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For decades, when visitors arrived in Austin 
for South by Southwest, the first thing they did 
was head to the Austin Convention Center to 
pick up their badge.

If they try that this year, they’ll be confront-
ed with a massive hole in the ground, and 
that’s just the first shift to what people have 
come to expect from the festival and confer-
ence. SXSW Senior Vice President of Content 
Meghan Cassin said, “Even if you’ve been to 
South By in the past, this will feel like your first 
time going to South By.”

Navigating and overseeing the changes 
was one of Cassin’s first jobs at the festival. 
When she joined SXSW in 2024, she was 
assigned to a task force combining what she 
called “South By O.G.s who’d been here for 
at least 15 years, and people like myself who 
were brand-new to the organization and even 

the event who had no preconceptions of what 
South By should be.”

That said, SXSW has always been in a 
state of flux from the moment it first launched 
as a four-day music conference back in 1987. 
Much of what has become familiar about the 
festival was a later addition: There wasn’t even 
a convention center until 1993, and the festival 
didn’t add a film and multimedia component 
for another year. A majority stake in SXSW 
was acquired by Penske Media in 2021, and 
since then the company has seen the firing 
and departure of many of its most seasoned 
and knowledgeable staff. There are still some 
veterans, like Chief Commercial Officer Peter 
Lewis, who were part of completely reimagin-
ing the fest in 2020, turning it from a massive 
in-person cultural event into a COVID-proof 
streaming experience. “That was certainly a 

cold dose of water in the morning,” Lewis said, 
“[but] it definitely positioned us, from a mind-
set standpoint, to be focused on how we can 
improve the event.”

This year marks another massive chal-
lenge: The convention center, which has been 
the festival’s anchor for over three decades, 
has been demolished and its replacement 
will not open until 2029 at the earliest. The 
change has been a long time coming, with 
various groups annoyed that it took so long 
and others frustrated that it’s happening at 
all. Knowing they had to change so many 
established operational procedures, the task 
force took the festival back to its basic inten-
tions. First, Cassin said, are “the epic stories. 
There’s always the story of ‘I was at that South 
By,’ and it always proceeds to be the craziest 
thing you ever heard.”

The massive hole in the ground that was once the Austin Convention Center PHOTO BY RICH A RD WHIT TA K ER  /  DESIGN BY ZEK E B A RB A RO

Everyone has those stories. For Cassin, 
it was watching Elmo perfectly imitate Seth 
Rogen’s laugh in front of a delighted Rogen. 
(“You’ve never seen a man cry-laughing like 
that. He was dying.”) Lewis will never forget 
bumping into billionaire investor Mark Cuban 
as he was leaving the bathroom at the conven-
tion center. “My first thought was, ‘Oh my God, 
that’s Mark Cuban!’ And my second thought 
was, ‘Wait, don’t people like him have special 
bathrooms somewhere else?’”

This desire to facilitate these moments 
of unexpected synergy led to the first big 
change from the last few years: Moving the 
festival from 10 days to seven by having all 
the sections run concurrently. Regular attend-
ees have got used to the first weekend being 
for Film and Interactive, and the second for 
Music, with a bit of blur in the intervening 
week. This year, all three elements – Film and 
TV, Music, and what’s now dubbed Innovation 
– will run concurrently. Lewis called the shift 
the result of conversations about “creating an 
event that is more manageable, and the reality 
is that nobody has 10 days to spend in Austin 
except Austinites.” The hope is that the single 
calendar will lead to more synergy between 
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Everything Old Is New Again
With a new schedule, a new footprint, new staff, and a turbulent world,  
the festival and conference redesigns itself  BY RICHARD WHITTAKER
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WHEN WILL IT END?

2025
Convention 

Center 
demolished

2027
Paramount 

Theatre closed 
for renovations

2029
Estimated  

reopening for 
Convention Center

2026
I-35 Downtown

construction 
begins

2028
State Theatre 

closed for  
renovations

2033
Estimated completion 

for I-35 Downtown 
construction

With no convention center, many of the 
events it hosted are being relocated. Take 
the familiar trade show: Now branded SXSW 
Expo, it’s moved one block east of the conven-
tion center to the Fairmont Hotel. Meanwhile, 
the Flatstock poster sale has been similarly 
displaced, and now will take place over on the 
west side of the construction site, at the Austin 
Marriott Downtown. To get from one to the 
other, you’ll walk past where the convention 
center once was.

On the tourism side, Tiffany Kerr, SVP/CMO 
for Visit Austin, said that her office was opti-
mistic about all the changes. “Long before the 
convention center became its primary hub, 
SXSW thrived in our local music venues, the-
atres, and hotels,” she said. “2026 is a cele-
bration of that original ‘City as a Venue’ spirit.”

However, SXSW veterans will see some 
changes beyond the duration and locations. 
While Platinum badges will get access to every-
thing, the festival has got rid of what was known 
as secondary access, so there’ll be no getting 
into a film with a Music badge. Equally, there’ll 
be no sneaking into a music showcase with an 
Innovation or Film badge unless you pay for a 
Music wristband as an add-on. Moreover, the 
Film pass has completely gone, replaced by 
limited individual tickets for certain screenings.

That last loss has upset many locals who 
helped fill screenings of lower-profile films. 
Yet the SXSW team is aware of the regular 
complaint that SXSW simply descends on 
Downtown Austin. Since the festival will, by 
necessity, be more integrated into the com-
munity than ever, they’ve doubled down on 
outreach with local businesses, as well as pub-
lished a series of guides for visitors to help point 
them toward Downtown stores and restau-
rants. Lewis noted that the festival is “very 
much part of the framework of the city of Austin, 
and so we’re thinking through what’s making 
the most impact for the city and the people.”

The people who will be most immediately 
affected are Downtown residents and busi-
nesses. Jenell Moffett, senior vice president 
for economic development, marketing, and 
strategic communications for the Downtown 
Austin Alliance, stated that there’s great inter-
est among her members about what the new 
format will mean for them. She called the con-
centrated timeline “smart” from an operational 
standpoint and noted that it should mean short-
er road closures and disruptions for residents 
and businesses. However, she added, “On the 
economic output side, I think it’s hard to tell.”

There’s still a big question about what 
the shorter time frame will mean for hotel 
bookings and general spending by guests. 
And this comes as businesses are already 

industries and allow for what Lewis dubbed 
“the marketer’s favorite phrase – surprise and 
delight moments.”

Moreover, while the overall festival shrinks, 
two of the components are actually expanding 
as Music actually adds a day, while Innovation 
grows from four days to a full week. However, 
the Film and TV Festival loses two days 
and won’t have a closing night film as the 
Paramount Theatre will be needed for the film 
awards that night. Moreover, the weekend 
yet again clashes with the Oscars ceremony, 
and many out-of-town industry visitors are 
planning to miss Saturday and Sunday night 
in Austin to head to Los Angeles.

The second big change was inspired by that 
physical loss of the convention center as a hub: 
designing a new footprint for the festival. While 
the festival will still use more remote venues 
like the Alamo South Lamar for film and Hotel 
Vegas for music, it’s become more concentrat-
ed in the 60-block rectangle between I-35 and 
Congress Avenue, and 10th Street and Cesar 
Chavez. “We were walking the new footprint 
over and over,” said Cassin, “and it feels big and 
overwhelming in all the best ways, but it also 
feels manageable to the average new person.”

SXSW’s closest partner in all these chang-
es is the city of Austin. Maria Alonso, spe-
cial events manager for Austin Arts, Culture, 
Music, & Entertainment, explained that the 
city is in constant conversation with SXSW on 
issues like road closures and public safety, and 
those aspects haven’t really changed. If any-
thing, she said, the shorter timeline and con-
densed footprint will make the situation “a little 
more controlled [and] contained Downtown, 
which for us makes it easier to coordinate.”

Within that concentrated footprint, this year 
the festival will provide new hangout hubs, 
nicknamed clubhouses, intended to spur 
community building but also located near 
the biggest draws for each badge type. The 
Innovation clubhouse will be at Brazos Hall, 
close to most of the sessions in nearby hotels. 
Music takes over the Downright Austin hotel, 
at the top end of Red River but still within 
easy reach of the remaining venues on the 
Eastside. Film & TV will be anchored at 800 
Congress, next to a three-block street clo-
sure along Congress and within easy reach 
of the film-centric panels at the nearby Omni 
Hotel and Headliner screenings at the historic 
Paramount Theatre. In part, Lewis explained, 
this approach was inspired by the spinoff 
event, SXSW London, which never had a cen-
tral hub and instead creates spaces across 
the whole Shoreditch neighborhood. Cassin 
added, “We hope that people will have a day 
that actually makes sense.”

navigating the loss of the convention center, 
which Moffett called “an anchor asset” for 
Downtown. “It wouldn’t be fair to say that we 
don’t notice or feel the pullback.”

And the convention center isn’t the only 
major construction project that’s hitting 
Downtown over the next decade. In June of 
this year, the Paramount – the biggest screen 
and biggest theatre of the film festival – will 
close for a 10-month restoration and renova-
tion project. The good news for fest regulars is 
that the remodel will include new bars, upgrad-
ed sound and light, and new seating. As Austin 
Theatre Alliance Executive Director Jim Ritts 
put it, “The things we’re fixing here, patrons 
have been asking us to fix for a long, long time.”

The bad news is that this will mean the 
Paramount is closed during SXSW 2027. Then 
when it reopens in April of next year, it will be the 
turn of the neighboring State Theatre, which will 
close for 14 months, starting in July 2027 and 
running through November 2028. Luckily, the 
Austin Theatre Alliance is confident that it can 
hit those dates, as they’ve been working with 
architects and restoration experts for almost 
two decades on setting this in motion.

There’s a lot less certainty about anoth-
er construction project that dwarfs even the 
convention center: the complete rebuilding 
of the Downtown stretches of I-35. The Texas 
Department of Transportation has estimated 
that this will mean seven years of traffic hell 
on the main arterial route through Austin, but 
that’s widely regarded as wishful thinking, 
considering how delayed every other major 
highway project in Austin has been. At the 
same time, that 2029 completion date for the 

convention center could end up being fluid, 
and it’s unlikely that SXSW will be back in the 
building before 2030.

Add on to this the broader economic uncer-
tainty. The golden era of tech firms throwing 
money at events like SXSW for activations is 
over, but for Lewis that’s one of the advantages 
of the festival’s broad cultural portfolio. “We 
can’t control anybody’s budget,” he said, “[but] 
we are uniquely positioned in that we are bring-
ing together so many different and diverse 
industries that there’s a little bit of a balance.”

At the same time, the number and diversity 
of firms and nations represented in the expo 
has noticeably shrunk over the last few years. 
That’s one indicator of how many internation-
al travelers are avoiding the U.S. as a desti-
nation, with both business and tourism travel 
declining markedly nationwide. This has been 
caused by a combination of concerns about 
deportations, increased travel restrictions on 
many countries, and constant reports of artist 
visas being denied or delayed, and there is 
little expectation that this trajectory will shift 
under the Trump administration. All that the 
SXSW staff can do is give international visi-
tors as much support and advice as possible. 
This includes giving advice on planning a 
visit under the increasingly challenging visa 
application process. 

With all these changes and burdens, the 
expectation is that 2026 will be a transitional 
year for SXSW and its attendees. Lewis said, 
“It’s a different context this year, for sure, but 
we’re focused on trying to create a platform 
where they can showcase their talents, meet 
people, do business.” n
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A Wordless  
Orange 
SATURDAY 14, 8:20PM, ELYSIUM

Neo-psychedelic trio A Wordless Orange 
are translating global rhythmic trends into their 
own context in Wuhan, China. Their lush, bilin-
gual tracks carry the laid-back ease of vintage 
soul and the suave playfulness of Afrobeat 
and jazz to a new genre dimension, which their 
Instagram bio aptly dubs “Asian-beat.” Their 
tranquil aesthetic takes cues from the mysteri-
ous and maligned genre of background tracks 
known as Library music, but subverts those 
easy listening expectations with compellingly 
smooth vocals and an endless supply of sonic 
surprises drawn from electronic music, alt-rock 
styles, and traditional instruments alike. 
  – CAROLINE DREW

Ama Louise
DATE / LOCATION TBA

“When I looked around that stage and saw 
how many people were standing there, I was 
excited but I was [also] scared, I’m not going 
to lie.” So admitted übercharismatic French-
Ghanian R&B seductress Ama Louise on her 
Insta-vlog about showcasing for SXSW London 
2025 last June. “[The] biggest crowd I’ve 
performed to pushed me outside my comfort 
zone.” Not six months later, the buttery, 
UK-based throwback singer dropped full-
length debut Long Story Short, as enveloping 
and soul-caressing as Roberta Flack by 
candlelight.  – RAOUL HERNANDEZ

Amri
FRIDAY 13, 9:10PM,  
ZILKER BREWING
MONDAY 16, 8:30PM, MARLOW 

Amri’s sound is a satisfying fusion of smooth 
R&B and polished jazz, with Carnatic flourish-
es inspired by the British singer’s Indian heri-
tage. Her band’s full-bodied sound – featuring 
horns and a sitar, and anchored by sharp, 
technical drumming – is so refined it’s hard to 
believe the group has only one EP under its 
belt. Amri’s sparkling, intoxicating stage pres-
ence and mystically danceable sound should 
make for a pleasantly rich concert experience. 
 – JOSEPH GONZALEZ

40 Musical Acts  
to See at SXSW 2026 
The most exciting rappers, alt-rockers, jazz innovators, and more  
descending on Austin this week 

Some one thousand artists will perform throughout Austin in the next seven days – how are you supposed to listen to all of them?  
The answer is you’re not; that’s our job. The Chronicle music team pored over this year’s South by Southwest Music lineup and compiled 
the top 40 acts we’re most excited about, from international artists we’d never heard of to the locals we think will most impress this 
week’s influx of tourists and industry insiders. Pro tip: When you find these names on the SXSW schedule, watch out for sets scheduled 
for midnight or later – they’re listed with the following day’s date, even though the showcase will have started the day prior. 
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Big Bill 
THURSDAY 12, 10PM,  
LEFTY’S BRICK BAR

If only all of our favorite artists in these spooky 
times made their politics as clear as Big Bill. In 
an era where Radiohead – Radiohead! – won’t 
even disavow a genocide, it’s nice to know these 
Austin/Philly-based post-punks are unafraid to 
draw a line in the sand, from ICE (“you should be 
shunned by your family”) to fuckboys (they use 
their emotions “like shotguns”) to the wealth gap 
(“so tired”). The long-running outfit stays righ-
teous and stays fun, issuing zigzagging, dance 
floor-filling tunes that get you riled up without 
bumming you out. What better radicalizing agents 
could we ask for in our modern shitshow? 
  – CARYS ANDERSON 

BigXthaPlug 
SATURDAY 14, 10:55PM,  
ACL LIVE AT THE MOODY THEATER

BigXthaPlug’s modern-day anthem for the 
Lone Star State, “Texas,” packed enough charis-
ma to match the unrivaled pride Texans have in 
their culture. 2024 release TAKE CARE offered 
sample-based tracks and firmly established him 
as a leader of Texas hip-hop’s new generation, but 
the Jessie Murph-featuring track “Holy Ground” 
from the album’s deluxe edition previewed an 
unexpected pivot. The Dallas rapper’s latest 
full-length, I Hope You’re Happy, sandwiches 
hooks from country music stars between heart-
break-filled verses. He’ll bring along Ro$ama and 
other artists from his record label as support in 
anticipation of 600 Entertainment’s debut compi-
lation tape, 6WA.  –  DEREK UDENSI 

Angela Autumn 
THURSDAY 12, 11PM, 13TH FLOOR
MONDAY 16, 10PM, LAS PERLAS
WEDNESDAY 18, 9:10PM, 
WANDERLUST WINE CO.

Sometimes leaning into where you’re from 
is the best way to figure out where you’re going. 
Since moving to Nashville earlier in the decade, 
Angela Autumn has only dug deeper into her sharp 
western Pennsylvania Appalachian twang. Last 
year’s I’m Not Around EP quakes behind a high-
twinged wail across songs like the catchy swirl 
of “Electric Lizard.” Recently signed to Gar Hole 
Records, Autumn unloads an understated fury 
singed by both a raw emotional vulnerability and a 
wry sense of humor, as latest singles “Millionaire 
Money” and “Garbage” ache in lilting uncertainty 
and a desire to carve her own space.  
 –  DOUG FREEMAN

Azamiah 
SATURDAY 14, 9:10PM,  
ZILKER BREWING
SUNDAY 15, 10:20PM, SWAN DIVE
MONDAY 16, 10:30PM, MARLOW 

Part of the ever-expanding UK jazz scene, 
Glasgow’s Azamiah turned heads out of the gate 
with 2023’s In Phases, a confident debut featuring 
the voice of singer India Blue and a blend of jazz, 
R&B, electronica, and spaced-out pop. That intox-
icating broth soaks several releases from 2025, 
including the single “New Moon” and the Two 
Lands EP, on which the soul gets more soulful, 
the dreaminess even dreamier, and Blue’s sultry 
croon more poignant. A series of festival appear-
ances and the quartet’s first headline tour in the 
UK put the band in position to infiltrate sophisti-
cated consciousnesses.  –  MICHAEL TOLAND 

COURTESY OF SXSW

PHOTO BY DA NIEL PR A KOP CYK
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bloodsports 
FRIDAY 13, 7:30PM, SHANGRI-LA
SUNDAY 15, 12:30AM, CHESS CLUB
MONDAY 16, 8:50PM, HOTEL VEGAS

Bloodsports channel the restless energy of 
New York into taut riffs and punchy, guitar-driven 
rhythms. With post-punk roots, the fourpiece’s 
debut project, Anything Can Be a Hammer, deliv-
ers garage rock grit and enough angular urgency to 
cut through the controlled chaos. Tracks oscillate 
between explosive bursts and measured grooves, 
creating tension between their deliberate arrange-
ments and volatile unpredictability. The outfit has 
carved a reputation for raw, no-frills live perfor-
mances that match the intensity of their recorded 
discography. One thing’s guaranteed: Your ear-
drums won’t be safe.  – MIRANDA GARZA 

Boutique Feelings 
FRIDAY 13, 10:30PM, SEVEN GRAND
SATURDAY 14, 12AM, HOTEL VEGAS 
SATURDAY 14, 11PM, SWAN DIVE 

It may be an impossible task to put Karim 
Lakhdar’s music into a box. His latest project as 
Boutique Feelings is part trip hop, part synth-
heavy post-rock, and even part ambient archival 
political statement, set to sparse Arabic guitar. 
Where Boutique Feelings strays from Lakhdar’s 
previous sound with progressive rock outfit Atsuko 
Chiba is in his charged rapping. With a vocal 
style reminiscent of B-Real and André 3000, the 
Montrealer sounds off on the ailments of modern 
society, hoping to use his pointed lyrics and 
hypnotic production to create a shift in your con-
sciousness.  – JOSEPH GONZALEZ

Buddy Red 
FRIDAY 13, 8PM, SAXON PUB
MONDAY 16, 9PM, STUBB’S
WEDNESDAY 18, 1AM,  
INN CAHOOTS AUSTIN GARDEN

“Scion” remains a double-edged identifier in 
music, the progeny of stars forced to prove them-
selves doubly in the shadow of their ‘rents. Buddy 
Red’s dad helped put hot ‘Lanta on the rap map, 
yet T.I. isn’t the 300-pound penumbra here. The 
twentysomething singer/slinger’s soul drawl, the 
funk lag in his engine room, and a thick, mulchy 
Strat strum all scream Hendrix. While “When I 
Dream” straight cops “Little Wing,” last summer’s 
“Sold His Soul” makes the same hairs stand on 
end that once saluted “Hey Joe.” SRV channeled 
the Voodoo Chile. Buddy Red quite possibly rein-
carnates him.  –  RAOUL HERNANDEZ

Cashier 
FRIDAY 13, 9:30PM, VALHALLA
SATURDAY 14, 11:35PM, CHESS CLUB
MONDAY 16, 11:10PM, SEVEN GRAND
TUESDAY 17, 9:15PM, HOTEL VEGAS

Cashier will take you back to 2005 with the 
quickness. Anchored by Kylie Gaspard’s androg-
ynous, emotional vocals and a smattering of 
thrashing guitars, the Lafayette fourpiece updates 
the Fueled by Ramen formula with Dinosaur Jr. 
sludge – and the much-cooler co-sign of Julia’s War 
Recordings, the label of They Are Gutting a Body of 
Water frontman/contemporary heavy rock innovator 
Doug Dulgarian. And no, they aren’t the only band 
on this list to hang out in the middle of the SXSW 
Music-Julia’s War Venn diagram. The alt-rock 
renaissance continues!  – CARYS ANDERSON 

PHOTO BY MEGH A N H A NCOCK

Don Toliver
FRIDAY 13, TBA,  
MOODY AMPHITHEATER

Perennially traversing between trap and R&B 
like a Slinky composed of slick melodies, Don 
Toliver’s ability to stitch the two genres together 
gives him a distinct sound. The Cactus Jack 
signee rose to mainstream prominence with 2020 
full-length Heaven or Hell and his earworm of a 
chorus on Internet Money’s “Lemonade” later 
that year. New maiden chart-topper OCTANE 
ditches the subtle rock elements found on 
2024’s HARDSTONE PSYCHO in favor of the 
Houstonian’s trademark psychedelic backdrops 
and Auto-Tuned croons about women. There’s a 
Justin Timberlake sample (“Body”) on there, too. 
 – DEREK UDENSI 

Ella Ion 
THURSDAY 12, 11PM,  
WANDERLUST WINE CO.
SUNDAY 15, 10PM, SEVEN GRAND
MONDAY 16, 8:40PM, DOWNRIGHT 
AUSTIN GLOBAL STAGE 
WEDNESDAY 18, 12AM, SAXON PUB

It only took two singles for Ella Ion to hook 
me. Last October’s “Looking for Nothing” 
recalls Bella’s New Moon depression montage: 
slow-churning acoustic guitar, mournful cello, 
gauzy vocals likening the Adelaide songwriter to 
a dog tied to a tree. “Blue Black Crows,” released 
two months prior, is even better. Ion snaps her 
strings with one of those stop-start riffs you 
immediately, involuntarily, nod along to, crooning 
an insistent “oh yeah, oh yeah-heah-heah-heah” 
refrain alongside it. Add in those searing electric 
accents and abstract orchestral freakouts – this 
name’s on my usually noncommittal South By 
schedule in pen.  – CARYS ANDERSON 

Fish Hunt 
FRIDAY 13, 7PM, LOW DOWN LOUNGE
SATURDAY 14, 9:50PM, CHESS CLUB 

I hear twinges of Snail Mail, Lorde, and a long 
lineage of emo vocalists in Lucy Mondello’s 
elongated vowels, but on Self-Taught, the New 
York songwriter stitches such disparate musi-
cal stylings into a cohesive quilt all her own. 
Indie rock acoustics, eerie saw, and sputtering 
percussion are instrumental to this LP, an unvar-
nished-yet-meticulous showcase of childlike DIY. 
As Fish Hunt declares in melancholy manifesta-
tion “Go My Way”: “I’m the shit, can’t you see?”
  – CARYS ANDERSON 

Chuck Prophet and 
His Cumbia Shoes
THURSDAY 12, 9:15PM, SWAN DIVE
TUESDAY 17, 9PM, LAMBERTS
THURSDAY 19, 12AM,  
CONTINENTAL CLUB

While dealing with Stage 4 lymphoma, a new-
found love for cumbia music gave Chuck Prophet 
some relief. After beating the disease, the accom-
plished songwriter decided to take a creative 
left turn with his latest project Wake the Dead, 
a collaboration with California cumbia group 
¿Qiensave? The record mixes Prophet’s roots 
rock sensibilities with Latin rhythm and melody, 
creating a surprisingly satisfying blend you never 
knew you needed. He’ll bring that sound to this 
year’s SXSW before heading to Willie Nelson’s 
Luck Ranch to play the Luck Reunion and the Todd 
Snider Rules! tribute show later in the week. 
  – JOSEPH GONZALEZ

Commercial Breaks 
TUESDAY 17, 9PM, CHESS CLUB
SATURDAY 14, 10PM, HOTEL VEGAS 

Launched just last year, local quartet 
Commercial Breaks counter the shoegaze 
craze with a heartfelt ode to power-pop. Their 
Bandcamp-exclusive self-titled debut piles 
one taut and ready guitar riff after another onto 
unpretentious tracks covered in joyful distortion 
and populated by the appropriate number of oohs 
and ahhs. Hook is the right word for their catchy 
melodies, because these sweetly rugged vocal 
harmonies will sink right into you, ready to reel you 
into another rambunctiously good-hearted perfor-
mance anytime their name’s on the bill.  
 – CAROLINE DREW

PHOTO BY OLIVI A PERILLO
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Over a decade into his musical career, 
with several South by Southwest stops 
under his belt, Cure for Paranoia master-
mind Cameron McCloud experienced the 
surreal festival moment all artists dream 
of last year: People recognized him and 
showed up for his music. 

“We’ve played for packed rooms when 
it’s us opening for somebody, but it’s 
never been a situation where we’re play-
ing packed rooms and they’re there to see 
us,” McCloud says. It was an overwhelm-
ing, full-circle moment for the artist – one 

bolstered by his cinematically precise 
NPR Tiny Desk Contest video submis-
sion, which caught the internet’s attention 
shortly before SXSW ‘25.

“I can’t stress enough how therapeutic 
[music] is for me and how humbling it is 
to have people come up to me and tell 
me how therapeutic it is for them as well,” 
he says. McCloud traces the roots of that 
recognition to another SXSW festival, 
over 10 years prior. 

“My first time at South By was probably 
the best first time at South By anyone 

COURTESY OF CA MERON Mc CLOUD

could ever have,” he says with a laugh. In 
2014, the rapper was, in his words, young 
and “didn’t have shit to lose,” sleeping in 
a car with his roommate to attend the fest. 
He networked his way into a wristband and 
a side-stage view of Childish Gambino’s 
electrifying Butler Park performance. 
Gambino collaborator Fam Udeorji noted 
his initiative – telling McCloud it reminded 
him of his and Gambino’s own youthful 
antics – and got the fledgling artist an 
audience with the Atlanta creator. 

“I wouldn’t even be the artist that I 
am now had I not [gone] to South by 
Southwest and did that,” says McCloud. 
Gambino’s specific words are lost to the 
starstruck moment, but his encourage-
ment was enough to keep the Texas rap-
per in the game.

After last year’s triumph, McCloud returns 
to the festival with another eye-catching 
video offering for NPR’s worldwide compe-
tition – and his third LP, Work of A.R.T. The 
seven-track album of socially conscious, 
wit-loaded lyricism is an ode to the remedi-
al power of music and performance, reflect-
ed in every element of the project’s output 
– all the way down to the name, Cure for 
Paranoia, which McCloud says has “turned 
into a mantra, a way of life.”

“The year that I created the band, I got 
placed on medication for bipolar depres-
sion and paranoid schizophrenia,” says 
McCloud. In a hotboxed car on the way to 
Colorado, the musician effortlessly chris-
tened the group upon realizing “that cre-
ating music was more therapeutic for me 
than the medication was.”

On this visit to the Austin festival, the 
rapper says his performance is carefully 
crafted to tell the story of his mental health 
odyssey and music’s curative role, forgo-
ing a full band setup for a simple trio lineup 
of McCloud and producers Jay Analog 
and Tomahawk Jonez, presented with his 
signature attention to theatrical details 
and thought-provoking visuals.

“It’s really putting my self-discovery that 
I dealt with last year on full display.”  n

Cure for Paranoia
THURSDAY 12, 11PM, SWAN DIVE
FRIDAY 13, 9:30PM, SHANGRI-LA
TUESDAY 17, TIME TBA, SWAN DIVE
TUESDAY 17, 11:30PM, RIVIERE
WEDNESDAY 18, 3PM, DOWNRIGHT 
AUSTIN RADIO DAY STAGE

Cure for Paranoia Comes  
Full Circle in SXSW Return
Dallas-based rapper Cameron McCloud brings 
therapy and theatrics to live performance
BY CAROLINE DREW
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Geto Gala 
WEDNESDAY 18, 10:25PM, SWAN DIVE

Major League, Geto Gala’s 2024 debut album, is 
a celebration, dancing with feather-light piano licks, 
swaying drum beats, and the honeyed rhymes of 
rap duo Jake Lloyd and Deezie Brown. Their sound 
is a true Texas recipe of sun-soaked Southern rap 
spun through Houston’s chopped and screwed 
influence and baked in a soulful rock ambience that 
makes for a head-bobbing, finger-snapping show. 
Both talented multifaceted musicians in their own 
right, Lloyd and Brown’s union in Geto Gala is one 
of creative admiration and community appreciation 
that shines through in every festive chorus and glo-
rious groove. – CAROLINE DREW

Gran Moreno 
THURSDAY 12, 9PM,  
LEFTY’S BRICK BAR

Since the pandemic, ATX’s Latin music scene 
now manifests every blush, from heartbreak bal-
ladeers (Grace Sorensen) and MCs (Anastasia 
Hera) to funk (Superfónicos) and metal (Brown 
Sabbath). Gran Moreno bends a whole other gold-
en note. Psych rock sibling bomb squad Ricardo 
and Christian Rodríguez unsheathed debut full-
length El Sol in January, its cataclysmic detonation 
moving beyond White Stripes and Black Keys to a 
wholly unique amalgam of mariachi trumpets, haci-
enda percussion/strings, y tequila tempos. Thirty-
two minutes never sounded so epic – so gran(d).
  – RAOUL HERNANDEZ

   ESSENTIAL ACTS  (CONTINUED) Jordan Walsh
MONDAY 16, 7PM, THE PERSHING

From his CV, Austin percussionist, composer, 
and teacher Jordan Walsh is busier than a par-
ent of 10. Straddling the line between chamber 
music and sound design, Walsh performs with 
Goliath Was Bigfoot, Maru Haru, Line Upon Line 
Percussion, and Density512’s new music collec-
tive. He also engages in solo performances all over 
the country that blend vibraphone, percussion, 
and electronics in a tireless championing of elec-
troacoustic music-making. Holding a doctorate 
from UT-Austin, he teaches percussion and audio 
technology at Southwestern University, Austin 
Community College, and other institutions in Texas 
and elsewhere. How he’s found the time to show-
case at SXSW is a mystery.  – MICHAEL TOLAND

Joyeria
MONDAY 16, 9PM, SWAN DIVE
TUESDAY 17, 8PM, VALHALLA

The irreverent blond behind London-based 
project Joyeria is keeping lad rock alive with 
gruff “yeah yeah yeah” choruses and synthesizer 
beeps and boops to match every chunky power 
chord. The bobbed man, known only to us listen-
ers as Joy, nails an exaggerated drawl on early 
single “Wild Joy” despite his Canadian-Polish 
heritage, while more recent banger “I don’t 
know, who cares?” (“How are you doing?/ How 
do you feel today?/ I don’t know, who cares, stop 
asking”) nods to king slackers Pavement at their 
twangiest. Production from Dan Carey (Fontaines 
D.C., Wet Leg) on 2025 EP Graceful Degradation 
seals the deal.  – CARYS ANDERSON 

Gus Englehorn
SATURDAY 14, 10PM, VALHALLA

Gus Englehorn’s mind must be a fantastic and 
terrifying place. The pro snowboarder-turned-bi-
zarro pop maestro has released four albums in 
the past five years, each more wildly ambitious, 
unhinged, and fascinating than the last. Whereas 
2025’s The Hornbook constructed an unraveling 
of rock history, this year’s The Broken Balladeer 
spills like of Montreal into the Unicorns, veering 
between strafing bursts of playful wonder and 
horrifying shock. Equally appropriate is recruiting 
Butthole Surfer Paul Leary to produce the album, 
who adds the perfect complement to the cata-
clysm of Englehorn’s wildly mutating and eccen-
tric, psychedelic worlds.  –  DOUG FREEMAN

Ink 
SATURDAY 14, 9:35PM,  
ACL LIVE AT THE MOODY THEATER
SUNDAY 15, 4:10PM, MOHAWK 

After writing hit after hit for stars from Kendrick 
Lamar to Beyoncé, Atia Chade Boggs, best 
known as Ink, is now turning her focus inward. 
Over a decade of songwriting comes to the 
forefront on the Atlanta-raised musician’s debut 
project, BIG BUSKIN’, showcasing confessional 
intimacy and melodic craftsmanship. Sitting 
atop a neo-soul foundation, the record channels 
twangy pop, modern R&B, and electronic textures 
through tactile production and tender vocals. On 
“Turquoise Cowboy,” Ink paints a cinematic portrait 
of love and longing, layering memorable hooks with 
shimmering flourishes.  – MIRANDA GARZA 

Jazz Re:freshed 
Outernational 
SUNDAY 15, 7:30PM,  
FLAMINGO CANTINA

Jazz musicians in the United Kingdom see 
their genre as foundation more than form, pull-
ing in global influences far beyond swinging, 
sophisticated blues. The 10th Jazz Re:freshed 
SX showcase makes that plain in the most enter-
taining and enlightening way possible. Featured 
artists include Zimbabwe-born/London-based 
jazz/soul singer-songwriter Zola Marcelle, cos-
mopolitan jazz/funk/hip-hop bassist/singer Amy 
Gadiaga, Newcastle jazz fusion trio Knats, veteran 
Nigeria/London guitarist/producer Femi Temowo, 
London jazz drummer/producer Mackwood, and 
Manchester producer/player Werkha. A decade in, 
Jazz Re:freshed Outernational isn’t just an event – 
it’s a visit with an old friend.  –  MICHAEL TOLAND 

J’cuuzi
TUESDAY 17, 12:50AM, HOTEL VEGAS
TUESDAY 17, 10:30PM, SWAN DIVE 

Elaborate, handmade costumes; raunchy 
group choreography; frequent trips from the 
stage to the pit – every succeeding J’cuuzi show 
is a bigger and bigger spectacle. Gorge Bones 
and Trey Razeldazl, the romantic partners at the 
heart of this art-rock, dance-punk, truly inde-
scribable rock & roll affair, know how to keep you 
entertained – and how to balance just the right 
amount of bubbling Björk synths and sleazy glam 
rock guitar in the chemistry experiment that is 
this wondrous musical hot tub. Amid a weeklong 
barrage of performances, you’re guaranteed to 
remember J’cuuzi.  – CARYS ANDERSON 

Joe Harvey-Whyte 
FRIDAY 13, 12:45PM,  
HILTON AUSTIN DOWNTOWN 
TUESDAY 17, 7:50PM,  
CENTRAL PRESBYTERIAN CHURCH
WEDNESDAY 18, 10PM, 13TH FLOOR

You might guess that an artist playing exper-
imental pedal steel guitar music at SXSW would 
be a local, but Joe Harvey-Whyte isn’t even from 
America. A master of a notoriously hard-to-play 
instrument, the London native pulls the pedal 
steel out of the honky-tonk and into the astral 
expanse. Harvey-Whyte makes you reevaluate 
an instrument you’ve heard a thousand times, 
bending your mind’s expectations like he does the 
tone of his guitar. In addition to composing heady 
Americana, the award-winning musician further 
demonstrates his reverence for sound with a side 
gig as a field recordist for film and radio. 
  – JOSEPH GONZALEZ

PHOTO BY VER A “ VICIOUS VELM A” HERN A NDE Z

COURTESY OF GR A N MORENO
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Kaash Paige
SATURDAY 14, 11:30PM,  
BRUSHY STREET COMMONS

Dallas alt-R&B singer Kaash Paige’s dreamy, 
Auto-Tuned vocals float with an airlike quality, 
yet convey plenty of emotion. She returns to SX 
for her own Kaash Paige & Friends showcase 
on March 14 after headlining iLL Manner Shows’ 
A FAT A$$ RAP SHOW last year. First signed to 
Def Jam as a teenager, the 25-year-old leveled 
up as an independent artist after departing the 
label in 2023. She dropped two projects after 
signing to indie label Rostrum Records last 
summer: KAASHMYCHECKS and 2 Late to Be 
Toxic. Arrive early at Brushy Street Commons to 
catch Lynn and Austin-bred R&B singer Grace 
Sorensen.  – DEREK UDENSI 

Lola Young
THURSDAY 12, 9:55PM,  
ACL LIVE AT THE MOODY THEATER

What defines 24-year-old Lola Young’s sound 
isn’t genre-hopping, but her raw candor and 
emotional immediacy. With three studio albums 
under her belt, the London-born songstress drifts 
between alt-pop, indie rock, and soulful R&B, with 
her powerhouse vocals building a common ground 
between these pulls. Young walked away from 
this year’s Grammy Awards with two nominations, 
including a win for her chart-topping hit “Messy” 
for Best Solo Pop Performance. SXSW will mark 
one of the singer’s first shows back following a 
brief hiatus, as she rejoins the live circuit and 
takes the stage as part of Rolling Stone’s Future of 
Music showcase.  – MIRANDA GARZA 

They may be nearly three decades into 
their career, but Switchfoot is still crossing 
dreams old and new off their rock star buck-
et list: namely, playing South by Southwest 
for the first time this year, and a 2025 single 
with pioneering blues guitarist Buddy Guy.

“In all the years we’ve been a band, that 
was not on my bingo card,” drummer Chad 
Butler says of the collaboration. He and 
his bandmates jumped at the chance to 
work with such a renowned musician who 
Ain’t Done With the Blues, according to 
the title of his 2025 album. Connected by 
a mutual friend, the band teamed up with 
the near-nonagenarian icon for a soulful, 
anthemic single, “Last Man Standing,” 
that puts Guy’s signature boisterous spin 
on the alternative rock group’s West Coast 
sound. “That’s something I’ll be playing for 
my grandkids,” says Butler. 

Playing SXSW was more or less on 
the bingo card all along, but some-
how slipped through the cracks amid 

globe-trotting tours and prolific record-
ing. Stepping out of a year in the studio 
working on album No. 14, Butler says 
they’re all itching to be back onstage and 
to bring new music to their audience.

“The live experience is still what keeps 
us going,” he says. “It feels good to be 
human and to be with humans and to 
be part of a magical moment – the song 
exists in that form only once.”

Staying in the moment onstage and 
keeping improvisation at the forefront of 
their set list is what helps the San Diego-
based group stay connected to songs 
from throughout their catalog. In 2023, 
they re-recorded their breakout album, 
The Beautiful Letdown, in honor of its 20th 
birthday. Billboard-topping singles like 
“Meant to Live” and “Dare You to Move” 
feel just as prescient with a grownup coat 
of paint, a matured rasp in singer Jon 
Foreman’s vocals, and a glossier tone on 
the pop-punk-inspired guitar riffs. 

COURTESY OF SWITCHFOOT
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“Not many bands get the opportunity 
to revisit a project 20 years later, and 
have been playing those songs all along,” 
says Butler. “That record really took us 
around the world and those songs have 
evolved as we’ve evolved as people and 
as musicians.”

The urgent pleading of their youthful 
releases has grown into a reassured, opti-
mistic insistence.  “I think hope deserves 
an anthem,” says Butler. “I feel like music 
can really change things in ways that 
nothing else can.” 

That now-confident belief in the power 
of music and the hard-earned trust in their 
musicianship propels Switchfoot onto the 
SXSW stage, just like every other – with 
ease and an eagerness to improvise. 

“As a live band, we embrace the things 
that go wrong during the show. You break 
a guitar string, you break a drumstick – 
those are moments to improvise and to 
take the song somewhere it’s never been 
before,” says Butler. “The set list is always 
just suggestions. It’s up to the moment. 
The crowd has an equal say in what we 
end up playing.” n

Switchfoot
FRIDAY 13, 11PM, ELYSIUM

Switchfoot Is Still in the Moment 
Drummer Chad Butler on alt-rock band’s  
trust in music and improvisation 
BY CAROLINE DREW
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Lynn
THURSDAY 12, 11:15PM, MALA FAMA
SATURDAY 14, 9:45PM,  
BRUSHY STREET COMMONS
TUESDAY 17, 10:30PM, VENUE 6 

Adversity reveals character. Birmingham, 
Alabama, transplant Lynn gave meaning to that 
trite phrase during last year’s SXSBreaks show-
case as she powered through a headlining set rav-
aged by technical difficulties. “Life be lifin’,” she 
said then. The 24-year-old has only increased her 
stock since, with fall 2025 album Ten Thousand 
Hours adding personal depth to her brash, confi-
dent raps. A clip of “Slow Dreamz,” a quick-hitting 
track interpolating Twista’s “Slow Jamz,” currently 
counts over 430K views on TikTok. Expect some 
doses of R&B, too, and a redemptive showing 
that’ll demonstrate why she’s one of Austin hip-
hop’s brightest young talents.  – DEREK UDENSI 

Mama Duke
THURSDAY 12, 11:30PM, SWAN DIVE

The Texas capital has long loved this two-time 
Austin Music Awards Best Hip-Hop winner, known 
for a playful, pop-loving streak and a welcoming 
warmth, but the nation became Mama Duke 
fans this year when the queer rapper earned Mel 
B’s golden buzzer on America’s Got Talent last 
August. Walking off the show as the first female 
rapper to reach the Top 10, Mama Duke returns 
to the SXSW stage with signature charisma and 
uplifting tracks that joyfully intertwine Eighties 
synth grooves with Aughts club hooks and an 
effortless lyrical prowess.  – CAROLINE DREW

Marley Hale 
FRIDAY 13, 11PM, SAXON PUB
MONDAY 16, 9PM, LEFTY’S BRICK BAR 
TUESDAY 17, 12AM,  
CONTINENTAL CLUB 

“If whiskey were a woman, I’d fuck her.” How’s 
that for an opening line? Those quotable lyrics 
open Marley Hale’s “Drunk On You,” a slow-mov-
ing country waltz about lost love and alcoholism. 
Hale’s steely gaze and sentimental vocals make 
her vintage outlaw sound impossibly alluring. Born 
in Austin and raised in Northern California, the 
now-sober singer and guitarist splits time between 
her birthplace and Brooklyn, New York. She recent-
ly completed a February residency at the legendary 
local Hole in the Wall.  – JOSEPH GONZALEZ

Lucid Express 
MONDAY 16, 12PM, DOWNRIGHT AUSTIN
MONDAY 16, 7PM, DOWNRIGHT AUSTIN

Shoegaze will never die – nor should it when 
it’s in the hands of a band as good as Hong 
Kong’s Lucid Express. Not only do singer Kim Ho 
and her crew get the sonics just right, but they 
use their dreamy guitar swathes to illuminate the 
issues facing them and other democracy-minded 
citizens in what was, until 2014, one of the world’s 
most cosmopolitan and progressive cities. Ho 
claims “we’ve been steadily losing hope for a 
decade now” in their artist bio, but the sublime 
six-string beauty found on the quintet’s brand-
new Instant Comfort wraps its defiance around us 
like a warm blanket.  – MICHAEL TOLAND

Luke Tyler Shelton
SUNDAY 15, 8PM, ANTONE’S
MONDAY 16, 9:10PM, LAS PERLAS

Twentysomething singer Luke Tyler Shelton is 
living the Laurel Canyon lifestyle of yore, and he’s 
got the outfits, the big-name backers, and – this 
is important – the music to prove it. On his 2025 
EP Blue Sky, produced by royal outlaw Shooter 
Jennings and frequent Father John Misty collabora-
tor Jonathan Wilson, the L.A. native pairs campfire 
choruses with honky-tonk guitar solos, jaunty piano 
with pedal steel warmth, and tops it all with the 
voice of a proper Sixties folkie. Shelton’s opened 
for Chaparelle and played last year’s Luck Reunion, 
so this SXSW only furthers the songwriter’s Austin 
country coronation.  – CARYS ANDERSON 

PHOTO BY E A VISUA L S
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Miss Bashful 
SUNDAY 15, 9:30PM, SPEAKEASY

After conquering Berlin’s club scene, Miss 
Bashful is returning to her Texas roots before 
plotting her electroclash world domination. Pulling 
from the high-voltage likes of Peaches and Miss 
Kitten, the Mexico City-born provocateur has culti-
vated candy-coated electronica with body-forward 
BPMs and relentless momentum. Her self-pro-
claimed “slut techno” combines warehouse-ready 
maximalism with hedonistic hooks and a no-com-
promise attitude that commands the room. The 
club siren enlisted German DJ duo GDA on her 
latest rave-bred cut, “Glamour Snobby,” a sharp 
burst of peak-hour pressure designed to keep bod-
ies moving.  – MIRANDA GARZA 

Next of Kin
THURSDAY 12, 7:45PM,  
ZILKER BREWING
FRIDAY 13, 2PM,  
RIVIAN ELECTRIC ROADHOUSE
FRIDAY 13, 10PM, CONTINENTAL CLUB

At the Austin Music Awards earlier this month, 
Next of Kin took home top honors as Best New 
Act. It was a well-earned but unsurprising honor 
for the trio, who has not only honed their sharp 
lyrical narratives behind bursting dynamic har-
monies, but also galvanized a community of joy 
and advocacy around their defiant queer and 
trans country identity. While Madison Baker, Lili 
Hickman, and Caelin each bring a distinct song-
writing style into the band, together they surge 
into the kind of empowering Nineties country 
anthems that cut with an emotional independence 
and sharp wit – as they do on last year’s standout 
debut EP, Homemaker.  – DOUG FREEMAN

P.H.0.
MONDAY 16, 9PM, 13TH FLOOR
TUESDAY 17, 10:30PM, VALHALLA

Brooklyn’s P-H-zero describes itself as “silk-
punk/cyber-metal,” crediting the former term to 
sci-fi horticulturalist Ken Liu, while elaborating on 
a teeth-rattling crucible of trad-Asian elements 
and instrumentation, plus “the fragmented chaos 
of analog modular synthesizers.” Howard Ouyang, 
Pierre Pi, and Jun Guo core the current quintet’s 
crossover from clean, ambient melodicism – rain 
falling on city rooftops – to harsh, dystopian mosh 
incitement in the streets on October EP Gore: 
DLC. Somebody get P.H.0. the opening slot on a 
Melt-Banana tour.  – RAOUL HERNANDEZ

It takes an odd set of ingredients to 
make a HNRY FLWR, but sometimes 
you need the strangest things to produce 
something that truly stands out in a world 
that’s seen just about everything.

The man behind the project, David Van 
Witt, spent much of his childhood in a 
meditation commune – or cult, depending 
on who you ask. Seeking a fresh start, Van 
Witt’s mother moved him and his brother 
to the spiritual community in rural Iowa, 
where they lived in a network of trailer 
homes inhabited by crystal-carrying hip-
pie idealists. The family lived there until 

his mother, shaken by a near-death expe-
rience, decided to leave the commune 
and take the 12-year-old Van Witt and his 
brother Northeast.

It wasn’t the worst childhood. The worst 
part about it was actually leaving. 

“I think life just got harder when we left 
it because I was kind of leaving a bubble,” 
Van Witt explains.

Part of his psyche, unsurprisingly, still 
remains there. The spirituality gained from 
his childhood commune experience is the 
biggest philosophical influence on the 
eclectic rock that is HNRY FLWR.

HNRY FLWR Summons 
the “Infinite Void”
David Van Witt’s Brooklyn indie rock 
project delivers synth-filled sermons 
BY JOSEPH GONZALEZ

PHOTO BY K ACIE JE WEL HILL

For the better part of a decade, Van 
Witt and his band have been tearing up 
Brooklyn’s music scene, collecting a 
rotating lineup of about 30 of some of the 
borough’s finest musicians. 

“It’s sort of like a running joke in 
Brooklyn [that] every musician there has 
been in my band,” Van Witt says.

The singer-guitarist recently solidified 
a six-member lineup he calls “The Infinite 
Void.” He’ll bring two of them – Luc Swift 
on guitar, Melanie Drew Chambers on 
keyboard – along to SXSW, which he’s 
played a handful of times in the past. 

“It always feels like home,” Van Witt 
says of the festival. “All these other bands 
from New York are there, so I run into peo-
ple I don’t even run into here in New York.”

HNRY FLWR’s impassioned preaching 
fits right in among the singular musical 
acts of SXSW. Their songs inspire the 
type of zen you’d expect from a trailer park 
sunset meditation. With a sound some-
where between melodic folk rock and 
experimental funk, and a vocal persona 
between Lou Reed and Ram Dass, the 
band’s 2023 debut album, Visions of the 
Daytime Moon, was a standout display of 
Van Witt’s exceptional voice.

“I thought about my mom/ Waking up 
from a clairvoyance/ When I wouldn’t 
come home/ I was chasing the crow/ A 
sacred omen,” he proclaims in open-
er “The Mystery,” a spirited track that 
includes both a tasteful flute solo and 
unconfined Auto-Tune.

Like Robert Zimmerman’s metamor-
phosis into Bob Dylan and David Robert 
Jones’ reinvention into David Bowie, Van 
Witt has come to embody his vowelless 
musical persona. 

“I think it’s about taking off my mask as 
David Van Witt and all the baggage that 
comes with that,” he says. “There’s some-
thing powerful in taking ownership of your 
identity in that way.”

When the Chronicle phoned him late 
last month, Van Witt was at work on the 
next HNRY FLWR album. Playing his new 
music at SXSW, he hopes, will be just as 
far out as his origin story. 

“When you can feel the [audience] sort 
of breathing and lifting, when the energy is 
all connected, I think that kind of [feeling] 
is just on another level,” he says. n

HNRY FLWR
THURSDAY 12, 10PM, LAS PERLAS

   ESSENTIAL ACTS  (CONTINUED)

MUSIC20 
26
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Total Wife 
SATURDAY 14, 8:55PM, CHESS CLUB
TUESDAY 17, 12AM, SEVEN GRAND

Name-dropping Dale Cooper and Elliott Smith is 
one way to get an alternative music fan’s attention, 
but a different line in Nashville shoegaze project Total 
Wife’s artist bio looms larger: “[Luna] Kupper sold all 
of her synths to make rent before she started working 
on the album, and so every inorganic sound is instead 
built from samples of the band’s own work.” Besides 
encapsulating the depressing reality of the modern 
working musician, this tidbit underscores the inno-
vation showcased on the synthetic-organic merging 
band’s come back down – released in September on 
TAGABOW founder Doug Dulgarian’s Julia’s War 
Recordings.  – CARYS ANDERSON 

TTSSFU
SATURDAY 14, 11:20PM,  
PALM DOOR ON SIXTH
SUNDAY 15, 5:10PM, MOHAWK 
SUNDAY 15, 7PM, HOTEL VEGAS
TUESDAY 17, 12:30AM, SWAN DIVE

A true blood digital native, Manchester’s Tasmin 
Nicole Stephens grew up in a world of GarageBand 
possibility and misinformation manipulation. Her 
bedroom-based, grunge-for-the-despondent 
sound and her meme-aware, self-mythologizing PR 
streak – she’s claimed to be the daughter of an AC/
DC drummer and the granddaughter of Leonard 
Cohen – nod appropriately to the smirking slouchers 
and winking liars of days of yore (looking at you, Bob 
Dylan), while planting TTSSFU firmly in the modern 
moment. Rattling with ambivalent angst, her latest 
singles “Upstairs” and “Sick” set party malaise 
and religious guilt in a fog-filled world of hypnotic 
basslines and ethereal vocals.  – CAROLINE DREW

Victoryland
SUNDAY 15, 1:25AM, CHESS CLUB
MONDAY 16, 9:45PM, HOTEL VEGAS
MONDAY 16, 10:50PM, LAS PERLAS

Victoryland bursts with a frenetic energy that 
settles somewhere in a collision between Car 
Seat Headrest and LCD Soundsystem. The proj-
ect of former Blood guitarist Julian McCamman, 
Victoryland’s new sophomore album and Good 
English label debut, My Heart Is a Room With No 
Cameras in It, drives with the classic Brooklyn 
indie rock angst of sorting through sadness with 
a danceable catharsis. The lo-fi jagged guitar 
elements from 2024’s Sprain still slash through 
McCamman’s howls, but behind producer Dan 
Howard, he finds a new layered heft that twists 
like a life-saving tourniquet to stop the bleeding. 
 – DOUG FREEMAN   

Pierce Washington
THURSDAY 12, 8PM, SWAN DIVE
SUNDAY 15, 8:40PM, TACO N MAIZ
TUESDAY 17, 8:25PM,  
THE CREEK AND THE CAVE 

Dallas rapper Pierce Washington sticks a slow 
jam hook to his infectious 2023 track “SPLIT 
FARE,” a duet with the namesake lead singer of 
Vancouver indie-pop quintet DACEY. More often, 
however, the MC veers into jazz. Twinkling keys 
and sultry horns adorn Madlib co-write “BILOXI”; 
upright bass soars throughout “AS WE PROCEED” 
– which features an uncredited Lil Wayne, by the 
way – and fresh single “Boughtaname” shuffles 
with the kind of swinging live instrumentation you’d 
expect to hear in a smoky old back room. Expect 
big(ger) things from this Dallas Entertainment 
Awards winner.  – CARYS ANDERSON 

QUENTIN 
MONDAY 16, 12AM,  
CONTINENTAL CLUB 

“You haven’t kissed me but you already broke 
me.” With one line, QUENTIN’s latest single con-
jures not simply unrequited love, but the special 
kind of hell that is forming a romantic connection 
with someone who swears that they’re straight. 
“Hello Denial,” the first look at the gender-non-
conforming Austin artist’s upcoming album 
TOMGIRL, is a power pop anthem for the queers 
who have been strung around by the emotionally 
guarded. In the track’s Ducky Mane-directed 
video, the diva struts down South Congress in 
waist-length braids and knee-high boots. Her best 
accessory? A Beyoncé-nodding baseball bat.  
 – CARYS ANDERSON 

PHOTO BY CA NCERI A N
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It’s been a long time since filmmakers Matt 
Bettinelli-Olpin and Tyler Gillett were at South 
by Southwest, or even in Austin: Back in 2012, 
as part of filmmaking collective Radio Silence, 
they contributed the segment “10/31/98” to 
anthology horror V/H/S. That film played as 
part of the Midnighters lineup, but now they’re 
rubbing shoulders with the Headliners for 
Ready or Not 2: Here I Come, the sequel to 
their 2019 feature debut, Ready or Not.

In that bloody action-horror-comedy, new-
lywed bride Grace (Samara Weaving) found 
herself in a deadly game of hide-and-seek with 
her new, stinking rich in-laws, who all turn out 
to be devil worshippers in the service of the 
enigmatic and infernal Mr. Le Bail.

The original ended with Grace, still in a 
blood-splattered bridal gown, on the steps 
of the family’s now-blazing mansion. Seven 
years later, the sequel picks up in exactly the 
same place. According to Gillett, that was 
always the idea, to come back to the same 
shot. “We really loved the audacity of, holy 
shit, we just put this character through the 
most insane 12 hours anybody could experi-
ence. All she needs is a break, somebody to 

talk to, to process what happened, and she 
doesn’t get that. She’s immediately thrown 
into this new game.”

The challenge now was to find a reason for a 
sequel. Bettinelli-Olpin said they were always 
eager to revisit both the story and the fun they 
had working with Weaving, who also stars 
in Jorma Taccone’s Over Your Dead Body, 
another SXSW Headliner. “She is a monster,” 
Bettinelli-Olpin said. “She’s so physical, and 
she’s also so emotional, so you get all these 
different layers.”

It’s how Weaving can balance the 
bone-crushing, face-smashing violence of the 
hunt with the over-the-top lunacy of Le Bail’s 
highly explosive manner of dealing with those 
that fail him. Gillett described those moments 
as “the punchline [which] allows us to make 
the very real, grounded violence that happens 
before those events feel much harder and 
much scarier.”

The first film’s success immediately sparked 
conversations of a sequel. However, Bettinelli-
Olpin said that he and Gillett agreed that it 
couldn’t be “a cash grab sequel, but something 
that comes from a place of love and passion.”

Luckily, the answer was in their hands all 
along, on the last page of the original script for 
Ready or Not. Gillett explained that screen-
writers Guy Busick and R. Christopher Murphy 
had included “this tag about a bigger world of 
Le Bail families, families that have sold their 
souls to Le Bail.”

The first film centered on the powerful 
and perverse Le Domas family, but it turns 
out they were members of a global cabal 
of the untouchably rich, played by a mur-
derer’s row of genre actors including Kevin 
Durand (Kingdom of the Planet of the Apes), 
Néstor Carbonell (Bates Motel), and even 
Elijah Wood as the lawyer/dark priest who 
keeps them within the terms of their demonic 
contracts. “The whole cast, we keep pinching 
ourselves,” Bettinelli-Olpin said. That started 
with the head of the Danforth family, played 
by none other than horror directing legend 
David Cronenberg. Bettinelli-Olpin credited 
their casting directors for suggesting this wild 
swing on a Tuesday, “and on Wednesday he 
was in, and just as fans it was special to us.”

If the monstrous elite are running to get 
closer to the powers of Hell, Grace is trying to 

Ready or Not, Here They Come
Directors Matt Bettinelli-Olpin and Tyler Gillett give a sense of family for  
bloody sequel Ready or Not 2: Here I Come  BY RICHARD WHITTAKER

Kathryn Newton and Samara Weaving in Ready or Not 2: Here I Come COURTESY OF SE A RCHLIGHT PICTURES

save her family from a fate worse than death – 
or just plain death. Enter Blockers and Freaky 
star Kathryn Newton as Grace’s estranged sis-
ter, Faith, who suddenly finds herself caught 
up in this Satanic battle for survival.

The filmmakers knew that they couldn’t 
just rerun the first film, instead needing to up 
the emotional stakes for Grace, and so they 
had always considered the sequel as a two-
hander. Gillett said, “It was a police officer for 
a minute, it was a friend from childhood for a 
minute, [but] we needed it to be a relationship 
that required very little explaining, where 
there was almost a cheat code for what the 
past might be. So a sibling, it just made a lot 
of sense.”

Finding a sister was as easy as finding the 
logic for the sequel, as the duo had worked 
with Newton on their 2024 vampire comedy, 
Abigail. Gillett said, “It was just so clear to 
us how similar Sam and Kathryn’s energy is. 
… We had actually written something after 
Abigail specifically for them, and we just 
went, ‘Man, can we just port this over into 
Ready or Not?’”

Faith’s existence actually makes a liar out 
of Grace, since she says in the first film that 
she has no family, but for Gillett that’s actually 
a way to deepen her character. “Her past is 
coming back to haunt her in this movie,” he 
said, and the sibling relationship that she had 
buried allows her to grow. “You think about the 
first movie as a love story that devolves and 
falls apart over the movie, and in this one it’s 
the opposite. Two characters who couldn’t be 
further apart at the beginning learning to love 
each other again.”

So, basically, it’s a horror riff on Frozen.
Bettinelli-Olpin laughed. “We had to cut the 

part when they burst into song. “If there’s an 
evil mirror version of the sisters, it’s Buffy the 
Vampire Slayer herself, Sarah Michelle Gellar, 
as the untrustworthy and mercilessly capable 
Ursula Danforth. Gillett said, “It’s just rare that 
you get to work with the collection of talents 
that Sarah has, and understands the stunt 
work, and is not afraid to go right to the edge 
of what it’s safe for a cast member to do. …. 
With someone like that, you just stand up and 
let ’em cook.” n

THE AUSTIN CHR NICLE
GUIDE TO FILM + TV20 
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Ready or Not 2:  
Here I Come
H E A D L I N E R ,  W O R L D  P R E M I E R E
FRIDAY 13, 5:30PM, PARAMOUNT THEATRE
SATURDAY 14, 11AM, PARAMOUNT THEATRE
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various projects over the next decade, includ-
ing the documentary Dave and Hank Williams 
biopic I Saw the Light, but his primary pas-
sion poured into interviewing artists from the 
Outlaw era. They Called Us Outlaws serves 
as the foundation for his freshly launched 
Shadowbrook Studios, with plans to expand 
into a full media enterprise of live music and 
technology initiatives. 

“I was always a fan, first and foremost, of 
singer-songwriters, of [Kris] Kristofferson, of 
Waylon and Willie, and going to school in 
Waco, following Billy Joe [Shaver] around. 
So that spoke to me, number one,” offers 
Geadelmann of his decision to focus on the 
Outlaw movement. “Number two was that 
it had never been done before, and it was 
high-profile enough where I felt we’d be able 
to do it.”

Drawing especially on rare archival footage, 
the prologue establishes Austin’s foundational 
influence in fostering this new breed of cos-
mic cowboy and a progressive country sound 
before Nashville marketing finally caught up 
and branded it with 1976’s industry-quaking 
compilation Wanted! The Outlaws, the first 
platinum-certified country album. 

But They Called Us Outlaws also features 
over 130 interviews with artists, producers, and 
insiders to the thread through to contemporary 
country musicians who have pursued an inde-
pendent path outside the mainstream industry. 
For Geadelmann, the connections between 
Kristofferson, Nelson, and Jennings and their 
modern inheritors like Tyler Childers, Miranda 
Lambert, and Jack Ingram are about more than 
eschewing the typical industry path; it’s about a 
dedication to songwriting and one’s own artistic 
vision, regardless of the outcomes. 

“Kris said it wasn’t about commerciality, that 
we didn’t care if we made any money or were 
on the Hit Parade. It was about whether or 
not we’re doing the good work, writing soulful 
songs,” Geadelmann relates. “And I think it’s 
also about the necessity of community, that 
back in the day, it was such a community in 
Austin, and feeling that you’re part of some-
thing bigger than yourself. Does that exist 
today? I don’t know.

“And finally I think it’s learning the impor-
tance of just not giving a fuck,” he adds. 
“When I say that, it’s not flippantly. It’s about 
knowing where and how to put your care.” n

Eric Geadelmann trains his camera in tight 
on the neck of Bruce Robison’s guitar, the shot 
moving down the frets with the songwriter’s 
fingers as he winces out a poignant take of 
Waylon Jennings’ “You Ask Me To.” The small 
film crew is gathered in Ray Benson’s new 
studio just east of Austin, capturing some final 
footage for They Called Us Outlaws, a new 
feature-length documentary making its world 
premiere at SXSW. 

It’s a project Geadelmann has worked on for 
over a decade, an exploration of the transfor-
mative 1970s Outlaw era in country music that 
has now expanded into a projected 10-part 
series. But rather than simply screen the 
first episode at SXSW, he and his production 
partner Kelly Magelky decided to develop an 
entirely new 90-minute feature to serve as a 
prologue to the series, focused specifically on 
the movement’s unlikely roots in Austin. 

So a month before SXSW, Geadelmann is 
scrambling to finish the film, which will serve 
not only as the prologue to the series, but as 
the cornerstone of his rebuilt Crowfly Studios. 

Geadelmann has been in this position 
before. In 2003, having recently exited his 

executive position with a healthtech company 
at the age of 34, he submitted his first feature-
length documentary to SXSW. The critically 
acclaimed The Dance told the moving story of 
Billy Roth, a former 1960s champion boxer who 
mentored inmates in Louisiana prisons, and 
Geadelmann, the film’s writer and producer, 
finished it only days before its premiere. 

“I sent in what I thought was a really shitty 
rough cut to SXSW,” he laughs. “I’ll never forget 
[SXSW co-founder] Louis Black calling me, and 
he goes, ‘What are you going to do to finish 
this? We want you to premiere this here.’”

The documentary’s unexpected success 
opened up doors to major studios, and led to a 
partnership with Nicolas Cage’s Saturn Films. 
It also allowed Geadelmann to launch 821, a 
Nashville media company that over the next 
decade developed divisions for music, film 
and television, digital communications, and 
a prescient concert streaming platform. They 
secured rights to and cultivated content direct-
ed at a “heartland” audience that had eluded 
Hollywood, and were becoming an influential 
studio, before it all fell apart in 2010. 

On the same day that massive flooding 

swept across Tennessee that May, including 
destroying Geadelmann’s farm homestead 
outside of Nashville, he received word that the 
company’s $325M funding had fallen through. 
As he watched his home fold into the Harpeth 
River, he faced the financial folding of 821.

“Some divisions spun off, shut down, 
restructured, lost some rights to a lot of 
intellectual property,” he recalls. “But part of 
the starting over was, we’re coming back to 
Austin. It kind of forced me to go back to why I 
got into this in the beginning: to tell great sto-
ries, to move people.” 

Geadelmann’s rebuilding echoes another 
one nearly 40 years earlier, when Willie Nelson 
moved back to Texas following his Tennessee 
ranch burning down and the country music 
industry largely stifling his career. For Nelson, 
that move led to the discovery of the odd 
1970s counterculture that had blossomed in 
Austin, a mixture of cowboys and hippies that 
he would help catalyze to become ground zero 
for a new sound in country music. 

For Geadelmann, the move to Austin was a 
return to his roots – the Arkansas native had 
attended Baylor University just up the road in 
Waco – and a rediscovery of the music that 
had inspired him back then. Geadelmann’s 
experience of 1980s Austin came after the 
seminal Seventies scene of the Armadillo 
World Headquarters, but its influence still 
loomed large in the Texas capital’s culture. 

With what rights that remained from the 
breakup of 821, Geadelmann worked on 

Honky Tonk Legends
They Called Us Outlaws seeks the independent artistry 
behind country music’s mythic Seventies  BY DOUG FREEMAN

Jerry Jeff Walker and Billy Joe Shaver G A RY P. NUNN / COURTESY OF SH A DOWB ROOK S TUDIOS
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They Called Us Outlaws
T V  S P O T L I G H T,  W O R L D  P R E M I E R E
SUNDAY 15, 5:45PM,  
ROLLINS THEATRE AT THE LONG CENTER
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There are strange tides washing at Pincer 
Point. Foul winds blow in legends of pirates 
that steal sailors’ souls. Yet gusting in from 
across the ocean are the goofiest B-movies of 
Roger Corman.

In The Peril at Pincer Point, which premieres 
this week at South by Southwest, sound engi-
neer Jim Baitte (Jack Redmayne) has been 
dispatched to a strange seaside village by a 
demanding filmmaker, only to get caught up 

in a nautical mystery. But how on Earth does 
anyone elevator pitch a movie that’s equal 
parts The Wicker Man, The Lighthouse, Lake 
Michigan Monster, and Viking Women and the 
Sea Serpent?  

“You don’t,” said Noah Stratton-Twine. “We 
wrote it, and three weeks later we were shoot-
ing it.”

It’s both kin and alien to Stratton-Twine’s 
debut feature, sasquatch comedy Two Big 

Feet, which he called “my step into what 
can be done on a very low budget and was 
very evocative of the more contemporary 
stuff like mumblecore.” This time, along with 
fellow writer/director Jake Kuhn, in Pincer 
Point they’ve handcrafted what he called 
“an analog comedy that doubles down on its 
stupidity.”

It’s still micro-budget filmmaking, Kuhn 
said, “and both me and Noah were talking 

The Sincerity of Silliness  
in The Peril at Pincer Point
Jake Kuhn and Noah Stratton-Twine get delightfully crabby for their micro-budget seaside tale
BY RICHARD WHITTAKER

a lot about this idea of how to make some-
thing that’s extremely low-budget have its 
own mythology, and not just be four people 
in a bedroom with white walls talking to each 
other.”

The origin of their salty knee-slapper is the 
small English seaside village of Walberswick, 
a sleepy place where an exciting day out 
involves walking to the next town for a pizza. 
Stratton-Twine explained, “There’s only two 
pubs there, and they’re two minutes from each 
other, and both of their bathrooms are decorat-
ed with crustaceous regalia.”

“The town’s famous for crabbing,” said 
Kuhn. Indeed, it was home to the British Open 
Crabbing Championship until the event was 
canceled because it was becoming too pop-
ular. It’s the kind of remote resort, miles from 
any distractions, that makes for an ideal writ-
ers’ retreat, and so it’s become where Kuhn 
and Stratton-Twine head to when they’re 
working on a script.

With what would become Pincer Point, Kuhn 
explained that the main impetus remained as 
it has always been – to make each other laugh. 
This time, they loaded the script with in-jokes 
about Walberswick, like all the crabs, “and 
at the local pub there’s this pint called Ghost 
Ship, so OK, a ghost ship has got to play into 
it.” As for the Corman influence, on this partic-
ular trip, they were both reading the B-movie 
icon’s memoir, How I Made a Hundred Movies 
in Hollywood and Never Lost a Dime, Kuhn 
said, “and we were like, ‘It would be great to 
watch Attack of the Crab Monsters,’ and I think 
watching that and a bunch of his other movies 
swirled into the sincerity of just making some-
thing which is just fun and entertaining.”

When it came to finally filming The Peril at 
Pincer Point, the only suitable location was 
Walberswick. Yet instead of the glowering 
locals that greet Redmayne’s fish-out-of-wa-
ter, Kuhn and Stratton-Twine were welcomed 
with open arms. Stratton-Twine said, “We 
were walking up to the pubs and psyching 
ourselves up and going, ‘Is there any chance 
we could potentially, before you open or in off-
hours, we can shoot in your pub garden?’ and 
instead of London where they’d go, ‘Oh, we’ll 
put you through our invoicing system,’ they 
were like, ‘Oh my God, absolutely!’” n
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The Peril at Pincer Point
V I S I O N S ,  W O R L D  P R E M I E R E
SATURDAY 14, 5:15PM, ALAMO LAMAR
SUNDAY 15, 9:45PM, ALAMO LAMAR
WEDNESDAY 18, 10PM, ALAMO LAMAR
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If there’s one thing you can predict about 
Ben Wheatley, it’s that he’s unpredictable. 
Last year the British filmmaker took weirdo 
lo-fi romp Bulk to festivals. This year, he’s 
coming in all guns blazing with action-
comedy Normal, which receives its U.S. 
premiere at this week’s South by Southwest. 
“They’re all a bit of a change from each 
other,” said Wheatley.

That’s an understatement. Wheatley’s 
filmography has gone from gritty, micro-
budget thrillers (Down Terrace) to psychedelic 
mystical dramas (In the Earth) to star-studded 
Hollywood blockbusters (Free Fire) but it’s not 
been a simple trajectory from indie filmmaking 
to studio work. After all, he shot Bulk and 
Normal back-to-back, and he could manage 
that shift “because they exist in different 
ecosystems. The people asking me to make 
Meg 2 are not the same people watching A 
Field in England.”

If he has his way, Wheatley will keep up that 
kind of ricochet. He said, “I’m very envious of 
the studio directors of the Forties and Fifties, 
when you would get on assignment and you’d 
do a gangster film and a cowboy movie and a 
courtroom drama and romance and a musical. 
You turn up to work and you’re doing four or 
five movies in a year and it sounds like the 
most amazing time to be alive.”

With Normal, he gets to revisit the classic 
era of Westerns, back when there weren’t 
really black hats and white hats, just shades 
of gray. In this action-comedy from John Wick 
co-creator Derek Kolstad, disillusioned law-
man Ulysses (Bob Odenkirk) is filling in as 
temporary sheriff of Normal, Michigan. It’s 
a quiet place, but some things just gnaw 
away at Ulysses: Everyone’s too polite, too 
well-armed, and there’s just a little too much 
money floating around for a flyspeck in the 
snowy middle of nowhere.

It was Kolstad and Odenkirk’s first collab-
oration, 2021 action smash Nobody, that got 
Wheatley interested in the project. He said, 
“Nobody came at exactly the right time after 
COVID. It felt like a welcome back to the cine-
ma, and a welcome back to a grounded action 
and an older cinema which had been missing 
for a long time.”

It was also the introduction of Odenkirk as an 
action star, but not an invulnerable one. What 
he pulls off in Nobody, its sequel, and Normal 
“is somewhat achievable,” Wheatley said, “if 
you ever bothered to do any exercise.” It’s a 
style reminiscent of Seventies and early Eighties 
action, the era of “the vulnerable hero. … There’s 
something about Harrison Ford in his perfor-
mances that always showed that he was hurting. 
Clint Eastwood, even in the Dirty Harry movies, 
Unforgiven, A Fistful of Dollars, they take a kick-
ing and they have to come back, and that’s part 
of you feeling that they’re human, rather than 
wraiths who can take any amount of damage.”

When it came to making Normal feel real, he 
said, “what was agreed on by everyone from 
the start was that it would be as physical and 
as practical as possible. If the computer was 
got out of the box, it was only to clean some-
thing up. … Things, when they blow up, they 
blow up. When we flip a car, we flip a car. It’s 
cause and effect, it’s physics. The audience 
can see how one thing affects another, which 
on one hand is more realistic but on the other 
it’s Tom & Jerry.” n

Nothing Normal About Ben Wheatley
The British filmmaker breaks down his new neo-Western  
with Bob Odenkirk  BY RICHARD WHITTAKER

Normal
N A R R AT I V E  S P O T L I G H T,  U . S .  P R E M I E R E
SUNDAY 15, 5:45PM, PARAMOUNT THEATRE
WEDNESDAY 18, 6:30PM, ALAMO LAMAR
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As head of film & creative media for the 
Austin Film Society, Holly Herrick may be 
synonymous with Austin, but her cultural roots 
lay in the New College of Florida. She said, 
“I’ve basically credited New College with the 
life I have now.” Now she’s repaying the life 
debt as producer of First They Came for My 
College, a documentary examining the right-
wing attack on the campus and its students.

New College’s reputation was for academic 
rigor mixed with intellectual freedom, a bastion 
of truly progressive thinking. Then in 2023, 
the state of Florida threw that history out of 
the window and made it hostile to both the 
students and the lecturers who had called 
it home. Herrick said, “When Ron DeSantis 
basically out of nowhere announced the 
right-wing takeover of the college, the alumni 
community exploded.”

As an alumnus herself, Herrick wanted to 
get involved. Coming from a film background, 
she immediately realized that someone was 
going to make a documentary about this, “and 
that concerned me, because New College is 
a hard place to understand.” Yet she was still 
unsure that she was the person to tell this 
story until she had a long conversation with 
documentarian Margaret Brown (The Yogurt 
Shop Murders) and, Herrick recounted, “she 
said, ‘You could produce this with your eyes 
closed.’”

That’s when she made the seemingly sur-
prising choice to reach out to Patrick Bresnan, 
who is better known for community-centric 
ethnographic studies like Pahokee and Naked 
Gardens than conventional narrative docu-
mentaries. Yet that’s exactly what she knew this 
film needed in a director – someone who would 

truly learn about New College as a place and a 
community. She said, “I knew that he would not 
arrive there thinking he knew the story.”

Bresnan recalled that when he first visited 
the campus, “it was like showing up to the 
Nineties. I felt like I was at a grunge concert, 
and you didn’t know what gender a person 
was and it didn’t matter. It was such an incred-
ible place.” The initial thought was to make 
a short about the attempts to expel student 
body president Libby Harrity, “but I thought 
that the story was much bigger.”

What then ensued was a yearlong pro-
cess to understand the campus, creating 
what Bresnan called “an underground film 
school,” equipping some students with their 
own iPhones so they could capture footage 
in places he wouldn’t go. At the same time, 
he then filmed in what he called “safe spaces” 

The Fight for Free Thought in  
First They Came for My College
How Holly Herrick brought an unexpected filmmaker to the battle for her alma mater  BY RICHARD WHITTAKER

FILM + TV20 
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like the student food forest and garden, and 
the student newspaper offices. It was only 
after that initial year that he reached out to the 
college administration and explained what he 
was doing, and worked with them to explore 
their side of the story.

For Herrick, this wasn’t simply an abstract 
skirmish in the culture wars, but an attack on 
the academic processes that had made New 
College such a unique and affordable environ-
ment for students like herself. “This is tearing 
apart people’s lives,” she said. “This is remov-
ing the possibility of an amazing outcome.”

But Bresnan sees that the spirit of the old 
New College is not dead. On new student 
day, he filmed one of the incoming class, 
homeschooled and from a conservative 
family. “Last time I was there, he was walking 
around barefoot in eye shadow.” n

I.M. Pei Campus, New College of Florida                                                                                                                                                                                                                      PHOTO BY PATRICK B RESN A N

First They Came for My College
D O C U M E N TA R Y  S P O T L I G H T,  T E X A S  P R E M I E R E
THURSDAY 12, 6:15PM, ALAMO LAMAR
FRIDAY 13, 5:45PM, AFS CINEMA
WEDNESDAY 18, 6PM, ROLLINS THEATRE AT THE LONG CENTER
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Sometime in 1980, a University of Southern 
California film student named Ken Kwapis 
walked into a Los Angeles record store. As he 
was flipping through the bins, an album caught 
his eye. 

Three long-haired young women on the 
cover, two in matching jumpers holding gui-
tars, one at the drum kit, none of them look-
ing particularly slick or made-up. The photo 
looked dated, the players like siblings. The 
name of the band was the Shaggs and the 
album was called Philosophy of the World. He 
found the cover intriguing, so he purchased 
the album and took it home.

“Frankly, I was puzzled by it,” Kwapis says. 
He was no stranger to complicated, challenging 
music; his favorite song on the Beatles’ White 
Album was “Revolution 9.” But this was some-
thing else. “I’d never heard anything like it.”

This is the reaction most people have 
to Philosophy of the World. Even in 2026, 
even as the music on this singular album 
has been absorbed into whatever collective 

unconscious is tapped into by musicians, the 
Shaggs’ debut still has the ability to shock, to 
baffle, and occasionally enrage. 

This wasn’t abstract, freeform music; there 
are songs. But the guitars sound untuned. The 
drummer isn’t particularly steady. The vocals 
do not sound professional, the song titles 
scan as almost naive: “Who Are Parents?” 
“My Pal Foot Foot.” “That Little Sports Car.” 

Is this a put-on? Is this supposed to be 
ironic? Did these three women – Dot, Betty, 
and Helen Wiggin, sisters from Fremont, New 
Hampshire – know what they were doing? 

Kwapis was blown away. “I remember being 
struck by this combination of sincere emotional 
content combined with radical musical choices.” 

Kwapis went on to have the sort of 
Hollywood career that guarantees you have 
seen something he directed, even if you didn’t 
know he directed it. His movies include the 
totally excellent Sesame Street Presents: 
Follow That Bird, The Sisterhood of the 
Traveling Pants, and He’s Just Not That Into 

You. His television work is a murderer’s row of 
smart sitcoms, everything from Malcolm in the 
Middle to The Office (including the pilot and 
finale) to the less-beloved Space Force.

But Kwapis never forgot the Shaggs. And 
the more he found out about them, the more 
interested he became. After an abortive 
attempt to create a feature film about the 
Shaggs with the living sisters’ blessing (Helen 
died in 2006), Kwapis is at SXSW with We Are 
the Shaggs, a full-length documentary about a 
little band that could (sort of).

The Shaggs story is one with which the 
serious music nerd is familiar: The three sis-
ters, all homeschooled in the 1960s, were 
let’s-say-encouraged by their strange and 
probably abusive father to form a band, based 
on a prophecy he received. (No, really.)

They practiced for hours, for years. They 
cut an album in 1969, a recording that baffled 
the engineers who worked on it, and released 
it on a tiny private press label. According to 
the sisters, fewer than 100 copies made it 

Philosophy of the Shaggs
A new documentary complicates the cult band’s still-remarkable story  BY JOE GROSS

Surviving members of sister act the Shaggs COURTESY OF LIGHT IN THE AT TIC

Underdogs & Unlikey Heroes

to the public; most who heard it thought it 
was the worst thing they had ever encoun-
tered. The Wiggins’ feelings were hurt and the 
band disintegrated. But folks here and there 
loved them: Frank Zappa was a famous one. 
Rounder reissued their album in 1980 and it 
has been an underground signifier ever since.

 Kwapis engages all of that in We Are the 
Shaggs, reaching out to composers and musi-
cologists and extremely big fans to explain 
what it is about the Shaggs that keeps people 
fascinated nearly six decades later. The more 
he examines the band, the more questions of 
authenticity, technical ability, and even catego-
ries of “good” and “bad” come into question.

“The observations of [the experts] really 
surprised me,” he says, citing former Prince 
engineer-turned-academic Susan Rogers as 
being particularly key to the process. (Indeed, 
she is terrific.) “And I think telling the story 
from their POV humanizes them. They weren’t 
just these puppets fulfilling the desires of this 
patriarch. I wanted to give them back owner-
ship of this experience.”

In fact, Kwapis credits Rogers with asking a 
key, uncomfortable question, perhaps the key 
to the Shaggs’ whole deal: “What if they were 
boys? Would we just assume they knew what 
they were doing?” n

We Are the Shaggs
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
FRIDAY 13, 3PM, ALAMO LAMAR
SUNDAY 15, NOON, ALAMO LAMAR
TUESDAY 17, 6PM, ALAMO LAMAR

Amazing Live Sea Monkeys
D O C U M E N TA R Y  S P O T L I G H T,  
W O R L D  P R E M I E R E
FRIDAY 13, 6:15PM, ALAMO LAMAR
SATURDAY 14, NOON, ALAMO LAMAR
SUNDAY 15, 10:30PM, ALAMO LAMAR

Summer of ’94
D O C U M E N TA R Y  S P O T L I G H T,  
W O R L D  P R E M I E R E
SATURDAY 14, 9:15PM, ROLLINS THEATRE AT THE LONG CENTER
SUNDAY 15, 2:30PM, ALAMO LAMAR 
WEDNESDAY 18, 9PM, AFS CINEMA

FILM + TV20 
26



AUSTINCHRONICLE.COM   SXSW 2026 FESTIVAL GUIDE   THE AUSTIN CHRONICLE   43

The Official Unofficial Poster of the 1994 U.S. National Team 

They always say, never meet your idols. 
That’s kind of impossible when you’re making 
a movie about a seminal event in your own life.

For documentarians Dave LaMattina and 
Chad Walker, that’s the situation they faced 
with Summer of ’94, their documentary 
about the year that soccer broke in America. 
It was 1994, when the USA hosted the World 
Cup for the first time. But their story begins 
two years before that, with the assembling, 
training, and unexpected success of the 
U.S. Men’s National Team.

They were both soccer kids then. Walker 
switched from baseball to soccer in grade 
school and played center-back right into 
college, while LaMattina – a self-described 
“chunky kid” – played goalie. LaMattina still 
has the program from the first-ever match 
he attended: May 29, 1994, at the Yale Bowl, 
where the U.S. held visiting Greece to a 1-1 
draw in front of 21,317 fans. He even got it 
signed on the day by defender Alexi Lalas and 
midfielder Cobi Jones – and 30 years later he 
interviewed both for Summer of ’94, which 
premieres this week at South by Southwest.

Those interviews blew up the “never meet 
your heroes” myth, as LaMattina realized 
when he spent a day with goalie-turned-
sports commentator Tony Meola. 

“I’m going, ‘This is insane.’ I had pictures of 
this guy on my bedroom wall, in my locker at 
school. I made him sign my high school goal-
ie jersey,” he said. “We’ve been really lucky 
in our careers that, whenever we’ve had the 
chance to meet our heroes, they make us feel 

They weren’t the only documentarians 
interested in the story. Yet after many phone 
conversations with Signorelli’s lawyer, his 
wife who was vetting the rival filmmakers, 
and finally Signorelli herself, they were the 
ones that Signorelli would talk to. Becker 
said, “I think she liked the way we conveyed 
how we would approach the subject.”

They quickly realized that the story wasn’t 
really about the sea monkeys, but about 
Signorelli’s own life as a B-movie exploitation 
actress, wildlife activist, and entrepreneur, 
and the surprising legacy of her late husband, 
Harold von Braunhut.  A self-taught scientist, 
it was von Braunhut who came up with the 
secret preservation process that makes sea 
monkeys possible, as well as invented a host 
of wild and wacky toys like X-ray specs, Crazy 
Crabs, and the Invisible Goldfish. 

“We were really honest with Yolanda that we 
wanted to tell the story about her fighting to get 
the sea monkeys back, but we also needed to 
go into this other realm,” Schock said about 
some of the unexpectedly darker and more 
shocking elements of the story. “I think we built 
some trust there that we weren’t going, ‘Oh, 
we don’t want to touch that stuff.’ We really 
need to be honest with the story that we find, 
and I think that there was some respect from 
Yolanda that we were open and honest.”

Finally, after months of phone conversa-
tions, they arrived at Signorelli’s mansion 
in Maryland to begin the filmmaking pro-
cess. Becker recalled that moment: “We sat 
there before these gates that have ‘do not 
enter’ on them and these iron images of sea 
monkeys, and we called Yolanda, and that’s 
where our journey really began.” n

The world of kids’ playthings has never 
been simply fun and games. It’s big money, 
and with big money comes intrigue and 
industrial espionage. When it’s an iconic 
brand, the stakes can become life or death, 
even if it’s something as seemingly wacky 
and weird as sea monkeys.

Yes, the little cartoon critters that would turn 
up as powder in an envelope and, when you 
added them to water, they suddenly emerged 
as brine shrimp. If your only memory of them is 
the ads in the back of comics, with a cheerful, 
alien-looking nuclear family swimming under 
the sea, you may be surprised that they’re still 
a multimillion-dollar business, and the center 
of a wild legal fight between the toy company 
that sold them and the one person that knows 
the secret of their creation.

That legal battle over this relic of midcen-
tury Americana is at the center of Amazing 
Live Sea Monkeys, the new documentary 
from Mark Becker and Aaron Schock debut-
ing at South by Southwest. Schock called it 
“a deep dive into the American aquarium, 
that you could scratch below the surface of a 
novelty and find corporate greed, misogyny, 
B-movies, extremist politics.”

The lawsuit is what first got them interested 
in the story, but what really drew them in was the 
story of Yolanda Signorelli, the woman Becker 
dubbed “the mother of sea monkeys” who put 
pride and principle over a quick cash payout 
from her business partners-turned-courtroom 
foes at Big Time Toys. When he and Schock 
read an article about her lawsuit, Becker 
explained, “we just sent a message out into the 
ether on one of those web browser-based ‘talk 
to this lawyer’ interfaces, and we got a call.”

that much stronger about the person.”
There had been soccer in America before 

that World Cup, LaMattina said, “flashes 
with the [New York] Cosmos and Pelé, but 
that didn’t take root. So, our question, and 
the heart of this film, was what was it about 
these guys that made them pioneers?”

One big key to unlocking the mystery of 
the team came in the form of an astonishing 
archive of previously unseen footage filmed 
by the players themselves. LaMattina and 
Walker had been in a similar situation when 
making their last major documentary, 2014’s 
I Am Big Bird, in which they explored the 
life of Muppeteer Caroll Spinney, the man 
beneath the yellow feathers. In their very 
first meeting, Spinney’s wife, Debra, told 
them she had a huge library of home mov-
ies. Walker said, “The first box Deb dropped 
off was never-before-seen home videos of 
Muppet Family Christmas, and of course we 
went, ‘Yeah, we’re going to want to use that 
stuff.’” But as they dug into the archive, they 
discovered the heart of the film was the love 
story between Caroll and Deb. “And that’s 
why Big Bird radiated love,” Walker said. 

“With this film,” he continued, “it was 
that they were a close-knit family, and what 
came through in the archive was that it 
was a complicated dynamic. It was a deep 
bond that these guys will forever share, but 
they’ll tell you that when you’re in there, and 
you’re competing against people for a spot 
on this team, the idea of friendship is very 
complicated.” n

From Teammates to Family
Doc looks back at the moment soccer became  
America’s sport  BY RICHARD WHITTAKER

Tempest in a Fishbowl
Amazing Live Sea Monkeys documents the crazy legal 
battle over the childhood novelty  BY RICHARD WHITTAKER
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If someone tells you there’s a film about 
two burnouts hired to take a kid to rehab, 
you might expect a feel-good story where life 
lessons are learned, and everything is solved 
with a hug.

The Shitheads is definitely not that movie. 
Instead, writer/director Macon Blair said, 
“It’s a propulsive, berserk buddy comedy,” 
heavily influenced by both Midnight Run and 
The Last Detail. In it, broke no-hopers Mark 
(Dave Franco, Together) and Davis (O’Shea 
Jackson Jr., Ingrid Goes West) are hired by a 
firm that specializes in transporting people to 
rehab. Unfortunately, their first passenger is 
Sheridan (Mason Thames, The Black Phone), 
a rich kid influencer with the morals of a pole-
cat and zero conscience.

After debuting at Sundance, the film was 
acquired last month by Independent Film 
Company for a summer theatrical release. 
But first, Austin-based Blair gets to bring The 
Shitheads home for its Texas premiere at 
this week’s South by Southwest. Having first 
established a career as a writer and actor, he 

turned to directing with his tender 2017 drama, 
I Don’t Feel at Home in This World Anymore, 
but followed that up with a raucous, vomitous 
reboot of The Toxic Avenger. On the surface, 
The Shitheads has more of his first film’s 
character study, but Blair still delivers his own 
brand of gross-out comedy and carnage. Like 
the meme goes, it’s one for the “Ha, ha, yes!” 
sickos. 

“That’s my whole thing,” he laughed. “What 
I got excited about early on was the idea that 
it could be, on one hand, this very broad, slap-
stick-y kind of comedy, and then it would have 
something that was very nasty and dark going 
on concurrently, and it would periodically jump 
between those two lanes.”

The original idea for the film came from pro-
ducer Alex Orr, who Blair first worked with while 
playing the lead in Jeremy Saulnier’s breakout 
bleak drama, Blue Ruin. Blair recalled, “He 
knew some guys who worked at a service like 
this. Now, to be clear, there are very organized, 
trained, reputable services that do this kind of 
job but the guys that Alex knew were not that. 

They were untrained and unsupervised, and 
this seems like a precarious position, so we 
thought that would be a funny premise for a 
road-trip-type comedy.”

Under the bruises, blood, and projectile 
diarrhea, there’s a political subtext to The 
Shitheads. As Davis points out, the only dif-
ference between Sheridan and Mark is that 
Sheridan has money, and that money has 
become a shield against any kind of account-
ability or responsibility. Indeed, he positively 
flaunts his immunity, having become a social 
media celebrity for his bad-boy antics. That 
idea of infamy just becoming fame was a 
theme when Blair and Orr first discussed 
the story back in 2013, but the nature of 
Sheridan’s celebrity status changed in the 
intervening years. In earlier drafts, Blair said, 
“it was a little bit more like TMZ. It was him in 
court and him acting badly in public. It wasn’t 
him posting to his own followers. That was 
something just to make it a little more realistic 
about how people would interact these days.”

But while the nature of Sheridan’s fame 

File Under: Movies for Sickos
Austin writer/director Macon Blair takes O’Shea Jackson and Dave Franco on the road trip from hell
BY RICHARD WHITTAKER

O’Shea Jackson Jr., Dave Franco, and Mason Thames in The Shitheads COURTESY OF INDEPENDENT FILM COMPA NY

may have shifted from Nielsen numbers to 
follower counts, for Blair the underlying story 
remains the same. “People who have extraor-
dinary amounts of wealth and resources, 
either in their family or themselves, can buy 
themselves out of trouble. That’s evergreen.” 
If anything, with the seemingly endless tor-
rent of revelations from the Epstein files, The 
Shitheads has only grown more relevant, “and 
I don’t love that,” said Blair. “I wish that it was 
a little more far-fetched.” n

FILM + TV20 
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The Shitheads
F E S T I V A L  FA V O R I T E ,  T E X A S  P R E M I E R E
SUNDAY 15, 6:15PM, ZACH THEATER
WEDNESDAY 18, 9:30PM, STATE THEATRE
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People make movies for many reasons – fame, fortune, 
artistry. Mor Cohen and her husband, Polaris Banks, 
ended up saving their marriage when they went to the mid-
dle of nowhere to film twisty meta-horror And Her Body 
Was Never Found.

Premiering at South by Southwest this week, it’s a lit-
eral two-hander from the Austin filmmaking couple, who 
wrote, directed, filmed, and are the sole cast members 
in this story of indie filmmakers playing a warring couple, 
only for the story to worm its way beyond the narrative.

According to Cohen, the film came from “me bugging 
Polaris for maybe three or four years that we need to do a 
movie together.” Finally, she suggested doing “something 
very cheap, with just us, whatever resources we have, and 
he took it from there.”

Banks’ first idea was a horror movie set on a camping 
expedition. But rather than a faceless slasher, he realized 
that “the scariest thing is if the person you’re with is trying 
to kill you, and then I went, ‘what if we went off to make the 
movie, and real me was trying to kill you, and behind-the-
scenes me was trying to kill you?’”

That fear was in part inspired by Cohen’s own experi-
ences as an actor. “I sometimes shoot on location,” she 

Trauma Bonding
How Mor Cohen and Polaris Banks 
put their real-life relationship problems  
onscreen  BY RICHARD WHITTAKER

Not every protagonist needs to be 
likable. Take the married couple at the 
heart of cosmically tinged relationship 
horror Imposters. “I wanted to tell a story 
that was only possible with characters 
this selfish,” said writer/director Caleb 
Phillips.

It all comes back to the idea that every-
one loves a good mystery, but may not 
love the reveal. “When Severance or Lost 
comes on, I’m really dialed in to what the 
answer might be, but it’s really hard to land 
that plane sometimes. What I love about 
cosmic horror is that you get punished for 
getting closer to the answers.”

In his wild identity horror, he revers-
es the cosmic horror equation: When 
married couple Marie (Jessica Rothe, 
Happy Death Day) and Paul (Charlie 
Barnett, Disney+’s The Acolyte) undergo 
the trauma of having their baby abduct-
ed, high weirdness brings him back. 
However, Phillips noted that “[they’re] 
not so interested in the central core of 
the mystery, but what they can do with 
it.”  As a result, the audience’s sympathy 
for them is supposed to be muted. “They 
both have very shitty moments,” Phillips 
said. “I was riding a line with how unlik-
able these characters could be and I feel 

Cosmic Horror Meets Matrimonial 
Mayhem in Imposters
Writer/director Caleb Phillips explores keeping  
the mystery mysterious in this SXSW Midnighter
BY RICHARD WHITTAKER
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said, “and I’m going, ‘I’m literally driving into 
this tiny town, not knowing anybody.’”

This wasn’t just about the fear of strangers, 
but the fact that Banks’ and Cohen’s relation-
ship was in a very unhealthy place.

“We were in a very difficult time in our mar-
riage,” Cohen said. “Our couples therapist 
told us, ‘You shouldn’t go make this movie, it 
will break you up.’” 

There are whole stretches of dialogue 
that are almost word-for-word taken from 
real arguments they’d had, as Banks’ script 
drew on their real problems. Cohen said, 
“He would sit me down and go, ‘I need to ask 
you personal questions about your relation-
ship with me,’ and I was like, ‘Are we gonna 
break up?’”

In spite of their tensions and fears, Banks 
and Cohen headed to Washington state to 
start filming. Just two people, a lot of kit, and 
the wilderness. Banks said, “Mor, every time, 
would go, ‘Do we have to shoot there?’ and 
I’d go, ‘Yes! I know it’s a pain, I know this is too 
cold.’ She was trying to find a river in Texas, 
and I would say, ‘They’re not the same. We 
need to shoot in the ice river, we need a moun-
taintop at the end, we have a cliff.’”

This means shooting pivotal scenes in riv-
ers, in forests, on cliffs, all the while literally 
reenacting old arguments. Cohen said, “We’re 
talking about waking up, hiking up the moun-
tain for three hours, filming for three hours, 

like a missing baby in a horror movie helped 
massage connecting the audience to these 
characters.”

After all, under that cosmic weirdness, 
Phillips said, “It’s about two parents who 
didn’t love each other, stuck with a baby.” 
It’s a contradiction that he said was inspired 
by his own parents’ divorce later in life, 
“and the excuse always being that it’s for 
the children.” As Marie and Paul navigate 
the unnatural forces that bring their baby 
back, Imposters is increasingly about what 
grueling and gruesome steps people take to 
stay in a relationship. “They’ll change their 
bodies, they’ll change themselves,” said 
Phillips. “I really liked the parallel between 
maiming your body and contorting your per-
sonality to fit a relationship. Plus, I’ve always 
loved body horror.”

There’s a paradox underlying Imposters. 
On the one hand, it’s a tale of two people 
who stumble on a secret that could rewrite 
the universe but are utterly disinterested in 
how it works. On the other hand, the only 
way Phillips could get it made was by know-
ing the nuts-and-bolts mechanics of how to 
direct a film. “I once read that there’s only 

and hiking back for three hours before you get 
stranded there in the dark.”

Since he’d got used to roughing it during 
location scouting, Banks was fine with all the 
hardships. In hindsight, he observed, “I should 
have catered it more to Mor’s needs.” As a 
filmmaker, he admits to a certain masochistic 
streak, “and Mor’s been a great counter to 
that. If I’m shooting a scene from now on, I’ll be 
like, ‘If Mor would be comfortable doing this, 
everyone will be fine.’”

Rather than fulfilling their therapist’s proph-
ecy, all these horrible conditions and onscreen 
fights based on real arguments made their 
relationship stronger. Cohen said, “if anything 
I think it saved our marriage. It taught us to be 
a real couple.” n
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two entry positions on set – PA and director,” 
he joked.  However, he took a slightly more 
circuitous route behind the camera, being 
that rare director who started off as a grip. 
“You move to L.A. and you do the thing to 
make money, and my thing was that I knew 
how to set up lights.”

In becoming a director, he took one 
important lesson from his days in crafts 
on low-budget features: Never take any 
department for granted. He said, “I’ve seen 
productions fall apart because a certain 
department wasn’t listened to. … It’s really 
important to know what goes into making a 
movie, so when you ask for something you 
know how long it’s going to take and what it’s 
gonna cost.” n
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For young people, sex is changing. At least, 
the attitudes, expectations, and habits sur-
rounding it are. But why? In a country where 
the reversal of Roe v. Wade and an increas-
ingly conservative sociopolitical climate has 
altered the cultural landscape surrounding 
sexual and reproductive health, young people 
are situated at the forefront of a new era.

In a trend that The Atlantic in 2018 called 
the “sex recession,” young people are having 
less sex than ever. Between 2013 and 2023, 
the percentage of high school students who 
say they’ve had sex fell from 47% to 32%. In 

2025, 48% of adult Gen Z survey respondents 
said they were virgins. This trend isn’t partic-
ularly new, and it isn’t isolated. Factors like 
social media, pornography, and the COVID 
pandemic have all been cited in the effort to 
explain this phenomena. 

But in 2022, the Dobbs v. Jackson 
decision, which overturned Roe v. Wade’s 
50-year precedent on the constitutional right 
to an abortion, marked the start of an evolving 
reproductive reality that has infiltrated the 
bedroom, said Carter Sherman, a reproductive 
health and justice reporter at The Guardian. 

More than one in 10 single people under 50 
say they are having less sex as a result of the 
Dobbs decision. 

“I think sex feels really fraught for young 
people right now,” Sherman said. “So many 
people express a very high sense of anxiety 
around sex and what it means. … And I think 
that this is fueled in large part by our politics.” 

Sherman will be speaking on the Why Isn’t 
Gen Z Having Sex? How Politics Invaded 
the Bedroom panel at South by Southwest 
on March 15. The panel was inspired by the 
findings of her June 2025 book, The Second 

Demonstrators gather in Washington, D.C., to protest restrictive abortion laws PHOTO BY G AYATRI M A LHOTR A 

Coming: Sex and the Next Generation’s Fight 
Over Its Future, which explores the sex lives of 
young adults in a post-Roe America. 

“The question is: What does it mean to 
have all these political and technological 
changes going on at once?” Sherman asked. 
“Theoretically, young people are more sex 
saturated than ever, but at the same time, their 
government is moving to repress their ability 
to actually have sex that is queer, is unmar-
ried, is recreational.”

Today’s teens and young adults are coming 
of age at a time where a high degree of political 
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Exploring the current state of sexual and reproductive health among young people in a post-Roe America
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and algorithmic censorship on platforms like 
Meta and Google that flag for inappropriate 
content. But post-Roe, Bruzek said she has 
noticed an increase in ads rejected for content 
about social issues, despite simply discussing 
women’s health topics, like OB-GYNs.

“Our education, where we are actually 
talking about vaginal health, and we’re using 
the correct anatomical terms, or we are talking 
about infections … that will get blocked,” she 
said. “So there’s an interesting challenge of 
making sure that the sort of science-backed 
information actually can get through in a time 
when a lot of misinformation has no problem 
getting through.”

Bruzek will speak on the Say Vagina: 
Platform Censorship, Algorithms, and the 
Cost to Women’s Health panel on March 18.   

As young people navigate this changing 
climate surrounding sexual and reproductive 
health, they play a crucial role in shaping its 
future, said Christina Chang, executive director 
of the Reproductive Freedom Alliance, who will 
be speaking at The Real Fight Is Local: Repro 
Freedom State by State panel on March 13. 

“We need their energy. We need their orga-
nization, and we need their votes to be able to 
point out the vision for the world that they want 
to live in,” Chang said. “They have the power 
to do that.”

While this “sex recession” is influenced by 
a variety of accompanying cultural and tech-
nological factors, politics play no small part in 
cultivating it, Sherman said. 

“I do think it’s really important for people to 
understand that what happens in state leg-
islatures, what happens in courtrooms, what 
happens in Congress, what happens in the 
White House – that can have [an impact] on 
what happens in your bedroom,” Sherman 
said. “Sex is not something that just occurs 
between two people in private. It is something 
that is shaped by societal forces around that 
bedroom.” n

polarization runs rampant, Sherman said. 
Young women are the most progressive group 
in American history, while young men continue 
trending toward the right. Simultaneously, the 
U.S. is experiencing a rise in what Sherman 
calls “sexual conservatism” – a movement 
that increases political suppression around 
sex by making it difficult, “if not dangerous,” to 
have unmarried, non-heterosexual sex due to 
subpar access to reproductive care.

As an epicenter for highly restrictive, con-
servative policy surrounding sexual and 
reproductive rights, Texas cultivates an atmo-
sphere where these sentiments thrive. In fact, 
Texas teens are some of the most restricted 
in the country when it comes to reproductive 
decision making, said Lucie Arvallo, executive 
director of Jane’s Due Process, an Austin-
based abortion fund that serves minors. In 
addition to a total abortion ban without excep-
tion for rape or incest, Texas criminalizes abor-
tion pills and requires parental consent for 
birth control, among other restrictions.

“We have this web of restrictions that work 
together to create an environment of fear and 
stigma for young people seeking information,” 
said Arvallo, who will speak at The Abortion 
Highway: Abortion Funds & Texas Abortion 
Toll panel on March 13. 

Since the Dobbs decision, this volatile envi-
ronment has sown confusion about what sexual 
and reproductive health care options are or are 
not available to young adults, Arvallo said. And 
in a digital era, where social media allows for a 
constant stream of information and the habit to 
increasingly turn to the internet for health educa-
tion, this confusion is often exacerbated.

As the co-founder and chief marketing offi-
cer of Evvy, a precision health care com-
pany that offers individuals vaginal micro-
biome tests, Laine Bruzek has experienced 
firsthand the difficulty in breaking through the 
noise. Evvy, like many women’s health com-
panies, frequently deals with ad rejections 
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“One of the main benefits of EdTech is 
personalized learning,” Campbell said. “But 
we’re seeing products that aren’t represen-
tative of all students. These tools are usu-
ally built using personalized data from only 
certain groups of students, so they’re often 
not culturally tailored for everyone, reflect-
ing deeper systemic biases in design and 
implementation. As a result, teachers often 
understand EdTech’s benefits through the 
perspectives the tools are trained on. That 
means students who don’t align with those 
perspectives can experience the technology 
as challenging or exclusionary.”

Marina Gorbis, the executive director of 
the Institute for the Future, said that with 
AI-centered EdTech barreling forward, now is 
the time for our society to think about how it 
wants its educational system to look, and that 
includes whether it wants to center diversity, 
equity, and inclusion practices in the lives of 
students. Gorbis hosted a SXSW EDU panel 
titled What If? A Social Simulation – AI & 
the Next Era of Learning that took attend-
ees through a daylong experience at four 
hypothetical universities covering the scope 
of AI use. On one end of the spectrum was a 
“human first” university, Gorbis told us, which 
rejects the use of AI in all its forms. The other 
end was an AI-directed university, where AI 
was so pervasive that it selected students’ 
courses and even their roommates.  

Gorbis said the exercise is not merely a 
referendum on AI; it is also meant to get peo-
ple thinking about the value of ethics in future 
educational institutions, including the use of 
DEI. “We’re definitely at a transition point, in 
terms of not just education but many areas 
of our lives, and it’s time for people to start 
thinking about things like ethics and norms,” 
Gorbis said. “This is a tool for helping people 
to start thinking about that. What is the value 
that we want to pursue in our institutions? 
What is important to us?” n

For a brief moment after the murder of 
George Floyd in 2020, it seemed our society 
had collectively decided to do better. Diversity, 
equity, and inclusion programs proliferated 
in public and private institutions. Companies 
hired experts specializing in anti-rac-
ism training and equitable hiring practices. 
Colleges and universities expanded their out-
reach to students of color and members of 
the LGBTQIA community. Upon assuming 
the presidency in 2021, Joe Biden signed 
Executive Order 13985, mandating that all 
federal agencies advance racial equity and 
help support underserved citizens.

And then came the backlash. In 2023, the 
Supreme Court rejected the use of affirmative 
action in college admissions. Major employers 
like Google, Disney, Walmart, and Amazon 
rolled back DEI initiatives in response to con-
servative criticism. Here in Texas, Republicans 
stripped DEI from public universities. Gov. Greg 
Abbott ordered state agencies to stop con-
sidering it in hiring decisions. Donald Trump 
rescinded Executive Order 13985 within hours 
of becoming president in January of 2025. 

So, where does that leave the members of 
the diverse groups, particularly Black women, 
who are seeking fairness in today’s work-
place? Dr. Jamila Taylor, president of the 
Institute for Women’s Policy Research, said 

The Future of DEI
With DEI under constant threat, advocates and experts are working  
to level the playing field  BY BRANT BINGAMON
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one outcome is that fewer of them have jobs. 
IWPR released a report in February show-
ing that thousands fewer Black women were 
employed in the country in December of 2025, 
compared to the previous January.

“Some 250,000 Black women lost their jobs 
between January and August of 2025,” Taylor 
told the Chronicle. “This is almost 55% of job 
losses for all women during this period, when 
Black women only make up 14% of the female 
workforce. These occupations include health 
care workers, educators, and social workers. 
Those have been, in our research, the most 
vulnerable populations.”

Taylor will discuss the effects of the DEI 
backlash at South by Southwest’s The Cost 
of Inclusion: Who Pays When Equity Isn’t 
Trending? panel. She will appear alongside 
Lee Christian Parker, an executive director 
at J.P. Morgan Private Bank; Anna Gifty 
Opoku-Agyeman of the Sadie Collective; and 
Angelina Spicer, an L.A.-based comedian and 
founder of Spicey Moms, a cultural storytelling 
initiative advocating for equitable maternal 
mental health and family well-being.

Spicer told us that people don’t realize how 
deep the connections are between DEI and 
public health. “The principles are insepara-
ble,” she said. “When we talk about equity 
in health care, we’re talking about who gets 

listened to in a hospital room, who has access 
to culturally competent care, and who is dis-
proportionately at risk of poor outcomes. DEI 
isn’t abstract in maternal health.” 

Taylor agreed, saying that advocates must 
push for policies that are aligned with DEI 
values, things like paid maternal and paternal 
leave, equal pay for equal work, and access to 
affordable child care. 

DEI is also important to public education and 
has become part of the debate over the boom-
ing field of education technology. EdTech, as 
it’s called, includes hardware and software 
created to improve teaching and learning. It 
is increasingly connected with AI-driven com-
puter programs that streamline teaching and 
make it interactive and individualized. 

Symone Campbell, a research fellow at the 
Siegel Family Endowment and an expert on 
the implications of EdTech for K-12 students, 
told us Black families are at risk of being left 
behind as AI-fueled EdTech surges and DEI 
is scaled back. Campbell will appear on South 
by Southwest’s Code Switch: Defending Black 
EdTech Amid AI Crackdowns panel to look at 
the innovators developing EdTech supporting 
Black students and the products they are 
bringing to market. Campbell said it’s vitally 
important that Black children receive the same 
opportunities and investment as their peers. 
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everyone. South by Southwest is a window to 
actually share your data with people with var-
ious backgrounds, see what they think about 
it, see how we can work collectively towards a 
better place.”

Abou Fayad’s long journey from the Middle 
East to Central Texas serves as a sort of 
proof, he said. His audience in Austin, and 
indeed the global audience, should be 
reminded that bacteria travel to every corner 
of the globe. War may be concentrated in 
the Middle East, but the superbugs it breeds 
could lead to deaths and amputations far 
from Lebanon or Palestine.

With so many wounds and so much heavy 
metal in places like Gaza, Abou Fayad 
wants to urge governments and companies 
worldwide to do at least three things: First, 
maintain the effectiveness of antibiotics by 
limiting how often they’re prescribed, so 
bacteria don’t evolve resistance to them; 
second, create new antibiotics by increasing 
funding to discover and develop new drugs; 
and third, stop war.

“The human race always came back from 
difficulties and problems with a better way,” 
Abou Fayad said. n

Humans have not benefited from antibi-
otics for long in the grand scheme of things. 
Antibiotics were deployed for the first time in 
1910. In the century since, antibiotics have 
extended the average human lifespan by more 
than 20 years. It is not hard to understand 
why: Anyone who has survived pneumonia, 
undergone a surgery, or taken pills to beat 
strep throat may owe their life to antibiotics.

Now, we face the possibility of a post-anti-
biotic era. Superbugs like those breeding in 
Gaza don’t respond to drugs, and they certain-
ly don’t respect national borders.

“War does more than just destroy buildings 
and kill people. It creates superbugs that will 
haunt us for the rest of our lives all across the 
world,” said Antoine Abou Fayad, a microbi-
ologist and speaker on South by Southwest’s 
Conflict Contagion: The New AMR Threat.

So Abou Fayad has a warning for humanity, 
and data to back it up. Antibiotic-resistant 

bacteria are multiplying at staggering rates in 
conflict zones. Some are completely untreat-
able by existing antibiotics. He fears the result 
will be an existential turn in human health, 
back to an era where simple paper cuts are 
deadly, or require amputation.

“Are we willing to sacrifice that many souls, 
that many people, or not?” Abou Fayad asked 
the Chronicle. “And the thing with antimicrobi-
al resistance is, regardless of where you live, 
nobody is safe.”

Since 2017, Abou Fayad has worked in 
a lab at the American University of Beirut, 
studying bacteria samples from Lebanon. 
He receives vials from regional hospitals, 
and bacteria growing on bullet casings. Of 
the bacteria he examines, some are easy to 
kill, others are resistant to a few drugs, and 
some are impossible to kill with any known 
antibiotics. When he started, these super-
strong, totally resistant bugs used to pop up 
in samples about once per month. Now, he 
said he gets these samples once per day, and 
sometimes more often.

The spike is astonishing, and it’s not a 
temporary issue. Unlike viruses, which rely 
on animal cells to survive, bacteria can live 
and multiply on their own for a long time while 
hiding in the soil. Unless new antibiotics that 
can knock out these powerful new strains 
are rapidly developed, “this is going to be the 
norm,” Abou Fayad said.

Conflict zones create perfect breeding 
grounds for superbugs, he explained. Cities 
under bombardment are full of open wounds, 
disrupted and dirty plumbing systems, and 
nearly expired antibiotics that are donated as 
aid. Infections from wounds abound. Then, 
when antibiotics are used in a frenzy before 
they are set to expire, they can do more harm 
than good, killing off only the weakest germs 
and leaving the strongest ones behind to 
become harder-to-beat strains.

But there’s another big problem in war 
zones that the microbiologist says is too often 
overlooked: heavy metals. These metals, like 
copper and lead, naturally kill bacteria. When 

an area is full of metals – like those from bomb-
shells – it leaches into the soil where bacteria 
lay. There, the metals kill off the weakest bac-
teria, leaving behind the stronger microbes.

Microbiologists have linked metal resis-
tance and drug resistance for decades, but 
Abou Fayad’s latest research shows exactly 
how this works, he said. His data describes 
the way that bacteria exposed to inordinate 
numbers of shell casings become impervious 
to drugs. Looking at samples from hospitals 
in South Lebanon before conflict, during, and 
after, Abou Fayad’s team has found data that 
shows “the first actual genetic link” that cre-
ates superbugs in war zones, he explained.

“We’re actually going to be showing how the 
bombing, the shelling – all of that stuff – affects 
how bacteria become resistant to antibiotics, 
but it also affects how bacteria become more 
virulent and more dominant and more of a 
colonizer at the genetic level,” he said. “It’s no 
longer a theory.”

South by Southwest may seem an unlikely 
stage on which to unveil such grim scientific 
findings. The festival is better known for its 
celebration of new music, film, and tech. Yet, 
Abou Fayad will fly 14 hours from Lebanon to 
Texas to share his findings. Why not one of 
the world’s myriad microbiology conferences? 
Why not one of the antibiotic resistance con-
ferences in Switzerland or Washington, D.C.?

Abou Fayad said his findings are grave, and 
they require an urgent response from people 
across industries and expertises.

“South by Southwest is not only for scien-
tists,” he said. “There are not that many plat-
forms that allow you to share such data with 

The Cost of War 
We Aren’t Talking 
About: Superbugs
How war zones create untreatable infections worldwide  
BY MAGGIE QUINLAN

 PHOTOS VI A GE T T Y IM AGES

INNOVATION20 
26

Conflict Contagion:  
The New AMR Threat
H E A LT H  T R A C K
MONDAY 16, 11:30AM, JW MARRIOTT, SALON C



AUSTINCHRONICLE.COM   SXSW 2026 FESTIVAL GUIDE   THE AUSTIN CHRONICLE   53



54   THE AUSTIN CHRONICLE   SXSW 2026 FESTIVAL GUIDE   AUSTINCHRONICLE.COM

“We’ll be talking about the importance of 
folks having access. It is important that folks 
get choice,” Jackson said. “They may have 
tried eight different medications that aren’t 
working. They should be able to access 
something that could work for them if they’re 
experiencing treatment-resistant depression 
or PTSD.”

Education for patients and physicians to 
dispel stigma around psychedelics will be a 
major part of that discussion, Jackson said. 
Another is making sure that the treatment 
is offered at an affordable price point. 
Ketamine, for instance, is widely administered 
now in Texas for depression – but even with 
insurance, the treatment regimen can cost 
thousands of dollars. “Even the price point it’s 
at now, it took years for them to get to that,” 
Jackson said.

Another question that will be discussed in 
both panels is what care delivery should look 
like: How will physicians qualify or be trained to 
administer psychedelic drugs? Should they be 
administered at only specialized, standalone 
clinics, or as part of standard practice? If a 
physician needs to monitor a patient for six 
to 24 hours, should it be one-on-one or in a 
group?

“If it’s one provider, one patient for a six- to 
eight-hour treatment, you’re very limited. If 
you expand it to a group, you start to see … 10 
times, potentially, the number of people who 
can receive care,” Davidson suggested. 

Both Levine and Jackson emphasized how 
important psychotherapy and the ability to 
share the psychedelic experience has been 
for patients during clinical trials.

“I’ve also heard from folks, sometimes 
when you’ve not been feeling well for so long, 
you can’t even remember what it’s like to feel 
good,” Jackson said about conversations with 
patients post-treatment. “And so, for many 
folks, it has been surprising to feel like, oh, I 
don’t feel sad and down for no reason. I don’t 
feel like isolating. I don’t feel hypervigilant.” n

“The government sends folks to war, and 
then they’re back, and we’re not providing 
sufficient care,” said Logan Davidson, leg-
islative director for Veterans Exploring 
Treatment Solutions and speaker on South 
by Southwest’s Expediting Psychedelic 
Research to Qualify for Right to Try panel.

When selective serotonin reuptake inhib-
itors (SSRIs) and common prescriptions 
proved inadequate, desperate for other solu-
tions, American veterans with traumatic brain 
injuries, post-traumatic stress disorder, or 
drug addictions have flown to clinics in Mexico 
to be administered ibogaine, a lesser-known 
psychedelic drug from the root bark of a West 
African shrub, Davidson said. 

“If you’re a suicidal veteran, a six to eight 
week wait time for [a prescription] drug to start 
working might be fatal, right? Psychedelics 
are fast-acting, so you know pretty quickly if it 
worked or not,” Davidson continued.

Ibogaine’s psychedelic experience is 
reported to be more intense than psilocybin or 
LSD, can last more than 24 hours, and carries 
risk of heart damage. It’s been criminalized in 
the U.S. since the Sixties. But suddenly, Texas 
has an appetite for it: During the last legislative 
session, Gov. Greg Abbott passed Senate 
Bill 2308, investing $50 million into FDA-
approved clinical trials on ibogaine treatment 

for opioid addiction and mental illness.
“It can resolve the symptoms of opioid with-

drawal syndrome in a matter of days rather 
than weeks or months, which is what tra-
ditional abstinence will get you,” Davidson 
explained, citing a preliminary 2024 study out 
of Stanford Medicine. “It’s also a very effective 
treatment for post-traumatic stress and neuro-
degenerative conditions.”

No psychedelic is currently FDA approved 
to treat mental health conditions or able to be 
widely prescribed by a physician and covered 
by insurance. But with conservative enthusi-
asm for psychedelics on the table, one leg-
islative avenue for the medicalization of psy-
chedelics will be explored during Davidson’s 
panel: a federal Right to Try law that allows 
physicians to prescribe drugs unapproved by 
the FDA for life-threatening or terminal con-
ditions, when all approved drugs have failed.

“We’re not just talking about terminal can-
cer; depression can be life threatening,” 
Davidson said. Currently, Right to Try doesn’t 
extend to Schedule I drugs such as ibogaine, 
though a bipartisan bill filed in December, 
called the Freedom to Heal Act, could change 
that next session.

Beyond Right to Try, other SXSW panels 
will be exploring what the aftermath of psyche-
delic medicalization could look like. And apart 

from ketamine, which is more often defined 
as dissociative than psychedelic, that could 
come soonest for psilocybin. On Feb. 17, 
Compass Pathways, a pharmaceutical com-
pany, announced that they’ve completed two 
Phase 3 clinical trials for the synthetic psi-
locybin drug COMP360, which could be the 
first-ever FDA-approved classic psychedelic 
for treatment-resistant depression.

“The FDA will take their time and make their 
decision … but we are planning to be ready 
[for approval] by the end of this year,” said Dr. 
Steve Levine, chief patient officer at Compass 
Pathways and panelist at South by Southwest’s 
Psychedelics: The Paradigm-Changing Future 
of Mental Health. Compass Pathways is also 
currently conducting trials with the same drug 
for the treatment of PTSD, Levine said.

Once psychedelics become FDA-approved 
for clinical practice, Dr. Jessica Jackson, vice 
president of alliance development at Mental 
Health America, who will join Levine on the 
SXSW panel, has the following questions: 
Even if the FDA approves a drug, will the U.S. 
Drug Enforcement Administration remove 
the drug from Schedule I classification? Who 
will be able to administer the drugs? How 
can such treatments, especially if not widely 
covered by insurance, be made affordable 
for people?

Tripping as Medicine
Examining psychedelic advancements as new medical frontier  BY SAMMIE SEAMON
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“If you don’t have the right programming 
and the right people who staff and program 
these spaces, then they’re just spaces,” 
Strong said.

As the Cap and Stitch conversation 
continues, city leaders could find value in sitting 
in on this panel in order to execute a deeper 
analysis of not only how the infrastructure itself 
will uplift the Eastside, but proper programming 
and opportunities that follow to ultimately 
create economic change for a historically 
underserved portion of the city. n

It’s no question that architecture is 
advancing at an extremely accelerated pace. 
Within Austin itself, the Republic, ATX Tower, 
and the Modern Austin Residences are all 
demonstrations of skyscraper projects that 
were once unimaginable, now reality that 
shapes the city’s skyline. And there’s plenty 
of other projects underway with the new 
convention center set to open in 2029 and the 
Waterline Tower, which now holds the status of 
the tallest structure in the state at 1,025 feet, 
scheduled for completion later this year, just to 
name a couple. But some of the best modern 
architecture creations take it a step further 
than building for height or glitz and glamour; 
they design to enrich human connection.

With locations in Los Angeles and Dallas, 
Cosm executes this idea through the 
implementation of immersive entertainment. 
Through “shared reality” spaces that screen 
sporting events, arts and entertainment, and 
films, the venue creates a surreal sensory 
experience for attendees, specifically through 
its “Dome” – an 87-foot diameter, 180-degree, 
12K LED screen with seating for several 
hundred. Think Vegas’ Sphere, but with about 
17,000 less seats, creating a much cozier 
viewing experience.

Tyler Washburn, senior vice president of 
venues and experience at Cosm and a speaker 
on the South by Southwest “Architects of 
Emotion: Designing for Human Connection” 
panel, said that the company was very 
intentional about creating an immersive yet 
intimate space.

“The design of our venues and dome has 
allowed us to identify that sweet spot between 
size and technology,” Washburn told the 
Chronicle.

That sweet spot, Washburn said, allows 
for Cosm to facilitate hospitable, innova-
tive access to entertainment, which, in turn, 
curates a fascinating bond among attendees 

through an experience built around garnering 
emotional fandom.

“It’s about designing spaces and experi-
ences where people want to be and share with 
one another,” he said. “Humans are social 
creatures. We are always looking for ways to 
connect with other people.”

Some architectural developments extend 
this human connection through tearing down 
systems that were built to push us further 
apart. Washington, D.C.-based nonprofit 
Building Bridges Across the River works on 
bridging the economic gap that those east of 
the Anacostia River have faced since the city’s 
inception. The organization is involved in five 
main projects that help execute this goal – the 
most prominent being the development of the 
11th Street Bridge Park, a nearly $100 million 
project that is expected to break ground this 
summer and open in 2028.

Utilizing old piers from the abandoned 
freeway, the organization’s goal is to construct 
D.C.’s first elevated park, creating easier 
access between the Southeast area to the 
rest of the city, ultimately working to mend the 
systemic damage created by redlining in the 
nation’s capital. Scott Kratz, president and 
CEO at BBAR and founding director of the 
multimillion-dollar project, has been working 
toward bridging this gap for 13 years.

“That community continues to exist with 
this scar, continues to have this pain, this sort 
of psychic, economic, and physical pain,” 
Kratz told the Chronicle.

Austin’s attempt to curb redlining, Cap and 
Stitch, continues to evolve as city leaders 
work toward a solution.

In Manhattan, N.Y., the West Side Elevated 
Line that once served as tracks for freight 
train delivery was abandoned in 1980. With 
the remaining line deemed an eyesore by 
residents, work began in 1999 to repurpose 
the deserted structure. After many phases 

of development, the space now serves as a 
1.5-mile greenspace accessible to the public, 
known as the High Line, featuring food ven-
dors, local artists and musicians, and other 
amenities that enable connectivity.

Kira Strong, senior director at the project’s 
nonprofit group, the High Line Network, which 
works on similar projects throughout North 
America, has partnered with Kratz and BBAR 
on the 11th Street Bridge development, with 
the two set to lead the South by Southwest 
Designing Great Public Spaces to Power 
Economic Opportunity panel. She said that 
these initiatives are innovative ways to facili-
tate uncommon relationship-building.

“They’ve become really compelling draws 
and real spaces to connect people in a way 
that brings both local residents and also 
visitors from other places,” Strong told the 
Chronicle.

And both Kratz and Strong understand that 
the work doesn’t stop when the last screw is 
in place; engaging individuals in the spaces 
after construction is complete is where the 
true change begins, and the two execute this 
through different programs and opportunities 
that empower these underserved 
communities.

“Then the fun really starts. … It’s not like 
we’re just building it and then leaving it alone, 
and that programming is a really essential ele-
ment,” Kratz said.

Building Community 
Connection 
Through Drastic 
Development
Digging into how structures bond communities  
BY JOE ELLETT
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large datasets very quickly, Hsu said. Their work 
aims to “evaluate, demonstrate, and translate 
innovations [including AI] into evidence and 
tools that policymakers and practitioners can 
use responsibly,” she said. They are also inves-
tigating “how large tech companies account 
for the growing energy and water footprint of AI 
itself, as well as how user behavior impacts the 
overall energy consumption of AI,” outlined in 
the organization’s recent working paper. 

Hsu said she is “cautiously optimistic” 
about AI’s impact, noting the beneficial role 
of analysis but also warning of the challeng-
es that it poses, such as amplifying “exist-
ing biases and blind spots in the underlying 
data,” making “inequities worse while giving 
the illusion of objectivity.” Still, she believes 
sustainable AI systems that have more envi-
ronmentally friendly underlying infrastructure, 
clear guidelines for use protocol, and active 
monitoring that can help mitigate impacts. 

Experts believe that system flexibility, reduc-
ing energy peaks, and rethinking designs are 
key ways to mitigate current environmental 
loads. Bajpayee said it comes down to how 
much we care about human society, and the 
work needed now to safeguard the future.

“The planet will be here long after we are 
gone,” he said. But if the AI industry contin-
ues to treat water, energy, and land as a mere 
resource to be used and then thrown away, 
“we’re screwed.” n

Texas is booming as a host for data centers 
used to power AI’s growing infrastructure. With 
over 400 active centers, Texas already accounts 
for about 15% of the nation’s total energy use, 
and the state’s industry demands are on the rise. 
And it will soon be home to the largest data cen-
ter campus in the country, which will be permit-
ted to emit up to 12,000 tons of air pollutants and 
33 million tons of greenhouse gas emissions a 
year from its natural gas plants.

Many Texans are concerned about the 
impacts the growing industry will have on air 
quality, water consumption, land usage, and 
grid stress. Dr. Vijay Gadepally, an MIT scien-
tist and speaker on South by Southwest’s The 
Climate Paradox of AI Education panel, said 
they should be. 

A single ChatGPT prompt requires 10 times 
the power of a classic Google search, and just 
one AI server uses 15 kW of power, enough 
energy to power a few homes, Gadepally said. 
Power isn’t the only issue. “A single ChatGPT 
conversation uses one bottle of water just from 
cooling,” he added. Estimates conclude that 
Texas data centers consumed around 25 billion 
gallons of water in 2025, which could increase 
to upward of 160 billion gallons by 2030.

“It’s no secret that AI requires a lot of ener-
gy and a lot of water,” said Anurag Bajpayee, 
a water entrepreneur and speaker on South 
by Southwest’s Dirty Data: The Hidden 
Climate Cost of Our Digital Lives panel. But 

regardless of the strain that the develop-
ments have on natural resources, Bajpayee 
says “it’s here to stay.” 

His water solutions company, Gradiant, is 
working to implement recycling and treatment 
strategies to mitigate industrial impacts and 
waste through new technology. A combina-
tion approach of chemical solutions, recycling 
technology, and monitoring systems allows 
Gradiant to recycle up to 99% of a facility’s 
water, Bajpayee said. Just last year, the com-
pany signed commercial operations contracts 
with two data center companies, and have a 
third on the way – and he’s confident of the 
impact that can have on the industry. 

“We can touch so many data centers 
just with these three companies,” he said. 
Recycling water can scale down impacts by 
magnitudes of hundreds. “If we can do that in 
every single place, the water problem with AI 
will be mitigated.” 

Some recent legislation gives experts hope 
for the role regulation may play. Senate Bill 
6 requires data centers to increase energy 
transparency and backup power generation, 
as well as emergency energy shutoffs for 
centers during grid emergencies, like 2021’s 
Winter Storm Uri, which left more than 4.5 
million Texans without power. “This is a good 
example of where policymakers can help 
design laws that enable and incentivize flexi-
bility,” Gadepally said. 

“The faster we can balance this equation 
in a sustainable way, the better it is,” he said. 
While Gadepally knows AI is the root of the 
problem, he also thinks it may be what helps 
us solve it. “AI is creating a problem on one 
end, but it may also be the thing that helps us 
get past it – That’s the paradox,” he said.

In his companies and labs, Gadepally imple-
ments the concept of “environmentally aware 
computing” by incorporating external feedback 
through AI software systems to optimize sys-
tem efficiency, identify systemic weaknesses in 
buildings, and make facilities more energy resil-
ient through automated power adjustments. 
Meanwhile, Gradiant’s AI monitoring system is 
allowing them to track usage efficiency across 
companies to reduce water footprints. At the 
global scale, AI is already playing a large role 
in tackling climate solutions, as scientists can 
now track and analyze environmental data fast-
er than ever before.

The Data-Driven EnviroLab out of UNC-
Chapel Hill is using AI to analyze large data 
to influence and track climate policy, said 
founder Dr. Angel Hsu, who will join Gadepally 
on the Climate Paradox of AI Education 
panel. Currently, the lab is working on their 
ChatNetZero approach, an AI assistant pro-
gram designed to make climate pledges and 
status more comprehensible.

AI is especially useful in large-scale data anal-
ysis thanks to its ability to manage and assess 

Exploring Sustainable AI Practices to 
Combat Environmental Downfalls
Experts believe AI itself could be the cure to its negative ecological impacts  BY RACHEL N. MADISON
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While Winthrop sees the effectiveness 
of AI to a certain extent, she warns against 
overextending one’s thought process to the 
technology. 

“Don’t replace your human relationships 
and your human experiences with AI,” she 
said. “You can use AI to support you on the 
margins, but you shouldn’t hand over your 
thinking to AI.”

Some experts, like Emily Williams, who will 
be speaking on the Beyond Voting: Defending 
Truth in Education: AI, Equity, & Power panel 
at South by Southwest, said the need for equi-
table AI development and regulation is key to 
prevent authoritarianism and biased technol-
ogy, particularly in marginalized communities.

“If AI is pulling from all of the information on 
the internet, yet doing so in a biased way … 
it’s diminishing our ability to think broadly and 
embrace diverse ideas,” Williams said, noting 
how AI can perpetuate stereotypes. 

As artificial intelligence becomes increas-
ingly embedded in classrooms and workplac-
es, Gen Z is entering adulthood with tools 
former generations never had. Some experts 
see AI as a disruption, while others see an 
opportunity, but one thing is clear: AI is not 
going anywhere. 

For Nicole Fichera, an innovation strategist 
and speaker on South by Southwest’s It’s a 
Whole Thing: Gen Z Work Relationships in the 
Age of AI panel, it’s impossible to talk about 
Gen Z without discussing the effects that 
the COVID pandemic had on the generation. 
Young workers entered the workforce amid 
virtual and hybrid environments, often without 
the traditional in-person mentorship that pre-
vious generations relied on.

“AI isn’t breaking workplace trust,” Fichera 
said. “I think AI is exposing how fragile work-
place trust [was] in the first place. … It’s 
giving people an alternative to the ways that 

workplace relationships have been structured 
for the last couple of decades. That’s showing 
some cracks right in how our system’s design 
is set up around workplace trust.” 

Gen Z and Gen Alpha are used to having 
instant access to detailed information via AI 
tools like ChatGPT. Fichera said this could 
have a behavioral impact, potentially making 
young workers frustrated when colleagues or 
managers move more slowly, which can lead 
them to seek mentorship less often.

She hopes her SXSW audience will under-
stand that, if Gen Z can pair AI guidance with 
“seeking [human] mentorship for the stuff that 
doesn’t live in AI, then they’re going to be very, 
very powerful.”

However, even before entering into the work-
force, younger students are facing unprece-
dented access to information and AI tools. 
Rebecca Winthrop, director at the Center for 
Universal Education at the Brookings Institution 

and speaker on South by Southwest’s How to 
Support Resilient Youth in an AI World panel, 
said that while AI can accelerate learning, it 
also poses significant risks for students’ devel-
opment. She said generative AI chatbots that 
create original content are helping students 
complete tasks like math problems and essays 
without engaging in critical thinking.

“It’s really tempting for students to use these 
incredibly powerful products, but it really under-
cuts their brain development, and I worry that 
it will harm them over time and their ability to 
think independently and learn,” Winthrop said.

Winthrop said her review of more than 400 
studies, which included interviews with stu-
dents, teachers, parents, and technologists, 
found that students who rely heavily on AI “are 
becoming less motivated and feel less owner-
ship over their work and less pride, because 
they aren’t doing as much of the thinking and 
heavy lifting.”

AI’s Influence on How Gen Z Embraces 
Education and the Workplace
Zooming in on a generation learning to navigate life alongside new technology  BY VALERIA CRUZ BUTRÓN
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With this in mind, Williams said a proactive 
approach to educating students about AI in an 
equitable and empowering way is vital.

“It’s a call to start creating our own knowl-
edge … making our own platforms and learn-
ing from one another,” she said. “We don’t 
have to only rely on these big tech companies 
for education, for curriculum, for knowledge, 
and information.”

Some educators, such as Mark Light of 
North Carolina Agricultural and Technical 
State University, are figuring out how to 
integrate AI into education while preserving 
critical thinking through partnerships with 
youth development organization 4-H. 
Although the program has been around for 
over 100 years, it has recently integrated 
AI into hands-on STEM learning to help 
students apply the technology into real-world 
problems impacting their communities, now 
having reached “nearly 1.5 [million] youth 
with the skills to succeed in an AI-powered 
world,” according to the panel description.

Instead of outright banning AI from educa-
tion, Light said educators should be encour-
aging responsible and creative uses of AI to 
integrate into curriculum. 

“AI is a tool, and whether that tool was a 
calculator in education, whether it’s a smart-
phone or a computer … there’s always ways 
that people can misuse a tool.”

The educator encourages youth to think 
about how they can “use AI as a tool and take 
something that [they’re] really interested in 
and use AI to expand upon that, or grow it, or 
develop it into something even bigger.”

Winston Fan, a high school senior from Iowa 
and a “4-H’er,” wanted to utilize AI as a way to 
uplift his community. Fan is a part of the Iowa 
City West swimming team, and after seeing 
multiple suicides in the swimming community, 
he created an AI-powered web application 
that records conversations with psychologists 
and patients, ultimately analyzing them for 
signs of disorders. 

“AI isn’t there to replace the psychologist’s 
job, but it’s there as an aid, and it’s there as a 
tool,” Fan said. 

Alongside Light, the high schooler 
hopes to show attendees of the Growing 
Intelligence: Youth, AI, and the Future of 
Ag South by Southwest panel that AI can 
be used as a tool to enhance creativity and 
resources for the communities, rather than 
the sole existence of claiming workforce 
opportunities and tampering with human 
intelligence. 

“Don’t be scared of AI. The youth is still 
here, and we’re stronger than ever,” Fan said. 
“We’re working on many ways already to 
improve AI, make it ethically practical for us 
humans. We’re here and we’re ready to be the 
next generation.” n

Growing Intelligence: 
Youth, AI, and the  
Future of Ag
C I T I E S  &  C L I M AT E  T R A C K
THURSDAY 12, 11:30AM, 
 HILTON AUSTIN DOWNTOWN, SALON E

How to Support Resilient 
Youth in an AI World
F U T U R E  O F T E C H  T R A C K
THURSDAY 12, 2:30PM,  
HILTON GRAND BALLROOM, SALON HJK

Beyond Voting: 
Defending Truth in 
Education: AI, Equity,  
& Power
C U LT U R E  T R A C K
THURSDAY 12, 4PM, AUSTIN MARRIOTT DOWNTOWN, 
WATERLOO BALLROOM 3

It’s a Whole Thing: Gen Z 
Work Relationships  
in the Age of AI
W O R K P L A C E  T R A C K
FRIDAY 13, 10AM, HILTON AUSTIN DOWNTOWN, SALON B



62   THE AUSTIN CHRONICLE   SXSW 2026 FESTIVAL GUIDE   AUSTINCHRONICLE.COM

real-life platform. Like all of my work, the vibes 
will cross genres. The way we find music has 
changed dramatically, so expect discovery, 
range, community, and some surprises.

AC: You mentioned in a social post that 
SXSW is where you met your first attorney and 
manager. In your opinion, why does SXSW 
still hold value for upstart artists? 

VM: Access and proximity still matter. I was 
young and hungry when I first came to SXSW. 
The relationships I built there changed the 
trajectory of my career. Viral moments weren’t 
a thing then – it was about real human con-
nection. Social media has democratized a lot, 
but real life relationships are still what moves 
the needle.

AC: Do you have a favorite SXSW memory? 
VM: Back in the day the whole 

[SAVEMONEY] crew would come down 
with me and we’d freestyle, share laughs, 
and just hang out. Had interviews with Sway 
[Calloway] from Sway in the Morning here. A 
lot of fond memories.  n

Vic Mensa made waves in 2013 on the 
strength of his dynamic debut mixtape, 
INNANETAPE, before signing to Roc Nation’s 
record label just two years later. Yet he closed 
the decade with an album from his pop-punk 
band 93PUNX, much to the chagrin of longtime 
fans clamoring for the days of “Orange Soda.” 
Sharp lyricism, political activism, and an indi-
vidualistic mindset have been through lines for 
the Chicago native, currently enjoying a second 
wind as an independent artist. He’s reinvented 
himself several times over: as a musician, a viral 
social media creator, and an actor. 

Ahead of SXSW, the 32-year-old spoke to 
the Chronicle about music’s transcendent 
power, why he’d prefer to “experiment and 
miss” than not try at all, and why he’s speaking 
and curating a music showcase at the festival. 

Austin Chronicle: In your opinion, why is 
music able to shape other forms of entertain-
ment and beyond? 

Vic Mensa: Music is the most immediate 
form of storytelling we have. Music bypasses 
logic and goes straight to emotion. Even if the 
lyrics are in another language, you feel the fre-
quency. That emotional access is what allows 
it to transcend. In film, music adds narrative 
weight. Shows use music to define tone. A 
song can spark a music video or a screen-
play. An album can feel cinematic. Movements 
have anthems. Revolutions have soundtracks. 
Music doesn’t just accompany culture, it 
informs it. It’s vibration, memory, and soul. 
That’s why music crosses into everything.

AC: What compelled you to speak at this 
year’s SXSW?

VM: From early on, SXSW has been part 
of my journey. I’ve performed, networked, and 
built real relationships there. Coming back to 
curate a showcase of emerging musicians and 
speak feels like a full-circle moment. When I 
think about my creative evolution, it only felt 
right to have a musical moment and a conversa-
tional one. From my music videos to new short 
film Halfrican and social content, [overlaps] are 
really central to my work. And I think these inter-
sections are really relevant to so many creatives 
right now who also don’t stay in one lane.

AC: You’re an artist who has undergone mul-
tiple shifts sonically – some of which you were 
greatly criticized for – while balancing creative 

output in different mediums. Can you expound 
on the importance of taking risks as a creative, 
especially when some detractors may label 
those pivots as an identity crisis of sorts? 

VM: If you’re not evolving, you’re dying cre-
atively. I’ve never been interested in staying 
in one box just to make other people comfort-
able. Growth requires risk. Reinvention takes 
courage and sometimes the people who dis-
covered you in one chapter struggle to evolve 
with you into the next. I’m not here to take the 
safe road – I’m here to expand. I’ve seen first-
hand how if you put a musician in the studio 
with a film writer and a comedian, [they] only 
add depth. I refuse to close doors for myself 
because someone else might not understand 
it. The only real failure would be shrinking 
myself out of fear. I’d rather experiment and 
miss than be stagnant. Every pivot I’ve made 
has been rooted in curiosity and truth. I’m not 
a monolith and never have been.

AC: What do you hope people will take 
away from your speaker session at SXSW?

VM: Permission to expand. The future 
belongs to people who can build across barri-
ers while standing in their purpose.

AC: Your Orange Tree series has really 
taken off on social media and you’re now pen-
ning a newsletter, too. What inspired you to 
further share your perspective in that manner 
rather than just continuing to primarily speak 
on social issues via your music? 

VM: Music is one language I speak, writing 
is another. Fashion, fine art, and food are all 
forms of expression. I always knew migrating 
the conversations I was already having in my 
daily life onto digital platforms would resonate. 
Part of telling your story is being sure it reaches 
people. Sometimes that means telling it over 
a beat, [but] some thoughts need more space 
than a verse. Some will watch a Reel before 
they read a book while others will do the oppo-
site. When my Reels started taking off, I got a 
lot of criticism for allegedly trying to be an influ-
encer. Some were more focused on a job title – I 
was focused on the message. If connection is 
the goal, the medium becomes less important.

AC: In addition to social issues, you’ve also 
been open about mental health. Two lyrics 
come to mind: “25, running out of time again, 
27 club, how can I get in?” from “Dark Things” 

and your powerful verse on “Ble$$ings.” How 
do you think your perspective on life has 
evolved over the years and how has that evo-
lution put you in a position to become more of 
a guide for both your contemporaries and the 
next generation? 

VM: My relationship with time has changed. 
Fatherhood changed me, faith grounded me, 
and gratitude replaced chasing. “Ble$$ings” 
reflects that evolution – recognizing that surviv-
al itself is grace. When I wrote “Dark Things,” I 
was wrestling with internal and external pres-
sure. Success came fast when I was younger, 
as did expectations. There was a period where 
intensity gave me this high that I now get from 
purpose, peace, and gratitude. Growth forced 
me to confront my own shadows. I always 
say vulnerability is my superpower. Showing 
people my wins, losses, and trial and error 
shows my evolution over time. Sometimes 
that’s talking about therapy, sobriety, or med-
itation. Depends on what I’m living with at the 
time. What I hope that means is people [will] 
give themselves permission to evolve on their 
own terms, too. It’s less about a destination and 
more about being true to yourself.

AC: Why did you decide to host your own 
music showcase at the festival and what are 
some things we can expect at the showcase?

VM: I have an excitement when it comes 
to emerging artists. Every day people tell me 
how much they love INNANETAPE. [When] I 
think back to that body of work, who I was at 
that time, and how my community has held 
me down, I want other artists to have those 
same experiences. Over the past year I start-
ed doing streams with artists where I’d give 
them a free feature or feedback on their music. 
An in-person showcase felt like a natural pro-
gression to move offline and give people a 

Vic Mensa Is  
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SUPPORT FREE PRESS, AND     LOOK GOOD DOING IT.SUPPORT FREE PRESS, AND     LOOK GOOD DOING IT.SUPPORT FREE PRESS, AND     LOOK GOOD DOING IT.SUPPORT FREE PRESS, AND     LOOK GOOD DOING IT.

BUY OUR MERCH!!!BUY OUR MERCH!!!
GUARANTEED 

TO WORK
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