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Festival, Sub-Basement, Tom Block

When Tom Block started work on New York’s first-ever International Human
Rights Art Festival, the world was a little different politically. Now with the
controversial election of Donald Trump and the rise of populist movements
around the world, the festival has taken on a new light and new meaning.

For Block, an activist painter, author and playwright, the show is less about the
Trump era and more about the positive energy that the more than 150 artists

Recent Comments

Robert Brighton on INTERVIEW:
NatGeo’s ‘Live Free or Die’ follows
families going into the wild

isaque on INTERVIEW: Queen’s
music lives on thanks to Marc
Martel’s spot-on singing

Jane on INTERVIEW: Queen’s
music lives on thanks to Marc
Martel’s spot-on singing

Mr. & Mrs. P.A. Stofle on
INTERVIEW: Neil Darish prepares
for the future on final season of
‘Edge of Alaska’

Fitzgerald Hugh Cheek on
‘MERMAIDS’ REVEALED: Everything

HOME ART BOOKS ∠ GAMES ∠ MOVIES ∠ MUSIC ∠ NEWS ∠ THEATRE ∠ TOP 10 TV ∠

TRAVEL ∠ ABOUT ∠

&

https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?cat=3000
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?cat=1053
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?cat=4
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?cat=1056
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?cat=11
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?p=16722
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?author=2
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?p=16722#respond
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?tag=international-human-rights-art-festival
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?tag=sub-basement
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?tag=tom-block
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?p=12637#comment-69931
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?p=18534#comment-69758
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?p=18534#comment-69570
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?p=18523#comment-69252
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?p=9825#comment-68621
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=CJaJFEJbzWb6CMIPVogb6oY6gDtyO185N_sPx0oUG3-WEn48MEAEgmOu7JmDJrpGJiKSAEKABlcm-ogPIAQKoAwHIA8kEqgSvAU_QRqbApXQAWOBgNy_0TXgQXAKLIT-q4Ao7ppyYnr7a6KEdMEXyFC7i8Cb0DFQBf-J1XstXcydD-QcXcM7cgDoj1Ex4x5muoj2bKDknz3qkOjglw1_0w-utKepFiGrxZEa5nvtHrrhBekHbsMpA-Ok2ojhteotysDr3tR-D18F2akODEBveFDfX4aUI1Lti-NOA0qgrMOJKu2rF0DauWXOoR-mNmnsH4VioqiL0j-CgBgKAB9O2wV2oB6a-G9gHAdIIBwiAYRABGAKxCexl28a4Px9w2BMM&num=1&cid=CAASFeRotEmp6OdkKwTOoguz6rbxEkoHcw&sig=AOD64_3YGYIOZHvmnidCZeVac_ouUyM4NA&client=ca-pub-0053526147500237&adurl=https://www.crtv.com/page/offer%3Futm_source%3Dgoogle%26utm_medium%3Dcpc%26utm_campaign%3Ditw-preorder%26code%3DDUCKS
https://www.googleadservices.com/pagead/aclk?sa=L&ai=CUp6CEJbzWb-CMIPVogb6oY6gDte48LlN05_p-8cFpuO_q60KEAEgmOu7JmDJrpGJiKSAEKAB19uAmQPIAQKoAwHIA8kEqgSvAU_QdjW110ECrt1Dzr7mZl-mnhfTGORvXPv7Md-pRnfFbHwB4Wf-7i9INrVEvW93iQPpTt1lO7AbjyIEDwY-vYOfO1VD04mA9WZUTMENtmZzRxTZvY0CC4SoX-RvR7TUmm65CFXddA-ZM1QKAzQUriGTiB1VJVdD-cx3XA4DSvZTHKra_xN0wQuv1dv6PDHRbZARugziNJh3weYMyMU0cJMyZNRdcFlg55lzC4C7mzGgBgKAB5Gk_2aoB6a-G9gHAdIIBwiAYRABGAKxCSYDrox3Vohj2BMM&num=1&cid=CAASFeRo65DA0_FHcFWbp2ziz4npJO2nZA&sig=AOD64_2Pf7NtoSJ5X78rJ_drvsY07Ty_Hw&client=ca-pub-0053526147500237&adurl=https://pro.oxfordclub.com/m/649152
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?cat=3000
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?cat=9
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?cat=2798
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?cat=8
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?cat=10
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?cat=4
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?cat=11
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?cat=7
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?cat=1
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?cat=3001
https://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?page_id=2


10/27/17, 4)25 PMINTERVIEW: In age of Donald Trump, New York gets International Human Rights Art Festival – Hollywood SOAPBOX

Page 2 of 7http://www.hollywoodsoapbox.com/?p=16722

Tom Block is the producer of the first-ever
International Human Rights Art Festival, taking
place at Dixon Place March 3-5. Photo courtesy

of artist.

can produce. The
festival, which is
presented by Dixon
Place and the Institute
of Prophetic Activist
Art, takes place March
3-5 at Dixon Place.

“I’ve run two other
human rights festivals,
both in 2010, one in
Washington, D.C., with
Amnesty International
and then one at DePaul
University,” Block said
recently in a phone
interview. “They were
different times,
different president, but
it seemed that there’s a
tremendous amount of
energy in the artist
world. And by bringing
it all together, we can
expand that energy
exponentially and reach a much greater audience, so I came up to New York
and got to know Ellie [Covan] at Dixon Place. I just thought it would be a great
event. There’s never been one in the city, so I thought it would be a great
event to do here. When I started planning it exactly one year ago, I didn’t
foresee the turn of the events in our political world, so it feels far more salient
now than even it did when I began. I don’t know if that’s luck or destiny.”

Block said he knows most of the artists who will perform in works that cut
across many mediums. Joya Powell of Movement of the People Dance
Company will showcase her work at the festival. Joining her during the
weekend of events are playwright Mashuq Deen, playwright Catherine Filloux,
musician Ari Gold, Oscar-nominated filmmaker Josh Fox and performance
artist James Leonard, among many others.

“I curate for some very specific aspects,” Block said. “One obviously is quality.
You don’t just get into the festival on heart and soul. I mean, there’s a lot of
very heartfelt activists that, in my opinion, is mostly heart and soul, so I need
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Sojourner Truth is the International Human
Rights Art Festival godmother and represents

the highest ideals of activism. She was an
African-American abolitionist and women’s

the heart, the soul but also very strong quality and talent and technique. And
the second thing I curate for is positive messaging, so these are pro-messages.
It might be Mashuq Deen, [who] is a new dramatist playwright, and he’s
explaining his transition from a woman to man as a member of the South
Asian immigrant community. And it’s very much about him just being
vulnerable and sincere and honest. It’s not angry. It’s a very personal look, so I
really try to curate for a positive message around these important issues,
rather than an oppositional take on things.”

Another performer will be Angela Polite, who Hollywood Soapbox recently
featured for her one-woman show Mary Speaks. Block’s own work will be
represented with a performance of his play Duck, which follows an award-
winning CIA agent who has reached the end of his rope. Rosary Solimanto will
present a short piece called The Patient and present her activist artwork about
disability identity.

Even more impressive is the list of honorary co-sponsors, including legendary
TV producer Norman Lear, Sen. Bernie Sanders and several local politicians.

Block expects to see a
wide range of audience
members. There may
be people who love
theater but are
unfamiliar with the
issues of human rights,
while some people may
know the issues but are
new to the art world.

“You do hope to have a
lot of cross-pollination
there and certainly
connections among the
artists during these
festivals, and you
would hope that
connections are made
among people in the
audience as well,” he
said. “We try to draw
from the widest pool
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rights activist, who escaped slavery with her
infant daughter in 1826. After going to court to

recover her son, she became the first black
woman to win such a case against a white

man. Image courtesy of artist.

possible for these kinds
of things … I think it’s
the kind of festival, you
get a day pass for $15
or $20, and you can see
four or five events in
the course of the day.”

All of the festival’s offerings aren’t dance or theater-based. There are
discussions and panels, including an event called Muslim Women Speak,
which will have five Muslim women recounting their experiences living in the
United States. There will also be a Kidsfest in the morning hours for free,
hands-on activities for children. “They can come in and kind of learn about
using art for advocacy purposes through hands-on activity,” Block said. “So
that’s a unique offering. Get them while their young.”

Block is a busy man in the month of March. After the festival is complete, he
will gear up for the world premiere of his play Sub-Basement, which will
run March 24 to April 15 at the IRT Theater. The piece is a dark comedy that
explores the importance of art.

The main character is a woman struggling over an important decision in her
life. Does she become a Royal Canadian Mounted Police officer, like her father
wants, or a poet and possibly homeless? “That’s a development process that
started about three years ago with Athena Theatre Company, and I wrote a
play for the producer that fit their specifications,” he said. “It’s a journey of
discovery into a one-woman psyche.”

Block started his art career in Spain in the early 1990s. He was a painter who
showed his work in Madrid, Lisbon and around Iberia. “Then when I moved
back to the States, all of a sudden, painting had no meaning,” he said. “I mean,
it had no social role in our country. … I was like, you know, I want to be socially
engaged. I want to have a social voice, and I began the activist work in the late
’90s and started showing various activist projects, and then in the early 2000s,
I worked with Amnesty International and the Human Rights Painting Project.
And I developed a whole activist model, and then all of my art and writing got
wrapped into this idea of using art for social change.”

He added: “Every era has its artistic movement that kind of stands out when
you look back, and I think that our era, what’s really going to stand out 100
years from now will be socially engaged activist art. This will be the era when
art moved out of the gallery and moved out of the museum and into the
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street and into society. I really believe that is what is going on right now.”

And that brings Block back to Trump. The International Human Rights Art
Festival is not a direct response to the current administration, but some of the
topics discussed at Dixon Place this weekend are surely a bone of contention
in society and government. For Block, the connections go deeper and further
back.

“I think these energies go back 3,000 years,” he said. “I look at Donald Trump
as the representation of a human energy that goes back to the beginning of
time. He’s not an individual. He’s a representation of fear. He’s a
representation of human tribalism. These kind of ideas go back to the
caveman, so I feel very strongly that … positive energy becomes part of the
reverse movement.”

By John Soltes / Publisher / John@HollywoodSoapbox.com

The International Human Rights Art Festival will play Dixon Place March 3-5.
Click here for more information and tickets. Tom Block’s Sub-Basement will
play the IRT Theater March 24 to April 15. Click here for more information and
tickets.

John Soltes

John Soltes is an award-winning journalist. His writing has
appeared in The New York Times, Earth Island Journal, The
Hollywood Reporter, New Jersey Monthly and at Time.com, among
other publications. E-mail him at john@hollywoodsoapbox.com
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