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INTRODUCTION

Charli XCX is probably one of the most influential artists in the world today – after all, how many people do you know who have singlehandedly dictated the vibe of an entire summer? – but, as she told Zane Lowe in an interview for Apple Music, ‘This has been the total opposite of an overnight success story.’2

From writing songs in her teenage bedroom and being driven to raves by her nervous parents to playing sold-out arena shows and inspiring presidential candidates to rebrand their campaign materials, Charli has been on an almost unimaginable journey – one that can be characterised by hard work, a refusal to compromise and a commitment to reinvention and creativity. In other words, being a total badass.

With her versatility and endless thirst for discovering something new, Charli has developed a reputation for surprising fans and critics alike, often changing her sound significantly from album to album – she once told Rolling Stone: ‘For me, the pendulum has to swing so drastically for me to feel inspired.’3

She’s one of the most prolific songwriters out there, she has the entire internet in a chokehold and she seems capable of sparking a cultural reset with every new release. This is Charli XCX – and she’s not messing around.




‘I’M CHARLI XCX. I MAKE MUSIC FOR MYSELF, NOT ANYBODY ELSE.’1





[image: Chapter header, WAREHOUSE RAVES AND MIXTAPES, A legend is born – with an iPod and a dream.]

I’M A CHARLI GIRL

Charlotte Emma Aitchison was born on 2 August 1992 in Cambridge, UK. Her dad, Jon, is Scottish and her mum, Shameera, was born in Uganda to Gujarati parents. Charli attended private school, and developed a love of music – and performing – from an early age. She told Interview magazine that she used to ‘bully my friends into imitating the Spice Girls on the playground’,4 and on a family cruise holiday, she once insisted on performing Aqua’s ‘Barbie Girl’ onstage. She told Glamour: ‘My parents really didn’t want me to do it, because they were worried I’d cry onstage and they’d have to come up and get me. But I was OK. I sang the whole thing a cappella, with no music, which must have been pretty awkward.’5

As well as Aqua and the Spice Girls, the young Charli loved Lily Allen: ‘[She] was outspoken and ran her mouth, and had the songs to back it up. She was a fully formed, flawed person.’6

[image: Charli stands facing forward wearing a halter top with her hair styled in a short bob.]
1.

SCHOOL DAYS AND 14

It’s hard to imagine now, considering that she’s one of the coolest women on the entire planet, but Charli has spoken in interviews about how uncool she felt at school: ‘I always felt like a loser. I had friends, but 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.’7

As if Charli could ever be boring. She started learning to play guitar and keyboard, and began writing her own music. When she was 14, her parents loaned her the money to record her first mixtape, 14. She self-released it in 2007, though in a 2024 interview with Variety, she said she finds it embarrassing to look back on now: ‘God, I hate that album so much. I haven’t listened to it for a decade, at least. It was sort of transitional – there are guitar songs on that record, but also elements of me exploring dance music. Some of those songs are terrible, but I think there was a style there, a direction.’8

‘Where I grew up […] me and my friends, we weren’t really in culture, you know, we weren’t experiencing nightlife or London. We were just watching Skins; that was, like, the closest thing.’9

[image: Charli sits at a table wearing a collared shirt and jacket with sunglasses placed on the table in front of her.]
2.

BABY’S FIRST WAREHOUSE RAVE

The teenager started uploading music to Myspace, and chose her stage name based on her MSN Messenger and chatroom handle, Charlixcx. An East London promoter heard her songs on Myspace and invited her to play at a rave when she was just 15 years old.

Looking back on that moment in an interview with GQ, Charli revealed: ‘My mum in particular was terrified. She grew up in Uganda and never really drank, never smoked a cigarette.’10 All the same, Charli’s parents drove her to the huge warehouse space in Hackney Wick – and none of them was sure what to expect. ‘I was told to be there at 10pm. We got there at 9.30. The doors weren’t open yet. It was just me and my parents,’ she later told the Guardian.11

Charli eventually made it onstage at 3am, and her parents hung out at the back and watched her perform. Describing the experience to Rolling Stone years later, she said: ‘Everyone was just fucking high … I stood on a fucking crate and performed with an iPod. It was pretty raw, and there were loads of people dressed in these zebra cat suits.’12

It was a game-changing moment for the young musician. ‘I lived in Hertfordshire,’ she told the Guardian. ‘I’d never been to a party like this before. I didn’t know anything about rave culture, or club-kid culture, or gay culture – everything was a first that night.’

[image: Charli performs on stage wearing a leather jacket and sunglasses while holding a microphone.]
3.

FINDING HER FEET

At 18, Charli moved to London to study at Slade School of Fine Art. She later told the Guardian: ‘I found it very intimidating.
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