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Who is Larry Ellison?
Anton Troynikov's Guest Post on the "CEO of Everything"
Packy McCormick · 2025-02-20
Welcome to the 307 newly Not Boring people who have joined us since last week! If you haven’t subscribed, join 240,367 smart, curious folks by subscribing here:


Today’s Not Boring is brought to you by… Rox
Watch or listen in the original essay
Rox is on a mission to empower every business owner to secure and grow their revenue.
What does that mean? Since Rox is going to be sticking around with us as a 2025 presenting sponsor, I figured I’d introduce you to the man behind the agent swarm, Rox CEO and co-founder Ishan Mukherjee, so that he can tell you in his own words. 
You can check out our full conversation here. 
Ishan will tell you that best sellers at the best companies, like OpenAI, Ramp, and MongoDB, trust Rox to power their revenue. By combining warehouse-native architecture with swarms of AI agents that keep you up to speed on your top customers, Rox helps top sellers do much more in less time.
With no cost (and no pain) to start, there’s no reason not to see what happens to your business’ sales when your sellers have their own Rox Agent Swarms supporting them. 
Try Rox for Free


Hi friends 👋,
Happy Thursday!
Over the past month, a name I bucket as part of tech's legacy keeps coming up in discussions about its future.
Larry Ellison is the richest tech person we know the least about. You know who Elon impregnated, what the Latin on Zuck’s shirt means in English, and whose bosom graces the bow of Bezos’ boat, but you might not even know what Ellison’s company, Oracle, actually does.
I know someone who knows.1
As soon as I saw Larry Ellison at the center of Stargate, my mind went back to a conversation with Chroma co-founder and my erstwhile Anton Teaches Packy AI co-host Anton Troynikov in his San Francisco office two years ago. He was right in the middle of everything at the dawn of the AI Age, so I asked him what was exciting him the most, of all of the incredibly exciting AI things to be excited by.
“Business Process Automation,” Anton replied. “Have you read Softwar?”
So I DM’ed Anton and asked him to answer a question that’s been on my mind: “How the heck is Larry Ellison still relevant?” Normally, we ask “Why now?” Today, we ask, “How, now?!”
Note: read the footnotes. 
Let’s get to it.


Who is Larry Ellison?
A Guest Post by Anton Troynikov
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On the first full day of Donald Trump’s second presidency, the returning President assembled three men in the Oval Office for the announcement of a $500 billion plan to ensure America’s AI supremacy: The Stargate Project.
Two, Masa and Sama, were exactly two of the men you’d expect. The third was Larry Ellison.
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Trump, Masa, Ellison, and Altman; Photo by Getty Images
Trump introduced Ellison as “the CEO of Everything,” which sounds like an instance of the hyperbolic tendency that the two men share, but is directionally true. The 80-year old2 once again finds himself back at the center of the future. Or, rather, has put himself back in the center of the future.
Ellison’s Oracle (Oracle Corp, NYSE: ORCL) is a 48 year old, 500 billion dollar company, which appeared seemingly out of nowhere to become one of the four players behind the biggest AI investment of the decade.
In 2024, Oracle’s stock rose over 50%, beating Amazon (+17%), Apple (+18%), Google (+7%), and Microsoft (+9%). Ellison, the company’s founder and still its CTO, is the 4th richest man in the world.
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Forbes Real Time Billionaires List
And he just keeps showing up in the middle of everything.
Last summer, Ellison’s son, David, took over Paramount through a merger with his company, Sundance, made possible in large part by a $6 billion contribution by Ellison père.
In November, America’s top-ranked quarterback recruit, Bryce Underwood, flipped his commitment from LSU to Michigan. Ellison, whose 5th wife Jolin is a Michigan grad, picked up the check.
In January, the same week Stargate was announced, when President Trump was figuring out how to keep TikTok running in America under American ownership, rumors swirled that Oracle was his preferred buyer. Which makes sense, because all the kids love the Oracle Suite of Products.
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Oracle Products
What gives?
The last time most people in tech heard about Oracle was when they sued Google over the Java API in 2010, which eventually led to a US Supreme Court decision which determined that implementing an API constitutes fair use.
This kind of jockeying over IP, especially in the mid-2010’s when open source, open standards, and open platforms were all the rage, cemented Oracle’s (not entirely undeserved) reputation as a company more interested in litigation and vendor lock-in than innovation.
Indeed, by the 2010’s Oracle looked to be losing. After leading the way in enterprise databases and integrated software for years, competing fiercely for market share, Oracle missed three successive waves in computing: the internet, mobile, and finally, the cloud.
While Oracle was able to continue earning money from its extensive enterprise and government contracts which were locked in for years, and was able to hang on to relevance by using its distributional advantage with its existing customers to ship Oracle versions of emerging platforms and software, by 2016 things looked pretty grim. Oracle had ceded much of cloud to AWS, and Microsoft had started to muscle in with its own customer relationships to Fortune 500s and governments.
While still a titan, Oracle’s lack of innovation seemed to predict a steady slide into irrelevance. Yet over the last few years, the company has made a stunning comeback, somehow indispensable to the biggest players.
The straightforward business reason is that Oracle effectively positioned itself through massive investment in GPU datacenters to become one of the go-to players for training large language models, especially among its government and large enterprise customer base. The early miss on cloud also turned out to be an advantage, as AWS, Microsoft, and Google chose Oracle as a neutral service provider to help run their AI-focused datacenters.3
Given the enormous investments in AI being made across the board, Oracle’s positioning has allowed it to capture a lot of value doing what it does best; large, long-term sales and services contracts with big players. The 90’s are back.
But the straightforward business reason is narratively boring. Instead, it’s much more interesting to understand Oracle as an extension of Larry Ellison’s will.


So who is Larry Ellison? Despite increasing public interest (for various reasons) in the emerging class of powerful tech billionaires, Lawrence Joseph Ellison seems to remain relatively quiet. Reportedly a close friend and mentor to Elon Musk, the 80 year old Ellison has led a colorful life, though has lately stayed out of the media spotlight.
To the extent that Oracle is an extension of Ellison’s will, Oracle’s fortunes reflect his leadership. My favorite history of the company, “Softwar”, gives the impression that the lifecycle of Oracle has gone as follows:
	Larry Ellison has an insight which leads to a breakthrough initiative which has the potential to reposition Oracle to the forefront of the industry, completely bypassing the competition.

	It works.

	Larry Ellison checks out to go sailing or play tennis or something for like a year.

	Oracle gets into trouble. New entrants and existing competitors are eating away at its market share, and Oracle is losing head-to-head.4

	GOTO 1.


For example, in the early 90s, Oracle faced stiff competition from several fast-growing software companies. At the time, enterprise software was heavily customized by the end-user, and third party integrators who would munge together several ‘best of breed’ packages to create frankenstinian hodge-podges of software, one solution per organizational function or process. It was a nightmare for everyone but the vendors and integrators, who made money either way.
Rather than competing on features, or cost, or attempting to create more best-of-breed products, or pay ever fatter sales commissions which ate away margins, Ellison chose to tell his customers that they were doing it wrong.5 Software shouldn’t be built to fit business processes, he said, business processes must adapt to software. Vertically integrated platforms were the future.6
Getting everything from one vendor meant you didn’t need customization or integration, things would just work. Yes, it meant changing the way you were used to doing things, but that’s what it took to get the most out of software. It just so happened that the vendor investing the most into this vertical strategy was Oracle. The move to vertically integrated platforms locked in Oracle’s distributional advantage for another decade.7 Between 1990 and 2001, Oracle’s revenue went from $196M to $10 billion.
Tacking before competitors may have come naturally to Ellison, a lifelong sailing enthusiast. In the 2010 America’s Cup, Oracle-sponsored USA-17 defeated Swiss Alinghi 5. This gave the winning team the right to decide the class of boat for the 2013. Making an already expensive and dangerous sport far more expensive, and far more dangerous, Team Oracle chose wingsail catamarans, with hydrofoils.
These boats could literally sail faster than the wind. The change was far from incremental; sailing teams were pushed to their absolute limit in terms of cost and training. A crew member from Artemis Racing died during a training run. Team Oracle USA went on to win the 2013 America’s Cup. (Fun fact: I watched them do it from the Presidio, and it was incredible to behold).8
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caption...
Even Softwar itself says more about Ellison than just what’s in the content of the text itself. It’s the only biography or business history I’ve ever read where the subject inserted his own footnotes,9 many of which contradict the author. For example:
Author:
Ellison ‘showed up in shorts and a pink tank top, holding a glass of carrot juice,' recalls former Oracle vice president Mark Barrenechea of his first meeting with the man.

Ellison Footnote:
LE writes: I met Mark out on my deck just as I arrived back home from the gym. I was wearing a black cotton tank top with a Sayonara logo on it. I have never owned, nor would I ever wear, a pink tank top. This is very important.

One can only imagine the kind of ruthless negotiation over completely non-standard terms in publishing that Ellison must have conducted.
Larry Ellison is out to win, in a way that goes beyond playing the game on the field. When Ellison is threatened with falling behind, he changes the rules to turn weakness into strength. When he’s ahead, he changes the rules to put himself even further ahead.10 11
Oracle seemed to ‘come out of nowhere’ because Ellison saw how to pivot a miss in cloud into a winning position in the next computing wave, AI. Now Oracle finds itself exactly where it's most comfortable: selling expensive, long-term contracts to big enterprises and governments. The 90s are indeed back, and Larry Ellison wrote the playbook.
Ellison took a losing position, pivoted, caught up, and made it look like that’s what he meant to do all along. So when Trump introduced Ellison as 'the CEO of Everything' in the Oval Office, it wasn't hyperbole. It was recognition that once again, Larry Ellison had changed the rules of the game until they benefited Larry Ellison.
The only surprise is that we're still surprised.


Thanks to Anton for teaching me once again. Go follow him on X. And thanks to Rox for supporting Not Boring. Go get your sellers an Agent Swarm.


That’s all for today. We’ll be back in your inbox tomorrow with a jam-packed Weekly Dose. 
Thanks for reading,
Packy  
1AT writes: Oracle is best known for its Database software, which runs a lot of Fortune 500, large enterprise, and government workloads. In 1977 Oracle was founded to commercialize the relational database (at the time, databases were mostly custom-built for a given application, and hierarchical / ontological). Ironically, the relational database was invented by researchers at IBM, making Microsoft only the second time IBM failed to capture enormous value creation from a technology they invented. They also make enterprise applications (CRM, ERP, HCM and other very ‘enterprise’ acronyms) which work with their database, cloud version of those applications, cloud compute infra which runs those applications, servers, storage systems, and other hardware to run the software and infra, and consulting to charge money for making it all work together for your business.


2PM writes: Ellison was born on the exact same day – August 17, 1944 – as the Liberation of Saint-Malo depicted in the book and movie All the Light We Cannot See.


3PM writes: This is true. Because Oracle wasn’t seen as a threat to the core cloud businesses of the Big 3, they were willing to partner with OCI (Oracle Cloud Infrastructure) to give customers access to more GPUs. Enterprises could run AI workloads on Oracle’s high-performance GPU infrastructure while still keeping their core cloud operations within AWS, Azure, or Google. As one example, Microsoft and Oracle announced an expanded cloud partnership in 2023 that deeply integrated OCI into Azure, allowing joint customers to access Oracle’s AI infrastructure while using Azure as their primary cloud.


4PM writes: It’s wild how often Oracle screwed up and recovered. It feels like half the footnotes in Softwar are “yeah that was one of the most costly mistakes I [Ellison] ever made.”


5PM writes: This was after Ellison let his lieutenants convince him that Oracle, too, should be in the best-of-breed integration business (after its foray into building all of its own applications failed the first time). It was a disaster. Ellison about-faced, and in an almost Chamath-like way completely memory holed his fuck up and told everyone that the way he had just been doing things, which is the way they were still doing things BECAUSE ELLISON TOLD THEM TO, was totally wrong.


6PM writes: Love me some vertical integration… and synchronicities. The day Anton sent me a draft of this piece, my Readwise surfaced a highlight from Softwar, which I read five years ago, in which Ellison says: “If Detroit ran like Silicon Valley, nobody would sell cars—just parts. Customers would have to figure out which were the ‘best parts’ — a Honda engine, a Ford transmission, a BMW chassis, GM electrical system — and buy them and try to assemble them into a working car. Good luck. I know it sounds crazy, but that’s how companies put together business systems today.”


7PM writes: Ellison is a lot of things, but he’s not dumb. Softwar, again: “If that was a stroke of luck for Oracle, what wasn’t was Ellison’s decision, to the horror of many colleagues and customers, to abandon all further development of client/server-based applications and concentrate the firm’s entire engineering effort on building for the new computing architecture of the Internet. While rivals in the apps business, such as the German powerhouse SAP and PeopleSoft, talked up the Internet and put a web front-end on some of their products, Ellison went much further. Oracle was the first established software firm to risk everything on the new paradigm. His rationale was simple: Oracle could never hope to be number one in enterprise applications as long as client/server prevailed—it was fated always to play second fiddle to SAP, whose strength in the enterprise apps market almost matched Oracle’s dominance in databases. By getting to the Internet first, assuming that the software could be made to work, Ellison would force Oracle’s competitors to become followers, gaining vital time-to-market over them.”


8PM writes: We really should not be surprised at Ellison’s current comeback. His Oracle Team USA came back from an 8-1 deficit in the best of 17 series against Emirates Team New Zealand. Best of 17 is the same thing as “first to 9.” ETNZ only had to win one more race. OTUSA had to win eight straight. OTUSA won eight straight. It was One of the Greatest Comebacks in Sports History. What the team figured out mid-way was how to foil upwind - essentially to be able to lift out of the water even when sailing against the wind, which meant reduced drag and much faster speeds. ETNZ couldn’t adapt because they had designed their boat and strategy around downwind foiling, which was their innovation and what allowed them to jump out to that 8-1 lead. Fucking Larry Ellison, once again, figured out how to take advantage of a competitor’s early lead and use it against them. Counter-positioning on the water or something. Unbelievable. He’s better when he’s behind. 


9PM writes: you see what we did there?


10PM writes: No joke, just last week my Perplexity app sent me a notification: “Ellison Calls for Governments to Unify Data.” At the World Governments Summit in Dubai last week, he called for governments to consolidate all national data into unified platforms for artificial intelligence consumption. Coincidentally, platforms for unified data are exactly the kind of thing Oracle might be able to provide! HE’S TRYING TO CHANGE THE RULES TO BENEFIT ORACLE AGAIN. HE CAN’T KEEP GETTING AWAY WITH THIS!


11LE writes (I imagine): Yes I can. Watch me. 



Published by Not Boring Press. An independent edition of the original essay, prepared for reading anywhere.
Read the original essay online
© 2025 Packy McCormick
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