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THE RISE AND FALL OF THE JOHN
CARTER OF MARS MOVIE: A DEEP
DIVE INTO DISNEY’'S MOST
MISUNDERSTOOD SCI-Fl EPIC

When Disney released John Carter of
Mars Movie in March 2012,
expectations were astronomical. Based
on the pioneering 1917 novel A Princess
of Mars by Edgar Rice Burroughs, the
film carried the weight of a century of
science fiction and fantasy literature on
its shoulders. It was a passion project for
director Andrew Stanton, the visionary
behind Pixar classics like WALL-E and
Finding Nemo. Yet, despite its grand
ambitions and a budget that made it one
of the most expensive films ever
produced, the John Carter of Mars
Movie became infamous as one of the
biggest box office disappointments in
cinema history. This article explores
every facet of the film, from its literary
origins and stellar cast to its innovative
visual effects and complicated legacy,
revealing why this interplanetary
adventure deserves a second look.

From Pulp Novel
to Silver Screen:
The Century-

Long Journey

The story of the John Carter of Mars
Movie actually begins in 1911, when
Edgar Rice Burroughs, struggling as a
pencil sharpener salesman, began
serializing a story about a Confederate
soldier mysteriously transported to a
dying planet. The character of John
Carter — a strong, honorable, and
resourceful man — became the
prototype for countless heroes that
followed. Characters like Tarzan,
Superman, and even Luke Skywalker
owe a debt to Burroughs’ creation. For
decades, Hollywood tried and failed to
bring John Carter to life. Legendary
animators and directors, from Bob
Clampett to John McTiernan, attempted
adaptations that never materialized. It
wasn’t until Andrew Stanton, a lifelong
fan of the novels, pitched his vision to
Disney that the project finally gained
traction. Stanton saw the John Carter
of Mars Movie as an opportunity to
create something epic yet intimate, a
love story set against the backdrop of a
war-torn alien world.

The Plot: A
Classic Hero’s
Journey on
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Barsoom

For those unfamiliar with the source
material, the John Carter of Mars
Movie tells the story of John Carter
(Taylor Kitsch), a former Confederate
captain who, after the Civil War, seeks a
life of solitude as a gold prospector.
While hiding from a group of soldiers in a
mysterious cave, Carter is mysteriously
transported to the planet Barsoom —
known to us as Mars. There, he discovers
that the lower gravity grants him
superhuman strength and leaping ability.
He is quickly thrust into a complex
conflict involving the warring city-states
of Helium and Zodanga. Along the way,
Carter meets the fierce and intelligent
Princess Dejah Thoris (Lynn Collins), a
scientist and warrior who refuses to be a
pawn in her father’s political games. The
film follows Carter as he embraces his
newfound powers, learns to navigate
Barsoomian politics, and ultimately
decides whether to help save a world
that is not his own. The narrative stays
relatively faithful to Burroughs’ original
vision while streamlining the plot for a
modern audience.

Cast and
Characters: A
Talented
Ensemble in an
Unforgiving

Spotlight

The casting of the John Carter of Mars
Movie was a subject of intense scrutiny.
Taylor Kitsch, best known for his role in
the TV series Friday Night Lights, was
cast as the titular hero. Kitsch brought a
brooding intensity and physicality to the
role, though some critics felt his
performance was overshadowed by the
massive special effects. Lynn Collins
delivered a standout performance as
Dejah Thoris, portraying her not as a
damsel in distress but as a capable
leader and scientist. Willem Dafoe lent
his distinctive voice and motion-capture
performance to Tars Tarkas, the noble
Thark warrior who becomes Carter’s ally.
Samantha Morton voiced Sola, Tarkas’s
compassionate daughter. The supporting
cast also included Thomas Haden
Church, Dominic West, Mark Strong,
Ciardn Hinds, and James Purefoy — a
lineup that exuded quality. The John
Carter of Mars Movie featured a cast
that was arguably too good for the film’'s
eventual reputation, with many actors
delivering nuanced performances that
were lost in the noise of the film’s
commercial failure.

Visual Effects
and
Cinematography:
A Barsoom
Brought to Life

One area where the John Carter of
Mars Movie unequivocally succeeded

2 John Carter Of Mars Movie

2026-03-21



John Carter Of Mars Movie 3

was in its visual presentation. The film
was a technical marvel, blending live-
action performances with stunning
computer-generated imagery. The
Tharks, a race of four-armed, green-
skinned Martians, were created using
performance capture technology similar
to that used in Avatar. The result was a
race of characters that felt real, emotive,
and physically present. The landscapes
of Mars — towering crystalline cities,
vast deserts, and ancient ruins — were
rendered with breathtaking detail. The
film’s cinematography, led by Daniel
Mindel, gave Barsoom a sense of scale
and wonder that many modern
blockbusters lack. The action sequences,
particularly those involving Carter’s
superhuman leaps and battles against
massive alien creatures, were
choreographed with clarity and energy.
The visual effects team, led by Pixar
veteran Derrick Carlin, created a world
that fans of the novel had only dreamed
of seeing. The John Carter of Mars
Movie remains a reference point for how
to adapt visually ambitious science
fiction literature to the screen.

The Marketing
Misfire: How a
Movie Was
Doomed Before
Release

It is impossible to discuss the John
Carter of Mars Movie without
examining its infamous marketing
campaign. Disney faced a significant
challenge from the start: how do you sell

a film based on a century-old novel that
most audiences have never read? The
studio made a series of questionable
decisions that many industry analysts
believe sealed the film’s fate. First, the
title was changed from the more
descriptive John Carter of Mars to simply
John Carter, a move intended to appeal
to a broader audience but that instead
left potential viewers confused about
what the film was about. Trailers and
posters emphasized generic action
imagery without conveying the unique
world of Barsoom. The marketing failed
to tap into the film’s romantic core, its
sense of wonder, or its connection to the
literature that inspired it. When
audiences finally saw the film, many
were surprised by how much they
enjoyed it, but it was too late. The John
Carter of Mars Movie became a case
study in marketing failure, taught in
business schools as a cautionary tale
about how not to launch a major
franchise.

Critical
Reception: A
Better Film Than
Its Reputation
Suggests

Initial reviews for the John Carter of
Mars Movie were mixed, with an
approval rating hovering around 51% on
Rotten Tomatoes. Critics praised the
visual effects, world-building, and action
sequences but criticized the pacing, the
perceived lack of originality, and Taylor
Kitsch’s performance. However, many of



these criticisms seem somewhat unfair
when viewed in context. The complaint
that the film feels unoriginal is ironic
given that Burroughs’ novel, published in
1917, established the very tropes that
later works like Star Wars and Avatar
would popularize. The John Carter of
Mars Movie is not derivative; it is
foundational. When the film is judged on
its own merits — as a swashbuckling
adventure with a romantic soul — it
holds up remarkably well. In recent
years, a growing number of film critics
and fans have revisited the film and
come away with a much more favorable
impression. Home video releases and
streaming availability have allowed the
John Carter of Mars Movie to find a
new audience that is more receptive to
its charms. The film is often described as
a "hidden gem" or a "cult classic in
waiting."

Box Office
Disaster: The
Numbers That
Defined a Film

The financial performance of the John
Carter of Mars Movie was nothing
short of catastrophic. The film carried an
estimated production budget of $250
million, plus an additional $100 million
for worldwide marketing. Global box
office receipts totaled approximately
$284 million, meaning Disney likely lost
between $150 million and $200 million
on the project. It was one of the largest
financial failures in Hollywood history.
The reasons are complex: a confusing
marketing campaign, the lack of a built-
in contemporary fan base, competition

from other blockbusters, and the general
difficulty of launching a new franchise in
an increasingly crowded marketplace.
The failure of the John Carter of Mars
Movie had ripple effects throughout the
industry. It led to the resignation of
Disney studio chairman Rich Ross and
made studios more cautious about
funding big-budget original science
fiction. It also effectively ended any
plans for a sequel, despite the film
ending with clear hints that John Carter’s
adventures on Barsoom were far from
over.

The Unseen
Sequel: What
Could Have Been

Edgar Rice Burroughs wrote ten novels
in the Barsoom series, and the John
Carter of Mars Movie was clearly
intended to launch a film franchise. The
novel The Gods of Mars and The Warlord
of Mars provide ample material for
sequels. Andrew Stanton had even
outlined plans for a second film that
would have followed Carter and Dejah
Thoris as they faced new threats on
Barsoom. The sequel would have
introduced the terrifying Plant Men and
the mysterious Holy Therns, elements
that would have deepened the
mythology of the series. The ending of
the first film, with Carter returning to
Earth and then being inexplicably drawn
back to Mars, was a perfect setup for an
ongoing story. Unfortunately, due to the
poor commercial performance of the first
film, these plans were abandoned. The
John Carter of Mars Movie remains a
standalone entry in what could have
been a rich cinematic universe. For fans,
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this is one of the greatest
disappointments — a world so beautifully
realized, left unexplored.

Legacy and
Reassessment:
Why the John
Carter of Mars
Movie Matters
Today

In the years since its release, the John
Carter of Mars Movie has undergone a
significant critical reassessment. Film
scholars and genre enthusiasts have
begun to appreciate the film’s ambition,
its fidelity to its source material, and its
technical achievements. The film s
frequently cited as an example of how a
movie can be both a financial failure and
a creative success. The Barsoom series
— the original novels — has experienced
a resurgence in popularity, with new
editions and adaptations appearing. The
John Carter of Mars Movie introduced
a new generation to these classic
stories. Furthermore, the film’s failure
has sparked important conversations
about the economics of Hollywood, the
power of marketing, and the relationship
between originality and commercial
success. Some critics now argue that the
film was simply ahead of its time — that
it would have found a more receptive
audience had it been released a few
years later, in the age of streaming and
more genre-friendly cinema.

Where to Watch
the John Carter
of Mars Movie

For readers who have not yet
experienced the John Carter of Mars
Movie, it is widely available across
digital platforms. The film is available in
high-definition on streaming services
such as Disney+, where it has found a
new home alongside other Disney
classics. It can also be purchased or
rented on Amazon Prime Video, Apple
TV, Google Play, and YouTube. The Blu-
ray and 4K Ultra HD releases feature
extensive behind-the-scenes content,
including documentaries on the film’s
production, visual effects breakdowns,
and commentary tracks from Andrew
Stanton. For anyone interested in the
history of science fiction cinema or the
evolution of blockbuster filmmaking,
watching the John Carter of Mars
Movie is an essential experience. It is a
film that rewards patient viewers with a
rich, imaginative world and a surprisingly
heartfelt story.

Final Thoughts:
Rediscovering an
Underrated Sci-Fi
Adventure

The John Carter of Mars Movie is a
fascinating case study in the intersection
of art, commerce, and audience
expectation. It is a film that tried to do
something genuinely ambitious — to



bring a foundational work of science
fiction to life with fidelity, passion, and
modern technology. In many ways, it
succeeded. The world of Barsoom is
rendered with love and care. The
characters are compelling. The story,
while familiar in structure, is executed
with energy and sincerity. The failure of
the John Carter of Mars Movie at the
box office should not overshadow its
many strengths. For those willing to look

past its troubled production history and
infamous marketing campaign, the film
offers a rewarding journey to a world
that has captivated readers for over a
century. It stands as a testament to the
enduring power of Edgar Rice Burroughs’
imagination and a reminder that even
the most spectacular failures can contain
moments of brilliance. John Carter may
not have conquered the box office, but
his journey to Mars remains a cinematic
adventure worth taking.
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