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Let me start by asking a question: which ninja turtle would Dr. 

Venture be? Or put another way, if the central foursome from The 

Venture Bros. had chosen the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles 

instead of Star Wars for their group costume in “Love-

Bheits” (S.2 E.20), who would have worn the red bandana? Who 

would have held the katana? Who would have yelled, “Cowabunga”? 

You might be surprised to find out that these are hard 

questions, and that the answers depend on quite a lot. We’ll 

circle back around to the answers in a second, but for now I 

need to explain why you should care about thinking of the 

Ventures as turtles in the first place. First, some background.

Culture and humor site Cracked.com began a video series in July 

of 2010 called “After Hours” in which four members of the 

website’s staff sit “at an all-night diner dissecting the 
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minutiae of comics, movies, memes and more.”1 It is in the 

seventh episode of the series that the show’s hosts ask each 

other, and by extension we the viewers, what they call “life’s 

most important question:” which ninja turtle are you? The 

question refers to the four primary characters—Leonardo, 

Donatello, Raphael, Michelangelo—of the Teenage Mutant Ninja 

Turtle franchise, which has been realized in comic books, 

cartoons, movies, and videos games since the 1980s. The 

importance of this particular question, the hosts argue, is that 

while other teams of heroes always have a best of favorite 

character, there is no one best or favorite ninja turtle because 

everyone likes the turtle whose personality is most like their 

own. The four hosts go on to claim their favorite respective 

turtles (each different from one another) and weigh the 

importance of this phenomenon. 2

This video theorizes and illustrates what we can call a “turtle 

typology.” I argue, however, that the “After Hours” video that 

proposes this turtle typology does not fully and satisfactorily 

develop it. There are numerous examples of media which cohere to 
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1 http://www.cracked.com/series/after-hours/ (accessed 1/27/2013).

2 It bears mentioning that the conceit of the video is that the three male 
characters know all about the ninja turtles and must teach the fourth female 
member. In my eyes this is an unnecessary and implausible convention, 
exacerbated rather than solved by the female character’s subsequent knowledge 
of the four humors and the three males’ complete ignorance of the same.



their version of the turtle typology, but there are others which 

reveal its underlying incompleteness. The Venture Bros. is one 

such piece of media. Just like TMNT, The Venture Bros. revolves 

around a central group of four distinct characters: Dr. Venture, 

Brock, Hank, Dean. These four characters and their relationships 

to one another prove that the turtle typology as theorized by 

the “After Hours” team does not achieve the universalism they 

claim for it. This is why a Venture Studies approach to the 

turtle typology is important—it not only provides yet another 

rich interpretive frame for The Venture Bros., it prompts the 

refinement of the turtle typology as an effective analytic tool. 

In this paper, then, I will outline the turtle typology as 

described by the “After Hours” video, perform a close reading of 

the “After Hours” crew’s set of case studies, and lastly I will 

propose an updated version of the typology for the The Venture 

Bros’ central foursome.

The Turtle Typology Examined

According to the “After Hours” crew, the turtles represent the 

four basic types of people which tend to make up and work 

together in groups. A quick or surface-level description of 

these four types is: leader, thinker, skeptic, wildcard. These 
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four types are confirmed most prominently in the original TMNT 

cartoon series’ opening theme:

Leonardo lead's, Donatello does machines.
(that's a fact jack)

Rapheal [sic] is cool but crude,
Rapheal: (give me a break)

Michaelangelo [sic] is a party dude.
Michaelangelo: (party)3 4

In addition to the four turtle-versions of these types, the 

strongest theoretical connection the “After Hours” crew makes is 

to the historical concept of the four humors. According to the 

video, these four types map onto the turtles one for one: 

Leonardo is Choleric (“ambitious”), Donatello is Phlegmatic 

(“shy and pragmatic”), Raphael is Melancholic (“sensitive”), 

Michelangelo is Sanguine (“impulsive”).5 It is this direct 

connection to a far older theory of character types which 

facilitates the “After Hours” crew’s claim that these four can 

be found in many or most groups of four. In fact, they go on to 

claim that the four types express something fundamental about 

group dynamics—that the differences between the types is what 
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3 Lyrics taken from http://www.toontracker.com/lyrics/tmnt%20lyrics.htm 
(accessed January 28, 2013).

4 Worth noting here that the first two turtles are characterized by actions 
(leading, doing) while the second two are characterized by states of being 
(is cool, is a dude).

5 The quoted text is how Katie Willert describes them in the “After Hours” 
video.



allows heterogenous groups to function as coherent and effective 

wholes.

If we accept as the “After Hours” crew suggests that the turtle 

typology is based on the system described by the four humors, 

then the typology’s subsequent application to other foursome’s 

need only fit the criteria of ambition, pragmatism, sensitivity, 

and impulsiveness. The “After Hours” video applies the typology 

to five other foursomes. The chart below summarizes their 

assignments for these additional foursomes.6

Humors TMNT Sex/
City

Scooby Seinfeld Beatles Fan. 4

Melancholic Raphael Miranda Daphne Elaine Lennon Thing

Phlegmatic Donatello Carrie Velma George Harrison Invisible

Choleric Leonardo Charlotte Fred Jerry McCartney Fantastic

Sanguine Michel-
angelo

Samantha Shaggy Kramer Starr Torch
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6 The graphics used in the episode are incorrect. The images for the various 
bodily humors animate at the right time but attach to the wrong rows.



Leonardo: responsibility and charisma, but 
also ambition and duty.

Donatello: genius and talent, but also 
reserve and lack of emotion.

Raphael: sensitivity and loyalty, but also 
skepticism and sarcasm.

Michelangelo: energy and enthusiasm, but 
also brashness and gullibility.

It’s important to note the lack of a single protagonist. 

Leonardo is the presumed leader but not the narrator. In fact, 

the 1990 live action movie adaptation of TMNT has a despondent 

Raphael as the ostensible protagonist, working out a bout of 

pitch-perfect teenage angst.
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(L) Charlotte: honor-bound.

(D) Carrie: intelligent.

(R) Miranda: independent.

(M) Samantha: adventurous.

First, we must fully reconcile ourselves to the idea that the 

“After Hours” does not consider Carrie to be a Leonardo. It 

would appear that this categorization comes from two facts: that 

1) Carrie is a professional writer and must therefore be smart, 

and 2) that Charlotte’s dedication to Christianity is an 

analogue to Leonardo’s dedication to honor or justice. These 

four ladies also give us our first glimpse of Raphael-as-

outsider: in this case signaled by Miranda’s red hair, and also 

by her relatively more androgynous visual style. This presages 

other foursomes of three men and one woman which tend to 

overwhelmingly cast the lone female as Raphael.

Journal of Venture Studies - Volume One



(L) Freddy: upstanding citizen.

(D) Velma: brilliant investigator.

(R) Daphne: cautious red-head.

(M) Shaggy/Scooby: whimsical slackers.

Daphne’s role as Raphael here reinforces both the red hair and 

sexual difference trend hinted at by Miranda.7 Also, the 

conflation of Shaggy and Scooby into a single character role is 

interesting as it implies a method for applying the turtle 

typology to non-foursome groups.

Journal of Venture Studies - Volume One

7 Yes, Velma is also a woman, but a largely de-sexualized one. Therefore, 
Daphne’s exaggerated or emphasized femininity marks her as the sexual from 
the other three (four) characters.



(L) Jerry: protagonist and hub of the group 
friendship.

(D) George: calculating mastermind of 
schemes.

(R) Elaine: sensitive and prone to betrayal.

(M) Kramer: wild ideas and lack of 
forethought.

Jerry and Kramer are both easy assignments. A short 

consideration of George reveals his role as “smarter” than the 

rest (he is the only one that wears glasses—aka is a geek—aka is 

Donatello). Elaine also fits nicely into our proposal of 

Raphael-as-sexual-difference.
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(L) Paul McCartney: fan-favorite, and oft-
times spokesperson.

(D) George Harrison: considered “the talent” 
by many, quiet and serious.

(R) John Lennon: considered relative to Yoko 
Ono, both outsider and sexual 
difference.

(M) Ringo Starr: considered imprecise, 
impetuous, and fun-loving.

The Beatles might seem tricky given that they were living people 

rather than fictional characters, but given the scale of their 

largely performative public personas it turns out to be a 

comfortable fit. Here we have an additional mobilization of the 

Shaggy/Scooby dualism in Lennon/Ono. We also have a nascent 

suggestion that instrument-in-band might correlate to type of 

turtle, but this is difficult to develop and outside the purview 

of this paper.
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(L) Mr. Fantastic: genius stretchy leader.

(D) The Invisible Woman: loyal invisible 
wife/sister.

(R) The Human Torch: impulsive fiery little 
brother.

(M) The Thing: gruff rock-hard friend.

The Fantastic Four give the turtle typology as imagined by the 

“After Hours” crew the most trouble. Mr. Fantastic’s genius 

intellect might imply Donatello, but he’s also the leader of the 

group.8 The Invisible Woman is considered to be the Donatello, 

even though the Raphael-as-sexual-difference trend seems 

otherwise unimpeachable. The Human Torch is impulsive, which 
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reading of the Ventures. TMNT’s separation of Leo and Don in this regard 
proves quite sticky.



might imply Michelangelo, but The Thing has a temper, which 

implies the same. It’s not hard to imagine that this is why the 

“After Hours” crew does this foursome last, throwing it up with 

no explanatory commentary. There simply isn’t an obvious fit.

In many ways, the Fantastic Four maps more easily onto the 

central foursome of The Venture Bros. than it does the ninja 

turtles. Consider:

Mr. Fantastic as Dr. Venture: genius leader 
father.

The Thing as Brock Samson: loyal friend to 
the leader, strong, capable of losing 
temper.

The Invisible Woman as Dean: reserved and 
cautious, most feminine, half of a sibling 
pair.
!
The Human Torch as Hank: precocious 
youngster, rash, wants approval, half of a 
sibling pair.

Compared to the turtles, this venture mapping is a much easier 

and more direct fit. Does this mean that the venture brothers 

are not an instance of the turtle typology but instead a unique 

and distinct typology of their own? Or is there some way we can 

link both the Ventures and the Fantastics to the turtles and 

their types?
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Ventures as the Turtles’ Tragic Mirror

Leaving aside the question of the Ventures and Fantastics for a 

moment, allow me to proceed through three distinct propositions.

First, I believe that any difficulties in assigning turtle types 

to the above foursomes stem from the fact that turtle typology 

is actually two different typologies mapped onto the ninja 

turtles. These two typologies can be considered roles and souls. 

One reading of the ninja turtles focuses on their roles within 

the group: leader, thinker, skeptic, wildcard. The four humor 

based reading, though, is based on internal characteristics: 

aspiration, pragmatism, sensitivity, impulsiveness. However, it 

is only coincidence that in the case of the turtles that leader 
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coincides with aspiration, thinker coincides pragmatism, and so 

on.

The difference between the soul/role aspects of the turtle 

typology is best illustrated by considering It’s Always Sunny in 

Philadelphia. The central foursome of Always Sunny not only 

embodies the roles of the turtle typology, they explicitly 

discuss this in a number of episodes. While never referencing 

the turtles, Dennis, Mac, and Charlie have conversations in 

several episodes (perhaps most notably in “The Gang Solves the 

Gas Crisis” S.4 E.2 and “The Gang Recycles Their Trash” S.8 E.2) 

about their respective roles in “the gang.” Dennis and Mac 

debate about which one of them is “the leader” and which “the 

brains,” while all agree that Charlie is “the wildcard.” Dee is 

never included in these discussion, but that only further 

reinforces her as the skeptical, excluded, lone female outsider—

Raphael.9

The point being that while the Always Sunny gang maps perfectly 

onto the turtles’ roles, it’s not because of their embodiment of 

the categories of ambition, pragmatism, sensitivity, and 
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9 Here, of course, I am pushing Frank’s character out of consideration. I read 
him as either a floating Scooby (the composite second half to any number of 
characters) or the Splinter (providing a mentor-like figure or debauchery).



impulsiveness. Each and every character in Always Sunny is a 

perfect storm of ambition, sensitivity, and impulse with no 

shred of pragmatism to be seen. This helps us imagine that we 

need not conform foursomes to both role-in-the-group and aspect-

of-humor in order to qualify as a turtle-like foursome. In which 

case, we can reconsider the Ventures according to only one of 

those systems. While leader, thinker, skeptic, wildcard do not 

easily fit the ventures, the characters of the four humors—the 

soul—get much closer. Consider:

!

(Ambition) Rusty: wants to live up to 
father, wants gorgeous women, wants gov’t. 
money.

(Pragmatism) Brock: takes his job seriously, 
the only one to solve problems.

(Sensitivity) Dean: scared of upsetting 
others, has his feelings hurt by Hank.

(Impulsiveness) Hank: tries to prove himself 
to Brock, chooses bad friends, joins 
[spoiler].

I believe that while this mapping gets us around the genius 

leader problem, that it’s still an awkward fit. Couldn’t we say 

that Rusty’s real problem is his lack of ambition? That he never 

pursued what he wanted? Isn’t Brock’s problem that he isn’t 

pragmatic? Using too much force, flying into rages? Is Dean too 
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sensitive, or too out of touch with reality? Is Hank really that 

impulsive, or is he just kind of dumb?

This leads me to my second major proposal: a new interpretation 

of the soul half of the turtle typology. Instead of basing it on 

the four characters of the four humors as the “After Hours” crew 

does, I believe we should look to more contemporary systems of 

belief.10 This would replace ambition, pragmatism, sensitivity, 

and impulsiveness with moralism, agnosticism, solipsism, and 

hedonism. These four “-isms” not only map directly onto the 

turtles, they also accommodate other irregularities in the 

previous case studies. Leonardo is not ambitious, he’s 

moralistic. Donatello isn’t pragmatic, he’s agnostic. Raphael 

isn’t sensitive so much as he is self-centered, solipsistic. And 

Michelangelo...his impulses are born of hedonism. Re-reading the 

turtles this way offers us an exciting new perspective on the 

Ventures.
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10 This move comes from lengthy discussion of the Sex in the City problem. We 
can either consider the Carrie/Charlotte situation listed above as a mis-
categorization, or we can try and find a way to justify their current 
assignment. The system to follow was birthed from that line of thought, but 
developed further after discussion with Tim Hwang, Lea Rosen, John Shutt, and 
Michelle Forelle made it clear that this new system had more value to offer 
than simply solving the Sex in the City situation.



The Venture Bros. is famously a show “about failure.”11 In many 

cases, that failure is the failure of the modernist vision of 

mid-twentieth century super-science. Adventure! Atomics! Men! 

That’s the dream; the reality becomes what The Venture Bros. 

shows us—failure. This failure is what clarifies the Ventures’ 

relationship to our four new “-isms.” My third proposition: the 

central foursome of The Venture Bros. relate to the “-isms” of 

the turtle typology through an inversion. They are the negation 

of the turtles beliefs.

Rusty Venture is the failure of moralism. He 
has no moral compass.

Brock Samson is the lack of agnosticism. He 
is too invested, too emotional.

Hank Venture is the inverse of solipsism. He 
is worried about what everyone else thinks.

Dean Venture is the opposite of hedonism. He 
simply cannot pursue pleasure of any sort.

If we are going to incorporate the Ventures into a turtle 

typology, this is how I argue it is most interesting to do so. 

More than just matching up the roles played by members of the 

team, we need to scrutinize the characters internal orientations 

and then be ready to acknowledge the degree to which they fall 
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11 Taken from the article here: http://reason.com/archives/2007/04/17/the-
horrible-truth-about-super (accessed 1/26/2013).



short. And as always, The Venture Bros. offer us a tragic mirror 

to both the fictitious and the real—our turtles; our selves.

Postscript: Further Study

This examination of the turtle typology really only scratches 

the surface. A more rigorous program of analysis would first 

pursue the vectors: applying the typology to a greater range of 

foursomes, and performing close readings of actual episodes/

texts/media in order to determine how various characters are 

established as belonging to a particular category. These are 

actions beyond the scope of this paper, but rich sources of 

interpretive work for the future.
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