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[image: Charli reclines across a row of cinema seats, her body twisted slightly with her torso angled towards the camera. Her legs are bent and crossed at the knees, and one arm rests near her hip. She wears an all‑black leather outfit including a studded jacket over a black t-shirt, matching trousers and high‑heeled boots.]


Charli at the Hammer Museum in Los Angeles, March 2020.






“It’s all about the attitude, that’s the secret to pulling off a Charli x c x look.






It’s the poses she throws just as much as the clothes.”

STYLIST CHRIS HORAN, 2024








Introduction

She’s the champagne-popping, sunglasses-at-night party girl who is equally at home on the fashion front row as she is at an East London warehouse party. Charli x c x’s fearless, playful sense of style follows the ethos of her pop electro sound: to embrace hedonism, to be happy and free in yourself, to dress for comfort as well as to look good, and that a pair of sunglasses and an “it bag” is always the right mood.

Now everything she says may be iconic, but Charlotte Aitchison felt uncool at school and found her identity through music, sharing her sound on MySpace and playing at illegal raves when she was only 16 years old. After finding international success as a songwriter of mega-hits “I Love It”, “Fancy” and “Boom Clap”, she straddled the mainstream pop world and the underground electro scene, releasing mixtapes over albums, choosing intimate gigs and festivals, and mixing high fashion with BDSM aesthetics.


[image: Charli sits on a sofa with her hands resting on the cushions and her legs bent, looking towards the camera. She wears sunglasses, a silver necklace and a blue‑and‑white patterned wristband on her right wrist. Her left fingernails are painted yellow. She is dressed in a sleeveless graphic top that has shades of green, yellow, white and black and features an illustration of a long‑haired figure, paired with light‑pink shorts. Her hair is styled in a spiky, messy look with dark roots and yellow sections underneath and at the front.]


Charli in a Marc Jacobs “Melting Girl” T-shirt at the Heaven by Marc Jacobs Fall 2022 Party in Brooklyn, New York.




[image: Charli wears a beret‑style hat, a black choker necklace and a cropped top with gold‑toned buttons and a frayed hem, paired with a skirt. Her makeup features pink eyeshadow and red lipstick. She stands with her body angled slightly towards the camera, her face turned to the side and her hands tucked into the pockets of her skirt. Her hair is styled in loose waves.]


Charli in leopard print and denim at the Royal Academy of Arts Summer Exhibition Preview Party 2016.



With 2022’s Crash, Charli toyed with the concept of being a major pop star, making chart-friendly hits, performing choreographed dance moves, and wearing bikinis and bodysuits for sweat-drenched, energetic performances. And then there was her sixth album, Brat, which defined the summer of 2024. With its “360” party girl message and the pounding beats of tracks such as “Von Dutch”, it was the escapism that was needed in the middle of political uncertainty and a cost-of-living crisis.

On the BBC Sounds podcast Sidetracked in June 2024, Charli described the concept of “brat” as a “pack of cigs, a Bic lighter and a strappy white top with no bra”, and the fashion was an essential part of the vibe. She mixed crop tops with tailoring, the sheen of black leather with a crisp white shirt, acid-washed denim and a slogan tee, and a flash of cleavage; braless rather than push-up. It’s a look that could take her from pounding the streets during the day to leaving the club at 4 a.m.

Charli x c x is a contradiction: of high gloss pop and gritty industrial goth; of writing chart hits and performing a viral Boiler Room DJ set. She’s the polished red carpet queen in Balenciaga and Saint Laurent who is also unafraid to stir up controversy by embracing “naked dressing”. She’s the hedonist who carries hair extensions and a lighter in her “it bag” and always goes to the after-party – and she is also a canny businesswoman who knows how to be one step ahead of the zeitgeist.

“It’s all about the attitude,” said Chris Horan, Charli’s stylist since 2021, in an interview with British Vogue in March 2024. “That’s the secret to pulling off a Charli x c x look. It’s the poses she throws just as much as the clothes.”


[image: Lorde and Charli x c x stand together facing the camera, both holding up peace signs. Charli has her mouth open, while Lorde smiles with her teeth showing. Lorde wears a long‑sleeved black velvet dress with sequinned embellishments down the front, and her hair is long, wavy and parted to the side. Charli wears a neon lime‑green mini dress with a peach fluffy jacket featuring patterned lining at the cuffs and hem. She has sunglasses pushed up on her head, and her hair is worn wavy with a side part.]


A long-standing friendship: Lorde with Charli at the 2014 MTV Video Music Awards.




[image: Charli x c x wears a sleeveless sequinned bodycon dress with a high neckline in shades of gold, green and silver, paired with a choker necklace. She looks directly at the camera, one hand on her hip and the other bent near her shoulder, her fingers slightly curled and painted red. Her makeup includes dark eyeshadow with lined eyes and red lipstick.]


Charli photographed at the American Music Awards of 2014.




[image: Charli captured mid‑stride as she walks along a pavement, looking downwards. She wears a long black coat with a belted closure, a lapel collar and black fur trim draped over her arms, paired with open‑toed high heels.]


Dressing for the Crash publicity tour, March 2022: leaving the Hot 79 radio show in New York in a Hardware leather trench and lime green Gianvito Rossi sandals.






CHAPTER 1 Style Trajectory

Starting out – MySpace and warehouse parties

From a young age, Charlotte Emma Aitchison felt like she was living a double life. She was born in 1992 in Cambridge, England, to Jon, a businessman, and Shameera, a Gujarati Muslim nurse. Shameera was forced to flee Uganda with her family in the 1970s when dictator Idi Amin expelled the ethnic Indian population. They arrived in the UK with only the belongings they could carry, and it was a struggle to adapt to a new life. “Mum remembers landing at Stansted and it was snowing. She’d never seen that before. She didn’t have a coat. They’d never needed coats in Uganda – they were freezing,” Charli recalled in The Guardian in 2018.

Because Shameera had suffered from racist abuse when she was younger – including having a milkshake thrown over her – she chose not to teach her only child Gujarati, and Charli was raised in a mostly white world. In contrast, she spent her weekends at her grandparents’ house in Crawley, watching Bollywood films and eating Indian food. “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,” she told Vogue Singapore in 2024.


[image: Charli performs on stage, holding a microphone close to her mouth. Her other arm is extended outwards with her hand clenched into a fist. She wears her hair in a high ponytail with some strands falling loose. She is dressed in a yellow crop top and dark bottoms featuring an animal‑print panel at the lower waist, along with a wristband. Her fingernails are painted an orangish‑red shade.]


Performing at Troubadour, West Hollywood, August 2012.



At school she was the half-Indian girl with the frizzy hair who stood out from the “blonde, white girls” and was teased for her thick monobrow. These Bishop’s Stortford College girls would be the subject of “!Franchesckaar!”, her debut single and the only track released from 14, the album she wrote and produced when she was just 14. With its title a riff on the pronouncement of the name Francesca, she poked fun at the identikit, rich white girls in their Jack Wills and Uggs, with their blue eyes and straight hair, who all the boys wanted to be with. “She follows fashion conformity with all her friends ... eek!” Charli wrote in a blog post.

She might have been a self-described nerd but she was desperate to be different. And to make herself stand out and to connect with people, she began making music – because one of her biggest fears was to be boring. As grunge gave way to Girl Power in the late 1990s, Charli adored Britney Spears and the Spice Girls – her song “1999” with Troye Sivan is an ode to this time. Whenever she and her friends played at being the ultimate Girl Power group, she was always the one who had to be Scary Spice because of her hair, when she really wanted to be Baby, with the blonde bunches and baby-doll dresses.


[image: Charli sings into a microphone, her head slightly tilted and her mouth open mid‑performance. She holds the microphone stand with one hand. She wears a dark outfit with a large animal‑print hood.]


Accessorizing with faux fur and dolls’ heads while taking part in the HMV Next Big Thing festival in London, 2010.



Her earliest memory of performing was when she was on a family holiday cruise at the age of five or six. There was a talent competition as part of the onboard entertainment and she insisted that she go up on stage to sing Aqua’s “Barbie Girl”. It was a huge hit over the summer of 1997 with its cartoon vocals that masked the double entendre. “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,” she told Glamour in 2012. But as “awkward” as she remembered it being, she won the contest.

She transitioned from listening to Britney and “Barbie Girl” to appreciating Björk, Kate Bush and The Cure. But the biggest influence on her sound would be the electroclash movement of the early 2000s. Artists such as Miss Kittin & The Hacker, Fischerspooner and Peaches brought avant-garde performance to their electro synthpop sound. She also took inspiration from the French electro Ed Banger collective, home of musicians such as Justice, Uffie and DJ Mehdi. Belgian electronic group Soulwax’s 2002 compilation As Heard on Radio Soulwax Pt. 2 (released under the name 2ManyDJs), which mashed up artists such as Dolly Parton and Peaches, would also be a major inspiration as she began making her own music.


[image: Charli sits on a round stool, leaning back slightly with one leg crossed over the other and her head tilted upwards. She holds a microphone upside down near her mouth, her right arm raised and bent at the elbow. She wears a dark short‑sleeved bodysuit with a fluffy pink section featuring a doll’s face across the chest, paired with sheer black patterned tights and bracelets on her right wrist. Her hair is curly. The scene is set on a stage with a banner in the background.]


Charli’s eclectic early performance style, 2010.




[image: Charli wears a pair of sunglasses and a black, shiny leather jacket with silver zips over a black bodysuit and tights featuring thick, horizontal brownish‑red and white stripes. She stands with her body angled slightly to the right, holding a microphone to her mouth with her right hand. The background is illuminated with lighting in various colours.]


Performing onstage at the Roundhouse, London, March 2011.



“I started writing my own things when I was about eight,” she told Interview magazine in 2009. And as she experimented with a Yamaha keyboard and an eight-track digital recorder, she released her music on her own MySpace page, using her MSN Messenger username, Charli x c x. At the time she watched in admiration at the rise of fearless female songwriters such as Lily Allen, who had built up a following on MySpace. Lily dressed in cute dresses and trainers and “was outspoken and ran her mouth, and had the songs to back it up,” said Charli in an interview with The Face in 2024.

Her first album, or mixtape, 14, was entirely self-penned and self-performed, and she recorded it in a studio over the summer of 2007, thanks to money from her dad. She had planned to just sell it to her school friends, but after it gained traction on MySpace, she released her first single, “¡Franchesckaar!”, in August 2008.

When a club promoter invited her to play at an illegal rave, her supportive parents agreed to drive her from their home in Hertfordshire to a warehouse in Hackney Wick. Her mum, she said, was “terrified” because it was completely alien to her own background, but her dad had been an event promoter when he was younger, so he was more knowledgeable of that world. With the pounding music, blinding strobes and the crowd worked up into a drug-fuelled state of ecstasy, it was an eye-opening experience for all of them.

“I lived in Hertfordshire. 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,” she said to The Guardian in July 2018. The experience lit a fuse and she embraced the music, the energy
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