
Write True to You with Zola Dee and Wendy Graf 
Veralyn Jones: Welcome to Writers Revealed, a podcast from LA-based BIPOC-theatre company, 

Lower Depth Theatre. This podcast emerged from our monthly series Writers 
Revealed, which presents a personal and stunningly honest look at the writer 
behind the words and the person behind the page. Each month, we invite two 
new writers to read their own work - whether that's an excerpt from a play, 
novel, poem, essay, or something else enLrely. AMer the readings, writer/
producer/EDI facilitator, L Trey Wilson leads the two writers through an engaging 
discussion - a deep dive into everything from their wriLng process to unique 
ways in which the world informs and inspires their work. To learn more about 
our writers, please visit our show notes or our official website lower-depth.com. 
We hope you enjoy Writers Revealed. 

Courtney Olipha...: On this episode of Writers Revealed, you will hear from the internaLonally 
produced playwright, Wendy Graf, who will read from her GLAAD Award 
Winning play NO WORD IN GUYANESE FOR ME. Then emerging theatre arLst 
and arts acLvist, Zola Dee, will read “Rain River Ocean”, a piece she developed at 
CalArts as part of their New Works FesLval. The readings will be followed by a 
conversaLon moderated by Gregg T. Daniel. 

Lower Depth The...: The following excerpt comes from a play by Wendy Graf, NO WORD IN 
GUYANESE FOR ME. No Word in Guyanese For Me is published and copywri\en 
by Original Works Publishing - www.originalworksonline.com. 

Wendy Graf: Ramadan comes early that year. I observe the fast. It is not difficult for me this 
Lme, as it has been before....AunLe Mamee gets me a job with abedeze who 
owns video store across the street from Queens College. At lunchLme I walk 
around the campus and pretend I go there. There is a table set up with many 
other tables in front of Student Union. It is the table of the homosexuals-the... 
(reading) ...“Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender OrganizaLon”. I know what 
transgender is. I have seen men in my neighborhood who dress up like women. 
One was a\acked while walking down Roosevelt Avenue, beaten with a metal 
pipe. And I do know about the city of Lot in the Qu’ran, where a whole city 
burns up because they are homosexual...And doesn’t it say in the Hadith that 
homosexuals do evil and must be punished? In some Muslim sects it is a crime 
punishable by death. I try to walk past the table, but I cannot. Slowly I pick up a 
brochure, pretending to read. My hands are shaking and the words swim and 
dance before my eyes. I look up and my eyes meet the eyes of a girl who sits 
behind the table. She smiles at me with a kind smile I understand. “Would you 
like to come with me to the Center and a\end a meeLng?” A very long beat, 
then: It is as if the lens of the camera brings the world into hard focus. As if you 
have been holding your breath for such a very, very long Lme and finally, finally 
you can let it out. SLll, I cannot answer her. I turn to stone. I know my family, my 
community.... Allah, why did you make me like this, why have you abandoned 
me? I want to speak, but when I open my mouth...... Protect me, Allah, I need 
you in this moment... She scribbles something...an address?...on a piece of 
paper and gently holds it out to me. SLll I cannot move or speak. Yet I 
wonder...how can the Qu’ran say that this girl, with so very kind a smile, be evil? 
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The girl holds out the paper to her: “No one should have to think that God is not 
there for them.” Hanna puts the paper in her pocket. 16. 5/2/12 I pray, I fast, I 
meditate three Lmes a day and a\end mosque regularly. AunLe Mamee 
couldn’t be more pleased. She thinks it’s to ask forgiveness for my failed 
marriage and make me pure again. “Dearest gyal, Allah is most merciful and the 
true desire of every soul. He will lead believers to the right path.” 
Please....please...Allah my God, help me to change, help me to get rid of this 
thing. Help me to resist these feelings! Did Allah make a mistake with me? I 
search the Qur’an, looking for its answer, and I am surprised I find only a very 
few verses about men together and nothing at all about women. It says nothing! 
Nothing! Yet my religion says it’s forbidden. But haven’t we been commanded in 
the Qur’an to learn, to challenge, to discover for ourselves? She takes out the 
paper with the address of the Center: I stand at the door of the Center and I am 
scared to death. Could it be the grace of Allah that has led me here? It all makes 
sense.....I want to breathe! I find at the Center they are all so very nice, and soon 
I a\end classes...lectures...movie nights....There can’t be anything wrong with 
that, can there? The other women embrace me with a favor and acceptance I 
have never known. “Our li\le neophyte. Our newest li\le sister”. I tell myself 
that now is the Lme for me to grow up, to accept the reality. This is the Lme to 
stop lying and be who I am. Aren’t we all created in the best of forms? That’s 
what the Qur’an says. We have no right, if we are truly Muslim, to alter His 
creaLon, do we? SLll I know my family could never accept the truth about the 
way their daughter is. How can I tell them? There is not even a word in 
Guyanese dialect for “lesbian”. I am Muslim, I am.... gay. Once again I am split in 
half, like the baby of the two mummas and King Solomon. 

Lower Depth The...: The following is an excerpt from "Rain, River, Ocean" by Zola Dee. 

Zola Dee: Hi. I’m looking for the pieces of myself. Have you seen them? I lose everything. 
Always have. I lose my keys, my phone, someLmes my mind. (laughs) Just 
kidding. My daddy says I’d lose my head if it wasn’t screwed on Lght. Daddy says 
to put my things away, he always has, but I don’t listen. Like those summers at 
grandma’s house. We all knew something was gonna get leM behind. We’d pack 
everything into the Purple van but something always got leM in grandma’s 
house. The house with the photos. Photos of people I’ve never seen or met. 
Photos of a Lme before. Photos of family and friends and Jesus...and another 
photo of Jesus….and that other photo of Jesus and a photo of the white family 
grandma took care of back in the 50’s. Photos of the rural South during 
segregaLon. Photos of survival and joy. The photos are what made grandma’s 
house, grandma’s house. And every summer somehow something of mine got 
leM in grandma’s house. A stuffed animal. A Gameboy color cartridge. A bag of 
unopened Doritos. Something got leM. And now I’m looking for my pieces. The 
pieces of me. You seen them? Maybe they also got leM in grandma’s house? 
Think I leM my mouth in grandma’s house. Have you seen it? Have you seen my 
mouth? My voice. Help me cus I’m looking for all the parts of my mouth? Have 
you see my lips? Perched to kiss at age 13. Did each lover I’ve ever kissed give 
me back my lips? 1st kiss from a boy with brown skin. 2nd and 3rd had brown 
skin. Brown lips. Don’t remember when but they got light and then they got 
white. Not sure if that’s my subconscious trying to tell me something or a 
coincidence. Maybe too many years of Southern BapLst ChrisLanity got me 
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falling in love with white men with long brown hair and tan skin who look like 
they’ve been traveling barefoot in the deserts of the Middle East for 13 years. 
You know the type. Long haired hippies on a quest to save mankind. Or is it all 
just a coincidence due to the spaces I’m currently in. All of them filled with 
gatekeepers and the gates locked Lght….all of them predominantly white. All I 
know, in the summers when I spent Lme in Grandma’s house, in the living room 
there was a big ole’ painLng of black Jesus but in the room where I slept, white 
Jesus stared back at me. So maybe, white savior stole my lips? And while he was 
at it, I’m sure he stole my voice? I guess it wouldn’t be the first Lme… Can you 
help me find my mouth? Maybe it was lost later in life. Maybe it was 9th grade 
honors class when I was the only Black person in the room and someone yelled “ 
Dee turn around” and I turned cus they were my friends. I wasn’t expecLng 
what was to come next. So I turned around and they asked among themselves 
whose lips are bigger. And it was between this white boy Brooks and I and when 
I think about it now, his lips were not big. Just full and symmetrical lips like mine 
but his eyes made me not like my lips then. His eyes did all the talking and his 
eyes said he was ashamed. Ashamed to be compared to me. Maybe those kids 
in that 9th grade math class took my lips from me. Can you tell them to give ‘em 
back?. And while you’re at it tell ‘em to give me back my hair too. You seen my 
hair? Don’t remember what it was like since it all broke off from me burning it 
with that flat iron and hot comb. Strands that became so bri\le and weak from 
bending into a shape it didn’t want to be. Bending it straight. And constantly 
running and running and running from the rain because if it got wet it would 
turn it back to it’s kinky coily state. God, how I hated the rain. Tell me though, do 
you know what happened to my hair? Seriously, I don’t think I seen it since all 
the kids in my class made fun of me and said…. “You got that nappy hair. That 
bad hair.” And there was no running from that. Those words. They said…”Your 
daddy must be straight from Africa. Straight off the boat” Other Black kids telling 
me that I wasn’t regular black. With this type of hair I was African black. 
Whatever that means. But truth is my father has been trying to find our roots on 
Ancestry.com. The roots on his daddy’s side because grandma’s? Well we don’t 
talk about them roots. Those secrets gon stay in grandma’s house along with all 
the knick-knacks and items that I think I leM there. And Daddy been searching 
and searching but you can only go back so far cause the records ain’t there. 
Because you was a slave and you belonged to someone else and when they set 
you free, who was keeping up with you? No one. My ancestry only exists in 
stories. Stories about people who may or may not be from the West Indies and 
people who talk that Gullah and Geechee way and light skinneded niggas who 
claim to be part Cherokee. Only stories we got. No documents. And although 
now every document I check African-American, I really don’t know what that 
means. Cus there are sLll parts of me trying to reconcile the African with the 
American part. SLll trying to reconcile my feelings with the colonizer, with the 
slave master and trying to fit all the pieces together but the edges won’t sLck 
and the edges won’t stay down and you know, my edges never laid down 
although I’ve tried very hard with grease and gel and brushes and combs and 
mama’s hands with the hot comb straightening my hair. Those pieces of hair that 
I’m looking for. The ones that were always too scared of the rain. Maybe it 
wasn’t the kids in class who took my hair from me but maybe it was me who 
discarded each strand. Wanted to banish it from my life so I wouldn’t be labelled 
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as different or other. Please, can you help me find the pieces of myself. Help me 
reconnect with my hair. 

Gregg T. Daniel: Um, I have a quesLon which is, which will probably be a two-part quesLon, like 
why choose these pieces and that will lead into the Genesis of the pieces 
themselves. Why, when we put out the, the ask to you, Hey, we're doing this 
new iniLaLve, uh, can you choose pieces. And when the obvious you chose no 
guy, No Word in Guyanese for me and Zola D. You chose this. So, so why, why 
those pieces, 

Zola Dee: Um, you know, it's really interesLng. I thought I would write something. I was 
really inspired when, um, you all first reached out to me and I think you had 
menLoned just, you know, I was like, well, what, because when someone asks 
you like to, uh, provide content for something, I'm I, my first brain always just 
goes, my brain goes blank. And I'm just like, Ugh, like, I don't know, so I was like, 
what kind of content? And you said a couple of different things, but one thing 
that stood out was Amanda Gorman and all of us like saw how brilliant she was. 
And as a poet myself, I was like, that's it, I'm going to write some poetry. Um, 
and the more I tried to write something, nothing was coming out in the ways 
that I wanted it to. And it kind of hit me this piece, rain river ocean. And to be 
completely honest with you, I don't know why it came into my head for this. I 
haven't revisited this piece since 2017 when I first, uh, put it up. Um, but it kind 
of hit me. And then when I thought about it, so much of that play, I've been, uh, 
kind of going through the moLons of healings because the play is about healing 
and this summer with, uh, George Floyd and everything that happened around, 
uh, the protests, um, and you know, these uprisings for like social jusLce, I felt 
that weirdly my healing, um, I've been healing from that moment. So 

Gregg T. Daniel: Thank you. Wendy? 

Wendy Graf: Gosh, I'm not sure. I think I th I think, um, that I'm, you know, I've always been 
drawn to subjects of people finding their voice. And, um, and I, you know, as I, as 
I talked to you about before, um, really in exploring what to me are the evils of 
fundamental religion, you know, and, and this piece combines, you know, all of 
those things, it's a journey for her to find her voice. And I found it like, as soon as 
I read Zola's piece, which so knocked me out, I was like, that's, that's, that's 
Hannah's problem too. She's, you know, she came as this li\le girl and she, and 
that's another thing that I thought was so brilliant about Zola's piece was, you 
know, that li\le girls start out and they're so pure and they have their voice, and 
then they let it either have pieces taken away from them, or they take away the 
pieces themselves. 

Zola Dee: And I loved about your piece because, you know, so funny once I started reading 
it and I connected so much, even though the, um, Hannah is Muslim, I was like, 
oh, I was raised like Southern BapLst. So like that same way of thought that 
same, like religion, it being such a core value of life. I was like, oh, no, I feel this. 
Because even in the Southern BapLst church, especially the black Southern 
BapLst church, like, um, like homosexuality is not okay. It's not okay at all. And I 
remember growing up being like, I don't understand how, because most of my 
friends growing up too were gay. And I was like, I don't know how my God can 
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hate these people. There's no way that they're. And I, and I don't understand 
how a God full of love, um, can hate, 

Wendy Graf: Well, there's a line in the play where, where she says, it's not God, you know, 
God, oh, she says to her first lover, she says, God hates us for this. Or God looks 
down on, you know, Allah looks down at us on this. And the lover says, not God 
only, man. You know, but I don't know. It was almost like serendipity or 
something that your piece and my piece, because I mean, I read your piece that I 
was like, oh my gosh. You know? And, and I had some really interesLng 
quesLons that I wanted to ask you about them. Um, and I don't know, maybe I 
was coming from a standpoint of Hannah, a li\le Hannah, because the play 
starts when she's five years old and she's free and she's, you know, she's out in 
the country and her she's squishing her toes through the red soil. And you know, 
she's not holding back. She's got, this is who I am, you know? And she does later 
say to her brothers, I'm sLll me. I'm st- I'm just who I'm always been. How can 
you have a different feeling about me now? How can you say I'm evil? I'm just 
me. But I thought it was kind of interesLng. And maybe you'd never intended 
this, but I thought that there was a Lny li\le strain running through your piece 
where you maybe blamed yourself. 

Zola Dee: Hmm. Yeah. 

Wendy Graf: And I wondered if that could be one of the things that are taken away and that's 
one of the things that are taken away with people when they learn to blame 
themselves. And then the next step is to take away those things. Hmm. 

Zola Dee: Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. I think it's interesLng because that piece, um, I actually never 
finished that piece at all. Like, it kind of started off as this thing was like finishing 
up my last year of undergrad at CalArtso. And I was, uh, I knew I had to put 
something up for the New Works FesLval because I made a commitment to it. 
And I got, uh, it was three secLons, rain river ocean. And then, and so I finished 
the rain secLon, started on, uh, the river secLon and didn't really get that far 
into ocean. Just kind of like wrapped it up. Um, but it's funny because I do take 
these body parts. I take my mouth, my hair, um, you know, just like all the parts 
of like woman is all in r-rivers. So like talking about like my vagina and sex and 
just like coming of age. And so picking apart, what of those moments in my life 
that I actually, I discarded them or other people kind of put the hatred of that 
body part onto me. And because at the end of the day, I do feel like it, it does 
come from other people, like you said, it's like, we're, we're young as a kid. 
We're just like unbothered by everyone else in the rest of the world. And it isn't 
unLl other people or society, they put these ideas onto you that you start 
thinking that these traits are bad, but it does become a point to where I think 
like I have to acknowledge, like I perpetuated this self hate in myself, as well. 

Gregg T. Daniel: Sure, well you both chose to talk to, uh, women who went somehow trying to 
reconcile themselves with themselves or as you put it Wendy, to find their voice, 
uh, whether it's, whether it's sex, sexuality, or gender or religious or racial, 
they're all trying to find themselves and claim a voice. And it's interesLng Zola, 
because I met you as Dionna Mitch Mitchell Daniel. Correct. So it's interesLng 
you went back to pick up this piece that you wrote four or five years ago, 
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because you've also gone through a transformaLon with your name now you're 
using, which is great. You're using Zola Dee, but is that part of the 
transformaLonal part of the reclaiming of reconciliaLon that you might be going 
through or trying to go through? 

Zola Dee: Yeah, I think that, um, the, the pandemic has made me think a lot of who I am 
and who I want to be moving forward from this point, I feel like there's kind of 
been this schism. Um, and I've had to look back of all the things in my life that 
currently were not working anymore. And, um, and I, I did feel like there was 
kind of this new rebirth, um, and especially in my art where I want to go forward 
with who I am and giving myself a new name felt affirming to that. And I think 
though at the, the root though, it's like, you can't move forward unLl you like 
heal the things of the past. And again, yeah, I guess you're right. The more that I 
think about it, having to come back to this piece, um, there is some healing that 
sLll needs to be done. And I always do think that healing is a process that is 
always becoming itself. Like, I don't know if you ever get to a place, you always 
will have that scar, you know, like the scar is not going to go away, but, um, it's 
letng that wound close more over Lme. 

Wendy Graf: Well, I was just going to say I'm a li\le older and I've gone through many variants 
of healing. And just when you think you're healed, guess what, but that's what 
that is, you know, for you as an arLst, that's what I believe will feed you. And 
that's what conLnues to feed you because someLmes you get to this point 
where you go, I have, I have nothing leM to say. I mean, it's like in Sunday in the 
park with George, I have nothing leM to say, there's nothing leM to say, um, not 
anything that hasn't been said before, and then you go through it again and you 
push through it and then you find you heal again and you find new inspiraLon. I 
have one more li\le quesLon about Zola's piece, which I just love so much, but, 
um, I also was very taken with the concept of leaving things behind. And I 
wondered, I wondered if there was purpose in the leaving things behind. 

Zola Dee: Yeah. Um, it's funny because to my friends who were viewing that piece, cause it 
mostly was just a, uh, uh, uh, audience of my peers. They know that I am, uh, 
notorious for losing, like it's true. I actually really do lose every thing and it's 
go\en be\er. Um, but at school I was that person who just leM everything in 
different places. Um, so there was that kind of like inside joke at the Lme. But I, 
I, I think, you know, as I was wriLng it, there is that reclamaLon that it's not that 
they were necessarily cast away or thrown out or burned, but the leaving behind 
it, they can, you can come back to them and you can reclaim them. And, uh, 
yeah. So I think there was a li\le bit, but it wasn't unLl aMer the fact that I 
noLced it. Well 

Wendy Graf: Also I think, you know, it gives you a feeling of permanence. You know, you leave 
your, you were leaving a place and clearly it was a place that meant a lot to you, 
but also seemed to have a lot of quesLons for you too. Then you were going to 
maybe go on in your life and ponder them further. So it's like you had to leave 
your li\le placemarker. Yeah, I'll be back grandma. And we're going to talk about 
this further. When I get back. Don't forget about me! 
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Gregg T. Daniel: Your character is trying to find--reconciled, religion, her religion, her beliefs with 
who she is with her sexuality. And that's, uh, I mean, the struggle for that is so 
poignant. It's just so touching when she feels, how could I have been made this 
way in a very, very sincere and moving way? How could I, how could I be wrong? 
How could Allah have been wrong and in creaLng this person that I am? Um, 

Wendy Graf: Yeah. Yeah. I mean, on so many levels, you know, the play takes you through her 
whole, her takes you through her whole life, to her final healing. And she never 
really reconciles with her family because they just won't accept her. But she, 
because she comes to a place where she can-- says I'm okay, I'm okay. And I 
don't dunno, I've done this before. I've, I've actually done this before in other 
plays where she, where you find a place, there's a place, you know what the girl 
says, no one should have to feel that God is not there for them. I feel that 
there's a place in every faith, every religion, every belief system that you can 
make your own and that you can own and that you can be comfortable with. 
And if there's people who say, you're not that because you're not this, you know, 
you're not, you're not a Jew because you don't believe X, Y, Z, you're not a 
ChrisLan because you don't believe XYZ. You're not a Muslim because how can 
you be gay and be a Muslim? We don't even have a word in our, in our, um, 
dialect for you. We have no word for you at all. And I think that a lot of my plays, 
including this one so strongly is the journey of someone finding who they are, 
but not, not giving away, not giving away their faith that's and they find a way to 
reconcile their faith. You know, that's one of the things in the play that she does 
give away. You know, finally when her parents say, you know, that's it, we don't 
accept you, you, you renounce this or you're out of our lives. And then she says, 
how can, how can this religion that has meant so much to me be that way? And 
I'm not, I'm not interested anymore. And she takes off her hijab. And she spends 
some Lme not as, you know, rejecLng the religion. And then she ulLmately finds 
a way that she can own her religion, but also own her authenLcity as well. 

Gregg T. Daniel: And give us the Ltle of the play, please. When you saw everyone-- 

New Speaker: No Word in Guyanese For Me 

Zola Dee: I can't wait to pick up a coffee and read the whole thing now. 

Wendy Graf: Oh well I'd love you too. Actually I have, I've actually had, it's probably my most 
produced play. And, um, yeah. And it was, I think when I wrote it, it was, it was 
just so strange. It's just like this voice just spoke through me. Um, I can't tell you 
where it came from. And I remember I saw one of the, one of the producLons in 
Washington, DC, and I saw it sat in the audience and I thought I wrote this, how 
did I ever write this? 

Gregg T. Daniel: Wow. And what was that? What year was that? That it was, cause I know you 
had a producLon, then it went all over the place. It's been produced a bunch of 
Lmes as you was saying, but originally it was wri\en in what year? 

Wendy Graf: It was originally in 2011 here in town with AnacosLa originated the part and 
then, um, and then it went on and um, yeah. 
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Gregg T. Daniel: Yeah. I have a couple of quesLons. I just wanna grab them from our wonderful 
audience. Oh, uh, Susie said she missed Gunshot Medley of your play Zola D and 
she wonder--, is there a video of it that can be viewed? 

Zola Dee: I don't know about that. I, um, I can talk to some people at Rogue Machine 
though and see if there is, but 

Gregg T. Daniel: Cause it was started when did it start before I went to Rogue or it was 

Zola Dee: Actually it before it went to, so it was a collaboraLon between Rogue and 
CollaboraLve ArLsts Block, which is the Sean Carey, um, and Kiana Richards, uh, 
uh, company. And before that though, I had to, I took it as my direcLng debut, 
um, to the Edinburgh Fringe FesLval. That was, that was where it was like, what 
was that like? Oh, that was insane. It was probably the best experience I've had 
of my life. And also one of the worst, the worst in terms of just like I've never, 
you know, perf I was also performing the play, um, as well. So, um, getng up for 
that whole month, I think we only had two days off. Um, and we performed 
every single day in the cold, uh, cause it was cold and rainy and Scotland in 
August, so wow. But it was just so rewarding to be in an internaLonal fesLval of 
that caliber with so many people from all around the world, people who, you 
know, there were people from, um, like New Zealand and Australia, like uh, black 
people from New Zealand, Australia who were like, oh, this story is for me. So 
for people like all the way on the other side of the world to sLll feel it and you 
know, black Brits who like saw the show and, you know, got something out of it, 
it was amazing. 

Gregg T. Daniel: Right. What is your wriLng process? Both of you, Wendy and Zola. What is your 
wriLng process like these days? Has it changed much since 2020, since nothing 
has really gone up in terms of theatre's being closed, we couldn't physically 
mount anything. I'm just curious. What has that done to your wriLng process? 

Wendy Graf: I've done nothing. I've done short things. And I also rewrote three of my plays 
into screenplays, but I swear since the pandemic, every Lme I've sat down and I 
feel like, I have this great idea, I'm just blocked. I just can't write anything. It's 
very scary. 

Zola Dee: Yeah. I feel that it's, it's weird for me though. Cause I've been in that, um, before 
the pandemic, I was always like, oh, I had all of these ideas where like now I 
actually don't have as many ideas for things. Um, but because for a bit of the 
pandemic I was furloughed and I didn't have a job. So I had all this Lme and I 
was like, I'm going to write, I'm going to write. No wriLng happened. I actually 
wrote a play. Um, once I was back at work, but um, wrote this new play, came 
out of, I won't say it didn't come out of nowhere actually worked, um, in the 
fesLval that happened for LA. I wrote this piece called African hyphen American. 

Gregg T. Daniel: Both were in the fesLval, by the way. 

Wendy Graf: Yeah. I mean, how long was that? That was 
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Zola Dee: Like, it was just like a 10 minute play but for that, that piece kicked off 
something. And I just kept thinking about the ideas from that. So then in 
December I just like kind of went crazy and wrote a play, which was so nice. But 
now I don't know if I have anything else in me. Like I think that was the one thing 
that's going to come out of the pandemic and hopefully something will come 
soon. 

Wendy Graf: Well, it's hard because you know, at first everybody was like, oh, and um, 
Shakespeare wrote King Lear in the last, you know, pandemic. And, and then, 
and then they think it was like DramaLst's Guild or something where you like, 
okay, you're going to write every day for a month and then you're going to get a 
play out of it. So I'm like, okay, I'll sign up for that. They'll be forcing me, first day, 
I'm sitng here. I type one sentence. And I'm like, eh. 

Zola Dee: yeah. It's like the more that, this also just kind of like drags on. Cause I also, I saw 
this meme a few days ago and it was like, remember when we all were going to 
stay home for two weeks and then Coronavirus was going to be over. 

Wendy Graf: Can we stay home Lll, can we do it unLl April 15th? Alright we will. 

Zola Dee: It was like that, that whole thought where like, oh, this was going to be done. 
But as it kind of like drags on, you know, it really makes me, cause I, I am of that 
like thought everything happens for a reason. And so I'm really in the space of 
like, oh, I have to slow down. I have to slow down. I have to, and to just tell 
myself it's okay not to. Right. I don't have to be Shakespeare in this moment has 
been really great. 

Gregg T. Daniel: Now you were wriLng before CalArts I mean, before you got into it you took 
your minor in wriLng, you were wriLng. 

Zola Dee: Yeah, I, yeah, I, I minored at CalArts before that. Um, when I was like 15, I joined 
this group called offering acLon in Winston-Salem North Carolina and they are a, 
uh, group, uh, or it's a group for teens. Uh, and they specialize in wriLng, uh, 
performance, uh, spoken word performances and going around North Carolina 
and also outside of North Carolina and performing thing pieces that are 
specifically social jusLce oriented. Um, so that was kind of like my first foray into 
wriLng. Um, 

Gregg T. Daniel: And now you're being now you're getng commissions to do wriLng. Yeah. 

Zola Dee: Yeah. But also it's, it's that thing too, where you look back in life and like, Wendy 
you, when we were talking about like us li\le kids, like, even though I, I like I can 
pick apart like, oh, there was offering acLon though. There's another thing I did 
with wriLng. I was also that child on the playground who was making all the 
kids. Like I remember I wrote this, this movie, this movie about a pizza, um, and 
it was like an evil pizza and I made all the kids on the playground, like act in my 
movie that we were going to shoot somewhere and you know, that was the child 
I was so. 
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Gregg T. Daniel: No, that's great. Wendy did you have another quesLon for Zola? Or Zola, did you 
have a quesLon for Wendy? 

Zola Dee: No,I just, you know, I didn't have any quesLons Wendy but I just wrote down all 
of these thoughts I had, and you've already touched on so much, but I wrote 
down like family and tradiLon and religion and healing from religion, which it's 
so amazing to hear that that is a reoccurring, uh, bit of your, um, work because I 
too am sLll grappling with these ideas of healing from religion. And I, when I was 
looking through your work, it seems like not only, um, just like, uh, Islam, but it 
seems like there's like healing for religion, um, and different, different religions 
through your work. Could you talk more on that. 

Wendy Graf: Well actually, No Word came out of a play. I wrote a play in, I think it was around 
2010 called behind the gates that asks some very, very hard quesLons about the 
ultra Orthodox in Israel. And I actually loved doing that play because we had a 
ton of talkbacks and I mean, people would hunt me down in the streets and they 
would be so angry at me, you know? Um, and, um, 

Zola Dee: Why were they angry? 

Wendy Graf: Very, very--cause. Cause I asked these quesLons, I challenged these quesLons 
and they were, uh, they were like, how could you do this? And you know, you're 
a terrible Jew and, you know, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah. And you know, 
it's funny because, um, I was, I was having a conversaLon with, um, an arLst 
who was in a producLon of that play in, um, Florida, oh, 10 years ago. And he 
said, he said, did you ever hear about the talkbacks? And I said, no. And he said, 
yes, one night we were there for like two and a half hours and these rabbis were 
yelling at us. And as you know, and they were telling us, you know, it was terrible 
what what what we were doing, and we shouldn't ask these quesLons and it's 
not true. And I remember actually there was, um, Gregg, you know, we had 
talked about, um, uh, what killings, killings--honor killings. And there was, there 
was a, there was a strain of that in that play. And, um, I did a lot of research and 
it was true, but I had people who wanted to do that play, but they wanted me to 
change the end because they thought it was so distasteful to their, um, their 
theater goers. And I said, you know, that's the truth. That's the way it is. You 
know? And then finally, I just came up with, you know, if you like the painLng, 
you don't ask the arLst to change the colors, to match your living room, you 
know, then don't do the play. What can I tell you? I mean, I get a thrill when, 
when somebody I've had people hunt me down in the street, saying, how can 
you do that? But I think if I've evoked that kind of reacLon for people, how great 
is that? What could be possibly be\er than that? 

Gregg T. Daniel: Well, in many ways, theater is a disruptor. I mean, the whole point is not to be 
complacent, I think in theater. And that doesn't mean you just stage 
controversial works, but it is to put it is to challenge it is to disrupt. So we've 
go\en really good at it with any material at any Lme could be good for it, 
depending on, you know, what is the Lme, what does the Lme dictate, but that's 
quite a story to track you down in the streets. Wow. 
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Wendy Graf: I just like to ask the quesLons. I don't have any answers for anybody. I just want 
them to go across the street and have a glass of wine and argue it out with each 
other. You know, they think I'm a, you know, hereLc or whatever, you know, 
great. What, what can I say? 

Zola Dee: Yeah. I've been thinking about this recently with a lot of works that have been 
coming out actually, and, uh, this more from a black lens, but, um, it's something 
that I find deeply troubling and maybe it's just, you know, going to art school 
that like you have to ask the quesLons of the art and take the art for what it is. 
But I've been noLcing, like for instance, the [Judas and the Black Messiah] movie 
that came out, Soul that came out, I've seen a lot of, um, people commenLng on 
it and they're like, that's not the black experience or this isn't getng too much 
into blackness that I, and that I feel, I don't feel like this is a good example of 
blackness. And it's so interesLng because what I'm hearing from a lot of these 
criLques of art is people wanLng it to be a certain way, that is not what that 
arLst intended. And we're not looking at the art through that lens. And I just 
feel, and for me, I love art that is asking you to ask the quesLons and go home 
on that car ride and talk about it on the way home, you know, but I'm feeling, 
you know, people have this, uh, are bringing almost like an anger and the 
discarding of the art, like, oh, this isn't represenLng my views. So I want nothing 
to do with it, almost like this cancel culture. And so I don't know why I brought 
that up. Um, but 

Wendy Graf: You brought that up because that's about people wanLng you to take your 
things away. Yeah. 

Zola Dee: Now the young writer for me, it's interesLng, just because I feel where my work 
is going is getng a bit more like, oh, well, now I can say this and I feel more okay 
to say this thing and this thing, and I'm getng scared. I'm getng a li\le, I can't 
say that as a writer, I'm not getng scared, especially in this world of cancel 
culture now, but it makes me feel great to hear you say these things. Like, I, I 
don't care. I love asking the quesLons. Cause it gives me the want to just be like, 
oh yeah, I'm going to be like Wendy. 

Gregg T. Daniel: So every Lme I've had a writer, I just read a friend whose work. And he was a 
li\le hesitant in giving it to me as about a gay world, homosexuality, but it was 
also about sex. And it was, it's a beauLful piece, but he was so sort of fragile 
when he gave it to me. And it's always, when they're in that place, that their 
truth really does exist. It was a beauLful play, but he had some sort of, I don't 
know if I should do this. I don't want to truly, and he's a very experienced writer, 
but because he was going in a new direcLon, maybe even a different form with 
this work, he was saying, oh, okay, Greg. And I just knew what, this is kind of 
strange. He seems to be a li\le Lmid and giving this a minute. I read it. I'm like, 
oh my God, I didn't know he could write this. I didn't know he could write this 
way, but what a wonderful thing to find out, especially in a long career that, he 
was challenging himself to tell a story in a different way and a different type of 
story. But that's always what playwrights do that. Don't you think Wendy and 
Zola when you do that and not, and find yourself, okay, I'm going to give myself 
permission and license to do this. 
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Wendy Graf: That's what I, I can't. Oh, that was like with Behind the Gates. Behind the Gates 
opens with a 25 minute monologue and everyone said, you can't do that. You 
can't do that. Well, Tony Kushner did it in Homebody/Kabul And they said, no, 
you can't do it. You can't do it. You know? And I said, well, I'm doing it. You 
know? And you know, you, of course, when you do these things, you have to be 
ready for the criLcs, you know, sorry guys. But there's people out there, you 
know, 

Gregg T. Daniel: You're not wriLng for the criLcs, you write it because there was something in 
your life. 

Wendy Graf: You've just, if you're, if it's so authenLc to you, you know, you have to know, it's 
like, you know, maybe you're not going to be nominated for OvaLon Award, or 
maybe you're not going to, you know, have rave reviews across the board. But I 
mean, God, for me, and in my career, the, the flip side is, so, I mean, being 
chased down in the street, are you kidding me? You know, that person, that 
person 

Gregg T. Daniel: ConversaLons you want to have with your audience. I mean, when we did Br'er 
Co\on at Lower Depth theatre a few years ago, you know, it does end with the 
execuLon of a police officer and, uh, other theaters that were going to do the 
play. This is across the country. We're wondering how we were going to handle 
it. Are you really going to show in the end, a youth does shoot a police officer 
and, and we thought, yeah, we're going to do it that way. But again, everyone 
was so, uh, do you really want to do that? Is that, but what, that's a conversaLon 
we wanted to have with our audience. That's what, that's what we wanted to 
engage with. It's not done capriciously or anything like that as part of the drama, 
but there were theaters just like waiLng in the cut to see, well, what's lower 
depth going to do with that parLcular producLon. It was a rolling premiere. 
What are they going to do with that producLon? But you know, what is the 
conversaLon you want to engage in with our community, with our society, with 
our audience. And someLmes those are the ones that are the most difficult to 
engage in. 

Wendy Graf: Yeah. And also aMer all is said and done, and when you look around your room 
at all the posters or whatever, you got to feel good about what you did, you 
know, you go\a say I did something and it was important. 

Gregg T. Daniel: Yeah. I got-- Gina said to both of you, which I think is just a wonderful way to 
sum this up also. It's thank you. This is from Gina S for, for Wendy and Zola. 
Thank you for your words and raw honesty. When people's responses, let you 
know your words hit close to home, you know, you are successful. Keep it up. 
Yeah. Keep it up. 

Wendy Graf: Well, thank you, Gina and Gregg, thank you for introducing me to Zola because 
I'm her biggest fan now. 

Gregg T. Daniel: Yeah. I hope you to conLnue to support each other in the work because the 
theaters are going to reopen. They are even, uh, Fauci said, you know, Fauci says, 
it's like he said that maybe this fall, even if it's 2022, it doesn't ma\er, theatre is 
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going to exist and it's going to come back. So please support each other support, 
Lower Depth support, art support it. Cause God, we needed now more than 
ever. And it was so great. You guys are the inaugural pair of writers in this and, I 
could not have had more of a frank and candid conversaLon with each other 
about your work. Thank you for sharing all that. 

Wendy Graf: Oh, thank you for having us. We were honored. 

Veralyn Jones: This podcast is produced by Lower Depth Theatre. We'd like to thank Regina 
Miller and Ma\hew Soraci for their service and support, Lead Producer, AJ 
Dinsmore, Producing Managing Director, Courtney Oliphant, our Host L. Trey 
Wilson, Graphic ArLst Nursery Wall Art Studio and Maritri Garre\ for her 
original music. We would also like to acknowledge our four founding members: 
ArLsLc Director, Gregg T. Daniel, Board President & ArLsLc Associate, Yvonne 
Huff Lee, and ArLsLc Associates, Veralyn Jones and Jason Delane Lee. 
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