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From Hollywood to Eternity

By LAURA M. HOLSON
Los ANGELES

EN Michael D. Eisner left the Walt Disne
Company after a shareholder revolt'mm%
former cimief executive was forced to rethink
his life. Where ornce he had commanded a private plane
to fly around the world, last year he pedaled around Ita-
ly on a bicycle. Instead of wielding the power to back the
next “Pirates of the Caribbean,” today Mr. Eisne}' is fi-
nancing a modest Web video series called” “Prom
Queen,” e-mailing his friends to remind them to watch.
“I'm above a Coffee Bean, a Rosti chicken restau-
rant and a — Beth, what’s that other store? — oh, a Color
Me Mine,” Mr. Eisner said of his new, humble office in
Beverly Hills, Calif., laughing, as he shouted to a nearby
assistant. “It's a little déclassé. I've gone from manag-
ing 125,000 employees to 5. And together they equal my
e Hollywood has seen more than its share of moguls
vacate the corner suite in recent years, some under

pressure from restive shareholders, others fired by de-
manding bosses. . '

While it is a blow to the psyche of executives in any
field who are pushed out the door, the nature of the en-
tertainment industry, where studio bosses are nearly as
famous as the stars they employ, and whgre the appear-
ance of power is as important as the reallty, means that
a fall from grace can be especially head-spinning. .

As the movie business goes through a generational
shift, many ex-titans of the media are being forced to
take stock, searching for meaning beyond getting a fa-
vored booth at the Grill. .

Mr. Eisner, who is seeking a third act professional-
ly, says he is fine with operating on a much—refluced
scale. But others have endured more soul-searching as

Continued on Page 2

they seek new relevance in a town
that is quick to forget them.,

“In the culture of entertainment,
and in Los Angeles particularly, it's
much harder for these individuals”
to navigate their lives after tumbling
from the top, said Stephen Goldbart,
the co-director of the Money, Mean-
ing and Choices Institute in Marin
County, Calif, which counsels
wealthy individuals on career
changes. “There is so much of a
sense of power that comes with ce-
lebrity, the worldly position and hav-
ing a voice. The most commen thing
they do is travel around the world,
buy toys they’ve wanted, and then go
back to what they did.”

One who seems to exemplify that
search for a compass is Tom Fres-
ton, the co-founder of MTV Net-
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works, who was fired last September
as the chief executive of Viacom by
Sumner Redstone, its chairman. Like
other laid-off moguls, Mr. Freston
left with a very sweet severance

Paul Hawthorne/Associated Press

package, $84 million, and no one will
weep for a person in his straits. Like
Mr. Eisner, he is financing a small
media venture, one that creates tele-
vision programming for wealthy re-
sort towns. But mostly he has spent
the last several months globe-trot-
ting like a young backpacker.

“Im trying to figure out what to
do,” he said in an interview last
month, before leaving New York to
attend a Caribbean music festival.
“These are like punctuation marks in
your life,” he said of the forced a ca-
reer hiatus.

Mr. Freston recently visited
Myanmar, Cambodia and Africa,
twice, sleeping in a tent in January at
the Festival of the Desert in Essa-
kane, Mali, a six-hour drive from
Timbuktu across sandy dunes better
traversed by camel. (He is writing
about it for Vanity Fair)) He at-
tended a music festival in Zanzibar.
And he traveled to the Cape Verde is-
land of S&o Vicente with his friend,
the musician Jimmy Buffett, where
they tracked down the home of Cesa-
ria Evora, a soulful singer of Creole-
Portuguese folk songs who is best
known for singing barefoot onstage.
“‘She was sleeping, but the staff gave
us a drink and we went off,” he said.

R. FRESTON seems baffled
M by the turn in his career. He

recalled a conversation he
had with John Miller, a former chief
executive and chairman of AOL, who
left that company last year. “He was
off the treadmill, but it was hard for
him,” Mr. Freston said,
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Five years ago, Time Warner’s
former chief executive, Gerald M,
Levin, left under criticism of the ill-
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fated union he had engineered with
AOL. He declined to write a memoir
“to justify my career,” like other for-
mer chief executives, he said, or to
try to claw his way back into the in-
dustry.

“1 woke up one day at age 63 and I
didn’t know anything about the most
fundamental questions of life,” Mr.
Levin said last week. “I said: ‘I'm
going on a journey. I'm going to find
myself.’ It’s hard for someone run-
ning a company. It’s hard to say that.
But that is where I was going.”

Mr. Levin, whose son had been
murdered four years before his res-
ignation, ultimately divorced his wife
of 32 years and married Laurie Perl-
man, a clinical psychologist, who
founded the Moonview Sanctuary in
Santa Monica, Calif., a healing center
that helps clients deal with anxiety,
depression and addiction.

Mr. Levin thought he would use his
business background to advise his
wife about running the sanctuary,
but today he is its presiding director
and part of the treatment team, ad-
vising other high-powered people on
how to cope with identity issues.

“The telephones are not going to
ring,” he said of adjusting to a low-

profile life after the corporate suite
“You don’t have an entourage. Yo
can’t go and meet whoever you wan(
The power is heady.”
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Mr. Goldbart of the Money, Mean
ing and Choices Institute said tha
the loss of prestige and perquisite:
are especially difficult for men
whose self-esteem can be closely tie
to work. Executives fear losing their
place at the top of the social heap. #
job’s benefits are as much emotiona
as financial.

He noted that executives who have
made the most graceful transitions
from their studio glory had years tc
prepare. “Our psyches need time tc
plan,” he said. “It's very differen!
than when you are told to go.”

Even when executives do prepare,
the transition can still be extreme
“Some people leave kicking and
screaming,” said Robert A. Daly, 4
former chairman of Warner Broth
ers Entertainment who left the stu.
dio in 1999 and is now chairman of
the board of Save the Children. “Oth-
ers come out happier. I always knew
the power of these jobs was in the
chair and the title and not you. Those
who thought the power was theirs
had the most difficult time.”

Many in Hollywood cite Sherry
Lansing, whose tenure running Para-
mount was called into question after

A new frontier, where
phones don't ring and
the entourage is gone.

a string of lackluster films, as an ex-
ample of someone who has made a
successful transition. Ms. Lansing,
who left the studio in 2005, recalled
that she was in her early 50s when
she began preparing for a post-Holly-
wood career.

She became a regent of the Uni-
versity of California. She worked
with the American Red Cross and
Big Sisters. And she joined several

boards, including those of Teach fo:
America and, more recently, the
Carter Center and the American As
sociation for Cancer Research.
Unlike some peers who slippec
quietly away at the end of their stay
(Mr. Eisner, in particular, shunned a
company party), Ms. Lansing cele-
brated her departure from Para-
mount with a flourish. “I got my
hands laid in cement in front of
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Grauman's Chinese Theater,” she
said. “I had three days of parties.
Twelve years and I'm out of here. 1
celebrated the past and looked for-
ward to the future. The thing is to get
out before they throw you out.”

At 62, she runs her own foundation
and spends time traveling with her
husband, William Friedkin, the mov-
ie and opera director. She founded
PrimeTime, a pilot program that
helps retirees interested in volun-
teering at Los Angeles public
schools. And she is writing a book
about her life.

HE said she enjoys many of the
same perks and prestige as be-

fore. “I have exactly the same
friends, I get the same seat at restau-
rants,” she said. “The only difference
is, 1 have new friends I didn’t know
before. I get to stay on vacation for
an extra day or week. I'm not taking
money so they can’t say, ‘You can’t
do that meeting over the phone.’
They aren’t going to fire me.”

For his part, Mr. Eisner, 65, plans
to dabble in entertainment for as
long as he can. He remains in the
public eye with a talk show that is
broadcast oceasionally on CNBC,
where he chats with guests like Mar-
tha Stewart and Whoopi Goldberg.

“I never felt the need to be healed,”
Mr. Eisner said of his leaving Disney
after running the company for 21
years. “No matter how much pres-
sure 1 was under, all I cared about
was the first act, the second act and
the third act of a movie.”

As he sees it, there are still many
more acts to his own career he ga
imagine unfolding. “I’'m looking fdt a
way to tell my story,” he said. “l
would love to tell my story on Broad-
way."”
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BEFORE AND AFTER Tom Freston, above, in early
2006 as the chief of Viacom. Mr. Freston, at right,
has been traveling since his firing last September.
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. Levin, above, and his wife, Laurie Perlma, (shown in003) run Mooniew S—'
ner, left, now backs a Web project, and Sherry Lansing has her hands in everything.
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