
NSS: Greetings Tonya, thank you for this interview on Panther Newsletter. For the 

benefit of the readers, please tell us a little about yourself and your background. 

TJB: Greetings Norman. My name is Tonya Joy Bolton. I am an Actress, Author, 

Playwright and founder of the not-for-profit organisation, ICU Transformational Arts. 

I was born and bred in Birmingham of Jamaican and Cuban parents, I have been 

writing from an early age. Despite financial hardship and homelessness, my 

determination to expand my knowledge in order to help others saw me completing a 

BA Hons Degree in English and Gender Studies. I went on to gain an MPhil in 

Theological Studies. I am currently completing a Master’s degree inScreen Writing 

for Film & Television. I also have qualifications in Counselling and NLP (Neuro-

Linguistic Programming. 

NSS: What were school days like for you? 

TJB: I went to a very racist school. I was often punished by teachers and bullied by pupils. 

During my first week of starting school aged 7, the kids got together and signed  

petition declaring that they didn’t want a ‘Nigger’ in their class. So becoming aware of 

my difference, being a black girl from a working class background was a shock to the 

system at such an early age. I remember feeling very alone and invisible at school, but 

I often laughed the loudest. I wore a happy mask well and did what I could to survive 

in a very hostile environment. I wrote about my school experiences in my short-story 

published in the anthology “Whispers in the Walls” 

NSS: So, was English your favourite subject then? 

TJB: Yes. I lived and breathed English from as early as I can remember. 

NSS: Did you like writing when you were younger and why did you write? 

TJB: I’ve always been obsessed with the written and spoken word. Ever since I could hold a 

pen as a small child, I’ve been writing. I began writing poetry and songs. Then short 

stories and scripts. Back in the day, I was well known on the spoken word scene for a 

few years. For me, writing is sacred. I can honestly say that writing saved my life and 

probably the lives of others too! 

I wrote a lot when I was being bullied at school. Rather than retaliate with violence, I 

did the only thing I loved, writing. The pen became my retaliation and my therapy I 

guess. Writing became a safe space to retreat to. One of the few places where I was 

free from judgement, where I could just let myself go, release and express the many 

raw emotions I was feeling at the time. 

NSS: Which writers have inspired you then and now? 

 

 

http://nlp-now.co.uk/what-is-nlp/
http://nlp-now.co.uk/what-is-nlp/
http://www.amazon.co.uk/Whispers-Walls-Black-Voices-Birmingham/dp/0953589552/ref=sr_1_16?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1430313643&sr=1-16&keywords=whispers+in+the+walls


TJB: Maya Angelou inspired me when I was a teenager. She remains a huge source of 

inspiration even now. The first time I read “I Know Why theCaged Birds Sings,” I 

cried my eyes out. Her book really spoke to me and at the same time I was in awe of 

her wisdom and honesty. 

NSS: Apart from all what you have written in the past; what have you written in recent 

years? 

TJB: Wow! I’ve written so much. Hundreds of poems, at least 10 short stories, one of them 

was published in the anthology “Whispers in the Walls” called „Invisible Woman.‟ 

I’ve co-authored 18 books and written many plays on a wide range of topics. The play 

everybody is talking about right now is“Holy & Horny.” 
 

 

 
“Ultimately Holy & Horny is a play that transcends race, culture or gender and 

speaks to the human condition inherent in us all.”Black Feminists Manchester 
 

“This extraordinary play is a compelling story of love and the ultimate betrayal. 

In the production, Actress and Author Tonya Joy Bolton explores one woman‟s 

struggle to remain holy despite being as horny as hell! She draws on a variety 

of art forms such as comedy, mime, physical theatre, song, poetry and drama.” 

Black History Month 2015 
 

“I kinda feel that society perpetuates certain myths about men and women. You 

know its ok for a man to show anger in a physical way like punching a wall, but 

with girls it‟s a different story. It‟s unacceptable for girls to behave like that. 

Good girls don‟t cause a fuss – part of that good girl syndrome is to stay silent 

and put up with injustice instead of speaking up and speaking out.” 

 

http://www.amazon.co.uk/Whispers-Walls-Black-Voices-Birmingham/dp/0953589552/ref=sr_1_16?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1430313643&sr=1-16&keywords=whispers+in+the+walls
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jYvX2X3FazM&feature=youtu.be
https://blackfeministsmanchester.wordpress.com/2014/10/01/exploring-black-female-sexuality-spirituality/
http://www.blackhistorymonth.org.uk/holy-horny/4586022210


Holy & Horny trailer: watch it here… 

 

 

NSS: What inspired you to write Holy & Horny, what makes it special? 

TJB: I wrote Holy & Horny when I discovered that an alarming number of women, 

particularly from faith communities as well as Black and Asian women are not 

reporting sexual and domestic violence. As a survivor of domestic & sexual violence 

myself, I have a personal insight into the challenges faced by these groups… 

It is an honour to be able to turn the trials and traumas that I’ve experienced in my life 

into a powerful message that can transform lives. I think that as artists and human 

beings, we need to share our experiences more. We need to keep it real and tell it like 

it is. I’ve overcome a lot of challenges myself and I felt an overwhelming sense of 

responsibility to stand up and speak my truth and help other people do the same thing. 

In doing so, I’ve found a strength I never knew I had.  

NSS: How did you come up with the title? Was there a message you wanted your 

audience to grasp? 

TJB: The themes explored in Holy & Horny are often not discussed openly in many 

communities and cultures. As a result a lot of people continue to suffer in silence. It's 

my hope that the people who come to see the play will not only learn about the 

struggles between sexuality and spirituality, but also learn how to prevent themselves 

from becoming victims of abuse and manipulation. 

 

A major issue still facing women of colour today is sexuality. Throughout history, 

women of colour and women of faith are often seen in opposing sexual terms, either as 

completely non-sexual or perpetually sexually available. But we need to dismantle 

these stereotypical notions and reclaim women’s sexuality. 

Many of the women I speak to question whether it’s possible to embrace their 

sensuality & spirituality. In my one woman show I’ve tried to addresses questions and 

issues that many women have, but have been discouraged from asking due to tradition, 

socialization, and cultural norms. 

 

The play highlights that people shouldn’t ignore their sexuality or sexual health 

regardless of their cultural or religious background. Sexuality is a crucial part of a 

woman’s health and well-being – mentally and physically. It’s vital that as women we 

become comfortable with our bodies and talk about what’s going on inside. 

 

NSS: What was one of the most surprising things you learned when creating Holy & 

Horny? 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jYvX2X3FazM


TJB: The power of a one person show was a surprise and I learned that it is one of the 

richest and most empowering forms of theatre. Holy & Hornyenabled me to connect so 

deeply with diverse audiences in ways conventional theatre doesn’t come close to 

achieving. 

 Writing and performing Holy & Horny is without doubt one of the most powerful 

experiences I’ve ever encountered. Not only did I discover my voice for the first time, 

but speaking my truth encouraged others to do the same. I was the greatest giftI could 

have given myself and my community. 

“It has been an exciting and surprising journey of self-discovery, I learned a lot 

about myself as an artist and also a personal and spiritual level too. Previously 

I limited myself to mostly performance poetry. I didn‟t know I could play 20 

different characters, sing and mime and do comedy in a 90 minute solo 

performance; I was like: „Wow is that really me? Did I really just do that?‟” 

 

NSS: How long did it take you to write it? 

TJB: I wrote a poem in 2008 which gave me the idea for the play. I started writing Holy & 

Horny in 2009 and wrote the final draft in 2011. 

NSS: Did you get writer’s block during the writing process? If so, how did you 

overcome it? 

TJB: I got writer’s block so many times, because I doubted myself and questioned my 

abilities as a writer and performer. I wasn’t sure whether I could pull it off or whether I 

was crazy to even think about doing this. It involved me taking a lot of risks, baring 

my soul and being really vulnerable in a way I had never been before, not only with 

my writing but also standing up on stage and sharing myself with live audiences. 

 I got through it in a number of ways. I surrounded myself with mentors and positive 

people who believed in me. You know yourself Norman; people with can doattitudes 

that don’t have the word „impossible‟ in their vocabulary. 



Most importantly I felt that what I had to say in my show was supported by God. I 

could really feel a higher power guiding me and this gave me the strength to do 

whatever was necessary to push forward despite feeling fearful at times. I even did a 

fire walk in 2011 which was a major thing for me. In 2009 I nearly died in a house 

fire,but I have found that the more one faces ones fears, the less power those fears 

have over you. 

As Maya Angelou said, “There‟s no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside 

you.” 

 

“Parts of the play are autobiographical and other aspects contain the stories 

from the women I‟ve worked with, cried with and laughed with, plus stories of 

my ancestors. If we don‟t tell our stories they often get lost and we end up 

taking those stories, lessons truths and experiences to the grave. Too many of 

our stories have already been ignored or erased from history. I couldn‟t allow 

that to happen with Holy & Horny.” 

 

NSS: I have always been a strong believer in funding your projects yourself from my 

drama group days back in the 1980s – What is your take on that and how was 

your UK tour funded? 

TJB: Firstly I funded the premier performance and the regional tour myself through my 

organisation ICU Transformational Arts. Last year I was extremely grateful to receive 

some Arts Council funding towards costs for my national tour which was a great 

success; but the majority of finance have always come from me. 

As for my take on independence and funding is this. Believe in yourself and your 

work, if you don’t, why should anyone else? You will encounter rejections along the 

way; so what?Don’t let that stop you. 



It grieves me when I see so many artists delay or give up on amazing projects or ideas 

that they’ve been working on because they didn’t get funding or commissioned. They 

then deem their work as no good because it didn’t get validated by national 

organisation or meet certain funding body’s criteria. 

While I’m certainly not against funding and have been very grateful to have 

successfully secured some funding at various points in my career, I have never been 

dependent on it. 

NSS: Did you get interviewed by the press and radio? 

TJB: Yes, last year I had more than 20 interviews on the radio and with the press. 

NSS: What kind of feedback have you received? 

TJB: The issues raised in the play continue to engage people in topical issues and provokes 

national debate. 

Holy & Horny has had phenomenal success in the UK including breaking box office 

records on its premiere performance in 2011 and wherever I performed;it’s literally 

changing lives.The support for the play has beenincredible and continues to go from 

strength to strength.  

 

We’ve received a lot of feedback from both men and women. We know that 

numerous women in the audiences reported their own rapes to the police, received 

counselling, accessed support services and began their journey to recovery as a result 

of watching the play. 

 

Many churches, colleges and universities have thanked me for helping them to 

confront these hidden issues with their congregation members and students. Both men 

and women have told me that as a result of watching the show, they see their bodies 

and sexuality in a new and empowering way, free from guilt, shame and 

embarrassment. Hundreds describe the show as „Liberating, healing, empowering and 

necessary.‟ 

 

 

Tonya Joy Bolton “The Power of Speaking our truth” at TEDxTalks: 

watch ithere… 

 

HOLY & HORNY: National UK audience feedback: watch it here… 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3DlxWdNtZOE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jNDiqyeOAJ8


HOLY & HORNY: Arcola Theatre Hackney, LONDON: Audience 

feedback: watch it here… 

 

 

 

 

“Extra-ordinary and compelling.”Manchester Evening News 

“Inspirational and Superbly Acted.”Peterborough Telegraph 

“A ground-breaking play not only breaking box office records but helping to 

change lives.”The Voice Newspaper 

“A powerful, moving and hilarious show that should not be missed.”Redbrick 

Magazine 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_Bsu95hCfhE
http://www.manchestereveningnews.co.uk/
http://www.peterboroughtoday.co.uk/
http://www.voice-online.co.uk/article/ground-breaking-production
http://www.redbrick.me/culture/slider-arts-culture/holy-and-horny-mac/
http://www.redbrick.me/culture/slider-arts-culture/holy-and-horny-mac/
http://www.redbrick.me/culture/slider-arts-culture/holy-and-horny-mac/


“Tonya Joy Bolton is undoubtedly extremely talented in her craft. Not only is 

she both the writer and producer of the play, Tonya herself embodies twenty 

different characters in her striking one-woman show.” Exepose 

 

NSS: You speak passionately about empowerment of women and changing the status 

quo and your organisation ICU Transformational Arts; tell us about the work 

you do in schools and community groups 

TJB: We Utilise a wide variety of art forms as a vehicle for empowerment. My organisation, 

ICU Transformational Arts delivers highlyeffective, educational & engaging art 

programmes & performances across the UK that significantly improves the lives of 

young people. We help them to adopt a healthier way of living, thinking & behaving. 

More importantly, these inspirational and supportive workshops show young people 

how to make positive changes to their behaviour, improve their attitudes, their 

wellbeing - and prepare them properly for adulthood.Our empowerment programmes 

not only improve communication, motivation and self-esteem, they also reduce the 

likelihood of risky behaviour such as suicide, teenage pregnancy, drug addiction, 

eating disorders, online abuse, exclusions, and re-engage participants with the 

schooling system and wider community. 

NSS: How successful have your workshops been? 

TJB: My work is breaking new ground. It’s helping to prevent child sexual exploitation.I 

felt that not enough preventative work was being done to address the problems of 

sexual exploitation and self-harm amongst young girls.So far more than 3000 girls 

across the UK have participated in my ‘Breaking the Silence’ empowerment 

programme and key to its success, is a specially designed play called ‘Hidden’. This 

play and preventative programmehas had phenomenal success and as a result of the 

programmes many school children are now disclosing their problems to teachers & 

parents for the first time & getting the support they need. 

 

NSS: Are you planning more workshops in the future? 

 

TJB: Yes. I’m currently preparing to tour my play Hidden and the Empowerment 

programme for Primary and Secondary schools across the UK for the third year 

running. In 2014 my organisation toured UK schools & detention centres with a new 

play written by me called Man Up! It’s aimed at teenage boys, the play forms part of 

ICU’s latest national programme called ‘Boys Empowered’ which equips boys with 

skills to make empowering life choices for their future while promoting positive 

messages about masculinity, respect and healthy relationships. 

 

http://exepose.com/2014/11/26/review-holy-and-horny-exeter-phoenix/


NSS: Apart from your success with the Holy & Horny tour and your workshops, what 

else do you do? 

 

TJB: I’m also a motivational speaker and Empowerment Specialist with over 15 years’ 

experience of training other artists and working with vulnerable people, particularly 

young people and vulnerable groups who have poor emotional well-being, 

mentalhealth and social difficulties. As the founder of my not-for-profit organisation 

ICU Transformational Arts, my team & I deliver engaging arts programmes and 

performances that help break destructive behaviour patterns, re-engage people in 

education and the community and reduce risky behaviour.In 2014 I was a finalist for 

the NWG Network Outstanding Contribution to Victims Awards, and my organisation 

ICU Transformational Arts wasshortlisted for the National UK Sexual Health Awards. 

 

 

 

 

NSS: I heard it through the grapevine that you’re going to be globetrotting soon. 

What’s that about? 

TJB: Well Norman, following an incredible National tour last year I will be touring The Holy 

& Horny' Farewell Tour across the UK this autumn. 

Due to the high demand for the play, we will be extending the tour to include not just 

theatres and educational institutions but also numerous commissions from churches and 

women prisons across the UK. 

This will be the last time I perform Holy & Horny in the UK ever! In 2016 I’ll be 

transferring the show to the USA. I have to say that I’m really excited about both tours. 

All I can say is watch this space. Big tings a gwaan!  

 

If you missed it last time, book your ticket now to see the last ever UK performances of 

this extraordinary play. I will be announcing the tour dates on the Holy & Horny 

website shortly. 

NSS: Brilliant! Are you working on any future projects right now? 



TJB: Hmm…where do I start?? I’m currently writing my very first movie as well as getting 

ready to take two new plays I’ve written on UK tours. I’ve got an explosive new book 

coming out towards the end of next year which should be a very interesting read. I’m 

also delivering a new artists training programme next year. 

NSS: What advice would you like to give aspiring writers and our younger generation 

in general? 

TJB: You can do anything as long as you have the passion, the drive, the focus and the 

support. Make time to invest in yourself. It doesn’t have to be an academic degree; it 

might be attending a weekend course, finding a mentor or joining a writer’s group for 

instance. Don’t be afraid to grow experiment and try new things, but at the same time 

be authentic. Let your work be a reflection of who you are and what you stand for. 

Your dreams can come true, you have to have the commitment to see it through to the 

very end and make it happen. 

Believe in yourself and your work. When a door closes,others open and if they don’t, 

create your own openings. There is always a way. 

Finally, be very careful who you share your dreams with. Seek wise counsel and 

above all, listen to your heart. 

NSS: Tonya, it’s been a pleasure linking with you again and engaging in this 

interesting interview. I wish you all the blessings in your future ventures. 

 

If you want to talk with Tonya about the issues discussed in this interview, you 

can contact her through ICU TransformationalArts; here is the website:  

http://www.icu-transformational-arts.com/ 

You can also follow her on Facebook: 

https://www.facebook.com/tonya.bolton.50 

https://www.facebook.com/pages/Holy-Horny-National-UK-Tour-2014/840064102679151 

On Twitter: 

https://twitter.com/tonyajoyboltonhttps://twitter.com/holyandhorny 

LinkedIn 

https://uk.linkedin.com/pub/tonya-bolton/10/663/603 

http://www.icu-transformational-arts.com/
https://www.facebook.com/tonya.bolton.50
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Holy-Horny-National-UK-Tour-2014/840064102679151
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Holy-Horny-National-UK-Tour-2014/840064102679151
https://twitter.com/tonyajoybolton
https://twitter.com/tonyajoybolton
https://uk.linkedin.com/pub/tonya-bolton/10/663/603


And don’t forget to visit the HOLY & HORNY website to book your tickets for 

the forth-coming farewell tour 

www.holyandhorny.com 

 

Til the next issue – Everyting Bless 

http://www.holyandhorny.com/
http://www.holyandhorny.com/

