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T hose who dismiss Pixar’s Cars fran-
chise as kiddie fare aimed at selling 
toys are dead wrong, says Brian Fee, 

who makes his directorial debut on the series’ 
most-recent installment, Cars 3.

“Despite the fact that they’re talking cars, 
it’s one of the more realistic movies we’ve 
done at Pixar, as far as the world,” he says. 
“They are real people with problems and there 
was always a weight to the air, so that’s some-
thing that was important for us to try to cap-
ture again.”

Arriving in theaters June 16, Cars 3 starts 
with Lightning McQueen facing a new rival in 
Jackson Storm, a newer, faster model who is in 
many ways similar to McQueen in the first 
Cars. His title of Piston Cup champ threat-
ened, McQueen takes a risk and makes a mis-

take — he crashes and is badly damaged.
Back in Radiator Springs months later, the 

physical damage has been repaired, but Mc-
Queen needs help to get his mental game 
back. He heads to the new headquarters of his 
sponsor, Rust-Eze, which has been taken over 
by a new corporate master flush with cash and 
investing in all the most-recent training tech-
niques and technology. A talented young train-
er named Cruz Ramirez is assigned to get 
Lightning back in shape, but he finds using 
simulators and high-tech training toys to be 
frustrating, so he seeks other ways to regain 
his form and get back to challenge Jackson 
Storm for the Piston Cup.

Joining the voice cast are Armie Hammer as 
Jackson Storm, Cristela Alonzo as Cruz 
Ramirez, and Nathan Fillion as Sterling. Re-

turning are Owen Wilson as Lightning Mc-
Queen, Larry the Cable Guy as Mater, Bonnie 
Hunt as Sally Carrera, Tony Shalhoub as Luigi, 
Cheech Marin as Ramone and Guido Quaroni 
as Guido.

Sports Genesis
Defining the challenge McQueen faces was 

the first step toward making the film, and it 
wasn’t easy to figure out. Mike Rich was the 
first writer on the movie, bringing with him a 
love of sports and credits on such sports mov-
ies as Secretariat, Finding Forrester and The 
Rookie. The idea of star athletes adapting their 
play as they age was a important point for him.

Rich handed off the writing to the team of 
Bob Peterson and Kiel Murray. Peterson 
shared Rich’s love of sports and they dis-

A Serious Turn
Lightning McQueen faces his most existential moment yet as Pixar again ramps up 

the realism and emotional stakes for Cars 3. By Tom McLean.
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cussed the idea in depth. “We talked a lot 
about aging athletes — Kobe Bryant and Mi-
chael Jordan — what do they do when their 
legs aren’t as springy and you’ve got young 
guys coming in?” says Peterson. “Do they 
crumble? Or do they 
learn to play as an older, 
wiser character?”

Rich says that idea 
worked perfectly for Mc-
Queen. “We wanted to 
make sure that we creat-
ed a believable and au-
thentic dilemma for him,” 
he says. 

Key to this was the 
creation of Jackson 
Storm, a character Fee 

says he sees as entitled. “I like to think of him 
as he’s born with everything,” says Fee. “He 
thinks that the world owes him this. This is his 
day and nobody else belongs here. He lacks 
the appreciation for who came before him.”

On the other side is Cruz Ramirez, whose 
backstory is based on the experiences of the 
voice actress who plays her, stand-up comic 
Cristela Alonzo. “A lot of Cruz’s backstory ac-
tually came from Cristela, who told us her story 

of trying to be a 
standup comic, 
leaving Texas and 
going to New York. 
And we were in-
spired by her,” says 
producer Kevin Re-
her.

Cruz proved a fa-
vorite for co-pro-
ducer Andrea War-
ren. “She’s put 
herself in an indus-

Lightning McQueen 
prepares to show Cruz 
Ramirez a thing or two in 
a scene from Cars 3, top 
left. Above, the duo hit a 
demolition derby set in a 
mud pit. At left, Lightning 
gets some racing history 
from the cars that lived it. 
At right, first-time director 
Brian Fee.

‘We want these cars to 
behave like cars. We don’t 
want them to be squishy, 
rubbery looking. We want 
them to be steel, various 

metals, plastic.’
—   Jay Shuster, production designer, Cars 3
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try where she’s a little bit of a fish out of water, 
but she’s charging ahead anyway,” says War-
ren. “I love the relationship that she has with 
McQueen, how they influence each other, how 
they face their fears and help each other face 
their fears.”

Diving into History
As with any Pixar movie, the filmmakers did 

a lot of research. Several 
missions to the South 
— the birthplace of stock-
car racing — delved 
deeply into the history of 
the sport, with visits to 
tracks new and old, and 
interviews with people 
who lived through, wit-
nessed or studied its col-
orful history.

“Being a sequel, we 
can build on all the re-
search that’s already 
been done,” says Warren. 
“But for the particular story points that we 
know we want to tell, we get to just dive even 
deeper into those stories and I think that was 
really, really fun.”

It’s been six years since Cars 2, which 
meant updating the look for Cars 3 with the 
most-recent techniques and technology.

Production designer Jay Shuster says the 
Cars movies follow a concept called “truth to 
materials,” which he explains like this: “We 
want these cars to behave like cars. We don’t 
want them to be squishy, rubbery looking. We 
want them to be steel, various metals, plastic.”

Designing Jackson Storm called back to the 

creation of Lightning McQueen, who was de-
signed to make every other car on the track 
look obsolete; now it’s Storm’s turn to take on 
that role. “The goal is to use shape, paint and 
graphics that contradict McQueen in every 
possible way,” Shuster says. “We also wanted 
to maintain the essence of NASCAR, so I 
threw a little bit more mass and muscle back 
into the design.” 

Cruz Ramirez posed very different design 
challenges. Her profile was inspired by muscle 
car proportions, with a bit of European sports 
car design thrown in, says Shuster. 

Pixar’s process for designing characters in-
cludes putting together what they call a model 
packet, which includes all the design work — 
drawings, sketches, models — for delivery to 
the character department, headed up on 
Cars 3 by Michael Comet. 

A Changed Car
Animation director Jude Brownbill says 

when the characters come to animation, a lot 

of focus was placed on the changes in Mc-
Queen’s outlook. “One of the things we tried 
to be very aware of was how can you show a 
difference between McQueen from Cars and 
McQueen now in this new phase of his life,” 
she says.

Animation also had to fit the much more re-
alistic world Pixar created for Cars 3, pulling 
back from broad movements while still portray-

ing emotion and 
following the “truth 
to materials” rule, 
she says. “Our ani-
mation really had to 
live believably in-
side the detail of 
this world.” 

Supervising ani-
mator Bobby Po-
desta, who’s 
worked on all three 
Cars films, says it’s 
been interesting to 
see how the world 

has evolved from the first Cars to this one. 
One of the key sequences sees McQueen 

bust out of the confines of the training center, 
with Ramirez in pursuit, and they end up taking 
part in a back-woods demolition derby in a field 
full of mud. The sequence offered a lot of ac-
tion, a way to create some colorful new charac-
ters and to bring all of it back to McQueen. 

“He’s in a spot where he doesn’t know 
where he belongs, he doesn’t know his place,” 
says Podesta. “He needs to feel out of his ele-
ment, he needs to feel completely turned 
around. Having that happen in the demolition 
derby was a great setting for that.”

‘(Mud is) not really a liquid. It’s 
not really solid. It’s 

somewhere in between. And 
that’s just a terribly difficult 
thing for us to simulate in a 

computer.’
—   Jon Reisch, Effects supervisor, Cars 3
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The research again kicks in. “It 
looks like it’s a ton of fun, but we 
wanted to see what it’s like when they 
get all crunched up,” says Podesta.

Taking their research, the anima-
tors and story artists get together to 
come up with ideas for the se-
quence. Boards are handed off to 
animators who do a rough first pass 
on what it might be like to be in such 
an environment. Those are blocked 
out into shots, with other depart-
ments coming in to flesh out the set-
ting, etc., Podesta says.

Unsticking the Mud
This also was a huge sequence for the ef-

fects team. “We’re primarily responsible for all 
the natural phenomenons you see in the world: 
Water, fire, smoke, sand, dust, debris — any-
thing that our characters are interacting with,” 
says Jon Reisch, effects supervisor. 

Grounding the characters in reality — with re-
alistic elements such as rocks kicking up from 
tires, driving through a puddle at 60 mph 
— helps create emotional stakes for the charac-
ters, Reisch says. “If we do that really, really well 

— from a storytelling point of view — we can help 
create emotional stakes for the characters.”

The effects team starts using software that 
emulates the laws of physics and apply it to the 
performances they get from Podesta’s anima-
tion team. “How fast are the cars moving? How 
much the wheels are spinning — if they’re 
locked or sliding and slipping or they have trac-
tion on the ground. We use all those inputs to 
determine when we’re going to kick up the tire 
smoke or leave the tread marks,” says Reisch.

The real trick on this sequence was the 

mud. “It’s not really a liquid. It’s not 
really solid. It’s somewhere in be-
tween,” says Reisch. “And that’s 
just a terribly difficult thing for us 
to simulate in a computer.”

With story direction from Fee 
that the mud should look some-
thing like chunky oatmeal in soup, 
and that the cars get stuck in the 
mud if they aren’t going fast 
enough, the effects team began a 
long process of trial and error to 
get the right look. “Effects is a very 
iterative process,” Reisch says. 
“And it’s terrible for a long time, 
until it finally starts to progress 

into something that works.”
While no one would discuss the possibility 

of a fourth Cars movie — Pixar has publicly 
stated it will stop doing sequels beyond Toy 
Story 4 and The Incredibles 2 — the franchise 
has been a fun ride for everyone involved. 

“When we started this film, we took advan-
tage of where we’d come over the last 10 
years,” says Podesta. “Now, we’re able to cre-
ate a film that’s so tangible that it feels like you 
can reach out and touch it.” [

Concept art shows the 
development of demolition 
derby sequence. Below, 
designs for Cruz Ramirez. 
At left, Lightning McQueen 
tries out a racing simulator 
under Cruz’s guidance.
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