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INTRODUCTION

‘I WANT TO BE A SONGWRITER. I DON’T WANT TO BE THE BIGGEST POPSTAR THAT EVER LIVED.’1


In January 2021, with much of the world still in lockdown due to the Covid-19 pandemic, a young woman from California took the internet by storm with the instant viral success of her single ‘drivers license’. Ever since, Olivia Rodrigo has been on a roll.

Although she started out acting as a Disney Channel kid, Olivia’s first love was always songwriting, and her angelic yet haunting vocals and incredible skill as a lyricist have secured her position as one of the most successful singer-songwriters on the planet.

She played her first live show at the Brit Awards, hung out with Joe Biden at the White House, and has appeared onstage with everyone from Weezer to Alanis Morissette. Uncompromising, committed and a force to be reckoned with – this is Olivia Rodrigo.




[image: Chapter Header, A POPSTAR IN THE MAKING, Olivia’s early musical influences and breakout role.]

TINY ROCKER

On 20 February 2003, Olivia Rodrigo was born in Murrieta, California. She grew up in nearby Temecula, which she has described as ‘the suburbs of the suburbs’.2 Olivia lived at home with her mum, Jennifer, a teacher, and her dad, Chris, a therapist – and also a pet snake called Stripes. ‘They kept it in my bedroom when I was three years old,’ she told GQ. ‘And I’m like, “You kept a fucking snake in my bedroom?”’3

The house was filled with music from the get-go, and little Olivia grew up listening to bands like No Doubt, Pearl Jam and Green Day – all influences that can be seen in her work today. ‘My parents love nineties alternative rock,’ she told the New Yorker in 2023. ‘I grew up listening to the Smashing Pumpkins and Hole and the White Stripes, and also, from a very early age, I fell in love with a lot of female singer-songwriters. I realised that was the lineage I wanted to follow in.’4 She counts among her idols Carole King, Joni Mitchell, Pat Benatar and Alanis Morissette (whom she describes as ‘a bit of a guiding light for me’).5

[image: A framed portrait of American Singer-Songwriter and Actress Olivia Rodrigo.]
FOUR-YEAR-OLD PROBLEMS

Olivia’s love for music became apparent to her parents very quickly. ‘I always loved songwriting,’ she told the New Yorker in a 2023 interview. ‘That was my first love, my first passion when I was so young. I remember being four years old or something, and making up all these crazy songs about my four-year-old problems.’6

What kind of problems might a four-year-old Olivia have, you might ask? ‘I would get a microphone from the Dollar Tree and make up songs about being lost in the grocery store,’ she told Vogue. ‘I was always singing. I was always supermotivated to do things.’7

[image: Two young women, including Olivia Rodrigo in the centre with fair skin, dark, wavy hair and a dark sleeveless top, play an arcade water-gun game. Both lean forward enthusiastically with wide smiles, gripping the handles of mounted green-and-yellow water blasters outdoors, in the busy and crowded gaming arcade.]
RINGING ‘THE BELS’

A lot of popstars say they started young, but after starting out with those tunes about getting lost in the supermarket, Olivia wrote and recorded her first original song at the age of five. The song in question was a Christmas ditty about listening out for the bells on Santa’s sleigh, for which she crafted her own record cover, complete with a photo of her in a Santa hat and the handwritten title ‘the bels’. Pretty darn cute, right?

Twenty years later, Jimmy Fallon played a snippet of it while she was appearing as his guest on The Tonight Show, treating the audience to the track’s adorable vocals, with the lyrics ‘Ho, ho, ho, ho, wait for the bells’. As Olivia giggled, Jimmy declared, ‘I like that, that’s a jam. You wrote a jam at five years old.’8

Maybe fans will get a festive re-release some time in the future – until then, we’ll just have to wait for the bels.

[image: Olivia Rodrigo stands at the entrance of the Disney Radio Music Awards, in front of a purple backdrop printed with the event’s name and other brands. She wears a sleeveless, white shift dress adorned with white floral appliques and lace trim. Her dark hair is styled in an updo, and she faces forward with a slight smile.]
PLAYING HER FIRST NOTES

Olivia had a popstar-themed birthday party when she turned six, and also started acting and singing lessons at about this time. She started piano lessons at age nine, though initially she didn’t like it – ironic, considering it’s the instrument she often turns to first when she is writing a new song.

‘I was not going to be a classical pianist,’ she told Music Week. ‘It was not my jam to learn songs that other people wrote and then play them. But I’m glad my parents forced me, because playing piano is a skill I utilise every day.’9

In interviews, Olivia has described how her time at the piano enabled her to take her songwriting to a new level. ‘When I was maybe 12 or 13 years old, I was … learning how to write songs to chords, and that’s when everything kind of took off. I fell in love with it, and it’s been my life ever since.’10

[image: Olivia Rodrigo sits on a bed in a bedroom, wearing a blue long-sleeve top with yellow stripes. A multi-layer string of fairy lights and hanging photographs line the wall behind the headboard, flanked by curtains. She plays a keyboard with her eyes focused downward.]
HOMESCHOOLED GIRL

Olivia started going to auditions, but it wasn’t all plain sailing. She told NME: ‘I think auditions are really rough for anyone. I know people who’ve gone into their first audition and booked it, but that definitely was not my experience.’11

Eventually, she secured her first role, in a 2015 direct-to-video film called An American Girl: Grace Stirs up Success. She also appeared in an episode of New Girl in 2017. Her big break, however, came when she landed the role of Paige in the Disney Channel show Bizaardvark. The family moved to LA, and Olivia was homeschooled. Years later, she told the BBC, ‘I went to school onset, on my little laptop, from the age of 12. At the time, I didn’t realise it, but it’s a unique way to grow up.’12 In another interview, Olivia shared that she had a moment on her 20th birthday when she realised: ‘“Oh shit, I worked my whole childhood and I’m never going to get it back.” I didn’t go to football games, I didn’t have this group of girlfriends I hung out with after school. It’s kind of sad.’13

It wasn’t all bad news, though. As well as providing her with inspiration for her song ‘ballad of a homeschooled girl’, Olivia’s time working on Bizaardvark left her with two very special gifts: the ability to play guitar (she had to learn it for the role), and her best friend, co-star Madison Hu, who has since appeared in Olivia’s music video for ‘bad idea right?’.

‘My family is so wonderfully removed. They’re so supportive, but [there’s] zero pressure. They’ve been [like that] since I was a little child actor.’14

[image: A still from the show ‘Bizaardvark’ featuring Madison Hu, Olivia Rodrigo, and Ethan Wacker. Ethan Wacker shows a ‘double thumbs-up’ sign with his hands to Olivia who stands facing him in a classroom setting. Madison stands beside Olivia. There are other kids in the background.]
HEADING TO HIGH SCHOOL … SORT OF

She may never have gone to high school in real life, but Olivia’s next career break came when she scored the role of Nini in High School Musical: The Musical: The Series, which started airing in November 2019.

Olivia wrote two original songs for the show, which she sang in character as Nini: ‘All I Want’ and ‘The Rose Song’. This led to a number of record labels approaching her, impressed not only by her singing and star quality but also by her songwriting abilities. After meeting with several labels, Olivia signed with Interscope/Geffen Records. ‘I was going to see a bunch of record labels and they were all wonderful,’ she told Music Week. ‘But Interscope was the only place where they said, “We really love your songwriting abilities. We think you’re a really great, classic songwriter.” And that was special to me, and the start of a great relationship.’15

Moving from acting into songwriting was exciting – it was what she’d always wanted to do – but also unnerving. ‘[Acting] is based on being a good liar and presenting a version of yourself that’s believable, and being a songwriter is the complete opposite,’ Olivia told the Guardian. ‘It’s like, here are all of my deepest, darkest secrets and I want you to know me so personally.’16

[image: The main cast of High School Musical: The Musical: The Series, a drama series. The photograph features Olivia Rodrigo at the centre, slightly leaning Joshua Bassett’s shoulder, surrounded by Sofia Wylie, Matt Cornett and others. The group sits on a staircase, interacting with each other with lively smiles.]
LICENCE TO LOCKDOWN

The COVID-19 pandemic hit and led to a break in filming during season two of High School Musical: The Musical: The Series. Like the rest of the world, Olivia found herself stuck at home with very little to do. Unlike the rest of the world, she used that time to write one of the biggest pop hits of recent years: ‘drivers license’.

She later told the New Yorker: ‘I actually wrote most of [SOUR] during the pandemic, and I credit a lot of the songs to that isolation.’17

Considering just how wildly successful ‘drivers license’ was to become, it can be strange to imagine Olivia sitting alone at home during lockdown, piecing the lyrics together. Even then, writing by herself in her room, she must have known she was on to something incredibly special. ‘I owe so much to that song,’ she said later. ‘It skyrocketed my career in ways completely unimaginable to me at the time. But I just remember writing that and feeling like I really expressed something. I felt like there was so much of myself in that song, and I remember feeling properly represented, and that’s just a really beautiful feeling.’18

[image: Olivia Rodrigo sits on a bed, clad in a blue floral dress, holding a ukulele. She looks slightly to her left with a smile in a bedroom setting with a bookcase, framed wall art, and hanging items on a door behind her.]



[image: Chapter Header, DRIVING TO SUCCESS, Olivia releases her first single and takes the world by storm.]

DRIVERS LICENSE

In January 2021, Olivia released ‘drivers license’, and the single was an instant hit. It went viral on TikTok and became the fastest-ever song to reach 100 million streams on Spotify. It hit number one in 48 countries on Apple Music and was streamed more than 76 million times in the US during the first week. Part of the song’s overwhelming success – in addition to the haunting vocals and stripped-back sound – was that even though it had been written by a 17-year-old going through her first heartbreak, the song seemed to resonate with everyone. By being open and vulnerable about how she felt, Olivia made something really special – and ‘the most painful moment in my life turned into the most successful.’20

The song’s success came with a certain amount of scrutiny. Because Olivia had grown up in the public eye, fans couldn’t seem to resist speculating on who the song was about. It was overwhelming dealing with this intense curiosity – Olivia later told the Guardian: ‘All of the drama that surrounded “drivers license” was baptism by fire.’21

However, she showed a composure beyond her years in how she dealt with it, refusing to be drawn into conversations about who had inspired the track. ‘I never want to say who any of my songs are about … I think it’s better not to pigeonhole a song to be about one thing.’22

She later told Music Week: ‘I think the coolest thing about songwriting – and art in general – is you’re given this kind of framework of emotions, and you can fill in the blanks with pieces of your own life […] So I would hate to tell people, “This is what it’s specifically about,” because I think that just completely defeats the purpose of art and emotion.’23

[image: Olivia Rodrigo holds a metallic, star-shaped award featuring a number one cutout against a plain, light-coloured background. She wears a black long-sleeved collared sweater, smiling softly while tilting her head toward the award held up in her hands. Text below reads: ‘It’s interesting, heartbreaks at 16 or 17, because you don’t yet have that perspective of knowing that life goes on and you’re gonna meet other people’.]
‘IT’S INTERESTING, HEARTBREAKS WHEN YOU’RE 16 OR 17, BECAUSE YOU DON’T YET HAVE THAT PERSPECTIVE OF KNOWING THAT LIFE GOES ON AND YOU’RE GONNA MEET OTHER PEOPLE.’19

DEBUT AT THE BRITS

Most aspiring musicians daydream about the day they’ll perform their first live show. The more ambitious might fantasise about playing at the Brits. But in February 2021, Olivia did both. That’s right, her first-ever live performance was in front of a crowd of the world’s biggest popstars at the Brit Awards.

‘It’s absolutely mind-blowing to me,’ she later told NME. ‘I was so nervous rehearsing for it and my team were like, “It’s fine, there’s just going to be 45 people,” and I’m like, “Yeah, but those 45 people are going to be Harry Styles and Dua Lipa; that’s so scary!”’24

Despite her nerves, Olivia gave a truly stunning rendition of ‘drivers license’, singing on stage in a red gown, accompanied by a harp. ‘It was just such a wonderful experience,’ she reflected later.25

[image: Olivia Rodrigo sings into a microphone on a dark stage, wearing a flowing red outfit with loose sleeves. Her long, dark hair is styled down around her shoulders.]
SATURDAY NIGHT LIVE

As if that wasn’t enough, her second-ever live performance came days later – on Saturday Night Live. Olivia performed ‘drivers license’ and ‘good 4 u’, wowing the audience with her vocal control and energetic performance.

‘I was terrified

[image: Olivia Rodrigo stands centrally on a stage singing into a microphone, surrounded by numerous microphone stands amidst thick stage smoke under red lighting.]
NO APRIL FOOL




[image: A casually dressed Olivia Rodrigo sits on a stage with a purple curtain backdrop, smiling while playing an acoustic guitar and performing in front of a microphone.]
GOOD 4 U





[image: Olivia Rodrigo performs on stage under dark lighting, wearing a purple top and a mini plaid skirt. Her long dark hair whips through the air as she sings into a microphone, with concertgoers in the lower foreground.]
THE SWEET SUCCESS OF SOUR





[image: Olivia Rodrigo performs centrally on a stage with her arms raised under blue lighting. She wears a white button-down shirt over a black top, a red pleated skirt, and a dark tie, with band members in the background and an audience in the lower foreground.]
WILL YOU GO TO PROM WITH ME?



[image: Olivia Rodrigo looks upward with a smile against a blue-lit background, wearing a blue plaid outfit including a sleeveless ruffled top and pleated skirt, complemented by black fishnet arm sleeves and a dark choker. Her hair is styled down around her shoulders.]
A PRESIDENTIAL POPSTAR



[image: Olivia Rodrigo stands beside Kamala Harris in an office with a desk and flags, wearing a pink-and-black plaid skirt suit. Kamala Harris wears a light pink pantsuit, and both smile facing forward.]
BEST NEW ARTIST AND SONG OF THE YEAR



[image: Olivia Rodrigo stands in profile against an MTV VMA’s backdrop, wearing a strapless red gown. Her long dark hair flows down her back, and she wears dangling, butterfly-shaped earrings while looking back toward the camera.]
FABULOUS IN FEATHERS




[image: Olivia Rodrigo poses, standing on a staircase wearing a sheer black lace jumpsuit featuring an off-the-shoulder feathery top and platform high heels, with photographers and attendees blurred in the background.]
iHEART OLIVIA



[image: Olivia Rodrigo performs onstage, singing into a microphone, with a backdrop of teal and purple drapes. She wears a dark top, light blue pants, and arm warmers, with musicians featured in the background.]
IRONIC AND ICONIC




[image: Olivia Rodrigo sits facing forward with her head slightly tilted, playing the piano and singing onstage, wearing a bright lime green patterned collared shirt. Her dark hair is styled in two long braids, and a night city skyline backdrop is behind her.]
AMAS AND GRAMMY NOMINATIONS – THE ICING ON THE CAKE




[image: Olivia Rodrigo stands on a red carpet in front of an American Music Awards backdrop, holding an award. She wears a sheer, light purple halter-neck, bodycon gown featuring a thick, feathered hem at the bottom and dark open-toe shoes. Her hair is style loose around her shoulders.]
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