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An Introduction








Chappell Roanʼs mainstream breakthrough is nothing short of spectacular.


When she performed at the prestigious Coachella music festival in April 2024, Chappell introduced herself by saying: ‘I’m your favourite artist’s favourite artist.’ This was a witty riff on a meme featuring RuPaul’s Drag Race star Sasha Colby, who had branded herself ‘your favourite drag queen’s favourite drag queen’ because her profile had yet to catch up with her potential. But now, Chappell is no longer a hotly tipped cult figure. She’s a bonafide supernova whose dazzling debut album, The Rise and Fall of a Midwest Princess, has become a global chart-topper. She’s also one of the most fascinating and distinctive artists of her generation.


Chappell’s music is audacious, exhilarating and inescapable. After she made her chart breakthrough in April 2024 with ‘Good Luck, Babe!’, a synth-pop gem that doesn’t appear on her album, her Midwest Princess bops ‘Hot to Go!’, ‘Red Wine Supernova’ and ‘Pink Pony Club’ also became huge hits. Other Chappell bangers have permeated pop culture in surprising ways: ‘Super Graphic Ultra Modern Girl’ has spawned countless TikTok mash-ups, while presidential nominee Kamala Harris used ‘Femininomenon’ in a campaign video.


As Chappell’s music touches fans from New Zealand to Ireland, where ‘Good Luck, Babe!’ was a number one hit, she has also won plaudits from her peers. While performing in Munich in August 2024, Adele described Chappell as ‘spectacular’ and ‘absolutely amazing’. When Olivia Rodrigo duetted with Chappell at an LA show that summer, she called her ‘one of the most singular, inspiring, powerful artists I’ve ever had the pleasure of meeting’. Pop legend Elton John praised Chappell on Instagram for making ‘brilliant pop music that brings the world together at a much-needed time’. These days, Chappell probably is, quite literally, your favourite artist’s favourite artist.


Chappell may look like an overnight success story but, actually, her career is more than a decade in the making. She signed her first record deal in May 2015 when she was 17 and still calling herself by her birth name, Kayleigh Rose. This book will explore how an ambitious young woman who grew up feeling ‘really weird’ in a strict Christian community transformed herself into a drag-influenced superstar and Gen Z queer icon. ‘I’m here to give back all the energy that the queer community has given to me,’ Chappell told me when I interviewed her for NME in 2024.


This book will also recount the obstacles Chappell has faced along the way. Before she blossomed into the dynamic main-pop girl we know and love, Chappell pursued a different musical direction as a purveyor of ‘really dark, angsty pop that was pretty boring’ – those are Chappell’s words, by the way, not mine. I’ll also dig into the dizzying mix of music and style influences that make Chappell such an eye-catching performer.


However, success hasn’t always brought Chappell unalloyed joy. Since she became famous, she has had to grapple with the loss of her anonymity and heavy expectations from fans and the media. There have been some bumpy moments, but Chappell is a game-changing artist because she pushes back against the status quo. Having worked so hard to become the person and performer she is today, she has no intention of getting pushed around. As she tells us on ‘Super Graphic Ultra Modern Girl’: [‘I’m] not overdramatic, I know what I want.’


So, the story of Chappell Roan is one of struggle and self-actualization, kaleidoscopic pop magic and life-affirming big queer energy. Welcome to the Pink Pony Club – a place like no other that you won’t want to leave.


[image: Chappell wears red leather trousers and a black corset and performs on stage. A giant disco ball is above the performers.]
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Early Life and the Making of Chappell Roan
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Chappell Roan wasnʼt born. She was created by Kayleigh Rose Amstutz, a talented and imaginative young woman who grew up in a sleepy part of the American Midwest feeling deeply confused.


As Kayleigh approached adolescence, she found it increasingly difficult to reconcile her strict Christian upbringing with her growing interest in bold, provocative pop music. Kaleidoscopic hits by Kesha, Katy Perry and Nicki Minaj dazzled and baffled her in equal measure. ‘I was raised on Christian rock, but I never identified with it,’ she told NME in 2024, long after she had adopted the stage name Chappell Roan. ‘I felt such a push and pull because I was so curious about pop music but couldn’t identify why I related to it. It was [talking about] a lifestyle I did not live.’


Kayleigh’s own lifestyle was safe, staid and stifling. She went to a conservative Christian church three times a week, absorbing the damaging message that to be gay is a sin, and spent school holidays learning bible verses at Christian summer camps. She told NME her younger self was ‘very sheltered’ and ‘very prude’, so music videos flaunting risqué imagery blew her mind. In an interview with the Guardian, she recalled watching Lady Gaga’s ‘Alejandro’ for the first time at age 12 and thinking to herself: ‘Oh my god, is this porn?’ But where there is tension, there is often a spark, and the inner conflict Kayleigh experienced during her formative years was to fuel her later songwriting. In time, she poured her growing pains into Chappell Roan, the gloriously gaudy drag persona with which she became a global star. But to understand Chappell Roan fully, we first need to understand Kayleigh’s early life.


Kayleigh was born (on 19 February 1998) and raised in Willard, Missouri, a city with a population (6,344, according to the 2020 census) that makes it feel like a small town. In interviews, Chappell has described Willard as a ‘green’ and ‘peaceful’ place dominated by farms and churches, where ‘everyone opens doors to each other’. By all accounts, her family life was loving and comfortable: her mum is a vet whose practice is managed by Kayleigh’s dad, a registered nurse who has worked in intensive care units. She is the eldest of four siblings – she has a younger sister named Kamryn and two younger brothers, Dawson and Drew – and grew up with pets including a dog and a guinea pig.


Kayleigh didn’t grow up with pushy stage parents. ‘We’re just a very normal household,’ Chappell told local newspaper the Springfield News-Leader in 2017, two years after she signed her first record deal. ‘No one in my family is musical, none of my cousins, no one in my immediate family.’ Still, one family member’s taste in music is immortalized in her stage name, which she adopted in 2016. Chappell is the surname of her late grandfather, Dennis, who died of brain cancer that year. Roan is a reference to an old cowboy song he loved, ‘The Strawberry Roan’ – the story of a pinkish-red horse that is the ‘worst bucker’ on the range. ‘I let him hear rough demos, and I told him I was going to be Chappell in his honour,’ Chappell told the Springfield News-Leader. ‘He was really supportive of me.’


Other family members may not share the liberal political views that Chappell now espouses. In September 2024, she confirmed that she was voting for the Democratic Party’s nominee, Kamala Harris, in the upcoming presidential election, but her uncle Darin Chappell is a Republican politician who serves in the Missouri House of Representatives. In 2024, Newsweek reported that he co-sponsored a bill to prevent public funds being awarded to abortion facilities in the state. Chappell has never spoken publicly about her uncle, but it’s worth noting that she supports reproductive freedom through her page on social justice website Propeller. In 2024, Chappell and Propeller launched a competition to offer one lucky fan a pair of VIP tickets to her gig in Boulder, Colorado, complete with flights, accommodation and a post-show meet-and-greet. To enter, fans simply had to register their support for Reproductive Freedom for All, a nonprofit that lobbies for access to abortion, birth control, paid parental leave and protections from pregnancy discrimination. Chappell was using her most precious commodity – her time – to further a cause she really believes in.


Like many young people who find comfort in performing, Kayleigh didn’t feel she fitted in. ‘I felt so out of place in my hometown,’ she told Rolling Stone in 2022. ‘I wish it was better. I wish I had better things to say. But mentally, I had a really tough time.’ Moments of respite came when she visited Ritter Springs Park, a 245-acre green space outside of Willard, and the nearby amusement park Silver Dollar City. She also enjoyed seeing plays in Springfield, the nearest big city, and going for dessert at Andy’s Frozen Custard. In an interview with the Visit Springfield website, Chappell said she ‘adores’ Fantastic Caverns, a local show cave that takes visitors underground on a jeep-driven tram. Perhaps the dark theatricality of this experience provided escapism when Kayleigh was trying to reconcile her Christian upbringing with the supposedly ‘sinful’ thoughts she was starting to harbour. Chappell told the Associated Press that when she got her first tattoo – a ‘tramp stamp’ of the word ‘princess’ on her lower back – it was essentially a middle finger to her ‘very conservative’ upbringing, when it was drummed into her that ‘modesty is hottest’.


[image: Chappell stands behind the sink in a graffiti-covered washroom and arranges her hair. Her face is done with full makeup.]
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You can hear Chappell chafing against this mentality on ‘After Midnight’, a slinky disco bop from her debut album, The Rise and Fall of a Midwest Princess. ‘My mama said, “Nothing good happens when it’s late and you’re dancing alone,”’ Chappell sings. ‘She’s in my head saying, “It’s not attractive wearing that dress and red lipstick.”’ Through her drag-influenced image, Chappell has continued to rebel against this mentality in spectacular and splashy ways. There’s nothing modest about strutting on stage dressed as the Statue of Liberty, as Chappell did at New York’s Governors Ball music festival in June 2024. She isn’t the sort of pop star who tries to present a relatable, girl-next-door image.


During her formative years in Willard, Kayleigh also felt different because she was starting to realize that she might not be straight. Chappell told the Guardian that she ‘grew up thinking being gay was bad and a sin’, which cast a heavy shadow and left her feeling painfully isolated. ‘I think that a lot of [my] songs are from daydreams, and a lot of that daydreaming happened from Missouri, from this repressed state of not having a queer community growing up and feeling really weird,’ she told the Associated Press. ‘Naked in Manhattan’, a poignant synth-pop song from The Rise and Fall of a Midwest Princess, offers an evocative account of Chappell’s first time with a girl as it’s about to happen. When she sings ‘could go to hell but we’ll probably be fine’, she is pushing any notions of sinful behaviour to the back of her mind. But in reality, Chappell wrote this song before she had ever been intimate with a woman. ‘I was just yearning and longing for this feeling, and it was so close I could taste it, but I hadn’t experienced it yet,’ she told NME.


Trying to reconcile her queerness – a source of great joy and liberation – with the staunch Christian teachings of her childhood is an ongoing process. In 2023, Chappell told Vanity Fair that her relationship with religion was ‘evolving’ and framed its lingering impact on her in a more positive way. ‘I don’t identify with the Christian Church anymore right now, but I’m really glad that I was part of that community because I understand them,’ she said. ‘I understand that perspective. I know where they’re coming from.’


[image: Chappell is dressed as the statue of liberty. She is covered in green-grey paint, wears heavy eye make-up, a spiky crown, a latex top, a studded skirt and a necklace with charms and sings into a microphone.]


Chappell also acknowledged, in a 2023 interview with NME, that ‘it’s really hard to rid yourself of internalized homophobia.’ This kind of candour makes her a beacon of hope to young LGBTQIA+ fans who, like Chappell, are discovering that coming out is a journey rather than a destination. She certainly takes her responsibility as a queer icon and role model seriously.


‘I’m here to give back all the energy that the queer community has given to me,’


she told NME. When Chappell appeared on ‘A Carpool Karaoke Christmas’ in December 2024, joined by her parents Kara and Dwight, she spoke movingly about her changing relationship with Christianity. ‘I know for a lot of people, it’s actually very freeing,’ she said. ‘For me it almost did the opposite, where I felt like I couldn’t be myself, that who I was was a sin and I was going to hell no matter how good of a person I was or how much I loved God, for being gay. And I just couldn’t handle feeling ashamed anymore.’


During her early teenage years, Kayleigh tried to keep a lid on these conflicting feelings. She has called her younger self a ‘goody two-shoes’ who ‘wanted everyone to like me’. She balanced any furtive acts of rebellion with public displays of conformity. ‘I snuck out a lot, but I still went to church three times a week, you know what I mean?’ Chappell told Variety. ‘So it was just this dichotomy of trying to be a good girl but also wanting to freaking light things on fire.’ In the same interview, she described her childhood as ‘really depressed’, although no one at the time realized the extent of her mental health issues. Because she wasn’t diagnosed as bipolar until she was 22, she had ‘a difficult time’ as a child because ‘my parents just thought I was being a brat’. Now, in her late twenties, Chappell is still working hard to unpack and manage her mental health. She told the Guardian in September 2024 that a psychiatrist had recently diagnosed her with ‘severe depression’, something Chappell attributed to the way her ‘whole life has changed’ since she became globally famous.


While she was still trying to act like the archetypal Christian good girl, Kayleigh dreamed of a more exciting life as a performer. She was particularly drawn to the glitz and glamour of Hollywood award shows. ‘Originally, I thought I was gonna be an actress and singing could be a way for me to get a foot in the door. I wasn’t, like, a savant at music or anything,’ Chappell told NME. She started teaching herself to play the piano at ‘ten or eleven’ and began formal lessons at twelve. ‘I refused to learn theory because it was boring and I learned by ear and copying my piano teacher’s hands,’ she told Illustrate magazine. ‘I also took vocal lessons for a couple years, but not classically. [My teacher] taught me how to really belt and sing with confidence. It was more of a pop approach to vocal lessons.’


A year later, when she was 13, Kayleigh performed in public for the first time. On the official Chappell Roan Facebook page, you can still find footage from her live debut, in which she sings ‘The Christmas Song (Chestnuts Roasting on an Open Fire)’ in her middle school gymnasium. Her voice has a youthful innocence, but she already sounds like the Chappell Roan who would go on to conquer the charts 13 years later with ‘Good Luck, Babe!’. At 14, Kayleigh auditioned for The Voice and America’s Got Talent but didn’t make it onto either show. She later admitted she had ‘no idea’ what she was doing. Around this time, she started writing her own songs with Rihanna’s mournful piano ballad ‘Stay’ as a frame of reference. ‘I couldn’t believe that so much emotion was in such a simple song,’ Chappell told Refinery29. She also got into hip-hop music, especially the sad-boy laments of Canadian singer-rapper Drake. ‘It was just a brand new world that I had not been exposed to ever. Hip-hop made me feel really cool and was a place where I could put all these angsty feelings,’ she told Variety. Music was beginning to expand the seemingly parochial worldview that Kayleigh had grown up with.


Kayleigh polished her songwriting skills when she attended a summer camp at Interlochen Center for the Arts in Green Lake Township, Michigan. ‘The teachers were like: “Here’s some techniques you can use, here’s some books you should read.” And that was really helpful,’ Chappell told NME. Her time at Interlochen also proved eye-opening on a personal level. ‘It changed my trajectory forever,’ she recalled in an interview with Pride Source.


‘I’d never been with other songwriters before in my life that were my age. Everyone was a fucking hippie, and I’m from Trump country. I’m from a heavily church background, and this is not that. There were kids from all over the world there. It was just so inspiring.’


At 15, she adopted the stage name Kayleigh Rose and began gigging in the Willard area. Some of her earliest shows took place in late 2013 at Cider Days, an arts and crafts festival in nearby Springfield, and a local coffee shop called The Bean in Bolivar. One Facebook fan who heard about Kayleigh Rose through the young singer’s grandfather, Dennis Chappell, noted approvingly that she was a ‘very talented, motivated young lady’ who already had a ‘great support team’.


During a set at Cider Days, Kayleigh Rose debuted ‘Die Young’, a striking original song she had written at Interlochen. Its anguished lyrics deal with the interconnected problems Kayleigh was dealing with at the time, including feeling rejected by her peers and disconnected from her parents. ‘Look at your mama, now she’s crying, ’cause she thinks her baby’s dying,’ she sings on the verses. Several years later, after she had released ‘Die Young’ as Chappell Roan, she wrote on lyrics website Genius: ‘This whole song is about me not understanding how to deal with being depressed, and thinking no one else understands, but in reality, I had so many people there who loved me and were willing to help.’


Though ‘Die Young’ is far darker than the songs Chappell would eventually become known for, it definitely showed off her burgeoning musical talent. Interlochen songwriting teacher Seth Bernard told Pride Source in 2023 that Kayleigh had ‘knocked me out’ with ‘Die Young’ in particular. ‘It’s a really great, powerful song and I noticed that she was writing from a very mature place,’ he said. After her Cider Days performance, she was approached by a local TV cameraman who wanted to branch out into music videos. He was so impressed with ‘Die Young’ that he offered to shoot a low-budget promo clip for free. ‘So we went up to my garage with my mom, built this mini set and he filmed it, and that’s what got me signed,’ Chappell told Visit Springfield.
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