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Fandom in the (Re-)Making
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In recent weeks, film and television fans have been full of anticipation for a particular type
of content: remakes of IP adaptions that got it decidedly wrong the first time around. Two
of the most high-profile examples include the late December release of the new “Percy
Jackson and the Olympians” series on Disney+ and the late February release of the live-
action remake of “Avatar: The Last Airbender” on Netflix. And though audience perception
is still taking shape (especially for “Avatar”, which was released only a week prior to the
writing of this blog post), the early signs are encouraging. Audience scores for the new “Percy
Jackson" on Rotten Tomatoes and IMDB are significantly higher than they are for the 2010
and 2013 film adaptations (rising by around 30%), while Netflix's adaption of “Avatar: The
Last Airbender” outperforms its 2010 film predecessor by even more impressive margins
(rising by more than 40% on Rotten Tomatoes).

So what gives? Why are these recent remakes doing so much better than their
predecessors? And what can businesses learn from the way these two series appear
to have turned around their fortunes?

Perhaps the biggest lesson to take from the early success of both series is that they faced
their demons head on by overtly giving fans more of what they expected in the first place.
One of the strongest critiques of the earlier “Percy Jackson” films is that they deviated
too much from the books on which they were based, resulting in widespread disappointment
among fans and lower-than-expected box office returns. The new series on Disney+
responded to this criticism by creating a much more faithful adaptation. To do this, they
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consulted the author of the books, Rick Riordan, far more than the films did (Riordan
famously refused to watch the 2010 and 2013 films), which allowed the world of “Percy
Jackson” to feel much more familiar to fans (while lending an air of credibility as well).
Also helping the new series feel right' to fans are age-appropriate actors and a more
expansive plot (with heightened details) afforded by a full eight-episode season. Fans still
quibble with some of the decisions made during production (it is, after all, an adaption),
but, in online discussion boards, most acknowledge its superiority to the films.

Netflix's adaptation of “Avatar” - the beloved coming of age story of a young hero learning
to accept his role as the sole individual capable of uniting disparate nations in a culturally
rich and lore-filled world — stared down an altogether different set of challenges. The

2010 film adaptation was nothing short of a flop. By discarding crucial lore from the source
material and casting white actors in roles originally portrayed by characters of color, the
film felt divorced from the culturally rich world that made the original animated series so
compelling. The final product felt unfamiliar to fans — and more than a little tone deaf.

The team at Netflix took far greater care to remain faithful to the source material —in its
cultural complexity, its vibrant lore, and its gradually unfolding character development -
allowing many fans to shed (some of) their longstanding resentment over the wrongs
perpetrated by the 2010 film. The new series isn't perfect (the creators of the original
animated series quit the production team part way through, lamenting some of the creative
decisions that pulled the series away from their vision for it), but large swaths of fans have
expressed relief overall.

While it's too early to tell just what kind of success both series will experience in the long
run — will they become the kind of beloved content fans return to over and over and
efangelize to others, or simply remain solid contributions? —it's clear they each got
something right by intentionally considering fans' needs. The efforts by both new series

to address fan criticism were widely publicized prior to their release, resulting in heightened
anticipation among fans to see an adaption that finally got it right. And it appears to have
paid off in high viewership, as well. More than 10 million viewers watched each of the first
five episodes of Percy Jackson on Disney+ the week it was released, and “Avatar: The Last
Airbender” saw more than 21 million viewers upon release on Netflix, making it the most
watched show on the streaming platform this month. In short, it pays to listen to fans.



