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Dragons: Honor Among Thieves reinvents fantasy   
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 The opening night slot at the South by 
Southwest Film and Television Festival has 
often celebrated movies that balance specta-
cle and story equally: films like Jordan 
Peele’s  Us  and the Daniels’  Everything 
Everywhere All at Once, movies that earned 
awards and box office in equal measure.
 That trend seems sure to continue 
with  Dungeons & Dragons: Honor Among 
Thieves, the new film from writers/directors 
John Francis Daley and Jonathan Goldstein. 
Equal parts ensemble comedy and fantasy 
adventure, Dungeons & Dragons is poised to 

The AusTin ChroniCle
P l a y e r s '  G u i d e  t o

Film

 Casting was another way to make the 
world of Dungeons & Dragons accessible to 
audiences. While the duo did write with 
particular actors in mind – the part of the 
duplicitous Forge was written for Hugh 
Grant, and Daley describes Chris Pine as 
their “top choice” throughout the casting 
process for Edgin the Bard – new pieces of 
chemistry and characterization were found 
during early playthroughs of the game 
itself. “When the cast first arrived in Belfast, 
we played a game of  Dungeons & 
Dragons with them to give them a sense of 

earlier drafts. “The one thing that we knew 
we wanted to preserve was the fact that it 
was a heist,” Daley explained. “We thought 
that was a really interesting way into a story 
that people could sink their teeth into with-
out necessarily any knowledge of the fantasy 
genre.” Since the basis of most tabletop cam-
paigns is a group of strangers coming 
together to complete a job, the thematic 
parallels between heist movies and fantasy 
roleplaying campaigns offer a shared lan-
guage for newcomers. “Everyone has at the 
very least seen a heist film,” Daley noted.

be a celebration of the roleplaying franchise 
for fans and newcomers alike.
 Both men came to the film knowing the 
game (Daley was introduced to it when play-
ing gamer Sam Weir in Freaks and Geeks, 
while a young Goldstein wormed his way 
into campaigns run by his elder brother – 
“and since I was the younger brother, I was 
often killed off pretty quickly, in an uncere-
monious fashion”). While several versions of 
the  Dungeons & Dragons  script existed 
before they came on board, the duo immedi-
ately gravitated toward the heist elements of 

John Francis Daley and Jonathan Goldstein reinvent the fantasy movie with SXSW opening night selection  
Dungeons & Dragons: Honor Among Thieves  b y  M at t h e w  M o n a g l e
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 To avoid this, the film introduces a 
mechanical component device for Justice 
Smith’s Simon the Sorcerer, blurring the 
lines between wizard and gunslinger. “We 
thought of this cool cheat to be able to do 
that quickly and cinematically,” Daley said.
 Throughout the film, Daley and Goldstein 
also find surprising points of overlap 
between tabletop and movie experiences. 
One such example is Bridgerton star Regé-
Jean Page’s Xenk, a high-level paladin whose 
overpowered nature onscreen hints at a big-
ger universe of heroes beyond what we see 
on the screen. Sure, Xenk re-creates the 
experience of a party coming across a level 
20 character in their own campaign, but he 
also just happens to give the movie some of 
its best comedic moments. “There’s a lot of 

fun in that perspective shift, 
where you’ve spent half the 
movie with this group of 
knuckleheads, and then you 
meet someone who’s a kind of 
a superhero,” Goldstein says. 
“It puts it all into perspective.”
 And while general audienc-
es will be able to see Dungeons 
& Dragons: Honor Among 
Thieves  at the end of the 
month, Daley and Goldstein 
couldn’t be happier that SXSW 

is the jumping-off point for their film. “We’ve 
been lucky enough to come twice before,” 
Goldstein notes. “There’s something about 
the energy of Austin itself and the excite-
ment that those fans bring to the movie.” 
Daley agrees. “You’ve got people there that 
just enjoy going to the movies and seeing 
something that transports them to another 
place,” he adds. “I can’t think of a better 
place to unleash it to the world.” n

what it felt like to be in a party during a 
campaign,” Goldstein noted, “and also to 
give us a preview of what they might bring 
as they played as their characters.”
 Finding the right story and cast was cru-
cial. The world of  Dungeons & Dragons  can 
be overwhelming, spanning multiple decades 
and countless rulebooks and modules. But 
underneath that world building is a subjec-
tive and localized experience 
that offered the filmmakers a 
surprising amount of creative 
latitude. “We saw ourselves as 
the Dungeon Masters of this 
movie,” Goldstein said, “so we 
had to decide what’s gonna be 
the most fun for the audi-
ence.” That means audiences 
will not find core gameplay 
mechanics like long rests rep-
resented in the movie, though 
Daley joked that there will be 
a director’s cut that’s “14 hours long that will 
have 12 hours of them taking naps.”
 Meanwhile, moviegoers tired of mono-
chrome blockbusters will take great joy in 
the bright colors and lush landscapes 
of Dungeons & Dragons. “We didn’t want it to 
be that gritty, grim, medieval look that you 
see so often,” Goldstein explained.
 “We shot in Northern Ireland, which is one 
of the greenest places on Earth,” Daley 
added. “It would be a sin to strip it of that 
natural beauty.” Both men are quick to credit 
the production team – in particular, produc-
tion designer Ray Chan – for working to find 
unique characteristics of each shooting loca-
tion onscreen. “None of them felt the same,” 
Daley continued. “They all felt like they were 
coming from different influences.”
 Another welcome departure is the use of 
magic. While spellcasting has become more 
common onscreen in franchises big and 
small,  Dungeons & Dragons  draws unique 
inspiration from the magic of the game, com-
bining physical components and verbal 
spellcasting to show a variety of magical 
effects onscreen. “One of the first things 
John and I said when we started to think 
about the look of this was that we did not 
want to have two people standing there with 
their hands out and rays coming out of their 
hands,” Goldstein explained.

H e a d l i n e r s 
Dungeons & Dragons:  
honor among thieves 
World Premiere
fri 10, 6Pm, Paramount theatre

(l-r) Jonathan Goldstein and John Francis daley
P h o t o  b y  D a n i e l  K n i g h t o n  /  g e t t y  i m a g e s  

f o r  Pa r a m o u n t  P i c t u r e s

“we saw 
ourselves as 
the Dungeon 
Masters of 
this movie.”
J o n at h a n 
G o l D S t e i n
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director Cameron Crowe, who was around to 
give advice, “but he didn’t do that a lot, 
because he didn’t want to sway me.” Here he 
had no access to Pat or any of the other real 
figures, and he admitted he preferred working 
that way. “We’re telling a story here that is 
very much about human nature, and how peo-
ple make decisions. And obviously there’s a 
lot of bad decisions made in this particular 
story.” In fact, his understanding of Pat, and 
his relationship with Candy, was drawn from 
Kelley’s scripts and his first meetings with 
Olsen. “We did a little bit of rehearsal and a 
little bit of scene play together, but mostly we 
talked about the characters, and that’s really 
where it solidified for me.”
 It was also a story the Dallas-born Glatter 
wanted to bring back to Texas, and so Love & 
Death was filmed around Austin. The team 
scouted around the original Collin County 
locations, “but they’re all cities now,” and so 
they headed south to find the kind of small 
towns that still have those period-accurate 
buildings that haven’t been renovated, 
retaining wood paneling rather than gleam-
ing white modern walls. That was particular-
ly challenging for locations like the motels 
where Candy and her lover, Betty’s husband 
Allan (Jesse Plemons), hold their secret 
trysts. “They have all either been totally 
upgraded or they’re falling apart,” Glatter 
says. “The Continental Inn is actually three 

locations. I can’t even 
remember how many 
gallons of paint had to 
be used. We had to 
repaint it, because it 
didn’t look new.”
 Much like that first 
life-changing meeting 
in a Tokyo coffee shop, 
Love & Death comes 
from a time and a place 
that may now seem 
alien to many, yet really 

comes back to the bonds and strains of per-
sonal connections. “It’s an American trage-
dy,” Glatter says. “It’s about the women and 
the men of that era who did everything right. 
They get married at 20, they have the kids, 
they start a family, the men have successful 
careers, the wives are mothers, they move to 
the suburbs. Well, why do you feel so empty? 
Why is there a hole in your psyche a mile 
wide? And obviously Candy Montgomery 
picks the wrong way to fill that hole.” n

 As a director, story comes first for Lesli 
Linka Glatter. “Everyone has a story,” she 
says, and hers is as good as anyone’s. Before 
she was a filmmaker, she was a modern danc-
er and choreographer. She’d trotted the 
globe, spending time in London and Paris 
(“this is back when the American govern-
ment sponsored the arts”) before working 
five years in Tokyo. One day she was in the 
Shibuya district, looking for a coffee shop, 
and had to pick between two. “Arbitrarily, I 
picked the one on the right,” and that set her 
on a path to that led to directing Love & 
Death, the new true-crime drama from HBO, 
debuting at this weekend’s South by 
Southwest Film and Television Festival.
 Inside the coffee shop, she met an old 
Japanese man, who told this twentysomething 
American his life story. Friendship 
blossomed, “and he and his wife are like my 
surrogate parents when I’m living there. … 
He would tell me these stories about human 
connection, and I knew I had to pass on 
these stories, and I knew it wasn’t dance.” 
Instead, she ended up making her first short 
film, the Oscar-nominated “Tales of Meeting 

and Parting,” launching a four-decade career 
that has seen her work on dozens of shows, 
from Gilmore Girls to Mad Men. Often she’d 
work single episodes – an experience she 
equates to “going into someone’s kitchen 
and you’re asked to make a gourmet meal. 
They’re supplying the ingredients, and you 
can come in with your spices and maybe 
your favorite knives, but you’re not going to 
change those ingredients, and you have to 
make the best gourmet meal you can 
possibly make.” But as the solo director for 
all eight episodes of Love & Death, this is her 
biggest project to date, and the first she was 
able to develop (with showrunner David E. 
Kelley) from scratch.
 The story behind Love & Death would 
attract anyone’s attention. In 1980, suburban 
Texas everywoman Candy Montgomery 
(played here by Elizabeth Olsen) was charged 
with murdering her fellow Methodist congre-
gant Betty Gore (Lily Rabe) with an ax. The 
killing – a crime surrounded by lust and jeal-
ousy – still fixates true-crime journalists, doc-
umentarians, and filmmakers: There’s a 1990 
TV film, A Killing in a Small Town, starring 

Crimes of Passion 
and Desperation
In HBO’s Love & Death, director Lesli Linka Glatter and star 
Patrick Fugit revisit one of Texas’ most infamous murders
b y  R i C h a R D  W h i t ta k e R

The AusTin ChroniCle   P l a y e r s '  G u i d e  t o Film

T V  P r e m i e r e s
Love & Death 
World Premiere
Sat 11, noon, Paramount theatre

Barbara Hershey as Montgomery, and a 
recent series for Hulu, Candy, that was film-
ing at the same time as Love & Death. Most 
importantly, Evidence of Love: A True Story of 
Passion and Death in the Suburbs, the nonfic-
tion book by Texas Monthly writer-at-large 
Jim Atkinson and John Bloom (better known 
as gonzo cinema historian Joe Bob Briggs), 
upon which Love & Death is based. “When I 
read the story,” Glatter says, “I thought, 'You 
cannot make this up, it has to be true.'”
 In a way, it’s the perfect story for Glatter. 
One of her first major TV gigs was directing 
four episodes of Twin Peaks for David Lynch 
– a mentor who she credited with teaching 
her the difference 
between “dollar scenes 
and 25 cents scenes.” 
That show was also 
obsessed with the 
seedy underbelly of 
Americana, and the 
connection is never 
stronger than in the 
murder scene. Glatter 
described it as one of 
the most intense expe-
riences of her directing 
career, filming an act of astonishing violence 
between two women “in the middle of this 
small-town dream. The irony of that, and the 
juxtaposition of that, is fascinating.”
 Such stories come with certain responsibil-
ities – after all, there were real people, many of 
whom are still alive. Patrick Fugit, who plays 
Candy’s husband, Pat, has played pulled-
from-real-life characters before: Indeed, his 
first role as aspiring rock journalist William 
Miller in Almost Famous was based on writer/

elizabeth olsen, Patrick Fugit, Jesse Plemons, and lily rabe in love & death c o u r t e s y  o f  h b o

“it’s about the 
women and the men 
of that era who did 
everything right. … 
Well, why do you 
feel so empty?”
L e s L I  L I n k a  G L aT T e r
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Lyndon’s bedroom.’”
 Amid all of Lady Bird’s blind spots and 
insights, upon hearing the tapes, Porter 
said, “it struck me so clearly, here is this 
eyewitness to history in one of the most 
important presidencies of our country. And 
it just raises so many questions about how 
we treat women, how we treat first ladies, 
when they have this incredible but ill-de-
fined role. She was navigating all of that in 
real time. She wasn’t looking back, she was 
recording it as it happened. And I think that 
that gives you a much fuller insight into 
what she saw, what she was thinking. You 
see her evolve over time.” n

 The Lady Bird Diaries is a story in three 
mediums: first, a book on Lady Bird Johnson, 
written by Julia Sweig; then a podcast pro-
duced by ABC News; and now a film directed 
by director Dawn Porter, of John Lewis: Good 
Trouble fame. But the source material for all 
three was a work of gonzo journalism by the 
first lady herself, in the form of 
123 hours of audio recordings 
chronicling her time in the 
White House and embargoed 
till her death. Starting 11 days 
after JFK was shot in 1963 and 
ending six years later, the 
sheer volume of the source 
material justifies multiple 
treatments. It reveals not only 
poignant personal details of 
her and LBJ’s relationship (they enjoyed a 
glass of wine and Gunsmoke together at the 
end of a long day) but also the extent to 
which she influenced his political strategy. 
“She didn’t really revel in the spotlight,” said 
Porter. “She was a policy wonk.”
 Not many are aware of Lady Bird, née 
Claudia Taylor’s journalism and history 
degrees from UT-Austin, which informed 

her decision to record her experiences: 
“She was all about Lyndon’s legacy, but 
those tapes were also about her self-
awareness of her own importance to the 
Johnson presidency,” said Sweig, who also 
produced the documentary that premieres 
this week at South by Southwest.

 “One of the decisions I 
made early on was no talking 
heads; we’re going to let 
Lady Bird tell the story that 
she wanted to tell,” said 
Porter, who was tapped for 
the project after her Netflix 
series, Bobby Kennedy for 
President. “She always 
thought of herself as, you 
know, not the glamorous one, 

not the one that people would pay atten-
tion to. She developed this really keen 
sense of observation.”
 Lady Bird’s importance to the president as 
an advisor is self-evident throughout the 
tapes; she describes being “tactful and mean 
enough to get him home at a reasonable 
hour, and then continue to discuss work.” 
There was no vice president when LBJ took 

over Kennedy’s term, Porter pointed out: 
“She was literally his closest aide.”
 Beyond Lady Bird and LBJ’s political part-
nership, Porter says, “I was very taken with 
how clearly deeply they loved and admired 
each other.” Sweet details like her home 
movies and their playful ragging on each 
other’s appearances – “old married couples' 
sort of kibitzing” – didn’t make it into the 
final film, along with her one mention, in all 
123 hours, of LBJ’s notorious infidelity: “The 
only line we could find where she alludes to 
it is – they have separate bedrooms. Nixon 
was with Johnson in his, and she said, ‘Well, 
you never know who’s gonna come out of 

Lady Bird Johnson: 
Beyond Beautification
The Lady Bird Diaries reveal the legendary first lady’s  
wonk side  B Y  L I N A  F I S H E R

D O C U M E N T A R Y 
S P O T L I G H T
The Lady  

Bird Diaries
WORLD PREMIERE

FRI 10, 5PM, ZACH THEATRE
TUE 14, 6:15PM, ROLLINS THEATRE

THE QUEEN OF 
MORE THAN DISCO
BROOKLYN SUDANO ON THE WOMAN SHE CALLED 
MOTHER IN LOVE TO LOVE YOU, DONNA SUMMER
B Y  C H R I S T I N A  G A R C I A

 The fabric of modern dance music may be cut from Donna 
Summer’s creative work, but the 1970s queen of the mirrorball 
saw disco as something of a vehicle to get somewhere else. So we 
learn in Love to Love You, Donna Summer, the new biodocumentary 
receiving its North American premiere at this week’s South by 
Southwest Film & Television Festival.
 The film lightly excavates the story of her life 
and is co-directed by her daughter, actor Brooklyn 
Sudano, and Oscar- and Emmy-winning filmmaker 
Roger Ross Williams (Life, Animated). Summer’s 
influence as nightclub royalty remains regardless, 
seen in homages to “I Feel Love” by the likes of 
Beyoncé on recent dance album Renaissance. 
Her Destiny’s Child bandmate Kelly Rowland told 
Sudano that when she and Summer shared the 
stage for a 2012 VH1 Divas special, she felt that 
she’d finally made it. The story echoed a memory Sudano shared. 
“Mother,” as she called Summer, loved gospel singer Mahalia 
Jackson and chanteuse and dancer Josephine Baker equally. She 
helped Baker off the stage once and felt a parallel moment of awe. 
It was a “passing of the baton” moment, said Sudano.
 Rowland’s interview did not make the film, but Sudano said she 
was elated at the final product, which illuminated her mother’s 
trauma and healing journey. Sudano knew she could have delved 

more deeply into her mother’s music, but “the most impactful 
aspect” was the real relationships she had, said her daughter, like 
her working relationship with electronic music pioneer Giorgio 
Moroder, who Summer praised for redeeming other men by being 
decent and caring where others were not.

 Though ambivalent about disco, Summer mere-
ly tolerated the role of sex kitten. Her personal 
self-image was never as sultry. Summer was not 
necessarily all good girl, either. But after the “Bad 
Girl” singer found success and still felt empty, she 
returned to the Christian faith from which she 
emerged as a young gospel powerhouse. 
 As Summer says in archive footage, she crossed 
lines of her own morality first and could not for-
give herself. After a foiled attempt at suicide, she 
was born again. Thus, the stage was set for fans 

to recoil in horror when Summer reported remarks about Adam 
and Eve, not Adam and Steve. Her statement about AIDS being 
punishment for sins was another strike against her. Summer did 
not do enough to explain herself in the moment, says the film, and 
felt personally torn over being misunderstood as a vector of hate 
when the community was truly dear to her heart. Have her daugh-
ters kept the faith? “We’re all spiritual, but we err on the side of 
love, not legalism,” said Sudano.  n

2 4  B E A T S  P E R  S E C O N D
Love to Love You, 
Donna Summer

U.S. PREMIERE
SAT 11, 5:45PM, ALAMO SOUTH LAMAR

SUN 12, 8:30PM, AFS CINEMA
TUE 15, 9PM, ALAMO SOUTH LAMAR
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Joan Baez I Am a Noise
NORTH AMERICAN PREMIERE
FRI 10, 8:15PM, ZACH THEATRE
MON 13, 5:45PM, STATESIDE THEATRE

 So much of Joan Baez’s life has been in 
the spotlight since she was heralded as the 
crystalline voice of the 1960s folk scene that 
there would seem to be little new ground for 
a documentary to cover. Her rise to interna-
tional stardom as a teenager, her civil rights 
and anti-war activism, and her high-profile 
personal relationships and struggles with 
anxiety have all been well documented 
through two autobiographies, numerous 
books, and previous films. Yet Joan Baez I 
Am a Noise takes audiences somewhere 
completely unexpected. The new documenta-
ry from directors Karen O’Connor, Miri 
Navasky, and Maeve 
O’Boyle (making its North 
American premiere at 
South by Southwest) quite 
literally opens a storage 
vault of the artist’s life and 
60-year career.
 “I had no idea what they 
were walking into, 
because I’d never walked 
into it,” admitted Baez over a Zoom call 
alongside the directors. “My idea of a storage 
unit means like bedsteads and old chairs, so 
when they started looking at this stuff, I was 
as astounded as they were. I never kept any-
thing. I’ve lost everything I’ve owned in my 
life. My parents and sisters apparently kept 
everything.”
 “When the archive started to unfold, then 
the film did shift and change,” added 
O’Connor. “When we heard Joan’s audio 
tapes from the March on Washington, or the 
Montgomery March, or the letters home, or 
they’re talking about Bob Dylan, and then it 
all just deepened over time. We didn’t start 

with it at all by any stretch. It was just a kind 
of evolving process, and deepening trust, and 
letting us have access to everything, which 
was really quite extraordinary.” 
 The documentary sets that deeply person-
al tone at the outset, as Baez prepares for 
her final 2018 tour. Offstage, the songwriter 
works to retrieve her voice before perfor-
mances, and reflects on the struggle of tour-
ing as she approaches 80, and that intimacy 
remains until the end as she cares for her 
mother in hospice at her house.
 “To me, this film, the power of Joan’s story, 
is that I really do believe it takes you to human 

universal themes like aging 
and family and identity and 
memory and forgiveness,” 
offered O’Connor, who has 
been friends with Baez for 
decades. “Through her 
story, you see a woman 
coming to the end of some-
thing, which in itself we 
rarely see. Facing the end 

of a career, it’s a transformative time in any-
one’s life, never mind when you’ve been 
famous for 60-plus years.
 “Artistically, we wanted it to be observa-
tional, intimate, immersive,” O’Connor con-
tinued. “Everything was shot with natural 
light. We wanted it to be a fly on the wall, 
behind the scenes, and we wanted it to, 
because of the friendship, to have that quali-
ty all throughout. So I think for Miri and for 
me at the beginning, and then Joan agreed, 
we didn’t want it to be a conventional bio, 
with everything kind of presented and care-
fully curated, carefully controlled, and very 
little new.”

DIAMONDS & RUST
Folk icon and activist Joan Baez exhumes a personal history 
in Joan Baez I Am a Noise  B Y  D O U G  F R E E M A N

 “Joan was willing and ready to delve into all 
of her life, the darker-hearted truths, as well 
as the triumphs,” said O’Connor. “Certainly it’s 
always tricky with famous people where 
there’s a kind of general narrative known, so 
we thought if anything, we needed – this had 
to be immersive, intimate, honest in a way. We 
knew we had a chance to make a film that 
was as really complicated and honest and 
funny and layered as the woman herself.” 
 “It’s another memoir,” concluded Baez. “I’ve 
had two already and it’s probably the last one. 
I guess what I say is I wanted to leave an hon-
est legacy, because it is easy not to.” n

 The exhumed audio tapes, journals, and 
footage from the storage unit likewise add a 
much more personal context to Baez’s very 
public life. From a young age, the pulls of her 
empathy, anxiety, and want for attention all 
swirl in a tempest of emotional tensions cat-
alyzed by her talent. In this way, diary entries 
like the one from which the film takes its title 
stand in extreme contrast to previous docu-
mentaries like 2008’s How Sweet the Sound. 
 Those impulses also become recontextual-
ized with a shocking reveal in the film’s third 
act, which follows Baez’s journey as she 
turned that empathy inward toward herself 
over the past few decades. For the first time, 
she discusses abuse from her childhood and 
its impact on her and her sister, Mimi. The 
film delves into tapes of her therapy sessions 
as she tries to make sense of the uncertain 
memories and feelings. The focus is less on 
the trauma, however, than Baez’s own path 
to understanding and healing now, at 82, and 
with her parents and sisters gone.

“I wanted to 
leave an honest 
legacy, because 
it is easy not to.”
J O A N  B A E Z
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relatability to her. She’ll forever have a spe-
cial place in my heart.” Davis added, to her 
aunt: “Man, you turned me into a doll lover.”
 Mitchell’s infectious love for Black Barbie 
shines brightly throughout Davis’ film, steer-
ing the path for a promising future where, 
hopefully, Black Barbie can be the center of 
her own story, the leading lady. “I just love all 
of them,” Mitchell gushed. “In fact, my home 
is filled with Barbie’s spirit.”
 And Mitchell’s spirit has filled and inspired 
Barbie in return. “They did a Black Barbie for 
my 40th anniversary,” she said. “It’s a Black 
porcelain Barbie made just for me and it 
looks like me.” n

 Growing up, Lagueria Davis wasn’t one 
to idolize dolls. But after college she moved 
in with her aunt, Beulah Mae Mitchell, and 
she was fascinated by her unusually large 
collection.
 “I was surrounded by 
dolls, just thrusted deeply 
into the world of dolls,” 
Davis began. “I knew that 
she worked at Mattel, but I 
didn’t know her story. One 
night, she wanted to just 
chat and get to know each 
other, and she pulled out a 
bottle of Manischewitz 
and some snacks and we sat down and she 
started telling me her story, which included 
being on that first Barbie line.” One story 
really caught her attention: “It was how her 
and her colleagues asked, ‘Why not make a 
Barbie that looks like me?’”
 Aunt Beulah’s question sparked an idea that 
changed history, an idea explored in Davis’ 
Black Barbie: A Documentary (premiering at 

this year’s South by Southwest Film & 
Television Festival). When Mattel started, they 
only made one kind of doll: the thin, blonde, 
white Barbie that immediately pops into your 

head when you think of the 
doll. Mitchell’s question to 
co-founder Ruth Handler 
got Mattel’s wheels turning, 
as Davis uncovers in her 
documentary.
 “[My niece] found it 
very interesting that I had 
so many Black dolls and 
Barbies,” Mitchell said. 
“She wasn’t aware that 

many Black Barbies [were made], but it drew 
her attention and I was very excited to show 
her that they had these Black Barbies. I would 
always buy Black Barbie because it was me. 
And Black people were interested in getting a 
doll like them. It’s such a glamorous doll.”
 “I got thrust into your world of dolls and 
you got thrust into my world of filmmaking,” 
Davis said to her aunt.

 Black Barbie uses Davis’ aunt’s story to 
dive into the rich history that Black Barbie 
inspired for Mattel. Often when other dolls 
are made in the Barbie line, they don’t get to 
take the name of Barbie – they become the 
sidekick, like sister Skipper and Stacy or 
best friend Midge, a supporting role in 
Barbie’s universe. But in 1980, based on 
Beulah’s inquiry, a Black Barbie was 
launched. Designed by a Black woman, Kitty 
Black Perkins, who was inspired by the likes 
of Diana Ross, Black Barbie was a stunning 
doll, donning a fitted, sparkly red dress and 
natural short hair.
 “Black Barbie herself, I found a bond and a 

Representation in 
the Toy Aisle 
Lagueria Davis’ Black Barbie: A Documentary and how her 
Aunt Beulah changed dolls forever  B Y  J E N N Y  N U L F

A Very Canadian Tech Crunch
MATT JOHNSON’S BLACKBERRY RETRO-ENGINEERS THE 
RISE AND FALL OF THE ORIGINAL SMARTPHONE
B Y  J U L I A N  T O W E R S

 Matt Johnson is inviting you to notice that he is not Aaron 
Sorkin, and that the paradigm-shifting CEOs of BlackBerry, 
the Canadian director’s third film, are not Steve Jobs or Mark 
Zuckerberg. “People approaching our film with The Social Network 
and Steve Jobs in mind is definitely a boon,” he said, but “right 

away, they’ll see the style of BlackBerry is so different. In compar-
ison to what Fincher and Boyle do, their operatic massiveness and 
extreme formal control, we’re really telling a small, tragic, and 
thoroughly Canadian story.”
 Yes, this decade-spanning tech-corporate chronicle dials into 
some similar how-did-society-get-here territory to those films 
(namely: callous ambition, unchecked hubris, and the bromantic 
friendships that both lay to waste), but it builds to an ending that 
couldn’t be less future-forward. Consider it the 
equivalent of a dropped call. “Apple and Facebook 
are two of the biggest companies in the world, 
but BlackBerry is the butt of a joke,” Johnson 
laughs. “It’s totally worthless today, except for 
people buying their stock as a meme.”
 The onetime Waterloo, Ontario, world-beat-
ers in question: tinkerer savant Mike Lazaridis 
(an unrecognizable Jay Baruchel), arrogant marketing maverick 
Jim Balsillie (an even more unrecognizable Glenn Howerton), 
and humanistic, geek-culture-obsessed Vice President Douglas 
Fregin (Johnson himself). BlackBerry’s story kicks off in scrappy 
underdog mode, re-creating the smartphone’s embattled origins 
in the early Nineties.
 Fascinatingly, Johnson largely skips the product’s triumphant 
rise thereafter, instead zooming ahead to focus on the compa-
ny’s disastrous response to the 2007 launch of the iPhone. He 
explained, “Early on, [co-writer] Matt Miller and I realized that we 

were basically making a movie about work. Specifically, how men 
in this era treated work. Do they work to amass power? Do they 
work to achieve perfection? Or do they work because they enjoy 
it? I don’t think the film is making the case that any one of those 
things is ultimate in terms of its sway, except to suggest that the 
world BlackBerry enabled – one in which you could be working all 
the time – is a world in which these guys thrived.”
 Despite the film’s hyperactive, documentary-styled camerawork 

(a formal trademark for Johnson), BlackBerry 
holds a tight, even claustrophobic narrative 
lens. Johnson and Miller elide their characters’ 
personal lives and largely limit the action to a 
succession of nerd-playground workplaces – 
mirroring the blinkered prognostication that was 
ultimately the company’s downfall.
 “These guys thought that they were making a 

fairly local and small technology that was going to be used by peo-
ple in business only,” Johnson says. “BlackBerry changed telecom-
munications and was ahead of the curve in a major way, but these 
men did not have a world-changing vision for their product in the 
way that most of these capitalist technologist tycoons really do.”
 Not lacking in perspective, however, is Johnson. There’s a reason 
the cult-favorite director has brought all of his films and TV shows 
to Austin festivals. “The Dirties won the big prize at Fantastic Fest 
in 2013, and in many ways that set off my career,” Johnson gushes. 
“I owe the city a deep, deep debt.” n

N A R R A T I V E  S P O T L I G H T
BlackBerry

NORTH AMERICAN PREMIERE
MON 13, 2:30PM, ZACH THEATRE

WED 15, 12:30PM, ALAMO SOUTH LAMAR

D O C U M E N T A R Y  S P O T L I G H T
Black Barbie: A 
Documentary

WORLD PREMIERE 
SAT 11, 11AM, ALAMO SOUTH LAMAR 

TUE 14, 2 & 2:30PM, VIOLET CROWN CINEMA
WED 15, 2:15PM, ALAMO SOUTH LAMAR
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 Nov. 17, 1978. The day The Star Wars 
Holiday Special was broadcast on CBS: 98 
minutes of soulless, joyless garbage so bad 
that George Lucas tried to buy the rights so 
it would never make it to air. 
He failed but was at least 
able to get it thrown into a 
black hole ever since.
 Since then, The  Star Wars 
Holiday Special has been a 
source of horror and wonder, 
a part of the oft-revised Star 
Wars canon that has been 
thoroughly exiled, only 
emerging through traded 
tapes and rapidly deleted 
YouTube uploads. A horrifically misguided 
variety show that somehow involved Wookie 
porn, store-bought alien masks, Harvey 
Korman in space drag, and Bea Arthur sere-
nading a giant rat. It’s bad. And not so-bad-
it’s-good bad. Just … bad. “It’s not as bad as 
other things that were made at the same time,” 
explained documentarian Jeremy Coon. “The 

reason it’s worse is because it’s remembered 
more because it’s associated with Star Wars.”
 So his new film, A Disturbance in the Force 
(receiving its world premiere at SXSW), is not 

an attempt to reappraise a 
show so painful that, the first 
time he saw it, Coon turned 
off the tape after half an hour. 
Instead, it’s a trip inside the 
wild world of the variety TV 
special: one-off events made 
to be shown once, fill airtime 
on the cheap, and then be 
forgotten. Coon said, “You 
could be famous for anything. 
You could be a football player 

and they’d go, ‘We’re going to throw you on 
this show and have you sing and dance.’ That 
was just what was done.” But that’s not what 
happened with The Star Wars Holiday Special 
because this was, after all, Star Wars. 
Especially over the last 15 years, Coon said, “It 
just continues to grow and grow as a part of 
popular culture. It’s just a reference point.”

When Wookies 
Go Vaudeville
A Disturbance in the Force rewinds the truly horrible 
The Star Wars Holiday Special  b y  R i c h a R d  W h i t ta k e R

Life, Loss, and William Shatner
In You Can Call Me BIll, doCuMentarIan 
alexandre o. PhIlIPPe exaMInes the PhIlosoPhY 
of the Man who keePs BoldlY goIng
b y  R i c h a R d  W h i t ta k e R

history Doc of the Dead and Memory: The Origins of Alien) and 
deep dives into the work of singular storytellers (Lynch/Oz, The 
People vs. George Lucas).
 Moreover, it’s obvious why anyone would want to make a docu-
mentary about William Shatner. Because it’s William Shatner (Bill, as 
he insists people call him): one of the most recognized and recogniz-
able people alive. “This is a man who has done literally everything,” 
said Philippe, and yet he keeps going. “At almost 92 now, he’s gone 
into space, he rides his horse every day, he’s constantly 
working, he’s constantly doing stuff, he’s as vibrant as any 
person you will ever meet, never mind at his age.”
 Maybe the real question is: Why would Bill Shatner 
want to make a documentary with Philippe? They’d 
never even met before a lunchtime appointment, set up 
by production house Legion M. The filmmaker turned up 
in Studio City expecting a regular pitch meeting, “but 
when we sat down to lunch, he was not interested in the 
approach. He was interested in me as a person. He kept 
asking me a lot of questions about my life, my upbring-
ing, my childhood, what I believe in, life, the universe, all that stuff. 
And after lunch he basically went, ‘All right, when do we do this?’” 
Over that lunch, he had gained Shatner’s trust, “and the moment 
there’s trust on a human level, he’s willing to open up.”
 You Can Call Me Bill does not aim to be a definitive history of 
Shatner (how could anyone cram 91 years of life and seven decades 
of nonstop work into two hours?). Instead, it forms a companion 

piece to Leap of Faith: William Friedkin on The Exorcist, his long-
form conversation with the filmmaker about everything from faith 
to brain surgery. Here, across five chapters, he let Shatner lead the 
conversation across three days of interviews on an empty sound 
stage. It is Shatner, metaphorically naked. “After 91 years on this 
planet, what does he think about?” Philippe said. “There’s an incred-
ible amount of thoughtfulness and introspection and humanity … 
Here’s a man who is interested in life, and in people.”

 When it came to finding subjects for each chapter, 
Philippe was guided by Shatner’s most recent album, 
suitably and simply titled Bill. Deeply autobiographical 
and self-analytical, its themes of loneliness – a recurrent 
element of Shatner’s personal life and his creative career 
– became the basis for the fourth chapter. Yet Philippe was 
still caught off guard by Shatner’s openness. “He went to 
some pretty dark places, and I remember trying to pull 
him out of it, and it didn’t go well because he was in that 
space. In fact, right after we finished that chapter, our sound 
recordist came up to me and said, ‘I know that was really 

dark, but wait until you hear the quality of his voice. Now that was dark.’”
 However, in the album and the film, there’s also a profound envi-
ronmental message, often weighted in a grandfather’s concern for 
the world he will leave his descendants. Philippe said, “It’s about 
the living creatures, it’s about the trees, it’s about this connection 
with nature. … There’s always this light at the end of the tunnel for 
him, and I think that’s beautiful.” n

 And A Disturbance in the Force also chron-
icles … if not the rehabilitation of the special, 
at least a begrudging acknowledgment of its 
existence. The Mandalorian has an Easter 
egg laid by the special’s Boba Fett cartoon 
(the only good part of the show), and 
Disneyland now celebrates Life Day, the 
Wookie version of Thanksgiving. However, 
Coon isn’t eager for it to ever become part of 
the Disney+ library. “I don’t think it would do 
anyone any favors,” he said. “It would make 
it less cool, and without any context, if you’re 
just watching it by itself, I still don’t think it’s 
a very enjoyable experience.” n

 However, Coon’s documentary (co-directed 
with Steve Kozak, whose father was Bob 
Hope’s agent) is also an examination of the 
early days of the Star Wars phenomenon, and 
the undervalued role of Charley Lippincott, 
Lucasfilm’s original guardian of Star Wars as 
a brand. Moreover, it’s about how the Holiday 
Special happened at a bizarre moment, in the 
crossover between the last gasp of the variety 
show and the time before Star Wars became a 
highly protected intellectual property. “It 
couldn’t have been made any other time,” 
Coon said. “It would have turned out different-
ly, based on the context in which it happened.”

D o c u m e n t a r y 
S p o t l i g h t

a disturbance  
in the Force

World Premiere
Sat 11, 8:45Pm, alamo South lamar

tue 14, 11am, Zach theatre
Wed 15, 6Pm, aFS cinema

D o c u m e n t a r y 
S p o t l i g h t
you can 

call Me bill
World Premiere

thu 16, 7:30Pm, 
Paramount theatre

 It’s obvious why Alexandre O. Philippe would want to make a 
documentary about William Shatner. The Swiss director’s filmog-
raphy combines explorations of pop culture phenomena (zombie 
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Short & Sweet: “when You 
Left Me on that BouLevard”
Austin filmmaker Kayla Abuda Galang brings her 
Sundance-winning short film home  b y  d e x  W e s l e y  Pa R R a

 Welcome to “Short and Sweet,” our look at 
short films playing at SXSW. Every day during 
the festival, we’ll focus on a different film and 
filmmaker, kicking off with Kayla Abuda 
Galang. An Audience Award winner at SXSW 
2021 for her last short, “Learning Tagalog 
With Kayla,” the writer, director, producer, and 
editor now brings home her Sundance 2023 
Short Film Grand Jury Prize winner, “When 
You Left Me on That Boulevard.”

Austin Chronicle: Ah, the nostalgia! Your lat-
est short serves up mid-2000s hairdos, tech-
nology, and slang. How much of that detail did 
you have to research, and how much was 
drawn exclusively from your own memory?
Kayla Abuda Galang: I’d say there was very 
little research and much more drawing from 
memory just because the Aughts are very 
much etched into my heart 
and my soul and my brain. So 
I guess it was really just ini-
tially digging up the artifacts 
like yearbooks, love letters, 
old schoolwork, favorite 
songs, and the like, and feel-
ing what those things emo-
tionally invoked, and leading 
with that. You know, when I think about flip 
phones, I think about long nights spent on the 
phone with friends and maybe-boyfriends, and 
when I think about the choppy hair, I think 
about how often we were trying as teenagers 
to establish autonomy through rebellious 
self-expression. These things came naturally 
in the writing and development process, so 
yeah, lots of drawing from emotional memory.
AC: Music can be heard in the background of 
most scenes here. What’s your relationship to 

music, and on that note, what’s your go-to 
karaoke track?
KAG: I obviously love music, but I actually have 
a very private relationship with music. Mostly 
because I’m afraid to admit that I’m oftentimes 
listening to the same rotation of five songs. 
But right now I’m on a big hardcore and post-
punk kick with a tinge of Japanese instrumen-
tal pop because I’m moving through a lot of 
feelings these days! As for my go-to karaoke 
track, I think “Total Eclipse of the Heart” is a 
classic. But I’ve also been very tickled singing 
“Photograph” by Nickelback because that’s a 
weird and ironic crowd-pleaser.
AC: How has your Sundance win impacted 
you, especially as you take this short to SXSW?
KAG: Because the award was such a big and 
random surprise to the team and me, it’s still 
something that I’m very much processing and 

moving through the impact of. 
It’s definitely given a lot more 
visibility and criticism to my 
work, and for an early-career 
filmmaker, that’s pretty 
nerve-racking! But I think in 
moving through all the chaos, 
I’ve been staying as grounded 
and open and curious as I can 

as I navigate the path forward and, I guess, 
start to level up my filmmaking instincts for the 
opportunities coming my way. But thankfully 
SXSW is my home turf. I’m very familiar with it 
and I mostly see it as just a really fun and wild 
time that seizes the city I live in. And so I’m 
approaching it like that and I’m really excited to 
watch hella movies and see hella music and 
hang out with some friends during spring break.

Find more “Short & Sweet” selections at 
austinchronicle.com/sxsw.

t e x a S  S h o r t S  p r o g r a m
“When you left Me 
on that boulevard”

Fri 10, 5Pm, rollinS theatre
tue 14, 11:30am, rollinS theatre

P H O T O  B Y  R A j I N E E  B u q u I N G
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spoiled asshole,” McKendrick jokes. “I pour 
my heart and soul into everything I write – 
everything. I feel that they are babies and I 
don’t want to have a million babies dying on 
shelves. I need confidence and a guarantee 
that we’re getting to the finish line. Some 
people are writers and they came here to 
write and they live and eat and breathe writ-
ing, and whatever happens after is the cherry 
on top. That’s not me. I came to make movies.”
 As for a sequel? McKendrick doesn’t know 
what happens next for Nellie because she 
doesn’t know what happens next for herself. 
But that’s no problem. “I feel at peace 
because I made the movie I wanted to make. 
I did my best and spoke my truth.” n

 Leah McKendrick found herself lying in 
bed at the end of a long production day last 
year and realized she was posing. She 
couldn’t really be resting, just getting framed 
up to shoot again.
 Such were the blurred 
lines between McKendrick – 
the rising-star screenwriter, 
actress, and now director – 
and Nellie, the character she 
dreamed up for her debut 
feature as a director, 
Scrambled. Nellie is a single 
34-year-old millennial who opts (pretty 
much on a whim) to freeze her eggs. That 
decision launches her into a biological 
process as existential as it is hilarious, and 
parallels McKendrick’s complex feelings 
about her own egg-freezing experience. She 
recalled, “I don’t feel adult enough to be 
mixing my own meds and injecting myself 
without supervision, and to be doing 
something this expensive and serious – and 
when did I get so old?”

 That story she set out to tell, in all its 
wackiness, strikes nerves much deeper, too. 
Nellie (and Leah) accept their own power to 
create life – power that neither woman really 

feels “qualified” to wield. 
There’s the loneliness in 
injecting themselves in a 
quiet apartment, in feeling 
like their problems aren’t as 
serious as the fertility strug-
gles of peers. And, finally, 
they find strength in accept-
ing love outside of sex and 

romantic relationships. That love comes 
from siblings, parents, friends, and some-
times total strangers who seem to accept 
Nellie exactly as she is.
 These meditations on modern womanhood 
come packaged as a blockbuster comedy, 
with appearances from familiar faces along 
the way. Ego Nwodim is the best friend every-
body (but especially Nellie) wants, Yvonne 
Strahovski pops in as that Midsommar-esque 
Instagram/vlogger mom you hate-follow (oh, 

is that just me?), and Clancy Brown is (proba-
bly?) every dad born in the Fifties or Sixties.
 McKendrick credits the opportunity to 
direct such a cast, and write and star in her 
own film, partly to South by Southwest. That’s 
where #MeToo revenge horror MFA (for 
which McKendrick wrote the screenplay) 
debuted in 2017. “South By is like my origin 
story,” she said. “I was just making my short 
films and my webseries until then. I didn’t 
have any literary reps. I didn’t think I was 
going to have a life as a filmmaker. … South 
By put me on this new path of not only being 
taken seriously but taking myself seriously.”
 Taking herself seriously means a new atti-
tude around screenwriting. “Now I’m a 

A Fertile Topic  
for Comedy
SXSW alum Leah McKendrick’s Scrambled looks at the 
lighter side of freezing your eggs  b y  M A g g i e  Q .  T h o M p s o n

The Ghosts of World War II
Ted GeoGheGan’s supernaTural horror Brooklyn 
45 wresTles wiTh Good people commiTTinG 
TerriBle sins   b y  R i C h A R d  W h i T TA k e R

 If there was a simple descriptor for Ted Geoghegan, it might 
be “period horror director.” His first film, SXSW 2015 selection We 
Are Still Here, was an homage to late Seventies ghost stories; his 

second, Mohawk, was a gory wilderness thriller set in 1814. Now his 
third feature, SXSW Midnighter Brooklyn 45, is a chilling chamber 
piece set as the last echoes of World War II start to die away.
 So what about historical movies appeals to Geoghegan? Is it 
the cultural details? The set dressing? “I hate the present,” he 
laughed. “I really just want to make movies that are not set in the 
present – not just because it makes it easier to avoid cellphones, 
but because I’m not a fan of the world that we’re currently living in. 
I often hop back in time, not because I feel these 
times were any better than now, but they do offer 
some form of escapism.”
 In his story of five lifelong friends and war bud-
dies (Anne Ramsay, Ron E. Rains, Jeremy Holm, 
Larry Fessenden, and Ezra Buzzington) caught up 
in a séance, Geoghegan was able to explore the 
fascination with the supernatural that was so 
common in the era – and to remind audiences that 
we are not that far removed from those superstitions. The spiritu-
alism practiced in the film may have first exploded in 19th-century 
America, but it remained a powerful force throughout the 20th 
century. Aleister Crowley, the famous occultist, lived right through 
World War II, “but if you brought his name up with casual people, 
they’d think he was from the 1600s. Even his name evokes the 
sense of this Rasputinesque figure – and then Rasputin, he was 
barely a hundred years ago.”

 Yet he also wanted to tackle the cultural misapprehension so 
common today that postwar America “was this saccharine, beau-
tiful sort of thing. They think of the sailor kissing the girl in Times 
Square. They don’t think how, end of 1945 and all the way through 
1946, it was record-high suicides in the United States and most of 
the world, because you had all of these soldiers coming back from 
the war, and had no ability to fit back into society.”
 This becomes part of Brooklyn 45’s underlying theme of how good 

people contend with having done terrible things. 
That’s part of what makes Brooklyn 45 his most 
personal film yet. His father, who worked with Ted 
on the script, was a U.S. Air Force veteran who was 
paralyzed in 1971 after a car accident and found him-
self in a Veterans Affairs hospital. “Everyone around 
him were paralyzed guys from the war,” Geoghegan 
said, “and he would lay there at night surrounded by 
these men who were sobbing themselves to sleep.” 

Without even being able to turn to see them, he became a confessor to 
these men who had done terrible things and saw themselves as mon-
sters, and are buried in remorse, knowing that what they did was unfor-
givable. “I wanted to make a film that liberal pacifists like myself could 
watch and go, ‘Fuck, war is hell, and it really does destroy people.’ But I 
also wanted people who are veterans, like my father and other people 
that I respect and admire, I want them to watch this film and go, ‘This 
is a nuanced look at what it’s like returning from the front.’” n

M i d n i g h t e r s
brooklyn 45

World Premiere
Sun 12, 10Pm, AlAmo South lAmAr
tue 14, noon, AlAmo South lAmAr
Fri 17, noon, AlAmo South lAmAr

n a r r a t i v e  F e a t u r e 
C o M p e t i t i o n
scrambled

SAt 11, 4Pm, AlAmo South lAmAr
mon 13, 11:30Am, AlAmo South lAmAr

thu 16, 8:45Pm, StAteSide theAtre
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SuperStar of Schmaltz
Thomas Kinkade was the world’s biggest-selling painter.  
Art for Everybody asks why.  b y  J o s h  k u p e C k i

 It’s a lush garden in the full bloom of spring, 
a hidden bench under a tree revealed by a shaft 
of sunlight. It’s a towering lighthouse above a 
rocky coast, a bright beacon of guidance and 
safety. More often than not, it’s a rustic cottage 
nestled in the countryside at twilight, just 
across that bridge over the babbling brook. 
That’s the world of artist Thomas Kinkade.
 That world exploded onto the walls of mil-
lions of American homes in the early Nineties. 
This was the pre-internet cable TV heyday, and 
Kinkade was a superstar artist/entrepreneur 
on the QVC shopping channel, constantly sell-
ing out not only prints of his oil paintings 
(stretched onto canvas for 
that added tactile appeal), 
but just about anything and 
everything it was possible 
to place an image on: quilts 
and coffee mugs, sure, but 
also plates, ornaments, 3D 
dioramas, La-Z-Boy reclin-
ers, bank cards, furniture 
and figurines, and for the real connoisseur, a 
down payment on a house in a Kinkade-
inspired subdivision in Northern California. At 
the apex of his career, Kinkade often bragged 
that 1 in 20 households had his artwork in it. 
This is a $100 million enterprise, publicly trad-
ed on the New York Stock Exchange. This is 
also being pointedly ignored by art critics, but 
Kinkade’s themes of “Family and God and 
Country and Beauty” resonated with white, 
Christian, middle Americans who were getting 
riled up by Jesse Helms and Robert 
Mapplethorpe, Piss Christ, and National 
Endowment for the Arts grants. The culture 
wars? Kinkade shoved himself to the front 
lines of the early skirmishes.
 Putting this in context is acclaimed editor 

Miranda Yousef’s feature debut, Art for 
Everybody, premiering at the SXSW 2023 Film 
& TV Festival. It’s not just a portrait of 
Kinkade but of a moment in time that remains 
startlingly familiar almost 30 years later. “He 
was this larger-than-life figure, and his story 
is almost a Greek tragedy,” Yousef says. “But 
[the film] also provided a way in to talk about 
these big ideas, like what is art? Who gets to 
decide that? The politicization of taste. How 
our culture and our politics create each other. 
It felt relevant in a timeless way.”
 Comprising interviews with his family, friends, 
and members of the contemporary art cogno-

scenti, Art for Everybody fol-
lows a classic rise and fall 
trajectory: poverty and a 
broken home segueing into 
an unsatisfying stint as an 
art student at UC Berkeley, 
landing on his style – born of 
the Hudson River School 
artists of the 19th century – 

and finding overwhelming success by creating 
his own brand as the trademarked “Painter of 
Light” (a title previously held by J.M.W. Turner, 
who should have had better lawyers), a move 
Yousef finds incredibly prescient. “Kinkade did 
what Andy Warhol wanted to do,” she says. “He 
was innovative and ahead of his time in utilizing 
artistic reproductive technologies of the time to 
just get his image out there as much as possi-
ble. Nowadays, we see all these artist collabs, 
like Yayoi Kusama doing Louis Vuitton, Tom 
Sachs making shoes for Nike. The most suc-
cessful artists have their imagery on credit 
cards, like Kehinde Wiley and his work for Amex. 
Kinkade was already doing that.”
 But, you know, is it art? Yousef laughs. “I’m 
not entirely sure it matters.” n

d o C u M e n t a r y  s p o t l i g h t
Art for everybody

World Premiere
mon 13, 5:45Pm, AlAmo South lAmAr

Wed 15, 8:45Pm, StAteSide theAtre
thu 16, 12:30 & 1Pm, Violet CroWn CinemA

The ausTin chronicle ’ s    online

St re

au s t i n C h r o n i C l e . C o m/store

We’re donating 100% of the net proceeds from sales of Austin 
Chronicle “Aid and Abet” merchandise to abortion care provider 
Whole Woman’s Health. Designed by local artist Billie Buck.  

(L o t s  o f  c o L o r  o p t i o n s  +  k i d s ’  s i z e s  +  b a b y  o n e s i e s  a v a i L a b L e )

Aid And Abet Abortions
when you buy this shirt
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 Cryptocurrency, NFTs, blockchain, and 
miscellaneous Web3 projects: Expect interest 
in them all to be in deep decline at this year’s 
SXSW thanks to an extended crypto winter 
that evaporated trillions of dollars from 
investors large and small, destroyed compa-
nies overnight, and even altered the name of 
an NBA stadium. This means, yes, you’re 
unlikely to suffer through a calamity of polite 
conversations about somebody’s Web3 plat-
form that’ll revolutionize things like cheese, 
dog walking, and Doja Cat high fashion.
 The air of smugness about the future of 
Web3 has not, however, disappeared. It’s just 
shifted to the skeptics, while the rest of the 
tech world trades its blockchain obsession 
for artificial intelligence. This is the natural 
progression of the tech industry, according 
to SXSW featured speaker and software 
engineer-turned-Web3 critic Molly White.
 “More than anything, Web3 was one of the 
periodic hype bubbles that we see in tech. 
And like so many of them, the tech world just 
moves on very quickly to the next big thing,” 

White said, adding that the cratering of 
crypto prices really curbed enthusiasm in 
the sector. “So if you look at this year’s 
schedule, there’s not so much crypto/NFT/
Web3 compared to last year, but there are a 
lot of AI types of things.”
 White’s website and Twitter feed, Web3 Is 
Going Just Great, has gained much attention 
throughout the last year by highlighting 
massive failures in blockchain technology 
when much of the news media landscape was 
dominated by only its successes and trans-
formative potential.
 “My views toward crypto/Web3 are reflec-
tive of broader views I hold around the tech 
industry,” she said. “I think the mythmaking 
and hype cycles that society goes through 
are not good. But it is useful to have someone 
who is questioning the usefulness or the eth-
ics of technology.”
 Launched in late 2021, the site’s design is 
playfully colorful, with 8-bit elements and 
even a (clearly fungible) Bored Ape image in 
the top banner. Her frequent posts offer 

Where Have All the 
Crypto Bros Gone?
Molly White, Web3’s most visible skeptic, is busy debunking 
myths about tech before the next bubble  B y  T o m  C H e r e d A r

molly white at SXSw

Popping the Web3 Bubble
Tue 14, 10am, ConvenTion CenTer, room 16aB

The AusTin ChroniCle
P l a y e r s '  g u i d e  t o

ConferenCe

 The tech news media, she said, has a ten-
dency to be positive, excited, and hopeful in 
its coverage of emerging technologies, 
obscuring critical perspectives in the pro-
cess. The crypto market downturn and FTX 
cryptocurrency exchange collapsing did 
force more critical reporting, but White said 
she’s still seeing plenty of fraud and enough 
interest to keep her posting to the website 
well into the future. Investments in Web3 
companies haven’t dried up entirely, either. 
A sizable 894 startups (excluding virtual 
reality/Metaverse) are expected to receive 
funding in 2023, just 67% of the total funded 
the previous year (1,328), according to Web3-
focused data intelligence platform EdgeIn.
 White does think there are plenty of les-
sons to learn for the next big tech hype bub-
ble as well as the responsibilities of technol-
ogists and journalists, which is the focus of 
her SXSW session, Popping the Web3 Bubble. 
“We’re seeing that same thing play out in AI 
already that we saw with Web3: The tech was 
described as this mythical, magical invention 
that was going to revolutionize the world. 
And when you actually look at [blockchain], 
it’s like, ‘Oh, it’s kind of just a database, 
except it’s slower,’” White said. “If you look at 
a lot of these ‘AI tools,’ it’s like, ‘Oh, it’s just a 
large language model.’” In other words, those 
AI tools like ChatGPT that college students 
are using to write their literature papers are 
essentially autocorrect on steroids, complete 
with their own sets of ducking problems.
 While the issues with Web3 don’t parallel 
exactly with the emerging AI hype bubble, 
there’s absolutely a need for more projects 
like hers to toss cold water on the industry for 
the good of everyone. White argued that jour-
nalists need to learn lessons from the failures 
of earlier coverage. “Just understanding how 
the technology actually works versus how it is 
perceived to work, or how it is said to work by 
people with vested interest, is critical.” n

plenty of commentary about security failures 
leading to crypto theft, exchanges shutting 
down, and celebrities being sued for promot-
ing what amounted to a giant pyramid 
scheme (among other things). But unlike a 
traditional news site, it does an incredible job 
of accumulating the negative impacts of 
Web3 – tracking overall financial losses with 
a running dollar total in the bottom-right 
corner and offering a timeline of embarrass-
ing fails sorted by category and “leadership.” 
It makes it hard to ignore reality, as it isn’t 
concerned with serving you related links to 
stories with “gotcha” headlines optimized 
more for engagement than ethical authority.
 “A lot of the headlines for Web3 were 
about how this was going to replace the 
whole financial system or completely oust 
most big tech companies … that individual 
people were going to become millionaires 
overnight,” White explained. “Even if at the 
end of the article it mentions it’s also a very 
risky investment and you might lose all your 
money, it’s [still dangerous because] people 
don’t get that far. It really shapes the public 
perception quite dramatically.”

the face of tech skepticism: Molly White, the creator of Web3 is going Just great c o u r t e s y  o f  M o l ly  W h i t e

“We’re seeing that same thing play out in AI 
already that we saw with Web3: The tech was 
described as this mythical, magical invention 
that was going to revolutionize the world.”
M o l ly  W h i t e
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Kate the Chemist makes a "moon rock" P h o t o s  b y  D u s t i n  M e y e r

Kate the Chemist at sXsW

How Dr. Biberdorf Became 
Kate the Chemist
Tue 14, 10am, ConvenTion CenTer, ballroom eF

Booksigning: The Big Book of 
Experiments
Tue 14, 11:30am, ConvenTion CenTer, room 10C

sCienCe is For everyone 
at sXsW

EarthGlow: An Astronaut’s 
Perspective
Tue 14, 11:30am, JW marrioTT, Salon ab

“We should have sent poets.” they did:  
Dr. sian Proctor.

Reimagining Cities: Civic 
Engagement w/ Minecraft
Sun 12, 2:30pm, FairmonT, manCheSTer ballroom ee

how your favorite building game is teaching 
civic planning.

Animal Influencers as a Way 
Out of Climate Fatigue
SaT 11, 4pm, marrioTT DoWnToWn, Waller ballroom ab

bats, octopuses, and Vr may save the world.

Birds Tell Us: Inspiring 
Conservation Through Art
mon 13, 10am, ConvenTion CenTer, room 9ab

if celebrities can be birdwatchers, why can’t you?

 Dr. Kate Biberdorf, or as she’s more com-
monly known, Kate the Chemist, has been 
working diligently for years to break down 
stereotypes and barriers around science edu-
cation, and offers entertainment in the same 
vein as Bill Nye the Science Guy or, for the 
old-timers, Donald “Mr. Wizard” Herbert.
 In advance of Biberdorf’s South by 
Southwest appearance, we caught up with the 
associate professor of chemistry at UT-Austin 
for a conversation just before a busy few 
months of travel for the educator, who spreads 
her passion for science online and in person 
with a healthy presence on social media like 
YouTube, TikTok, and Instagram, and 
through classes at UT-Austin, where she 
teaches chemistry. Through the Fun With 
Chemistry outreach program, she stays plen-
ty busy spreading a singular message for all 
of y’all: “Anybody can be a scientist.”
 Chemistry is an intimidating subject with 
all its jargon and intricacies and those com-
plicated models of molecules, and it’s often 
not pursued by young girls, who are com-
monly steered toward other fields. But the 

“STEMinist” said, “As a kid, I always wanted 
to know why,” and she found that “science 
was the answer.” Biberdorf shared that she 
was truly inspired by her high school chem-
istry teacher Kelli Palsrok, who lit a figura-
tive fire under this educator who’s since been 
lighting literal fires on TV 
for demonstrations with 
the likes of Stephen 
Colbert, Kelly Clarkson, 
and Jenna Bush Hager in 
the name of science.
 You’ve probably come 
across one of Biberdorf’s 
engaging videos over the 
years. She’s been a frequent guest on local and 
national news shows and has given science 
lessons to a bevy of daytime and nighttime TV 
hosts, illustrating the concept of combustion 
by breathing fire with cornstarch and a blow-
torch, and demonstrating surface tension by 
creating “bubble snakes.” Recently she’s been 
using her TikTok platform to answer questions 
about the February Ohio train derailment and 
the chemical pollution issues it raised, empha-

sizing the importance of checking SDS (safety 
data sheets) information when doing your own 
research; oftentimes innocuous chemicals have 
names that sound like harmful ones. Everything 
around us is made of chemicals, and Biberdorf 
demystifies the difficult concepts and gives us 
the language to discuss them in a way that’s 
applicable to everyday issues.
 Biberdorf related about a recent appear-
ance in San Angelo: “I said something about 
how nonbinary students can be scientists, 
and someone came up to me later and said 
that they had never heard that.” She wants to 
emphasize that LGBTQ+ scientists are wel-
comed into the fold, and she’s committed to 
making opportunities for them. She has also 
been active with several local organizations, 
including STEM-focused nonprofit Girlstart, 
and spoke with enthusiasm about her work 
with the Boys and Girls Clubs, which she’s 
been involved with for several years, helping 
to raise funds and bring opportunities to 
kids interested in pursuing careers in STEM.
 In addition to her online presence, Biberdorf 
is also the author of several books designed for 
children and adults. They include fun experi-
ments anyone can do at home, including edi-
ble ones that teach about science through 
food. She’s also got a fiction series about a 
fifth-grade scientist, with stories that demon-
strate how science concepts play into every-
day life. Knowing that words break barriers, 
she said, “Just giving people the vocabulary to 
talk about science is so important.”
 At SXSW, Biberdorf will be interviewed by 
Madeline Hollern from Austin Monthly as 
part of the 2050 track, which “focuses on 
long-range, big-picture thinking, with topics 
that range from nanotech breakthroughs and 
interplanetary expeditions to life-extension 
research and novel applications of scientific 
discoveries.” Biberdorf shared that she hopes 
to discuss the business of science education 
and how to get the message out that science 
is for everyone, and to inspire young people 

to “pursue a degree or career 
in STEM.” When asked about 
the possibility of seeing one 
of her famous experiments at 
the panel, Biberdorf laughed 
and explained that the 
Convention Center has some 
limitations. So, “maybe noth-
ing with a blowtorch,” she 

said, but she still has plenty of experiments 
up her sleeve, so there’s still hope.
 With all the education and outreach work 
Biberdorf does, we’re not sure when she has 
time to rest. But she shared an important 
goal of all this: “Build a little army and take 
over the world.” Inspiring a new generation 
as she was inspired as a teen means that 
maybe the next Kate the Chemist is waiting 
in the wings to take up her mantle. n

“Anybody Can Be a Scientist”
Kate the Chemist is on a mission to take over the world
B y  K AT  M C N E v I N S

“As a kid, I 
always wanted 
to know why.”
K at e  t h e  C h e m i s t

Having fun with "puffy slime"
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Tavel BrisTol-Joseph  
aT sXsW

Futuring Food Systems:  
A Seat at the Chef’s Table
Sun 12, 11:30am, marriott Downtown,  
waterloo Ballroom 1-2

More on The  
FuTure oF Food

2 Degrees From Disaster
Sat 11, 11:30am, marriott Downtown,  
waterloo Ballroom 1-2

How World Food Program USA and the United 
Nations World Food Programme are working to 
relieve food insecurity in the face of climate change.

Tackling Food Insecurity  
w/ NASA Satellite Data
Sat 11, 10am, marriott Downtown,  
waterloo Ballroom 1-2

Because finding water and fertile ground from 
space is a lot more reliable than a divining rod.

Culture Wars on Food:  
How Political Identity Is 
Shaping the Way We Eat
Sun 12, 4pm, marriott Downtown,  
waterloo Ballroom 3

How the politicization of food brands and brand-
ing has become about more than what shoes 
M&Ms wear.

 One of Austin’s finest chefs will be repre-
senting the local food scene at this year’s 
South by Southwest. Tavel Bristol-Joseph, 
pastry chef and partner in the Emmer & Rye 
Hospitality Group, works with several restau-
rants and has made quite a name for himself 
in the last few years, being named as one of 
Food & Wine magazine’s Best New Chefs of 
2020. The Chronicle caught up with him to 
talk SXSW – as both a speaker and an Austin 
restaurateur – the future of food, and the 
pace of change in Austin’s eating scene.

Austin Chronicle: With SXSW right around 
the corner, what is that time like for you?
Tavel Bristol-Joseph: Good question. It is 
busy. The first half of South By is one of the 
busiest weeks. We’re talking numerous buy-
outs, lots of events, because that is the time 
when a lot of the tech people come into town 
so they do a lot of food events. Then the sec-
ond half, that is the music part. You get a later 
crowd because, after the events, that’s when 
people try to say, “Okay, great, where are we 
going to go for dinner?” Or the artists or 
celebrities in town want to find a restaurant, 
so you get a lot more of the celebrity sight-
ings. You get a lot of the artists, a lot of those 
type of people that come to the restaurant.

AC: Tell me about those amazing multi-chef 
dinners that happen. I know you did one last 
year with Andrew Zimmern.
TBJ: Those are really fun. I mean, the truth 
is, we get a chance to cook with amazing 
chefs, and you get a chance to not only learn, 
but just be in the presence and basically get 
a grasp of these people, these different chefs, 
and not only chefs, but authors and everyone 
that’s around food. You get a chance to meet 
the restaurateurs. You get a chance to really 
see and listen to how they view the world and 
how they view food, and what does that mean 
to them, and you come away with a little bit 
of that knowledge, no matter what.
AC: The SXSW panel you’re on is called 
Futuring Food Systems: A Seat at the Chef’s 
Table. What do you anticipate discussing 
when it comes to the future of food?
TBJ: I’m sure we’re going to talk about sus-
tainability. We’re going to talk about the 
politics in food. We’re going to talk about 
storytelling when it comes to the food jour-
ney, and what it represents. I think we’re 
going to talk a lot about the injustices in food 
and what does that mean, so I think that 
topic is so vast that everyone is going to walk 
away from that discussion learning some-
thing or us being able to expand on one of 
the concerns when it comes to our food, our 
food system, and culture.
AC: I’m wondering, from where you sit in a 
changing Austin, what it looks like to you 
whenever you think about food in the way 
that Austin’s changing?
TBJ: There’s different sides here. I understand 
the frustration or a concern about Austin 
changing. I understand that perspective, espe-
cially if you grew up in a certain space, you 
want that to maintain as much as possible.
 When I think about change, I think about 
growth. I think about transitions. That is 
something, being in the hospitality industry, 
that we strive for every day. If you’re really 
into sustainability and culture, then you 

understand that things have to grow. Nothing 
remains the same. Nothing. You can have a 
piece of wood and you leave it for 20 years, 
it’s going to change.
 When it comes to the food culture and what 
we’re doing, I think that the pandemic changed 
a lot of things. The pandemic changed the 
world, so I expected Austin to change after 
that. I don’t think that – if anyone was thinking 
that things will go back to what it used to be, 
I’m sorry, that is not going to be the case.
 We all changed after that two years. The 
way we operate our business changed. I do 
believe that it changed for the better, and we 
may not see it right away. We will see what 
unfolds, and what the future is going to look 
like when it comes to food and how it’s repre-
sented in Austin, because I think there’s a lot 
more diversity in food here than [there] was 
before the pandemic.
 I think that people are more concerned 
about why and where their food comes from, 
and who is making their food, more than 
they did before the pandemic. So there’s a lot 
of positives that came out of that.
AC: It’s fascinating too because I think change 
was already here, but now you can’t talk about 
it without mentioning the pandemic.
TBJ: Yeah. Absolutely. I know I changed 
majorly. I changed. Because I realized that 
there were certain things that I needed to 
value more than others. n

Tavel Bristol-Joseph 
and the Future of Food
Famed Austin chef joins the SXSW party to talk about how 
we’ll eat  B y  R o D  M A C H E N

The AusTin ChroniCle   P l a y e r s '  g u i d e  t o ConferenCe

Canje's wild boar pepper pot with roti
j A N A  B i r c H U M

tavel Bristol-Joseph c o U r t e S y  o F  c A N j e

“Nothing remains the same. Nothing.  
you can have a piece of wood and you leave it 
for 20 years, it’s going to change.”
TAv e l  B r i S T o l- J o S e p h
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Get Yours Today ! au s t i n c h r o n i c l e .co m /c h r o n i c

The Austin Chronicle & Grassroots Harvest present a full line of
“Austin Chronic” CBD + Delta-8 THC products!

ChroniC Kush CBG +  
Delta-8 thC Flower
3.5 grams  our chronic Kush hemp  
flower is a precise blend of cBG and 
Delta-8 thc, for a combination of effects 
that’s meant to rejuvenate both the body 
and the mind. Beneficial and enjoyable!

Delta-8 thC honey  
FlavoreD Gummies
300mg/bottle Delta-8 thc  
Gummies in a naturally delicious 
honey flavor! 10mg of Delta-8 thc 
per gummy and 30 gummies per jar 
means these will last a while... unless 
you can’t stop eating them! 

maple Brown suGar oil  
(CBD or Delta-8)  750mg/bottle
available in both cBD and Delta-8, these 
oils are a sweet, cozy treat that will melt 
on your tongue. add a few pumps to a 
cup of coffee or a stack of pancakes to 
take your breakfast (and your day) to a 
whole new level.

watermelon Gelato oil  
(CBD or Delta-8)  750mg/bottle
the original flavor of austin chronic oil, 
available in both cBD and Delta-8!  
With a sumptuous watermelon flavor  
and Gelato terpenes, these oils pack a  
delicious and refreshing flavor.  
Perfect for sunny, summer vibes.

* these products have not been evaluated by the FDa. they are not intended to diagnose, 
prevent, cure, or treat any diseases. Please consult a physician before using.
T h e  A u s T i n  C h r o n i C ™  n A m e  A n d  l o g o  A r e  T r A d e m A r k s  o f  T h e  A u s T i n  C h r o n i C l e  C o r p o r A T i o n .
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Deepak Chopra at SXSW

Open Minds: Innovations in 
Consciousness, Psychedelics 
& Mental Health
Sun 12, 11:30am, Convention Center, Ballroom a

eXpanD Your MinD about 
eXpanDing Your MinD

How Psilocybin Mushrooms 
Can Help Save the World
Fri 10, 11:30am, Convention Center, room 16aB

Paul Stamets has advocated for clinical testing 
of shrooms for decades. Are we finally ready?

Women in Psychedelics Talk 
Psychedelics for Women
Sun 12, 2:30pm, Convention Center, room 9aB

Could MDMA be the next step in women’s 
health?

Beyond the Hype: The 
Business of Psychedelics 2.0
Sun 12, 2:30pm, Convention Center, room 8aBC

Like Big Weed, is the future of pharmaceuticals 
in a new ketamine industry?

 The last frontier of the mind-expanding 
drug counterculture: taking psilocybin, LSD, 
mescaline, MDMA, ketamine, and DMT has 
surfaced in the popular consciousness for 
primarily therapeutic reasons. These drugs, 
currently, are being researched and some are 
mobilized in psychedelic therapies to treat 
addiction, post-traumatic stress disorder, 
depression, chronic pain, and more. Along 
with sobriety, the psychedelic therapy move-
ment is the fastest-ascending tool to help 
quell the mental health crisis. Psychedelics 
will eventually be monetized as alternative 
medicines or under the looming banner of 
Big Pharma: our friends at Johnson & 
Johnson, Roche, and Pfizer, for example.
 Add to the list of those interested in their 
medical potential Dr. Deepak Chopra. A 
neuroendocrinologist by profession, a celeb-
rity of New Age culture, a prolific author, 
and a homeopathic 
medicine mogul, he’s 
engaged with psyche-
delic therapy and its 
potential impacts, and 
his new miniseries 
Open Minds promotes 
the movement.
 Why now, after 
almost a century of 
knowledge about psy-
chedelics’ properties, 
are they brought to the fore of mental 
health research? According to Chopra, “The 
general interest brought by professionals 
and the lay public into looking at alterna-
tive means of healing, both mental distress 
and physical illness, and also the general 
interest in what is expanded reality.
 “As people are looking at holistic ways of 
healing and looking at also self-regulation in 
the body and looking at how to manage 
stress, it’s becoming very clear that chronic 
illness, only 5% is genetically determined,” 
Chopra explained. “Everything else is basi-
cally how you live your life and how you actu-
ally find meaning and purpose in your lives.”
 With his backgrounds in how the brain 
regulates hormonal activities in the top of our 

central nervous center, meditation, and holis-
tic medicines, Chopra sees these disciplines 
integrating with psychedelic exploration to 
push beyond just therapies and healing. He’s 
wanting to look at understanding terminal 
lucidity, forever altering human conscious-
ness, and allowing us to get in touch with our 
souls. “As medicine becomes holistic and we 
treat not just the physical body or the brain, 
but also the mind, emotions, relationships, 
our relationship with nature, psychedelics 
will give us insight into further mechanisms 
of self-regulation, healing, homeostasis, and 
loss of the fear of death.”
 These are esoteric goals. Yet while Chopra 
spoke to me of his vision of a utopian plane of 
existence, in a way, where a certain amount of 
chronic human suffering and pain are alleviat-
ed, he was also grounded to the fact that there 
will be hiccups as this movement is taken from 

the underground to the 
mainstream. I take this 
as the pedigree of a true 
businessman, because 
after all is said and 
done, psychedelics and 
the psychedelic therapy 
movement are soon to 
become a lucrative mar-
ketplace: not unlike the 
cannabis, alcohol, and 
tobacco industries. He 

said, “I have enough faith in how our collective 
cultural and scientific advances take place 
that this [psychedelics] will ultimately be part 
of everything that we do in mainstream medi-
cine and the healing professions, there will be 
mishaps here and there, and we have to under-
stand that the counterculture movement was a 
necessary part of this evolution.”
 Chopra views his role as a conductor, an 
educator spreading the gospel, bringing the 
pieces together to make a whole. He doesn’t 
claim to be an expert, but a proselytizer for 
public awareness of the possibilities, research, 
and science behind psychedelics. He urges us 
to “take out the biases, look at the science.” In 
other words, do away with qualifiers like “alter-
native” medicine: Why not just “medicine”?

 There shouldn’t be any argument that we 
are indeed in a mental health crisis, where 
traditional effective treatments are lacking 
to say the least. As a whole, we are under- 
and overprescribed, misdiagnosed, over-
stimulated, and somewhat isolated in a world 
of hyperconnectivity. Chopra says that we 
have reached a “critical mass” with the psy-
chedelic therapy movement and it is no lon-
ger tenable for it to remain underground. As 
this movement ascends it is crucial to see 
who will eventually control the reins in being 
able to legally and responsibly provide these 
therapies, and the motivations behind them. 
“That’s the ultimate goal, to get people aware 
of what works, to get certification programs, 
to get it part of the mainstream movement.”
 One has to wonder if psychedelic therapy’s 
early success has been because it hasn’t been 
part of the tangled mess that is our current 
health care system. Just underneath the radar 
is maybe where some things are at their pur-
est, and in turn most successful, but then 
access is always the question; why should only 
some have access when it has proven to do so 
well for others? Like most new technologies 
and medical breakthroughs it is too early to 
tell, and we will have to wait to see how every-
thing unfolds. However, the fact that this topic 
is becoming part of popular consciousness 
and debate speaks volumes. Maybe all those 
micro doses that have been floating around 
for years are finally starting to manifest 
change in ways we never imagined. n
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“[Psychedelics] will 
ultimately be part  
of everything that 
we do in mainstream 
medicine.”
D e e pa k  C h o p r a

deepak Chopra C h o P r A  P h o t o  B y  M i C h A e L  A L L e n  /  B A C k g r o u n D  B y  Z e k e  B A r B A r o  /  g e t t y  i M A g e S

Deepak Chopra 
and the New Psych 
Revolution
The neuro-expert on how the latest research could change 
how we think about psychedelics  B y  E va N  R O D R I g u E z
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the size of speakers and changing out phono-
graph cartridges and the quality of CD play-
ers and owning a working cassette deck. 
This is Austin, so you know at least one of 
these people. They also might very well dis-
dain uncorded audio.
 Normal People don’t care about any of 
that, as proved through the rise and rise of 
the MP3, streaming, and “good enough” 
sound.
 This speaker is the sort of device that can 
get Audiophiles and Normal People on the 
same page. It sounds terrific no matter what 
codec is being used in a portable speaker.
 Pinkerton hesitates a bit when audiophilia 
comes up – he wants the Brane to be the sort 
of thing that’s for everyone. After all, bass is 
contemporary music, from hip-hop to dance 
music to, well, Ariana Grande.
 “My 23-year-old daughter came home 
and she hadn’t heard this,” Pinkerton says, 
gesturing to the Brane. “And it was cute. 
She put on certain songs and she was just 
amazed. And she sat and listened for a solid 
hour. It was clear that she was hearing notes 
that she had never heard before. And those 
are her notes.” n

 In the foyer, more or less, of a small, gener-
ic office in an even more generic North-
Central Austin office park, I am listening to 
something that should not exist.
 “First, I’m not playing these because they 
are my favorite songs or anything,” says Joe 
Pinkerton, holding a phone Bluetooth-
connected to a small portable speaker sitting 
on a table. Pinkerton is the CEO of Brane 
Audio, an Austin-based “sound technology” 
company that, in the grand tradition of 
Austin doing Extremely Cool Shit, seems to 
have produced subwoofer sound in a portable 
speaker. No, really.
 Pinkerton hits his phone. “God Is a 
Woman” by Ariana Grande starts to play.
 And the bass kicks in. And I feel it in my 
chest.
 You know the sensation. When a song hits 
that low note, something shifts. It’s the drop 
in the club. It’s the thump from a car.
 And it shouldn’t be happening from a por-
table speaker.
 And yet, here we are.
 Pinkerton stops the song and starts playing 
it from another portable speaker, this time 
from a popular, internationally recognized 
brand. The sound is much, MUCH quieter.

 Parts of the song are actually missing. 
“They’ve got two stereo channels that they’re 
mushing into one and they’re out of phase on 
that part,” Pinkerton says. He moves the song 
back to the original speaker. It pops to life.
 Joe Pinkerton and his team of engineers 
seem to have solved a problem that has 
plagued audio for years: How do you get 
subwoofer audio in a portable speaker?
 Behold: the Brane X, which will be getting 
its Austin debut during SXSW.
 The Brane X might very well be a new 
thing in the world, a portable speaker that 
includes an actual subwoofer, producing a 
great deal more deep bass than other speak-
ers in its class and size.
 Here is why this is a Big Deal: There has 
been massive innovation in audio over the 
past century, but the basic audio driver has 
stayed the same. Like, literally the same 
since the 1920s.
 Brane audio has developed what they call 
a Repel-Attract Driver (RAD). It weighs 
under 8 pounds, has an 8-inch subwoofer, 
and uses permanent magnet forces to cancel 
internal air pressure forces. Basically, it 
allows the Brane to produce much deeper 
bass sounds than a regular small speaker.
 “We replace a lot of that voice coil with 
these little specialty permanent magnets,” 
Pinkerton says. Those permanent magnets 
interact with some stationary magnets to 
perfectly cancel that compression force. 
 With Pinkerton is Dave Badger, a manu-
facturing engineer with Brane. He’s been 
working with Pinkerton since 1997, back 
when Pinkerton was working on a novel 
magnetic bearing technology, then clean 
energy systems for backup power with a 
company called Active Power. That compa-
ny went public in 2000, and Pinkerton left 
AP to found Clean Energy Labs in 2007. “We 
started working with graphene,” Pinkerton 
says, a carbon substance that is one atom 
thick. “The strongest material in the world 
and the most electrically conductive and 
thermally conductive.”
 As the engineers were trying to make 
graphene membrane switches, they noticed 
the switches were making sound and started 
Brane (short for "membrane") Audio to try to 
make speakers. “We spent about four years 
working on electrostatic membrane-based 
technology,” Badger says, something called a 
Submillimeter Electrostatic Membrane 
Array (SEMA). “It was a cool little tech that 

we integrated into a speaker,” Pinkerton 
says. They decided to make the tech’s public 
debut at SXSW 2020.
 Whoops.
 Pinkerton can laugh about it now, not so 
much then. “I had just wired the money. I 
mean, I just wired it, and about four hours 
later, it was canceled.”
 Then everything shut down.
 At that point, Pinkerton had been think-
ing about the magnetic cancellation idea for 
about six months but didn’t want to rush it; 
after all, the SEMA tech was its own innova-
tion. Like everyone else, the guys at Brane 
suddenly had a lot of time on their hands. So 
they started exploring, spending months 
and months and months just making hun-
dreds of little prototypes and spending the 
next few years, as Pinkerton puts it, “refin-
ing the hell out of this.”
 The Brane X breaks something called 
Hoffman’s Iron Law, a rule that has 
dominated speaker design for decades. The 
idea is that in order to produce deep bass, a 
speaker must either be large or draw a 
tremendous amount of electrical power. The 
Brane X breaks that law, producing deep 
bass without increasing size or power 
consumption. It doesn’t draw unreasonable 
power. It is not large. Yet, it moves air.
 Now, there are two types of folks who 
think about audio: Audiophiles and Normal 
People.
 Audiophiles keep up with all the changes. 
They think about the thickness of cords and 

All About That Bass
Austin-based Brane Audio is changing the laws of physics in 
speaker tech  B Y  J O E  G R O S S
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BRANE AUDIO AT SXSW

Brane Audio Lounge 
SUN 12-WED 15, 10AM-5PM, FAIRMONT, ELM ROOM

Joe Pinkerton and Dave Badger of Brane Audio C O U R T E S Y  O F  B R A N E  A U D I O

The little speaker that could: Brane's 
Repel-Attract Driver (RAD)

C O U R T E S Y  O F  B R A N E  A U D I O
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P h o t o  b y  J a z z  b a b y  C o . ,  Lt d .

 Taiwanese jazzy balladeer 9m88, née 
Joanne Tang, or Baba to her fans, plays 
with genre and sound the same way her 
musical moniker plays with the phonetic 
spelling of her name: The Mandarin 
Chinese pronunciation of 9m88 is a homo-
phone for Joanne Baba. The 32-year-old 
singer delivers personal lyrics, mostly in 
her native language, in the buttery-smooth 
vocals common to Mandopop.
 Jazzy inflections and experimental 
instrumentation make for an innovative, 
soulful blend. Think Erykah Badu (Tang’s 
biggest inspiration), but with the effortless 
tones of Teresa Teng.
 “I really love playing with the sounds and 
tones of different languages,” says Tang.
 Originally a fashion major at Shih Chien 
University, Tang established herself as a 
rising star in the Mandarin market while 
studying jazz voice at the New School in 
NYC. Her studies inspired 2019’s debut EP, 
Beyond Mediocrity.
 “Mandarin music is so mellow and 
tonal, so I was used to making everything 
rounded,” she says. “My instructors were 

like, ‘It’s kinda cheesy when you sing that 
way.’ Now when I sing in Mandarin, I 
sometimes try to make the words more 
choppy and rhythmic.”
 2022’s more cohesive crossover attempt 
9m88 Radio taps into personal struggles 
with heartbreak and depression on stand-
outs like “Dark Night / Sunlight” (feat. 
Chia-Lun Yue) and further English-
language forays like “Aim High.” Tang 
adds: “I wrote those songs partly for myself, 
but to also share daily struggles so listen-
ers don’t feel alone.”
 It’s tough for Mandarin/Cantonese art-
ists to cross over to the English-speaking 
market, but Tang views her music as an 
ongoing experiment. Her songwriting pro-
cess currently includes jotting down inter-
esting dream fragments, and she hopes to 
work with more international artists, as 
well as Indigenous Taiwanese-language 
acts like Abao, in the future.
 “My main goal with 9m88 Radio is to push 
Mandarin speakers out of their comfort 
zone, because there are so many great artists 
to work with out there.” – Clara Wang

60 Essential Acts 
Visiting for SXSW
Our picks of the best and buzziest out-of-town artists

c o n t i n u e d  o n  p.42

9m88
Tue 14, 12mid, elysium; Wed 15, 5pm, Cheer up Charlies
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Baby Rose
Wed 15, 11pm, seven Grand 
Thu 16, 1pm, mohaWk 
Thu 16, 10pm, CenTral presbyTerian

With a unique resonance to her voice that’s at times remi-
niscent of fellow North Carolina-raised genius Nina simone, 
r&b songwriter baby rose had nods from both big K.r.i.t. 
and J. Cole’s dreamville label before rolling out her vision 
with 2019 LP to Myself. deeply soulful with a low-key vibra-
tion and a penchant for live-arrangement musicality, her 
best work now emerges with a trio of singles on secretly 
Canadian – though her collab with austin’s bLK odyssy 
(“Complex of Killing a Man”) is hard to top. – Kevin Curtin

Balming Tiger
Tue 14, 12mid, briTish musiC embassy
Wed 15, 1am, Cheer up Charlies
Fri 17, 6pm, Clive bar 

balming tiger supplies an alternative spin to the polished 
K-pop phenomenon. boasting roles from singer-songwrit-
ers to video directors, the 11-piece collective conjures a 
new genre of cacophonic chaos with sultry, intoxicating 
jams like “sEXy NUKiM” – a collaboration with bts’ rM – 
and “JUst fUN!” the south Korean group’s latest single, 
“trust yourself,” snowballs a message of confidence for 
the younger generation, demonstrating the infectious 
energy they’ve always radiated and used to pull audiences 
in without fail. – angela Lim

Balthvs
Wed 15, noon, ConvenTion CenTer
Fri 17, inn CahooTs
saT 18, 1am, The 13Th Floor

balthvs illuminated the unknown sweet spot between surf 
tones, deep house, and turkish delight, all of it run through 
south american rhythms. the bogotá trio’s second LP last 
spring belongs at some exotic new destination festival along-
side Khruangbin, Vieux farka touré, and adrian Quesada’s 
Jaguar sound. the Colombians wrote on bandcamp about 
their Cause & Effect: “Chance or fate are names for a cosmic 
law not comprehended. Everything you do, consciously or 
unconsciously will come back at you …” – raoul hernandez

Aoife Nessa 
Frances
Wed 15, 9pm, CenTral presbyTerian
Fri 17, 4pm, ConvenTion CenTer
Fri 17, 9pm, luCille 

among recording tales from spring 2020, 
dubliner aoife Nessa frances’ immerses in 
the nature of ireland’s west coast. resulting 
Partisan release, Protector, casts a spell-
like expansion to the singer-songwriter’s 
established folk-rock perspective, lessening 
the density of statements like “emptiness 
follows me” with dulcet horns and dazzling 
harp. seeking more arguments for frances’ 
light psychedelia in the realm of Jessica 
Pratt? Placement in the hallowed hall of 
Central Pres and friday’s aquarium drunkard 
curation can’t be wrong.  – rachel rascoe

Armani White
mon 13, 12mid,  
sellers underGround 
Thu 16, 5pm, Clive bar
Thu 16, WaTerloo park

racking over 9 million monthly listeners on 
spotify, this Philadelphia rapper capitalizes 
on his buzz with a prime opportunity open-
ing for Lil yachty at Moody amphitheater. 
breakout single “biLLiE EiLish.” – catchy 
earworm with a mere 99-second run time 
over a sample of N.o.r.E.’s 2002 hit “Nothin’” 
– contains the tailored-for-tiktok hook 
“bitch, i’m stylish/ Glock tucked, big t-shirt, 
billie Eilish.” Latest single “GoatEd.”  
keeps his flame lit with assistance from 
denzel Curry. – derek Udensi
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Civic
Thu 16, 12pm, mohaWk 
saT 18, 11pm, valhalla

on their 2018 debut New Vietnam, aussie punk 
fivepiece Civic’s eager fanfare cut a distorted 
guitar path through to “Nuclear son.” their third 
release, february’s taken by force, reaches simi-
lar intensity with a new polished rhythmic struc-
ture, pulsing snare in “blood rushes,” and yowling 
riffs on “born in the heat.” the tunes bear a kinetic 
energy to scorch ears, like the blazing Melbourne 
sun that baked these songs. – Mars salazar

P h o t o  b y  s t E fa N o  M a s s E L L i

 Singer Jemina Pearl gleams with enthu-
siasm as she recounts newly reunited Be 
Your Own Pet’s first band practice since 
their 2008 split. Archives include their 
self-titled debut, where the Nashville 
garage punks wreaked havoc on two wheels 
– ascending to breakneck, Bad Brains-level 
speed midsong, as 
Pearl’s vocals quavered 
alongside thrashing 
power chords.
 “It was wild,” she 
says. “We’ve played 
those songs so much 
that we still knew all 
the weird breaks and 
stuff. With some of the 
more complicated and 
chaotic ones, we were 
like, ‘What the fuck 
were we thinking when 
we wrote this?’
 “We were very obvi-
ously 16 years old and definitely didn’t 
know what a standard songwriting format 
was. It was all over the place, but it was fun 
to dive back into our teenage mindsets.”
 For sophomore Get Awkward, BYOP pivot-
ed to Sixties girl-group sophistication and 
leather-jacket-clad art rock riffs. Even slight-
ly more polished, their appetite for the 
unruly remained. Throughout their four-year 
run, the singer and bandmates – guitarist 

Jonas Stein, bassist Nathan Vasquez, and 
drummer John Eatherly – garnered critical 
acclaim from almost every major music pub-
lication, before even turning 21.
 The attention frequently came at the 
expense of Pearl, subjected to misogynis-
tic criticism that often objectified her. 

The singer notes that 
the time between 
BYOP’s disbandment 
has allowed her to 
reflect, and reclaim.
 “It was also really 
healing to give my 
teenage self a little bit 
of a hug, like, ‘You’re 
gonna make it through 
and it’s gonna be OK,’” 
she adds. “When I was 
onstage – when I am 
onstage – it’s my 
favorite thing in the 
world. It’s fun and it’s 

freeing. It’s a space where you can do 
whatever the fuck you want.”
 As far as SXSW set lists, Pearl men-
tions room for surprises alongside cuts 
from 2006’s now-iconic Be Your Own Pet: 
“We’ll revisit some of our favorites, 
maybe throw in a couple of covers of 
songs that were inspiring to us when we 
were younger. And you know, there might 
be something fresh.” – Nayeli Portillo

Be Your own Pet
Wed 15, 11pm, mohaWk

Barrie
Wed 15, 12:10am, mohaWk 
Thu 16, 1:30pm, mohaWk 
Thu 16, 9pm, las perlas

brooklyn’s barrie, evolving pop effort of barrie 
Lindsay, last played sXsW celebrating 2019’s 
perfectly optimistic happy to be here and their 
newly minted status as a fivepiece. recentered 
to mostly solo recording (plus Gabby smith of 
Gabby’s World on backing vocals), latest “races” 
continues oblong and pleasing melodies via 
Winspear with a jaunty new outlook. Upcoming 
March 31 EP 5K aims to provide a propellant arc 
for exercise, as Lindsay is an avid runner. 
 – rachel rascoe

Bartees Strange
Tue 14, 9:30pm, The belmonT

Playful diy maven bartees strange’s titles con-
vey: Latest “tisched off” rages at the resources 
of NyU art school kids over subtly zany synth 
bombast, while 4ad debut farm to table served 
emotionally streamlined political insights. 
slinkying between distorted rock and emo bal-
ladry, the Washington, d.C., musician’s current 
fascinating phase follows past lives as a college 
football player in Kansas and a press secretary 
in the obama administration. – rachel rascoe

Bonny Doon
Fri 17, 11pm, luCille

Waxahatchee tapped bonny doon to be her 
backing band for 2020’s saint Cloud. the detroit 
trio captured Katie Crutchfield’s attention with 
their 2017 debut, Longwave (Woodsist), a ham-
mock-ready collection of elevated indie folk, and 
the band proved the perfect complement to the 
singer-songwriter’s personal examinations of 
sobriety and the south. Crutchfield returned the 
favor on bonny donn’s melancholic new single 
for anti- records, “san francisco,” which chron-
icles co-founder bobby Colombo’s move to the 
bay area. – austin Powell

ESSENTiAl ACTS  c o n t i n u e d  f r o m  p.40
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P h o t o  b y  s h E r V i N

“it was also really 
healing to give 
my teenage self 
a little bit of a 
hug, like, ‘You’re 
gonna make it 
through and it’s 
gonna be OK.’”
J e m i n a  P e a r l 

Coco & Clair Clair
Tue 14, 8:20pm, empire 
Thu 16, 12:45am, seven Grand
Fri 17, 4pm, lusTre pearl 

“Pop star lifestyle i’m in a hurry/ No time for you 
crusty, ugly, scary little girlies,” Coco announces 
as Paris hilton reincarnate in viral hit “Pop star.” 
Proud purveyors of bimbo culture, atlanta duo 
Coco & Clair Clair floats bubbly pop hooks into 
neon hip-hop beats. despite their tiktok stardom, 
don’t write them off as quirky audio bait. Whisking 
hushed ad-libs and comically mischievous rap 
verses throughout their debut LP, sexy, the pair 
redefines the sound of the internet with serious 
intent, inflated personas in tow. – Laiken Neumann

Cuco
Wed 15, aCl live aT The moody TheaTer

California’s omar banos sparked a wave of 
Chicano pride among the indie rock tumblr niche 
with debut wannabewithu (2016), laying out an 
alluring medley of lo-fi beats and dreamy lyrics in 
hits like “Lover is a day” and “amor de siempre.” 
six years and three full-lengths later, the 24-year-
old embarks on a musical journey leading to his 
parents’ native Mexico City for fantasy Gateway 
(2022), and continues in the soulful reflections of 
february release “best disaster.” – Mars salazar
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Debby Friday
Thu 16, 9pm, mohaWk
Fri 17, 5pm, ConvenTion CenTer

sXsW is a bit of a launch party for Nigeria-born 
experimental artist debby friday. her debut 
album, Good Luck, is out March 24 on sub Pop, 
just as the Music Conference wraps and the 
austin streets empty. rollicking singles “so 
hard to tell” and “i Got it” are her siren call to 
“club rats everywhere,” weaving dreamy synths 
with glitchy rap lines, smoothing over rough, 
ragged edges with a shiny electronic gloss that 
dares you not to move along. – abby Johnston

Deetranada
Tba

Lifetime reality series the rap Game first intro-
duced the baltimore artist, then age 15, to a 
national audience during its third season. fast-
forward six years and the rapper’s set to make 
her second sXsW appearance. though she ini-
tially achieved virality for proficient freestyling 
(namely “deetranada bars on i-95 freestyle” 
on youtube), 2022 projects NadaWorLd and 
NadaWorLd 2 further showcase a confident 
ability to piece together assured rhymes over a 
variety of beats. – derek Udensi

Ekkstacy
Tue 14, 11:35pm, empire
Thu 16, 4pm, mohaWk
Thu 16, 11pm, shanGri-la

twenty-year-old Ekkstacy specializes in 
making music you swear you’ve heard before. 
that’s not a dig. the reverb-doused “i walk 
this earth all by myself” evokes Eighties 
darkwave classics, while “Uncomparable” 
pairs melancholy acoustic guitar with trap 
beats, a nod to the Vancouver artist’s real 
age. for the rising star, brevity follows right 
behind melody: his songs never breach three 
minutes, and jovial instrumentals often buoy 
his depressed subject matter. No wonder 
he’s popular on tiktok. – Carys anderson
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Elephant Gym
Tue 14, 1am, elysium
Thu 16, 1am, Cheer up Charlies

No band wants to get branded as “youtube study-
core,” which might be why this floral-hued taiwanese 
math rock/jazz fusion trio has consistently upped 
their songwriting ambitions (even if it means toning 
down their breezily ostentatious interplay) across 
a decade playing together. though you can still 
expect the occasional arpeggio-mad guitar workout, 
Elephant Gym’s estimable technicality increasingly 
comes packaged with prog-minded structures, 
experimental interludes, and vocal guest spots that 
sometimes verge on neo-soul. – Julian towers

English Teacher
Tue 14, 1am, seven Grand
Fri 17, 12mid, briTish musiC embassy

don’t try to cast Leeds rockers English teacher as 
post-punk. though their sprechgesang tendencies have 
drawn comparisons to Wet Leg and dry Cleaning, they 
prefer another label: Wonk. With a classic funk bassline 
at the forefront of “Good Grief” and a duality of hopeful 
synths and eerie guitar licks on “Polyawkward,” the 
foursome’s brief discography provides weight to their 
assertive genre distinction. – Laiken Neumann

Enumclaw
Thu 16, 11:45pm, seven Grand 
Fri 17, 2pm, Clive bar
Fri 17, 12mid, sWan dive

britpop is back – but this time it hails from tacoma, 
Wash. Enumclaw, named after a small settlement on 
the outskirts of the band’s hometown, flexes influ-
ence from Washington grunge bands of yore. 2022’s 
freshman effort save the baby boasts the vocal 
swagger of Liam Gallagher – cut with raw lyrics that 
warrant bandleader aramis Johnson’s loose emo 
croons. though the fourpiece has branded itself “the 
best band since oasis,” don’t let your britpop battle 
grudges hold you back. – Laiken Neumann

Foyer Red
Fri 17, 11pm, Chess Club

More like Loft apartment red … sorry. but no mat-
ter the housing situation of this fledgling brooklyn 
fivepiece, their chirping weirdo-rock calls back to a 
zanier, more art-damaged period of middle borough 
indie (dirty Projectors, animal Collective), when you 
suspected every band lived together as a utopian 
commune. recent signees to Carpark, the group 
writes bewitching songs the way a shiftless cat 
might tangle a colorful ball of yarn, knitting alter-
nating vocals, janky time signatures, starchy guitars, 
and, whaddayaknow, clarinet parts. – Julian towers
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Godcaster
saT 18, 11:10pm, hoTel veGas

Whereas some New yorkers bask in minimalism, 
brooklyn’s Godcaster simply wallows in excess. 
by way of capricious cacophony, the art-/noise-
punk sextet sails on wings of feathery chaos. 
in their 2020 debut Long haired Locusts, the 
Philadelphia-reared troupe unleashes entropy 
incarnate with 38 minutes of blistering guitars, 
full-bodied screeches, and percussive hellfire. 
Paired with flute tremolo and gnashing keys, 
the basement recording lurches into overdrive 
with tracks about immaculate apparitions and 
a self-doubting stevie Wonder. – Kriss Conklin

Haley Blais
Wed 15, 8:15pm, sWan dive

adept at taking bedroom-pop to the next level, 
haley blais started creating catchy tunes in 
her Vancouver bedroom in 2014. a shoo-in for 
spotify selects like “sad girl starter pack,” the 
singer-songwriter’s mood-shifting discography 
includes two fuzzy EPs ahead of 2020 studio 
album below the salt. her ingenious lyrics and 
simple melodies crescendo in perfect sing-
along “Coolest fucking bitch in town,” weaving 
icy turns and foggy indie rock instrumentation 
among atmospheric horns. – Katie Karp c o n t i n u e d  o n  p.46

P h o t o  b y  d o M i N i Q U E  fa L C o N E

 Calling Sabrina Teitelbaum last month, I’m 
informed of the unusual meteorological conditions 
in the NYC-born singer-songwriter’s usually cloud-
free California home.
 “There’s a monsoon here right now,” she explains. 
“It’s raining like crazy and below 40 degrees, which 
is insane for L.A., but it’s kind of fun. It feels like a 
snow day.”
 The artist’s stormy surroundings make a fitting 
backdrop to discuss her musical project Blondshell, 
which the 25-year-old uses as a medium to dissect 
the tempestuous experience of young womanhood 
– which, like an unexpected L.A. monsoon, is equal 
parts brutal and magical.
 “I saw a video this morning of Suki [Waterhouse] 
being like, ‘There’s no escaping your 20s as a 
woman,’ and I think that’s the truest thing ever,” she 
says of her winter tourmate. “You’re just in the 
trenches and there’s no way to get out of it. It’s a 
complete roller coaster.”
 Over the past eight months, Teitelbaum has released 
a series of six soul-stirring singles that act as time 

capsules for twentysomething angst. The deceptively 
sultry “Kiss City” probes at the anxieties underlying 
intimacy, while “Olympus” provides a gut-wrenching 
account of addiction and love. Her debut album will 
arrive this April through Partisan Records.
 In the tradition of songwriters like Liz Phair and PJ 
Harvey, Teitelbaum tackles painful emotions head-on, 
transforming discomfort into catharsis. “The songs are 
so confrontational because that makes me so uncom-
fortable in real life. As I write, I like to think about what 
I would say if I could say whatever I wanted and 
nobody would hear. Then that’s what I say,” she smiles.
 In spite of past difficulties, a cautious optimism 
colors the singer’s worldview. “I always say that I 
can’t wait to turn 30, and I really can’t wait to turn 
50 and have complete stability,” she laughs. “I want 
to be like Barbra Streisand in Meet the Fockers.” 
 – Genevieve Wood

Blondshell
Thu 16, 1pm, ConvenTion CenTer 
Thu 16, 3:30pm, mohaWk 
Fri 17, 10pm, sWan dive

Hannah Jadagu
Thu 16, 11pm, mohaWk
Fri 17, 2pm, lusTre pearl

hannah Jadagu could be the next Clairo. 
the 19-year-old songwriter produced her 
breakout EP, What is Going on?, entirely 
on her iPhone 7, layering her vocals, guitar, 
nimble beats, and light synths into clouded 
bedroom bangers that offer a compelling 
glimpse into the life of a young black 
woman grappling with teen romance, col-
lege prep, and social justice. originally from 
Mesquite, texas, just outside of dallas, 
Jadagu’s full-length debut, aperture, 
arrives in May via sub Pop. – austin Powell

ile
Wed 15, 1pm, ConvenTion CenTer

Puerto rican vocal dom ileana Mercedes 
Cabra Joglar sings for all Latinahood, 
steely and sweet, impeccably enunciated, 
from a throaty purr to an ascending huski-
ness. her opening adrian Quesada’s siren 
wail boleros Psicodélicos with “Mentiras 
con Cariño” cycled back in closing his 
austin City Limits taping last fall. younger 
sister of powerhouse rapper residente, she 
won a Grammy for 2016 solo bow iLevitable, 
and here comes No. 3, Nacarile, through 
only eight U.s. cities. – raoul hernandez

isabella lovestory
Thu 16, 11:30pm, CuaTro GaTo 
Fri 17, 5pm, lusTre pearl 
saT 18, 11:30, The Creek & The Cave 

a sweltering local boiler room set last december put 
isabella Lovestory’s futuristic, r&b-infused reggae-
ton on full display. With debut album amor hardcore, 
the honduras-born producer/persona unlocks new 
levels of perreo-pop gold. try “Gateo” and “Cherry 
bomb” for potent ruminations on love and lust over 
hard-hitting, club-ready beats. her growing résumé 
of versatile collaborations (including with brit beat-
maker Mura Masa, K-pop superstars Le sserafim, and 
swedish rap auteur bladee) cements her status as 
one to watch for 2023. – Genevieve Wood
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“i always say that i can’t 
wait to turn 30, and i really 
can’t wait to turn 50 and 
have complete stability.”
B l O n d s h e l l

Jamz Supernova
Thu 16, 12:40am,  
sellers underGround

a juggernaut championing music of the black 
diaspora in thrilling dance music sets, Jamilla 
Walters, aka Jamz supernova, cuts a wide swath. 
With over a decade on hosting duties for various 
shows on bbC radio and tastemaking on her own 
future bounce record label, the producer and 
dJ refuses to pigeonhole her sound. the London 
artist does gqom, bounce, grime, soca, garage, 
hip-hop, techno, drum ’n’ bass, house, and more, 
always with verve and panache. Current superno-
va, future superstar. – Christina Garcia

Julianna Riolino
Tue 14, 9:15pm, sWan dive

on her 2022 debut LP, all blue, Julianna 
riolino’s songwriting cuts as sharply as her 
high-pitching twang. the torontonian and 
member of daniel romano’s outfit rolls through 
a mélange of country sounds, from a swirling 
haze of psych-folk guitars (“isn’t it a Pity”) to 
pedal-steel-washed ballads (“Queen of spades”) 
and even throwback girl-group pop, with a result 
somewhere between the cosmic glow of Kacey 
Musgraves and the rocking bite of Nikki Lane.
 – doug freeman
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P h o t o  b y  L a r r y  N i E h U E s

 Close your eyes while listening to any 
track from Hermanos Gutiérrez and you’re 
immediately transported to the lonesome 
highway of your choice: windows down, 
beads of sweat percolating on your brow, a 
spaghetti Western sunset ever on the hori-
zon. The brothers’ nomadic guitar instru-
mentals occupy the imagined interstate con-
necting Khruangbin, Rodrigo y Gabriela, 
and Friends of Dean Martinez.
 It’s not what you’d necessarily expect from 
two guys from Switzerland.
 “Our father is Swiss, but our mother’s from 
Ecuador,” explains Estevan Gutiérrez, the 
elder half of the duo. “We were always on 
journeys. We went a lot to Ecuador. That’s 
what started this need of travel.”
 Three years ago, the two felt a calling to 
New Mexico, so they booked a flight to 
Denver and drove down, soaking up the 
scenery. “We fell in love with the whole 
landscape and the whole energy that you 

can feel in New Mexico, the plateaus and 
the wideness. It felt like that’s where our 
music comes from.”
 Starting with 2017’s 8 Años, Hermanos 
Gutiérrez self-released four albums in four 
years, each one more engrossing than the 
last. To hear Gutiérrez tell it, the Black Keys 
guitarist Dan Auerbach needed to see only a 
few seconds of their first music video before 
arranging for the brothers to record at his 
Easy Eye Sound studio in Nashville for last 
year’s El Bueno y el Malo. And typical for 
Auerbach – who has a long history of mint-
ing rising stars (see Yola, Aaron Frazer, and 
Early James) – he found his way onto one of 
the tracks, the album highlight “Tres 
Hermanos,” which was renamed in his honor.
 “He was so respectful of our music,” 
Gutiérrez recalls. “He didn’t want to change 
the essence of Hermanos Gutiérrez – he just 
wanted to lift it up and expand it.” 
 – Austin Powell

hermanos Gutiérrez
Wed 15, 9pm, sTubb’s
Fri 17, 3pm, ConvenTion CenTer
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P h o t o  b y  a N G E L a  C h o E

 Among the discourse of ideas that could 
make the SXSW experience more amicable 
to artists, I’m having a difficult time imag-
ining the top-down measure that will be 
able to accommodate Indigo De Souza’s 
anxiety at Austin crowd crush.
 “I get really nervous when there’s lots of 
people and lots of movement,” laughs the 
Asheville-based singer-songwriter. “Usually 
I’m pretty overwhelmed and end up search-
ing for some nature to hang out in.”
 In the event that even the Trail at Lady 
Bird Lake is overrun by crypto bros, De 
Souza has an expressive escape hatch you 
and I don’t. At a time when so much indie 
rock is tethered to Earth by flat, affectless 
singing, the 25-year-old is gifted with a voice 
unafraid to wield wild emotionality toward 
out-of-body liberation.
 A destabilizing song cycle structured 
like a bomb going off in reverse, De Souza’s 

April-bound masterpiece of a third album, 
All of This Will End, tightens the blast radi-
us even as it explodes her range of expres-
sion like never before.
 “My earlier records were born out of 
angst and pain,” De Souza explains. “This 
new one is more focused, and in context that 
feels triumphant to me no matter where it 
actually goes emotionally. It came from an 
incredible clarity that I’d never had before.”
 Still, should that newfound lucidity fall 
prey to all the teeming human activity, 
forcing De Souza to flee the stage, you can 
count on her to make the date for at least 
one showcase.
 “Ooh, Central Presbyterian! I love play-
ing in churches,” exclaims the artist as 
she reads through her seven planned gigs, 
official and not. “It might be because, 
right now, in North Carolina, I’m actually 
living in a church.” – Julian Towers

indiGo de souza
Wed 15, 11pm, CenTral presbyTerian 
Thu 16, 3pm, mohaWk
Thu 16, 1am, mohaWk 
Fri 17, 12:05am, halF sTep

“This new [record] is more focused, and in 
context that feels triumphant to me no matter 
where it actually goes emotionally.”
i n d i g O  d e  s O u z a
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The lemon Twigs
Tue 14, 10pm, Cheer up Charlies 
Wed 15, 11pm, The Creek & The Cave
Thu 16, 2pm, mohaWk 

Like the “Me decade” pureed in a blender, Long 
island’s d’addario brothers – aka the Lemon twigs – 
regurgitate the most melodic bits of early seventies 
power pop, glam rock, soft rock, and psychedelia as 
if they were the illegitimate sons of todd rundgren. 
(Latest single “any time of day” backs that assess-
ment up.) the band’s freewheeling shows exchange 
nerdy studio craft for shirtless rock & roll debauch-
ery, teeing up anticipated fourth LP Everything 
harmony, due in May. – Michael toland

lil Yachty
Thu 16, WaTerloo park

the atlanta native has long ditched his flaming 
red hair and deviated from the pop-tinged trap 
sound most famously associated with him. a 
2017 tee Grizzley collaboration, “from the d to 
the a,” first introduced a formula amplified on 
the 2021 mixtape Michigan boy boat, primarily 
featuring Michigan artists and detroit-styled 
beats. January album Let’s start here. presents 
his biggest swerve yet due to inspiration rooted 
in … psychedelic rock. Guest producers include 
Unknown Mortal orchestra’s Jacob Portrait and 
Nick hakim. – derek Udensi

lola Brooke
Thu 16, WaTerloo park

the New york rapper returns to the festival for a 
second consecutive showing. already enjoying a 
successful first quarter of the year, she opened 
for NyC giant a boogie Wit da hoodie during the 
stateside leg of his 2023 tour and inked a deal 
with arista records in January. brooklyn drill typ-
ically features thunderous sonics, but her more 
subtle sheer menace on tracks such as “back to 
business” and “My bop” somehow matches that 
hard-hitting intensity. – derek Udensi

ESSENTiAl ACTS  c o n t i n u e d  f r o m  p.44

P
h

o
t

o
 b

y
 f

E
L

E
C

ia
 a

b
b

a
N

c o n t i n u e d  o n  p.48

Miss Grit
Tue 14, 10pm, The venue aTX
Wed 15, 12mid, halF sTep 
Fri 17, 10:20pm, volsTead

sXsW moonlights as a world’s fair with Miss Grit’s 
indie-pop futurism on show. the New york-based 
auteur’s february debut LP, follow the Cyborg, 
melds synth-pop into a glam rock backbone, as 
humanoid as its namesake. their complex, syn-
copated beats expand with bright, fluttering keys 
for “Like you,” while on “Lain (phone clone),” the 
artist commands over quivering New Wave synths. 
Miss Grit’s lush soundscapes and airy whines may 
only appear to reinvent the wheel, but their sharp 
artistic vision has me fooled. – Laiken Neumann

Mui Zyu
Tue 14, 9pm, The 13Th Floor
Fri 17, 10pm, vaquero Taquero

often centered on a slightly detached electronic 
heartbeat, the works of Eva Liu blur endearing 
pop levity with a more sinister industrial edge. 
february debut LP rotten bun for an Eggless 
Century, in particular, explores the singer’s past 
disconnect with her hong Kong heritage as a 
Londoner. traditional Chinese instruments, field 
recordings, and video game soundtrack inspo all 
coalesce, fine with the tactile tension of a song 
like “Ghost With a Peach skin.” – rachel rascoe

Nemophila
Thu 16, 1am, auGusTine

Western annuals blooming in the spring, nemoph-
ila flowers count five petals, bell- or cup-shaped, 
purple and often spotted blue. in tokyo, their 
counterpart quintet unleashes a blue lightning 
streak of speed and thrash metal, december 
second LP seize the fate galloping clean vocals, 
purple tempos, and a decidedly pop outlook – let 
alone wardrobe. blistering, Nemophila recom-
mits to the decades-old sXsW covenant with 
Japanese acts … Can’t. Miss. – raoul hernandez

Núria Graham
Wed 15, 10pm,  
CenTral presbyTerian

Núria Graham returns to sXsW for the first time 
since 2018 with a fantastic new album. Catalan on 
her mother’s side and irish on her father’s, Graham 
debuted at 16, honing her singer-songwriter talent 
as she crooned with country inflections. she quick-
ly moved into jazz territory and then offered knock-
out folk-pop endeavor Marjorie. Latest Cyclamen 
unites each previous influence with contemporary 
chamber orchestration and quiet drama in a more 
effortless, enchanting universe. – Christina Garcia
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P h o t o  b y  K a r o L i N a  W i E L o C h a

 The London jazz community incubates 
one of the most exciting music scenes in 
the world – a soulful gestalt of bop, hip-
hop, Afrobeat, EDM, Caribbean music, and 
more. Right in its heart stands Steam 
Down. With rising fame, dynamic perfor-
mances, and a forthcoming LP, the collec-
tive headlines the 
Jazz Re:freshed 
Outernational show-
case in celebration of 
the label’s 20th anni-
versary – despite not 
being strictly jazz.
 “We fit in the far 
corner,” remarks mas-
termind Ahnansé 
about the group’s har-
monically rich hip-
hop and R&B. “But I 
also think we fit into 
jazz quite clearly.”
 As with many of their peers, these musi-
cians reflect London’s multicultural atmo-
sphere, including the music these children 
of immigrants heard at home. “We’re part of 
a generation that is taking a chance,” asserts 
Ahnansé. “We embrace things of different 
cultural backgrounds. Most of us are first, 
maybe second generation here, and our 
parents are still connected to the countries 

that they came from. Their record collec-
tions influenced the music as a whole.”
 Having worked in music education and 
played with SXSW exiles United Vibrations, 
Ahnansé founded Steam Down for specific 
reasons. “I wanted a place to perform regu-
larly and explore sound,” he says in refer-

ence to the group’s 
weekly improvised 
concerts. “A place 
where other musi-
cians on the scene 
could join us. I think 
that’s really import-
ant – musicians shar-
ing space with each 
other without having 
the pressure of learn-
ing a bunch of songs.”
 Crucially, Steam 
Down also provides 
“a place to really 

explore Afro-diasporic sound. Coming 
from the Caribbean, there’s a connection 
to West Africa and other parts. You’re 
aware of it because you feel it in the music. 
Afro American culture, too, because it flies 
in on the radio. There’s something about 
all those things coming together that 
inspires me. It all comes from that one 
source.” – Michael Toland

steam down
Wed 15, 1am, sellers underGround
Fri 17, 1am, briTish musiC embassy

O Tortuga
Fri 17, 9pm, loW doWn lounGe

invoking sunny beaches and sixties sounds, 
Mexico City’s o tortuga leads the nation’s surf 
rock renaissance with irresistible blends of garage 
and punk. deceptively tame on tape, the band’s 
10-year catalog dazzles like the ocean and man-
ifests buzziest en vivo. the quartet’s gritty live 
album, o tortuga desde tlatelolco, showcases the 
band’s core crashing guitar reverb (“Palma Linda”), 
gleaming hooks (“despiértame”), and raspy croons 
(“Enamorado y bendito”). – Kriss Conklin

Obongjayar
Thu 16, 12mid, briTish musiC embassy
Fri 17, 3pm, ConvenTion CenTer

Welding the rousing percussive swell of afrobeat 
to a scintillating array of electronic art-pop tex-
tures and timbres, the London-based, Nigeria-
born producer obongjayar is a one-of-a-kind stu-
dio visionary. but he’d still be a must-see even 
if he came to the festival with nothing but his 
voice – an idiosyncratic instrument that’s earned 
feature placements on danny brown and Little 
simz albums and swings effortlessly from harsh 
güiro frog croak to wonderstruck, gleaming-eye 
falsetto. – Julian towers

The Orielles
mon 13, 9pm, moody TheaTer
Tue 14, 12mid, seven Grand
saT 18, 11pm, briTish musiC embassy

forget everything you might have known 
about the orielles. the Manchester-based trio 
reinvented themselves on this year’s tableau 
(heavenly recordings), a sprawling double 
album that segues from ethereal space rock 
and more experimental dubstep to wide-eyed 
free jazz and back again. the band apparently 
employed brian Eno’s oblique strategies during 
the recording sessions, hitting the studio with-
out even a demo to work from, and it comes 
through in panoramic vision. – austin Powell

Os Mutantes
Fri 17, 10:45pm, hoTel veGas

brazilian psychedelic groundbreakers os 
Mutantes never attained mainstream recognition, 
but their bossa nova-infused style of daydreamy 
pop rock continues to outlive many of their sixties 
dadaist contemporaries. Levitation 2022 saw 
their return, where guitarist, vocalist, and sole 
original member sérgio dias charged through 
classics like “a Minha Menina” and deeper cuts 
like “tecnicolor.” Kurt Cobain, beck, david byrne, 
and devendra banhart have famously praised the 
avant-garde são Paulo luminaries’ fuzzed-out, 
anarchic merriment, reigniting interest in these 
tropicália cult heroes. – Nayeli Portillo

Party Dozen
Thu 16, 8:40pm, laTChkey
saT 18, 8pm, hoTel veGas

four words: doom with a saxophone. this from an 
australian duo made up of Kirsty tickle – onetime 
releaser of breathy, beautiful, ethereal electronic 
pop on future Classic – and indie pop sparkler 
Jonathan boulet. dial it back a little. Pick it up. 
Now it’s punk rock with a saxophone. if mention-
ing their 2022 Nick Cave feature is pandering, then 
we pander. Party dozen’s untethered, improvisa-
tional, noisy mayhem is pure riotous glory, looped. 
With a goddamn saxophone. – Christina Garcia

Pearl & the Oysters
Fri 17, 12mid, luCille
saT 18, 12:15am, hoTel veGas

after meeting as schoolmates in Paris, french 
duo Juliette Pearl davis and Joachim Polack 
chose the unlikely destination of Gainesville, 
fla., for their space-age pop interests. they’ve 
since transferred to L.a. and stones throw 
records, documenting the move in upcoming 
april record Coast 2 Coast – pulling emblem-
atic collaborators like stereolab’s Lætitia 
sadier and Mild high Club’s alex brettin. teaser 
“Paraiso” weaves wistful contemplation on 
retro Golden state advertisements with sun-
beam synth waves. – rachel rascoe
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“Most of us are 
first, maybe second 
generation here, 
and our parents are 
still connected to 
the countries that 
they came from.”
a h n a n s é



Peter One
Wed 15, 8pm, sTubb’s
Fri 17, 10pm, CenTral presbyTerian

in the Eighties, Peter one and Jess sah bi 
rose to folk superstardom in West africa as 
the duo’s harmonies hearkened to simon 
& Garfunkel, woven through gorgeously 
mesmerizing ivory Coast rhythms. Political 
instability led one to immigrate to the U.s. 
in the Nineties, but the reissue of 1985 LP 
our Garden Needs its flowers five years ago 
brought the songwriter back to the stage, 
melding his african roots with Western folk.
 – doug freeman

Pearla
Fri 17, 7pm, CenTral presbyTerian 

as we all gleaned from shrek, onions have 
layers. the vegetal sheaths of brooklyn sing-
er-songwriter Nicole rodriguez’s february 
debut, oh Glistening onion, the Nighttime 
is Coming, unveil mystical folk rock scenes 
– from calming mundane details to wailing 
existential invocations. the vast, forceful 
movements sway with string arrangements 
by spacebomb records’ trey Pollard, bringing 
to mind past sXsW visits from likewise Laurel 
Canyon-influenced labelmate bedouin. 
beyond downtown, Pearla earns Luck 
reunion booking as an “artist on the rise” 
program select. – rachel rascoe

c o n t i n u e d  o n  p.50
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Pigs Pigs Pigs Pigs 
Pigs Pigs Pigs
Tue 14, 12mid, Cheer up Charlies
Wed 15, 1am, briTish musiC embassy

if your idea of a good night out includes a thunder-
ing gallop through ear-blasting meditations on 
existential dread, the bottom-heavy wallop of Pigs 
Pigs Pigs Pigs Pigs Pigs Pigs may be your draught 
of lava. Land of sleeper, the fourth album from the 
Newcastle quintet, lobs grenades of acidic noise, 
hammer strikes of elephantine melody, and incho-
ate proclamations of oncoming doom into its eager 
audience – punctuated by stabs of wry humor. 
Earplugs an absolute must. – Michael toland

PinkPantheress
Tue 14, 10:15pm, mala vida

“take a look inside your heart/ is there any room 
for me?” already viral catnip via pitched-up 
production, PinkPantheress’ November “boy’s 
a Liar” earned stateside breakout status with a 
five-months-later “Pt. 2” edition featuring irresist-
ibly levelheaded bronx rapper ice spice. twinkly 
y2K samples, jittery garage beats – Pantheress’ 
minified pop formula never bubbles over (until it’s 
sped up for the internet). fun fact: the singer’s 
father, stephen Walker, relocated from the UK 
in 2013 to teach in the Ut-austin department of 
Mathematics. – rachel rascoe

PJ Sin Suela
Tue 14, parish

bronx-born Puerto rican rapper Pedro Juan Vázquez 
bragan, aka PJ sin suela, has managed to continu-
ously evade being boxed into a singular genre since 
his more lo-fi, boom bap-indulgent soundCloud era. 
Whether wielding candid, independentista-lean-
ing lyricism that mirrors Calle 13’s residente or 
unleashing cheeky, concupiscent hooks on raunchier 
party-starters like “suciería Puertorriqueña,” he 
continues to distinguish himself among a sea of 
oftentimes stagnant peers via free-flowing wit and 
inimitable dynamism. – Nayeli Portillo

Protomartyr
Wed 15, 12mid, luCille

“Emotional cripples/ Gluten fascists/ alt-weekly 
types.” that was Joe Casey assessing the state 
of print journalism in 2014. Whether or not we at 
the Chronicle have improved in the frontman’s 
estimation in the seven years since Protomartyr 
last played sXsW (they were in town for Levitation 
last fall), the quintessential post-punk band of the 
trump era returns. the ensuing years have seen 
the terminally doomsaying detroit group upgrade 
their sound from scrappy garage skronk to muscu-
lar apocalypse rock. – Julian towers
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Ric Wilson
Tue 14, 7:20pm, empire

Chicagoan who intertwines disco, funk, and 
hip-hop while remaining active in activism, ric 
Wilson strives for positive change in his music, 
too, as evidenced by the 2020 track “fight Like 
ida b & Marsha P.” rather than demanding 
a mosh pit during his Empire Control room 
set at sXsW 2019, he lovably organized an 
impromptu soul train Line within the crowd, 
which ended with him strutting through. his 
latest employs Chromeo and a-trak on exuber-
ant “Pay it No Mind.” – derek Udensi

austinchronicle.com   Players’ Guide to sXsW 2023, Part i   THE AUSTIN CHRONICLE   49



50   THE AUSTIN CHRONICLE   Players’ Guide to sXsW 2023, Part i   austinchronicle.com

P h o t o  b y  Va N E s s a  Va L a d E z

 In 2018, Sweet Pill formed as a senior 
project at New Jersey’s Rowan University. 
Following a chance encounter and fateful 
jam sesh, the emocore quintet now inhabits 
the burgeoning Philadelphia music scene 
alongside standout acts like the Wonder 
Years, Mannequin Pussy, and Circa Survive.
 “Something’s in the water,” vocalist 
Zayna Youssef jokes. “The main reason we 
all moved to Philadelphia was because of 
the music, for sure. What Philly does really 
well is that there’s hype. I believe that it’s 
not so much the music, but the camaraderie 
that makes it really, really good.”
 Last May, Sweet Pill released their full-
length debut, Where the Heart Is. Guitarist 
Jayce Williams speaks fondly of the record, 
calling it “the most work and the most thought 
I’ve put into making anything in my life” and 
the foundation for his band’s music career.

 Across 29 minutes, Where the Heart Is 
explores Youssef’s search for stability and 
familiarity between life chapters. The 
album progresses in bursts of math riffs 
and bellowing choruses as the singer grap-
ples with finding comfort in the midst of 
uncertainty. Tracks like “Sucker Punch” 
and “Cut” score the anxious epic, begin-
ning with 9-to-5 dysphoria and concluding 
with clearheaded realization.
 The record’s positive reception, com-
bined with the band’s Topshelf Records 
signing and opening for punk poets La 
Dispute last fall, summates Sweet Pill’s 
ever-growing résumé. As the Philly rockers 
gear up for nearly 80 days on the road 
across multiple tours, the band maintains 
near-perfect composure.
 “After going through five, six bands in my 
lifetime, nothing has felt more natural than 
being in Sweet Pill,” guitarist Sean McCall 
muses. “Even when we do want to cut each 
other’s throats, we don’t actually.” 
 – Kriss Conklin

sweet Pill
Thu 16, 11pm, Cheer up Charlies
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Rich Aucoin
mon 13, 11:15pm, sWan dive
Thu 16, 8pm, valhalla

halifax native and eclectic ambient elec-
tronic mastermind rich aucoin weaves 
massive, mind-bending textures alongside 
bursts of analog synth-propelled pop 
alchemy. rubbery arpeggios steeped in 
reverb, dramatic instrumental narratives, 
and frenetic rhythms abound on synthetic: 
season one, the first volume in his sky-
sized quadruple LP, where he took on the 
monumental (and painstaking) task of 
programming 51 synthesizers to fashion an 
album with “more synths than any other 
recorded in history.” – Nayeli Portillo

Spill Tab
Tue 14,  
aCl live aT The moody TheaTer

born in bangkok and raised in Los angeles, 
Claire Chicha adds a sweet airiness to bed-
room beats beyond her wildly popular “Cotton 
Candy.” the part-time tattoo artist expands 
beyond typical lo-fi boundaries, sometimes 
collaborating with electronic artists and 
intertwining french and English. With roman-
tic soft sounds set to bloom on the sXsW 
stage, latest blastoff “borderline insane” 
sassily switches off with UK singer Matilda 
Mann over crunchy dance rock. – Katie Karp

The Zombies
Wed 15, 11pm, sTubb’s
Fri 17, 5:30pm, lady bird lake

sXsW indeed marks the “time of the 
season,” as a mystical, fivepiece british 
invasion band sways into town. sixty-two 
years since the sixties hitmakers formed, 
and four years after their rock & roll 
hall of fame induction, the psychedelic 
pop legends embark on tour with a new 
album on the way. Very much alive and 
active despite the name, the zombies 
also premiere a robert schwartzman-
directed documentary, hung Up on a 
dream, at the fest. – Katie Karp

Sports Team
Wed 15, 1am, The Creek & The Cave
Thu 16, 2:30pm, mohaWk 
saT 18, 10pm, briTish musiC embassy

obvious from their breakout single – the 
indie-leaning 2018 pleasure cruise “M5” – sports 
team differed from the field of UK guitar band 
exports: more cocky than nervy, upper crust 
compared to working class, and significantly 
less influenced by post-punk. still, few could 
imagine how, four years later, the London sextet 
would release an album sounding capable of 
mainstream hit status. the alternative anthe-
mist’s Gulp!, with its prominent guitar melodies, 
increasingly impressionistic lyrics, and clever 
arrangements, feels marquee compared to 
their raucous live mystique. – Kevin Curtin

They Are Gutting a 
Body of Water
Thu 16, 10:30pm, Cheer up Charlies

shoegaze only partially describes 
Philadelphia’s they are Gutting a body of 
Water, who overlay classic guitar fuzz with 
cartoon Chipmunks-pitched vocals, kiddie 
keyboards, and other forms of harsh noise that 
break the spell of a simple drone. 2022 brought 
both an insult to the sport, a split EP with 
Pennsylvania neighbors a Country Western, 
and s, an ominous full-length that incorporates 
electronic beats (“threes”) and synthetic, dis-
jointed melodies (“delta p”) into their usual rock 
soundscapes. – Carys anderson

Villano Antillano
Tue 14, parish

towering trap-pop and EdM-doused reggaeton coalesced on 
last year’s La sustancia X, the debut album from rising MC 
and all-around disrupter Villano antillano. a trans trailblazer 
ushering a prosperous queer-led chapter within Puerto rico’s 
reggaeton scene, she seized her moment and proudly divulged 
“i am not an artist/ i am a movement” on the fervid opening 
track, “Precaución, Esta Canción Es un hechizo.” Marrying 
sex, drugs, and rock & roll with entrancing, expeditious flows, 
antillano flexes on haters and comically hypermasculine sub-
ordinates in the genre at large. – Nayeli Portillo

Yazmin lacey
Wed 15, 9pm, sellers underGround
Thu 16, 9pm, briTish musiC embassy 

singer-songwriter yazmin Lacey draws artistic reflections 
from her experiences as a black Londoner, comfortably 
blends jazz harmonies with modern r&b rhythms, and sings 
with the confidence of someone who knows her story is 
worth hearing – the perfect artist to perform at both the 
Jazz re:freshed outernational showcase and the british 
Music Embassy. Lacey introduced herself in 2017 with a trio 
of EPs before releasing her full-length debut, Voice Notes, in 
early March. – Michael toland

ESSENTiAl ACTS  
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Stay tuned for our list of Austin artists to see at SXSW in next week's issue, or find our full

“Field Guide To 80 essenTiAl ACTs AT sXsW MusiC” 
– including local and visiting musicians alike – online at austinchronicle.com/music.

We’ll also be posting daily recaps of the best music we see at the fest, beginning Tuesday.

P h o t o  b y  a L E X  L a K E



austinchronicle.com   Players’ Guide to sXsW 2023, Part i   THE AUSTIN CHRONICLE   51

Please consider supporting The Austin 
Chronicle. For just a few bucks, you can  

help us keep delivering the news.

aust inChroniCle .Com /support

 Some bands pioneer a genre, a few acts 
transcend codification, and the rarest of 
groups defy classification altogether. 
Tangerine Dream managed all three.
 “Tangerine Dream’s music is a combina-
tion of a strong and defined concept that 
includes procedures, scales, and philosophi-
cal aspects bundled with the ideas and char-
acters of the single individuums,” emails 
bandleader Thorsten Quaeschning. “So 
hopefully that stands for itself. From my 
view, the connection of humans and an emo-
tional approach transferred to modern tech-
nology and instruments is very special.”
 Switched on in Berlin, 1967, the German cir-
cuit breakers wrote a code unique to all music. 
Wherever noirish synthesizers meet cinematic 
progressiveness, people brand it Tangerine 
Dream-like. Founder and final original mem-
ber, Prussia-born Edgar Froese, who passed in 
2015 at the age of 70, bequeathed the everlast-
ing act to his wife, Bianca, and Quaeschning. 
The former manages the quartet: classical 
multi-instrumentalist Quaeschning, violinist 

Hoshiko Yamane, key manipulator Ulrich 
Schnauss, and Paul Frick of fellow Berlin elec-
tro ensemble Brandt Brauer Frick, whose 
Daniel Brandt also showcases at SXSW 2023.
 “Edgar never saw it as if everything was 
already ‘said and done,’” emails Bianca 
Froese-Acquaye from Berlin. “For him, life 
was a constant flow and the only constant 
was change, evolution. Perhaps many think 
TD have already ‘said and done’ everything 
in their early days, but that can never be the 
way an artist thinks and acts.
 “Otherwise, for example, he never would 
have approached the work of Dante Alighieri 
(The Divine Comedy) and composed an elec-
tronic opera from this material. Edgar was a 
restless, driven musician. Not a day went by 
without him composing. Music was his life-
blood, his way of expressing emotions and 
thoughts in harmonies or disharmonies.
 “Creativity meant everything to Edgar. I’m 
grateful I was able to share so many endless-
ly creative moments with him.” 
 – Raoul Hernandez

“From my view, the connection of humans and 
an emotional approach transferred to modern 
technology and instruments is very special.”
T h O r s T e n  Q u a e s c h n i n g

P h o t o  b y  K atJ a  r U G E

tanGerine dream
Thu 16, 12:20am, parish
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 To my queers and allies, prithee that I might speak 
in honest terms about how South by Southwest is 
actually, like, really overwhelming. The idea of hang-
ing out in a big convention center trying to navigate a 
sea of polo shirts and Patagonia puffer vests just to 
stumble into a panel on whether “Mind Control for 
Good” is possible just doesn’t spark joy, personally 
speaking. Let’s cut away the chuffa, and go straight 
for the good part: Grab your closest D20, roll, and get 
a number. Whatever numerical set you land in will 
have a corresponding high-quality queer SXSW rec-
ommendation attached that you can attend. No net-
working or panicked schedule shuffling required.

1-5: Film
 Ah, so you’ve rolled for the film 
track, have ye? Great news: South 
By is busting with choices for the 
queer cinephile. Check out Emma 
Seligman’s Bottoms, a sapphic 
comedy starring Seligman’s Shiva 
Baby lead Rachel Sennott, whose 
recent hilarious turn as an online 
brain-rot victim/podcaster in Bodies 
Bodies Bodies remains legendary in 
the Chronicle production room, and 
The Bear breakout Ayo Edebiri, who 
the more cultured among us may 
recognize from her and former 
Gawker writer Olivia Craighead’s 
celeb podcast, Iconography. They 
play two high school seniors whose 
desire to chase cheerleader skirts 
results in their founding a school 
fight club. Well, it worked for 
Edward Norton, didn’t it?

5-10: music
 Take off your headphones and enjoy the 
live music capital the way it was meant to 
be experienced: at a corporate Festival that 
ditched its fling from last year, NFTs, to dis-
cuss the latest AI girlfriend app in complete 
seriousness. Well, no worries: The queer 
music still bangs no matter how you hear 
it, so make time to catch the Ophelias, a 
Cincinnati-based band of women and non-
binary artists, when they play Central 
Presbyterian Church on March 14. Their 
sound is, and I quote, “inspired by nostalgia, 
nature, the Midwest, horror movies, and the 
moon,” which to my uncultured ears gives 
perfect headphones on while staring out the 
rain-spattered window in your parents’ car 
conjuring melancholy over your best friend 
not texting you back vibes.

10-15: conFerence
 You have to learn something at this cul-
tural behemoth of a Festival, and it might 
as well be cool queer stuff. Go for the top-
ical route and attend the Don’t Be a 
Drag, Just Be a Queen session on March 
16, where stars of RuPaul’s Drag Race like 
Gottmik, Jaida Essence Hall, and Symone 
talk with the Trevor Project’s Kevin Wong 
about every angle of drag. From its histori-
cal roots to its current forms and its 
endangered status in multiple legislative 
bodies – including this very state’s! – these 
queens are spilling so much tea you ought 
to bring a digestive biscuit for dipping. 
Mmm, spicy.

Queer South By 
Proficiency Check
Your search for queer fun at SXSW is just a dice roll away 
with Qmmunity’s recommendations  B y  J a m e S  S C o t t

BabiBoi J a n a  B i r c h u m

Hermajestie the Hung J a n a  B i r c h u m
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15-20: local
 Look, let me level with you. You are 
actually getting my best recs in this cate-
gory, because I write a column every week 
about Austin’s queer community and I’m 
very biased about it. Get thee to Vanguard: 
The Drag Revolution on March 16, a ses-
sion hosted by the creator of Austin’s regu-
lar Tuesday drag show of the same name, 
Hermajestie the Hung. Alongside this leg-
end of the ATX queer scene will be local 
drag superstars Amber Nicole Davenport, 
Amy Graves, and Sha’nyia Ellis Narcisse for 
a discussion on the ways Austin’s Black, 
queer, and trans artists are changing the 
city’s nightlife landscape. Also, the pro-
gram notes hint at a possible announce-
ment of their opening what would be the 
first and only Black-owned queer night-
club/cabaret in Austin. I’m obvi obsessed. 
Another rec (See? Biased AF: I’m giving 
you TWO recs here!) goes to the tri-talent-
ed lineup for Fifth Street club the North 
Door’s March 15 show. Not only will you 
witness queer hip-hop and ballroom baddie 
BabiBoi spinning their hot new tunes, but 
the lineup also includes Austin Music 
Award nominee Turito, fka Y2K, whose 
work as a DJ and digital artist move yer 
body like few others, and the first trans 
AMA winner, p1nkstar, who displays the 
incredible artistry that won her Best 
Electronic every time she performs.

Get to know Austin’s queer scene outside 
of SXSW by checking out Qmmunity’s news 

and events coverage at austinchronicle.com/
qmmunity. Pro tip: Our guide to queer Austin 

biz is a great place to start!

Bottoms



austinchronicle.com   Players’ Guide to sXsW 2023, Part i   THE AUSTIN CHRONICLE   53

atX CoCina
110 San antonio #170, 512/263-2322. atxcocina.com.

 This Downtown modern mexican restau-
rant is 100% gluten-free and also 110% 
delicious. The queso fundido with heirloom 
corn tortillas made with masa nixtamalized 
in-house is well-loved around these parts, 
but don’t sleep on the carne asada and salm-
on from the grill. if you’re walking in without 
a reservation, choose from among dozens of 
tequilas and mezcals to make your wait for a 
table go a little more smoothly.

Red aSh
303 colorado #200, 512/379-2906. redaShgrill.com.

 Owner and chef John carver conjures his 
knowledge of northern and Southern italian 
cuisine into gastronomic wizardry, abetted by 
house-made pastas, locally sourced meats, 
seasonal vegetables, and his elegant venue’s 
custom-built wood-burning grill, oven, and 
plancha. Do we even need to tell you about all 
the wines curated from italy, Spain, France, 
argentina, chile, and more?

FaRegRound
111 congreSS. faregroundauStin.com.

 Downtown’s food hall is an upscale, local-
ly sourced food court with something for 
everyone in your party. austin rôtisserie’s 
got you covered with baguette sandwiches; 
get your snacky bits and craft cocktails at 
Ellis; send noods and dumplings at Little 
Wu; grab tacos and burritos at Taco Pegaso; 
and enjoy beverages both leaded and 
unleaded at DrinK.

BangeR’S SauSage houSe & 
BeeR gaRden
79 rainey, 512/386-1656. bangerSauStin.com.

 You’ll likely get to know rainey Street 
real good if you’re here for more than a day, 
but anyway make sure you don’t miss this 
anchoring establishment that’s abundant 
with all manner of sausages both regular 
and exotic – hell, they’ve been cooking whole 
hogs for special events for years now – and a 
plethora of local brews on tap, and always a 
lively atmosphere on that sun-dappled patio.

emmeR & Rye
51 rainey #110, 512/366-5530. emmerandrye.com.

 This fancy place is also based on rainey 
Street, get the drift? The beloved E&r offers an 
eclectic selection of high-end vittles, as chef and 
owner Kevin Fink works his grain-forward, locally 
foraged and sourced menu to critical and popular 
acclaim, pleasing picky palates as well as he fills 
hungry bellies. and did you want, what, some 
excellent cocktails, too? Oh, you’ll win here.

WaX myRtle’S
506 San Jacinto, 737/257-3026. waxmyrtleS.com.

 Located in the welcoming yet glamorous 
Thompson hotel, this coziest of fine dining estab-
lishments wows with its wealth of new american 
dishes from chefs nick Erven and Shandon Bryant 
– especially don’t miss their award-winning week-
end brunches – all served up in a casually elegant 
atmosphere enhanced with a curated jungle of 
plants and a beckoning poolside on the fourth floor.

StuBB’S BBQ
801 red river, 737/465-1218. StubbSauStin.com.

 You’re in town for what started as a music 
festival, so you may have heard of this local gem, 
right? Taking its name and recipes from legendary 
Lubbock cook christopher “Stubb” Stubblefield, 
this Downtown epicenter of tunes is a world-re-
nowned, dual-level performance venue that also 
happens to be a celebrated barbecue joint. Get a 
few bottles of that sauce to take home.

gati iCe CReam
1512 holly, 512/220-1077. gatiicecream.com.

 Your body and brain need sugar to fuel your 
SXSW exploits, what with all that walking and 
rawking. head on over to the holly neighborhood 
for a sweet treat to fix those flagging energy lev-
els. Your body will thank you after you’ve treated 
yourself to some vegan ice cream (mmmm … 
cookie monster) and/or gluten-free baked goods 
(lordy, that brownie!). n

Downtown Dining Recos
Good places to eat in the middle of all the hubbub, bub
B y  Way n e  a l a n  B R e n n e R  a n d  m e l a n i e  h a u P t

Gati ice Cream c O u r T E S Y  O F  G aT i

ellis by Fareground c O u r T E S Y  O F  F O h n Y

 So here you are, smack in the middle of Downtown austin, deep in the left ventricle of the scle-
rotic heart of the Lone Star State, and you’re feeling a mite peckish? Or maybe you’re nigh on han-
gry by this point and have a healthy hankerin’ for a thick beefsteak or a mess of that Texas-style 
barbecue you’ve heard so much about. Lucky for you, visitor or full-time citizen, the near-riotous 
epicenter of SXSW is chockablock with some of the best places to eat in town. not only that, but 
look: We’ve got a handy wrangling of lunch, dinner, and dessert recommendations to help conquer 
that Festival-fired hunger of yours, from classic faves to upstart newbies.

Find more dining recos in our Best of Austin: Restaurants database at austinchronicle.com/boa.
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 “I’ve experimented with simple mocap 
[motion capture] systems for some proj-
ects,” Cai said, “and was involved in a virtu-
al production project to produce a digital 
human-based documentary in collaboration 
with multiple technical teams. However, the 
creation of Mixanthropy was the first time 
we personally used an advanced mocap sys-
tem equipped with 25 cameras and full-body 
mocap suits to combine choreography and 
visual art. Although Yiou and I never trained 
as dancers, our goal was to develop versatil-
ity in capturing human and non-human 
characteristics beyond aesthetics.”
 “The way we improvised movement,” said 
Wang, “was to imagine our bodies trans-
forming into the figures in our art, and 
move in ways we thought such figures 
would move. There is a notion called 
metempsychosis, which means the migra-
tion of the spirit from body to body, espe-
cially from a human to another species or 
vice versa, which frequently appears in 
mythology. What our mocap method did 
was to transfer movement from our own 
bodies to the metamorphosing bodies in 
our work, completing metempsychosis. We 
live mythology. We live in technoculture 
and it makes us live mythically.”
 And these mythic metamorphoses, this 
carefully calibrated spectacle of divine 
shape-shifting, will be presented … how, 
exactly? What’s the vehicle to reveal these 
cutting-edge explorations to the Festgoing 
public?
 “Our project is an effort to explore fluid 
identities and investigate the possibilities of 
new life forms going beyond the anthropo-
centric view,” said Cai.
 “To work with technology,” Wang added, 
“not only makes it intuitive to realize the 
surreal ideas in our minds, but is itself also a 
metaphor for how technology becomes the 
new enchantment, in possession of a divine 
power that we see as a parallel to, instead of 
a resistance to, ancient myths.” n

The AusTin ChroniCle   P l a y e r s '  G u i d e  t o More

 There’s art at this year’s South by 
Southwest Festival, friend. Deep within the 
maelstrom of what the annual multimedia 
Festival has become, bright within its corpo-
rately commercial tracks and chockablock 
schedule of “Advertise HARDER!” how-tos, 
working in concert with the music and films 
and comedy and the other meaningful 
expressions of human creation that are still, 
we dare to suggest, what ultimately drives 

the whole sprawling thing – there’s art.
 Art that’s an exploration of who and what 
we are. Art that looks at where we’ve been 
and, after catching its breath for a moment, 
looks to what might lie ahead.
 This year’s program showcases a quartet of 
new-media works. Ancestral Archives 
(Convention Center, Room 2) manifests 
historically significant Black leaders – the 
poets and authors Audre Lorde, James 

Baldwin, Zora Neale Hurston, and Octavia 
Butler – in chatbot form, as conjured by artist 
Josie Williams in collaboration with EY 
Metaverse Lab and NEW INC. Quantum 
Jungle (Hilton Downtown, Room 410) is 
interactive, an installation by game designer 
Robin Baumgarten that physically renders 
the concepts of quantum physics on a large 
wall filled with touch-sensitive metal springs 
and thousands of LEDs, calculating the 
Schrödinger equation to model the movement 
of a quantum particle and demonstrating – so 
you can see it – superposition, interference, 
wave-particle duality, and quantum waveform 
collapse. Stone Speaks (Auditorium Shores) 
is a work of augmented reality, inspired by 
conversations between artist Nancy Baker 
Cahill and Sophia the Robot, the world’s first 
robot citizen and Innovation Champion for 
the United Nations Development Programme. 
They conversed about Earth’s accelerating 
climate crisis and the potential of human-
machine collaboration, and you’ll get to 
witness what they – the human artist and the 
digital one – built together.
 Mixanthropy by Meichun Cai and Yiou 
Wang (JW Marriott, Room 404) uses 16 sus-
pended holographic displays to visualize the 
potential for fluidity and change, the transi-
tion between animal and human states, via 
body transformations based on anatomical 
isomorphism – with mimetic skin textures 
echoing different environments through 
AI-generated datasets. The idea of such tran-
sitions resonated, so we dug a little deeper 
into Mixanthropy and sparked an interview. 
What, we wondered, is the movement of this 
work based on?

Myth and Tech Merge for 
the SXSW Art Program
Technology becomes the new enchantment in Mixanthropy
b y  WAy n e  A l A n  b r e n n e r

Mixanthropy a r t  b y  m e i c h u n  c a i  &  y i o u  W a n g

S X S W  A r t  P r o g r A m  I n S t A l l A t I o n
Mixanthropy by Meichun 
Cai & yiou Wang
Fri 10-tue 14, 10am-5pm, JW marriott, room 404
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The Pervert’s Guide 
to Slavoj Žižek
ImpressIonIst James adomIan says 
get ready to get sweaty for thIs 
year’s comedy keynote
b y  r o d  M A C h e n

 James Adomian is no stranger to SXSW. 
The famed impressionist has delighted audi-
ences for years with his renditions of Jesse 
Ventura, Bernie Sanders, and even Austin’s 
own Alex Jones. Now he’s embodying the 
essence of Slavoj Žižek for this year’s comedy 
keynote. Wait, Slavoj who?
 Let’s just let Adomian answer that himself.
 This question is going to be asked at the 
show. In fact, the whole show might be spent 
trying in vain to answer this question. Slavoj 
Žižek is a celebrity philosopher. He’s probably 
the most famous person who calls himself a 
philosopher. And he’s accomplished, he’s pub-
lished. He’s in thousands of movies and videos 
and constantly doing live events that are 
filmed and put on the internet. But also, he’s a 
real character. He’s Slovenian, and so there is 
an obscure Eastern European accent. And yet, 
most of the time [he’s] speaking English with 
slight effort and yet fluently.
 And he sputters and spits, and he has wild 
gesticulations, and he’s constantly flop-
sweating. And his political orientation is kind of 
like a revival of [Jacques] Lacan and [Georg 
Wilhelm Friedrich] Hegel. Some of it starts to 
sound comical. “I was raised a Communist and 
then a fervent anti-Communist in my youth. 
And now, once again, I am a Communist.” And 
so he’s pingponged around the political ideology 
available to him. He vaguely occupies an 
Adbusters orientation on the political spectrum.
 He’s known for bringing up high-important 
topics and then illustrating his points with pop 
culture and so forth. He had the series The 
Pervert’s Guide. And so he’s always bringing 
up some concept of geopolitics or philosophy 
as applied to the current-day political scenario 
in Europe or around the world. And then to 
illustrate it, he’ll be like, “My God, Madonna, 
let’s unpack this.” There’s a lot of people who 
don’t know who he is, but people who know 
who he is adore him. People think he’s kind of 
a clown. That’s one of the critiques of him, is 
that he doesn’t really get very deep into the 
academic discussions, that he’s kind of an 
entertainer. So to me, that’s more important 
than being a great academic. And he’s funny. 
He’s self-aware and funny, and also he’s funny 
in a way that he doesn’t understand, probably. 
And I love the idea of a public intellectual.

James adomian P h o t o  b y  g r e g  F e i n e r

JameS adomian aT SXSW

ŽIŽeK vs. ŽXŽW: My god, what 
is this polycrisis? (a comedy 
keynote in twelve volumes)
Fri 10, 8pm, esther’s Follies

The Comedian’s Comedian 
With Stuart Goldsmith w/ 
James Adomian (live podcast)
mon 13, 4pm, esther’s Follies

 And I’m going to test myself because I have 
to have a big, stupid mustache and beard 
glued to my face with a flop sweat. And I have 
to be wet. And when I’ve played him before, 
I’ve artificially wet myself, like pour water on 
my head before I go onstage.
 This is going to be the longest I’m going to 
be onstage as Slavoj Žižek, so I’m going to 
have to see if the stage makeup will hold for 
that long and under that kind of stress. 
Because I really do get into a sputtering 
frenzy when I play him where it’s just nonstop. 
When you’re making fun of him, you have a 
way of maybe continuing to talk for five 
minutes straight. And it has been very fun to 
do, in short bursts in L.A., in the last year.
 I’ve known about Slavoj Žižek for years, but 
to answer your original question, I don’t know 
who Slavoj Žižek is. I experience this phenom-
enon, and it’s a filter or a lens through which I 
can interpret the world. I’m giving you the 
academic bullshit speech, which is … It’s like 
the swamp he lives in. And I think it’s a con-
cept that needs to continue to be unpacked. 
And yet it’s a forceful enough phenomenon, 
this Žižek phenomenon, that it even echoes 
into the simulacrum of South by Southwest 
comedy and the stage of Esther’s Follies. n
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