How the alt-punk band has found community, agency, !
and authenticity in the DIY communlty

of my head this winter break.
Whether in the car or eating
cereal alone in bed, “I Don’t” was on
repeat. Lyrics like “Yell at me while
you drive / Kiss me to apologize,”
powerful belts, explosive guitar,
and a grounding bass riff had me
eager to speak with the three UChi-
cago students behind Directrix. But
the group is much more than a cam-
pus band—in fact, it’s wrong to even
call them that;

Icouldn’t get them out

they're a window into Chicago’s

DIY scene and a beacon of hope
for unfiltered, authentic, and com-
munity-based music in the time of
growing record labors and music
for fame’s sake.

Now composed of Hamza Jilani
(Bassist and backup vocals), Maat-
kara Wilson (Lead Singer), and Berk
Ergoz (Lead Guitarist), the indie
alt-punk band started in a Dubai

high school with Ergoz

cheating off of Jilani’s math home-
work. When the time came for pa-
rabolas, Jilani turned back to Er-
goz and proclaimed that Directrix
would be a cool band name, the two | '
setting their path then and there.
Their first album, The Whale Al-'*
bum—spontaneously named for
Jilani’s favorite animal—was writ-
ten in high school “by some [teens] \}
who were thinking about climate |
change” but re-




i “leased in 2023 once the band had
coalesced at UChicago. With songs
mlike “Buttermilk” and “Kerosene,”
‘Directrix is characterized by boun-
llcy baselines and witchy undertones.
Qﬂhrough lines like “Why can’t I get
e
o W my psyche started / It’s rubbmg

'\ away” and “Play with me / Use me,”
something haunted reaches out
for you in The Whale Album. And
though Ergoz says “[they’ve] grown
a lot as people and as a band since
then,” the band still holds love for
their early work. Jilani and Wil-
"\ son enjoy the “whole” and “round”

;{,‘fsounds produced by their collective
" "oices. Ergoz has a whale tattooed
on his arm.

From The Whale Album to “I
Don’t,” and from their first gig ata
. student government party to seren-
' 1 dipitously meeting Wilson when the
%V band needed a singer, Directrix is
" self-made and ever-changing. Since

The Whale Album, they've made a
., mark locally, performing at a va-

') rlety of venues from Beat Kitchen
' xo Cobb, releasing their new single

I Don’t,” and organizing Anti Riot
‘Fest Fest with local bands and
. com - munity members. It
all feels like the right

“thing at the

A

W

%

- N
right time with the trio, because Di-
rectrix makes and performs music
on their own terms.

The band attributes much of this
freedom to the Chicago DIY scene,
home to groups like Pinksqueeze
and Scarlet Demore and charac-
terized by experimental, live. per-
formances in unconventional lo=
cations. Finding home in the 'DIY
scene, Directrix makes musie that
sounds like them without the
hindrance of producers and
record labels. So whether *
performing in a local base-
ment with a trampoline in the
backyard or at more established
venues like Sub T or Book Club,
Directrix “[gets] to decide, what
[their] music sounds like
and who [they]
want to play to.”

There’s no pressure
o “get big” and turn
performing into a full-
time gig. For Directrix, the
only pressure is “mak-
ing music... and learning
more about each other.”
And even though
- they're external-
ly unedited,
the band has
still  “evolved
from a pretty
cool canon of

anti-rac-ist
& anarchically aligned
bands like Rage Against
the Machine.” Thankful
for their predecessors, Di-
rectrix’s music and social
work strive for “overt lyr-

political bodies.” Though
they create from a differ-
ent perspective than Rage
Against the Machine or
Jilani’s mention, film di-
~rector and activist Boots

icism and ownership of

Riley, they take from
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them the refusal to be misinterpret-
ed and co-opted. “[Wed] still [be]
struggling for the future,” Wilson
says, ‘but in a’different way, and
we're lucky to have this medium &
history.”

It's a sweet freedom
embedded in the DIY,
the self-made, and the

lishment. music. In a
recent career workshop
for. UChicago students,
\\ Warner Records repeat-
i edly reas-

sured
us that
they prior-
itized the art-
g» ist’'s vision.
But they also
joked  about
making  the
Red Hot
Chilli Pep-

pers do TikToks and asking art-
ists to shorten songs for movies.
Though artistry seemingly holds
more weight than management
now (something that could also be
heavily debated), performers tied to
agencies can't avoid marketing and
necessary publicity stunts. Without
this oversight, Directrix can be loud
and uncensored. “There is no Direc-
trix TikTok,” Ergoz says with relief.
The band finds comfort in the DIY
scene, in the small but loud, in the
unmanaged. Their sound, message,
and pride can’t be diminished or
compromised, imbuing their music
with a raw authenticity. The Whale
Album and “I Don’t” are made by
artists who want to be making mu-
sic for music’s sake. Their art is en-

tirely theirs.
And though participating in the
DIY s gne often comes at the cost of
icago per ormance spaces, the
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~ trio says they don’t mind the split-
Wilson explained that the DIY scene
allows the band to play in spaces
that feel good for both performer
and listener: “It’s cool being able to
play on a college campus, but it’s
not cool playing at a place that hurts
and marginalizes people. Being in
the Chicago scene feels like you're
connecting to people. UChicago is
just a place with boundaries, and
you leave them hopefully.” In other
words, UChicago shapes an artist;

Chicago allows artists to shape their

space. At a Directrix performance,

there’s never a moment where

“people are playing pool and chat-

ting.” Instead, Ergoz is jumping

over Jilani while Wilson belts a high

note—an energy you can’t have as a

campus band, says Ergoz.

The joy of this untamed energy
and authenticity is that anyone can
experience it up close. In the age of
parasocial relationships and forced
artist relatability, small bands like
Directrix find community within
themselves and atlocal performanc-
es. Internally, the band isn’t hierar-
chical. They banter as friends. Er-
goz assures me that “All [their] best
stuft always comes when [they're
working] together.” And externally,
with the band playing when
and where they want to, they
find themselves in-good
company, talking to new
friends before and after
gigs, getting invited to someone’s
big green school bus or home to
see the chinchillas. Directrix
is on the ground and real. 4
There’s a tangibility to their /: ;
group and music that €L
makes you want to reach
out and be a part of it.
The best part is that
you can.

Community,  after
all, is the ultimate goal.
For Wilson, artistry necessi-
tates collapsing the individual and
the corﬁgﬁnﬂ: “T feel like beifig &

_—

an artise-with_people and
being an-artist by myself
are different things. I
try to bring both.into
all of my_eréations.”
So whether. stand-
ing with West
Side residents at

the Anti Riot Riot
Fest, publicly standing =
for a Free Palestine, or
performing at/the Divesti-
val, Directrix’ makes music
with unity in mind, motivat-
ing listeners to “[organize] to-
gether and own [their] power
with others.”

There is something so big
and industrialized about art
now, but Directrix gives me hope.
Sure, Ergoz’s end goal is to play at
Lollapalooza—TJilani wants 'a Di-
rectrix song to play every time you
open a fridge; Wilson wants to play
in non-fascist countries—but there
is a collective refusal to be mini-
mized, appropriated by record la-
bels, or misinterpreted. So with The
Whale Album behind them, I can’t
wait for what's next for Directrix.
And though theyve written and
performed a host of new songs, the
band only wants torelease their mu-
sicwhen it’s ready. Wheth-

er next-week or next
L year—mainly when “it
®3 all sounds right"—Di-
8 rectrix could put out
Fan EP or completely
“[blow] up the whole
album structure,” which
might mean a VHS, cas-
sette, or just releasing
® on SoundCloud and
calling it a day, know-
ing “it would be just
as fulfilling and worth
listening to as being on
a major platform.” That’s
the beauty of the DIY
scene and the wonder of
Directrix.
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Here's some parting advice from
the artists:

Ergoz: “Find people to play with.”
He corrects himself: “Well, find
people who you like to play with and |
make music with people you like.
Play live often so you can get better
at playing live.”

]

Wilson: “Take your time. Your life
is not over by the time you're 25...
Make your goals worth your soul’s
work. Because at the end of the
day, that’s what this shit is. And you
want your soul to feel good.” "ﬁ\

Jilani: “Don’t take yourself too se-/ &
riously... Get to know your peoplel
and your community.”
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