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INTRODUCTION



From growing up in a small town in Missouri to gracing the covers of Paper and Rolling Stone and being named best new artist at the 2024 Billboard Music Awards, the 2024 MTV VMAs and the 2025 Grammy Awards, Chappell Roan’s journey into stardom has defied expectations, shattered norms and captured the hearts of millions worldwide. In 2024 alone, her listens on Spotify multiplied at least seventeen-fold – an achievement that many artists can only dream of.


[image: ]


But what sets Chappell apart from other pop icons is not just her rapid rise – it’s her authenticity, her artistry and the sheer determination behind it all.


This book details the behind-the-scenes story of ‘your favourite artist’s favourite artist’, the country-girl dreamer turned dazzling drag phenomenon. Her journey – from uploading music covers on YouTube as Kayleigh Rose to earning Grammy nominations, headlining global tours and becoming an icon for a generation – proves that with hard work, resilience, talent and discipline even the most unassuming of beginnings can lead to extraordinary heights.


She’s flung open the doors to a worldwide party, and everyone who doesn’t belong anywhere else can come right on in.


The Rise and Rise of Chappell Roan: The Stories Behind the Songs, Tours and Rise of an Icon delves into the making of an artist who refuses to fit the mould, with unparalleled insight into the excitement around her performances and her style, which diverts from the traditional pop star – from cigarette butts in her backcombed hair to the iconic white-painted, jester-like face.


PART 1 details the glimmerings of fame in her childhood and late-teen years – from her formative years with her family in Missouri, releasing her first songs and her early performances, to being signed with Atlantic Records, the release of her first EPs, the impact of COVID-19 and the devastation of ultimately being dropped by her record label before being picked up by record producer and longtime supporter Dan Nigro.


PART 2 tells the story of the songs from The Rise and Fall of a Midwest Princess – the inspiration behind the lyrics, the musical production, the videos and the outfits and the long, hot Chappell summer that accompanied her rise and rise.


PART 3 is a glimpse into the final ascent of her journey to becoming a global pop-fem phenomenon, with insight into her tours, recent music and television appearances along with her determination to redefine fame on her own terms.


The Rise and Rise of Chappell Roan is the story of one girl who ‘made it’ on a colossal scale, demonstrating that if you stay true to yourself and commit to your artistry, the world is bound to take notice. But one thing is for certain: the best of this femininomenon is yet to come.
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FROM THE MIDWEST TO THE
Global Stage


C happell Roan was born Kayleigh Rose Amstutz to Dwight and Kara Amstutz in Willard, Missouri, a town in the American Midwest situated amid the Ozark mountain range. The eldest of four children, she grew up with her younger sister Kamryn and two younger brothers, Dawson and Drew. Her mother is a practising veterinarian and her father a US Navy veteran as well as an intensive care and burns nurse who also runs the family practice.

‘Anywhere you go in Missouri, you’re gonna see a cow,’ Chappell told Radar Radio with Megan C about her home state, where even the cities are just a short drive away from rural land. Many residents of Willard embrace the smalltown atmosphere: one local Facebook group calls it simply ‘Our Little Town’. But for others, Willard is a ‘bedroom community’ like many other small suburban towns in America – a place where people have homes to sleep in, but travel to neighbouring towns to work, shop and live their ‘real’ lives.

Despite the lack of urban amenities, Chappell found ways to pass the time, working briefly as a lifeguard and later at her parents’ office. Outside school and working hours, she’d hang out at Sephora in the mall until it closed and then with friends in the parking lot. She ran cross-country and did arts and crafts, often sewing her own clothes. Growing up around two vets, she was naturally an animal lover. At the age of ten, she got a guinea pig – the first of many.
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But for a young teenager with big dreams – one who felt at odds with her surrounding culture – places like Willard could sometimes feel stifling. ‘I had this part of me that wanted to escape so bad. I just wanted to scream,’ Chappell told Variety. ‘It was just this dichotomy of trying to be a good girl, but also wanting to freaking light things on fire.’

[image: ]

Particularly stifling was the evangelical Christianity that saturated her upbringing. Missouri is part of the band of American states known as the Bible Belt for their staunch religiosity, and Greene County, where Willard is located, is especially devout. Its congressional district is the second-most conservative in the state, and among the most Republican nationwide – so much so that its longtime representative in the US Congress, Billy Long, was recruited for a role in the second Donald Trump administration. ‘There’s a lot of churches and there’s a lot of straight people with families and it’s just really encouraged to take on the role of a wife and mother,’ Roan told Polyester magazine about her hometown. ‘There’s this mentality that a woman should be treated like a princess, but also she should be a cook, a cleaner, a driver and so on.’

And Chappell’s own extended family, she told Making the Album podcast, were ‘very conservative […] highly Republican [Party supporters].’ Her uncle Darin Chappell – a former administrator of various cities across Missouri and frequent guest on conservative radio shows – ran for Missouri’s House of Representatives in 2022 as the Republican candidate and won. Roan went to church three times a week, somewhat reluctantly, feeling out of place. She got baptized with the church congregation. She even had a purity ring – an item of jewellery that evangelical Christian teens of the time commonly wore as a pledge to remain virgins until marriage.

As she grew older, and grew into her queer identity, she felt only more at odds with her community. ‘I didn’t know a single out lesbian girl, gay girl, bi girl – nothing,’ Roan told the LGBTQ+ newsletter QBurgh. ‘There were a couple of gay boys in my school who were out and they got terrorized, slurred, threatened.’ Roan knew by seventh grade that she was queer, but she didn’t yet know where to go from there. ‘I saw what would happen if you came out, and I knew that it was a sin at the time,’ she said. It would take new surroundings, and new friendships blossoming into more, for her to embrace that identity.

However, Willard was the place that shaped Roan, and while her feelings about it are complex, they aren’t entirely negative. ‘I do love certain parts of [the town] – the peace and growing up in a trailer park; four wheeling, the farm and bonfires,’ Roan told Polyester. She even reconciled herself with her conservative Christian background, to a degree. She later said that looking back, she was ‘grateful’ because she ‘understood where [those people] were coming from’. As she told Polyester, ‘It’s very easy to label communities that you don’t understand, and because I know the inner workings of it, [I don’t] see it as anything it’s not.’

Roan couldn’t abandon her Midwestern roots entirely and nor did she want to. So, as much as she could, she separated the parts of her upbringing that caused her pain from the parts that were dear to her, then transformed and exaggerated their rural aesthetics. ‘Oh, my God, this is so camp,’ she realized, as she found a way into her artistic identity: the Midwest Princess. Instead of simply being treated like a princess, why not be one?
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Musical Roots
& EARLY INSPIRATIONS


Chappell Roan was not born into a musical dynasty and though her parents were comfortable financially, she did grow up in suburban Missouri, which meant that she was far away from music-business hotspots. Unlike many rising artists, she didn’t have industry connections to elevate her into stardom. Instead, her path was paved by a patchwork of influences, trial and error and a relentless drive to find her voice.

Roan’s parents, two ordinary people spending their days at their veterinary office, weren’t heavily involved in music. As a child, Chappell didn’t burn with ambition to become a singer, either; the creative field of her dreams was acting. Music was part of her life – as a girl growing up in the 2000s, amid the pop-princess era of Britney Spears and Christina Aguilera and then the heyday of singer-songwriters such as Pink, it could hardly not be – but it featured more as a backdrop. ‘I always loved Britney Spears, but music wasn’t this consuming thing,’ she told the Bringin’ it Backwards podcast.



[image: Chappell wears a denim jacket and smiles for the camera.]



Instead, her relationship with music was shaped by the same ambient pop culture most suburban kids experience. She grew up singing along with Disney princesses such as Pocahontas and Ariel, and trips to Disney World left a lasting impression on the young Missourian. Watching actors bring the princesses to life with their elaborate costumes and theatricality was her first glimpse of style and performance with purpose – a flair she’d later embrace in drag-inspired stage personas. She was drawn to their hyper-femininity; in one childhood photograph that Roan unearthed and posted on TikTok, she poses with a guitar – but a pink one, with a rainbow strap.

Roan bought her first record in kindergarten: a Pink CD. ‘I just thought she was so cool and just so confident and amazing,’ she told Refinery29. That early admiration for bold, emotional music stayed with her. Years later, she was struck by Rihanna’s haunting piano ballad ‘Stay’ and decided that she too wanted to make music that conveyed that same raw emotion. ‘Stay’ marked a departure from Rihanna’s usual dance–pop sound, reflecting the influence of Adele, whose confessional songwriting and smoky alto had already captured Roan’s imagination.

Roan’s first concert was a Jonas Brothers and Hannah Montana double bill, an event she still recalls vividly because it featured Miley Cyrus performing both as herself and as her alter ego, Hannah. Roan was just 11 when Miley dropped ‘Party in the U.S.A.’, singing about landing in Los Angeles with dreams and a cardigan. At the time, Roan hadn’t yet imagined that the dream Miley mythologized could one day also be hers.


[image: Pink performs onstage with one arm raised and showing a middle finger.]

PINK
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BRITNEY SPEARS
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MILEY CYRUS
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RIHANNA



Roan was fortunate to attend a school that valued music. Year after year, the Willard school district received plaudits for its music programme from the National Association of Music Merchants (NAMM) Foundation, a music-industry nonprofit. In 2016, over 60 per cent of middle-schoolers in the district took part in music programmes. Roan was eager to take her place among them. She started piano lessons aged 12, watching her teacher’s hands on the keys until she learned to play by ear.

During her teenage years, Roan started experimenting with her vocal style, drawing inspiration from some of the greats. In a 2023 interview with The Seattle Times, she revealed that when teaching herself how to sing she would try to imitate ‘the gravel and the vibrato’ that Stevie Nicks brought to her voice, as well as the haunting, low voice of Karen Carpenter. ‘I tried to mix the two,’ she said. However, her early attempts at blending these influences led to what she described as a ‘weird accent’ that she eventually shed after moving to Los Angeles. There, she leaned into the more natural yodelling sound that is now a signature element of her voice. Despite her unique sound, Roan didn’t have formal vocal training until much later. ‘I took my first legitimate vocal lesson in December,’ she admitted to The Seattle Times. In another interview, with Illustrate Magazine, she elaborated, ‘I also took vocal lessons for a couple years, but not classically. [My coach] taught me how to really belt and sing with confidence. It was more of a pop approach to vocal lessons.’ These lessons solidified her focus on becoming a pop artist, blending technical skill with emotional authenticity.

Parallel to her formal school studies, Chappell was also getting a secret pop education: the lessons that would perhaps matter most. She was now old enough to discover her own taste, and she soon learned how potent music could be as a form of escapism: of imagining a life outside of her community’s constricting norms. Chappel’s family was so conservative, she told Bringin’ it Backwards, that even ultra-mainstream, radio-approved artists such as Drake were people she had to hide on her iPod Touch. In her late teens, she’d go out on the porch in the middle of the night to smoke cigarettes she’d swiped from her grandmother while listening to Lana Del Rey. Lorde had also broken through around this time, with her 2013 single ‘Royals’, and Chappell became one of the singer-songwriter’s many fans. But she hid one specific part of that fandom from Willard’s purity-ring distributors: as Roan later sheepishly admitted on TikTok, she lost her virginity to the Pure Heroine track ‘Glory and Gore’.

This listening, like her music training, set the fuse that would explode into Chappell Roan’s brilliant career. It was integral to becoming the artist she is today: someone who has taken heartbreak and transformed it into a celebration that lights up crowded dance floors and house parties and carnivalesque festivals across the globe. As she describes it, ‘I snuck my way into this pop, hip-hop world.’ And there she stayed.


[image: Black and white picture of Karen Carpenter performing onstage.]

KAREN CARPENTER
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STEVIE NICKS
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Breaking Out
MUSICAL INFLUENCES & LOCAL FAME


In eighth grade, when Roan was around 13, she was ready to step out from behind the piano. She decided to audition for her school’s talent show – not merely as a pianist, nor as one choirgirl among many, but as a soloist. She hadn’t exactly hidden her singing talent from her family, but this was her first opportunity to truly showcase her vocal prowess to them: not just as parents, but now as part of an audience.

Roan, who had a soft spot for Christmas music and hymns, auditioned with Nat King Cole’s ‘The Christmas Song’. She was nervous, but she had a lot of support. Her parents were surprised that she wanted to simultaneously sing and play the piano, but they encouraged her wholeheartedly. Her theatre teacher, Amanda Graves, helped her feel comfortable as the bright lights of the stage beamed down on her. And her choir teacher, Emily Witt, reassured her before her audition that she’d be great.



[image: Chappell wears a white dress and performs onstage.]
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‘When she opened her mouth to sing, all the judges’ jaws dropped,’ Witt told Willard High School’s student publication in 2018. ‘When she left the room, I started crying […] she had the most unique voice I have ever heard out of anyone, let alone an eighth-grade student.’

After Roan’s talent-show success, Witt invited her to join her advanced music class. But Roan soon became aware that her voice ‘stuck out’ in the mix of her school choir, as she told the Springfield News-Leader in 2017. She was an okay but self-admittedly ‘not awesome’ music student, applying herself more to the performing arts which better resonated with her. Theatre in particular drew her; she thought that maybe she’d become an actress one day and that music would be a vehicle to help her reach her goal of acting.

Roan began writing songs because of that latent dream of commanding a stage. After all, she was already commandeering the stage – both she and her middle-school friend Kelsey crashed their school production of Disney’s Camp Rock 2 with a new, totally unsolicited composition that they performed live. But Roan had another reason to write, too – that classic teenage motivation: crushing. In school Roan had developed a huge crush on an older Mormon student – the kind of teenage infatuation that can feel so epic it can make you convinced, as Roan told The Guardian she’d been, that you have ‘to write the greatest love song of all time’. But her crush’s family wouldn’t let him date outside of their faith – Roan herself was raised nondenominational Christian – so Roan immortalized him not in the greatest love song of all time, but in what she later described to Rolling Stone as ‘a five-minute boring ballad’.

Roan’s parents were supportive of her musical career, despite not being musicians themselves, and she credited her parents – especially her mother Kara – for pushing her to pursue performing. In her early teens, Chappell admitted, she didn’t even know how to write business emails, let alone manage a music career. So her mother became her manager, setting up gigs and ensuring she had opportunities to play at local country clubs, talent shows and coffeeshops (with tip jars), paying her piano teacher $50 (£40) to accompany her. By age 14, Chappell was performing regularly at local events such as First Night and Artsfest and had two 30-minute sets at Cider Days, a two-day event held on Walnut Street in Springfield, Missouri.

Chappell’s first big breakthrough came in 2012 when she won Springfield’s Got Talent, a local talent competition, receiving $1,012 (£800) in prize money. Accepting the giant cheque on stage, she announced her musical ambitions with a newfound, brimming confidence that proved prescient, ‘I want to win a Grammy. That’s my goal. And I’m gonna do whatever it takes to get it.’ A video of the event shows a lot of glee in the young Roan’s face, as she embraces the crowd wearing a shirt dress with buttons. Her genuine look of surprise is endearing to the onlookers, as they too are proud of her achievements. And not only does she want to win a Grammy, but she also exudes a sense of normality. When asked what she plans to purchase with her prize money, she exclaims, ‘A car!’ – knowing that, in Missouri, 15 was the age she could get an instruction permit. From this moment – and with her newfound confidence – Roan’s star was sure to rise. Her determination to get a Grammy became a reality over a decade later when she was awarded Best New Artist at the 2025 Grammy Awards.

In 2013, Roan (as Kayleigh Rose) embarked upon the rite of passage that most aspiring teenage singers either do or are told, endlessly, that they should do: try out for a talent show such as American Idol or America’s Got Talent. ‘The Midwest loves talent shows,’ she told the Bringin’ it Backwards podcast. Roan did try out for America’s Got Talent; and while she didn’t make it there, she still ended up on TV, performing her track ‘Crave You’ live on The Mystery Hour, a Springfield-based talk show syndicated on the Fox network channel. She wore a strapless red dress coupled with a grey cardigan and her nails displayed a French manicure. Playing on a keyboard, she wowed the live crowd with her vocals.


[image: Keith Urban and the Grammy Camp perform onstage all holding guitars.]

KEITH URBAN AND THE GRAMMY CAMP (2012)
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THE GRAMMY CAMP JAZZ SESSION (2012)



As her teen years in Willard progressed, her determination to pursue music strengthened, in part due to two full-time summer songwriting camps she attended in 2014: the Interlochen Arts Camp in Michigan, and the Grammy Museum’s summer camp for high-schoolers. On the Radar Radio with Megan C podcast in 2015, a 17-year-old Chappell reflected on the contrasting experiences of the two for young artists, ‘They were two completely different camps. Interlochen was all about creativity and working with other people, and knowing yourself as a writer (more).’

Interlochen Arts Camp blends traditional summer-camp activities such as kayaking and hiking with arts classes. Roan attended soley for music, but the camp’s alumni span the creative arts and include jazz-pop singer Norah Jones, standup comic Maria Bamford and actors Terry Crews, Vince Gilligan and Felicity Huffman. Roan remembered it fondly, ‘You could be whoever you wanted at that camp,’ she told Radar Radio.

Interlochen was impressed with her, too. According to Rolling Stone, the camp’s director thought she already had ‘Lennon-McCartney-level songwriting skills’ when enrolling, and the high school affiliated with the camp offered her a full scholarship to attend as a student. She turned the scholarship down for very teenage reasons: ‘I was like, “I love my hick boyfriend, who’s a dairy farmer,”’ she joked to comedian Bowen Yang for Interview magazine. ‘So I said no. I look back, and I’m like, “Damn, all that for a Marine?”’


[image: A scene from Camp Rock 2: The Final Jam features artists performing onstage.]

CAMP ROCK 2: THE FINAL JAM (2009)
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Chappell’s time at Interlochen was short but nevertheless deeply formative. Meeting the kinds of creative people she’d had a hard time finding back home was as galvanizing for her music and songwriting as her lessons had been; after years of feeling as though she didn’t belong in Willard or Springfield, she’d found a place where she did. ‘[Interlochen] was kind of an earthy camp,’ she stated during her Radar Radio appearance. ‘I don’t want to be like, oh, they’re all hippies, but they kind of were.’

This observation wasn’t just about the hippie aesthetics – though she did say she put flowers in her hair – but about the values espoused at the camp. One of Interlochen’s instructors, Seth Bernard, told Michigan newspaper The Ticker that his lessons weren’t just about songwriting, but also activism, social change and what he called ‘the responsibility of the microphone’. Chappell was one of his students, and Bernard recalls her being genuinely interested in those things as well – foreshadowing the defiant, principled politics she still holds as an adult and which she has never turned her back on.

Roan wrote several songs at Interlochen that would stay with her for years. Among them was the future School Nights track ‘Die Young’. Bernard recalled feeling ‘totally knocked out’ when Roan played him an early version of the song. He had no notes. He simply told her, ‘Obviously, you have created something special here. You’ve alchemized these painful experiences you’re going through to write a song that’s going to mean a lot to a lot of people.’

Grammy Camp, on the other hand, was very different: ‘definitely a business camp’, Roan told Radar Radio. Campers firstly had to audition to get in, and the camp itself had two work tracks: classes with leading industry professionals, including previous Grammy Award winners and nominated artists, as well as sessions to write and collaborate on music with fellow camp attendees. If Interlochen taught Roan that she could belong somewhere, Grammy Camp taught her that she could succeed somewhere, too. ‘I learned so much about the industry, and I learned how to network myself and how to work with people under pressure and how to brand,’ she said of the experience.

The highlight of Grammy Camp was the live shows, where Chappell and the rest of her campmates were finally given an opportunity to perform the songs they’d written together – with industry scouts swarming among the audience taking notes. The songs that they performed were group numbers, using a meld of the campers’ individual styles.
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But even amid company and across genres, Roan already stood out among her peers as a vocal talent. On ‘Dive’, she eagerly plays the hair-flipping hype girl to rapper Kellcee Batchelor’s verses, then pours her emotions into the kind of soulful piano ballad she’d refine on her School Nights EP. And ‘Hit and Run’, with rapper TJ Wooten and onetime American Idol contestant Stephanie Hanvey, is like Kelly Clarkson doing a countrified ‘Rolling in the Deep’. Roan took the bridges, roaring with aplomb.

Roan also began taking informal voice classes around this time. As she told Illustrate, with her piano training, her tutor took ‘more of a pop approach to vocal lessons’ – not theory-heavy classical training so much as learning to belt loud and confidently. (Chappell wouldn’t start more formal voice lessons until much later, in December 2022.)

By 2016 – still in her teens – Roan was ready to go nationwide. Her grandparents thought she should pursue country music, while some other locals wanted her to do Christian contemporary. Roan was, by this point, set on pop – at least the ballad-heavy version of it. When talking to the Bringin’ it Backwards podcast in 2022 about pushing back on these expectations, she sounds simultaneously like the rebellious teen she was and like the unapologetic person she’d remain as an adult, ‘I always wanted to be anti-everything. Anything that people wanted me to do, I wanted to literally do the opposite.’
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THAT GOOD HURT:
School Nights


When Chappell Roan first got an inkling she might escape Missouri, she recorded a couple of music videos for her early songs with Jai ‘Creative Knightmare’ Garrett, a photojournalist who heard Chappell during one of her many local festival slots and started chatting with her grandmother, who was handing out flyers. They erected a stage set in Roan’s family’s garage and posted the videos on YouTube. She also posted her songs on the then prominent independent record distributor CD Baby. Her personal bio was humble and unassuming. ‘Kayleigh Rose is a 16 year old singer-songwriter from a small town in Southwest Missouri […] Her songs tell a story with a wide variety of emotions being shown. Some songs are heartbreak songs that pierce right to your soul. Others are fun and uplifting that bring out the best in people.’ In an interview with Crucial Rhythm, Chappell Roan reflected on this early identity: ‘[Over the years] it’s drastically changed. I used to be very dark piano ballad pop. I was a depressed, sad teenager, and it reflected that.’

In 2014, Roan self-released an EP called, simply, Kayleigh Rose. Listening to ballads such as ‘Tell Me Again’, it’s easy to hear the potential her local followers heard. Roan was clearly still growing into her voice and her songwriting. She’d developed an impressive, preternaturally smoky timbre, though she hadn’t yet gained full control over it. She was also fluent in teenage melodrama – lyrics such as ‘I feel your name carved in my bleeding heart’ exude the energy of a high-schooler really going through it – but her songwriting overall reflected a 16-year-old’s imagination of the adult experience of love and lies. Instead of the lived specifics of Midwest Princess tracks such as ‘Naked in Manhattan’ and ‘Coffee’, there are songwriting-class techniques; for example, slight tweaks to common phrases like ‘lock me up as you break the key’ and studied abstractions. But she applied them well; the song is a work of careful craft, and not just for someone her age.
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And people were starting to pay attention – not just in Missouri, or even New York or Los Angeles, but all the way to Australia. Troye Sivan, a former Star Search contestant, had blown up on YouTube during early 2012 with musical covers and skits and signed to EMI in 2013. YouTubers – very aware of how the internet can make you a star – would often throw promo to newcomers, especially fellow musicians. Sivan found the video to Roan’s early song ‘Die Young’ in 2014; later, in November, he tweeted that he’d put the then high-schooler’s music on repeat for two months. He wrote: ‘LET’S BLOW KAYLEIGH UP BC I HAVENT HEARD A VOICE LIKE THIS SINCE ADELE, NO EXAGGERATION.’ Fellow YouTuber Connor Franta, who’d also heard Roan’s song when it had ‘like no plays’, concurred: ‘YESSSSS GIVE THAT VOCALLY BLESSED GODDESS HER WELL DESERVED PROMO.’ The tweets earned Roan about 15,000 YouTube views – small compared to her fame to come, but a huge deal for a girl who was still in high school and not far removed from scouting out her first record deals.

By now, the industry was paying attention, too. Around the age of 16, Chappell started shopping her demos around to record labels – several of which flew her and her parents out to New York so she could showcase them in person. It felt like leading a double life: taking midterm exams, while shuttling back and forth between Missouri, NYC and LA to try to be a pop star. Struggling to juggle schoolwork as well as music, Chappell knew one had to give. So she chose to drop out of in-person school and take online classes through Brigham Young University, allowing her to graduate early and focus entirely on her music. In her first interview with Bringin’ it Backwards, Roan jokingly recalled telling her high school, ‘I can’t do math at the same time [as venturing into pop stardom].’

One of the labels that met with Chappell was Atlantic Records, who signed her when she was 17. To announce the news, Roan gathered friends and family together in person, ostensibly to celebrate her early graduation. A video of the moment shows her clutching a thick white binder as she tells the small crowd she’s being signed with the label for a six-album contract, then declares that she’s about to sign the contract then and there. The room erupts. ‘OH, MY GOSH!’ one of her friends exclaims immediately. Chappell puts the binder down by a Sephora bag, grabs a pen and laughs off her nerves. ‘This is scary, man.’ Likely never having signed such an important document before, she asks whether she needs to put her full name down on the line – ‘That’s your name,’ one of her friends assures her. And so, the moment that would change Chappell Roan’s entire adult life passes – and then she’s served a cake decorated with the Atlantic Records logo. Roan’s high school also announced the news over the PA because it was such a wild occurrence: the glitter-polished hand of fame reaching down into their small town. ‘When I got signed, some kids just flat-out thought I was lying,’ Roan told the Springfield News-Leader.
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FLORENCE WELCH



Roan’s first major-label EP was Atlantic’s School Nights. (Serendipitously, her first billed ‘worldwide debut’ as Chappell Roan was at a Los Angeles industry showcase for ‘baby, baby artists’ that was itself called School Night!) While School Nights is far from the technicolour club explosion that The Rise and Fall of a Midwest Princess would become, the 2017 EP falls well within the bounds of mainstream pop – particularly during a time when mainstream pop still wanted to find ‘the next Adele’ and make a 21-level bank. Roan’s networking was beginning to pay off: several industry professionals worked with her as co-writers and producers on the EP. They included Stelios Phili – a hip-hop beatmaker who had been discovered several years previously by rapper A$AP Ferg; prolific pop producer Andrew Wells; and songwriter Jennifer Decilveo, who’d written for dozens of bubbling-under pop stars (including Roan’s future tourmate Fletcher). But despite Roan now working with all-business industry figures, her own songwriting was central. And it came from the same place as it had done when she was an independent teen: the infatuations, challenges and heartbreaks of a young girl in her first relationships, slowly realizing what kind of relationships she really wanted.

The EP begins with ‘Die Young’, co-written with Andrew Wells, which would be her second single off the record. It’s a ballad of graceful piano chords, stately march-like percussion and a lyric that guides dark feelings to a life-affirming place. ‘I wanna die young,’ she sings on the first chorus. By the end, that feeling is flipped: ‘I sure as hell don’t wanna die young.’ The video conveys the same sense of dissipating despair: Chappell casts herself as Ophelia in a gossamer gown, taking to the river to drown. But she’s no passive Pre-Raphaelite waif viewed unconscious from afar. By the final shots, Chappell is fully submerged, but she faces the camera with dignity and strength.
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