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SYNOPSIS

How did Sam, Clover and Alex became the toughest spies in Beverly Hills: Totally Spies…

Having just enrolled at Beverly Hills High School, Sam, Clover and Alex are recruited by WOOHP—an ultra secret organization—as international spies. After high-flying training, Jerry, WOOHP’s boss, sends the girls out on their first mission: solve the mystery behind the people that are disappearing all over Los Angeles…
The Spies soon realize that the missing persons have been kidnapped and “fabulized”, in other words, put through a machine that totally transforms them! Juggling between their lives as teenage girls and their new secret identity, the Spies must now discover who is behind the kidnappings…

Interview with Vincent Chalvon-Demersay (Producer and creator of the series) 

How did you manage to remain totally free as you created this series?

To create the kind of bold series we ourselves would want to watch as spectactors, David Michel and I tried not to let ourselves be influenced by other programmes. If you don’t want to end up with a formatted program, it’s important to keep your freedom. In end, that’s what paid. 
 

To what do you attribute the phenomenal success of the series worldwide? 
We distanced ourselves from the competition by using girl heroines. We were sure we had a strong concept: girls from Beverly Hills who are plunged into James Bond type situations. The programme relies on the personalities of the protagonists: it’s actually a comedy series disguised as an action series. Every time we do a scene with our heroines—even a trailer—it’s a pure delight.

The series works well in countries around the world and has even drawn the top audiences for a number of broadcasters.
 

There’s never a moment of downtime. How do you keep up that frenetic pace? 

It has a lot to do with the writing. As a rule, French series are much slower than American series and we decided to do a series that outpaces even the latter. We also work on the element of surprise: at no point can you guess what’s going to happen next, because the series isn’t based on deduction, but on situations.

 

Did you take even more liberties with the feature than with the series?

Absolutely. Already by the third season we had our hands free because we’d won the trust of the broadcasters. The characters took on a life of their own and we got gutsier and gutsier. For the feature, the authors, director and producers did exactly what they wanted to, without the constraints that television implies.
 

The element of science-fiction comes across really well. Were you influenced by the sci-fi of 1950s and 60s?

In Totally Spies, there are always two levels of meaning: the first is aimed at children and the other at adults who usually appreciate the film references. There again, in the feature, we wanted to have fun making a connection with adult viewers.

Interview with David Michel (Producer and creator of the series)

How did the television series Totally Spies get its start?

The series began in 1999 and was broadcast on television for the first time in 2000. At that time, there were only cartoons for boys being shown: broadcasters claimed that the boys handled the remote control and that if they showed a programme for girls, they’d lose have their audience. At the same time, we were seeing the emergence of “girl bands” and “girl power”. What really struck us was that, feminine as they were, the girls in these movements had power. Also, we noticed that in toys and childrens’ books, there were only stories of princesses and ponies where girls were represented as passive characters. What we wanted to do was empower girls. In Totally Spies, the heroines are feminine but they take themselves in hand and solve their own problems. They aren’t stuck in submissive relationships with boys and they don’t hesitate to use physical force if necessary.
There are, of course, many references to spy movies.

I was a fan of James Bond and a movie called Clueless (with Alicia Silverstone and Brittany Murphy, involving a teenage girl in Beverly Hills): these references influenced Vincent Chalvon-Demersay and me to create Totally Spies. At the same time we met Stéphane Berry, the series’ art director, who wanted to take it in a different direction from what was being done elsewhere, and renew with the Japanese animation that characterized the Club Dorothée of our childhood in France. When we proposed our project to the broadcasters, it was doubly “transgressive” since not only was it for girls, but it was done in a Japanese style whose time had apparently come and gone. Everyone told us it would never work. But within a year it was beating all audience records. The funniest thing is, its viewers are 50% girls, 50% boys.
So you were inspired by manga.

Totally Spies is a mix between manga and traditional animation. We used a manga design and characters but animated in Western style. Also, our range of colors, which are highly saturated, are not Japanese.

Why did you want to take the series to the big screen?

The series now counts 130 episodes and has become France’s biggest export in terms of programmes for young audiences. We receive fan mail by the tens of thousands on internet asking us to make a feature. In addition, we’d never told how Totally Spies began, how three teenage girls from Beverly Hills ended up spies. We had been careful to never let slip the origins. So it is really a “prequel” and not at all an episode that we developed into a 75-minute picture.

How would you define the three heroines?

They correspond to three feminine archetypes that characterize teenagers today. Sam the redhead is the intellectual. Alex the brunette is more the physical type and a little awkward. Clover the blond is the “girly girl” of the three. While they have very different personalities with seemingly nothing in common, they end up the best friends in all the world.

They certainly are "fashionistas"…

When we started working on the series, we consulted with trend forecasting agencies. Characters in animation generally always dress the same way. In Totally Spies, we wanted them to change outfits constantly. There are therefore hundreds of different costumes, which adds to the “pop” feel of the programme. 
What about the scenery?

We spent a week scouting in Los Angeles, photographing the campuses, Rodeo Drive, Hollywood, etc. I was wild about series like Beverly Hills and loved Los Angeles. I wanted to use “girly” spots from American series that are popular in France. Then we started to think up sceneries that may not exist but that are inspired by reality.

What is the movie’s message?

The girls discover that several of their fellow high school students have been kidnapped and put through a machine that makes them look perfect. It’s a way of getting through an important message about appearance and conformism that seemed important for today’s teenagers.

There is a definate pop-culture dimension to Totally Spies…

Yes, and we designed the soundtrack like a radio. There is almost constant music to give the series pop quality. Really, Totally Spies is a programme that was originally intended for kids, but that has crossed the line of pop-culture to appeal to several generations. Also, the viewers that were 12 or 13 in 2000 when Totally Spies came out, are now in their twenties but are still watching it. When we look at the audiences, we see that the programme is being watched by people up to the age of 30-35.
Interview with Pascal Jardin (Director)

How would you define the graphics in Totally Spies ?

Totally Spies falls halfway between Japanese anime and American animation which is fairly realistic. We use several codes from manga, without for all that doing pure manga. It’s this mix of genres that characterizes the graphics in the series and the feature.
The pace is unusual in French animation.

Whether a scene is comedy or action packed, the tempo is always fast. Like in the pictures that served as our references (James Bond and Charlie’s Angels), there’s never any downtime. What’s specific to the series is the way we go from a Disney-like comedy sequence to a Bruce Lee style action scene.

What can you say about the three main characters?

As dedicated as they are to their mission, the three heroines never take themselves too seriously. There is certain nonchalance about their attitude: anyone can identify with them. They are first and foremost high school students with the preoccupations of other girls their age, who just happen to spend their afternoons saving the world!
What kind of technique do you use?

Classical animation since it is all animated traditionally with pencils and paper. All of the preparation is done in Paris: storyboard, exposure sheets, characters, line and colour references, etc. Then we work with a Korean studio with whom we already worked on the last three seasons and that has totally understood our exigencies. Over 250 people worked on the feature in Seoul.

Where do computer technologies enter in?

We start with line drawing which is then scanned and coloured on the computer. We pay special attention to the scan to get a highly accurate rendition and to avoid a pencil-like line that is often found in French animation. Once the animation is coloured, it is “deposited” on the scenery that was coloured in Paris. The overall all is then composited, that is to say integrated using After Effects software. Finalization takes place in Paris: colour intensification, motion blur and back-light effects, and the realism of certain elements of scenery are obtained shot by shot and can’t be done at a distance. 

What about 3D?

All the flying vessels like aircraft and spaceships are done in 3D, even if it won’t show on the screen. We couldn’t have animated this kind of vehicle in 2D. When the girls go out into space, for instance, they travel onboard a tentacular octopus-like spaceship that required 3D.
Does the film differ graphically from the series?

We had a solid basis already with the last five seasons serving as reference, even if the movie format allowed us to take the graphics further, especially in terms of shadows and light. For instance, for close ups of people’s faces, we were able to add a lot of detail. The movie format allows for greater finesse in terms of contours and colours.
What kind of effects did you use for the film?

We used a glow filter which accentuates the characters’ inner luminosity and gives them a bright side, like in Japanese animation. The lines stay pretty well-defined, while the exteriors appear softer. Also, scenery or effects like smoke or explosions are realistic and detailed, while the animation remains fairly “crude”.
Interview with Jennifer McCann (Music supervisor)

How did you choose the music for the film version of Totally Spies?
Music was key to the series and for this first transition to the big screen we wanted to keep its pop, young, fresh, girly spirit while taking it in a more grandiose, cinematographic, orchestral direction. We drew on the cult British and American action and spy films of the 1960s and 70s for the orchestral sound—John Williams, John Barry, Lalo Schifrin and Ennio Morricon were our greatest sources of inspiration—and mixed that with hints of contemporary rhythmic and instrumental sound (electro, R’n’B, pop rock). We came up with a highly stylized sound that fits perfectly with the sound environment we were seeking for the film. We also added some pop titles from the 1980s that we’re totally fans of!

What makes you pick one song or one artist over another?

It’s the story that’s being told through the images that provides the throughline. The important thing is to get across a certain feeling or idea like comedy, suspense, joy, danger, etc. Music plays an important role in getting across certain sensations that would be impossible to convey through visual elements.

It’s by trying different pieces of music out on this or that scene that we figure out what works best on the screen and for the film overall. Then there is the long, meticulous process of reworking the music so it fits the final image.
Were the choices you made for the movie very different than for the series?

We wanted to keep the same musical references that accounted for the success of the television series but we needed to adapt them for the longer feature. Obviously, going from the small to the big screen requires a lot of work on the composition and the development of the various themes. Moreover, we have characters for whom it was necessary to create new pieces…

The series has a definite pop culture side to it. How does the music contribute to this?

With the Totally Spies series we’ve always tried to keep on top of what’s big at the time. The music has therefore changed consistently season after season. Whatever’s on the radio, whatever people are watching at home, film music, MTV etc.; those are the references that serve to create the original music for the series and that we sought to include in the feature. We’ve been lucky to work with a highly talented musician who was able to recreate this hip atmosphere while respecting the series’ established references.
Interview with the voice actors
How would you describe your character?

The voice of JERRY: Jerry is a really nice guy, but he’s totally wrapped up in a pretty heavy mission—WOOHP—and tends to try to impress the girls!

The voices of Alex et Mandy: I’m the voice for two characters: Alex and Mandy. Alex is of latino origin. She’s also the most naïve of the spies and no doubt the most “physical” of the three since she practices martial arts.
As for Mandy, she’s a real pain. Like the Spies, she’s always got two friends hanging around. Especially, she’s got a serious bone of contention with Clover over fashion issues.
The voice of Sam: I interpret Sam who is more or less the leader of the pack; she’s the one who gives the mission orders. She’s a very serious girl—maybe a little much so for my taste!

Clover: Clover, my character, is the eternal sweetheart who always falls for the boys. She’s particularly fond of the tan surfer type with the Colgate smile… She’s a true girly girl, always impeccably groomed and up on the latest fashions. She’s definitely on the frivolous side, but that doesn’t keep her from taking her missions seriously, or from having a sense of humour.
Jerry has something of the English Lord about him…

Jerry.: When I was asked to try out for the role. It’s funny because that voice, with its detached quality, corresponds perfectly to the drawing and to the idea we have of this character.
How did you get into the skin of characters living in Beverly Hills?

The voices of Alex et Mandy: We totally forget that the story is taking place in Beverly Hills. We play our part with our own Franco-French personalities. Having always lived in Paris, I tend to have a Parisian accent. So there’s a contrast between ourselves and the characters we play, which seems natural after all, and which contributes to the specificity of the series.

Sam: Sometimes we improvise with the text, which makes the voices very lively. I think we give our characters a second level of reading that not all such series do.

Clover: I think it’s by creating the voices ourselves. To make it really fun, we breath something of our own personalities into our characters. Even in the action scenes full of martial arts, we always include a note of humour to dedramatise the situation.

What are your sources of inspiration?

Jerry: In my case, one can’t help but think of Q, the mythic character of the James Bond saga. Like Q, Jerry designs gadgets that he hands out to the girls. Making gadgets is in fact one of the recurring gags in the movie.
The voices of Alex et Mandy: We grew up with Charlie’s Angels which was obviously an inspiration. I also thought about the series Cat’s Eye.
What is the message behind Totally Spies ?

Sam: There’s a very positive dimension to the series that has a lot to do with their costumes: they dress in bright colors with a sort of Jamaican influence which plays on positive “peace and love” codes. It’s a sunny, optimistic series, unlike mangas. Especially, the series breaks down macho stereotypes.

Clover: For me, it comes down to the humour. It shows there is always a way out of a seemingly inextricable situation through courage and friendship.
How are the actors directed?

Jerry.: We’ve got a lot of liberty, which is appreciable. In fact, there’s more room to manoeuvre when dubbing animation than as a flesh and blood actor. That said, how the actors are directed is very important: it happens that we may take a direction that isn’t suited to the general spirit of the story.

Sam: For me, an actor without directing is nothing at all. Sometimes we let ourselves go because we get a little too familiar with our characters. Then the art director Françoise Blanchard calls us back to order. We realize later she was right, that we lacked the needed distance. But that doesn’t keep us from improvising or suggesting things that weren’t planned.
Clover: I’ve had tremendous fun with my character. Clover is always changing; she can express three different emotions in the same sentence, going from sweetness to action and from action to humour. Françoise Blanchard, the art director, immediately encouraged me to indulge in a second level of reading and eccentricity. It’s very nice to do because, for me, Clover is synonymous with “letting go”.

Have your characters evolved over the years?

Jerry.: Jerry has loosened up some but he’s gone a little whacky at the same time. What I like about him is that he’s somebody who is fundamentally serious, but who can go off his rocker in an instant. Its enough to make an actor jubilant.
Sam: I think I may be the one that had the hardest time getting into character. At first, Sam wasn’t all that clearly defined: the authors wanted her to be serious but not too serious, young but not too young, etc. So in the beginning I had a hard time pinning her down. Later, when I was told I’d “found” her, I got attached to her.

The voices of Alex et Mandy: I remember being asked to make Alex less childish. It’s true that had played her kind of silly to make the character’s funny side stand out. I had to give up an ingenuous quality. 
Clover: With Françoise Blanchard, we tried to change the way Clover expressed herself. We even invented words to make it far-fetched and cartoonish.

How would you sum up the relationship between Jerry and the girls?

Jerry: He’s paternalistic. He’s very protective of them but is after them all the time. You have to admit, they’re not always easy. They are still young, even if they are involved in missions of the utmost importance! I have two daughters and I live through some of the series’ situations on a daily basis…

Sam: It’s true that he’s highly protective of the girls and there is mutual affection between them. He has even saved them on some dangerous missions. But the girls also worry over him when he’s in danger.
The voices of Alex et Mandy: I find the girls full of modesty and respect with regard to Jerry.
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