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ACTION FIGURE: A Q&A WITH JOELLE SELLNER

Ever wonder who writes action cartoons? The ones where
plot summaries read like, “Young hero battles his nemesis”?
If you guessed “dudes,” for the most part, you're right. Joelle
Sellner is a rare female action-cartoon writer: She began her
television career with Mary-Kate & Ashley in Action!, a show
based on the Olsen twins, and has since worked on action
cartoons (Jackie Chan Adventures, Teen Titans, The Secret
Saturdays), comedy cartoons (Hi Hi Puffy AmiYumi) and
adult anime (Shin chan).

Like many of us, Sellner started out with an English/com-
munications degree. Unlike most of us, however, she now
makes her living composing lines like “Matter and anti-mat-
ter can’t be in the same place at the same time...because it
destroys the fabric of the universe!”

Writing kids’ programming isn’t for everyone. “Kids
have short attention spans and they’re brutally honest,” she
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explains. “If they don’t like something, they’ll just get up

or change the channel.” But Sellner loves the chance to let
her imagination explode. “I can set an episode anywhere on
the planet,” she says. “I can put characters in outer space.
There’s a lot of creative freedom.”

Programming is often divided into girls’ programming,
which tends to be more comedy-based, and boys’ program-
ming, which is action-based and usually has more of a toy
line tie-in. The target demographic for “boys’ action” car-
toons is usually a 6- to 11-year-old boy.

It's ac-
tion, not violence! The networks set standards where you can’t
show anything a kid can imitate. In the shows I've worked on,
no one ever stabs anyone. If there’s a gun, it’s a futuristic laser
weapon. There are some shows where you can’t show someone
being punched. On some shows, you can’t even say the words
“kill” or “dead.”

I think when you see big blockbuster movies like Iron Man,
and movies based on animated shows like Transformers, even
though they’re aimed at 18- to 24-year-old males, a lot of wom-
en are going and enjoying them. I'd imagine there’s a similar
split for girls who like to watch action cartoons. I think good
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writing is good writing and if a show has appealing characters,
both boys and girls are going to be interested. You can’t have a
hit show if only a boy audience or a girl audience is watching.

Yes. It used to be that female characters were always
the ones in trouble—and very passive. The male characters
always had to rescue them. What I'm seeing now is female
characters who can take care of themselves. The series Kim
Possible had a female action lead and that was a very popular,
successful show. And the mom in The Secret Saturdays uses
a fire sword to fight off bad guys.

That’s the influence of
comics. You'll never see a dumpy Wonder Woman.

I don’t know; I guess it’s the same reason you
usually don’t see a character actress opening a movie. Homer
can be fat, but Marge can’t. It's something so ingrained in the
culture I couldn’t even theorize on that. Then again, if you fight
monsters and villains all day, you're probably in great shape.

It really helps to know
what the moves are. I've taken self-defense and kick-
boxing so that I can make characters do roundhouse kicks
and I'll know the different moves. It's important, aside
from pop culture, to keep abreast of skateboard culture and
the different action sports that kids are doing now, because
that’ll find its way into an animated show.

With
Shin chan, we were repurposing a show that had been a
hit in Japan for almost 20 years. It’s like a cross between The
Simpsons and South Park, where you have a bunch of 5-year-
olds saying raunchy things. We were told to use the existing
animation and throw out all the dialogue. The original Japa-
nese dialogue made no sense translated, with all the conversa-
tional idioms and references to people in their culture, so we
just wrote really raunchy dialogue in place of it.

It’s the influence of anime and manga. As
the world becomes more connected through the Internet,
you see more multicultural influences. And animation
translates really well internationally, [though] when you
write a script, it’s a good idea not to include a book title,

a banner, or any words that have to be animated, because
when they’re shown around the world, they can’t be in Eng-
lish. For the most part, you don’t use American pop culture
references. Something like a Hitchcock reference is inter-
national, but I wouldn’t make a Jersey Shore reference. It
should be something that would resonate in other countries.

Aren’t they already?
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