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Performing at the 67th Annual Grammy Awards, Los Angeles, February 2025
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Performing at Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival, Indio, April 2024
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Introducing Sabrina Annlynn Carpenter








In the early spring of 2024, a soon-to-be pop-music juggernaut, standing at just five feet tall and wearing a pink, heart-ornamented minidress, and with bright blonde ringlets framing her face, spoke three words that would ultimately push her from the corners of pop-culture consciousness to its beating centre.


‘This is “Espresso”,’ Sabrina Carpenter purred at the throng of fans dancing beneath her in the California desert heat, adding a flirty, ‘We hope you love it, Coachella!’ They did.


That performance – promoted by billboards lining the road to the festival grounds that showed a larger-than-life Sabrina in a vintage, light-blue Victoria’s Secret babydoll nightgown the same colour as her eyes, and the words ‘She’s gonna make you come ... to her Coachella set!’ beneath her – was the world’s first live taste of ‘Espresso’.


From the moment the lo-fi funky opening beat hit the ears of Carpenter’s fans, they were insatiable for the caffeinated hit, pushing the track to Song of the Summer status (based on its millions of Spotify streams and Billboard chart data) and making the absurd yet infectious line ‘that’s that me espresso’ a viral catchphrase. Less than a year after that desert showcase, Carpenter would perform the cheeky disco track at the 67th Annual Grammy Awards. That same night, ‘Espresso’ won the Grammy for Best Pop Solo Performance.


For many watching her quickly rise up the charts, it seemed like the pint-sized singer had appeared overnight. But, for Carpenter, the song’s success was a goal she’d been working towards for more than a decade – the result of five albums released between 2015 and 2022, a fruitful acting career, the support of family, friends and fans, and a massive amount of self-belief. ‘I always knew deep down that this was something I would do with my life,’ she told PAPER magazine a few months after her Coachella debut. ‘I didn’t ever really doubt that.’



POP PROPHECY


Sabrina Annlynn Carpenter was born on 11 May 1999 in Quakertown, Pennsylvania, and grew up outside of Philadelphia in East Greenville, Pennsylvania. Her parents, David Carpenter and Elizabeth Carpenter, a former dancer, have consistently supported her career. (Sabrina says David once said he was in a band, but that it was a garage band and she doesn’t really know if that’s true.) The youngest of four daughters, she was home-schooled with her siblings, who also happen to have pursued creative careers: Cayla is a hairstylist, Shannon is a dancer and Sarah is also a singer. Sabrina’s tight-knit family includes her aunt Nancy Cartwright, the voice actress known for her portrayal of Bart Simpson in The Simpsons, so it’s safe to say that extraordinary vocal talent was always in her blood. At only two years old, she enrolled in ballet and practised jazz, hip-hop, lyrical and modern dance, following in her mother’s footsteps. She’d turn a night out with family into a chance to show off her chops, singing for patrons at her hometown’s Irish pub at the request of a friendly waitress, who got her to sing ‘Happy Birthday’. Customers would try to tip the small singer, but her mum would make her give the cash back. Sabrina recalls the customers of the Limeport Inn as her first real audience.


The first official hint that Sabrina’s pop prophecy would come to fruition happened when she was just nine years old. Ambitious and precocious, she started posting covers of her favourite songs on YouTube, emulating the delivery of her idols: Taylor Swift’s ‘Picture to Burn’, Adele’s ‘Set Fire to the Rain’ and Christina Aguilera’s ‘Beautiful’. She even taught herself how to play piano, and then guitar, to upgrade her performances. She used those same videos in her submission to a contest run by one of her heroes – a singing competition called The Next Miley Cyrus Project. As a big Cyrus stan, Carpenter found the competition through fansite mileyworld.com and was the youngest contestant to enter. The judges were awed by her videos, including a choreographed rendition of Cyrus’s ‘Hoedown Throwdown’. In recent interviews, as Carpenter cringes over the old footage of her miming the lyrics, she recalls that as a time when she was finally able to get out of her shell and really perform for the camera. She landed in third place (out of 10,000 entries ... a distinction Carpenter likes to wink at in interviews), further igniting her desire to pursue a pop career. ‘After that contest ended – did not win, got to meet Miley, though, big perk – I kept doing it because I just loved it so much,’ Carpenter told Vogue in 2025.
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Promoting Eyes Wide Open with her father, mother and sister Shannon,New York, June 2015
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At the 83rd annual Hollywood Christmas Parade, California, December 2014





That love continued to blossom as she started taking her quest for success more seriously, her dad even transforming one of their family closets into a studio: putting up acoustic foam panels and painting the walls Sabrina’s favourite purple hue. Her parents helped her edit her YouTube videos, some of which are still going viral to this day (like the one where a pre-teen Sabrina, showing off her quirky personality, claims she can speak to cats). Sabrina’s mum also drove her to voice lessons – something Sabrina revealed and thanked her for during her Grammy acceptance speech. They would travel to Bala Cynwyd, a suburb outside of Philadelphia, where she would visit Rita Cavell Music Studio and work with her first vocal coach, the late Rita Cavell. In a 2018 post, around the time of Cavell’s passing, Sabrina noted that Cavell was also her mum’s vocal coach, and that her belief in the young artist’s vocal ability at just six years old was the reason her parents invested in her singing career. She thanked Cavell for teaching her about the greats, like Patsy Cline, Judy Garland and Etta James. At 11 years old, she released her first single, a love song called ‘Fall Apart’ (she later joked to Teen Vogue that she doesn’t recommend anyone listen to that song).


HOLLYWOOD RECORDS


At 12 years old, two years after being spotted on the Miley Cyrus competition, Sabrina signed a five-album deal with Disney-owned label Hollywood Records. But becoming a world-class pop act wasn’t the only entertainment avenue Carpenter was interested in. Even before signing with Hollywood Records, Sabrina had begun developing her acting career. Her television debut took place in 2011, when she played the role of a victim called Paula on NBC’s Law & Order: Special Victims Unit. The following year she became a regular on the short-lived Fox series The Goodwin Games, and in 2012, she featured in the made-for-TV movie Gulliver Quinn. She was also cast in the hit Netflix series Orange Is the New Black, where she played a high-school bully during flashback sequences. In 2013 she appeared in the dark fantasy film Horns, playing the younger version of the protagonist’s girlfriend. She also had multiple supporting and voice-over roles on Disney shows like Austin & Ally, Phineas and Ferb, Milo Murphy’s Law and Sofia the First, as well as the Disney film Adventures in Babysitting (2016).


GIRL MEETS WORLD


Sabrina and her family made the move from Pennsylvania to Los Angeles when she was around 13 years old so that she could get serious about her acting career. That’s when she took on her biggest television role: a main character in the Disney reboot of the popular ’90s sitcom Boy Meets World. In the new version, aptly titled Girl Meets World, Sabrina played Maya Hart, the best friend of the series protagonist. She put her own quick-witted, rebellious and openly emotional spin on the role, playing the part for three seasons. ‘The beauty of the show was that we really were at the age that we were playing,’ Carpenter told Teen Vogue about playing Hart, ‘and we were coming into ourselves as we were playing characters that were coming into themselves.’ The show was a success, running for 72 episodes and ending in January 2017.


After her series ended, Sabrina continued to pursue acting roles. In 2019 she starred in Tall Girl, followed by the sequel, Tall Girl 2, in which she played Harper, the main character’s smaller, more confident beauty-queen sister. In 2018 she starred in the film adaptation of the book The Hate U Give, playing Hailey Grant, one of the lead’s friends from prep school. In 2019, she also played the character of Nola in The Short History of the Long Road – a young girl trying to find herself after travelling in an RV with her father across the country. In 2020, she got to show off all those years of dance lessons in the Netflix film Work It. In the critically acclaimed 2022 film Emergency, Sabrina played Maddy, the sister of a college student drugged at a frat party. She also took on the lead role of Cady Heron in the Broadway musical Mean Girls in March 2020, though, unfortunately, she was only able to perform in two shows before the Covid-19 lockdown cut the run short.


Despite Sabrina finding early success in acting and quickly building a lucrative career, music remained her first love. In 2023 she told Glamour UK that she had no preference between acting and singing, and made career decisions based on the feeling of effortlessness and ease that came when an opportunity called to her. But, as the coming years would prove, as she shifted from Disney darling to big-label pop princess, music’s shouting would be a whole lot louder.







[image: Top left: Sabrina Carpenter stands with five others on a red carpet. Top right: Sabrina Carpenter and Rowan Blanchard smile as Rowan hugs Sabrina from behind. Bottom: Sabrina Carpenter and Rowan Blanchard sit at a table with papers.]


With the Girl Meets World cast at the Creative Arts Emmy Awards, Los Angeles, September 2015; promoting Girl Meets World with Rowan Blanchard, New York, June 2014; Girl Meets World production still
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Performing at Hot 99.5’s Jingle Ball 2018, Washington D.C, December 2018








Although Sabrina Carpenter has never shied away from her past (her YouTube channel still proudly displays the early pop covers she recorded at just nine years old), she has expressed mixed feelings about her early discography – albums she released between 2015 and 2019 on Hollywood Records. ‘For the people who love those early records and listen to them, I love you for that,’ she told Variety in 2024. ‘But I personally feel a sense of separation from them, largely due to the shift in who I am as a person and as an artist.’


The shift makes sense. Sabrina was only 12 years old when she signed her first artist contract, and in the years that followed, she recalls a lot of people in the industry leading her astray, either in the direction of her acting or music career. ‘I had to fight off a lot of voices and opinions and people controlling me when I was younger,’ she told PAPER. ‘Whether that be in music or acting because I was a child coming into this.’


Always the optimist, however, she’s also shared that she’s grateful for those experiences – that they honed her intuition, making it easier for her to trust her creative and business instincts as her career continued to grow. And despite those earliest music moments not always reflecting Sabrina’s true vision and ability, they did hint at who she would become as a global star – whether it be in terms of her worldview, vocal delivery or the lyricism that shines a light on emotional chaos and vulnerability.



CAN’T BLAME A GIRL


In March 2014, after releasing multiple promotional songs for Disney – including the track ‘Smile’ for the album Disney Fairies: Faith, Trust and Pixie Dust (2012) and ‘All You Need’ for the Sofia the First soundtrack – Sabrina turned to self-focused pursuits and released her debut single, ‘Can’t Blame a Girl for Trying’. The bubblegum, Colbie Caillat-esque folk-pop song – written in part by singer-songwriter Meghan Trainor – was a stripped-back acoustic track with lyrics about being dumb, young and happy to take a leap of faith for love. The early story arc, though not written by Carpenter, was a precursor to the complicated emotions she’d one day feel compelled to write about from her own perspective.


In her first-ever music video, Sabrina strums a guitar, accidentally steps in glitter, uses a banana as a phone and fumbles around as she awkwardly attempts to make it through the day. In a Vevo behind-the-scenes look for the video, Carpenter shares the story of the song, saying it focuses on the idea that ‘you can mess up a lot and you can fail a lot of times’, but you should embrace who you are because there’s nothing better than being yourself. The song picked up the Best Crush Song award at the 2015 Radio Disney Music Awards and, more importantly, introduced Sabrina Carpenter, the singer, to the world.


The next month, Sabrina released her first EP, also titled Can’t Blame a Girl for Trying, with songs she recorded while simultaneously filming for Girl Meets World. The four-track compilation included her previously released title track and a second single called ‘The Middle of Starting Over’ – a stomp-and-clap guitar moment with an inspirational message about embracing life mistakes. In the video, tween Sabrina is surrounded by friends, pillow-fighting, dancing in front of bright graffitied walls and picking petals from a daisy. She performed the song at the Big Ticket Summer in Halifax, Nova Scotia, on the chat show Fox & Friends and at the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade.


The EP also featured ‘White Flag’, a country-pop track, with lyrics about surrendering to life and learning to always get back up again. In it, Carpenter’s vocals shine through, as she dabbles in runs and showcases her vocal range. In a Popheads Reddit Q&A after the EP’s release, Carpenter shared that if she had to choose three songs to describe her life at the time, one of them would be ‘White Flag’. The EP closes with ‘Best Thing I Got’, a bubbly piano-focused love song with a climbing chorus.







[image: Sabrina Carpenter waves while standing on a platform. She wears a furry dress, black gloves and a knitted hat, with her other hand holding a railing.]


At the 88th Annual Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade, New York, November 2014
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Arriving at the 2018 Radio Disney Music Awards, Los Angeles, June 2018






AN EVOLUTION


In 2015, those same songs featured on Sabrina’s debut album, Eyes Wide Open. The album opens with the soulful title track and the phrase ‘Everybody loves to tell me I was born an old soul’, one that Sabrina says she heard often growing up. The slow-crawling ‘Too Young’ highlighted another saying, this time one she wanted to rally against in her personal and creative life, and the up-tempo ‘Right Now’ was a mantra for living in the moment. The album also featured ‘Darling I’m a Mess’, another Hawaiian-folk song written by Meghan Trainor, this time about being friend-zoned by an ex-love. Some critics remarked that Sabrina’s debut was a bit derivative but they still gave it credit for being rich in personality, with a magnetic, approachable energy.


In October 2016, she followed her debut with EVOLution, a sway from folk-pop straight into dance territory. The album’s lead single, ‘On Purpose’, showed off a bolder Sabrina, with echoing vocals and a spiralling electronic backing track, as she sang about falling for someone unexpectedly. The visuals also revealed a new version of the star, as she walked alone through London dressed in black – a stark contrast to the bright colours and teenybopper wardrobe that defined her Eyes Wide Open era.


EVOLution also saw one of Sabrina’s first hits. The album’s second single, ‘Thumbs’ – a jazzy bop with a menacing back beat, clashing percussion and scatting at the chorus – marked her first real chart impact, hitting number 1 on Billboard’s Bubbling Under Hot 100. She also performed the song, which was certified Platinum in the US, Australia and Norway, on The Late Late Show with James Corden, Today and at the Radio Disney Music Awards. In the video, Carpenter, again in black, shifts around a New York City subway as passengers sing along to the song. The album was promoted through two additional singles: an anthemic dance track called ‘All We Have Is Love’, with a backing gospel choir and surging chorus, and ‘Run and Hide’, a bare R&B song that spotlighted Sabrina’s soulful vocals.


In interviews, Carpenter explained the shift in her sound, noting that she had more writing credits on EVOLution than her previous release and pointing to the span of time between making music as a pre-teen and creating her second album as a young woman. She also mentioned wanting to have a bigger voice this time around, something more akin to that of vocalists like Adele and Christina Aguilera. Fans and critics appreciated this more mature, bolder version of Carpenter, and EVOLution debuted at number 28 on the US Billboard 200, giving Sabrina the opportunity to go on her first headline global tour. It sold out. There were early hints of what we now know as Sabrina’s iconic look, as she wore black lace outfits on stage and performed in front of a bright pink neon sign of her signature.



A SINGULAR TALENT


Sabrina’s third release, Singular: Act I, which came out in November 2018, was a pivotal moment for the star, as it was the first time she received co-writer credit for every song on the release. Originally, she planned to release one album under the title Singular. However, the songs she recorded over the two-year period after the release of EVOLution both thematically and musically felt like they belonged in two separate collections. The album led with the single ‘Almost Love’, a kinetic track that saw the 19-year-old singing with sultry R&B vocals about themes she hadn’t hit on in previous releases, spinning out a story of romantic tensions rising and even showing off her witty, lyrical ability with the line ‘I want you like a loner wants an empty room’. She told Billboard that when she first listened back to the song, she heard a confidence and personality in herself that she hadn’t registered before. The music video, set at the Pasadena Museum of History, was full of firsts for Sabrina; it featured provocative choreography, backing dancers, and our first look at her now-iconic platinum-blonde hair. The video also features a love interest, played by actor Noam Sigler, whom she kisses and turns into a Greek statue.


The album’s second single, ‘Sue Me’, was, according to Sabrina, who talked about the song with Variety, one of the first times she was super autobiographical in a song. The track, unfortunately, takes its inspiration from a lawsuit between Sabrina and her former music managers, Stan Rogow and Elliot Lurie, who argued that their termination by the star was without cause. Ultimately, Carpenter won the case and wrote the song about the feelings she experienced, likening it to a break-up and ‘how it feels when they want what they can’t have anymore’. She was back at it with her cheeky one-liners, too, remarking that her favourite line from the song was ‘That’s my name, don’t wear it out though’. The music video, inspired by the plot of Legally Blonde, shows Sabrina in a fur-trimmed sheer robe and polka-dot two-piece bathing suit – an aesthetic similar to that she would show off during future album releases. Her friend, the actress Joey King, also features in romcom-inspired visuals. In ‘Paris’, she sings, over synths and a gyrating beat, about the romantic city while distracted by a love interest in Los Angeles. She told fans on Twitter that her track ‘Bad Time’ was one of the songs on the album she had the most fun writing, noting that she had an ‘epiphany’ afterwards. In the jittery, electro-pop song, she sings about a lover who gets bored easily, and how their behaviour turns even a good time into a bad one. Her song ‘Why’ considers the idea of opposites attracting and she told Genius the lyrics were inspired by star-crossed relationships and the movies 10 Things I Hate About You (1999) and When Harry Met Sally (1989).







[image: Top left: Sabrina Carpenter sings into a microphone while leaning forward. Top right: Sabrina Carpenter raises her arm while singing. Bottom: Sabrina Carpenter performs under stage lights holding a microphone at her side.]


Performing at Y100’s Jingle Ball, Sunrise, Florida, December 2018





In the music video, she stars with Casey Cott as they spend time together in New York City; it was intentionally shot cinematically to capture the song’s inspiration. The album also featured ‘Alien’, a collaboration with DJ and dance producer Jonas Blue, about feeling alienated and lost in your feelings. In an interview with Billboard, she shared that she initially reached out to Blue on Twitter, telling him she was a fan and wanted to work together. The result is a mix of vulnerable lyricism over hip-hop and electronic beats; it hit number 1 on the US Dance Club Songs chart. On ‘Mona Lisa’, the track Sabrina referred to as her favourite on the album, she sings about urging a crush to make the first move. The brisk synth track comes in at just over two minutes – something she joked about on social media with fans, offering a formal apology and performing an extended version during the Singular tour.


The album was a big step forward for Sabrina, with PopCrush calling out her ‘playful psyche’ and many pointing to her leap from Disney Channel darling to pop artist, saying that she was finally coming into her own as a star.


Sabrina released her fourth album, Singular: Act II, in July of 2019. There was a notable difference in her sound and she talked about the difference between this release and her previous album, saying that Act I makes you comfortable, but Act II makes you feel uncomfortable enough to grow; she told Marie Claire that it was her most personal album to date. The album’s lead single, ‘Pushing 20’, came with heavy bass, R&B vocal delivery, and in-your-face lines about the autonomy she felt as she got closer to a new decade of life. In an interview with PopCrush, she recalls a producer asking her ‘How old are you now, you pushing 20?’ as being the initial lyrical inspiration, with the rest of the song being about the expectations that come with becoming an adult. Her next single, ‘Exhale’, was one of her most intimate releases, as she talked about her family, feeling overwhelmed with life and imposter syndrome. In the track, over lush strings, she sings about the struggle of listening to labels, ‘the man’, and outside voices. She continues with that streak of vulnerability on her third single, ‘In My Bed’, an electro-pop song about dealing with anxiety – the song title and lyrics a play on the idea of being in her head.
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