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Composer Landon Knoblock created the social justice music project, commissioned by the Queens
Council on the Arts, through workshops with local students experiencing housing instability
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On September 14 at the Queens Theatre, composer Landon Knoblock will premiere “A Voice for the Voiceless,” 
a stirring new social justice music project inspired by and created with young people experiencing homelessness 
and housing instability in New York City public schools. Commissioned by the Queens Council on the Arts’ 
Artist Commissioning Program, the piece sets out to amplify the voices of some of the community’s most 
underrepresented and at-risk children through the emotional immediacy and connectivity of music.

In the months leading up to the concert, Knoblock has spent valuable hours working with public school students 
struggling with the additional burden of housing instability. Through the auspices of non-profit and community 
organizations, the composer has conducted workshops with Queens area youth, introducing them to music-
making technologies and encouraging them to share their experiences through their own words, songs and 
poetry. Their ideas, along with samples of their actual voices, will be woven into the songs of “A Voice for the 
Voiceless.”

Throughout his career, Landon Knoblock has endeavored to tell stories via his music, whether through his work 
as an in-demand soundtrack composer for film and television; through his cutting-edge sonic contributions to 
podcasts and video games; or through his formative years as a touring musician with rock and pop bands as well 
as his own genre-blurring music. With “A Voice for the Voiceless,” he places that gift for narrative in service of 
young people from his own community whose stories far too often go unheard.

“First and foremost,” Knoblock says, “I hope this music can give a voice to children who really don’t have a 
voice or might not have advocates within our system. The issue of homelessness is usually just pictured as a 
panhandler on the subway or somebody sleeping under the train tracks, but housing instability is far more 
complex than that and can affect people that you might not realize.”

Having taught piano lessons since his arrival in New York City more than a decade ago, Knoblock has long 
worked with children from his community. But he realized that his students necessarily enjoyed certain 
advantages that afforded them the time and resources to study with him, and he began to explore ways that his 
talents could also benefit less privileged children. He found his answer via a six-year study conducted by the 
Institute for Children, Poverty, and Homelessness, which estimated that one in seven New York City public 
school students will experience housing instability during their elementary school years. 

“I’ve been working with kids in music for a long time, but I’ve always wanted to do something that could benefit 
students that might not have the opportunity to be involved with music,” Knoblock explains. “Queens has one of 
the fastest growing populations of children experiencing homelessness, so this seemed like something that I 
could speak to through music. Maybe hearing this music – and especially hearing these kids’ voices – will lead 
to a greater understanding and emotional connection to their vulnerability and what they might be going 
through.”



That notion proves to be a perfect fit for the Queens Council on the Arts’ inaugural Artist Commissioning 
Program, which provides local choreographers, playwrights and composers with funding towards the creation 
and production of original work. The focus of this new initiative, funded by the Scherman Foundation’s Rosin 
Fund, is to produce new, significant works of art that diversity the American canon, as well as build a growing 
culture of arts support in Queens.

“What distinguishes this opportunity from a traditional commission or grant is that the Artist Commissioning 
Program pairs artists with a cohort of art producers, who act as resources and systems of support throughout the 
creation and development of the new work,” says Program Manager Kelly Olshan. These art producers—all 
local to Queens—are responsible for selecting the awardees, as well as helping produce the World Premieres.

Landon’s group of art producers includes local artistic directors, business owners, artists, as well as nonprofit 
and community leaders. “We’re democratizing the traditional commissioning process—which is notorious for 
privileging an economic and cultural elite—by giving local stakeholders the agency to create art in and for their 
own communities,” says Olshan.

Knoblock decided to create the music for “A Voice for the Voiceless” by connecting with at-risk children in a 
very direct way. Through a series of workshops, he demonstrated music creation technologies like laptops, 
synthesizers and the production software Ableton Live, then asked the participants to use these methods to 
collaborate on their own songs. Afterwards they engaged in in-depth conversations about the hardships these 
students face on a day-to-day basis. Those dialogues form a major part of the inspiration behind the final project, 
which will draw on the children’s voices in both literal and abstract ways, via conceptual inspiration and actual 
voice samples. 

One topic the conversations covered was the use of music in aid of social justice, but Knoblock soon discovered 
that these students were already engaged with those ideas, many of them writing poetry and rap or pursuing 
other creative outlets that might raise awareness. “I was really surprised by how aware these kids were of social 
justice,” Knoblock says. “Their minds were already framed towards looking ahead to what they could do for 
their communities. That possibility really excited them.”

Along with the topics broached, the music of “A Voice for the Voiceless” also takes on a form that these students 
can engage with. Conceived as a series of songs that comprise a set of vignettes, akin to a book of conceptually-
linked short stories, the piece will take the form of contemporary electronic music, rock and hip hop. Knoblock 
hopes the songs will be infectious enough that the messages contained within them take hold.

“At a really basic level, everybody connects with stories,” he says. “Whether it’s in folk tales or film or books, 
storytelling is one of the most fundamental things that connect all people together. Creating music that can be 
inclusive and bring people together really resonates for me with what it means to be human and be a part of a 
community. Hopefully people will come away from this performance inspired to become more involved with the 
youth of their communities.”

The Artist Commissioning Program (ACP) provides Queens choreographers, playwrights, and composers 
$10,000 towards the creation and production of new, original work. Designed to democratize the traditional 
commissioning process, the program enables Queens community members, or art producers, to select the artists 
and serve as a system of support throughout their projects’ production. For more information about the ACP, 
visit: www.queenscouncilarts.org/art-commissioning/ 

The ACP is made possible by generous support from the Scherman Foundation, the New York State Regional 
Economic Development Council and the New York City Department of Cultural Affairs.


