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But one local star, Veleka Gray, was raised in
Uptown New Orleans (her father was an
OB/gyn doctor at Baptist Hospital), moved to
find fame and fortune as a movie star in Holly-
wood, then settled in New York with steady work
on as many as seven daytime dramas. Indeed,
one claim to fame is having been the first
actress to work in multiple roles on the same
show. “I was Dr. Sharon Reaves on The Young
and the Restless, then they’d throw a curly plat-
inum wig on me and I’d become Ruby the mani-
curist,” she told me once.

Her big break into the soaps came when her agent, whom Gray persist-
ently pestered—like any good actress would—to submit her for roles,
finally gave in, telling her, “Alright, I’m putting you in for a role on this
soap.” Her agent continued sternly, “If you flub it, don’t call me ever
again!” As fate, luck, and training would have it, she aced the audition
and got the role, thus beginning her 15-year stint in multiple daytime
series.

When asked about factors contributing to her success, she confides,
“They liked the fact that I showed up when I was supposed to, did what
I was told, and didn’t have a drug or alcohol problem.” Today, the Inter-
net is filled with pictures of Gray with stars such as Gerald McRaney
and Burt Reynolds.

I asked how her past daytime drama experience has helped with her
current projects, and she doesn’t even have to think about it. “On
daytime, you are under constant pressure to perform in a given space
of time—usually very short—with little or no applause. The work itself
has to be your reward for a job well-done.” She adds, “The soaps taught
me to be conservative about what I do and not waste time or resources.
Just get it done, and on time.”

Having lived on both the East and West Coasts, I wanted to know what
kind of work she did out west.

“I worked primarily as an actress, mainly for The Young and the Rest-
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New Orleans is full of both
homegrown actors, like
Patricia Clarkson and

Michael Batt, as well as those
who have owned or currently
own a home here, or are
frequent visitors, like Sandra
Bullock,NicolasCage, and John
Goodman, to name just a few.

less,” Gray offers easily, “but I also did TV shows like Divorce Court. And
I got a commercial for Henry Weinhard beer that ran for five years and
brought me a ton of money in residuals, and got me vested in the Screen
Actors Guild!” It was here where she was introduced to the sales game
by a former writer for the soap Love of Life, which later got her into teach-
ing sales people for Timex Corporation, and finally, teaching actors.

Before moving out east, however, she starred in a few films.
“One fun flick,” she remembers, “was an indie production called

Smack. I was a superwoman who wore a silver lamé miniskirt and drove
a pickup truck rescuing women from the evil clutches of drug dealers.
It was great fun and I made all of $100, I think.” Gray also played “The
Stewardess” in I Love My Wife by director Mel Stuart and writer Robert
Kaufman.

Besides being in front of the camera, Gray, a 15-year veteran of the
Emmy nominating committee, also is working within the industry to help
others perfect their craft, promoting the skills of her acting students with
producers and directors. She holds a periodic Actors Showcase where
she invites the likes of directors Steven Scaffidi and Patrick Marrero, as
well as producer Jason Hewitt and numerous others, to evaluate the
acting skills of her students.

Although she still keeps her skills active with supporting roles such as
“Eleanor” in Flood Streets (2010) and “Dr. Souza” in Flag of My Father

Veleka Gray applying lipstick to
actor Conrad Koerner; actor
Jennifer Bergeron in background.
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(2010), she has moved in a new
direction recently—that of
producing and directing.

“It all started when I was asked
by [Ozone Film Festival organizer]
Mark St. James to moderate panels
in 2008 on art in the movies and
2009 on financing films using
Louisiana tax credits,” she remi-
nisces. “This experience put me in
contact with many local filmmak-
ers such as Shaun Carpenter,”
with whom she worked as execu-
tive producer for the award-
winning indie film Halfway.

Gray also has worked as writer,
director, producer, and star of the
indie film Reunion. She reveals,
“This was my first film where I
wrote every scene, and I had no
idea how difficult a task this was.”
She adds, “This gave me yet more
respect for filmmakers.”

She also recently served as exec-
utive producer for Achtung! for the
2010 48 Hour Film Project in New
Orleans. “I went in with open eyes
and mind, ready for anything,” she
explains, “because of my experi-
ences with Reunion. It was truly
guerilla filmmaking, and I learned
who I could depend on in a pinch.”

In addition to these film proj-
ects, Gray also takes the time to
serve as organizer for the
Louisiana Filmmakers Meetup
group, hosting monthly meetings
for local above-the-line film profes-
sionals. She also finds time to teach
acting on Mondays in Metairie,
Wednesdays in Madisonville, and
Thursdays in Baton Rouge.

How she became an instructor

is another story: “When I was
teaching personal presentation
skills to new releases from San
Quentin prison while living in
Marin County many years ago,”
she explains, “I discovered that this
is my mission—to help others
learn from my own experiences.”

Somewhere in the midst of all
this, she was told by several
respected actors that she has a knack

for casting and directing. Thus, she
has made it her mission to continue
in this area of production. Indeed,
she can pair actors in a film as a
sommelier pairs wine with cuisine.
She admits, “My goal is to pair well
enough to create the chemistry that
results in interesting theater.”

And taking it a step further, she
has even just started a new business
with some members of the team
who helped her shoot Reunion.

Gray gives the details: “It’s
called Your Reel Deal, and I will
be writing, directing, shooting,
editing, and offering professional
reels for actors who don’t have
enough credits in films to put
together a reel from their work.”

She adds, “We booked our first
client yesterday, a super-talented
newcomer who helped me on the
48 Hour Film Project, and we’ll
probably use his reel on our new
Web site to show people our work.”

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON THE
NEW ENDEAVOR, LOOK FOR
WWW.YOURREELDEAL.COM IN THE
NEAR FUTURE. IN THE MEANTIME,
VELEKA GRAY CAN BE REACHED AT
WWW.THEACTORSALLIANCE.COM.


