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 Donald Trump and Elon Musk have cre-
ated an almost impenetrable news cycle. 
And they seem intent on bringing artificial 
intelligence to the forefront. Coverage has 
ranged from Trump announcing a $500 bil-
lion private investment in AI infrastructure to 
Musk trying to buy OpenAI from his rival Sam 
Altman to Musk’s Department of Government 
Efficiency working to automate the federal 
government. That list doesn’t even include 

China-based DeepSeek’s Sputnik moment, 
which raised doubts about the United States’ 
dominance in the industry. 
 In other words, through a chaotic media 
environment, AI has maintained a foothold.
 For Emilia Javorsky, who began working 
in AI in 2018, the technology going main-
stream is all a bit surreal. “Back in the day 
… you would have to be so careful on talking 
about AI, because everyone would be like, 

‘What’s this science-fiction thing you’re 
talking about?’” she said.  
 Javorsky is the director of the Futures 
Program at the Future for Life Institute and will be 
speaking on the “AI and Power Concentration” 
panel at South by Southwest. She has spent 
time looking into both how AI can be used for 
good, but also how it is being misused. Right 
now, she is concerned about big tech compa-
nies pursuing “smarter-than-human” AI. 

AI Goes Mainstream
SXSW panels delve into the good and not-so-good of artificial intelligence
BY BENTON GRAHAM

One topic to be discussed: big tech companies pursuing “smarter-than-human” AI A RT BY ZEK E B A RB A RO, A HUM A N (WITH PHOTOS FROM GE T T Y IM AGES)

 “This pursuit of power concentration and 
this pursuit of developing something smarter 
than us is all kind of hanging on the assump-
tion that you’ll be able to control it or antic-
ipate how it’ll work,” she said. “Our under-
standing of how these models work, our 
understanding of how to evaluate them, our 
understanding of safety engineering prac-
tices, is just pretty much in its infancy and 
needs to come a long way.”

CONFERENCE
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 In her view, the goal should be augmenting 
what humans are able to do. “I think we’re 
still in the early days of this AI takeoff,” she 
said. “The next frontier is not just making the 
models, but how do we actually apply those 
models in the real world?”
 And there are some examples of those 
models being applied in the real world as a 
force for good. Javorsky sees AI as a tool that 
can be used to solve climate, education, and 
health care problems. Google’s AlphaFold, 
which predicts protein structures, is the “post-
er child” for this, she added. The technology 
could have profound implications for phar-
maceutical drugs. Javorsky pointed out that 
AlphaFold not only benefits humanity, but it 
also unlocked a new business for Google. 
 Suhair Khan, a tech company founder who 
will be speaking on the Emotional Machines: 
AI, Feeling & The Human Body panel, also 
thinks scientific research is an area where 
AI could benefit humanity. Khan, who said 
she served as an adviser for the European 
Union’s AI Act, would like to see the govern-
ment play a role in guiding the technology in 
the right direction. 
 For example, she has environmental con-
cerns about how AI data centers impact 
carbon emissions, water evaporation, and 
physical degradation. The government could 
implement environmental regulations on the 
AI industry. It could also help with bring-
ing a range of perspectives to an industry 
dominated by men in Silicon Valley. “I think 
government can support investing right now, 
very specifically in R&D labs and incubators 
at scale that are bringing together a diversity 
of perspectives,” Khan said. 
 Diversity of perspectives is important 
to her in part because how emotions are 
interpreted can vary from culture to culture. 
“That’s the issue of having generative AI 
platforms that talk to us in English,” she said. 
“It’s a translation of a translation.”
 From an application in health care to 
ChatGPT, Khan said AI platforms “are con-
necting with your emotions, your senses, 
your mind, your lived experience every single 
day.” She added that “we don’t really have 
any kind of code or language for dealing with 
this.” We need that code to ensure that we 
are creating AI that isn’t harmful, addictive, 
or destructive to our emotions in Khan’s view. 
But how do we do that?
 “I think we should actually be thinking 
about how you’re creating cross-disciplinary 
spaces, where it’s not just engineers working 
with the data, it’s people coming to question, 
not just the ethics of it, but to bring their 
expertise,” Khan said.  n

AI Changing 
Our Lives

Are Whistleblowers 
Going to Save Us From 
the Harms of Tech?
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HILTON AUSTIN DOWNTOWN, SALON K

Emotional Machines: 
AI, Feeling & The 
Human Body
SUNDAY 9, 10AM,  
HILTON AUSTIN DOWNTOWN, SALON C

AI and Power 
Concentration: 
Building Tech to 
Empower Us All
MONDAY 10, 4PM,  
HILTON AUSTIN DOWNTOWN, SALON C

From Cages to the 
Real World: The Dawn 
of Physical AI
TUESDAY 11, 2:30PM,  
HILTON AUSTIN DOWNTOWN, SALON H



6   THE AUSTIN CHRONICLE   SXSW 2025 FESTIVAL GUIDE - PART I   AUSTINCHRONICLE.COM

 Once again, South by Southwest coincides 
with the advent of Donald Trump’s presiden-
cy and, once again, a range of panels will 
discuss the implications Trump will have on 
American democracy.
 Judging by the frenzied pace at which the 
Trump administration – and de facto Vice 
President Elon Musk – has moved to desta-
bilize the federal bureaucracy in just his first 
month in office, the situation appears dire. 
Just ask Skye Perryman, who serves as pres-
ident and CEO of Democracy Forward, a legal 
organization on the front lines pushing back in 
court on the Trump and Musk assault.

 “It’s a five-alarm fire with respect to our 
overall system of government and also with 
respect to the well-being of the American 
people,” Perryman said. “We’re about 
a month out from inauguration and we’ve 
already seen the president and his associ-
ates, including Elon Musk, operate in incred-
ibly harmful and unlawful ways with courts 
across the country having to intervene to 
strike down a number of their activities.”
 Democracy Forward has played a key role 
in one of those battles – the organization, 
which formed in the wake of Trump’s first 
election in 2016, sued the administration 

alongside a coalition of nonprofit organiza-
tions following the White House’s move to 
freeze all federal payments to nonprofits that 
had already been awarded grants. A federal 
judge quickly halted that move while litiga-
tion continues.
 Already, the judicial system is facing a 
stress test with Trump and Musk respond-
ing defiantly to judges around the country 
that have ruled against the administration. 
Perryman thinks this will be an unwise strat-
egy, in the long run, and that the judicial 
branch of government will remain resolute 
in exercising its independent authority. “I’ve 

Kings, Courts, and Creative Dissent
As Trump consolidates power, SXSW focuses on fate of global democracy
BY AUSTIN SANDERS

As Trump and Musk get creative with autocratic measures, SXSW addresses creative democratic efforts ZEK E B A RB A RO / GE T T Y IM AGES

never seen a federal judge take kindly to the 
executive branch suggesting that it doesn’t 
have to follow a court order,” Perryman said. 
“I’ve just never seen that. I don’t think that’s 
why people become judges.”
 Other panels will also focus on the fight 
to protect democracy around the globe. 
One titled The Next Generation will feature 
two young politicians from Zimbabwe and 
Guatemala, respectively, who will discuss 
their struggle against authoritarianism, while 
facing the threat of violence and imprison-
ment. Another will gather international artists 
to explore “artivism.”  n

CONFERENCE
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 Depression remains the most common 
cause of ill health and disability worldwide, 
per the World Health Organization, and while 
doctors are getting better at treating its acute 
symptoms, there is still a group of people 
who have what Patricio Riva Posse, a neurol-
ogist and associate professor of psychiatry 
at Emory University, calls “treatment-resis-
tant depression.” 
 Providing those people long-term relief has 
proven difficult. Over the last two decades, 
however, researchers have been working to 
develop a targeted 
surgical treatment 
that can stimulate 
the brain – adapt-
ing the deep-brain 
stimulation technol-
ogy that was initially 
developed to treat 
movement disor-
ders like Parkinson’s 
disease.
 “An analogy to it 
is like a pacemak-
er that you have for 
your heart,” Riva 
Posse said. “This 
is a pacemaker [for] 
the brain. The pace-
maker, what it does 
is maintain a constant stimulation in the 
brain that allows patients to have minimal 
symptoms of depression and to carry on 
with their lives.”
 Riva Posse and a number of his colleagues 
will present at South by Southwest on the 
state of their research, which will be moving 
to a national clinical trial in the next two years. 
The panel is one of a trio at this year’s event 
that will address topics related to brain health 
and perceptions of modern science.
 Another of the panels, titled 
Reconstructing the Human Brain in the Lab, 
will address research being conducted at 
the International Space Station and a select 
number of other labs to generate three-di-
mensional models of the brain from stem 

cells – which can then be used to advance 
research into neurological conditions.
 “We have many defenses in medicine 
for different parts of the body: People are 
not dying [as much] anymore from heart 
attacks,” Alysson Muotri, a neurologist at 
University of California San Diego said. “We 
know how to fix [them]. We are curing can-
cer. But the brain remains a mystery. The 
latest drug developed for a neurological con-
dition was in the Seventies.”
 The relatively slow rate of progress in 

the treatment of neu-
rological conditions 
means that diseas-
es like Alzheimer’s 
remain nearly impos-
sible to control. The 
main reason for the 
limited progress, 
Muotri said, is the 
limited accessibili-
ty of brain tissue to 
scientists. 
 “The reason why 
we make progress 
on the heart, blood 
disease, and cancer 
is that we can take a 
biopsy and study [it] 
in the lab,” Muotri 

said. “We cannot do that with the brain.” 
 Now, however, stem cells are changing the 
equation – allowing scientists to effectively 
re-create the human brain inside a lab and 
study how those cells might be used to heal 
damaged areas of the brain. A 2020 study 
found that mice treated with a partially stem-
cell-based therapy had a slower onset of 
disease and lived longer. 
 The third panel, called Crisis to Credibility, 
will cover one of the issues looming over 
numerous areas of research in the current 
political climate: a newfound lack of trust in 
modern science, exacerbated by the frac-
tured media landscape and the very public 
stances of leading figures in the federal 
government.  n

Science and the 
Human Brain

Reconstructing the 
Human Brain in the Lab
FRIDAY 7, 4PM, JW MARRIOTT, SALON D

Crisis to Credibility: 
Restoring Trust in 
Modern Science
FRIDAY 7, 2:30PM, JW MARRIOTT, SALON BC

Revolutionizing Mental 
Healthcare with 
Implantable Devices
SATURDAY 8, 10AM, JW MARRIOTT, SALON BC

Building Brains  
and Resilience
Researchers at SXSW illuminate the front lines  
of neuroscience today  BY ABE ASHER

“We know how to  
fix [cardiac issues].  
We are curing cancer.  
But the brain remains 
a mystery. The latest 
drug developed for a 
neurological condition 
was in the Seventies.”
UC SAN DIEGO NEUROLOGIST 
ALYSSON MUOTRI

Scientists will discuss cutting-edge methods to re-create and study the human brain GE T T Y IM AGES

CONFERENCE
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 To date, autonomous vehicles have been 
almost exclusively associated with ride-hail-
ing. Waymos seem to be everywhere in 
Austin these days, and riders can opt in 
to getting an autonomous ride via Uber. 
That’s not to mention the companies testing 
(Volkswagen and Zoox) or that have tested 
(R.I.P. Cruise and Argo AI) vehicles in the 
city. Plus, Tesla plans to roll out its robotaxi 
service in June. 
 But the role autonomous travel could play 
in public transit has received less of the spot-
light. That is part of what Sarah Fox will dis-
cuss as a part of the Creating Safer, More 
Equitable Public Transit Systems panel at this 
year’s South by Southwest. 

 Fox is an assistant professor in the Human-
Computer Interaction Institute at Carnegie 
Mellon University and has researched the role 
of automation in public bus transportation. 
Automating bus travel is particularly difficult 
because, unlike a train or light rail, there is no 
track, meaning the bus “would be traveling 
alongside vulnerable road users” like pedes-
trians and cyclists, Fox said. Buses are also 
of course much larger, and thus more difficult 
to maneuver than, say, a Waymo-sized SUV. 
 Another challenge is that bus drivers pro-
vide a public service. “They answer questions 
to folks who are boarding the bus en route, 
directions, the proper line to take,” she said. 
“They also help people with disabilities board. 

… They also respond in the case of emergen-
cies, so whether it’s on the bus or outside of 
the bus, they frequently see accidents and 
health emergencies that they call in emergen-
cy services to respond to. So, in many ways, 
they’re kind of a first responder.”
 With this in mind, Fox would like to see a 
partnership between humans and machines. 
Aviation offers a good example. While there 
are aspects of flying that are automated, the 
pilot oversees the operation and ensures pas-
sengers arrive safely. 
 Fox has worked with the unions that rep-
resent bus drivers to develop her research. 
There are ways that the technology could 
improve the driver and rider experience. For 

AI at the Wheel, for the Masses
Self-driving cars are mostly Uber-like, but could automation enter public transit?
BY BENTON GRAHAM

How much automation is too much for a public bus? GE T T Y IM AGES

example, people with disabilities are often 
passed by buses and don’t get picked up. 
Drivers could receive advance notice of 
“any accessibility needs that that passenger 
might have, so that they can prepare and 
ensure that they have adequate time at a 
stop to help them,” she said. 
 The role that public transit plays in pro-
viding accessible transportation is critical in 
Fox’s view. The mode of transport is also key 
to reducing congestion and greenhouse gas 
emissions. Yet public transit is underfunded 
across the country. “That really impacts the 
ways that they are able to serve their com-
munities and the ways that they are able to 
support their workers,” Fox said. n

CONFERENCE

The Future of 
Transportation

Making Autonomous 
Ride-Hailing a Reality 
in Your City
TUESDAY 11, 4PM,  
HILTON AUSTIN DOWNTOWN, SALON G

Making Autonomous 
Transportation 
Accessible
WEDNESDAY 12, 2:30PM,  
HILTON AUSTIN DOWNTOWN, SALON G

America, Make This 
Your Train Era
WEDNESDAY 12, 10AM,  
HILTON AUSTIN DOWNTOWN, SALON F

Creating Safer, More 
Equitable Public 
Transit Systems
THURSDAY 13, 1PM,  
HILTON AUSTIN DOWNTOWN, SALON F
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 We asked Kate Dmytrenko to describe the 
carbon removal machines that Climeworks is 
pushing at this year’s SXSW, expecting a long, 
intricate answer. Nope. They’re vacuums. 
 “Yes, we use these giant vacuums,” 
Dmytrenko said. “They suck ambient air in, fil-
ter the carbon dioxide out, and process it. We 
concentrate the CO2, which is then injected 
underground and stored permanently there.”
 Dmytrenko’s boss, Climeworks COO 
Douglas Chan, will join the Nature 
Conservancy’s Katharine Hayhoe at the 
Hilton on March 11 to talk more about the 
vacuums. The featured session – Cleaning 
Up Our Atmosphere – will examine what it’s 
going to take to build enough of these devices 
to suck up the blanket of carbon in the tropo-
sphere that is making our planet so hot.
 We’re gonna need a lot of the machines, 
Dmytrenko told us. She described the two 
that Climeworks 
currently oper-
ates in Iceland. 
The first, called 
Orca, is capable 
of removing 4,000 
tons of CO2 from 
the atmosphere 
per year. The sec-
ond, Mammoth, 
can remove 10 
times as much. 
Various research-
ers estimate that 
for life on Earth to 
go on more or less as it currently does, 
humans will need to remove about 10 billion 
metric tons of CO2 every year by 2050. 
Removing that much CO2 would require 
roughly 250,000 of Climeworks’ large vacu-
ums sucking nonstop.
 Maybe building 250,000 vacuums is not 
that massive a challenge. After all, there are 
approximately 1.5 billion cars on the world’s 
roads. These machines are expensive, but 
they aren’t huge – Dmytrenko said they’re 
about the size of a shipping container and 
can be stacked vertically, creating a much 

smaller footprint than, say, a forest. She also 
noted that Climeworks has the profit motive 
on its side – once capitalism finds a way to 
make money off the machines, they could 
proliferate rapidly. And it won’t be just pro-
gressives cashing in. 
 “It has the potential to bring thousands of 
jobs that don’t compete with, but complement, 
the oil and gas industry,” Dmytrenko said.
 There are other ways besides vacuums to 
decarbonize the atmosphere, Ralph Keeling 
of the Scripps Institution of Oceanography at 
UC San Diego told us. He will discuss several 
of them on March 10 at the panel Quest to 
Capture Carbon and Bend the Curve.
 Keeling told us there are three main 
approaches to decarbonization, aside from 
the carbon removal machines. One is grow-
ing more forests. Another is so-called blue 
carbon – growing more kelp or mangroves 

in coastal ecosys-
tems. The third is 
“enhanced rock 
weathering.” 
 Enhanced rock 
weathering entails 
crushing rocks like 
basalt and mixing 
them into the ocean, 
where they react 
with the CO2 in sea-
water, turning it into 
a sediment which 
sinks to the ocean 
floor. This reverses 

the acidification of the ocean, allowing it 
to absorb more CO2 from the air and safe-
guarding coral and other sea life. 
 Keeling prefers enhanced rock weathering 
over biomass-based solutions. “I think that 
could scale up a little bit better. The oceans 
are vast. You could say that the carbon prob-
lem is really a geologic problem. The prob-
lem is that we spun up a geologic process 
a couple hundred- or thousandfold by the 
burning of fossil fuels. And the solution is to 
speed up another geologic process, which is 
the weathering of rocks.” 

 As scientists like Keeling study the poten-
tial solutions, others, like Cecilia Garraffo and 
Kirsten Hall of the Center for Astrophysics 
collaboration between Harvard and the 
Smithsonian, are getting a deeper under-
standing of the way greenhouse gases are 
moving in the atmosphere and how they’re 
interacting with the planet’s weather system. 
Garraffo and Hall will discuss their research 
at a panel titled Astronomers Looking Down.
 Garraffo told us that the Center for 
Astrophysics analyzes data from a pair of 
satellites that orbit the Earth, feeding the 
data into advanced modeling engines to gain 
insight about where gases like nitrogen diox-
ide, methane, and ozone are in the strato-
sphere and troposphere. “You can look at the 
map and you can see the highways are dark 
because they have a lot more nitrogen diox-
ide. And the cities are black,” Garraffo said.
 The satellite data allows Hall to gain a more 
precise understanding of atmospheric riv-
ers, the thousand-mile-long plumes of water 
vapor that have repeatedly flooded Southern 
California in recent winters, and the role that 
ozone plays in their formation. “Atmospheric 
rivers are actually responsible for about 50% 
of the precipitation along the West Coast of 
the U.S., which you can imagine is really cru-
cial for drought busting,” Hall said. “So they 
can be extremely beneficial in that regard, 
but there can also be more extreme forms of 
those storms that then have catastrophic con-
sequences, such as flooding and mudslides. 
So the better that we can understand them, 
the better we can be prepared as humans to, 
you know, live on this beautiful planet.” n

Protecting  
the Planet

The Quest to  
Capture Carbon and 
Bend the Curve
MONDAY 10, 10AM,  
HILTON AUSTIN DOWNTOWN, SALON A

Cleaning Up Our 
Atmosphere: Carbon 
Removal Prepares to 
Go Mainstream
TUESDAY 11, 11:30AM,  
AUSTIN CONVENTION CENTER, ROOM 16AB

Astronomers Looking 
Down: A Sustainable 
Earth Incubator
TUESDAY 11, 4PM,  
HILTON AUSTIN DOWNTOWN, SALON B

Solving the Climate 
Crisis from Space
WEDNESDAY 12, 4PM  
HILTON AUSTIN DOWNTOWN, SALON A

“You can look at the 
map and you can see 
the highways are dark 
because they have a lot 
more nitrogen dioxide. 
And the cities are black.”
CENTER FOR ASTROPHYSICS’ 
CECILIA GARRAFFO

CONFERENCE

Time to Save  
the Planet
Tracking, vacuuming, and sinking carbon are  
top approaches in SXSW panels   BY BRANT BINGAMON

SXSW climate panels dive into decarbonization methods galore GE T T Y IM AGES
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 The Arctic. A place where reindeer is on 
the menu and Russian submarines lurk, 
some of them wielding enough explosives 
for a blast many times larger than the atomic 
bomb in Hiroshima.
 The Arctic is also a place where two of the 
globe’s greatest threats – climate change 
and warfare – amplify each other. Sherri 
Goodman, whose career in the Department 
of Defense focused on the environment, 
uses the term “threat multiplier.” That is also 
the title of her new book.
 As ice melts in the Arctic, new shipping 
routes open up. A recent federal report 
described the previously low-tension region 
as tightening up with “the emergence of 
great power competition between the United 

States, Russia, and China.” With President 
Trump reigniting his call for the U.S. to 
take over Greenland, these tensions are as 
apparent as ever.
 Goodman says increased access to the 
Arctic is only part of the equation. “Climate 
change also changes the context in which 
we fight or operate in any conflict.” Of 
course extreme temperatures affect troops 
themselves, but there’s also the issue of 
weapon and transport design. For example, 
Goodman says changing ocean salinity can 
create snags. (Increased salinity in the Gulf 
of Aden south of Yemen has caused fail-
ures in several UK frigates’ turbines.) “We’ve 
designed our weapons systems to operate 
under certain assumptions. And now a lot of 

those assumptions of the natural world, the 
natural system, are challenged because of 
climate change.” 
 Climate change not only impacts military 
operations, but military operations can also 
speed up climate change. Goodman – now 
a senior fellow at the Polar Institute and a 
senior strategist at the Center for Climate and 
Security – points out that electrifying fleets 
not only reduces carbon emissions but also 
keeps the U.S. competitive technologically 
with adversaries. “It’s just going to be very 
challenging to rely on heavily gas-guzzling 
forces that have to be deployed forward,” 
Goodman says. “We learned the hard way 
in Iraq and Afghanistan that we were losing 
American lives having to truck fuel to the 

War, Meet Climate Change
SXSW Arctic panel explains climate impact on national security
BY MAGGIE QUINLAN

One SXSW panelist describes climate change as a "threat multiplier" in warfare GE T T Y IM AGES

front.” Troops hauling gas were targeted with 
bombs. Now, in Ukraine, the war is largely 
fought by electric drones. Goodman says as 
the U.S. continues to build tankers for aerial 
refueling, which can be targeted by drones, 
the U.S. needs to consider that “the goal in 
war is to knock out the enemy and not give the 
enemy a lot of things to shoot at.”
 Meanwhile, ice melting in the Arctic could 
sink cities far south of the polar tundra. “What 
happens in the Arctic doesn’t stay in the 
Arctic,” Goodman says.
 Monday’s SXSW panel featuring Goodman 
and three other Arctic and environmental 
experts will cover a wide range of the increas-
ing risks – from warfare to natural disasters 
– that start in the Arctic. n

CONFERENCE

F E AT U R E D  S E S S I O N
Arctic: An Urgent Call 
for Climate and National 
Security
MONDAY, 10, 4PM, HILTON AUSTIN DOWNTOWN, SALON B
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 The unicorn. The elegant symbol of purity 
and beauty to some. For others, the rainbow-
pooping, Lisa Frankified epitome of childhood 
pizzazz. Yet they weren’t always that way. 
“Unicorns in antiquity used to be terrifying,” 
explained Alex Scharfman, and he’s bringing 
those deadly qualities back as writer/director 
of Death of a Unicorn.
 Receiving its world premiere at South by 
Southwest ahead of a wide release on March 
28, the A24 horror-comedy is Scharfman’s take 
on a creature feature. His biggest influence was 
what he called “the science expedition feature” 
like The Creature From the Black Lagoon 
and Val Guest’s The Abominable Snowman: 
“Scientists go into a place where the locals 
know something and are like, ‘Hey, I don’t think 
you should be fucking with this thing.’ We don’t 

have locals in our film, but there’s something 
about that. About going to an exotic place 
where our characters are out of their everyday 
environment [and] they encounter something 
they shouldn’t mess with.”
 Forget all those cutesy romanticized 
unicorns. If you see a thousand pounds 
of mystical beast with a razor-sharp lance 
sticking out of its head, run for the hills. And 
definitely don’t do what widowed business 
executive Elliott (Paul Rudd, Ant-Man) does 
on a trip with his estranged daughter Ridley 
(Jenna Ortega, Wednesday) to meet his new 
bosses: run one over, then try to hide the 
body in the back of your car.
 When Scharfman started researching 
unicorn stories, he found there’d been myths 
about the beast for two and a half millennia 

before Misty Brightdawn went trotting through 
Ponyville. The first known description of a 
unicorn dates back to 398 BC, when Ctesias, 
the Greek physician to King Artaxerxes II of 
the Achaemenid Empire, described a horned 
ass in his travel journal Indica. He claimed 
that drinking from a mug made from the horn 
would cure diseases. Throughout history, 
the rich and powerful have sought unicorn 
horns as a panacea, Scharfman noted. “And 
if you’re updating the medieval unicorn story, 
then what is a lord and nobleman other than 
an oligarchic family with an industrial fiefdom 
that happens to be pharmaceuticals?”
 Enter Elliott‘s bosses: Richard E. Grant as 
cancer-riddled industrialist Dell Leopold, Téa 
Leoni as his trophy wife, and Will Poulter as 
their bro-y son who founds dodgy startups 

Horn of Plenty
A24’s satirical horror Death of a Unicorn shows the powerful never change 
BY RICHARD WHITTAKER

Death of a Unicorn COURTESY OF A 24

and name-drops billionaires. Their interest in 
the mythical creature is driven by greed, not 
awe. Making them the physical embodiment 
of Big Pharma allowed Scharfman to probe 
our ethically murky relationship with drug 
companies. “Coming out of the pandemic,” 
he said, “we owe a great debt to the pharma-
ceutical industry for creating a vaccine in a 
matter of months for a brand-new virus, but 
at the same time they did it for profit. Helping 
people was the means, not the end.”
 In the writing, Scharfman increasingly 
found that with the power dynamics between 
the Leopolds and between Elliott and Ridley, 
the film became about generational divides, 
and he cast the film accordingly – “with 
Richard being in the baby boomer zone, and 
Paul being more in the Gen-X world, and Will 
being this millennial who’s standing to inherit 
the world from the boomers,” he explained. 
“As a millennial myself, it’s a fascinating thing 
of all the homeownership rates being in the 
toilet, but also this great wealth transfer that 
people are anticipating. Well, the boomers are 
going to die, and all these man-children and 
immature people are going to soon inherit this 
wealth. What have they been doing, and how 
are they going to handle all of that?”
 In Death of a Unicorn, the beast begins to 
represent something older and more primal 
than the mere concerns of share prices and 
inheritance taxes. So, in resurrecting the ancient 
versions, “we give you that magical, pure 
unicorn, but it’s also not the thing you expect it 
to be. … Not monsters but old-world gods, like 
in Princess Mononoke, deer gods and giant 
wolves, untamed and representing something.” 
It’s how creature features would often turn their 
monsters into gods, with both the Creature from 
the Black Lagoon and King Kong worshipped as 
deities to be placated and avoided. 
 That wariness is something that was a 
constant in early mythologies. For cultures 
like the ancient Greeks, Scharfman said, “The 
gods live right there. They’re on a mountain 
and you can see it. They’re not floating above 
us who knows where. They walk among us 
from time to time.’ … It gives you a certain 
sense of consequences, and a certain sense 
that, ‘These rules are pretty strict. We better 
pay attention to that.’”  n

FILM 

Death of a Unicorn 
H E A D L I N E R ,  W O R L D  P R E M I E R E
SATURDAY 8, 5:30PM, PARAMOUNT THEATRE
SUNDAY 9, 11AM, HYATT REGENCY
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 There’s a photo you’ve seen before.
 It’s of Willie Nelson, the late psychedelic 
rock pioneer Roky Erickson, and Gibby 
Haynes, singer in the Butthole Surfers. It was 
taken in Luck, Texas, by photographer Scott 
Newton in 1995. 
 There is straw on the floor and they are in 
front of a Texas flag, which looks huge but 
is the size of a flag you might see flying at a 
car dealership. Willie is a mere 62, Roky has 
not yet emerged from the mental illness that 
dominated too much of his life, and Gibby is 
gesturing to the camera, being … Gibby.  
 Even with the subjects, right to left, being 
Gibby, Willie, and Roky, it is impossible not 
to look at it and think: three Texas musicians 
we admire most, Father, Son, and Holy 
Ghost (God’s in the middle, duh). The man 
who came to Austin and codified outlaw 
country, the inventor of psychedelic rock, 
and the chaotic weirdo who, with his fellow 
travelers in the Butthole Surfers, embodied 
psychedelia at its most outlaw.

 There’s a good documentary series about 
Willie (Willie Nelson & Family, streaming on 
Paramount+), and a terrific doc about Roky 
(You’re Gonna Miss Me, and good luck with 
finding a DVD under $80). And now, debuting 
at SXSW, Butthole Surfers: The Hole Truth 
and Nothing Butt, in which director Tom 
Stern unpacks what made this curious and 
influential collection of musicians tick, what 
combination of skill and substances got them 
there and how it all fell apart. 
 Fact(?): The Butthole Surfers were the best 
live underground rock band of the 1980s. 
Some would contend you don’t even need 
“underground” or “rock” in there. 
 Seeing the Surfers, “that is a changing 
point in your life,” says Richard Linklater in 
the doc. In Aaron Tanner’s nifty art book, 
Butthole Surfers: What Does Regret Mean?, 
everyone from Stephen Malkmus to David 
Yow declares them the best live band of the 
epoch. A panoply of rockers (Dean Ween, 
Flea, Dave Grohl) say as much onscreen.

 Stern would agree. He first saw them with 
fellow Tisch student Alex Winter (yes, from Bill 
& Ted’s Excellent Adventure, and an excellent 
filmmaker in his own right) in the mid-Eighties 
and was converted instantly. “There was no 
precedent for it, for me,” he says. He met guitar-
ist and co-founder Paul Leary (“a nice normal 
guy to me”) and Gibby (“not a normal guy”). 
 Stern is calling from the road; he and his 
family are going on a quick ski trip, a calm 
before the SXSW storm. He is rushing to 
lock his movie in 
time for the festival 
but his family also 
needs a bit of a 
break, he explains; 
they lost their house 
in the Altadena fires, 
which means that the director lost virtually 
everything related to the movie: his home 
production studio, props, papers, all of his 
possessions, the whole shebang. 
 “I love Altadena, we are going to rebuild 
there,” he says, but he and his family are still 
living in someone else’s house as he wraps 
up the film. Still: oof.
 Back when he was a student, in 1986, 
Stern cut together a video, on spec, for 
the Butthole Surfers song “Cherub.” (Sharp-
eyed readers will note that Austin noise 
rock savants Cherubs were named after the 
song.) The band dug it and they worked 
together on and off throughout Stern’s career 
as a writer, director, and producer. About five 
years ago, Stern got the bug: “It was time to 
enshrine their legacy.”

Nothing Sacred, 
Always Profane
The story of Central Texas psychedelic-punk 
legends Butthole Surfers
BY JOE GROSS

 He talked to most everyone from the band: 
Gibby, Leary, drummers King Coffey and the 
late Theresa Taylor, and nine bassists, includ-
ing “classic era” bassist JD Pinkus. Look for 
nifty animation and plenty of puppets. You don’t 
even have to look very hard to see puppet dick.
 Stern also talked to detractors, with beefs 
large and small, some mixed with respect, 
some not. “If you’re around [Gibby] long 
enough, something bad is going to happen,” 
Melvins guitarist Buzz Osborne says in the doc. 
 The late musician/engineer Steve Albini 
went to his grave thinking they were awful 
people for the grubby way their relationship 
ended with Touch and Go Records, which put 
out the band’s most powerful records in the 
mid-Eighties. “Albini loved to trash-talk them,” 
Sterns says. “Not every voice can be positive.”   
 And there is plenty of negative in there. The 
Surfers were the opposite of the Reaganite 
morality cops; musically, they were at the other 
end of the rock spectrum from, say, R.E.M., 
whose appeal to the New Waver and frat guy 
alike made them gods of the underground, 
then global stars. The Surfers were more like 
the underground Grateful Dead: Both had two 
drummers, a devout following that gave the 

band life-changing 
properties, a belief in 
the power of the psy-
chedelic mind state 
and a fondness of con-
sciousness change. 
Speaking of, drugs are 

a huge part of the Surfers’ story. Forget the 
acid, weed, and beer that powered a lot of the 
Surfers’ work and fandom; Gibby became a her-
oin user and, well, a lot of people looked up to 
Gibby. (He is now clean, married, and a father.)   
 To its credit, “The Hole Truth” doesn’t shy 
away from these complexities. It can’t get 
into everything (hardcore Surfers nerds might 
blanch at the absence of the Rough Trade 
Records period – “the movie was getting pret-
ty long,” Stern says). Some of the discussion 
around drugs is perhaps revisionist. But it 
does explain their weird major label period 
and focuses long and hard at the creative love 
story between Leary and Gibby.
 “The core human story is the partnership 
between these two guys,” Stern says. “It’s not the 
Surfers unless those two guys are involved.” n

“It was time to enshrine 
their legacy.”
TOM STERN, DIRECTOR

Butthole Surfers PHOTO BY PAT B L ASHIL

FILM 

Butthole Surfers: The Hole 
Truth and Nothing Butt
2 4  B E AT S  P E R  S E C O N D,  
W O R L D  P R E M I E R E
WEDNESDAY  12, 3:30PM, PARAMOUNT THEATRE
THURSDAY 13, 9PM, AFS CINEMA
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 Every community has a crime that rede-
fines its image of itself. Whether it’s the 
Zodiac Killer in San Francisco, the Black 
Dahlia murder in Los Angeles, or the Saint 
Valentine’s Day Massacre in Chicago, it’s an 
event so terrible that it becomes seen as an 
end to innocence.
 In Austin, it’s the infamous Yogurt Shop 
Murders. On December 6, 1991, four teen-
agers – Amy Ayers (aged 13), Eliza Thomas 
(17), and the Harbison sisters, Jennifer (17) 
and Sarah Harbison (15) – were shot and 
their bodies burned at an I Can’t Believe 
It’s Yogurt! at the corner of Rockwood and 
Anderson. The slayings remain unsolved, 
damaging not only the lives of their families 
and friends, but those of the wrongfully pros-
ecuted suspects, and of investigators haunt-
ed by the case they never cracked.

 Now Austin-based director Margaret Brown 
is exploring that seemingly never-ending trag-
edy in her new four-part series for HBO, The 
Yogurt Shop Murders. Ahead of the first episode 
receiving its premiere at South by Southwest, 
she explained how she almost felt obligated to 
tell the story. “It haunted the town so much that 
I felt it had to be an Austin filmmaker telling it.”

 But if you’re expecting a traditional true crime 
drama, replete with reenactments and archive 
footage, that’s not the kind of documentary that 
Brown makes – even if she initially thought that 
was the plan. She explained, “I have a lot of 
friends who are journalists, and we had talked 
about the crime, and they had got me interest-
ed in something that I ended up not being as 
interested in, which is the machinations of the 
crime.” Yet that doesn’t mean she wasn’t still 
fascinated by the story. “When I met the fam-
ilies, I pivoted,” she said, and as a result “the 
show is less about true crime and more about 
trauma. … To me, the screaming headline was 
about all the people that it touched.”
 It’s also about Austin over the last three 
and a half decades. Whether exploring her 
birthplace of Mobile, Alabama, in The Order 
of Myths, or towns along the Gulf of Mexico in 

Inside the Unspeakable Killings 
That Changed Austin Forever
Margaret Brown explores the tragedy and lingering trauma in four-part series  
The Yogurt Shop Murders  BY RICHARD WHITTAKER

The Yogurt Shop Murders COURTESY OF SXSW

The Great Invisible, or the lives of the residents 
of Africatown in Descendant, Brown’s docu-
mentaries are less forensic than they are holis-
tic depictions of an entire community. “And this 
film is definitely about Austin,” she said. 
 Moreover, rather than simply rehashing 
the bucolic myths of early-Nineties Austin, 
she tries to be honest about what it was really 
like to truly contextualize the murders. “Was 
it really innocent before,” she pondered, “or 
was it just that crimes were happening in 
certain neighborhoods?”
 While Brown makes films about commu-
nities, the theme of trauma is also constant, 
such as the environmental carnage of an oil 
spill in The Great Invisible or the legacy of slav-
ery in Descendant. The more she researched 
the murders, the more she knew that trauma 
was the subject. “I couldn’t live with myself 
otherwise. That was the only way in for me.”
 It was actually the first day of principal 
photography that reinforced that conviction, 
as she sat down with Pam and Bob Ayers, 
Amy’s parents. “The first thing Bob said to 
me was the amount of hours and minutes it 
had been since his daughter had been mur-
dered. It just hit me in this moment that, oh 
my god, time froze for this family in a way that 
I can’t even imagine.”
 Yet even before that moment, Brown was 
aware of the weight of the task. When she 
moved to Austin in the late Nineties, it wasn’t 
just that the psychic wound of the murders 
was still fresh. It had left a physical imprint 
on the city, a billboard at Ben White and 
South Congress with photos of the girls, 
pleading for tips that never came. She was 
also astonished by how many people she 
met were affected by the crime. “So many of 
my friends in town have extremely personal 
connections – or were taken in by the cops. 
All the weirdos were targeted.”
 Those scars have never really healed. 
Instead, the Yogurt Shop Murders have 
become a part of Austin’s identity. Brown said 
that she realized that having lived in Austin 
on and off over the past 30 years would 
inform how she told this story. At the same 
time, having not been here when the murders 
happened meant it wasn’t as immediately 
personal to her. She recalled the words of a 
friend and fellow filmmaker who had been 
a classmate of the victims: “She told me, ’I 
could never work on that, but I’m glad that 
you’re doing it.’” n

FILM 

“It haunted the town 
so much that I felt it 
had to be an Austin 
filmmaker telling it.”  
DOCUMENTARIAN 
MARGARET BROWN

The Yogurt Shop Murders
T V  P R E M I E R E ,  W O R L D  P R E M I E R E
MONDAY 10, NOON, ZACH THEATRE
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Carl Lewis with medals
GE T T Y IM AGES/JOE MCN A LLY

 Fandom is not a new concept. So, what 
exactly is unique about the BTS fandom? 
In the documentary FOREVER WE ARE 
YOUNG, directors Grace Lee and Patty Ahn 
explore BTS’s fan base – the BTS ARMY 
(short for Adorable Representative MC for 
Youth) – from its early stages to what it means 
to be ARMY now.
 “We’re ARMY, and have been observing 
K-pop fans for a long time,” Lee started. “I’d 
never seen such a diverse group of people 
in every single way. As Korean Americans, a 
stadium full of people singing in Korean is just 
incredible to us.”
 “I think both of us really wanted to docu-
ment that history and just kind of freeze it as a 
moment in time, having never seen a fandom 
like this before – this diverse, this geographically 
vast, this linguistically diverse, etc.,” Ahn added.
 Lee’s ARMY journey began in Japan: “All I 
saw was BTS everywhere. It was so fascinat-
ing to me [because] my parents were Korean 
immigrants who grew up in Japan-colonized 

Korea. [My mom] had to speak Japanese. So, 
it was so crazy to see Japan, and basically the 
rest of Asia, being colonized by Korean cul-
ture …. Most of the documentaries I’ve made 
look at questions like identity, community, and 
social movements, and ARMY just fit in.”
 Ahn, a professor of K-pop, was introduced by 
a student to BTS song “Spring Day,” which has 
been connected to the Sewol Ferry Tragedy of 
2014 by fans. “[The song] was critical. I had 
never seen a K-pop group speak about social 
issues like that, and in such an emotional way.”
 For years Ahn has been researching 
K-pop’s attempted integration into the U.S., 
but it wasn’t until ARMY that she started to 
see something click.
 “How did American media respond to K-pop’s 
different attempts to break into the U.S.?” Ahn 
questioned. “Usually with backlash and ridicule 
… BTS really shattered that image and [it’s] 
really on the wings of ARMY who [held] these 
journalists accountable for talking about BTS, 
or K-pop, in a culturally and racially narrow way.”

 For Lee and Ahn, ARMY is much more than 
a fan base of young people who are passion-
ate about their favorite band. Forever We Are 
Young goes beyond the surface level of fan-
dom by tapping into the potential for a body of 
like-minded individuals to enact change. Many 
of the subjects in the film aren’t just ARMY 
fans, but they’ve worked to mold ARMY into 
the culturally relevant body it is today.
 “There is something unique about ARMY 
and their commitment to social justice 
issues,” Ahn noted. “Part of it is the scale 
and the volume with which ARMY can move. 
But because BTS’s message in their music 
is about social justice, caring for each other, 
mutual respect, [and] loving ourselves, it 
inspires a particular kind of culture of care.”
 Ahn added, “I think [ARMY] pushes us to 
think about fandom as more than just people 
loving their favorite group, but actually as 
potential for social movement making, and of 
community making, of culture making … [it’s] 
the potential of what fandom can be. It’s not 
just about loving music, it’s about loving each 
other, taking care of each other, and what 
other time than now do we need a story and 
message like that?” n

This Fandom 
Moves Mountains
How the BTS ARMY superpowered the  
megapopular South Korean boy band
BY JENNY NULF

BTS dance coverists in Seoul COURTESY OF TREMOLO PRODUCTIONS
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Forever We Are Young
2 4  B E A T S  P E R  S E C O N D ,  
W O R L D  P R E M I E R E
MONDAY 10, 11AM, PARAMOUNT THEATRE
TUESDAY 11, 5:45PM, ZACH THEATRE

To the Limit: 
More Docs 
About Human 
Achievement

I’m Carl Lewis!
Exclamation point entirely earned: In 
this intimate doc, Olympian Carl Lewis 
commands the screen with all the verve 
you’d expect from the track & field star 
and trailblazer in athlete-brand-building. 

Starman
You’ll get a contact high hearing Gentry 
Lee, a NASA engineer and sci-fi author 
and collaborator of Arthur C. Clarke, talk 
through his astonishing five decades in 
space exploration.

Deeper
Anesthesiologist, diver, and Thai cave res-
cuer Richard “Harry” Harris leads a team in 
New Zealand into uncharted waters on one 
of the deepest cave dives in human history.

Marlee Matlin: Not 
Alone Anymore
The actor, advocate, and first Deaf actor 
to win an Academy Award reflects on 
her career and influence, which extends 
to Deaf actor and first-time director 
Shoshannah Stern, who appears on 
camera to interview Matlin in ASL. 
 – KIMBERLEY JONES
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CLOWN TOWN
A Midwestern slasher is on the loose in “hopeful horror” 
Clown in a Cornfield  BY RICHARD WHITTAKER

Verity Marks, Cassandra Potenza, and Katie Douglas in Eli Craig's Clown in a Cornfield COURTESY OF RL JE FILMS & SHUDDER / A N RL JE FILMS & SHUDDER RELE ASE

2010, it took a year and a half for it to get 
distribution and a theatrical release. “The 
studio system itself was like, ‘This is not 
a good film, we will not release it,’” Craig 
said. While he admits he may have had 
an easier career if he’d gone “fully dark” 
with his movies, “I don’t want to. I have 
a sense of humor, and I can’t avoid it.” 
He even dubs his particular brand “hope-
ful horror. [It] has heart and humor, and 
hopefully some depth and character.”
 So who cries for the clown? Craig 
does, a bit. After all, Frendo’s fall from 
friend to fiend is an American tragedy, 
and he sees a similar metaphor in how 
corn syrup, once the lifeblood of small 
towns like Kettle Springs, is now a toxic 
ingredient. Back in the 1930s, he said, “It 
was a salve for all these illnesses, it was 
a medicine, it was a sweetener, and it 
wasn’t seen as bad in any way.”  
 Clowns have suffered a similar fate. 
“They were once a part of American cul-
ture in a way that was so joyful.” In Clown 
in a Cornfield, Frendo isn’t just some 
random carny under greasepaint, but an 
icon of success. “They celebrate Frendo 
because it was a one-industry town that 
ran on corn syrup.”

 When did clowns become creepy? 
For centuries, they were beloved bring-
ers of laughter and prickers of pompos-
ity. Now the word is synonymous with 
grinning butchers like John Wayne Gacy, 
Pennywise, and Art. However, hor-
ror-comedy Clown in a Cornfield remem-
bers when the most dangerous weapon 
they wielded was a seltzer bottle. Writer/
director Eli Craig explained, “We definitely 
play with that dichotomy between the cute 
clown and the horrible, terrifying clown.”
 The giddily gruesome bloodfest, which 
makes its world premiere at South by 
Southwest 2025, adapts Adam Cesare’s 
award-winning smash hit young adult 
horror novel about teens in the dying 
town of Kettle Springs, Missouri, under 
attack by a slasher. However, this isn’t 
any random masked killer, but instead 
looks a lot like Frendo, beloved mas-
cot of the now-shuttered Baypen Brand 
Corn Syrup factory.
 Craig is no stranger to bloody comedy 
in rural communities, as he is probably 
best known as the twisted mind behind 
an all-time great horror comedy, Tucker 
& Dale vs. Evil. Yet it didn’t obtain that 
status overnight. After debuting at SXSW 

 So, Craig’s biggest task wasn’t mak-
ing Frendo scary, but reminding modern 
audiences that people used to genuinely 
love clowns. That love remains in Kettle 
Springs because Frendo represents bet-
ter times to “a place that’s lost its flame 
a little bit but is hanging on to it, because 
that’s all it had.” That’s why the town is 
filled with vintage ads and even a jack-in-
the-box decorated with a kinder, gentler 
clown – “this cute little Frendo that would 
have been the Frendo from the Thirties.”
 In bringing Frendo to the screen, he was 
particularly inspired by advertising icons 
like Krinkles the Clown, the Post Sugar Rice 
Krinkles mascot who transitioned from pro-
moting breakfast treats to postwar children 
into raw nightmare fuel. For Craig, it’s that 
very commercialization that made audienc-
es increasingly uneasy. “If you look at the 
Forties commercials, you can’t believe they 
were marketing this stuff for kids. There’s 
clowns tearing their way out of paper and 
going, ‘Kids, enjoy your own little cereal 
today!’ and it’s terrifying precisely because 
it’s meant to be joyful, and it’s meant to 
make kids wanna buy something.” n
 

Clown in a Cornfield 
N A R R AT I V E  S P O T L I G H T,  
W O R L D  P R E M I E R E
MONDAY 10, 6:15PM, PARAMOUNT THEATRE
WEDNESDAY 12, 2:30PM, HYATT REGENCY 
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 Between the time loop antics of the Happy 
Death Day movies and body-swap slasher 
satire Freaky, filmmaker Christopher Landon 
has a reputation for teen-centric horror come-
dies – or, as he calls them “feel-good horror.” 
But that reputation may change with his new 
film, Drop, a technothriller about the terrors of 

dating as an adult. “My husband jokingly calls 
this my grownup movie,” he explained.
 A former resident of Austin, he’ll be back for 
the world premiere of Drop at this year’s South 
by Southwest. While the venue may be familiar, 
the film is a change for Landon because, as a 
screenwriter turned writer-director, it’s only the 

second time in his career that he’s directed 
someone else’s script. “A lot of people say that 
every director’s next movie is a reaction to the 
previous one, and I think in this particular case 
I was reacting to a movie that I was supposed 
to make but didn’t.” After so much feel-good 
horror, he was looking for something darker. 

When Terror Has Your Number
A single mom on a first date becomes the target of anonymous threats  
in Blumhouse thriller Drop
BY RICHARD WHITTAKER

Drop PHOTO BY B ERN A RD WA L SH / UNIVERS A L PICTURES

That’s when he was handed a very early draft 
of the script by the duo of Jillian Jacobs and 
Chris Roach (Fantasy Island, Truth or Dare) 
about Violet (Meghann Fahy), a widow on 
a blind date who starts having mysterious 
and increasingly threatening files sent to her 
phone. In it, he saw the opportunity to “flex 
some other muscles” by delving into its more 
mature themes.
 A major directorial challenge was building 
the restaurant that becomes the location for 
this dangerous date. As soon as he started 
exchanging image files with production 
designer Susie Cullen, he knew they were 
on the same page because “we ended up 
sending each other a lot of the same images. 
What we both really wanted was this location 
that felt very sort of dramatic and beautiful, 
and sort of the kind of place you would 
take a special date. But also, we wanted it 
to ultimately feel like a gilded cage. And so 
when you look at sort of the design of the 
place, you see a lot of metal bars kind of 
encroaching on spaces, and that was the 
whole idea there was to sort of give you this 
sense that you know Violet is trapped in this 
beautiful but dangerous place.”
 “A lot of the stuff that’s in the movie was 
born out of a certain legal necessity.” To wit, 
while the software used to terrorize Violet is 
very similar to AirDrop, it is most definitely 
not AirDrop. “Apple is very proprietary about 
their phones, and specifically their apps. … 
It’s not even a ‘name your price.’ It’s just a ‘it’s 
off the table.’” Rather than waste time asking 
for permissions that would never come, the 
film’s designers built their own interface. 
Landon said, “It was about designing some-
thing that felt like it could be a competitive 
app, but that is also clearly sort of winking 
and nodding at something that the audience 
already knows and understands.”
 While the team didn’t even bother haggling 
over platforms, there was no cutting corners 
on getting the rights to real-world memes. 
“That was a bitch to deal with,” Landon 
admitted, “but I’m very happy that we got to 
where we did, and that we were able to get all 
of them.”
 He explained it was “vital” to have those 
iconic onscreen images. With them, he said, 
“[The audience] is lured into sort of the false 
comfort of, like, ‘this is a game,’ and then, of 
course, it turns sinister.” n

FILM 

Drop 
H E A D L I N E R ,  W O R L D  P R E M I E R E
SUNDAY 9, 9:30PM, PARAMOUNT THEATRE
MONDAY 10, 2:30PM, HYATT REGENCY
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Dungeon,” a segment in 2022 horror anthology 
V/H/S/99, he composed scores, worked as a cin-
ematographer, and even had a few brief onscreen 
appearances. Ash sees him turn actor in his 
biggest role yet, but this was no self-indulgent 
Hitchcockian cameo. “I really didn’t want to be 
in the movie,” he said, but his hand was forced 
due to the small number of Black actors in New 
Zealand. “There was either going to be no Black 
people in the movie, or I was going to be in it.”
 His first day on set was also his first scenes 
in the part, so now a first-time director’s dream 
cast of Eiza González (From Dusk Till Dawn: 
The Series, Alita: Battle Angel), Aaron Paul 
(Breaking Bad), and Iko Uwais (The Raid 2) 
became this rookie actor’s castmates. “I was 
terrified,” he said. If he’d known in advance that 
he’d be appearing onscreen, he added, “I’d have 
got in Marvel shape.” The self-criticism doesn’t 
stop there. “If you’ve ever heard the sound of 
your own voice: ‘Oh my god, I sound like that?’ 
That’s how I feel all the time.” Yet, in hindsight, 
he views the experience as another part of 
his growth as a director. “Being in front of the 
camera makes you think about what the actor’s 
going through in their process, so I really do 
appreciate the exercise of it.” n

 Ash marks a big career moment for musician-
turned-filmmaker Flying Lotus. “This is my first 
real movie,” he claimed. Technically, he made 
his directorial debut 2017 phantasmagoria 
Kuso “but this is the first time with a completely 
pro approach. We had production offices and 
people had trailers.”
 The film is a cosmic trip to a wild planet, 
where human explorers find alien technologies 
that make them wish they were alone in the uni-
verse. It’s a far remove from Kuso, a microbud-
get collage of live action, puppets, decoupage, 
and Claymation made with his friends. This 
time, he was filming in New Zealand, far away 
from “my home base infrastructure. I’m from 
L.A., and I’m used to having access to people 
that I know, and it’s a pretty diverse address 
book in my phone, from all types of folks. I 
wasn’t able to call on people that I’m close to.”
 However, Flying Lotus was definitely ready 
to make the move into larger-scale directing. 
In selecting Ash, he was guided by some sage 
advice: “As world-famous director Guillermo del 
Toro told me, ‘Only direct the films that need you, 
and not the films that you need.’” That’s what he 
felt when he read Jonni Remmler’s script for Ash. 
“I went, ‘OK, It’s almost like a video game. I know 
this stuff. I know what it needs. It just needs a little 
bit of that and a little bit of that. That’s kind of how 
I know something’s for me, where it might not all 
be on the page but there’s enough there for me to 
build my own lore, and contribute my universe.”
 However, even if this was his first “real” feature 
as a director, he’s no stranger to the film busi-
ness. Aside from directing both Kuso and “Ozzy’s 

LEARNING CURVE  
TO THE STARS
With sci-fi thriller Ash, Flying Lotus makes one giant 
leap as a director  BY RICHARD WHITTAKER

Eiza González in Ash COURTESY OF RL JE FILMS & SHUDDER / A N RL JE FILMS & SHUDDER RELE ASE

Ash 
H E A D L I N E R ,  W O R L D  P R E M I E R E
TUESDAY 11, 9:30PM, PARAMOUNT THEATRE
WEDNESDAY 12, 11AM, HYATT REGENCY
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 Over a thousand musicians from across the globe descend on Austin this week to perform for a slew of music fans and industry 
professionals alike. In a way, the official SXSW stamp of approval should be enough to convince you of every name’s merits, but all 
festival veterans know – there’s just too much to see. From buzzy UK indie bands to Indonesian fusion acts and Italian electro-jazz 
singers, this curated list names 35 musical acts the Chronicle music team has highlighted in our own SXSW schedules. Watch 
out for acts slated to perform at midnight or later, as they’re listed here with the following day’s date, matching the SXSW schedule 
(even though the showcase will have started the day prior). 

Ace Park
MONDAY 10, 10:20PM,  
VAQUERO TAQUERO 
THURSDAY 13, 9:45PM,  
EMPIRE CONTROL ROOM
Partially named after his local South Park, 
H-town rapper Ace Park crafts melodic, 
old-school hip-hop. Citing fellow Southern 
royalty like Lil Wayne and Curren$y in the 
same breath as Compton’s Kendrick, whose 
nasally voice Ace slightly resembles, the MC 
taps hometown locales (“DEAR HOUSTON”) 
and inner turmoil (“Going Through It”) in his 
poetry. Following 2021 debut Call a Spade 
a Spade, the artist last teamed with Mi$fit 
Chris for the 2023 joint EP Mi$fits in the Park. 
  – CARYS ANDERSON 

Ali 
THURSDAY 13, 1:20AM,  
LAS PERLAS
SATURDAY 15, 11PM, LAMBERTS
Last March, a band from Indonesia made the 
10,000-mile trek to SXSW with clay instru-
ments mostly intact and stole the show. Lair 
thus primed the pump for this landing. Psych-
funk trio Ali arrives somewhere between the 
Western twang of Colombian SX breakouts 
Balthvs and the Sixties spy mojo of Dutch-
Turkish ravers Altın Gün. Frontman/bassist 
Arswandaru sings in Arabic while guitarist 
Absar Lebeh wails sizzling Middle Eastern 
mysticism, and John Paul beats it all home. 
Beg them for 2023’s Malaka after the show.
 – RAOUL HERNANDEZ

Amiture Music
THURSDAY 13, 11:50PM,  
HOTEL VEGAS
The influence of New York creative Barbara 
Ess’ experimental melodies and shadowy 
photographs is evident on the murky, explor-
atory soundscape Amiture Music creates. 
The Brooklyn-founded quartet had its 
genesis as a solo project by frontman Jack 
Whitescarver in 2018. Since then, it’s meta-
morphosed into different forms, with the 
project taking shape at SXSW 2024 as duo 
Amiture, led by Whitescarver and guitarist 
Coco Goupil. Latest 2024 release Mother 
Engine’s rugged, guitar-led avant-garde 
mood contrasts 2021 debut album The 
Beach’s synth-soaked, hazy club ether. 
 – CATALINA PEREZ

Indonesian psych-funk trio Ali PHOTO BY MICH A EL TA RTAGLI A

MUSIC

35 SXSW Music Acts  
the Chronicle Recommends 
From rock to new age to Irish traditional, these are the incoming artists to see
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BLACK FONDU
THURSDAY 13, 3PM, RADIO DAY 
STAGE AT RIVIAN PARK
THURSDAY 13, 10PM, BRITISH MUSIC 
EMBASSY @ PALM DOOR ON SIXTH
FRIDAY 14, 9:20PM, SWAN DIVE PATIO 
Maybe I’ve got an American grass-is-greener 
mindset, but there’s always seemed to be more 
genre crossover in the UK music scene than here 
in the famously compartmentalized States. Take 
21-year-old Ghana-born, London-based artist 
BLACK FONDU, for example, whose experiments 
in grime have earned him opening slots for English 
post-punks Shame and techno-punk group Fat 
Dog – though Detroit rap crew HiTech and NOLA 
punks Special Interest are also fans. The young 
artist’s accent peeks through the glitchy electron-
ic sounds in “ANOTHER DOMESTIC” and “SB 1 
3,” currently his only streamable songs. Perhaps 
these SXSW shows will bring style agnosticism 
across the pond.  – CARYS ANDERSON 

blood club 
WEDNESDAY 12, 8PM, ELYSIUM
SATURDAY 15, 10PM, LAS PERLAS 
blood club marries darkwave synths and dispas-
sionate vocals, immersing listeners in a tenebrous, 
lovelorn haze. Without having any music written, 
vocalist Jesse Flores, guitarist Jorge Calderon, 
and bassist Daniel Vela booked their first show 
ever in 2022. Now three years later, the Windy City 
trio’s haunting disposition fosters a home for alt 
Latinos, delivering bilingual lyricism in a post-punk 
aural envelope. Latest single “fall for me” finds 
hopelessness clinging onto Flores’ lips as they 
spill yearning, heartsick contemplations against 
a moody but danceable guitar riff and propulsive 
drumset beat. – CATALINA PEREZ

Anycia 
FRIDAY 14, 9:35PM,  
ACL LIVE AT THE MOODY THEATER 
Anycia appears at SXSW courtesy of Rolling Stone, 
whose Future of Music showcase has brought big 
names like Faye Webster and Peso Pluma to Austin 
in recent years. The booking makes sense. The 
Atlanta trap artist dropped her debut full-length 
PRINCESS POP THAT – featuring fellow ATL favorite 
Latto, Luh Tyler, Cash Cobain, and KARRAHBOOO 
– and guested on songs by Emotional Oranges and 
Flo Milli in a monumental 2024. Catch her at ACL 
Live before she headlines the Moody Center some-
day soon.  – CARYS ANDERSON 

Arsun
FRIDAY 14, 11PM, SAXON PUB
Arsun Sorrenti consciously revels in the vintage 
sounds of his native New York City, with last year’s 
head-turning debut LP Babe I Hear Thunder in 
Your Heart managing to hang heavy on the Sixties 
anchors of Lou Reed and Bob Dylan with a dash of 
Scott Walker croon. The 24-year-old comes by the 
suave throwback aesthetic honestly, his family rife 
with fashion photographers including father Mario 
Sorrenti. Yet Arsun continues to evolve his own 
distinct sound from the brew of influences with 
an intoxicating allure and a raw dark edge twisted 
into his earnest romanticism. – DOUG FREEMAN

ASOBOiSM
THURSDAY 13, 1:10AM, CUATRO GATO 
THURSDAY 13, 8PM, ELYSIUM 
Yokohama-born singer-songwriter, rapper, and 
producer ASOBOiSM slips between Japanese 
and English in her music, which places a sea-
soned hip-hop flow over deceptively pleasant 
J-pop hooks. Case in point, a trilling piano melody 
carries popular single “TOTSUKA,” which nears 
a million Spotify streams, while “Whateva,” which 
appears on the same 2020 album OOTD, plays 
more like a heartfelt love song. The artist’s latest 
effort, glitchy Our Shame collab “Snow in Osaka,” 
arrived in September. – CARYS ANDERSON 

COURTESY OF A SOBOISM

PHOTO BY LUCY CR A IG
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Dutch Interior
WEDNESDAY 12, 12AM,  
THE 13TH FLOOR
THURSDAY 13, 2:35PM, VALHALLA
THURSDAY 13, 9PM, MOHAWK INDOOR 
Dutch Interior knows how to illustrate prosaic 
malaise. In the latest singles off the Los Angeles 
band’s upcoming album, Moneyball, their two-
step-friendly rhythm and compellingly plaintive 
vocals are electrified by Zeppelin-esque riffs 
and marching band drums. “Fourth Street,” a 
deceptively optimistic song about tedium and 
loneliness, ends with a melodious cacophony of 
guitar, keys, and distortion that brings home the 
lyrics’ pent-up feeling. Anything but Blinded by 
Fame, to play on their last album’s title, Dutch 
Interior’s pending release – out March 21 – prom-
ises an expansion of their sonic palette, tapping 
into louder colors and bolder expression. Catch a 
sneak peek while you can.  – CAROLINE DREW

fantasy of a  
broken heart
THURSDAY 13, 10:10PM, HOTEL VEGAS 
When not touring with alt-pop breakouts Water 
From Your Eyes and This Is Lorelei, Al Nardo and 
Bailey Wollowitz write their own lush compositions, 
expertly layering vocal harmonies and strings 
atop indie guitar with the aplomb of two seasoned 
working musicians. 2024’s Feats of Engineering 
mostly sparkles like a well-crafted pop album, but 
a hint of welcome weirdness bubbles underneath 
– from Nardo’s gruff vocals in “Ur Heart Stops” 
to the noise freakout at the end of the otherwise 
easygoing “AFV.” “All I really wanted was a little 
sensation,” the duo croons in the latter track. 
These meticulous compositions offer just enough.
 – CARYS ANDERSON

Daniela Pes
TUESDAY 11, 7PM, INTERNATIONAL 
NIGHTS AT RIVIAN PARK 
WEDNESDAY 12, 9PM,  
CENTRAL PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 
Hailing from Gallura on the Italian island of 
Sardinia, Daniela Pes doesn’t easily fit under any 
umbrella. Trained to sing jazz but enamored of 
atmospheric electronic pop, the award-winning 
singer and songwriter doesn’t conform to anyone’s 
expectations on her 2023 debut SPIRA. Creamy 
swathes of synthesizers frame minimalist beats 
and her aching soprano, beds on which the ele-
gant melodies rest. Sitting somewhere between 
Portishead (whose Beth Gibbons Pes sometimes 
resembles) and a church service hosted by 
Giorgio Moroder, Pes’ music will be right at home 
in the warm acoustics of Central Presbyterian’s 
much-beloved musical sanctuary.   
 – MICHAEL TOLAND

Dead Gowns
WEDNESDAY 12, 11PM,  
THE CRYSTAL ROOM @ THE DRISKILL
SATURDAY 15, 9:15PM,  
HOTEL VEGAS AT VOLSTEAD
The freshly released debut LP from Dead 
Gowns, It’s Summer, I Love You, and I’m 
Surrounded by Snow, broils with both intimacy 
and aggressiveness. Genevieve Beaudoin’s voice 
carries a longing that can unfold delicately in 
reflection, or howl restlessly with desire, as her 
songs tune eclectically through patiently strummed 
indie folk and driving electric riffs. The album floats 
with tentative edge, as if it could evaporate or 
explode at any moment, but throughout, the Maine 
musician pulls poetic moments from small details 
and daydreams, spinning them into a greater 
tapestry that transforms her want into growth and 
self-realization.  – DOUG FREEMAN

DOPE LEMON
FRIDAY 14, 1AM, PARISH 
This SX, DOPE LEMON brings sunshine, salt, and 
surf to Austin. The Australian artist born Angus 
Stone debuted the moniker with Honey Bones in 
2016, creating easy listening music across three 
more LPs since. With soft and introspective guitar 
melodies, the laid-back “Kids Fallin’ in Love” 
captures the all-consuming feeling of infatuation 
in a slow, warm Sunday afternoon kind of way. The 
songwriter brings the same energy throughout 
2022’s Rose Pink Cadillac, making it perfect to 
listen to while lounging beside Barton Springs or 
driving down Congress on a sunny day with the 
windows down. – ANGELINA LIU

Brennan Wedl
THURSDAY 13, 12:20PM, VALHALLA
THURSDAY 13, 10PM,  
CONTINENTAL CLUB
SATURDAY 15, 10PM, SAXON PUB 
I love the way Brennan Wedl sings the titular word 
in her latest single, “Heartland.” Along with a minor 
finger-picked chord, it punctuates every verse with 
a twang that doesn’t quite sing, but instead feels 
a little flat, a little off. Unvarnished voices have 
always been a calling card of music, country or oth-
erwise – from George Jones to Bruce Springsteen, 
who the Nashville singer-songwriter cites as an 
influence on this track. Other recent singles – like 
the electric “Scorpio,” released via legendary DIY 
label Kill Rock Stars – signal Wedl’s equal love for 
indie rock. The alt-country renaissance continues.
 – CARYS ANDERSON 

Cardinals 
TUESDAY 11, 11:10PM, ANTONE’S 
THURSDAY 13, 11PM,  
THE VELVEETA ROOM
With a Cork, Ireland pedigree and a post-punk 
Bandcamp tag, it’d be easy to compare Cardinals 
to Fontaines D.C. But even counting Dublin City’s 
favorite breakouts’ stadium-ready latest LP 
Romance, the analogy doesn’t work. Cardinals sling 
much more approachable alt-rock than Fontaines’ 
brooding soundscapes. Sirius XMU discovery 
“Twist and Turn” opens with a melodic bassline 
and ghostly guitar accents, sure, but where Grian 
Chatten raps and groans, Euan Manning sings like 
an accentless crooner, and single “Unreal” chimes 
with a sing-along chorus. Their sonics may differ, 
but expect this fivepiece to chart a similar trajectory 
after SXSW.  – CARYS ANDERSON

DAP the Contract
THURSDAY 13, 11PM,  
COCONUT CLUB ROOFTOP
DAP the Contract has been grinding for years. 
A classically trained pianist beginning at age 4, 
the Afrobeat artist – born in Lagos, based in New 
York – dropped the acclaimed mixtape Goodbye 
for Never in 2014. The next year, after winning a 
competition produced by Converse, he found him-
self in the studio (Abbey Road, to be exact) with 
Mark Ronson. Now with nine self-produced solo 
projects under his belt, DAP continues to make 
vibey hip-hop, from the vibrant energy of October 
single “Fàáji” to the more low-key atmospherics of 
last month’s “iron sight,” featuring Raytheboffin, 
Tim Lyre, and Iver Rivers.  – CARYS ANDERSON 

ESSENTIAL ACTS  CONTINUED
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 2005 was a notable year for 22, going on 
23-year-old Andrew McMahon. In March of 
that year, his new project, Jack’s Mannequin, 
was set in motion at SXSW. In June, he was 
diagnosed with acute lymphoblastic leuke-
mia. And in August, Jack’s Mannequin’s debut 
album, Everything in Transit, was released.
 After his sister Katie stepped in as a stem 
cell donor, the former Something Corporate 
lead singer underwent surgery and returned 
to the stage that December. The California-
based group went on to release two more 
albums, The Glass Passenger and People 
and Things, before disbanding in 2012 as the 
frontman went on to pursue a solo project, 
Andrew McMahon in the Wilderness. 
 As Everything in Transit nears its 20th 
anniversary, McMahon calls the album a 
seminal moment, personally and creatively.  
 “I think the initial phase of being in both 
Something Corporate and Jack’s Mannequin 
was this really frenetic, beautiful, sort of 
dream-coming-true moment,” he says. 
“[This album] represented a willingness to 
take a huge risk, which I think was something 

that I needed in my life at that point.” 
 He continues, “I had such a sense of 
purpose around the music that became 
Everything in Transit, and then a lot of that 
was steered by my personal circumstances 
in my life and this need to feel independence. 
… It left me feeling this sense of empower-
ment and excitement, and it really helped me 
develop a style in the studio and on the stage 
that was powered by all of these external 
[and] personal forces.”
 In celebration of Everything in Transit turn-
ing 10 years old, Jack’s Mannequin reunited 
in 2015 and performed the album in full at a 
small run of shows before disappearing again. 
Now, as the record hits another milestone, the 
reconnected band has launched the MFEO 
Tour, which extends through November. 
  Although named after a track from their 
debut, McMahon says the trek will offer fans 
a full picture of Jack’s Mannequin’s original 
eight-year run. The same goes for the singer 
himself, who says much of the glory of the 
band’s early days was caught up in his can-
cer diagnosis. 

 “When I was well enough to get on tour, 
we were going at it, like, 100 miles an hour. 
So the significance in these moments is 
that I kind of get a second chance at really 
enjoying what it means to have written these 
songs,” he says. 
 Ten years removed from Jack’s 
Mannequin’s first reunion tour, McMahon 
adds, “I think there’s just a much greater 
sense of peace and appreciation around this 
particular outing that maybe wasn’t so much 
attached to the 2015 run of shows.”
 The band’s SXSW appearance falls in a 
gap between MFEO’s headlining tour dates. 
On returning to the festival, McMahon says: 
“[It] feels kind of fated in a way. The Jack’s 
project really launched out of South by 
Southwest … I was the frontman coming 
from Something Corporate and I was really 
hellbent on the idea that I wanted the music 
to be able to stand on its own two feet.”  
 Excited to get “back in the van,” he says, 
referring to the band’s early years touring 
by way of a 15-passenger vehicle, the art-
ist adds: “To be able to get a little flavor of 
that as we’re starting this journey towards 
playing bigger rooms and festivals over the 
year, it feels right …. There’s a lot of Jack’s 
Mannequin history in South By, so when the 
offer came through, it just felt like the abso-
lute right thing to kick off this year of shows.”
 Aside from performances with Jack’s 
Mannequin, the musician will also speak 
at a SXSW featured session about the 
ongoing issue of skyrocketing concert tick-
et prices. On the “despicable” act of price 
gouging, he declares, “I think it’s the worst 
kind of greed. What they’re doing is they’re 
leveraging relationships that, in my mind, 
are sacred, which is this bond that artists 
and fans share with each other. And it 
pollutes the medium when all of a sudden 
somebody has to make a decision to buy 
a concert ticket against maybe paying for 
something that is essential in their life.” 
(After the session, McMahon heads from 
Ballroom EF to Convention Center Room 
10C to sign copies of his 2021 memoir, 
Three Pianos.)
 Ticket affordability at McMahon’s shows 
is crucial, he explains. He believes that his 
shows are meant to be enjoyed by every-
body, regardless of their socioeconomic 
status. Suggesting that Congress should 
make ticket inflation and scalping illegal, 
McMahon highlights the importance of other 
prominent artists joining the fight. He offers, 
“I think if we had the Taylors [Swift] of the 
world step up and say, ‘I want to see legisla-
tion around this, I don’t want my fans to pay 
any more for these tickets than I’m charging,’ 
I think the needle would move, and it would 
move quickly.”  – CATALINA PEREZ

ANDREW McMAHON 
IS REUNITING JACK’S 
MANNEQUIN AND 
FIGHTING TICKET 
SCALPERS 
WEDNESDAY 12, 4PM, AUSTIN CONVENTION CENTER, BALLROOM EF (SESSION) 
WEDNESDAY 12, 5:15PM, AUSTIN CONVENTION CENTER, ROOM 10C (BOOK SIGNING) 
WEDNESDAY 12, 9:30PM, STUBB’S (JACK’S MANNEQUIN PERFORMANCE) 
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Fashion Club 
WEDNESDAY 12, 11PM, CHESS CLUB 
The gothic vocals and rich post-punk textures of 
2022 debut Scrutiny offered an easy introduction to 
Fashion Club, the solo project of Moaning bassist 
Pascal Stevenson, but the LP didn’t fully clue us into 
the artist’s breadth of musical interests. In a way, 
October follow-up A Love You Cannot Shake feels 
like a do-over. Strings and synths dominate this 
electronic album, Stevenson’s first release since 
her gender transition. Avant-pop master Perfume 
Genius guests on brooding ballad “Forget,” while 
Stevenson pitches up indie rocker Jay Som’s vocals 
like a hyperpop chipmunk in the glitchy “Ghost.” 
In life and in music, the project reminds us, there’s 
always more to explore. – CARYS ANDERSON

Freak Slug 
WEDNESDAY 12, 9:20PM, 
BRITISH MUSIC EMBASSY @  
PALM DOOR ON SIXTH PATIO 
THURSDAY 13, 11PM,  
MOHAWK INDOOR 
Two distinct sounds define Manchester-born 
artist Freak Slug. In one, she pairs a unique mix 
of indie guitar and soft drums with dreamy, intro-
spective vocals to create songs like “Radio” and 
“Care.” In tracks like “Liquorice” and “Spells,” 
meanwhile, Xenya Genovese assumes an 
unapologetic and punchy persona, pulsing bass 
driving taunts like “I know you miss me when 
I’m not around.” Entering the music scene in 
2019 with a slowed and synthesized cover of Joy 
Division’s “Disorder,” Freak Slug’s music follows 
a similar vein best displayed on last year’s I Blow 
Out Big Candles, a bratty mix of exasperation 
and mischievousness.  – ANGELINA LIU

Jazz Re:freshed 
Outernational
WEDNESDAY 12, 7:30PM,  
THE VELVEETA ROOM
Preserving a tradition for discerning SX-goers, 
London label Jazz Re:freshed returns to SXSW for 
its seventh multicultural party. Singer Sofia Grant 
sets the scene with mellifluous jazz pop from EP 
Extinction, while Oreglo melds jazz, funk, and hip-
hop into a savory instrumental stew. Sun Daughter 
MADELEINE offers a blend of nu-jazz and pro-
gressive electro, and producer corto.alto bends 
bytes like Aphex Twin on a Chick Corea bender. 
Summer Pearl sings funky soul with a jazzwise 
sensibility, while INSXGHT plays mellow jazz in a 
soul/pop wrapper. As always, the Jazz Re:freshed 
DJs spin between sets.  – MICHAEL TOLAND

John Francis Flynn
TUESDAY 11, 10PM,  
THE VELVEETA ROOM
WEDNESDAY 12, 10PM,  
ST. DAVID’S HISTORIC SANCTUARY
THURSDAY 13, 9PM,  
THE VELVEETA ROOM
FRIDAY 14, 10PM, SWAN DIVE
Traditional Irish folk music may serve as the 
foundation for John Francis Flynn’s vision, but 
the Dublin multi-instrumentalist transforms it into 
an experimental, evocative experience. On last 
year’s sophomore LP, Look Over the Wall, See 
the Sky, Flynn creates a palimpsest of old-time 
standards by layering unexpected atmospheric 
tones that tell a contemporary story of his country. 
The tunes can turn dark and unsettling behind 
industrial drone sounds, or wash in a whirlwind of 
psychedelic city sounds that overrun their familiar 
tin whistle reels, while Flynn’s voice anchors the 
maelstrom, crooning beautifully haunting ballads.
 – DOUG FREEMAN

MUSIC

CONTINUED ON P.48

ESSENTIAL ACTS  CONTINUED

Maruja 
WEDNESDAY 12, 10PM, BRITISH MUSIC 
EMBASSY @ PALM DOOR ON SIXTH
THURSDAY 13, 9:50PM,  
HOTEL VEGAS PATIO
Bowie would’ve dug Maruja. Blackstar’s post-jazz 
divinity flickered across a musical universe banging 
contemporarily in the UK. Madchester guitarist/sing-
er Harry Wilkinson and bassist Matt Buonaccorsi 
met at university more than a decade ago and fell in 
with alto saxist Joe Carroll and now-drummer Jacob 
Hayes. Debuting domestically March 1 in Seattle, 
they arrive on the heels of last month’s single “Aon,” 
building, skronking, screaming follow-up to 2024 
EP Connla’s Well, a thrilling chapter of post-punk 
free verse and Maruja’s longest release yet. “For us, 
everything comes out of improvisation,” they told 
Balkanrock in December.   – RAOUL HERNANDEZ

Mhaol 
FRIDAY 14, 12AM, THE 13TH FLOOR
FRIDAY 14, 9:20PM, ZILKER BREWING
“Bored of Men,” “Bisexual Anxiety,” “Period Sex” – 
the song titles on Mhaol’s 2023 debut Attachment 
Styles suggest a certain type of sensational, tongue-
in-cheek feminism, but amid the (still enjoyable) 
snark, the Irish post-punks deliver some disquieting 
revelations. “I don’t always wanna be the bigger 
person,” singer-drummer Constance Keane sighs 
in “Nice Guys,” a send-up of faux male benevo-
lence. Last year’s “Pursuit” signals more growth. 
Abandoning her quirky persona, the vocalist builds 
from a coo to cry as she narrates her street-walking 
paranoia: “I thought the shoes that I’m wearing would 
help me run away from you.”  – CARYS ANDERSON

The OBGMs
TUESDAY 11, 1AM, SWAN DIVE
WEDNESDAY 12, 10PM,  
SWAN DIVE PATIO
FRIDAY 14, 1AM, CHESS CLUB
SATURDAY 15, 10:15PM,  
EMPIRE CONTROL ROOM 
2020’s The Ends, which at turns rumbles with 
towering bass (“Outsah”) and sails on sing-along 
group vocals (“All My Friends”), got Toronto punks 
the OBGMs shortlisted for the Canadian Polaris 
Music Prize. Mixed with impeccable sheen, 2024 
follow-up SORRY, IT’S OVER puts the band’s 
perfected mix of melodies and aggression on 
full display. Simon Outhit’s guitar crunches front 
and center in single “GET UP,” overpowered only 
by Densil McFarlane’s vocals – it feels like the 
vocalist is ripping his throat to shreds right in front 
of you. Shows with PUP, Alexisonfire, and Death 
from Above co-sign the self-proclaimed “Best live 
band. Period.”  – CARYS ANDERSON

Her New Knife
THURSDAY 13, 12AM, CHESS CLUB 
FRIDAY 14, 9:30PM,  
EMPIRE CONTROL ROOM
Philadelphia shoegazers Her New Knife envelop 
listeners in a haze of distortion and melancholic mel-
odies. Their latest EP, chrome is lullaby, showcases 
the band’s dirty, sparkly allure. Intense tracks like 
“kittyriff” and “purepurepure” mix a lo-fi hum with 
industrial textures, while “vitamin beauty” offers a 
more melodic, bubblegrunge sound. The quartet 
is sure to deliver a genre-spanning performance 
throughout Austin this week – personally, I can’t wait 
to get pushed around during the gritty, barely-hang-
ing-on “12r,” and stare into the distance and think 
about lost love to “douglasland.v1.”  – KYRA BRUCE

Honeyglaze
TUESDAY 11, 2:20PM, RADIO DAY 
STAGE AT RIVIAN PARK
TUESDAY 11, 11:20PM, SEVEN GRAND
THURSDAY 13, 1:05PM, VALHALLA
THURSDAY 13, 10PM, CENTRAL 
PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 
SATURDAY 15, 2:40PM,  
BRITISH MUSIC EMBASSY @  
PALM DOOR ON SIXTH PATIO
Based on the seething 2024 single “Don’t” – which 
begins with a cool, rolling rhythm and vocalist 
Anouska Sokolow’s spoken word list of demands 
to an inconsiderate partner before building to 
a noisy conclusion – I expected Honeyglaze to 
follow in a long line of saucy woman-fronted UK 
bands. Yet, listening to the rest of 2024’s Real 
Deal, I’d compare this trio to the Last Dinner Party 
over Wet Leg. Most of the time, Sokolow sings 
prim and proper, and fits intricate, pretty guitar 
arpeggios into Tim Curtis’ melodic basslines. 
These Fat Possum signees offer a crash course in 
indie rock dynamics.   – CARYS ANDERSON
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 Dark pop songstress Aiko wants you to put 
yourself on a pedestal. 
 Born in Moscow and raised in the Czech 
Republic, Alena Shirmanova-Kostebelova 
began making music under the moniker Aiko 
in 2018. Over the course of four albums, the 
performer has cultivated a fierce, alterna-
tive sound with her nontraditional pop mel-
odies and her penchant for zippy electron-
ic grooves (“Funny feeling”) and heavier, 
rock-fueled riffs (“Funeral”).
 “I think my music sort of evolves with me,” 
shares the Moscow-born artist over Zoom, 
instantly recognizable with her signature 
microbangs and blue highlights. “I think the 
more I exist within the creative sphere, the 
more I find myself.”
 Inner-love and self-respect are common 
themes within the musician’s daring discog-
raphy. Whether she’s preaching about putting 
herself first in “Parade” (“Well, I loved you 
dear, but I prefer to love me”) or rejecting a 
suitor’s advances in “Everything is always 
about me” (“I don’t need a savior”), Aiko 
wants to remind listeners to be bold. 
 “When you put [on] your headphones, you 
sort of feel like the main character and you’re 
strutting down the street,” she explains. 
“That’s the imagery that I have when I think of 
someone listening to my music.” 
 Within the last year, the Brighton-based 
singer had a song featured in Netflix’s Spanish 
drama Elite, went on her first European head-
lining tour, and released her fourth studio 
album, AIKONIC. During the pandemic, she 
took part in Spotify’s EQUAL Campaign, 

meant to highlight women and nonbinary art-
ists, and became the first Czech musician to 
appear on Times Square screens.  
 “I’m still a bit gutted because I couldn’t 
see it with my own eyes,” recalls the 
25-year-old entertainer. “I remember wak-
ing up and checking livestreams of cameras 
in Times Square [to see] if [it was] actually 
happening, and it was.” 
 Sitting at the top of her accomplishments 
is when the singer represented the Czech 
Republic at the 2024 Eurovision Song 
Contest with high-octane self-love anthem 
“Pedestal.” The silver lining of a nasty break-
up, the track simmers with maximalist pop 
production and commanding vocals (“I will be 
loving me more/ I finally learned not to force 
things/ And I love me more”). 
 “I’ve gone through a lot of situations and 
things in my life where I had to find and earn 
the confidence [in] myself,” says the sing-
er-songwriter. “It’s something that I’m willing 
and want to give back to people and sort of 
spread around me.”
 Aiko placed 11th in the competition 
and garnered an abundance of exposure; 
the Eurovision version of “Pedestal” has 
amassed over 5 million streams on Spotify. 
More than streaming numbers, the pop starlet 
says she’s been met with unwavering grati-
tude from fans for her empowering message. 
 “I’m trying to create something that is origi-
nal and coming from within me,” she explains. 
“It’s just as important to me that listeners can 
connect to the music and find a piece of them-
selves in it.”  – MIRANDA GARZA

PHOTO BY TEK I SHINE

AIKO PACKS  
A POP-FUELED PUNCH  
MONDAY 10, 8PM, INTERNATIONAL NIGHTS AT RIVIAN PARK
TUESDAY 11, 10PM, SPEAKEASY
SATURDAY 15, 12AM, SHANGRI-LA

4304 CLAWSON RD. 
512-462-6008  •  endofanear.com

VINYL/CD/DVD
BUY AND TRADE 
NEW AND USED

austinChroniCle.Com/support

support Free press.
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PyPy
WEDNESDAY 12, 12AM, SWAN DIVE
Ten years after debuting with Pagan Day, whose 
penultimate track “She’s Gone” somehow made 
its way into an Yves Saint Laurent fashion show, 
Montreal garage punks PyPy returned in October 
with Sacred Times, an LP – naturally – featuring 
a cheeky response track, “She’s Back.” To drive 
home its futuristic upgrade, guitarist Roy Vucino 
loses the chugging fuzz for a lighter, staccato 
approach, though co-vocalist Annie-Claude 
Deschênes chirps along like no time has passed. 
Punchy rhythms and a goofball ethos pepper this 
high-energy comeback.   – CARYS ANDERSON

Shallowater
WEDNESDAY 12, 11PM, LOW DOWN 
LOUNGE
SUNDAY 16, 12AM, CHESS CLUB 
Based in Houston but named after a small town 
in Lubbock County, self-described “West Texas 
dirtgaze” trio Shallowater soundtracks life after 
the dust bowl with melancholy slowcore occasion-
ally shocked to life with scorching post-hardcore. 
2023 debut There Is a Well begins with those 
desolate soundscapes – croaking vocals lead 
delicate opening combo “Birdshot” and “Angels,” 
and a mathy guitar line carries “Spin Me to Sleep” 
– but centerpiece “Nice Things” crashes in with a 
quick hit of distortion. Band of Horses aren’t the 
only band on this year’s SX bill with a song called 
“Laredo.”  – CARYS ANDERSON

Shiho Yabuki
WEDNESDAY 12, 7PM, CENTRAL 
PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH 
New Age music isn’t generally known for its impro-
visers, but Shiho Yabuki proves the exception. The 
classically trained keyboardist first composed 
spontaneously at age 5 and kept up the practice 
once she acquired synthesizers, helping pioneer 
the concept of healing music. An early star on the 
innovative New Age label Hearts of Space with her 
1987 debut The Body Is a Message of the Universe, 
Yabuki continues to soothe and beguile on a long 
series of ambient releases. Her latest album When 
Two Rivers Meet contains free improvisations with 
former Mott the Hoople keyboardist and early elec-
trotraveler Morgan Fisher.  – MICHAEL TOLAND

VENUS GRRRLS 
WEDNESDAY 12, 12AM,  
LAS PERLAS
WEDNESDAY 12, 11:50PM,  
MOHAWK INDOOR
THURSDAY 13, 4PM,  
BRITISH MUSIC EMBASSY @  
PALM DOOR ON SIXTH  
SATURDAY 15, 10:40PM,  
BRITISH MUSIC EMBASSY @  
PALM DOOR ON SIXTH PATIO 
Your Hex Girl prayers have been answered 
with witchy Leeds grunge quintet VENUS 
GRRRLS. Modern alternative edge stirs 
within the band’s incessant flood of guttural 
riffs and breakneck drums as lead singer 
Grace Kelly’s powerhouse vocals show no 
mercy. Bass-heavy and brazen, the group’s 
latest single “Darla” packs a goth rock 
punch with a menacing, momentum-building 
rhythm. Fresh off of a sold-out UK headline 
tour, the coven from across the pond is a 
must-watch if you’re looking to get your 
international rock fix.  – MIRANDA GARZA

YHWH Nailgun
SATURDAY 15, 1:20AM, SWAN 
DIVE PATIO
Fans of David Lynch’s industrial sound 
design – or even local Font frontman Thom 
Waddill’s pained vocals – will enjoy YHWH 
Nailgun, an experimental fourpiece from 
(where else?) New York City. Quick-hit drums 
propel the band’s 2022 self-titled EP, where 
Zack Borzone gasps out abstract imagery 
and Jack Tobias’ synths go whomp and whee. 
More recent singles, like “Sickle Walk” and 
“Penetrator,” keep up the unnerving energy 
with more bustling percussion and screech-
ing sound samples. You know these guys 
have a delectably strange live show.  
   – CARYS ANDERSON

The Thing
WEDNESDAY 12, 11PM, ELYSIUM
SUNDAY 16, 1AM, HOTEL VEGAS 
The Thing – perhaps it goes without saying – is tongue 
in cheek. They’ve got the full NYC rock & roll package, 
from their haircuts to their lyrical stylings, which alter-
nate between fetching directives and self-deprecative 
stories told in couplet. Catchy guitar riffs and danceable 
drum fills pull the quartet into the story of rock, from 
the Kinks to Cage the Elephant. Pumped with boyhood 
adrenaline and analog vigor, their songs deliver a punch 
deliciously received in person. A the Thing show is a 
seriously good time.  – CAROLINE DREW

Tommy Newport
WEDNESDAY 12, 10PM, ANTONE’S
With a falsetto-driven indie pop rhythm, Tommy Newport 
rides a dreamy synth wave all the way to SXSW. Born in 
Manchester, England, and raised in Wichita, Kansas, 
Newport made his debut in 2018 with Just to Be Ironic. 
His music, showcased in tracks like “Tangerine” and 
“Sunset for the Dead,” blends looping bass, soft drums, 
and catchy riffs to craft stories of infatuation, the good 
life, and the complex dualities of relationships, all 
wrapped in his signature vibrant sound.  – ANGELINA LIU

untitled (halo) 
TUESDAY 11, 4:20PM,  
RADIO DAY STAGE AT RIVIAN PARK 
THURSDAY 13, 10PM, MOHAWK INDOOR 
From their nebulous name to their artsy social media pres-
ence, a certain enigmatic quality emanates from untitled 
(halo). The Los Angeles-based quartet, who opened for 
beloved second wave shoegazers DIIV last year, craft 
brooding bedroom dream pop; their muted November EP, 
decidedly not a headbanger, utilizes trip-hoppy, MBV-
indebted beats (“sKill isSue,” “that’s honey”) and moody 
guitar lines (“blunt subconscious,” “emo is good”) to propel 
boy-girl harmonies like “Time is never on my side/ And if I’m 
in your thighs/ I think I’d rather die.” – CARYS ANDERSON

PHOTO BY TR AVIS TR AUT T

ESSENTIAL ACTS  CONTINUED

COURTESY OF SOPHIE CAS TILLO

Skating Polly 
SATURDAY 15, 10PM, EMPIRE GARAGE
Oklahoma City-born stepsisters Kelli Mayo and 
Peyton Bighorse – plus Kelli’s brother Kurtis, the 
drums to her bass and Peyton’s guitar – follow 
in a long line of kinderwhores, infusing Nineties 
grunge with squeaky, feminine vocals. Since form-
ing as kids in 2009, the trio has amassed quite a 
high-profile following, from Exene Cervenka and 
Brad Wood, who have produced Skating Polly’s 
albums, to Babes in Toyland, who have taken the 
band on tour. Still, as they sing on 2023’s “Baby 
on My Birthday,” Skating Polly’s Southern origins 
offer a unique twist on the genre: “You don’t know 
how it feels to be part of a 10-piece hillbilly family.” 
 – CARYS ANDERSON

Sophie Castillo
WEDNESDAY 12, 10PM, ROZCO’S
SX’s sponsoring mag Rolling Stone staged a 
Future of Music installation last fest inside ACL 
Live at the Moody, popping off Latin superstars 
including J Noa, Young Miko, and Peso Pluma. 
London soul shimmy Sophie Castillo could kick 
off such a stacking, her smooth bilingual come 
hither both cool and sultry on a cluster of singles 
since 2020. “So la diosa, mas sabrosa,” she coos 
on “Diosa,” as delish as she promises. Sade for a 
Latinx paradigm.  – RAOUL HERNANDEZ

For additional recos, reviews, photos, festival news, and more, check out:

AUSTINCHRONICLE.COM/SXSW
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FIND WAY MORE  
FREE & UNOFFICIAL 
SHOWS ONLINE:
austinchronicle.com/unofficial

 A different type of March Madness 
descends upon Austin once more – and you 
don’t need a badge or wristband to ball out! 
Here’s a curated selection of the ample free 
shows taking place during SXSW. 

Kerrville Folk  
Festival Showcase
SATURDAY, 1PM, RADIO COFFEE & BEER
 Shinyribs (solo), Anastasia Hera, Creekbed Carter 
Hogan, Somebody Someone, Grady Philip Drugg, 
Scott Strickland, Grace Rowland

SXSW Community  
Concert at Lady Bird Lake
SUNDAY, 3PM, AUDITORIUM SHORES
 Sir Woman, Geto Gala, Lesly Reynaga, Pedal 
Steel Noah

KOOP Radio Day Party
SUNDAY, NOON,  
BATCH CRAFT BEER + KOLACHES
 Outside: Calico Sky (5:30), Moving Panoramas 
(4:45), LCLS (4:00), the Whale (3:15), Nathan Felix 
(2:40), Thor Harris, Jonathan Horne, & Jeff Piwonka 
(2:05), Clone (1:30), P.T. Banks (12:55), Hostile 
Shapes (12:20), 9 Cycles Cool Kids (noon)
 Inside: Randall Holt (5:00), JD Clark (4:00), 
Shane (3:05), Dax Martinez-Vargas (2:00), Feeling 
Small (1:15), Frozen Orange (12:30)

TX Queer Country  
Club House
MONDAY, 6PM, CHEER UP CHARLIES
 LG & the Supersoaker Sisters, She Returns From 
War, Paisley Fields, Rock Bottom String Band, Side 
Saddles, Bae Price

No Sleep No Hunger
MONDAY, 4PM, HOLE IN THE WALL
 Television Overdose, J. Graves, Holy Wire, 
Brennan Wedl, Grim Streaker, nara’s room, Quinn 
the Brain, Sundog, the Dutch Kills, Half Dream, 
Avery Friedman, Big Girl, Fetch Tiger, Great Howl, 
Guardian Singles, the Answers, Female Gallery

Psychedelic Plants Clash 3
TUESDAY, NOON, THE 13TH FLOOR
 Sound Mass, My Son the Doctor, the Holy Temple, 
Semihelix, DJ Mysterypills, Kevin Curtin (host)

Howdy Gals & YAWN 
present Barn Burner
TUESDAY, 8:45PM, SAGEBRUSH
 Farmer’s Wife (midnight), Good Looks (11:00), 
Magic Rockers of Texas (10:15), Glaze (9:30), 
Variety (8:45)

BMI Howdy Texas
TUESDAY, 1PM, STILL AUSTIN
 Mikky & the Doom (9:00), Travis Roberts (8:00), 
Anastasia Hera (7:00), Sunny Sauceda (6:00), 
KAZIMI (5:00), Rodell Duff (4:00), Travis Bolt 
(3:00), Sydney Wright (2:00), Smooth Nature (1:00)

Unofficial Shows  
and Day Parties
Where the badgeless roam freely  BY DEREK UDENSI

Catch locals Die Spitz at the Marshall Day Party on Wednesday PHOTO BY DAVID B RENDA N H A LL

SoCo Stomp Day 1
WEDNESDAY, NOON, C-BOY’S
 Outside: Money Chicha (6:15), Peterson 
Brothers Band (4:45), Tomar & the FCs (3:30), 
Kelly Willis (2:15), Greyhounds (1:00)
 Inside: Will Johnson & Wire Mountain 
(6:30), Bonnie Whitmore (5:15), the Jaws of 
Brooklyn (4:00), Caroline Hale (2:45), Mother 
Neff (1:30)

Friendship Is Beautiful
WEDNESDAY, 12:30PM,  
CHEER UP CHARLIES
 Outside: Radio Free Alice (5:30), YHWH Nailgun 
(4:30), La Sécurité (3:30), Deloyd Elze (2:30), 
Shallowater (1:30), terraplana (12:30)
 Inside: Dutch Interior (5:00), Youbet (4:00), 
Dead Gowns (3:00), Madame Gandhi (2:00), 
untitled (halo) (1:00)

Sonic Guild Love  
Your Music Fest
WEDNESDAY, NOON,  
GSD&M ADVERTISING
 BLK ODYSSY, Foxtales, Good Field, Grocery 
Bag, Sayang, SKATELAND, the Point

Soup by Soup Fest
WEDNESDAY, 2PM, GUERO’S 
 Nathan Hamilton (7:10), Blue Water Highway 
(6:25), Raina Rose (5:35), the Last Jimenez (4:45), 
Beaver Nelson (3:55), JM Stevens & Nichole 
Wagner (3:15), Jim Patton & Sherry Brokus (2:35), 
Jimmy Joe Natoli (2:00)

Marshall Day Party
WEDNESDAY, NOON, MOHAWK
 Fleshwater, Die Spitz, Maruja, Wishy, Urban 
Heat, JaRon Marshall, Freak Slug, Los Eclipses, 
Gen & the Degenerates, the Molotovs, Benét, 
Mujeres Podridas, fawn, Luke Tyler Shelton,  
Queer Vinyl Collective

Tommy Fest
WEDNESDAY, 8PM, SAGEBRUSH
 Jason Scott & the High Heat (12:30am),  
Theo Lawrence (11:45), Emily Nenni (10:30),  
Willi Carlisle (9:15), Kassi Valazza (8:00)

AROUND TOWN
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 While recent years have brought the LGBTQ 
community into the official South by Southwest 
programming fold, the queer instinct is to go our 
own way – off the mainstream grid set out for us. 
Usually that vibe calls to mind Hackers (1995) 
in outfits and attitude, but this year I propose we 
disengage from all tech-y tidbits by going analog for 
our connections. That’s right, y’all: Real shows, real 
parties, no digi-dances or microchip dips. We’re not 
so much “hacking” the SXSW mainframe as busting 
out entirely. It’s real Neo and Trinity seeing the sun 
hours, okay? These events are no-badge-required, 
with a few freebies and several ticketed. Whether 
you want DJ beats, country twang, or looks served, 
Austin queers have got ya covered.

Girls Gays & 
Theys Queer Artist 
Showcase
FRIDAY 7, 9PM, CHEER UP CHARLIES
 Best feature of SXSW? All the out-of-state 
friends that come through! Returning for their annual 
pilgrimage, Los Angeles-based party Girls Gays & 
Theys throws a ground-shaking showcase featuring 
performances by Emski, Barb, and Arya, plus locally 
sourced star DJ BabiBoi behind the decks. Limited 
free RSVPs are available, but after they’re gone, 
you can snag either a presale $10 online ticket via 
girlsgaystheysla.com or drop $15 at the door.

Queerest  
Spring Break
FRIDAY 7 - SATURDAY 8,  
FULL CIRCLE BAR
 Go back to a time before anyone knew the term 
“cryptocurrency” – well, anyone cool that is – at this 
Nineties-inspired live music moment featuring a lineup 
curated by “booking for queers, by queers” group 
Queer Musicians ATX. Not only will you hear vibe-setter 
performances by FEA, Autumn Cymone, and J Graves, 
but local drag artists and underground DJs enhance the 
boot-stompin’ scenery. Individual day tickets run $10 
each, with no refunds as weather will not stop this event. 

Yeehaw for Abortion
SATURDAY 8, 3PM,  
FUTURE FRONT HOUSE
 Jane’s Due Process, which helps young people 
access critical reproductive resources, throws a 
repro-rodeo featuring a live DJ, free food, tons of 
resources & support, a youth advocate panel, and 
info on fighting legislative attacks on body autonomy. 
Queer Musicians ATX partners up with JDP to provide 
the tunes. RSVP for free through janesdueprocess.org.

The 24 Carrot Show
SATURDAY 8, 7:30PM,  
CHEER UP CHARLIES
 Fou Fou Ha! Austin – the Lone Star branch of this 
boundary-breaking clown troupe – carries forth their 
carrot-centric religion into their unofficial SXSW 
debut. Join the ritual with drag hosts Lucy Lonestar 
and Baldie Loxx as your guides to the powerful 
playground of drag, burlesque, and interactive 
audience games the Fou Fou Has put on. Pre-sale 
tickets run 15 carrots – wait, sorry, I mean $15. Find 
’em on Eventbrite via the foufouha.net. 

Go Off the Grid for 
Unofficial Queer Fun
Austin offers tourists and locals alike queer parties outside  
the South by Southwest mainframe  BY JAMES SCOTT

Neko Rave
TUESDAY 11, 5:30PM, GNAR BAR
 Party person extraordinaire Universalmadnes, 
aka Haus of Madnes, aka Dani, invites all to join in a 
meow-trageous rave experience. Sets from anime 
spinners Whokilledxix and mall-emo styled Suicidal-
Idol headline above tons of other talents, including 
local hero ScamLikely and drag host Xoy. On theme, 
$3 of every $20 presale or $25 day-of ticket goes to the 
Austin Pets Alive! animal shelter. Afterparty fun hits at 
second location Saturn featuring live performances 
from Austin faves Natalie Lepore, Vertarias, Boy Sim, 
and many more. Expect a $10-15 sliding-scale cover – 
and yes: These tickets also benefit APA!

The Bigger  
in Texas Ball
THURSDAY 13, 9PM, CHEER UP CHARLIES
 Central Texas ballroom is bigger than ever, in part 
thanks to this event’s presenter House of Lepore. A 
great place to catch your first ball or your millionth, the 
Lepores pay tribute to Texan women with categories 
themed around icons like Selena, Beyoncé, Erykah 
Badu, and the Legendary Natalie Lepore – who’s also 
the night’s emcee. Cover charge is a $10 donation.

Drag Storytime with Brigitte Bandit JOHN A NDERSON

Fringe Fou at Cheer Up Charlies
PHOTO BY S A R A H BORK H A MILTON

AROUND TOWN

For more queer events around Austin, check out 

AUSTINCHRONICLE.COM/QMMUNITY

Annual Family 
Dragtivity Day
SUNDAY 9, NOON, CHEER UP CHARLIES
 Yes, yes: There’s fun rainbow stuff for kids this 
weekend, too! Drag queen Brigitte Bandit hosts 
a day of all-ages activities including storytime, 
drag performances, vendor pop-ups, and more. A 
glance at the event partners Drag Story Hour, the 
Little Gay Shop, and venue Cheer Ups promises 
a high-quality queer time that guardians and 
kiddos are sure to enjoy. Snag your free RSVP via 
thelittlegayshop.com.

TX Queer Country 
Club House
MONDAY 10, 6PM, CHEER UP CHARLIES
 For those just joining the ATX scene – or 
homebody locals not in the know – DJ Boi 
Orbison’s event org Neon Rainbows specializes in 
queer country fun. This unofficial SXSW show is 
no exception, with acts like Paisley Fields and LG 
& the Supersoaker Sisters boot-scootin’ their way 
through. RSVP for free at neonrainbowstx.com/
tqcc and ride ’em, cowpoke!
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Best Breakfast Taco 
Veracruz All Natural
“The National Migas Taco of TX.”   – John Gross

111 E. CESAR CHAVEZ (AT THE  
LINE AUSTIN), 1700 GUADALUPE ST.  
(FIND MORE LOCATIONS ONLINE), 
VERACRUZALLNATURAL.COM 

Best Established Restaurant 
Odd Duck
“Literally everything. The service, food, ambience, ambition. 
It’s incredible: Every. Single. Time.”   – Kimberly Grant

1201 S. LAMAR, ODDDUCKAUSTIN.COM

Best Place to Walk 
Ann and Roy Butler 
Hike-and-Bike Trail 
at Lady Bird Lake
 “You can walk a little ways or a long ways. 
There are bridges to cross the lake and just 
stop to take in the unique beauty that is Austin.”    
– Kate Schnack

10-MILE URBAN TRAIL LOOPS LADY 
BIRD LAKE IN DOWNTOWN AUSTIN;  
1820 S. LAKESHORE BLVD.

Bouldin Creek Cafe JA N A B IRCHUM

AROUND TOWN

Best Dance Club  
Cheer Up Charlies
“Inclusive club with live music and a lively patio 
scene. Drink game is on point, and it’s refreshing to 
go to a club where it doesn’t matter if you’re dressed 
up or down.”    – Kay Marley-Dilworth

900 RED RIVER, CHEERUPCHARLIES.COM

Best Karaoke  
Ego’s
“The best karaoke dive bar in the world!”   – Mark Strong

510 S. CONGRESS, INSTAGRAM.COM/
EGOSBARATX

Best Vegan/Vegetarian Food 
Bouldin Creek Cafe
“Best service while keeping Austin weird and fed, with 
the widest variety of vegan options for breakfast (any 
time of day), lunch, and dinner.”   – Tierra Chapman

1900 S. FIRST,  
BOULDINCREEKCAFE.COM

Best Museum  
The Blanton  
Museum of Art
“The Blanton has been on the cutting edge of Texas 
arts and culture. It’s just as beautiful outside now as 
well as inside!”    – Shannon Sedwick

200 E. MLK, BLANTONMUSEUM.ORG

Best Late-Night Dining 
Justine’s
“Justine’s menu checks all of the late-night dining 
boxes: comforting, indulgent, and absolutely 
delicious.”    – Francey Grund

4710 E. FIFTH, JUSTINES1937.COM

Best Pop-up Vintage Market 
Guad Vintage Market
CRITICS PICK   Sundays from noon to 6, enter a 
wonderland of vintage clothing, handcrafted jewelry, 
and technically legal marijuana products. Located 
just minutes from the University of Texas campus.

2932 GUADALUPE, INSTAGRAM.COM/
GUADVINTAGEATX

The Best of “Best of Austin”
WHAT TO SEE AND DO WHILE YOU’RE IN TOWN
 Sure, you’ve got your hands busy with SXSW programming. But you don’t want to go home without sampling some of the places and things 
that make Austin so special. 
 So what’s not to miss? Why not ask our readers? 
 Since 1990, Austin Chronicle readers have voted annually in our Best of Austin Awards, naming their favorites in an eclectic, ever-changing 
ballot that spans everything from Best Burger to Best Art Gallery, Best Politician, Best Plumber, and Best Bathroom. Here, we highlight some 
of last year’s winners that might be of special interest to out-of-towners. (We’ve thrown in a few of our staffers’ “Critics Picks” too.) 
 And if you happen to fall in love with anything while you’re visiting, don’t keep it to yourself: Voting in the 35th annual Austin Chronicle Best 
of Austin Awards kicks off March 27 at vote.austinchronicle.com.  

Best Two-Stepping Lessons 
Double or Nothing 
Two-Step
CRITICS PICK    Vanessa Vaught’s two-stepping 
lessons are the portal you pass through to be 
inducted into South Austin’s thriving country 
scene. Anyone who has felt intimidated by the 
whirling dance floor at Sagebrush or Sam’s Town 
Point is guaranteed to melt their fears away by 
attending one of her weekly beginner lessons.

DOUBLEORNOTHINGTWOSTEP.COM 
(RSVP FOR LESSONS AT ROTATING 
BARS; CHECK WEBSITE CALENDAR) FIND THE AUSTIN 

CHRONICLE’S ENTIRE  
BEST OF AUSTIN ARCHIVE:
austinchronicle.com/boa.



AUSTINCHRONICLE.COM   SXSW 2025 FESTIVAL GUIDE - PART I   THE AUSTIN CHRONICLE   55

SUPPORT
FREE  
PRESS

aUSTinChROniClE.COm/SUPPORT

The Black Hole Experience COURTESY OF AGE OF UNION

The Black Hole 
Experience
 Look, we know your parents always told you 
not to climb into strange people’s cars … but 
what if we told you it was a double-wide trailer 
meant to mimic the “physics and spiritual 
properties” of being in a black hole? That 
sounds way less scary, right? Age of Union’s 
activation, a collab between artist Kevin Nunes 
and environmentalist Dax Dasilva, boasts 
floor-to-ceiling mirrors to create a sense of 
weightlessness and a thousand square feet in 
which to ponder your tiny place in the universe. 
Pop in during March 12’s Austin Industry Day 
when the SXSW Expo is open to the general 
public, or later in the week at LoLo’s.

WEDNESDAY 12, 9AM-4PM @ SXSW EXPO, 
BOOTH 1507 (SX BADGEHOLDERS CAN 
ACCESS THE BHX SUNDAY 9- 
WEDNESDAY 12); SATURDAY 15, 2-10PM 
@ LOLO WINE BAR (1504 E. SIXTH)

Whataburger 
Museum of Art
 For those of y’all who aren’t from around 
here, what you need to know is that 
Whataburger is pretty beloved in these 
parts. We start our mornings with a taquito, 
hit the drive-through for a patty melt after 
the party, and drown everything in their 
iconic fancy ketchup. Apparently, we also 
make fan art devoted to the 75-year-old 
Texas brand, and 200 of those original 
pieces will be featured in this pop-up 
exhibition. Attendees can also get hands-
on in the Whataburger Day Dot Room, a 
stark white restaurant interior re-creation 
that guests are invited to plaster over in 
stickers. Show up Saturday to get in on the 
free food samples.

WANDERLUST WINE CO. (610 N. I-35), 
SATURDAY 8-SUNDAY 9, 11AM-6PM 

Alien: Earth:  
“The Wreckage”
 Brace for impact: To hype the summer 
release of Alien: Earth, the new Alien prequel 
series from Fargo creator (and Austinite) 
Noah Hawley, FX is transforming a Downtown 
lot into a crash landing site. Visitors will be 
“scanned for alien parasites before receiving 
credentials and instructions, embarking 
them on an exploratory mission through 
the ship wreckage where they will have the 
chance to get up close and personal with 
alien specimens.” Sure, you might bump into 
a xenomorph, but we’re more chilled by the 
vision of a near future where “corporations 
wield the power of nations.”

FRIDAY 7-SATURDAY 8, 2:30-10PM @ 
318 E. FIFTH (BETWEEN COPPER TANK 
AND THE WESTIN) 

Paramount+’s  
The Lodge
 Why stop at one show when you could 
feast on a whole brand family’s smorgasbord 
of immersive activities? The Lodge’s three 
stories invite you to pop into Yellowjackets’ 
eat-your-friends forest, Dexter: Original Sin’s 
kill room, Gladiator II’s imperial Colosseum, 
Survivor’s Museum of Artifacts, Star Trek: 
Strange New Worlds’ aura-reading station, 
and a mirror maze to get you pumped for 
upcoming true crime drama Happy Face.

FRIDAY 7, 4PM-MIDNIGHT; SATURDAY 8 
& SUNDAY 9, NOON-7PM (8-11PM: SXSW 
BADGEHOLDERS ONLY); MONDAY 10, 
NOON-7PM @ CLIVE BAR (609 DAVIS)

Criterion  
Mobile Closet
 Seven Minutes in Heaven? Make it three 
minutes – that’s all the time you’re allotted 
to peruse the shelves of this mobile version 
of the Criterion Closet. Cameras will be 
rolling in case you want to monologue like a 
first-year film student about the influence of 
Orson Welles’ The Magnificent Ambersons 
(#952) on Wes Anderson’s The Royal 
Tenenbaums (#157). Your trip to cinema 
bountiful comes with party favors too: 40% 
off of up to three items stocked in the closet, 
in honor of the distributor’s 40th anniversary, 
plus a Criterion tote while supplies last. 

FRIDAY 7, 3–7PM; SATURDAY 8 & 
SUNDAY 9, 11AM-7PM; MONDAY 10, 
11AM-5PM @ WEST EIGHTH AND 
CONGRESS AVE. (IN FRONT OF THE 
PARAMOUNT THEATRE)

BRANDING TOGETHER
No badge required for these free  
brand activations and immersive experiences
BY KIMBERLEY JONES
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