
[image: ]



[image: ]




Published in 2020 by Mortimer

An Imprint of Welbeck Non-Fiction Limited, part of Welbeck Publishing 20 Mortimer Street London W1T 3JW

Text © 2020 Welbeck Non-Fiction Limited, part of Welbeck Publishing Group

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronically, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of the copyright owners and the publishers.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Project Editor: Ross Hamilton

Design: Russell Knowles

Production: Rachel Burgess

Picture Research: Steve Behan

eISBN 978-1-03543-548-7

Disclaimer: This book is a guide book intended for general informational purposes only. The publisher and the author are not associated with any Individuals, entities, trademarks, service marks and trade names referred to herein, which are the property of their respective owners and are used solely for identification purposes. The publisher and the author make no warranties as to the accuracy, completeness or currency of any information. This book is a publication of Welbeck Non-fiction Limited and has not been licensed, approved, sponsored, or endorsed by any person or entity.




CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER ONE: NO PLACE LIKE HOME

CHAPTER TWO: THE FAMILY BUSINESS

CHAPTER THREE: SOUND AND COLOUR

CHAPTER FOUR: FAR FROM HOME

MORE ME THAN I AM: BILLIE’S STYLE

CHAPTER FIVE: PHENOM

CREDITS



[image: ]




[image: ]

INTRODUCTION

BILLIE EILISH IS, QUITE SIMPLY, THE SOUND OF NOW. HER BODY OF WORK IN JUST A FEW SHORT YEARS IS PRECISELY HOW YOU EXPECT THE SECOND DECADE OF THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY – WITH ALL OF ITS FLAWS, FAILURES AND FEARS – TO SOUND.

Without looking back at the past or apeing the sound of her peers, Billie is making thoroughly modern music that looks, feels and sounds like no other artist around. In short, she has captured that creepy feeling we all sense about the world today and distilled it into creepy, freaky, utterly hypnotic – and strangely uplifting – music. The fact that Billie has yet to turn 20 years old is mind-blowing.

So many adjectives have been advanced toward Billie ever since she first appeared – strangely, magically, without warning – in 2015. And all of them are true. And false. Because none of them matter. Billie is Billie.

As we’ve come to discover about this singular shooting star, all that matters is being “what, and who, you want”. From her fans and critics, Billie has won praise and adulation for her authenticity, for her confidence in her own creative vision and the strength of her self-worth, and for not adhering to any rules, including her own. Even the behemoths of rock are behind Billie’s ethos, citing her as a modern punk rebelling against everything, and nothing. “What I’m seeing happening with my daughters is the same revolution that happened to me at their age,” Dave Grohl, legendary Nirvana drummer and Foo Fighters singer, said of Billie. “They’re becoming themselves through her music.” Radiohead’s Thom Yorke agreed. “You’re the only one doing anything … interesting nowadays,” he told Billie. Finneas, Billie’s brother, later described the comment to Billie as “the coolest thing anyone’s ever said to you”. It’s not just cool – it’s absolutely spot on.

With Billie’s trippy, disjointed and bleak take on all genres of music, and her baggy dress sense – “a collective middle finger to the strictures of teen-pop sex appeal” or just Billie dressing in what she feels comfortable, you decide – Billie Eilish may be different from any other pop star on earth, but yet she is no different from her fans. They are one and the same. She speaks for them and is with them. It’s the Billie Eilish Paradox. The singer is a rebellious anti-hero and, conversely, also the safest role model around. Billie doesn’t do drugs or drink, she doesn’t sexualize her art or her body, and she wears her love for her family on her over-sized sleeves. She cares about her fans, yet she deliberately sets out to terrorize and petrify them. She looks terrifying, yet she stills jumps the last few feet into bed “in case there’s a monster underneath waiting to grab her”. Billie has conquered the music industry by doing everything she’s not supposed to, which, paradoxically, will become the norm. But above all, Billie’s global success is down to one simple truth: Billie is Billie. She does exactly what she wants her way. And you daren’t look away.

“BILLIE HAS TAPPED INTO SOME OF THAT ISOLATION, THAT SOCIAL ANXIETY, THAT GLOBAL ANXIETY, GOING ON RIGHT NOW, AND THE WAY THAT IT AFFECTS YOUR OUTLOOK IN LIFE. HER LYRICS AND THE IDEAS ARE SO DIALLED IN AND SO CREATIVE AND SO BRILLIANT, BUT SHE’S ALSO STILL A TEENAGER AND SHE’S NOT TRYING TO BE ANYTHING SHE’S NOT.” ZANE LOWE
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CHAPTER ONE:

NO PLACE LIKE HOME

WHEN BILLIE EILISH RECORDED THE VOCALS OF HER BROTHER’S HAUNTING POP BALLAD, “OCEAN EYES”, AGED JUST 13, LITTLE DID SHE KNOW THE FUSS IT WOULD CAUSE. FIVE YEARS LATER, BILLIE’S BODY OF WORK TRANSCENDS GENRES, TASTES AND AGE. THE SINGER NOW STANDS ON THE PRECIPICE OF BECOMING POP CULTURE’S MOST VALUABLE ASSET, AN ARTIST WHO REPRESENTS THE PERFECT MIRROR TO THESE DARK, TWISTED TIMES. BUT, NO MATTER HOW FAR BILLIE TRAVELS INTO THE POP STRATOSPHERE, HOME WILL ALWAYS KEEP HER FEET CONNECTED TO THE GROUND. “IT MADE ME WHO I AM… .”
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An aerial view of Billie’s home town – Highland Park, Los Angeles.

In her journey from an unknown teenager to one of the world’s most watched and most visually striking, modern cultural icons, Billie has remained resolutely herself. Even her critics can’t fault her fans’ claim as the real deal.

Before Billie was born, in Highland Park, a gritty borough of Los Angeles, her parents, “unemployed” actors and musicians Maggie Baird and Patrick O’Connell, had been struggling to make ends meet. “People have a really weird interpretation of how I grew up, and I think it’s because I’m a girl, I’m from LA and an artist,” Billie says of her upbringing. “Automatically, people think you’re from Beverly Hills. Not at all. Highland Park has become popular now but growing up there, it was not like that at all … I couldn’t go outside past dark because it was too dangerous … There were gunshots – a lot. ”

When Billie arrived in December 2001, her parents had enjoyed walk-on parts in popular US TV shows such as Friends, Curb Your Enthusiasm and The West Wing. Both Maggie and Patrick were respected actors – Maggie was even a member of revered comedy troupe the Groundlings, with Will Ferrell, and was comedian Melissa McCarthy’s first improvization teacher – but respect couldn’t pay all the bills. “I grew up with no money at all, I grew up poor. I had one pair of shoes and a shirt,” recalled Billie. For Maggie and Patrick, fame always remained just around the corner. In the late 1990s, the couple decided to put their acting dreams on hold and instead dedicate their lives to becoming the best parents they could.

[image: ]

Styled by American Outfitters, Billie attends the Teen Vogue Young Hollywood Gala, 23 September 2016.

“PRETTY MUCH MY WHOLE LIFE I’VE BEEN A PERFORMER AND HAVE LOVED SINGING AND WRITING SONGS IN MY ROOM FOR MY OWN EARS. I NEVER THOUGHT A CAREER AS A MUSICIAN WAS POSSIBLE.”
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A rare smile by Billie as she rocks up to the Teen Vogue Young Hollywood Gala, 23 September 2016.

To do so, Maggie and Patrick filled the family home with music, sound and colour. And few rules. Home was a very small two-bedroom house, with Maggie and Patrick sleeping on a futon in the living room in order for Finneas and Billie to have their own bedrooms. Despite its petite size, the house had three upright pianos, one for every room.

“My whole family is really musical,” Billie remembers. “My brother and my mom both write songs and my dad has always played the piano and ukulele. When we were little, my dad would make us mix tapes with songs by artists like the Beatles and Avril Lavigne, so we learned a lot from those.” Indeed, the family even declared a rule. “We kind of had a rule in the house that no one would ever make you go to sleep if you were playing music,” says Maggie, Billie’s mom. “Music trumped everything.”

With music forever swirling around their small home, the family became closer than most. It was between the hallway connecting the two children’s bedrooms that Billie and her big brother by four years, Finneas, developed a chemistry that would form the basis of their songwriting success. On top of the family’s dedication to music, Billie’s parents believed that home schooling was best for the children, a decision they made because Billie was a “sensitive child with severe separation anxiety” – anxieties that would build into other forms of mental health issues as Billie entered adolescence. Billie slept in her parents’ bed until she was 10 years old. “One of us was with her literally around the clock,” said Patrick. “Both kids were hard, but in different ways,” recalls Maggie. “Finneas tortured you, but he was tortured himself, so you felt bad for him. Whereas Billie enjoyed torturing you. She had no sympathy at all. She was like, ‘Oh, you’re crying? You’re weak.’” “I was horrible,” recalls Billie. “My goal was to get you to scream.”
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Billie’s YouTube Top 10

1. “BAD GUY” 2. “LOVELY” (WITH KHALID) 3. “WHEN THE PARTY’S OVER” 4. “BELLYACHE” 5. “BURY A FRIEND” 6. “OCEAN EYES” 7. “IDONTWANNABEYOUANYMORE” 8. “YOU SHOULD SEE ME IN A CROWN” 9. “ALL THE GOOD GIRLS GO TO HELL” 10. “MY BOY”



“I’M LUCKY TO HAVE A FAMILY THAT I LIKE, AND THAT LIKES ME. THE ONLY REASON I DO WHAT I DO IS BECAUSE MY PARENTS DIDN’T FORCE ME. IF THEY’D SAID, ‘HERE’S A GUITAR, HERE’S A MICROPHONE, SING AND WRITE,’ I WOULD HAVE BEEN LIKE, ‘GOODBYE! I’M GOING TO GO DO DRUGS.’”

Home schooling allowed the family to stay together, as well as giving Billie and Finneas the opportunity to indulge in their love of singing, dancing and composing, subjects that they had expressed interest in since pre-school. “I’m home-schooled and have been for my whole life,” recalled Billie. “Instead of being forced to learn certain things in school that I won’t really ever use in the world, I got to learn about things that I’m actually interested in and want to pursue. With everything happening with my music right now, being home-schooled has been really great.”

While Finneas plonked himself at the pianos and guitar, Billie’s initial creative form of expression lay in ballet, tap, jazz, hip-hop and contemporary dance. And it was her love of dancing that ultimately led to her singing. “I was a dancer for a very long time, I should still be a dancer, but I got injured so I’m not,” recalls Billie. “Dancing is what I thought I was really going to be focusing on. I was dancing eleven hours a week, recitals and all that. I mean dancing is what I thought I’d be doing, I kind of still am, because I dance when I’m on stage and I dance in videos and I want to have dancers eventually. I never really thought about having a ‘job’ job.”

For several years Billie danced to her heart’s content, even joining a competitive dance company. “That was probably when I was the most insecure,” she recalls. “And I’ve never felt comfortable in really tiny dancer’s clothes. I was always worried about my appearance. That was the peak of my body dysmorphia. I couldn’t look in the mirror at all.”
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Billie gate-crashes the premiere of Everything Everything, 6 May 2017. “Ocean Eyes” appears in the film.

One day Billie’s dreams of becoming a professional dancer quite literally crashed to the ground. “I was in a hip-hop class with all the seniors, the most advanced level, and I ruptured the growth plate in my hip.” The injury meant she had to quit competitive dancing for good. That one truth destroyed her. She was 11. “I think that’s when the depression started,” Billie remembers. “It sent me down a
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