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New York Times -- In the first episode of “Marco Polo,” Netflix’s coming original series,
the Mongolian emperor Kublai Khan sits on a throne in his gilded palace and plots the
future conquests of his growing empire.

One adviser questions whether the ruler desires to be emperor of Mongolia or emperor of
China. Khan rises from his throne, draws his sword and roars: “Emperor of China?
Emperor of Mongolia? I want to be emperor of the world!”
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Such an audacious declaration could very well have been written for Netflix itself as it
pursues global expansion at breakneck speed. This streaming company has pushed
aggressively into just over 50 countries and counts more than 50 million total global
subscribers. Conquering foreign lands is now crucial as its growth slows in the United
States.

“It is no secret that we want Netflix to be a global product,” said Ted Sarandos, its chief
content officer. “That is the mission.”

As was the case with Kublai Khan’s 13th-century empire building, Netflix’s 21st-century
mission will involve a series of battles as the company encounters vast cultural
differences, fierce rivals and high costs, among other challenges.
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Olivia Cheng in a scene from “Marco Polo,” an original series on Netflix, which will be
available for streaming on Dec. 12. Credit Phil Bray for Netflix 

Already, Netflix has stumbled. Infrastructure issues like establishing payment systems for
customers proved difficult in Latin America. And about a fifth of the company’s market
value has evaporated since mid-October, after it disappointed investors with slower-than-
expected subscriber growth that followed its September debut in France, Germany and
other European markets. Some analysts have raised concerns that rapidly rising
obligations tied to paying for content (totaling $8.9 billion as of September) could leave it
in a precarious financial position in the long term.

Media executives and analysts predict that as Netflix pushes ahead with its global
mission, it will face threats from local insurgents, as a growing number start streaming
services of their own. It must also outmaneuver competitors like Time Warner’s HBO,
which already has a robust international business and announced a streaming deal last
week in China.



“Netflix is the one that everybody speaks about, but there are lots and lots and lots and
lots of others,” said Keith LeGoy, president of international distribution at Sony Pictures
Television. “New streaming services are launching every week.”

Netflix’s global ambitions mirror a quest across the media industry to offset slowing
domestic growth by expanding abroad. “Some people have said that it is checkmate
before it started,” said David Bank, a media analyst at RBC Capital Markets. “But it is
really, really early days.”

Netflix is doubling down on its international bet, preparing to enter markets like Australia
and New Zealand next March, and snapping up the global rights for original film and
television programs. But perhaps its biggest content wager is “Marco Polo,” its series
about the 13th-century traveler’s adventures in the court of Kublai Khan. Netflix owns the
international rights for the show, which is produced by the Weinstein Company, an
independent studio, and will be available for streaming on all of Netflix’s global outposts
on Dec. 12.

At about $90 million for the first season’s 10 episodes, according to industry executives,
the East-meets-West epic is not only Netflix’s most expensive original production to date,
but also one of the most expensive series today. Only “Game of Thrones,” on HBO, is
said to surpass that steep budget.

While Netflix has a number of original programs in the pipeline, the success of “Marco
Polo” will serve as a referendum on how well its original programming strategy performs
on a global stage.

Some rivals and analysts said that replicating Netflix’s early success with the drama
“House of Cards” and the dark comedy “Orange Is the New Black” for international
audiences could prove challenging. The programs generated buzz, won awards and are
credited with attracting subscribers. While Netflix did not own global rights to those
productions — meaning “House of Cards” appeared on rival TV networks in France and
Germany, for instance — executives say the shows helped bolster awareness and
perception of Netflix abroad.

Executives and producers said they hoped that “Marco Polo” — filmed in Italy,
Kazakhstan and Malaysia with an international cast of hundreds and filled with gory
battles, sexual allure, adventure, martial arts and political intrigue — would resonate with
viewers around the world.
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The series, which cost $90 million for the first 10 episodes, used hundreds of extras in
filming. Credit Phil Bray for Netflix 

“At the heart of it is a universal story,” said John Fusco, the creator and an executive
producer of the series. “The journey of Marco Polo is the hero’s journey, one that all
cultures across the globe can relate to.”

Mr. Fusco is intimate with that journey. Known for his work on “The Forbidden Kingdom,”
the martial-arts film, and on the thriller “Young Guns,” he said he was captivated as a
child by Chinese culture and has been fascinated with Marco Polo’s story ever since.
“You cannot read about that stuff without coming across the name Marco Polo,” Mr.
Fusco said.

While shooting “Forbidden Kingdom” in 2007, he and his son, Giovanni, then 13, crossed
Central Mongolia on horseback, following the Silk Road and tracing the Genghis Khan
trail. Along the way, Mr. Fusco said they encountered story after story about Kublai Khan
and Marco Polo and the missions the adventurer took to various Mongolian villages.

“It always circled back around to Marco Polo and Kublai Khan,” Mr. Fusco said. “That
always fascinated me because so few people make the connection between the two.
Marco Polo has been kind of buried under this cloud of rather banal historical dust when
the true story is so much more exciting.”

After pitching the idea around Hollywood, Mr. Fusco eventually heard from Harvey
Weinstein, whose company has been expanding its television business.

Ben Silverman, chairman of the multimedia studio Electus, recalled having lunch with Mr.
Weinstein about five years ago at the rooftop garden of the Peninsula Hotel in Beverly
Hills, talking about great stories in the public domain that would intrigue viewers across
cultures. The two brainstormed about how to create an East-meets-West drama that
would include the appeal of a foreign land, but also a Western character who could
connect it.

“Immediately, it was Marco Polo,” Mr. Silverman said. “There was genuine excitement
about bringing the Asian storytelling style to the global audience.”

The Weinstein Company and Electus announced in 2012 that they had found a home for
the series on Starz, the premium cable network, with Mr. Fusco as the writer. At the time,
Mr. Weinstein boasted to the Hollywood publication Variety that the program would be
“one of the most expensive shows ever done for pay TV.”

Production soon hit roadblocks. Executives wanted to shoot the series in China, but
censors raised issues about the violence and sexual aspects of the story. Projected costs
started escalating.
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Lorenzo Richelmy with Zhu Zhu in a scene from the new series; Mr. Richelmy was cast
as Marco Polo after a global search. Credit Phil Bray for Netflix 

Seeking a bigger budget, producers took the idea to Netflix, which had recently started
pouring resources into its own original series. Mr. Sarandos said Netflix was not looking
specifically for a show that would appeal to international audiences, but rather human
stories that were rich and relatable. He picked up Mr. Fusco’s scripts, which had been
inspired by Marco Polo’s own accounts, couldn’t put them down and signed on to the
project.

“The characters that were created and the relationships that were created, you can lift
them up from the time and the place and put them somewhere else, they would work just
as well,” Mr. Sarandos said. “They were that well written.”

The resulting production is on a scale much larger than the series planned at Starz. The
construction crew included 400 people, with an additional 160 in the art department. The
team built 51 sets in Malaysia, including Kublai Khan’s opulent throne room. For battle
scenes, hundreds of extras appeared costumed and on horseback.

A global search to cast the role of Marco Polo came down to the wire. Producers had
looked at more than 100 actors, holding auditions in London, Australia and Los Angeles,
but still hadn’t found their star. Mr. Fusco’s wife, an acting coach and a teacher of
Shakespearean drama, stayed up one night, went through the audition tapes and found a
little-known Italian actor named Lorenzo Richelmy.



Mr. Richelmy, 24, flew to Malaysia and landed the role. He started an intensive training
program that included four hours in the gym, martial arts and horseback-riding lessons
each day.

Producers brought on a team of cultural advisers and historians to ensure that the
narrative would be authentic enough to hold up to viewers worldwide. They noted details,
such as how men would bow before the emperor and how to hold shields when riding
horses. Filming wrapped up in Malaysia in August after a five-month shoot that started in
the canals of Venice.

“We just tried to make the most exciting, entertaining show we could about this very
special world and hope that it would be accessible in a lot of different markets, in a lot of
different regions,” said Dan Minahan, an executive producer of the series.

Netflix, which has said it would spend more than $600 million in 2014 to woo people to try
the service, has an extensive marketing campaign for “Marco Polo.” It will take cast
members to the Comic Con conference in Brazil, for example, and display costumes and
props from the series at a mall in Mexico. Other promotions include television, print and
digital ads. The tagline is “Worlds will collide.”

The buzz around the show will also serve as a promotional tool for Netflix as it enters
new markets, Mr. Sarandos said. Although it doesn’t currently operate in Asia, it hasn’t
ruled out the possibility.

Mr. Sarandos likened Netflix’s global expansion to Marco Polo himself. “At some point or
another we have all been a stranger in a strange land,” he said. “Netflix is that stranger in
a strange land.”

Watch the original video
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