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Performing on Taylor Swift’s Reputation tour, Miami, August 2018
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Attending the Met Gala ‘Celebrating Camp: Notes on Fashion’, New York, May 2019















THE
RISE
of
CHARLI
XCX



An Introduction








Pop music has always thrived on innovation. From Madonna to Lady Gaga, Prince to David Bowie, the most celebrated artists don’t just follow trends, they define them. Charli XCX is one of those special few. A shape-shifting talent able to knock out a number 1 before her morning cig, but happiest in an underground rave, bumpin’ the best beats of your life.


For Charli, the road to pop superstardom has been a wiggly one. From bloghouse teen to 365 party girl, pop-punk troublemaker to hyperpop trailblazer, she’s never stopped experimenting, darting between the mainstream and the underground like they’re rooms at a party.


Her legacy is undebated. From the massive pop hits she’s penned for Icona Pop and Camila Cabello to the pioneering avant-pop she forged with SOPHIE and A.G. Cook, she has constantly evolved.


Her live shows are euphoric, transcendiary experiences; her music videos, high-art provocations. In 2024 she turned an album title into Collins Dictionary’s Word of the Year and single-handedly sent sales of strappy white tops stratospheric.


But Charli’s story is about more than just the music. It’s a tale about authenticity and standing up for yourself. It’s about perseverance and dreaming big. And it’s a story about friendship – and how life-affirming it feels when you finally find your people.


So, whether you’re reading this book as a day-one Angel or a recent inductee into the church of Charli, buckle up, because you’re about to embark on a wild ride with a woman who, at every turn, has torn up the rulebook, redefined the face of pop and proved that real artists don’t just play the game – they unlock it.




[image: Charli XCX performs on stage in a blue outfit among a large group of dancers. People around her wave garments in the air as they dance amid scattered clothing on the floor.]


Performing at the 67th Annual Grammy Awards, Los Angeles, February 2025
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[image: Charli XCX sings into a microphone on stage wearing a printed crop top and a choker necklace with a cross pendant. Her long wavy hair is worn loose as she looks ahead.]


Live on stage at Bestival, Isle of Wight, 2012





‘I was this half-Indian girl with frizzy hair and different interests.’


On 2 August 1992, in a hospital in Cambridge, as Snap!’s ‘Rhythm Is a Dancer’ topped the charts and the Conservative Party were gearing up to secure their fourth-term general election victory, Charlotte Emma Aitchison was born.


The first and only child of a Scottish father and Gujarati mother, this tiny, dark-haired newborn would one day grow up to know pop superstardom, bridging the gap between the underground and the mainstream and soaring to global chart-topping fame.


Charli’s mother, Shameera, wasn’t exactly the partying type. She was raised in Uganda in a Muslim family, but in the 1970s, as Idi Amin’s brutal regime escalated, was forced to flee to Britain. Her family arrived at Stansted Airport, just north of London, in the dead of winter, with no coats and little money.


Fate intervened one New Year’s Eve, when Shameera met Jon – a Scottish club promoter with a wild streak. He was eccentric, a former punk-booker-turned-disco-club-owner, and that night, dressed as Saturday Night Fever-era John Travolta, he was midway through changing a keg when their eyes locked. The rest is history.


BETWEEN TWO WORLDS


You could say that Charli is a perfect blend of both her parents – Shameera’s groundedness the counter to her dad’s spontaneous energy. Before long, Shameera had given up nursing to become a flight attendant; Jon packed in the clubs and became a businessman. Together, they built a comfortable life for their daughter.


For Shameera, adapting to life in Britain hadn’t been easy. As a brown-skinned woman growing up in a predominantly white neighbourhood, she’d tried hard to assimilate. Charli, too, felt the tension of living between two worlds. Weekends were spent with her maternal grandparents, Nana and Bappa, in Crawley, West Sussex, watching Bollywood films. Back home, things felt very different. ‘When I would go and visit my mum’s family, I felt very Indian. But then I’d go home to this other world which was largely white,’ she told Vogue Singapore in April 2024. ‘It was almost like I would experience the Indian part of my identity only on the weekends. I never quite felt like I fit into either world, which I think commonly happens with mixed-race kids.’


WANNABE


When Charli was young, the family moved to rural Start Hill in Essex, where she spent most of her youth. Her mother raised Charli to be well-balanced and to treat people as she wished to be treated. Jon was the one encouraging her to be bold and express herself.


Charli’s pop obsession started early, her first taste of stardom arriving at age five, when she won a talent contest on a family cruise holiday. Her song of choice? Aqua’s ‘Barbie Girl’. ‘My parents really didn’t want me to do it because they were worried I’d cry on stage and they’d have to come up and get me,’ she recalls. ‘But I was OK. I sang the whole thing a cappella with no music. Which must have been pretty awkward.’


Like most little girls growing up in the ’90s, Charli was obsessed with the Spice Girls. Charli would prance around the house, pretending to be Baby Spice (though she was often made to be Scary, on account of her thick, curly hair). When Spice World: The Movie was released in 1997, she begged her parents for it on VHS and watched it on repeat for three years straight. Her favourite scene involved an alien touching Geri Halliwell’s boob.


Even as a kid, there was something about the band’s rebellious pop and fearless fashion that resonated with Charli, and the Spice Girls would continue to be an influence throughout her career, with Charli even reworking ‘Wannabe’ with Diplo and Herve Pagez in 2019 to create new track ‘Spicy’.




[image: The Spice Girls smile and pose outdoors. Three of them stand while the remaining two sit.]


The Spice Girls at the Cannes Film Festival, 1997







[image: Four members of the band Aqua stand together and pose. All smile for the camera.]


Danish pop group Aqua, November 1997; UK pop group Five, 1998; Britney Spears, 2004





Seeing Britney, in her school uniform, dancing through the corridors was the first time Charli knew: she wanted to be a pop star.


[image: Top: A group of five young men from the band Five pose with arms around each other. Bottom: Britney Spears sings into a headset microphone.]




[image: Two performers stand on an illuminated stage surrounded by bright green beams of light in a dark concert setting.]


Justice perform at Alexandra Palace, London, February 2025





By the late ’90s and early ’00s, the charts were dominated by sugary pop acts like Five, Aqua and Britney Spears – and the rise of European electro. Taking her pocket money to high-street record store HMV, Charli bought her first CD single: The Tamperer ft. Maya’s ‘Feel It’, with the love-it-or-loathe-it chorus (‘What’s she gonna look like with a chimney on her?’). The same year, a young girl with big pop ambitions released her debut single, ‘Baby One More Time’, and young Charli was captivated. Seeing Britney in her school uniform dancing through the corridors was the first time Charli knew: she wanted to be a pop star.


Still, a life in music would have to wait. Her parents believed in the importance of good grades and working hard. And Charli toed the line, describing herself as ‘geeky’ and ‘kind of a nerd’ at school.


A FEAR OF BEING BORING


On her first day of high school, something happened that changed the course of the next 20 years. Watching a girl getting pushed into a bush, Charli jumped in – not to offer a helping hand but to point and yell ‘TWIGGY’, as the dishevelled student emerged with bits of foliage sticking out of her blonde hair. Somewhat surprisingly, the pair would go on to become best friends, ‘Twiggy’ being Twiggy Rowley, one half of Charli’s management team to this day.


Throughout high school, Charli, Twiggy and Sam Pringle – another of Charli’s long-serving managers – were a firm unit; not exactly the cool kids, but not unpopular either. ‘I always felt like a loser,’ she told British GQ in 2024. ‘My school was full of blonde white girls and I was this half-Indian girl with frizzy hair and different interests. That always made me feel a little bit rejected. I thought if I made music, people would think I was interesting ... Deep down, one of my biggest fears was being boring.’


In her early teens, Charli discovered Ed Banger Records, the French electro label home to the likes of Justice, Cassius and Uffie. ‘Whenever I would listen to their music, I felt like I was in a movie, and it made me feel alive,’ she revealed in 2020. ‘Even still, to this day, apart from SOPHIE and A.G. [Cook], [there’s] not a lot of music makes me feel truly alive like that French electro stuff did.’


Finding music awoke a new side to Charli, as she developed interests outside of her friends and schoolwork for the first time – music made her feel like she was in her own secret world.


At age 14, Charli was taken by her dad to see the Sex Pistols reunion show. Watching a bunch of old men thrash about the stage, Charli was less than impressed. But something about their punk spirit must have seeped in, the genre’s DIY sensibility and attitude of rebellion laying the foundations for Charli’s creative path.


All those hours singing Spice Girls songs had paid off – Charli earned her Grade 8 in singing and started to take an interest in making her own music. Inspired by Uffie and her Ed Banger labelmates, and armed with a guitar, a Yamaha keyboard and a loan from her parents, she set out to make an album. In need of a stage name, she settled on Charli XCX, her MSN screen name at the time (the ‘XCX’ standing for kiss Charli kiss).


THE MYSPACE DEBUT


Charli’s early songs were mostly about her mates: floppy-haired boys, irritating girls and teenage ne’er-do-wells. In 2007, indie sleaze was rife, nu-rave was on the up and UK artists like The Streets, Kate Nash and The Kooks were selling out venues with their straight-talking, diaristic approach to songwriting.


Charli’s debut album 14 – the title referencing her age at the time – drew from the same reference pool: overlaying no-filter outpourings from her teenage brain with acoustic guitar and piano. She sang and played every instrument, roping in the help of producer Dan Bazzini to finesse the album before self-releasing it on ORGY Music, her own DIY label. It was only the album opener, ‘!Franchesckaaar!’, that showed hints of the electro-pop sound she would go on to adopt.


Seeing the likes of Lily Allen and Arctic Monkeys blow up after uploading songs on a then-nascent social media platform called MySpace, Charli wanted in. In 2007, aged 15, she made her first account, listing her influences as Uffie, M.I.A., Larrikin Love, Test Icicles, Lady Sovereign and ‘of course ... The Spice Girls’. MySpace was a game-changer for Charli: a place to express herself creatively, vlog and share her music publicly for the first time.


‘!Franchesckaar!’ became an early single. ‘It’s about typical posh girls from Cambridge who slouch about in their Jack Wills with all their clingy friends just being generally boring,’ she wrote on the platform. ‘I hate people like that, with no life in them! Everyone seems to think it’s a big jealous rant about some girl I went to school with, but that’s not really the angle I take on “!Franchesckaar!”. It’s more about this girl who has it all and just doesn’t know what to do with it, so instead carries on with her typical posh girl status.’


More singles came in 2008, more closely aligned to ‘!Franchesckaar!’s electro sound. ‘Art Bitch’ and ‘Emelline’ had propulsive beats, made for the raves that Charli was still too young to play.


Before long, her music caught the attention of Chas Cool, an east London promoter who, with her parents’ consent, introduced her to a world of underground parties. Her first rave was at the Peanut Factory in Hackney when she’d just turned 16. ‘My parents refused to let me go alone,’ Charli recalled. ‘I played at 3am. It felt like Skins, that was my only reference because I was so young and living in the countryside.’




[image: Lily Allen stands outdoors wearing a black dress and layered gold necklaces.]


Lily Allen in London, 2016







[image: Luke Pritchard performs on stage wearing a light shirt and dark trousers. He plays guitar and sings into a microphone.]


Luke Pritchard, lead singer of The Kooks, at T in the Park, 2008






THE RAVE YEARS


Charli was captivated by the whole scene – the music, the lifestyle, the fashion – and started to book more and more shows. Armed with her trusty iPod, she began to make a name for herself on the warehouse scene, becoming the teen queen of parties that involved bubbles, glitter and head-to-toe neon. ‘I like to really involve myself with the audience and jump around and get off the stage and roll around,’ she told Dazed at the time. ‘I like to be like a big firework – I just want to erupt!’


Playing raves at night and still turning up for college classes to get her A-levels – a deal struck with her parents – Charli was living an oddly double life, becoming a fixture on the ‘bloghouse’ fashion and music scene that was bubbling up. But her plan was working – she was inching closer towards a career in music, and eventually got spotted by Atlantic Records A&R Ed Howard. At 16, she chose to sign with Asylum Records, part of Atlantic, largely because of her connection with Howard and his wife, Miranda Cooper, one of the songwriting forces behind UK girl bands Girls Aloud and Sugababes.


‘I didn’t know what I sounded like yet.’


But despite her admiration for their work, she struggled with being pulled into the traditional pop system. ‘When you’re 16 and you sign and you go through rounds with producers, that kind of factory way where you go in and you meet someone and you do a song and you leave – you don’t really know who you are,’ she told The Fader in 2016. ‘Even though I think I wrote some really fucking good songs in that time, it sounded like everybody else. I didn’t know what I sounded like yet.’


Still, Charli started playing the game, doing press and promoting herself as an artist. By chance, her first-ever photoshoot was with Rankin. But a detour on her musical journey came via a stint at top-tier London fine art school the Slade School of Fine Art (where she once staged a performance piece involving a bikini stuffed with hamburgers). But art school wasn’t a fit: ‘I left because I’m not good at analyzing things,’ she admitted. ‘I wasn’t good at talking about my work and explaining it.’ Dropping out allowed her the time to focus on the ultimate goal: becoming the pop star she always wanted to be.




[image: Charli sings into a microphone wearing a voluminous dress with layers of pink and blue ruffles, black and white striped tights and a bright blue curly wig. She raises her left hand while performing on stage.]


Supporting Peaches at the Royal Festival Hall, London, April 2009





In June 2012, aged 20, Charli XCX released her first mixtape, Heartbreaks and Earthquakes, which was available on YouTube and Soundcloud for free. The eight tracks featured remixes and samples of tracks by Jai Paul, Blood Orange (also known as Dev Hynes), Rudimental and Drake, and were themed around some of Charli’s favourite movies: a very ’00s list that included Beyond the Black Rainbow (2010), The Craft (1996), Kill Bill (2003), Cruel Intentions (1999) and American Beauty (1999). The standout track was ‘Spoons’, for its house-ier sound.


The same month, Charli joined buzzy microblogging platform Tumblr and discovered a new way to share visual references and connect with her fans online. Posting glitchy photos of herself, and gifs of her favourite movies, her internet-based world-building continued. This was savvy; Charli recognized the benefit of building an online fandom long before follower counts were a barometer of success.


SUPER ULTRA


The mixtape made enough noise that when Frank Ocean dropped out of Coldplay’s Mylo Xyloto tour, Charli was booked as the replacement. The buzz around her live show had been building, with Charli earning frequent write-ups in the music blogs due to her energetic on-stage antics and penchant for keeping things weird (Echo & The Bunnymen covers? Enya’s ‘Orinoco Flow’ as walk-on music?) But despite easily packing out the back rooms of London pubs and warehouse raves, the Coldplay tour would be a stratospheric jump, giving Charli her first taste of performing to stadium-sized crowds and a glimpse of superstardom.


Written on the road, while on tour with Coldplay, Charli’s next release was Super Ultra, another mixtape that took all the internet references she was consuming and spat them out across eight tracks. ‘I feel like the mixtapes are really when I found myself as an artist,’ she explained to the Guardian in 2013. ‘They’re sort of like a collage of myself.’


Dropped in late 2012, with little fanfare but maximum intent, it was the sound of a pop outsider fully immersing herself in the digital underground. A neon-drenched fever dream of vaporous synths, skittering beats and reverberating heartbreak, Super Ultra captured Charli in flux – still enamoured with the gauzy haze of Tumblr-era electro-pop, yet already flirting with a more commercial future. Consequence called it ‘a candy-coated hit of molly, a pupil-dilating emotional explosion’. It was shadowy and self-assured, melding sultry R&B with pop. There was some head-scratching at the choice to feature Brooke Candy – a then-obscure rapper better known for her Tumblr notoriety and a cameo in Grimes’s ‘Genesis’ video than for any chart impact. But Charli was already ahead of the curve, attuned to the disruptive power of internet fame before the industry had fully caught on.




[image: Charli XCX performs wearing a sleeveless black outfit. She sings into a microphone. She stands in a star-shaped frame, which is part of the layout.]


Performing at Koko, London, January 2012
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