” Kohler said. “I thought, ‘Well, these
guys know it.’ And I’d just come from Warner Bros. where they were still trying to figure it out. The
suits would come over and say, ‘Why do we need computers at all? Why are you asking for
money?’ That sort of thing. So it was amazing.”He was in.Disney alumni may have been
Katzenberg’s most coveted prizes, but by the spring of 1995, the main source feeding
DreamWorks’ animation division was Amblimation, Spielberg’s London-based animation studio,
which was in the process of being moved to L.A. at the time DreamWorks was announced. After
Katzenberg convinced them that they should sign on at DreamWorks, Amblimators—most of
whom were French (spawned from Paris’s prestigious Gobelins L’École de L’Image) and spoke
iffy English—began arriving at DreamWorks in waves. The Amblimation influx meant that
DreamWorks finally had a big enough staff to begin work on its first animation feature—the story
of Moses and the Ten Commandments, or, The Prince of Egypt. The idea had emerged at a
brainstorming session between the partners at Spielberg’s house. As the three men tossed out
ideas for their company’s debut projects, Katzenberg talked of hoping to expand the breadth of
animation and use the genre to make films about bigger, grander themes. He rattled off titles like
Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom, Terminator, and his favorite film of all time, Lawrence of
Arabia.“Why not do the Ten Commandments?” Spielberg suggested.“What a great idea,” Geffen
said. “Let’s do it!” He then cautioned: “But if you do it, you can’t tell a fairy tale. You’re going to
have to go about telling this with a sense of respect and integrity that nobody’s done in modern
times.”Katzenberg would ultimately embrace the story of Moses on a far deeper level than either
Spielberg or Geffen, grafting onto it in an intensely personal way. But he also had doubts.
Although an animated film based on the Bible would be monumental and grand, it was far from a
guaranteed moneymaker. Indeed, members of the business community were shocked that
Katzenberg’s first film out of the gate put art so blatantly before commerce. But according to
sources familiar with Katzenberg’s thinking at the time, he wasn’t about to question Spielberg’s
first pitch for the new company.
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John S Harris, “So much money, so many egos, so little little actual vision. In short, DreamWorks
was created in part to give Jeffrey Katzenberg a job after he was ousted from Disney, to give
Steven Spielberg a shot at creating an old-style studio with a new-style sensibility, and to give
David Geffen a perch from which to rain misery upon his enemies. What the three of them
lacked was a solid business plan or a vision of where the future of the business of Hollywood
might take them.One gets the impression that they founded DreamWorks simply because they
could, and that as good as it looked on paper it would, ultimately, endure a series of near-
catastrophic disasters because of the myopic vision of one partner, the sometimes-aloof
distance of another, and the relative detachment of the third one.But oh, how the money flowed!
It flowed in in great quantities, turning a multimillionaire with an axe to grind into a billionaire and
turning billionaires into multibillionaires. It flowed in until it stopped flowing in: grand plans were
put on the back burner or abandoned altogether, alliances were formed and broken, employees
became disillusioned, and one partner seemed to lose some interest altogether, at least when
his personal fortune and ego could be stroked by working with outside studios here and there.It
was a grand plan that had no solid detailed plan or real leadership at all.No one went home
hungry at the end of the day, but some egos got bruised, pride got hurt, and the veils of
invincibility didn't last very long.Fascinating reading.”

gammyjill, “Great book about Hollywood.... What do you get when Steven Spielberg, Jeffry
Katzenberg, and David Geffen all want to play together?Why, you get "DreamWorksSKG", the
studio the three Hollywood titans put together in 1994. Nicole LaPorte's book is a well-written
account of the men and their company - first private, then taken public in the early 2000's - and
its impact on movies, music, and other entertainment media. But LaPorte writes about more than
just the "Big Three"; she looks at Hollywood history and the development of..."development".
That word - development - means a lot in reference to the entertainment industry. It
encompasses "talent", "agents", and "producers" among others. LaPorte shows how deals are
put together and how movies get made. She's detailed, but never boring.If you're interested in
the hows and whos of entertainment, LaPorte does a very good job at showing the inside out of
the industry. Every page of her long book is interesting and makes for great reading.”

misscoconuts, “Wonderful!. Given the prologue, I expected a completely different book and was
happily surprised.The book gives a very real understanding of three extremely successful men
who decide to build a production company and I believe do just that, although given the end of
the story, they expected different results - quickly.Dreamworks SKG is awe inspiring and so very
interesting for anyone wanting an understanding of Hollywood or what makes overachievers
tick.It doesn't delve too much into their earlier business lives and as such, made me search the
kindle store for further information, although I found it sadly lacking. The one book I did find and



would recommend with this book is "The Keys to the Kingdom" by Kim Masters.A real page
turner, don't start without few hours free!”

Kirk Rivkin, “A fun read.. The author does a great job of showing what took place behind the
scenes of DreamWorks and how the personalities of its principals shaped its story. The writing
style is clear and often quite witty. I do wish certain things were explained more clearly: for
instance, if someone doesn't know what exactly a Hollywood producer does, they'll need to
figure it out as the book goes along, as I did. But the story keeps moving at a brisk pace, never
getting bogged down in unnecessary details, making it pretty easily digestible and entertaining
to keep reading until the end.”

Patrick Cleary, “A Tale of Egos and Entertainment. Dreamworks, as a studio, was built to be
different. Three giant personalities in Hollywood came together to try to build a multimedia
empire. What resulted was a string of very good work, a lot of middling fare, and more than a few
total clunkers. This book tells the ins and outs of three partners who made their mark, but never
fully gelled ad a team, and yet got very rich doing so.”

kasim ali, “The best gift you could give to a showbiz lover!. Nicole what a wanterful job you have
done from the introductory chapters to the risks you took to write this book if i could thank you in
person i would but as i can't at this moment ill leave my appreciation on here, thank you for this
amazingly detailed and brilliantly written story!”

Mwci1, “Five Stars. Really good read, well written and”

Pedro PérezDíaz, “Libro algo difícil de encontrar.. El libro está en muy buenas condiciones y me
ha sido posible conseguirlo. Gracias.”

LStephens33, “Five Stars. Thoroughly enjoyed this book! Interesting reading.”

The book has a rating of  5 out of 4.4. 132 people have provided feedback.
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